
AN  EXAMINATION  OF  PREPOSITIONAL  ERRORS  AMONG  HAUSA 
LEARNERS OF ENGLISH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE

Abstract
Studies in the use of prepositions among language users have shown that the English 
preposition is one of the most difficult parts of speech. It poses a great deal of difficulty  
to users/learners of English, especially the second language users/learners. The difficulty 
in prepositional usage cuts across both simple and complex prepositions. This research 
was  embarked  upon to  examine  the  prepositional  usage  in  selected  scripts  of  Hausa 
students of English as a Second Language using the model of Error analysis. The model 
suggests that errors in second language usage occur as a result of incompetent knowledge 
of the target language.  The researcher randomly selects  ten (scripts) from the written 
essays of 20 speakers of Hausa as a mother-tongue in a multilingual class of 100 learners 
of English as a second language. The study discovered that Hausa learners of English as a 
second language commit errors in their use of prepositions. And these errors are mostly 
committed as a result  of mother tongue interference.  The study recommended among 
others  that:  1.  Students  should  be  encouraged  to  read  current  text  books  in  English 
grammar. 2. Writing should be given more emphasis in the school curriculum. 3. English 
language teachers in school and colleges should be organizing essay competitions for 
students  in  order  to  improve  their  writing  skills.  4.  Mother-tongue  influence  can  be 
overcome through constant practice of such areas of students’ weakness as prepositions.

Introduction
English  language  is  a  second  language  to  the  majority  of  the  learners/users  of  the 
language. Most of these learners/users learn the language grammar among ethnic groups 
in classroom isolation through exercises that focus on learning the rules. This post great 
difficulty to the learners/users of the language. Hausa learners of English usually have no 
problems with deciding where a Preposition should be located in an utterance, but the 
choice of the appropriate preposition in a specific context is the major problem. Although 
much emphasis in the teaching and learning of English in Nigeria has focused largely on 
grammar and vocabulary, the usage of preposition does not reflect the effort put in. One 
major  reason  for  this  is  the  unpredictable  nature  of  the  collocational  relations  that 
prepositions have with other elements of a language. Moreover, most learners of English 
as a second language encounter difficulties because English prepositions are not governed 
by predictable rules. It is often difficult to explain to learners why one preposition rather 
than another is used in certain contexts. In addition to this fact, many speakers of English 



as a second language commit one error or the other.  And these errors are committed 
mostly in speech. However, many Hausa speakers of English tend to deviate in their use 
of prepositions. It is against this background that this study attempts to identify, analyse 
and investigate the causes and effects of such deviations on effective communications.  

 Preposition
Prepositions are high frequency items belonging to one of the nine word classes into 
which English lexicon can be divided. They can be defined as relatively closed class that 
is not prone to quick change. Most of the formal changes in their system are a result of  
internal  word-  formative  processes  and  gramaticalization,  and  not  borrowing  from 
external sources.
Metcalfe and Astle (24) describe preposition as a word which expresses the relationship 
of one word with another, usually (but not always) of a noun, a pronoun or a particle. The 
placing of a preposition according to them depends to some extent on the type of writing 
or speech which it is to be used. They argue further that it is possible in informal English 
usage to move the preposition to the end of the sentence. It was also pointed out that a 
preposition can be used alone, without a noun, pronoun or participle but in all such cases 
the supporting word is understood. They also opine that ‘occasionally a preposition could 
be used as an adjective as in up train, down train, outside seat,…. etc’
Quirk  and Greenbaum (67)  state  that  a  preposition expresses  a  relation between two 
entities, one being represented by the prepositional complement of the various types of 
relational meaning,  those of place and time are most prominent  and easy to identify. 
According  to  them,  a  prepositional  phrase  consists  of  a  preposition  followed  by  a 
prepositional complement, which is characteristically noun phrase or a wh- clause or v-
ing clause. They also emphasized the stress pattern of a preposition. According to them, 
monosyllabic  simple  prepositions  are  normally  unstressed,  polysyllabic  prepositions 
whether simple or complex are normally stressed. In complex prepositions, the stress falls 
on the word (adverb, noun, etc) preceding the final preposition. It was also added that  
prepositions normally unstressed are accented when they are prepositional adverbs. 
Swan and Walter (20) also agree that in passive structures, verb and preposition groups 
stay together e.g. she was operated on yesterday morning. They come after infinitives in 
structure like she is easy to work with and he is interesting to talk to.
Rowe and Webb (37)  state  that  large class  of  preposition  are  formed by prefixing  a 
preposition to a noun, or to an adjective used substantively. They pointed out further that 
in relative clauses, and with interrogative pronouns and adverbs, whether independent or 
conjunctive, the preposition is often placed last e.g. whom do you take me for? Here is 
the boy whom I speak of e.t.c. 



