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1. INTRODUCTION 

 
The primary purpose of this study was to analyze the trajectories of English as a Foreign 

Language (EFL) learners when discriminating among near-synonyms in corpus-based 
data-driven learning (DDL) tasks. Although near-synonyms share a core meaning, they 
differ in nuance and connotation (Inkpen & Hirst, 2006). Discriminating among near-
synonyms is challenging for EFL learners, especially where the translated equivalent is the 
same in their L1. While there is an extensive existing literature on near-synonyms and 
distinctions (e.g., Hayakawa, 1994; Jung, 2009; Partington, 2004; Xiao & McEnery, 2006), 
few studies have investigated how students can be helped to use near-synonyms in an 
appropriate way. Exceptions include studies of Korean EFL learners’ use of near-
synonyms and semantic prosody by Jung, Sur, and Kim (2007) and Lee (2011). Both 
report that Korean EFL learners struggle to use near-synonyms appropriately. Against that 
background, the present study explores the potential of DDL for teaching near-synonyms.  

DDL provides ample resources for learners to play the role of researcher—identifying 
new language-related rules (Johns, 1991, 1994) by exploring concordance data, examining 
linguistic cues, and drawing conclusions about linguistic items. In the present study, EFL 
learners used DDL to discover differences between near-synonyms based on concordance 
lines. To examine learner trajectories, the study addressed the following research questions. 

 
1. How do participants arrive at correct, near-correct, or mistaken answers when they 

attempt to discriminate near-synonyms by using linguistic cues in concordance lines? 
2. How do individuals differ in their use of linguistic evidence to complete the DDL 

task?  
 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW  

 

2.1. Studies on Near-Synonyms 

 

Word choices reflect the writer’s views, attitudes, beliefs, and intentions in choosing a 
particular word rather than any of the other available options. In making that choice in a 
given context, the writer considers both the word’s core meanings and its connotations, 
which are not always directly observable (Huston, 2002). In short, both the core and covert 
meanings of the chosen word convey the writer’s intention.  

Lexical choice becomes especially difficult in the case of near-synonyms, which share a 
core meaning but differ slightly. According to Inkpen and Hirst (2006), near-synonyms 
“are not fully inter-substitutable, but vary in their shades of denotation or connotation, or in 
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the components of meaning they emphasize; they may also vary in grammatical or 
collocational constraints” (p. 1). In other words, despite their shared core meaning, each 
near-synonym has a distinctive meaning that distinguishes it from other words in that 
category. For example, both basic and fundamental share the core meaning as the most 

essential part of something. Beyond its core meaning, however, fundamental is considered 
more formal while basic has wider application and typically suggests something accepted 
or standard (Hayakawa, 1994). A corpus search highlights this difference; according to the 
British National Corpus (BNC) (Davies, 2004), the words change, changes, principles, 
principle, and importance typically follow fundamental, while data, rate, principles, 

training, and skills are the top five collocates for basic. Their differing collocates confirm 
that fundamental rather than basic is more often used to emphasize deeply grounded 
principles and the action of change. While this does not preclude the use of phrases such as 
basic change, fundamental may more appropriately reflect the writer’s intention. In this 
way, near-synonyms can be seen to have overlapping meanings and are partly 
interchangeable but non-identical.  

As the subtle differences among near-synonyms tend not to be clearly stated, it can be 
challenging for EFL learners to choose the appropriate word from among several such 
terms in a given context, especially when their meanings are equivalent in their L1 (Jung, 
2009; Morley & Partington, 2009). Existing bilingual dictionaries are not always helpful in 
such cases, as they emphasize denotation rather than usage (Partington, 1998; Xiao and 
McEnery, 2006).  

To address some of the difficulties faced by EFL learners in this regard, Lee (2011) and 
Jung, Sur, and Kim (2007) investigated their competence in using semantic prosodies and 
near-synonyms. Lee (2011) reported that college students lacked knowledge about 
semantic prosodies, possibly indicating inadequate explanation of this issue in dictionaries 
and EFL books. Jung, Sur, and Kim (2007) reported that despite an observed positive 
correlation between English test scores and the ability to make sensitive use of near-
synonymous verbs, learners made frequent errors in their use of near-synonyms. These 
findings confirm that unless special attention is paid to English near-synonyms, learners 
are likely to know only the core denotational meaning of these terms and not their subtle 
differences. 

