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ABSTRACT 

 

Phrasal verbs are said to be one of the greatest indicators of linguistic competence for 

speakers of English as a foreign language. A phrasal verb consists of a verb and a preposition, 

a verb and an adverb, or a verb and an adverb as well as a preposition. Multi-word phrases 

such as phrasal verbs are characterised by degrees of opacity of meaning, where some are 

quite literal and some are completely idiomatic. This can cause learners to avoid using phrasal 

verbs. Conflicting definitions of what  phrasal verbs are make them even harder to learn.  

This study employs a combination of methods, which together are intended to shed light on 

the use, teaching, and perception of phrasal verbs through quantitative studies of student texts, 

the British National Corpus, teacher surveys, and textbooks of English as a foreign language 

(EFL). The primary sources for this study consisted of 30 national tests written by students in 

upper secondary school, five textbooks used in upper secondary school, and 33 survey replies 

from English teachers in upper secondary schools.  

This study shows that phrasal verbs are only taught explicitly in one of the textbooks 

studied. Still, the essays written by the Swedish students show that they are quite commonly 

used. In fact, the frequency of use is quite near to that of native speakers, with a phrasal verb 

appearing almost twice a page. The students rarely use the phrasal verbs incorrectly in a 

grammatical sense; that is they usually conjugate them correctly. There are several instances, 

however, when the wrong phrasal verb is used, and particle movement is not as common in 

the Swedish text as in texts written by authors from the United Kingdom and Ireland. Phrasal 

verbs are used more often by students whose essays received a higher grade This can be seen 

both when looking at absolute numbers and when factoring in the length of the essays. The 

survey of the teachers, however, suggests that phrasal verbs themselves do not directly affect 

grading.  

 

Keywords; phrasal verbs, EFL, teacher assessment.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

The English language is heard and seen everywhere in Sweden. Be it in ads, on the television 

or phrases incorporated into everyday conversation, Swedes encounter English not only from 

their first years in school, but essentially from the day they are born. When I lived in English 

speaking countries I was often asked how come Swedes are so very good at English. 

Realising that this might only be flattery it nevertheless sparked an interest in what affects 

perceptions of fluency; is it correctness of grammar, an advanced vocabulary and the use of 

idioms, or is it something entirely different?  

When I came across articles discussing the importance of phrasal verbs for the perception 

of fluency I was perplexed. I had never heard of this language feature, in spite of having 

studied at an English language upper secondary school and having studied English during two 

semesters at university. What was it about these phrasal verbs that made them so important to 

foreign language learners? Were they really taught, and if so how? It soon became apparent 

that they are a rather complex feature of the language, and that they are considered quite 

difficult to learn. The reason for this is thought to be on the one hand that some can be quite 

literal in meaning, while others exist on a cline of transparency, where some phrasal verbs 

cannot be understood from the combined of their parts. On top of this, the same combination 

of words can have several different meanings, making them a cumbersome feature to 

incorporate into one’s language. Another significant obstacle to learning how to use phrasal 

verbs is thought to be the way they are taught. For one thing, there is are different definitions 

of what a phrasal verb is, which can hamper a student’s understanding of them. Yet another 

issue is that the phrasal verbs that are taught are not representative of native frequency of use, 

so that students focus too much time learning phrasal verbs that are rarely used, while not 

learning those that occur much more often.  

The road to understanding phrasal verbs and their use is long and winding, and it is 

tempting to continue to broaden the scope to incorporate yet another angle, but after trying to 

boil these questions down to aspects that could be measured, it was decided to start by looking 

at how Swedish students use them, how teachers perceive them, and how they are presented in 

textbooks, with the aim of seeing if the ideas of perceived significance for perception of 

fluency can be seen among Swedish teachers, and to see whether Swedish students are in fact 

struggling to understand their use.  
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 2. AIM 

The aim of this paper is threefold: First, the study maps the methods of teaching phrasal verbs 

in English textbooks commonly used in Swedish upper secondary schools. Second, the 

investigation offers an exploration of how Swedish students use phrasal verbs in their written 

production, which is compared to the usage of native speakers. Finally, the significance of 

phrasal verbs for the teacher’s assessment of linguistic competence is investigated.  

 

3. BACKGROUND  

Both the syllabus for English B, which was used when the national test analysed in this thesis 

were written, and the syllabus for English 6, which is now beginning to be implemented in 

Swedish upper secondary schools, discuss the learning requirements in broad terms. Particular 

aspects of grammar and semantics are not noted, nor are idioms. For this reason, the 

significance of phrasal verbs in relation to the learning requirements must be viewed in 

relation to fluency, nuance, and the ability to vary one’s language according to context. These 

abilities are noted as requirements in the syllabi, and are particularly important for students 

that wish to obtain a higher grade. The ability to adjust one’s language to context is 

emphasised, and the ability to be formal or informal depending on the situation is highlighted 

(Skolverket 2007, Skolverket 2011).  

3.1 Phrasal Verbs in English 

Phrasal verbs are a combination of a verb and a preposition, a verb and an adverb, or a verb 

and an adverb as well as a preposition. Phrasal verbs can have meanings that are different 

from the meanings of the separate units of the phrase, and knowledge of these phrases 

enhances the understanding and command of a language, as well as the ability to 

communicate successfully. The reason why phrasal verbs can cause problems for learners is 

that, over time, some phrasal verbs, which were originally literal, have lost some of their 

transparency of meaning. Phrasal verbs exist on a cline of transparency, which can be difficult 

to decipher as a foreign language learner. Even phrasal verbs that consist of the same two 

words may have different meanings. To put out the trash is certainly more transparent than to 

put out a fire (Rodriguez-Puente 2012;71-6). To further complicate things, the particle is 

sometimes entirely redundant; to finish off is no different in meaning to finish, nor is spread 

out different from spread. The difference between the two lies in register or tone, and the 
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language user might choose to add the particle in an effort to make the language less formal, 

seeing as phrasal verbs are generally considered more appropriate in informal contexts. 

Hampe (2002;100-102) argues that the use of a semantically redundant verb-particle 

construction can function as an index of the emotional involvement of the speaker. In other 

words, the intended message is such that it benefits from a more informal tone, even though 

the particle in itself does not alter the semantic meaning of the sentence.  

Gardner and Davies (2003;341) highlight the on-going discussion among linguists about 

how to define a phrasal verb. For the purpose of their study, in which they used the British 

National Corpus (henceforth the BNC), they define them to be a two-part word tagged in the 

BNC as a lexical verb proper, followed by an adverbial particle that is either contiguous or 

non-contiguous, meaning that the particle can either be placed directly after the verb as in put 

out, or placed later in the sentence as in put the fire out. This simple, corpus-based definition 

is attractive in comparison to other more complex definitions. In his study of American 

idioms, Liu (2003;678) excludes phrases which have a directional particle, such as go out, 

look at, come in and talk about. Gardner and Davies, on the other hand, do include these in 

their study of the BNC, and it is notable that on their list of the 50 most common phrasal 

verbs, such directional particles are common (Gardner & Davies 2007). Darwin and Gray 

(1999;65) have gone so far as to suggest that phrasal verbs should not be required to show 

specific features, but rather that verbs plus particle combinations should be considered phrasal 

verbs until proven otherwise. They emphasise the significance of phrasal verbs, arguing that a 

lack of understanding of phrasal verbs often leads foreign language users to misinterpret the 

content of messages, and that they avoid using them, resulting in unnatural language and lack 

of fluidity. They argue further that avoidance of phrasal verbs results in lengthy 

circumlocutions, and that while these forms are most common in speech and informal writing, 

they do occur to a significant degree in more formal written language as well. In addition, 

new phrasal verbs can quite easily be constructed by native speakers. Without an 

understanding of their function, otherwise fluent non-natives might struggle to understand 

what is referred to (Darwin & Gray 1999;66). Further to that, most phrasal verbs have single-

word equivalents, such as put out, meaning ‘extinguish’. Although they mean the same thing, 

there is a difference in tone and register. Multi-word verbs tend to be more colloquial while 

their single-word equivalents are more formal, which means that one might be more 

appropriate in one context, and the other in another (Siyanova and Schmitt 2007;121). Darwin 

and Gray (1999;65) have suggested that a lack of confidence when using phrasal verbs results 
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in the replacing of phrasal verb with its single-word equivalent which result in unnatural or 

context-inappropriate language use. Knowing which to use when might, therefore, be a 

struggle for EFL students. Gardner and Davies (2007) describe the phrasal verb as one of the 

most challenging aspects of teaching introductory English; they are difficult for foreign 

language learners to acquire, and yet are very common in the English language. They have 

been described as the truest test of fluency in English as a second or foreign language.  

3.2 Phrasal verbs in Swedish 

Speakers of languages that have phrasal verbs have an advantage to others when learning 

these in English. Those with a Germanic first language are not as likely as other second or 

foreign language learners to avoid using phrasal verbs, and they make fewer mistakes 

(Darwin and Gray 1999;65).  

Swedish phrasal verbs (partikelverb) can be divided into three categories of meaning; 

spatial relations, actions and relations of time. They can take four forms. Either they are 

always kept together in a compound such as omgiva, urarta or utbilda. Some always consist 

of two parts, such as passa på, rycka till or koka över. Further to this, there are phrasal verbs 

where the particle can either be placed before the verb in a compound or placed after the verb, 

such as medtaga – ta med, uppsöka – söka upp or sammanföra – föra samman. These phrasal 

verbs are defined by the stylistic difference between the compound and the loose particle in 

that the compounds are considered more appropriate in writing while a lose particle is more 

often used in spoken language (Thorell 1981;52-55).  

 Finally, there is a fourth form where the compound and the lose particle versions of the 

phrase have a stylistic as well as a semantic difference as illustrated by this table: 

 

Compound English translation Loose particle English translation 

Avbryta Interrupt Bryta av Break 

Avgå Resign Gå av Break 

Uppbygga Foster Bygga upp Build 

Table 1 – The changing meaning of Swedish phrasal verb when moving the particle (Thorell 

1981). 

A recent study by Monika Mondor shows that advanced Swedish learners neither over- nor 

underuse phrasal verbs in written text (Mondor 2008;36, 113-4).This does not mean, however, 

that having Swedish or another Germanic first language makes one immune to errors.  
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3.3  Spoken versus written language 

It is important at this point to note that the frequency of phrasal verbs is significantly higher in 

spoken than in written English. The table below is collated from data presented in Jacobsen 

(2011) and shows the frequency of use in spoken and written language of some of the phrasal 

verbs analysed in that study.     

 

Phrase 

Frequency per million BNC 

spoken 

Frequency per million 

BNC written 

Break up 14.59 13.78 

Bring up 58.55 34.14 

Call back 4.69 6.28 

Calm down 4.35 8.06 

Carry on 87.33 37.66 

Check in 0 0.87 

Chop up 1.67 0.81 

Clean up 9.03 5.58 

Come back 250.62 96.58 

Come on 79.65 52.27 

Total 383.46 169.62 

Table 2 – Frequency of use of phrasal verbs in spoken and written language 

While there are individual variations, the average use is significantly higher in spoken 

language. Furthermore, phrasal verbs have been found to be more common in informal 

language (Darwin and Gray1999;66). When comparing the frequency of use of multi-word 

phrases such as phrasal verbs to their single-word counterparts it has been shown, however, 

that the multi-word options are still more common in both written and spoken language 

(Siyanova and Schmitt 2007;119).  

Annika Olofsson (2004) has studied the use of phrasal verbs and their single-word 

equivalents in texts that are considered to have different levels of formality. She looked at the 

use of leave out vs. omit, turn down vs. reject and call off vs. cancel in spoken British 

English, British books, the British newspaper The Sun and the British newspaper The Times. 

Her study clearly shows that phrasal verbs are more commonly used in spoken language and 
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in informal text such as The Sun, with words such as reject being used almost twice as often 

in The Times than in The Sun, while its phrasal verb equivalent turn down was used three 

times more often in The Sun than in The Times. 

