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Abstract 

 

Numerous corpus studies have suggested that teaching materials design could greatly benefit from the empirical information 

about language use provided by corpus linguistics. In spite of the awareness that corpus-based research can offer valuable insights 

for materials development, still relatively small number of studies report on the practical applications of corpus data for teaching 

materials development. There is no clear guideline or framework on how corpora and corpus studies could assist in developing 

teaching materials. Hence, this study focusses on one grammatical item which poses problems to Malaysian learners, that is, prep-

ositions. The objectives are (i) to identify prepositions in the British National Corpus as a reference corpus and the descriptions of-

fered by linguists and grammarians as a reference grammar, and (ii) to provide a framework to use reference corpus, reference 

grammar and corpus-based research, as a resource for developing materials in the teaching of prepositions. In order to meet the 

objectives, content analysis was used as the methodology throughout this study. The findings showed that reference corpus, refer-

ence grammar and corpus-based research could be used systematically as guidance to develop corpus-informed materials. It is 

hoped that this contribution of knowledge could have an impact on second language learning-teaching. 

 

Keywords: corpus research, corpus-informed materials, second language teaching, prepositions  

 

Introduction 

 

In the context of the teaching of English as a second language, the compilation and application of corpora 

have extended from the creation of dictionaries, grammatical description of English to other varieties of ap-
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plications, such as, syllabus design, materials development and methodology which are relevant to language 

teaching. 

The developers of dictionaries (Partington, 2001) and learner dictionaries (Aston, 2001) often use varie-

ties of corpora for the construction of entries. Corpus-based dictionary projects which were published from 

the 1980s include Collins Cobuild English Language Dictionary whose first edition (Cobuild, 1987) used a 

20-million-word corpus of (mainly written) contemporary English, and whose second edition (Cobuild, 

1995) drew on 200 million words from the Bank of English and the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary 

English (LDOCE) which exploited the 100-million-word British National Corpus (Aston, 2001). 

The description of English has also used corpora to complement grammatical descriptions in grammar 

reference books. The emergence of corpus linguistics has led to studies on grammar descriptions that ‘derive 

evidence directly from texts’ (Kennedy, 1998, p. 7) rather than based on intuition or introspection. For in-

stance, according to Biber, Johansson, Leech, Conrad and Finegan (1999), The Longman Grammar of Spo-

ken and Written English (LGSWE) adopts a corpus-based approach investigating the patterns of structure 

and use to provide grammatical descriptions in which it serves as an aid to complement grammatical de-

scriptions in A Comprehensive Grammar of English language (Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech, & Svartvik, 

1985). 

Other applications of corpora which are relevant to language teaching have also been mentioned by many 

corpus linguists in studies on frequency and collocation information. The role of frequency in corpus lin-

guistics is essential. Even though the role of frequency has been criticized, for instance, in Thornbury (2004) 

who noted that in terms of frequency, it is not always the case that the most frequently occurring items are 

the most useful and in terms of an item’s teachability, Mahlberg (2007) argues that frequency is relative, and 

an important factor in corpus work is comparison. Frequencies of individual words have to be seen in rela-

tion to words in their contexts. Even though function words are very frequent and can co-occur in a variety 

of texts, we can still identify collocation tendencies and see how frequent words have their own patterns.   

Also, it has been said that corpus linguistics has its impacts on the content of language teaching and also 

language teaching methodology (Hunston, 2002; Kennedy, 1998). It is greatly known that the applications 

of corpora have spread from dictionaries to the grammatical description of English, as well as other applica-

tions, that is, curriculum design, the production of reference tools and classroom grammar teaching 

(Meunier, 2002; Cheng, 2010; Hughes, 2010; Oghigian & Chujo, 2012; Tribble & Wingate, 2013; Dilay & 

Dilai, 2016). Corpora can enlighten the syllabus, and most teaching materials can be used around corpus da-

ta and as a result, many studies have attempted in using corpora or a published corpus study as a resource or 

reference guide for materials development (Barlow, 2002, as cited in Krajka, 2009, Reinhardt, 2010; Chang 

& Kuo, 2011; Timmis, 2013; Ha, 2016). 
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While many studies have highlighted that applications of corpora have spread and have gained interests in 

the teaching of English language, there is still lack of available literature on corpus-informed materials de-

velopment. Hence, this paper intends to fill in the gap by bringing into focus some insights from a reference 

corpus, reference grammar and corpus research for the development of teaching materials.  

  

Literature Review  

 

Corpus linguistics has been described as the study of language on the basis of text corpora (Aijmer & Al-

tenberg, 1992). It has also been further described that corpus linguistics is based on bodies of text as the do-

main of study and as the source of evidence for linguistic description and argumentation (Kennedy, 1998). It 

is also perhaps best described in simple terms as the study of language based on examples of ‘real-life’ lan-

guage use (McEnery & Wilson, 2001). Linguists have always used the word corpus to describe a collection 

of naturally occurring examples of language, consisting of anything from a few sentences to a set of written 

texts or tape recordings which have been collected for linguistic study.  More recently, the word has been re-

served for collections of texts (or parts of text) that are accessed electronically (Hunston, 2002). 

