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1. INTRODUCTION  

A growing body of research (e.g., Narkprom, 2024; Chaokongjakra, 2023; Phoocharoensil, 

2021) has provided compelling evidence for the pivotal role of vocabulary mastery in 

enhancing learners’ overall linguistic and rhetorical competence. Honing on this notion, Milton 

(2013, p. 75) emphasizes that “developing learners’ vocabulary knowledge appears to be an 

integral feature of developing their language performance generally.” Similarly, Gardner 

(2013, p. 2) metaphorically describes vocabulary as “the fuel of language, without which 

nothing meaningful can be understood or communicated,” underscoring its indispensable role 
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in effective language use. Within the realm of vocabulary acquisition, synonyms are recognized 

as powerful rhetorical resources that enable speakers and writers to express identical concepts 

through varied linguistic perspectives (Séguin, 2021). The richness and ubiquity of 

synonymous expressions in English testify to the language’s dynamic and evolving nature. 

Consequently, mastering synonymy should remain a focal point of learners’ attention, as it 

empowers them to convey meaning with greater precision, subtlety, and communicative 

sophistication (Liu & Espino, 2012). 

 

Although mastering a wide range of synonyms is crucial for achieving higher levels of 

linguistic proficiency, several studies (e.g., Ahmad et al., 2019; Sridhanyarat, 2018; 

Aroonmanakun, 2015) have revealed that English learners often experience considerable 

confusion when attempting to select the most appropriate synonym in a given context. This 

difficulty arises from the fact that each synonym carries subtle yet distinctive shades of 

meaning, making them not entirely interchangeable across all contexts (Edmonds & Hirst, 

2002). In essence, synonyms can substitute for one another only within a restricted range of 

linguistic environments (Niwesworakarn et al., 2023). Supporting this view, Edmonds and 

Hirst (2002, p. 107) argue that if two synonyms were capable of fully and consistently replacing 

each other in every context while preserving identical meaning and communicative effect, one 

would eventually “fall into disuse” or “acquire a new nuance of meaning.” 

 

Before the emergence of corpus linguistics, non-native learners of English typically relied on 

dictionaries or personal intuition to resolve the ambiguity surrounding synonym selection (Wei, 

2006; Xiao & McEnery, 2006). However, a substantial body of research (e.g., Liu, 2023; 

Aroonmanakun, 2015; Hu, 2015) has shown that such reliance is overly simplistic, as 

dictionary-based information alone is insufficient to capture the intricate distinctions among 

synonyms in terms of their collocational patterns and semantic preferences. With the advent of 

corpora, linguistic inquiry has undergone a paradigm shift, enabling researchers to examine 

language through extensive authentic data rather than through intuition or prescriptive sources 

(Song, 2021; Flowerdew, 2013). There is now a growing consensus that the subtle differences 

among near-synonyms can be empirically identified through corpus-based analyses that reveal 

their distinctive linguistic behaviors in real contexts. Indeed, numerous corpus-driven 

investigations have successfully unearthed meaningful lexical and semantic contrasts that had 
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long remained obscured in traditional approaches (e.g., Li, 2019; Jarunwaraphan & 

Mallikamas, 2020; Supanfai, 2022; Panrat & Yanasugondha, 2024). 

 

The present study aims to investigate the similarities and, more importantly, the differences 

among the English synonymous verbs adapt, adjust, and modify with respect to their 

collocational behavior and semantic preferences. These verbs were selected because they occur 

with notably high frequency in everyday discourse and constitute essential items within the 

English lexicon. According to the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (2020) and the 

Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (2014), these verbs are listed among the top 

3,000 core words in English which were identified based on their frequency and pedagogical 

significance for learners. Consequently, their inclusion at early stages of language instruction 

is crucial, as they provide valuable insights into how meaning and usage interact in naturally 

occurring contexts. Furthermore, dictionary definitions tend to present these verbs as nearly 

absolute synonyms that can be used interchangeably across contexts. This generalized 

representation, however, obscures the subtle linguistic distinctions that differentiate them, 

leaving non-native learners vulnerable to misapplication in contexts where only one verb is 

pragmatically or semantically appropriate. 

 

To gain a deeper understanding of the similarities and, more importantly, the differences among 

the target verbs examined in this study, a comparative overview of their meanings as defined 

in the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (2020.) and the Longman Dictionary of 

Contemporary English (2014) is presented in Table 1 below. 

 Table 1  

 The Data of the Target Verbs in (OALD 10th) and (LDOCE 6th) 

 

 (OALD 10th) (LDOCE 6th) 

adapt A. To change your behaviour in order to 

deal more successfully with a new 

situation.  

 

E.g. 1. We have had to adapt quickly to 

the new system. 

 

A. To gradually change your 

behaviour and attitudes in order 

to be successful in a new 

situation.  

E.g. 3. The children are finding it hard 

to adapt to the new school. 
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B. To change something in order to 

make it suitable for a new use or 

situation 

E.g. 2. The classroom has been adapted 

to take wheelchair. 

B. To change something to make it 

suitable for a different purpose.  

E.g. 4. The car has been adapted to 

take unleaded gas. 

 

 

adjust A. Get used to a new situation by changing 

the way you behave and /or think 

e.g. 5. it took him a while to adjust to living 

alone. 

 

B. to change something slightly to make it 

more suitable for a new set of 

conditions or make it work better. 

 

e.g. 6. Adjust your language to the age of 

your audience. 

A. To gradually become familiar with a 

new situation. 

e.g. 7. My parents had trouble adjusting to 

living in an apartment. 