The present study explored the application of DDL to a near-synonym discrimination 
task to determine how learners might be helped to make appropriate use of near-synonyms. 
Previous cross-linguistic studies of near-synonyms have reported how boundaries drawn 
between words that share the same core meaning can help EFL learners to understand and 
fully exploit the connotations of each word. Building on these studies, the present research 
sought to establish how EFL learners detect these subtle nuances by drawing on the 
plethora of available linguistic cues in concordance lines, and how they apply their 
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findings in completing a near-synonym task. 
 

2.2. DDL in Corpus-based Learning Activities 

 

DDL reverses the traditional roles of teachers as deliverers of knowledge and students as 
receivers. As first proposed by Johns (1991), DDL encourages learners to acquire 
knowledge by engaging actively in language research and applying their findings within a 
meaningful context defined by their teacher. This role reversal is facilitated by the use of 
corpus data in the language classroom to inform learning. Adopting the role of researcher, 
learners autonomously detect and apply language rules and features by themselves. In this 
way, DDL offers a new platform for language learning.  

Within this model of learning, Johns (1991) outlined a three-step procedure for 
concordance-based learning research (Identify—Classify—Generalize). Learners first 
identify the distinctive linguistic features of the given items and then classify those items on 
the basis of their findings. Finally, they generalize their findings, extending them beyond 
the given context. Johns (1991) demonstrated the benefits of this procedure for students in 
terms of how often they moved beyond their current linguistic knowledge and how this 
approach improved on traditional teacher-centered instruction: “in subsequent discussion it 
was evident that the class found the student’s generalization more useful than the teacher’s, 
not only in relation to the particular problem of convince vs. persuade, but as a way of 
thinking in general about the difference between to-infinitives and that-clauses” (p. 5).  

Facilitated by corpus data, this discovery learning approach is reported to have generally 
positive effects on language learning (Hong, 2010; Hong & Oh, 2008; Lee & Lee, 2010; 
Lim & Lee, 2012; Liu & Jiang, 2009). Comparing the traditional grammar-translation 
method to corpus-based teaching, Hong and Oh (2008) and Lim and Lee (2011) found that 
the latter was generally more effective for advanced students and was positively accepted. 
Similarly, Hong (2010) reported that while both teaching methods raised awareness of the 
targeted grammatical rules, the corpus-based method also improved noticing behavior. Liu 
and Jiang (2009) also noted several positive effects of the corpus-based approach, 
including improvements in command of lexicogrammar, understanding of grammatical 
structure, and discovery learning skills. In similar vein, Lee and Lee (2010) reported that 
discovery learning increased understanding of collocation. In short, DDL can be said to 
enhance awareness of grammar and collocation, especially among intermediate and 
advanced students. 

Using DDL in the classroom has some limitations. According to Boulton (2009a, 2009b), 
these include (a) lack of training and resources for both teachers and students; (b) 
laboriousness and tediousness of DDL tasks; (c) scarcity of published DDL-style activities; 
and (d) difficulty in interpreting messy and authentic concordance lines. While DDL can 
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enhance inductive learning of lexicogrammar, these limitations must be taken into account. 
Previous research examining the effects of corpus-based learning in quantitative studies 

involving large samples found evidence of the effectiveness of corpus-based data. 
However, little is currently known about how EFL learners explore corpus data, what 
linguistic cues they find, how they formulate and test their own hypotheses, and how they 
differ in reaching their conclusions. To bridge this gap, the present study used qualitative 
methods to investigate the trajectories of a relatively small number of learners using corpus 
data to discover differences between near-synonyms.  

 
 

3. THE STUDY 

 

3.1. Participants 

 
All of the six participants had more than ten years of English learning experience. 

Lower-level students (i.e., TOEIC score lower than 730) were not recruited for this study, 
as previous findings indicate that they are likely to struggle with corpus data (Kim & Lee, 
2012; Lee & Lee, 2010). Participants’ profiles are summarized in Table 1. For reasons 
explained in section 4.2 below, S1 took much longer than other participants to complete 
the task. 
 

