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Through corpus linguistics, words are found to co-occur in regular patterns, and 

such collocational behavior turns out to be an essential aspect of meaning itself.  While 

corpus linguists have made much headway in describing language use in terms of 

collocations and their associated lexical sequences – known as phraseology, their corpus-

driven approach to grammar has not adequately demonstrated the subtlety and valency 

involved in the mutual interaction of lexical choices.  Such a descriptive model of Pattern 

Grammar (Hunston and Francis, 1999) is also found to lack firm theoretical 

underpinnings. 

The structure under analysis in this study was the introductory-it construction: “it 

+ (modal) + link verb + (modifier) + lexical slot + complement.”  By focusing on this 

construction that allows immense lexicalization possibilities, the present study aimed to 

illustrate the complex dynamics of collocation by showing how the way a different 
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element is lexicalized affects not only the lexical choice of other elements, but also the 

semantic meaning and pragmatic function of the construction as a whole.  It also aimed to 

explore how corpus findings can draw on insights from one of the offshoots of generative 

theory – Construction Grammar. 

The corpus used in this study was the British National Corpus.  More than 160 

searches were conducted to identify how the categories of link verbs, modals, modifiers 

and complements co-pattern with one another in formulating the different phraseologies 

of the introductory-it construction.  It is thus argued, along the lines of Construction 

Grammar, that the various phraseologies could be considered different constructions in 

their own right, each with a specific pragmatic function.  It is also suggested that a 

constructional-schematic view of introductory-it provides a coherent account for the 

variability in fixity and idiomaticity of its phraseologies, where constructions that show 

similarities in their specifications of form or meaning to the prototypes are embraced in a 

family resemblance relationship.  Pedagogically, it is argued that typical collocations and 

phraseologies play a significant part not only in building up fluency, but also in 

empowering learners so that they have the pragmatic competence to linguistically 

comport themselves in ways felicitous for their illocutionary goals. 
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 

 

Though there is still disagreement over its status as a separate linguistic discipline 

or simply another methodological approach, corpus linguistics has brought significant 

changes to the way language is understood and studied.  A corpus basically refers to a 

collection of naturally occurring examples of language that is stored and accessed on a 

computer.  The aim of corpus linguistics then is to analyze and describe language use as 

realized in texts.1  The emphasis is on the actuality of language, a position in sharp 

contrast to the generative approach to linguistics, which relies predominantly on the 

intuitive data of native speaker analysts.2 

 

CONTRAST BETWEEN CORPUS AND GENERATIVE APPROACH 

Such a contrast underlines a fundamental difference in the epistemology of the 

two approaches.  Chomskyan linguists approach language in terms of “competence” 

(Chomsky, 1965), an internalized ability that dictates the grammaticality of linguistic 

output.  They typically appeal to their own intuitions as data, since they believe that as 

native speakers of the language, the data they “find” in their minds are a dependable 

resource to enable an exact understanding of the language under analysis.  Their 

investigative procedure often involves the invention of as many examples as required to 

                                                 
1 “Texts” here refer to language realization in both written and spoken forms.  Similarly, I use the terms 
“speaker” and “addressee” to refer respectively to producers and recipients of both written and spoken 
texts. 
2 The generative approach to linguistics is best represented by the Chomskyan School of “transformational-
generative grammar.”  I am aware that even within the Chomskyan School there are different branches, 
each with a slightly different focus on the theory of syntax.  Nevertheless, I will use the terms “generative 
linguists,” “Chomskyans,” and “syntacticians” interchangeably to refer to those who share a generative-
transformational view of language. 
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carry through their arguments.  In contrast, corpus linguists approach language in terms 

of “performance.”  Instead of trying to model language by engaging in a series of 

interiorized exploration of syntactic possibilities, they simply refer to millions of real-life 

examples and see how language functions as a tool to express meaning in communication 

rather than as a mental object.  In other words, the basis of the Chomskyan approach is 

the belief that language is essentially a mentalistic system; for the corpus approach, the 

starting point is to treat language as primarily a social behavior. 

 

RATIONALES FOR THE STUDY 

Despite the difference, however, it is not inconceivable that both approaches can 

be jointly deployed to help us better understand the more complex aspects of a language.  

In fact, corpus linguists have always used their intuitions to make sense of the 

observations they make in a corpus; meanwhile, more and more Chomskyans turn to 

corpus examples in addition to their own intuitions to enrich their data for making 

linguistic arguments.  The question remains as to whether the two approaches can be 

deployed in a more integrated manner.  Admittedly, corpus studies have made significant 

headway in innovating the description of language structure and use.  To find evidence of 

that, one need look no further than the Collins Cobuild series of dictionaries and grammar 

references.  Arising out of the cutting-edge research by the Birmingham School of corpus 

linguists in the UK, these invaluable resources have proved not only immensely useful to 

English learners, but also highly insightful to linguists who have a more functional rather 

than mentalistic view of language.  Nevertheless, it seems true to say that, while corpus 

research in general achieves what Chomskyans would call descriptive adequacy, there 
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has hardly been any convincing attempt to obtain explanatory adequacy – that is, to 

(consistently) relate corpus findings to an established theory of language.3  In other 

words, one of the major weaknesses of corpus linguistics is that it seldom places its 

findings in a coherent theoretical framework.  This drawback provides one of the 

rationales for conducting the research reported in this dissertation: by examining some 

recent developments in theories of generative grammar, I aimed to draw connections 

between the generative and the corpus paradigms as a preliminary step towards putting 

corpus linguistic research on a proper theoretical footing. 

A more important reason for conducting the present study, however, concerns the 

failure of most corpus research to illustrate the full potential of simple collocational 

analysis.  Inspired by the British linguist John Firth who contends that “you shall know a 

word by the company it keeps” (Firth, 1957, p.11), corpus studies are mostly 

characterized by an emphasis on the role of lexical co-occurrence in understanding word 

meaning and, as many corpus linguists of the Birmingham School have argued, in 

predicting or even pre-determining syntactic structure.  They have shown that words 

often have their typical phraseology – “the tendency … to occur in preferred sequences” 

(Hunston, 2002, p.138), and such phraseology not only contributes to the meaning of the 

words but also influences subsequent lexical choices.  Despite such impressive work, 

very few studies have actually demonstrated the subtlety and valency of the multiple 

ways lexical choices interact, especially in close proximity.  Therefore, by focusing on a 

                                                 
3 Meyer (2002) however adds that explanatory adequacy in generative syntax refers to the ability of a 
model of language to describe and explain linguistic phenomena by evoking rules or principles that can be 
extended across languages.  Though it has never been the goal of corpus linguistics to look for language 
universals, it is still true that corpus findings need to be understood within the paradigm of a linguistic 
theory. 
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construction that allows immense lexicalization possibilities within itself, I aimed to 

show how the way a different element of a construction is lexicalized affects not only the 

lexical choice of other elements, but also the semantic meaning and pragmatic function of 

the construction as a whole.4 

WHY CORPUS LINGUISTICS? 

 As an EFL teacher, I often find myself in a situation where it simply does not help 

to evoke a rule of grammar to explain to a student why an expression s/he creates is odd 

and needs to be modified.  Plenty of cases like this, for instance, can be found in 

Lombard (1997).  In that research, the EFL learners under study created an array of odd 

expressions such as “It has not been clearly ensured that” and “heighten his quality of 

life” – all of which are considered awkward because of the atypical, infrequent 

collocations involved.5  This points not only to an important pedagogical issue but also to 

a fundamental truth about language – that grammar alone does not explain how and why 

language is used the way it is.  To put it more specifically, grammar rules cannot 

satisfactorily explain frequency of language use and the associated collocational 

preferences in lexis.  It is against the backdrop of this pedagogic and linguistic challenge 

that I conducted the present study, adopting corpus linguistics rather than generative 

                                                 
4 For the purpose of discussion here, I will take “construction” to mean simply a multi-word unit with slots 
that can be lexicalized with different words.  It is therefore similar to Nattinger and DeCarrico’s (1989) 
“lexical phrases,” which are “patterned sequences, usually consisting of a syntactic frame that contains 
slots for various fillers” (p.118).  An example would be: “The aim/goal/purpose/objective of this 
study/paper/research/experiment is to analyze/investigate/establish/identify,” in which case the basic 
structure of the construction / lexical phrase is “The + noun + of + this + noun + is + to-infinitive.”  In 
Chapter 3, however, I will employ a more refined definition of “construction” along the lines of 
Construction Grammar.  
5 Lombard (1997) suggests that the target expressions should be “It has not been clearly determined that” 
and “improve his quality of life.” 
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grammar as the analytical tool.  The reason should be immediately evident: Chomskyan 

syntax, owing to its very nature, is not evolved to address this kind of challenge.  As I 

have discussed earlier, Chomskyan syntax has no place for linguistic performance; so any 

issue about language use is out of the question.  More importantly, Chomskyans are 

mainly interested in exploring, explaining, and sometimes exhausting the possibilities 

within a language system, whereas corpus linguists are more interested in revealing what 

is more common among those possibilities, and why.  Unlike Chomskyan linguists, the 

primary interest of corpus linguists is not in the notions of grammaticality and well-

formedness, not least because many instances of language which are perfectly 

grammatical and well-formed are in fact non-existent in actual, authentic communication.  

Their linguistic enquiry is directed not by a question of what is possible, but what is 

probable; what matters more to them is the notion of centrality or typicality (Hunston, 

2002). 

Such a disparity points to two different theoretical stances on how the nature and 

structure of language are to be conceptualized.  As Leech (1992) neatly summarizes, a 

corpus approach is different from a Chomskyan approach to language in that it is 

concerned with (1) linguistic performance, not competence; (2) linguistic description, not 

universals; (3) quantitative as well as qualitative models of language; and (4) a more 

empiricist rather than rationalist view of language.  In fact, it is not uncommon to hear 

criticisms from more empirically-disposed linguists about the validity of the type of 

intuitive data that Chomskyans so adamantly rely on.  One major criticism is that 

personal intuitions are not, and cannot be, subjected to verification.  When two native 

speaker informants disagree on the grammaticality of a sentence, there is simply no way 
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to argue, much less decide, which informant’s claim is “more” legitimate, since both 

informants, being native speakers, are in theory equally authoritative in judging 

grammaticality. 

Corpus evidence, however, provides the means to counter-check native intuitions.  

McEnery and Wilson (2001) give a convincing example where native intuitions are 

proved fallible by corpus evidence.  Chomsky is reported to have commented that the 

verb “perform” cannot be used with mass noun objects – so we can say “perform a task” 

but not “perform labor” (Hill 1962).  When asked how he could be so sure without 

actually studying the verb “perform” in a corpus, Chomsky said he knew because he was 

a native speaker of the English language.  Unfortunately, Chomsky’s claim about the 

verb “perform” is wrong; in their corpus, McEnery and Wilson found counter examples 

like “perform magic” and “perform sex.”  This throws serious doubt on whether native 

intuitions are a valid source of data for analyzing language.  In short, as pointed out by 

Stubbs (1996), major criticisms about intuitive data include “the uncertainty or 

inconsistency of native speaker judgements in cases central to the theory; the frequent 

discrepancies between linguists’ intuitive judgements and observed linguistic behaviour, 

even their own; and the circularity of linguists using their own intuitions as data in 

analyses where they know what they would like to prove” (p.29). 

By contrast, when a corpus linguist makes a claim about a certain lexical 

patterning, anybody can verify the claim by simply looking at the instances in the corpus 

and then decide whether the evidence is good enough to support the claim being made.  

Thus, claims made by corpus linguists, unlike those made by syntacticians, are absolutely 

falsifiable and in this light, the corpus approach is viewed as more scientific.  As 
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Partington (1998) aptly remarks, corpus analyses are “born out of a statistical 

methodological philosophy, the search for – and belief in the importance of – recurring 

patterns … (they are) based on the twin concepts of frequency (a factor of (past) 

observation) and probability (a factor of (future) predictability)” (p.9).  This is basically 

what Leech (1992) means by a “quantitative” model and a more “empiricist” view of 

language advanced by corpus linguistics. 

 Nevertheless, some Chomskyans still insist that as linguistic data, intuitions are 

necessarily superior to corpora.  One extreme example is Borsley and Ingham (2002), 

who maintain that “[a] corpus is just a collection of sounds or marks on a surface or an 

electronically stored version of these … They are endowed with meanings by native 

speakers” (p.5).  They consequently come to the conclusion that “[h]ence the only way to 

find out about meanings is to ask native speakers” (p.5).  While it is obvious that such a 

claim is incredibly biased, it does underline a common misunderstanding that exists 

among some linguists.  It is important to reiterate that “corpus” and “intuition” need not 

be mutually exclusive, and in fact in corpus linguistic research, they certainly are not.  As 

Hunston (2002) reminds us, “[t]he corpus simply offers the researcher plenty of 

examples; only intuition can interpret them” (p.23).  Intuition is therefore an integral part 

of a corpus linguistic approach to language; by combining and reconciling intuition with 

attested data, corpus linguists provide more subtle and nuanced analysis at various levels 

of linguistic description.  In Leech’s (1991) words, corpus data “cannot be meaningfully 

analysed without the intuition and interpretative skills of the analyst, using knowledge of 

the language (qua native speaker or proficient non-native speaker) and knowledge about 
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the language (qua linguist) … corpus use is seen as a question of corpus plus intuition, 

rather than of corpus or intuition” (p.74). 

There is yet another strong argument for the use of corpora in linguistic analysis.  

From the point of view of language use – which has customarily been dismissed by 

Chomskyan linguists – communicative competence (Hymes 1971) is an equally, if not 

more important notion than grammatical competence.  In Hymes’ view, competence 

concerns not just what is formally possible within a language system (i.e. grammatical 

competence) but also what is feasible, what is appropriate, and what is actually 

performed.  For example, a question like “What did you bring that book I don’t want to 

be read to out of up for?” is formally possible, but it can hardly be considered 

(psycholinguistically) feasible or (pragmatically) appropriate, since its syntactic structure 

is so convoluted that it is difficult both for the speaker to produce and the addressee to 

process – and naturally it is extremely unlikely to find such an utterance performed in 

real life.  While syntacticians are exceptionally interested in stretching the limits of “what 

is formally possible” as exemplified in structures such as the one above, corpus linguists 

address all the four aspects of competence proposed by Hymes by looking at actual 

utterances feasibly made in a wide range of appropriate communicative contexts.  They 

focus on realized possibilities that perform real-life functions and examine how such 

possibilities form patterns in expressing felicitous, idiomatic use of a language. 
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CONTRIBUTIONS OF CORPUS LINGUISTIC RESEARCH 

There is ample evidence that corpus studies reveal understanding of how language 

works in ways not otherwise possible through sheer introspection.  This is particularly 

evident in five major aspects.  The first aspect concerns the frequency of use and 

distribution of linguistic forms.  For instance, Francis (1993) points out that make and 

find account for 98% of the occurrences of the verbs used in sentences where it is 

extraposed as a clausal object, as in “I find it amusing that he never replies to my faxes.” 

or “I made it my objective to settle the matter.”  Without a corpus, it would be 

exceedingly difficult to make this kind of discovery.  In fact, it is often through 

discoveries of this kind that we find increasingly strong support for the argument that 

very little distinction exists between lexis and grammar.  For example, in a study on the 

distribution of nouns, Francis (1991) contends that although theoretically nouns can occur 

in different syntactic positions, their distribution is in fact very uneven, thus suggesting 

that words (or lemmas) have more grammatical constraints than we believe exist. 

The second aspect pertains to sense differentiation of a lemma.  Corpora have 

provided copious evidence that different senses of a lemma are often associated with 

different patterns.  Hunston (2002) uses the verb maintain as an example: “maintain + 

NP” (e.g. maintain a relationship), “maintain + that-clause/quote” (e.g. he maintained 

that the accusation was illegitimate) and “maintain + NP + at + NP” (e.g. maintain the 

cost at a low level).  She argues that the different meanings lie in the patterns, not in the 

verb itself.  On a more subtle level, Sinclair (1991) shows that even the singular and 

plural forms of a noun occur in different patterns, thereby yielding different meanings.  

By examining the lemma eye, he argues that in most cases the plural rather than the 
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singular form is used to refer to the actual visual organ; in fact, both forms are typically 

used for figurative meanings and they appear in different phraseologies (e.g. all eyes will 

be on (something), rolling their eyes, keep an eye on (something), turn a blind eye).  

Analyses like these show that the co-patterning of different forms and senses of lemmas 

and of syntax is much more detailed than is generally assumed. 

The third aspect is closely related to the second: if patterns can differentiate the 

meanings of a single lemma, then lemmas that occur in similar patterns can be grouped 

together according to their meanings.  In other words, corpora can also reveal how a 

certain pattern is associated with lemmas that fall broadly into the same semantic domain, 

which in turn gives the pattern a meaning of its own.  For example, Francis, Hunston and 

Manning (1996) propose that 20 verbs in English have the pattern “V + by + -ing,” most 

of which fall into two main semantic groups: the “start/finish” group and the 

“respond/compensate” group. 

The fourth revelatory aspect of corpus analysis is a more precise differentiation of 

synonyms.  Corpora give us substantial information about the different contexts in which 

synonyms occur, and such information is not usually available from intuition, at least not 

reliably.  For example, Partington (1998) studied the differences between sheer, pure, 

complete and absolute.  He found that sheer is often used with the notion of “force” (e.g. 

sheer strength, sheer energy), pure with “state” (e.g. pure joy, pure chance), complete 

with “absence/change/destruction” (e.g. complete ban, complete revamping, complete 

collapse) and absolute with hyperboles (e.g. absolute disgrace, absolute chaos). 
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Finally, corpora make it possible to detect semantic prosody, “the spreading of 

connotational colouring beyond single word boundaries” (Louw, 1993, p.157).  This 

refers to the phenomenon where the context of a word adds to its phraseology a hidden 

but integral layer of connotative meaning.  For example, Sinclair (1991) states that the 

phrasal verb set in usually co-occurs with a subject with negative connotation (e.g. bad 

weather, decline), while Stubbs (1996) makes a similar argument about the object of the 

verb cause (e.g. illness, disaster).  Similarly, Louw (1993) shows that when used 

transitively, the phrase build up has a positive connotation (e.g. builds up confidence), 

whereas when it is used intransitively it has a negative connotation (e.g. resistance built 

up).  Semantic prosodies like these, Louw (1993) argues, “have … in large measure and 

for thousands of years, remained hidden from our perception and inaccessible to our 

intuition” (p.173).  It is through the use of corpora that they can finally be brought to 

light. 

 

CHALLENGES TO CORPUS LINGUISTICS 

Despite its significant contributions, skeptical scholars have challenged corpus 

linguistics on different fronts.  One common challenge is the representativeness of a 

corpus – an issue that is often discussed in conjunction with corpus size.  Though 

common belief has it that the bigger the size of a corpus the better, it has been repeatedly 

emphasized that this is not necessarily the case.  Kennedy (1998) reminds us that we 

should not be over-concerned with the issue of size, because even the biggest corpus 

materially possible can be no more than a “minuscule sample of all the speech and 

writing produced or received by all the users of a major language on even a single day” 

(p.66).  This, however, does not mean that a corpus is a valueless resource.  Biber (1990) 

argues that even a small corpus can yield useful findings if attempts are made to balance 
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its components on three levels: the number of texts in a genre, the number of samples in 

each text, and the number of words in each sample.  He proposes that a corpus of two 

million words is enough for stable studies to be conducted on even the most widely 

varying constructions, such as conditional clauses (Biber, 1993).  In a similar vein, 

Kennedy (1998) points out that 1000 tokens of a word in concordance format is probably 

the maximum for any analyst to cope with – there is no point in using larger corpora if we 

cannot deal with the immense output.  He states that in a one-million-word corpus, there 

will be 100 word types which occur over 1000 times; in a 100-million-word corpus, there 

will be 8000 word types occurring over 1000 times – but they will account for 95% of all 

the tokens, and the remaining 5% (5 million words) will represent ½ million or more 

different word types.  Therefore, a larger corpus will not necessarily bring more 

enlightening results, because what we will get is simply more tokens of the frequent word 

types, about which we probably have more than enough information already. 

Another criticism of corpus linguistics is that it seems to have done very little to 

establish the relevance of its work to existing generative models of language – the so-

called “mainstream linguistics” (Borsley & Ingham, 2001).  To build on Fillmore’s 

(1992) joke, it does appear that corpus linguists in general have not tried very hard to 

answer the imaginary question from the generative grammarian: “Why should I think that 

what you tell me is interesting?” (p.35).6  Indeed, while focusing on a detailed functional 

description of language, corpus-driven applied linguists often have little to contribute to 

the more abstract and theoretical aspects of language; as Borsley and Ingham (2001) put 

it, they “have neither a serious critique of mainstream linguistics nor a coherent 

alternative” (p.5).  Apparently, it will be of great interest if corpus findings can be 

exploited to corroborate an established theory of language.  Stubbs (2001), in responding 
                                                 
6 The question that the corpus linguist has for the armchair linguist is: “Why should I think that what you 
tell me is true?” 
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to Borsley and Ingham’s criticisms, makes a similar proposal to “take substantial and 

innovative ‘corpus-driven’ grammars … and evaluate their empirical findings and their 

implications for grammatical theory” (p.10).  This dissertation then seeks to make an 

exploratory attempt to examine the findings of a corpus-driven study along the lines of a 

branch of generative theory – Construction Grammar. 

 

CORPUS LINGUISTICS AND CONSTRUCTION GRAMMAR 

Construction Grammar is one of the offshoots of generative theory that basically 

reject a syntactocentric view of language and adopt a so-called “communication-and-

cognition” perspective (Van Valin & Lapolla, 1997).  Linguists of these offshoots prefer 

to study language not just as a mental object with universal properties, but also as a 

communication tool and an integral rather than modular part of human cognition.  What 

essentially distinguishes them from mainstream Chomskyans is that they repudiate the 

superior status of syntax in the linguistic system and consider the integration of semantic 

and pragmatic notions as crucial, if not fundamental, to the representation of syntax, 

which accordingly is viewed as non-autonomous.7  Construction Grammar itself is a non-

transformational model, approaching language as a large repository of patterns (known as 

constructions) rather than a hierarchical configuration of constituents that go through 

processes of derivation.  Such patterns are schematized, holistic units of form and 

meaning which are abstracted inductively from utterances produced in real-life contexts. 

                                                 
7 These offshoots include, besides Construction Grammar (Fillmore, 1988; Fillmore, Kay, & O’Connor 
1988; Goldberg, 1995), Cognitive Grammar (Langacker, 1987; 1991; Lakoff, 1987), Functional Grammar 
(Dik, 1978), Role and Reference Grammar (Van Valin, 1993), Lexical Functional Grammar (Bresnan, 
1982), Head-Driven Phrase Structure Grammar (Pollard & Sag, 1994) and Word Grammar (Hudson, 1984).  
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At this point, it is important to emphasize that the objective of the present study 

was neither to evaluate Construction Grammar as a model of language, nor to situate 

corpus analysis in the parameters of this grammatical theory.  Rather, it was simply to 

examine how corpus findings can draw profitably on notions from the constructional 

approach, which seems to share much common ground with the corpus approach.  As we 

have already seen, Construction Grammar is a theory which models language as a 

conceptual structure grounded in the way it is used with an experiential correspondence 

with the world.  This ties in neatly with the basic philosophy of corpus linguistics that 

language can be better understood through occasions of use, and that meaning often 

emerges from linguistic collocational patterns, which in themselves are evident in their 

repeated occurrence in everyday language use.  More importantly, the central place that 

Construction Grammar accords to “constructions” parallels the focus that corpus 

linguistics puts on “patterns.”  Both approaches analyze language in terms of units of 

form and meaning, and they consider the two to be basically inseparable.  In view of such 

striking similarities, it would therefore seem perfectly sensible to take the first steps to 

properly contemplate how the two approaches might complement each other in throwing 

new light on language structure and use. 

 

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

In the present study, the introductory-it construction was chosen to be the object 

of analysis.8  Admittedly, introductory-it comes in different patterns, but in general it 

                                                                                                                                                 
An overview of how each of these theories differs from each other, however, is beyond the scope of 
discussion of the present study. 
8 Here, I still use the term “construction” to refer simply to a lexical phrase which consists of both fixed 
and variable elements, thus allowing variation in the way it is lexicalized; see n. 4.  It is therefore different 
from the concept of  “construction” in Construction Grammar – a point I will take up and develop in 
Chapter 3. 
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involves using the pronoun it to function as a “dummy” subject or object that points 

forward to the main message – which is often the new information – in a sentence.9  

According to corpus-driven grammarians Francis et al. (1996), there are six broad 

patterns for introductory-it to function as subject, and five as object, each with its distinct 

lexical characteristics.  Such findings are definitely more exhaustive than earlier ones 

along similar lines.10  But like the previous researchers, Francis et al. have not 

demonstrated the intricacy of how lexical choices in introductory-it could interact to give 

a difference in not only semantic meaning but also pragmatic function.  The goal of my 

analysis then was to demonstrate exactly that.  Since it was not possible for such a 

detailed analysis to cover all the patterns in which introductory-it appears, I decided to 

focus on a specific pattern so as to capture as much subtlety as possible in the dynamics 

of lexical choices.  The pattern I chose is: 

It + (modal) + link verb + (modifier) + lexical slot + complement 

The use of parentheses indicates that the linguistic element is optional in 

instantiating the pattern.  Except for the pronoun it, every linguistic element in the pattern 

can be lexicalized in more than one way, thus allowing a wide range of variation within 

the pattern itself.  The following table gives a glimpse of the range of variation possible: 

 

 

                                                 
9 Introductory-it is therefore different from general-it, where the pronoun it refers to the weather or to some 
situation in general (e.g. “It was getting towards evening when we got back.” / “It got to the point where we 
just couldn’t bear to be in the same room as each other.” / “My family hated it in Southampton.”).   I 
borrowed the terms for such a distinction and the examples from Francis et al. (1996). 
10 These studies will be discussed in detail in Chapter 2, the literature review. 
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Table 1.1 Possible variations in the introductory-it construction 

Introductory-
it 
 

Modal 
(Optional) 

Link Verb Modifier 
(Optional)

Lexical 
Slot 

Complement

 
 

It 

 
may / might / 

can / could / will / 
would / should / 

must 
 

 
appear /  
seem / 

be 
 

 
Adverb / 
Adjective 

 
Adjective 

/ Past 
Participle 

/ Noun 
Phrase 

 

 
that-clause / 

to-clause 
 

 

Below are some examples of variation; notice how a linguistic element varies in each 

case:11 

(1) It seems likely that the most helpful approaches rest in three areas. (link verb) 

(2) It could be argued that the current disarray of theorists is a minor factor. 

(modal) 

(3) It is generally true that bureaucrats are better off than those they rule. 

(modifier) 

(4) It is important to be aware of other possible reasons for such an increase. (to-

clause) 

Although other variations are clearly possible, I limited the scope of my analysis to just 

the types of variations outlined in the table above, which was still considerably more in-

depth and detailed than any corpus-driven study on the same pattern that I know of.  

Indeed, the present research is the first of its kind that examines how combinations of 

different linguistic elements are patterned to yield different phraseologies in the 

introductory-it construction.  Most previous research has focused on the variation either 
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in the lexical slot alone (e.g. Francis, 1993, 1995; Francis et al., 1996, 1998; Hunston & 

Francis, 1999) or between the lexical slot and the complement (e.g. Biber, Conrad & 

Reppen, 1998; Biber, Johansson, Leech, Conrad & Finegan, 1999).  The present research, 

however, set out to examine how four different variables – modals, link verbs, modifiers 

and complements – collocate and interact with each other in different patterns which turn 

out to affect or even determine the choice to be made in the lexical slot.  My hypothesis 

was that, though in theory any combination is possible within the introductory-it 

construction as long as no syntactic rule is violated, certain combinations will prove to be 

extremely rare while other frequent ones are likely to recur in meaningful patterns.  What 

ultimately sets this research apart from similar earlier studies then is that it goes beyond a 

mere description and categorization of patterning behaviors and (1) gives a fine-grained 

account of the intimate interactional dynamics of lexical choices; and (2) seeks to place 

its findings in theoretical perspective by drawing on a compatible generative model of 

language – Construction Grammar.  Specifically, the present study aimed to answer the 

following research questions: 

(1) How does the collocational pattern in the introductory-it construction vary with 

the combination of its different linguistic elements? 

(2) How do the semantic meaning and pragmatic function of the introductory-it 

construction vary with its internal collocational patterns? 

(3) How might Construction Grammar help us to better understand the nature of such 

patterns and variations? 

                                                                                                                                                 
11 All the examples in this dissertation, unless otherwise stated, were taken from the British National 
Corpus, the 2000 World Edition. 
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In other words, this research aimed to identify specific collocational patterns and trace 

their variability and the subsequent pragmatic implications, but it did not intend to 

develop theoretical explanations for them.  It incorporated analyses that employed 

concepts from Construction Grammar, but it was not meant to be a full, direct application 

of the theory.  In short, this research is essentially a corpus-based collocational study in 

the Firthian tradition with a slight constructional slant. 
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
The analysis of collocational patterns in the introductory-it construction 

represents an area of study related to a much more extensive domain of research where 

linguists never seem to have much agreement on the terminology.  A common thread 

within this body of work, however, is the call for attention to the reality that actual 

language use often involves ready-made set phrases rather than creative construction.  

The central tenet of such research is that speakers do not always exploit the full potential 

of linguistic creativity, and as Bolinger (1975) observes, language use is often fixed and 

repetitive and most of the speech we produce is likely to have been produced before.  He 

calls these recyclable chunks of language “prefabrications” or “prefabs,” but this is just 

one of the many labels used by linguists interested in the field, which in general concerns 

the nature of idiomaticity in language.12 

 Study of collocation is related to the above research in that it is also concerned 

with the non-creative aspect of language which is explained not so much by rules as by 

norms and preferences.  In fact, collocation is often classified as one type of idiomaticity 

in the research.  However, in the view of corpus linguistics, collocation is much more 

than simply an item in a taxonomy; it is of central importance to the structure of language 

and, ultimately, to meaning.  Such a view, which has been convincingly substantiated by 

the work of corpus linguists of the Birmingham School, owes its origin to John Firth, 

                                                 
12 Idiomaticity can refer to the quality of “being an idiom” or “being idiomatic.”  The former refers to word 
combinations which are mostly fixed in form with non-compositional meaning such as kick the bucket.  The 
latter refers to “conventional ways of saying conventional things” (Stubbs, 2001, p.58) which native 
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who postulates an approach to language where “… the complete meaning of a word is 

always contextual” (Firth, 1957, p.7).  In fact, it is Firth who coined the term 

“collocation,” by which he means “word accompaniment” (Firth, 1957, p.180), the co-

occurrence of “actual words in habitual company” (p.182).  He believes it is only by 

looking at such word companions – such collocates – that we can fully understand the 

meaning of a word.  In short, he thinks linguists should examine the syntagmatic relations 

between words in and of themselves rather than as instances of grammatical categories.  

As such, linguists pursuing this line of research focus primarily on collocation in its own 

right, and their research is invariably corpus-based, partly because unlike intuition, 

corpora provide a massive amount of data to reveal how words actually co-occur, and 

partly because the concordancer – a corpus tool that lines up all instances of a search 

word in the center of a computer screen – makes it much easier to notice any association 

between words which would otherwise remain obscure. 

The present study constitutes an attempt to continue this line of research where 

collocation occupies a central place in language structure and use.  I will begin the 

literature review by discussing very briefly the extensive domain of research on 

idiomaticity, an area which first engaged our attention in the non-generative aspects of 

language, including collocation.  Next, I will turn to collocational research in particular, 

explaining how such research leads to the distinctly lexicocentric view of language 

advanced by corpus linguists, and how such a view, elaborately argued and illustrated by 

Sinclair (1991), culminates in the postulation of a descriptive, corpus-driven model of 

                                                                                                                                                 
speakers typically employ in natural fluent expression.  Therefore, a phrase could be idiomatic without 
being an idiom itself.  In this light, the study of collocation pertains to the latter type of idiomaticity. 
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grammar by the Birmingham School – Pattern Grammar (Francis et al. 1996, 1998; 

Hunston & Francis, 1999).  After that, I will address the gap in similar research within 

the generative paradigm, and trace the development of a number of offshoots from 

mainstream Chomskyan syntax which advocate, to varying degrees, a stronger lexico-

semantic basis for theorizing linguistic structure.  Among these approaches, I will focus 

specifically on Construction Grammar (e.g. Fillmore, Kay & O’Connor, 1988; Goldberg, 

1995; Kay & Fillmore, 1999; Lakoff, 1987), and discuss its basic premises and how they 

accord with the Birmingham view of grammar as expounded by Sinclair and his 

proponents.  Finally, I will review studies on “introductory-it” conducted under various 

labels in different traditions, placing greater emphasis on those taking a corpus linguistic 

approach. 

