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Abstract:

Preferring one synonym to another is a daunting challenge for EFL learners. This corpus-based study
aims at analyzing the frequency and genres of the English synonymous Verbs denoting change utilizing
the corpus-based as well as the qualitative and quantitative methodology. The findings demonstrate
that the target verbs in this study differed from one another in terms of their overall frequency in the
Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) to a great extent. From highest to lowest, the
target verbs are ranked in COCA in this order, change, adjust, adapt, alter, and modify, respectively.
Of the genre distribution, aside from change which tend to emerge in both formal and informal
discourses, the other verbs have a propensity to appear most commonly in formal discourses and thus
they are marked with high degree of formality. Additionally, formality of these verbs is confirmed by
Coxhead’s (2000) except for adapt which is absent from Coxhead’s academic words though reported
in this study to be most frequent in the academic texts of COCA. The specificities of these verbs
enhance the claim that near-synonymous verbs cannot be used interchangeably in all contexts. Hence,
course designers and teachers are recommended to utilize corpora to teach synonyms considering their
frequency and genres as this information is overlooked by contemporary dictionaries.
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Introduction:

To learn, teach or even translate English
language effectively, vocabulary must be given
substantial attention. The more vocabulary the
learners and teachers master, the more effectively
and proficiently they can express themselves
(Yusu, 2014) and (Szudarski, 2018). Put simply,
acquiring a great deal of vocabulary is essential
for effective communication in English language
(Sayyed & Al-Khanji, 2019). In a similar vein,
Phoocharoensil ~ (2020)  confirmed  that
vocabulary learning is essential to the second
language acquisition.

One aspect of vocabulary difficulty encountered
by the EFL learners is the underlying linguistic
differences among the near synonymous words.
The recognition of such underlying aspects might
help to avoid causing the listeners and readers to
misunderstand the English discourse. According
to Sormet (2017) and Song (2021), English
language has a large stock of synonymous
vocabulary. One source is the borrowing of a lot
of words from different languages such as
Arabic, French, Greek and Latin. However,
English synonyms are not interchangeable in all
contexts . Thus, EFL learners should be aware of
the fact that English synonyms, though they have
approximately the same meaning, are used
differently in several linguistic contexts and
aspects such as their frequency and distribution
in different genres (Kiatthanakul, 2015).

In recent times, there has been a consensus
among several scholars such as Aroonmanakun
(2015), Sridhanyarat (2018), Phoocharoensil &
Kanokpermpoon,(2021) and Chaokongjakra
(2023) that learners of English, more specifically
second and foreign language learners, get
confused to select which synonym should be
suitably used in particular context. To put it
differently, second and foreign language learners
of English, even those at the advanced language
proficiency level, are muddled about the choice
of synonymous words, as they fail to recognize
the slight differences among them (Lee & Liu,
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2009). This might be attributed to the fact that
second language learners misconstrue synonyms
as being interchangeable in all contexts
(Phoocharoensil & Kanokpermpoon, 2021). In
addition to this, traditionally, dictionaries are the
main sources for language teachers and learners
to differentiate synonyms. However, there is an
absence of detailed information of near-
synonyms such as their distribution among
genres, collocations and colligations. Generally,
dictionaries tend to offer the core meanings of the
concepts of synonyms with few examples (Song,
2021). A considerable number of scholars such
as Lee & Liu (2009), Ly and Jung (2015) and
Lertcharoenwanich (2023) are in keeping with
this claim in that dictionaries present synonyms
in a way that implies their interchangeable status.
Though a reference to some collocations, and
colligations is provided in dictionaries, the
frequency and genre distribution of the words are
absent or just obliquely connoted. Thus, the
major aim of this study is to further demonstrate
the efficacy of corpora, more specifically, COCA
in unveiling the similarities and specificities
among the near synonyms in terms of frequency
and genre distribution.

The advent of corpus linguistics has led to a great
shift in the study of vocabulary. Language
pedagogues and researchers can use a corpus to
conduct an in-depth scrutiny of language
vocabulary, more specifically synonyms based
on their frequency and genre distribution.
Employing corpora to investigate the similarities
and differences among the synonyms based on
frequency and genre is regarded as the most
appropriate approach due to the fact that it has
been proved effective, reliable, and empirical by
several scholars such as Yuliawati & Indira
(2019), Li (2019); O’Keeffe & McCarthyv
(2010). Interestingly, a growing body of
literature such as Jarunwaraphan & Mallikamas (
2020), Song ( 2021), Sumonsriworakun ( 2022),
Lertcharoenwanich (2023) and Chaokongjakra
(2023) has conclusively established that the
corpus-based analysis of synonyms based on
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their frequency and genre distribution is practical
enough to reasonably and evidently distinguish
the near synonyms from one another.

In view of all that has been mentioned so far, and
since there has not been a corpus-based study yet
on the differences among the English
synonymous verbs denoting change, this study
aims to unveil such similarities and differences in
terms of frequency and genre distribution. And
for this objective it seeks to answer the following
questions:

1.What are the similarities among the English
synonymous verbs denoting change in terms
frequency and genre distribution?

2. What are the differences among the English
synonymous verbs denoting change in terms
frequency and genre distribution?