B. to change or move something slightly 

to improve it or make it more 

suitable for a particular purpose. 

 

e.g. 8. taste the soup and adjust the 

seasoning. 

modify A. To change something slightly 

especially in order to make it more 

suitable for a particular purpose. 

 e.g. 9.  patients are taught how to modify 

their diet. 

 

B. To make something such as 

behaviour less extreme 

e.g. 10. she refused to modify her 

behaviour  

 

To make small changes to something 

in order to improve it and make 

it more suitable or effective. 

e.g. 11. the feedback will be used to 

modify the course for the next 

year 

 

A close examination of the dictionary definitions and examples presented in Table 1 reveals 

that the three verbs share a common semantic meaning denoting a form of change intended to 

make something more suitable for a new situation, use, or purpose. For instance, in examples 

(2), (4), (6), (8), (10), and (11), the verbs adapt, adjust, and modify could plausibly substitute 

for one another to express the notion of alteration for suitability. To illustrate, example (6) 
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“Adjust your language to the age of your audience” could be rephrased as “Adapt (or modify) 

your language to the age of your audience” with little loss of meaning. Another overlap is 

evident between    adapt    and    adjust    in contexts implying personal or behavioral change, 

as in example (5) “It took him a while to adjust to living alone” where    adapt    could replace    

adjust    without altering the intended meaning. Despite these apparent overlaps, the dictionary 

data perpetuate the misconception that these verbs are virtually absolute synonyms, capable of 

substituting for one another across all contexts. The limited examples provided in dictionaries 

only partially reflect their actual linguistic behavior, offering little insight into their distinctive 

collocational patterns and semantic preferences. Thanks for corpus linguistics, these 

distinctions can be unveiled with a view to discriminating these verbs from one another and 

enabling EFL learners to decide on a suitable choice when favoring any of these synonyms 

over another. The following section reviews previous corpus-based investigations into English 

near-synonyms. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1.Synonyms 

The term synonym, derived from the Greek roots syn (“alike”) and onym (“name”), originally 

referred to words sharing similar meanings (Murphy, 2010). Linguists generally concur that 

synonymy entails the expression of a single meaning through multiple lexical items (Szudarski, 

2018; Webb & Nation, 2017; Taylor, 2002). However, degrees of synonymy vary across the 

lexicon: some pairs exhibit strong semantic equivalence, whereas others overlap only partially. 

For example, while tall and high may seem synonymous, only tall can collocate naturally with 

girl (Taylor, 2002). Hence, scholars distinguish between absolute and near synonyms. Absolute 

synonymy defined by complete interchangeability and identical meaning is widely regarded as 

rare or even theoretically impossible (Cruse, 1986; Edmonds & Hirst, 2002; Taylor, 2002; 

O’Grady & Archibald, 2016). Consequently, most lexical pairs are better described as near-

synonyms, which share central semantic features but differ in collocation, connotation, or 

stylistic register (Cruse, 1986; Xiao & McEnery, 2006; Liu, 2013). As dictionaries often 

obscure such fine-grained distinctions (Boontam & Phoocharoensil, 2022), recent studies 

increasingly employ corpus-based approaches to uncover the subtle semantic and collocational 

behaviors of near-synonymous words (Selmistraitis, 2020; Panrat & Yanasugondha, 2024). 

 

2.2.Corpus-based Criteria for Distinguishing Near-Synonyms 
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Recent corpus-based studies have highlighted the effectiveness of using collocational patterns 

and semantic preferences to identify both the similarities and, more importantly, the 

distinctions among near synonyms (e.g., Aroonmanakun, 2015; Petcharat & Phoocharoensil, 

2017; Selmistraitis, 2020; Chaengchenkit, 2023; Panrat & Yanasugondha, 2024). Scholars 

emphasize that collocation and semantic preference should be analyzed together, as the latter 

is often inferred from a word’s recurrent collocates (Li, 2019; Selmistraitis, 2020; Szudarski, 

2018). Among the corpora employed, the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) 

has been the most widely used (e.g., Aroonmanakun, 2015; Jarunwaraphan & Mallikamas, 

2020; Selmistraitis, 2020; Chaengchenkit, 2023; Panrat & Yanasugondha, 2024), followed by 

the British National Corpus (BNC) (e.g., Chung, 2011; Li, 2019; Supanfai, 2022). Findings 

consistently indicate that, despite overlapping semantic features, the notion of full 

interchangeability among near synonyms is largely unsupported. 

 

2.3.Collocations 

Many scholars argue that a word’s meaning is shaped not only by the word itself but also by 

the words it commonly co-occurs with. Firth (1957) was among the first to highlight the 

importance of lexical associations between a node and its adjacent collocates. Building on this 

insight, researchers (e.g., Baker, 2010; Timmis, 2015) have emphasized that words exhibit 

systematic preferences for certain co-occurring words, which help distinguish their meanings 

from those of near synonyms. Similarly, Sinclair (1991) defines collocates as “items that occur 

physically together or have stronger chances of being mentioned together” (p. 170). Thornbury 

(2002) cautions that substituting a near synonym for a typical collocate can produce 

nonstandard or unnatural expressions. For instance, heavy coffee is perceived as nonstandard, 

whereas strong coffee occurs frequently and is widely accepted (Webb & Nation, 2017; Webb 

et al., 2012). Knowledge of collocational patterns is therefore essential for learners and teachers 

of English, as it helps avoid nonstandard usage (Szudarski, 2018). 

Recent studies further underscore the role of collocates in differentiating near synonyms. 

