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Abstract 
This paper investigates Chinese learners’ use of five pairs of synonymous nouns in their College English writing, namely aspect/respect, ability/capability, chance/opportunity, relation/relationship, and safety/security, each pair having only one identical equivalent in Chinese, respectively 方面 (fang mian), 能力 (neng li), 机会 (ji hui), 关系(huan xi) and 安全 (an quan). By conducting a comparative study based on data from a learner corpus and a native-speaker corpus, the author intends to discover the similarities and disparities between the learner uses and the native-speaker uses of these kinds of synonyms, to find out the typical deviations in learner uses, and to detect the factors that might have contributed to the inappropriateness. The pedagogical implications are then discussed and suggestions made for College English teaching and learning in China. 
1. Introduction

Modern English has an unusually large number of synonyms or near-synonyms, and some pairs or groups of synonyms have only one equivalent translation in Chinese. Since Chinese learners tend to learn English words only by remembering their Chinese equivalents, English synonyms, especially those with only one Chinese equivalent, may mean exactly the same to them, thus inappropriate or deviant usages might arise. The aim of this study is to investigate whether Chinese learners have difficulty in using these kinds of synonyms in their College English writing, what deviations concerning the use of these synonyms are most typical in their writing, and what factors might have contributed to the deviations. Five pairs of synonymous nouns, namely aspect/respect, ability/capability, chance/opportunity, relation/relationship, and safety/security, each pair having only one identical equivalent in Chinese, respectively 方面 (fang mian), 能力 (neng li), 机会 (ji hui), 关系(huan xi) and 安全 (an quan), are chosen as the object of the analysis. The reason why I chose nouns is that, it is a characteristic of written English that “lexical meaning is largely carried in the nouns” (Halliday 1985:72-75), and according to Biber et al (1999:65), in overall frequency nouns are the most frequent word class and nouns are most common in written English (such as news and academic prose). The choice of only 5 pairs was just out of the consideration of making the scale of the study more controllable and manageable, and the choice of those five pairs was only influenced by my own experiences of teaching College English writing. Inappropriate uses of these synonyms are frequently encountered in my students’ writing, but only with the availability of corpora can I get access to a large quantity of evidence to study them both quantitatively and qualitatively. 
2. Theoretical and methodological background
    Firstly, it is necessary to clarify what is meant by the term ‘synonym’ in this paper. The Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Synonym) defines synonyms as “different words (or sometimes phrases) with identical or very similar meanings.” It is however difficult to regard complete sameness as the one and only characterization of synonyms. Yule (1996:118) defines synonyms as “two or more forms with very closely related meanings, which are often, but not always, intersubstitutable in sentences.” He points out that the meanings of synonyms do not have to be totally the same. He points to the difference of some synonyms in certain contexts. Cruse (2004) agrees that generally synonymous terms do not necessarily mean the same thing in different contexts. He claims that there are three types of synonym: absolute synonyms, propositional synonyms and near-synonyms. According to Cruse (2004: 154), absolute synonyms are completely identical in their meaning, but are very rare, and most of the meanings of those absolute synonyms can be distinguished to a certain context. Propositional synonyms are not restricted to two single words and their senses but to the meaning of whole phrases or sentences. When they are items that can be exchanged without changing the sense of a sentence, we speak of ‘propositional synonyms’. This study is mainly based on the definition of near-synonyms: “expressions that are more or less similar, but not identical, in meaning.” (Lyons 1995:60) and which can often be distinguished by some factors they differ in: they sometimes mean the same thing but are related to different concepts (Cruse 2004). The definition of near-synonyms by Xiao and McEnery (2006:108) is adopted in selecting the five pairs of synonyms for this study: “by near synonyms, we mean lexical pairs that have very similar cognitive or denotationnal meanings, but which may differ in collocational or prosodic behaviour. As such, synonymous words are not collocationally interchangeable.”
   According to Sinclair (1991,1996), the meaning of a word is found not in the word itself, but in a multi-word unit, or what he called a ‘unit of meaning’; a unit of meaning is not a fixed phrase, but has elements of fixed-ness, and the most immediate of these are ‘colligation’ and ‘collocation’. Colligation refers to “the inter-relation of grammatical categories in syntactical structure” (Firth 1957: 99). In the present study, what is discussed is the colligation(s) of a certain word, in this case, a noun. The colligation of a noun refers to the grammatical pattern in which a noun is used. Collocation can be considered “as the tendency of two words to co-occur, or as the tendency of one word to attract another” (Hunston 2002: 68) or “the characteristic co-occurrence of patterns of words” (Xiao & McEnery 2006: 105) (also see Sinclair 1991, Hoey 1991, Stubbs 1995, Partington 1998, McEnery & Wilson 2001, and Hunston 2002). Kjellmer (1984, 1991) sees collocation as grammatically restricted sequences or structured patterns. In the present study, collocation is not to be examined independently of colligation. In this sense, collocation refers to the co-occurrence of words within a certain grammatical pattern. Shifting from form to meaning, Stubbs (2002: 225) observes that “there are always semantic relations between node and collocates, and among the collocates themselves”. As Xiao & McEnery (2006: 105) put it, “the collocational meaning arising from the interaction between a give node and its typical collocates might be referred to as semantic prosody.” It can be used to hint at a ‘hidden meaning’ or it can real a speaker’s hidden attitudes (Louw 1993). It is an aspect of evaluative meaning, which is defined by Hunston and Thompson (2000:5) as “the speaker or writer’s attitude or stance towards, viewpoint or feelings about the entities and propositions that he or she is talking about,’ in short, the “indication that something is good or bad” (Hunston 2004). Acceofing to Biber et al. (1998), intuitions are not reliable guide to such pattern of use, in contrast, corpus-based investigations are particularly well suited to uncovering the systematic differences in the patterns of use of nearly synonymous words.
    To study the uses of synonyms by learners, learner corpora will provide reliable data. As Leech (1998: xiv) points out, once a learner corpus is in existence, it will open up some research questions which will either not arise or be difficult to address without a corpus. For example, some such questions are as follows: “What linguistic features in the target language do the learners in question use significantly more often (“overuse”) or less often (“underuse”) than native speakers do? How far is the target language behaviour of the learners influenced by their native language?”  Granger (1998: 12) points out that “A learner corpus based on clear design criteria lends itself particularly well to a contrastive approach…in the totally new sense of comparing/contrasting what non-native and native speakers of a language do in a comparable situation”. She refers to this new approach as “CIA-Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis”. “CIA involves two major types of comparison: (1) NL vs. IL, i.e. comparison of native language and interlanguage; (2) IL vs. IL, i.e. comparison of different interlanguages.” In the present study, NL/IL comparison was conducted, whose aim is “to uncover the features of non-nativeness of learner language”. According to Granger (1998: 13) , “these features will not only involve plain errors, but differences in the frequency of use of certain words, phrases or structures, some being overused, others underused,”  and this kind of research “has important implications for language teaching.”  
3. Data and methodology
This study is mainly based on data from two corpora, a learner corpus and a native speaker corpus. 
3.1 The leaner corpus

