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Abstract 


This thesis looks at the use of the Perfect Progressive in Present-day American English. The 
 overall aim is to provide a comprehensive overview of the use of the Perfect Progressive in 
 Present-day American English, and a secondary aim is to shed some more light on this 
 grammatical construction than has previously been done in reference works on the English 
 language.  


The research carried out in this thesis is both quantitative and qualitative and the primary source 
 of material is the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA). The theoretical 


foundations are based on previous work by grammarians and linguists.  


To accommodate the scope and time constraints the focus is placed on three of the five genres 
 found in COCA; Spoken, Fiction and Academic Journals. In addition, three verbs that frequently 
 occur in the Perfect Progressive within these genres, namely work, look and live, were chosen.   


The results show that there is a difference in the distribution of the Perfect Progressive depending 
on genre. There is also a difference in the distribution with regard to tense. In addition, I found 
that the Perfect Progressive is highly dependent on context for its meaning to come across, in 
other words, the sentence containing the Perfect Progressive seen in isolation is not always 
sufficient for the correct interpretation of the intended meaning.
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1    Introduction


Hypothesis:  


There is a difference in the distribution and use of the Perfect Progressive depending on 
 genre and tense. 


This hypothesis is the foundation of this thesis which has been given the title “I have been 
 writing – a corpus-based study of the Perfect Progressive in Present-day American English. The 
 main focus of this thesis will be on the use of the Perfect Progressive in Present-day American 
 English. The material on which this thesis is based has been retrieved from the Corpus of 
 Contemporary American English (COCA) and it is supplemented by previous work carried out 
 by grammarians and linguists. I have come across no similar research concerning the Perfect 
 Progressive to compare my results or methods to. However, some linguists (e.g. Biber et al.: 


1999) provide insights into some features of this verb form and serve as background for the 
 current study. 


This topic has been chosen because of my fascination for this particular grammatical 


construction. I have always been intrigued by its form, and by the meanings it has the ability to 
 express. The Perfect Progressive is an element within English grammar which has not gotten the 
 attention it deserves. To illustrate this, I refer to the comprehensive work Longman Grammar of 
 Spoken and Written English (Biber et al.: 1999), where it is only mentioned briefly under the 
 heading “Complex combinations of aspect and voice”. What is written about the Perfect 
 Progressive there takes up less than 10 sentences. My main reasons for choosing the Perfect 
 Progressive is therefore the fact that so little has been written about it and also its form and 
 meaning. I chose to look at the Perfect Progressive in American English, because this is the 
 variety of English that I have adopted.  


Borrowing a few words from Tobin (1993: preface), this thesis will “deal with the very „fuzzy‟ 


category of Aspect in English”. Swales makes use of the same adjective when he writes “genre 
remains a fuzzy concept, a somewhat loose term of art” (1990:33). To try to avoid this turning 
into a “fuzzy” thesis and to narrow the scope to accommodate the place and time constraints, I 
have chosen to look at three genres within COCA and focus on three verbs within these genres. 
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 The genres are Spoken, Fiction and Academic Journals and the verbs are work, live and look. 


How these genres and verbs were chosen is explained in detail in Chapter 3.  


In the introduction to his book Aspect, Bernard Comrie (1976:11) says that “in the discussion of 
 aspect, as opposed to many other areas of linguistics, there is no generally accepted terminology”. 


Some linguists make use of the term Perfective Aspect instead of the Perfect Aspect (e.g. 


Dypedahl et al. 2006, Quirk et al. 2005), and in turn also the Perfective Progressive instead of the 
 Perfect Progressive. It is in the world of linguistics nearly impossible to say that one linguist is 
 more correct than another, since terminological fuzziness abounds. However, there is according 
 to Comrie (1976:62), a “tendency to confuse perfect and perfective” (further details in Section 
 2.0). Leech in his book Meaning and the English Verb uses the term Perfect Aspect, while in A 
 Comprehensive Grammar of the English language, a book which Leech has co-authored, the term 
 Perfective is used. Some linguists also refer to the Perfect Progressive as the perfect continuous 
 tense (cf. Thompson & Martinet 1981:158). The terminology used in this thesis is the one which 
 seems to be used most frequently, i.e. the Perfect Progressive.  


(…), there has been great controversy over the expression aspect, particularly in its range 
 of application to English, and views about what, if anything, actually constitutes aspect in 
 English, and what does not, have been widely divergent (Fenn 1987:23).  


What Fenn describes here fits well with the quote by Tobin (1993:15) below and with Comrie‟s 
 claim that there is no consensus with regard to terminology within this area of linguistics.  


In general, it is possible to say that „aspect‟ and Aktionsart in English have been the 
 subject of fewer studies than „tense‟ and „modality‟. Part of the blame surely rests on the 
 general view that English is a „tense‟ rather than an „aspect‟ language, at least from the 
 point of view of the morphology of the language (Tobin 1993:15). 


Even though looking at aspect as a category of the English verb phrase is an exhaustive task and 
 one that would not fit between the covers of this thesis, a fraction of this discussion will be 
 included when I look at whether or not the Perfect Progressive constitutes a tense or an aspect. In 
 Chapter 2, I will argue that since the Perfect Progressive has the same possible 


meanings/functions as the Perfect Aspect and the Progressive Aspect, it must be an aspect and 
not a tense. However, I too have chosen to write the Perfect Progressive and not the Perfect 
Progressive Aspect for the most part and this is to accommodate the norm of grammarians and 
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 linguists and for the sake of simplicity, not because I do not see the Perfect Progressive as an 
 aspect. 


Even though descriptive/theoretical linguists and computional linguists use corpora for 
 very different purposes, they share a common belief: that it is important to base one‟s 
 analysis of language on real data – actual instances of speech and writing – rather than on 
 data that are contrived or “made-up” (Meyer 2002:xiii).   


With more than 400 million words from the last 20 years, divided into 5 genres, I feel confident 
 that COCA is the right corpus to use in this thesis. The text samples found in COCA have been 
 gathered from sources such as Television shows, books and Academic Journals, so the language 
 is real and it should be fairly representative of Present-day American English. Prior to this thesis I 
 have conducted two small “pilot studies” which looked at the use of the Perfect Progressive in 
 American English and COCA was used in both. These studies showed that COCA is a good 
 corpus to use when investigating the Perfect Progressive.  


