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EFL Syrian Students’ Perceptions Towards Learning Collective Nouns
Preparation by:
Mr. Muhammad Al-Yaseen Dr. Abdul Hamid Al-Muaikel
Abstract:

The research inspected EFL Syrian students’ perceptions at the English
department at Free Aleppo University about mastering collective nouns, the
probable challenges, and the recommended techniques and tactics to
overcome such challenges and master collectives. Research data were
collected from 68 EFL Syrian students via a survey and analyzed by SPSS.
The findings demonstrated that EFL Syrian students have robust encouraging
and positive perceptions about mastering collective nouns. The research
discloses that EFL Syrian students are conscious of the challenges and
complications of collective nouns that mainly stem from the dearth of cultural
knowledge and context, and being syntactically singular and semantically
plural when it comes to agreement patterns with verbs or anaphors. In
addition, there are no strict rules that constrain their agreement behaviour as
there is variation among Englishes. EFL Syrian students suggested and
recommended several tactics to overcome collective nouns’ complications
conceptually and syntactically by using typical strategies such as
memorization, guessing, flashcards, doing online vocabulary and grammar
exercises, translating in L1 (Arabic), and using them in context. The research
endorses EFL tutors to include collective nouns in their class exercises to
help learners enhance their competency by using collective nouns in their
speech and writing.

Keywords: collective, noun, student, perception, challenge, strategy,
agreement
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EFL Suriyeli égrencilerin Toplu isimleri f)grenmeye Yonelik Algilari

Hazirlayanlar:
Mr.Muhammed EI-Yasin Dr. Abdilhamid EI-Muaikel

Ozeti :

Arastirma, Free Halep University'deki Ingilizce bolimiindeki EFL Suriyeli
ogrencilerin ortak isimlerde uzmanlagma, olasi zorluklar ve bu tir zorluklarin
ve usta topluluklarin Ustesinden gelmek icin Onerilen teknikler ve taktikler
hakkindaki algilarini inceledi. Aragtirma verileri, bir anket yoluyla 68 EFL
Suriyeli 6grenciden toplanmis ve SPSS tarafindan analiz edilmigtir. Bulgular,
EFL Suriyeli 6grencilerin toplu isimler konusunda uzmanlagma konusunda
gugld, tegvik edici ve olumlu algilara sahip oldugunu gostermistir. Arastirma,
Ingilizceyi yabanci dil olarak bilen Suriyeli 6grencilerin, fiiller veya anaforlarla
uyum kaliplari s6z konusu oldugunda, esas olarak kultirel bilgi ve baglam
eksikliginden ve soOzdizimsel olarak tekil ve anlamsal olarak c¢ogul
olmasindan kaynaklanan toplu isimlerin zorluklarinin ve karmagikliklarinin
bilincinde olduklarini ortaya koymaktadir. Ayrica, Ingilizler. Arasinda
farkliliklar oldugu igin anlagsma davraniglarini sinirlayan kati kurallar yoktur.
EFL Suriyeli 6grenciler, ezberleme, tahmin etme, bilgi kartlar gibi tipik
stratejileri kullanarak ve gevrimigi kelime ve dil bilgisi alistirmalar yaparak,
L1'de (Arapga) ceviri yaparak ve bunlari baglam icinde kullanarak toplu
isimlerin karmagikliklarinin kavramsal ve sozdizimsel olarak Ustesinden
gelmek igin gesitli taktikler onerdiler. Aragtirma, 6grencilerin konugmalarinda
ve yazmalarinda toplu isimleri kullanarak yetkinliklerini gelistirmelerine
yardimci olmak igin EFL 6gretmenlerinin sinif alistirmalarina toplu isimleri

dahil etmelerini onayliyor.

