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Abstract 
About fifty out of approximately 250 irregular English verbs have regular alternatives in 

the past tense and/or the past participle. There are often marked preferences for using the 

irregular or the regular form of the verbs, influenced by several factors. The present 

corpus-based study investigates the distributions in contemporary British (BrE) and 

American English (AmE) of the two alternative past tense forms for the two verbs “light”, 

and “speed” as well as the two past participle variants for the verb “prove”. The factors 

which are considered in the study are (1) language variety, (2) past tense vs. past 

participle, and (3) transitive vs. intransitive use of the verbs. It is demonstrated that there 

are (verb specific) significant differences in frequencies across the factors. Some issues for 

the study are discussed, in particular unreliable tagging in the corpora used as well as 

potential sources for random or systematic errors. Some avenues for additional research 

are proposed. 
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1 This thesis is an expansion of an essay written 2016 by the present author as part of a Corpus Linguistics 

course.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 General introduction  

Morphologically, English verbs are divided into two classes: regular and irregular. In 

both types the -s form (used for 3rd person singular present tense) and the -ing participle 

form (used in the progressive aspect and in present participle clauses) are nearly without 

exception predictable from the base form (the form without inflection). However, 

irregular verbs differ from the regular verbs in that the past form (used in the simple 

past tense) and the -ed2 (past) participle (used in the perfective aspect, the passive voice, 

and in participle clauses) cannot be predicted from the base form by any general rule. 

Regular full verbs, e.g. want, have four morphological forms, whereas irregular lexical 

verbs vary in this regard; For example, speak has five, win has four, whereas cut has 

only three distinct forms, as illustrated in Table 1 (Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech, & 

Svartvik, 1985: 96-98). 

 

Table 1. Morphological forms for regular and irregular verbs (Quirk et al., 1985: 96). 

 REGULAR VERBS IRREGULAR VERBS 

BASE FORM want speak cut win 

-S FORM wants speaks cuts wins 

-ING PARTICIPLE wanting speaking cutting winning 

PAST FORM wanted spoke cut won 

-ED PARTICIPLE wanted spoken cut won 

 

The great majority of English verbs are of the regular type, and new verbs that are 

borrowed from other languages become regular (Quirk et al., 1985: 98). The irregular 

verbs constitute a much smaller set of verbs (about 2503) – including, however, many of 

the most common verbs – which have various other forms for marking past tense 

(henceforth PT) and past participle (henceforth PP). Many of the irregular verbs (about 

50) have regular variants as well. For example, the verb speed has the irregular form 

sped, and the regular form speeded for marking the PT or PP (Biber, Conrad, & Leech, 

2002: 115-117).  

According to Biber, Johansson, Leech, Conrad, & Finegan (1999: 396) there are often 

“marked preferences” for using the irregular or the regular form of the verbs, influenced 

by several factors such as register (including conversation), dialect, grammatical 

                                                      
2 Quirk et al. (1985: 96) actually here use the term -ed participle for the past participle. They also use V-ed1 for 

past tense and V-ed2 for past participle. 

3 The figure depends on whether prefixed and compound derivatives are included. There are several listings 

and groupings of irregular verbs, but the present study refers to the one given by Quirk et al. (1985: 103-120), 

which presents seven main patterns to mark PT and PP in irregular verbs. 
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function (PT vs. PP), and the individual verb itself. For some verbs there is an 

alternative only for the PP, where the regular form is used all the time for the PT, an 

example being the verb swell (swollen vs. swelled). These verbs mostly exhibit a strong 

preference for the irregular PP alternative (Biber et al., 1999: 396-398). 

Numerous sources, such as standard grammars like Quirk et al. (1985), standard 

dictionaries and usage guides, as for example Peters (2004) (The Cambridge Guide to 

English Usage), and research articles, provide claims about the preferences for usage of 

the alternative verb forms for irregular verbs with regular alternatives in the PT or PP. 

Levin (2009), Anderwald (2013, 2014), Søballe Horslund (2014), and Bauer (2015) 

conducted scholarly studies of 25 verbs in this category. Several verbs, though, do not 

seem to have been investigated in any detail. Even among the verbs which have been 

studied, there are some gaps in the coverage of the factors that may influence the choice 

between the two verb forms (Biber et al., 1999: 396). 

 

1.2 Aim of the study 

The overarching purpose of the present study is to increase the knowledge of which 

factors influence the preferences (and to what degree) for using the irregular or the 

regular form of the two alternative PT or PP verb forms for the verbs light (lit/lighted), 

speed (sped/speeded), and prove (proven/proved), in contemporary British (BrE) and 

American (AmE) English. As mentioned in Section 1.1, examples of such factors are 

language variety (dialect), register/mode (spoken/written), grammatical function (PT vs. 

PP), or the verb itself. The factors that will be considered in this study are language 

variety (AmE/BrE), and two grammatical functions, (1) PT vs. PP, and (2) transitive vs. 

intransitive use of the verb.  

The verbs which were studied by above all Levin (2009) and Anderwald (2013) (cf. 

Section 2) were well covered, and were therefore not candidates for the present study. 

Many other verbs were found to have very low frequencies for one of the competing 

verb forms, and therefore not especially meaningful to investigate. With these 

considerations, the verbs selected for investigation in this study were light, speed, and 

prove. The verbs light and speed have alternative forms for both the PT and the PP, 

whereas prove only has it for the PP. 

The study is corpus-based, utilizing the British National Corpus (BNC) (Davies 2004-), 

which represents present-day BrE, and the Corpus of Contemporary American English 

(COCA) (Davies 2008-), representing present-day AmE.  

The thesis is organized as follows. In Section 2 the previous findings in the area is 

summarized. Section 3 describes the materials and method used. Section 4 covers the 

results and a discussion of these. In Section 5 a summary of the findings and discussions 

is presented, as well as an account of potential issues and shortcomings for the study 

and of avenues for further studies in the area. 
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2. Background 

This section will discuss the previous findings. There are numerous sources which 

provide claims about the usage of the alternative verb forms for irregular verbs: 

standard grammars, standard dictionaries and usage guides, and research articles. These 

will be compared to the findings in the present study in Section 4. 

 

2.1 Standard grammars and dictionaries/usage guides 

 

The standard grammars Quirk et al. (1985), Biber et al. (1999), and Huddleston & 

Pullum (2002) give examples of preferences for using the forms of numerous verbs. I 

will start with giving a brief account of the evidence they used for arriving at these 

results. 

Quirk et al. (1985) used several corpora, foremost (a) the corpus of the Survey of 

English Usage (SEU), (b) the Brown University corpus, and (c) the parallel Lancaster-

Oslo/Bergen corpus (LOB), in addition to other methods. 

Biber et al. (1999: 24-40) used the Longman Spoken and Written English Corpus, which 

contains over 40 million words, and was constructed to facilitate the investigation of 

register differences, which this grammar places a great deal of emphasis on. 

The evidence that Huddleston & Pullum (2002) used, came from several sources. Two 

of the corpora they used were the Brown corpus of AmE, and the 

Lancaster/Oslo/Bergen (LOB) corpus of BrE.  

Concerning the study verbs light, speed, and prove, the authors of these three standard 

grammars report the following findings. 

For the verb light Biber et al. (1999: 396-397) states that the irregular variant lit is 

“almost always preferred”, exemplified with register findings. According to Huddleston 

& Pullum (2002: 1602), light is often regular in AmE. 

As for the verb speed, Quirk et al. (1985: 112) maintain that the regular form speeded is 

used especially of “mechanisms”, and always in the phrasal verb speed up. Biber et al. 

(1999: 396-397) argue that the irregular variant sped is preferred, substantiated by 

register findings.  

The verb prove was not included in the listing of irregular verb forms by Quirk et al. 