3.4 Problems with teaching phrasal verbs 

Idioms and multi-word phrases are characterised by degrees of opacity of meaning, where 

some are quite literal, while others can be nonsensical whether they are in context or not 

(O’Keeffe et al. 2007;87). Even advanced learners of English as a foreign or second language 

often struggle with idioms in general, and phrasal verbs in particular. A tendency to avoid 

idioms and to replace them with single-word counterparts has been observed. One theory is 

that even if a foreign language speaker has acquired a number of idioms, they may be avoided 

as they suggest a claim to cultural membership and identity, which the foreign language 

speaker may not feel entitled to, or desirous of. It is possible, therefore, that avoidance of 

idioms is not a result of deficit in fluency or skill, but a sociocultural strategy or pragmatic 

marker (O’Keeffe et al. 2007;94). It has also been suggested that this avoidance originates 

from flawed methods of teaching idioms. Some of these supposed issues are: 

 Conflicting definitions of what a phrasal verb is, which is notable when studying 

L2 language books. 

 A tendency for random phrasal verbs to be taught, rather than those that are 

most frequently used by L1 speakers. 

 A tendency for both L2 language books and dictionaries to present the different 

meanings of phrasal verbs in a random order, rather than that which is most commonly 

used. 

 Uncertainty as to whether the particle of a phrasal verb can be moved or not 

Teaching materials of English idioms are often based on the authors’ intuition rather than 

on corpus studies, and the material therefore often contains phrases and idioms that are rarely 

used (Liu 2003;671, Koprowski 2005:322-3, Siyanova and Schmitt 2007; 120). Liu has 

shown that there is a discrepancy not only between idioms (including phrasal verbs) that are 

taught in English as a foreign language text books, but also that several commonly used 

dictionaries of phrases and idioms are not representative of language as recorded in the corpus 

upon which he based his study (2003; 684). It would seem, therefore, that while this area is 

receiving more attention as of late, there is still some way to go. Liu discusses the issue of 

phrasal verbs being polysemous, that is that the same phrasal verb has several meanings, and 
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gives the example of ‘to bring up’, where ‘to raise’ (a person) is the primary definition, while 

the meaning ‘to raise a point’ is listed only as a secondary definition. In the corpus, the 

relationship is reversed, where ‘to bring up’ as in ‘to raise a point’ is responsible for roughly 

90% of the occurrences (2003;686). Of the sources used in this essay only Liu studies the 

frequency of use of different meanings of the same phrasal verbs. Other studies treat them as 

one phrasal verb. 

Gardner and Davis’ corpus-based research showed that the 20 most common lexical verbs 

combined with eight adverbial particles (resulting in 160 possible combinations) account for 

more than half of the verbal phrase occurrences identified in the BNC (Gardner & Davies 

2007; 339-40, Darwin & Gray 1999;65). A more specific analysis suggests that a mere 25 

phrasal verbs account for approximately a third of those recorded in the BNC, and that 50 

different phrasal verbs combined account for almost half of the occurrences (Gardner & 

Davies 2007;339). These findings would suggest that those writing books aimed at students of 

English as a foreign language would do well to consult the research, or even large corpora, to 

ensure that the most commonly occurring phrases are reflected in material used by ESL 

students.  

A previous study of four EFL textbooks used in Teaching English as a Foreign 

Language  (TEFL) courses has shown that in these, phrasal verbs were identified as distinct 

grammatical and idiomatic features, with one or more separate sections devoted to them. The 

study looked at the entirety of the textbooks, both main chapters, grammar sections and 

various lists and appendices. In total, these sections listed 118 different phrasal verbs. 

Comparing the frequency of use of these phrasal verbs to their occurrence in the written and 

spoken corpora of the BNC showed that these were far from representative of phrasal verbs 

commonly used by native speakers. A more pressing concern, however, was how the 

definition of what a phrasal verb was differed from that which many linguists subscribe to but 

also that a notable number of the phrasal verbs that were singled out in the textbooks are not 

tagged as such in the BNC (Jacobsen 2011). The table below shows how the number of 

phrasal verbs taught varied in the four books; 
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Table 3 –Number of phrasal verbs in four EFL textbooks (Jacobsen 2011) 

Obtaining multiword knowledge is a significant aspect of acquiring native-like fluency in a 

foreign language. In fact, phrasal verbs occur roughly once for every 150 word, which in 

written texts equates to just over twice in an average written page (Gardner & Davies 2007; 

339-47). Unfortunately, studies have also shown that precisely these kinds of features are 

difficult to learn though ordinary language experience. The study of phrasal verbs, Gardner 

and Davies say; “promises to provide many valuable insights into what many linguists and 

applied linguists have begun to recognise as a multiword middle-ground between ‘syntax and 

lexis’ that has important ramifications for second language acquisition” (Gardner & Davies 

2007;340). Another study from the same year has showed that non-native speakers are less 

likely to use multi-verb phrases in informal spoken contexts than native speakers (Siyanova 

and Schmitt 2007;119). 

 

4. METHOD AND MATERIAL 

This study employs a combination of methods, which together are intended to shed light on 

the use, teaching, and perception of phrasal verbs through quantitative studies of student texts, 

the British National Corpus, teacher surveys, and English as a foreign language textbooks. 

The primary sources for this study consisted of 30 national tests written by students in upper 

secondary school, five textbooks used in upper secondary school, and 33 survey replies 

received in response to a questionnaire sent to 58 English teachers in upper secondary 

schools. 

 
4.1 The essays 
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This study focuses solely on written language. This is largely due to methodological issues 

involved in obtaining and processing large quantities of spoken language. Thirty essays 

written by Swedish students at an upper secondary school in the middle of Sweden were 

analysed for this study. The essays were written by students of what was then called English 

B, the equivalent of the English 6 course given today. As the backs of most of the test forms 

were not filled out correctly it is not possible to see which programs the students studied at. 

The tests that were filled out correctly showed that those were written by students at the IT 

program; however, English B classes were often composed of a mix of students from different 

programs since it was optional in many programs, particularly in those with a practical focus. 

The programs at the school from which the tests were collected are mainly practical ones, 

such as IT, hair dressing, flower arranging and health and sports programs, meaning that the 

specific composition of these particular English classes is not possible to deduce.  Nine of the 

students are female and 21 are male. These essays were chosen on the basis of age. The oldest 

essays that were physically available at the storage unit at the school in question were chosen. 

This choice was made in an effort to protect the privacy of the students. The majority of the 

tests originate from 2003 and a smaller number of essays from 2006. The essays from 2003 

were deemed to be too few for the purpose of this study, which is why the essays from a 

second class, which happened to be somewhat smaller, were added.  

A study by Alli Klapp Lekholm (2010;139) shows that grades tend to be affected by the 

personalities of the student and the teacher, and by their relationship, as well as by factors 

such as gender and socioeconomic status. It has been suggested that the grades on 

standardised national tests are more likely to accurately represent the knowledge of each 

student. In this study 30 essays from English national tests will be analysed. Part of the 

analysis will be related to the grades the essays received. Hopefully the standardised tests will 

be more accurately graded than other texts, as suggested by Klapp Lekholm. In total, the texts 

contain almost 11 000 words, averaging 366 words per essay, with the shortest essay 

consisting of only 126 words, and the longest of 585.  The national test is a form of 

standardized test distributed by The Swedish Education Administration (Skolverket). The 

tests are mandatory for the courses English A and B, now known as English 5 and 6, which 

are usually studied in the first and second year of upper secondary school.  The frequency 

with which phrasal verbs are used in the essays was compared to the usage of L1 writers as 

recorded in the BNC. The BNC was also searched to ascertain the frequency with which each 

phrasal verb occurring in the essay is used by native speakers in order to see if the phrases 
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used by students are representative of naturally occurring English. Furthermore, each 

occurrence of a phrasal verb was analysed to see if it is used correctly with regard to grammar 

and semantics. The frequency of use of contiguous versus non-contiguous phrasal verbs was 

also studied, as well as the level of transparency of the phrasal verbs. There are several issues 

related to analyzing this. Because the same phrasal verb can have different meanings, there 

are no dictionaries to look this information up in and an analysis has to be made based on the 

context in which the phrasal verb appears. This means that there is a risk of arbitrary decisions 

being made, resulting in errors. In this paper the transparency of meaning has been 

categoriszed in the following manner: 

 

High transparency – the meaning of the phrasal verb can be entirely or close to entirely 

deduced by looking at the parts that make up the phrasal verb, such as pick up in the context 

of lifting and object, where the act of moving an object in an upward motion can be deduced 

from the two parts that make up the phrase. 

 

Medium transparency – the meaning of the phrasal verb can to some degree be deduced by 

the parts that make up the phrasal verb, such as pick up in the context of something 

improving. When sales pick up there is no movement of an item involved, however the 

particle up indicates an upward motion, which in this case relates to the improvement of 

figures. 

 

Low transparency – the meaning of the phrasal verb cannot, or only with some difficulty, be 

deduced by looking at the parts that make up the phrasal verb, such as pick up in the context 

of understanding or learning a fact. There is no movement involved as indicated by the word 

pick, nor is there any upward motion of any kind. The phrase must be understood through the 

language user’s previous understanding of the act of picking up an object, thus obtaining it, 

and picking up an idea/skill, thus also obtaining it.  

Making these calls is of course problematic, as it depends entirely on the knowledge of the 

person doing the analysis. However, as no resources exist that can be used to confidently 

make such distinctions little option remains.  
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The frequency of use by the Swedish students is also compared to the grade they have 

received in order to see if there is a correlation between a higher grade and a higher frequency 

of correctly used phrasal verbs. Since such a multitude of factors affect the grade given to an 

essay, it will not be possible to ascertain a causal relationship, but it might indicate the 

existence of a relationship between the students’ use of such multi-word phrases as phrasal 

verbs and the teacher’s perception of fluency in student writing. 

In order to protect the integrity of the students, their essays were anonymised. Each student 

was given a number, which was used whenever the phrasal verbs and their context is noted. 

The exact usage, including errors, was noted for each occurrence of a phrasal verb. This 

means that if the same phrasal verb was used several times by a student, it was noted several 

times. If it was used by yet other students it was noted then as well. This allowed the total 

number of phrasal verbs to be counted and made the study of particle movement and errors 

easier. In addition, relevant comments were made next to each phrasal verb in the Excel 

spread sheet as illustrated by the example in the table below: 

 

 

Correct 

grammar? 

Correct 

semantic meaning? 

Particle 

movement? 

But one other thing that would help is 

putting up posters like the ones on the 

buss stops on the advertising walls etc. Yes Yes  

 Table 4 – Sample of appendix 2 

A separate table was then created where the phrasal verbs were collated in their basic form: 

Mix up 

Put out 

Put up 

Stick with 

Table 5 – Sample of the phrasal verbs in their basic form 

This table was used to structure the search in the BNC, and is presented in its entirety in 

Appendix 1.  

Three original essays from the National Tests are presented in Appendix 3, with the 

purpose of illustrating the type of text that has been analysed. These were randomly chosen 

after the essays were sorted by grade. Please note that the transcriptions in the appendices, as 
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well as all quotes from student texts, are exact and contain any and all errors the students have 

made. 

 

4.2 The textbooks 

As part of the investigation into the significance of phrasal verbs, five textbooks were studied 

in relation to how phrasal verbs in particular are taught. These are used at Swedish upper 

secondary schools in English A/5 and English B/6. These books are the ones that are or have 

been used at the school from which the national tests used for this study were obtained.  

The books from the upper secondary school are: 

Blue Print B – Version 2.0 by Lundfall et al. by Liber. 

Real Time 1 by Cutler and Johansson by Gleerups 

Real Time 2 by Cutler and Johansson by Gleerups 

Real Time 3 by Cutler et al. by Gleerups 

Professional – The Book by Amnéus by Bonniers  

 

4.3 The survey 

A questionnaire (see Appendix 4) was sent out to 58 teachers. Seven responses were obtained 

by asking colleagues, friends and acquaintances to answer the questionnaire, but the vast 

majority was obtained by emailing English teachers that were listed on the websites of various 

schools. Fifty-one teachers were approached in this manner. Of these just over half responded. 

The teachers were asked to identify their age and when they graduated, but as it was feared 

that some might not want to provide personal information on top of taking the time to answer 

the questions of a stranger it was decided to make this information voluntary. While this 

means that there is a risk that some of the respondents have not finished their degree, this 

would still be an accurate representation of the members of the profession in Sweden today, 

where a significant number of active teachers have not finished their studies. It is not possible 

to know whether those that did not reply to the survey chose not to do so because they did not 

want to admit to not having a degree but it is certainly a possibility. Similarly some of those 

who did not provide personal information may have declined to do so for this reason. Two 

people admitted to not having finished their studies. A handful of teachers emailed to say that 

they declined to participate because they were too busy.  

