
 443

CORPUS-BASED SEMANTIC FUNCTIONS OF “BE + V-ING” AND 
“ESTAR + G”: DIFFERENCES AND SIMILARITIES OF USE 

 
 

Marlén Izquierdo 
Universidad de Cantabria 

 
Abstract 
The use of corpora in contrastive linguistics is a must if linguistic contrast is to be approached 
from a functional, descriptive perspective. Contrastive functional analysis (CFA) is concerned 
with how two different languages are used to communicate the same meaning, whose 
realization is contrasted for differences and similarities. This paper observes the meanings 
conveyed by “Be + V-ing” and “Estar + G” in English and Spanish respectively. These two 
resources are assumed to share certain degree of linguistic correspondence, due to the fact 
that, grammatically speaking, the constituents of either resource correspond to each other. The 
present study seeks to determine whether they hold this relation in terms of the meanings they 
convey. In order to do this, I have carried out a corpus-based cfa following Krzeszowski’s 
method proposal. The insights derived from the study reveal how equivalent these two 
resources are and sheds light on their degree of translatability. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
The status of corpus linguistics (henceforth CL) has been debated upon to a fair extent. My 
stance on this issue is that CL is neither a discipline nor a theory, but a methodology which 
has developed within the linguistic science so as to bridge the gap between its theoretical and 
applied branches through the descriptive one. In other words, by describing language from a 
corpus approach, existing theories are revisited and new tenets are postulated, in as much as 
applications of language are extended. All in all, the linguistic science advances.  

This study aims at showing how language might be observed in context and described in 
terms of the meanings it expresses, which displays its functionality. In particular, this project 
unfolds as a contrastive functional analysis (cfa) in which two linguistic resources, which are 
assumed to be functional equivalents, are described in context so as to observe their degree of 
linguistic correspondence, which might well hint at their translatability. Likewise, when 
considering existing translations, the correspondences identified might be used as a criterion 
for translation quality assessment. In this way, more knowledge on the communicative nature 
of language is gained, and applications of language such as FL teaching or translation become 
more manageable, mainly when such applications involve linguistic resources that may 
challenge communication cross-culturally, as is the case in this study. In short, there is an 
applied purpose behind this contrastive project, the results of which are expected to be useful 
and usable for English-Spanish translation (Rabadán 2008).  
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2. CORPUS-BASED CONTRASTIVE FUNCTIONAL ANALYSIS 
 
Contrastive analysisi (from now on CA) has developed over the past two decades 
considerably. In 1998 Chesterman introduced his theory on Contrastive Functional Analysis, 
whereby a linguistic contrast might be initiated on the notion of assumed similarity, either of 
form or of function, and aims at observing how two languages, or rather, linguistic resources, 
are used so as to communicate the same meaning. This can be done in two different ways; 1) 
by observing which resources convey a given semantic function in either language or 2) by 
identifying common functions to resources which are considered similar, or more accurately, 
functionally equivalent. This cfa takes the latter as its starting point.  

Today, much of the work which is done within CA resorts to corpora. The functional 
approach holds a symbiotic relation with CL; the former has somehow enhanced the latter, 
which re-emerged as an answer to the needs of studying how language functions in 
communication, and what elements are involved in the functional nature of language. In other 
words, linguistic corpora are a source of data which can be empirically tested so as to 
describe, not only the various functions of a given linguistic resource, but what distinguishes 
one function from another and, even more importantly for the purposes of the present study, 
the differences and similarities of realization of semantic functions in different, somehow 
related, languages.  

There are four main factors which take part in the realization of a linguistic function: the 
meaning to be conveyed, the resource or form which expresses it, the co(n)text where the 
association of meaning and form takes place, and the frequency of such a realization and 
association. Linguistic corpora provide evidence of them four, which makes them a suitable 
tool for any cfa. 