Corpora are compiled for many different purposes. As Tribble and Jones (1990) describe, a corpus can be 

made up of individual text or several texts. A corpus which consists of several texts is categorized as spe-

cialist corpora and general corpora. Hunston (2002) categorized corpus types in specialized corpora, general 

corpora, comparable corpora, parallel corpora, learner corpora, pedagogic corpora, historical or diachronic 

corpora, and monitor corpora. 

Corpus linguistics deals with the principles and practice of using corpora in a language study (Crystal, 

1992). The primary question in any usage of corpora is what do descriptions and analyses of language from 

large corpora of texts reveal about the lexical patterns and grammatical structures that people use. The goal 

of corpus linguistics, is “to identify and analyze the grammatical and lexical patterns that speakers and writ-

ers use” (Chapelle, 2001, p. 42) and the aim of corpus linguistics can also be seen as “the analysis and the 

description of language use, as realized in text(s)” (Tognini-Bonelli, 2001, p. 2). Reppen, Biber and Fitz-

maurice (2002) propose the main research questions that can be investigated through corpus analysis focus 

on the use of a particular linguistic feature: a single word, a set of related words, a grammatical construction, 

or the interaction between particular words and grammatical structures. 

 

Corpus-based studies on prepositions 

 

Studies on prepositions have been explored in the field of corpus linguistics and they have been conducted 

in various perspectives mainly in relation to frequency and collocation information. Roslim and Mukundan 
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(2011) have presented an overview of corpus linguistics studies on prepositions which could have contribut-

ed to the teaching and learning of prepositions. 

Prepositions have been studied for dictionaries such as Collins Cobuild English Dictionary for Advanced 

Learners (2001) which gives information on the frequency of words using five frequency bands. The words 

in the five frequency bands are of immense importance to learners because they make up 95% of all spoken 

and written English. Many of the words in frequency band 5 are the common grammar words such as the, 

and, of, and to, which are an essential part of the way we put words together. The words in the top two 

bands, bands 4 and 5, account for about 75% of all English usage which mostly include common preposi-

tions which shows their obvious importance. 

Prepositions have also been studied in different varieties of English mainly conversation, fiction, newspa-

per language, and academic prose. Although it is often said that function words (in this case prepositions), as 

opposed to individual lexical words, are frequent in any text, there are wide differences among registers.  

Prepositions are the most frequent function word class in news and academic prose, however, they are much 

less common in conversations. This means prepositions appear more in written than spoken discourse. Aca-

demic prose and news reportage have the highest frequency of nouns and also the highest frequency of 

prepositions which serve as extensions or specifications of nouns (Biber et al., 1999, pp. 91-93). 

Prepositions have been studied in a general corpus which is a corpus of many texts comprising written 

and/or spoken language. It is often used as a baseline in corpus studies.  Well-known general corpora in-

clude the British National Corpus (100 million words) and the Bank of English (400 million words in Janu-

ary 2001). Much earlier general corpora were the Lancaster-Oslo/Bergen (LOB) corpus, consisting of writ-

ten British English, and the Brown corpus, consisting of written American English. They were both 

compiled in the 1960’s and comprising a million words each (Hunston, 2002, pp. 14-15). 

Studies on prepositions have also utilized pedagogic corpora, a type of corpus which “consists of all the 

language a learner has been exposed to, for instance, course books, readers, plus any tapes” (Hunston, 2002, 

p. 14). In a study based on a pedagogic corpus, Mukundan and Roslim (2009) conducted a study on preposi-

tions used in the Malaysian Secondary School English language textbooks of Forms One, Two and Three. 

This study looked at the prepositions which were outlined in the syllabus and presented in the textbooks. Ta-

lif, Wong, Abdullah, Rashid and Jan (2007) took a different perspective in their presentation of collocation 

list of preposition in also in a Form One English textbook (Abdullah, Wee & Bien, 2002). The study showed 

the type of words that collocate with preposition in and the list also showed the environment in which it oc-

curred. They highlighted collocation of such items would allow teachers to introduce to the learners the con-

texts the word may appear in. 

Studies on prepositions have also been carried out using a learner corpus. This is a collection of texts pro-

duced by learners of a language (Hunston, 2002, p. 15). In Malaysia, for instance, the data in the EMAS 



International Journal of Modern Languages and Applied Linguistics 

e-ISSN: 2600-7266 
  

Universiti Teknologi MARA, Vol. 4, No. 2, 2020          19 

 

(English of Malaysian School Students) corpus has revealed that the words  to, in, of, for, at, on, into and 

with were among the top 25 most frequent words used in the students’ written and oral data (Samad, Hassan, 

Mukundan, Kamarudin, Rahman, Rashid & Vethamani, 2002). A few studies related to prepositions have 

been conducted using the EMAS Corpus. Roslim (2004a,b) conducted a study on the use of prepositions of 

place, in, on and at using the EMAS corpus and the findings revealed the problems faced by learners in us-

ing these prepositions. 

