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English prepositions cause problems for learners of English. The way prepositions are taught 
has impact on how students learn. Using corpora in teaching makes it possible for teachers and 
pupils to explore language together and is a good alternative to filling in missing prepositions 
on worksheets. Sometimes linguistic errors are caused by mother tongue interference. Little 
research has been made earlier with a Swedish contrastive approach to prepositions but a great 
deal of literature concern language transfer and mother tongue interference. This essay is 
written on the assumption that Swedish as a first language interferes with English and causes 
prepositional mistakes.  

 

Two classes of ninth graders participated in my investigation. I wanted to find out if students 
performed better when they had given answers to choose from or when they had to produce the 
preposition themselves. My study proved that pupils had a better knowledge of prepositions 
perceptively than productively. It also proved that learners resorted to Swedish when they did 
not know the correct answer. Many learners fail to recognise prepositions as parts of multiword 
expressions. By teaching students how to notice grammatical collocations and lexical chunks 
we can help them to achieve acceptable levels of language proficiency and accuracy. 
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Introduction 
Choosing which preposition to use in a certain situation is not easy in any language. For 

second language learners it is even more difficult to be accurate, a fact that seems to be 

relevant no matter how old the learner is. Knowing how to collocate words appears to be 

crucial in order to be fluent in English. According to the syllabus for English in compulsory 

school in Sweden the school should aim to develop the pupils’ skills in communicating in 

speech and writing. As the students grow older they should become more confident in 

expressing themselves in English and also more accurate. In order to achieve this, learners 

need to learn collocation. By knowing which words go together they will be more confident 

when they express themselves. 

    

We need to question the way prepositions are taught. Filling in the missing preposition on a 

worksheet may not be the best way to learn prepositions considering the amount of mistakes 

Swedish people still make concerning prepositions. Perhaps our mother tongue – Swedish – 

confuses us. A large number of pupils translate Swedish prepositions into the wrong 

prepositions in English. Becoming aware of the differences between our first language (L1) 

and our second language (L2) may help us more when learning prepositions than correcting 

errors without reflection. A good discussion about which preposition to use and when is often 

better than letting pupils know the correct answer without a thorough explanation. 

 

This essay is about prepositions that are difficult for Swedish speakers in particular. To 

understand a word is not the same as being able to produce it on your own.  Productive 

knowledge of a word is when a known word can be used in speech or writing. Perceptive 

knowledge is when the word can be understood or retrieved from memory and is usually 

connected with listening or reading (Schmitt 4). When we test our students we need to know 

what we are looking for and also decide for ourselves what it means to “know a word”. I want 

to find out if there is a difference between pupils’ productive and perceptive knowledge of 

prepositions and if corpora can be used as a way to teach prepositions.   
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Aim 
The aim of my essay is to answer these questions: 

- Which English prepositions cause problems for native speakers of Swedish and why? 

- Can a corpus-based approach be used when prepositions are taught? 

- Is there a difference between productive and perceptive knowledge of prepositions? 

Method 
This essay is written on the assumption that native speakers of Swedish will be influenced by 

their mother tongue when they choose which preposition to use in a given situation. Many 

authors believe that L1 influences L2 but few of them have a Swedish contrastive approach 

regarding prepositions in particular. To Err Is Human… is a dissertation made by Pia 

Köhlmyhr that partially deals with difficulties that Swedish speakers have with English 

prepositions. Based on her research I have concentrated on the nine most frequent error-

causing prepositions and “ago” in my investigation. I added the latter because I know from 

experience that many pupils make mistakes regarding that one. Apart from that, I have read 

books and news articles about collocation, using corpora in teaching and language transfer. 

 

Köhlmyhr’s definition of what prepositions are has been adopted here. Prepositional phrases 

(PPs) functioning as complements can concern verb, adjective or noun complementation. 

Verb complements include phrasal verbs, which here is a synonym for particle verbs, 

prepositional verbs and particle-prepositional verbs as well as ordinary phrasal verbs. 

Adverbials of different kinds and PPs functioning as postmodifiers in noun phrases are also 

included in this essay (150-159). 

 

The only way to know if there was a difference in productive and perceptive knowledge of 

prepositions was to create a questionnaire and ask students to take a prepositional test. 
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Investigation 

Since Köhlmyr’s dissertation is based on results from 16-year-olds, the focus of this essay is 

on students of that age with Swedish as their mother tongue. Two classes from different 

schools and school districts took part in the survey. They did not have the same teacher and 

the majority of them had met me on previous school placements. I had to restrict this 

investigation to two classes in order to be able to deal with the collected information within 

the time limit that we had on this essay. Gender aspects are also ruled out.  

 

In the first school there were 17 students that took part in the survey. There were 15 who had 

Swedish as their mother tongue (or had left the box blank) in both tasks. 16 pupils took part in 

my investigation in the second school. 13 crossed Swedish as their mother tongue on the first 

sheet and 14 on the second. That amounts to 28 students in the first task and 29 in the second. 

Since the results of this study will be presented in figures, this investigation should be 

considered to be a quantitative study (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 95-96). 

Questionnaire 
The questionnaire consisted of two tasks, see appendix 1. The first sheet was a typical “fill in 

the missing preposition” type that challenged the pupils’ productive skills. That had to be 

filled in and handed back to me before the students could continue on the following two 

sheets that tested their perceptive knowledge of prepositions with multiple choice questions. 

