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Abstract 

The present study aims at analyzing the polysemy of the English preposition in from 

the cognitive linguistic (CL) point of view using Evans' and Tyler's approach (2003). 

The perplexity faced by Iraqi second language learners (L2) due to the multi-usages 

of this preposition has motivated the researcher to conduct this study. Seventy-six 

second year university students participated in this experimental study. The data of 

the pre-test and post-test were analyzed by SPSS statistical editor. The 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 in is concerned. 

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 has 

been shown to be attributed to the diversity in the semantics of the preposition in. 

Fourth, CL as an approach has proven its effectiveness in accurately comprehending 

the semantics of the English preposition in. 
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 ()فيالانكليزي دراسة لغوية إدراكية لحرف الجر 

 

 رغد فهمي اعجمي

 جامعة بغداد -كلية التربية للبنات–قسم اللغة الانكليزية 

 

 الملخص:

ن وجهة ي و متهدف هذه الدراسة إلى تحليل المعاني المتعددة لحرف الجر )في( في ضوء نظرية الإدراك اللغو

لحرف  إن الطلاب العراقيون مصابون بالحيرة نتيجة تعدد الاستخدامات Tyler and Evans (2003).نظر 

حث. ستة ذا البهالباحث على إجراء الجر )في( وخاصة أنهم يتعلمون اللغة الانجليزية كلغة ثانية هذا ما شجع 

ذه اركوا في هشنكليزية قسم اللغة الا/كلية التربية للبنات /جامعه بغداد  فيوسبعون طالبا من طلاب السنة الثانية 

 SPSS التجربة. تم تحليل بيانات الاختبار الأول والاخير بواسطة برنامج تحليل إحصائي

 قد بينت النتائج ما يلي: و

 : قد بينت نتيجة( في فهم الطلاب لتعدد استخدامات حرف الجر)في(. ثانيا 0,5أولا: ملاحظة تقدم بنسبة تفوق )

ان المصدر الرئيسي  . ثالثا: تبين(CL)الاستبيان تغير إيجابي في موقف الطلاب تجاه النظرية اللغوية الإدراكية 

ي دقة عاليتها فكية فا: قد أثبتت النظرية اللغوية الإدرالصعوبة فهم حرف الجر )في( تعود إلى تنوع معانيه. رابع

 استيعاب معاني حرف الجر )في(.

 . حرف الجر ،تعدد المعاني ،علم المعاني اللغة الادراكي، علم الكلمات المفتاحية:
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1. Introduction  

 As long as they are L2 learners, Iraqi students face the same difficulties experienced 

by the other L2 learners in comprehending the polysemy of the English preposition in. 

This problem has been noticed since (1999) by Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman, 

"linguists as well as English teachers have long noticed that generally the acquisition 

of prepositions is a major challenge for L2 learners". In the Arab world, people 

sometimes use English expressions without prepositions; for example, they say “to 

discuss” not “to discuss about”, or “to marry” not “to marry with” (Saed & Yassin, 

2017). Recognizing the differences between in and other prepositions such on, at, and 

to needs a deep understanding of these prepositions. For instance, "he sits in/ at the 

corner" and " we arrive to /in London". Iraqi researchers pay a great attention to the 

polysemy of English prepositions. Al-Baharani and Al-Robuye (2016) analyzed the 

semantics of the English preposition at. They explained the problem and offered 

logical solutions following the CL approach. Aajami (2018a) also identified the 

problem of the English preposition at, and worked skillfully on two other locative 

English prepositions, behind and beyond to tackle the polysemy of these prepositions 

(Aajami, 2018b).  

CL approach offers a complete analysis not only to English prepositions, but also to 

other languages'. It defines the meaning of a preposition in three aspects; clarifies its 

abstract notion, represents its functional element, and gives the preposition a 

schematized representation of a spatial configuration between two entities (Tyler & 

Evans, 2003). The insights of CL are also adopted in analyzing the English 

preposition in. Thus, this study is to test the effectiveness of CL approach in 

accurately and systematically comprehending the English preposition in. 