The abovementioned empirical research have supported the evidence of how corpora and corpus studies 

can benefit English language teaching as found in Hunston’s (2002) similar viewpoints with Kennedy (1998, 

p. 288): 

Such analysis can be used not only for syllabus design and the sequencing 

of pedagogical materials, (but they) can also be used for the consciousness-

raising of classroom teachers about the dimensions of the learners’ task and 

for prioritizing the emphasis given to various learning goals in the class-

room…the quantitative evidence on the distribution of the component parts 

of the language becomes a yardstick against which to evaluate subjective 

judgements about the goals and content of instruction. 

 

In summary, the literature has shown a variety of corpus research utilizing different types of corpora such 

as general, pedagogic and learner corpora. With reference to English prepositions, most studies are con-

cerned with identifying prepositions in terms of frequency and collocational information as well as problems 

faced by learners in using prepositions in both speaking and writing. However, to date, none of the studies 

we reviewed has provided any comprehensive framework to use corpora and corpus-based studies to devel-

op teaching and learning materials. 

 

The Study 

 

It is the concern of this study to focus on prepositions as it is important to master the use of prepositions 

as they are “grammatical words or function words that mainly contribute to the grammatical structure of the 

sentence” (Thornbury, 2002, p. 14). Having difficulties in using the English prepositions will hinder one to 

be clearly understood by others in both speaking and writing. For instance, in the ESL/EFL situations, such 

difficulties will become an obstacle for the learners to be able to communicate effectively. 

Despite the importance of prepositions on communication, studies as those found in Darus and Subrama-

niam (2009), Jalaluddin, Awal and Bakar (2008), Mohameda, Goh and Eliza (2004), Roslim (2004a, 2004b), 
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and Talif and Vethamani (1989) have shown that Malaysian students have problems in the use of preposi-

tions.  The problems continue even after their school years. This is shown in studies by Ahour and Mukun-

dan (2012), Hong, Rahim, Hua and Salehuddin (2011), Yunus and Awab (2011), Ting, Mahadhir and Chang 

(2010), Sudhakaran (2008) and Darus, Maasum, Stapa, Omar and Aziz (2007) on the problems Malaysian 

students face in using prepositions correctly at university levels. It is emphasized by Noordin and Samad 

(2005) that “Malaysians will need to be proficient in English as a medium for communicating with people 

from around the globe” (p. 1). Since “communication is an integral part of society, the mechanics of lan-

guage has to be understood in terms of how it facilitates communication. This includes the knowledge of 

grammar as without it, communication will fail as a structure will be lacking” (Manaf, 2008, p. 1). “Atten-

tion to grammar has a long, if somewhat controversial, history in second language (L2) teaching” (Loewen, 

2004, p. 1). However, the status of grammar “has been assumed to be a pre-requisite of true proficiency” and 

“has been even treated as an obstacle to successful language learning" (Hoey, 2009, p. 143).  

This study is carried out based on the premise that corpus linguistics has become quite influential in Eng-

lish language teaching in recent years (Juchem-Grundmann, 2010; Furniss, 2013; Ishihara & Paller, 2016), 

however, the actual use of corpora (large, searchable collections of real language, electronic texts) still 

seems to be fairly limited. Besides, little knowledge is known on how to use corpora although the availabil-

ity of corpora has helped teachers to prepare materials With regard to grammatical items, it is essential to 

use a reference grammar. Additionally, corpus-based research that have been conducted provide findings 

that could assist in materials development (Carloni, 2017; Vyatkina, 2020). As such, there is a need to pro-

vide a framework on how a reference corpus, a reference grammar and corpus-based studies can be used as a 

resource to develop materials for classroom use. This study aims to fill the gap between corpora and corpus-

based research and materials development as a way of assisting material developers in understanding poten-

tial uses of corpus linguistics for English language teaching. Based on this aim, the following research ques-

tions were addressed: 

1. What are the prepositions presented in the British National Corpus and how do they compare with 

the descriptions offered by linguists and grammarians? 

2. In what way can the presentation of prepositions in the British National Corpus and Quirk et al. 

(1985) corpus be used to develop corpus-informed materials? 

 

Methodology 

 

This study examined the British National Corpus and the pedagogic corpus through content analysis.  

Krippendorf (2004, p. 3) describes “content analysis entails a systematic reading of a body of texts, images, 

and symbolic matter, not necessary from an author’s or user’s perspective”. 
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Content analysis is described as “a research method applied to written or visual materials for the purpose 

of identified specified characteristics of the material” (Ary, Jacobs & Sorensen, 2010, p. 457). Content anal-

ysis could also be used for analyzing and tabulating the frequency of occurrence of topics, ideas, opinions 

and other aspects of the content of written and spoken communication in a set of language teaching materi-

als. A “frequency” is a type of content indicator. A “frequency” content indicator is one in which the number 

of times one or more content characteristics occur (George, 1959, as cited in Krippendorff & Bock, 2009). 

