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1. Related Meanings 
 
Here's a word you know: to learn 
And here are some sentences in which it is used: 
 
 (a) John's having a hard time learning for this afternoon's chemistry test: he lost too 

much time idling yesterday. 
 (b) Jane's learning a new piece on the piano. 
 (c) Kate learns foreign languages easily. 
 (d) Where did you learn your English? Your accent's awful. 
 (e) I'm learning Mendeleev's table for this afternoon's test. 
 (f) John learnt his French by carefully looking up every word he didn't know. 
 
There do however exist other verbs which might fit the sentences equally well - or even better: 
 
(1) to pick up: to learn sth without hard work 
 If you pick up a skill, a habit or attitude, you acquire it as a result of doing a particular thing or 

being with a particular group of people, rather than because you have tried hard to acquire it. 
 <pick up is used in rather informal contexts.> 
 e.g. The children picked up the local accent. 
  He picked up a knowledge of these things when he was in the East. 
 
(2) to acquire: to learn by one's own work  
 When you acquire a skill (or a habit), you usu. learn it or develop it through a plan or over a 

long time. 
 e.g. He acquired a knowledge of linguistics by careful study. 
   
(3) to cram : to learn as much as possible in a short time  
 When you cram for sth, usu for an exam, you work very hard and hastily.  
 <cram is an informal word.> 
 e.g. George was cramming for his finals. 
   
(4) to get : to learn in a very general sense 
 <get is informal.> 
 e.g. Where did he get that excellent knowledge of Chinese? 
 
(5) to learn by heart/°rote: to learn using memory rather than understanding; memorize (also: to 

know/to get by heart) 
 e.g. I couldn't see the point of learning by heart the dates of forgotten battles. 
  You must learn your tables by rote. 
 
(6) to practise: to do sth repeatedly or regularly  
 When you practise sth you want to improve your skill in sth (esp. musical instruments). 
 e.g. You mustn't practise the drums while the baby is sleeping. 
  You'll never be a good basketball player if you don't practise throwing the ball. 
    
Now read sentences (a) to (f) again and replace to learn by the verb which fits in best with the context, 
taking into account the definitions under (1) to (6) and the clues in the context. Each verb is to be used 
only once. 
 
Other types of words related to the above are: 
acquisition which refers to a general process (e.g. language acquisition) and is [U] 
°a crammer [C]: school or teacher or book which helps you cram 
practice [U] 
 



Other verbs related to "to learn" are: 
 
(7) to study: to give time and attention to learning, esp. by reading or attending a university 
 e.g. John's studying for a degree in medicine. 
  I'm studying how children learn to speak. 
 
(8) to do: to study a subject at school or college 
 e.g. She did economics at Sheffield University. 
  Have you done any Shakespeare? 
 
(9) to memorize: to learn using only your memory 
 If you memorize sth you learn it thoroughly so that you can repeat it exactly. 
 e.g. John was able to read a whole page and memorize it in only three minutes. 
  
(10) to train: to learn the skills that you need for a particular job or activity 
 When you train as sth (or to be sth) you usu. take a course of study. 
 e.g. She trained for years as a secretary. 
  He trained to be a lawyer, but he decided to become an actor. 
 
(11) to revise <BrE> or review <AmE>: to study again lessons already learnt 
 <to revise in this sense is chiefly BrE> 
 e.g. She revised her history notes for the test. 
  I was revising Dickens last night. 
 
(12) to brush up: to study or practise sth in order to get back sth known but partly forgotten 
 e.g. I would like to brush up my zoology. 
  I really need to brush up on my French. 
 
(13) to master: to gain considerable knowledge of (or skill in) sth 
 e.g. She has fully mastered the technique. 
  He has mastered the saxophone. 
 
Related words are: 
- the nouns study, training, and revision, which are all [U], are used to refer to the process described 
by the corresponding verb; 
- the noun mastery [U], which refers to a person’s capacity in a special field; 
- the nouns a trainee [C], and a master [C], which refer to a person with a specific status; 
- the adjective studious [Adj], which refers to a characteristic of a person. 
 
Include the following words in your passive vocabulary: 
 
°to gain (knowledge): to acquire knowledge, esp of sth worth knowing. 
<to gain in this sense is quite formal> 
e.g. He gained all his information from books, not from direct experience. 
 
