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ABSTRACT 

 

This paper starts from the fact that everyone who has studied English as a second language 

has noticed that the study of phrasal verbs poses a challenge for both teachers and 

students. Students are offered a list of phrasal verbs without any other explanation; they 

just have to learn them by heart. Those lists differ from one another due to the fact that 

each author/teacher chooses the phrasal verbs that they consider the most common. Since 

this approach to phrasal verbs is not the most effective, it is going to be the center of this 

study. After describing what a phrasal verb is –a compound verb formed by a main verb 

and a particle–, although the particle placement will also be treated, the work will be 

focused on analyzing the particle in terms of meaning. Moreover, a comparison among its 

treatment in different dictionaries will be carried out, and, since the particle is the key 

component, we aim to reorganize the lists provided to students according to the particle in 

order to make its study easier. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Having studied English for many years and with professors from different English-

speaking countries allows me to assert that the teaching of phrasal verbs poses a challenge 

for them. Every time my professors faced that type of verbs, they provided us with lists 

where you could see the phrasal verb itself and its meaning or the phrasal verb and a single-

word synonym verb. From there, they could only suggest that we learn them by heart, 

which many linguists would consider the traditional approach. But does that mean that 

phrasal verbs are created out of nothing, without following any system or rule in terms of 

meaning or syntax?  

 

Since phrasal verbs are one of the items that learners of English as a second language find 

the most difficult, they deserve a better explanation about how these verbs work in order 

to make what they see as never-ending lists more understandable and easier to learn. After 

more than fifteen years being on the students’ side, I could say that the difficulty stems 

from the fact that some of the phrasal verbs have an idiomatic or opaque meaning.  This 

subject will be discussed in this paper, where I have the chance to study phrasal verbs by 

dividing the study in two parts: a theoretical and a practical one. 

 

In the theoretical part, I shall start from the beginning. Therefore, in the first section I will 

go back to Old and Middle English, which will enable me to find the source and the 

evolution of this type of verbs. This will help us clarify the way they behave and how they 

are used nowadays. In the following sections, I will introduce phrasal verbs themselves: 

their identification and formation patterns, the types in terms of meaning, and the 

importance of the particles.  

 

The second part of the project, the practical one, is based on two studies aiming to help 

students of English in their learning of phrasal verbs. The first study is based on the fact 

that, as I will explain, the particle is a key component of these verbs when it comes to the 

contribution of meaning. I will choose the most commonly used particles in the formation 

of phrasal verbs and try to find a connection between the meanings of the particles and the 

meaning of the resulting phrasal verbs; this will hopefully provide the students of English 

an alternative way to learn them. As for the second study, it involves a comparison between 
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dictionaries. My intention in this section is to analyze whether the way phrasal verbs are 

listed and treated in the selected dictionaries is helpful for students to learn them or if it is 

even more confusing.  

 

At the end of this project, I expect to have accomplished its main purpose; that is to have 

found some clues for the students of English to learn phrasal verbs effectively. Those 

students are future speakers of the English language, and since native speakers prefer using 

phrasal verbs rather than single-word verbs, students must be ready to use them not only in 

speech and informal writing –their limits at first– but also in all registers. 

 

 

2. PHRASAL VERBS 

 

Phrasal verbs have been the subject of many studies, and by reviewing that literature 

several names referring to the matter that occupies us here can be found.  Each author 

makes their own choice depending on the way they see this type of verbs. We can find 

authors naming them phrasal verbs (Bolinger, 1971; Side, 1990; Darwin and Gray, 1999; 

Gries, 2003; Li et al., 2003; Schnoebelen, 2008), particle verbs (Johns, 2008), or even verb-

particle combination (Fraser, 1976; Cook and Stevenson, 2006). In this paper, I will refer to 

them as phrasal verb; first of all, because the vast majority of authors opt for it and, second, 

because personally I have always referred to them this way.  

 

To measure the importance of phrasal verbs in the English language, the only thing one 

needs to know is how great a part of the English verb vocabulary they occupy: one third 

(Li et al., 2008). Native English speakers tend to use them as a first option when they can 

choose between a phrasal verb and a single-word verb that are synonyms. Moreover, their 

ability to understand how particles work –a skill that English students can rarely conquer– 

means that phrasal verbs are created as the English language is used, that is, new ones are 

constantly appearing.  

 

We talk about phrasal verbs when we have a combination of a verb and a particle that 

functions as a single verb (Darwin and Gray, 1999). These verbs can be defined in two 

ways (Quirk et al, 1985): syntactically, because they function as a single grammatical unit, 
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and lexically, because both of the parts can contribute its meaning or give it up in order to 

form a new lexical item, hence they are also considered a single lexical unit. 

 

2.1 Phrasal verbs in Old and Middle English 

Phrasal verbs are not words of recent creation; we can find them in Old and Middle 

English, although in a different form. The evolution of these verbs starts in Old English 

with their very first ancestors, and as several studies show they have evolved together with 

the English language itself, adapting to the requirements new times bring.  

 

In Old English, as Lamont (2005) explains in The Historical Rise of the English Phrasal Verb, 

they consisted of a verb and an inseparable prefix. That prefix, currently called particle, was 

attached to the beginning of the verb and could not move, as modern particles do. 

Regarding the meaning of the compound form, the phrasal verb did not necessarily have to 

reflect the meaning of the root.  

 

Lamont (2005) and Gries (2003) agree when they state that already in late Old English 

stress patterns were already demanding a shift of the affix, since the prefixed verbs were no 

longer productive. Prefixes in Old English compound verbs were unstressed and did not 

have lexical value, this changed when the shifting took place: the particle was preserving, 

and sometimes imposing, its meaning and carrying the stress. In Middle English, the post-

verbal position of the particle prevailed (Gries, 2003), and it has occupied that position 

until nowadays. 

