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Abstract

Background: Prepositions pose major problems when translated from English into Arabic.
The accurate mappings between English-Arabic prepositions are sometimes very difficult to
determine by Arab learners.

Aims: This study is designed to identify the difficulties of translating the English
prepositions at, in and on, which Saudi EFL students may face when translating them into
Arabic. The purpose was to determine which type of the two sexes (males or females) can
translate these three prepositions better.

Methods: Fifty (50) Saudi EFL students (25 males, 25 females) were asked to translate
twenty (20) sentences and phrases on English prepositions at, in, and on into Arabic.

Conclusions: Findings revealed that Saudi EFL students face problems related to use and
usage when transferring simple prepositions from English into Arabic. Significant differences
related to the performances of both males and females where females scored higher marks
than those scored by the males. These findings suggest that acquired skills and abilities
involved in translation appear to be more strongly activated in the English-Arabic tasks in
women as compared to men.

Keywords: Translation, Arabic, EFL students, prepositions, gender, Applied Linguistics,
Approach
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1. Introduction Chapter
1.1 Introduction

Few studies have explored differences in using English prepositions out of their English
contexts (Al-Adam, 2011; Charlop, et al., 2012; Ali Abu Humeid, 2013). Most studies have
used samples with both genders, samples mainly consisting of men, or samples with fewer
females (Guan, 2011; Kulj, et al., 2011; Chung-ling, 2012). Using of prepositions,
linguistically speaking, has always been a part of human communication as it helps promote
self-presentation. Although speakers of both sexes are equally prone to commit mistakes in
matters concerning translating prepositions, their performance may be different based on how
and why this or that preposition is used the way it is used.

Looked at it from a lexical viewpoint, translating prepositions from English into Arabic is one
of the most difficult tasks for Saudi English as foreign language (EFL) students. When fully
investigating this grammatical phenomenon, it is found that the main problem remains not
only in recognizing the equivalent preposition, but also in understanding its use and usage in
Arabic. Linguistically speaking, there are some differences in the points of views linguists
look at prepositions. In the dictionary, a preposition is defined as "a word that is used before a
noun, pronoun, or gerund to show that word's connection with another word, such as 'of' in 'a
house made of wood', and 'by' in 'We open it by breaking the lock' ". (Longman, 1995)
According to Wishon & Burks (1980), Prepositions are "always followed by nouns or
pronouns". They are, Wishon & Burks add, "connective words that show the relationship
between the nouns following them and one of the basic sentences elements: subject, verb,
object, or complement.” (Wishon & Burks, 1980: p.285)

In the definition of Webster's new English dictionary (1976), a preposition is "a word or
expression that combines with a noun or pronoun to form a phrase." (Webster's new English
dictionary, 1976: p.395) A preposition is a part of speech that introduces a prepositional
phrase. For example, in the sentence "Sadeq is reading French fiction in the room", the word
in here is, grammatically speaking, a preposition, introducing the prepositional phrase "in the
room". Studies show that in English, the most used prepositions are of, to, in, for, with, and
on. Compared with English, the most frequent preposition in Arabic is fi (in) (Iatcu, 2011). In
that sense, it can be said that prepositions function as "linkers" not only between parts of the
sentence but also between all information that are mentioned in the sentence. They are not
restricted to meaning expressed by nouns; rather, they extend to include those expressed by
adjectives and adverbs (e.g., Wh- questions: who, why, how, when, where, etc.).Linguistically,
a preposition is a grammatical phenomenon whose characteristics could involve syntactic,
semantic and applied linguistic variance from different standards. Several evidences support
the hypothesis of structural and functional culture reorganization in the speakers, with a
different impact for male-to-female and female-to-male subjects. Linda White investigated
this linguistic issue. According to her, "there are important linguistic considerations,
complicated by historical and political developments." (White, 2012: p.2) Few studies have
explored differences in using English prepositions. Hansard (2012), for example, divided
them into two kinds based on their uses in the sentences. According to her, prepositions can
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be used for both "location and prepositions of direction. The two kinds may be either positive
or negative. Prepositions of location appear with verbs, describing states or conditions,
especially be; prepositions of direction appear with verbs of motion." (Hasard, 2012: p. 1)

