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 With a special reference to the learning of English phrasal 

verbs (PVs), this qualitative study aims to explore how Korean 

EFL learners were differently influenced by two types of 

cognitive linguistics (CL)-based instructions (semantic-focused 

Lakoffian vs. visual-focused Rudzka-Ostyn). In particular, a 

think-aloud protocol for Korean EFL learners was 

implemented to examine how the two types of CL instructions 

influenced the learning processes of exposed PVs as well as 

the transferability to the learning of new (unknown) PVs. The 

findings showed that the two types of CL instructions were 

conducive to the facilitation of explicit awareness of metaphors 

associated with PVs during the learning processes of exposed 

and unexposed PVs. The visual-focused Rudzka’s instructions, 

however, led to more active engagements in the process of 

both identification and image formation than the semantic-

based Lakoffian instructions. 
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I. Introduction 
 

Phrasal verbs (PVs), an important element in achieving a reasonable level of 

language proficiency (Boers, 2000; Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1999; Requejo & 

Diaz, 2008), are still a challenge for learners of English as a foreign language (EFL) to 

comprehend and master largely because verb-particle constructions seem unsystematic 

and the meaning arbitrary (Side, 1990). 

Cognitive linguistic (CL) view of PVs, however, has claimed that these 

constructions are analyzable, their meanings are motivated (Boer, 2004; Lindner, 1981; 

Tyler & Evans, 2003), and that enhancing student awareness of CL motivations can assist 

in PV comprehension and retention (Berendi, Csábi & Kövecses, 2008; Boers, 2000; 

Condon, 2008; Dirven, 2001; Kövecses & Szabo, 1996; Kurtyka, 2001; Lindner, 1981; 

Stefanowitch & Gries, 2005; Yasuda, 2010).  

A number of previous studies on the PV acquisition of EFL learners have referred to 

Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980, hereafter Lakoffian) theory and Rudzka-Ostyn’s (2003) 

model. Lakoffian semantic instructions was canonically carried through Lakoff and 

Johnson’s (1980) metaphor awareness. In semantic instruction, the meaning of the target 

items such as PVs was taught through the metaphors that connect the conceptualizations 

of those items in context. Rudzka-Ostyn’s (2003) model, on the other hand, highlights 

visual information that underlies the concepts of target item.  

Despite the prevalent use of the two CL approaches, little has been known about the 

relative effectiveness of the two approaches, particularly regarding the difference in 

cognitive processes of the two approaches. The purpose of the present study is to 

compare two CL approaches (Lakoffian and Rudzka’s) to examine how Korean EFL 

learners apply these approaches to PV comprehension and whether this acquired 

knowledge can be transferred to new and unknown PVs. The research questions are as 

follows: 

-How does the explicit awareness of the two CL approaches enhance Korean EFL 

learners’ understanding of exposed PVs?  

-How does the explicit awareness of the CL approaches assist the learners in 

transferring the knowledge to unexposed (new and unknown) PVs? 
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II. Literature Review 
 

A. Explicit awareness for the comprehension of CL motivation 

 

Studies using Lakoffian (1980) theory have found that enhancing learner awareness 

of conceptual metaphors can help develop an understanding of PVs. The principle 

underlying Lakoffian theory provides that the orientational metaphors of the particles are 

related to the spatial orientations derived from physical human experiences (Lakoff & 

Johnson, 1980). For example, a PV such as cheer up can be interpreted using the 

metaphor that HAPPY IS UP. Previous studies have grouped PVs under their 

orientational metaphors targeting up and down (Kövecses & Szabo, 1996; Littlemore & 

Low, 2006), in and out (Kurtyka, 2001), and five particles such as up, down, into, out, 

and off (Yasuda, 2010). Kövecses and Szabo (1996) claimed that the cognitive semantic 

approach was transferable to a new set of items. However, Boers (2000) replicated this 

study, tested both parts of the PVs, and found no evidence of any transfer to new 

information. Consequently, Kövecses (2001) revisited Kövecses and Szabo (1996), and 

found that enhancing metaphorical awareness could aid in the understanding and 

retention of the linguistic motivations behind certain lexical items. Yasuda (2010) also 

found that enhancing explicit metaphorical awareness assisted Japanese EFL learners to 

infer the meaning of certain phrases. 

