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Abstract 

This study investigates how learners of English as a foreign language (EFL) whose first 

language (L1) is Swedish select prepositions in the English language. The study involves 

two groups, the participants and their respective controls. The participants are advanced 

EFL students at a Swedish university and their controls are intermediate EFL speakers 

who are no longer enrolled in an EFL course. The aim of the present psycholinguistic 

investigation is to elucidate the process of the preposition selection in EFL by means of 

a think-aloud-protocol. The present study involves the assumption that preposition 

selection by Swedish EFL learners is based on both implicitly and explicitly acquired 

knowledge. Data analysis indicates that the participants’ EFL preposition selection is 

influenced by their L1 knowledge. The results suggest that EFL preposition selection does 

not differ significantly between the two groups. However, the results are indicative of a 

variation in EFL preposition selection between the two groups in an EFL proficiency test 

and a think-aloud-protocol.  
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1. Introduction 

This study investigates the influence of Swedish as the first language (L1) in preposition 

selection by the learners of English as a Foreign Language (EFL). Specifically, this 

investigation involves Swedish L1 EFL participants’ judgements as of their preposition 

selection in an EFL test containing English prepositions. The EFL preposition selection 

is investigated by means of a Think-Aloud-Protocol (TAP). In the present study, the TAP 

is employed in conjunction with an EFL proficiency test as well as a sociolinguistic 

questionnaire.  

 

It should be noted that EFL learners’ judgements involving preposition selection is an 

underrepresented area in applied linguistics and in psycholinguistics respectively. Whilst 

EFL students’ syntactic skills in general are widely acknowledged, preposition selection 

by EFL learners still posits significant challenges to the researchers (e.g. Ellis 2006; Gass, 

1979; Odlin, 1989; Tomasello & Herron, 1989). Previous research indicates that 

preposition selection in EFL involves i) the learner’s first language (L1) and its transfer, 

ii) EFL learning contexts and iii) the learners’ exposure to the English language 

(Håkansson, 2003). Arguably, all these variables might impact on preposition selection 

by an EFL learner. This important and under-researched area of EFL in Sweden has 

inspired the present empirical investigation aimed at casting light at the EFL learners’ 

awareness of their own reasoning when they have to select the correct preposition in an 

EFL test and a TAP. English is an important part of the Swedish society, with compulsory 

English studies in school as well as the constant exposure to English in the media and the 

fact that English is very common at Swedish workplaces (Håkansson, 2003). Given these 

circumstances, the standards of English in Sweden should generally be high, and it is thus 

interesting to investigate the potential L1 transfer and what role it has in such context.  

 

It is hypothesised in the present study that the language transfer of the L1 linguistic 

knowledge into the foreign language (FL) plays a critical role in EFL preposition 

selection. Presumably, the effect of the language transfer will be evident from the TAP 

and an EFL test administered to two groups of EFL learners, an advanced group and an 

intermediate level group respectively. Hence, specific research questions will involve the 

following considerations: 

 whether or not there is significant L1 language transfer in EFL preposition 

selection; 

 whether or not there is systematic difference in terms of acquired knowledge in 

preposition selection by current advanced EFL learners and former EFL students. 

 

1.1 Theoretical Background  

Previous research indicates that a learner’s L1 influences or interferes with the linguistic 

choices made when acquiring a foreign language (e.g. Gass, 1979; Odlin, 1989). In 

particular, preposition selection in a foreign language may be problematic due to language 

transfer. This has been showed in recent studies by Mahmoodzadeh (2012) and 

Gvarishvili (2012), where Iranian and Georgian EFL learners respectively often misused 

English prepositions in selection tests due to L1 cross-linguistic influence.  

 

In psycholinguistics, it is suggested that the acquisition of a foreign language (FL) is 

characterised by supressing the learner’s L1 (Traxler, 2012). It is hypothesised that the 
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acquisition of any foreign language benefits from a less active L1 when the acquisition 

of the learner’s second language (L2) is taking place (Traxler, 2012). For instance, EFL 

learners benefit from seeing a picture of a cat and hearing the word cat in English rather 

than seeing and hearing the L1 equivalent, for example katt in Swedish (Traxler, 2012). 

This is connected to the ideas of the active state of languages in the brain. When acquiring 

an FL through its concept rather than translation, it might assist in the supressing of the 

L1 and simultaneously improve the proficiency of the FL. (Traxler, 2012) 

 

L1 influence, as far as language transfer is concerned, is divided into two categories: (a) 

positive transfer which is understood as similarities between the languages leading to 

accuracy in FL through L1, and (b) negative transfer which involves similarities between 

L1 and FL leading to errors when translating through the other language (Odlin, 1989). 

Positive transfer can further be subcategorised in terms of language distance, similar 

vowel systems and sentence structures, whereas negative transfer involves four 

subcategories: underproduction, overproduction, production errors and misinterpretation 

(Odlin, 1989). Language transfer research has often focused on such aspects as relative 

clauses (Gass, 1979), native language effect on spelling (Dich & Pedersen, 2013) and 

overall problematic areas in EFL grammatical acquisition (Smitterberg, 2007). Previous 

research indicates that preposition selection is subject to language transfer 

(Mahmoodzadeh, 2012; Gvarishvili, 2012). Mistakes in preposition selection are often 

theoretically explainable by language transfer choices based upon the brain’s network 

system (Håkansson, 2003).  

 

Another variable which is critical to the problem of preposition selection involves the 

learner’s age (Traxler, 2012). In this respect, the notion of the critical age should be 

mentioned. It is indicated that L1 is manifested during the first three years of a child’s life 

and is developed alongside the first stages of cognitive development (Håkansson, 2003). 

