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1. Introduction 

The importance of English in our contemporary world cannot be ignored. English proficiency 

around the world varies, which creates unfair advantages for people and countries with high 

proficiency. English proficiency in Thailand is ranked as low (EF EPI 2017); however, efforts 

are being made to increase Thais’ proficiency. Error analyses and transfer analyses are two tools 

that can be used to understand what specific parts of the learning process are more difficult for 

certain learner groups. Error analyses have previously been conducted on the English language 

production of Thai learners (see Sermsook et al. 2017; Promsupa et al. 2017; 

Watcharapunyawong and Usaha 2013; Jenwitheesuk 2009; Hinnon 2004). However, so far to my 

knowledge, there have been no studies specifically aimed at Thai learners’ difficulties with 

prepositions. Therefore, this paper will analyze Thai learners’ use of prepositions and 

prepositional phrases in English. By finding what kinds of errors Thai students are prone to make 

in prepositional use, a basis for improvements in regard to teaching materials and methods can be 

found.  

 

2. Aim  

This paper aims to analyze prepositional errors of Thai learners of English. The following 

questions will be investigated:  

 

1. To what extent do Thai learners represented in my corpus (see 4.1) make prepositional 

errors of addition (including double prepositions), substitution and omission (see 4.2)? 

2. In what other ways do Thai students misuse prepositions and prepositional phrases? 

 

The questions above provide a base for EA, that is, an analysis between the interlanguage and the 

target language. Lastly, one final question will be investigated by doing an analysis between the 

mother tongue and the interlanguage, which is called transfer analysis (TA) (James 2003):  

 

3. Can any of the errors and misuse of prepositional phrases be identified as errors that are a 

consequence of influence from the learners’ mother tongue?  
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If previous error analyses conducted on Thai learners’ production are considered (see 3.3), errors 

of prepositional use are expected to be found. However, since no previous studies have 

mentioned any specific errors Thai students tend to make, it is difficult to predict which types of 

errors will be found. I also hypothesize that the error rate will be lower for the group with higher 

proficiency.  

 

3. Background 

I will first give an overview of English’s present status in Thailand and then describe error and 

transference analysis. Lastly, previous research is reviewed: both previous error analyses of Thai 

learners’ production and error analyses of other second learner groups’ production in which 

prepositional use has been examined in detail.  

 

3.1 English in Thailand 

English proficiency in Thailand is ranked as low and students struggle in their learning. The 

company Education First (EF) rates English proficiency around the world on a yearly basis. In 

2017, English proficiency in 80 countries was rated in the English Proficiency Index (EPI) (EF 

EPI 2017). Thailand scored 49.78 on the EF EPI of 2017, being ranked 53 out of 80 countries 

included. Amongst Asian countries, Thailand is ranked 15 out of 20. This does not mean that 

English as a subject is neglected in Thailand. Hayes (2014: 73) writes that “English is now 

included in the Basic Education Core Curriculum for Thai schools”. Kosonen (2008: 174) also 

mentions an increase in Thai-English bilingual schools in Thailand, both private and government 

funded. That English is a part of the core basic education, and the rise of bilingual schools, 

should suggest that English proficiency is due to rise. However, on the contrary, Kosonen (2008: 

186) states that although English proficiency in Thailand is seen as prestigious, “its use is limited 

to only the highest elite of the society, and to limited domains, such as tourism, international 

business and some tertiary education”. This signifies that English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 

teaching has yet to gain ground in Thailand. Reasons for Thais’ low English proficiency can be 

found both in the country’s history, but also are reflected in a present-day attitude of national 

pride. 

 Thailand is one of the few countries that has not been colonized by western countries, 

which is one reason Thais’ English proficiency is low (Bennui 2014). With no colonial past, 
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there is no history of English used as a language between colonizers and indigenous people. As 

Bennui (2014: 209) puts it: “an affinity with or aversion towards it by local users in relation to 

colonialism does not exist”. This can be contrasted with other countries in South East Asia, such 

as Malaysia, The Philippines and Burma, which all have a history of colonization from western 

countries and a history where English, or other European languages, have been important for 

communication between colonizers and the indigenous people. This might be one reason why 

Thais’ English proficiency is low.  

Another possible reason for Thais’ low proficiency in English, as described by Hayes 

(2016), is that Thai people have a strong sense of national identity, and that the Thai language is 

an important symbol of their national identity. Hayes’ research shows that many university 

students do see a value in English proficiency especially “as a tool for personal economical 

advantages but that the position of Thai as the language of national identity remains 

unchallenged” (Hayes 2016: 73). Students might therefore not see a value in learning English if 

they do not plan to pursue a career where English is a necessary prerequisite.  

 Even though EFL is a part of basic education in the Thai school system, there are many 

problems implementing it today. Foley (2005: 231) mentions several problems, quoting a 

Chulalongkom University Academic Service Centre from 2000, which include: too much content 

in the curriculums, inadequate preparation by students for their level, and inadequate preparation 

by teachers. Furthermore, teachers are reported to have a heavy workload. Learning materials are 

another problem with “inadequate supply of course texts, self-study texts, reference books and IT 

support in the classroom” (Foley 2005: 232). Insufficient funds is another problem (Foley 2005: 

232). Regarding teaching, problems were found with “too large class sizes, inadequate classroom 

management and lack of integration with other subject areas” (Foley 2005: 232). Regarding 

testing, teachers are said to overuse multiple choice tests, because they lack the time required to 

correct essays. Students do not have enough chances to practice English in real life situations, 

which is also seen as a problem. Further problems include a lack of trained ESL (English as a 

Second Language) teachers and “a diversity in the interpretation of the same curriculum” (Foley 

2005: 232). 

It is evident that English proficiency in Thailand is low because of no colonial history, 

present-day attitudes of a strong national identity, and problems with present-day education. 

However, English is one of the core subjects in the basic education in Thailand, and studying 
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Thai learners’ learning performance might help improve teaching methods and learning 

materials, which in turn can hopefully help increase their proficiency in English. 

