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  Abstract 
Synonym discrimination is the focus and difficulty of English learning. Its 
teaching and learning are the key to learners’ deep acquisition of vocabulary and 
correct use of words. Basic English education in China attaches great importance 
to learners’ understanding and application of synonyms. The analysis of syn-
onyms in basic teaching accounts for a large proportion of teaching. However, 
the limitations of traditional teaching methods lead to inaccurate discrimination 
of synonyms. The corpus-based research method has become a new perspective 
of research, which enables learners to distinguish the nuances of synonyms more 
intuitively and is very effective for English synonym discrimination. Therefore, 
this study uses the COCA corpus to explore the differences of the synonymous 
verbs illustrate, explain and interpret from four aspects, and makes a compara-
tive analysis of their word frequency distribution, register distribution and collo-
cations. This study aims to accurately distinguish the differences of synonyms in 
this group and improve learners’ awareness of using corpus as a learning tool.  
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1. Introduction 
Synonyms make up a large proportion of the English language. In traditional teaching, looking up dictionaries is one 

of the main means for students and teachers to address the problem of synonym discrimination. However, this method 
of teaching is often one-sided and simplistic due to the inaccurate truthfulness of the context involved, which prevents 
students from recognizing the essential differences and usages between synonyms. Therefore, teachers and students 
need more efficient learning means compared to the shortcomings of traditional teaching. As a new research method, 
corpus linguistics has opened up a broad learning space. Corpus can be combined with multiple research directions, 
such as translation, vocabulary, syntax, and semantics. 

A number of scholars have conducted extensive research on corpus-based synonym discrimination in English teach-
ing. For example, Forchini (2013) examined a group of synonyms to indicate the applicability of Corpus Linguistics in 
film language in terms of frequency and collocation. In recent years, Hu (2015) selected three groups of synonyms for a 
comparative study of semantic preference and semantic prosody. In China, some researchers have made an accurate 
analysis of synonyms from the perspective of word frequency, register distribution, collocation and semantic prosody, 
and compared the lexical differences between Chinese learners and native English speakers (Wang & Jiang, 2016; 
Wang, 2018). In addition, the colligation of synonyms was also compared and analyzed (Liu & Gong, 2020; Lu, 2020; 
Wang, 2019). On the basis of previous studies, this study uses the COCA corpus to compare the illustrate, explain and 
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interpret. There is no field of study for this group of synonyms. The purpose of this study is to help teachers and stu-
dents by providing some suggestions on synonym discrimination and hopefully improve the understanding of the corpus 
as an auxiliary learning tool. 

2. Research design 
COCA (Corpus of Contemporary American English) is the latest American contemporary English corpus developed 

by Professor Mark Davies of Brigham Young University in the United States. It is the largest English balanced corpus 
in the world today. It includes five different styles, that is, spoken English, novels, popular magazines, newspapers and 
academic articles. COCA updates faster and has a larger vocabulary. Its main search methods include word frequency 
list search, chart display, keyword context search, collocation search, and comparative search. Based on the cor-
pus-based approach, this paper chooses illustrate, explain and interpret as the research objects. The reasons include two 
aspects. First, the three words that serve as verbs have explanatory meanings, and verb discrimination is a key and dif-
ficult point for English learners. On the other hand, synonyms are so abundant in the English vocabulary that subtle 
differences between synonyms are hard to find. Therefore, it is necessary for teachers and students to understand the 
connotation of the meaning of words. 

3. Research results and discussion 
3.1 Word frequency 

By using the COCA corpus to retrieve the illustrate, explain and interpret respectively, the total frequency of the 
three synonyms and their standard frequency per million words are showed in Table 1. 

Table 1. Total frequency of synonyms and standard frequency per million words 

Word Total frequency Standard frequency 

interpret 10,476 10.55 

illustrate 8,991 9.05 

explain 86,933 87.54 

 
Interpret, illustrate and explain have the meaning of explanation. According to the total frequency of the data in Ta-

ble 1, the frequency of the verb explain is much higher than the frequency of use of interpret and illustrate. In addition, 
the frequency of use of interpret and illustrate is close. 

3.2 Register 
Halliday (1975) first pointed out that registers are a particular way of communication or writing based on a specific 

function in a specific communicative context. Combined with register analysis, we can better understand the differences 
in the use of related synonyms. Table 2 shows the distribution of illustrate, explain and interpret in different registers. 

Table 2. The distribution of interpret, illustrate and explain in different registers 

Node word Spoken Novel Magazine Newspaper Academic articles 

interpret 913/13.19% 525/7.58% 1,165/16.83% 591/8.53% 3,728/53.86% 

illustrate 421/6.64% 203/3.20% 9,98/15.84% 720/11.35% 3,998/63.1% 

explain 12,038/25.01% 9,889/20.55% 8,513/17.69% 5,533/11.50% 12,141/25.23% 

 
According to the above data, the word frequency of explain in each register is higher than that of illustrate and in-

terpret, and it accounts for about 25% in both spoken and academic articles, which indicates that explain is often used 
in both spoken and academic texts. In addition, illustrate and interpret account for the highest frequency in academic 
articles, indicating that illustrate and interpret are more frequently used in academic articles. 

3.3 Collocation 
The collocation intensity and collocation significance of specific words are reflected by MI value, namely Mutual 
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Information Value, which is a common method to calculate the collocation intensity of words. If the MI value is greater 
than 3, it indicates that words have obvious collocation strength. In order to investigate the four collocations that are 
most closely related to the target words of this study, this paper takes + 4 / -4 as the span, and Table 3 is the 20 colloca-
tion nouns selected. 