Petcharat and Phoocharoensil (2017) and Lertcharoenwanich (2023) demonstrate that the 

greater the number of overlapping collocates between two words, the stronger their 

synonymous status, and vice versa. For example, Chaokongjakra (2023) found that important 

and crucial exhibit strong synonymy due to substantial overlap in noun collocates, whereas 

pairs such as crucial and significant or important and significant show weaker synonymy, 

reflecting their limited shared collocates. 
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2.4.Semantic Preference 

Semantic preference is closely related to collocation but differs in focus. While 

collocation examines the relationship between a node word and an individual adjacent 

collocate, semantic preference considers how a node word co-occurs with a group of collocates 

belonging to the same semantic domain (Supanfai, 2022; Phoocharoensil, 2021). Hunston 

(2007, p. 266) defines semantic preference as “the frequent co-occurrence of a lexical item with 

items expressing a particular evaluative meaning,” and Lindquist (2009, p. 57) describes it as 

“the relation between a word and semantically related words in a lexical field.” For example, 

Edmonds and Hirst (2002) note that pass away is restricted to humans, whereas its near 

synonym die can also refer to animals or plants. Similarly, the verb cause exhibits distinct 

preferences depending on its argument structure: when transitive, it typically collocates with 

illnesses (e.g., heart disease), but when ditransitive, the second object often refers to negative 

feelings (e.g., causes them discomfort). 

 

Recent research has increasingly applied semantic preference alongside collocation to 

differentiate near synonyms (e.g., Li, 2019; Jarunwaraphan & Mallikamas, 2020; 

Chaengchenkit, 2023; Panrat & Yanasugondha, 2024). These studies reveal that near synonyms 

often share some semantic preferences, reflecting their synonymy, yet display distinct 

preferences that limit their interchangeability. For instance, Supanfai (2022) found that the 

nouns people and persons share collocates related to health, employment, and emotions, but 

people also collocates with terms related to numbers, negative actions, and ethnicity, while 

persons aligns with legal contexts. 

 

Taken these findings together, corpus-based approaches are shown to be highly effective 

in revealing the subtle similarities and differences among English near synonyms which are 

often missing from advanced dictionaries. Importantly, differences in collocation and semantic 

preference highlight the risks of using near synonyms interchangeably, which may result in 

nonstandard usage. Motivated by this gap, the present study investigates the English 

synonymous verbs adapt, adjust, and modify using corpus analysis. It addresses the following 

research questions: 

 

1. What are the significant similarities and differences among adapt, adjust, and modify 

in terms of collocations? 



Unveiling the Subtle Distinctions Between Adapt, Adjust, and Modify: A Corpus-Based Analysis of 

English Synonyms 

International Journal of Language and Literary Studies  64 

 
 

2. What are the significant similarities and differences among adapt, adjust, and modify 

in terms of semantic preferences? 

 

3. METHODS 

3.1.Target Words 

This study focuses on three English synonymous verbs: adapt, adjust, and modify . These 

verbs were selected for two main reasons. First, their overlapping basic meanings denoting a 

change to cope with a new situation or to make something suitable for a new purpose, as 

indicated in the OALD (10th ed.) and LDOCE (6th ed.), often create difficulties for non-native 

learners in selecting the appropriate verb for a given context. Second, these verbs rank among 

the most frequent core words in English and are therefore prioritized in elementary language 

instruction. Importantly, traditional dictionary definitions fail to highlight their subtle 

differences in collocational patterns and semantic preferences. With the advent of corpus tools, 

however, these subtle similarities and differences can now be systematically examined, 

providing learners with the guidance needed to accurately distinguish and use each verb in 

context. 

3.2.The Corpus of the Study 

The updated version of the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA, 2020), 

accessible online at (http://english-corpora.org), was employed in this study to analyze the 

target verbs in terms of collocations and semantic preferences for several reasons. First, COCA 

comprises a vast collection of American English texts, systematically balanced across multiple 

genres, including spoken language, fiction, magazines, newspapers, academic texts, TV and 

movie subtitles, blogs, and online web pages. This balance enables reliable cross-genre 

comparisons and facilitates the identification of significant similarities and differences among 

English synonyms. Second, the corpus exceeds one billion words and has been continuously 

updated from 1990 to 2020, with approximately 25 million words added annually (Davies, 

2020). As a monitor corpus, COCA thus provides a dynamic reflection of contemporary 

language use across genres and over time. 

3.3. Procedures and Data Analysis 
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To address the first research question, the collocate function of COCA was employed to 

investigate the noun and adverb collocates of the target verbs. Since the focus was on verbs, 

particular attention was given to nouns functioning as subjects or objects, as well as to the most 

frequent adverbs modifying the target verbs. Lemma searches were conducted for each verb, 

with a span o;f four words to the left and right of the node, as Sinclair (1991) notes that 

associations beyond this range are generally negligible. Collocational strength was assessed 

using an MI value of ≤ 3, which indicates a significant association between the node and its 

collocate (Cheng, 2012). However, low-frequency collocates may yield artificially high MI 

values; therefore, a minimum frequency threshold of < 20 occurrences per million words was 

also applied to ensure meaningful associations (Greaves & Warren, 2010; Hunston, 2022). The 

resulting collocates were exported to spreadsheets, where filtering functions were used to rank 

them from highest to lowest frequency, allowing the identification of overlapping collocates 

indicative of the relative synonymous status of the target verbs. 

