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wild cards, etc., and – importantly in grammatical studies of current change – tree patterns. ICECUP

contains a powerful query system, termed Fuzzy Tree Fragments (FTFs). FTFs are ‘sketches’ of

grammatical constructions that can be applied to the corpus to obtain an exhaustive set of matching

cases. Figure 2 shows an example of an FTF which matches all instances of a VP followed by a

subject complement (CS).
7
 This FTF matches the three nodes highlighted in Figure 1 above.

Figure 2: An FTF created with ICECUP, matching the highlighted nodes in Figure 1.

Respecting the fact that linguists disagree about grammar, ICECUP allows users to experiment with

the best way of retrieving the grammatical phenomena they are interested in, using the Quirk-style

representation in the corpus. The interface is designed to let linguists construct FTFs, apply them to

the corpus, identify how they match cases in the corpus, and refine their queries. One can also select

part of a tree structure and construct an FTF query from that fragment in order to find how a particular

lexical string is analysed, and then seek all similar analyses.

ICECUP offers a range of search tools based around this idea of an abstract ‘FTF’ query,

including a lexicon and ‘grammaticon’. DCPSE is an unparalleled resource for linguists interested in

short-term changes in spoken English, and in this paper we will demonstrate its value in studies of

current change using the examples of the progressive and the shall vs. will alternation.
8

3 Focusing on true alternation: the progressive

For decades, research in the field of sociolinguistics has highlighted the importance of the linguistic

variant (see Labov 1969). This impetus has percolated into historical studies of language, but is often

overlooked in corpus linguistics. Many studies on current change that have been carried out using

corpora have collected frequencies for lexical items or grammatical constructions, but often without

considering these frequencies alongside the variants of these patterns as part of a ‘bigger picture’. In

the next three sections we look at a number of methodologies for exploring change. First we look at an

approach which measures change in the progressive construction using normalised frequency counts.

In section 3.2 we then look at a measure which investigates frequency changes as a percentage of the

total number of VPs. Section 3.3 considers changes within a set of variants.

3.1 Changes in frequency per million words

Leech (2003) and Smith (2003) both investigate changes in the modal system of English. They carry

out a series of independent log-likelihood ‘goodness of fit’ tests for the item,
9
 in this case a modal

auxiliary, against the number of words in the corpus, using a method owing to Rayson (2003). This

tests whether a perceived difference in a distribution d is too large to be explained by accident.

                                                
7
 While the grammar that underlies the ICE-GB parsing (Quirk et al.
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Figure 4: An FTF used to search for shall after any subject NP.

A second, similar, FTF was used to retrieve instances of shall/will not and these cases were then

subtracted from the results. We exclude all negativ
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Figure 7a: Declining use of shall as a proportion p
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(5) Epistemic:

a. 
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instances of be going to which may alternate with each of the other variants. We use the FTF in
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Figure 9: Summarising changes for shall, will, ’ll and be going to, first person positive declarative (non VP-final) 
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