As a matter of fact, a preposition has always been a part of human communication as it helps
to promote self-presentation. Although both men and women are equally prone to commit
mistakes when translating them, these mistakes may vary from one type of gender to another.
It is for this reason that some researchers attempted to define the preposition to know to what
extent it can help understanding human communication. In 2003, Brown concluded that a
preposition is a "connector". According to him, "its function is to connect a noun or pronoun
(called the object of the preposition) to another word in a sentence. It also shows how that
noun or pronoun (its object) is related to the other word. Consequently, a preposition can
never stand alone: it must always be within a phrase (a group of words) called a prepositional
phrase. Most often, prepositions show relationships of direction, location, and time, but they
can also express other relationships as well (for example, the prepositions, but, except,
without, etc. show a relationship of exclusion)". (Brown, 2003: Introduction)

Prepositional effects are strong in our daily life, especially when we translate the preposition
and/ or the prepositional phrase from a target language into a source language (mother
tongue). Functional reorganization of neural and biological activity and facial expressions
may contribute to limit our misunderstanding, and possible differences in this process may
have important grammatical and syntactic implications. To that end, Bennet (1975) examined
the features that are often required of prepositions. Some of these requirements are as
follows:

"1- A Preposition combines syntactically with exactly one complement phrase, most often a
noun phrase. In English, this is generally a noun called the object of the preposition, together
with its attendant modifiers.

2- A preposition establishes the grammatical relationship that links its complement phrase to
another word or phrase in the context. In English, it also establishes a semantic relationship,
which may be spatial (in, on, under, etc), temporal (after, during, etc.), or logical (via ...) in
nature.

3- A preposition determines certain grammatical properties of its complement (e.g. its case).
In English, the objects of prepositions are always in the objective case.

4- Prepositions are non-inflecting (or "invariant"); i.e., they do not have paradigms of forms
(for different tenses, cases, genders, etc.) in the same way as verbs, adjectives, and nouns in
the same language. There are exceptions, though, for example in Celtic languages (see
Inflected preposition)". (Bennet, 1975: p. 3-4)

Some researchers investigated differences in using electronic translation machines to translate
contexts from a source language into a target language and vice versa. Most of these
researchers have utilized samples with both genders, samples mainly consisting of men, or
samples with six or fewer females. According to Abdulhay (2012), two electronic dictionaries
could be recommended for an accurate and correct translation. Mainly, these machines are:
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Sakhr and Systran. What distinguishes these electronic translators from natural translators is,
according to the researcher, their ability to avoid committing mistakes that are frequently
made by human being. One of the reasons why the translation of these two translating
machines is that their translation goes through some steps what the researcher called "
translating process" These include: Decoding the meaning of the source text and re-encoding
this meaning in the target language and the transferred meaning along with the semantics is
the most significant point of focus. Some researchers looked at the issue from another angle.
They believe that the reason why human being, notably EFL students makes mistakes is not
because of their inability to translate the prepositions themselves, but to understand the
various uses of these prepositions. Alexander (1988) for example listed some four
relationships expressed by prepositions. These are:

"Space: We ran across the field,

Time: The plane landed at 4 25 precisely,

Cause: Travel is cheap for us because of the strength of the dollar, and

Means: You unlock the door by turning the key to the right."
(Alexander, 1988: p. 144)