The learner corpus used in this study is called COLEC (Chinese College Learner English Corpus), comprising sub-corpora ST3 and ST4 of CLEC (Chinese leaner English Corpus) (Gui & Yang 2002). The COLEC corpus contains approximately 431,898 words of English essays produced by university students of non-English majors. The COLEC essays include writings for tests, guided writings and free writings. The greater part of the corpus was selected from the students’ compositions in the nation-wide English examinations called College English Tests (Band 4 and Band6) (shortened to CET henceforward). Students normally attend CET4 during their first or second year, and then proceed to CET6 some time later (normally half a year or one year later). These two tests have been conducted at regular intervals every year (normally twice a year) in China for nearly 30 years. The learner essays, which are approximately 200 words long, cover a variety of topics and are mostly expository or descriptive, with only a small part being argumentative. There are 1500 essays chosen from both Band 4 and Band 6. The remaining smaller part of the corpus is composed of 1000 essays of free writing (about 200 words each) collected from several universities. The corpus is not POS tagged, but it is fully annotated with learner errors using an annotation scheme which consists of 61 error types clustered in 11 categories.
3.2 The control corpus

NNS corpora alone will not suffice if we wish to trace features of learner language which deviate from those of NSs. According to Altenberg & Granger (2001), it is necessary to have a native speaker control corpus in order to compare learner use with native English use. For this purpose, I used the Louvain Corpus of Native English Essays (LOCNES), which contains approximately 324,304 words. LOCNESS was built by the Centre for English Corpus Linguistics at the Catholic University of Louvain, Belgium and made available for public use in 1998. The texts of the corpus are essays produced by British and American native speakers from 1991 to 1995. The corpus is composed of four components, i.e., essays of British A-Level students, essays of British university students, argumentative essays of American students and literary-mixed essays of American students. The texts of the corpus include examination papers, timed essays and free essays. The length of essays is around 500 words. The age of students is mostly between 17 and 23 although there are a very small number of students who are much older. The texts cover a very wide range of topics and the overall feature of the writing style can be interpreted as argumentative. 

The LOCNESS was chosen here as the control corpus not only because it is the NS corpus most commonly used for comparison so far, for example, by Ringbom (1998), Virtanen (1998), Aarts and Granger (1998), Altenberg and Granger (2001), Aijmer (2002) , Lin (2002) and so on, but because of the considerable comparability between COLEC and LOCNESS (Guo 2006：54) which will be detailed below in Table 1. 
____________________________________________________________________________________________

Parameter 


COLEC




LOCNESS




Comp 
Essay type



Exam papers and non-exam
Exams, timed essays and 


HIGH







papers




free essays

Size





480063




322464





AVERAGE

Use of reference tools 

Some yes




Some yes





AVERAGE

Length of each essays

200





500 






LOW

(tokens)

Age of students



16-24




Mostly 17-27




HIGH

Topics 




shortage of fresh water,

Water pollution, nuclear







fake commodities, job 

power, gender roles, violence,








hunting, views on how to

sex, drugs, parliament, 


LOW







get to know the world, etc.   
freedom and religion, etc. 

Genre




Mainly expository and









descriptive



Mainly argumentative


LOW

Authoritativeness of


Professionals in linguistics,
Professional in computer 


HIGH

the compilers



testing and TEFL


learner corpus





Time of completion


1998





1998






HIGH

Table 1: Comparison of some parameters of COLEC and LOCNESS (Comp=Comparability) (Guo 2006: 54)

According to Guo (2006), although differences exist in the two corpora, especially in terms of the length of individual essays, essay topics and genres, the two corpora are highly comparable. He comments like this:
It will be impossible to find a perfect control corpus which is similar in every aspect. The existence of different cultures alone will make it hard to achieve such a goal. It should be borne in mind that a reference corpus should serve only as a tool of reference for comparison in general. (Guo 2006: 55) 

 So we sometimes have to reach a compromise between what is desirable and what is available. Granger (1998: 13) acknowledged this important problem thus: 

Criticisms can be levelled against most control corpora. Each has its limitations and the important thing is to be aware of them and make an informed choice based on the type of investigation to be carried out. 

Therefore, it is feasible to carry out a comparison between them, considering that a fairly large degree of similarity exists in the two corpora, especially when the reference corpus LOCNESS is treated as a presumed norm.
3.3 The back-up corpus and other resources
When conducting comparison and contrast between the two corpora, intuition has a role to play in making judgments, especially when something exists in the learners’ corpus but not in the NS corpus. It might be that the use in the learners’ corpus is correct but that it is not found in the reference corpus because it is too small or because the topics of the corpus would not allow such a use to happen. The other possibility is that the use in the learners’ corpus is incorrect and therefore there is no match in the NS corpus. As a non-native speaker of English, my judgment as to whether a situation belongs to the first possibility or the second might not be correct all the time. For the sake of safety, I choose to use a much larger NS corpus, British National Corpus (BNC) as a backup corpus.
I also used two dictionaries as additional reference resources when I studied the meanings and usages of the synonyms. They are Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (Third Edition) (2008) and Collins COBUILD Advanced Learner’s English Dictionary (2006). 

3.4 Methodology and tools

The research methodology adopted for this study is a combination of quantitative and qualitative, and a combination of fully automatic analysis and manual investigation. To extract all occurrences of the five pairs of words from the two corpora, I opted for WordSmith Tools 4.0 (Scott 2007), which is probably the most widely used software for a general purpose of KWIC retrieval and phraseological studies. I have mainly made use of two of its analytical functions: the concordancer and the collocation display. Firstly, Concordincing lines of each word are extracted from both corpora and automatically sorted according to specific statistical purposes. As for search words with more than one senses in English, concordance lines with senses other than the one investigated here are manually deleted. Collocates of the search words are automatically displayed for further comparison and analysis. The collocation span is set at 5 words to both the left and right of the central search word. Collocates with the minimum frequency of 2 are displayed. Clusters of 3 to 5 words with the minimum frequency of 2 are also displayed. Based on these results, the colligational and collocational patterns of each word are manually categorized for detailed analysis of each pair of the synonyms. 
4. Results and Discussions

