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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has profoundly impacted societies, economies, and healthcare
systems worldwide. In this time of unprecedented crisis, the media undertook a pivotal
role in informing and shaping the responses of the public to the pandemic. Employing a
corpus of 120 news articles from the United Kingdom and the United States, this thesis
aims to examine the linguistic patterns in the reporting of the coronavirus, using the
software AntConc. Quantitative and qualitative methodologies of corpus analysis have
been applied to analyse frequencies, collocations and the semantic nuances that emerge
in the context of news reports on COVID-19. Specific focus has been given to verbs
indicating upward trends, namely increase, rise, and surge, due to their prevalence in
news reports and their significance in teaching near-synonyms to L2 English students.
This analysis aspires to contribute to our understanding of linguistic choices in health
crisis reporting and to enhance the corpus linguistics field by detailing the behaviour of

near-synonyms in a real-world crisis context.






Introduction

Since its emergence in late 2019, the novel coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 has profoundly
impacted societies, economies, and healthcare systems worldwide. During the COVID-
19 pandemic, media played a critical role in disseminating information and shaping public
response to this unparalleled crisis, with news outlets offering crucial updates, guidance,

and framing the pandemic's narrative.

My thesis aims to explore the language of news reports on COVID-19, with a particular
emphasis on the use of verbs indicating an upward trend. There are several reasons why
I decided to focus on these verbs, the first one being the importance of studying near-
synonyms for L2 students of English. Secondly, terms indicating an upward trend were
notably prevalent in the corpus I compiled. This prevalence is largely due to the inclusion
of brief updates on the progression of the pandemic in nearly every news report related
to the coronavirus, even when the primary focus of the article did not centre solely on
statistical data. Eventually, these words have been extensively discussed in the literature

I reviewed, especially the verbs increase and rise.

I conduct a corpus-based analysis of news articles from the United Kingdom and the
United States using the software AntConc. To investigate various characteristics of the
verbs increase, rise and surge in the context of the pandemic, I employ a quantitative and
qualitative approach to my analysis, taking into consideration collocations of the verbs,

their frequency and concordance lines containing the examined patterns.

The corpus consists of 120 news articles, evenly split into two sub-corpora, representing
the United Kingdom and the United States. Each sub-corpus is further segmented into
five distinct time periods. This division was done in hopes that I would be able to explore
the language employed during the COVID-19 pandemic as it evolved in the span of 2

years.

In the first chapter, I explore the multifaceted nature of media involvement in public
health communication. While journalists strive for objectivity in delivering timely and
reliable information to the masses, inherent biases and stylistic nuances can subtly
influence the framing of information. There are potential drawbacks of media
communication, including the dissemination of biased or false information, which can

cause confusion and foster erroneous beliefs among the public. As numerous studies have



proven, the issue of media bias can have implications for public health behaviours during
a health crisis. Finally, the focus of the last part of the first chapter shifts towards the
realm of near-synonyms, particularly within the context of COVID-19 reporting. These
words, while sharing semantic proximity, show subtle differences in usage and

connotation, thereby calling for a closer examination.

The second chapter introduces the theoretical aspects of corpus linguistics analysis. A
definition is given of what a corpus is, how it is built and what the ideal size is. With the
aid of previously conducted studies, I will demonstrate that the most suitable approach to
studying near-synonyms is corpus-based analysis. I will inquire into the three main
aspects of corpus-based analysis: frequency, concordance, and collocation, all of which
will be useful to me in my analysis. This chapter will end with a closer look at the near-
synonym verbs increase, rise and surge, seeing as their analysis will comprise a

considerable part of the third chapter.

Lastly, the third chapter is dedicated to the analysis of the corpus I assembled, comprising
exclusively articles published during and about the COVID-19 pandemic. The emphasis
will be on terms that indicate an upward trend of numbers and on words with which they
frequently collocate. Frequency, concordance, and various semantic connotations
associated with these terms will also be examined. The main research questions explored

are:

How do the frequencies of the verbs increase, rise, and surge vary across different time

periods in the UK and US news articles on COVID-19?

Do certain nouns or adjectives frequently co-occur with these verbs, and if so, how does

their usage vary over time and between the UK and US sub-corpora?



CHAPTER 1: A study of newspaper language

This first chapter aims to introduce the main themes of my thesis. It focuses on the power
media holds over perceptions and narratives of important events. It also deals with the
effects print, broadcast and internet can have on the audience in the context of a health
crisis and how political bias on news outlets can have dangerous consequences. Finally,

it discusses the way death is portrayed in mass media.

1.1 The Role of Media in Public Health Communication

Mass media campaigns are a common strategy in promoting public health, widely
utilizing television, radio, and newspapers to reach large audiences (Noar, 2006). While
these campaigns aim to change knowledge and attitudes, their ability to alter behaviour
independently is limited. Catalan-Matamoros (2011) suggests that their effectiveness
increases when combined with other types of interventions, such as law enforcement
actions, grassroots initiatives, and additional media messages. Furthermore, Catalan-
Matamoros (2011) states that most health communication campaigns involve risk, i.e.
risks to people and societal risks. The concept of risk has been at the focus of
contemporary thinking in recent years because of the salience and threat of environmental

issues, which have received extensive public and media attention.

Brown and Campbell (1991) discuss the growing need for public information about risks
created by science and technology in Western societies, spurred mainly by environmental
regulations. Early risk communication efforts involved experts trying to convince the
public of these dangers, often unsuccessfully. However, a crucial change occurred when
it was realized that public perceptions of different risks varied widely. This shift in
approach acknowledged that people tend to struggle with understanding complex
probabilities and technical details, leading to a more nuanced understanding of risk

communication.

We could consider the contrast between the perceived health risks associated with
chemical pollution from a local industrial factory and those associated with exceeding the

speed limit. While exposure to chemical pollution is involuntary and unfamiliar, speeding



may be viewed as a voluntary and familiar behaviour, therefore the risk of driving above

the speed limit is better understood.

As a result, modern risk communication campaigns strive to be more individual and
personal, as Hadden (1989) argues, emphasizing the importance of fostering dialogue and

conversations with the public, as that is the key to effective health communication.

Jaramillo (2001) has evaluated the impact on case finding of a mass media health
education campaign for tuberculosis (TB) control carried out in Cali, the capital of the
department of Valle del Cauca, Colombia, which is a city of 2 million people, around
34% of whose basic needs are not met. The campaign aimed at increasing case finding
and reducing levels of prejudice against people with TB. Formative research in Cali
revealed two key findings about citizens’ beliefs regarding TB. Firstly, TB was seen as
stigmatizing by patients, communities, and healthcare workers. Secondly, coughing for
over 15 days, an early TB symptom, was not concerning unless accompanied by weight
loss or fever. This lack of awareness delayed diagnosis, increased healthcare costs, and

contributed to inefficiencies in case finding.

By 1993 a programme was launched by the Secretariat of Public Health of Cali, aimed at
increasing the coverage of diagnostic and treatment services, improving managerial
efficiency in the services provided by the control programme, and finally, increasing the
education level on TB. The health education program included printed materials
distributed through local newspapers. These materials emphasized key messages about
TB, such as its potentially fatal nature without treatment, how TB spreads, the availability
of free diagnostic tests, and encouraged positive attitudes towards people infected with
TB. The television and radio components of the program consisted of public service
announcements and chat shows involving discussions between people with TB, doctors

specializing in respiratory diseases, and managers of the campaign.

The evaluated data collected after the start of the program indicated a significant and
abrupt rise in the number of smears conducted and notifications of positive pulmonary
TB cases. With no other concurrent projects occurring during this time, these data support
the existence of a link between the mass media health education campaign and the 64%
surge in demand for direct smears in the intervention group. The rapid implementation of

the intervention and its prompt effects further strengthen the credibility of this inference.



The brief latency period between the intervention and observed effects strengthens the

case for attributing causality between the intervention and its impacts.

However, while it is apparent that media can have a positive impact on the public’s
response in terms of precautionary steps, some downsides of media communication do
exist. If the media provides biased or false information it may confuse or instil false
beliefs in individuals. The study by Im and Huh (2017) observed how health information
from mass media influenced patients’ beliefs about their illnesses and medications, and
medication adherence, in comparison with the effects of exposure to information about
their medication provided by their physicians. The findings indicated that more frequent
exposure to health information through mass media was negatively related to the
correctness of patients’ perceptions of the advantages of their medication and patient
medication adherence. In contrast, more frequent consultations with physicians were
positively correlated with patients’ understanding of the benefits of their medication,

though they did not significantly impact adherence to prescribed medication routines.

1.2 Media and death

Death and dying is an important component of all societies around the world. In dealing
with the passing of loved ones, our ancestors have created rituals and traditions that have
shaped our cultures. It was a very communal affair, as humans lived together in close
environments and life expectancy was low, it wasn’t unusual to see death frequently.
However, over time, our perception of death has changed, and in some parts of the world,
it even became a taboo subject. In the twentieth century, as life expectancy climbed up,
the dying were moved from their homes to hospitals and nursing homes and the
experience of death remained in the private sphere. As a result, people began to have less

personal, first-hand experience with death (Hanusch, 2010).

According to Hanush (2010), the subject of death has found its way back to the public
sphere in the recent years, notably through the mass media. Together with the arrival of
new technologies, it has made the image of death omnipresent. Firstly, the arrival of mass-
produced newspapers and literacy rates rising, resulted in more people coming in contact

with stories about death and destruction.



In the modern world, the entertainment industry deals with the topic frequently in movies,
TV shows, video games and YouTube videos from various perspectives. These mediated
experiences of dying both reflect and shape societal death attitudes. Examining how death
is portrayed in the mass media is essential. Several studies have focused on the increasing

attention paid to death, dying and bereavement in mainstream media.

Cottrell and Duggleby (2016) discuss the concept of a “good death” and “bad death”.
Being able to control death in various ways, such as controlling the timing and place of
death or having control over pain is seen as a requirement to accept death, prepare for
dying and therefore experience a “dignified death”. Given that these scenarios of passing
occur frequently, the media often overlooks them in its coverage. Conversely, the news

tends to focus more on individuals dying tragically and unexpectedly.

Additionally, in Western media, a "good death" is commonly portrayed as a scenario that
often involves the individual passing away after a long life, in the comfort of their own
home, and with loved ones by their side (Cottrell & Duggleby, 2016). On the other hand,
passing away at a younger age or without the presence of loved ones is viewed as
culturally inappropriate and tends to attract greater media attention (Turner & Caswell,

2020).

