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INTRODUCTION

Relatively few research studies have been conducted on English nominal synonyms, particularly
corpus-based studies focusing on the differences between near synonymous nouns. This has
drawn attention to the need for more investigation on this topic. The authors found a pair of
problematic near-synonyms, chance and opportunity, worth examining. The present study is
based on the assumption that many L2 learners might overuse the noun chance in the meaning
of ‘opportunity’ in written texts. This could result from an assumption that the noun opportunity
has a higher degree of formality than chance. Both chance and opportunity have multiple
meanings, but they are both often used to mean ‘opportunity.’

The study aims to determine the differing frequency of the patterns of chance and opportunity
inthe five genres (i.e. spoken, fiction, popular magazines, newspapers, and academic journals)
in the Corpus of Contemporary American English (henceforth COCA) and to identify the two
synonyms’ verb and adjective collocates. In addition, the study seeks to emphasize the
importance of teaching vocabulary in context and/or giving specific examples to present the
precise use of vocabulary. The results of the study can be useful for any word-list compilers
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who wish to create vocabulary teaching materials. The implications of this study can be applied
by ESP students to learn how to use near-synonyms, taking into account their similarities and
differences, which will result in more effective word choice in their language production. The
insights of the study can also benefit anyone wishing to explore corpora to learn more about
words’ behaviors and their collocations in different contexts and genres.

To analyze the synonymous status of chance and opportunity, their collocations, and similarities
and differences are taken into account, leading to the following research questions and scope:

1. What are the frequency differences of chance and opportunity and their patterns of distribution
across the genres in COCA?

2. What are collocation patterns of chance and opportunity?

3. What are the similarities and differences of the two synonyms in terms of meanings and
collocations?

Corpus-based methodology includes both quantitative and qualitative aspects. The first research
guestion covers the quantitative aspect of word usage referring to the distribution patterns
of the two nouns. The second and third questions involve qualitative analysis aimed at elaborating
the ways in which the two synonyms can be distinguished.

Section 2 provides details of English synonymy and synonymous classification, including
explanations of corpus linguistics and the elements involved in the methodology used in the
analysis. In addition, a few previous corpus linguistic studies of synonyms are included. In
Section 3, the methodology, research tools, and procedures are explained, and the results with
answers to the research questions are discussed in Section 4. The conclusion and pedagogical
implications appear in Section 5.

LITERATURE REVIEW

This section provides theoretical concepts that can be used to distinguish synonyms. Relevant
previous studies within the scope of the present study are also discussed.

Synonymy

The word synonym comes from the Greek roots syn ‘alike’ and onym ‘name’ and together as
one word, these roots refer to words having the same meaning (Murphy, 2010). However, only
in rare cases can words be substituted without any change in meaning.

In general, synonyms can be divided into two main types: absolute/strict synonyms and near/
loose synonyms. However, a third classification — ‘sense synonyms’ — has been discussed by

well-known scholars such as Kearns (2006) and Murphy (2010).

e Absolute synonyms are interchangeable in any context without changing any aspects
of meaning such as everybody and everyone (the examples were given by Kearns,
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2006). The substitutability test can be used to investigate synonyms. Murphy (2010)
provides an example as shown below in (1) and (2).
(1) My tummy feels a bit funny (= peculiar, # comical) whenever | eat fish.
(2) Anna told a hilariously funny (# peculiar, = comical) joke.

Funny and peculiar are synonyms and funny is also a synonym of comical. Funny can
substitute for peculiar in some contexts, but it may not be replaced by comical in
some cases. Because they share one sense of meaning, which is ‘strange,’ they are
sense synonyms not absolute ones.

e Loose/near-synonyms are not absolute in meanings, but they do share looser
similarities of sense. Murphy (2010) presents an example of this type: obtain and
acquire. Both have the same sense of ‘get,” but they are not interchangeable in the
same context, as illustrated in (3) and (4).

(3) lan obtained/acquired three diplomas.
(4) a. lan obtained permission to land. (? acquire)
b. lan acquired a British accent. (# obtained)

Moreover, McEnery and Xiao (2006) reviewed near-synonyms from other scholars’ perspectives
such as Partington (1998), Conzett (1997) and Tognini-Bonelli (2001). Despite similarities in
denotational meanings, near-synonyms may or may not share collocates and semantic prosodies.
According to Halliday’s observation (1976), although strong and powerful have similar meanings,
the former is often used to describe ‘tea” while the latter is likely to be found describing ‘car’
(as cited in McEnery & Xiao, 2006).

In the case of the selected synonymous nouns in this study, chance and opportunity are near-
synonyms because they share similar senses, but they cannot be used interchangeably in every
register.

Corpus linguistics and English synonyms

Corpus linguistics can assist the study of synonyms. As a method, it allows for the study of the
real usage of languages (Lindquist, 2009 as cited in Petcharat & Phoocharoensil, 2017). A
corpus, as a combination of naturally-occurring texts, can provide data for researchers to
investigate the natural use of linguistic features (e.g. grammar and lexis) and linguistic variations
(i.e. selection of alternative linguistic features according to the constrained contexts in which
they appear). A salient characteristic of corpus linguistics is its combination of quantitative
and qualitative perspectives to describe authentic language use (Biber et al., 1998).

In terms of quantitative analysis, corpus linguistics allows an investigation of the frequency of
distribution patterns of, for example, lexical items or phrases, in different genres of texts such
as fiction, spoken language, and academic journals. One interesting phenomenon unveiled in
corpus-based studies is the “co-selection” of words. Sinclair (2004) provides four types of
lexical co-occurrence: collocation, colligation, semantic preference and semantic prosody, in
order to account for the usage profile of a lexical item.
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1. Collocation is the natural co-occurrence of words. Hoey (1991, p. 7) defines collocations as
“the readership a lexical item has with items that appear with greater than random probability
in its (textual) context.” In other words, lexical items are likely to constitute dependent
selections of collocates (Sinclair & Carter, 2004). The noun ‘collocate’ refers to words or
phrases commonly used with other words or phrases. For example, with the collocations
“general trend, general perception, general drift, general opinion, general consent,” the
adjective ‘general’ does not add a clear meaning to the nouns but it underlines part of their
meanings. It can be said that these nouns in collocation with the adjective general are
connected syntagmatically (Sinclair & Carter, 2004, p. 22).

