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ABSTRACT: 

This research aims at focusing on use and misuse of prepositions among the secondary school students who learn English as a 

foreign language. Students need balanced efforts and conditions to familiarize themselves with using prepositions properly. This 

research includes an experimental survey to reveal the causes of this problem as it affects hugely on the general knowledge of the 

students and their use of the language in writing or comprehension. The paper consists of four parts: the first part discusses the 

objectives, significance of the study, background questions and the methods used in building up this research. In part two, there is 

a review of the literature and many other ideas about definition, types and uses of prepositions and its roles in the field of language 

knowledge. Part three includes the survey findings, discussion, results as well as analysis of the test. In part four, there is 

conclusions and recommendations. 
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Introduction 

1.1. Background: 

A preposition is a word, or a group of words used 

before nouns, pronouns or noun phrases. 

Preposition also shows the relation of a noun or a 

pronoun or a noun phase or clause to the rest of a 

sentence. However, there are sometimes many 

simple words and groups of words which act as 

prepositions and as a result many users of English 

as a foreign language may fall in the mistake by 

misusing prepositions. This can easily be 

explained by the fact that some prepositions in 

English Language are idiomatic or the fact that the 

use of preposition varies from one language to 

another. 

 

1.2. Research Problem: 

The correct use of prepositions is a problem faced 

by both teachers and students. At the time when 

some students are confused with the use of 

prepositions in their first language and the target 

language; others have problems in the 

identification of prepositions. 

 

1.3. Research Objectives: 

The main objective of this research is to show 

how the use of prepositions posits problems to 

students at secondary school. It also attracts 

attention to the use of the different types of 

prepositions. 

 

1.4. Research Questions: 

This research has the following questions: 

• What are the kinds of prepositions? 

• How are prepositions used in a language? 

 

1.5. Research Hypotheses: 

The research has the following hypotheses: 

 

1- Students are not well acquainted with types and 

uses of prepositions. 

2- It is not easy for students to differentiate 

between prepositions and the other parts of 

speech. 

3- Prepositions is one of the least well-known 

parts of speech for the students.  

 

1.6. Research Significance: 
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There is a misuse of prepositions among 

secondary school students. They make many 

different mistakes like putting a preposition in the 

wrong place. Prepositions make up a very 

important part of language without which we may 

not communicate appropriately. 

 

1.7. Methodology of Research: 

Descriptive and analytical methods are applied for 

this research. Some students are randomly 

selected from some secondary schools. 

 

1.8. Limitation of Study: 

About sixty secondary school students were 

selected from three schools in Khartoum State, 

Sudan. 

 

 

2. Literature Review: 

2.1. Previous Studies: 

The main topic of this research is the appropriate 

use of prepositions. The researcher tackles the 

types of prepositions together with detailed 

examples in addition to teaching of prepositions to 

EFL students. 

The core of the title is to tell why the use of 

prepositions is problematic among secondary 

school students. 

Prepositions are illustrated as simple and complex. 

(Murphy, 2007) in his book, Essential English 

Grammar, defines the simple preposition as just 

one word without giving any further definition. 

Complex preposition defined as a group of words 

consist of more than two prepositions. 

 

                      Simple             Complex 

                      about             according to 

                        by                for the sake of 

                        of                with regard to 

 

John E. mentions in his book that preposition 

affects the relationship between the word 

following the preposition and the word before it 

(John E. 1958). By changing this relationship 

different prepositions give each sentence different 

meaning.  

2.1.1. Prepositional Phrases: Within a sentence, 

a preposition is almost followed by a noun or a 

pronoun. 

A prepositional phrase is a group of words that 

includes a preposition and a noun or pronoun.  

The noun or pronoun generally found after the 

preposition is called the object of the preposition. 

One preposition can have two or more objects. 

Preposition phrase is usually two or three words 

long. It can however be much longer in length 

depending on the number of modifiers before the 

object of the preposition, the number of objects 

and the length of the preposition itself. 

 

Table 1: A chart shows the Prepositional 

Phrases with two Parts. 