Even though, originally it refers to frequencies of words per text or surface unit, the concept has extended to 

include quantifying by means of a frequency survey of classifications of  “syntactic, semantic or pragmatic 

categories” (Titscher, Wodak & Vetter, 2000, p. 55). In this study, the materials analyzed are the British Na-

tional Corpus and the Cambridge Learner Corpus. It serves the purpose of content analysis to examine the 

frequency and the predetermined categories of prepositions for corpus-informed materials. 

Content analysis provides a systematic approach. An important requirement of a systematic research is 

that it is carried out in such a way that its results can be verified by other investigators who follow the same 

steps as the original researcher. Content analysis is a replicable research technique (Krippendorf, 2004). 

Since in this study, a coding system will be applied by a human coder which is the first author, at least one 

more coder is needed to provide validation of a coding scheme (Neuendorf, 2002). 

 

Reliability 

 

Reliability is “the degree to which members of a designated community agree on readings, interpretations, 

responses to, or uses of given texts or data” (Krippendorf, 2004, p. 212). Menon (2009) establishes criterion 

for selection of an independent coder as follows: 

1. Individual who has had experience teaching English language for the past 5 years as familiarity with 

grammatical word classes was essential. 

2. Individual who was willing to undergo coding training sessions with the first author. 

In this study, the coder underwent a training session on the coding system and to achieve uniformity, dis-

agreements were discussed until both the first author and coder came to a conclusive agreement. 

 

Corpus size 

 

This study involved the analysis of a corpus of Malaysian English language textbooks of Form One to 

Five secondary levels and this applies to the characteristics of a corpus-based analysis which is described by 

Biber et al. (1998, p. 4) as ‘a principled collection’. One principle to consider is the size of the corpus. Gen-



Norwati Roslim, Muhammad Hakimi Tew Abdullah, Anealka Aziz, Vahid Nimehchisalem, and Azhani Almuddin 

Corpus Research Applications in Second Language Teaching: A Look into Corpus-informed Materials Development 

Copyright © The Author(s). All Rights Reserved 

© 2017 – 2020                    22 

 

erally, “a very large corpus will be richer in information, with more interesting output and more likely to 

represent accurately features of a language” (Tribble & Jones, 1990, p. 15). However, Oostdijk and de Haan 

(1994) conclude that there is no such thing as the best optimum sample size and that the suitability of the 

sample depends on the specific study undertaken. The convenience of computer software has made all kinds 

of analysis possible, and at the same time corpus-based method is only a complementary approach as op-

posed to the more traditional linguistic approach. Bauer and Renouf (2001) maintain that corpus-based stud-

ies will force the linguists to face phenomena that may be overlooked by the traditional methodologies. 

 

Population and Sampling 

 

For the purpose of this study, the population for the English corpus is defined as the Malaysian English 

language textbooks used by the Form One, Two, Three, Four and Five secondary school students. This cor-

pus consisted of 311,214 running words. 

The books used for this corpus-based analysis were: 

1. Khairi Izwan bin Abdullah, Doris Wee and Toe Hwee Bien, (2002). English Form 1. Carina Lee Yu 

Ching (Editor), Pustaka Alhas (M) Sdn Bhd.: Kuala Lumpur. 

2. Rohini Shanta, Uma Kurap and Shalani Lorenz, (2003). English Form 2. Datin June Yogeswaran and 

Choo Kar Yik (Editors). Penerbit Mega Setia Emas Sdn. Bhd.: Petaling Jaya. 

3. Ahmad Salihin bin Mat Saat, Mohd Salleh bin Salehin and Wan Zuraidi bin Wan Zaid, (2003). Eng-

lish Form 3. Ee Ewe Hock (Editor). Sutrapadu (M) Sdn Bhd.: Petaling Jaya. 

4. Tan Phiak Lee and Angelina Ng Kim Leng, (2003). English Form 4. Irene Leow (Editor). Mutiara 

Cemerlang Sdn. Bhd.: Petaling Jaya. 

5. Rani Parasuraman, Carole Chung Mei Choo and Shadhana Popatlal, (2003). English Form 5. Judith 

Ann Arokiasamy and Christine Tan Bee Lian (Editors). Sutrapadu (M) Sdn Bhd.: Petaling Jaya. 

 

Instrumentation 

 

This study utilized WordSmith Tools 4.0.  WordSmith Tools are integrated programmes that look at how 

words behave in a text. Oxford University Press uses the tools for the lexicographic work in preparing dic-

tionaries. These tools are also useful for language teachers, students and researchers in investigating lan-

guage patterns.  