RESEARCH ON IDIOMATICITY 

In the research on idiomaticity, many terms have been used by linguists to 

describe the multi-word units which are fixed in form, to varying degrees, and function 

holistically with a meaning that may or may not be transparent.  These units range from 

being totally fixed and opaque such as kick the bucket – in which case they are generally 

known as “idioms” – to being widely variable and transparent such as take a look/a 

holiday/a rest/a letter/time/notice/a walk.13  In a recent study, Wray (2002) coins the term 

“formulaic sequence,” thus making yet another addition to the lengthy list of terminology 

which she has, quite admirably, taken the pains to compile.14  While it is both unwieldy 

and impractical to review all those terms here, it is nevertheless worthwhile to summarize 

the major features and findings of this body of research. 
                                                 
13 I borrowed the examples on take from Carter (1998), p.70. 
14 The list contains 57 terms, excluding “formulaic sequence” coined by Wray. 
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Terminology 

To begin with, idiomaticity is found to prevail in most areas of linguistic 

behavior, and the divergence in terminology often reflects the different conceptual 

orientations in the linguistic disciplines rather than a real disagreement on the nature of 

the phenomenon itself.  A variety of terms have been used in second language 

acquisition (e.g. “routines” in Hakuta (1976); “prefabricated routines and patterns” in 

Krashen (1981); “formulaic speech” in Wong-Fillmore (1976); “conventionalized 

language forms” in Yorio (1980)), language teaching (e.g. “lexical chunks” in Lewis 

(1993); “lexical phrases” in Nattinger & DeCarrico (1992) and Willis (2003); 

“lexicalized sentence stems” in Pawley & Syder (1983)), conversation analysis and 

pragmatics (e.g. “conversational routines” in Aijmer (1996); “routine formulae” in 

Coulmas (1979, 1981); “gambits” in Keller (1981)), psycholinguistics (e.g. “speech 

formulae” in Peters (1983); “formulaic language” in Wray & Perkins (2000); “formulaic 

sequence” in Wray (2002)), neurolinguistics (e.g. “nonpropositional speech” in Van 

Lancker’s (1987)), and lexicography (e.g. “fixed expressions” in Alexander (1984); 

“composites” in Cowie (1988); “fixed expressions including idioms – FEI’s” in Moon 

(1998)).  Most of these terms recognize not only the pre-constructed nature of the multi-

word units but also the fact that they differ on various dimensions.  Accordingly, 

researchers come up with taxonomies based on one or more of these dimensions. 

 

Taxonomies 

In terms of function, Aijmer (1996) proposes three categories (socio-interactional, 

discoursal, and attitudinal) while Moon (1998) proposes five (informational, evaluative, 

situational, modalizing, and organizational).  In terms of form, Nattinger and Decarrico 
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(1992) divide their lexical phrases into three main types (polywords, phrasal constraints, 

and sentence builders) while Willis (2003) divides his into four (polywords, frames, 

sentences/sentence stems and patterns).  Other researchers have derived more 

comprehensive taxonomies by lumping together the functional and formal properties of 

the multi-word units.  For instance, Makkai (1972) distinguishes between six phrase-type 

lexemic idioms and seven sentence-type sememic idioms.  By contrast, Alexander (1984) 

prefers a simpler taxonomy consisting only of seven classes, namely idioms, proverbs, 

stock phrases, catchphrases, allusions/quotations, idiomatic similes, and discoursal 

expressions. 

Yet other researchers approach multi-word units along two major axes – 

variability of form and opacity of meaning.  This is particularly evident among linguists 

who follow the Russian tradition of phraseology, in which multi-word units are generally 

known as “phraseological units” (Cowie, 1998) – with the exception of Melcuk, who 

calls them “phrasemes” (e.g. Melcuk, 1988, 1995).  These linguists, as observed by 

Cowie (1998), tend to view phraseological units in a tripartite scheme of “opaque, 

invariable units” (broadly referred to as “idioms” such as shoot the breeze), “partially 

motivated units” (broadly referred to as “figurative idioms” such as blow your own 

trumpet),15 and “phraseologically bound units” (broadly referred to as “restricted 

collocation” such as cause/create/make a stir).16 17  It is worth noting how these 

phraseologists, unlike most researchers reviewed earlier, give special standing to 

                                                 
15 I borrowed the trumpet example from Howarth (1998). 
16 I borrowed the stir example from Cowie (1981). 
17 It must be mentioned that the terms used by different Russian phraseologists vary quite widely, even 
though such difference is more of description than of substance. 
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collocation in their taxonomies as one crucial aspect of idiomaticity.  Meanwhile, 

collocation also features in other models, though not necessarily with as much emphasis.  

For instance, many linguists prefer to view idiomaticity on a continuum from “freeness” 

to “fixedness” – thus Pawley and Syder (1983) talk of a “novelty scale” (p.205), Peters 

(1983) identifies a cline from “cultural formulas” to “idiosyncratic formulas,” and Van 

Lancker (1987) proposes a model whose parameter ranges from “novel” at one end 

through “frequent/familiar” to “reflexive” at the other end.  However, it is in the work of 

applied phraseologists and linguists that we find more focused treatment of collocation in 

taxonomies.  For example, Table 2.1 shows two similar attempts made by applied 

phraseologists in outlining a continuum model with collocation as a vital component. 

Table 2.1 Comparison between Howarth’s and Cowie, Mackin and McCaig’s continua 
of idiomaticity 

Howarth (1998) Cowie, Mackin and 
McCaig (1983)  verb + noun preposition + noun 

Pure idioms (e.g. blow the 
gaff) 

Pure idioms  blow the gaff 
  

under the weather 

Figurative idioms (e.g. 
catch fire) 

Figurative 
idioms 

blow your own 
trumpet 

under the microscope 

Restricted collocations (e.g. 
jog one’s / somebody’s 
memory) 

Restricted 
collocations 

blow a fuse under attack 

Open collocations Free 
combinations

blow a trumpet under the table 

 

Besides the slight discrepancy in terminology, Howarth’s model is different from 

Cowie et al.’s in that it includes an additional level to address collocation between a 

lexical and a grammatical word, namely a preposition.  Though it is unclear why 

prepositions but not other grammatical categories should possess such a privileged status 
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in his taxonomy, Howarth’s attempt to distinguish different levels of collocational 

restriction should nevertheless be deemed judicious. 

 More interestingly, applied linguist Carter (1998) views idiomaticity on three 

operating continua – collocational restriction, syntactic structure, and semantic opacity.  

These continua are all equally important, but he concedes that “there are no 

unequivocally clear clines of fixity” and that “there are points of intersection and overlap 

between the clines which allow us to define the most fixed expression as those which are 

‘closed’ in more than one category” (p.72).  According to him, the cline of collocational 

restriction consists of four key components.18  At one end is “unrestricted collocation,” 

where “core words” (p.70 and passim) are found to partner with a wide range of other 

words (e.g. fat man / woman / belly / baby / chicken / salary / wad of notes / book; run a 

business / football team / car / shop / scheme).19  Further along the cline is “semi-

restricted collocation,” a category that “embraces lexical patterns in which the number of 

items which can be substituted in different syntactic slots is more determined” (e.g. 

harbour doubt / grudges / uncertainty / suspicion) (p.70).  After that is “familiar 

collocation,” referring to “words which keep regular company with each other” (e.g. 

innocent bystander / unrequited love / unmitigated disaster) (p.70).  Finally, at the other 

end of the cline is “restricted collocation,” where “partnerships … are generally more 

fixed and closed” (e.g. stark naked / hit and miss) (p.70-71).  It is quite clear that Carter 

                                                 
18 Since syntactic structure and semantic opacity are not directly relevant to collocation, they will not be 
discussed here at all. 
19 Underlying the notion of core vocabulary is “a recognition … that users of a language need to have 
recourse to processes of simplification in order to communicate in a basic and simple fashion in specific 
contexts, such as in relating to children, foreigners, etc.” (Carter, 1998, p.35).  In short, core words are 
words which are “generally seen to be the most basic and simple” (p.35); i.e. which are central to a 
language.  For an extensive discussion of core vocabulary, see Carter (1998) chapters 2, 7 and 9. 
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interprets “restricted collocation” rather differently from Howarth and Cowie et al., who 

employ the term in the sense of “semi-restricted collocation” in Carter’s model, whereas 

in Carter’s view, “restricted collocation” refers to multi-word units which are more or 

less frozen but often transparent in meaning, thus making it different from “pure idioms” 

and “figurative idioms” as a category.20  Meanwhile, Carter’s distinction between “semi-

restricted” and “familiar” collocations is also very important, because it highlights the 

fact that collocation may involve either a preference for lexical items from a certain 

semantic field (e.g. negative emotions such as doubt and grudges), or the co-selection of 

one specific lexical item in order to communicate a particular meaning (e.g. innocent for 

bystander, and unrequited for love). 

 All in all, research on idiomaticity can be characterized by two major pitfalls.  

Firstly, it has concentrated on the development of taxonomies which have turned out to 

be diverse and overlapping.  Even so, these taxonomies are found to be insufficiently 

comprehensive, and the classifications often prove unavailing because some multi-word 

units can be placed into more than one category, while others simply cannot be placed in 

any category at all (Hudson, 1998; Wray, 2002).  More importantly, as remarked by 

Howarth (1998) and Wray (2002), collocation is inconsistently represented in these 

taxonomies, and such precarious presence makes it impossible for collocation to merit the 

scholarly attention it deserves.  Secondly, analysis of idiomaticity is centered around 

three general properties of multi-word units: pragmatic utility, semantic opacity, and 

structural variability.  Obviously, not all these properties apply to collocation.  To 

                                                 
20 It must be remembered that Carter’s treatment of idioms lies in the semantic opacity continuum, not the 
collocational restriction continuum. 
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illustrate this point, let us turn for a moment to Carter’s model and consider some of his 

examples in “semi-restricted” and “familiar” collocations.  With items like “harbour 

doubt / grudges” or “innocent bystander,” it does not make much sense to ask about their 

pragmatic utility, because they do not function as routine formulae like “Mind you” or 

“Big deal,” which have been conventionalized to attain specific pragmatic goals.  The 

question of semantic opacity is not particularly pertinent either, since collocation is 

essentially a matter of semantic preference, and it generally constitutes a literal, 

compositional sequence that entails no illogical extension of meaning.  In this light, most 

research on idiomaticity is of little direct or practical relevance to collocation as such, and 

it has hardly helped us to understand collocation in much greater depth. 

RESEARCH ON IDIOMATICITY IN THE FIRTHIAN TRADITION 

 Corpus linguists in the Firthian tradition concentrate their efforts on studying 

collocation – the repeated co-occurrence of lexical items – which they believe to be a 

crucial determinant of meaning.  The forerunner of such an approach to linguistic 

research is John Sinclair, who in the 1980’s spearheaded the COBUILD project, the 

acronym for Collins Birmingham University International Language Database.21  The 

project set an important precedent for corpus-driven research that share a similar focus on 

the significance of frequency and patterning of collocations, and this line of research is 

often referred to as the Birmingham School of corpus linguistics.   

                                                 
21 One of the main achievements of the project is the publication of the first-of-its-kind Collins Cobuild 
English Language Dictionary in 1987. It is the first corpus-based dictionary which provides rich 
collocational information on many English words, thus making it a particularly valuable tool for English 
learners. 
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Extended units of meaning 

 The view of the Birmingham School on idiomaticity is embodied in Sinclair’s 

(1991) conception of the “unit of meaning,” which he later refined and renamed as the 

“extended unit of meaning” (Sinclair, 1996, 1998).  Such a concept is premised on his 

conviction that in language, “[t]here is ultimately no distinction between form and 

meaning” (p.7) and that “the underlying unit of composition is an integrated sense-

structure complex” (p.105).  Sinclair’s extended unit of meaning differs from the other 

multi-word units reviewed earlier in that, as a “sense-structure complex”, it is centered 

around an instance of collocation and consists of five major components: 

• The core: the fixed, nodal item in the unit (e.g. feelings); 

• Collocation: the co-occurrence of words (e.g. true feelings); 

• Colligation: the co-occurrence of words / a word and a grammatical class (e.g. a 

possessive adjective, as in our/his true feelings); 

• Semantic preference: the co-occurrence of words / a word and a related semantic 

field (e.g. verbs of (non)-expression as in communicate/reveal/disguise/conceal 

his true feelings); 

• Semantic prosody: the pragmatic meaning (e.g. a connotation of reluctance or 

inability as in he disguises his true feelings, or we try to communicate our true 

feelings). 

With the above example, Sinclair (1996) illustrates that “not only are our true 

feelings our genuine emotions, but we use this particular collocation when talking about 

our reluctance to express them, even to ourselves” (p.36).  In other words, the collocation 
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true feelings brings forth a chain of linguistic co-selections, which in turn gives rise to an 

extended unit of meaning that carries a semantic and pragmatic load over and above the 

literal meaning of true feelings itself.  Extended units of meaning, therefore, are “multi-

word units … [which] are defined by the strict correlation existing between a node and its 

context … These units represent a shift towards idiomaticity and phraseology in that they 

are chosen as single units” (Tognini-Bonelli, 2001, p.19).  In a similar vein, Stubbs 

(2001) demonstrates how the word undergo forms the node of what he calls an extended 

lexical unit, with the following typical phraseology: 

 

Table 2.2 The extended lexical unit of UNDERGO 

passive or modal          +  undergo               +   adjective               +  abstract noun 

forced to  further “medical procedure” 

required to  major “training” 

must  severe “change / trauma” 

(adapted from Stubbs, 2001, p.92) 

 Though employing a different terminology, Stubbs agrees with Sinclair that 

multi-word units like this are more than simply lexical patterns; they are “abstract 

semantic schemas, which have frequent and less frequent lexical exponents” (Stubbs, 

2001, p.84).  Therefore, like Sinclair, he believes that the choice of a particular form 

implies the choice of a particular meaning to be communicated.  As we have seen, such 

an incorporation of sense and structure is encapsulated in Sinclair’s notion of extended 

unit of meaning. 
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The open choice and idiom principle 

 More specifically, Sinclair puts language organization neatly under two governing 

principles.  He argues that extended units of meaning are the primary resource for 

language production and interpretation, an idea embraced in his “idiom principle”.  This 

principle postulates that the semi-fixed, pre-constructed units of meaning constitute the 

first mode of operation in linguistic communication, and that such a mechanism “may 

reflect the recurrence of similar situations in human affairs; … illustrate a natural 

tendency to economy of effort; or … be motivated in part by the exigencies of real-time 

conversation” (Sinclair, 1990, p.110).  The open-choice principle, on the other hand, 

postulates that once the key units of meaning are in place, “a large range of choice opens 

up and the only restraint is grammaticalness” (p.109).  In other words, Sinclair is arguing 

that prefabrication based on collocational norms always takes priority over creative 

construction based on syntactic rules.  Hunston (2002) masterfully rewords Sinclair’s 

position by stating that “speakers have meanings which they want to make and that these 

meanings naturally attract to themselves phraseology which incorporate lexis and 

grammar” (p.31). 

This position turns out to have a profound bearing on language pedagogy.  Since 

words tend to co-occur and their collocational patterns are not only predictable but 

central in the communication of meaning, it naturally follows that grammar cannot just be 

about rules and that lexis, with its tendency to co-select, deserves a far more important 

status.  In fact, “[p]articular grammatical patterns tend to co-occur with particular items, 

and – the other side of the coin – lexical items seem to occur in only a limited range of 

patterns.  The interdependence of grammar and lexis is such that they are ultimately 
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inseparable, working together in the making of meaning” (Clear et al., 1996, p.313).  A 

feasible pedagogic grammar must therefore espouse such interdependence, and the 

Birmingham School has gone a long way to developing a grammar of this nature.  This 

grammar is known as Pattern Grammar. 

Pattern Grammar 

Pattern Grammar is centered on lexical items and their associated patterns rather 

than on syntactic rules – “an approach which maintains the generalising characteristics of 

grammatical descriptions while prioritising the behaviour of individual lexical items” 

(Hunston, 2002, p.167).  It is premised on Sinclair’s argument that there is no sharp 

distinction between lexis and syntax because, as Francis (1995) clarifies, “[a]s 

communicators we do not proceed by selecting syntactic structures and independently 

choosing lexical items to slot into them.  Instead, we have concepts to convey and 

communicative choices to make which require central lexical items, and these choices 

find themselves syntactic structures in which they can be said comfortably and 

grammatically” (as cited in Hunston & Francis, 1999, p.31).  The aim of Pattern 

Grammar, as exemplified in works such as Francis et al. (1996, 1998), Hunston and 

Francis (1998, 1999) and Hunston (2002), is to show, describe and group the patterns in 

which lexical items occur.  As an illustration, let us consider the following example from 

Francis et al. (1998), which outlines one of the adjective patterns with there: 
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Table 2.3 Adjective patterns with THERE 

there Link verb something/nothing/anything Adjective group about Noun group/-ing 

There was something special about Nick. 

There is nothing good about being poor. 

 
(adapted from Francis et al., 1998, p.519) 

 

Francis et al. have not explained this specifically, but it seems clear that certain 

adjective groups have a strong tendency to co-select the indefinite pronoun something, 

nothing or anything together with the preposition about.  Such collocations typically 

express, in a rather informal way, a general, sometimes vague evaluation of a person or 

state of affairs.  Francis et al. identify 15 major meaning groups that encompass these 

adjectives: 

Table 2.4 Meaning groups of adjective patterns with THERE 

Group Explanation and examples 

“Attractive” Indicate that someone or something is good in some way – attractive, good, 

innocent, neat, nice, original, powerful; 

e.g. There was something nice about having a baby at home, wasn’t there? 

“Fascinating” Indicate that someone or something has a quality which causes someone to 

react positively to them – appealing, fascinating, interesting, satisfying, 

striking; 

e.g. There is something fascinating about these miniature trees, many of 

them of great age. 

“Unsatisfactory” Indicate that someone or something is bad in some way – awful, bad, 

dangerous, inappropriate, pathetic, suspicious, unsatisfactory; 

e.g. There is something dangerous about such conformity of opinion. 
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“Depressing” Indicate that someone or something has a quality which causes someone to 

react negatively to them – boring, depressing, disconcerting, disturbing; 

e.g. There was something profoundly disturbing about his pale, ghostlike 

face. 

“Familiar” and 

“Different” 

Indicate that someone or something is normal, or that someone or something 

is unusual or surprising – abnormal, common, curious, different, exceptional, 

familiar, funny, odd, peculiar, remarkable, strange, surprising, unique; 

e.g. I began to think there must be something very strange about the way I 

was singing. 

“English” Indicate that someone or something is typical of a place or time, or is like the 

work, ideas, or behavior of a famous person – Dickensian, English, exotic, 

Shakespearean, Victorian; 

e.g. There’s something very English about the tradition of watercolour. 

“Boyish” Indicate that someone or something has a quality that is typical of people of a 

particular age or gender – boyish, childlike, feminine, masculine; 

e.g. There was something boyish about her build and she was handsome in a 

hard-featured way. 

“Political” Indicate that something relates to or is typical of a particular area of human 

activity – military, political, scientific, theatrical; 

e.g. There was something distinctly military about her posture. 

“Secret” Indicate that someone keeps things secret, or that something is hidden or 

indirect rather than open – anonymous, covert, secret, secretive, subtle; 

e.g. There is something rather secretive about Lucian at times. 

“Addictive” Indicate that an activity is so interesting or pleasant that people want to watch 

it or take part in it all the time, or that a person is so attractive that people want 

to be with them all the time – addictive, compelling, irresistible, magnetic; 

e.g. There was something almost irresistible about being manly in public. 

“Amusing” Indicate that something is amusing, in a good or bad way, or ironic – amusing, 

comic, funny, humorous, ironic; 

e.g. There was nothing at all amusing about going to the gallows. 

“Unreal” Indicate that something is real or unreal, concrete or abstract – abstract, 

concrete, fanciful, imaginary, real, supernatural, surreal, unreal; 
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e.g. There is nothing abstract about the spiritual. 

“Sacrosanct” Indicate that something is fixed, definite, or agreed, or not fixed, definite or 

agreed – controversial, equivocal, fundamental, immutable, scared, 

sacrosanct, vague; 

e.g. Students are consumers. There is nothing sacred about educational 

institutions. 

“Easy” Indicate that something is easy or difficult – difficult, easy, hard, simple; 

e.g. There’s nothing easy about refugee work. 

OTHERS casual, fancy, illegal, new; e.g. There’s nothing new about the idea of fake 

grass. 

(adapted from Francis et al., 1998, p.519-524) 

 
There are two key points to highlight about this example.  First, while it is true 

that the lexical chain “something/nothing/anything + adjective group + about” frequently 

co-selects the impersonal subject there with a link verb to form a pattern, it does not 

mean that this is the only pattern.  For instance, Francis et al. also mention that the chain 

sometimes co-occurs with verbs such as find, have, and notice together with a personal 

subject, as in He has something childlike about him.  The focus of Pattern Grammar, 

however, is always on patterns which are frequent, since they tend to be more salient in 

use.  Second, there can be variation in the collocates of the lexical chain.  Francis et al. 

demonstrate that instead of about, the chain can take the prepositions in or with instead.  

However, such variation will result in a difference in lexical co-selection within the 

chain.  For example, with the preposition in, the number of meaning groups of co-

selected adjectives drops from 15 to only three, namely the “interesting” group, the 

“wrong” group, and the “extraordinary” group.  For the preposition with, there does not 

even exist a meaning group, because the only two frequent adjectives found in the pattern 
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are wrong and amiss.  These observations provide compelling evidence on how lexical 

choices mutually affect each other in forming different collocational patterns – an issue 

which I investigated at much greater depth in my study on the introductory-it 

construction. 

Meanwhile, it is important to remember that grammar patterns such as the ones 

above are much more than simply a hoard of language chunks: 

Collections of lexical phrases are, ultimately, fairly random lists of phrases, 

organized either according to their relative fixedness, or to their function … or to 

one of their core word … They are an attempt to account for only a portion of the 

lexicon.  Grammar patterns, on the other hand, constitute an attempt to describe 

the whole of the language (or rather, all the frequently-occurring items in the 

language) in a principled way, and the lists of words collected in a given pattern 

are not random. (Hunston & Francis, 1999, p.14) 

Even so, with a focus on summarizing the major lexico-grammatical patterns that exist in 

English, Pattern Grammar has an inevitable shortcoming: in order to be as inclusive as 

possible, most patterns are generalized and there may be cases where finer distinctions 

are desirable.  While this is definitely a legitimate concern, it must be pointed out that to 

elaborate on the idiosyncratic behaviors of different lexical items whenever such 

behaviors exist would be an unwieldy undertaking.   As Hunston and Francis (1999) 

argue, “[a]n increase in information … would be paid for by a loss of transparency,” 

because the “[g]roupings would become much more complex” (p.81).  However, they 

concede that there are “cases where it might be argued that our patterns need to be 

specified in greater detail” (p.77).  In this light, the investigation reported in this 
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dissertation is exactly the kind of study required to supplement such a phraseological 

approach to Pattern Grammar. 

 

RESEARCH ON IDIOMATICITY IN THE CHOMSKYAN TRADITION 

Before we look at how Chomskyan linguists approach idiomaticity, perhaps it 

should be recalled that generative syntax, as Baker (2001) puts it quite plainly, “is 

primarily concerned with whether a sentence is ‘properly put together’ rather than 

whether it is meaningful, or silly, or bizarre” (p.265).  Naturally, it is not interested in 

questions of collocation, such as the one posed by Halliday (1966) as to why it is bizarre 

to say powerful tea and strong car, but perfectly normal to say strong tea and powerful 

car.  However, it would seem unfair to say that generative syntax is not equipped to deal 

with collocational issues.  Consider its view on the organization of grammar:  

 

Phrase Structure Rules    Lexicon 

 

   D-Structure 

 

   S-Structure 

 

 

Phonetic Form     Logical Form 

 

Pronunciation     Meaning 

Fig. 2.1 Levels of syntactic representation in generative grammar 
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In generative grammar, lexis functions primarily through lexical insertions 

whereby syntactic trees generated by phrase structure rules get “filled out” or inserted 

with lexical items to build the deep structure of a sentence.22  To put it more specifically, 

“the relationship between the lexicon and D-structure is mediated by a notion of lexical 

items ‘projecting’ their selectional and subcategorizing properties into a syntactic 

configuration” (Atkinson, 1996, p.138).  These lexical items consist of specific sets of 

features, the most important of which are phonological features for articulation and 

perception, and semantic features for understanding.  As such, it would seem reasonable 

to assume that these lexical items can also carry collocational features which project their 

co-selection preference into the syntax.  However, this proves to be an area in which 

Chomskyans have not shown much interest.  As Barlow (2000) remarks, in the X-bar 

theory for example, “the control of connections among words is achieved only indirectly 

through restrictions on the combination of syntactic categories” (p.317).  He argues that 

even though such a model “has value as a way of capturing the range of possibilities of 

associations, it is bound to be unsuccessful in accounting for frequent collocations … In 

other words, an X-bar framework can only account for relations between syntactic 

categories and is unable to represent the lexical or collocational dimension of syntagmatic 

structure” (p.317).  Similarly, the latest minimalist program views lexis as belonging to 

the “periphery,” since as a model that emphasizes simplicity on top of universality, it has 

no place for variation, which Chomsky (1995) claims to be “limited to nonsubstantive 

elements of the lexicon and general properties of lexical items” (p.170).  Therefore, 

                                                 
22 However, this essential component of transformation has come under severe criticism.  For instance, in a 
concise review of the role of lexicon in generative grammar, Jackendoff (1995) has argued very strongly 
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despite the many developments in transformational theories, lexis is still given an 

essentially marginal status, and much research “has maintained the idea that sentences are 

derived by means of a sequence of operations that modify tree structures in prescribed 

ways” (Wasow, 2001, p.312) – a view which, as we have seen, is directly contrary to that 

of most corpus linguists, who find it more feasible to analyze language in terms of 

collocational relationships rather than tree structures and transformations.  As Wray 

(2002) cogently remarks, all in all “[t]he Chomskian position offers the clearest account 

to the whole notion of circumstantial associations between words” and  “is least tolerant 

of internally complex units” (p.11), such as idioms and collocations. 

 Much research on idiomaticity within the Chomskyan tradition aims to expose 

how generative grammar fails to account for the “anomalies” manifested in idioms, and 

sometimes, idiomatic phrases.23  Classic works such as Chafe (1968), Fraser (1970), Katz 

and Postal (1963), and Weinreich (1969) have clearly illustrated, in varying degrees of 

emphasis and detail, how a generative model cannot accommodate some of the essential 

properties of idioms: 

• an idiom can be syntactically ill-formed, but that does not make it 

semantically invalid (e.g. by and large); 

• an idiom is usually non-compositional such that its meaning cannot be derived 

from its elements (e.g. the meaning of “death” in kick the bucket is totally 

irrecoverable from the constituents of the phrase); 

                                                                                                                                                 
that “there is no such thing as a rule of lexical insertion” (p.140, original emphasis). 
23 For a distinction between the two, please refer to n.12. 
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• an idiom is mostly frozen in form and does not allow substitution or variation 

(e.g. we cannot say “He kicked the pail” or “He kicked buckets”); 

• more specifically, an idiom is subject to “transformational deficiencies” in 

that it loses its unique meaning in processes of transformation, such as 

passivization (e.g. we cannot say “The bucket was kicked by him”). 

 “Anomalies” like these have motivated linguists to postulate different adaptive 

rules to fit idioms into the generative framework.  For instance, Weinreich (1969) 

suggests that idiom transformations are checked under an “Idiom Comparison Rule,” 

whereas Fraser (1968) argues that such transformations are blocked according to how 

frozen the idiom is in a seven-level hierarchy.  Chafe (1968), pursuing a totally different 

line of argument, outlines a view of language that “begins with semantics rather than 

syntax” (p.122) in which an idiom is seen as a semantic unit and not a syntactic oddity.  

The details of these proposals need not concern us here, since their emphasis is clearly 

not on collocational patterning, which is the main thrust of the present study.  For more 

idiom research conducted within the generative paradigm, Nunberg, Sag and Wasow 

(1994) provide a good critical review and an insightful new perspective.  Other more 

recent works include Schenk (1995), O’Grady (1998), Richards (2001), and Horn (2003).  

What really concerns us here however, is that it is “the syntactic properties of idioms 

[that] have been the focus of the generative literature” (Nunberg et al., 1994, p.507, 

emphasis added); and as Moon (1998) observes accurately in my view, such “syntactic 

approaches and models … generally fail to account for the range of lexical patterning” 

(p.16).  Collocation either does not feature in these studies at all, or is simply construed in 

a different manner.  To take an example, Nunberg et al. basically use the term 
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“collocation” to describe any sequence of words that functions as a whole, in which case 

an idiom such as spill the beans also becomes a collocation.  In their paper, what comes 

closest to a collocational study in the Firthian sense is their analysis of take advantage 

(which they call a “lexical verb”).  Even so, the focus of their analysis is the 

transformational constraints on take advantage by way of passivization.  Based on a 

corpus of American journalistic texts, they found that take advantage can be passivized 

both at the beginning (called “inner passives”) and at the end (called “outer passives”) of 

a sentence.  More importantly, outer passives are far more common, with very rare 

internal modification (i.e. there is usually no modifier coming between taken and 

advantage).24  Inner passives, on the other hand, seldom start a sentence without a pre-

modifier such as an adjective or a quantifier (e.g. Maximum advantage is taken of the 

natural beauties of the place.).  While distributional and collocational findings like these 

are the kind that would interest a corpus linguist, it must be remembered that such 

findings were used by Nunberg et al. primarily to make an argument about the syntactic 

properties of take advantage as an idiom.25  In fact, though in the course of analysis they 

found that in the nearly 6000 occurrences of take advantage in the corpus, 66% of the 

time the internal modifier is full and 7% is unfair, such a finding was so insignificant to 

them that they chose to merely report it in a footnote. 

Overall, the study of idioms and idiomatic phrases has posed serious challenges to 

the basic assumption of generative grammar – that syntax is autonomous and central, and 

                                                 
24 Nunberg et al. cited three exceptions as examples (e.g. It would be very hard to enforce, and it will be 
taken unfair advantage of.). 
25 Nunberg et al. make a distinction between “idiomatic phrases” and “idiomatically combining 
expressions,” but the details need not concern us here. 
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meaning arises through interpretation of the grammatical structures generated.  In 1988, 

Fillmore et al. undertook an exhaustive analysis of the idiomatic phrase let alone, which 

not only questioned the efficacy of generative grammar in accounting for the phrase, but 

also represented one of the first steps towards a totally new model of grammar, later to be 

known as Construction Grammar.  The development of linguistic offshoots of this kind 

will be further discussed in the next section. 

GENERATIVE SEMANTICS 

The earliest attempts to challenge the overarching status of syntax in language 

structure were made by a school of linguists commonly referred to as Generative 

Semanticists in the 1960’s and 70’s, with George Lakoff and James D. McCawley as the 

leading figures.  Their basic premise is that meaning does not owe its existence to an 

underlying syntactic structure by way of interpretive rules; rather, grammar is a 

transformational device that converts semantic, not syntactic structures into surface 

structures (McCawley, 1995).  Generative Semanticists are therefore particularly 

interested, among other things, in exploring and demonstrating how paraphrases (i.e. 

sentences with the same truth-conditional meaning) can be derived from a single 

underlying form.  For example, Lakoff (1965), a monumental work in Generative 

Semantics, discusses how the sentences “I like it.” and “It pleases me.” share the same 

deep structure, differing only in surface form through an optional “flip” transformation 

(as cited in Goldberg, 1995, p.101). 

Although research in the Generative Semantics tradition persisted for no more 

than two decades, it has nevertheless made important contributions to the future direction 
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of linguistic research.  First, semantics is shown to be at least equally important as syntax, 

and it becomes questionable whether it is possible to draw a sharp line between the two.  

Second, as Lakoff (1987) evaluates in retrospect, it becomes increasingly clear that the 

notion of transformation has serious limitation in explaining the semantics of sentences, 

and likewise the notions of logical form and truth conditions do not adequately account 

for certain pragmatic phenomena, such as the different interpretations of paraphrases.  

These insights have motivated linguists to seek a model of language that incorporates 

rather than divide syntax, semantics and pragmatics.  Lakoff articulates this position well: 

“Since meaning and communicative function are primary [in language], grammars should 

attempt to explain as much as possible about parameters of form on the basis of 

parameters of meaning and communicative function” (p.583).  His answer to this is the 

introduction of Cognitive Grammar, which he describes as “an updated version of 

generative semantics” (p.582). 

COGNITIVE GRAMMAR 

Cognitive Grammar is premised on the belief that language is not fundamentally 

different from other human cognitive phenomena, and while we conceptualize the world, 

physical objects and other experiences in terms of categories, we do the same with 

language.  In other words, language is conceptually-based and structured in terms of 

categories which center around typical members called prototypes and are inextricably 

linked to the way we experience and function in the world.  As such, linguistic meaning 

is encyclopedic in nature, and there is no sharp distinction between linguistic and 
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extralinguistic knowledge.  The two early pioneers of Cognitive Grammar are George 

Lakoff and Ronald Langacker.26 

Langacker keeps refining and elaborating his grammatical model over the years 

and it will be difficult to even attempt a sketchy outline here.  I will therefore simply 

highlight the key notions and claims of his model; full-length expositions can be found in 

Langacker (1987, 1990, 1991, 1999). 

