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Is it “great” enough? 

A corpus-based study of “great” and its near synonyms 

1. Introduction 

    This is a corpus-based study of a set of near synonyms within a semantic field: 

awesome, excellent, fabulous, fantastic, great, terrific, and wonderful. Synonymy is an 

important and interesting phenomenon in linguistics, and “in many respects a very 

puzzling phenomenon.” (Taylor, 2002:264) But as stated by Divjak and Gries (2006:24), 

“synonymy has received relatively little attention in Western linguistics in recent years” 

compared with other linguistic phenomena, and needs more attention. As a case study of 

synonymy, this paper offers a detailed discussion of similarities and differences across 

the meanings and uses of this set of seven synonymous adjectives.  

    This study starts with reviewing a selection of important recent research on synonymy. 

Although I was able to find no research on the semantic field in question, the theoretical 

frameworks, objectives, research methods of other work in lexical semantics are relevant 

to the current study. This is followed by a description of the research method used in this 

study. Next, through analysis of frequencies and collocations, differences in meanings 

and uses across the near synonyms are identified and described. Last, applications in 

teaching and suggestions for further study are offered based on the findings of the study. 
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2. Literature Review 

    As mentioned above, studies on synonyms and near synonyms are limited. Although 

none specifically focusing on the words in question were found, the studies reviewed 

provided useful information on research objectives and methods, as well as theoretical 

insights.  

    There is some discussion on the terms “synonym” and “near synonym” in previous 

studies. Most researchers agree that there are no exact synonyms; they always differ from 

a semantic, syntactic or pragmatic point of view (Cruse, 1986; Taylor, 2003; Divjak & 

Gries, 2006). Taylor (2002:265) suggests that “it is commonly asserted that ‘perfect’, or 

‘full’, synonyms do not exist, or if they do, they are exceedingly rare.” Divjak and Gries 

(2006:24) also claim that “even if synonyms name one and the same thing, they name it 

in different ways; they present different perspectives on a situation.” Thus the term ‘near 

synonyms’ is more widely used among linguists instead of ‘synonyms’. As defined by 

Inkpen and Hirst (2006:223), near synonyms are “words that are almost synonyms, but 

not quite. They are not fully intersubstitutable, but rather vary in their shades of 

denotation or connotation, or in the components of meaning they emphasize; they may 

also vary in grammatical or collocational constraints.” Examples of near synonyms 

include fast/quick, little/small, start/begin, tall/high. 

    Among the previous studies, some focus on the collocates of synonyms, such as 

Kennedy (1991) on between vs. through, Church et al. (1991, 1994) on strong vs. 

powerful, Partington (1998) on absolutely vs. completely vs. entirely, Liu (2010) on chief 

vs. main vs. major vs. primary vs. principal, etc; others analyze preferred grammatical 
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associations of synonyms, such as Biber et al. (1998) on little vs. small or begin vs. start, 

and Gilquin (2003) on causative get and have, etc. These studies provide more detailed 

information than definitions in dictionaries. 

    A famous study cited by many researchers is Taylor’s (2002) investigation of the pair 

of near synonyms ‘high’ and ‘tall’ in terms of their noun collocates. Taylor (2002:274) 

“argues that the words offer different construal of an entity’s verticality”. Following 

MacLaury’s (1997) vantage theory analysis of “co-extensive” color categories, Taylor 

extends his approach to the study of apparently synonymous adjectives from the 

Lancaster-Oslo/Bergen (LOB) corpus. The nouns modified by the near synonyms were 

categorized into different semantic fields, resulting in the observation, among others, that 

the difference between ‘tall’ and ‘high’ is that the latter is rarely used of humans or 

animals. Taylor tested this finding using a questionnaire asking subjects to judge the 

acceptability of collocation of ‘high’ and ‘tall’ with different nouns. The results show that 

“high is far more frequent in the language than tall” (Taylor, 2002:279), and high is 

applied to a wider range of entities. Finally, there is overlap between the two words, and 

the difference is not clear-cut.  

     Divjak and Gries’s (2006) research on Russian synonymous verbs having the meaning 

of trying uses a different method: the Behavioral Profile (BP) approach. Divjak and Gries 

analyzed 1,585 sentences collected from two Russian corpora: the Amsterdam Corpus 

(AC) and the Russian National Corpus (RNC). Example sentences containing the nine 

verbs were tagged with 87 variables comprising a set of 137,895 manually coded data 

points. The first step in the data analysis was to look at the pattern of verbs: finite and 
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infinite with aspects of mood and tense. In the second step, they focused on “adverbs, 

particles and connectors that are used in the corpus sample” (Divjak & Gries, 2006:32) 

and tagged the words using the “portrayal” method, which displays the description of the 

target words, to identify features by describing the analyze process of contexts. The third 

step was traditional collocation analysis with fixed word order, which provides semantic 

information. Next, Divjak and Gries employed “hierarchical agglomerative clustering” 

(HAC), a method used to identify the structure of clustering of sentences, to analyze 

collocational words. The results were analyzed using corpus-based behavioral profiles to 

determine the differences between clusters in different hierarchies by analyzing their t-

values and z-scores. In determining differences between clusters, t-values were analyzed 

to show “which variables are most strongly represented (in the case of high positive t-

values) and which variables are most strongly underrepresented (in the case of high 

negative t-values) in a particular cluster.” (Divjak & Gries, 2006:40) Z-scores are used to 

determine which variables are most strongly or most weakly associated with one verb as 

opposed to the others (in the case of high or low z-scores respectively).  This study 

employs limited sample sentences, but uses statistics in analyzing the data. Although the 

differences are not described in detail, the resulting table and diagrams provide relevant 

information and suggest that combining HAC with the behavioral profile approach is a 

useful methodology. 

    Liu (2010) employs the BP approach to study the following group of adjectives: chief, 

main, major, primary and principal. This involves a larger set of near synonyms than the 

previous studies. It employs the behavioral profile based on date from the Corpus of 
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Contemporary American English. Liu examined the internal semantic structures of the 

five near-synonyms by focusing on their distributional patterns, which are mostly 

determined by the types of nouns they modify. He first analyzed the overall usage 

patterns of the near synonyms, which are shown by frequency. But as Liu points out, “the 

total frequency information, though important, does not tell us anything about the 

meaning and specific usages patterns of each adjective.” (Liu, 2010:63). Therefore, Liu 

analyzed Mutual Information (MI) scores of nouns that are modified by the five 

adjectives. The MI score shows to what extent the observed frequency of co-occurrence 

differs from what the researcher would expect statistically. After compiling a list of 50 

nouns modified most frequently by the five adjectives, Liu further categorized the nouns 

into six different types: abstract, concrete, dual (i.e. belonging to both the abstract and 

concrete categories), institution, position-title, and non-position-title. The results show 

that the types of nouns the five adjectives modify differ from each other. Then “in order 

to determine in what way the five adjectives’ distributions among the six types of nouns 

differ significantly”, Liu “conducted a multifactorial test called hierarchical configural 

frequency analysis (HCFA)”. (Liu, 2010: 67) HCFA is a method used to detect patterns 

in the data occuring significantly more or significantly less frequently than expected. This 

more complete picture of distribution of the adjectives among the six types of nouns 

shows different patterns across genres for each word, some of which challenge the 

dictionaries’ definitions. The findings of this study are rich and significant. First, 

different distribution patterns for the five adjectives are identified and described. Second, 

the results show that corpus-based behavioral profile analysis works well in delineating 
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“the internal structure and the fine-grained semantic differences” (Liu, 2010:79) of the 

five adjectives. Third, the co-occurrence essential for examining the semantics of 

synonymous adjectives is different from those of synonymous verbs. Last, contexts are 

necessary in examining semantic and usage differences. This study sheds light on the 

study of distribution patterns of adjectives. Meaning and use differences across the five 

adjectives are not analyzed in detail, but rather restricted to a statistical description of the 

types of nouns they prefer to modify.  

    Corpus-based study is common in research on synonyms and near synonyms. In 

Taylor’s (2002) study of the near synonyms ‘high’ and ‘tall’, based on the LOB corpus, 

frequencies and collocation nouns of the two adjectives are analyzed. In Divjak and 

Gries’s (2006) study based on the AC and RNC corpora, two main methods are 

employed: the “behavioral profile (BP) approach” and “hierarchical agglomerative 

clustering” (HAC). Both of the methods focus on statistics instead of analyzing or 

comparing sample sentences. Liu (2010) employs the behavioral profile approach as the 

main method, and uses “hierarchical configural frequency analysis (HCFA)” as and 

additional aid in analyzing frequencies of the synonymous adjectives and collocation 

nouns of them. But as pointed by Gries and Divjak (2006:28), there are some problems in 

using these methodologies. First, there is no complete or standard way of using the 

behavioral profile approach. It is commonly used together with “hierarchical 

agglomerative clustering” (HAC) and “hierarchical configural frequency analysis” 

(HCFA), as in Divjak and Gries (2006) and Liu (2010). Second, the use of ID tags, found 

in Taylor (2002), Divjak and Gries (2006) and Liu (2010), has not been well developed 
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yet. As Gries and Divjak (2006) claim: “ at present there is no reliable way for assigning 

ID tags automatically and neither can a machine interpret statistical results.” This raises 

questions on the reliability of studies using ID tags. Third, the results of studies using the 

BP approach, HCFA, or HAC are usually overall distribution patterns of synonymous 

words. The statistical results are difficult to apply in language teaching and learning. 

Finally, the studies are constrained by the small number of sample sentences considered, 

so the role of context cannot be fully examined. 

   These studies offer useful insight into different methodologies available for studies of 

synonyms. Researchers can choose the method that best fits their goals. However, as seen 

in Taylor (2002) and Liu (2010), sometimes the main focus is the nouns modified by the 

synonymous adjectives rather than on the meaning of the adjectives themselves. 

 

3. The Study 

    3.1 Purpose 

    “Great” is a high-frequency word in English. A commonly used phrase is “Great job!” 

At the same time, “excellent job” and “wonderful job!” are also used to express the same 

general meaning. This phenomenon led me to the object of this study: synonyms of 

“great”. After consulting three thesauruses of English, I chose a set of high-frequency 

synonymous adjectives: great, awesome, excellent, fabulous, fantastic, terrific, and 

wonderful, sharing the same meaning of “very good”, as a subject for research.  

     In this study, I define the set of adjectives great, awesome, excellent, fabulous, 

fantastic, terrific and wonderful as near synonyms. As stated earlier, near synonyms are 
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not fully interchangeable; they may differ in two respects: 1) meaning: denotation or 

connotation, or the focus of meaning; and 2) use: grammatical or collocational 

constraints. The purpose of this study is to identify the differences among the seven near 

synonyms from these two perspectives. 

 

    3.2 Method 

    Following previous research on synonyms and near synonyms, this study employs an 

electronic corpus as the main data source. Corpora are good sources of language data, 

where the data is sorted in different ways. Researchers can make inquiries according to 

their needs. All data in this study was collected from the Corpus of Contemporary 

American English (COCA, by Mark Davies, http://corpus.byu.edu/coca). This is a corpus 

containing 425 million words (until May, 2012), including about 20 million words each 

year from 1990 to 2011, and is the largest corpus of American English currently 

available. Data in this corpus covers five different genres (or registers): spoken (SPOK), 

fiction (FIC), magazines (MAG), newspapers (NEWS), and academic (ACAD) journals. 

There are about 85 million words transcripts of unscripted conversations from nearly 150 

different TV and radio programs in the spoken genre. About 81 million from short stories 

and plays represent the genre of fiction. The magazine genre contains about 86 million 

words, including excepts from nearly 100 different magazines in a wide range of domains 

like health, home, gardening, financial, religion, sports, etc. There are also about 81 

million words from ten newspapers across the U.S., such as the New York Times, 

Washington Post, and Chicago Sun-Times. About 81 million words from nearly 100 
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different peer-reviewed academic journals are also included. This corpus allows users to 

search for frequencies of words, phrases, and grammatical constructions in detailed 

contexts. In this study, different functions of the COCA corpus were used for different 

research purposes. 