4.4 Corpora 
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A corpus is a collection of text which can be written or spoken and which is stored in a 

searchable database. Corpora can come from a homogenous source, such as all essays written 

by first year English students at a particular university, or they can consist of diverse sources 

ranging from everyday conversations, parts of classical novels and newspaper articles. A 

word or a class of words can be searched for in a corpus. One might, for example, decide to 

investigate the use of near synonyms to analyse which is more common in spoken and in 

written language, or one might look for supposed grammatical errors to see how common it is 

that people say things such as ”you was” instead of ”you were” and so on. Different corpora 

may suit different needs. If you want to study differences between British and American 

English you will need a corpus that allows you to filter the two types of English (O’Keeffe et 

al. 2007;1-4). Increasingly, books on for example grammar use corpora to study how 

language is used. This has made it even more obvious that when discussing grammar it is 

highly significant to separate the written from the spoken language (O’Keeffe et al. 2007;17-

8). 

The BNC contains almost one hundred million words from written text and spoken 

dialogues and monologues and is thus an extremely large and comprehensive collection of 

naturally occurring British English. There is an emphasis on written language, and the spoken 

and written entries can be searched separately. The BNC was compiled in the 1990s but the 

latest edition was released in 2007. Because the BNC aims to be as inclusive as possible, 

some words and phrases that very rarely occur in everyday language use may be represented. 

The written part of the BNC includes, for example, extracts from regional and national 

newspapers, specialist periodicals and journals, academic books as well as popular fiction, 

published and unpublished letters, school and university essays, among other things. For the 

written part of the corpus, samples of 45,000 words are taken from various parts of single-

author texts. Text that contained a maximum of 45,000 words, or texts with more than one 

author such as magazines and newspapers, are included in full. The sampling allows the BNC 

to cover a wider variety of texts and reduces the risk of over-representing certain types of text. 

(Aston & Burnard 1998:36-40).  

Using a corpus can prevent too heavy reliance on intuition. Intuition can be affected by the 

researchers’ or teachers’ own social and geographical dialectic preference. A corpus, on the 

other hand, does not provide information on what is considered correct or incorrect; it simply 

reflects what people actually say and write (McEnery et al. 2006;6). The use of corpora as the 

basis of pedagogic research and education is a topic of ongoing debate, but they are 
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increasingly recognised as a way of informing language teaching content. Corpora can help 

clarify what features of languages should be taught, and highlight language that is very rare in 

large corpora, which can then be excluded from EFL teaching (McEnery et al. 2006;196). 

Siyanova and Schmitt (2007) have suggested that equating frequency with desirability is too 

crude an approach. The goal must rather be to accomplish a native-like frequency of use that 

neither over- nor under-uses any linguistic feature. Corpus-based studies are an invaluable 

tool in achieving this.  

4.5 Searching the BNC 

To ensure a methodologically sound approach, several books on corpus studies were 

consulted. Liu (2003;678) suggests that idioms are highly sensitive to language varieties and 

registers, and the search in the BNC was limited to sentences produced by British and Irish 

speakers and writers. Other demographic restrictions are not considered relevant for this 

study. As there are roughly thirty million words recorded as written by British or Irish authors 

in the BNC, the frequencies will be expressed as the average occurrence per million. 

The method of searching is based on Gardner and Davies’s outline (2007). When searching 

the BNC, the words that were entered were grammatically tagged. For example “Pick up” is 

entered as pick*_V* * * * up_AVP. The first star signifies that any number of letters 

subsequent to pick should be included. This means that only one search has to be done in 

order to include the words picks, picking and picked. For phrases containing irregular verbs, 

such as got/get, a question mark will be included in the search in the following manner: 

g?t*_V* * * * over_AVP. This means that both “got over” and “get over” are included in the 

search as well as “gotten over” and “getting over”, as a question mark allows for the 

replacement of one character only, while a star allows for the replacement of any number of 

characters in its place. For irregular verbs such as go/went two separate queries have to be 

made: go*_V* * * * off_AVP, and went_* * * * off_AVP.  Adding  _V after the verb means 

that only verbs beginning with pick are included. Nouns such as pick-up are thereby 

automatically excluded from the search. The star after _V means that all verbs will be 

included irrespective of tense. _AVP is short for adverbial particle, and in this context it is 

vital for an accurate result as this excludes non-adverbial prepositions.  

The three stars in the middle of the phrase mean that the verb and the adverbial particles 

could be separated by up to three words. This is important because while results such as “He 

went to pick up a coffee...” are common, results such as “Vincent picked himself up slowly” 

also need to be included. Garner and Davies (2007; 344-5) suggest that separating the verb 
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and the adverbial particle by more than four words gives too many false positives. For this 

analysis, it was soon discovered that even separating by four words resulted in a significant 

number of false positives. In fact, for phrases where the verb and the particle were more than 

three words apart, a majority of the results were false positives; when searching for “take_V* 

* * * * * off_AVP” for example, results such as “He took my hand and we went off” is a 

false positive. The error is caused by the adverbial particle “off” being part of the separate 

phrasal verb “went off” appearing five words further along in the sentence. Even a search 

limited through a maximum of a three word separation had some false positives. However, as 

these are in minority, this issue is mitigated by reading all results, tallying up the false 

positives and recalculating the frequency per million manually.  

Gardner & Davies have found that fewer than 2% of their searches in the BNC, 

prepositions were incorrectly tagged as adverbial particles. They believe that this rather low 

number is acceptable, and do not make corrections based on manual deletions and 

recalculations of incorrectly tagged words (Garner & Davies 2007;340). As the results in this 

study will be read in order to identify and exclude false positives for the reasons discussed 

above, some incorrectly classified words might be identified and excluded on this basis. 

While there is always a risk of error due to the human factor or incorrect tagging in the BNC, 

the measures taken to mitigate those should leave the margin of error well within that which 

Gardner and Davies find acceptable.   

4.4 Problems and limitations 

It is obvious that among the students whose essays have been analysed, there may be those 

who do not have Swedish as a first language. As it has been suggested that students with a 

first language that also uses phrasal verbs have an advantage when learning English phrasal 

verbs, it would have been preferable to know whether all essays were written by those with 

Swedish as a first language, however, before essays were anonymised, a decision was made 

not to exclude students whose surnames suggested an increased potential for a different first 

language. This decision was made for several reasons. First, it is not possible to assume from 

the names of students which their first language is. A student with an English-sounding 

surname may very well have grown up in a family where Swedish was the first language, and 

the same is true for students with surnames suggestive of other non-Swedish first languages. 

Similarly, a student with a Swedish, or Swedish-sounding surname may have been given their 

father’s name but was bilingual growing up owing to a mother from a different country. For 
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these reasons, it is assumed for the purpose of this study that the majority of the students have 

Swedish as their first language, or that the students have a high level of fluency in Swedish.  

Another issue that became apparent is that even most the in-depth and frequently quoted 

studies that have been found treat phrasal verbs that have several meanings as one. That is, 

when searching a corpus for bring up, for example, the occurrences of this phrase is not 

divided according to its different meanings and analysed separately, but is instead treated as 

one phrase. It is not within the scope of this essay to create a method for this. As choice was 

made to base the methods of studying the frequencies of use on methods currently used by 

linguists.   
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5. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 

This chapter presents the results of the present study. Section 5.1 gives an overview of the 

textbooks that were analysed, Section 5.2 presents the results of the study of the national tests, 

giving details of frequency and manner of use, and finally Section 5.3 deals with phrasal verb 

usage and grades, including the results of the questionnaire sent to English teachers. 

5.1 EFL textbooks 

This section provides an overview of methods for teaching phrasal verbs provided in five 

textbooks commonly used in Swedish upper secondary schools. As most of the books did not 

include sections on phrasal verbs, neither in the main chapters of the book, nor in grammar 

sections, nor in any other lists or appendices, this section will be rather short.  

Professional – The Book contains chapters of the book based around different themes with 

each chapter focused on different areas of grammar, but none of them deals with idioms or 

phrasal verbs, nor are they dealt with elsewhere in the book (Amnéus 2007). Blueprint B – 

Version 2.0 has a clear objective in teaching different kinds of English, particularly with 

regard to formal and informal language. Phrasal verbs do not form an explicit part of this, 

however, although it is mentioned once, in relation to an exercise, that they are mainly used in 

informal language (Lundfall et al. 2009). Real Time 1 and 2 contain no sections on grammar 

or idioms or any other mention of phrasal verbs (Cutler and Johansson 2002, Cutler and 

Johansson 2003), while Real Time 3 does. In fact, it has one chapter dealing with phrasal 

verbs; however, they are placed among the vocabulary exercises. They are not referred to as 

phrasal verbs, but as “verbs plus prepositions or particles”. Examples of phrasal verbs are 

given, and the text shows that these have single-word equivalents, such as ran off meaning 

flee, and run after meaning follow. It is explained that English contains plenty of these 

combinations and that they are often used in less formal speech and writing. It is emphasized 

that the phrases can have more than one meaning and one example of this is given. The 

student is asked to fill in the correct verb from a selection of sentences with gaps. The 

function and form of the particle is not explained, nor how to use the verb grammatically 

(Cutler et al. 2003).  
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5.2 The National Tests 

The essays were analyzed not just in terms of frequency of use, but also in terms of manner of 

use. Section 5.2.1 deals with frequency in relation to native use, while section 5.2.2 focuses 

on grammatical and semantic aspects of the usage.  

 

5.2.1 Frequency of use 

According to Garner and Davies (2007), statistically a phrasal verb should appear roughly 

twice on a written page. In total, phrasal verbs were used 52 times in the essays. As the essays 

totalled approximately 11 000 words, the Swedish students on average produced a phrasal 

verb roughly each 200
th

 word. Assuming that a page contains some 400 words, this means the 

Swedish students have a near native-like frequency of use.  

As mentioned above, Gardner and Davies (2007) analysed the BNC to identify the most 

commonly used phrasal verbs. Out of the fifty most common phrases, six occur in the essays. 

Given that the essays contain only 11 000 words in total this seems reasonable. Many of the 

most commonly used phrasal verb that were identified in the BNC occurred only once per 

10 000 words. As the sample for this study consists of only slightly more words the absence 

of individual phrasal verbs, however common they might be, cannot be used to draw 

conclusions regarding native-like usage of individual combinations.  

Table 6 below contains all phrasal verbs identified in the essays, and notes their frequency 

in the BNC. Referring to the BNC and Gardner and Davies to see which of these are among 

those most commonly used by native writers, it becomes obvious that several phrasal verbs 

are rather uncommon in English text, such as blow off, kick in and mix up, while others such 

as come back, come up and find out are among the most commonly used by native writers.  

Phrasal 

Frequency per 

million BNC written 

Gardner and 

Davies top 50 

Blow off 1.27  

Blow up 6.87  

Bring  out 19.7  

Bring back 28.06  

Build up 29.06  

Care about 0.01  

Check out 5.78  
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Phrasal 

Frequency per 

million BNC written 

Gardner and 

Davies top 50 

Come back 96.58 X 

Come in 68.69  

Come up 65.05 X 

Come up with 13.51  

Cover up 5.18  

End up 27.53  

Figure out 2.43  

Find out 76.66 X 

Finish off 4.13  

Gather around 1  

Get in 15.6  

Get out 97.83 X 

Hand out 3.5  

Kick in 0.27  

Lead up to 6.76  

Mess up 1.71  

Mix up 0.3  

Put out 25.7  

Put up 30  

Reach out 19.7  

Run around 1.85  

Set off 26.44  

Shoot down 2.6  

Show up 10.16  

Sit down 31.48 X 

Sneak in 0.5  

Sort out 22.78  

Stick around 0.73  

Stick out 9.1  

Sum up 14  
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Phrasal 

Frequency per 

million BNC written 

Gardner and 

Davies top 50 

Take in 4.43  

Take out 53.8 X 

Talk about 0.63  

Think up 5.32  

Wake up 25.96  

Table 6 – All phrasal verbs in the essays 

The fact that so many of the phrasal verbs that were used by the students are relatively 

uncommon may suggest that they may have a large reserve of phrasal verbs from which to 

draw, rather than that they are constrained to using only those that are most common. As 

mentioned above it has been feared that avoidance of phrasal verbs may result in lengthy 

circumlocutions and unnatural language. This phenomenon was not encountered in any of the 

texts produced by students.  

