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ABSTRACT: Knowing how to appropriately use prepositions in general, prepositions of place or
location has been considered a challenge for Vietnamese students wanting to acquire English as a foreign
language because they are one of the complicated structures in English grammar. Due to limitation
of time and scale, the author would like to give a brief description of prepositional characteristics;
analyze English and Vietnamese prepositions in a contrastive view, especially those showing directions
and locations so that learners can find it easier to use them. To be more specific, she will reveal several
differences in syntactics and semantics between them. Then some implications in teaching prepositions
will be also suggested in the paper

Keywords: Vietnamese prepositions, English prepositions, differences between Vietnamese and English prepositions
PHEP POI CHIEU GIUA GIOI TU TRONG TIENG ANH VA TIENG VIET

TOM TAT: Ném viing cach sir dung céc gi6i tir tinh n6i chung, giéi tir chi huéng va dia diém noi

riéng dugc coi 1a mot thir thach khong nhé déi voi nhitng nguoi thu dic tiéng Anh nhu mét ngoai ngir
boi 18 gidi tir 1a mot trong nhitng hién tuong ngit phap kha phtrc tap trong tiéng Anh. Do gidi han vé
mat théi gian va pham vi nghién ctru, tdc gid bai bao s¢€ dua ra nhitng dac tinh ctia gioi tr mot cach
suc tich, phan tich sy twong phan giita gidi tir trong tiéng Anh va tiéng Viét, dac biét 1a cac gidi tir
chi phuong hudng va vi tri dé ngudi hoc ¢6 thé sir dung ching mot cach dé dang. Cu thé hon, tac gia
s& dua ra su khac biét vé cu phap ciing nhu ngit nghia gita cac gidi tir chi phuong huéng va vi tri
trong tiéng Anh va tiéng Viét. Mot s6 goi ¥ trong giang day gidi tir cho sinh vién ciing s& dugc téc
gia dua ra trong bai viét nay.

Tir khod: Céc gi6i tir trong tiéng Viét, cac giGi tir trong tiéng Anh, sy khac biét gitta gi6i tir trong tiéng Viét va tiéng Anh

edly, grammar is one of the most compli-

An emphasis on learning English has cated aspects of English language since it

is rules that tells learners the way words

been seen in Vietnam these days for its im-
portant roles at work and daily life.There-
fore, the number of people who are inter-
ested in doing this is increasing sharply.
However, English, like any other language
is full of problems for learners. Undoubt-

are combined.

“Prepostions” is regarded as one
of the most difficult barriers faced by
Vietnamese students. During the process
of learning, they may be confused about
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using prepositions. Likewise, they tend
not to be accurate enough in terms of
syntactics when expressing themselves in
the target language or vice versa. In order
to help them to deal with this, I would like
to have a study on the subject by making a
contrast between English and Vietnamese
prepositions.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1. English prepositions:
2.1.1. Definition

Many researchers have advanced
definitions of preposition in numerous
ways. According to Mclntosh et al (2004)
a preposition “is a word or group of
words used before a noun or pronoun to
show place, position, time or method”.
However, standard grammars often assign
them a rather vague definition, such as
words that show the relation of a noun
or pronoun to some other words in a
sentence” (Warriner et al, 1965). Also,
Lougheed (2010) seems to share the same
viewpoint. He refers a preposition to a
connecting word showing the relationship
of a noun or a noun substitute to some
other words in the sentence. Take the
following as examples. The first noun
phrase - “the bird” is linked to the second
“ the sky “ by the preposition “in”” (The
bird in the sky - Con chim trén bau troi ).
One more instance is that the two nouns
are joined by the preposition “ of “ in the
noun phrase “ the teacher of English”.
In most general term, a preposition
expresses a relation between two entities,
one being that represented by the
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prepositional complement (Quirk, 2010).
Grammatically, prepositions formally
recognizable by the fact that they are
usually followed by a noun phrase or a
nominal clause which may be a nonfinite
Ing-participle or a finite nominal clause
(Delahunty and Garrvey, 1994 ). Such can
be illustrated in the following:

a) an increase in car-owners (before a
noun phrase)

b) we thought about giving a present

to them (before a nonfinte nominal Ing-
participle clause);

c)We thought about giving a present to
whoever worked for us. (before a finite
nominal relative clause)

(Lougheed, n.d, 2010)

2.1.2. Classification

Prepositions are divided into several
groups according to two criteria such as
composition and semantics. That is to
say, they are put into various subdivisions
based on the way they are formed and their
meanings.