TABLE 1 
Participant Profiles 

Pseudonym Major Gender Occupation 
Residence in an 

English-speaking 
country 

Time spent 
on the DDL 

task 
S1 Fashion design Female Graduate student 6 months 132 min 
S2 Accounting Male Undergraduate student None 80 min 
S3 Environmental studies Male Graduate student None 72 min 
S4 English education Male Graduate student More than 10 years 74 min 
S5 English education Male Graduate student None 74 min 
S6 English education Female Graduate student None 75 min 

 
3.2. Study Materials and Procedure 

 
For the purposes of this study, four pairs of near-synonyms were chosen that met two 

criteria. First, the differences between items had previously been studied. Second, the items 
were assigned the same meaning in a well-known Korean-English dictionary. This was 
important because EFL learners have greater difficulty in distinguishing between near-



30 Miso Kim 

A Qualitative Analysis of EFL Learners’ Discrimination of Near-Synonyms in a Data-Driven Learning Task 

synonyms with the same L1 translation equivalent. Based on these two criteria, the selected 
pairs were (1) demand and request (Hayakawa, 1994); (2) mend and repair (Hayakawa, 
1994; Jung, Sur, & Kim, 2007); (3) outcome and consequence (Hayakawa, 1994; Xiao & 
McEnery, 2006); and (4) happen and take place (Hayakawa, 1994; Partington, 2004). All 
example sentences and questions were taken from the Corpus of Contemporary American 
English (COCA) (Davies, 2008) or from the studies cited above. 

Participants worked through the six major sections of study materials (see Appendix A). 
The first and second sections prepared them to engage with DDL data. The first section 
checked participants’ existing knowledge of the target items, based on literal translation 
and a fill-the-blanks activity. The second section was a DDL practice session (in Korean) 
prior to introduction of the corpus data that asked the participant to distinguish between 
two Korean near-synonyms in example sentences from Naver Korean Dictionary (n.d.). 
The remaining four sections followed Johns’ (1991) DDL procedure (Identify—Classify—
Generalize). The materials included concordance lines and questions related to the four 
target pairs of near-synonyms. To complete the task, participants were asked to 
discriminate near-synonyms, so providing data that addressed the two research questions. 
In the third section (the identify stage), participants were asked to distinguish the meanings 
of near-synonyms by reading Key Word In Context (KWIC) concordance lines (25 lines 
for each word) before writing their responses in the sheet provided. The concordance lines 
were then grouped into categories based on the differences identified. In the fourth section 
(the classify stage), participants were given eight lines for each word and were asked to 
match each line to the meanings they had previously identified. The fifth and sixth sections 
addressed the generalization stage. The fifth section involved a fill-the-blanks activity, 
with four lines for each pair of near-synonyms, and the final section was a free translation 
activity (with hints). Because of space limitations, Section 3 in Appendix A includes only 
concordance lines for the first pair (demand versus request). 

Participants completed the task in open public settings that included cafés, seminar 
rooms, and classrooms; the procedure was one-to-one and audio-recorded. Table 1 shows 
how much time each participant spent on the task. Immediately after completion of each 
section, the researcher asked the participant about their reasoning and linguistic evidence. 
The researcher intervened only if the participant went off-topic or requested translation 
help. As the purpose of the study was to trace each participant’s thinking trajectory and use 
of linguistic evidence, questions about line translations were accepted. 

 
3.3. Data Analysis 

 
After collecting the participants’ response sheets, the researcher transcribed their 

answers, reasoning, and verbal explanations of the linguistic evidence. The transcripts did 



English Teaching, Vol. 75, No. 3, Autumn 2020, pp. 25-47  31 

© 2020 The Korea Association of Teachers of English (KATE) 

not include the researchers’ explanations of the task or any distractions (e.g., off-task chat). 
As a first step in the analysis, participants’ responses regarding near-synonym 
discrimination were categorized as correct, near-correct, or mistaken, using previous 
findings about the target items (Hayakawa, 1994; Jung, Sur, & Kim, 2007; Partington, 
2004; Xiao & McEnery, 2006) as categorization criteria. The identified differences are 
summarized in Table 2 below. 