2. Colligation, according to Firth (1957b), is “the co-occurrence of grammatical choices” (as
cited in Sinclair & Carter, 2004, p. 32). Sinclair (2004) provides an example of this concept,
where the phrase ‘naked eye’ colligates with a grammatical class — prepositions, which are
with and by. This example clearly shows that colligation involves co-occurrence between a
search word and grammatical choices.

3. Semantic preference is defined by Stubbs (2001, p. 65) as the relation between a word and
lexical items sharing the same semantic properties and by Partington (2004, p. 150) as “a
phenomenon whereby, a particular item x collocates frequently, not with another itemy,
but with a series of items belonging to a semantic set.” For example, adjectives found with
the phrase ‘naked eye’ such as apparent, obvious and undetectable share the same semantic
feature of ‘visibility’ (Sinclair & Carter, 2004).

4, When words or phrases co-occur with other lexical units that have a negative or positive
meaning, they can have a negative or positive semantic prosody (McEnery & Hardie, 2012).
Therefore, semantic prosody needs to be analyzed at the pragmatic level by investigating a
concordance (Louw, 1993). This can be used to address the difference between two debatable
terms, connotation and semantic prosody. The former can be judged by intuition while the
latter is beyond the semantic level. Moreover, semantic prosody can be distinguished from
semantic preference. Semantic prosody is involved with positive or negative evaluation while
semantic preference refers to the relation between the node and other words in its context
(McEnery & Hardie, 2012).

These concepts can give insights into the analysis of synonyms. The different co- occurrences
of lexical items can identify words’ behavior and their usage. Moreover, these concepts help
set the scope of the present study and can be used with criteria such as distribution patterns
and grammatical patterns (two types of patterns that are co-selected: grammar [syntax or
structure] and lexis [semantics], e.g. the pattern of the adjective capable requires a prepositional
phrase headed by of) to differentiate chance and opportunity.

Previous corpus-based studies on English synonyms
Many corpus-based studies have discussed both similarities and differences of synonyms.

Some of these studies are briefly presented in this part, starting with Chung (2011) and Gu
(2017) who studied synonymous verbs.
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Chung (2011) investigated the similarities and differences between create and produce based
on their meanings and the semantic features of their noun collocates (i.e. PRODUCTS). The
data were drawn from three corpora, the Brown Corpus and the Frown Corpus (from ICAME)
and the British National Corpus (BNC). Two meanings of the synonymous verbs were found to
be overlapping, i.e. ‘to cause to exist/happen’ and to create/manufacture a man-made product.
Moreover, it is worth noting that the semantic features of the types of objects seem to determine
the selection between the two verbs, for example, ‘quantity.” Produce is more likely to be
involved with objects denoting a large quantity (e.g. goods and machines).

While Chung (2011) focused on the meanings and semantic features of products, Gu (2017)
established a set of criteria (i.e. genres, colligation, collocation and semantic prosody) to
distinguish the synonymous verbs obtain and gain. The data came from three online corpora:
Sketch Engine, BNC and Just the word. Regarding semantic prosody, the two verbs seem to be
evaluated based on their noun collocates’ connotative meanings. Obtain may have mixed
semantic prosodies (i.e. neutral, positive and negative) based on the variety of connotations
of its noun collocates. Gain, however, often collocates with nouns that have a positive denotation,
so it is more likely to have a positive semantic prosody.

Hoffman (2014) examined six adjectives, nice, kind, lovely, friendly, gorgeous and pleasant to
determine their semantic and usage differences. The researcher first compared their definitions
in these three dictionaries: The Macmillan Dictionary, The Collins American Dictionary and
The Merriam Webster Dictionary. The results showed that some of the adjectives can be used
interchangeably in some contexts but not all of them are explicitly interchangeable. Then
nominal collocates of the six adjectives were taken from COCA and categorized into lexical
groups. The distribution pattern of those nominal collocates were examined to find the formality
degree of the adjectives based on the genres in which they appeared. The results both challenged
the generalization of the definitions given by the three dictionaries and suggested improvements
on the description of near-synonyms.

Hu (2015) compared the semantic preference and semantic prosody of three pairs of synonymous
adjectives from A New Academic Vocabulary List (AVL) by Gardner & Davies (2013). The source
of data was the genre of academic texts in COCA. The three pairs of synonymous adjectives
were initial/preliminary, following/subsequent and sufficient/adequate. The first two pairs
were often found to co-occur with items having neutral meaning and seem to be used in neutral
contexts. As for the last pair, in both neutral and negative contexts, sufficient was found to
collocate frequently with verbs while its noun collocates expressing quantity can be measured
(e.g. numbers and cause). Adequate tends to collocate more often with nouns than with verbs
and they mostly occur in neutral contexts. The analyses of the study suggest that a word can
take more than one group of semantic features, which can lead to different prosodies.

Petcharat and Phoocharoensil (2017) investigated three synonymous adjectives, i.e. appropriate,
proper and suitable focusing on their meanings, degree of formality, collocations, and grammatical
patterns. They compared the synonyms’ meanings in three dictionaries: Longman Dictionary
of Contemporary English 6th edition (2014), Longman Advanced American Dictionary 3rd
edition (2013), and Macmillan Collocations Dictionary (2010). They found that the three

222



Aé"“‘ rEFLections
Vol 27, No 2, July - December 2020

synonyms share the same core meaning but cannot be used interchangeably in all contexts.
Data concerning their collocations were taken from the three dictionaries and COCA to compare
noun and adverb collocates of the three adjectives. The three synonyms were shown to share
some common noun and adverb collocates, but not all collocates can be used with the three
of them. Since they are synonyms sharing the same core meaning and some collocates, it was
found that they do have similar grammatical structures.

Compared to synonymous adjectives, corpus-based studies on synonymous nouns seem to be
more limited in the field. One study examining the differences between the two synonyms
problem and trouble was conducted by Jirananthiporn (2018). The study concentrated on
differences between the two words’ frequencies, distribution of patterns across genres in a
corpus, and verb and adjective collocations. Data used in the study were drawn from COCA
for both quantitative and qualitative analysis. Based on the overall frequencies and distribution
of the two words, problem appears to be more common than trouble and is often used in
communication. While problem occurs more frequently in the academic genre, trouble is mostly
found in the genres of fiction and spoken language. It can be said that problem is more formal
than trouble.