4.1 Overall frequencies of the five pairs of synonymous nouns in the two corpora

The first step of my research is to computer the frequencies of each pair of the synonymous nouns in the two corpora —COLEC and LOCNESS—to check whether Chinese EFL learners had a tendency to overuse or underuse some of the words in comparison with the native-speaker students. WordSmith Tool was used to generate a word list and produce all instances (both singular and plural forms) of each word. For words which can be used both as noun and verb and have more than one senses, such as respect, each concordance line was scrutinized and all irrelevant instances (in the case of respect, those used as verbs and with senses other than one investigated here) were weeded out. After counting in the occurrences of wrong spellings of each word, the results of the frequencies of the five pairs of synonymous nouns are shown in Table 2. 
	WORDS 
	COLEC
	LOCNESS

	
	Observed Frequency
	Normalized frequency (per 100,000 words)
	Observed Frequency
	Normalized frequency (per 100,000 words)

	aspect
	21
	4.4 
	42
	13.1 

	aspects
	36
	7.5 
	62
	19.4 

	respect
	6
	1.3 
	7
	2.2 

	respects
	0
	0.0 
	3
	0.9 

	ability
	190
	39.6 
	66
	20.6 

	abilities
	58
	12.1 
	7
	2.2

	capability
	13
	2.7 
	2
	0.6

	capabilities
	1
	0.2 
	7
	2.2 

	chance
	116
	24.2 
	86
	26.9 

	chances
	37
	7.7 
	57
	17.8 

	opportunity
	36
	7.5 
	47
	14.7 

	opportunities
	21
	4.4 
	22
	6.9 

	relation
	12
	2.5 
	9
	2.8 

	relations
	8
	1.7 
	33
	10.3 

	relationship
	137
	28.5 
	44
	13.8 

	relationships
	2
	0.4 
	40
	12.5 

	safety
	15
	3.1 
	38
	11.9 

	safeties
	0
	0.0 
	0
	0.0 

	security
	5
	1.0 
	29
	9.1 

	securities
	0
	0.0 
	1
	0.3 


 Table 2: Frequencies of the Five Pairs of Synonyms in COLEC and LOCNESS
   The table brings out a clear difference between the Chinese learners’ use and the native-speaking students’ use of the five pairs of synonymous nouns. Chinese learners tend to overuse ability and abilities in the nengli (能力) pair, and the singular form relationship in the guanxi(关系) pair, but underuse the plural form relationships and relations in the guanxi (关系) pair. The learners also have a clear tendency to underuse aspect and its plural aspects in the fangmian (方面) pair. As for the jihui (机会) pair, Chinese learners, in comparison with their native-speaking counterparts, prefer to use the plural chances and singular opportunity rather than the singular chance and plural opportunities. The pair safety and security are both clearly underused by Chinese EFL learners in their College English writing.  
    To make sure whether the differences between the two corpora are significant or not, I conducted a log-likelihood calculation by resorting to Paul Rayson’s Log Likelihood Calculator at http://ucrel.lancs.ac.uk/llwizard.html. All frequency differences between the two corpora were tested by means of the log-likelihood value, with 1% level as the critical level of significance, p < 0.01, critical value = 6.63. The higher the log-likelihood value, the more significant is the difference between two frequency scores. The results are shown in Table 3. 
	Words 
	Corpus 1 (COLEC)
(approximately 431,898

words)
	Corpus 2 (LOCNESS)
(approximately. 324,304

 words)
	Log-Likelihood  Value 

	
	Observed Frequency
	Observed Frequency
	

	aspect
	21
	42
	- 14.44*

	aspects
	36
	62
	-26.43* 

	respect
	6
	7
	-0.63

	respects
	0
	3
	-5.08

	ability
	190
	66
	+32.37*

	abilities
	58
	7
	+32.41*

	capability
	13
	2
	+6.17

	capabilities
	1
	7
	-6.94

	chance
	116
	86
	+0.01

	chances
	37
	57
	-11.94*

	opportunity
	36
	47
	-6.31

	opportunities
	21
	22
	-1.19

	relation
	12
	9
	-0.00

	relations
	7
	33
	-26.62*

	relationship
	137
	44
	+27.20*

	relationships
	2
	40
	-53.89*

	safety
	15
	38
	-17.99*

	safeties
	0
	0
	

	security
	5
	29
	-26.31*

	securities
	0
	1
	-1.69


 Table 3 Frequency differences between COLEC and LOCNESS, tested by log-likelihood value 
   *A log-likelihood value of 6.6 or higher is significant at p < 0.01.
The log-likelihood value itself is always a positive number. But Rayson’s log-likelihood calculator produces results with an indicator “+” or “-” before each value. In his terms, “+” indicates overuse in Corpus1 relative to Corpus 2, while “-“ indicates underuse in Corpus 1 relative to Corpus 2  (See http://ucrel.lancs.ac.uk/llwizard.html).  
It can be seen that the word forms abilities, ability and relationship are most significantly overused by Chinese learners, whereas relationships, security, relations, safety, aspects, aspect chances, opportunity and capabilities are most significantly underused. The results keep consistent with those drawn from Table 2. 
These quantitative results do not only seem interesting, but worth our detailed in-depth study to explain them, thus a qualitative approach is necessary. For the next step, I will go into each pair of the synonyms to see whether Chinese learners have difficulty in using some word forms of them, what deviations concerning the use of these synonyms are most typical in their writing, and what factors might have contributed to the inappropriateness.
4.2 ASPECT VS. RESPECT

ASPECT and RESPECT are both translated into Chinese 方面 (fangmian). According to Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (Third Edition), the two words share the meaning “feature” in English. 
    aspect n. (feature) one part of a situation, problem, subject, etc.

 respect n. (feature) a particular feature or detail. 
Based on WordSmith Tool’s concordances and Collocate Display of ASPECT and RESPECT in the two corpora, differences of colligational and collocational patterns between the two corpora are evident. 
The most obvious difference is the occurrences of colligational pattern …ASPECT of… in the two corpora, as shown in Table 4. 

	
	Frequency
	Proportion
	Frequency
	Proportion

	
	aspect of
	aspect
	
	aspects of
	aspects
	

	LOCNESS
	29
	42
	62%
	33
	62
	53.2%

	COLEC
	2
	21
	9.5%
	9
	36
	25%


 Table 4: Proportions of ASPECT of in the total occurrences of ASPECT
In LOCNESS, aspect of occurred 29 times, amounting to 69% of the total 42 occurrences of aspect in the corpus, and aspects of 33 times, 53.2% of the total 62 occurrences of aspects, while in COLEC, aspect of and aspects of occurred only 2 and 9 times respectively, taking up only 9.5% of the total 21 occurrences of aspect and 25% of the total 36 occurrences of aspects, respectively., The high-frequency of ASPECT of in LOCNESS indicates that ASPAECT is usually used with supplementary information, and the supplementary information that comes before it is mostly given by a determiner, possessive, adjective, or noun modifier, and the supplementary information that comes after it is frequently given by a prepositional of phrase. This result can be confirmed by evidence from British National Corpus (BNC) and is in consistency with the explanation of aspect in Collins COBUILD Advanced Learner’s English Dictionary (2006).

