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Preface

This article is written in memory of Paul Robberecht, whose unexpected and untimely death prevented him from submitting his doctoral thesis 'The progressive in learner English', on which he worked assiduously for many years. Anne-Marie and Mieke acted as supervisors of Paul's PhD,  Joost was co-supervisor. The three of us were devastated by his departure and sad to realise Paul never reaped the fruits of his research. We therefore believe it is fitting to dedicate an article based on Paul's notes to Joost on this occasion. 
Introduction

One of the typical uses of the progressive in English is the expression of an activity 'in progress' at the moment of speaking (What are you thinking of?) or at a certain point in the past (He was eating breakfast when it happened) or the future time (I'll be driving through Italy around lunch time tomorrow). This activity may be regularly  interrupted, as in She's writing a book on butterflies. To the notion of repeated 'action in progress’ a note of irritation on the part of the speaker may be added, expressed by such adverbs as always or  forever, suggesting relentlessness (He's always telling jokes). The progressive has also been called 'the present/past/future continuous' (see e.g. O’Driscoll, 1990:32-34). Consequently, it seems plausible to hypothesise that the cognate adverbs continuously and continually both colligate with the progressive. In order to verify this a search through the British National Corpus or BNC World Edition (Davies, 2004 - ) was carried out. The results of this corpus search are presented here, together with an explanation of the findings. 
The adverbs continuously and continually: dictionary definitions

Collins Cobuild  (Sinclair, 2000) defines the adjective continuous as follows: "1. Something that is continuous 1.1. continues to happen or exist without stopping." The example given for the derived adverb continuously is The volcano has been erupting continuously since March. We note here the use of the progressive in this illustrative example. Sense 3 mentions the continuous as a synonym of the progressive in grammar.  
The adjective continual is defined in Collins Cobuild in almost the same terms: "Something that is continual 1. continues to happen or exist without stopping." The example given for the derived adverb continually is ... the continually evolving political world. A second sense is  2. " happens or is done again and again. The example for the adverb in this sense is  He complained continually that there was no money left. 
On the other hand, Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (Summers, 2005) adds a usage note on the difference between continuous(ly) and continual(ly): 
"Continual describes separate actions (often annoying actions you do not like) which are repeated over a period of time: These continual interruptions are driving me mad. / She's continually flying off to different places."

"Continuous especially describes things and events that go on without a break." One of the examples provided is We landed after flying continuously for 16 hours.  

Thus Longman makes a fairly clear distinction between the two words, though they add: "The uses just described are regarded by many as the correct ones, but native speakers often use continuous(ly) also, like continual(ly, to describe repeated separate actions: There were continuous interruptions. As a result, continuous(ly) is much more frequent in spoken English.  Where both might be used, continuous(ly) may carry less of the idea that the repeated action is annoying: It rained continuously all summer, which was good for the rice crop. Compare: It rained continually all summer, which completely spoiled our vacation."
On the basis of these usage dictionaries we may conclude: that the adverbs are not quite synonymous, and that the difference lies in the extent to which the action is (un)interrupted; that speakers nevertheless often use them interchangeably; that the overtone of irritation is to be found with continually rather than with continuously. 
In the next section we will examine to what extent the two adverbs occur in combination with the progressive aspect, denoting a continuous process with or without an overtone of annoyance.
The adverbs continuously and continually: co-occurrence with simple or progressive verb forms in the BNC World Edition 
The examples given in the two dictionaries quoted above show co-occurrence either with simple or progressive verb forms. A closer look at data should reveal to what extent the distribution is equal.

A search for continually in the BNC World Edition (Davies 2004-) yielded a total of 1306 instances, which made it impractical to search for the exact number of progressives and non-progressives, so we decided on a sample of 50 instances for close examination. Of these 21 co-occurred with verb forms where the choice between simple or progressive was not applicable, in particular in the case of non-finite forms or stative verbs. Here are some examples:

(1) C9R 1925 Any recreation which means continually trying to understand other people (for example, the small group when the conversation rushes about like a squashball) is very far from recreation. 

(2) CDW 913 Although independent of his creation he is nevertheless continually involved in its maintenance. 

Of the instances where a choice was possible 13 forms were non-progressive, while 16 were progressive.  In other words, both forms seem to occur about equally frequently. Here are some examples with the progressive:

(3) AC9 463 At present it is also the most popular method of analysis for provenance studies in archaeology, but it may not always be so, since scientists are continually looking for new instrumental methods of obtaining a comprehensive chemical analysis of a material. 

(4) CDK 91 I have a wide vocabulary, which I am continually expanding, so I often look up the meaning of words to use.
(5) CKS 830 In any non-routine form of work, professional responsibilities and personal goals will be continually pushing people up against their limitations of personal resource.