As previously mentioned, the transparency of meaning varies from one phrasal verb to 

another. The meaning of some phrasal verbs can be completely transparent while the meaning 

of others is hardly deducible from the parts that make up the phrase. It all depends on context 

as well, as the same verb and particle combination can have several different meanings 

(Rodriguez-Puente 2012;71-6). For this reason it is interesting to study the degree of 

transparency of meaning that the phrasal verbs in the national tests have. Table 7 below 

illustrates how many of the phrasal verbs had a low, medium and high level of transparency of 

meaning. Phrasal verbs where the students had misunderstood the meaning of the phrasal verb 

are not included, as it is not possible to know for certain what the student meant to say. 
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Table 7 – Number of phrasal verbs with low, medium and high transparency of meaning 

 

A clear majority of the phrasal verbs used by the students have a high transparency of 

meaning. This means that the meaning of the phrasal verbs can be deduced from its 

constituent parts. One example of this is in the essay by Student 7, who writes;  

 

(1) You hear and add on the radio about a car and you get the information about safety and 

economy in mind but when you travel to see the car it looks like it has ben brought 

back from the junk yard. 

 

The meaning of to bring back is very transparent in this context. What the author wants to 

express is that when a customer goes to the dealer to look at a car, it seems as though it was at 

first discarded and left at a junk yard, and that someone then brought it back from there. 

Another example is when Student 1 writes;  

 

(2) But one other thing that would help is putting up posters like the ones on the buss stops 

on the advertising walls etc. 

 

Here the verb put and the particle up clearly relate to the physical act of placing an item on a 

wall. This can be contrasted with another meaning of putting up, which might be used to 

describe how you tolerate the company of someone you do not like. Here the meaning of the 

act of tolerating someone cannot be understood from the verb put or the particle up, meaning 

that it would be considered to have a low level of transparency.  
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Several phrasal verbs have been considered to have a medium level of transparency. The 

reason for this mainly has to do with the particle. While the back of bring back relates to the 

physical act of returning a vehicle from a temporary place of disposal, the particle out in the 

following sentence, written by Student 14, is not necessarily as obvious;  

 

(3) If you doesent heave a lot of money I suggest that you check out the internet, you may 

find the same product but with another brand for less money but becareful, it's easy to 

get fooled, even robbed. 

 

It is reasonable to think that the use of the verb check should give some indication of the 

meaning of the phrasal verb; however the use of the particle out is a little less obvious. 

Several other particles can be combined with the verb check to form other phrasal verbs that 

are different in meaning. Check in, check for and check into are all relatively common phrasal 

verbs. Given that the meaning of the particle out in this phrase is not entirely transparent it is 

significant that the student knows which particle is appropriate in this context.  The student 

could also have said that you should “check it up on the Internet”, which is very similar in 

meaning but which demands a different sentence structure. This suggests that the student 

understands not only the meaning of the phrasal verb, but also how its constituent parts affect 

the structure of the sentence.  

The verb figure in Student 18’s sentence gives another illustration of a phrasal verb with 

medium transparency: 

 

(4) ...you’ve got to figure out how you’re going to get their attention...”  

 

Here the meaning ‘to understand’ can be gleaned from the phrase, as to figure means ‘to 

think’. However, the particle out in this case does not indicate direction or placement or 

anything else that shows why this combination produces the meaning the phrase has.  

    There is another issue of transparency of meaning which relates to phrases being idiomatic. 

While to cover up a stain with a table cloth is rather transparent in meaning, the same phrasal 

verb can be used in a more idiomatic sense, as in Student 28’s sentence;  

 

(5) In the real world noone's perfect, the media simply covers up those negative features, 

leaving everything "stainless". 
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This is not a case of physically covering up a flaw, but rather there has been some degree of 

idiomatic change where the phrase still means to conceal, but without the specific act of 

placing something over something to cover it.   

     Some of the phrasal verbs that were used can be considered low in transparency of 

meaning. Student 4 writes:  

 

(6) Commercials the worlds smartest idé mankind has come up with for advertising, but it's 

must be the most innoing too. 

 

If the sentence had related to someone for example walking up a flight of stairs to bring 

another person something, the transparency of meaning of this phrasal verb would have been 

high, however, in this context it means to have an idea, which is not easily deduced from the 

verb or the particles.  

 

 

 

5.2.2 (In)correct usage  

The vast majority of students use the phrasal verbs correctly as far as grammar is 

concerned. There are several examples of students conjugating the verbs correctly. Some 

examples being; 

 

(7) ...I don’t think bones sticking out under the skin is beautiful...  

 

and  

 

(8) Wouldn't you love it if the pharmacy next door were handing out free condoms and 

pills?  

 

The students seem to have understood that the verb in a phrasal verb is to be treated the same 

way as any other verb. One example is how they generally conjugate the verbs correctly with 

regard tense, such as Student 7 who writes that;  

 

(9) ...we don't need to run around asking at every store ...”  
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which is correct, instead of writing “we don't need to ran around asking at every store” which 

would be wrong. The past tense is also represented in a correct manner in the vast majority of 

cases, as in;  

 

(10) ...it looks like it has ben brought back from the junk yard. 

 

All of the students that use phrasal verbs in a grammatically incorrect manner also make 

other grammatical mistakes involving verbs in the text. While this might be expected in any 

text written by a foreign language learner the frequency of errors relating to phrasal verb use 

does not seem disproportionate to the rest of the texts. The examples below illustrate cases 

where the phrasal verb has been used incorrectly in relation to what the student is trying to 

express. That is, if they write “We putting up the poster” which should be “We put up the 

poster” or “We were putting up the poster” or “It stick out from the surroundings” which 

should be “It sticks out from the surroundings”. If grammatical errors are made elsewhere in a 

sentence this will not be counted as an error relating to the phrasal verb. For example “He run 

to school only to find out it was closed”. The fact that the sentence should have read “He ran 

to school...” is not considered relevant in relation to the phrasal verb, however, the 

relationship between other errors relating to verbs and errors when using phrasal verbs is 

discussed.  

Only one student uses the wrong tense when using phrasal verbs (however it is possible 

that this is a spelling mistake). Student 8 writes;  

 

(11) The different army's used airplanes to drop bombs in the beginning but soon there 

where so called fighters who's only goal was to shot down the bombers. 

 

The only notable error that is made by several students is word order. Student 23 writes;  

 

(12) On the internet (cyber space) it can come up pop-ups.  

 

In this sentence the phrasal verb should have been placed elsewhere, for example in On the 

internet (cyber space) pop-ups can come up. This particular student makes many grammatical 

errors throughout the text, two examples being The ads is control us very good  and …if we 

understand that they don't telling us the true, we don't buy their produkts again… making it 
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reasonable to assume that the word order error when using the phrasal verb is not necessarily 

an indicator of an inability to use that particular grammatical construction.  Two out of the 

five errors originate from sentences where the particle should have been moved but was not: 

 

(13)  I believe that advertising is a great thing, both big and smaller companies can get out 

their message or product in a nice and smooth way. 

 

(14) When you are going to make a good ad you have to do it so you are going to wake up 

some attentions. 

 

The first sentence was written by Student 27, who tends to use third person incorrectly, and 

also has some other issues with word order, for example;  

 

(15) ...you should think about getting the message to all and by doing that, get more 

interested people.  

 

In context, this sentence does not make sense, as the student was discussing increasing the 

level of interest people have in the product, not getting a larger number of interested people 

together. The phrase should therefore have been “...get people more interested.”.  

In the second sentence the wrong phrasal verb has been used, but had it been appropriate 

for this sentence the particle should have been moved. An example of another sentence 

produced by the same student illustrates again that the issue might not primarily be the phrasal 

verbs, but the general understanding of sentence construction:  

 

(16) ...the one who sales it wants to have coustumers to come back to them happy. 

 

Out of a total of 52 occurrences of phrasal verbs, the verb and the particle are separated on 

eight occasions. This means that the phrasal verbs in the texts produced by the students are 

non-contiguous 15% of the time. Looking at how often the phrasal verbs the students use are 

non-contiguous when used by those with English as a first language it becomes apparent that 

this frequency is not entirely consistent with native speaker use. Explorations of the BNC 

show that in written texts from Ireland and Britain the particles of the phrasal verbs that occur 

in the National Tests would be moved 21% of the time. Comparing only the eight phrasal 

verbs where the Swedish students did move the particle on the other hand, shows that on 
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average these eight phrasal verbs occur non-contiguously in the BNC 28.% of the time. This 

means that phrasal verbs where the particle was moved by Swedish students is quite 

significantly more likely to be non-contiguous in texts written by native speakers. This may 

suggest that the Swedish students have a sense of which phrasal verbs most readily lend 

themselves to particle movement. Which phrasal verbs occurred non-contiguously in the 

essays and the percentage of times they were non-contiguous in the BNC are presented in 

Table 7 below; 

 

Sentences containing non-contiguous 

phrasal verbs 

% of times the particle of this phrasal 

verb was non-contiguous in the BNC 

I think that advertising is a good way of 

getting the information about your product out 

to the people.  21 

The effect of advertising can be huge like if 

you are the first of in getting a product that 

almost everyone want and put and ad out of it, 

it will surely sell good. 43 

Allot of special effect will be in this 

commercial as well like x-ray vision and the 

kinds of effects that would really blow you off. 31 

I know one person it's good for, the TV 

channalls or who's ever is capable to bring 

these commercials out to the normal living 

person.  30 

I’ll finish this of with a good quote: 

“Advertising is leglized lying”. 33 

To short it out, media often has a good 

purpose, that gets twisted along the way, 

affecting way too much than it's suppsosed to.  34 
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To be able to bomb these two cities he 

would need something to get them in and then 

get out fast, here is where the plane comes in 

again. 21 

To sum it all upp with one word would be, 

connected. 13 

Average 28.5% 

Table 8 – Particle movement in the National Tests and in the BNC 

  

Darwin and Gray (1999;69) have suggested that EFL learners may make mistakes when 

using the particle. By this they mean that the particle in a phrasal verb does not change the 

way the verb does. For example, he takes out the trash is correct, while he take outs the trash 

would be incorrect. There is not a single such error in the national tests. It seems to be 

perfectly clear to the students that the particle is to remain unchanged. It is possible that this is 

because the Swedish language contains phrasal verbs where the particle is movable and that 

this feature is familiar to the students as a result of that. However, there is one significant 

difference between Swedish and English particle movement, as is discussed above (see 

Section 3.2); the meaning of the phrasal verbs often alters to some degree when moving the 

particle in Swedish. It is possible that the Swedish students are apt at using the particle 

correctly because this feature is familiar to them from their own first language, but that they 

move the particle less often than native writers because they are not comfortable doing so 

seeing as it alters the meanings of the phrase in Swedish.  

Other than the grammatical errors and the odd spelling mistake, another five errors are 

made when using phrasal verbs as is shown in Table 9;  

 

Original sentences Comment 

The plan is to gather around all the super star players all 

around the world to do this commercial, now we mix up some 

sequences in the game with the real world but both will go at 

the same time but it's going to look like they are in the game. Should be gather 
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The plan is to gather around all the super star players all 

around the world to do this commercial, now we mix up 

some sequences in the game with the real world but both will 

go at the same time but it's going to look like they are in the 

game. Should be mix 

Allot of special effect will be in this commercial as well like 

x-ray vision and the kinds of effects that would really blow 

you off. Should be blow away 

My opinion is to take out as much information about the 

product maybe search on the internet in forums and see what 

they think about it, but if it's cloths maybe it's hard but 

internet offer you really good answers on the products, they 

maybe even have movies and such who shows how strong 

and good this product is.  

Should be get, retrieve or 

something similar  

When you are going to make a good ad you have to do it so 

you are going to wake up some attentions.  