    In this study, referring to and following Taylor (2002) and Liu’s (2010) studies of 

synonymous adjectives, I focus on both frequencies of the synonymous adjectives and 

collocations, and description of subtle meaning differences across the adjectives based on 

examination in context and consultation with native English speakers. I employ the 

behavioral approach in analyzing frequencies of the near synonyms and the frequencies 

of collocation nouns. But different from previous studies, instead of analyzing numbers 

of ID tags, configural frequency, or other statistical data, this study pays more attention to 

subtleties of meaning difference in context.  

 

4. Data Analysis 

    As introduced previously, all data in this study is from the COCA corpus. In the 

following sections, frequencies of several sorts are presented and differences and 

similarities of the near synonyms are discussed. 

 

    4.1 Frequency 

    In this section, I look at the overall frequency of the near synonyms. These are shown 

in Table 1: 
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Table 1: Overall frequency across genres 

WORD TOTAL SPOKEN FICTION MAGAZINE NEWS- 
PAPER 

ACADEMIC 

awesome 3763 960    
(25.51%) 

612    
(16.26%) 

1102   
(29.29%) 

823    
 (21.87) 

266    
(7.07%) 

excellent 
 

17469 2544  
(14.56%) 

2254  
(12.90%) 

5244   
(30.03%) 

3828   
(21.91%) 

3599   
(20.60%) 

fabulous 4335 1506  
(34.74%) 

611    
(14.09%) 

1308   
(30.17%) 

759     
(17.52%) 

151     
(3.48%) 

fantastic 5925 2204  
(37.20%) 

944    
(15.93%) 

1262   
(21.30%) 

903     
(15.24%) 

612     
(10.33%) 

great 203119 61654 
(30.35%) 

32157 
(15.83%) 

46188 
(22.74%) 

35257  
(17.36%) 

27863 
(13.72%) 

terrific 6881 3203  
(46.55%) 

947    
(13.76%) 

1315   
(19.11%) 

1269    
(18.44%) 

147     
(2.14%) 

wonderful 29310 11909 
(40.63%) 

5859  
(19.99%) 

5401   
(18.43%) 

4689    
(16.00%) 

1452   
(4.95%) 

TOTAL 270802 83980 43384 61820 47528 34090 

 

We can see from the table that the frequencies of the seven near synonyms are high, but 

there are big gaps between these frequencies. The words great, wonderful, and excellent 

have higher frequencies. Great occupies about 75.01% of the total frequency, which is 

three times the sum of the other six near synonyms. The frequency of awesome is the 

lowest, about 1.39% of the total. The rank of overall frequencies of the near synonyms 

from highest to lowest is: great > wonderful > excellent > terrific > fantastic > fabulous > 

awesome. 

    Looking across the genres, as shown in the last row of Table 1, the total frequency of 

the seven near synonyms is highest in spoken language and lowest in academic. But there 

are differences among the seven synonymous adjectives:  fabulous, fantastic, great, 

terrific, and wonderful have the highest frequencies in spoken among the five genres, 

while awesome and excellent have the highest frequency in magazines. There are two 
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potential reasons for this. First, since magazines are written articles, they may need to be 

more objective rather than emotional. Second, from my observation, the magazines are 

mainly for young and middle-aged readers, so the word awesome may be used more in 

correspondence with the potential audience’s use: informal observation of native spoken 

American English suggests that awesome is increasingly being used among younger 

generations as an alternative to great to express approbation, without the sense that awe 

is inspired.  

    Another perspective in studying of frequencies is across time periods. The COCA 

corpus provides data from 1990 to 2011. Considering every five years as a single time 

period, the frequencies are as shown in Table 2: 

Table 2: Overall frequencies across periods 

WORD 1990-1994 1995-1999 2000-2004 2005-2009 
awesome 630 

(0.00000606) 
752  
(0.00000727) 

834 
(0.00000810) 

1197 
(0.00001173) 

excellent 4055 
(0.00003899) 

4288 
(0.00004145) 

4056 
(0.00003940) 

4104 
(0.00004022) 

fabulous 635 
(0.00000611) 

1030 
(0.00000996) 

1056 
(0.00001026) 

1297 
(0.00001269) 

fantastic 961 
(0.00000924) 

1146 
(0.00001108) 

1465 
(0.00001423) 

1861 
(0.00001824) 

great 45310 
(0.00043568) 

48779 
(0.00047154) 

47974 
(0.00046604) 

48584 
(0.00047619) 

terrific 1436 
(0.00001381) 

1836 
(0.00001775) 

1709 
(0.00001660) 

1538 
(0.00001507) 

wonderful 6917 
(0.00006651) 

8349 
(0.00008071) 

6935 
(0.00006737) 

5791 
(0.00005676) 

NOTE: The numbers in parentheses are the frequency of the words out of the total words 
recorded in the corpus in that period.  

The total numbers of words in the corpus for these four periods are: 103,999,130 (1990-

1004), 103,447,192 (1995-1999), 102,940,701 (2000-2004), and 102,026,857 (2005-

2009). Although the frequency of the words in each period is very small, differences are 
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still obvious. From the table above, we can see that the overall frequencies across periods 

are increasing for all words except for wonderful. The frequencies of awesome, fabulous, 

and fantastic are increasing dramatically, almost doubling between the first and last 

periods. The frequencies of excellent, great, terrific and wonderful vary across periods 

with ups and downs. Excellent, terrific and wonderful have highest frequency in the 

period of 1995-1999, which is a big increase compared to the previous period, but 

declined after that. The frequency of wonderful in the period of 2005-2009 decreased 

over 16%, which is a big decrease. To sum up, there is a clear trend that the words 

awesome, fabulous, and fantastic are being used more and more. The use of other 

adjectives varies without a clear trend being apparent. 

 

    4.2 Collocations 

    Taylor (2002) claims that the differences in nature of near synonyms are best shown 

when they collocate with the same word. In this section, collocations of the seven 

synonymous adjectives are analyzed. First, conversations and sentences containing two or 

more of the seven synonyms are examined. Considering the use of two or more adjectives 

for the same reference in a given context provides a good basis for comparison. Then 

based on grammatical relationship of adjectives, adverbs and nouns, collocates with the 

synonymous adjectives are examined. 

    4.2.1 Comparison of the near synonyms 

    In this section, examples containing any two or more of the near synonyms were 

collected. The constraint was that one of the near synonyms appear within four words on 



13 

 

either side of another of the near synonyms in this group. The frequencies are shown in 

Table 3: 

Table 3: Frequencies of collocations  

 awesome excellent fabulous fantastic great terrific wonderful 
awesome  2 

1.90% 
2 
2.11% 

3 
2.54% 

37 
5.93% 

2 
1.31% 

6 
1.60% 

excellent 2 
3.70% 

 5 
5.26% 

6 
5.08% 

66 
10.58% 

5 
3.27% 

21 
5.54% 

fabulous 2 
3.70% 

5 
4.76% 

 4 
3.39% 

55 
8.81% 

7 
4.58% 

22 
5.80% 

fantastic 3 
5.56% 

6 
5.71% 

4 
4.21% 

 82 
13.14% 

3 
1.96% 

20 
5.28% 

great 39 
72.2% 

66 
62.86% 

55 
57.89% 

82 
69.49% 

 105 
68.6% 

279 
73.61% 

terrific 2 
3.70% 

5 
4.76% 

7 
7.37% 

3 
2.54% 

105 
16.83% 

 31 
8.18% 

wonderful 6 
11.1% 

21 
20.00% 

22 
23.16% 

20 
16.95% 

279 
44.7% 

31 
20.2% 

 

TOTAL 54 105 95 118 624 153 379 

From this table, we can see that great and wonderful are frequently used with other near 

synonyms. In contrast, the frequencies of collocations of any two near synonyms of the 

set awesome, excellent, fabulous, fantastic and terrific are all below 10. These were 

considered too low for further consideration. In this section, the collocations of great 

with each of the other six synonymous adjectives, and collocations of wonderful with the 

other near synonyms except awesome, are analyzed. 

    Great vs. Awesome 

    In the comparison of great and awesome, two patterns may be observed. The first 

pattern shows that awesome is stronger in degree of goodness than great, and the second 

pattern shows that awesome is “as good as” great.  
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    In sentence (1), awesome is used after so great. The two instances of awesome can be 

deemed as equivalents of so great. So awesome is stronger than great in degree of 

goodness.  

(1) RODRIGUEZ: No cookie cutter formula. Mr-BAYOU: There's no cookie cutter 
formula. There never has been. RODRIGUEZ: You're awesome. Mr-BAYOU: Thank 
you so much. I had a great time. RODRIGUEZ: Thank you so much for making us 
sexy. Mr-BAYOU: My pleasure. RODRIGUEZ: Appreciate it. Now let's go over to 
Harry. HARRY-SMITH-co-ho: We're loving Charity over there. Yeah! RODRIGUEZ: 
Woo, Charity! DAVE-PRICE-reporti: Beautiful. SMITH: So great. Awesome, 
awesome. PRICE: And a brilliant producer, I might add. SMITH: Yeah. 
    2008. SPOK. CBS_The Early Show. 

    In example (2), there is a building up in degree of “goodness” shown by “this is great, 

this is awesome, this is seriously great”. “This is seriously great” is a colloquial 

expression, similar in degree to awesome in expressing the meaning of “very good”.

(2) Nova recognizes irony, which is what Mrs. Stevenson, her senior English teacher, 
defined as,  "when the fire chief's house burns down." Part of the irony in calling her 
"The Bride" came from the fact that Nova was already pregnant; she knew this, too. 
"No, this is great, this is awesome, this is seriously great," Jake's brother had 
assured her in Maine." We always figured he was gay. " Now Jake blows her a kiss 
from the yard before he drives off in his old truck. Nova has never known a man 
before who would blow anybody a kiss, ever, under any circumstances. She rubs her 
flat stomach, fingering the navel ring. 
    2007. FIC. Ultima thule. Southern Review. 43(1). P 100-109. 
     
    In the second pattern, awesome is just as great as great, with little difference in degree. 

Like in examples (3) and (4), awesome and great are used to modify different subjects in 

a parallel structure, expressing the same meaning of “very good”. Two near synonyms 

used in parallel can be seen as variation in expression, which is preferred in English. 
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(3) "I've seen many different types of people around the neighborhood, from those 
who have lived here all their lives to those who are just passing through in the wild 
throes of youth. You can find everything here. I mean, we've got sushi, sandwiches, 
fast food, Thai food, bars, parks, liquor stores, coffee shops, and it's all within 
walking distance. " # 35. Speer # Joseph Goolsby, 29: Grant Street # "There are 
awesome shops, great bars and restaurants, a very urban atmosphere and a great 
community. I used to live in Capitol Hill before I moved to Portland, Ore., but it was 
too completely packed with people and parking was hard to find. This neighborhood 
is more slow-paced and relaxing. " 
    2008. NEWS. 78 special neighborhoods. Denver Post. 
 
(4) One of the most gifted players in the league, Tarpley has been plagued by knee 
injuries and drugs. He is currently suspended from the league for at least two 
seasons after failing to comply with the league's substance-abuse policy for the third 
time. The 7-footer was one of the NBA's most versatile and agile big men, a great 
scorer and awesome rebounder. Without him, the Mavericks have no shot-blocker, 
reliable inside scorer or a player the opposition fears.  
     1992. NEWS. USA Today. New drive in Dallas. 
 

    Two different uses of awesome seem to occur in these examples. As shown in section 

4.1, the frequency of awesome is growing over time. The increase in use could be a result 

of a change in meaning involving expansion of use. As suggested by native speakers of 

different ages, the degree of strength of awesome may expanding to include less strength, 

and it is used more and more frequently. Based on my observation of TV programs and 

movies, awesome seems to be used frequently by younger people as a variation of great.  