To Langacker (1995), language performs the basic function of “allowing 

conceptualizations to be symbolized by phonological sequences for purposes of thought 

and speech” (p.106).  Therefore, linguistic units are symbolic units, with their semantic 

and phonological import symbolically linked.  The central claim of Langacker’s 

Cognitive Grammar is that such symbolic units are adequate to account for linguistic 

description on all levels, since they vary in terms of semantic and phonological 

specificity as well as complexity.  Such variation is made possible by the fundamental 

cognitive abilities of schematization and categorization, which allow speakers to abstract 

and store language data in schemas (“schematization”), and to establish relationships 

between these schemas and the structures from which they are abstracted 

(“categorization”), or structures which these schemas will be used to construct (thus 

                                                 
26 It seems appropriate to interpolate here that when Langacker first expounded his idea of Cognitive 
Grammar (1987), he referred to it as a “usage-based model,” a term also used by Bybee (1985) and is still 
in use today.  This model, as its name indicates, posits that linguistic knowledge and structure is based on 
language use.  More specifically, “experience with language as reflected in frequency could affect 
cognitive representations and categorization and thus the internalized grammar of language users” (Bybee 
& Hopper, 2001, p.2).  What marks it off from other cognitively-oriented approaches then is its emphasis 
on frequency in bringing about form and order in the mental representation of language.  However, as 
Kemmer and Barlow (2000) aptly remark, usage-based models are characterized by a number of properties, 
and properties such as “the intimate relation between linguistic structures and instances of use,” “the 
importance of frequency,” and “the importance of usage data in theory construction and description” are 
shared by many other linguistic approaches, and corpus linguistics is certainly one of them.  To get an idea 
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necessitating “schema instantiation”) or evaluate (which may result in “extension” from a 

prototype). 

In this light, Langacker’s Cognitive Grammar is a pragmatic linguistic theory, 

since it postulates that through language use, “contextually grounded understandings are 

paired with phonological occurrences in all their phonetic detail” (Langacker, 1995, 

pp.106-7), thus yielding form-meaning pairings that comprise the language as a system.  

Meaning is identified with the conceptualization of entities, events, environment and the 

like, not truth conditions; equally important however, is how the conceptual content is 

construed, the operation of which embodies the following aspects: 

• Specificity, which refers to the degree of detail or precision of an 

expression. 

• Scope, which “comprises the full array of conceptual content that [an 

expression] specifically evokes and relies upon for its 

characterization” (Langacker, 2003, p.52).  For instance, the word 

“lid” evokes not just the schema of a container, but also the notion of 

an entity covering another.  Therefore, “[n]umerous conceptions – 

called ‘cognitive domains’ – typically figure in the meaning of a given 

expression, which may evoke them in a flexible and open-ended 

manner (as determined by context)” (p.52).  This explains the complex 

nature of a linguistic category in Cognitive Grammar, because “its 

adequate description requires not just a single structure, but a set of 

                                                                                                                                                 
of the variety of studies covered under the usage-based model, see Barlow and Kemmer (2000) and Bybee 
and Hopper (2001). 
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structures linked by relationships of instantiation and extension to 

form a network” (p.51). 

• Background, which constitutes some kind of norm or expectation 

against which comparison is made. 

• Perspective, which addresses such factors as vantage point, 

orientation, subjectivity and objectivity. 

• Prominence, which concerns the attention or emphasis given to any 

particular element of a conception; such a “designated” element is 

known as the profile. 

In Langacker’s model, all conceptual entities are either things or relations (which 

include processes).  As a result, a linguistic expression can only be nominal or relational 

in nature, depending on whether it profiles a thing or a relationship.  Simple expressions 

can be assembled into complex expressions by constructional schemas, which are 

grammatical patterns abstracted from prior complex expressions to represent “the 

conventionality of a particular pattern of integration” (Langacker, 2003, p.53).  A 

constructional schema is therefore a form of schematic grammatical rule. 

As for Lakoff, he first introduced his model of Cognitive Grammar as an 

improved version of Generative Semantics.  What sets him apart from Langacker as a 

cognitive grammarian is basically his much stronger bias towards grammatical 

constructions, which partly explains why his theory is never as fully expounded as 

Langacker’s.  However, his seminal work on there-constructions (Lakoff, 1987) was so 

influential that it inspired further work in the same vein (e.g. Fillmore et al., 1988) and 

initiated a somewhat distinct branch of grammatical theory, soon to be known as 
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Construction Grammar.  In fact, Langacker also acknowledges the difference: While in 

his model, grammar (including constructions) “is fully reducible to assemblies of 

symbolic structures” (Langacker, 1995, p.106), he notices that in the constructional 

approach, “grammatical classes and other constructs are still thought of as a separate 

level of organization” (Langacker, 1991, p.8).  Indeed, grammatical constructions are 

such a key element in Lakoff’s model that he makes it quite clear that his “ultimate goal 

[is] to place the theory of grammatical constructions within a general theory of symbolic 

models” (Lakoff, 1987, p.467).  And now it is to this construction-based approach to 

grammar that we are going to turn. 

CONSTRUCTION GRAMMAR 

Though Construction Grammar owes its origin to Lakoff’s incisive analysis of 

there-constructions, within this specific paradigm there are still several distinctive 

approaches.  Croft and Cruse (2004), for instance, identify four major ones: (1) Fillmore, 

Kay and collaborators (Fillmore et al., 1988; Kay & Fillmore 1999; Fillmore, Kay, 

Michaelis and Sag, 2005); (2) Lakoff (1987) and Goldberg (1995); (3) Cognitive 

Grammar (Langacker, 1987, 1990, 1991, 1999); and (4) Radical Construction Grammar 

(Croft, 2001).  Obviously, a review of all these approaches is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation, so I will only cover the common basic tenets of these variants rather than 

focus on any specific approach or study.  Besides, I will briefly examine how a 

constructional account of language concurs with the Birmingham framework of corpus 

linguistic analysis. 
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 Lakoff’s exposition on there-constructions is revolutionary in at least two senses.  

First, through a series of exceptionally fine-grained analyses, he demonstrates how a 

grammatical construction is better accounted for as a pairing of form and meaning rather 

than a composite of constituents where each contributes to the overall meaning of the 

whole.  Second, his analysis also provides a strong argument that the 15 types of there-

construction covering both deictic and existential uses are mutually related as a radially 

structured category, and grammatical constructions in general share a similar 

configuration of family resemblance.  To illustrate these two points, I will use some 

examples given in Lakoff (1987) and Fillmore et al. (1988). 

 In his work, Lakoff makes a succinct argument about the first point before he 

launches full-scale into his extensive there-construction analysis.  He starts with a simple 

premise: if he can show that two linguistic forms with the same constituents but in a 

different compositional order differ in terms of their syntactic, semantic and pragmatic 

properties, then it follows that a linguistic form has in fact a meaning of its own.  For 

simplicity of exposition, he uses a pair of simple sentences involving deictic-here 

(Lakoff, 1987, p.470): 

(a) Here comes Harry. 

(b) Harry comes here. 

Lakoff indicates that the deictic-here in (a) is under syntactic constraints which do not 

apply to here in (b).  For example, (a) cannot be elaborated with a question tag: 

(c) *Here comes Harry, doesn’t he? 

(d) Harry comes here, doesn’t he? 

Nor can (a) be expressed in negation: 
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(e) *Here does not come Harry. 

(f) Harry does not come here. 

The two sentences differ in meaning as well.  While (a) means Harry is coming and is 

actually in sight, (b) simply does not mean that.  Pragmatically there is also a difference: 

(a) is meant to direct the hearer’s attention, whereas (b) is merely a statement of fact.  In 

view of such a disparity in syntactic, semantic and pragmatic properties, Lakoff argues 

that deictic-here is not simply a transformational variant, but it constitutes a grammatical 

construction that carries a semantic/pragmatic meaning.  He details such an account in a 

full-blown analysis of the 15 different types of there-construction, which argues for a 

prototype approach to grammatical constructions where non-central members are related 

to the prototype as radial categories. 

In a similar vein, Fillmore et al. study the idiomatic expression let alone and find 

further support for a family resemblance view of relationship between grammatical 

constructions.  They found that let alone shares certain properties with a range of related 

constructions, such as: 

• Conjunctions (Fillmore et al., 1988, p.516) 

(g) Louise surely understood it, if not Susan. 

(h) Louise surely didn’t understand it, let alone Susan. 

(i) I wanted Fred to do it, rather than Sue. 

(j) I didn’t want Fred to do it, let alone Sue. 

• Paired focus constructions (Fillmore et al., 1988, p.517) 

(k) He doesn’t get up for lunch, let alone breakfast. 

(l) He doesn’t get up for lunch, much less breakfast. 
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(m) She didn’t eat a bite, never mind a whole meal. 

At other times, let alone behaves like a negative polarity item, or items which require a 

scalar model for semantic interpretation, such as even, almost, few and merely.  Since 

such complex properties of the let alone construction cannot be predicted from the 

general rules of syntax, semantics and pragmatics, Fillmore et al. argue that the 

constructional approach provides a promising account in that it “can associate semantic 

and pragmatic interpretation principles with syntactic configurations larger and more 

complex than those definable by means of single phrase structure rules” (Fillmore et al., 

1988, p.501). 

Features of Construction Grammar 

 In short, the analyses by Lakoff and Fillmore et al. illustrate two main features of 

a constructional approach to grammar.  First, it is non-modular – the language system is 

not carved up into separate modules of syntax, semantics and pragmatics; rather, it is 

made up of units called constructions, each consisting of a pairing between a linguistic 

form and its conventionally associated aspects of meaning and use.  Second, it is non-

derivational – sentences are formed not through transformations but through the 

superimposition of compatible constructions.  In other words, a sentence is the product of 

the instantiation of several constructions at once.  To take a simple example, the sentence 

I don’t drink necessitates the instantiation of the Intransitive Verb construction ([SBJ 

INTRVERB]) and the Negative construction ([SBJ AUX-n’t VERB]). 

 The non-modular and non-derivational nature of Construction Grammar makes it 

particularly fitting for a systematic account of idioms.  For instance, Croft and Cruse 
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(2004, p.263) show how the idiom kick the bucket can fit comfortably into a schematic 

hierarchy of constructions: 

 

[VERB PHRASE] 

 

[VERB OBJ] 

 

[kick OBJ] 

 

[kick [the bucket]] 

 

 That is to say, the idiom kick the bucket is a highly specific instantiation of the 

construction [kick OBJ], which in turn is an instantiation of a more schematic construction 

[VERB OBJ], and so on.  Such a configuration has two major strengths.  First, it usefully 

embraces a continuum view of idiomaticity, a position endorsed by most current research.  

Second, it accommodates the prototype structure of constructions, in that constructions 

that deviate from the formal specification of the prototype can be captured in the form of 

radial categories (Lakoff, 1987).  Consequently, constructions can be viewed in terms of 

productivity – the more variation or deviation a construction allows, the more productive 

it is.  On this point, Taylor (2003) cites an excellent example from Fillmore (1979), 

which discusses the construction day in day out.  He explains that as an expression of 

unchanging monotony, day in day out is very limitedly productive.  While it has variants 

such as year in year out, it does not allow its noun slots to be filled by words that 
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designate very long or very short time periods, such as *century in century out, or 

*minute in minute out, because human beings do not normally perceive monotony in 

terms of such lengths of time.  This clearly illustrates the close connection between the 

formal and semantic properties of a construction; or as Lakoff (1987) puts it, “[t]he 

parameters of linguistic form in grammatical constructions are not independent of 

meaning; rather, they are motivated, and in many cases even predicted, on the basis of 

meaning” (p.463). 

 An important reminder at this point is that Construction Grammar holds a frame 

semantic view of meaning (Fillmore, 1985).  In frame semantics, a word is to be 

understood in relation to its background frame of cultural and world knowledge.27  For 

instance, the verbs buy, sell, pay, spend, cost and charge have to be understood within the 

commercial transaction frame, which consists of frame elements such as a buyer, a seller, 

goods and money (Fillmore & Atkins, 1992).  Each verb is different in that it focuses on 

different elements of the frame – for example, pay focuses on the buyer, the money, the 

seller, but not the goods.  What this basically means is that “knowing the meaning of any 

one of these verbs requires knowing what takes place in a commercial transaction and 

knowing the meaning of any one verb means, in some sense, knowing the meaning of all 

of them” (Petruck, 1996, p.2).  Frame semantics is therefore an experience-based 

approach to meaning where linguistic understanding is grounded in concepts schematized 

and organized in an intricate network of mutual dependence. 

                                                 
27 Fillmore’s notion of “frame” is comparable to Minsky’s (1975), which refers to “a data-structure 
representing a stereotyped situation” (p.212).  It is also similar to the notion of “script” from Schank and 
Abelson (1977). 
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 The central role of frame semantics largely explains the principal focus of 

Construction Grammar on argument structure constructions, which are believed to 

directly reflect basic frames of human experience.  Goldberg (1995), for instance, offers a 

detailed analysis of some simple yet essential sentence patterns such as the following: 

Table 2.5 Argument structure constructions 

Argument Structure Basic Human Experience Construction 

Ditransitive X CAUSES Y to RECEIVE Z [Subj  V  Obj  Obj2] 

Pat faxed Bill the letter. 

Caused Motion X CAUSES Y to MOVE Z [Subj  V  Obj  Obl]28 

Pat sneezed the napkin off the table. 

Resultative X CAUSES Y to BECOME Z [Subj  V  Obj  Xcomp]29 

She kissed him unconscious. 

The Way construction X MOVES ALONG Y [Subj i  V  Poss i  way  Obl] 

Frank dug his way out of the prison. 

 
(adapted from Goldberg, 1995, p.3 & p.199) 

 

                                                 
28 “Obl” refers to a directional prepositional phrase. 
29 “Xcomp” refers to an adjectival complement. 
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Basically Goldberg is arguing that these constructions carry specific meanings 

which are independent of the words that make them up.  For example, the Caused Motion 

argument structure expresses an aspect of human experience where something causes 

another thing to move.  This meaning is not predictable simply from the syntactic 

combination [Subj V Obj Obl]; besides, this meaning still obtains even with an 

intransitive verb such as sneeze in the construction.  In other words, meaning arises not 

from the assembly of constituents but from the gestalt of the construction as a whole, and 

the individual meaning of a lexical item is often integrated into the overall meaning of the 

construction.  In this particular example, the meaning of sneeze is integrated so that the 

construction means something like “X CAUSES Y to MOVE Z by SNEEZING.”  Goldberg 

reinforces her argument for such gestalt-type of constructional meaning with an informal 

experiment, where she asked ten non-linguists about the meaning of a nonsense word 

topamased in the sentence: 

(n) She topamased him something. 

Six of them believed that topamased meant “give.”  Since such a meaning could not have 

come from the nonsense word itself, Goldberg argues that it must have come from the 

ditransitive construction, which embodies the notion of intended transfer. 

 Although much research has been done on argument structure, considerable 

attention has also been paid to more complex constructions.  Studies on the correlative 

construction The X-er, the Y-er (Fillmore et al., 1988), the incredulity response 

construction (e.g. Me write a novel? – Lambrecht, 1990), the What’s X doing Y 

construction (Kay & Fillmore, 1999), and the nominal extraposition construction (e.g. It’s 

amazing the difference! – Michaelis & Lambrecht, 1996) have all provided critical 
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insights into various aspects of constructional properties.  In fact, contrary to the belief of 

other grammatical theories, Construction Grammar considers the study of this type of 

“peripheral,” marked constructions to be crucial to our understanding of language 

(Goldberg, 1996). 

SIMILARITIES BETWEEN PATTERN GRAMMAR AND CONSTRUCTION GRAMMAR 

By now it should be quite clear that as approaches to linguistic structure, Pattern 

Grammar (PG) and Construction Grammar (CxG) share certain essential characteristics 

which make them highly compatible.  First of all, both believe that multi-word units have 

a central place in grammar, though they name and conceptualize such units quite 

differently.  In PG, an “extended unit of meaning” owes its existence primarily to an 

instance of collocation, but in CxG, a unit is considered a “construction” not by virtue of 

a collocation, but when in the form-meaning pair “something about [its] form or meaning 

is not strictly predictable from the properties of [its] component parts or from other 

constructions” (Goldberg, 1995, p.4).  Despite such a difference, both approaches adopt a 

schematic perspective on units/constructions, thus allowing variation within limits of 

predictability.  Second, both reject a strict division between lexis and syntax.  In PG, lexis 

and syntax are interdependent in that the properties and behavior of lexical items 

determines the way they occur syntagmatically.  In CxG, lexis and syntax “differ in 

internal complexity” but “are essentially the same type of declaratively represented data 

structure: both pair form with meaning” (Goldberg, 1995, p.7).  Third, both PG and CxG 

embrace an incorporative view of semantics and pragmatics.  As Goldberg (1995) puts it, 

“meaning is to be construed broadly enough to include contexts of use, as well as 
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traditional notions of semantics.  That is, a construction is posited when some aspect of 

the way it is conventionally used is not strictly predictable” (p.229, n.6).  This accords 

with the overarching emphasis of PG on the pragmatic use of language in communication 

– the importance of communicative rather than simply grammatical competence. 

 The basic common ground between the two approaches to grammar will offer 

significant insights into the findings on introductory-it, which will be discussed in detail 

in Chapter 4.  For now, we will turn to studies on “introductory-it” conducted under 

various labels in different traditions.  Major emphasis, however, will be placed on those 

taking a corpus linguistic approach, which share a similar focus on collocational patterns 

as the present study. 

STUDIES ON INTRODUCTORY-IT 

What I call introductory-it has been touched on in linguistic research under 

different labels.  It typically falls into the category of “extraposition,” a label commonly 

used among traditional grammarians who adopt an essentially transformational view of 

syntax (e.g. Huddleston, 1984; Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech & Svartvik, 1985).  Quirk et al. 

(1985), for instance, views extraposition as a “postponement which involves the 

replacement of the postponed element of a substitute form,” a grammatical device that 

“operates almost exclusively on subordinate nominal clauses” (p.1391).  In our case, the 

“substitute form” in question is the subject pronoun it, often referred to as anticipatory-it 

(e.g. Quirk et al., 1985; Greenbaum, 1996), which “serves in the position that might have 

been occupied by a clause … postponed to provide a more balanced sentence” 

(Greenbaum, 1996, p.174).  In other words, the subject pronoun it in a sentence like It is 
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surprising that Jason accepted the offer replaces the postponed nominal clause (“that 

Jason accepted the offer”) to take up the subject position, thus giving the sentence a 

better balance in terms of weightiness.  However, not all grammarians accept this point of 

view.  Recent studies such as Seppanen (1999) and Seppanen and Herriman (2002) 

discuss different types of extraposition and their description within the syntactic system.  

They conclude that extraposition is generally optional and that the that-clause should be 

viewed as a post-verbal element, not an extraposed subject.  Other studies like 

Kaltenbock (2002, 2003) discuss the grammatical status of anticipatory-it in terms of a 

scale of gradience that ranges from being semantically empty (as in It’s a total mess after 

a flood.) to being highly referential (It’s amazing the way he overreacts to the issue.). 

 While the main concern of grammarians is to classify extraposition as a 

grammatical phenomenon, Chomskyan linguists seek to explain why extraposition is 

syntactically legitimate.  In doing that, they postulate different generative rules that focus 

on specific aspects of transformation in extraposing an element.30  However, it must be 

emphasized that extraposition covers a wide range of phenomena in Chomskyan syntax, 

and introductory-it (more commonly known as “expletives” or “pleonastics” in the 

generative literature) is just one of them, which is seldom independently discussed.  Early 

examples of such general discussion on extraposition include Williams (1980) and Postal 

and Pullum (1988), and the expletive it is usually explained in relation to the extended 

projection principle (EPP), which postulates that sentences must have subjects, even 

though these subjects could be semantically empty or syntactically non-overt.  Some 

                                                 
30 Since the main concern of such literature is grammaticality rather than collocational pattern, the review 
for this part will be brief and I will simply highlight the goals of some major studies. 
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more recent studies have a finer focus, but their treatment of introductory-it is still rather 

limited in scope.  For example, building on previous work such as Chomsky (1986a) and 

Chomsky and Lasnik (1993), Iwakura (1995) included in his study a discussion of 

extraposed that- and infinitival clauses and examined why sentences such as It appears 

[(for Bill) to have come home] to have upset Mary are ungrammatical.  He proposes that 

the problem can be solved by redefining the notion of “barrier” in government-binding 

theory and by classifying such extraposed clauses as a non-NP category.  Sticking with 

the government-binding framework, Rothstein (1995) undertook a focused analysis of 

three types of pleonastic subjects: the first involves a “subject-raising” verb (e.g. It 

seemed / appeared / turned out that they were late.); the second a passive verb (e.g. It 

was widely believed that the world is flat.); and the third an adjective (e.g. It is certain / 

obvious that he will win.).31  In all these cases, Rothstein argues, in line with Safir (1985) 

and Chomsky (1986b) among others, that pleonastic subjects are assigned no thematic 

role and receive no interpretation.  More specifically, she stipulates that “pleonastics are 

licensed only as subjects of syntactic predicates [not clauses] that do not assign an 

external theta-role” (p.506).  Turning to the minimalist paradigm, Stroik (1996) examined 

expletives in both subject and object positions.  Regarding subject expletives, he 

demonstrated how they co-occur with both [-wh] complementizer phrases (e.g. It was 

told to Sam that Lou likes her.) and [+wh] ones (e.g. It was well-known who Lou likes.).  

Overall, he echoes earlier proposals made by Chomsky (1995) and contends that an 

                                                 
31 Rothstein’s work also includes a substantial discussion of pleonastic objects, as in They remembered it 
every time you were late. 
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extraposed complementizer phrase involves movement of the expletive primarily 

motivated by the need for case-checking. 

In short, studies in generative syntax typically address introductory-it by way of 

illustrating how extraposition can be readily espoused by different Chomskyan 

frameworks (such as government-binding or minimalist).  Accordingly, none of the 

studies has attempted to investigate why the construction manifests recurrent patterns in 

lexical realization.  Such inadequacy has been addressed in part by a few corpus-oriented 

studies, but the result is still far from satisfactory.  These studies can be classified into 

two main types. 

The first type aims to identify specific discourse functions of introductory-it by 

drawing on different types of corpus evidence.  For example, Rodman (1991) examined a 

corpus of scientific and technical texts (70,000 words), while Hewings and Hewings 

(2002) compared a “Journals corpus” with a “Dissertation corpus” (an approximate total 

of 327,000 words).  They both came up with a list of discourse functions, but the findings 

were hardly new because similar research on metadiscourse has already informed us of 

such functions, often in more exhaustive taxonomies (e.g. Vande Kopple, 1985; Crismore 

& Farnsworth, 1990; Crismore, Markkanen, & Steffensen, 1993, Hyland, 1998; 2000).  

Hewings and Hewings, however, did have some interesting observations to make.  First, 

they provided evidence, albeit somewhat fragmentary, that when using introductory-it, 

students “tend to state propositions more forcefully than appropriate” (p.381), “mak[e] 

stronger claims for their validity” (p.381), and “overplay the significance of the findings 

of the research” (p.382).  All these come about through their infelicitous use of verbs, 

modals or adjectives in the construction.  Though Hewings and Hewings did not look 
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systematically into how lexical choices made in those three categories configure into 

implicit patterns, they did touch on a crucial fact concerning collocational norms – that 

violation of such norms makes it infelicitous to perform the discourse functions of a 

construction.  This would incur what Thomas (1983) calls pragmalinguistic failure, the 

misuse of a linguistic form to convey an intended pragmatic force.  The communicative 

effect of an utterance would then not only be severely undermined but might also, as 

hinted by Hewings and Hewings, be grossly distorted to reflect badly on the speaker as a 

person, as some cases of pragmalinguistic failure will (Thomas, 1983).  Another study, 

Oakey (2002), built on Nattinger and DeCarrico’s (1992) work and examined in close 

detail one of their “sentence builder” lexical phrases, it is/has been (often) 

asserted/believed/noted that X.  He drew on three sub-sets of data from the BNC – social 

science, medicine, and technical/engineering.  His most interesting finding is not the 

analysis of discourse functions (where only four were identified), nor the report on lexical 

variation (which was sketchy and lacking in depth).  What really deserves attention is his 

exceptional though somewhat cursory attempt to identify discourse functions and lexical 

variation with tense choice as a main variable.  He indicates that the lexical phrase he 

examined seems to have different pragmatic uses in the simple present and the present 

perfect tense, and such a difference could be detected across the three genres he chose.  

Though the present study will not consider tense choice as a variable, it will take Oakey’s 

argument much further by examining not just the pragmatic implications of variables 

such as link verbs, modals, modifiers, and complements, but also their impact on lexical 

patterning. 
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The second type of research represents the work done by mainstream corpus 

linguists who aim to derive new ways of understanding language structure through the 

use of general corpora.  Examples include Francis (1993) and Francis et al. (1996, 1998), 

all of which are based on the Bank of English.  Francis (1993) first drew our attention to 

the lexicalization pattern in introductory-it followed by an adjective and an adjectival 

complement clause.  She found that the most frequent adjective is possible, and when 

followed by a that-clause it encodes likelihood (e.g. It is possible that the zoo will have to 

close.), whereas a to-infinitive encodes ability (e.g. It is possible to hire towing cars and 

trailers if you require them.).  She also noticed that the adjectives “group themselves into 

broad semantic sets according to the nature of the evaluation involved” (p.146).  Such 

groupings are outlined systematically in Francis et al. (1996, 1998).  Below I will 

summarize the findings which bear direct relevance to the present study. 

Francis et al. found that a that-clause and a to-infinitive collocate with different 

sets of adjectives where introductory-it functions as a subject: 
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Table 2.6 Adjectival collocates in introductory-it 

It + link verb + ADJ + that It + link verb + ADJ + to 

1. The “likely” group 

2. The “obvious” group 

3. The “marvelous” group 

4. The “awful” group 

5. The “important” and “necessary” 

group 

6. The “interesting” and “surprising” 

group 

7. The “relevant” group 

8. The “other meanings” group 

1. The “accurate” and “illogical” group 

2. The “easy” and “difficult” group 

3. The “selfish” and “”dangerous” group 

4. The “exciting” and “safe” group 

5. The “surprising” and “interesting” 

group 

6. The “important” group 

7. The “legal” group 

8. The “funny” group 

9. The “enough” group 

 

While Francis et al. list fairly exhaustively the frequent adjectives that occur in 

each meaning group, they do not make a distinction in the collocational patterning among 

different link verbs.  For instance, enough may collocate frequently with to-infinitive 

when the link verb is copula-be, but it is questionable whether the same holds true when 

the link verb is seem.  Meanwhile, Francis et al. also investigate the collocational patterns 

of past participles and nouns in the introductory-it construction: 

Table 2.7 Past participle collocates in introductory-it 

It + copula-be + past participle + that It + copula-be + past participle + to 

1. The “report” group 

2. The “think” and “discover” group 

Verbs concerned with a course of action being 

proposed, hoped for, recommended, or decided 

upon (e.g. agreed, decided, hoped, intended, 

planned, proposed). 
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Table 2.8 Nominal collocates in introductory-it 

It + link verb + noun + that It + link verb + noun + to 

1. The “pity” group 

2. The “miracle” group 

3. The “fallacy” group 

4. The “other meanings” group 

1. The “relief” group 

2. The “shock” group 

3. The “shame” group 

4. The “crime” group 

5. The “struggle” group 

6. The “fallacy” group 

7. The “other meanings” group 

 

Obviously, the focus of Francis et al. is on pattern generalization and they go no 

further than classifying the most frequent collocates into respective meaning groups.  

Such a treatment, however, inevitably conceals the multiple ways lexical choices 

mutually interact.  In the introductory-it construction, at least four variables – modals, 

link verbs, modifiers and complements – can critically affect the internal patterning of 

collocates, and it is a pity that even grammar aids such as Francis et al. seem to have 

failed to address this area of enormous potential. 

Other corpus studies that differ in perspective have produced interesting and 

somewhat related findings.  For example, Biber et al. (1998) include a discussion of 

extraposed that- and to-clauses in their cross-register study of linguistic features.  By 

drawing on the Longman-Lancaster Corpus and a sample of the British National Corpus, 

they compared the distribution and functions of the two types of clauses in academic 

prose and conversation.  They found that to-clauses occur more frequently in extraposed 

constructions than that-clauses in academic prose, and that such to-clauses are strongly 

associated with adjective rather than verb predicates, the frequent exponents being 
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possible, impossible, difficult and hard.  They further argue that lexis has a key role to 

play in differentiating the two types of clauses, since they are controlled by two distinct 

sets of verbs.32  Their findings therefore testify to the crucial impact of lexical choices on 

collocational patterning.  Meanwhile, in a monumental corpus-based research project on 

English grammar, Biber et al. (1999) discuss a broad range of grammatical categories and 

issues, including extraposition.  Drawing on the 40-million-word Longman Spoken and 

Written English Corpus, they found that: 

• extraposed that-clauses are much less frequent than post-predicate that-

clauses (i.e. a sentence such as It’s nice that people say it to you unprompted. 

is much less frequent than one such as I’m glad that I found you again.)  

• the set of adjectives that control extraposed that-clauses is different from the 

set that controls post-predicate that-clauses; 

• the verb that often controls extraposed that-clauses and to-clauses is the 

copular verb be, followed by the “relatively common” (p.670) seem and 

appear; 

• extraposed to-clauses are typically controlled not by verbs but by adjectives 

such as (im)possible, difficult and hard, which occur more than ten times per 

million words in the corpus; 

• extraposed to-clauses that are controlled by adjectives are the most common 

in academic prose, followed by fiction and news; those that are controlled by 

verbs are found to be rare in all the four registers; 

                                                 
32 It should be noted that this argument is not meant to apply exclusively to extraposed constructions. 
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• extraposed that-clauses are more frequent in news and academic prose, 

occurring about 500 times per million words; they rarely occur in fiction and 

conversation. 

 Extraposition has also been discussed in terms of stance marking.  Herriman 

(2000) looked into the one-million-word Lancaster Oslo/Bergen Corpus to see how 

different types of extraposed clauses tend to perform different discourse functions.33  She 

found, for example, that the matrix predicates of extraposed that-clauses are often used to 

represent epistemic modality rather than general evaluation, meaning that the syntactic 

construction is often used to express a writer’s attitude towards the truth value of a claim.  

Matrix predicates of infinitival clauses, on the other hand, were found to represent mostly 

dynamic modality, which expresses “potentiality”, “circumstance” and “human attribute” 

(p. 586).  Working on a much larger corpus of 10-million words, Conrad and Biber 

(2000) examined the use of what they called “adverbial stance markers” across three 

major genres: conversation, academic writing, and news reportage. They found 

systematic variation in the frequency and distribution of adverbial stance markers in 

terms of types, grammatical realization and clause position, thus suggesting that the type 

of stance marked often depends on the kind of patterning of the linguistic choices made.34  

This study is in fact part of a much larger investigation by Biber et al. (1999) that I 

mentioned earlier.  Biber et al. found that extraposed structures are used to mark both 

epistemic and attitudinal stance, though most of the time the attribution of stance to the 

                                                 
33 Herriman examined four types of extraposition: extraposed That-clauses, extraposed Wh-clauses, 
extraposed infinitival clauses, and extraposed –ing participial clauses. 
34 Biber & Conrad (2000:60) distinguish three major types of stance: epistemic, which deals with (a) 
certainty; (b) actuality; (c) imprecision; (d) information source; and (e) limitation / perspective; attitudinal, 
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speaker is implicit.  More specifically, there is a marked reliance on extraposed to-clauses 

in academic prose to mark epistemic and attitudinal stance. 

 What all these studies fail to address, however, is the intricacy and valency 

involved in the interaction of lexical choices.  If words tend to collocate and word choices 

do interact with one another, then variation in the constituents of the introductory-it 

construction should bring about variation in patterns of lexical preference.  This dynamic 

impact of linguistic choice is particularly pertinent to the introductory-it construction, 

which consists of a range of possible linguistic elements that can be potentially combined 

to perform different pragmatic functions. 

                                                                                                                                                 
“conveying attitudes, feelings, value judgements, or expectations”; and style, which “state[s] the way in 
which information is being presented or is meant to be understood.” 
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CHAPTER 3 METHOD 

 

This chapter is divided into three main parts.  The first part discusses my 

interpretation of the concept of “construction” and the associated terminology that will 

appear throughout this dissertation.  After that, I will describe the materials I used in this 

research, with justification for my decision.  In the third part, I will outline the methods I 

employed, providing details on the major analytic procedures involved. 

 

TERMINOLOGY 

In the previous chapter, I offered an argument about the compatibility between 

Pattern Grammar (PG) and Construction Grammar (CxG), which have at least the 

following three points in common: 

• Both recognize the primacy of multi-word units and consider them schematic 

in nature, allowing predictable internal variability; 

• Both view such units to be paired with meaning in and of themselves, 

meaning which could be both semantic and pragmatic; 

• Both see lexis and syntax as interdependent. 

The idea of “extended unit of meaning” or “pattern” in PG and that of “construction” in 

CxG are therefore essentially similar.  However, there exists one crucial difference: PG is 

probabilistic, whereas CxG is generative.  Goldberg (1995), for example, makes it 

perfectly clear that CxG “is generative in the sense that it tries to account for the infinite 

number of expressions that are allowed by the grammar while attempting to account for 
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the fact that an infinite number of other expressions are ruled out or disallowed” (p.7).  

Kay (1995) goes a long step further and maintains that CxG “takes as a major goal the 

provision of an explicit account of the form and meaning of the sentences of each 

language, including their correct structures” (p.172).  By contrast, PG is mainly 

concerned with describing “all the frequently-occurring items in the language in a 

principled way” (Hunston & Francis, 1999, p.14); it does not set out to provide a unifying 

theory that explains all language use, but simply an account “that will be able to specify 

all major lexical items in terms of their syntactic preferences, and all grammatical 

structures in terms of their key lexis and phraseology” (Francis, 1993, p.155, emphasis 

added).  Since such co-selection of lexis and syntax is governed by tendencies and is by 

no means absolute, PG is inherently probabilistic. 