Should be get, grab or 

something similar 

Table 9 – Sentences in the national test with semantic errors 

About one in ten phrasal verb is used incorrectly with regards to meaning. Student 27, who 

wrote:  

(17) When you are going to make a good ad you have to do it so you are going to wake up 

some attentions  

 

might be making a direct translation of the Swedish expression “väcka uppmärksamhet” and 

this might therefore be an example of a student making a mistake because her own language 

is rather similar to English. As mentioned above, Student 27 makes a series of errors 

throughout her essay. Student 19, who wrote: 

 

(18) My opinion is to take out as much information about the product maybe search on the 

internet in forums and see what they think about it...  

 

makes only one other error with regard to the meaning of a word, when he writes;  
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(19) Commercials is also good in one way, it helps us to be upgrade, like whats new what 

can we really do with this electric product that we couldn’t do before and so on.  

 

The student probably intends to say that commercials keep us updated. Three of the erroneous 

sentences originate from the same essay. The essay, written by Student 1, is of average length 

at 344 words, but contains a total of five phrasal verbs. Two of the errors: 

 

(20) The plan is to gather around all the super star players...  

and 

(21) ...we mix up some sequences in the game with the real world... 

 

consist of adding a particle where there should not be one. The sentences should have read 

The plan is to gather all the super star players and we mix some sequences in the game with 

the real world. As the particle of English phrasal verbs sometimes does not add semantic 

meaning, such as in the above-mentioned finish off versus finish and spread out versus spread 

these kinds of errors are to be expected. In this case an issue arises because these particles do 

change the meaning of the phrase, as gather around and mix up are existing phrasal verbs 

whose meaning in this context is different from what the writer intended to communicate. 

This would certainly be an example of the difficulties a foreign language learner might 

encounter. However, there are also several instances where students correctly use phrasal 

verbs containing redundant particles where the particle does not alter the meaning of the 

phrase, some examples being; 

 

(22)  Honest, how many of us sit down and read on the adverts about things that 

dosen’t interest you? 

 

(23)  If you go to mcdonalds the kids kan play so you can sit down and relax. 

 

(24)  I’ll finish this of with a good quote: “Advertising is leglized lying”. 

 

(25)  They instead built up a network of secret agents yo spy on the west. 

 

It could be argued that down in sitting down is redundant, but in the first sentence it seems the 

student wants to emphasise the change from one activity to another, from running around, 

being active, to moving into a seated position and being inactive. In the second sentence, 
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however, it seems clearer that the particle could have been omitted without a loss of meaning. 

The last two examples are more typical of redundancy; finish and finish off mean the same 

thing, and as you can hardly build down a network, the same is true for the final example, 

suggesting that these students have grasped this rather complex feature of the English 

language. 

 

5.3 Phrasal verbs and grades 

The relationship between grades and the use of phrasal verbs was studied in two ways. First 

by looking at the frequency of phrasal verb usage in the essays in relation to the grade given 

by the correcting teachers, and secondly by sending out a questionnaire consisting of two texts 

that were identical except for that one contained a multitude of phrasal verbs while the other 

contained their single word equivalents.  

 

 

5.3.1 The grades of the essays 

As mentioned above, it is not possible to analyze whether there is a causal relationship 

between the grade and use of phrasal verb, only to establish whether they are more commonly 

used in essays that received a certain type of grade. The reason for this is that there are a great 

number of other factors that might influence grading. One such example is the essay length. 

While the average word count is actually slightly lower for essays that received a VG grade 

than for those that received a G, the one essay that was not deemed to be passable is 

significantly shorter than these, and the essays that received MVG are notably longer as is 

shown in Table 10 below; 
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Table  10 – Average word per essay per grade 

 

The average use of phrasal verbs is higher in essays that received MVG. A phrasal verb 

occurs three times on average in an essay that received an MVG while only 1.5 times in an 

essay that received a G when looking at those essays where phrasal verbs were used correctly. 

It is important, however, to keep in mind that there were only two essays that received MVG 

where this was the case. When including the third essay to receive and MVG the average per 

grade falls significantly. However, the average occurrence of phrasal verbs per word is 

notably higher either way you look. Students who receive VG used phrasal verbs correctly on 

average twice per essay. This is a slight, but notable increase from the pass level essays. As 

the sample of G and VG essays is much larger than those that received MVG or failed it is 

somewhat safer to draw conclusions from these. The one student that failed the essay part of 

the national test did not use any phrasal verbs at all; however, with such a small sample this 

cannot be considered statistically significant. The student using the most phrasal verbs, five in 

one text, received a VG on his text in spite of making several mistakes in his essay. 

Interestingly enough the student makes no other mistakes relating to the meanings of words, 

neither verbs nor nouns in the rest of the text. The table below illustrates how the frequency of 

correctly used phrasal verbs is higher for the higher grades; 
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Table 11 – Average number of phrasal verbs occurring in each National Test per grade  

 

As the essays that received MVG are longer than the others, the absolute number of phrasal 

verbs per essay is naturally likely to be higher in these. For this reason the number of words 

per phrasal verbs was also calculated, which is shown in Table 12 below; 

 

Table 12 – Frequency of occurrence of phrasal verb per word in the National Tests  

This table shows that the essays that received MVG not only had a higher number of 

phrasal verbs in total, but that when word count is factored in, they still contain more phrasal 
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verbs per written word than the essays that received G and VG. Again, there is little 

difference between the essays that received only a pass and those that received a VG. 

 

5.3.2 The survey and grades 

The questionnaire sent out to teachers asked them to read two texts and indicate which they 

would give a higher grade, and why. Some teachers gave only brief explanations of their 

preferences, while some gave detailed descriptions. The survey showed that few teachers 

would give the first text – which contained a large number of phrasal verbs – a higher grade. 

The second text was preferred by more teachers but many felt that both were equally good 

and that it was not possible to grade them differently. Table 13 clearly shows the teachers’ 

preferences; 

 

Table 13 – Teacher preference when grading the two texts 

 

One teacher, Teacher 10, was kind enough to indicate by underlining the words that differed 

whether he preferred the phrasal verbs or the single word equivalents; 

 

(26) James woke up early in the morning. He was feeling happier than he had in a long time. 

He hadn’t felt great about himself after his wife left him, but recently he had managed to 

build his confidence back up. This morning, however, wasn’t starting out so great. As 

James was cooking his breakfast he was interrupted by a large bang. He ran out to the 

driveway only to find out that his car had blown up! He couldn’t figure it out! The car 

had just been sitting there. What could possibly have gone wrong? While he waited for 

the fire department James decided to try to sort the problem out himself. He grabbed the 

garden hose and put the fire out. When the fire department turned up an hour later, James 

had already left for work. 
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James awoke early in the morning. He was feeling happier than he had in a long time. He 

hadn’t felt great about himself after his wife left him, but recently he had managed to 

regain his confidence. This morning, however, wasn’t beginning so great. As James was 

cooking his breakfast he was interrupted by a large bang. He ran out to the driveway only 

to realize that his car had exploded! He couldn’t understand it! The car had just been 

sitting there. What could possibly have gone wrong? While he waited for the fire 

department James decided to try to fix the problem himself. He grabbed the garden hose 

and extinguished the fire. When the fire department arrived an hour later, James had 

already left for work. 

 

Teacher 10 was one of the many that preferred the second text, concluding that some of the 

words in the first text are more suitable for spoken language, an opinion that was shared by 

several teachers who preferred the second text. Another reason given for their preference of 

was that it was more formal and more advanced. Those who expressed this opinion were less 

concerned with context, and more concerned with evidence of an advanced vocabulary and 

formality. Teacher 7 also argued that the first text resembled something you would hear on 

the television, rather than something you would read, specifically emphasising that phrasal 

verb usage might be considered too informal for written text. Teacher 11 felt that the 

vocabulary of the second text appears to be slightly more advanced and varied. He picks up 

on the phrasal verbs in the first text and feels that the second text utilizes a simpler approach, 

making the text in a sense more vivid. He emphasizes that this is not to say that the first text is 

in any way flawed or syntactically inferior. Two teachers felt that the first text contained too 

many direct translations from Swedish, with Teacher 1 referring to Text 1 as “swenglish”. It is 

not clear what was meant by this as neither specified what they meant. Several teachers were 

of the opinion that the first text was more modern and had a more natural flow, but still 

preferred the second text as it was considered more proper.  

 Several teachers were troubled by the use of the word awoke. Teachers 6 and 7 expressed 

that it did not seem appropriate in the context, and it is one of only two words where teacher 

10 above prefers the phrasal verb equivalent. This seems to be the only example where 

teachers clearly felt that the single-word equivalent of a phrasal verb was unnatural in the 

context.  

Of those who preferred the first text, several expressed that it seemed more effortless, that 

the writer seemed to feel more comfortable using English, and theorized that the writer might 

have been immersed in the language for some time rather than only having learnt it in school. 

Teacher 2 expressed that while the second text contains more difficult words the writer of the 

first text seems more confident, as if the writer could use English in any situation, whereas the 

second writer seems nervous about making a mistake. For example, Teacher 33 felt that the 
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first text has a better flow and argued that for an assignment in creative writing this is more 

important than an advanced vocabulary. She notes that the phrasal verbs work well in the 

context while the second text would have received a higher grade if the assignment had been 

an essay;  

(27) Even though the second text uses words that are more advanced, the first text has 

better flow. As this is an assignment for creative writing I value this flow higher 

than more advanced vocabulary. The first text uses several phrasal verbs that 

work well in the context. If the writing assignment had been a formal text (essay 

etc) I would have valued the vocabulary in the second text much more. 

Teacher 31 also emphasised the significance of context in relation to the level of formality; 

 

(28) [The first text] would get a higher grade for creative writing as the language is 

less formal and you do not know the audience.  Both texts tell the same story but 

the only difference is that the other one uses more sophisticated words that are 

more suitable for formal writing and not the creative writing. I would probably 

grade the second text with higher grade if I were to garde students choice of 

words for a different audience let´s say university graduates or in a fictive story 

where one of the characters is well educated…   

 

While Teacher 6 also prefers the first text she was troubled by the presence of what she 

refers to as split infinitives such as He put the fire out. This is of course not a case of splitting 

an infinitive but simply a case of moving the particle. This statement is particularly interesting 

as the students were moving the particle less often than native speakers would. Teacher 6 

stated that while she also does this (moving the particle) she felt that it is something that is 

more suitable when speaking rather than writing. Teacher 30 felt that the first text showed a 

more advanced grasp of idiomatic English; 

(29) Not knowing the nature of the assignment (text type, target audience, etc.), I 

would give the first version a higher grade – it gives more evidence of a grasp of 

idiomatic English and has a more even style and tone, a consistency in register. 

The second one, although evidencing a grasp of more formal vocabulary, for that 

very reason is uneven in style and tone. E.g. “sort the problem out” fits the 

general register better than “fix the problem”, “put the fire out” better than 

“extinguished the fire”. 

Many teachers were of the opinion that it is not possible to give different grades to these 

essays as one language strategy might be suitable in one contexts but not in another. Teacher 

4 writes that although the second text is more academic, in this context that is not necessarily 

better.  Teacher 5 felt that the grammar and the content is handled the same way in both the 

texts, that both have the same level of accuracy and when it comes to the question of register 
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and style the writers are consistent. Teacher 13 also highlights the significance of context and 

states that in creative writing one has to consider who is going to read the text and for that 

reason a more advanced language might not be better. Even though the second text contains 

more advanced language it might not be suitable for the task at hand, at least in an English 6 

course. With regard to how advanced the language is he feels that Text 2 is better, but when 

considering the task of creative writing Text 1 is preferred. Teacher 4 was of the opinion that 

the first text is more idiomatic while the second is more formal. Teacher 32 noted that the 

only difference between the two texts was the use of phrasal verbs in one, and their single 

world equivalents in the other. He states further that students have a hard time learning both 

the phrasal verb and the single-word and their function with regard to formality in written 

text, adding that phrasal verbs require a higher awareness of the language as their meaning 

cannot be deduced from their parts. In his comments this teachers highlighted a significant 

aspect of phrasal verbs; they are not only difficult to master, but when one has mastered them, 

one must understand when they are appropriate to use.   