Language or languages acquired after this age do not develop according to the same 

principles of the language the child is exposed to from birth, hence, there is evident 

difference of the level of the cognitive maturity (Håkansson, 2003:166). Presumably, 

young language learners automatically acquire complex knowledge in their respective L1 

without being able to explain it (Ellis, 2011), whilst foreign language acquisition arguably 

requires the learner’s awareness of the language complexities (Vannestål, 2007). 

Arguably, prepositions in EFL are likely to be a challenging subject for an EFL learner 

due to their complexity (Vannestål, 2007).  

 

In addition to the critical age of EFL acquisition, another variable relevant in EFL 

preposition selection and usage involves the dichotomy ‘implicit’ and ‘explicit’ 

knowledge (Ellis, 2011; Roehr, 2010). Explicit language knowledge involves linguistic 

constructions acquired by means of metalinguistic descriptions (Roehr, 2010). On the 

other hand, implicit knowledge is characterised as linguistic constructions acquired 

through “experience of usage” rather than through explicit rules (Ellis, 2011). Previous 

studies suggest that explicit knowledge rules can interfere with proficiency and implicit 

knowledge can be more effective for an L2 learner (Ellis, 2011). 

 

Previous research indicates that it is challenging for the less proficient EFL learners to 

use prepositions correctly or even in an appropriate manner (Yu, 2014). This can be due 

to the fact that prepositions are characterised by semantic ambiguity (Vannestål, 2007). 

Prepositions in EFL can therefore be difficult to acquire due to the learner’s insufficient 

knowledge and understanding of the meaning that the particular preposition conveys. 
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Consequently, this may lead to involvement of L1 transfer (Brorström, 1973:9). It is 

proposed that Swedish EFL learners should attempt to learn English prepositions in their 

appropriate contexts, as their meanings can be ambiguous (Vannestål, 2007; Broström, 

1979). Examples involving semantic differences between Swedish and English 

prepositions respectively are listed below: 

 

Det här är en tavla av… This is a picture of... 

Det här är en tavla av...  This is a picture by... 

 

Afraid of...  Rädd för...   

Fond of...  Förtjust i...   

Remind of...  Påminna av...  

Sure of...  Säker på...   

Guilty of...  Skyldig till...   

Proud of...  Stolt över...  

 (Brorström, 1979:10, 13, 52) 

 

1.2 Aim 

Since preposition selection has proven to be problematic for EFL learners 

(Mahmoodzadeh, 2012; Gvarishvili, 2012), the aim of the present study is to examine 

whether or not selecting the accurate preposition is challenging for the EFL learners 

whose L1 is Swedish. Specifically, this study aims at elucidating the variable of the 

language transfer in Swedish L1 EFL preposition selection, with emphasis on both 

positive and negative transfer. Presumably, the participants’ and their respective controls’ 

explicit knowledge of their Swedish L1 will map into their reasoning about the 

preposition selection process in EFL. Given the participating groups’ different exposure 

to EFL, the results may differ in terms of the preposition selection. It is expected that the 

participants who are current university students possess superior EFL competence in 

preposition selection compared to their respective controls who use English on the 

intermediate level.  

 

2. Methodology 

2.1 Experiment 

The present research involved testing participants on their knowledge of English 

prepositions and quantifying and analysing their answers. Specifically, Swedish L1 

university students of EFL at a large university in Sweden (N = 19) are referred to as 

‘participants’ in this study and the former students of EFL (N = 20) are referred to as 

‘controls’. 

 

2.1 The Participants and the Controls 

2.1.1 The Participants 

All participants were advanced EFL students at a large university in Sweden. All students 

had successfully completed their first term (and many the second term), which should 

warrant a certain standard of the level of their English. The participants’ average age was 
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25 y.o., with the youngest being 21 and the oldest 40 y.o. The median age was 22.5 y.o. 

All participants used English actively. Five of the students had lived for six months or 

longer in an English-speaking country, but no one longer than six years. The participants 

began studying English from ages ranging between four and ten. All participants were 

Swedish L1 speakers with English being their foreign language. All the participants 

signed a consent form allowing the author to gather their data for research purposes. 

 

2.2 The Control Group  

The control group involved former EFL students who employed English in their everyday 

lives. The average age in the control group was 29.3 y.o. The youngest control was 21 

y.o. and the oldest was 49, with a median age of 24 y.o. English was used by all of the 

controls in connection with their work. The controls were selected from two different 

workplaces, however the usage and necessary English requirements were estimated to be 

identical. Eight controls had lived for six months or longer in an English-speaking 

country, but no one longer than six years. The controls began studying English from ages 

ranging between four and ten. All the controls were Swedish L1 speakers with English 

being their foreign language. All the controls signed a consent form allowing the author 

to gather their data for research purposes. 

 

2.3 Material  

The participants and controls were tested by means of administering i) a questionnaire to 

gather sociolinguistic data and ii) a think-aloud-protocol (TAP) to measure the 

participant’s and control’s level of accuracy in preposition selection respectively. The 

TAP contained 15 sentences in English with blank spaces to fill in with the accurate 

prepositions. In addition to the TAP, both groups completed an EFL proficiency test in 

order to measure their overall grammatical proficiency. The EFL test, formerly used to 

measure student’s overall grammatical proficiency at Stockholm University was provided 

by Dr O. Kapranov, Stockholm University. The EFL test consisted of 64 questions in 

total, involving a) verb tenses and verb forms (15 points), b) nouns and subject-verb 

agreement (10 points), c) articles, determiners and quantifiers (12 points), d) pronouns (7 

points), e) adjectives and adverbs (10 points) and f) prepositions (10 points). It should be 

stated that Swedish was never mentioned in the instructions of the two tests. 
 

