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A STUDY ON THE DIFFICULTIES IN TRANSLATING COLLOCATIONS FROM ENGLISH
TO VIETNAMESE DURING THE TRANSLATION LEARNING PROCESS
OF THIRD-YEAR ENGLISH MAJOR STUDENTS AT DONG A UNIVERSITY
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Abstract:

This study investigates the challenges faced by third-year English majors at Dong A
University in translating English collocations into Vietnamese. Emphasizing the role of
collocations in natural and accurate translation, the study identifies common difficulties,
types of collocation they often make mistakes, and the strategies they use when finding
suitable Vietnamese equivalents. The study adopts a quantitative approach, gathering
data from a survey completed by 76 students. The findings indicate that students
frequently encounter difficulties in accurately interpreting the meanings of collocations
and selecting suitable Vietnamese equivalents, particularly in cases involving
prepositional combinations. Based on the results, the study recommends that teachers
incorporate more collocation-focused exercises in translation lessons, provide real-life
examples, and guide students in using reliable tools.

Keywords: Difficulties, Translating collocations, Translating English to Vietnamese,
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Rationale

In today’s world, language serves as a crucial key for individuals, facilitating their
integration and engagement with the global community. In the context of an increasingly
integrated global economy, translators emerge as key players, facilitating cultural and
informational exchange between nations.

Saroukhil, Ghalkhani, & Hashemi (2018, p. 101), mentioned that “translation is
unavoidable in today’s modern world” to emphasize on the importance of understading
each other through translation. However, translation is a complex cognitive process that
requires not only a profound understanding of both languages but also the ability to
convey meaning, nuance, and idiomatic expressions accurately across linguistic
boundaries. The transition from English to Vietnamese presents unique challenges,
particularly when considering the structural, lexical, and cultural differences between the
two languages. Among these challenges, translating collocations is one of the most
significant, due to their polysemous nature and the capacity to convey hidden cultural
meanings. Collocations may carry different meanings depending on the context of their
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use, and often these meanings lack precise equivalents in the target language.
Furthermore, collocations appear to be a challenging issue for second-language learners
even for those who achieve a higher state of proficiency (Arnaud & Savignon, 1997).
However, translation does not appear to be easy for university students, including
translators. Obeidat and Sepora (2019) observed that while many students recognized the
importance of collocation in translation, they tend to use inappropriate translation
eqgivalents.

For these reasons, I have chosen “A Study on the Difficulties in Translating
Collocations from English to Vietnamese During the Translation Learning Process of
Third-Year English Major Students at Dong A University” as the topic for my research.
This research was carried out to serve for the three following objectives. Firstly, the study
aimed to identify the specific difficulties that third-year English major students encounter
when translating collocations from English to Vietnamese during their translation
learning process. Secondly, it examined the strategies and resources that third-year
students currently use to translate collocations. Thirdly, the study proposed effective
methods to improve students’ ability to translate collocations. The findings from this
study not only provide valuable insights for both students and teachers into the obstacles
in the translation process, but also contribute to the development of more effective
teaching and learning methods in the field of translation. Ultimately, these insights aim
to enhance students' collocation translation skills and support the success
of future translators.

Informants and research methodology
Informants

To support the research, the study concentrated on conducting a survey among
third-year students majoring in English at Dong A University. The sample for this study
was drawn from students from four classes, namely EL22A, EL22B, EL22C, and EL22D,
all of whom were third-year English majors, totaling 76 students.

Research methodology

To investigate the challenges faced by third-year English major students at Dong
A University when translating collocations from English to Vietnamese, this study
employed a quantitative approach. To collect data, the researcher distributed a structured
questionnaire to 76 third-year students.This method aims to assess the current status of
students’ translation activities, identify specific difficulties, and explore the strategies and
resources they use in their translation learning process. In addition, a descriptive
approach was used to gain deeper insights into how these difficulties affect their
translation performance and learning outcomes, thereby propose solutions to improve
their ability to translate collocations in the translation course.