(1985: 103-120) (cf. footnote 3 in Section 1.1). However, they write (p. 197) that prove 

- proved - proved/proven may be added to the Class 2 group in their list, and that 

although this verb is usually regular, the PP ending in -en is quite common, especially in 

AmE. Biber et al. (1999: 398) assert that prove, as well as other verbs giving a choice 

between regular and irregular alternatives only for PP’s, shows a strong preference for 

the irregular form in the PP. Huddleston & Pullum (2002: 1605) maintain that in BrE 

proved is much more common than proven (as a verb).  
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Regarding the standard dictionaries and usage guides, three sources in this category 

were examined, Fowler’s Concise Dictionary of Modern English, Garner's Modern 

English Usage, and Peters (2004) (The Cambridge Guide to English Usage). The first 

two sources were deemed to take a too prescriptive view on the matter, containing quite 

a few rather odd statements, and will not be considered in the sequel.  

Peters (2004) made use of the BNC for British usage, and of the Cambridge 

International Corpus of American English (CCAE, 140 million words) for American 

usage.  

Regarding lit, Peters (p. 322) reports that overall the use of lit “outweighs” lighted by 

about 2:1 in AmE, whereas the ratio in BrE is more like 10:1. It is also maintained that 

in spite of low frequencies there are examples of lighted in all the same uses as lit. 

Americans are said to be comfortable with either lighted or lit in all constructions. 

As for speed, Peters (p. 510) cites another dictionary (New Oxford Dictionary of 

English), which associates the two forms for speed with different senses, sped with the 

rapid motion of a vehicle, and speeded with driving at unlawful speed, as well as in the 

abstract meaning of accelerating an activity or process. It is stated that the distinctions 

seem to hold in BrE (BNC), but that in AmE (CCAE) sped is used for physical and 

speeded for abstract uses of speed.  

Concerning prove, Peters (p. 446) asserts that proved as PP outnumbers proven by 

almost 10:1 in BNC. However, for AmE she maintains that the ratio is more like 5:2, 

and still in favour of proved. She asserts that her findings challenge the claim in some 

British style guides that proven is the American form. 

 

2.2 Previous research articles 

It has been difficult to find any research articles investigating the verbs in focus in the 

present study. However, there are studies of other verbs that are relevant in the present 

study, even if some of them were (partly) diachronic, whereas the present study is 

synchronic. Why this is the case will be discussed at the end of this section. 

Levin (2009) investigated the synchronic variation for eleven mildly irregular verbs 

with PT or PP having suffix -ed (regular) or -t (irregular): burn, dwell, learn, smell, 

spell, spill, spoil ( Class 1A in the list from Quirk et al. 1985), dream, kneel, lean, and 

leap (Class 3A), as well as possible factors affecting the choice between the two 

competing forms: region (AmE vs. BrE), mode (speech/writing), ongoing changes (e.g. 

convergent or divergent developments in the varieties), differences between the 

individual verbs and differences between PT and PP forms. The influence of frequency, 

fixedness (adjectival uses), and voice was also addressed, as well as the aspectual 

(durative/punctual) distinction (and the related in-/transitivity factor) associated with the 

two forms. For the most part his data originated from two newspapers, the New York 

Times 1995 (NYT) for AmE and The Independent 2000 (Ind) for BrE, and from two 

spoken corpora, the Longman Spoken American Corpus and the spoken part of the 

British National Corpus.  
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Levin’s results confirmed, first of all, that irregular (t-forms) are more frequent in BrE 

than in AmE. In the written medium this was shown to be statistically significant for 

both the PT and the PP for all verbs except the two rarest ones, dwell and kneel. In the 

spoken material there was the same tendency for seven of the eleven verbs. Levin thus 

maintains having “firmly established” the difference between the varieties, both in 

newspaper language and in speech (p. 70), and that this result is very similar to, for 

instance, the one reported by Biber et al. (1999: 397). Levin (p. 60) states that “the 

variation in preterite and past participle forms of verbs such as burn, dream, leap and 

spell is one of the most cited morphological differences between American English 

(AmE) and British English (BrE)”. 

As for the distribution between the PT and the PP form as a feature of variation, Levin 

(pp. 71-73) found no indication of differences in AmE or in BrE speech, but that there 

were noteworthy differences for many verbs in Ind, with significantly more irregular 

forms in the PP than in the PT for seven of the verbs. In NYT significant differences 

were found for four of the verbs. Levin concludes that the variation between the PT and 

the PP seems “well established”, at least in BrE newspaper language. He also 

hypothesizes that passives affect variation in the PP, and found that irregular forms 

were more frequent in passives than in PP actives for three verbs, burn, learn, and spoil. 

Levin also discusses the aspectual distinction associated with the two different endings; 

durative (it burned for three days) vs. punctual (I burnt someone’s leg with a firework) 

aspect (pp. 65-68). He also in this connection discusses a factor related to the aspectual 

one, transitivity vs. intransitivity. He concludes, though, that “the influence of the 

durative/punctual aspect and the transitive/intransitive use of this morphological 

variation requires further investigation” (p. 82). A large number of significance tests 

were done, although not described in any detail. 

Anderwald (2013) identified three areas of verb PT morphology that “would profit from 

an historical investigation into American – British differences” (p. 149), and claims that 

the “perhaps surprising lack of studies so far” (p.149) may to some extent depend on 

relatively low frequencies of the verbs, which have made it difficult to accomplish 

quantitative studies with the materials available up to now (2013), that is, before the 

launching of the Corpus of Historical American English (COHA) (Davies 2010-), 

containing 400 million words. With the use of COHA, she studied the historical 

development (since 1810) in written AmE of the competing PT forms for five strong 

verbs (with change of stem vowel): thrive, dive, plead, drag and sneak. Interestingly, 

she found that only one of these verbs (thrive) is an evident case of regularization. For 

the other four verbs she found the opposite, that the use of irregular forms is becoming 

more common. She also maintains that no matter what the change may be, that irregular 

verbs are becoming regular, or the opposite, it is a legitimate question if it may have 

been occasioned by “prescriptive pressure” (p. 146). To investigate this question, she 

compared her data with altering advice in 258 historical English grammars, but found 

that the prescriptive influence was negligible. All this is of course outside the scope of 

the present study, but still interesting. 

Anderwald’s account of the problems with “unreliable” (p. 151-152) (automatic) 

tagging of parts of speech in COHA, and how to deal with this, is of great interest for 
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the present study, since presumably the same tagger is used for the BNC and COCA. In 

her study, the PT forms throve and drug were not even recognized as PT forms by the 

tagger. Also, she explains how the tagger gives ambiguous cases a “portmanteau” tag of 

potential parts of speech, for example “past tense or past participle”. 

Anderwald (2014), also investigated the historical variation between PT forms for the 

same verbs as Levin (2009) had studied synchronically, although only in American 

English, and with no distinction between spoken and written text, nor with grammatical 

functions. She was using the COHA corpus. She argues that – quite contrary to what is 

often assumed - the irregular forms for these verbs constitute the innovations and that a 

more recent trend toward the regular forms again is only to be found in writing (here she 

is relying on findings by Biber et al. 1999 and Levin 2009), and is very verb specific. 

As in the previous study (Anderwald 2013), she complains about the “unreliable” (p. 

415) tagging of the corpus, and explains that she decided to work only with the raw 

material, involving laborious post editing. For the most frequent lexemes she checked 

instead the ratio of past vs. non-past tense forms in several random samples, and 

calculated approximate numbers instead of manually counting them. Also in this study 

she considered the role of prescriptive grammar writing in the 19th century (see 

Anderwald 2013), which was found not having influenced the development of regular 

forms.  

Søballe Horslund (2014) investigated the historical development of the “neologisms” (p. 

