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Making sense of the 
meaning and grammar  

of phrasal verbs  



Phrasal verbs are a key aspect of 
vocabulary development 

 



Russian State Exams 
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Why are phrasal verbs difficult? 

• So many of them 

• Only about 40 particles 

• Multiple meanings (e.g. put on a play vs 
put on weight) 

• Particles seem random (e.g. look up to 
sb) 

• Main verbs often don’t have a clear 
meaning (e.g. take up a sport) 



Many coursebooks and 
vocabulary books 



Many coursebooks and 
vocabulary books 

Write a phrasal verb with get in each gap to complete 
the sentences. 
  
get along * get at * get away with * get back * get by * 
get on with * get over * get sb down 
  
1. What time did you ____ from the gym last night? 
2. It took her ages to ____ her illness. 
3. It’s hard to ____ on such a small salary. 

 

























The particles aren’t random 
 



UP 



UP 

• Physical world:  
go up a tree/mountain 
look up in the air 
 



UP 

• Physical world:  
go up a tree/mountain 
look up in the air 
 

• Metaphorically: 
prices go up 
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up = more 



down = more 



up = more (e.g. speed up, 
                          cheer up) 

down = less (e.g. slow down, 
          turn down the volume) 



up = more (e.g. overspend, 

                  above average) 

down = less (e.g. underpay, 
                               low rent) 



up = happier / better 

over the moon 

uplifting 

feel as high as a kite 

do up a house 

touch up a photo 
 

 

 



down = less happy / worse 

feel down (in the dumps) 
depressed 

feel low 

feel under the weather 

sth gets you down 
 

 

 



up = more 

down = less 

power 
prestige 
importance 
 



up = more power/prestige 

look up to someone 

at the height of your powers 

going up in the world 

live the highlife 

your royal highness 
 

 



down = less power/prestige 

look down on someone 

under someone’s thumb 

down and out 

downtrodden 

a lowlife 

fall from grace 

fall into poverty 

fall in love 

 

 



word play jokes 
 

A hole has appeared in the middle of 
the town centre.  

Police are looking into it. 
 



word play jokes 
 

What training do you need to become a 
rubbish collector?  

 



word play jokes 
 

What training do you need to become a 
rubbish collector?  

None. You pick it up as you go along. 
 



word play jokes 
 

Why can't ghosts tell lies?  
 



word play jokes 
 

Why can't ghosts tell lies?  

Because you can always see through them.  
 



across:  
 
I came across a really interesting book. 
She stumbled across some old photos. 
I finally ran across someone who could help. 
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I came across a really interesting book. 
She stumbled across some old photos. 
I finally ran across someone who could help. 

 

  
find, discover (by chance) 
  

What are the meanings  
of these particles? 



What are the meanings  
of these particles? 

on: 
 
Turn on the TV! 
Switch on the computer. 
Bring it on! 
Log on using your user name and password. 
How did we get on to talking about this? 
Do you think it will catch on? 
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start (to work, operate) 
 



What are the meanings  
of these particles? 

about:  
mess about 
fool about 
lounge about 
hang about 

 

 



What are the meanings  
of these particles? 

about:  
mess about 
fool about 
lounge about 
hang about 

 

 
have a lack of purpose 
  



What are the meanings  
of these particles? 

down: 
burn down 
chop down 
tear down 
smash down 
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down: 
burn down 
chop down 
tear down 
smash down 

 

 

destroy 
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separate 
 
 



What are the meanings  
of these particles? 

out: 
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out: 
print out documents 
carry out a plan 
fill out a form 
set out your ideas 
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complete, end up  



Rebus 

• A simple drawing or piece of writing on the blackboard 
 

• The particle of a phrasal verb etc is shown visually 

 

 





control 
the situation 



I’m 
the moon 
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arrest 
you’re 
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 TURN 
THE COMPUTER 



 

 

 TURN 
THE PAGE 
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Students need to learn the 
grammar of phrasal verbs 

 



multi-word verbs 



multi-word verbs 

•  Phrasal verbs 

•  Prepositional verbs 

•  Phrasal prepositional verbs 

•  Verb + noun (+ preposition) take place, take part (in) 

•  Verb + prepositional phrase take into account 

•  Verb + verb make do, let go 

 



verb + adverbial particle 
 
 - transitive (takes an object): 
  I'll turn the TV on.   
  I'll turn on the TV.  
  I'll turn it on. 
 X  I'll turn on it. 
 
