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The Big data era presupposes new approaches to linguistic analysis,
focusing on the need for processing vast amounts of information and offering
new insights into language. The emerging language processing technologies
shed light on natural language use. Almost all modern linguistic research is
data-informed. Data analysis in linguistics is more comprehensive and
balanced, can show what is common and typical, and provide accurate
statistics.

Electronic corpora, as balanced and representative collections of texts, are
by far the largest linguistic databases. If intuitions and introspections are
generally decontextualized, corpora provide real linguistic context. Another
advantage of applying the corpus approach is the opportunity to obtain
frequencies and statistics readily. It can provide illuminating insights into the
authentic use of particular linguistic units.

This study aims to conduct a corpus-based analysis and identify the most
frequently occurring verbs in modern English. This corpus evidence can
further inform English language teaching, lexicography, and lay the
foundations for a robust linguistic analysis of the vocabulary, grammar, and
pragmatics involving these verbs.

The data for this research has been collected from the English language
corpora which represent the major varieties of English: the British National
Corpus (BNC) [6], The Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA)
[7], and the Strathy Corpus of Canadian English [8].

As the corpora under analysis have different sizes, the relative
(normalized) frequencies of verbs have been identified, namely, the
frequencies of tokens per million. Based on this statistic, the rankings of the
top frequency verbs have been built and compared. The top 10 verbs in the
corpora are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1
Top 10 verbs in the COCA, BNC, Strathy
COCA BNC Strathy
rank . . :
Lemma Per mil Lemma Per mil Lemma Per mil
1 BE 32,622.71 BE 42,277 BE 34,919.16
2 HAVE 10,588.23 HAVE 13,655 HAVE 6,040.93
3 DO 8,244.70 DO 5,594 SAY 4,414.73
4 SAY 4,125.20 WILL 3,357 DO 3,440.64
5 GO 3,571.65 SAY 3,344 WILL 3,352.76
6 GET 3,371.14 WOULD 2,904 WOULD 2,617.53
7 CAN 3,113.52 CAN 2,672 CAN 2,167.87
8 KNOW 2,781.03 GET 2,210 GO 1,993.24
9 WILL 2,391.52 MAKE 2,165 MAKE 1,773.44
10 WOULD 2,365.91 GO 2,078 USE 1,657.29

The corpus data suggests that the most frequent verbs in English are mostly
functional verbs fo be, to have and fo do. Generally, it is consistent with Zipf’s
Law; the highest positions typically occupy delexical units. English auxiliaries
are delexical functional units. Nonetheless, the verbs such as fo be exhibit a
number of usages and are particularly polysemous in English (see the
discussion of all the nuances of the semantics of fo be in D. Crystal [3]).
D. Crystal distinguishes circumstantial be ("how are you?"), numerical be
("two and two is four™), quotative be ("so I was like, ‘wow’"), ludic be ("oh
no he isn’t!"), and other meanings [3].

The top list also features so-called ‘light verbs’ with broad semantics: to
make, to get, which participate in a number of patterns; modal auxiliaries will,
would, can, showing some variation in the studied corpora. Furthermore, the
top positions (3-5) are occupied by the verb of speaking fo say and the verb of
movement 7o go. The cognitive verb to know is in the top 10 BNC list, whereas
the verb fo use is found only on the Strathy top 10 verbs list. Some
implications of corpus statistics have been mentioned before by D. Mindt [5],
who noticed that the order of the modal auxiliaries in school textbooks needs
to consider its high frequency of use and significance and, as a result, should
be reviewed.

The variation in the use of verbs has several dimensions. Verbs also vary
in distribution across different text types, genres and registers. A detailed study
of the dimensions of variation and their implications can be found in D. Biber
(1988) [2]. The corpora consist of sections corresponding to different registers
and genres, thus enabling comparative statistic analysis: Spoken, Fiction,
Newspapers, Magazines, Blogs, Academic, Non-academic, Miscellaneous.
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The corpus evidence suggests that the biggest verb saturation (number of
verbs per million) is found in the Fiction section of all the corpora under
scrutiny: virtually every fifth word in fiction is a verb (See Table 2).

Table 2
English verbs in Fiction sections of the corpora
Corpus Raw frequency Frequency PM % PM
1 The BNC 3,563,454 223,985.42 22.4
2 The COCA 24,756,440 209,229.24 20.2
3 The Strathy 772,575 207,279.37 20.7

Obviously, the use of verbs in fiction is stylistically loaded and often
testifies to the verbosity of the genre.

However, the highest degree of variation across all the sections in the
corpora under study show the verbs in the academic register. Among the top
10 verbs in the COCA is fo study (rank 6). Other academic register-specific
verbs are provide, include, must, suggest, require, create, base, consider,
learn, identify, etc. A corpus-driven study of the verbs used by English learners
in academic discourse and its comparison with the use of academic verbs by
native speakers has been conducted by S. Granger and M. Paquot (2009) [4].
Nowadays, one can find corpus-informed lists of academic English verbs and
use them in academic writing [1].

To conclude, the most frequently used verbs in English show less variation
than the less frequently used verbs. Obviously, it is lexical verbs that reveal
register- and genre-specific variation and are of particular interest. Their use,
though widely studied, with the advance and constant development of corpus
tools and techniques, still leaves much room for scrutiny.
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3a HaIOro 4acy aHIIiHChbKa MOBA € TOJOBHUM 3acO00M Mi>KHApPOIHOTO
CIIKyBaHHA. BYEHI-IIHTBICTH NPUAUISIOTh IIBOMY HHTAHHIO BEIUYE3HY
yBary. Y pob6orax [I. Kpicrama, MakAprtypa, Tpamxkuna, Kipkmarpika ta
0araTbOX IHIMMX BiJ3HAYAETHCS, IO KiJIbKICTh AHTIIOMOBHUX Y CBITI csrae
Maiixe BOX MinbsApaiB moned [2; 3; 5; 9]. Jlo HUX BiZHOCATHCS HE TUTHKU
HOCIi1 HaIlioHamsHUX BapiaHTiB Kanamu, ABctpanii, HoBoi 3emannii, Bemukoi
Bpuranii, CIIIA, ane TakoX i Ti, XTO KOPUCTY€ETHCS aHITIIHCHKOIO SIK APYTOIO
a00 sIK IHO3EMHOIO MOBOIO.

Sk 3a3Ha4yae 6purancekuit ainrBicT [. KpicTan, y kpaiHax, fe aHTmiHChKa
MOBa € OfiHi€l0 3 O(IIIHHIX MOB 1 Ma€ IMPOKUHA BXHUTOK, (DYHKIIOHYE SIK
Jpyra, KUIbKICTh aHIJIOMOBHUX 3HAYHO IEPEBUILYE KUIBKICTh THX, IUISI KOTO
BOoHa € pigHo. IIpn 1bOMY KUIBKICTH MOBILIB aHIIIHCHKOIO Oyne TUIBKH
301NBLIyBAaTHCh Yepe3 CTPIMKHI mpupicT HaceneHHs [2, c. 85]. Llei dakr €
XapaKkTepHOIO 0coOnuBicTIO [HIT, e aHTTiChKa MOBa € 0(illiiiHO APYTOFO.
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