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Abstract 

This corpus-based study examined the usage, mastery and developmental pattern (Norwati, 2004) of English 
prepositions of place, in and on across three different academic levels namely Form 4, Form 5 and College 
students. The Malaysian Corpus of Students Argumentative Writing (MCSAW) was used as the source of data in 
analyzing the use of prepositions of place, in and on in the students’ argumentative essays. In achieving this, the 
concordance output was utilized to determine the frequency and types of errors made by students. This paper 
also presents other common errors in relation to the usage of these two prepositions. The findings showed that in 
terms of mastery levels and developmental pattern, there was no steady progress from Form 4 to Form 5. Yet, 
the College students managed to show a positive development in the use of prepositions of place, in and on. The 
findings also revealed that students are confused between in and on as well as using them with or without articles 
correctly. The findings of this study can benefit English teachers in teaching prepositions of place and the use of 
MCSAW can be fully utilized by teachers for further future researches.  
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1. Introduction 

Grammar has always been considered as an essential substance in teaching English especially in English as a 
second language environment such as in Malaysia (Mukundan & Norwati, 2009). Prepositions can be perceived 
as one of the difficult topics to be mastered by the second language learners. However, they still need to be 
taught because of the high level of importance in the grammatical system and eventually in the learning of the 
language. According to Morenberg (1997), prepositions are always considered as the most crucial elements in 
teaching English particularly in the teaching of speaking and writing skills (as cited in Mukundan & Norwati, 
2009). 

As mentioned by Tetreault and Chodorow (2008), the errors which deal with prepositions are the most common 
mistakes done by the non-native speakers especially in their writing. This could be due to a wide range of 
linguistic functions that prepositions serve, hence ESL learners may feel discouraged to learn and master this 
grammar topic. For example, in choosing the appropriate preposition, one has to know and understand the 
context as well as “the intended meaning” (Tetreault & Chodorow, 2008) of what to be conveyed. This can be 
seen in these examples, “we sat at the beach”, “on the beach”, “near the beach”, “by the beach” (Tetreault & 
Chodorow, 2008). In relation to this, the researchers are called to choose the prepositions of place as the main 
subject matters as these are among one of the main problems faced by Malaysian students regardless of their age 
groups. 

1.1 Objectives of the Study 

The objectives of this study are to identify the errors in the use of prepositions of place, in and on among Form 4, 
Form 5 and College students in their argumentative essays and to determine the frequency of these errors occur 
in their argumentative essays. 
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1.2 Research Questions 

Pertaining to the objectives above, this study attempts to answer these two research questions: 

1) What are the distribution patterns of prepositions of place, in and on?  

2) What are the common errors in the use of prepositions of place in and on? 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Prepositions in English 

Musliyanti defines preposition as, “… a word that shows the relationship between two words in a sentence. 
Prepositions are always followed by nouns (or pronouns). They are connective words that show the relationship 
between the nouns following them and one of the basic sentences elements: subject, verb, object, or complement. 
They usually indicate relationship, such as position, place, direction, time, manner, agent, possession, and 
condition, between their objects and other parts of the sentence” (2012, p. 2). 

Even though prepositions may seem insignificant, they in actual fact have a very important role to play in the 
teaching and learning of English. However, having a wide range of “linguistic functions” (Tetreault & Chodorow, 
2008), this has somehow led to a certain level of difficulty particularly confusion among the second language 
learners. The confusion normally happens when the learners are uncertain about which prepositions to be used in 
almost similar contexts. This has been proved in many extensive studies and work done by renowned linguists 
from the past to present. As stated by Swan (1998). 

“It is difficult to learn to use prepositions correctly in a foreign language. Most English prepositions have several 
different functions (for instance, one well- known dictionary lists eighteen main uses of at), and these may 
correspond to several different preposition in another language. At the same time, different preposition can have 
very similiar uses (in the morning, on Monday morning, at night) ......” (As cited in Musliyanti, 2012, p. 3). 