 

3.2 Error analysis and transfer analysis 

One way of assessing second-language learning is to study learner-produced spoken and written 

output in different stages of the learning process, referred to as interlanguage, in terms of errors. 

Interlanguage (IL), as defined by James (2003: 69), is the target language (TL) as interpreted by 

learners. If the interlanguage is described and analyzed, it can be compared with the target 

language by teachers or researchers to help improve learning. In error analysis, the focus is on 

tracing L2 learners’ errors instead of focusing on the language patterns they do get right. Corder 

(1967: 166) highlights several advantages of EA: “Errors are significant in three respects: they 

tell the teacher what needs to be taught; they tell the researcher how learning proceeds; and they 

are a means whereby learners test their hypotheses about the L2”. An error analysis is conducted 

every time a student hands in a paper that the teacher corrects. Error analysis is interesting for 

teachers, who can see where learners are most likely to make errors. It is also of interest for 

researchers, who might use error analysis to further develop teaching methods directly aimed at a 

specific learner group. James (2003: 189) mentions the issue of learning material that is 

supposed to be universal and usable for learners of all learner groups. He argues (and quotes 

Granger from 1996) that learning materials should be specifically aimed at certain learner 

groups, because different learners make different errors. To highlight the errors that one learner 

group tends to make is a way to find a basis to create learning material specifically aimed at that 

learner group.  

 In contrast to EA, where the relationship between the interlanguage and the target 

language is examined, a transfer analysis (TA) examines the relationship between the mother 

tongue (MT) and the interlanguage. TA is, as James (1996: 5) describes it, “a subprocedure 

applied in the diagnostic phase of doing EA”. Errors that are an effect of mother tongue 

transference, where learners unsuccessfully translate their first language constructions into the 

target language, are called interlingual errors (James 1996: 223). In contrast to interlingual 

errors, intralingual errors are errors caused by misunderstandings of the TL (James 1996: 230). 

A model by Corder, presented in Brown (2000: 220–1), shows how interlingual errors can be 

found by literally translating the L2 learner’s sentence into the MT to see if the sentence then 
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makes sense. The sentence of the MT is then reconstructed and correctly translated back into the 

TL and then the reconstructed and the original erroneous sentence can be compared. TA can 

exploit interlingual errors, which helps students, teachers, and researchers to understand why a 

student might have tendencies to make certain errors, which in turn can be used to improve the 

learning material and process. Other terms used to describe interlingual errors are mother tongue 

interference or first language interference.  

Zafar (2016: 697) conducted a study where she first identified errors made by Pakistani 

students. She then evaluated the rate of student errors and then spent two months specifically 

teaching the types of grammatical constructions that were difficult for her students. After two 

months she once again evaluated her students’ error rates and could conclude that the error rate 

had dropped. She writes that her method, to specifically focus the teaching on grammatical 

constructions that were difficult for her students has saved “valuable teaching time” (Zafar 2016: 

697). Zafar’s study highlights the value and benefits of error analyses.  

  

3.3 Previous error analyses of Thai learners’ language output in English  

Several error analyses of Thai learners’ English language output in English have previously been 

conducted, and errors involving the use of prepositions have been mentioned in a few of them. 

Hinnon (2004) reviewed several other studies. He concluded that Thai learners made errors for 

many different reasons, such as a lack of knowledge of grammatical rules (Hinnon 2004: 175). 

First language and improper formatting are other reasons mentioned by Hinnon (2004: 166). 

Jenwitheesuk (2009) conducted a study analyzing errors in texts collected with a total of 27,500 

words written by third-year students of English on the International Communication Program at 

Rajamangala University of Technology in Srivijaya. He found 3,200 errors in the texts collected 

(Jenwitheesuk 2009: 982). The most common errors found by Jenwitheesuk were errors in use of 

determiners, followed by errors in subject-verb agreement, errors in tense and lastly errors in use 

of prepositions. Jenwitheesuk (2009: 985) found a total of 359 errors in use of prepositions, 

accounting for eleven percent of all the errors. Promsupa, Varasarin, and Brudhiprabha (2017) 

conducted an error analysis on 34 English essays written by 34 Thai second-year English majors 

at a university in Thailand. They found 116 errors involving the use of prepositions, accounting 

for five percent of all the errors (Promsupa et al. 2017: 99). Watcharapunyawong and Usaha 

(2013: 74) found 114 errors in use of prepositions, accounting for eight percent of all the errors. 
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Sermsook, Liamnimitr, and Pochakorn (2017: 106) found 15 prepositional errors in their study, 

accounting for five percent of all the errors. Sermsook, Liamnimitr, and Pochakorn concluded 

that errors on a word level were most often found in the use of articles, followed by spelling. 

Errors in use of nouns, pronouns, verbs and prepositions were all found at a similar rate 

(Sermsook et al. 2017: 106). However, their study did not mention how many words of the texts 

they used belonged to these different parts of speech, only that the numbers of errors were 

similar.  

 

3.4 Prepositions and prepositional phrases 

Prepositions are function words that help connect phrases within a sentence, for example, she is 

on the beach (Vannestål 2015: 395). Prepositions can be divided into simple and complex 

prepositions, where the former consists of prepositions with only one word while the latter 

consists of prepositions with two or more words (Vannestål 2015: 396-7). Prepositions function 

as the head of prepositional phrases (Vannestål 2015: 63) and are always followed by either a 

noun phrase or a clause. Vannestål also explains that certain prepositions collocate with certain 

verbs and adjectives, for example, the adjective proud collocates nicely with the preposition of. 

Vannestål also makes a point that prepositions are difficult for second language learners, since 

“there is usually no correspondence between languages in the use of prepositions” (2015: 63).  

