
Running head: Applying Cognitive Linguistics: Preposition acquisition in an ESL context with 

Arabic Learners   1 

 

 

 

Applying Cognitive Linguistics: Preposition Acquisition in an ESL Context 

with Arabic Learners 

Louie Al Emam 

Department of Language Studies 

Umeå University 

 

 

 

 

Louie Al Emam 

Examensarbete för kandidatexamen, 15 hp 
Engelska 



Applying Cognitive Linguistics: Preposition acquisition in an ESL context with Arabic Learners 

 2 

  

 

  



Applying Cognitive Linguistics: Preposition acquisition in an ESL context with Arabic Learners 

 3 

  

 

Abstract 

Teaching prepositions in the context of English as a foreign language (ESL) can be particularly 

challenging. The present research explored the ability of Arabic-speaking students to understand 

and use prepositions and examined the efficacy of using cognitive linguistics to train them on the 

for and to prepositions. The study was conducted through an online survey, the delivery of a 

pretest to the willing participants, the supply of the cognitive linguistics activities and traditional 

training activities, and the delivery of posttests to assess the participants. 16 participants agreed 

to participate in the study. A comparison of the average values of their pretest and posttest scores 

revealed that they performed better on the posttests, with the group that took the cognitive 

linguistics activity showing better improvement. The Mann Whitney U Test showed that the 

improvements were statistically significant for both groups. The findings demonstrate that 

cognitive linguistics produces better language acquisition among non-native speakers of English 

than traditional approaches and should be used in the teaching of English prepositions. 

 Keywords: ESL, SLA, prepositions, cognitive linguistics, Arabic-speaking students, 

traditional approaches, spatial relations. 
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Introduction 

 Prepositions are an integral part of the English language. According to Song, Schnotz, & 

Juchem-Grundmann (2015), at least ten percent of the words in each sentence are prepositions. 

Thus, in the teaching of English as a foreign language, tutors place special emphasis on the 

prepositions due to their significance. However, teaching prepositions is a challenging prospect 

because they are characteristically short, can easily go unnoticed, and the fact that each 

preposition can have multiple meanings depending on the context in which they are used (Song 

et al., 2015). Furthermore, the process of learning prepositions becomes difficult especially for 

students as they experience challenges in understanding the multiple meanings and different 

contextual applications. The individuals who face the most difficulties in learning and using 

prepositions appropriately are those who are not native speakers of the language. I believe that 

probably due to the differences between English and their native languages.  For instance, 

according to Al-Mubarak (2017), learners of Sudanese origin face difficulties in understanding 

prepositions, with the key challenge being the inability to choose the right preposition to use in 

the appropriate context. Similarly, based on their research, Alotaibi, Wu, & Alrabah (2018) 

reveal that some Kuwaiti learners face difficulties in choosing the right prepositions to use in a 

variety of contexts. These two examples show that there are non-native speakers of English who 

do not understand when and how to use some prepositions. However, there is little research on 

the difficulties of learning and using prepositions among non-native English speakers, with a few 

studies focusing on students in the Middle East and some parts of Africa. Therefore, the research 

will investigate how undergraduate Arabic students who speak English as a non-native language 

fare in the understanding and use of English prepositions while reviewing whether it is possible 

to use cognitive linguistics to enhance their understanding of the for and to prepositions.  
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Aim and Research Questions 

 The aim of the proposed research is to assess some of the difficulties that students who 

speak English as their second or third language face in learning two specific prepositions (for 

and to) and in using them in their written and spoken language. In the process, the study will 

explore the efficacy of some of the methods through which cognitive linguistics apply to address 

the challenges that non-native speakers face in comprehending the two prepositions. The 

literature review will address the first three questions while the experimental tests will answer 

the fourth. The research questions that will be considered in this project are as listed below: 

• What are the spatial components that determine the conceptualization of the for and to 

prepositions? 

• What are the linguistic factors that affect the ability of an individual to learn and 

appropriately utilize the for and to prepositions in their written and verbal 

communication? 

• What are the challenges that Arabic-speaking students face in learning and using the for 

and to prepositions? 

• Is cognitive linguistics a beneficial teaching strategy to help non-native speakers 

understand the use of the two prepositions? 

Background 

Literature Findings 

 Cognitive linguistics. One of the approaches that enhance the learning outcomes among 

English as a second language (ESL) students is cognitive linguistics. According to Kissling, 

Tyler, Warren, and Negrete (2018), cognitive linguistics is based on the principle that the 

acquisition of a new language is a gradual process through which the learner acquires basic 
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language understanding and builds on it through subsequent lessons, practice, and tests. 