Anahtar kelimeler: kolektif, isim, 6grenci, algi, meydan okuma, strateji,

anlagma
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Overview

Collective nouns like ‘committee, family, team, jury, police,
government, staff, couple, etc.” are high—frequently used in spoken and
written English language. Because of their high frequency, EFL Syrian
students are familiar with such terms: ‘members of the committee, a flock
of birds, or a herd of sheep’, etc., but few are familiar with ‘an entrance of
actresses, a car of clowns, or a dose of doctors’ due to their rare use and
oddity in language. Moreover, their irregular syntactic and semantic
behaviour is somewhat perplexing and intriguing. Collective nouns have
been investigated much in the inner and the outer circles of Krachu’s
classification of English language (Crystal, 2018: 107 after B. B. Kachru,
1985), but little is done in the expanding circle where a few studies
examined collective nouns’ agreement patterns, variation, and irregularity in
a non-native context of English language (Dzieminko, 2008; Orlegard,
2014; Taqi, 2012, Farhan & Al-Tameemi, 2019).

The current study is carried out in Syria that belongs to the expanding
circle. It focuses on EFL Syrian students’ perceptions at the English
department at Free Aleppo University about collective nouns, the challenges
encountered, and the strategies to overcome such challenges.

However, no emphasis is laid on the sense of collectivity or the
agreement patterns and the influence of such sense of collectivity when it
comes to the issue of verbal or pronominal agreement in grammar
exercises. The lack of knowledge about collective nouns’ sense of

collectivity and their irregularity makes students feel confused about how to
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use collective nouns properly in their spoken or written outputs. Such
confusion and uncertainty could be the result of paying no attention to
teaching or learning collective nouns as a separate type of nouns in classes
of English or how to distinguish them from other types of nouns as collective
plurals or mass nouns. In addition, there appears no concentration on
teaching this noun category by EFL instructors neither in grammar nor in
vocabulary classes during first— and second-year study. Moreover, the
concepts of collectivity and agreement with collective nouns are not
addressed during the study of English where most teachers and students
focus only on the differentiation between count and non-count nouns and
their correspondence with other parts of speech as determiners, verbs, or
pronouns. Almost no research is related directly to the use of English
collective nouns by EFL learners. Most of the studies (Levin, 2001; Hundt,
2006; Wong, 2009) are conducted depending on English corpus analysis to
understand the nature of collective nouns and their agreement patterns
without emphasis on EFL students’ perceptions towards learning collective
nouns, their sources of difficulty, and the strategies used by EFL learners to
master them.

Literature Review
Definitions of Collective Nouns

Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (OALD, 2010) defines the term
‘collective nourmw as “a substantive which [in the singular] denotes a
collection or number of individuals”. Furthermore, the label ‘ collective nouns’

is used by grammarians (Quirk et al., 1985; Biber et al., 1999), while other
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researchers (Barker, 1992; Pearson, 2011) use ‘group nouns’
interchangeably with the term ‘collective nouns.’

Arguably, it has been assumed that there is a distinction between the
conceptual approach and the grammatical one when dealing with collective
nouns. From this distinction, two different definitions can be considered. The
conceptual definition classifies a much wider range of nouns as collectives
without taking into consideration their syntactic behaviour in formal or
informal discourse and writing. Counting on this conceptualisation, it can be
perceived that ‘collective noun’ is a term that denotes a group of things,
animals, or people that is composed of, consisted of, and divided into many
members, individuals, or parts. This definition involves necessarily all
collective nouns regardless of their morphosyntactic or semantic features.
Based on such conceptualisation, collective nouns are defined by
Depraetere (2003) as “morphologically singular noun with multiple reference
that is compatible with a plural verb” (p.87). This description encompasses
a syntactical and semantical clue. If the agreement condition is neglected,
many other nouns such as ‘furniture, jungle, car, body’ can be categorized
as collectives.