Prepositional Phrases 

Objects of Preposition Preposition 

you for 

the school throughout 

you and me between 

 

2.1.2. Preposition with relationship in time: 

Some prepositions are used to express certain 

time; the time of events. If we find a question 

starting with when referring to time the answer 

must begin with preposition referring time for 

example: 

 

after - before - at - since - until 

 

Sometimes the sentences include both 

prepositions of place and time. The students must 

bear in mind that there are some prepositions that 

can be used with the “time” word, but with 

different meaning. For instance: 

 

• On time: try to arrive on time, be 

punctual. 

• In time: If you hurry, you should be (just) 

in time to catch the train; you will not be 

too late. 

• At the time: Fred called. I was in the bath 

at the time. 
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• At one time: At one time you could get 

hotel room for 5.00 dollar; there was a 

time where this was true. 

• At time: He behaves a little strangely at 

times - sometimes. 

 

2.2. Preposition of Other Meanings: 

There are some other prepositions related to other 

meanings. They are discussed under some 

headings below. 

 

• Prepositions of cause, reason and 

purpose: 

The approximate meaning of cause is the effect of 

an event or something that happens. On the other 

hand, reason means the justification of something 

happening. 

 

• Prepositions of exception, addition, 

support and opposition: 

Here, we need to consider the following points: 

• All children left except John = Here the 

preposition “except” refers to an 

exception. 

• Apart from his inherited wealth = Here 

“apart from” means in addition to 

something. 

• Our trainer was with us throughout the 

race = Here “with us” means support. 

• He is against the travel sales man’s job = 

Here “is against” means opposition. 

 

In addition to the aforementioned prepositions, 

there are some unfamiliar prepositions also. For 

example: 

• Prepositions like: via and vis-a-vis: these 

are exemplified by: We came to know 

about your success via your sister. Here 

“via” refers to preposition of manner, 

while vis-a-vis refers to preposition of 

comparison. 

2.3. Preposition vs. Adverb? 

There are some words which are basically 

prepositions but can also be adverbs depending on 

how they are used in the sentence. The 

comparison between them are illustrated below: 

 

A single word acting as an adverb answers where, 

when, how or to what degree about the verb. 

• If you want to see the eclipse, you will need 

to go outside. 

 

OUTSIDE tells you where YOU WILL NEED TO 

GO. 

 

NOTE: Without an object OUTSIDE is an adverb. 

 

When the same word is a preposition, the entire 

prepositional phrase acts as an adverb modifying 

the verb. 

• Dorothy colors outside the lines. 

 

OUTSIDE THE LINES is an adverbial phrase and 

OUTSIDE is a preposition. 

 

NOTE: LINES is the object of the preposition. 

 

To determine whether a word is an adverb or a 

preposition, look at what follows the word. Is 

there a noun acting as an object of the word? In 

other words, is there a word that answers the 

question WHAT? about the word. 

• It will be some time before his 

schedule settles down. 

 

DOWN tells the reader WHERE the schedule 

settles. There is no object following it. 

• Please sit down and listen. 

DOWN tells the listener WHERE to SIT. There is 

no object telling him or her WHAT to SIT 

DOWN. 

• One need only look down the roster to see 

the impact of so much travel. 

 

2.4. Conjunctions and interjections: 

Sometimes prepositions also show relationships 

between words and perform as a conjunction. We 

know that a conjunction is a word used to connect 

other words or groups of words. 
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In English we have three kinds of conjunctions or 

connecting words: 

a) Coordinating Conjunctions: 

There are seven coordinating conjunctions like: 

and, but, for, nor, or, so and yet. 

 

Table 2: Examples of Coordinating 

Conjunctions. 

Nouns and 

Pronouns 

Joaquin and I are good friends. 

Verbs Amos trembled yet continued 

his way. 

Adverbs Meg chained the butter slowly 

but skillfully. 

Prepositional 

phrases 

The dog ran out the door and 

across. 

Subordinate 

Ideas 

Karen wrote that she was 

enjoying London but that she 

had caught a cold. 