 
TABLE 2 

Differences Between the Four Pairs of Near-Synonyms 
Near-synonyms Sources Differences 

demand 
versus request Hayakawa (1994) 

Demand is used by a speaker in authority who insists on being 
obeyed; request is considerably weaker and connotes a 
courteous statement of desire. 

mend versus 
repair 

Hayakawa (1994); 
Jung, Sur, and Kim 

(2007) 

Mend usually collocates with words related to clothes, social 
affairs, and parts of a body; repair typically collocates with 
machines and hard objects. However, both can be used for both 
physical and mental objects. 

outcome 
versus 
consequence 

Hayakawa (1994); 
Xiao and McEnery 

(2006) 

Outcome is a general word for a result and is typically used in a 
positive sense; consequence tends to denote a negative result 
occurring in some logical order. 

happen versus 
take place 

Hayakawa (1994); 
Partington (2004) 

The main difference between happen and take place relates to 
whether the activity was pre-planned or not. Happen is more 
often used to refer to an unintended event while take place 
commonly refers to a planned activity. 

 
Based on these criteria, participants' answers were categorized as correct, near-correct, 

or mistaken (see Appendix B). After the researcher had categorized the responses, two 
PhD students majoring in English education and applied linguistics cross-checked the 
category scheme. In cases of disagreement, the researcher and two inter-raters shared their 
opinions; if the disagreement was not resolved, they cast a vote to categorize the response. 
Correct answers were defined as responses that reflected the difference in core meaning (as 
discussed above) and any other responses confirmed by the concordance data. Partly 
correct responses were categorized as near-correct; for example, the response “demand 
refers to the macro-perspective (politics, economy, and the like) while request refers to 
personal and more specific situations” was categorized as near-correct because the use of 
demand and request in such contexts relates to their differing core meaning. Incorrect 
answers were those that did not align with the above criteria and were not supported by 
concordance lines.  

After the responses had been categorized, participants’ trajectories in arriving at correct, 
near-correct, and mistaken answers were analyzed. Regarding the first research question, 
the analysis focused on their use of linguistic cues in concordance lines. To address the 
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second research question, the analysis compared each participant’s trajectory in terms of 
the evidence they used to identify synonyms.  

 
 

4. RESULTS 

 
4.1. Correct, Near-Correct, and Mistaken Answers 

 
This section addresses the first research question: “How do participants arrive at correct, 

near-correct, or mistaken answers when they attempt to discriminate near-synonyms by 
using linguistic cues in concordance lines?” This section summarizes the results involving 
correct answers before moving on to near-correct and mistaken answers. A full list of 
correct, near-correct, and mistaken answers can be found in Appendix B. Because of space 
limitations, this section reports only selected examples of the participants’ responses in 
Table 3. 

 
TABLE 3 

Examples of Correct, Near-Correct, and Mistaken Answers 
Category Answers 

Correct 
answers 

1. Repair refers to fixing machines and physical objects. (S1, S2, S3) 
2. Coincidences or unexpected events follow happen; pre-planned activities follow 

take place. (S4, S6) 

Near-
correct 
answers 

3. Happen is used when time and place are vague; take place is used when time and 
place are explicit. (S2, S3) 

4. Repair refers only to physical objects; mend can refer to both physical and mental 
objects. (S4, S6) 

Mistaken 
answers 

5. Outcome presupposes input; consequence does not. (S2) 
6. The cause of an outcome is attributable to someone, but a consequence has an 

external cause. (S2) 
7. Wh-words frequently follow demand. (S5) 
8. Mend means to tidy oneself up. (S6) 

 
As a first observation, the participants drew correct conclusions based on different 

linguistic cues. For instance, S1, S2, and S3 used different linguistic cues to arrive at the 
first answer in Table 3. S1 identified the difference between mend and repair by 
contrasting collocates (e.g., “living-related” things like fences and walls versus physical 
objects like bicycles) as in Excerpt 1 below. S2 looked at the physicality of the objects of 
repair, which included bicycles, military equipment, and women, all of which have a 
physical form. S3 examined the objects of mend and repair in Excerpt 1 to see whether 
they had fixed forms. According to S2, repair refers to fixing hard things (e.g., machines) 
while mend refers to fixing soft things whose form is more fluid (e.g., clothes). During the 
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categorization stage, S1 and S3 did not include the human body or people as objects of 
repair, but S2 included them all, saying that all are tangible. At the generalization stage, 
both S2 and S3 included shoes as objects of repair, saying “Well it’s ambiguous, but I’ll 
write repair.” According to BNC (Davies, 2004) and COCA (Davies, 2008), the word 
shoes collocates with both repair and mend, but strictly speaking, mend is the correct 
answer. As shown, the participants’ thinking trajectories and use of linguistic evidence 
differed slightly even though they all arrived at the correct answer. 