°to go over = to rehearse or revise. 
e.g. She went over her lines before the first night of the play. 
  I'll go over the explanation of how it works. 
 
°to swot = to cram 
<to swot is informal BrE; often derogatory.> 
e.g. How do you find time to swot for exams? 
 I'm swotting up my maths. 
 I'm swotting up on my history. 
 
°to grind = to swot 
<to grind is informal AmE.> 
e.g. Joan's grinding (away) at her French. 
  Pete's grinding (away) for his exam. 
 
°to mug up = to grind 
<to mug up is informal BrE> 
e.g. If you want to pass your driving test, you'd better mug up the Highway Code. 
 



This scale shows the amount of effort involved in the activities expressed by some of the above verbs: 
 
not a lot      a lot of 
of effort       effort 
<____________________________________________________________> 
pick up learn study  train  cram 
  do  practise  memorize 
    revise  learn by heart 
    brush up 
 
 
 
Exercise 1:  
 
Fill out the blanks choosing the most appropriate verb from (1) to (8). 
 
1. She's ________________ a nasty vocabulary since she's been seeing that new boyfriend of hers. 
2. He ________________ an insight in economics while working for the  Ministry 
3. I can't do it. I haven't been ____________________ enough. 
4. I must _________________ my Italian before I go back to Rome. 
5. It's quite difficult to fully ______________ a foreign language. 
6. I'm going to ________________ for that test another hour or two. It starts at 4.00. 
7. It's hard to find the time to ______________ the subject. 
8. I've been __________________ the biology course I took last September. 
9. She didn't understand a word she read. She used to pass the exams by _______________ everything 
________________. 
10. She's ________________ as a lawyer in London. 
11. John's quite something!  He _________ the fundamentals of philosophy when he was 16. 
12. Do you _____________ science at school? 
13. She can _________________ facts very quickly. 
 
 
 
2. Register 
 
This scale shows how formal or informal these verbs are: 
 
informal       formal 
<_________________________________________________________________________> 
  
get  brush up   acquire  gain 
pick up  learn (by heart)  memorize 
do  train   revise 
cram  practise   master 
  study 
 
Exercise 2:  
 
Rewrite these sentences in an informal register, substituting more colloquial items for the rather formal 
or neutral vocabulary (the meaning of the sentences can change slightly). 
 
1. When I was in France I gained an excellent knowledge of French. 
2. He studied psychology in Manchester. 
3. I need to revise a lot for my biology test. 
4. I used to memorize all of Wordsworth's poems. 
 
 



Exercise 3:  
 
Match the English words in the left-hand column with the Dutch translations in the right-hand column. 
Some Dutch words might fit more than one English item, but each word is to be used only once.  
 
1. cram     a. beheersen 
2. get     b. uit het hoofd leren 
3. train     c. repeteren 
4. practise    d. lesvolgen 
5. study     e. een opleiding volgen 
6. learn by heart    f. bijwerken 
7. revise     g. erin pompen 
8. brush up    h. herhalen 
9. master    i. leren 
 
3. Syntactic Restrictions 
 
A word is part of your active vocabulary if you know how to use it. If you want to be able to use words 
in grammatically correct sentences, a knowledge of their meaning and register will not suffice. You 
must also know the syntactic possibilities and limitations of the words you learn.  
 
Acquire, get, pick up, do, memorize, brush up and master are used as transitive verbs, 
complemented by a noun. In the entry, such verbs are described as e.g. acquire sth [T]. 
 
Cram and train -in the meanings described under (3) and (10)-are intransitive verbs, which are 
optionally complemented by a prepositional phrase. The entry for such verbs will read: cram (for sth) 
[I]. 
 He's cramming for a test.  
 He trained as a lawyer.  
Train can also be complemented by a to-infinitive. Its entry is train (as sb, for sth, to-)[I] 
 He trained to be a lawyer.  
 
Revise and practise can be used both as transitive and intransitive verbs, optionally complemented by 
a prepositional phrase: revise (for sth) [I]; sth (for sth) [T] 
 Frances is revising a book for her exam. 
Practise is also a transitive verb followed by an -ing form: practise (for sth) [I]; sth, -ing (for sth) [T] 
 Frances is practising for her test.  
 He's practising singing the song. 
 
