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Abstract

Recent studies in different parts of the world have highlighted that phrasal verbs constitute a learning difficulty for
English language learners despite their confirmed significance and high productivity in English. Proposed explanations
include cross-linguistic differences, the complex nature of phrasal verbs, low language proficiency and psychological
factors. The present study examines this difficulty among an Arabic-speaking population of Egyptian undergraduates in
a foreign language context. To this end, a total of 407 Egyptian undergraduates in a private English-medium university
completed a paraphrase task, two gap-filling tasks and a survey. The results confirm the difficulty highlighted in earlier
studies, particularly at the production level. The results also show that the under-representation of phrasal verbs in the
participants’ production can be interpreted in terms of cross-linguistic differences, passive learning for comprehension
and limited language exposure. The study thus supports a multi-faceted model for the explanation of the limited use of
phrasal verbs by English language learners, and calls for a revision of the English language teaching programs in Egypt.
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1. Introduction

Vocabulary studies have recently witnessed an increasing interest in the area of phraseology and multiple-word units
(e.g., phrasal verbs, collocations and idioms). This interest emerged as a result of recurrent evidence that different types
of word combinations, also known as lexical phrases, chunks and prefabs among others, occupy a large part of the
native speaker’s discourse. For instance, Erman and Warren (2000) estimate the percentage of prefabs in English
spoken discourse at 58.6% and in English written discourse at 52.3%. This is in line with Willis’s (2003) observation
that “much of the language we produce is made up not of individual words, but of strings of words which we carry
around with us as fixed phrases,” (p.43). It has also become evident that principles of chunking and memorization of
lexical units influence our mental lexicons during language acquisition. Besides, mastery of chunks or prefabs enhances
communicative competence as the retrieval of ready-made elements during language processing saves planning time
and facilities/ speeds up language comprehension and production.

The present study deals with phrasal verbs, an important aspect of English phraseology. Also referred to as “compound
verbs,” “poly-word verbs,” “separable verbs,” and “merged verbs,” it has been difficult to reach a unified definition of
phrasal verbs. For the purpose of the current research, phrasal verbs refer to “a structure that consists of a verb proper
and a morphologically invariable particle that function as a single unit lexically and syntactically,” (Liao & Fukuya,
2004, p. 73). Phrasal verbs are of prime importance to English language learners as they are highly represented in the
English language and are known as a peculiar characteristic of Germanic languages. Recent corpus analysis studies
have also enhanced this significance when they ruled out the misconception that phrasal verbs are a sole feature of
English conversation or informal discourse. Biber et al (1999), for instance, found the highest percentage of phrasal
verbs in conversations and fiction, followed by news journalism and then academic writing. The latter genre, however,
included almost half the number of phrasal verbs in conversations and fiction, which entails the appropriate use of
phrasal verbs in formal occasions.
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Despite their prime importance and high productivity in English, phrasal verbs have been a common source of difficulty
for English language learners around the world. A survey of relevant studies is included in the literature review section,
but for now reference can be made to difficulty in Iran (e.g., Barekat & Baniasady, 2014), Oman (e.g., Abdul Rahman
and Abid, 2014), Malaysia (e.g., Kamarudin, 2013; Zarifi & Mukundan, 2014), Thailand (e.g., Saiya, 2011), China
(e.g., Liao and Fukuya, 2004), Korea (e.g., You, 1999), Israel (e.g., Dagut and Laufer, 1985), among others. Various
causes have been proposed to explain this difficulty including the peculiarity of phrasal verbs to a certain language
family, the idiomaticity of some phrasal verbs, the special status and movement of the particles and the polysemous
nature of a great deal of these verbs.
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2. Statement of Research Problem

The present study reflects an awareness of the importance of phrasal verbs and the difficulty English language learners
face in their acquisition. The study aims to investigate the use of phrasal verbs among Egyptian undergraduates who
study English in a foreign language context in order to assess their knowledge of this significant linguistic pattern,
investigate if they tend to avoid using the pattern in their production and study the learners’ perceptions for the minimal
use of phrasal verbs in their speaking/ writing. This study is the first study to examine the Egyptian learners’ use of
phrasal verbs to the best of the author’s knowledge. Few earlier studies have, however, investigated the use of phrasal
verbs among other Arabic-speaking learners (e.g., Omani learners in Abdul Rahman and Abid, 2014). The present study
will thus shed the light on the use of phrasal verbs among a new population.

It is worth noting that the motivation to conduct the study is double-fold. First, the researcher has herself noted the
relatively poor command of Egyptian learners of phrasal verbs in her long years of teaching English in Egypt. This
observation has triggered interest to examine the phenomenon empirically with the aim of providing a realistic
assessment of the situation, contribute to raising awareness of the problem and probably present pertinent solutions.
Second, investigating the literature, it has been noted that studies on the difficulty of learning phrasal verbs have been
on the rise in different parts of the world. Various explanations have also been proposed to account for the learning
difficulty including first language- second language (L1-L2) structural differences, the semantic complexity of phrasal
verbs, the learning environment, etc. The researcher thus aims to contribute to research on this phenomenon, whether
with reference to the learners’ knowledge of phrasal verbs, their employment of the avoidance strategy and potential
causes for the poor use of phrasal verbs in English learners’ production. The study also examines the influence of
increased language exposure on the use of phrasal verbs.

3. Significance of the Study

The significance of the present study stems from the contributions the results will make on theoretical and practical
grounds. Theoretically, the study will help understand the learning of phrasal verbs by foreign language learners. This
includes the nature of their receptive/productive knowledge in addition to their employment of the avoidance strategy.
The study will also explore the effect of increased language exposure on the use of phrasal verbs and examine the
learners’ perceptions regarding the under-representation of phrasal verbs in the production of foreign language learners.
These findings will further validate earlier studies and contribute to the discussion regarding the nature of the so-called
avoidance phenomenon. On practical grounds, the findings of the present study will prove useful for varied language-
education stakeholders particularly in the Egyptian context, including language instructors, course designers and
textbook writers. It must be beneficial to learn about the learners’ ability to understand and use phrasal verbs in order to
enhance the language learning programs.