2.4 Data Analysis 

The data were collected during February and March of 2014. In total, 25 individuals were 

asked to participate from the university level students (the participants), and 38 

individuals were asked to participate from the former students (the controls). Based on 

the sociolinguistic screening, four participants and one control were excluded. In case of 

the participants, this was due to English being their first language. In case of the control, 

the person did not use English frequently. Two participants and 17 controls did not return 

the questionnaire. Hence, the group of participants consisted of 19 subjects, and the 

control group consisted of 20 subjects. The results should be assessed accordingly.  

 

The EFL answers were compared to the answer sheet included with the test and given a 

numeric score on a one-to-one basis, i.e. a correct answer gave one point. In each group 

the participants and controls were ranked according to their score and given an 

identification number according to their ranking. The proficiency of preposition selection 

in the EFL test was extracted and calculated analogously. 
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The TAP results were analysed in relation to “Spotting the error: a problem-based 

workbook on English grammar and usage” (Smitterberg, 2007) and Longman Dictionary 

of Contemporary English’s definitions of preposition selection. In order to harmonise the 

answers on the TAP test, similar answers were grouped and given a numeric code to assist 

in the analysis.  

 

The data analysis of language transfer in this study followed Odlin’s (1989) definitions 

of language transfer. Due to limited data material only two sub-groups (positive and 

negative language transfer) have been included in the analysis of this study.  
 

3. Results 

The results involved the accuracy and errors in the EFL test and the TAP analysis. The 

results of the data analysis are described in the following sections.  

 

3.1 The EFL Test 

 

Figure 1. An overview of the proficiency scores calculated in percentage and the relationship 

between the results of the two test groups. 

 

The average score of the EFL test of the participants, the university students, was 52.2 

which represented an accuracy of 81.6 percent. The median score was 53, where the 

lowest and highest scores were 45 and 59 respectively. The standard deviation calculated 

on the participant’s results was 3.6.  

 

The average score of the EFL grammaticality test in the control group was 47.4 which 

represents an accuracy of 74.1 percent. The median score in the control group was 48.5 

with the lowest and highest scores of 25 and 58, respectively. The standard deviation 

calculated on the control’s results was 7.7. The standard deviations show, like presented 
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in Figure 1, that the spread of data was larger in the control group in comparison to the 

participants. 

 

In the preposition section of the proficiency test, which consisted of 10 questions, the 

participants scored an average of 84 percent and the controls scored an average of 81 

percent. The proficiency results are shown in Figure 1. 

 

3.2 The Think-Aloud-Protocol (TAP) 

3.2.1 Accuracy/errors 

Figure 2. Frequency distribution of scores from the TAP. The maximum score possible is 15. 

 

Both groups scored less in the TAP compared to the preposition section of the EFL 

proficiency test. The average score for the participants was 71.4 percent, whilst the 

controls scored an average of 73.3 percent. Although the scores for the two groups were 

rather similar, note that the controls actually reached a higher score than the participants. 

The distribution of scores for the two groups is presented in Figure 2. 

 

3.2.2 The Participants’ and Controls’ Reasoning 

The participants’ and the controls’ reasoning was categorised and assigned a numeric 

value. The numbers following the explanatory examples were based on the occurrence of 

a statement. For instance, several participants and controls wrote both “sounded right” 

and “felt right”, however some claimed that whilst one option sounded right, another felt 

right, and thus they have been left as two separate categories. The responses are provided 

in Table 1 and Table 2.  
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Why did you write this preposition? 

 

Table 1. The Participants’ (university students) answers in the TAP. 

This preposition feels natural/right  127 

It's a common expression/I have heard this before/Because of the verb  51 

Blank  33 

This preposition sounds right  22 

I just know, I can't explain 22 

I don’t know why I chose this preposition  15 

Offered the correct explanation  14 

It's the one that works  10 

I mentioned/translated from Swedish  9 

It was the first preposition I thought of 7 

I remember it from school  3 

I can't think of a preposition  2 

I can’t think of another preposition  1 

 

  

Table 2. The Controls’ (former students) answers in the TAP. 

This preposition feels natural/right  109 

This preposition sounds right  92 

I just know, I can't explain  32 

I don’t know why I chose this preposition  26 

It was the first preposition I thought of  23 

I remember it from school  17 

I can’t think of another preposition  15 

It's the one that works  15 

Offered the correct explanation  10 

I mentioned/translated from Swedish  9 

It's a common expression/I have heard this before  5 

Blank  4 

 

 

3.2.3 Knowledge Acquisition 

As in section 3.2.2 the responses were grouped and number coded. Since multiple reasons 

or explanations were stated, the numbers following the explanatory examples were based 

on the frequency of occurrence. The responses of how the knowledge was acquired are 

provided in Table 3 and Table 4. 
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Where/How did you learn that this is the correct preposition? 

 

Table 3. The Participants’ (university students) answers in the TAP. 

I learned this preposition in school  
108 

I have learned this preposition through exposure to English  73 

I don’t know where I learned this preposition  66 

Blank  51 

I have learned this preposition through using English  20 

This preposition felt right  7 

I don't think it's correct/I'm not sure it is correct  6 

I have never learned this preposition  4 

I just know that this is the correct preposition  4 

I mentioned/or translated from Swedish 0 

 

 

Table 4. The Controls’ (former students) answers in the TAP. 