Recently, there has been growing interest in understanding the prepositions to decode
information from high-dimensional data. Some studies employed a support machine-based
approach to identify the complex patterns of prepositional differences. Chodorow, et al.,
(2012) conducted many studies on such phenomenon using similar approaches. The
researchers concluded to recommend the following means (methods) to be used by new
researchers in the field in the future. According to Chodorow and his colleagues,
understanding this linguistic phenomenon requires using more training data, combining
classifiers, and using semantic information. Similar to this study, Maalej (2010) diagnosed
the phenomenon and suggested some solutions. According to Maalej, the difficulties come
from the different nature of Arabic and English. Secondly, teachers are not drilling
prepositions properly. Moreover, an Arabic preposition is equivalent to more than one
English preposition. In addition, interference from the native language is another difficulty
because of its relationship with the problem of literal translation into English. Having the
phenomenon diagnosed, the researchers suggested the following as crucial solutions which he
called "remedial level": Prepositions should be introduced gradually based on the targeted
level of learners. Furthermore, Arab EFL students need to be taught prepositions with their
collocations.

Some researchers attempted to understand the phenomenon by investigating one preposition
in a dialect and then comparing its use and usage to the standard language spoken in the
country. Again, the aim was to fully understand the differences between the two uses.
Mohammed, et al., (2012) are some of those researchers who examined such problems of
translation in the one language. They discussed the use of the Arabic preposition fi in the
Taizzi dialect and compared it to the Arabic dialect spoken in Saudi Arabia. According to the
researchers, speakers of the Taizzi dialect developed the use of fi and extended its semantic
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role to cover cognitive domains that are, sociolinguistically speaking, different from its use in
Arabic dialect of Saudi Arabia or other dialects of Arabic in the region. However, what
proves to be true about the use of f7 in the Taizzi dialect needs not necessarily to be so about
other dialects of Arabic. This reflects the cultural variance of prepositional usage in the Taizzi
dialect in particular and other dialects of Arabic in general. The paper demonstrated that
though speakers of the Taizzi dialect use f7 in cognitive domains, they distinguish it from its
use in the Arabic dialect of Saudi Arabia. Moreover, Taizzi speakers still cognitively
characterize the relation holding between the trajector and the landmark as a containment
relation.

Ouhalla (2011) discussed two relatively novel properties of possessive noun phrases in
Arabic and explored their implications for existing analyses. While inalienable noun phrases
derive from a structure where the inalienable possessum is the head noun and the possessor is
its argument, alienable noun phrases derive from a structure along the lines outlined in Den
Dikken (2006), where the possessum is the subject and the possessor is a predicate
complement, and the relationship between the two is necessarily mediated by a relational
category that corresponds to the genitive preposition in the analytic pattern. A version of this
analysis is adopted in this case that accounts for additional known properties of analytic and
synthetic noun phrases, including their processing figurative interface properties.

Processing figurative language, such as prepositions, is unique in that it requires one to make
associations between words and message that are contextually appropriate. At the syntactic
level, processing prepositional phrases has been linked to the situation wherein effective
communications are being held. This functional viewpoint inspired some linguists and
grammarians like As-Safi who in 2012 examined responses associated with processing
prepositions compared to literal sentences. He used a new strategy which, according to him,
helps him in the process of rendition of English preposition into Arabic. By employing the
above strategy, As-Safi adds, "English prepositions are lexicalized instead of being replaced
literally by Arabic equivalent prepositions." (As-Safi, 2012: p.3)

The strategy is hoped to reproduce a vivid, creative and dynamically communicative
translation. In the following examples, some Arabic lexical items are bracketed to indicate
optionality; otherwise lexicalization is obligatory. Another strategy was designed by Alayesh
(2012) who investigated the effect of understanding Arabic prepositions on the use of English
prepositions. He collected data from non-department students in the faculty of education who
have been tested before and after explaining the different meanings of Arabic prepositions to
them. The analysis of data revealed that understanding the different meanings of Arabic
prepositions can eliminate the misuse of many English prepositions.