4. Theoretical Background

Examining the literature, different classifications of phrasal verbs can be found. For example, Dagut and Laufer (1985)
classified phrasal verbs into three categories; (1) literal phrasal verbs (e.g., go out) whose meaning can be directly
induced from their components, (2) figurative phrasal verbs (e.g., turn up) which have undergone a metaphorical shift of
meaning and (3) completive phrasal verbs (e.g., burn down) in which the particle is linked to the result of the action
involved. In the same vein, Laufer and Eliasson (1993) presented three types of phrasal verbs; (1) semantically
transparent (that is, the meaning of the phrasal verb can be deduced from its components), (2) semitransparent (i.e., the
meaning of the phrasal verbs may not be clear in isolation, but is disambiguated in context) and (3) semantically opaque
(whose meaning cannot be induced from its components and must be processed as an idiom). It was found that
semantically opaque or idiomatic phrasal verbs are generally the most difficult for language learners, and hence, are the
most recurrent type for avoidance (e.g., Kamarudin, 2013; Sara & Mohammadreza, 2013; You, 1999). The present
study, thus, focuses on the use of non-literal (=idiomatic) phrasal verbs, which constitute major difficulty for English
language learners.

In vocabulary studies, it is important to consider two aspects of lexical knowledge; i.e., receptive and productive. While
the receptive knowledge entails the user’s understanding of the given item during reading or listening, the productive
knowledge refers to the user’s ability to produce the given item in speaking or writing. Hence, the user’s receptive
knowledge of lexical items does not guarantee his/her ability to use them in language production. A language learner
may understand vocabulary items, but fail to use them in speaking or writing. It is well-known in vocabulary studies
that a language learner’s receptive knowledge is much larger than his/her productive knowledge, and that both aspects
of knowledge are important for the proper assessment of the overall vocabulary knowledge (Schmitt, 2010). In the
present study, the learners’ knowledge of phrasal verbs is assessed both receptively and productively for two reasons.
The first reason is to provide a comprehensive picture of the Egyptian learners’ knowledge of phrasal verbs. The second
reason is to compare the learners’ performance on the productive task with their performance on the avoidance task.
This will help give a more accurate assessment of the avoidance phenomenon. A learner who solely possesses receptive
knowledge of phrasal verbs cannot be really described as avoiding their use. A distinction needs to be made between
those who possess the productive knowledge but still avoid using the verbs and those whose knowledge of the verbs is
only receptive.

Another important concept that requires careful examination is ‘avoidance’. The phenomenon of avoidance in second
language learning is observed “when specific language structures are under-represented in the learner’s production
(written or spoken) in comparison with native-speaker production” (Ellis, 1986, p. 293). Schachter (1974) first
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highlighted this phenomenon in her study of the use of relative clauses by Chinese, Japanese, Persian and Arab learners
of English. She pointed out that the predictions of Contrastive Analysis that Chinese and Japanese learners face more
difficulty using relative clauses due to the lack of the target structure in their native languages were confirmed. The
confirmation was, however, reflected in the small number of relative clauses in the Chinese and Japanese learners’
production, not in the number of erroneous clauses. This discovery drew attention to the importance of carefully
observing the learners’ avoidance behavior in addition to analyzing their errors in order to provide a more
comprehensive picture of language learning.

Since Schachter’s seminal work, various causes have been proposed to explain the avoidance strategy in the case of
phrasal verbs. One of the earliest proposed causes was interference from the mother tongue (e.g., Dagut and Laufer,
1985). Since phrasal verbs represent a unique lexicosyntactic form in Germanic languages, it was proposed that the
learners whose mother tongue is non-Germanic (Hebrew-speaking in the case of Dagut and Laufer 1985) will avoid the
use of phrasal verbs due to the L1-L2 structural differences. Other studies, however, disregarded this language-specific
explanation and resorted to a more universal perspective. For instance, Hulstijn and Maurchena (1989) explained their
participants’ avoidance of phrasal verbs in terms of universal properties of avoided structures; i.e. semantic difficulty of
L2 forms in question. The Dutch learners in their study, for example, avoided the use of figurative phrasal verbs in
English when these verbs had literal counterparts in Dutch. Hence, it seems that the tricky nature of multi-word verbs
may lead to their avoidance. Following these two significant studies, a number of investigations were carried out in
different parts of the world supporting either/both cause(s) and adding other possible explanations, including the
negative effect of formal instruction (e.g., Mattar, 2001), the learner’s language proficiency level (e.g., Liao & Fukuya,
2004), the amount/ nature of language exposure (e.g., Imrose, 2008), the intuitive rather than empirical development of
ELT textbooks (e.g., Zarifi & Mukundan, 2014) and psychological factors (e.g., Kleinman, 1977). The following
section includes a brief survey of relevant studies in the literature.

5. Literature Review

Studies on the avoidance strategy in second language learning investigated the use of various linguistic patterns.
Examples from the field of English language learning include the Korean learners’ use of relative clauses (Bjers &
Massicotte, 2015), the Thai learners’ production of participial reduced relative clauses (Thiamtawan & Pongpairoj,
2013), the Persian learners’ syntax in written production (Moghimizadeh, 2008), the Arab learners’ use of subordinating
conjunctions and adverbs (Mattar, 2003), and the Hebrew-speaking learners’ use of idioms (Laufer, 2000). The
literature review section of the present study, however, presents a summary of relevant studies on the avoidance of
phrasal verbs, which constitutes the target area of investigation.

Two interesting studies attempted to compare the use of phrasal verbs by learners of English whose native language is
Germanic versus those whose mother tongue is non-Germanic. This difference is significant since Germanic languages
would share the presence of phrasal verbs with the English language, which should facilitate the learning of English
phrasal verbs from a contrastive analysis perspective. The two studies, however, rendered opposing results.
Administering a multiple choice task to native Finnish and Swedish-speaking students in Finland, Sjoholm (1995)
showed that both Swedes and Fins tend to underuse phrasal verbs, but Fins showed a significantly stronger avoidance
tendency. This result is in line with Contrastive Analysis since Swedish is a Germanic language. The study also showed
evidence of interlanguage development in the use of phrasal verbs among the Swedes and an influence of the semantic
properties of verbs on their acquisition. Kharitonova (2013), however, failed to support the crosslinguistic perspective.
In two multiple choice tests, no significant difference was noted in the performance of Norwegian and Russian learners
of English despite the fact that Norwegian is a Germanic language while Russian is Slavic. The study highlighted a
negative transfer from Norwegian into English as the Norwegian participants tended to use Norwegian-like phrasal
verbs with the wrong meaning in English.