Teacher 11 elaborated on his thoughts on grading; 

 

(30) [A]s a psychology teacher I know that we teachers are sometimes affected by 

external factors when grading papers, one of which is a phenomenon called Halo 

effect. This means that we sometimes have a propensity to overrate certain essays 

because of what appears to be slightly better wordings or more advanced 

vocabulary. On the other hand we also have a proclivity to mark down papers on 

the basis of contextually inappropriate vocabulary and we therefore overlook 

other aspects pertinent to the grading process. Also, when reading and grading 

papers teachers seem to be unaware of the fact that the quality of the papers you 

read before will undoubtedly affect how you grade the current paper. If the paper 

you just graded was an A paper and the one you are currently reading is a C 

paper you might actually deem it much more inferior to the A paper and therefore 

the student might receive a lower grade than he/she deserved. 

 

Teacher 11 expands on something that several teachers mention in brief; the difficulties of 

grading. One teacher remarks that it is also possible to give several grades to one assignment. 

In that line of thinking one might give one grade for complexity of language, one for context 

appropriateness and one for content, for example. This way of thinking may explain why so 

many teachers were reluctant to grade one text higher than the other. Others remarked that the 
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grade depends on the instructions the students have received and the specific purpose of that 

assignment. The instructions to the teachers were intentionally scant, as too much information 

might bias the responses. As teacher 11 points out, grading is influenced by many aspects, 

some of which may not be relevant to the task at hand, and too much emphasis may be placed 

on a particular aspect of the writing.  It is significant therefore that so many teachers express 

an awareness of the importance of context, and that so many consider the appropriate level of 

formality to be a significant indicator of communicative competence.  
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6. CONCLUSION 

Previous research has shown that speakers of languages that have phrasal verbs have an 

advantage to others when learning these in English. Given the close relationship between 

Swedish and English, one might therefore expect a relatively high frequency of usage among 

students with Swedish as their first language. When studying the texts written by Swedish 

students as part of the national test it soon became obvious that some of the concerns 

expressed by linguistics could not be traced in these essays while others could. In summary, 

the main concerns of linguists are; 

 Underuse of phrasal verbs 

 Replacement with single word equivalents that are context inappropriate 

 Difficulties understanding and using phrasal verbs originating from lack of 

transparency of meaning 

 Difficulties understanding and using phrasal verbs caused by the same two phrasal 

verbs having different meanings. 

 Unnatural language and lengthy circumlocutions as part of phrasal verb avoidance. 

 

Phrasal verbs were used with near native-like frequency in the texts, and most importantly: 

they were generally used correctly. To be more precise, the errors that were evident in the 

texts were not specific to the use of phrasal verbs, but were rather indicative of the general 

competence of the authors of the texts. Students that made mistakes relating to the meaning of 

phrasal verbs or used them in a grammatically incorrect manner were also likely to make 

similar mistakes in the rest of their essay. Interestingly, none of the students used the particles 

incorrectly, that is, they did not attempt to conjugate them. This may be because Swedish too 

has phrasal verbs with movable particles. One student did have a notable issue relating to 

over-use of phrasal verbs. Instead of using only the verb, which would not only have been 

sufficient but also correct, he added particles where they should not have been used, altering 

the meaning of what he wanted to express. This error may originate from the fact that some 

phrasal verbs have particles that in no way add to, or alter the meaning of the phrase, one such 

example being spread out, which means the same as spread. It has been argued that the 

additional, redundant, particle is used in these cases to alter the tone of what is said, to make a 

statement more informal. It is not unlikely that these redundant particles might be an issue for 

foreign language learners, as it is difficult to know when adding a particle alters the meaning, 

and when it does not. As this occurred only in one of the essays it is not necessarily the 
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greatest of issues regarding phrasal verb use by Swedish students, but it might be indicative of 

an area that requires further study. Several students did use phrasal verbs containing 

redundant particles correctly. It is not possible within the scope of this essay to ascertain 

whether they did in fact use these redundant particles with the intention of giving a more 

informal impression, however, the abundance of errors made in many essays regarding 

spelling and grammar indicate that a more likely cause was the students’ lack of overall 

competence. The absence of unnatural language as a result of circumlocutions due to 

avoidance of phrasal verbs may also be explained by the fact that these students are not 

sufficiently advanced to produce such language.  

One error that was notable in the essays was that the particles were not moved as often as 

they are by native writers. There were several instances where the text would have benefited 

by moving the particle. One teacher also reacted negatively to the particle movements in the 

survey. In Swedish particle movement often changes the meaning of the phrasal verb. It is 

possible that this affects the likelihood that a Swedish EFL learner will move the particle. 

Still, the students did seem to have an idea of which phrasal verbs were more suitable to be 

used non-contiguously as the phrasal verbs where they did move the particle were much more 

likely to be non-contiguous in texts written by native speakers.  

Defining how transparent a phrasal verb is is not without complications. As no 

comprehensive sources exists that defines to what degree a phrasal verb is transparent, and 

because the level of transparency is dependent also on the context in which it appears, a 

definition had to be made for each phrasal verb occurring in the students’ texts. Naturally 

there is a risk involved when this is done, as the analysis thus depends on the knowledge of 

each researcher. Hopefully the information provided regarding how the decisions were made 

when defining levels of transparency in this study mitigates some of those risks. This study 

shows that the students were more inclined to use phrasal verbs that were highly transparent 

in meaning and less likely to use those that were more opaque. Whether this is a result of a 

lack of familiarity with, or understanding of, idiomatic phrasal verbs is difficult to ascertain as 

this study has investigated the productive, and not the receptive abilities of the students. It 

would be valuable to perform future studies where the receptive abilities were studied as well, 

as this would enable for example a quantitative study of students’ ability to understand both 

common and uncommon phrasal verbs.  

Students whose grades suggest a higher proficiency did use phrasal verbs more often. 

However, even students who obtained only a pass grade used them with some frequency. A 
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notable difference can be seen when comparing the essays that received the highest grade, 

particularly when looking only at those that were used correctly. That is, while students 

receiving MVG used them more often than students whose essays received lower grades, the 

frequency of use is even higher when looking only at those who used them correctly, 

indicating that students deemed by teachers to have the highest level of proficiency of English 

were also more comfortable using this feature.  

It is not possible to elaborate on the teaching of phrasal verbs in textbooks used in Sweden 

as they were only explicitly taught in one of the textbooks that were studied. Considering the 

significance of phrasal verbs according to linguists, their absence in teaching materials is 

curious. The one book that did include a presentation of phrasal verbs was particularly careful 

to explain the context in which they were usually used. It is possible, as several teachers have 

suggested in the survey, that phrasal verbs and the context in which they are to be used is 

simply too advanced a feature to be a given part of English courses in Swedish upper 

secondary schools. This is curious as they are particularly suited when considering the 

syllabus’ emphasis on language strategies, and the significance thereof for obtaining a higher 

grade. It also begs the question how it is possible that the students seem relatively proficient 

in their use, if they have not explicitly been taught how to use them. One can only speculate 

as to why this is. One possible explanation is because phrasal verbs exist in Swedish too, 

which is known to be an advantage to EFL learners. It is interesting in this context that two of 

the teachers that replied to the survey felt that the text that contained many phrasal verbs was 

too similar to Swedish and did not sound English enough.  

There were some contradictions in teacher responses with teachers giving the same reasons 

for preferring different texts. For example, Teacher 1 described the second text as more 

idiomatic, while Teacher 30 felt that this was the case for the first text, with both citing this 

fact as a reason for their preference. Some trends could be observed, however; it seems 

reasonably clear that phrasal verbs cannot be shown to be an indicator of perception of 

proficiency by Swedish teachers. The second text was given a higher grade by the majority of 

teachers, with a large group not finding themselves able to give a higher grade to either text, 

and only a minority preferring the first text. Several indicated that the use of phrasal verbs in 

Text 1 made them inclined to give this text a higher grade because they perceived the flow to 

be more natural, that the author is more confident and speculate that the writer may have been 

immersed in the language rather than solely having learnt it in school. A large part of the 

teachers, however, emphasised the importance of a formal language with an advanced 
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vocabulary and preferred Text 2, even though a creative writing assignment might be 

considered less formal than an academic style essay. These teachers generally tended to value 

complexity of language higher than whether it was context appropriate, which is not in 

accordance with the syllabus. A great number of teachers did not want to give different grades 

because they felt there was not enough difference between the texts. Although the teachers 

that were surveyed were not inclined to give a higher grade to the text containing many 

phrasal verbs the worries of linguists regarding the difficulties in learning and using phrasal 

verbs cannot be entirely discounted. Most teachers elaborated on the difficulty of grading, 

considering context, vocabulary and grammar as well as register. It seems from their answers 

that phrasal verbs do form part of their perception of language use, but that they are primarily 

divided in two camps; one that emphasises the importance of context appropriate language, 

and one that mainly values complexity of language. 
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APPENDIX 1 All phrasal verbs used in the National tests  

Phrasal 

Frequency 

per million 

BNC written 

Gardner 

and Davies top 

50 Phrases searched for 

Blow off 1.27  bl?w*_V* * * * off_AVP 

Blow up 6.87  bl?w*_V* * * * up_AVP 

Bring  out 19.7  bring*_V* * * *out_AVP; brought*_V* * * *out_AVP 

Bring back 28.06  bring*_V* * * *back_AVP; brought*_V* * * *back_AVP 

Build up 29.06  buil*_V* * * * up_AVP 

Care about 0.01  care*_V* * * * about_AVP; caring_V* * * * about_AVP 

Check out 5,78  check*_V* * * * out_AVP 

Come back 96.58 X c?m*_V* * * * back_AVP 

Come in 68.69  c?m*_V* * * * in_AVP 

Come up 65.05 X c?m*_V* * * * up_AVP 

Come up with 13.51  cover*_V* * * * up_AVP with 

Cover up 5.18  cover*_V* * * * up_AVP 

End up 27.53  end*_V* * * * up_AVP 

Figure out 2.43  figur*_V* * * * out_AVP 

Find out 76.66 X find*_V* * * * out_AVP; found_V* * * * out_AVP 

Finish off 4.13  finish*_V* * * * off_AVP 
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Phrasal 

Frequency 

per million 

BNC written 

Gardner 

and Davies top 

50 Phrases searched for 

Gather around 1  gather*_V* * * * around_AVP 

Get in 15.6  g?t*_V* * * * in_AVP 

Get out 97.83 X g?t*_V* * * * out_AVP; went_V* * * * out_AVP 

Hand out 3.5  hand*_V* * * * out_AVP 

Kick in 0.27  kick*_V* * * * in_AVP 

Lead up to 6.76  lead*_V* * * * up_AVP to; led*_V* * * * up_AVP to 

Mess up 1.71  mess*_V* * * * up_AVP 

Mix up 0.3  mix*_V* * * * up_AVP 

Put out 25.7  put*_V* * * * out_AVP 

Put up 30  put*_V* * * * up_AVP 

Reach out 19.7  reach*_V* * * * out_AVP 

Run around 1.85  r?n*_V* * * * around_AVP 

Set off 26.44  set*_V* * * * off_AVP 

Shoot down 2.6  shoot*_V* * * * down_AVP; shot*_V* * * * down_AVP 

Show up 10.16  show*_V* * * * up_AVP 

Sit down 31.48 X s?t*_V* * * * down_AVP 

Sneak in 0.5  sneak*_V* * * * in_AVP; snuck*_V* * * * in_AVP 
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Phrasal 

Frequency 

per million 

BNC written 

Gardner 

and Davies top 

50 Phrases searched for 

Sort out 22.78  sort*_V* * * * out_AVP 

Stick around 0.73  st?ck*_V* * * * around_AVP 

Stick out 9.1  st?ck*_V* * * * out_AVP 

Sum up 14  sum*_V* * * * up_AVP 

Take in 4.43  tak*_V* * * * in_AVP; took_V* * * * in_AVP 

Take out 53.8 X tak*_V* * * * out_AVP; took_V* * * * out_AVP 

Talk about 0.63  talk*_V* * * * about_AVP 

Think up 5.32  think*_V* * * * up_AVP; thought_V* * * * up_AVP 

Wake up 25.96  w?k**_V* * * * up_AVP 
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APPENDIX 2 All sentences containing phrasal verbs in the national tests 

 
Transparency 

of meaning 

Correct 

grammar? 