However, collective nouns such as ‘7family or ‘government’ are
“singular nouns that denote a group of things (animals, things, people,
institutions, etc.). They can occur with either a singular or a plural verb in
British English. In American English, it must be used with a singular verb”
(OALD, 2010). Though collective nouns refer to a group of animate or
inanimate things, there is a difference in how to figure them out in British
English rather than in other English varieties. The American speakers use

collective nouns systematically as all other count nouns when considering
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the issue of agreement. If the collective noun is marked with ‘+s’ plural,
then it is plural. On the other hand, the British speakers take the semantic
reference into account, so there is agreement variation when using collective
nouns. Accordingly, the concept of plural reference is emphasised when
‘collective nouns’ indicate a group of individuals besides the concept of
variation in singular and plural agreement when they occur singular.

A broader scope is adopted by Quirk et al. (1985) where they
explicitly included possessive adjectives and relative or personal anaphors
in their definition. Collective nouns are, therefore, nouns which sometimes
take singular and sometimes plural pronouns. A merit of Quirk et al.’s
definition over Crystal’s is that it supports the enclosure of nouns which only
occur with singular predicates, but occasionally accepts plural anaphors as
in the example below:

[1] The orchestra is tuning their instruments.

The singular verbal agreement ‘/s funing’ and the plural pronominal
agreement ‘their’ have been used simultaneously with the collective noun
‘orchestra’ though the noun ‘orchestra’ is considered to take only singular
agreement patterns (Levin, 2001).

Consequently, the term ‘collective nouns’ is dealt with by the
researcher by examining the common type of words that indicate collections
of singletons that consist of or are comprised of more than one thing or
person as feam, staff, committee, flock, herd, pack, etc. Moreover, the
speaker’s intentions or the sentence’s context play a key role in identifying
collective nouns’ singular or plural reference. Undoubtedly, the irregularity
of collective nouns provides a good deal of data for researchers who are

interested in the relationship between the morphosyntactic and semantic
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characteristics of collective nouns, as well as the relationship between
collective nouns and their predicates or other parts of speech in spoken and
written English.

Types of Collective Nouns

Three main types were distinguished by Quirk et al. (1985) in the
course of their discussion about collective nouns. The first type refers to
non—-generic common collective nouns that refer to specific collections of
things, people, or animals that belong to a larger set comprised of similarly
identical collections. This type of nouns might be described as
“particularising’ (Gil, 1996). Such examples of particularising collective
nouns are ‘herd, flock, family, club, army, etc.” The second type includes
‘unique’ or ‘proper’ collective nouns that each of which could be described
as the only member of the group to which it belongs. Such examples of
unique or proper collective nouns are the UN, the BBC, the United Kingdom,
the Congress, Manchester City, Liverpool, etc. Strangely enough, such
nouns have rarely been thought of or taught as collective nouns (Levin,
2001). Being tailed by plural or singular predicates is evidence that they are
indeed a type of collective nouns. The third type comprises the generic
collectives as the aristocracy, the elite, the gentry, etc. These nouns are
generic because they refer to all individuals of a social class in either a
concrete or abstract reference depending on the intended numerical
reference. They are headed by ‘the’ and are potentially either singular or
plural and not explicitly marked. The study focuses on learning collective

nouns in general, and non—generic ones in particular.
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Factors of Irregularity and oddity

Different factors are believed to be behind the irregularity of collective
nouns and their agreement patterns. Such factors are the source of variation
that make EFL learners feel perplexed while learning and using collective
nouns. Identifying such factors can help EFL learners understand the tricky
and problematic behaviour of collective nouns and their irregularity.

A key finding of recent research (Depraetere, 2003; Levin, 2001) is
that within a specified variety, collective nouns behave inconsistently when
it comes to agreement patterns. It is suggested that inclinations for specific
collective nouns could be the principal constraint for the choice of formal or
notional agreement pattern. Biber et al. (1999: 188) state “in actual use [...]
[m]ost collective nouns prefer singular concord”. Just a few nouns such as
‘crowd, staff, police’ seems to prefer plural agreement pattern. The question
is whether this inconsistency is the result of differences in the contextual
understanding where the focus is on the set vs. on the individuals or of
other factors.