 

For the second research question, the semantic preferences of each target verb were 

analyzed based on the 100 most frequent noun collocates, using an MI ≤ 3 and a minimum 

frequency threshold of 13. Following Hardiman and Nuraniwati (2023), these collocates were 

automatically annotated with semantic domains using the UCREL Semantic Analysis System 

(USAS), a dictionary-based tool that categorizes English words into 21 main domains and 232 

sub-domains (Archer et al., 2002). The annotated data were then exported to spreadsheets, and 

Pivot Tables were used to summarize and compare the semantic domains across the three target 

verbs, thereby revealing both shared and distinct semantic preferences. 

 

Figure 1:The USAS Semantic Tag ( http://ucrel.lancs.ac.uk/usas/)  
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4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

4.1.Collocations of the Target Verbs  

This section presents the findings addressing the first research question by examining the 

noun and adverb collocates most frequently associated with adapt, modify, and adjust. 

Particular attention is given to overlapping collocates that appear in close proximity to the 

target verbs, with an MI value of ≤ 3 and a minimum frequency threshold of < 20, as these 

indicate significant associative strength and potential insight into the relative synonymous 

status of the verbs. 

4.2.Noun Collocates of the Target Verbs 

Table 2 shows the overlapping noun collocates of adapt, modify, and adjust, identified 

from the most frequent collocates for each verb 85 for adapt, 77 for modify, and 113 for adjust 

with a frequency < 20 and MI ≤ 3 . Collocates exceeding these thresholds may appear more 

frequently but are considered weakly associated and less reliable indicators of significant 

patterns (Cheng, 2012; Greaves & Warren, 2010). 

Table 2:  

The Overlapping Noun Collocates of Adapt, Modify and Adjust 

NO verb adapt modify adjust 

noun 

collocates 

Freq MI Freq MI Freq MI 

1.  model 139 3.17 83 3.07 141 4.02 
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2.  strategy 87 4.27 53 4.27 90 3.93 

3.   instruction 76 4.48 75 4.75 63 3.78 

4.    settings 21 3 37 4.16 212 5.74 

5.  environment 493 5.03 76 3.62   

6.  ability 404 4.96 67 3.08   

7.  technique 129 4.03 63 4.18   

8.    items  102 3.94 79 3.38   

9.    methods  97 4.11 41 3.5   

10.    materials  80 3.83 36 3.26   

11.    curriculum  77 4.4 70 4.86   

12.    organism  74 4.82 36 4.97   

13.    practices  61 3.35 97 4.57   

14.     recipe 338 6.85 33 3.36   

15.    habitat 41 3.83 28 5.04   

16.    instrument 41 3.26 23 4.1   

17.    requirement 36 3.28 48 3.24   

18.    structures 33 3.48 103 3.99   

19.    questionnaire 30 4.8 20 4.85   

20.     protocol 30 3.6 22 4.66   

21.     procedure 29 3.19 78 3.7   

22.    interventions 21 3.78 52 3.68   

23.    format 22 3.31 22 4.1   

24.    demands 70 4.32   49 3.54 

25.   difficulty  65 3.96   113 4.95 

26.    surroundings 54 6.13   34 5.17 

27.    realities  41 5.07   35 4.66 

28.    inability 37 4.75   28 3.85 

29.    flexibility 35 4.6   33 4.16 

30.    lifestyle 34 3.66   46 3.77 

31.    tactics  29 4.09   32 3.88 

32.    temperatures  23 3.43   162 4.71 

33. 1 expectations   21 3.09 122 4.43 
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Freq =  Frequency , MI = Mutual Information Score 

 

The corpus data in Table 2 reveal that adapt, modify, and adjust overlap in four noun 

collocates which include model, strategy, instruction, and settings all with MI ≤ 3 and 

frequency < 20, indicating a low degree of synonymy among the three verbs when taken 

together. However, by examining these verbs in pairs, it appears that adapt and modify share 

23 overlapping noun collocates, including model, strategy, instruction, technique, method, 

practice, and curriculum, suggesting a notably strong synonymous status (Szudarski, 2018; 

Phoocharoensil, 2020; Lertcharoenwanich, 2023). Concordance analysis shows that when 

adapt and modify co-occur with collocates such as model, technique, method, strategy, practice, 

and instruction, they behave similarly both in denotational and colligational aspects. In these 

contexts, both verbs function as transitive verbs followed by the collocate as a direct object, 

denoting a change made to something to make it suitable for a new use or purpose. Further 

evidence of the strong synonymy is observed with the noun item, which commonly appears 

with both verbs as the subject of passive constructions, again conveying a similar sense of 

purposeful change (see figure 2). These patterns indicate that, in contexts with shared 

collocates, adapt and modify can often be used interchangeably, reflecting both their semantic 

and syntactic alignment. 

Figure 2 

  Samples of the Concordance Lines of Item as a Collocate of Adapt and Modify in COCA 
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Despite the considerable overlap between adapt and modify, notable differences also 

emerge. For instance, when co-occurring with environment, adapt frequently takes the 

preposition to (e.g., adapt to environment), denoting a change that enables one to cope with 

new situations. In contrast, modify typically appears as a transitive verb with environment as a 

direct object, conveying the sense of improving or making the environment more suitable (see 

concordance lines 1and 2). A similar distinction arises with ability, where both verbs appear in 

infinitive constructions (e.g., ability to adapt, ability to modify). Here, modify generally denotes 

altering something to serve a different purpose, whereas adapt implies adjusting oneself to 

manage new situations. These findings suggest that, although overlapping collocates indicate 

potential synonymy, denotational and colligational differences underscore that adapt and 

modify cannot be used interchangeably in all contexts. Moreover, not all overlapping collocates 

reliably signal synonymy; only those appearing with similar meanings and colligational 

patterns across a substantial number of concordance lines can be considered indicative of a 

strong synonymous relationship. 