    Great vs. Excellent 

    The collocations of great and excellent show that excellent is stronger in degree of 

“goodness” than great. In commenting on the same subject in these collocational data, 

great is always followed by excellent. In example (5), great, excellent and perfect are all 

used to comment on the event of “I did publish a book”. This order seems natural as an 

increase in degree of “goodness”, with excellent between great and perfect.  
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(5) GELLER:... and that's when Christians and Jews lived under (UNINTELLIGIBLE) 
and were denied basic human rights. The big message in Cordova is... LANE: So you 
don't like this guy. GELLER: What I'm saying is that he's being dishonest. LANE: 
Publish a book. GELLER: I did publish a book. (CROSSTALK) LANE: Great. Excellent. 
Perfect. People should buy your book, read it, and then they should listen to this guy, 
decide who is right and who's wrong. GELLER: What's that got to do with this? I am 
saying why... 
    2010. SPOK. FOX_Hannity. 

    In example (6), great and the following excellent are both used to modify “job”. Again, 

this order is corresponds to an increase in degree of “goodness”.

(6) KOTB: You guys are unbelievable. Again, I just want to point out that the whole 
bunch from York came all the way here, they drove a long way to be part of Tucker's 
Team. It's unbelievable. And, Tucker? Tucker, will you give us a big cheer to send us 
off? You give me what you tell them, right? Ready? One, two, three. Mr-HAAS: Just 
win, baby! KOTB: Just win, baby! That's a great job. Excellent job. You guys, thank 
you so much. We really appreciate it. All right. And we'll be right back. But first, this 
is TODAY on NBC.' 
    2007. SPOK. NBC_Today. 

    Great vs. Fabulous 

    In examining the collocations of great and fabulous, two points are observed. First, 

fabulous is stronger in degree than great. Second, the thing or event that fabulous 

comments on tend to be unbelievable, in the sense of ‘incredible’. In example (7), 

fabulous follows “not just great”. This indicates that great cannot fully express the degree 

of “goodness” of the experience. The “steak house on Capitol Hill” having “fabulous 

view”, “good food” and “fabulous service”, all of which is almost too good to believe. So 

in this context, the word fabulous, which is stronger than great, is appropriate in this 

position.  
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(7) She is a photographer and her photos of waterscapes near D.C. were miraculous. 
Then to my apartment at the Watergate for a haircut and a nap. Then to pick up my 
wife. We met and then met with our pal Russ Ferguson for dinner at Charlie 
Palmer's steak house on Capitol Hill. We had a table with a fabulous view of the 
Capitol. Breathtaking. The food was good and the service was fabulous. Not just 
great. Fabulous. Then, to bed in our hooches at the Watergate. In my hooch, I have 
a shower that generates considerable steam. That helps my always sore lungs. I 
slept like a baby. 
    2010. MAG. Making the LAX-JAX connection. The American Spectator. 43(5). P 62-
65. 

    In example (8), fabulous is followed by “absolutely great”, which means ‘super great’ 

or ‘almost perfect’. Great is brought closer to fabulous in strength with the help of the 

adverb “absolutely”, but otherwise, it is weaker. Fabulous in this example is used to 

describe the feeling of getting an invitation to the “wedding of the century”, which is 

almost too good to believe. 

(8) NICK-WATT-1-ABC-N# (Off-camera) Hello again, George. Well while William and 
Kate are here in Anglesey doing their royal thing, we have been looking through that 
wedding guest list. And we've spoken exclusively to, well, a rather surprising guest. 
NICK-WATT-1-ABC-N# (Voiceover) Among the chosen to attend their wedding of 
the century, there are, of course, some stars. Elton John. David and Victoria 
Beckham. John Haley. John who? JOHN-HALEY-1OWNER# I got an invitation to the 
wedding, which is fabulous, absolutely great. NICK-WATT-1-ABC-N# (Voiceover) 
John Haley owns this pub, The Old Boot Inn, just outside Bucklebury, where Kate 
Middleton grew up. 
    2011. SPOK. ABC_Good Morning America.  

    Great vs. Fantastic 

    The data containing great and fantastic shows that fantastic is stronger than great, as 

in example (9). In this sentence, “beyond great” is used after “fantastic” as a further 

explanation of “fantastic”. Another pattern as shown in example (10) is where the two 

synonyms are used in a repeated structure. This suggests an increase in the degree of 

“goodness”.  
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(9) Too much fluff about his changing from acoustic to electric, but great all the 
same. The greatest poet of my lifetime and a great musician, too. # I saw a concert of 
his, actually three of them, in the early' 60s. He was fantastic. Beyond great. 
Haunting. Then I saw one about eight years ago and it was terrible. An insult. 
    2005. MAG. Among the Sane. The American Spectator. 38(9). P 60-62. 
 
(10) Mr-NABORS: It's good to be anywhere. McEWEN: It's good to be anywhere 
these days. How are you feeling after your liver transplant? Mr-NABORS: I -- I feel 
great. I feel fantastic. It's -- transplantation is a miraculous thing. I -- I didn't know 
too much about it going into it. And -- but I've sure learned a lot. 
    1996. SPOK. CBS_Morning. 

    In both (9) and (10), an additional word in the context suggests that fantastic refers to 

something way beyond everyday positive experience. In example (9), the poet is “the 

greatest”, or nearly perfect in the eye of the speaker. The word haunting shows a feeling 

almost reminiscent of a sense of the supernatural, which is used to describe the feeling 

about the music. So the poet-musician is almost like a supernaturally perfect, fantasized 

character to the speaker. In example (10), a liver transplant has given the speaker another 

life. It is “a miraculous thing” and the feeling of being alive for the speaker is almost like 

living in a fantasy. From the context, we can see that the use of fantastic is related to the 

sense of “fantasy”, which invokes unreality.  

    Great vs. Terrific 

    Comparison of great and terrific by native English speakers in context shows that 

terrific is stronger than great. As in examples (11) and (12), great is followed by terrific 

either with or without a subject. Here the word order corresponds to a difference in 

degree between the two near synonyms. In example (11), “Christiane”, the subject, is a 

reporter working outside the country. In describing the “reporter” working overseas, the 

degree of goodness is strengthened by using terrific.  
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(11) AMANPOUR: Will I stay? KING: Yes AMANPOUR Yes, I'm here for the duration 
KING Thanks- Sen. DOLE: Hope it's not too long KING We'll be seeing lots of you, and 
thanks very much, Christiane. That's Christiane Amanpour, a great, terrific 
reporter, in Saudi Arabia. We have some moments left with the Minority Leader of 
the Senate, and we go to Jeffersonville, Ohio, hello. 3rd CALLER: Jeffersonville, Ohio 
Yes, hello. 
    1991. SPOK. CNN_King. 

    In example (12), “I’m proud of you” shows the speaker’s attitude and emotion on the 

other speaker’s work. The degree of goodness is built-up in the three short comments. 

Reference to “them great falls” and to “how Lewis an[d] Clark must’ve felt when they 

[have] seen such a sight as that” are consistent with the building up of strength of 

emotion. 

(12) "Hit's a graveyard around here. " " I believe it. " " Seem like I wadn't hardly 
ready f'r' em to go off. " " We never are. " " You know, some of th' stuff Lace taught 
me, it's stickin'! I set here last night and wrote five pages of things that was goin' 
around in m' noggin. " " Great! Terrific! I'm proud of you! " " I got to thinkin' about 
them great falls of th' Missouri, five of' em, and how of Lewis an' Clark must've felt 
when they seen such a sight as that. " 
    1999. FIC. A New Song. Jan Karon. 
  
    Great vs. Wonderful 

    A difference in degree between great and wonderful can also be observed. In examples 

(13) and (14), wonderful appears after great. In example (13), great and wonderful are 

used to describe the successfulness of the performance. The use of wonderful deepened 

the degree of successfulness. 

(13) I guess part of the beauty of what I do for this show also is that sometimes I 
don't know what I'm going to do next. I know the lines because you have to keep in 
rhythm with the words and the part and what's going on. But physically I just do 
stuff, and I don't know where it comes from. I don't think about it. And they react to 
it and it's great, it's wonderful. 
    2003. NEWS. Doughnut-shop sitcom a slam-dunk for Guzman. Chicago Sun-Times. 
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    In example (14), the focus is on the goodness of the reason. Using wonderful makes 

the reason seem sounder.  

(14) They don't have the receptors aligned quite the right way to sense chili 
capsaicin as heat. It's just not hot to them. And so that's a great, wonderful reason 
to be hot because you keep all those good consumers, all the birds, and you stop the 
mammals which might be not such good consumers because they chew the seeds. 
It's elegant and it does help the chilies but it's probably not the original function for 
the heat in the chilies. 
    2008. SPOK. NPR_Talk of the Nation. 

    From the comparison of great with other synonymous adjectives thus far, a general 

difference in degree was identified: great is “very good, but not as good as” the other six 

near synonyms. It is used in parallel structures with other near synonyms, and serves as 

base line to create a build-up. Both fabulous and fantastic are used more than great in 

describing things, events, or feelings that are almost too good to believe. Another finding 

is that there are two patterns of use of awesome: one is stronger than great, and the other 

one is about as good as great, with a connotation of some enthusiasm.  

    The other adjective which appears frequently with other near synonyms is wonderful. 

Different from the use of great as analyzed above, wonderful is frequently used together 

with other synonymous adjectives in describing one topic, as in examples (15) and (16), 

or with other synonyms in parallel structures, as in examples (17) and (18). These uses 

indicate that wonderful and the other near synonyms have some overlap but are still 

different in meaning; they are not interchangeable. The meaning of the combination of 

wonderful and other synonymous adjectives is more than “very good”.  

    In example (15), the four adjectives kind, brave, wonderful and excellent are all used to 

describe the man in superlative form. Each adjective contributes a different aspect of 
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meaning with very strong emotion represented by the superlative forms. This is similar to 

example (16), where fabulous, wonderful, exciting, and outrageously phenomenal are 

strung together to describe an extreme feeling.  

(15) Maybe he is indeed sitting on a wagon now, but it very well may be that he is 
sitting, not on a wagon, but on a terribly tall tower, from which, if you fell, it would 
take you a whole day, a whole month, to reach the earth - you would keep falling and 
never get there. Maybe it is simply the Cossack Likhachev sitting under the wagon, 
but it very well may be that he is the kindest, bravest, most wonderful, most 
excellent man in the world, whom nobody knows. Maybe it was indeed a hussar 
who came for water and went back into the hollow, but maybe he just vanished from 
sight, vanished completely, and never was. 
    2007. MAG. From Tolstoy’s war and peace. The Hudson Review. 60(2). P201-275. 
 
(16) All this with a camera on me. Now, there's acting! Raymond is a regular loser at 
these things, so there is some resignation on our parts. We're the uncool lunch table 
at Hollywood High School. In 2000, the impossible happened. I won the Emmy for 
Best Actress in a Comedy. All I can say is that every single person on this planet 
should have the experience once in their life-it is the most fabulous, wonderful, 
exciting, outrageously phenomenal feeling in the whole universe, even if it is 
completely meaningless. Only my children's births were more exciting 
    2002. MAG. Belly laughs. People. 58(14). P108-111. 
 
    In example (17), fantastic and wonderful are linked by and, commenting on the 

research by Steve and his team. The woman expressed her appreciation of the 

development of Apple products. By using the shoring “fantastic and wonderful”, her 

appreciation of the unique, extraordinary research is shown well.  

(17) PALCA: Interesting. We have time for one final quick call. Liza in Baltimore, go 
ahead. LIZA-1Caller2: Hi there. Thank you for taking my call. I had the fortunate 
opportunity to climb some tall trees with Steve when I was an undergraduate. 
PALCA: Oh, wow. LIZA: And -- hi. Prof-SILLETT: Hello. LIZA: And I just wanted to 
say, congratulations. I love hearing about all the research that you guys are putting 
out. I think it's fantastic and wonderful. PALCA: All right. LIZA: And I love the little 
episodes that keep coming out in the news. It's great. 
    2004. SPOK. NPR_Science. 
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    In example (18), wonderful and terrific are repeated twice, once as predicate adjective 

and once as prenominal attributive adjectives. The quoted sentence is from a man who 

finally had a son after having 11 daughters. This is a very unusual situation.