Recently, a number of studies have reported relevant findings on the use of phrasal verbs by Asian learners of English.
A case in point is You (1999) who examined the avoidance behavior of phrasal verbs by Korean learners. The study
addressed two research questions; (1) To what extent do Korean learners of English avoid using phrasal verbs? and (2)
If they tend to avoid using phrasal verbs, how can this be explained? The study participants, a total of 217, were divided
into four groups including one group for native speakers of English. The other three groups represented Korean learners
of English with different backgrounds; those residing in the United States for varied periods versus others residing in
Korea, those majoring in English in Korea versus others educated in Korea but enrolled in non-English majors, and
adults versus younger children. The participants completed three tests mainly adapted from Dagut and Laufer (1985)
and Hultijn and Marchena (1989). The three tests, a verb elicitation, a verb translation and a multiple choice test,
assessed the participants’ use of phrasal verbs with varying degrees of transparency (i.e., literal, completive and
figurative). The results revealed the Korean learners’ tendency to avoid using phrasal verbs, particularly the completive
and figurative ones which have no parallel structure in Korean. The results also highlighted the role played by other
important factors, including the semantic difficulty of phrasal verbs, the learning environment, the educational
methodology in Korea and the major field of study. Hence, You (1999) concluded that avoidance, a complex
phenomenon, should be explained in terms of both language dependent (e.g., cross-linguistic differences) and language
independent (e.g., rule simplification strategy) factors.

Lia and Fukuya (2004) examined the avoidance of phrasal verbs by Chinese learners of English. Employing 85
undergraduate and graduate participants, including native speakers of American English, advanced Chinese learners of
English and intermediate Chinese learners of English, the researchers studied the influence of four independent
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variables on the avoidance of phrasal verbs; (1) L1 — L2 structural differences, (2) the semantic complexity of phrasal
verbs, (3) the proficiency level of learners and (4) the test effect. The phrasal verbs used for the study purpose were
identified at a first stage in which the native speakers completed a multiple choice test of short dialogues. The native
speakers’ preferences for phrasal verbs over synonymous one-word verbs constituted the basis for assessing the Chinese
learners’ answers in the multiple choice, recall and translation tests conducted in the second stage. Results of the study
highlighted the employment of the avoidance strategy by the intermediate, but not advanced, learners. This was
interpreted in terms of significant influence for language proficiency on the avoidance behavior of learners. The
unavailability of a parallel structure in Chinese may have led Chinese learners to avoid the use of phrasal verbs.
However, increased language proficiency seemed to have neutralized the effect. The study also undermined the role of
semantic complexity on the avoidance behavior since the Chinese participants used figurative verbs significantly less
than literal verbs only in the translation test. It seems that the Chinese learners’ avoidance of figurative phrasal verbs is
aggravated by the nature of the translation test which prompts answers using translation equivalents similar to one-word
verbs in English.

Saiya (2011) examined the Thai secondary school students’ avoidance of phrasal verbs. The participants of the study,
consisting of 40 secondary school students who are native speakers of Thai, completed a multiple choice test based on
Liao & Fukuya (2004) to assess the students’ avoidance of phrasal verbs. The participants, who were classified into
high-proficient and low-proficient learners, had studied English at school for more than 10 years, but had limited
exposure to English outside the classroom. The results showed that Thai learners of English generally tend to avoid the
use of phrasal verbs in favor of single word equivalents, a finding in line with the L1-L2 structural difference between
Thai and English. However, the effect was much more obvious among figurative rather than literal phrasal verbs, which
supported the influence of semantic complexity on the avoidance behavior. In contrast to Liao & Fukuya (2004), no
influence was noted for language proficiency on the use of phrasal verbs. Interestingly, Imrose (2008) had also failed to
find any influence for language proficiency on the use of phrasal verbs among Thai Master’s students at a Teaching
English as a Foreign Language Program (TEFL). Contrary to Saiya (2011)’s findings, however, the majority of the 39
TEFL MA participants did not avoid the use of phrasal verbs in the multiple choice test. The results of the two studies
can be conciliated in terms of the amount of exposure to the L2 environment. Whereas Saiya (2011)’s participants had
limited exposure to English outside the classroom, Imrose’s participants who used the phrasal verbs appropriately had
considerable exposure to L2 environment as they were speaking English at the workplace.

Kamarudin (2013) examined the use of phrasal verbs by Malaysian learners of English. The study included four types
of analysis; (1) a comprehension, multiple choice test of phrasal verbs completed by 480 secondary school students, (2)
a questionnaire assessing the common practices of vocabulary teaching in Malaysia and the content of textbooks that
was completed by 47 English language teachers, (3) corpus analysis of 24 phrasal verbs in the corpus of English of
Malaysian Students (EMAS) and the Bank of English (BoE) Corpus, and (4) an examination of Malaysian school
textbooks and learners’ dictionaries. The results showed an average understanding of frequent phrasal verbs among
Malaysian students, with clear influence of language proficiency on the results. Increased language proficiency led to
better understanding and use of phrasal verbs. Other factors were also found relevant to varying degrees, including
gender, L1-L2 structural differences and the semantic complexity of phrasal verbs. In addition, the study revealed that
school textbooks and learners’ dictionaries provide insufficient and inappropriate information on phrasal verbs. In the
same vein, Zarifi and Mukundan (2014) commented on the grammatical treatment of phrasal verbs in Malaysian
secondary level textbooks as “[overlooking phrasal verbs] as a category of language phenomenon enjoying their own
grammatical behavior. There ... appeared to be no guiding principal underlying the selection, presentation and
sequencing of different patterns associated with them” (p. 649).