In terms of compositional classification,
two types like
prepositions, which are made up with only
a root morphemes such as up, on, to, for,
in while compounds consist of at least
two roots, with or without derivational
morphemes (Quirk, 2010). The structure
can be a preposition or adverb plus another
preposition (as in onto, throughout, along

there are simple

with, as for, away from, out of, ...) or a
verb/ adjective/ conjunction with another
preposition (as in owing to, due to,
because of, ,...) or a preposition with a



noun and one more preposition (as in by
means of, in comparison with, in front of,
in accordance with,on account of. Another
form is which
consists of groups of words that begin
with a preposition and end with a noun
or pronoun. Some are used commonly
and in a number of situations such as
“acting as an adjective or adverb, locating
something in time and space, modifying a

prepositional phrase,

noun, or telling when or where or under
what conditions something happened.
Examples of these prepositional phrases
are out of work, at any rate, by means of,
in person, under orders, from now on and
so forth. Finally,
marginal prepositions which are verbal in

there are some called

forms, such as concerning, considering,
including, pending.

Delahunty and Garvey (1994) states
that the semantics of prepositions covers
a wide range of meanings. First, a
preposition of time describes when or for
how long something occurred or will occur.
The three most common prepositions of
time are at, in, and on. Each preposition
of time refers to a different increment of
or point in time. Likewise, they can be
used to refer to exact , approximate time or
duration of time.

a) The sun shines by day; the moon
by night

b) He arrived at 4 pm just in time for
the train

¢) She stayed there for two weeks

Second, a preposition of place describes
where something is located in reference
to something else, or where something

occurred or will occur. There are many
such as in, at, on,next to, beside, behind,
in front of, opposite, near,on top of,
under, above, beneath, around and so on.
Such prepositions are illustrated in these
sentences:

a) They walked round the statue

b) The sun rises in the East and sets in
the West

¢) The house is between two low hills

Third, a preposition of Manner is
all about how a certain thing happened
or is done, sometimes even referred to
as Prepositions of Method. These in-
clude words like on, by, with, like. Let’s
take the following as examples:

a) He will die by the sword.
b) He faces danger with courage.
c¢) She left the room in tears.

A final type is a preposition of instru-
ment is used when describing certain things
work.These prepositions are by, with,
and on. These are for illustrations:

a) She opened the locked door with an
old key

b) Aunt Patricia returned home by ferry.

2.2. Vietnamese prepositions:

2.2.1. Definition

It is very necessary to understand what
is known as prepositions in Vietnamese as
it may help language learners, especially
English ones to avoid mistakes when they
would like to express their ideas in their
acquired language or mother tongue.

As far as grammar is concerned, the
Vietnamese language also has a category
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of words which is similar to prepositions.
This may be called Vietnamese equivalents
of English prepositions. To make it simple,
“ preposition” is more preferable for some
specialists of this field. Nevertheless, the
notion of  prepositions” in Vietnamese
is a quite complicated issue because some
linguists have claimed that prepositions do
not exist in the language. Yet, according
to Tuc (2003), “although the distinction
between prepositions and serial verbs
in Vietnamese is not always clear-cut,
Vietnamese prepositions do exist”. In his
research, he also gave lots of examples to
support his opinion. Moreover, nowadays,
in many books of teaching Vietnamese
to foreigners, the name “ preposition” 1is
often used. Thus, to be convenient, the
name “ Vietnamese preposition” is used
for its equivalent of English preposition in
this paper.

2.2.2. Classification

Tran (2007) says that there are two
main types of Vietnamese prepositions,
which are of time and place or location.
Apart from that, there are some other
prepositions called miscellaneous ones.

The first kind is the preposition of time,
which
does something or something happens.

is used to show when someone

This includes vao (in, on, at), trong or suot
(during), truée (before), sau (after), ké
tir khi (since) and cho toi khi (until). For
example, Chung t6i hoc tiéng Anh vao
cac budi sang (We usually have English
lessons every morning )

In addition, prepositions of location
give information of places. They are
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trén (on, above, over), trong (in, inside),
chung quanh (around), bén phai (on the
right of), canh (next to) and so on. Finally,
miscellaneous prepositions conclude cho
(for), véi (with), vé (about), nho (thanks
to), boi (by),

Here are some examples about how
these prepositions are used in sentences.
Their usage in Vietnamese is similar to
those in English.