 

2.2 Identifying phrasal verbs in present-day English 

It could be said that the simplest definition of a phrasal verb is “a verb and particle 

combination”, but it would not be a complete one. However, there are some verbs that 

occur with some prepositions that could be defined in the same way which are usually 

known as “prepositional verbs”. Since they are named differently, they must be different 

types of verbs; but how can they be distinguished? 

 

First of all, both prepositional and phrasal verbs should be described. We talk about 

prepositional verbs when we find a verb that requires a complementary prepositional 
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phrase, and the preposition that follows the verb cannot be moved after their object 

(Lamont, 2005).  

 (1) a. I went to the store. 

     b. *I went the store to. 

 

In this type of verbs, as Fraser (1976) asserted, the prepositions that are part of both 

transitive and intransitive combinations are more closely associated with the noun phrase 

that follows them than with the verb that precedes. Moreover, he added that the 

prepositions in these verbs have four properties that classify them: the prepositional phrase 

may be preceded by adverbs, it can occur in sentence-initial position, it functions as a 

syntactic unit and it is given weak stress.  

 

On the other hand, phrasal verbs can be defined as verbs that take a complementary 

adverbial particle, resembling a preposition, which is necessary to complete the meaning 

and is flexible in terms of position (Fraser, 1976; Lamont, 2005). 

 (2) a. He fixed up the car. 

     b. He fixed the car up. 

 

These basic characteristics are not enough for some linguists and they have developed 

syntactic tests in order to identify phrasal verbs. The most well known theory is the one 

created by Bolinger (1971), which consists of nine tests that phrasal verbs should pass. 

These are: 

1. Phrasal verbs can be replaced by a simple verb.  

(3) a. Count me out for the party next Saturday. " Exclude me from the party next Saturday 

2. If transitive, the combination should passivize.  

(3) b. They talked about you. " You were talked about. 

3. If transitive, the combination should accept its nominalization.  

(3) c. He looked up the information. " His looking up of the information. 

4. If transitive, the particle can either precede or follow the noun object.  

(3) d. He looked up his friends. " He looked his friends up. 

5. If transitive, pronouns usually precede the particle.  

(3) e. You are putting him on. " *You are putting on him.  
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6. Adverbs that end in -ly cannot intervene between the verb and the particle unless 

the latter appears in its most literal sense.  

(3) f. I watched the pebbles drop gradually out. 

7. An adverb can be accented, a particle usually cannot. 

8. If transitive, the particle can precede a simple definite noun phrase without taking it 

as its object.  

(3) g. They pushed in the door.  

 (3) h. *They pushed inward the door. 

9. Phrasal verbs can be defined by simply listing them. 

 

The great majority of tests suggested by subsequent linguists were based on those of 

Bolinger. For instance, Lamont, in his approach to the syntactic identification of phrasal 

verbs, proposes five indispensable actions that phrasal verbs should accomplish: particle 

movement (based on Bolinger’s test number 4), adverb intervention (test 6), spoken stress 

(test 7), synonymy (test 1) and passivization (test 2).  

 

However, there are two theorists whose analysis of Bolinger’s test is more critical: Darwin 

and Gray (1999). Although they admit that these tests are somehow useful, problems can 

be found in all of them (some already mentioned by the author himself when introducing 

them): 

1. Not all phrasal verbs have single-word verb equivalents. 

(4) a. They took over the sale. " They assumed control of the sale. 

2. Some prepositional verbs also form passives. 

(4) b. The incident was alluded to. 

3. It is the nature of the actions rather than the structure of the phrases that 

determines if the process of nominalization can take place. 

(4) c. I came across an old photograph. 

     d. *The coming across of an old photograph. 

4. Some transitive phrasal verbs are inseparable  

(4) e. They came across a problem. 

     f. *They came a problem across. 

and some object movements can cause changes in meaning. 

(4) g. They run down the list. " They review the list. 
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     h. They run the list down. " They find the list.  

5. Some transitive phrasal verbs are inseparable. 

(4) i. I’ll tie up you and the rest. 

6. Intensifiers of the particle are usually accepted.  

(4) j. You messed it all up. 

7. Any word can be stressed if it is emphasized or contrasted with another word. 

(4) k. He asked about what you were looking up, not at. 

8. It is not clear when making the distinction between particle and preposition, 

because the definite noun phrase can appear in the same position in both cases. 

(4) l. I looked up the word. (phrasal verb) 

     m. I focused on the word. (prepositional verb) 

9. The list would be out-of-date before it was created because the phrasal verb is one 

of the most productive ways to create new lexical items in English.  

 

Furthermore, Darwin and Gray (1999) point out that when Bolinger’s tests are used with 

intransitive phrasal verbs, only three of the nine tests apply (replacement, stress, and 

listing). They consider this fact an important reason to avoid using Bolinger’s tests to 

identify phrasal verbs.  

 

But their study of phrasal verbs does not end here. They defend that “linguists should 

consider all verb-particle combinations to be potential phrasal verbs until proven 

otherwise”. This new approach focuses on the fact that these combinations should be 

functioning as single units, both lexically and syntactically; therefore, if they do not 

function this way, they will not be considered phrasal verbs and would be excluded from 

that group. To discard potential combinations, they are subject of seven tests (Darwin and 

Gray, 1999): 

1. Particle repetition: the repetition of the particle without its proper verb is not 

acceptable. 

(5) a. *I looked up, up, up your name. " Look up is a phrasal verb. 

     b. He went on and on until I could not stand it anymore. " Go on is not a phrasal verb.   

2. Where questions: since many particles resemble spatial adverbs, if they retain their 

non-phrasal verb meaning, they are not part of a phrasal verb. 

(5) c.  I looked up the address 
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          Where did you look? 

         *Up the address " Look up is a phrasal verb. 

    d. He run up the alley. 

         Where? 

         Up the alley. " Run up is not a phrasal verb. 

3. Fronting: the inversion of the normal order produces unacceptable utterances in 

phrasal verbs. 