1.1 Objectives of the Study 

The study aims at examining to which extent CL approach can help increase the 

participants' ability to elicit the semantics of the English preposition 'in' 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 2018/2019. Seventy-six participants were randomly selected by putting 

their names in a basket, shaking the basket and then randomly selecting the names. 

2. An Overview of Cognitive Linguistics as an Approach 

This section concentrates on CL approach and its useful implementations in defining 

the semantics of English prepositions for L2 learners. George Lakoff, Ron Langacker, 

and Len Talmy are considered the founders of CL approach constructed in 1980s. It 

deals with the language as a tool of organizing, processing, and conveying 

information (Geeraerts & Cuyckens, 2010).  

 

Evans (2012) defines CL approach as the study of language in terms of mind, and 

sociocultural experience which views language as a reflection of general aspects of 



Journal of College of Education for Women                                                                             P - ISSN: 1680-8738          E- ISSN: 2663-547X 
   September 2019 Vol.30 No. (3)                      جامعة بغداد                                                                                    -مجلة كلية التربية للبنات  

 

39 
 

cognition. Language is best studied in the context of use that emerges from it. Evans 

illustrates the vision of CL approach, saying that meaning and form in the study of 

language are inseparable. He also clarifies the two main areas of CL concentrations: 

CL to grammar, which is the study of language organization, and cognitive semantics, 

which is the study of the conceptual structure of language. Ungerer and Schmid 

(2001) say that CL approach is “based on our experience of the world and the way we 

perceive and conceptualize it”. 

 

English prepositions are difficult to be understood since they 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 for 

the purpose  of analyzing the English prepositions and their semantic networks in 

terms of spatial scenes, relations, and figurative senses (Mueller, 2016). 

 

The locative English prepositions can create 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, spatial experience and interaction. For example “the 

ball is in the box”, the spatial scene in this example means that there is a contact 

between the ball and the box. This motivates another scene which is described as 

“there is air in the ball”. These relations are important because without the box, the 

ball will move to another place, and without the ball, the air will not be compressed. 

The spatial scene involves a support relationship between “the box & the ball” and 

“the ball & the air” (Tyler et al., 2011). The human interaction response to the scene 

of “the ball is in the box" differs due to the viewer's main concentration. One will 

concentrate on the relation between the box and ball while another may concentrate 

on the relation between the ball and the air to check its validity in playing a football 

game. 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). 

 

Each central scene can extends different spatial relations in a systematic way. 

Prepositions that describe a contact relation can develop rotated senses (Boers, 1996). 

For instance, “the water is in the glass” → “the milk is in the glass”; this is called the 

spatial relations. A figurative sense can also be developed from a spatial scene. Beside 

the fact that “the water is in the glass” represents a spatial configuration of entities, it 

further connotes the metaphorical sense that the first entity (the water) is inside and 

the second entity (the glass) is outside (Boers & Demecheleer, 1998). 

 

There are many studies that examine the semantics of the English preposition in. 

Fernando (2000), for instance, finds that "the standard semantic description of the 

English preposition in has been traditionally understood as a matter of geometric 
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configuration of the participants in the spatial relation. The landmark is conceived of 

as an area or volume, or as a three-dimensional entity, the topological relation of an 

inclusion being emphasized. The landmark may also be understood as a MEDIUM 

configuration, in opposition to the geometric conception based upon the idea of a 

container. Other authors pose a meaning based on the relative function of the 

participants, i.e. the control of the container over the contained entity. Fernando 

concentrates on the central meaning from which other senses can be derived. He finds 

that the English preposition in has many senses: as inclusion as in: 'A second 

revolution in Rome'; as a definite inclusion, where this definition is given by certain 

landmarks that are a part of the whole area as in: 'there is a big black point in the 

bottom of the paper'. Another sense is that of a medium or a surrounding substance as 

in: 'the jet is in the sky'. The sense of a massive material in which an entity is entirely 

or partly located in a massive chunk of material like 'a nail is in a wall". The sense of 

material in which entities are made is spoken of as if included in a medium filled with 

that material, as in: 'a statute in wood' (Navarro, 2000). 