 

3.5 Previous error analyses on prepositional usage 

Even though error analyses of Thai learners’ English have previously been conducted, no 

previous studies have investigated prepositional errors in depth. However, error analyses of 

prepositional errors have been conducted on English texts produced by Indonesian, Chinese, and 

Arab learners. The studies mentioned above (see 3.3) identified that Thai learners tend to make 

errors in prepositional use. However, none of the studies has described the errors in more depth 

than to mention how many percent of the errors are prepositional, and at most, give one or two 

examples of prepositional errors found in their studies. Anjayani (2016) conducted an error 

analysis of Indonesian learners’ use of prepositions. He found 117 errors in prepositional use 

from a total of 1008 prepositions with an error rate of 11.68 percent (Anjayani 2016: 4). The 

students in Anjayani’s study were most likely to make errors in use of preposition of place, 

accounting for 66.67 percent of all errors (Anjayani 2016: 4). Prepositions of time were the 
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second most common error, accounting for 21.37 percent of all errors (Anjayani 2016: 4). 

Anjayani concluded that the errors in prepositional use were a result of misuse, 

overgeneralization, and mother tongue transference. In contrast to Anjayani’s study, Foo (2007: 

41) concluded that Chinese learners are most likely to make errors in prepositional use to 

indicate time, accounting for 39.5 percent of all errors. Prepositions used to show direction were 

the second most common error, accounting for 34.9 percent of all errors, followed by errors in 

use of prepositions indicating time, only accounting for 25.9 percent of all errors (Foo 2007: 41). 

It should be noted that Foo makes a distinction between prepositions of direction and place, 

while Anjayani does not. Foo (2007: 79) concludes that mother tongue interference could only 

be identified as the cause of errors in 28 percent of errors made. In contrast, Khotaba (2013) 

concluded that mother tongue interference is a common reason for prepositional errors amongst 

Arab learners. He could identify several prepositions in English that are particularly difficult for 

Arab learners because, as he himself concludes: “prepositions in Arabic Language are not of 

multi-meanings and functions the way English is” (Khotaba 2013: 281). It is evident that errors 

in prepositional use vary amongst different learner groups. To my knowledge, no detailed error 

analysis of Thai learners’ use of prepositions has been conducted.   

 

4. Material and Method  

In this section, I will describe the corpus (4.1) and then explain how my study was carried out 

(4.2). 

4.1 Material 

The ICNALE (The International Corpus Network of Asian Learners of English) corpus is used 

for this study. A selection of essays and/or oral presentations by Thai learners was selected (see 

below) and then analyzed. The ICNALE corpus includes written works from 400 Thai students 

who have written two essays each on controlled subjects, resulting in 800 essays in total. The 

controlled topics that learners write about in the ICNALE corpus are:  

 

• It is important for college students to have a part time job. These essays are abbreviated 

“PTJ”.  

• Smoking should be completely banned at all the restaurants in the country. These essays 

are abbreviated “SMK”. 
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The participants in the ICNALE corpus are sorted according to their proficiency. The proficiency 

was rated through vocabulary tests and students were categorized as A2, B1_1, B1_2, or B2+ 

learners. Most of the Thai learners included in the corpus were classified in one of the three first 

groups, with only two students categorized as B2+ learners. The texts used for this paper will be 

from students rated as A2 and B1_2 students. This is the lowest and the second-best groups out 

of the four groups available. The reason that these groups were chosen is because they are the 

most interesting to compare since they are the two learner groups that are furthest from each 

other in terms of proficiency, considering that not enough essays are available for the B2 group. 

Furthermore, all participants are between 18 and 21 years old and English majors. For each 

group, twelve texts from each of the two topics were chosen, except for B1_2, SMK, where only 

eleven texts were used to make the number of words in the two sub-corpora more similar. 

Gender balance was considered and for the B1_2 group an equal number of male and female 

students were chosen. However, in the A2 group there are more females than males, sixteen to 

eight, because there are not enough males included in the corpus ranked as A2 students and 

English majors. The average essay is 200 words, and with 24 essays for the A2 group and 23 

essays for the B1_2 group selected, approximately 5000 words of text will be analyzed for each 

group. Full details of the selected texts can be found in the appendix. 

 

4.2 Method  

The selected texts were analyzed both by using a language search tool and by manual reading. 

The texts were uploaded to Sketch Engine (sketchengine.eu), which is a tool that can be used to 

search and analyze texts. The selected texts from the ICNALE corpus were uploaded in Sketch 

Engine where they were part-of-speech tagged by TreeTagger. All prepositions were marked 

with the “IN” tag. This makes it possible to search for all sentences which include a preposition. 

It was then possible to manually go through and check if the prepositions were used correctly. 

When needed, Lindstromberg (2010) was used as a reference of correct prepositional use. The 

texts were also manually checked for omitted prepositions.  

Prepositional errors can come in many forms, in this paper, error of addition, error of 

substitution and error of omission will be considered. Since Thai, like English, uses prepositions 

and not postpositions to indicate relationships between phrases within a sentence (Vannestål 
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2015: 396),  it is unlikely that any misplaced prepositions will be observed (Smyth 2005: 108). 

However, if such usage is found, it will be included. An error of substitution is an error where an 

incorrect word is used in place of the correct word. An error of omission is where a word is 

missing but is required for grammatical accuracy, and an error of addition is a word used where 

its inclusion is ungrammatical. Instances of double prepositions will be marked as errors of 

addition if one of the prepositions is correct. If both prepositions are marked as incorrect the 

sentence is marked as both an error of substitution and an addition. Furthermore, errors that can 

be identified as mistakes will be disregarded. This can be when the students write if instead of in 

or in to instead of into. The difference between a mistake and an error, according to Brown 

(2000: 217) is that a mistake is not a lack of competence but simply “a temporary breakdown or 

imperfection in the process of producing speech”. An error, on the other hand, is a result of a 

lack of competence.  

 Misuse and awkward use of prepositions will also be analyzed, in addition to errors of 

addition, substitution and omission. Screening of the selected texts has shown that Thai students 

use prepositions in instances where native speakers of English would not (Vannestål 2015; 

Lindstromberg 2010). This includes the use of the of-construction instead of the genitive ’s or a 

possessive pronoun, and misuse of prepositional phrases sentence-initially. These sentences are 

not marked as errors because the prepositions are used correctly in themselves. However, the 

constructions are awkward and native speakers would, in those instances, use prepositional 

phrases differently. These types of misuse are syntax level errors, and the errors of substitution, 

omission, and addition are word level errors. 