 Despite such a divergence in orientation, it is evident that the notion of “pattern” 

or “construction” is central in both approaches, so much so that in PG, grammar is 

essentially viewed as “the accumulation of the patterns of hundreds of individual words 

and phrases” (Sinclair, 1991, p.100), whereas in CxG, grammar primarily consists in a 

“construct-icon” where elements range from lexical items to phrasal patterns and vary in 

degrees of idiomaticity (Goldberg, 1996).  In this dissertation, I will hereafter use the 

term “construction” in the sense of Taylor’s (2003): 

 … [which] views a construction as the pairing of a specification of form with a 

specification of meaning.  With regard to its formal specification, a construction 

can be thought of as a formula consisting of an ordered sequence of slots.  Some 

slots are obligatory to the construction, others might be optional.  Each slot 

carries a specification of the kinds of items that can fill it.  In some cases, only 
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very general grammatical categories might be specified […] In other cases, a 

small set of candidates might have to be exhaustively listed; in the limiting case, 

there may only be one possible candidate. (Taylor, 2003, p.225) 

There is one important point to note about this extended definition.  It talks about 

specification of form and meaning, but unlike Goldberg (1995) it does not say that such 

specification has to be “not strictly predictable from the properties of component parts or 

from other constructions” (p.4).  This more flexible view of “construction” is echoed by 

Croft and Cruse (2004), who point out that in fact plenty of constructions are 

compositional in nature.  It is also closer in line with the notion of “pattern” in PG, 

though it does not have the same emphasis on collocation, as PG does. 

In this light, introductory-it is considered a construction because (1) it consists of 

an ordered sequence of slots that can be filled by obligatory or optional elements; and (2) 

changes in the specification of its form often bring about changes in its semantic / 

pragmatic meaning, as indicated by prior research.  The present study then is a more in-

depth analysis of introductory-it as a construction in terms of its internal collocational 

variability and the corresponding variation in specification of meaning. 

I will hereafter use the term “construction” interchangeably with the terms 

“lexical schema” and “lexical frame,” which are common labels in corpus linguistic 

literature.  I will use the term “phraseology” to refer to the ordered sequence of lexical 

choices within a construction – which means a construction can have different 

phraseologies or phraseological patterns.  In other words, a lexical schema/frame can 

have different formulations, where its slots are filled by different constituents which 

have a tendency to combine in systematic ways to give the lexical schema/frame 
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predictably different phraseological forms.  These phraseological forms therefore 

represent a range of “collocational chains / strings,” and an empty slot filled by a lexical 

item in each chain / string can be called a “lexical exponent” or “exponent”. 

MATERIALS – THE CORPUS 

The corpus used in this study was the BNC World Edition (2000), a 100-million-

word general corpus available on CD-ROM.  According to Aston and Burnard (1998), 

“the overall size of the BNC corresponds to roughly 10 years of linguistic experience of 

the average speaker in terms of quantity” (p.28).  The corpus consists of approximately 

10% spoken and 90% written data.  Its compilation follows meticulous design measures 

to attain an overall balance and representativeness of modern British English.35 

One principal advantage of using a pre-compiled corpus such as the BNC is that it 

will save the analyst much taxing effort in compiling a corpus himself.  As Meyer (2002) 

unequivocally remarks, “it is … most desirable to work with a corpus already available 

not just to decrease the work time but to add to the growing body of work that has been 

based on a given corpus,” so that “research that has generated results … can be compared 

and replicated on other corpora” (p.103).  In this light, working on existing corpora helps 

to increase our knowledge and extend the frontiers of a particular body of research.  As 

far as this study is concerned, the main reason why the BNC was used is that the corpus 

is appropriate to research of this scale in terms of size, balance, and convenience.  Its 

closest equivalent, the 450-million-word Bank of English, is far too big for a single 

researcher to handle; moreover, its commercial availability is restricted to online access 

                                                 
35 For details concerning its compilation, see Aston and Burnard (1998). 
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only, which is not as convenient as having the corpus installable in CD-ROM format.  

Admittedly, the use of the BNC will inevitably limit the study to only one of the two 

most widely used varieties of English, but it must be pointed out that no comparable 

corpus of American English is available to date.  The American National Corpus (ANC), 

a corpus intended to be a parallel to the BNC, is still in the process of compilation, which 

is expected to finish by 2007.  Recently it released a trial version, but it is just one-tenth 

the size of the BNC, and more importantly it is not a balanced corpus, thus making it 

inappropriate as data for rigorous linguistic research.36 

PROCEDURES 

Conducting Phrase Query Searches 

In the BNC, a phrase query refers to any string of words that is being searched 

within the corpus.  Like a construction, a phrase query can contain both obligatory and 

optional elements.  In introductory-it, for example, the obligatory and fixed element are 

the pronoun it, the obligatory but variable elements are the link verb, the lexical slot and 

the complement, and the optional elements are the modal and the modifier: 

 

 

 

                                                 
36 As admitted by the developers of the corpus, “one of the aims of releasing this first 10 million words is 
to get feedback from the community about its structure and annotation, so that modifications can be made, 
if necessary, for the final release of the full 100 million words.”  Retrieved April 6, 2004 from 
http://americannationalcorpus.org/FirstRelease/index.html. 



 71

Table 3.1. Possible variations in the introductory-it construction 

Introductory-
it 
 

Modal 
(Optional) 

Link Verb Modifier 
(Optional)

Lexical 
Slot 

Complement

 
 

It 

 
may / might / 

can / could / will / 
would / should / 

must 
 

 
appear /  
seem / 

be 
 

 
Adverb / 
Adjective 

 
Adjective 

/ Past 
Participle 

/ Noun 
Phrase 

 

 
that-clause / 

to-clause 
 

 

The primary aim of this research was to identify and to seek to explain how these 

elements – obligatory or optional, fixed or variable – form patterns in interacting and co-

selecting one another within the lexical schema.  More specifically, this research aimed to 

focus on how variation of the different elements affects first the choice of an exponent in 

the lexical slot, and subsequently the semantic and pragmatic meaning of the whole 

construction.  To achieve this aim, the lexical slot was left open in every phrase query 

search, often along with other variable elements which may be represented by either an 

empty slot or a specific lexical item.  Theoretically, eight macro-searches would be 

enough to capture all the major instances of the introductory-it construction, with five 

spaces being the longest span: 
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Table 3.2. The eight macro-searches for introductory-it 

Phrase Query Search Example 

It * * that It seems likely that … 

It * * to It seems reasonable to … 

It * * * that It may be noted that … 

It * * * to It should be possible to … 

It * * * * that It can be clearly seen that … 

It * * * * to It would be almost impossible to 

It * * * * * that It will be a top priority that … 

It * * * * * to It would be a serious mistake to 

 

The eight macro-searches will capture almost all variations in the categories of 

“modal”, “link verb”, “modifier”, and “complement” within the introductory-it 

construction, and will consequently enable us to see how these variations impact the 

linguistic choice made in the lexical slot.  Admittedly, there would be instances that are 

not picked up by these searches; in fact, any intervening lexical string longer than 5 

words will be excluded from the analysis (for example, It will be a really remarkable 

achievement that …).  However, it must be remembered that setting a span limit on a 

search is indispensable; we need a cut-off point to keep both the search and the 

subsequent analysis within manageable limits.  Besides, as shown in the examples in 

Table 3.2, a five-word span is clearly ample enough to accommodate most variations in 

the introductory-it construction.  More importantly, SARA – the data processing software 
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in the BNC – cannot alphabetize concordance output with a span longer than five words; 

and the more empty slots there are in a phrase query, the longer it takes for the program 

to produce an output.  Under such circumstances, there is obviously no compelling reason 

to adopt a longer span. 

Though the use of eight macro-searches could easily yield the findings being 

targeted, it would not be an efficient procedure for two simple reasons.  First, as I just 

mentioned above, the processing time of a search lengthens considerably if there are 

more empty slots in the phrase query.  It would place too heavy a load on the program 

and cause the system to hang up.  Second, a macro-search with too many empty slots has 

too broad a scope and is far more likely to yield results totally irrelevant to the 

introductory-it construction.  It is therefore necessary to refine the phrase query searches 

in such a way that they would not only yield the maximum relevant output most 

efficiently, but also make it possible to detect the subtle and intricate interactions among 

different types of constituents within the construction.  To accomplish that, a variation 

was built into each search so that all the searches in total would exhaust all possible 

combinations of the variable elements.  As such, a total of 160 phrase query searches 

were conducted (see Tables 3.3 and 3.4). 
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Table 3.3 Phrase query searches for introductory-it (without modals) 

It Link Verb Complement Phrase Query Searches 

that-clause It seems * that It seems * * that It seems * * * that It seems * * * * that  

Seem to-clause It seems * to It seems * * to It seems * * * to It seems * * * * to 

that-clause It appears * that It appears * * that It appears * * * that It appears * * * * that 

 

 
It 

 

Appear to-clause It appears * to It appears * * to It appears * * * to It appears * * * * to 

 



 75

Table 3.4 Phrase query searches for introductory-it (with modals) 

It Modal Link Verb Complement Phrase Query Searches 

that-clause It may be * that It may be * * that It may be * * * that Be 
to-clause It may be * to It may be * * to It may be * * * to 

that-clause It may seem * that It may seem * * that It may seem * * * that Seem 
to-clause It may seem * to It may seem * * to It may seem * * * to 

that-clause It may appear * that It may appear * * that It may appear * * * that 

 

 

May 

 Appear 
to-clause It may appear * to It may appear * * to It may appear * * * to 

that-clause It might be * that It might be * * that It might be * * * that Be 
to-clause It might be * to It might be * * to It might be * * * to 

that-clause It might seem * that It might seem * * that It might seem * * * that Seem 
to-clause It might seem * to It might seem * * to It might seem * * * to 

that-clause It might appear * that It might appear * * that It might appear * * * that 

 

 

Might 

Appear 
to-clause It might appear * to It might appear * * to It might appear * * * to 

that-clause It will be * that It will be * * that It will be * * * that Be 
to-clause It will be * to It will be * * to It will be * * * to 

that-clause It will seem * that It will seem * * that It will seem * * * that Seem 
to-clause It will seem * to It will seem * * to It will seem * * * to 

that-clause It will appear * that It will appear * * that It will appear * * * that 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It 

 

 

Will 

Appear 
to-clause It will appear * to It will appear * * to It will appear * * * to 
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Table 3.4 Phrase query searches for introductory-it (with modals) – cont’d 

It Modal Link Verb Complement Phrase Query Searches 

that-clause It would be * that It would be * * that It would be * * * that Be 
to-clause It would be * to It would be * * to It would be * * * to 

that-clause It would seem * that It would seem * * that It would seem * * * that Seem 
to-clause It would seem * to It would seem * * to It would seem * * * to 

that-clause It would appear * that It would appear * * that It would appear * * * that 

 

 

Would 

 Appear 
to-clause It would appear * to It would appear * * to It would appear * * * to 

that-clause It can be * that It can be * * that It can be * * * that Be 
to-clause It can be * to It can be * * to It can be * * * to 

that-clause It can seem * that It can seem * * that It can seem * * * that Seem 
to-clause It can seem * to It can seem * * to It can seem * * * to 

that-clause It can appear * that It can appear * * that It can appear * * * that 

 

 

Can 

Appear 
to-clause It can appear * to It can appear * * to It can appear * * * to 

that-clause It could be * that It could be * * that It could be * * * that Be 
to-clause It could be * to It could be * * to It could be * * * to 

that-clause It could seem * that It could seem * * that It could seem * * * that Seem 
to-clause It could seem * to It could seem * * to It could seem * * * to 

that-clause It could appear * that It could appear * * that It could appear * * * that 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It 

 

 

Could 

Appear 
to-clause It could appear * to It could appear * * to It could appear * * * to 
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Table 3.4 Phrase query searches for introductory-it (with modals) – cont’d 

It Modal Link Verb Complement Phrase Query Searches 

that-clause It must be * that It must be * * that It must be * * * that Be 
to-clause It must be * to It must be * * to It must be * * * to 

that-clause It must seem * that It must seem * * that It must seem * * * that Seem 
to-clause It must seem * to It must seem * * to It must seem * * * to 

that-clause It must appear * that It must appear * * that It must appear * * * that 

 

 

Must 

 Appear 
to-clause It must appear * to It must appear * * to It must appear * * * to 

that-clause It should be * that It should be * * that It should be * * * that Be 
to-clause It should be * to It should be * * to It should be * * * to 

that-clause It should seem * that It should seem * * that It should seem * * * that Seem 
to-clause It should seem * to It should seem * * to It should seem * * * to 

that-clause It should appear * that It should appear * * that It should appear * * * that 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It  

 

Should 

Appear 
to-clause It should appear * to It should appear * * to It should appear * * * to 
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A remark needs to be made at this point about the scope of the searches.  It will be 

noticed that on copula-be, searches were conducted only in conjunction with a modal, 

thus excluding the pattern “it is __ that / to.”  There are two main reasons for this 

decision.  First, nearly all previous studies on introductory-it had copula-be as the 

principal link verb, and accordingly the findings they obtained and the taxonomies of 

collocates they created apply mainly to copula-be, though they generally held the 

assumption that variation in the link verb or insertion of a modal would not result in a 

drastically different scenario.37  In other words, the all-encompassing taxonomies they 

created indicate what is true of the copula-be pattern more than what is true of 

introductory-it in general, given its vast potential for collocational variability.  Therefore, 

it would be more imperative for my study to focus on collocational behavior outside the 

copula-be pattern, about which we already have plenty of information.  Second, there is a 

major technical pitfall in SARA – due to its limitation on user interface, it can only 

display a maximum of 2000 concordance lines on Windows, which means that any search 

that could possibly yield more than 2000 returns will not be amenable to analysis, since 

there will be no opportunity of actually viewing the concordance lines to pick out 

irrelevant solutions.38  Besides, as Kennedy (1998) reminds us, an analyst would 

probably have difficulty dealing with more than 1000 tokens of concordance output – and 

a trial search on “it is * that” yielded 13,335 solutions, 13 times over the optimum level 

of functioning for an analyst.  In view of all these considerations, it would be not only 

justifiable but also sensible to exclude the copula-be pattern from this study. 

 

                                                 
37 The copula-be I am talking about here mainly refers to the “modal-less” form of copula-be.  As such, it 
includes forms such as was, has been, and had been, but the most common instantiation is the form is.   
38 This is an important process in “manual adaptation of concordance output,” which will be covered in the 
next section. 
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Manual Adaptation of Concordance Output 

SARA can produce concordance output and perform analyses in frequency 

distribution and collocational pattern of any search item(s).  Even so, manual adaptation 

of the output was still necessary so that irrelevant instances could be taken out.  This 

mainly refers to forms which look similar to introductory-it but in fact belong to a 

different syntactic category.  These forms mainly include relative clauses, such as “It may 

be a clause that a particular tenant may prefer to delete ”, and clefts, such as “It must be 

vitamin E that is a protective factor.” 

Absolute Frequencies and Percentages 

For each search there was a frequency count on the instances in the concordance 

output.  Such frequency counts were translated into percentages where appropriate to 

show the relative salience of particular collocates.  For example, suppose the following 

search “it seems * that” is conducted, and it is found that the construction occurs 951 

times in the corpus, with the adjective likely as the most frequent collocate in the lexical 

slot (315 tokens).  This means that likely accounts for about 33% of the total instances 

(315 divided by 951), which clearly shows the prominence of this lexical co-selection in 

the lexical schema. 

Although two inferential statistical measures – the z-score and the Mutual 

Information (MI) score – can be computed by SARA, this study only reports quantitative 

findings in terms of frequency counts and percentages.  There are four major reasons for 

this.  First, both the z-score and the MI score are tailored to measure the strength of 

collocation between lexical items rather than between lexical items and a lexical frame.  
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They are not equipped to infer any statistical significance from findings that relate to the 

occurrence of specific collocates embedded in a lexical schema.  Second, the use of raw 

frequencies is often sufficient to bring to light important findings.  In a paper that 

specifically discusses the common statistical measures used in collocation analysis, 

Stubbs (1995) argues that frequency-based findings often reveal patterns so obvious that 

“such raw frequencies require no further statistical manipulation to show a semantic 

pattern” (p.8).  The recent Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written English (1999) is 

the best case in point.  In this large-scale grammatical study, five leading corpus linguists 

teamed up to produce a comprehensive grammar reference based mainly on quantitative 

findings reported in frequency counts and percentages.  As Randolph Quirk remarks in 

the foreword, the book is “replete with interesting and innovative features, not least by 

way of frequency data” (emphasis added).    The book therefore stands as a powerful 

testimony to the enormous potential of frequency measures in corpus-based research.  

Also, as Stubbs (2001) argues, “[f]requency becomes interesting when it is interpreted as 

typicality, and speakers’ communicative competence includes tacit knowledge of 

behavioural norms” (p.61).  In this light, frequency-based findings derived from corpora 

provide valuable pointers to typical, appropriate linguistic behavior, which in turn 

enhances the pragmatic competence of speakers of a language, whether native or non-

native.  Third, it has been repeatedly pointed out that frequency findings have great 

implications for language pedagogy.  Leech (2001) reminds us that frequency is a key 

factor in determining teaching priorities in pedagogical grammar, and it is inextricably 

linked to other factors such as dispersion, coverage, learnability and communicative need 

– all of which are important considerations in prioritizing materials in teaching.  
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Following a similar line of argument, Biber and Reppen (2002) propose that material 

developers and teachers should make use of frequency data made available by current 

corpus-based research so that grammar instruction will better reflect actual language use.  

Frequency-based findings on grammar should inform pedagogical practice so that 

students can be taught what they are most likely to use, thus meeting more directly their 

communicative needs.  Finally, linguistic approaches such as the usage-based model have 

produced research evidence to show “how frequency and repetition affect and, ultimately, 

bring about form in language” (Bybee & Hopper, 2001, p.3).  On this view, instances of 

use of linguistic elements feed critical input into their configuration in human mind, and 

such configuration is in turn reflected in and further shaped by subsequent language use.  

Frequency is vitally important in the process, because it enables items or patterns to 

become entrenched (i.e. routinized) and thus easier to retrieve.  Though as Croft and 

Cruse (2004) remark, the usage-based model is “developed in greatest detail for 

morphology and phonology” (p.4), the fact that frequency is a key notion in language 

structure is still clearly evident.  It would therefore be very useful even just to draw on 

this notion alone to examine the dynamics and intricacies in lexical patterning. 

The Serendipity Principle (Higgins, 1991) 

In viewing the concordance output, new discoveries may emerge that create a 

need to establish new hypotheses that relate to the original ones, whether directly or 

indirectly.  Such a serendipity principle is a fine illustration of how corpora work jointly 

with intuition in yielding more profound insights into linguistic patterning – a process 

definitely impossible through intuition or corpora alone.  This principle is especially 

amenable to application in searches with embedded open slots – as in this present study – 
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because searches of this kind allow such a wide range of lexical and combinatorial 

possibilities that more focused, fine-tuned follow-up searches are often necessary to 

obtain clearer evidence in order to make sound generalizations about collocational 

patterns.  In the introductory-it construction, for example, a certain lexical item (e.g. 

immediately) was found to occur frequently in a number of phrase query searches, 

making it desirable to perform further searches with that particular item as the node word 

(e.g. “it * immediately * that” / “it * * immediately * that”).  This helped to reveal the 

collocational preferences of the item much more directly and clearly.  On the other hand, 

an otherwise uncommon lexical item might have occurred with a counter-intuitively high 

frequency in the construction, thus motivating further searches to see if that item has a 

particular tendency of co-selection with the construction.  In short, corpus output often 

carries tremendously open, exploratory potential which often renders the uncovering of 

lexical patterns a necessarily heuristic process of inquiry. 

 

The Use of Webcorp to Corroborate Findings on Collocations 

 Corpus linguists have made consistent attempts to substantiate their findings by 

drawing on data from more than one corpus for a single study.  As pointed out by Stubbs 

(2001), it is preferable that in doing corpus research we try “not to rely on any single 

corpus, but to check results in independently designed corpora” (p.224).  In fact, he 

suggests that it is “best to combine: largish general corpora designed according to a 

sociolinguistic theory of text-type variation, small specialist corpora put together 

(possibly temporarily) for particular knowledge domains or text-types, and very large 

opportunistic text collections” (Stubbs, 2000).  The problem is, however, that it is not 

always easy for individual researchers to gain access to, much less compile several 
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corpora at the same time.  Many researchers have therefore turned to the World Wide 

Web for additional corpus data.  While it is true that the Web has major limitations as a 

corpus resource in terms of balance, representativeness, and authenticity on top of other 

concerns, the copious amounts of text it contains does provide a multifarious and 

convenient source of data.  In fact, researchers are aware of its limitations and they 

mostly use the Web not as their principal corpus but simply to corroborate their findings.  

For example, Stubbs (2000) obtained extra evidence from the online resource 

“ALLTHEWEB” to postulate his “UNDERGO” schema, while Teubert and Cermakova 

(2004) complemented the BNC with Google searches in re-examining the multifaceted 

meaning of the word friendly, to mention a few. 

 In this present study, I used WebCorp (http://www.webcorp.org.uk) as a 

secondary source of corpus data.  Webcorp is a site hosted by the Research and 

Development Unit for English Studies at the University of Central England.  It consists of 

a suite of tools that allows users not only to gain access to the sites linked to WebCorp 

but also to perform searches and analyses on their textual content in the form of a single 

corpus.  Typically, the user types a search term into the program, which will then produce 

concordances from not more than 200 websites randomly accessed through a search 

engine of the user’s choice.39  The user can trace the source of each concordance, or even 

retrieve the whole document for further information about the context or genre. 

There are two main reasons why I chose WebCorp as my other corpus resource.  

First, it has a limit on the scope of every search so that no more than 200 webpages are 

accessed at a time.  The concordance output thus generated was then well within the 
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range of manageability.  Second, Webcorp has a way of lining up concordances so that 

instances of a search term can be centralized on a page – a function which many web 

search engines do not possess.  This makes examining the concordances a much easier 

task, especially when frequency counts have to be performed manually.  Table 3.5 shows 

an example of output produced by WebCorp on the search “it might seem * that.” 

 

Table 3.5 An example of output produced by WebCorp 

 
WebCorp output for search term “it might seem * that”  

 
   

measure it. On the surface, it might seem logical that  the people with the best  
this doctrine of physical self-sacrifice. It might seem strange that  the first Polish pope should  

induce a 'mindless' euphoria . Now it might seem axiomatic that  helping everyone think more 
is  

life - recording companies, 
performing institutions - it might seem surprising that  contemporary music of quality 

is  
just doesn't meet the criteria." It might seem unusual that  the early maps of the  

significantly different than our own. It might seem strange that  people were willing to allow  
cross-pollination with native species. · It might seem surprising that  there weren’t more types of  

July 5, 2002 NewsWithViews.com It might seem obvious that  child support awards should 
be  

If you didn't know that, it might seem logical that  someone might put something 
like  

and less at the trough. It might seem, then, that  the first human trip to  
a maximally great being? Now it might seem obvious that  premise (1) is true. There  

Are Some Alternatives to Hazing? It might seem contradictory that  those who endure hazing 
would  

is central in Carl's book. It might seem obvious that  epistemological (e-) concepts 
figure in  

and, more recently, in photographs. It might seem odd that  men and women pursuing a  

                                                                                                                                                 
39 On Webcorp, a search term can refer to a word, a phrase, or a pattern. 
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and start construction in 2012. It might seem surprising that  a telescope could pick up  
when those conditions look favorable. It might seem logical that  a warm ground would help  

be accessed by the teacher. It might seem, then, that  this would be an excellent  
life as a perpetual process. It might seem surprising that  a political writer as aware  

as child abuse. So, although it might seem ironic that  someone who gets hurt by  
not the line - tables excepted. It might seem odd that  they don't insert a new  
not the line - tables excepted. It might seem odd that  they don't insert a new  

side-note: To an American audience, it might seem incredible that  the establishment media in 
Italy  

era when upgrading is routine, it might seem odd that  some folks would openly 
champion  

 

 Only major findings on introductory-it based on the BNC were crosschecked 

against the data from WebCorp for corroboration.  In other words, not all the phrase 

query searches conducted on the BNC were replicated on WebCorp, due to two major 

considerations.  First, unlike the BNC, WebCorp is not equipped to alphabetize lexical 

items embedded in the center of a phrase query, which makes it nearly impossible to 

manually organize the output of 160 searches.  By the same token, it cannot perform 

frequency counts on those embedded items; and considering the fact that each search is 

likely to yield results from as many as 200 webpages, it was imperative that the searches 

on WebCorp be restricted to those which had proved fruitful on the BNC, so that 

unnecessary tallying could be kept at a minimal and labor-effective level.  This is 

especially crucial when each search on WebCorp takes a much longer processing time 

than on the BNC. 

 As far as the present study is concerned, the major drawback of using WebCorp 

for corroboration of findings, quite obviously, was that WebCorp, if it could be 

considered a corpus at all, is at the very least a fairly different kind of corpus from the 
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BNC, not only in terms of factors such as balance and representativeness, but more 

importantly in terms of dialectal consistency.  Whereas the BNC was compiled to 

represent contemporary British English, WebCorp is simply an avenue to a huge 

assortment of texts gathered through a designated search engine that taps into the vast 

expanse of cyberspace.40  Even so, it is still interesting to see if findings obtained from a 

British corpus will bear much relevance to a textual resource of mixed varieties of 

English.  Whether the outcome reveals concurrence or incongruity, my assumption was 

that it would still provide a deeper understanding of British English as a dialect, or 

English itself as a language. 

The Use of Google to Corroborate Findings on Frequencies 

 At various points in the study, it was necessary to compare not the collocates of 

different patterns, but the frequencies of different collocational strings.  In cases like this, 

Webcorp is not a suitable resource, because its searches are restricted to around 200 

websites, and this imposes an unnecessary upper limit on the checking of frequency.  To 

corroborate findings, the collocational strings under comparison would be typed into the 

Google search engine, and the resulting numbers taken as indicators of their approximate 

rate of occurrence on the Web.41  Such information on frequency of use was meant to 

provide insights into the co-selection preference of particular lexical items. 

                                                 
40 In conducting searches, I used WebCorp’s default search engine – Google. 
41 Google is claimed to have indexed over 4.2 billion Web pages.  Retrieved March 23, 2005 from 
http://www.google.com/help/features.html#cached. 
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CHAPTER 4 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

I will report and discuss the results of my study in three major sections, each with a 

different emphasis.  Part I will first give an overview of the results obtained from the phrase 

query searches in raw frequencies.  It will then focus in on the highlights of these results, citing 

corroborative evidence to show the distinctive collocational variation that corresponds in turn to 

the changes in each of the following categories: link verbs, modals, complements, and modifiers.  

The findings thus stand as strong testimony to the central tenet of this dissertation, cogently 

worded by Tognini-Bonelli (2001): “… word choices interact with each other in fairly close 

proximity … if adjacent choices are affected by each other, so is the meaning they produce” 

(p.101).  Part II will shift the focus to a closer examination of the particular phraseologies 

associated with specific lexical items, especially the modals.  Such phraseologies often turn out 

to incorporate unique collocational strings which yield highly conventionalized pragmatic 

functions.  The final section, Part III, will address the implications of all these findings for a 

stronger theoretical grounding in Pattern Grammar, drawing on insights from the constructional 

approach to grammar. 

 

PART I OVERVIEW OF RESULTS 

Tables 4.1 and 4.2 present a snapshot of the results of the 160 phrase query searches laid 

out in Chapter 3.  In each box under phrase query searches, two numbers are given in 

parentheses.  The number on the right indicates the total results yielded by the search.  The 

number on the left indicates results that represent only the instances of introductory-it, thus 
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excluding spurious results such as clefts and relative clauses.42  Boxes with a shaded background 

represent unfruitful searches, either because no corresponding example could be found in the 

corpus (in which case the numbers in the parentheses will be “0 / 0”), or because the results 

yielded are too scanty or sparse to reveal any collocational tendencies (in which case the sign 

“X” is put next to the numbers).  Even though a total of 109 searches fell into this category, from 

them we can still make some crucial observations about the phraseology of introductory-it.  For 

example: 

1. The link verb appear is not a frequent exponent in the phraseology, as evidenced in the 

zero or paltry returns on most of the searches.  In other words, appear does not typically 

co-select an adjective, a past participle, or a noun phrase in the introductory-it 

construction. 

 

                                                 
42 This number, however, is not available for the search “it would be * to.”  This is because the search yielded more 
than 2000 solutions, in which case SARA could only show the total results as a number, and only a maximum of 
2000 concordance lines could be downloaded.  Consequently, there was no way of filtering out spurious results.  
However, SARA does allow the generation of a collocate frequency list in such circumstances, even though users do 
not get to see the contexts in which the collocates occur.  The results of this particular search were therefore based 
on the data provided by this collocate frequency list: high-frequency collocates were identified, and in each case the 
frequency count was verified by conducting a search using that particular collocate as the node word.  For example, 
the list showed wrong with a frequency of 176 tokens.  The search “it would be wrong to” was then performed to 
check if the figure had included any spurious result. 
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2. Though a modal could theoretically combine with any link verb, it combines much more 

frequently with copula-be.  In fact, the modals should, must, could, can, and will rarely 

co-select the link verb seem or appear.43 

More enlightening findings, however, were obtained from the remaining 51 searches.  In 

the sections that follow, I will highlight the results that illustrate in turn how each variable helps 

to shape the different phraseologies of introductory-it by affecting the lexical choices made 

within the construction. 