 Functions of Prepositions
One  of  the  traditional  and  well  known  functions  of  the  preposition  is  indicating 
relationship between words in a sentence. Prepositions are well known to be connecting 
words, even though they are quite distinguishable from conjunctions. Opega notes that 
there are different kinds of prepositions each with it functions, while asserting that one 
kind  of  preposition  can  perform  more  than  one  function  (142).  He  highlighted  the 
following functions and textual examples:

i. Prepositions show relative positions of things and persons: the cat is on the table.
ii. They show direction or movement. These prepositions include  by, in, from, into,  

on: e.g. the women are returning from the stream.
iii. They express purpose for an action: e.g. Raheem resigned his appointment to take 

charge of his late father’s estate. 
iv. Prepositions express time and duration of time: this could be a definite time or a 

period of time: the conference was held for three days.
v. Some prepositions indicate distance or extent of space: the farmer set aside several 

hectares for the cultivation of rice.
vi. Prepositions may indicate ownership or belongingness: the music was played  by 

Okosun.
vii. Some prepositions indicate antagonism or opposition: Omale quarrelled  with his 

neighbour.
Perrin (4) opines that the principal function of a preposition is to signal the unity of the 
phrase it introduces e.g. in turn, after the first try, for a long time. He also emphasizes that 
sometimes  prepositions  are  tend to  be  too bulky and may require  carefulness  for  its 
effective  usage.  He  argues  further  that  preposition  may  be  omitted  in  rapid  speech 
without insulting the sensibility of the hearer. He also agreed that prepositions may be 
placed either at the beginning or end of a sentence.
According to Quirk and Greenbaum, in a related development, prepositional phrases may 
function as adjunct, disadjunct, conjunct, post modifier in a noun phrase, etc. It was also 
argued that informally, we also have omission of the temporal preposition in sentences 
such as I will see you Sunday, where the preposition  on is omitted before a day of the 
week  standing  on  its  own.  Another  informal  type  of  omission  is  in  initial  position 
preceding a plural noun phrase. He discloses further that a preposition for is often omitted 
in phrases of duration e.g. we stayed there (for) three months.

Types of Prepositions
Scholars identify various types of preposition. Opega (141) opines that:



The  preposition  belongs  to  a  ‘closed-  system’ because  its  members  are 
highly limited. No new words are ever created to increase the membership 
of  the preposition as a part  of  speech.  Prepositions include the  smallest 
words in the English language but they can be the most difficult  to use 
correctly because a simple preposition may convey different meanings….

According to him, ‘place’ and ‘time’ are the most common and easiest identification of 
prepositions. Simple prepositions of time include  at, on, in. These prepositions of time 
can be categorized into two: those that express ‘specific points of time’ and ‘a period of 
time’ (144). The prepositions of place are many, in Opega’s assertion, even though he 
treated only- in and at.
Agoi (113) states that  prepositions are grouped and labelled as simple,  participle and 
phrasal. A simple preposition is a single word serving as a preposition e.g. in, out, off, up,  
to, etc. according to him, a compound preposition is a preposition made up of two or 
more words e.g. into, abroad, amidst, around, etc. he also agrees a preposition can end a 
sentence  contrary  to  the  traditional  notion  that  a  sentence  should  not  end  with  a 
preposition.  It  was  also stated that  a  prepositional phrase is  a  group of  words which 
begins with a preposition and ends with a noun, pronoun or noun phrase. It can also serve 
as an adjective, complement of a verb or complement of an adjective. There are also 
prepositional adverbs that are single words and function in a dual capacity as prepositions 
and as adverbs.
Proponents of error analysis suggest that learners’ errors are produced by learners making 
fault inferences about the rules of the new language. Errors simply denote imperfection in 
language competence which implies poor performance in the language. It is incorrectness 
in the grammatical use of the language. Errors usually grow from a level of stereotype in 
use and constructions of rules and the learner usually nurtures them to be correct, even 
though most errors are not known to him. Corder, explicitly states that errors in second 
language learning provide feedback to the teachers on the learning process and therefore 
are important in teaching a second language. He thus asserts:

…errors are regarded as potentially facilitative rather than inhibitory in the 
teaching process. The second language learner is thought to be much like 
the first language learner, in that, he uses errors to test hypotheses about 
language thereby learning from them. The errors the learner makes should 
reflect this learning process… (54)