Fragmented sentences and other sections of incomprehensible text will be disregarded in 

this study because they are impossible to interpret, and therefore, it is problematic to mark the 

prepositions used as correct or incorrect. The following sentence is an example of a fragmented 

sentence with the preposition in italics: “Above all the men away”. It is difficult to understand 

what kind of message the student is trying to convey. Therefore, it is impossible to mark the 

preposition as either correct or incorrect and it has therefore been disregarded. 

Lastly, the errors marked, and the misuse and awkward usage of prepositions will be 

checked for mother tongue transference. This will be done by translating the sentences to Thai. If 

the translated sentences are understandable in Thai, the errors or misuse can be marked as mother 

tongue interference and interlingual errors, as described above in 3.2. 
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5. Results                       

The two groups used almost the same number of prepositions, 585 in the A2 group and 584 in 

the B1_2 group. Below, errors of addition, substitution and omission will be presented from both 

groups separately. Then misuse of prepositional phrases will be presented where both groups will 

be discussed concurrently. Lastly, the transference analysis will be presented.  

 

5.1 Errors in A2 group  

The A2 group’s texts consisted of a total of 585 prepositions out of a total of 5,093 words. There 

are 79 errors found in the A2 group. The error rate for the A2 group is 13.5 percent.  

 

Table 1. Types of errors found in the A2 data (raw figures and percentages) 

Type of error Frequency 

addition 31 (39.2%)  

substitution  45 (57%)  

omission 3 (3.8%) 

Total 79 (100%) 

  

5.1.1 Errors of addition 

Errors of addition were identified in 31 instances. In nine of the 31 sentences with an incorrectly 

added preposition, the preposition of is added even though not needed. Examples (1), (2), and (3) 

illustrate where of is added even though it should be omitted. The preposition in can be used in 

example (2) and therefore the sentence is marked both as an error of addition and substitution.  

 

(1) If all of students have part-time job is very interested because we can… 

(W_THA_PTJ0_013_A2_0) 

 

(2) …should make sure that we can manage time for study and for job don't fail of both. 

(W_THA_PTJ0_013_A2_0) 
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(3) Now, the part-time job is population and most of interesting for people who want to 

earn money. (W_THA_PTJ0_151_A2_0) 

 

Ten times the preposition to is added even though not needed. Examples (4), (5), and (6) 

illustrate these errors. However, in three of those ten times the to is added before smoking: it may 

be that it is not an incorrectly used preposition, but rather incorrect use of the infinitive marker 

before a present participle. These instances are still counted as prepositional errors since it is not 

possible to determine if the students intend to use to as a preposition or as the infinitive marker. 

In either way, the word is incorrectly used. Note that the preposition in sentence (5) could be 

correct if a verb like gain is added. However, the sentence is marked as an error of addition 

because the sentence would be grammatically correct in its current form without the preposition 

to.  

 

(4) They can choose time when they are free to work after class. They don't go to 

everyday, but they will get the money when they go there. 

(W_THA_PTJ0_166_A2_0) 

 

(5) How many student want to working experience? (W_THA_PTJ0_280_A2_0) 

 

(6) …that smoking is effect to their selves and it also effect to other people near them 

too. (W_THA_SMK0_187_A2_0) 

 

 Other prepositions that are also marked as errors of addition are: in (three occurrences), at, with 

and for (two occurrences each), and like. Examples (7), and (8) illustrates some of these errors. 

 

(7) I hate the tobacco smoke and who is smoke at everywhere. 

(W_THA_SMK0_287_A2_0) 

 

(8) They can help with themselves by having part-time job. 
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5.1.2 Errors of substitution 

There were 45 errors of substitution in the A2 group. Confusion between to and for accounts for 

16 of the 45 errors. Examples (9), (10), and (11) illustrate such errors. As can be seen in 

examples (9) and (10), the preposition for is used instead of the infinitive marker to. Note that 

(10) is also counted as an error of addition since to would be optional.  

 

(9) …and then it makes you can used your skill in knowledge for talk with them. 

(W_THA_PTJ0_121_A2_0)  

 

(10) …part-time job can help us for manage time don't waste time at dormitory in play 

game online… (W_THA_PTJ0_013_A2_0)  

 

(11) …I'm poor and the part time job is necessary to me. (W_THA_PTJ0_183_A2_0) 

 

Furthermore, the prepositions for and to were included in 16 other errors where either of the two 

prepositions are used when another preposition, or a word from another word class, would be 

preferred, or another preposition is used even though to or for is preferred. Examples (12), (13), 

and (14) illustrate instances where to or for have been used to substitute in, a and with.  

 

(12) If we have part-time job at university I think it can help us for future career 

because… (W_THA_PTJ0_013_A2_0) 

 

(13) Part time job made me become to patient person and have a new friend. 

 

(14) I receive money from part time job and I divided my money to my parent.  

 

Three times about is used even though with is preferred. Example (15) illustrates one such 

occurrence.  

 

(15) I agree about this topic because smoking is not a good effect for self. 
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Three times in is used although at is preferred. Example (16) illustrates one of these errors.  

 

(16) In time to work they can know that how to work and make friends in the same time. 

 

The remaining nine errors of substitution were of various kinds (of > in; from > with/of ; about > 

of; with > from) and no clear pattern could be found. Example (17) is one example where the 

preposition from is used instead of the preferred preposition with (and where the noun burden or 

tiredness would be preferred to tired).  

 

(17) The benefit about part-time job it can share the tired from their parents. 

(W_THA_PTJ0_118_A2_0)  

 

5.1.3 Errors of omission   

Three errors of omission could be found, as presented below. The locations of the omitted 

prepositions are marked with an asterisk. In example (18), the preposition of is omitted.   

 

(18) So we have to take care * our selves by stay far away from the people who 

smoking. (W_THA_SMK0_187_A2_0) 

 

In example (19), the prepositions at is omitted, while in example (20), the preposition for is 

omitted.   