1.2 Aims of the Study

Prepositions are small words in both English and Arabic. Nevertheless, large numbers of
Saudi EFL students, namely university students have a lot of problems concerning how and
when one can translate these prepositions correctly due to that some prepositions in English
have equivalents in Arabic and others do not have this feature. The current paper aims to
explore the difficulties Saudi EFL students face during the process of translating the English
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prepositions at, in and on into Arabic. It also aims at identifying which gender type is better
in translating these prepositions in particular. More specifically, it attempts to find answers
for the following two major questions:

1. How do Saudi EFL students translate time prepositions at, in and on into Arabic? Is there
any similarity/ dissimilarity between these English prepositions and their counterparts in
Arabic? What are the difficulties Saudi EFL students face when they translate these English
prepositions into their mother tongue?

2. How are place prepositions at, in and on translated into Arabic? Compared with the time
prepositions, which kind is more difficult to be translate? Does the local dialect of the
participants in question play a role?

1.3 Limitations of the Study

The present study is limited to the English prepositions at, in and on. The study focused on
investigating the use and usage of these prepositions not as time issues, but as place subjects
according to the significance they occupy in the Arabic context wherein they are translated.

1.4 Methodology

Fifty (50) senior students of both sexes (25 males and 25 females) study at the Department of
English, college of Arts, King Saud University (KSU) were used in this study as samples.
They were given a test (in terms of questionnaire) on translating English time and place
preposition at, in and on administered to them by the researchers. In the test, participants
were asked to translate 20 sentences and phrases (10 sentences and phrases about time
prepositions and 10 sentences and phrases about place prepositions) that contain the target
prepositions (at, in and on). In clearer terms, in each part, the participant was asked to
translate 10 sentences and phrases where prepositions at, in and on are used. Strictly, the
purpose of giving such sentences and phrases was to test Saudi EFL students' ability to
translate these prepositions into Arabic. Having the participants' answers collected and
prepared, they were then qualitatively and statistically analyzed. Statistical Program for
Social Science (SPSS) was used to interpret the results and it was limited to describing
frequencies.

2. Analysis

As mentioned earlier, the test posed in the questionnaire aimed to disclose the different
aspects of the problem and how students commit mistakes due to the confusion of translating
some English prepositions .The test contained twenty sentences and phrases, and students
were supposed to translate these sentences and phrases, namely the prepositions with suitable
Arabic prepositions to give the right meaning of the text. In this regard, the researchers
selected the test items properly taking into consideration both time and place cases.

2.1 Saudi EFL students and translation of English time preposition in, on and at

In light of Saudi EFL students' responses, it is found that these students committed many
errors in translating the target prepositions that have been used for time. Clearly, some of
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these Saudi EFL students were hesitated in writing their answers because of the fact that they
were not sure of the appropriate Arabic preposition that should be used. In addition, there
were some Arabic orthographic errors which have been made by the Saudi EFL students
which makes it worse because any change in any Arabic preposition means different word,
therefore, different use and usage.

The main problem for these students lies in the fact that they are not familiar with the uses
and usages of the prepositions in both languages (English and Arabic). Certainly, prepositions
in Arabic are syntactically different from those in English. The use and usage of a preposition
may be also different in the one language taking into account the semantic and grammatical
factors (time and place uses). Nor must we forget here the sociolinguistic factors whereby
some prepositions are partially or completely deleted in some dialects (Al Yaari et al., 2012).
Taken together, these factors confuse Saudi EFL students, notably those who lack knowledge
of the same factors in the target language. Compare:

1.  I'm adoctor and I work at KSU hospital.

2. He is waiting for you at the gate of the college.

Birds were flying above us.

'Stmahum F1 Wujuhihim', (Their mark [i.e., sign] is on their faces [i.e., foreheads]).

'Marhaba 'Ala al-'Ayn Wal-Ra's', (Great welcome to you).

A

'Ohjumt 'Alayhim', (Attack them).