On the last two pages there were three options: the correct preposition, the incorrect Swedish 

equivalent and a preposition chosen at random. By having three options the questionnaire 

took less time than if more alternatives had been given and at the same time the students only 

had a 33,3% chance of guessing a preposition correctly. I tried the questionnaire on four 

adults before I used it. The questions were taken from Köhlmyr’s dissertation, from 

Longman’s Student Grammar of Spoken and Written English, and some were my own. I 

designed the sheets so that the correct answers would be two prepositions each of the nine 

most difficult ones and one answer that would test the pupils’ knowledge of “ago”. Each task 

therefore consisted of 19 questions. On the third sheet there were two open questions where 

the students could write which test they liked best and why. 
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Procedure 

The students were informed that they would answer the questionnaire anonymously and 

therefore the result would have no impact on their grades. The first sheet was handed out to 

them and when they had completed it they turned the page over. Before the final two sheets 

could be filled in the first was collected so no corrections could be made on that. The pupils 

did not have to wait for the other classmates to finish the first task before they were given the 

second. They were reminded on several occasions to fill in the box where it said “Svenska 

som modersmål” (Swedish as a mother tongue) or the box “Annat” (Other). After all of the 

students had taken the test they were informed about what I would be looking for in my 

investigation. That information therefore had no impact on the results. The questionnaires 

from both school districts were marked and counted separately so a comparison could be 

made. A full review of the answers is given in appendix 2. 

Background 
The curriculum for English in compulsory school in Sweden does not say how much grammar 

we should teach but: 

The subject aims at developing an all-round communicative ability 

and the language skills necessary for international contacts, and an 

increasingly internationalised labour market, in order to take 

advantage of the rapid developments taking place, as a result of 

information and communications technologies, as well as for further 

studies.  

Below the headline “goals to aim for“ the curriculum also says that the subject 

of English should ensure that pupils: 

- develop their ability to express themselves with variety and confidence in 

writing in order to relate, describe and explain, as well as give reasons 

for their views. 

- develop their ability to analyse, work with and improve their language in 

the direction of greater variation and accuracy (Skolverket). 
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An increasing number of students discover the opportunity of studying or working abroad. To 

be able to express thoughts in speech and writing accurately is important when the 

international market becomes available to us. In my opinion, accuracy and confidence are 

closely connected in the sense that when a person knows how to say something they will 

hesitate less when doing so. Being able to notice and work with the structures of a language 

improves language proficiency because the learners can recognise patterns by themselves. It is 

my belief that the goals of the curriculum and a higher degree of correctness can only be 

achieved through grammar teaching. 

Swedish speakers have problems with English prepositions 

English prepositions cause problems for native speakers of Swedish. In Köhlmyr’s study 

prepositions accounted for 18 % of the total errors that were found in the selected material 

from two national evaluation programmes. Nine prepositions cause more trouble than others: 

to, in, at, of, for, about, on, by and with. Substituting one of these prepositions for another 

within the group is the most common mistake. The second most frequent error is adding a 

preposition that is not needed and the third is omitting a necessary preposition (147-163).  

 

Adverbials of time and place cause the majority of errors. 42 % of prepositional mistakes 

involve adverbials, 31 % phrasal verbs, 16 % prepositional phrases as modifiers in noun 

phrases and 11 % in adjective complements. Köhlmyr did not find any errors regarding noun 

complementation (147-163). Abraham claims that the difficulties Swedish speakers have with 

prepositions stem from the fact that some Swedish prepositions have “two, three, or 

sometimes four variants in English (56)”.  

 



 

 

Blom 6 

  

Swedish transfer 

This essay treats transfer as a synonym for native language influence but not all authors make 

the same distinctions (Odlin 26-27). There are two competing beliefs regarding L1 

interference. Some people consider L1 to have a great impact on L2, and some think that L1 

has very little influence on L2. Differences between first language and second language will 

result in errors and negative transfer, whereas similarities between the two will facilitate rapid 

and easy learning and positive transfer (Ellis 19-22). Fromkin, Rodman and Hyams claim that 

our native language cannot be suppressed – it is transferred subconsciously. When we do not 

have strategies in L2 we turn to L1 for help (379, 383).  

 

Köhlmyr claims there are two kinds of transfer. Non-grammatical transfer is defined as “a 

kind of “literal translation” of an item, due to semantic, phonological and/or orthographic 

similarity between the two languages, also resulting in grammatical errors (209)”. Non-

grammatical transfer causes 82 % of the errors and grammatical transfer stands for the 

remaining 18%. Grammatical transfer is caused by a difference in the use or non-use of 

prepositions in the two languages. Examples of grammatical transfer would be when Swedish 

has a preposition and English does not as in “*cheer on” instead of “cheer”, “*walk around in 

the streets” instead of “walk around the streets”. Sometimes it is the other way around as in “I 

think that she is very kind private” where English requires “in private” (253).  

 

James says that there is a difference between transfer error and interference mistakes. A 

transfer error occurs when the learner does not know an item in L2 and borrows it from L1. 

An interference mistake is made when the learner knows L2 but fails to access it and replaces 

it with a L1 substitute (175). 
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A number of problems occur because the pupils think that there is a one-to-one relationship 

between English and Swedish where there is none. Köhlmyr claims that six Swedish 

prepositions are particularly frequent in transfer errors, see table 1: på (on), i (in), med (with), 

av (of), till (to) and för (for) – the first choice translation in dictionaries and textbooks is in 

brackets (147-163, 251).  