According to the findings of Morgan et al. (2021: 14) “Owing to their COVID-19 status,
these deaths embodied the news values of ‘bad news’, ‘shareability’ and ‘surprise’”.
Furthermore, deaths of older people caused by the coronavirus were considered
newsworthy, which is a notable departure from typical news reporting which privileges
younger and traumatic deaths. The framing of COVID-19 as a 'battle' intensified the moral
importance of the elderly individuals who passed away, often portraying them as

casualties of a war-like situation.

1.3 Newspaper language and style

The word ‘style’ originates from the Latin word for a stick used by the Romans for writing
on wax tablets called ‘stilus’. Wales (2014) states that the word ‘style’ is difficult to define
due to varying interpretations. The Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (Hornby &

Cowie, 2015) describes style as a “way something is done”. On the whole, styles of



writing can be differentiated by a specific distribution of their characteristic elements

(Gnatchuk, 2015).

The functional style is defined by Galperin (1981: 9) as “a system of coordinated,
interrelated and inter-conditioned language means intended to fulfil a specific function of
communication and aiming at a definite effect”, with the journalistic style being one of
them. According to Tayeva & Orazbekova (2014), newspaper language includes a system
of lexical, phraseological, and grammatical means serving the purpose of informing,
instructing, and entertaining the reader. For example, “explanatory pieces” and metaphors
that link what is familiar to what is new are a frequent feature of the news-writing style
(Deacon, Fenton, & Bryman, 1999). The style employed by journalists does not only
report on the issue at hand but also aims to uncover its underlying causes and essence
(Gnatchuk, 2015). According to Gnatchuk (2015), newspaper style is often considered to
be based on one of two types: factual and subjectivity-based. Factual reports disclose the
essence of the information based on objective facts and observances, whereas in
subjective reports the author aims to explain their own view on a specific issue or event.
Gnatchuk (2015) also underlines the strong tendency towards segmenting the readers into
groups sharing specific interests, in a way that journalistic reports are directed towards

audiences interested in topics covered in the reports.

Hallin and Mancini (2004) argue that the British and American media systems are the
main examples of liberal media in the modern day, shaped by free market forces.
Consequently, scholars such as Bertrand (2000) think that there is very little comparison
to be made between the two media systems. However, there are still some fundamental

differences between them.

The analysis conducted by Saha (2014) highlights the main characteristics of the
American and British press. The author discusses that British journalism is influenced by
tabloid culture and emphasises legal and ethical standards to minimize harm. British
media is centralized in London, dictating content nationwide. In contrast, American
journalism values localism, with a decentralized media system. British corporate codes
closely align with professional codes due to legal requirements, while American corporate

codes show variations even within the same parent companies.

Furthermore, the study carried out by Esser and Umbricht (2014) found that European

journalism in general avoids commentaries and other forms of opinion expression on the



news pages. On the contrary, U.S. journalism, more than any other national reporting
style, leans towards blending information with interpretation. The interpretative
journalism style in the U.S. has unique characteristics: it heavily relies on experts, direct
quotes, and weighing pros and cons. None of the European newspapers analysed by the
authors closely mirrored this particular reporting style. Therefore, the American
journalism and the European journalism represent distinct and independent realizations

of the news paradigm.

1.3.1 Features of the newspaper style

Writing styles can be differentiated by a specific distribution of their characteristic
elements. The language found in news reports often possesses the following features: a
considerable number of proper names (toponyms, the names of organizations, factories,
firms); plural forms; an abundance of internationalisms capable of transformation into
clichés (escalation of war, pillar of society); a great number of abstract words despite the
concrete character of the information; evaluative and expressive terminology (epoch-
making, unforgettable, triumphant); highly-evaluative archaic or war lexis (banner,
champion, clarion, shield). Journalists also often exchange a simple verb with a word
combination: fo make contact with, to play a leading role in, or to serve a purpose of. It
is also possible to observe a prevalence of verbs with broad semantics, and passive
constructions such as brought to a satisfactory conclusion and a progress to be expected.
This trend extends to the use of conjunctions and prepositions like "in view of" and "on

the hypothesis that" (Gnatchuk, 2015).

When it comes to individual style, Wales (2014) argues that each author draws upon the
general stock of the language in any given period; what makes styles distinctive is the
choice of items, and their distribution and patterning. Any journalist has a personal way
of writing which influences the vocabulary, tone, and overall style of the report, while
still adhering to the lexical, phraseological, and grammatical standards of the newspaper

language style.

Most of my work explores the “general trends” of language used in news articles during
the coronavirus outbreak. However, the personal way of writing of a given journalist must
also be acknowledged. In the following section personal and creative ways journalists

have reported on the COVID-19 pandemic will be reviewed.



1.4 Media bias

The term ‘bias’ refers to prejudices or inferences based on individual assumptions rather
than the ‘reality’ of a situation and is tied to norms of fairness and representation in
journalism (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2001). Bias in news reports can have various causes.
It can be set in motion by the ownership of media, the subjective selection of staff, or the
anticipated preferences of the target audience. The influence exercised by politicians and
governments, in extreme cases, can result in explicit or implicit censorship, as seen in

China, North Korea, Syria and Myanmar (Merloe, 2015).

Many researchers have sought to understand the impact of biased news reports on health-
focused behaviours during the pandemic. The response to the COVID-19 pandemic has
deeply divided the US. Republicans were generally more sceptical about the risks of the
pandemic and were less engaged in social distancing than Democrats (Barrios &

Hochberg, 2020).

Simonov (2020) investigated the American multinational conservative news and political
commentary television channel Fox News. The author chose this news source because of
its reporting in favour of the Republican Party, and conservative causes while portraying
the Democratic Party in a negative light (Jamieson & Cappella, 2010; Bard, 2017). The
results of the study showed that the consumption of media produced by Fox News was
associated with a lower tendency to engage in social distancing and other practices like
using hand sanitisers or wearing masks (Simonov, 2020). Therefore, it could be argued
that there is a direct connection between the consumption of heavily politically biased

information and the health-related response to the pandemic.

Furthermore, many experts claim that panic caused by the COVID-19 pandemic had a
direct correlation to the speed of the spread of misinformation. For example, Cinelli et al.
(2020) analysed information about the pandemic on social media platforms and
concluded that information from both reliable and unreliable sources had the same
spreading speed, making it hard for people to distinguish between biased and unbiased

news reports.

Although my research did not involve exploring the effect of news articles on the
audience’s precautionary behaviour, I still wanted to exclude news articles from heavily
left or right-leaning sources. The tool I used to evaluate the political bias of the news

sources I selected was the website https:/www.allsides.com/media-bias/ratings, which



balances the input of experts and ordinary people across the political spectrum. From the
United States of America, I chose the Los Angeles Times and Associated Press as my

sources of articles, and from the United Kingdom, I chose The Guardian and BBC News.

1.5 Near-synonyms

Various definitions of the concept of ‘synonym’ have been proposed. The Oxford
Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (Hornby & Cowie, 2015) describes it as “a word or
expression that has the same or nearly the same meaning as another in the same
language”. Such a definition could be acceptable, but not all synonymous words are
interchangeable in all contexts (Crawford & Csomay, 2016). Edmonds and Hirst (2002)
state that absolute synonymy, if it at all exists, is quite rare, whereas near-synonyms are
widely common. Absolute synonyms would be able to be substituted one for the other in
any context in which their common sense is denoted with no change to truth value,
communicative effect, or ‘meaning’, in whichever way ‘meaning’ is defined (Edmonds

& Hirst, 2002).

The high frequency of near-synonyms, the use of which requires particular conditions or
collocates, makes understanding English synonyms difficult for EFL students (English as
a Foreign Language). They often try to avoid word repetition, and replace a word with its
near-synonym, which can make their writing seem unnatural (Liu, 2010). This makes
studying near-synonyms crucial for students striving for perfect fluency in the language
they are studying. Working with a corpus is one way to explore the subtle differences

between words and the different contexts in which they may be used.
Conclusion

Thus, to summarise media plays a pivotal role of the media in shaping public perceptions
and behaviours, both positively and negatively. The chapter emphasizes the need for
accurate and unbiased reporting, considering the significant impact media can have on
individuals' beliefs and actions. It explores the phenomenon of media bias, illustrating its
potential consequences on public health responses and the spread of misinformation
Furthermore, I discussed the concept of newspaper language, namely its stylistic features

and the influence of individual journalists' writing styles. Finally, it lays the bases for the



investigation of near-synonymous words, acknowledging their importance in language

learning and understanding.






CHAPTER 2: Corpus linguistics

The opening section of this Chapter introduces the concept of corpus analysis and
underlines its importance in studying a language. Subsequently, I will discuss previous
corpus-based studies that have explored the distributional patterns of lexical elements. I
will then touch on the process of creating a corpus covering aspects such as text selection
and determination of the size of the corpus. Additionally, I will provide information about
the tools that can be used for corpus analysis. The final part of this chapter overlaps with
the third chapter, as I will introduce the three near-synonym words I will be focusing on

in my study.

1.6 Introducing corpus linguistics

Corpus linguistics is a branch of linguistics described as ‘the study of language based on
examples of real-life language use’ by McEnery & Wilson (1996). They add that corpora
are therefore very important tools for an in-depth analysis of various aspects of a
particular or specialized language in a certain field. Its name originates from the Latin
word for body, corpora in plural. Therefore, it’s a ‘body’ of language, or more
specifically, a (usually) very large collection of naturally occurring language, stored as
computer files (Baker, 2010). Computers have a great advantage over humans, as in their
ability to search through enormous databases and text materials with incomparable speed

and accuracy.

According to Lindquist (2009), corpus linguistics as a branch of linguistics is not on par
with the other branches, such as sociolinguistics (the relation between language and
society), psycholinguistics (the relation between language and the mind), neurolinguistics
(the relation between language and neurological processes in the brain) and so on. The
author claims that “corpus” does not tell you what is studied, but rather that a particular
methodology is used. Corpus linguistics is thus a methodology, comprising a large
number of related methods which can be used by scholars of many different theoretical

leanings (Lindquist, 2009).