Explaining a particle’s semantic network has also been found to improve explicit 

awareness (Condon, 2008; Dirven, 2001) by visually providing extended use of the 

particle around a central aspect (Rudzka-Ostyn, 2003). Rudzka-Ostyn’s (2003) model 

classified each particle into separate but related meanings and used visual stimuli to 

illuminate the particle’s multiple extended senses alongside its central sense. For example, 

the meanings for the particle up had categories such as “a position at a high place” (e.g., 

sit up) or “moving to higher degree, value, or measure” (e.g., hurry up). Dirven (2001) 

examined the semantic networks for over, off, and across and concluded that the central 

sense of the particle needed to be taught first, after which the extended senses could be 

explicitly taught. Condon (2008) conducted a longitudinal study on the basis of the 

analyses by Rudzka-Ostyn (2003) and found that explicit instruction on the CL 

motivations behind PVs improved understanding and retention. 

However, although many studies have reported the effectiveness of the CL approach 

and its explicit instruction when compared with a control group provided only with the 

PV dictionary definitions, very little research has compared the various CL approaches 

(e.g., Talebinezhad & Farhadian, 2014) in terms of PV comprehension. In addition, as 
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most previous studies have focused solely on quantitative research, there have been few 

detailed examinations on how learners apply the CL approaches and transfer this acquired 

knowledge to new information. Specifically, there have been no PV acquisition studies by 

Korean EFL learners using CL approaches.   

 

 

III. Methodology 
 

A. Participants 

 

After performing a biodata questionnaire (Schmitt & Redwood, 2011) and 

Vocabulary Size Test (Nation & Beglar, 2007), four graduate EFL students were invited 

for the study. High level proficiency was targeted as learners needed to use their 

knowledge of the literal meaning of a word and the word’s mental imagery (Littlemore & 

Low, 2006). Also, the four participants were reported not to experience CL-based 

instructions. Participants were randomly divided into groups of two. Table 1 provides an 

overview of the participants’ background information. 

 

<Table 1> Overview of the participants 

Group Students Age Gender Major 
Overseas 

Experience 
VST* 

1 

(Lakoffian) 

Kim 26 F English Education 6 months 67 

Ahn 27 F English Literature 10 months 68 

2 

(Rudzka’s) 

Jung 26 F English 6 months 66 

Choi 27 F English Literature 8 months 68 

*Max = 70 

 

B. Instruments 

 

1. Target phrasal verbs 

 

On the basis of previous research (e.g., Sinclair, 1989), the two most frequent 

particles, up and out, and their opposites, down and in, were selected. In total, 50 PVs 

with high frequency were taken from Liu’s (2011) Most Frequent Phrasal Verbs. The 50 

PVs were then designed to assess the items that the participants found most difficult, 

which guided the selection of the target PVs for this study. The 50 PVs were given the 
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four participants in the format of a completion task (see Pretest and Posttest section for 

the example).  

From the pretest results, 20 target PVs were selected, which resulted in less than 

33% accuracy. The 20 items were keep up, look up, open up, put up, take up, bring down, 

close down, get down, put down, shut down, get out, put out, reach out, turn out, work out, 

bring in, come in, get in, put in, and take in.  

Metaphors for the four particles were given to Group 1 (Lakoffian): UP (MORE IS 

UP, GOOD or HAPPY IS UP, HIGH STATUS IS UP, MORE VISIBLE or 

ACCESSIBLE IS UP), DOWN (LESS IS DOWN, BAD IS DOWN, LOW STATUS IS 

DOWN), OUT (OUT IS DISTRIBUTION, OUT IS VISIBILITY, OUT IS 

COMPLETION, OUT IS EXTENSION), and IN (IN IS ARRIVAL, IN IS 

FAVOURABLE).  

The multiple categories for the particles were given to Group 2 (Rudzka’s): UP 

(position at a high place or moving up to a higher one; aiming at or reaching a goal, an 

end, a limit; higher up is more visible, accessible, known), DOWN (movement from a 

higher to a lower place; extreme limit down the scale; decrease in quality, value, strength, 

status, degree, size, quantity, activity), OUT (non-existence, ignorance, invisibility [also 

function as containers]; existence, known, visibility, possible; bodies and minds as 

containers; states and situations as containers), and IN (being inside or entering a 

container; psychological states, time, situations, circumstances as containers). 

 

2. Pre-tests and post-tests 

 

Both the pretest and the posttest were provided in the identical format of completion 

task as in Figure 1. As described above, the pretest was included 50 items. The immediate 

posttest was divided into two sections: one section for the particles up and down, the 

other for out and in. Each section consisted of 10 exposed and 10 unexposed PVs. 