Barekat and Baniasady (2014) investigated the use of Persian undergraduate learners of phrasal verbs and the impact of
their use of phrasal verbs on their performance in writing. The study consisted of two parts. First, the 86 participants of
English major sat for multiple choice, recall and translation tests to assess their avoidance of phrasal verbs. The scores
showed consistent preference for the use of one-word verbs instead of phrasal verbs for the three tests. Second, the
participants wrote a composition entitled “If I had a million dollars” in 40 minutes. Examining the writing scores, it was
clear that the participants with higher avoidance of phrasal verbs in the three tests performed worse on the writing task
than the participants with lower avoidance rates. The study, thus, presented evidence that Persian learners of English
tend to avoid using phrasal verbs in their production and this negatively impacts their writing performance. The finding
that Persian learners avoid using phrasal verbs in their production was shown in other studies. For example, Sara and
Mohammadreza (2013) found evidence of this avoidance among Persian undergraduate and graduate students at both
the intermediate and advanced levels. They also showed that avoidance was more common among learners with lower
language proficiency and in the case of non-literal phrasal verbs.

In the Arab World, three relevant studies were conducted on the use of phrasal verbs by students majoring in English at
university level. The first is Ayadi’s (2010) which examined the problem of translating phrasal verbs among third-year
Algerian students using two recognition tasks (one paraphrase and the other translation). The second study is
AbdulRahman and Abid’s (2014) which investigated the use of phrasal verbs among first and fourth-year Omani
students using two recognition tasks and one free-writing task. It is worth noting that one of the recognition tasks used
on AbdulRahman and Abid (2014) is described in the study as a production task, but the researcher disagrees with this
classification. The task requires the participants to fill gaps in sentences using phrasal verbs already provided for the
learners in a list. This, thus, seems more of a recognition task than a real production task. The third study was also
conducted in Oman by Mahmoud (2015) who examined the use of second year Omani students of phrasal verbs in their
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free writing. The three studies noted the difficulty Arab learners face with phrasal verbs to varying degrees. The
applicability of the concept of “avoidance” on the situation in the Arab World was, however, questioned since the
participants’ poor performance seemed to be better interpreted in terms of ignorance of the structure, passive learning
for comprehension and insufficient exposure. This interpretation was, however, inconclusive since the studies relied
either on recognition tasks or free writing without a separate task to assess the learners’ productive knowledge. In
addition, the studies did not control for the participants’ possible ignorance of the phrasal verbs used in the tests.

The present study will examine the use of phrasal verbs among Egyptian learners of English as a foreign language
(EFL), a new Arabic-speaking population. The study aims to contribute to the abovementioned studies through
overcoming the deficiencies in their design. Relevant features of the research design of the present study are (1) the
selection of the target phrasal verbs in the study based on the participants’ subjective assessment of frequency, (2) the
inclusion of a controlled production task which will allow comparing the participants’ performance in receptive and
productive tasks, on the one hand, and in the production and avoidance tasks, on the other, (3) allowing the participants
to complete the avoidance task with phrases in addition to phrasal verbs and single-word verbs, which parallels natural
language production, (4) the elicitation of the participants’ perspective on their use of phrasal verbs, (5) the
implementation of the study among non-English majors and (6) the focus on non-literal verbs. Further details of the
research design are provided in the methodology section.

6. Research Questions

The present study addresses the following four research questions:

1. To what extent do the Egyptian undergraduate EFL learners accurately use phrasal verbs?

2. To what extend do the Egyptian undergraduate EFL learners avoid producing phrasal verbs?

3. What is the effect of the Egyptian undergraduate EFL learners’ increased language exposure on their use of phrasal
verbs?

4. What are the Egyptian undergraduate EFL learners’ perceptions on the under-representation of phrasal verbs in
production?

7. Methodology
7.1 Participants

The participants of the present study constituted a total of 407 Egyptian undergraduate students enrolled in a private
Egyptian university where English is the medium of instruction. The participants, 333 male (82% of the sample) and 74
female (18% of the sample) students, were recruited from three colleges; the College of Engineering, the College of
Computer Sciences and the College of Business Administration. Hence, all participants are non-English majors. The
participants’ age range was between 18 and 28, with an average of 20.7. They had limited exposure to English outside
the classroom and had not lived in an English-speaking country for more than 6 months. It was also ensured that neither
of their parents is a native speaker of English.

Since the participants’ language exposure is an independent variable in the study, the participants were categorized
according to two relevant classifications. The first classification is pertinent to the academic year. It is assumed that
students enrolled in a higher academic year will represent a higher level of language exposure than their colleagues at
lower academic years due to the use of English in all content courses (i.e., Content-Based Instruction). Hence, the
participants were classified into two groups; (1) a group representing higher language exposure including students
enrolled in the 4" or 5" academic years and (2) a group representing lower language exposure recruited among the 1%
and 2™ year students. The higher exposure group in this regard consisted of 210 students whereas the lower exposure
group comprised a total of 197 students.

The second classification divided the participants based on their pre-university education; i.e., their school type. The
Egyptian educational system allows students to enroll in different types of schools; mainly public (=governmental) and
private (=language) schools. In public schools, students study all subjects in Arabic, their native language, while
English is studied only during the foreign language classes. In private schools, however, situations are different. Some
private schools follow the pattern of public schools but increase the contact hours for English per week whereas the
majority of private schools teach most or all subjects in English. This variation in the schooling system proved useful as
a second measure for language exposure. The graduates of public schools (a total of 115) represented lower language
exposure while the graduates of language schools (a total of 292) represented higher language exposure.