 
Excerpt 1. S1, S2, and S3 explain mend versus repair 
S1: Mend is for... living-related things, such as fences, walls, and grounds […] 

Looking at this (collocates), fence, fences […] they are used for living. In 
contrast, repair fixes […] physical objects, like bicycle, as in this line. 

S2: Repair fixes […] physical objects. Bicycles, military equipment […] 
Woman? Well, it’s because it (the line) was from a fiction genre. Anyway, 
a woman is also a physical object. 

S3: Repair is […] mostly for machines, looking at the lines, here, machines or 
things […] mend fixes soft things, such as clothes. […] things that don’t 
have fixed forms, like this, which can be stretched, soft things.  

 
In another example, S4 and S6 arrived by differing means at the difference between 

happen and take place (second answer in Table 3). S4 began by formulating a hypothesis 
and then used linguistic cues in the concordance lines to confirm it. In contrast, S6 first 
examined the linguistic cues before arriving at a conclusion. As illustrated in Excerpt 2, S4 
began by hypothesizing that happen refers to accidents while take place refers to 
predictable events. He then tested his ambiguous understanding of the differences from the 
concordance data, examining the objects of happen and take place to confirm his 
hypothesis. Unlike S4, S6 first read through the concordance lines and noted the events. 
Excerpt 2 shows that S6 identified the difference by looking at the collocates of take place. 
Both participants successfully categorized the concordance lines and generalized their 
findings correctly. However, while both arrived at the correct conclusion, S4’s approach 
was top-down and S6’s was bottom-up. 

 
Excerpt 2. S4 and S6 explain happen versus take place 

S4: The sentence What happened? makes sense, but What took place? is 
awkward. Thus, happen refers to accidental events and connotes surprise. 
However, take place literally has place, and a predictable place and time 
follow take place. 

S6: Happen is used when the event occurs frequently or in the future, so it is 
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used if the event happens accidentally. Take place collocates with activity, 

story, movements, and performances, so I feel that pre-planned events 
follow take place. 

 
The participants arrived at near-correct answers (a) when they failed to examine enough 

linguistic cues or (b) when they ignored counter-evidence. The former case is exemplified 
by S2 and S3, who concluded that the time and place of events following happen were 
vague while the opposite was true of take place (third answer in Table 3). This answer is 
near-correct because the vagueness of events relates to the core meaning—that is, whether 
they are pre-planned. S2 successfully identified the core meaning, but S3 did not. At the 
beginning of the study, S2 did not know the meaning of take place and asked the 
researcher for the Korean counterpart. He first noticed that place in take place might be a 
clue and further explored the differences by looking at the collocates of each expression. 
He established that the time and place of events following happen were vague while the 
opposite was true of take place (i.e., a near-correct answer). He also established that 
happen could be used when events were unplanned, as indicated by the high frequency of 
the question What happened? In contrast, take place was seen to refer to more specific 
events such as trends or human sacrifices. Although he did not know the meaning of take 

place, he discovered this near-correct answer (i.e., vagueness of the event) before 
successfully identifying the core difference between these two near-synonyms (i.e., pre-
plannedness). Like S2, S3 saw that place in take place might be a linguistic cue: “When it 
comes to take place, the phrase itself has place. Contrary to happen, take place has a noun 
(place) in it. So the usage is limited. It’s so easy.” He felt that the events following take 

place had to be specific because of the presence of the word place. On that basis, he drew 
the near-correct conclusion that happen refers to vague events while take place refers to 
events that are more concrete. However, S3 also concluded that take place relates to space 
while happen relates to time. In categorizing and generalizing this finding, he failed to 
notice that his conclusion was incorrect.  