Cognitive linguistics then integrates the elements of the theory of linguistics and learning along 

with cognitive science. The authors investigate the use of the technique in teaching two core 

prepositions in Spanish and present the efficacy of using a usage-based approach to the learning 

process (Kissling et al., 2018). The cognitive linguistics aspect of their study adopted the 

teaching of the diverse meanings that the two prepositions present in a structured manner that 

enabled the learners to understand the prepositions, their relationships, and their utilization in 

sentences. Kissling et al. (2018) also explain that from the theories of cognition and learning, this 

approach, which builds on foundational knowledge, is quite effective in enhancing the 

understanding of language elements such as prepositions as opposed to the traditional approaches 

that involve memorization. Foundational knowledge is the principle that explains the need for 

students to have some valid basic knowledge to be able to understand specific information and 

ideas. 

 

 Prepositions, as core elements of the English language, are known to have a polysemous 

nature, making them pose huge difficulties to ESL learners. According to Wijaya and Ong 

(2018), this nature of prepositions, along with their features specific to English, provide a basis 

behind the use of instructions that adopt cognitive linguistics approaches to help students 

overcome the difficulties of learning the prepositions. The authors separated study participants 

into two groups that experienced different learning approaches, with the first group receiving 

cognitive-based instructions and the second receiving rule-based instructions (Wijaya & Ong, 

2018). From the administration of pretests and posttests, the researchers discovered that the 

group which benefited from cognitive learning performed better in the posttests as compared to 
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the rule group, indicating that teaching prepositions is highly valuable when the students receive 

cognitive linguistics-based instructions (Wijaya & Ong, 2018). Therefore, the theory of cognitive 

linguistics is applicable to teaching prepositions in ESL settings. 

 However, there are instances where traditional approaches to the instruction of students 

can be effective in language acquisition. Wijaya and Ong (2018) report that students who learn 

by traditional approaches present no significant difference from those who learn through 

cognitive linguistics when they take delayed posttests. This finding indicates that the long-term 

commitment of prepositions to the mind may not differ if the person receives traditional or 

cognitive-based instructions. Zhang and Jiang (2016) explain that classifier languages, such as 

Chinese, can be effectively taught through the use of rote memorization to equip students with an 

understanding of meanings and functions of words or prepositions. However, rote memorization 

might not be beneficial to the learning of English or the long-term retention of its tenets. Thus, 

Zhang and Jiang (2016) conclude that cognitive linguistics becomes beneficial to helping 

students identify the uses of English elements that students have not received instructions upon. 

Furthermore, Jacobsen (2018) supports this assertion through the findings from a study on the 

use of cognitive learning in teaching English conditionals. The participants in the study who 

were subjected to cognitive methods performed better in their posttest and the delayed posttest 

than those who received task-supported instructions. Thus, the author concludes that teaching 

complex English language concepts such as conditionals require the use of cognitive linguistics 

strategies (Jacobsen, 2018). These findings affirm the fact that cognitive linguistics is a desirable 

teaching strategy.  

 Innovative approaches. There are various approaches that enhance the cognitive process 

of learning languages among individuals. According to Morett’s (2019) study findings, encoding 
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the words or vocabularies of the foreign language to the memory becomes effective in enhancing 

the process of language acquisition. In the study, Morett (2019) explored the use of still images 

and iconic gestures in expounding concepts and enhancing the students’ understanding of 

concrete words. Based on the theories of cognition, the author reports that individuals who view 

still images are better placed to remember the words learned through the process than those who 

take the lessons that adopt iconic gestures (Morett, 2019). Through the use of images, therefore, 

people interacting with the target language for the first time are well-placed to memorize and 

utilize specific words, which is evidenced through children’s ability to learn foreign languages 

when still images become part of the instruction tools. This exposition by Morett (2019) 

demonstrates the efficacy of using innovative approaches to enhance the cognitive process of 

learning languages.  

  Despite the findings by Morett (2019) on the advantage that still images present to 

language acquisition over the use of gestures, the latter method is still effective in enhancing the 

understanding of certain features of a second language. Nakatsukasa (2016) explores the use of 

gestures in improving students’ understanding of locative prepositions as a core element of ESL. 