51) snuck and drug for the verbs sneak and drag in American English, as well as their 

current distribution across varieties and registers in BrE and AmE. PT and PP were 

analysed together, as it was deemed to be too few tokens to allow for separate analyses 

of the two forms. The corpora used were the BNC, COCA, and COHA. Some problems 

with the tagging of these corpora, requiring manual analysis, were accounted for. It was 

maintained that more recent corpus data on BrE after the BNC cut-off point of 1993 is 

much needed to answer questions about current BrE. Statistical analyses were described 

in some detail. They showed a significant increase over time in the usage of snuck 

compared to sneaked as the PT form of sneak. For drug, on the other hand, there was no 

evidence that the form is increasing in use over time. As for synchronic findings (from 

the BNC and COCA) it was found that BrE has a preference for sneaked, while the two 

PT forms are nearly equally common in AmE. For AmE, three registers showed a 

preference for one of the two forms; snuck in speech, and sneaked in academic and 

newspaper writing. In BrE, a strong preference for sneaked was found in all registers. In 

both varieties, the spoken register was found to be the register with the highest relative 

frequency of snuck. There was no evidence for diverging register distribution in BrE 

and AmE. The author maintains that the results suggest a main difference between 

speech and writing, which demonstrates that there is a link between register distribution 

and attitudes towards language use, one verb form (sneaked) being seen as formal, and 

the other one (snuck) seen as informal. Concerning the verb drag, there were no 

instances found of the form drug as PT or PP in the BNC, and few in COCA (most 

common in the spoken register). Still, there was found to be a significant association 

between variety and relative use of dragged and drug, supporting the view that drug is 

mainly an AmE phenomenon. There were no references to the study on the same verbs 

by Anderwald (2013) described above, but the results are consistent with hers. 
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Bauer (2015) studied the differences in frequency between BrE and AmE for ten rare 

irregular English verbs, including cleave (Class 3A in the list by Quirk et al. 1985), dive 

(Class 4E), drag, and strive (Class 4C), which all have regular variants (dive only in the 

PT). He was using COCA and the BNC. For the verb cleave he remarkes that the same 

form belongs to two verbs with “diametrically opposed meanings”; together, as in “to 

stick together”, and apart, as in “to split apart”, which means that they must be analysed 

as two separate verbs. He reported results not only for the verb forms cleaved and cleft, 

but also for the forms clove and cloven, as well as for related nouns and adjectives. The 

together verb is very rare, both in the BNC and COCA, but Bauer notes that the 

together verb is far more likely to be regular than the apart verb, even though he 

comments that it is dangerous to draw any firm conclusions, due to the rarity of the 

together verb. Even the apart verb is found to more likely be regular than irregular in 

the PT, while it is variable in the PP. The irregular forms were found to be most 

common in attributive position, and Bauer argues that like drunken, they have now 

become adjectival forms, as in cleft palate and cloven hoof (pp. 107-109). 

As for the verb dive, Bauer (2015: 109) comments that the well-known AmE form dove 

is spreading to other English varieties. He maintains that his frequencies, reported from 

the BNC and COCA, shows that while dove is the preferred PT form in AmE (882 

occurrences), it has not completely “conquered” dived (516), and that dived continues to 

be the preferred PP form in both varieties. As for the last statement, Bauer’s frequencies 

are surprisingly low, 27 for the BNC and 66 for COCA. Searching today (2019) I get 

the numbers 160 and 325, respectively. However, the argument from Bauer still holds. 

The verb strive (p. 112) was found to be more often irregular in BrE than in AmE, 

although the verb is more frequently used in AmE than in BrE (p. 112). Bauer maintains 

that there is not much evidence that the regular forms are becoming the norm. 

Especially, strove is demonstrated to be the usual PT form, by far. The reported PT 

frequencies in the BNC are 162 for strove and 4 for strived. For COCA the numbers are 

452 and 68, respectively. For the PP in COCA, it can be seen from Bauer’s frequencies 

that the form striven is only marginally (1.3 times) more common than strived (present 

author’s comment). 

The verb drag is not included in the list from Quirk et al. (1985), for some reason. It is, 

however, included in the list by Bauer et al. (2015: 93). Bauer (2015: 109-110) reports 

that the form drug tagged as a PT or PP is substantiated only in COCA, not in the BNC. 

From manual inspection of random samples of the size 1000, he found that drug is a 

verb in only two instances in COCA, and in none at all in the BNC. He argues that it is 

to be expected that drug will become more common in both varieties, but that there is 

no evidence at this point. Bauer also pointed to another difference for this verb; in 

random samples of 1000 concordances, the form dragged was found to be more often 

used as a PP in the BNC than in COCA. He remarks that it is not evident whether this is 

a genuine difference between the varieties, or not. 

Even though Bauer was not using diachronic corpora, he claims that “change in an 

irregular paradigm is not necessarily towards the regular paradigm” (p. 113), 

exemplified with stride. He also maintains that the use of verb forms in spoken text is 

not necessarily reflected in written language, and states that neither dove nor 
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(especially) drug have become as frequent as believed. No statistical tests were 

accounted for, nor (with the exception of drag) any details about how the frequencies 

were attained. 

So, how are these studies of interest for the present study? A few examples are: 

1. The account of corpora used and any issues with using them (Anderwald, 2013: 

151-152, Søballe Horslund, 2014). Examples are lacking representativeness, and 

unreliable tagging. 

2. The factors studied, influencing the preferences for using each verb form (Levin, 

2009). Examples are frequency, voice, and aspectual distinction. 

3. Suggestions for further studies (Levin, 2009). 

Another question is if it possible to see any general tendencies from these studies that 

may be relevant in the present study. For the eleven verbs studied by Levin, it was 

attested that the irregular forms are more frequent in BrE than in AmE. Søballe 

Horslund found that BrE has a preference for the irregular form of sneak in the PT, 

while the two PT forms are nearly equally common in AmE. Bauer found that while 

dove is the preferred PT form in AmE, it has not completely “conquered” dived, and 

that dived continues to be the preferred PP form in both varieties. Bauer also found that 

the verb strive is more often irregular in BrE than in AmE. 

We can see that for these verbs, it seems that BrE favours the irregular form. So, does 

variety favour the regular or the irregular form of verbs in general? As we will see in the 

present study, this may not necessarily be the case. 

 

3. Material and method 

The present study is corpus-based, which means that the (primary) material comprises 

machine-readable, authentic (spoken or written) texts (aka concordance lines). This raw 

material will be used to extract data, i.e. relevant instances of the verbs under 

investigation, for analysis. 

Now, searching in a corpus for a word supposed to be of interest, as for example the 

verb form lighted in the present study, might give occurrences that are irrelevant, 

depending on what senses of the verb are decided to be within the scope of the study 

(provided that the verb has different meanings). Actually, verbs may have several 

meanings, which may be related (more or less) or completely different. For example, the 

verb light may have the senses ignite or illuminate, based on the noun light, or get down 

(from a horse or vehicle) or land (on) / hit upon, based on the adjective light. These 

different senses of this verb should be seen as different verbs (Peters, 2004: 322). As for 

the present study, the different meanings of the investigated verbs, which are within or 

beyond the scope of the present study, as described in the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 

are listed in Appendix B. Other considerations for converting material into data are 

discussed below. 

As mentioned in Section 1.2, the corpora which are utilized in the present study are the 

British National Corpus (BNC), which aims at being a balanced representation of BrE 
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in the 1990s, and the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA), representing 

contemporary AmE. The approximate sizes in million words of these corpora are 100 

(BNC), and 565 (COCA, December 2017). BNC contains about 10 % spoken, and 90 % 

written language. The figures for COCA are 20 % and 80 %, respectively. The corpora 

cover the time periods 1980s–1993 (BNC), and 1990 to 2017 (COCA). COCA is 

updated twice a year, thereby reflecting the latest trends in AmE. For BNC, however, no 

text has been added to it since its completion in 1994 (Lindquist, 2009: 16-17), BNC 

web site). The BYU interface was used to perform searches in both corpora. 