1. . schedule. # " We'll learn how mentally tough we are and how we adapt to 

environments we're not used to. As long as we have each other 

2.  though they can treat your condition, they may not be knowledgeable about 

how to modify your work environment to alleviate the strain. # " At our clinic we try  

When it comes to adapt and adjust, Table 2 shows that these verbs share thirteen 

collocates, including model, strategy, instruction, settings, demand, difficulty, surrounding, 

reality, inability, flexibility, lifestyle, tactics, and temperatures. The significant statistical 

values of these collocates indicate a notable synonymous relationship. However, compared 

with adapt and modify, the smaller number of shared collocates suggests that adapt and adjust 

are less strongly synonymous. Concordance line analysis of the overlapping collocates reveals 

that adapt and adjust behave similarly across all shared nouns. For example, with demand and 

reality, both verbs consistently denote changes made to suit a particular situation. As shown in 

Figure 3, adapt and adjust are frequently followed by the preposition to and the respective 

noun, reflecting comparable colligational patterns. These findings suggest that, in contexts with 

demand and reality, adapt and adjust can be considered interchangeable due to their aligned 

denotations and colligation behavior. 
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Turning to modify and adjust, Table 2 shows that the two verbs shared five collocates 

including model, strategy, instruction, settings and expectation indicating a weak synonymous 

relationship between the two verbs. According to Lertcharoenwanich (2023), a small number 

of shared collocates signals a weak synonymy. Accordingly, modify and adjust exhibit the least 

synonymous status compared with the pairs adapt modify and adapt adjust. 

Overall, a limited collocational overlap exists among adapt, modify, and adjust when 

considered together. In pairs, adapt and modify show the strongest synonymous status, adapt 

and adjust demonstrate a strong relationship, and modify and adjust reveal only a weak 

connection. Following Cheng (2012), collocates with MI ≤ 3 and a frequency threshold of < 

20 occurrences are considered significantly associated with node words (Greaves & Warren, 

2010). Collocates failing to meet these criteria are deemed insignificantly associated. The 

present study adheres to these standards, in line with previous research (Panrat & 

Yanasugondha, 2024; Chaengchenkit, 2023; Chaokongjakra, 2023; Lertcharoenwanich, 2023), 

confirming that overlapping collocates may behave similarly in some contexts and diverge in 

others, supporting the view that near synonyms cannot be used interchangeably in all contexts 

Figure 3  

Samples of the Concordance Lines of Adapt and Adjust Collocating with Demand And Reality 
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(Edmonds & Hirst, 2002; Jarunwaraphan & Mallikamas, 2020; Phoocharoensil & 

Kanokpermpoon, 2021; Chaengchenkit, 2023). 

This study differs from prior research in its methodological rigor. Only collocates with 

MI ≤ 3 and a minimum frequency threshold of < 20 were included, whereas earlier studies 

often considered low-frequency collocates (e.g., Phoocharoensil, 2020; Panrat & 

Yanasugondha, 2024; Chaengchenkit, 2023; Chaokongjakra, 2023), which may not be 

significantly associated with node words (Biber, 2006; Greaves & Warren, 2010). By including 

all statistically significant collocates, this study uncovered a more comprehensive set of 

overlapping nouns, providing a stronger and more reliable picture of the collocational 

relationships among the target verbs. In contrast, prior studies that restricted analyses to the top 

30 most frequent collocates often excluded important overlaps, limiting the identification of 

synonymy. For instance, in Lertcharoenwanich (2023), several significant collocates of empty 

were omitted due to the inclusion of only the top 30 collocates, resulting in minimal overlap 

with blank and vacant. Similarly, Panrat & Yanasugondha (2024) found little overlap among 

clear, apparent, obvious, and evident because only the top 30 collocates were analyzed. These 

observations suggest that future corpus-based research on near synonyms should adopt 

statistical thresholds that ensure the inclusion of all significant collocates, thereby providing a 

more robust and accurate analysis of similarities and differences. 

4.3.The Adverb Collocates of the Target Verbs 

This section examines the overlapping adverb collocates that most frequently co-occur 

with the target verbs. Only adverbs meeting two criteria were included: an MI score of ≤ 3 and 

a minimum frequency of 20 occurrences in proximity to the target verbs. 

The corpus data in Table 3 indicates that adjust has the highest number of adverb 

collocates (25), followed by adapt (20) and modify (14). Regarding shared collocates, the three 

verbs have only three overlapping adverbs in common: easily accordingly, and constantly, 

which aligns with the noun collocate findings in suggesting a relatively weak overall 

synonymous status among them. Pairwise comparisons reveal that adapt and adjust share eight 

adverbs (quickly, easily, successfully, rapidly, accordingly, constantly, continually, and 

gradually), whereas modify and adjust overlap in just four (easily, accordingly, slightly, and 

constantly). Interestingly, adapt and modify, despite having the highest overlap in noun 

collocates, share only the same three adverbs noted above. 
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N