Sandstrom (2005) conducted a study on English synonyms, focusing on semantic and syntactic
aspects of the three nouns: opportunity, possibility and chance. The problem addressed was
that Swedes tend to overuse the English word ‘possibility’ to translate the Swedish word
‘mojlighet. The study then aimed to find whether the three synonymous nouns are interchangeable,
to what extent they can be considered synonyms, and what their connotations are. The data
were drawn from five dictionaries (i.e. Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, Oxford
Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, Oxford English Dictionary, Webster’s Online Dictionary and
Oxford Reference Online), and the British National Corpus (BNC). Five English native speakers
were also asked to complete a questionnaire to discuss the matter.

According to the five dictionaries, the three nouns can be both countable and uncountable,
and this can result in different meanings and collocations. Chance and opportunity were found
to share some verb collocates. This suggests that they are more similar in terms of meaning
and usage compared to possibility. The results from the BNC show that verb collocates of
possibility tend to have scientific connotations. This noun was found to be used more often in
neutral contexts because it was not found to collocate with words in comparative and superlative
forms. Opportunity commonly co-occurs with active verbs (e.g. take, provide and give), and
its adjective collocates seem to have positive connotations. Verb collocates of chance tend to
explain a way to handle the ‘chance.’ Its adjective collocates seem to be more varied and were
rarely found in superlative forms. Because of its various meanings, chance covers a larger
semantic domain than the other two synonyms.

To conclude, opportunity, possibility and chance are synonyms and can be used interchangeably
in some contexts. Nevertheless, it is possible that their substitution for one another can change

their connotative meanings.

From the related previous studies, it can be seen that there is still some room for a corpus-
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based study of nominal synonyms to investigate the concept of semantic prosody. In order to
differentiate synonyms despite their similarity of meanings, criteria need to be established.
The set of criteria used in the present study includes distribution pattern, collocation, grammatical
pattern, semantic preference, and semantic prosody to analyze chance and opportunity.

Although the selected target synonymous nouns in this study are similar to Sandstrém (2005),
the authors still see potential to find additional insights into the two synonyms from different
approaches and objectives. The concept of distribution pattern can provide information about
the two synonyms’ behavior across the five genres in the COCA (i.e. spoken, newspaper,
magazine, fiction and academic journals) and identify their degree of formality. Collocation
analysis can contribute to semantic preference, which leads to semantic prosody at the pragmatic
level. The concept of grammatical patterns is also worth investigating although the two nouns
share similar meanings.

METHODOLOGY

This section describes the research tools used in this study and the procedures of data collection
and analysis.

Research tools

The primary source of data is COCA; several online dictionaries were consulted regarding
definitions, collocations and grammatical structures of the two target nouns.

The COCA was built as a compensation for the limitations of two previous corpora, the British
National Corpus (BNC), built in the early 1990s, and the American National Corpus (ANC),
created in the late 1990s (Davies, 2009). Creator Mark Davies launched COCA online in 2008.
More than 380 million words were collected between 1990 and 2008, balanced between the
five genres of spoken, fiction, popular magazines, newspaper and academic journals. Moreover,
approximately 20 million words have been added to the corpus each year.

The BNC was selected as a source of data in Sandstrom (2005), before the launch of COCA.
The researchers of the present study chose COCA over BNC because of its larger size,
representativeness and constant updating. The latest addition of texts from 2018-2019 was
completed in January 2020. COCA is composed of approximately 600 million words from over
275,476 texts from the period between 1990 and 2019. The texts in the five genres come from
avariety of sources, which can account for its representativeness. Another advantage of COCA
is that it is freely accessible online and has user-friendly search tools.

However, it should be noted that the COCA used in the present study was the edition available
before its latest update in March 2020. Three more genres: blogs, other web pages, and TV
and movie subtitles, have since been added to the corpus. The size of COCA has consequently
been increased to one billion words, but the three genres recently added are not included in
the present study.
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The other source is online dictionaries. The Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English
(LDOCE) and The Cambridge Dictionary (CD) were mainly used for meanings and grammatical
pattern confirmation. The complementary information these dictionaries provide allows
information to be compared to gain various perspectives. In terms of research procedures,
some words were checked in other dictionaries as well, for example, The Merriam-Webster
(MW), since some idioms and/or expressions were not found in the first two dictionaries.

It can be seen that the present study used a mixed methods approach where corpus data,
information on meanings and grammatical patterns of the target nouns provided in dictionaries,
and existing word lists were triangulated to explain the synonyms. The authors see benefits
of each method and believe that they can offer complementary insights into studying the two
synonymous nouns. The major objective of dictionaries is to define words and provide different
explanations focusing on common meanings. However, they still include the polysemous
properties of words. One dictionary may not offer all the meanings of words while another
does. The CD provides an additional meaning of chance (i.e. risk) that was not found in LDOCE,
but the latter offers word lists such as common spoken and written words, which served as
another method in the present study. According to previous corpus-based studies on English
synonyms, information from dictionaries can support data from corpora, providing both
quantitative and qualitative perspectives to examine synonyms.

Procedures

After accessing the data of COCA, the functions of COMPARE and CHART were used to obtain
information about pattern distributions across the five genres of spoken, fiction, magazine,
newspaper and academic, and adjective and verb collocates of the two synonyms.

The CHART function was applied to obtain the statistics for words’ distributions including
frequency, size and word per million of the two nouns across the five genres from 1990-2019.
To apply the COMPARE function of COCA, the criteria of the search for collocations of chance
and opportunity were established as follows:

- Two left-span of the node to find verb collocates of chance and opportunity

- One left-span of the node to search for adjective collocates of the two synonyms

The first criterion was set because the two target nouns can be both countable and uncountable
nouns. Therefore, the span setting including the pattern of VERB + (DETERMINER) or MODIFIER
+ NOUN should cover other items that may come before the nouns such as determiners and
prepositions as part of verb structures. Based on this structure, it can be implied that the two
target nouns are an object of their verb collocates. Next, the second criterion was also suitable
as a syntax query to find adjective collocations of the two synonyms.