Literature Review
Synonyms

“Synonyms are words or expressions that have
the same meaning in some or all contexts”
(O’Grady & Archibald, 2016, p. 182). For
Halliday, Teubert, Yallop, & Cermakova (2004,
p. 170), “synonymy is a relationship of near
identity in meaning as in dentures and false
teeth’’. Several scholars such as Jarunwaraphan
& Mallikamas (2020), Phoocharoensil ( 2022),
Chaokongjakra (2023) and Lertcharoenwanich
(2023) have established that synonyms are
categorized into two types, namely perfect and
near synonyms. Perfect synonyms are words that
have approximately the same meanings and can
be replaced in the same contexts (Pijuntug, 2015)
. However, near-synonyms are “lexical items
whose senses are identical in respect of central
semantic traits, but differ in minor or peripheral
traits’’(Chung, 2011, p.400). For Phoocharoensil
(2020), near-synonyms are two words that
overlap in some meanings but cannot substitute
one another in all contexts as each synonym has
its own linguistic specificities such as frequency,
genre, collocation and colligation.  Several
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recent studies have confirmed that English
language has no prefect synonymous words that
can be applied interchangeably in all contexts
(AlAmro, 2019), (Ajmal, Kumar, Ritonga, &
Nukapangu, 2022), (Boontam & Phoocharoensil,
2022), Kruawonga & Phoocharoensil, 2022) and
(ISLER, 2022). O’Grady & Archibald (2016,
p.182) stated “Because it would be inefficient for
a language to have two words or phrases with
absolutely identical meanings, perfect synonymy
is rare, if not impossible’’. Mikhailov & Cooper
(2016) also pointed out that these is an absence
of perfect synonyms in English as each synonym
contains its own unique shade of meaning. Thus,
roughly all the synonyms in English language are
characterized as near synonyms that cannot be
used interchangeably in all contexts.

Corpus
synonyms

linguistics and  English

A large and growing body of literature on corpus
linguistics such as Baker, Hardie, & Mcenery
(2006), Dash (2008), Biber & Randi (2015), and
Hunston (2022) has described corpus linguistics
as a new approach of research through which
language use and variations can be investigated
empirically yielding research results of greater
validity and generalizability. Sinclair (1991, p.
100) suggested that by gathering a lot of data and
exploring it at once, corpus linguistics provides
insightful perspectives on everyday discourse
and enhance the view that variations in language
is systematic that could be explained through
empirical, and quantitative approaches. Corpus
linguistics makes it possible for researches to
investigate the frequency of  synonymous
words or phrases, in different genres of texts such
as academic, fiction, spoken language, and
journals and thus reach reasonable and evident
conclusions of similarities and specificities
among synonymous words (Jarunwaraphan &
Mallikamas, 2020).
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The Criteria to Distinguish Near
Synonyms

Frequency

The concept of frequency in corpus linguistics
refers to analyzing the words by exploring their
number of occurrences within  corpora.
Frequency analyses also allow researchers and
linguists to make comparisons between different
words in a corpus discovering, for instance, the
most or least common words in written or spoken
English, or how has particular words changed
over time. Furthermore, linguists have made
keyword lists, composed by frequency counts of
words in corpora (Baker, Hardie, & Mcenery,
2006).

Through corpora, most frequent words that
should be taught first are listed to facilitate
language learning. The frequency practicality
and lexical relationship have empirically made
identification of the most common lexical items
much easier and more data-informed than before
(Martinez & Schmitt, 2015). However, when we
compare the frequencies of words in different or
the same corpora we could reach qualitative
results that make it possible to realize the fact that
particular words are more frequently used than
others. Corpus linguistics statistic tools and
analysis programs make it possible for
researchers to easily explore the frequency of the
words and thus determine which ones are highly
frequent in use and should gain preference over
other less frequent ones in learning and teaching
of a language. The frequency analysis is also of a
great importance to language learners in that it
helps in categorizing a word into high, mid or low
frequency and thus leading the learners to throw
the focus on the core words that form a great
percentage of a language needed in the daily
communication (Szudarski, 2018).

Genre

The category of a text is the most essential
organizing norm in the most contemporary
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corpora. Even early corpora, such as the Brown,
and London-Lund corpora, are structured
considering the text types. For example, the
Brown corpus is organized to signify text
categories like press editorials, press reportage,
biographies, essays, academic prose, and
common fiction (Biber, 2010). The term genre
comes from Latin which means class. In
linguistics, the word signifies distinctive type of
text. Corpora are constructed of various genres
such as fiction, religious, press, academic, and
private letters. A genre may be sub-classified into
a sub-genre, for instance, fiction may be sub-
categorized into science fiction, mystery, humor
and westerns romance (Baker, Hardie, &
Mcenery, 2006). Cheng (2012) explained that
genres are culturally acknowledged forms of
language associated with particular situations
such as phone calls and research articles. The
genre has been discussed by Biber & Conrad
(2009) who explained that the concept refers to
text categorizing that is defined situationally.
With regard to the genres included in the corpus
on which this study is based, the 2020 updated
version of COCA encompasses over a billion
words in 485,202 texts distributed evenly in the
following eight genres, blogs, web, TV and
movie, spoken, fiction, popular magazines,
newspapers, and academic texts. The balance
across the eight genres from year to year insures
providing data that is highly reliable and is
relatively different from data provided by other
corpora that are not genre-balanced
(Phoocharoensil S., 2021).

Previous Corpus-Based Studies on
English Synonyms

Several studies such as Sumonsriworakun
(2022), Chaengchenkit (2023) and Sridhanyarat
& Phoocharoensil (2023) pointed out that the
genres differ in the degree of formality. While
TV and Movie Subtitles genre and Spoken genre
contain very informal or even colloquial texts,
Academic genre comprises formal texts. The
Magazines and Newspapers genre consists of
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different topics such as international, national
and local news, opinion, sport and so forth. Thus,
it contains both formal and informal texts.
Accordingly, most of the previous corpus-based
studies on synonyms differentiated among
synonyms based on their degree of formality
considering the proportion of their distribution in
corpus genres.

