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The use of large language corpora has been widely explored for predicting both lexical [1] and abstract
grammatical categories [2,3]. In line with this research, we used corpus tools to predict speaker preferences
for frequent two-word collocations (e.g., “heated argument” vs. “intense argument”).

We investigated whether grammatical sensitivity to common or uncommon expressions can be effectively
assessed through two-word collocations using a forced-choice task, as previous studies have revealed
systematic knowledge of collocations [4] and differences in processing speed for collocations embedded in
context [5]. Our investigation was guided by two questions: (1) which corpus-driven co-occurrence
measurement is the best predictor of speaker preferences, and (2) do speakers behave consistently enough
across test items to support a unidimensional and reliable measurement of collocational sensitivity?

We tested Hungarian adjective—noun collocations varying in adjective choice but sharing the same noun head,
allowing comparison within a shared semantic field. Each trial consisted of four target items (semantically
similar collocations) differing in their association strength, and one distractor item to control for attentional
lapses. Participants were instructed to select the most natural-sounding collocation from the five options. The
participant sample included 100 native Hungarian speakers (median age = 22, range: 18-77).

Our first hypothesis concerned evaluating corpus-based metrics that capture word association strength. From
several candidate measures, we tested mutual information (MI), which is commonly used in psycholinguistic
research [3,5], and logDice, which is recommended in computational linguistic accounts [6]. While Ml is better
at capturing words that co-occur more than expected, logDice balance frequency and co-occurrence making
it less prone to rare collocations. As the two association metrics strongly correlate, evaluating their predictive
power using the same trials would pose difficulty. To compare the two, 25 trials featured items that varied in MI
scores while maintaining similar logDice scores, and another 25 trials featured items that varied in logDice
scores with similar M| scores. Each participant saw all 50 trials in a randomised order. Across all trials,
association strength ranges and variability were held constant, however, mean association strength varied,
resulting in differing trial difficulty. Collocational frequency was also collected and showed less explanatory
power than association strengths. Our results showed that logDice scores better predicted speaker
preferences than MI, and this effect held regardless of trial difficulty.

Our second hypothesis posited that speaker behaviour would be consistent across trials—i.e., participants
who performed well on one trial would tend to do so on others. We analysed the data using exploratory factor
analysis and item response theory which confirmed that participants behaved consistently in trials structured
around logDice-based variability. This provides evidence that our task can serve as a unidimensional and
reliable (internally consistent) instrument for assessing grammatical sensitivity in collocations. Furthermore,
our findings illustrate how advances in computational linguistics, such as the preference of logDice over MI,

can be successfully applied in investigating intermediate phenomena between vocabulary and grammar.
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