 

3. ASSUMED EQUIVALENTS: “BE + V-ing” AND “ESTAR + G” 
 
As mentioned above, the assumed similarity between these two resources has triggered the 
present cfa, which examines their real degree of functional equivalence and, hence, their 
usability as English-Spanish translational options. Both resources are considered typical of 
English and Spanish to express a given periphrastic meaning, namely, progression. Yet, is the 
realization of this function exactly the same in either language? It is assumed that there are 
similarities but differences as well, which are to be observed in co(n)text, for these could be 
related to the co-textual information which contributes to meaning realization. Likewise, it is 
believed that each resource expresses other meanings, so the question is whether these are the 
same in both languages and if so, what is common to and divergent from each other. In short, 
on the assumption that “Be + v-ing” and “Estar + G” are equivalent resources when 
conveying progression, this piece of research sets out to determine to what degree this 
equivalence is held. In addition, describing them functionally might reveal other functions 
that could be otherwise overlooked, which would bear, thus, consequences for translation and 
EFL teaching. This is why a corpus-based cfa represents a suitable, necessary even, procedure 
to unveil such similarities and differences of use.  
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4. THE STUDY 
 
Following Krzeszowki’s model, the cfa unfolds in four different stages, namely, selection, 
description, juxtaposition and contrast. The first one determines the data to work with in the 
study. The other three stages imply the actual, corpus-based, functional description and 
comparison of the resources under study. The insights observed in the last stage are the ones 
exported onto real linguistic applications. This method is bound up with the main tool used, 
namely, the corpus. 
 

4.1. Tool for the analysis: the corpus 
 
There has been so much thought about CL that an inner division has even arisen, or rather, 
been proposed, in the past few years. Such a proposal is owed to Tognini-Bonelli (2001), for 
whom there is a clear distinction between so-called corpus-based and corpus-driven research, 
distinction which lies on the theoretical principles, objectives and methods of either approach. 
Without advocating such a distinction entirely (Izquierdo 2008: 101), the present study is 
mainly corpus-based because it resorts to a linguistic corpus as a source of data, test bed of 
hypotheses and repository of examples.  

The type of corpus used is a custom-made comparable corpus made up of two existing, 
independent, reference corpora, namely, BoEii and CREAiii. The comparability of the 
databases extracted from each corpus is preserved by choosing the same text type or genre 
(written, fiction and nonfiction texts), the time span of the texts and the geographic variety 
(European English and Spanish). Comparable BoE/CREA has been extensively used by the 
ACTRES team and has proven useful in English-Spanish contrastive projectsiv. 

 

4.2. Selection of the data 
 
Statistics has had a major part in the selection of the data. The resources under examination 
comprise the auxiliaries be/estar followed by the ten most frequent verb forms ending in –ing, 
henceforth referred to as gerund-participles (G-Ps), and gerunds (Gs) in English and Spanish 
respectively. It is believed that the more frequent the G-P or G, the more the functional 
co(n)texts in which they appear. The frequency rates have been taken from Leech et al. (2001) 
for English and from Alameda & Cuetos (1995) for Spanish. The G-Ps and Gs selected are, in 
order of frequency, the following: 
 

ENGLISH SPANISH 
Being Siendo 
Going Haciendo 
Having Mirando 
Doing Hablando 

Looking Dando 
Using Pensando 

Making Esperando 
Taking Dejando 
Getting Buscando 

Working Viendo 
Table 1. Ten most frequent G-Ps and Gs 
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These G-Ps and Gs are the input words used to extract the concordances from the 
comparable BoE/CREA. The first search retrieved too many concordances for each input 
word, making the whole population too large for its analysis. Therefore, a statistical formula 
was applied on each population, so as to narrow it to a manageable, representative sample, 
which provided a collection of 1,660 concordances where the G-P and G are preceded by 
be/estar and make a meaningful whole. Table 2 below illustrates the number of concordances 
per language.  
 

RESOURCE SAMPLE 
Be + G-P 878 
Estar + G 782 

TOTAL 1,660 
Table 2. Sample of concordances analysed 

 

4.3. Description 
 
All the concordances have been analysed according to two main criteria which preserve, in 
turn, the dynamic nature of any functional, corpus-based, descriptive study: 

1. Co-textual information, where the distinction between various functions might lie.  
2. Lexical content of the G-P/G, which might prevent and/or enable the realization of 

a given function.  
These criteria have been established on the basis of a thoughtful revision of a tailored 

bibliography (Izquierdo 2008), from which I have both adopted and adapted labels for the 
functions of the resources under study. In addition, whenever the data do not match any of the 
existing classifications consulted, a new label has been proposed so as to depict the reality 
observed.  
 