(5) e. *Up he made a story. " Make up is a phrasal verb. 

     f. Up the tree he went " Go up is not a phrasal verb. 

4. Verb insertion: two proper verbs cannot share the particle; if they can, they are not 

considered phrasal verbs. 

(5) g. *I really messed and fouled up on my test. " Mess up and foul up are phrasal verbs. 

h. He pulled and jerked on the lever, but it was stuck. " Pull on and jerk on  are not 

phrasal verbs 

5. Adverb insertion: if inserting two -ly adverbs between the verb and the particle the 

sentence is acceptable, the combination cannot be considered a phrasal verb. 

(5) i. *The mine caved quickly and forcefully in. " Cave in is a phrasal verb. 

     j. They crept slowly and silently down the hall. " Creep down is not a phrasal verb 

6. Stress: verbs require some degree of stress on the final syllable, therefore if the 

stress of the particle can be eliminated, the combination is not a phrasal verb. 

(5) k. She RUN UP a huge bill. " Run up is a phrasal verb. 

     l. She RAN to the park. " Run to is not a phrasal verb. 

7. Intonation units: a pause between the verb and the particle would cause an adverse 

effect on prosody and comprehension. 

(5) m. *I passed / in the doctor’s office. " Pass in is a phrasal verb. 

     n. I hid / behind the door " Hid behind is not a phrasal verb. 

 

Bearing in mind the purpose of this project, it can be said that this new approach by 

Darwin and Gray will help the students of English in the task of identifying phrasal verbs. 

Furthermore, these tests can be applied to transitive, intransitive and ergative phrasal verbs, 

as opposed to Bolinger’s tests, most of which apply only to transitive ones.  
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2.3 Types of phrasal verbs in terms of meaning 

Once we know how to identify phrasal verbs, the next step would be classifying them 

according to their meaning. English students may not know why but they always struggle 

with the same ones, what the great majority of theorists name opaque phrasal verbs. The 

transparent ones, as the name shows, do not pose so many problems in the learning 

process because their meaning can be easily guessed. However, some linguists suggest that 

there are degrees of opacity and transparency, depending on the contribution of each part 

of the phrasal verb to its final meaning. 

 

Regarding to opaque phrasal verbs, their meaning is considered to be more than the sum of 

its parts. There is an external agent (context or metaphorical extensions of both 

components) that contributes to the meaning greatly, and this is where the learning 

difficulty lies. This external agent means they are considered more of a single lexical unit; 

therefore phrasal verbs in this category usually occur in joined constructions, they are less 

separable (Schnoebelen, 2008).  

  (6) a. She is bringing up the children. 

       b. *She is bringing the children up. 

Bring up is considered to be an opaque phrasal verb; therefore, since the relation between 

the particle and the verb in that type of combinations is tighter in terms of meaning, bring 

up is less frequently found as appears in example (6b). 

 

However, in transparent phrasal verbs the noun phrase can appear before or after the 

particle, and each component of the transparent combination contributes a part of its own 

meaning to the single unit one (Schnoebelen, 2008). 

  (7) a. He lifted up the box so everyone could see it.  

       b. He lifted the box up so everyone could see it. 

 

As I mentioned above, the relationship between verb and particle can be measured, and 

can show different degrees of transparency and opacity. Depending on how much of the 

verb, particle or context meaning is incorporated to the phrasal verb, the degree can be 

known. With that aim, Schnoebelen (2008) proposes to calculate it by using different 

variables for each of the components in a basic mathematics equation (z = x + y + n), 

which is not a very useful tool for the public this study is being addressed to. Nevertheless, 
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Darwin and Gray (1999), who name transparent phrasal verbs as literal and opaque ones as 

idiomatic, opt for adding a new category instead of appealing to mathematics –these are the 

aspectual phrasal verbs. In this new category, the verb can be understood literally but the 

addition of the particle helps understanding some meaning about the verb’s aspect that 

without it would be lost. This is the category which eat up would belong to. As shown in 

the example (8), the particle gives an extra meaning to the verb: the action is complete. 

  (8) They ate up all the olives. 

 

With Darwin and Gray’s third category, the concept of importance of the particle in terms 

of meaning starts to appear. It will be discussed in depth in a subsequent section. 

 

2.4 Formation patterns of phrasal verbs 

As previously said, native English speakers’ ability in using and understanding the 

functioning of particles is so great that English students will encounter great difficulty in 

knowing how phrasal verbs can be formed. However, since languages are patterns, phrasal 

verbs should be ideally be following some type of pattern, either syntactic, semantic or 

idiomatic. Different authors suggest different theories about it, and although some of them 

are related, none of them are identical.  

 

Regarding Bolinger (1971), he supports the idea of a spontaneous creation of neologisms 

whose acceptability would depend on the capacity of speakers to incorporate them in their 

vocabulary. Bolinger asserts that phrasal verbs, like other compounds, may have various 

origins related to generative-transformational aspects and idiomaticity, but he does not 

develop this matter.  

 

Side’s concept (1990) could be related to Bolinger’s spontaneity of creation, although for 

him spontaneous does not mean random. Side’s theory is based on the fact that when the urge 

of neologism appears, the person who coins it does it appealing to their unconscious 

knowledge. He defends that new combinations are formed by “analogy with existing 

phrasal verbs”, that is, having a phrasal verb (black out), one can easily form another one 

(white out). In these cases, it is often the verb that is new in the combination while the 

particle remains unchanged.   
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Another theory is Fraser’s (1976), where he focuses on the fact that to be able to form a 

phrasal verb, verbs may have some specific properties that will lead them to combine with 

particles. These properties can be syntactic, semantic or phonological, or combinations of 

these. With respect to syntactic properties, the only syntactic generalization that he finds is 

the distinction between stative1and nonstative2 verbs, where stative verbs do not combine 

with particles while nonstatives do.  