Baker (2010) states that scientific methods in linguistics (and in general) are commonly
divided into two types: qualitative and quantitative. When employing a qualitative

method, we analyse individual texts or grammatical constructions that we know from



introspection or get from other sources to arrive at theories about language by induction,
or to test hypotheses that we have set up in advance. Therefore, the qualitative method
does not pay attention to numbers and data, there isn’t any statistical analysis involved.
Nevertheless, this analysis can help us explore the linguistic ambiguity of a particular
language. On the other hand, quantitative analysis is more objective, it counts and uses
frequencies and percentages to describe language and to formulate hypotheses and
theories. However, Baker (2010) stresses that all quantitative studies also must include

an element of qualitative method.

1.7 Analysis methods

In the following paragraphs, we will take examine the most commonly used quantitative

investigation methods: frequency, concordance and collocates.

1.7.1 Frequency

According to Baker (2023: 94), frequency is one of the key concepts in corpus analysis.
He adds that “frequency data can help to give the user a sociological profile of a given
word or phrase enabling greater understanding of its use in particular contexts,” mostly
because “words tend to occur in relationship to other words, often with a remarkable

degree of predictability.”

Although languages follow rules and consist of numerous patterns that determine what
can or cannot be said or written at any given time, many scholars reason that every
person’s language use has its distinct features. “No terms are neutral. Choice of words
expresses an ideological position” (Stubbs, 1996: 107). Therefore, making a linguistic
choice reveals something about the person’s intentions, making the concept of frequency

even more important.

“A word list is a list of all of the words in a corpus along with their frequencies and the
percentage contribution that each word makes towards the corpus,” (Baker, 2023: 99).
When talking about frequencies, it is important to mention tokens and types. Tokens are
the number of individual words in the text or in the corpus, whereas types are the number

of unique word forms found in the text. Lexical richness can be explored through the



type/token ratio (the number of types divided by the number of tokens). If the text presents
frequent repetitions, the type/token ratio is low; likewise, if the choice of word is diverse,

the type/token ratio is high.

The most frequent words in the corpus are grammatical words (also known as function
words), such as ‘the‘, ‘and’, ‘to‘, ‘for, ‘in‘ and these categories tend not to be subject to

linguistic innovation (Baker, 2023: 101).

Moreover, when analysing a word list and frequencies, we may encounter lemmas.
A lemma is a “set of lexical forms having the same stem and belonging to the same major
word class, differing only in inflection and/or spelling” (Francis & Kucera, 1982: 1).
Baker (2023: 103) demonstrates that lemmatised forms may be found written in small
capitals e.g. the verb lemma wark consists of the verb forms of walk, walked, walking
and walks. He adds that when comparing frequency counts, the frequencies of all the

words comprising a one-word lemma should be added together.

1.7.2 Concordances

Another method of quantitative analysis of a corpus involves considering its placement

within individual texts and across the entire corpus.

Concordances help us find repeated language patterns, which can reveal common themes
or ideas. After scanning the concordance lines, we can take note of similarities in
language use. This is done by looking at the context, words and phrases which occur to
the left and right of the searched term. This type of analysis is much more qualitative than
simply looking at frequency lists (Baker, 2023: 127). Because of this, concordance
analysis provides valuable insights into the context in which a word appears, enhancing
our understanding of it. Therefore, it can serve as an excellent tool for exploring near-

synonyms discussed in the previous chapter.

As Baker (2023: 96) explains, determining where a linguistic element occurs in a text or
corpus is extremely important. Considering the dispersion and distribution of these
elements can aid us in determining that they occur only in a small number of texts, and
therefore the data gained from frequency counts does not apply to the whole corpus.

Dispersion is concerned with the parts where the linguistic elements are mentioned (start,



middle or end), whereas distribution explores the extent to which the item occurs across

multiple texts.

Both the dispersion and distribution of words can be examined by carrying out a
concordance plot on the specific term. Kennedy (1998: 247-48) defines concordance as
“a formatted version or display of all the occurrences or tokens of a particular type in

a corpus.”

A concordance plot can give us useful data. Firstly we can see the total number of words
in each file (FileTokens), the number of ‘hits’ (occurrences of measures) and the number
of occurrences per 1,000 words in the corpus (NormFreq). Secondly, the dispersion
measure is a value between 0 and 1 and it indicates how well dispersed the searched
lexical phenomenon is across each individual text. Within the discussion on dispersion,
Katz (1996) introduces the concept of ‘burstness’, which is found when the dispersion
measure is close to 0, meaning the units occur near to each other. Alternatively, a
dispersion measure close to 1 suggests that the units are evenly dispersed through the
corpus. Furthermore, we are provided with a visual representation (the plot) of each

occurrence of the searched word in the corpus, represented by black vertical lines.

As Baker (2023: 145) summarizes: “Concordance analysis is the most important aspect
of corpus-based discourse analysis — it is where the human analyst takes over from the

computer software and where the essential stage of interpretation occurs.”

1.7.3 Collocations

The tendency of speakers to use groups of words together as multi-word units or phrases
is a phenomenon that has been acknowledged by linguists like de Saussure, Jespersen,
Bloomfield and many others over the years (Wray, 2002). Wray (2002) suggests that the
reason behind our inclination to use “words and strings of regular as well as irregular
construction” could be found in the human learning and storing process as well as in the
retrieval process. For L2 students of a foreign language, combining words in the right

way, or as a native speaker would, is a difficult skill to learn.

Baker (2023: 149) defines collocations as “a way of understanding meanings and

associations between words which are otherwise difficult to ascertain from a small-scale



analysis of a single text”. Additionally, Stubbs (1996: 172) states that words occurring in
characteristic collocations “show the associations and connotations they have, and

therefore the assumptions which they embody.”

Hence, studying the collocations of closely related words proves to be a valuable asset,
enabling us to distinguish nuanced distinctions in their meanings. Although collocations
of lexical items have received considerable attention in empirical research recently, less
research has examined the collocational and colligational patterns of near-synonymous

words.

The area to the left and right of the keyword we search for is called the window. This
space can vary in size based on what we are studying. Usually, it is about four or five
words on each side. “The wider the span, the lower is the significance in general”

(Sinclair, Jones, & Daley, 2004).

While this quantitative approach may be a fast way of finding associations between
words, when the studied word’s frequency is low, exploring its collocates may not reveal
significant patterns or the patterns that are revealed are just unique cases, not
representative enough of how the word is used. In these circumstances, a concordance

analysis can provide us with more appropriate information (Baker, 2023).

To conclude, collocates can provide our analysis with a clear focus and pinpoint the most

important connections between words in a corpus.

1.8 Previous studies

In 1957 Firth (1957) introduced a corpus-based approach to studying the patterns of
lexical item distribution. During the 1950s and 1960s, the first studies on collocational
patterns of lexical elements were conducted. According to Firth (1957), the context of a
word determines its meaning, and students can learn about it by looking at the surrounding
words. By looking at the evidence found in corpora, the differences between near-
synonym words can be understood more easily. When considering only dictionaries or
speakers’ intuition, these differences can be less clear and consequently more errors are

produced.

Considerable research has been conducted aimed to prove the corpus-based study of near-

synonyms to be reasonable. Hanks (1996) in his study defines a behavioural profile (BP)



as the description of distributional patterns of any lexical items. The author investigated
near-synonym verbs, such as abandon, incite, bother, and urge and concluded that the
amount of their semantic similarity can be determined using a corpus-based behavioural

profile approach.

Gu (2017) carried out a corpus-based analysis comparing the distinction between near-
synonymous verbs “obtain” and “gain” in terms of colligation, collocation, and semantic
prosody. Word sets were examined by employing various online tools and databases,
including SKE, the BNC corpus, Web, and Just the Web. The results found that “obtain”
is more commonly used with nouns in passive voice constructions and that it frequently
collocates with nouns denoting methods or legal and business relevance. Conversely, the
verb “gain” tends to be linked with abstract nouns and carries a positive connotation. In
other terms, the study concluded that “gain” generally has positive semantic prosody,

while “obtain” exhibits a blend of neutral and positive semantic prosody (Gu, 2017).

Based on the examination of these studies, we can presume employing corpus-based
methods to explore synonyms can lead to more comprehensive findings in terms of
colligation, collocation, distribution patterns, formality, and semantic preference or

prosody.

1.9 Building a corpus

Baker (2023: 55) observes that when relying solely on corpora for data, we are
encountering decontextualized information. Therefore, familiarizing ourselves with the
data used before the start of the analysis will result in us gaining a much better ‘feel’ for
the data and its idiosyncrasies, and it may also provide us with initial hypotheses as certain

patterns are noticed.

Corpora can be categorised into different types with specialized corpora being among the
most significant. They are crafted to study aspects of varieties or genres of languages.
Some specialized corpora can go even further by selecting texts focused on a particular
topic. Diachronic corpora on the other hand, are built to be representative of a language
or language variety over a specific period, enabling researchers to track linguistic
changes. Lastly, reference corpora typically comprise millions of words from a wide

range of texts, representing a particular language variety, often associated with a national



language. However, when working with only a reference corpus, it might be difficult to

obtain keywords from it (Baker, 2023: 56).

Another aspect of traditional corpus building is in sampling, as Baker (2023: 57) argues
“Many corpora are composed of a variety of texts, of which samples are taken [...] This
technique of sampling is in place to ensure that the corpus is not skewed by the presence
of a few very large single texts (e.g. whole novels). We would also try to take samples
from a range of different places in texts to ensure that our corpus is not comprised of only

the first parts of texts.”

Furthermore, the question of the size of the corpus is to be dealt with. Baker (2023: 58)
suggests considering several factors. Firstly, the size of the corpus should correspond to
its intended applications. According to Kennedy (1998: 68) “For the study of prosody, a
corpus of 100,000 words will usually be big enough to make generalizations for most
descriptive purposes, so long as we can be sure that speech is spontaneous. A reliable
analysis of the use of verb-form morphology can be undertaken on a corpus of half a
million words. Studies of many syntactic processes and high-frequency vocabulary

generally require corpora of between half a million and one million words.”

In other words, the specificity of the research field determines the amount of data needed.
Conversely, when analysing language in a broad context utilizing an established reference

corpus is preferable to creating one from scratch, which can be quite time-consuming.

Finally, employing some form of annotation scheme is highly recommended, as it can aid
our analysis and keep the corpus structured. In my study, I employed TagAnt, a freeware,

multi-language segmenter and Part-Of-Speech (POS) tagger.