 
4.3.1. Corpus-based semantic functions of “Be + G-P” 
 
Ten main functions of the English periphrastic construction have been identified, whose 
frequency of occurrence is illustrated in table 3. 
 

BE + G-P 878 % EXAMPLE 
Progression 514 58.5% 1. That was what Bardi was looking for now 
Temporary habit 81 9.2% 2. So who’s he working for now? Microsoft? 
Gradual 
progression 

69 7.8% 3. The orders it was getting from the General, 
who ... 

4. It was getting late and dark and we walked 
faster... 

Future intention 51 5.8% 5. Since I’m going up this evening, is there any 
chance  

General validity  41 4.7% 6. usually the therapist is looking for troublesome 
situations 

Iteration 38 4.3% 7. All the credibility I’d been working flat out for 
years to... 

Temporary state 36 4.1% 8. She was having a hard time with Lambert, who 
... 

Inchoation 17 1.9% 9. It was already getting dark 
10. And before you know it, you’re looking back 
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on it 
Continuation 16 1.8% 11. At the time of writing, Jane is still working 

with the 
Result 15 1.7% 12. I’m not getting much out of this bargain so 

far!... 
Table 3. Functions of “Be + G-P” 

 
PROGRESSION: this is the central function of the resource, as its outstanding frequency 

(58.5%) indicates. The notion of progression conveys an ongoing action which is incomplete 
and implies duration.  

Co-textual elements that contribute to the notion of progression are rather infrequent, 
although there are some interesting patterns, such as adverbial phrases (AdvPs) and/or noun 
phrases (NPs) which portray the action in progress within a specific moment and place. 
Among the former, (just) now and here occur most frequently and are typical devices of 
English to actualize the action. In addition, other recurrent AdvPs include adverbs such as 
there, later, earlier, today, meanwhile or prepositional phrases (PPs) of the like at present, at 
the (same, that, one) time, as well as at the moment, by two o’clock that afternoon, by now, 
between the time, in Rio or in Europe. The NPs which usually appear in the surroundings of 
the progressive construction consist of deictic elements, mainly demonstratives, followed by a 
noun with reference to time or place such as this time last year or that night.  

Another co-textual pattern which is characteristic of the realization of progression by 
means of “Be + G-P” is subordination, as the action of the periphrastic construction belongs 
to a time subordinate clause that is framed within another action which happens 
simultaneously. 

On few occasions, adverbs such as exactly, actually and really emphasize that the 
situation is truly happening. 

TEMPORARY HABIT: the second most recurrent function refers to an action which is 
regularly realized over a bounded period of time, which makes it look as a habit.  

Certain co-textual elements are essential for the realization of this function. As a 
matter of fact, direct objects as well as circumstantial complements (regularly, per day, a 
week, as a hobby) are distinctive features which enable the interpretation of the action as a 
habit, rather than as an occasional event. Thus, the co-text helps distinguish this function from 
iteration and progression, with which it may overlap.   

GRADUAL PROGRESSION: depending on the lexical nature of the G-P and its 
complements, the resource either expresses the evolution of an action which is progressing 
gradually (ex. 3) or emphasizes the gradual change of state (ex. 4). The latter connotation 
relies strongly on lexical information, for this is particularly frequent with getting. In actual 
fact, the bulk of the concordances analyzed comprise this G-P.  

Along with the lexical content, in the case of getting, the realization of this function 
relies heavily on the co-text, especially on circumstantial complements which convey 
gradation such as increasingly, frequency adverbials (little by little, each month) and more 
importantly, comparative patterns such as more and more + adj. 

FUTURE INTENTION: 5.8% of the concordances analyzed convey a plan or intention to 
do something in the future.  