The reliability and capability of WordSmith Tools were reviewed by Biber and Reppen (2001) in which 

they compared WordSmith to MonoConc Pro and found that WordSmith was more capable in corpus-based 

research. The capability of this software has also been verified by Mukundan (2004) in the exploration for 
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suitable software to analyze prescribed textbooks compared with other seven concordance software pro-

gramme (Concordance 3.0. HAMLET for Windows, TextQuest 1.37, HyperResearch 2.0.3, EZText 3.06c, 

MicroConcord (DOS), MonoConc Pro 2.0 and WordSmith Tools. There are three analysis tools available in 

the software, that of, WordList, Concord and Keyword. 

 

Data Collection Procedures 

 

It is fundamental to acknowledge that the data used in this study was taken from a pedagogic corpus com-

piled by Mukundan and Anealka (2007). Each page of the textbooks was photocopied and scanned and con-

verted into a Tagged Image File (TIF) Format. This was then saved and put through the Optical Character 

Recognition (OCR) software which converted all TIF files into text files (.txt). The text files were then 

checked for errors before saving and renaming them according to the respective units of the textbook. These 

text files were analyzed in this study using WordSmith Tools 4.0 software programme created by Scott 

(2004).  

This corpus consisted of five Malaysian secondary school English language textbooks and comprises 

311,214 running words. This textbook corpus has been used in many significant corpus-based studies in Ma-

laysia (Mukundan & Leong, 2012; Philip, Mukundan & Nimehchisalem, 2012; Khojasteh & Kafipour, 

2012; Mukundan & Khojasteh, 2011; Mukundan & Roslim, 2009; Mukundan & Anealka, 2007, 2009). 

These studies provide illuminating findings on vocabulary loading and distributions and grammatical struc-

tures presented in the textbooks. However, it should also be noted that the study on the grammar parts of this 

textbook corpus was first attempted by Mukundan and Roslim (2009). 

A reference corpus used in this study was The British National Corpus (BNC). The BNC is a 100 million 

word collection of samples of written and spoken language from a wide range of sources. It is designed to 

represent a wide cross-section of British English from the later part of the 20th century. The written part of 

the BNC (90%) includes extracts from regional  and national newspapers, specialist periodicals and journals 

for all ages and interests, academic books and popular fiction, published and unpublished letters and memo-

randa, school and university essays, among many other kinds of text. The spoken part (10%) consists of or-

thographic transcriptions of unscripted informal conversations (recorded by volunteers selected from differ-

ent age, region and social classes in a demographically balanced way) and spoken language collected in 

different contexts, ranging from formal business or government meetings to radio shows and phone-ins 

(http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/). In this study the list of prepositions outlined in the Companion Website for 

word frequencies in written and spoken English which is based on the British National Corpus (Leech, Ray-

son & Wilson, 2001) was used as a point of reference to identify the list of prepositions.  
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According to Leech (2017), a reference corpus is used by scholars and researchers, lexicographers and 

grammarians. Besides, language materials developers will want to use the reference corpus as an aid to de-

velop teaching materials of various kinds. 

The reference grammar used in this study was A Comprehensive Grammar of the English Language 

(Quirk et al., 1985). This study follows the possible meanings of prepositions describes in Quirk et al. 

(1985) which have become the most used reference for grammar studies. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

The analysis of data for research question 1 involved the retrieval of prepositions from the British Nation-

al Corpus frequency list of prepositions and the common simple and complex prepositions appeared in 

Quirk et al. (1985) as well as studies on prepositions in Talif and Vethamani (1989), Arshad et al. (2002), 

Mohameda et al. (2004), Roslim (2004a, 2004b), Darus et al. (2007), Sudhakaran (2008), Darus and Subra-

maniam (2009), Jalaluddin et al.  (2008), Ting et al. (2010), Hong et al. (2011), Yunus and Awab (2011), 

and Ahour and Mukundan (2012). The list of prepositions from the BNC and Quirk et al. (1985) were then 

compared in terms of the ranking order (BNC) and prepositional meanings (Quirk et al., 1985). Each word 

examined was tagged and coded as preposition. In order to enable the researcher to study prepositions in 

context and come up with a reliable list of all the prepositions understudied, this was done manually and in-

tuitively with the aid of an independent coder. This procedure of employing an independent rater or coder is 

to ensure that forgery is avoided during the analysis. This procedure has also been used in other corpus-

based studies by Mukundan et al. (2012), Philips et al. (2012), Khojasteh and Kafipour, (2012), Mukundan 

and Khojasteh (2011), Mukundan and Roslim (2009), Menon (2009), Akbari (2009), and Manaf (2008). 

In order to address the second research question, selection of prepositions were taken from the British Na-

tional Corpus and Quirk et al. (1985). A qualitative page-by-page content analysis of textbook materials was 

then applied to analyse the ways in which the presentation of prepositions can be used to develop corpus-

informed materials. The presentation of prepositions and the various types of exercises in the textbooks 

would provide a platform in which corpus-based research could lead to corpus-informed materials and even-

tually, the development of a framework for corpus-informed materials.   