(18) Mons III sp. A.279 hitter in Class A last year, Mr. Mons is apparently a terrific 
outfielder, expected to move up to Double AA this year. His name derives from his 
great grandfather who always wanted a son but was blessed with 11 daughters 
before finally receiving a boy, and said,' Oh, this is wonderful, this is terrific.' Those 
adjectives became the names of the first son of each wonderful, terrific generation. 
    1996. SPOK. NPR_Weekend 
 
    The meaning expressed by combinations of wonderful and the other synonymous 

adjectives in both examples is way beyond “great”, and this is evidenced by the tone of 

the entire context is also shown. As shown in example (18), “this is wonderful” is not 

only commenting on the fact that “his great grandfather” finally “had a son after 11 

daughters” is good, but also shows the uniqueness of this fact. 

 

    4.2.2 Adverbs 

    The near synonyms in question can all be modified by adverbs. In this section, the 

inquiry is restricted to collocational adverbs that are closely followed by the synonymous 

adjectives. Only those collocations with frequencies of 10 or above are considered. The 

number of tokens for each near synonym is shown in Table 4.  

Table 4: Numbers of tokens of collocational adverbs 

awesome excellent fabulous fantastic great terrific wonderful 
10 13 8 11 40 8 25 

From the table above, we can see that great has the most tokens of collocational adverbs, 

while fabulous and terrific have the least. A potential reason for the differences in tokens 
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is caused by differences in degree. As analyzed in section 4.1, great is more general and 

weaker than the other adjectives, so it is not surprising that more adverbs, functioning as 

intensifiers, are used to provide more information about degree or show emphasize, 

amplify, or down-tone with great. In contrast, the extreme end of positive scale doesn’t 

need much modification since it is included, so to speak in the adjective’s meaning itself. 

Thus, fabulous, terrific, awesome, and fantastic are extremely positive even when 

unmodified. But as mentioned earlier, awesome seems to have two different uses, with 

one sense as a variation of great. From this point, one should expect that many adverbs 

could be used to modify it. But as shown in the table above, there are few tokens. I 

hypothesize that the use of awesome as a variation of great is newer, and still not as 

widespread as great, which all speakers use. This may be why there are fewer tokens of 

awesome modified by adverbs than for great. So the older use of awesome could also be 

extremely positive. Another potential reason for great having the most adverb tokens is 

that it has an additional meaning beyond “very good”: referring to amount in terms of 

size or number. In contrast, the other six adjectives have fewer commonly occurring 

senses.   

    Although varying significantly in numbers of tokens, there is great overlap of the 

adverbs modifying the near synonyms. Almost all adverbs used to modify fabulous and 

terrific can also be used to modify the other near synonyms. The adverbs shared by five 

or more of the seven near synonyms are shown in Table 5:  
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Table 5: Collocation adverbs shared by five or more of the near synonyms 

Adverbs awe-
some 

excellent fabulous fantastic great terrific wonder-
ful 

T 

how √ (26) 
(8.81%) 

√ (15) 
(6.76%) 

√ (32) 
(10.4%) 

√ (20) 
(4.47%) 

√ (879) 
(14.4%) 

√ (29) 
(8.61%) 

√ (547) 
(22.5%) 

7 

so √ (63) 
(21.4%) 

√ (22) 
(9.91%) 

√ (43) 
(13.9%) 

√ (76) 
(17.0%) 

√ (2468) 
(40.3%) 

√ (50) 
(14.8%) 

√ (519) 
(21.3%) 

7 

really √ (22) 
(7.46%) 

√ (52) 
(23.4%) 

√ (29) 
(9.42%) 

√ (58) 
(12.3%) 

√ (1202) 
(19.6%) 

√ (97) 
(28.8%) 

√ (263) 
(10.8%) 

7 

as √ (17) 
(5.76%) 

√ (25) 
(11.3%) 

√ (18) 
(5.84%) 

√ (36) 
(8.05%) 

√ (834) 
(13.6%) 

√ (15) 
(4.45%) 

√ (105) 
(4.31%) 

7 

just √ (51) 
(17.3%) 

   (7) 
(3.15%) 

√ (40) 
(13.0%) 

√ (57) 
(12.8%) 

√ (494) 
(8.07%) 

√ (69) 
(20.5%) 

√ (264) 
(10.8%) 

6 

more √ (23) 
(7.80%) 

√ (22) 
(9.91%) 

√ (25) 
(8.12%) 

√ (42) 
(9.40%) 

√ (84) 
(1.37%) 

    (7) 
(2.08%) 

√ (88) 
(3.61%) 

6 

most √ (47) 
(15.9%) 

√ (73) 
(32.9%) 

√ (55) 
(17.9%) 

√ (78) 
(17.5%) 

√ (22) 
(0.36%) 

    (8) 
(2.37%) 

√ (479) 
(19.7%) 

6 

absolute-
ly 

   (8) 
(2.71%) 

   (5) 
(2.25%) 

√ (60) 
(19.5%) 

√ (60) 
(13.4%) 

√ (46) 
(0.75%) 

√ (33) 
(9.79%) 

√ (150) 
(6.16%) 

5 

pretty √ (38) 
(12.9%) 

   (1) 
(0.45%) 

   (6) 
(1.95%) 

√ (20) 
(4.47%) 

√ (95) 
(1.55%) 

√ (29) 
(8.61%) 

√ (21) 
(0.86%) 

5 

TOTAL 295 222 308 447 6124 337 2436  

NOTE: In this table, the check mark ‘√’ indicates that the noun appears in the list of 
the top ten most frequently modified nouns of the adjective; the numbers in 
parentheses ‘()’ are the frequencies of the collocate phrases. The ‘T(OTAL)’ column 
shows the number of lists (top ten most frequently modified nouns) the noun 
involves in. 
 

    From the above analysis, we can see that the individual adverbs used to modify the 

near synonyms differ in their frequency. Great can be modified by more adverbs than the 

others, while fabulous and terrific take the fewest. However, the collocational adverbs of 

the synonymous adjectives do overlap greatly.  

 

 

    4.2.3 Nouns  

    In this section, I examine nouns modified by the seven near synonymous adjectives. 

The nouns examined occur right after the adjectives, and the numbers of tokens recorded 
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in the corpus are no less than 10. The nouns can be categorized into two different groups: 

abstract vs. concrete, and proper vs. common. Furthermore, the abstract nouns represent 

four sets of conceptual fields: emotions/feelings, states/attributes, concepts/ideas, and 

movements/events; and concrete nouns are divided into two types: objects (including 

places), and people. The results are shown in Table 6. 

Table 6: Categories and numbers of tokens of collocation nouns 

Categories TOT awe-
some 

exce- 
llent 

fabu- 
lous 

fantas- 
tic 

great terri- 
fic 

wonder- 
ful 

Abstract Emotions 
/Feelings  

9 1    6  2 

States 
/Attributes 

19 1 3   15   

Concepts 
/Ideas 

151 5 27 10 15 34 18 42 

Movements 
/Events 

110 5 43 3 9 18 15 17 

Concrete Objects 19  5 3  5 2 4 
Places 6  1 1  2  2 
People 49  7 4 2 6 11 19 

Proper 7 1 1   4  1 
TOTAL Number 370 13 87 21 26 90 46 87 

From the table above, we can see that great has the largest number of tokens, while 

awesome has the fewest. The numbers of tokens of these adjectives almost correspond to 

their overall frequencies, except that the differences between great, wonderful and 

excellent are not as obvious as in the overall frequencies.     

    Looking across the three categories of nouns, the near synonyms are used more 

frequently in modifying abstract nouns than concrete nouns. Among the types of abstract 

nouns, they describe concepts/ideas most frequently, followed by movements/events. In 

describing concept/ideas, wonderful is used most frequently, followed by great and 

excellent. In describing movements/events, excellent is used far more frequently than the 



26 

 

other synonymous adjectives. Among the categories of concrete nouns, the seven 

synonymous adjectives describe people most frequently, especially the word wonderful.  

    In order to delineate more detailed differences across the seven synonymous adjectives 

in modifying nouns, below I examine sentences containing the collocations of the same 

noun with each of the seven synonymous adjectives. The top ten nouns most frequently 

modified by each of the seven near synonyms are shown in Table 7: 

Table 7: Top 10 nouns modified by each of the synonymous adjectives 

R awesome excellent fabu- 
lous 

fantas- 
tic 

great terrific wonder- 
ful 

1 power job job job deal job thing(s) 

2 response-
bility 

example 
(s) 

baker story(s) thing idea life 

3 sight choice(s) wealth thing(s) job guy time(s) 

4 thing source(s) party tale(s) depres-
sion 

time job 

5 job way people voyage idea(s) movie place(s) 

6 task opportu-
nity(s) 

time idea time book people 

7 experien-
ce 

question food place way story man/men 

8 god point(s) house way power(s) thing(s) way(s) 

9 feeling chance life time man/men people story(s) 

1
0 

force idea show 
/women 

experien-
ce 
/world 

place way 
/performan-
ces 

opportunity
(s) 

From this table, we can see that the nouns modified by the seven synonymous adjectives 

vary considerably, but there is still some overlap. For example, the noun job appears in 

the top ten most frequently modified nouns for all seven adjectives, and thing, way, and 

time appear in five lists. In the rest of this section, I examine the collocation of job with 

each of the seven synonymous adjectives. 
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    As shown in Table 7, job can be modified by all of the seven synonymous adjectives 

frequently. Three types of collocation with job occur: 1) following the verb do (does, did, 

done) or other verbs having the meaning of ‘perform’, or ‘carry out’; 2) following the 

verbs find, have, or other verbs have the meaning of possess; and 3) used as commentary 

sentence with no verb: “Good job!” 

    When following do (or other verbs have the meaning of ‘perform’, or ‘carry out’), all 

of the collocations mean to finish or do a job or a thing very well, or perform very well. 

The majority of the examples have this structure, so only sentences of this type are 

analyzed.  

    In example (19), “awesome job” refers to an incredible thing that a twelve-year-old girl 

did, and very unusual for someone her age.  

(19) And once they saw me, one turned around and took off. The other one actually 
came out and I -- I got them both at gunpoint -- had one pointed out on the street 
and held the other one in the car until other officers arrive and help me out. HARRY-
SMITH: (LAUGHING) Unbelievable. Mike, talk a little about Mackenzie though, what 
a brave -- what a brave young woman she is? OFFICER-MIKE-KELLO: Mackenzie’s 
amazing. I mean, she did such an awesome job. I mean for a twelve-year-old to do it 
what she did. 
    2010. SPOK. CBS_Early. 

    In example (20), “awesome job” refers to what Barack Obama did: “work on a lot of 

things all at once”. This is incredible for most people, who think it is very difficult to 

“work [on] more than one thing at [a] time”.
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(20) We elected him to work hard. Nancy's candidate was the one who said, "I'm 
going to go back to Washington because I can't work more than one thing at time," 
trying to block the TARP. And Barack Obama told us, "I'm going to work on a lot of 
things all at once because that's what the world needs." And so I think he's done an 
awesome job. I think it's funny we are sitting here. It's like 55 days. We can't give 
people 100 days anymore. HUGHLEY: Right. When you're black, have you to get it 
done faster. (LAUGHTER) 
    2005. MAG. How to handle a bitch. Cosmopolitan. 239(4). P180. 
 
    In example (21), an “awesome job” describes what a 13-year-old boy did in boxing, 

which is very unusual and opposite from the expected norm for children his age.

(21) # Many stick around after completing the community-service requirement, 
hooked by the boxing and the atmosphere. Emerson Chavez, the 13-year-old in 
Weldon's office, wasn't sure he would. # " Boring " was his pronouncement in the 
early days of his 24-hour community-service requirement, levied for talking back to 
a teacher at Galena Park Middle School, where he is a seventh-grader. # But 
moments later, he soaked in the attention from Shelvin. " Awesome, " Shelvin called 
as Emerson twisted through a jackknife exercise. " Awesome job. " # Bored or not, 
Emerson was smiling. # " For some reason, boxing has a bad reputation, but that's 
because people aren't considering... where these kids come from, " Weldon says. " 
You can bad-mouth all the boxers, but I see people playing football in the major 
leagues that are a lot more ignorant than the kids we've got. " # 
    2005. NEWS. Boxing Academy. Houston Chronicle 

    From these examples, we can see that “awesome job” has a connotation of highly 

unusual or incredible for other people in a particular group. Another factor observed in 

the data is that the “awesome job” may be felt by the speaker to be beyond his/her 

capability, and that the speaker has respect or admiration on the person doing the job. In 

(19), the “awesome job” the girl did was very brave, and the speaker shows admiration 

for this girl. In (21), boxing is full of danger and challenge. A teenager participating in 

this game is brave. And in the context the fact that, “Emerson twisted through a jackknife 

exercise” seems an almost impossible feat for the speaker, resulting in admiration. I 

suggest that this connotation of awesome is related to its meaning of “inspiring awe”. As 
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analyzed in previous section, this meaning of awesome with a connotation of “inspiring 

awe” should be the older one, which is extremely positive.  