  (9) They ran out of sugar. 

 

As for the semantic property, it can be said that verbs that have a common semantic thread 

will combine with the same particles. Moreover, if that thread can be identified, new 

acceptable verb-particle combinations could be predicted.  

  (10) a. She glues down the paper. 

         b. She pastes down the edges of the poster. 

 

The last property mentioned by Fraser is related to the phonology. He asserts that “it is the 

phonological shape of a verb that determines to a large extent whether or not it can 

combine with a particle”, meaning that the majority of verbs that occur with particles are 

monosyllabic. However, some bisyllabic verbs can be found occurring with particles only if 

they are initially stressed –these cases are then considered and analyzed as phonologically 

monosyllabic.  

  (11) They need to tighten up the rules.  

This allows Fraser to assure that only polysyllabic verbs cannot combine with particles; 

hence, the phonological property alone cannot determine the conditions of phrasal verb 

formation. 

 

2.5 The particle in phrasal verbs 

The particle is an affix used to derive a new verb with a new meaning and for each one of 

them there is a homophonous preposition or adverb, whose meanings do not always 

correspond. They are considered to carry the main communicative function of the 

combination; that is, they are the key components.  

 
                                                
1 Stative verbs are verbs that are not used in their continuous forms (present continuous, future continuous…). 
They describe states, situations and conditions. Some stative verbs are know, want, or hope; hear is an exception. 
2 Nonstative or dynamic verbs are used in their continuous forms and they essentially describe actions. 
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Particles are morphologically invariable (Darwin and Gray, 1999). This means that all 

inflections are being taken by the verb and that morphologically variable words (nouns, 

adjectives…) cannot be used as particles. According to Fraser (1976), the following list of 

particles have been found being part of at least one phrasal verb: about, across, along, around, 

aside, away, back, by, down, forth, in, off, on, out, over and up.  

 

2.5.1 Particle placement 

One of the defining characteristics of particles is that they can occur in two positions in the 

sentence: 

- After the verb  

(12) a. Tom looks up the facts. 

- After the direct object 

(12) b. Tom looks the facts up.  

 

According to Gries (2003), particle placement has now been studied for more than 100 

years. In his study, he analyzes previous findings of different theorists in each sub-brand of 

linguistics. In his approach, Gries (2003) talks about the different variables of each sub-

brand that decide the position of the particle. The following table shows the preferences 

for joined or separated construction depending on those variables (Gries, 2003): 

 Verb + Particle + DO Verb + DO + Particle 
Phonological variable • Stressed DO 

 
• Verb does not bear 
initial stress 

Morphosyntactic variable • Definite determiner of 
the DO 
• Long DO 

• Indefinite determiner of 
the DO 
• Pronominal and semi-
pronominal DO 

Semantic variable • Idiomatic meaning of 
the verb phrase 
• Literal meaning of the 
verb phrase 
• Particle modifies the 
verb 

• Perfective marker 
modifying the particle 
• Particle modifies the 
DO 

Discourse-functional 
variable 

• DO’s referent has not 
been mentioned previously 
• More subsequent 
mentions of the referent 
 

• DO’s referent previously 
mentioned 
• Small distance between 
referent and DO 
• Referent more times 
mentioned 

Table 1 - Particle placement according to Gries (2003) 
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2.5.2 Particle meaning 

As has been previously mentioned, the particle carries most of the meaning in the phrasal 

verb. It combines with a verb in order to create a new one with a new meaning, which can 

be transparent or opaque, depending on the relation between both parts of the phrasal verb 

and an external agent, if there is one. Given the importance of the particle in the meaning 

of phrasal verbs, one can suppose that it has been constantly studied, but quite the 

opposite. Most linguists have quoted Bolinger’s approach to particle meaning in their 

papers about phrasal verbs, although a minority has developed the study of some particles.  

 

Bolinger (1971) asserts that for a particle to be considered so it “must contain two features, 

one of motion-through-location, the other of terminus or result” when used in its literal 

meaning. Since place and stance adverbials only give result; direction adverbials, only 

motion; and manner and time adverbials contain neither, they cannot be used as particles 

because it is compulsory that their meaning give both features.  

 

Many of the particles whose feature of motion is easily distinguishable are those that can be 

used as quasi-verbs in the imperative (Bolinger, 1971), as in the example below. 

(13) a. Out! 

       b. Back! 

       c. *With!  

       d. *To! 

 

 

3. ANALYSIS OF THE MEANING OF PARTICLES IN PHRASAL VERBS 

 

Since particles are the most important part of phrasal verbs in terms of meaning 

contribution, some of the most commonly used ones in their formation are going to be 

analyzed in this study: up, down, out and off. The aim is to help students know, or be able to 

know, the meaning of phrasal verbs without having to turn to dictionaries, which are 

sometimes more confusing than helpful. That matter will be analyzed in the subsequent 

section. 
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3.1 Meanings of up 

In 1983, Lindner developed a doctoral thesis on the meaning of two particles: up and out. 

Her wide study will be the base of this analysis of particles, since it has been so for many 

other studies on the subject. Before Lindner’s study, Fraser had made an approach on the 

meaning of up as a particle, but it can be considered very basic compared to Lindner’s. 

Following Lindner’s description of this particle, it can be said that the meanings of up can 

be divided in four different groups: the vertical up, the goal-oriented up, the completive up, 

and the reflexive up. 

 

3.1.1 Vertical up 

Climb up, bring up, spring up, dream up and get up are a sample of the phrasal verbs that belong 

to this group. In all of them the particle has an upward direction sense, a “canonical human 

posture in relation to the surface of the Earth” (Lindner, 1983). However, a distinction 

between two types of vertical up can be made (Side, 1990): 

- up with a literal meaning, where it is clear to see the upward direction of the action  

(1) a. The children climbed up the tree. 

- up with a metaphorical extension, showing an increase, growth or improvement 

(1) b. I was brought up in this city. 