 

Findings 

 

We report our findings following the order of the research questions. 

1. What are the prepositions presented in the British National Corpus and how do they compare with 

the descriptions offered by linguists and grammarians? 
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This study outlined the prepositions presented in the British National Corpus and compared with the de-

scriptions of prepositions in Quirk et al. (1985). The prepositions in the British National Corpus were com-

pared to Quirk et al. (1985) prepositional meanings: place, time, the cause/purpose spectrum, the 

means/agentive spectrum, accompaniment, support and opposition and other prepositional meanings. 

 

Table 1 Prepositions in the BNC and their prepositional meanings in Quirk et al. (1985) 

List of 

prepositions  

List of frequency 

order in the BNC 

Prepositional meanings in grammar descriptions (Quirk et al., 1985) 

 

  Pl

ace 

T

ime 

Caus

e/ 

Pur-

pose 

Mean

s/ 

Agen-

tive 

Accompani-

ment 

Sup-

port and 

opposition 

Ot

hers 

in 2 √ √      

on 6 √ √ √ √   √ 

near 42 √       

under 19 √       

behind 

in front 

of 

33 

62 

 

√ 

      

by 7 √ √  √    

at 8 √ √ √ √    

between 15 √ √      

before 24  √      

after 14  √      

since 34  √      

during 23  √      

until 38  √      

within 22 √ √      

to 3 √ √ √     

from 9 √ √ √     

across 31 √       

towards 26 √       

out of 20 √      √ 

away 

from 

46 √       

of 1       √ 

for 4  √ √   √ √ 

among 30 √ √      

between 15 √       

 

Table 1 shows prepositions outlined in the BNC in terms of their frequency order. Preposition in was 

ranked 2nd in the BNC, on, the 6th rank, near, the 42nd, under, the 19th, behind, the 33rd,in front of, the 62nd, 
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by, the 7th, at, the 8th, before, 24th, after, the 14th, to, the 3rd, and from, the 9th. Between, was ranked 15th and 

of, was ranked 1st in the BNC. Prepositions since (34th), during (23rd), until (38th), within (22nd), across 

(31st), towards (26th), for (4th) and among (30th). Out of was on the 20thrank and away from, 46th rank of the 

BNC. Prepositions rank order in the BNC indicates the degree of importance in terms of which prepositions 

need to be introduced to learners.  

Table 1 also shows clearly, prepositions have several different functions and different prepositions can 

have very similar uses. This further contributes to the difficulties in learning to use prepositions correctly 

among Malaysian learners apart from other anticipated problems. In studies on prepositions in Malaysian 

learners’ writing, Talif and Vethamani (1989) had categorized the errors into three: wrong choice of preposi-

tions, omission of prepositions and redundant use of prepositions. This also appeared in other studies by 

Ahour and Mukundan (2012), Hong et al. (2011), Yunus and Awab (2011), Ting et al. (2010), Darus and 

Subramaniam (2009), Jalaluddin et al. (2008), Sudhakaran (2008), Mohamed et al. (2004), Roslim (2004a,b) 

and Yong (2001).  These categorizations were described in both Wong’s (1983) simplification features and 

Oxford’s (1990) compensation strategies. These problems also appeared in other grammar studies such as 

modals (Manaf, 2008) and phrasal verbs (Akbari, 2009). The spatial and temporal meanings of in, on and at 

are among the several groups of prepositions that are frequently confused by learners (Celce-Murcia & 

Larsen-Freeman, 1999). There appear to be instances where these different prepositions can have very simi-

lar uses such as in the morning, on Monday morning or at night (Swan, 2001).  

2.  In what way the presentation of prepositions in the British National Corpus and Quirk et al. (1985) can 

be used to develop corpus-informed materials? 

In terms of the descriptions of prepositions, preposition of place is the chief prepositional meaning as in 

Quirk et al. (1985) and Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999). Hence, this should be given priorities be-

fore other prepositional meaning of prepositions.  

 

Table 2 Presentation of prepositions in the grammar teaching sections in the textbook corpus 

Preposi-

tions 

Form 1 

(18 Chapters) 

Form 2 

(15 Chap-

ters) 

Form 3 

(15 Chap-

ters) 

Form 4 

(14 Chap-

ters) 

Form 5 

(15 Chap-

ters) 

Preposition 

of place 

Chapter 2  Chapter 10   

Preposition 

of time 

Chapter 5 Chapter 8 Chapter 10 Chapter 11  

Preposition 

of direction 

Chapter 10 Chapter 8 Chapter 11 Chapter 10 Chapter 13 

Preposition  Chapter 10 Chapter 13   
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of quantity 

Preposition 

of purpose 

   Chapter 10  

Preposition 

of association 

   Chapter 11  

Total 3 3 4 4 1 

 

