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Abstract 

Prepositions form a hurdle for several EFL learners, Arabs in particular. One major catalyst is 

that the preposition systems in English and Arabic rarely correspond to one another. Most 

scholars who researched this area concentrated on the problem itself, rather than finding a 

successful remedy that can empower these students to masterfully handle such a thorny area. 

This study is novel inasmuch as it concerns itself with finding means of facilitating this language 

area for Arab learners. It reveals the effectiveness of using translation to teach English 

prepositions to these learners. The research question of this study is: do students who have 

received explicit tuition and adequate practice on the use of English prepositions in translated 

texts naturally perform better using such grammatical items in subsequently translated texts than 

those who have not been instructed on such exemplars in similar language contexts? Sixty 

students at the Gulf University for Science and Technology in Kuwait participated in the field 

experiment. The study paradigm had a pre-test/post-test protocol. While the pre-test included 

four fill-in-the-gap exercises, the post-test contained three Arabic passages which participants 

were required to translate into English. The findings showed that teaching prepositions explicitly 

in translated texts is a viable technique for EFL learners’ mastery of such grammatical items. 

This has implications for EFL specialists and syllabus designers. 
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Introduction 

     Prepositions are words that frequently occur in English discourse usually to refer to a point in 

place or time (e.g., He arrived in Kuwait on Monday).  More technically, Yates (1999) defines a 

preposition as a word used before a noun or a pronoun to show its connection with another 

lexical item in the same sentence. According to Hornby (2015), a preposition can contain a word 

or more. To him, a preposition is “a word or a group of words, such as in, from, to, out of and on 

behalf of, used before a noun or a pronoun to show place, position, time or method” (p. 1154).  

 

     Fromkin, Rodman, and Hyams (2018) refer to prepositions as function words (articles, 

pronouns, conjunctions, auxiliaries, and prepositions) as opposed to what they label content 

words (nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs). Unlike content words which contain the principal 

meaning of an utterance, hence the name, function words do not convey much meaning. 

Although prepositions are considered function words and are, therefore, usually unstressed in 

English discourse (Hendricks, 2010), any mistake made in their use by EFL learners would meet 

with disapproval from native English speakers (Zaabalawi & Gould, 2017). Hendricks (2010) 

advises teachers to alert their students to this particular language area and emphasizes that 

mastering it helps learners convey their meanings properly in various English exchanges. She 

remarks that “since prepositions are so indispensable to communication, and their misuse often 

distorts meaning, the requirement for correct prepositional usage is essential, especially when 

writing or speaking in academic contexts or describing abstract relations in more formal 

contexts” (p. 26).  

 

     Arab learners specifically find difficulty using these words in everyday discourse as such 

words do not normally correspond to those deemed equivalent in Arabic (Celce-Murcia, 2002; 

Kharma & Hajjaj, 1997; Swan & Smith, 2010). For example, while the preposition ?ila1 (to) is 

used in Arabic with verb yaSilu (arrive), this preposition is covered by the preposition in or at in 

English where someone is said to arrive in Kuwait and at the station rather than to Kuwait and to 

the station. Moreover, in a prepositional phrase such as on Monday, several Arab learners replace 

the preposition on with in (fii) since this is the preposition normally used in Arabic in similar 

language contexts. They find it even more challenging when a preposition is used in Arabic in a 

language context where no English equivalent exists. For instance, while the Arabic verb 

yudaafi? (defend) is used with the preposition ?an (about), no such preposition occurs with the 

verb defend in English; someone is said to defend his rights, rather than defend about his rights.  