But in COLEC, aspect and aspects mostly appear in the end of a sentence or a clause, and even when they are used as the subject of a sentence, they often occur with no supplementary information that comes after them, just as the following concordance lines in Figure 1 show:
[image: image1.png]Only tannot aford {£ea -2 Us he Uselll aspect what [pro - they sholld have, but
from thern. However, there is one passive aspect we cant deny. That is [wdd 2] fake
acknowledge fife [oc3,1-] from every aspect. Thus he can live better. | prefer to
to gain some great sucess [fiml -] in this aspect. They type of people has a [np7 1]
job they like. And s a most important aspect they may think their former job did
we often say: "y god, | forgot anather aspect " That often happen w3 2-] to
afield to fake commodities is the third aspect [sn8 s]in short, with the hard work
will made (495 -] greater progress in every aspect. Our people will v [oc3,3] a better
1990 it was sixty years old. [sn1.s-] In the aspect of infant mortality, the declining
infant can be taken care of, many other aspect [np3.2-1] all can result in it
years past [wd3 2-], lets recount the two aspect [n3,1-] again. In 1996, lfe
I thirk the reason is [vi9 1] lie in three aspect. [np3.1-] First reason, they stil dont
causal [wd3,s] . The reasons lied in two aspect [np3.1-] . One was [wdd,] the
thing [wd3,-] consisted [wd3s-] in various aspect [np3,1-] of the society. First, the
ofthe society, we must learn about some aspect [ni3,1-] of the society. It is
have a leap Progress [wdb -] in the every aspect [np2 -] In general, the categories of
be done one by one. The most important aspect is that everything has a process
are many, | think the mainly [wd2,-1] aspect is that the econarmic [wd2 -s] of the
you will do [wd3,1-1] successful in some aspect in the future, you must ahways study
g6 3-] of ll [wd5 | high abilities in every aspect In rmy view, the two kinds of view
are sure to expand our knowledge [cc1 1] aspect. As a morden [fin1 -] student, | am
No matter how good you are in your other aspects, you won't be a good student :
changes [wid -] mainly because of two aspects [wd3 s-]. One is the increasing
[wid 2] above we can see those two aspects varied [cc5 1] obovisouly [fiml -]
This idiom is widely uses [v9,2-] in many aspects. Usually it is used to tell someone
In my practice, should take account of two aspects too. [si2,5] | think i | do the job, |
we can get rid of fake commodities in two aspects. The [ wd5 -] first, the government
study of English, [wdd -] in many other aspects, the proverb proves quite right, itis
fake commodities? | think there are some aspects. The most important role [wd3,
changing much of their health lie in many aspects. The mainly [wd2,1-1] reason is
furture [fm1 -]. Since everything has two aspects. [sn2,s] Each of them has its own





Figure 1 Concordances of aspect in COLEC

Furthermore, in LOCNESS, the supplementary information that comes before and after ASPECT is diversified and realized by typical collocates, as displayed in Table 5. 
	the/this/that

an/another/each/every/one

a very strong/important

a positive/negative

the second/final

the saddest

the most important
	aspect of
	culture/life/religion/conflict/
theory 



	all/both/certain/other

many/various

beneficial/harmful

different/political/genetic
	aspects of 
	society/world/culture/subject

issue/cultures/lives


Table 5 Typical collocates of ASPECT of in LOCNESS

In comparison, the supplementary information in COLEC is much less diversified than in LOCNESS and the collocates of ASPECT are much fewer, and some of them are inappropriate, or at least very infrequently used in English, as seen in Table 6. For example, passive aspect is not found at all in BNC and a useful aspect occurred only twice and varied aspects only 4 times in BNC. 
	every

another/some

a useful/passive

a/the most important

…
	aspect of
	infant mortality

	all the 

two/three/many

different

important

following

varied
	aspects of 
	society
it

situation

condition

question


Table 6 Typical collocates of ASPECT of in COLEC

So it can be concluded that Chinese learners are not so aware of the most typical use of ASPECT, that is, aspect usually used with supplementary information, thus having difficulty in using ASPECT of appropriately. 
Another obvious difference between the two corpora is related to the use of RESPECT, although it is much less frequent than ASPECT in both corpora. In LOCNESS, RESPECT is only used in three patterns: in this respect (4 times), in most/many respects (3 times) and with respect to (3 times), as shown in Figure 2:

[image: image2.png]very far. | feel equal to a man in many respects especially when it comes to
influence on our law, of course in many respects it wil be the same, but the lack
are completely diflerent in most respects, it must be clear that the
Nothing. however, has changed in this respect. Henry VIl is reputed to have
input of a human brain and so in this respect it has definatley not replaced the
of this theory hold the view that in this respect, a Single Europe does not and
and commerce are concemed. In this respect, it would become much easier to
have brought in legislation with respect to how animals, which are going
These two articles differ greatly with respect to physical and social context
microchips and advancements. With respect to the people computers have




Figure 2 Concordances of RESPECT in LOCNESS

And we also observed that in most/many respects are collocated with adjectives belonging to one semantic group indicating sameness/difference: different, same, and equal. But in COLEC, RESPECT is used in different patterns: at this respect (1), which cannot be found in BNC, in this respect (1), in these two respect (1), in every respect of your life (1) and in ‘practice Makes Perfect’ respect (1), as shown in Figure 3. 
[image: image3.png]can make sense of it [wdd,s-] in every respect of your life. There are a great
our hearing [wd3,1-1] ability. In other respect, such as sports, there are
in "Practice Makes [fi3, 1] Perfect” respect [wd7 -] . For example, in
1 have reasans to be optimistic in this respect. [snl s-]
When iy work is very fine in these two respect [np3,1-], | willinsist on [wd3,1-]
10 be opitimistic [fm1 -] at [pp2,-2] this respect.





Figure 3 Concordances of RESPECT in COLEC

There are no instances of in many/most respects and with respect to. Actually, in this respect, in many respects and with respect to are fixed phrases in English. According to Collins COBUILD Advanced Learner’s English Dictionary (2006), you use expressions like in this respect and in many respects to indicate that what you are saying applies to the feature you have just mentioned or to many features of something; you use with respect to to say what something relates to. But it seems that Chinese learners don’t know about these phrases.   