In recent years, there has been a considerable
number of corpus-based studies that have been
conducted on near-synonyms with a view to
unveiling their similarities and differences based
on their frequency and genre. To begin with,
Phoocharoensil ~ (2020)  investigated  the
similarities and differences among the near-
synonyms: consequence, result, and outcome
based on their distribution across eight genres in
COCA. The findings highlighted that these near
synonyms are used with the highest frequency in
academic texts, which is evident that they are all
associated with a high degree of formality. More
evidence is seen in their low frequency in
informal genres such as TV and movie subtitles.
In line with this Kruawonga & Phoocharoensil
(2022) concluded that the near synonyms teach,
educate and instruct have a propensity to emerge
in formal genres, more specifically academic
texts. This observation is further supported by the
low number of occurrences in informal genres,
such as spoken, fictions and TV/Movie. With
respect to the proportion in frequency, teach has
a tendency to appear much more extensively and
generally than educate and instruct across the
eight genres of COCA. The findings of
Phoocharoensil (2022) is also in keeping with
this observation in that the near synonyms
primary, main, and major tend to abound in
academic texts that are characteristic of a very
high level of formality. The relative infrequency
of the three near synonyms in fiction and
TV/movie subtitles confirms that these words are
associated with formal texts. Moreover,
Sridhanyarat & Phoocharoensil (2023) reported
that assess, evaluate, and measure are most
frequently used in academic texts. Such evidence
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enhances the claim that these near synonyms are
marked with formality. Additionally, their
formality is confirmed by the fact they are
produced least frequently in less formal settings
such as spoken, fiction, and TV and movie
subtitles.

However, a number of studies highlighted how
near synonyms differ significantly from one
another in terms of frequency and genre
distribution in corpora. Jarunwaraphan &
Mallikamas (2020), for example, clarified how
opportunity is preferred to chance in academic
texts seeing that it scored a higher number of
occurrences in COCA. Moreover, the high
frequency of chance in informal contexts such as
spoken language and fiction seem to imply the
difference in the degree of formality between the
two near synonymous nouns. In keeping with
this, Sumonsriworakun (2022) explained that
disadvantage predominantly emerges in formal
or academic texts, whereas downside and
drawback have a tendency to appear in informal
discourse.  Lertcharoenwanich (2023) also
concluded that the synonymous adjectives:
blank, empty, and vacant behaved differently in
terms of frequency and genre distribution. With
respect to the frequency, empty tends to occur
with the highest frequency, followed by blank
and vacant, respectively. Of the genre
distribution. blank and empty tend to emerge
most frequently in fiction while vacant has a
propensity to appear in newspapers. In addition
to this, these synonymous adjectives are
uncommon in formal discourse such as academic
texts. Due to the specificity of each adjective,
they cannot be used interchangeably in all
contexts. Given that the previous studies have
proved the efficiency of corpus linguistics as a
method in differentiating the near synonyms
based on their frequency and genre distribution,
the current study aims to uncover the similarities
and differences among the English verbs
denoting change, namely change, alter, adapt,
adjust and modify in light of the Corpus of
Contemporary American English (COCA).
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Methodology

This study has applied a corpus linguistic
approach as a methodology to measure the
similarities and differences among the target
verbs in terms of frequency and genres. Tognini
Bonelli (2001) clarified that, in a corpus-based
study, corpus linguistics is a methodology or a
practical tool to discover several aspects of the
natural use of language that might go unnoticed.
O'keeffe, Mccarthy, & Carter (2007)
demonstrated that both qualitative and
quantitative analyses are applied in corpus
studies. For instance, when exploring the word
number of occurrences, quantitative results are
supposed to appear. However, when the
frequencies of the same words are compared in
different corpora or the frequency of different
words in the same corpora, qualitative results are
yielded.

In this study, the Oxford Advanced Learner’s
Dictionary 10" edition and Longman Dictionary
of Contemporary English 6 edition are used as
the primary sources for the basic information of
the target words. In addition to this, the updated
version of the Corpus of Contemporary
American English (COCA, 2020) is selected as a
source of data due to the following substantial
reasons. According to Davies (2010) and
Thongpan (2022), COCA is recognized as one of
the best, resourceful and most-widely used
corpora in authentic American English for the
purpose of English language learning, teaching,
research and practice. The 2020 updated version
of COCA encompasses over a billion words
distributed evenly in the following eight genres,
blogs, web, TV and movie, spoken, fiction,
popular magazines, newspapers, and academic
texts. The balance across the eight genres from
year to year insures providing data that is highly
reliable and is relatively different from data
provided by other corpora that are not genre-
balanced (Phoocharoensil, 2021). Moreover, due
to the constant update of COCA by adding new
texts annually, it is recognized as a monitor
corpus which monitors the progress of American
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English  diachronically (Kayaoglu, 2013)
(Phoocharoensil S., 2020). Additionally, COCA
has a free, online, web-based interface. Thus, it
can be easily accessed by anybody who has an
access to the internet (Chaengchenkit, 2023).

