


150 Bas Aarts, Joanne Close and Sean Wallis 151Recent Changes in the Progressive

gressive has persisted into the twentieth century.　Hundt (2004) uses 
Mossé’s (1938) M-coefficient, which normalises the frequency of the pro-
gressive to occurrences per 100,000 words, to track the frequency of the 
progressive from 1650 to 1990 in ARCHER (A Representative Corpus of 
historical English Registers).1　Her results indicate a rise in the frequency 
of the progressive in the twentieth century (the lower line in Figure 1).

Figure 1:  Evidence for the Rise of the Progressive  
in Modern British English Writing

Kranich (2008) investigates the progressive using ARCHER-2.　Like 
Hundt, her results indicate a continued increase in the frequency of the 
progressive in the 20th century, as shown in the upper line in Figure 1 
(Kranich (2008: 178)).2　However, what is not clear is whether the rise 
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t h a t  i s  o b s e r v e d  i s  d u e  t o  a  s h i f t  t o w a r d  t h e  p r o g r e s s i v e  w i t h i n  a  s e t  o f  a lt e r n a t i v e  v e r b a l  c o n s t r u c t i o n s . � 0 � D € L � U � � � D € Q � G � � � / � H � H � F � K � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � L € Q � Y � H � V � W � L € J � D € W � H � � € W � K � H � � � L € Q � F � U � H � D � V � H � G � � � X � V � H � � � R � I � � � W � K � H � � � S � U � Rg r e s s i v e  u s i n g  t h e  B r o w n  q u a r t e t  o f  c o r p o r a . T h e s e  a r e  f o u r  m a t c h i n g  c o r p o r a  o f  o n e  m i l l i o n  w o r d s  e a c h 2 f r o m 2 1 9 6 1 2 a n d 2 1 9 9 1 / 9 2 . T a b l e  1  s h o w s  t h a t  f o r  P r e s s  s u b c o r p o r a  i n  B r i t i s h  E n g l i s h  t h e  u s e  o f  t h e  p r o g r e s s i v e  s e e m s  t o  b e  a d v a n c i n g  m o r e  q u i c k l y  t h a n  i n  A m e r i c a n  E n g l i s h . B r i t i s h  E n g l i s h  h a s  a  h i g h e r  f r e q u e n c y  o f  p r o g r e s s i v e s  t h a n  A m e r i c a n  E n g l i s h  i n  1 9 6 1 2 a n d 2 t h e  u s e  o f  t h e  p r o g r e s s i v e  i n c r e a s e s  b y 2 a  l a r g e r  p e rc e n t a g e  b e t w e e n  1 9 6 1 2 a n d 2 1 9 9 1 / 9 2 .

P r e s s

% 2 r i s e  f r o m 2 1 9 6 1 2 B r i t i s h  E n g l i s h  ( L O B /  F L O B )A m e r i c a n  E n g l i s h  ( B r o w n / F r o w n ) + 1 1 . 8 %

� 7 � D € E � O � H � � � � � �

P r o g r e s s i v e  F o r m s  i n  t h e  P r e s s  S e c t i o n s  ( A - C )  o f  F o u r  E q u a l 2S i z e  R e f e r e n c e  C o r p o r a  ( L O B ,  F L O B ,  B r o w n  a n d 2 F r o w n ) . � ) � U � R � P � � � 0 � D € L � U � � � D € Q � G � � � / � H � H � F � K � � � � � � � � � � � � � � O v e r a l l  t h i s  r e s e a r c h 2 p o i n t s  t o  a n  i n c r e a s e d  u s e  o f  t h e  p r o g r e s s i v e  i n  P r e s e n t - D a y  E n g l i s h , 2 a 2 t r e n d 2 t h a t  h a s  c o n t i n u e d  f r o m 2 t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y . O u r  a i m 2 i n  t h i s  p a p e r  i s  t o  c o n t r i b u t e 2 t o  w o r k  o n  t h e  p r o g r e s s i v e  b y 2 i n v e s t i g a t i n g  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  i n  s p o k e n  E n g l i s h , 2 u s i n g  t h e  D i a c h r o n i c  C o r p u s  o f  r e s e n t - D a y  

p o k e n  E n g l i s h
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because it is cancellable.　Huddleston and Pullum et al. (2002) observe 
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the frequency of the progressive relative to the possibility of it being used 
in the first place.　Many studies have considered progressive use in terms 
of normalised absolute frequencies, such as the M-coefficient, i.e. frequen-
cies considered in proportion to the total number of words in a particular 
dataset.　However, the opportunity to use any linguistic construction, in-
cluding the progressive, may not be constant between different time peri-
ods or genres.　The danger is that we end up measuring two things at the 
same time—(i) the opportunity to use the progressive combined with (ii) 
the decision to use the progressive, once the opportunity has arisen.　
Since we are interested in whether people increasingly choose to use the 