During the study, the author subjected the study participants to the learning of prepositions using 

verbal recasts, no feedback, or recasts combined with gestures. Recasts refer to the methods of 

rectifying errors that learners reveal in their communication. The results and analysis indicated 

that the students who obtained instructions based on verbal recasts and recasts with gestures 

showed enhanced language development levels as compared to those who received no feedback 

(Nakatsukasa, 2016). Therefore, ESL teachers can successfully adopt verbal recasts and the use 

of gestures in enhancing their students’ cognition of prepositions and other elements of the 

English language. 
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 Corrective strategies. Correcting errors, such as through the use of recasts, is significant 

to the process of learning a new language. Su and Tian (2016) explain that errors are inevitable 

in the process of acquiring new languages and are significant because they reveal the learner’s 

level of grasping grammatical and literary concepts. Thus, techniques for correcting errors 

become instrumental in helping learners understand the mistakes they have made and to identify 

how to rectify them. Furthermore, through the adoption of innovative error correction techniques 

such as Corrective Feedback (CF), second or foreign language learners can be able to determine 

the differences between their first language and the target language, which would eventually help 

them in understanding the common mistakes in the latter (Su & Tian, 2016). Therefore, when 

delivering the language lessons through cognitive linguistics approaches, the teachers should 

adopt the best corrective strategies to help students in the learning process rather than to castigate 

them and plant more doubts in their minds.  

 

Summary of Literature 

 Cognitive linguistics, which exploits the understanding that language learning is a 

gradual process, incorporates the theories of cognition, learning, and linguistics in the teaching of 

languages (Kissling et al., 2018). According to Wijaya and Ong (2018), the strategy can be 

effectively used in teaching prepositions which are complex because of their polysemous nature. 

Furthermore, the method can be effective in promoting the long-term acquisition of these 

difficult language elements such as classifiers and prepositions, classifier languages such as 

Chinese, and enable students to apply the learned principles to diverse settings in speech and 

writing (Wijaya & Ong, 2018; Zhang & Jiang, 2016; Jacobsen, 2018). Morett (2019) then 

expounds that cognitive linguistics can be implemented through innovative approaches such as 
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the use of images that commit the elements to memory. Methods that correct the mistakes that 

learners make are also beneficial to the use of cognitive linguistics to implement language 

acquisition. Nakatsukasa (2016) demonstrates that verbal recasts and the combination of recasts 

with gestures are effective language acquisition strategies whereas Su and Tian (2016) show the 

efficacy of using corrective feedback. The literature findings, therefore, show the usefulness of 

cognitive linguistics to the teaching of English as a foreign language. 

Theoretical Framework 

 Cognitive linguistics is based on the understanding that language interacts with the 

individual’s cognition. Therefore, the teaching of foreign languages requires the use of cognitive 

enhancements including visual representations, verbal elucidation, and translation from the 

foreign language to the native language (Hung, Vien, & Nguyen, 2018). Therefore, cognitive 

linguistics is based on the understanding of the centrality of cognition and the student’s 

psychology to the comprehension of the language in question. Thus, it forms the theoretical basis 

of the study into the efficacy of the technique of improving the level of understanding of the two 

prepositions among individuals who learn or use English as a foreign language. A cognitive 

approach in teaching prepositions makes learners of English as a second language semantically 

understand the differences between their native language and English.  

Furthermore, as Kissling et al. (2018) explain, cognitive psychology principles dictate 

that students perceive and utilize complex information if it is presented in a logical and 

systematic manner. As such, the cognitive linguistics approach emphasizes the meanings of the 

prepositions of interest, explains the relationships between them, then allows the learners to have 

effective routes for information access and utilization (Kissling et al., 2018). Through the 

cognitive linguistics approach, therefore, the present study adopts the teaching of the for and to 
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prepositions through the exploration of their multiple meanings along with the systematic 

analysis of the spatial relationships that they present between different elements. However, many 

teachers do not spend enough time instructing students on prepositions, which is 

disadvantageous to the latter because prepositions can be difficult to understand and utilize 

correctly. Therefore, cognitive linguistics can provide some systematicity in the instruction of 

students on prepositions and make their understanding easier than when students learn through 

memorization. 

Method and Materials 

Research Approach 

 The study involved the use of an online electronic survey procedure to evaluate the 

spatial components of the two prepositions that affect their conceptualization and use, the factors 

that affect the ability of Arabic-speaking participants to understand and use the language, and the 

challenges they face in the process. The survey technique has been successfully used in a related 

study. Al-Mubarak (2017) used a 12-item survey to understand the complications that Sudanese 

students at a local university face in understanding prepositions. In conjunction with the survey, 

a general pretest on the prepositions was administered to the participants to gauge their 

understanding of for and to. After understanding the challenges that Arabic-speaking people face 

with prepositions, this present research then entailed the provision of instructions to the 

participants through cognitive linguistics activity and traditional learning activity, with the 

participants randomly divided into two groups for the successful utilization of the two activities. 