 

Table 1.  The Most Common Swedish Prepositions Involved in Transfer Errors in 

English 

Swedish  

Preposition 

English 

First choice 

Translation 

Preposition 

Sometimes 

Required 

Example 

(preposition intended within bracketsª) 

Structure 

På On 

 

At, for, in, of, 
to 

* listen on (at) 

* hope on (for) 

* on Swedish (in) 

* on the summer (in) 

Verb + prep 

Verb + prep 

Adv. Manner 

Adv. Time 

I In Of, at, for, to, 
with 

* in three years (for) 

* good in English (at) 

Adv. Time 

Adj. + prep 

Med With About, by, in, 
to 

* counting with you (on) 

* married with you (to) 

Verb + prep 

Verb + prep  

Till To Of, at, for, in, 
until 

* scream to him (at) 

* come back to the summer (in) 

Verb + prep 

Adv. Time 

Av Of In, from, about * interested of (in) Adj. + prep. 

För For About, to, of, 
because of 

* be sad for something (about) Adj. + prep 

Source: My own interpretation of Pia Köhlmyr’s findings in To Err Is Human…  

(251-254) 

     ª The correct preposition within brackets has been deduced from the context. 

 

Köhlmyr later states “The incorrect use of of and for for Swedish ‘av’ and ‘för’ may be 

further boosted by the phonological similarity between the words”(253). This seems to be a 

reasonable explanation. 
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Aspects of language learning 

Learning a second language is different from learning our first. Language proficiency is 

affected by a variety of factors such as age, motivation, talent and whether the learner is in the 

country where the language is spoken or in a classroom with little or no contact with native 

speakers (Fromkin, Rodman and Hyams 379, 383).   

 

Michael Lewis says that teachers have asked themselves lately how language is stored in the 

brain. Native speakers memorise language in ‘chunks’ which is entire phrases instead of 

single words. This is important to remember when we help learners build their mental 

lexicons. The difference between intermediate and advanced learners is that the latter have 

access to a greatly expanded vocabulary and not a more complex knowledge of grammar. 

Lewis emphasizes the importance of this by saying: “Failure by some teachers to recognise 

this simple fact can condemn their learners to a lifetime on the intermediate plateau (8).” 

 

Morgan Lewis claims that new knowledge is not simply added when we learn something. 

What we already know has to be reorganised. Students remain in the intermediate plateau 

because they have not been trained to notice collocations. When awareness of collocations is 

acquired it is easier for students to translate language into their mother tongue, knowing that 

word-for-word translation is not possible. Some phrases may turn out far from literal in their 

native language. Lewis further argues that it is useless to ask students for words they do not 

know in a text. Sometimes pupils can understand separate words in a phrase but not the 

meaning of the entire expression. It is often true to say that neither learners nor the teacher 

recognise lexical chunks as new items, which makes them pass unnoticed. Recycling half-

known words until the students know them is important whereas simply adding difficult 

words will not help in the long run. Working like this on an everyday basis will make the 

students notice collocations on their own and become aware of language (10-27). Baigent 

claims that learning phrases helps fluency. Once pupils have learned multi-word chunks they 

feel more confident of being able to express themselves more accurately and more fluently 

(157-170). 
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Schmitt differs between lexical and grammatical collocations. The latter is when the dominant 

word collocates with a grammatical word such as a noun, verb or adjective followed by a 

preposition. A lexical collocation is an adjective + noun or verb + noun or similar structures 

where both words contribute to the meaning. He also discusses the possibility of a third 

category of collocations for those that do not fit into the previous categories like arbitrary 

prepositions of time. He says there is no reason why we say “at seven o’clock” but “on 

Monday” when both expressions concern time (77).  

 

Čeh claims that grammatical collocations are easier for learners to understand and are more 

often found in dictionaries. Lexical collocations cause more problems for non-native speakers 

and are also difficult to find in dictionaries. A phrase with an obvious meaning seldom causes 

problems when it is translated from English to the mother tongue but collocations found in the 

mother tongue cannot always be translated literally into English. Using the wrong collocate 

with a word does not cause communicative failure, but the message may come across as less 

accurate and sometimes amusing (29-31).  

 

Woolard discusses collocations in his article “Noticing and Learning Collocation” and says 

that learners can know what a word means, use it in grammatically well formed sentences and 

communicate effectively but still fail to produce acceptable English. When students begin to 

understand collocation they must also learn which words cannot go together. He emphasizes 

that “learning new vocabulary is not just learning new words, it is often learning familiar 

words in new combinations (47)”. Not only should the students become aware of collocations 

they also need to be able to collect phrases that are useful (Collocation 29-35). Becoming 

aware of language is crucial if students are to be able to do anything about linguistic errors 

(Köhlmyr 345). 
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When students become aware of collocations it is a natural step that they will need to use 

dictionaries, which is discussed by Čeh. As far as collocations are concerned a bilingual 

dictionary is often not detailed enough to cover the learner’s needs. A monolingual dictionary 

provides more information and the ultimate solution is a monolingual collocational dictionary 

if the pupils know how to use one. Once students have been taught how to notice collocations 

they can move on to examining collocations that cause problems due to mother-tongue 

interference (29-31). 

Aspects of language teaching  

Morgan Lewis claims there is a difference between what the teacher teaches and what the 

students learn. It is not certain what the learners will do with the language presented to them. 