Of time:

a) Anh dy thuong day vao sau gid sing
(He usually gets up at six am)

b) Ban 4y khong noi gi ca trong gid hoc.
(She said nothing during the classtime)

Of location:

¢) Ban t6i séng othanh phd HO Chi
Minh (My friend lives in Hochiminh city)

d) Vién bao tang nim bén phai tiém
sach cli (The museum is located on the
right of the used bookstore)

Miscellaneous:

e) Di vdi toi! (Come with me)

f) Nhd mua hoacho téinhé. (Remember
to buy flowers for me, OK?)

g) Déi véi toi, chuyén d6 khong quan
trong (That issue doesn’t matter to me)

(Nguyen , 2010)

3.ACONTRASTBETWEEN ENGLISH
AND VIETNAMESE PREPOSITIONS

The notion of prepositions is quite a
difficult issue. It is believed that it would
be complicated if English prepositions
were compared to Vietnamese ones in
a large scale. Instead, within this paper,
only a contrastive analysis on the two



kinds such as prepositions of movement
with directional verbs and locative (or
place) prepositions will be made. In
other words, differences in syntactics and
semantics between them need identifying
because it is observed that they are often
big problems for Vietnamese students
when getting to know how to use them
due to the negative transfer or interference
(Hoffman, 1991). As for him, “ negative
transfer occurs when the performance on
the first language inhibits or detracts from
performance in the second language”

3.1. Prepositions of movement with
directional verbs

The biggest difference between English
and Vietnamese prepositions is their
usage with directional verbs. Similarly,
prepositions can be found with these verbs
in English while they are absent in the

Vietnamese language.

In English, the directional verbs like
come, go, get and arrive are of intransitive
complementation. That is to say, they do
not take direct objects. They are usually
followed by prepositions or particles.
Here are the examples of directional verbs
with prepositions and their Vietnamese

equivalents (in Table 1)

Table 1: Prepositions of movement with directional verbs
and their Vietnamese equivalents

English

Vietnamese

(a) Sally has gone o New York.

Sally da dén New York

(b) Catrin will come fo Sheffield next month

Catrin s& dén Sheffield vao thang sau

(c) They have just arrived at the airport.

Ho vira dén san bay

Obviously, the structure between the
two languages in those sentences is not
the same. Specifically, it is obligatory
to use prepositions such as “ to” or “ at”
after English directional verbs like “ go”
or “ come” whereas the above Vietnamese
verbs (dén) do not take any prepositions
because they can take their own direct

objects showing places. Actually, in
Vietnamese, there are no prepositions
which are equivalent to those in English.
Not surprisingly, the Vietnamese verb
dén can be transferred to “ARRIVE”
with the preposition “ AT “ or “ IN”; “
GO”, “ GET” and “ COME” plus “ TO”,
as in Table 2

Table 2: Prepositions of movement with directional verbs
and their Vietnamese equivalents

English

Vietnamese

(d) I don’t have time to go to the post-office

T6i khong c6 thoi gio dén buu dién

(e) He arived in Japan a few days ago

Anh ta dén Nhat ban cach day vai ngay

(f) I want to get to Berlin before dark

T61 muon dén Berlin trude khi troi toi
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3.2. Locative prepositions

One
characteristics between the English and

more distinguishable
Vietnamese prepositions can be found in
locative ones. Similarly, there is a semantic
and pragmatic difference between them.
(Tran, 2010).
of place is equivalent to more than one

An English prepostion

Vietnamese ones because it is thought
that the concept of space and location is
decided by its own culture and geographical
features in different countries.