 

 

Fill in the blanks with the words given below so that the sentence will make sense. 

 

 

 
1. Your question came _____ at the meeting. 

 

Figure 1. A sample of completion task 

up , down , in , out 
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3. Procedure 

 

This experiment consisted of two pre-meetings and two instructional sessions 

(Figure 2). In the first session each group was given 10 target PVs with the particles up 

/down, and a further 10 target PVs with the particles out / in were used in the subsequent 

session.  

 

<Table 2> Data collection procedure 

Pre-meeting 1 Pre-meeting 2 Session 1 Session 2 

  Group 1 Group 2 Group 1 Group 2 

▶Biodata 

Questionnaire 
▶Pretest ▶Instructions ▶Treatment (OUT, IN) 

▶VST  ▶Treatment (UP, DOWN) 
▶Immediate Posttest 

  (Think-aloud) 

  
▶Immediate Posttest  

  (Think-aloud) 
  

 

In Group 1, participants were provided with the target PVs under their respective 

metaphors. After each metaphor was taught, the accompanying sentences were given as 

think-aloud (TA) practices, as in Figure 2. TA practice, wherein the participants were 

asked to verbalize which metaphor was being used and the relation between the particle 

in the sentence and its metaphor. 

 

 

Figure 2. A sample of instructional materials in Lakoffian group (UP) 
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In Group 2, participants were given categories from the literal and extended senses 

with accompanying visuals, followed by the related sentences.  

 

 

Figure 3. A sample of instructional materials in Rudzka’s group (OUT) 

 

In the practice, participants were asked to verbalize the category of the particle and 

draw simple pictures in relation to the particle category (Figures 4). Note that Group 1 

(Lakoffian group) was not asked to draw picture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. An example of practice in Rudzka’s Group (UP) 
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After each session, an immediate posttest was administered. During the immediate 

posttest, the participants were asked to verbally report their thoughts. TA protocols can be 

the primary data source for detailed examinations of a learner’s conscious engagement in 

a process (Cohen, 1984; Ericsson & Simon, 1993; Leow & Morgan-Short, 2004). 

Participants were given clear instructions and examples as warm-up tasks, and then they 

were prompted to think aloud for the analysis. Unlimited time was given to complete the 

task. 

 

4. Data analysis 

 

Several psychological processes that underlie metaphorical thinking, all of which 

could assist learners to comprehend metaphors (Littlemore & Low, 2006), were referred 

to when interpreting the TA data in this study: noticing, activation, associative fluency, 

analogical reasoning, and image formation. However, in this study, the participants were 

trained to consciously engage in this process. According to Littlemore and Low (2006), 

the activation of the knowledge of related concepts to the target and making associations 

can be involved in the process of analogical reasoning. Therefore, noticing, activation, 

and associative fluency were not examined in this study. An additional process called 

“using contextual clues”, was also referred to in this study. This process was considered 

as an additional factor in Littlemore’s study (2008), but in this study, it was considered as 

a learner trial for inference process. The TA data was coded into four categories: 

identifying analogies, image formation, analogical reasoning failure, and using 

contextual clues.  

 

(a) Identifying analogies: a participant identifies and uses the target domain to 

identify the features associated with the source domain (e.g., “A book is published, and 

the publication can be a formal presentation, which is like being visible and being 

available for people to buy it.”)  

(b) Image formation: a participant creates images that can interact between the target 

and source domains (e.g., “A container can be a small hall and a box can be a big clock 

in this sentence. The clock is big and seems to occupy most of the container.”) 

(c) Analogical reasoning failed: even though the participant completes the gap with 

the right particle, the participant’s answer from the TA was allocated no score if it was 

deemed to be an incorrect interpretation (e.g., “Nothing can be increased  or expanded 

when considering the ‘more’ concept in the sentence.”) 

(d) Using contextual clues (e.g., “This sentence means that big clock fills too much 

space in the hall, so the particle should have a meaning of ‘too much’?”) 
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In this study the terms, target and source domains, were not mentioned to Korean 

participants. Therefore, the success criterion for the identified analogies was whether the 

Korean participants were able to detect the similarities between the particle concepts in 

the relevant sentences and the acquired metaphors or multiple extended senses.  

 

 

IV. Results 
 

A. Learner processes with explicit awareness to understand 

exposed PVs 

 

The explicit awareness of the CL approach in each group enhanced the participants’ 

comprehension of exposed PVs by consciously engaging with the treated CL approach. 