 

(19) I have been work * many places such as ice-cream shop, my the university. 

(W_THA_PTJ0_280_A2_0) 

 

(20)  If you smoke * too long time, you will get lung cancer. 

(W_THA_SMK0_189_A2_0) 

 

5.2 Errors in B1_2 group 

The B1_2 group’s texts consisted of a total of 584 prepositions from a total of 5,118 words: 53 

errors of addition, substitution and omission were observed. It is interesting to note that both 
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groups used almost the same number of prepositions.  The error rate for the B1_2 was 9.1 

percent which can be compared with the A2 group’s error rate of 13.5 percent. 

 

Table 2. Types of errors found in the B1_2 data (raw figures and percentages) 

Type of error Frequency 

addition 12 (22.6%) 

substitution  38 (71.7%)  

omission 3 (5.7%) 

Total 53 (100%) 

  

 

5.2.1 Errors of addition  

As shown in Table 2, 12 errors of addition were identified. Five times the preposition of is used, 

even though not needed, as example (21) illustrates. 

 

(21) When one smokes the cigar, it's sure that it will have too much of smoke in the air. 

(W_THA_SMK0_301_B1_2) 

 

 In two of the five instances where an unnecessary of is used, it was preceded by the word 

because, as in example (22). Because followed by of is a complex preposition, however, because 

without a subsequent of is a subordinating conjunction. Thai students incorrectly use the complex 

preposition instead of the subordinating conjunction in these instances, as can be observed in 

example (22) where the student aims to introduce a subordinating clause explaining why it is 

important (to ban smoking in restaurants). 

 

(22) It is important for every life in every country because of in nowadays to have the 

people died from smoking such as lung cancer and others disease 

W_THA_SMK0_049_B1_2)  
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In two sentences, the preposition with is used although not needed, as in example (23). Worth 

noting is that both sentences with an unnecessary with were written by the same student 

(W_THA_PTJ0_370_B1_2). 

 

(23) I'll buy it with myself. (W_THA_PTJ0_370_B1_2). 

 

Unnecessary in occurred twice and unnecessary for occurred one time, as illustrated in example 

(24), (25) and (26).  

 

(24) I very I think, we should exactly ban smoking in anywhere… 

(W_THA_SMK0_226_B1_2) 

 

(25) It is important for every life in every country because of in nowadays to have the 

people died from smoking such as lung cancer and others disease 

W_THA_SMK0_049_B1_2)  

 

(26) But all of permission to allow or not allow for smoking is upon to each restaurant. 

(W_THA_SMK0_229_B1_2) 

 

Example (27) illustrates an instance where the students use double prepositions. The two 

prepositions are underlined. Both the preposition at and the preposition in can precede restaurant 

in different contexts. So, regardless of which is correct here, an error of addition is observed. 

Two of these instances of double prepositions are observed in the B1_2 group, and in both cases 

the double prepositions are in and at preceding the noun restaurants.  

 

(27) …so we should to completely stop or ban the people do not smoke in at all the 

restaurant in every countries. (W_THA_SMK0_049_B1_2) 

 

5.2.2 Errors of substitution 

Errors of substitution are the most common error, accounting for 38 of the errors (see Table 2). A 

few patterns in the errors of substitution are identified.  Confusion between for and to is the most 
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common error. In 15 cases the students make an error by using to instead of for, or the other way 

around. Example (28) illustrates one instance where to is used instead of for. 

 

(28) and having a part-time job is the way to keep their budget affordable to many kinds 

of expenses. (W_THA_PTJ0_275_B1_2) 

 

Many instances where for was used instead of to have been found. However, in many of these 

instances, the correct choice would be the infinitive marker to, and not a preposition. Those 

occurrences are still counted as substitution errors. Example (29) illustrates one example where 

the preposition for is used instead of the infinitive marker to. 

 

(29) …and understand how hard that their parents had worked for take the money to 

them… (W_THA_PTJ0_228_B1_2) 

 

The preposition for is not only frequently used instead of to, it is also misused in six other 

occurrences. These errors of substitution are observed even though for would be preferred, as 

illustrated in example (30) and (31). 

 

(30) Part time job is a very important of people in present. (W_THA_PTJ0_172_B1_2) 

 

(31) I think that no one wants to waste the money that they have to exchange by their 

effort. (W_THA_PTJ0_006_B1_2) 

 

In six instances, the preposition with is used incorrectly instead of of, as in example (32). 

Students used of instead of with in two occurrences. With was also used instead of to (two 

occurrences), for (one occurrence), and on (one occurrence).  

 

(32) It's a good way to increase they money and they family also proud with them. 

(W_THA_PTJ0_070_B1_2) 
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Example (33) illustrates where the correct preposition with has been substituted for an incorrect 

preposition. 

 

(33) Students should be working on learning experiences and difficulties in the money of 

their parents. (W_THA_PTJ0_370_B1_2) 

 

The preposition to is also found to be problematic in instances that do not include for (discussed 

above). Two times the preposition is used even though another preposition would be preferred. 

To is used as a substitute for as and from, as shown in example (34) and (35).  

 

(34) The first reason is part time job can help teenagers preparing life to adult that must 

have more responsibility. (W_THA_PTJ0_006_B1_2) 

 

(35) I think the reasons that cannot stop people to smoking are for example, in the family 

if the sons or daughters still saw his/her father smoking cigarette since they was 

young so they don't think that it was wrong,  

 

Example (36) is an example of where the preposition up has been substituted with the complex 

preposition upon. 

 

(36) But all of permission to allow or not allow for smoking is upon to each restaurant. 

(W_THA_SMK0_229_B1_2) 

 

The remaining nine errors of substitution were of various kinds (in > at/of/with; of > 

for/to/within; about > with/different; as > like; for > in) and no pattern could be found.  

 

5.2.3 Errors of omission  

Three errors of omission could be found, as presented below. The location for the missing 

prepositions of and in/at is marked with an asterisk. In examples (37) and (38), the preposition of 

has been omitted by the student.  
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(37) College students will be proud * themselves that can success in a part-time job. 