What Swan has mentioned above more than a decade ago is still haunting the learners as well as the teachers of 
English as a Second Language (ESL). The study done by Mukundan and Norwati (2009) had revealed that all the 
difficulties in relation to prepositions for teachers and learners are caused by “the nature and complexity of 
prepositions” itself. Apart from that, the findings from Saadiyah and Subramaniam’s study (2009) also showed 
that out of 15 types of errors made by the students, preposition has been ranked in the fourth place as the most 
frequent errors done by the students. All of these findings do support the idea that preposition is very important 
to be taught and to be learned regardless of the accompanying difficulties and challenges. 

With all the justifications for prepositions above, it leads the writers to find out the students’ ability in using 
English prepositions of place, in and on, the frequency occurrence of the errors and in which parameters do these 
errors violate. 

2.2 Prepositions of Place in and on 

There was some confusion among students as to whether they need to use in or on, in their writing. This 
confusion could be related to some characteristics which have been listed by Carillo in his online forum. Some of 
the characteristics of prepositions mentioned by him are: it is mainly conventional, it sometimes carries elements 
of oddity, and most of the preposition choices in actual fact do not have “inherent or discernible logic of their 
own” (2009). He also stated that, it is difficult to plausibly comprehend and differentiate the difference between 
in and on when they are used “as prepositions of place and location” (2009). Eventually, this confusion leads to 
the misuse of prepositions of place, in and on, and this is one of the major reasons of why most of the ESL 
learners have difficulty in mastering this particular grammar topic and they require longer time in order to be 
able to proficiently apply the knowledge in their writing and speaking skills.  

In a study conducted by Eissa Al-Khotoba (2013), her findings showed that the Arabs ESL speakers did commit 
significant errors when using prepositions of place in and on. Zohre and Goodarz (2012) also signified that 53% 
of their samples had problems with the correct usage of prepositions. Out of this percentage, 64% of them had 
problems in using prepositions of place. This strongly shows how pertinent it is for this issue to be addressed. 

There is also another factor that contributes to this situation, the comparison between the first language (L1) and 
the second language (L2). Some ESL learners have problems to use them correctly as they are being influenced 
by their L1. To illustrate further, Nipissing University revealed that a number of Spanish students found it 
difficult to use prepositions of place, in and on. This problem heightens since Spanish uses only a single 
preposition, en, for in and on. Unlike Spanish, English has two different prepositions which function differently, 
in and on (2013). That is why these students could not differentiate the usage of in and on in L2, due to the 
interference of the learners’ L1 schemata. 
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In another similar study done by Tutin Apriyani (2012), she found out that her samples, Indonesian employees, 
had problems in using in, on as well as at correctly. Likewise, Nor Hashimah, Norsimah and Kesumawati also 
discovered that one of the problems of using prepositions is when the students “…literally translates the options 
into Malay” (2008) which is the learners’ L1. 

In brief, in order to be able to use prepositions of place in the right context, it requires the ESL learners to have a 
significant amount of knowledge and mastery level which will help the learners to employ what they have 
comprehended in reading, listening, writing and speaking skills. Unfortunately, most students have not achieved 
this, thus, leading to their inability to use the prepositions of place in and on effectively.  

3. Methodology 

3.1 Corpus-Based Analysis 

This corpus-based study looks at Malaysian Corpus of Students Argumentative Writing (MCSAW) developed by 
Mukundan and Rezvani Kalajahi (2013), a corpus of argumentative essay from three different categories of 
students: Form 4, Form 5 and College students. It utilizes a computer software WordSmith Tools version 4.0. 

3.2 Word Smith Tools 

This study uses Wordsmith Tools 4.0 which has three analysis tools namely WordList, Concord and KeyWords. 
This study utilizes only one analysis tool, Concord, that analyses in detail on concordance entries for each 
preposition. Concord has helped in listing the specific prepositions to be studied and providing the total of 
running words for the relevant prepositions.  

3.3 The Subjects 

The 1010 subjects of this study were Form 4, Form 5 and College students from a few schools and institutions in 
Selangor and Negeri Sembilan, Malaysia. The average age range is 18. These students have been exposed to 
learning English for at least ten to twelve years. 

Tables 1 and 2 illustrate the frequency and percentage of the subjects according to gender and ethnicity 
respectively. 

