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Abstract 

This assignment is intended to present more efficient and entertaining methods to 

teach phrasal verbs to students of English as a foreign or second language by looking at 

different materials that deal with them. There is an introductory section that deals with the 

grammatical aspects of the different types of multi-word verbs, which tend to be mistakenly 

grouped under the category of “phrasal verbs”. This exhaustive presentation of multi-word 

verbs shows that each type has its own features and that they do not behave in the same way 

either syntactically or lexically. The materials used in the following part consist of phrasal 

verb practise books, classbooks, dictionaries and mobile applications, which have been 

critically analysed in order to highlight their advantages and disadvantages in the process of 

teaching and learning phrasal verbs. As a student of EFL, I have added personal comments on 

these aspects. The role of the teacher in the classroom is also considered and some advice is 

given to improve it regarding the teaching of phrasal verbs. Throughout this paper there is a 

special focus on the grammatical features of phrasal verbs, the validity of the activities 

included in books to work with them, the need of supportive material that complement 

classwork, the importance of the teachers’ predisposition towards their learning, and also on 

the fact that there is a possible logical alternative to learn phrasal verbs. 
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1. Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to propose a suitable method of teaching phrasal verbs 

that make them less intimidating to students, as the general view is that they have to be 

learned individually and that their meanings are arbitrary. Because of the erroneous belief that 

phrasal verbs do not follow any pattern to construct their meanings, students show a certain 

attitude of rejection towards them and face this type of multi-word verbs with difficulty. In 

the present work, I have tried to overcome the problems of teaching and learning phrasal 

verbs by means of analysing and criticising their presentation in different materials and then 

adding my own proposals, when necessary, to improve the methods. 

Regarding the methodology of this review, I have first selected a series of books, some 

of which are exclusively centred on phrasal verbs (4) while some others are traditional class 

books (5). It is important to say that all of them belong either to an intermediate level 

(including B1 and B2) or do not specify it. I have decided to limit my research within this 

particular level to obtain homogeneous findings in the presentation of phrasal verbs in these 

types of books, but also because in lower levels one cannot find a wide range of these multi-

word verbs and they are not taught as a separate class of verbs, and in higher levels there is a 

greater focus on them and their teaching procedure may vary considerably. Thus, the 

introduction of phrasal verbs to students takes place in the intermediate level, so their 

presentation should be attractively, and entertaining when possible, to avoid the typical 

students’ unwillingness towards them and make them interesting to learn. 

Apart from these books, I have also made a selection of complementary materials such 

as dictionaries (5) and mobile applications (5) that contribute to the learning of phrasal verbs. 

I have chosen them according to their popularity and also trying to present to the reader 

variety in the ways they deal with phrasal verbs. In addition, it is worth mentioning that in the 

case of mobile apps, I have only taken into account free ones, which may be either an 

advantage regarding how expensive the previous publications are, or a disadvantage, because 

it is possible that their content is poorer and simpler than that in the apps one has to pay for. 

To achieve the aim of this paper, I have decided to start with a section on multi-word 

verbs, since it is very important to distinguish the differences between prepositional, phrasal 

and phrasal-prepositional verbs, among others. Most of the times these differences are not 

explained in class and these verbs are confused and categorised wrongly, which implies 

syntactic and semantic problems. This Section 2 is based on Quirk et al.’s A Comprehensive 
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Grammar of the English Language and it is intended for the elucidation of what is a phrasal 

verb and what is not. It would not be very important to know the differences between multi-

word verbs if they presented the same degree of difficulty when teaching them, but the reality 

is not such. The reader will notice that the description of the features of phrasal verbs is more 

detailed than that of the rest because they are the basis of the next section.  

 After that, I have centred my attention on the teaching of phrasal verbs (Section 3). 

Based on the materials mentioned above, I have paid attention to the way in which phrasal 

verbs are introduced and to the types of activities suggested to put them into practise. I have 

analysed and critiqued how every book, dictionary and application does so in order to discuss 

their efficacy and success in the process of teaching phrasal verbs. However, as I found these 

materials use some unsatisfactory methods, I have added some personal advice, according to 

my own experience as a student of English, to demonstrate that they can and should be 

improved. In a work with a more ambitious purpose, these proposals could be better 

considered and applied, but since this is not the case I have just listed them. Furthermore, as 

the process of teaching does not take place in books, I have also included a subsection 

(Paragraph 3.4) dealing with the role of teachers and their predisposition with regard to the 

teaching of phrasal verbs, which can always be improved. 
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2. Multi-word verbs 

Although there are other types of combinations which will be commented on below, 

when one refers to multi-word verbs, they usually allude to the combination formed by a 

lexical verb plus one or two particles. It is important to stress the fact that these combinations 

behave “lexically or syntactically as [single verbs]” (Quirk et al. 1150) as in (1), (2) and (3): 

 (1)  He realised he had no possibilities, so he gave in. 

 (2)  My little sister still believes in Santa Claus. 

 (3)  We have run out of sugar, we need to buy some more. 

In sentence (1) the words in italics form a phrasal verb that means ‘surrender’, in (2) a 

prepositional verb that indicates ‘having faith in the existence of (something or someone)’, 

and in (3) a phrasal-prepositional verb with the meaning of ‘having no more’. It is easy to 

distinguish the last category from the former ones because of the number of particles that 

follow the lexical verb, but, on the contrary, the classes of verbs exemplified by gave in and 

believes in tend to trouble students interested in their distinction. I say ‘interested in their 

distinction’ since not everyone knows or needs to know that they do not belong to the same 

category in order to use them. However, to know more about these multi-word verbs can help 

speakers to avoid incorrect constructions with direct object, and students of language to 

analyse sentences properly. 

Regarding the particles that follow lexical verbs in these expressions, they “belong to 

two different but overlapping categories” (ibid): prepositions and spatial adverbs. Quirk et al. 

divide these particles in three groups, one formed only by prepositions, another one which 

includes both prepositions and spatial adverbs or prepositional adverbs (the first element of a 

complex preposition), and a third one for spatial adverbs (1151). This division may help to 

solve some students’ doubts, but it is essential neither to use multi-word verbs correctly, nor 

to see the differences between their classes, because the nature of the particle can be guessed 

from its combination with the lexical verb. One should bear in mind that spatial adverbs are 

not perforce used with their spatial meaning and that they are not necessarily followed by a 

noun phrase, whereas a preposition requires it. This can be noticed in examples (1) and (2) 

above, and also in (4) and (5): 

 (4)  The plane took off. 
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 (5)  She has suffered a lot and cannot rely on any boy. 

In sentences (1) and (4) the phrasal verbs do not have any kind of complementation, 

whereas in (2) and (5), both prepositional verbs are followed by a noun phrase (Santa Claus 

and any boy, respectively) because otherwise the meaning of the clauses would be incomplete: 

*My little sister still believes in, *She has suffered a lot and cannot rely on. This is going to 

be one the most important aspects to differentiate prepositional and phrasal verbs. 

2.1. Phrasal verbs 

Phrasal verbs form one of the most common types of multi-word verbs. They consist 

of a lexical verb and a spatial adverb, and since this combination often brings a new meaning 

different from those of the verb and the particle, it is usually the hardest part of the English 

language to be learned by foreign students. These verbs should not be confused with free 

combinations of verb plus adverb, where the meanings of both their components are 

maintained. In order to avoid this misunderstanding, Quirk et al. present a series of 

characteristics that may help to distinguish phrasal verbs from free syntactic combinations, 

but these are exposed below because they change according to whether the phrasal verb is 

intransitive or transitive. 