 

     Improving the competence of Arab learners in using English prepositions is not necessarily a 

straightforward matter. Instructing these students in the use of English prepositions explicitly in 

contextualized, translated texts is perhaps a successful methodology. Such a methodology may 

grant students the ability to understand the differences between the uses of the two preposition 

systems (Arabic and English) and, in turn, assist them in gaining a good knowledge of such 

grammatical items. In this study, the researcher seeks to test the value of this methodological 
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hypothesis. If this methodology proves to be effective, the study will provide guidance to 

language practitioners on how to best address this language area, which serves as the rationale 

for the study.  The research question is: do students who have received explicit tuition and 

adequate practice on the use of English prepositions in translated texts naturally perform better 

using such grammatical items in subsequently translated texts than those who have not been 

instructed on such exemplars in similar language contexts? By attempting to answer this 

question, the researcher seeks to achieve the research objectives which are first, to assist learners 

in improving their understanding of how the prepositional system operates in English and how 

they can best use it in their daily language communication; and second, to advise language 

teachers on how to effectively design their teaching materials when it comes to teaching this 

specific language area. 

 

     Sixty 19-22-year-old students in the Department of Literature and Linguistics at Gulf 

University for Science and Technology in Kuwait participated in the field experiment. The 

paradigm had a pre-test/post-test protocol. The sixty participants were divided into two groups: 

an experimental group and a control group, each consisting of 30 students. The students attended 

a translation course composed of 48 tuition hours and extending over a 16-week semester (see 

Methodology section).   The findings of the study show that EFL learners’ exposure to extensive 

explicit tuition of English prepositions in translated texts significantly improves their proficiency 

in English prepositional usage. 

 

     The current article consists of five sections. The first, Literature Review, sheds light on 

several studies that address the advantages of learning English prepositions through translation 

and the difficulties which Arab learners usually encounter in learning how to use prepositions 

proficiently in English discourse. The second, Method, introduces the study participants, 

instruments, and procedures and describes the setting in which the research data were collected. 

The third, Results, presents the findings of the study in light of the improvement which the study 

participants achieved in mastering English prepositions. The fourth, Discussion, elaborates on 

these findings and relates them to those reported in other studies which share similar pedagogical 

objectives. The fifth, Conclusion, summarises the findings of the research and highlights EFL 

teachers’ role in teaching English prepositions. The sixth, Recommendations, offers advise on 

how to best teach this language topic, and proposes some future agendas for EFL researchers. 

 

Literature Review 

     Teaching grammar through translation has long been a controversial issue (Brown, 2000). It 

has been frowned upon by several EFL experts who strongly believe that it impedes the L2 

learning process inasmuch as it encourages language transfer2 and creates in the mind of the L2 

learner the inaccurate belief that structural and lexical items correspond tidily across different 

languages (Kobayashi & Rinnert 1992; Marsh, 1987; Newson, 1988; Richards & Rodgers, 1986; 

Wen & Johnson, 1997).  
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     Despite this common conception, towards the end of the twentieth century and the beginning 

of the twenty-first century, several EFL scholars began viewing teaching grammar through 

translation as advantageous, particularly at the intermediate, post-intermediate, and advanced 

stages of learning (Carreres, 2006; Cook, 2001; Hervey, Higgins & Haywood, 2002; Liao, 2006; 

Malmkjaer, 1998; Perkins, 1985; Shiyab & Abdullateef; 2001). In support of this pedagogical 

concept, Corder (1981), for example, regarded learners’ native language as a rich linguistic 

source to which they can resort to acquire a foreign language. He replaced the term first language 

“interference” with first language “intercession” to show the favourable role played by L1 in 

promoting L2 learning. Similarly, Liao (2006) highlighted the significance of L1 in facilitating 

the mastery of L2 when he maintained that “the use of translation could be a valuable resource or 

tool that can contribute to the development of various language skills” (p. 210). In this regard, 

Leonardi (2010) also considered translation a beneficial means of learning a foreign language. 

She lamented the attitudes adopted by several language specialists, who believe that teaching a 

foreign language through translation is counterproductive. She pointed out that “Translation is no 

longer seen as a harmful tool in language learning and its interference tends to be positively 

evaluated as a way to enrich rather than harm learners’ competence and performance” (p. 18).  