Both corpora are automatically part of speech (POS) tagged using a set of 57 tags 

(known as C5). With such large corpora, it is understandable that it has not been 

possible to undertake any correction of tagging errors produced by the automatic tagger. 

In addition, the corpora contains ambiguous tagging, indicated by ambiguity tags (also 

known as “portmanteau tags”), and consisting of two C5 tags linked by a hyphen: e.g. 

VVD-VVN, for PT-PP. These tags indicate that the automatic tagger was unable to 

determine, with sufficient confidence, which was the correct category, and so left two 

possibilities for users to disambiguate themselves, if they should wish to do so. For 

example, in the case of VVD-VVN, the first (more likely) tag, say for a word such as 

wanted, is VVD: past tense of lexical verb; and the second (less likely) tag is VVN: past 

participle of lexical verb  (BNC User Reference Guide).  

Investigating the distributions of PT or PP forms of verbs, in corpora tagged for 

grammatical category, should be straightforward, one might think. However, there are at 

least three factors that complicate things. 

First, as already mentioned, the investigated verbs may each have several different 

meanings, making a decision necessary about what senses of the verbs were to be 

included in the study. The overall principle was to include the most frequent verb, in 

case the word form is used for completely different verbs (as for light, see above), and 

to include related senses for this verb (as ignite and illuminate for the verb which is 

based on the noun light). 

Second (cf. Section 2), as found by Anderwald (2013: 151) for COHA, even if texts are 

tagged for parts of speech, some tagging is “unreliable”. The same problem, with 

relatively low precision (Lindquist, 2009: 44) in some cases, was found in the present 

study to exist also for the BNC and COCA; the tagging is in many cases ambiguous or – 

to be quite frank - even incorrect.  

Third, as asserted in standard grammars, in certain cases it may be difficult to determine 

the correct grammatical category, not only for an automatic tagger (as mentioned 

above), but even for linguists. A notorious case seems to be the distinction - in the 

context of a copular verb - between passive participles and predicative adjective uses 

(Quirk et al., 1985: 413-416, Huddleston & Pullum, 2002: 78-79). This was definitely 

an issue in the present study for especially the verb light.  

In the standard grammars, there are a number of tests for this distinction described, and 

efforts to apply these have been done in the present study. One of these tests use the fact 

that verbs such as seem, appear, look, and remain take adjective phrases as 

complement, but not participial clauses. The ambiguity of “It was broken” is resolved in 



10 

 

favour of the adjective (state) reading if we replace be by seem: It seemed broken 

(Huddleston & Pullum, 2002: 79). Another test which has been useful is the following: 

in the example the man was offended, the participle interpretation focuses on the 

process, while the adjective interpretation focuses on the state, resulting from the 

process (Quirk et al., 1985: 415). In the following examples from COCA, the first 

lighted is seen as an adjective, by the first test, whereas the second lighted is deemed to 

be a verb in PP, by the second test. 

(1) Only one window was lighted (COCA: 1993: FIC). 

(2) The tree was lighted a second time for the young people (COCA: 2010: FIC). 

A remarkable fact is that it seems that the verb form lit cannot be an adjective, as lighted 

can. Quirk et al. (1985: 113) only gives the example a lighted candle. The Longman 

Dictionary has lighted as an adjective, only. Fowler claims that lighted is used 

adjectivally when there is no qualifying adverb (She had a lighted cigarette in her 

hand). Interestingly, Oxford English Dictionary on-line has lighted as an adjective, but 

also lit in the sense lighted, and illumined [sic], exemplified with the example: When 

sunset may breathe, from the lit sea beneath (admittedly from 1820, Shelley). 

Searching in the BYU corpora for lit as an adjective gives no relevant hits at all, i.e. the 

tagger for the BYU corpora seems to be programmed to not allow lit to be used 

adjectivally. 

The issues described above made it necessary to examine the concordance lines 

manually for random samples of size 200 each for the different verb forms, in order to 

be able to estimate the true frequencies. However, if the raw frequency was less than 

300, all tokens were examined. The manual post-editing covered the semantic aspect 

(relevant sense of verb), as well as the tagging issues. A few unclear cases were 

excluded. 

To avoid false positives and false negatives even random samples for POS tags other 

than for PT and PP had to be investigated manually, e.g. for nouns and adjectives. Quite 

a few verb occurrences were found in this way. An example may clarify the procedure: 

For the verb form lit in COCA, using the function SHOW POS in the BYU interface, it 

was found that there were 5742 tokens tagged as PT, and 5237 as PP. 156 tokens were 

tagged as an adverb, and 1654 as a noun. For the ones tagged as PT, PP, or noun, 

random samples of size 200 were selected for each category, and copied into Excel 

spread-sheets. All the adverb tokens were selected (and copied into Excel). For PT it 

was found that 18 occurrences were not relevant, and that 19 should have been tagged 

as PP. For PP it was detected that 13 tokens were irrelevant, while 6 should have been 

tagged as PT. Among the nouns 7 were in fact PT occurrences, whereas 13 were PP. the 

corresponding figures among the adverbs were 6 for PT and 27 for PP. All verb 

occurrences were manually categorized as transitive or intransitive.  

The figures for the samples were then extrapolated to the total number of occurrences. 

This was done by “giving and taking”; for example, the 19 PP tokens among the PT 

ones, were extrapolated (as 5742 x 19/200) and “given” to the PP tokens. The PT/PP 

adverb occurrences did not need any extrapolation, since they were not from a sample. 

The whole procedure was repeated for transitive/intransitive use.  
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The (estimated) proportions of the verb forms which were considered not having the 

correct tag in the corpora are given in Table 1 in Appendix A. As can be seen the verb 

form lighted is the most problematic one.  

The (estimated) error rates (58 %) for lighted (PP) in the BNC, and (42 %) for lighted 

(PP) in COCA are remarkably high. In fact, of the 50 occurrences in total for lighted 

(PP) in the BNC, only 28 are reported by the tagger to be clear cases of PP. The 

remaining 22 are reported as ambiguous. Representative instances of incorrect tagging 

are given in (1) to (2):  

(3) They had two thousand candles lighted that evening (BNC:HP0). 

(4) Her face suddenly lit with merriment (COCA: 2000: FIC). 

 

In (1), the tag given by the tagger was PT, while the correct interpretation is PP (or 

possibly adjective). In (2) the suggested tag was PP; the correct one should be PT. 

There are several sources of error in this study, giving both random and systematic 

errors. We will return to this aspect in Section 5. 

 

4. Results and discussion 

The complete frequencies (raw and adjusted) in the BNC and COCA of the alternative 

verb forms for the irregular verbs light, speed, and prove are reported in Table 2 in 

Appendix C. For light and speed the figures are divided into the grammatical categories 

PT and PP, and within each of these into the grammatical categories transitive and 

intransitive use. For prove the numbers are divided into the grammatical categories 

transitive and intransitive use. 

In Appendix D the two-by-two tables used in the comparisons of the use of the 

alternative verb forms across the factors - and in the chi square significance tests 

(Preacher, 2001) - are displayed. Here, the adjusted frequencies are utilized. Unless 

explicitly stated the differences are statistically significant (at the 0.05 level). These 

tables allow the comparison of the use of the alternative verb forms within each of the 

two language varieties (by row percentages), as well as the comparison of the use of 

each verb form between the two varieties (normalized frequencies).   

To give a summary, the presentation and discussion of the results for each investigated 

verb starts with a diagram showing the percent irregular/regular form tokens across 

factors in BrE (BNC) and AmE (COCA). The factors are the ones that influence the 

preferences for using the irregular or the regular form of the two alternative PT or PP 

verb forms. 