410



Ky yéu Sinh vién Nghién ctiu khoa hoc, Trudng Pai hoc Péng A 2024-2025 ISBN: 978-604-45-1158-0
Results and discussions
The reality of awareness, difficulties, strategies and resources of third-year English

major students at Dong A University when translating collocations

Students' perception in translating collocations
19

16% | 13%

H Very difficult m Difficult ™ Notvery difficult = Easy

Figure 1. Students' perception in translating collocations

When asked about their challenges in translation, a majority of students
approximately 83% reported struggling with this task. Of these, 70% classified the task as
“difficult,” while 13% considered it “very difficult.” These figures indicate that the
majority of students perceive collocation translation as a demanding skill that requires
further improvement. In contrast, only 17% of students did not consider collocation in
translation to be highly challenging. Among them, 16% found it “Not very difficult,” and
merely 1% considered it “Easy.” This suggests that only a small fraction of students feel
confident in their ability to translate collocations effectively. This finding indicates that
difficulties in translating English collocations are widespread among third-year English
majors at Dong A University.

Aspects students find most difficult in translation
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Figure 2. Aspects students find most difficult in translation
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Overall, the chart highlights the various difficulties students encounter when
translating English collocations into Vietnamese. These findings highlight the diverse
challenges students face in translating English collocations into Vietnamese, ranging
from difficulties in understanding the exact meaning to finding the correct equivalent
and recognizing the appropriate context for translation.

Students’ awareness about the importance of translating
collocation in a text

0%

B Yes, significantly B Yes,tosomeextent HENo, notreally ™ No, notatall

Figure 3. Students’ awareness about the importance of translating collocation in a
text

As shown in the chart, the data illustrates the extent to which the challenge of
translating collocations affects students’ translation learning, with 68% of respondents
stating that this challenge significantly impacts their learning. Additionally, 29% of
students reported that translating collocations affected their learning to some extent,
suggesting that while they encountered difficulties, the impact was not overwhelming.
On the other hand, a smaller proportion of respondents, approximately 3%, stated that
this challenge did not significantly impact their learning. None of the students claimed
that collocation difficulties had no impact at all. These findings underscore the prevalent
difficulties students experience when translating collocations, with most acknowledging
its effect on their learning process.

Frequency of collocations that students often
make mistakes

VERB + PREPOSITION
NOUN + PREPOSITION
ADJECTIVE + NOUN
VERB + NOUN
ADVERB + ADJECTIVE

ADJECTIVE + PREPOSITION
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Figure 4. Frequency of collocations that students often make mistakes
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The chart illustrates the frequency of collocations that students often make
mistakes when translating. Among the six categories presented, the most frequent error
occurs with verb + preposition combinations, accounting for 45.2% of the mistakes. This
is followed by noun + preposition at 35.6%, and adjective + noun at 34.1%. Errors
involving verb + noun and adverb + adjective are slightly lower, at 33.3% and 32.6%
respectively. The least common mistakes are related to adjective + preposition
combinations, which represent only 19.2%. Overall, these results indicate that students
tend to make more mistakes with collocations involving prepositions.

Usual approach when encountering hard-to-translate
collocations

USE Al TO HELP WITH THE TRANSLATION

SKIP THE COLLOCATIONS AND MOVE
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ASK A TEACHER OR CLASSMATE FOR HELP
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COLLOCATIONS IN A DICTIONARY

-
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Figure 5. Usual approach when encountering hard-to-translate collocations

The data from the bar charts provide a clear view of how students tackle
translation challenges, particularly with difficult collocations. The most common
approach is asking teachers or classmates for help, accounting for 35.7%, followed by
looking up collocations in a dictionary at 24.4%. Guessing the meaning based on context
is another strategy used by 22% of students, while Al assistance is slightly less popular
at 21.3%. A smaller portion, 11%, chooses to skip the collocations entirely.
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Figure 6. Resources students rely on for translation
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In terms of translation resources, Al tools are the most frequently used, with 26.2%
of students relying on them. Translation apps or software come next at 23.8%, closely
followed by online dictionaries at 22%. Teachers’ feedback is a resource for 14.6% of
students, whereas textbooks or reference books are used the least, at 13.4%.

Strategies used when translating collocations

H Translate word-by-word and adjust later

B Focus on understanding the meaning of
the whole collocation

Figure 7. Strategies used when translating collocations

The chart provides a clear depiction of the different strategies students use when
translating collocations. The most popular approach is focusing on the overall meaning
of the collocation, which is chosen by 42% of students. Another commonly used strategy
involves finding synonyms or alternative phrasing in Vietnamese, accounting for 36% of
responses. Meanwhile, 16% of students prefer to translate word by word before making
adjustments, indicating a structured approach to translation. The least favored strategy
is breaking the collocation down into individual words and translating them separately,
with only 6% of students choosing this method.