Lewis has found that the Present-Practise-Produce (PPP) paradigm that he was taught during 

his teacher training did not always lead to learning among his pupils (10-27). He explains that 

PPP does not work because “Teaching is, on the whole, organised, linear and systematic, but 

it is a mistake to think that learning is the same. Learning is non-linear, and although the 

result may be a system it is far from systematic (11).” Shehadeh develops this further and 

suggests that task-based-learning (TBL) is to be preferred instead of PPP learning. Few 

students achieve an acceptable level of fluency and proficiency in their second language even 

if they have had years of instruction when they have been taught according to the PPP 

paradigm (13-15).  

Corpora in language teaching 

There are two different ways of working with language. Lexicalised grammar is when the 

traditional ‘slot and filler’ approach is used and the student has to fill in the missing word, 

tense or other structure that is dealt with. The opposite of this is grammaticalised lexis which 

moves out from the word to discover its collocations and grammatical pattern. Using the latter 

approach will help the learner to avoid collocational mistakes in the future. While learning 

vocabulary the pupil also learns grammar. Filling in missing words enables the pupil to 

produce a large amount of grammatically well formed language while the grammaticalised 

lexis approach will show how much of that language that is acceptable. As a teacher it would 

be wise to use both approaches (Woolard, Noticing 47-48). 
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Sometimes students believe that the teacher knows everything: “Despite learner expectations 

of teacher omniscience, the teacher is not a walking thesaurus, a bilingual dictionary or a 

grammar (50)”, states Sheehan. Using corpora and concordance lines is very useful in TBL. A 

corpus consists of a vast amount of collected written material that is stored in a database. 

Some corpora can also access concordance lines where the word in focus will be centred in 

the sentence. Which preposition(s) that collocates with the word is then easy to see. Teachers 

can also make concordance lines themselves, see fig.1 below.  

    

  of an overflowing litter bin and arrived at Alan's empty-handed. 

              At half-ten the ambulance would arrive to bring him to the county home. 

                    are night flights --; when you arrive in the resort your room is immediately 

              home commences on Saturday to arrive in Dover late on Sunday evening. 

                from Stratford-upon-Avon at to arrive at Hall Green at hours. 

Fig.1. Concordance lines (My own collection of sentences from  

the British National Corpus, 2006). 

 

By exploring the information in a corpus, teacher and students can draw their own 

conclusions about language. Sheehan has worked with concordance lines in his teaching and 

found that most students were satisfied when they realised they could find answers to their 

questions on their own or with help from the class. Concordance lines should of course not 

replace ordinary methodologies but be an additional way of answering questions about 

language. He also claims that teachers and learners can challenge or supplement “the received 

wisdom of grammar books (56)” by using concordance lines (50-58).  

 

Some authors are critical of using corpora. Rimmer says that it is hard to apply word 

frequency to grammar. He claims that we should not base our teaching on corpora alone but 

also use our ability to judge an utterance. Corpora show language in use, which is sometimes 

not grammatically correct. Grammar teaching will not change altogether as a result of using a 

corpus but it will give us a fuller picture of the grammar we teach. Course books are 

conservative and when corpus findings challenge the traditional description it is better to stick 

to tradition (11-12). 
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Summary of background 

As teachers it is our goal to help our students to achieve an acceptable level of proficiency and 

accuracy in the subject of English since we are all becoming more and more internationalized. 

Swedish speakers of English have difficulties with prepositions and some of the problems are 

caused by mother tongue interference. TBL teaching of prepositions can be a better way to 

gain knowledge among the students than PPP teaching. Language is stored in chunks in the 

brain and should also be taught that way. Pupils must become aware of collocations and 

understand that literal translation of expressions from the mother tongue is not always 

possible. Once students have realised that words collocate in a language they will begin to 

notice and collect collocations that are useful to them. As a means to help them it is important 

to teach the learners how to use more advanced dictionaries. Another means is corpus-based 

teaching which allow the students to draw their own conclusions about language and makes 

grammar more accessible. Language awareness is the only way to be able to self-correct 

linguistic errors. 

Analysis 
To find out whether Swedish pupils have problems due to mother tongue interference or not 

with English prepositions it was necessary to carry out a survey. The questionnaire that was 

handed out was designed to show whether the pupils used the correct preposition, an incorrect 

Swedish equivalent or a preposition chosen at random in their answers. It would also 

demonstrate the difference between the students’ productive and perceptive skills.  
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Comparison, correct answers
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Result 

The results from the questionnaire proved that Swedish pupils had 15 % more correct answers 

on the sheets that tested their perceptive knowledge of prepositions, see figures 2 and 3 

below. Not only did the students perform better on the second test but they also relied less on 

Swedish transfer. Although the percentage rate differed between the tests both indicated that 

mother tongue interference occurred since the students chose the correct preposition or the 

incorrect Swedish equivalent more frequently than other prepositions. The following figures 

are based on statistics shown in appendix 3 where the questions and their appropriate category 

can also be found. 

 

     Fig. 2                        Fig. 3  
   
 

The only part where students performed better 

on the productive part of the test concerned the 

use of PPs as verb complements, see fig.4. This 

category had more than 50 % correct answers 

in both tests, which suggests that the pupils 

know verb complements productively and 

perceptively better than other categories.  

 
                  
                        
 
                      

 

                      Fig. 4 
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PPs as adjective complements 
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PPs as verb complements 
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PPs as postmodifiers in noun phrases
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The PPs functioning as adjective complements 

caused problems for the students. As can be 

seen in fig.5 they relied heavily on the incorrect 

Swedish equivalent preposition in both tasks.  