(W_THA_PTJ0_357_B1_2) 

 

(38) If I can work part time with learn, my parents will proud * me. 

(W_THA_PTJ0_370_B1_2) 

 

In example (39), a preposition has been omitted. Either in or at would be acceptable (an article 

has also been omitted). There is also an error of substitution in the example sentence, the 

preposition for which is substituted instead of in. 

 

(39) The place where the smoking should be banned for the first place is * restaurant. 

(W_THA_SMK0_301_B1_2) 

 

5.3 Misuse of prepositional phrases  

In addition to making errors of substitution, addition and omission of prepositions, both groups 

of Thai students also used prepositional phrases in instances where native speakers would not. 

This included the misuse of prepositional phrases sentence-initially and using the of-genitive 

instead of the apostrophe ’s. 

 

5.3.1 Misuse of prepositional phrases sentence-initially 

In five sentences, awkward prepositional phrases were used sentence initially. Two sentences are 

observed in the A2 group and three in the B1_2 group. Here are two examples of sentences 

where a prepositional phrase has been misused sentence-initially:  

 

(40) For women if they smoke too much, their face and their healthy must be change. 

(W_THA_SMK0_188_B1_2) 

 

(41) I think for smoker, if you want to smoking in the restaurant, you can get out. 

(W_THA_SMK0_351_B1_2) 
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As can be seen, sentence (40) could have been phrased differently using a prepositional phrase, 

such as in terms of health issues and sentence (41) could be easily rephrased into from a 

smoker’s perspective. This suggests a lack of knowledge of English grammar and insufficient 

vocabulary skills, which results in these awkward constructions.  

 

5.3.2 Misuse of the of-genitive  

In eleven instances, students use a possessive construction with of instead of the’s-genitive or a 

possessive pronoun. Five such errors are observed in the A2 group and six in the B1_2 group. 

These sentences do make sense when it comes to the message conveyed. However, they are 

awkward and the use of the genitive ’s or a possessive pronoun would make these sentences both 

easier to understand and sound more native-like. Here are two examples of sentences where the 

of-construction is used instead of a possessive pronoun:  

 

(42) Especially, working the past-time job will make them get new experience and use it 

in the future of them. (W_THA_PTJ0_306_B1_2) 

 

(43) Sometime I ever seen superstar of Hollywood smoking in the restaurant. 

(W_THA_SMK0_208_A2_0) 

 

As can be seen, in example (42) a possessive pronoun their is in order, since the possessor (them) 

is animate. The sentence in example (43) would preferably be expressed as Hollywood 

superstars, which is a noun phrase. 

 

5.4 Transfer analysis  

As described above (3.2), a transfer analysis was conducted by searching for possible causes of 

errors in the mother tongue of the student. Corder’s model, as presented above (3.2), was used to 

conduct this transfer analysis. 
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5.4.1 Errors of addition 

Amongst the errors of addition, 13 instances could be classified as interlingual errors. In many 

instances this was where Thai would prefer to use the preposition gàp (which translates literally 

as “with; together with”), but English would not use a preposition at all, as in example (44).  

 

(44) …that smoking is effect to their selves and it also effect to other people near them 

too. (W_THA_SMK0_187_A2_0)  

 

At least four of these instances were observed, sometimes the students use the preposition to, and 

sometimes they use the preposition with.  

 Another error found several times is the use of a preposition before words like 

everywhere and anywhere, as in example (45).  

 

(45) I hate the tobacco smoke and who is smoke at everywhere. 

(W_THA_SMK0_287_A2_0) 

 

The preposition at is an error of addition in example (45) and it can be identified as an error of 

mother tongue interference. The correct way to express the sentence quoted in Thai would be “I 

hate tobacco smoke and who preposition smoke everywhere”. In English however, a preposition 

is not appropriate, while, in Thai, the preposition têe is required. Two other errors were found 

where a preposition is used even though it should not and mother tongue transference from the 

Thai preposition têe is observed.  

 Lastly, errors of addition were found in instances where Thai would require a classifier. 

Smyth describes how both English and Thai needs a counter to count uncountable nouns. Smyth 

uses the word classifier instead of counter, because these words are used for more than just to 

count in Thai (2005: 31). However, for simplicity and for an easy comparison with English, the 

word counter will be used here. The noun phrase “three milk” would not make sense in either 

Thai or English, which is why a counter is needed. “Three bottles of milk” or “three litres of 

milk” would make sense in both languages (even though the word order would be different in 

Thai). However, Thai, in contrast to English, also needs a counter to count countable nouns. For 

example, the noun phrase “three students” would not be grammatically correct in Thai. A counter 
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must be used, and the correct noun phrase would be: “students three people”. This difference 

between the languages results in interlingual errors from Thai students. One student writes: “If 

all of students have part-time job…” (W_THA_PTJ0_013_A2_0), in which the interlingual error 

can be observed. Five interlingual errors of this type were found. 

 

5.4.2 Errors of substitution 

In addition to the with/gàp issue described above, interlingual errors of substitution are found in 

the use of the preposition for. In several instances where the infinitive marker to is preferred, the 

students use for instead. This can be counted as an interlingual error because Thai would use the 

word pêua. Smyth explains that pêua can be translated “as ‘for the sake of’ and often conveys an 

idea of altruism or self-sacrifice” (2005: 112). In example (45), Thai would use the construction 

pêua chûay (which translates literally as “for/to help”). Therefore, these types of errors can be 

identified as interlingual errors.  

 

(46) A part-time job is good things for help students have a good experience. 

(W_THA_PTJ0_151_A2_0).  

 

5.4.3 Errors of omission   

Six errors of omission were found and interlingual errors can be identified in all instances. The 

errors of the omitted preposition of on three occasions (see 5.1.3 and 5.2.3) can be categorized as 

an interlingual error because Thai does not require a preposition in those sentences. Thus, the 

sentence with omitted in or at prepositions in 5.1.3 and 5.2.3 can also be seen as an interlingual 

error because in Thai it is acceptable to omit the prepositions in those sentences. Lastly, the 

omitted preposition for in 5.1.3 is also an interlingual error because the Thai adverb naan (which 

translates literally as long; for a long time) does not require a preposition.  

