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Abstract 

Many Chinese EFL learners have faced challenges in learning and using English phrasal 

verbs (PVs). One reason learners struggle to use PVs naturally and frequently could be 

the difficulty of identifying them. The traditional approach to PV identification 

typically focuses on the grammatical function of the components, testing whether the 

particle is adverbial or prepositional (i.e. prepositional verbs). However, the traditional 

approach fails to show the semantic feature of PVs, especially how the meanings of a 

PV are established.  

 

This study takes a semantic approach to identify and classify PVs in the Bank of English 

Corpus and examines verb + particle combinations that have non-compositional 

meanings. While some verb + particle combinations (e.g. come across, look for) may 

not be traditionally identified as ‘phrasal’, this study regards them as PVs because 

corpus evidence indicates that the meaning of these combinations cannot be predicted 

by their components. The study then investigates how L1 users use PVs and focuses 

particularly on lexico-grammatical patterns associated with specific PVs in the Bank of 

English Corpus. In addition, the study also uses a Chinese learner corpus and a 

specialised reference corpus to compare the use of PVs between L1 users and Chinese 

EFL learners.  Results show that Chinese EFL learners underuse PVs in their writing. 

The overall frequency of PVs is lower in the Chinese learner corpus. Learners have 

difficulty using PVs, especially the non-contiguous form of PVs, and tend to make 

mistakes due to a lack of phraseological knowledge. 

 

This study also discusses the difficulties of replacing PVs with one-word verbs from 

the perspective of pattern grammar. Although it is possible to find a potential one-word 
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alternative that has an associated meaning with a PV, corpus evidence shows that the 

grammatical patterns in which the PV and the one-word alternative appear are often 

different. Results suggest that Chinese EFL learners tend to prioritize semantic 

equivalence when they find the replacement, paying less attention to the grammatical 

differences between PVs and one-word alternatives. 
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iii. Used to refer to the meaning of a word or a PV in the dictionary, e.g. on is 

sometimes used as an adjective, describing ‘the state of an electronic device’ 

(OED online). 

 

Subscript 

i. Used to denote different meanings of a word or a phrasal verb, e.g. LOOK up2 

refers to the second meaning of LOOK up. 

 



 

xv 

 

 

Underlines 

i. Used to highlight the contextual information that is under discussion, e.g. I 

admire him as an actor because he is completely generous in his work. 

 

USE OF CAPITALISATION 

i. Used to refer to lemmas (all word forms of a word). In this thesis, the lemma is 

used with the lexical verb in verb + particle combinations, e.g. LOOK for refers 

to all members of this combination, including look for, looks for, looked for, 

looking for.  

ii. Used to refer to conceptual metaphors, e.g. GOOD is UP.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.1 Background  

1.1.1 Phraseology and corpora 

Phraseology used to be a somewhat peripheral area in the study of the language (Sinclair, 

2008; Granger, 2021). Before phraseology became more central in linguistic research, 

linguists focused primarily on grammar and lexis, regarding them as two separate but 

core systems in the language. Phraseology, however, integrates grammar and lexis and 

describes the language through a holistic way, which is distinctive from the tradition of 

language description. This is one of the reasons why the importance of phraseology has 

been consistently underestimated for so long (Sinclair, 2008). Another reason is that 

phraseology focuses on how words are combined to convey meanings (Sinclair, 2008). 

This is different from the traditional view that focuses on the grammatical rules of 

constructing a sentence. The phraseological view is well explained by the idiom 

principle (Sinclair, 1991), which highlights the restriction on the choice of words (see 

Section 3.1.3 for more details). The occurrence of one word is governed by the 

occurrence of other lexical items1 in the surrounding context.  

 

Conventionally, the study of phraseology was regarded as “a subfield of lexicography 

dealing with word combinations rather than single words” (Granger and Meunier, 2008, 

p.XIX). In this tradition, phraseological units2 are classified into different types based 

 
1 Carter (2012) explains that lexical items can be single words or multi-word combinations, such as multi-

word verbs (e.g. phrasal verbs) and idioms. The definition of lexical items in this thesis follows Carter’s 

definition. In the current study, a lexical item refers to an individual word, such as look, or a multi-word 

combination conveying a specific meaning, such as look forward to.  
2 Cowie (1998) defines a phraseological unit as a group of words that are habitually used together to 

convey a particular meaning. This term specifically refers to multi-word combinations with a fixed or 

semi-fixed structure, such as idioms and restricted collocations. 
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on a number of linguistic criteria, including the non-compositionality of the meaning, 

the fixedness of the structure, the restriction on lexical choices, and the level of 

idiomaticity (Cowie, 1988; Howarth, 1996; Nesselhauf, 2004). This conventional 

approach to phraseological units has influenced the development of phraseology 

because it “[establishes] phraseology as a discipline in its own right” (Granger and 

Paquot, 2008, p.28). It also introduces new terminology associated with phraseology 

and provides researchers with a set of linguistic criteria to study and analyse 

phraseological units (Granger and Paquot, 2008). 

 

Corpus-based research has accelerated the development of phraseology (Rundell, 2008). 

A corpus is a large collection of language data stored on a computer. It provides 

authentic examples of how language is used in both written and spoken discourse. 

Working with large amount of authentic data, linguists do not predefine linguistic 

criteria for phraseological units but identify them by examining the co-occurrence of 

lexical items (e.g. Sinclair, 1996). This is completely different from the conventional 

approach that relies heavily on linguists’ intuitive judgment and experience (Granger, 

2021).  

 

In the corpus, if one word frequently co-occurs with another, they tend to form a lexical 

pattern. Drawing on the repeated lexical patterns found in the corpus, Sinclair (1991) 

argues that words do not occur together by chance; they co-select each other and 

constitute a single choice (see Section 3.1.3 for examples). Moreover, words are 

combined to form meaningful units not only at the level of collocation, but also at the 
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discourse level 3  (Sinclair, 1996; Stubbs, 2001). Compared with the conventional 

approach based on linguists’ experience and intuition (Granger, 2021), this corpus-

driven approach is able to identify a larger number of word combinations and has 

greatly expanded the range of phraseology (Granger and Paquot, 2008; McEnery and 

Hardie, 2012). Fixed, idiomatic word combinations, such as kick the bucket, used to be 

central to phraseology. However, a large amount of corpus evidence has shown that 

these highly restricted units are less frequent in the corpus (Moon, 1998). In addition, 

non-contiguous combinations and longer sequences of words can now be identified 

with the help of corpus (cf. Hunston and Francis, 2000).  

 

Over the past decades, an increasing number of studies has enhanced our understanding 

of phraseology. Researchers has made considerable contributions by identifying 

different types of phraseological units (e.g. collocations, formulaic sequences, idioms, 

lexical bundles, n-grams, pattern grammar, etc.) and showing how these phraseological 

units convey meanings at both lexical and discourse levels (e.g. Cowie, 1988; Sinclair, 

1996; Moon, 1998; Hunston and Francis, 2000; Wray, 2002; Biber, Conrad and Cortes, 

2004). Phraseology has become more central in the field of linguistics and has gained 

a growing attention from language learners and teachers.  

 

1.1.2 Teaching multi-word combinations in the ESL/EFL context  

Multi-word combinations are prevalent in language (Nattinger and DeCarrico, 1992; 

Schmitt and Carter, 2004). Previous studies of phraseology have shown that 

experienced users of the language do not produce language from scratch; they have a 

 
3 The function or pragmatic meaning associated with the meaning unit can be identified at the discourse 

level. 
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large number of prefabricated word combinations available to them during use (Pawley 

and Syder, 1983; Sinclair, 1991; Wray, 2002). Pawley and Syder (1983) highlight the 

importance of multi-word combinations in their study and argue that being proficient 

in the language involves more than just understanding grammar rules and memorizing 

vocabulary. Schmitt (2000) agrees with this argument and suggests that language ability 

requires both the grammatical ability and the ability to use lexicalised word 

combinations.  

 

In order to be more proficient in language use, non-native speakers need to develop two 

linguistic capabilities: nativelike selection and nativelike fluency (Pawley and Syder, 

1983). The first is concerned with non-native speakers’ ability to select expressions that 

are not only grammatically correct but also appropriate and frequent in the target 

context. The second refers to the ability to communicate in a natural and fluent manner. 

Pawley and Syder (1983) believe that native speakers’ ability to produce natural and 

fluent language is closely associated with their “knowledge of ‘sentence stem’4 which 

are institutionalised or lexicalised” (p.191). Lexicalised word combinations connect 

vocabulary and grammar, helping learners understand how words are used together in 

real communication (Nattinger and DeCarrico, 1992).  

 

Teaching language through a phraseological approach also helps learners understand 

the meanings of lexical items. Many corpus-based studies have shown that the meaning 

of one word is restricted by the surrounding words (e.g. Sinclair, 1996; Stubbs, 2001). 

Stubbs (2001) examined the collocation of cause and found that it frequently co-

 
4 Sentence stems refer to “[units] of clause length or longer whose grammatical form and lexical content 

is wholly or largely fixed” (Pawley and Syder, 1983, p.191). 
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occurred with words carrying a negative meaning, such as damage, problem, etc. In 

other words, it is not possible to combine cause with happiness because the meaning of 

cause restricts the choice of surrounding words. Hunston and Francis (2000) suggested 

that the meanings of a polysemous word tended to occur in different grammatical 

patterns (see Section 3.2). Therefore, phraseology plays a crucial role in disambiguating 

polysemous items. Based on the surrounding lexical items and grammatical patterns, 

learners may find it easier to determine the intended sense of a word.  

 

1.2 Rationale  

The current study focuses on phrasal verbs (henceforth PVs). As a special but important 

member of multi-word combinations, PVs are ubiquitous in everyday communication. 

However, PVs have long been acknowledged as a significant challenge for ESL/EFL 

learners, especially for those whose first language (L1) does not have this special type 

of combinations (Dagut and Laufer, 1985; Liao and Fukuya, 2004; Waibel, 2007; 

Gilquin, 2015; Sung, 2020). The absence of PVs from Chinese poses a significant 

challenge for Chinese EFL learners (Lu and Sun, 2017; Wei, 2021). As a language 

learner, I also found learning PVs to be a challenging experience. Unlike one-word 

verbs, PVs often took multiple meanings which frequently led to confusion. These 

meanings tended to be hard to understand because they were not associated with the 

meanings of the individual components. As a result, the lack of PVs in learners’ L1 and 

my personal experience of learning PVs motivated me to investigate how experienced 

users employ PVs in both written and oral communications and explore the major 

challenges that Chinese EFL learners encounter when they use these special multi-word 

combinations. Specifically, this study focuses on the phraseological use of PVs, 

especially collocation and grammatical patterns, and examines whether learning PVs 
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by focusing on collocation and grammatical patterns can help Chinese EFL learners 

understand the various meanings of PVs. 

 

A PV is generally formed by a verb and a particle. Although it is hard to quantify the 

number of such verb + particle combinations in English, there is a certain trend that the 

majority of frequent PVs are constructed by high-frequency verbs, such as get, take, 

make, etc., and common particles, such as up, down, out, etc. (Gardner and Daivs, 2007). 

While the average learner will be exposed to these high-frequency verbs (Altenberg and 

Granger, 2001) and be familiar with the common particles, they still have difficulties 

using PVs because of the semantic and syntactic complexity of PVs (Dagut and Laufer, 

1985; Liao and Fukuya, 2004). The semantic complexity can be reflected by the 

unpredictable meaning of PVs. Learners cannot predict the meaning of a PV based on 

the meanings of the verb and the particle (Hulstijn and Marchena, 1989; Side, 1990). 

In addition, the semantic complexity of PVs is also associated with the tendency that 

PVs usually have more than one meaning. A frequent PV in English may have 5.6 

meanings on average (Gardner and Davis, 2007). Here are two examples showing the 

semantic complexity of a PV, TAKE off. 

The plane took off. (= to leave the ground and start flying) 

He took off his jacket and sat next to her. (= to remove the clothes) 

The two examples exemplify the polysemous nature of PVs, which makes it rather 

difficult for ESL/EFL learners (Side, 1990). In addition to the semantic complexity, the 

syntactic complexity of PVs lies in the unstable structure of PVs. If we look again at 

the two examples of TAKE off, the verb can be followed by the particle to form a 

contiguous combination (e.g. ‘took off his jacket’) or a non-contiguous combination 

(e.g. ‘took his jacket off’). The movement of the particle does not affect the meaning 
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of the sentence. However, when the verb and the particle are separated by an intervening 

item, it would be harder for learners to recognise them as a meaningful unit (Gardner 

and Davis, 2018).  

 

Given the semantic and syntactic complexity of PVs, it is important to find an effective 

way to teach PVs and alleviate ESL/EFL learners’ difficulties of using PVs. A group of 

researchers focused on learners’ behaviour of using PVs. Many ESL/EFL learners 

strategically avoid using PVs and they tend to choose one-word verbs which have an 

equivalent meaning (Dagut and Laufer, 1985; Hulstijn and Marchena, 1989; Siyanova 

and Schmitt, 2007). There are various factors causing learners’ avoidance of using PVs, 

such as the polysemous nature of PVs (especially PVs with idiomatic meanings), 

learners’ proficiency level, the impact of L1, learning context, etc. (Dagut and Laufer, 

1985; Liao and Fukuya, 2004; Schmitt and Redwood, 2011; Becker, 2014). Although 

researchers have concluded that learners tend to avoid using PVs and prefer one-word 

verbs, it remains unclear what approach can effectively enhance learners’ understanding 

and use of PVs. 

 

Another group of researchers explored possible ways of teaching PVs in the ESL/EFL 

context. However, it tends to be difficult to provide an effective method to teach PVs 

with various meanings (Schmitt, 2000). One of the widely used approaches is to create 

an inventory that includes the most frequent PVs based on the corpus data (e.g. Garnder 

and Davis, 2007; Liu, 2011; Garnier and Schmitt, 2015; Liu and Myers, 2020). To 

address the polysemous nature of PVs, these lists tended to give priority to the most 

frequent meaning(s) of PVs (e.g. Garnier and Schmitt, 2015; Liu and Myers, 2020). For 

example, Garnier and Schmitt (2015) established a list of 150 most frequent PVs and 



 

8 

 

provided the most frequent meaning of each PV. Language teachers and learners are 

advised to prioritise the most frequent meanings of PVs provided in the list, as high 

frequency is an indicator of significance (Garnier and Schmitt, 2015).  

 

Based on the brief review of teaching applications, it is evident that researchers focus 

primarily on the semantic aspects of PVs, encouraging teachers and learners to pay 

attention to the most frequent meanings of PVs. While it is an effective approach to 

addressing polysemous PVs, it probably causes some problems. One of the problems is 

that learners become familiar with the frequent meanings but feel confused when they 

are encountering less frequent or peripheral meanings of PVs. Another potential 

weakness is associated with the lack of examples demonstrating the use of PVs in a 

context. The purpose of establishing lists of PVs is to enhance learners’ lexical 

knowledge of PVs. However, Sinclair (1991) argues that lexis and grammar are not 

isolated systems of language. To encourage learners to use PVs more naturally and 

fluently, both lexical and grammatical knowledge of PVs should be considered. In 

addition to knowing the multiple meanings of a PV, learners also need to gain the 

phraseological knowledge of a PV and know how to use it properly. As a result, this 

study aims to examine the phraseological use of PVs based on the authentic corpus data, 

focusing particularly on the lexico-grammatical patterns associated with PVs. The study 

also intends to investigate Chinese EFL learners’ behaviour of using PVs, identifying 

their difficulties of using PVs.  

 

1.3 Aims and scope of the study 

The primary aim of the current study is to identify the lexico-grammatical patterns 

associated with PVs and investigate how the use of PVs in Chinese EFL learners’ 
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writing differs from the use in L1 users’ writing. To achieve this aim, the study focuses 

on three objectives. The first objective is to investigate how experienced users of the 

language use PVs. To achieve this objective, the current research will focus on 

collocation, grammatical patterns and tense forms associated with specific PVs in the 

BoE corpus and therefore identify the phraseological use of them. The second objective 

is to investigate how Chinese EFL learners use frequent PVs in their writing and 

identify learners’ difficulty with PVs. The investigation will compare the use of PVs in 

the Chinese learner corpus with the use in the reference corpus. The third objective is 

concerned with the strategies Chinese EFL learners use when they have difficulty using 

PVs. As discussed in Section 1.2, previous studies have concluded that EFL learners 

tend to avoid using PVs and replace PVs with one-word equivalents (Dagut and Laufer, 

1985; Hulstijn and Marchena, 1989; Liao and Fukuya, 2004). Therefore, the study will 

explore whether Chinese EFL learners also have such avoidance behaviour via an 

investigation into the use of specific PVs and their one-word equivalents in the Chinese 

learner corpus.  

 

A secondary aim of the study is to develop semantic criteria that can be used to identify 

both two-word and three-word PVs. Traditionally, linguists and researchers often used 

syntactic tests to identify PVs (see Section 2.2.1). These tests were based on the 

syntactic features of PVs (see Section 2.1.3) and linguists used a top-down approach to 

differentiate between PVs and other multi-word verbs, especially prepositional verbs 

(e.g. Bolinger, 1971; Fraser, 1974; Biber et al., 1999). Although this top-down approach 

reflects the typical syntactic features of PVs, identifying them on the basis of these 

features is likely to ignore certain types of PVs, such as intransitive and inseparable 

ones (e.g. come across). In addition, these syntactic tests do not take three-word PVs 
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(e.g. look forward to, put up with, etc.) into account. Three-word PVs were often 

referred to as phrasal-prepositional verbs in many classroom materials or grammar 

coursebooks (e.g. Quirk et al., 1985; Biber et al., 1999; Downing and Locke, 2002). 

However, it was not clear why the second component was considered an adverbial 

particle, and the third component was a prepositional particle. The arbitrary labels on 

the particles may hinder learners from recognising and understanding three-word PVs 

(Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman, 1999). Due to the weaknesses of syntactic tests, 

the current study will adopt a different approach, using semantic criteria to identify PVs 

and taking three-word PVs into consideration (see Chapter 5).  

 

The scope of the study is restricted to frequent PVs. There are numerous PVs in English, 

but the higher frequency usually signals the importance of PVs (Gardner and Davis, 

2007; Liu, 2011; Garnier and Schmitt, 2015). When investigating how L1 users use 

PVs, the current study pays attention to specific PVs containing a common and frequent 

verb LOOK. LOOK is one of the most frequent verbs in English. However, Altenberg & 

Granger (2001) noted that EFL learners have difficulty using those most frequent verbs 

proficiently. Another reason for choosing LOOK is that this verb is frequently combined 

with adverbial or prepositional particles to construct PVs (e.g. LOOK up, LOOK down, 

LOOK forward to, etc.). The examination of the lexico-grammatical patterning 

associated with these PVs is restricted to three aspects: (1) the nominal collocates of 

LOOK-PVs, (2) verb patterns associated with LOOK-PVs, and (3) the use of -ing form of 

LOOK-PVs. In terms of the comparison between Chinese EFL learners and L1 users, a 

learner corpus is created based on two available learner corpora of Chinese-speaking 

learners of English (see Section 4.2.2). The reference corpus used for comparison is 

based on three text files in the British National Corpus (BNC) (see Section 4.2.1). The 
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current study focuses on the use of 100 frequent PVs in the Chinese learner corpus and 

the reference corpus. Gardner and Davis (2007) identified the most frequent PVs in the 

BNC and produced a list of 100 frequent PVs (the full list of the 100 frequent PVs can 

be found in Appendix 1). This study is thus based on Gardner and Davis’s list due to 

the frequency and significance of these 100 frequent PVs. In addition to the 100 

frequent PVs, the study also identifies 20 frequent three-word PVs in the reference 

corpus (see the list of these 20 three-word PVs in Appendix 2) and compares the 

frequency of these three-word PVs in the two corpora. Finally, when analysing learners’ 

choice between PVs and one-word verbs, it is not feasible to include all PVs and their 

one-word equivalents due to the large number of PVs in English. In order to limit the 

scope of the study, 10 PVs and their corresponding one-word equivalents are selected 

(see Section 4.3.3 for details). The study will compare the use of these ten pairs of verbs 

in the Chinese learner corpus and examine whether Chinese EFL learners are able to 

recognise the difference between PVs and one-word equivalents and use them properly 

in their writing.  

 

1.4 Organisation of the thesis  

This thesis is divided into nine chapters. I have outlined the background of the study in 

this chapter, explaining the importance of phraseology in language use and learners’ 

difficulties with PVs. It also contextualises the study by explaining the rationale and 

defining the scope of the current research. 

 

The subsequent two chapters establish the theoretical foundations for the current 

research. Chapter 2 aims to show the complexity of English PVs (e.g. the lack of a 

standard definition and the difficulty of identifying PVs). This chapter also discusses 
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the problems of teaching and learning PVs in the ESL/EFL context. Chapter 3 focuses 

on three aspects (i.e. collocation, pattern grammar, and tense form) that may affect the 

meaning of lexical items in English. Given the diversity of collocation and grammatical 

patterns, this chapter not only outlines the characteristics of the two phraseological 

aspects, but also explains how the current study deal with each of them.    

 

Chapter 4 gives a detailed account of the methodology, including research questions, 

the corpora used to collect the data, and techniques used to analyse the data. Since the 

research is corpus-based, I used the Bank of English Corpus (BoE) to examine how L1 

users use PVs with a particular focus on the lexico-grammatical patterns associated with 

PVs. Meanwhile, I also used a specialised sub-corpus of the BNC as the reference 

corpus for comparison. In terms of the learner corpus for comparison, the research 

employed a Chinese learner corpus which was based on two ready-made Chinese 

learner corpora. Chapter 5 can be seen as a part of the methodology, because this chapter 

introduces how the current study classifies verb + particle combinations and identifies 

PVs. Bolinger (1971) proposed several syntactic tests of PVs, but these tests have 

potential shortcomings (see Section 2.2). As a result, this study adopted semantic 

criteria to identify and classify PVs. Details of the semantic criteria are presented in 

Section 5.1.    

 

The results of the current study are presented in three chapters: Chapter 6 and Chapter 

7 are concerned with how L1 users use PVs, and Chapter 8 compares Chinese EFL 

learners’ use of PVs with L1 users. Chapter 6 focuses particularly on the collocation 

and the progressive form of specific PVs, whereas Chapter 7 is concerned with the 

grammatical patterns in which these PVs frequently appears. In addition, Chapter 7 also 
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shows that it is challenging to replace PVs with one-word equivalents because the 

patterns where PVs and one-word verbs appear are different. Following the two 

chapters, Chapter 8 compares the different use of PVs in L1 users’ and Chinese EFL 

learners’ writing. In Chapter 8, I also examine concordance lines in detail in order to 

identify common errors made by Chinese learners when they use PVs in writing. 

 

Chapter 9 is the final chapter in which I review the research questions in the light of the 

findings presented in Chapter 6 to 8 and try to draw a number of conclusions. This 

chapter also discusses pedagogical implications for teaching PVs in the Chinese EFL 

context and shows the strengths and limitations of the research. Finally, this chapter 

ends with some ideas for further studies. 
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Chapter 2 English Phrasal Verbs 

The aim of this chapter is to establish the complexity of English phrasal verbs (PVs). 

Many researchers have shown their interests in PVs, but they tended to adopt various 

technical terms to refer to this particular language form, such as ‘phrasal verbs’ 

(Bolinger, 1971; Darwin and Gray, 1999; Liao and Fukuya, 2004; Gardner and Davies, 

2007, Garnier and Schmitt, 2015), ‘verb-particle combinations’ (Fraser, 1976), ‘verb-

particle constructions’ (Gries, 1999; Thim, 2012; Wulff and Gries, 2019; Sung, 2020), 

or ‘particle verbs’ (Zipp and Bernaisch, 2012). The present study uses the term ‘phrasal 

verb’, as it is the most popular term used in previous studies and in the language 

classroom settings. ESL/EFL learners and language teachers are more familiar with this 

term because it frequently appears in dictionaries and classroom materials such as 

textbooks and course books (Rudzka-Ostyn, 2003). 

 

One crucial problem of teaching and learning PVs might be associated with the lack of 

a standard definition of this language form (Darwin and Gray, 1999; Liao and Fukuya, 

2004). To understand the challenge of studying PVs, this chapter firstly discusses the 

definition of PVs in Section 2.1. The definition, while attempting to be inclusive, fails 

to establish a clear boundary between PVs and other multi-word verbs (e.g., 

prepositional verbs). Then, Section 2.2 will focus on the syntactic and semantic 

methods of identifying PVs. To be more specific, this section discusses various tests 

designed to identify PVs (e.g. Bolinger, 1971; Biber et al., 1999) and uses corpus 

evidence to show the potential weaknesses of these tests. Due to the weaknesses of the 

syntactic and replacement tests, this section highlights the importance of semantic 

aspects in the identification of PVs. Finally, in Section 2.3, I will focus on the use of 

PVs by ESL/EFL learners in both spoken and written discourse. This section also 
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includes discussions on teaching and learning PVs in the ESL/EFL context. 

 

In addition, it should be noted that this chapter will include some corpus examples for 

illustration. All corpus data in this chapter were taken from the BoE corpus (see Section 

4.2 for more details about this corpus). Unlike examples provided by dictionaries or 

other classroom materials, the BoE corpus collects data from authentic materials (e.g. 

books, newspapers, spoken texts, etc.), which is able to reflect how specific PVs are 

used by experienced users in real oral and written communications. 

 

2.1 Definition of English Phrasal Verbs 

As a specific type of multi-word verbs, the basic structure of English PVs consists of 

two components: the verbal component and the non-verbal component.  Linguists have 

long debated the definition of English PVs, but they have not yet reached an agreement 

on establishing a standard definition for this linguistic form. For example, Biber et al. 

(1999) defined English PVs as “multi-word units consisting of a verb followed by an 

adverbial particle” (p.403). However, Moon (1997) described PVs in a more inclusive 

way, arguing that PVs “are combinations of verbs and adverbial or prepositional 

particles” (p.45). The main disagreement between the two definitions is associated with 

the grammatical role of the non-verbal component in a PV (i.e. whether the particle is 

adverbial or prepositional).  
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2.1.1 The verbal component 

Linguists generally agree that English PVs have to contain a lexical verb5. While it is 

theoretically possible for any lexical verb to be the verbal component in a PV 

combination, previous studies have observed a tendency for the choice of the verbal 

component. Moon (1997, p. 45) found that “the verbs […] of Germanic origin” tended 

to be particularly productive in the formation of English PVs, such as come, get, go, put 

and take. This tendency can be supported by a corpus-based study from Gardner and 

Davis (2007), who investigated the most frequent English PVs in the BNC. Based on 

the corpus evidence in BNC, Gardner and Davis (2007) identified twenty lexical verbs 

that formed the majority of PVs in English, including go, come, take, get, set, turn, etc. 

The observed tendency and the corpus evidence suggested that it was not possible for 

all English verbs to appear in a PV. For example, the so-called stative verbs6 would not 

have the potential to be the verbal component in PVs (Fraser, 1976; Rodríguez-Puente, 

2019). Perception verbs7, such as feel, hear, see, etc., were also uncommon to be the 

verbal component of PVs.   

 

It is worth noting that verbs that are prolific in the formation of PVs also have a high 

frequency in English. However, these high-frequency verbs usually have multiple 

meanings (i.e. polysemous), especially abstract meanings (Rudzka-Ostyn, 2003), which 

may not necessarily result in positive outcomes (Alternberg and Granger, 2001). 

Although ESL/EFL learners were presumed to have early exposure to these high-

 
5 Lexical verb is a grammatical class of words. The lexical verb can “either functions alone, in both finite 

or non-finite forms … or is preceded by auxiliaries” (Downing and Locker, 2002, p. 15).   
6 Stative verbs describe a state or condition rather than an action or process. Stative verbs often refer to 

thoughts, emotions, relationships, senses, states of being, and measurements. Examples of this type 

include have, know, want, hope, etc., and they rarely form combinations with particles (Fraser, 1976). 
7 Perceptions verbs, also known as sensory verbs, are verbs that describe the process of perceiving or 

sensing, such as feel, hear, see, smell, taste, touch, etc. 
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frequency verbs, they still struggled with using them in a semantically and 

grammatically correct way, even at an advanced level of proficiency (Altenberg and 

Granger, 2001; Sakaba and Okada, 2021). Therefore, it can be argued that learners’ 

difficulties of using high-frequency verbs could negatively influence their use of 

phrasal verbs.   

 

2.1.2 The non-verbal component 

In terms of the non-verbal component, namely the ‘particle’8, researchers also observed 

certain tendencies in the choice of the non-verbal component in PVs. Particles such as 

up, out, off, in, on, down, etc. are frequently attached to the verbal component and form 

a PV (Moon, 1997; Gardner and Davis, 2007). However, compared to the verbal 

component, the non-verbal component seems to be a more controversial area in the 

study of PVs (Rodríguez-Puente, 2019).  

 

Traditionally, the difference between PVs and other similar multi-word verb structures 

can be identified by the type of the non-verbal component that follows the verb (Quirk 

et al., 1985; Biber et al., 1999; Downing and Locke, 2002). This traditional 

classification tended to be particularly common in grammar books, where multi-word 

verbs were divided into three major categories: phrasal verbs (e.g. pick up), 

prepositional verbs (e.g. look at), and phrasal-prepositional verbs (e.g. get away with) 

(e.g. Quirk et al., 1985; Biber et al., 1999; Downing and Locke, 2002). Using this 

traditional classification, researchers firmly believed that the verb was followed by an 

 
8 Particle is a grammatical term that refers to a small word such as prepositions or adverbs. Particles are 

typically used in combination with a verb to create a multi-word verb. When attached to a verb, they can 

change the meaning of the verb and create new idiomatic expressions.  
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adverbial particle in PVs. As opposed to PVs, the verb was followed by a prepositional 

particle in prepositional verbs, and it was followed by an adverbial particle and a 

prepositional particle in phrasal-prepositional verbs (Biber et al., 1999; Downing and 

Locke, 2002). This classification, however, raises a question about when particles (such 

as up and down) are considered adverbial and when they are considered prepositional. 

 

To answer this question and distinguish PVs from the other two types of multi-word 

verbs, especially prepositional verbs, Biber et al. (1999, p.403) explained that the 

adverbial particle in a PV carried “core spatial or locative meanings” but it was 

“commonly used with extended meanings”. Side (1990) also noted that the meaning of 

the adverbial particle in a PV was not always synonymous with the corresponding 

preposition. The following two examples taken from the BoE corpus demonstrate the 

difference between the adverbial particle and the prepositional particle.  

She had that style and confidence that made a woman stand out from the 

crowd. (BoE: BB_cM032356) 

I don’t want to talk about it anymore. (BoE: BA_cF022627) 

In the first example, stand out is a PV in which the verb stand is followed by an 

adverbial particle out. The spatial meaning of out, i.e. ‘away from a central or inner 

point’ (Oxford English Dictionary Online, henceforth OED Online), seems to be less 

helpful when understanding this PV. In stand out, the non-verbal component seems to 

be used in a metaphorical way. The particle suggests that the woman who ‘had that style 

and confidence’ became unusual and exceptional, being metaphorically away from ‘the 

crowd’. This metaphorical use of out demonstrates what Biber et al. (1999) called the 

‘extended meaning’ of the adverbial particle. On the other hand, as the second example 

illustrates, talk about cannot be regarded as a PV because there is no extended meaning 
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suggested by the non-verbal component about. According to the traditional 

classification, talk about should be labelled as a prepositional verb.  

 

While the examples of stand out and talk about show the distinction between adverbial 

particles and prepositional particles, the grammatical function of the particle in some 

verb + particle combinations can be ambiguous (Side, 1990). For example,  

I look into his eyes to make sure I note every nuance of expression while he 

answers me. (BoE: BA_SF042743) 

I’m looking into the possibility of finding a relative or neighbour who can 

pick them up from school and bring them home. (BoE: NB1__050203) 

These two examples suggest that the traditional classification tends to be unclear when 

the particle into can function either as an adverb (i.e. look into the possibility) or a 

preposition (look into his eyes). To differentiate the functions of into in the two 

examples, researchers suggested that PVs can be identified using syntactic tests, such 

as the particle movement test, the passivisation test, etc. (e.g. Bolinger, 1971). These 

syntactic tests will be discussed in detail in Section 2.2.1. 

 

Because of the unclear grammatical function of the particle, many linguists dismissed 

the rigid classification and tended to regard PVs as multi-word combinations in which 

the verb was combined with an adverbial or a prepositional particle (e.g. Cowie and 

Mackin, 1993; Sinclair, 1996; Moon, 1997). Instead of paying attention to the 

grammatical classification of multi-word verbs, linguists holding this viewpoint 

focused particularly on the semantic aspects of PVs, discussing the idiomatic or 

figurative meanings of verb + particle combinations. 
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For the purpose of teaching PVs to ESL/EFL learners, Celce-Murcia and Larsen-

Freeman (1999) proposed a broader view that PVs consisted of “two (or more) parts 

that function as a single verb” (p. 426). This broader view suggested that Celce-Murcia 

and Larsen-Freeman (1999) incorporated what Biber et al. (1999) called ‘phrasal-

prepositional verbs’ into the category of PVs. Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999) 

employed the label, ‘three-word phrasal verbs’, to refer to combinations such as put up 

with and look forward to, because they argued that these three-word combinations 

“must be learned as a unit” (p. 427). In more recent studies on PVs, Alangari, Jawrska 

& Laws (2020) also highlighted the importance of considering PVs beyond two words. 

The so-called phrasal-prepositional verbs accounted for a substantial proportion in 

academic texts in the discipline of linguistics (Alangari, Jawrska & Laws, 2020). 

Despite the significance of phrasal-prepositional verbs in written texts, previous studies 

seemed to pay less attention to how EFL learners use these three-word PVs. 

Consequently, the current study will investigate phrasal-prepositional verbs that 

function as single verbs. In this thesis, I refer to phrasal-prepositional verbs as ‘three-

word PVs’, following Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman’s (1999) definition. This label 

indicates that these three-word PVs share similar characteristics with two-word PVs.  

 

As far as the definition of PVs is concerned, although it is generally agreed that PVs 

are two-word combinations in which a verb is followed by a particle, previous studies 

have debated on the second component within a PV. The disagreement is mainly 

concerned with whether the particle is adverbial or prepositional. Linguists including 

Bolinger (1971) and Biber et al. (1999) firmly argued that the particle was adverbial in 

a PV, and they suggested using a number of tests to differentiate PVs and prepositional 

verbs (see Section 2.2).  
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2.1.3 Typical features of PVs  

2.1.3.1 Syntactic features 

In addition to the debate about the grammatical nature of the non-verbal component, 

the complexity of PVs is also reflected in some typical features of this kind of multi-

word verbs. The first typical syntactic feature of PVs is transitivity. Linguists usually 

categorise PVs into two primary types: intransitive and transitive (Quirk et al., 1989; 

Biber et al., 1999). Similar to one-word intransitive verbs, intransitive PVs do not take 

a direct object, such as come on, shut up, hold on, etc. The corpus example of stand out 

in Section 2.1.1 also exemplifies that stand out is an intransitive PV. On the other hand, 

transitive PVs can take a direct object, such as point out (the faults), bring up (two 

children), etc. (Quirk et al., 1989; Biber et al., 1999). In English, a number of PVs can 

function as either intransitive or transitive. The following two corpus examples from 

the BoE corpus illustrate the intransitive and transitive uses of TAKE off, with the first 

one demonstrating the intransitive use of this PV and the second showing the transitive 

use. 

If this isn’t done, the flights don’t take off. (BoE: NB1__050126) 

She took off her backpack and placed it on a chair. (BoE: BA_cF022627) 

 

Another syntactic feature of PVs is particularly applicable to transitive PVs. 

Researchers found that it was very common for transitive PVs to have a non-contiguous 

syntactic structure (i.e. the non-verbal component does not follow the verbal component 

directly) (Quirk et al., 1989; Biber et al., 1999; Gardner and Davis, 2018). For example,  

He turned on the heater in the car, but it didn't warm him. (BoE: 
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BA_cM022040) 

I turn the heater on a little while before I get up. (BoE: NA4__040827) 

As the two corpus examples show, TURN on is a transitive PV with a flexible structure. 

The particle could follow the verb contiguously (e.g. ‘turn on the heater’), or non-

contiguously (e.g. ‘turn the heater on’). The examples also illustrate that the movement 

of the particle does not affect the meaning of the PV. However, when the verb and the 

particle are separated by the object, learners may find it difficult to recognize the two 

components as a single lexical unit (Siyanova and Schmitt, 2007). Since the flexible 

placement of the non-verbal component is a typical feature of transitive PVs, many 

researchers suggest that this could be a sufficient criterion to distinguish PVs from other 

multi-word verbs (Fraser, 1976; Biber et al., 1999). More information about using this 

feature to identify PVs will be given in Section 2.2.1.  

 

Since it is acceptable for the direct object to separate the verb and the particle in 

transitive PVs, researchers called this type of PVs separable PVs (Darwin and Gray, 

1999; Gardner and Davis, 2018). Gardner and Davis (2018) focused on separable PVs 

and explored the intervening words between the verb and the particle in the corpus. 

When a transitive PV took a pronoun as the object, the structure of this PV was 

predicted to be non-contiguous (Gardner and Davis, 2018). When the verb and the 

particle were separated by more than one intervening word, as noted by Gardner and 

Davis (2018), it was challenging to predict the part of speech of intervening words, 

However, the corpus evidence showed that the verb and the particle were more likely 

to be separated by noun phrases, such as pick this one up, take the easy way out, etc. 

(Gardner and Davis, 2018). 
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2.1.3.2 Semantic features 

Besides syntactic features, the complexity of PVs is also reflected in their polysemous 

nature. A closer examination of TAKE off in the previous examples reveals that the 

meaning of intransitive TAKE off (i.e. ‘the flights don’t take off’) is quite different from 

that of transitive TAKE off (i.e. ‘took off her backpack’). In other words, TAKE off is a PV 

with multiple meanings. Similar to those high-frequency verbs with multiple meanings, 

the polysemous feature of PVs also poses great challenges for ESL/EFL learners 

(Sinclair, 1996; Siyanova and Schmitt, 2007).  

 

In Darwin and Gray’s (1999) definition of PVs, they suggested that PVs generally 

“[functioned] as a single verb” and the verb and the particle “[gave] up meaning in 

order to form a new lexical item” (p. 65). This definition indicated another semantic 

feature of PVs: the meaning of a PV is not equivalent to the combination of the two 

elements. In other words, the meaning of a PV may not be derived from the meanings 

of its individual components directly (i.e. non-compositional). PVs with a non-

compositional meaning are predicted to be excessively difficult for ESL/EFL learners 

(Hulstijn and Marchena, 1989; Liao and Fukuya, 2004).   

 

2.1.3.3 Stylistic features 

Finally, PVs usually have different distributions across registers (Biber et al., 1999; Liu, 

2011). Biber et al. (1999, p. 408) reported that “PVs are used most commonly in fictions 

and conversations”, whereas “they are relatively rare in academic prose”. This finding 

can be supported by Liu (2011), who carried out a cross-register study of the frequently 

used PVs. According to Liu (2011), the overall frequency of PVs in fiction and spoken 

English was higher than the frequency in magazines, newspapers, and academic writing. 



 

24 

 

The findings suggest that PVs tend to be sensitive to register. To achieve a native-like 

use of PVs, ESL/EFL learners have to employ PVs appropriate to the target register 

(Siyanova and Schmitt, 2007). For example, overusing PVs in written texts may result 

in a colloquial and informal tone (Siyanova and Schmitt, 2007; Waibel, 2007).  

 

The uneven distribution of PVs in spoken and written discourse does not suggest that 

PVs could be dismissed in written discourse, especially in formal writing (cf. Trebits, 

2009; Alangari, Jaworska and Laws, 2020; Liu and Myers, 2020). A recent study from 

Alangari, Jaworska and Laws (2020) showed that PVs such as go on, take up, and make 

up of, were frequently used in published journal articles in the discipline of Linguistics. 

Liu and Myers (2020) added point out, carry out and bring about to the list and argued 

that these three PVs showed a higher frequency in academic writing compared to their 

frequency in oral speech. Moreover, the meanings of these PVs in academic writing 

tended to be different from the meanings in spoken or general use (Alangari, Jaworska 

and Laws, 2020; Liu and Myers, 2020). For example, the authors found that the more 

frequent meaning of go on in academic writing was “to happen, take place” rather than 

“proceed” (Alangari, Jaworska and Laws, 2020, p.8).  

 

To sum up, although PVs are very common in English, their definition has long been 

debated by linguists. Issues such as the classification of the non-verbal component, the 

polysemous nature of PVs, and the flexible structure of separable PVs, etc. make PVs 

a complex topic, especially in language teaching. ESL/EFL learners may have great 

difficulties using PVs, and language teachers may also find it challenging to determine 

which PVs should be prioritized in the classroom. The difficulties of learning and 

teaching PVs will be discussed in detail in Section 2.3.  
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2.2 Identifying PVs 

As indicated in the previous section (Section 2.1.2), PVs tend to have a fuzzy boundary 

with other types of multi-word verbs, especially prepositional verbs. To differentiate 

PVs from other types of multi-word verbs, researchers such as Bolinger (1971) and 

Biber et al. (1999) have proposed several tests in order to identify PVs effectively. 

Meanwhile, since the syntactic structure of PVs can be either contiguous or non-

contiguous, the search of PVs in the corpus could be troublesome because it is difficult 

to predict the number of intervening words appearing between the verb and the particle 

(Gardner and Davis, 2018). Therefore, for the purpose of the current study, it is also 

important to consider the criteria of identifying PVs in the corpus and rejecting non-PV 

combinations. This section aims to review the tests proposed in previous studies and 

evaluate whether these tests are sufficient and reliable to identify PVs. 

 

Tests of PVs proposed in previous studies can be divided into three categories: syntactic, 

semantic, and phonological (cf. Bolinger, 1971). However, this section will focus on 

syntactic and semantic tests, ignoring phonological tests. This is because the current 

research intends to identify PVs in the corpus where the phonological information about 

specific PVs is unable to display. 

 

2.2.1 Syntactic tests of PVs 

Among the various syntactic tests of PVs, researchers often recommend the particle 

movement test to identify PVs (Bolinger, 1971; Fraser, 1976; Biber et al., 1999). The 

idea behind this test is associated with one of the typical features of PVs mentioned in 
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Section 2.1.3 (i.e. transitive PVs usually have a flexible syntactic structure). When the 

object is a noun phrase, Biber et al. (1999) argue that most transitive PVs allow the 

flexible movement of the particle, either preceding or following the noun phrase (e.g. 

turn on the heater and turn the heater on). Meanwhile, this test is able to eliminate 

prepositional verbs because it is impossible for a prepositional verb to have a non-

contiguous structure (Biber et al., 1999; Darwin and Gray, 1999). For example, 

Let’s focus on the facts. 

*Let’s focus the facts on. (Darwin and Gray, 1999, p.72)  

The particle movement test is therefore claimed to be a better way to distinguish PVs 

from the instances of multi-word verbs (Fraser, 1976; Biber et al., 1999).  

 

Although this syntactic test is able to show the difference between PVs and 

prepositional verbs, it has some weaknesses. Firstly, it is mainly designed for transitive 

PVs and is unable to identify intransitive PVs. Besides, it is useful to identify separable 

PVs, but useless for inseparable PVs such as COME across, RUN into, etc. (Celce-Murcia 

and Larsen-Freeman, 1999; Darwin and Gray, 1999). The following example of GO 

through provides evidence to show the weaknesses of this syntactic test.  

We’d all spent many years going through big changes. (BoE: BA_FF012571) 

*We’d all spent many years going big changes through.  

Using the particle movement test, one may claim that GO through is a prepositional verb 

because it does not allow the movement of the particle (e.g. ‘going big changes 

through’). However, whether GO through should be regarded as a prepositional verb 

needs to be examined carefully. The current study would argue that GO through is a PV 

rather than a prepositional verb because the meaning of GO through in ‘going through 

big changes’ cannot be predicted by the verbal and non-verbal components (see Chapter 
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5 for more details about meaning non-compositionality of PVs). As a result, while the 

particle movement test effectively differentiates transitive PVs and prepositional verbs, 

it is not a reliable test of all PVs, especially PVs that do not allow the movement of the 

particle (e.g. GO through). 

 

Researchers also used the pronoun test that had a similar theoretical basis with the 

particle movement test (Bolinger, 1971; Darwin and Gray, 1999). In the particle 

movement test, the particle can be placed either before or after the noun phrase in a 

transitive PV. In the pronoun test, however, the particle usually appears after pronouns 

in transitive PVs (Bolinger, 1971; Darwin and Gray, 1999).   

Let’s take them on in a game of chess. 

*Let’s take on them in a game of chess. (Darwin and Gray, 1999, p.73) 

As in the particle movement test, the pronoun test is also not applicable to intransitive 

PVs and there is no corpus evidence showing that this test contributes to identifying 

inseparable PVs. Also, Bolinger (1971) showed some instances of transitive PVs in 

which the particle does not precede the object pronouns. 

Bring along him and her.  

Just bring along yourself, and we’ll do fine. (Bolinger, 1971, p.40) 

As the above two examples illustrate, when transitive PVs take reflexive pronouns or 

multiple pronouns as the direct object, the particle is usually placed after the pronouns 

(Bolinger, 1971).  

 

The third syntactic test proposed by Bolinger (1971) is that PVs can be identified via 

the passivisation test. Again, this test is also tailored for transitive PVs and is unable to 
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identify intransitive PVs. While it is true that the majority of transitive PVs could form 

passives, Darwin and Gray (1999) argued that this test was less useful for some 

instances such as COME across.  

I came across some old letters in the attic.  

*Some old letters were come across in the attic. (Darwin and Gray, 1999, p.71) 

Apart from transitive PVs, some verb + preposition combinations are possible to have 

the passive form. Bolinger (1971, p.7) used TALK about to illustrate that this test had 

“limited usefulness” for some prepositional verbs.  

They talked about you.  

You were talked about. (Bolinger, 1971, p.7) 

As a result, the passivisation test should not be a satisfactory test for identifying PVs. 

It fails to purely identify transitive PVs, as some prepositional verbs (e.g. TALK about) 

can form passives. Additionally, some transitive PVs (e.g. COME across) do not have a 

passive form. 

 

To avoid identifying unexpected combinations (i.e. prepositional verbs), Bolinger 

(1971) suggested using the action nominal test and explained that transitive PVs 

“should yield an action nominal” (p.8). Bolinger (1971) used the following example to 

demonstrate how PVs form action nominals:  

He looked up the information. → His looking up of the information. (Bolinger, 

1971, p.8) 

However, Fraser (1976) found that this test may cause confusion when separable PVs 

were under examination.  

He threw his dinner up.  
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→ His throwing up of his dinner. 

→ *His throwing of his dinner up. (Fraser, 1976, p.3) 

Fraser (1976) therefore refined this test by adding that the verb and the particle of a PV 

cannot be separated when they formed an action nominal. In other words, this test is 

not applicable to separable PVs with the non-contiguous form. Another weakness of 

this test was observed by Darwin and Gray (1999), who argued that some transitive 

PVs did not form action nominals: 

I came across an old photograph. 

*the coming across of an old photograph (Darwin and Gray, 1999, p.72). 

 

Last but not least, Bolinger (1971) introduced the adverb insertion test and argued that 

adverbs cannot be inserted between the verb and the particle in both transitive and 

intransitive PVs.  

They turn up regularly on German television. (BoE: JC___96__33) 

*They turn regularly up on German television.  

While this test seems to work with adverbs ending with the suffix -ly, some adverbs 

(e.g.  all, right, etc.) may violate this test, as they could appear between the components 

(Fraser, 1976; Quirk et al., 1985).  

I’ll look the information right up. (Fraser, 1976, p. 25) 

Also, this violation can be supported by corpus evidence. When a PV is separated by 

two intervening words, Gardner and Davis (2018, p.206) found that “it all” is the most 

frequent intervening combination in the corpus, as in “take it all in”, “figure it all out”, 

etc. 
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To sum up, Darwin and Gray (1999) commented that these syntactic tests reflected the 

various characteristics of PVs but “each [admitted] noteworthy exceptions” (p.75). 

Among all syntactic tests, most researchers recommended the particle movement test 

(e.g. Bolinger, 1971; Fraser, 1976). Biber et al. (1999, p.404) believed this test was 

“more important for combinations with a following noun phrase”. However, the particle 

movement test is particularly tailored for transitive PVs; it cannot identify intransitive 

PVs sufficiently. The evaluation of other syntactic tests (e.g. the pronoun test and the 

passivisation test) also suggests that they are not 100% reliable and do not always 

identify intransitive PVs. Another major weakness of syntactic tests is associated with 

the identification of inseparable PVs (Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman, 1999; 

Darwin and Gray, 1999). Most syntactic tests are not very successful at identifying 

inseparable PVs such as GO through, COME across, etc. Due to these weaknesses, 

syntactic tests may ignore potential PVs and provide an unreliable list of English PVs. 