 

In the metaphorical extension, Lindner (1983) suggests to make a sub-classification of the 

phrasal verbs belonging to this type. Regarding her theory, three different paths can be 

found among these verbs:  

- A path into a perceptual field, that is, a positive increment along an abstract 

quantity. 

(2) a. This type of restaurants is springing up in the town. 

- A path into the mental field, which is opposed to physical objects movement. 

(2) b. They dreamed up a plan to enlarge the business. 

- A path into a state of activity, that is usually associated with an erect posture.  

(2) c. She got up and went to the kitchen. 

 

3.1.2 Goal-Oriented up 

 Up, in this case, follows a “directed path towards a goal” (Lindner, 1983), which is not a 

physical space. Goals tend to be something unachievable that we usually picture above our 
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reality, that is the reason why the particle up would be the one that would contribute the 

most appropriate meaning to these phrasal verbs, although sometimes the movement is not 

necessarily vertical, as we will see.  

 

Move up, kiss up, lead up, even up, or connect up are phrasal verbs that fit in this group; however, 

each one of them belong to a different sub-group. Five of them can be distinguished 

(Lindner, 1983): 

- Organization of time 

(3) a. The deadline was moved up by an hour. 

In this case, the particle up can be interpreted as a movement towards the 

future or the past, depending on the culture where this phrasal verb is used.  

- Affect and social interaction 

(3) b. The intern always tries to kiss up his boss. 

The goal of this action is usually achieving a higher social status, hence the 

use of the particle up.  

- Chains of events 

(3) c. The days leading up to the ceremony are very busy.  

A number of consecutive events are carried out in order to reach a final one 

that can be called the “goal”.  

- Levels of quantities 

(3) d. He caught up with the leading runner. 

To be able to execute the action he must have increased his speed, and as 

seen in vertical up, an increase is pictured high in a vertical axis. 

- Joining and associations 

(3) e. They hooked up the appliances.  

Contrary to the previous sub-groups, the goal here is not in an abstract 

domain, in this one the action is carried out by physical objects, whose 

movement is not necessarily vertical, as aforementioned. 

 

3.1.3 Reflexive up 

The meaning in this group is highly related to the “Joining and associations” sub-group of 

the Goal-oriented up. The only difference is that in the sub-group one object is connected to 
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another object, while in this group the connection is made among sub-parts of the same 

object, as in (17a), or members of the same mass, (17b) (Lindner, 1983).  

 (4) a. Could you button up your shirt? 

      b. It took them hours to pair up the shoes. 

 

3.1.4 Completive up 

Several linguists have described this meaning of the particle up. For Fraser (1976), up means 

“completely, to a finish”; for Side (1990), “stopping/completion of act, finality”; for Cook 

(2006), “action being done to completion”.  

 (5) She ate the pizza up.  

 

But, in Lindner’s study (1983), apart from this basic description that she calls “substractive 

process”, we can find sub-groups as in the other categories, in this cases the contribution 

of meaning of the verb is also important:  

- Filling process 

(6) a. They fueled up the car. 

The most important point in this process is that the object must have a 

capacity, whose maximum is reached by the content.  

- Obstruction process 

(6) b. My nose is stuffed up.  

The initial state of the object is emptiness, but it gets filled to its 

obstruction.  

- Covering process 

(6) c. He wrapped the gift up.  

The object is completely covered; no portion of it can be seen.  

- Separation process 

(6) d. Then, dice up the potatoes.  

A single object becomes a lot of tiny objects. 

- Affect an object’s overall form process 

(6) e. She got dressed up. 

In this example, she does not only get dressed but she creates an overall 

attractive appearance. This type of getting dressed is considered higher than 

normal, what allows us to relate this sub-group with the vertical up group. 
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- Increase in degree process 

(6) f. The dough needs to be sweetened up. 

Here, up functions as an additive, since the dough, in this case, is already 

sweet but not enough.  

 

3.2 Meanings of down  

Some theorists agree in the fact that down can have two meanings when occurring in a 

phrasal verb; it can have a directional meaning or a completive one. As per the directional 

meaning, it implies a decrease in size and/or intensity, that is, it follows a downward 

direction, as opposed to up.  

 (7) a. The ice on the road slowed us down. 

     b. Prices of houses are going down. 

     c. The house burnt down in an hour. 

 

A complete cessation of a state or action should be carried out by the phrasal verb in order 

to be included in the completive meaning group.  

 (8) a. He tried to calm down the frightened children.  

     b. Make sure you close all programs before shutting the computer down. 

       c. The shop is closed down for inventory. 

 

In this group, the “full consumption” concept should be included, but it is less common 

using down than up in phrasal verbs to get that meaning. 

 (9) You have to drink down the glass of milk.  

 

However, regarding Bolinger, down “exists as a simple verb, and many of its senses as a 

verb are shared with the phrasal verbs in which it appears as a particle”. He uses the 

Webster’s Third New International to make the comparison between down as a particle and as a 

verb, but it is the particle who contributes to the meanings of the verb rather than the 

other way around. Thus, the meanings that Bolinger (1971) distinguishes in down as a 

particle are:  

- To lower 

(10) a. He pushed the little girl down and she cried. 
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- To incline in a downward direction 

(10) b. Please, point down the gun. 

- To diminish 

(10) c. Spinach tends to boil down a lot. 

- To bring to earth 

(10) d. They chopped down the tree. 

- To disassemble 

(10) e. The police broke down the door. 

- To secure 

(10) f. The cover was firmly nailed down.  

- To render free of surface 

(10) g. She vacuumed down the carpet. 

- To preserve 

(10) h. Salt down the fish. 

- To put out of operation 

(10) i. The business closed down for repairs. 

- To record.  

(10) j. Let me take down your name.  