The verb and adjective collocates of both nouns were selected from the first 100 words on
each of the four lists (two lists of verb and adjective collocates for each noun). Some items in
the four lists were excluded after consulting the dictionaries and examining the concordance
lines. Explanations of the procedures are provided in the following section.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This section presents answers to the research questions and discusses salient points that can
be drawn from the results and analysis. The contents of this section cover the overall frequency
and distribution patterns of chance and opportunity, their verb and adjective collocates, and
both similarities and differences.

1. Overall frequency and distribution patterns of ‘chance’ and ‘opportunity’

To begin, the CHART function was employed to see the distribution of the target nounsin each
genre. The statistical evidence is shown in Table 1 — distribution of chance and opportunity in
the five genres in the COCA.

Table 1
Distribution of ‘chance’ and ‘opportunity’ in the five genres in COCA
(data accessed in January, 2020)

Chance Opportunity

Text genre Text genre

Frequency Per million Frequency Per million
Spoken 19,894 156.41 Academic 35,194 286.90
Newspaper 18,599 145.61 Newspaper 20,186 158.04
Magazine 15,981 156.07 Magazine 18,889 184.47
Fiction 15,678 132.00 Spoken 18,371 144.44
Academic 6,426 52.38 Fiction 5,364 45.16
Total 76,578 Total 98,004

The total number of tokens for chance is 76,578 and 98,004 for opportunity from the five
genres combined. Table 1 shows that opportunity occurs more often than chance, but the
numerical difference is insignificant. They both seem to be used commonly in communication
based on their frequencies in the spoken genre. The most noticeable point from Table 1 is the
considerable difference between the frequencies of the two nouns in the academic genre.
Opportunity occurs more often in this genre, so it can be assumed that many academic disciplines
prefer it to chance. The high rate of occurrence of opportunity in the academic genre and its
low frequency in fiction can support the assumption that it has a higher degree of formality
than the other target noun. In comparison to opportunity, chance can be used in different
text types and in both formal and informal contexts, conveying meanings besides ‘opportunity,’
as can be seen from the frequency of 18,599 in the newspaper genre, which contains a variety
of topics and registers. Both chance and opportunity were also found on the LDOCE lists of the
top 1000 spoken and written words. This accounts for the high frequencies of chance in the
genres of spoken, newspaper and magazine, and those of opportunity in all the genres except
fiction. Since the two nouns are polysemous, it is necessary to summarize their meanings
provided by the two main dictionaries used in the study.
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2. Summary of definitions of ‘chance’ and ‘opportunity’ from the Cambridge Dictionary (CD)
and Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (LDOCE)

The meanings listed below in Tables 2 and 3 are to support the pattern distributions of the
two nouns spread across the five genres in COCA.

Table 2
Meanings of ‘chance’ from the Cambridge Dictionary (CD) and Longman Dictionary of
Contemporary English (LDOCE) (data accessed in December 2019)

Table 3
Meanings of ‘opportunity’ from the Cambridge Dictionary (CD) and Longman Dictionary of Contemporary
English (LDOCE) (data accessed in December 2019)

As Tables 2 and 3 show, the definitions from both dictionaries are similar, but the CD includes
an additional definition of chance, which is RISK. This definition seems to focus on the possibility
of negative things happening. As can be seen in Tables 2 and 3, something in the definitions
can refer to both pleasant and unpleasant things. It is noticeable that the types of nouns,
countable and uncountable, can be related to their meanings. The COMPARE results from
COCA show that the use of chance and opportunity in various meanings depends on context
and collocations, not just their substitution for the definition of ‘opportunity, which some
students might be unaware of.

To prevent possible confusion in the next section regarding the terms ‘opportunity’ and
opportunity when referring to the meaning OPPORTUNITY (i.e. an occasion or a time that
allows something to happen or to be done (from Tables 2 and 3)), the form ‘opportunity’ is
applied.
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3. Analysis of verb and adjective collocates

This part reveals the most frequent verb and adjective collocates, taking into account only the
first 100 tokens of each list: verb collocates of chance and opportunity, and their adjective
collocates (four lists in total). Explanations for excluding items are provided with examples as
well as the items included in the study. Moreover, the results show more collocates of the two
nouns than provided by the CD and LDOCE.

3.1 Verb collocates

3.1.1 Grammatical perspective on verb collocates of ‘chance’ and ‘opportunity’

According to the results, a number of verb collocates were found co-occurring with both nouns.
However, the frequencies of the mutual collocations seem insignificant. All 100 verb collocates
of chance and those of opportunity are lexical verbs including the auxiliaries be and have on
the list of verb collocates of chance (see the full lists in Appendix 1). While the “d, s, has and
was occurred on the list of chance, they were not found on the list of opportunity. It is possible
that those auxiliaries do occur since the search command in the COMPARE function was set
two positions to the left before the node. Regarding syntax, auxiliaries are tagged as verbs.
The span setting then allows both auxiliaries and lexical verbs to precede the target nouns.

After consulting the LDOCE, the verb collocates of chance tend to be one of those in the top
1000-3000 spoken and/or written word lists as part of the LDOCE, while 6 verbs in the list of
verb collocates of chance (e.g. MINIMIZE and ASSESS) are on the academic word list, or AWL,
of the LDOCE. On the other hand, its counterpart’s verb collocates list contains 16 verbs found
in the AWL such as EXPAND, SEEK, PROMOTE, RESTRICT, FACILITATE, GENERATE and IGNORE
(data accessed in April 2020). The verb collocates of chance and opportunity are displayed in
Table 4 and the academic words are in bold type.