7.2 Procedure

Kleinmann (1977) argued “to be able to avoid some linguistic feature presupposes being able to choose not to avoid it;
i.e. to use it,” (p.97). In other words, it is important to ensure the learners’ knowledge of the target structure before
assessing his/her avoidance of its use. Learners cannot be described as “avoiding” a target structure of which they are
ignorant in the first place. Earlier studies on avoidance, however, neglected this important observation and failed to
ensure the participants’ knowledge of the phrasal verbs. For instance, Dagut and Laufer (1985) relied on their judgment
as language instructors to select the phrasal verbs used in their study. Saiya (2011) used the same phrasal verbs in Liao
and Fukuya (2004) which were mainly selected based on the native speakers’ judgment. On the other hand, Barekat and
Baniasady (2014) chose their phrasal verbs from a reference book including a 1,000 well-known phrasal verbs. Such
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studies were, thus, criticized for failing to ensure that the participants’ performance reflects the phenomenon of
avoidance since the results may simply reflect the learners’ ignorance of the phrasal verbs.

To avoid this deficiency, the present study assessed the Egyptian learners’ knowledge of the target phrasal verbs
through a pre-study survey. A list of 180 non-literal (=idiomatic) phrasal verbs was selected for an initial survey. The
verbs were judged by the researcher, who taught English in the Arab World for more than 20 years, as common among
the target sample. The list was divided into two surveys, each distributed among 30 first-year students. Every survey
thus targeted 90 phrasal verbs which were included in sentences and provided with Arabic translation equivalents. The
participants were asked to read through the sentences and the translation equivalents and rank the underlined phrasal
verbs on a 5-point Likard scale to assess how frequently the participants read or hear the given phrasal verbs. Analyzing
the answers of the 60 participants, the researcher selected 45 phrasal verbs to be used in the study. All the selected verbs
were ranked as very frequent or frequent by a minimum of 70% of the participants.

The second preparation stage for the study was the writing of the tasks. A 10-page assignment was prepared for the
study. The first page included instructions for the study tasks. It also ensured the participants that their answers will
remain confidential and that they will only be used for research purposes. In fact, the participants were not required to
supply their names on the assignments. The second page of the assignment required the participants to include
demographic information; mainly, their university major, age, gender, academic year of study, nationality and their pre-
university schooling. The participants were also required to indicate if they had lived in an English-speaking country for
more than 6 months and if either of their parents is a native speaker of English. Positive responses to these two
questions led to exclusion of the study sample.

Pages 3 — 7 on the assignment included three study tasks which were based on the 45 non-literal phrasal verbs selected
from the pre-study survey. The first task was a recognition task that aimed to assess the participants’ receptive
knowledge. In this task, the participants were provided with 15 sentences, each of which with an underlined phrasal
verb, and were requested to explain the meaning of the phrasal verbs in Arabic or English. For example, the learners
would read the sentence “I will run out of shampoo soon” and write the meaning of the underlined phrasal verb in the
language of their choice. Two remarks need to be made here. First, the researcher checked all sentences to ensure that
they cannot be used to disambiguate the meaning of the phrasal verbs. Second, the participants were given the freedom
to write in either language to facilitate the task. The purpose of the task was to assess the learners’ understanding of the
phrasal verbs regardless of their preferred language.

The second and third tasks included controlled production. In the second task, the participants were provided with 15
sentences, each with a missing phrasal verb. The participants were required to read through the sentences and supply the
missing phrasal verbs whose Arabic translation equivalents were provided underneath the sentences. The missing
phrasal verbs were again selected from the initial 45 non-literal cohort but were different than the ones included in the
first recognition task. The purpose of this task was to assess the participants’ productive knowledge of these frequent
phrasal verbs. The third task was to measure the participants’ employment of the avoidance strategy when given the
freedom to express their thoughts using their preferred lexis. The task targeted the remaining 15 phrasal verbs of the
initial cohort. The participants were required to read through 15 sentences with missing parts. They were asked to
complete the missing parts with their preferred choice of phrasal verbs, single-word verbs or phrases taking into
consideration the Arabic translation equivalents provided. The sentences and Arabic equivalents would always allow for
completion with a phrasal verb or a single-word verb, and sometimes with phrases as well. It is worth mentioning that
the Arabic equivalents in the second and third tasks were not necessarily lexicalized. The meaning of the missing
phrasal verbs was provided using one, two or more words as deemed appropriate.

Pages 8 — 10 of the assignment required the participants to read through 10 reasons for the under-representation of
phrasal verbs in Egyptian learners’ production and rank them along a 5-point Likard scale to indicate their
(dis)agreement with the reasons. The purpose of this section was to elicit the participants’ perceptions on their use of
phrasal verbs. The 10 reasons, provided for the participants in both English and Arabic, were as follows:

1. Phrasal verbs are difficult to understand.

2. Phrasal verbs are difficult to produce.

3. Phrasal verbs are not frequent in English.

4. Phrasal verbs are more commonly used among the youth than older generations. Hence, English language learners

avoid using phrasal verbs.

Using single-word verbs demonstrates more mastery of the English language than using phrasal verbs. Hence,

English language learners avoid using phrasal verbs.

Phrasal verbs are more common in informal and slang English, so English language learners avoid using them.

English language teachers do not pay enough attention to phrasal verbs in class.

English language textbooks do not include enough information or practice on the use of phrasal verbs.

The Arabic language does not include phrasal verbs, so Arab learners find it difficult to learn phrasal verbs in

English.

10. Egyptian learners of English do not practice the English language in a natural context (e.g., with native speakers or
foreigners).

e

O ®© o

As shown in the list, the reasons in the assignment assessed the participants’ knowledge of phrasal verbs (Reasons 1 &
2), their awareness of the importance and use of phrasal verbs in natural English (Reasons 3, 4, 5 & 6), the formal
instruction of phrasal verbs in schools (Reasons 7 & 8), the participants’ awareness of the crosslinguistic difference
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between Arabic and English (Reason 9) and the significance of practicing the language in a natural context (Reason 10).
In addition to these reasons, the participants were requested to add any other reasons they find relevant based on their
experience.

The administration of the assignment was carried out by the researcher. After seeking course instructors’ and students’
permission to administer the assignment, the researcher explained the instructions in Arabic to ensure that all the
participants understand the tasks. Examples were also provided for every type of task. Although the language used in
the test sentences was reviewed by 4 language instructors and judged as appropriate for the participants’ level, the
researcher still announced to the participants that she would welcome any queries. This was to ensure that the
participants understand the sentences, and hence their answers will reflect their knowledge of the target phrasal verbs.
The participants were allowed to complete the tasks at their own pace. The participants thus varied in their completion
times between 25 and 40 minutes.