The final step in the research was the issuance of posttests that assessed the participants’ 

knowledge levels and compared the two groups to identify the differences in language 

acquisition. 
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Participants 

The participants of the study were individuals whose first language is Arabic. Before the 

beginning of the study, they were all informed of the aims and purposes of the study, and they 

agreed to be participants. These willing Arabic-speaking participants were selected to assess 

whether cognitive linguistics can improve their ability to understand and select the right 

prepositions for specific contexts. The participants were randomly assigned and separated into 

two groups for the evaluation of the effectiveness of the cognitive linguistics method. One group 

learned the two prepositions through traditional strategies such as rote memorization whereas the 

second group was taught based on cognitive linguistics techniques derived from existing theories 

and literature findings.  

Survey Procedure 

The adopted procedure will be effective in the study since Hung, Vien, & Nguyen (2018) 

successfully used a similar approach in their study of the efficacy of cognitive linguistics 

to tutor students on English prepositions. Tests presented in the Appendices are 

developed by Tyler, Mueller, and Ho (2011). The process will involve the following 

steps: 

• The administration of pretests to evaluate the participants’ understanding of the 

two prepositions. (Tyler et al., 2011). The pretest is presented in appendix A. 

• The teaching of the prepositions using group-specific strategies. Appendices B 

and C show the details for the cognitive linguistic strategy while D and E show 

the traditional approach. 

• The administration of posttests to evaluate the success of the teaching. Appendix 

F shows the posttest. 
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• The analysis of the results to assess whether there is an improvement in the 

comprehension and use of the prepositions, to check which group has the better 

average improvement, and to determine which of the two teaching techniques is 

the most useful. 

Teaching Intervention 

The teaching of the prepositions in the two groups adopted standard approaches 

pertaining to either cognitive learning or the traditional approach. Each teaching session lasted 

for a duration of 30 minutes, allowing the participants to have the basic knowledge of the 

meanings and common uses of each preposition. The posttests were then issued to the 

participants immediately after the teaching session to examine the changes in their understanding 

of the prepositions. Finally, after the completion of the training and the tests, the students were 

issued with the materials used in the training for future references. The teaching processes and 

materials are detailed below. 

a. Cognitive linguistics activity. In the group that was trained using cognitive linguistics 

methodologies, the teaching assistant (from this point forward referred to as the 

researcher) issued cognitive linguistics lessons in a systematic manner. The researcher 

began by introducing prepositions in general and what their function is to the English 

language. Next, the researcher asked the participants to describe what each preposition 

(to and for) means, and they responded by giving the meanings they understood from 

either Arabic or English. The researcher then explained the meaning of each of the two 

prepositions in English, the spatial meaning of preposition to, the time meaning of both to 

and for prepositions, and their use along with adjectives in the spatial sense. The 

instructor then issued the participants with the handouts detailing the examples of the 
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spatial and time meanings as well as the spatial conceptualization of the prepositions with 

adjectives (Appendix B). Next, the participants were given a fill-in-the-gaps activity that 

confirmed their understanding of the prepositions as Tyler et al. (2011) detail in their 

article (Appendix C). At the conclusion of the session, the researcher explained the time 

and space senses of the prepositions, how they can be used with adjectives, and how to 

select the prepositions to use in particular circumstances. 

b. Traditional learning activity. The traditional approach adopted the format that Kissling 

et al. (2018) describe as the standard teaching format. The researcher introduced the 

participants to the general use of prepositions in English and then presented them with a 

list comprising of the meanings of the two prepositions (Appendix D). No explanations 

were given on the spatial and time meanings of the for and to prepositions or their use 

along with adjectives. The researcher acquired the translations of the respective 

prepositions in Arabic as part of the definition. The researcher then instructed the 

participants on the prepositions to prepare them for a fill-in-the-gaps exercise (Appendix 

E). At the end of the exercise, the instructor marked the answers and issued them to the 

participants, showing them the mistakes that they made in the exercises. At the end of the 

activity, the researcher asked the students to recollect what they have learned from the 

lesson.  

Data Analysis 

 The data from the survey was analyzed through the use of descriptive statistics. The 

number of participants whose native language is Arabic was computed while the number of years 

that participants have spoken English will be averaged. The frequency of speaking English at 

home and the degree of comfortability in using prepositions will be calculated from the scoring 
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of the 4-point scale used in the survey, with the average value obtained as a method of analysis. 

The number of yes and no responses will be calculated and compared for the knowledge of 

prepositions and responses on whether they exist in the native language of the participants. The 

responses on the ability to give preposition examples and suggestions on how to master 

prepositions will be analyzed qualitatively. 

 The pretest and posttest results will also be analyzed using descriptive statistics. The tests 

will be scored out of a possible total of 30 points, and the averages and standard deviations of the 

total scores for both posttest pretest results will be computed and compared. Furthermore, the 

differences between the pretest and the posttest will be analyzed through the calculation of the 

gains on the mean values in percentage formats. To assess the statistical significance of the gains 

and the differences between the pretest and posttest scores, the Mann Whitney U test was used 

because of the small sample size – each study group comprised of only eight participants 

(LaMorte, 2017). The research hypotheses for the nonparametric test were: 

H0: The two populations do not have an equal language acquisition level. 