Likewise, Shiyab and Abdullateef (2001) advocated teaching English through translation and 

emphasized that it does not encourage L1 transfer. Rather, it fosters conscious learning and helps 

EFL learners better understand the differences between the two languages, which, in turn, aids 

these learners in developing a better command of their L2. The findings of this study, which 

concentrates on the positive learning outcomes of teaching English prepositions through Arabic-

English translation, support this pedagogical principle. 

 

     Prepositions in English are notoriously difficult to master for EFL learners (Coleman, 2003; 

Gvarishvili, 2012; Koruti, 2012; Mueller, 2011; Sanjaya & Bram, 2021; Swan, 2017). This can 

be attributed to two main linguistic factors (Alotaibi, Wu, & Alrabah, 2018). The first pertains to 

the chaotic nature of the English preposition system itself (Sotiloye, 2010). For instance, 

although verbs such as arrive and reach are listed in several thesaurus dictionaries as synonyms, 

arrive generally occurs with a preposition (e.g., in, at) when reach does not, in a given context. 

Thus, while someone is said to arrive in London or at the station, he/she is said to reach London 

or the station. Another inconsistency is manifested in the use of prepositions with verbs such as 

accuse and charge, both of which are typically classified as synonyms. While someone is said to 

be accused of committing murder, he/she is said to be charged with committing murder. A 

further example is illustrated using verbs such as conform, abide, comply and follow, all of which 

are also commonly found in thesaurus dictionaries as synonyms. Whereas someone is said to 

conform to the rules, he/she abides by, complies with, or follows the rules.   

 

     The second linguistic factor which makes competence in English prepositional usage 

particularly elusive for EFL learners is the fact that they often unconsciously transfer particular 

prepositions used in their respective native languages into English (Alwreikat & Yunus, 2020; 
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Daquila, 2021; Haddad, 2018; Murshidi, 2014; Nghi, Thang & Phuc, 2021). As previously 

mentioned, prepositions do not necessarily correspond to one another across languages 

(Hendricks, 2010). Swan (2017), for example, states that “Most prepositions have several 

different functions (. . .) and these may correspond to several different prepositions in another 

language” (p. 425). Arab learners, for instance, may use inaccurate prepositions that they literally 

translate from Arabic into English. As a result, they sometimes produce erroneous combinations 

such as afraid from, responsible from, and angry on instead of afraid of, responsible for, and 

angry with, respectively (Swan & Smith, 2010, p. 207). Problems are compounded when one 

language uses a preposition in a specific linguistic context when another does not. Swan (2017) 

declared that “Often the correct preposition cannot be guessed, (. . .) In some expressions English 

has no preposition where one may be used in another language; in other expressions the opposite 

is true” (p. 425). For instance, Arab learners usually use the preposition to with verb reach 

because the Arabic equivalent verb yaSilu is chiefly used with ?ila (to). Erroneous sentences 

such as “John reached to London at 6:00” instead of “John reached London at 6:00” are very 

common among Arab learners. The opposite practice also exists: a preposition may be used in 

Arabic but not in English. To illustrate, Arab learners of English may produce erroneous 

sentences such as “I have been waiting him all day” instead of “I have been waiting for him all 

day” since in Arabic no such preposition is used in a similar context. 

 

     Prepositions, thus, constitute a common problem for EFL learners, Arabs in specific. To help 

these learners overcome this language difficulty, numerous scholars have researched the thorny 

aspects of this grammatical topic. Tahaineh (2010), for example, conducted a study involving 

162 first-, second-, and third-year Jordanian university students with similar English language 

proficiency. This cohort was tested on the appropriate use of prepositions in composition 

assignments. Most errors - 58% of the total number of errors - were classified as interlingual, i.e. 

those made due to the students’ transferring Arabic rules into English. The other 42% constituted 

intralingual errors, i.e. those made due to the students’ overgeneralizing preposition rules in 

English itself (for more on interlingual and intralingual errors see Ellis, 1997; Richards & 

Schmidt, 2002; Richards, 2015). Tahaineh (2010) noted that most errors were made in cases 

where no equivalent prepositions are typically used in English. It is noteworthy that a significant 

number of these errors were made by advanced students. 