8. Results
The results section is classified in accordance with the research questions.
Question (1) To what extent do the Egyptian undergraduate EFL learners accurately use phrasal verbs?

The participants’ knowledge of phrasal verbs was measured along the two dimensions of receptive and productive
knowledge. The receptive knowledge was measured using Task (1) on the study assignment which required the
participants to explain the meaning of 15 phrasal verbs in English or Arabic. The participants’ answers were classified
into right and wrong answers and the frequency and percentages of the answers indicate relatively good receptive
knowledge. As shown in Table (1) and Figure (1), the first and second-year participants provided correct answers with a
percentage of 83.2% while the fourth and fifth-year participants’ correct answers stood at 78.6%.

Table 1. The participants’ receptive knowledge

Year Answers Frequency Percent  Min. Max. Mean SD

& Wrong Answer 33 16.8

2nd

Year Right Answer 164 83.2 53 1.00 .8386 .09707
Total 197 100.0

4th & Wrong Answer 45 214

5% year
Right Answer 165 78.6 .50 1.00 .8487 11121
Total 210 100.0

As for the productive knowledge, it was measured using Task (2) on the study assignment. In this task, the participants
were required to complete missing gaps in sentences with appropriate phrasal verbs provided that the phrasal verbs
conveyed the same meaning as the Arabic translation equivalents written below the sentences. The participants’
answers were marked and the frequency and percentages of the correct answers demonstrated extremely poor
productive knowledge. As shown in Table (2) and Figure (1), the participants’ correct answers fell below one third
(average 30.7%) with the first and second-year participants scoring 22.8% and the fourth and fifth-year participants
scoring 38.6%.

Table 2. The participants’ productive knowledge

Year Answers Frequency Percent  Min. Max. Mean SD

1 & Wrong Answer 152 77.2

2nd

Year Right Answer 45 22.8 50 93 .6948 .08768
Total 197 100.0

4th & Wrong Answer 129 61.4

5% year
Right Answer 81 38.6 .50 .97 7208 .10584

Total 210 100.0




IJALEL 5(1):132-144, 2016 139

a0

20

m

&0

50

40 8.6

e 778

20

Rt

] L] [

1stand Zed Year | Athand Sthovear 1st aned 2nd Year Ath and Sth Year

| Receplive Knowledge Productive Knowledpe

Figure 1. The participants’ receptive and productive knowledge

Question (2): To what extent do the Egyptian undergraduate EFL learners avoid producing phrasal verbs?

The second question aimed to measure the participants’ employment of the avoidance strategy with phrasal verbs. The
question was addressed in Task (3) of the study assignment in which the participants were required to complete gaps in
sentences with appropriate phrasal verbs, single-word verbs or phrases. The participants’ answers had to match the
Arabic translation equivalents provided below the sentences. The participants’ answers were marked and classified into
three categories; (1) wrong answers, (2) right answers demonstrating avoidance (i.e., single-word verbs or phrases) and
(3) right answers with phrasal verbs. The participants’ use of the phrasal verbs came absolutely poor as shown in Table
(3) and Figure (2). While the participants supplied single-word verbs or phrases in 62.9% of their answers for the first
and second-year participants and 64.8% for the fourth and fifth-year participants, their use of phrasal verbs stood at
0.5% for the first group and 3.3% for the latter group.

Table 3. The participants’ employment of the avoidance strategy

Year Answers Frequency Percent  Min. Max. Mean SD
1 & Wrong Answer 72 36.5
2nd
Year Avoidance 124 62.9 .50 1.27 .8156 .16665
Phrasal Verb 1 .5
Total 197 100.0
4th & Wrong Answer 67 31.9
5% year
Avoidance 136 64.8 .50 1.40 .8641 19552
Phrasal Verb 7 33
Total 210 100.0
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Figure 2. The participants’ employment of the avoidance strategy
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Question (3): What is the effect of the Egyptian undergraduate EFL learners’ increased language exposure on their use
of phrasal verbs?

The third study question was set to assess the influence of increased language exposure on the use of phrasal verbs. The
increased language exposure was assessed using two measures in the present study; (1) comparing the performance of
first and second-year participants versus the fourth and fifth-year participants with the latter representing increased
language exposure, and (2) comparing the performance of the public-school participants versus the language-school
participants with the latter again representing increased language exposure. The two comparisons were conducted using
a 2-tailed T-Test. Regarding the first comparison, Table (4) and Figure (3) show the effect of increased language
exposure on the use of phrasal verbs with reference to the academic year. While no statistically significant difference
was observed between the two study groups in terms of receptive knowledge (Task 1), the fourth and fifth-year
participants outperformed the first and second-year participants at the productive knowledge (Task 2) with a
significance of 0.007. A similar significance of 0.007 was noted at the employment of avoidance (Task 3) with the
fourth and fifth-year participants producing more phrasal verbs and, hence, employing the avoidance strategy to a lesser
extent.

Table 4. T-Test results - The effect of increased language exposure for the academic year

Item Academic Mean t df Sig Mean SD
Year Difference
Receptive 15t & 2nd .8386
Knowledge -.978 405 328 -.01015 .01038
4th & 5t .8487
Productive 15t & 2nd .6948
Knowledge -2.693 405 .007 -.02604 .00967
4th & 5t 7208
Use of Phrasal 1%t & 2™ .8156
Verbs in the
Avoidance -2.688 405 .007 -.04856 .01806
Task
4th & 5t .8641
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Figure 3. The effect of increased language exposure for the academic year

The second measure of increased language exposure in the study is related to pre-university education. Table (5) and
Figure (4) show the effect of increased language exposure with reference to school type. Similar to the academic year,
the school type revealed an advantage for increased language exposure. The language-school graduates, representing
increased language exposure, performed significantly better than the public-school graduates both at the receptive
knowledge and productive knowledge at 0.005. As for the avoidance strategy, the language-school graduates employed
the strategy significantly less than the public-school graduates at 0.006.
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Table 5. T-Test results - The effect of increased language exposure for the school type

Item Academic Mean t df Sig Mean SD
Year Difference
Receptive Public .8206
Knowledge -2.837 405 .005 -.03239 01142
Language .8530
Productive Public .6864
Knowledge -2.836 405 .005 -.03040 .01072
Language 7168
Use of Phrasal  Public .8006
Verbs in the -2.785 405 .006 -.05581 .02004
Avoidance Language .8564
Task
829
. = l
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40 353
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20
20+
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School School School
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Figure 4. The effect of increased language exposure for the school type

Question (4): What are the Egyptian undergraduate EFL learners’ perceptions on the under-representation of phrasal
verbs in production?