In addition to the individual behaviour of specific collective nouns,
significant differences among English varieties are drawn based on the
notional agreement . More concentration is mainly laid on British and
American Englishes as two dominant varieties. In English grammar books,
American English regularly tends to use singular agreement and shows less
favour for notional agreement with collective nouns. The American speakers
are more consistent where collective nouns are mostly singular.

Furthermore, the variances between British and American Englishes’
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agreement patterns are in the conceptual attributes of each collective noun.
American speakers nearly always use collective nouns with singular by
default, whereas British people handle specific collective nouns as plurals
with regard to agreement patterns because, conceptually, collective nouns
have a plural number feature. Thus, some British people relate the notional
agreement by default for nouns that denote football teams or institutions
depending on the BBC style guide in using plural predicates.

Furthermore, contextual differences also play a crucial role in deciding
whether the grammatical or notional agreement should be applied with
collective nouns. Some contextual factors can greatly influence or utterly
decide the predicate’s agreement pattern or the anaphors following a
collective noun. The semantic features of specific verbs succeeding
collective nouns necessitate formal agreement. It is argued that the notional
agreement is not probable if the verb is pertinent to the group as an entity,
not to the individuals. In fact, the semantic features of the verbs ¢ consist’
and other similar verbs such as ‘comprise’, ‘compile’, ‘compose’ and
‘have’play a role in selecting singular agreement over plural one. Moreover,
the selection of anaphors can influence the verb number through the inner
consistency of the clause or the sentence.

Additionally, it can be argued that the difference between the formal
and the notional agreement with collective nouns is merely triggered by the
metonymic shift or perceptual differences. The collective noun ‘ feam’ occurs
with singular or plural predicates according to its sense. It is arguable if the
emphasis is on the ‘feam’ as a set or as individuals. Both interpretations
would seem to be reasonable although the focus seems to be slightly more

on the team as a whole.
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Upon exploring the factors of irregularity, oddity, and variation,
misperception is often triggered by the way that diverse forms follow
collective nouns and their agreement patterns; specifically, whether or not
to use the notional or semantic agreement with collective nouns. This
number variance is natural, and its apparatus is a subtle metonymic shift in
the concepts underpinning the words and evidence of such perceptual
differences.

Collective nouns have been learnt as and along with countable nouns
and other ‘nourn’ categories as proper nouns, common nouns, non-count
nouns and other types of nouns by EFL Syrian students at the English
department in Free Aleppo University. Because of the importance of this
subject, this research intends to touch the following objectives:

(1)To inspect EFL Syrian students’ perceptions at the English
department in Free Aleppo University about mastering collective
nouns.

(2) To identify the probable challenges in mastering collective nouns.

(3) To identify EFL Syrian students’ tactics and strategies to overcome
such challenges and master collective nouns.

3. Research Methodology
3.1. Study Design

The study is quantitative where a survey of twenty—one closed—ended
items was designed and utilized for data collection. The collected data were
analyzed by using SPSS statistics tool. The sample was asked to convey

their answers to 18 statements that pursued their perceptions about
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mastering collective nouns, the probable challenges and to explore
strategies they suggest to master this type of nouns.

3.2. Study Sample

The sample is 68 EFL Syrian students at the English language
department at Free Aleppo University. The respondents were third—year and
fourth—year students in addition to translation diploma students as the study
tries to explore students’ perceptions about learning collective nouns. The
sample is divided into 32 fourth—year students, 29 third—year students, and
7 translation diploma students. They were divided nearly into 54% males
and 46% females. Their first language is Arabic. Though they had been
selected randomly, the sample was used based on some considerations.
First, they have been selected from those sharing some common
characteristics, in that they all study English as EFL at the English
department. Second, they come from the same culture. Third, they all
studied the same comprehension and grammar courses and they are well-
acquainted with English grammar and vocabulary in general due to taking
basic grammar and comprehension courses in their first and second tertiary
years. However, the background knowledge differs to some extent between
the students according to their university level and the extent of their practice
and experience. However, their participation depends solely on their consent
and willingness.