2.1.1. Intransitive phrasal verbs 

This type of phrasal verbs are usually informal, and the lexical verb is generally 

followed by the second group of particles mentioned previously, those that can be either 

prepositions or prepositional adverbs (Quirk et al. 1152). These particles act as place adjuncts 

or can function as such and, as a general rule, they cannot be separated from the lexical verb 

with which they appear. Clauses (6) and (7) contain examples of intransitive phrasal verbs. In 

these sentences there is no direct object, and the particles cannot be separated from their 

corresponding lexical verbs (*the prisoner got rapidly away and *the bomb blew unexpectedly 

up): 

 (6)  The prisoner got away. ‘escaped’ 

 (7)   The bomb blew up unexpectedly. ‘exploded’ 

One of the differences between intransitive phrasal verbs and free syntactic 

combinations of verb plus adverb is that in the former ones the verb and the particle create a 

new meaning (placed next to examples (6), (7) and (8a)) and in free combinations the 
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meaning of the verb and that of the adverb remain intact, as in (8b), where across is an adverb 

“semantically equivalent to a reduced prepositional phrase, from which the complement has 

been omitted” (Quirk et al. 1155). In addition, free combinations allow modifiers such as 

right or straight to be placed between their constituents (9a) and supposedly allow inversion 

(9b), two characteristics that are not admitted by phrasal verbs, as can be seen in (10a) and 

(10b) (Quirk et al. 1152-53). However, “in this as in other criteria, there is an unclear 

boundary between phrasal verbs and free combinations” (ibid). 

 (8)  a. My dad comes across really well on TV. ‘to give and impression’ 

   b. He ran across (the field). 

 (9)   a. He ran straight across (the field). 

    b. ?* Across he ran. 

 (10)  a. *My dad comes right across really well on TV. 

 (10)  b. *Across comes my dad really well on TV. 

2.1.2. Transitive phrasal verbs 

Those phrasal verbs that take a direct object as complement are included in this group. 

These present the greater amount of similarities with prepositional verbs and some advice for 

their distinction is given after the presentation of prepositional verbs. First of all, it is 

necessary to clarify that there are some combinations of verb and particle that can be 

intransitive or transitive phrasal verbs depending exclusively on their complementation 

patterns in a given sentence. In some cases there is a change in the meaning, but this is not a 

decisive aspect. For instance, taking (7) and (8a) as intransitive examples, we can find (11) 

and (12) as their transitive counterparts respectively: 

(11) A single bomb blew up the whole city. ‘destroyed’ 

(12) I just came across the ring I had lost three weeks ago. ‘found by 

chance’ 

If we compare (7) with (11) and (8a) with (12), we can notice that the meaning of the 

phrasal verbs has changed, although in the case of (8a) and (12) there is a shared semantic 

notion which gives two different roles to bomb: Agent with the intransitive form and Affected 

with the transitive one. The connection between these two meanings can also be perceived as 
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a cause-and-effect semantic relationship: the bomb blew up (‘exploded’) and blew up 

(‘destroyed’) the city. 

In theory, the particle in transitive phrasal verbs can either precede or follow the direct 

object as in (13a) and (13b). Some verbs do not allow this double possibility: when “there is a 

strong idiomatic bond […] between the phrasal verb and the object” and with clausal objects, 

the particle should be positioned before, and to avoid ambiguity and coordinate particles, it is 

recommended to place the objects between the two components of the phrasal verb (Quirk et 

al. 1155). In addition, if the object is a personal pronoun, it will always precede the particle 

(14a-b) and if it is long or the speaker wants to emphasise it, it is placed at the end as a 

consequence of the end-weight and end focus principle (15a-b). 

 (13)  a. They should put off the decision until the next meeting. 

 (13)  b. They should put the decision off until the next meeting. 

 (14)  a. They should put it off until the next meeting. 

 (14)  b. *They should put off it until the next meeting. 

 (15)  a. They should put off until the next meeting the decision of buying a 

new printer for the office. 

 (13)  b. *They should put the decision of buying a new printer for the office 

off until the next meeting. 

Some of the characteristics of intransitive phrasal verbs, in contrast with free 

combinations, can be used here to distinguish between the latter and transitive phrasal verbs. 

As has been said, the verb and the adverb in a free combination preserve their separate 

meanings, and in phrasal verbs the combination acquires a new one that can be idiomatic or 

semi-idiomatic. Moreover, the same combination of lexical verb plus particle can behave 

either as a free combination or as a transitive phrasal verb, and in these cases the insertion of 

an adverb before the particle is going to determine the non-idiomatic construction (free 

combination): 

 (16) She brought the girls up. (‘she reared the girls’)
1
 

                                                 

 
1
 Sentences (16), (17), (19a-b), (22) and (23) have been taken from Quirk et al. (1154-56). 
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 (17) She brought the girls right up. (‘she caused the girls to come up (the 

stairs)’) 

Another characteristic of transitive phrasal verbs, as of transitive verbs in general, is 

that they can be turned into the passive voice. Thus, the passive voice of sentence (16) is (18). 

However, some phrasal verbs where “the object is idiomatically limited to a particular noun 

or pronoun” do not admit the passive as in (19a-b): 

 (18)  The girls were brought up by her. 

 (19)  a. The train picked up speed. 

 (19)  b. ?*Speed was picked up by the train. 

2.2. Prepositional verbs 

Prepositional verbs are combinations of a lexical verb and a preposition with which it 

is semantically or syntactically associated: the verb has a literal used, but at the same time, it 

has a fixed association with the preposition. The preposition always precedes its complement 

(20a) unless it is stranded (20b). In sentences with prepositional verbs, the noun phrase that 

follows the verb is a complement of the preposition (or prepositional object) not the direct 

object, as his girlfriend in (20a). Some prepositional verbs are followed by two complements: 

a direct object that goes with the verb and a prepositional object introduced by the preposition. 

In certain cases, the first noun phrase forms an idiomatic unit with the verb and the 

preposition. For instance, in (21) touch is the direct object and most of my old school friends 

is the prepositional object introduced by the preposition with, however, lost touch with has 

become an idiomatic unit in language. 

 (20)  a. He broke with his girlfriend. 

 (20 b. Which girl did he break with? 

 (21) I have lost touch with most of my old school friends. 

Prepositional verbs with one or two complements allow the passive voice, although 

there is some stylistic awkwardness with verbs of the first type (22). In addition, adverbial 

insertion is possible only when there is not a direct object, as in (23), where the picture is a 

complement of the preposition at, not the direct object of the verb look at. 
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 (22)  The picture was looked at by many people. 

 (23)  Many people looked disdainfully at the picture. 

2.2.1. Differences between phrasal verbs and prepositional verbs 

The two types of multi-word verbs which tend to provoke misunderstandings among 

students are prepositional verbs without direct object and transitive phrasal verbs. This is due 

to the fact that the prepositional objects that go with the aforementioned are confused with the 

direct objects of phrasal verbs, with which they share certain superficial similarities. In 

addition, it has been my experience that some teachers give to their students lists of what they 

call “phrasal verbs” that also include prepositional verbs and in my opinion, this increases 

students’ confusion. I understand that learners of English at basic levels do not need an 

exhaustive presentation of these verbs, but it would be better to name the verbs included in 

these lists “multi-word verbs”. However, for higher level students, there are some criteria, 

proposed by Quirk et al. (1166) that may be followed to distinguish phrasal from 

prepositional verbs. 

To begin with, the behaviour of the particles in both combinations with regard to the 

complements marks a difference. In phrasal verbs, as has been previously said, the adverb can 

either go before or after the direct object, as is shown in (24a-b), whereas in prepositional 

verbs the particle must precede it (unless deferred), as in (25a). Likewise, adverbial particles 

are always placed after the direct object when it is a pronoun (24c), but the preposition 

follows it (25c). 

 (24) a. He broke up the party. 

 (24) b. He broke the party up. 

 (24) c. He broke it up. 

 (25) a. He broke with his girlfriend. 

 (25) b. *He broke his girlfriend with. 

 (24) c. He broke with her. 

In addition, the particle of a phrasal verb cannot precede a relative pronoun or an 

interrogative word at the beginning of a relative clause or a wh-question respectively, and the 

insertion of an adverb that functions as an adjunct between verb and particle is possible with 

most prepositional verbs, but not with phrasal verbs. Sentences (26a-b) and (27a-b) 
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demonstrate the criteria with interrogative and relative clauses, while (26c) and (27c) are 

examples of adverb insertion: 

 (26) a. *Up what did he break? 