 

When comparing up and down, prototypically down is an opposite of up, but these particles 

do not always function this way, as shown in example (22a) where close up means 

“completely and securely closed” while close down, “stop of all work or activity”. 

(11) They closed up the University building and the next day it was closed down for repairs. 

 

3.3 Meanings of out  

The meanings of out can be classified into two major groups. In the first one, the meanings 

of out included would be “into the open, away from, not in or at a place, removal” (Side, 

1990). However, in this group a sub-classification can be made (Lindner, 1893): 

- To distinguish, choose or reject 

(12) a. The teacher singled him out for his good grades.  

- To avoid 

(12) b. The coach left him out of the team for bad behavior. 
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- To transfer ownership 

(12) c. Could you dish me out some noodles, please? 

- To discover something private 

(12) d. Her new novel comes out next June. 

- To hide something public 

(12) e. He let out the news without her consent. 

- To restrict 

(12) f. He skipped out of the country with the money he had stolen. 

- To clarify 

(12) g. Lay out your ideas clearly.  

- To extend time 

(12) h. Their boss stretched out the meeting for as long as he could.  

- To move away from a central part 

(12) i. The awning reached out several feet over the sidewalk.  

 

In the second group, phrasal verbs would be included if their particle can be said to mean 

“thoroughly/to completion (often indicating exhaustion/extinction)” (Side, 1990).  

(13) a. We have run out of sugar. 

b. Could you fill this form out, please? 

 

3.4 Meanings of of f  

The general definition for the meaning of off as a particle would be “taking something away 

from something else”. Different words can feel identified with that description; however, 

all of them belong to the same lexical field, although they differ in collocation and 

connotation (Side, 1990). These are: 

- Distance in time 

(14) a. The meeting has been put off until tomorrow. 

- Distance in space 

(14) b. The police warned off everyone in the neighborhood.  

- Departure 

(14) c. The plane took off two hours ago. 

- Removal 

(14) d. The cook strain off the grease.  
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- Disconnection 

(14) e. One of his fingers was cut off in the accident. 

- Separation 

(14) f. They fenced off the play area.  

 

 

4. TREATMENT OF PHRASAL VERBS IN CERTAIN DICTIONARIES 

 

As we have seen so far, the particle is the most important part of the phrasal verb in terms 

of meaning. For that reason we could think that dictionaries will list this type of verbs 

under the particle entry, but do they really list them this way? We are looking for the 

particles up and off and the phrasal verbs get up, get off, turn up, and turn off in several 

dictionaries to analyze how they are listed. Firstly, we will analyze two monolingual 

learner’s dictionaries, the Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary and the Longman Dictionary 

of Contemporary English, and a bilingual learner’s dictionary, the Vox Advanced English 

Dictionary, English-Spanish / Español-Inglés. 

 

In the Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, the entry for up and off is divided in their 

functions as an adverb, in idioms, as a preposition, an adjective and a verb, off can also 

function as a noun. None of these entries mentions the fact that they work as particles in 

phrasal verbs. However, several phrasal verbs are used to exemplify up and off when they 

work as adverbs.  

 
Fig. 1 - Off and up entries in the Cambridge Advanced Learners Dictionary. 
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Since in this dictionary up and off are not considered a particle that has its own meaning, the 

phrasal verbs formed with them appear listed following the main verb of the combination. 

After all the definitions of get and turn as a verb, there is a sub-category named “phrasal 

verbs” which groups the main verb with all the particles that it combines with. There 

appear get up and get off, and turn up and turn off, whose definitions and examples are 

preceded by a single word synonym (or what the dictionary calls a “guideword”). 

 
Fig. 2 - Get off and get up entries in the Cambridge Advanced Learners Dictionary. 

 
Fig. 3 - Turn off and turn up entries in the Cambridge Advanced Learners Dictionary. 

 

In the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, up and off are classified as a verb, a noun 

and an adverb, and off, also as an adjective. In the last category they have in common, their 

function as an adverb, some of the examples showed after the definitions use phrasal verbs 

as their main verb. This means that they do not agree in considering up a particle but an 

adverb that accompanies the main verb of the combination.  
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Fig. 4 - Off and up entries as adverbs in the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English. 

 

As far as get up, get off, turn off and turn up are concerned, they appear under the entry of their 

main verb, get or turn, like the Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionariy. After all its 

definitions, they appear alphabetically, each one with its own definitions and examples, and 

tagged as phrasal verbs. 

 
Fig. 5 - Get off and get up entries in the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English. 
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Fig. 6 - Turn off and turn up entries in the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English. 

 

These two monolingual learner’s dictionaries coincide with the way the bilingual dictionary 

Vox Advanced English Dictionary, English-Spanish / Español-Inglés lists the particles and phrasal 

verbs that we have taken as sample. The only difference is that the monolingual ones 

provide definitions whereas the bilingual one, equivalents.   

 

The Vox Advanced English Dictionary identifies up as an adverb, a preposition and a verb, and 

off as an adverb, a preposition, an adjective and a noun. These categories are followed by a 

guideword/synonym and equivalents of up in Spanish with examples in both English and 

Spanish. Like the previous dictionaries, this one does not see up as a particle with important 

meaning, although it uses phrasal verbs in the examples of both particles when considered 

adverbs.  

 
Fig. 7 - Off and up entries in the Vox Advanced English Dictionary. 
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When we look for get off and get up, and turn off and turn up, we have to address ourselves to 

get, that is the main verb under which phrasal verbs with get and turn are listed. Every 

meaning is introduced by a single-word synonym between brackets, then the Spanish 

equivalents are shown and sometimes it includes the same example in both languages.  

 
Fig. 8 - Get off and get up in the Vox Advanced English Dictionary. 

 
Fig. 9 - Turn off and turn up entries in the Vox Advanced English Dictionary. 