I learned this preposition in school  
139 

I don’t know where I learned this preposition  
82 

I have learned this preposition through exposure to English  
79 

This preposition felt right  
36 

I just know that this is the correct preposition  
25 

Blank  
23 

I have learned this preposition through using English  
23 

I have never learned this preposition  
11 

I don't think it's correct/I'm unsure it is correct  
5 

I mentioned/or translated from Swedish  
1 

 

 

3.2.4 Language transfer in the TAP 

Both positive and negative L1 language transfer can be identified in the explanations and 

answers of the TAP. The language transfer was found both by the participants and their 

controls. Positive language transfer occurred in five questions and could be identified six 

times in this study. The positive transfer was noted both in the participants’ and controls’ 

answers. Negative language transfer occurred in ten questions of the preposition selection 

in the TAP and instances of negative language transfer could be identified 33 times. The 

negative transfer was noted both in the participants’ and controls’ answers. The 

distribution of language transfer in the TAP is shown in Figure 3 below as well as in 

Appendix B. 
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Figure 3. The occurrences of positive and negative L1 language transfer in the TAP. 

 

4. Discussion  

4.1 The EFL Test 

As hypothesised, the participants scored higher (81.6%) than the controls (74.1%) in the 

EFL test. These results indicate that approximately every fifth question was answered 

inaccurately by the participants and every fourth by the controls. As expected, the results 

varied greater in the control group than by the participants. One of the controls scored 

below 50 percent, as indicated in Figure 2. The lowest test score was 70.3 percent for the 

participants. Fourteen out of the 20 controls could match this lowest score. Although this 

is a small study, the difference between the two groups is not very large and less than 10 

percent units. 

 

4.2 The Think-Aloud-Protocol 

It is interesting to note that both groups scored less on the TAP when comparing the 

proficiency of preposition selection in the EFL test. It is noteworthy that the controls 

actually scored higher than the participants. Generally, the answers were very similar both 

in comparison between the two test groups and between all participants and controls. 

There was evidence of Swedish influence in the results from both groups. The Swedish 

influence was found both positive and negative as well as selected through awareness and 

possible ignorance. See Appendix B for further details. 

 

The most common explanation of preposition selection among the controls was that the 

selected preposition “felt right”, but they could not explain it. Similarly, the participants 

said that “it was the first one they thought of”, that they could not think of a better one, 

or they just knew because “it sounded right”. This indicates a lack of actual knowledge 

of this grammatical field. The question of explicit knowledge and its place of importance 
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is often discussed in relation to foreign language learning (Ellis, 2011; Ellis, 2006; Roehr, 

2010 etc.). The majority of the participants and controls based their answers on implicit 

knowledge and no reference, but neither implicit nor explicit knowledge could 

exclusively be seen as having a positive or negative outcome. Claiming that the answer 

was based on knowledge, was no guarantee for a correct answer. 

 

4.2.1 Language Transfer  

The research question on whether or not there is significant L1 language transfer in EFL 

preposition selection is discussed specifically in this section. There were indications of 

the influence of Swedish L1 in the EFL preposition selection. Note that there was no 

mentioning of Swedish in the tests, nor mentioning of language transfer in the 

instructions. Thus, the participants and controls were not aware that the focus would be 

on possible Swedish L1 influence. The language transfer found in this study was, perhaps 

expected and as Juffs states, “No matter theoretical perspective, the role of the first 

language is of key importance” (2011:282). In other words, L1 does affect the FL in one 

way or the other due to its constant active state in the language users’ mind.  

 

There were instances of both negative and positive L1 transfer in the preposition selection 

task. As pointed out in the introduction, this study follows Odlin’s (1989) definitions of 

the different types of transfer. Positive transfer takes place when the knowledge of 

Swedish helps the participant select the correct preposition. Previous knowledge can be 

helpful and not only lead to errors or “prevent” the new linguistic patterns which an EFL 

learner is trying to acquire. Still, defining what prepositions that have been selected as a 

result of positive influence can be difficult if the participants and controls have not 

explicitly stated to relate to Swedish (their L1). When the participants and controls did 

not state that the influence had taken place, it is much more difficult to locate the positive 

influences than the negative. At times there were instances of positive transfer shown in 

the TAP and the knowledge of L1 helped both the participants and controls to select 

prepositions in the TAP preposition selection. Examples of positive language transfer 

from the TAP are presented below. 
 

Question 1  

Participant 10 answered “React to” and stated: “It is different than Swedish.” 
 

Question 2 

Participant 15 answered “Source of” and stated: “It’s different than Swedish ‘Källa 

för’.” 

Participant 16 answered “Source of” and stated: “It means ‘av’ in Swedish.” 

 

Question 4 

Control 8 answered “Need of” and stated: “Translated to Swedish and back.” 

Control 14: “Because it’s the same as in Swedish. In need of (behov av).” 
 

Question 7 

Participant 16 answered “Built for/by” and stated: “Because it works in Swedish.” 

 

Question 12 

Control 14 answered “In good health” and stated: “This preposition is the same as in 

Swedish (I god hälsa).” 
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In regards to positive transfer, there were instances of false positive language transfer 

where the participants and controls were very sure of their answers and answered very 

confidently. What is meant by ‘false positive’ is when the person thought they used 

Swedish knowledge positively, however it lead to inaccuracy. The believed positive 

transfer was actually negative transfer and five instances of this explicit negative transfer 

could be identified. For example, participant 15 stated: “I believe the Swedish mistake is 

to write [war] against [Norway]” and participant 17 stated: “Same in Swedish ‘War in 

Norway’”. Negative transfer is thus when the subject selects the wrong preposition based 

on influences from Swedish which causes inaccuracy. The two language systems in the 

brain interfere with a negative outcome. Additional examples of negative transfer in this 

study are presented below. 
 