                                                 
43 The much higher co-occurrence of copula-be than seem and appear with a modal in introductory-it concurs with 
the overall distribution of these link verbs throughout the corpus, thus suggesting that the dominant frequency of 
copula-be as evidenced in Tables 4.1 and 4.2 is more of a reflection of a corpus-wide phenomenon than an indicator 
of the co-selection preference of introductory-it.  For a frequency list of the co-occurrence of copula-be, seem and 
appear with the modals, please see Appendix A. 
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Table 4.1 Results of searches for introductory-it (without modals) 

It Link Verb Complement Phrase Query Searches 

that-clause It seems * that 
 (903 / 951) 

It seems * * that 
(721 / 749) 

It seems * * * that 
(176 / 341) 

It seems * * * * that  
(100 / 187) 

 

Seem to-clause It seems * to  
(347 / 471) 

It seems * * to  
(129 / 261) 

It seems * * * to  
           (45 / 212)        X 

It seems * * * * to  
          (22 / 211)       X 

that-clause It appears * that  
(19 / 27) 

It appears * * that  
(39 / 43) 

It appears * * * that  
(52 / 61) 

It appears * * * * that 
(19 / 34) 

 

 
It 
  

Appear to-clause It appears * to  
           (17 / 36)          X 

It appears * * to  
            (1 / 15)         X 

It appears * * * to  
            (9 / 36)          X 

It appears * * * * to 
           (1 / 47)         X 

 

Table 4.2 Results of searches for introductory-it (with modals) 

It Modal Link Verb Complement Phrase Query Searches 

that-clause It may be * that  
(437 / 458) 

It may be * * that  
(59 / 91) 

It may be * * * that  
(71 / 134) 

Be 

to-clause It may be * to  
(972 / 1109) 

It may be * * to  
(193 / 249) 

It may be * * * to  
(102 / 183) 

that-clause It may seem * that  
(28 / 33) 

It may seem * * that  
               (5 / 7)             X 

It may seem * * * that  
             (6 / 13)            X 

Seem 

to-clause It may seem * to  
(44 / 49) 

It may seem * * to  
              (14 / 24)          X 

It may seem * * * to  
              (2 / 8)             X 

that-clause It may appear * that  
                  (2 / 2)                X 

It may appear * * that  
               (1 / 1)             X 

It may appear * * * that  
               (1 / 1)             X 

 

 

 

It 

 

 

 

May 

 Appear 

to-clause It may appear * to  
                  (1 / 1)                X 

It may appear * * to  
               (1 / 2)             X 

It may appear * * * to  
(0 / 0) 

Table 4.2 Results of searches for introductory-it (with modals) – cont’d 
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It Modal Link Verb Complement Phrase Query Searches 

that-clause It might be * that  
(250 / 267) 

It might be * * that  
             (20 / 43)          X 

It might be * * * that  
               (9 / 54)           X 

Be 

to-clause It might be * to  
(399 / 468) 

It might be * * to  
(113 / 146) 

It might be * * * to  
(78 / 116) 

that-clause It might seem * that  
(14 / 19) 

It might seem * * that 
                (3 / 4)            X 

It might seem * * * that  
                (3 / 4)            X 

Seem 

to-clause It might seem * to  
                 (18 / 21)             X 

It might seem * * to  
                (6 / 6)            X 

It might seem * * * to  
               (4 / 7)             X 

that-clause It might appear * that  
(0 / 0) 

It might appear * * that  
                (1 / 1)            X 

It might appear * * * that  
               (2 / 2)             X 

 

 

Might 

 
Appear 

to-clause It might appear * to  
                   (3 / 3)               X 

It might appear * * to  
(0 / 0) 

It might appear * * * to  
(0 / 0) 

that-clause It will be * that  
(393 / 412) 

It will be * * that  
(48 / 85) 

It will be * * * that  
(17 / 83) 

Be 

to-clause It will be * to  
(669 / 920) 

It will be * * to  
(174 / 279) 

It will be * * * to  
(131 / 232) 

that-clause It will seem * that  
(0 / 0) 

It will seem * * that  
                (1 / 1)             X 

It will seem * * * that  
                (1 / 1)              X 

Seem 

to-clause It will seem * to  
                  (1 / 3)                X 

It will seem * * to  
(0 / 0) 

It will seem * * * to  
(0 / 0) 

that-clause It will appear * that  
(0 / 0) 

It will appear * * that  
(0 / 0) 

It will appear * * * that  
(0 / 0) 

 

 

 

 

It 
 

 

 

 

 

Will 

 
Appear 

to-clause It will appear * to  
(0 / 0) 

It will appear * * to  
(0 / 0) 

It will appear * * * to  
(0 / 0) 
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Table 4.2 Results of searches for introductory-it (with modals) – cont’d 

It Modal Link Verb Complement Phrase Query Searches 

that-clause It would be * that  
(56 / 78) 

It would be * * that  
               (21 / 64)          X 

It would be * * * that  
               (4 / 396)            X 

Be 

to-clause It would be * to  
(# / 2899) 

It would be * * to  
(829 / 942) 

It would be * * * to  
(562 / 719) 

that-clause It would seem * that  
(35 / 43) 

It would seem * * that  
(36 / 37) 

It would seem * * * that  
(30 / 49) 

Seem 

to-clause It would seem * to  
(57 / 68) 

It would seem * * to  
              (10 / 16)           X 

It would seem * * * to  
               (12 / 35)            X 

that-clause It would appear * that  
                 (11 / 11)             X 

It would appear * * that  
               (5 / 5)              X 

It would appear * * * that  
               (22 / 25)            X 

 
 
 
 
Would 
 

Appear 

to-clause It would appear * to  
                  (4 / 6)                X 

It would appear * * to  
               (2 / 6)              X 

It would appear * * * to  
                 (1 / 8)              X   

that-clause It can be * that  
(699 / 706) 

It can be * * that  
(42 / 58) 

It can be * * * that  
(17 / 36) 

Be 

to-clause It can be * to  
(116 / 427) 

It can be * * to  
(84 / 145) 

It can be * * * to  
                (27 / 80)           X      

that-clause It can seem * that  
(0 / 0) 

It can seem * * that  
(0 / 0) 

It can seem * * * that  
(0 / 0) 

Seem 

to-clause It can seem * to  
                  (2 / 2)                X 

It can seem * * to  
                 (3 / 3)             X 

It can seem * * * to  
                 (1 / 1)               X 

that-clause It can appear * that  
(0 / 0) 

It can appear * * that  
(0 / 0) 

It can appear * * * that  
(0 / 0) 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

It 
  

 

Can 

 

Appear 

to-clause It can appear * to  
(0 / 0) 

It can appear * * to  
(0 / 0) 

It can appear * * * to  
(0 / 0) 
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Table 4.2 Results of searches for introductory-it (with modals) – cont’d 

It Modal Link Verb Complement Phrase Query Searches 

that-clause It could be * that 
(373 / 393) 

It could be * * that  
(16 / 30) 

It could be * * * that  
                 (5 / 31)              X 

Be 

to-clause It could be * to  
               (23 / 161)             X 

It could be * * to  
                (9 / 51)            X 

It could be * * * to  
                 (9 / 45)              X 

that-clause It could seem * that 
(0 / 0) 

It could seem * * that  
(0 / 0) 

It could seem * * * that  
(0 / 0) 

Seem 

to-clause It could seem * to 
(0 / 0) 

It could seem * * to 
(0 / 0) 

It could seem * * * to 
(0 / 0) 

that-clause It could appear * that 
(0 / 0) 

It could appear * * that 
(0 / 0) 

It could appear * * * that 
(0 / 0) 

 
 
 
 
Could 

Appear 

to-clause It could appear * to 
(0 / 0) 

It could appear * * to 
(0 / 0) 

It could appear * * * to 
                  (1 / 1)               X 

that-clause It must be * that  
(638 / 651) 

It must be * * that  
(58 / 94) 

It must be * * * that  
(50 / 72) 

Be 

to-clause It must be * to  
(90 / 210) 

It must be * * to  
               (24 / 104)           X 

It must be * * * to  
                  (15 / 66)           X 

that-clause It must seem * that  
                  (3 / 4)               X 

It must seem * * that  
(0 / 0) 

It must seem * * * that  
                  (1 / 3)               X 

Seem 

to-clause It must seem * to  
(0 / 0) 

It must seem * * to  
(0 / 0) 

It must seem * * * to  
(0 / 0) 

that-clause It must appear * that  
(0 / 0) 

It must appear * * that  
(0 / 0) 

It must appear * * * that  
(0 / 0) 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It 

 
 
 
 
 
Must 

Appear 

to-clause It must appear * to  
(0 / 0) 

It must appear * * to  
(0 / 0) 

It must appear * * * to  
(0 / 0) 
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Table 4.2 Results of searches for introductory-it (with modals) – cont’d 

It Modal Link Verb Complement Phrase Query Searches 

that-clause It should be * that  
(908 / 923) 

It should be * * that  
(96 / 124) 

It should be * * * that  
(72 / 100) 

Be 

to-clause It should be * to  
(187 / 339) 

It should be * * to  
                (9 / 62)              X 

It should be * * * to  
               (22 / 64)              X 

that-clause It should seem * that 
(0 / 0) 

It should seem * * that  
(0 / 0) 

It should seem * * * that  
(0 / 0) 

Seem 

to-clause It should seem * to  
(0 / 0) 

It should seem * * to  
(0 / 0) 

It should seem * * * to  
(0 / 0) 

that-clause It should appear * that  
(0 / 0) 

It should appear * * that  
(0 / 0) 

It should appear * * * that  
(0 / 0) 

 
 

 
 

It 

 
 
 
 
Should 

Appear 

to-clause It should appear * to  
(0 / 0) 

It should appear * * to  
(0 / 0) 

It should appear * * * to  
(0 / 0) 
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Different link verbs 

A point which has been mentioned above is that appear does not seem to co-

select a lexical slot in introductory-it.  In the search “it appears __ that,” a total of 129 

relevant solutions were obtained, but most of them did not involve a lexical collocate.44  

Table 4.3 shows the distribution of elements that fill up the open slot in the pattern.  The 

pattern typically involves a parenthetical element such as a prepositional phrase (e.g. It 

appears from my own research that … / It appears to the board that …) or an adverb (e.g. 

It appears, therefore, that … ).45  That is to say, instead of co-selecting a lexical item, 

appear in most cases simply takes a direct clausal complement, in this case a that-clause. 

Table 4.3 Element distribution in “it appears __ that” 

Elements Searches 

Parentheticals Adjectives Others 46 Total 

It appears * * * * that 13 1 5 19 

It appears * * * that 47 3 2 52 

It appears * * that 32 0 7 39 

It appears * that 4 15 0 19 

 

                                                 
44 I will hereafter use the “__” sign to represent all the empty slots (ranging from one to four) in a phrase 
query search. 
45 In SARA, not just lexical items but punctuation marks can fill up an open slot too.  Hence the search “it 
appears * * * that” would yield a solution such as “It appears, therefore, that …” because the two commas 
are seen to be taking up two of the three open slots.  It should be emphasized, however, that this slight 
aberration has no undesirable effect on the reliability of the search procedure, because it does not affect the 
identification of lexical exponents at all. 
46 These include infinitives, either active (e.g. It appears to show / imply …) or passive (e.g. It appears to 
be accepted that …). 
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To verify if it is indeed more common for appear to take a that-clause as a direct 

complement, additional phrase query searches were conducted and the results showed 

that it is (Table 4.4). 

Table 4.4 Frequency distribution of appear with that-clause as complement 

Searches Number of instances 

It appears that 696 

It would appear that 250 

It may appear that 19 

It might appear that 9 

It could appear that 2 

It will appear that 1 

It can appear that 0 

It should appear that 0 

It must appear that 0 

 

Seem, on the other hand, behaves very differently.  First, it features much more 

frequently: the pattern “it seems __ that” yielded a total of 1900 relevant solutions, nearly 

15 times more than appear.  Furthermore, seem manifests a distinct preference for 

adjectival collocates of a certain type.  Fig. 4.1 shows the top ten lexical exponents in the 

pattern “it seems * that.”  Obviously, seem prefers adjectives of epistemic modality, 

meaning that it typically co-selects adjectives that convey one’s attitude towards the truth 

value of a proposition, such as likely (315 tokens), unlikely (129), clear (115), certain 

(33), probable (46), possible (26), inevitable (21), and plausible (13), which altogether 

account for nearly 77% of all tokens.  Interestingly, these are also the type of adjectives 

that appear prefers on the rare occasion where it co-selects an adjective (Table 4.3): the 
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search “it appears * that” yielded 19 returns, 15 of which are adjectives and 11 of them 

are epistemic in nature.47 
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Fig. 4.1 Top ten collocates in “it seems * that” 

  

From this, we can see that not only does seem have different collocational 

preferences from appear, but the preferences are also more specific than the other link 

verb, copula-be.  Francis et al. (1998) suggest that the adjectival collocates for the pattern 

“It + link verb + ADJ + that” fall into eight major meaning groups, but the searches 

conducted in the present study showed that the central tendency for seem is to co-select 

epistemic adjectives: 

 

                                                 
47 The adjectives are unlikely (4 tokens), likely (2), possible (1), probable (1), improbable (1), clear (1) and 
evident (1). 
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Table 4.5 Distribution of epistemic adjectives in “it seems __ that” 

Searches  

It seems * * that It seems * * * that It seems * * * * that 

Top 5 adjectival 
collocates 

likely (84 tokens) 

certain (20) 

unlikely (19) 

possible (13) 

clear (12) 

clear (13 tokens) 

likely (10) 

unlikely (6) 

strange (5) 

possible (3) 

likely (19 tokens) 

clear (13) 

unlikely (8) 

probable (4) 

odd (4) 

Other epistemic 
adjectives 

24 9 8 

Epistemic 
adjectives total 

172 41 52 

Other adjectives 60 21 17 

Adjectives total 232 67 73 

% of epistemic 
adjectives 

74% 61% 71% 

 

 With the exception of strange and odd, most top ranking adjectival collocates in 

the pattern “it seems __ that” are epistemic, which fall into Francis et al.’s classification 

of the “likely” and the “obvious” groups.  Adjectives of other kinds could also be 

identified, but their distributions are much more diverse.  Such findings are by and large 

compatible with those of Biber et al. (1999) as well, who state that the four most common 

adjectives controlling extraposed that-clauses are clear, (un)likely, (im)possible, and true.  

Again they appear to have ignored the possibility that a different link verb may influence 

the pattern of collocates, and indeed in the case of seem, true does not stand out as a 

major collocate, though with copula-be it probably would. 
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Different link verbs with modals 

The different collocational behaviors of seem and copula-be become even more 

marked when modals come into play.  Table 4.6 presents the top 5 collocates in patterns 

where may co-occurs with the two link verbs: 

Table 4.6 Top five collocates in patterns with modal may 

 It may be * that It may seem * that 

 

Top five collocates 

argued (71 tokens) 

noted (50) 

said (41) 

true (24) 

assumed (23) 

strange (7 tokens) 

odd (4) 

obvious (4) 

curious (1) 

self-evident (1) 

 

 We have just mentioned that seem typically collocates with epistemic adjectives 

such as likely, unlikely and certain in the “it seems __ that” pattern.  The combination 

with the modal may, however, brings forth a new set of collocates.  Instead of epistemic 

adjectives, “may seem” has a stronger tendency to co-select adjectives of oddity.48  

Furthermore, such collocates represent a distinctly different set from that of copula-be, 

which in this case tends to co-select not adjectives but rather, past participles.  A glaring 

exception is the adjective true, which interestingly was not often found to co-occur with 

other modals in the introductory-it construction.  To confirm this, the search “it * be true 

that” was conducted, and it obtained 28 relevant solutions, where 24 (86%) of them have 

                                                 
48 Out of the 28 tokens, 13 can be classified as adjectives of oddity: strange (7), odd (4), curious (1), and 
surprising (1); seven can be classified as epistemic: obvious (4), self-evident (1), impossible (1) and unlikely 
(1). 
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may as the chosen modal.49  The same search on WebCorp yielded 188 relevant solutions, 

where may appeared in 114 (61%) of them.  The question then remains as to why such a 

lexical preference exists.  A closer look at the 24 solutions derived from the BNC reveals 

that in 21 (88%) of the examples, it may be true that is either preceded by a concessive 

conjunction such as while and although (as in 1), or it introduces a clause which in turn is 

followed by another clause that is contrastive in nature (as in 2): 

1. While it may be true that individual clients can and do terminate contracts 

frequently, they do this to move from one company to another. 

2.  It may be true that some dictionaries are more suitable for language processing 

than others, but such distinctions should not be based on size alone. 

In other words, it may be true that is typically used in contexts where the speaker wants 

to set up two propositions to be contrasted.  Its main function is to introduce a proposition 

whose strength is to be undermined by the argument that follows.  In this light, it may be 

true that can be seen as a construction in itself because not only does it carry a distinctive 

pragmatic function, but such a function is also not predictable from the properties of its 

constituents.50 

 Meanwhile, seem and copula-be also behave differently with another modal, 

might.  While the collocational preferences of might seem are essentially the same as may 

seem, those of might be display noticeable differences from may be.  Such differences can 

be seen in Table 4.7. 

 

                                                 
49 The other choices are might (2) and must (2). 
50 For a more detailed reminder of my definition of “construction,” please refer to pp.67-68. 
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Table 4.7 Top five collocates in patterns with modal might 

 It might be * that It might seem * that 

 

Top five collocates 

argued (69 tokens) 

thought (42) 

said (41) 

expected (18) 

suggested (10) 

obvious (4 tokens) 

strange (3) 

odd (3) 

curious (1) 

self-evident (1) 

 

 Similar to may seem, might seem also prefers to co-select adjectives of oddity, 

followed by epistemic adjectives that denote propositional clarity.  Might be, however, 

differs from may be in that it appears to have an even stronger preference for verbal 

rather than adjectival collocates; and besides locutionary verbs such as argue and say, it 

also tends to co-select verbs of mental processes (i.e. think and expect). 

Different modals 

In the previous section, we have seen how the same modal, when combined with 

different link verbs, generates different collocational choices.  Here, we will look at some 

examples where the same link verb, when combined with different modals, co-selects 

different lexical exponents. 

 I have earlier made the point that only a few modals co-occur with the link verb 

seem, and might and would are two of them.  Though such occurrences are not plentiful 

in the BNC, some general tendencies can still be observed.  We can recall from Table 4.7 

above that, with a that-clause complement, might seem has a stronger tendency to co-

select adjectives of oddity, which account for eight out of the 14 tokens of adjectives 
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(57%).51  On the other hand, would seem demonstrates a stronger preference for 

epistemic adjectives, which make up 63% (22 tokens) of the 35 adjectival exponents.52  

Such modal-attributed variation in lexical choices can also be noted on copula-be.  For 

instance, the search “it will be * that” yielded a total of 393 solutions, most of which 

were verbal collocates in the form of past participles.  However, the solutions also 

included a dominant group of adjectival exponents.  These adjectives all denote a sense 

of propositional lucidity – clear (25 tokens), obvious (10), apparent (10), and evident (8) 

– and they constitute an overwhelming majority (86%).53  Meanwhile, this set of 

collocates stands in stark contrast to the results of “it may be * that,” which yielded two 

major adjectival exponents: true (24 tokens) and significant (20 tokens), with each 

accounting for about one-third of the total occurrence of adjectives (70 tokens) in the 

pattern.54  We have discussed earlier the pragmatic function of it may be true that as a 

construction to put forth an argument based on a contrast of two ideas.  It would therefore 

seem likely that there is also a reason why the pattern “it may be * that” prefers 

significant as its other adjectival collocate.  The search “it * be significant that” on the 

BNC yielded 26 solutions, 20 (78%) of which had may as the chosen modal.55  The same 

search on WebCorp obtained 179 returns, where may appeared in 143 (80%) of them.  

                                                 
51 The eight tokens come from strange (3), odd (3), curious (1), and surprising (1). 
52 The 22 tokens include likely (8), clear (5), obvious (4), certain (1), plausible (1), possible (1), probable 
(1), and unlikely (1). 
53 Other adjectives are unlikely (2), important (2), essential (1), plain (1), reasonable (1), and enough (1). 
54 Other adjectives are possible (3), likely (2), evident (2), and relevant (2); the rest have one token each: 
apparent, appropriate, clear, essential, important, inevitable, obvious, surprising, understandable, 
unfortunate, desirable, admirable, arguable, correct, fortuitous, hard and instructive.  These adjectives 
amount to 26 tokens in total. 
55 The other modal choices were might (1 token), would (2), and must (3). 
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These results strongly indicate that the collocation is pragmatically motivated, as the 

following examples from the BNC will reveal: 

3. Siward himself fell ill, and he returned to Abingdon in 1048, and it may be 

significant that at about this point close resemblances between C and E cease. 

4. How he obtained this skill is not recorded, but it may be significant that he visited 

Ravenna, where he befriended the poet Arator. 

Typically, the construction it may be significant that is used to introduce a point which 

the speaker considers to be logically connected with an earlier proposition, either as a 

consequence (as in 3) or as a cause (as in 4).  Such a point is believed to be of vital 

importance, but the desire to downplay the illocutionary force of the assertion motivates 

the use of the modal may. 

 Meanwhile, collocational differences generated by modals can also be found in 

nominal exponents.  For instance, the modals may and must attract certain types of 

nominal collocates that take a that-clause complement, but such collocations are far less 

salient in the case of other modals.  Table 4.8 provides a snapshot of the scenario: 
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Table 4.8 Nominal exponents in “It + modal + be + * * + that” 

 Total nominal exponents (in 
tokens) 

Major nominal collocates 

It may be * * that 33 the case (17 tokens, 52%); 
no coincidence (7 tokens, 
21%) 

It must be * * that 11 the case (11 tokens, 100%) 
It would be * * that 8 N/A 
It could be * * that 7 N/A 
It might be * * that 6 N/A 
It will be * * that 4 N/A 
It can be * * that 4 N/A 
It should be * * that 3 N/A 
 

Except for may and must, other modals fail to attract a decent number of nominal 

exponents for any meaningful pattern to be recognized.  By contrast, may be and must be 

collocate frequently with the noun phrase the case, and the collocation is so strong that in 

the BNC must be virtually collocates with no other two-word noun phrase in this 

particular lexical frame.  From the corpus examples, we can see the construction it must 

be the case that is mainly used to introduce, with absolute certainty, a logical deduction 

made based on the premises laid by the foregoing proposition(s): 

5. If an expensive court, barristers and pre-trial procedure do not have to be paid 

for, it must be the case that permitting the parties to agree between themselves is 

cheaper. 

6. … we cannot explain why, despite superordinate pressures towards uniformity, 

varieties of English and other languages can still remain so astonishingly 

divergent from one another and so variable within themselves.  It must be the case 
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that the norms of these variable states are agreed on by internal consensus in the 

communities concerned. 

Similarly, it may be the case that is a related construction which also introduces a logical, 

but a much more speculative deduction.   

 Apart from that, may be also co-occurs frequently with no coincidence, though 

can be was found to occur once with this noun phrase.  The search “it * be no 

coincidence that” on WebCorp yielded results that corroborate this finding: out of a total 

of 165 returns, 110 (67%) of them have may as the chosen modal, with can accounting 

for only 41 of the remaining tokens (25%).  In fact, if we look at the BNC examples, it 

will be immediately clear that the choice of may in this case is reminiscent of the same 

choice in another construction: 

7. It is interesting to note that the upsurge in vehicle crime began in earnest in 1989.  

It may be no coincidence that just prior to this the Criminal Justice Act 1988 

reduced the unauthorised taking of motor vehicles to a summary offence, triable 

only at magistrate courts. 

8. They have been the gigantic reptilian analogue of elephant, and it may be no 

coincidence that the elephant also has its nasal openings on top of the skull … 

Apparently, it may be no coincidence that has a pragmatic function which is very similar 

to it may be significant that, a construction we have discussed earlier – both signal some 

deductive inferencing that relate two propositions.  In both cases, the modal may serves to 

tone down the definitive force of the postulated connection. 

 



 106

Different complements 

Having seen how lexical choices vary – often simultaneously – with link verbs 

and modals, it seems reasonable to expect them to vary with complement types as well.  

Let us first focus on one link verb, seem.  From Fig. 4.1, we know that in the pattern “it 

seems * that” eight out of the top ten adjectival collocates are epistemic in nature; in fact, 

among the 903 tokens, 732 (81%) of them are epistemic adjectives.  However, with a to-

clause complement, the lexical choices become substantially different, and the 

distribution of exponents are also much more diverse.  Among the 345 tokens of 

adjectives, the pattern “it seems * to” most frequently co-occurs with reasonable (71 

tokens, 21%), fair (24, 7%), and appropriate (21 tokens, 6%).56  In other words, in 

conjunction with the link verb seem, infinitival complements co-occur with adjectives 

which are concerned not so much with the possibility or certainty of facts, but rather with 

the sense, equity or acceptability of practices.  Such a distinction finds a parallel in would 

seem, as shown in Table 4.9: 

Table 4.9 Distribution of major adjectival collocates with would seem 

 It would seem * that It would seem* to 

Top five adjectival 

collocates 

likely (8 tokens, 23%) 

clear (5, 14%) 

obvious (4, 11%) 

logical (3, 9%) 

appropriate (2, 6%) 

reasonable (17 tokens, 30%) 

sensible (10, 18%) 

logical (4, 7%) 

natural (3, 5%) 

fair (2, 4%) 

Total number of 
adjectival exponents 

35 57 

                                                 
56 The total number of 347 solutions included two tokens of nouns, pity and time. 
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Results from searches conducted on WebCorp bear out such tendencies as well.  Fig. 4.2 

shows the top ten adjectival collocates among the 140 relevant solutions yielded by the 

search “it would seem * that.”  The trend of distribution closely resembles that in the 

BNC: epistemic adjectives are predominant, accounting for at least 45% of all adjectival 

exponents.57 
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Fig. 4.2 Top ten collocates in “it would seem * that” on WebCorp 

 

Meanwhile, WebCorp also produced highly comparable results on the search “it would 

seem * to”, as shown in Fig. 4.3 

                                                 
57 The adjectives likely, unlikely, obvious, clear and possible alone account for 63 tokens (45%) of the 
total.  
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Fig. 4.3 Top ten collocates in “it would seem * to” on WebCorp 

 

Among the 179 relevant solutions from WebCorp, only one of the top ten adjectival 

collocates is epistemic (i.e. impossible); an overwhelming majority of the adjectives are 

concerned with appropriateness or good judgment rather than the certitude of opinions.  

Based on the above findings, it would therefore appear reasonable to suggest that “it 

seems / would seem * to” and “it seems / would seem * that” could be considered two 

separate constructions, each with its own central pragmatic function: the former typically 

brings in a comment that appeals to common sense or general social approval, while the 

latter tends to initiate an evaluative statement based on the confidence of the speaker 

towards the likelihood or substance of a proposition. 

 Now let us turn to another link verb copula-be, and examine the collocational 

variations arising from different complement types in conjunction with other modals, 
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such as must and will.  For instance, “it must be * that” predominantly co-selects past 

participles, which make up about 95% of all exponents.  The most frequent one is 

remembered, accounting for 23% of all verbal collocates.  On the other hand, the pattern 

“it must be * to” manifests a totally different tendency; out of 90 solutions, about 97% 

are adjectives, with possible standing out as the dominant collocate (24 tokens, 27%).  

Searches on WebCorp again produced highly comparable results.  The search “it must be 

* that” obtained a total of 188 relevant solutions, 172 of which were past participles.  

Though the most frequent collocate is noted (26 tokens, 14%), remembered comes in 

immediate second place (25, 13%).  Meanwhile, “it must be * to” yielded possible as the 

major collocate, taking up 54 tokens out of the 94 relevant returns (57%). 

 Similarly, the modal will has different collocational patterns with that-clauses and 

to-clauses.  With the former, will be co-selects past participles 84% of the time, but it also 

collocates distinctively with epistemic adjectives of propositional clarity – clear, obvious, 

apparent and evident – accounting for 87% of all adjectival exponents.  With the latter, 

will be collocates with a much wider spectrum of adjectives, and none of the four 

adjectives mentioned above features as a collocate.  Table 4.10 presents the major 

adjectival collocates of the two patterns: 
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Table 4.10 Distribution of major adjectival collocates with will be 

 It will be * that It will be * to 

Top five adjectival 

collocates 

clear (25 tokens, 41%) 

obvious (10, 16%) 

apparent (10, 16%) 

evident (8, 13%) 

unlikely (2, 3%) 

necessary (125 tokens, 19%) 

possible (100, 15%) 

interesting (95, 14%) 

difficult (51, 8%) 

important (24, 4%) 

Total number of 
adjectival exponents 

61 663 

 

 Such a disparity finds considerable support from WebCorp.  The search “it will be 

* to” yielded 136 relevant solutions, and the top five adjectival collocates are nearly the 

same as the BNC results: interesting (23 tokens), possible (21), necessary (15), difficult 

(10) and hard (8).  On the other hand, “it will be * that” yielded 193 relevant solutions, 

among which 47 are adjectives.  Unlike the BNC results, however, two dominant groups 

of adjectival collocates could be discerned in the WebCorp data: the larger group 

concerns the notion of importance (28 tokens, 60%), while the smaller group concerns 

propositional clarity (10 tokens, 21%).58 

Different modifiers 

Unlike the other optional element the modals, modifiers represent an open class 

and it is impracticable to build every possible modifier into a phrase query search.  

However, certain modifiers might recur consistently in the solutions of the searches, in 

                                                 
58 The “importance” adjectives were important (12 tokens), essential (4), vital (3), crucial (3), critical (2), 
necessary (2), key (1) and imperative (1).  The “clarity” adjectives were clear (5 tokens), obvious (3), 
evident (1), and apparent (1). 
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which case, based on the Serendipity Principle, we can conduct follow-up searches to see 

whether a collocational pattern can be ascertained.  Most findings on modifiers in this 

study were obtained through such a procedure.  Let us now look at some of the most 

frequent exponents. 

Almost 

Almost was found to modify impossible nine out of a possible 33 times in the 

pattern “it would be * * to.”  Follow-up searches (“it * * almost * to” + “it * almost * to”) 

were conducted, which revealed the following results: 
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Fig. 4.4 Collocates with almost and to-clause 

 

In introductory-it, almost predominantly collocates with impossible, and neither the 

modal nor the link verb has much influence on such a collocation.  However, this is only 
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true with a to-clause complement; with a that-clause complement, the collocates become 

entirely different: 

certain
inevitable
"inconceivable"
others

 

Fig. 4.5 Collocates with almost and that-clause 

 

In this case, the search “it * * almost * that” yielded three solutions, none of which 

involved a modal.59  In the meantime, the link verb does not seem to have an influence on 

the collocational pattern, and over three-quarters of the adjectival collocates are epistemic 

(i.e. certain and inevitable), signifying strong confidence about an impending action or 

event.  It is particularly interesting to see how a slight variation in the phraseology results 

in a complete reversal of pragmatic function: while “it __ almost impossible to” serves to 

point out that something is unlikely to materialize, its counterpart “it __ almost certain / 

inevitable that” says exactly the opposite.  Finally, another 10% of the collocates are 

                                                 
59 The lexical exponents are inevitable (2) and certain (1). 
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adjectives that denote an incredulous attitude (i.e. inconceivable, unthinkable, 

unbelievable, etc.). 

Virtually 

 Virtually was found to co-occur six out of 33 times with impossible in the pattern 

“it would be * * to.”  Follow-up searches (“it * * virtually * to” + “it * virtually * to”) 

were conducted, which revealed the following results: 
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Fig. 4.6 Collocates with virtually and to-clause 

 

In introductory-it, virtually almost collocates with nothing else but impossible.  Would is 

the preferred modal, but no preference exists for the link verb.  However, this again only 
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applies to a to-clause complement; a that-clause complement chiefly co-occurs with the 

adjective certain.60 

Immediately 

 Immediately was found to co-occur four times with adjectives of propositional 

clarity in the pattern “it will be * * that.”  Follow-up searches (“it * * immediately * that” 

+ “it * immediately * that”) were conducted, which revealed the following results: 
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Fig. 4.7 Collocates with immediately and that-clause 

 

In introductory-it, immediately collocates mainly with adjectives of clarity.61  Will is the 

preferred modal, though no preference exists for the link verb.  The pattern “it * * 

immediately * to” yielded only two solutions, while “it * immediately * to” yielded four 

                                                 
60 The search “it * * virtually * that” yielded one solution (with certain as the lexical exponent), and “it * 
virtually * that” yielded 16 returns, 14 of which had certain as the exponent. 
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relevant ones, all of which are adjectives of clarity – but they take prepositional phrases 

(i.e. to + noun phrase) rather than clausal complements. 

Highly 

 Highly was found to co-occur 23 times with epistemic adjectives in the pattern “it 

seems * * that.”  Follow-up searches (“it * * highly * that” + “it * highly * that”) 

revealed the following results: 
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Fig. 4.8 Collocates with highly and that-clause 

 

In introductory-it, highly collocates primarily with epistemic adjectives such as unlikely 

(66 tokens), likely (42), probable (23), improbable (12) and possible (3).  On much rarer 

occasions, it might co-select adjectives denoting propriety (e.g. desirable, appropriate) or 

                                                                                                                                                 
61 These exponents are clear, apparent, obvious, evident, noticeable, and plain. 
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importance (e.g. important, significant).  Searches with a to-clause as complement 

yielded paltry and diverse solutions, though adjectives of propriety and merit still seem to 

enjoy a slight advantage.62 

Increasingly 

 Increasingly was found to modify likely five out of a possible 84 times in the 

pattern “it seems * * that.”  Follow-up searches (“it * increasingly * that” + “it * * 

increasingly * that”) were conducted, which produced the following surprising results: 
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Fig. 4.9 Collocates with increasingly and that-clause 

 

Increasingly turns out to collocate more specifically with adjectives of clarity.  Moreover, 

it frequently co-occurs with the link verb become: out of the 111 solutions produced by 

                                                 
62 The pattern “it * * highly * to” yielded 8 solutions, and the pattern “it * highly * to” yielded 14. 
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the two searches, the verb appears in 70 (63%) of them.  In this light, one phraseology of 

this construction can be understood as: 

it + <become> + increasingly + [adjectives of clarity] + that63 

Apparently, a construction with such a phraseology has the pragmatic function of stating 

an opinion or phenomenon which is gaining wider recognition or acceptance. 

Interestingly, however, such a function will drastically change when the 

construction takes a to-clause instead of a that-clause as complement, as the data below 

will show: 
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Fig. 4.10 Collocates with increasingly and to-clause 

 

                                                 
63 A verb in brackets represents a lemma, which refers to “the set of forms that realize an individual item: 
that is, a base form and its inflections or orthographic variants” (Moon, 1998, p.5).  I use square brackets to 
refer to adjectives of a particular semantic grouping.  
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With a to-clause, increasingly collocates not with adjectives of clarity, but specifically 

with adjectives that denote difficulty.  Though not as frequently, the modifier would also 

co-select “importance” adjectives (e.g. important and necessary).  However, one 

similarity with the collocational pattern of a that-clause complement is that the link verb 

become turns out again to be a frequent collocate: out of the 77 solutions, it appears in 48 

(62%) of them.  In other words, one phraseology of this construction can be understood 

as: 

it + <become> + increasingly + [adjectives of difficulty] + to 

which has the pragmatic function of emphasizing the less than achievable aspect of an 

action or matter. 

Other modifiers 

 Other modifiers also manifest discernible collocational patterns, but their lexical 

preferences seem to be even more particular.  I will make some general observations 

about three of these examples. 

 

Entirely 

 Entirely co-selects two main kinds of adjectives in introductory-it – those which 

are epistemic, and those which denote a sense of suitability.  The two searches “it * 

entirely * that” and “it * * entirely * that” yielded a combined total of 64 returns, among 

which 16 are adjectives of suitability, and 27 are epistemic adjectives.  The former 

includes (in order of frequency) exponents such as appropriate, fitting, and right.  The 

latter, however, seems to be highly selective.  First, it seems to collocate primarily with 
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positively epistemic adjectives, such as possible, probable, and likely.  More importantly, 

it seems to have an overwhelming preference for one particular collocate – out of the 27 

tokens, possible accounts for 20 (74%).  In other words, for reasons not quite understood, 

it is far more acceptable to say “it is entirely possible that,” than to say “it is entirely 

unlikely that.”  And indeed, searches on Google confirmed such a preference: the former 

obtained 127,000 returns, and the latter a mere 284. 

 

Extremely 

 The co-selection preference of extremely in introductory-it turns out to be even 

more peculiar.  It co-occurs predominantly with two principal exponents – unlikely and 

important.  The searches “it * extremely * that” and “it * * extremely * that” produced 

81 returns, among which unlikely accounts for 29 instances (36%), and important 26 

(32%).64  With a to-clause complement, however, the collocates change quite remarkably.  