While Chomsky is wrong to characterise corpus linguistics as butterfly collecting. I [Bas 
 Aarts] think we can all agree that some strands of corpus linguistics run the risk of not 
 being taken seriously. I am thinking specifically of studies that are exclusively concerned 
 with the presentation of frequency data as a goal in itself without couching those data 
 within the framework of meaningful questions about the structure of usage of the 


language being studies. A somewhat disrespectful term for such an approach is „number 
 crunching‟. (Aarts 2000:7) 


The thesis is both quantitative and qualitative, with emphasis on frequencies and on a detailed 
 analysis of 684 examples, focusing on the meanings conveyed by the Perfect Progressive. These 
 two approaches will hopefully provide information about the use of the Perfect Progressive in 
 Present-day American English. My fear is that there will be too many numbers in this thesis, 
 despite efforts to avoid this. However, since no one has looked at the Perfect Progressive in this 
 way before, some numbers and frequencies are crucial. COCA will be used to provide a 


quantitative overview of the distribution of the Perfect Progressive, the distribution between 
 genres and the distribution of the Past Perfect Progressive versus the Present Perfect Progressive.  


The overall aim of this thesis is to provide a comprehensive overview of the use of the Perfect 
Progressive in Present-day American English, within the constraints mentioned above. A 
secondary aim is to shed some light on this grammatical construction which deserves more 
attention than what it is given in today‟s textbooks.  
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 Research questions have been formulated and will be answered one by one as a means of forming 
 conclusions and confirming or discarding the hypothesis. The questions are presented in full in 
 Chapter 3, Section 3.3.1.  The research questions are not presented until the very end of Chapter 3 
 because they were not formulated properly until Chapters 2 and 3 were written. However, the 
 questions were somewhat formed even before these chapters were written and the theory and 
 methods in this thesis were chosen with them in mind.    


Short outline of the chapters 


In Chapter 2, “Theoretical Foundations”, the theoretical background for this thesis will be 
 presented.  


Chapter 3, “Method & Material”, is mainly devoted to the Corpus of Contemporary American 
 English, the use of corpora in this type of linguistic research and the methods employed to answer 
 the research questions.  


In Chapter 4, “The results from the searches performed in COCA”, the quantitative results are 
 presented and discussed.  


In Chapter 5, “The use of the Perfect Progressive”, the qualitative analysis of 684 examples taken 
 from COCA is presented and discussed.  


Chapter 6, “Conclusions and Evaluations” sums up the previous chapters and is the chapter in 
which the outcome of the analysis (from Chapters 4 and 5) is seen in connection with the 
hypothesis.  
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2      T HEORETICAL  F OUNDATIONS


This chapter aims to provide some theoretical background for the issues discussed in this thesis. 


This theoretical foundation will be used together with the results from COCA to draw 
 conclusions about the use of the Perfect Progressive.  



2.0 Aspect as a Category of the English Verb Phrase 


From a semantic point of view, both tense and aspect relate primarily to time distinctions 
 in the verb phrase. However, whereas tense refers primarily to past and present time 
 orientation, aspect relates to considerations such as completion of events or states 
 described by a verb (Biber et al. 1999: 460).  


A Verb Phrase is “a string of verbs (…). A VP must include a main verb as head” (Dixon 
 2005:24). In addition to a main verb a verb phrase may include tense, modality and aspect. 


Aspect is not an obligatory element of the English verb phrase. The term aspect “applies to a 
 clearly defined set of verbal markers arranged in a binary system” (Fenn 1987: 23) and it is often 
 used because it has the ability to express something that is impossible to do with the use of 
 modality and tense alone. “Aspect does not tell us anything about when the action takes place; it 
 tells us something about whether the action is ongoing or completed” (Dypedahl et al. 2006: 89). 


(Please note that Aspect does not only refer to the ongoingness or completeness of a situation, its 
 role is far more complex than that and this will hopefully become evident throughout this 


chapter). Furthermore, “aspect means the signaling of the mode of action by some grammatical 
 device” (Ota 1963: 2).  


English is notorious, however, for expressing aspectuality in very many diverse ways 
 which break the barriers between the rigid traditional categories of tense and aspect, 
 lexicon and grammar, syntax and semantics, and aspect and Aktionsart, thus making 


„aspect in English‟ a particularly challenging area of research as well as fertile testing 
 ground for comparing and contrasting alternative linguistic theories (Tobin 1993: 3-4). 


This ties in well with what was mentioned in the Introduction; Fenn (1987: 23) describes a 
discussion that has been going on in the linguistic community with regard to the term aspect and 
its use and applicability in the English language. There is also a lack of agreement with regard to 
the terms used within this field. In the introduction to his book “Aspect”, Bernard Comrie writes 
that: “in the discussion of aspect, as opposed to many other areas of linguistics, there is no 
generally accepted terminology” (1976:11). However, there seems to be agreement on the fact 
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 that there are two aspects in the English language; the Progressive Aspect and the Perfect Aspect 
 (cf. Biber et al. 1999: 460). The Progressive Aspect describes “an event or state of affairs which 
 is in progress, or continuing, at the time indicated by the rest of the verb phrase” (Biber et al. 


1999:460), and the Perfect Aspect “designates events or states taking place during a period 
 leading up to the specified time” (Biber et al. 1999: 460).  


1.  I am waiting for the cast list to go up right now. (Spoken: 2008) 
 2.  I have slept too long. (Fiction: 2008) 


Example 1 shows the Progressive Aspect (am waiting) and example 2 shows the Perfect Aspect 
 (have slept). A closer look at more characteristics of these two aspects can be found in Sections 
 2.1 and 2.2.  


Among the various strategies employed in English for expressing aspectuality we have 
 the use of tenses, phrasal verbs, verbal aspectualizers, complement structures, etc. Aspect 
 has almost as many definitions as there are linguists who have attempted to deal with it, 
 particularly those linguists trying to capture the complex subtleties of „aspect in English‟ 


(Tobin 1993: 3-4).  


In addition, according to Comrie (1976: 62) there is a “tendency to confuse the perfect and the 
 perfective”. The difference between the two is that “the perfect links a present state to a past 
 situation, whether this past situation was an individual event, or a state, or a process not yet 
 completed” (Comrie 1976: 62), and this, he claims, cannot be done by use of the perfective. This 
 claim is one of the reasons why I have chosen to use the Perfect Aspect and the Progressive 
 Aspect as terms for this thesis, as well as the fact that these terms seem to be used most 
 frequently by linguists and grammarians.  