* React on – reagera på 

There were instances where both participants and controls answered react on instead 

of react to. React on is a translation from the Swedish reagera på.  

 

* Source for – källa för  

There were instances where both participants and controls answered source for instead 

of source of. Source for is a translation from the Swedish källa för. 

 

* Critical towards – kritisk mot 

There was an instance where one participant answered critical towards instead of 

critical of. Critical towards is a translation from the Swedish kritisk mot. 

 

* Built to – byggt till 

There was an instance where one control answered built to instead of built for/by. Built 

to is a translation from the Swedish byggt till. 

 

* Bow for – buga för 

There were instances where both participants and controls answered bow for instead of 

bow to. Bow for is a translation from the Swedish buga för.  

 

* Proud over – stolt över 

There was an instance where one participant answered proud over instead of proud of. 

Proud over is a translation from the Swedish stolt över. 

 

* Sure on – säker på 

There were instances where both participants and controls answered sure on instead of 

sure of. Sure on is a translation from the Swedish säker på. 

 

As presented in the lists of language transfer, data analysis seems to indicate that some 

participants were aware of the L1 transfer, whilst others were not. In other words, the 

language transfer could be found explicitly stated or implicitly implied. For example, the 

participants’ awareness of the explicit language transfer is evident from this TAP excerpt: 

“I know it’s different than Swedish “Källa för” (Participant 15), or “The same as in 

Swedish.” (Participant 1). The implicit language transfer can be observed when the 

participants and controls appear not to have been aware of the L1 influence taking place, 

but it is nevertheless evident in the results. See the list of negative transfer examples 

above. Arguably, implicit and explicit language transfer in EFL preposition selection is, 
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perhaps, natural, since L1 transfer is used by an EFL learner as a default setting (Ellis, 

2011:38). 

 

An interesting observation is that when explaining to a participant in the control group 

that language transfer was the main area of research, the control said that she had 

answered “war on terror”, but had she used the Swedish translation “krig mot” she would 

have answered correctly and thus used positive language transfer. This proves that using 

one’s several languages can be helpful, however, the actual phenomena of having to use 

one’s L1 to be more proficient in one’s FL indicates, just like negative languages transfer 

does, that the knowledge of the target language, is inadequate.  

 

It is furthermore evident that there were clear instances of language transfer and that L1 

affects FL. The language transfer found and discussed in this section was both negative 

and positive. The language transfer in this study could also be found explicitly stated by 

the subject, as well as interpreted by the author based on the selected preposition. 

Arguably, language transfer occurs due to lack of knowledge in the target language. The 

examples of negative transfer in the study show how preposition examples by the EFL-

learners become illogical grammatically. There was more negative than positive language 

transfer found in the TAP which has been presented in Figure 3 and discussed in this 

section. This indicates that, arguably, Swedish influence on Swedish L1 EFL preposition 

selection most often lead to misuse of the English prepositions. 

 

4.2.2 Implicit and Explicit Knowledge  

The research question on whether or not there is systematic difference in terms of 

acquired knowledge in preposition selection by current advanced EFL learners and 

former EFL students is discussed specifically in this section and in section 4.3. 

 
The results in the present study indicate that certain aspects of EFL learning can be clearly 

explained by explicit knowledge or explicitly defined rules, whilst other aspects are 

simply known through acquisition by the brain without creating any awareness of this 

knowledge being apprehended, the same way children appear to learn their first language. 

The participants and controls could at times clearly state when they had acquired certain 

knowledge or information regarding certain prepositions and at times they knew because 

they had acquired the knowledge and language patters unconsciously. The answers to the 

questions of “why” and “how” in the TAP do not appear to be consistent.  

 

The most frequent location for acquiring knowledge was in school, so why was there so 

little explicit reasoning and so few “fact-based” explanations in the answers? It has been 

proposed in this study, and in relation to other researchers’ studies, that explicit language 

knowledge is an important aspect of foreign language learning and should be discussed 

in relation to the research questions raised in this study. Most participants and controls 

claimed to have learned the prepositions in school and the knowledge was based on 

feelings and sounds. This becomes relevant to the discussion as it was stated in the 

introduction that prepositions are known to be acquired the best in relation to their 

encompassing words. Explicit knowledge relies on metalinguistic descriptions and these 

descriptions appear in language textbooks, in the form of pedagogical grammar rules 

(Roehr, 2010:10). Why was there so little of accurate metalinguistic descriptions, 

especially by the participants, the university students? Logically, the acquisition from 

school should provide more explicitness as they perhaps are exposed to more language 

textbooks and pedagogical grammar rules.  
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It is claimed that “when material is random, an implicit mode of learning is more 

effective” (Ellis, 2011). If implicit knowledge of random aspects in language can be seen 

as positive for the learner’s acquisition, then it might also become problematic, especially 

for an EFL learner without the intuition that the L1 speaker has. The results in this 

preposition selection investigation indicates that language is often not spoken with the 

linguistic rules explicitly in mind, but the speakers rely on what feels most natural and 

what they have heard. The exposure to English in Sweden creates a learning process that 

takes place unconsciously, which is highly likely when it comes to discussing abstract 

aspects of language (Ellis, 2001). 