Correct semantic 

meaning? Particle movement? 

Advertising is not something we need to live it only 

makes our lives a little easier and more relaxed because 

we don't need to run around asking at every store if they 

have the product we are looking for and the Internet is a 

very good source. 

High 

Yes Yes  

You hear and add on the radio about a car and you get 

the information about safety and economy in mind but 

when you travel to see the car it looks like it has ben 

brought back from the junk yard.  

High 

Yes Yes  

I think that advertising is a good way of getting the 

information about your product out to the people.  

Medium 

Yes Yes Yes 

The effect of advertising can be huge like if you are the 

first of in getting a product that almost everyone want 

and put and ad out of it, it will surely sell good. 

High 

Yes Yes Yes 

The plan is to gather around all the super star players all 

around the world to do this commercial, now we mix up 

some sequences in the game with the real world but both 

will go at the same time but it's going to look like they 

are in the game. 

- 

Yes   

The plan is to gather around all the super star players all 

around the world to do this commercial, now we mix up 

some sequences in the game with the real world but both 

will go at the same time but it's going to look like they 

are in the game. 

- 

Yes   
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Transparency 

of meaning 
Correct 

grammar? 

Correct semantic 

meaning? Particle movement? 

Allot of special effect will be in this commercial as well 

like x-ray vision and the kinds of effects that would 

really blow you off. 

- 

Yes  Yes 

But of course we are not going to use any special effects 

that makes this look unreal, just use effects to make 

people stick with the commercial. 

High 

Yes Yes  

But one other thing that would help is putting up posters 

like the ones on the buss stops on the advertising walls 

etc. 

High 

Yes Yes  

If somebody asked me which advertising medium is the 

moste successful in selling products I wolde say TV and 

the internet, becuse these two medium retches out to the 

moste peoples. 

High 

 Spelling error only  

My opinion is to take out as much information about the 

product maybe search on the internet in forums and see 

what they think about it, but if it's cloths maybe it's hard 

but internet offer you really good answers on the 

products, they maybe even have movies and such who 

shows how strong and good this product is.  

- 

Yes   

I believe that advertising is a great thing, both big and 

smaller companies can get out their message or product 

in a nice and smooth way.  

Medium 

 Yes  

It's even better if you can sneak in some colours that 

people can relate to some sort of feeling/feelings, like 

red; if you put it as an background behind a young couple 

using the product, then people will feel the erge to buy it. 

High 

 Yes  

Internet: this is not really affective yet if you ask me, I 

mean i see them but i don't care about them at all. 

Medium 

Yes Yes  



Heidi Jacobsen 801012 

Examensarbete 

Linnéuniversitetet HT 2012 

 

 
 

 

Transparency 

of meaning 
Correct 

grammar? 

Correct semantic 

meaning? Particle movement? 

Well I know they are going to stick around forever, but 

let me just say to much advertising is not good for you.  

High 

Yes Yes  

Commercials the worlds smartest idé mankind has come 

up with for advertising, but it's must be the most innoing 

too. 

Low 

Yes Yes  

I know one person it's good for, the TV channalls or 

who's ever is capable to bring these commercials out to 

the normal living person.  

High 

Yes Yes Yes 

I don’t know because I don’t think bones sticking out 

under the skin is beautiful and I’m not a boy.  

High 

Yes Yes  

Honest, how many of us sit down and read on the 

adverts about things that dosen’t interest you?  

High 

Yes Yes  

If you go to mcdonalds the kids kan play so you can sit 

down and relax. 

High 

Yes Yes  

And when you have decided what medium you want to 

use, you’ve got to figure out how you’re going to get 

their attention, for example: if you want teenagers 

attention, you might want your commercial to air when 

there’s a popular show on. 

Low 

Yes Yes  

I’ll finish this of with a good quote: “Advertising is 

leglized lying”. 

Low 

Yes Yes X 

Now and in the future advertising is all around us, 

sometimes we don't even think about it, for example if 

you sit down eating your breakfast in the morning and 

read a newspaper on when you sit on the bus to the work 

and passing a big advertising on the way. 

High 

Yes Yes  
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Transparency 

of meaning 
Correct 

grammar? 

Correct semantic 

meaning? Particle movement? 

You give it a chans take the bus down to the city and 

find out that the jeans fits perfect on you. 

Low 

Yes Yes  

Then you find out that your teeth don't gets any whiter. Low Yes Yes  

In the real world noone's perfect, the media simply 

covers up those negative features, leaving everything 

"stainless". 

Medium 

Yes Yes  

How will our youth end up as adults if they are 

brainwashed by this fake world that we call the media? 

Low 

Yes Yes  

To short it out, media often has a good purpose, that gets 

twisted along the way, affecting way too much than it's 

suppsosed to.  

Medium 

Yes Spelling error only Yes 

Advertising is something that we all comes across.  Medium  Yes  

A coustumer wants to be happy when they have bought 

something and the one who sales it wants to have 

coustumers to come back to them happy.  

High 

Yes Yes  

When you are going to make a good ad you gace to do it 

so you are going to wake up some attentions.  

Medium 

   

The advertising influence us sometimes you have decide 

not to by something and then this coummericial showes 

up and you just has to by it.  

Medium 

 Spelling error only  

They are just messing up your selfasteeme.  Medium Yes Yes  

On the internet (cyber space) it can come up pop-ups.  High  Yes  

Since it is banned here in Sweden the people take in ads 

from other countries and broadcast it in the tv here. 

- 
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Transparency 

of meaning 
Correct 

grammar? 

Correct semantic 

meaning? Particle movement? 

Well, everybody in the world gets influences of 

advertisement it's really up to you self to sort out the 

good from the bad. 

High 

Yes Yes  

To be able to bomb these two cities he would need 

something to get them in and then get out fast, here is 

where the plane comes in again. 

High 

Yes Yes Yes 

To be able to bomb these two cities he would need 

something to get them in and then get out fast, here is 

where the plane comes in again. 

High 

Yes Yes  

To be able to bomb these two cities he would need 

something to get them in and then get out fast, here is 

where the plane comes in again. 

High 

Yes Yes  

Many things were thought up and Germany emerged 

from he ashes like a terrible phoenix, stunning the entire 

world.  

Medium 

Yes Yes  

Many are the theories that one single atomic bomb will 

destroy the world, because when the retaliation kicks in, 

we'll have a brand new kind of winter. 

Low 

Yes Yes  

Though many believe nuclear power will blow up in our 

faces - literarily - modern fail-safes prevents such evens.  

Medium 

X Yes  

Either way, you should all know a little more about the 

century we were born in, and what lead up to those 

births. 

High 

Yes Yes  

Wouldn't you love it if the pharmacy next door were 

handing out free condoms and pills? 

High 

Yes Yes  
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Transparency 

of meaning 
Correct 

grammar? 

Correct semantic 

meaning? Particle movement? 

The different army's used airplanes to drop bombs in the 

beginning but soon there where so called fighters who's 

only goal was to shot down the bombers. 

High 

 Yes  

They instead built up a network of secret agents yo spy 

on the west. 

High 

Yes Yes  

To sum it all upp with one word would be, connected. Medium Yes Spelling error only Yes 

If you doesent heave a lot of money I suggest that you 

check out the internet, you may find the same product 

but with another brand for less money but becareful, it's 

easy to get fooled, even robbed. 

Medium 

Yes Yes  

People take in the information from the ads but they 

don't know it. 

High 

Yes Yes  

Market promote a produkt in TV or somthing an people 

arund them take in this, becaus they don't know it. 

High 

Yes Yes  

All of the ads have a great impact to all people, also 

children take in ads but the persons don't know. 

High 

Yes Yes  

I don't particularly care about the new BMW, with it's 

fancy new break system and headlights. 

Medium 

Yes Yes  

Those sort of ads set of my bull-shit detector right away. Low Yes Yes  

Then why if companies are willing to hand out hundreds 

of dollars, do people still work for a living? 

High 

Yes Yes  
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APPENDIX 3 Sample texts from the National Tests in English B.  

Student 3 

I think advertising is mostly goodf. It help sport-clubs with money by advertising spaces on 

jackets and more, but when the ad’s turn humillianting (förnedrande) it shuld not be shown by 

tv/media. Most advertising is honest beacuse othervise they can be ? (stämda) but somethings 

can’t be proved, like a parfum smelling good, some people may like it, someone don’t. Some 

people feel bad when it is skinny people in the advertises but I don’t feel bad, but I can 

understand why someone’s do. I have a friend who had anorexia beacuse all advertises she 

seen, but she is good now and know that skinnier is not happier. So on the anorexic-part of 

wiew it’s not good, but the boys who like skinny’s may have some “eyecandy”; - I don’t 

know because I don’t think bones sticking out under the skin is beautiful and I’m not a boy. 

So good or bad? I don’t rely know. Maybe I can say it is Not good – not bad.  

Powerful advertising 

The most powerful advertising I think is on TV, even if you don’t want the produkt you 

can see it in several different angels and hear a bit of your favorite song, but after the ad you 

have seen whith bright colors, happy people and heard a lot of how great this is you may want 

it! 

Honest, how many of us sit down and read on the adverts about things that dosen’t interest 

you? Trends in advertising right now is different in the age groups. Teens/young people want 

most good design or how cool you going to be with this produkt. Older people want saifty, 

easy cleaned and something saving time. Examples; teen adverts is mostly stuff like great 

shampoo, shocking extreme soft and colored lipstick,  the celebrity choice of puma shoes, 

how skin close the razor are. And for the a little bit older peoplethere are; the powerful Yes 

the saftiest (säkraste) car of Skoda. Easy and healthy food. If you go to mcdonalds the kids 

kan play so you can sit down and relax. But most pwoerful adverts for older people is HOW 

TO STAY YOUNG! Like skin produkts who miracly take all the wrinkles away! Beacuse all 

of us want to feel and be young forever….!! And last of all, how adverts impact me, well yes I 

like some advertising, lik humorous, I like when stupid people do stupid things, and color! I 

love color and “Bling-Bling” and cute animals and other cute things, but I dont buy all the 

things I see, and even if I like the produkt (like that fast-food who taste like heaven) I dont 

have the need to buy. 

Grade: G 
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Student 18 

Internet, television, poster or radio: which one is the best one to use for advertising? In my 

opinion, it depends on what group of peoples atten you want. If you want young peoples 

attention, you might not want to ys the radio as your medium. And when you have decided 

what medium you want to use, you’ve got to figure out how you’re going to get their 

attention, for example: if you want teenagers attention, you might want your commercial to 

air when there’s a popular show on. That brings us to the next point, how do we sersuade the 

teenagers to buy our product? Do we use Flashy illustrations, Famous celeberties, o Famous 

song of what? Well, in my opinion there’s two kinds of teenagers, the ones that want flashy 

commercials with famous celeberties/music. And there is the ones that want simple and 

honest commercials, though I think the first group is a majority. So that brings us to even 

another question, do the companies “lie/bend the truth” in the commercials/ads just to get 

people to buy their stuff? I think some companies oes, and some (the minority) tells the 

“truth”. Why did I wirte “truth” you might ask. Well that’s because I don’t think there’s an 

single commercial/ad that’s 100% truth. But some commercials just go way over the line. For 

example: I saw an commecial that said that if you use their muscle-stimulator you would see a 

big change just after 2 week.s But how caould that be possible when in the real-world it 

would take about 6-7 weeks? And another sd thing is the people they use in their ads. Like 

inthat commercial the guy was really, really toned, and people (especially) youngpeople is 

really easy to influence, so they might think “If I use that one for maybe 4 weeks i’ll look like 

the guy from tel commercial”. To bad the wont. And the ideal we have today, will make youn 

people like tha depressed. I think the majority of ads have big disadvantages, but I still think 

ads should exist, how else woukd we get ifnromation about eh new products.- I just with the 

companies would be more honest. And maybe schools should start with education about 

commercials. Well, I’m done ranting. I’ll finish this of with a good quote: “Advertising is 

leglized lying”. 

Grade VG+/MVG- 

 

Student 27 

Advertising – Good or Bad? 

Advertising is something that we all comes across. Even if don’t always knows it. It’s been 

showed in tv, radio, newspapers, oute on the street but alsow in movies. Like the one in 

Matrix where they use nokia phones. Almost evry one hatets commercials. That’s why 
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everyone that is making commercialis has to do it good. When advertising is bad like when 

they lies about the product just so they can sale it. And when it gets to mutch of it. If you are 

looking at a movie and almost every 15 minutes it’s commercial it’s so irritating. It’s very 

important that you are honest when you’re doing advertising. A coustumer wants to be happy 

when they have bought something and the one who sales it wants to have coustumers to come 

back to them happy. When you are going to make a good ad you gace to do it so you are 

going to wake up some attentions. Like colours, no deatails, something that’s differents from 

the outhers advertising. If you don’t got any commercials or advertising you shouldent know 

what’s out in the world. That’s one good reason for why commercial or advertising is good. 

Doing busniss withoute advertising is like wikinking at a girl in the dark. You know what you 

are doing, but nobody else does. To get ower attentions must advertising be good. If you are 

going to sale something at the vhildren show some kidsprodukt during the time when it’s 

childrens program on the tv. But no some commerial when it’s bad like alcoholic or 

advertising for ads. Advertising could be good if it wasnt for those who lies, overreact and 

making geek comurals. But then it’s exist some people who really wants to sale the products 

because they want’s evry one els to have it, not because just sales it, because it’s so good. 

When commercials about alcoholic or tobak does it gets a litel bit anoing. Why have 

commercials or adverising about something that’s bad. Tv commercials can be sometimes fun 

if the one who has mad it have done it in a good way. But some of the doset even has a point 

dose it feels like. Commercial at the radio must be the most irritating thing. If you are going 

on  trip you don’t want to spend halv of youe way listening to comercial. On the internet is it 

ok but no “pop-ups”. Everyone hats it. The advertising influence us sometimes you have 

decide not to by something and then this coummericial showes up and you just has to by it. 

Sometimes it can be good but not always. If you are showing way to mutch ad you will at lees 

knows that no one wants to by it just because it gets to overwalding. If you want’s to make it 

good just just the right teknik and don’t lie about the produk. Make yore coustimurs happy. 

How will you know if you are buing the right produt, so many products’ but the same point. 

Its really hard sometimes and how should we be able to knowes witch one of them thats the 

best. It’s so muct that’s the same. And when you are lookingt the underware clother evry firls 

who weas them looks so good and has the perfect body. It can makes yoreself feeling more 

ugly and dissapointed and it can leads to anorexia, bullemi and someother stuff. I don’t think 

that every coumurcil and advertising is good. But some of them is! 

Grade: G+     
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APPENDIX 4 

The questionnaire  

Thank you for taking the time to help me! Please read the two texts below. Imagine that they 

are part of a creative writing assignment you have given your students.  

 

 Which of these two texts you give the highest grade? 

  Why do you give that text a higher grade? 

 

James woke up early in the morning. He was feeling happier than he had in a long time. He 

hadn’t felt great about himself after his wife left him, but recently he had managed to build his 

confidence back up. This morning, however, wasn’t starting out so great. As James was 

cooking his breakfast he was interrupted by a large bang. He ran out to the driveway only to 

find out that his car had blown up! He couldn’t figure it out! The car had just been sitting 

there. What could possibly have gone wrong? While he waited for the fire department James 

decided to try to sort the problem out himself. He grabbed the garden hose and put the fire 

out. When the fire department turned up an hour later, James had already left for work. 

  

James awoke early in the morning. He was feeling happier than he had in a long time. He 

hadn’t felt great about himself after his wife left him, but recently he had managed to regain 

his confidence. This morning, however, wasn’t beginning so great. As James was cooking his 

breakfast he was interrupted by a large bang. He ran out to the driveway only to realize that 

his car had exploded! He couldn’t understand it! The car had just been sitting there. What 

could possibly have gone wrong? While he waited for the fire department James decided to 

try to fix the problem himself. He grabbed the garden hose and extinguished the fire. When 

the fire department arrived an hour later, James had already left for work. 

 

If you don’t mind, I would appreciate knowing your age and when you finished your 

studies, however, providing this information is optional! I will not reveal your name or any of 

your information to anyone. In my essay anyone that answers this questionnaire will be 

known only as Teacher 1, 2, 3 and so on… 

 Thank you in advance! 

 

Sincerely, Heidi heidijacobsen@hotmail.com

mailto:heidijacobsen@hotmail.com
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APPENDIX 5 Summary of teacher information and preferences  

 

 Prefers 1 Prefers 2 Reason (in short) Age 

Graduated 

year 

Teacher 1  x 

Gives a more "English" impression and is more idiomatic. The first is 

more Swenglish 60 1980 

Teacher 2 x  

The first text seems written by someone who is comfortable using 

English. While the second text contains more difficult words the 

writer of the first text seems more confident, like he/she could use 

English in any situation, whereas the second writer seem nervous 

about making a mistake.    

Teacher 3  x 

The second text contains fewer errors and the language of the first text 

seems more influenced by the kind of English you hear in movies.  60 1979 

Teacher 4 x x 

The first text is more idiomatic while the second is more formal. The 

first seems written by someone who has been immersed in English 

though for example living in an English speaking country, while the 

second seems written by someone who learnt English in school. 

Although the second text is more academic in the context that is given 

it is not necessarily better.  61 1979 
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 Prefers 1 Prefers 2 Reason (in short) Age 

Graduated 

year 

Teacher 5 x x 

The grammar and the content is handled the same way in both the 

texts. Both texts have the same level of accuracy. When it comes to 

the question of register and style the writers are consistent. 65 Unknown 

Teacher 6 x  

The first text seems more effortless. The second text contains words 

like awoke which doesn't seem quite appropriate in this context. The 

first text does however contain split infinitives [sic!] which is off 

putting, but it is also more creative.   

Teacher 7  x 

The first text feel more modern and natural, but the second feels more 

proper. The first text sounds more like something you'd hear on TV or 

in spoken language. I think it sounds good, but I'd give the higher grad 

to the second text as it sounds more academic. One exception is 

"awoke" though. It doesn't sound right in the context. I think English 

will evolve more towards what is seen in the first text though. In the 

context of English 6 in a upper secondary school where most students 

are studying vocational programs these kind of details would not 

factor in the grading of text.  60+ 1988 

Teacher 8  x 

Would give the second text a slightly higher grad. It has a better flow 

to it. The lack of flow in the first text is cause by all the verb and 

prepositional combinations such as build his confidence back up, 

blown up (not too bad), figure out, sort out, turned up. There's nothing 

wrong with that but it feel a little cumbersome and old fashioned.   
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 Prefers 1 Prefers 2 Reason (in short) Age 

Graduated 

year 

Teacher 9  x 

The second piece seems to have more structure and unity. The 

language flows more naturally and the conversational tone draws you 

into the story.   I suppose it is more literary and it just falls 'trippingly 

off the tongue'..... 

Unkn

own 1985 

Teacher 10  x 

Some of the words in the first text are more suitable for spoken 

language and after going through the words that differ in the two text 

there are more words that I prefer in text 2. The only phrasal verbs that 

are preferred are "woke up" to "awoke" and "find out" to "realize". 57 2004 

Teacher 11  x 

The vocabulary of the second text appears to be slightly more 

advanced and varied. The first text uses more verbal phrases whereas 

the second text utilizes a simpler approach, making the text in a sense 

more vivid. This is not to say that the first text is in any way flawed or 

syntactically inferior to the second one, it is simply an impression I 

get from reading both texts.  33  

Teacher 12 x x The texts are too similar to give different grades.   
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Teacher 13 x x 

In creative writing one has to consider who is going to read the text 

and for that reason a more advanced language might not be better. 

Even though the second text contains more advanced language it 

might not be suitable for the task at hand, at least in an English 6 

course. The first text is more consistent style wise. The word "awoke" 

sticks out in the second text. With regards to how advanced the 

language is, text 2 is better, but when considering the task of creative 

writing text 1 is better.  36 1999 

Teacher 14 x x    

Teacher 15  x 

I wouldn't really give different grades to the two texts as they are very 

similar. Text 1 is better if you are striving for a more informal 

language, while text 2 is better if you want to be formal. I think text 2 

has a slight advantage in that the language is more advanced.    

Teacher 16 x x The messages are too similar to elicit different grades.    

Teacher 17  x The second text is better as it has a more advanced vocabulary   

Teacher 18  x The second text is better as it has a more nuanced vocabulary   

Teacher 19 x x 

The first text is more colloquial while the second is more old 

fashioned, however they are basically equally good. The first text 

seems simpler at first, but there are errors in both texts. I cannot say 

that one is better than the other. 39 2012 

Teacher 20  x I would give the second text a higher grade as it if more formal.  40 2005 
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Teacher 21 x x 

The grade would depend on the specifics of the assignment. Both are 

well written with a language that flows well. The second one shows a 

larger vocabulary, but that doesn't necessarily mean it should get a 

higher grade.  2000 

Teacher 22 x x 

At first I thought the second text was better because it had a more 

advanced vocabulary, but as that is the only thing that differs between 

the texts I don't think it's enough to warrant a higher grade.   

Teacher 23  x 

I'd give the second text a higher grade as the first one has too many 

direct translations of Swedish expressions. The second text is phrased 

in a more English way and has a more advanced vocabulary.  38 2001 

Teacher 24  x 

The second text gets a higher grade because it has a more advanced 

vocabulary and a more developed sentence structure. It is perceived as 

being more fluent.  29 2009 

Teacher 25  x 

the second text gets a higher grade because it is more formal than the 

first text which uses more phrasal verbs    

Teacher 26 x x 

For a shorter text I would give the student a comment, not a grade. If 

the goal of the text had been to use formal language the second text is 

better, but it all depends on the purpose. For some students writing a 

text at all is hard enough and because of that smaller differences such 

as those between these two texts wouldn't affect how it is judged.  34 2006 
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Teacher 27 x  

I prefer the first text. The second one contains ambiguous reference 

due to the choice of words and expressions. [This teacher also pointed 

out that he has lived in Australia for some time and that this might 

have affected his view on this). 31 2007 

Teacher 28  x 

I'd give the second text a higher grade as it has a more sophisticated 

vocabulary, using words like extinguish and regain. This shows more 

confidence and a desire to use more creative language.   

Teacher 29 x x 

 I would actually give the texts the same grade if I hadn't asked the 

students to use a specific style of writing. The texts feel like fictional 

writing to me and then I believe it's up to the author to decide which 

style of writing they prefer. Although the first text is more idiomatic 

(and maybe the one I'd prefer myself) the second text shows a broad 

vocabulary and its more formal style works in writing. If, however, 

the stories were told verbally I would probably give the first version a 

higher grade as it is more idiomatic, and you tend to use more phrasal 

verbs when speaking. 43 1996 
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Teacher 30 x  

I would give the first version a higher grade – it gives more evidence 

of a grasp of idiomatic English and has a more even style and tone, a 

consistency in register. The second one, although evidencing a grasp 

of more formal vocabulary, for that very reason is uneven in style and 

tone. E.g. “sort the problem out” fits the general register better than 

“fix the problem”, “put the fire out” better than “extinguished the 

fire”. 39 2001 (PhD) 

Teacher 31 x  

This would get a higher grade for creative writing as the language is 

less formal and you do not know the audience.  Both texts tell the 

same story but the only difference is that the other one uses more 

sophisticated words that are more suitable for formal writing and not 

the creative writing. I would probably grade the second text with 

higher grade if I were to grade students choice of words for a different 

audience let´s say university graduates or in a fictive story where one 

of the characters is well educated…    35 2004 

Teacher 32 x x 

I consider the two texts equally good. The only difference is that the 

second text uses single-word equivalents to the phrasal verbs. I have 

found that students have a hard time learning both the phrasal verb 

and the single-word and their function with regard to formality in 

written text. Phrasal verbs require a higher awareness of the language 

as their meaning can't be deduced from their parts.    
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Teacher 33 x  

Even though the second text uses words that are more advanced, the 

first text has better flow. As this is an assignment for creative writing I 

value this flow higher than more advanced vocabulary. The first text 

uses several phrasal verbs that work well in the context. If the writing 

assignment had been a formal text (essay etc) I would have valued the 

vocabulary in the second text much more. 40 2012 

 