In this study, an in-depth scrutiny of the English
verbs denoting change was conducted in
accordance with their overall frequency and
distribution in the COCA genres. As explained
this study aimed at unveiling how the target
synonyms: change, alter, adapt, adjust, and
modify behaved across the eight genes in COCA,
with the light shed on formality and informality
of the genres in which the target synonyms tend
to abound. Given that the verbs have different
inflectional forms, they were lemmatized by
inserting the target verb in capital letters in the
search box of COCA interface so that the overall
frequency of each verb lemma is considered in
the results produced by COCA. To clarify, by
inserting CHANGE in COCA search box, the
inflectional forms of the verb change such as
change, changes, changing and changed are all
counted in COCA automatic search.

Results and Discussion

The Overall Frequency of the Target
Verbs

To thoroughly understand the similarities and
differences of English verbs denoting change
based on COCA, the first and most primary
information is indubitably their overall
frequency. It is of note that since the verbs have
different inflectional forms, they were
lemmatized so that the overall frequency of each
verb lemma is considered in the results as shown
in table 1. In addition to this, due to the fact that
COCA is a mega corpus containing roughly a
billion words, it is more observable to show how
many times each word occurs in a million besides
the total frequency figures. It is also worth noting
that both the total frequency as well as the
normalized frequency per million of any word is
provided in the charts of COCA. The following
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equation elucidates how the frequency of each
word is normalized per million.

the frequency of a word per milliom
_ the total frequency of the word x 1000000

the total corpus size (993000000)

Thus, the data reported in tablel illustrates that
the ranking of the target verbs frequency in
COCA from lowest to highest respectively as

Ali Ahmed Hizam Julul, Yahya
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follows modify has a total frequency of 15996
times with an average of 16.11 times per million
words, alter has a total frequency of 24907 times
with an average of 25.08 times per million words,
adapt has a total frequency of 24934 times with
an average of 25.11 times per million words,
adjust has a total frequency of 33203 times with
an average of 33.44 times per million words,
whereas change has total occurrences of 327685
times with an average of 329.99 times per million
words.

Table 1 : The total frequency of the target verbs in COCA

No Verb Total Frequency Corpus Size Per Million
1 Modify 15996 16.11
2 Alter 24907 e 25.08
993 Million
3 Adapt 24934 25.11
4 Adjust 33203 33.44
5 Change 327685 329.99

An analytical glance at table 1 discloses that the
five verbs, though they all signify the act of
change, vary sizably in their overall frequency.
Surprisingly, change appears with the highest
frequency among the five verbs scoring 329.99
times per million while modify occurs with the
lowest frequency scoring only 16.11 times per
million words. Both alter and adapt happen to
score approximately the same in-between ranks
occurring 25.08 and 25.11 times per million
respectively. Additionally, adjust scored a mid-
position occurring 33.44 times per million words
which is to some extent higher than alter and
adapt. Another observation is that change having
the greatest frequency among the five verbs
(329.99 times per million) is almost twenty
timeshigher than that of modify (16.11) which is
the lowest in frequency and nearly ten times
higher than that of adjust (33.44) which followed
change in frequency. The highly great frequency
of change may not be surprising given that it
denotes various senses and has a broad range of
uses. It is worth noting that the broad frequency
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of change may imply its wider collocational and
colligational range and a more diverse semantic
prosody and preference profile. In case of the
remaining verbs, it remains questionable how
they vary greatly in frequency though they all
denote the act of change and have roughly a
similar range of denotations. To illustrate,
according to Oxford advanced Learner
Dictionary 10th edition (OALD 10th ed) and
Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English
6th edition (LDOCE 6th ed), adjust, adapt, alter
and modify overlap in the sense that a change is
made to something so that it becomes suitable for
a different purpose, use or situation. The great
and significant variations in the frequency of
these verbs might imply significant differences in
their genre, collocations, colligations, and
semantic prosody and preference.

According to the OALD 10" ed, the 3000 core
words have been selected based on their
frequency in the language and their essential
relevance to learners of English. These words
have been assigned gradual levels in which under
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Al and A2 the elementary and pre-intermediate
words are listed. Under B1 and B2, lower-and-
upper intermediate words are listed. Concerning
the target verbs in this study, change is found to
be the most frequent verb as it occurs in the
elementary list A1l. Adapt, modify and alter come
in the lower and upper-intermediate list while
adjust occurs in a little bit higher level above the
essential 3000 most  frequent  words.
Additionally, In the LDOCE 6" ed, the verb
change is listed in the top 1000 spoken and
written words. Alter is listed in the top 3000
spoken and written words. Adjust, and adapt
occur in the top 3000 most frequent written
words while modify is listed in a little bit higher
level above 3000. From the discussion above it
becomes obvious that both dictionaries confirm
that the verbs denoting change in the English
language are very essential for learners of
English, especially EFL learners. Hence, these
verbs should be learnt in the primary levels as
they occur most frequently in primary English
discourse and provide insightful knowledge on
the unique patterns and meanings in naturally-
occurring language.

Interestingly, with respect to the overall
frequency of the target verbs, the findings of this
study as already apparent in table 1
approximately match those in LDOCE 6" ed and
OALD 10" ed in that all these verbs are used with
high frequency in English discourse. However,
based on their highest frequency in COCA, the
target verbs are ranked in this order, change,
adjust, adapt, alter, and modify, respectively. In
contrast, the frequency ranking of these verbs
emerges in OALD 10" ed as change, adapt, alter,
modify and adjust. It is of note that in OALD 10%
ed adjust is ranked the least frequent among the
five verbs as it occurs in the upper intermediate
level among the 5000 most frequent words and
modify is ranked among the most frequent written
words within the 3000 level. In the LDOCE 6™
ed the target verbs appear in this order: change,
adjust, adapt alter and modify. It may be the case
therefore that this inconsistency is due to the fact
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that the two dictionaries were built based on two
different corpora that encompass American,
British and world Englishes while the findings of
this study is only based on COCA which is pure
representation of the American English.