H1: The two populations have an equal language acquisition level.   

 

Results and Analysis 

Survey Findings 

 A total of 16 Arabic-speaking participants accepted to be part of the study and took part 

in the survey, wrote the pretest and posttest, and were engaged in the learning intervention. The 

pretests are adopted from Tyler et al. (2011). The survey questions (whose responses are 

summarized in tables 1-4) are developed by the researcher to assess some of the factors that may 
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affect the participants’ knowledge of prepositions. Their development is informed by Kissling et 

al.’s (2018) study. From the survey, all the respondents mentioned that English is not their native 

language, meaning that 100% of the participants spoke English as a second or foreign language. 

Six of the respondents mentioned that they had spoken English for 10 years and above, four 

mentioned that they had been speaking the language for between six and 10 years, and the rest 

(six) had spoken English for five years or less. Therefore, most of the participants were not 

proficient in the language. Table 1 summarizes these findings. 

 

Table 1: Experience in speaking the English language 

Years speaking English No. of participants 

10 and above 6 

6-10 4 

0-5 6 

  

 Eight of the respondents stated that they rarely speak English in their home environments, 

two stated that they speak the language on a few occasions (moderately), five said they speak the 

language quite often, and one speaks English all the time. In terms of the degree of comfort in 

using prepositions, a majority of the respondents (11) said that they are not comfortable with 

using them whereas three of them said they are slightly comfortable, and two said they were 

comfortable with prepositions. None of the participants were very comfortable in using 

prepositions when speaking or writing. Tables 2 and 3 summarize these findings. 

Table 2: The number of respondents who speak English at home 

 Rarely 

(1) 

Moderately 

(2) 

Quite 

often (3) 

All the time 

(4) 

Frequency of speaking English at home 8 2 5 1 

Proportion 50% 12.5% 31.25% 6.25% 
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Table 3: Level of comfort in using English prepositions 

 Not at all 

(1) 

Slightly 

comfortable (2) 

Comfortable 

(3) 

Very 

comfortable (4) 

Degree of comfort with prepositions 11 3 2 0 

Proportion 68.75% 18.75% 12.5% 0% 

 

 When quizzed about whether they know what prepositions are, 12 of the respondents 

replied in the affirmative, with only four not being able to recall what prepositions are. 

Consequently, 10 of the respondents affirmed that prepositions exist in their native language 

(Arabic) while six of them were not sure about it and responded with “no.”  Table 4 summarizes 

these responses on the Yes/No questions. The participants had varying degrees of the ability to 

give examples of prepositions. Those who responded that they knew what prepositions are could 

give at least three correct prepositions right away, while the rest had no examples to mention. 

When surveyed on what they thought would be the best strategies to help them master 

prepositions, a majority of the respondents had no definite answer, with the trend being the need 

for more tutoring, lessons, or practice exercises.  

Table 4: Knowledge of English prepositions 

 Yes (%) No (%) 

Do you know what prepositions are? 75 25 

Do they exist in your native language? 62.5 37.5 

 

Pretest Results 

 The pretest gauged the participants' level of understanding of the for and to prepositions 

in readiness for the teaching intervention. The responses by each participant were graded and the 

mean values obtained for each of the two groups – cognitive linguistics (CL) and traditional (T). 
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For the CL group, the highest score on the pretest was 24/30 whereas the lowest score was 17/30. 

On the other hand, the T group posted a high score of 26/30 and a low score of 15/30. The 

average pretest score in the CL group was calculated as 19.4 with a standard deviation of 2.3 

whereas the average for the T group was 19.88 with a standard deviation of 2.6. Table 5 

summarizes the descriptive statistics for the two groups. 

Table 5: Pretest statistics 

Group Sum Mean Standard 

deviation 

Maximum Minimum 

CL 156 19.5 2.3 24 17 

T 158 19.75 2.6 26 15 

 

Posttest Results 

 After the administration of the teaching interventions, the members of the two groups of 

participants were then issued with a posttest to examine their grasping of the two prepositions of 

interest. From the posttest results, the participant with the highest score in the CL group had a 

value of 28 while the lowest score was 24. In the T group, the highest reported score was also 28 

while the lowest score was noted at 19. The mean value for the CL group increased to 25.9 with 

a standard deviation of 1.7 while the mean value for the T group was 22.75 with a standard 

deviation of 1.9. These statistical findings are summarized in table 6. 