3.3. Study Instrument

To design the survey (Appendix A), relevant literature was reviewed
where general data were gained (e.g., Gradelle, 2019; Levin, 2001 & 2006;
Depraetere, 2003; de Vries, 2019; Farhan &Al-Tameemi, 2019).

ARAS & www.journal.uoaleppo.net ©®) journal@uoaleppo.net
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Respondents’ demographic background was initially covered in the first
section, i.e., gender, university level, and mother tongue. The following two
sections intended to elicit the respondents’ perceptions about mastering
collective nouns, and the probable challenges they face. The respondents
were interrogated to specify to what extent they agree or disagree with the
statements on a 5-point Likert scale!. The respondents’ strategies to
overcome such challenges were laid on a 5-point Likert scale’ explaining
how frequent they use such techniques and strategies to master collective
nouns.

3.4. Data Collection Approach

Google Forms tool was employed as a method for data collection.
The survey link was sent simultaneously to third-year, fourth—-year and
translation diploma students at the English department. The ones agreed to
participate were asked to express their consent by ticking a box stating ‘I
willingly agree to be part of the study’ before finishing the survey. In addition,
the sample’s confidentiality and anonymity were assured. The directions
were catered for each part of the survey, and the respondents were asked
to work them out to fulfill the survey appropriately. The survey was
accessible for a couple of weeks.

3.5. Data Analysis

The data collected were downloaded in an Excel spread—sheet after
closing the survey. Coding the data numerically and importing it to SPSS
was the next step. The researcher scrutinized the data carefully to ensure

the respondents complete the survey correctly despite the mandate of all

(1 = Strongly disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Agree, 5 = Strongly agree)’
(1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Frequently, 5 = Very frequently)"
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items. Descriptive statistics was utilized to decide the data mean, standard
deviation and frequency. Sample T-test was done to discover male/female
variances.

Findings

4.1. EFL Syrian students’ overall perceptions

The findings demonstrate that the respondents’ perceptions’ overall
mean score about mastering collectives is 4.2196 (See Table 1). The
findings show that EFL Syrian students have robust encouraging and

positive perceptions about mastering collective nouns.
Table 1. EFL Syrian students’ Overall Perceptions

Standard Deviation

N Mean
(Std. D)
Overall Mean 68 4.1882 0.48362
Valid N (listwise) 68

4.2. Collective Nouns Learning Significance

The second section of the survey prompted the perceptions about
collective nouns learning significance. More precisely, the closed—ended
items probed EFL Syrian students’ responses about collective nouns and
their mastering impact on effectual speech, conceiving the target culture,
helping EFL Syrian students sound competent, and teaching collective
nouns in grammar, vocabulary and writing classes. More than 85% of the
respondents agreed and strongly agreed with nearly all the five proposed
statements that pursued responses about mastering collective nouns (See
Table 2). For example, 89.8% of the respondents thought that it is essential

for EFL Syrian students to acquire collective nouns to make their
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communication more effective and natural. Moreover, 85.3% of the
respondents believed that using collective nouns correctly in EFL learners’

writing makes it more impressive and effective.

Table 2. Students’ Perceptions
% Strongly
# Statement Agree and | Mean Stan.da.r d
Deviation
Agree
1 I th_mk I_earnmg En_ghsh col_lectlve nguns IS 85.3 43676 | 0.71036
a vital side of English learning experience.
2 I think it is significant for EFL Syrian
students to master collective nouns to make | 86.8 4.1765 | 0.75194
their communication more natural.
3 I thlnk conceiving English collective nouns 89.8 4.0588 | 0.68855
Is important to understand the target culture.
4 | think using English collective nouns
correctly helps the listener/ reader 824 41176 | 0.68086
understand EFL learners’ point of view
properly.
5 I think using collective nouns correctly in
EFL learners' writing will make it more | 85.3 4.2206 | 0.68775
impressive and effective.