 

The second type of dictionaries that we are going to analyze how it lists particles and 

phrasal verbs is a historical dictionary, in this case, the Oxford English Dictionary. In it, the 

particles up and off have an entry for all their functions, (preposition, adverb, noun, 

adjective), as opposed to the previous dictionaries where all the functions that they identify 

appear under a main entry named up.  



30 
 

 
Fig. 10 - Off and up entries in the Oxford English Dictionary. 

 

If you access to the entry of up as an adverb, for some specific senses it shows the links 

(cross references) that take the user to the definition under the main verb. However, in off 

as an adverb, it explains its use in combination with verbs and it tells you to access the 

entry of the main verb to get the meaning of it. Therefore, although this dictionary does 

not have an entry for up or off as particles, it detects some difference in meaning when they 

combine with specific verbs to form a phrasal verb.  

 
Fig. 11 - Cross references in up and off. 

 

This means that to obtain the definition of a phrasal verb, one has to look for it under the 

entry of the main verb, as occurred in all previous dictionaries. All phrasal verbs formed 

with get and turn are listed under a line with its title in order to difference them from the 

main verb. This dictionary offers the definitions of the senses this phrasal verb has and 

quite a lot of examples from different times. 
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Fig. 12 - Get off and get up entries in the Oxford English Dictionary. 

 
Fig. 13 - Turn off and turn up entries in the Oxford English Dictionary. 

 

Lastly, we are analyzing The American Heritage Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs. Since it only covers 

a part of the English vocabulary, it cannot be considered a learner’s dictionary, although it 

is thought to be used in a learning environment. Given that this dictionary has centered its 

content in the phrasal verbs, one could think that they would see the importance of the 

particle in this type of verbs when it comes to meaning contribution to the combination. 

But quite the opposite, it lists the verbs in alphabetical order using the first letter of the 

phrasal verb, the one of the main verb. This forces phrasal verbs to appear associated with 

it, alphabetically too. Each phrasal verb entry contains a definition for each meaning 

followed by an example.   
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Fig. 14 - Get off and get up entries in The American Heritage Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs. 

 
Fig. 15 - Turn off and turn up entries in The American Heritage Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs. 

 

4.1 Analysis of the Treatment 

Starting from the premise that we have defended along this study, that the particle is the 

greater contributor to the combination in terms of meaning, it could be presupposed that 

we do not agree with the way phrasal verbs are listed in dictionaries. If we take the previous 

ones as a sample of all of them, we can say that monolingual and bilingual dictionaries, 

together with the historical dictionary, present phrasal verbs under an introductory heading 

in the entry of their main verb.  

 

Bearing in mind that The American Heritage Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs could be the source of 

many future materials, it is expected to group phrasal verbs according to the particle. 

However, since it has used the material previously published in their general dictionary, 

phrasal verbs are listed according to the verb. Being this one a specialized dictionary, one 

could think that the approach that us and many linguists support –listing phrasal verbs 

under the particle entry– would be taken into account, but surprisingly it has followed the 

traditional and, in my opinion, wrong approach. I consider it wrong because it can add 
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difficulty to the learning process of the students of English because there is no relation in 

terms of meaning among all phrasal verbs that start with the same verb. But, if you think 

like the author of a dictionary, it is normal that phrasal verbs are listed under the verb, 

since words are organized alphabetically in order to facilitate the search. 

 

In the previously analyzed dictionaries, the phrasal verb used is get up and it appears under 

the entry of get. However, in the adverb heading of the up entry, one of the meanings is “in 

or into a vertical position”, where get up would be included if listing them according to the 

particle, the phrasal verb stand up is used in the example. Not mentioning that this meaning 

of the adverb occurs only when it appears in a phrasal verb can be confusing to students of 

English as a second language. If dictionaries present particles like that, they break the 

concept of single unit of the phrasal verb previously mentioned in this study. For that 

purpose, instead of using phrasal verbs to exemplify the different meanings of the particle 

under the heading of “adverb” when it is functioning as an actual particle, it should have its 

own heading, being that “particle” or “adverb particle”, in that case.  

 

Many dictionaries give more importance to the verb in the phrasal verb than to the particle, 

this leads many other materials for the teaching of English as a second language, and even 

teachers, to do it identical: they prepare lists of phrasal verbs grouped according to the 

verb. The problem arises when each writer/teacher follows their own criteria when 

choosing the ones that they would include, because if this was the only way to present this 

type of verbs, all phrasal verbs in those lists should ideally coincide, that is, the lists should 

not be personal. All of the phrasal verbs included should have the same frequency of usage 

in order to offer the students the real most common ones to learn, which would involve a 

deep study on the matter.  

 

In this study, we defend that the most important part of a phrasal verb is the particle. For 

that reason, we would recommend that if a list of phrasal verbs is the only feasible to way 

teach them regarding list makers, they should group them according to their particle, not 

the verb. Moreover, we think that it would minimize the difficulties and reduce the time 

spent in the teaching/learning process because there are connections in terms of meaning 

among the phrasal verbs that have the same particle.  
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To exemplify our approach, we are going to use two books designed for students of 

English as a second language: Think. First Certificate and Advanced Language Practice with key. 

Ideally, all the common phrasal verbs included in the first book should appear also in the 

second one since the list is wider. However, if we take the book Think. First Certificate 

published by Longman, we will study a list of some common phrasal verbs that would be 

very different from the one in the exercises book Advanced Language Practice with key.  

 

Leaving that matter aside, we are going to use all the common phrasal verbs in both books 

in what we think would be useful lists for the students. For that purpose, we are going to 

rearrange only the ones whose particle has been analyzed in this study: up, down, off and out. 