 

The results in this study indicate that most participants and controls relied on implicit 

knowledge and what, to them, felt right, similarly to the acquisition of a person’s L1. This 

implicit knowledge that the participants and controls used and actually trusted (see 

Results section 3.3.2 and 3.3.3), did not lead to complete accuracy as seen when analysing 

the level of proficiency. The most frequent explanation of the selection in the TAP was 

that the answer just felt right, that it sounded right, that they had heard it before – probably 

in combination to the verb in question and/or that they just knew, but could not explain 

why. Can this conflict of knowledge in the results be a consequence of the participants 

and controls having acquired their knowledge after the critical age and before adulthood 

in combination to not having the necessary explicit knowledge and an unreliable implicit 

knowledge? 

 

Furthermore, this study demonstrates the importance of carefulness with how language is 

acquired. Frequent answers were of the type that knowledge had been acquired through 

exposure to English and the frequently mentioned media were TV and books. One of the 

most problematic prepositions was “Sweden has declared war against Norway”, where 

19 of the 39 participants and controls answered incorrectly. The knowledge of this 

specific preposition was most frequently claimed to be acquired through media. On 

Sweden having declared war against Norway, the following explanation occurred: 

“[President George W] Bush said the term ‘war on drugs/terror’” and thus the participants 

and controls recognized the preposition and the noun and concluded that they worked 

together. However, war on terror as well as war on drugs refers to war on a matter, a 

subject and the entity of “drugs/terror”. On the other hand, Sweden having declared war 

against Norway, is correct as this type of war requires there to be two or more sides against 

each other. This example is what Odlin (1989) refers to as “misinterpretation”. Clearly, 

the explicit knowledge regarding differences between war on drugs/terror and war against 

Norway is not sufficient given the lack of ability to analyse the two different meanings.  

 

Almost none of the participants or controls could provide a specific place of prepositional 

acquisition other than “in school” (which qualifies as a rather general statement in relation 

to specific occasions). Corresponding hearing “war on drugs/terror”, certain participants 

could answer exactly where the knowledge was acquired, for instance, remembering the 

moment in school and the precise time. One of the participant referred to remembering 

the preposition and its context from a book. Thenceforth, seeing as prepositions acquire 

their meaning in relation to their correlating words, they are often also acquired the best 

in linguistic contexts and thus memory plays a major role in the selection part.  
 

It should also be mentioned that communicating in a language and explicitly explaining 

grammatical rules and patterns involve two different processes since “Language skill is 
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very different from knowledge about language.” (Ellis, 2011:36). Implicit knowledge 

proves in this study not to be reliable for EFL learners, however neither was the explicit 

knowledge they had acquired through media and in “school”. 

 

4.3 Comparing the Tests and the Groups 

An interesting observation can be made when comparing the preposition selection section 

in the EFL proficiency test to the accuracy of preposition selection in the TAP. 

Specifically, there is a minimal difference in accuracy between them. In the EFL 

proficiency test (10 questions) where it was not requested that the participants and 

controls motivated or explained their selection, the accuracy was 84 and 81 percent, thus 

the average proficiency was 82.3 percent. However, in the TAP (15 questions) the 

participants and controls were asked to explain why they selected the preposition and how 

they knew their answers were right, the accuracy was 71.3 and 73.34 percent, thus, the 

average proficiency was 72.4 percent. These results show two things. Firstly, the results 

of preposition selection in the EFL proficiency test were very similar between the 

participants and their controls even though the average proficiency test scores varied 

greater in total. The results were also very similar in proficiency in the TAP. This, in turn, 

might be an indication of preposition selection being troublesome. Secondly, there was a 

decrease of accuracy in the preposition selection in the TAP compared to the results of 

the EFL proficiency test. This is arguably something university students should be more 

used to and thus perhaps more proficient in.  

 

The decrease in proficiency between the EFL test and the TAP preposition selection raise 

the question of why the test results vary in terms of the EFL learner’s preposition 

proficiency. Do the results vary between the tests due to the different prepositions or 

because they were asked to explain their answers? In relation to this question Ellis (2011) 

suggests that in unpredictable conditions the capacity of consciousness to organise 

existing knowledge in new ways is indispensable (2011:41). Speaking a language and 

speaking about a language are two different variables and, as a result, they require 

different types of knowledge (Ellis, 2011).  

 

There was only a slight difference in preposition selection in the EFL test and the TAP. 

There was a decreasing level of accuracy when the participants were questioned about 

their knowledge. The insignificant difference in accuracy between the groups and the fact 

that the controls actually performed better in the TAP could be a result of a biased data 

set. Only two of 25 university students declined to participate, whereas 20 out of 38 

controls agreed to participate. A common reason for not participating was unsureness 

about having sufficient language skills. Hence, the controls may be biased by participants 

that feel more comfortable with English.  

 

Interestingly, a study relevant to this topic unveiled that upper secondary school students 

in Sweden where teaching is conducted in English, and upper secondary school students 

studying a “normal” amount of English did not differ greatly in proficiency (Håkansson, 

2003). Hence, their results were analogous to this study albeit on a different level. 

 

4.4 Language Motivation & EFL in the Swedish School 

Upon receiving the tests many participants and controls expressed comments regarding 

anxiety towards taking the tests. Even though no results would be connected to the 

individual, they appeared uncertain of their knowledge in this field and expressively said 
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that this was a difficult area of English. Some participants and controls gave comments 

such as, “I thought I was good at English, but after this I’m not so sure.”, as well as, 

“Promise not to laugh, I am not good at grammar… In any language.” Swedish L1’s are 

good speakers of English, but the good knowledge combined with an overrated 

expectation of knowledge makes us (Swedish L1’s) believe that applying English as the 

language to use within many fields is a problem free solution (Josephson, 2004). This is 

evidently, however, a problematic area of EFL.  