Table 4
Verb lemmas collocating with ‘chance’ and ‘opportunity’
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An examination of the verb collocates list of chance found a total of 52 lemmas, but only 37
lemmas are included in the study. The auxiliaries found on the list were excluded because most
of the succeeding items are the verb CHANCE, not the noun chance. For the verb BE, the
grammatical structures frequently found are there’s, there is, it’s a + NOUN, here’s and now’s.
The meaning seems to focus on what modifies the noun following the verb BE, not the verb
itself. Therefore, they were also eliminated from the list. Next, some verbs are followed by the
expression ‘by chance’ such as EXPECT and OCCUR, not the noun chance, while the others are
parts of names (FIGHTING and TRUMP) and expressions (there GOES). These then were also
excluded. The verbs THINK, SAY, KNOW and FIGURE tend to have the same structure of VERB
(that) + (DETERMINER) + CHANCE, which can occur with many verbs other than the two
synonyms and the meaning seems to have a focus on what follows the verb or the relative
pronoun that. Since the span setting was set to two positions from the left, this implies that
the two nouns are likely the verb’s object, not a subject of clauses. As a result, these verbs
were removed as well. LIKE was also found as part of the idiom ‘like someone’s chances’
meaning ‘to think someone has a good chance.” This piece of information was drawn from
MW. Therefore, LIKE was also excluded.

As for the verb collocates list of opportunity, out of the 100 collocates, the total lemmas were
61, but only 50 lemmas were included. No auxiliaries and modals were found on the list, but
there are two copulas: LOOK and BECOME. However, after examining its concordance lines,
LOOK turns out to be the phrasal verbs LOOK FOR and LOOK AT. The other phrasal verb found
on the list is OPEN UP. Both main online dictionaries used provide the definitions of OPEN UP
when used with opportunity as ‘to create a new opportunity or a situation becomes an
opportunity. This phrasal verb often occurs in the newspaper and magazine genres, which can
contain both formal and informal language. However, it also frequently appears in the academic
genre with opportunity. Next, most of the verb collocates excluded from the list function as a
modifier of the noun opportunity. The verb collocate LIE is part of the idiom ‘therein lies’ and
therefore was eliminated from the list. After reviewing the concordance lines, it was found
that the verb collocates FILL and AFFORD often co-occur with opportunity in the passive form,
especially the former.

Most of the verb collocates of both synonyms are transitive verbs which have the pattern of
VERB + OBJECT. Although their grammatical patterns are similar, the two nouns do not share
the same verb collocates. However, after examining concordance lines, both target nouns were
often found with the prepositions of, for and to. It can be assumed that each of these prepositions
co-occurs with the two target nouns as an adjunct or a postmodifying prepositional phrase.
The grammatical patterns of verb collocates of chance and opportunity can be VERB +
(DETERMINER) OBJECT (chance and opportunity) (+PREPOSITION).

3.1.2 Semantic perspective on verb collocates of ‘chance’ and ‘opportunity’
Classifying the verb collocates of both chance and opportunity was quite problematic because
of their various meanings. However, after consulting the dictionaries and analyzing concordance

lines, the researchers arrived at the categorizations of the verb collocates of the two nouns
presented in Tables 5 and 6 below.
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Regarding the verb collocates of chance from Table 4, 34 can be categorized into five groups
according to their semantic preference when co-occurring with the noun. The categorization
is shown in Table 5 and the numbers in the table refer to the list of semantic preference listed
below.

1. To remove or take away a chance of something happening, or to cause a positive
or negative result to the chance or possibility of something

2. To reduce the possibility of something or make something less likely to happen

3. To increase the possibility or opportunity of something

4. To obtain or have an opportunity or possibility of something or to do something

5. To judge or decide the possibility of something

Table 5
34 Verb (lemmas) collocates of ‘chance’ categorized by semantic preference

Out of the 37 lemmas in Table 4, 3 verbs seem unlikely to fall into any group of the meanings:
LEAVE, DESERVE and WANT. They should then be placed into a miscellaneous group based on
further analyses.

LEAVE, including the passive form, seems to have several meanings of ‘put something at risk
or possibility’ and ‘give something or someone an opportunity to do something’ when
co-occurring with chance. WANT co-occurring with chance means ‘to wish or need it, which
is different from the meanings of the five groups above. Lastly, DESERVE may have a similar
meaning as those in Group 4, but it has a condition. DESERVE, according to the CD, means ‘to
be given or to earn something because of particular actions or qualities.

The verb collocates of opportunity in Table 4 can be grouped based on their semantic preference
when co-occurring with the target noun. The list below contains the semantic preference of
the members of each group illustrated in Table 6.

1. To create or increase or bring about an opportunity or possibility of something or
occasion that will allow something to happen

2. To find or show that an opportunity or possibility exists

3. To take or have an opportunity or possibility
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4. To use or experience an opportunity to do something or allow something to
happen

5. Not to take or have or recognize an opportunity

6. To control or allow a particular number of opportunities of something happening

7. To make certain that an opportunity or possibility of something can happen

Table 6
46 Verb (lemmas) collocates of ‘opportunity’ categorized by semantic preference

Out of the 50 verb collocates of opportunity, 4 verbs, i.e. BECOME, FACILITATE, EVALUATE and
EQUALIZE, seem unlikely to fit in any group.

BECOME is a linking verb. When co-occurring with opportunity, BECOME connects the qualities
of opportunity to a person or an object that acts as the subject of the verb in sentences. The
meaning of FACILITATE may be similar to those in Group 1. However, when it co-occurs with
opportunity, it tends to mean ‘to make that opportunity possible or easier to happen.” As for
EVALUATE and EQUALIZE, their meanings are not similar to the meanings in the seven groups.
According to the CD, the former means ‘to judge a quality of something’ while the latter means
‘to make things or people equal’. When they co-occur with opportunity, their semantic preference
seems unlikely to fit into any group of meanings.

Some of the meanings of the verb collocates of chance and opportunity are overlapping such
as ‘to take/have and increase an opportunity or possibility of something/to do something’.
Moreover, something in the meanings of verb collocates of chance can be pleasant and/or
unpleasant as shown in the examples in Figure 1 from the concordance lines. On the other
hand, something in the meanings of verb collocates of opportunity tend to be positive.
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Figure 1: Examples of concordance lines illustrating ‘something’ positive and negative in the meanings of verb
collocates of ‘chance’ and ‘opportunity’

Regarding semantic prosody, it can be inferred that the semantic prosody of the two nouns
can be both positive and negative. Even though the two nouns seem likely to be associated
with something positive, their semantic prosodies still depend on their surroundings in context,
not only their verb collocates. For example, if only chance in collocation with the verb DECREASE
in the first concordance line in Figure 1 is considered in terms of connotation, they may
contribute a negative meaning of reducing a possibility that something will happen. However,
if their surroundings are taken into consideration with this verb in collocation with chance,
they actually have a positive semantic prosody, which is ‘to reduce the possibility of negative
results.’

