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Abstract 

The current study is quantitative by nature; it cognitively studies the polysemous network of the English 
preposition at and its various meanings. The results of the pre-test conducted by the researcher have tentatively 
revealed that Iraqi second language (L2) learners fall in the perplexity because of the multi-usages of this 
preposition. This incomprehensive view of the preposition at motivates the researcher to analyze this preposition 
semantically according to insights from cognitive linguistics (CL) that was developed by Evans and Tyler (2003). 
Accordingly, sixty-eight second year university students participated in this experimental study. The pre-test and 
post-test data were analyzed using SPSS. Results have shown the following: First, a progress of more than 
(0.05≤) has been detected as far as students' understanding of the multiple usages of the preposition at. Second, 
the results of the questionnaire have shown a prominent positive change in the students' attitude toward CL 
approach. Third, the main source of difficulty regarding the diversity in the semantics of the preposition at has 
been displayed. Fourth, CL as an approach has proven its effectiveness in accurately comprehending of the 
semantics of the English preposition at.  

Keywords: cognitive linguistic, semantic, English prepositions  

1. Introduction 

In Iraq, English is considered as a second language. Linguists as well as English teachers have long noticed that 
generally the acquisition of prepositions is a major challenge for L2 learners (Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 
1999). Besides, Arab learners sometimes use expressions without prepositions. For instance, they say “to discuss” 
not “to discuss about”, or “to marry” not “to marry with” (Saed & Yassin, 2017). For example, recognizing the 
difference between the prepositions by and with is far unclear. On one hand, the sentence: “The text is linked by a 
code”, is a near paraphrase of: “The text is linked with a code”. On the other hand, the sentence: “the text is written 
by Mary” is semantically interpreted quite differently from: “the text is written with Mary”. 

CL approach offers a full analysis of English prepositions and other languages, too. It elicits the meaning of a 
preposition as schematizing the spatial configuration between two entities, an abstract notion, and a functional 
element (Tyler & Evans, 2003). These CL insights are used in analyzing the English preposition at. Thus, this 
study is to test the effectiveness of CL approach in accurately and systematically comprehending the English 
preposition at. 

1.1 Objectives of the Study 

The study aims at examining the extent to which CL as an approach helps increase the participants' ability to elicit 
the semantics of the English preposition at in their speech contexts. 

1.2 Limitations of the Study 

The study was limited to second-year students in the Department of English /College of Education for Women/ 
University of Baghdad/ Iraq. It was conducted during the academic year 2017/2018. Sixty-eight participants were 
randomly selected by putting their names in a basket, shaking the basket and then randomly selecting names. 

2. An Overview of Cognitive Linguistics as an Approach  

This section is primarily devoted to concentrate on CL approach and its practical implementations in obtaining the 
semantics of English prepositions for L2 learners. George Lakoff, Ron Langacker, and Len Talmy are considered 
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the fathers of CL approach constructed in the early eighties of the 20th C. It deals with the language as a tool of 
organizing, processing, and conveying information (Geeraerts & Cuyckens, 2010).  

CL approach addresses language issues to be understood according to the individual and social conditions 
(American Association for Applied linguistics, 2018). In a parallel line to applied linguistics, CL approach focuses 
on studying language, mind, and sociocultural experience. It is known by its commitment to the continuous 
correlation of meaning and form in the study of language. CL approach adopts the view that language does not 
adopt a modular view of mind as much as it reflects general aspects of cognition. It is mainly concentrated on 
two general areas of analysis: the study of language organization (cognitive grammar) and language as a means 
of studying aspects of conceptual structure (cognitive semantics) (Evans, 2012). 

English prepositions are difficult to be understood since they have multi-meanings or are polysemous. They are the 
most repetitive words in English, and have a complex set of uses. Therefore, L2 learners face the challenge of 
comprehending the English prepositions (Celce-Murica & Larsen-freeman, 1999). Thus, CL approach is used to 
address this issue out of analyzing the English prepositions and their semantic networks in terms of spatial sense, 
spatial relations, and figurative sense (Mueller, 2016).  

