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Résumé 

Cette étude évalue l’ampleur de l’interférence de l’Ɔtεtεla dans l’usage des prépositions 

anglaise. Comme reflété dans les compositions écrites par les étudiants de l’ISP/Wembo-

Nyama, utilisant l’analyse d’erreur comme une méthode pour diagnostiquer les erreurs dans les 

compositions ainsi que l’analyse contrastive comme la méthode pour décrire les systèmes 

prépositionnels d’Ɔtεtεla et de l’Anglais. Cet article explique les difficultés et les erreurs 

s’occupant de l’identification, de la description, de la catégorisation et de l’explication des 

erreurs trouvées dans les données et cela à l’ISP/Wembo-Nyama  

Cette étude conclut que l’interférence d’Ɔtεtεla est minime comme les résultats montrent 

la dominance des erreurs intra-lingue sur les erreurs inter-lingue.  

Avec ceci, l’étude explore les manières par lesquelles les enseignants peuvent s’occuper 

de la correction desdites erreurs ainsi que la restructuration de système inter-lingue des 

étudiants.  

1. INTRODUCTION 

A preposition expresses a relation between two entities, one being represented by the 

prepositional complement of the various types of relational meaning (Quirk et al, 2000). These 

relationships include those of time, position, direction and various degrees of mental and 

emotional states. Studies have shown that the preposition is one of the most problematic 

categories that students encounter in learning English (Richards, 1974, Ravina, 1982).  

In the Democratic republic of Congo, one major grammar error observed in both students 

speech and writing is the prepositional error.  

Corder (cited in James, 1998), defines errors as result of some failure of performance. 

Dulay, Burt and Krashen (1982) state that errors are the flawed side of a learner’s speech or 

writing. An error is any deviation from a selected norm of language performance, no matter 

what the characteristic or causes might be. The problems of the Tεtεla people with the 

preposition may be grouped into three: 

1. Using incorrect (unidiomatic) preposition ; 

2. Non-use of a preposition when one is needed ; 
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3. Using a preposition when none is needed.  

It is not uncommon to find the use of English preposition reflecting Ɔtεtεla structures that 

is to say, literal translations from Ɔtεtεla to English. The differences between the prepositional 

systems of Englis and Ɔtεtεla are believed to constitute the difficulty of the Tεtεla learner in 

learning and using the English prepositions. While English has numerous prepositions denoting 

various kinds of relationships, Ɔtεtεla generally uses only four la, le, lo, aki. Over whelmed by 

the numerous prepositions to choose from. The Tεtεla learner is said to base his undersatinding 

of English on his first language (L1) resulting in grammar errors.  

1.1. Research statement 

 This paper poses three questions that are the following :   

 How does the propositional system of Ɔtεtεla differ from the propositional system of 

English? 

 What are the prepositional errors found in the data? 

 How much of the errors can be attributed to the students’ L1 ? 

1.2. HYPOTHESIS  

This paper hypothesizes that : 

 The prepositional system of Ɔtεtεla has minimal effect on the use of 

English prepositions in the students' compositions 

 Interlingual and intra-lingual errors are the main prepositional errors 

found in this work.  

 Many of the errors are not due to L1 interference (interlingual errors) but 

due mainly to intralingual transfer, i.e. generalizations made within the target 

language English.  

1.3. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

This paper evaluates the extent of Ɔtεtεla’s interference in the use of English prepositions 

as reflected in written compositions of students of Wembo-Nyama teacher’s training college. 

Using contrastive analysis as a method of describing the prepositional systems of English and 

Ɔtεtεla and errors analysis as a method of diagnosing the errors in the compositions. This paper 

undertakes the identification, description, and categorization of the errors and the determination 

of the sources of errors.  

1.4. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

As mentioned earlier, this paper uses the contrastive analysis hypothesis (CAH) as a 

means of describing the differences in the prepositional systems of English and Ɔtεtεla. 

Proponements of the strong version of CAH claim that by comparing systematically the native 

language and the language to be learned, one can predict and describe the patterns that will 

cause difficulty in learning, and those that will not cause difficulty. A more moderate version 



of CAH which this paper adopts does not imply a predication of degrees of difficulty. Instead 

it recognizes the significance of interference across languages and the fact that these 

interferences can explain the linguistic difficulties of the learners (Brown, 1994).  