The searches “it * extremely * to” and “it * * extremely * to” produced 171 returns, 109 

(64%) of which are difficult, and 21 (12%) important.65  In short, it is more ordinary to 

say “it is extremely unlikely that” than “it is extremely possible that;” similarly, one 

tends to say “it is extremely important to ” rather than “it is extremely essential to.”  

Again such findings were borne out by searches on Google – “it is extremely unlikely 

that” had 71,500 returns, “it is extremely likely that” had 20,000, and “it is extremely 

possible that” had 586; on the other hand, “it is extremely important to” had 203,000 

returns, while “it is extremely essential to” only had 216. 

                                                 
64 In this case, extremely was also found to co-occur, though much less frequently, with likely. 
65 In this case, extremely was also found to co-occur, though much less frequently, with hard. 
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Absolutely 

 Most of the time absolutely collocates with adjectives of importance.  In the 

searches “it * absolutely * that” and “it * * absolutely * that,” such adjectives account 

for 43 (54%) instances out of a total of 83, with essential (26 tokens, 31%) standing out 

as the principal collocate.66  Absolutely also collocates frequently with clear (11 

instances, 13%), but not other adjectives of clarity.67  Overall, a similar pattern holds for 

the to-clause complement, except that adjectives of importance now become the 

dominant group of collocates (23 tokens out of 38, 61%), with clear no more existent as 

an exponent.  Searches on Google produced results that again corroborate such findings.  

“It is absolutely essential that” had 63,100 returns, but “it is absolutely important that” 

had a meager 596, even much fewer than “it is absolutely vital that”, which had 19,500 

returns; on the other hand, “it is absolutely clear that” had 19,200 returns, while its 

synonym obvious obtained only 771 returns in the same lexical frame. 

PART II THE PRAGMATICS OF PHRASEOLOGY 

In Part I, I focused on foregrounding the contrasts between different linguistic 

combinations in producing the different phraseologies of introductory-it.  In Part II, I will 

shift from making contrasts to making probes into these phraseologies, revealing how 

they often turn out to be highly specific in their co-selection of lexical items. 

 We have already seen how appear as a link verb tends not to co-select a lexical 

slot but instead take a direct that-clause complement, often preceded by a parenthetical 

                                                 
66 Others include vital (9 tokens), necessary (5), critical (3) and imperative (2). 
67 Adjectival collocates of other types include true (4 tokens) and certain (2). 
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element such as a prepositional phrase or an adverb.  We have also seen how its 

counterpart, seem, reveals markedly different collocational preferences. 

 As reported earlier, the search “it seems * that” retrieved 903 solutions, and 

among the top ten collocates, eight are epistemic adjectives accounting for 77% of all 

tokens.  Together with other epistemic adjectives, they make up an 81% share (732 

tokens) of total occurrences.  Such a dominant lexical preference was found to hold even 

when more empty slots were embedded in the pattern, the results of which have been 

summarized in Table 4.5.  Now, we will move on to examine other phraseologies 

involving seem in greater detail. 

Phraseologies of seem 

From Table 4.11 below, we can see that prepositional phrases are a frequent 

component of the pattern, especially in column A, where out of the 441 tokens, 412 are to 

me.  The collocational string it seems to me that has a high occurrence in columns B and 

C as well, thus making it a particular construction to convey impersonally an otherwise 

subjective point of view.  Meanwhile, the infinitival phrase to be accounts for 16 (47%) 

out of the 34 tokens in column A, and its counterpart it seems to be the case that accounts 

for 9 (56%) out of the 16 tokens of infinitival phrase in column C.  Both are in fact 

variants of the simpler construction it seems that, which, like it seems to me that, conveys 

a point of view tentatively but much less personally. 
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Table 4.11 Phraseologies of “it seems __ that” 

Searches Elements 
It seems * * that 

(A) 
It seems * * * that 

(B) 
It seems * * * * that 

(C) 
Noun phrase 15 15 2 
Prepositional phrase 441 40 9 
Infinitival phrase 34 9 16 
Parenthetical adverbs68 0 45 0 
Adjectives 231 67 73 
Total 721 176 100 
 

 As for the pattern “it seems __ to,” it has been reported earlier that even though 

the distribution of adjectival collocates in this pattern is relatively scattered, adjectives 

which concern the sense, equity or acceptability of practices still stand out noticeably 

enough to become the major meaning group (Table 4.12). 

 

Table 4.12 Phraseologies of “it seems __ to” 

 It seems * to It seems * * to 
Top five adjectival collocates reasonable (71 tokens) 

fair (24) 
appropriate (21) 
difficult (15) 
impossible (13) 

reasonable (11 tokens) 
fair (11) 
appropriate (7) 
difficult (6) 
impossible (4) 

Adjectives total 346 108 
Nominal exponents 2 21 

a shame (10 tokens) 
common sense (4) 

Total 347 129 
 

                                                 
68 Parenthetical adverbs refer to adverbs which are flanked by commas.  Typical examples are therefore, 
however, and then. 
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 Unfortunately, such subtlety is addressed in neither Francis et al. (1998) nor Biber 

et al. (1999).  The former distinguishes nine meaning groups of adjectives that command 

a to-clause complement (see Table 2.6, p.57), and obviously such a classification applies 

mainly to the copula-be pattern, not seem.  Despite that, it is still difficult to understand 

why fair should be put into the “accurate” & “illogical” group, while reasonable and 

appropriate should be in the “exciting” & “safe” group, even though the three adjectives 

all appeal to the notion of shrewd judgment.  On the other hand, Biber et al. delineates 

three major semantic domains of adjectives for extraposed to-clauses – necessity or 

importance, ease or difficulty, and evaluation – a treatment which is much simpler but is 

equally if not more unsatisfactory. 

Phraseologies of modals 

With copula-be and a that-clause complement, most modals prefer to co-select a 

past participle, but their preference varies quite conspicuously (Table 4.13). 

Table 4.13 Distribution of exponents in “It + modal + be + * + that” 

Modal Top verbal collocate % of total verbal collocates 

could argued 60% 
should noted 54% 
would expected 53% 
can seen 30% 
might argued 28% 
will seen 25% 
must remembered 23% 
may argued 17% 
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The above results provide a first glimpse of the different phraseologies associated 

with various modals.  While it is true that the top collocates of some modals seem to 

overlap, the analyses that follow will show that there is more to this than meets the eye.  

Before we move on, it would be helpful to discuss briefly how modals can be classified 

according to their inherent properties, which would in turn help to shed some light on the 

way they co-occur with other lexical exponents. 

 

Different types of modality 

Modality has been a longstanding concern in logic and linguistics, and in these two 

traditions alone there already exists a multiplicity of views as to how the concept should 

be characterized.  As far as linguists are concerned, the simplest characterization is to 

divide modality into two types.  The first type is epistemic modality, which concerns the 

notions of possibility and necessity, often exemplified in a speaker’s confidence in the 

truth value of the proposition he expresses.  The second type is root modality, which 

denotes obligation, permission or ability in the real world.  This distinction is adopted by 

linguists such as Coates (1983) and Sweetser (1990), with the latter arguing specifically 

about “the epistemic use of modals as an extension of a more basic root meaning,” since 

“we generally use the language of the external world to apply to the internal mental 

world” (p.50).  Some linguists who disagree with this view use the term ‘non-epistemic” 

to replace “root” (e.g. Hoye, 1997).  Others prefer a finer distinction, and Palmer (2003), 

for instance, suggests that root modality be further divided into deontic and dynamic 

uses, both of which “relate directly to the potentiality of the event signaled by the 

proposition” and “may both be seen as ‘directive’ – getting things done” (p.7).  On this 



 125

view, deontic modality concerns obligation and permission “controlled by circumstances 

external to the subject of the sentence” (p.7), while dynamic modality concerns ability 

and volition, where “the control is internal to the subject” (p.7).  Based on this 

classification, one could easily identify the core modals for each type of modality: 

• Epistemic modality – may, might (possibility); must (necessity) 

• Deontic modality – must, should (obligation); may, can (permission) 

• Dynamic modality – can, could (ability); will, would (volition) 

An immediate problem about such a classification is that a modal verb can often 

express more than one kind of modality, and sometimes even the context does not help 

much in disambiguating its use.  Furthermore, it could be argued that there is always an 

epistemic aspect to non-epistemic modality, in the sense that one could talk about the 

possibility or necessity of the acts that materialize notions such as obligation, permission, 

ability and volition, thus further blurring their distinction.  These issues of indeterminacy 

have been widely acknowledged and discussed, and it is certainly not my intention here 

to pursue this extensive topic.  Nevertheless, for the purpose of this dissertation, I 

adopted Palmer’s tripartite distinction, since it encapsulates what I believe to be the main 

prototypes of modality function.  Even so, it must be admitted that in the case of 

introductory-it, a discussion of different modality functions is additionally tricky, since 

the impersonal subject creates a context where neither the speaker nor the addressee is 

perfectly clear, which makes it difficult sometimes to decide which modality function to 

apply to a particular instance.  Despite such indeterminacy, the allusion to modality 

properties still proved extremely helpful in making sense of the different collocational 

preferences among the modals, and we will start such an exciting process of exploration 

by first turning to the phraseologies of must. 
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Phraseologies of must 

Though it must be remembered that is a fairly strong collocational string (23% of total 

occurrences), there are in fact other strings of comparable frequency which perform 

similar or related pragmatic functions.  Table 4.14 presents the top 15 collocates in the 

pattern “it must be * that.” 

Table 4.14 Top 15 collocates in “It must be * that” 

Collocates Tokens 
remembered 136 
said 90 
stressed 52 
emphasized 40 
recognized 37 
admitted 36 
noted 32 
realized 14 
assumed 13 
acknowledged 12 
added 11 
appreciated 11 
accepted 10 
conceded 9 
understood 9 
 

These verbal collocates are far from a random set of lexical items; together with other 

synonymous exponents, they fall into a series of related semantic domains which serve to 

delineate the pragmatic profile of the pattern – i.e. the range of illocutionary functions 

performed by the pattern.  Overall, five semantic domains or meaning groups can be 

identified: 

1. The “concession” group – admitted, confessed, conceded (total: 50 tokens) 
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2. The “acceptance” group – accepted, acknowledged, assumed, presumed, 

understood, agreed, held, supposed (53) 

3. The “recognition” group – appreciated, recognized, realized, observed (71) 

4. The “remark” group – said, noted, added, stated, remarked, mentioned (144)69 

5. The “emphasis” group – stressed, emphasized, reiterated, remembered (230) 

These five meaning groups account for over 90% of all the verbal collocates in the 

pattern, and their salience can also be observed in other patterns associated with must 

(Table 4.15).70 

                                                 
69 The verb noted is much more likely to mean “remark” than “notice” not simply on account of the 
contexts in which it occurs, but also because of the fact that noticed, its otherwise synonym, only has one 
occurrence in the lexical frame. 
70 This grouping is different from similar attempts made in the corpus linguistic tradition (e.g. Francis et 
al., 1996) or in other traditions such as lexical semantics (e.g. Levin, 1993).  Though being highly 
exhaustive, Levin’s classification is not particularly helpful here, since it is geared towards “the 
development of a theory of lexical knowledge … [which] allow[s] the meanings of verbs to be properly 
associated with the syntactic expressions of their arguments” (Levin, 1993, p.1).  In other words, Levin’s 
classification of verbs is primarily based on syntagmatic properties, whereas my grouping focuses on 
illocutionary functions.  The range of verbs that I mentioned above is scattered across at least three major 
categories in Levin’s taxonomy, and these categories are further divided into different sub-classes.  For 
example, Verbs of Predicative Complements are subdivided into Appoint Verbs (e.g. acknowledge), 
Characterize Verbs (e.g. accept, appreciate, remember), Declare Verbs (e.g. assume, confess, presume), 
and Conjecture Verbs (e.g. admit, observe, recognize).  Verbs of Perception are sub-divided into See Verbs 
(e.g. see) and Sight Verbs (e.g. note, observe).  Verbs of Social Interaction are sub-divided into Correspond 
Verbs (e.g. agree, argue) and Say Verbs (e.g. confess, mention, note, observe, remark).  The main reason 
why Levin’s classification is not applicable to my case here is that it divides verbs into distinct categories 
in terms of their syntagmatic properties, in which case a verb can appear in more than one category when it 
has more than one way of expressing its arguments.  The distinction of verbs in introductory-it, however, is 
made with reference to their pragmatic force and their associated perlocutionary effects, and it is more 
appropriate to categorize the verbs along a cline, a point which will be further developed later.  
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Table 4.15   Distribution of collocates in other patterns with must 

Collocates It must be * * that 
(D) 

It must be * * * that 
(E) 

The “concession” group 1 0 
The “acceptance” group 6 0 
The “recognition” group 3 0 
The “remark” group 19 5 
The “emphasis” group 4 30 
Other verbs71 6 5 
Adjectives of clarity 5 5 
Other adjectives 3 2 
Noun phrases72 11 2 
Prepositional Phrases 0 2 
Total 58 51 
 

There are three key points to note about the above findings.  First, the most 

frequent verbal collocate in column D is pointed out (13 tokens), which is classified as an 

exponent in the “remark” group.  Second, the most frequent verbal collocate in column E 

is borne/kept in mind (30 tokens), which is synonymous with remembered and is 

therefore classified as an exponent in the “emphasis” group.  Third, adjectives of clarity 

are dominant in both columns, which in fact also holds true for the pattern “it must be * 

that”, where such adjectives account for 18 tokens (51%) of all adjectival exponents. 

 From the foregoing findings, we can see that when must collocates with copula-be 

and a that-clause complement, it functions as a deontic modal and tends to co-select a 

                                                 
71 These other verbs include three instances of made clear in each column. 
72 The 11 tokens of noun phrase in column D refer to the collocate the case, which has already been 
discussed in Part I. 
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range of illocutionary or cognitive verbs which, when categorized into their respective 

semantic domains, can be represented on a cline such as the one in Fig. 4.11.73 

Operating deontically, the construction it must be __ that has the primary 

pragmatic function of directing the addressees towards a course of action, whether due to 

necessity or obligation.  The action at issue typically entails a certain magnitude of 

perlocutionary effect on the cognizance on the part of the addressees with respect to a 

proposition, which the speaker encodes in the that-clause complement.  Such 

perlocutionary effect varies from being highly intense, as in the case of emphasizing or 

remembering, to being marginally intense, as in the case of conceding and admitting.  In 

other words, the five semantic groups of verbal collocates in the it must be __ that 

construction has varying degrees of perlocutionary effect on the addressees, which can be 

outlined as follows: 

                                                 
73 Indeed, by dividing the verbs into groups, I do not mean there is no fuzziness in meaning between them, 
especially when some of them are clearly polysemous. One can well imagine the fuzziness between verbs 
such as admit and accept on the one hand, and between acknowledge and recognize on the other.  It is 
therefore best to see such verb groups as operating along a cline, especially when the semantic attributes of 
the verbs, whether polysemous or otherwise, are weakened under the force of “illocutionary synonymy,” a 
point which will be explained later. 
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Pragmatic Profile of “it must be __ that” 
 

  Descending speaker confidence     ascending speaker confidence 

     and illocutionary force           and illocutionary force  

     

 

 

“Concession”   “Acceptance”   “Recognition”   “Remark”  “Emphasis” 
admitted   accepted   appreciated   said   emphasized 
confessed   acknowledged   recognized   noted   stressed 
conceded   assumed   realized   pointed out  remembered 
    understood   observed   added   borne in mind 
    presumed       remarked 
    agreed        mentioned 
    held 
    supposed 
 

Fig. 4.11 Pragmatic profile of the it must be __ that construction 
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1. The “concession” group – these verbs imply a marginal perlocutionary effect on 

the addressees, from whom the speaker anticipates considerable resistance against 

the proposition he tries to get across.  These verbs may also imply that the speaker 

has no choice but yield to the reality of a less-than-welcome proposition.  In either 

case, as Palmer (1990) explains, must “is often used in a rather weaker sense 

with a limited set of verbs” such as I must be honest / ask you / admit / confess / 

concede, where “the speaker either imposes the obligation on himself … or else 

asks his hearer to behave in a similar fashion” (pp.73-74, emphasis added).  The 

illocutionary force thus carried is naturally the weakest. 

2. The “acceptance” group – these verbs imply a slightly stronger perlocutionary 

effect on the addressees, from whom the speaker, being mildly more confident, 

anticipates not resistance but a judiciously obliging state of mind towards the 

proposition he tries to get across. 

3. The “recognition” group – these verbs imply a moderate perlocutionary effect on 

the addressees, from whom the speaker, being reasonably confident, anticipates a 

consensual state of mind on account of their natural perceptive and reasoning 

abilities. 

4. The “remark” group – these verbs imply strong speaker confidence and a strong 

perlocutionary effect on the addressees, whose attention is expressly summoned 

to the proposition the speaker tries to get across by virtue of his illocution.  The 

illocutionary force thus carried is also stronger. 

5. The “emphasis” group – these verbs imply a highly confident speaker and a 

highly intense perlocutionary effect on the addressees, whose attention is not 
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simply summoned but heightened by the unequivocally impositive force of the 

speaker’s illocution. 

These groups of verbal collocates represent the pragmatic profile of the it must be __ that 

construction, which turns out to be the most extensive among the modals.  I would argue 

that such a profile, made up of constellations of illocutionary and cognitive verbs, is 

made possible chiefly by the principle of “illocutionary synonymy” (Partington, 1998, 

p.31).  In other words, verbs belonging to the same meaning group are illocutionarily 

synonymous in this particular construction, because they are deployed to perform the 

same pragmatic function, even though they may have quite different meanings in and of 

themselves.  For instance, very few people would say that accept, assume and understand 

are synonymous, but in the lexical frame it must be __ that they do function 

synonymously, in the sense that they all appeal to the addressees for an astutely 

accommodating state of mind.  Similarly, though say, add and note are not usually 

considered to be synonyms, they all function metapragmatically in this case to draw the 

attention of the addressees to an intended proposition.  In other words, these words are 

illocutionary synonyms because they generate comparable perlocutionary effects in the 

introductory-it construction. 

 Meanwhile, we should not forget that the construction also co-selects adjectives 

of clarity, in which case it functions as an epistemic modal.  As Palmer (1990) remarks, 

when expressing epistemic necessity, must usually makes a judgment based on some kind 

of evidence, and in Hoye’s (1997) view such evidence is not always made explicit but is 

often implied by adverbs such as apparently, clearly, evidently and obviously.  This 

argument then offers a compelling explanation for the collocational preference of must as 
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revealed in this study – with adjectives of clarity, the construction serves to assert that a 

proposition is necessarily true based on some prior evidence, inferred or given; for 

example: 

9. By now it must be obvious that bullying him isn’t going to work. 

10. It must be immediately obvious that such arguments will be somewhat confused 

unless a definition of development can be agreed. 

On the other hand, the construction it must be __ to has yet a different phraseology.  

As discussed in Part I, among a diverse distribution of adjectival exponents, the dominant 

collocate in the construction is possible, accounting for 27% of all occurrences.  This 

indicates that with a to-clause complement too, must tends to function as modal of 

epistemic necessity.  This also seems to provide further evidence that the types of 

modality expressed by a modal can essentially be distinguished by the phraseologies in 

which it appears. 

Phraseologies of should 

In many ways, should is very similar to must, since both are deontic modals.  

Table 4.16 shows that they share major verbal collocate groups, except for one: 
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Table 4.16   Distribution of collocates in “It should be __ that” 

Collocates It should be *  
that 
(F) 

It should be * * 
that 
(G) 

It should be * * * 
that 
(H) 

The “concession” 
group 

0 0 0 

The “acceptance” 
group 

17 3 0 

The “recognition” 
group 

52 
recognized (34) 
realized (9) 

2 1 

The “remark” group 526 
noted (463) 
said (29) 

58 
pointed out (36) 
noted (17) 

15 
noted (12) 

The “emphasis” group 244 
remembered (119) 
emphasized (60) 
stressed (52) 

20 
made clear (15) 

47 
borne/kept in mind 
(47) 

Other verbs 14 4 3 
Adjectives of clarity 55 3 4 
Other adjectives 0 0 0 
Noun phrases 0 6 1 
Prepositional Phrases 0 0 1 
Total 908 96 72 
 

There are three conspicuous collocational differences between must and should in 

introductory-it.  The first lies in their dominant pragmatic function: the former, as we 

have seen, mostly “emphasizes,” while the latter mostly “remarks.”  This seems perfectly 

reasonable, since as Hoye (1997) observes, when expressing obligation or duty should is 

“weaker in force than must and there is frequently the implication that the recommended 

course of action will not actually be carried out” (p.110).  Coates (1983) agrees, adding 

that “in the case of must the speaker expects to be obeyed, but in the case of should there 

is no such expectation” (p.58-59).  One would therefore expect should to generate speech 
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acts that carry a weaker pragmatic force.  This attempt to lighten the impositive weight of 

illocutions is sometimes aided by downtoners; for example, in the 12 instances of noted 

in the pattern “it should be * * * that,” seven have their illocutionary force softened by 

the adverbial “in passing,” as if to mean the noting of the point is no more of an 

incidental than a deliberate action.  By the same token, the fact that should is much less 

directive in force may explain why it was not found to collocate with verbs of 

“concession” – the second collocational difference between the two modals.  It is entirely 

possible that in contexts of low speaker confidence, the modal should simply cannot carry 

the pragmatic weight of an illocution that imposes an obligation, whether on the 

addressee or on the speaker himself.  Finally, should be collocates 15 times with made 

clear, a much higher occurrence than in the case of must be.  Considering the need to 

reduce the size of imposition for should, it is not inconceivable why made clear might be 

preferred to bald-on-record performatives such as emphasize, since both, when put in the 

introductory-it construction, are illocutionarily synonymous and will bring on the same 

perlocutionary effect of foregrounding a particular (aspect of a) proposition in the 

cognizance of the addressees.  All in all, the pragmatic profile of the construction it 

should be __ that can be represented by the cline in Fig. 4.12. 
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Pragmatic Profile of “it should be __ that” 
 
 

  Descending speaker confidence     ascending speaker confidence 

     and illocutionary force           and illocutionary force  

     

 

 

“Acceptance”    “Recognition”    “Remark”   “Emphasis” 
assumed    recognized    noted    remembered 
understood    realized    said    stressed  
acknowledged    appreciated    added    emphasized 
held     observed    pointed out   borne/kept in mind 
accepted             made clear 
     
 
 

Fig. 4.12 Pragmatic profile of the it should be __ that construction 
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Like must be, should be has a totally different phraseology with a to-clause 

complement.  Of the 187 occurrences, the construction it should be __ to co-selects 

possible 145 times, accounting for a 78% share of all occurrences.  This finding bears out 

the argument made by Palmer (1990) that should is “semantically related to must” as a 

“tentative marker of epistemic necessity” (p.59).  This view is echoed by Coates (1983), 

who further elaborates that epistemic should “expresses a tentative assumption, an 

assessment of probability, based on facts known to the speaker” (p.64).  Along the same 

line, Hoye (1997) speaks of this epistemic use of should for “tentative inference” (p.111).  

What they all fail to address, however, is the kind of assumption or inference that should 

usually makes.  As my findings reveal, of the 187 tokens of adjectives that occur in it 

should be __ to, only three have negative meanings (i.e. impossible (2) and rare (1)).  By 

contrast, in the construction it must be __ to, 28% of the adjectives are negative.  While 

there seems to be no obvious reason for this discrepancy, it would be reasonable to 

suggest that the collocational preference of should for positive adjectives is a reflection of 

the need for positive politeness (Brown & Levinson, 1987).  As Coates (1983) explains, 

“where the speaker using epistemic must says in effect ‘I’m sure,’ the speaker using 

epistemic should says ‘I think it’s probable’” (p.64).  In view of this low speaker 

confidence about the assumption or inference being made, it would make sense to employ 

some positive politeness strategy – in this case, “be optimistic” – when performing an 

illocutionary act.  This explains why the pattern it should be __ to has, as Pattern 

Grammarians would call it, a positive semantic prosody.74 

 
                                                 
74 For a definition of “semantic prosody,” please refer to p.11. 
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Phraseologies of can 

Compared with must and should, the modal can has a much simpler pragmatic 

profile.  Table 4.17 shows that it has four primary collocates: 

Table 4.17   Distribution of collocates in “It can be __ that” 

Collocates It can be * that 
 

It can be * * that 

 

It can be * * * that 
 

Primary verbal 
collocates 

seen (212 tokens) 
argued (162) 
shown (109) 
said (56) 

seen (6) 
argued (6) 
said (6) 

seen (4) 
said (3) 
argued (2) 

Primary verbal 
collocates total 

539 18 9 

Secondary verbal 
collocates 

a) verbs of logical 
premises: 
 
assumed / presumed / 
hypothesized / 
postulated            (36)
 
b) verbs of logical 
reasoning: 
 
inferred / deduced / 
calculated / estimated 
/ confirmed / proved / 
established / 
extrapolated / 
concluded            (52) 

assumed (4) 
concluded (4) 

0 

Other verbal 
exponents75 

69 12 8 

Other exponents 3 4 0 
Exponents total 699 42 17 
 

                                                 
75 These other verbal collocates include 12 instances of demonstrated (synonym of shown) and 8 instances 
of suggested in the pattern “it can be * that.” 
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 Can be collocates most frequently with seen, a verb which denotes a natural 

human sensory ability.  This is hardly surprising, considering one of the three modality 

functions of can is to express, precisely, ability – the other two functions being possibility 

and permission.  However, it is questionable whether in this particular collocation can 

indeed functions as a modal of ability.  It has been pointed out that a sharp distinction 

between dynamic ability and dynamic possibility in the use of can is difficult.  Palmer 

(1990) reveals that in his study “there are only a few examples [of can] … where ability 

seems clearly indicated” (p.85).  Hoye (1997) goes a step further and suggests that can is 

“primarily possibility-based,” and he builds his argument on the observation that can 

often collocates with adverbs that tend to “focalize the notion of possibility”(p.89), as in 

the following example:76 

11. We’ll send a car as soon as we possibly can. 

Coates (1983) offers an explanation for the indeterminacy between the ability and the 

possibility interpretations: “Often it seems to be the case that the possibility of the action 

is determined by a combination of the inherent properties of the subject and of external 

factors” (p.93).  Sweetser (1990) puts this in clearer perspective by suggesting that the 

close link between ability and circumstantial possibility is part of the human process to 

metaphorically extend the way they experience and make sense of the physical world, in 

terms of forces and barriers, to the social and ultimately the epistemic world.  She argues 

that “sociophysical forces acting on the subject are taken as analogous to the logical 

‘force’ of premises acting on the speaker’s reasoning processes” (p.62).  On this view, 

permission is construed as an absent barrier, whereas obligation is a force propelling the 

                                                 
76 Hoye (1997) makes the same claim of the modal could as well. 
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subject towards an action.  Kiefer (1995) represents such metaphorical extension 

graphically as follows:77 

 

ability     circumstantial possibility      

deontic possibility    epistemic possibility 

Fig. 4.13 Metaphorical extension of root to epistemic modality 

 

 Such a metaphorical view of modality extension can well explain the 

collocational patterns manifested by can be.  In this case, the construction it can be seen 

that does not so much refer to an inherent human ability, but rather the possibility of 

perceiving a fact or event under some designated circumstances.  These circumstances 

are indicated in the context, often in a prepositional phrase headed with from (e.g. from 

these examples / this graph / Table 2, etc.).  Similarly, it can be shown that refers to the 

possibility of making people perceive something in certain prescribed circumstances, 

except that unlike seen which is addressee-oriented, shown is speaker-oriented. 

   

                                                 
77 The representation has been slightly simplified. 
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Taking the same line of argument, we can say that the exponents argued and said 

function as illocutionary synonyms, and the construction it can be argued / said that 

expresses the possibility of advancing a proposition supported by the propitious context 

prescribed by the speaker.  Obviously, the other verbal collocates can be understood to 

operate in the same manner.  In collocation with can be, verbs of logical premises such as 

assumed and hypothesized denote the possibility of setting some preconditions for 

making an argument, whereas verbs of logical reasoning such as inferred and deduced 

express the possibility of working through the different aspects of developing an 

argument.  Overall then, the construction it can be __ that signifies the circumstantial 

possibility of carrying out various processes of analytical reasoning – processes made 

felicitous by the preparatory conditions laid down contextually by the speaker in the 

course of his utterances. 

 Regarding the pattern “it can be __ to,” no distinctive collocational pattern could 

be observed; but within a scattered set of adjectival exponents, difficult was found to have 

the highest occurrence (33%), with useful a distant second (11%). 

Phraseologies of could 

Though could is a derivative of can, their phraseologies are not exactly the same.  

Whereas can be most frequently co-occurs with seen, could be has a much higher 

tendency to co-select argued, or its illocutionary synonyms, said and claimed (see Table 

4.18): 
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Table 4.18 Distribution of collocates in “It could be __ that” 

Collocates It could be * that 
 

It could be * * that 
 

Dominant verbal collocates argued (221 tokens) 
said (65) 
claimed (12) 

argued (4) 
said (2) 

Other verbal collocates 72 1 
Percentage of dominant verbal 
collocates 

81% 86% 

Other exponents 3 9 
Exponents total 373 16 

 

Both Coates (1983) and Leech (1971) call this use of could “hypothetical,” the 

main function of which is to “tone down the meaning … where it might be thought too 

bold or blunt” (Leech, 1971, p.119).  It is therefore a negative politeness device (Brown 

& Levinson, 1987) to reduce the impingement of a speech act, which incidentally would 

explain why seen is unlikely to be a collocate with could be: since the verb see is 

essentially factive, meaning that its that-clause complement typically encodes a fact or 

event of some kind, it is indeed difficult to imagine how face-threatening it could be to 

simply refer to a state of affairs.  Not surprisingly then, only four instances of it could be 

seen that were found in the corpus.  Meanwhile, although its counterpart it could be 

shown that has a slightly higher occurrence (13 instances), the figure is still much lower 

compared with can be (212 instances); and more importantly, such use of could be with 

shown is predominantly conditional (92%): out of the 13 instances, nine co-occurs with 

if, two with unless, and one with when.  The use of hypothetical could in conditional 

contexts like these is therefore totally justified.78 

                                                 
78 With can be, only 21% of the instances are conditional. 
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 Overall, the lexical frame it could be __ that seems to be primarily used to express 

the possibility that a certain proposition might hold, based on our knowledge and 

experience of the world.  As such, the construction it could be argued that (together with 

its illocutionary synonyms) is considerably more impinging, since it aims to advance a 

proposition which the addressees, based on their own rational judgment, might not agree 

to be logically sound, or the speaker himself may simply have hesitation about how well 

his argument might get through – i.e. how well he makes his argument “circumstantially 

possible.”  It is exactly because of such ambiguity that one can hardly decide whether 

examples with could be, as in the present case, should be seen to express epistemic or 

dynamic possibility.  Palmer (1990) accepts such indeterminacy by arguing that the 

former refers to something as “conceptually possible,” while the latter is concerned with 

something being “experientially possible;” and ultimately, “what would be possible in the 

world of experience is also conceptually possible for the speaker” (p.185).  Hoye (1997) 

points out that “could more readily lends itself to epistemic interpretations than can” 

(p.87), and he argues that the adverb collocates of could such as possibly and well should 

help to mark off its epistemic use.  Coates (1983) makes the boldest argument, saying 

that since could and might share many similar uses, could “has arisen by analogy with 

might” (p.166) and “while might is becoming the main exponent of epistemic possibility 

in everyday spoken language, and no longer expresses a more tentative meaning but is in 

most contexts synonymous with may, could is filling the gap left by might and is the new 

exponent of tentative epistemic possibility” (p.167).  However, whether it signifies 

epistemic or dynamic possibility, it is absolutely clear from our findings that the lexical 
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frame it could be __ that has a central pragmatic function of formulating and presenting a 

proposition along a line of reasoning. 

Phraseologies of will 

With a that-clause complement, there is a dominant tendency for will be to co-

select verbs or adjectives that denote a sense of clear perception.  Much less frequently it 

collocates with verbs of memory (i.e. remember and recall) or the verb argue; see Table 

4.19: 
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Table 4.19 Distribution of collocates in “It will be __ that” 

Collocates It will be * that 
 

It will be * * that 

 

It will be * * * that 
 

Primary verbal 
collocates (verbs of clear 
perception) 

Verbs of 
perception: 
 
seen (95 tokens) 
noted (36) 
appreciated (27) 
noticed (12) 
observed (12) 
found (11) 
realized (4) 
recognized (2) 

argued (8) 
 

N / A 

Primary verbal 
collocates total 

199 8 N / A 

Percentage of primary 
verbal collocates 

60% 25% N / A 

Secondary verbal 
collocates 

a) Verbs of 
memory: 

 
recalled (30) 
remembered (18) 
 
b) argued (26) 

Verbs of 
perception: 
 
seen (3) 
appreciated (2) 

N / A 

Other verbal exponents 59 19 N / A 
Verbal exponents total 332 32 6 
Primary adjectival 
collocates 

Adjectives of 
clarity: 
clear (25) 
obvious (10) 
apparent (10) 
evident (8) 

Adjectives of 
clarity 
obvious (3) 
apparent (3) 
evident (1) 
clear (1) 

Adjectives of 
clarity: 
 
clear (3) 
apparent (2) 

Primary adjectival 
collocates total 

53 8 5 

Other adjectival 
exponents 

8 4 1 

Percentage of primary 
adjectival collocates 

87% 67% 83% 

Nominal exponents 0 4 4 
Others 0 0 1 
Exponents total 393 48 17 
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 It seems that the primary pragmatic function of it will be __ that is to express 

plain futurity – that a certain proposition or event will enter the perceptual consciousness 

of the addressee (or in the case with verbs of memory such as recalled and remembered – 

that a certain proposition or event will be summoned up from retention to the immediate 

consciousness of the addressee).  This sometimes depends on the fulfillment of a prior 

condition, which may be implicit in the context or explicitly marked with a conditional 

clause.  The most interesting finding about this particular construction is that it allows 

adjectives and verbs to function as illocutionary synonyms.  Pragmatically, there seems to 

be no significant difference between it will be seen / appreciated / noted / noticed / 

observed that on the one hand, and it will be clear / obvious / apparent / evident that on 

the other – both makes a prediction about the emergence of a proposition or event in the 

perceptual awareness of the addressee.79 

 On the other hand, the same construction seems to have a secondary pragmatic 

function: with argued as its lexical exponent, it signifies the advent of a proposition, 

often in the immediate context (as in it will be argued here that) or in the subsequent 

context (as in it will be argued below that).  Rather than a predictive use, the modal will 

is used dynamically here to indicate the volition of the speaker to organize his discourse – 

the construction signals a transition to the main thrust of a line of reasoning, thus 

resembling a discourse marker that serves a text-organizing function. 