English prepositions construct spatial relations among a land mark and an agent. The multiple meanings associated 
with English prepositions can be represented as being systematically related within a motivated semantic network 
(Tyler et al., 2011). The central notion of a spatial scene creates conceptualized relations between two entities in a 
spatial experience and interaction. For example “the glass of water is on the table”, the spatial scene in this 
example means that there is a contact between the glass and the table. This motivates another scene which is 
described as “the water is in the glass”. These relations are important because without the table, the glass will fall 
and be broken, and without the glass, the water will spill. The spatial scene involves a support relationship between 
“the table & the glass” and “the glass & the water” (Tyler et al., 2011).  The human interaction response to the 
scene of “the glass of water is on the table” differs due to the viewer's main concentration. One will concentrate on 
the relation between the table and glass while another on the relation between the glass and the water inside it. Thus, 
one can get the result that there are no identical vantage points. The way a viewer views the physical vantage point 
of a spatial scene will determine the way that he will interpret it according to his conceptualization (Evans & Tyler, 
2003).  

The central scene extends different spatial relations in a systematic way. Prepositions that describe a contact 
develop rotated senses (Boers, 1996). For instance, “the glass is on the table” → “the jar is on the table”; this is 
called the spatial relations. Figurative sense is also developed from a spatial scene. Beside the fact that “the glass is 
on the table” represents a spatial configuration of entities, it further connotes the metaphorical sense that the first 
entity (the glass) is up and the second entity (the table) is down (Boers & Demecheleer, 1998).  

There are hard works directed to analyze the semantics of English prepositions in terms of CL insights. Rice (1992) 
finds that the prepositions at, on, and in have spatial and locative functions that help in configuring entities. These 
prepositions also have multiple-configured grounds and temporal functions. Used temporally, at, on, and in serve 
to locate an event relative to a brief point, short period, or vast expanse of time. Rice asserts that these prepositions 
have a deictic function and predicate meaning which are greatly dependent on the speaker's expectations. 

When analyzing the polysemous nature of the preposition at, Fernando (1998) explains the way it is understood by 
natives and researchers. For native speakers, at is considered a point of introducing a complement 
conceptualization. For researchers, like Hawkins (1984), the conceptual meaning of at has a general locative sense. 
Cienki (1989), on the other hand, says at has a determined function in the interactions of humans. The dynamic 
uses of at describe motion and implicate a sense of spatial configuration (Fernando, 1998).  

The two main notions, location and the motion, are the central sources of meaning for most of the frequent English 
prepositions. These central senses are considered the starting points of meanings that extend across other domains 
by ways of semantic change mechanisms, such as metaphor, frame-of-focus variation, and subjectification. 
Metaphor which is typically defined as a conceptual mechanism that helps understand and experience a thing in 
terms of another as in the analysis of Figures 3 and 4. Frame-of-focus variation means that the meaning differs 
according to the context, for example “I asked out of curiosity” out of means with; in contrast, out of means without 
in the example “we are out of money”. As for subjectification, it involves projecting the speakers' attitude or 
judgment. When the speaker views two entities, s/he evaluates the more beneficial one, for instance, “the players 
are at the stadium” (Rhee, 2004). 

The cognitive semantic analysis shows that the English preposition at has different matrix domains and 
sub-domains of meanings in specific categorizations. The matrix domains are time, place, value, direction, 
condition, and distance. These domains create sub-domains of meaning as duration, state, specific place, unit of 
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measurement, outward movement, reaction, reference and others. Such a result has been arrived at when analyzing 
phrasal verbs, expressions, and normal sentences that involve the preposition at (Al-Bahrani & Al-Robuye, 2016).  

Tyler and Evans (2003) find that the central meaning of at creates a spatial scene between two close objects as in 
the “the ball is at the corner” Throughout their semantic analysis, Tyler et al. (2011) focus on two senses of the 
preposition at, the functional sense and the intensity sense. The functional sense appears when the Focus element is 
a human. If there is a person acting on an inanimate object, then this person is acting for a particular reason. There 
is co-location for the human and the inanimate object. The focus element, the human, can interact with ground 
element. As in the example, “Marry is at the drums”. The prototypical configuration involves a functional 
relationship between Marry and the drums. The intensity sense is emerged from the hard interaction between 
humans as focus elements and inanimate objects, for example “the players are fighting at the basket”. The players 
are busy in attacking and defending the basket to achieve their goals (Tyler et al., 2011).   

Tyler and Evans (2004) assert that prepositions are best modelled using CL approach as such an approach spatially 
diagrams the configuration between a trajector and a land mark, encoding abstract notions, as in: “the policeman 
shouted at the driver”. In this example, the preposition at conveys abstract impression through the verb “shouted”. 
Accordingly, CL has proven to be more accurate and systematic than traditional accounts. 