This paper also uses error analysis to identify, describe, classify errors and to determine 

their causes. There have been a number of error taxonomies presented in second languange (L2) 

littérature. Corder (1973) classified errors into four categories: omission of some required 

elements, addition of some unnecessary elements; selection of incorrect element, misordering 

of elements.  

James (1998) noted that errors may be interlingual i.e. mother-tongued influenced. These 

errors resulting from the learner indulging in a literal translation from L1 to L2. The target 

language may also cause intralingual errors. The learner may also resort to some 

communication strategies-based errors such as approximation and circumlocution errors. 

Lastly, induced errors are errors that result from the language situation ratter than the learner’s 

incompete competence of the target language or the interference of the mother language. 

For the purpose of the diagnosing the errors found in the data, this paper adopts an eclectic 

framework from Corder and James, thus, the following categories of errors:  

1. Interlingual 

 Literal translation ;  

 Features of L1 are transferred to the target language. 

2. Intralingual 

 Omissions ; 

 Additions ;  

 Misselection of L2 preposition ;  

 Redundancy ;  

 Coocurrence restrictions ; 

 Overgeneralization.  

3. Communication strategy-based 

 Filling the gap ;  

 Incorrect use of an L2 expression that involves a preposition ;  

 Coinage.  

4. Induced 

 Teacher-talk induced 

 Material induced.  

 

 



1.5. METHODOLOGY 

Compositions were collected from English department courses in Wembonyama 

teacher’s training college. The data were guided compositions, meaning to say, I provided the 

topic for the writing session. The teachers confirmed that all the students speak Ɔtεtεla as the 

first language.  

Of the 58 compositions 33 or 56% contained errors in prepositions. These 38 

compositions comprised the corpus of the study. Sentences with prepositional errors were 

isolated and the errors were described and categorized using the frameworks of Richards (1974) 

and James (1998:69).  

1.6. QUESTIONNAIRE 

During the course of composition in the second year undergraduate,Iasked the students 

to select one topic among so many on which each one must write in 20 lines using ten 

prepositions or prepositional phrases,and then translate without any change the text into Otetela.    

Here is the questionnaire: 

1. Select one topic among the following: 

 Smooking causes the health problems 

 Breastfeeding in the public  

 Running away does not solve probems 

 Hunting during the rainy season 

 Your favorite pet 

2. Write your selected topic in 20 lines 

3. Translate your text in to Otetela  

 

II. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

II.1. Description of the prepositional systems of Ɔtεtεla and English 

A. Ɔtεtεla 

Ebanda (2004:38), describes the prepositionan system of Ɔtεtεla as having only four 

prepositions−la, le, lo and aki. These four are multifunctional in the sense that one preposition 

may convey locative, directional, or even spatial relations. The determination of the distinct 

sense of an Ɔtεtεla preposition depends on preceding phrases in addition to the preposition itself 

as illustrated in the box below.  

 

Ɔtεtεla English  



LA 

 Dikɔhɔ eko la diko wa mesa. 

 Ekɔ la Goma. 

 Akayé ma la Lodja. 

 Helena ambodjase latei w’apami. 

 Akatshwe la wademi.  

 

LO 

 Lambotshɔ tsha lo komba 

 Dimi malo lobengu 

 Ekotεkεta lo ote ande. 

 

LE  

 Wekɔ letei ka luudu 

 Ofundo ekɔ letei ka tapa 

 

AKI 

 Ekɔ ɔna aki papa kami.  

 Wadi aki osekami.  

 

 The glass is on the table 

 He is in Goma 

 He came from Lodja 

 Helen sits among boys 

 He went my wife 

 

 

 I go to the waterclosets 

 I come from the market 

 He went with my wife 

 

 

 They are inside of house. 

 The pen is in the bag.  

 

 

 He is the son of my father.  

 Wife of my friend.   

 

B. ENGLISH 

According to English club.com (www.englishclub.com/grammar/... ) there are about 150 

English prepositions. The English prepositions can  be grouped in categories such as :  

1. Those indicating direction (to, towards, into) ;  

2. Location (in, at, on, by);  

3. Spatial relationship (above, across, around);  

4. Time, place and object (on, in, within, about, for, etc.) 

The nine most frequent prepositions in English are at, by, for, from, in, of, on, to, with. 