 

     In another study, Alotaibi, Wu, and Alrabah (2018) tested 80 tertiary students at the Public 

Authority for Applied Education and Training in Kuwait on their use of 16 simple prepositions 

(e.g., on, in, at) and 10 complex prepositions (e.g., prior to, close to). All participants had 

received their middle school and secondary school education at Kuwaiti public schools. The test 

included an exercise made up of 26 multiple-choice questions. The findings showed that almost 

53% of these students had more difficulty with the use of prepositions than expected. They made 

both interlingual and intralingual errors.  
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     In a similar study, Murshidi (2014) conducted an analysis of preposition errors made by 30 

Arab students in the College of Engineering at the United Arab Emirates University. She devised 

a written test consisting of 30 multiple-choice questions. For each question, students were given 

three prepositions and were asked to provide the appropriate preposition in the assigned gap. 

Murshidi found that a high percentage of these errors were made due to L1 interference, 

particularly in contexts where the preposition used in Arabic does not correspond to that 

normally assumed to be equivalent in English.  

 

     In a similar context, Fareh and Saeed (2009) carried out a study where 50 students at the 

University of Sharjah were given a set of questions presented in the form of two tasks: a 

production task and a recognition task. The researchers aimed to evaluate their students’ 

performance in producing and recognizing some of the most frequently used prepositions in 

English discourse. In the production task, the students were given 40 multiple-choice questions 

and were required to select the most suitable preposition from a given list. As for the recognition 

task, it included another 40 multiple-choice questions where the students were asked to circle the 

correct preposition. In general, students performed poorly in both producing and recognizing the 

appropriate preposition, though they were generally better at recognizing than producing 

prepositions. 

 

     In another study involving a 12-item questionnaire completed by 40 second-year students at 

the University of Al Imam Al Mahdi, Al Mubarak (2017) explored the problems faced by these 

learners in the use of English prepositions. He stated that most difficulties encountered were 

concerned with the students’ lack of exposure to any language communication with native 

English speakers. Moreover, the respondents complained about the inexistence of a well-

organized grammar syllabus that is designed to teach them such a problematic topic. They also 

complained that English prepositions have multiple meanings and, thus, referred to them as 

“highly polysemous”, a factor which, they claimed, had caused them even more confusion.  

 

     Haddad (2018) administered a multiple-choice test consisting of 20 sentences to a cohort of 

50 female students at two Jordanian universities. They were required to select one of the given 

prepositions or none at all to fill in the gaps provided. In her error analysis, Haddad discussed 

three different types of preposition errors: (1) errors made when the same preposition is used in 

both Arabic and English, (2) errors made when a different preposition is used in each language, 

and (3) errors made when one language uses a preposition while the other does not. Of these 

three types of errors, the last constituted the highest percentage of errors made by her study 

participants. Haddad attributed a major part of these errors to language transfer and criticized the 

teaching strategies employed in the Jordanian language curricula in various educational 

institutions as pedagogically inadequate.  
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     Chek, Akkakoson, Odacioglu, Suki, and Bating (2017) conducted another analysis of 

preposition errors made by 150 sixteen-year-old students in Malaysia. The research instrument 

consisted of a 350-word composition and a fill-in-the-gap exercise. Most of the errors, which 

totalled 1457 combined, occurred in the use of prepositions of time and place. The majority of 

these errors were classified as interlingual rather than intralingual. At the end of their study, 

Chek et al. (2017) offered advice on some pedagogical strategies on how to best teach English 

prepositions to ESL learners. 

 

     Another analysis of preposition errors was carried out by Ozisik (2014). It involved 30 EFL 

university students in Turkey who were administered a test comprising 60 sentences of the fill-

in-the-gap format.  Students who were rated upper intermediate were requested to provide the 

correct preposition from memory or use none at all. Of the 1800 prepositional uses produced by 

the students, 852 were inaccurate. Nearly half of these errors were found to be intralingual and 

the other half interlingual made due to the students’ Turkish language interference in English. 