More than a third of all the concordances that express this meaning contain 
information which hints at the future time in which the action is planned to take place, such as 
tomorrow, this weekend, later this afternoon, next week, this evening, on Friday or today.  

GENERAL VALIDITY: occasionally, the periphrastic construction expresses a situation 
which tends to be always the case so that they can be considered general statements with 
general validity in time. Thus, there is no aspectual connotation involved, as is inherent in 
most other functions. 
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There are two recurrent co-textual features; first, most concordances take a universal 
you or indefinite one as subject. Second, most sentences seem hypothetical and are framed by 
a subordinate clause introduced by if, when or whenever. 

ITERATION: this is the function whereby “Be + G-P” refers to an event which is 
repeated but not successively. This function entails three semantic connotations whose 
realization depends on the co-text to a great extent. 

- Iteration-Duration, which is partly realized by adverbials conveying the period 
during which the action has been repeated (for years, ex. 7); 

- Iteration-Approximation, which is attained by the combination of verb tenses; 
- Iteration-Subjectivity; characterized by the appearance of always between the 

auxiliary and the G-P conveying subjective connotations of condemn. 
TEMPORARY STATE: a state lacks, by definition, dynamism but the data have revealed 

instances where the periphrastic construction refers to a state which is extraordinarily taking 
place. The resource has emphatic force. 

INCHOATION: a few concordances indicate the beginning of an action. The realization 
of this function relies on the co-text in more than 80% of the cases found, and more precisely 
on the adverb already (ex. 9). Another characteristic pattern is the correlation of a time clause 
introduced by before, followed by the periphrasis as in “…and before you know it, you’re 
looking back on it”. As can be observed in the example, the lexical content of the 
subordinating preposition, when combined with the periphrasis, provides it with the 
inchoative value. 

CONTINUATION: the observation of this function has been driven by the corpus, which 
reveals a few instances where the periphrastic construction refers to an action that is 
happening at the present moment, as a continuation of a previous moment and likely to keep 
on happening. 

The adverb still is paramount in the realization of this meaning, for it appears in all the 
instances found between the auxiliary be and the G-P. 

 
 

4.3.2. Corpus-based semantic functions of “Estar + G” 
 

The Spanish construction conveys, according to the data, five different functions as 
table 4 illustrates.  
 

ESTAR + G 782 % EXAMPLE 
Progression 724 92.6% 13. FERNANDO: ¿Estás hablando en serio? 
Iteration 41 5.3% 14. Tú siempre estás hablando de Dios 
Inchoation 13 1.7% 15. pero que en cuanto termina, ya estoy 

pensando: “venga,... 
Continuation 2 0.2% 16. Aun lo estoy esperando 
Gradual 
progression  

2 0.2% 17. La crítica a esta educación bancaria que 
imparten las escuelas está siendo cada día 
mayor 

Table 4. Functions of “Estar + G” 
 

 
The definition of each function is the same as those of the English resource (cf. 4.3.1.). 

Concerning the relevance of co-text in the functional realization, the analysis has revealed 
certain patterns.  

PROGRESSION: barely 5% resort to an element which specifies the point in time when 
the action is happening. Some of these adverbialsv are ahora (mismo, mismito), actualmente, 
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en la actualidad, en el momento actual, esta noche, esta tarde, en (ese, este) momento, en 
aquellos días along with the typical adverbs aquí and hoy.  

ITERATION: there are three other periphrastic constructions in Spanish that express this 
meaning, namely, “Llevar + G”, “Andar + G” and “Venir + G”vi (Izquierdo 2008). Yet, the 
number of instances where “Estar + G” expresses this meaning is higher, with co-text playing 
an important role.  

The notion of iteration entails three different connotations: duration, subjectivity and 
approximation. NPs with adverbial force and PPs introduced by desde [since] are recurrent in 
the realization of duration. The former are usually placed between the auxiliary and the G, 
whereas the PPs appear either at the beginning or at the end of the sentence. The adverbs 
siempre and por ahí add subjectivity to the resource. The idea of approximation is attained by 
combining the perfect tense of the auxiliary verb with circumstantial complements. There 
might be PPs introduced by desde or hasta [until]. 