 

Table 1. Frequency and percentage of respondents according to gender 

Frequency Percent 
 Frequency Percentage
Male 414 41.0
Female  596 59.0
Total 1010 100.0

 

Table 2. Frequency and percentage of respondents according to ethnicity 

Frequency Percent 
 Frequency Percentage
Malay 676 66.9
Chinese  254 25.1
Indian  80 7.9
Total 1010 100.0

 

3.4 Data Collection Procedures 

Only written data in the form of an essay were collected from the students. The essay was an argumentative 
essay entitled “Do you think Facebook has more advantages than disadvantages? Discuss your reasons.” The 
MA candidates instructed their students to write a 250 words essay. This type of essay was chosen based on the 
primary criteria of being able to generate extensive language and vocabulary use, sense of familiarity to the 
students, as well as control of language support. 

Printouts on concordances of the English prepositions of place, in and on, in the essays were extracted and used 
as analysis sheets. The concordance output was then edited by removing all the prepositions which were not 
relevant to the use of prepositions of place, in and on. The frequency in the use of in as a preposition of place by 



www.ccsenet.org/elt English Language Teaching Vol. 6, No. 12; 2013 

170 
 

Form 4 was 328, Form 5 was 356 and College was 635. Thus, the total of frequency was 1319. Whereas, for the 
frequency of on as a preposition of place by Form 4 was 424, Form 5 was 348 and College was 342. This gives a 
total of 1114. 

3.5 Data Analysis Procedures 

The descriptions of data analysis will be presented in terms of mastery level, developmental pattern and 
categories of errors. 

Mastery Level 

The standard for mastery on the use of in and on was set at 80% correct in finding out whether or not the 
students have mastered the items. This standard for mastery was based on the characteristics of 
criterion-referenced testing which is commonly used in mastery testing (Gronlund, 1993, p.135, as cited in 
Norwati, 2004). 

Developmental Patterns 

In examining the developmental patterns, the figures in table 3 and table 4 were analysed in terms of the correct 
use of these prepositions and the frequency of use for these prepositions. 

Categorising Errors 

The students’ errors were listed and were then categorised accordingly. The categorisation of errors was based on 
the violation of the set parameters. There are two sets of parameters used in analyzing and categorizing the errors. 
Each set has six parameters as guidelines for analysis in order to determine the correct use of the prepositions of 
place, in and on. For each parameter, the errors were counted in determining the raw frequency of occurrences 
and the figures were then converted into percentage. Table 3 further illustrate the parameters of the correct use of 
the preposition in and Table 4 presents the parameters of the correct use of the preposition on in detail. 

 

Table 3. Parameters of the correct use of the preposition in as a preposition of place 

Parameter Description
1 In is used to show a three-dimensional object which in reality it is 

(when something is surrounded on all sides). 
Example: (a) There are only two beds in the cottage.  
Other examples: (a) in a box 

(b) in the bathroom 
(c) in the cathedral 

2 In is used to show a two-dimensional object which in reality it is
(when something is in an enclosed area). 
Example: (a) The cows are in the field. 
Other examples: (a) in the world 

(b) in the village 
(c) in a park 

3 In is used with an article, a, an or the, and a noun to show place: (in + a/an/the + a noun). 
Examples: (a) The mysterious gift is in a box. 

(b) She sits comfortably in an armchair. 
(c) There is no one in the room. 

4 In is used with a noun without an article, a, an or the, to show place in some fixed expressions: 
(in + a noun). 
Example: (a) The criminal is in prison. 

5 In is used with an article, a, an or the, followed by an adjective/adjectives before the noun to 
describe the place: (in + a/an/the + adjective/s + a noun). 
Example: (a) Robert lives in a small village in the mountains. 

6 In is used with possessive adjective: (in + possessive adjective).
Example: (a) The cats play in their house. 
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The first two parameters (1 and 2) were taken from Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech & Svartvik (1985, p. 674-677). 
Whereas, for parameters 3-6, they were cited from Norwati (2004, p. 133) which were taken from Murphy (1986, 
p. 234-235) for parameters 3 and 5, Tan (1994, p. 82) for parameter 4 and Hughes (1992, p. 91-92) for parameter 
6. 