The findings of this study are in agreement with
those obtained by Jones & Waller (2015) which
highlight that the frequency analysis of words
based on corpora data has been proved
advantageous in teaching and learning English as
it shed the light on the words that should be given
preference and priority and thus taught first.
Applying the intuition of teachers and learners
has failed in prioritizing words for learning.
Naturally, after investigating the overall
frequency of the target verbs in this study, it
could be suggested that the verb change must be
learnt first being the most frequent followed by
adjust, adapt, alter and finally modify. Although,
such analysis has been provided by both
dictionaries employed in this study and
confirmed by the corpus findings in this study,
other aspects such as genre distribution,
collocations, colligations, semantic preferences
and semantic prosody can only be uncovered
through corpus analysis. This enhances the claim
that profound information is obtained the time
corpus-based studies are applied to explore near
synonyms (Hunston, 2002).

To briefly recapitulate this section, the previous
lines has revealed that the target verbs in this
study differed from one another in terms of their
overall frequency of occurrences in COCA to a
great extent which enhances the claim of many
scholars such as Phoocharoensil (2022), and
Ajmal, Kumar, Ritonga, & Nukapangu (2022).
that absolute synonyms scarcely occur in
English. Another observation is that the findings
of this study are in line with the data in both
OALD 10" ed and LDOCE 6™ ed with a slight
inconsistency. The principal limitation of this
analysis was that the total frequencies of the
target verbs were retrieved solely from COCA
which is only representative of American
English. Future studies might include other
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corpora such as BNC which is representative of
British English. It is supposed that the findings
may achieve reasoning behind the gquestionable
aspects that remained unclear or yield further
findings of considerable significance.

The Genre Distribution of the Target
Verbs

In this section, the analysis, the arguments, and
findings meet the part of the research questions
that concern the similarities and differences
among the target verbs based on genre
distribution. Chaengchenkit (2023) and Davies
(2010) pointed out that the genres differ in the
degree of formality. While TV and Movie
Subtitles genre and Spoken genre contain very
informal or even colloquial texts, Academic
genre comprises formal texts. The Magazines

Ali Ahmed Hizam Julul, Yahya
Mohammed Ali Al-Marrani

and Newspapers genres consist of different topics
such as international, national and local news,
opinion, sport and so forth. Thus, they contain
both formal and informal texts. Accordingly, the
target verbs in this study will be categorized as
formal or informal based on their distribution
among the eight genres. The target verbs that
occur more frequently in TV and Movie Subtitles
and Spoken genre will be labeled as informal,
however the ones that occur more frequently in
the Academic genre will be labelled as formal. In
the case of the target verbs in this study that occur
with high frequency in Magazines and
Newspapers, Web, Blog, and Fiction genres,
deeper scrutiny of the subgenres in COCA or
exploring their behavior in the COCA
concordance lines should be considered to
determine their formality.

Table 2: The target verbs distribution in the COCA genres

1st 2nd 3rd 4th

ACAD WEB MAG BLOG
= 476 2815 1638  16.13
3
s

ACAD WEB MAG BLOG

55.68 3307 3298  23.23
3
<

ACAD MAG WEB  NEWS
_ 625 3632 287  26.03
&
o)
<C

ACAD MAG FIC  WEB
o 534 4879 4081
Z 36.72
2

WEB BLOG SPOK MAG
(D)
f__§ 400.74  399.42 37955 310.72
(@)

Table 2 displays the distribution of the target
verbs among the eight genres in COCA. The
eight genres have been ranked in order to exhibit
the frequency of each target verb from highest to

JHS 202514 ] axdl | 4 alaall

5th 6th 7th 8th all
NEWS SPOK FIC TV/IM 16.11
8.38 4.94 4.55 3.71

NEWS FIC TVIM SPOK 25.08
20.49 15.13 10.87 10.35

BLOG FIC SPOK TVIM 2511
24.9 8.73 8.44 6.5

BLOG NEWS SOPK TVIM 33.44
32.98 32.57 12.15 11.9

TVIM NEWS  ACAD FIC 330
308.59 300.15 272.02 260.46

lowest. Considering the top four genres in table 2
in which the target verbs are ranked based on
their highest frequency, interestingly, apart from
change, all the target verbs have the highest
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presence in written English occurring most
frequently in Academic, Magazines, Web, and
Blog genres. Additionally, in the other end, the
considerably low frequency of the target verbs is
simply noticed in Spoken genres confirming that
the target verbs are marked with high degree of
formality. To clarify, with the frequency of the
target verbs in the Academic genre in mind, table
2 displays that adapt is the most frequent verb
scoring 62.5 per million. Alter comes the second
scoring 55.68 per million followed by adjust
which scored 53.4 per million. Modify comes in
the fourth rank scoring 47.6 per million. Based
on these findings, it could be claimed that the
degree of formality of these verbs is construed
through their order in which adapt is the most
formal followed by alter, adjust and modify.

This observation is confirmed by the lowest
frequency of these verbs in the informal contexts,
namely Spoken and TV and Movie which are
representative of informal or colloquial English.