 

The results of this study show that the level of English in Sweden varies greatly, even 

though the set standards are generally the same. What is meant by this is that the controls 

almost all work at the same workplace and have gone through the same job application 

routine and thus the usage and the basic standard should ideally be the same. Both the 

participants and controls communicate in English several times a week, many of them 

daily. However, when asked to test their English proficiency and proficiency of 

preposition selection, many did not want to participate or excused their results. The 

question of motivation was not explicitly raised by the participants or the controls in any 

of the cases, only their own standard of performance.  

 

The focus, and perhaps also the purpose, of English in the Swedish school system is for 

Swedish students to be able to communicate orally in English (Håkansson, 2003). When 

tested on grammar, the results vary as seen in this study. However, perhaps all participants 

and controls in this study are good communicators. Seeing as large parts of the working 

life in Sweden is becoming more international, English is, for many, an important part of 

life. “Apart from Swedish, English is the language with the strongest position in Sweden 

outside of school and has a prominent part of the society” (Håkansson, 2003:87). The 

focus on communication and not on grammar in school is perhaps a contributor to the 

restrictions and problems of implicit and explicit knowledge in this study.  

 

 

5. Conclusion and Limitations of the Present 

Study 

In conclusion, the aim of this study was to investigate English preposition selection by 

Swedish L1 EFL learners with focus on L1 influences and how the participants and 

controls reasoned about their selection. On the one hand, this study corroborates the 

hypothesis of language transfer and the occasional awareness of the kind. The study 

revealed that the participants, the university students, held (based on average proficiency, 

81.6% and 74.1%) a higher level of general grammatical proficiency in EFL than their 

control group, former EFL learners that are using English at their workplace. There was 

clear evidence of language transfer and the presence of Swedish L1 influence has been 

elucidated and discussed in relation to explicit and implicit knowledge. The language 

transfer that was noted was arguably both of the positive and negative form, though more 

of the latter. This indicates that the Swedish L1 transfer mostly had a negative effect. 

When tested on English prepositions, the explicit explanations among Swedish L1’s were 

rare whilst implicit reasoning was common. Nonetheless, relying on implicitly acquired 

knowledge often proved to be unreliable. On the other hand, the hypothesis was not 

supported. When taking a TAP based on EFL preposition selection, the control group had 

a higher average proficiency than the participants. Proper knowledge regarding 

preposition selection by Swedish L1 EFL learners is needed.  
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It should be noted that there were some limitations to the study. It can be speculated about 

whether or not the participants and controls tried to perform their best. Also, the 

prepositions selected for the TAP were evidently not the same as in the EFL test and thus 

differences in difficulty are subject to criticism. This exploratory study about EFL 

learners’ preposition selection by Swedish L1 speakers may seem trifling, but evidently 

preposition selection by Swedish EFL learners and users is a problematic area and also 

an area subject to language transfer.  

 

Acknowledgements 

A special thanks goes to those who participated in this study. The assistance provided by 

my supervisor, friends and family was greatly appreciated. Thank you for your time, 

encouragement and advice. 



 

 19 

References 

Brorström, S. (1973). De engelska prepositionerna. 10th ed. Göteborg: Almqvist & Wiksell 

Läromedel AB.  

Dich, N., Pedersen, B. (2013). Native Language Effects on Spelling in English as a Foreign 

Language: A Time-Course Analysis. The Canadian Journal of Applied Linguistics: 16, 51-

68.  

Ellis, N.C. (2011). Implicit and Explicit Learning in SLA and Their Interface. Implicit and 

Explicit Language Learning: Conditions, Processes, and Knowledge in SLA and 

Bilingualism. Sanz, Cristina Leow, Ronald P. Washington, DC, USA: Georgetown University 

Press.  

Ellis, R. (2006). Modelling Learning Difficulty and Second Language Proficiency: The 

Differential Contributions of Implicit and Explicit Knowledge. Applied Linguistics. 431-463. 

Oxford University Press.  

Gass, S. (1979). Language Transfer and Universal Grammatical Relations. Language Learning, 

29: 327–344.  

Gvarishvili, Z. (2012). Interference of L1 Prepositional Knowledge in Acquiring of Prepositional 

Usage in English. Social and Behavioral Sciences. Elsevier Ltd.  

Håkansson, G. (2003). Tvåspråkighet hos barn i Sverige. Studentlitteratur AB. 

Josephson, O. (2004). “Ju” – Ifrågasatta självklarheter om svenskan, engelskan och alla andra 

språk i Sverige. 3rd ed. Falun: Nordstedts Akademiska Förlag. 

Juffs, A. (2011). Second language acquisition. WIREs Cogn Sci, 2: 277–286.  

Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English. (1995). 3rd ed. Harlow: Longman; München: 

Langenscheidt-Longman. 

Mahmoodzadeh, M. (2012). A Cross-linguistic Study of Prepositions in Persian and English: The 

Effect of Transfer. Theory & Practice in Language Studies; Apr2012, Vol. 2 Issue 4, p734-

740, 7p 

Odlin, T. (1989). Language Transfer. 1st ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 

Books Online. Web. 02 February 2014.  

Roehr, K. (2010). Explicit knowledge and learning in SLA: A cognitive linguistics perspective. 

Aila Review 23: 7-29. John Benjamins Publishing Company. 

Smitterberg, E. (2007). Spotting the error: a problem-based workbook on English grammar and 

usage. Lund: Studentlitteratur AB. 

Tomasello, M, Herron, C. (1989) Feedback for Language Transfer Errors. Studies in Second 

Language Acquisition Studies in Second Language Acquisition. Vol. 11, Issue 04. Cambridge 

University Press.  

Traxler, M. J. (2012). Introduction to Psycholinguistics – Understanding Language Science. John 

Wiley & Sons, Ldt. 

