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A Critical Assessment of Anthony Cowie’s 
“Multiword lexical units and communicative language teaching”

Since 1990s multiword lexical units has been receiving much attention, vocabulary research looks more on what aspect of vocabulary should be emphasized and now multiword lexical units have become a must-do part in English teaching in some countries and regions. Multiword lexical units refer to multiword phrases and routines treated as single lexical units and they are named variously by different scholars as collocations, lexical phrases, language chunks, formulaic expressions, formulaic constructions, prefabricated patterns, conventional language forms, conversational routines, gambits, prepatterned speech, lexicalized sentence stems, partially pre-assembled patterns, and so on (Schmitt & Carter, 1998). As a forerunner, Anthony P. Cowie and other scholars who put forward the above names agreed that such lexical units play a more significant role in language production than is normally acknowledged. 
In his article“Multiword lexical units and communicative language teaching”, Cowie (1992) held the view that reporters tended to select well-established and widely known existing locutions in their writing in most cases. He strongly appealed that communicative language teaching (CLT) should lay emphasis on language forms. 

Theoretical considerations
The article aims to test the crucial importance of memorizing of multiword lexical units in language teaching and learning. Not only did it encourage reconsideration of the importance of grammar to the teaching and learning process in favor of lexis, it also served to eliminate randomness from the way lexis had been introduced in communicative language teaching classes. Because since the introduction of CLT in the late 1970s, there have been different definitions and interpretations of the communicative approach to second language (L2) instruction, while most descriptions of CLT emphasize the communication of messages and meaning instead of the analysis and practice of language forms. Findings from corpus research have yielded a wealth of data concerning the frequency of vocabulary in text and the frequency of the patterns in which lexis appears. Frequency of usage determines the relative usefulness of these units of language for learners (Racine, 2018).
In detail, to begin with, as Cowie had done a research on seven lead stories earlier, this time focusing on a news item and an editorial, he aimed to recheck whether two articles (one piece is the news item and the other the editorial) composed on the same day for the same newspaper but under different conditions and with different communicative functions would differ in the use multiword lexical units. In addition he determined to discover whether time pressures were the only reason for any differences he might find. Furthermore, he aimed to study not only verb plus noun collocations but also complex ones with adjectives and prepositions. Finally he wished to get some implications for language teaching from a communicative perspective because he argued that there were some problems in CLT. He held that CLT terms made an unnatural gulf between meaning and lexical forms and it overlooked the role of lexical units. 
The study concludes that the sheer density of ready-made units in various types of written text is a fact that any approach to the teaching of writing to foreign students has to come to terms with (Cowie, 1992). It is impossible for native users to perform at an acceptable level, in writing or speech, without controlling an appropriate range of multiword units. Moreover, the demands of creative expression in the foreign language rests, as it does for native speakers and writers, on prior knowledge of a repertoire of such expressions. 

Methodology
The methodology mainly adopted in order to test the predictions was quantitative method. In research Cowie processed three key stages, (1) observing the phenomenon that lexical units occur frequently, (2) generating an initial hypothesis, lexical units plays a key role in language acquisition, (3) testing the hypothesis by collecting and analysing data. In the earlier study Cowie analysed seven lead stories and 236 verb-noun collocations were found out with a high proportion (some even up to 50%) of them multiword lexical units. The later study is on a news item and an editorial reflecting address by Mr Gorbachev proposing sweeping political and economic reforms in the Soviet Union (the same topic with the news item). In the news story Cowie counted 48 verb-object-noun combinations. In order to make certain that a combination is a restricted one, he applied three tests to test the property of interdependence of restricted collocations noting verb meanings and manipulating examples to show potential variation. After being tested, 21 among 48, almost half the total, were considered as restricted collocations. While as far as the editorial was concerned, not only various restricted collocations appeared as in the news item, but kinds of lexical means with striking effects were created as well. However in Cowie’s research only data from the news texts was collected, although it can stand for a special field of language, larger sample size from other kinds of texts are still needed to tell the full story. 
    Actually qualitative method could have also been used in analyzing the crucial role played in L2 acquisition as an aid although in order to test the hypothesis and theory, the method of quantitativeness is a suitable and fairly good choice. Qualitative research centers on describing, understanding and clarifying people’s experience. With qualitative method, the researcher could conduct interviews with different people of various ages, backgrounds, genders and social class on the topic of their experience of their L2 vocabulary teaching and learning. Then researchers need to work hard to transform, understand, describe and clarify the data. It could be predicted that the samples will provide varied insights into the use and functions of lexical units. After analysing the collected data, the researcher could draw a certain conclusion of the vital status of lexical units in language acquisition. The traditional concept of CLT which focused on communicative competence rather than linguistic competence need to be changed (Cook, 2008).

Results and relevance to theory
In the news item, 21 multiword lexical units, almost half the total of 48, presented. And the number of idioms was quite small (only one dead metaphor in this case). Furthermore there was a lack of lexical innovation. The editorial contained many restricted collocation phrases as those appeared in the news item, even more dead metaphors and a variety of lexical units with striking effects which were created by the leader writer as well.   
[bookmark: _GoBack]From the results, it could be concluded that the sheer density of ready-made multiword lexical units is a fact in various types of written text as language is NOT a collection of solitary words joined together by morphological or syntactical procedures, but rather of groupings of words which tend to occur together.For native speakers it is impossible to perform well in both writing and speaking without controlling an appropriate range of lexical units.They are in command of thousands of language chunks and use them as building blocks (Laufer, 2003). The retrieval of these chunks allows them to attend to other aspects of communication and to plan larger pieces of discourse. On the other hand, a worrying situation is that in L2 learning, learners often put sentences together from scratch, that is, word by word, which takes up their cognitive capacity and does not let them achieve expression fluency (Nattinger & Jeanette,1994). Therefore, in L2 teaching and learning lexical chunks should be paid sufficient attention to. In addition, the creation of expressions is based on the repertoire of ready-made lexical units for both native speakers and L2 learners. What’s more, in language teaching communication needs and communication means should be brought together. Abundant related knowledge of lexical units in the aspect secure the communication needs. Formulaic language can’t be overlooked in favor of models of language that center around communication needs, for there is increasing evidence that these chunks are integral to first- and second-language acquisition, as they are segmented from input and stored as wholes in long-term memory. They are fundamental to fluent language production, as they allow language production to occur while bypassing controlled processing and the constraints of short-term memory capacity. The implications of this knowledge for classroom teaching are considered, with particular emphasis on attending to input and fostering interaction to facilitate the acquisition of a repertoire of formulaic language. Cowie (1992) pointed out seriously that the unnatural imbalances and distortions in language teaching are part of the price we pay for an instance that the learner’s communicative needs are always the most important and for a still dominant tendency to place the development of creative linguistic practice before knowledge of lexical units on which the exercise of creativity so often depends. His study enhanced some of the development in CLT theory, research, and practice that targeted at the conclusion that a balance need to be struck within CLT—one that allows for the integration of more direct instruction of language (including grammatical, lexical, and socio-pragmatic features) with communicative skills (Spada, 2007). 
Although Cowie in the study only covered journalistic writings, news items could be the representative of specialized writing and editorial literary writing to a certain degree, due to their respective similar characteristics. And of course it would be more persuasive, reasonable and reliable to have categories of texts studied as the strength of quantitative research lies in its manifold. The untouched texts could be a further research area.  
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