INCHOATION: irrespective of the fact that there are other periphrases which lexically 
convey inchoation in Spanish (Izquierdo 2008: 244), whenever “Estar + G” is accompanied 
by the frequency adverb ya, this function seems clear in the data analysed. Moreover, further 
co-textual elements contribute to its realization, as shown by example 15, where the time 
clause introduced by en cuanto [as soon as] has an effect similar to that of before in example 
10.  

CONTINUATION: there are just a couple of instances where “Estar + G” expresses this 
meaning, to which aun and todavía [yet] contribute substantially.  

GRADUAL PROGRESSION: this function is rather peripheral. Both instances of “Estar + 
G” which convey gradual progression resort to the adverbial cada día + comparative, which 
inherently introduces a staged-event that changes as it progresses. 

 

4.4. Juxtaposition 
 

By juxtaposing the repertoire of functions of either resource, it is easier to identify 
correspondences. As table 5 shows, the initial hypothesis is confirmed as there is common 
ground between both resources but there are some lacunae or no correspondences as well. 
 

ENGLISH FUNCTION SPANISH 
Be + G-P Progression Estar + G 
Be + G-P Temporary habit Ø 
Be + G-P Gradual progression Estar + G 
Be + G-P Future intention Ø 
Be + G-P General validity Ø 
Be + G-P Iteration Estar + G 
Be + G-P Temporary state Ø 
Be + G-P Inchoation Estar + G 
Be + G-P Continuation Estar + G 
Be + G-P Result Ø 

Table 5. Functional correspondences and lacunae between “Be + G-P” and “Estar + G” 

The functions which are shared by both languages are marked in bold. These five 
functions differ, however, in their frequency of occurrence and co-textual dependence, as 
observed in the following stage of the study, the contrast proper.  



 450

4.5. Contrast 
 

This stage is concerned with those functions which both resources express in order to 
establish their degree of equivalence, which requires raising awareness of what is equal as 
well as different in their realization.  

PROGRESSION: there are no remarkable differences in the realization of this function. It is 
the central one of every resource and co-text is barely relevant. In addition, the kind of 
elements which co-textually contribute to meaning building are very similar both lexically 
and grammatically. Thus, as far as this meaning is concerned, it seems reasonable to argue 
that both resources share the greatest degree of equivalence. 

GRADUAL PROGRESSION: a significant difference is that this function is mainly lexical in 
English, in opposition to the Spanish resource, which resorts to grammatical, co-textual 
support to express it. This function is more frequent than any of the remaining functions in 
English, whereas it is the most peripheral in Spanish. This is due to the fact that there is 
another typical, Spanish resource for realizing this meaning, namely, “Ir + G” [go + G]. 

ITERATION: this function may convey three different connotations in both languages. 
There is, however, a striking difference which has to do with the resources every language has 
for its realization, for there are two in Spanish. Yet, this paper is concerned with “Estar + G” 
alone, and no big differences have been observed. The meaning of approximation is more 
recurrent in English than in Spanish, though. 

INCHOATION: the contrastive stage has unveiled a difference in use which concerns the 
frequency of realization. The English resource expresses it more frequently than its Spanish 
counterpart. Both languages show a great influence of the lexical nature of surrounding co-
text. 

CONTINUATION: the expression of this meaning by the resources under study is rather rare 
and the co-text plays an important role in both codes.  

Another feature observed in the descriptive stage is that the tense of the auxiliary verb, be 
and estar, is usually a present or past simple. Other tenses have been observed, but they are 
not recurrent. This feature is also common to both resources, as checked in the contrastive 
stage. 

On the basis of the results obtained from the contrastive analysis, some advances in 
translation can be made. 

 

5. IMPLICATIONS FOR TRANSLATION AND CONCLUSIONS 
 

The empirical analysis of language from a functional point of view has shown how 
intertwined lexis and grammar are and the undesirability, impossibility even, of dealing with 
one ignoring the other (Tognini-Bonelli 2001:76). This is observed not only in the association 
of some functions with a given G-P or G, such as that seen between the meaning of gradual 
progression and the G-P getting, but also in the lexical content of certain grammatical 
elements which, altogether, contribute to functional realization. 