 (24) b. *The party up which he broke. 

 (24) c. *He broke completely up the party. 

 (27) a. With whom did he break? 

 (24) b. The girl with whom he broke up. 

 (24) c. He broke completely with his girlfriend. 

Another difference between these combinations is made by stress, but this may be 

more difficult for foreign students of English to identify and is not very reliable, especially 

with polysyllabic prepositions. Commonly, stress falls with a higher degree on the adverbial 

particle of a phrasal verb, but in prepositional verbs, it is the lexical verb which is pronounced 

with a greater force. 

Interestingly, sometimes a combination of verb plus particle can be either a 

prepositional or a phrasal verb, and in these cases, one of the most trustworthy criteria is 

reducing the noun phrases to pronouns so their collocation determines the category of the verb. 

The following sentences, taken from Quirk et al. (1157), (28a-b), exemplify what happens 

with a phrasal verb, and (29a-b) what occurs with a prepositional verb. 

 (28) a. He turned on his supporters. (‘he excited them’) 

 (24) b. He turned them on. 

 (29) a. He turned on his supporters. (‘he attacked them’) 

 (24) b. He turned on them. 

2.3. Phrasal-prepositional verbs 

This type of verbs consists of a lexical verb followed by two particles, the first 

adverbial and the second prepositional. As happens with intransitive phrasal verbs, “these 

combinations are largely restricted to informal English” (Quirk et al. 1160) and as occurs with 
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other multi-word verbs, it is possible to paraphrase their meaning in one word (24), although 

this criterion to distinguish them is not always reliable (25). 

 (24)  I can’t put up with liars. (‘tolerate’) 

 (25)  They look down on their neighbours. (‘regard with a feeling of 

superiority’) 

Some phrasal-prepositional verbs require e a direct object as a complement, and in this 

case, it is placed before the two particles (26a). If a sentence with a verb of this type only has 

a prepositional object, the irregular passive (the prepositional object becomes subject) is 

possible (27), and the regular passive occurs only when both prepositional and direct objects 

are appear in the sentence (26b). 

 (26) a. Some people put success down to sheer luck. 

 (26) b. Success is put down to sheer luck. 

 (27) The death penalty has been recently done away with. 

2.4. Other idiomatic verb constructions 

Although the aim of the paper does not include them, I have thought it important to 

know that phrasal verbs, prepositional verbs and phrasal prepositional verbs are not the only 

categories that define multi-word verbs. As Quirk et al. (1167) state, there are other types of 

multi-word verbs which are not formed by a lexical verb plus one or two particles. One of 

them is the verb-adjective combination, whose characteristics are very similar to those of 

phrasal verbs: they form cohesive units and may or not require a direct object. In order to 

differentiate them, one can use comparative modification, which is not allowed by phrasal 

verbs. Thus, example (28a) is a verb-adjective combination, and (28b) is a phrasal verb. 

 (28)  a. A towel doesn’t rub your hair as dry as a sheet. 

 (28) b. *Mary and Jack rub as along as me and you. 

In sentence (29) it is included a case of verb-verb construction. The second verb is 

these combinations is non-finite and can be either an infinitive or a participle: 

 (29) There will be an answer, let it be. 
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Finally, there is also a further variant of prepositional phrases which are verbs that 

take two prepositions and where, as a rule, at least one of the prepositional phrases can be 

omitted. With the omission of the phrases, part of the meaning is missed, but it does not 

change. Sentence number (30a) contains an example of these types of verbs, and (30b-c) show 

how the speaker can dispense with the prepositional phrases: 

 (30) a. I heard him talking to Laura about his problems. 

 (30) b. I heard him talking to Laura. 

 (30) c. I heard him talking about his problems. 
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3. Teaching and learning phrasal verbs 

I have already pointed out that the greatest difficulty with regard to phrasal verbs lies 

in their apparent arbitrariness, which adds an extra difficulty to their teaching. In my years as 

a student of English I have seen and studied a lot of phrasal verbs but only a very limited 

number of them have remained in my memory, and this is in part due to the way in which 

they are taught. It is true that there is not an exclusive rule that establishes how to learn 

phrasal verbs, but there are certain approaches that can help learners to acquire them and put 

them into practise. However, as is explained below, these methods do not appear in books and 

it is the teacher who should develop them in class. After the analysis of how phrasal verbs are 

presented in books and in other sources such us dictionaries or mobile applications, I refer to 

these helpful approaches. 

3.1. Phrasal verb practise books  

Practise your Phrasal Verbs (Heaton)  

This book is not intended for students of any specific level. It is divided into four parts: 

an introduction, three sections that deal with phrasal verbs in different ways, and an answer 

key for the activities proposed through the book. The introduction is very brief and presents 

the superficial appearance of phrasal verbs and the grammatical categories of their 

constituents. It also includes activities on phrasal verbs where students should identify these 

kinds of multiword verbs and be careful not to select verbs followed by ordinary prepositions. 

Heaton insists on the change in meaning that these verbs imply to help students to locate them. 

The first of the three sections that work specifically with phrasal verbs is centred on 

the recognition of phrasal verbs, their collocation within sentences regarding their 

complements, and the behaviour of their particles with direct objects. The activities suggested 

in this part are varied. Most of them present a number of phrasal verbs within a box so that the 

students complete sentences according to either what they see in images or what they read in 

written fragments. Some others are questions that the students may answer with the 

corresponding phrasal verb, and there is another type which consists of arranging the words to 

form grammatically correct sentences. 

Section two focuses on the particles of phrasal verbs, which are just a few in number. 

Every unit introduces only one or two particles and starts with an explanation of the notions 

they can express, from space concepts to more metaphorical meanings (Illustration 1). In the 
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exercises that work these contents, students have to complete dialogues, sentences describing 

images and substitute certain expressions by phrasal verbs. In my opinion, it is very useful 

that starting from what an image expresses or what a speaker wants to say in a conversation, 

the learner has to choose the particle. In some cases the verb is given, and the student has to 

choose the right particle to maintain the correct meaning in the situation. Success in these 

activities involves the knowledge of the wide connotations of particles, and this will help 

students to form new phrasal verbs and guess the meaning of others. 

 

 

Illustration 1 

The third of these sections begins with an introduction to phrasal-prepositional verbs 

as “three-word phrasal verbs” which is followed by seven units that focus on phrasal verbs 

within specific semantic contexts such as food, health, travelling or feelings. I consider that 

each of these units contains an excessive number of phrasal verbs for the amount and types of 

activities proposed. There are between eleven and eighteen phrasal verbs per topic and these 

are practised in either two or three activities, which follow the same design as those in the 

previous section. 

With regard to the answer key, it is always useful, but when the exercises admit more 

than one correct answer, the student may feel conditioned by the “suggestions” given by the 

author and will probably not look for other possible and equally valid answers. One option to 

avoid this limitation would be either proposing more than one suggestion, or allotting more 

time to these exercises in class so that students can check whether their answers would be 

acceptable or not. 

Despite the fact that Heaton provides examples of correct uses of phrasal verbs within 

sentences, makes students practise their collocation in relation to their complements, includes 

three revision units to reinforce the learning, focuses on the importance of the wide meaning 

of the particles, and deals with phrasal verbs in particular contexts, I still consider that there 
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are some details that may not assist the learning. For instance, Heaton uses a lot of images 

throughout the book from which students have to guess the meaning and choose a phrasal 

verb, but the pictures are not always clear, and although they get the phrasal verb right, the 

meaning they relate to it may be vague or incomplete. In Illustration 2, for example, the 

phrasal verbs cut off and put through have more than one meaning (one is more literal, the 

other more metaphorical) applicable to images 3 and 4, respectively. 