Overall, the meanings of the two synonyms are similar but the various meanings of chance
reflect its polysemous properties, which entail the meanings of opportunity, i.e. ‘possibility’
and ‘opportunity.” Despite their overlapping meanings, they do not share verb collocates as
shown in Table 4. Although chance has a wider range of meanings than opportunity does, the
latter in collocation with its verbs in Table 6 contributes more semantic preferences. It seems
that the semantic preferences of chance and its verb collocates tend to involve ‘possibility’ of
something while opportunity and its collocates engage in creating and making an opportunity
certain to happen. Moreover, the semantic preferences of opportunity and its verb collocates
are likely to have positive connotations while those of chance and its collocates seem to involve
negative situations as part of ‘possibility.

3.2 Adjective collocates

The total numbers of adjective collocates in each list of chance and opportunity are 91 for the
formerand 100 for the latter (see Appendix 3 and 4). The difference is not statistically significant
and therefore cannot reflect which target noun prefers adjectives. Nevertheless, the adjective
collocates can be classified based on their semantic properties and discussed in a semantic
perspective. The two lists of the adjective collocates of chance and opportunity can be seen
in Appendix 5, including the academic words in the LDOCE’s AWL, which appear in bold type
(data accessed in April, 2020). Only 7 of chance’s adjective collocates were found in the AWL
while the rest tend to be found on the lists of the top 1000-3000 spoken/written words as part
of the LDOCE. On the other hand, 26 adjective collocates of opportunity are on the AWL.
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The items excluded from the two lists of the adjective collocates of chance and opportunity
are also discussed briefly below.

The adjective collocates of chance total 91, but 6 of them: FAT, OFF, AVERAGE, JUST, SPORTING
and OTHER, were excluded for the following reasons. FAT is part of the idiom ‘fat chance,
which is used when something is unlikely to happen. OFF is structured in the prepositional
phrase ‘on the off chance’ while SPORTING is part of the noun ‘sporting chance.’ Three of them
can be found in both online dictionaries, CD and LDOCE, with examples. Next, AVERAGE is part
of the other adjective collocate on the list — ‘BETTER-THAN-AVERAGE.’ JUST can be an adjective,
but it tends to function as an adverb when co-occurring with chance. Similarly, OTHER can be
an adjective, but it frequently precedes chance as a determiner. Therefore, they were excluded.
Table 7 below shows the 85 adjective collocates of chance examined and grouped according
to their semantic properties.

Table 7
85 Adjective collocates of ‘chance’ categorized by semantic property

As Table 7 shows, the group having the majority of adjective collocates is ‘extent.” After a
closer look at the concordance lines, the members in the ‘extent’ group can reflect the preferred
use of chance with the meaning of ‘possibility.” Evidence from the concordance lines is provided
in Figure 2 below.
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Figure 2: Examples of concordance lines illustrating the preferred meaning ‘possibility’ of the members of the

group of ‘extent’ in collocation with ‘chance’

The group of ‘subject’ (e.g. STATISTICAL and LEGITIMATE) often precedes chance in the meaning
of ‘opportunity.” Next, the group of ‘temporal details’ (e.g. RARE and FINAL) contains the
members followed by chance with the primary meaning of ‘opportunity’ as well. Evidence is
shown in the concordance lines in Figures 3 and 4.

Figure 3: Examples of concordance lines illustrating the meaning ‘opportunity’ ofthe group of ‘subject’ in collocation
with ‘chance’

Figure 4: Examples of concordance lines illustrating the meaning ‘opportunity’ of the group of ‘temporal details’

in collocation with ‘chance’

Next, the group of ‘quality/characteristic’ seems to have meaning distributions across all four
meanings of chance, especially ‘possibility’ and ‘luck’ (see Table 2). Most members of the group
of ‘generality/specificity’ also precede chance with the meaning ‘possibility.” The following
concordance lines in Figures 5 and 6 show the preferred meanings of these last two groups
respectively.

Figure 5: Examples of concordance lines illustrating the meanings ‘luck’ and ‘possibility’ of the group of ‘quality/
characteristic’ in collocation with ‘chance’
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Figure 6: Examples of concordance lines illustrating the meaning ‘possibility’ of the group of ‘generality/specificity’

in collocation with ‘chance’

As for semantic prosody, Louw (1993) states that this concept needs to be explored at the
pragmatic level. Not only can the search word and its collocates contribute to their semantic
prosody; other surroundings in the context can as well (Sinclair & Carter, 2004). For example,
when BETTER and GREATER in the group ‘quality/characteristic’ collocate with chance, they
convey the meaning of ‘something that is more likely to happen.” When the phrases co-occur
with the verb HAVE, they mean ‘to obtain or have an opportunity or possibility of something
that is more likely to happen.” When considering their surroundings in context, their semantic
prosody is more likely to be positive as illustrated in Figure 7.

Figure 7: Examples of concordance lines illustrating the semantic prosody of the adjectives BETTER and GREATER

in collocation with ‘chance’

Even though this analysis cannot ensure whether chance is ‘mainly’ used with the meaning of
‘possibility,” evidence from the concordance lines seems to show a tendency that chance is
often used in contexts with the meanings of ‘possibility’ and ‘opportunity” The majority of
adjective collocates of chance, according to the LDOCE, are found in the top 1000-3000 spoken
word list, and a few such as ODD belongs to the AWL. This is in line with the overall frequencies
of this noun according to the results shown in Table 1. It occurs the most in the spoken genre
and the least in the academic genre.