As mentioned in Section 2, there are many sources presenting claims about the usage of 

the alternative verb forms for irregular verbs; standard grammars, standard dictionaries 

and usage guides, and research articles. The findings in these sources (for the present 

study verbs) will be compared to the findings in the present study. 
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4.1 Light 

 
Figure 1. Percent lit/lighted tokens across factors in BrE (BNC) and AmE (COCA). 

As can be easily seen from Figure 1, the regular form for the verb light is very 

uncommon in contemporary English.  

4.1.1 AmE vs. BrE 

As we can see from Table D11, there is a significant difference between the two 

varieties as to which form is preferred. According to the corpora used, overall, in BrE lit 

is almost fifty times as common as lighted, whereas in AmE lit is more used than 

lighted by a factor of about twenty (past tense and past participle combined). However, 

the percentages are not that different; 98/2 and 96/4, respectively. 

These findings are consistent with the finding by Biber et al. (1999: 396) that lit is 

“almost always preferred”, but not with the assertion by Huddleston & Pullum (2002: 

1602) that light is often regular in AmE. The register findings by Biber et al. (1999: 

397) cannot be corroborated. Peters (2004: 322) maintains that overall the use of lit 

“outweighs” lighted by about 2:1 in American data from CCAE, whereas the ratio in 

BNC is more like 10:1. The figure for AmE contrasts markedly from my COCA 

finding, which is close to 20:1. Her result for BrE is more or less what you get if you 

search for the words lit and lighted, irrespective of part of speech (2239 and 236 

occurrences, respectively). Of the 236 lighted occurrences, 152 are actually adjectives, 

and taking this fact into account, the ratio would be about 25.  

 

4.1.2 Past tense vs. past participle 

Table D12 reveals that in BrE, lit is more used in the past tense than lighted by a factor 

of fifty, whereas in AmE, lit is used more than twenty times as often as lighted. For the 

past participle, in BrE lit is nearly fifty times as common as lighted. In AmE lit is more 

used than lighted by a factor of twenty.  
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4.1.3 Transitive vs. intransitive 

From Table D13 we can see that in BrE lit is more used transitively than lighted by a 

factor of about thirty-five. In AmE, the corresponding number is nearly twenty. As for 

the intransitive use, in BrE, lit is about seventy times as common as lighted, whereas in 

AmE lit is about thirty times as common as lighted.  

In BrE, lighted is used almost twice as often transitively as intransitively (low 

frequencies, though), whereas lit is equally common transitively as intransitively. In 

AmE lighted is nearly twice as much used transitively as intransitively. Lit is equally 

common intransitively as transitively. 

 

4.1.4 Main findings 

As described in Section 4.1.1, overall, in BrE, lit is almost fifty times as common as 

lighted, whereas in AmE lit is more used than lighted by a factor of about twenty (past 

tense and past participle combined). In Section 4.1.2 it was related that in BrE, lit is 

more used in the past tense than lighted by a factor of fifty, whereas in AmE, lit is used 

more than twenty times as often as lighted. For the past participle, in BrE lit is nearly 

fifty times as common as lighted. In AmE lit is more used than lighted by a factor of 

twenty. We notice that the relative frequencies are the same for overall use, use in PT, 

and use for PP. From Section 4.1.3 we can see that in BrE lit is more used transitively 

than lighted by a factor of about thirty-five. In AmE, the corresponding number is 

nearly twenty. As for the intransitive use, in BrE, lit is about seventy times as common 

as lighted, whereas in AmE lit is about thirty times as common as lighted.  

Accordingly, we can infer that use in PT or PP does not affect the differences between 

BrE and AmE, regarding the usage of the two verb forms lit and lighted. Transitivity, 

however, seems to have a slight influence.   

 

4.2 Speed 
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Figure 2. Percent sped/speeded tokens across factors in BrE (BNC) and AmE (COCA). 

4.2.1 AmE vs. BrE 

From Table D21 we see that there is a significant difference between the two varieties 

as to which form is preferred. According to the corpora used, overall, in BrE sped is 

twice as common as speeded, whereas in AmE sped is more used than speeded by a 

factor of almost eight (past tense and past participle combined). 

The statement from Biber et al. (1999: 396-397) that the irregular variant sped is 

preferred, is thus corroborated by the present study. The assertion from Quirk et al. 

(1985: 112 that the regular form speeded is used especially of “mechanisms”, needs 

further investigation. The same is true for the statements from Peters (2004: 510) that 

the two verb forms for speed are associated with different senses. 

 

4.2.2 Past tense vs. past participle 

Table D22 reveals that in BrE sped is more used in the past tense than speeded by a 

factor of seven, whereas in AmE the difference is even higher, sped being used more 

than fifteen times as often as speeded. For the past participle, in BrE speeded is close to 

eight times as common as sped (the frequencies are not estimated from random 

samples). In AmE sped is more used than speeded by a factor of 1.5.  

 

4.2.3 Transitive vs. intransitive 

From Table D23 we can see that in BrE speeded is more used transitively than sped by a 

factor of ten (although the frequencies are low). In AmE, the ratio in transitive use 

between sped and speeded is about 4:3. As for the intransitive use, in BrE sped is almost 

seven times as common as speeded, whereas in AmE sped is more than fifteen times as 

common as speeded.  

In BrE speeded is used almost three times as often transitively as intransitively, whereas 

sped is almost exclusively used intransitively, the ratio being about 25. In AmE speeded 

is slightly more used in transitive use as in intransitive use. Sped is used almost ten 

times as often intransitively as transitively. 

 

4.2.4 The phrasal verb speed up 

Several sources, for example Quirk et al. (1985: 112), claim that the regular form 

speeded is always used in the phrasal verb speed up. However, there are quite a few 

occurrences of sped up, especially in COCA. The raw frequencies in COCA (not 

considering the potential tagging errors) are 193 for speeded up, and 425 for sped up 

(here, the adverb particle POS was used for up). The corresponding numbers for the 

BNC are 139 and 6, respectively. Consequently, it seems that this claim is valid only for 

BrE, possibly.  

Some representative examples from COCA are: 

(5) His heart speeded up and began to skip beats. (COCA: 2016: FIC) 

(6) Theresa's heart sped up. (COCA: 2010: MAG) 
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(7)  I want the investigation speeded up (COCA: 2017: MAG) 

(8) The FDA says it has already sped up its review process. (COCA: 1996: SPOK) 

(9) There have been ways they could have speeded up this investigation. (COCA: 

1996: SPOK) 

 

4.2.5 Main findings 

Overall, in BrE sped is found to be twice as common as speeded, whereas in AmE sped 

is found to be more used than speeded by a factor of almost eight (past tense and past 

participle combined).  

In the past tense, the figures are even higher, seven and fifteen, respectively. For the 

past participle, in BrE speeded is close to eight times as common as sped, while in AmE 

sped is more used than speeded by a factor of 1.5.  

As for the transitivity factor, in BrE speeded is more used transitively than sped by a 

factor of ten, whereas in AmE, the ratio in transitive use between sped and speeded is 

about 4:3. As for the intransitive use, in BrE sped is almost seven times as common as 

speeded, whereas the corresponding figure for AmE is more than fifteen. 

In BrE, speeded is used almost three times as often transitively as intransitively, 

whereas sped is almost exclusively used intransitively. In AmE speeded is slightly more 

used in transitive use as in intransitive use, while sped is used almost ten times as often 

intransitively as transitively. 

From the figures presented above, we can draw the conclusions that the factor PT/PP as 

well as the transitivity factor affect the differences between BrE and AmE, regarding the 

usage of the two verb forms sped and speeded. 

The claim from several sources, for example by Quirk et al. (1985: 112) that the regular 

form speeded is always used in the phrasal verb speed up is shown in the present study 

to be valid at most for BrE. 
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4.3 Prove  

 
Figure 3. Percent proven/proved tokens across factors in BrE (BNC) and AmE (COCA). 