In particular, modify occurs with the lowest
frequency scoring 4.94 per million in Spoken,
and 3.71 per million in TV and Movie. In a
similar vein, the frequency of alter is low in TV
and Movie (10.87 per million) and Spoken (10.35
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per million). Similarly, adapt has low frequency
in Spoken (8.44 per million), and TV and Movie
(6.5 per million). In the same line, adjust
occurs in Spoken (12.15 per million), and TV and
Movie (11.9 per million). According to
Niwesworakarn, Phoocharoensil, Petkaew, &
Intasingh (2023), words can be more or less
synonymous with one another considering the
overlapping aspects they happen to share. In
parallel to this notion, it could be argued that
adjust, adapt, modify and alter are claimed to be
more synonymous as they all occur with high
frequency in the written genres.  Change,
however, is less synonymous in contrast with the
other target verbs given that its frequency is
distributed among all the genres differently than
the other verbs.

If one takes into account the fact that all the target
verbs except for change scored the highest
frequency in the academic genre, a deeper
investigation of how the target verbs are
distributed in the academic subgenres might
highlight the similarities and differences among
these verbs more deeply. It is of note that the
Academic subgenres of the target verbs have
been summarized and ranked according to
frequency from highest to lowest in table 3.

Table 3: the academic subgenres of the target verbs

Alter Adjust Adapt Modify
Sci/Tech 78.26 Business 155.06 Education 93.69 Sci/Tech 78.32
Medicine 66.61 Medicine 135.99 Sci/Tech 87.94 Medicine 66.15
Law/PolSci | 59.99 Education 67.32 Geog/SocSci | 63.76 Education 56.42
Geog/SocSci | 53.77 Sci/Tech 63.02 Humanities | 58.08 Law/PolSci | 49.24
History 53.08 Geog/SocSci | 55.57 History 52.03 Geog/SocSci | 47.68
Humanities | 49.68 Law/PolSci | 32.88 Misc 51.48 Business 41.52
Phil/Rel 46.29 History 32.25 Medicine 48.20 Humanities | 29.25
Misc 44.63 Humanities | 22.53 Phil/Rel 42.85 Phil/Rel 27.67
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Business 40.67 Misc 22.42

Business 40.67 History 24.11

Education 39.24 Phil/Rel 19.00

Law/PolSci | 31.50 Misc 21.79

Abbreviation:

geography, SocSci= social science

Sci= science, tech = technology, PolSci = politics science, Phil = philosophy, Misc= miscellaneous ,Geog=

Already apparent in table 3 is that the frequency
of the target verbs fluctuates among the ten
academic  subgenres.  However, notably,
overlapping areas appear to strongly enhance the
claim that the target verbs are near synonyms. To
exemplify, it appears in table 3 that Americans
are apt to use these verbs mostly in science and
technology contexts. Table 3 shows that the
highest frequency of both alter and modify is in
the science and technology contexts with 78.26
and 78.32 per million, respectively. Adapt is also
used most commonly in the science and
technology field scoring the second rank with
87.94 per million. The use of adjust in the science
and technology field is also noticeable in that it
scored the fourth rank with 63.02 per million.
Another similarity among the target verbs is in
the distribution of these verbs among the
medicine field in which alter, adjust and modify
scored the second rank of highest frequency with
66.61, 135.99, 66.15 per million respectively.
Inconsistently, in this field, adapt scores the
seventh rank scoring 48.20 per million.

To conclude, the target verbs, namely adapt,
adjust, alter and modify, though, generally, occur
with the highest frequency in the academic genre,
are distributed unevenly among the academic
subgenres in COCA with some overlapping
areas. Interestingly, these findings mirror those
of the previous studies such as Chaokongjakra
(2023), Sridhanyarat & Phoocharoensil (2023),
and Phoocharoensil S. (2020) who stated that
some synonyms happen to be favored in formal
genres, given that their highest frequency is
represented in academic texts rather than spoken
discourses. This is further reinforced by the low
frequency of occurrences in informal genres such
as fiction and TV/movie subtitles. However, the
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findings in this study are not in keeping with
those of Phoocharoensil (2020), Cai (2012) and
Sriwangrach (2024) who concluded that some
near synonyms emerge in different genres with
different degree of formality.

Turning, now, to the genre distribution of change,
unlike adapt, alter, adjust and modify, change
frequency behaved differently in that it scored the
highest rank in Web, followed by Blog, Spoken,
Magazine, TV and Movie, News, Academic and
Fiction. Given that change occurred with high
frequency in both Spoken and TV and Movie
genres which come in the third and fifth ranks,
respectively, change is claimed to be informal.
This might be enhanced by the fact that
Academic genre comes in the seventh rank.
However, a quick look at the distribution of the
frequency of change among the eight genres
shows that unlike the other target verbs in this
study whose high frequency noticeably centered
in written English and low frequency centered in
spoken English, change occurred with
considerably high frequency in approximately all
genres including both that encompass formal and
informal texts. To exemplify, change occurred
272.02 per million in academic genre which
comes in the seventh rank and 260.46 per million
in Fiction which is the last rank. Hence, it might
be argued that the informality of change is still
not adequately confirmed and might be further
investigated in other corpora such as BNC or
explored deeply in concordance lines of the target
verbs. It is perhaps more accurate to suggest that
the idiomatic meanings and broad range of use
that change conveys as clarified in both OALD
10th ed and LDOCE 6" ed may justify its high
frequency in Blog Spoken, Magazine, and TV
and Movie genres. Also noticeable is the fact that
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change is listed in the top 1000 spoken and
written words in LDOCE 6th ed which can be
another justification for its high frequency in
approximately all the genres. Notably, the
finding that approximately all the target verbs are
associated with academic language is consistent
with Coxhead’s (2000) Academic Word List
(AWL) in which modify, alter, and adjust are
listed among the academic words. The absence of
change in Coxhead’s academic word list is also
in line with the findings in this study.
Surprisingly, adapt which is absent from
Coxhead’s academic word list is reported in this
study to be most frequent in the academic texts.
This might be justified by the fact as Coxhead’s
list was compiled in 2000, there might have been
a big change in the use of adapt from 2000 up to
now in which it might have turned to be used
mostly in the academic field. Thus, it is suggested
that Coxhead’s academic list might need to be
updated depending on advanced corpora such as
COCA.