4.3. Probable Challenges

The respondents’ replies about collective nouns’ learning challenges
were collected in the third section of the survey. The data analysis exhibited
that EFL Syrian students are conscious of collective nouns learning
challenges and complications. More than 60% of the respondents strongly
agreed and agreed with the statements that pointed to collective nouns’
learning challenges (See Table 3). Such hitches outcome from the
inadequacy of cultural knowledge and context, syntactic and semantic
agreement variation, no strict rules that govern agreement patterns, oddity

of many collective nouns, or being not included in the syllabus taught at the

department of English language.
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Table 3. Probable Challenges

%

Strongly Standard
# Statement Agree and Mean Deviation
Agree

I think collective nouns are troublesome to
1 use because of their oddity and the lack of | 44.1 3.2941 | 0.931136
cultural background.

Collective nouns are difficult and tricky
2 because they are not taught during our study | 45.6 3.2794 | 1.03442
at university.

Collective nouns are tricky because they are
3 syntactically singular and semantically | 67.6 3.7059 | 0.84745
plural.

Collective nouns become more confusing
and troublesome when they have no context.
Collective nouns are confusing due to their
5 irregularity in singular-plural agreement | 70.6 3.8676 | 0.82687
with verbs and pronouns.

Collective nouns are tricky and problematic
6 as there are no strict rules to constrain them | 64.7 3.6912 | 0.96595
grammatically or as vocabularies.

82.4 4.0735 | 0.93547

4.4. Recommended Strategies

The final seven items of the survey intended to gain answers about
the most recommended strategies to master collective nouns. The
strategies’ frequency mean is considered to reveal the most recommended
approaches by students that were categorized from the most frequently to
the least frequently recommended. EFL Syrian students suggest and
recommend these tactics to a varying extent. Table 4 shows that learning
collective nouns as vocabularies from the context they are used in with
frequency mean 3.48 is the most commonly recommended methods tailed
by understanding their grammatical and semantic characteristics to
overcome collective nouns’ agreement errors with frequency mean 3.45.

Using typical language learning strategies (memorization, guessing,
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flashcards, note-taking, using a dictionary, etc.) with frequency mean 3.29
and doing online grammar and vocabulary exercises with frequency mean
3.19 are frequent recommended strategies for learning collective nouns.
Using expressions with mean (2.91), translating collective nouns into Arabic
with mean (2.71), and being acquainted with English varieties with mean

(2.65) are considered to be the least frequently recommended strategies.

Table 4. Recommended Strategies

Standard
# Statement N Mean
Deviation

| use clarifying expressions in English to conceive
collective nouns as a group of crows is a ‘murder’, a
1 group of clowns is ‘a car’...etc. or within ‘of’ noun 68 2.9118 0.84173
phrases construction as a school of fish, a herd of

buffalo.

| translate collective nouns into my L1 (Arabic) to

2 68 2.7059 1.12049
understand their meanings.

| learn collective nouns as vocabularies from the context

3 68 3.4853 1.01471
they are used in.

I overcome collective nouns’ agreement errors by
4 understanding their grammatical and semantic 68 3.4559 | 0.83637

characteristics.

| overcome collective nouns’ agreement errors by being
5 | acquainted with English varieties (e.g., British, American, | 68 2.6471 1.08950

Canadian...etc.)

| overcome collective nouns’ agreement errors by doing

6 68 3.1912 1.04034
online grammar and vocabulary exercises.
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| overcome collective nouns’ unfamiliarity and irregularity
by using language learning strategies (memorization,

7 68 3.2941 0.94725

guessing, flashcards, note-taking, using a

dictionary...etc.).

Valid N (listwise) 68

4.5. Respondents’ Demographic Background

Impact of the respondents’ gender on their perceptions about
mastering collective nouns, the probable challenges they may encounter and
strategies that may be used are taken into account in this section.