    In (22), the “job”, which is excellent, is what “they” are supposed to do and responsible 

for at work. Excellent is a comment on “their” performance in doing their job of 

investigating police works.  

(22) WOODROW-TRIPP-FMR: Well, Nancy, it’s – it’s a multitude of different things. 
You have technology. And then it comes down to good, old-fashioned basic police 
work. And when you put those two together, you obviously have the results that you 
have got now. And they did an absolutely excellent job in investigating this and 
bringing it to a conclusion. 
    2011. SPOK. CNN_Nancy Grace. Missing 6-year-old brothers found 

    In (23), the “job” the “new versions” do is a function of electric mowers; and excellent 

is a comment on or evaluation of how well the function shows in use.

23) # Electric mowers are low maintenance -- just keep the blade sharp. In the case 

of AC-powered units, purchase extension cords long enough to reach the boundaries 
of your lawn, and be careful not to run over them. # For those who favor the old-
fashioned way, new versions of the reel-type push mower do an excellent job if the 
lawn is mowed regularly. Reel-type mowers are fun and easy to use and don't 
require winterizing. 
    2009. NEWS. It’s time to sharpen your gardening tools. Washington Post. 

    In (24), the “job of illustrating the underlying working principles of scientific 

computing and disciplined software development” is what “C excels” is used to do. So 

excellent is a comment on how well “C excels” can do the job.
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(24) C is also the most widely used language for programming embedded 
processors, which control everything from automobiles, industrial machinery, 
medical equipment, and household appliances to traffic lights, vending machines, 
cell phones, and toys. Of the 9 billion microprocessors manufactured in 2005, 8.8 
billion were embedded into products. C excels as a model programming language. It 
does an excellent job of illustrating the underlying working principles of scientific 
computing and disciplined software development. Students gain valuable 
knowledge of such fundamental programming concepts as data types, compiling, 
linking, optimization, and static and dynamically shared libraries. 
    2009. ACAD. C for the course. Mechanical Engineering. 131(9). P 50-52 

    From the observation, we can see that excellent is used to comment on a “job” which 

the subject is supposed to do or is normally used to doing. What is more, the subjects 

who do the “excellent job” are other referents, not the speaker. This suggests that the 

comment using excellent is relatively objective, without including strong feeling or 

emotion from the speakers.

In (25), the speaker uses “I was very, very happy for…,” which indicates that her 

subjective opinion about what “she” did is a “fabulous job”.  

(25) " I was very, very happy for her and she's doing a fabulous job. I don't think 
anyone else could play that role better than she can, including me, "Tamera says. 
    2007. MAG. Sister flying solo. Jet. 112(19). P 60-63

    In (26), “I am sure he will do a fabulous job” is personal anticipation of the thing “he 

will do”, which is subjective.  

(26) The prospect of Mr. Diller's running a major Hollywood studio has, however, 
surprised many people in the industry, who say he has repeatedly told friends and 
associates that he intends never again to run a movie company or to work for a 
corporate boss. During his career, he has run the ABC television network, the 
Paramount film studio and the Fox television network. # " I cannot imagine why 
Barry Diller would want to run Universal Studios, but if he chooses to do it, I am 
sure he will do a fabulous job, " said Tom Pollock, an independent film producer 
and former Universal studio chief. " He did it at ABC, he did it at Paramount and he 
did it at Fox. " 
    2001. NEWS. Hollywood’s new force: The over view. New York Times. 
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    In (27), “I always envision …” shows that the “fabulous job” is in the speaker’s mind, 

which is also subjective.

(27) // I was seriously thinking of donating these Jimmy Choos to Goodwill, 
considering they're last year's style. But of course they won't want them now, with 
the chocolate stains, so I guess I won't bother. Which is a real shame, actually. I 
always envision some half-starved, just-out-of-college girl landing a fabulous job 
while wearing something I've donated to Goodwill. I guess that's a bit prideful-not to 
mention presumptuous-of me, but it makes me feel... useful. 
    2008. FIC. You Had Me at Good-Bye

    In the above examples, some adverbs are used. In (25), very is used twice to emphasize 

the degree of “happiness”. In (26), “I am sure” shows a strong feeling on the part of the 

speaker. Always in (27) shows the high frequency of “envision”. All these uses show that 

fabulous has a strong tone.  

    In (28), a “fantastic job” is what Macy’s did beyond its normal business events. In this 

conversation, since Macy’s “helped us”, then the “fantastic job” is used as praise. 

(28) Mr-BAYOU: And, you know, Macy's at Herald Square really helped us with this. 
RODRIGUEZ: Yeah, they did. Mr-BAYOU: They did a fantastic job. 
    2008. SPOK. CBS_The Early Show. Early on style: celebrity designer Bradley Bayou 
on his new book “The Science of Sexy” 

In (29), “fantastic job” concerns what “he praises”.  

(29) For Soldner, naturally, the Marer collection has deeply personal meaning. 
"Memories, of course. I look at a piece and I remember how I helped Pete put that in 
a kiln. Or I see one of mine and think, "I forgot I did that.'' "He is reminded of a 
lifetime of friendships; always, he is struck by the enduring "quality" of the work. He 
praises MacNaughton and Delman for their dedicated efforts to promote and 
nurture the collection- "they're doing a fantastic job" -and only wishes it could be 
exhibited more often. At present Scripps has no permanent display space for its art 
collections, but that's something to dream about for the future, MacNaughton says. 
    2004. MAG. A faith in serendipity. American Craft. 64(1). 60-63
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    In (30), the conversation is an argument on “Chuck Plunkett’s article”. Don Wuertz, 

one of the speakers who criticized on the article. In contrast, the former speaker praises 

the “fantastic job” the article does.

(30) Therefore, it would seem to be logical that we either opt out of RTD or, 
probably more logically, at least eliminate the poorly planned, poorly executed, and 
basically wasteful light rail project. The fact that RTD has proposed all that it has 
does not make it sacred. Chuck Plunkett's article does a fantastic job of laying out 
the lack of benefit on continuing the light rail project as currently designed. # Don 
Wuertz, Longmont # I was surprised at how one-sided Chuck Plunkett's approach 
was to crafting his essay. He completely ignores that almost one-quarter of our 
population does not drive. He also ignores the endless need for roadways and the 
loss of businesses and homes when you increase the right-of-way for all these 
individuals in their cars. 
    2009. NEWS. Open forum letters to the editor. Denver 

In contrast with the strong emotional words fabulous and fantastic, great is more 

neutral. In examples (31), (32) and (33), “great job” means the performance is “very 

good”. Little personal emotion is involved in these examples, and great can be simply 

substituted by “very good”: 

(31) This film takes place while young Kirk and Spock are still in the Starfleet 
Academy. All the actors selected to portray the young versions of the original 
Enterprise crew do a great job. 
    2009. ACAD. Star Trek made me and atheist. Humanist. 69(4). P31-36. 
 
(32) '' I think it's working out pretty well,' Colvin said, adding that he's comfortable 
with his at-bats and routine.'' Everybody's doing a great job right now.' 
    2010. NEWS. Mix & mash: of recipe working. Chicago Sun-Times. 
 
(33) Next, I'd try hot glue, although it sometimes is difficult to get the whole piece 
assembled before the beginning of the joint line cools off too much. Depending on 
what you're assembling, a caulking gun full of ordinary construction adhesive would 
do a great job. For high-strength applications, you'll need to go to an engineering-
grade adhesive, like 3M Scotch-Weld Acrylic Adhesive DP805 or something similar. 
    2011. MAG. Car clinic. Popular Mechanics. 188(2). P 96 
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    In example (34), the particular “job” is what the troops are expected to do, and 

“terrific” is an “analysis” that they did it very well – above simply “great”, but not calling 

for incredible emotion.  

(34) And so right now, my analysis -- and I'm not doing it from any official 
information I get -- is that our troops, as you would expect, are doing a terrific job. 
    2010. SPOK. CNN_News. 

    Likewise in (35), the job of “imbuing their characters with life and spirit” is what 

Worthington and Saldana are expected to do as actors. The evaluation with terrific shows 

that they did this very well, above great, but not at the top of the scale. 

(35) As James Cameron proved in 1997's "Titanic," he has a penchant for melding 
spectacle and old-fashioned storytelling. Here, the narrative fulcrum is a classic boy-
meets-girl, boy-loses-girl romance. The love affair is between a soldier named Jake 
Sully (Sam Worthington) who in the year 2154 enlists with a mission to conquer 
and colonize a distant moon called Pandora, then falls in love with one of its natives, 
a blue-skinned, cat-eyed beauty named Neytiri (Zoe Saldana). Worthington and 
especially Saldana do a terrific job of imbuing their characters with life and spirit, 
but the movie's finest moments belong to Sigourney Weaver, as the idealistic 
scientist who oversees Jake's travels. Is the dialogue corny? You bet. 
    2010. NEWS. Also playing. Washington Post. 

    The “terrific job” in (36) is what academies do in specific areas among the things they 

are investigating. 

(36) " There is little point in an academy offering any advice if you know in advance 
that the advice will not be considered, " says Yee-Cheong. " Establishing constructive 
relationships with government and funding are key challenges, "agrees Clara Cohen, 
NAS program officer for international affairs. Yee-Cheong says academies should 
adapt to the local social, political, and cultural ethos and, above all, serve national 
development needs. New academies that emulate Western values of independence 
and transparency "are languishing," he adds. # Academies in India and China "are 
doing a terrific job" in specific areas such as information technology and climate 
change research, and Brazil and Chile are well-regarded models for the rest of Latin 
America, says Hassan. 
    2003. ACAD. Academies seek to promote scientific excellence in developing 
countries. Physics Today. 56(10). P32-34 
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    I suggest that since a very good job is an expectation, less emotion may be called for 

than in the context where “fabulous job” and “fantastic job”. 

    As suggested in section 4.2.1, wonderful is a step above great in degree of goodness, 

but under the other near synonyms. Under the circumstances described in (37), (38) and 

(39), a good or very good job is what the agents are supposed to do. The adjective 

wonderful show that this expectation has been exceeded, but does not convey strong 

personal emotion on a sense of the incredible as fantastic, fabulous, and awesome in its 

odder sense would do.  

(37) Using paparazzi footage supplied by client Air Creative/Planet 3 Entertainment 
in Los Angeles coupled with some jazzy motion graphics Red Car designed, the local 
post production house has done a wonderful job of capturing the titillating side of 
Tinseltown. 
    2007. NEWS. Local company has ball with Beckham site; Uncommon thinking 
gives international star introduction to the web. Chicago Sun-Times. 
 
(38) "What do you think of the project so far?" he asks her. "You've got 98 percent 
germination! That's amazing!" The men keep a logbook, in which they note dates 
and types of seed planted, time to germination, and other data. Nadkarni and the 
inmates trade hypotheses on why some of the plants grow faster than others. She 
says it's clear they're doing a wonderful job. "The plants are telling me that. It's like 
the frogs at Cedar Creek," she says. "They did better than any of the other facilities 
that have these professional wildlife people working on them." 
    2010. MAG. The green mile. Mother Jones. 35(1). P 58-63. 
 
(39) MORGAN: In his weird, strange way. JACKSON: That's exactly what it is. There's 
no question about -- I know that he loves me, and he's told me before. It's -- you 
know, he has his issues, his things, the way he was brought up, and he's set in his 
ways, and I think he did the best that he could and I think he did a wonderful job 
with us. I mean, the outcome, but the way he went about it, and I don't know if I 
agree with that. But we turned out OK. 
    2011. SPOK. CNN_Piers Morgan Tonight. 