1.10 The verbs increase, rise and surge

The verbs increase, rise, and surge form an intriguing cluster of near-synonyms that I

will be exploring in my thesis.

Their selection stems from a preliminary analysis, during which I discovered that they

constitute the three most used verbs for denoting an upward trend within my corpus.

Firstly, the verb increase, which can be both transitive and intransitive, can be defined by

The Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (Hornby and Cowie, 2015) as “to become



greater in amount, number, value, etc.; to make something greater in amount, number,
value, etc.” Secondly, the verb rise is intransitive, and it’s defined as “to come or go

upwards; to reach a higher level or position”.

Owing to the two definitions, one could argue that the verbs increase, and rise are
absolute synonyms. Nonetheless, corpus-based analysis proves them to be only near-

synonyms.

Namely, the research conducted by Phoocharoensil and Kanokpermpoon (2021)
investigated these verbs, their distribution across genres and their collocations. The study
focused on the occurrences of increase and rise in American English and the authors
themselves support the idea of examining this pair of near-synonyms in other Inner-circle
Englishes, for instance, British English and in other specific contexts. I will be following
this suggestion since my paper focuses on British and American English and how they

employ these near-synonym verbs in the context of COVID-19.

One of their notable findings reveals that the noun collocates of rise share three main
semantic properties. Two themes overlap with those of increase, namely MONEY and
MEASUREMENT. Several nouns frequently appear with both increase and rise in
MONEY, e.g. cost, and MEASUREMENT, e.g. level. However, the highlight is the
theme NATURE, which encompasses the nouns cloud, dawn, dust, mist, moon, sea,
smoke, sun, temperature, and tide. It is seen that this group of noun collocates, which
means ‘go upward’ and acts as subjects of rise, although showing a direction, normally
describes natural phenomena, such as cloud, dawn, mist, moon, sea, sun, or tide. Such a
noun+verb collocation describing an upward direction of a natural or inanimate entity is

characteristic of the verb rise rather than increase.

The paper by Phoocharoensil and Kanokpermpoon (2021) concluded that increase and
rise function similarly when they collocate with adverbs, but the meaning of direction is
additionally included in the adverb collocates of rise. This collocational difference being
pointed out lends support to past studies in that synonyms can be distinguished based on
the collocates with which they can or frequently co-occur (Crawford & Csomay, 2016;

Gu, 2017).

Finally, the verb surge, intransitive as well, is defined as “to move quickly and with force
in a particular direction” and it requires the subsequent placement of an adverb or a

preposition. Additionally, many definitions of this verb connect it to a tidal phenomenon,



for example: “A surge is a sudden strong swelling, like a tsunami wave that engulfs the
land. Although a surge offers a fluid image, anything can experience a sudden surge,
including emotions, political support, or an angry mob” as seen in the online dictionary
vocabulary.com. Moreover, Hobbs (2008) states that the term offers the twofold
advantage of being less directly associated with numbers, and more directly associated
with power, than is the word increase for which it is being often substituted. Its
association with tidal phenomena triggers images of ocean swells while simultaneously

suggesting successive incursions (Hobbs, 2008).

It can be seen from the definitions, that the verbs increase, rise, and surge are near-
synonyms and are not interchangeable in every situation. My thesis will conduct a further
investigation into the use of these verbs and their collocational and colligational patterns,

making use of a corpus-based analysis of news reports about the coronavirus pandemic.

Conclusion

This chapter has provided an overview of corpus linguistics, emphasizing its significance
in language study. I explored the definition of corpus analysis and its role in examining
real-life language use. Then I highlighted previous studies utilizing corpus-based methods
of analysis and discussed the process of building and analysing corpora. The chapter also
discussed quantitative analysis methods such as frequency, concordances, and
collocations. Furthermore, the second chapter continued the discussion of near-verb
synonyms I touched on in the first chapter. I introduced the near-synonym verbs increase,
rise, and surge, setting the stage for their detailed investigation in the subsequent chapters

and in my corpus analysis.






CHAPTER 3: Corpus analysis of news reports on the
pandemic

Initially, I considered employing an established reference corpus for my research, namely,
the Coronavirus Corpus available on the website https://www.english-corpora.org/corona/.
This resource contains about 1.5 billion words of data collected from news articles
discussing COVID-19. It is a valuable tool for dissecting nuances within newspaper
language, however, after conducting several searches I have deemed it not suitable for

my study.

The primary issue I encountered was that the corpus contains reports addressing diverse
issues beyond COVID-19, including economics, education, and housing crises. While
these articles reference the pandemic to some extent, they diverged from my focus on
content exclusively centred on the Coronavirus. Therefore, I decided to construct my own

corpus, to make sure it matched the needs of my research.

The third chapter will describe the steps I took to create my corpus, comprising articles
centred around the Coronavirus pandemic. Following this, I will conduct a general
analysis of lexical patterns found in the corpus. The main aim of this chapter is to illustrate
the use of verbs denoting an upward trend within the context of the pandemic and to
explore patterns and connections found between these verbs. Lastly, I will present and

discuss my findings.

1.11 Compiling the corpus

The first step of my research was to create my own corpus out of online news articles
concerning COVID-19. To further my research, I divided the corpus into two subcorpora,
one made up of articles from news articles from the United Kingdom and the other one

from the United States of America.

Both subcorpora were then further divided into five time periods. The World Health
Organization (WHO) declared the outbreak a public health emergency of international
concern on 30 January 2020, and assessed the outbreak had become a pandemic on 11
March 2020 (World Health Organization, 2020). Therefore, starting my research with

articles published from March 2020 made the most sense. I have decided on the division



of periods after consulting The Coronavirus Corpus at https://www.english-
corpora.org/corona/. Upon searching for the frequency of the term coronavirus by
sections of months, I have found that during these first months of the outbreak, the
frequency per million words was noticeably higher in from January to May of 2020,
compared to the rest of the pandemic. After obtaining this information, I decided to divide

the corpora in the way shown in the table below:

1. Period 1.3.2020 - 31.5.2020

2. Period 1.6.2020 — 30.11.2020
3. Period 1.12.2020 — 31.5.2021
4. Period 1.6.2021 - 30.11.2021
5. Period 1.12.2021 - 31.5.2022

Figure 1: The division of the corpus

As discussed in Section 1.3, I aimed to collect articles from impartial news sources. These
sources could exhibit a slight left or right-leaning bias but not be strictly liberal or

conservative. Additionally, the articles needed to be freely accessible online.

In Figure 2 the data of the whole corpus and the data of the individual sections are

illustrated.
Sources Los Angeles Times, Associated, The Guardian, BBC News
Number of articles 120
Word Tokens 218 126
Word Types 8274

Figure 2: Data of the corpus



1.period | 2. Period | 3. Period | 4. Period | 5. Period
Number of articles from | 11 10 12 10 11
the US
Number of articles from | 12 14 13 14 14
the UK
Word Tokens — US 2380 2523 2229 2105 2271
Word Tokens - UK 2132 1939 2264 2218 1999

Figure 3: Data of the sub-corpora

After creating my corpus, I analysed it employing AntConc, a freeware corpus analysis

toolkit for concordance and text analysis.

1.12 Frequency analysis

Firstly, I conducted a frequency analysis on the entire corpus, which involved creating a
word list. As defined in the previous chapter, a word list is a list of all of the words in a
corpus along with their frequencies and the percentage contribution that each word makes

towards the corpus (Baker, 2023).

Figure 4 displays the 12 most frequent lexical words. For nouns, the frequency counts

encompass both the singular and plural forms of the word.

Word Frequency
COVID 1015
Case 763
People 586
More 565
Death 471
New 464
Health 440
Week 389
Number 388
County 338
Day 329
Virus 325




Figure 4: The 12 most frequent words in the corpus

As anticipated, Figure 4 reflects the predominant themes surrounding the pandemic. The
first word on the list is COVID, often found collocating with the following entries. For
example, in phrases like “Wednesday's daily figure for COVID-19 cases in the UK is
above 30,000 for the first time since 24 January,” or “WHO data shows the number of

new COVID-19 cases in Europe fell sharply from a peak at the end of January [...]".

Notably, the noun death appears significantly more frequently than the noun patient,
which didn’t make the list. This observation could indicate that news coverage tended to
emphasise the number of fatalities, rather than the patients still battling with the virus.
Furthermore, the high frequency of the noun county can be attributed to reports from the

United States, which often informed the public about the situation in different counties.

The word new was used most extensively when talking about the number of added cases

of infections. It was also used when writing about the situation in New York City.

Lastly, the nouns week and day were used in reporting infection and death tolls during the
coronavirus outbreak, as well as the noun number, in sentences such as “India's number

of cases has been on the rise - with nearly record daily surges - in recent weeks.”

Now I will briefly compare the most frequent words of the US sub-corpus and those of

the UK sub-corpus.

US sub-corpus UK sub-corpus
Word Frequency Word Frequency
COVID 556 Case 416
Case 347 People 329
County 282 COVID 327
More 273 More 292
Health 261 Country 276
People 257 Death 262
Coronavirus 241 New 230
New 234 Number 212
Death 209 Infections 208
State 199 Health 179




Patient 186 Virus 175

California 171 Coronavirus 132

Figure 5: The word lists of US and UK sub-corpora

There are significant differences between the two sub-corpora. Firstly, the higher
frequency of the words county and state in the U.S. corpus may suggest that American
reporters predominantly focused on domestic issues, while the prevalence of the word
country in the U.K. corpus indicates that journalists from the U.K. tended to emphasize
the progression of the health crisis in various countries rather than solely focusing on their

own nation.

Furthermore, the term case ranked among the top three most common words in both
corpora. Interestingly, when seeking an alternative for number of cases’, American
reporters favoured using number of patients’ more frequently, whereas their colleagues

in the U.K. opted for 'number of infections’ more regularly.

1.12.1 Frequency of verbs indicating an upward trend in numbers

The next part of this chapter will explore the frequencies of the near-synonym verbs

indicating an upward trend rise, surge and increase that were introduced in Chapter 2.

Normalised values of frequency of verbs denoting an
upward trend
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Figure 6: Normalised values of frequency of verbs denoting an upward trend

As can be seen in Figure 6, the verb rise emerged as the most frequently employed term
among the three near-synonyms examined, appearing a total of 220 times within the

corpus. In comparison, the verb increase was utilized 168 times, while surge appeared



slightly less frequently, with a count of 167 instances. The distribution of these verbs

demonstrated notable variation between the two subcorpora analysed.

