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Phrasal Verbs: Using Your Dictionary 
 

A phrasal verb is a combination of two or three words with a single meaning. One of the words is a common 
verb and the other word is a preposition or one of the common adverbs such as up, down, and across. Let’s 
call the preposition or adverb a “particle.” The problem with phrasal verbs is that some of them permit a noun 
or pronoun between the verb and the particle, and some of them don’t. The rules for this are extremely com-
plex, so it’s much easier to just look up a phrasal verb in the dictionary. 

Every time you learn a new phrasal, learn it the same way that you learn a single word. Look it up in the 
dictionary in order to find out what kind of phrasal it is. (You can find a link to a online phrasal dictionaries at 
E>G, under “Vocabulary.”) 

Let’s see what we can find in the dictionaries for SET UP, first in Collins Cobuild and then in Longman. 

COLLINS COBUILD 

 

 
In sense #1, we see “V P n (not pronoun)” in the margin, and below that is “V n P.” It’s easy to guess that “V” 
means verb. If you invest some time in studying how to use your dictionary (by referring to the introduction 
when you can’t figure out the dictionary’s abbreviations and symbols), you will see (as in the clippings from 
the introduction, on the next page) that “P: stands for particle,” and “n (not pronoun): stands for a noun 
group of some kind, but not a personal pronoun.” The margin note also shows the order of set up’s ele-
ments: it is verb first, particle second, and then non-personal pronoun. Carefully study the dictionary’s sample 
(“The two sides...”).  

Also in sense #1, in the margin, we see “V n P.” If we look up “n” in the dictionary’s introduction, we see 
that “n: stands for noun or noun group...including a pronoun.” That tells us that it’s possible to separate this 
phrasal with a pronoun: verb, then pronoun, then particle. The sample shows us “setting it up.” 
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LONGMAN 

This dictionary handles phrasals in a different way. Look at the arrow in sense #1; it points both ways. We can 
easily imagine that this sense of set up is separable, so a pronoun can come before or after the particle: 
 

 
 

Let’s see how Longman shows that a phrasal cannot be separated: 
 

 
 
To the right of go ahead we see “phr v.” In sense 1, unlike in the entry for set up, we don’t see any arrows at 
all. We can guess what Longman is telling us by omitting the arrow: There is only one way that we can use this 
phrasal verb, so we can’t put a noun before the particle. We couldn’t say, for example, “Go plans ahead with.” 
(Also note that we use with when we have an object.) 
 
OTHER DICTIONARIES 

Every learner’s dictionary has its own way of presenting grammar. When you begin using a dictionary invest 
time in learning that dictionary’s peculiar methods. That investment will pay off big in the long run! 

A USEFUL TIP 

If you’re writing something and you want to use a certain phrasal verb but don’t know its grammar, and if 
you can’t find it in the dictionary — put the object after the particle, and don’t replace the object with a pro-
noun. Why? The main difference among different kinds of phrasal verbs is whether or not the object — or its 
pronoun — can be placed in between the verb and the particle. 