The above six sentences and phrases are selected from English (First three sentences) and
Arabic (Last three sentences). In the first sentence, the preposition at is used when talking
about the occupation. Notice here that the translation of this preposition in Arabic will
definitely be in. In fact, this understanding of the translation of such English preposition will
be the same as that of the Arabic. In clearer terms, the English speaker will understand that
what is meant by the preposition at here in this sentence is the meaning of the preposition in.
The difference here will be in the written word which is written in Arabic as in, while in
English it is written as at. In the second example, at is used to indicate a specific place. Also,
it can be used to indicate a removable place. The translation of this English preposition will
be, again, the same as the former case of sentence 2. In other words, this preposition will be
orthographically translated in Arabic as in regardless the English equivalent of the Arabic
preposition f7 (in). The third sentence cannot be understood without fully understanding of the
differences in the uses and usages of the English words on, top, tip, peak, over, and above.
Simply, each of the above mentioned words has its own uses and usages that can better be
understood in light of a comparison between the words and other synonyms from the same
language and other languages as well. What makes the problem of translating this sentence
into Arabic worse is that in Arabic they only mean two things, that are the prepositions fawg
(above), and 'ala (on). Regardless the differences between the English prepositions over and
above, the preposition fawg here is the only counterpart of these two prepositions in this
sentence.
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Likewise, in sentences 4-6, the English translation of these sentences is not sufficiently enough
to cover the meanings of the three Arabic sentences. For example, in the first sentence, the
Arabic preposition used is fi while the English translation is on which was supposed to be in to
meet the Arabic text. However, the meaning of the Arabic translated preposition is on in both
English and Arabic, but such issues needs a comprehensive understanding of the meanings of
the Arabic prepositions and their English counterparts along with all related factors linked with
them. The second sentence is another relative issue in Arabic where it is used to indicate a
semantic and pragmatic meaning that lies behind the conventional words. 'Ala al-'Ayn Wal Ras
means on the eye and the head, but what is meant by this idiomatic expression is a great
welcome to valued guests. This reminds us of the phrasal verbs, prepositional phrases,
allocations and collocations, and idioms in English. Using the preposition to after verbs like
able (e.g., She is able to do that.) and adjectives like dangerous (e.g., It is dangerous to your
health.) to mean on in both English and Arabic languages for example is a controversial issue
that pose many questions among specialists from two languages like how and why the oral
translation of the preposition is different from the written word, and what will happen to the
meaning of the sentence if the preposition is changed into on. Omission of some prepositions
from the oral translated text while the fact is that they are exist in the written sentence and/ or
phrase is another problem that faces new translators who tend to translate what they see, not
what they understand. This can be clearly seen in the third sentence where the Arabic
preposition ‘ala is mentioned in the written text, but not in the translated version of English
although it is understood when translating the text. Such issues need to be understood by Saudi
EFL students. The following table illustrates students' answers. Consider:

Table 1. Students' responses to time prepositions at, in, and on

Correct Incorrect No
translation translation | translation
58 The test items of time
No
S S S
RIS R R
= 59 S k| S | e
| I' am going to college at nine 2 1 16 RE )
o'clock
2 The exam will start on Monday 3 5 20 20 |2 -
3 I will finish the work in ten minutes | 3 4 32 9 1 1
4 I learnt to drive in four weeks 18 19 5 6 2 -
5 We will meet you at the week-end. | 4 6 15 14 |8 3
6 | The course ended on July 4, 2010. | 20 20 6 2 |2 -
7 We met 7 times in the last couple of 9 1 16 0 |3 )
days.
g T.hey m?de an appointment with 20 18 5 4 |9 1
him at night.
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9 My father said that he won't be L5 19 2 7 1 i
back at noon.