 

 

 
           
                        
                     
                   Fig. 5 
 

PPs as postmodifiers in noun phrases caused 

more errors in the productive part of the test 

than in the perceptive. 75 % of the pupils 

transferred a Swedish preposition in the 

productive task and the remaining 25 % were 

divided almost equally between correct answers 

and a completely different preposition, shown 

in fig.6. 

            
            

                       Fig. 6 

 

The category where the students seemed to 

have the best knowledge in both tasks was in 

PPs as verb complements. The perceptive part 

of the test resulted in 16 % of the pupils 

choosing an incorrect preposition with no 

connection to Swedish, see fig.7. That is one of 

the highest rates among all categories. 

Surprisingly almost a third of the students did 

not know the difference between “look for” and 

“look after” perceptively.            

                       
  Fig. 7  
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PPs as adverbials 
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The pupils performed 20 % better in the 

perceptive than in the productive part of the 

test regarding PPs as adverbials. In both tests a 

majority of the students used the incorrect 

Swedish equivalent preposition, shown in 

fig.8. Productively the pupils had poor 

knowledge of adverbials. Not only did they 

rely on Swedish transfer but they also used a 

fair amount of completely different 

prepositions, which indicates that the students 

did not know the expressions at all.                

                  Fig. 8 
 

There was no significant difference in the results from the two different school districts, 

shown in fig.9. The students from the first school performed better productively in all 

categories except PPs as postmodifiers in noun phrases. They also did better perceptively than 

the second school except in PPs as adverbials. These results may have to do with the amount 

of students that took part in each class. This will be discussed later.   

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
       
Fig. 9  
 

Most students thought that the second test was easier than the first because they were given 

options. Others claimed that they were confused by the alternatives and thought the first was 

less difficult because they could rely more on instinct. 
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Discussion of the results 

These results are based on very few students and the percentage rate might have come out 

differently if more students had participated. The fact that the pupils performed better in the 

second test was not surprising since it is common to understand a word before it can be 

produced. What is unexpected is that neither of the tasks reflected Köhlmyr’s findings. 

Perceptively the students had biggest problems with PPs as adjective complements followed 

by adverbials, verb complements and noun modifiers. That was closer to Köhlmyr’s study 

than the results of the productive part where noun modifiers caused the majority of errors 

followed by adjective complements, adverbials and verb complements. The reason for these 

differences probably has to do with how the test was designed rather than that students’ 

knowledge of prepositions has changed since Köhlmyr wrote her essay. My focus was on the 

nine most difficult prepositions while Köhlmyr deals with all prepositions. A questionnaire 

with other prepositions may have turned out differently. 

Flaws in the investigation 

First of all more time should have been put into creating the questionnaire. There were 

linguistic errors in it, which probably had no impact on the students’ results, but this cannot 

be guaranteed. The corrections are marked within brackets on appendix 1. When the first 

sheet was constructed I made a mistake myself which means that the first sheet has one “at” 

and three “for”’s as correct answers instead of two each, which was intended. The second 

mistake concerns the fact that each category did not have the same amount of questions in 

both tasks, see table 2. Ideally there should have been four questions each in every category 

and test. As it is now the results are not entirely comparable. By using percentage rates the 

impact of this mistake is reduced. 

Table 2. Differences in question types regarding task one and two  

  Amount of questions Amount of questions 

   Perceptive test Productive test  

PPs as adjective complement 4  4 

PPs as postmodifier in noun phrases 1  1 

PPs as verb complements  6  5 

PPs as adverbials      8  9  
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To collect the first sheet before the students could continue on the second was also a mistake. 

As a result, my investigation shows the group of students in general and no individual 

differences within the class can be seen, which would have been interesting. One pupil must 

have forgotten to mark whether he or she had Swedish as their mother tongue on the first 

sheet. That might not have happened if all sheets had been stapled together. The time needed 

for the tasks also varied from individual to individual. I believe the second sheet stressed a 

number of students since some of their classmates were waiting for them to finish. These 

mistakes may have affected the results. 

PPs as adjective complements 

There was an error in the perceptive task. Question no. 2 has the correct English preposition 

as an alternative but the other two alternatives can both mean på in Swedish which may have 

increased the result regarding transfer from Swedish in that particular question. The fixed 

phrases “green with envy” and “dark with rage” are probably expressions that these students 

were not familiar with which might be a reason for the incorrect answers in both tasks. 

PPs as postmodifiers in noun phrases 

The significant difference between productive and perceptive knowledge of PPs as 

postmodifiers in noun phrases is either caused by the single question in this category or the 

nature of the expression. If more questions had been applied in this part the outcome may 

have been different. It is possible that more students knew the phrase “the name of the 

school” than “the mother of a child” due to their age. 

PPs as verb complements 

Question no.16 in the productive part had a remarkable score of 27 correct answers out of 28. 

Positive transfer from Swedish is a likely cause since the Swedish equivalent is the same as 

the correct one in English. This question probably boosted the results in this category so it 

became the only part where students performed better productively. The fact that many 

students did not know the difference between “look after” and “look for” perceptively may 

have to do with the phonological similarities between Swedish efter and “after”. 
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PPs as adverbials 

As was expected this part of the tests turned out to be difficult for the students. In the 

productive part of the test there was one adverbial that promoted no correct answers. The 

problem can be caused by two different factors. The first one is that the adverbial is placed in 

initial position instead of final. It might have been easier for the students to see the connection 

with “presents for an occasion” if the position of the adverbial had been different. A second 

possible reason for the poor result is that some students, among them myself, have been 

taught a rule that says that next to a higher festival you should use the preposition “at”, which 

the majority of the students did.  