Brala (2008) notices that there are seven semantic analyses of the English preposition at; these include the 
following: Cooper (1968), Leech (1969), Bennett (1975), Quirk (1985), Herskovits (1986), and Lindstromberg 
(1997), Tyler and Evans (2003). All these analyses concentrate on the relation between a Figure and a ground.  
She also finds that there are coincidence of F and G in the treatment of at. For example, “Trevor is at the sofa” is 
an example which speaks loud and clear in favour of coincidence, the dominant semantic trait of at. Coincidence 
occurs when G controls the location of F. 

Winter & Christian (2012) find that the meaning of at can be more appropriately formalized by starting from the 
concept of a contrast set of locations. There is a set of contrasting locations in mind, the meaning of at a location 
A is limited to locations which are close to A or to any other alternative location to A. The contrast set of 
locations forms part of the context of the conversation. Place are not characterized by boundaries. Places are 
rather characterized by prototypes or centers, or are even conceived of as dimensionless entities in information 
space, for example, “the train is at the station”. 

Vasardani et al. (2017) prove that at has a spatial locational relation in locative expressions. They also suggest that 
geographic information science can model the range of uses of preposition at; for instance, “The airport is at the 
west side of the city”. They conclude that at is used when the focus of attention is not on encoding more specific 
spatial relations between location and reference object but rather on the specification of the reference object as a 
relevant location; for example, “they are at Canada”. 

Words, expressions, and constructions have different meanings that are contextually highlighted. Context helps 
participants to acquire the semantics of these various meanings. The steps of comprehension identify the 
difference of language usage between a native speaker and a L2 learner (Mandreoli et al., 2005). Thus, the 
analysis in this study follows Tyler and Evans’ model (2003).   

All the above mentioned studies verify the polysemous nature of English prepositions, and prove the suitability of 
CL approach in comprehending the semantics of English prepositions. 

3. Semantic Analysis of the Preposition “at”   

This section shows the semantic analysis of the preposition at as developed by (Tyler & Evans, 2003). Cognitive 
semantic analysis can help overcome the perplexity encountered due to the polysemous nature of the preposition at 
and get accurate comprehension of its usages and expressions.  

Spatial sense can be viewed physically depending on the vantage point of the viewer. As long as this physical view 
depends on the viewer; therefore, there is no two identical vantage points (Tyler & Evans, 2004).  The first central 
spatial sense of at can be represented in "the student is at school". School is a land mark, and it is a place. At refers 
to a specific place which is a school. It defines the place of the student. The trajector “the student” is inside the land 
mark “the school”.  This scene can be represented in the following diagram as set by the researcher of the present 
work.  
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5. Results and Findings 

This experiment changes the participants' view when dealing with the English preposition at. It consolidates their 
information and enables them to comprehend the meaning of English preposition in different ways. It can expand 
the students' comprehension and interpretation to other English prepositions. Participants can use the schema 
diagram to draw figures for prepositions and identify the entities, spatial, and non-spatial relations. That is; 
generally speaking the cognitive linguistic models and/or theories enhance the conceptual way of thinking. In this 
regard, Al-Bahrani and Al-Robuye, (2016) further add that the cognitive linguistic theory of Matrix Domain by 
Langaker helps classify the different senses of the preposition at and keep the diagram set by them in the 
participants' mind when choosing the right sense.   

Results of the test and the questionnaire have further proven the effectiveness of CL approach. Its new trends in 
explaining the conveyed meaning is unique and convincing. CL approach's views might not be ignored or 
neglected in acquiring a second language because it offers a better account when dealing with prepositions than 
that of the traditional ways. Moreover cognitive linguistic theory reflects the individual or subjective 
conceptualization of senses. By this, one can know about the way participants think and help them adjust in 
accordance with that of acquired language.    

6. Conclusion   

The use of CL approach in analyzing the meaning of the English preposition at is more effective and evident. 
Thus, using CL approach to increase the participants' awareness in comprehending some aspects of English 
prepositions is a priority. Specialists in applied linguistics and linguistic theories should have given the chance to 
play a bigger role in adopting the insights of such fields in facilitating the educational and linguistic problems 
encountered by the participants when acquiring English as a second language. Finally, this semantic analysis of 
prepositions promises a great utility in L2 classrooms.  
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