Group 1 (Lakoffian) drew analogies and then made connections with the appropriate 

metaphors, and Group 2 (Rudzka’s) attempted to identify similarities by recalling visual 

information:  

 

Sentence: The big clock will have to go, it takes _____ too much space in 

the small hall. 

 

“It seems that the size of clock and the space in the hall correlate. That clock is 

big, so that much smaller space would be left. Underlying the orientational 

metaphor of the particle in this PV can be MORE IS UP in regard to space” 

(Ahn, Lakoffian). 

 

Sentence: The Watergate scandal caused a political crisis and finally 

brought _____ President Nixon. 

 

“The Watergate scandal was a big political crisis. So, President Nixon, his 

position, or his status can be a box and the box is here, on the top. After the 

scandal, the box went down” (Jung, Rudzka’s). 

 

However, learners employing the Lakoffian approach (Group 1) failed more often 

when identifying the analogies: 
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Sentence: After grandmother’s death, the furniture was put _____ for sale. 

 

“After she died, we decided to sell her furniture ... so, the furniture was out 

from the house … I think … particle OUT can be appropriate” (Kim, 

Lakoffian). 

 

In the example above Kim was likely to have difficulty making the connection with 

the metaphor. Kim appeared to rely too heavily on the contextual clues and connected the 

information that the furniture was to be physically moved out from the place to be sold.  

Group 2 (Rudzka’s) also seemed to be struggling to choose the appropriate particle. 

However, they appeared to try to taking the correct path to identify and make connections 

with the particle concept, using visual information. 

 

Sentence: After grandmother’s death, the furniture was put _____ for sale. 

 

“Grandmother died and her furniture was then available to buy for people. So, 

the box in this sentence is her furniture, and the box came out from the bottom 

here? Her furniture was finally visible or accessible for people? I think the 

particle OUT seems to be appropriate?” (Jung, Rudzka’s).  

 

“It seems to me that furniture is a box and grandmother’s house is a container. 

if furniture was out of the house, the particle in this sentence could be OUT … I 

am not quite sure if it’s OUT or UP. After she died, her family was trying to sell 

her furniture … However, if the furniture was out from the bottom, under the 

line, the particle could be UP” (Choi, Rudzka’s). 

 

In the examples above, Jung and Choi attempted to use both visual information and 

contextual clues to identify the analogies when they were struggling to choose the 

appropriate particle from OUT and UP.  

    Table 3 below shows the number of processes used by the Korean participants in 

both groups to understand exposed PVs in the immediate posttest. 
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<Table 3> Learner processes used to understand exposed PVs 

 GROUP 1 GROUP 2 

 Kim Ahn Jung Choi 

 UP/ 

DOW

N 

OUT/ 

IN 

UP/ 

DOWN 

OUT/ 

IN 

UP/ 

DOWN 

OUT/ 

IN 

UP/ 

DOWN 

OUT/ 

IN 

(a) Identifying 

analogies 
6 5 5 4 9 7 8 7 

(b) Image 

formation 
3 1 2 2 7 5 6 3 

(c) Identifying 

analogies 

failed 

4 5 5 6 1 3 2 3 

(d) Using 

contextual 

clues 

6 8 7 5 7 6 5 7 

 

The findings from the TA data indicated that the Korean participants identified the 

analogies by using metaphors (Group 1), by recalling the related visual information 

(Group 2), and by using contextual clues (both groups) when they completed the items 

for exposed PVs.  

As shown in Table 3 above, while the participants in Group 1 (Lakoffian) appeared 

to have greater difficulty in drawing analogies by connecting with the appropriate 

metaphors, the participants in Group 2 (Rudzka’s) found it easier to evoke the visual 

images because they have been provided with a CL approach, that included both verbal 

explanations and visual support. As for Group 1, however, whether the participants used 

their own mental images (in the image formation process) was difficult to confirm. 

Unless the responses were reported verbally or probed via interviews, the result of the 

image formation process for Group 1 were not meaningful. 

 

B. Learner processes with explicit awareness when transferring 

knowledge to unexposed PVs 

 

Explicit awareness of the CL approaches did not seem to assist either group when 

faced with new PVs as both groups were found to rely heavily on contextual clues.  

 

Sentence: He managed to throw ___ a few comments here and there. 

 

“This seems that he wrote down comments here and there. His comments 

became visible? The comments now exist?” (Ahn, Lakoffian). 
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In the example above, Ahn was saying that writing is like producing, when 

considering the related metaphor OUT IS VISIBLE.  