In the subcorpus containing news reports originating from the United States, surge was
the predominant verb, indicating a preference for this term in American news reporting.
Conversely, in the subcorpus that included news reports from the United Kingdom, the
verb rise was significantly more prevalent. Such differences in verb frequency suggest

variations in stylistic or contextual preferences between the two sets of news reports.

Normalised values of the verb increase
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Figure 8: Normalised values of the verb rise



Normalised values of the verb surge
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Figure 9: Normalised values of the verb surge

In Figures 7, 8, and 9, the usage patterns of the verbs rise, increase, and surge are
illustrated across the various time periods delineated in Chapter 1. These figures provide
a visual representation of how the frequency of each verb fluctuated over the specified

intervals.

To ensure a consistent basis for comparison, I calculated the normalized frequency values
of each verb within a given time period using a standardized equation. This normalization
process allows for a more accurate comparison by accounting for potential differences in
the total number of words or documents analysed in each period. The equation used for

this normalization is as follows:

Ny :% + 1000

Where:

Nv = normalised value

Oc = number of occurrences of the verb in the corpus

t = the total number of tokens in the corpus

These findings indicate that the verbs increase and rise consistently maintained their
popularity throughout the pandemic, reflecting their steady usage in both American and
British news reports. Interestingly, the verb surge demonstrated a different pattern of
prevalence. In the American press, surge progressively became more prevalent as the

pandemic continued, suggesting a growing preference for this term when describing

significant upticks in pandemic-related data.

In contrast, news reports from the United Kingdom exhibited a more variable pattern in

the usage of surge. The frequency of this verb fluctuated over time, experiencing periods



of both high and low usage. These fluctuations might indicate shifts in the context or
intensity of the news stories being reported, or changes in editorial practices throughout
the pandemic. The differing trends between the U.S. and the U.K. suggest that regional
variations and contextual factors played a significant role in the choice of verbs used to

describe changes during the pandemic.

1.13 Collocations of increase, rise and surge

As stated in Chapter 2, studying the collocations of words, particularly collocations of
near-word synonyms can be of great value, as it assists in distinguishing nuances in their
meanings (Hanks, 1996; Gu, 2017; Phoocharoensil and Kanokpermpoon, 2021). This
assumption is based on the notion that words occurring in characteristic collocations
“show the associations and connotations they have, and therefore the assumptions which

they embody” (Stubbs, 1996: 172).

Noun Occurrences Occurrences of | Number of | Number of
of the noun in | the noun in the | collocations in the | collocations in the
the US corpus | UK corpus US corpus UK corpus

Case 347 416 61 111

Death 265 324 28 34

Infection 181 247 33 39

Hospitalization | 164 64 40 28

Figure 10: Breakdown of the collocations of the verbs increase, rise, and surge with the nouns case, death,

infection, hospitalization

When analysing these collocates, I considered both the singular and plural forms of the
nouns. The noun lemma case emerged as the most frequent collocate with the verbs of
my focus, a result that was expected given its position as the most commonly occurring
word in the entire corpus. Additionally, other notable collocates included death, infection,
and hospitalization. The term hospitalization was noted in both its commonly used
spelling variants, hospitalization and hospitalisation. To find out how likely the noun was
to collocate with one of the near-synonym verbs, I operationalised the following

calculation:



Where:

W = “weight” of the collocation

¢ = number of times the noun lemma collocated with one of the verbs
Oc = number of occurrences of the noun lemma in the corpus

There are many complex equations used to calculate statistical associations, but for my
analysis, a much simpler method, which I devised, sufficed. This calculation ensured that
the values obtained were normalized. The following graph presents these normalized

values for each noun lemma.

"Weight" of the collocations

4,5
3,5

2,5

1,5
0

CASES DEATHS INFECTIONS HOSPITALIZATIONS

]

-

B USA NORMALISED VALUE B UK NORMALISED VALUE

Figure 11: Weight of the collocations

From Figure 11 we can see that the noun lemma hospitalization collocated with our near-
synonym verbs of interest the most. However, the pivotal point emerges when examining
the disparities in collocation weight between the UK and US subcorpora. The nouns in
question collocate less often with verbs in US news reports compared to their frequency
in UK reports. This difference indicates that US reporters employed diverse techniques
to convey a rise in various metrics such as cases, deaths, infections, or hospitalizations,
rather than relying solely on the pairing of nouns with verbs like increase, rise, or surge,
as observed more frequently in the UK subcorpus. This assertion finds backing in the

analysis of concordance lines of the noun lemmas within the US corpus.



considerable duress and have the state’s highest rates of 1ospitalization for COVID-14. For every 100,000 residents, the San Joaquin Valley

Mississippi hospitals Monday. The state's highest number of COVID-19 for a single day was 1444 on Jan. 4, before vaccines

he said. The goal was ta keep that rate at 1.8. for caro s infection are rising by 33%, Colfax noted: “That

are seeing COVID-19 hospitalizations tick upward; in Orange County, COVID-19 are up by 16% since Halloween. Health officials have been

in Orange County, where vaccination rates are relatively high, COVID-19 Nospitalizations are up by 29% over the same time period. The

Figure 12: Concordance lines for the noun lemma hospitalization

Firstly, we can see a prevalent trend in the extensive use of numerical data and
percentages, coupled with a range of terms synonymous with ‘increase,’ rise,’ or 'surge'.
These include: 'are up by x%," 'snowballed," 'shot up from x to y," 'ticked upward,’
'doubled," 'tripled,’ 'jumped.” While these expressions are present in UK newspaper
articles as well, their occurrence is notably less frequent compared to their prevalence in
the US context. On the whole, Figures 10 through 12 suggest that the news reporters from
the US employed a more varied language when writing about the numbers of the
pandemic, compared to their colleagues from the UK. In the next part of this chapter, we

will examine the collocations in more detail.

1.13.1 The noun lemmas case and infection

As seen above, the noun lemma case exhibited a very high occurrence rate in the corpus,
indicating its widespread usage in discussions related to COVID-19. While the noun
lemma infection was not as frequently encountered, it can be argued that within the
context of COVID-19, these two nouns functioned as near-synonyms, often used

interchangeably to describe similar phenomena.

The results of my analysis, as presented in Figure 11, suggest a geographical preference
in the usage of these nouns. Specifically, it appears that reporters from the UK might have
favoured the noun case more consistently, while in news reports from the US, the noun

infection seemed to be the prevalent choice.

More nuanced differences between these near-synonyms will be explored in the
subsequent section of this chapter. There, I will look deeper into the collocations of the
verbs surge, rise and increase with the noun lemmas case, infection, death, and
hospitalization. This detailed examination will provide further insights into how these
terms were used in context, shedding light on the subtle variances in their application

across different regions and reporting styles.
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Figure 13: Frequency of collocates for the noun lemma case
In Figure 13, we observe that the verb which most frequently collocates with the noun
lemma case to denote an upward trend is rise. This pattern mirrors the overall frequency

analysis of the near-synonym verbs rise, surge, and increase within the entire corpus.
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Figure 14: Periodical analysis of collocates for the noun lemma case

As shown in the graphs in Figure 14, the usage of the verb rise fluctuated over time. In
the US subcorpus, it experienced a peak during the third period. This could be attributed
to the frequent presence of rise in articles focused on providing updates on the ongoing
situation. Such articles, predominantly found in the US subcorpus, briefly mentioned each
county’s or state’s number of cases. These articles heavily relied on the verb rise. For

instance, one article noted that:

“In Massachusetts, the seven-day rolling average of daily new cases has risen to over

2,100 new cases per day.”

Figure 14 also highlights that the second period of the UK subcorpus contains the highest
number of instances where the verb surge collocates with the noun lemma case. Further

analysis reveals that these instances were associated with unexpected events, such as the



arrival of the second wave of the illness, increased susceptibility to infection among
younger people, and the catastrophic surge in cases in Italy. For example, one article reads

as follows:

“Germany, whose infection rate was far lower than most EU countries this spring, is
also seeing new daily cases surge alarmingly: from 5,250 a day to 13,500 this week

for an incidence rate of 128 — a ‘very serious’ rise.”

Frequency of collocates for the noun lemma infection
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Figure 15: Frequency of collocates for the noun lemma infection

Figure 15 illustrates the verbs that collocate with the noun lemma infection, considered
an alleged near-synonym of the noun lemma case. A significant increase in the frequency

of the verb surge is apparent.
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Figure 16: Periodical analysis of collocates for the noun lemma infections

Figure 16 shows a relatively steady use of the lemma infection in the US subcorpus. In
contrast, the first period of the UK subcorpus depicts minimal occurrences of the noun
lemma infection with verbs surge, rise, or increase. Further examination of concordance

lines reveals that this may be because the noun lemma infection was most frequently used



at the start of the pandemic in the United Kingdom in phrases such as ‘spread of infections’

or 'peak of infections', which do not collocate with verbs indicating a rising trend.

In the US subcorpus, we can see that the verb rise is overtaken by surge in the third and
fourth periods. After examining the concordance lines, I found out that during the third
and fourth period, there was a surge in cases in India, setting a global daily record for
daily coronavirus deaths and cases. The situation was being heavily reported on by the
US media, and it is best described by one article from the third period of the US

subcorpus, as follows:

“Cases rose when the country started reopening in June 2020, and the government
developed emergency infrastructure plans. When the wave receded and reported cases
plummeted over the winter, many officials saw it as a triumph. States dismantled
makeshift hospitals and delayed adding ICU beds and ventilators. [...] The fragile
health care system was not upgraded enough, said Gautam Menon, a science professor
at Ashoka University, and with the current surge in infections, we re seeing precisely

the consequences of not doing this.”

Additionally, after the Delta variant started fading in October 2021, which corresponds
to the fourth period in my research, there was an unforeseen escalation of COVID-19

cases, reported both US and UK media, as follows:

“’If you asked me two weeks ago what I thought would happen, I really thought that
we were going to have a nice, relaxing November,” Vohra said. Now, ‘it’s been very
humbling just because this pandemic keeps throwing us curveballs and this November

’

plateau is really keeping us very busy.”’