Ozisik concluded that using prepositions in English is problematic for Turkish students, who, he 

suggested, need to intensively practice this grammatical concept. He proposed a set of strategies 

on how to best teach prepositions to Turkish students. 

 

     One particularly interesting research study on the use of prepositions by EFL learners was 

carried out by Mahmoud (2011). He conducted an analysis of 50 preposition errors in 

compositions produced by 50 male and female second-year university students in Oman. 

Contrary to all the findings reported by the aforementioned studies, he found that his students 

made mistakes with only less than 20% of the prepositions they used in their compositions. Thus, 

unlike most other EFL researchers who consider prepositions a difficult concept for EFL learners 

to grasp, Mahmoud concluded that English prepositions are generally not hard to master for EFL 

learners. However, he reported that more than a third of his students’ errors were interlingual. 

     In a similar context, Altakhaineh and Ibrahim (2019) carried out a study in which they tested 

50 native Arabic students at Al Ain University of Science and Technology on the use of English 

prepositions. The participants were divided into two groups, a control group and an experimental 

group, each consisting of 25 students. The researchers’ aim was to assess the efficacy of 

incidental learning of prepositions in reading texts. The experiment had a pre-test/post-test 

design where students were specifically tested on their receptive and productive knowledge of 

prepositions in multiple-choice and fill-in-the-gap exercises. Along with general English 

exercises, the experimental group received training in reading comprehension passages designed 

to enhance their reading skills in general. No particular attempt was made to give these students 

any special training on the use of prepositions. The purpose of this was to ensure that any 

improvement in the use of prepositions was achieved through incidental learning. The control 

group, on the other hand, received no such training in reading passages; they were only taught 

through general English exercises. At the end of the study, the researchers found that the 
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experimental group performed much better than the control group. They concluded, therefore, 

that the mastery of prepositions can be better achieved through incidental learning. 

     In a unique study, Daquila (2021) sought to explore whether highly-educated students who 

had a special liking for music would perform better in the use of English prepositions than their 

similarly educated counterparts.  He divided his 29-38 year-old participants into two groups, an 

experimental group and a control group, each consisting of 20 male and female graduates. While 

the experimental group, comprising those interested in music, received their instruction on the 

use of prepositions through music-related exercises, the control group, those uninterested in 

music, received their instruction through traditional language drills. Interestingly, he found that 

the former group performed much better in the use of prepositions than the latter. He concluded 

that “musically intelligent people” generally have a better grasp of the use of prepositions than 

others (p. 1).    

 

     At this stage, it is worthwhile noting that the rules of prepositional usage in English constitute 

a serious problem not only for EFL learners, who often spend a substantial part of their learning 

struggling to internalize such rules, but also for several EFL teachers who have considered it a 

challenging topic to teach. In support of this view, Saravanan (2015) maintains that “prepositions 

pose a challenge to the learners as well as teachers of English because of the uniqueness of the 

problem involved” (p. 159). In this connection, Koruti (2014) conducted a study on 50 EFL 

teachers from Kosovo, Greece, and Albania randomly selected from 300 EFL professionals 

belonging to the English Language Teachers Association in Albania. He aimed to find out how 

these teachers taught prepositions to their students, who were at varying English language 

proficiency levels. Surprisingly, Koruti found, by means of a questionnaire completed by these 

teachers, that only some of them taught their students prepositions; many of them did not due to 

the difficulty, they professed, of teaching such a grammar concept. Their students, as a result, 

had an impoverished understanding of prepositional usage and most of their errors were found to 

be interlingual. 

 

Method 

Participants 

     The study participants were sixty 19-22-year-old Kuwaiti university students in the 

Department of Literature and Linguistics at Gulf University for Science and Technology, a 

private university in Kuwait. They were all at the same level of English language proficiency 

(upper-intermediate) and were all native Arabic speakers.  