In short, one given resource may convey various meanings in terms of their lexical 
nature and surrounding co-text, which shows its dynamic nature and, thus, its functionality. 

The concordances analysed were selected by G-P and G so many other co-texts have 
been observed. Considering this information, it is arguable that, even when the English and 
Spanish resources share a function, there are other expressive means which are more typical 
in Spanish, such as the so-called perífrasis de gerundio (Izquierdo 2008).  

The linguistic correspondences detected might well be used as translational options, 
which preserve acceptability and functional equivalence. The patterns seen, if applied in 
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translation, will guarantee the usefulness and usability of “Estar + G” as an equivalent of “Be 
+ G-P” in its various functions. This all can be translated in a group of English-Spanish 
translation guidelines such as the following: 

1. The functional equivalence between the resources under study is beyond a 
doubt when conveying progression. Hence, their translatability is possible 
and feasible. In other words, translators may use “Estar + G” as a completely 
functional equivalent of the English resource whenever this refers to an 
action in progress.  

2. Whenever “Be + G-P” conveys gradual progression, translators might use 
the Spanish resource as long as this one is combined with other linguistic 
elements which add gradation to the action. Yet, using “Ir + G” might be a 
better choice, for this is the central Spanish means to express gradual 
progression. 

3. Translators have at their disposal various ways of expressing iteration. If the 
OT conveys this meaning by means of “Be + G-P”, using “Estar + G” is a 
valid possibility as long as the co-text helps it realize the original meaning. 
In any case, there are other combinations with the G which also realize this 
function, and, as a matter of fact, they do it more frequently. Thus, 
translators ought to keep in mind resources such as “Llevar + G”, “Venir + 
G” and “Andar + G”. 

4. Translating inchoative “Be + G-P” into Spanish requires using either “Estar 
+ G” with adverbial support implying the beginning of the action referred to 
by the G, or a semiperiphrasis which conveys this meaning lexically, as 
happens with “Empezar + G” [begin + G]. The data analysed indicate that 
the former might be a valid, closer equivalent. 

5. Continuation is not a common function of either resource, but it is a 
possibility for both of them. Yet, when translating from one language into 
another, no matter the direction, translators may use a lexical 
semiperiphrasis in either language, which, due to their frequency of 
occurrence, seems to be a more used and usable option. In other words, it is 
used more frequently and sounds more accurate or idiomatic. 

As can be inferred from these guidelines above, the correspondence between both 
resources (“Be + G-P” and “Estar + G”)  should be taken cautiously, for there are slight 
differences which have to be kept in mind so as to avoid an overuse of the Spanish periphrasis 
as a translation of the English one. An awareness of these differences is an advantage if we 
wish to avoid any misuse of the resources in translation. As a matter of fact, a previous study 
by Rabadán (forthcoming), has revealed that the simple present tense does express 
progression as well. An ensuing study based on a parallel corpus (Izquierdo 2008b) has 
shown that it is actually more frequently used as a translational option of “Be + G-P” than the 
Spanish periphrasis.   

To conclude, from an applied point of view, it is proved how a cfa provides 
information which is useful and usable for translation, since the results obtained are tangible 
parameters of equivalence or translatability between assumedly equivalent resources. In turn, 
the cfa confirms the accuracy of such an assumption at the same time that it refines it.  
                                                 
NOTES 
 
i Currently, the term “contrastive linguistics” seems to have gained ground and displaced the original 
“contrastive analysis”. Yet, I will use the latter so as to avoid confusion between the acronym corresponding to 
contrastive linguistics and corpus linguistics respectively, for they coincide.   
ii Bank of English/Cobuild (online application accessible prior subscription) 
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iii Corpus de Referencia del Español Actual (http://corpus.rae.es/creanet.html) 
iv http://actres.unileon.es/ 
v By adverbials I refer to phrases which convey circumstantial meaning, irrespective of their constituents, 
namely, adverbs, PPs or NPs. 
vi “Take + G”, “Walk + G” and “Come + G” 
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