    In (39), “he did a wonderful job” is what “I think”. From these three examples we can 

see that “wonderful job” occupies a middle ground between the more “objective” and less 
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“emotional” excellent and great, and the more “subjective” or “emotional” or hyperbaric 

fabulous, fantastic and awesome. Thus it can be used a certain amount of emotion. This is 

supported by the fact that in the corpus, “wonderful job” frequently co-occurs with “I 

think”, and “I feel”. 

    From the above analysis, we can see that the “jobs” described by the seven 

synonymous adjectives are different. Generally speaking, the “jobs” described most often 

by awesome are not a particular responsibility of the agent, and tend to be unusual or 

unexpected. Excellent, terrific and wonderful tend to modify jobs that are responsibilities 

of the subjects. Fabulous, fantastic and great do not show a preference. As comment, 

evaluation or judgment of a job, fabulous and fantastic are more subjective than the other 

synonymous adjectives.  

     Looking through all the sentences in the corpus, one difference between awesome and 

the other six near synonyms is observed: the phrase ‘awesome job’ is not used at all in 

this type of context with non-humans. The other six adjectives collocating with ‘job’ can 

be used when the referent is an object, including an organization. Examples include 

“Antivirus 2011” in (40), “public system” in (41), “Chuck Plunkett’s article” in (43), and 

“email alerts” in (44). In (42), (45), and (46), “the state of Florida”, “the Mother Teresa 

Home” and “Harris County”, respectively are organizations.  
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(40) Although it has some minor issues, G-Data Antivirus 2011 - our Best Buy- is, on 
the whole, a very strong antivirus package and worthy of your consideration. 
Kaspersky Anti-Virus 2011 Kaspersky Anti-Virus 2011 ($40 for one year on one PC) 
takes fourth place in this roundup of 2011 antivirus software, just behind third-
place finisher G-Data Antivirus 2011. It did an excellent job at stopping brand-new 
malware attacks, as well as a reasonable- though not top-tier - job at detecting 
known malware; it also sports a well-designed interface. But its impact on PC 
performance was worse than average. 
    2011. MAG. Antivirus 2011: Digital Defenders. PC World. 29(3). P 77-83. 
 
(41) To parents who fret that their children are being cheated by an 
underperforming school: Instead of renouncing the public system, which has 
historically done an excellent job of educating America's children, become involved 
in your community schools. Communities that embrace their neighborhood schools 
by providing volunteers, frequent input and support for teachers and staff usually 
enjoy much greater student success than those that do not. 
    2009. NEWS. Education matters: readers have their say. Atlanta Journal 
Constitution.  
 
(42) KING Does the experiences of Katrina and Rita help? PAULISON: I think all the 
experiences we've had helped from Hurricane Andrew, you know, (INAUDIBLE) 
with Hurricane Andrew. You learn from those experiences. We learned from 
Katrina. We did better in Rita and in this one here we're doing much better. The 
State of Florida is just doing a fabulous job. The governor and Craig Fugate the 
emergency manager are seasoned veterans in dealing with hurricanes unfortunately 
for them but they are very good at what they do and they've got a good handle on 
things down there KING Resources get out quickly? 
    2005. SPOK. CNN_King. Hurricane Wilma’s impact. 
 
(43) Therefore, it would seem to be logical that we either opt out of RTD or, 
probably more logically, at least eliminate the poorly planned, poorly executed, and 
basically wasteful light rail project. The fact that RTD has proposed all that it has 
does not make it sacred. Chuck Plunkett's article does a fantastic job of laying out 
the lack of benefit on continuing the light rail project as currently designed. 
    2009. NEWS. Open forum letters to the editor. Denver Post. 
 
(44) JIM-HARRIS: That it was a big earthquake, yes. But I knew that already because 
of e-mail alerts from the U.S. Geological Survey, which does a great job of putting 
the information out. But what happens is, the ground moves back and forth very 
rapidly. And the building sitting on it sort of shakes as it struggles to keep up with 
the ground. 
    2011. SPOK. PBS_News Hour.  
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(45) I admire enormously the work that Mother Teresa did to create the Mother 
Teresa Homes. There's one in my hometown in Ghana, which does a terrific job 
with old people and with children with AIDS and so on. 
    2008. SPOK. Talk of the Nation. 
 
(46) What a shame it is that I have to get into my car for a five- to seven-minute 
errand. Harris County has done a wonderful job with parks, dog parks and other 
amenities for its residents. 
    2009. NEWS. Letters to editors. Houston Chronicle 

 

 
     4.3 Summary 

    Differences among the seven near synonyms in meaning and use were described in 

section 4. The overall frequencies show that great is used most frequently among the near 

synonyms, followed by wonderful and excellent, but the use of awesome, fabulous, and 

fantastic is increasing across time. The frequencies across genres show that fabulous, 

fantastic, great, terrific, and wonderful tend to occur more often in the spoken genre 

evidenced in COCA, while awesome and excellent are prevalent in magazines. Since the 

spoken genre in COCA is primarily comprised of TV news and interviews programs 

rather than casual everyday conversation with different age groups represented, further 

study with other forms of speech might yield different results. For example, awesome 

would probably be found frequently in a corpus containing talk by teenagers and young 

adults. The adverbs used to modify the near synonyms vary greatly in number, but there 

is overlap in collocation with nouns. I suggest that this phenomenon is related to meaning 

differences among the near synonyms. Nouns modified by the adjectives are mainly 

abstract nouns, although the number of tokens varies. Excellent tends to describe 

movement/events, awesome is distributed equally in modifying concept/ideas and 

movements/events, and the others tend to modify concepts/ideas. What is more, looking 
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at the data in the genres of fiction, magazines, newspapers, and academic journals, over 

95% of the tokens are in the form of conversation or quotation. Thus I conclude that the 

seven near synonyms are used mainly in spoken language. 

    From the collocational analysis in section 4.2, three important differences can be 

observed. First, great is more general and weaker than the other six adjectives, while 

fabulous, fantastic, terrific and the older sense of awesome as “inspiring awe” are 

extremely positive. Second, the concepts/ideas or movements/events described by the 

near synonyms vary. Excellent and terrific tend to describe an action/event/feeling that is 

expected for a referent, and awesome tends to describe a thing/event/feeling that is 

unexpected or unusual for a referent. Third, as evaluation of things, events, or feelings, 

fabulous, fantastic, and wonderful express more personal emotion than great and 

excellent. In contrast, excellent tends to be more objective. The second and third findings 

are put together in Table 8.  

Table 8: Features of the seven near synonyms 

 awesome excellent fabulous fantastic great terrific wonderful 
Responsibility _ + + + + + + 
Subjective + _ + + + + + 

NOTE: In this table, + indicates preference, + neutral, and – no preference. 

As shown in the table, great is more neutral in both ways. Fabulous and fantastic share 

preferences, and as shown in section 4.2.1, both of them describe things, events, or 

feelings that are too good to believe. Another finding in this section is the meaning 

change of awesome. The hypothesis about the meaning change is that it has become 

weaker in one sense along with being used more frequently. The older use of awesome 
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has the nuance of “inspiring awe” in expressing “very good”, but the new use of awesome 

can be deemed as a variation of great.  

    Differences among the meanings and uses of the seven near synonyms awesome, 

excellent, fabulous, fantastic, great, terrific, and wonderful were described in this section. 

The differences in degree show that great is more general and weaker, while fabulous, 

fantastic, terrific, and the older sense of awesome are more positive. The differences in 

connotation show that fabulous, and especially, fantastic have a sense of being almost 

unbelievable. The findings of this case study support previous research claiming that 

there are usually differences in the meanings and uses of apparent synonyms, and that 

lexical items tend not to be completely interchangeable. 

 

5. Applications and Suggestions for Further Studies 

    The findings of this study have implications for second language teaching. Corpus-

based study may be effective in supplementing dictionaries for studying near synonyms 

for both teachers and learners. In addition to working with a native English-speaking 

consultant, in-depth study of multiple authentic examples in rich context may help 

learners identify similarities and differences in meaning. Teachers can search for 

examples in a particular pattern in a corpus and show the contexts to students. These may 

involve patterns of collocation and syntactic structure, as well as features of usage 

involving frequency, genre, level of formality, and demographic factors. The information 

shown by the examples from a corpus can be used as supplemental material and in 

particular, provide input for materials development. Such comparative study of words in 
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a semantic field can help learners become aware of differences among target language 

sets of words that may be translated into the same word in another language.  

    Although differences across the seven synonymous adjectives are identified in this 

study, there are still some problems needing to be solved. First, substitution research is 

needed to supplement the findings, such as in Taylor’s (2002) study of ‘high’ and ‘tall’, 

where questionnaires looking at acceptability of collocations were administered to 

subjects. Second, it is known that some of the near synonyms are also used to indicate 

irony and sarcasm, but the COCA corpus data do not provide sufficient examples for 

study. Researchers may need to collect data from other resources. Third, meaning change 

in the use of awesome is observed in this study, and it is suggested that the changed usage 

depends on the age of speaker. Unfortunately, speaker and writer’s ages are not available 

in COCA, so further data is needed to document this informal observation. All these 

questions need to be addressed in further studies. 
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Appendix A: Collocation Adverbs of the Seven Near Synonyms 
 
Table 1: Collocation adverbs of awesome 

RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

1 so 63 12 15 16 18 2 

2 just 51 22 1 6 20 2 

3 most 47 14 7 11 13 2 

4 totally 42 4 13 10 15  

5 pretty 38 20 5 6 7  

6 how 26 4 5 8 7 2 

7 more 23 6 3 8 4 2 

8 really 22 6 2 10 3 1 

9 truly 20 3 3 8 2 4 

10 as 17 1 3 6 5 2 

  349 92 57 89 94 17 

 
 
Table 2: Collocation adverbs of excellent 

RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

1 most 73 4 22 15 12 20 

2 also 60 3 1 29 21 6 

3 really 52 33 6 7 5 1 

4 very 51 30 10 4 1 6 

5 otherwise 38 2 3 19 9 5 

6 as 25 1 1 6 6 11 

7 more 22 1 2 9 3 7 

8 so 22 5 8 1 4 4 

9 truly 20 2 2 9 4 3 

10 how 15  5 1 6 3 

10 generally 15 2  4 7 2 

12 consistently 13   7 6  

13 still 11 2 2 4 1 2 

  417 85 62 115 85 70 
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Table 3: Collocation adverbs of fabulous 

RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

1 absolutely 60 27 5 12 14 2 

2 most 55 14 6 22 12 1 

3 so 43 24 6 9 4  

4 just 40 25 7 5 3  

5 how 32 9 8 12 2 1 

6 really 29 13 1 10 4 1 

7 more 25 6 5 9 3 2 

8 as 18 3 4 8  3 

  302 121 42 77 42 10 

 
 
Table 4: Collocation adverbs of fantastic 

RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

1 most 78 22 18 23 10 5 

2 so 76 35 18 13 7 3 

3 absolutely 60 31 9 8 10 2 

4 really 58 39 4 8 5 2 

5 just 57 43  7 7  

6 more 42 5 12 13 4 8 

7 as 36 1 6 14 7 8 

8 how 20 7 4 6 1 2 

9 pretty 20 9 3 4 4  

10 too 14 1 6 4 2 1 

11 utterly 10  3 4 1 2 

  471 193 83 104 58 33 
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Table 5: Collocation adverbs of great 
RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