 

Instruments 

     The research paradigm included a pre-test, taken at the beginning of an Arabic-English 

translation course, and a post-test, taken at the end of it. The pre-test, set in the form of a cloze 

test, contained four exercises3, each comprising 15 gapped sentences which the students were 

requested to complete by choosing the appropriate preposition from a given list (Appendix B: 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/16499QAUKtx4qfQA85ePVUor3j6nJfR3j/view?usp=sharing
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Pre-test exercises). The post-test, on the other hand, included three Arabic texts4 which 

participants were invited to translate into English over three tuition hours at the end of the course 

(Appendix C: Post-test translation texts). The assigned texts were carefully selected to contain as 

many prepositional structures as possible and were on various subjects. The objective was to 

measure the participants’ progress in English prepositional usage by the end of the course. 

 

Procedures 

     The course offered consisted of 48 tuition hours distributed over one semester, that is, 16 

weeks, three hours per week. During the semester, the participants were requested to translate 

one Arabic text into English in each class session. By the end of the semester, the students had 

rendered 45 different Arabic texts into English. Each tuition hour was divided into two 

approximately equal sessions. During the first session, students were engaged in translating the 

assigned text while consulting several dictionaries and other reference books that they were 

advised to use. During the second session, the researcher, who was the course instructor, 

randomly selected three of the students’ translated texts, presented them on the projector, and 

invited students to make comments on any errors found. In the end, the instructor provided his 

feedback on these errors and any other errors that the students missed. Consequently, besides 

being involved in translating 45 texts throughout the course, students had the opportunity to 

revise, with the aid of their instructor, 135 translation versions produced.  

 

     In the field experiment, the sixty students were divided into two 30-student groups: an 

experimental group and a control group. To eliminate external factors such as contextual learning 

and developmental changes, experimental and control conditions were created for reliable results 

(Sekaran & Bougie, 2013). As the students worked on the translation of each of the 45 Arabic 

texts, those in the experimental group were partly trained in general translation skills but were 

particularly exposed to extensive tuition and adequate practice in the grammatical use of the 

prepositions they produced, whether correct or incorrect, in their newly-written English texts. 

Students in the control group, on the other hand, were only engaged in translating the Arabic 

texts and concentrating on Arabic-English rendering skills. Preposition rules were not taught and 

the whole grammar topic was generally treated as unworthy of mention. The objective was to 

find out whether students who have received explicit tuition and adequate practice on the use of 

English prepositions in translated texts naturally perform better using such grammatical items in 

subsequently translated texts than those who have not been instructed on such exemplars in 

similar language contexts. 

 

Results 

     The findings of the study field experiment are posted in the three tables5 below. As stated in 

the methodology, the study paradigm contains two tests: a pre-test and a post-test. In the pre-test, 

participants were given sixty different sentences in the form of a cloze test and were requested to 

complete each gap with the appropriate preposition. Both groups, experimental and control, took 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1bvv6J6C0CNeK_svv7G87iuC9dnNC291l/view?usp=sharing
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the same test. As shown in Table one below, out of a total of 1800 prepositional uses, the control 

group made 810 errors, whereas the experimental group made 793 errors. It is clear from these 

figures that the experimental group’s knowledge of English prepositional usage was similar to 

that of the control group at the beginning of the field experiment (p-value = 0.569).  

 

Table 1. Pre-intervention proportion of errors made by the experimental and control groups in 

the cloze test containing prepositions 
 Control Group’s Pre-test Experimental Group’s Pre-test P-value 

 Number of 

Prepositional 

Uses 

Number 

of Errors 

Proportion of 

Errors  

Number of 

Prepositional 

Uses 

Number 

of Errors 

Proportion of 

Errors 

 