With regards to opportunity, the 98 adjective collocates of the target noun from the results
of the COMPARE function are taken into account except CONSERVATIVE and MISSING. The
former is part of an organization name — ‘Conservative Opportunity Society’ while the latter
is the verb ‘miss’ in the present participle verb form. The remaining collocates (98 items) can
be grouped based on the same semantic properties as those of chance, except ‘generality/
specificity.” The categorization of the adjective collocates of opportunity is shown in Table 8
below.
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Table 8

98 Adjective collocates of ‘opportunity’ categorized by semantic property

After consulting the LDOCE, many adjective collocates of opportunity belong to the AWL and
the top 1000-2000 written words. This reflects the high frequency of opportunity in the academic
genre and in the other written genre — newspapers, which contains both formal and informal
language. As seen in Table 8, the first group consists of the adjective collocates with the semantic
property of ‘subject’ and those subjects seem to be associated with the academic and newspaper
genres. The largest group is ‘quality/characteristic’ describing opportunities and occasions
that allow positive things to happen. On examination of the concordance lines, it was found
that opportunity tends to involve something positive rather than negative, as supported by
the presence of positive adjectives in the last group. The following concordance lines in Figure
8 illustrate opportunity which collocates with adjectives whose connotative meanings tend to
be positive.

Figure 8: Examples of concordance lines illustrating ‘opportunity’ in collocation with positive adjectives
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Another noticeable difference between chance and opportunity is the number of semantic
properties of their adjective collocates. The adjective collocates of chance can be categorized
into more semantic properties than those of opportunity. This can reflect chance’s polysemous
status. In Table 7, the adjective collocates of chance in the group ‘extent,” which is the largest
group, seem to have mixed positive and negative connotative meanings. This may reflect the
core meanings of chance, which are ‘possibility’ and ‘opportunity” The meaning of ‘possibility’
can refer to something positive or negative while the meaning of ‘opportunity’ is often associated
with something positive. On the other hand, most of the adjective collocates of opportunity
inthe group ‘extent’ in Table 8 seem to have positive connotations. This can reflect the semantic
prosody of these nouns which tends to be involved in positive situations. Besides the semantic
property of ‘extent,” most of the adjective collocates of opportunity in the group of ‘quality/
characteristic’ can also underline the positive association of this noun while those of chance
seem to have mixed connotative meanings, reflecting its wider range of meanings.

CONCLUSION

The primary objective of the study is to investigate differences and similarities of a pair
synonymous nouns, chance and opportunity. According to the analysis and evidence provided
in this study, the two target nouns can be problematic synonyms because of their various
meanings. Despite their overlapping meanings, the two synonyms cannot be used interchangeably
in all contexts.

In response to the first research question, the data show overall frequency and different
distribution patterns of the target nouns. Both nouns seem common in conversation. However,
the analysis of both verb and adjective collocates indicates that opportunity is preferred
academically and is commonly used in more formal contexts. The occurrence of opportunity
in the academic genre (i.e. 35,194) exceeds that of chance (i.e. 6,426). Based on the results,
it can be said that many academic disciplines prefer the former noun to the latter. Moreover,
the high frequency of chance in informal contexts such as the genre of fiction and spoken
language can imply the difference in the degree of formality between the two nouns.

As for the second research question, the grammatical patterns of chance and opportunity are
insignificantly different except for some items as discussed in Section 4. However, it was found
that the two synonyms often co-occur with the prepositions of, to and for, which can be either
an adjunct or part of a postmodifying prepositional phrase.

The last research question is concerned with the target nouns’ similarities and differences in
terms of meanings and collocations. In terms of meanings, both nouns were analyzed using
the same criteria of semantic preference for verb collocates and semantic properties for
adjective collocates. The overlapping meaning of both nouns is ‘opportunity’ which refers to
asituation allowing something to happen or someone to do something. Based on the meanings
provided by the CD and LDOCE, chance has more meanings than opportunity. The two dictionaries
complement each other, demonstrating the benefits of using mixed approaches in the present
study.
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Chance has more varieties of meanings which entail the meanings of opportunity. Therefore,
opportunity cannot substitute for its near-synonym in all contexts, while chance can be used
instead of opportunity to refer to the meaning of ‘opportunity’ in some contexts. Moreover,
the wider range of meanings of chance reflects its polysemous status, which makes it distinct
from its near-synonym.

The verb collocates of the target nouns were found to have different semantic preferences,
and the lists of verb collocates tend to involve the meanings of ‘opportunity’ and ‘possibility.
Even though chance has more meanings than opportunity, the verb collocates of chance
contribute more semantic preferences according to the results. One noticeable difference in
their semantic preferences is that those of opportunity involve the situations of finding and
ensuring that an opportunity exists. With regards to the semantic preferences of chance, they
imply that this noun is likely to be used in the meaning of ‘possibility’ based on its semantic
preferences of ‘to reduce, increase and judge.” In addition, 16 out of 50 verb collocates of
opportunity (or 8 per cent) were found in the AWL of the LDOCE, compared to 2 per cent of
the verb collocates of chance.

As for the adjective collocates of chance and opportunity, their semantic properties were used
to categorize the items in the two lists of adjective collocates. It is noticeable that most of the
adjective collocates of opportunity are more formal than those of chance. After consulting the
LDOCE, the authors found that many of them are in the AWL and the top 1000-2000 written
word lists. Moreover, many adjective collocates of opportunity tend to be associated with
something positive rather than negative. On the other hand, the adjective collocates of chance
are more likely to convey mixed connotations than those co-occurring with opportunity because
of chance’s polysemous properties. In addition, it can be inferred from the adjective collocates
of chance that the noun may be preferred in the meaning of ‘possibility, which can involve
both negative and positive situations.

Compared to the findings of Sandstrom (2005), the present study provided a more detailed
analysis of the two nominal synonyms. Beyond the semantic level, the present study also
analyzed the target nouns in light of the concept of semantic prosody. With the different
sources of data, COCA can provide more collocations because it is larger than the BNC. Those
verb and adjective collocates were categorized using the criteria of semantic preference and
semantic property, respectively. Moreover, because of the CHART function, COCA offers
information showing how the two nouns behave across different genres.

Despite the contributions of this study, some limitations need to be pointed out for future
research. The findings of the present study do not identify whether the different collocates of
chance are caused by specific meanings of ‘opportunity’ and ‘possibility.” For example, many
adjective collocates of chance in the group ‘extent’ tend to collocate with the noun in the
meaning of ‘possibility’ rather than ‘opportunity.” Further research then should focus on
collocational analysis to investigate collocates of ‘chance’ that are associated with the two
major meanings of this noun.