 A third phenomenon worth our attention is that Chinese learners often confuse ASPECT with RESPECT, and tend to use them interchangeably, but inappropriately. Of the 57 occurrences of ASPECT, 12 occurrences, or 21%, should be RESPECT, while 2 of the 6 occurrences of RESPECT should be ASPECT. Look at the following examples taken from COLEC: 
（1） Practice Makes Perfect is a truth that you can make sense of it in every respect of your life
（2） In other respect (of our life), such as sports, there are examples. For example playing basketball is a good proof.
（3） They want to devote themselves (to) the working; they want to gain some great success in this aspect.
（4） Finally, they become advanced person of all high abilities in every aspect.
（5） Today, with the development of live level in developing countries. People become more healthy than before in many aspects.
In the first two sentences, the correct word should be aspect and aspects respectively, while in the last three sentences, in this respect/in every respect/in many respects should be more appropriate respectively. This further proves that Chinese learners are not very clear about the major difference between ASPECT and RESPECT, especially about the typical pattern of ASPECT (ASPECT of) and of RESPECT (in every aspect or in all/many respects), thus confusion and deviant usages arose.
4.3 ABILITY VS. CAPABILITY

ABILITY and CAPABILITY both mean 能力 (nengli) in Chinese and they share very similar meaning in English and are often used to explain one another in dictionaries. 
For example, in Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (Third Edition), they are explained in this way:

     ability n. the physical or mental power or skill needed to do something [+to infinitive]
     capability n. 1. the ability to do something [+to infinitive]
In Collins COBUILD Advanced Learner’s English Dictionary (2006), the entries are put in this way: 
     ability: Your ability to do something is the fact that you can do it.    = capability  

    capability: If you have the capability or the capabilities to do something, you have the ability or the qualities that are necessary to do it.   = ability

Although the latter provides structural information in patterns, we can only detect slight difference between the two nouns, either in meaning or in pattern, since both words are followed by to infinitives. 
My first step of study on this pair of synonyms was to investigate whether Chinese learners’ used the two words differently from native speakers, particularly in terms of collocations, and whether there are some deviant usages caused by confusion of the two words. 
It is obvious from Table 2 and Table 3 that Chinese learners overuse ABILITY in their college English writing in comparison with their native-speaking counterparts. What’s more, the occurrences of plural form abilities in COLEC take up over 23% of the total occurrences of ABILITY, while in LOCNESS, the percentage is only 9.6%. Although CAPABILITY occurred much less than ABILITY in both corpora, the frequencies of the singular and plural forms are quite interesting. The singular capability was more frequently used by Chinese learners, while the plural capabilities was more frequently used by native-speaking students. To know better about the frequencies of the two synonyms in native-speaking English, I consulted BNC for further evidence. The result is shown in Table 7.
	Word forms 
	Frequency 
	Percentage of the total of lemma

	ability
	9063
	87.2%

	abilities
	1326
	12.8%

	capability 
	910
	49.7%

	capabilities
	920
	50.3%


  Table 7 Frequency of ABILITY and CAPABILITY in BNC 

It can be seen that the percentage of the occurrences of abilities is similar to that in LOCNESS, around 10%, but much lower than the 23% in COLEC. Capabilities was slightly more frequent than capability in both LOCNESS and BNC, but occurred only once in COLEC. Does this suggest that Chinese learners used abilities instead of capabilities in many cases, which resulted in the overuse of abilities? 
Further analysis of colligational and collocational patterns of the two synonyms has provided information on how differently these two words are used in the two corpora.
In LONESS, the most central pattern (as shown in Table 8) of ability is Verb + the/its ability + to infinitive, and verbs that appear in the pattern are mostly of two semantic groups: having or lacking (such as HAVE, GIVE, DISCOVER, LOSE, LACK, DENY) and improving or weakening (such as ADVANCE, HINDER, INHYIBIT); the adjectives that modify ability are typically athletic, mental, arithmetic, mixed and so on, which seem to indicate a kind of “innate” power or quality. Abilities is typically used in coordination with another plural noun, such as in interests and abilities, skills and abilities, talents and abilities.
	Colligational Pattern
	VERB 
	DET (ADJ )
	ABILITY
	1) TO INFINITIVE

2) OF (NOUN/PRON) 

	Collocates 
	HAVE (8) 

LOSE (3)

LACK (3)

GIVE (sb) (2)

HINDER (2)

DISCOVER

DENY

ADVANCE

INHIBIT
	the (33); 

its (6)

athletic (2)

mental (2)

arithmetic (2) 

mixed (2)


	ability (66)


	1) think, communicate  

2) children, humans, etc.

	
	
	interests and 

skills and 

talents and

pupils of all
	abilities (7)
 
	 


 Table 8 Typical Colligational and collocational patterns of ABILITY in LOCNESS

CAPABILITY occurred 9 times in LOCNESS, 4 times co-occurring with intellectual (intellectual capability/capabilities), 3 times in the pattern HAVE the capabilities, the subjects of HAVE are respectively computer, nuclear weapon, atomic energy), and two other instances, in capabilities of computer and financial capabilities of those (people) . Figure 4 displays the concordances of CAPABILITY in LOCNESS.
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Figure 4 Concordances of CAPABILITY in LOCNESS

Comparing data extracted from COLEC with those from LOCNESS, I discovered several problems concerning these two synonyms in COLEC. 

Firstly, in COLEC, two central patterns concerning ability occurred, as shown in Table 9. They are: Verb + ONE’S/ ability + to infinitive and Verb + ONE’S/ the ability + of Verb-ing. The second pattern, whose concordance lines are displayed in Figure 5, is inappropriate in English, as little evidence of its usage was found in either LOCNESS or BNC. 

	Colligational Pattern
	VERB 
	DET (ADJ )
	ABILITY
	1) TO INFINITIVE

2) OF VERB-ing 

	Collocates 
	IMPROVE (22)

SHOW(9)

TRAIN (7)

DEVELOP (7)

FIND (5)

HAVE (23)

IMPROVE (4)

NEED (4) 

RAISE (4)

FORGE (2)

LEARN (2)

BUILD (2)
	my(own)/your/our/

their/his

one’s

people’s/students’

the

English

listening/writing

different/high/
enough/

real/strong/special/

technical/economic
	ability (190)


	1) solve,
analyze

change, 
adapt
study, 
practice
2) knowing, 
living,

making, 
thinking,

understanding



	
	IMPROVE (5)

DEVELOP (3)

LEARN (2)

PROVE (2)

EXERT (2) 
	our/their/his

some/many/all

all kinds of/different

comprehensive

social/English/

enough/high/special
	abilities (58) 


	t

 serve, deal with, 
do, find 
 


Table 9 Typical Colligational and collocational patterns of ABILITY in COLEC
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Figure 5 Concordances of ability in COLEC

Secondly, there are some inappropriate Verb + Noun collocations in COLEC concerning both ABILITY and CAPABILITY. For example, FIND, RAISE, FORGE, LEARN, BUILD, EXERCISE are all improper collates of either of the two synonyms. This again suggests that Chinese learners lack awareness of the collocational restrictions of both words.