4.5.1. Gender Difference

Differences between the perceptions of female and male EFL Syrian
students about mastering collective nouns were measured to figure out if
they are significant. The female perceptions’ overall mean score is 4.1548
(Std. D = 0.67487) whereas that of male is 4.2162 (Std. D = 0.72905).
The mean score difference is .0614 (See Table 5). Likewise, the findings
of sample T-test (See Table 6) discloses that p value (0.709) is bigger than
alpha level (0.05). Consequently, it is settled that respondents’ gender has
no significant effect on their perceptions about mastering collective nouns.
Additionally, 7-test results tell that female and male perceptions were not
significantly different about the challenges. Similar approaches are

recommended to master and deal with collective nouns.

Table 5. Gender Difference

Gender N Mean Standard Deviation Std. Error Mean
Male 37 4.2162 0.72905 0.11986

Female 31 4.1548 0.67488 0.12121
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Table 6. T—test for Gender Differences

Levene’s Test

for Equality of t-test for Equality of Means
Variances
95% Confidence
Sig.
Mean Std. Error Interval of the
F Sig. t df (2—
Difference | Difference Difference
tailed)

Lower Upper

Equal
variances | 1.076 | 0.471 | 0.36 66 0.709 | 0.06138 | 0.17242 | -0.2828 | 0.40563

assumed

Equal
variances
0.359 | 63.09 | 0.71 0.06138 0.17126 | —0.2808 | 0.40363
not

assumed

5. Discussion

The research data analysis ascertained that EFL Syrian students’
perceptions about mastering collective nouns were robustly positive and
encouraging. The research demonstrates that EFL Syrian students are
conscious of the challenges and complications of collective nouns where
they encounter many. These complications are mainly triggered by the
dearth of cultural knowledge and context. Additionally, the respondents
stated that collective nouns are not included in their courses. Students are
scarcely exposed to collective nouns in English classes and have little or no
chance to practice them. Such scarce exposition could be due to the nature
of EFL grammar classes that focus on typical nouns (count and non—count)
than other nouns as collective or mass nouns, and other aspects of
language as collective nouns receive very little attention in English courses

where students get used to using the word ‘group’ to refer to any group of
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things, animals, or people instead of using the proper collectives. The results
illustrates that the respondents have difficulty in mastering collective nouns
as well as agreement patterns with verbs or anaphors. Furthermore, the
oddity of many collective nouns as they are archaic and figurative and the
absence of context were other challenges EFL Syrian students encounter in
perceiving and dealing with collective nouns.

Also, the findings demonstrated that the respondents suggested many
strategies to overcome such challenges and master collective nouns. The
most frequent technique is acquiring collectives as vocabulary in the context
they are used in. EFL students are mostly often recommended to acquire
English vocabulary in chunks where using collective nouns with ‘of
complement or with predicates makes students figure out the meaning of
such nouns and how to use them lexically, syntactically, and semantically.
Understanding collective nouns’ syntactic and semantic characteristics is
another approach to overcome collective nouns’ agreement errors since
students far rely on the features of the noun to decide the verbal and
pronominal agreement or the formal or notional agreement. The third most
widely recommended strategy is using language learning strategies
(memorization, guessing, flashcards, note—taking, using a dictionary...etc.).
This approach grants the learners the chance to utilize different methods to
find the best way that helps them master collective nouns. Collective nouns
are met frequently in diverse settings which leads to saving them in their
memory.

EFL Syrian students usually use other methods to overcome
agreement irregularity of collective nouns such as doing online grammar and

vocabulary exercises, being acquainted with English varieties (e.g., British,
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American, Canadian...etc.), using clarifying expressions of collective nouns,
and translating collective nouns into their first language (Arabic) to
understand their meanings. An astonishing outcome was that being more
acquainted with English varieties was regarded as one of the least
recommended ways to master collective nouns and their agreement pattern
although agreement patterns are mutually related to use of varieties where
regional differences play a key role in deciding the verbal and pronominal
agreement patterns.