O 

Adverb 

Collocates 

of Adapt 

Freq MI Adverb 

Collocates 

of Modify 

Freq MI Adverb 

Collocates of 

Adjust 

Freq MI 

1.  quickly 302 4.82 genetically 392 9.9 accordingly 448 8.5 

2.  easily 238 5.17 slightly 220 6.08 seasonally 313 11 

3.  successfully 112 5.91 easily 89 4.33 automatically 229 6.6 

4.  readily 72 6.02 significantly 71 4.77 quickly 227 4.1 

5.  rapidly 58 4.73 accordingly 62 6.66 easily 132 3.9 

6.  accordingly 55 5.81 otherwise 45 3.14 constantly 94 4.6 

7.  perfectly 55 4.07 heavily 34 4.25 fully 88 3.6 

8.  specially 46 6.78 substantially 29 5.52 properly 87 4.6 

9.  constantly 45 3.83 chemically 28 8.17 slightly 81 3.7 

10.  locally 39 5.69 somewhat 27 3.54 slowly 78 3.6 

11.  continually 31 5.15 specifically 24 3.08 upward 73 5.9 

12.  naturally 26 3.21 extensively 23 6.1 manually 68 7.2 

13.  widely 25 3.36 subsequently 22 5.17 carefully 62 3.7 

14.  poorly 24 4.33 constantly 21 3 downward 56 6.1 

15.  flexibly 23 9.6    annually 47 4.9 

16.  loosely 22 5.32    continually 38 5.2 

17.  culturally 21 5.03    gradually 38 4.2 

18.  gradually 21 3.74    rapidly 38 3.8 

19.  freely 20 4.33    appropriately 36 5.4 

20.  originally 20 3    periodically 31 5.8 

21.        continuously 28 5.4 

22.        statistically 25 4.4 

23.        socially 24 4.1 

24.        successfully 24 3.3 

25.        dynamically 22 7.6 

 

The results indicate that adapt and adjust exhibit a considerable synonymous status, 

sharing eight adverb collocates, followed by modify and adjust with four overlapping adverbs. 

In contrast, adapt and modify, despite a substantial overlap in noun collocates, share only three 

adverbs. This discrepancy can be attributed to the nature of adverbs in English: unlike nouns, 

adverbs particularly those of manner, time, and place are more flexible and can occur with a 

wide range of verbs, making them less reliable indicators of synonymous status. Additionally, 

adverbs that typically appear at the beginning or end of a sentence may fall outside the standard 



Volume 8, Issue 1, 2026 

 

International Journal of Language and Literary Studies  73 

 
 

four-word span on either side of the node word (Sinclair, 1991), and thus are not captured as 

collocates in this analysis. 

However, certain technical adverbs with high frequency and an MI value of < 3 can serve 

as strong indicators of synonymous status when they overlap between verbs. When such 

adverbs are exclusive to a single verb, they help characterize and distinguish it from its near 

synonyms. For instance, genetically and chemically occur exclusively with modify, 

highlighting that this verb specifically conveys changes in genes or chemical processes. 

Similarly, automatically, manually, and dynamically are exclusive to adjust, reflecting its use 

to denote slight changes applied to correct the function or position of machines or tools. 

Adverbs such as seasonally, annually, and periodically, which also appear with adjust, indicate 

changes occurring over extended periods, such as a season or a year. For adapt, the exclusive 

adverbs culturally and naturally signal that the verb refers to behavioral changes aimed at 

dealing effectively with new cultural or natural environments. 

4.4.The Semantic Preference of Adapt, Modify and Adjust 

This section addresses the second research question, focusing on the similarities and 

differences among the target verbs in terms of their semantic preferences.  

Table 4: 

 The Distribution of the Noun Collocates of the Target Verbs in the USAS 21 Semantic 

Domains 

  Semantic Domains Adapt Modify Adjust Sum 

1  Substances, Materials, 

Objects & Equipment   

10 15 22 47 

2  Psychological Actions, 

States & Processes  

18 20 8 46 

3  General & Abstract 

Terms 

13 9 12 34 

4  Linguistic Actions, States 

& Processes   

14 10 2 26 

5  Numbers & 

Measurement 

3 3 18 24 

6  Social Actions, States & 

Processes  

10 7 2 19 

7   The Body & The 

Individual 

1 2 14 17 

8  9 sum 10 69 11 66 12 78 13 21

3 

14  Food & Farming 6 5 4 15 

15  Money & Commerce 2 4 6 12 
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16  Govt. & The Public 

Domain 

2 7 1 10 

17  Life & Living Things 6 3 0 9 

18  Architecture, Buildings, 

Houses & The Home 

1 3 3 7 

19  The World & Our 

Environment 

3 2 2 7 

20  Science & Technology 3 4 0 7 

21  22 Sum 23 23 24 28 25 16 26 67 

27  Movement, Location, 

Travel & Transport 

2 1 3 6 

28  Education 3 3 0 6 

29  Entertainment, Sports 

& Games 

1 1 1 3 

30  Time 1 0 1 2 

31  Arts & Crafts 1 1 0 2 

32  Emotional Actions, States 

& Processes 

0 0 1 1 

33  Names & Grammatical 

Words 

0 0 0 0 

34  35 Sum 36 8 37 6 38 6 39 20 

40   41 10

0 

42 10

0 

43 10

0 

44 30

0 

 

The automatic classification of the noun collocates into 21 USAS semantic domains, as 

presented in Table 4 and Chart 1, revealed noteworthy patterns. Notably, the majority of 

collocates (213 collocates, 71%) clustered in approximately one-third of the domains, including 

“Substances, Materials, Objects & Equipment,” “Psychological Actions, States & Processes,” 

“General & Abstract Terms,” “Linguistic Actions, States & Processes,” “Numbers & 

Measurement,” “the Body & the Individual,” and “Social Actions, States & Processes.” 