 

5.4.4 Misuse of prepositional phrases sentence-initially 

In four of the five sentences marked as misuse of prepositional phrases sentence-initially, the 

preposition used is for followed by the nouns smoker, women, students, and me. These are 

intralingual errors if the student intended to use the phrase as for. However, these instances can 

also be classed as interlingual mistakes if the student did not intend to use the phrase as for… but 
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rather a direct translation of the Thai preposition săm-ràp which translates literally as “for” and 

is often used in the beginning of sentences to foreground information. These four errors are 

treated as interlingual mistakes.  

  Finally, example (47) can be translated to Thai and the prepositional phrase at the 

beginning would make sense (têe dtàang châat, which translates literally as at another country; 

at overseas). 

 

(47) In the abroad have many model to smoking before start working 

(W_THA_SMK0_208_A2_0) 

 

5.4.5 Misuse of the of-genitive  

Errors involving the use of the possessive case in English can be categorized as interlingual 

errors, because Thai uses a construction similar to the English of-construction to express 

possession. Smyth describes how Thai express possessives: “In possessive phrases, khɔ̌ɔŋ (‘of’) 

is optional and is very frequently omitted” (2005: 38). He also provides an example: “bâan 

(khɔ̌ɔŋ) chán”, translated as “home of me”. Therefore, it is likely that Thai learners would prefer 

to use the of-construction to show possession in English, rather than the genitive ’s or a 

possessive pronoun. In example (43), provided in 5.3.2: “Sometime I ever seen superstar of 

Hollywood smoking in the restaurant”, the literal translation would be “daa-raa kŏng hon-lee-

wóot”, translated as “superstar of Hollywood” (kŏng is another way to transliterate the word 

Smyth writes as khɔ̌ɔŋ). Therefore, it can be concluded that all erroneous uses of of-genitive 

found are likely to be interlingual mistakes.  

 

6. Discussion 

The results of this study highlight both the extent of Thai learners’ prepositional errors, which 

specific errors are common, and which errors can be identified as instances of mother tongue 

interference. Furthermore, differences between two learner groups with different proficiency 

have been described. Lastly, instances where Thai learners tend to misuse prepositional phrases 

have been identified.  

As hypothesized, the error rate in prepositional use dropped as proficiency increased: the 

number of prepositional errors was 13.5 percent in the A2 group but only 9.1 percent in the B1_2 
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group (see 5.1 and 5.2). The number of errors found in this study is similar to the number of 

errors found in previous error analyses. The percentage of prepositional errors made by the A2 

group (13.5) and B1_2 group (9.1) correlates well with Anjayani’s (2016) findings from his error 

analysis of Indonesian learners and their use of prepositions. He found that the students in his 

research population made 11.68 percent prepositional errors. Furthermore, the results in this 

study highlight that Thai learners have tendencies to conducts certain types of errors, as Khotaba 

(2013) found in his error analysis of Arab learners’ production in English. However, while 

Khotaba could identify the prepositions on, at and in as particularly difficult for Arab learners, 

Thai learners have more problems with the prepositions with, to, for and of.  

The most obvious difference between the A2 and the B1_2 is that errors of addition 

decrease when the students reach a higher proficiency. The A2 group only made 31 errors of 

addition, in contrast to only 12 errors found in the B1_2 group. In regard to errors of addition, 

the hypothesis given in section 2 that error rates will drop when proficiency rises can be declared 

as true. The preposition of accounts for a high percent of the addition errors found in both 

groups, which highlights that this preposition might be difficult for Thai students. The addition 

of the preposition of is a problem resulting from mother tongue interference, as described in 

5.4.1.  

In contrast to errors of addition, the rate of errors of substitution are similar between the 

two groups, which highlights that Thai students struggle to use the correct preposition and that 

this is a problem that persists even though the learners’ proficiency increases. The fact that error 

rates of errors addition stay at a similar level even though proficiency increase contradicts the 

hypothesis described in section 2. Errors of substitution where either of the prepositions to or for 

is involved are the most common error found. It is important to note that the preposition to is 

easily confused with the infinitive marker to. Even though no pattern could be found in errors of 

substitution except for the high rate of to and for, many errors are found, which shows that 

teachers should focus on helping students avoid these preposition errors. Specific learning 

material aimed at Thai learners where the differences between the prepositions are clearly 

described would be beneficial, especially since these errors might be interlingual errors, as 

described in 5.4.2.  

Errors of omission are few; however, the error rates are similar in the two groups and 

these errors are interlingual errors. The low rates of errors suggest that errors of omission are not 
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a major problem for Thai learners. However, a problem can nevertheless be observed, in 

particular with the use of the preposition of.  

 Lastly, misuse of prepositional phrases to mark genitive and misuse of prepositional 

phrases sentence-initially are observed to a similar extent in both groups, and as discussed in 

5.4.4 and 5.4.5, these errors are likely to be interlingual errors. These errors highlight that Thai 

learners have problems with using the possessive case and in some instances misuse 

prepositional phrases sentence-initially when they write in English. Since the number of errors is 

low, but consistent amongst the two groups, it can be concluded that these problems persist even 

though the students’ proficiency increases. This paper has focused on learners’ problems with 

prepositional use, but further studies in Thai learners’ ways of using possessives and 

foregrounding information would prove interesting to clearly understand the scope of the 

problem.  

  

7. Conclusion 

This study highlights that Thai students have problems with prepositions, often due to mother 

tongue interference. The most notable finding in this study is that Thai students have problems 

with the prepositions to, for and of. Considering Khotaba’s (2013) study where he concluded that 

prepositions on, at and in were particularly difficult for Arab learners, it can be concluded that 

Thai and Arab learners have different difficulties when it comes to the use of prepositions. The 

importance of teaching material and methods aimed at specific learner groups is observed, as 

mentioned by James (2003: 189). Since the errors found are not universal, but rather a 

characteristic of a specific learner group, it would make little sense to use the same teaching 

material and methods for different learner groups. This paper proves that current teaching 

materials used by Thai learners do not pay enough attention to the specific types of errors that 

these learners struggle with. 

