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Powerful (yet simple) comparisons of a wide range of
phenomena in British and American English
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1 Introduction

There has certainly been no lack of research on corpus-based comparisons of
British and American English (cf. Biber ef al. 1999; Algeo 2006; Mair 2006;
Leech et al. 2009; Rohdenburg et al. 2010, to name just a few). As useful as
these studies have been, for a number of reasons it has still been very difficult
for most corpus linguists to carry out a wide range of research on the two variet-
ies of English. The three main problems have been the following:

First, the corpora may not be publicly-available. For example, Biber et al.
(1999) used the Longman corpus, which has been made available only to a few
researchers, as they author Longman materials. Another example is Algeo
(2006), who uses the Cambridge International Corpus (CIC, now called the
Cambridge English Corpus), which is again limited to ‘in-house’ use. Finally,
sometimes the corpus is publicly-available, but at a price that is so high that it
renders it inaccessible for most researchers, such as the Bank of English (now
called WordBanks Online), which costs more than $1,100 per year.

Second, the corpora may not be ‘balanced’ between a wide range of genres.
For example, many of the studies in Rohdenburg ef al. (2010) are based prima-
rily on a handful of British and American newspapers. Mair (2006) is likewise
based primarily on newspapers in the two dialects, as well as some web-based
data. But there is little or no spoken material, or fiction, or popular magazines,
or academic. To be fair, however, we should remember that prior to about five
years ago, there were no large, publicly-available, genre-balanced corpora of
American English that could be used for studies of the two dialects. Therefore,
these books were simply using the best materials that they could ‘cobble
together’, even if they only included a few sources, in just one or two genres.

Third, there are some studies that are based on corpora that are fairly well-
balanced for genre, and which are fairly available to a wide range of researchers,
but which use corpora that are quite small, and which therefore can be used to
study only very high frequency phenomena. Many of the articles in the Leech et
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al. (2009) volume fit into this category. They are based on the Brown family of
corpora (Brown, LOB, Frown, and FLOB), which are each only about one mil-
lion words in size. An investigation of the chapters in this book shows that more
than half deal with just very high frequency phenomena like modals, progres-
sives, passives, and high-frequency phenomena related to the noun phrase. So as
insightful as these studies might be for high frequency syntactic studies (and
these corpora have been of great value for studying certain types of syntactic
change, during the past few decades), these corpora do not have enough data to
be used for many more lexically-oriented studies (see Baker 2011; Davies forth-
coming a, forthcoming b) or medium- and low-frequency syntactic construc-
tions (see Davies 2012a, 2012b, and 2012c¢).

2 Interfaces and architectures for comparing British and American
corpora

Researchers of British English have of course had access to the large (100 mil-
lion word), genre-balanced, publicly-available British National Corpus (BNC)
since the early 1990s. But as we have seen, there was not anything comparable
for American English until relatively recently. In 2008, however, the Corpus of
Contemporary American English (COCA) was released (see Davies 2009). It is
large (starting at 385 million words, and currently [2013] at 450 million words),
it is genre-balanced (divided evenly between spoken, fiction, popular maga-
zines, newspapers, and academic writing), and it is freely available at http://cor-
pus.byu.edu/coca (see Davies 2009, 2011, as well as books that are based in
large part on COCA, such as Anderson and Corbett 2009; Lindquist 2010; Rep-
pen 2010). In other words, it solves the three problems listed above.

The combination of the BNC and COCA is made even more attractive by
the fact that at the http://corpus.byu.edu/ interface, users have been able for 2-3
years now to ‘seamlessly’ move back and forth between the two corpora. In
other words, they could do a search in one corpus and then with just one click of
the mouse, they could re-do the same search in the other corpus.

To take a trivial example, they could see the frequency of pants in the dif-
ferent genres of COCA (Figure 1) and the BNC (Figure 2). This shows (not sur-
prisingly) that pants is more than five times as frequent (per million words) in
COCA (overall) than in the BNC (29.9 in COCA, 5.6 in the BNC); for clearer
versions of the ensuing figures in this article, please see the on-line version of
this publication.
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SECTION ALL | SPOKEN | FICTION | MAGAZINE | NEWSPAPER | ACADEMIC 1990-1954 | 1995-1955 | 2000-2004 | 2005-2008 | 2010-2012
FREQ 13897 1336 6420 4026 1807 308 2477 3143 3257 3341 1639
PER MIL 25.55 13.98 70.99 42.13 19.70 3.38 23.82 30.38 32.03 32.74 31.57

el M1 FIEIEIEID

Figure 1: Frequency of the word pants in COCA

SECTION ALL SPOKEN FICTION MAGAZINE NEWSPAPER NON-ACAD ACADEMIC MISC
FREQ 536 56 213 93 a5 38 16 75
PER MIL 5.61 5.62 13.39 12.81 2.30 2.30 1.04 3.60
SEE ALL
SUB-SECTIONS
o D D

Figure 2: Frequency of the word pants in the BNC

Researchers could also search for *ism words in COCA and then in the BNC,
and they would see the items given in Table 1 (note that these are separate
searches, and not compared to each other in the corpus interface):