Vannestål M. E. (2007). University Grammar of English with a Swedish Perspective. Lund: 

Studentlitteratur AB. 

Yu, X. (2014). An Analysis of Prepositional Error Correction in TEM8 and Its Implications for 

FL Learning. Theory and Practice in Language Studies, Vol. 4, No. 3, pp. 624-630. Finland: 

Academy Publisher.  

 



 

 20 

Appendix A 

The results of the EFL grammaticality test. The maximum score available was 64. 

  

The Participants 

Participant Score Percentage 

1 59 92.1%  

2 58 90.6% 

3 56 87.5% 

4 55 85.9% 

5 54 84.3% 

6 54 84.3% 

7 54 84.3% 

8 53 82.8% 

9 53 82.8% 

10 53 82.2% 

11 52 81.3% 

12 51 79.7% 

13 51 79.7% 

14 50 78.1% 

15 50 78.1% 

16 49 76.6% 

17 48 75% 

18 47 73.4% 

19 45 70.3% 

 

 

The Controls 

Control Score Percentage 

1 58 90.6% 

2 58 90.6% 

3 54 84.3% 

4 53 82.8% 

5 52 81.2% 

6 52 81.2% 

7 52 81.2% 

8 51 79.7% 

9 51 79.9% 

10 49 76.6% 

11 48 75.0% 

12 47 73.4% 

13 46 71.9% 

14 45 70.3% 

15 45 70.3% 

16 44 68.8% 

17 42 65.6% 

18 42 65.6% 

19 35 54.7% 

20 25 39% 
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Appendix B 

Below are the fifteen sentences that the participants were asked to complete by filling the 

missing prepositions. Following each example is a number explaining how many of the 

participants that chose that word. Any additional comments found interesting and relevant 

for the study have been included together with the corresponding sentence. In this table 

below, the participants are named “Participants” and the control group are named 

“Controls”. 
 

1. Don’t react TO what he says. 

 

Participants: To (16)  Controls: To (16) 

On (3)   On (3) 

    About (1) 

Participant 10: “It is different than Swedish.” 

 

2. You are a source OF inspiration. 

 

Participants: Of (17)  Controls: Of (16) 

For (2)   For (3) 

    Is an (1) 

 

Participant 15: “I know it’s different than Swedish “Källa för.” 

Participant 16: “It means ‘av’ in Swedish.” 

 

3. Are you searching FOR happiness? 

 

Participants: For (19)  Controls: For (20) 

 

Participant 19: “Searching for Sugarman.” 

 

4. I think we’re in need OF a new car, don’t you? 

 

Participants: Of (17)  Controls: Of (19) 

For (2)   For (1) 

 

Control 8: “Translated to Swedish and back.” 

Control 14: “Because it’s the same as in Swedish. In need of (behov av).” 

 

5. We ought to be more critical OF what we read in the news. 

 

Participants: Of (8)  Controls: Of (12) 

To (6)   To (4) 

About (3)   About (3) 

 Towards (1)   On (1) 

 With (1) 
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6. They announced on the news that Sweden has declared war AGAINST Norway. 

 

Participants: Against (7)  Controls: On (13) 

On (6)   Against (4) 

With (2)   In (1)  

To (2)   With (1)  

 In (1)   To (1) 

 Against/On (1) 

 

Participant 5: “War on drugs.” (From headlines) 

Participant 9: “War on drugs.” 

Participant 11: “Bush said war on drugs which is not the same thing in this case.” 

Participant 15: “I believe the common Swedish mistake is to write “against”. 

Participant 17: “Same as in Swedish.” 

Control 1: “I can’t remember where but I remember being taught it is another preposition 

than in Swedish (against) (I think!)” 

 

7. The house was built FOR/BY Mr. Smith. 

 

Participants: By (12)  Controls: By (11) 

For (6)   For (7) 

For/by (1)   To (1) 

   By/For (1) 

Participant 16: “Because it works in Swedish.” 

 

8. Take your hands OFF the table! 

 

Participants: Off (14)  Controls: Off (14) 

 Of (5)   Of (5) 

    Away from (1) 

 

9. Could I get some feedback FOR my essay, please? 

 

Participants: On (18)  Controls: On (17) 

 For (1)   Of (2) 

    For (1) 

 

10. We saw your brother ON Saturday. 
 

Participants: On (11)  Controls: On (12) 

Last (6)   Last (3) 

 This (2)   This (2) 

    Past (1) 

    At (1) 

    (Blank) (1) 

Participant 1: “The same as in Swedish.” 

Control 14: This (this) preposition is the same as in Swedish (denna söndagen).” 
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11. Did you bow TO him? 

 

Participants: To (11)  Controls To (10) 

For (6)   For (7) 

Before (2)   At (1) 

    On (1) 

    Before (1) 

 

12. They are all IN good health.  

 

Participants: In (18)  Controls: In (18) 

 With/About/In (1)  Of (1) 

    At (1) 

 

Participant 9: “Remember from reading it (in) in a book when I was younger.”  

Control 14: “This preposition is the same as in Swedish (I god hälsa). 

 

13. John was so proud OF his victory. 

 

Participants: Of (17)  Controls: Of (19) 

 Over (1)   For (1) 

 For (1) 

 

14. Are you sure OF what you are saying? 

 

Participants: Of (12)  Controls: Of (17)  

About (4)   About (2) 

On (2)   On (1) 

 About/Of (1) 

  

15. He was very polite TO me. 

 

Participants: To (16)  Controls: To (19) 

 With (2)   Blank (1) 

 Towards (1) 
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