 The difference between the two different proficiency groups is interesting to note. Errors 

of addition decrease significantly as the students move from the A2 group to the B1_2 group. 

However, errors of substitution and omission stay at a similar level. This signifies that learners 

acquire the knowledge as to where not to use prepositions, but that using a correct preposition is 

difficult even when proficiency increases. Errors of omission were few in both the groups, 

meaning that Thai students do know where a preposition should be used, but that they have 
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trouble using the correct preposition and that they sometimes use prepositions when they should 

not. 

 Many of the errors and misuse of prepositions are identified as interlingual errors, 

observed in both learner groups. It would be beneficial to review teaching materials and methods 

to observe if grammatical structures that are difficult for Thai students are properly explained. 

For example, misuse of the of-construction was observed in many instances. Could the way of 

marking possessives in English, with possessive pronouns and genitive ’s be better explained to 

Thai students, to avoid these types of mistakes? Furthermore, could teaching materials and 

methods be improved so that Thai students can avoid the misuse of prepositional phrases 

sentence-initially? 

Even though the students from the two groups made errors in 9.1 and 13.5 percent of all 

instances, they still used the correct preposition in 90.9 and 86.5 percent of all instances. This 

highlights that even though Thai learners have tendencies to make errors, they are also able to 

use correct prepositions most of the times. However, just because the right preposition is used 

does not mean the sentences are correct throughout. Other types of errors, like errors involving 

the use of tense, articles, and word order have not been the focus of this study. Further studies of 

other types of errors that Thai students tend to make would be beneficial. Furthermore, Thai 

students do not only make errors on a word level, but also on a syntax level, as addressed in 5.3. 

Therefore, an error analysis of Thai learners’ syntax errors would also be beneficial. 

 There are many possibilities for further studies. This paper has only focused on the use of 

prepositions. Further studies of how Thai students use other parts of speech would prove 

interesting, and a complete, more thorough, error analysis of all errors by Thai students in written 

English could be beneficial. Error analyses of all parts of speech have previously been 

conducted, however, those studies did not describe the errors found in detail. If a thorough error 

analysis were to be conducted, teaching materials and methods could then be reviewed and 

revised to make sure that the materials and methods used to teach English as a foreign language 

in Thailand today are as relevant as possible. A complete error analysis and a review of teaching 

materials and methods would require a lot of time and effort. However, the financial rewards 

could very well be worth it if it would mean that Thais’ English proficiency could improve, 

which would help make Thais, and Thailand as a country, more competitive internationally. Such 

a study should focus not only on writing but also on speaking. This study has thoroughly 
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examined Thai learners’ use of prepositions. If similar research were to be conducted on all parts 

of speech, a complete and detailed error analysis of Thai learners’ errors would be achieved. 
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Appendix  

Table 1. ICNALE B1_2 texts used for the study1 

Corpus text Gender Word count 

W_THA_PTJ0_006_B1_2 F 222 

W_THA_PTJ0_070_B1_2 M 224 

W_THA_PTJ0_086_B1_2 F 235 

W_THA_PTJ0_092_B1_2 M 201 

W_THA_PTJ0_172_B1_2 M 249 

W_THA_PTJ0_228_B1_2 F 205 

W_THA_PTJ0_304_B1_2 M  211 

W_THA_PTJ0_306_B1_2 M 213 

W_THA_PTJ0_357_B1_2 F 252 

W_THA_PTJ0_370_B1_2 M 206 

W_THA_PTJ0_249_B1_2 F 218 

W_THA_PTJ0_275_B1_2 M 290 

W_THA_SMK0_382_B1_2 F 224 

W_THA_SMK0_049_B1_2 F 207 

W_THA_SMK0_188_B1_2 F 224 

W_THA_SMK0_226_B1_2 M 196 

W_THA_SMK0_351_B1_2 F 218 

W_THA_SMK0_360_B1_2 F 214 

W_THA_SMK0_196_B1_2 M 220 

W_THA_SMK0_224_B1_2 M 202 

W_THA_SMK0_229_B1_2 M 231 

W_THA_SMK0_293_B1_2 F 207 

W_THA_SMK0_301_B1_2 M 247 

Total 11/12 5,116 

                                                 
1 In the tables, W means written essay, THA means Thai student, PTJ0/SMK0 refers to the topic of the essay, the 

three-digit number is the students individual number, and B1_2 and A2_0 refers to the student’s proficiency. 
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Table 2. ICNALE A2 texts used for the study 

Corpus text Gender 

 

Word count 

W_THA_PTJ0_013_A2_0 F 213 

W_THA_PTJ0_042_A2_0 F 205 

W_THA_PTJ0_115_A2_0 F 200 

W_THA_PTJ0_118_A2_0 F 205 

W_THA_PTJ0_121_A2_0 F 203 

W_THA_PTJ0_146_A2_0 M 214 

W_THA_PTJ0_151_A2_0 F 215 

W_THA_PTJ0_166_A2_0 F 202 

W_THA_PTJ0_183_A2_0 F 198 

W_THA_PTJ0_216_A2_0 F 223 

W_THA_PTJ0_280_A2_0 F 214 

W_THA_PTJ0_300_A2_0 M 220 

W_THA_SMK0_169_A2_0 F 200 

W_THA_SMK0_187_A2_0 F 217 

W_THA_SMK0_189_A2_0 F 208 

W_THA_SMK0_208_A2_0 M 200 

W_THA_SMK0_215_A2_0 F 200 

W_THA_SMK0_218_A2_0 F 245 

W_THA_SMK0_219_A2_0 F 219 

W_THA_SMK0_272_A2_0 M 211 

W_THA_SMK0_287_A2_0 M 206 

W_THA_SMK0_349_A2_0 M 257 

W_THA_SMK0_358_A2_0 M 225 

W_THA_SMK0_371_A2_0 M 213 

Total 16/8 5,093 
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