                                                 
79 It has been argued that “futurity … necessarily includes an element of prediction or some related notion” 
(Lyons, 1977, p.677), and since prediction involves judgment, it seems more fitting to classify the 
predictive use of will as epistemic, as in the case of Coates (1983) and Hoye (1997).  However, Palmer 
(1990) points out that “it will often be difficult to distinguish clearly at all times between an epistemic 
future and a ‘pure’ future use” and that “little is gained by identifying them” (p.163).  Here, I will simply 
take the line that will expresses the notion of futurity and will not delve into the complication of whether 
such futurity involves prediction of an epistemic or dynamic nature. 
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 With a to-clause complement, will be also manifests certain collocational 

preferences, though such preferences do not seem to be unique to will be alone.  For 

example, possible is a frequent collocate of must be and should be as well, and difficult is 

also found to have a high co-occurrence with can be.  Table 4.20 summarizes the results. 

Table 4.20 Major collocates of “it will be __ to” 

 It will be * to It will be * * to It will be * * *  to 

Top ten collocates necessary (125) 
possible (100) 
interesting (95) 
difficult (51) 
useful (29) 
important (24) 
impossible (23) 
helpful (20) 
hard (15) 
essential (14) 

difficult (31) 
my + noun (10) 
easy (9) 
hard (9) 
easier (8) 
for + noun (8) 
interesting (7) 
important (6) 
of interest (5) 
too late (5) 

difficult (16) 
necessary (16) 
possible (14) 
up to + noun (12) 
for + noun (9) 
important (6) 
impossible (4) 
hard (3) 
easier (2) 
useful (2) 

Other exponents 173 76 47 
Total exponents 669 174 131 

 

Phraseologies of would 

In Table 4.9, we have seen how the patterns it would seem * to and it would seem 

* that differ from each other in terms of collocational preference and pragmatic function.  

Here we will first look at the results of all the fruitful searches involving would seem and 

see what additional insights could be gained. 
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Table 4.21 Distribution of major collocates with would seem 

 It would seem * to It would seem * that 
 

It would seem * * that 

Top five 
collocates 

reasonable (17) 
sensible (10) 
logical (4) 
natural (3) 
fair (2) 

likely (8) 
clear (5) 
obvious (4) 
logical (3) 
appropriate (2) 

to follow (10) 
to me (9) 
likely (2) 
unlikely (2) 
to be (2) 

Other 
exponents 

21 13 11 

Total number 
of exponents 

57 35 36 

 

These findings strongly indicate that with a that-clause complement, would seem 

tends to collocate with epistemic adjectives, whereas with a to-clause complement it is 

more likely to co-occur with adjectives that concern the sense and equity of practices.  

Moreover, two constructions seem to stand out.  It would seem to follow that introduces a 

thought as a logical step as part of the process of reasoning, while it would seem to me 

that explicitly but tentatively expresses a subjective stance towards an idea. 

Meanwhile, only one of the three searches on the pattern it would be __ that 

proved to be fruitful; even so, only 56 solutions were returned: 

Table 4.22 Distribution of exponents in “it would be * that” 

 It would be * that 

Verbs expected (11) 
accepted (2) 
others (8) 

Adjectives unlikely (9) 
better (3) 
others (22) 

Nouns proof (1) 
Exponents total 56 
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Since would is the tentative form of will, it is not entirely clear why their co-

selection preferences should be so different.  Neither expected nor likely features as a 

collocate with will be, but they somehow stand out as the primary collocates with would 

be.  In other words, though two constructions may contain elements that have close 

semantic links, they may still carry notably different pragmatic functions on account of 

their divergent collocational choices.  In this case, it would be __ that co-selects expected 

and likely as its chief exponents, thus yielding a predominantly predictive function.  It 

would be expected that predicts a belief that a certain event will happen, which 

sometimes depends on the fulfillment of some prior condition – in this case, five out of 

the 11 instances are preceded by a conditional clause.  Similarly, it would be likely that 

also predicts the possibility of an event or a proposition, except that the prediction made 

pertains more directly to the speaker’s judgment than in the case of expected.  The use of 

would in this construction is therefore considered epistemic in nature, though the 

difference need not concern us here.  However, it should be pointed out that unlike will 

be, would be with a that-clause complement does not seem to operate much dynamically; 

that is, it does not prototypically express volition, the way it will be argued that does. 

 Now let us turn to the collocational patterns of would be with a to-clause 

complement, which share some similarities with the case of will be.  Most obvious of all 

is that they both prefer adjectives such as difficult, possible, impossible, interesting, and 

necessary.  However, there are also some remarkable differences: 
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Table 4.23 Distribution of collocates in “It would be __ to” 

Collocates It would be * to 
 

It would be * * to 

 

It would be * * * to 
 

Top ten 
adjectival 
collocates 

wrong (176) 

possible (176) 

difficult (169) 

nice (148) 

better (121) 

impossible (100) 

interesting (82) 

necessary (81) 

easy (71) 

foolish (71) 

difficult (54) 

impossible (33) 

easy (29) 

wrong (27) 

more accurate (19) 

nice (16) 

interesting (13) 

much better (11) 

possible (10) 

hard (10) 

difficult (25) 

possible (25) 

wrong (19) 

impossible (12) 

better (11) 

easy (11) 

easier (10) 

appropriate (9) 

inappropriate (8) 

necessary (8) 

Top five 
nominal 
collocates 

N / A a mistake (75) 

a pity (16) 

a shame (15) 

an exaggeration (9) 

no exaggeration (3) 

a good idea (61) 

a (serious) mistake (10) 

a simple matter (5) 

a great relief (4) 

a (tragic) error (3) 

Other 
collocates 

N / A as well (18) 

for + noun (15) 

too much (12) 

N / A 

 

From the table, it is just as obvious that would be collocates with lexical items 

which, for some reason, do not co-occur much with will be, even though such items 

would be considered part of the core vocabulary of the English language – e.g. nice and 

better.80  Such a disparity could be explained if will were found to occur much less 

frequently than would in the corpus, but Kennedy (2002) reported that their distributions 

                                                 
80 Search results revealed that will be only collocates with better four times, and nice 10 times. 
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are very similar and both are the most common modals used in British English overall.81  

One plausible explanation then will have to be that, while referring to the possibility of 

something being better or nice, it is the norm to do so tentatively, which explains why 

modals that express tentative (epistemic) possibility such as may and might are also found 

to co-occur with these adjectives, though not as frequently as would.82 

 On the other hand, there are collocational patterns that seem to be unique to would 

be and not often found, if at all, in other modals.83  First, there is the collocate wrong.  A 

serendipity search “it * be wrong to” revealed that out of a total of 181 instances, would 

is the chosen modal 176 times, with must occurring four times and may only once.  So 

there is indeed an overwhelming tendency for wrong to co-select would be with a to-

clause complement.  Another serendipity search “it * be * wrong to” revealed that would 

is again the dominant modal choice (23 out of 24 times, 96%), and quite is co-selected as 

the modifier 18 out of 23 times (78%).  In this light, the pattern it would be (quite) wrong 

to constitutes a construction which functions pragmatically to express a prediction or 

hypothetical belief that a certain act is not likely to be in order.  In the meantime, it 

should be noted that the pattern “it would be a mistake to” carries the same pragmatic 

function and should be considered an illocutionary synonym.  The search “it * be a 

mistake to” showed that would is the chosen modal 75 out of 81 times (93%), while in 

another pattern “it * be a * mistake to” it occurs 10 out of 11 times (91%), with mistake 

often modified by the adjectives serious or great.  It is surely no coincidence that two 

                                                 
81 In all BNC texts, the form will accounts for 16.8% of all modal use, whereas would accounts for 17.5%. 
82 Results on may and might will be reported immediately in the next two sections. 
83 For reasons of space, I have to limit my discussion to those collocates which are bold-faced in the table. 
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constructions with the same pragmatic function should collocate with the same modal 

with such selectivity that virtually excludes the occurrence of other modal verbs. 

 Two other equally important findings deserve our attention.  Firstly, more 

accurate turned out to be another collocate of would be, which accounts for 83% of 

occurrence when this exponent co-selects a modal.84  Besides, the infinitive that follows 

is typically say (68%), or less frequently describe (16%) or call (11%) – all of which are 

verbs that refer to the use of words in speaking.  Therefore, it would be more accurate to 

(say) is a construction that states one’s cautious judgment towards a certain way of 

speaking about something, which is supposed to approximate more closely to reality. 

 Secondly, an exaggeration was found to collocate with would be but not any other 

modal verb.  More importantly, the pattern it would be an exaggeration to is frequently 

employed in a contrastive or concessive context – out of the nine occurrences, two co-

occur with a concessive conjunction (i.e. although and whilst) and four with a contrastive 

conjunction (i.e. but and yet).  For example: 

12. Although it would be an exaggeration to say that the major Protestant 

denominations were heavily committed to a ‘Romeward trend’, it was clearly the 

case that many church leaders were seeking better relations with the Roman 

church. 

13. It would be an exaggeration to say that our party was ‘one big happy family’, but 

there was no real dissension. 

In other words, it would be an exaggeration to is a construction which allows a speaker to 

overplay an idea in a statement, which rhetorically sets off the other idea that follows to 
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become more reasonable sounding and therefore more likely to be accepted.  Obviously, 

this construction has a similar function to it would be more accurate to, only with a 

different focus – the “exaggeration” pattern implies the need for a more proper 

description of a point or state of affairs, while the “accurate” pattern launches straight 

into the proper description itself.  It is therefore hardly surprising that the two 

constructions share essentially the same phraseology in terms of the modal and the 

infinitive: out of the nine instances of the “exaggeration” pattern, eight employ verbs of 

speaking, six of which is say. 

Phraseologies of may 

In Table 4.6, we have touched on the different collocational patterns between may 

seem and may be with a that-clause complement.  On closer examination, we will realize 

that may seem has a discernible preference for adjectives of oddity, irrespective of the 

kind of complement it takes (Table 4.24): 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
84 The search “it * be more accurate to” yielded 23 returns.  Would features as the chosen modal 19 times, 
and may and might twice. 
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Table 4.24 Major collocates with may seem 

 It may seem * that It may seem * to 

Major collocate 
groups 

1. Adjectives of oddity 
strange, odd, curious, 
surprising (total: 13, 50%) 
 

2. Epistemic adjectives 
obvious, self-evident, 
impossible, unlikely 
(total: 7, 27%) 

Adjectives of oddity 
odd, strange, surprising, 
curious (total: 15, 34%) 

Other adjectives 6 29 (24 types) 

Adverbs 2 0 

Total 28 44 

  

Meanwhile, the pattern “it may be __ that” has quite a wide distribution of 

collocates (see Table 4.25).  Apparently, with a that-clause complement, may be can co-

occur with quite a wide range of verbs to express the epistemic possibility of various 

speech acts and cognitive activities.  However, two major verb groups still manage to 

stand out: verbs of proposition (e.g. argued and said) and verbs of perception (e.g. noted, 

observed and seen).85  Meanwhile, may be also co-selects specific lexical items such as 

significant and true in adjectives, and no coincidence and the case in noun phrases.  This 

gives rise to separate constructions that perform specific or sometimes related pragmatic 

functions (see earlier discussion in Part I).  Finally, the 48 parentheticals found in the 

results remind us that “it may be” can take a direct that-clause complement, in which 

case it serves the pragmatic function of proposing the possibility of an explanation for a 

certain proposition or phenomenon. 

                                                 
85 In this epistemic context, the verb note is more likely to mean “notice” rather than “remark”, which 
would require a dynamic (volitional) interpretation. 
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Table 4.25 Distribution of collocates in “it may be __ that” 

Collocates It may be * that 
 

It may be * * that 
 

It may be * * * that 
 

Major verbal 
collocate 
groups 

Verbs of proposition: 
argued (71) 
said (41) 
others (7)  
      – total: 119 (32%) 
 
Verbs of perception: 
noted (50) 
observed (16) 
seen (14) 
others (15) 
      – total: 95 (26%) 

Verbs of proposition: 
(7) 
Verbs of perception: 
(5) 
 

Verbs of proposition: 
(4) 
Verbs of perception: 
(6) 

Other verbal 
collocates  

assumed (23) 
thought (16) 
suggested (16) 

N / A N / A 

Other verbal 
exponents 

98 (41 types) 6 10 

Verbal 
exponents total 

367 18 20 

Major 
adjectival 
collocates 

true (24) 
significant (20) 
epistemic adj. (11) 

N / A N / A 

Other 
adjectival 
exponents 

15 N / A N / A 

Adjectival 
exponents total 

70 5 1 

Major nominal 
collocates 

N / A the case (17) 
no coincidence (7) 

N / A 

Other nominal 
exponents 

N / A 9 N / A 

Parentheticals N / A N / A 48 86 
Others N / A 3 2 
Exponents total 437 59 71 
  

  In conjunction with a to-clause complement, may be collocates with a broad range 

of adjectives, many of which overlap with the collocates of will and would; exponents 
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such as difficult, necessary and possible have the highest occurrences, followed by others 

such as helpful, useful and better (see Table 4.26).  It is worth noting that the collocates 

as well and a good idea also co-occur with would be and, as we will soon find out in the 

next section, with might be as well. 

Table 4.26 Major collocates in “It may be __ to” 

Collocates It may be * to 
 

It may be * * to 

 

It may be * * * to 
 

Major 
collocates 

possible (232) 

necessary (192) 

difficult (71) 

helpful (62) 

appropriate (42) 

useful (39) 

better (30) 

easier (18) 

impossible (16) 

hard (14) 

difficult (19) 

appropriate (10) 

as well (10) 

useful (8) 

too late (7)  

better (6) 

helpful (5) 

possible (5) 

easy (5) 

important (4) 

necessary (14) 

difficult (12) 

a good idea (8) 

possible (6) 

 

Phraseologies of might 

It turns out that the phraseologies of might be show the collocational 

characteristics of not only may be, but also would be.  Like may be, it collocates with 

verbs of proposition such as argued and said; and like would be, it collocates with mental 

state verbs such as expected (see Table 4.27): 

                                                                                                                                                 
86 Such parentheticals include for example, then, therefore, however and of course.  
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Table 4.27 Major collocates in “it might be * that” 

 It might be * that 

Major verbal collocate 
groups 

1. Verbs of proposition 
argued (69) 
said (41) 
objected (10) 
claimed (8) 
                – total: 128 (53%) 

2. Verbs of mental state 
thought (42) 
expected (18) 
supposed (9) 
                – total: 69 (29%) 

Other verbal 
exponents 

45 

Verbal exponents total 242 

Adjectival exponents 
total 

8 

Exponents total 250 

 

The fact that the collocational behavior of might looks like a cross between may 

and would is hardly surprising, since they are all weak modals that express possibility, 

whether epistemic or otherwise.  Accordingly, it is natural to expect their phraseologies 

and thus their pragmatic functions to show some degree of overlap.  Even so, it is 

important to note that unlike may be, might be does not have a strong tendency to co-

select verbs of perception such as noted and seen; and unlike would be, it collocates with 

a much wider range of mental state verbs than simply expected.  In other words, while 

sharing certain collocational features with may and would, might still retains some unique 

properties which are absent in either of the modals – a pattern we will see again when we 

look at its collocational behavior with a to-clause complement (see Table 4.28). 
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Table 4.28 Major collocates in “It might be __ to” 

Collocates It might be * to 
 

It might be * * to 

 

It might be * * * to 
 

Major 
collocates 

possible (73) 

better (50) 

useful (31) 

necessary (20) 

easier (17) 

wise (16) 

difficult (13) 

helpful (12) 

nice (12) 

appropriate (12) 

an idea (18) 

as well (16) 

useful (7) 

appropriate (5) 

better (4) 

a good idea (32) 

possible (7) 

better (3) 

helpful (3) 

a good thing (3) 

 

Besides the common collocates such as possible, necessary, difficult, better, 

helpful and useful, might be also share a couple of more particular collocates with would 

and may, namely as well and a good idea.  Again, it is hardly a coincidence that these 

two collocates share not only their preference for specific modals but also their pragmatic 

functions, in that both are typically used to suggest a particular course of action deemed 

beneficial to the parties concerned.  From the examples in the corpus they certainly look 

mutually substitutable: 

14. If you intend to record views of impressive scenery, it might be a good idea to 

take a tripod along as well. 

15. Since these points are clearly illustrated by the Prologue, it might be as well to 

launch our discussion of the score, without more preamble, at the start of the 

work. 
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Here, we get another piece of evidence that shows how difficult it is to recognize 

illocutionary synonymy simply by looking at the constituents of constructions, because 

the semantic and especially the pragmatic meaning of constructions are often not 

predictable from their constituents.  As well and a good idea belong to different word 

classes and have completely different meanings, but when put in the right phraseology in 

introductory-it, they immediately attain the status of synonyms and pragmatically 

function in the same way.  This stands as another powerful argument that not just words 

but their collocational patterns and phraseologies carry meaning, and that such 

phraseologies constitute distinct or related constructions that operate holistically, the 

pragmatics of which is often unpredictable from the phraseologies themselves, or for that 

matter, the lexical items therein. 

Finally, it should be remembered that despite all the phraseological similarities it 

shares with would and may, might still manifests certain idiosyncratic collocational 

behavior.  I have mentioned earlier how it differs from the two other modals in its choice 

of verbal collocates.  From Table 4.28, we can see that might also differs in its choice of 

the nominal collocate, an idea.  Obviously, it might be an idea to is the illocutionary 

synonym of it might be a good idea to; indeed, the adjective good could well be 

considered disposable, since nobody would possibly offer a bad idea – at least not “bad” 

from one’s own point of view – in making a suggestion, so the attribute of “good” is 

somewhat presumed.  However, it is extremely interesting that an idea is only a collocate 

with might be, and it hardly co-occurs with would be or may be at all.87   There seems to 

be no compelling reason for this highly peculiar modal preference, but it does underline 

                                                 
87 An idea co-occurs three times with would be, and only once with may be. 
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the fact that lexical co-selection is not as free as we would imagine, and that there is more 

to the structure and properties of a construction than what syntactic rules alone can 

explain. 

PART III A CONSTRUCTIONAL-SCHEMATIC VIEW OF PATTERN GRAMMAR 

In Francis et al. (1998), it is proposed that the pattern “it + v-link + ADJ + that” 

co-selects adjectives that fall into eight major groups.  The findings reported here clearly 

reveal that such a generalization undesirably obscures the impact of the link verb, the 

modal, and the modifier on the lexicalization of the pattern.  In the case with modals, for 

instance, the co-selection of adjectives turns out to be much more restricted, and it is far 

more common for past participles to fill up the lexical slot.  Francis et al. (1996) broadly 

divide such verbal exponents into two main groups – the “report” group, and the “think” 

and “discover” group – but my findings show that when modals are brought into play, the 

grouping becomes much more specific.  Such specificity is also noticed among nominal 

exponents: while Francis et al. (1998) suggest that nouns with the pattern “it + v-link + 

determiner + N + to-infinitive” can be classified into seven meaning groups, my findings 

indicate that nominal collocates such as an idea or a mistake occur in very particular 

phraseologies and can hardly be embraced in a generalized pattern. 

 All these point to the fact that Pattern Grammar requires not only more specific 

levels of detail, but also a theoretical apparatus that can handle the phraseological 

variation within a pattern in a principled way.  Both needs can be met by evoking a 

constructional-schematic view of patterns. 
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Introductory-it as a constructional schema 

Let us recall the basic structure of the introductory-it construction: 

 

It + (modal) + link verb + AP / NP / VP + complement 

 

And let us recall the proposal made by Croft and Cruse (2004, p.263) on how the 

idiom kick the bucket fits comfortably into a hierarchy of schematic constructions: 

 

[VERB PHRASE] 

 

[VERB OBJ] 

 

[kick OBJ] 

 

[kick [the bucket]] 

 

By the same token, we could explain the different formulations of introductory-it 

with such a schematic configuration:88 

                                                 
88 In adopting a schematic configuration, I am simply proposing, along the lines of Croft and Cruse (2004), 
that it represents and relates constructions in varying degrees of specificity.  The configuration is not meant 
to represent an inheritance hierarchy where distinct constructions inherit properties from more general 
ones.  However, it would certainly be interesting for Construction Grammarians to examine how the 
different formulations of introductory-it could be captured in a relationship of inheritance links. 
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[SUBJ  VP  COMP]   (e.g. I think that) 

 

[SUBJ  Vmodal  V  COMP]  (e.g. I would think that) 

 

[SUBJ  Vmodal  Vcopula  COMP]  (e.g. I would be certain) 

 

[SUBJ  Vmodal  Vcopula  ADJ COMP] (e.g. I would be certain that) 

 

[SUBJ  Vmodal  Vcopula  ADJ  COMP] (e.g. It would be unlikely that) 

 

 

Or, as in the case of nominal exponents: 

[SUBJ VPlink COMP]   (e.g. It is a mistake) 

 

[SUBJ Vmodal Vcopula COMP]  (e.g. It would be a mistake) 

 

[SUBJ Vmodal Vcopula NP COMP]  (e.g. It would be a mistake to) 

 

Or, as in the case of past participles: 

[SUBJ  VP  COMP]   (e.g. I expect that) 

 

[SUBJ  Vmodal  V  COMP]  (e.g. I would expect that) 

 

[SUBJ  Vmodal  Vcopula V-ed COMP] (e.g. It would be expected that) 

 

Such a schematic approach captures constructions at different levels of specificity and 

fixity, which makes it an apparatus with enormous explanatory power in accounting for 

the phraseological variations of any pattern.  For example, we have talked about how the 
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construction it may be true that often co-occurs with but to set up a concessive 

relationship between two propositions, so that the second will somewhat “make amends” 

to the first by offering a different or an additional perspective on the same subject.  In 

fact, Hunston (2002) has examined a similar but less specific pattern, “may not be … but 

…” which she describes as a “concession–counter-assertion pair” with the function of 

comparing two items “follow[ing] the pattern of ‘ideal thing’ and ‘not ideal but 

satisfactory thing’” (p.142): 

16. … may not be a scientist but he is a doyen of the literary world … 

17. … may not be a major discovery, but it is a fascinating baroque oddity. 

However, one would hardly fail to notice that this pattern is only a more specific 

instantiation of the “may… but …” pattern, which also functions as what Hunston calls a 

“concession–counter-assertion pair,” as examples from the BNC clearly show: 

18. He may be drunk, but he is not naïve. 

19. I may be blunt, but I’m not a complete bastard! 

Accordingly, the three constructions can be schematically represented as follows: 

 

   [SUBJ  may  VP, but [CLAUSE]] 

 

   [SUBJ  may  (not) Vcopula COMP, but [CLAUSE]] 

 

   [It may be true [that [CLAUSE]], but [CLAUSE]] 
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It should be abundantly clear that such a framework has the capacity to provide a 

principled account for the findings of both Pattern and Construction Grammar, despite 

their differences in orientation and focus.  A constructional-schematic framework 

accommodates the top-down approach of Construction Grammar, which focuses on 

skeletal patterns such as the ditransitive construction (e.g. Pat faxed Bill the letter.) or the 

caused motion construction (e.g. Pat sneezed the napkin off the table.) which represent 

basic frames of human experience and are generally open in terms of lexicalization 

possibilities, since in such constructions “only very general grammatical categories might 

be specified” (Taylor, 2003, p.225).89  A constructional-schematic framework can also 

accommodate the bottom-up approach of Pattern Grammar, which focuses on instances 

of collocation from which particular phraseologies are identified and generalized into 

broader patterns of language use.  Such collocationally based patterns, unlike the skeletal 

patterns of Construction Grammar, are much more specific in terms of lexicalization 

possibilities; they represent constructions in which “a small set of [lexical] candidates 

might have to be exhaustively listed” (e.g. it would / may / might be a good idea to do X); 

or “in the limiting case, there may only be one possible candidate” (e.g. it might be an 

idea to do Y) (Taylor, 2003, p.225). 

Prototypes in constructional schemas 

The prototype approach to constructional schemas proves particularly fitting for 

explaining the range of corpus findings on the introductory-it construction.  As explained 

by Taylor (2003), there are three conceptualizations of prototypes – prototype-as-

                                                 
89 This, however, does not imply that there is no selection restriction in lexicalization.  
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exemplar, prototype-as-subcategory, and prototype-as-abstraction – and in this study we 

can find examples of all three.  To begin with, the constructional schema of introductory-

it stands as an example of prototype-as-abstraction.  As we know, Goldberg (1995) has 

illustrated how constructional schemas such as the ditransitive construction [Subj V Obj 

Obj2] and the caused motion construction [Subj V Obj Obl] carry pragmatic meanings 

which are not predictable from the assembly of the composing elements.90  Though 

introductory-it may not be the same in nature or status as these skeletal constructions, it is 

certainly no exaggeration to say that its pragmatic function is hardly predictable from its 

syntactic form, since there is indeed no obvious reason why this construction should be 

prototypically employed to express epistemic (or to a lesser extent, evaluative) judgment. 

Having said that, it should be remembered that introductory-it also has other 

important uses.  When co-selecting verbs that denote speech acts or cognitive activities, it 

typically serves the function of formulating, presenting, or developing an argument.  This 

means that the epistemic instantiation of introductory-it can be seen as a sub-category of 

prototype, while the instantiation of its argumentative use represents another prototype 

sub-category.  The former consists of a wide range of formulations which aims to express 

a judgment towards the truth value of a proposition.  Such formulations may allow 

variability in syntactic form, such as it seems to me / to be / to be the case that, or in 

lexical choice such as it seems likely / unlikely / clear / certain / possible / probable that.  

                                                 
90 It must be noted, however, that once the construction is conventionalized, its pragmatic meaning will 
become predictable so that its instantiation with novel lexical items will not pose a problem in 
understanding.  For example, Goldberg (1995) cites Marantz (1984) and argues that in “Joe shinned his 
teammate the ball,” the conventionalized meaning of the ditransitive construction allows us to infer that the 
novel verb shin means “to kick with the shin” (Marantz, 1984, p.177, cited in Goldberg, 1995, p.120). 
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At other times they may have distinct collocational preferences, such as it is entirely 

possible that, it is extremely unlikely that, and it is absolutely clear that. 

Finally, constructions such as it would be wrong to do X, it would be a mistake to 

do Y, and it would be more accurate to say Z have highly prescribed phraseologies, and 

they allow very limited variation in lexical choice.  In these constructions, would is the 

predominantly preferred modal, and the substitution with synonyms such as false for 

wrong, an error for a mistake or precise for accurate will just not work.91  That is to say, 

the exact phraseologies of these constructions are the exemplars – the prototypes – of 

how introductory-it can be formulated in ways that perform the specific pragmatic 

functions at issue, and in these cases the constructional schema is instantiated in a way 

that both the specifications of form and meaning turn out to be highly particular. 

In fact, the specifications of form and meaning can be so particular that they are 

almost counter-intuitive and can only be explained by conventions of use.  This is 

especially true of specification of form.  For example, it is difficult to understand why the 

prototype is for us to say it is almost impossible with a to-complement, but to say it is 

almost certain with a that-complement – which completely turns the pragmatic use of the 

construction around.  The same enigma applies when the modifier almost is substituted 

with virtually. 

Meanwhile, specification of meaning can be equally unpredictable.  For instance, 

it is not intuitively clear how the two constructions it may be significant that and it may 

be no coincidence that could share the same meaning; and it seems even harder to predict 

that both constructions will be typically used to signal some inductive or deductive 

                                                 
91 None of the substitutions yields more than an instance of occurrence in the BNC. 
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inferencing relating two propositions.  As such, they aptly exemplify what constructions 

intrinsically are – pairings between a linguistic form and its conventionally associated 

aspects of meaning and use. 

One major strength of this prototype approach to constructional schema is that 

cases where there is slight deviation from the prototype can be embraced as radial 

categories (Lakoff, 1987).  For example, the prototypical formulation for suggesting a 

profitable course of action is it would / may / might be a good idea to do X, or it might be 

an idea to do Y, and in both cases the lexical slot is filled by a noun phrase.  However, 

since it would / may / might be as well to do Z shares the same pragmatic function, it can 

then be radially connected to the two constructions, even though its lexical exponent as 

well does not share the same grammatical status as a noun phrase.  In other cases, a 

construction becomes a radial category of a prototype not so much because of a deviation 

in grammatical form.  We have discussed earlier that the epistemic use of introductory-it 

is an example of a prototype as sub-category.  While constructions such as it seems likely 

/ unlikely that and it is almost / virtually certain that are prototypes of epistemic use, 

others like it is extremely unlikely that and it is absolutely clear that are not, because they 

are also frequently used to express notions of importance (e.g. it is extremely important 

that; it is absolutely essential that).  Since to express certainty towards the truth value of 

a proposition is not the (only) central pragmatic use of these constructions, they would be 

more appropriately seen as radial categories of the epistemic function of introductory-it. 

The above examples clearly demonstrate the tremendous explanatory power of a 

prototype approach to constructional schema, since it analyzes linguistic structure in 

terms of conceptual salience and compatibility rather than rule compliance.  This is 
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particularly important, given that we do not always follow grammatical rules in actual 

linguistic performance, and that corpus findings have furnished us with ample evidence 

that tendencies of linguistic behavior manifest levels of saliency and typicality as 

reflected in the norms and frequencies of language use.  In this light, introductory-it is a 

somewhat productive construction, since it permits a broad range of instantiations which 

can all be embraced in an intricate relationship of family resemblance, where members 

share similarities in not only syntactic but also lexical and pragmatic properties.92  Figure 

4.12 gives an idea of how a family resemblance of constructions might constitute a 

cluster that represents the prototype sub-category of the epistemic use of introductory-it. 

                                                 
92 The introductory-it construction is not considered highly productive because, as my analyses have 
revealed, its broad range of instantiations is constrained by the lexicalization of variables such as modals, 
link verbs, modifiers and complements. 



 169

 

 

C  F 

  B 
                                                                   A     
   
                                                            
                                                           D 
                                                              
                                              E                           

                                                                  P 
 
                    Y 
 
 X 
 
    Z 

   R 
 
 
P – Prototype of epistemic introductory-it 

R – Radial category of epistemic introductory-it 

 
 
A – it seems likely / unlikely that 
B – it is almost impossible to 
C – it is almost certain that 
D – it is virtually impossible to 
E – it is virtually certain that 
F – it is highly unlikely / likely that 
X – it is extremely unlikely that 
Y – it is entirely possible that 
Z – it is absolutely clear that 
 
 

Fig. 4.14 A family resemblance view of epistemic use of introductory-it93 

                                                 
93 There is no particular implication in the shape, size, or the extent of overlap of the circles. 
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Aspects of illocutionary synonymy 

 In Part I and II of this chapter we have seen plenty of examples of illocutionary 

synonymy, where lexical items which are not normally considered synonymous take on 

the same pragmatic meaning when placed in a particular phraseology in introductory-it.  

Such examples include it must be accepted / assumed / understood that, and it should be 

said / added / noted that, among others.  This reminds us of Sinclair’s (e.g. 1991, 1992) 

notion of delexicalization, which refers to the situation where a lexical item seems to 

have lost its semantic value and simply take on a grammatical role in a highly recurrent 

unit of meaning, such as the verb take in take a shower.  Admittedly, what we encounter 

here is a slightly different scenario, since the speech act and cognitive verbs in our case 

are not totally devoid of meaning.  However, it is still clear enough that the verbs are 

somewhat “leached” of their distinctive semantic attributes and become the kind of 

lexical item that “loses at least some of its original lexical value and often acquires other 

meanings and other functions within a larger unit” (p.116), as corpus linguist Tognini-

Bonelli (2001) would comment.  This goes along with the constructional view that the 

individual meaning of a lexical item is often integrated into the overall meaning of the 

construction.  Michaelis (2003) goes even further and postulates an “override principle”, 

which states that “if lexical and structural meanings conflict, the semantic specifications 

of the lexical element conform to those of the grammatical structure with which that 

lexical item is combined” (p.171).  Though in our case no conflict of meaning exists 

between lexis and structure, it does seem to be the case that the pragmatic function of the 

construction overrides the individual semantic properties of the lexical verbs therein. 
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 Besides delexicalization or “function override,” another interesting aspect of 

illocutionary synonymy is what Barlow (2000) might call “blending.”  He proposes that  

“there is within a grammar a set of form-meaning pairs with different degrees of 

entrenchment and that in expressing an idea certain chunks can be recruited and perhaps 

modified or blended” (p.324).  The example he uses which is of closest relevance here is 

claim, which he argues used to take only a nominal object in the eighteenth century: 

20. Both sides claimed the victory (1722). 

21. These instances of kindness claim my most grateful acknowledgements. (1775) 

Apparently, claim began to occur with a that-complement in the nineteenth century, and 

Barlow posits that this “could be interpreted as the result of a blend of schemata 

associated with claim and assert” (p.328), since assert has always been taking a that-

complement.  In the present study, a parallel finding has been observed: appear, which 

predominantly co-selects a that-complement, was occasionally found to operate in an 

illocutionarily synonymous manner as seem.  For example, it co-selects adjectival 

exponents, and it shares with seem the same lexical preference for epistemic adjectives.  