 

Question no. 3 “For Christmas I’ll get lots of presents” confused me as well and I had to ask 

two native speakers of English about it. They in turn did not agree entirely on the issue. When 

I formulated the questionnaire I was sure the correct answer to question no. 3 was “at”. Some 

may argue that both “for” and “at” can be used interchangeably but after discussing the issue 

with Mrs. Alice Melin and consulting the British National Corpus (BNC) I have decided that 

“for” is the most likely correct answer. Perhaps the answer depends on which word is the 

focus of the sentence. Usually presents are given for certain occasions, which argues in favour 

of “for” as the correct answer. In this case the word “presents” governs the sentence and 

requires “for”. “At Christmas I’ll get lots of presents” indicates that this happens every year, a 

habit, and also includes a degree of certainty. Here the focus lies on “Christmas”. I believe the 

word order of this sentence caused the students to focus on the festival instead of the sentence 

as a whole. Which preposition should be considered correct can be discussed further and if 

both are correct it of course affects the results correspondingly.  

 

The perceptive part of the test caused fewer problems. Question no. 16 “I have met him on 

many occasions” might have had a different outcome if the given alternatives were different. 

The first choice of Swedish vid would be “by” but regretfully that was not an option among 

the alternatives, which decreased the possibility of negative transfer. 
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Further research 

A natural step would be to carry out a new survey after correcting the flaws in the 

questionnaire and see if the results turn out differently. It would be interesting to investigate 

more students of the same age and return to them after a few years to see if they have 

improved. A longitudinal study in two or more classes where one class is taught according to 

the PPP paradigm and the other according to TBL would also be of interest in order to 

compare if there actually is a difference in performance. Since Sweden is a multicultural 

society today it may be a good idea to investigate problems that speakers of English with 

other mother tongues than Swedish have. It would also be possible to involve aspects of third 

language transfer since many pupils study more languages than English. 

Discussion 

I have considered myself to be at advanced level as far as my knowledge of English was 

concerned. As non-native teachers of English it is important that we are aware of collocations 

and teach our students how to notice them. Therefore it is remarkable that some of us had 

never heard of the term “collocation” until now when we began training to become teachers. 

After writing this essay I now believe that I have stayed in the intermediate level so long that I 

have to relearn the proper way of saying some expressions in English so I do not pass on 

collocational mistakes to my students. The more I read about collocations the worse my own 

capability appears to be. On the other hand since I begin to realise the impact my native 

tongue has on my English I find it easier to help my students since they often make the same 

mistakes.  

I was taught according to the PPP paradigm, which is probably the reason why I have not 

reached advanced level before. On my school placements I have only seen prepositions of 

various kinds been taught according to PPP methodology. Obviously little has changed since I 

went to secondary school. Usually the students are presented with the area of grammar that is 

to be learnt and sometimes given a sheet of rules that can be applied. These rules work in 

specific sentences but what is forgotten is that real life language is not always that simple. 

When students fill in the missing preposition they often do not notice the word before or the 

entire phrase that governs which preposition should be used. As far as I am concerned these 

practise sheets do not lead to the language awareness I want my pupils to achieve.  
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Pupils in secondary school are not very good at noticing collocations. The less advanced they 

are the more they rely on word-for-word translation. On countless occasions I have seen 

students translate English expressions literally. Even when the language produced turns out 

incomprehensible in Swedish many of them fail to realise that they are confronted with a 

collocation they need to find out the meaning of in order to be able to continue their work. If 

students develop their collocational awareness it will have a positive effect on their language 

proficiency. 

Conclusion 
English prepositions are difficult for native speakers of Swedish. Often there is no specific 

answer why one preposition is chosen rather than another - it is just the way it is. There are 

nine prepositions that are particularly frequent in errors: to, in, at, of, for, about, on, by and 

with. The reason why they are confused with each other partly has to do with mother tongue 

interference. A less advanced learner will resort more to L1 when there is a lack of knowledge 

in L2. This strategy results in positive or negative transfer depending on the similarities of the 

languages. Prepositions used in Swedish sometimes have two or more equivalents in English, 

which also contributes to the complexity of the matter. Worksheets where students have to fill 

in missing prepositions are not the only way to teach prepositions. Teachers can also use a 

corpus-based approach when they teach grammar. 

 

Language is evidently stored in the brain in chunks, which needs to be considered when 

teaching. As a teacher it is important to point out lexical chunks since the students may not 

recognise them as multiword expressions. Corpora provide countless opportunities where 

lexical chunks can be discovered and memorised. Concordance lines are important tools when 

we want to show patterns of language. By exploring language with our students we can find 

answers to most questions. Entire phrases can be searched through the computer and different 

combinations can be tried to see if they are linguistically possible. Corpus is thus very 

valuable for non-native speakers of English since we can rely less on instinct. 
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Corpus and dictionaries are means to help us reach higher proficiency levels in English. Many 

students are reluctant to use dictionaries. Of course it is easier for students to ask the teacher 

about synonyms or how to spell words correctly but it is not a strategy that will be successful 

for their entire lives. Dictionary skills solve a large number of problems and therefore we 

should instruct our pupils how to look up words. It is also essential that secondary- and upper 

secondary schools have different kinds of advanced monolingual dictionaries and not only the 

plain bilingual ones that are often seen in the classrooms.  