The results described below for the verb prove have reference to the past participle, 

only. 

As can be easily seen from Figure 3, the irregular form for the verb prove is very 

uncommon in contemporary BrE.  

4.3.1 AmE vs. BrE 

As we can see from Table D31, there is a significant difference between the two 

varieties as to which form is preferred (in the PP). According to the corpora used, 

overall, in BrE proved is almost ten times as common as proven, whereas in AmE the 

ratio is 4:3 in favour of proven.  

This is consistent with the statement from Huddleston & Pullum (2002: 1605). The 

message from Quirk et al. (1985: 197) that this verb is “usually regular” seems to be 

true only for BrE. Biber et al. (1999: 398) asserted that prove shows a strong preference 

for the irregular form in the PP, which does not seem quite correct for either variety. 

Peters (2004: 446) states that proved as PP outnumbers proven by almost 10:1 in BNC, 

which is confirmed by the present study. However, for AmE she maintains that the ratio 

is more like 5:2, and still in favour of proved. This finding is based on the Cambridge 

International Corpus of American English (CCAE), which consists of approximately 

140 million words. It differs from my result, based on COCA (with about 565 million 

words), which is roughly 4:3 in favour of proven. This figure is based on random 

samples of size 200, is adjusted for incorrect tagging, and excludes certain senses of the 

verb. The raw frequencies in COCA for the two verb forms as PP’s are 6777 for proved 

and 6851 for proven, i.e. they are roughly equally common. The main reason why my 

figures are rather 5368 and 7252, respectively, seems to be (1) that for proved about 20 

% of the occurrences in my sample from the concordances tagged as PP should in fact 

have been tagged as PT, and (2) that for proven roughly 20 % of the occurrences in the 

sample from the concordances tagged as adjective were in fact PP’s.  
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4.3.2 Transitive vs. intransitive 

From Tables D32-D33 in Appendix D, several significant differences concerning the 

transitive vs. intransitive use of the alternative verb forms for prove in the PP can be 

inferred.  

From Table D32 we find that in BrE, proved is more used transitively than proven by a 

factor of fifteen. In AmE, on the other hand, proven is more than twice as common as 

proved, in transitive use. As for the intransitive use, in BrE proved is nearly eight times 

as common as proven, whereas in AmE the two verb forms are about equally common. 

From Table D33 we infer that in BrE, for proved the ratio between intransitive and 

transitive use is about 4:3. For proven the figure is almost three. In AmE proved is used 

fully three times as often intransitively as transitively. For proven the ratio is about 3:2. 

 

4.3.3 Main findings 

As described in Section 4.3.1, overall, in BrE proved is almost ten times as common as 

proven, whereas in AmE the ratio is 4:3 in favour of proven. In Section 4.3.2 it was 

related that in BrE, proved is more used transitively than proven by a factor of fifteen 

(i.e. greater than ten), while for intransitive use the figure is nearly eight (i.e. less than 

ten). In AmE, on the other hand, proven is more than twice (i.e. greater than 1.3) as 

common as proved, in transitive use, whereas for intransitive use the number is one (i.e. 

less than 1.3).  

Accordingly, we can infer that transitive use of the verb prove strengthens the 

differences between BrE and AmE, regarding the usage of the two verb forms proven 

and proved.  

In Section 4.3.2 it was also related that intransitive use of the verb prove is slightly 

more common than transitive use, for both verb forms, and in both varieties.  
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5. Conclusion 

The purpose of the present study was to find out which factors affect the preferences in 

contemporary BrE and AmE for using the irregular or the regular form of the two 

alternative PT or PP verb forms for the verbs light, speed, and prove. The factors that 

were considered in this study were language variety (AmE/BrE), and two grammatical 

functions, (1) PT vs. PP, and (2) transitive vs. intransitive use of the verb.  

The main finding in the study was that all three considered factors influence the 

preferences, regarding the usage of the two alternative verb forms for the investigated 

verbs. However, in which direction and to what degree this occurs is verb specific. 

Some issues and shortcomings for the study have been discussed above, first of all the 

low precision in the corpora, in some cases. Another possible limitation is that the BNC 

only covers the time period 1980–1993, and is not continuously updated as COCA is. It 

is a justified question if the corpus is representative of present-day BrE? For the 

purposes of this study it is seen to be of recent enough date.  

The fact that in some cases it has not been realistic to go through all concordance lines, 

looking for irrelevant tokens, but only for random samples of these, is of course a 

source of error. Any statistical calculations of the significance of this error is, however, 

beyond the scope of this thesis. There are also potential systematic (non-random) errors 

to take into account. The categorization of the verb forms into transitive vs. intransitive 

use is an example of this. 

As for the possibilities for additional research, other language varieties could be 

investigated, like Australian or New Zealand English. Semantic distinctions among the 

alternative verb forms should be worth studying, in relation to transitive/intransitive use. 

The influence of voice might very well be worth investigating. The point of time would 

of course have been a very interesting factor to investigate, i.e. to conduct a diachronic 

study. Finally, there are other similar verbs that might be worthwhile studying. 
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Appendix A 

Tagging 

  

Table 1. The estimated* percentages of incorrect tagging in the BNC and COCA for each verb 

form and category (PT/PP/ADJ/NOUN). The N column displays the raw frequency in the 

corpus for each verb form/category. The n column shows the number of incorrect tags (not 

relevant cases excluded) in the corpus (if N < 300), or in the random sample of size 200 (if N > 

300). The Adj., PT, and PP columns show how many of the incorrect tags were (estimated to be) 

adjectives, verbs in the PT, or verbs in the PP. 

* If the raw frequency was greater than 300 for a category, then the adjusted numbers were estimated from a 

random sample of size 200. 

Form Corpus Category Not relevant n Adj. PT PP N % Incorrect 

lit BNC PT 4 18 0 - 18 1032 9 

  PP 4 6 0 6 - 1031 3 

  ADV 0 5 0 2 3 5 100 

  NOUN 68 103 0 12 91 171 100 

 COCA PT 18 19 0 - 19 5742 10 

  PP 13 6 75 6 - 5237 3 

  ADV 123 33 0 6 27 156 100 

  NOUN 180 20 0 7 13 1654 100 

lighted BNC PT 7 8 7 - 1 34 30 

  PP 14 21 21 0 - 50 58 

 COCA PT 18 59 28 - 31 275 23 

  PP 23 75 71 4 - 446 42 

sped BNC PT 2 0 0 - 0 287 0 

  PP 0 3 0 3 - 14 21 

 COCA PT 4 2 0 - 2 1932 1 

  PP 21 24 0 24 - 248 10 

speeded BNC PT 0 10 0 - 10 45 22 

  PP 1 5 1 4 - 102 5 

 COCA PT 0 17 1 - 16 128 13 

  PP 0 21 6 15 - 154 14 

  ADJ 0 4 - 0 4 14 28 

proven BNC PP 8 20 20 0 - 325 10 

  ADJ 2 21 - 0 21 455 10 

 COCA PP 4 3 3 0 - 6851 1 

  ADJ 1 39 - 0 39 3259 19 

  NOUN 0 6 1 0 5 6 100 

proved BNC PP 4 13 3 10 - 3432 7 

  PT 0 4 0 - 4 3237 2 

  ADJ 0 24 - 24  56 43 

 COCA PP 1 44 3 41 - 6777 22 
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Form Corpus Category Not relevant n Adj. PT PP N % Incorrect 

  PT 0 2 0 - 2 12165 1 

  ADJ 2 19 - 17 2 53 37 

  NOUN 1 2 0 1 1 3 100 
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Appendix B 

Senses 

 

The senses of the verbs which are not marked with NOT RELEVANT (IN STUDY) are 

included in the study. 