Following my findings concerning the verb surge in collocation with the noun lemma
case, which may have been used to denote a serious and unforeseen escalation in COVID-
19 cases, I assumed that the term “surge in infections” would also imply an abrupt and
startling rise in infection numbers. This hypothesis found proof in the analysis of the
concordance lines taken from articles from the third and fourth period of the US

subcorpus, containing these two words, such as the following:



“[...] studies so far show that the national health agency has been over-optimistic
about levels of antibodies in the population. In recent days, infections and hospital

’

admissions have surged, and several regions have brought in tighter controls.’

Finally, the analysis of words most frequently collocating with the noun lemma
infection proved my theory even further. Specifically, there were 21 instances of the
infection collocating with the noun wave, evoking connotations of sudden and rapid
occurrences (Hobbes, 2008). In contrast, the noun lemma case did not collocate with the

noun wave at all.

The infrequent collocation of the noun infection with the verb increase may be due to the
length of both words. I assume that to ensure rhythm and flow in their writing, journalists
opted for the shorter verb rise. This practice contributes to making the text more readable
and fluid. In more technical terms, this can be seen as a part of prosody, which is the
rhythm, stress, and intonation of speech and writing. By alternating between longer and
shorter words or sentences, writers can create a more engaging and natural-sounding text

(Wennerstrom, 2001).

Based on the data collected, it could be confirmed that the verb surge and the noun
infection, in the context of the pandemic, were used in connection to an unexpected uptick

in numbers.

1.13.2 The noun lemma hospitalization

The noun lemma hospitalization can be described as "the state of receiving medical
treatment as an inpatient in a hospital" according to the Vocabulary.com dictionary
(2024). Hence, it differs from the noun lemmas case or infection as it specifically

involves being admitted to a hospital for treatment.



Frequency of collocates for the noun lemma hospitalization
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Figure 17: Frequency of collocates for the noun lemma hospitalization

In Figure 17 the frequency of collocation of the noun lemma with each of the verbs is
illustrated. The values are reminiscent of those present in Figure 13, illustrating the
frequency of collocates for the noun lemma case. This observation could be attributed to
the common practice among journalists of combining the rising COVID-19 case numbers
with hospital admissions, often reporting them together as “cases and hospitalizations”.
Despite the number of occurrences of the noun hospitalization in the UK subcorpus being
significantly lower, compared to that of the US subcorpus, it collocated very frequently
with the near-synonymous verbs of interest. In the US subcorpus, it was used with various
other expressions of upward trends, such as “/...] the number of hospitalized COVID-19

patients jumped 50%",
of people hospitalized with COVID-19 in New York climbed to 3,800 .

hospitalizations were doubling every two days” or “The number
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Figure 18: Periodical analysis of collocates for the noun lemma hospitalization

The first notable point from Figure 18 is the minimal presence of the noun hospitalization
in the UK subcorpus, which was already touched upon in Figure 10, which shows the

most frequent collocations of these verbs. It revealed that UK journalists rarely used the



noun hospitalization, instead favouring terms like "hospital admissions" or "the number
of people in hospital with COVID." However, Figure 11 uncovered an additional insight
regarding the noun hospitalization: despite its infrequent use, when it did appear in the

UK subcorpus, it frequently collocated with the verbs surge, rise, or increase.

In Figure 18, we can see that these collocations were present largely in the last period.
Concordance lines reveal that the noun lemma hospitalization was being used in
connection to the wave of the Omicron variant in Europe. My data was unfortunately not
sufficient to explain the abrupt rise in popularity of this noun, and further research would

be needed.

1.13.3 The noun lemma death

This noun stands out as the most unique among all the nouns I have examined in this

study. It bears a connotation of finality, and it was treated differently by the journalists.

Frequency of collocates for the noun lemma death

02
0,15
01
0,05
0 e

SURGE RISE INCREASE

HUSA mUK

Figure 19: Frequency of collocates for the noun lemma death

As can be seen from Figure 19, the verb surge was used minimally when informing the
public about the death toll. The rare use of the verb surge may be attributed to its powerful
imagery, often associated with the forceful nature of tidal waves, such as a tsunami
engulfing the land (Hobbs, 2008). As affirmed by Wales (2014), every journalist has a
unique writing style that impacts the vocabulary, tone, and overall manner of their
writing, while also following the lexical, phraseological, and grammatical norms of
journalistic language. Since there are no grammar rules that would prohibit collocating

these two words together, it is possible that news reporters opted for more neutral verbs



like rise or surge instead, as they may have felt that invoking such intense imagery could
be perceived as insensitive towards the pandemic’s victims. However, this hypothesis
warrants a more thorough and detailed investigation to fully understand the rationale

behind their word choices.

Reflecting on Figure 11, which illustrates the weight of the collocations, we observe that
despite its high occurrence rate, the noun lemma death rarely collocated with either of the
verbs examined. Instead, exact numbers were mentioned far more frequently compared
to nouns case, infection, or hospitalization. Alternatively, the rise in numbers was often

expressed differently. For example, in one article it was stated that:

“The rate grew from 1 to 12 daily deaths per 100,000 Asian Americans between early

November and Jan. 6.”
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Figure 20: Periodical analysis of collocates for the noun lemma death

The noun lemma death was employed with great sensitivity in the news reports I gathered.
In the weekly updates, references to death tolls were kept concise, typically spanning
three sentences or fewer, while emphasizing figures related to cases, infections, and
hospitalizations. This approach is understandable, as, despite the rising number of
casualties of the pandemic, journalists aimed to maintain a narrative of hope, highlighting

recoveries and individuals overcoming the virus.

Figure 20 shows this pattern shifting in the third phase in both subcorpora, which was
caused by a sudden spike in fatalities in India. Moreover, this period saw a surge in
articles discussing allegations against the Indian government for underreporting the actual

figures of COVID-19 cases and deaths. In this period, we can see that in a few instances,



the verb surge was also used in connection with the noun lemma death, providing
additional evidence to support the theory that surge is employed in contexts of unexpected

and remarkable occurrences.

The analysis presented in this chapter focused solely on the content of the articles without
including the titles. Despite this limitation, a deeper exploration of these articles reveals
intriguing patterns. My analysis showed that journalists avoided including numbers in the
titles of their articles, except for those being written about a specific milestone in numbers
being reached. Among the verbs found in news article titles that expressed an increase in
numbers, surge emerges as the most prominent, appearing 22 times in the headlines. The
verb rise, occurs 15 times, while increase is noticeably less frequent, appearing only
twice. This preference for surge and rise over increase may stem from their conciseness
compared to the latter. Furthermore, the emotional impact of surge, as suggested by
Hobbs (2008), could also contribute to its popularity among authors of the articles.
However, when discussing the use of the noun lemma death in the corpus, I unveiled the
pattern of it being used scarcely in combination with the verb surge. This pattern is also
present in the titles of the articles, with only one of them containing both the noun death

and the verb surge.

1.14 Discussion of results

One of the aims of my study was to highlight the differences in journalistic language used
in US and UK news reports during the pandemic. Gnatchuk (2015) argues that newspaper
style often tends to replace simple verbs with word combinations or passive constructions.
This characteristic was evident in the news articles I analysed for my study, with an
interesting finding: it was much more prevalent in the US subcorpus. My data indicated
that US reporters employed diverse methods to convey an increase in metrics such as
cases, deaths, infections, or hospitalizations, rather than consistently pairing these nouns

with the verbs rise, surge, or increase, a common practice found in the UK subcorpus.

Additional differences between the two subcorpora were unveiled through a frequency
analysis. Specifically, the US media articles focused much more intensely on domestic
issues, with the nouns county and state being significantly more prevalent than the noun
country. In contrast, UK newspapers frequently used the noun country, indicating a

broader coverage of the health crisis's progression across various nations. This suggests



that while US news reports emphasised local impacts, UK reports provided a more global

perspective on the pandemic.

The next part of my study focused on the verbs indicating an upward trend—rise, surge,
and increase—identified as the most frequently used verbs for this purpose in the
preliminary analysis of my COVID-19 corpus. This analysis formed the basis of my first
research question: “How do the frequencies of the verbs increase, rise, and surge vary

across different time periods in the UK and US news articles on COVID-19?”

Based on their definitions, these verbs can be considered near-synonyms. Phoocharoensil
and Kanokpermoon (2021) demonstrated the slight nuances between the verbs rise and
increase, noting that the subjects of the verb rise are most often natural phenomena, such
as the moon, sun, or clouds. The characteristic collocation of such nouns with the verb
rise, indicating an upward movement of natural or inanimate entities, suggests that this
verb would be less prevalent in my corpus. This is because the articles in my study focus
on numbers and statistics, which are more abstract and do not typically describe natural

phenomena.

Nevertheless, the most frequently used verb to denote an uptick in numbers was rise. In
the US subcorpus, however, the verb surge was employed slightly more often than rise
and increase. Conversely, in the UK subcorpus, surge was the least used of the three
verbs. One possible explanation for this difference is that rise, being the shortest of the
three verbs, is more suitable for use with longer nouns such as hospitalizations or
infections. By alternating longer and shorter words or sentences, journalists aim to create
a text that is more engaging and sounds natural (Wennerstrom, 2001). This hypothesis
was further supported by an analysis of the collocates of infection and hospitalization,
which revealed that these nouns collocated with the verb increase less often than with

surge or rise.

Furthermore, the verbs rise and increase maintained their popularity through the
pandemic, whereas the verb surge experienced highs and lows in its usage. This trend
could be explained by the fact that the verb surge most frequently appeared in contexts
describing unexpected and dramatic increases in cases, deaths, infections, or
hospitalizations. This hypothesis is founded in the reasoning of Hobbs (2008) who states
that the verb surge is associated with the powerful imagery of sudden and strong swelling,

like a tsunami wave.



In the US, the frequency of the verb surge grew over the five periods analysed. During
the first two periods, its usage was minimal, reflecting the initial shock and
unpredictability of the pandemic. However, as the situation evolved and the unforeseen
surges of the virus became more pronounced, the subsequent periods showed a marked

increase in the use of the verb surge, mirroring the escalating crisis.

In the UK, the use of the verb surge peaked in the second and third periods. These two
time periods presented many articles about unexpected events, the second period was
associated with the rapid arrival of the second wave of the illness, increased incidence of
the virus among younger people and a rapid surge in cases in Italy. Similarly, during the
third period, the reoccurring theme found in articles by both UK and US journalists was

the tragic surge in deaths in India, underlying the unpreparedness of the country.