In terms of pedagogical implications, the present study emphasizes the importance of teaching
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vocabulary within its contexts and giving specific examples to present the precise use of
vocabulary. As suggested in Jirananthiporn (2018), different lexico-grammatical aspects should
be underlined in teaching synonymes. It is also important for teachers to guide students to other
possibilities of language use which can help them improve their English performance, especially
their word choice. The two target nouns rarely share similar verb and adjective collocates,
which means they yield different semantic preferences. Chance may be able to substitute for
opportunity in some contexts, but opportunity cannot because of chance’s wider range of
meanings. Since chance is polysemous, teachers can benefit from the study by underlining the
fact that chance can mean something else other than ‘opportunity.’

All in all, this corpus-based study emphasizes the benefits of using corpus as a tool to study
and teach English. Corpus data can illustrate how a word behaves across different genres.
Instead of focusing on whether a grammatical pattern is used correctly or incorrectly, corpus
data give insightful information on how a grammatical pattern is likely to be used in different
contexts.
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Appendix 1
Verb Collocates of CHANCE

WORD 1 (W1): CHANCE (0.98)

Ex DESTROYED 17 3 37 58
52 DISCOVERED 11 2 55 56
53 KMNOWS 11 2 55 56
>4 TAKING 703 139 35 5B
35 IMPROVE 278 il 35 5B
56 MANINIZE a0 17 53 54
57 GET 3149 613 51 53
58 END 10 2 30 ENE
8 cuTs 10 2 30 ENE
60 SAY 53 11 4.8 49
61 THOUGHT 37 g 4.6 47
62 ASSESS 22 L 4.4 45
63 PUT 21 5 42 43
64 KINEW 29 7 41 42
65 INCREASING 128 &l 41 42
66 GOTTEN =3 22 39 40
67 INCREASE 485 130 37 38
68 ELIMIMNATED 11 3 37 38
68 MWEET 11 3 37 38
70 TAKE 2363 652 36 37
71 THINK 168 48 35 36
7z MINIMIZES 16 L 32 33
73 BLOWN 27 9 30 i
74 DECREASED 12 4 30 31
75 IWIAKES 12 4 30 31
76 IMPROWVING 34 12 28 29
77 DESTROY 2 g 28 28
78 INCREASED 71 26 27 28
79 BLEW 30 11 27 28
80 LIKED 19 7 27 28
81 SAID 52 20 26 27
g2 LIKE 116 45 26 26
83 GETTING 264 112 24 24
24 REDUCING =53 29 22 23
85 TRUNMP 11 5 22 23
g6 WANTS 24 11 22 32
87 'S 1871 892 21 21
88 SCORING 35 17 21 21
38 REDUCE 300 33 91 93 89 DESERVES 72 &5 21 21
39 aiT 26 g 87 89 a0 REDUCED 37 18 21 21
40 JEOPARDIZE 23 g 77 7.9 al HAS 1636 804 20 21
41 HAPPER 23 8 7.7 7.9 9z WAS 1464 721 20 21
42 DANMAGE iz 2 7.5 77 93 MAXIMIZES 12 & 20 20
43 BOOST S0 7 71 73 94 AFFECT 33 17 19 20
44 RMINIMIZING 20 8 6.7 6.8 95 DININISH 21 11 19 20
45 GOT 1620 246 6.6 67 96 WANTED &9 47 19 19
46 INCREASES 236 37 6.4 6.5 97 LEAVE 15 g 19 19
47 ‘D 25 4 63 6.4 ag RISK 11 6 18 19
48 RAISES 12 2 6.0 61 99 HAD 6360 34480 18 19
49 EMDED 23 4 58 58 100 DESERVED 24 14 17 18
50 GETS 397 70 57 58
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WORD 2 (W2): OPPORTUNITY (1.02)
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Appendix 3
Adjective Collocates of CHANCE

WORD 1 (W1): CHANCE (0.98)

46 | FAR 275 69 4.0 41
47 | REASCGNABLE 143 39 37 38
48 | BEST 1413 407 3.5 36
49 | OVERALL 10 4 2.5 2.6
50 LITTLE 185 79 23 2.4
51 | LARGE 10 [ 17 17
52 | FINAL 84 = 16 17
53 | SPORTING 22 15 1.5 1.5
54 | ACTUAL 12 9 13 1.4
55 REAL 404 337 12 12
56 | SINGLE 16 14 11 12
57 BIG 179 158 11 12
58 | EXTRA 10 9 11 11
59 | GREATER 287 281 10 10
60 | BIGGER 17 17 1.0 1.0
61 | EXCELLENT 159 230 0.7 07
62 | IMPROVED 10 15 07 07
63 | POSSIBLE 49 86 06 06
64 | SIGMIFICANT 42 78 0.5 06
65 | EARLY 11 21 0.5 0.5
66 GREATEST 54 120 0.5 0.5
67  FRESH 14 38 0.4 0.4
68  INCREASED 49 151 03 03
69 RARE 110 372 03 03
70 ONCE-IN-A-LIFETIME 25 100 03 03
71 BIGGEST 10 43 02 02
72 INCREASING 12 64 0.2 0.2
73 MAIOR iz iz 02 02
74 OTHER 56 334 0.2 0.2
75 GREAT 197 1198 02 02
76 LUMITED 16 163 01 01

32 REALSTIC 93 11 8.5 8.7
33 SERIOUS 37 5 7.4 7.6
34 | ONLY 680 105 6.5 6.6
35 | SoLD 19 3 6.3 6.5
36 UNLIKELY 12 2 6.0 6.1
37 | STRONG 94 17 5.5 5.7
38 JUST 22 4 5.5 5.6
39 ELECTORAL 16 3 5.3 5.5
40 | GOOD 2397 462 5.2 5.3
41 = BETTER 1635 327 5.0 51
42 SLIGHTEST 55 1 5.0 51
43 HAPPY 10 2 5.0 51
44 | LEGITIMATE 58 12 4.8 4.9
45 HiGH 53 iz 4.4 4.5
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Appendix 4
Adjective Collocates of OPPORTUINITY

WORD 2 (W2): OPPORTUNITY (1.02)

244



ﬁ rEFLections
Vol 27, No 2, July - December 2020

Appendix 5
Adjective lemmas collocating with ‘chance’ and ‘opportunity’

Note: The items in bold type are academic words, according to AWL of LDOCE (data accessed in April, 2020).
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