 

Brala (2008) finds that in  is a preposition that has most extensively been dealt with in 

the literature. On  the  basis  of  its  treatment  in  the  relevant  literature,  'in' seems  

to  have  quite  a  clear  'prototypical'  or  'ideal'  meaning,  and  is frequently  referred  

to  as  'a  basic  topological  preposition'. The preposition in ( just  like  its  

counterparts  in  other  languages under examination) is one of  the  most  frequently  

used  prepositions. It falls in the middle  range  of  a semantic  complexity. It is the  

first preposition  to be acquired by children  (and, cross-linguistically  speaking,  the  

same  is  true  of  other words  in  other languages expressing the concepts of 

‘containment’ and ‘support’).  

 

Suzanne (2017) descriptively studies the difficulties of using English prepositions by 

l2 learners. She finds that the English preposition in has a close meaning to other 

prepositions as on and at especially in terms of time and place. Thus, the Indonesian 

L2 learners always make mistakes when using the English preposition in. Her study 

focuses only on showing the errors in using prepositions. There is not any solution to 

solve the problem of preposition for L2 learners; however, the importance of 

Suzanne's study is to assure that L2 learners have a real problem in using English 

prepositions. 

 

Khan and Ali (2017) make a deep investigation about the counterpart of the English 

preposition in in the Arabic language which is fi. They find that the preposition fī or in 

in English has been used to show the position of an object within the bounded space 

in physical surroundings. Thus, it carries the locative semantic arguments in each 

case, and, therefore, in traditional linguistic categorization of prepositions, it has been 

termed as a preposition of location. They also insist on the necessity of investigating 

the preposition in light of the immediate communicative context to arrive at a definite 

conclusion about the meaning of the preposition. Time has been mapped as bounded 

space through the preposition fī. It reveals the sensorimotor neural structures in the 
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human conceptual system that have psychological reality in defining the abstract 

concept of time as a bounded space and that the preposition fī is generated by these 

structures in the human conceptual system. These structures are also at work in the 

use of fī in defining other abstract concepts and states through the container image 

schema. They also find that the preposition fī is also used with nouns relating to 

discourse as a preposition. In the discourse, too, the preposition attains the spatial 

meaning of containment. It locates the words on the pages of a book as if they were 

things in a bounded space or in a container. 

 

Similar to Khan and Ali, a study is conducted to investigate fi, the counterpart of 

English preposition in. This study concentrates on using this preposition in Taizzi 

dialect in Yemen. They find that 'fi' has shown a schematic meaning of “containment” 

as a central meaning from which other senses are emerging. They also find that the 

preposition fi is used to denote spatial relations where the trajector (TR) is situated on 

the landmark (LM), the TR is under the LM, the TR is inevitably directed towards the 

LM, the TR and the LM are facing one another, and others. However, the analysis 

presented in this paper has established that in all these spatial relations, speakers of 

the TD cognitively characterized LMs as containers that contain TRs (Mohammed et 

al., 2012). 

 

3. Cognitive Semantic Analysis of the Preposition “in” 

This section concentrates on the semantic analysis of the preposition in according to 

CL approach that is developed by Tyler and Evans (2003). Cognitive semantic 

analysis can help overcome the perplexity encountered due to the polysemous nature 

of the preposition in and get accurate comprehension of its usages and expressions. A 

spatial scene can be viewed physically depending on the vantage point of the viewer. 