Table 2 shows the distribution of the teaching of prepositions with regard to their prepositional meanings 

or functions in the Forms 1-5 textbooks. The analysis showed there were three chapters on the teaching of 

prepositions in the Form 1 textbook, three chapters in the Form 2 textbook, four chapters in the Form 3 text-

book, four chapters in the Form 4 textbook and one chapter in the Form 5 textbook. The most central prepo-

sitional meanings, that is place, was presented twice throughout Forms 1-5, which is in Chapter 2 for Form 1 

and Chapter 10 for Form 3. Prepositions of time appeared throughout in the Forms 1-4 textbooks; Chapter 5 

(Form 1), Chapter 8 (Form 2), Chapter 10 (Form 3) and Chapter 11 (Form 4). However, prepositions of di-

rections appeared in all the textbooks: Chapter 10 (Form 1), Chapter 8 (Form 2), Chapter 11 (Form 3), 

Chapter 10 (Form 4) and Chapter 13 (Form 5). Preposition of quantity appeared in two chapters: Chapter 10 

(Form 2) and Chapter 13 (Form 3). Prepositions of purpose appeared in Chapter 10 and prepositions of asso-

ciation appeared in Chapter 11 in the Form 4 textbook. 

The findings in Table 2 has shown that the textbook materials have not fully given priorities to the teach-

ing of preposition of place as the chief prepositional meaning. Priorities were mainly given to prepositions 

of time and directions. As a result, it was found in studies on prepositions of place in the EMAS (The Eng-

lish of Malaysian School Students) corpus that Malaysian learners in Year 5 (primary school), Form 1 (sec-

ondary school) and Form 4 (secondary school) had problems in using prepositions of place in, on and at cor-

rectly. The problems occurred among students in primary schools as well as secondary schools (Roslim, 

2004a,b).  The problems with prepositions of place also appeared in samples of errors in a study conducted 

by Darus and Subramaniam (2009) as shown in the following example, ‘So many dirty plates and glasses 

can be seen everywhere at (Preposition) the school canteen’ in which the correct preposition is ‘around’ ra-

ther than ‘at’. 

In the present study, prepositions of place were not presented in all the textbooks, instead prepositions of 

directions and prepositions of time have taken the central roles. Hence, this could contribute to the problems 

in using prepositions of place correctly among Malaysian learners in which material developers should be 

aware of. 

The frequency order of prepositions also play an important role in terms of which prepositions need to be 

introduced accordingly.  
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The prepositions which were introduced explicitly to the Form 1 students in the Form 1 textbook were on, 

near, in, under, in front of, next to/by, behind and between. They were introduced in a grammar section 

called ‘Language Focus’ and the subheading of ‘Talking about position’ presented the semantic functions of 

these prepositions. Pictures and examples of sentences were used to present these prepositions on page 18.  

 

Figure 1 Presentation of on, near, in, under, in front of, next to/by, behind and between in the Form 1 

textbook 

Figure 1 shows the use of the subheading ‘Talking about position’ in presenting the functions of the 

words that tell about position. Pictures were used to illustrate these words, on, near, in, under, in front of, 

next to/by, behind and between which were used as prepositions.  

 

 

Figure 2 Presentation of at, in front of, by and between in the Form 3 textbook 

Figure 2 shows prepositions at, in front of, by and between were presented in a grammar section of Chap-

ter 10 called “Grammar Web” and the subheading of “Prepositions of place” in the Form 3 textbook. They 

were presented in a form of a news report with a picture of a reporter on page 136. The explanations of these 

prepositions were given in the “Take Note” with other examples of prepositions of place which were given 

unequal treatment. 
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Table 3 Presentation of prepositions in the textbook corpus, the BNC and suggested corpus-

informed prepositions 
Textbook corpus British National Corpus (BNC) Suggested Corpus-informed 

Prepositions for Material Devel-

opers 

on 

near 

in 

under 

in front of 

by 

behind  

between 

at 

6 

42 

2 

19 

62 

7 

33 

15 

8 

in 

on 

by 

at 

between 

under 

behind 

near 

in front of 

 

The presentation order of prepositions in the textbook corpus does not follow the order of frequently used 

prepositions in the BNC. Hence, there is a need for material developers to refer to a reference corpus to as-

sist them in selecting and sequencing prepositions.  

Hence, having analyzed the textbook materials, it is important for material developers to consider which 

prepositional meanings to be taught first based on the BNC and descriptions of linguists and grammarians in 

reference grammar. 

The findings from this study supports the evidence in terms of the complexity of prepositions which were 

described by many scholars such as Baldwin et al. (2009), Kosur (2008), Hoffman (2004), Huddleston and 

Pullum (2002), Tan (2002), Hunston (2002), Swan (2001), Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999), Biber 

et al. (1999), Lindstromberg (1998), Hughes (1992), Kaplan (1989) and ESL researchers namely Mukundan 

and Roslim (2009), Darus and Subramaniam (2009), Sudhakaran (2008), and Rosli and Edwin (1989) to 

name a few. The regularities and irregularities with regard to prepositions found in the KBSM syllabus as 

well as textbooks provide evidence leading to problems in understanding prepositions among ESL learners 

in Malaysia. In addition to this, this finding also supports criticisms on textbooks in other Malaysian Sec-

ondary School textbook studies such as Mukundan and Roslim (2009, 2011), Mukundan and Khojasteh 

(2011), Mukundan and Anealka (2009, 2007) and Menon (2009).  