Table 1: *ism words in the BNC and COCA

BNC COCA

criticism 4573 criticism 16854
mechanism 2881 terrorism 15265
capitalism 1863 mechanism 8020
socialism 1612 racism 7864
tourism 1410 Journalism 6468
racism 1061 tourism 6325
nationalism 996 capitalism 5707
communism 920 optimism 4862
realism 875 nationalism 4715
optimism 830 communism 4612

To take a final example, they could compare the collocates of a given word, such
as noun and adjective collocates of scheme (again, these are two separate
searches in the BNC and COCA interfaces; see Table 2):
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Table 2: Collocates of scheme in the BNC and COCA

BNC COCA

pension 621 color 547
new 574 things 450
training 432 ponzi 273
other 263 new 252
government 243 grand 220
colour 193 broader 165
pilot 190 other 159
share 189 part 147
national 186 pyramid 141
classification 173 classification 139

The problem with this approach, however, is that users had to collect the data for
the BNC, copy it to some other program (such as an Excel spreadsheet), and
then re-do the search in COCA, and then copy it to the other program. They
would then have to compare the two sets of data, taking into account the size of
the corpus (or the genre in each corpus), and therefore the relative (normalized)
frequencies in the two corpora. This could take several minutes for even a rela-
tively simple search.

In 2013, however, I created an improved interface for these corpora, which
allows for much quicker and easier (and more powerful) comparisons between
corpora such as the BNC and COCA. With this new architecture and interface,
with one click (on the button ‘SIDE BY SIDE’) it is now possible for users to
compare any set of data in the BNC and COCA — whether lexical, morphologi-
cal, syntactic, or semantic (via collocates). With such searches, all of the nor-
malizations for corpus size and the calculations of ratios between the two cor-
pora are done automatically via the corpus interface, and the data is displayed
side-by-side in the corpus interface.

With this new interface, researchers can now carry out powerful compari-
sons of the data in COCA and the BNC. This data in turn allows them to easily
and quickly compare data for a wide range of phenomena in the two dialects in
ways that were not possible previously, and this allows them to move beyond
the small set of phenomena that have been studied previously. In the sections
that follow, I will provide a few examples of such comparisons — for differences
between lexis, phraseology, morphology, syntax, word meaning, and discourse —
between the two dialects.
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3 Lexical and phraseological differences

While the real power of the new corpus interface is found in comparing in the
two dialects all matching words or collocates for a given string, for specific
words and phrases it is also somewhat more useful than the two separate dis-
plays shown in Figures 1-2 above. As Baker (2011) and Davies (forthcoming a,
forthcoming b) have noted, the Brown family of corpora (Brown, LOB, Frown,
FLOB) have few if any tokens for medium and lower frequency words, which
makes it difficult to see differences between British and American English. A
few examples of this are trash can (0 tokens in the four corpora) / rubbish bin (0
tokens); vacuum (v) (0 tokens) / hoover (v) (0 tokens); freeway (18 tokens) /
motorway (12 tokens); or diaper (8 tokens) / nappy (2 tokens).

COCA and the BNC are really the only large corpora of British and Ameri-
can English, which are genre-balanced and which are publicly-available, that
can be used to compare such words. To do so, users simply input a word or
phrase (such as diaper as a noun) into COCA, for example, and then click on
‘SIDE BY SIDE / BNC’ in the corpus interface to see the same search in the
BNC. The 3,300 tokens (compare 10 in Brown+) show that diaper is more than
14 times as frequent in American English than in British English (7.09 tokens
per million words in COCA, and 0.45 in the BNC); see Figure 3:

T Tasiem | T010-301
5 I I eaa | 77 | w7
3 I A T T 74 I Z

_SECTION | AL | SPOMEN | ACMON [ HAGAZINE L NEWSPAPER | NON-ACAD 1 ACADEMIC | MISC
4 1 1 1 [} 1 L 1l 1 | 17 1
P [T I ¥ [] (23] N1} 818 | ] I 607 I [T

FREQ

al_ml

Figure 3: ‘Side by side’ frequency of the word diaper in COCA / BNC

Another example is can of [NOUN] in COCA (which would probably be tin of
[NOUN] in the BNC), which is nearly 50 percent more frequent in COCA than
the BNC (4.3 per million vs 2.8); see Figure 4:
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SECTION AL SPOREN | RCTION PRGAZINE WEWEPATER ACACENIC TH00- 1 PN 3000-7004 T005-3000 FTETE
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Figure 4: ‘Side by side’ frequency of the phrase [can of NOUNs] in COCA / BNC

Examples like diaper and can of [NOUN] are somewhat trivial, in the sense that
most native speakers of British or American English already know that there is a
difference between the two dialects. But these two simple examples show that
COCA and the BNC do provide the expected data for these words, and the same
is true for hundreds of less obvious words as well.

Of course, it is possible to search for much more than just specific, individ-
ual words. For example, we could search for all of the following idioms with
head in the phrase (see Table 3). In doing so, we would see that the words on the
left have roughly the same frequency in the BNC and COCA (see Figure 5),
whereas those on the right are quite a bit more common in American English
(COCA,; see Figure 6). (Note that ~ = {his, her, my}, etc.).