1 so 2468 866 436 507 356 303 

2 really 1202 703 127 168 175 29 

3 too 907 122 214 213 145 213 

4 how 879 250 158 239 175 57 

5 as 834 156 98 202 163 215 

6 very 601 274 84 67 54 122 

7 just 494 254 114 60 62 4 

8 that 282 158 40 33 44 7 

9 truly 219 29 29 64 65 32 

10 always 201 158 3 22 14 4 

11 also 183 43 6 83 29 22 

12 pretty 95 30 15 25 24 1 

13 along 84 36 15 23 10  

13 more 84 21 8 41 11 3 

15 still 69 21 9 16 19 4 

16 both 68 16 11 18 14 9 

17 once 59 8 7 14 20 10 

18 only 57 8 6 24 7 12 

19 even 51 5 7 16 10 13 

20 absolutely 46 25 5 7 7 2 

21 especially 42 1 3 14 8 16 

22 particularly 40 17 2 7 4 10 

23 potentially 34 4 1 10 11 8 

24 equally 31 4 2 11 6 8 

25 fucking 30  27 2  1 

26 however 28 3 3 6 2 14 

27 where 24 5 5 3 5 6 

28 actually 22 18 1 1 1 1 

28 most 22 4 1 8 2 7 

30 when 21 4 5 7 2 3 

31 over 18 1 3 5 4 5 

32 incredibly 15 6 1 5 3  

32 less 15 2  7 4 2 

32 obviously 15 7 1 2 4 1 

35 sufficiently 14 2 1 3  8 

36 necessarily 13 7  2 2 2 

36 simply 13 6 1 2 3 1 

38 never 11 4 1  1 5 

38 often 11  2 5 2 2 

40 bloody 10 2 4 3  1 

  9312 3279 1456 1946 1468 1163 
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Table 6: Collocation adverbs of terrific 

RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

1 really 97 67 14 6 10  

2 just 69 56 6 5 1 1 

3 so 50 31 8 5 6  

4 absolutely 33 25  4 4  

5 pretty 29 8 6 6 7 2 

6 how 29 12 9 7 1  

7 also 18 4  10 2 2 

8 as 15 3 2 3 6 1 

  340 206 45 46 37 6 

 
 
Table 7: Collocation adverbs of wonderful 

RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

1 how 547 144 229 90 68 16 

2 so 519 229 138 78 65 9 

3 most 479 155 128 93 75 28 

4 just 264 159 30 33 39 3 

5 really 263 177 20 31 31 4 

6 absolutely 150 97 11 18 21 3 

7 very 129 87 17 10 12 3 

8 as 105 24 43 21 12 5 

9 more 88 21 34 19 8 6 

10 that 78 40 19 8 10 1 

11 quite 63 25 16 8 6 8 

12 truly 55 8 13 16 15 3 

13 also 28 8 1 9 8 2 

14 too 28 6 11 3 4 4 

15 perfectly 26 2 10 6 8  

16 always 24 13  3 8  

17 pretty 21 8 5 3 5  

18 still 21 9 5 3 4  

19 simply 15 4 4 4 3  

20 however 14 1 3 5 1 4 

20 especially 14 3 3 4 2 2 

22 particularly 12 6  3 2 1 

22 equally 12 1 3 6 1 1 

24 incredibly 11 8 1 1  1 

25 rather 10 4 4 2   

  2976 1239 748 477 408 104 
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Appendix B: Frequencies of Collocation Nouns of the Seven Near Synonyms 
 
Table 1: Frequencies of collocation nouns of awesome 

RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

1 power 102 26 13 25 24 14 

2 responsibility 74 23 13 18 12 8 

3 sight 40 4 12 13 9 2 

4 thing 30 12 3 7 7 1 

5 job 28 16 1 5 6  

6 task 27 4 3 9 8 3 

7 experience 19 6 2 5 5 1 

8 god 17  2 13 2  

9 feeling 14 9  2 2 1 

9 force 14 2 5 2 5  

11 beauty 13 1 1 7 2 2 

12 display 12 1 4 5 2  

13 scenery 10  2 5 2 1 

  400 104 61 116 86 33 

 
 
Table 2: Frequencies of collocation nouns of excellent 

RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

1 job 396 159 26 69 104 38 

2 example(s) 332 24 8 77 45 178 

3 choice(s) 186 28 26 92 26 14 

3 source(s) 186 5 5 112 19 45 

5 way 177 11 7 67 19 73 

6 opportunity(s) 173 14 10 28 25 96 

7 question 164 128 18 10 4 4 

8 point(s) 152 105 13 8 12 14 

9 chance 127 36 9 28 41 13 

10 idea 107 29 38 16 16 8 

11 article 106 5 1 54 31 15 

11 book(s) 106 17 7 42 10 30 

13 work 104 22 22 17 16 27 

14 condition 97 9 12 50 15 11 

15 health 94 20 15 32 13 14 

16 results 90 4 3 35 11 37 

17 student(s) 77 5 18 12 24 18 

18 teacher(s) 71 5 7 12 13 34 

19 resource(s) 67 1  19 5 42 

20 performance 63 3 1 23 10 26 

21 quality 59 4 9 21 10 15 

22 program(s) 58 9  17 7 25 
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RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

23 place 57 10 8 17 16 6 

24 time 55 9 10 18 11 7 

25 service 51 7 2 13 27 2 

25 shape 51 12 8 13 18  

27 review(s) 49 1 4 6 9 29 

28 adventure 48 11 1 11 23 2 

29 reason(s) 46 1 21 12 6 6 

29 candidate(s) 46 11 2 14 8 11 

31 care 42 4 11 12 11 4 

31 record 42 13 8 4 10 7 

33 reputation 41 5 5 7 15 9 

34 food 39  5 10 19 5 

34 position 39 3 4 5 8 19 

36 education 37 6 1 5 11 14 

37 piece 35 9  12 12 2 

37 value 35 1 1 18 14 1 

39 rating 34 2  2 28 2 

39 view 34  13 14 3 4 

41 case 33 4 2 7 5 15 

41 cook 33 1 18 4 10  

43 English 32  10 10 8 4 

44 advice 31 7 6 11  7 

44 study 31 1 1 6  23 

44 wine 31 1 7 6 15 2 

47 taste 30 5 13 7 4 1 

47 tool 30 1 2 5 4 18 

49 lady 29  28 1   

50 safety 28 9  11 6 2 

51 introduction 27   8 2 17 

52 overview 26  1 7 4 14 

52 shot 26 2 8 6 10  

52 use 26 1 4 8 7 6 

55 memory 25 3 14 4 2 2 

56 defense 24 5  3 16  

56 report 24 13  3 4 4 

56 selection 24  1 11 11 1 

56 starting 24   8  16 

56 thing 24 9 4 6 3 2 

56 training 24 6 4 5 3 6 

62 analysis 23   6 1 16 

62 discussion 23 1  2 1 19 

62 research 23  1 5 3 14 

62 teaching 23 2  1 1 19 
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RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

66 fishing 22   10 10 2 

66 news 22 7 9 3 3  

68 model 21 5 1 7  8 

68 player 21 1 2 5 12 1 

68 schools 21 4 1 5 8 3 

68 sense 21 4 6 6 3 2 

72 addition 20 1  9 6 4 

72 guide 20  3 10 2 5 

72 summary 20 1  3 4 12 

72 web 20   7 7 6 

76 alternative 19   5 6 8 

76 balance 19 1  12 6  

76 collection 19  1 2 4 12 

76 coverage 19 2  3 10 4 

76 form 19  2 8 6 3 

76 images 19   10  9 

76 vehicle 19 1  5 2 11 

83 credit 18 3  6 8 1 

83 grades 18 3 1 2 5 7 

83 reference 18  2 7 1 8 

83 writer 18 4 4 4 3 3 

87 agreement 17 1  2  14 

  4877 857 515 1316 951 1238 
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Table 3: Frequencies of collocation nouns of fabulous 

RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

1 job 58 35 4 8 10 1 

2 baker 31 10  8 13  

3 wealth 19 5 3 7 2 2 

4 party 17 2 5 9 1  

5 people 16 12 1 2  1 

6 time 15 3 3 4 4 1 

7 food 14 3  8 3  

7 house 14 5 4 3 2  

7 life 14 2 3 6 3  

7 show 14 6 2 3 3  

7 women 14 3 1 9 1  

12 meal 13 4 1 5 3  

12 place 13 4 3 4 2  

14 idea 12 7 2 2 1  

14 thing 12 9 1 1 1  

14 views 12  1 6 5  

17 man 11 8 2  1  

17 prizes 11 4 1 4 1 1 

19 book 10 8  2   

19 clothes 10 1 2 4 3  

19 stuff 10 6 3 1   

  340 134 42 93 59 6 
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Table 4: Frequencies of collocation nouns of fantastic 

RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

1 job 102 63 4 6 27 2 

2 story(ies) 58 20 16 8 3 11 

3 thing(s) 48 25 7 10 5 1 

4 tale(s) 30 2 9 3 1 15 

5 voyage 28 2 2 11 11 2 

6 idea 23 7 8 2 5 1 

7 place 21 11 2 2 5 1 

7 way 21 8 2 8 1 2 

9 time 20 7 3 4 5 1 

10 experience 19 11  3 4 1 

10 world 19 3 4 4  8 

12 creatures 16 3 5 2 1 5 

12 opportunity 16 7 2 4 2 1 

14 amount 14 6 3 3 2  

14 guy 14 11  2 1  

16 literature 13  1   12 

16 view 13 1 7 1 2 2 

18 MR 12 1  3 8  

18 shapes 12 2 3 3 2 2 

18 work 12 5  4 2 1 

21 journey 11 5 1 3 2  

21 people 11 5  2 4  

21 show 11 9 1  1  

24 claims 10 3  3 2 2 

24 images 10 1 3 3  3 

24 rate 10 5 3 1  1 

  574 223 86 95 96 74 

 
 
 
Table 5: Frequencies of collocation nouns of great 
RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

1 deal 6808 2292 795 1184 776 1761 

2 Britain 2394 607 92 522 326 847 

3 thing 2199 1085 188 420 428 78 

4 job 1849 978 142 262 435 32 

5 depression 1596 359 82 439 390 326 

6 idea(s) 1536 599 274 318 249 96 

7 time 1506 636 181 362 288 39 

8 way 1262 354 46 545 220 97 

9 power(s) 1250 153 92 215 127 663 
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RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

10 lakes 1187 9 42 434 202 500 

11 man/men 1044 240 358 182 100 164 

12 place 928 239 93 285 281 30 

13 number(s) 742 207 74 160 85 216 

14 success 734 200 46 199 148 141 

15 plains 709 3 47 273 90 296 

16 work(s) 701 164 94 163 115 165 

17 day 698 395 79 95 114 15 

18 opportunity 695 255 49 134 182 75 

19 player(s) 685 85 11 167 414 8 

20 book(s) 656 158 79 92 72 255 

21 majority 627 118 16 142 81 270 

22 interest 626 114 109 124 113 166 

23 guy 604 283 95 104 120 2 

24 story 599 369 63 57 93 17 

25 distance(s) 561 41 195 143 56 126 

26 sense 531 221 59 116 108 27 

27 lengths 506 104 33 136 134 99 

28 pleasure 483 221 112 55 45 50 

29 friend(s) 479 214 83 93 70 19 

30 falls 467 18 101 103 224 21 

31 concern 457 194 18 48 64 133 

31 detail 457 141 56 72 41 147 

33 society 454 111 10 143 85 105 

34 care 449 62 118 105 52 112 

34 extent 449 105 13 60 38 233 

36 country 437 223 46 44 106 18 

37 difficulty 427 91 59 68 51 158 

38 question 416 349 10 26 20 11 

39 war 415 22 144 82 26 141 

40 respect 414 185 40 59 85 45 

41 importance 410 40 35 56 38 241 

42 show 403 265 65 30 36 7 

43 fun 359 159 43 100 66 27 

44 hall 384 19 250 56 39 20 

45 wall 376 49 76 122 66 63 

46 value 368 38 34 110 69 117 

47 potential 358 41 16 77 63 161 

48 people 354 175 17 60 65 37 

49 city 348 69 80 53 118 28 

50 pride 341 77 46 73 79 66 

51 shape 334 112 44 95 79 4 

52 expectations 330 48 36 74 119 53 

53 weekend 320 299 5 7 8 1 

54 news 318 157 49 68 38 6 
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RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