Cloze 

Test 

1800 810 0.45 1800 793 0.44 0.569 

In the post-test, however, there was a noticeable difference between the performance of the 

experimental group and that of the control group. The figures in Table two below highlight the 

progress which the experimental group achieved in their knowledge of English prepositional 

usage compared with that made by the control group. In translating the first Arabic text, while 

the experimental group made only 45 errors out of 503 prepositional uses, the control group 

made 226 errors out of 524 prepositional uses. As for the second Arabic text, whereas the 

experimental group made 31 errors out of 390 prepositional uses, the control group made 177 

errors out of 422 prepositional uses.  Finally, concerning the third Arabic text, while the 

experimental group made just 30 errors out of 301 prepositional uses, the control group made 

126 errors out of 333 prepositional uses. In total, the experimental group made a meagre 104 

errors out of 1194 prepositional uses, whereas the control group made 501 errors out of 1279 

prepositional uses. These figures reveal that there is a significant difference between the 

performances of the two groups in English prepositional usage in the three translated Arabic 

texts (p-value = 0.000). A resounding “yes” answers the research question: do students who have 

received explicit tuition and adequate practice on the use of English prepositions in translated 

texts naturally perform better using such grammatical items in subsequently translated texts than 

those who have not been instructed on such exemplars in similar language contexts? 

 

Table 2. Post-intervention proportion of errors made by the experimental and control groups in 

the three translated texts containing prepositions 
Texts Control Group’s Post-test Experimental Group’s Post-test P-value 

 Number of 

Prepositional 

Uses 

Number 

of Errors 

Proportion of 

Errors  

Number of 

Prepositional 

Uses 

Number 

of Errors 

Proportion of 

Errors 

 

Text 

One 

524 226 0.43 503 45 0.09 0.000* 

Text 

Two 

422 177 0.42 390 31 0.08 0.000* 

Text 

Three 

333 126 0.38 301 30 0.10 0.000* 

Total 1279 501 0.41 1194 104 0.09 0.000* 

• The difference is significant at 𝛼  < 0.05. 
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In summary, at the end of the Arabic-English translation course, and as is clear from Table three 

below, the experimental group’s performance in English prepositional usage improved by 35%, 

compared with that of the control group, who achieved a mere 4% improvement. This indicates a 

significant difference between the performances of the two groups in English prepositional usage 

(p-values = 0.000, 0.001, respectively). 

 

Table 3.  Pre-intervention and post-intervention proportion of prepositional errors made by the 

experimental and control groups and their rates of error improvement 
Control Group Experimental Group 

    Pre-test     Post-test       Pre-test     Post-test  

Proportion of 

Prepositional 

Errors 

Proportion of 

Prepositional 

Errors 

Rate of Error 

Improvement 

Proportion of 

Prepositional 

Errors 

Proportion of 

Prepositional 

Errors 

Rate of Error 

Improvement 

0.45 0.41 0.04 0.44 0.09 0.35 

P-value  P-value  

0.001*  0.000*  

• Difference is significant at 𝛼  < 0.05. 

Discussion 

     As can be seen from the study’s findings in the Results section, a positive answer is provided 

to the research question: do students who have received explicit tuition and adequate practice on 

the use of English prepositions in translated texts naturally perform better using such 

grammatical items in subsequently translated texts than those who have not been instructed on 

such exemplars in similar language contexts? The field experiment has, therefore, shown that 

teaching students explicitly how to use English prepositions in newly-composed texts is a 

successful technique that can be of interest to pedagogues seeking an effective methodology.   

 

     This study is original inasmuch as no other research seems to have concerned itself with 

teaching English prepositions explicitly in translated texts. Moreover, no similar studies have 

provided evidence that teaching such exemplars in similar language contexts has a special utility 

in improving EFL learners’ knowledge of using prepositional formations in English discourse. 

Leonardi (2010) emphasizes the vital role of translation in teaching EFL learners the grammar of 

the target language. In her book “The Role of Pedagogical Translation in Second Language 

Learning”, she observes that: 

there is a strong relationship between translation and foreign language teaching (. . .) The 

use of translation in language classes is (. . .) a means to help learners acquire, develop 

and further strengthen their knowledge and competence in a foreign language. (p. 17) 

This is because, through translation, EFL learners can better identify the similarities and 

differences between the two languages, which can, in turn, enable them to manipulate the foreign 

language rules more proficiently (Malmkjaer, 1998; Shiyab & Abdullateef, 2001). Moreover, 

Leonardi (2010) reiterates that, through translation, “students have the opportunity to see and 

evaluate similarities and differences between different writing styles in different languages” (p. 
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24). All these arguments highlight the instrumental role of translation in teaching English 

grammar. 