Table 3. Noun collocations with MI > 3 (from left to right is illustrate, explain, interpret) 

Words Freq MI Words Freq MI Words Freq MI 
sport 1,878 6.12 variance 906 5.69 result 830 3.87 
point 1,288 3.50 phenomenon 576 3.71 data 685 3.74 
figure 1,132 5.04 variation 330 3.03 court 587 3.42 

example 1,035 5.13 reasoning 215 3.56 constitution 528 3.92 
article 329 3.01 discrepancy 164 4.14 caution 281 7.08 
cover 258 4.37 variability 109 3.49 meaning 247 4.36 

importance 233 4.27 disparity 96 3.07 text 236 3.62 
concept 218 3.59 paradox 80 3.06 sign 204 3.05 
principle 182 3.48 reluctance 63 3.15 statute 189 5.71 

chart 154 4.56 layman 54 4.41 context 158 3.40 
map 141 3.36 predicament 46 3.18 scripture 144 5.69 

diagram 125 5.71 intricacy 31 3.84 signal 106 3.56 
theme 114 3.28 altruism 22 3.16 amendment 96 3.29 
graph 100 4.88 bioethics 17 4.08 clause 94 4.95 

 
From the data of Table 3, the collocations of the three target words are analyzed as follows. Illustrate is often collo-

cated with nouns representing examples, charts, reports and principles, such as sport, point, chart, diagram and graph. 
Through the analysis of the collocations of explain, it is often used to indicate reasons, disagreements or complex things, 
such as, discrepancy, intricacy, reasoning. In addition, it can also be used to show the differences between things, cer-
tain phenomena, changes and states. In short, explain involves a wide range of collocations, which also corresponds to 
its high frequency. The collocates of interpret can be roughly analyzed from three aspects. First, its collocates are re-
lated to data and results, such as, result, data. Secondly, interpret is used to explain text, context or meaning, such as 
collocates context, text, meaning. Third, decrees and legal provisions are also one of its common collocations, such as 
statute, amendment, scripture and so on. 

Whether the three words have other semantic preferences, in order to answer this question, this paper also studies the 
adverb collocation of the three target words, still sets the span of + 4 / -4, and selects the adverbs with MI value greater 
than 3, Table 4 is the specific collocation words. 

Table 4. Adverbial collocations with MI > 3 (from left to right is illustrate, explain, interpret) 

Words Freq MI Words Freq MI Words Freq MI 
clearly 296 3.57 why 19116 3.88 differently 280 5.72 

best 238 3.35 partly 337 3.36 correctly 247 6.00 
below 189 3.69 partially 283 3.83 broadly 139 6.30 

beautifully 170 6.42 adequately 256 4.53 literally 110 3.69 
above 145 3.33 patiently 251 5.30 properly 107 4.08 
vividly 126 7.42 calmly 126 3.95 accurately 89 5.08 
nicely 106 5.40 satisfactorily 77 5.88 widely 84 3.58 

graphically 98 8.15 eloquently 55 4.29 cautiously 71 6.32 
lavishly 85 8.54 rationally 49 3.96 narrowly 67 6.09 

dramatically 76 4.18 succinctly 43 4.39 incorrectly 60 6.36 
richly 73 6.37 helpfully 38 5.13 strictly 57 4.44 

schematically 25 9.13 convincingly 28 3.34 variously 41 6.89 
starkly 23 6.52 concisely 25 5.35 wrongly 36 5.78 
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The following conclusions can be drawn from the adverb collocation in Table 4. The collocation adverbs of illustrate 
mainly explain things with the attitude of praise and appreciation, showing a positive direction, such as, lavishly, nicely, 
richly, etc. Besides, it is often used as means or ways of explanation, for instance, dramatically, schematically. Most of 
the common collocation adverbs of explain are range adverbs, for example, partly, partially, adequately, eloquently. 
Additionally, these adverbs also contain adverbs that represent the speaker’s emotions and attitudes, such as, patiently, 
calmly, logically and so on. Interpret indicates the degree of accuracy and rationality of interpretation. For instance, 
correctly, wrongly, incorrectly, properly, or it also shows whether the degree of interpretation is detailed or broad, such 
as, broadly, narrowly, widely. 

4. Summary 
This paper makes a comparative analysis of illustrate, explain and interpret in terms of word frequency, register and 

collocation by means of COCA corpus. This study draws the following conclusions. First, explain has the highest fre-
quency and illustrate has the lowest frequency. Second, in terms of register distribution, explain is widely used, espe-
cially in spoken and academic articles. Explain and interpret are mostly used in academic articles, that is, in formal 
style. Third, in the noun collocation, illustrate is used with examples, charts, etc., and interpret can also be used for 
context, text, decrees and other related nouns. The collocation of explain is more widely used to indicate changes, dif-
ferences. Besides, the adverbs of illustrate are mostly positive words. Adverbs with explain include both scope adverbs 
and adverbs describing emotions and attitudes. Interpret is often used with adverbs that have the meaning of rationality 
and accuracy. The results of the study further illustrate that using COCA corpus to analyze synonyms is more convinc-
ing and accurate than traditional vocabulary teaching. Corpus can provide a large amount of data as support for research. 
Therefore, it is suggested that learners and teachers should attach importance to the use of corpus and give full play to 
its advantages. More importantly, teachers and students should try their best to abandon the traditional learning thinking 
and try new learning methods. 
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