55 game 311 65 30 65 108 43 

56 art 308 57 35 79 54 83 

56 honor 308 121 77 43 47 20 

58 love 306 95 85 59 41 26 

59 effort 301 47 111 52 27 64 

60 nation 298 117 32 43 67 39 

61 risk 293 96 17 44 40 96 

62 stuff 292 119 38 84 48 3 

63 example 287 163 3 66 38 17 

64 experience 286 128 18 36 82 22 

65 feeling 281 112 17 63 82 7 

66 leader 280 93 41 43 77 26 

67 strides 278 55 29 74 47 73 

68 part 274 80 30 55 45 64 

69 team 268 73 26 39 128 2 

70 outdoors 267 25 24 119 94 5 

71 year 254 61 11 53 109 20 

72 smoky 251 10 12 177 38 14 

72 variety 251 12 20 71 14 134 

74 gift 250 93 33 83 34 7 

75 room 249 12 60 91 83 3 

76 movie 248 142 13 33 58 2 

77 advantage 237 47 21 78 30 61 

78 food 230 34 11 91 87 7 

79 danger 228 83 43 35 26 41 

80 joy 227 57 43 72 33 22 

81 need 226 39 24 50 31 82 

82 music 225 74 8 53 63 27 

83 strength 223 63 28 55 39 38 

84 basin 222 2 10 80 11 119 

85 ones 220 473 57 48 58 14 

85 relief 220 50 91 41 24 14 

87 state 216 118 28 19 45 6 

88 promise 213 26 12 52 39 84 

89 surprise 212 66 60 45 13 28 

90 victory 211 94 25 38 32 22 

  53327 16324 6263 11441 9429 9870 
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Table 6: Frequencies of collocation nouns of terrific 

RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

1 job 189 131 9 13 33 3 

2 idea 55 27 13 8 7  

3 guy 52 30 7 6 8 1 

4 time 50 19 14 7 9 1 

5 movie 49 37 2 4 6  

6 book 45 35 1 5 1 3 

7 story 37 26 2 1 7 1 

8 thing(s) 36 27 2 4 3  

9 people 30 23 1 4 1 1 

9 way 30 9 2 17 2  

9 performance(s) 30 14  6 10  

12 film(s) 29 20 3 3 3  

13 show 26 16  1 9  

14 actor 25 18 1 4 2  

14 opportunity 25 11 3 5 5 1 

16 deal 23 5 1 10 7  

17 player 21 9 2 3 7  

17 read 21 18 2  1  

17 question(s) 21 20 1    

20 place 19 3 2 6 8  

21 work 18 11 3 4   

22 choice 16 9 1 6   

22 shape 16 5 5 5 1  

24 sense 15 3 2 6 4  

25 game 14 4 1 3 6  

25 person 14 8 3 2 1  

25 team 14 8  3 3  

28 news 13 5 3 3 2  

28 piece 13 7  4 2  

28 year 13 5  6 2  

31 athlete 12 2 2 2 6  

31 amount 12 7 1  2 2 

31 success 12 5 2 2 2 1 

31 writer 12 7  4 1  

35 candidate 11 11     

35 food 11 2 1 4 3 1 

35 role 11 9 1  1  

35 speech 11 11     

35 stuff 11 4 2 1 4  

40 defense 10 2  2 6  

40 kids 10 3 4 3   

40 mother 10 6 1 2 1  
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RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

40 program 10 5  1 2 2 

40 record 10 8  2   

40 teacher 10 3  2 4 1 

40 value 10 1  7 2  

  1132 649 88 181 184 18 

 
 
 
Table 7: Frequencies of collocation nouns of wonderful 

RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

1 thing(s) 1248 625 195 194 191 46 

2 life 474 135 77 100 152 10 

3 time(s) 471 192 108 88 64 19 

4 job 304 175 31 30 54 14 

5 place(s) 300 101 55 70 48 26 

6 people 291 170 18 44 50 9 

7 man/men 282 136 63 48 31 4 

8 way(s) 256 98 10 74 51 23 

9 story(ies) 255 142 42 27 29 15 

10 opportunity(ies) 220 83 22 44 48 23 

11 person 216 120 31 29 29 7 

12 idea(s) 197 68 60 32 24 13 

13 world 195 37 37 55 53 13 

14 experience 180 88 8 31 36 17 

15 book(s) 175 105 12 30 11 17 

16 woman 140 67 46 10 17  

17 day 120 52 35 18 10 5 

18 feeling 111 40 10 25 29 7 

19 family 103 52 13 14 22 2 

20 sense 92 36 12 24 17 3 

21 guy 89 62 5 9 12 1 

22 gift 81 33 15 23 8 2 

22 child(ren) 81 46 17 10 7 1 

24 friend(s) 75 37 8 17 12 1 

25 example 71 35 3 16 9 8 

26 country 67 32 6 9 16 4 

27 mother 66 42 13 6 3 2 

27 picture(s) 66 35 9 11 5 6 

27 year(s) 66 24 19 9 12 2 

30 piece 65 34 9 8 9 5 

31 news 63 18 33 6 3 3 

32 memories 62 15 7 16 18 6 

33 father 60 23 12 17 6 2 



56 

 

RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

34 moment 57 27 10 5 12 3 

35 movie 54 41 1 4 8  

35 show 54 34 4 6 9 1 

35 wife 54 19 16 9 9 1 

38 relationship 53 39 1 9 2 2 

39 husband 49 16 14 8 11  

39 stuff 49 24 6 12 5 2 

41 article 48 9  29 10  

41 work 48 15 5 11 11 6 

43 film 45 34  4 7  

43 food 45 3 11 16 12 3 

45 actor 43 34 1 3 4 1 

45 Christmas 43 15 8 6 14  

45 program 43 25 1 7 7 3 

48 marriage 40 19 3 13 5  

49 music 39 19 7 6 5 2 

50 collection 38 7 6 11 8 6 

51 parents 36 14 9 5 6 2 

52 part 35 17 6 1 7 4 

52 surprise 35 6 17 9 2 1 

54 group 34 20  5 7 2 

55 writer 33 15 9 5 3 1 

56 career 31 20  5 5 1 

56 city 31 12 5 2 12  

56 smile 31 5 15 5 6  

59 actress 30 24  2 4  

59 tool 30 4 1 12 5 8 

59 view 30 5 12 6 6 1 

62 evening 29 11 10 5 2 1 

62 girl 29 8 16 4 1  

62 lady 29 22 3 3 1  

62 meal 29 7 10 6 6  

62 town 29 9 1 6 10 3 

67 flavor 28 7 2 11 8  

67 kids 28 13 6 7 2  

67 teacher 28 13 4 2 4 5 

70 holiday 27 20 1 3 2 1 

70 voice 27 10 10 7   

70 weekend 27 19 4 3 1  

73 combination 26 8 1 10 6 1 

73 house 26 2 14 1 7 2 

73 role 26 11  6 8 1 

73 school 26 14 3 1 6 2 
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RANK WORD TOT SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD 

77 aroma 25 5 6 7 7  

77 song 25 19 4 2   

77 trip 25 14 5 2 2 2 

80 organization 24 17  2 4 1 

80 sight 24 8 6 5 3 2 

82 speech 23 13 4 2 4  

83 name 22 9 9 2 2  

83 night 22 8 8 3 2 1 

83 play 22 14 1 3 2 2 

83 scene 22 16 3 2 1  

83 series 22 12 2 5 2 1 

  8370 3789 1342 1470 1378 391 
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Appendix C: Collocation Nouns of the Seven Near Synonyms in Categories 
 

Table 1: Collocation nouns of awesome 
AWESOME (13) 

Abstract 
12 

Emotions/ 
Feelings 1 

feeling 

States/ 
Attributes 1 

beauty 

Concepts/ 
Ideas 5 

job, power, responsibility, scenery,  thing 

Movements/ 
Events 5 

display, experience, force, sight, task 

Concrete Objects/Places  
People  

Proper 1 God 
 
 
 
 
Table 2: Collocation nouns of excellent 

EXCELLENT (87) 
Abstract 
73 

Emotions/ 
Feelings 

 

States/ 
Attributes 3 

addition, alternative, safety 

Concepts/ 
Ideas 
27 

advice, condition, credit, form, grades, health, idea, 
images, job,  model, news, piece, place, point(s), 
position, quality, reason(s), resource(s), reputation, 
shape, source(s), thing, time, tool, value, vehicle, way 

Movements/ 
Events 
43 

adventure, agreement, analysis, balance, care, case, 
chance, choice(s), collection, coverage, defense, 
discussion, education, example(s), fishing, guide, 
introduction, memory, opportunity(ies), overview, 
performance, program(s), question, rating, record, 
reference, report, research, results, review(s), selection, 
sense, service, shot, starting, study, summary, taste, 
teaching, training, use, view, work 

Concrete 
13 

Objects/Places 
6 

article, book(s), food, web, wine, schools 

People 7 candidate(s), cook, lady, player, student(s), teacher(s), 
writer 

Proper 1 English 
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Table 3: Collocation nouns of fabulous 

FABULOUS (21) 
Abstract 
13 

Emotions/ 
Feelings 

 

States/ 
Attributes 

 

Concepts/ 
Ideas10 

idea, job, life, meal, place, prizes, stuff, thing, time, 
wealth 

Movements/ 
Events 3 

party, show, views 

Concrete 
8 

Objects/Places 
4 

book, clothes, food, house 

People 4 baker, man, people, women 
Proper  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 4: Collocation nouns of fantastic 

FANTASTIC (26) 
Abstract 
24 

Emotions/ 
Feelings 

 

States/ 
Attributes 

 

Concepts/ 
Ideas 15 

amount, idea, images, job, literature, MR., place, rate, 
shapes, story(ies), tale(s), thing(s), time, way, world 

Movements/ 
Events 9 

claims, creatures, experience, journey, opportunity, 
show, view, voyage, work 

Concrete 
2 

Objects/Places  
People 2 guy, people 

Proper  
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Table 5: Collocation nouns of great 

GREAT(90) 
Abstract 
73 

Emotions/ 
Feelings 6 

depression, feeling, joy, love, pride, surprise 

States/ 
Attributes15 

fun, danger, detail, extent, honor, importance, interest, 
lengths, majority, pleasure, potential, risk, strength, 
variety, victory 

Concepts/ 
Ideas 
34 

advantage, art, city, country, day, difficulty, distance(s), 
example, game, gift, idea(s), job, movie, music, nation, 
news, number(s), ones, outdoors, part, place, power(s), 
shape, society, state, story, stuff, team, thing, time, value, 
way, weekend, year 

Movements/ 
Events 18 

care, concern, deal, effort, expectations, experience, 
need, opportunity, promise, question, relief, respect, 
sense, show, strides, success, war, work(s) 

Concrete 
13 

Objects/Places 
7 

basin, book(s), falls, food, wall, hall, room 

People 6 friend(s), guy, leader, man/men, people, player(s) 
Proper 4 Britain, Lakes, Plains, Smoky 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 6: Collocation nouns of terrific 

TERRIFIC (46) 
Abstract 
33 

Emotions/ 
Feelings 

 

States/ 
Attributes 

 

Concepts / 
Ideas18 

amount, film(s), idea, job, movie, news, piece, place, role, 
shape, story, stuff, team, thing(s), time, value, way, year 

Movements/ 
Events 15 

choice, deal, defense, game, opportunity, 
performance(s), program, question(s), read, record, 
sense, show, speech, success, work 

Concrete 
13 

Objects/Places  
2 

book, food 

People 11 actor, athlete, candidate, guy, kids, mother, people, 
person, player, teacher, writer 

Proper  
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Table 7: Collocation nouns of wonderful 

WONDERFUL (87) 
Abstract 
61 

Emotions/ 
Feelings 2 

feeling, surprise 

States/ 
Attributes 

 

Concepts/ 
Ideas 42 

aroma, career, city, country, day, evening, family, film, 
flavor, gift, group, holiday, idea(s), job, life, meal, 
moment, movie, music, name, news, night, part, piece, 
place(s), relationship, role, scene, series, sight, song, 
story(ies), stuff, thing(s), time(s), tool, town, voice, 
way(s), weekend, world, year(s) 

Movements/ 
Events 17 

collection, combination, example, experience, marriage, 
memories, opportunity(ies), organization, play, 
program, sense, show, smile, speech, trip, view, work 

Concrete 
25 

Objects/Places 
6 

article, book(s), food, picture(s), house, school 

People 19 actor, actress, child(ren), father, friend(s), girl,  guy, 
husband, kids, lady, man/men, mother, parents, people, 
person, teacher, wife, woman, writer 

Proper 1 Christmas 
 
 
 
 
 
 