 

From Merriam-Webster Dictionary 

 

Definition of light (1) 

intransitive verb 

1 : to become light : BRIGHTEN —usually used with up  

her face lit up  

2 : to take fire  

3 : to ignite something (such as a cigarette) —often used with up  

transitive verb 

1 : to set fire to  

2a : to conduct with a light : GUIDE  

b : ILLUMINATE  

rockets light up the sky  

c : ANIMATE, BRIGHTEN  

a smile lit up her face 

 

Definition of light (2) – NOT RELEVANT IN STUDY  

intransitive verb 

1 : DISMOUNT  

2 : SETTLE, ALIGHT  

a bird lit on the lawn  

3 : to fall unexpectedly —usually used with on or upon  

4 : to arrive by chance : HAPPEN —usually used with on or upon  

lit upon a solution  

 

light into  

: to attack forcefully  

I lit into that food until I'd finished off the heel of the loaf  

 

Definition of speed  

intransitive verb 

1a archaic : to prosper in an undertaking - NOT RELEVANT IN STUDY  

b archaic : GET ALONG, FARE - NOT RELEVANT IN STUDY  

2a : to make haste  

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/intransitive
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/brighten
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/transitive
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/guide
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/illuminate
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/animate
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/brighten
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/intransitive
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/dismount
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/settle
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/alight
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/happen
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/intransitive
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/get%20along
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/fare
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sped to her bedside  

b : to go or drive at excessive or illegal speed  

3 : to move, work, or take place faster : ACCELERATE  

the heart speeds up  

transitive verb 

1a archaic : to cause or help to prosper : AID - NOT RELEVANT IN STUDY  

 

b : to further the success of - NOT RELEVANT IN STUDY  

2a : to cause to move quickly : HASTEN  

b : to wish Godspeed to - NOT RELEVANT IN STUDY  

c : to increase the speed of : ACCELERATE  

3 : to send out speed an arrow - NOT RELEVANT IN STUDY  

 

Definition of prove 

transitive verb 

1a : to establish the existence, truth, or validity of (as by evidence or logic)  

prove a theorem  

the charges were never proved in court  

b : to demonstrate as having a particular quality or worth  

the vaccine has been proven effective after years of tests  

proved herself a great actress 

: to show (oneself) to be worthy or capable  

eager to prove myself in the new job  

3a : to test the truth, validity, or genuineness of - NOT RELEVANT IN STUDY  

the exception proves the rule  

prove a will at probate - NOT RELEVANT IN STUDY  

b : to test the worth or quality of specifically : to compare against a standard —sometimes 

used with up or out - NOT RELEVANT IN STUDY  

c : to check the correctness of (something, such as an arithmetic result) - NOT 

RELEVANT IN STUDY 

4 archaic : to learn or find out by experience - NOT RELEVANT IN STUDY  

intransitive verb 

: to turn out especially after trial or test  

the new drug proved effective 

 

 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/accelerate
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/transitive
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/aid
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/hasten
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/accelerate
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/transitive
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/intransitive
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Appendix C 

Frequencies 

 

Table 2. The frequencies in the BNC and the COCA of the alternative verb forms for the 

irregular verbs light, speed, and prove: Raw frequency (N1), adjusted* frequency (N2), raw 

frequency per million words (pmw1), and adjusted* frequency per million words (pmw2). 

* If the raw frequency was greater than 300, then the adjusted numbers were estimated from a random sample 

of size 200. 

Verb form Corpus Category N1 N2 pmw1 pmw2 

lit BNC Past tense 1032 963 10.3 9.6 

  Transitive  756  7.6 

  Intransitive  207  2.1 

  Past participle 1031 1166 10.3 10.3 

  Transitive  303  3.0 

  Intransitive  863  8.6 

  Total 2063 2129 20.6 21.3 

lit COCA Past tense 5742 4900 10.2 8.7 

  Transitive  3839  6.8 

  Intransitive  1061  1.9 

  Past participle 5237 5419 9.3 9.6 

  Transitive  1456  2.6 

  Intransitive  3963  7.0 

  Total 10979 10319 19.4 18.3 

lighted BNC Past tense 34 19 0.3 0.2 

  Transitive  14  0.1 

  Intransitive  5  0.0 

  Past participle 50 25 0.5 0.2 

  Transitive  15  0.1 

  Intransitive  10  0.1 

  Total 84 44 0.8 0.4 

lighted COCA Past tense 275 218 0.5 0.4 

  Transitive  180  0.3 
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Verb form Corpus Category N1 N2 pmw1 pmw2 

  Intransitive  37  0.1 

  Past participle 446 258 0.8 0.5 

  Transitive  131  0.2 

  Intransitive  127  0.2 

  Total 721 476 1.3 0.8 

sped BNC Past tense 287 288 2.9 2.9 

  Transitive  8  0.1 

  Intransitive  280  2.8 

  Past participle 14 14 0.1 0.1 

  Transitive  3  0.0 

  Intransitive  11  0.1 

  Total 301 299 3.0 3.0 

sped COCA Past tense 1932 1898 3.4 3.3 

  Transitive  128  0.2 

  Intransitive  1770  3.1 

  Past participle 248 223 0.44 0.4 

  Transitive  76  0.1 

  Intransitive  147  0.3 

  Total 2180 2121 3.8 3.7 

speeded BNC Past tense 45 39 0.4 0.4 

  Transitive  22  0.2 

  Intransitive  17  0.2 

  Past participle 102 106 1.0 1.1 

  Transitive  83  0.8 

  Intransitive  23  0.2 

  Total 147 145 1.5 1.4 

speeded COCA Past tense 128 126 0.2 0.2 

  Transitive  64  0.1 

  Intransitive  62  0.1 

  Past participle 154 153 0.3 0.3 

  Transitive  92  0.2 
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Verb form Corpus Category N1 N2 pmw1 pmw2 

  Intransitive  61  0.1 

  Total 282 279 0.5 0.5 

proven BNC Past participle 325 328 3.2 3.3 

  Transitive  88  0.9 

  Intransitive  240  2.4 

proven COCA Past participle 6851 7252 12.1 12.8 

  Transitive  2744  4.9 

  Intransitive  4508  8.0 

proved BNC Past participle 3432 3211 34.3 32.1 

  Transitive  1376  13.8 

  Intransitive  1835  18.3 

proved COCA Past participle 6777 5368 12.00 9.5 

  Transitive  1262  2.2 

  Intransitive  4106  7.3 
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Appendix D 

Distribution across factors 

 

In this appendix there are a number of tables for each of the verbs light, proved, and speed, 

reporting the use of the alternative verb forms for each verb across the factors variety, 

grammatical category PT/PP, and grammatical category transitive/intransitive. Each table cell 

shows the absolute frequency, the row percentage (within brackets), and the normalized 

frequency (after the dash). 

 

D.1 Light 

Table D11. The use of the alternative verb forms for light in the BNC and COCA. Past tense and past 

participle combined. 

PT+PP lit lighted Total 

BNC 2129 (98 %) – 21.3 44 (2 %) – 0.4 2173 

COCA 10319 (96 %) – 18.3 476 (4 %) – 0.8  10795 

Total 12448 520 12968 

 

Chi square test for independence: 2 = 27, df = 1, p = 0.00. 

 

Table D12. The use of the alternative verb forms for light in the past tense and past participle in the BNC 

and COCA. 

Category Corpus lit lighted Total 

PT BNC 963 (98 %) – 9.6 19 (2 %) – 0.2 982 

 COCA 4900 (96 %) – 8.7 218 (4 %)  – 0.4 5118 

 Total 5863 237 6100 

PP BNC 1166 (98 %) – 11.7 25 (2 %) – 0.2 1191 

 COCA 5419 (95 %)  – 9.6 258 (5 %)  – 0.4 5677 

 Total 6585  283 6868 

 

Chi square test for independence PT: 2 = 12, df = 1, p = 0.00. 