Thirdly, some adjectives used by Chinese learners to modify ability and abilities are not proper collocates, since they are very infrequently used together with them. For example, real ability/abilities; strong ability, special abilities, enough abilities are not found in LOCNESS, and are very rare in BNC. These collocations are all Chinglish, which are direct literal translations of equivalent Chinese phrases. This indicates that Chinese learners lack collocational knowledge and may have difficulty in using ABILITY in this pattern. Chinese learners didn’t use any adjectives to modify CAPABILITY, which revealed that they are not equipped with such collocations and have difficulty in using the word in this pattern. 
Fourthly, although capability did not occur much in COLEC, it was used inappropriately in several cases. The better word should be ability. For example:

· On the other hand, one-man sport's score often depends on one's own capability.
· Second [sn9,-] everyone of us need [vp3,3-] to have capbility [fm1,-] to recognize the fake commodities.
    BNC evidence can tell us depend on capability did not occur even once and there is only depend on one’s ability in the corpus, while capability to recognize cannot be found either in the corpus and to recognize only collocates with ability to convey the same meaning. 
 4) In some instances of abilities, the singular form should be more appropriate, while in others, capabilities can be used instead. Abilities and capabilities can both be used to talk about people, while it is more common to use capability to talk about the power of machines or countries. Chinese learners tend to use abilities much more than capabilities, probably because they are less familiar with the latter word or lack confidence in using it. Of all the 14 occurrences, 5 were spelt wrongly!  

4. 4 CHANCE VS. OPPORTUNITY
It is perhaps most demanding to distinguish between this pair of synonyms and compare Chinese learners’ uses of them with those by native speakers. They have exactly the same equivalent in Chinese, 机会 (jihui), and in English they are interchangeable in some cases, while differ greatly in many others. 
Firstly I looked into the occurrences of the singular forms of the two words chance and opportunity in both corpora.  
	Verb 
	Determiner
	Chance
	Supplement

	GIVE/OFFER sb. (22); 
HAVE (6); DESERVE (3); DENY sb. ; SEE … AS
	a /the
	
	chance
	to infinitive 

	HAVE (17); THEER BE(7);
STAND ((2);

	a


	small/tiny

strong/serious/realistic

little/no/much

more/less/greater/better

added/6%/43%
	
	of -ing/Noun

that clause

	INCREASE(2)
	the
	
	
	(of -ing) 

	TAKE (1)
	a
	
	
	


Table 10 Colligations and collocations of chance in LOCNESS 

The data in LOCNESS, as shown in Table 10, indicate that chance has three main senses and each sense is associated with particular patterns. When chance means opportunity, it is mainly used in the pattern Verb (sb.) + a/the +chance + to infinitive, where the verbs are typically GIVE, OFFER, DENY, HAVE, DESERVE, SEE…as, which mostly belong to a semantic group of “giving or having”. In this case, chance is often interchangeable with opportunity. Look at the occurrences of opportunity in LOCNESS as shown in Table 11, and we will confirm this point.
	Verb 
	Determiner
	opportunity
	Supplement

	GIVE sb. (8);
PROVIDE …with (3);
HAVE (4);
VIEW/SEE…as (2);
RECEIVE; ALLOW;
ENTITLE; SEIZE;
MISS; LOSE; TAKE
	an/the
	perfect 

maximum

equal

great


	opportunity
	to infinitive 

for sth./sb.


  Table 11 Colligations and collocations of opportunity in LOCNESS 

But when chance is used in the pattern Verb +determiner +chance+ of doing/ that …, chance means possibility and there is often determiner before it indicating the degree of the possibility (such as small, tiny, strong, realistic, no, little, more, greater, better, 6% or 43%) and the typical verbs mostly belong to a semantic group of “having”. The third pattern is Verb+ the +chance (+of doing), where chance also means possibility but the verbs indicate the “increasing or reducing” of the possibility. When chance is used in a phrase take a chance, chance means risk, that is to say, when you take a chance, you try to do something although there is a large risk of danger or failure.
But the data in COLEC revealed that Chinese learners are not clearly aware of the different senses of chance and the specific pattern associated with each sense, so they used it confusedly and produced some inappropriate occurrences.
Firstly, Chinese learners confused the opportunity sense and possibility sense of chance and used it in the same to-infinitive pattern. Of the 53 instances of “chance + to infinitive”, about half of them (26 instances ) should have been “chance + of doing”, as is shown in Table 12, where chance actually means possibility instead of opportunity, so the verbs are typically HAVE, THERE BE or STAND, and chance is often modified by such determiners as no, little or more. The reason for Chinese learners’ confusion is probably because the two senses of chance (opportunity and possibility) can both mean 机会 (jihui) in Chinese, but the learners only remembered the Chinese equivalent for the word but ignored its different colligations and collocations which are associated with different senses of the word. 
	Verb 
	Determiner
	Chance
	Supplement

	HAVE (23); THERE BE (2); 
STAND (1); 
GIVE sb./ PROVIDE (7); 
GET (3)/GRASP/CATCH

GRIP/CATCH hold of(12); 
LOSE (4); TAKE (1)
	the/a
	no/ little/more 
good/precious/big
every/each/any


	chance
	to infinitive 


Table 12 Colligations and collocations of chance in COLEC

Secondly, we can also detect differences between the verbs collocated with chance when it means opportunity in the two corpora. We’ve seen that in LOCNESS, the verbs are typically GIVE, OFFER, DENY, HAVE, DESERVE, SEE…as, which mostly belong to a semantic group of “giving or having”, but in COLEC, verbs belonging to this semantic group are much less frequent, instead, such verbs as GRASP, CATCH, GRIP, CATCH, CATCH hold of, LOSE, TAKE are very frequent, and the determiners are typically every, each and any. However, we didn’t find such collocations as GRASP/CATCH/GRIP/CATCH/TAKE every/each/any chance in LOCNESS. Interestingly, we did found verbs with similar meanings, such as SEIZE, RECEIVE, MISS, among those collocated with opportunity. That is to say, verbs with the meaning of “seizing or missing” are more preferably collocated with opportunity than chance, and chance is inappropriately used for opportunity in a lot of instances in COLEC. Chinese learners like to use phrases like抓住每个机会(which means seize every opportunity) in their writing, but they don’t know which 抓住and which 机会should be the proper collocations in English, so produced some deviant collocations, such as grip every chance, catch each chance, catch hold of each chance, and so on. Furthermore, take every chance also occurred in COLEC (I will take every chance to take part in social activity), where chance is mistakenly used for opportunity. 
Thirdly, if we look at the determiners and other collocates of chance and opportunity in the two corpora, we can also find some difference. In LOCNESS, when chance means opportunity, the determiners before it are typically articles a or the, or ordinals like second and last (a second chance, last chance) while the typical adjective collocates of opportunity are equal, perfect, maximum, major, and great, are all “good”. It seems to indicate that opportunity is often “good”, while chance is not necessarily so, or at least there is no evidence to indicate it is “good”. From the noun collocates of opportunity in LOCNESS, we can also see this point. In COLEC, the adjectives before opportunity are good, equal and best, which show no difference from those in LOCNESS, but those before chance in COLEC: good, precious and big, which also indicate a sense of “goodness”, are quite different from those in LOCNESS, thus chance is these instances should be more preferably replaced by opportunity, that is to say, we preferably say a good/precious opportunity instead of a good/precious chance, and equality of opportunity instead of equality of chance. This phenomenon shows that Chinese learners were able to use opportunity appropriately in most cases, but often misused chance or confused it with opportunity due to lack of awareness of the different semantic prosodies of the two words: an opportunity is often a good chance, but not the vise versa.
	