Since the Perfect Progressive Aspect is a “merger” of the Perfect Aspect and the Progressive 
Aspect, the next few pages will be dedicated to a short overview of these two aspects. The figure 
below gives an overview of the aspects found in the English language.  
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 (non-progressive)  Progressive Aspect 


(non-perfect) 


Simple Present Tense 
 They speak 


Simple Past Tense 
 They spoke 


(ordinary) 


Present Progressive Tense 
 They are speaking 


(ordinary) 


Past Progressive Tense 
 They were speaking 


Perfect 
 Aspect 


(ordinary) 


Present Perfect Tense 
 They have spoken 
 (ordinary) 


Past Perfect Tense 
 They had spoken 


 Present Perfect Progressive Tense 
 They have been speaking 


Past Perfect Progressive Tense 
 They had been speaking 


Figure 3      (Leech 2004: 3)  
 Figure 3 shows the Perfect Aspect, the Progressive Aspect, the Perfect Progressive and also the 
 simple tenses, in both past and present. “Ordinary” is used to describe the “ordinary” Perfect 
 Aspect or Progressive Aspect, this means that the Perfect Progressive is not regarded as 


“ordinary” but as complex.  


Some linguists and grammarians (e.g. Leech (2004), Thomson & Martinet (1981)) refer to the 
 aspects as tenses, however this thesis will make use of the term “aspect” and not “tense” to refer 
 to the same forms.  



2.1 The Progressive Aspect 


The Progressive Aspect is sometimes referred to by use of terms such as “‟durative‟, 


‟temporary‟, „continuous‟, etc.” (Leech 2004: 18).  However, the term Progressive is very often 
 used, and this may be because it “suggests a happening „in progress‟ and it avoids some 


misleading associations (…)” (Leech 2004:18).  
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 Tobin writes that “the term aspect was originally derived from Russian vid (view)” (1993:5). 


This fits well with how Leech (2004:18) defines the Progressive Aspect when he writes “(…) the 
 Progressive Aspect is said to give us an „inside view‟ of a happening rather than an „outside 
 view‟, seeing the happening as a single whole”, (view being the operative word here).  


To form the Progressive Aspect one needs a form of the grammatical auxiliary “be” plus a main 
 verb ending in –ing. “The verb be in its numerous forms is the most common verb in English” 


and “ the most essential role of be is as one of the primary auxiliary verbs of English used to 
 express continuous action (…)” (Peters 2004:66). As mentioned earlier, The Progressive Aspect 


“designates an event or state of affairs which is in progress, or continuing, at the time indicated 
 by the rest of the verb phrase” (Biber et al. 1999:460).  


A sentence containing the Progressive Aspect could look like this: 


3.  John is running alongside, waving and calling trying to get Pauline‟s attention.    


(Fiction: 1994) 


4.  Jake runs through the school‟s hallways. (Fiction: 2002) 


Example 3 is written in the Progressive Aspect, whereas example 4 is written in the simple form 
 (present tense) Even though both examples give the reader information about a man and the fact 
 that he is able to run, the verb phrase in the first example adds other possible meanings to the 
 equation. The Progressive Aspect can be used (Thomsen & Martinet 1981:140-141): 


For an action happening now 


For an action happening about this time, but not necessarily at the moment of speaking. 


For a definite arrangement in the near future 


With a point in time to indicate an action which begins before this point and probably 
 continues after it. 


These possible uses or meanings are summed up in four short points by Dypedahl et al. 


(2006:91): 


-  Process/Activity 
-  Ongoingness 
-  (Limited) duration 
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 -  Possible incompletion 


The first two points on this list, Process/Activity and Ongoingness, help substantiate the fact that 
 the best name for this aspect is in fact the Progressive; something is “going on”, it is in progress.  


“It is sometimes supposed that the progressive aspect only occurs with dynamic verbs describing 
 activities and events” (Biber et al. 1999: 471). However, the Progressive Aspect can be used with 
 both static and dynamic verbs and when a static verb is used the meaning is that of a “temporary 
 state” (Biber et al. 1999:471). The most important thing to keep in mind is that the type of verb 
 chosen will have an impact on the meaning conveyed by the sentence. Furthemore, there are even 


“Anti-Progressive verbs”; these are verbs which are “normally” incompatible with the 
 Progressive (Leech 2004:25).  


The Progressive Aspect can combine with the present and the past tense to form the Present 
 Progressive Aspect and the Past Progressive Aspect (distinctions can be made with regard to 
 future, active and passive as well. However, in this short overview it seems sufficient with the 
 Present/Past distinction). 


2.1.1.  The Present Progressive Aspect 


5.  I am waiting for the cast list to go up right now. (Spoken: 2008) 


The Present Progressive Aspect “describes events that are currently in progress or are about to 
 take place in the near future” (Biber et al. 1999: 470). According to Swan (2005: 452) “the 
 Present Progressive can also be used to refer to repeated actions and events, if those are just 
 happening around the present”, example: “why is he hitting the dog?”.  He continues by saying 
 that it can be used when there is talk of “developments and changes” and also the “future”. This 
 grammatical item can in addition be used “to express a definite future arrangement” (Thomson & 


Martinet 1981:150).   


Example 5 clearly illustrates something which is going on at the moment of speaking; here we 
 have a person who is waiting for something at the present moment, and this is even emphasized 
 by the use of the adverb now at the end of the sentence.  


2.1.2  The Past Progressive Aspect 
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 6.  We were waiting downstairs when I realized my error. (Fiction:2008) 


While the Present Progressive Aspect “describes events that are currently in progress or are about 
 to take place in the near future” (Biber et al. 1999: 470). The Past Progressive Aspect “describes 
 events that were in progress or about to take place at some earlier time” (Biber et al. 1999: 470).  


It can express “a sort of future in the past: He was busy packing for he was leaving that night (the 
 decision to leave had been made some time previously)” (Thomson & Martinet 1981:150).  


Furthermore, the Past Progressive Aspect can be used to “set off one action as a background for 
 another. In these instances the second action is often given in the simple past: I was painting the 
 floor. Then the phone rang” (Dypedahl et al. 2006:92). 



2.2  The Perfect Aspect 


7.  I have slept too long (Fiction: 2008) 


This is the other aspect that we find in the English language and it is used to convey meanings 
 that the Progressive Aspect is not able to do. While the Progressive is seen in connection with 
 ongoingness and incompletion, the Perfect Aspect is “associated with completion” (Dypedahl et 
 al. 2006:89). This view is supported by Biber et al. (1999:460): “the perfect aspect designates 
 events or states taking place during a period leading up to the specified time”.  


The Perfect Aspect is made by a form of the grammatical auxiliary “have” and the past participle 
 of the main verb. “Have” is the “second most important verb in English, and like “be” it is both 
 an auxiliary and a full main verb”, and “as an auxiliary verb the prime function of have is to 
 express the perfect aspect of compound verbs (…)” (Peters 2004:243).   


Following Biber et al. we will discuss the Present Perfect Aspect and the Past Perfect Aspect 
 separately, because their meanings differ in important ways (cf. Biber et al. 1999: 463).   


2.2.1  The Present Perfect Aspect 


It [the Present Perfect Aspect] always implies a strong connection with the present and is 
 chiefly used in conversation, letters, newspapers and television and radio reports 


(Thomsen & Martinet 1981:152).  


8.  I can‟t go dancing because I‟ve broken my arm (my own example).  
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 The Present Perfect Aspect is used to “refer to a situation that began sometime in the past and 
 continues up to the present” (Biber et al. 1999: 460). This means that something which has 
 happened or started in the past has relevance in the present time or the future. The example 
 included above clearly illustrates this; here we have a person who has broken his/her arm and as a 
 result of this cannot go dancing. Even though the Present Perfect Aspect is closely related to time 
 it cannot be used with actions whose time is mentioned, e.g. * I‟ve broken my arm yesterday (cf. 


Thomsen & Martinet 1981: 152). 


2.2.2  The Past Perfect Aspect 


The Past Perfect Aspect has “a straight-forward function - to refer to a time that is earlier than 
 some specified past time” (Biber et al. 1999:460). In connection with this definition the following 
 example was presented: 


“Two brothers told a court yesterday how they watched their terminally-ill mother “fade away” 


after she was given an injection. Widow Lillian Boyes,70, had earlier pleaded with doctors to 


“finish her off”, Winchester Crown Court heard”.  


As Biber and his colleagues so accurately state; the Past Perfect Aspect is found in contexts 
 where the speaker or writer wants to convey something that happened before the time of 
 reference.  


 As opposed to the Present Perfect Aspect, the Past Perfect Aspect is not “restricted to actions 
 whose time is not mentioned” (Thomson & Martinet 1981:161). The time something happened 
 can be explicitly mentioned; e.g. the car had been stolen two days ago. 



2.3   The Perfect Progressive Aspect 


“The Perfect Progressive is the most complex verbal form of modern English” (Bègin 
 2003: 117). 


9.  I have been thinking about you ever since you left us that day. (Fiction: 2009) 


As mentioned earlier in this chapter, there are in fact two aspects associated with the English verb 
 phrase; the Perfect Aspect and the Progressive Aspect. However, to add some confusion or 


“spice” to this already complex field of linguistics, one can combine the two aspects and make 
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 the Perfect Progressive Aspect. There may be some controversy involved when referring to the 
 Perfect Progressive as an aspect; many grammarians seem to be very careful about that. Biber et 
 al. (1999), for instance, only refer to the Perfect Progressive very briefly under the heading 


“Complex combinations of aspect and tense” and less than 10 sentences are written about it. The 
 Perfect Aspect and the Progressive Aspect are classified as aspects by most grammarians (some 
 call them tenses, cf. Thomsen & Martinet (1981)), however when it is time to write about the 
 Perfect Progressive, the term aspect is left out. However, since the Perfect Progressive Aspect is 
 made up of the same linguistic elements as the Perfect Aspect and Progressive Aspect and is used 
 for chiefly the same purposes, namely to convey meanings that are not covered by tense and 
 modality, it does make sense to refer to the Perfect Progressive as an aspect as well.  


Within this grammatical construction “all features of meaning associated with the perfect aspect 
 and the progressive aspect considered separately come into play one way or another” (Leech 
 2004:48). As the Progressive Aspect and the Perfect Aspect, the Perfect Progressive Aspect has 
 its own meanings which it conveys;  


[It] indicates an action that has been in the process for a period of time extending from 
 some time in the past up till the moment of speaking. This is its fundamental meaning, but 
 like the present progressive or past progressive it may have overtones of duration, 


continuation, incompletion, simultaneity, vividness of description, or emotion”. (Ota 
 1963:95)   


This “combination of aspectual categories” (Comrie 1976: 62) that the Perfect Progressive 
 represents may seem unnecessary or even conflicting, since the Perfect Aspect is used to indicate 
 completion and the Progressive Aspect to indicate incompletion. This may be a classic case of 


“opposites attract”. However, according to Comrie (1976: 61) there is in fact “in the majority of 
 those languages where it is formally possible for the perfect/non-perfect distinction to combine 
 freely with other aspectual distinctions, we find that such combinations do in fact occur”.  It is 
 hard to imagine the English language without the ability to express the meanings conveyed by the 
 Perfect Progressive.  


The Perfect Progressive is made up by a form of the grammatical auxiliary “have” , the past 
participle of the grammatical auxiliary “be” and the main verb with the “-ing” ending. In terms of 
main verb one may choose static or dynamic ones, as long as they end in –ing. However, anti-
progressive verbs “do not normally appear with Perfect Progressive” (Leech 2004:49).  
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 The Perfect Progressive can be divided into several sub-categories; distinctions that may result in 
 slight differences in meaning, for instance active, passive and future. The distinction focused on 
 in this thesis is the Past/Present distinction. 


10. Present: By now, my brain has been working overtime, bouncing back and forth. 


(Fiction: 2006)  


11. Past: He wanted to enter the rodeo, and had been working at roping and tying calves. 


(Fiction: 2007) 


2.3.1  The Present Perfect Progressive 


12. All the years I‟ve been living, they‟re the guys that made America what it is. (Spoken: 


2003) 


The Present Perfect Progressive is “used for an action which began in the past and is still 
 continuing       , or has only just finished      |“(Thomsen & Martinet 1981:158). 


The first possible meaning of the Present Perfect Progressive is beautifully illustrated by example 
 12 (above). Here the subject tells us that there are people who have made America what it is and 
 they have been doing this during the years the subject has been alive, so here we have an action 
 which started in the past and whose effects are still continuing at the present time. Leech (2004) 
 agrees with the above mentioned use of the Present Perfect Progressive, but he also adds other 
 possible functions or meanings;   


(…) the main use of the Present Perfect Progressive combines elements „continuation up 
 the present‟, „recent indefinite past‟ and „resultative past‟, found in the use of the non-
 progressive Present Perfect; and that, in addition, it combines these with the concept of 
 temporariness and possible non-completion associated with the Progressive Aspect” 


(Leech 2004: 51).   


    2.3.2 The Past Perfect Progressive 


13. By January 2007, Shawn Hornbeck had been living under the control of his sadistic 
tormentor for four and a half years. (Spoken: 2008) 
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 One question this thesis takes up is whether or not the Perfect Progressive can be classified as a 
 rare construction. Leech refers to the Past Perfect Progressive as the “rare Past Perfect 


Progressive” (Leech 2004:51) and he also goes as far as ending his section on the Past Perfect 
 Progressive with these words; “this is all that needs to be said about this tense of infrequent 
 occurrence” (Leech 2004:52). Leech‟s view of the Past Perfect Progressive‟s distribution is 
 seconded by this quote, “Perfect Progressives are used occasionally in fiction, especially in the 
 past tense (…)”, in Biber et al. (1999: 483). So this shows that several linguists argue that the 
 Past Perfect Progressive is a rare construction, and Biber and his co-authors even claim that the 
 few times it is used it is used in Fiction. A part of this thesis is devoted to investigating if these 
 claims are valid (see section 4.0) However, first we will focus on how the Past Perfect 


Progressive is used, in terms of its functions and meanings.    


“We use the past perfect progressive to talk about actions or situations which had continued up to 
 the past moment we are thinking about or shortly before it” (Swan 2005: 399).  Swan continues 
 by saying that “we use a past perfect progressive, not a past progressive, to say how long 
 something had been happening up to a past moment. We‟d been walking since sunrise, and we 
 were hungry. (NOT we were walking since sunrise)” (Swan 2005: 400). Example 13 is a good 
 example of the second meaning described by Swan, because the time span (four and a half years) 
 is explicitly stated.  


Furthermore, the Past Perfect Progressive is said to be “more general in its meaning than either 
 the Present Perfect Progressive or the ordinary Past Perfect” (Leech 2004:52). What he means by 
 this is that the Past Perfect Progressive “combines the temporariness of the Progressive with the 
 past-in-the past meaning of the Past Perfect” (Leech 2004:52).  



2.4 The Verbs 


In order to form the Perfect Progressive Aspect one must include a main verb in addition to the 
auxiliaries “have” and “be”. The main verbs chosen for further investigation in this thesis are 
work, look and live. These verbs were chosen on the basis of preliminary searches performed in 
COCA, but also on the basis of Beth Levin‟s verb categories. These categories are presented in 
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 English Verb Classes and Alternations: A Preliminary Investigation (Levin 1993), and have 
 functioned as a means of selecting which verbs to focus on. 


During the process of selecting and eliminating verbs, the verb categories had a substantial role. 


It became clear early in the writing process that the five verbs, work, try, wait, look and live, 
 which were found in singular and plural form, in past and present and with the contracted forms 


„ve, „s and „d, would come to play an important part in this thesis. However, only three of them 
 have ended up having a key part in this thesis. This process is more thoroughly described in 
 Section 3.2.2.   


It is a well-known fact that a verb can be polysemous, and this is also true for the three verbs 
 which will be looked at in more detail. Since the center of attention of this thesis is not on the 
 verbs alone, but on the verbs used with the Perfect Progressive, their meanings will not be the 
 main focus. However, a few possible meanings have been included below as a form of 


acknowledging that the verbs may convey different meanings in different settings, regardless of 
 the tense and aspect they are associated with. 


Work (Working):  


-Engaged in work (especially manual labor); employed. 


Example: You have been working too hard, Mr. Botts. (Fiction: 2008)  
 - Functioning or able to function.  


Example: But at least the television and the radio seemed to be in working order. (Fiction: 2009)   
 -Something that is good enough as a basis for work, argument, etc. and may be improved later; 


provisional. 


Example:  It seems to be working okay so far. (Spoken: 1990) 
 Live (Living):  


- alive (especially now). 
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 Example: You were living, eating and working with the same people, over and over. (ACAD: 


2009) 


- used or practiced; active.  


Example: I mean, jazz is a living language. (Spoken: 1993) 
 - manner of life. 


Example: No, I‟ve been living with a yearning desire for too long. (Fiction: 2009) 
 Look (Looking):   


- turn one‟s eyes in a particular direction (in order to see somebody/something). 


Example: And in the process of looking to the left for traffic, I noticed two white lights come up 
 from behind the red light. (Spoken: 2008) 


- act of looking. 


Example: I‟ve been looking at some houses on the west side. (Fiction: 2009) 
 - search; inspection.   


Example: I‟ve been looking all over for you. (Fiction: 2008) 


      
 (The different meanings are quoted 


from Oxford Advanced Learner‟s 
 Dictionary, 1990) 



2.5 The Genres 


genre is quite easily used to refer to a distinctive category of discourse of any type, 
 spoken or written, with or without literary aspirations. (Swales 1990:33)  


The focus in this thesis is placed on the three genres: Spoken, Fiction and Academic Journals as 
they are found in COCA. An in-depth look at the size and content of each genre has been 
included in Section 3.1. The aim of this section is to look at the characteristics and features of 
each genre in order to find clues as to why the Perfect Progressive may occur more often in one 
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 genre than another. In other words, does one genre have a more “hospitable environment” for the 
 Perfect Progressive than another? Genre is quite a complex area to work with and the term has 
 many different definitions. However, since this thesis is not merely devoted to genre analysis, but 
 to the analysis of a grammatical item, the definition by Swales (above) is sufficient. The terms 
 genre and register are sometimes used interchangeably; some linguists use both terms, while 
 others employ one and disregard the other (cf. Biber 2006:10).   


Linguists as a group have been more partial to the term genre. This may be partly due to 
 the traditional tendencies to deal with aspects of language below the level of texts and 
 partly due to the reluctance to employ a „term of art‟ (Levinso, 1979) so closely 
 associated with literary studies. (Swales 1990:38) 


Trying to find relevant material with regard to the Perfect Progressive and its use within different 
 genres has not been the easiest of tasks. As far as I have been able to find out there is hardly 
 anything written on the use of the Perfect Progressive within different genres and one of the 
 reasons for this may be what Levinso (1979) points out in the quote above, that linguists have 
 dealt more with the language below the text level. Nonetheless, some linguists have taken an 
 interest in texts, genres and grammar (cf. Biber et al. 1999). 


Three of the five genres found in COCA will be studied in this thesis. This selection was made on 
 the basis of preliminary searches performed in COCA with the goal of finding the genres with 
 potential to provide interesting results with regard to the use of the Perfect Progressive. The 
 genres represent spoken (Spoken) and written (Fiction and Academic Journals) language. It could 
 be argued that the distinction between spoken language and written language in COCA is not as 
 clear-cut as one would expect in a corpus, due to the nature of the spoken material:  


It would have been impossible, however, to create a corpus that size by tape recording 
 lectures, conversations, etc. The option was to use transcripts of conversations, which 
 were already in electronic form. (Davies, www.americancorpus.org/help/spoken_e.asp) 
 Mark Davies (the compiler of COCA) has chosen to gather the spoken material not by means of 
 tape recorders and transcription, but by downloading “transcripts of unscripted conversation on 
 TV and radio programs” (Davies 2009:161). The authenticity of this spoken language and 
 whether or not it represents spontaneous speech has been questioned. Davies seems to 


acknowledge the fact that his way of gathering spoken material could be questioned. Nonetheless, 
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 he argues that the “transcripts do represent very well the actual spoken conversation” (Davies, 
 www.americancorpus.org/help/spoken_e.asp).  


Language corpora have predominately been made up of written texts. There are obvious 
 additional difficulties in compiling a corpus of speech, including having to record or 
 transcribe it, and practical problems in representing features of speech as pauses and 
 overlapping turns in conversation. However, spoken corpora have been collected, and 
 studies of these have begun to influence our ideas about grammar of speech and how this 
 is distinct from the grammar of well-formed writing. (Hewings & Hewings 2005:84) 
 Maybe one of the reasons why the spoken genre in COCA has been the subject of discussion is 
 the fact that it is actually possible, in our day and age, to compile “real” spoken corpora, and that 
 corpus linguists see this as a step in the wrong direction? Or maybe they fear that the language is 
 not representative of spoken language as a whole? Davies argues that the size of COCA and the 
 size of the spoken section makes up for the fact that about 5% is scripted, because 95% is still 
 unscripted, and 95% of 80+ million is a large number of words (cf. Davies, 


www.americancorpus.org/help/spoken_e.asp).  


The terms „spoken language‟ and „written language‟ do not refer merely to different 
 mediums but relate to partially different systems of morphology, syntax, vocabulary, and 
 the organization of texts. (Miller & Weinart 1998: 4-5) 


This means that knowing whether or not the texts in COCA‟s spoken genre is in fact spoken or 
 not is crucial when it comes to making assumptions about spoken language or language as a 
 whole. Whether or not the language represents “non-media” language or is representative of the 
 spoken language of the American population or if it is spontaneous is hard to say. However, I will 
 be working under the assumption that the spoken language found in COCA is in fact spontaneous 
 spoken language, albeit in special settings.  


As mentioned above, we have three genres, two representing written language and one 


representing spoken language. The following sections will be devoted to the characteristics of 
 these genres.  


2.5.1 Academic Journals 


most previous studies of academic language have described the functions of a particular 
linguistic feature in a particular register. The research goal has been to document the 
distinctive uses of the target linguistic feature in a particular register, rather than to 
provide a comprehensive linguistic description of the register. (Biber 2006:13) 
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 This is true for this thesis as well; looking at distinctive features of Academic Journals will be 
 done to the extent it is necessary to answer the research questions. Hewings and Hewings write 
 that “much of the research into the influence of context on grammar has been conducted in 
 relation to Academic writing (2005:118). As far as I can tell very little (or no) research has been 
 done in terms of academic writing and the Perfect Progressive.  


That the vocabulary and wording used in Academic writing is more formal than for instance 
 works of fiction and oral communication is common knowledge; different rules and conventions 
 apply when writing scientific articles versus short stories. “Writers need to develop appropriate 
 relationships with their readers, presenting themselves and their work in ways deemed acceptable 
 by their fellow academics”(Hewings & Hewings 2005:122). One of the reasons why this genre is 
 deemed more formal than others may be what Hewings & Hewings describe, i.e. that Academic 
 prose is written by academics for academics and this calls for a more formal and scientific 
 language. This form of language is used to add validity to the results and claims they are putting 
 forth.  


the genre of the scientific article developed from informative letters that scientists had 
 always written to each other – and still do. Thus, many of the early contributions to the 
 Transactions, took the first person description „Sir‟ at their outset. However, as the 
 Transactions and subsequent journals began to assume a role of providing a regular arena 
 for discussion, the new and rhetorical situation that emerged led to the creation of a new 
 genre increasingly distinct. (Swales 1990: 110) 


Academic Prose is a broad category, and the Academic Journals genre in COCA is made up of 
 scientific articles found in ”nearly 100 different peer-reviewed journals” (Davies 2009:162). This 
 may not be representative of all the different academic prose that can be found. Nevertheless, it is 
 fairly representative of the Scientific Article.   


Biber et al. (1999: 458) write that there is a preference for the present tense in Academic 


language, since this is the tense that seems to give something relevance in the present time: “The 
present tense is used to convey the idea that these propositions [the propositions presented in the 
article] are true, regardless of time (…)”. The Perfect Progressive is also known for giving 
something relevance in the present time, even if it actually happened or started quite some time 
ago, this is especially true for the Present Perfect Progressive. Thus, we could hypothesize that 
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 the Present Perfect Progressive will occur more than its Past tense counterpart in the Academic 
 Journals genre.  


2.5.2 Spoken 


The spoken language is every bit as highly organized as the written – it couldn‟t function 
 if it wasn‟t. But whereas in writing you can cross out all the mistakes and discard the 
 preliminary drafts, leaving only the finished product to the reader, in speaking you cannot 
 do this. (Halliday 2004:13) 


In COCA 1/5 is spoken material and 4/5 is written material, this means that the Spoken section in 
 COCA is quite small in comparison to the written sections, however compared to other corpora 
 the Spoken section in COCA is quite large with 83 million words. The Spoken section in COCA 
 is also what one can call a “special” genre, see Section 2.5.  


The preference for present tense verbs is particularly strong in conversation and academic 
 prose, but for quite different reasons. In conversation, the reliance on present tense 


reflects speakers‟ general focus on the immediate context […]. (Biber et al. 1999:457)  
 The texts are taken from TV and radio programs and this should mean that the conversations that 
 that are rendered are going on at the present time. So there ought to be a preference for present 
 tense here, as it gives what one says relevance (at the present time). I also propose that there will 
 be a preference for the Present Perfect Progressive in these settings as well, as this construction is 
 used about “‟continuation up to the present‟, „recent indefinite past‟ and „resultative past‟” 


(Leech 2004:51).  


On the other hand, celebrities are often guests on these types of shows and they are often there to 
 promote their latest CDs and movies, etc. They are telling people about something that happened 
 in the past, but has relevance for the present time, maybe not direct relevance, but relevance 
 nonetheless. This is an argument for people using the Past Perfect Progressive in the types of 
 situations presented in COCA‟s spoken section.  


The Perfect Progressive should be a perfect grammatical construction to use in conversations as it 
is not so definite, as perhaps other constructions are. It does not make that strong a statement, as it 
may refer to something which is incomplete or is recently finished. It could easily be used as a 
form of hedging, when one is not completely certain about when something has taken place or if 
it is completed or not. It represents something which may be incomplete or complete.  Another 
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 factor that speaks for the use of the Perfect Progressive in conversation is that “Americans tend to 
 use the progressive in conversation” (Tottie 2002:161), and since the Perfect Progressive is used 
 to convey many of the same meanings as the Progressive it could easily be used in conversation 
 as well.  


2.5.3 Fiction 


The constructions of typical spontaneous speech do not occur in written texts except in 
 the representation of conversation. (Miller & Weinart 1998:2)   


Fiction is the genre in which we would find such “representation of conversation” through 
 dialogues in works of fiction like short stories, novels and plays. As mentioned in Section 2.3.1 
 on the Past Perfect Progressive, the Perfect Progressive is said to be used rarely, however when it 
 is used it is in Fiction and in the Past tense. There is “a strong preference for past tense verbs” 


(Biber et al. 1999: 456) in Fiction and this may explain why the Past Perfect Progressive, and not 
 the Present Perfect Progressive is used; it has to do with tense and not so much the Perfect 


Progressive.  


Fiction writers use past tense very much more frequently than present tense verbs. In fact, 
 many fictional narratives are written entirely in the past tense […], with present tense 
 verbs being used only in direct speech attributed to fictional characters […]. (Biber et al. 


1999: 458) 


The Present Perfect Progressive is expected to be used in fiction, when one encounter dialogue 
 and seldom in other instances (cf. the two quotes included above). One of the reasons why the 
 Present tense is used in conversation and dialogue may be to make the characters seem more real 
 to the readers, so that they will relate to them. Another reason may be to give the story relevance 
 in present time; make the readers feel that they are taking part in the story to a larger extent. 


Furthermore, when someone tells a story that is more often than not done by use of the past tense, 
 this may be done because what happened in the past still carries some sort of relevance to the 
 present time.  


Past tense most commonly refers to past time via some past point of reference, especially 
 in fictional narrative and description, where the use of the past tense is to describe 


imaginary past happenings as a well-established convention (Biber et al. 1999: 454).  
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 The Past Perfect Progressive is used to “talk about actions or situations which had continued up 
 to the past moment we are thinking about or shortly before it” (Swan 2005:399) and this function 
 of the Perfect Progressive is ideal for use in Fiction, especially in stories and narratives.  


Concluding Remarks 


This chapter has taken a close look at the theoretical framework that will be used in this thesis. 


Here we have looked at, among other things, Aspect as a category of the English verb phrase, the 
possible uses and meanings of the Perfect Progressive and the verbs and genres chosen for further 
investigation in this thesis. This chapter is meant to function as the theoretical foundation for the 
thesis. The next chapter, Method & Material, will look at the methods employed to make use of 
this theory and the material which will be looked at in light of this theory.  
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3      M ETHOD  & M ATERIAL


This chapter deals with what has been done, how it has been done and why it has been done. The 
 main part of this chapter is devoted to the Corpus of Contemporary American English and to the 
 methods employed in this thesis.  



3.0 The use of corpora in this type of linguistic research  


A corpus can be defined as a collection of texts assumed to be representative of a given 
 language put together so that it can be used for a linguistic analysis. (Tognini- Bonelli 
 2001:2)  


When one uses corpora to draw conclusions about elements of a language, this may lead to a 
 deeper and more profound understanding of these elements and the language as a whole; “(…) a 
 corpus analysis can help us understand more about the relationship between grammar and 
 context” (Hewings & Hewings 2005: 82). The relationship between grammar and context will 
 play a substantial role in this thesis as the distribution of the Perfect Progressive within three 
 genres is analyzed.  


There is some dispute about whether the language found in a corpus is “natural” enough (cf. 


Tognini-Bonelli) to be used to make generalizations about the given language. However, there is 
 in fact a “consensus that a corpus deals with natural, authentic language” (Tognini-Bonelli 


2001:2). There is also some difference in opinion about how language corpora should be used, for 
 instance whether or not raw figures are sufficient or if more statistical methods should be 


employed. “Many corpus linguists come from a tradition that has provided them with ample 
background in linguistic theory and the techniques of linguistic description, but little experience 
in statistics” (Meyer 2002:120). This has led to many linguists being reluctant to using statistical 
tools in their work, and they have instead based their assumptions on raw figures or statistics 
made on the basis of simple calculations. Some linguists may have been disinclined to place too 
much emphasis on the use of statistical tools in linguistic research because they have had too 
little knowledge of them. In this thesis complex statistical tools will not be used, however quite a 
lot of numbers and frequencies will be presented, typically as normalized figures but also by use 
of raw figures.  
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 The greatest amount of work in any corpus study will be devoted to locating the particular 
 construction(s) being studied, and then assigning to these constructions the particular 
 linguistic values being investigated in the study. (Meyer 2002:114)  


There are several kinds of corpora to choose from; there are monolingual, multilingual, learner 
 corpora, and many more. The important thing is to choose a corpus which will make it possible to 
 answer the research questions one has formulated and be able to discard or confirm one‟s 


hypothesis. For this thesis the choice quickly fell on the monolingual corpus, the Corpus of 
 Contemporary American English. Since the Perfect Progressive is claimed not to be the most 
 frequent grammatical construction in the English language, one needs a large corpus to be able to 
 investigate this construction in a satisfactory manner. In addition to being a very large corpus, 
 400+ million words, it is very well suited since it contains approximately equal portions of five 
 genres (Spoken, Fiction, Popular Magazines, Newspaper and Academic Journals), and it covers 
 recent material (from 1990-2009) which means that it contains unexplored material.  


Corpora are a great asset in language research and there is no doubt that the use of corpora will 
 continue to increase in the years to come. And so it should, because there are many advantages to 
 the use of corpora. For instance, it leaves the researchers with more reliable evidence than for 
 example introspection. Furthermore, the use of corpora is time-saving and fairly inexpensive.  


Throughout most of the history of linguistics, […], there has been no choice. To study 
 text as data meant studying written text; and written text had to serve as the window, not 
 just into written language but into language. Now, thanks to the new technology, things 
 have changed; we might want to say; well, now we can study written texts which will tell 
 us about written language, and we can study spoken texts, which will tell us about spoken 
 language. (Halliday 2004: 12-13) 


This means that today‟s linguists can make more thorough and accurate assumptions about 
written language, about spoken language and about a language as a whole. Earlier they had to 
make generalizations based (almost) solely on the basis of written material. The tape recorder is 
the electronic contraption which has made the spoken language corpora possible, and eager 
linguists willing to transcribe them and make them available, of course (cf. Halliday 2004:12). As 
mentioned above, size was a factor when choosing COCA for this thesis; however the fact that 
COCA includes a fair amount of spoken material was also a decisive factor. The spoken material 
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 in COCAis not gathered by use of a tape recorder and transcription, but by the use of “transcripts 
 for unscripted conversation on television and radio programs” (Davies 2009:162). Davies swears 
 to this type of information finding and that it “very accurately“ portrays spontaneous 


conversation (Davies 2009:162). A fuller discussion of this way of compiling spoken language 
 can be found in Section 2.5.  