 

Table 4. Parameters of the correct use of the preposition on as a preposition of place 

Parameter Description
1 On is used to show one-dimensional/ two-dimensional areas (when something is viewed as a 

line / a surface). 
Examples: (a) Our cottage is on that road. 

(b) The city is situated on the River Thames / on the boundary / on the coast. 
Examples: (a) There is some ice on that road. 

(b) There is a new roof on the cottage. 
(c) A notice was pasted on the wall / on the ceiling / on my back. 

2 On is used with an article, a, an or the, and a noun to show place: (on + a/an/the + a noun).
Examples: (a) She stands on a stool. 

(b) I’ve got a cottage on an island. 
(c) They put the vases on the floor. 

3 On is used with a noun without an article, a, an or the, to show place in some fixed expressions: 
(on + a noun). 
Example: (a) You’ll find the poem on page 32.  

4 On is used with an article, a, an or the, followed by an adjective/adjectives before the noun to 
describe the place: (on + a/an/the + adjective/s + a noun). 
Example: (a) He stands on a wooden chair. 

5 On is used with possessive adjective: (on + possessive adjective).
Example: (a) She carried her baby on her back. 

6 On is used with the of structure: (on + the of structure).
Example: (a) Write your name on the back of this piece of paper. 

 

Parameter 1 were taken from Quirk et al. (1985, p. 674-677). Whereas, for parameters 2-6, they were cited from 
Norwati (2004, p. 133) which were taken from, Murphy (1986, p. 234-235) for parameters 2 and 4, Tan (1994, p. 
82) for parameter 3, Hughes (1992, p.91) for parameter 5 and Swan (1988, p.88) for parameter 6. 

4. Results and Discussion 

This section presents the results of the analysis and the discussion on the mastery level, developmental patterns 
and the categories of errors. The following tables display the frequency and the percentage of the correct use of 
in and on as the prepositions of place in the argumentative essay for Form 4, 5 and College students. 

 

Table 5. Frequency and percentage of the correct use of in as a preposition of place 

 P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 Total
Form 4 ƒ 15/15 182/183 10/10 39/42 57/60 18/18 321/328

% 100 99.45 100 92.86 95 100 97.87
Form 5 ƒ 35/36 163/164 27/27 33/36 66/73 20/20 344/356

% 97.23 99.39 100 91.67 90.41 100 96.63
College ƒ 95/95 278/278 95/95 64/64 63/70 30/33 625/635

% 100 100 100 100 90 90.91 98.43

 

Based on Table 5, the Form 4 students were able to correctly use the preposition in with 97.87% or 321 out of 
328 occurrences were correct. The Form 5 students obtained 96.63% or 344 out of 356 occurrences were correct. 
Finally, the College students produced 98.43% or 625 out of 635 correct occurrences.  
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Concerning the students’ mastery levels of using the prepositions of place, in, the findings show quite a 
surprising outcome as the Form Five students achieved slightly lower than the Form 4 students by 1.24% of 
difference. However, as expected, the College students showed a very encouraging performance at 98.43%. 

As for the developmental pattern, there was no steady progress from Form 4 to Form 5. Yet, the College students 
managed to show a positive development in the use of preposition of place, in. 

 

Table 6. Frequency and percentage of the correct use of on as a preposition of place 

 P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 Total 

Form 4 ƒ 9/11 60/73 288/294 12/12 19/22 2/4 390/416 

% 81.82 82.2 97.96 100 86.36 50 93.75 

Form 5 ƒ 2/5 52/71 218/228 11/11 30/30 - 313/345 

% 40 73.24 95.61 100 100 - 90.73 

College ƒ 4/4 70/74 192/204 21/21 37/37 2/2 326/342 

% 100 94.60 94.12 100 100 100 95.32 

 

Based on Table 6, the Form 4 students were able to correctly use the preposition on with 93.75% or 390 out of 
416 occurrences were correct. However, the Form 5 students only obtained 90.73% or 313 out of 345 
occurrences were correct. Lastly, the College students produced 95.32% or 326 out of 342 correct occurrences. 

The findings in the students’ mastery levels of using the prepositions of place, on, reveal a relatively an 
unexpected outcome as the Form Five students achieved much lower than the Form 4 students by 3.02% of 
difference. Conversely, the College students showed a better performance at 95.32%. 