Chi square test for independence PP: 2 = 15, df = 1, p = 0.000. 

 

Table D13. The transitive and intransitive use of the alternative verb forms for light in the BNC and 

COCA. Past tense and past participle combined. 

Corpus Category lit  lighted Total 

BNC Transitive 1059 (97 %) – 10.6 29 (3 %) – 0.3 1088 

 Intransitive 1070 (99 %) – 10.7 15 (1 %) – 0.1 1085 

 Total 2129 44 2173 

COCA Transitive 5295 (94 %) – 9.4  311 (6 %) – 0.5 5606 

 Intransitive 5024 (97 %) – 8.9 164 (3 %) – 0.3 5188 
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Corpus Category lit  lighted Total 

 Total 10319 475 10794 

 

Chi square test for independence BNC: 2 = 4.5, df = 1, p = 0.03. 

Chi square test for independence COCA: 2 = 36, df = 1, p = 0. 

 

Table D14. The transitive and intransitive use of the alternative verb forms for light in the PT and PP in 

the BNC and COCA.  

Corpus Verb form Category Transitive Intransitive Total 

BNC lit PT 756 (79 %) – 7.6 207 (21 %) – 2.1 963 

  PP 303 (26 %) – 3.0 863 (74 %) – 8.6 1166 

  Total 1059 1070 2129 

BNC lighted PT 14 (74 %) – 0.1 5 (26 %) – 0.0 19 

  PP 15 (60 %) – 0.1 10 (40 %) – 0.1 25 

  Total 29 15 44 

COCA lit PT 3839 (78 %) – 6.8  1061 (22 %) – 1.9 4900 

  PP 1456 (27 %) – 2.6  3963 (73 %) – 7.0  5419 

  Total 5295 5024 10319 

COCA lighted PT 180 (51 %) – 0.1 37 (49 %) – 0.1 217 

  PP 131 (60 %) – 0.2 127 (40 %) – 0.1 258 

  Total 311 164 475 

 

Chi square tests for independence BNC/lit: 2 = 582, df = 1, p = 0. 

Chi square tests for independence BNC/lighted: 2 = 2.5, df = 1, p = 0.12 (not significant). 

Chi square tests for independence COCA/lit: 2 = 2729, df = 1, p = 0. 

Chi square tests for independence COCA/lighted: 2 = 54, df = 1, p = 0. 

 

D.2 Speed 

 
Table D21. The use of the alternative verb forms for speed in the BNC and COCA. Past tense and past 

participle combined. 

PT+PP sped speeded Total 

BNC 302 (67 %) – 3.0 145 (33 %) – 1.4 447 

COCA 2121 (88 %) – 3.8 279 (12 %) – 0.5 2400 

Total 2423  424   2847 

 

Chi square test for independence: 2 = 129, df = 1, p = 0. 

 

Table D22. The use of the alternative verb forms for speed in the past tense and past participle in the 

BNC and COCA. 
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Category Corpus sped speeded Total 

PT BNC 288 (88 %) – 2.9 39 (12 %) – 0.4 327 

 COCA 1898 (94 %) – 3.3 126 (6 %) – 0.2 2024 

 Total 2186 165 2351 

PP BNC 14 (12 %) – 0.1 106 (88 %) – 1.1 120 

 COCA 223 (59 %) – 0.4 153 (41 %) – 0.3 376 

 Total 237 259 496 

 

Chi square test for independence in PT: 2 = 14, df = 1, p = 0.000. 

Chi square test for independence in PP: 2 = 83, df = 1, p = 0. 

 

Table D23. The transitive and intransitive use of the alternative verb forms for speed in the BNC and 

COCA. Past tense and past participle combined. 

Corpus Category sped speeded Total 

BNC Transitive 11 (9 %) – 0.1 105 (91 %) – 1.0 116 

 Intransitive 291 (88 %) – 2.9 40 (12 %) – 0.4 331 

 Total 302 145 447 

COCA Transitive 204 (57 %) – 0.4 156 (43 %) – 0.3 360 

 Intransitive 1917 (94 %) – 3.4 123 (6 %) – 0.2 2040 

 Total 2121 279 2400 

 

Chi square test for independence BNC: 2 = 241, df = 1, p = 0. 

Chi square test for independence COCA: 2 = 414, df = 1, p = 0. 

 

Table D24. The transitive and intransitive use of the alternative verb forms for speed in the PT and PP in 

the BNC and COCA.  

Corpus Verb form Category Transitive Intransitive Total 

BNC sped PT 8 (3 %) – 0.1 280 (97 %) – 2.8 288 

  PP 3 (21 %) – 0.0 11 (79 %) – 0.1 14 

  Total 11 291 302 

BNC speeded PT 22 (56 %) – 0.2 17 (44 %) – 0.2 39 

  PP 83 (78 %) – 0.8 23 (22 %) – 0.2 106 

  Total 105 40 145 

COCA sped PT 128 (7 %) – 0.2  1770 (93 %) – 3.1 1898 

  PP 76 (34 %) – 0.1  147 (66 %) – 0.3  223 

  Total 204 1917 2121 

COCA speeded PT 64 (51 %) – 0.1 62 (49 %) – 0.1 126 

  PP 92 (60 %) – 0.2 61 (40 %) – 0.1 153 

  Total 156 123 279 

 

Chi square tests for independence BNC/sped: 2 = 13, df = 1, p = 0.00. 

Chi square tests for independence BNC/speeded: 2 = 6.8, df = 1, p = 0.009. 

Chi square tests for independence COCA/sped: 2 = 171, df = 1, p = 0. 
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Chi square tests for independence COCA/speeded: 2 = 2.4, df = 1, p = 0.18 (not significant). 

 

D.3 Prove  

 
Table D31. The use of the alternative verb forms for prove in the past participle in the BNC and COCA. 

PP proven proved Total 

BNC 328 (9 %) – 3.3 3211 (91 %) – 32.1 3539 

COCA 7252 (57 %) – 12.8  5368 (43 %) – 9.5  12620 

Total 7580 8579 16159 

 

Chi square test for independence: 2 = 2578, df = 1, p = 0. 

 

Table D32. The transitive and intransitive use of the alternative verb forms for prove in the past participle 

in the BNC and COCA. 

Corpus Category proven proved Total 

BNC Transitive 88 (6 %) – 0.9 1376 (94 %) – 13.8 1464 

 Intransitive 240 (12 %) – 2.4 1835 (88 %) – 18.3 2075 

 Total 328 3211 3539 

COCA Transitive 2744 (68 %) – 4.9 1262 (32 %) – 2.2 4006 

 Intransitive 4508 (52 %) – 8.0 4106 (48 %) – 7.3 8614 

 Total 7252 5368 12620 

 

Chi square test for independence in COCA: 2 = 292, df = 1, p = 0. 

Chi square test for independence: BNC: 2 = 31, df = 1, p = 0. 

 

Table D33. The transitive and intransitive use of proven and proved in the past participle in the BNC and 

COCA. 

Verb form Corpus Transitive Intransitive Total 

proven BNC 88 (27 %) – 0.9 240 (73 %) – 2.4 328 

 COCA 2744 (38 %) – 4.8  4508 (62 %) – 8.0  7252 

 Total 2832 4748 7580 

proved BNC 1376 (43 %) – 13.8 1835 (57 %) – 3.2 3211 

 COCA 1262 (24 %) – 2.2  4106 (76 %) – 7.3  5368 

 Total 2638 5941 8579 

 

Chi square test for independence for proven: 2 = 16, df = 1, p < 0.000. 

Chi square test for independence for proved: 2 = 353, df = 1, p = 0. 
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