However, this grouping is misleading as each form has multiple meanings (may denote time, 

space, location, etc) and functions (agentive, dative, benefactive, etc).  

Thus, each of these frequent prepositions must be studied in detail to isolate  a small but 

optimal number of meanings that it performs in English. There are also variations in the use of 

prepositions. More than one preposition may be acceptable in certain contexts. For instance, a 

quarter to/of ten, from 9 to/till 5 pm etc (Celce-murcia and Lqrsen Freeman, 1983, 1998).  

All these contribute to learners’ difficulty in learning and “mastering” the English 

prepositions.  

Following the comparison between the English and Ɔtεtεla prepositionql system is a 

description of errors found in the data. According to James (1998), it is necessary to include a 

description of errors for the following reasons:  

 To make explicit what would otherwise be tacit and on the level of intuition ; 

http://www.englishclub.com/grammar/prepositions-list.htm


 To provide a basis for counting errors;  

 To create categories.  

I adopted learners’ categories (cited in Brown, 1994) to describe the learners’ errors.  

These categories are substitution, addition, omission and misordering.  

The data yielded the following results :  

Description of errors  Frequency  Percentage 

Substitution  139 62 

Addition  53 23 

Omission  35 15 

Misordering  00 00 

Total  227 100 

 

Substitution ranks highest with 62% while misordering is last with no incidence at all. It 

is evident that the large number of english prepositions compared with the number of 

prepositions in Ɔtεtεla contributed to the learners’ difficulty in processing relationships between 

the grammatical elements and choosing the appropriate english prepositions.  

At this point, it can be hypothesized that L1 interference caused the errors but it is also 

possible that the internal make up of English caused much of the learners’ difficulty. These 

possibilities necessitate what James calls error diagnosis.  

Error diagnosis tries to ascertain the factors that cause learners to commit errors. Primary 

diagnosis simply explain why errors occur while secondary diagnosis discusses the forms that 

these errors assume. I will attempt to do both.  

There is general agreement over the main diagnosis based categories of error (James, 

1998:19). The four major categories are 1. Inter-lingual errors ; 2. Intra lingual errors ; 3. 

Communication strategy-based errors; and 4. Induced errors.  

Inter-lingual errors are errors caused by interference of the learners’ mother tongue. 

Learners engage in over-literal or word-for-word translation. The origins of the intra-lingual 

errors are found within the structure of the target language itself and through reference to 

strategies by which a second language is acquired or learned. These are errors that reflect the 

general characteristics of rule learning. Under this category of errors, Richards talks of faulty 

generalization incomplete application of rule restrictions, incomplete application of rules, false 

concepts hypothesized. James (1998), on the other hand, has false analogy, misanalysis, 

incomplete rule application, exploiting redundancy, overlooking concurrence restrictions  

hypercorrection, overgeneralization. Lacking the required form, the learner resorts to using 

another new equivalent L2 item resulting in communication strategy-based errors. Induced 

errors teachers give definitions, explanations, examples, and arrange practice opportunities 

(James, 1998).  

Using Richard’s and James taxonomies, the following categories are derived.  



Category  Frequency  Percentage  

Inter-lingual    

-direct translation  22 10% 

Intra-lingual    

- misselection of preposition 107  

- inc. application of rule 42  

- simple addition 26  

- redundancy  12  

Overlooking concurrence  04  

Total   84% 

Comunication strategy-based   

-misuse of L2 14 6% 

Induced  0  

Total  227 100% 

 

2.1.1. Interlingual errors  

The interlingual errors comprised 10% of the total errors. These errors are the result of 

prepositions directly translated from L1 to L2. The learners made use of L1 repertoire to process 

meanings and structures in L2.  

Examples 

1. The mirror is on the table  

This sentence is the direct translation of:  

Talatala ekɔ la diko wa mesa. 

La : can be on, in, from and with, among depending on the preceding word. LA after 

“ma” signals where somebody/something starts and denoted by from in English.  