Nevertheless, the findings demonstrated that gender has no
significant effect on the respondents' perceptions about acquiring collective
nouns as well as the probable challenges EFL students face and the
recommended strategies to acquire and master collective nouns.

6. Conclusion

The research reveals that EFL Syrian students at the English
department have robustly positive perceptions about mastering collective
nouns and overcoming the challenges they encounter. Such challenges are
mainly due to the lack of cultural knowledge and context, and the
unfamiliarity of words. The findings illustrated that a variety of tactics may
be used to master and deal with collective nouns’ irregularity and oddity as
relying on the context they are used in, learning them as chunks, particularly
with ‘of’ complement or with predicates, using language learning strategies
as memorization, guessing, looking up, predicting the meaning, and doing

online exercises and translating them into Arabic or using descriptive

definitions in English.
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Furthermore, gender difference has not any noteworthy effect on EFL
Syrian students’ perceptions. The respondents in particular and the students
at the English department in general apprehend the significance of
mastering collective nouns and their agreement patterns. For them,
collective nouns are indispensable for natural communication or
understanding the speakers’ viewpoints. Mastering collective nouns can be
considered as a sign of competency, and collective nouns’ knowledge can

have a positive effect on students’ achievements and outputs.

7. Recommendations

Mastering collective nouns is key for understanding the target culture
where using many collective nouns with one plural noun can indicate that
each collective noun has a meaning and a function. Thus, EFL instructors
and tutors are indorsed to assist EFL students be more acquainted with
collective nouns and their agreement patterns. It is important to offer them
enough space and chance to do exercises of collective nouns. Additionally,
English language instructors should be mindful of the roots of complications
and challenges EFL Syrian students meet with collective nouns to give them
a hand to bypass such challenges. Strategies for mastering vocabulary in
general and collective nouns have to be taken into account, paid attention,

and taught in the course of study at the English department.
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Appendix A: A survey

1. 1 am: 3" year student/ 4™ year student/ translation diploma student

2. | am: Male/ Female

3. My first language is: Arabic/ Others

4. | think learning English collective nouns is a vital side of English
learning experience.

5. I think it is significant for EFL students to master collective nouns to
make their communication more natural.

6. | think conceiving English collective nouns is important to understand
the target culture.

7. 1 think using English collective nouns correctly helps the listener/
reader understand EFL learners’ point of view properly.

8. | think using collective nouns correctly in EFL learners' writing will
make it more impressive and effective.

9. Ithink collective nouns are troublesome to use because of their oddity
and the lack of cultural background.

10.Collective nouns are difficult and tricky because they are not taught
during our study at university.

11.Collective nouns are tricky because they are syntactically singular and
semantically plural.

12.Collective nouns become more confusing and troublesome when they
have no context.
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13.Collective nouns are confusing due to their irregularity in singular-
plural agreement with verbs and pronouns.

14.Collective nouns are tricky and problematic as there are no strict rules
to constrain them grammatically or as vocabularies.

15.Collective nouns are tricky and problematic as there are no strict rules
to constrain them grammatically or as vocabularies.

16.1 use clarifying expressions in English to conceive collective nouns as
a group of crows is a ‘murder’, a group of clowns is ‘a car’...etc. or
within ‘of” noun phrases construction as a school of fish, a herd of
buffalo.

17.1 translate collective nouns into my L1 (Arabic) to understand their
meanings.

18.1 learn collective nouns as vocabularies from the context they are used
in,

19.1 overcome collective nouns’ agreement errors by understanding their
grammatical and semantic characteristics.

20.1 overcome collective nouns’ agreement errors by being acquainted
with English varieties (e.g., British, American, Canadian...etc.)

21.1 overcome collective nouns’ agreement errors by doing online
grammar and vocabulary exercises.

22.1 overcome collective nouns’ unfamiliarity and irregularity by using
language learning strategies (memorization, guessing, flashcards,
note-taking, using a dictionary...etc.).

{é} www.journal.uoaleppo.net @ journal@uoaleppo.net KX