Complete Ideas The bear slept, for winter had 

come. 

 

b) Correlative Conjunctions: 

On the other hand, correlative conjunctions are 

like coordinating conjunctions. Correlative 

conjunctions are always used in pairs. For 

example: both, and, neither, nor, whether, or, 

either, not only, but also. 

 

Table 3: Examples of Correlative 

Conjunctions. 

Nouns He owned neither a coal nor 

a hat. 

Nouns-pronouns She asked whether I stayed 

or I had left. 

Adjectives Both gold and beige carpets 

were considered. 

Prepositional 

phrases 

The guilt was and shared not 

only by him but also by us. 

Complete Ideas Either Brenda will attend the 

meeting, or she is sick. 

 

c) Subordinating Conjunctions: 

These connects two complete ideas by making one 

of them subordinate to or less important than the 

other. 

 

Table 4: Frequently used Subordinating Conjunctions. 

After Because Now that Until 

Although Before Since When 

As Even if So that Whenever 

As if Even though Than Where 

As long as If Though Wherever 

2.5. Prepositions at the End of the Sentence: 

There are number of cases in everyday English 

sentences where the preposition comes at the end 

of the sentence. In most cases a phrasal verb of the 

type: “verb + preposition; the pronoun is either:  

 

Relative: I was talking about a book. Here “the 

book” that I was talking about. 

Interrogative: He is looking at something + what. 

What is he looking at? 

Secondary school students may think that a 

preposition at the end of a sentence is a misuse or 

a mistake. 

 

2.6. Prepositional Idioms: 

Many prepositions are used with idioms. Here are 

few examples:  

✓ John began to argue loudly, and I thought 

it was time I stepped in. 

✓ She is at heart a very kind person. 

✓ He thanked us from the bottom of his 

heart for all our help. 

It is usually problematic to distinguish between 

preposition idioms and other similar prepositions. 

 

3. Analysis and Discussion: 

3.1.  Methodology:  
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Qualitative method is used for this research. A test 

has been designed and distributed among the 

students and filled under the supervision of the 

researcher. 

 

3.1.1.  Subjects: 

Sixty students of second and third grades from 

three secondary schools in Omdurman, Khartoum 

and Khartoum North were selected as sample of 

this research. 

 

3.2.3. Instrument: 

The instrument for this study is a test consisting of 

three main questions. Question one consists of 

four questions and the student shall mark right or 

wrong. Question two consists of filling the blank 

space; while question three is a collection of 

number of words to find out which of them are the 

prepositions. 

3.2.4. Procedure: 

The researcher asked students about prepositions 

during the test. Then the test distributed among 

the students, they were asked to answer the 

questions under the monitoring of the researcher.  

 

3.3. Analysis, Results and Discussion: 

3.3.1. Types of Preposition: 

Question 1 shows to how much students know 

about uses of prepositions. The majority answer 

the question in a wrong way. 70.14 % said it is not 

possible to put a preposition at the end of a 

sentence, which is wrong. While 30.6 % students 

chose a correct answer. 

As for question two, 80.16 % of the students 

chose the correct answer. It tells that they know 

about prepositional phrases. While 20.4 % of the 

students selected a wrong answer. 

Question three, contradicts with question two. 

35.7 % of the students only know about phrasal 

prepositions. They obviously know about 

prepositional phrase as a part of speech and they 

know that some prepositions consist of more than 

one word, but prepositional phrase, as a term, may 

not be familiar for them. 

Concerning question four, we find 20.4 % 

answered that they know phrasal idioms while the 

majority 80.16 % said that they know nothing 

about it. That may indicate very little knowledge 

about prepositional idioms at this stage. 

 

Table 5: Students’ Recognition of Types of Preposition. 

Question Right Wrong 

1- We can’t put a preposition at the end of a sentence 70.14 % 30.6 % 

2- Some prepositions consist of more than one word or 

more. 