2. Mum is in the kitchen.  

This sentence is the direct translation of:  

Mama ekɔ letei ka nkuku.  

Le can be denoted by both in and inside in English.  

3. I have to share the food I have to others.  

This sentence is the direct translation of : 

Layo kahana dando da nde dele lami la anto akina.  

La is always associated with something locative and directional. Its equivalent English 

prepositions are in, on (locative) to, from (direction al). The use of to instead of with 

stems from idea that sharing is directional, that is to say someone gives something to 

someone else.  

4. Lonya lo ona (hand of child) 

Ngandji lo ona (love of the child).  

What happened in the preceding example was that the proximity of the noun ARTICLE 

to the position of the preposition prompted the learner, who was thinking in Ɔtεtεla, to write of 

instead of by.  



2.1.2. Intra-lingual errors 

a). Misselection of preposition 

These are errors that do not conform to TL norms but cannot be traced to the L1. The high 

frequency of misselected prepositions gives credence to Brown’s observation that intra-lingual 

transfer is a major factor in second language learning.  

Researchers have found that the early stages of language learning are characterized by 

intra-lingual transfers, but once the learners have begun to achieve parts of the new system, 

more and more intra-lingual transfers are manifested (Brown, 1994). The learners is this study 

have studied English for at least 10 years and the occurrence of many intra-lingual errors only 

reaffirms the findings of earlier studies.  

Examples 

1. It takes ma a whole lot of time to finish a text on something that I don’t have a clear 

idea with.  

2. I tend to be hesitant with the ideas I wrote.  

3. It is usually comprised with at least two or more characters.  

4. I don’t entertain problems and I never get affected with them.  

5. People are talking with me because they realized that characteristics.  

One error  that surfaced many times is the use of with instead of by, of, to. This 

misselection of ten results in unidiomatic expressions like talk with. One can also hypothesize 

that the learner associates talk with speak (both of which are oral language production) and 

generalizes that if speak goes with “WITH”talk can also be used with “WITH”.   

Conversely, different prepositions are used when WITH is needed as seen in the following 

examples:  

1. I’m really disappointed OF what I have done.  

2. The wind blowing through my hair is what I am most likely to associate TO dried leaves.  

3. I’m drawing a tiger but I have nothing to color it ON.  

There are  also a number of instances involving the locative prepositions ON and IN. 

Although the learners are not able to make distinctions between the two related prepositions, 

the sense/intention of the learners is, nonetheless, comprehensible. These errors are what Burt 

and Kiparsky call ”local errors” local errors do not prevent the message from being understood. 

Usually these are minor violations of one segment of a sentence still allowing the reader to 

make an accurate guess about the meaning of the writer.  

 

Examples 

1. The hero will trumph ON the end.  

2. Some poems may look ridiculous when written IN paper.  



3. Sumptuous food and sweet desserts awaits IN the table to be eaten.  

4. On days when I put peppermint Candy ON my mouth.  

5. I hum a tune a heard IN the car’s radio.  

b. Incomplete application of rules 

These errors occur when learners fail to perform certain operations. This error category 

is evident in the omission of prepositions in the phrasal verbs/idiomatic expressions requiring 

the use of prepositions and must be learned as one unit.  

Examples: 

1. I am really open with what going            in my life.  

2. I don’t have a hard time relating          the topic.  

3. If a person feels extreme anger and has no one to share it        he can « dispose »        

almost all his anger through writing a poem.  

c. Simples additions 

Addition errors are characterize by the presence of a preposition which must not appear 

in a well-formed sentence.  

Examples 

1. You can feel my knuckles swelling but I won’t let you feel for you may end up being 

the reason OF why it is swollen.  

2. In fact, I also consider this as a reason ON why I have lots of friends.  

3. The problem is WITH me.  

The sentence, the problem is WITH me, is a little ambiguous. Without looking at the 

context, one can say that the sentence is correct in the sense that ‘the problem’ may refer to 

someone or something that is WITH the speaker. An examination of the text, however, showed 

that the writer meant “the problem is ME”. In such case, WITH is not needed.  

d. Redundancy 

Redundancy manifests the learners’ tendency to over-elaborate the target language with 

often results in verbosity.  