Therefore, this study will not use syntactic tests to identify PVs in the corpus.   

 

2.2.2 The replacement test of PVs 

In terms of the semantic tests of PVs, Bolinger (1971) highlighted it was common to 

try the replacement test, that is, whether a verb + particle combination can be replaced 

with a one-word verb. If the combination has a one-word verb replacement, then it is a 

PV (Bolinger, 1971). The following example shows that BLOW up is a PV that can be 

replaced with the single verb explode and the replacement does not affect the meaning 

of the sentence.   

The public house next to the cinema had just exploded. Another bomb in another 

nearby pub blew up a few minutes later. (BoE: BB_Em012020) 
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The public house next to the cinema had just blown up. Another bomb in another 

nearby pub exploded a few minutes later. 

In addition to BLOW up and explode, Quirk et al. (1985, p.1152) provided more examples 

of such replacement, including “give in and surrender”, “catch on and understand”. 

 

This replacement test seems to be based on the idea that PVs should be regarded as a 

single lexical unit in which the meaning of this unit is not equivalent to the combination 

of the verbal and the non-verbal component. To be more specific, it is not possible to 

replace blow with explode alone (‘*the nearby pub exploded up’). It is also impossible 

to replace blow upward with explode (‘*the public house had just blown upward’), even 

though up and upward have a similar directional meaning. This raises the question of 

how the meaning of BLOW up is generated if it cannot be derived from its individual 

components. Since the focus of the current chapter is to review relevant literature on 

PVs, I will elaborate on this issue with corpus evidence in Chapter 5. 

 

The replacement test has noticeable weaknesses. Not all PVs have an equivalent one-

word alternative and using the replacement test alone may cause problems (Cornell, 

1985; Darwin and Gray, 1999; Siyanova and Schmitt, 2007). In addition to one-word 

verb equivalents, Cornell (1985) noted that the equivalents could be other PVs that were 

congruent in meaning, as in the pair “put in for and apply for” (p.274). Darwin and 

Gray (1999) illustrated that TAKE over was a PV that was hard to be replaced with one-

word verb equivalents or equivalent PVs. Here is a corpus example showing the 

challenge of replacing TAKE over.  

I was desperate for someone to take over the finances and administration of 

Film Gate. (BoE: BA_WM042740) 
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Based on the contextual information around TAKE over shown in the given example, it 

seems to be difficult to find a one-word verb or a PV that has a similar meaning with 

TAKE over. A possible interpretation of this PVs in the context could be ‘gaining the 

power and taking the responsibility for’.  

 

Another problem of using replacement test is the different registers in which PVs and 

one-word verbs may occur (Side, 1990; Siyanova and Schmitt, 2007). For instance, 

although it is grammatically and semantically correct to replace get back with return in 

“I will call you when I get back/return from my trip” (p.121), Siyanova and Schmitt 

(2007) suggested that there may be subtle differences between the PV and the individual 

verb. The authors pointed out that the PV (i.e. get back) was more likely to appear in 

spoken and informal English, whereas the one-word verb (i.e. return) tended to be used 

in written discourse such as academic writing or official reports (Siyanova and Schmitt, 

2007).  

 

As a result, one strength of the replacement test is that it indicates the meaning of a PV 

cannot be derived from the meaning of the two components. However, this test is not 

always reliable, as not all PVs are able to have a one-word equivalent whose meaning 

is completely synonymous with the PV. It is also true that many PVs and their one-word 

equivalents cannot replace each other since they differ considerably in terms of style 

and register. 

 

2.2.3 Identifying PVs in corpus-based studies 

So far, this section has presented several syntactic and semantic tests of PVs and 
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discussed the strengths and weaknesses of each test. Due to the weaknesses of each test, 

researchers have not yet reached an agreement on which verb + particle combinations 

should be classified as PVs. Moreover, in much of the work cited in Sections 2.2.1 and 

2.2.2 (e.g. Bolinger, 1971; Fraser, 1976), the identification of PVs was largely 

dependent on researchers’ intuition. They usually began with a syntactic or semantic 

feature of PVs and then provided examples of verb + particle combinations that 

exemplified at least one of these typical features. However, given that the current study 

is based on corpus, this top-down approach seems hard to implement. This is because 

the computer cannot do the tests; it can only retrieve instances of verb + particle 

combinations.  

 

Darwin and Gray (1999) also raised concerns about the top-down identification of PVs 

and proposed an alternative approach. The authors called the alternative approach a 

‘throw-it-out approach’, which “[considers] all verb + particle combinations to be 

potential PVs until they can be proven otherwise” (Darwin and Gray, 1999, p. 76). They 

believed that throwing out (i.e. a non-PV combination) seemed to be easier than 

throwing in (i.e. a PV), especially for ESL learners (Darwin and Gray, 1999). This 

throw-it-out approach has some advantages. Firstly, compared with the conventional 

top-down approach to PVs, Darwin and Gray’s (1999) method is bottom-up, allowing 

all potential verb + particle combinations to be examined. Also, it could greatly reduce 

the possibility of including combinations that do not function as PVs (e.g. prepositional 

verbs) and avoids missing certain instances of PVs (e.g. intransitive PVs) (Darwin and 

Gray, 1999). Although Darwin and Gray (1999) did not use a corpus-based approach, 

their idea of throw-it-out inspired the identification of PVs in the corpus (see Section 

4.3). Compared to the top-down approach, Darwin and Gray’s (1999) method did not 
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begin with a prescribed feature of PVs; instead, they advised to identify all verb + 

particle combinations and then eliminate those that did not pass the syntactic or 

semantic tests.  

 

While the throw-it-out approach reduces the possibility of including non-PV 

combinations, ESL/EFL learners and language teachers still need to try every test in 

order to identify PVs and exclude non-PV combinations. Considering the potential 

weaknesses of syntactic and the replacement tests, learners may feel confused to make 

the decision. Therefore, the current research intends to propose semantic criteria that 

may alleviate such confusion caused by syntactic and the replacement tests. The 

semantic criteria evaluate how the meaning of a PV is constructed and conveyed. 

Instead of analysing the grammatical function of the non-verbal component (i.e. 

whether it is adverbial or prepositional), this study draws attention to whether the verbal 

and non-verbal components create a meaning that differs from the meanings of the 

individual components. Further details about the semantic criteria will be discussed in 

Section 5.1.  

 

2.3 Previous studies on teaching and learning PVs 

2.3.1 The use of PVs by ESL/EFL learners  

A number of studies have investigated the use of PVs by ESL/EFL learners. Generally, 

these studies found that learners tended to underuse PVs, especially those whose L1 

does not contain PVs (e.g. Dagut and Laufer, 1985; Liao and Fukuya, 2004; Chen, 2013; 

Gilquin, 2015; Sung, 2020). While most studies concluded that L2 learners tended to 

underuse or avoid PVs, a small number of studies found that PVs were possible to be 
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overused by L2 learners (e.g. Waibel, 2007). Waibel (2007) compared the use of PVs 

in LOCNESS (Louvain Corpus of Native English Essays) and G-ICLE (the sub-corpus 

of German L2 learners in the International Corpus of Learner English). The results 

showed that the percentage of PVs in the G-ICLE was 24.6% higher than the percentage 

of PVs in LOCNESS (Waibel, 2007). A possible reason for the overuse by German L2 

learners was the existence of “a semantically similar verb type in German” (Waibel, 

2007, p.85). However, Chinese is a language that does not contain PVs (Lu and Sun, 

2017). Given the lack of PVs in Chinese, the current study speculates that PVs are 

underused by Chinese EFL learners. They are assumed to avoid using PVs in spoken 

and written discourse. This section primarily focuses on the underuse of PVs and 

potential factors leading to this phenomenon.  

 

2.3.1.1 Underuse of PVs  

Previous studies showed that underuse seemed to be a common behaviour among 

learners with different L1 backgrounds and various proficiency levels. For example, 

Gilquin (2015) provided quantitative evidence to show the underuse of PVs by French-

speaking EFL learners. The normalised frequency of PVs in the non-native learner 

corpus was lower than that in native learner corpus (Gilquin, 2015). In addition to the 

quantitative evidence, another piece of evidence supporting learners’ underuse of PVs 

was their strong tendency to avoid using PVs when there were one-word equivalents 

available (Dagut and Laufer, 1985; Hulstijn and Marchena, 1989; Liao and Fukuya, 

2004; Schmitt and Siyanova, 2007).  

 

The absence of PVs in learners’ native language has been widely acknowledged as an 

important factor of avoidance (Dagut and Laufer, 1985; Laufer and Eliasson, 1993; Liao 



 

36 

 

and Fukuya, 2004; Waibel, 2007; Gilquin, 2015; Sung, 2020). Dagut and Laufer (1985) 

argued that Hebrew-speaking learners avoided using PVs due to the lack of PVs in 

learners’ L1. Waibel (2007) also reported that Italian learners used fewer PVs in written 

texts than native students because “Italian […] does not have a phrasal-verb equivalent” 

(p. 160).  

 

The findings from Chen’s (2013) study do not support those of Dagut and Laufer (1985) 

and Waibel (2007). Chen (2013) found that the overall frequency of PVs in the Chinese 

learner corpus did not indicate a significant difference from the native novice writers. 

Since no statistically significant difference was found in Chinese learners’ writing, 

Chen (2013) argued that Chinese learners were able to employ PVs in writing, despite 

this specific phrasal combination being absent from their mother tongue. This result 

was probably related to the proficiency level of Chinese learners in Chen’s study. Chen 

(2013) compiled a learner corpus consisting of argumentative essays written by upper-

intermediate Chinese learners of English. These students were expected to have 

extensive exposure to English, as all of them had passed the TEM-49 test. According to 

Chen (2013), passing TEM-4 was roughly equivalent to a score of 6.5 in the IELTS or 

550 in the TOEFL. Therefore, despite PVs being absent from their native language, 

learners’ proficiency level and exposure to English could provide underlying evidence 

to support Chen’s argument.  

 

When learners had access to PVs in their L1 (e.g. Dutch), Hulstijn and Marchena (1989) 

still observed a similar tendency of avoidance. In other words, learners’ avoidance of 

 
9 TEM-4 test is also known as Test for English Majors Grade Four. It is a national test to assess the 

English proficiency of university students majoring in English (Jin and Fan, 2011). 
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PVs may not be solely due to the lack of PV constructions in their mother tongue. 

Hulstijn and Marchena (1989) reported that the semantic complexity of PVs also 

impeded learners’ use of PVs, because Dutch ESL learners tended to avoid those PVs 

whose meanings were highly idiomatic (e.g. give up, break out, etc.).  

 

In addition to linguistic factors that were associated with learners’ avoidance, 

researchers also investigated whether the underuse of PVs was related to other factors 

such as learners’ proficiency level (Liao and Fukuya, 2004; Becker, 2014; Wei, 2021) 

and their language exposure (Chen, 2007; Waibel, 2007; Schmitt and Redwood, 2011; 

Gilquin, 2023). Liao and Fukuya (2004) found that advanced learners did not exhibit 

this avoidance behaviour. This finding seemed to agree with the findings from Chen 

(2013) who also argued that the avoidance behaviour was not evident among advance 

learners. However, Liao and Fukuya (2004) observed that intermediate Chinese learners 

showed a strong tendency to avoid using PVs, especially figurative PVs whose 

meanings cannot be predicted by the meanings of components. In addition, Wei (2021) 

investigated the use of PVs in spoken language and discovered that learners at higher 

proficiency level used more PVs than lower-level learners in oral communications. 

Based on this finding, Wei (2021) argued that Chinese learners tended to use more PVs 

in oral communications as their level of English proficiency improved.  

 

Finally, learners’ everyday exposure to English, such as extensive reading and watching 

English-language films, appeared to contribute to the improvement of their knowledge 

of PVs (Schmitt and Redwood, 2011). This argument was supported by Gilquin (2023) 

who conducted a corpus-based study on the use of PVs with the particle up by ESL and 

EFL learners. ESL learners, who were expected to have a higher degree of exposure, 
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tended to be more capable of producing native-like use of PVs than EFL learners, whose 

exposure to English was expected to be limited (Gilquin, 2023).  

 

2.3.1.2 Choices between PVs and one-word verbs 

The discussion of learners’ avoidance of PVs was often accompanied by the question 

of what ESL/EFL learners chose instead of PVs (Dagut and Laufer, 1985; Hulstijn and 

Marchena, 1989; Liao and Fukuya, 2004; Schmitt and Siyanova, 2007; Waibel, 2007; 

Sung, 2020). Previous studies concluded that learners, especially those with lower level 

of English proficiency, preferred to use one-word verbs rather than PVs (Dagut and 

Laufer, 1985; Hulstijn and Marchena, 1989; Liao and Fukuya, 2004). One of the factors 

that resulted in learners’ preference for one-word verbs was the semantic complexity of 

PVs (Hulstijn and Marchena, 1989). Compared with PVs that often have an idiomatic 

meaning, Hulstijn and Marchena (1989, p.249) stated that “learners may have adopted 

a play-it-safe strategy […] by choosing the one-word verbs with its more general 

meaning”.  

 

Before corpora were widely available for studies on the use of PVs, conclusions about 

learners’ preference were mainly based on the results of tests such as multiple-choice 

tests and translation tests (cf. Dagut and Laufer, 1985; Hulstijn and Marchena, 1989; 

Liao and Fukuya, 2004). It could be argued that these conclusions about learners’ 

preference for one-word verbs lacked statistical evidence. Moreover, Siyanova and 

Schmitt (2007) pointed out that the challenge was not merely about replacing the PV 

with an individual verb that conveyed the correct meaning. For learners, the more 

challenging issue was whether they were able to choose the verb that appeared in the 

appropriate register (Siyanova and Schmitt, 2007). As a result, corpora could be a useful 
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source for comparing the frequency of PVs and one-word equivalents in learner 

language and evaluating whether learners were able to make appropriate choices 

between PVs and one-word equivalents. 

 

Based on the results from the learner corpus, Siyanova and Schmitt (2007) found that 

one-word verbs were more frequent than multi-word verbs in both written and spoken 

discourse. Since multi-word verbs tended to be more appropriate in colloquial and 

informal speech, learners’ underuse of these verbs may result in unnaturalness of their 

spoken language (Siyanova and Schmitt, 2007). The stylistic difficulties were not only 

evident in learners who underused PVs, but also true in learners who overused PVs in 

their written essays. As Waibel (2007) noted, German L2 learners showed a tendency 

to overuse PVs, which made their essays more colloquial and informal compared to 

essays written by native students. Waibel (2007) concluded that German L2 learners 

tended to be less sensitive about the stylistic differences between spoken and written 

registers (Waibel, 2007). 

 

Previous studies have argued that EFL/ESL learners prefer one-word verbs to PVs and 

pointed out that this may cause stylistic problems. However, researchers seemed to 

ignore the semantic nuances and grammatical differences between PVs and their one-

word equivalents. When ESL/EFL learners made a choice between a PV and its one-

word equivalent, previous studies did not elaborate on whether learners were aware of 

the semantic and grammatical differences between PVs and one-word alternatives. 

Therefore, this study aims to fill this gap by examining whether learners are able to 

make a semantically and grammatically appropriate replacement between PVs and one-

word verbs.  
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2.3.2 Teaching and learning PVs in ESL/EFL context 

As discussed in Section 2.3.1, learners’ difficulties with using PVs are associated with 

both linguistic (i.e. L1-L2 difference, semantic complexity of PVs) and non-linguistic 

factors (i.e. learners’ proficiency level, the degree of exposure to L2). Since the current 

study is more concerned with the linguistics factors that may influence learners’ use of 

PVs, this section mainly focuses on linguistics factors. Because of learners’ avoidance 

of PVs, researchers and language practitioners have been finding effective ways that 

can enhance learners’ knowledge of PVs. Some researchers attempted to create 

frequency-based lists that included the most important PVs (e.g. Gardner and Davis, 

2007; Liu, 2011; Martinez and Schmitt, 2012) and the key meanings of the frequent 

PVs (e.g. Granier and Schmitt, 2015; Liu and Myers, 2020). Besides wordlists, others 

suggested using cognitive methods to address learners’ difficulties (cf. Yasuda, 2010; 

Lu and Sun, 2017; Lindstromberg, 2022). Since the current study investigates PVs 

through a corpus-based approach, this section mainly focuses on the frequency-based 

lists of the most important PVs.  

 

Bolinger (1971) stated that listing PVs could be a strategy to define PVs. Many learner 

dictionaries use this strategy and list PVs under the entry of verbs, such as the Oxford 

Advanced Learner’s Dictionary and Longman English Dictionary. However, the listing 

strategy has potential shortcomings, one of which is that PVs are highly prolific multi-

word combinations in English (Bolinger, 1971). New PVs are constantly being 

produced, and the number of existing PVs continues to increase (Riguel, 2014). The 

creativity of new PVs suggests that listing PVs might be more feasible if the list is based 
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on the non-verbal component rather than the verbal component (Bolinger, 1971; Side, 

1990). The variety of particles used as a part of PVs is far less than the variety of verbs 

(Moon, 1997; Biber et al., 1999; Gardner and Davis, 2007). Bolinger (1971) notes that 

another shortcoming of listing was associated with the difference between British 

English and American English. Liu (2011) compared the most frequent PVs in BNC 

and the Corpus of Contemporary American (COCA), two famous corpora representing 

British English and American English respectively. Liu’s findings indicate that the most 

frequent PVs seem to be similar in both corpora, although users from the two regions 

may have some different preferences. For instance, American speakers tend to prefer 

around in PVs such as LOOK around or TURN around, whereas British speakers show a 

slightly stronger preference for round (i.e. LOOK round and TURN round) (Liu, 2011).  

 

Though creating a full list of PVs seems beneficial, Cornell (1985, p.277) warned that 

“if no attempt is made to select and grade phrasal verbs”, the production of these lists 

may be “uncomfortably similar […] to the opening of the Pandora’s box”. It may not 

be “truly meaningful” if the list of PVs is too long (Liu, 2011, p.667). From the learners’ 

point of view, it is essential to have a list with an explicit focus on the most important 

and useful PVs (Cornell, 1985; Gardner and Davies, 2007; Garnier and Schmitt, 2015; 

Liu and Myers, 2020).  

 

Learners’ needs therefore raise a question of which PVs should be selected and included 

in the list. To answer this question, Nation and Waring (1997) highlighted the important 

role of frequency and believed that learners gained benefit from their vocabulary 

learning effort because they would meet high-frequency words very often. Cornell 

(1985) supported the idea of selecting PVs with high frequency and suggested that 
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corpus should be a valuable source for showing the frequency of PVs and their various 

meanings. Schmitt and Redwood (2011) also observed a positive correlation between 

frequency and learner’s knowledge of PVs.   

 

Due to the predominant role of frequency in the learning of PVs, a number of corpus-

based studies on frequent PVs have been conducted. Among these studies, one of the 

most famous was from Gardner and Davis (2007), who investigated frequent PVs in 

the BNC. Gardner and Davies (2007) found that the majority of frequent PVs in the 

BNC were constructed by 20 lexical verbs (e.g. go, get, make, etc.) and 8 particles (e.g. 

out, up, down, etc.). Through a more detailed examination, they discovered that the 100 

most frequent PVs accounted for more than half of PV occurrences in the BNC. This 

list of the 100 frequent PVs should be considered a valuable compilation of high-

frequency PVs in English (Garnier and Schmitt, 2015). It was suggested that learners 

should have extensive exposure to those frequent PVs (Gardner and Davis, 2007).  

 

Despite the value of the list of 100 frequent PVs proposed by Gardner and Davies 

(2007), Liu (2011) noted that the 100 frequent PVs tended to represent British English 

rather than other varieties of English, as Gardner and Davies (2007) only used the BNC 

to investigate frequencies of PVs. Therefore, Liu (2011) conducted a study comparing 

Gardner and Davies’ list with a list that might better represent American English (see 

Biber et al., 1999 for details about this list). Liu (2011) observed a large amount of 

overlap between these two lists, with only 4 out of 31 PVs from Biber et al.’s (1999) 

list being absent from Gardner and Davies’ (2007) list. Based on this finding, Liu (2011) 

provided a list of 152 most frequent PVs in both American and British English.  
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The two comprehensive lists from Gardner and Davis (2007) and Liu (2011) clearly 

show the frequent PVs that ESL/EFL learners should be exposed to. However, to 

enhance learners’ knowledge of PVs, Garnier and Schmitt (2015) argued that these two 

lists could be further developed by indicating the meanings that are more important for 

learners to know. From Garnier and Schmitt’s (2015) perspective, the most frequent 

meanings of these PVs also made significant contribution to the PV pedagogy. To draw 

learners and language practitioners’ attention to the polysemous feature of frequent PVs, 

Garnier and Schmitt (2015) proposed a new list of PVs for pedagogical purposes and 

they called it the PHaVE list. This list included the 150 most frequent PVs in COCA, 

along with the most frequent meanings for each PV. Garnier and Schmitt’s list advised 

language practitioners to address polysemous PVs in a systematic way, prioritising the 

most frequent meanings (i.e. the most important) in language instruction and 

assessment.  

 

Although understanding the most frequent meanings was generally more important for 

ESL/EFL learners, Garnier and Schmitt (2015) acknowledged that the infrequent 

meanings of those PVs should also receive explicit attention. Meanwhile, since their 

list of most frequent PVs was based on the COCA and did not compare how frequently 

the different meanings occur in different registers, the most frequent meaning of a PV 

may not be representative across regions and registers. For example, in the PHaVE list, 

the most frequent meaning of LOOK up is “raising one’s eyes” (Garnier and Schmitt, 

2015, p.657), which seems neutral with respect to the register. However, when LOOK up 

is used in the following example in written discourse, this most frequent meaning fails 

to make sense (Liu and Myers, 2020).  

They use so many big words that I have to look up in the dictionary. (BoE: 
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BACXM992664) 

In this context, the interpretation of LOOK up is not associated with raising eyes. 

However, the PHaVE list paid more attention to the frequent meanings, taking less 

account of the peripheral meanings of frequent PVs.   

 

As a result, this study attempts to fill the gap by considering both frequent and 

infrequent meanings of frequent PVs, investigating learners’ knowledge of these 

meanings and comparing learners’ use of frequent PVs with L1 users’ use in written 

discourse. 

 

2.4 Summary  

This chapter has reviewed the literature of English PVs and established the complexity 

of PVs. PVs tend to be challenging for ESL/EFL learners and language teachers for 

several reasons, including the lack of a standard definition, the various features of PVs, 

and the difficulties of distinguishing between PVs and other multi-word verbs. Due to 

the weaknesses of syntactic tests of PVs, I decided to use semantic criteria to identify 

PVs in the corpus (details about the semantic criteria will be provided in Section 5.1).  

 

Previous studies on teaching and learning PVs in the ESL/EFL context have shown that 

learners have a strong tendency to underuse or avoid using PVs, especially those whose 

L1 does not contain such phrasal combinations (Dagut and Laufer, 1985; Hulstijn and 

Marchena, 1989; Liao and Fukuya, 2004; Waibel, 2007; Gilquin, 2015; Sung, 2020). In 

order to enhance learners’ knowledge of PVs, many researchers argued that listing 

could be a useful strategy, and they created usage-based lists of frequent PVs for 
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teaching and learning PVs (e.g. Gardner and Davis, 2007; Liu, 2011; Granier and 

Schmitt, 2015; Liu and Myers, 2020).  

 

Despite the extensive research on teaching and learning PVs in the ESL/EFL context, I 

found that some areas remained under-explored. One of the gaps is associated with 

learners’ choice between PVs and one-word verbs. Learners are found to prefer one-

word verbs, but many PVs cannot be directly replaced with one-word verb equivalents 

(Cornell, 1985; Darwin and Gray, 1999; Siyanova and Schmitt, 2007). The current 

study aims to investigate the replacement of PVs with one-word equivalents in Chinese 

EFL learners’ writing, analysing whether learners are able to make semantically and 

grammatically appropriate replacement. The other gap is concerned with the meanings 

of frequent PVs. Previous studies have largely focused on the frequent meanings of 

these PVs, overlooking the peripheral meanings. This study tries to fill this gap by 

investigating the lexico-grammatical patterns associated with PVs and examining how 

Chinese EFL learners use frequent PVs in their writings. 
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Chapter 3 Understanding multi-word combinations in context: collocation, 

grammatical patterning, and verb tense forms 

As we have seen from the previous chapter, PVs usually function as meaning units, but 

they often have multiple meanings depending on the context (Section 2.1.3). By raising 

the question, ‘what does set mean [in set in]?’ (p.67), Sinclair (1991) suggests that PVs 

are a special type of multi-word units that are difficult to isolate semantically. Knowing 

the meaning of the particle (i.e. in) is not enough; the interpretation of set in has to be 

based on the context (Sinclair, 1991). In other words, understanding the meaning of a 

PV depends on the lexical or grammatical patterns in which it appears, or a combination 

of both (i.e. lexico-grammatical patterns). However, providing a comprehensive 

account of these patterns would require a book-length work due to the vast variety and 

complexity of these patterns (Hunston & Francis, 2000). The analysis of lexico-

grammatical patterns involves numerous word combinations and syntactic structures, 

including collocation (Sinclair 1991), fixed expressions and idioms (Moon, 1998), 

formulaic sequence (Wray, 2002), lexical bundles (Biber, Conrad, and Cortes, 2004), 

pattern grammar (Hunston & Francis, 2000), etc. Although these terms may broadly 

refer to multi-word combinations, each would have its distinct nuances and discourse 

functions. For example, collocation is often restricted to two-word combinations (e.g. 

Stubbs, 2001), whereas lexical bundles usually refer to longer, uninterrupted word 

sequences that frequently appear in certain registers or genres (e.g. Hyland, 2008). In 

order to limit the scope of the current study, I will focus specifically on two aspects of 

lexico-grammatical patterning, collocation and pattern grammar, and provide a 

systemic overview of these two aspects in this chapter.  

 

In Section 3.1, two different definitions of the term ‘collocation’ are discussed. By 
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reviewing the two major definitions, this section also explains the way that collocation 

was addressed in the current research. Section 3.2 focuses on pattern grammar and 

investigates how this approach contributes to understanding the relationship between 

lexical items and grammatical frameworks in which they commonly appear. Finally in 

Section 3.3, I will briefly discuss the influence of tense forms (particularly the 

continuous form) on the semantic meaning of verbs. Although tense form is not directly 

related to the lexico-grammatical patterning discussed in Sections 3.1 and 3.2, it is still 

relevant, the present study examines PVs whose grammatical function is similar to 

individual verbs in the language.  

 

3.1 Definitions of collocation 

3.1.1 Overview 

As multi-word combinations, Moon (1997, p.63) states that “collocation is a very 

important principle underlying the structure of language”. However, collocation differs 

greatly in various aspects, such as the number of words involved, the type of words that 

co-occurs (i.e. collocation or colligation10), and the fixedness of the form (Nation, 2013). 

The various types of collocation make it challenging to establish a comprehensive 

definition for this term (Cowie, 1988; Moon, 1997; Nation, 2013; Nesselhauf, 2004). 

The complexity of collocation is also related to the different criteria that are used to 

distinguish collocation from other multi-word combinations (cf. Moon, 1998; Biber, 

Conrad and Cortes, 2004; Nesselhauf, 2004; Laufer and Waldman, 2011).  

 
10 A narrow and focused definition of colligation is the co-occurrence of lexical items and grammatical 

structures (Sinclair, 1991). This is different from collocation which usually refers to the co-occurrence 

of lexical items. For example, be interested in is a colligation in which the adjective interested colligates 

with a grammatical word in, whereas heavy rain is a collocation in which the adjective heavy collocates 

with the noun rain.  
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Among the various definitions of collocation, Cowie (1988) developed the 

phraseological view on collocation by situating multi-word combinations on a 

continuum, with the most flexible and transparent combinations at one end and the fixed 

and opaque ones at the other. Cowie’s approach is deeply influenced by Russian 

phraseology (Granger and Paquot, 2008), so it is often called the phraseological 

approach (Nesselhauf, 2004; Durrant and Mathews-Aydinli, 2011) or the lexical 

approach (Walker, 2011a) in previous studies of collocation. Another widespread 

definition of collocation is based on Sinclair’s idiom principle, which views collocation 

as the co-occurrence of words within a certain distance. This approach is also referred 

to as the neo-Firthian approach (Howarth, 1996; McEnery and Hardie, 2012), the 

empirical approach (Evert, 2009), or the frequency-based approach (Nesselhauf, 2004; 

Durrant and Mathews-Aydinli, 2011; Walker, 2011a). The current study employs the 

label ‘frequency-based’ because a key characteristic of Sinclair’s approach is its 

emphasis on frequency as a crucial indicator of collocation.  

 

The term ‘collocation’ is also used in distinctive ways in Cowie’s phraseological 

approach compared with Sinclair’s frequency-based approach (Liu, 2010; Walker, 

2011b). The phraseological approach accepts the countable use of the term because this 

approach regards collocations as “[combinations] of two or more words which occur 

together or in close proximity to each other” (Walker, 2011b, p.292). For example, make 

a decision is a collocation and take a break is another. However, the term is often treated 

as an uncountable noun in the frequency-based approach (Liu, 2010; Walker, 2011b). 

This is because Sinclair and researchers who follow the frequency-based approach 

regard collocation as a phenomenon or a tendency for certain words to co-occur at a 
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short distance (see Sinclair’s definition of collocation in Section 3.1.3). To be more 

specific, the words that frequently co-occur do not necessarily “form a habitual 

combination as a lexical unit” (Liu, 2010, p.5). For example, toy and children frequently 

co-occur with each other (Hunston, 2002), but the co-occurrence should be regarded as 

a matter of collocation rather than a lexicalised combination with a specific meaning 

(Liu, 2010).  

 

In addition to the two approaches, there is a third approach which regards collocation 

as a co-occurrence of words that are psychologically associated with each other. Durrant 

and Mathews-Aydinli (2011) used the label ‘psycholinguistic approach’ to refer to this 

third approach. This psycholinguistic approach suggests that users develop a mental 

repository of words that co-occur frequently, and the co-occurrences are stored 

holistically through repeated exposure (Wray, 2002; Hoey, 2005). It has some 

overlapping areas with the phraseological and frequency-based approaches (Durrant, 

2014). For example, it aligns with Sinclair’s approach by acknowledging that 

collocation reflects the tendency that certain words occur together more frequently than 

would be expected by chance (see more details in Section 3.1.3). Hoey (2005) extended 

this idea by indicating that words are mentally primed not only for collocational use, 

but also for semantic and grammatical associations. Although I included some 

supplementary comments made by Hoey (2005), this chapter does not focus on this 

psycholinguistic approach because it is not a completely new approach to the 

identification of collocation.  

 

Therefore, the following sub-sections focus primarily on Cowie’s phraseological 

approach (Section 3.1.2) and Sinclair’s frequency-based approach (Section 3.1.3), and 
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then introduce how the current study defines and identifies collocation in the corpus 

(Section 3.1.4).  

 

3.1.2 The phraseological approach to collocation 

Overall, Cowie (1988) categorised word combinations into two broad groups, 

‘composites’ and ‘formulae’. Formulae refer to word combinations with a pragmatic or 

discourse function (Cowie, 1988; Granger, 1998). For example, both fixed expressions 

such as “good morning and how are you” and less frozen sentence builders such as “it 

can be claimed/assumed that…” are regarded as formulae (Granger, 1998). In contrast 

to formulae, composites are combinations whose forms are relatively invariable and 

whose meanings are relatively unitary (Cowie, 1988). Cowie (1988) indicated that 

collocations should be considered a member of composites, and the other member of 

composites was idioms. Under the two broad categories, four types of combinations 

can be identified, with ‘free combinations’ and ‘restricted collocations’ falling under 

one category, and ‘figurative idioms’ and ‘pure idioms’ belonging to the other (Cowie, 

1981; Howarth, 1996). The diagram in Figure 3.1 was created to visualise the 

relationships among the four types of combinations. However, it should be noted that 

the boundaries between these types are not clearly defined (Cowie, 1981; Howarth, 

1996). Cowie (1988) presented these four types on a continuum, and thus Figure 3.1 

also shows the position of each type along this continuum.  
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Figure 3.1  Cowie’s phraseological continuum of word combinations in English 

 

The classification of the four types of word combinations is based on two primary 

criteria: semantic transparency and commutability (Cowie, 1981; Howarth, 1996). 

Semantic transparency describes the extent to which the individual components of the 

combination have a literal meaning (Howarth, 1996). Commutability, which is also 

known as restrictedness, refers to “the restrictions on the possible substitution of one 

element in the [combination] without a consequent alteration in the meaning of the other 

element” (Howarth, 1996, p.41). In other words, the second criterion is concerned with 

the extent to which the substitution of an individual component in the combination is 

restricted by the other.  

 

As Figure 3.1 shows, free combinations, which are also called ‘open collocations’11 by 

Cowie (1981), appear at one end of the continuum. This type includes word 

combinations in which each individual component is used in a literal way (Cowie, 

1988). In other words, no additional interpretation or metaphor is involved in 

understanding the meaning of free combinations. Considering the two criteria (i.e. 

semantic transparency and commutability), read a book can be seen as an example of 

 
11 The two labels, ‘free combination’ and ‘open collocation’, are similar in the phraseological approach 

to collocation, although some researchers do not regard ‘open collocations’ as collocations (e.g. Howarth, 

1996). Howarth (1996) uses ‘free combination’ and argues that “the term collocation should be reserved 

for expressions that are to some extent restricted” (p.34). 
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free combinations because each component in this combination has a literal meaning. 

One component can be substituted without affecting the meaning of the other (e.g. buy 

a book or read a letter). Pure idioms, which are situated on the other end of the 

continuum model, refer to combinations with a semantically opaque meaning and 

grammatically fixed form (Cowie, 1988). Many researchers considered kick the bucket 

a satisfactory example of pure idioms, as the meaning of this combination cannot be 

derived from the literal meanings of the components (Moon, 1997). More specifically, 

the meanings of kick and bucket fail to predict the meaning of kick the bucket whose 

meaning is ‘to die’. Meanwhile, the form of this combination is fixed, with no 

possibility for substitution. For instance, if kick the bucket is substituted by *kick a 

bucket, the substitution is no longer an idiom and completely loses its idiomatic 

meaning.  

 

Between the two extremes lies what Cowie (1981) calls “restricted collocations” and 

“figurative idioms”. In contrast to free combinations in which each individual 

component has a literal meaning, restricted collocations are combinations in which “one 

component is used in its literal meaning, while the other is used in a specialised sense” 

(Howarth, 1996, p.47). For example, in make a decision and take a break, the nouns 

(i.e. decision and break) preserve their literal senses, whereas the verbs (i.e. make and 

take) are delexicalised; that is, both the meanings of make and take become very weak 

in the combinations. The verbs, although lose the lexical meanings, are used to support 

the nouns (i.e. decision and break), which carry the main meaning of the combinations. 

The final type on the continuum model is figurative idioms, which are combinations 

with figurative meanings but still allow for literal interpretations, such as change gear 

in the sense of ‘alter one’s approach’ (Cowie, 1981; Howarth, 1996). Howarth (1996) 
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noted that figurative idioms may allow the substitution of one component, but such 

substitution was quite arbitrary and rarely possible. In the case of change gear, it seems 

that the only plausible substitution could be shift gear.  

 

Based on the above description of the four types of word combinations, it can be 

observed that there is a clear distinction between free combinations and pure idioms, as 

they differ significantly in terms of their semantic transparency and restrictions on 

substitution (e.g. read a book vs. kick the bucket). However, the two criteria proposed 

by Cowie may cause problems when drawing clear distinctions between the four types 

(Nesselhauf, 2004). Nesselhauf (2004) used the combination commit a crime to 

exemplify the problems of using two criteria at the same time. Using the criterion of 

semantic transparency, the combination should be classified as a free combination 

because both commit and crime were used in their literal senses (Nesselhauf, 2004). 

However, using the criterion of commutability, this combination cannot be classified as 

a free combination because it was restricted in its commutability (Nesselhauf, 2004). 

As a result, Nesselhauf (2004) argued that the criteria of semantic transparency and 

commutability “[did] not regularly coincide” (p.25) when defining the distinction 

between collocations and other types of word combinations.   

 

Due to the fuzzy boundaries of collocations in Cowie’s continuum, researchers who 

followed the phraseological approach usually made their own definitions of 

collocations (e.g. Nesselhauf, 2004; Laufer and Waldman, 2011). For example, Laufer 

and Waldman (2011) focused on verb-noun collocations and classified three types of 

verb-noun combinations: free combinations, collocations and idioms. They defined 

collocations as “habitually occurring lexical combinations” (p.648) using two criteria: 
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(1) the co-occurrence of components is restricted, and (2) the meaning of the 

combination is relatively transparent (Laufer and Waldman, 2011). Laufer and 

Waldman (2011) used the first criterion to differentiate collocations and free 

combinations because individual components in a free combination can be substituted 

easily based on the grammar rules, whereas components in a collocation cannot. The 

second criterion was used to differentiate collocations and idioms because the meaning 

of a collocation was somewhat more transparent, whereas the meaning of an idiom 

tended to be opaque and cannot be predicted by the components. Compared with 

Cowie’s phraseological continuum, the major difference in Laufer and Waldman’s 

(2011) classification is the absence of restricted collocations and figurative idioms. It 

seems that Laufer and Waldman’s (2011) focused more on distinguishing collocations 

from free combinations and idioms, while they ignored the distinction between 

restricted collocations and figurative idioms. Unfortunately, Laufer and Waldman (2011) 

did not provide explanations on how they incorporated restricted collocations and 

figurative idioms into their classification.   

 

Similar to the classification in Laufer and Waldman’s (2011) research, Nesselhauf 

(2004) also examined verb-noun collocations and classified verb-noun combinations 

into free combinations, collocations and idioms. However, in Nesselhauf’s (2004) 

classification, she explained that figurative idioms were absent because this category 

was assigned either to collocations or to idioms, “depending on whether the noun in the 

given sense can be combined freely” (p.33). Nesselhauf (2004) attempted to delimit the 

boundary between free combinations and collocations by examining the meaning of the 

verb. The former included verb-noun combinations in which the choice of verbs was 

not restricted by the noun (e.g. want/buy a car), whereas the latter included verb-noun 
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combinations in which the choice of verbs was arbitrarily restricted by certain nouns 

(e.g. shrug one’s shoulder and make a decision). In terms of collocations and idioms, 

Nesselhauf (2004) described that the distinction between these two types was dependent 

on the noun. For instance, in the idiom spill the beans, it was hard to isolate the meaning 

of the noun, whereas the meanings of shoulder and decision were preserved in the two 

collocations (Nesselhauf, 2004).  

 

To sum up, Cowie’s phraseological approach to multi-word combinations distinguishes 

four types of combinations on the basis of two primary linguistic criteria, semantic 

transparency and restrictions on substitution. Due to the fuzzy boundaries between each 

type of combinations, Cowie’s approach regards multi-word combinations as a 

continuum, with free combinations (semantically transparent and syntactically flexible) 

verging on one end and pure idioms (semantically opaque and syntactically fixed) 

verging on the other. Although there was no clear-cut boundary of collocations on this 

continuum, researchers who followed this approach tended to regard collocations as 

word combinations falling in between the two extremes (e.g. Nesselhauf, 2004; Laufer 

and Waldman, 2011).  

 

3.1.3 The frequency-based approach to collocation  

In contrast to Cowie’s phraseological approach, which identifies collocations using 

semantic and syntactic criteria, the frequency-based approach, originated from 

Sinclair’s lexicographic work, is a bottom-up, corpus-driven method that identifies 

word co-occurrences in the corpus (Granger and Paquot, 2008). As mentioned in 

Section 3.1.1, the use of collocation is uncountable in the frequency-based approach, 

because Sinclair (1991) treated collocation as a phenomenon of lexical co-occurrences 
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rather than a specific category of word combinations. This uncountable use can be 

reflected by Sinclair’s (1991) definition on collocation, that is “the occurrence of two 

or more words within a short space of each other in a text” (p.170). This definition is 

influenced by the collaboration of two principles, the open-choice principle and the 

idiom principle, which can be seen as the theoretical foundations for Sinclair’s approach 

to the co-occurrence of words.  

 

The open-choice principle can be understood as “a ‘slot-and-filler’ model” (Sinclair, 

1991, p.109). It views the text as a collection of slots where random words, as meaning 

units, are virtually allowed to fill the slot as long as the choice of fillers is grammatically 

correct (Sinclair, 1991). In other words, this principle regards grammar as the 

underlying constraint on the choice of words (Barnbrook, 2009). The open-choice 

principle reflects the syntagmatic feature of multi-word combinations; that is, the linear 

order in which words appear (Granger and Paquot, 2008). However, Sinclair (1996) 

argued that the word choice in a given slot was rarely random in real language use. This 

argument could be supported by two combinations: strong tea and heavy rain. 

According to the open-choice principle, it should be possible to have two other 

combinations: *heavy tea and *strong rain, as both of them are grammatically correct. 

If we search for strong tea and *heavy tea in the corpus, unfortunately, it is hard to find 

evidence to support the claim that the two adjectives are interchangeable. In the BoE 

corpus, there are numerous instances showing the adjective strong frequently co-occurs 

with the noun tea (see Figure 3.2), whereas there is no corpus evidence showing that 

L1 users choose heavy to precede tea.  
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Figure 3.2  The co-occurrence of strong and tea in the BoE corpus 

Similarly, it is not possible to find instances of *strong rain in the BoE corpus although 

the linear order looks correct. When strong appears in the context of rain, as Figure 3.3 

demonstrates, this adjective seems to have a closer connection with wind or wave (i.e. 

strong wind or strong waves) rather than rain. 

 
Figure 3.3  When strong appears in the context of rain in the BoE corpus 

 

The two examples of strong tea and heavy rain illustrate that the open-choice principle 

fails to explain why heavy does not co-occur with tea and strong does not co-occur with 

rain (i.e. the impossibility of *heavy tea and *strong rain). Complement to the open-

choice principle, Sinclair (1991) introduced the idiom principle, which indicated the 

restricted choice of words. The idiom principle is described as “a language user has 

available to him or her a large number of semi-preconstructed phrases that constitute 

single choices, even though they might appear to be analysable into segments” (Sinclair, 

1991, p.110). This principle indicates that experienced language users do not produce 

strong tea and heavy rain from scratch; they may store these two expressions as semi-

preconstructed combinations (Barnbrook, 2009). It also explains why *heavy tea and 

*strong rain are extremely rare in the BoE corpus. This is because the adjective and the 

noun co-select each other, constituting a single choice. As a result, Sinclair (1991) 

stressed that lexis should be considered as important as grammar when describing how 

meaning arises in a text. Unlike the open-choice principle that reflects the syntagmatic 
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relations12  of words, the principle of idiom deals with the paradigmatic relations13 

between words. It indicates that the potential choices of words that can fit into a given 

slot are not random (Sinclair, 1991; Barnbrook, 2009). 

 

The description of the two principles suggests that the open-choice principle accounts 

for the creative aspect of language, while the idiom principle accounts for the formulaic 

aspect. In actual language use, Sinclair (1991) argued that the idiom principle appeared 

to be the default mode when interpreting most texts, with occasional shifts to the open-

choice principle. Collocation, which refers to the co-occurrence of words, illustrates the 

idiom principle. However, not every co-occurrence of words qualifies as a collocation. 

To define what qualifies as a collocation, Sinclair (1991) distinguished two types of 

collocation, “casual collocation” and “significant collocation”. Casual collocation 

refers to non-significant collocation (i.e. the co-occurrence of words is accidental or 

unexpected) (Barnbrook, 2009). In contrast, significant collocation involves words that 

co-occur more frequently than would be predicted based on their individual frequencies 

and the length of the text in which they appear (Sinclair, Jones and Daley, 2004). In 

Sinclair’s research on lexical co-occurrences, as well as in other studies employing this 

frequency-based approach (e.g. Stubbs, 2001), the term ‘collocation’ is often referred 

to as significant collocation that are of statistical significance.  

 

Some technical terms are key to understanding Sinclair’s frequency-based approach. 

 
12  Syntagmatic relations between words can be described as “words that go together in a syntactic 

structure” (Murphy, 2003, p.8).   
13 In contrast to syntagmatic relations, paradigmatic relations refer to “some sort of paradigm […] that 

contains members of the same grammatical category that share some […] characteristics in common, but 

fails to share others” (Murphy, 2003, p.8). For example, words such as blue, black, red, white are 

members of the colour paradigm that can fit into the phrase “a ___ chair” (Murphy, 2003, p.8). However, 

in another phrase ‘a ___ apple’, it seems that only red can properly fit into the slot. This example 

illustrates the idiom principle, indicating the restricted choices of words.   
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The target lexical item under investigation is called ‘node’; words that frequently co-

occur with the node word in the co-text is called ‘collocate’ (Sinclair, 1991). While the 

term ‘context’ may encompass both linguistic and non-linguistic situations in which the 

language is used, the ‘co-text’ of the node consists of “the other words on either side” 

(Sinclair, 1991, p.172). As the previous corpus examples in Figure 3.2 show, the node 

word is tea, which is often centred in concordance lines, and strong is an adjective 

collocate of the node in the co-text. According to Sinclair’s (1991) definition, the node 

and the collocate co-occur at a certain distance, which is often referred to as the ‘span’. 

The term ‘span’ refers to the number of words that precede and/or follow the node 

within which collocates are identified (Stubbs, 2001). Intuitively, it might be assumed 

that the node would have a stronger association with directly adjacent collocates, with 

the associative link becoming weaker and less consistent as the length between the node 

and collocates become larger (Clear, 1993). However, the notion of a span indicates that 

the node and the collocate are not necessarily adjacent to each other and researchers 

often propose different sizes of the span when studying collocation. For example, 

Stubbs (1995) investigated the significant collocates of the node CAUSE within a span 

of 3:3 words in the corpus. Sinclair, Jones, and Daley (2004) indicated that the optimal 

span was usually around four words to the left and right side of the node (i.e. a span of 

+/- 4 words, or 4:4). Table 3.1 shows the five concordance lines of tea in Figure 3.2, 

but the length of each line has been shortened to display only a span of four words on 

both sides of the node.  
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Table 3.1  Words appearing in the 4:4 span of tea in the BoE corpus 

 N-4 N-3 N-2 N-1 Node N+1 N+2 N+3 N+4 

1 a pot of strong tea and a couple of 

2 them coffee and strong tea on a regular basis 

3 very strong and black tea which is made with 

4 You drink first The tea was strong and bitter 

5 sticky day and the tea was strong and milky 

 

Table 3.1 shows that the adjective collocate strong appears on both sides of the node 

tea within a span of 3:3 words. The table also shows labels used for each position 

around the node, such as N-3, N+2, etc. For example, the collocate strong appears at 

the N-1 position (i.e. one word to the left of the node) in lines 1 and 2, whereas it appears 

at the N+2 position (i.e. two words to the right of the node) in lines 4 and 5. This thesis 

will also use these labels to show the position of collocates.  

 

Based on the above discussion on the frequency-based approach to collocation, Sinclair 

(1991; 1996) emphasized that words do not randomly occur with other words. Beyond 

collocation, Sinclair (1996) observed colligation, which referred to the habitual co-

occurrence of words with grammatical choices. Hunston (2001) states that studying 

colligation is helpful because it draws attention to the repeated grammatical behaviour 

of words. Moreover, studying colligation also helps to understand the semantic and 

pragmatic functions (i.e. semantic prosody) of a pattern (Sinclair, 1996). The 

colligational pattern tends to be controlled by semantic preference (Sinclair, 1996). For 

example, the phrase the naked eye frequently co-occurs with grammatical words such 

as with, to, etc. (i.e. prepositions), in the pattern “visibility + preposition + the + naked 

+ eye” (p.87). This pattern suggests that the semantic preference of the naked eye is 

verbs or adjectives conveying the meaning of visibility, such as see or visible. Moreover, 

this meaningful pattern associated with the naked eye can be interpreted as “expressions 
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of some difficulty” because it has a semantic prosody of difficulty (Sinclair, 1996, p.88). 

The observation of semantic prosody in collocation reflects Sinclair’s (1991) argument 

with the idiom principle, which is “words and phrases show a tendency to occur in a 

certain semantic environment” (p.112). Louw (1993, p.157) agreed with this semantic 

consistency observed in collocation and defined semantic prosody as “a consistent aura 

of meaning with which a form is imbued by its collocates”. Moreover, Louw (1993) 

categorised the semantic prosody into negative and positive based on the findings of 

utterly (has a negative semantic prosody) and build up (a positive semantic prosody). 

Stubbs (1995) also found a negative semantic prosody of CAUSE because this lemma 

frequently co-occurred with words such as anxiety, complaint, trouble, etc. in the corpus. 