Although adapt (69), modify (66), and adjust (78) exhibited similar total numbers of collocates 

in these domains, closer inspection shows that adapt and modify shared a stronger semantic 

preference overlap, while adjust differed substantially, with only partial intersection. 

In the next third of semantic domains which includes “Food & Farming,” “Money & 

Commerce,” “Government & the Public Domain,” “Life & Living Things,” “Architecture, 

Buildings, Houses & Home,” “Movement, Location, Travel & Transport,” and “the World & 

Our Environment”,67 collocates (22%) were distributed. Here, the three verbs behaved more 

similarly, with comparable numbers of collocates across the domains, aside from minor 

differences. 

Finally, the last third of semantic domains which includes “Science & Technology,” 

“Education, Entertainment, Sports & Games,” “Emotional Actions, States & Processes,” 
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“Time,” “Arts & Crafts,” and “Names & Grammatical Words” showed minimal association, 

with only 20 collocates (7%) appearing in these domains. This distribution highlights that the 

bulk of the target verbs’ semantic preferences are concentrated in specific core domains, with 

adapt and modify showing greater alignment than adjust. 

Chart 1: 

 The Distribution of the Target Verbs Noun Collocates in the USAS Semantic Domains 

 

4.5.The Semantic Preference of Adapt Versus Modify  

The corpus data in Table 4 and Chart 1 indicate that adapt and modify share substantial 

overlapping semantic preferences. This overlap is particularly evident in the first four semantic 

domains. In the “Psychological Actions, States & Processes” domain, modify and adapt 

account for 20 and 18 noun collocates, respectively, with shared collocates such as procedure, 

technique, method, and framework falling under the “Mental Object” and “Means, Method” 

subdomains. However, some collocates are exclusive, e.g., attitude (subdomain: “Thought and 

Belief”) and attempt (subdomain: “Trying”) for modify. In the “Substances, Materials, Objects 

& Equipment” domain, modify and adapt include 15 and 10 collocates, respectively, with 

overlapping items such as item and instrument in the “Objects Generally” subdomain. Unique 

to adapt is flexibility, appearing under the “Texture” subdomain. 

Within the “Linguistic Actions, States & Processes” domain, adapt and modify have 14 

and 10 collocates, respectively, overlapping in subdomains like “Speech Acts,” “Paper 

Documents and Writing,” and “Speech: Communicative.” Distinct subdomains include adapt 

collocates in “Green Issues,” “Media,” and “Communication in General,” whereas modify 

collocates appear in “Language, Speech, and Grammar.” Finally, in the “General and Abstract 
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Terms” domain, adapt and modify scored 13 and 9 collocates, respectively, with overlap in the 

“General Actions, Making” subdomain (e.g., practice). Exclusive collocates for adapt appear 

in subdomains such as “Affect, Change,” “Being,” “Comparing,” “Constraint,” “Evaluation,” 

and “General Kinds and Groups,” while modify features collocates in “Inclusion, Exclusion” 

and “Using. “Overall, these findings highlight a strong semantic preference overlap between 

adapt and modify, alongside distinct patterns that reflect their non-interchangeability in certain 

contexts. 

4.6.The Semantic Preference of Adjust Versus Adapt and Modify  

The corpus data in Table 4 reveal a limited semantic preference overlap between adjust 

versus adapt and modify. In the domains where adapt and modify collocates are densely 

concentrated, adjust tends to appear in considerably smaller numbers. For instance, in the 

“Number and Measurement” domain, adjust occurs with 18 collocates predominantly related 

to length, height, speed, volume, weight, or quantity, whereas adapt and modify each appear 

with only three. Similarly, in “The Body and Individual” domain, adjust has 14 collocates such 

as., tie, belt, cuff, gloves, scarf, sunglasses while adapt and modify register only one and two 

collocates, respectively; notably, adjust is also strongly associated with eyes in the “Anatomy 

and Physiology” subdomain. 

Further differences are evident in “Linguistic Actions, States & Processes,” where adapt 

and modify account for 14 and 10 collocates, respectively, compared to just two for adjust. A 

similar pattern occurs in “Social Actions, States & Processes,” with adapt and modify scoring 

10 and 7 collocates, respectively, while adjust has only two. These findings indicate that, unlike 

adapt and modify, adjust exhibits distinct semantic preferences, reflecting its more specialized 

usage and weaker overlap with the other target verbs. 

Despite the distinctions noted above, some semantic preference overlap between adjust, 

adapt, and modify persists, underscoring their near-synonymous status. For example, in the 

“General and Abstract Terms” domain, the verbs appear with 13, 9, and 12 collocates, 

respectively, overlapping in subdomains such as “General Actions,” “Comparing,” and 

“Evaluation.” Similarly, in the “Substances, Materials, Objects and Equipment” domain, 

adjust, adapt, and modify occur with 22, 10, and 15 collocates, respectively. While some 

subdomains e.g., “Objects Generally” and “Texture” show partial intersection, the collocates 

of adjust tend to denote minor adjustments to everyday objects, such as strap, knob, brake, and 

rack. In contrast, adapt and modify share collocates such as structure, instrument, item, and 

materials, reflecting changes to objects or materials in a broader or more functional sense. In 
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the “Psychological Actions, States & Processes” domain, adapt , modify , and adjust exhibit 

18, 20, and 8 collocates, respectively, with strategy serving as a common noun collocate in the 

“Wanting, Planning, Choosing” subdomain. These findings demonstrate that, despite some 

overlap indicating near-synonymy, the verbs maintain distinct semantic preferences across 

subdomains, highlighting their context-dependent usage. 