This can be clearly illustrated in
Britain and Vietnam. In the former, such
prepositions
an object regardless the position of the
speaker. For example, English people often
say: “the plane is “in” the sky, the child
is playing “in” the kitchen, cars run “in”
the street”. (McCarty et al, 2004). On the
contrary, the Vietnamese tend to take the
position of the speakers into consideration.
They say: may bay ¢ trén troi (the plane is
above him or her), dta tré¢ dang choi trong
nha bép (the child is inside the kitchen),
nhing chiéc xe hoi chay ngoai duong (cars
are outside). As can be observed from the
above, the preposition in can be translated
into Vietnamese with three different
meanings like “trén, trong, ngoai”

indicate the location of

It would be imperfect if analyses
were not made to contrast English from
Vietnamese prepositions of locatives.
For one, when referring to the higher
position, the English take the contact
meaning between trajector and landmark
into account. For example, on, above and
over are used in different situations while
Vietnamese people almost do not consider
this aspect. That is, they just use the only
word trén for situations. Furthermore, in
terms of the relation between “ above”
(trén) and “under” (dwoi), English people
are always aware of whether or not trajector
is in the vertical reference of the landmark’s
area. As a result, they employ these words
like “above / over / on and under / below /
beneath/ underneath” to show the position
of an entity. In contrast, Vietnamese people
only divide the space into two regions
such as “above/under” (trén/dudi). A final
discrimination of English from Vietnamese
prepositions is that the English use “in the
middle of / between (normally relating a
person or thing to two other people/ things)
and “among” (relating a person/ thing to
more than two others) in order to indicate
the middle position while the Vietnamese
have the word giita for all these cases.
Such prepositions in both languages can
be illustrated in Table 3 (Tran, 2010)

Table 3: English Prepositions and their Vietnamese Equivalents

Notion English prepositions Vietnamese prepositions
TRONG |in, inside trong
NGOAI |out, outside, out of ngoai
TREN on, upon, above, on top of, over, in trén
DUOI under, underneath, beneath, below, dudi
TRUGC |before, in front of, ahead of, trudc
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SAU behind, at the back of, in the back of, |sau

BEN by, near, next to, close to, beside, to the | bén, canh, sat, gﬁn, ké, bén
right/left, phai, bén trai

GIUA within, among, between, in the middle |, gitra,
of, in the midst of

4. IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHING

All things considered, such differences
in syntactics and semantics between Eng-
lish and Vietnamese prepositions mainly
due to the notion of reference have caused
some problems for learners of English,
leading to their making mistakes when
they express their ideas in the target lan-
guage or vice versa. Similarly, they tend to
produce wrong sentences by leaving out
prepositions after such directional verbs
as arrive, come, go or get”. In addition,
they may choose the wrong preposition in
terms of semantics due negative language
transfer at grammatical and lexical levels.
(Hoffman, 1991).

Thus, it is implied that teachers be ac-
curate enough when providing their learn-
ers with knowledge of English preposi-
tions. Likewise, they should show them
that there is no exact one-to-one transla-
tion from English to Vietnamese and vice
versa. For instance, the preposition “to”
cannot be used with directional verbs in
Vietnamese, but it is a must to have such
a thing after the intransitive verb “ go”,
‘come”, arrive” or “ get”.

It is suggested that the students make
themselves understood in their learning
environment by avoiding literal translation
and the way the Vietnamese express. More-
over, as discussed in the section Locative

prepositions, it is realized that a Vietnam-
ese preposition may have several preposi-
tions to which are equivalent in English. In
other words, a Vietnamese preposition can
be transferred to more than one English
preposition (Ha, 2001) Therefore, it is es-
sential that teachers should make learners
fully aware of this so that they will be able
to use the most appropriate one in the right
situation.In my opinion, that both teach-
ers and students work with each other will
have better outcomes

5. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, prepositions, especially,
of movement with directional verbs and
locative (or place) are a hard category in
English grammar because of differences
in syntactics and semasology, which is
considered a barrier for learners when
acquiring the second language. Likewise,
they are not skillful enough if they want to
transfer such things from Vietnamese into
English or vice versa . Consequently, they
often make mistakes in dealing with those
in the first and second language.

To my belief, it is very necessary to have
my study on the prepositions of movement
with directional verbs and locative (or
place) ones. After having contrasted them,
it is certain that English prepositions are
more complex than those in Vietnamese.
That is to say, the preposition is needed
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after some intransitive directional verbs

79 ¢

such as “ come”,

29 ¢

go”, “ get” or ““ arrive”

while no prepositions are used after their

Vietnamese equivalent “ dén”. Moreover,

a Vietnamese preposition can be translated

into more than English ones. For example,
»

“trén” can be expressed by “on”,
or “in” in the English language.

over”’

I hope that this paper will be a piece of
useful referent material for those who are
interested in teaching and learning English
language.
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