Learn and study can be used both transitively and intransitively and can also be followed by a 
to-infinitive or a wh-clause:  
learn (about sth) [I]; sth, wh-, to- (about sth) [T]  
 He's learning to swim. 
 When did you learn how to swim? 
study (for sth, to-) [I]; sth, wh- [T] 
 He's studying to be a doctor. 
  
 
Exercise 4: 
 
Make use of the patterning information above to say whether the following sentences are correct or not. 
Correct them where necessary. 
 
1. They were practising dancing the foxtrot. 
2. He revised what to do in case of an emergency. 
3. He acquired how children learn to speak. 
4. They soon picked up to drive a car. 
5. He mastered how to fight well. 
6. Jeannette trained for a secretary. 
7. He brushed up conjugating French verbs. 
8. I crammed to become a doctor. 
9. Pete was learning speaking Spanish. 
10. They were studying how to vivisect a rat. 
 
Apart from the patterns listed and exemplified above, there are two other major patterning types for 
English verbs: 



- the di-transitive pattern [DT], which means that there are two possible choices for direct object (and 
passive subject); 
- the complex transitive pattern [CT]. 
 
Examples are: 
teach sb (sth, to-, wh-, that-, about sth); sth (to sb) [DT]; 
 My father taught me all I needed to know. 
 I was taught this by my father: “...” 
 He teaches German to Spanish children. 
 
appoint sb (sb, as sb, to-) [CT] 
 He was appointed headmaster in 1978. 
 Who shall we appoint as headmaster? 
 They appointed him to do the job. 
  
Exercise 5: Translate into English. 
 
1. Ik heb de hele nacht geblokt voor mijn Duits examen. 
2. Hij volgt de priesteropleiding. 
3. Hij zal een groot pianist worden. Hij speelt vijf uur per dag. 
4. Hij loopt college in Cambridge. 
5. Hij doet rechten in Londen. 
6. Sommige dingen moet je nu eenmaal van buiten leren. 
7. Hij is een sonate van Beethoven aan het inoefenen. 
8. Hij is zijn lessen opnieuw aan het bestuderen. 
9. Je moet je Engels wat bijspijkeren. 
10. Hij heeft zich het Russisch helemaal eigen gemaakt. 
11. Waar heeft hij die gewoonte opgedaan? 
 
 
Exercise 6:  
 
Most words have different meanings. The meanings explained under (1) to (13) are not necessarily the 
most frequent ones. Here are some sentences in which these verbs are used in another, ofter more 
common, meaning. Try to establish the meaning of the underlined verbs in the sentences below. 
 
1. Joan arrives at six on the Birmingham train. I'm going to pick her up. 
2. You have to train every day if you want to be a professional sportsman. 
3. The train's really full. Why do they keep cramming in more people?  
4. After all those complaints the proposals had to be revised. 
5. My sister could not take her desk with her to her new house: that is how I came to acquire it. 
6. She practised as a solicitor for many years. 
7. As a civil servant he gained access to secret information quite easily.  
 
 



LEARNING-KEY 
 
Ex1:  
1. picked up 
2. get 
3. practising 
4. brush up 
5. master 
6. cram 
7. study 
8. revising 
9. learning by heart 
10. training 
11. acquire 
12. do  
13. memorize 
 
Ex2: 
1. picked up 
2. did 
3. cram 
4. learn by heart 
 
Ex3: 
1. g 2. i  3. e 4. c 5. d 6. b 7. h 8. f 9. a 
 
Ex4: 
1. ok 
2. the guidelines for 
3. the knowledge about 
4. the knack of driving 
5. the principles of 
6. to become 
7. his conjugation 
8. for my exams as 
9. to speak 
10. ok 
 
Ex5: 
1. I crammed all night for my German exam. 
2. He is training to become a priest. 
3. He will be a great pianist. He practises 5 hours per day. 
4. He studies in Cambridge. 
5. He does law in London. 
6. Some things you simply have to learn by heart. 
7. He is practising a Beethoven sonata. 
8. He is revising. 
9. You need to brush up your English. 
10. He has acquired Russian. 
11. Where did he pick up that habit ? 
 
Ex6: 
1. collect 
2. do physical exercise 
3. push in 
4. changed 
5. got 
6. worked 
7. was able to get at 