Table 3: Idioms with sead in COCA the BNC

Approx. same in COCA and BNC More frequent in COCA (American)
head over heels in love head (V) up

head-on head (v) toward(s)

price on ~ head head (V) back to

head for the hills head (v) out

head and shoulders above in over ~ head

talk over ~ head (hit the) nail on the head
talk ~ head off head ~ off at the pass

two heads are better (than one) cooler heads (+ prevail)

use ~ head go head-to-head

make ~ head spin head start

put ~ heads together heads or tails

bury ~ head (in the sand) talking head

from head to toe head game

have a head for (something) head rush (n)

hanging over ~ head head trip

off the top of ~ head (like a) deer in the headlights
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SECTION AL SPOREN | TICTION TAGAZIRE NEWSPAPER. RCAGEHIT Tow0- 1904 AT 052004 Fre] o |
FRE 1] 10 a1 11 5 2 10 T} 15 FI 0
FER MIL 015 .10 .45 012 0.05 002 0.0 014 [ 015 020 0.15
1 [ = .
WAC | coura HILP
|—SECTION ALL SPOMEN FICTION MAGAZIWE NEWSPAPER NOSACAD ACADENIC L MISC
FEEQ 12 [] ] [] [] L [ 1 i
PR i 543 508 Ta7 .00 .00 (123 .08 T30
| = —l

FCTION | WAGAZIRE | WEWSPARER | ACADEMIC F IR Fo00- 2004 30053008 Min-z017 |
7L i 55 ET) F 35 54 41 45 k33
879 | I - BaT 1 LN [§1] 051 1 040 BAS BAL
SPOREN LTIt HAGATIN T NEWEPAFLE. T NGNALAD, ACADEMEL | wisC |
[ o o i o o o
0.00 0.00 0.00 o.10 0.00 0.00 0.00

Figure 6: ‘Side by side’ frequencies for in over ~ head (COCA 0.43, BNC 0.01)

The real power of the dialect comparisons, however, is the ability to move
beyond specific words and phrases, and to compare all matching words in the
two dialects. For example, the following figure shows *head words (after a/an)
in American and British English. This search is done by simply entering ‘ajan
*head’ in the COCA search form, and then clicking on ‘[SIDE BY SIDE: BNC’
to re-do the search in the BNC and compare the results, side-by-side. It shows
that trailhead, for example, occurs 44 times in COCA but 0 times in the BNC,
and that other words like crackhead, knucklehead, knucklehead, bobblehead,
pothead, and hothead are fairly common in COCA, but almost completely
absent in the BNC (see Figure 7):
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WORD/PHRASE

5

010 | 0.02 | 450
002 | 000 | 450
0.01 | 000 | 4s0
001 | 000 | es0
001 | 000 | 450
001 | 000 | es0
001 | 000 | 450
0.01 | 000 | 4s0

A DICKHEAD 1
A RED-HEAD

A BACK-OF THE-HEAD.
AN AXE-HEAD

A BEACH-HEAD

A BIGHEAD

9 | ABIGHEAD

10 | ADUMBHEAD

[7RFSY PR VR PR VR UUR PV VR I RN
15 5% P8 S PO U6 PO PN O 1O 9§

AN AIRHEAD 1 0.01 | 467 11 | APAN-HEAD 001 | 0.00 | 450
12 | A COPPERHEAD 18 o 0.04 | 0.00 | 4.00 12 | APIN-HEAD 001 | 0.00 | 450
13 | ABOBBLEHEAD 17 0 004 | 0.00 | 378 13 | A SNAKEHEAD 001 | 0.00 | 450
14 | APOTHEAD 17 0 004 | 0.00 | 378 14 | A WOLFSHEAD 001 | 0.00 | 450
15 | AHOTHEAD 50 3 011 | 0.03 | 370 15 | A DEATH'S-HEAD 003 | 0.0t | 3.38

Figure 7: ‘Side by side’ display: a(n) * head

Another example are the words ending in *ism in COCA and the BNC. Again,
in just 1-2 seconds, we have an interesting comparison like the following. We
see that the *ism words that are more common in American English (COCA)
include counterterrorism, bioterrorism, volunteerism, and Islamism, whereas
those in British English (BNC) include normativism, Labourism, Owenism, and
Toryism (see Figure 8):

WORD/PHRASE 2: BNC 2 WORD/PHRASE

Figure 8: ‘Side by side’ display: *ism words

A final example — this time dealing with differences in phraseology in the two
dialects — are phrasal verbs occurring with the adverbial particle up in British
and American English. As we can see, ratchet up, suit up, crank up, boot up, and
muster up are much more common in American English, whereas British
English prefers nip up, stump up, phone up, cash up, tot up, and pluck up (all of
which sound quite ‘exotic’ to this speaker of American English); see Figure 9:
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[ owmwse | iccoca zowc | e |2 | mao | | vowmmsse | evc | coca | ema | i | o |

Figure 9: “Side by side’ display: verb + up

4  Syntactic and morphological differences

As I noted previously, the vast majority of studies on differences between Brit-
ish and American English have focused on high-frequency syntactic differences
(such as modals and other auxiliaries), because that is the type of data that one
can get from small 1-4 million word corpora. In this section, I will provide some
evidence for these high frequency constructions as well. But because we are
dealing with corpora whose combined frequency is more than 100 times that of
the smaller corpora, we can look at many other constructions as well. T will
begin by looking at morphological differences, and then move to syntax.