Given that academic genre and spoken and TV/M
genres represent the two extremes of the
formality continuum with academic genre being
the most formal and spoken and TV/M genre
being the least formal. A surprising fact that
emerges from the data in table 1 is that the
formality continuum is reflected in the
distribution of the target verbs in this study in
which the highest frequency of roughly all the
target verbs concentrates in the most formal
genre, namely Academic and the lowest
frequency of the target verbs concentrates in the
most informal genres, namely Spoken and TV/M.
In addition to this, in-between genres such as
Magazine and News which may contain both
formal and informal forms encompass the middle
frequency of the target verbs. To clarify this
point, the frequency data of the target verbs in
table 1 has been tabulated from highest to lowest.
Thus, it becomes immediately apparent that the
1%, 2" and 3" ranks of the highest frequency are
distinguished with most formal genres. To
exemplify, in the 1% rank the highest frequency
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of all the target verbs is in the Academic genre
except for the verb change. The 2" and 3" ranks
of highest frequency contains Magazine and Web
genres which also represent formal language.
Moreover, the approximately absolute absence of
informal genres such as Spoken and TV and
Movie in the first six ranks confirms the
formality continuum in the distribution of the
target verbs among all genres. An investigative
glance on the last two ranks which display the
lowest frequency of the target verbs demonstrates
that the lowest frequency occurs in the most
informal genres such as Spoken and TV and
Movie. Aside from two genres, namely Fiction
and Academic, the last two ranks of lowest
frequency contain only Spoken and TV and
Movie genres. Additionally, the middle ranks,
namely 4™, 5" and 6" mostly contain genres such
as News, web, and Blog which may contain both
formal and informal language.

Conclusion

With respect to the overall frequency of the target
verbs, it has been revealed that the target verbs in
this study differed from one another in terms of
their overall frequency of occurrences in COCA
to a great extent. Based on their frequency from
highest to lowest, the target verbs are ranked in
COCA in this order, change, adjust, adapt, alter,
and modify, respectively.

Of the genre distribution, all the target verbs have
the highest presence in written English occurring
most frequently in Academic, Magazines, Web,
and Blog genres. Additionally, in the other end,
the considerably low frequency of the target
verbs is simply noticed in Spoken genres
confirming that the target verbs in this study are
marked with high degree of formality. Unlike
adapt, alter, adjust and modify, change behaved
differently in that it scored the highest rank in
Web, followed by Blog, Spoken, Magazine, TV
and Movie, News, Academic and Fiction. Given
that change occurred with high frequency in both
Spoken and TV and Movie genres which come in
the third and fifth ranks, respectively, change is
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claimed to be informal. This might be enhanced
by the fact that academic genre comes in the
seventh rank. However, a quick look at the
distribution of the frequency of change among
the eight genres shows that unlike the other target
verbs in this study whose high frequency
noticeably concentrates in written English and
considerably low frequency concentrates in
spoken English, change occurred with markedly
high frequency in approximately all genres
including both that encompass formal and
informal texts. In addition to this, the finding that
approximately all the target verbs are associated
with academic language is consistent with
Coxhead’s (2000) Academic Word List (AWL)
in which modify, alter, and adjust are listed
among the academic words. The absence of
change in Coxhead’s academic word list is also
in line with the findings in this study.
Surprisingly, adapt which is absent from
Coxhead’s academic word list is reported in this
study to be most frequent in the academic texts.

What has been mentioned should be enough to
evidently prove that the adoption of genre
distribution as a criterion to distinguish
synonymous words has been demonstrated to be
practically effective. Thus, the five synonymous
verbs, namely change, alter, adapt, adjust, and
modify are not distributed evenly in all genres,
signaling that they are near-synonymous verbs
that cannot be used interchangeably in all
contexts. Thus, it could be implicated that
teaching material designers and teachers of
English should be convinced to utilize corpora in
the classrooms. Teachers could, for example,
help their students give preferences to synonyms
based on their highest frequency and genre
distribution as this significant information is
overlooked even by contemporary dictionaries.
Further studies may also uncover how the target
verbs in this study behave in terms of formality
in the British National Corpus (BNC), which is
the representative of the British English so the
findings in both COCA and BNC might help
teaching material designers and teachers of
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English acquire an in-depth understanding of the
similarities and differences of these near
synonyms. The constant availability of and free
accessibility of contemporary corpora such as
COCA necessitate that teachers should engage
the learners in home corpus-based assignments
that insure gradual qualification of the learners to
explore the language via corpora fruitfully.
Additionally, further studies may also use the
global English corpus which contains English
dialects of different counties such as Indian,
Malaysian, and Australian English dialects thus
making it possible to compare and contrast the
use of the English target verbs in this study
worldwide. Of historical changes of the target
verbs in this study, future researchers are
recommended to employ historical corpora such
as the Corpus of Historical American English
(COHA). Moreover, the findings of this study
can be insightful to researches to target a wider
set of frequently used near-synonymous verbs in
English other than the target verbs in this study.
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Appendix A: the charts of The total frequency and genre distribution of the target verbs in COCA