S4 and S6 ignored counter-evidence in the concordance lines. Both wrote that repair is 
used for physical objects while mend is used for both physical and mental objects (fourth 
answer in Table 3). In fact, both words can be used in both contexts, and the concordance 
line showed both. In Excerpt 3, S4 noted that repair also collocates with mental objects 
such as relationships and social security. Despite this counter-evidence, he failed to revise 
his conclusion and moved on. S6 also chose to ignore counter-evidence; in Excerpt 3, she 
noted that relationship was the object of repair but still adhered to her original finding. 
These two cases confirm that, even if learners notice new linguistic cues, they may choose 
to ignore them and so produce a near-correct answer, as their background knowledge may 
prevent them from learning a new word (Toro, Pons, Bion, & Sebastián-Gallés, 2011). 
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Excerpt 3. S4 and S6 neglect the counter-evidence 
S4: I originally thought that repair is for something like machines while mend 

is for relationships and the like, but the concordance lines look very 
similar. The meaning difference is smaller than I think. Can I move on? 

S6: Although the word relationship was used with repair, in a general sense, 
repair is for broken physical objects. 

 
Finally, the participants drew mistaken conclusions when they (a) used inappropriate 

linguistic cues or (b) misinterpreted concordance lines. The former is illustrated by S2 in 
Excerpt 4 (fifth and sixth answers in Table 3). He understood that out in outcome is a 
linguistic cue and concluded that outcome refers to the results of someone’s action, as in 
the relationship between input and output. In relation to consequence, he concluded that 
this refers to results caused by external factors because one concordance line included 
“economic consequence.”  

 
Excerpt 4. S2’s mistaken answer 
S2: Consequence is like, the result might have come from someone’s past 

actions, but it is, like, the result came from external factors. Here, 
“economic consequence”—I didn’t adjust for the economy. But outcome 
is not so; it’s not from external factors. […] Outcome is related to income. 
It is related to someone who inputs something, but consequence is not 
related to that. 

 
S5 and S6 produced mistaken answers by misinterpreting concordance lines. S5 

concluded that wh- words follow demand (seventh answer in Table 3): “Demand is used 
with wh-words, as you see here. But they do not appear in request.” However, the 
concordance line included several sentences, and the wh- word was not in the same 
sentence as demand. He noticed his mistake but did not correct his original finding. S6 also 
produced an incorrect answer as a result of misinterpretation (eighth answer in Table 3). 
According to her logic, “wearing her glasses and bent over the torn underwear she was 
mending (the concordance line) […] I feel like she is tidying herself up. So I thought that 
mend is also used in that context.” Looking at the full sentence, the object of mend was the 

torn underwear rather than she. Mend in this context referred to fixing the torn underwear 
rather than to tidying oneself up. Because of this misunderstanding, S6 formed the 
premature conclusion that mend can be used to refer to tidying oneself up.  
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4.2. Individual Differences in DDL 

 
This section reports findings related to the second research question: “How do 

individuals differ in their use of linguistic evidence to complete the DDL task?” All of the 
participants arrived at their findings in different ways; the two main reasons for these 
individual differences were (a) participants’ attention to different aspects of language and 
(b) their individual problem-solving styles. The instruction was to “find differences 
between the pair of near-synonyms, such as meaning differences, structural differences, or 
grammatical differences.” In relation to (a), S3 attended exclusively to differences in 
meaning while S5 focused on structural or grammatical differences in 9 out of 12 answers. 
Although the researcher explicitly asked S5 to address differences in meaning, he did not 
change his focus. While S3 and S5 tended to focus on one aspect of the near-synonym 
pairs, S2 approached the task more flexibly; for example, in exploring the difference 
between demand and request, she focused on broad context and structural tendency. 
However, in the case of mend versus repair, she shifted her focus to individual word 
meanings.   

When looking at differences in meaning, the participants focused on different aspects of 
meaning. For example, in exploring the difference between outcome and consequence, S2 
focused on who or what was responsible for the result while S3 sought to determine 
whether the result was quantifiable. In other words, S2 attended to who produced the result 
while S3 focused on the result itself. This difference of focus produced different answers. 
According to S2, “Outcome shows a result attributable to someone, and the reason of 
consequence might come from outside.” For S3, on the other hand, “Outcome refers to 
quantifiable results, and consequence doesn’t.” 