In terms of the developmental pattern, it can be said that there was no steady improvement from Form 4 to Form 
5. Yet, the College students managed to show a progressive development in the use of preposition of place, on. 

4.1 Categories of Errors 

The categorisation of errors was based on the violations of the set parameters. These errors were identified as 
common errors when the two or three groups violated the same categories. Tables 7 and 8 show the categories of 
common errors for prepositions in and on respectively. 

 

Table 7. The categories of common errors in the use of preposition of place, in 

Parameter 
Levels 
Form 4 Form 5 College 

1  
2 √ √
3  
4 √ √
5 √ √ √
6  

 

Table 8. The categories of common errors in the use of preposition of place, on 

Parameter 
Levels 
Form4 Form 5 College 

1 √ √
2 √ √ √
3 √ √ √
4  
5  
6  
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4.2 Violation of Parameters for in 

Parameter 2 

In the use of the preposition in, the Form 4 and Form 5 students violated parameter 2 in Table 3, in which the 
preposition in was replaced with on when showing a two-dimensional object which in reality it is. 

Example: (a) Facebook is the most popular social network on [in] the world. 

Parameter 4 

In the use of the preposition in, the Form 4 and Form 5 students violated parameter 4 in Table 3, in which in is 
used with a noun without an article to show place. 

Example: (a)….in the [-] overseas. 

Parameter 5 

In the use of the preposition in, all the three groups, the Form 4, Form 5 and College students violated parameter 
5 in Table 3, in which in is used with an article followed by an adjectives before the noun to describe the place. 

Example: (a)…in [the] same house. 

(b)... in a foreign [country]. 

4.3 Violation of Parameters for on 

Parameter 1 

In the use of the preposition on, the Form 4 and Form 5 students violated parameter 1 in Table 4, in which the 
preposition on is used to show one-dimensional/ two-dimensional areas. 

Example: (a)…connected with their old friends on [in] overseas.  

Parameter 2 

In the use of the preposition on, all the three groups, the Form 4, Form 5 and College students violated parameter 
2 in Table 4, in which on is used with an article, a, an or the, and a noun to show place. 

Example: (a)…Social network that can be found on [the] Internet. 

Parameter 3 

In the use of the preposition on, all the three groups, the Form 4, Form 5 and College students violated parameter 
3 in Table 4, on is used with a noun without an article, a, an or the, to show place. 

Example: (a)…you are online on the [-] Facebook. 

5. Teaching Implication 

The findings of this corpus-based study offer some insights on the teaching of English. As teachers, this study 
can benefit them by showing a clear description of the exact errors committed by the students when they use the 
prepositions of place. Hence, this could help the teachers to come to a greater understanding of their students’ 
problematic areas in learning prepositions. Eventually, this can assist them in planning a more creative and 
innovative lesson plans as well as selecting suitable materials to be used in reducing the errors.  

A study done by Zohre and Goodarz (2012) particularly proved that the use of corpus-based study has a 
significant impact on learning prepositions by the Iranian language learners. According to them, it can decrease 
the number of errors produced by the students. This genre of study can also expand greater opportunities for ESL 
learners in mastering English grammar specifically and the language generally. In the long run, this could lead to 
better accuracy and fluency in learning L2, thus resulting the ESL learners to attain substantial level of 
proficiency in the language. 

6. Conclusion 

This corpus-based study has revealed findings on the use of prepositions of place, in and on. There were three 
aspects which had been discussed: the mastery levels, the developmental patterns and the common errors. The 
results had shown that the subjects did face some challenges in using these two prepositions of place in their 
argumentative essay writing.  

With this in mind, teachers should be more proactive in finding solutions in terms of material selection and 
preparation in order to ensure the teaching and learning of English can be more effective and practical for the 
students to use in their daily life. 
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In the aspect of professional development, there is a possibility that teachers will improve themselves 
tremendously not only in their career but also in becoming better persons. Apart from that, teachers can also gain 
a sense of satisfaction in fulfilling their roles as educators. 

By using MCSAW as a source of data, it is hoped that it can contribute to a greater expansion of research for 
future investigations in other areas of second language teaching and learning.  
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