 

Illustration 2 

Moreover, it is possible that the choices in some exercises are made by chance, 

because in most cases, students have to use all the phrasal verbs proposed for the activity and 

if they do not know the meaning of one of them, they will leave it for the last blank. It is also 

a fault that some of the questions students have to answer using a phrasal verb already contain 

that phrasal verb in them, so they only have to write rather than think, because the solution is 

given (as in Illustration 3). 

 

Illustration 3 
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Nelson Practise Book of Phrasal Verbs (Walker) 

As is stated in the introduction of this book, the Nelson Practise Book of Phrasal 

Verbs is destined for intermediate students. According to Walker, the system by which 

phrasal verbs are presented is clear and makes them easy for students to remember (iv), but I 

disagree with this statement. The book is divided into five parts: an introduction, units, further 

practise, and an index with all the phrasal verbs that appear in the book (200), and an answer 

key. There are sixty units which follow the same methodology. All of them start with a text in 

which there are from six to eight phrasal verbs highlighted in bold. Then, these are described 

in terms of their use and collocation with objects, and explained either through examples of 

usage or in relation to what they mean in the text. 

There is no diversity in the activities proposed for each unit, since there are always 

two exercises which follow the same pattern: in the first one, students have to complete 

sentences, and in the second one, they have to answer some questions (Illustration 4). 

Needless to say, this system is monotonous and students will find it boring. In addition, I am 

not sure whether it is really useful for learning, since it is almost impossible to make mistakes 

due to the typology of the activities and to their limited variety, and if learners do not commit 

mistakes when doing the exercises, they may think that already know the phrasal verbs. 

 

Illustration 4 

In the “Further Practice” section, Walker suggests students combine pairs of phrasal 

verbs in one sentence. They should do this with one hundred pairs of phrasal verbs, so, again, 

it is monotonous. What I find most interesting about this exercise, is that students have to 

think of the context of usage for the given phrasal verbs and practise their collocation in a 

sentence. Nevertheless, diversity of activities is lacking and the meanings of the phrasal verbs 

are limited to their uses in the texts. 
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Making Sense of Phrasal Verbs (Shovel) 

This manual of phrasal verbs is designed for intermediate students of English as a 

second or foreign language. It is divided into an introduction, twenty units, and a reference 

section. In the introduction, Shovel asserts that in his book he presents “a selection of the 

most useful and frequently used phrasal verbs” (4), but as it was published in 1992, it is 

obvious that some of the choices in this selection may now be considered old-fashioned. 

Each unit introduces six phrasal verbs, and each of these in turn is accompanied by 

one or two cartoons which depict its meaning. Students are asked to answer some questions 

about the pictures, give a description of what they see in the images and paraphrase the 

phrasal verbs (Illustration 5). This occurs with every phrasal verb, and then learners have to 

do a series of exercises (from five to seven) which basically consist of completing sentences 

with phrasal verbs, filling gaps with prepositions, replacing object pronouns by noun phrases 

and vice versa, changing sentences into the passive voice, and answering questions. The 

phrasal verbs that students have to use in their answers are placed right next to the questions, 

which reduces the difficulty of the activity and does not allow students to use their knowledge. 

 

Illustration 5 

The “Reference Section” of this book organises alphabetically the one hundred and 

twenty phrasal verbs presented throughout the units. Shovel gives a brief definition for each 

of them and uses these multi-word verbs in sentences that include enough background for 

their understanding. In addition, in some cases he adds a word or list of words which are 

usually used with a specific phrasal verb. 
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Some of the problems I have found in this book are that the phrasal verbs introduced 

in each unit do not always share either a context or the particle, but seem to have been chosen 

without judgment. On the other hand, the activities are repetitive and in most instances limit 

the active participation of the student, not only because sometimes they are given part of the 

answer (as in Illustration 6), but also because in the exercises where they have to complete 

sentences they can guess the missing part randomly since they have to use all the phrasal 

verbs previously proposed. 

 

Illustration 6 

English Phrasal Verbs in Use. Intermediate (McCarthy, and O’Dell) 

This is a vocabulary book for intermediate level learners and above. It is divided into 

five sections: acknowledgments, where it is stated that many qualified people from 

Cambridge University Press have contributed to this publication (e.g. lexicographers, 

reviewers, teachers, students); an introduction, which explains how to use the book and gives 

guidance for students on extra materials that may complement the learning of phrasal verbs 

(e.g. dictionaries); seventy two-page units grouped in eight sections which are described 

below; an answer key; and a mini dictionary of the phrasal verbs that appear in the book. 

The first of the eight sections into which the units are divided focuses on the basics of 

phrasal verbs: what they are, how their grammar works, which are the most common verbs 

that form part of phrasal verbs, which senses particles can convey, the multiplicity of 

meanings that a phrasal verb can have, the existence of more literal and more metaphorical 

combinations, and the fact that they are typical of spoken English or informal writing and 

have one-word counterparts that are more appropriate for use in a more formal style. These 

contents are not just presented but also put into practise in a series of varied exercises which I 

considered appropriate to launch phrasal verbs. 

The next section is centred on seven of the verbs that can compose a phrasal verb: 

come, get, go, look, make, put and take. In my opinion, this is one of the mistakes most 
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authors make in their publications, since, although a group of phrasal verbs share the same 

lexical verb, their meanings are so different that their comparison should be avoided. This 

method creates confusion in students of English, because they cannot easily understand how 

the sense of a verb can vary so much depending on its combination with a simple particle. 

Thus, I prefer the system of the following section, which focuses on the particles of phrasal 

verbs. Each of these particles can also have more than one meaning, depending on the verb 

they accompany, or even on the context, but their multiple senses develop from the most 

literal one. Hence, the knowledge of the range of abstract notions implied by a particle may 

help students to comprehend better how these verbs construe their meanings, to guess the 

connotations of a phrasal verb through its particle, and to create new phrasal verbs. 

Sections four and five introduce phrasal verbs according to concepts (e.g. time, 

location, change) and functions (e.g. describing people, solving problems, disagreeing) 

respectively, and the remaining ones present them gathered together in different topics (e.g. 

money, studies, feelings, weather, crime). I think this is a good way of working with phrasal 

verbs because students will associate them either with a purpose or with a context and will 

probably remember more than one per unit, which may not happen with the units that focus 

on the lexical verb. 

The style of the units always follows the same pattern. The left-hand page explains the 

phrasal verbs that are introduced in the unit by giving explanations of their meanings, 

examples of them in use, and sometimes, special notes about their usage. On the other hand, 

the page on the right gives a series of exercises that practise the material just presented. In this 

case, the variety of activities is richer than in the previous books analysed. Apart from 

completing sentences, replacing simple expressions by phrasal verbs, putting words in order, 

and answering questions, students are asked to explain the differences in meaning between 

pairs of sentences which contain similar phrasal verbs, rewrite sentences in different registers, 

correcting mistakes in the use of phrasal verbs in texts, and writing sentences about what they 

see in pictures. It is interesting that there are a lot of dialogues that students have to complete 

with phrasal verbs, and these could be practised and performed orally in class. Moreover, 

there are some entertaining activities, such as crosswords (Illustration 7) or exercises where 

you have to find the extra word in each line, that break with the traditional monotony I have 

been criticising throughout the analysis of the activities in these books. 
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Illustration 7 

Another important difference between this book and the previous ones is the inclusion 

of “Tip” and “Follow up” boxes in some units. The first type of boxes gives advice to students 

on how to learn phrasal verbs (Illustration 8), while the second suggests extra sources to study 

phrasal verbs and propose writing exercises (Illustration 9). In addition, there are activities 

intended for the guessing of the meaning of phrasal verbs from the context, which I find very 

useful because they put into practise the students’ ability to construe meanings and can be 

extended to the learning of other words and expressions. However, there are still some things 

that could be improved, such as the introduction of an excessive number of phrasal verbs per 

unit, the lack of revision sections, or the fact that the blanks in sentences which students have 

to complete with a phrasal verb coincide with the number of phrasal verbs proposed for the 

activity, whereby students may guess the correct answer by a process of elimination. 