Although some dictionaries defined CAUSE in a neutral way, as in “a cause is something 

which produces an effect” (p.47), Stubbs (2001) argued that this lemma had a strong 

tendency to co-occur with negative words and expressions based on corpus evidence. 

Although there are two categories of the semantic prosody in general, Louw (2000) 

pointed out that negative semantic prosodies were more frequent than positive ones.  

 

To sum up, in contrast to Cowie’s phraseological approach to collocation, Sinclair 

identifies collocation by examining how frequently two or more words occur together 

in a certain distance. Based on the idiom principle, Sinclair (1991) argues that words 

co-select each other, and the habitual co-occurrence reflects the lexical patterning of 

words. In addition to collocation, Sinclair (1996) also extends that the lexical patterns 

are meaningful and usually indicate the semantic prosodies of words. The notion of 

semantic prosody connects the meanings of lexical items with communicative purposes 

(Stubbs, 2009).  
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3.1.4 The definition of collocation in the current study 

The previous sections have reviewed the two major approaches to collocation, the 

phraseological approach and the frequency-based approach. They are indeed two 

different approaches to multi-word combinations. Evert (2009) demonstrated the 

difference between them with the help of the collocation good and time. Evert (2009) 

explained that good and time were significantly collocated according to the frequency-

based approach, whereas a good time may not be identified as a collocation by the 

phraseological approach (Evert, 2009). This was because a good time had a 

compositional meaning (i.e. semantically transparent) and accepted non-restricted 

substitution (e.g. a bad time or a good day). Nevertheless, these two approaches are 

complementary rather than contradictory (Granger and Paquot, 2008; Evert, 2009). 

Evert (2009) indicated that there was considerable overlap between the two approaches, 

as many collocations identified through corpus analysis had phraseological 

characteristics. For example, the significant collocation strong tea can reflect lexical 

restrictedness as the adjective cannot be substituted by other synonymous adjectives 

(e.g. *heavy tea or *powerful tea). Likewise, restricted collocations, such as make a 

decision, whose meaning is not fully transparent is expected to be statistically 

significant in the corpus.   

 

Many researchers suggested that a major issue in collocation research was the need to 

define the scope of the study and establish criteria for classifying collocations, either 

phraseological or statistical, in order to present clearer and more valid results 

(Nesselhauf, 2004; Walker, 2011b; Nation, 2013; Durrant, 2014). Therefore, the aim of 

this section is to specify how the current study deals with multi-word combinations.  
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When investigating the use of collocations by German-speaking learners of English, 

Nesselhauf (2004) followed the phraseological approach and developed a narrow 

definition of collocation (Section 3.1.2). Stubbs (1995) used the frequency-based 

approach to investigate the frequent collocates of CAUSE. In this study, the node was the 

lemma CAUSE, including all instances in which the node was used as a verb or a noun. 

The study captured collocates that co-occurred frequently in a span of 3:3 words. 

Durrant and Schmitt (2009) also used the frequency-based approach, but they focused 

particularly on adjacent word pairs such as adjective-noun and noun-noun collocations. 

Without defining the node word, Durrant and Schmitt (2009) directly retrieved 

collocations in the corpus using two statistical measures, t-score and mutual 

information. The two measures are the most widely used statistical measures to identify 

significant collocations and more details about the statistical measures will be presented 

in Section 4.4.  

 

The current study uses the frequency-based approach to identify nominal collocates that 

frequently co-occur with PVs. The node words are PVs in which the verbal component 

was analysed at the lemma level. The distance between the node and the collocate is 

restricted to a 3:3 span. Compared with the optimal 4:4 span recommended by Sinclair, 

Hones and Daley (2004), the 3:3 span is more limited but fit into the current study for 

two reasons. Firstly, the collocational association between the nouns and the node PV 

tends to be weaker as the distance increases. Secondly, when the verb and the particle 

of a PV are separated by an intervening item (e.g. look the word up), the chance of 

counting less significant collocates increases, as the most significant nominal collocate 

tends to appear between the verbal and the non-verbal components.  
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3.2 Pattern grammar 

3.2.1 The definition of pattern grammar 

Sinclair (1991, p.91) argues that “there is a strong tendency for sense and syntax to be 

associated”. This argument has been further developed by Hunston and Francis (2000) 

who introduce ‘pattern grammar’ to show the association between sense and syntax. In 

general, the nature of ‘pattern’ is repetition. Hunston (2010) explains that a noticeable 

pattern emerges from the repeated use of combinations of words and grammatical 

structures. Based on the notion of patterns, the repeated occurrences of collocates could 

be understood as the lexical patterns associated with a node word. In contrast to 

collocation which particularly describes the lexical patterning of words, pattern 

grammar, drawing on a large amount of corpus evidence, mainly describes the 

grammatical patterning of a words. The repeated grammatical patterns associated with 

a word typically encompass small words (such as prepositions), groups and clauses that 

appear around the word (Hunston and Francis, 2000; Hunston, 2008).  

 

Briefly, Hunston and Francis (2000) define the pattern of a word as “all the words and 

structures which are regularly associated with the word, and which contribute to its 

meaning” (p.37). Hunston and Francis (2000) investigated grammatical patterns in the 

BoE corpus and provided a number of corpus examples to demonstrate the association 

between patterns and words. Compared to the traditional descriptive grammar that 

operates entirely on the syntactic level, this corpus-driven approach to grammar extends 

the traditional view by taking lexis into consideration (Francis, 1993; Hunston, 2008). 

The investigation of patterns in the corpus shows the mutual dependence between 

words and grammatical structures (Francis, 1993; Hunston and Francis, 2000). For 
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example, when the introductory it is used as the object, corpus evidence shows that find 

and make are two most frequent verbs that precede it, whereas other verbs such as think 

and consider are less frequent. Francis (1993) argued that traditional grammar did not 

indicate such restricted choice of verbs explicitly. Meanwhile, Francis (1993) also 

observed that the communicative function of the grammatical structure tended to be 

clearer via corpus investigation. For instance, corpus evidence showed that the choice 

of adjectives (such as difficult, hard, etc.) was also restricted in ‘find it + adjective’ and 

this restricted choice was closely connected with the evaluative meaning of this 

structure (Francis, 1993).  

 

3.2.2 Two major arguments of pattern grammar 

Based on the extensive investigation of patterns in the BoE corpus, Hunston and Francis 

(2000) present two major arguments for pattern grammar in their book. The two major 

arguments will be discussed in detail in this section.  

 

Firstly, Hunston and Francis (2000) argue that patterns and lexis are mutually dependent 

with each other. Each pattern is dependent on a restricted choice of lexical items, and 

each lexical item occurs relatively frequently with a restricted set of patterns (Hunston 

and Francis, 2000). For example, by analysing 50 random concordance lines of the verb 

explain, they found that this verb is frequently used in complementation patterns, such 

as V n to n14 or V wh15 (corpus evidence showing the grammatical patterning of explain 

 
14 Hunston and Francis (2000) proposed the way of presenting patterns in their book (p.45). Where a 

preposition, adverb or other lexical item is part of a pattern, they suggested using italics to indicate that 

it is a lexical item rather than an open slot for a group of words. In the pattern V n to n, for example, to 

is a preposition which introduces the indirect object of the verb.  
15 V wh is a pattern that shows verbs are followed by clauses beginning with a wh-word (including what, 

when, where, which, who, why, and how). The slot for verbs is capitalised (i.e. V), which indicates that it 

is a pattern associated with verbs.  
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can be found in Hunston and Francis, 2000, p.38). While these two patterns are 

compatible with explain, the verb slot in V n to n does not accept other verbs such as 

come and make. This is an important observation because it indicates that patterns occur 

with a restricted choice of words (Francis, 1993; Hunston and Francis, 2000). 

Additionally, a lexical item also occurs in a restricted set of patterns (Hunston and 

Francis, 2000). This can be illustrated by an adjective, afraid. In the BoE corpus, afraid 

frequently occurs in two different patterns, ADJ of (be afraid of) and ADJ that (be 

afraid that), but it never occurs in the ADJ n pattern. More precisely, afraid does not 

have the attributive use because it never occurs before a noun. Hunston and Francis’s 

observation provides corpus evidence demonstrating the interdependence between lexis 

and grammatical patterns, arguing against the traditional view that lexis and grammar 

are separate domains in language (Francis, 1993; Groom, 2005; Römer, 2009).  

 

The second argument on pattern grammar is concerned with the association between 

pattern and meaning (Hunston and Francis, 2000; Groom, 2005). Hunston and Francis 

(2000) outlined two valuable observations from the large-scale corpus data. One 

observation was that different meanings of a polysemous word tended to appear in 

different patterns; the other observation was the tendency for words from the same 

meaning group (i.e. they share a meaning aspect) to share the same pattern (Francis, 

1993; Hunston and Francis, 2000; Groom, 2005).  

 

The previous example of afraid can illustrate the first observation. Considering the 

following corpus examples in Figure 3.4:  
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Figure 3.4  Random concordance lines of be afraid of and be afraid that in the BoE 

corpus. 

 

As mentioned before, the adjective afraid frequently occurs in the ADJ of and ADJ 

that patterns. However, the meaning of this adjective in be afraid of is different from 

that in be afraid that. Corpus evidence exhibited in Figure 3.4 shows that the meaning 

of afraid in be afraid of is associated with ‘being frightened’, whereas the meaning is 

associated with ‘apologising for something’ when it appears in the pattern be afraid that 

(Hunston and Francis, 2000).  

 

In addition to the example of afraid, Hunston and Francis (2000) also investigated the 

use of the verb reflect in the corpus and analysed the meanings of this verb. According 

to their findings, there are three frequent meanings of reflect observed in the corpus (i.e. 

light-related, mirror-related, thinking-related) and each of them “typically occurs in a 

particular phraseology, that is, collocating with different types of noun or pronoun [...] 

and with a different complementation pattern” (Hunston and Francis, 2000, p.255). 

Table 3.2 summarises their findings and shows how grammatical patterns associated 

with reflect distinguish the meanings of this verb.  
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Table 3.2  How grammatical patterns distinguish the different meanings of the verb 

reflect, based on the findings from Hunston and Francis (2000) 

 Meanings  Patterns  Examples  

reflect1 related to light or surfaces V n 
The glass appears to reflect light 

naturally. 

reflect2 mirror-related be V-ed 
His image was reflected many 

times in the mirror. 

reflect3 thinking-related V prep I reflected on the child’s future. 

 

As Table 3.2 shows, the light-related meaning of reflect (i.e. reflect1) occurs more 

frequently in the V n pattern, whereas the thinking-related meaning (i.e. reflect3) is 

more likely to be found in the V prep pattern. Different meanings of reflect are signalled 

by different patterns (Hunston and Francis, 2000). In other words, it is not impossible 

to find that, for example, reflect1 is followed by a preposition in the corpus. 

 

In terms of the second observation, the association between pattern and meaning was 

firstly indicated by Francis (1993), who observed that words from the same meaning 

group tended to appear in the same pattern. Hunston and Francis (2000) illustrated this 

tendency with the help of a specific verb pattern, V over n. They investigated a number 

of concordance lines in which this pattern appeared and found that the verb slot before 

the preposition over can be filled with a small group of verbs, such as disagree, fight, 

quarrel, and wrangle (p.44). These verbs shared a common aspect of meaning, which 

was associated with ‘having an argument or discussion’. Therefore, in the reference 

book of verb patterns, Francis et al. (1996) included these verbs in the ‘argue’ group.  

 

Furthermore, Hunston and Francis (2000) observed that the pattern itself was possible 

to carry a meaning. For instance, they illustrated that the pattern there v-link something 

ADJ about n usually carried an evaluative meaning, evaluating the person or thing 

indicated in the noun slot following about (Hunston and Francis, 2000). Considering 
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the following examples extracted from the BoE corpus:  

You’ve always known there was something odd about the whole situation 

surrounding the horse. (BoE: BA_fF042799) 

She examined it closely. There was something unpleasant about it, although 

she wasn’t quite sure what. (BoE: BB_hF022228) 

She was paralysed by the scene itself, but, more than that, there was something 

wrong about her mother’s movements, something dehumanized and robotic. 

(BoE: BB_aM941193) 

As the three corpus instances show, it is possible to claim that the evaluative meaning 

of the target pattern is determined by the adjectives following something (i.e. odd, 

unpleasant and wrong). All the three adjectives share an evaluative meaning which 

describes something abnormal or not good. However, Hunston and Francis (2000) 

argued that the evaluative meaning should be granted to the pattern instead of the 

adjectives. For instance,  

Whether you’re swanning about at Glyndebourne or sitting in a poppy field, 

there’s something very British about picnics, especially if you use a traditional 

wicker basket. (Hunston and Francis, 2000, p.105) 

Unlike adjectives such as odd, unpleasant and wrong, the adjective very British has a 

potentially neutral meaning, but the pattern still has an evaluative function. This 

indicates that it is not the words with which it occurs but the pattern itself that carries 

an evaluative meaning (Hunston and Francis, 2000).  

 

The two arguments from Hunston and Francis’s (2000) study indicate the 

interdependence between patterns and lexis, as well as the association between pattern 

and meaning. Hunston (2007, p.59) therefore summarizes that a pattern can either be 
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“a particular lexical item having a particular pattern available to it” (e.g. afraid 

frequently appears in the ADJ of and ADJ that patterns), or “a particular pattern 

selecting a given set of lexical items, or items with a particular meaning” (e.g. the verb 

slot in the pattern V over n can be filled by verbs in the ‘argue’ group). As a result, 

patterns should be treated as phraseological units because they integrate single words 

into grammatical structures, and the lexis and grammatical patterns come together to 

form units of meanings (Römer, 2009). As a phraseological unit, pattern grammar 

suggests that lexis and grammar are not isolate properties of the language (Francis, 1993; 

Hunston and Francis, 2000; Hunston, 2007).  

 

Previous studies focusing on pattern grammar tended to investigate the patterns 

associated with individual verbs, nouns, and adjectives (e.g. Francis, 1993; Francis et 

al., 1996; 1998) or the meaning of a particular pattern (e.g. Groom, 2005; Su, 2019). 

However, the patterning of lexicalised multi-word combinations, such as PVs, has long 

been neglected. As lexicalised units, PVs have some similar functions with individual 

verbs. More specifically, PVs can form the verb clause in a sentence, and they are 

usually polysemous (Section 2.1.3). Based on these similarities between PVs and 

individual verbs, it would be possible to make two claims:  

(1) if different meanings of a word can be distinguished by the patterns in which 

the word appears (e.g. different meanings of reflect appear in different patterns), 

it seems reasonable to assume that different meanings of a PV can also be 

distinguished by the grammatical patterns in which the PV appears.  

(2) since words from the same meaning group are likely to appear in the same 

pattern (e.g. verbs in the ‘argue’ group are able to fill the pattern V over n), it 

seems that PVs, which share a similar aspect of meaning with one-word verbs, 
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are possible to be used in the same pattern in which the one-word verb 

equivalent appears.  

The current study aims to fill the gap by investigating the grammatical patterning of 

PVs. Chapter 7 will present the findings about the patterns of PVs in the BoE corpus.  

 

3.2.3 Identifying grammatical patterns in the corpus 

Since the current study attempts to identify grammatical patterns associated with 

specific PVs, it is necessary to determine what criteria can be used to identify patterns 

in the corpus. The first criterion involved in identifying patterns is frequency (Hunston 

and Francis, 2000; Hunston, 2014). As mentioned in Section 3.2.1, the nature of pattern 

is repetition. If a group of words co-occurs with a particular grammatical structure 

repeatedly, then researchers could record the co-occurrence as a pattern (Hunston and 

Francis, 2000). The repeated use of a pattern can be manifested by its high frequency 

(at least twice) in the corpus (Hunston, 2010). However, Hunston and Francis (2000) 

noted that the frequent co-occurrence of words and a particular grammatical structure 

did not always indicate the existence of a pattern. Considering the following two corpus 

examples illustrated by Hunston and Francis (2000, p.69).  

…which grow up to 15 cm tall and are big enough to catch small fishes. 

It is easy enough to make if you buy the pastry… 

As the two examples show, it is frequent for the word enough to follow an adjective 

and precede a to-infinitive clause in the corpus. However, Hunston and Francis (2000) 

questioned whether the two examples demonstrated the presence of a similar pattern. 

The authors argued that the pattern identified in the first example (i.e. adj enough to-

inf) was unique to enough, whereas the pattern identified in the second should be it v-

link ADJ to-inf, which was a pattern associated with adjectives (Hunston and Francis, 
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2000). This was because the to-infinitive clause was attribute to the adjective easy in 

the second example (Hunston and Francis, 2000). More specifically, if the word enough 

is missing in the second example, the absence does not affect the pattern and the 

meaning of the sentence. As a result, while corpus tools help to recognise frequent co-

occurrence of words and grammatical structures, manual checks are still necessary 

because relying on frequency alone may generate inaccurate results (Hunston and 

Francis, 2000).   

 

The second criterion is dependency, which means that “the pattern is not there by 

accident but as a result of the choice of the core word” (Hunston, 2014, p.102). Hunston 

(2014) used the verb form recovering to illustrate how dependency worked to identify 

patterns. In the corpus, this verb form is frequently followed by two prepositions, from 

and in. Hunston (2014) argued that recovering from can be identified as a pattern 

because the occurrence of the prepositional phrase beginning with from was dependent 

on recovering. The following two examples demonstrate the mutual dependence of 

recovering and from.  

Anyway, the Maiden are now recovering from the sad loss of Brucey baby.  

Frederick, at present recovering from an operation for throat. (Hunston, 2014, 

p.102) 

However, this kind of connection cannot be found when recovering is followed by 

prepositional phrase beginning with in. For instance, 

He is recovering in bed.  

My nephew is recovering in hospital from multiple… (Hunston, 2014, p.102) 

Hunston (2014) explained that the loose connection between recovering and in hospital 

can be tested by rephrasing.  
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In hospital, my nephew is recovering from multiple… 

However, it is not acceptable to change the order of the sentences when recovering is 

followed by from.  

*From an operation for throat, Frederick, at present recovering. 

As a result, when identifying a particular pattern with a word in a large collection of 

texts, the researcher needs to account for both frequent occurrences of the pattern and 

the dependency between the pattern and the node word (Hunston and Francis, 2000; 

Hunston, 2014). While corpus tools can present the frequency results of a grammatical 

structure, the question of whether the frequent grammatical structure is dependent with 

the node word seems to be difficult to answer. While rephrasing could be a useful test, 

it seems that the test still heavily relying on researchers’ intuition (Hunston and Francis, 

2000).  

 

3.3 How the progressive form affects the meaning of verbs 

The final section in this chapter is concerned with tense forms of verbs. It seems not 

feasible to capture the full range of meanings and functions conveyed by different 

tenses and aspects in English within a single section of a thesis. For the sake of space, 

this section cannot provide an exhaustive overview of all tenses and aspects in English 

but focuses on some representative studies regarding the progressive form of verbs.   

 

At first glance, the connection between verb tense forms and the lexico-grammatical 

patterning of words appears to be weak. However, they are possible to be integrated if 

we examine the co-occurrence of a verb with a specific tense, such as the present 

progressive tense. When I investigated the use of PVs in the corpus, there was an 

interesting finding that some PVs tended to be frequently used in the progressive form 
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(e.g. is looking up). The frequent co-occurrence of specific PVs with the progressive 

form can be seen as a typical example of patterning. I will return to this point with more 

corpus examples in Chapter 6 (Section 6.2). Here in this section, it would be necessary 

to understand the semantic and pragmatic functions of using the progressive form. 

 

Before moving on to the discussion of the functions of the progressive form, it is 

important to address potential confusion about the use of terms related to verb tense 

forms. In English grammar, there are two frequently used terms, ‘tense’ and ‘aspect’. 

Biber et al. (1999) describe that while ‘tense’ refers primarily to the time orientation 

(i.e. past, present, and future), ‘aspect’ is associated with “considerations such as the 

completion or lack of completion of events or states described by a verb” (p.460). The 

progressive, which is also known as the continuous, is one aspect of verbs in English. 

However, corpus linguists may not use these two terms frequently. In corpus linguistics, 

the frequently used term seems to be ‘form’ or ‘word form’, which refers to different 

members of a lemma16, including inflections for tense, number, case, etc. Since I focus 

on the -ing form of verbs in the corpus, the current study adoptes the label ‘the 

progressive form’. Where ‘the progressive form’ is used, it refers to the structure the 

progressive aspect, which consists of the progressive auxiliary be followed by the 

present participle of a verb (e.g. is looking, was looking, and have been looking)   

 

There are two aspects in English, the progressive and the perfect. Quirk et al. (1985) 

explained that the basic difference between the two aspects was to consider whether the 

action should be viewed as complete (i.e. perfective) or incomplete (i.e. progressive). 

 
16 According to Sinclair (1991), the lemma refers to all word forms of a word. For example, the lemma 

GO has different word forms including go, goes, going, went, gone and to go.  
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According to Biber et al.’s (1999) definition, the progressive aspect describes “activities 

or events that are in progress at a particular time, usually for a limited duration” (p.470). 

This definition of the progressive aspect agrees with Quirk et al. (1985), who also 

highlight the nature of the progressive aspect is “in progress” (p.189). Moreover, Biber 

et al. (1999) described that the present progressive aspect differed from the past 

progressive in the indicated time orientation. The present progressive aspect describes 

the events that are “currently in progress or about to take place in the near future”, 

whereas the past progressive aspect describes events that “were in progress or about to 

take place at some earlier time” (Biber et al., 1999, p.470). Quirk et al. (1985) 

mentioned that there was an additional type, the prefect progressive, which integrated 

the two aspect constructions (i.e. have been doing or had been doing). However, in 

Biber et al.’s work, they did not account for the perfect progressive because this form 

was quite rare in the Longman Spoken and Written English Corpus (Römer, 2005). 

 

In terms of the relationship between the progressive form and the meaning of verbs, 

Crystal (2004) noted that it may add semantic nuances to the meaning of verbs. Quirk 

et al. (1985) also investigated the association between the progressive form and three 

types of verb meanings. With the first type of verb meaning, Quirk et al. (1985) 

explained that stative verbs, such as own, live, etc., were not acceptable with the 

progressive aspect in most cases. While it is still possible to use the progressive form 

of stative verbs, some semantic nuances seem to be noticeable when this form is used 

(Quirk et al., 1985; Crystal, 2004). For example,  

We live in the country. vs. We are living in the country. (Quirk et al., 1985, 

p.199) 

Based on the above examples, Quirk et al. (1985) argued that where the progressive 
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form of stative verbs was used, the meaning implied temporariness instead of 

permanence. The second meaning type is concerned with duration. More specifically, 

the progressive form indicates that the event “has duration and has not yet come to an 

end” (Quirk et al., 1985, p.199). The ‘duration’ meaning, which is also known as the 

‘incompletion’ meaning (Mindt, 2000), can be illustrated by the example “[the] referee 

is blowing his whistle” (Quirk et al., 1985, p.199). Thirdly, in the example “[the] 

professor is typing his own letters while his secretary is ill” (p.199), the progressive 

form indicates a habitual meaning, implying a repeated action (i.e. typing letters) over 

a limited period of time (Quirk et al., 1985).  

 

Quirk et al.’s work shows the three major meanings indicated by the progressive form 

(i.e. temporariness, duration and habit). Mindt (2000), who adopted a corpus-based 

approach to English grammar, found that the three meanings of the progressive from 

accounted for the majority of the distribution in the corpus. In addition to the three 

frequent meanings, Mindt (2000) observed that six additional meanings of the 

progressive form, such as “highlighting/prominence, emotion, politeness, prediction, 

intention, and matter-of-course” (see also Mindt, 1997, p.231). These additional 

meanings, although less frequent, appear to reflect the speakers’ communicative 

purposes.  

 

Some of the less frequent meanings, such as the ‘emotion’ meaning, were also 

mentioned by Quirk et al. (1985). Quirk et al. (1985) explained that the progressive 

form may lose the temporariness meaning when it was combined with adverbs such as 

always, continually, etc. For example,  

Bill is always working late at the office. (p.199) 
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With the use of always, Quirk et al. (1985) stated that the progressive form of working 

tended to describe an emotional feeling of disapproval. This finding is in line with 

Mindt’s findings on the ‘emotion’ meaning of the progressive. However, besides the 

function of expressing negative emotions (e.g. disapproval and irritation), Mindt (1997) 

argued that the progressive form was also able to express positive emotions, such as 

agreement or sympathy. For instance, 

I’m longing to meet my son-in-law. (p.231).  

In this example, the progressive form maintained its emotional meaning without the 

explicit use of always. This is probably due to the fact that different meanings of the 

progressive frequently overlap, often encompassing two or more meanings 

simultaneously (Mindt, 1997).  

 

When more than one meaning of the progressive form co-occurred in an utterance, 

Quirk et al. (1985) suggested that it sometimes conveyed tentativeness. This tentative 

meaning can be illustrated by the example “I am hoping you will come” (Quirk et al., 

1985, p.202). As a stative verb, when hope was used in its progressive form, it typically 

implied temporariness, suggesting that hoping was a temporary state (i.e. the first major 

meaning of the progressive aspect). However, Quirk et al. (1985) noted that the use of 

the progressive form in this context added a sense of tentativeness to the utterance, 

making it sound more polite. This special use was labelled as the ‘politeness’ meaning 

of the progressive in Mindt’s work (cf. Mindt, 1997; 2000). Mindt (1997) explained 

that using the progressive form can “soften the effect on the addressee”, making the 

utterance less direct and harsh.  

 

In addition to Mindt (1997, 2000) who focused on the communicative functions of the 
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progressive form, Römer (2005) also used a corpus-driven approach to investigate the 

various functions of the progressive form in spoken English. This study found that 

experienced speakers used the progressive form to “convey their (mostly negative) 

attitude to something” (p.99) especially when it co-occurred with always (Römer, 2005). 

This finding suggests that the emotional meaning of the progressive form is frequently 

negative but could be neutral or positive in some cases. Unfortunately, Römer (2005) 

did not show the neutral or positive emotion with corpus evidence. In a more recent 

corpus-based study on the progressive form, Lindley (2020) focused on the co-

occurrence of always and the progressive form in two corpora, COCA and MICASE 

(the Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English). Lindley (2020) provided 

empirical data to argue that the emotionally neutral function (typically describing facts) 

was the most frequent function of the progressive form, accounting for 71.9% of 

occurrence in the corpora. Besides the neutral function, the negative function (typically 

complaints and laments) was more frequent than the positive function (typically praise) 

(Lindley, 2020). In the two corpora, 24.1% of the occurrences demonstrated the 

negative function whereas only 4% showed the positive function (Lindley, 2020).  

 

Based on the review of previous studies on the progressive form, the fundamental 

functions of this form are related to the indication of a temporary, durative, or habitual 

state (Quirk et al., 1985; Mindt, 1997; 2000). In addition to the three major functions, 

this form is also able to reflect speakers’ emotion and tentativeness (Mindt, 1997; 2000; 

Römer, 2005). As a result, the current study will examine the co-occurrence of the 

progressive form and specific PVs, analysing whether the use of progressive form have 

any semantic and pragmatic meanings with certain PVs. 
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3.4 Summary 

This chapter has outlined the phraseological aspects that are involved in the current 

study. Previous studies tend to focus on the multiple meanings and the flexible syntactic 

structure of PVs. As a lexical item, there is little research on the phraseological use of 

PVs. This study tries to fill the gap by exploring the lexical-grammatical patterns 

associated with PVs. Based on the overview of collocation and pattern grammar in this 

chapter, the study will investigate nominal collocates and grammatical patterns 

occurring around PVs in the BoE corpus. It also examines whether lexico-grammatical 

patterns associated with PVs help to differentiate the meanings of PVs. In the meantime, 

it also looks at the progressive form of specific PVs (see Section 6.2), examining the 

association between the meanings of PVs and this special tense form.  
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Chapter 4 Methodology  

This chapter aims to describe the methodological procedure that was employed in the 

current research. On the basis of the rationale explained in Section 1.2, Section 4.1 

outlines the three research questions of the thesis and describes how each research 

question was addressed in the following result chapters. Then, Section 4.2 introduces 

the selection of corpora for this study. There are two reference corpora involved: the 

BoE corpus and a specialised sub-corpus extracted from the BNC. More details about 

how I use these two reference corpora can be found in Section 4.2.1. The Chinese 

learner corpus is derived from two existing learner corpora of Chinese EFL learners, 

with a careful selection of texts from both. Section 4.2.2 provides more information 

about the Chinese learner corpus. The following section (Section 4.3) shows the 

procedures of collecting data from the corpus. Finally, the analytical methods of the 

current study (i.e. quantitative and qualitative analysis) are presented in Section 4.4. 

This section also discusses the difference between the two types of analysis in detail.  

 

4.1 Research Questions 

As mentioned in Section 1.2, the main objective of this study is to explore how the use 

of PVs differs between Chinese EFL learners’ writing and L1 users’ writing. To achieve 

this objective, I believe it is necessary to first understand how PVs are used by L1 users 

and then compare the use of PVs in the Chinese learner corpus with what I found in the 

reference corpus. Therefore, the current study aims to answer three major research 

questions in the following chapters (Chapter 6 to Chapter 8):  

1. How do L1 users use specific PVs in terms of three aspects: collocation, patterns, 

and the progressive form?  
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2. How does the use of frequent PVs (both two-word and three-word PVs) differ 

between the reference corpus and the Chinese learner corpus? 

3. Do Chinese EFL learners replace PVs with one-word equivalents in their 

writing? When Chinese EFL learners replace PVs with one-word verbs, how 

satisfactory are their replacements? 

 

As mentioned in Section 3.1 and 3.2, previous studies on collocations and grammatical 

patterns often investigated the collocational and grammatical patterns of individual 

words, whereas the patterns that co-occur frequently with PVs seem to be an area that 

is under-investigated. As a result, the first research question aims to fill this gap by 

investigating the lexico-grammatical patterns associated with specific PVs in the BoE 

corpus and exploring how different meanings of the PVs are associated with their 

frequent collocates and grammatical patterns. In addition to collocations and 

grammatical patterns, it seems that some PVs are frequently used in a particular form 

(e.g. the -ing form). I am also interested in whether the use of specific forms influences 

the meaning of the PVs. Answers to this research question attempt to provide insights 

into how L1 users use PVs and to enhance comprehension of polysemous PVs with 

respect to the lexico-grammatical patterns associated with these PVs.  

 

The second research question aims to examine whether Chinese EFL learners under- or 

overuse frequent PVs in their writing in comparison to L1 users. To answer this question, 

I focused on a list of 100 frequent two-word PVs proposed by Gardner and Davies 

(2007) and investigated the frequency and distribution of these PVs in the reference 

corpus and the Chinese learner corpus. Besides overall frequency, the results of this 

question also showed the distribution of different forms (i.e. the contiguous and non-
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contiguous form) of these 100 PVs in the two corpora, examining whether the 

distribution of each form in the Chinese learner corpus differs from the distribution in 

the reference corpus. When answering this question, I also paid attention to the use of 

specific PVs in the Chinese learner corpus, examining whether Chinese EFL learners 

are able to use these PVs in a semantically and syntactically appropriate way. Based on 

this qualitative analysis, it is possible to develop an understanding of Chinese EFL 

learners’ difficulties of using PVs 

 

Finally, the third research question investigates Chinese EFL learners’ choices between 

PVs and synonymous one-word verbs. As mentioned in Section 2.3.1, previous studies 

have argued that many EFL learners tend to avoid using multiword verbs and prefer to 

replace them with one-word verbs (Siyanova and Schmitt, 2007; Waibel, 2007). Based 

on this argument, this research question investigates whether Chinese EFL learners also 

have such avoidance behaviour on their use of PVs. In order to limit the scope of the 

study, the study selected 10 PVs and their one-word verb equivalents and examined the 

use of these 10 verb pairs in the Chinese learner corpus.  

  

4.2 Corpora and corpus tools 

In order to answer the three research questions, this study employs a corpus-based 

method to investigate how experienced users of the language use PVs (using data taken 

from the reference corpus) and to compare how Chinese learners’ use of PVs differs 

from L1 users (using data taken from both the reference corpus and the learner corpus).  

 

Before introducing the corpora used for investigation and comparison, it is important 
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to note that large corpora are desirable for the current study. In order to establish the 

lexico-grammatical patterning associated with the PVs (i.e. collocation and 

grammatical patterns), it is necessary to use a large corpus, especially a large learner 

corpus. Having access to a large learner corpus is beneficial for retrieving longer 

sequences of words in the corpus. Sinclair (2004b, p.189) argued that “the main virtue 

of being large in a corpus is that the underlying regularities have a better chance of 

showing through the superficial variations”. O’Keeffe and MaCarthy (2010) agreed 

with this idea and acknowledged that large corpora were suitable for the investigation 

of lexis and phraseology. As a result, when investigating the use of specific PVs in 

longer sequences, a learner corpus with a considerable size would be beneficial as it 

increases the opportunities of finding repeated patterns associated with PVs. 

 

Another reason for finding large corpus is associated with the stylistic feature of English 

PVs. As mentioned in Section 2.2.3, PVs are more common in spoken language than in 

written language. Therefore, it can be assumed that the overall frequency of PVs in 

written texts may not be as high as that in spoken texts. A larger collection of written 

texts would be beneficial for data collection, providing more corpus evidence of 

learners’ use of PVs. 

 

4.2.1 The reference corpora 

The current study involves two reference corpora, the Bank of English (BoE) corpus17 

and a specialised sub-corpus derived from the British National Corpus (BNC). The BoE 

corpus was used for investigating how experienced users use PVs, as it is one of the 

 
17 More information about the Bank of English corpus is available at the website: 

https://cqpweb.bham.ac.uk/bankofenglish/ 



 

84 

 

largest reference corpora designed to reflect the mainstream of contemporary English 

(Mahlberg, 2005). To be more specific, the BoE corpus is mainly associated with the 

first research question and provides corpus data about the lexico-grammatical 

patterning associated with PVs in English. In terms of research questions 2 and 3, a 

more specialised corpus of written English was used in order to compare the use of PVs 

in L1 users’ writing with that in Chinese learners’ writing.  

 

The BoE corpus, containing both written and spoken texts of English, is a large-scale 

reference corpus which is “regularly updated and has been continually increasing in 

size” (Mahlberg, 2005, p.42). When I started investigating the use of PVs in the BoE 

corpus, its size had reached over 700 million running words18. The large size of the BoE 

corpus indicates that it is a representative corpus, providing a comprehensive view of 

how L1 users use PVs in both written and spoken discourse. In addition to size, the 

‘representativeness’ of this corpus is also associated with geographic diversity (Hunston, 

2002; Mahlberg, 2005). Hunston (2002) describes that the idea of geographic diversity 

refers to the equal collection of data from various regions. Table 4.1 below provides 

information about the sub-corpora of the BoE corpus (cf. Barnbrook, Mason, and 

Krishnamurthy, 2013, p.214). As Table 4.1 shows, although the BoE corpus 

predominantly collects texts from British English, it also includes texts from other 

regions such as the United States, Australia, Canada, etc. (Barnbrook, Mason, and 

Krishnamurthy, 2013). The wide selection of texts from different regions also ensures 

that searching for PVs in the BoE corpus would yield more comprehensive results. The 

BoE corpus is also intended to be a resource where dictionary writers and learners of 

 
18 The BoE corpus was last updated in 2012 on CQPweb, the web-based corpus tool where I accessed 

the corpus.  
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English could expect to find standard English (Hunston, 2002). As a result, the current 

study considered the BoE corpus a valuable resource for consultation, providing 

instances of how experienced users use PVs.  

Table 4.1  Sub-corpora of the BoE corpus (cf. Barnbrook, Mason, and Krishnamurthy, 

2013, p.214) 

Sub-corpora Country of origin Contents 

oznews Australia Australian newspaper 

strathy Canada Canadian mixed corpus 

bbc UK BBC radio 

brbooks UK British general books 

brephem UK British ephemera 

brmags UK British magazines 

brspok UK British informal spoken language 

econ UK Economist magazine 

guard UK Guardian newspaper 

indy UK Independent newspaper 

newsci UK New Scientist magazine 

sunnow UK Sun/News of the World newspaper 

times UK Times/Sunday Times newspaper 

wbe UK Business language 

npr US National Public Radio 

usacad US American academic books 

usbooks US American general books 

usephem US American ephemera 

usnews US American newspapers 

usspok US American information spoken language 

 

Despite the usefulness of the BoE corpus, this study did not use it for comparison with 

the learner corpus. I was looking for another reference corpus for comparison because 

the size of the BoE corpus is too large to find a suitable learner corpus. It was not easy 

to find a learner corpus of comparable size. In addition, as Table 4.1 shows, the BoE 

corpus consists of around 90% written texts and 10% spoken texts. It could be argued 

that spoken texts, such as newspaper articles, magazine articles, radio podcasts (see 

Table 4.1), are still largely scripted, making the spoken sub-corpus not entirely 
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reflective of oral language. Furthermore, the BoE corpus is sometimes criticised for an 

unbalanced inclusion of texts, relying heavily on journalistic texts (Mahlberg, 2005). 

Although journalistic texts are able to represent mainstream English, the genre 

differences between journalistic texts and learners’ English writing suggest that the 

current study should not treat the BoE corpus as the reference corpus for comparison.  

 

A more trustworthy comparison can be made using the BNC, another general-purpose 

corpus of English. The full size of the BNC contains approximately 100 million words, 

with 90% of the data coming from the written component and 10% from the spoken 

component (Burnard, 2007). In contrast to the BoE corpus which relies largely on 

journalistic texts, the written sub-corpus of the BNC has a balanced selection of texts 

across various genres, such as academic and non-academic prose, fictions, newspaper 

articles, etc. (Hunston, 2002). However, it is still too large to be a reference corpus of 

comparable size. As a result, considering the size of the Chinese learner corpus (see 

Section 4.2.2 for more information), I decided to select three text files from the BNC 

and make up a reference corpus of comparable size based on the selected files. Details 

of the reference corpus used for comparison can be found in Table 4.2.  

Table 4.2  Text files included in the reference corpus for comparison (selected from the 

BNC 

Text files Mode 
Place of 

origin 
Tokens Texts 

Non-academic proses  

Written UK 

3,974,099 117 

School & University essays 188,335 9 

Letters  111,178 8 

Total   4,273,612 134 

 

The reference corpus used for comparison contains 4,273,612 tokens (running words) 

in 134 texts originated from the UK. While the reference corpus for comparison is much 
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smaller than the full version of the BNC, it has a comparable size with the learner corpus 

(2,882,429 words). Meanwhile, to avoid invalid comparison between the reference 

corpus and the learner corpus, I made a careful selection of text files. Some text files in 

the BNC, such as academic prose, fiction, and newspapers, were excluded from this 

specialised corpus. This exclusion was due to the absence of these genres in the learner 

corpus (see Table 4.3 in Section 4.2.2). The selected text files in the comparable 

reference corpus aim to be consistent with those included in the Chinese learner corpus.  

 

In this thesis, corpus evidence from the BoE corpus mostly appeared in Chapter 6 and 

Chapter 7 where the BoE corpus can demonstrate the lexico-grammatical patterns 

associated with PVs. Chapter 2 and Chapter 5 also included some examples from the 

BoE corpus when discussing the identification of English PVs in the corpus. In terms 

of the comparison between L1 users and EFL learners, the BoE corpus was discarded. 

The specialised sub-corpus derived from the BNC provided data to show how the 100 

most frequent PVs were used in L1 users’ writing. For the purpose of simplicity, the 

reference corpus in this thesis particularly refers to the specialised sub-corpus derived 

from the BNC rather than the BoE corpus, because I did not compare the use of PVs in 

the BoE corpus and the Chinese learner corpus.  

 

To access and investigate data in the BoE corpus and the reference corpus, I used 

CQPweb19 (Hardie, 2012), a web-based software for searching a corpus and analysing 

corpus data. This is a powerful corpus analytical tool with a variety of useful functions. 

For example, Figure 4.1 is a screenshot showing the query results of LOOK up20 in the 

 
19 More information about CQPweb can be found at the website: https://cqpweb.bham.ac.uk/index.php.  
20 Small capital letters are used to refer to all members of a lemma. LOOK up, for example, refers to look 

 

https://cqpweb.bham.ac.uk/index.php
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BoE corpus. As Figure 4.1 shows, CQPweb allows users to analyse this PV by looking 

at the collocations, the frequency of different forms, the distribution of it in the corpus, 

etc.  

 
Figure 4.1  A screenshot of CQPweb showing the functions of this corpus tool 

 

4.2.2 The Chinese learner corpus 

The learner corpus in the current study is a combined corpus of two ready-made learner 

corpora for Chinese EFL learners: the WECCL (Written English Corpus of Chinese 

Learners) (Wen, Liang, and Yan, 2008) and the TECCL (Ten-thousand English 

Compositions of Chinese Learners) (Xu, 2015).  

 

The WECCL corpus is a sub-corpus of the Spoken and Written English Corpus of 

Chinese Learners (SWECCL 2.0) (Wen, Liang, and Yan, 2008), one of the most 

significant learner corpora for research on Chinese EFL learners (Zou and Reinders, 

2017). The SWECCL corpus contains about 2 million words and consists of two sub-

corpora: the spoken sub-corpus and the written sub-corpus. Since the current study 

focuses on the use of PVs in written texts rather than spoken texts, I used data from the 

written sub-corpus of SWECCL and excluded data from the spoken sub-corpus from 

my learner corpus. When establishing the written sub-corpus, Wen, Liang, and Yan 

 
up, looked up, looking up, and looks up. In this thesis the lemma is used with the lexical verbs in PVs 

rather than the particles. 
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(2008) aimed to create a corpus that more accurately and objectively reflects the English 

writing proficiency of Chinese EFL learners. The WECCL corpus is a collection of 

4950 written texts from Chinese EFL learners, containing 1,186,215 words. The texts 

were written by college students from over 20 universities in mainland China, including 

both English majors and non-English majors (Wen, Liang, and Yan, 2008). The texts 

covered 27 topics, consisting of 26 argumentative essays and one expository essay (see 

Appendix 3 for more details about these topics). In addition, essays in the WECCL were 

written under time constraints. The majority of the texts were exam essays written for 

the TEM-4 test. TEM-4 is targeted at first- and second-year undergraduates with an 

intermediate level of English proficiency (Jin and Fan, 2011). Although the essays were 

written under exam conditions, they were not targeted at academic audience, such as 

professors or tutors of a specific discipline. Students were asked to discuss a topic they 

may be confronted with every day and make some arguments based on their personal 

experience (Guo and Chen, 2007). Based on Guo and Chen’s (2007) description, it 

could be argued that the written texts in the WECCL corpus were non-academic writing 

and did not exhibit features of academic writing.  

 

The TECCL corpus is another learner corpus involved in the current study. Similar to 

the WECCL corpus, the TECCL corpus is also a corpus of students’ writing produced 

by Chinese EFL learners. Created in 2015, the TECCL corpus has been more recently 

updated compared with the WECCL corpus. The size of the TECCL corpus is over 1.8 

million words (1,817,472 words), which is also larger than the WECCL corpus. This 

corpus contains approximately 10,000 written texts from Chinese students, ranging 

from elementary school students to postgraduates (Xu, 2015). While the texts in this 

corpus were written by students with varying levels of English proficiency, 
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undergraduates with the intermediate proficiency level were the major contributors (Xu, 

2015). Although text contributors to the TECCL corpus did not provide a full list of 

essay topics, Xu (2015) offered some prompts regarding the essays, which help to 

indicate the genres of learners’ writing. Based on Xu’s prompts, Table 4.3 displays some 

examples of essay topics in the TECCL corpus and shows the corresponding genres.  

Table 4.3  Examples of essay topics in the TECCL corpus 

Genres      Essay topics 

Argumentative essays - How to Build Up Self-confidence? 

 - Discuss the positive and negative aspects of 

sports. 

 - Should college students take part in social 

practice? 

Expository essays - Describe how the number of postgraduates 

increases over the years based on the table. 

 - Describe the relationship between one’s 

educational background and earnings based on 

the bar chart. 

 - Describe the layout of the room based on the 

map. 

Empathy texts (emails 

and letters) 

- A letter inviting a hypothetical pen pal to visit 

Beijing during the Olympic Games. 

 - An email checking the details for the seminar. 

 

As shown in Table 4.3, I used the label ‘empathy texts’ to refer to emails and letters in 

the TECCL corpus. This label was borrowed from Nesi et al. (2012), who categorises 

job applications, letters to friends, news reports, etc. as ‘empathy writing’. The authors 

also explain that producers of empathy writing “do not usually have to construct an 

argument or demonstrate new reasoning, but they do need to engage with their 

hypothetical readers or listeners” (Nesi et al., 2012, p.217). According to their 

explanation, ‘empathy texts’ should be a suitable genre for learners’ emails and letters 

in the TECCL corpus, although this corpus did not include other types such as job 

application and news report.  
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The TECCL corpus collects texts written under various conditions, including exam 

essays, as well as compositions written after class and collaborative writing tasks. Also, 

the TECCL corpus includes essays written by English majors as well as non-English 

majors who are presumed to have less exposure to English than their English-major 

counterparts. Unlike the WECCL corpus, which focuses primarily on English-major 

undergraduates in China, Wu and Tissari (2021) believe that the TECCL corpus is more 

likely to represent the overall English proficiency of Chinese EFL learners. This is 

attributed to its extensive inclusion of student writing, which provides a more 

comprehensive view of English proficiency levels among Chinese EFL learners (Wu 

and Tissari, 2021).  

Table 4.4  Information about two ready-made learner corpora targeted at Chinese EFL 

learners 

 
WECCL (Wen, Liang, and 

Yan, 2008) 
TECCL (Xu, 2015) 

Size 1,186,215 1,817,472 

Year of collection 2003 – 2007 2011 – 2015 

Number of texts 4950 

9864  

(with 6867 written by 

undergraduates) 

Average length of 

the texts 
150 - 250 words 150 – 200 words 

Learners’ L1  Chinese Chinese 

Learners’ 

proficiency level 
Intermediate 

Beginners to upper-

intermediate  

(with the intermediate being 

the majority) 

Time conditions Timed writing 
Both timed and untimed 

writing 

Types of learners’ 

English writing 

Argumentative essays and one 

expository essay 

Argumentative essays, 

expository essays, emails and 

letters 

 

Based on the description above, Table 4.4 summarises the information about the two 

learner corpora. As Table 4.4 shows, the two corpora have some common features. For 
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example, both of them collected non-academic writing from Chinese EFL learners with 

the same L1 background (i.e. Chinese). They also have some distinctions. Compared to 

the WECCL corpus, which focuses particularly on undergraduate students’ exam 

writing, the TECCL corpus has a wider selection of texts, collecting essays written 

under time constraints and without time limit (see Table 4.4). Also, text contributors of 

the TECCL corpus have various levels of proficiency, ranging from beginners to upper-

intermediate learners.  

 

As mentioned at the beginning of Section 4.2, the current study requires a learner corpus 

that has a considerable size, allowing for the investigation of the lexico-grammatical 

patterns associated with PVs. To obtain a desirable large-size learner corpus, I decided 

to combine the two learner corpora and called the combined corpus the Chinese learner 

corpus (or the learner corpus) in the thesis. Considering the differences between the two 

learner corpora, I made a selection of students’ writing in the two corpora before 

combining the two. Firstly, around 3000 out of the 9864 written texts in the TECCL 

corpus were excluded in the Chinese learner corpus. This is because they were not 

written by undergraduate students. The remaining 6867 texts in the TECCL corpus were 

produced by undergraduate students whose level of proficiency should be similar to the 

learners in the WECCL corpus.  

 

Besides learners’ proficiency level, I also considered the selection of essays under 

different conditions. Na and Yoon (2016) argue that time is a crucial factor that affects 

the quality of learners’ writing. They found learners tend to perform better in the 

untimed condition (Na and Yoon, 2016). However, I decided to include both timed and 

untimed writing in the Chinese learner corpus because of two reasons: (1) in the TECCL 
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corpus, Xu (2015) did not specify which compositions were written under time 

constraints and which were not, and (2) the inclusion of both would be able to show 

learners’ performance of using PVs under different conditions, yielding more 

comprehensive results.  

 

Finally, in terms of text types, the Chinese learner corpus contains three different types 

of student writing: argumentative essays, expository essays, and empathy texts (emails 

and letters). Both the WECCL and the TECCL contain argumentative essays and 

expository essays (see Table 4.4), which are the most common text types of college 

student English writing in Chinese universities. In addition to the two types, the TECCL 

corpus also includes a small number of emails and letters written by undergraduates 

(see Table 4.3). Although empathy texts only exist in the TECCL corpus, I retained this 

type in the Chinese learner corpus because learners may employ informal language 

when they tried to engage with their hypothetical readers through emails or letters. In 

other words, the inclusion of emails and letters may provide better opportunities to 

analyse learners’ use of PVs in written texts.  

