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A8) "Pretty": adjective vs. adverb (BNC + BYU interface) 
Martin Schneidmadel 

 
Corpus: British National Corpus (BNC) 

Programs: BYU-BNC 

Tasks: 

 Pretty as an adjective can premodify nouns or be used in predicative function. Pretty as an adverb 
occurs mostly before adjectives and other adverbs. The BNC is a Part-of-Speech-tagged corpus in 
which the disambiguation has been carried out by a semi-automated tagging procedure. Use the 
Part-of-Speech (POS) tags to find out frequencies of these grammatical functions in the different 
sections of the BNC. 

 Compare the relative percentages of pretty (Adj) and pretty (Adv) in the different subdivisions of the 
corpus. 

 Carry out manual spot checks to find out to what extent the POS-tagging is adequate. 

Notes: 

 The corpus and the BYU interface can be accessed on the Internet: http://corpus.byu.edu/bnc/ 

 After a few searches you will have to create a username and password (free of charge). 

 Users taking part in the course "Methods and Theories in Linguistics" can use the password 
metheling to join the account for the University of Bamberg: In order to do so, make sure the 
[Organization] in the form under "Personal Information" at the bottom of that page matches the 
name Universität Bamberg (exactly), and click [Update]. Then enter the password metheling and click 
on [Join Group], after which you will then be added to the group account for our university. You will 
then have increased access and advanced features. 

 Try out the different display modes (upper left corner). 

 If you want to save your results, the best idea seems to be highlighting and copying/pasting of 
content. 

 The website itself includes a help function and ample documentation. 
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1.”Pretty”, premodifying nouns  

 

Open the website: http://corpus.byu.edu/bnc/ 

 

 

 

Enter the word pretty. 

 

 

 

We have to find pretty in two different positions within the sentence:  

http://corpus.byu.edu/bnc/
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 premodifying nouns/ in a predicative function: pretty as adjective  

 before adjectives and other adverbs: pretty as adverb  
 

The Website offers us different options for the position in the sentence in the  

Section Pos List. We are interested in pretty as premodifier of nouns.   
                            

 

 Therefore we choose [n*] 
  

But we have to limit the number of words around pretty. Otherwise the corpus shows 

sentences like: “…the young girls were very pretty…” or “…the girls were pretty tired”. 
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With the Collocation 0  /  1 … we allow pretty only to stand in front of one noun instead of 

a construction where the noun stands before pretty. 

 

The results:  
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Right now we know the nouns which are highly frequently premodified by pretty: girl, 

face, woman, things…  

 

But the task is to find the frequencies of these grammatical functions in different sections, 

not before certain words!  

 

For this purpose we choose CHART instead of LIST and we can see in which sections 

pretty occurs as a premodifier of nouns.  

 

 
 
 

2. “Pretty” in predicative function  

 

However, it’s not finished yet! What about pretty in predicative position? Just change 

from [n*] to verb [v*] / verb. ALL in POS LIST.  

 

Take care the parameter is now 1 / 0 in COLLOCATES so that pretty follows the verb 

directly. 
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Change to CHART and see the results. 

 

 
 

3.”Pretty” before Adjectives and other Adverbs 

Right now, we do the same procedure for pretty (adv) before adjectives and other adverbs. 

We choose [j*] for adjectives and [r*] for adverbs in the POS LIST- Again we have to check 

the range at COLLOCATES, in this case 0  /   1. 

Change again to CHART in order to see the frequency of pretty before adjectives [j*]:  
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and before adverbs [r*]:

 
 

4. Spot Checks  

 

We have to carry out manual spot checks to find out to what extent the POS-tagging 

is adequate. For this purpose, go back to LIST. Then click on the words in the list and 

read the sentences. 

 

My spot checks have shown that the POS-tagging works quite well with “pretty” as 

adjective and adverb, maybe because we are not looking for a very complex 

structure. 

 

However, in the SPOKEN-sources, there are some unclear sentence patterns which 

make it almost impossible to understand the sentence and understand the use of 

pretty in the sentence. Here some examples: 

 
 

5. Final Results:   

 

part of a noun phrase:  
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in predicative function:  

 

 
before adjectives: 

 
 

 

and adverbs: 

 
 

Source: British National Corpus (BNC) 