In (3) reference is made to a process which is going on in the present: the progressive expresses this ongoing process while at the same time limiting it in duration. A simple form continually look would express a general truth, a generic statement: 'we know it is a general fact that scientists continually look for new instrumental methods'. 
In (4) the speaker also focuses on the activity in progress: adding new words to his vocabulary is an ongoing process which does not imply that there are no interruptions; words are not added constantly but on a regular basis.

In (5) the process is presented as ongoing at a point of reference in the future. Again, as in (3) a simple form will continually push focuses more on the intention than on the simple statement of some sort of 'inevitable' result. 

Consequently, all of these express either  uninterrupted, ongoing situations at a point of reference, or situations that are presented as such for emotive effect,  i.e.  with extra emphasis  on the  duration and uninterrupted ongoingness. 
The non-progressive is also used with these adverbials, not for ongoing situations, but as a factual alternative for the ‘emotive’ progressive:
(6) HHV 2873 Why did the Minister's Department authorise Admiral Sir Julian Oswald to give information to the press on the specific question put by my hon. Friend the Member for Islington, North (Mr. Corbyn), when Ministers continually refuse to answer that question in the House? 
(7) HPU 1318 Researchers without very much thought, continually try to manipulate non-experimental data so as to approximate as closely as possible to the kind of experiment held to epitomise natural science. 

(8) K5A 5988 Criticised for a lack of pace and heading ability, Moore continually confounded the pundits with his uncanny speed of thought and cool authority under pressure.

(9) EE0 75 All our credit assessment practices, in particular our credit scoring techniques, are continually reviewed  to ensure that they are prudent and reasonable in the prevailing social and economic circumstances.

(10) CB9 982 ‘Matter is poured into our universe from some other and entirely extraneous spatial dimension so that to a denizen of our universe they appear as points at which matter is continually created. 

(11) G0U 54 In this sense, for example, the employment relationship was visualised by Goodrich (1975) in his classic study of the British mining industry in terms of a ‘frontier of control’, the boundaries of which continually shift as one side or the other gains ascendancy. 

(12) CCV 838 Graham Frater, our HMI Observer, continually reminded us of the hordes of textbook publishers who might reduce our recommendations to a series of useless exercises if we did not make our rationale abundantly clear. 

In all of these instances, general statements about repeated actions are made, with the emphasis on the habit rather than on the process as ongoing. The information is presented in a factual manner.

In sum, continually can be used with either the simple or the progressive forms, expressing a repeated activity, which can be expressed as either 'habit' (simple forms) or 'ongoing process' (progressive forms). 
Continuously yields a different picture. A total of 879 instances were found (as against 1306 times continually), showing that it is less frequent than continually, while the Longman Dictionary (see above) states: “As a result, continuous(ly) is much more frequent in spoken English”. However, the BNC consists of written and spoken data, so that a refined search is needed to draw conclusions about register distribution.  Here also, we decided on a sample of 50 instances for close examination and of these only 24 occurred in contexts where the choice between simple and progressive forms was applicable. A clear difference emerged in the relative distribution: only four verb forms were progressive, the remaining 20 were simple forms. This means that the adverbial continuously is less compatible with progressives than continually: its meaning is uninterruptedness without  the emphasis on the duration of the situation that we can find in the other adverbial.  This can be seen in the following examples from the BNC: 
(13) FPX 2125 The one unshaded light bulb shone continuously down at her, and she was kept in complete silence.
(14) GSX 1737 George Stephenson then appointed Gooch as resident engineer for the proposed Manchester and Leeds Railway, for which he worked almost continuously in preparing plans and drawings for the Bill to be presented in the 1831 session of Parliament. 

(15) BPB 849 Unlike us, the horse's teeth continuously grow upwards to compensate for wear which is why they need regular checking and rasping.

The few cases in which the progressive is used are those where continuously is interchangeable with continually to describe repeated separate actions, even though not all speakers of English would consider this correct (see the Longman quote above). One example is:
(16) HHV 5945 Is the not Secretary of State continuously presenting a distorted view when he tries to convince the House that the Government are spending more on the national health service? 

Conclusion

Although the adverbs continuously and continually at first sight are semantically very close and are indeed in the usage of at least some speakers interchangeable in some contexts, they do differ in meaning. Their respective co-occurrence with (non)-progressive forms highlights this difference. Continuously expresses an uninterrupted process or activity without a connotation of duration: the emphasis is not on the subjective experience of a repeated activity whose duration in each repeated case the speaker is aware of and focuses on as is the case with continually. As a result, continuously – in contrast with continually – is not chosen to express emotional reactions and hence is not suited for the 'emotive' progressive. All of this could explain the lower frequency of continuously compared to continually in the BNC.
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