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ABSTRACT

This study is aimed to investigate the subtle similarities and differences among
the English synonymous verbs denoting change, namely change, alter, adapt, adjust and
modify. The Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA, 2020) is used as the
main source of the data. Additionally, the study adopts a corpus-based approach
integrating both quantitative and qualitative methods. The statistical significance of the
verbs’ collocations is measured using the Mutual Information (MI) score of < 3 and a
minimum frequency threshold of < 20. Of the semantic preference analysis, one
hundred noun collocates of each verb were retrieved systematically, and their semantic
domains were identified using the UCREL Semantic Analysis System (USAS).
Additionally, the semantic prosody of these verbs was investigated manually by
classifying the most frequent collocates into positive, negative, or neutral. Finally, the
study investigated the most frequent colligational patterns which include (node + the +
NP), (node + a/an + NP), (node + poss -adj + NP), (noun + to + node), (verb + to +
node), and (node + for + NP), (node + by + NP) and (node + from + NP). Together,
these procedures provided a multidimensional framework for comparing and

contrasting these five synonymous verbs in their authentic contexts.

Of the findings, the frequency analysis of the target verbs revealed noticeable
variations in their overall appearances in COCA (2020) emerging from the most
frequent to the least frequent as change, adjust, adapt, alter, and modify. This finding,
in turn, confirms that these verbs cannot be absolute synonyms which can be used
interchangeably in all contexts. It was, also, found that the findings of this study are
generally in consistency with the data in both OALD (2020) and LDOCE (2014) in that
these five verbs tended to appear among the most frequent and essential words that
should be learnt in early stages for better language proficiency. Additionally, the
findings of this study lend weight to the efficacy of corpus-based frequency analysis in
English language teaching and learning highlighting that corpus evidence can
empirically help determine which words should be prioritized in learning English.
Thus, based on the findings of this study, change should be introduced first in teaching
because of its high frequency, followed by adjust, adapt, alter, and finally modify.



The analysis of genre distribution revealed that these verbs, aside from change,
demonstrated a strong tendency to appear more frequently in formal discourses and less
frequently in informal ones which confirmed their shared semantic similarity. Change,
in this sense, is less synonymous with these verbs given its balanced distribution among
the formal and informal genres in COCA. However, the variations in their frequencies
underscore the concept that these verbs cannot be used interchangeably in all contexts.
Notably, the findings of this study are approximately in keeping with Coxhead’s (2000)
Academic Word List (AWL) which is listed in LDOCE (2014) and the Oxford Phrasal
Academic Lexicon (OPAL) in OALD (2020) with a slight distinction. Overall, these
findings highlight that the adoption of genre distribution as a criterion to distinguish
synonymous words is practically effective as it helps uncover the subtle distinctions

among the near synonyms.

The collocational analysis of the target verbs revealed both similarities and
distinctions in their lexical behavior, offering valuable insights into the extent of their
synonymous status. Ranging from the strongest to weakest collocational association,
the target verbs appeared in pairs in the following order alter and modify (31), alter and
change (25), adapt and modify (23), alter and adapt (21), adapt and adjust (13), alter
and adjust (12), change and modify (10), change and adjust (8), change and adapt (7),
and modify and adjust (5). A close investigation of the concordance lines unveiled both
similarities and distinctions in their denotational and colligational patterns highlighting
that these verbs cannot be used interchangeably in all contexts being near synonyms
rather than absolute ones. Additionally, the analysis of adverb collocates supports these
conclusions disclosing that change and alter shared a substantial number of adverb

collocates which reflects the strong semantic association between these two verbs.

Of the semantic preference findings, the overall findings unveiled strong
evidence of similarity between the target verbs which was evidently noticed in the
virtually similar distribution of the noun collocates in the 21 discourse domains. The
five target verbs emerged most closely associated in some major discourse domains and
diverge in others, more specifically, adjust which appeared weakly associated with
domains such as Social Actions, States & Processes in which the other four verbs tended
to be strongly associated. Adjust again, diverged markedly by associating strongly with
the “Number and Measurement” domain in which the other four verbs appeared weakly

associated. It was found that, though the target verb collocates may belong to the same



discourse domain, deeper investigation of the sub-fields of this domain may uncover
some specificities. This finding highlight that these verbs are near synonyms which

cannot be used interchangeably in all contexts.

The findings of the semantic prosody analysis uncovered clear variations in the
semantic prosody of the target verbs in which change, alter and modify were, generally,
inclined to appear with neutral collocates. Conversely, adapt and adjust tended to,
commonly, associate with collocates in which the modification is aimed at improving,
correcting or enhancing the function of something and thus these collocates bear

positively evaluative attitude.

With regard to the colligational findings, the five target verbs demonstrated
notable similarities that highlight their semantic and colligational closeness as near-
synonyms and distinctions that make it impossible to use them interchangeably in all
contexts. Of the similarities, these verbs, collectively, showed a strong association with
definite noun phrases and a weak association with indefinite objects. Additionally,
these verbs were often inclined to express interpersonal and possession-centred types
of change. In pairs, alter and modify formed the most synonymous pair given that both
verbs tended to precede definite noun phrases denoting deliberate and object-centred
acts of change and to be used in passive constructions emphasizing the results of the
change rather than the agents performing it. Equally, adjust and adapt displayed a strong
semantic and colligational relationship, particularly when appearing as noun post-

modifiers or as noun phrase complements.

The findings of this study highlight the pedagogical value of corpus-informed
teaching and learning for developing EFL learners’ lexical competence and stylistic
awareness. By incorporating corpus tools such as COCA into classroom instructions,
EFL learners can clearly and empirically distinguish between near-synonyms through
using authentic data rather than depending on their own intuition. Additionally,
curriculum designers in Ministry of Education are encouraged to include corpus-based
activities in language syllabi and teacher training programs so as to promote data-driven
learning that emphasizes context-based vocabulary use. Furthermore, future research
might extend this work by comparing British and American varieties using other

corpora such as the British national corpus (BNC) as a source of the data. Future



research might also explore historical changes through diachronic corpora such as the

corpus od historical American English (COHA).
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