Table 6: Posttest statistics 

Group Sum Mean Standard 

deviation 

Maximum Minimum 

CL 207 25.875 1.7 28 24 

T 182 22.75 1.9 28 19 
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Comparison and Analysis 

 A comparison of the pretest and posttest results reveals that the students had improved 

tests after the teaching interventions. The mean score in the CL group increased by 6.375 

whereas the mean score for the T group rose by a value of 2.87. Thus, comparatively, 

participants who learned the two prepositions by cognitive linguistics approaches showed greater 

improvements in language acquisition. Table 7 summarizes these comparison findings. 

Table 7: Variations in mean values between pretest and posttest 

Group Change in Mean Percentage Change 

CL 6.375 +32.69% 

T 3.0 +15.19% 

 

The sample size in the study (n1 = n2 = 8) is small, meaning that the most appropriate analytical 

test is a nonparametric test, with Mann Whitney U Test the preferred test tool. Letting R1 and R2 

denote the sums of the posttest results in the GL and T groups respectively and U to denote the 

test statistic, the formulas for calculating the respective values of U are: 

U1 = n1n2 + [n1(n1+1)/2] – R1 and U2 = n1n2 + [n2(n2+1)/2] – R2 (LaMorte, 2017). From table 6, 

R1 = 207 and R2 = 182. Thus, U1 = -107 and U2 = -82. Since there is a clear difference in the 

populations, U = 0, leading to the rejection of the null hypothesis. Consequently, the difference 

in the posttest scores between the CL and T groups is statistically significant, showing that there 

is a noticeable impact of using the cognitive linguistics approach in teaching prepositions.  

Discussion 

 The survey findings helped in answering two of the four research questions identified for 

the study. The first research question that they address is on the linguistic factors that affect the 

ability of an individual to learn and appropriately utilize the for and to prepositions in their 
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written and verbal communication. From the survey, one of the linguistic factors affecting the 

cognition of the two prepositions is their presence or absence in the native language of the 

learner. These findings concur with those that Kissling et al. (2018) made when investigating the 

learning of prepositions among English-speaking students learning Spanish. From the survey, a 

majority of the respondents understand the existence of the prepositions in the Arabic language, 

which makes it relatively easy for them to understand its usage in English through simple 

translation. The second linguistic factor behind the capability of the participants to learn and use 

the prepositions is the extent to which they practice speaking English away from school or 

institutional setups. It is noteworthy that in the study 50% of the respondents agreed that they at 

least speak English at home, and they are among those who understood prepositions and could 

give appropriate examples. The third linguistic factor behind the ability to use prepositions is the 

number of years that the participants have spent since they first started speaking English. As 

Kissling et al. (2018) elaborate, with the practice of speaking the language comes the ability to 

use the right words or grammatical elements.  However, further research is needed to identify 

some of the factors behind these participant-specific differences and their correlation to the 

acquisition and use of prepositions. 

 The survey also shed some light on the challenges that Arabic-speaking students face in 

learning and using the for and to prepositions. It is worth noting that the challenges are not 

specific to Arabic speakers. The first challenge is that most of them do not frequently speak 

English at home, with half of the participants reporting that they rarely speak the language at 

home. With the absence of practice to acquiring a language, the students’ lack of practice 

showed that they have little room to hone their knowledge of the prepositions outside the 

classroom or institutional setup. The second challenge that the survey reports is the general lack 
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of comfort in using the English prepositions, which prevents them from making attempts to learn 

or improve how they speak or write sentences using prepositions. Furthermore, many of the 

respondents did not have a comprehensive idea of what to do to improve their mastery of 

prepositions. Therefore, limitations related to opportunities to speak the language, discomfort in 

using prepositions, and a general lack of interest in learning the prepositions are the major 

challenges that the survey reveals. 

 The administration of the pretest, learning intervention and the posttest then help in 

answering the question of whether cognitive linguistics is a beneficial teaching strategy to help 

non-native speakers understand the use of the two prepositions. From the descriptive statistics on 

the pretests, both the CL and T groups did not produce as good performances on the prepositions 

as expected. Thus, the learning interventions proved to be a necessity for improving participants’ 

acquisition of English prepositions. It is through the cognitive linguistics approach that the 

learners acquired a knowledge of the spatial components that determine the conceptualization of 

the for and to prepositions. The traditional approach helped the participants to commit the 

lessons to memory as Kissling et al. (2018), Wijaya and Ong (2018), and Zhang and Jiang (2016) 

explain. The effectiveness of both approaches is revealed through the 32.69% improvement in 

the scores obtained on the posttest among the CL group members and 15.19% improvement 

recorded by the members of the T group. However, after the administration of the posttest, the 

descriptive statistics reveal that the participants who went through the cognitive linguistics 

activity were better equipped with knowledge and utilization of prepositions than their 

counterparts who received traditional interventions. The difference is evidenced through the 

higher change that the CL group recorded. Furthermore, the Mann Whitney test confirms that the 

difference in test scores between the two groups is statistically significant. These findings 
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confirm the emphasis that Wijaya and Ong (2018), Morett (2019), and Su and Tian (2016) make 

on the importance of adopting certain instructional approaches that make use of the cognitive 

theory and other linguistic theories. 