We will start reorganizing the list in Think. First Certificate3: 

 

UP 
Vertical up  Goal-Oriented up  Reflexive up  Completive up  

Bring up 
Go up 

Grow up 
Make up 
Pick up 
Put up 

Speak up 
Take up 

Keep up 
Look up 

 

- Fill up 
Give up 
Split up 

 

DOWN OUT 
Completive down Directional down Completive out ‘Into the open’ out 

Break down 
Turn down 

 

Cut down 
Get down 
Let down 
Put down 

Turn down 
 

Run out 
 

Find out 
Give out 
Go out 

Make out 
Sort out 

Work out 
OFF 

Removal of f  Disconnect of f  Dist. in time of f  Departure of f  Dist. in space of f  
Call off 
Let off 

Cut off Put off Set off 
Take off 

Go off 

Table 2 - Reorganization of phrasal verbs appearing in the book Think. First Certificate. 

                                                
3 See Annex I to check the complete list of phrasal verbs that appear in the book Think. First Certificate. 
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And we will continue rearranging the phrasal verbs that appear in Advanced Language Practice 

with key4: 

 

UP 
Vertical up  Goal-Oriented up  Reflexive up  Completive up  

Bring up 
Come up 
Give up 
Make up 
Own up 
Pick up 
Play up 
Put up 
Run up 
Send up 
Set up 

Step up 
Turn up 

Add up 
Call up 
Crop up 
Draw up 

Follow up 
Hold up 
Keep up 
Take up 

- Break up 
Do up 

Draw up 
End up 

Follow up 
Slip up 

DOWN OUT 
Completive down Directional down Completive out ‘Into the open’ out 

Come down 
Live down 

Back down 
Break down 
Run down 
Step down 

Track down 
Turn down 

Carry out 
Come out 
Give out 
Take out 
Turn out 

Bear out 
Hold out 
Make out 
Miss out 
Point out 
Set out 
Sort out 
Try out 

Work out 
OFF 

Removal of f  Disconnect of f  Dist. in time of f  Departure of f  Succeeding of f  
Break off 
Let off  
Put off 
Rip off 

Wear off 

Carry off 
Drop off 

Go off 
 

Come off 
Take off 

Bring off 
Pull off 

 Dist. in space o f f  
Give off 

Table 3 - Reorganization of phrasal verbs appearing in the book Advanced Language Practice with key.  

 

The coincidence in the phrasal verbs listed is limited, only around a dozen of them, which 

reinforce the idea previously mentioned that each author thinks of different phrasal verbs 

as the most common. Moreover, this way of listing phrasal verbs is not the actual method 

in which these lists are written, the understanding of phrasal verbs is limited and, therefore, 

                                                
4 See Annex II to check the complete list of phrasal verbs that appear in the book Advanced Language Practice 
with key. 
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students tend to avoid using them and opt for single-word verbs. This avoidance causes 

unnatural speech because some phrasal verbs do not have a single-word verb as a synonym 

and students have to do circumlocutions.  

 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

 

This project begins with the theory that phrasal verbs could be studied in a different way, 

that the never-ending lists of phrasal verbs that teachers provide the students for them to 

learn them by heart should be avoided or at least rearranged. We defend that there should 

be a connection between the meaning of the particle forming a phrasal verb and the 

meaning of the resulting combination. For that reason, if they were subject of a study, 

some clues could be found to help students understand phrasal verbs and study them 

effectively.  

 

As a first step into the matter, we have explained how to identify a phrasal verb. Several 

authors have developed tests that phrasal verbs have to go through in order to know if they 

can be really called so. Among all of them, we think that the seven tests proposed by 

Darwin and Gray (1999) are the most accurate ones. They work with all types of phrasal 

verbs as opposed to the nine tests developed by Bolinger, although Bolinger’s tests are the 

base of the ones created by these two authors. Although the test related to the intonation 

can be difficult to understand depending on the level of English of the student, they could 

use Darwin and Gray’s tests in order to have a better understanding of phrasal verbs. 

Instead of giving them lists of phrasal verbs organized alphabetically to study by heart, 

students should be given the tests for them to find out if what they read in a text is a 

phrasal verb or not.  

 

Once they have compiled several phrasal verbs, they will notice that some of them have a 

meaning that can be easily guessed but some other are virtually impossible to decipher. At 

that point, teachers should provide them with a table5 similar to the one we have used to 

reorganize the phrasal verbs previously. Since phrasal verbs are formed “by analogy with 

                                                
5 See Annex III. 



37 
 

existing phrasal verbs” (Side, 1990), this table should have an example of each particle, so 

students can start filling it in with the phrasal verbs they may have found. 

 

In order to do that, a deeper study on the meaning of the particles should be carried out. 

To date just a few linguists plead for the importance of the particle in these combinations, 

and it has brought several studies on some of the particles, the most used in the formation 

of phrasal verbs. However, some other particles are still unattended while they need to be 

studied for a better understanding and classification of the phrasal verbs.  

 

If that study is someday executed, learner’s dictionaries will have to change the way they list 

phrasal verbs –as we have seen before, most of them list these combinations according to 

the verb. Teaching materials and dictionaries should work together in the interest of the 

students, for that reason, if the way phrasal verbs are taught changes, the way dictionaries 

list them should do identical. The current way is not helpful for the students, we defend 

that it is even more confusing because there is no relation between all phrasal verbs formed 

with the same verb. 

 

To conclude, we can admit that the goal that we set ourselves at the beginning of this study 

has been accomplished. We have made a step forward for a better understanding of the 

phrasal verbs topic in the teaching/learning process of English as a second language. 

Particles have shown us the path that linguists have to follow in order to achieve that full 

comprehension of these combinations. Therefore, students will not have to choose the 

single word synonym in their speeches or writings, and their use of the language will be 

more similar to the use native speakers do of it.  
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ANNEX III 

 

UP 
Vertical up  Goal-Oriented up  Reflexive up  Completive up  

 
 
 
 

   

    
 
 

DOWN  
Completive down Directional down   

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

    
 
 

OUT  
Completive out ‘Into the open’ out   

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

   

OFF 
Removal of f  Disconnect of f  Dist. in time of f  Departure of f  Dist. in space of f  
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ANNEX IV 

 

 
 