What is happening in this case is more than mere lexical substitution, because it clearly 

involves a modification of the syntagmatic properties of a lexical item.  It would 

therefore be more reasonable to suggest that this is a kind of blending, “a general 

cognitive process involving the merger of formal and conceptual structures” (Barlow, 

2000, p.322). 
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CHAPTER 5 CONCLUSIONS 

The present study set out to answer the following three research questions: 

(1) How does the collocational pattern in the introductory-it construction vary 

with the combination of its different linguistic elements? 

(2) How do the semantic meaning and pragmatic function of the introductory-it 

construction vary with its internal collocational patterns? 

(3) How might Construction Grammar help us to better understand the nature of 

such patterns and variations? 

Results of this study, as discussed in Chapter 4, have revealed the intricacy and 

multiplicity of ways in which the linguistic elements of introductory-it co-select and 

interact with one another to yield patterns of collocational chains.  Such patterns give 

introductory-it a great variety of phraseological forms, which in turn constitute distinct or 

related constructions that carry specific pragmatic functions.  Part I of Chapter 4 focuses 

on such variability with respect to individual linguistic categories – link verbs, modals, 

modifiers and complements – and Part II focuses on the particular phraseologies 

associated with individual lexical items, especially the modals.  From both perspectives, 

we have discussed a large number of cases where a change in the lexicalization of an 

element affects not only the lexical choice of other elements, but also the semantic 

meaning and pragmatic function of the construction as a whole.  Table 5.1 provides a 

glimpse of such dynamics of collocational change.  In the table, changes in linguistic 

categories are bold-faced, while changes in lexical co-selection are underlined. 
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Table 5.1 Illustration of the dynamics of collocation 

Collocational chain Changes in elements Pragmatic function 

It seems likely / unlikely that N/A To express one’s (varying degrees of) confidence in the truth 

value of a proposition. 

It seems reasonable / sensible to Complement To express one’s belief of the sense or equity of an act. 

It may seem odd / strange to Modal To express one’s feeling of peculiarity about an act. 

It may be true that Link verb, complement To establish a concessive relationship between two ideas. 

It would be wrong to Modal, complement To express a prediction or hypothetical belief that a certain act 

is not likely to be in order. 

It is almost certain / inevitable 
that 

Modal, modifier, 

complement 

To express one’s nearly absolute confidence in the truth value 

of a proposition. 

It is absolutely essential to Modifier, complement To express one’s belief of the importance of an act. 

It becomes increasingly clear 
that 

Link verb, modifier, 

complement 

To state an opinion or phenomenon which is gaining wider 

recognition or acceptance. 
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THE DYNAMICS OF COLLOCATION – IMPACT ON PHRASEOLOGY AND PRAGMATICS 

Examples similar to those in Table 5.1 abound in my analyses, and as such they 

provide clear answers to the first two research questions.  More importantly, the findings 

reveal several essential characteristics of the phraseologies of the introductory-it 

construction.  To begin with, similar phraseologies are found to share the same pragmatic 

function.  Such similarity is reflected not only in the co-patterning of elements such as 

modals, link verbs and complements, but also in the preference for specific types of 

lexical exponents.  These exponents fall into three main categories.  In the first category, 

the exponents belong to the same word class but may not normally be considered true 

synonyms.  The phraseology that they share, however, somehow delexicalizes their 

unique semantic values so that they function synonymously in terms of illocutionary 

meaning.  Examples include it must be accepted / assumed / understood that, and it 

should be said / added / noted that.  In the second category, the exponents do not belong 

to the same word class, but they share close semantic relations.  Despite their slight 

differences in syntactic form, they still by and large generate the same perlocutionary 

effect.  Examples include it will be seen / appreciated / noted / noticed / observed that vs. 

it will be clear / obvious / apparent / evident that; it would be wrong to vs. it would be a 

mistake to; and it would be more accurate to vs. it would be no exaggeration to.  In the 

third category, the exponents share neither the same word class nor compatible semantic 

values; but they still function as illocutionary synonyms due to the force of conventional 

use.  Examples of such unpredictable pairs include it may be significant that vs. it may be 

no coincidence that, and it might be an idea to vs. it might be as well to. 
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Another characteristic of the phraseologies of introductory-it is that they often 

perform the function of disambiguation.  The first type of disambiguation is semantic in 

nature.  For instance, the verb noted features in at least two phraseologies, it should be 

noted / said / pointed out / noted in passing that and it may be noted / observed / seen 

that.  In this case, the phraseologies – as exemplified in the co-patterning of modals and 

illocutionary synonyms – help to disambiguate the sense of the polysemous verb noted.  

With the deontic modal should, noted expresses an act of obligation to make an important 

remark, the way said and pointed out do.  With the epistemic modal may, it expresses a 

judgment of possibility of one’s perceptual awareness of a proposition or an event, the 

way observed and seen do.  The second type of disambiguation is pragmatic in nature.  In 

her analyses of modal auxiliaries, Coates (1983) demonstrated how root modals, for 

example, can be recognized by grammatical features such as animate subjects, agentive 

verbs and passive voice.  The present study, however, has discovered evidence where the 

different pragmatic properties of the same modal can be distinguished simply by the 

phraseologies in which it occurs.  For instance, must co-occurs with be and collocates 

with a whole range of speech act and cognitive verbs (as in it must be remembered / said / 

realized / agreed / conceded that), thus marking its deontic use; meanwhile, must be also 

collocates with adjectives of clarity (e.g. it must be clear / obvious that), which marks its 

epistemic use.  A similar case happens with will.  In the phraseology it will be seen / 

appreciated / noticed that the modal marks futurity, whereas in another phraseology it 

will be argued here/below that it operates dynamically to mark the volition of the speaker 

to organize his discourse.  In short, by evoking a co-patterning of lexical elements, the 
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phraseologies of introductory-it often create a local context for the semantic or pragmatic 

disambiguation of individual items. 

A third characteristic of the phraseologies is that they often exemplify 

fundamental pragmatic principles at work, thus showing that constructions are more than 

simply semantic entities and that they embody a crucial pragmatic dimension.  A clear 

example in my analyses is the operation of the Politeness Principle (Brown & Levinson, 

1987).  We have discussed how should, being a weak epistemic modal, manifests a 

collocational preference for positive adjectives, which signifies the operation of a positive 

politeness strategy – “be optimistic” – in contexts of low speaker confidence about the 

inference being made.  On the other hand, we have discussed why the phraseology it 

could be argued / said that is prototypical whereas it could be seen that is not, because 

the former expresses the possibility of advancing a proposition for acceptance, which is 

considerably more face-threatening than simply referring to a perceptual experience, 

which is what the latter does.  The co-occurrence of the hypothetical modal could with 

verbs of argumentation in this case is therefore a reflection of negative politeness, which 

aims to reduce the impingement of the speech act in question. 

THE CONVERGENCE OF PATTERN AND CONSTRUCTION GRAMMAR 

As far as the last research question is concerned, all the foregoing findings 

converge to provide strong support for a constructional approach to phraseologies in 

usage patterns.  While the findings have exposed the inadequacy of Pattern Grammar in 

embracing details of phraseology, they have also revealed that as a framework for 

grammatical description, it has much in common with Construction Grammar, which can 
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provide a coherent account for the collocational variability in introductory-it and the 

corresponding variation in its specification of meaning.  The discovery that patterns as 

manifested in different phraseological forms are found to possess not only semantic but 

also pragmatic significance implies that these patterns can be viewed as form-meaning 

pairings in the fashion of Construction Grammar.  These pairings – or constructions – are 

schematic in nature, hence capable of accommodating phraseologies of varying degrees 

of fixity or idiomaticity.  They can be compositional and accordingly predictable in terms 

of their pragmatic import (as in it seems reasonable / fair / appropriate to do X); or they 

can be compositionally deviant (as in it would / may / might be as well to do Y) or 

pragmatically oblique (as in it may be significant / no coincidence that).  Constructions 

with a high occurrence are considered prototypes, either as an exemplar when the 

specification of form is highly particular (e.g. it is almost impossible to), or as a sub-

category when the specification of meaning is shared by a range of related forms (e.g. the 

epistemic use of introductory-it).  A construction that manifests any deviance in the 

specification of form or meaning is embraced as a radial category, which could be 

connected to more than one prototype when it has more than one central pragmatic use 

(e.g. it is extremely unlikely / important that).  A schematic view of constructions is also 

highly amenable to the analysis of “blending,” where a lexical item takes on the linguistic 

properties and phraseological pattern of another item through a process of conceptual 

merger (e.g. the verb appear taking on the collocational behavior of seem). 



 178

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY AND DIRECTIONS OF FUTURE RESEARCH 

The major limitation of the present study is that its findings are only applicable to 

British English, at least theoretically.  Although attempts were made to obtain 

corroborative evidence from WebCorp and Google on the collocational patterns or 

frequencies of specific constructions, they were inevitably restrained in scope and depth 

due to the heavily manual and intensive nature of the procedure.  Even so, the evidence 

thus collected from the Web has been highly consistent with the findings from the BNC, 

which suggests that the observed lexical patterning is not a mere artifact of the corpus, 

but could be a faithful reflection of the phraseological norms in the use of the English 

language.  It would therefore be very interesting to conduct a similar study on the 

American National Corpus once its compilation is completed, in which case the 

procedure for comparing the findings could be made more methodical and efficient with 

software support. 

 Meanwhile, as suggested by Francis et al. (1996), there are six broad patterns for 

introductory-it to function as subject, and five as object – but reasons of space have made 

it necessary for the present study to limit itself to the most basic patterns of the former.  

In fact, Francis et al. have outlined many lexicalization patterns for introductory-it, which 

involve a range of link verbs (e.g. look, become, remain, prove) and complement types 

(e.g. wh-clause, if-clause, “-ing” clause), to mention a few.  More in-depth work on these 

patterns is likely to yield more valuable discoveries of the kind made in this study.  

Besides, variables such as tense and negation could be added to the analysis, though the 
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more variables there are, the more difficult it is to pinpoint the dynamics of collocation 

among them. 

 Indeed, the focus on the dynamics of collocational choices has made it difficult 

for this study to address too many variables at once, even though such variables are 

extremely promising in yielding new discoveries.  For example, my analysis focused on 

adjectives, past participles and noun phrases as the lexical exponents, but findings have 

revealed that the lexical slot is sometimes filled by infinitival phrases (e.g. it would seem 

to follow that) or prepositional phrases (e.g. it will/would be for A to do B; it will be up to 

X to do Y), which seem to have potential to form phraseological patterns of their own.  

Besides, in conducting analysis it is possible to restrict searches to certain categories of 

written or spoken data in the BNC.94  Adopting such a procedure might produce some 

interesting results about the phraseological differences between written and spoken data 

on one hand, and across different text types on the other, but it would also mean 

multiplying the number of searches to be conducted, thus making the whole study much 

more intensive and complicated than necessary.  More importantly, as Aston (2001) 

cautions us, “Corpora like the BNC are designed to provide sample data from which to 

infer generalizations about the language as a whole” (p.75, emphasis added).  In this 

light, the way the present study was conducted accords much better with the design 

rationale of the BNC.  

                                                 
94 The BNC uses the term “domains” rather than “genres” to classify written texts collected from nine 
different areas of knowledge, such as Arts, Commerce and finance, Natural and pure science, and World 
affairs.  Strictly speaking, therefore, this is not a classification based on genre.  As for spoken texts they are 
classified into a “demographic” and a “context-governed” component, with the latter being further divided 
into five sub-domains. 
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Admittedly, there are strong arguments for the value of frequency-based findings, 

and it has been repeatedly pointed out that language use is essentially probabilistic – but 

some kind of statistical measure would still be desirable if the findings were to be seen as 

sound evidence for making validity generalizations, especially in the development of a 

linguistic theory.  While heavy theorizing was not an objective of this dissertation, and 

the observation of norms and tendencies in terms of frequencies of use is often 

satisfactory enough to inform pedagogical practice, a study of this kind would still benefit 

from statistical inferencing techniques in generating results with stronger implications 

and methodological rigor for theory building.  Currently, automated statistical measures 

are available in corpus software programs to compute the strength or certainty of 

collocations between lexical items, but none that I know of can compute the same 

between a lexical item and a pattern.  It would therefore be very useful to measure 

exactly that.  For instance, how likely (and significant) is it for impossible, among all 

other lexical exponents, to appear in the pattern “it is almost * to,” compared to all other 

contexts in which impossible occurs?  A statistical measure like this would tell us 

whether the collocation is specific to introductory-it, or whether it signifies an inherent 

co-selection preference between the lexical items almost and impossible.  More 

specifically, the measure would give us crucial information on the prototype-as-exemplar 

status of the pattern “it is almost impossible to,” which in turn would be of tremendous 

value to the development of a prototype theory of Pattern or Construction Grammar. 

Finally, this study is but a modest attempt to bridge the gap between the 

descriptivist orientation of Pattern Grammar on one hand, and the essentially generativist 

view of Construction Grammar on the other.  The former has discovered recurrent 
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grammar patterns that center on the collocational properties of individual lexical items, 

but it fails to accord them proper theoretical status within a coherent framework.  The 

latter has identified the constructional schema as a powerful apparatus to model linguistic 

structure, but despite its aim “to account for the full range of facts of any language” 

(Goldberg, 1996, p.69) it seems to neglect the prevalence and significance of 

phraseologies, which are neither as generic as the argument structure constructions, nor 

as specific or fixed as a lexical item.  The present study has not delved too deep into 

issues of theoretical interest, but its findings have underscored the need for both Pattern 

and Construction Grammar to adapt their bottom-up and top-down models respectively in 

order to provide a more inclusive and systematic account of collocational and 

phraseological norms.  It would be particularly interesting, for example, for 

Constructional Grammarians to consider the following questions arising from this study: 

(1) Is there enough evidence to postulate that introductory-it exists as an independent 

construction, the way the ditransitive or the caused motion constructions do? (2) Whether 

introductory-it is independent or subsumed under a more generic construction, how can it 

be represented or incorporated in a constructional hierarchy, where its various 

phraseological patterns relate to (or sometimes overlap with) one another through levels 

of inheritance links? 

IMPLICATIONS FOR LANGUAGE TEACHING 

 The implications of corpus findings for language pedagogy have been widely 

discussed in the field and there are many excellent examples of application (e.g. Aston, 

2001; Ghadessy, Henry & Roseberry, 2001; Hunston 2002; Johns & King, 1991; 
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Kettemann & Marko, 2002; Lewis 1993; Tognini-Bonelli, 2001; Tribble & Jones, 1997; 

Wichman, Fligelstone, McEnery & Knowles, 1997; Willis, 1990; 2003).  Here, I will 

address two major issues which I think have not been properly considered so far in the 

literature.95 

 First, though Pattern Grammar has been claiming that it “prioritises the behaviour 

of individual lexical items” (Hunston, 2002), there is evidently still ample room for 

further developments, and I believe the findings reported in this dissertation provide a 

strong enough argument for that.  A pattern as simple and common as introductory-it 

turns out to comprise a multitude of specific phraseologies, and such particularities are 

seldom expressly envisaged in pedagogic grammar.  Hunston & Francis (1999) may be 

right in saying that in Pattern Grammar, “[the] generalisations are not as broad as those of 

traditional grammar” (p.77), but they still fail to pinpoint the subtlety in the dynamics of 

lexical co-selection and their pragmatic significance, even when they are triggered by 

extremely common lexical items such as a modal or an adverb.  This lack of serious 

attention to particular phraseologies is still being perpetuated among recent pedagogic 

resources that take a Pattern Grammar approach.  For example, in his book on grammar 

and lexis in English language teaching, Willis (2003) cites (again) the highly productive 

pattern It + Be + Adj. + to + Verb and condenses the adjectives into four meaning 

groups: good/bad, easy/difficult, usual/unusual, and wise/foolish.  Considering that the 

pattern often co-occurs with modals which makes it a common hedging device, and 

considering that modals have a vital influence on the internal collocation of the pattern, it 

                                                 
95 I have, however, designed two sample teaching activities to show how findings on the introductory-it 
construction can be pedagogically applied in the classroom. See Appendix B. 
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is quite inconceivable that no reference has been made to these important questions at all.  

Such over-simplification of usage patterns, though convenient, must not be further 

encouraged, because in a way it defeats the very purpose of examining and distinguishing 

lexical behaviors that corpus data have made possible in the first place.  More 

importantly, it does a disservice to language learners by under-informing them of aspects 

of actual language use which constitute an essential component of their linguistic 

repertoire.  As Hunston and Francis (1999) confess, “patterns may be made far more 

specific than they currently are”, and it is only sensible that “compromises … be reached 

between specificity and generalisation, between what is accurate and what is simple to 

represent” (p.81).  The present study has thus made a constructive step forward in this 

crucial direction. 

 The second issue I want to take up is a concern that has been raised by some 

applied linguists (e.g. Cook, 1998; Widdowson, 2000) which Hunston (2002) nicely 

summarizes as follows: “Corpora tend to comprise the language of native speakers only, 

whereas many learners will never communicate with a native speaker and/or not 

interested in native speaker norms.  In particular, the details of phraseology or 

collocations may be unimportant to a non-native-speaker of English” (p.193).  I must 

admit I have yet to meet an English learner who expressly indicates a lack of interest in 

native speaker norms.  On the contrary, I often hear learners pleading for help to make 

them sound more native-like, both in speaking and writing.  In fact, even Widdowson 

(2000) himself admits that “for many learners at least, the language as realized by its 

users is the goal to which they aspire and to which they will seek to approximate by the 

process of gradual authentication” (p.8).  However, it seems that a more pertinent 
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question to ask is whether learners should care about these norms.  Findings revealed in 

this study strongly indicate that they probably should, because these norms, as often 

exemplified in details of phraseologies, turn out to have pragmatic significance, though 

such significance may vary from being quite straightforward to being highly 

unpredictable.  Certainly, the use of the word “details” here is somewhat misleading, 

since it tends to give the impression that it refers to facts which are minor or downright 

trivial.  But we have observed more than enough evidence that details about 

phraseologies are an integral part of constructional meaning, and very often, an inability 

to apply the right phraseology is not simply understood as a slip-up in lexical choice but a 

miscarriage of communicative intent.  In other words, an infelicitous phraseology would 

incur what Thomas (1983) calls pragmalinguistic failure, the misuse of a linguistic form 

to convey an intended pragmatic force.  Let us take the pattern it may be true that as an 

example.  We have seen that it typically co-occurs with but to establish a concessive 

relationship between two propositions, but such pragmatic import is not immediately 

clear from the phraseology itself.  An unwitting learner might therefore use it for 

expressing epistemic judgment the way he might use it seems likely that: 

22. Each type of instrument has its particular advantages and disadvantages, and it 

seems likely that both types will continue to be available for the foreseeable 

future. 

23. ? Each type of instrument has its particular advantages and disadvantages, and it 

may be true that both types will continue to be available for the foreseeable 

future. 
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Worse still, the learner might think he can enhance the illocutionary force by doing what 

he could do with likely: 

24. Each type of instrument has its particular advantages and disadvantages, and it 

seems very likely that both types will continue to be available for the foreseeable 

future. 

25. ? Each type of instrument has its particular advantages and disadvantages, and it 

may be very true that both types will continue to be available for the foreseeable 

future. 

Worst of all, the learner might think he can express reservation about the truth claim of a 

proposition by simply replacing true with its antonym untrue, the way likely can be 

replaced with unlikely: 

26. It seems unlikely that it would be feasible to operate it on a large scale. 

27. ? It may be untrue that it would be feasible to operate it on a large scale. 

In cases like these, details of phraseologies are far from trivial; they are indispensable to 

the attainment of pragmatic goals.  However, the risk of pragmalinguistic failure is not 

the only reason why native norms – and consequently collocational and phraseological 

patterns – are important to language learners.  Besides making the classic distinction 

between pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic failure, Thomas (1983) also argues, rightly 

in my view, that “to give the learner the knowledge to make an informed choice and 

allowing her/him the freedom to flout pragmatic conventions, is to acknowledge her/his 

individuality and freedom of choice …” (p.110).96  In this light, familiarizing learners 

                                                 
96 Sociopragmatic failure refers to the performance of a speech act in an inappropriate social context. In 
Thomas’s (1983) words, as to “knowing how, when, and why to speak … it is cross-cultural mismatches in 
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with collocational and phraseological norms is a way of empowering them as language 

users so that they can exercise “the right to flout in exactly the same way as the native-

speaker does” (p.110) and attain whatever pragmatic goal they might have.  A simplest 

case in point would be the flouting of collocational norms to achieve the perlocutionary 

effect of irony, as suggested by Louw (1993).  Imagine what mischief a learner could get 

up to (as in 29) if she were aware that important is a frequent collocate of extremely in 

introductory-it (as in 28):  

28. It is extremely important that you do not give up at this point and this is where 

training really begins. 

29. It is extremely unimportant that you do not give up at any point because it is not 

going to make much of a difference in your case anyway. 

Unfortunately, this type of learner empowerment has scarcely been envisaged in the 

literature, and most debates seem to focus unduly on the necessity of native speaker 

norms for learners to “get by,” rather than for them to develop the repertoire to attain 

particular illocutionary goals of their own free will.97  Thomas (1983) raised a similar 

objection more than two decades ago: “All too often … language teachers and linguists 

fail to admit the possibility of a foreign student’s flouting conventions, in the same way 

as they fail to allow her/him to innovate linguistically” (p.96).  Having said that, it should 

                                                                                                                                                 
the assessment of social distance, of what constitutes an imposition, of when an attempt at a ‘face-
threatening act’ should be abandoned, and in evaluating relative power, rights, and obligations power, etc., 
which cause sociopragmatic failure” (p.104). 
97 Mair (2002) talks about empowering non-native speakers but in a different sense: he maintains that “the 
use of corpora empowers non-native speaking students and teachers because it allows them to develop a 
rational view of the authority and limitation of native-speaker intuition, thus dispelling an unfounded and 
unproductive mystique frequently surrounding the native speaker …” (p.125).  His empowerment of non-
native speakers is therefore more concerned with using the corpus as a tool to critically evaluate (and 
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be noted that inadvertent violation of collocational norms in performing a speech act 

might give an impression of insincerity on the part of the learner (Louw, 1993).  This 

would mean that the learner incurs a case of pragmalinguistic failure, which in turn might 

reflect badly on him as a person, since unlike grammatical errors which are usually 

tolerated as signs of linguistic shortfall, pragmatic failure induces judgment of general 

demeanor (Thomas, 1983).  The familiarization of learners with the norms of language 

patterning, therefore, is of paramount importance.  

  Though collocational and phraseological norms are seldom seen in the light of 

learner empowerment and autonomy, it has often been pointed out in the literature that 

such norms are instrumental in the acquiring of natural, idiomatic and fluent English, 

even for native speakers: “Learning English as a native language could be described as a 

process of steadily refining and tuning your sensitivity towards colligability and 

collocability” (de Beaugrande, 2001, p.13).  On this view, we speak naturally and 

idiomatically because we are aware of the norms in colligation and collocation, and we 

speak fluently because we structure our utterances in terms of these norms.  In other 

words, instances of colligation and collocation latch onto one another to form a 

continuous stream of speech which is construed as a sign of fluency.  Linguists such as 

Pawley and Syder (1983), Nattinger and DeCarrico (1992) and many others (see Chapter 

2) have talked of the importance of prefabricated chunks in language production, but 

relatively few have been quite as specific, for example, as Kjellmer (1991), who 

describes that “a lexical stretch will often link up or overlap with other lexical stretches 

                                                                                                                                                 
challenge) the grammaticality judgments of individual native speakers, rather than using it as a means to 
sharpen their intuitions so that they could master their linguistic resources the way native speakers do. 
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that will take us further along our chosen path” (p.122, emphasis added).  Corpus 

linguists have called this “collocation cascade” (Gledhill, 1995), or more commonly, 

“pattern flow” (Hunston & Francis, 1999).  Hunston (2002) expresses it well: “There is 

evidence that much of the language met in everyday life does not consist of one phrase 

tacked on to the end of another, but that one phrase overlaps with the next.  In this way, 

the typicality of each phrase and the originality of their co-occurrence combine” (p.146).  

Utterances are therefore seen as a sequence of patterns interlocking with each other, with 

one pattern “prospecting” (Sinclair, 1995) a subsequent one by constraining the choices 

available for lexicalization.  This process is in essence an exemplification of Sinclair’s 

idiom principle, which brings us back to the central idea of collocation and its pivotal role 

in phraseology and pattern formation.  In other words, native speaker norms as reflected 

in typical collocations and phraseologies play a significant part in building up not only 

the fluency, but also the pragmatic competence of learners so that they can linguistically 

comport themselves in ways felicitous for their illocutionary goals. 

 

In conclusion, by focusing on the basic patterns of introductory-it, this 

dissertation has amply demonstrated the complex dynamics of collocation in impacting 

the phraseology and subsequently the pragmatics of linguistic constructions.  Results of 

analyses indicate that a constructional theory holds much promise in explaining the 

variability of phraseology within a prototype perspective.  Moreover, it is argued that 

collocational and phraseological patterns are crucial not only to the development of 

fluency in learners, but also to their empowerment for making informed pragmatic 

choices in linguistic behavior.  On this view, collocation and phraseology are equally 
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important both to language use and to language users as competent, self-determining 

individuals. 
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Appendix A  Frequency list of link verbs with modals in the BNC 

 

 

 be seem appear 

may 38,006 1.069 450

might 15,533 462 188

will 69,734 106 544

would 54,702 1,626 1,070

can 54,210 145 111

could 26,774 28 41

must 24,020 88 54

should 38,191 18 91

 
 

 

 

Note: It must be remembered that outside the introductory-it construction, appear, 

unlike seem, functions not only as a link verb but also as a lexical verb, which explains 

why it sometimes has a higher rate of occurrence than seem. 
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Appendix B  Sample teaching activities on introductory-it 

 

These sample teaching activities are targeted at more advanced learners and they 

draw on ideas from the lexical approach to ELT outlined in Willis (2003).  The activities 

focus on three essential processes in language use in the classroom as postulated by 

Willis: Recognition, System building, and Exploration.98 

 

Teaching Activity 1 

Goal: To help students identify the lexical patterns of adjectives in introductory-it and 

the variation of such patterns with other constituents (e.g. link verbs and modals) 

in the construction. 

1. Recognition: This refers to “drawing students’ attention to aspects of language 

form” (Willis, 2003, p.15). 

1.1 Before the class, the teacher asks students to get a journal paper of their own 

choice and underline all the instances of introductory-it they find in the paper. 

1.2 In class, the teacher elicits responses on the lexical exponents of the 

construction and lists them on the board.  Frequent exponents should be 

highlighted. 

1.3 The teacher then gets students to focus on the lexical patterns of adjectives 

and identify the major meaning group(s) formed by these patterns.99  S/he can 

bring up broad generalizations of such meaning groups (e.g. by Francis et al., 

1998). 

2. System building: This refers to “a conscious process whereby learners try to work 

out rules, speculating on the systems of the language and how they relate to one 

another” (Willis, 2003, 15). 

                                                 
98 Willis (2003) proposes the following progression of language use in the classroom: (1) Improvisation; 
(2) Learning Processes, including Recognition, (Rehearsal), System building, and Exploration; (3) 
Consolidation. Such a progression ultimately leads to the desired outcome of learning – Spontaneous Use 
(of the target structure). 
99 Depending on students’ level of proficiency, the teacher might even ask students to appeal to their own 
intuition for possible lexical exponents. 
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2.1 The teacher now explores how the lexicalization of adjectives might 

change when the link verb is specified as seem.  S/he conducts a phrase 

query search on the pattern “it seems * that” and displays a random set of 

100 solutions.100 

2.2 Students are asked to examine the range of meaning groups represented by 

the adjectival exponents co-occurring with seem.  They should find that 

the link verb seem considerably restrains the choice of adjectives to those 

which indicate one’s confidence or certainty about a claim, with likely 

being the predominant collocate. 

2.3 The teacher then explores how the lexicalization of adjectives might 

change when the modal may is inserted into the pattern.  S/he conducts a 

phrase query search on “it may seem * that” and displays the solutions. 

2.4 Students are asked to compare the results with those where the modal verb 

was missing.  They should find that may seem has a distinct preference for 

adjectives of oddity (e.g. odd, strange, curious, surprising) rather than 

epistemic adjectives, though examples of the latter can still be found. 

2.5 The teacher recaps the major conclusions drawn from the corpus evidence: 

2.5.1. The choice of adjectives is influenced by the lexicalization of other 

elements (such as the link verb and the modal) in the introductory-

it construction (i.e. lexical choices mutually interact); 

2.5.2. The pattern “it seems * that” has the primary pragmatic function 

of expressing one’s (varying degrees of) confidence in the truth 

value of a proposition; 

2.5.3. The pattern “it may seem * that” has the primary pragmatic 

function of expressing one’s feeling of peculiarity about an act. 

3. Exploration: This refers to a process “whereby learners discover or refine the 

language for themselves … Teachers … can devise activities which will 

                                                 
100 This teaching activity therefore requires that the corpus is available on a computer in the classroom and 
that the concordance results can be projected for view. 
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encourage learners to look carefully at language in ways that are likely to prompt 

discovery” (p.15).101 

3.1 The teacher divides students into groups, and each group is asked to 

conduct a phrase query search on a specific pattern.102  Each member of a 

group is required to conduct his/her own search, look at the data 

independently and draw an individual conclusion.103 

3.2 Students get together in groups and discuss their findings.104  The groups 

then take turns to present their conclusions to the class.  If necessary, these 

conclusions can be verified by conducting on the spot searches where 

students will all get to see the evidence in the corpus. 

3.3 The teacher recaps the conclusions drawn from all the searches. 

 

Teaching Activity 2 

Goal: To help students identify (1) the particular phraseologies associated with specific 

lexical item(s) (in this case, the collocate-pair may be in introductory-it); (2) the 

pragmatic functions of the constructions resulting from such phraseologies; and 

(3) the collocational features of such constructions on the discourse level. 

1. Recognition 

1.1 The teacher conducts the search “it may be * that” and displays the 

collocate frequency list. 

1.2 Students will notice that, among the overwhelming majority of verbal 

collocates, two adjectival collocates stand out: true and significant. 

                                                 
101 Willis states that the process of exploration is unconscious, which in my opinion is not necessarily so. 
In this case, for example, students are consciously exploring the variation in lexical patterns with specific 
targets in mind – but it is true that they might serendipitously make discoveries which they did not mean to 
look for in the first place. 
102 The searches, of course, must be related to one another so that the overall findings have a specific 
language point to make.  For example, the teacher may first want to focus on the modals as a variable and 
get students to examine how different modals are associated with different lexicalization patterns of 
adjectives. 
103 This can be made an in-class activity if students have simultaneous access to the corpus. Otherwise, it 
can be made a homework assignment if students have access to the corpus outside the class (e.g. in the 
library / computer lab). 
104 This is especially important if each student simply examined a random set of solutions. 
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1.3 Teacher distributes printouts to show the results of the searches on “it may 

be true that” and “it may be significant that.”105  Students are asked to 

examine the context to identify (1) any collocational features beyond the 

lexical level; and (2) the primary functions of the two constructions. 

2. System-building 

2.1 The teacher elicits responses on “collocational features” and “functions” 

and discusses them with students. 

2.2 Students should realize that the two constructions typically co-occur with 

specific kinds of conjunctions, and that they each have a highly particular 

pragmatic use (see pp.101 and 104). 

2.3 The teacher should stress the points that (1) sometimes phraseologies can 

be highly particular and fixed (e.g. neither true nor significant can be 

replaced by their synonyms in this case); and (2) the pragmatic value of a 

construction is often more than simply an assembly of its composing parts. 

3. Exploration 

3.1 Students can be asked to verify the fixity of “it may be true that” and “it 

may be significant that” by substituting may with other modals. 

3.2 Students can be asked to search for other specific constructions involving 

may (e.g. the search on “it may be * * that” will yield the nominal 

collocates the case and no coincidence, see pp.105-106). 

3.3 The teacher can explore with students the more generic construction 

proposed by Hunston (2002) “may not be … but …” (see p.164), which in 

turn can be seen as a more specific instantiation of an abstract construction 

“may … but …” (see p.164). 

 

                                                 
105 Such printouts will not be necessary if each student has access to the corpus in the classroom. 
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