As long as this physical view depends on the viewer, there is no two identical vantage 

points (Tyler & Evans, 2004). The first central spatial sense of in can be represented 

in "the ball is in the box", where box is a land mark. The preposition in refers to a 

specific place which is a box. It defines the place of the ball. The trajector “the ball” 

is inside the land mark, “the box”. This scene can be represented in the following 

diagram that is set by the researcher of the present work. 

 

 

 

 trajector landmark  

 

 

 

Figure1. The ball is in the box. 

Source: This figure is set by the researcher.  



Journal of College of Education for Women                                                                             P - ISSN: 1680-8738          E- ISSN: 2663-547X 
   September 2019 Vol.30 No. (3)                      جامعة بغداد                                                                                    -مجلة كلية التربية للبنات  

 

42 
 

Figure 1 is an example of the spatial relations that can be extended to other examples, 

as in 'the people are in the car'. In this sentence, in refers to two entities, 'the people' 

and 'the car'. As in figure 1, in gives the meaning of containment. It can give two 

main functions: The first one is the meaning of containment, and the second function 

defines the place of the trajector for the landmark. It can also give a kind of protection 

for the trajectors in both sentences. Without the box, the ball can move to other 

places. It is the same for people who may feel hot or cold without the car. Thus, the 

preposition in gives a central meaning and develops a figurative sense of protection.  

Another central sense of in can be represented in 'the jet is in the sky'; here, in conveys 

the meaning of part of all.  In defines the place in which the jet is flying; it also 

conveys a vertical axis depending on the position of the jet and the vantage point of 

the viewer. It clearly shows that the physical vantage points do not offer the same 

view. In shows general place unlike the preposition at which can indicate the definite 

a place of an object. Hence, the relation between the jet as a part and the sky as a 

whole place is general. Such a relation can be represented in the following diagram 

that is set by the researcher.  

 

 

Figure 2. The jet is in the sky. 

Source: This figure is set by the researcher. 

In figure 2, in represents the position of the part in respect to the whole. It can convey 

a vertical or horizontal axis according to the medium and the part that is mentioned. 

For example, 'there is a boat in the sea'; Each example with the preposition in can 

offer the relation of entities and the places in respect to the viewer. The human being 

interprets the language and uses it based on his/her understanding to the relations 

between objects throughout the image schema created as soon as the speaker utters a 

sentence. 

In the above mentioned examples, the analysis of in concentrates only on the one 

aspect which is place. There is another important aspect that is conveyed by in which 

is time. In terms of time, in gives a general notion of time. For instance 'My daughter 

was born in 2018', here,  the date of birth is not clear, but it is defined by a general 

frame which is the  year 2018. This scene can be represented in the following diagram 

that is set by the researcher. 
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1st  of January.                                                                                                                    December 31                                                        

 

                                                  Figure 3. My daughter was born in 2018. 

Source: This figure is set by the researcher 

Thus, in can represent a general notion of time that is contained in a specified frame. 

In another example, 'Tom drinks 4 cups of tea in the morning'; 'morning' here  is a 

period of time that continues from the sunrise to the afternoon. The preposition in 

connects between two entities, Tom and 4 cups of tea and the specified frame of time 

which is morning. If one compares 'in' to the preposition 'at', there is an important 

difference. It has been learned at school that 'in' is used with the morning not 'at', but 

no one supports a logical piece of evidence for that use. The comparison will be 

clearly shown in the following diagrams. 'Tom drinks 4 cups of tea in the morning'/ 

Tom drinks 4 cups of tea at breakfast'. This scene can be represented in the following 

diagram that is set by the researcher. 

 Morning 

 

Time  

 Breakfast 

Figure 4. Tom drinks 4 cups of tea in the morning./ Tom drinks 4 cups of tea at breakfast. 