Nickel views error analysis as ‘…the identification, description, explanation, evaluations 
and corrections of errors.’ (11- 15) while Burt and Dulay, sees it as ‘the study of errors 
and their causes (251). According to them, error analysis was traced to Larsen Freeman, 



who  is  famously  known  for  propounding  that,  the  study  of  second  language  passes 
through a series of phases defined by modes of inquiry.  
Jowitt (73) in his later studies of ‘common errors in English’ identifies the following 
kinds  of  errors:  Error  of  addition,  error  of  omission,  error  of  substitution,  error  of 
ordering, referential errors and plain forgetting.
With the emergence of many linguists and language experts, the field of error analysis 
has gained wide acceptance and acknowledgement, with new developments in the areas 
of speaking and writing while attempting to address errors often encountered by second 
language users became popular.
The  data  analysed  below are  collected  from the  written  scripts  of  Hausa  learners  of 
English as a second language from the level two students of the department of English, 
Nasarawa State University, Keffi. Twenty (20) scripts were collected altogether, but only 
ten (10) were randomly selected and analysed with the view to identifying errors in the 
use of prepositions in the selected scripts. The selected scripts are therefore presented on 
a table and discussed below: 

Script One (1)
Script one contains thirty six (36) prepositions such as: ‘in’, ‘on’, ‘at’, ‘to’, ‘with’, 
‘around’ etc. The errors committed in the use of prepositions are discussed below:

1. On their government.  There is an error of substitution in this phrase. The 
learner was supposed to write:  In their government, but he/she erroneously 
substituted in with on 

2. I’m wake up for the morning around 6’ o clock because in this night I didn’t 
even sleep. The learner substituted in with for and at with in as seen in the 
above sentence as contained in the script. He/she wanted to write:  I woke up 
in the morning around 6’ 0 clock because I couldn’t sleep at night.

3. We happy all students of this school and at class are very happy. There is an 
error  of  substitution  in  here,  the  learner  probably  wanted  to  write:  All 
students in my class are very happy, but he/she substituted in with at.

4. We collected the certificate  in my religion. The learner substituted  for with 
in. He/she  probably  wanted  to  write:  We  collected  the  certificate  for my 
religion. 

5. To wish all the best  of my teacher. In this sentence the learner commits an 
error of substitution. He/she substituted for with of. The sentence should read 
thus:  wish all the best for my teachers

6. In that time I snapped picture  to my best teacher. There are two errors of 
substitution here.  One is the substitution of at with in and the second is the 



substitution of with with to. The sentence should therefore read:  At that time 
I snapped a picture with my best teacher.

                                        Script Two (2)
This  script  contains  fifty  two  (52)  prepositions.  Errors  committed  in  this 

script are identified below:
1. I will not forget  with my parents. There is an error of addition here, as the 

learner  added a  preposition  where  there  should  not  be  any.  The  sentence 
should  have  read:  I  will  not  forget  my  parents  but  instead  inserted  the 
preposition with

2. I am now enjoying myself in any location I found myself. There is an error of 
substitution here. The learner substituted at with in. The sentence should have 
read: I enjoy myself   at   any location I find myself.

3. I  will  forget  with them  instead of I  will  not  forget  about them.  About  is 
substituted with with. This is an error of substitution.

NB: In when used with place denotes a small sphere usually internal, but at is appropriate 
for uniformity in indicating large locations.

Script Three (3)
Script three (3) contains (31) preposition. Errors found in the use of prepositions are as 
follows:

1. Let me say thank you  for Almighty Allah  instead of Let me say thank you  to 
Almighty Allah. To is substituted with for

2. MC played a music and called upon my sister and her husband to dance instead of 
The  MC  played  music  and  called  on my  sister  and  her  husband  to  dance.  On  is 
substituted with upon, this is an error of substitution.

3. I  enjoyed  with that  day  instead of  I  enjoyed  on that  day.  There is  an error  of 
substitution, where on is substituted with with.

NB: to say for means on behalf of, while to say to means to tell directly or beseech as 
in this case. And  To call upon will be to beseech or invoke especially a deity as in 
prayer, while  to call on means to send a normal call as in usual speech demanding 
response.

Script Four (4)
This script contains thirty six (36) prepositions. Errors committed by the learner are 
examined below:

1. I went to registration instead of  I went for registration. 
2. I lives everything for God instead of I leave everything to God



3. When we are going for write our West Africa Examination  instead of When 
we are going to write our West African Examination

4. My father took me for the Qu’ran school instead of My father took me to the 
Qur’anic school. All the errors that are contained in this script are errors of 
substitution. 