	chance
	opportunity

	
	LOCNESS
	COLEC
	LOCNESS
	COLEC

	Adjectives 
	a second chance,

last chance
	precious

good

big
	equal /perfect 

maximum/major/

great  
	good/equal/
best

	Nouns 
	
	
	equality of opportunity

lack of opportunity

a window of opportunity,

land of opportunity
	


Table 13 Collocates of chance and opportunity in both corpora

By comparing the plural forms of the two words chances and opportunities, we can also find that Chinese often inappropriately used chances for opportunities. Chances in LOCNESS all mean possibilities or likelihood, and are used in these patterns: 
 increase/improve/optimize/reduce the chances (+ of Noun/doing or that clause)

their chances (of…) are slim

the chances are that … 

     But in COLEC, chances often mean opportunities. Of the 37 instances of chances, 32 are inappropriately used for opportunities, as shown in Figure 6.  
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     Figure 6 Concordances of chances in COLEC

This indicates that Chinese learners presumably assume that the singular and plural forms of CHANCE can be used in the same pattern, with only the change in number but no change in meaning, because in Chinese 机会in一个机会and许多机会 (which are respectively one chance and many chances) are exactly the same word. Chinese learners preferred to use CHANCE instead of OPPORTUNITY, although they seem to have less difficulty in using OPPORTUNITY appropriately. 
4. 5. RELATION VS. RELATIONSHIP

RELATION and RELATIONSHIP both mean 关系 (guanxi) in Chinese. Although there are various kinds of关系 (guanxi) in China, some complicated and some subtle, the term关系 (guanxi) remain the same all the time, and can collocate with any other words in Chinese. So the two synonyms in English are likely to generate confusion for Chinese learners of English: they have to choose between the two and may not be sure when to use RELATION and when to use RELATIONSHIP. 
RELATION occurred 42 times in LOCNESS, with only 9 times in singular form relation. And of the 9 singular occurrences, 7 are in the phrase in relation to, and the other two are in the following two sentences: 
They study the relation between genotypes and phenotypes, …

Introspection was a way of showing the relation between ideas.
From this we can see the singular relation means the connection or similarity between two things, and is often used in the pattern the relation between A and B or the relation of A to B. But its most frequent use is in the fixed phrase in/with relation to. This can be confirmed by evidence from BNC: relation occurred 7409 times in BNC, with 4666 times in in relation to and 10 times in with relation to, amounting to 63% of the total occurrences. 

Up to 79% of the occurrences of RELATION in LOCNESS are in plural form relations. The following table (Table 14) categorizes its collocates: 
	Adjective + ~
	industrial relations (11) ; sexual relations (3)

public relations (2) ; international relations (2)

racial relations (1) ; peaceful relations (1) 

	Noun + ~
	business relations (2); north-south relations (1)

	Prepositions
	relations between employers and employees
relations between employers and trade union


Table 14 Collocates of relations in LOCNESS

So when RELATION is used to mean “friendship”, it is usually in plural form relations. Relations between people, groups, or countries are contacts between them and the way in which they behave towards each other.
But the singular form of RELATIONSHIP (relationship) can be used to refer to both the way in which two things are connected and the way in which two or more people feel and behave towards each other. Its collocates are categorized as follows:
	Verbs
	have /there is a relationship; create//build/enter/form a relationship
strengthen/promote/develop a relationship; hurt/destroy/end a relationship

	Adjectives
	a good/perfect/close/intimate/friendly relationship
a lasting/long-term/life-long relationship; a meaningful/secure relationship
a new/past relationship; imperfect/inequitable; an personal relationship
a sexual/heterosexual/monogamous

	Nouns  
	teacher-student/master-slave/doctor-patient relationship; race relationship

	Prepositions
	a relationship between sb./sth./ and sb./sth.; a relationship with sb.


Table 15  Colligations and collocations of relationship in LOCNESS

So, when we talk in the singular about the way in which people fell and behave towards each other, we do not say ‘a relation’, but say ‘a relationship’. 

It is also seen that RELATIONSHIP is used to refer to a close friendship between two people, especially one involving romantic or sexual feelings. The singular and plural forms of RELATIONSHIP are equally frequent in LOCNESS.

   When we turned to COLEC to look at the occurrences of RELATION and RELATIONSHIP, we saw a different picture. Firstly, the singular relation occurred more times (12 times) than the plural relations (7 times) in COLEC. No occurrence of in relation to is found in COLEC. Of the 12 singular occurrences, 5 should be relationship, 1 should be relations (in *friends and relation). Of the 7 plural occurrences, 3 should be better replaced by relationships. Secondly, of the total 139 occurrences of RELATIONSHIP in COLEC, 122 are used in the phrase “a good teacher-student relationship”, which is the title of one of the writings in the CET tests. Other uses of RELATIONSHIP are of monotonous type, with only two adjective collocates a good relationship and the new relationship, which are appropriate. Most of the verbal collocates, such as make good relationship, get a relationship, set up a relationship, strengthen relationship, are inappropriate. The plural relationships occurred only twice in the corpus, with one as an error in number: *A good student relationships is based on respect. We didn’t found evidence in COLEC that Chinese learners misused RELATIONSHIP for RELATION. It is probably because of the essay titles of the COLEC corpus that helped learners choose the former instead of the latter, but at the same time, restricted the learners’ diversified usage of RELATIONSHIP. 
All evidence indicates that Chinese learners often mistakenly use RELATION for RELATIONSHIP, and they also have difficulty in the using the two synonyms in appropriate collocations, which, in turn, makes the two synonyms more confusing to them.