Source: This figure is set by the researcher 

4.  Experimental Study 

The study aims at enhancing Iraqi students' awareness of CL approach and developing 

their comprehension ability in interpreting English prepositions. Seventy six students 

participated in this experiment as an experimental group. The researcher tests the 

students' information about CL approach in explaining the preposition through testing 

such items as pictures and drawings. A questionnaire was distributed before and after 

the experiment to check the change in the students' attitudes and opinions about CL 

approach.  She also arranged an online survey to be filled by the participants before 

conducting the experiment that discusses the same points of the questionnaire and to 

offer the participants more flexibility in participating. The researcher prepared an 

experiment of three points to achieve her goal:   

1. Displaying to the students videos and PowerPoint slides that explain the 

principles of CL approach and its insights: spatial scene, spatial relations, 

figurative sense, and a metaphorical language; 

2. Distributing pictures and asking the students to identify the spatial scenes and 

relations using the  English preposition in ; 
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3. Asking the students to rephrase sentences with in that contain physical and 

abstract views in order to develop their metaphorical languages.  

The researcher adopts quantitative method in collecting and analyzing the data. SPSS 

statistical editor; paired sample statistics is used to analyze the students' scores in the 

pre-test and post-test. Only the result of the analysis of the students' marks is 

mentioned. 

4.1 Participants and Procedures 

The participants were seventy six second-year students who were mostly of 

intermediate level in English language. Some of the students have participated in a 

previous experiment about CL approach. The procedures were done as shown below: 

1) The first step: the students were introduced to a detailed introduction to CL 

approach, and they were further presented with its definition, principles and insights; 

2) In the second step, they sat to do the pre-test that contained three categories of 

questions: images to be analyzed, sentences to be rephrased, and gaps to be filled. The 

pre-test was set in order to check the participants' ability in explaining the meaning 

and function of the preposition in; 

3) In the third step, at the end of the experiment, the participants sat for the post-test 

which contained the same categories of the pre-test. The experiment continued in 

order to reveal the change in the participants’ awareness as they dived deeper in the 

experiment; and 

4) In the last step, there was a questionnaire of three questions to check any change in 

the participants’ attitudes toward CL approach.  

To sum up, the pre-test and post-test are set to check the participants’ progress in 

grasping CL approach whereas the questionnaire is set to check the participants’ 

attitude toward CL approach. 

4.2 Pre-test 

Seventy six marks were collected by the researcher for the initial examination of the 

students’ abilities in interpreting and analyzing the semantics of in. It is clear that the 

students have a simple ability to analyze the meaning of in depending on the entities 

that are connected via a relation to this preposition. Their marks also displayed 

prodigious difficulty in developing the meaning of this preposition metaphorically. As 

long as the pre-test has been done after the introductory part of the experiment, the 

result of the pre-test showed that some the students have a simple clue about CL 

approach and its insights. The others have displayed good interpretations of CL 

approach since they have similar experiments with the same theory. It is obvious that 

some students, ie., about 50%, depended on their initial knowledge when rephrasing 

the sentences or images. Half of the participants, ie., 50%, failed to differentiate 

between the spatial and metaphorical senses. Besides, 60% of the participants had 
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right answers regarding the choice between in, on or at to complete the sentences. The 

achievements in the pre-test motivated the researcher to pay much more attention to 

the current methodology to be more effective and clearer when clarifying the meaning 

and usage of CL approach. 

4.3 Post-test 

After the pre-test, the researcher applied the detailed experiment in nine weeks that 

involved lectures, workshops, games and tests. For each week, there were three 

meetings of two hours. The sessions were divided into three parts theoretical, 

practical, and representational. Those nine weeks were enough for the students to be 

familiar with CL approach. The researcher through the lectures showed videos and 

explained CL approach using the experiment of Tyler and Evans (2003). She also 

used schematic diagrams to present the meaning of the preposition in. In the practical 

part, the students were divided into groups to represent part of the theory practically. 

They, the students, chose examples, pictures, and drew diagrams to illustrate the 

usage of 'in'. The students worked in groups during the workshops, and they analyzed 

and identified spatial scenes and relations in sentences and images. They also defined 

the abstract or the physical vantage point in a sentence or an image and represented 

some images in real scenes. Sentences with 'in' were rephrased by the students. 