One of the obvious morphological differences between British and Ameri-
can English is the past participle of get, where gotten is frequent only in Ameri-
can English. The BNC/COCA data show this contrast quite clearly, where got-
ten is 60—70 times as frequent in COCA (38.7 per million in COCA, 0.6 in the
BNC); see Figure 10:

COCA  counm :  [WILP.
SECTION_{ AU, SEOXEN | FICTION, L MAGAZINE MEWSPAPER ACADEMRC 19901994} 1000-2004 | 0 E
FREG 17966 5743 5729 779 17 3 37T AT ! LE . H
—PER Wi} 287¢ | SN L - 885 34.88 LY - .43 i K 3749 - CHEH - 248
D | = D ‘ |: |
BNC | couwam i [HELP.]
SECTION AL 1 SPOKEN 1 FICTION MAGAZINE NEWSFAPER NON-ACAD ACADEMIC WESE
FRE 51 T 16 14 i 1 13 th
FER MIL 064 1.0 0.88 138 (X1} 0.9 [XE] .53
. ‘ - ] — |

Figure 10: ‘Side by side’ display: [have] + gotten
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Another example is the past participle of prove: proved or proven. Figure 11
shows that proven is much more common in American English (5.6 per million
in COCA, 0.9 in the BNC):

SOREN
a5z

—CE ¥

FICTION | WAGAZINE NEWSPAPER. ACADEHIC
144 590 551

Iz T —

i

601

=

B.55

=

SPOREN Fon__ ] FRGAZINE T T
] ] 1 5 T

R — T X7 1 3T | ey v 15 i34 PG

.

[ ]

Figure 11: [have] + proven

Table 4 shows the frequency of both proved and proven in the two dialects, and
a Chi-square calculation shows that this difference is significant at p <.000001:

Table 4: [have] + proved / proven in COCA/BNC

[have] proved [have] proven % proven
COCA 3001 2616 47%
BNC 1669 82 4%

The data from the four Brown corpora is given in Table 5. Obviously, there are
many fewer tokens, and while the difference between the two dialects is still sig-
nificant, it is only significant at p <.0035:

Table 5: [have] + proved | proven in Brown family of corpora

[have] proved [have] proven % proven
Am: Brown/Frown 15 6 25%
Br: LOB/FLOB 47 1 2%

A final example is the simple past form of sneak: sneaked or snuck. Figure 12
shows that [pronoun] + snuck (e.g. he snuck in the back window) is much more
common in American English (0.72 per million in COCA, 0.01 in the BNC):
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COCA  comwwai & [WELF..]
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Figure 12: PRON + snuck in COCA/BNC

Table 6 shows the frequency of both sneaked and snuck in the two dialects, and
a Chi-square calculation shows that this difference is significant at p <.000001:

Table 6: PRON + snuck in COCA/BNC

[pronoun] sneaked [pronoun] snuck % snuck
COCA 305 335 52%
BNC 43 1 2%

The data from the four Brown corpora is extremely sparse (only two tokens total
for either construction in any corpus), and as a result, the Chi-square calculation
shows no significant difference between the two dialects (see Table 7). This is
typical of most medium- and low-frequency morphological phenomena with
these smaller corpora — there just are not enough tokens to compare the two dia-
lects.

Table 7: PRON + sneaked / snuck in Brown family of corpora

[pronoun] sneaked [pronoun] snuck % snuck
Am: Brown/Frown 1 1 50%
Br: LOB/FLOB 0 0

Turning to syntactic differences, we find in the BNC and COCA the same type
of data for highly-frequent constructions that others have already found in much
smaller corpora like Brown+. For example, the data given in Figure 13 shows
that must + lexical verb (e.g. they must admit that...) is more common in British
than American English (245 tokens per million in the BNC; 177 in COCA).
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Note also that in COCA, it is least common in the most informal dialect (Spo-
ken) and the most common in the most formal dialect (Academic), and that its
frequency is decreasing in each five-year period since the early 1990s.

N _| FICTION | MAGAZINE | NEWSPAPER | ACADEMEC W 1990-1954 1 19951999 [ 20002904 | 20052009 |
14540 16195 1510 26358 P73 2L M- T ipeae | jsam 700,
180,10 109,57 165,90 788 37 Ja0.68 FLI¥T Ti%i] 150.3; 5
SPOREN T FICTION MAGAZT] NEWSPAPLE, NON-ACAD ACADEMIC MISC
1835 T 402 1235 1 2097 4144 5838
L 34531 170.06 182,00 18169 37025 9.7

Figure 13: must + lexical verb in COCA/BNC

Let us now turn to a somewhat less frequent construction — post-verbal negation
with the verb need (e.g. they need not concern you). The Brown family of cor-
pora have 45 tokens in the US corpora (Brown and Frown) and 69 in the British
corpora (LOB and FLOB). In COCA and the BNC there are nearly 6,000
tokens. They show that the construction is more than twice as common in the
BNC, and that in COCA, the construction is associated mainly with the more
formal genres (e.g. eight times as common in Academic as Spoken), and that the
construction is decreasing in frequency over time; see Figure 14:

SECTION AL SPOXEN | FICTION MAGAZINE NEWSPAPER ACADEMIC 90-19es T 15951999 | 3000-feos 1 20052009 1 0102013
G i3] 156 707 1088 50 3340 3757 (3] Ban. 740 3
FER MIL [XT] 285 ] FERT] .06 T 1148 L¥T [¥5] 73 5.
BNC  cours HILP.
—BICTION AL SPOREN FICTION MAGAZING MEWEPAPER 1 NON-ACAD ACADEMIC, mse 1
— 1004 T3] 343 160 [T} L) ¥ a0r |
R MIL 2013 FL¥!] 2150 1377 BET FEAT) 3887 19.53

Figure 14: need + NEG + VERB in COCA/BNC

Turning to an even less frequent construction, we find that there are only 31
tokens of the [end up V-ing] construction in the Brown corpora (e.g. they ended
up paying too much). Even with this small amount of data, however, it looks like
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the construction is more common in the US (21 vs 10 tokens) and that it is
increasing from the 1960s to the 1990s (3 vs 28 tokens).

Of course, the data from COCA and the BNC is much more robust. There
are nearly 13,000 tokens, and they show that the [end up V-ing] construction is
more than twice as common in the US as in the UK, that in the US (but not UK)
it is the most common in the informal genres, and that it is increasing in fre-
quency in each five-year period in the US (of course there is no such diachronic
data for the BNC, since it is not designed to be used as a historical or monitor
corpus); see Figure 15.

Remember, however, that the BNC is limited to texts from a generation ago
(the 1980s and early 1990s), whereas COCA is added to year-by-year (and thus
currently included texts through 2012). If the construction is increasing over
time, then any more recent corpus (e.g. COCA, which alone includes texts from
the last 20 years) will have more tokens. This is an issue that I will return to in
the conclusion to this paper.

COCA  cousss

e un s sl _m-n W] _wcT i L BV L
o =rn -4| zsoz 1 49:4 5 | = " — §'| - :_ ; 65 = 95: =
;1 O ETET RERAEAE Y T T—
mJ 173 T 178 117 57
1095 | 5. ,_a C FEXF] 1 37.00 I 709 3 37

Tth_l " M -

Figure 15: [end up V-ing] in COCA/BNC

Let us now examine an even more interesting and recent construction: the ‘quo-
tative like’ construction, e.g. and I'm like, I dont want it (the search string is
[c*] [p*] [be] like ,|"). The data given in Figure 16 from COCA and the BNC
show that it is nearly ten times as frequent in COCA (4.6 per million COCA and
0.5 in the BNC). In addition, it is most common in the more informal genres in
COCA, and it is increasing in each five-year period in COCA.

47



ICAME Journal No. 38

COCA  counm © [WILP..|
SECTION | ML SPOREN | FICTION | MAGAZINE | WEWSPAPER | ACADEMIC T990- 1954 15751597 Z000-700+ | 2005-2009 | 2010-2012
FREQ il 1432 51 358 I FFEd I 13 1] 136 430 711 505
FER ML 450 LY ] 597 275 147 ] ¥ 7] 235 [F1] [X1] 971
ShowER | WicTion TRGATTE T TERETATER WA T REAGEAIE T
44 [] 3 I ] ] I 1 ]
SN N— T 1 000 DAL 0.00 0.00 007 000

Figure 16: Quotative like construction in COCA/BNC

Again, however, we have to worry about the fact that we are ‘comparing apples
and oranges’ to some degree as we use COCA (continually updated; current as
0f 2012) and the BNC (now a generation old). Any construction that is increas-
ing over time has the potential to appear more common in American English by
the mere fact that COCA is a more modern corpus.

Interestingly, if we look at a corpus whose texts in British and American
English are completely contemporaneous, this huge gap with the ‘quotative /ike’
construction is much smaller. For example, the 1.9 billion word GloWbE corpus
(web pages from 20 English-speaking countries, 2012-2013; see http://
corpus2.byu.edu/glowbe) shows that ‘quotative like’ is only slightly more fre-
quent in American than British English (2.5 per million in US and 1.9 per mil-
lion in GB (Great Britain)), and the KWIC lines following that provide exam-
ples of the construction from the GB portion of the corpus; see Figures 17 and
18:

SECTION| ALL us CA GB. 1E AU NZ IN LK PK BD SG MY PH HEC ZA NG GH KE Tz M
FREQ 311 966 309 740 126 203 75 69 13 35 27 74 43 55 34 43 84 62 36 40 71
PER MIL 1.56 2.50 2.29 1.91 1.25 1.37 0.97 0.72 0.28 0.68 0.68 1.72 1.03 1.27 0.84 1.06 1.97 1.60 0.88 1.14 1.79
(] [ 1
Figure 17: Quotative like construction in GloWbE
1 GB G |guru.bafta.org A B | C |can attest to that. They were very excited about it, so I was like ,' Holy shit, now I have to do a play!’ because
2 |GBG|gurubafta.org B | |" Well sure, t's all downhill that way.’ And I was like ;' Oh, okay. He's got a repertoire, and doesn't
3 GB G |femalefirst.co.uk A |B | C who I love, and I was showing him my stomach, ai was like ,' Errr..." and I was like,' I'll do a
4 GB G |femalefirst.co.uk A |B |C  my stomach, and he was like," Errr..." and I was 'll do a handstand for you!" And I kicked him
5 GB G | eurogamer.net A B |C ’s like , in some dungeons this might be really geod, but in this encounter this
6 GB G |blokely.com AlBC|" 18, 20 years old. I couldn't do anything else I usad
7 GB G | eurogamer.net A B C were like , you know, what if this was a combatant who was made to burn
8 GB G | dailymail.co.uk. A B |C |money. # ' The public seem to be pi arry on, keep on picking on Dorries, she deserves everything she
9 | GBG  uk.answers.yahoo.com A B | |UK? I had my induction day at cellege on the 17th was like , meh. I didn't know anyene there and I thought everyene else was
10 |GB G |dailymail.co.uk B |C | just said, deo you actually wan na be my girlfriend? And I was like , yeah. I really liked him. I knew Gemma then for about two

Figure 18: Concordance lines for ‘quotative like’ in British portion of GloWbE
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Of course, not all of the dialectal differences in syntax are due to the fact that
COCA is a generation more recent than the BNC. For example, consider the
data with the two competing constructions [all the NOUNs] and [all of the
NOUNSs] (e.g. all (of) the reasons). Figure 19 shows the frequency of [all of the
NOUNs] in COCA and the BNC, and we see that it is much more common in
COCA. Notice, however, the genre patterning in COCA, where the construction
is not limited to primarily formal or informal genres, and note also that the fre-
quency is fairly static over time. Nevertheless, the construction is more than
three times as frequent in COCA as in the BNC (21.9 tokens per million in
COCA, 6.8 in the BNC).

FICTION | FAGATINE
913 4

A 1548 LA

ey TRETIoN T R AED

RCATERIC L

853 2.58 | 7,85 | I'JI | u'cz 1 s:s

i :H\D\T FT

Figure 19. [all of the NOUN] in COCA and BNC

If we compare the frequency of the two constructions in COCA and the BNC,
we see that the construction with of is much more common in American
English, and this difference is significant (using Chi square) at p <.00001; see
Table 8:

Table 8: [all (of) the NOUN] in COCA and BNC

all the [nn2] all of the [nn2] % all of
COCA 58,345 10,170 14.8%
BNC 15,116 647 4.1%

Again, however, the data from the much smaller Brown family of corpora is
much less helpful. In this case, the results from the two dialects are virtually the
same, and (using Chi square) there is no significant difference between the two
dialects; see Table 9:
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Table 9: [all (of) the NOUN] in the Brown family of corpora

all the [nn2] all of the [nn2] % all of
Am: Brown/Frown 295 20 6.3%
Br: LOB/FLOB 293 22 6.9%

5  Semantic differences

Suppose we want to compare the meaning and usage of a word in American
(COCA) and British (BNC) English. How would we do this? One possibility is
to use standard concordance / KWIC lines, and to look for nearby words. For
example, Figure 20 gives a few lines for scheme in COCA, and Figure 21 gives
a few lines from the BNC:

39 [1997[MAG [SportingNews | [B |C the run-and-shoot offense , [l scheme | in which receivers often ran change-of-direction routes based
40 |2010|AcAD|Anthropole AlB|C assess proposals and had yet to fhe fincorporation] | scheme | [fRsparent , Pereira said . In contrast to the Ministry 's

41 |2012|FIC | FantasyScifi alslc Beasley has gone . All of this , scheme | so that he Gould desert us and act out some savage fantasy

42 | 1992|ACAD|Enviraffairs AlB|C legislation . There is little doubt [thay m scheme | to assure the protection of the global environment is necessary
43 | 1996|ACAD|Roeperreview NEE the of a [| Elccesstaciltating [nterpretivel | scheme | " ( p. 289 ) which enabled students to construct Hispanic

44 |2000|MAG |PcWorld A |B |C |to have both operating systems using the |5 [powed] [management] | scheme | . If you run Windews 2000 in ACPI mode and Windows 98

45 | 1990|SPOK | CNN_Crossfire A |B |C | any market somehow must be some sort of [pawnsyl [o] [FBMipulated) = scheme | . There 's beem no evidence in any of these proceedings to

45 | 2008|FIC | Analog AlB|C|  nNigerian Scam would then seek his help ] [ [Moneyslaundering] | scheme | in which ( ultimately ) it would be his money that would

47 |2011|ACAD|Geographrev AlB|c ), bath financed by the Research [and Developmen] [Nationall Scheme | ( Plan Nacional de I+D). It has also received support

Figure 20: Concordance lines for scheme in COCA

56 |K4H |W_newsp_other_commerce AlB|c improvement project as well as on Phase One [off [the] m scheme | . Describing the new tourist information centre as a positiv|
57 |ESY |W_misc AlB C Well Worth Reading # Well Worth Reading , scheme | for libraries , has developed two new promotions . ' Child |