Based on the findings from Research Questions 1 and 2, a framework is designed to develop corpus-

informed materials for teaching material developers. This is shown in the following figure: 
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Figure 3 A Framework for Corpus-Informed Materials Development 

 

Discussions  

 

The findings from this study are very significant for material developers in the Malaysian ESL context. 

Material developers should reconsider the selection and the sequence of prepositions in the teaching materi-

als. A list of preposition based on the frequency order of prepositions outlined in the British National Corpus 

(BNC) is encouraged to be referred to throughout the development of teaching materials. Frequency of oc-

currence is one of the factors that needs to be considered when one wants to decide on the inclusion of 

grammar items or vocabulary items in developing teaching materials even though it is not the only criterion. 

The frequency data from corpora can indicate whether a particular feature is likely to be worth learning and 

thus makes it relevant to material designers. This view is emphasized by linguists such as Evison (2010), 

Biber and Reppen (2002), Tognini-Bonelli (2001) and Aston (2001) to name a few. 

The BNC is the most suitable reference point because it is an established corpus cited by many scholarly 

researchers in their corpus-based studies. In this study the list of prepositions provided in the BNC is very 

informative to aid the analysis of prepositions. However, comparisons can be made with other corpora 

namely the Brown and Lancaster-Oslo/Bergen (LOB) corpora used in studies by Mindt and Weber (1989, as 

A Framework for Corpus-Informed Materials Development 

 

Design 

 

- Identify frequency 

list  

 

- Identify grammar de-
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cited in Kennedy, 1998).  Mindt and Weber listed the 14 most frequent prepositions which accounted for 

about 90% of prepositional use. They were of, in, to, for, with, on, at, by, from, into, about, through, over 

and between. Hence, in spite of the BNC as the reference corpus was the most suitable for this study, find-

ings from other corpora studies could be an aid to support the evidence. 

Based on the findings, material developers could develop teaching based on frequently occurring preposi-

tions as presented in the reference corpus, the BNC. The selection of prepositions would be more appropri-

ate if it is selected based on the frequency of use in line with what one might reasonably expect from corpus 

data of spoken and written English. Even though Tsui (2004) does highlight the need to consider the infre-

quent ones as a basis for selecting and sequencing items, this could be practiced in enrichment activities.  

Therefore, the findings from the present study could contribute information to material developers in making 

language learning more successful.  

Based on the premise that corpus-based research could inform material and textbook writers on linguistic 

contents, there is a need to evaluate the selection and sequence of prepositions through findings of corpus-

based research as there are more than 100 single and multi-word (complex) English prepositions. Material 

writers could create a material or a textbook mapping on the list of prepositions to be taught to students. This 

idea of creating a material and textbook mapping if taken seriously could tackle criticisms on textbooks 

posed by many such as Mukundan and Roslim (2011), Mukundan and Khojasteh (2011), Mukundan and 

Anealka (2007, 2009), and Menon (2009) who have claimed that textbooks are prepared based on intuition 

and assumptions rather than on corpus-based research.  

It has been noted in the literature that linguists and grammarians such as Baldwin, Kordini and Villavien-

cio (2009), Kosur (2008), Hoffman (2004), Huddleston and Pullum (2002), Tan (2002), Hunston (2002), 

Swan (2001), Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999), Biber et al. (1999), Lindstromberg (1998), Hughes 

(1992) and Kaplan (1989) do offer descriptions of prepositions, However, Quirk et al. (1985) was used in 

this study because it is the most established reference as the basis for grammar descriptions and has been 

used in numerous studies. In the Malaysian context too, studies on vocabulary and grammar items such as 

those by Mukundan and Khojasteh (2011), Mukundan and Roslim (2009), Menon (2009), Manaf (2008) and 

Sudhakaran (2008) to name a few have used Quirk et al. (1985) as a point of reference. In fact, it has been 

declared by Manaf (2008) that the Malaysian schools are encouraged to follow descriptions of grammar by 

Quirk et al. (1985). According to Wong (1983), standard British English has been selected in Malaysia as 

the criterion because this is the variety of English which has been instructed in the country ever since the 

language was first introduced into Malaysia. 

It is essential to restate that the present study has added to the literature that reference corpus, reference 

grammar and corpus-based research could be used systematically as a guide to develop corpus-informed ma-
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terials. This study is important as it has prepared the platform for other studies to be carried out in the hope 

of improving the teaching and learning English as a second language in the Malaysian context.  With the 

framework developed from this study, it is hoped that it could provide clearer insights for material and text-

book writers to develop corpus-informed materials.   
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