The last research question aimed to elicit the participants’ perceptions on their poor use of phrasal verbs. The
participants were requested to express their degree of (dis)agreement with 10 reasons why Egyptian learners underuse
phrasal verbs and were also allowed to add their own reasons. Examining the participants’ ratings, it is noted that more
than 70% of the participants agreed that the main cause for their poor use of phrasal verbs is their lack of practice within
a natural context. This was the cause scoring the highest percentage of agreement. More than half of the participants
criticized the formal instruction at schools as 58.24% believed that English language teachers do not pay enough
attention to phrasal verbs and 53.56% believed that the English language textbooks lack sufficient information/ practice
on phrasal verbs.

Analyzing the remaining ratings reveal further interesting findings. The participants’ ratings reflect misconceptions
regarding the use of phrasal verbs. Almost 50% of the participants believe that phrasal verbs are more commonly used
among the youth and are thus avoided by language learners. Besides, more than 50% believe that using single-word
verbs reflects better mastery of the English language and that phrasal verbs are not used in formal or academic
language. It is worth noting though that more than three quarters of the participants expressed awareness of the high
frequency of phrasal verbs in English. In addition, some participants supported the influence of cross-linguistic
differences or the complex nature of phrasal verbs. Almost two fifths of the participants thought that phrasal verbs are
difficult to understand (42.51%) and produce (39.81%). In addition, 46.93% agreed that the absence of phrasal verbs in
Arabic may contribute to the underrepresentation of phrasal verbs in the Egyptian learners’ production.

Finally, 30 participants provided additional causes. Half the causes represented criticism of the formal instruction
offered in schools including the poor proficiency level of teachers and the use of unsuccessful teaching methods.
Almost one third believed that their poor knowledge is caused by the lack of practice in a natural context. The
remaining answers referred to the difficult nature of phrasal verbs, including their polysemous nature and the need to
memorize the particles.
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Table 6. The participants’ perceptions on the under-representation of phrasal verbs in the Egyptian learners’ production

Reason # Strongly Agree  Agree Disagree Strongly Don’t Know
Disagree
1 10.81% 31.70% 41.77% 13.02% 2.70%
2 9.34% 30.47% 41.52% 15.23% 3.44%
3 5.41% 18.18% 39.07% 25.80% 11.55%
4 17.69% 31.45% 15.97% 13.51% 21.38%
5 23.59% 28.50% 27.52% 11.06% 9.34%
6 21.87% 36.36% 22.11% 8.35% 11.30%
7 29.98% 28.26% 26.54% 8.11% 7.13%
8 22.60% 30.96% 22.60% 14.25% 9.58%
9 21.38% 25.55% 21.62% 14.00% 17.44%
10 39.56% 31.20% 15.72% 5.41% 8.11%

9. Discussion

The present study addressed four research questions. The first question aimed to assess the participants’ lexical
knowledge of phrasal verbs. To this end, the participants’ answers to a recognition task and a controlled production task
were analyzed. In accordance with the general pattern in vocabulary studies, the participants demonstrated better
receptive than productive knowledge with an average percentage of correct answers of 80.9% for the receptive and
30.7% for the productive. Despite the expected pattern, the discrepancy between the receptive and productive
knowledge is notably large. The participants’ knowledge of the phrasal verbs seems to be generally limited to
understanding language input but has not developed enough to enable the participants to use phrasal verbs in their
speaking/writing. This reflects a focus on passive learning for comprehension which fails to support production. This
observation supports similar findings with Omani learners in Ayadi and AbdulRahman (2014) and Mahmoud (2015).

In addition to the large discrepancy, the participants’ performance is unsatisfactory due to the selection method of the
phrasal verbs under investigation. As noted earlier, the phrasal verbs in the present study were selected based on a pre-
study survey measuring the subjective frequency of the verbs among the participants. It is, thus, disappointing to note
such poor performance with verbs ranked as frequently encountered by the participants themselves. This raises a serious
concern regarding their knowledge of other phrasal verbs in English. It is worth mentioning in this context that the
results of the pre-study survey were notably poor. Some phrasal verbs that were judged as frequent among the target
population by the researcher based on her teaching experience received very low frequency ratings (e.g., 10% for pay
off and wrap up, 7% for cater for and rule out and 3% for drag on and grow apart). Such poor performance casts doubt
on the results of earlier studies (e.g., Barekat and Baniasady, 2014; Liao and Fukuya, 2004; Dagut and /Laufer, 1985)
which did not employ subjective frequency counts.

Based on earlier studies, it is worth highlighting three factors that may have particularly contributed to the Egyptian
learners’ poor performance on the study tasks. First, the present study focused on non-literal phrasal verbs, which have
proved the most difficult for English language learners in a number of studies (e.g., Saiya, 2011; You, 1999). Second,
contrary to earlier studies in the Arab World (i.e., Mahmoud, 2015; AbdulRahman and Abid, 2014; Ayadi, 2010), the
present study employed non-English majors as the study participants. This major difference may have contributed to the
current results. This is in line with You’s (1999) findings of the influence of university major on the acquisition of
phrasal verbs. Finally, the Egyptian learners in the present study learn English in a foreign language context. Learners,
living in Alexandria, Egypt, have limited exposure, if any, to English outside the classroom and are mainly taught by
Arabic-speaking teachers. This is different than other parts of the Arab World such as the Gulf Region with a relatively
large population of English-speaking expatriates and a notable percentage of English-speaking instructors at English-
medium universities.