 

There was a significant difference between pupils’ productive and perceptive skills. The 

results of my investigation proved that students performed better in the task that tested their 

perceptive knowledge of prepositions than the one that tried their productive skills. When 

learners had to produce a preposition in English that was unknown they often transferred the 

incorrect Swedish equivalent instead of other possible options. It is therefore necessary to find 

ways to teach pupils the similarities and differences between English and Swedish so they can 

avoid collocational mistakes and become aware of language. The aim should be to transfer 

their perceptive skills to productive ones so the students can express themselves more 

accurately and with more confidence. 

 

Word count: 6500 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1, Productive questionnaire 

 

Svenska som modersmål  

Annat  

 

[corrections within brackets] 

1. I like to listen _____ (på) the radio.  

2. I’m interested _____ (av) football.    

3. ____(Vid) Christmas I’ll get lots of presents.   

4. I have lived abroad _______ (i) 6 years.    

5. I’m really scared _____ (för) the dark.   

6. _____________ (för två år sedan) my football team won the Gothia Cup. 

7. He is engaged ______ (med) a girl called Ella.   

8. I fell in love ____ (i) my neighbour.    

9. I did it _____ (av) mistake.     

10.  She is away _____ (i) business.    

11. We talked _____(om) going to the Zoo.   

12. _______ (på) my spare time I play guitar. [corr. play the guitar]  

13.  She has recently become the mother _____ (till) a little girl.  

14.  I have been searching _____ (efter) this grammar book, and here it is. 

15.  I was so angry that I shouted ____ (på) my teacher.  

16.  He really cares _____ (om) his employees.   

17.  I will go there _____ (med) tåg. [train – forgot to translate the noun] 

18.  She is green _____ (av) envy.    

19.  He did it _____ (med) purpose.    
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Appendix 1, Perceptive questionnaire 

Svenska som modersmål  

Annat  

 

 

1. I go _________ school in Mullsjö/Habo. 
 to  in  for 

 

2. I’m really fed up ____ (på) this. 
 on  at  with 

 

3. Don’t you ever think _______(på) other people?   
 about  on  to 

 

4. Stop throwing stones _____ (på) the window!    
 on  to  at 

 

5. A ship appeared ____ (vid) the horizon.    
 by  on  in 

 

6. The name _____ (på) the school is Gunnarsbo/Hagabodaskolan.   
 of  by  on 

 

7. I have to travel ________ (med) bus every day.   
 by  in  with 

 

8. I’m not interested ____________ (av) floorball.  
 of  by  in 

 

9. I bought the computer ____________ (för tre år sedan).  
 three years ago  for three years ago  since three years ago  

 

10. I have studied ______ (i) 9 years now.    
 in  for  at 

 

11. He lives _______  (på) 14th  Downing Street. [corr. 14]   
 on  in   at 
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12. ____ (På) the summers I usually visit my grandparents in Skåne. [corr: in summers] 
 in  on  by  

 

13. She is shy ______ (av) nature.    
 of  in  by 

 

14. His face was dark ______ (av) rage.   
 of  with  by 

 

15. She is married_____ (med) an Englishman.    
 to  by  with 

 

16. I have met him _____ (vid) many occasions.    
 on  at  in 

 

17. I’ve been looking _____ (efter) you, where have you been?   
after   for  about   

 

18. This smell reminds me _____ (om) my grandfather.   
 about  by  of 

 

19. She always complains _____ (över) the food in school.   
 over  at  about 
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Appendix 2 
Result, productive test 1 = School 1     

    2 = School 2     
1. I like to listen to the radio.         

School to on at Total       
1 10 3 2 15       
2 3 8 2 13       

           
2. I'm interested in football.         

School in of Total        
1 6 9 15        
2 2 11 13        

           
3. For Christmas I'll get lots of presents.       

School at by with in on blank Total    
1 9 2 1 3   15    
2 5 2  4 1 1 13    

           
4. I have lived abroad for 6 years.        

School for in to  blank Total      
1 4 9 1 1 15      
2 3 10   13      

           
5. I'm really scared of the dark.        

School of for about to by *four *fore Total   
1 6 6 1 1 1   15   
2 6 4  1  1 1 13   

      * probably spelling mistakes   
6. Two years ago my football team won the Gothia Cup.     

School 
     Two years 
ago For two years ago   Twice years ago Fore/four 2 years ago Total 

1  11  3    1  15 

2  7  3  1  2  13 

           
7. He is engaged to a girl called Ella.        

School to with Total        
1  15 15        
2 1 12 13        

           
8. I fell in love with my neighbour.        

School with in at for Total      
1 7 7 1  15      
2 5 7  1 13      

           
9. I did it by mistake.         

School by of for with Total      
1 7 6 2  15      
2 4 7  2 13      

           
10. She is away on business.        

School on in for at Total      
1 1 11 2 1 15      
2 3 8 1 1 13      

           
11. We talked about going to the zoo.        

School about          
1 15          
2 13          

 
           
12. In my spare time I play the guitar.        

School in on at Total       
1 1 9 5 15       
2 1 11 1 13       
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13. She has recently become the mother of a little girl.     