Conclusion 

 Choosing when and how to use English prepositions can be difficult for students who are 

learning the language. It is especially difficult for students who speak other native languages 

such as Arabic, most probably because of the differences between English and their native 

languages. The literature findings, however, reveal that cognitive linguistics is an effective 

strategy for instructing students on complex English language elements such as prepositions as 

compared to traditional approaches including rote memorization. The survey of the 16 

participants reveals that the insufficient practice of spoken English hampers their ability to recall, 

correctly choose, and use prepositions. The pretest reveals relatively low levels of understanding 

of the senses of the for and to prepositions while the posttest reveals that the learning activities 

were useful in improving language acquisition among the participants. The Mann Whitney U test 

results demonstrate that the difference in scores among the CL and T groups is statistically 

significant, showing that cognitive linguistics is beneficial to teaching prepositions in ESL 

contexts.  
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Appendix A: Pretest (Each Response Carries 2 Points) 
Fill in the blank using the best choice from the list of possible prepositions above each set of items. Use 

only one word in each blank. If more than one answer is possible, choose the best possible response 

based on the meaning of the sentence. From the list of possible answers, you can use one word more than 

once. 
AMONG, AT, BEFORE, FOR, FROM, IN, OF, OFF, ON, ONTO, TO, UNDER, VIA, WITH, WITHIN 

 

 

 

This oil spill on the Gulf of  

Mexico seems like a nightmare ___ 

most people. Americans are looking 

___ the President ___ leadership, but 

not even our best scientists know how 

to fix the leak.  

 

 

People are frightened at the possibility of the oil continuing to spill out for months. My 

friends all agree. They think it will be difficult ___ us to make the oil companies pay for 

all of the damage. But the oil companies should have had backup plans if they were 

going to install pipes at such deep levels. The people living in the area shouldn’t be 

stuck with the results of the company’s bad decisions.  Oil companies should be 

required to adhere ___ strict safety standards when they do deep-sea drilling. 

  
 

Fill in the blank using the best choice from the possible answers that are listed above each set of items. 

Use only one word in each blank. If more than one answer is possible, choose the best possible response 

based on the meaning of the sentence. From the list of possible answers, you can use one word more than 

once (NOTE: the words in capital letters are prepositions). 
FOR, TO 

 

 

When I came home, I saw my sister working hard AT her studies. 

I’m sure she heard me come IN, but she didn’t look up. She 

sometimes complains about having too much homework, but I think 

that developing good study habits is important ___ her if she’s going 

to succeed in college. For this reason, I was pleased WITH her 

ability to concentrate. I quietly went ___ the kitchen and made her a 

cup of coffee. When I brought it to her she smiled and said, “You’re 

a great sister. I hope I wasn’t rude ___ you when I didn’t say hello. 

Thank you ___ your patience. I really wanted to get ____ the end of 

this chapter before I took a break.”   

 

 
For each of the following sentences, choose the most appropriate prepositions from the multiple choices. 

1. The train was really hot and crowded this morning. People were sitting thigh __thigh. 

A. By  B. To  C. With D. For   

2. The car was smelling too smoky ___ me ___ breathe. 

A. For, to  B. At, to C. To, to D. With, to 

3. Trevor went __ the post-office to pick his letter. 

A. To   B. For   C. By   D. On 

4. Yes, I found a great card __ him and I’m bringing some flowers. 
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A. For  B. With  C. Over  D. To 

 

Appendix B: Spatial and Time Meanings Handout for Cognitive Linguistics 

Examples of spatial meanings of preposition: to 

i. Referring to direction: the cat ran to the kitchen. 

ii. Referring to motion: the athlete is accustomed to running 10 miles a day. 

Examples of time meaning of prepositions: for, to 

i. Referring to a long duration: the guest spoke for a long time. 

ii. Referring to the start and end of something: the academic year starts from August to 

May. 

Examples of combinations with adjectives: to, for 

i. The dog is used to its owner. 

ii. The degree program is beneficial to the engineering profession. 

iii. Water is essential to human health. 

iv. My neighbor was grateful to me for the Halloween gift. 

v. The boy is grateful for the pocket money. 

vi. The outfit is good for you! 

vii. Adil is happy for his brother’s success. 

viii. The court declared that he was responsible for the accident. 

ix. “I am sorry for disturbing you,” declared the receptionist. 