 

To sum up, the Chinese learner corpus in the current study contained 2,882,429 words. 

This size should be comparable with the reference corpus. Among 11,818 pieces of 

students’ writing, both timed and untimed essays were included. Producers of the 

written texts were Chinese undergraduate students who speak Chinese as their first 

language. Learners’ level of English proficiency was intermediate. The Chinese learner 

corpus contained learners’ non-academic writing, consisting of argumentative essays, 

expository essays and empathy writing (emails and letters), which are consistent with 

the genres included in the reference corpus (i.e. non-academic prose, school and 
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university essays, and letters).  

 

AntConc 4.2 (Anthony, 2023) was used in this study for analysing corpus data in the 

Chinese learner corpus. This was different from how I accessed the reference corpora 

via CQPweb. The reason for choosing a different corpus tool was that the Chinese 

learner corpus was unable to be loaded and compiled on CQPweb. As a consequence, I 

needed a corpus tool which could compile the corpus based on uploaded text files. 

AntConc is a multi-functional yet easy-to-use corpus analysis toolkit. In addition to 

compiling my learner corpus, this tool also has many functions that are useful for data 

analysis. For example, users can use the KWIC function to read the concordance lines 

of the queried item. Figure 4.2 is a screenshot showing the concordance results of LOOK 

up in the Chinese learner corpus. Besides showing KWIC concordance, users can also 

use other functions of AntConc, including analysing clusters, n-grams, or collocates, 

and generating word and keyword frequency, etc. Figure 4.3 is a screenshot showing 

the collocates of LOOK up in the Chinese learner corpus. 

 
Figure 4.2  A screenshot of AntConc showing the concordance results of LOOK up in the 
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Chinese learner corpus. 

 

 
Figure 4.3  A screenshot of AntConc showing the collocate function of this tool 

 

4.3 Data collection procedure 

4.3.1 Retrieving PVs in the corpus 

As noted in Section 2.2, both two-word PVs and three-word PVs (i.e. phrasal-

prepositional verbs) that function as a lexicalised unit will be investigated in the current 

study. Compared to retrieving three-word PVs, retrieving two-word PVs seems to be 

more challenging. This is because the structure of three-word PVs tends to be more 

stable than their two-word counterparts. Three-word PVs, such as look forward to, keep 

up with, etc., usually have a fixed structure, whereas two-word PVs, especially 

separable PVs (e.g. take off), have a more dynamic structure. Meanwhile, due to the 

fact that two-word PVs are more frequent in English, it is challenging to retrieve all 

two-word PVs in the corpus.  
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Considering the methodological challenge for retrieving two-word PVs, this study 

therefore investigates a list of 100 frequent PVs in the reference corpus and the Chinese 

learner corpus. These 100 PVs were not chosen randomly. This list was created by 

Gardner and Davis (2007) who studied frequent English PVs in the BNC (see Appendix 

1 for the full list of these 100 PVs). These 100 frequent PVs had a high coverage in the 

BNC, accounting for more than half (50.4%) of all the occurrences of PVs (Gardner 

and Davis, 2007). Because of the high coverage, this list of high-frequency PVs is 

considered a useful resource for EFL learners (Garnier and Schmitt, 2015).  

 

The first step was to prepare the list of highly frequent two-word PVs. Once the list was 

ready, I searched for the 100 PVs in the reference corpus and the Chinese learner corpus. 

As mentioned in Section 2.1, the basic structure of English two-word PVs is a lexical 

verb plus a prepositional or adverbial particle. The main task in the second stage was 

to retrieve concordance results that contained both the lemmatised verb and the particle 

in the two corpora. CQPweb and AntConc use different query language when retrieving 

lemmatised items. In CQPweb, for example, all members of the lemma LOOK can be 

retrieved by ‘{look}’. Since the current research was looking for the verb LOOK rather 

than other word classes, so the query in CQPweb should be refined to ‘{look/V}’, which 

retrieved all verbal members of the lemma LOOK. In AntConc, however, the wildcard 

‘||’ helps to search for lemmatised items. Therefore, in order to retrieve the lemma LOOK 

in the Chinese learner corpus, the query should be ‘look||looked||looking||looks’. Then 

non-verbal members of LOOK were manually eliminated from the results.   

 

Another methodological challenge for retrieving two-word PVs in the corpus was 
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associated with their dynamic forms. As discussed in Section 2.1.3, some two-word 

PVs have a non-contiguous form. Gardner and Davis (2018) found that separable PVs 

typically had pronouns and noun phrases as the intervening elements between the verb 

and the particle. Due to this feature, the current study did not examine separable PVs 

that were separated by three or more intervening words. To be more specific, the 

threshold for the length of intervening items was two words. The reason for having this 

threshold was the low frequency of PVs when the distance between the verb and the 

particle exceeds two words. Figure 4.4 exhibits several concordance lines in which 

LOOK and up was separated by three intervening words. As Figure 4.4 shows, when 

three items appear between LOOK and up, it is less likely to identify phrasal use of LOOK 

up in the BoE corpus.    

 
Figure 4.4  When three words intervene LOOK and up in the BoE corpus 

 

In CQPweb, searching for non-contiguous word sequences requires the use of wildcards 

that define the distance between words in a query (Hardie, 2012). The non-contiguous 

form of LOOK up can be retrieved by adding the wildcard ‘+’ and ‘*’. The wildcard ‘+’ 

is used to skip an arbitrary token and ‘*’ is for an optional token (Hardie, 2012). As 

Table 4.5 shows, the query ‘{look/V} + up’ suggested that the verb and the particle 

were separated by one token, whereas ‘{look/V} ++ up’ retrieved instances in which 2 

tokens appeared between LOOK and up. In terms of ‘{look/V} +* up’, this query 

retrieved instances in which LOOK and up were separated by one or two tokens. For 

example, both ‘look them up’ and ‘look the number up’ can be extracted using this query. 

It was helpful when I needed to retrieve all instances that contain the non-contiguous 
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form of LOOK up.   

Table 4.5  Retrieving separable PVs (e.g. LOOK up) in CQPweb 

Query  Concordance results 

{look/V} up 

She looked up at me in surprise. (BoE: BA_aM022024) 

We must keep in mind things are looking up. (BoE: 

NA4__040812) 

{look/V} + up 

They looked it up in a book. (BoE: BA_Qf022206) 

My first reaction was to look straight up to see whether the rig 

had survived. (BoE: BA_wm012092) 

{look/V} ++ up 

The PM looks the man up and down. (BoE: BA_SF042743) 

Trujillo looked the number up and dialled it. (BoE: 

BU_cM022233) 

{look/V} +* up 

Look them up on the internet. (BoE: NB1__040930) 

It is always possible to look these things up or make a phone 

call. (BoE: MBX____1161) 

 

AntConc also enables users to search for a sequence of words, but this software relies 

on a different query system. When two intervening words separate LOOK and up, it also 

means that up appears on the right side of LOOK within a span of three words. Figure 

4.5 is a screenshot demonstrating how I retrieved separable PVs in the Chinese learner 

corpus using AntConc.  

 
Figure 4.5  Retrieving separable PVs (e.g. LOOK up) in AntConc 
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4.3.2 Identifying PVs and rejecting non-PV combinations 

When retrieving concordance results for the 100 frequent PVs, it is important to note 

that the data may not be sufficiently clean. Some free combinations of the verb and the 

particle might have been automatically retrieved. This is because the corpus tools could 

not guarantee that each concordance contained a verb + particle combination that is 

used as a PV.  Figure 4.6 exhibits some concordance lines extracted from the reference 

corpus. In these concordance lines, the verb + particle combinations were not used as 

PVs.  

 
Figure 4.6  Non-PV combinations in the reference corpus 

 

In Figure 4.6, it is impossible to claim that the verbs and the particles were combined 

as units of meaning. For example, comes in cannot be regarded as a PV in the first line. 

This is because ‘in the morning’ is a prepositional clause that modifies the verb ‘comes’, 

specifying the time when the nurse comes. Consequently, after the first stage of 

retrieving verb + particle combinations in the reference corpus and the Chinese learner 

corpus, it was necessary to manually check each concordance result and eliminate those 

in which the verb and the particle did not form a unit of meaning. 

 

When combinations such as ‘comes in the morning’ was eliminated, the remaining data 

should contain verb + particle combinations that were used as units of meaning. The 

next step was to determine whether these combinations should be classified as PVs or 

non-PV combinations. As noted in Section 2.2.1, using syntactic tests to identify PVs 
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tends to be unreliable because these syntactic tests are not applicable to inseparable PVs 

and intransitive PVs. Due to the weaknesses of syntactic tests, this study employed 

semantic criteria to identify PVs. Here is a brief summary of the two semantic criteria: 

1. examining whether the meaning of a verb + particle combination is 

compositional or non-compositional (i.e. whether the meaning of the 

combination can be predicted by the meanings of the components); 

2. examining whether one of the components, either the verb or the particle, has 

an extended meaning in the combination (i.e. whether the figurative or 

metaphorical meaning of the component helps to understand the meaning of the 

combination).  

Since the focus of this section is to describe the steps of data collection, I am unable to 

show how specific PVs are identified using the two semantic criteria. In Section 5.1, I 

will provide more details and use corpus examples to demonstrate the identification of 

PVs. Compared with traditional syntactic tests that often ignore inseparable PVs and 

intransitive PVs, the two semantic criteria are able to identify both of them (see 

examples in Section 5.1). Also, the semantic criteria are applicable to both two-word 

and three-word PVs.  

 

When I was dealing with the corpus data, an important observation was that verb + 

particle combinations usually have multiple usages. That is, a verb + particle 

combination can be used either as a PV or as a non-PV combination. Figure 4.7 below 

provides two random concordance results of GO out in the reference corpus. GO out was 

used in different ways in the two examples. In the context ‘heating boiler which goes 

out’, the combination was classified as a PV, whereas it was classified as a non-PV 

combination in ‘I don’t go out in the evenings’. Using the semantic criteria is able to 
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differentiate between PV use and non-PV use. I will return to the variation in the use of 

verb + particle combinations in Section 5.2. 

 
Figure 4.7  Two random concordance lines of GO out in the reference corpus 

 

4.3.3 Finding synonymous one-word verbs of PVs  

The final stage of data collection was to find one-word verbs whose meanings are 

similar to corresponding PVs. Considering the scope of the study, I selected 10 PVs and 

consulted WordNet about their one-word synonyms. WordNet21 (Princeton University 

2010) is a lexical database of semantic relations between words. It shows the semantic 

links between words including synonyms, hyponyms, and meronyms. The 10 PVs and 

their one-word equivalents are shown in Table 4.6. 

Table 4.6  The selected 10 PVs and their one-word verbs 

PVs One-word verbs 

GET back return 

GO up rise 

HOLD on wait 

LOOK for search 

PUT off postpone 

SET up establish 

TURN down decrease 

WORK out solve 

CATCH up with reach 

GET out of avoid 

 

The 10 PVs listed in Table 4.6 were selected for several reasons. Firstly, they were 

frequently used both in the reference corpus and the Chinese learner corpus. Out of the 

10 PVs, 7 were taken from the list of 100 frequent PVs, such as HOLD on and WORK out. 

The rest three (i.e. LOOK for, CATCH up with, and GET out of), although not included in 

 
21 More information about WordNet can be found at the website: https://wordnet.princeton.edu/ 

https://wordnet.princeton.edu/
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the list, they were also frequently used in the two corpora. Secondly, the 10 PVs were 

intended to represent the range of PVs a learner may be exposed to. Both two-word and 

three-word PVs were included. They also varied in form and the compositionality of 

meaning. Some of them could be used separately (e.g. PUT off, WORK out), while some 

were more likely to be used in a contiguous form (e.g. GO up, LOOK for). Some of them 

had a compositional meaning (e.g. GET back, GO up), while others were not (e.g. LOOK 

for, CATCH up with). Thirdly, in the 10 selected PVs, some of them had multiple 

meanings (e.g. SET up, TURN down) while others did not (e.g. HOLD on). For each of 

these 10 PVs, a one-word alternative that is roughly synonymous was chosen (e.g. GO 

up/rise, TURN down/decrease). 

 

It should be noted that these near synonyms may not be perfect alternatives to PVs, 

especially to PVs with multiple meanings. For example, the meaning of TURN down in 

‘turn down the heat’ is different from its meaning in ‘turn down his request’. The former 

is synonymous with ‘decrease’, whereas the latter seems to be associated with ‘refuse’. 

As a result, this study has a limitation that the chosen one-word alternatives may not be 

perfect replacements for PVs and learners may have different choices if they intend to 

avoid using these polysemous PVs in their writings.  

 

To sum up, in the current study, the procedure for data collocation involved three stages:  

(1) retrieving concordance lines that include the 100 frequent PVs in the reference 

corpus and the Chinese learner corpus; 

(2) cleaning the corpus data and using semantic criteria to classify verb + particle 

combinations as either PVs or non-PV combinations; 

(3) finding 10 pairs of PVs and one-word equivalents and comparing the use of 
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these pairs in the two corpora.  

In the first stage, I retrieved verb + particle combinations in the reference corpus and 

the Chinese learner corpus. However, the preliminary data may not be sufficiently clean 

because the corpus tools were unable to distinguish between PVs and non-PV 

combinations. The aim of the second stage was to manually clean the data and identify 

PVs from the concordance results. Since verb + particle combinations may have 

multiple usages in the two corpora, the current study classified verb + particle 

combinations as PVs or non-PV combinations using semantic criteria. After cleaning 

the corpus data, the remaining concordance results had been carefully recorded for 

further quantitative and qualitative analysis. Finally, in order to investigate whether 

Chinese EFL learners have a tendency to avoid using PVs, 10 PVs and their one-word 

equivalents were chosen. The concordance results of these 10 pairs in the two corpora 

were also stored for further analysis.    

 

4.4 Data analysis 

Corpus linguistics, by definition, can be seen as a discipline in linguistics or a method 

that investigates a range of linguistic phenomena (McEnery and Hardie, 2012). As a 

discipline, corpus linguists are often concerned with issues such as the balance and 

representativeness of a corpus (e.g. Hunston, 2002) or the development and exploitation 

of a corpus tool (e.g. Hardie, 2012; Anthony, 2023), and these issues are considered 

“high-level issues of practice” in corpus linguistics (McEnery and Hardie, 2012, pp. 

xiii). As a method, corpus linguists often use corpus-based or corpus-driven approach 

to investigate language patterns and variations. McEnery and Hardie (2012) explain 

that corpus-based studies use corpus data to investigate an existing theory or a 

hypothesis, whereas corpus-driven studies regard the corpus as “the solely source of 
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our hypothesis about language” (p.6). They explain that the primary distinction between 

the two approaches lies in “the degree to which empirical data from a corpus is relied 

on” (p.151). However, McEnery and Hardie (2012) hold the view that all corpus 

linguistic studies can be labelled as ‘corpus-based’, because they argue that the corpus 

itself does not “[have] theoretical status” (p.6). Based on this argument, the current 

study is corpus-based, using corpus to investigate how L1 users use PVs and how 

learners’ use of PVs differs from L1 users.  

 

The current corpus-based study integrates both quantitative and qualitative analysis 

when investigating the use of PVs in the reference corpus and the learner corpus. In 

corpus-based studies, concordance usually plays a central role in the investigation of 

language patterns and variations. The term ‘concordance’, which is also known as 

KWIC (key words in context), is defined as “all the occurrences of a particular search 

term in a corpus, presented within the context that they occur in; usually a few words 

to the left and the right of the search term” (Baker, 2006, p.71). The definition indicates 

that concordance is the full list of the query, thus corpus linguists usually use the term 

‘concordance line’ to refer to an individual line of occurrence (Gries, 2009; McEnery 

and Hardie, 2012; Wulff and Baker, 2021). Wulff and Baker (2021, p.165) state that 

“concordance lines form the basis for both qualitative and quantitative analysis”. 

However, the distinction between quantitative and qualitative analysis seems to be 

rather vague when it comes to concordance lines because concordance lines are 

involved in all stages of an analysis (Wulff and Baker, 2021). In other words, 

concordance lines can indicate both the frequency data of a particular word (i.e. 

quantitative) and the context where the word appears (i.e. qualitative). As a result, this 

section aims to discuss the difference between the two types of analysis in detail and 



 

105 

 

specify what the quantitative analysis involved (see Section 4.4.1) and what the 

qualitative analysis involved (see Section 4.4.2) in the current study.  

 

4.4.1 Analysing quantitative data 

McEnery and Hardie (2012) suggest that quantitative analysis is demonstrated through 

frequency data. Wulff and Baker (2021) explain that quantitative analysis in corpus 

linguistics “[focuses] either exclusively, primarily, or in the initial stages of analysis, 

on the distributional patterns and global statistical trend underlying a given 

phenomenon” (p.165). Both of the definitions highlight the important role that 

frequency data plays in relation to a language phenomenon. In the current study, I 

focused on two types of frequency data. One is the co-occurrence of words (particularly 

nouns) around specific PVs in the BoE corpus, and the other is the observed (i.e. raw 

frequency) and normalised frequency of PVs in the reference corpus and the learner 

corpus. 

 

To answer the first research question, this study focused on the lexico-grammatical 

patterns associated with specific PVs, such as LOOK up, LOOK out, LOOK for, LOOK 

forward to, etc. They share a same verbal component, LOOK, which is one of the most 

common and frequent verbs in English. As mentioned in Section 3.1.4, the current study 

follows the frequency-based approach and focuses particularly on the nominal 

collocates that occur around PVs in the 3:3 span. While researchers have acknowledged 

the dominant role of frequency in the identification of collocation in the corpus (Stubbs, 

2001; Durrant, 2009; Walker, 2011a), some are concerned that regarding observed 

frequency as the only criterion may be unreliable. For instance, Gablasova, Brezina, & 

McEnery (2017) illustrated that if a word combination was frequently used by a small 
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group of language users, it may not be as significant as other frequent combinations 

used widely by a large number of speakers. For this reason, additional statistical 

measures of collocation, such as t-score and mutual information (MI), are frequently 

employed in corpus-based studies of collocations (e.g. Durrant and Schmitt, 2009; 

Granger and Bestgen, 2014; Gablasova, Brezina, & McEnery, 2017). This study 

identified frequent and significant collocates of PVs using t-score. It is a statistical 

measure used to determine the statistical significance of the co-occurrence of words 

compared to what would be predicted by chance. If a collocate has a high t-score, it 

generally means that the observed frequency of this collocate in the context of the node 

is significantly higher than what would be predicted by chance (Gries, 2010). However, 

MI measure was not adopted because this measure identifies significant collocates with 

a relatively low frequency.  

 

I paid attention to the second type of frequency data when answering the second and 

the third research question. The second research question is concerned with the extent 

to which the use of PVs in the Chinese learner corpus differs from the reference corpus. 

Table 4.7 shows the observed frequency of the 100 frequent PVs in both corpora. As 

Table 4.7 shows, there are 9881 occurrences of the 100 PVs in the reference corpus and 

5072 occurrences in the Chinese learner corpus. However, many corpus linguists 

pointed out that the observed frequency of an item in two corpora cannot be compared 

directly (Gries, 2010; Brezina, 2018). The queried item might appear more frequently 

in a larger corpus simply because the corpus contains more words overall. In the current 

study, as mentioned earlier in Section 4.2, the sizes of the reference corpus and the 

Chinese learner corpus are different. As a result, I also calculated the normalised 

frequency (i.e. frequency per million words) of the 100 PVs in each corpus. As Table 
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4.7 shows, the 100 frequent PVs appear 2312.10 times per million words in the 

reference corpus and 1759.63 times per million words in the Chinese learner corpus.  

Table 4.7  The frequency of the 100 frequent PVs in the reference corpus and the 

Chinese learner corpus 

 Observed frequency Normalised frequency 

The reference corpus 9881 2312.10 

The Chinese learner corpus 5072 1759.63 

 

Based on the observed and normalised frequency of PVs in the two corpora, it can be 

seen that the use of PVs differs between the two corpora. However, it may not be a 

generalisable result. That is, the different use observed in the two corpora may not be a 

true difference in the population (Oakes, 1998; Brezina, 2018). As a result, in order to 

assess the difference between the two corpora is not due to chance (i.e. statistically 

significant), the frequency data was further validated by the chi-square test (2) and p-

value. Brezina (2018) explained that the chi-square test statistic and the p-value can be 

used to determine whether the difference between the two corpora is significant enough 

to reject the null hypothesis. In the current study, the hypothesis was that Chinese EFL 

learners and L1 users use frequent PVs in different ways in written texts. Therefore, the 

null hypothesis should be there is no difference between the use of frequent PVs in the 

reference corpus and the learner corpus. As for the levels of significance, if the p-value 

was less than the significance level (i.e. p < 0.01), the null hypothesis was rejected. If 

p > 0.05, then the result failed to reject the null hypothesis, indicating that no significant 

difference in the use of PVs was observed in the two corpora. 

 

4.4.2 Analysing qualitative data 

Besides quantitative data, this study also incorporated qualitative examination of 
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concordance lines. Many corpus linguists noted that the results of quantitative analysis 

need interpretation, and the interpretation can be made via qualitative analysis (Wulff 

and Baker, 2021). Qualitative analysis, according to Wulff and Baker (2021, p.165), 

“[focuses] either exclusively, primarily or in the initial stage of analysis, on in-depth 

scrutiny of individual attestations of a phenomenon”. I used qualitative analysis in my 

study for three main reasons. Firstly, it is difficult to rely solely on statistical results to 

examine the association between the meanings of PVs and the three aspects of 

collocation, tense and grammatical patterning. Although statistical analysis shows the 

overall difference regarding the frequency of PVs in the two corpora, qualitative 

analysis can provide further insights into how Chinese EFL learners use PVs differently 

compared to L1 users. Secondly, qualitative analysis can reveal nuances that are not 

easily captured by quantitative methods. This was particularly useful when comparing 

the use of PVs and their one-word equivalents. For instance, the grammatical pattern 

where a PV was used might be different from the pattern where its one-word equivalent 

appeared. This difference in patterning cannot be observed by interpreting the statistical 

data alone. Thirdly, quantitative analysis cannot explain why Chinese learners use PVs 

in a particular way. In the current study, I speculated that the use of PVs in learners’ 

writing may be influenced by the way of teaching PVs. Therefore, as part of the 

qualitative data analysis, I also examined the instruction on PVs in teaching materials 

for college students in China.  

 

The purpose of examining the instruction in teaching materials was to gain some 

insights into the way of teaching PVs in the Chinese EFL context and to explore why 

Chinese EFL learners use PVs in a particular way. As mentioned earlier in Section 4.2.2, 

the Chinese learner corpus included texts written by undergraduate students in China 
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and their proficiency level was intermediate. Given the background of the target 

learners, I chose a course book called New Horizon College English – Reading and 

Writing: Student Book22  (Zheng, 2015). It is a series of books designed for college 

students who speak English as a foreign language (Zheng, 2015). I chose this course 

book mainly because it was the most widely used course book for the College English 

course23 in China and has been adopted by numerous universities across the country 

(Che, Chen and Jiang, 2024). Another reason was that this course book focused on 

reading and writing skills, which was relevant to the current study. Figure 4.8 below 

illustrates the way of teaching PVs in the course book. As Figure 4.8 shows, LOOK back 

was regarded as a fixed phrase and students were provided with both English and 

Chinese explanations. In other words, the instruction on PVs was meaning-oriented. 

This meaning-oriented technique may cause potential problems because it ignored the 

contexts in which LOOK back was used. Without contexts, students may use PVs in an 

unnatural way. 

 
Figure 4.8  Instruction on LOOK back in New Horizon College English – Reading and 

Writing: Student Book (Zheng, 2015) 

 
22 I used the third edition of New Horizon College English – Reading and Writing: Student Book (Zheng, 

2015) in my study. The third edition of this series was published in 2015 and contained four books.  
23 College English is an English language course for undergraduate students from non-English majors in 

China (Xu and Fan, 2017). This course is primarily oriented to English for general purposes (Xu and Fan, 

2017).  
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To sum up, once the raw data had been collected, it was analysed using both quantitative 

and qualitative techniques in order to examine how the use of PVs in the Chinese learner 

corpus differs from that in the reference corpus. Based on the frequency data of PVs in 

the two corpora, statistical analysis aimed to determine whether the different use of PVs 

is significantly different in the two corpora. Qualitative examination complemented the 

statistical results by providing detailed comments on learners’ performance when they 

use PVs in their writing. 

 

4.5 Summary 

To sum up, this chapter has described the methodology of the current study, including 

the corpora used for comparison, the steps of collecting data, and how the data was 

analysed using quantitative and qualitative techniques. The study aims to answer three 

research questions. The first research question is concerned with the patterning of PVs 

in the BoE corpus and the second and the third focus on the difference between the use 

of PVs in the reference corpus and the Chinese learner corpus. In order to answer the 

three research questions, this study integrated both quantitative and qualitative analysis. 

The two types of analysis made complementary contribution to the current study. 

Quantitative analysis showed the lexico-grammatical patterns associated with PVs in 

the BoE corpus and presented statistically significant and generalisable results on the 

different use of PVs in the reference corpus and the learner corpus. Qualitative analysis 

provided a more precise and in-depth explanation on how individual PVs are used by 

experienced users of English and identified difficulties or errors of using PVs in learners’ 

writing. 
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Chapter 5 Using semantic criteria to identify PVs in the corpus 

The focus of this chapter is to introduce the semantic criteria used to identify PVs in 

the current study. This chapter can be regarded as a follow-up to Section 2.2, where I 

discussed the weaknesses of traditional syntactic tests and the replacement test of PVs. 

This chapter also serves as part of the methodology for this study, as it provides more 

details about how I collected and refined data from the corpus. Additionally, it should 

be noted that corpus examples from the BoE corpus are used for demonstration in this 

chapter. 

 

Section 5.1 introduces the two semantic criteria and employs corpus data to show how 

each criterion is used to identify PVs. When dealing with verb + particle combinations 

in the corpus, it can be observed that these combinations usually have various usages. 

Therefore, Section 5.2 is concerned with the variation in the use of verb + particle 

combinations. As corpus evidence shows, a verb + particle combination is possible to 

be used as a PV in one context and as a non-PV combination in another. Finally, Section 

5.3 focuses on verb + particle combinations consisting of three components. It shows 

that three-word combinations also have both PV and non-PV use in the corpus.  

 

5.1 Semantic criteria of identifying PVs 

As mentioned in Section 2.1, combinations that consist of a verb and a particle are 

highly frequent in English, but not all verbs and particles are combined for the purpose 

of forming a PV. There are other types of multi-word verbs, such as prepositional verbs, 

that have fuzzy boundaries with PVs. Syntactic tests, such as the particle movement 

test and the passivisation test, are not sufficiently reliable to identify all English PVs. 
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These syntactic tests are mainly designed for transitive PVs and ignore intransitive PVs 

and inseparable PVs (see Section 2.2.1). In addition to syntactic tests, Bolinger (1971) 

proposed the replacement test, which focused on the semantic aspect of PVs. 

Unfortunately, this test is not very successful because many PVs do not have a one-

word equivalent (see Section 2.2.2). Although the replacement test fails, it reveals that 

the meaning of a PV may not be the sum of the meanings of the components. This 

observation is often considered as one criterion for identifying PVs or idioms (Sinclair, 

1996). Therefore, this section begins with the non-compositional meaning of PVs and 

describes the semantic criteria used in the current study to identify PVs in the corpus.  

 

5.1.1 Meaning non-compositionality 

Sinclair (1996, p.79) stated that “sometimes the criterion given for identifying phrasal 

verbs […] is that the meaning is not the same as the sum of the meaning of the 

constituent words”. Following Sinclair’s idea, the first semantic criterion is associated 

with the non-compositional meaning of PVs. By assessing how the meaning of a verb 

+ particle combination is constructed (i.e. compositional or non-compositional), it 

should be able to differentiate PVs and non-PV combinations. The following examples 

from the BoE corpus show the difference between compositional and non-

compositional meaning. In the 10 examples, COME in has a compositional meaning, 

whereas COME across has a non-compositional meaning.  
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The examination of COME in in lines 1 to 5 shows that the meaning of this combination 

is equal to the meaning of COME plus the meaning of in. For example, in line 5, it is 

suggested that ‘the counterman’ went into the room from the outside. Both the verb and 

the particle contribute to this interpretation. As a result, it can be argued that COME in is 

a free combination of the verb and the particle because its meaning is composed of 

COME and in.  

 

As mentioned in Section 3.1.2, the phraseological approach to multi-word 

combinations suggests that the components are not restricted by each other in free 

combinations (Cowie, 1988; Howarth, 1996). The substitution of one component does 

not affect the meaning of the other. Consider the following substitutions of line 5:  

The counterman came out with two fresh coffees. 

The counterman went in with two fresh coffees.  

In the first substitution, the meaning of came does not change when in is substituted by 

out. The meaning of the verbal component remains to indicate ‘the motion in space’ 

(OED online). Likewise, replacing came with went does not affect the meaning of in. 

According to the phraseological approach proposed by Cowie (1988), it can be argued 

that the combination of COME and in in ‘the counterman came in with two fresh coffees’ 

can be seen as a free combination. Another observation about the use of COME in is that 
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the verbal component preserves its meaning even without the non-verbal component.  

The counterman came (in) with two fresh coffees.  

As the example shows, there is no significant change in the meaning of this sentence if 

in is deleted. It seems that the function of in is to add a layer of meaning to came, 

explaining the direction of the motion (i.e. from outside to inside). 

 

In terms of COME across, the examination of lines 6 to 10 suggests that the way of 

interpreting COME in does not work to interpret COME across properly. In other words, 

the meaning of COME across in the given examples cannot be predicted by the two 

components. The meaning of COME across in lines 6 to 10 seems to be associated with 

‘meeting someone or encountering something’. For example, in line 7, the contextual 

information suggests that the man met a professional actor. In line 10, it is suggested 

that they might encounter psychological problems in their work. The interpretation of 

COME across has no association with either the verbal component or the non-verbal 

component. This argument can be supported by the following instances. 

*He also came a professional actor.  

*Psychological problems they might come in their work. 

As the two instances show, if the particle is ignored, the individual verb came makes 

no sense in the context. Also, if other verbs substitute the verbal component in the 

combination, the meaning of across will be influenced.  

 

In lines 11 to 15, the verbal component has changed. These verbs, such as GET, RUN, 
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and WALK, share a semantic aspect with COME, suggesting the motion from one position 

to another. When across follows these verbs, the meaning of this particle can be 

interpreted as ‘from one side to the other’ (OED online). For example, in line 12, ‘two 

kids ran across the road’ suggests the quick movement from one side of the road to the 

other side.  

 

Based on the above analysis of COME across, it can be argued that both components are 

mandatory in the combination, although the meanings of the two components do not 

contribute to the understanding of the combination. The substitution or change of one 

component impairs the meaning of the other. In addition, the comparison between COME 

across and other combinations such as RUN across and WALK across indicates that the 

combination of COME and across is not free and the meaning of this combination is non-

compositional. The current study classified COME across as a PV, whereas other 

combinations such as GET across, RUN across, WALK across, etc. in the given 

concordance lines were non-PV combinations of a verb and a particle. The main 

criterion that is used to distinguish PVs from non-PV combinations is whether the 

meaning of the combination is compositional. If the verb and the particle are combined 

in a way as free combinations and both play a part in predicting the meaning of the 

combination, the combination will be classified as a non-PV combination in the current 

study. If, on the other hand, a verb + particle combination has a non-compositional 

meaning (i.e. its meaning cannot be predicted by the meanings of the components), it 

will be regarded as a PV in the current study.  

 

It should be noted that the classification of PVs and non-PV combinations is closely 

related to the context in which verb + particle combinations appear. In the given 
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concordance lines (i.e. lines 11 and 12), combinations such as GET across and RUN 

across are non-PV combinations because their meanings are compositional and 

predictable. However, this does not necessarily mean that these combinations cannot 

be PVs. In the two corpus examples below, the meanings of GET across and RUN across 

seem to be non-compositional. I will return to this point in Section 5.2 which focuses 

on various usages of verb + particle combinations.  

This is a powerful and flexible way to get information across. (BoE: 

BB_Qm90_317) 

You’d be lucky to run across him in a year. (BoE: BA_aM032570) 

 

In the first stage of data collection (see Section 4.3.1), the corpus tools retrieved 

concordance lines that contained verb + particle combinations, but the computer could 

not distinguish which combinations were PVs and which were not. Using this semantic 

criterion, it was possible to manually identify and filter PVs from the large collection 

of verb + particle combinations in the corpus. The following concordance lines exhibit 

more examples of PVs. In these lines, each verb + particle combination has a non-

compositional meaning.  

 

Compared with the syntactic tests that fail to account for inseparable PVs and 

intransitive PVs (see Section 2.2.1), the semantic criterion that examines meaning 
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compositionality seems to be more inclusive. Intransitive PVs, such as GIVE up (line 17), 

GIVE in (line 18) and WORK out (line 22), can be identified because all of them have non-

compositional meanings in the given concordance lines. Inseparable PVs, such as COME 

across (lines 6 to 10), GET over (line 19) and TAKE after (line 21), can be identifiable 

with the help of this semantic criterion. Moreover, it also identifies PVs that are 

separated by intervening items (e.g. lines 23 to 25). 

 

5.1.2 Meaning extension of the component 

Section 5.1.1 has introduced one semantic criterion used in the current study. If a verb 

+ particle combination has a non-compositional meaning, it will be regarded as a PV in 

the current study. In addition to PVs, the first semantic criterion can be used to identify 

idioms because idioms also have unpredictable meanings (Sinclair, 1996; Moon, 1998). 

However, in contrast to idioms, Sinclair (1996) noted that this criterion cannot be a 

formal criterion for PVs because the individual words within a PV may have other sorts 

of relationships to the overall meanings. In other words, non-compositional meaning is 

only one of the semantic features of PVs. Among the large collection of verb + particle 

combinations in the corpus, it is possible to find some PVs whose meanings are partially 

predictable. The meaning of the combination seems to have some associations with one 

of the components. For example, the following corpus evidence shows that the meaning 

of TURN on is partially predictable and closely associated with the non-verbal 

component on.  

 

In lines 26 to 30, the objects that can be turned on are electronic devices, such as ‘hair 
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dryer’, ‘TV’, ‘radio’, ‘light’, and ‘computer’. The meaning of TURN on in the five corpus 

examples can be interpreted as ‘to power up the electronic devices by pressing the 

switch or the button’. It is plausible to claim that TURN on has a non-compositional 

meaning because the meaning of the verb and the spatial meaning of the particle are not 

associated with the interpretation. However, if the meaning of on in the following 

examples is considered, the meaning of TURN on seems to be compositional and 

predictable.   

 

Lines 31 to 35 provide corpus evidence to demonstrate the extended meaning of the 

particle on. As the five lines show, on is sometimes used as an adjective, describing ‘the 

state of an electronic device’ (OED online). For example, in line 32, the use of on 

indicates that the computer is powered up and ready for use. This observation suggests 

that the meaning of on in TURN on is similar to the meaning in the given examples (i.e. 

lines 31 to 35). Since the extended meaning of the particle (i.e. the adjective meaning 

of on) helps to predict the meaning of TURN on, we cannot classify this combination as 

a PV using the first semantic criterion. However, there is no corpus evidence showing 

the meaning connection between TURN on and the individual verb TURN. For instance,  

 

When TURN is not followed by on, lines 36 to 40 illustrate the frequent use of this verb 

in the BoE corpus. The examination of these concordance lines indicates that the verb 

usually describes an action of moving the body (e.g. lines 36 and 38), rotating (lines 37 
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and 40), or moving towards a direction (line 39). Compared with the meaning of TURN 

in the five examples, it seems that the verb has lost its literal meaning when combined 

with on. The meaning of TURN becomes delexical24 when it is combined with on in the 

example.  

 

Based on the analysis of TURN on, it is possible to introduce the second semantic 

criterion: if one component in a verb + particle combination is used in its extended 

meaning, the verb + particle combination can be regarded as a PV. It should be noted 

that this semantic criterion often identifies verb + particle combinations whose 

meanings are partially compositional. More specifically, the extended meaning of on 

contributes to understanding the meaning of TURN on, whereas the meaning of TURN 

does not. When one component in the PV has an extended meaning, the meaning of the 

other component tends to be weak and less central. As the corpus evidence of TURN on 

shows, the verbal component loses its inherent meaning and has a weak association 

with the action of moving or rotating. 

 

In addition to TURN on, another verb + particle combination, LOOK into, can be regarded 

as a PV using the second semantic criterion. The combination of LOOK and into could 

be identified as a PV in the following concordance lines. 

   

In the five corpus examples, the meaning of LOOK into can be interpreted as ‘to examine 

 
24 ‘Delexical’ usually refers to a verb that has little or no inherent meaning by itself but gains meaning in 

combination with other words, such as nouns or adjectives (Hunston, 2002). When a verb is delexicalised 

in a word combination, its meaning becomes weak and less central. 
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or investigate in order to gather more information’. For example, in the context of line 

43, ‘the situation’ is being investigated in order to confirm whether ‘he’ is lying or not. 

When interpreting the meaning of LOOK into in the given corpus data, it seems that the 

figurative meaning of into in lines 46 to 50 contributes to this interpretation. 

 

As a result, using the second semantic criterion, LOOK into can be classified as a PV in 

lines 41 to 45 because the meaning of the particle has been extended. Meanwhile, the 

verb LOOK loses its literal meaning, having no association with ‘to use one’s eyes to see’ 

(OED online). Researchers who identify PVs by the particle movement test proposed 

by Bolinger (1971) may ignore the combination of LOOK and into and regard it as a non-

PV combination. Using the traditional syntactic tests (see Section 2.2.1), LOOK into may 

not be classified as a PV because it does not allow the separation of the components 

(*looking the death into or *look the possibility into). However, the argument that LOOK 

into should be classified as a PV disagrees with the traditional view that regards this 

combination as a prepositional verb. In the current study, LOOK into was classified as a 

PV when it was used in examples such as ‘look into the possibility’ (line 42) and 

‘looking into the situation’ (line 43).      

 

Using the second semantic criterion, it would be reasonable to reject STAND up and SIT 

down as PVs in the following concordance lines. 
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The examination of STAND up in lines 51 to 55 suggests that both the verbal component 

and the non-verbal component are used in their literal meanings, without any meaning 

extension observed in the five examples. This is also true with respect to SIT down in 

lines 56 to 60. Using the second semantic criterion, the current study did not classify 

STAND up and SIT down as PVs in the given contexts. However, lines 61 to 65 provide 

corpus evidence to show that experienced users of the language sometimes use the 

combination of STAND and up in a different way.  

 

More precisely, the five examples illustrate the use of STAND up to, a three-word 

combination. It can be observed that STAND up is consistently followed by to in the five 

examples, and the sentences do not make sense if to is absent.  

*How well does this thesis stand up close examination?  

In the current study, the combination STAND up to in lines 61 to 65 was classified as a 

PV because the verbal component was used in its extended meaning. For example, the 

meaning of STAND up to in line 61 and 62 seems to be associated with the ability of 

resisting or withstanding examinations or scrutiny. This extended meaning of STAND can 

be demonstrated by the following examples.  
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The meaning of STAND in lines 66 to 70 is associated with ‘to confront or endure’ (OED 

online), which could help to understand the meaning of STAND up to. Unlike TURN on 

and LOOK into in which the particles have extended meanings, the combination STAND 

up to is an example in which the verbal component has an extended meaning. In 

addition to two-word PVs, three-word PVs, such as STAND up to, can also be identified 

using the second semantic criterion. Section 5.3 will provide more details about the 

identification of three-word PVs using the semantic criteria.  

 

Compared with traditional syntactic tests (e.g. the particle movement test), using the 

second semantic criterion to examine meaning extension of the component can identify 

both separable PVs (e.g. TURN on) and inseparable PVs (e.g. LOOK into). This criterion 

is often applicable to verb + particle combinations whose meanings are partially 

compositional. That is, the extended meaning of one component helps to predict the 

meaning of the combination, while the other component loses its literal meaning in the 

combination. However, verb + particle combinations are frequently used in multiple 

ways in the corpus (e.g. ‘he stood up and left the reading room’ vs ‘they cannot stand 

up to the harsh conditions’). This suggests that using semantic criteria to identify PVs 

depends on the actual use of verb + particle combinations in the context. Therefore, the 

next section (Section 5.2) will focus on the variation in the use of verb + particle 

combinations.  
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5.2 The variation in the use of verb + particle combinations  

In Section 5.1, I have introduced two semantic criteria that were used to identify and 

classify PVs in the current study. It should be noted that the two semantic criteria are 

not intended to be exhaustive due to the various ways in which verb + particle 

combinations can be used. A verb + particle combination can be used as a PV in one 

context and as a non-PV combination in another. For example, 

 

In contrast to the use of COME across in ‘he came across a professional actor’ (line 7), 

the combination of COME and across was classified as a non-PV combination in lines 

71 to 75.  In line 71, for example, the meaning of ‘came across the bridge’ is associated 

with moving from one side of the bridge to the other, which can be predicted by the 

meanings of the two components. In other words, COME across has a compositional 

meaning, indicating that this combination cannot be classified as a PV in lines 71 to 75. 

As a result, the combination COME across has various usages in the corpus. It is 

classified as a PV in ‘he came across a professional actor’ because of the non-

compositional meaning indicated by the context, whereas it is classified as a non-PV 

combination in ‘the train came across the bridge’ where it has a compositional meaning. 

This is also true with another verb + particle combination, RUN across. The use of RUN 

across in line 12 (i.e. as a non-PV combination) is different from the use in lines 76 to 

80 (i.e. as a PV).  
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When COME across and RUN across are classified as non-PV combinations, it seems that 

the corpus evidence demonstrates the grammatical patterning of these verbs. The 

grammatical pattern is that the verb is followed by across and a noun phrase (i.e. V 

across n).  

 

As the corpus evidence shows, verbs with this pattern consist of COME, RUN, WALK, etc. 

The shared meaning aspect of these verbs is concerned with “crossing or passing from 

one side of a place to the other” (Francis, Hunston, and Manning, 1996, p.151).   

 

When COME across and RUN across are classified as PVs, their meanings tend to be 

associated with ‘meeting someone’ (e.g. lines 7, 76, 77, 78, and 79) or ‘finding 

something’ (lines 6, 8, 9, 10, and 80). Corpus evidence suggests that COME across co-

occurs more frequently with noun phrases such as ‘a book’, ‘psychological problems’, 

etc. However, noun phrases that frequently follow RUN across tend to refer to a person, 

such as ‘a fisherman’ and ‘young pitchers’ .  
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Moreover, replacing the verb with one that shares a similar meaning is not permissible 

in PVs. For example, the verb GET shares a meaning aspect with COME and RUN in ‘get 

across the river’ (line 11), but it does not form a PV in a same way as COME and RUN.  

 

Using the first semantic criterion, the combination of GET and across in lines 81 to 85 

was classified as a PV and the meaning of GET across was associated with ‘conveying 

a message or a piece of information so as to be understood’. However, it is impossible 

to replace GET with COME and RUN in these examples. 

One way of getting information across to people would be 

*One way of coming information across to people would be  

*One way of running information across to people would be 

The above analysis has shown that PVs which are identified using the first semantic 

criterion (e.g. COME across, RUN across, and GET across) are possible to be non-PV 

combinations. In terms of the PVs whose meanings are partially compositional, they 

are also possible to be non-PVs combinations. For instance,  

   

When understanding the meaning of LOOK into in lines 86 to 90, it is unnecessary to 

examine the extended meaning of into, as in ‘the research into the causes’ (line 47). The 

two components contribute to predicting the meaning of LOOK into, but neither has an 

extended meaning. As a result, the combination of LOOK and into is classified as a non-

PV combination in lines 86 to 90 because it has a compositional meaning.  
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In this section, I have examined the variation in the use of verb + particle combinations. 

Corpus evidence reveals that these combinations are often used in various ways, so the 

identification of PVs has to be determined by the context. Without contextual 

information, it should be cautious to determine whether a verb + particle combination 

is or is not a PV. Based on the examination, it seems that the variation in the use of verb 

+ particle combinations can be roughly divided into non-PV usage (e.g. ‘look into the 

mirror) and PV usage (e.g. ‘look into the possibility’). In the non-PV usage, the verb + 

particle combination has a compositional meaning, with the literal meaning of each 

component being preserved. On the other hand, in the PV usage, the meaning of the 

verb + particle combination tends to be non-compositional (i.e. unpredictable by the 

components) or partially compositional (i.e. associated with the extended meaning of 

one component while the other component loses its literal meaning in the combination). 

This observation indicates that the notion of PVs is closely connected with what Cowie 

calls figurative idioms. As mentioned in Section 3.1.2, figurative idioms refer to 

combinations which has figurative meanings but also allow for literal interpretations 

(Cowie, 1981; Howarth, 1996). 

 

When verb + particle combinations are used as PVs, the examples illustrated in this 

section, such as COME across, RUN across, LOOK into, etc., do not exhibit multiple 

meanings. More specifically, as PVs, their meanings are less varied. For instance, when 

LOOK into is used as a PV, its meaning is associated with ‘to examine or investigate in 

order to gather more information’. However, it should be noted that this may not be true 

for all PVs in English. One of the typical features of English PVs is that they have 

multiple meanings (see Section 2.1.3). It is the polysemous nature of PVs that poses 
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great challenges for ESL/EFL learners (Sinclair, 1996; Siyanova and Schmitt, 2007). 

Chapter 6 and 7 will look into more verb + particle combinations, such as LOOK up, 

LOOK for, LOOK forward to, etc., whose meanings tend to be more complex when they 

are used as PVs.  

 

5.3 The identification of three-word PVs 

In the last two sections, I have demonstrated the process of using the semantic criteria 

to identify and classify several two-word PVs, such as COME across, TURN on, LOOK into, 

etc. The final issue this chapter needs to address is the identification of three-word PVs. 

Conventionally, three-word combinations, such as CATCH up with, LOOK forward to, PUT 

up with, etc. are called phrasal-prepositional verbs (Quirk et al., 1985; Biber et al., 1999; 

Downing and Locke, 2002). This traditional label focuses on the grammatical function 

of each component but tends to be quite arbitrary because there is no specific criterion 

explaining why the second component is adverbial and the third is prepositional. Celce-

Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999) regarded these three-word combinations as three-

word PVs because they are similar to two-word PVs, functioning as single lexical units. 

Based on Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman’s idea, this section aims to examine 

whether the semantic criteria are also applicable to three-word PVs and investigate the 

variation in the use of these three-word combinations using corpus data. Here are some 

corpus data showing the use of a three-word combination, PUT up with.  

 

Based on the contextual information around PUT up with in lines 91 to 95, this 
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combination co-occurs frequently with expressions implying a negative meaning, such 

as ‘extraordinary pressure and stress’ (line 91), ‘her pain’ (line 92), ‘unfair demands’ 

(line 95). However, the three components of this combination do not have negative 

meanings or imply negative connotations. This suggests that the meaning of PUT up with 

cannot be predicted by the components. Using the first semantic criterion, PUT up with 

is classified as a PV in the given concordance lines because its meaning is non-

compositional.  

 

In addition to PUT up with, the following corpus data for LOOK down on indicates that 

the second semantic criterion is also applicable.  

 

It appears that LOOK down on has a partially compositional meaning in the context 

because the extended meaning of down helps to understand this combination. The 

extended meaning seems to be associated with the metaphor “HIGH STATUS is UP; LOW 

STATUS is DOWN” (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, p.16). In the given examples, the different 

social status is implied by LOOK down on. For example, line 100 implies the difference 

between ‘aristocrats’ and ‘upper middle class’ using LOOK down on. The ‘upper middle 

class’ is perceived to be in a lower position than ‘aristocrats’. LOOK down on is therefore 

classified as a PV in lines 96 to 100 using the second semantic criterion. However, if 

we consider the following concordance lines where LOOK down on also appears, it is 

not possible to classify this combination as a PV in lines 101 to 105.  
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In the five examples, the orientation from upwards to downwards can be indicated by 

LOOK down on. The meaning of this combination becomes compositional, and each 

component plays a part in understanding this up-down orientation.  

 

Similar to LOOK down on, GET out of also has both PV and non-PV uses in the corpus. 

Lines 106 to 115 below can be divided into two groups. The first group (lines 106 to 

110) demonstrates the non-PV use of this combination, whereas the second group (lines 

111 to 115) shows the PV use of this combination.  

 

In lines 106 to 110, GET out of is used as a non-PV combination whose meaning is 

associated with leaving or going away from a place such as ‘the city’, ‘the building’, 

‘the vehicle’, etc. It has a compositional meaning in the context and no component is 

used in an extended way. Also, the examination of this combination shows that 

substituting one component does not influence the meaning of the rest. For instance,  

Ken got out of the building (line 109)  

→ Ken went out of the building.  