  
 

Phrasal verbs 



verb + adverbial particle 
 
 - transitive (takes an object): 
  I'll turn the TV on.   
  I'll turn on the TV.  
  I'll turn it on. 
 X  I'll turn on it. 
 
 - intransitive (doesn't take an object): 
 Winter is setting in.  
  
 

Phrasal verbs 



What’s the difference grammatically between?: 
 
hang out (eg after school) 
hang out (eg washing) 
 
 
  
 

Phrasal verbs 



What’s the difference grammatically between?: 
 
hang out (eg after school) 
hang out (eg washing) 
 
 Mum hung out the washing. 
 Mum hung the washing out. 
 
 The kids usually hang out after school. 
X The kids usually hang after school out. 
 
  
 

Phrasal verbs 



verb + preposition 
 
She looked at the book.  
The wild dog almost went for me.  
I came across a really interesting article. 
 
No particle movement 
X I came a really interesting article across. 
  
 

Prepositional verbs 



What’s the difference grammatically between?: 
 
get over (= recover from, eg an illness) 
get over (= make sb understand, eg a message) 
 
  
 

Prepositional verbs vs phrasal verbs 



What’s the difference grammatically between?: 
 
get over (= recover from, eg an illness) 
get over (= make sb understand, eg a message) 
 
 It took me ages to get over her betrayal. 
X It took me ages to get her betrayal over. 
 
 We need to get over the message that… 
 We need to get the message over that… 
  
 

Prepositional verbs vs phrasal verbs 



What’s the difference grammatically between?: 
 
make up (= comprise) 
make up (= invent, eg a story) 
 
  
 

Prepositional verbs vs phrasal verbs 



What’s the difference grammatically between?: 
 
make up (= comprise) 
make up (= invent, eg a story) 
 
 Women make up 50% of the workforce. 
X Women make 50% of the workforce up. 
 
 You made up that story. 
 You made that story up. 
  
 

Prepositional verbs vs phrasal verbs 



What’s the difference grammatically between?: 
 
turn on (= activate, eg a TV) 
turn on (= start to attack) 
 
 
  
 

Prepositional verbs vs phrasal verbs 



What’s the difference grammatically between?: 
 
turn on (= activate, eg a TV) 
turn on (= start to attack) 
 
 I turned on the TV. 
 I turned the TV on. 
 
 The young lion turned on the antelope. 
X The young lion turned the antelope on. 
 
  
 

Prepositional verbs vs phrasal verbs 



phrasal verb + prepositional phrase 
 
get away ? 
get away with ? 
 
  
 

Phrasal prepositional verbs 



phrasal verb + prepositional phrase 
 
get away ? 
get away with ? 
 
He got away. = escaped 
He got away with the diamonds. = escaped 
He got away on a motorbike. = escaped 
 
He got away with murder. = escaped punishment for 
  
 

Phrasal prepositional verbs 



 
Students need to understand there are different types (whatever we 
call them). 
Students need to learn their grammar as well as their meaning. 
Some verbs (eg make up, turn on, get over) are more than one type, 
depending on their meaning. 

 
Prepositional verbs and phrasal prepositional verbs: no particle 
movement 
Transitive phrasal verbs when object is a pronoun: no particle 
movement 
Transitive phrasal verbs when object is a noun (phrase): particle 
movement 
   
 

Phrasal verbs 



Register 



Register 



Register 

put up with = tolerate 



Phrasal verbs 

How do your students generally cope with learning and using phrasal 
verbs? 

 

a They fall behind.  

b They just about get by. 

c They storm ahead.  