The second study question was set to assess the extent of the participants’ tendency to avoid the use of phrasal verbs in
their production. To this end, the participants completed missing parts in sentences with phrasal verbs, single-word
verbs or phrases. Excluding the participants’ wrong answers, which represented almost a third of the responses, the
remaining correct answers were classified into phrasal verbs or non-phrasal verbs. The participants’ use of phrasal verbs
in this task was extremely limited as it stood at an average of 1.9% whereas non-phrasal verbs accounted for 63.85%.
Considering the low percentage of correct answers on the productive knowledge task (only 30.7%), the dramatically
limited use of phrasal verbs at Task (3) can be interpreted in terms of both poor productive knowledge and L1-L2
structural differences. As noted earlier, the participants’ productive knowledge of phrasal verbs is notably low, which
must have negatively contributed to their use of phrasal verbs in Task (3). However, the poor productive knowledge
cannot be the only cause behind this incredibly limited use of phrasal verbs since the participants’ use of phrasal verbs
fell from 30.7% in the productive task to 1.9% in the avoidance task. Cross-linguistic differences between the Arabic
and English languages could have thus partially contributed to the result.

This interpretation of results comes in line with earlier studies (e.g., You, 1999) that explain the avoidance phenomenon
in terms of both language dependent (e.g., cross-linguistic differences) and language independent (e.g., passive learning
for comprehension) factors. The present interpretation does not, however, agree with earlier studies in the Arab World
(e.g., Mahmoud, 2015) that overrule the applicability of the avoidance phenomenon to the situation in the Arab World.
Explaining the under-representation of phrasal verbs in Arab learners’ production in terms of ignorance of the structure,



IJALEL 5(1):132-144, 2016 143

passive learning for comprehension and insufficient exposure seems to hold part of the truth, but cannot be solely used
to interpret the present study results. Having controlled for the participants’ ignorance of the structure using the pre-
study survey, the present study observes the impact of passive learning for comprehension but also notes that it cannot
be solely responsible for the learners’ avoidance of the phrasal verbs in Task (3). Cross-linguistic factors are thus
offered as another contributing factor.

As for the impact of language exposure, the present study supports earlier findings revealing the positive influence of
increased language exposure on the use of phrasal verbs (e.g., AbdulRahman and Abid, 2014; Saiya, 2011 versus
Imrose, 2008). A positive influence for increased language exposure was noted with reference to the academic year as
the fourth and fifth-year participants significantly outperformed the first and second-year participants at 0.007 at both
the productive knowledge and at the use of the phrasal verbs in the avoidance task. This positive influence was further
confirmed considering pre-university education. The language-school participants scored significantly higher than the
public-school participants at 0.005 at the receptive/productive knowledge and used more phrasal verbs in the avoidance
task at 0.006. It must be noted though that the influence of increased language exposure was not very strong. For
example, language-school graduates outperformed the public-school graduates with a difference of 15% in the
productive task and 2% in the use of phrasal verbs in the avoidance task. A higher difference is expected to reflect long
years of exposure of pre-university education. This raises concerns regarding the quality of input in language education
and calls for the intervention of effective formal instruction to master such formal language features.

Interestingly, the participants’ perceptions regarding the under-representation of phrasal verbs in their production
supports the multi-faceted explanation offered in the present study. A great deal of participants believed that their poor
use of phrasal verbs can be interpreted in terms of a variety of factors including lack of practice in a natural context,
ineffective language instruction and the difficult nature of phrasal verbs. These factors match earlier findings (e.g.,
Kamarudin, 2013; Mattar, 2001; Hulstijn & Mauchena, 1989). Examining the participants’ perceptions though reveals
an additional contributing factor which is lack of proper awareness of the target structure. For example, a relatively
large number of participants wrongly believed that phrasal verbs are more commonly used among the youth, do not
appear in formal or academic language and that the use of single-word verbs shows better mastery of English. These
misconceptions must have hindered the participants’ learning/ use of phrasal verbs.

10. Conclusion

The present study lends support to earlier studies highlighting the difficulty phrasal verbs represent for English
language learners (e.g., Kamarudin, 2013; Saiya, 2011; Liao & Fukuya, 2004). The difficulty is particularly highlighted
in the present study because the phrasal verbs under investigation were selected based on a pre-study survey assessing
the participants’ subjective knowledge of the frequency of the verbs. Despite selecting verbs that were ranked as
frequent by the majority of the participants, the learners’ knowledge of the verbs, particularly the productive
knowledge, proved unsatisfactory. This came in line with earlier studies in the Arab World (e.g., Mahmoud, 2015) that
partly contributed the noted difficulty to passive learning for comprehension.

In addition, the present study confirmed the observation that English language learners tend to avoid the use of phrasal
verbs in production (e.g., Barekat & Baniasady, 2014; Dagut & Laufer, 1985). The causes noted in the study include a
mixture of cross-linguistic differences, poor productive knowledge and limited language exposure. This interpretation
lends support to a multi-faceted model explaining the under-representation of phrasal verbs in English language
learners’ speaking/ writing as suggested in some earlier studies (e.g., Kamarudin, 2013; You, 1999). Analyzing the brief
survey distributed to the participants also supports the multi-faceted model with a large number of participants
contributing their poor knowledge of phrasal verbs to lack of practice in a natural context, ineffective instruction and the
complex nature of phrasal verbs. The participants’ responses in the survey, however, show that their limited use of
phrasal verbs may also be contributed to misconceptions about the use of the verbs in natural English.

In conclusion, the present study highlights that the under-representation of phrasal verbs in EFL learners’ production is
an outcome of a multitude of factors. The present study has pointed out three main relevant factors; (1) L1-L2 structural
differences, (2) passive learning for comprehension, and (3) limited language exposure. Further studies are needed to
explore additional variables, particularly with reference to the role of formal instruction, the learners’ awareness of the
use of phrasal verbs in natural English and the learning environment. The present study also calls for a revision of the
English language programs in Egypt. The students’ long years of English language learning, even with increased
contact hours in the case of private schooling, do not seem to have resulted in satisfactory results in the case of the
learning of phrasal verbs.
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