Script Five (5)
This script contains 64 prepositions. Errors found in the use of preposition are presented 
below:

1. Overwhelm  of my  success  as  a  diploma  student  in  Accounting   instead  of  
Overwhelmed by my success as a diploma student in Accounting

2. I will be given admission on to main campus instead of  I will be given admission 
into main campus

3. I can now go further  in acquired my master  instead of  I can now go further  to 
acquire my masters. The major errors identified in this script are basically errors of 
substitution.

Script Six (6)
Script six (6) contains 64 prepositions. Errors are identified in the following sentences.

1. I pray for  God at that day instead of I pray to God on that day
1. Anything I do for him that is wrong instead of Anything I did to him that is wrong
2. Am in the royal family of our village instead of  I am from the royal family in our 

village.
All the errors identified in this script are errors of substitution.

Script Seven (7)
Script  seven (7)  contains  53  prepositions.  In  this  script,  errors  are  committed  in  the 
following sentences:

1. When my aunt came to pick me for airport instead of  When my aunt came to pick 
me from the airport

2. We were told to move to the plane instead of  We were told to move into the plane 
3. We went into a big mall to shopping  instead of We went to a big mall for shopping
4. We moved ahead for do what took us there instead of We moved ahead to do what 

took us there
5. We looked for a restaurant for eat  instead of  We looked for a restaurant to eat
6. At our arrival to Saudi Arabia instead of On our arrival to Saudi-Arabia

The predominant errors in this script are errors of substitution.



Script Eight (8)
This script contains thirty seven (37) prepositions. Errors are committed in the following 
sentences:

1. The day my dad announce for me that he was going for hajj instead of  The day 
my dad announced to me that he will be going for hajj

2. His name appear  in among who are  going  for the  hajj   instead of  His  name 
appeared among those who will be going for hajj

3. I realized that it is my time for pass instead of I realized that it is my time to pass
4. The good news at his success instead of The good news of his success.
All the errors in this script are errors of substitution apart from sample number two 
where there is an addition of in which is an error of addidtion.

Script Nine (9)
Script  nine  (9)  contains  thirty  six  (36)  prepositions.  Deviation  can  be  seen  in  the 
following expressions:

1. In that day  instead of On that day
2. In order  for encourage me  for anything that involve education  instead of In 

order to encourage me on anything that involves education
3. The second day for notice instead of The second day of notice
4. Solution for that problem instead of Solution to that problem

All the identified errors in this script are errors of substitution.

Script Ten (10)
Script ten contains twenty one (21) simple prepositions. Errors committed in the user’s 
prepositional usage are presented below:

1. Happy day in my life instead of  Happy day of my life
2. For the house in that day instead of For the house on that day.
3. All my people came for car instead of All my people came by/with cars
4. God is on me instead of God is with me.
5. Follower for Islamic teachings instead of Follower of Islamic teachings

All the errors identified in this script are errors of substitution.
From the analysis above, it  is evident that most of the subjects of this study commit 
prepositional errors of substitution. This means prepositions in English language are not 
the same as prepositions in Hausa in terms of their meaning and usage. Thus, these errors 
are  result  of  gravitational  pull  from  the  mother  tongue,  in  other  words  they  are 



interference  from the  first  language.  It  is  therefore  imperative  on  Hausa  speakers  of 
English  as  a  second language  to  extensively  learn  the  English  prepositions  and their 
usage in order to avoid these errors.

Conclusion 
Errors  seem  to  exist  among  students  at  all  levels  of  education:  nursery,  primary, 
secondary  and  higher  institutions  of  learning  in  Nigeria  although  in  different  forms. 
However in every learning process mistakes are inevitable. These mistakes can either be 
helpful or detrimental to the learning process.
Deviations or mistakes do help when they are noticed, when they are committed and been 
corrected, on the other hand, mistakes can hinder the learning process when they are 
blindly committed and therefore left ignored.

Recommendations 
Having drawn a conclusion that most Hausa speakers of English as a second language 
commit errors in the use of English prepositions as a result of disparity between English 
and Hausa prepositions, we therefore recommend as follows:

1.Students should be encouraged to read current text books, in English grammar.
2.Writing should be given more emphasis in the school curricular.
3.English departments in collaboration with English teachers and lecturers should be 

organizing  essay  competitions  for  students  in  order  to  improve  their  writing 
skills.

4.Mother-tongues  influence can  be over  come through constant  practice  of  such 
areas of student’s weakness as prepositions.

5.Adequate time should be dedicated so that students can practice better during class 
lessons.  
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