School of for to Total       
1 2 2 11 15       
2 2 1 10 13       

           
14. I have been searching for this grammar book, and here it is!     

School for after Total        
1 8 7 15        
2 4 9 13        

           
15. I was so angry that I shouted at my teacher.      

School at on to  Total       
1 5 7 3 15       
2 3 10  13       

           
16. He really cares about his employees.       

School about for Total        
1 15  15        
2 12 1 13        

           
17. I will go there by train.         

School by with Total        
1 4 11 15        
2 3 10 13        

           
18. She is green with envy.         

School with of for by Total      
1  12 1 2 15      
2  13   13      

           
19. He did it on purpose.         

School on with by Total       
1 2 12 1 15       
2 2 11  13       
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Appendix 2 Result,  perceptive test 

1. I go to school in Habo.    
15. She is married to an 
Englishman.   

School to in for Total  School to by with Total 

1 8 7  15  1 7  8 15 

2 8 5 1 14  2 2  12 14 

2. I'm really fed up with this.    16. I have met him on many occasions.  

School on at with Total  School on at in Total 

1 1 10 4 15  1 2 5 8 15 

2 3 5 6 14  2 4 6 4 14 

3. I don't want to think about it!   17. I've been looking for you, where have you been? 

School about of on Total  School after for about Total 

1 11 3 1 15  1 5 10  15 

2 8 4 2 14  2 3 10 1 14 

4. Stop throwing stones at the window!  18. This smell reminds me of my grandfather.  

School on to at Total  School about by  of Total 

1 5  10 15  1 6 1 8 15 

2 2  12 14  2 5 8 1 14 

5. A ship appeared on the horizon.   19. She always complains about the food in school. 

School by on in Total  School over at about Total 

1 13 1 1 15  1 4 1 10 15 

2 7 6 1 14  2 6 6 2 14 

6. The name of the school is Hagabodaskolan.       
School of by  on Total       

1 14  1 15       
2 12 1 1 14       

7. I have to travel by bus every day        
School by in with Total       

1 7  8 15       
2 6  8 14       

8. I'm not interested in floorball.        
School of by in Total       

1 8 2 5 15       
2 8 1 5 14       

9. I bought the computer three years ago.       
School  three years ago for three years ago since three years ago Total    

1  7  7  1  15   
2  10  4    14   

10. I have studied for 9 years now.        
School in for at Total       

1 2 11 2 15       
2 10 4  14       

11. He lives at 14 Downing Street.        
School on in at Total       

1 4 3 8 15       
2 4 1 9 14       

12. In summers I usually visit my grandparents in Skåne.     
School in on by Total        

1 9 6 0 15       
2 8 6 0 14       

13. She is shy by nature.         
School of in by Total       

1 7 6 2 15       
2 8  6 14       

14. His face was dark with rage.        
School of with by Total       

1 4 5 6 15       
2 7 4 3 14       
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Appendix 3 

 
Statistics 

         

 

 Productive            
       All figures are rounded off in favour of the correct answer.   

 Question nr Correct Swedish Other Total  Correct Swedish Other  Other comments  

 2 
   

8 20 0 28  8 20 0     

PPs as 5 12 12 4 28  12 12 4     

adj.  7 1 27  28  1 27 0     

compl. 18 0 25 3 28  0 25 3     

       21 84 7 of 112    

       19% 75% 6%     

              

Noun mod. 13 4 21 3 28  4 21 3 of 28    

       14% 75% 11%     

              

 1 13 11 4 28  13 11 4     

PPs as 8 12 14 2 28  12 14 2     

verb 11 28 0 0 28  28 0 0     

compl. 14 12 16 0 28  12 16 0     

 15 8 17 3 28  8 17 3     

 16 27 0 1 28  27   1  Correct is the Swedish equivalent 

       100 58 10 of 168    

       60% 34% 6%     

              

 3 0 4 24 28  0 4 24     

PPs as 4 7 19 2 28  7 19 2     

adverbials 6 18 9 1 28  18 9 1  Four/fore are included in 'for'  

 9 11 13 4 28  11 13 4     

 10 4 19 5 28  4 19 5     

 12 2 26 0 28  2 26 0  On and at can mean "på"  

 17 7 21 0 28  7 21 0     

 19 4 23 1 28  4 23 1     

 Total 178 297 57 532  53 134 37 of 224    

  33% 56% 11%          

              

 
 
             

 

 
 
              

A
p

p
e

n
d

ix
 3

  



 

 

Blom ii 

  

              

  
 

            

 Appendix 3     Statistics           

 Receptive            
       All figures are rounded off in favour of the correct answer.   

 Question nr Correct  Swedish Other Total  Correct Swedish Other  Other comments  

 2 10 19 0 29  10 19 0  On and at can both mean 'på' 

PPs as 8 10 16 3 29  10 16 3     

adj.  14 9 11 9 29  9 11 9     

compl. 15 9 20 0 29  9 20 0     

       38 66 12 of 116    

       33% 57% 10%     

              

Noun mod. 6 26 2 1 29  26 2 1 of 29     

       90% 7% 3%     

              

 3 19 3 7 29  19 3 7     

PPs as 4 22 7 0 29  22 7 0     

verb 17 20 8 1 29  20 8 1     

compl. 18 9 11 9 29  9 11 9     

 19 12 10 7 29  12 10 7     

       82 39 24 of 145    

       57% 27% 16%     

              

 1 16 12 1 29  16 12 1     

PPs as 5 7 20 2 29  7 20 2     

adverbials 7 13 16 0 29  13 16 0     

 9 17 11 1 29  17 11 1     

 10 15 12 2 29  15 12 2     

 11 17 8 4 29  17 8 4     

 12 17 12 0 29  17 12 0     

 13 8 15 6 29  8 15 6     

 16 6 11 12 29  6 11 12     

  262 224 65 551  116 117 28 of 261    

  48% 41% 11%   44% 45% 11%     
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