58 K77 |S_parliament AlB|c might come in there . (SP:PSSPL) Would be [ scheme | covering all the aspects of the (SP:K77PSUNK) We believe
59 |BMJ \W_misc AlB|C and politicians for over 250 years , and irst scheme | was put forward by physician and geologist Nicolas Desma
60 |K24 |W_news_seript alslc the organisation sent trainees to the lydney based scheme | - undermining his own work with the organisation . He left
61 |AS4 |W_non_ac_nat_science AlB C . I remember once dealing with a scheme |, and seeing hanging in the engineers ' porta-cabin , which
62 |AIX |W_newsp_brdsht_nat_commerce A B |C 1 one of the biggest providers , has scheme | accounts . Sawe &; Prosper has 20,000 regular savers - ©
63 |KSH |W_newsp_other_commerce AlB|C their market share . ' # New  interest E feid - scheme | # HOW many readers are aware of the fact that they can

Figure 21: Concordance lines for scheme in the BNC

As we examine the concordance lines, we notice that COCA uses somewhat
negative words like helter-skelter, insane, manipulated, and money-laundering,
whereas these are largely absent from the BNC. Our hypothesis, then, might be
that the word scheme has a somewhat more negative ‘semantic prosody’ (cf.
Louw 1993) in American than in British English.

Notice, however, that this analysis required us to compare concordance
lines — one by one — to see this difference. In corpora the size of COCA and the
BNC, there is another option. We can simply search for the collocates of a given
word in one corpus, and then click on [SIDE BY SIDE] to find the collocates in
the other dialect, and then compare the two sets of collocates. As an example of
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this, let us compare the collocates of scheme side-by-side in the two dialects (see
Figure 22):

[T wororermase “icoca | 2:ovc |1 |z | o || woroimase “ronc | 1mcoca | | e | emo ]

PONZI 001 57.33 GRADUATED 032 000 14400

1 1 1
2 DEFENSIVE 56 0 012 000 1244 2 OCCUPATIONAL 156 s 156 001  140.40
3 BROADER 165 a 037 004 017 3 DIsaBLED 19 1 018 000 8550
& mISKY £ 1 009 001 867 4 REGULAR 19 1 019 000 8550
5 HAZARDOUS 35 o 008 000 800 5 HYDRO-ELECTRIC 15 1 016 000  72.00
6 oFFEnsIvE 30 1 007 001 667 6  ELGHELE 15 1 015 000 6750
7 BlLOCKING 26 o 006 000 578 7 SPECIAL 110 8 110 002 6188
& | AGGRESSIVE 20 0 004 | 0.00 | 444 8 SHELTERED 2 2 026 000 5850
9 | ADVANCE-FEE 19 0 004 | 000 | a22 9 ENGLISH 13 1 013 000  58.50
10 | cosmic 19 1 004 | 001 | a2 10 RELEVANT 13 1 013 000 5850
11 NEUTRAL 7 1 004 | 001 | 378 11 scoTTisH 13 1 013 000 5850
12 REGULATORY 102 7 023 | 007 | 324 12 DEFINED 12 1 012 000 5600
13| GET-RICH-QUICK s8 2 013 | 004 | 322 13 OVERsEAS 23 2 023 000 5175
14 | CLASSIC 14 1 003 | 001 | 31 14 CONTINUING 1 1 011 000  49.50
15 | DIABOLICAL 13 o 003 | 000 | 289 15 SUITABLE 1 1 011 000 4950
15 B 13 1 003 | 001 | 289 16 BRITISH & s a3 001 4725

Figure 22: Collocates of scheme in COCA and BNC

As we can see, the collocates of scheme in American English (COCA) include
the ‘negative’ words Ponzi, risky, hazardous, aggressive, get-rich-quick, dia-
bolical, and evil (and many more are found beyond the first sixteen collocates,
shown here). But these negative collocates are absent from the BNC, and we can
therefore see that scheme has a much more neutral meaning in British English.

Let us briefly consider a few more examples of comparing collocates
between the two corpora. Figure 23 gives collocates for the words {napkin|nap-
kins|nappy|nappies}. Note that the BNC has more collocates referring to chil-
dren (e.g. baby, children, rash, toy, child), showing that this word has roughly
the same meaning as the American diaper. In American English, though, it
refers to the British serviette, and this shows up with collocates referring to food
and dining, like cocktail, silverware, plates, and cups.

[ Tuoroimmsse | wcosa | zowc | mes | mma | mamo | | wonoyeswse | move | coca | ez | e | o |

Figure 23: Collocates of nappy+ in COCA and BNC

Sometimes the difference in meaning and usage appears to be much more subtle.
For example, consider the collocates for boost (verb) (see Figure 24). It looks
like in British English, it refers primarily to ‘increasing’ something (e.g.
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finances, figures), whereas in American English it has expanded its meaning to
‘improvement’ (e.g. mood, spirits, security). But notice also how few tokens we
have more many of the collocates in the BNC (perhaps just 3—4 tokens), since it
is a much smaller corpus than COCA, which is four or five times as large.

