Prepositions for Upper Intermediate students
Frequently Asked Questions About Prepositions and Prepositional Phrases
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Definition: A word (one of the parts of speech and a member of a closed word class) that shows the relationship between a noun or pronoun and other words in a sentence. The combination of a preposition and a noun phrase is called a prepositional phrase.
In this edition of Language Notes, we turn our attention to the preposition--one of the traditional parts of speech. Prepositions are members of a closed word class--which means that few new prepositions ever enter the language. In fact, there are only about 100 of them in English, so if you ever catch sight of a new one, please let us know.

Here are brief answers to some frequently asked questions about prepositions.

1. What do prepositions do?
Prepositions are words (such as in and out, above and below, to and from) that show the relationship between other words and phrases in a sentence. Prepositions often show location ("under the table"), direction ("to the south"), or time ("past midnight"). 

2. Are all prepositions single words?
No. In addition to the simple (one-word) prepositions, several word groups (such as "in addition to" and "such as") perform the same grammatical function. These word groups are called complex prepositions. 
3. What is a prepositional phrase?
Prepositions aren't in the habit of standing alone. A word group with a preposition at the head followed by an object (or complement) is called a prepositional phrase. The object of a preposition is typically a noun or pronoun: Gus put the horse before the cart.

For practice in recognizing prepositional phrases, try the exercise: Identifying Prepositional Phrases at the end of this article.

· What do prepositional phrases do?
Prepositional phrases add meaning to the nouns and verbs in sentences. They usually tell us where, when, or how. A prepositional phrase may do the work of an adjective and modify a noun: The student in the back row began to snore loudly. It may also function as an adverb and modify a verb: Buster fell asleep during class.

· Are we still expected to follow that old rule about never ending a sentence with a preposition?
That's a "rule" (based on the etymology of "preposition" and a false analogy to Latin) that you just don't have to put up with. As long ago as 1926, Henry Fowler dismissed the rule about "preposition stranding" as "a cherished superstition" ignored by major writers from Shakespeare to Thackeray. In fact, he said, "the remarkable freedom enjoyed by English in putting its prepositions late and omitting its relatives is an important element in the flexibility of the language" (A Dictionary of Modern English Usage).


· Can a preposition ever function as another part of speech?
Yes. Certain prepositions (after, as, before, since, until) serve as subordinating conjunctions when they're followed by a clause: 

You better get out of town before sundown. (preposition)

Many people run out of ideas long before they run out of words. (conjunction)

Some prepositions (including about, across, around, before, down, in, on, out, and up) also moonlight as adverbs (sometimes called prepositional adverbs or adverbial particles): 

Beth walked up the driveway. (preposition followed by the object)

Beth looked up. (prepositional adverb modifying the verb looked)

· Why is it that English prepositions are often so baffling to students of English as a second language?
We'll turn this one over to Ben Yagoda, author of When You Catch an Adjective, Kill It (Broadway, 2007): "Prepositions are insane! Sometimes they make no sense--it's just a case of memorizing them."

For practice in using prepositional phrases effectively, visit these articles and exercises: 

Identifying Prepositional Phrases 

What follows is the first paragraph of Chapter 29 of John Steinbeck's famous novel The Grapes of Wrath, first published in 1939. As you read this paragraph, see if you can identify all the prepositional phrases used by Steinbeck to convey the dramatic return of rain after a long, painful drought. When you're done, compare your results with the second version of the paragraph (on page two), in which prepositional phrases are highlighted in bold print.

TIP: To view this exercise without ads, click on the printer icon near the top of the page.

Original Paragraph by John Steinbeck
Over the high coast mountains and over the valleys the gray clouds marched in from the ocean. The wind blew fiercely and silently, high in the air, and it swished in the brush, and it roared in the forests. The clouds came in brokenly, in puffs, in folds, in gray crags; and they piled in together and settled low over the west. And then the wind stopped and left the clouds deep and solid. The rain began with gusty showers, pauses and downpours; and then gradually it settled to a single tempo, small drops and a steady beat, rain that was gray to see through, rain that cut midday light to evening. And at first the dry earth sucked the moisture down and blackened. For two days the earth drank the rain, until the earth was full. Then puddles formed, and in the low places little lakes formed in the fields. The muddy lakes rose higher, and the steady rain whipped the shining water. At last the mountains were full, and the hillsides spilled into the streams, built them to freshets, and sent them roaring down the canyons into the valleys. The rain beat on steadily. And the streams and the little rivers edged up to the bank sides and worked at willows and tree roots, bent the willows deep in the current, cut out the roots of cotton-woods and brought down the trees. The muddy water whirled along the bank sides and crept up the banks until at last it spilled over, into the fields, into the orchards, into the cotton patches where the black stems stood. Level fields became lakes, broad and gray, and the rain whipped up the surfaces. Then the water poured over the highways, and cars moved slowly, cutting the water ahead, and leaving a boiling muddy wake behind. The earth whispered under the beat of the rain, and the streams thundered under the churning freshets.

When you have completed this exercise, compare your results with the version of Steinbeck's paragraph in Answers with the phrases in bold
Common Prepositions

	about
	behind
	except
	outside

	above
	below
	for
	over

	across
	beneath
	from
	past

	after
	beside
	in
	through

	against
	between
	inside
	to

	along
	beyond
	into
	under

	among
	by
	near
	until

	around
	despite
	of
	up

	at
	down
	off
	with

	before
	during
	on
	without


Answers

Steinbeck's Paragraph with Prepositional Phrases in Bold
Over the high coast mountains and over the valleys the gray clouds marched in from the ocean. The wind blew fiercely and silently, high in the air, and it swished in the brush, and it roared in the forests. The clouds came in brokenly, in puffs, in folds, in gray crags; and they piled in together and settled low over the west. And then the wind stopped and left the clouds deep and solid. The rain began with gusty showers, pauses and downpours; and then gradually it settled to a single tempo, small drops and a steady beat, rain that was gray to see through, rain that cut midday light to evening. And at first the dry earth sucked the moisture down and blackened. For two days the earth drank the rain, until the earth was full. