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Second, there is evidence of synchronic regional variation, with a number of studies showing a

lower frequency of the present perfect in American than in British English (e.g. Elsness 1997; Hundt

and Smith 2009).
3
 It is therefore worth investigating whether British English usage is changing under

the influence of American English in this area as appears to be the case for some other areas of

grammar (e.g. Leech et al. 2009). Elsness (1997), though focusing on the pre
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Figure 1. Tree diagram for the sentence I haven’t lost it.
6

The tree is displayed here branching from left to right. Each node of the tree has three sections:

the upper right section shows categorial information (such as ‘NP’ for noun phrase, ‘PRON’ for

pronoun), the upper left section displays functional information (such as ‘SU’ for subject, ‘NPHD’ for

noun phrase head), and the lower section shows additional features (such as ‘montr’ for

monotransitive, ‘pres’ for present tense).

ICECUP provides the facility to search for grammatical structures by constructing Fuzzy Tree

Fragments or FTFs (Aarts et al. 1998; Nelson et al. 2002).
7
 FTFs are a kind of ‘wild card’ for

grammar: partial tree diagrams in which varying levels of detail can be specified that will then match

the same configuration in trees. Figure 2 shows a single-node FTF designed to find every instance of a

present-tense perfect auxiliary. Figure 3 shows a more complex FTF, in the form of a mini tree, which

searches for every VP containing an infinitival perfect auxiliary preceded by a modal auxiliary verb.

Figure 2. A simple FTF to search for a present perfect auxiliary.

Note that, in the phrase structure grammar used in DCPSE, a VP consists of the lexical verb

together with any accompanying auxiliaries: that is, of a verbal group excluding such elements as

objects and adverbials which occur after the lexical verb (but including any interposed adverbials, as

in It might well have been).
8
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Figure 3. FTF for an infinitival perfect auxiliary following a modal auxiliary under a VP. The white arrow requires that the

second auxiliary follows the first, but not necessarily in strict succession.

While a parsed corpus like DCPSE offers many advantages in studying grammatical

structures, it is always important to check the results of electronic searches for accuracy and

completeness. The design of ICECUP facilitates an exploratory mode of working with the data so that

the user can readily confirm results by inspecting matching sentences.

In the next section of the paper we present data for frequency changes in the perfect

construction across the two subcorpora of DCPSE, comparing trends for the construction as a whole

and for the different inflectional subtypes. The trends seen for the past perfect and infinitival perfect

are then taken up in more detail in section 3. Finally, we present our conclusions in section 4.

2 Subtypes of the perfect: frequency trends

As mentioned above, the perfect construction occurs in present, past and non-finite forms, all of which

typically express anteriority to a reference point.
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2.1 Perfect auxiliaries per million words

2.1.1 Data retrieval

Instances of the perfect auxiliary were retrieved by using a simple FTF search for a single node of

category ‘AUX’ with the auxiliary type feature ‘per
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The largest category of TPM VPs in DCPSE is the past non-perfect, which is highly stable

over time as a proportion of this group of VPs, accounting for four out of five instances. In this

analysis the other types are effectively compared against this majority case. The relative decline in

usage for the two categories of past perfect and infinitival perfect therefore appears to be robust, and

to reflect genuine changes in usage. Two explanatory factors behind these observed falls were

suggested: American influence and simplification.

The situation with the present perfect appears to be more complex. Its relative rise in

frequency compared to TPM VPs contrasts with its relative stability compared to all VPs. However, it

is unclear whether this relative rise reflects a genuine change in usage patterns. If the present perfect is

more readily used within broader contexts which are primarily oriented towards the present, then the

observed relative rise may be merely a consequence of the decline of TPM VPs in the corpus, and an

associated increase in present-oriented contexts. In a further investigation we considered the

behaviour of the present perfect as a proportion of the set of tensed, present-marked VPs. The result of

this comparison is non-significant: the behaviour of the present perfect cannot be distinguished from

that of the total set. Thus the simplest explanation of our data is that the present perfect changes in

proportion to the ‘presentness’ of the corpus texts
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