 

Illustration 8 

 

Illustration 9 

3.2. Traditional class books 

Because these books are not only centred on phrasal verbs, their presence is not as 

overwhelming as in the previous ones. Nonetheless, as phrasal verbs are part of the English 

language, they have to appear in the contents of these books in one way or another, and as is 
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shown below, the level of the books determines their presence to a greater or lesser extent. I 

have decided not to comment on the general structure of these books because I would have to 

mention aspects of language that do not fit in this paper. Thus, I have just made reference to 

the parts where phrasal verbs are introduced. 

True to Life Intermediate Class Book: English for Adult Learners (Gairns et al.) 

Within this book, which is intended for intermediate level students, there are only two 

specific mentions of phrasal verbs in the course overview: they appear as part of the 

vocabulary section of Units 6 and 10. Unit 6 begins with a set of images where there are 

people developing actions and students have to describe what they are doing. They need to 

use a series of verbs and phrasal verbs included in a box on a different page, and this is 

helpful for students because they first have to think about how to say what they see and then, 

by checking the other page, will learn a phrasal verb that expresses the meaning they have in 

mind. There is an important aspect in this book which did not appear in the others, and this is 

that students are encouraged to practise phrasal verbs with their partners, some of the 

activities being accompanied by recordings, which contributes to the practise of the phonetic 

features of phrasal verbs (e.g. stress on the particle). The exercises on phrasal verbs focus on 

their collocation with specific nouns, their grammatical characteristics, their use in an 

everyday context (because these phrasal verbs are used to describe everyday activities), and 

include the writing of a paragraph about an everyday activity in which learners have to use the 

phrasal verbs introduced in the unit. The rest of the activities in this unit concentrate on other 

aspects of language but still introduce phrasal verbs. These are not highlighted in the 

exercises as an independent content but are still learned by the students in an indirect way. 

For instance, the text in Illustration 10 includes phrasal verbs such as come up or walk away, 

although it is intended for working with tenses. 

 

Illustration 10 
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Unit 10 introduces phrasal verbs related to phone calls. Thus, at the same time as 

students work on an aspect of communication, they are learning phrasal verbs in an easy way. 

As in Unit 6, there are listening activities, others that imply the participation of a partner, and 

more traditional exercises that ask learners to write sentences or answer questions. In addition, 

in this case there are also other tasks that do not focus on phrasal verbs but which use them 

either in their formulations or include them in a text aiming at a different aspect of language. 

There are other phrasal verbs introduced throughout the whole book in the same way as in 

these activities and, although there is not a special emphasis on them, they are useful for 

students to learn phrasal verbs almost unconsciously. 

This book includes in every unit a “review and development” section that deals with 

the subject matter presented in the two preceding units, which contributes to reinforcing the 

contents that have already been learned. There is also a “grammar reference” at the end which 

includes a brief definition of phrasal verbs and some grammatical considerations, such as the 

fact that they can be transitive or intransitive, or that when the object is a pronoun it must go 

between verb and particle. Personally, I find the activities in this book very appropriate and 

helpful, because students assimilate phrasal verbs (among other aspects of language) mainly 

through communicative activities, and this facilitates the process of learning. In my opinion, 

learning phrasal verbs in use is one of the best options for students to become familiar with 

them and to start to feel comfortable using them. However, the presence of a teacher is almost 

essential to perform this type of activities correctly, because students need someone to point 

out their errors so that they do not commit the same mistakes in the future. 

Face2face (Redston, and Cunningham) 

In order to get an idea of the progressive introduction of phrasal verbs to intermediate 

students of English, I have decided to make use of the full range of books that this Face2face 

series has published within intermediate level, which includes pre-intermediate, intermediate 

and upper intermediate. As in the True to Life intermediate class book, there are no large parts 

that focus specifically on phrasal verbs. However, some of them are mentioned on the 

contents pages and their presence increases according to the level of the book. 

On the one hand, on the contents pages of the pre-intermediate book, there is only one 

specific mention of phrasal verbs in the vocabulary section towards the end of the book, in 

Unit 9. First of all, before the formal presentation of phrasal verbs in this unit, students have 

to talk about their neighbours in groups and then answer some questions about a text on that 



29 

topic which includes a series of phrasal verbs in bold (e.g. move in, go away, put up with). In 

the next activity, they are asked to match the phrasal verbs from the text to their 

corresponding meanings, so they have to guess the meaning from the context, which is a good 

starting point. Immediately after this activity, students are introduced to the superficial 

features of phrasal verbs and to the way in which they construe their meanings. This unit also 

deals with the stress on the particle of these combinations and ends with a speaking activity in 

which learners must put phrasal verbs into practise. In the same way as in the previous book 

analysed, there appear other phrasal verbs related to specific topics in the remaining units of 

this one, but they are not very numerous (Illustration 11 is an example from Unit 5). 

 

Illustration 11 

On the other hand, on the contents pages of the student’s book for intermediate 

learners there is clearly an increase with regard to the interest in phrasal verbs. There are three 

specific sections of phrasal verbs: the first one almost at the beginning of the book (Unit 3), 

the second one in the middle (Unit 5), and the last one towards the end (Unit 10). Phrasal 

verbs are introduced at the beginning of Unit 3, in an activity where students have to guess 

their meanings based on the context of the questions they are inserted in. There are phrasal 

verbs such as set off, see off, pick up or bring back. Once they know what these phrasal verbs 

mean, students will have to answer the questions interacting with a partner, an activity the 

teacher could take advantage of to mention the stress features of phrasal verbs. The rest of the 

exercises in the unit work more indirectly with these phrasal verbs because they are centred 

on aspects of grammar and vocabulary about travelling, which also include some phrasal 

verbs (Illustration 12). 
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Illustration 12 

Units 5 and 10 maintain some similarities with the system of Unit 3, but in these cases 

phrasal verbs are presented in bold type within texts. There is only one specific activity for 

them in each unit and, like those in Unit 3, both centre on the meanings of phrasal verbs. 

After completing a series of exercises about the content of the texts, in Unit 5 students are 

faced with an activity which consists of guessing the meaning of the phrasal verbs from the 

context, and in Unit 10, they are given the definitions to which they have to mach the phrasal 

verbs. Apart from these specific sections on this type of multi-word verbs, there is a 

subsection in Unit 12 named “phrases with get” which include a few phrasal verbs (e.g. get 

around, get rid of or get back) that are not categorised as such but whose practise is well 

developed because there are three main senses attached to get which will help students 

decipher the meanings of new phrasal verbs. As in the previous books, there are more phrasal 

verbs in the remaining vocabulary sections of the book. 

Finally, in the upper intermediate level book, although there are just two sections 

centred on phrasal verbs according to the contents pages, their presence is greater throughout 

the whole book as a part of units that focus specifically in other aspects of language (mainly 

vocabulary in context). Most of the phrasal verbs that appear in these units have already been 

introduced in the previous levels of the Face2face English course. The sections on phrasal 

verbs are in Units 4 and 8. In the former one, the activity on phrasal verbs is identical to that 

in Unit 3 in the intermediate level book (questions), although in this case the verbs used are 

related to the topic of ‘urban legends’ (e.g. run over, knock out, come round). On the contrary, 

the activity on phrasal verbs in Unit 8 deals with their collocation regarding particular words 

and expressions within the context of ‘money’, where students have to choose the options that 

cannot go with the phrasal verbs in bold. It is interesting that most of the expressions that 

appear with phrasal verbs in this unit are typical of an informal register, but in the “language 
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summary” section at the end of the book, authors make reference to that and give a set of 

options that should be used in more formal situations (Illustration 13).  