  

Conclusion 

     As stated in the Literature Review, there is a consensus among several language specialists 

that prepositions are one grammatical concept which EFL learners are required to master if they 

are to acquire native-like fluency in English. Several EFL learners, particularly Arabs who are at 

the initial stages of their language apprenticeship, experience many difficulties trying to master 

this language area. They fail to realize that prepositions across languages do not necessarily 

correspond to one another and, consequently, often pair each Arabic preposition with one which 

they believe is equivalent in English. As a result, they unconsciously make several preposition 

errors, which can often hinder effective language communication. To help these learners master 

this language area, this article has researched the effectiveness of one methodology in teaching 

prepositions. The research question is: do students who have received explicit tuition and 

adequate practice on the use of English prepositions in translated texts naturally perform better 

using such grammatical items in subsequently translated texts than those who have not been 

instructed on such exemplars in similar language contexts? In response to this question, the field 

experiment has provided evidence that teaching prepositions explicitly in translated texts is a 

successful methodology of teaching such grammatical items. 

 

     In this regard, English language teachers play a pivotal role in introducing their students to 

English prepositions by constantly raising their awareness of the function of such language 

items.  Ellis (1997) elaborates on this, noting that it is fundamental for language learners to 

observe a rule before they can learn it. This observation of rules occurs particularly when such 

rules are taught through translation where differences between the two languages are easily 

identified. In such language contexts, teachers can provide their students with explicit, detailed 

instruction on how to use prepositions appropriately in English. 

 

Recommendations 

To eliminate the active involvement of several EFL learners in translating English 

prepositions literally and facilitate the acquisition process for them, teachers should encourage 

these students to learn prepositions in combination with lexical items rather than as individual 

language items. Lexical items such as nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs should be retained 

along with the prepositions they normally occur with as whole blocks. For instance, EFL learners 

should learn solution to, and not solution + to, comply with, and not comply + with, keen on, and 

not keen + on, and independently of, and not independently + of (Chek, et al., 2017; Ellis, 2003; 

Ozisik, 2014). This way, students acquire a good command of English prepositions and use them 

more naturally and appropriately in English discourse. 
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Endnotes 

1.The Arabic phonetic symbols used in this article are taken from Campbell’s (1998) Arabic transcription chart 

(Appendix A: Campbell’s (1998) chart of Arabic transcription symbols). 

2. Language transfer, used in this article, refers specifically to ‘negative transfer’ as opposed to ‘positive transfer’. In 

this respect, Leonardi (2010) maintains that while negative transfer “occurs whenever first language habits interfere 

with second language learning causing ‘interference’”, positive transfer “occurs when first language habits favour 

the acquisition of second language habits” (p. 40). 

3. These exercises were taken from Azar (2006). 

4. The Arabic texts were taken from Abboud and McCarus (2010). 

5. In the Results section, the formats of the three tables containing the findings of the field experiment are adapted 

from Zaabalawi and Gould (2017). 
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Appendix A: Campbell’s (1998) Chart of Arabic Transcription Symbols 

 

Arabic Consonant Transcription 

 ? أ

 b ب

 t ت

 t ث

 j ج

 H ح

 x خ

 d د

 d ذ

 r ر

 z ز

 s س

 s ش

 S ص 

 D ض 

 T ط

 Z ظ

 ɜ ع

 g غ

 f ف 

 q ق

 k ك

 L ل

 m م

 n ن

 h ه 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.amper.2017.03.002
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 w و

 y ي

                            

Appendix B: Pre-test Exercises 
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Appendix C: Post-test Translation Texts 
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