10 My aunt will visit us in three 19 20 4 3 3 1
months.

Total 119 133 127 86 |27 8

General Mean 11.9 13.3 12.7 8.6 | 2.7 0.8

As can be seen in table 1, the students' performance in translating English time prepositions
was below the average. In fact their answers as senior students were unexpected. The
researchers believe that it may be accounted for because of the fact that what preposition Arab
student can translate well is the Arabic preposition fi where they believe it to be the equivalent
of any English preposition. However, this is true about certain sentences wherein this Arabic
preposition becomes the appropriate preposition as in sentence 6 where 40 students translated it
correctly. Again, this "correctedness"” in the students' answers was not because of their lore of
translating this preposition precisely; rather, it is because of the fact that it is what they (will)
always translate. The same thing applies to other English prepositions where students could not
translate (sentences 1, 2, 3, and 7). In comparison to other sentences, students' performance in
sentences 4, 6, 8 and 10 was the best (nearly full marks). This can be clearly seen when looking
at the students' incorrect answers in other sentences of the test (213). Some questions are left
without answers and this is, researchers say, due to that Saudi EFL students find them difficult;
therefore, they left them until they finish everything where they think they will have enough
time to translate them.

Compared with the males' performance, females' performance was the best. This can be clearly
observed through the general mean of the tests' correct, incorrect and left answers for both
males and females (11.9, 13.3, 12.7, 8.6, 2.7, and 0.8, accordingly). One of the reasonable
reasons why the females' performance is better than that of the males' is that men always are,
socially speaking, doing everything to afford the house financially with all what it needs. In
other words, it is the man duty to tackle all affairs of the house including paying the bills,
expenses of food, drinks, rent, etc.). Unlike men, women are supposed to do nothing except for
that of taking care of the kids at home. This religious excellence gives the woman in the Islamic
countries the time enough to study and achieve what the man cannot do. It is for this reason,
however, that we find in the Islamic world in general and the Arab world in particular that
women's performance in learning better than that of men. In fact, such phenomenon is not
restricted on the Arab women; rather, it expands to include more than one nationality (Dyke, et
al., 2009; Shao & Skarlicki, 2009; Bonomo, 2012).

2.2 Saudi EFL students and translation of English time preposition at, in, and on

Generally, students' performance in place prepositions at, in, and on is not so different from
that of their performance in time prepositions. It is simply because he who does not fully
understand the prepositions' use and usage will normally face some difficulties in the use and
usage of both time and place prepositions. However, the students' performance in the test of
time prepositions will be understood when looking at their performance in the test of place
prepositions as is illustrated in table 2 below. Consider:
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Table 2. Saudi EFL students' performance at place prepositions at, in, and on

Ss. Correct Incorrect No
No translation translation translation
The test items of time
S S S
o) = o) = “ =
S 5 3 | 553
= I, = I, = Y
1 I arrived at the hotel. 17 21 4 3 3 2
He is standing at the door. 13 29 5 2 1 -
3 We were at home all weekend | 12 30 5 1 1 1
4 Three players are on the 14 19 10 4 ) 1
soccer field.
5 There is a new roof on the 19 21 4 3 3 i
house
6 Write it down on a piece of L5 1 ) | ) )
paper.
7 | The boxers are in the ring. 22 23 3 1 1 -
g I read about it in the 19 19 4 4 3 1
newspapers.
9 He .s a doctor.‘ He works at the L5 17 5 6 4 3
national hospital.
10 | I'live in Dhamar. 23 27 - - - -
Total 169 238 |42 25 18 8
General Mean 16.9 238 | 4.2 2.5 1.8 0.8

In comparison to students' performance in table 1 wherein the majority of them scored low
marks as they could not translate most of the sentences correctly, in table 2, the majority of
them translated the sentences correctly. This can be clearly seen in the number of incorrect
sentences where we find that students' mistakes in time prepositions are more than those of
place prepositions. Taking into a consideration the distinctive features of the Arabic
preposition that Saudi EFL students ignore, it is not surprised that they could not translate
sentence 4 properly.