However, in lines 111 to 115, there is no physical place indicated in the context. For 
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instance, ‘get out of boring conversations’ in line 112 suggests that the person intends 

to avoid boring conversations. In line 115, a possible interpretation of ‘getting out of 

the business of subsidizing’ could be that the government intends to stop such business. 

Based on the interpretations, the meaning of GET out of should be understood in a 

figurative way, indicating an action to avoid or stop doing something. In this figurative 

meaning, it seems that out is used in an extended way, contributing to understanding 

the figurative meaning in lines 111 to 115.  

 

As a result, the examples of PUT up with, LOOK down on and GET out of have shown that 

the two semantic criteria also work to identify three-word PVs. Similar to two-word 

combinations, three-word combinations also have both PV (e.g. ‘looked down on my 

dad because he didn’t work’) and non-PV use (e.g. ‘look down on the river from above’). 

Using semantic criteria to classify the use of three-word combinations also depends on 

the context in which the combination appears. 

 

5.4 Summary 

To sum up, this chapter has introduced the two semantic criteria and employed a large 

amount of corpus data to demonstrate how these two criteria are used to differentiate 

PVs and non-PV combinations in the current study. When dealing with verb + particle 

combinations, the semantic criteria focus on how the meaning of the combination is 

established (i.e. compositional, partially compositional, or non-compositional), rather 

than anticipating the grammatical function of each component (i.e. adverbial or 

prepositional) in the combination. 
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Compared with traditional syntactic tests that often overlook inseparable PVs and 

intransitive PVs, the semantic criteria appear to be more inclusive because they can 

identify both types of PVs. For example, intransitive PVs, such as WORK out, can be 

identified in the context ‘spending hours at the gym working out’ (line 20) using the 

first semantic criterion. Also, inseparable PVs, such as COME across, can be identified 

in the context ‘came across a professional actor’ (line 7) using the second semantic 

criterion. In addition, the semantic criteria are also applicable to three-word PVs (e.g. 

PUT up with, LOOK down on, etc.).  

 

It should be noted that verb + particle combinations usually have various usages (see 

Section 5.2). This observation suggests that PVs such as COME across, LOOK into, etc. 

could be considered figurative idioms in the current study because they can be used 

either as PVs or as non-PV combinations. However, unlike the phraseological approach, 

which relies on researchers’ intuition to distinguish between the literal and figurative 

uses of figurative idioms, the current study emphasizes the critical role that the context 

plays. Using semantic criteria to examine whether a combination is used as a PV or a 

non-PV combination depends significantly on the context. It is not possible to classify 

LOOK into as a PV without specifying the context in which it occurs. While the label 

‘phrasal verbs’ is used in this thesis for simplicity reasons, it should be noted that the 

literal use of PVs (i.e. when they are used as non-PV combinations) is also considered 

in the current study.
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Chapter 6 How do collocation and tense forms affect the meaning of PVs 

In the previous chapter, I have discussed how to use semantic criteria to differentiate 

PVs and non-PV combinations. Based on the discussion in Section 5.1, English PVs 

generally have two semantic features: (1) the meaning of a PV is non-compositional; 

(2) the meaning of one component in a PV should be understood in a metaphorical or 

figurative way and the meaning of the other component gets weak in the combination. 

 

Also, as Section 5.2 shows, the various usages of a verb + particle combination is 

largely dependent on the context where it appears (e.g. ‘COME across the road’ vs. 

‘COME across a professional actor’). More specifically, it is not the combination itself 

that determines the meaning. The lexico-grammatical patterns associated with verb + 

particle combinations, such as collocation, grammatical patterns and choices of tense 

forms, may impact their meanings and influence whether a combination should be 

classified as a PV or a non-PV combination. In this chapter, Section 6.1 will focus on 

how collocation impacts the meaning of verb + particle combinations. Section 6.2 is 

concerned with the choices of the progressive form and investigates the influence of 

this specific form on the meanings of PVs.  

 

6.1 Using collocation to identify various meanings and usages of PVs 

The combination of LOOK and up was selected to demonstrate how collocation works 

to influence the meaning. This combination occured 17709 times in the BoE corpus. 

Considering the challenge of analysing the larger number of concordance lines 

qualitatively, 500 random concordance lines in the BoE corpus were selected for a close 

examination. The examination of these 500 random samples showed that the contiguous 
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form of this separable PV (i.e. LOOK and up are combined without interruption) was 

much more frequent than the non-contiguous form. The majority of the concordance 

lines (463 lines) demonstrated the contiguous form of the combination, whereas only 

37 lines showed the non-contiguous form. However, it remained problematic whether 

the contiguous use of LOOK up and the non-contiguous use of LOOK + up conveyed a 

consistent meaning in the corpus. This section examines LOOK up and LOOK + up 

individually and presents the findings on the nominal collocates associated with each 

type.    

 

6.1.1 Look up: collocation and meanings 

When up followed LOOK contiguously, Table 6.1 lists ten most frequent nominal 

collocates that appeared on the left and right side of LOOK up in the BoE corpus. The 

word span on both sides was three words.  

Table 6.1  Ten most frequent nominal collocates of LOOK up in the BoE corpus: t-score 

and frequency 

Freq. t-score Collocate Node Collocate t-score Freq. 

401 18.45 thing 

LOOK up 

sky 15.74 253 

105 9.14 eye eye 10.74 137 

167 7.95 people  face 9.63 128 

96 7.76 head ceiling 9.29 88 

122 7.21 man word 8.78 100 

63 6.84 moment star 6.81 67 

70 6.09 face surprise 6.80 53 

66 5.84 hand scoreboard 6.22 39 

48 5.81 guy book 6.18 64 

46 5.70 kid number 6.09 70 

 

As Table 6.1 shows, eye was one of most frequent collocates that appeared on both sides 

of LOOK up. The high frequency of eye around the target combination suggested that the 
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meaning of LOOK up had a strong association with the literal sense of LOOK (i.e. ‘to use 

eyes to see’). The following 10 concordance lines provid evidence for this association.  

 

The patterns associated with LOOK up can be observed in the ten concordance lines, 

especially when eye appeared at the third position on the right side of the node (i.e. 

N+3). When eye appeared at N+3, the frequent patterns tended to be ‘LOOK up + into + 

possessive adjective + eyes’ (lines 4 to 6) and ‘LOOK up + with + adjective + eyes’ (lines 

7 to 10). In the BoE corpus, there were 20 concordance lines showing the first pattern 

and 24 showing the second pattern. The two patterns also indicated the frequent 

grammatical choices and semantic preferences associated with LOOK up. For example, 

when the preposition into appeared at N+1, L1 users tended to employ possessive 

adjectives at N+3 (e.g. my, her, his). When the preposition with appeared at N+1, the 

pattern usually included an adjective related to mood at N+2 or nearby (e.g. excited, 

frightened, dark and dreadful). In other words, when LOOK up co-occurred with eye, it 

had a semantic preference for words of mood (see lines 7 to 10). However, it was not 

evident that the collocation had a negative or positive semantic prosody because both 

negative and positive expressions were possible to appear.  

 

Besides the collocate eye, Table 6.1 also shows that words such as sky, ceiling and star 

frequently appeared on the right side of LOOK up. The three nominal collocates shared 

a common feature that they all referred to space or something visible in a very high 
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position. Therefore, the frequent occurrences of the three collocates were probably 

associated with the literal meaning of up in the combination. Lines 11 to 15 below 

illustrate the association between LOOK up and sky, ceiling, and star. As the five 

concordance lines show, when LOOK up was followed by collocates such as sky, ceiling, 

and star, the frequent pattern can be written as ‘LOOK up at the sky/ceiling/stars’. 

 

The examination of the collocation associated with LOOK up, including ‘LOOK up into 

one’s eyes’, ‘LOOK up with + mood-associated adjective + eyes’, and ‘LOOK up at the 

sky/ceiling/stars’, showed a tendency for this combination to have a compositional 

meaning. The compositional meaning, labelled as LOOK up1 in this thesis, can be 

predicted by the literal meanings of LOOK and up, which was associated with the action 

of using or raising eyes physically in order to see something. Moreover, because of the 

first semantic criterion for PVs mentioned in Section 5.1, the combination of LOOK and 

up cannot be classified as a PV when LOOK up1 made sense in the context.  

 

In Table 6.1, it is worth noting that thing was the most frequent nominal collocate that 

typically appeared on the left side of LOOK up. The high t-score of thing also indicated 

the significant association between this collocate and the node. The following 10 

examples from the BoE corpus exemplified the co-occurrence of thing and LOOK up.  
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At first glance, when thing co-occurred with LOOK up, it was typically used in its plural 

form, things. The examination of lines 16 to 25 showed that LOOK up1 no longer made 

sense when things appeared in front of the node. There was no evidence showing the 

relationship between using eyes and the collocation ‘things + LOOK up’. However, it 

was possible to observe a new pattern associated with LOOK up when it co-occurred 

with things. When things appeared at the N-2 or N-3 position, the node had frequent 

grammatical choices. For instance, it was used in the progressive tense (e.g. ‘are looking 

up’ in lines 16 and 17). In some cases, it followed expressions indicating the future (e.g. 

‘will look up’ in line 23 and ‘begin to look up’ in line 24). The grammatical choices 

suggested that the meaning of LOOK up tended to be related to something that is 

changing or will change in the future. Moreover, a closer examination of ‘things + LOOK 

up’ in lines 16 to 25 showed that this collocation tended to co-occur with expressions 

indicating improvement or something positive, such as ‘good news’ (line 17), ‘got 

better’ (line 18), ‘a good sign’ (line 22), etc. Although there was a negative expression 

‘disappointed’ in line 20, it directly followed by the conjunction ‘but’, indicating a shift 

from negative to positive in meaning. These positive expressions were important to 

understand the meaning of LOOK up in the collocation ‘things + LOOK up’.   

 

The co-occurrence of LOOK up with those positive expressions was probably restricted 

by a conceptual metaphor “GOOD is UP” proposed by Lakoff and Johnson (1980, p.16). 
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Lakoff and Johnson (1980) explain that this metaphor connects the physical basis of up 

with personal or social well-being. Corpus evidence of ‘things + LOOK up’ reflected that 

this collocation had a strong association with something good and positive (e.g. lines 

17 and 22). Therefore, it can be argued that the collocation ‘things + LOOK up’ was 

associated with a metaphorical meaning of LOOK up, and this metaphorical meaning 

was labelled as LOOK up2 in the thesis. LOOK up2 was concerned with the improvement 

or a positive change of the situation because the non-verbal component up connoted a 

positive meaning in ‘things + LOOK up’. Moreover, when up connoted a metaphorical 

meaning, the meaning of the verbal component became weak, losing the literal meaning 

of using eyes. In other words, the meaning of LOOK up2 was partially compositional, 

with the meaning of LOOK being difficult to isolate. According to the second semantic 

criterion mentioned in Section 5.1.2, LOOK up2 should be classified as a PV because the 

non-verbal component was used in its extended meaning and the verbal component lost 

its meaning in the context.  

 

It is also interesting that the verbal component was frequently used with the progressive 

form (e.g. ‘things are looking up’) or expressions suggesting the commencement of the 

positive change (e.g. ‘things begin to look up’ in line 24 and ‘things started to look up’ 

in line 25). I will return to this specific co-occurrence in Section 6.2 and discuss the 

relationship between the progressive form and the meaning of this PV. 

 

The examination of LOOK up in the contiguous form showed two distinctive meanings 

of this combination, one of which referred to using or raising eyes physically and the 

other was about the improvement or positive change of a situation. However, these two 

meanings failed to interpret certain instances where the contiguous form of LOOK up 
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appeared. For example,  

 

In lines 26 to 30, LOOK up1 and LOOK up2 did not make sense in the context. The 

combination of LOOK and up seemed to have a new pattern in the five examples. In the 

five examples, LOOK up was directly followed by a preposition, to. Compared with LOOK 

up1 and LOOK up2 associated with specific collocational patterns, it seemed challenging 

to observe frequent nominal collocates that co-occurred with LOOK up to. However, 

when I looked into the context on both sides, the observation showed that LOOK up to 

often co-occurred with individuals who were admirable, such as ‘a natural leader’ (line 

26) and ‘a role model’ (line 29), or those who were experienced and highly respected, 

such as ‘the head of department’ (line 30). As a result, in lines 26 to 30, the meaning of 

LOOK up was associated with having admiration or respect for someone. This new 

meaning, labelled as LOOK up3, cannot make sense by simply combining LOOK and up; 

it required a third item, to, to follow the combination.  

 

The use of LOOK up3 should be classified as a PV because it cannot be predicted by the 

literal meanings of LOOK and up. Similar to LOOK up2, the non-verbal component also 

connoted a metaphorical meaning in LOOK up3, although the relevant metaphor in this 

case was different. In the case of LOOK up3, the relevant metaphor was likely to be “HIGH 

STATUS is UP” (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, p.16). This conceptual metaphor reflects the 

way people conceptualize social status and power, connecting higher physical position 

(i.e. up) with higher social status and power (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980). This metaphor 

helped to understand the meaning of LOOK up3. Since up was used in a metaphorical 
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way in LOOK up3, the combination should be classified as a PV based on the second 

semantic criterion.  

 

6.1.2 Look + up: collocation and meanings. 

When up is not adjacent to LOOK, the combination has a non-contiguous form. As 

mentioned in the methodology, when I examined the non-contiguous form of verb + 

particle combinations, the length of the intervening item between the verb and the 

particle did not exceed two words (Section 4.3.1). Moreover, since the focus of this 

section was the non-contiguous form of LOOK up, I used the query ‘{look/V} +* up’ in 

CQPweb, which successfully retrieved all the instances in which the two components 

were separated by one or two words (Section 4.3.1).  

 

Table 6.2 lists five nominal collocates that frequently appeared on the right side of the 

target combination. As Table 6.2 shows, it seems that dictionary, Internet, and book, 

have some common semantic properties in their meanings. The three collocates can be 

seen as sources of information. For example, dictionaries could be a useful source 

where people can consult the definitions of words, and the Internet could be the source 

for online news and information.  

Table 6.2 Significant nominal collocates on the right side of LOOK +* up in the BoE 

corpus: frequency and t-score 

Node Collocates  Frequency t-score 

LOOK +* up 

 

dictionary 42 6.47 

internet 31 5.44 

phone 14 3.44 

book 14 3.19 

sky 8 2.69 
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In addition to the frequent collocates around LOOK + up, I also examined the patterns 

associated with the node when it co-occurred with dictionary, internet, and book. Lines 

31 to 40 were extracted from the BoE corpus and demonstrated patterns associated with 

LOOK + up. When the node co-occurred with dictionary and book, the pattern can be 

written as ‘LOOK + up + in + dictionary/book’. When it co-occurred with internet, the 

pattern was ‘LOOK + up + on + internet’. As the two patterns show, the non-contiguous 

combination was followed by prepositions in or on, connecting the object that was 

being looked up with the source of information (e.g. ‘look the word up in a dictionary’ 

in line 32). The examination suggested that the meaning of LOOK + up was related to 

finding a piece of information from sources such as a dictionary or the Internet. This 

meaning was distinct from the other three meanings discussed in Section 6.1.1 and it 

was therefore labelled as LOOK up4. Meanwhile, the literal meanings of LOOK and up 

made little contribution to the interpretation of LOOK up4, indicating that the meaning 

of LOOK up4 was non-compositional. Given the first semantic criterion, the non-

contiguous combination of LOOK and up should be classified as a PV when LOOK up4 

made sense in the context.  

 

Another important point related to LOOK up4 was that it allowed the movement of the 

non-verbal component. Here are some examples showing the flexible movement of up. 
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Lines 41 to 45 provide corpus evidence to show the contiguous use of LOOK up4. When 

the particle followed the verb directly, LOOK up4 still made sense in these contexts. 

However, it seemed that the pattern associated with LOOK up4 became less evident when 

the two components were positioned to be adjacent to each other.   

 

When the non-contiguous combinations of LOOK up were retrieved in the BoE corpus, 

there were a number of concordance lines showing that personal pronouns such as her, 

him, me, you, etc. frequently appeared between LOOK and up. For instance,  

 

In contrast to lines 31 to 40 where LOOK up4 frequently co-occurred with nouns such as 

dictionary and book, the non-contiguous combination of LOOK and up was separated by 

personal pronouns in lines 46 to 50. Meanwhile, the use of ‘LOOK + personal pronoun 

+ up’ in lines 46 to 50 was also different from the way that LOOK up3 was used (see lines 

26 to 30), even though LOOK up3 co-occurred with personal pronouns (e.g. ‘I look up to 

him with pride’). The examination of lines 46 to 50 indicated a connection between 

‘LOOK + personal pronoun + up’ and the action of visiting someone, and the label LOOK 

up5 was used to mark this new meaning. In addition, ‘LOOK + personal pronoun + up’ 

seemed to have a semantic preference of modal verbs because it often co-occurred with 

modal verbs such as would, can, and will (see lines 46, 47, 49 and 50). In line 46, for 

example, the speaker used ‘would go and look her up’ to express his intention to visit 



 

142 

 

‘her’. Similarly, the phrase ‘would come and look you up one day’ in line 50 conveyed 

the possibility of visiting at some point in the future. As a result, ‘LOOK + personal 

pronoun + up’ showed a strong tendency to co-occur with modal verbs indicating 

intention or possibility. Given the meaning of LOOK up5, this tendency is not particularly 

surprising due to Sinclair’s idiom principle, which suggests the co-selection of lexical 

items in the context.  

 

According to the above analysis, it was evident that LOOK up5 was associated with the 

action of visiting. Unlike LOOK up4, this meaning was partially compositional because 

it was possible to connect the meaning of LOOK with the action of visiting or meeting 

someone. However, the meaning of up became weak when LOOK up5 made sense in the 

context. Based on the second semantic criterion, LOOK up5 was classified as a PV in the 

current study because the verbal component was used in an extended way and the non-

verbal component was delexicalized in this combination.  

 

Corpus evidence showed that LOOK up5 also accepted the movement of the non-verbal 

component. However, the contiguous form of LOOK up5 was extremely rare in the BoE 

corpus. Here are some examples showing the contiguous form of LOOK up5 in the BoE 

corpus.  

 

 

In addition to LOOK up4 and LOOK up5, I also observed another frequent usage of LOOK 

+ up, as demonstrated by the following concordance lines.  
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The five different meanings of LOOK up cannot interpret the meaning of LOOK + up in 

lines 54 to 60. The combination of LOOK and up seemed to be part of a longer sequence, 

‘LOOK someone up and down’. A closer examination showed that the word choice 

between LOOK and up was highly restricted, only accepting personal pronouns such as 

‘her’, ‘him’, ‘Laurence’, etc. The structure of this sequence was also fixed. There was 

no opportunity to change the order of the sequence (e.g. *look up her and down or *look 

her down and up).  

 

I also examined the surrounding information in the co-text of “LOOK someone up and 

down’. An important observation was that this sequence frequently co-occurred with 

expressions indicating negative attitudes, such as ‘with a critical eye’ (line 55), 

‘suspiciously’ (line 56), ‘in disbelief’ (line 58). The co-occurrence of ‘LOOK someone 

up and down’ with these expressions suggested a negative semantic prosody of this 

sequence, connecting the action of looking someone up and down with a harsh and 

critical judgment. Also, L1 users employed expressions indicating impolite behaviours 

in the co-text of this sequence, such as ‘sneered’ (line 59) and ‘turning away with a 

sneer’ (line 60). As a result, the examination of ‘LOOK someone up and down’ indicated 

that this phrase was associated with judging someone in a disrespectful and impolite 

manner.  
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6.1.3 Meanings and patterns associated with LOOK up in the BoE corpus 

After examining the collocation of LOOK up in the BoE corpus, I have identified five 

distinctive meanings of this combination and one fixed phrase, ‘LOOK someone up and 

down’. Corpus evidence of LOOK up supported the hypothesis that collocation is an 

important indicator of specific meanings of PVs. Table 6.3 summarises meanings and 

frequent patterns associated with LOOK up when it co-occurred with different collocates.  

Table 6.3  An overview of different meanings and patterns associated with look up in 

the BoE corpus. 

 Meanings Patterns 

LOOK up1 

to use or raise eyes 

physically in order to see 

someone or something 

- LOOK up into one’s eyes 

- LOOK up with + mood-associated 

adjective + eyes 

- LOOK up at the sky/ceiling/star 

LOOK up2 to improve or become better 
- things + LOOK up (usually used 

with the progressive form) 

LOOK up3 
to admire or respect 

someone 
- LOOK up to someone 

LOOK up4 

to find a piece of 

information from a source, 

such as a dictionary or the 

Internet 

- LOOK + up + in + 

dictionary/book 

- LOOK + up + on + internet 

LOOK up5 to visit somebody -  LOOK + personal pronoun + up 

 

Different meanings of LOOK up also provide evidence to support that verb + particle 

combinations usually have various usages. Table 6.4 below shows the classification of 

LOOK up when it was used in different meanings.  
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Table 6.4  Classifying the use of LOOK up in the BoE corpus 

 Meanings Compositionality Classification 

LOOK up1 

to use or raise eyes 

physically to see 

someone or something 

Compositional  Non-PV 

LOOK up2 
to improve or become 

better 
Partially compositional PV  

LOOK up3 
to admire or respect 

someone 
Partially compositional PV 

LOOK up4 

to find a piece of 

information from a 

source, such as a 

dictionary or the Internet 

Non-compositional PV 

LOOK up5 to visit somebody Partially compositional PV 

 

In the previous chapter, I have argued that the classification of verb + particle 

combinations, either as PVs or non-PV combinations, should be determined by the 

context in which it appears (see Section 5.2). The analysis of LOOK up provided corpus 

evidence to support this argument and highlighted the important role of collocation in 

understanding the meanings of the verb + particle combination. The concordance lines 

showed that the combination of LOOK and up can be used either as a non-PV 

combination or a PV. When LOOK up co-occurred with nouns such as eye, sky, ceiling, 

it was used as a non-PV combination because these nouns were associated with the 

literal meanings of LOOK and up (i.e. LOOK up1). However, when the combination co-

occurred with nouns such as book, dictionary, and internet, it should be classified as a 

PV because it was hard to isolate the meaning of each component in the combination 

(i.e. LOOK up4).  The findings also showed that the non-verbal component up sometimes 

connoted metaphorical meanings in the combination (i.e. LOOK up2 and LOOK up3). For 

example, the conceptual metaphor ‘GOOD is UP’ helps to understand LOOK up2. Corpus 

evidence showed that expressions associated with positive evaluation, such as ‘good 

news’ and ‘a good sign’, often appeared in the co-text of the collocation ‘things + LOOK 
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up’. The semantic preference of LOOK up2 also supported the argument that “upward 

orientation tends to go together with positive evaluation” (Kövecses, 2010, p.40).  

 

Finally, the current study also investigated the most frequent use of LOOK up in the BoE 

corpus. Table 6.5 shows the frequency of different usages of this combination in the 

500 random samples.  

Table 6.5  Frequency of the use of LOOK up in 500 random concordance lines 

 Use Frequency Percentage (%) 

LOOK up1 Non-PV  355 71 

LOOK up2 

PV 

21 4.2 

LOOK up3 17 3.4 

LOOK up4 64 12.8 

LOOK up5 7 1.4 

LOOK someone up 

and down 
Fixed phrase 36 7.2 

 

As Table 6.5 shows, the non-PV use, LOOK up1, was more frequent than other usages in 

the BoE corpus. Among the 500 random concordance lines, the PV usages appeared 

128 times and the fixed sequence appeared 17 times. This finding is consistent with 

Garnier and Schmitt’s (2015) finding. Garnier and Schmitt (2015) regarded the literal 

meaning of LOOK up (i.e. LOOK up1) as the most important meaning of this combination 

because of its high frequency. Although LOOK up has more meanings when it was used 

as a PV, the frequency of PV usages was less frequent in the BoE corpus. Moreover, the 

frequency of the fixed phrase, LOOK someone up and down, was even higher than some 

PV usages (see Table 6.5), indicating the significance of this special phrase. 
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6.2 The impact of the progressive form on the meanings of PVs 

6.2.1 LOOK up2: the progressive form of ‘things + LOOK up’ and its association 

with future predictions 

In the previous section, concordance results of the collocation ‘things + LOOK up’ 

showed that LOOK up2 tended to be used in the progressive form frequently (see lines 

16 to 25). In the BoE corpus, there were three different forms of this collocation and 

Table 6.6 provides information about the frequency of each form. 

Table 6.6  Frequency of ‘things + LOOK up’ in the BoE corpus 

Forms No. of occurrences Percentage (%) 

things + looking up 314 80.51 

things + look up 55 14.1 

things + looked up  21 5.38 

Total 390 100 

 

As Table 6.6 shows, the collocation ‘things + LOOK up’ was predominantly used in its 

progressive form (i.e. ‘things + looking up’) in the BoE corpus. As mentioned in Section 

3.3, the progressive form is usually associated with three major meanings: 

temporariness, duration, and habit (Quirk et al., 1985; Mindt, 1997, 2000). However, in 

the concordance lines where ‘things + looking up’ appeared, there was no evidence 

showing the association between the progressive form and the three major meanings. 

For example,  

Good news is that things are looking up. He will be back. (BoE: NI2__990599)  

Mark Hughes, the manager, believes that things are looking up for the club. 

(BoE: NB1__041120) 

A closer examination of the two examples showed that L1 users intended to predict the 

future situation via the use of ‘things + looking up’. In the first example, the contextual 
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information ‘he will be back’ suggested that ‘things are looking up’ described a 

prediction about the future. It was also evident in the second example that ‘things are 

looking up for the club’ was a prediction rather than a description of the current situation. 

As a result, the progressive form of the collocation ‘things + LOOK up’ has the function 

to predict the future rather than describe the current situation. This finding provides 

corpus evidence to support Mindt’s (1997) argument about the prediction meaning of 

the progressive form.  

 

In addition to the progressive form, Table 6.6 also shows L1 users employed the simple 

form (i.e. things + look up) and the past form (i.e. things + looked up) sometimes. Here 

are some examples illustrating the use of these two less frequent forms:  

 

As lines 61 to 63 show, the simple form ‘things + look up’ also implied the future 

situation because it was part of the future tense. For instance, ‘things will look up’ in 

line 61 was a typical use of the future tense. Moreover, expressions, such as ‘started to’ 

(line 62) and ‘begin to’ (line 63), could imply a future domain on the basis of the simple 

form although they were not typical future adverbials25 in English. Declerck, Reed & 

Cappelle (2006) use the label ‘futurish form’ to refer to expressions that “establish a 

future domain but are not future tense forms” (p.106). The use of the future tense and 

futurish forms connected the simple form, ‘things + look up’, with a situation that will 

 
25 Future adverbials are expressions that often co-occur with verbs in future tenses, specifying when and 

how an event will happen in the future (Quirk et al., 1985). For example, next week is a common future 

adverbial indicating when an event will happen.  
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happen in the future. Therefore, when ‘things + look up’ appeared, the meaning was 

also associated with the future prediction. Corpus evidence showed that this association 

can be triggered by specific futurish forms, such as ‘things will look up’, ‘things started 

to look up’, ‘things begin to look up’, etc.  

 

Lines 64 to 66 demonstrate the use of the past form ‘things + looked up’. Unlike ‘things 

+ looking up’ and ‘things + look up’, there was no clue showing the association between 

‘things + looked up’ and the future prediction. In lines 65 and 66, the past form co-

occurred with the present perfect tense, as in ‘things have looked up for British Airways’ 

and ‘things have certainly looked up’. Declerck, Reed & Cappelle (2006) argue that 

using the present perfect can imply the influence of a past event on the present. While 

there were adverbials indicating when the events took place in the past (e.g. ‘since last 

quarter’ in line 65 and ‘from what they were 17 months back’ in line 66), L1 users 

employed the present perfect to emphasise the influence on the present rather than the 

past. As a result, ‘things have looked up’ indicated an improved situation in the present, 

signifying the realisation of a prediction made in the past. 

 

6.2.2 LOOK for: meanings and the association with the present progressive form. 

In addition to LOOK up2, the corpus data showed that the progressive form frequently 

co-occurred with other verb + particle combinations, such as LOOK for and LOOK 

forward to. This section focuses on LOOK for and Section 6.2.3 deals with LOOK forward 

to. In the BoE corpus, there are 67678 concordance results containing LOOK for and four 

forms of this PV can be found (i.e. look for, looks for, looked for and looking for). Table 

6.7 shows the frequency of each form. 
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Table 6.7  Frequency of LOOK for in the BoE corpus 

Forms Frequency Percentage (%) 

looking for 49225 72.73 

look for 14882 21.99 

looked for 2360 3.49 

looks for 1211 1.79 

Total 67678 100 

The frequency breakdown in Table 6.7 shows that the progressive form, looking for, 

was the most frequent form in the BoE corpus. The progressive form of LOOK for, found 

in 49,225 concordance lines, accounted for 72.73% of the total occurrences. The high 

proportion suggested that L1 users preferred the progressive form over the other three 

forms. When LOOK for was used in the progressive form, corpus evidence showed that 

the present progressive was more frequent, occurring 14586 times, whereas the past 

progressive only appeared in 6320 concordance lines. In Section 6.2.1, the analysis of 

‘things + looking up’ showed that the communicative function of the progressive form 

was to make predictions. In terms of looking for, I also analysed the concordance lines 

in which it was used in order to investigate the communicative function. 

 

When L1 users used LOOK for in the progressive form, they tended to describe actions 

that are in progress and has not yet been completed. For example,  

 

As lines 67 to 72 show, there were two types of time adverbials indicating the duration 

of looking for. The first type was to use explicit adverbials, such as ‘now’, ‘right now’, 

‘this year’ (lines 67 to 69), to indicate the time when looking for is taking place. In lines 

70 to 72, L1 users indicated the time in an implicit way. For example, looking for 
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appeared in the while-clause in line 70, which suggested the action of ‘looking for a 

safe place’ is in progress. Also, looking for co-occurred with the as-clause in line 72, 

indicating that the action in the main clause (i.e. ‘not looking for a solution’) and that 

in the as-clause (i.e. ‘tell their tales’) are taking place simultaneously. When looking for 

co-occurred with explicit and implicit time adverbials, the meaning tended to be 

associated with searching for somebody (e.g. ‘looking for a big black guy’ in line 68) 

or something (e.g. ‘looking for a safe place’ in line 70). This meaning was labelled as 

LOOK for1 in the current study. The examination of LOOK for1 showed that the 

progressive form of LOOK for1 often co-occurred with time adverbials such as ‘now’, 

‘this year’, while-clause, etc., implying the duration of searching. However, it should 

be noted that the duration meaning associated with LOOK for1 was influenced by the 

progressive form rather than by the co-occurrence of time adverbials in the co-text. The 

following corpus examples can support this argument.  

 

As lines 73 to 75 show, while there was no time adverbial in the co-text, the progressive 

form of LOOK for implied that the action of searching is in progress and has not yet 

finished.  

 

Besides LOOK for1, corpus evidence showed that the progressive form of LOOK for 

frequently followed an adverb always (i.e. ‘always looking for’). In the BoE corpus, 

there were 686 instances showing the occurrence of always at the N-1 position around 

looking for. Lines 76 to 80 are examples of ‘always looking for’.  
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The examination of lines 76 to 80 showed that ‘always looking for’ did not indicate the 

duration of the action, which was different from LOOK for1. Looking for became a 

habitual action in these contexts because of the use of always, an adverb describing the 

frequency of an action. When the action of looking for repeated habitually, L1 users 

tended to convey an emotional meaning that exceeds ‘searching’. The emotional 

meaning of looking for can be interpreted as ‘expecting or longing for’, and this 

emotional meaning was labelled as LOOK for2 in the current study. Moreover, it seemed 

that L1 users showed their complaints or disagreement via the use of ‘always looking 

for’. For example, in line 76, the speaker expressed a complaint about the subject who 

spent money like water. In line 78, the communicative meaning of the sentence 

suggested the speaker’s disagreement. The findings of ‘always looking for’ supported 

the argument that the progressive form can indicate speakers’ negative attitude when it 

co-occurs with always (Römer, 2005; Lindley, 2020). Moreover, Lindley (2020) also 

showed that when the progressive form was used to convey a negative meaning, it was 

less likely to observed negative words in the co-text. With regard to ‘always looking 

for’, there was no negative word in the co-text, but L1 users tended to use ‘but’ or ‘even 

if’ to suggest a soft negation (see lines 76 and 78). The negative meaning of ‘always 

looking for’ seemed to be clearer due to the soft negation.  

 

Corpus evidence also showed that the progressive form of LOOK for frequently followed 

another adverb, really. In the BoE corpus, there were 176 concordance lines showing 

the occurrence of really at the N-1 position around looking for. However, unlike ‘always 
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looking for’ that conveyed complaints or disagreement, it seemed that ‘really looking 

for’ only connoted an emotional meaning. The combination of really and looking for 

did not have a negative or positive connotation. For instance,   

 

The examination of lines 81 to 85 showed that L1 users employed really to modify the 

emotional meaning of LOOK for (i.e. LOOK for2). For instance, the use of really in line 

82 suggested the longing for ‘an answer’. The emotion seemed to be stronger with the 

help of really. In addition to always and really, corpus evidence showed that LOOK for2 

also co-occurred with other adverbs, such as certainly, definitely, and obviously (see 

lines 86 to 88). However, L1 users also expressed a neutral emotional meaning in these 

contexts.  

 

 

Based on the analysis of LOOK for in the progressive form, I have identified two different 

meanings of this combination. LOOK for1 was associated with the action of searching 

and it often co-occurred with explicit or implicit time adverbials such as ‘now’, ‘this 

year’, as-clause, etc. LOOK for2, on the other hand, frequently appeared in the context 

where no time adverbials can be observed. Corpus evidence showed that LOOK for2 was 

associated with a greater level of emotion and it often followed adverbs such as always, 

really, etc. When the progressive form of LOOK for was combined with always, L1 users 

tended to connote a negative meaning in the context (see lines 76 to 80), whereas the 

emotional meaning tended to be neutral when looking for co-occurred with other 
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adverbs (see lines 81 to 88). Table 6.8 lists the two different meanings of LOOK for and 

provides examples for each meaning.  

Table 6.8  Meanings and examples of LOOK for in the BoE corpus 

 Meanings Examples 

LOOK for1 To search for 
They are not looking for a solution to a problem as 

they tell their tales. (line 72) 

LOOK for2 
To expect or 

long for 

He is always looking for ways to obtain money, but 

spends it like water. (line 76)  

What I’m really looking for is purpose and enjoyment 

each day. (line 81) 

  

6.2.3 LOOK forward to: differences between the present progressive and the past 

progressive 

In terms of LOOK forward to, corpus data also showed the progressive form, looking 

forward to, was more frequent than other forms. As Table 6.9 shows, among the 19133 

occurrences of LOOK forward to in the BoE corpus, the progressive form appeared in 

more than half of the total occurrences (55.09%). L1 users were less likely to choose 

the past form (looked forward to) and the third-person singular form (looks forward to) 

due to their relatively low frequency in the BoE corpus, accounting for only 6.49% and 

4.22% respectively.  

Table 6.9  Frequency of LOOK forward to in the BoE corpus 

Forms Frequency Percentage (%) 

looking forward to 10540 55.09 

look forward to 6544 34.20 

looked forward to 1241 6.49 

looks forward to 808 4.22 

Total 19133 100 

 

Lines 89 to 93 were chosen to demonstrate the progressive form of LOOK forward to. 

The examination showed that the meaning of looking forward to was associated with 
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anticipation or expectation. For example, in line 90, the speaker expected the live music 

because the speaker has not ‘heard any live music for months’.  

 

Moreover, when LOOK forward to was used in the progressive form, L1 users did not 

employ explicit or implicit time adverbials in the co-text. L1 users tended to use looking 

forward to to convey a tentative meaning. The progressive form can add a sense of 

tentativeness to the utterance, making it less direct and more polite (Quirk et al., 1985; 

Mindt, 1997; 2000). The tentative meaning can be illustrated by the five concordance 

examples. For instance, in line 91, the communicative function of looking forward to 

was to express the speaker’s tentativeness and uncertainty about the timing of ‘seeing 

you again’.  

 

Lines 89 to 93 showed the tentative use of LOOK forward to in the present progressive 

form. In the BoE corpus, L1 users also used the past progressive of this PV frequently 

(i.e. was/were looking forward to). Here are some concordance lines showing the past 

progressive form of LOOK forward to.  

 

The examination of looking forward to in lines 94 to 98 showed that L1 users tended to 

express a sense of regret or disappointment by using the past progressive. For instance, 

in line 97, ‘Mike’ felt disappointed with ‘the music’ due to the expensive price and the 
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change in style. Also, in line 98, ‘playing in both events’ was not going to happen due 

to the uncomfortable climate. Based on the analysis, the past progressive form of LOOK 

forward to tended to suggest the speaker’s disappointment, which was different from 

the way of using the present progressive form. In addition, corpus evidence showed that 

L1 users did not combine looking forward to with always frequently. There were only 

12 concordance lines in the BoE corpus containing the occurrence of ‘always looking 

forward to’. When always occurred in the co-text, looking forward to was used in the 

past tense. For example,  

  

The communicative meanings of looking forward to in the two examples were different. 

The use of ‘always looking forward to’ connoted a positive expectation in line 99, 

whereas it was associated with a negative feeling of disappointment in line 100.  

 

Based on the examination of looking forward to in the present tense and the past tense, 

it can be argued that the use of different tense forms led to different communicative 

meanings. L1 users tended to express a tentative meaning via the use of the present 

progressive form (see lines 89 to 93). However, when ‘was/were looking forward to’ 

occurred, the past progressive form was associated with regret and disappointment (see 

lines 94 to 98).  

 

6.3 Summary 

To sum up, this chapter has shown the collocation and lexical patterns associated with 

a verb + particle combination, LOOK up. Based on the collocates in the co-text of LOOK 
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up, the current study has identified five distinctive meanings of this combination. In 

other words, collocates in the co-text help to differentiate the meanings of polysemous 

PVs. For example, LOOK up1 co-occurred with nouns such as eye and sky, whereas the 

two collocates cannot occur in the co-text of LOOK up4. In the BoE corpus, the frequent 

collocates of LOOK up4 were dictionary, book and internet. The findings support 

Sinclair’s idiom principle in that the choice of collocates in the co-text is restricted by 

the meaning of the node (Sinclair, 1991). Moreover, the examination also showed that 

different forms of LOOK up were associated with different meanings. For example, when 

this PV was used in the non-contiguous form, the two metaphorical meanings (i.e. LOOK 

up2 and LOOK up3) did not make sense, as they were specifically associated with the 

contiguous form. 

 

In terms of the progressive form, Section 6.2 showed how this tense form influenced 

the communicative meanings of three PVs, LOOK up2, LOOK for, and LOOK forward to. 

Corpus data of ‘thing + looking up’ suggested that the function of LOOK up2 was 

associated with making a positive predication about the future. In terms of LOOK for, 

when this PV co-occurred with time adverbials such as ‘now’, ‘this year’ and as-clause, 

it usually conveyed a duration meaning. When LOOK for was combined with adverbs 

such as always and really, it suggested an emotional meaning. However, the 

combination ‘always looking for’ had a special use, suggesting complaints or 

disagreement. Finally, the examination of LOOK forward to showed that the present 

progressive and the past progressive were used to express different communicative 

meanings. The present progressive frequently conveyed a tentative meaning, whereas 

the past progressive was associated with a negative feeling of regret or disappointment.
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Chapter 7 Grammatical patterns associated with PVs 

In the previous chapter, I have discussed the lexical patterns associated with a specific 

PV based on the investigation into collocation in the co-text. This chapter shifts the 

focus to grammatical patterns associated with specific PVs. It also discusses the 

challenges of replacing PVs with one-word verbs from the perspective of pattern 

grammar. As mentioned previously in Section 2.2.2, a traditional approach to 

identifying PVs is based on the idea that some PVs can be replaced with one-word verbs 

(Bolinger, 1971; Biber et al., 1999). For example,  

The public house next to the cinema had just exploded. Another bomb in another 

nearby pub blew up a few minutes later. (BoE: BB_Em012020) 

It is possible for exploded to replace the PV, blew up, because both of them are 

associated with ‘an explosion’ in the given example. However, while explode and BLOW 

up can be used interchangeably in the given example, the polysemous feature of PVs 

suggests that BLOW up may have a wider range of meanings that cannot be replaced with 

explode. Here is a corpus example in which ‘blew up at her’ fails to be substituted by 

‘*explode at her’. 

She just doesn’t understand why you blew up at her like that. (BoE: 

BUCXF002456) 

*She just doesn’t understand why you exploded at her like that.  

The replacement is unsuccessful because the PV is used in a figurative way that is not 

synonymous with explode. In this example, the meaning of ‘blew up at her’ seems to 

be associated with ‘losing one’s temper’ (OED online). However, ‘*exploded at her’ 

does not convey the same meaning.   
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The example of ‘blew up at her’ provides evidence to show the difficulty of replacing 

PVs with one-word verbs. Previous studies have also noted the risk of such 

replacements by demonstrating the stylistic differences between PVs and one-word 

verbs (e.g. Side, 1990; Siyanova and Schmitt, 2007). Side (1990) suggested that GIVE 

out and distribute tended to be used in different registers. The individual verb was likely 

to be used in written and formal register (Side, 1990). However, in the following 

example, it is unlikely to replace giving out with distributing because ‘hate giving out 

leaflets’ conveys a sense of complaint which the equivalent distributing does not. 

Salesmen hate giving out leaflets to people who are only interested in getting a 

freebie. (BoE: MB4__050307) 

Siyanova and Schmitt (2007) pointed out that PVs tended to have a colloquial tone and 

usually appear in spoken and informal register, whereas one-word verbs are more likely 

to appear in written discourse such as academic writing or official reports. The stylistic 

difference between PVs and one-word verbs suggests that “direct equivalents of phrasal 

verbs do not always exist” (Side, 1990, p.145). 

 

This chapter aims to show the differences between PVs and one-word verbs from the 

perspective of pattern grammar. Section 7.1 outlines the differences between LOOK for1 

and search, arguing that search fails to replace the PV because of the distinctive 

grammatical patterns. Section 7.2 focuses on LOOK up and examines the semantic 

nuances when LOOK up to and its two potential alternatives, admire and respect, appear 

in the same pattern. Finally, Section 7.3 discusses situations in which PVs cannot be 

replaced by one-word verbs.   

 



 

160 

 

7.1 The grammatical differences between PVs and one-word verbs 

As mentioned in Section 2.3.1, many studies have shown that L2 learners frequently 

avoid using multi-word verbs in both written and spoken discourse (Dagut and Laufer, 

1985; Hulstijn and Marchena, 1989; Liao and Fukuya, 2004; Schmitt and Siyanova, 

2007). They tend to choose one-word verbs that has an equivalent meaning and regard 

it as a strategic approach to avoid using PVs (Hulstijn and Marchena, 1989). In Section 

6.2, I have outlined two meanings of LOOK for, one of which is associated with 

searching (i.e. LOOK for1). As a result, the verb search is possible to be a potential 

alternative for LOOK for1 because their meanings are related. The study firstly 

investigated the patterns in which the individual verb search was frequently used. The 

following concordance lines show the use of search in the BoE corpus.  

 

The 10 lines of search showed two distinctive usages of this verb. Lines 1 to 5 showed 

the transitive use of search, whereas lines 6 to 10 illustrated the intransitive use. As a 

transitive verb, corpus evidence suggested the frequent pattern in which search often 

appeared was V n for n. As lines 1 to 5 showed, nouns such as ‘bag’, ‘pockets’, ‘hotel 

room’, ‘streets’, ‘flooded ruins’ can appear in the first noun slot (i.e. between the verb 

and the preposition for). It seemed that the choice of these nouns was not random, as 

they were associated with the container or place in which the action of searching took 

place. The second noun slot in this pattern, such as ‘the scrap of paper’ (line 1) and ‘a 
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coin’ (line 3), indicated the aim of searching. As a result, ‘search n for n’ can be 

understood as searching somewhere for something.  

 

In addition to search, Francis, Hunston and Manning (1996) showed that the V n for n 

pattern was also applicable to a group of semantically associated verbs, including comb, 

explore, scan, scour, etc. Lines 11 to 15 below provide examples to illustrate the use of 

these verbs in the pattern V n for n. Compared with ‘search n for n’, the examination 

of these five lines suggested that there was no significant change in the structure and 

meaning when comb, explore, scan, etc. appeared in the verb slot.  

 

In terms of LOOK for1, however, there was no corpus evidence showing that this PV can 

be used in the pattern V n for n. In the BoE corpus, L1 users employed LOOK for1 in a 

pattern that was different from search. The following concordance lines show the 

grammatical pattern associated with LOOK for1 and demonstrate the differences between 

LOOK for1 and search.  

 

As lines 16 to 20 show, the frequent pattern in which LOOK for1 appeared was V n in n. 

In this pattern, the first noun indicated the aim of searching (e.g. ‘the answers’) whereas 

the second indicated the place where the action of searching took place (e.g. ‘the ruins’). 

The meaning of ‘LOOK for n in n’ should be interpreted as searching for something in 

somewhere. In other words, the syntactic order of nouns in ‘LOOK for n in n’ was 
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different from the order in ‘search n for n’.  

 

The study also tested whether the transitive verb, search, could appear in the V n in n 

pattern. Unfortunately, the unsuccessful attempts illustrated by lines 16* and 20* 

implied that the transitive search was incompatible with the V n in n pattern.  

 

Based on the examination of search and LOOK for1, it can be argued that the grammatical 

patterns in which search and LOOK for1 appeared were different. Corpus evidence 

showed that the verb search was frequently used in V n for n and this pattern only 

allowed noun phrases indicating the place to follow the verb directly (e.g. ‘the hotel 

room’ and ‘the street’). However, search cannot be used in the pattern where LOOK for1 

frequently appears (i.e. V n in n). In V n in n, it is the second noun that indicated where 

the action took place. Therefore, it is impossible to replace LOOK for1 with the transitive 

search.  

 

Moving on to the intransitive use of search, as lines 6 to 10 above show, V for n was 

the frequent pattern in which the intransitive search can be used. In addition to the 

intransitive search, Francis, Hunston and Manning (1996) observed that other verbs, 

such as dig, explore, grope, hunt, scan, were also used in this pattern. Meanwhile, they 

had some common semantic features with search. For example,  

 

Francis, Hunston and Manning (1996) also included the verb look in this ‘search’ group. 
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From the authors point of view, search and look can be seen as a pair of near synonyms 

because both can be used in the V for n pattern. However, it is impossible for the PV 

LOOK for1 to appear in V for n. Since the intransitive search was also used in a different 

way from LOOK for1, it can be argued that the replacement between LOOK for1 and search 

cannot be successful, even though their meanings were closely related. 

 

When I examined the V for n pattern, it was interesting to find that some PVs can be 

used in this pattern. Here are some KWIC lines extracted from the BoE corpus.   

 

Lines 26 to 30 show that LOOK out and WATCH out are two lexicalised PVs that are 

compatible with V for n. The examination of lines 26 to 30 suggested that the meanings 

of LOOK out and WATCH out were generally associated with searching, though there were 

some semantic nuances implied by LOOK out and WATCH out. For instance, when L1 

users employed ‘look out for product recalls’ (line 23) and ‘watch out for signs of 

tension’ (line 24), they tended to warn someone to be cautious about something risky 

or unsafe (i.e. ‘product recalls’ and ‘signs of tension’). Therefore, when LOOK out and 

WATCH out were used in the pattern V for n, the communicative meanings of the two 

PVs were associated with searching for something risky or unsafe. The individual verb 

search did not have this connotation. This semantic nuance between ‘search for n’ and 

‘LOOK out/WATCH out for n’ suggested that search cannot be seen as a satisfactory 

alternative for LOOK out or WATCH out.  

 

To sum up, the examination of grammatical patterns associated with LOOK for1 and its 
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potential alternative search showed that it was not possible to replace LOOK for1 with 

search. In the BoE corpus, LOOK for1 frequently appeared in the pattern V n in n, which 

was different from the pattern in which search was used. Corpus evidence showed that 

search often appeared in V n for n and V for n. Due to grammatical differences between 

this pair of near synonyms, it can be argued that LOOK for1 cannot be replaced with 

search. This finding supported Side’s (1990) argument that “direct equivalents of 

phrasal verbs do not always exist” (p.145). Besides grammatical differences, the 

findings from ‘search for n’ and ‘LOOK out/WATCH out for n’ suggested that semantic 

nuances also led to an unsuccessful replacement.  