80.16 % 20.4 % 

3- Some prepositions are called prepositional phrases 35.7 % 65.13 % 

4- In English language there are prepositional idioms 20.4 % 80.16 % 

 

3.3.2. Use of prepositions: 

In this part, students were given three questions. 

The first one about the use of prepositions as 

single words. Most of the students do not know 

how to use prepositions properly as only 16.2 % 

of the students answered the question correctly 

and 83.8 % of the students answered it wrongly. 

The second question was concerned with the use 

of prepositional phrases, and also very few 

students (19.1 %) answered it correctly, while 

80.9 % answered it incorrectly.  

The third question was about the use of 

prepositional idioms. The responses of the 

students to this question was not exceptional to 

the latter. Few students (14.8 %) answered it 

correctly and the majority 85.2 % answered it 

incorrectly. 

 

Table 6: Students’ Knowledge about Use of Prepositions. 
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Question Correct Incorrect 

He played – football – by football. 16.2 % 83.8 % 

They insisted – on going back – in 

going back. 

19.1 % 80. 9 % 

Soldiers stood – to their guns – 

before their guns. 

14.8 85.2 %  

 

3.3.3. Recognition of Prepositions: 

This part concerns with the recognition of 

prepositions among other parts of speech of 

English language. Students were given twelve 

words of different parts of speech, among which 

there were some prepositions. 

The most recognized preposition was (on) with 83 

% of correctness followed by (of) with 70 % of 

correctness while the least recognized prepositions 

were (vis a vis) with 35 % of correctness and (via) 

with the same percentage of correctness. 

The most common prepositions are well known to 

the majority of the students while rare used 

prepositions like vis a vis are not on the same 

degree of recognition. 

 

 

Table 7: Students’ Recognition of Prepositions. 

Not Preposition Preposition The Word 

75 % 25 % because 

75 % 25 % whenever 

65 % 35 % via 

45 % 55 % while 

60 % 40 % but 

30 % 70 % of 

65 % 35 % vis a vis 

85 % 15 % the 

95 % 5 % a 

40 % 60 % yet 

70 % 30 % said 

13 % 87 % on 

 

4.1. Summary: 

As it has been explained previously, the use of 

preposition posits a big problem to the Sudanese 

students who learn English as foreign language. 

That was proved by the results of the test which 

was conducted in three different schools, in three 

different provinces within Khartoum State. The 

obtained results were summarized in the 

following: 

• Students have no proper knowledge about 

types of prepositions. 

• Concerning use of preposition, the 

majority of students gave incorrect 

answers to the questions in that part. 

• Students have little ability to recognize 

and differentiate between commonly used 

prepositions and other parts of speech. 

 

4.2. Conclusions: 

The results obtained from this study confirm that 

the use of prepositions among Sudanese 

secondary school students is problematic. The 
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difficulty of using prepositions may go back to the 

teaching method of the teachers who neglect 

prepositions as less important than nouns and 

verbs. Also, students need to be exposed to the 

different types, uses and the like of prepositions. 

 

4.3. Recommendations: 

Based on the analysis and conclusions, some 

recommendations can be offered to teachers, 

students and decision makers. 

 

1- Students need to acquire proper knowledge 

about types of prepositions. 

2- Concerning use of preposition, the majority of 

students gave incorrect answers to the questions in 

that part. Therefore, uses of preposition shall be 

much practiced. 

3- Students need to upgrade and strengthen their 

little ability to recognize and differentiate between 

commonly used prepositions and other parts of 

speech. 

4- The results obtained from this study confirm 

that the use of prepositions among Sudanese 

secondary school students is problematic. The 

difficulty of using preposition may go back to the 

teaching method of the teachers who neglect 

prepositions as less important than nouns and 

verbs. So, teachers shall deal with all parts of 

speech equally and to expose their students to 

wide range of linguistic situations in which 

different types of prepositions are used. 

5- Teachers also need to deal with all parts of 

speech equally even if the text book they use in 

their teaching may lack such a technique.  

6- Designing of text books shall address this type 

of little knowledge and shall provide the students 

with ample knowledge to skip such types of 

problems in the future. 
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