Overall, the findings indicate that adapt, modify, and adjust share a considerable semantic 

relation, as evidenced by overlapping semantic preferences. When examined in pairs, however, 

the degree of overlap varies: adapt and modify exhibit a strong semantic preference overlap, 

reflecting a robust synonymous status, whereas adapt and adjust and modify and adjust show 

weaker overlap, indicating a comparatively lower synonymous status. Notably, adjust 

demonstrates distinctive patterns, with many of its collocates concentrated in semantic domains 

where those of adapt and modify are sparse, and vice versa, highlighting its more specialized 

usage. 

Despite the substantial semantic preference overlap between adapt modify, a detailed 

examination of the subdomains of the USAS 21 semantic fields revealed notable verb-specific 

distinctions. These findings support previous research (e.g., Aroonmanakun, 2015; 

Jarunwaraphan & Mallikamas, 2020; Phoocharoensil & Kanokpermpoon, 2021; Sridhanyarat 

& Phoocharoensil, 2023) indicating that, even when English synonyms share strong semantic 

preferences, they are not interchangeable in all contexts. Moreover, the results align with 

studies (e.g., Selmistraitis, 2020; Supanfai, 2022; Niwesworakarn et al., 2023) demonstrating 

that semantic preference analysis effectively uncovers meaningful distinctions between near 

synonyms. 

It is noteworthy that previous studies on near synonyms often limited the semantic 

preference analysis to the top 20–30 collocates (e.g., Panrat & Yanasugondha, 2024; 

Chaengchenkit, 2023; Chaokongjakra, 2023; Lertcharoenwanich, 2023; Phoocharoensil, 

2020), which excluded many significantly associated collocates and resulted in only partial 

insights. Narkprom (2024) reported that including more collocates beyond the top 30 reveals 

additional overlapping themes among target words. In contrast, the present study analyzed all 

significant noun collocates (100 per verb), enabling a more comprehensive examination of the 

similarities and differences among the target verbs. Future research is therefore encouraged to 

adopt statistical criteria that ensure the inclusion of all significant collocates. 

Another limitation of prior research lies in the manual categorization of collocates into 

semantic domains based on intuition and background knowledge (e.g., Sridhanyarat & 

Phoocharoensil, 2023; Chaokongjakra, 2023; Narkprom, 2024). By contrast, this study 
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employed the USAS semantic tagger to automatically assign all 300 noun collocates to 

semantic domains, a method validated for accuracy and reliability in annotating English words 

into domains and subdomains (Hardiman & Nuraniwati, 2023). 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

This corpus-based study aimed to investigate the similarities and differences among the 

synonymous verbs, namely adapt, modify and adjust based on their collocations and semantic 

preferences in COCA. The findings of this study revealed that among the three target verbs, 

adapt and modify exhibited the strongest synonymous status, followed by adapt and adjust, 

which shared a considerable number of overlapping noun collocates. In contrast, modify and 

adjust demonstrated a weaker synonymous status due to their limited collocational overlap. 

Beyond shared collocates, each verb also exhibited unique noun collocates, confirming their 

status as near synonyms. A closer examination of concordance lines showed that these verbs 

could be used interchangeably in certain contexts, reflecting similar denotational and 

colligational patterns. However, in other contexts, differences in meaning and grammatical 

behavior highlighted that near synonym cannot be used interchangeably in all situations. 

Importantly, overlapping collocates alone cannot serve as definitive evidence of synonymy; 

only a detailed concordance analysis can confirm true similarity. Regarding adverb collocates, 

adapt and adjust shared a moderate number of overlaps, while modify and adjust shared few, 

mirroring the pattern observed in nouns. Interestingly, adapt and modify, despite their 

substantial noun overlap, had only three overlapping adverbs. This suggests that noun 

collocates are stronger indicators of synonymy than adverbs, although the presence of technical 

adverb overlaps still supports synonymous relationships. With respect to the semantic 

preference, the findings exhibited a high degree of overlap between adapt and modify, while 

adjust diverged, with many of its collocates concentrated in semantic domains where adapt 

and modify rarely occurred. These findings reinforce the view that English synonyms, despite 

strong similarities, cannot always be used interchangeably. 

Of the Limitations, the current study is lexically limited to only three English verbs 

denoting change, namely adapt, modify and adjust. Therefore, further work is required to 

address the differences and similarities among other verbs denoting change in English language 

which were not covered in the current study. Additionally, this study relied exclusively on 

COCA, representing American English. The findings may differ if the BNC or multiple corpora 

are used as sources of the data. As COCA is a monitor corpus updated over time, the findings 
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of this study reflect only the 2020 version and could shift with future updates. What is more is 

that the linguistic criteria used to differentiate among these near synonyms were limited to their 

collocations and semantic preferences. Thus, future studies might include other linguistic 

criteria such as semantic prosody and colligational behaviour which are supposed to uncover 

further distinctions among these near synonyms and make it clearer for non-native learners to 

use them appropriately in their due contexts.  

Pedagogical implications suggest that non-native learners should focus on intrinsic 

features such as collocations and semantic preferences to distinguish synonyms. Teachers and 

learners are encouraged to consult corpus-based resources like COCA when dictionaries 

provide insufficient information. For instance, corpus-based lessons, exercises, examples or 

quizzes should be included in the syllabi to accentuate the contextual differences among the 

near synonyms in some linguistic aspects such as exclusive collocates, or clusters, genre, and 

colligational patterns so that non-native learners of English can avoid erroneous usage of 

language and feel safe to make the appropriate lexical choices. 
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