 

7.2 The difficulty of finding satisfactory alternatives for polysemous PVs 

In Section 7.1, the failure of replacing LOOK for1 with search revealed that search was 

not a satisfactory alternative although its meaning was close to the PV. Prioritizing the 

semantic equivalence may result in the ignorance of grammatical differences between 

the PV and the potential one-word alternative. This section continues to investigate the 

replacement between PVs and one-word verbs but focuses on polysemous PVs. In this 

section, I chose the polysemous PV, LOOK up, as an example and examined if this 

polysemous PV can be replaced by one-word verbs successfully. In S    ection 6.2, I 

have identified five distinctive meanings of LOOK up in the BoE corpus. For each 

meaning, Table 7.1 below lists some one- or multi-word verbs with the potential to 

replace the PV.  
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Table 7.1  Various meanings of LOOK up and potential one- or multi-word alternatives 

for each meaning  

 Meanings Potential alternatives 

LOOK up1 
to use or raise eyes physically in order 

to see someone or something 
 

LOOK up2 to improve or become better be/get better 

LOOK up3 to admire or respect someone admire or respect 

LOOK up4 

to find a piece of information from a 

source, such as a dictionary or the 

Internet 

consult the dictionary  

LOOK up5 to visit somebody visit  

 

The primary criterion for finding alternatives in Table 7.1 was semantic equivalence. 

As Table 7.1 shows, it was not possible to find one replacement for a PV with multiple 

meanings. Different meanings of LOOK up seemed to be synonymous with different 

individual verbs or multi-word expressions. For example, LOOK up3 might be replaced 

with admire or respect because these two verbs were synonymous with LOOK up3; both 

the PV and the potential alternatives indicated the way of showing admiration or esteem 

towards a person. However, it was hard to find an appropriate replacement for the literal 

meaning, (i.e. LOOK up1). In some cases, the PV did not have a one-word equivalent; 

the meaning tended to be associated with a multi-word expression (e.g. LOOK up2 and 

LOOK up4). More information regarding the multi-word replacement will be provided in 

Section 7.3. In the following parts of this section, I intended to examine in detail the 

way LOOK up3 and the two potential alternatives, admire and respect, were used by L1 

users, evaluating whether LOOK up3 can be replaced by admire and respect.  

   

7.2.1 Grammatical patterns associated with LOOK up3 

This section is concerned with the grammatical patterns where LOOK up3 frequently 

appears. Before the examination of grammatical patterns in detail, the first question that 
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needed to be answered was the number of components this PV contains. In Section 6.2, 

LOOK up3 was regarded as one of the meanings for the verb + particle combination, 

LOOK up. However, it was in fact a three-word expression, LOOK up to, whose meaning 

was associated with the way of showing admiration or esteem towards someone. When 

this particular meaning made sense in the context, the PV should be regarded as a three-

word PV because LOOK and up failed to present the meaning without to. This can be 

supported by the following example.  

That was a time when the royal family was looked up to in a manner which 

could not happen today. (BoE: NB5__020211) 

This corpus example revealed the importance of the third component to. Since this 

example used passive voice, the normal structure should be written as:  

That was a time when people looked up to the royal family in a manner which 

could not happen today.  

The use of passive voice in the example confirmed that LOOK up to was a lexicalised 

unit that functioned as the main verb.  

*That was a time when the royal family was looked up in a manner which could 

not happen today. 

If to was missing, as the example shows, the lexical unit became incomplete and the 

whole sentence was no longer make sense. As a result, the following examination 

treated LOOK up to as a lexicalised PV and the meaning of this PV was related to the 

way of showing admiration or esteem towards someone.  

 

Next, I examined the use of LOOK up to in the corpus and identified grammatical patterns 

in which this PV frequently appeared. In the BoE corpus, LOOK up to had two different 

usages. Using the first semantic criterion, the use of LOOK up to in the following 
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examples should be classified as a non-PV combination because the meaning of LOOK 

up to can be predicted by the components.  

He looked up to the sky and waved his cap. (BoE: NB5__020422) 

I looked up to see what had happened. (BoE: BB_cM85__21) 

In the two examples, each component took a literal meaning and the meaning of LOOK 

up to was compositional. Consequently, while there were 1678 concordance lines 

containing LOOK up to, only 400 occurrences showing the phrasal use of this 

combination. It should be noted that the current study took no account of the literal use 

of LOOK up to. Concordance lines containing the literal use were excluded in the 

examination. The examination of grammatical patterns associated with LOOK up to only 

considered the 400 occurrences in which LOOK up to was used as a PV and had a 

metaphorical meaning.  

 

Among the 400 KWIC lines, V n was the most frequent pattern associated with LOOK 

up to, with pronouns such as ‘her’, ‘him’, ‘you’, etc. frequently appearing in the noun 

slot. Lines 31 to 35 show the use of this simple pattern in the BoE corpus.  

 

In addition to V n, it seemed that L1 users also used LOOK up to in the V n as n pattern. 

Lines 36 to 40 provide examples for ‘LOOK up to someone as n’. In V n as n, pronouns 

(e.g. ‘him’, ‘me’, ‘us’, etc.) usually appeared in the first noun slot, which was similar 
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to the V n pattern. In terms of the second noun slot, as lines 36 to 40 show, the choice 

of nouns tended to be individuals who deserved respect due to their influence (e.g. ‘a 

kind of father figure’ and ‘role model’ in lines 36, 39 and 40) or social position (e.g. ‘a 

respected mentor’ and ‘a leader’ in lines 37 and 38). In the BoE corpus, L1 users 

employed ‘LOOK up to someone as n’ to imply the relationship between the people who 

were being looked up to (i.e. the first noun in V n as n) and individuals who inspired 

others (i.e. the second noun). In addition to LOOK up to, Francis and Hunston (2000) 

showed that verbs in the “consider” group, including consider, see, regard, etc., were 

also able to establish this kind of relationship when they appeared in V n as n. However, 

if we use replace LOOK up to with verbs in the ‘consider’ groups, as the following 

examples show, the replacement cannot be satisfactory. This was because LOOK up to 

had a communicative function of showing admiration and esteem whereas the verb 

regard did not have the same function. 

I want my teammates to look up to me as a leader who can do great things at 

big moments. (BoE: NU1__040210) 

I want my teammates to regard me as a leader who can do great things at big 

moments. 

As a result, the examination of LOOK up to in the BoE corpus suggested that this PV 

was frequently used in the V n as n pattern, suggesting the relationship between the 

two nouns. From the perspective of pattern grammar, the use of LOOK up to was similar 

to verbs such as consider, see, regard, because they were used in the same pattern V n 

as n. However, LOOK up to cannot be replaced by verbs in the ‘consider’ group because 

the PV had a special communicative function of showing admiration and esteem. Verbs 

in the ‘consider’ group did not have an equivalent meaning with LOOK up to. 
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7.2.2 Grammatical patterns associated with admire and respect 

In terms of the two potential alternatives for LOOK up to, first of all, corpus evidence 

showed that the pattern in which admire frequently appeared was V n for n. The 

following KWIC lines illustrate the use of admire in this pattern.   

 

When admire was used in the V n for n pattern, the examination of lines 41 to 45 

suggested that the two nouns had different functions. The first noun that directly follows 

the verb often referred to a person (e.g. ‘him’, ‘her’, ‘Laurance’, ‘them’), whereas the 

second noun revealed the characteristics of the person who was worthy of admiration. 

As the five concordance lines showed, the choice for the second noun could be ‘being 

confident’, ‘courage’, ‘competitive spirit’, ‘extraordinary business skills’, ‘persistence’, 

etc., which indicated that L1 users preferred to associate admire with expressions 

indicating one’s outstanding qualities or talents. As a result, in addition to showing 

positive regard for others, ‘admire someone for n’ was also associated with recognising 

one’s admirable characteristics or talents.  

 

In terms of respect, the examination of frequent patterns associated with this individual 

verb showed that L1 users also used respect in the pattern V n for n frequently. For 

example,  

 

As lines 46 to 50 show, in ‘respect n for n’, pronouns usually follow the verb directly 
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and the prepositional phrase introduced by for implies the reason why the person is 

being respected. In other words, L1 users tend to use respect and admire in a similar 

manner.  

 

Despite the grammatical similarities between admire and respect, it seemed that there 

were some nuances in the meanings of these two verbs. This slight difference can be 

observed by the choice of nouns in the prepositional phrase (i.e. the second noun slot 

in V n for n). Unlike expressions that were associated with one’s outstanding qualities 

or talents in ‘admire n for n’, L1 users tended to choose expressions indicating one’s 

efforts, achievements, or authority in ‘respect n for n’. For example,  

Everyone respects you for having done a law degree (BoE: NB1__040518) 

Most people respect Steve for what he has achieved. (BoE: NA1__040822) 

In the first example, the reason why the person deserves everyone’s respect is due to 

the efforts of ‘having done a law degree’. Also, in the second example, the wh-clause, 

‘what he has achieved’, implies the superior achievements of the person. Therefore, 

because of the specific choice in the second noun slot, it can be argued that the meaning 

of ‘respect n for n’ was associated with acknowledging one’s effort and achievements. 

 

This section has examined grammatical patterns associated with admire and respect in 

the BoE corpus. The findings showed that the two verbs were used in a similar way, 

and both of them frequently appeared in the pattern V n for n. When admire and respect 

were used in this pattern, pronouns usually appeared in the first noun slot and the second 

noun tended to be associated with one’s outstanding qualities or achievements. In terms 

of the semantic use, although both verbs implied positive regard for someone, corpus 

evidence suggested that ‘admire n for n’ and ‘respect n for n’ had a slight difference. 
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The semantic nuance can be revealed by the lexical choices in the second noun. L1 

users tended to use ‘admire n for n’ to show their admiration for one’s outstanding 

qualities or talents, whereas they tended to use ‘respect n for n’ to express the 

acknowledgement of one’s achievements or efforts.  

 

7.2.3 The failure of replacing LOOK up to with admire and respect 

In the previous two sections, I have discussed the frequent patterns associated with the 

target PV, LOOK up to, and two potential alternatives, admire and respect. The findings 

from the BoE corpus showed that the PV was frequently used in V n and V n as n 

patterns, whereas admire and respect frequently appeared in V n and V n for n patterns. 

Based on the findings, it seemed that LOOK up to could be replaced by admire or respect 

when they were used in the same grammatical pattern (i.e. V n). This claim, however, 

lacked evidence to show that LOOK up to was semantically interchangeable with the two 

verbs when they appeared in V n pattern. As a result, this section firstly compared the 

semantic features between LOOK up to and the two verbs. In addition, this section also 

discussed the grammatical differences between them, examining whether L1 users used 

LOOK up to in a way that was similar to admire and respect (i.e. whether LOOK up to can 

be used in the V n for n pattern). 

 

7.2.3.1 Semantic differences  

Corpus data showed LOOK up to, admire, and respect can appear in the simple pattern 

V n. When they were used in this pattern, they were frequently followed by pronouns, 

such as her, him, you, etc. Lines 51 to 55 below demonstrate the use of LOOK up to in 

the V n pattern and suggest the semantic meaning of this PV.  
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A close examination of lines 51 to 55 showed that when L1 users employed ‘LOOK up 

to someone’, they tended to suggest a hierarchical relationship in the context. The 

person being looked up to was considered superior based on factors such as age, power, 

or social status. For example, ‘Milton looked up to his father’ in line 50 suggested the 

relationship between sons and fathers, implying that fathers were more powerful than 

sons in a family. Similarly, the contextual information in line 54 also indicated this kind 

of relationship. In line 54, ‘the young kids looked up to him’ suggested that ‘he’ was 

older, more experienced, and acted as a protector who ‘looked out for the young kids’.  

 

Based on the analysis of LOOK up to in the V n pattern, Table 7.2 below summarises the 

semantic meaning of LOOK up to and integrates the findings of admire and respect from 

the BoE corpus (see Section 7.2.2). As Table 7.2 shows, admire usually described 

positive regards towards one’s outstanding qualities or talents, and respect was used to 

express the acknowledgement of one’s achievements or efforts. When the two verbs 

appeared in the V n pattern, L1 users tended to associate superiority with factors such 

as one’s extraordinary skills or great achievements. LOOK up to, however, established a 

hierarchical relationship in the same pattern, connecting one’s superiority with factors 

such as age, power, social status, etc. As a result, due to the semantic nuances between 

LOOK up to and the two one-word verbs when they all appeared in the V n pattern, it 
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can be argued that LOOK up to cannot be replaced with neither of the two verbs 

adequately. 

Table 7.2 Semantic meanings and examples of LOOK up to, admire, and respect. 

 Semantic meanings Corpus examples 

LOOK 

up to 

To establish a hierarchical 

relationship based on factors 

such as age, power, social status, 

etc. 

Milton, as a small boy, had looked up 

to his father as small boys usually do. 

(BoE: BA_Qf022206) 

admire 

To show positive regards 

towards one’s outstanding 

qualities or talents 

I always admired Laurance for his 

extraordinary business skills. (BoE: 

NC4__040712) 

respect 
To acknowledge one’s 

achievements or efforts 

Everyone respects you for having 

done a law degree. (BoE: 

NB1__040518) 

 

7.2.3.2 Grammatical differences 

The previous section discussed the failure of replacing LOOK up to with admire and 

respect because of the semantic nuances between the PV and the one-word verbs. In 

addition to the semantic differences, the grammatical patterns in which the PV and the 

two verbs frequently appeared were also different. In the BoE corpus, L1 users 

preferred to use ‘admire n for n’ or ‘respect n for n’ rather than ‘LOOK up to n for n’. It 

was rare to find concordance lines showing the use of LOOK up to in V n for n. 

 

Lines 56, 57 and 58 demonstrated two types of usage when LOOK up to was used in V 

n for n. Compared with examples that illustrate ‘admire n for n’ (line 44) and ‘respect 

n for n’ (line 48), it can be observed that lines 57 and 58 were completely different. As 

lines 44 and 48 showed, the prepositional phrases, ‘for his extraordinary business skills’ 

and ‘for having done a law degree’ implied the reasons why someone was being 
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admired or respected by others. However, in lines 57 and 58, ‘looked up to us for years’ 

and ‘looked up to you for quite some time’ suggested the duration over which the 

speakers admired or respected someone, emphasizing that this admiration or respect 

lasted for a long time. The examination provided evidence that LOOK up to was rarely 

used in the pattern that admire and respect frequently appeared. 

 

In terms of V n as n, the pattern where LOOK up to frequently appeared, corpus evidence 

showed that it was possible for admire and respect to appear in V n as n. Therefore, I 

also examined whether LOOK up to and the two verbs had a similar use when they all 

appeared in the V n as n pattern. When LOOK up to appeared in V n as n, the findings 

showed that this PV was followed by pronouns directly. Expressions indicating one’s 

influence or social position (e.g. ‘role model’, ‘a leader’, ‘a kind of father figure’) often 

appeared in the second noun slot (see Section 7.2.1). In order to examine whether 

admire and respect could substitute the PV in this pattern, I retrieved the use of ‘admire 

n as n’ and ‘respect n as n’ in the BoE corpus. The following concordance lines 

demonstrate the use of admire and respect in V n as n.  

 

Lines 59 to 63 illustrate how L1 users employed admire in V n as n, and lines 64 to 68 

showed the use of respect in this pattern. As the ten concordance lines showed, 

pronouns also followed the verb directly, but L1 users tended to choose expressions 
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such as ‘an actor’, ‘a songwriter’, ‘a fighter’, ‘a good gardener’, etc. in the second noun 

slot. It seemed that these expressions were concerned with specific identities or 

professions. In other words, the meaning of ‘admire n as n’ and ‘respect n as n’ tended 

to be associated with recognising or appreciating one’s achievements in a specific 

identity or profession.  

I want my teammates to look up to me as a leader who can do great things at 

big moments. (BoE: NU1__040210) 

I admire him as an actor because he is completely generous in his work. (BoE: 

BU_Ym941237) 

I respect him as a fighter and as a champion and think he could be a quality 

opponent (BoE: NBA__040731) 

The three examples were chosen to show the differences between ‘look up to n as n’ 

and ‘admire/respect n as n’. In the first example, ‘look up to me as a leader’ indicated 

the superior social position of the respected person. However, there was no indication 

of such superiority in the second and third examples. L1 users intended to use ‘admire 

him as an actor’ and ‘respect him as a fighter and as a champion’ to convey the approval 

of one’s professional achievements as ‘an actor’ or ‘a fighter’. As a result, the closer 

examination suggested that, while it was possible for admire and respect to replace 

LOOK up to in the pattern V n as n, the replacement cannot be satisfactory because the 

two individual verbs conveyed a meaning that was different from the PV.  

 

Furthermore, there was an additional point showing the grammatical differences 

between LOOK up to and the two verbs. In the BoE corpus, admire and respect can be 

used in passive voice, but it was less likely to find the passive voice of LOOK up to. 

Table 7.3 shows the frequency of both active and passive voice for LOOK up to, admire, 
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and respect in the BoE corpus.  

Table 7.3 The active and passive voice for LOOK up to, admire, and respect 

 

Constructions Frequency 

Freq. per 

million 

words 

Percentage 

(%) 

LOOK up to 
LOOK up to someone 400 0.63 90.09 

be looked up to  44 0.06 9.91 

admire 
admire someone for n 259 0.36 68.16 

someone is admired for n 121 0.17 31.84 

respect 
respect someone for n 199 0.28 68.62 

someone is respected for n 91 0.13 31.38 

 

As Table 7.3 shows, there were 121 concordance lines showing the passive voice form 

‘someone is admired for n’, accounting for approximately one third of the total 

occurrences. Similarly, the passive voice form ‘someone is respected for n’ also 

accounted for one third of the occurrences. However, there were only 44 concordance 

lines showing the passive voice of LOOK up to, which was substantially less frequent 

than the active voice of this PV. One possible reason for this grammatical difference 

could be the nature of English PVs. In English, some PVs do not have the passive voice 

because transforming from the active voice to the passive voice may reduce clarity, 

leading to awkward or cumbersome use of language (Biber et al., 1999).  

 

To sum up, based on the examination of LOOK up to in the BoE corpus, it can be argued 

that this PV did not have a satisfactory one-word replacement. The findings of admire 

and respect showed that LOOK up to and the two potential one-word alternatives had 

semantic and syntactic differences. L1 users seldom employed LOOK up to in the V n 

for n pattern, but it is a common pattern associated with admire and respect. In terms 

of the semantic differences, when this PV and the two verbs appeared in the same 

grammatical pattern (e.g. V n), the meaning of ‘LOOK up to someone’ indicated a 
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hierarchical relationship and suggested one’s superiority based on factors such as age, 

power, and social status. In terms of ‘admire someone’ and ‘respect someone’, there 

was no evidence to show that they indicated this kind of relationship in the context. 

Moreover, while corpus evidence showed that both LOOK up to and the two verbs can 

be used in V n as n, the substitution remained unsatisfactory. L1 users had different 

semantic choices in the second noun slot. The semantic meaning of ‘admire/respect n 

as n’ was associated with recognising or appreciating one’s achievements in a specific 

profession, whereas ‘LOOK up to someone as n’ tended to reflect one’s moral or social 

superiority.  

 

7.3 The situations of replacing PVs with a multi-word combination 

In the previous two sections, the examinations of LOOK for1 and LOOK up to provided 

evidence to support the argument that using one-word verb to replace PVs can be 

challenging. Grammatical differences played an important role in the substitution. The 

ignorance of grammatical patterns associated with PVs and their potential one-word 

alternatives can result in an unsuccessful replacement. When it was difficult to find one-

word alternatives for PVs, Cornell (1985) implied that the potential alternative could 

be other PVs or multi-word combinations that were consistent in meaning. For example,  

 

In the two examples, it was hard to find one-word equivalents to replace take over and 

get along with. Possible rephrasing for lines 69 and 70 could be:  

(69) The man was due to arrive in the next few days and he would be responsible 

for the remaining children’s lessons.  



 

178 

 

(70) He knew how to have a good relationship with people and what makes 

people do what they do.  

Multi-word expressions, ‘be responsible for’ and ‘have a good relationship with’, were 

employed to replace take over and get on with without changing the meaning of the 

original sentences. This rephrasing practice suggested that PVs without one-word 

equivalents were possible to be substituted by multi-word expressions. As a result, this 

section focuses on situations when PVs only have multi-word alternatives. This section 

selected two PVs, LOOK after and LOOK out for. Both of them seemed to be synonymous 

with a multi-word expression, TAKE care of. By examining the use of these three phrases 

in the corpus, this section discusses whether TAKE care of can substitute LOOK after and 

LOOK out for successfully.  

 

7.3.1 The replacement between LOOK after and TAKE care of 

First of all, LOOK after was classified as a PV in the current study because the meaning 

of this combination cannot be predicted by the components (see lines 71 to 75). 

 

As the five concordance lines show, in the BoE corpus, the most frequent grammatical 

pattern associated with this PV was the V n pattern. Nouns following LOOK after 

referred to people with disability or vulnerability (e.g. ‘children’, ‘someone with a 

disability’, etc.), or objects that are highly valuable (e.g. ‘their own health’, ‘your 

money’, etc.). In terms of TAKE care of, lines 76 to 80 were extracted from the BoE 

corpus to show the use of this multi-word combination. 
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As lines 76 to 80 show, L1 users used TAKE care of in the V n pattern, which was similar 

to LOOK after. The word choice in the noun slot also referred to people with vulnerability, 

such as ‘kids’ (line 79). It seemed so far that there was no significant difference in the 

syntactical use of LOOK after and TAKE care of. However, it might be too early to draw 

the conclusion that LOOK after can be replaced with TAKE care of. A closer examination 

of concordance lines including LOOK after and TAKE care of suggested that there were 

subtle differences between the two combinations. 

 

Evidence from the corpus suggested that TAKE care of tended to co-occur with 

expressions which had no association with value, such as ‘the problem’ (line 78) and 

‘their basic needs’ (line 80). When TAKE care of was followed by these expressions, the 

meaning seemed to be associated with providing essential support or assistance to solve 

the problem or fulfill the needs. However, corpus evidence of LOOK after showed that 

this PV was used in a different way from TAKE care of. The choice of nouns following 

LOOK after was restricted. In the BoE corpus, it was rare to find this PV to co-occur with 

expressions such as ‘the problem’. As a result, the findings from the corpus showed that 

TAKE care of had a wider choice of nouns, whereas the nouns that followed LOOK after 

tended to be restricted to those associated with vulnerability and value (e.g. ‘look after 

her two children’ in line 71 and ‘look after their own health’ in line 74). This suggested 

that it was possible to use TAKE care of to replace LOOK after, but this replacement was 

not bilateral.  

The bank agrees to look after your money and provide you with a good 



 

180 

 

customer service. (BoE: MBX______78) 

The bank agrees to take care of your money and provide you with a good 

customer service.  

The problem will be taken care of in the next few years. (BoE: NU5__040303) 

*The problem will be looked after in the next few years. 

 

7.3.2 The replacement between LOOK out for and TAKE care of 

Moving on to LOOK out for, this section firstly discusses why this three-word 

combination was regarded as a PV in the current study, and then examined whether 

LOOK out for can be replaced with TAKE care of.  

 

7.3.2.1 The phrasal identity of LOOK out for 

The following five examples provide evidence to support that LOOK out for should be 

regarded as a PV with a non-compositional meaning.  

 

The examination of the KWIC lines suggested that the meaning of LOOK out for seemed 

to be associated with taking care of someone or something, such as ‘looking out for 

other kids’ (line 81) and ‘look out for her son’ (line 84). There was no clue showing the 

association between this meaning of LOOK out for and the three components. Since LOOK 

out for had an non-compositional meaning in the given examples, this combination 

should be labelled as a PV using the first semantic criterion (see Section 5.1.1). 
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It may be claimed that LOOK out for is a combination in which a two-word verb, LOOK 

out is combined with a preposition, for. This claim regards LOOK out as a lexical unit 

which is followed by for. The following concordance lines show the use of LOOK out in 

the BoE corpus.  

 

The use of LOOK out in lines 86 and 87 was different from the use in the other three 

lines.  In lines 86 and 87, the meaning of LOOK out was associated with giving a warning, 

which cannot be predicted by LOOK and out. In other words, LOOK out had a non-

compositional meaning in lines 86 and 87 and should be classified as a PV. However, 

in lines 90, 91 and 92, LOOK out cannot be regarded as a PV because the literal meaning 

of each component helped to interpret the meaning of this combination. Moreover, in 

order to explore the role that for played when it joined LOOK out, I investigated the 

occurrences when LOOK out was followed by other prepositions that frequently co-

occurred with LOOK out, including at, on and over. Lines 91 to 96 illustrate the use of 

these combinations in the BoE corpus.  

 

When LOOK out was followed by at, on and over, it was less evident that these 

combinations had the potential to be a PV. For example, the meaning of LOOK out at in 

lines 91 and 92 were compositional, associated with the literal meaning of each 

component. Similarly, the examination of ‘look out on the river bank’ in line 94 and 
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‘looked out over a tiny garden’ in line 96 also showed that the meaning of LOOK out was 

compositional and cannot be classified as a PV. Therefore, when LOOK out was 

combined with other prepositions such as at, on, and over, it was not possible to claim 

that these combinations were used as a PV. The use of LOOK out in LOOK out for tended 

to be distinctive because it had a non-compositional meaning. Also, for played an 

essential role in LOOK out for as LOOK out was less likely to be a lexicalised unit without 

for. 

 

7.3.2.2 Grammatical patterns associated with LOOK out for 

After confirming the phrasal identity of LOOK out for, I investigated the use of this three-

word PV in the BoE corpus and considered potential replacements for it. In the previous 

section, lines 81 to 85 showed that L1 users frequently used LOOK out for in the V n 

pattern. The following concordance lines provide additional evidence to show the use 

of this pattern.   

 

In the additional lines (i.e. lines 97 to 100), LOOK out for was also followed by nouns. 

Since LOOK out for and TAKE care of can be used in the same pattern (i.e. V n), it might 

be successful to replace LOOK out for with TAKE care of. For instance,  

I know those people will be looking out for them when they’re in those boats. 

(BoE: NU4__030512) 

I know those people will be taking care of them when they’re in those boats.  
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In the given example, LOOK out for can be substituted by TAKE care of, and the 

replacement did not change the structure and meaning of the original sentence. 

However, a closer examination suggested that TAKE care of failed to substitute LOOK out 

for in lines 97 to 100 due to the polysemous feature of LOOK out for. In the BoE corpus, 

LOOK out for had multiple meanings, one of which was illustrated by lines 81 to 85. 

Another usage was suggested by lines 97 to 100.  

I looked out for you at Paddington, but I didn’t see you. (BoE: BB_cF86__25) 

* I took care of you at Paddington, but I didn’t see you. 

As this example showed, the meaning of ‘look out for you’ seemed to be associated 

with ‘meeting you’ due to the contextual information ‘at Paddington’ and ‘I didn’t see 

you’. In this instance, LOOK out for did not imply the idea of ‘taking care of someone’, 

and therefore it cannot be replaced with TAKE care of. In addition, evidence from the 

BoE corpus revealed that this PV had a third usage that was different from the other 

two. For example,  

 

In lines 101 to 105, the interpretation of ‘LOOK out for something’ seemed to be 

associated with ‘paying attention to something that looks special or unusual’, such as 

‘danger signs’ (line 104) and ‘unattended or suspicious bags’ (line 105).  

We are also looking out for public safety and any liabilities for the American 

taxpayer. (BoE: NU5__031011) 

We are also taking care of public safety and any liabilities for the American 

taxpayer. 

In the given example, while it was grammatically correct to replace ‘looking out for 
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public safety’ with ‘taking care of public safety’, there were subtle semantic differences 

between them. When L1 users employed ‘looking out for public safety’, they tended to 

convey the idea that potential threats or risks were concerned to ensure public safety. 

However, it seemed that ‘taking care of publish safety’ implied the responsibility for 

ensuring the safety, without the indication of paying attention to potential threats or 

risks. This semantic nuance led to an unsuccessful replacement between LOOK out for 

and TAKE care of.  

 

To sum up, this section paid attention to situations in which PVs did not have one-word 

equivalents. LOOK after and LOOK out for were two PVs that cannot be substituted by 

one-word verbs but had potential multi-word equivalents. The findings from the BoE 

corpus showed that L1 users usually employed the two PVs in the V n pattern. When 

they appeared in the V n pattern, TAKE care of could be a potential replacement for these 

two PVs without the consideration of semantic nuances. However, the examination of 

the semantic use suggested that TAKE care of could not be a satisfactory replacement for 

LOOK after and LOOK out for. Corpus evidence showed that LOOK after tended to be 

followed by people with vulnerability (see lines 72 and 73) or objects that are highly 

valuable (see lines 74 and 75), whereas there was no explicit evidence showing that 

TAKE care of had a similar semantic use.  

 

In terms of LOOK out for, this PV has multiple meanings in the BoE corpus. Because of 

the semantic complexity of this PV, it was hard to find a perfect alternative for LOOK 

out for. Table 7.4 below provides information about the multiple meanings of LOOK out 

for and suggests the extent to which it can be replaced with TAKE care of.  
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Table 7.4 Semantic complexity of LOOK out for and the replacement with TAKE care of 

 Pattern Examples 
Replacement with 

TAKE care of 

LOOK 

out for 
V n 

I know those people will be looking out 

for them when they’re in those boats. 

(BoE: NU4__030512) 

Yes 

I looked out for you at Paddington, but I 

didn’t see you. (BoE: BB_cF86__25) 
No 

We are also looking out for public safety 

and any liabilities … (BoE: 

NU5__031011) 

No 

 

As Table 7.4 shows, corpus evidence suggested that there was one situation in which 

LOOK out for can be replaced with TAKE care of. However, LOOK out for was used in a 

different way from TAKE care of in ‘looked out for you at Paddington’ and ‘looking out 

for public safety’. Because of the semantic nuances shown by the examples, LOOK out 

for cannot be replaced with TAKE care of successfully. 

 

7.4 Summary 

This chapter examined the replacement of PVs from the perspective of pattern grammar 

and discussed the extent to which an English PV can be replaced successfully in three 

different situations. The results suggested that finding an appropriate replacement for 

English PVs tended to be challenging. Section 7.1 was concerned with the situation 

when a PV has a one-word equivalent (e.g. LOOK for1 vs search). The analysis showed 

that the patterns where search frequently appeared (i.e. V n for n and V for n) were 

different from the patterns where LOOK for1 appeared (i.e. V n in n). The different 

grammatical patterns resulted in the failure of the replacement between LOOK for1 and 

search. Section 7.2 focused on a polysemous PV, LOOK up, and showed that it was 

impossible to find a one-word verb to replace this polysemous PV. Each meaning of 
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LOOK up had a potential replacement. However, whether the replacement could be 

satisfactory still relies on the consideration of both lexical and grammatical patterns. 

Finally, Section 7.3 focused on the situation in which PVs did not have one-word 

equivalents. This section showed the unsuccessful replacement between PVs and multi-

word alternatives. From the perspective of grammatical patterns, it seemed that LOOK 

after and LOOK out for can be substituted by TAKE care of because they all appeared in 

the V n pattern. However, if we looked into the semantic nuances, the results showed 

that TAKE care of failed to be a satisfactory replacement for both LOOK after and LOOK 

out for. As a consequence, when L2 learners replace PVs with one- or multi-word verbs, 

they need to have a clear understanding of two aspects: (1) the grammatical patterns 

associated with PVs and potential alternatives, and (2) the semantic nuances between 

them.  

 

Based on the examination of replacements in this chapter, the findings could draw L2 

learners’ attention to the use of thesaurus. Many L2 learners often avoid using PVs and 

prefer finding a near synonym in thesaurus. However, relying on thesaurus may cause 

problems. One of the negative effects of thesaurus is the lack of information for the 

syntactic use. For example, LOOK for and search are a pair of near synonyms, but they 

are used in different grammatical patterns. Without the awareness of this grammatical 

difference, learners are likely to make mistakes. Another negative effect of relying on 

thesaurus is associated with the semantic nuances between near synonyms. TAKE care 

of fails to be a satisfactory replacement for LOOK out for because L1 users employ LOOK 

out for to convey specific meanings that seem to be implicit when this PV is considered 

in isolation. In thesaurus, learners may find a list of synonyms. However, the lexical 

and grammatical patterns associated with PVs, such as collocation, are unable to know.  
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Chapter 8 The use of PVs in Chinese learners’ written texts  

In the previous two chapters, I have examined the use of specific PVs in the BoE corpus, 

with a particular focus on the lexico-grammatical patterns associated with these PVs. 

The results from the BoE corpus provided insights into L1 users’ use of English PVs 

and showed the nuances between PVs and synonymous one-word verbs. After 

understanding the lexico-grammatical patterns associated with specific PVs in the BoE 

corpus, this chapter moves on to the second and the third research questions of the study, 

investigating how Chinese EFL learners use PVs in their writing (see Section 4.1). The 

aim of this chapter is to compare the use of frequent PVs in the Chinese learner corpus 

and the use in the reference corpus. As mentioned in Section 4.2.1, the current study 

did not use the BoE corpus for comparison. As a result, in this chapter, corpus evidence 

showing how L1 users used frequent PVs in their writing were extracted from the 

reference corpus.   

 

This chapter is divided into three sections. Firstly, Section 8.1 is an overview of Chinese 

EFL learners’ use of English PVs in written texts. In this section, I will focus on frequent 

PVs with two or three components, comparing the frequency of PVs in the Chinese 

learner corpus and the reference corpus. Section 8.2 provides insights into the use of 

specific PVs in the learner corpus. It aims to show Chinese learners’ performance when 

they employ PVs such as LOOK up and LOOK forward to. Finally, Section 8.3 is 

concerned with learners’ choice between PVs and synonymous one-word verbs. In this 

section, I will compare the use of LOOK for and search in the learner corpus and examine 

learners’ performance when they use this pair of near synonyms in their writings.  
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8.1 The use of frequent PVs in the Chinese learner corpus  

8.1.1 Frequency and distribution of frequent PVs in the Chinese learner corpus 

Frequency data and statistical association data are found to be reliable predictors of 

learners’ knowledge of vocabulary (Gries and Durrant, 2021). Therefore, the current 

study regarded the overall frequency of frequent PVs in the Chinese learner corpus as 

an important indicator of learners’ performance of using PVs. As mentioned in Section 

1.4, the study focused particularly on the 100 frequent PVs identified by Gardner and 

Davis (2007). The authors observed that these PVs had a relatively high coverage in the 

BNC, accounting for more than half (50.4%) of the total occurrences of PVs in the 

corpus (Gardner and Davis, 2007). Because of the high coverage, this list of frequent 

PVs is considered a useful resource for EFL learners (Garnier and Schmitt, 2015). In 

the list, Gardner and Davis’s (2007) found the majority of PVs (86 out of 100 PVs) 

were constructed by 20 verbs and 8 particles. Therefore, in this section, the 100 PVs 

were divided into 9 groups: 86 of them were categorised by the 8 particles and the 

remaining 14 PVs were included in the ‘others’ group (see Table 8.1).  

Table 8.1  The frequency of 100 frequent PVs in the Chinese learner corpus 

Particle Examples Frequency Freq. per million 

out (19) FIND out, PICK out, etc.  1307 453.44 

up (15) BRING up, COME up, etc. 1921 666.45 

back (12) HOLD back, PUT back, etc.  329 114.14 

down (10) BREAK down, SET down, etc. 182 63.14 

in (8) GIVE in, TAKE in, etc. 234 81.18 

off (8) GET off, SET off, etc. 187 64.88 

on (8) CARRY on, TURN on, etc. 539 187.00 

over (4) TAKE over, TURN over, etc. 43 14.92 

others (14) BRING about, GO through, etc.  330 114.49 

Total  5072 1759.63 

(Notes: a. out (19) means there are 19 PVs in the ‘out’ group in the Gardner and Davis’s 

list; b. the complete list of the 100 frequent PVs is given in Appendix 1.) 
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Table 8.1 provides both the observed frequency and the normalised frequency of 

frequent PVs in each group. The data in Table 8.1 indicated that PVs in the ‘out’ and 

‘up’ groups were frequent in their writing, whereas PVs in the ‘over’ group were less 

frequent. The corpus evidence may be associated with learners’ familiarity with these 

items. The low frequency of PVs in the ‘over’ group might indicate that learners were 

not familiar with them. With corpus data, it should be noted that we cannot directly 

build connection between textual evidence and learners’ knowledge of PVs. In other 

words, the conclusion needs to be corroborated with further non-textual evidence such 

as learners’ performance data. The low frequency of PVs in the ‘over’ group was 

probably due to the number of PVs included in this group. The number of PVs in the 

‘out’ and ‘up’ groups (19 PVs and 15 PVs respectively) was more than that in the rest 

seven groups. However, if we focused on the occurrences of PVs in the ‘out’ group and 

the ‘up’ group, the observation showed that PVs in the ‘up’ group occurred more 

frequently (1921 occurrences, 666.45 per million words) than that in the ‘out’ group 

(1307 occurrences, 453.44 per million words). To put it another way, more PVs 

included in the ‘out’ group did not indicate a higher frequency of this group in the 

learner corpus. Chinese EFL learners seemed to be more familiar with frequent PVs 

constructed by up rather than out. Similar trend can be found in the ‘down’ group and 

the ‘on’ group. While there were more PVs included in the ‘down’ group (10 PVs), the 

normalised frequency of this group (63.14 per million words) was three times lower 

than the normalised frequency of the ‘on’ group (187.00 per million words).  

 

In terms of the overall frequency of the 100 frequent PVs, Table 8.1 shows that they 

occurred 5072 times (1759.63 per million words) in the Chinese learner corpus. To be 

more specific, the normalised frequency suggested that Chinese EFL learners employed 
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less than two PVs out of 1000 words in their writing. The distribution of frequent PVs 

in the learner corpus was lower than the estimation made by Gardner and Davis (2007). 

Gardner and Davis (2007) estimated that learners may encounter on average two PVs 

per 300 English words they were exposed to. However, it should be noted that the 

estimated distribution proposed by Gardner and Davis (2007) was based on both written 

and spoken texts in the BNC. The comparison seemed invalid because spoken texts 

were absent from this study. As a result, in order to examine whether the 100 frequent 

PVs had a lower distribution in the learner corpus (i.e. whether Chinese EFL learners 

underused the frequent PVs in their writing), the study also compared the frequency 

and distribution of these PVs in the reference corpus and incorporated with the chi-

square test to assess the significance of the results. Table 8.2 provides the results for the 

comparison between the two corpora and the frequency of PVs in each subset group.  

Table 8.2  The frequency of 100 frequent PVs in the reference corpus and the Chinese 

learner corpus 

 Frequency Freq. per million 

 Reference 

corpus 

Learner 

corpus 

Reference 

corpus 

Learner 

corpus 

Total 9579 5072 2241.43 1759.63 

out (19) 3210 1307 751.12 453.44 

up (15) 2028 1921 474.54 666.45 

back (12) 788 329 184.39 114.14 

down (10) 604 182 141.33 63.14 

in (8) 585 234 136.89 81.18 

off (8) 321 187 75.11 64.88 

on (8) 1247 539 291.79 187.00 

over (4) 291 43 68.09 14.92 

others (14) 505 330 118.17 114.49 

 

Overall, the results showed that the 100 frequent PVs had a lower distribution in 

Chinese learners’ writing compared to that in L1 users’ writing. This underuse of 

frequent PVs in the learner corpus was statistically significant (2 = 168.74, p < 0.001). 
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As Table 8.2 shows, in the reference corpus, the normalised frequency for PVs was 

2241.43 times per million words, which was higher than the normalised frequency 

observed in the learner corpus (1759.63 per million words). The normalised frequency 

shown in Table 8.2 also indicated the lower distribution of PVs in learners’ writing.  

 

In addition, the distribution of PVs in each group showed that learners seemed to have 

difficulty using certain PVs in their writing, especially PVs in the ‘down’, ‘in’ and ‘over’ 

groups. As Table 8.2 shows, in the Chinese learner corpus, the normalised frequency of 

the ‘down’ group was 63.14 times per million words, which was two times lower than 

the normalised frequency of this group found in the reference corpus (141.33 per 

million words). Such dramatic difference between the two corpora was also true for the 

‘over’ group. In the learner corpus, the distribution of PVs in the ‘over’ group (14.92 

per million words) was substantially lower than that in the reference corpus (68.09 per 

million words). The underuse of PVs in the ‘down’, ‘in’ and ‘over’ groups may suggest 

a lack of familiarity or a preference for alternative constructions. While this could 

suggest that Chinese EFL learners are less familiar with PVs in these groups and may 

find them challenging to use in writing, further evidence, such as error analysis or quiz 

results, would be needed to confirm this interpretation. 

 

In the reference corpus, the most frequent group of PVs was the ‘out’ group (751.12 

occurrences per million words), which was followed by the ‘up’ group, occurring 

474.54 times per million words. However, this was different from the trend observed in 

the learner corpus. In the learner corpus, the normalised frequency of the ‘up’ group 

was 666.45, which was even higher than that in the reference corpus. While the high 

frequency of the ‘up’ group in the learner corpus could reflect learners’ familiarity with 
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specific PVs, this disproportionately higher distribution may indicate the overuse of 

PVs in the ‘up’ group in Chinese EFL learners’ writing (see the examination of LOOK 

up in Section 8.2). 

 

Based on the statistical results of the 100 frequent PVs in the two corpora, it can be 

argued that the use of these PVs in the learner corpus differed significantly from that in 

the reference corpus. Chinese EFL learners tended to underuse PVs in their writing, 

especially PVs from the ‘down’, ‘in’ and ‘over’ groups. The lower distribution of the 

three groups suggested that Chinese EFL learners tended to be less familiar with PVs 

such as TAKE down, GIVE in, TURN over, etc. Therefore, they need more exposure to these 

PVs in order to improve their familiarity and proficiency. While two-word PVs were 

generally less frequent in the learner corpus, it was noteworthy that PVs in the ‘up’ 

group had a higher distribution in learners’ writing. Although this high distribution 

suggested that Chinese EFL learners were familiar with PVs in the ‘up’ group, it seemed 

to be disproportionate, as the distribution was even higher than that in the reference 

corpus. I will revisit this point in Section 8.2, where qualitative analysis of the use of 

PVs in the ‘up’ group will be presented.  

 

8.1.2 Contiguous and non-contiguous forms of frequent PVs in the Chinese 

learner corpus 

The movement of the particle is a typical feature for English PVs (see Section 2.1.3). 

In the Gardner and Davis’s (2007) list of top 100 most frequent PVs, more than half of 

them are separable PVs. More precisely, 55 out of 100 frequent PVs allow the object to 

separate the verb and the particle (e.g. bring up the kid = bring the kid up). Therefore, 
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this section presents the findings on the use of both contiguous and non-contiguous 

forms in the two corpora, with a particular focus on the use of the non-contiguous form 

in learners’ writing.  

 

Figure 8.1 shows the proportions of the two forms in the reference corpus and the 

Chinese learner corpus. As Figure 8.1 shows, the percentage of the contiguous form in 

both corpora was substantially larger than the percentage of the non-contiguous form. 

This suggested that both L1 users and Chinese EFL learners were inclined to use the 

contiguous form of PVs in their writing.  

 
Figure 8.1  The contiguous and non-contiguous forms of separable PVs in the Chinese 

learner corpus and the reference corpus. 

 

If we focused on the proportion of the non-contiguous form, the overall percentage 

observed in Figure 8.1 indicated that Chinese EFL learners were able to use the non-

contiguous form in their writing. However, the non-contiguous form only accounted for 

5.48% in the learner corpus, which was smaller than the proportion in the reference 

corpus (12.00%). To put it another way, this finding suggested that Chinese EFL 

learners tended to overuse the contiguous form of separable PVs in their writing. 

Compared with the reference corpus, the chi-square test result also indicated the 

0.00% 10.00% 20.00% 30.00% 40.00% 50.00% 60.00% 70.00% 80.00% 90.00%100.00%

contiguous

non-contiguous

contiguous non-contiguous

L2 learners 94.52% 5.48%

L1 users 88.00% 12.00%
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significant overuse of the contiguous form in the Chinese learner corpus (2 = 121.73, 

p < 0.001)26.  

 

Figure 8.1 shows that Chinese EFL learners tended to overuse the contiguous form of 

separable PVs. In order to gain more details about the use of separable PVs in the 

learner corpus, Table 8.3 shows the number of separable PVs found in the two corpora 

and provides information about the frequency of the non-contiguous form.  

Table 8.3  The non-contiguous form of separable PVs in each group: L1 users vs 

Chinese EFL learners 

 Reference corpus Learner corpus 

# Freq. % # Freq. % 

Total 55 720 12.00 40 223 5.48 

out 13 185 8.08 11 57 5.99 

up 11 160 8.20 10 104 5.79 

back 6 97 39.59 6 26 32.50 

down 7 83 27.76 4 10 10.42 

in 4 60 25.86 2 3 2.17 

off 5 67 28.76 3 16 6.20 

on 4 40 12.54 3 6 1.06 

over 2 16 6.69 0 0 0 

others  3 12 6.22 1 1 0.62 

(Note: # means the number of separable PVs in the group.) 

As Table 8.3 shows, there were 40 separable PVs in the learner corpus. Compared with 

the number found in the reference corpus (55 PVs), 14 separable PVs whose non-

contiguous forms were absent from the learner corpus. For example, in the ‘over’ group, 

both TAKE over and TURN over were separable PVs, and there were 16 concordance lines 

in the reference showing the non-contiguous forms of these two PVs. The following 

two concordance lines showed the use of the non-contiguous form of TAKE over and 

 
26 In the reference corpus, there were 5280 occurrences showing the use of the contiguous form and 720 

occurrences showing the non-contiguous form. In the Chinese learner corpus, however, the observed 

frequency was 3850 for the contiguous form and 223 for the non-contiguous form.  
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TURN over in L1 users’ writing. 

By the time London Transport took them over in 1933, all but two had been so 

modified. (BNC: CBK) 

Sheff Wed next, who might be a bit tricky and are sure to turn some team over 

soon. (BNC: J1G) 

In learners’ writing, however, there was no corpus evidence showing that Chinese 

learners were capable to employ the non-contiguous forms of TAKE over and TURN over. 

This suggested that learners have difficulty using the non-contiguous form of these two 

PVs. In addition to TAKE over and TURN over, the non-contiguous forms of PVs in other 

groups (e.g. SET up, PUT out, PUT off, etc.) were also absent from the learner corpus. One 

plausible cause for the absence could be related to the instructional influence. In New 

Horizon College English – Reading and Writing: Student Book (Zheng, 2015), Chinese 

EFL learners’ course book of college English (see Section 4.4.2 for information about 

this course book), there was no example demonstrating that SET up can be used in a non-

contiguous form (see Figure 8.2). The instruction of other separable PVs in this course 

book, such as PUT out and PUT off, can be found in Appendix 4. 
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Figure 8.2  The instruction of separable PVs in New Horizon College English – Reading 

and Writing: Student Book (Zheng, 2015): SET up 

 

It should be noted that the learners’ course book did provide guidance on the non-

contiguous form of separable PVs. As Figure 8.3 shows, the course book gave clear 

instruction that TAKE off was a separable PV and demonstrated the non-contiguous use 

of this PVs. Corpus evidence from the Chinese learner corpus also indicated that 

learners were able to use the non-contiguous form of TAKE off in their writing when they 

were instructed to do so (see Figure 8.4).  

Figure 8.3  The instruction of separable PVs in New Horizon College English – Reading 

and Writing: Student Book (Zheng, 2015): TAKE off 
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Figure 8.4  The non-contiguous form of TAKE off in the Chinese learner corpus 

 

 

As a result, the findings showed that Chinese EFL learners significantly underused the 

non-contiguous form of PVs in their writing. Although learners were able to use the 

non-contiguous form of some PVs, they used this form less frequently than L1 users. 

The underuse seemed to be associated with the lack of explicit instruction in course 

books. While some separable PVs were clearly instructed in the course book (e.g. TAKE 

off in Figure 8.3), others were not (e.g. SET up in Figure 8.2). Chinese learners preferred 

the contiguous form of PVs and may feel uncertain about whether the verb and the 

particle in SET up should be separated. They need more exposure to separable PVs, 

especially those being absent from the learner corpus (e.g. SET up, TAKE over, TURN over, 

etc.). However, this argument is based on limited examples and should be considered 

tentative until further evidence is available to support a broader generalization. 

 

8.1.3 The use of three-word PVs in the Chinese learner corpus 

In Gardner and Davis’s (2015) list of frequent PVs, they did not take PVs with three 

components into account. The current study includes three-word PVs because they are 

also units of meaning and have similar functions with individual verbs (see Section 

2.1.2). Unfortunately, there was no list of frequent three-word PVs from the BNC or 

BoE corpora available for research at the time. This section firstly identifies frequent 

PVs with three components in the reference corpus, and then investigates how the use 

of three-word PVs differs in the Chinese learner corpus and the reference corpus. 
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As mentioned previously in Section 5.3, the two semantic criteria (i.e. meaning non-

compositionality and meaning extension of the component) are applicable to three-

word PVs. Using the two semantic criteria, LOOK forward to in the first corpus example 

below can be classified as a three-word PV because it has a non-compositional meaning. 