During that time, students had a clear idea about CL approach. Then, they practiced 

developing the physical view to spatial relations and spatial configurations.  

 

The post-test contains the same categories of the questions of the pre-test. The marks 

were collected through a rubric set by the researcher. Throughout checking the results 

of the post-test and in comparison with the pre-test, the researcher has noticed that the 

students have a remarkable development in the awareness of CL approach. All 

students, i.e., 100% of the participants, could recognize if there is a spatial scene or 

not in the images and sentences; a matter which reflects that their responsiveness to 

the first step of comprehension is successfully done. Moreover, 91% of the 

participants showed important progress in differentiating the metaphorical usage of 

the prepositions in question. Besides, 98% chose the right choice of 'in' to complete 

the sentences correctly by a suitable preposition. 

The tables below accurately analyze the marks using SPSS statistical editor. 
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T-Test      [DataSet0]  

Paired Samples Statistics 

 Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error 

Mean 

Pair 1 

Pre-test 13.00 76 2.444 .292 

Post-test 18.47 76 1.901 .227 

 

Paired Samples Correlations 

 N Correlation Sig. 

Pair 1 
Pre-test & 

post-test 
76 .231 .055 

Table (1)* shows the difference between the pre-test and post- test 

* Table (1): 

If the difference between both tests is less than (0, 05), then, the study is invalid. 

If the difference between both tests is more than (0, 05), then, the study is valid.   

Table (1)*, SPSS analysis, shows the students' number and the results in both tests, 

the pre-test and post-test and the difference between them. The number of students is 

76 and their average in the pre-test is 13.00 whereas the post-test is 18.47. The 

students show a progress of 5.47 marks. Since the difference between the two means 

of both tests shows a progress of more than (0, 05)*, then, this study is valid. The 

results are in agreement with the research of Evans and Tyler's (2003). This means 

that CL approach can make a remarkable positive change in students' comprehension 

of English prepositions.  

5. Questionnaire 

The questionnaire is set in order to show a change in students’ attitude toward the 

cognitive linguistic approach. Further, moving from unfamiliarity to cognition, it 

seems that the change in the questionnaire's results shows that human experience is 

enriched. Students' mental perception passes through an experiment that turns their 

observation about how cognitive linguistics offers a new insight of the semantics of 

English prepositions in. The questionnaire is distributed before and after the 

experiment. 
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Figure (5): The questionnaire's results before the experiment 

 

 

Figure (6): The questionnaire's results after the experiment. 
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The questionnaire shows that 92.2 % of the students which represents 70 out of 76 of 

the students' total number thinks that CL approach helps bettering up their 

comprehension of the English preposition 'in'. Besides, 1.3%, which represents 1 

student out of the total number finds CL approach difficult and confusing. Moreover, 

6.5%, which represents 5 students do not find a big change in their comprehension to 

the English preposition 'in' by using CL approach. These results of the questionnaire 

prove a positive change in the students' attitude toward using cognitive linguistics 

approach to treat English prepositions. 

6. Results and Findings 

This study supports the students' confidence in dealing with the locative English 

preposition in. It helps them acquire new concepts when analyzing this preposition 

through their location in the context, and when identifying what it means or implies. 

As long as they practice explaining the meaning of in using objects from real life, they 

can also practice what they have learnt in real life.  

The results of both tests and the questionnaire evidently show a clear progress in the 

students' work and attitude toward CL approach.   

7. Conclusion 

This study proves the effectiveness of CL approach in grasping the semantics of 

English prepositions. According to the results of pre-test and post-test in addition to 

the results of the questionnaire, it is quite obvious that students have achieved a 

significant growth in reaching the semantics of the English prepositions in question 

with a better aspect. This research recommends that paying more concentration for 

CL approach is a necessity due to its importance in understanding the interaction 

between human actions and languages.  
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