WORD/PHRASE

Figure 24: Collocates of boost (v) in COCA and BNC

As with boost (v), sometimes the difference in meaning and usage is quite sub-
tle. For example, Figure 25 shows the collocates of flip (v) in the two dialects.
The list of noun collocates in COCA (e.g. light, hair, phone, bird, head, chan-
nels) suggests that in American English it refers to a quick movement of the
hand or finger, but that meaning is not found in British English (or at least the
BNC, from a generation ago).

COCA: 450,000,000 WORDS
WORD/PHRASE

HALF
s amm

s suPFORT

10 | TRANSMITTER

Figure 25: Collocates of flip (v) in COCA and BNC

001 | 0.00 4.50
001 | 0.00 4.50
001 | 0.00 4.50

A

Finally, consider the collocates of web in COCA and the BNC; see Figures 26.
Because COCA currently covers the period 1990-2012 (and continues to grow
each year), it contains many collocates relating to the World Wide Web, which
had not yet really appeared by 1992, as finishing touches were being put on
BNC. Therefore the meaning of web in BNC is limited primarily to the {spider /
network} meaning of web, with collocates like arms, bird, bodies, and greed.
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[Twowommase | wcoca | moic | i w2 mmo | wowmwse | 2mvc | ncoca | me | mo | o |

Figure 26: Collocates of web in COCA and BNC

Obviously, in this case we are not really talking about dialectal differences, but
rather differences in meaning over time. With the word web, the difference is
quite easy to see, but with some words where the semantic change has been
more subtle (perhaps boost or flip?), the semantic difference between the two
corpora will be much more subtle as well.

6  Summary, and a few concluding comments

As we have seen, to this point in time it has been difficult for most researchers to
carry out a wide range of comparisons on British and American English. Only a
handful of researchers have access to large, ‘in-house’ corpora of these two dia-
lects. As a result, some researchers have chosen to focus on just a narrow range
of genres, such as a few British and American newspapers. The disadvantage of
this approach, of course, is that our understanding of the dialectal differences
hinges on whether that one easily-available genre can in fact serve as a proxy for
all genres, such as fiction or academic.

The most common approach to looking at dialectal differences, however,
has been to use rather small corpora like the Brown family of corpora (Brown,
LOB, Frown, FLOB). For example, this is the approach taken by the majority of
the studies in Leech et al. (2009). The serious downside of this approach, how-
ever, is that with just 2—4 million words total size, the range of phenomena that
can be studied is rather small. As I have noted, more than half of the studies in
Leech et al. (2009) deal with high frequency constructions like modals, other
auxiliaries, and passives, which have already been considered in great detail in
many other studies over the past 1015 years. So as insightful as these studies
are, there is very little on medium and low-frequency syntactic constructions,
and nothing on lexical, morphological, or semantic differences between the two
dialects.
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In this paper, I have shown how we can compare British and American
English using the BNC and COCA. We have seen that the data from these two
genre-balanced corpora is rich enough to enable us to examine a wide range of
linguistic phenomena — whether lexical, morphological, syntactic, or semantic.
However, there are three issues related to these two corpora that I should men-
tion in conclusion.

First, while the genres in these two corpora are similar, they are not identi-
cal. For example, half of the spoken material in the BNC comes from ‘everyday
conversation’, whereas COCA Spoken comes from unscripted conversation on
national TV and radio programs, which tends to be more formal (especially in
terms of topics and therefore lexis). The other four genres, however — fiction,
popular magazines, newspapers, and academic — are very similar in the two cor-
pora. Second, some of the differences in lexis and collocates between the two
dialects could be rather trivial, in the sense that it might just come from ortho-
graphic differences, such as color / colour or center / centre. Fortunately, as the
corpus interface compares the two dialects, it takes these superficial spelling dif-
ferences into account, and removes them from the results.

The most serious challenge to using the BNC and COCA to compare the
two dialects, however, is the fact that they represent two slightly different time
periods. The BNC contains texts from the late 1980s / early 1990s — a full gener-
ation ago — whereas COCA continues to be updated; the most recent texts are
from 2012. As we have seen, this can result in rather trivial differences, such as
the fact that the collocates of web in COCA refer to the World Wide Web,
whereas they do not in the BNC, since the Web was not around when the corpus
was created. Likewise, any other change in the language (or in culture or society
since the early 1990s), would result in spurious differences as well. Unfortu-
nately, until and unless someone extends the BNC to include texts from the last
20 years, there is no easy solution to this problem.

Overall, however, we have seen that the ‘Compare Corpora’ functionality
for the corpora from http://corpus.byu.edu/ can in general produce very useful
data to compare British and American English, in ways that probably are not
possible with any other resource. This is due in part to the corpora themselves,
and the way that they accurately model the two dialects. Equally as important,
however, is that the new corpus interface (which has been available since just
late 2012), allows users to compare a wide range of phenomena in the two vari-
eties, with just one click. Although corpus architectures and interfaces are some-
times overlooked when people are comparing corpora, in this case the architec-
ture and interface are key to allowing us to carry out insightful comparisons of
British and American English.
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