 

Illustration 13 

All things considered, one can notice that these books are more centred in the meaning 

of phrasal verbs than on their grammatical features or on their differences from prepositional 

verbs, which also have specific sections in them. This special focus on the meanings makes 

sense because they are part of the vocabulary of the English language and construe meaning 

in a special way. However, it would be useful for students to have information about how they 

could guess the meanings of new phrasal verbs, considering the particles, or how they behave 

with object pronouns and noun phrases (which is only mentioned in the “language summary” 

section corresponding to Unit 10 in the intermediate level book). In addition, although these 

books do not only work with phrasal verbs, the variety of the activities that deal with them 

should be greater, because there are more productive ways of learning them than only 

guessing their meanings from a context. Through this analysis, it is clear that phrasal verbs 

are introduced very briefly to pre-intermediate students and that their presence increases in 

higher levels because they are not easy to learn and need special treatment. 

Destination B2: Grammar and Vocabulary (Mann, and Taylore-Knowles) 

As stated in the title, this book is intended for students preparing to take any 

examination at B2 level in the Council of Europe’s Common European Framework. This 

book has twenty-eight units, which alternate grammatical and lexical contents. Each grammar 

unit uses the vocabulary of the following one as a context for presentation and text based 

exercises. Likewise, the grammar focus of the units that precede the vocabulary ones is 

consolidated in the latter. Interestingly, every single vocabulary unit includes a section on 

phrasal verbs, and this demonstrates the importance of the knowledge of these verbs when 

studying high levels of English. Moreover, there is a phrasal verbs database at the end of the 

book which includes definitions and example sentences as additional material (Illustration 14 

is a fragment from this section). 



32 

 

Illustration 14 

Phrasal verbs are introduced in a box with brief definitions, so students do not have to 

guess or think about their meanings, which would be a good exercise (although not in every 

unit). The activities proposed follow more or less the same pattern throughout the book: 

choosing the correct answer, completing sentences, circling the correct word, finding the extra 

word in a line, replacing a word or expression by a phrasal verb, and so on. In my opinion, 

this system is too practical and systematic, because students work with different contents in 

the same way and there should be more fun and lighthearted activities. The lack of this type of 

activities may be due to the fact that, as stated in the introduction, the authors decided to 

include examples of the exercises found in all main B2 level exams, but they could have 

considered presenting the contents in a different way instead of using lists of words and 

expressions with definitions. 

I would also like to comment on the fact there are no speaking, listening or writing 

activities, but just traditional exercises, and that the number of phrasal verbs per unit is 

excessive (from thirteen to fifteen). Apart from these small details, and the fact that there are 

no specific allusions to the grammatical behaviour of phrasal verbs, I think the book is 

suitable for its purpose, which is preparing students for specific level examinations. Thus, 

authors have made a publication which is centred on the lexical and grammatical contents that 

will be tested in the exams above mentioned. Notwithstanding, one of the problems with 

preparing students for an exam is that the knowledge they acquire tends to be lost soon 

afterwards, so the teaching ends up being incomplete. 
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3.3. Additional material when learning phrasal verbs  

Besides class books, books specialised in phrasal verbs, and the work of the teacher, 

which will be considered in Paragraph 3.4, there are other sources that students can use to 

enhance and expand their knowledge of phrasal verbs. I have decided to focus on dictionaries, 

because they have always been a basic instrument of learning, and also on one of the most up 

to date tools: mobile applications. 

3.3.1. Dictionaries of phrasal verbs 

The dictionaries of phrasal verbs I have consulted for this work are the Cambridge 

International Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs (CIDPV), the Longman Phrasal Verbs Dictionary 

(LPVD), the Oxford Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs (ODPV) and the Collins Cobuild Dictionary 

of Phrasal Verbs (CCDPV). There is a fifth dictionary I also refer to at the end of this 

subsection, the Macmillan Phrasal Verbs Plus (MPVP), but as I could not access it as a paper 

book I cannot compare it properly with the others mentioned. Therefore, I have decided to use 

an article published by its editor, Michael Rundell, to comment on it, because I think it shows 

an innovative perspective on phrasal verbs. 

To begin with, the first dictionaries presented follow almost the same pattern in the 

way they organise and explain phrasal verbs. Except in CIDPV, the main entries in these 

dictionaries are lexical verbs, and it is within them that the phrasal verbs are included. On the 

contrary, in CIDPV one should look the phrasal verb up directly, which does not make a big 

difference regarding the other publications, because in all cases the combinations are 

organised alphabetically so that in the end they occupy the same position. Within each entry, 

all dictionaries include allusions to the register in which a phrasal verbs is normally used (e.g. 

formal, informal), and also regional labels (not in ODPV) that inform about whether a phrasal 

verb is found mainly in American or in British English (Australian English is also included in 

CIDPV). Other features shared by most of these dictionaries are the addition of past tense, 

participle and present participle forms next to the main verb (in CIDPV, LPVD and CCDPV), 

which are very useful especially for students at lower levels, and the presence of an 

introduction where it is explained what a phrasal verb is and how they construe their 

meanings among other general characteristics
2
. 

                                                 

 
2
 See Appendix A for examples of entries in each dictionary. 
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ODPV and CCDPV contain, in my opinion, the basic necessities for a student who 

looks a phrasal verb up in a dictionary: a definition, some examples of its use in sentences, 

indications about how it behaves with either noun phrases or pronoun objects when it is 

transitive, and specifications on whether the particle is a preposition or an adverb. These 

include a series of indices and additional information on different topics at the end. For 

instance, CCDPV has an index of particles in which the common meanings that particles 

contribute to phrasal verbs are explained (Illustration 15). This focus on particles is very 

useful for learners to understand the meaning of many new phrasal verb combinations, as has 

been said before. On the other hand, the indices in ODPV are more centred on words that are 

used in headphrases and on nominalised forms of phrasal verbs, which would be better 

included together with their corresponding phrasal verbs in the body of the dictionary, as 

CIDPV and LPVD do. 

 

Illustration 15 

Even though nobody would necessarily expect to find more information in a dictionary 

of phrasal verbs, CIDPV and LPVD go further. Apart from all the contents that the previous 

dictionaries include, these two highlight those phrasal verbs that are most commonly used: 

LPVD with a star and CIDPV by shading their definitions. They also focus more specifically 

on syntactic patterns and on the form of the verb that usually goes with them (e.g. passive, 

progressive), and introduce fixed expressions, when available, within the entries. 

Furthermore, LPVD provides verbs and phrasal verbs which are similar in meaning to 

the one in the entry (also in CCDPV), others whose meaning is the opposite, and marks in 
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bold the prepositions used with particular phrasal verbs. This dictionary also has a section in 

the middle entitled “Phrasal verb activator”, which includes sixteen diagrams based on 

different topic areas (e.g. clothes, weather, problems). A series of meanings, which can be 

expressed within that given context, branch out from these themes, and these meanings 

include a short list of phrasal verbs used to talk about them (see Appendix B). 

Something similar can be found in the “theme panels” towards the end of CIDPV. In 

this case there are not diagrams, but phrasal verbs included in bold within a text where their 

meaning is conveyed. Then, there are some general notions about the topic (e.g. “bad 

weather” or “weather improving” within the theme of “weather”) and, as in LPVD, a short list 

of phrasal verbs related to them (Appendix B). This “theme panels” section is followed by 

exercises on phrasal verbs, something the other dictionaries lacked. Notwithstanding, 

although the lack of the practise section would not be striking in a dictionary, I think that the 

types of activities are entertaining and could be seen as enjoyable and fruitful pastimes. An 

example of these can be seen in Illustration 16. 

 

Illustration 16 

A different perspective is presented in MPVP. Rundell, the editor, stresses the 

importance of knowing the broad semantic features associated with particles in phrasal verbs, 

but not as they appear in indices of particles like the one in CCDPV (example in Illustration 

15), because “they describe but do not explain” and students have to memorise large meaning 

areas. Bearing in mind Seth Lindstromberg’s approach to the idiomatic aspect of English 

prepositions and the notion of “conceptual metaphor” provided by Lakoff and Johnson (qtd. 

in Rundell), Michael Rundell has developed a new system to learn phrasal verbs. 
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According to Lindstromberg, “most spatial prepositions are, in fact, exceedingly 

consistent in their semantics” and if the deficiencies in coursebooks, learners’ dictionaries and 

teachers were solved, foreign students would not be so confused about why English speakers 

use “one preposition rather than another which seems similar in meaning” (in his article 

entitled “(Sometimes) Against the grain”). This confusion with prepositions would not exist if 

students were taught that there are spatial prepositions general in meaning and others more 

specific (ibid). If they knew these meanings, learners would be able “to express and to nuance 

dozens of abstract meanings” (in “Against the grain”) via conceptual metaphor, through 

which speakers attach metaphorical notions to literal meanings. 