 

Sentence: Even with a few jokes worked ___, the speech was still dull. 

 

“Even though a speaker used jokes, his speech was still boring. So, the jokes 

came out from him? Here the container can be the speaker and box can be the 

jokes?” (Choi, Rudzka’s). 

 

In the example above, even though Choi successfully understood the context, she 

had incorrect interactive images. 

    Table 4 below shows the number of the processes used by the Korean participants in 

both groups to understand unexposed PVs in the immediate posttest. Both groups were 

found to have similar performances when transferring their acquired knowledge to 

unexposed PVs in the immediate posttest. As shown in Table 4, even though both groups 

attempted to use contextual clues to draw analogies, they often identified them incorrectly. 

When comparing Tables 3 and 4, it is evident that both groups had more difficulty in 

understanding new PVs than exposed PVs. Boers (2000) claimed that there was no 

evidence for the possibility of transferring knowledge to new scenarios, which was 

confirmed in this study. 

 

<Table 4> Learner processes used to understand unexposed PVs 

 GROUP 1 GROUP 2 

 Kim Ahn Jung Choi 

 UP/ 

DOWN 

OUT 

/IN 

UP/ 

DOWN 

OUT 

/IN 

UP/ 

DOWN 

OUT 

/IN 

UP/ 

DOWN 

OUT 

/IN 

(a) Identifying 

analogies 
3 5 4 3 5 3 6 4 

(b) Image 

formation 
1 2 1 1 3 2 4 3 

(c) Identifying 

analogies 

failed 

7 5 6 7 5 7 4 6 

(d) Using 

contextual 

clues 

8 10 9 9 8 8 7 9 
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V. Conclusion 
 

CL-based instructions that have focused on Korean EFL learners’ ability to analyze 

language may be effective for second language PV pedagogy. This study found that 

Korean EFL learners who employed the Lakoffian approach had more difficulty in 

identifying analogies to understand exposed PVs and that neither group was able to 

transfer their acquired knowledge to new PVs effectively. CL-based instructions were 

found to assist the Korean participants in understanding the PV constructions, particularly 

for more familiar or apparent concepts. However, when the concepts were abstract, they 

had significantly greater difficulties in understanding PVs. 

This study has a number of implications for CL-based instruction of PVs, in terms of 

content and method of instruction. This study suggests that prior to analyzing verb-

particle constructions and understanding CL motivation, the meaning and usage of a PV 

should be introduced and practiced because they could be easier to comprehend. First, 

teachers could give the meanings of PVs and usage examples to allow learners to 

familiarize with the concepts of the PVs. Teachers could then amplify the verb-particle 

constructions of the known PVs with CL motivation. 

A more comprehensive list that separates those PVs that cannot be explained using 

CL motivation should also be developed. EFL learners need to understand that not all 

PVs can be explained from CL motivation. Researchers or teachers could make a list of 

appropriate PVs that lend themselves to learners focus on the comprehension of CL 

motivation. Furthermore, a follow-up discussion on what concepts are shared between 

particles could deepen learners’ understanding of PV constructions. EFL learners may 

have difficulty in distinguishing shared concepts between particles, such as up and out 

(e.g., MORE VISIBLE or ACCESSIBLE IS UP, OUT IS VISIBILITY). 

Based on the limitations of the present study, further studies are proposed. This study 

was essentially qualitative, but short-term treatments of this study can be one of the major 

limitations. Also, a method of data analysis to investigate how learners apply a CL 

approach needs to be developed. Psychological processes used in this study to code TA 

data may be too subjective. A longitudinal study on examining accurately and in detail 

EFL learner processes that apply a CL approach to comprehending PVs could prove 

interesting. Other options could include stimulated recall interviews or double coding 

with peer researchers. 

Researchers may need to pay more attention to other lexical items (e.g., verbs in PVs, 

proposed by Mahpeykar & Tyler, 2015) that could provide learners with additional clues; 

that is, the semantic analysis of the particles might not be the only way to analyze the 

complex and varied senses of PVs systematically. Accordingly, learners’ cognitive styles, 

such as holistic or analytic, could be variables (Littlemore & Boers, 2000). Appropriate 
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CL approaches to learning and teaching PVs may be determined by learners’ cognitive 

styles. 

This study achieved its aim by illuminating the CL approaches that Korean learners 

use and by highlighting some of the difficulties they encounter when applying the 

approaches. This will guide researchers and teachers toward a better understanding of the 

nature of EFL learners’ performance into CL-based instructions for PVs. 
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