Statistically speaking, the students' performance at translating English place preposition into
Arabic (both males and females) overpasses their performance in translating English time
prepositions into Arabic (General Means= 16.9, 23.8 vs 11.9 and 13.3, respectively). In fact,
even when looking at the performance of those who could not translate very well, one can
easily identify that their performance in time preposition is worse than that of place
prepositions (General Means= 12.7, 8.6 vs 4.2, and 2.5, accordingly). Zero scores refer to the
fact that students could not find an Arabic translation due to the lack of knowledge in Arabic
prepositions and their multiple uses and usages. Significant high versus low scores among
participants X condition effects were observed in students' responses of both sexes, despite
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similar performance on some of the sentences being translated in both time and place tasks. In
most clusters with significant interactions, the low scores demonstrated relatively less, whereas
the high scores demonstrated more.

3. Conclusions

There is not a consensus in global and domain-specific self-esteem or even in the incidence of
some definitions related to prepositions. Linguists worldwide agree upon the fact that there are
slight differences in the performances underlying one's own self-esteem. In this paper, the
researchers investigated these differences in the performances of the Saudi EFL students while
subjects (50 students of both sexes) performed an implicit self-esteem task, using a
questionnaire. While student's high performance was significantly observed in translating
English place prepositions, this ability was not activated in the English time prepositions in the
incongruent condition (self = negative) compared with the congruent condition (self = positive).
Additionally, scores on the explicit self-esteem test were negatively correlated with time
prepositions and positively correlated with place prepositions. Furthermore, the functional
relationships among the students' responses found by direct translation to the given text were
discussed based on the Arabic model of translating the sentences of the test. These showed that,
compared to time prepositions, English place prepositions more firmly store even the
incongruent associations as part of their schematic self-knowledge, and such associations
automatically activate the Arabic lore for linguistic responses and control, in which knowledge
of both languages (source and target languages i.e., Arabic and English) plays a central role.

Findings also showed significant differences in the abilities of the students in translating
English prepositional sentences into Arabic during any experimental phases. However, during
test conditioning, there were significantly greater changes in the performance of the students,
namely in place prepositions compared with time prepositions.

These results indicate performance differences among participants despite similar peripheral
autonomic responses. Such differences can be clearly seen in light of tables 1 and 2. As is seen
in the two tables, the percentages vary from one question to another. Compared with correct
translated sentences, incorrect translated answers registered high percentages in time
prepositions, notably with males (Table 1). For better illustration, one can compare the
outcomes of the two tests (time and place) in light of the following four comparative figures.
Compare:

Figures 1 and 2

Saudi EFL students' performance in translating time prepositions at, in and on: Comparisons
between correct, incorrect and zero translation of both males and females.
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Figure 1

Figures 3 and 4

Figure 2

Saudi EFL students' performance in translating place prepositions at, in and on: Comparisons
between correct, incorrect and zero translation of both males and females.
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Based on the outputs of the four figures, it can be said that Saudi EFL female students are better
than male students in translating the prepositions in, on and at. Generally, Saudi EFL students
sometimes tend to use their own language to express or compensate the preposition they want
to translate from their language or to other language (s). This is why some times they leave the
text without any translation (zero translation). They tend (unconsciously) to leave it until the
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end of the time, thinking that somehow they will know the best translation since they do not
have the right words to be used here. Such phenomenon is due to lack of prepositions' patterns
and structures and the result is what can be seen when these Saudi EFL students express
themselves orally or in writing. Researchers believe that one of the causes is the influence of
mother tongue (L1). Saudi EFL students cannot separate the two grammatical systems of both
Arabic and English. They mixed them together the moment they start to translate. Needless to
repeat here the lack of knowledge of both use and usage of every single preposition in both
source and target languages (Arabic and English) affects the overall performance of the
participants.

