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Differing Frequency of Usage

Very often, words that are cognates in English and Spanish, that is words bearing a very strong resemblance to each other, both in form and meaning, because they are etymologically linked, are used in largely the same way in the two languages. In other words, they are used in exactly the same contexts and with similar frequency. For instance, the Spanish word máquina is used in the same way and just as frequently as the English word machine, piloto as pilot, ilustrar as to illustrate. However, there are also cases where the frequency and wider use of a word vary between the two languages, and it is important for the non-native speaker to be aware of such differences. There is a danger of a word being overused and therefore inappropriately used in the second language simply because its cognate is common in the first language. In the following cases, the Spanish word is used more often than the English cognate:

alucinante (hallucinatory), ampliamente (amply), ampliar (to amplify), amplio (ample), anfitrión (amphitryon), anterior (anterior), antológico (anthological), asesinar (to assassinate), asesino (assassin), austral (austral), auténtico (authentic), comentar (to say, to comment), cometer (to commit), compañero (companion), contaminar (to contaminate, to pollute), convertir(se) (to convert), denunciar (to denounce), diversos (diverse), época  (epoch), elegir, (to elect), emitir (to emit), euforia (euphory), eufórico (euphoric), evolucionar (to evolve), fomentar (to foment), ilusión
(illusion), impresionante (impressive), inferior (inferior), interlocutor (interlocutor), lamentable(mente) (lamentable/lamentably), lamentar (to lament), lesión (lesion), lúgubre (lugubrious), luminosidad (luminosity), luminoso (luminous), manifestar (to manifest), meridional, (meridional), nocturno (nocturnal), norma (norm), occidental (occidental), opinar (to opine), periferia  (periphery), pletórico (plethoric), posterior (posterior), preocupar(se) (to preoccupy), protagonista (protagonist), sibarita (sybarite), sintonía (syntony), solicitar (to solicit), superior (superior), tema (theme, subject), tra(n)smitir (to transmit, pass on), valiente (valiant), velocidad (velocity), zona (zone)

To take a number of examples of varying frequency of use with the above words:

antológico applies to anything outstanding, like intelligence or even a game of soccer
asesinar has a general application in Spanish whereas in English it is limited to a political context

comentar is often used simply as an alternative to to say/tell
cometer does not only apply to offenses but also to errors, faults etc.

compañero would be used by a colleague to or about another colleague

contaminar is generally applied to the idea of to pollute, as of the environment

denunciar has as much the meaning of to report as to denounce

elegir has the much more general use of to choose, as well as to elect

emitir may be used metaphorically and literally, for an opinion, sound, smoke
ilusión is used much more with the idea of hope, expectation, less than with the 

 idea of illusion
impresionante carries far more weight than impressive, and is very commonly used, 

 having the value of great, terrific
inferior would be used not just for the value judgement of inferior, but also for lower, as in an apartment (see superior)
luminoso would be used where in English we would say bright

manifestar would apply not just to a feeling, but also to an opinion, thought, idea

superior would be used not only for the value judgement of superior, but also for upper/ higher, as in an apartment (see inferior) 

tema is very commonly used and corresponds to the English subject

tra(n)smitir may also be used for passing on best wishes or an infection. It has a less technical connotation than to transmit 
zona corresponds to the English region, place or area whereas in English it has an administrative or military connotation