Such ideas led Rundell to focus on the metaphorical meanings of the particles in 

phrasal verbs, because they greatly contribute to the understanding of the whole verb. Thus, 

MPVP explains how “a basic literal meaning can ramify to form a range of new, more abstract 

senses” through twelve diagrams for the most common particles used in phrasal verbs that are 

backed up by a series of examples for each of the notions identified (Appendix C). 

All these complementary materials on phrasal verbs are particularly applicable to 

writing activities, where students get into difficulties regarding, for example, the lack of 

synonyms or register adaptation. Dictionaries are always useful, and students may prefer one 

to another according to their needs. In my opinion, CIDPV and LPVD, which are the most 

recent of the first four dictionaries analysed, are more comprehensive and practical for use in 

classroom activities. Nevertheless, I strongly believe that MPVP is indispensable for those 

interested in learning English as a foreign or second language. The figurative uses of spatial 

concepts take place in many languages, and knowing how to construe the abstract meanings 

of the particles would make it easier for students to learn phrasal verbs. 

3.3.2. Mobile applications on phrasal verbs 

Technology is nowadays part of everyday life. It is under permanent development and 

constantly adapting itself to new fields and knowledge areas; therefore, its use in the 

educational environment is not surprising. However, I think it is fascinating that a tool as 

entertaining as a mobile application can be used to practise one of the most dreaded items in 

the English language: phrasal verbs. Some of the advantages of these apps are that they are 

updated periodically and that a good amount of them are free. They practise phrasal verbs in 

different ways (e.g. from meanings to phrasal verbs, from phrasal verbs to meanings, from 

phrasal verbs to translations into another language), but all of them contribute to their learning. 
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The Phrasal Verbs Machine (Cambridge University Press) 

This mobile application developed by CUP works with one hundred phrasal verbs, but 

focusing only on one of their meanings, which is sometimes the most common and some 

others a more obscure one. There is a main section named “Phrasal verbs view” where the 

user has to select a lexical verb and a particle and then press “view” so that the meaning of the 

phrasal verb is displayed as an animated illustration (Illustration 17). 

 

Illustration 17 

There are also English definitions of the phrasal verbs accompanied by example 

sentences and sometimes extra meanings (Illustration 18), and if a second language has been 

chosen in settings there are also translations and an example sentence in the language selected 

(Illustration 19). When direct objects are highlighted in clauses, they indicate that the phrasal 

verb is transitive, and if they appear in brackets, it is because the verb can be either transitive 

or intransitive. 

 

Illustration 18 
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Illustration 19 

In another section, “Exercise”, users are shown the animated illustrations in “Phrasal verbs 

view” and have to choose, among five options, the phrasal verb they represent (as in 

Illustration 20). The fact that the illustrations are display randomly each time the app is used, 

allows users to reinforce what they have learned and go over previous errors to correct them. 

 

Illustration 20 

English Phrasal Verbs (Dreamob) 

English Phrasal Verbs is essentially a dictionary of phrasal verbs with three thousand 

entries. Each entry includes a definition and an example sentence and gives the user the 

option of listening to the pronunciation of the phrasal verb (Illustration 21). Moreover, there is 

a “favourite list” to which users can add those phrasal verbs they are more interested in. 
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Illustration 21 

Aprende los Phrasal Verbs (Desarrollo Droide) 

This application is designed almost exclusively for Spanish learners of English 

because it uses Spanish to work with phrasal verbs. It is divided into three parts. The first one 

is intended for practising: users are given a phrasal verb and they have to choose the correct 

option between four Spanish translations (Illustration 22).  

 

Illustration 22 

In the second part, users can consult the meanings of the phrasal verbs used in the 

previous section described. These are listed alphabetically, and if users tap on one of them a 

new screen is displayed with its meaning in both English and Spanish, and example sentences 

in these two languages too (Illustration 23). 
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Illustration 23 

The third of the sections is the classic hangman game, but in this case it deals only 

with phrasal verbs. You have to guess the correct phrasal verb from the Spanish translation 

given by the app (Illustration 24). 

 

Illustration 24 

Phrasal Verbs (Ruiz Alonso) 

Ruiz Alonso has developed a simple app which includes quite a long list of phrasal 

verbs and two types of exercises to learn them. Each of the entries (see Illustration 25 as an 

example) includes the option of listening to the pronunciation of the phrasal verb, a brief 

definition and an example sentence. In addition, users can write and save their own comments 

about a phrasal verb in each entry, which is useful because they may add their own examples 

or meaning associations that will help them to remember a specific phrasal verb. 
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Illustration 25 

Furthermore, this app provides two options to practise these phrasal verbs. One of 

them is through memory tests, where a list of five phrasal verbs is presented and users may 

tap on each of them to see their definition. Then, they have to press the “start” button and fill 

the blanks that are next to the definitions with the correct phrasal verb (Illustration 26). 

 

Illustration 26 

In the second option, association tests, users have to match the five phrasal verbs on 

the left with their corresponding definition on the right (Illustration 27). 

 

Illustration 27 
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Phrasal Verbs (Marandsoft) 

This application gives users some advantages as to choosing the learning mode and the 

range of phrasal verbs they want to work with. There are three learning modes: the “loop 

mode”, which does not have any restrictions; the “time mode”, where users establish a period 

of time (from five to sixty minutes) to practise phrasal verbs; and the “amount mode”, which 

allows them to decide the number of phrasal verbs they want to deal with (from twenty-five to 

one hundred and fifty). They can also choose between practising all the phrasal verbs 

included in the application or only the most popular. Unlike the previous apps, this one does 

not include a list of phrasal verbs, but just multiple-choice questions where users have to 

select the correct phrasal verb according to a given definition.   

 

Illustration 28 

3.4. Phrasal verbs in use 

Taking all these analyses of books on phrasal verbs, classbooks, dictionaries and 

mobile applications into account, one comes to the conclusion that, to a greater or lesser 

extent, all of them contain what is needed to learn phrasal verbs and complement each other, 

but students continue to have great difficulties with these multi-word verbs. In my opinion, 

this is due to the fact that books, by themselves, are not enough, and learners have to hear and 

use phrasal verbs as much as possible to become familiar with them. Among other options 

(e.g. watching films/television series in their original versions, having meetings with native 

speakers of English), this task can be perfectly carried out by a teacher. 

English teachers are conscious of students’ doubts concerning phrasal verbs, and 

sometimes, instead of looking for new strategies to teach these verbs, they take sides with 
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learners and spend their years of teaching reminding their pupils of the incongruence of 

phrasal verbs and handing them long lists with this type of vocabulary that must be 

memorised. However, there are also teachers that, because they know that learning phrasal 

verbs is not easy for students, try to encourage a new perspective in their classes. This is the 

case of Janet Bianchini, an Italian teacher of EFL who enjoys teaching phrasal verbs and 

wants her students to do the same while learning them. 

Bianchini attempts to encourage her students not to be afraid of phrasal verbs and 

show off their knowledge of them “to stand out from the crowd”. Her method consists of 

presenting new ways of saying a series of questions that usually come up in class including 

phrasal verbs. For instance, when her students do not know the meaning of a word, instead of 

asking her the traditional “What’s the meaning of…?” they would say to a classmate: “Have 

you come across this word? Do you know what it means?” She applies this technique to 

different contexts and provides opportunities for practise. 