6. SAFETY VS. SECURITY 
SAFETY and SECURITY are both translated into Chinese安全 (anquan). Although these two words are similar in meaning and usage in English, they are not always interchangeable. For example, safety is about aeroplanes not crashing, while security is about a computer not crashing (due to a virus); we say safety helmet and road safety, not *security helmet and *road security, but we say security guard and social security not *safety guard and *social safety. 
Although the two words didn’t occur much in COLEC, we can still find Chinese learners’ difficulty in distinguishing between them and detect their different (but inappropriate) usages of the two words from their native-speaking counterparts. 
Both words occurred in singular forms in the two corpora. In LOCNESS, safety occurred in such collocational patterns as: 

Noun + ~:  water/beef/road safety

~ + Noun:  safety checks/measures/laws/regulations/standards/system

Noun and ~: health and safety

Noun+ preposition + ~: fear of its safety; concern for his safety

Prepositional phrases: for the safety of sb., for sb.’s own safety

Security occurred in such collocational patterns as: 
Noun + ~: job security; 

~ + Noun: security council/ problems/ guards/forces/risks

N + and/or ~: benefit and/or security; solidity and security; comfort, security and peace; 

promotion and security; better life and greater security; 

Adjective + ~: social security 
Noun of ~: sense of security; lack of security; absence of security

In COLEC, neither of the two words was used in such diversified collocations. This is again probably due to the topics and content of the corpus. But of the total 15 occurrences of safety, 6 were mistakenly used for security, as shown below: 
（1） Somebody likes to do the only job in his life. I think these persons like safety. (the sense of security)
（2） …because they think it is safety [wd2,s-] to them. They don't hope their life is always changing… (security)
（3） Secondly, it [pr1,s-] may bring about the feeling of safty [fm1,-] and stable [wd2,3-]. (security and stability)
（4） In this kind of job, it makes him have the sense of safety. (security)
（5） This kind of man can have a feeling of safety and ease, they can offend [wd3,1-2] little challenge of life. (security)
（6） At last, the safty [fm1,-] and stability of the social [wd2,1-] provides a liable condition for peoples [np6,1-] and infants. (social security and stability)
Security only occurred 5 times in COLEC, but 3 of them should be more preferably replaced by safety. Look at the following lines:
（1） … fake commodies [fm1,-] perhaps do harm to our personal security, for instance. (safety)
（2） Secondly, the governments have paid more attention to the people's security, working conditions and nutritious [cc4,-1] protection, etc. (safety)
（3） In addition, the governments also take many measures to protect the people's health and security [cc3,5-]. (safety)
     From the evidence available, we can see that Chinese learners are not clearly aware of the difference between the two words, especially their different collocations, and tend to use this pair of synonyms interchangeably, thus generating some inappropriate usages. 
5. Pedagogical Implications
The results of the analyses presented above revealed that Chinese learners’ uses of the five pairs of synonymous nouns are markedly different from those by the native speakers, both in terms of colligation and collocation. It can be seen that the differences can be largely explained by inter- and intra-linguistic transfer. Since each of the five pairs of synonyms under investigation has only one Chinese equivalent, Chinese learners tend to use them interchangeably according to conventional Chinese usages, thus inappropriate or deviant usages arise due to mother tongue interference. In addition, the learners’ uses of the synonyms are much less diversified than those of the native speakers with respect to colligational and collocational patterns, and there is often very little overlap between the collocates chosen by the learners and native speakers. The underuses or misuses of colligations, and the atypical choices of collocates all seem to have something to do with the influence of the learners’ mother tongue. On the other hand, Chinese learners seem unaware of the existence of those preferred colligations and collocations of synonymous nouns, or “they are at a risk of having only a very crude knowledge of their grammatical and lexical patterning (Altenberg & Granger 2001: 190),” and they tend to learn a word separately as a single word, not as a part of a sequence of words. These results have important pedagogical implications. 

Firstly, the starting point should be to raise learners’ consciousness of collocations and lexical chunks (or prefabs). Alternberg (1998) reported that 96% of native speakers’ language follows some prefabricated patterns. But “…The learner, on the other hand, having automated few collocations, continually has to create structures that he can only hope will be acceptable to native speakers […]. His building material is individually bricks rather than prefabricated sections” Kjellmer (1991:124).  Studies in pattern grammar (Hunston & Francis 1996), the lexical approach (Lewis 1993) to language teaching, etc. also show that native speakers use much more chunks in their language production than L2 learners do. Therefore, “it is essential that learners recognize that there are combinations that are neither freely combinable nor largely opaque and fixed (such as idioms) but that are nevertheless arbitrary to some degree and therefore have to be learnt. (Neesselhauf 2005: 252). With respect to synonymous nouns, attention should not just be paid to their Chinese translations, but to be focused on the frequent chunks in which they appear. Only in this way can learners know better about the difference between a pair of synonyms. 
Secondly, concordance-based exercises are a useful resource for raising learners’ awareness of the structural and collocational complexity of synonyms. Teachers can select concordance lines of the most typical uses of the synonyms, say ASPECT OF and IN THIS RESPECT, extracted from native corpora and present them in KWIC format before the students, guiding students to recognize the different colligations or collocations between the synonyms. Or concordance lines are presented to students for them to observe and generalize the typical colligations and collocations of the synonyms, thus detecting and learning their differences. Different awareness-raising activities can be designed to increase learners’ exposure to specific collocations (cf. Granger & Tribble 1998). According to Altenberg and Granger (2001), awareness exercises could then be followed by a consolidation exercise in which learners are asked to fill in the blanks in the lines from which common collocates of the concerned synonyms have been removed. This kind of form-focused explicit teaching of collocations of synonyms will help learners match different layers of meanings of a word with particular patterning, thus “not only increase accuracy but probably increase, rather than, decrease, fluency. ((Neesselhauf 2005: 254).”
Thirdly, it is also essential to teach learner strategies for acquiring collocations, especially in differentiating synonyms. For many years, Chinese learners have been used to increasing their storage of words by only remembering their Chinese equivalents. Their textbooks and different vocabulary books mislead them in this way even further by only providing long lists of words with only Chinese equivalents, but little colligational or collocational information. In terms of synonyms, Chinese learners tend to group them according to their Chinese equivalent, regardless of their colligational or collocationcal differences in English. Therefore, it is very important to teach learners how to learn words in contexts, how to use corpus-base dictionaries or even corpora, for collocational information of words, especially in differentiating and learning English synonyms. 
6. Conclusions
Although the dataset of this research is quite small—only five pairs of words and that is not enough to make very strong claims about students’ difficulties, the discoveries did provide some insights into the problems concerning synonyms in Chinese learners’ college English writing, and reveal that L1 interference and lack of awareness of colligational and collocational restrictions of synonyms are Chinese learners’ biggest difficulty in using synonymous nouns appropriately.  
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