When using corpora one must acknowledge that there are some drawbacks; the most apparent 
 drawback is perhaps the fact that words may be wrongly tagged (in tagged corpora) or words and 
 sentences may have been duplicated and this will lead to incorrect results. This is a problem that 
 will occur because a corpus consists of large amounts of text and even though the compilers of 
 the corpus try to avoid these types of errors they will occur on a smaller or larger scale. Thus, it is 
 important to be aware of this and not trust the corpus output blindly; one must look at the results 
 with a critical eye. Nevertheless, this problem should not discourage linguists from using corpora, 
 because no matter how one chooses to gather information one will encounter some sort of 


computer or human errors. However, even with these drawbacks, a corpus is the safest bet for 
 linguistic research of this type of looking at grammatical items. Nonetheless, there is a risk of 
 linguistics becoming too “corpus-restricted” (Johansson – lecture 28.10.091) and one should not 
 forget the value of using some elicitation (and introspection) as well.  



3.1 The Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) 


The corpus used in this thesis is the Corpus of Contemporary American English, often referred to 
 by the abbreviation COCA. This is, as the name suggests, a corpus consisting of contemporary 
 language, from 1990 till present, and it contains more than 400 million words from 160 000 texts. 


It was chosen for this thesis because it contains a vast number of words, because it is “balanced 
 between spoken, fiction, popular magazines, newspaper and academic journals” (Davies 


2009:159), because it is user-friendly and easily accessible online (www.americancorpus.org).  


COCA can be used for instance to look at American English diachronically, to compare different 
 word classes or to look at language elements within different genres and also to compare these 
 genres, as is the case in the present thesis. In this corpus the texts are “evenly divided between 
        


1 Stig Johansson, lecture at the Corpus Linguistics Group .University in Oslo:  28.10.09.  
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 spoken (20%), fiction (20%), popular magazines (20%), newspapers (20%) and academic 


journals (20%). This composition holds for the corpus overall, as well as for each year in the 
 corpus” (Davies 2009:161). As mentioned above, the texts in COCA belong to five genres; 


however, the focus of this thesis is on Spoken, Fiction and Academic Journals. A brief 
 description of the material in these three genres is therefore given below.  


Spoken (83 million words, August 2009): Transcripts of unscripted conversation from more than  
 150 different TV and radio programs (example: All Things Considered (NPR), Good Morning 
 America (ABC), Today Show (NBC), 60 Minutes (CBS), Hannity and Colmes (FOX), Jerry 
 Springer, Oprah, etc.) (Davies 2009: 161).  


The authenticity of the language found in this genre has been a source of discussion. Critics argue 
 that the way Davies has chosen to gather the spoken material makes it not representative of 
 spoken language; spoken language should be spontaneous not scripted. A more thorough 
 discussion of the authenticity of this genre is found in section 2.5. 


Fiction (79 million words, August 2009): Short stories and plays from literary magazines, 
 children‟s magazines, popular magazines, first chapters of first edition books 1990- present, and 
 movie scripts (Davies 2009:161).  


Academic Journals (79 million words, August 2009): Nearly 100 different peer-reviewed 
 journals. These were selected to cover the entire range of the Library of Congress classification 
 system (e.g. a certain percentage from B (philosophy, psychology, religion), D (world history), K 
 (education), T (technology), etc.) (Davies 2009:162). The main reason for choosing this genre 
 was because of its low frequency of the Perfect Progressive (cf. Figure 1).  


COCA is a large corpus, especially compared to the so-called first generation 1 million-word 
corpora Brown and LOB (Lancaster – Oslo/Bergen Corpus) and their 1990s counterparts the 
Freiburg-Brown Corpus (Frown) and the Freiburg-LOB Corpus (FLOB). When working with 
such large amounts of texts one is bound to come across some errors. Below two examples of 
such “errors” that can affect the results of a corpus study have been included.  
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 1.  The same example is listed more than once. When searching with the search string: 


has/‟s been looking (random sample), sample 21 and 22 were the same example: Juju 
 Chang has been looking into these neighborhood wars and found some pretty shocking 
 examples.  


2.  Something is “missing” in the search word. The search string [have] [vbn] [vvg] was 
 used in the preliminary searches and it proved quite simple and fruitful. However, [have] 


includes have, has, had,‟d and „ve, but not „s. Although this is easily spotted additional 
 searches with the search string „s [vbn] [vvg] must be performed and the results seen in 
 connection with the results from the first searches.  


It can be argued that this last example is not an error; that it is done deliberately since „s is so 
 ambiguous in its use, however it must be taken into account because failure to notice this will 
 lead to incorrect results. 



3.2 Choice of genres and verbs: Restrictions and Limitations 


When one starts working on a thesis, it is hard to know exactly what to look for or how to find it. 


It is therefore helpful to perform some preliminary searches that will function as a “gateway” into 
the corpus one has chosen to work with. As a starting point for this thesis many such preliminary 
searches were performed and this will be looked at more closely in section 3.2.2. However, 
Figure 1 (below) shows the distribution across all five genres of the top five verbs found in 
COCA which were used in the Past and Present Perfect Progressive and all the abbreviated 
forms.  
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Figure 1. The results of the preliminary searches, [have] [vbn] working, trying, living, waiting and 
 looking and „s [vbn] working, trying, living, waiting and looking, per 1 million words.  


  


As one can see from Table 1, the Perfect Progressive is most frequently found in Spoken and 
 Fiction and seldom found in Academic Journals. Spoken and Fiction alternate between having the 
 highest frequency with each of the five verbs. Why this is the case may be due to many different 
 factors; factors which will be investigated later.  


    


3.2.1 The Genres 


Corpus studies of grammar in context often compare a particular grammatical feature 
 across two or more collections of language produced in different contexts (Hewings & 


Hewings 2005:82).  


This thesis follows this trend, using three of the genres found in COCA to look at the use of the 
 Perfect Progressive. Spoken, Fiction and Academic Journals represent different types of 


communication and styles, i.e. they represent different contexts. These three genres were chosen 
 because they represent each end of the spectrum; though Spoken and Fiction are claimed to be 
 quite similar with regard to wording, Academic Journals is quite different. Spoken and Fiction 
 were chosen on the basis of corpus searches which showed that they hold the highest frequency 
 of the Perfect Progressive. Academic Journals, on the other hand, has the lowest frequency. It is 
 difficult to draw the line between genres, however the way in which the corpus is structured – 
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