Second, differences in problem-solving style influenced how the participants reached 
their conclusions. For example, as an intermediate-level participant who had lived in an 
English-speaking country for six months or so, S1 did not know the meanings of 6 of the 
15 words in the first task section. In contrast, S4 had lived in an English-speaking country 
for more than 10 years and answered everything correctly in the first section. This 
proficiency gap might seem to suggest that S4 gained more from DDL, but this was not the 
case. In fact, while S1 was much more willing to revise her conclusions and spent more 
time on the task, S4 adhered to his original hypotheses. S1 took more than 70 minutes to 
complete Section 3 and returned to it three times to modify or add findings even after 
proceeding to the next sections. As she spent more time on the task, she found more 
evidence or counter-evidence and was the only participant to return to her original finding 
in this way. As a result, she spent 132 minutes on the DDL task. Excerpt 5 is one example 
of S1’s iterative modification process. 
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Excerpt 5. S1 iteratively modifies her answer  
S1: Ah… I got it. Can I go back and modify it? 
Researcher (R): Of course you can.  
S1: How do you say it… Wait a minute. So… translation, please. 
R: (Looking at a concordance line, “nobody was repairing her”) Nobody has 

soothed her, although she was emotionally broken. 
S1: Then, so, it (mend) repairs personal relationships, but this (repair) fixed a 

person him/herself. This line (my body has begun to repair) also seems to 
mean the body fixed him/herself. I felt like that. 

R: Then are you going to modify the previous finding? You said repair is not 
used for relationships? 

S1: Yes. As for the same person, mend means the relationship between people 
but repair fixes the person him/herself. 

 
As the only participant who moved back and forth to revise her original findings, S1 

demonstrated her ability to distinguish near-synonyms appropriately by correctly 
answering all eight questions in Section 6. In contrast, S4’s trajectory was quite different. 
He already had some vague ideas about the differences between the two pairs of near-
synonyms. Although he tested the ideas during the DDL task and found counter-evidence, 
he nevertheless regressed to his original idea. Excerpt 6 is one example of S4’s process. 
 

Excerpt 6. S4 reverts to his original idea 
S4: Well… I originally thought that their meanings (mend and repair) are 

different. But the more I look at it, the more I feel there is no difference 
[…] Can I just write that there is no difference? 

R: Yes. 
S4: I originally thought that repair is for something like machines, and mend 

is for relationships and the like, but the concordance lines look very 
similar. The meaning difference is smaller than I think. Can I move on? 

[15 minutes later] 
S4: Can I go back to the previous section and write my feeling about them, 

because there is nothing? It’s just my feeling. Repair is for physical things, 
mend is something like… something. […] mend can be applied for mental 
and abstract things, and repair is for physical objects. But… see. 
(concordance lines) mend fences and walls…  

 
This excerpt shows that the concordance lines did not support S4’s original assumptions 

about the difference between the two words, but he adhered to his original idea and 
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neglected counter-evidence (mend fences and walls). He ignored the concordance lines and 
wrote his original idea on the answer sheet. His answers in Sections 5 and 6 show that he 
failed to notice that clothes collocate more with mend than repair, and he answered 
incorrectly in both sections. In summary, while S4 used the concordance lines to test his 
hypothesis and ignored the counter-evidence, S1 based her conclusions on the concordance 
lines. 

 
 

5. DISCUSSION, LIMITATIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

 
These six cases of DDL-based near-synonym discrimination raise several important 

issues. First of all, it is clear that identical linguistic evidence can lead to completely 
different findings, depending on the learner’s reasoning process. For example, both S2 and 
S3 derived a near-correct answer from the same linguistic evidence (the noun place in take 

place). However, by collecting further linguistic evidence that included collocations, S2 
was able to establish that happen refers to unplanned activities while take place refers to 
activities that are planned. In contrast, S3 focused exclusively on the word place in take 

place and wrongly concluded that happen relates to time while take place relates to space. 
These cases show that on noticing the same linguistic cue, some learners seek further 
corroborating evidence while others stop collecting new evidence and reach a premature 
conclusion. In short, the same linguistic evidence may be differently interpreted, and 
reliance on one item of evidence may lead to an incorrect conclusion. For that reason, DDL 
tasks should encourage learners to examine multiple items of evidence or to cross-check 
their findings. 