In contrast, the headlines of the articles I collected exhibited a different pattern. The verb
surge emerged as the most prominent, while the verb increase was the least employed.
The popularity of the verb surge in article headlines could be attributed to its intense and
striking imagery, which enhances the likelihood of catching the reader's eye. Conversely,
it could be argued that the verb increase was used less frequently in headlines due to its

length.

My second research question was: “Do certain nouns or adjectives frequently co-occur
with these verbs, and if so, how does their usage vary over time and between the UK and
US subcorpora?” To address this, I conducted a collocation analysis of the verbs in
question, identifying the noun lemmas case, infection, hospitalization, and death as the

most frequent collocates.

First, I calculated the statistical association between these verbs and nouns using a
simplified method. The results supported the hypothesis proposed by Gnatchuk (2015),
showing that US reporters did not favour repeatedly pairing nouns with the verbs rise,
surge, or increase. Instead, as revealed by further concordance analysis of the noun
lemmas case and hospitalization, US journalists preferred using numerical data and
percentages and more complex phrases such as ‘are up by x%’, ‘shot up from x to y’, or
‘ticked upward’. In both subcorpora, the noun lemma hospitalization was most frequently
collocated with the verbs of interest. However, my data was insufficient to explain this

pattern, necessitating further analysis of hospitalizations in various contexts.



I then examined the noun lemma case, which had a very high occurrence rate in the corpus
and frequently appeared near the verbs rise, surge, or increase. The statistical association
calculations indicated that case had a significant collocational weight, particularly in the
UK subcorpus. Although the noun lemma infection was less common, I initially
hypothesized that within the context of COVID-19, case and infection might function as

near-synonyms.

A notable difference between case and infection was their geographical preference. UK
reporters used case significantly more often, whereas US journalists used both terms
equally. When reporting the number of cases, both US and UK sources showed a clear
preference for using the verb rise. By examining concordance lines containing this
combination, I found that it appeared mainly in articles providing routine updates on the
ongoing situation, briefly mentioning each country’s or state’s number of cases while
using the verb rise. Based on these results, I argue that the verb rise was predominantly
used in connection with the noun lemma case when briefly and periodically mentioning

increases in the number of cases.

Despite its low usage near the noun lemma case, the periodic analysis of the verb surge
collocating with case yielded interesting information. The usage of both verbs surge and
rise in the UK subcorpus peaked in the second and fourth periods. Concordance lines with
this combination indicated that these instances were associated with events such as the
arrival of the second wave of the illness, increased susceptibility to infection among
younger people, and the catastrophic surge in cases in Italy. This data, combined with
insights from Hobbes (2008) regarding the imagery of tides and powerful elements,
inspired me to theorize that the verb surge, whether used with case or in the general
context of the pandemic, was employed when discussing unexpected and alarming

circumstances.

This theory was supported not only by the analysis of collocates of the noun lemma case
over time, but also by the analysis of the noun lemma infection. There was a slight
preference for the verb rise when writing about infections by both US and UK reporters.
Compared to the analysis of the noun lemma case, infection was used more frequently
with the verb surge. The periodic analysis revealed that the usage of the verbs rise, surge
and increase remained relatively steady, except for the third and fourth periods in the US

subcorpus, which showed peaks in the use of the verb surge. Concordance lines revealed



that this combination was frequently found in contexts of unforeseen escalations in the
number of infections. Particularly during the third period, US media extensively reported
on the tragic situation in India. Additionally, after the Delta variant started fading in
October 2021, which corresponds to the fourth period in my research, there was an
unforeseen escalation of COVID-19 cases reported by both US and UK media. This data
supported my claim that the verb surge in the context of COVID-19 carried a connotation

of unexpected and alarming increases.

Following this hypothesis and based on the knowledge that the noun lemma infection
collocated more often with the verb surge than the noun lemma case, 1 reasoned that there
might be a slight nuance in meaning between these two nouns. Specifically, the noun
infection might bear connotations similar to those of the verb surge, implying a sudden
and unexpected jump in numbers. This hypothesis was further supported by the fact that
the noun lemma infection frequently collocated with the noun wave, whereas the noun
lemma case did not collocate with this noun at all. Despite the data I collected being
convincing, I believe that this theory requires further investigation, possibly exploring

contexts other than that of the pandemic.

The analysis of the noun lemma hospitalization presented values similar to those of the
noun lemma case. This similarity is likely due to the common practice of news reporters
using these words together. It could be argued that the number of hospitalizations
indicates a more severe level of illness, necessitating hospital admission, hence their

frequent pairing.

There was minimal presence of the noun hospitalization in the UK subcorpus.
Concordance analysis revealed that UK journalists rarely used this term, preferring
instead other nouns or verbs that describe the number of people in the hospital with the
virus. However, despite its infrequent use, when it did appear in the UK subcorpus, it
almost always collocated with the verbs surge, rise, or increase. To explain this
phenomenon, a deeper exploration of the noun lemma hospitalization and its collocates

would be needed.

The noun lemma death proved to be the most interesting of the three studied nouns. Many
journalists treated death as the third and final stage of the illness, which was reflected in
the analysis of this collocate. Most importantly, in both subcorpora, the noun collocated

minimally with the verb surge. The avoidance of this combination could be attributed to



the powerful imagery behind the word, suggesting a mass of water spontaneously
engulfing the land (Hobbs, 2008). Journalists, guided by lexical, phraseological, and
grammatical norms along with their unique writing styles (Wales, 2014), may have felt
that the verb surge could evoke intense imagery, depicting individual deaths as one

massive wave of destruction, which could dishonour the memory of the victims.

The noun lemma death scarcely collocated with either of the verbs of interest, instead
appearing in sentences informing about the exact number of deaths, a strategy much less
commonly employed with the noun lemmas case, infection, or hospitalization.
Additionally, in daily or weekly news reports, references to death tolls were mentioned
briefly. The approach of using exact numbers and keeping the mention of deaths concise
is understandable and can be seen as journalists aiming to maintain a narrative of hope,

focusing on recoveries.

The third and last chapter describes the process and the steps I took to create my COVID-
19 corpus. Next, I analysed both the general corpus and the US and the UK subcorpora.
I conducted both quantitative and qualitative analyses of frequency, collocation and
concordance. Based on this data I came to interesting conclusions, presented and

discussed in the last part of the third chapter.






Conclusion
The main topic of this dissertation is newspaper language present in articles written during

and about the COVID-19 pandemic and select near-synonyms present in them. For this
purpose, I created my own corpus, further divided into two subcorpora, one containing
articles written by American journalists and the second one containing news reports from
the UK. I aimed to study the verbs denoting an upward trend used most frequently through
the corpus, the verbs surge, rise and increase. Thanks to this study, I was able to observe
the patterns and approaches of journalists during these uncertain times in informing the

public about the pandemic situation.

The first chapter introduces the main topics of my dissertation. Firstly, it explores the role
of mass media in public health communication, highlighting the dangers and
consequences of spreading biased or false information (Merloe, 2015; Barrios and
Hochberg, 2020; Simonov, 2020). This understanding solidified the importance of
selecting credible and unbiased sources for the articles in my corpus. The chapter also
examines how the media presents traumatic and unexpected deaths (Hanush, 2010;
Morgan et al., 2021). The lack of extensive studies on the depiction of death in COVID-
19-related newspaper articles motivated me to include this topic in my dissertation. This
chapter also analyses the language and stylistic differences between US and UK
journalism, which became a significant aspect of my research within the pandemic
context. Lastly, the first chapter introduced the concept of near-synonyms and their
importance for L2 students of English. Given that the corpus I compiled contained
numerous near-synonym nouns and verbs, I decided to dedicate a part of my research to

investigating this phenomenon.

The second chapter introduces corpus linguistics, defining a corpus and its construction.
It also describes qualitative and quantitative linguistic methods (Baker, 2010) and
introduces common quantitative analysis methods (Stubbs, 1996; Baker, 2023).
Concordance, frequency and collocation analysis proved to be useful for studying near-
synonyms and verbs denoting an upward trend in the corpus. Previous studies of
collocational patterns and near-synonyms presented in this chapter (Gu, 2017; Hanks,
1996) demonstrated that employing corpus-based methods to explore these phenomenons
can lead to more comprehensive findings in terms of distribution patterns, semantic
preference or prosody. The chapter concludes with an analysis of the near-synonymous

verbs increase, rise, and surge, which were the most commonly used terms to denote an



uptick in numbers within the corpus. I reviewed previous studies on these verbs,
demonstrating that they are near-synonyms with subtle differences in meaning, rather

than perfect synonyms (Phoocharoensil & Kanokpermpoon, 2021; Hobbs, 2008)

This final chapter presents my analysis of the COVID-19 corpus I compiled, focusing on
verbs indicating an ascending trend: surge, rise, and increase. I conducted a frequency
analysis on the entire corpus, highlighting the differences between the US and UK
subcorpora. The analysis of verbs indicating upward trends revealed several interesting
patterns. Notably, the verb surge consistently appeared in contexts describing an
unforeseen worsening of the pandemic situation, supporting Hobbs’ (2008) argument that
surge evokes vivid imagery of something strong and unexpected and is therefore not
perceived as neutral. The analysis of collocates of these three verbs provided further
evidence for this observation and underscored additional differences between the two

subcorpora and the near-synonyms within them.

Lastly, I presented data supporting the argument that the nouns case and infection carry
slight nuances in meaning. The investigation of the noun lemma death helped me
understand the attitudes of news reporters when discussing this topic. Based on the data |
gathered, I argued that they treated the subject with the utmost sensitivity and respect for
the victims, particularly by avoiding the verb surge, which carries powerful and perhaps

unsuitable imagery.

Working on this dissertation has allowed me to expand my knowledge of linguistics and
that of newspaper language. I am grateful for the opportunity I have had to contribute to
this field and look forward to future research that continues to explore the dynamic
interplay between language, media, and public perception. Through continued
exploration and analysis, we can better equip ourselves to handle future health crises with

informed and empathetic communication strategies.
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Riassunto in italiano
Questa tesi cerca di esplorare il linguaggio dei report giornalistici sul COVID-19,

concentrandosi specificamente sui verbi che indicano tendenze al rialzo, come

nn

"increase," "rise," e "surge". L’obiettivo fu illustrare 1'uso di questi verbi nel contesto

della pandemia e analizzare le connessioni tra di essi.