Strategies for improving the translation of collocations
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Figure 8. Strategies for improving the translation of collocations
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The chart illustrates various strategies students adopt to enhance their translation
of collocations. The most commonly adopted approach is doing more exercises on
collocations, with 28.5% of students applying this method. Engaging with media, such as
watching movies, listening to music, and reading books or articles, is also a popular
strategy, chosen by 23.8% of respondents. Forming a habit of learning words in
combination with others ranks third, with 16.9% of students practicing this technique.
Memorizing all collocations is slightly less preferred, utilized by 16.1% of participants.
The least favored method is using a collocation dictionary, with only 14.6% of students
relying on this resource.

Some recommended practical solutions to improve the ability to translate collocations

for third-year English major students

Drawing from the findings of this study and the strategies reported by students,
several practical suggestions can be proposed to help learners translate English
collocations into Vietnamese more effectively.

In order to address the problem of comprehending the precise meaning of
collocations, which 41.1% of students stated was their greatest difficulty, educators can
concentrate more on context-based learning. Using role-plays, short dialogues, or stories
helps students see how collocations work in real situations. Encouraging learners to keep
a vocabulary journal with meanings and example sentences also makes it easier for them
to remember and use these expressions naturally.

Picture 1. Short dialogues

Group discussions can be an effective to address the challenge of identifying the
accurate Vietnamese equivalent, which was mentioned by 26.6% of students. After
translating short English texts individually, students can work in groups to compare their
choices and explain why they used certain Viethamese expressions. This collaborative
process helps learners notice more natural-sounding translations and understand
different ways collocations can be interpreted. It also encourages critical thinking and
raises awareness of cultural and contextual nuances in translation.
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Picture 2. Group discussion

It is important to integrate structured collocation exercises more regularly into the
translation curriculum. Given that a significant number of students (28.5%) identified
“doing more exercises on collocations” as their preferred strategy, instructors should
consider organizing activities based on different collocation types —such as verb + noun
or adjective + preposition —and embedding these in relevant and realistic contexts. By
working with meaningful examples, students are more likely to develop an intuitive
sense of how collocations are used in everyday language.
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Picture 3. Exercise Picture 4. Collocation types

Another approach is to encourage learners to actively engage with authentic
English-language media. Approximately 23.8% of participants mentioned that watching
movies, listening to music, and reading books or articles helped them improve their
collocation translation skills. Teachers can build on this by designing tasks that prompt
students to identify and analyze collocations within real-life content—for example, by
noting collocations from a specific film scene or news article. Weekly classroom activities
based on excerpts from TED Talks or magazine columns can further reinforce this
exposure and turn passive language input into purposeful learning.

416



Ky yéu Sinh vién Nghién ctu khoa hoc, Trudng Bai hoc Déng A 2024-2025 ISBN: 978-604-45-1158-0

talks

IDEAS WORTH SPREADING

Picture 5. Ted Talks Picture 6. Online English platforms

The habit of regularly reviewing collocations also plays a key role in long-term
retention. With 16.9% of students recognizing the value of consistent practice, educators
might consider encouraging learners to keep personalized vocabulary journals or
“collocation notebooks.” These can be organized thematically or structurally, allowing
students to track their progress and revisit expressions over time.

Picture 7. Collocation notebooks Picture 8. Vocabulary journals

By implementing these strategies in translation courses, educators can provide
students with both the tools and habits necessary to approach collocation translation with
greater confidence and proficiency.

Conclusions

This study aims to investigate the challenges faced by third-year English major
students at Dong A University when translating collocations from English to Vietnamese,
with the intention of providing valuable insights into the translation learning process.
The findings of this study reveal that third-year English major students at Dong A
University encounter various difficulties in translating collocations from English to
Vietnamese, with the most common problems involving understanding the meaning of
collocations and identifying appropriate Vietnamese equivalents. Particularly in cases
involving prepositional combinations, which seemed to pose more problems than others.
Another notable observation is the tendency among students to rely heavily on Al-based
translation tools and word-for-word strategies, which can result in translations that lack
fluency and naturalness. Based on the results, the study recommends that teachers
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incorporate more collocation-focused exercises in translation lessons, provide real-life
examples, and guide students in using reliable tools. These recommendations indicate
the importance of strengthening students” awareness of collocations and equipping them
with more effective translation techniques to support their development as competent
translators.
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