 

Appendix C: Cognitive Linguistics Filling-the-Gaps Activity 

In the sentences contained in the box below, fill in the gaps with either TO or FOR. 

Fill in the Gaps 

 

My father had a heart attack last summer and his doctor said he had 

to change his diet. Now my mother substitutes soy cheese ___ real 

cheese when she cooks ___ him. But even though he knows it’s not 

healthy ___ him, he still likes to put butter on his bread and finish 

dinner with a big bowl of ice cream. Some of those rich foods just 

seem more delicious __ him. 

 

 

My professor is being very generous ___ me. He invited me to be 

part of his research team. Of course, the department will pay my 

tuition ___ my taking part. I was a little surprised at the invitation, 

but I’m happy ___ the opportunity.   
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Appendix D: Traditional Approach Prepositions List 

Phrases involving the for preposition (with some examples in a sentence): 

i. For better or worse: she married him for better or worse. 

ii. For the sake of: Alice is working hard for the sake of her children. 

iii. For a while: I will wait here for a while. 

iv. For example 

v. For real 

vi. Looking for something 

vii. Blame someone for 

viii. Being thankful for something 

ix. The musician is famous for his style. 

 

Phrases involving the to preposition (with some examples in a sentence): 

i. To the river: Sam went to the river to have a swim. 

ii. Have to: I have to do the assignment. 

iii. Used to: My father used to drive home.  

iv. Accustomed to: Natalie is accustomed to take a nap every day. 

v. Attached to: the baby is attached to his mother. 

vi. Belonging to someone/something: that car belongs to me.  

vii. Being fair, kind, or nice to someone: she is nice to me!  

viii. Familiar to:  English is familiar to me. 

 

Appendix E: Traditional Approach Filling-the-Gaps Activity 

In the sentences contained in the box below, fill in the gaps with either TO or FOR. 

Fill in the Gaps 

 

My father had a heart attack last summer and his doctor said he had 

to change his diet. Now my mother substitutes soy cheese ___ real 

cheese when she cooks ___ him. But even though he knows it’s not 

healthy ___ him, he still likes to put butter on his bread and finish 

dinner with a big bowl of ice cream. Some of those rich foods just 

seem more delicious __ him. 

 

 

My professor is being very generous ___ me. He invited me to be 

part of his research team. Of course, the department will pay my 

tuition ___ my taking part. I was a little surprised at the invitation, 

but I’m happy ___ the opportunity.   
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Appendix F: Posttest (Each Response Carries 2 Points) 
Fill in the blank using the best choice from the list of possible prepositions above each set of items. Use 

only one word in each blank. If more than one answer is possible, choose the best possible response 

based on the meaning of the sentence. From the list of possible answers, you can use one word more than 

once. 
ACROSS, AT, BY, FOR, FROM, IN, INTO, OF, OFF, ON, ONTO, THROUGH, TO, UNDER, WITH 

 

I really admire my neighbor who lives ___ the street across from me. She’s 

70 and still does yoga, takes long walks, and has a sense of being __ peace 

with the world. She also volunteers ___ community service. When I asked 

her how she managed to do so much, she told me that she realized years ago 

that staying active and involved with other people was important __ old 

people in order to have a long, healthy life. As she always tells me, there’s 

no replacement ___ good health. 

 

 

 

 

Fill in the blank using the best choice from the possible answers that are listed above each set of items. 

Use only one word in each blank. If more than one answer is possible, choose the best possible response 

based on the meaning of the sentence. From the list of possible answers, you can use one word more than 

once (NOTE: the words in capital letters are prepositions). 
FOR, TO 

 

 

Sometimes, Sarah isn’t a very pleasant person. In fact, 

she can be pretty hostile __ the children IN the 

neighborhood. She’s often irritated AT the noise they 

make when they are playing outside her house. She 

even stapled a piece of paper __ her fence saying 

“Keep the noise down! One day a neighbor asked her 

why she was so grumpy. Sarah said that she really 

wanted to be friendly ___ the children, but it was 

absolutely essential __ her to get some sleep DURING 

the day since she worked nights. The neighbor 

thanked her __ her honesty. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
For each of the following sentences, choose the most appropriate prepositions from the multiple choices. 

1. The participants sat shoulder __ shoulder as they tried to spell difficult English words. 

B. By  B. To  C. With D. For   

2. Some parents worried that their kids attached too much importance __ winning __ them 

to enjoy the competition. 

B. To, for  B. At, for C. To, to D. For, for 

3. He said we should pay more attention __ remaining competitive in industries in other 

countries. 

B. To   B. For   C. By   D. On 

4. The contestants had spent months developing strategies __ the competition. 

B. For  B. With  C. Over  D. To 
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