Examples 

1. A smile forms on my face and my eyes can’t help but wandering AROUND.  

The term “wandering” already implies ‘moving or going around’. The learners probably 

wanted to highlight ‘circular movement’ of the eyes as they examine the area ; hence, the 

addition of “around“.  

2…and all that boosted up the company sales. In the second example, the learner attempted to 

foreground the increase or the ‘rise’ in sales hence, the addition of up.  



e. Overlooking concurrence restriction 

This error refers to the failure to observe the restrictions of existing structures, that is, the 

application of rules to contexts where they do not apply.  

1. Taking it seriously will just end up to let them do each again.  

2. I embraced myself, a useless attempt at protection from the cold… 

In both examples, the learners failed to recognize the fact that the phrasal verbs ‘‘end up’’ and 

‘‘attempt at’’ select the –ing complement rather than the infinitive nor a noun form.  

2.1.3. Communication strategy-based errors 

a). Misuse of L2 expression 

This error results from the learners attempt to use the English idioms but not able to realize the 

correct form.       

Examples :  

1. In put everything I know and discuss about it. The addition of ABOUT must have come 

from the learner’s association of expression TALK 1BOUT with DISCUSS. The learner 

generalizes and assumes that like TALK ABOUT, “discuss” would also require the 

preposition ‘about’.  

2. No, not the kind novel that one can read in one sitting, over the night. The use of “over 

the night” instead of the expression “ever night” reflects the learners « over attempt » at 

approximating the L2 expression. Not wanting to miss out on any words, he over 

monitors his L2 output by adding the article THE, presumably because the next structure 

is NIGHT which is a noun. This over monitoring of L2 output is what James called 

« hypercorrection.» 

3. If I were a literary piece, I would be a poem because I already took up English 11 and I 

found poetry really interesting. 

In contrast to the previous examples where the addition of prepositions resulted in the 

misuse of the L2 expression, examples 3 deletes an entire noun phrase (the expression took “a 

course in”) and replaces it with up.  

 

 

III. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS TO LANGUAGE LEARNING AND 

TEACHING 

The results of the study showed there are a number of differences between English and 

Ɔtεtεla prepositional systems in terms of number and sense. Despite the common notion that 

Ɔtεtεla affects the use of English prepositions.  



This study revealed that most of the errors are intra-lingual errors that originate from the 

target language English. The students are  still in their inter-language stage and errors are 

inevitable. As teachers though we have to be vigilant of fossilization. Fossilization is a reality; 

however, as Selinker (1992:68), notes, “there is nothing in the SLA literature to suggest that 

some effects of fossilization cannot be bypassed in the learning process if emphasis is placed 

on communicative abilities in context“. (The difficulty in learning the English prepositions 

necessitates classroom strategies and techniques as early as the basic education level) that will 

distinguish the various senses of the prepositions. These strategies and techniques call for using 

the preposition in context; engaging learners in authentic communication to promote their 

learning. It is hoped that this early exposure to the forms and functions of English prepositions 

will result in their imbibing the target forms without much reference to the L1.  

There is a need to re-evaluate the teachers’ command of the English language and this 

evaluation must be done in all levels. Although there was no way that this study could establish 

the teacher-induced errors, there is the possibility that some of the errors originated from the 

teacher talk. For the non-native speaker teacher, the command of English is always a serious 

concern. There is a constant need for the Tεtεla teachers of English to undergo methodological 

and language proficiency trainings to meet the language demands of the ESL classroom. 

Considering the premium given to English learning and teaching, there should be more action 

research done in the area of “errors”. These future studies must consider more accurate and 

more varied data elicitation techniques, increased number of data and more precise 

categorization of errors for more generalizability and refinement of the findings. It was 

observed that some errors can be diagnosed with two or more causes requiring not just the 

evaluation of the linguistic context but also the pragmatic context of the errors.  

What can be said, however is that this study may be able to provide profiles of shared 

linguistic characteristics of a group of learners of English. Eventually this can contribute to on 

going developments and documentations of learner’s profiles and the appreciation and 

evaluation of discourse and linguistic practices that are reflected in the written compositions of 

our students.   

For now, let this study be the seed of more classroom research that will take up the challenge 

of venturing into the analysis of the different levels of errors. 
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