Second, the study demonstrates that near-correct or mistaken answers may be a 
consequence of inappropriate or insufficient linguistic cues, neglect of counter-evidence, or 
misinterpretation of concordance lines. Some linguistic cues need to be substantiated by 
other cues, as for example in the findings regarding place in take place (S2, S3). Some 
linguistic cues may be misleading; for example, out in outcome is not an antonym of input, 
but S2 reached an inaccurate conclusion by interpreting it in this way. In some cases, 
participants noted several instances of counter-evidence but were reluctant to revise their 
previous answers (e.g., S4, S6). Misinterpretation of concordance lines also led to mistaken 
responses (S5, S6). These cases demonstrate the need for careful guidance regarding which 
linguistic cues to use, how many cues to use, how to validate conflicting cues, and how to 
interpret concordance lines. 

Finally, DDL may help students to identify differences among near-synonyms, even if 
they do not know a word’s correct meaning or their proficiency level is low. While it is 
commonly believed that DDL tasks are likely to prove challenging for inexperienced 
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learners (Boulton, 2009a, 2009b), the present findings show that this approach can be 
effective for intermediate-level learners. For example, S1 and S2 were unfamiliar with 
several words at the beginning of the experiment but ultimately succeeded in drawing 
reasonable conclusions about subtle or nuanced differences as well as superficial meanings 
and successfully categorized and generalized their findings beyond the given concordance 
line. In addition, the cases of S1 and S4 show how differences in problem-solving style 
enable lower-proficiency learners to benefit from DDL by taking the time to examine 
diverse linguistic cues and iteratively revising their findings.  

The limitations of this study include the small sample size (six adult participants with at 
least intermediate English proficiency) and the limited number of DDL sessions (single 
one-to-one DDL sessions averaging about 90 minutes duration). For these reasons, the 
study findings should be interpreted with caution in cases involving younger or lower-
proficiency students, or when tasks are completed in a classroom setting, where one 
teacher is responsible for a group of students for a longer period. 

The present results indicate that DDL tasks may assist vocabulary learning, especially 
when the boundaries between synonyms are unclear. When researching differences in 
meaning, grammar, or structure, concordance lines provide rich linguistic cues. The 
following provisions can help to implement DDL tasks more easily and effectively. First, 
careful guidance and assistance from an instructor or from other learners is likely to produce 
more refined answers. Specifically, the participants’ trajectories suggest that performance 
was likely to improve if they received guidance, noticed more counter-evidence, took account 
of other linguistic evidence, and double-checked their findings. In the classroom, guided 
assistance is likely to help students to notice relevant linguistic cues, to accurately interpret 
concordance lines, and to draw clear conclusions based on concordance data. 

A second implication of these findings is that group work is important for DDL. As 
participants attended to different aspects of the same concordance data, collaborative 
activities among peers would facilitate the assembly and cross-checking of different 
findings and items of evidence. For example, while S1, S2, and S3 tended to focus on 
meanings, S4, S5, and S6 looked beyond the semantic level to structural and grammatical 
differences. In addition, while S1, S2, and S3 carefully investigated the linguistic evidence, 
S4 and S6 tended to reach hasty conclusions, ignoring any counter-evidence. By working 
together, learners who differ in proficiency and style are likely to detect more linguistic 
evidence at the levels of meaning, structure, and grammar and to validate their findings 
from multiple perspectives. 

Finally, it seems useful to teach learners about strategies for reading concordance data 
before attempting a DDL task. For example, as all of these participants needed time to 
familiarize themselves with the KWIC lines and struggled to interpret them, it would be 
useful to advise learners to read five lines at a time, attending to three words close to the 
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node word and referring to overall frequency lists. 
 
 

6. CONCLUSION 

 
For near-synonyms in L2, especially those sharing the same L1 counterpart, it is 

challenging for L2 learners to draw appropriate meaning boundaries. To address this issue, 
the present study employed a corpus-based task based on the three steps of DDL 
(Identify—Classify—Generalize). In examining concordance data, the six participants all 
differed in trajectory and problem-solving style. The study confirms the need for further 
research on the application of DDL from different perspectives. As the focus here was on 
vocabulary, it would be useful for future qualitative studies to explore grammar-level and 
other relevant tasks. Investigation of interactions during a group DDL task is also likely to 
yield new ideas for the practical application of DDL in the classroom. 

 
 
 

Applicable levels: Tertiary  
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APPENDIX A 

Study Materials 
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APPENDIX B 

The Participants’ Correct, Near-Correct, and Mistaken Answers  
 

  
 