However, GO back to in the second example cannot be labelled as a three-word PV 

because its meaning can be predicted by the three components and none of these 

components carry a metaphorical or figurative meaning in this combination.  

I look forward to receiving your information in the near future. (BNC: HJ8) 

Leapor, on the other hand, could leave her job and go back to her father. (BNC: 

AN4) 

Based on the semantic criteria, I investigated the most frequent three-word PVs and 

Table 8.4 provides an inventory of twenty frequent three-word PVs in the reference 

corpus.  

Table 8.4  Twenty frequent PVs with three components in the reference corpus 

 PV Freq. 

Freq. 

per 

million 

 PV Freq. 

Freq. 

per 

million 

1 LOOK forward to 138 32.29 11 RUN out of  18 4.21 

2 TURN out to 88 20.59 12 STAND up to 18 4.21 

3 MAKE up of 50 11.70 13 GO along with 17 3.98 

4 GET out of 42 9.83 14 PUT up with 15 3.51 

5 DATE back to 34 7.96 15 GET on with 14 3.28 

6 bound up with  27 6.32 16 MAKE up for 11 2.57 

7 COME up with 26 6.08 17 END up with  10 2.34 

8 LIVE up to 24 5.62 18 FACE up to  10 2.34 

9 CATCH up with  18 4.21 19 GET away with 10 2.34 

10 KEEP up with  18 4.21 20 LOOK down on 10 2.34 

Total frequency: 598 

In this inventory, the most frequent three-word PVs was LOOK forward to, occurring 

138 times (32.29 times per million words) in the reference corpus. The verbal 
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components in each frequent three-word PV were lemmatised, which was consistent 

with the approach used in the investigation of two-word PVs. It should be noted that in 

this inventory one three-word PV, bound up with, did not have various forms. When the 

verb BIND was followed by up and with, the three-word PV only had one form, bound 

up with, and this past participle form occurred 27 times in the reference corpus. As a 

result, this PV was not shown in its lemma form in Table 8.4.  

 

As Table 8.4 shows, the twenty frequent three-word PVs occurred 598 times (139.93 

per million words) in the reference corpus. In the Chinese learner corpus, the 

occurrences of these 20 PVs were 942 times (326.91 per million words). The 

normalised frequency indicated that Chinese EFL learners used three-word PVs more 

frequently than L1 users. This difference between the two corpora was statistically 

significant (2 = 263.93, p < 0.001). Compared with two-word PVs, Chinese learners 

seemed to be more familiar with three-word PVs and tended to overuse three-word PVs 

in their writing.  

 

When I examined the use of each three-word PV in the Chinese learner corpus, the 

results showed that some of them were not frequently used by learners. There were four 

PVs that occurred fewer than ten times in the learner corpus, including bound up with, 

END up with, GET away with, and STAND up to. In other words, the high distribution in 

learners’ writing was made up by fewer three-word PVs. Table 8.5 provides information 

about the frequency of sixteen three-word PVs in the learner corpus. The minimum 

frequency shown in Table 8.5 was 10 times. The frequency of the twenty frequent PVs 

in the learner corpus can be found in Appendix 2.  
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Table 8.5  The frequency of sixteen three-word PVs in the Chinese learner corpus 

 PV Freq. 

Freq. 

per 

million 

 PV Freq. 

Freq. 

per 

million 

1 LOOK forward to 295 102.34 9 FACE up to 25 8.67 

2 KEEP up with 115 39.90 10 GET on with 24 8.33 

3 CATCH up with 113 39.20 11 LIVE up to 20 6.94 

4 COME up with 87 30.18 12 PUT up with 18 6.24 

5 GET out of 49 17.00 13 DATE back to 16 5.55 

6 LOOK down (up)on 49 17.00 14 MAKE up for 16 5.55 

7 TURN out to 43 14.92 15 RUN out of 12 4.16 

8 MAKE up of 35 12.14 16 GO along with 10 3.47 

 

As Table 8.5 shows, Chinese learners frequently used LOOK forward to in their writing. 

The normalised frequency of this three-word PV in the learner corpus was 102.34 per 

million words, which was even higher than that in the reference corpus (32.29 per 

million words). This high distribution of this PV was probably due to the inclusion of 

empathy texts (i.e. emails and letters) in the learner corpus. The examination of this PV 

in the learner corpus showed that learners frequently used it at the end of emails and 

letters. For example,  

We are looking forward to your early reply. (ID: TECCL01867) 

I’m looking forward to your letter. (ID: TECCL09819) 

Section 8.2.2 will revisit LOOK forward to and examine whether Chinese learners used 

it in a different way from L1 users based on more corpus examples.  
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Figure 8.5  The instruction of three-word PVs in New Horizon College English – 

Reading and Writing: Student Book (Zheng, 2015): KEEP up with 

 

In addition to LOOK forward to, Table 8.5 also indicates that learners frequently used 

KEEP up with, CATCH up with and COME up with in their writing. Learners’ familiarity 

with these PVs seemed to be influenced by the instruction they received. Figure 8.5 

shows the instruction of KEEP up with in the learners’ course book of college English 

and the instruction for CATCH up with and COME up with can be found in Appendix 4. 

As Figure 8.5 demonstrates, Chinese learners had clear guidance on the three different 

meanings of KEEP up with. However, the course book did not provide explicit 

instruction on those less frequent three-word PVs, such as bound up with, END up with, 

and STAND up to. As a result, it can be argued that the frequency of three-word PVs in 

learners’ writing was related to the instruction they received.  

 

A closer examination of the use of three-word PVs in the learner corpus showed that 

Chinese EFL learners were inclined to choose LOOK down upon rather than LOOK down 

on in their writing. The frequency of LOOK down upon (37 occurrences) was three times 
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higher than LOOK down on (12 occurrences). However, the choice between these two 

PVs was completely different in L1 users’ writing. In the reference corpus, LOOK down 

on occurred 10 times, but there was no corpus evidence showing the occurrence of LOOK 

down upon. As a result, Chinese EFL learners tended to be more familiar with LOOK 

down upon, whereas L1 users used LOOK down on more frequently.  

 

Besides LOOK down upon and LOOK down on, the results also showed that Chinese 

learners and L1 users had different preferences for GET on with and GET along with. As 

Table 8.4 shows, GET on with was a frequent three-word PV which occurred 14 times 

in the reference corpus. GET along with, however, only occurred in one concordance 

line in the reference corpus even though it shares a similar meaning with GET on with. 

L1 users tended to choose GET on with rather than GET along with in written texts. In 

the Chinese learner corpus, the examination of the two PVs showed that GET along with 

was more frequent than GET on with. There were 220 concordance lines containing the 

use of GET along with in learners’ writing, yet only 24 for GET on with. The substantial 

difference indicated that Chinese learners gave priority to GET along with and tended to 

avoid using GET on with.  

 

Based on the analysis of LOOK down on and GET on with in the two corpora, it can be 

argued that Chinese EFL learners and L1 users had different preferences when they 

encountered a pair of synonymous PVs. The results showed that Chinese learners 

tended to be more familiar with those that were less frequent in the reference corpus 

(i.e. LOOK down upon and GET along with). They did not use LOOK down on and GET on 

with frequently in written texts. It seemed that learners were uncertain whether LOOK 

down on and GET on with worked in the same way as their synonymous PVs, LOOK 
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down upon and GET along with. Since quantitative data cannot tell the reason why 

Chinese learners preferred the less frequent option over the more frequent one, I 

examined the essay topics and the course book in order to find whether learners’ 

habitual choice was influenced by the instruction in these materials. However, it seemed 

that learners’ preference was probably influenced by their previous knowledge of LOOK 

down upon and GET along with, as the materials did not provide clear instruction on 

them (see Appendix 4). Learners may already have repetitive exposure to the two PVs, 

and they were more confident to use them in their writing. 

 

8.1.4 Summary  

In this section, I have examined the use of two-word and three-word PVs in the Chinese 

learner corpus and the reference corpus. Table 8.6 summarises the frequency of both 

two-word and three-word PVs in the two corpora. Overall, PVs were less frequent in 

the learner corpus than that in the reference corpus. The results showed that two-word 

PVs were significantly underused by Chinese EFL learners, while some three-word PVs, 

such as LOOK forward to, KEEP up with, COME up with, tended to be overused by learners.  

Table 8.6  An overview of frequent PVs in the reference corpus and the Chinese learner 

corpus 

 Reference corpus Learner corpus 

Freq. per million words 2370.83 2086.43 

- two-word PVs 2241.43 1759.63 

- three-word PVs 139.93 328.81 

 

In the Chinese learner corpus, the frequency of two-word PVs was lower than that in 

the reference corpus. The data supports the findings from previous studies that EFL 

learner have difficulty using PVs, especially those whose L1 does not contain PVs 

(Dagut and Laufer, 1985; Waibel, 2007; Gilquin, 2015; Sung, 2020). Chinese learners 
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had difficulty using many PVs, especially those in the ‘down’, ‘in’ and ‘over’ groups 

(see Table 8.2). They probably need more exposure to two-word PVs and clear guidance 

on how to use these PVs in written texts.  

 

It was also evident that Chinese EFL learners had difficulty using separable PVs. 

Compared with the number of separable PVs in the reference corpus, 14 separable PVs 

(such as TAKE over, TURN over, SET up, etc.) were absent from the learner corpus. 

Meanwhile, the non-contiguous form of separable PVs was significantly less frequent 

in learners’ writing. The findings agree with Gilquin (2023) who found that ESL/EFL 

learners had trouble with the non-contiguous form. French ESL/EFL learners preferred 

the verb + particle + object structure instead of the verb + object + particle structure 

(Gilquin, 2023). In addition, the examination of separable PVs in the course book 

showed that Chinese learners’ difficulties of the non-contiguous form was probably 

associated with the lack of explicit instruction in the course book. The instruction of 

SET up in the course book (see Figure 8.2), for example, did not provide clear guidance 

that this PVs allows the verb and the particle to be separated by the object. However, 

the course book gave clear instruction that TAKE off is a separable PV (see Figure 8.3). 

Corpus evidence showed that learners may be able to use the non-contiguous form of 

TAKE off more effectively when they received explicit instruction. However, this 

interpretation was based on the observed data from one course book should be explored 

further to determine whether it is a generalisable result.  

 

In terms of three-word PVs, the frequency in the Chinese learner corpus was higher 

than that in the reference corpus. Based on the examination of 20 three-word PVs in the 

learner corpus, learners tended to be familiar with PVs such as LOOK forward to, KEEP 



 

205 

 

up with, COME up with. The frequent occurrences may be associated with the explicit 

instruction learners received from the course book. However, learners did not use bound 

up with, END up with, GET away with, and STAND up to frequently. Moreover, Chinese 

EFL learners and L1 users had different preferences when they encountered a pair of 

synonymous three-word PVs. For example, while GET on with was more frequent in L1 

users’ writing, learners preferred to use GET along with. A potential reason for learners’ 

preference for GET along with and LOOK down upon could be their previous knowledge 

of these two PVs.     

 

8.2 The use of specific PVs in the Chinese learner corpus 

8.2.1 The use of LOOK up in the Chinese learner corpus 

In Section 8.1, I have examined the overall performance of using PVs in the learner 

corpus. It seemed that PVs in the ‘up’ group may be overused by Chinese EFL learners 

because of the high frequency of this group in the learner corpus (see Table 8.2). In the 

‘up’ group, LOOK up was one of the most frequent PVs in learners’ writing, occurring 

in 217 concordance lines. As a result, this section focuses on LOOK up and compares the 

use of this PV in the reference corpus and the learner corpus. 

 

8.2.2 Frequency and form 

Table 8.7 provides information about the frequency of LOOK up in the two corpora. As 

Table 8.7 shows, LOOK up occurred 217 times (75.28 per million words) in the learner 

corpus. However, in the reference corpus, it only occurred 46 times (10.76 per million 

words). The disproportionate frequency of LOOK up in the learner corpus suggested that 

learners may overuse this PV in their writing.  
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Table 8.7  Frequency of LOOK up in the reference corpus and the Chinese learner corpus 

 Reference corpus Learner corpus 

Frequency 46 217 

Freq. per million 10.76 75.28 

 

One possible cause for the disproportionate frequency could be the small size of the 

Chinese learner corpus. The small size suggested that the learner corpus represented a 

limited range of language use, which may result in an abnormal frequency of specific 

linguistic features per million words (Gablasove, Brezina and McEnery, 2017). In 

addition, the biased selection of written tasks in the learner corpus may also lead to a 

disproportionate result. There was one written task that asked students to discuss the 

advantages and disadvantages of E-dictionaries (see topic 22 in Appendix 3). This topic 

seemed to have a strong association with the high frequency of LOOK up in the learner 

corpus (see Section 8.2.1.2 for more detail).  

 

While the frequency of LOOK up in the learner corpus seemed to be disproportionate, it 

should be cautious to interpret this quantitative data. The two inherent problems in 

learner corpus research (i.e. the small size of the learner corpus and the biased selection 

of learner’ written texts) may affect the validity of the quantitative data. In order to 

enhance the understanding of how Chinese learners use LOOK up in written texts, the 

current study also analysed qualitative data, including the meanings and grammatical 

patterns associated with this PV. The results will be outlined in the following sections.   

 

Since LOOK up is a separable PV in English, I also compared the occurrences of the 

contiguous and non-contiguous forms of this PVs in the two corpora. The results of the 

comparison are outlined in Table 8.8. 
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Table 8.8  Different forms of LOOK up in the reference corpus and the Chinese learner 

corpus 

Forms 
Reference corpus Learner corpus 

Freq. % Freq. % 

LOOK up 42 87.50 191 88.02 

LOOK + up 6 12.50 25 11.52 

LOOK ++* up  0 0 1 0.46 

Total 48  217  

(Note: + represents an arbitrary token, and * represents an optional token) 

The data in Table 8.8 suggested that both L1 users and Chinese EFL learners used the 

contiguous form of LOOK up more frequently. In the two corpora, the occurrences of the 

non-contiguous form decreased as the distance between LOOK and up increased. In the 

reference corpus, the non-contiguous form occurred 6 times, accounting for 12.50% of 

the total occurrences of this combination. In the learner corpus, there were more 

occurrences (26 occurrences) showing the use of the non-contiguous form, accounting 

for 11.98% of the total occurrences. Moreover, as Table 8.8 shows, L1 users and 

Chinese learners tended to insert one word between LOOK and up. In both corpora, there 

were only a small number of instances in which the distance between the two 

components exceeded two words. The learner corpus contained one example where 

LOOK and up were separated by three words. Here is the example:  

It’s faster and easier to look the new words up in e-dictionary than in traditional 

dictionary. (ID: WARG3492) 

 

In the Chinese learner corpus, the normalised frequency of LOOK up was higher than 

that in the reference corpus. This disproportionately high frequency suggested that 

learners tended to overuse this PV in written texts. The results also showed that Chinese 

EFL learners were able to use the non-contiguous form of LOOK up, though both L1 

users and Chinese learners were inclined to use the contiguous form in their writings. 
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However, the quantitative data might be unreliable due to the limitations of learner 

corpus research (i.e. the small size of the learner corpus and the restricted selection of 

learners’ written text in the corpus). As a result, a closer examination of the qualitative 

data would be necessary in order to make a stronger argument that learners have 

difficulty using LOOK up in their writing.  

 

8.2.2.1 Meanings of LOOK up in the Chinese learner corpus 

In Section 6.1, the examination of LOOK up in the BoE corpus showed that this 

combination had five distinctive meanings. Among the five meanings, the literal 

meaning LOOK up1 and the non-compositional meaning LOOK up4 tended to be more 

frequent than the other three meanings. This section begins with a question: can Chinese 

learners recognize and use the five different meanings of LOOK up in their writings? To 

answer this question, I investigated the frequency and proportion of each meaning in 

the reference corpus and then compared with the results gained from the learner corpus. 

Table 8.9 shows the frequency of each meaning in the reference corpus.  

Table 8.9  Distinctive meanings of LOOK up in the reference corpus 

 Meanings Frequency  Percentage (%) 

LOOK up1 
to use or raise eyes physically to see 

someone or something 
23 47.92 

LOOK up2 to improve or become better 4 8.33 

LOOK up3 to admire or respect someone 3 6.25 

LOOK up4 
to consult or find a piece of 

information from a source 
17 35.42 

LOOK up5 to visit somebody 1 2.08 

 

As Table 8.9 shows, the literal meaning of LOOK up (i.e. LOOK up1) occurred 23 times, 

which was the most frequent meaning in the reference corpus, accounting for nearly 

half of the total occurrences (47.92%). It was consistent with the finding I gained in the 
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BoE corpus, suggesting that L1 users tended to use LOOK up in a literal way. In terms 

of the four PV usages, LOOK up4 was more frequent than the other three meanings, 

making up 35.42% of the occurrences in the reference corpus (17 occurrences). In the 

reference corpus, LOOK up5 was the least popular meaning, with only one concordance 

line demonstrating the association between the meaning of LOOK up and visiting. 

Moreover, the frequency of LOOK up2 (4 occurrences) was slightly higher than the 

frequency of LOOK up3 (3 occurrences). 

Table 8.10  Distinctive meanings of LOOK up in the Chinese learner corpus 

 Meanings Frequency Percentage (%) 

LOOK up1 
to use or raise eyes physically to see 

someone or something 
7 3.23 

LOOK up2 to improve or become better 0 0 

LOOK up3 to admire or respect someone 8 3.69 

LOOK up4 
To consult or find a piece of 

information from a source 
201 92.63 

LOOK up5 to visit somebody 1 0.46 

 

Table 8.10 provides information about the frequency of the five meanings in the learner 

corpus. As Table 8.10 shows, LOOK up4 was the most frequent meaning in learners’ 

writing, occurring 201 concordance lines. In addition to LOOK up4, learners were able 

to use LOOK up1 and LOOK up3 in their writing, but the occurrences of these two meanings 

(7 occurrences and 8 occurrences respectively) were significantly fewer than the 

occurrences of LOOK up1.   

 

Figure 8.6 shows the percentage of each meaning of LOOK up in the two corpora. In the 

learner corpus, the percentage of each meaning was different from that in the reference 

corpus. Chinese EFL learners frequently used LOOK up4 in their writing (92.63%), but 

they were less likely to use the other four meanings in written texts.  
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Figure 8.6  The proportion of each meaning of LOOK up in the reference corpus and the 

Chinese learner corpus 

Moreover, there was no corpus instance showing the occurrence of LOOK up2 in the 

learner corpus. This indicated that LOOK up2 was a meaning that Chinese EFL learners 

were not familiar with. They had very restricted exposure to this specific meaning. In 

the reference corpus, the frequent collocation for LOOK up2 was ‘things + LOOK up’ (see 

Section 6.1.1). However, Chinese learners did not use this collocation, and they tended 

to express this idea in a different way. Figure 8.7 exhibits five concordance lines in 

which learners employed an alternative to ‘things + LOOK up’. In these examples, 

learners regarded expressions such as ‘things are getting better’ or ‘things will be better’ 

as alternatives to ‘things + LOOK up’. These expressions were semantically congruent 

with ‘things + LOOK up’, indicating a positive prediction about the future.  

 
Figure 8.7  The alternative use for ‘things + LOOK up’ in the Chinese learner corpus 

 

Based on the examination of LOOK up in the Chinese learner corpus, the frequency of 

each meaning was associated with the level of familiarity. The results showed that 

Chinese EFL learners were particularly familiar with LOOK up4, the non-compositional 

Meaning 1 Meaning 2 Meaning 3 Meaning 4 Meaning 5

Reference corpus 47.92% 8.33% 6.25% 35.42% 2.08%

Learner corpus 3.23% 0.00% 3.69% 92.63% 0.46%
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meaning of this PV. In the learner corpus, the frequency of LOOK up4 was even higher 

than that in the reference corpus. This was probably due to the selection of written texts 

in the learner corpus (see topic 22 in Appendix 3). Besides LOOK up4, it can be argued 

that Chinese EFL learners were able to use LOOK up1 and LOOK up3 although the results 

suggested that the frequency of these two meanings was not as frequent as LOOK up4. 

However, learners tended to be unfamiliar with LOOK up2 and LOOK up5, because the 

two meanings were extremely less frequent in the learner corpus. This suggested that 

learners had very limited exposure to LOOK up2 and LOOK up5 when they learned this 

PV.  

 

8.2.2.2 Grammatical patterns associated with LOOK up in the Chinese learner 

corpus 

In the reference corpus, the frequent pattern associated with LOOK up4 was LOOK up n 

in n and Figure 8.8 provides some examples to demonstrate this pattern. Within this 

pattern, the first noun referred to the information being consulted (e.g. ‘the meaning of 

manipulate’), whereas the second noun indicated the source from which the information 

can be consulted (e.g. ‘the Oxford English Dictionary’, ‘a book’, etc.). Lines 7 to 9 

show that LOOK up4 is separable. In other words, the pattern can also be written as LOOK 

n up in n, with the verb and the particle being separated by the first noun. L1 users 

tended to use LOOK n up in n when LOOK and up were separated by pronouns (see lines 

7 to 9).  

 
Figure 8.8  The frequent grammatical pattern associated with LOOK up4 in the reference 

corpus 
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On the other hand, the examination of LOOK up4 in the Chinese learner corpus showed 

that learners misused this PV in some cases. Examples of misuse can be found in Figure 

8.9.  

 
Figure 8.9  Misuse of LOOK up4 in the Chinese learner corpus 

 

Table 8.11  The frequency and proportion of the misuse of LOOK up4 in the learner 

corpus 

 Frequency Percentage (%) 

Misuse of LOOK up4 63 31.34 

Proper use 138 68.66 

Total 201  

 

When Chinese EFL learners employed LOOK up4 in their writing, they tended to use this 

PV in a problematic pattern, LOOK up n. In this problematic pattern, the noun following 

the PV indicated the source where the information can be consulted. To be more specific, 

learners were confused about the function of the noun that followed LOOK up4, and the 

preposition in was missing in learners’ use. As Table 8.11 shows, there were 63 

concordance lines showing the problematic use of LOOK up4, which is more than one-

third of the total frequency in the learner corpus (31.34%). Chinese learners’ ignorance 

of prepositions was probably due to the interference of their native language. Chinese 

does not have many prepositions compared to English, and learners’ knowledge of L1 

may habitually and unconsciously influence their use of L2 (Li, Ren and Zhao, 2016). 

In Chinese, when people consult the meaning of a word in the dictionary, they usually 

say cha zidian (查 字典), with cha (i.e. LOOK up) being the verb and zidian (i.e. 

dictionary) being the object. There was no preposition needed in the Chinese expression. 
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As a result, when Chinese learners switched from their L1 to L2, they were likely to 

produce an English expression without any preposition. The ignorance of prepositions 

in learners’ use can be regarded as an example of negative transfer. 

 

The examination of LOOK up4 in the learner corpus also showed that Chinese EFL 

learners have difficulty differentiating between LOOK up4 and LOOK for. As the 

concordance lines in Figure 8.10 illustrate, for seemed to be redundant in the three 

sentences. Learners made mistakes by keeping both up and for in one sentence. For 

example, in line 15, ‘look up for some information of the history’ was incorrect. It 

should be acceptable if learners use ‘look up some information of the history’ or ‘look 

for some information of the history’. This problem also revealed that learners have 

difficulty using prepositions.   

 
Figure 8.10  Confusion between LOOK up4 and LOOK for in the Chinese learner corpus 

 

In the BoE corpus, there were some examples showing that up and for can co-exist after 

LOOK in one sentence (see lines 18 to 20 in Figure 8.11). When up and for co-occurred, 

the meaning of ‘LOOK up for’ tended to be associated with LOOK up2. Unfortunately, 

learners did not use this specific meaning in their writing.  

 
Figure 8.11  The concordance lines of ‘LOOK up for’ in the BoE corpus 

 

As a result, while the quantitative data suggested that Chinese EFL learners were 

familiar with the non-compositional meaning of LOOK up (i.e. LOOK up4), the 

examination of the grammatical pattern showed that learners sometimes misused this 
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PV in written texts. They were confused about the function of the noun following LOOK 

up4 and made mistakes by ignoring the preposition in the pattern LOOK up n in n. The 

qualitative analysis also showed learners’ confusion about LOOK up4 and LOOK for. 

Learners’ difficulties were potentially associated with the lack of prepositions in their 

L1. In order to reduce errors, Chinese EFL learners need more exposure to LOOK up, 

especially the grammatical patterns associated with LOOK up4.  

 

8.2.3 The use of LOOK forward to in the Chinese learner corpus 

As mentioned in Section 8.1.3, LOOK forward to was the most frequent three-word PV 

in the two corpora. It occurred 138 times (30.76 per million words) in the reference 

corpus and 295 times (102.34 per million words) in the learner corpus. Based on the 

corpus data, it can be implied that Chinese EFL learners were familiar with this three-

word PV. This section examines how Chinese learners used this three-word PV in their 

writing, with particular focuses on the verb forms and patterns associated with it.  

 

8.2.3.1 Different tense forms of LOOK forward to in the Chinese learner corpus 

When L1 users and Chinese EFL learners used LOOK forward to in their writing, the 

data showed that they had different preferences for the choice of verb forms. Figure 

8.12 demonstrates the proportion of different verb forms in the two corpora.  
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Figure 8.12  Different verb forms of LOOK forward to in the reference corpus and the 

Chinese learner corpus 

 

As Figure 8.12 shows, both L1 users and Chinese EFL learners were inclined to use the 

present simple form or the progressive form of LOOK forward to in written discourse, 

especially in letters and emails. However, the present simple form (i.e. look forward to 

or looks forward to) was more frequent in the reference corpus, whereas the progressive 

form (i.e. looking forward to) was more frequent in the learner corpus.  

 

In the reference corpus, more than half (65.22%) of the occurrences showed the use of 

the present simple form of LOOK forward to. The progressive form was less frequent 

than the present simple, accounting for 21.74% of the total occurrences. The ‘others’ 

category in Figure 8.12 includes other forms such as the present perfect form (i.e. have 

looked forward to) and the form with modal verbs. L1 users sometimes used LOOK 

forward to with modal verbs such as can, may, could, etc. (see examples in Figure 8.13). 

Unfortunately, this modality usage was absent from the learner corpus.   
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Figure 8.13  LOOK forward to with modal verbs in the reference corpus 

 

In the Chinese learner corpus, the progressive form of LOOK forward to was 

substantially more frequent than other verb forms, accounting for 71.53% of the 

occurrences. Learners also used the present simple form in some cases (25.61%), but 

other forms, including the past simple, were extremely rare in their writing. The forms 

of LOOK forward to were less various in the learner corpus. Learners may have more 

exposure to the progressive form of this PV, and they sticked to using this particular 

form in written texts. Moreover, as the most frequent form in the learner corpus, it was 

noteworthy that looking forward to often occurred at the beginning of the sentence, 

without following the subject and the auxiliary verb ‘be’. For example, 

 
Figure 8.14  The frequent usage of looking forward to in the Chinese learner corpus 

  

Surprisingly, this specific usage of looking forward to was absent from the reference 

corpus. The evidence from the reference corpus suggested that L1 users would not omit 

the subject and the auxiliary verb when they employed looking forward to in written 

texts. This may be related to the stylistic differences across registers, as the corpus 

evidence from the BoE corpus showed that this usage often occurred in spoken texts 

(see Figure 8.15). 
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Figure 8.15  Looking forward to (without the subject and the auxiliary verb) in spoken 

texts in the BoE corpus. 

Figure 8.15 provides corpus evidence that the ellipsis of the subject and the auxiliary 

verb before looking forward to can be found in spoken texts. The ellipsis of the subject 

and the auxiliary verb tended to result in an informal and colloquial tone. In written 

language, however, learners are expected to produce complete sentences with an 

explicit use of subjects and auxiliary verbs. 

 

Since Chinese EFL learners often used looking forward to with the ellipsis of the subject 

and auxiliary verb, it can be argued that they cannot distinguish the stylistic differences 

between spoken and written language. As a result, language teachers should give clear 

instructions on the use of LOOK forward to in both written and spoken discourse. 

Learners should be aware that the ellipsis of the subject and auxiliary verb is rare in 

written discourse. It is in fact an indicator of the spoken language. 

 

8.2.3.2 Frequent patterns associated with LOOK forward to in the Chinese learner 

corpus 

In addition to the use of different tense forms, the examination of LOOK forward to in 

the reference corpus and the learner corpus showed that L1 users and Chinese EFL 

learners frequently used this PV in two patterns, V n and V -ing. Table 8.12 below 

provides information about the frequency of these two patterns in the two corpora.  
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Table 8.12  Grammatical patterns associated with LOOK forward to in the reference 

corpus and the Chinese learner corpus 

 Reference corpus Learner corpus 

 Frequency Percentage (%) Frequency Percentage (%) 

V -ing 94 68.12 125 38.11 

V n 42 30.43 181 55.18 

 

As Table 8.12 shows, when L1 users and Chinese EFL learners employed LOOK forward 

to in written texts, they have different preferences for the two patterns. In the reference 

corpus, the occurrences of ‘LOOK forward to v-ing’ accounted for more than two-thirds 

of the total occurrences (68.12%), which was higher than the percentage of ‘LOOK 

forward to n’ (30.43%). In other words, the V -ing pattern was more frequent than the 

V n pattern in L1 users’ writing. However, Chinese EFL learners tended to make an 

opposite choice. In the learner corpus, more than half of the concordance lines (55.18%) 

demonstrated the use of the V n pattern, whereas only 38.11% showed the use of the V 

-ing pattern. This result suggested that learners prefer ‘LOOK forward to n’ over ‘LOOK 

forward to v-ing’.  

 

In learners’ writing, when LOOK forward to was followed by nouns, this PV seemed to 

have a communicative function. Figure 8.16 provides some examples illustrating this 

specific usage observed in the learner corpus. 

 
Figure 8.16  The use of ‘LOOK forward to n’ in the Chinese learner corpus 

Concordance lines in Figure 8.16 demonstrated that Chinese learners tended to use 

nouns such as ‘answer’, ‘arrival’ and ‘reply’ to follow LOOK forward to. The 

examination of these lines showed that ‘LOOK forward to n’ indicated an interaction 
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between the sender and the recipient of the letter. For example, when ‘looking forward 

to your answer’ was used in a letter (line 34), it suggested that the sender was willing 

to discuss a question and requested a reply from the recipient.  

 

In the reference corpus, Figure 8.17 exhibits some concordance lines that contain the 

use of ‘LOOK forward to n’. Lines 39 and 40 illustrated that L1 users also showed their 

willingness and requested a communication with the recipient by employing ‘look 

forward to a reply’ and ‘look forward to their comments’. However, this communicative 

meaning tended to be less evident in lines 41 to 45. For instance, the expression ‘looking 

forward to an increased interest’ in line 42 implied an expectation of a higher rate of 

interest. L1 users expressed their expectations rather than their willingness to engage in 

a communication in lines 41 to 45.  

 
Figure 8.17  The use of ‘LOOK forward to n’ in the reference corpus 

 

The genre of texts may affect the communicative function of LOOK forward to. In the 

learner corpus, both ‘LOOK forward to v-ing’ and ‘LOOK forward to n’ were frequently 

used in letters or emails. Learners rarely used this PV in other genres, such as 

argumentative essays. In the reference corpus, ‘LOOK forward to v-ing’ was more 

frequent in letters and emails, whereas ‘LOOK forward to n’ may occurred in other text 

genres. In letters and emails, corpus evidence also showed that L1 users conveyed their 

willingness through the use of ‘LOOK forward to v-ing’. Figure 8.18 provides some 

corpus examples to show the communicative meaning indicated by ‘LOOK forward to 
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v-ing’. 

 
Figure 8.18  The communicative meaning of ‘LOOK forward to v-ing’ in the reference 

corpus 

 

Based on the analysis, it can be argued that Chinese learners used LOOK forward to in a 

different way from L1 users. The results suggested that learners tended to use the 

progressive form whereas L1 users used the present simple form more frequently. When 

learners used looking forward to, they often omitted the subject and the auxiliary verb. 

However, such ellipsis indicated an informal and colloquial tone, which was 

inconsistent with the stylistic feature of the written language. The ellipsis of the subject 

and the auxiliary verb before looking forward to suggested that Chinese EFL learners 

were confused about stylistic differences between the spoken and written language. 

Moreover, while Chinese EFL learners were able to use the two frequent grammatical 

patterns associated with LOOK forward to (i.e. ‘LOOK forward to n’ and ‘LOOK forward 

to v-ing’), they tended to be more familiar with ‘LOOK forward to n’. The results showed 

that learners habitually employed expressions such as ‘looking forward to your answer’ 

and ‘looking forward to your response’ (lines 34 and 38 in Figure 8.16) to imply their 

willingness to engage in a communication and request a response from the recipient. 

This was different from L1 users’ choice. In L1 users’ writing, ‘LOOK forward to n’ often 

implied an expectation (e.g. ‘look forward to an increased interest’), whereas ‘LOOK 

forward to v-ing’ was more likely to convey their willingness to communicate.  
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8.3 The choice between PVs and one-word verbs 

Previous studies found that EFL learners tended to choose one-word verbs rather than 

PVs in spoken and written discourse (Liao and Fukuya, 2004; Siyanova and Schmitt, 

2007). However, Chapter 7 has outlined the difficulties of relacing PVs with 

synonymous one-word verbs (see Sections 7.1 and 7.2). In this section, I will firstly 

investigate Chinese EFL learners’ verb choices between PVs and one-word verbs in 

written texts, and then examine their performance when replacing PVs with 

synonymous one-word verbs.  

 

8.3.1 L1 users’ and Chinese EFL learners’ choices between PVs and one-word 

verbs 

In written texts, multi-word verbs tend to be less frequent than their one-word 

alternatives. This tendency has been confirmed by Siyanova and Schmitt (2007) who 

studied 26 multi- and one-word verb pairs in the written sub-corpus of BNC and the 

International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE). According to their study, the results 

for L1 users and EFL learners were consistent. In the two corpora, most multi-word 

verbs (18 out of 26) were less frequent than their corresponding one-word equivalents 

(Siyanova and Schmitt, 2007). As an important category of multi-word verbs, it can be 

speculated that PVs are also less frequent than their one-word equivalents in written 

texts. 

 

In the current study, I investigated the frequency of 10 PVs and their one-word 

equivalents in the Chinese learner corpus. Table 8.12 below lists the 10 PVs, and the 

corresponding one-word verbs selected in this study. Out of the 10 PVs, 8 were two-
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word PVs that were frequently used in learners’ writing, and the remaining 2 were 

selected from the list of 20 frequent three-word PVs identified in Section 8.1.3. These 

10 PVs were intended to represent the range of English PVs that learners may be 

exposed to. Corpus evidence showed that they were frequent; some were polysemous 

(e.g. GO up, TURN down) while others had a consistent meaning (e.g. GET back, HOLD 

on). It should be noted that these synonymous one-word verbs could not be perfect 

alternatives to PVs, especially polysemous PVs. For example,  

He just turns down the volume on his computer. (BoE: NC4__041205) 

We would certainly not turn down a request for such a meeting to explain our 

policy. (BoE: NB8__040224) 

The meaning of TURN down in ‘turns down the volume’ is different from the meaning 

in ‘turn down a request for a meeting’. The former is synonymous with ‘decrease’, 

while the latter is related to ‘refuse’. As a result, this study has a limitation that the 

chosen one-word alternatives may not be perfect replacements and learners may have 

individual preferences for one-word replacements.  

Table 8.13  Normalised frequency of the 10 verb pairs in the reference corpus and the 

Chinese learner corpus 

Pairs Reference corpus Learner corpus 

PV OWV PV OWV PV OWV 

GET back return 16.72 200.81 8.32 90.12 

GO up rise 23.63 92.05 12.20 108.14 

HOLD on wait 34.77 94.72 30.78 126.72 

LOOK for search 51.95 36.04 85.69 100.96 

PUT off postpone 8.02 24.52 2.77 14.14 

SET up establish 122.81 265.89 56.84 113.10 

TURN down decrease 12.14 16.72 11.09 64.88 

WORK out solve 37.44 39.45 26.06 376.28 

CATCH up with reach 3.34 174.07 31.89 144.74 

GET out of avoid 21.17 130.61 15.25 153.62 

Total 331.99 1074.87 329.93 1292.70 

(Note: OWV is the abbreviation for ‘one-word verb’) 



 

223 

 

To investigate whether Chinese EFL learners avoid using PVs and prefer one-word 

verbs over PVs, Table 8.13 provides information about the frequency of these 10 PVs 

and their one-word alternatives in the reference corpus and the learner corpus. As Table 

8.13 shows, PVs were less frequent than one-word verbs in the two corpora. There was 

no statistically significant difference in the use of PVs and one-word verbs in the two 

corpora (2 = 4.70, p > 0.05). Therefore, it can be argued that PVs are generally less 

frequent in written texts. Both L1 users and Chinese EFL learners tend to use one-word 

verbs in their writing.  

 

Table 8.13 is an overview of the use of PVs and their one-word alternatives in the two 

corpora. Although PVs were less frequent in the two corpora, this did not necessarily 

mean that both L1 users and Chinese EFL learners avoided using PVs and tended to 

replace PVs with one-word verbs. For example, in the reference corpus, LOOK for 

occurred 51.95 times per million words, which was more frequent than its one-word 

alternative, search (36.04 per million words). Figure 8.19 below shows the different 

choices between PVs and one-word verbs in the two corpora. In Figure 8.19, there are 

three types of differences. The label ‘PV > OWV’ indicates that the PV is more frequent 

than its one-word alternative, whereas the label ‘PV < OWV’ indicates that the PV is 

less frequent than its one-word alternative. In addition, the label ‘PV ≈ OWV’ indicates 

that the normalised frequency of the PV and the one-word alternative are approximately 

equal (the difference is less than 5 per million words).  
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Figure 8.19  Different choices between PVs and one-word verbs in the reference corpus 

and the Chinese learner corpus 

 

As Figure 8.19 shows, in the learner corpus, the normalised frequency of all the 10 PVs 

were lower than their one-word alternatives. This result suggested that Chinese learners 

had a stronger tendency to choose one-word verbs rather than PVs. They tended to 

avoid using PVs when they had a one-word option. However, in the reference corpus, 

as mentioned earlier, the frequency of LOOK for was even higher than its one-word 

alternative. In addition, there were 2 out of 10 PVs whose frequencies were 

approximately equal to their one-word alternatives. According to the data shown in 

Table 8.12, these two PVs were TURN down and WORK out. As a result, Chinese EFL 

learners always chose one-word verbs and avoided using PVs in their writing. L1 users 

made different choices in some cases. L1 users did not have a strong preference for one-

word words when they encountered LOOK for, TURN down and WORK out. 

 

Findings from the current study and Siyanova and Schmitt’s (2007) research provide 

converging evidence that PVs were less frequent than their one-word alternatives in 

written texts. In the current study, Chinese EFL learners had a preference for one-word 

verbs. The results suggested that learners tended to avoid using PVs and replaced PVs 

with one-word verbs. However, L1 users tended to make different choices when they 

dealt with specific PVs such as LOOK for, TURN down and WORK out. 
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8.3.2 Chinese learners’ performance when they replace PVs with one-word verbs 

As mentioned in Section 8.3.1, English PVs usually have multiple meanings, and it is 

hard to find a perfect replacement for a polysemous PV. Findings from Section 7.1 also 

supported this argument. While search seems to have a synonymous meaning with 

LOOK for, the examination of LOOK for and search showed that they were not 

interchangeable because they were used in a different way from the perspective of 

pattern grammar (see Section 7.1 for more details). Due to grammatical differences, 

learners should be cautious when they replace PVs with one-word alternatives. Given 

the grammatical differences between PVs and one-word verbs, I examined the use of 

LOOK for and search in the Chinese learner corpus and investigated whether Chinese 

EFL learners are able to recognize the grammatical differences between them.  

 

In the learner corpus, LOOK for occurred 247 times (85.69 per million words), which 

was less frequent than search occurring 291 times (100.96 per million words). Before 

looking into the grammatical use of the PV and the one-word verb, I have examined 

whether Chinese learners regarded search as the one-word alternative to LOOK for. Table 

8.14 provides evidence to show that search was regarded as the one-word alternative to 

LOOK for in the Chinese learner corpus. As Table 8.14 shows, the PV and the one-word 

verb shared three nominal collocates, including job, information, word. 

Table 8.14  Frequent nominal collocates of look for and search in the learner corpus  

LOOK for  SEARCH  

 Frequency  Frequency 

job 50 information 54 

information 26 internet 51 

money 8 job 12 

word 7 word 7 

dictionary 6   

(Note: a. all the nominal collocates are lemmatized; b. the minimum frequency is 5) 
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In terms of the grammatical use, Section 7.1 has shown that the patterns where LOOK 

for and search frequently appear are different. In the BoE corpus, LOOK for frequently 

appears in the V n in n pattern, whereas search cannot be used in this pattern. For 

example,  

Ms Colwill is looking for a job in the city and plans to commute by train. (BoE: 

NA1__040912) 

*Ms Colwill is searching a job in the city and plans to commute by train. 

As the example shows, looking for cannot be substituted by searching directly. A 

possible replacement could be ‘search for a job in the city’. As mentioned in Section 

7.1, the frequent patterns in which search is used are V for n or V n for n (see Section 

7.1). To explore whether Chinese EFL learners used search in a different way from 

LOOK for, Table 8.15 provides information about the use of this one-word verb in the 

Chinese learner corpus.  

Table 8.15  The use of search in the Chinese learner corpus 

 Frequency Percentage (%) 

A. ‘SEARCH for n’ 103 40 

B. ‘SEARCH n for n’ 34 13 

C. Neither A nor B (e.g. ‘SEARCH on the 

Internet’, etc.)  
35 14 

D. Incorrect use of search (e.g. ‘SEARCH some 

information on the Internet, etc.) 
85 33 

 

The use of search was manually categorised into four different groups. As Table 8.15 

shows, ‘SEARCH for n’ was more popular than other usages in the learner corpus. While 

learners preferred to use ‘SEARCH for n’, they seemed to be less familiar with ‘SEARCH 

n for n’ because it only occurred 34 times in the learner corpus. Besides the two frequent 

patterns associated with this verb, Table 8.15 also shows a disappointing result. About 
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one-third of the occurrences demonstrated the incorrect use of search in the learner 

corpus. This result suggested that Chinese EFL learners have difficulty using search in 

their writing. Here are some corpus examples showing the incorrect use.  

 
Figure 8.20  The incorrect use of search in the Chinese learner corpus 

 

As an intransitive verb, it is impossible for search to be followed by the object directly. 

Therefore, expressions such as ‘search a better job’ (line 51 in Figure 8.20) and ‘search 

an unfamiliar word’ (line 53) were incorrect. Based on this result, when learners 

replaced LOOK for with search, it can be speculated that learners may ignore the 

grammatical differences between them. The findings from LOOK for and search in the 

learner corpus suggested that learners may have difficulty recognising the grammatical 

differences when they replaced PVs with one-word verbs. They tended to focus on the 

semantic equivalence but ignore the grammatical differences between PVs and one-

word verbs.  

 

To sum up, based on the investigation of the choice between PVs and one-word verbs, 

it can be argued that Chinese EFL learners had a strong tendency to use one-word verbs 

and avoided using PVs in written discourse. However, corpus evidence suggested 

learners were not capable of recognizing the grammatical differences between PVs and 

one-word verbs. When they replaced PVs with one-word verbs, they would give 

priority to the semantic equivalence rather than the grammatical differences between 

PVs and their one-word alternatives. 
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8.4 Summary  

To sum up, this chapter has compared with the use of frequent PVs in the Chinese 

learner corpus and the reference corpus. The results showed that two-word PVs in the 

learner corpus were significantly less frequent than that in the reference corpus, whereas 

three-word PVs were more frequent in the learner corpus. Chinese EFL learners also 

underused the non-contiguous form of frequent PVs, suggesting that they had difficulty 

using separable two-word PVs. The qualitative analysis of LOOK up showed that 

learners also struggled to use this PV in written texts. They were confused about the 

grammatical pattern associated with this PV and made mistakes by ignoring the 

preposition after it (see Section 8.2.1).   

 

Similar to ESL/EFL learners from other L1 backgrounds, Chinese EFL learners also 

avoided using PVs and preferred one-word verbs over PVs. Moreover, when Chinese 

learners replaced PVs with one-word verbs, they usually focused on the semantic 

equivalence between PVs and one-word alternatives but ignored the grammatical 

differences between them. Because of the ignorance, learners often made mistakes 

when replacing PVs with one-word verbs.  
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Chapter 9 Conclusion 

The final chapter of the thesis will summarize the key findings and present conclusions 

of the current research. In Section 9.1, I will revisit the research questions and answer 

each of them based on the findings that I have covered in chapters 6 to 8. Section 9.2 

discusses pedagogical implications of the research, with a particular focus on what 

teachers and course book writers need to do differently in accordance with the 

conclusions presented in Section 9.1. Section 9.3 outlines the limitations as well as 

highlighting some strengths of the research. Finally, I will propose some areas for future 

investigation.  

 

9.1 Discussion 

The study focuses on English PVs, examining the lexico-grammatical patterns 

associated with specific PVs and comparing the use of PVs in the reference corpus and 

the Chinese learner corpus. Before answering each research question and discussing the 

significance of the findings, it should be noted that the current study used semantic 

criteria to identify and classify verb + particle combinations in the corpus. This was 

different from the traditional method that identified PVs using syntactic tests (cf. 

Bolinger, 1971; Biber et al., 1999; Fraser, 1976) and differentiated between PVs and 

other verb + particle combinations based on the grammatical function of the particle 

(i.e. adverbial or prepositional). It was argued in the current study that traditional 

syntactic tests of PVs were unreliable and the grammatical labels on the non-verbal 

component tended to be arbitrary because they were largely dependent on linguists’ 

intuition (Section 2.2). For example, from the traditional perspective, COME across in 

the following sentence may not be classified as a PV because this combination does not 
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allow the movement of the particle.  

He came across a professional actor. (BoE: BA_Nm012157) 

However, PVs stand out from other multi-word combinations because of their 

specialised meanings, ranging in compositionality from transparent verb + particle 

combinations to relatively opaque combinations (Moon, 1997). In the case of COME 

across, although it does not allow the movement of the particle, the meaning of this 

combination is non-compositional. As a result, this study did not use syntactic tests to 

identify PVs but proposed two semantic criteria to classify verb + particle combinations 

in the corpus. The first semantic criterion was concerned with whether the meaning of 

verb + particle combinations can be predicted by the individual components (i.e. 

whether the meaning of the combination was compositional or not). Using this criterion, 

COME across in the given example was classified as a PV (see Section 5.1.1). However, 

Sinclair (1996) noted that meaning compositionality cannot be the formal criterion 

because the individual components may have other relationships with the meaning of 

PVs. Therefore, the study proposed a second semantic criterion, assessing whether the 

verbal or non-verbal component had an extended meaning when it was combined with 

the other. Using the second semantic criteria, LOOK into was classified as a PV in the 

following corpus example because the non-verbal component into was used in a 

figurative way. 

We’re looking into the situation. (BoE: BU_fM042762) 

In addition to two-word PVs, the two semantic criteria were also applicable to three-

word PVs, such as PUT up with and LOOK down on (see Section 5.3 for corpus examples). 

Furthermore, the study also noted the variation in the use of verb + particle 

combinations (Section 5.2). A verb + particle combination could have both PV and non-

PV usages. Using semantic criteria to classify verb + particle combinations had to be 
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tied to the context in which the combination appeared. One cannot claim that COME 

across is a PV without showing the context where this combination appears.  

 

9.1.1 How do L1 users use specific PVs in terms of three aspects: collocation, 

patterns, and the progressive form?  

The various usages also reflected the complexity of English PVs. Given the complexity, 

the first research question of the current study was concerned with the lexico-

grammatical patterns associated with specific PVs in the BoE corpus and examined 

how collocation and grammatical patterns helped to disambiguate the multiple 

meanings of PVs. The results of LOOK up showed that it had five distinctive meanings, 

and each meaning co-occurred with different nominal collocates (see Section 6.1.3). 

Corpus evidence suggested that each meaning of LOOK up was restricted by specific 

nominal collocates. More precisely, when nouns such as eyes or sky co-occurred with 

LOOK up, it was the literal meaning (i.e. LOOK up1) that made sense in the context. When 

the pattern ‘things + LOOK up’ (i.e. LOOK up follows the noun things in the co-text) was 

examined, the data indicated that LOOK up2 was exclusive in this pattern. Other meaning 

varieties of LOOK up did not occur within this pattern. This finding is consistent with 

Sinclair’s (1991) idiom principle in that the co-selection of lexical items constitutes a 

single choice. Semantic congruency can be observed between the meaning of PVs and 

the specific choice of collocates in the co-text. For example, LOOK up1 frequently co-

occurred with sky and stars, whereas LOOK up2 was less likely to co-occur with these 

nouns. Moreover, as a polysemous PV, the meanings of LOOK up were used in different 

forms. LOOK up2 and LOOK up3 were exclusively used in the contiguous form. The other 

two meanings, LOOK up4 and LOOK up5, had both the contiguous and non-contiguous 

forms, but L1 users showed a strong tendency to insert an intervening item between the 
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verb and the particle when they employed these two.  

 

In the BoE corpus, it was found that some PVs are more likely to be used in the 

progressive form, such as LOOK up2, LOOK for, and LOOK forward to. Previous studies 

argued that the progressive form can suggest users’ negative attitude, especially when 

the form was combined with always or other adverbials of this kind (Römer, 2005; 

Lindley, 2020). The data of LOOK for supports this argument. When looking for was 

combined with always, as the following example shows, it connoted a negative meaning, 

suggesting the speaker’s complaint about the excessive spending.  

He is always looking for ways to obtain money, but spends it like water when 

he has it. (BoE: BB_Ff90_715) 

Moreover, the findings also showed that the adverbial always was indispensable for the 

negative connotation of LOOK for. Without always, the emotional meaning of looking 

for seemed to be neutral in the following concordance line.   

The important objective is to try and find out what the customer is really looking 

for. (BoE: NC5__031227) 

In contrast to LOOK for, when LOOK up2 was used in the progressive form, it was less 

likely to capture users’ negative attitude. Given the metaphorical meaning of up, it may 

not be surprising that looking up in the following sentence conveyed a positive 

connotation.  

Things were definitely looking up. Paul Warren was coming back to work today. 

(BoE: BU_jM012174) 

This progressive use of LOOK up2 provides convincing evidence for Mindt’s (1997) 

argument. While the progressive form was more likely to express negative emotions, 

Mindt (1997) argued that it also expressed positive emotions in some cases (cf. Mindt, 
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1997, p.237). Corpus evidence of LOOK up2 supports this argument that L1 users also 

express their positive emotions via the progressive form.  

 

In terms of looking forward to, when this three-word PV had always in the co-text, 

corpus evidence showed that both positive and negative connotations can be observed. 

For instance, 

She was always looking forward to what she would be doing when she got out 

of school and preparing for that day (BoE: NU4__021123)  

He says that they were always looking forward to doing their next movie 

together and never got the chance. (BoE: NB3__040124) 

In the first example, looking forward to suggested the positive expectation of the future, 

whereas in the second example, it was associated with a negative feeling of 

disappointment.  

 

Finally, I also investigated the grammatical patterns associated with specific PVs and 

their potential one-word synonyms in the BoE corpus. Hunston and Francis (2000) 

argued that patterns can be used to differentiate meanings of a polysemous word (e.g. 

afraid of and afraid that in Section 3.2.2). The results of this study agree with this 

argument. The meaning of LOOK up in the pattern LOOK up n in n was different from 

the meaning in LOOK up to n. For example,  

I have to keep on looking up words in the dictionary or thesaurus. (BoE: 

BB_Yf022010) 

Milton, as a small boy, had looked up to his father as small boys usually do. 

(BoE: BA_Qf022206) 
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The present findings, and those of Hunston and Francis (2000), provide evidence to 

show that patterns help to disambiguate polysemous items including individual words 

and multi-word combinations. Another important argument in Hunston and Francis’s 

(2000) study is that words from the same semantic group tend to be used in the same 

pattern. Based on this argument, this study hypothesised that a PV and its potential one-

word synonyms may have a similar pattern. However, the results do not support this 

hypothesis. Not all PVs share the same pattern with their synonymous one-word verbs. 

For example, LOOK for and search were a pair of near synonyms, but they were used in 

different grammatical patterns (see Section 7.1). Because of the grammatical 

differences, LOOK for cannot be replaced with search. For instance, 

We’re going to look for a cottage in the Highlands. (BoE: BB_cF93_893) 

*We’re going to search a cottage in the Highlands.  

LOOK for frequently appeared in the V n in n pattern, whereas search did not work 

properly in this pattern. Although the findings do not support Hunston and Francis’s 

argument of pattern and meaning, the distinctive patterns associated with LOOK for and 

search suggest that PVs cannot be directly substituted by one-word verbs.  

 

Taking account of the results presented in Chapters 6 and 7, it can be argued that 

collocation and grammatical patterns help to clarify the differences between the 

meanings of polysemous PVs. There is semantic congruency between frequent 

collocates and the meaning of PVs. Each meaning is also used in specific pattern. The 

lexico-grammatical patterns play a crucial role in understanding the multiple meanings 

of PVs. Moreover, the answer of the first research question also suggests that PVs 

cannot be replaced with one-word equivalents because they are often used in different 

patterns. This point will be revisited when answering the third research question (see 
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Section 9.1.3). 

 

9.1.2 How does the use of frequent PVs differ between the reference corpus and 

the Chinese learner corpus? 

To answer the second research question, I investigated the use of frequent PVs in 

Chinese EFL learners’ writing, including both two-word and three-word PVs, and 

compared with the use in L1 users’ writing. The answer to this question helps to 

understand Chinese learners’ difficulties of using PVs in written discourse and have 

significant implications for teaching and learning PVs. 

 

9.1.2.1 The use of two-word PVs 

Based on the data collected from learners’ written texts, this study provided corpus 

evidence showing that Chinese EFL learners significantly underused two-word PVs in 

their writing. This result is consistent with the findings in previous studies that EFL 

learners whose native language does not contain the phrasal verb structure usually 

struggle with using English PVs (Waibel, 2007; Gilquin, 2015; Sung, 2020). For 

example, Sung (2020) observed a similar trend in a Korean-speaking learner corpus and 

identified twenty-four PVs that were significantly underused by Korean learners. 

Although the current study did not investigate the most underused PVs in the Chinese 

learner corpus, the results showed that Chinese learners found PVs in the ‘down’, ‘in’ 

and ‘over’ groups more challenging than PVs in other groups (see Section 8.1.1). This 

supports the findings in Sung’s (2020) study because Korean learners also had greater 

difficulty using PVs such as BREAK down, BRING in, TAKE over, etc. Among the twenty-

four underused PVs, Sung (2020) observed that Korean learners did not use PVs in the 



 

236 

 

‘up’ group frequently, such as BRING up, SET up, COME up. However, the results of the 

current study indicated that PVs in the ‘up’ group were more frequent than PVs in other 

groups (Section 8.1.1). Chinese learners seemed to be more familiar with PVs in the 

‘up’ group, perhaps because they found some PVs more useful than others when writing 

essays. For example, LOOK up was highly sensitive to the essay topic and most instances 

of LOOK up were associated with one essay topic (see topic 22 in Appendix 3). As a 

result, while the absence of PVs in learners’ L1 is a key factor in their underuse of PVs, 

the data in the Chinese learner corpus and the data from Sung’s (2020) study shows that 

EFL learners from various L1 backgrounds face challenges with different sets of PVs.  

 

The results from a closer examination of LOOK up suggested that Chinese EFL learners 

were not very proficient in using LOOK up, even though they frequently employed this 

combination in their writing. As mentioned in Section 6.1, LOOK up is a polysemous 

two-word PV with five distinctive meanings. In the reference corpus, the most frequent 

meaning of LOOK up was the literal meaning, referring to ‘raising eyes in order to see 

something’ (i.e. LOOK up1). This finding was not surprising because previous studies 

also regarded LOOK up1 as the most important meaning of LOOK up (e.g. Garnier and 

Schmitt, 2015; Liu and Myers, 2020). Garnier and Schmitt (2015) suggested that the 

most frequent meaning should be more important than other less frequent meanings. 

Given the importance of LOOK up1, it was reasonable to hypothesise that Chinese EFL 

learners would use the literal meaning more frequently than other meanings. However, 

the results from the learner corpus did not support the hypothesis. The literal meaning 

was less frequent in the Chinese learner corpus, and Chinese EFL learners seemed to 

be more familiar with the non-compositional meaning, LOOK up4 (i.e. to consult or find 

information from a source). Also, Chinese learners were able to use the metaphorical 
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meaning of LOOK up (i.e. LOOK up3) in their writing. The results were surprising because 

they rejected the intuitive assumption that “literal meanings [of PVs] should be better 

known than figurative ones” (Garnier and Schmitt, 2016, p.31). Given the low 

frequency of LOOK up1 and high frequency of LOOK up4 and LOOK up3 in the learner 

corpus, Chinese EFL learners seem to pay more attention to the idiomatic and figurative 

meanings of PVs rather than the literal and more frequent meaning. The findings of 

LOOK up in the current study do not support previous studies in that high frequency in 

the reference corpus does not necessarily lead to frequent use in the learner corpus.  

 

In Section 8.2.1, I also analysed the use of LOOK up4 in the Chinese learner corpus. The 

results of the qualitative analysis revealed that learners sometimes made mistakes when 

they employed LOOK up4 in their writing. The following example demonstrates the 

typical problematic use of LOOK up4 in the Chinese learner corpus.  

*When we look up the Chinese-English E-Dictionaries, there may be many 

words having the similar meaning. (ID: WARG0216) 

In the reference corpus, however, the frequent grammatical pattern associated with 

LOOK up4 is V n in n, as in the following concordance line: 

One woman had looked up the meaning of manipulate in the Oxford English 

Dictionary. (BNC: G0T) 

The comparison between the two concordance lines showed that Chinese learners 

selected different nouns to follow LOOK up4. As the example extracted from the 

reference corpus shows, the noun phrase, ‘the meaning of manipulate’, directly follows 

the PV, which is concerned with the item that is being focused on. The preposition 

phrase, ‘in the Oxford English Dictionary’, appears after the noun phrase in order to 

introduce the source of this piece of information. However, the problematic use found 
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in the learner corpus suggested that learners were confused about the semantic functions 

of the two nouns in the pattern LOOK up n in n. They made mistakes due to a lack of 

phraseological knowledge of LOOK up4, producing the unnatural expression ‘look up the 

Chinese-English E-Dictionaries’ and ignoring the preposition in in the pattern. In other 

words, Chinese learners were unaware of the lexico-grammatical pattern associated 

with LOOK up4 and had difficulty using prepositions. This agrees with Li, Ren and Zhao 

(2016), who examined the grammatical mistakes in Chinese college students’ writing. 

Due to the incongruency between learners’ L1 and L2, Chinese learners often selected 

wrong prepositions unconsciously (Li, Ren and Zhao, 2016). For example, they found 

that learners were confused about ‘pay attention on’ and ‘pay attention to’ in some cases 

(Li, Ren and Zhao, 2016, p.26). The findings from the current study provide additional 

evidence to show learners’ difficulty with prepositions. When Chinese learners used 

LOOK up4 in their writing, they were unable to differentiate the semantic functions of 

the nouns and ignored the preposition in LOOK up n in n.  

 

Another important finding was that Chinese EFL learners struggled to use the non-

contiguous form of PVs in their writing. The current study showed that the number of 

separable PVs in the Chinese learner corpus (40 PVs) was fewer than the number 

observed in the reference corpus (55 PVs). Moreover, the frequency of the non-

contiguous form was significantly lower than that in the reference corpus (see Section 

8.1.2). In other words, Chinese EFL learners were inclined to use the contiguous form 

of separable PVs in their writing, with the object appearing directly after the particle 

(i.e. look up the word rather than look the word up). The results corroborate the findings 

from Gilquin (2015) who argued that French-speaking learners also preferred the ‘verb 

+ particle + object’ structure (i.e. the contiguous form) over the ‘verb + object + particle’ 
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structure (i.e. the non-contiguous form). There is a semantic reason underlying the 

placement of the particle (Gries and Stefanowitsch, 2004; Gilquin, 2015). The non-

contiguous form tends to be preferred with combinations whose meanings are 

compositional or partially compositional, such as TURN off and TAKE out27 (Gries and 

Stefanowitsch, 2004, p.112). Gardner and Davis (2018) also found that the major 

grammatical structure for TURN off and TAKE out was 4-gram strings; that is, the verb 

and the particle were separated a two-word intervening item. However, in the Chinese 

learner corpus, learners kept using the contiguous form of TURN off and TAKE out, 

regardless of their meanings. For example, 

You also have to turn off the lights on time. (ID: WARG3527) 

When we arrive home, we take out our goods and throw away the bags 

unconsciously. (ID: WARG2144) 

The underuse of the non-contiguous form seemed to be associated with the way that 

separable PVs were treated in learners’ course books. Unfortunately, the findings from 

the chosen course book showed that Chinese EFL learners were not given explicit 

instruction that separable PVs had both contiguous and non-contiguous forms (see 

Appendix 4). In the course book, separable PVs, such as SET up, were typically treated 

as fixed phrases, without guidance on the use of the non-contiguous form. However, if 

clear guidance on the non-contiguous form was available in the course book, learners 

would be able to use this form. For example, the course book provides clear instruction 

that TAKE off can be used in a non-contiguous way, especially when it expresses ‘having 

amount of time away from work’ (see Table 8.3 in Section 8.1.2). Following the 

 
27 In Gries and Stefanowitsch’s (2004) study, they used the label, ‘non-idiomatic combinations’, to refer 

to verb + particle combinations whose meanings are compositional or partially compositional. The 

particle in a non-idiomatic combination had a literal or metaphorical meaning (Gries and Stefanowitsch, 

2004). Combinations whose meanings are non-compositional, were referred to as ‘idiomatic 

combinations’ by Gries and Stefanowitsch (2004). 
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instruction, learners were able to use the non-contiguous form of TAKE off. The 

following concordance line illustrates the non-contiguous form of TAKE off in the 

Chinese learner corpus. 

Employees cannot constantly take time off from work to learn. (ID: WARG2172) 

Consequently, it can be argued that the underuse of the non-contiguous form in the 

Chinese learner corpus is associated with the lack of explicit instruction. This is crucial 

to teaching PVs and I will return to this point in the pedagogical implications (Section 

9.2).  

 

9.1.2.2 The use of three-word PVs 

To date the use of three-word PVs in learners’ writing has not yet been extensively 

examined in previous studies. This study touched on this area and showed that the 

overall use of three-word PVs in Chinese learners’ writing was more satisfactory than 

the use of two-word counterparts. Compared with L1 users, Chinese learners showed a 

strong tendency to use three-word PVs frequently in their writing. There seemed to be 

several reasons for the frequent use of three-word PVs. Firstly, compared to two-word 

PVs, the structure of three-word PVs is more fixed. Also, the meanings of three-word 

PVs are more consistent than two-word counterparts. Wei (2021) argued that PVs were 

usually taught as chunks in Chinese English classrooms and students tended to 

memorize the meaning of PVs mechanically. Although Wei (2021) did not provide 

evidence to support this argument, the instruction of three-word PVs in the course book 

could reflect the way of teaching PVs in Chinese context. Three-word PVs, such as 

CATCH up with, COME up with, and KEEP up with, were treated as fixed phrases in the 

course book (see Appendix 4). The fixed structure and the consistent meaning of three-

word PVs would make them easier to memorise, increasing the opportunity of using in 
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written texts.  

 

Secondly, Chinese learners seem to have particular preference for some less frequent 

three-word PVs. Learners’ preference can be reflected by the high frequency of GET 

along with and LOOK down upon in the Chinese learner corpus. In the reference corpus, 

however, these two PVs were extremely rare because L1 users were more likely to use 

GET on with and LOOK down on in written texts (see Section 8.1.3). For example,  

Students could learn how to get along with others in the college. (ID: 

WARG1579) 

We try to get on with people, to be friendly with them and all we get is trouble. 

(BNC: B0N) 

The two examples show that Chinese learners and L1 users have different preferences. 

Although both GET along with and GET on with have similar meanings in the two 

examples, learners prefer to choose GET along with, the one that is less frequent in the 

reference corpus. In addition to Chinese learners, Gilquin (2015) argued that French-

speaking learners also had special preference which was distinctive from L1 users. In 

Gilquin’s (2015) study, she regarded GET along and GET on as two-word PVs and found 

that French-speaking learners preferred GET along, whereas L1 users preferred GET on. 

Such distinction was probably due to the fact that GET along had a more transparent 

meaning than GET on (Gilquin, 2015). However, the verb GET is delexicalized in the two 

PVs, suggesting that the meaning of both GET along with and GET on with is not 

completely transparent. Therefore, in addition to semantic reasons, EFL learners’ 

distinctive preference may be associated with other reasons.  

 

In the current study, I argue that learners’ preference for GET along with and LOOK down 
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upon is influenced by their previous knowledge of PVs. The distinctive preferences of 

L1 users and EFL learners are inconsistent with the vocabulary teaching strategy. Many 

linguists have acknowledged the crucial role of frequency in vocabulary acquisition 

(Nation, 2013; Siyanova-Chanturia and Webb, 2016). The frequency-based strategy is 

considered an effective strategy when it comes to vocabulary acquisition (Nation, 2013; 

Schmitt and Schmitt, 2014). Learners have more opportunities to encounter and acquire 

a word if it occurs frequently (Durrant et al., 2022; Milton and Hopwood, 2022). 

According to the frequency-based strategy, EFL learners should be more familiar with 

PVs that are frequently used by L1 users. However, the findings from the current study 

and Gilquin’s (2015) study showed that EFL learners’ habitual choice was not 

determined by frequency. Learners preferred less frequent yet semantically transparent 

PVs, such as GET along with and LOOK down upon, rather than those frequent PVs in 

the reference corpus (i.e. GET on with and LOOK down on). Learners’ habitual choice is 

perhaps related to their previous knowledge of PVs. EFL learners tend to be more 

confident to use words they are familiar with because they can easily retrieve them from 

their previous knowledge and avoid making mistakes (Schmitt, 2000; Nation, 2013). 

Learners may have repeated exposure to GET along with and stored it in their knowledge 

of PVs. When they need an expression conveying ‘having good friendship with 

someone’, they tend to stick to the one they have already known (i.e. GET along with) 

rather than the one they are not familiar with (i.e. GET on with).  

 

9.1.3 Do Chinese EFL learners replace PVs with one-word equivalents in their 

writing? How satisfactory are their replacements? 

The third research question of this thesis focused on the use of PVs and their one-word 

equivalents in the Chinese learner corpus. The investigation into the frequency of ten 
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PVs and their corresponding one-word equivalents showed that PVs were less frequent 

than their one-word equivalents in the learner corpus. In other words, Chinese EFL 

learners tended to avoid PVs in their writing and preferred one-word verbs over PVs. 

The findings agree with Liao and Fukuya (2004) who also observed the avoidance 

behaviour of Chinese-speaking learners, especially learners at the intermediate level. 

Previous studies have concluded that EFL learners tend to replace PVs with one-word 

verbs (Dagut and Laufer, 1985; Liao and Fukuya, 2004; Siyanova and Schmitt, 2007) 

and learners usually regard the replacement as a “play-it-safe strategy” because one-

word verbs may have more general and less idiomatic meanings than PVs (Hulstijn and 

Marchena, 1989, p.241). In the current study, Chinese learners also showed a strong 

tendency to replace PVs with one-word verbs. For example, in the Chinese learner 

corpus, while LOOK for and search had similar nominal collocates (e.g. job, information, 

word), the frequency of LOOK for was lower than search (see Section 8.3.2). This 

implied that learners regarded LOOK for and search as a pair of synonyms, but they 

tended to use the individual verb more frequently, probably because search has a clearer 

and more transparent meaning than LOOK for. 

 

Based on the data gathered from a spoken learner corpus, Wei (2021) concluded that 

Chinese learners at lower proficiency levels (primary and intermediate levels) avoided 

using PVs in spoken discourse. The current study gathered data from a written learner 

corpus and showed that Chinese EFL learners also avoided using PVs and prefer one-

word verbs over PVs in written discourse. The present findings, and those from Wei’s 

(2021) study, provide corpus evidence to support the idea that Chinese EFL learners, 

especially those at an intermediate proficiency level, struggle with using PVs in written 

and oral communication. Because of their difficulty with PVs, they tend to avoid PVs 
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and prefer one-word verbs over PVs in both written and spoken discourse.  

 

Apart from Chinese EFL learners’ avoidance behaviour, a closer examination of LOOK 

for and search suggested that learners’ performance was not satisfactory when they 

replaced LOOK for with search. Learners regarded LOOK for and search as a pair of 

synonyms and used them interchangeably in their writing. This gave rises to the 

problematic use such as the following:   

It is no doubt that internet is the best way to look for information. (ID: 

WARG3124) 

*Sometimes it’s very convenient and fast to search the information from the 

Internet. (ID: WARG1671) 

The two examples extracted from the learner corpus are almost identical, except for the 

choice of verbs preceding information. An examination of the second example showed 

that learners used search in a different way from L1 users. Learners’ use of search in 

the second example was problematic, with for being absent from their production. In 

the BoE corpus, when search co-occurred with information, the most frequent pattern 

was V for n, as in the following example:  

‘To google’ means to search for information on the Internet. (BoE: 

SU3__040514) 

When answering the first research question, the results showed that LOOK for and search 

appeared in different grammatical patterns in the BoE corpus. In other words, search 

cannot be treated as the one-word synonym for LOOK for from the perspective of pattern 

grammar. However, the absence of for after search in learners’ writing suggests that 

Chinese learners directly replace LOOK for with search. They seem to give priority to 

semantic equivalence when they replace PVs with one-word verbs, ignoring the 
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grammatical differences between the PV and the one-word verb.  

 

Finally, previous studies concluded that PVs are more frequent in spoken discourse 

(Biber et al., 1999). Use of PVs in written texts may lead to an informal and colloquial 

tone (Siyanova and Schmitt, 2007). Waibel (2007) speculated that the reason of 

preferring one-word verbs over PVs may be associated with the stylistic feature of PVs 

and one-word verbs. Students tended to regard one-word verbs as more sophisticated 

words, making their writing more native-like and formal (Waibel, 2007). The data from 

the Chinese learner corpus supports this viewpoint that Chinese learners use more one-

word verbs and avoid using PVs in their writing. However, it is not evident that Chinese 

learners are sensitive to the stylistic differences between written and spoken discourse. 

The data showed that the frequency of three-word PVs in the Chinese learner corpus 

was higher than the frequency in the reference corpus (see Section 8.1.3). Given the 

high frequency of three-word PVs in learners’ writing, it can be argued that Chinese 

EFL learners are not sensitive to the stylistic features of PVs. The stylistic difference 

between PVs and one-word verbs may not be the primary reason for the avoidance of 

PVs. Based on the findings from the learner corpus, I argue that the main reason is 

Chinese learners’ difficulty with PVs. While they are more familiar with one-word 

verbs, they also make mistakes when replacing PVs with one-word verbs, paying too 

much attention to the semantic equivalence but ignoring the grammatical difference 

between the PV and the one-word verbs.  

 

9.2 Implications for the classrooms 

The conclusions of the current study provide some implications for language teaching, 
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not only for the teaching of PVs itself, but also for the teaching of PVs through 

collocation and grammatical patterns. I will discuss the two aspects in the following 

two sections.  

 

9.2.1 Teaching PVs 

First of all, the answer to the second research question (Section 9.1.2) shows the 

underuse of two-word PVs in Chinese learners’ writing. Chinese learners also use PVs 

in a different way from L1 users. They are less likely to use the contiguous form of PVs 

in their writing. Wei (2021) suggested that learners’ difficulty with PVs was related to 

the way of teaching PVs in the classrooms. When teaching PVs, teachers tend to regard 

PVs as fixed phrases and require students to memorise the meanings of PVs by rote 

(Wei, 2021). The findings from the course book also support Wei’s viewpoint. In the 

course book, students were provided with the specific meaning of a PV, without the 

non-contiguous use of separable PVs (see Appendix 4). As a result, language teachers 

are advised to rethink the way of teaching PVs to Chinese EFL learners. It is not enough 

to focus solely on the meanings of PVs; learners need to understand their actual use 

beyond meanings. Also, material designers should make it clearer that separable PVs 

have both contiguous and non-contiguous forms and encourage learners to use the non-

contiguous form, especially when pronouns are used to be the object of separable PVs 

(e.g. TAKE it out, TURN them off). 

 

Secondly, the findings of LOOK up in the Chinese learner corpus suggest the need for a 

more comprehensive list of English PVs. Due to the polysemous nature of PVs, the 

ready-made lists, such as the PHaVE list created by Garnier and Schmitt (2015), give 



 

247 

 

priority to the most frequent meanings of PVs, excluding less frequent meanings. While 

high frequency is an indicator of importance and these lists have largely relieved 

learners’ pressure of learning various meanings of PVs, the ignorance of less frequent 

meanings in their work tends to be a potential weakness. For example, there was no 

corpus evidence showing that Chinese EFL learners were able to use the metaphorical 

meaning of LOOK up (LOOK up2). Underestimating the importance of less frequent 

meanings may cause confusion, especially when learners encounter them in reading and 

listening. Moreover, the findings also show that Chinese EFL learners make mistakes 

when they use the non-compositional and idiomatic meaning of LOOK up (i.e. LOOK up4). 

Based on the findings, language learners need a more comprehensive list of PVs that 

takes the metaphorical and idiomatic meanings of PVs into consideration. While the 

inclusion of more meanings of PVs will inevitably increase the burden on students, 

teachers could help by giving explicit instruction on the grammatical patterns associated 

with these PVs. I will elaborate on this point in the next section (Section 9.2.2).  

 

The results of three-word PVs have two important implications. One of the implications 

is that Chinese EFL learners tend to rely on their previous knowledge of PVs and lack 

exposure to idiomatic PVs. The findings from the current study (Section 9.1.2.2) and 

Gilquin’s (2015) research suggest that learners stick to using the ones they are familiar 

with (e.g. LOOK down upon and GET along with) but ignore the ones with a higher degree 

of idiomaticity (e.g. LOOK down on and GET on with). This is probably due to the lack 

of exposure to idiomatic PVs. Learners may have repeated exposure to familiar PVs, 

using them more frequently and confidently. Teachers should be aware of learners’ 

habitual choice and provide them with ample exposure to unfamiliar PVs, reducing 

their concern about idiomatic PVs. Another implication is associated with learners’ 
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insensitivity to stylistic aspects of PVs. Chinese EFL learners seem to be confused about 

the formal and informal styles in written discourse. Learners use more three-word PVs 

in writing, yet they also prefer one-word verbs over PVs at the same time. This suggests 

that learners are not sensible to the stylistic differences between written and spoken 

discourse. In the classrooms, teachers can conduct some comparative activities and give 

explicit instruction on the stylistic differences between PVs and one-word verbs. 

Teachers can provide students with authentic examples extracted from both written and 

spoken texts, such as newspaper articles and interviews, or academic essays and 

conversation transcripts, and ask students to discuss the differences in word choice 

between the two texts.  

 

9.2.2 Teaching PVs through phraseology 

The phraseological knowledge of lexical items helps EFL learners produce language 

naturally and fluently (Pawley and Syder, 1983; Nattinger and DeCarrico, 1992). It 

would be beneficial to students to study the phraseology of PVs as well as the various 

meanings. PVs usually have multiple meanings and this polysemous feature often 

prohibit learners from using this language structure both in spoken and written 

discourse (Sinclair, 1996; Siyanova and Schmitt, 2007). As discussed above, it is 

inevitable that students will face greater challenges if they are taught the metaphorical 

and idiomatic meanings of PVs. Based on the findings of PVs in the BoE corpus, I 

argue that teaching PVs through collocation and grammatical patterns would reduce the 

burden of learning. Lexico-grammatical patterns help to differentiate the various 

meanings of polysemous items (Hunston and Francis, 2000). The findings also show 

that different meanings of LOOK up co-occur with different collocates and different 

grammatical patterns (see Section 6.1). Explicit instruction on the lexical and 
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grammatical patterns associated with PVs would make the process of learning PVs 

more effective and memorable. However, the investigation of PVs in the course book 

suggests that teachers and material designers have not yet realised the importance of 

phraseology.  

 
Figure 9.1 PVs exercise in New Horizon College English – Reading and Writing: 

Student Book (Zheng, 2015) 

In the course book, PVs are regarded as fixed phrases, and the instruction focuses solely 
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on the meanings (see Appendix 4 for the instruction of PVs in the course book). Also, 

as Figure 9.1 above shows, exercises designed for PVs only assess learners’ lexical 

knowledge of PVs, ignoring the phraseological use associated with them. 

 

Because of the distinction between learners’ L1 and L2, Chinese learners often make 

mistakes when using PVs, such as the ignorance of prepositions (see Section 8.2.1). 

Mueller (2011) advised that learning through collocation could effectively reduce errors 

with prepositions. With repeated exposure to the collocation and grammatical patterns 

that frequently occur in the co-text of PVs, learners are likely to use PVs more fluently 

and proficiently. As a result, teachers and course book designers are advised to pay 

more attention to the phraseology associated with PVs, especially collocation and 

grammatical patterns. Moreover, paying attention to the phraseology of PVs in the 

classrooms is also helpful to address learners’ avoidance behaviour of using PVs. The 

findings from the current study and Hulstijn and Marchena’s (1989) study show that 

learners tend to avoid PVs and regard one-word verbs as reliable replacements. 

However, corpus evidence extracted from the BoE corpus shows that replacing PVs 

with their one-word equivalents is unreliable because they often occur in different 

patterns. Chinese learners pay more attention to the semantic equivalence but ignore 

the grammatical differences between PVs and one-word verbs. Ind the classrooms, 

emphasizing the importance of patterning would be beneficial, as it helps students 

understand the distinction between PVs and one-word equivalents.  

 

9.3  Contributions and limitations of the study 

One of the contributions of the current study is to use semantic criteria to identify and 
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classify PVs in the corpus. The traditional method identifies PVs via syntactic tests (e.g. 

Bolinger, 1971). This method has potential weaknesses. For example, it fails to identify 

inseparable PVs such as COME across and LOOK into because they do not allow the 

movement of the particle. Unlike the traditional method, the current study used two 

semantic criteria to identify PVs (see Section 5.1). Using semantic criteria has some 

benefits. Firstly, it does not predefine the grammatical function of the non-verbal 

component but focuses on the association between the meaning of PVs and their 

components in the context. Secondly, the semantic criteria not only identify two-word 

PVs but also PVs with three components (i.e. phrasal-prepositional verbs) (see Section 

5.3). Therefore, compared with the traditional method, using semantic criteria can 

identify a wider range of PVs.  

 

Another contribution of the current study is to differentiate PVs and their one-word 

equivalents based on grammatical patterns. Previous studies have pointed out the 

stylistic differences between PVs and one-word verbs (e.g. Siyanova and Schmitt, 

2007). In addition to the stylistic differences, this study provides corpus evidence to 

show the grammatical differences between them. It is unreliable to use one-word verbs 

to replace PVs because they are used in different grammatical patterns. However, 

Chinese EFL learners are not sensitive to these differences. Knowing the grammatical 

patterns associated with PVs and one-word verbs is beneficial to students because it 

helps students use both PVs and one-word verbs more naturally, reducing the error 

caused by the difference between learners’ L1 and L2. For example, knowing the 

grammatical pattern associated with LOOK up4 (e.g. V n in n) may help learners use this 

PV more proficiently. 

 



 

252 

 

While the current study provides insights into the use of PVs based on corpus evidence, 

it is important to acknowledge some limitations. First of all, this study focuses on a 

limited number of PVs. When I investigated how experienced users of English use PVs 

and identified the lexico-grammatical patterns associated with PVs in the BoE corpus, 

I paid particular attention to PVs that contained the word LOOK. Although LOOK is one 

of the high-frequency verbs in English and it is frequently combined with particles such 

as up, down, into, etc. to form PVs, the number of PVs remains to be a very small range. 

Findings on the use of PVs such as LOOK up provide supporting evidence to show that 

the patterns associated with LOOK up help to distinguish the different meanings of this 

combination. However, additional evidence from other PVs is expected in order to 

make a stronger argument that lexico-grammatical patterns are significant indicators of 

the different meanings of polysemous PVs. Moreover, the comparison on the use of 

PVs in the reference corpus and the Chinese learner corpus was based on a list of 100 

frequent PVs proposed by Gardner and Davis (2007). Gardner and Davis (2007) 

observed that these PVs are mainly constructed by 8 particles, including up, down, out, 

back, on, in, off, over. Although the high frequency often signifies the importance of 

these PVs, many frequently occurring PVs are absent from this list, especially those 

that are constructed by other particles such as away, through, across, etc. In other words, 

the current study does not focus on the use of PVs such as take away, go through, come 

across, etc. in the two corpora because they are not included in Gardner and Davis’s 

list. Due to the limited number of PVs included, the current study may not fully capture 

the overall use of PVs in the reference corpus and the Chinese learner corpus. This 

constraint could affect the generalizability of the findings to other PVs that were not 

taken into account. 
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When I investigated the frequency of 100 PVs, I categorised these PVs into 8 groups 

by particle and compared the frequency of each group between the learner corpus and 

the reference corpus. The grouping approach provided a systematic way to organize the 

large number of PVs, making them easier to analyse and compare. However, this 

grouping approach has some limitations and loses details such as the specific 

frequencies of PVs in the corpora. The analysis only shows the overall frequency of 

each group and assumes that each PV in a given group may have same frequency in the 

corpus. In other words, grouping PVs by particle ignores the specific frequency of one 

PV in the group. In the learner corpus, if a small number of PVs in the ‘up’ group are 

frequent, while others are very infrequent, it may not be reasonable to argue that PVs 

in the ‘up’ group are more frequent than PVs in the ‘down’ group. As a result, it is 

important to note that the current study provides a general overview of PV frequency 

across groups, without offering detailed frequencies for individual PVs within each 

group. The answers to the second research question do not suggest that all PVs in the 

‘up’ group are more frequent than PVs in other groups in the Chinese learner corpus. 

 

The corpora used in this study are not perfect with regard to the size and the inclusion 

of text files. Although I have made efforts to keep the two corpora as comparable as 

possible, the reference corpus is still larger than the learner corpus. This difference in 

size may result in potential bias, limiting the accuracy of comparisons between the two 

corpora. Moreover, the current study was based on two ready-made Chinese learner 

corpora (i.e. the WECCL and the TECCL corpus) and I did not collect learners’ written 

texts on my own. Although both corpora aimed to reflect the English proficiency 

(especially the writing proficiency) of Chinese students who speak English as a foreign 

language (Wen, Liang and Yan, 2008; Xu, 2015), the texts may not fully reflect learners’ 
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authentic language use in written discourse. This is because a large number of texts 

were written under controlled environments, such as exams and classroom essays. 

Since the texts were based on specific writing tasks, the language use may lack diversity. 

For example, LOOK up4 is frequently used in the Chinese learner corpus because this PV 

is closely associated with one of the writing tasks (see topic 22 in Appendix 3). As a 

result, due to the limited range of writing tasks, the Chinese learner corpus only captures 

learners’ use of some PVs but tend to ignore the use of other PVs. Furthermore, the 

study focuses exclusively on written texts, rather than spoken language. This narrow 

focus means that the findings may not be applicable to spoken discourse, where phrasal 

verb usage may differ significantly. 

 

When I analysed the quantitative data collected from the corpora, I used the chi-square 

test to determine whether the different use of PVs in the learner corpus and the reference 

corpus was statistically significant. It may not be very surprising that learners’ use of 

PVs was significantly different from L1 users’ because the result was based on two 

large corpora. With large datasets, a small difference between observed and expected 

frequencies could be statistically significant (Gries, 2024). Also, the quantitative data 

did not account for potential differences between individual learners and individual 

texts. For example, while the quantitative analysis showed that LOOK up was frequently 

used by Chinese learners in their written texts, it did not show whether the high 

frequency of this PV was associated with an individual text or a specific essay topic. 

As a result, the current study showed the overall frequency of PVs and the use of 

specific PVs (e.g. LOOK up, LOOK for and LOOK forward to) in learners’ written text, but 

it also has the limitation that it did not focus on individual differences. 
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Finally, the study focused on 10 PVs and their corresponding one-word equivalents. 

The 10 one-word verbs were chosen because they were closely connected with the most 

frequent meaning of the 10 PVs. Given the polysemous nature of PVs, it is clear that a 

PV does not have one potential one-word alternative. For example, GO on has multiple 

meanings and the one-word alternative continue is connected with only one meaning of 

the PV. It is also probable to claim that GO on can be substituted by happen in the 

following example:  

This gives everyone the chance to find out what’s going on. (BNC: HCL) 

Moreover, although learners strategically avoid using PVs by adopting one-word verbs, 

it is hard to anticipate their choice of replacement. Therefore, the finding that Chinese 

learners prefer to use one-word verbs over PVs is likely to be biased. The current study 

focused primarily on one-word alternatives, but it should be aware that there are other 

techniques to replace PVs, such as multi-word combinations (cf. Cornell, 1985). 

 

9.4 Perspectives for further studies 

Despite these limitations, the study sheds some light on the lexico-grammatical patterns 

associated with specific PVs. The findings in the current study show that it is possible 

to extend the investigation into patterning from the level of individual words to the level 

of semi-fixed phrases, such as PVs. English PVs are highly polysemous, but the current 

study has shown that the patterns in the co-text help to differentiate and understand the 

multiple meanings of polysemous PVs. Further studies could follow this approach and 

investigate the collocation and grammatical patterns associated with more frequent PVs. 

PVs usually have idiomatic meanings which cannot be predicted by the meanings of 

the components. However, this study has shown that the meaning of PVs has semantic 
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association with the frequent collocates in the co-text. For instance, corpus evidence 

shows that LOOK up1 frequently co-occurs with sky and stars, whereas LOOK up4 

frequently co-occurs with word and dictionary. Knowing the frequent collocates helps 

to understand the distinctive meanings of PVs. Moreover, this study also shows the 

challenge of replacing PVs with one-word verbs. Although the meaning of the one-

word verb is semantically equivalent with the PV, they are often used in different 

grammatical patterns (e.g. LOOK for and search). Corpus evidence suggests that using 

one-word verbs to replace PVs cannot be a ‘play-if-safe’ strategy if learners ignore the 

distinctive grammatical usages between PVs and one-word verbs. Future research could 

also focus on the grammatical patterns associated with PVs and their corresponding 

one-word verbs, providing more empirical evidence that PVs cannot be directly 

substituted by one-word equivalents.  

 

Understanding PVs from the perspective of phraseology would also contribute to the 

learning of PVs. Traditionally, Chinese learners regard PVs as fixed phrases, 

memorizing the idiomatic meanings of PVs mechanically (Wei, 2021). It is argued in 

the current study that learning PVs through collocation and grammatical patterns would 

be beneficial to Chinese EFL learners, enhancing their phraseological knowledge of 

PVs. Due to the lack of PVs in their L1, learners struggle with using PVs naturally and 

fluently. If the phraseological patterns associated with frequent PVs are made available 

to them, they would be motivated to use PVs more naturally and proficiently. The 

phraseological knowledge of PVs also develops learners’ mental lexicon of PVs. Future 

studies could go further and explore the way of learning and teaching PVs through 

collocation and grammatical patterns. Alternatively, researchers could also make a 

contrastive analysis and examine whether learning PVs via a lexico-grammatical 
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approach is more effective than the traditional approach.   

 

The current study compares the different use of frequent PVs in the L1 users’ writing 

and Chinese EFL learners’ writing. The results have shown that Chinese EFL learners 

have difficulties using PVs proficiently in written texts due to the lack of phraseological 

knowledge of PVs. In addition to this, it is also valuable to know whether learners’ use 

of PVs is influenced by other factors. For example, researchers could explore whether 

advanced learners have more phraseological knowledge of PVs than intermediate 

learners. It would be also interesting to know whether the writing task could be a factor 

that influences learners’ use of PVs. Furthermore, this study focuses on the use of PVs 

in non-academic written texts. Considering this limitation of the current study, future 

studies may address this constraint by including learners’ spoken corpora and 

incorporating spoken language analysis. In addition, it remains to be unknown whether 

Chinese learners are able to use PVs in academic writing and whether they have 

difficulties using PVs in academic context.   

 

Finally, as shown in the current study, corpus data provides important information about 

how L1 users use specific PVs, which can be used to develop teaching materials. For 

example, when designing the teaching materials of three-word PVs, teachers and 

practitioners could incorporate with the frequency data, giving priority to get on with 

rather than get along with because the former is more frequent in the reference corpus. 

Course book designers can make full use of corpus evidence and design the materials 

based on the authentic data. As shown in the current study, concordance lines are very 

useful resources to observe the phraseological patterns associated with PVs and other 

lexical items. Teachers could use concordance lines in classroom activities, guiding 
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students to independently identify the phraseological patterns associated with PVs from 

the authentic data. In order to enhance the effectiveness of learning PVs, further studies 

could explore how to integrate corpus data with teaching materials. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Gardner and Davis’s list of top 100 frequent PVs in the BNC corpus 

1. out (19): break out, bring out, carry out, come out, find out, get out, give out, 

go out, hold out, look out, make out, move out, pick out, point out, put out, set 

out, take out, turn out, work out 

 

2. up (15): break up, bring up, come up, get up, give up, go up, hold up, look up, 

make up, move up, pick up, put up, set up, sit up, take up, turn up 

 

3. back (12): bring back, come back, get back, give back, go back, hold back, look 

back, move back, put back, sit back, take back, turn back 

 

4. down (10): break down, bring down, come down, get down, go down, look 

down, put down, set down, sit down, take down 

 

5. in (8): bring in, come in, get in, give in, go in, move in, put in, take in 

 

6. off (8): break off, come off, get off, go off, put off, set off, take off, turn off 

 

7. on (8): carry on, come on, get on, go on, hold on, move on, put on, take on 

 

8. over (4): come over, go over, take over, turn over 

 

9. others (14): bring about, come about, set about, come along, go along, look 

around, turn around, come round, go round, look round, turn round, come 

through, get through, go through 
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Appendix 2: Top 20 frequent three-word PVs in the reference corpus and the 

learner corpus 

 

PVs 

Reference corpus Learner corpus 

Freq. Freq. per 

million 

Freq. Freq. per 

million 

1 LOOK forward to 138 32.29 295 102.34 

2 TURN out to 88 20.59 43 14.92 

3 MAKE up of 50 11.70 35 12.14 

4 GET out of 42 9.83 49 17.00 

5 DATE back to 34 7.96 16 5.55 

6 bound up with 27 6.32 5 1.73 

7 COME up with 26 6.08 87 30.68 

8 LIVE up to 24 5.62 20 6.94 

9 RUN out of 18 4.21 12 4.16 

10 KEEP up with 18 4.21 115 39.90 

11 CATCH up with 18 4.21 113 39.20 

12 STAND up to 18 4.21 2 0.69 

13 GO along with 17 3.98 10 3.47 

14 PUT up with 15 3.51 18 6.24 

15 GET on with 14 3.28 24 8.33 

16 MAKE up for 11 2.57 16 5.55 

17 GET away with 10 2.34 3 1.04 

18 END up with 10 2.34 5 1.73 

19 FACE up to 10 2.34 25 8.67 

20 LOOK down (up)on 10 2.34 49 17.00 

Total 598 139.93 942 326.81 
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Appendix 3: Topics of written texts in the WECCL (Wen, Liang, and Yan, 2008) 

A. Argumentative essays 

01. “Education is expensive, but the consequences of a failure to educate, especially in 

an increasingly globalized world, are even more expensive.” Write an essay of 

approximately 300 words on this issue to state your own opinion. 

02. Some people think that education is a life-long process, while others don’t agree. 

Write an essay to state your own opinion. 

03. Nowadays, people have paid more and more attention to degree certificates. For 

example, in many institutions, one’s promotion is primarily decided by whether one 

has obtained a graduate degree or not. A growing number of critics say that if this 

tendency goes to the extreme, young people may be misled. A degree certificate can 

reflect only one’s academic achievements but not all abilities essential for 

successful career. Write an essay of approximately 300 words on this issue to state 

your own opinion. 

04. An African proverb says “If you educate a boy, you educate an individual; if you 

educate a girl, you educate a family and a nation.” Do you agree with this proverb? 

Write an essay of approximately 300 words on this issue to state your own opinion. 

05. Computer games are very popular among children. However, some people think 

that computer games have produced more negative effects than positive ones on 

children’s physical, intellectual as well as psychological development. Therefore, 

they suggest that effective measures should be taken to prevent children from 

playing them. Write an essay to state your own opinion. 

06. Does modern technology make life more convenient, or was life better when 

technology was simpler? Write an essay to state your own opinion. 

07. Some people think that the animals should be treated as pets, while others think that 

animals are resources of food and clothing. What is your opinion? 

08. In the western world, if a family member has got a cancer, his/her family members 

must tell him/her about it frankly. If not, it would be regarded as being illegal. But 

in the Chinese culture, a common practice is not to tell the patient the truth. Some 

people think that this traditional practice must be changed along with the 

development of modernization. Write an essay of approximately 300 words on this 

issue to state your own opinion. 
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09. It is right that college graduates earn higher salaries than the less well-educated in 

the community. But they should also pay the full cost of their study. Do you agree 

or disagree? 

10. Some people think that famous people are treated unfairly by the media, and they 

should be given more privacy, while some others think that this is the price of their 

fame. Write an essay to state your own opinion. 

11. Many people say that we have developed into a “throw-away society”, because we 

are filling up our environment with so many plastic bags and rubbish that we cannot 

fully dispose of. To want extent do you agree with this opinion and what measures 

can you recommend to reduce this problem. 

12. Many people think that work nowadays is more stressful and less leisurely than in 

the past. What is your opinion? 

13. Nowadays men are becoming more and more greedy and selfish. We should return 

to older, traditional values and show respect for family and local community. To 

what extent do you agree or disagree? 

14. Nowadays, we are advised by environmentalists to use electronic cards instead of 

paper cards for holiday greetings. However, some people think that electronic cards 

do not have the same flavor of paper cards and do not display the same function, 

either. Write an essay to state your own opinion. 

15. Some people say the government shouldn’t put money on building theaters and 

sports stadiums; they should spend more money on medical care and education. Do 

you agree or disagree? State the reasons for your view. 

16. Nowadays senior high school students are totally tired of various kinds of 

examinations given by their teachers in preparing for the future college entrance 

examinations. It is generally agreed that this kind of examination system has 

destroyed students’ creative thinking abilities and hindered their all-round 

development. However, the views on how to remedy the situation are various. Some 

people suggest that this type of examination system should be abolished completely 

while others think the abolishment of the examination system will bring about more 

problems than solutions. For example, without a national entrance examination, we 

will have problems of privileges and discrimination. Write an essay of 

approximately 300 words on this issue to state your own opinion. 

17. Some people think the university education is to prepare students for employment. 
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Others think it has other functions. Discuss and say what other functions you think 

it should have. 

18. Some sport events such as the World Cup may help reduce the tension and bias 

between different countries and keep the peace of the world. What is your opinion? 

19. The brain drain is a serious problem in developing countries. Some people think the 

reason for losing the most precious resources is the governments’ poor policy. If the 

governments in the developing countries face up to the new reality, this problem 

can be alleviated. However, some people think that the brain drain is a universal 

phenomenon. No matter whatever measures the government takes, the problem of 

the brain drain cannot be solved. Write an essay of approximately 300 words on this 

issue to state your own opinion. 

20. Traffic and housing problems in major cities would be solved by moving big 

companies, factories and their employees to the countryside. Do you agree or 

disagree? 

21. Which skill of English is more important for Chinese learners? Some people think 

that we should give priority to reading in English, while others think speaking is 

more important. Write an essay to state your own opinion. 

22. Nowadays, electronic dictionaries (E-dictionaries) have been increasingly popular 

among students. However, teachers think that the overuse of E-dictionaries might 

have more disadvantages than advantages for English learning. For example, like 

the use of calculator affecting the skill of calculating, reliance on E-dictionaries may 

lead to the deteriorating of our spelling ability. Write an essay of approximately 300 

words on this issue to state your own opinion. 

23. Some people think children should learn to compete, but others think that children 

should be taught to cooperate. Express some reasons of both views and give your 

own opinion. 

24. Will modern technology, such as the internet ever replace the book or the written 

word as the main source of information? Write an essay to state your own opinion. 

25. Young people are important resources to their country. But governments may ignore 

some problems faced by young people in running the country. By your experience, 

what do the government need to do for supporting or helping young people? Show 

these problems and give your ideas or suggestions to solve this issue. 

26. Nowadays, more and more college students rent apartments and live outside campus. 
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Is it appropriate? State your opinion about this. 

 

B. Expository essay 

01. Writing Task (100 marks, 30 minutes) 

You are going to give a presentation about the development of KFC and 

McDonald’s over a ten-year period in China. Use the information in the following 

two graphs and write a report in English (150-180 words) for your presentation. 

Write your report on the separate answer sheet.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004

KFC 45 72 131 216 292 327 400 543 902 1000 1200

McDonald‘s 6 11 53 122 145 195 214 354 543 573 600
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Appendix 4: Instruction on two-word and three-word PVs in New Horizon College 

English Reading and Writing: Student Book (Zheng, 2015) 

• PUT off 

 

• PUT out 
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• CATCH up with  

 

• COME up with 

 

 