Il primo capitolo inizia discutendo il ruolo dei mass media nella comunicazione
sanitaria pubblica, specialmente durante le crisi sanitarie come la pandemia di COVID-
19. Vengono presentati esempi di comunicazioni sanitarie pubbliche mal gestite e di
successo (Jaramillo, 2001; Im e Huh, 2017). Viene evidenziato che 1 media passono
diffondere informazioni sanitarie faziose o false provenienti dalle aziende proprietaria
dei media, da un partito politico, o per causa delle preferenze anticipate del pubblico
target. La pandemia di COVID-19 ha visto i Repubblicani negli statiutensi
generalmente piu scettici sui rischi della pandemia, il che ha portato a una minore
tendenza nei consumatori di media influenzati dal partito repubblicano ad adottare
misure come il distanziamento sociale e 1'uso di disinfettanti o maschere (Simonov,
2020). Il primo capitolo prosegue con analisi della evoluzione della rappresentazione
della morte nei media che concentrano maggiormente su morti traumatiche e inaspettate
(Hanush, 2010). Comunque, durante la pandemia, le morti di persone anziane causate
dal coronavirus sono state descritte dai media come vittime di una situazione simile a

una guerra (Morgan et al., 2021).

Infine, il primo capitolo esamina il linguaggio e lo stile dei giornali. Gli studiosi hanno
identificato differenze fondamentali tra lo stile giornalistico usato negli Stati Uniti e nel
Regno Unito, con molti che sostengono che i codici aziendali nel Regno Unito si
allineano strettamente con i codici professionali a causa dei requisiti legali, evitando
commenti e altre forme di espressione di opinioni nei giornali. Al contrario, il
giornalismo statunitense tende a mescolare informazione e interpretazione (Saha, 2014;
Esser e Umbricht, 2014). Oltre alle differenze stilistiche tra paesi o stati, ogni report
giornalistico ¢ influenzato dal vocabolario, dal tono e dallo stile complessivo del singolo

giornalista.

Il secondo capitolo introduce gli aspetti teorici della linguistica dei corpus, definendo
cos'¢ un corpus e come viene costruito. Viene descritta la divisione dei metodi

scientifici in linguistica in qualitativi e quantitativi (Baker, 2010). Vengono introdotti I



metodi d’analisi quantitative pit comunemente utilizzate: frequenza, concordanza e di
collocati. L'analisi della frequenza rivela le parole pii comunemente usate in un corpus,
illuminando la posizione ideologica dell'autore, poiché nessun termine si ritiene neutrale
(Stubbs, 1996). Le concordanze ci aiutano a trovare modelli linguistici ripetuti,
rivelando temi o idee comuni. Questo tipo di analisi € molto piu qualitativo rispetto alla
semplice analisi delle liste di frequenza (Baker, 2023). Quando si discute delle
collocazioni, Stubbs (1996) afferma che le parole che ricorrono in collocazioni
caratteristiche mostrano le associazioni e le connotazioni che hanno, e quindi i
presupposti che incarnano. L'analisi della concordanza e delle collocazioni si rivela un
ottimo strumento per studiare i quasi-sinonimi, la cui definizione ¢ stata fornita alla fine
del primo capitolo. Tuttavia, sono state condotte poche ricerche sui modelli di
collocazioni delle parole quasi sinonimi, cosa che ho tentato di fare nel mio studio. La
sezione seguente del secondo capitolo descrive il processo di costruzione di un corpus,

inclusa la selezione dei testi, la raccolta dei dati e la loro segmentazione in sottocorpora.

I1 secondo capitolo si conclude con un focus sui verbi quasi-sinonimi "increase," "rise,"
e "surge". Ho scelto di concentrarmi specificamente su questi tre sinonimi, poiché
durante I'analisi preliminare del corpus ho scoperto che costituiscono i tre verbi piu usati
per denotare un aumento. Si potrebbe sostenere che i verbi increase e rise siano
sinonimi assoluti, ma questo ¢ dimostrato falso da Phoocharoensil e Kanokpermpoon
(2021) e anche dalla mia ricerca presentata in questa tesi. Riguardo al verbo surge,
Hobbs (2008) afferma che il termine offre il doppio vantaggio di essere meno
direttamente associato ai numeri e piu direttamente associato al con fenomeni di marea

e immagini forti di eventi imprevisti, sorprendenti e in rapida evoluzione.

I1 terzo capitolo descrive il processo di creazione del mio corpus, che include 120
articoli pubblicati durante e riguardanti la pandemia di COVID-19. Ho deciso di
includere anche media con un leggero bias di sinistra o destra, ma non quelle
strettamente liberali o conservatrici. Questi articoli sono stati poi divisi nei sottocorpora
degli Stati Uniti e del Regno Unito e ulteriormente segmentati in 5 periodi temporali.
Successivamente, ho condotto un'analisi generale delle strutture lessicali presenti nel

corpus utilizzando il software gratuito AntConc.

I sostantivi covid e case sono risultati 1 piu frequenti in entrambi 1 sottocorpora. La

maggiore frequenza delle parole county e state nel corpus statunitense puo suggerire che



i giornalisti americani si concentrino prevalentemente su questioni interne, mentre la
prevalenza della parola country nel corpus britannico indica che i giornalisti del Regno
Unito tendono a enfatizzare la progressione della crisi sanitaria in vari paesi piuttosto
che concentrarsi esclusivamente sulla loro nazione. L'analisi di frequenza dei verbi rise,
surge e increase ha seguito, mostrando che il verbo rise era il piu utilizzato nel
sottocorpus brittanico e il verbo surge era il piu frequente nel sottocorpus statunitense.
Questi risultati mostrano che, anche se esiste un’estrema somiglianza tra i due sistemi di

media, ci sono ancora alcune differenze fondamentali tra i due sistemi.

La parte successiva del terzo capitolo si € concentrata sull'analisi dei lemmi nominali
case, death, infection, e hospitalization, collocazioni piu frequenti dei verbi che
indicano una tendenza al rialzo. I dati raccolti indicano che i giornalisti statunitensi
usavano tecniche diverse per trasmettere un aumento in casi, decessi, infezioni o
ospedalizzazioni, invece di affidarsi esclusivamente ai verbi increase, rise, o surge,

come avveniva piu frequentemente nel sottocorpus britannico.

La mia ipotesi iniziale fu che i due lemmi nominali case e infection funzionassero come
quasi-sinonimi nel contesto della pandemia. I dati che ho raccolto suggeriscono una
preferenza geografica nell'uso dei sostantivi: i giornalisti britannici preferivano il lemma
case, mentre 1 report statunitensi utilizzavano piu frequentemente il lemma infection. 11
verbo rise collocava piu frequentemente con case per denotare una tendenza al rialzo,
probabilmente per il suo uso comune negli articoli con solo scopo di informare sul
numero di nuovi casi di Covid-19, spesso con frasi semplici. Ulteriori analisi delle
concordanze mostrano che surge con case ¢ collegato a eventi inaspettati. Questo ¢
supportato da surge che colloca frequentemente con wave, suggerendo eventi
improvvisi e rapidi (Hobbes, 2008). Nel sottocorpus statunitense, surge supera rise nel
terzo e quarto periodo. Le linee di concordanza rivelano che questo cambiamento
corrisponde a una vasta copertura mediatica statunitense sull'aumento record dei casi e
dei decessi da COVID-19 in India. Inoltre, dopo che la variante Delta ha iniziato a
svanire nell'ottobre 2021, che corrisponde al quarto periodo nella mia ricerca, c'¢ stato
un aumento imprevisto dei casi di COVID-19, riportato sia nei media statunitensi che

britannici.

Il lemma nominale infection, ¢ stato usato assai frequentemente con il verbo surge,

rispetto al lemma nominale case. Seguendo i miei risultati riguardanti il verbo surge in



collocazione con il lemma case, ho ipotizzato che il termine “surge in infections”
implicasse anche un aumento improvviso e sorprendente nel numero di infezioni.
Questa ipotesi ha trovato conferma nell'analisi delle linee di concordanza tratte dagli
articoli del terzo e quarto periodo del sottocorpus statunitense e nel fatto che il lemma

wave collocava con il lemma infection piu spesso che con il lemma case.

Nonostante il numero di occorrenze del lemma hospitalization nel sottocorpus
britannico fosse significativamente inferiore rispetto a quello del sottocorpus
statunitense, esso collocava molto frequentemente con i1 verbi quasi-sinonimi di
interesse. Invece nel sottocorpus statunitense, veniva utilizzato con varie altre

espressioni di tendenze al rialzo.

Il lemma death ¢ stato impiegato con grande sensibilita nei report giornalistici che ho
raccolto. Negli aggiornamenti settimanali, i riferimenti ai decessi erano concisi,
generalmente limitati a tre frasi o meno, mentre si enfatizzavano i dati relativi ai casi,
alle infezioni e alle ospedalizzazioni. L'uso raro del verbo surge in connesione al
numero delle vittime puo essere attribuito alla sua potente immagine, spesso associata
alla natura violenta delle onde di marea, come uno tsunami che inghiotte la terra
(Hobbs, 2008). Nonostante la sua occorenza frequente, il lemma death raramente
collocava con uno dei verbi esaminati. Invece, 1 giornalisti menzionavano 1 numeri esatti
piu spesso rispetto ai lemmi case, infection, o hospitalization. Tuttavia, c'¢ stato un
cambiamento nel terzo periodo in entrambi i sottocorpora, spinto da un aumento
imprevisto dei decessi in India. Il verbo surge ¢ stato occasionalmente usato con il
lemma death, sopratutto nel terzo periodo, supportando la teoria che surge denoti eventi

inaspettati e significativi.

Ritengo che studiare la lingua in tempi di crisi possa svelare dettagli interessanti e utili
della nostra comunicazione. Gli articoli scritti su argomenti delicati come la malattia e
la morte richiedono maggiore attenzione e diligenza da parte dei giornalisti,
permettendoci cosi di dare uno sguardo migliore al linguaggio giornalistico e ai suoi
modelli e tendenze sottostanti. Con la frequente menzione delle tendenze al rialzo dei
numeri, il contesto della pandemia si ¢ rivelato molto utile per studiare i quasi sinonimi
rise, surge e increase. Tale analisi delle sottili sfumature tra questi verbi puo essere utile
per gli studenti di L2 della lingua inglese, come me. Spero che la mia tesi abbia

contribuito allo studio del linguaggio giornalistico e allo studio dei quasi sinonimi.