Saudi EFL students of both sexes cannot distinguish the English preposition on for example
from its equivalents in the same language info, inside, and at. Actually, they cannot even
differentiate between sentences like "look at my eyes.", and "look in my eyes." They cannot tell
how and why the preposition af is used in the former while the preposition in is used in the
latter or what if we reverse the two prepositions in the sentences. The same thing applies to
sentences like "He came in time.", "He came at time.", and "He came on time." Such
controversial issues need to be fully explained and discussed in details by the Arab
grammarians, instructors, school teachers, university professors and other experts in particular
sectors in the field. Clearly, the misunderstanding of some of these words used in the test
caused Saudi EFL students to commit errors. In spite of the fact that both Arabic and English
prepositions have some distinctive features in common, they differ in both number and usage.
Nor must we forget to mention here that whereas Arabic has over 40 prepositions, English has
less than 30 (al-Anbari, 1995; Bennett, 2008) and this is another problem.

Semantic effects on the prepositions play another pivotal role on both Arabic and English
prepositions. He who understands the semantic characteristics and the colloquial varieties can
understand the differences between Arabic and English prepositions. It is integrated with many
factors including the abstract, phonological, morphological and metaphorical usages. While
some accents allow some degrees of errors, others do not. Such misunderstanding or misusing
of all these factors cause what is known as the "systematicity of errors" be it in the use or usage
of prepositions.

4. Recommendations

Arab universities are recommended to establish new programs that help Saudi EFL students
become creative and professional translators. One of these programs should enhance Saudi
EFL students and strengthen their ability in translation. They are recommended to send their
students, notably senior students study at the colleges of translation abroad to improve the
language he / she studies at home university. It is in this way only that one can create
professional translators who have already practiced the language they study with its native
speakers. Departments of foreign languages are also recommended to provide their students
with all materials that guarantee the best knowledge for these students. They have also to
encourage in their students the sense of research where they can "google" for any information
they need about foreign languages.
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Universities' libraries should provide all foreign languages' literature to their readers and
visitors. Programs including seminars, visiting a western institution (e.g., cultural councils,
embassies, etc.) are also recommended to link Saudi EFL students with the western culture.
Universities should send their students to study in foreign centers that belong to the western
embassies regularly. There must be a continuous follow-up and a comprehensive evaluation for
the students' performance in these centers.

Saudi EFL students, namely senior students are also advised to try all means that may help
improve their translation like translating long sentences, and/ or paragraphs about themselves.
Alternatively, they can translate stories from and to their language. Passages are good
environment for translation because they include hundreds of prepositions. Saudi EFL students
should translate any passage they read and in case they find some difficulties, they can ask their
professors to help them and revise what they have translated. They can also visit Arabic
language departments to meet the professors there and benefit from them, especially when the
problem is relating to Arabic syntax. Saudi EFL students can also watch western channels
including News channels like CNN, BBC, etc. and then translate orthographically what they
have already watched. They are also recommended to listen to the radio cassettes and then
translate what they have ust listened to.

Saudi EFL students can also translate the words with diacritics and then practice the use of
prepositions to improve their translation skill. Furthermore, they can listen to music, notably
songs which are full of prepositions since they have the same effect on non-native speakers as
direct translation does (Kenneth & Wilcox, 1995). EFL students at Saudi Arabia universities
are also advised to read both Arabic and English literature including poems, novels, fictions,
plays, and dramas. More importantly, they have to recite Holy Quran and read also the
prophetic narrations as they are written in the highest standards of grammar. They have to try
their best to parse the sentence they read as this will definitely help them identify how and why
this preposition is translated in this/ that way. They can also make use of cards where they can
see the picture and translate what they have seen in it and check the meaning later in their
dictionaries. Finally, the researchers recommend for further studies in this field using different
methodology and more participants.
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The questionnaire (The test)

Translate the following sentences into Arabic

1) I am going to college at nine o'clock.
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4) We were at home all weekend.
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18) My aunt will visit us in three months.
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