Apart from creating playful Powerpoint presentations to introduce, review or recycle 

phrasal verbs (see Appendix D), Bianchini uses several electronic tools in her lessons “to 

make teaching and learning phrasal verbs fun”. These tools can be used either by teachers to 

prepare their classes, or by students as part of their homework and as a pastime. They do not 

necessarily work with phrasal verbs, since it is the user who creates the content, and it is this 

adaptability that makes them perfect. Some of them serve to create albums with pictures 

accompanied by sentences (e.g. Bookr), others can be used to design animations with 

dialogues that could be practised and performed in class (e.g. Go!Animate, Zimmer Twins), 

there is one which could be used to elaborate quizzes and test students (PhotoPeach), and 

another one for creating comic strips, a task students usually enjoy (see Illustration 29). 

 

Illustration 29 
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If the great majority of teachers of EFL were more concerned about making students 

understand phrasal verbs, there would not be such deficient materials, because books are just 

books. They give information, resolve doubts, and are used to practise the knowledge we have 

acquired, but they do not teach. It is teachers’ responsibility, and also our own, to make the 

learning of phrasal verbs easier, more entertaining and more productive, so that those 

worrying thoughts towards them can begin to fade away. 

3.5. A suitable method to teach phrasal verbs 

First of all, I would like to clarify that the suitable method I am trying to propose to 

teach and learn phrasal verbs is intended for what I call “real learning”, which consists of 

acquiring progressively a level of language that will sound as natural as possible. This type of 

learning contrasts with preparing students for English level exams, which is completely 

different. In the first case, teachers and students are more committed to teaching and learning 

the second language because they want to use it in its context, whereas preparing students for 

exams implies a greater presence of books because they contain examples of exercises used in 

these exams and are the key to pass. However, these learning methods do not replace each 

other, on the contrary, they are usually combined. 

It is important to learn phrasal verbs because they mark the difference between 

average and advanced speakers of English, whose language sounds more natural. Phrasal 

verbs have a bad reputation among students because they are asked to learn long lists 

containing these verbs without there being any apparent logical connection between them. But 

the truth is that they are logical, because their particles contain the main meaning (as shown in 

MPVP), and by focusing on them, instead of on the lexical verb, students will find it easier to 

unlock the meaning of thousands of phrasal verbs and start creating their own. In order to that, 

students need to be conscious of how English speakers usually talk about abstract things (e.g. 

intentions, feelings, attitudes), which is by expressing them as concrete objects (through 

conceptual metaphor), and then they will be able to apply these abstract notions to the spatial 

adverbs in phrasal verbs. 

The fact that these multi-word verbs are typical of informal speech should not be 

regarded as a limitation within an academic context, otherwise they would not be taught. They 

have to be presented as part of the vocabulary and register varieties of the English language, 

and it would be advisable not to introduce more than ten phrasal verbs in one class. Moreover, 

a distinction between starter, intermediate and advanced learners needs to be made regarding 
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the specifications of multi-word verbs and the differences between them, since there are 

grammatical notions that students do not usually get until upper-intermediate/advanced levels. 

However, they should not be confused at any stage with the naming of these types of verbs: if 

a teacher gives to their pupils a list with phrasal verbs and prepositional verbs she ought to 

entitle that list as “multi-word verbs” or something similar if she does not want to specify the 

categories, but what she has to avoid is naming them only as phrasal verbs, because they are 

not. 

In my opinion, a suitable method to teach phrasal verbs would include all the materials 

analysed in the previous paragraphs, because all of them contribute in different ways to their 

acquisition. Teachers would develop the most important role, which is making a selection of 

the most useful materials that are going to be used in class and teaching. They should always 

bear in mind particles and contexts of use so that students can make semantic associations 

between phrasal verbs, as well as using electronic sources to create her own materials for the 

class. Books and dictionaries, from which the teacher has already learned, would occupy the 

second position within a hierarchy. They contain all the necessary information about phrasal 

verbs and also practise sections where students can test their knowledge and improve it 

gradually. Other additional materials, such as the mobile apps commented on above, would be 

third in a scale of phrasal verb learning tools because it is the students’ decision whether to 

use them or not, and since there is no way of controlling their use, their employment cannot 

be evaluated. In diagram 1 I have tried to represent this hierarchy and also to show the 

cyclical path of phrasal verbs: once students get to know the logic of phrasal verbs, they 

create new ones which act as feedback. 

 

Diagram 1

 

STUDENTS 
Adicional sources (e.g. apps, films, songs) 
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TEACHER 

BOOKS/ 
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4. Conclusions 

There are several types of multi-word verbs which differ from one another based on, 

for instance, the grammatical category of their constituents or on the way in which they 

construe meaning. Those which tend to be more confused are transitive phrasal verbs and 

prepositional verbs, because their superficial features are very similar: they are formed by a 

lexical verb plus one particle, which is and adverbial in phrasal verbs, and a preposition in 

prepositional verbs. In addition, the independent meanings of the constituents of a 

prepositional verb are maintained, whereas in phrasal verbs, a new meaning is created. Some 

useful criteria to distinguish these two types of multi word verbs has been proposed by Quirk 

et al. and introduced in this paper through a series of examples. It would be useful for students 

of intermediate and higher levels to know these distinctions in order to avoid common 

syntactic mistakes regarding the collocation of the direct object, and also to be aware of the 

variety of meanings a same construction can have.  

Prepositional verbs are easier to learn than phrasal verbs because their meanings are 

more literal and also because they are more commonly used in academic English, which is the 

variety of English taught to students. Thus, most prepositional verbs are learned 

unconsciously whereas phrasal verbs need a special treatment. This can be seen in the 

existence of phrasal verb practise books, which present different alternatives to work with 

them. However, the great majority of these books deal with phrasal verbs in an unsatisfactory 

way, whereas others are aimed at the preparation of students for different level exams. The 

knowledge acquired through these books tends to disappear quickly and this fact makes them 

useless. 

The inclusion of phrasal verbs within classbooks is indispensable, although they are 

not introduced until intermediate levels. In this case, it is comprehensible that they receive the 

same attention than the rest of the contents included in the book, but these contents should be 

extended by the teacher. The use of additional materials on phrasal verbs, such as dictionaries, 

games or apps, is also advisable and will contribute to the students’ self-learning. As 

dictionaries are mainly informative, and mobile applications are very basic, one cannot try to 

learn phrasal verbs just by using them, but they serve to clarify doubts and put knowledge into 

practise in an entertaining way, respectively. 

Phrasal verbs have always posed a serious problem for students of English either as a 

second or foreign language. Sometimes teachers contribute to that in different ways. On the 
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one hand, they tend to mix them with prepositional verbs in lists of what they call “phrasal 

verbs” that have to be memorised by their students, and, on the other hand, they usually 

discourage their learners by asserting that there is no logic in them, and therefore no easy way 

to learn them. It has been shown that there are different methods to approach phrasal verbs 

efficiently even through entertaining activities that facilitate their understanding. 

Introducing a small selection of phrasal verbs in each class, focusing more on particles 

than on verbs, working with a great variety of activities, or encouraging students to use them 

in class as part of everyday questions, are some of the improvements that can be made to learn 

phrasal verbs in class. These explanations and exercises need to be supported by additional 

materials, such as dictionaries and mobile applications, which should be recommended by the 

teacher. Students also need to take responsibility, move away from prejudices, and start 

thinking of the advantages and breadth that phrasal verbs will provide to their language. 
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APPENDIX A 

Examples of entries in the dictionaries analysed for the phrasal verbs cop out and cop off. 

- Cambridge International Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs 
 

 

 

 

 

- Collins Cobuild Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs 

 

- Longman Phrasal Verbs Dictionary 

 

- Oxford Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs 
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APPENDIX B 

Example of the “Phrasal verb activator” section in LPVD: 
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Similar example of the “theme panels” section in CIDPV: 
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APPENDIX C 

Two sample pages of Macmillan Phrasal Verbs Plus: 
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APPENDIX D 

Examples of slides used by teacher Janet Bianchini in Powerpoint presentations: 
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