CLICK TO SEE CONTEXT (CLICK COLUMN HEADER FOR SECTIONE)

Chart 1: The Total Frequency and Genre Distribution of Change

SECTION ALL BLOG | WEB TV m FIC MAG | NEWS | ACAD 1960-04 | 1995-99 | 2000-04 | H005-09 | 2000-14 | 2015-19
FREDQ 32TEBS | 51371 | 45794 | 39511 | 4TEVS | J0BLIE | 39T | 35541 325585 35504 T 3B3S7 IT453 3B1%0 ITE00
WORDS (M) 93 1284 | 1243 128.1 1261 1183 | 1241 121.7 1158 121.1 1252 1248 1131 1233 1228
PER MIL 129099 | 39542 [ 400,74 | 308,39 | 37955 | 26044 | 3I0UT | 30005 | 27202 304,74 6% | 30800 | 43T | ME9S) 0794
Chart 2: The Total Frequency and Genre Distribution of alter in COCA
SECTION AL |BLOG | WEB | v | sPok | EIC | MaG | NEWS | ACAD B 1950-54 | 199596 | 2000-04 | 20009 | 2010-14 | 200519
FREQ 24907 98 4109 1392 1305 1750 4159 2494 66T 3297 M2 3097 2766 2654 2TE4
WORDS (M) 93 1284 | 1243 | 1261 | 1281 | 1153 | 1260 127 | 1198 121.1 125.2 124.4 1231 1233 13
FPEE MIL 2508 | 2333 ) 3307 | 1087 | 1035 | 1503 | 3258 | 204% | 356% 722 P AT 485 4 2180 1163
SECTION Hesory Educaton Geeg'Sochel | LawPolSa Homantses FPhiRd SaTech Meodione Misc Busmess
FREQ} i1 69 1077 kT 05 L1 1388 T2 Pk 4k
WORDS (M) 134 158 2000 123 16,2 78 17.5 108 4.8 1.2
PERMIL 5308 3024 EATT 2000 4068 4510 TE2E &5.51 4463 4067
CLICK FOR r R
Lt hdow
645 202514 sl | 4 saad JHS
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CLICK TO SEE CONTEXT (CLICK COLUMN HEADER FOR SECTIONS)

Chart 3: The Total Frequency and Genre Distribution of Modity in COCA

SECTION ALL | BLOG | WEB | TV | 5POK | FIC | MAG ACAD N 1990-54 | 199559 | 200004 | 200500 | 2010-14 | 2015-18
FREQ 15994 | 0TS 458 475 a3 538 2085 Lok ] S0z 1798 1840 1758 T6s 1754 1815
WORDS (M) o3 1288 | 1243 | 1281 | 1241 | 1183 2481 1207 1195 1211 1252 1248 23.1 1233 1228
PER MIL 1511 1613 | 2815 LR | 454 455 1638 B35 AT &0 1485 14 86 1401 1330 1424 1316
IIDL==..=D:D NN
SECTION History Educaticn | Geop'SocScl | LawPolSc | Humamities Phil Rl SciTech Medicine s Husiness
FREQ 23 90 935 &05 474 i ) 1347 s 105 L
WORDS (M) 134 155 0.0 123 162 X | 175 10.8 48 12
PER MIL mn 56,42 4748 494 28 2047 TRAL shls 20T dl52
CLICK FOR
CONTEXT
[] "B BE_ / f
Chart 4: The Total Frequency and Genre Distribution of Adapt in COCA
SECTION ALL |BLOG | WEB | TV/M | SPOK | FIC | MAG | NEWS Im 1990-04 | 1995-99 | 2000-04 | 2005.00 | 2010-14 | 2015,
FREGQ 24934 | 3203 566 85y 1064 1033 4519 3las THET 27 2586 s 5153 1574 25N
WORDSE (M) o3 1286 | 1243 | 1281 | 1241 | 1183 | 1281 121.7 1198 1211 1252 1248 123.1 1233 122)
PER MIL 25011 | 2450 | 2E70 6.50 B 44 73 3632 2603 §2.50 2243 2305 2419 2562 1857 29
n | | | L | | . L []
FREQ a87 1478 1277 187 41 ¥ 1535 321 248 48
WORDS (M) 134 158 0.0 123 16.2 78 175 10.8 48 1.2
PER MIL 5103 o359 6176 3150 5508 4185 87.84 45.20 5148 4067
CLICK FOR
CONTEXT 1
| | i ndow
JHS 2025 | 4| asdl | 4 alaal 646
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Chart 5: The Total Frequency and Genre Distribution of Adjust In COCA

CLICK TO SEE CONTEXT (CLICK COLUMN HEADER FOR SECTIONS)

SECTION | ALL | BLOG | WEB | TVM | SPOK | FIC | MAG | NEWS | ACAD i 1990-94 | 199559 | 2000.04 | 2005.05 | 201014 | 201519
FREQ 33203 | 442 | 4562 | 1524 | 1332 | 4829 | 602 | 3965 | 6397 W 3nS | o | w04 | a8 | e | 3R
WORDS(\) | 993 | 1266 | 1243 [ 1280 [ 1260 | 1183 | 1260 | 1207 | 1198 M 1201 | 1252 | 1246 | 1230 | 1233 | 1228
PERMIL | 3344 | 3298 | 3672 | 1190 | 1205 [ 4081 | 4879 | 3257 | 5340 M 3068 | 3134 | 3261 | 399 | 387 | 3040

]

o= |||
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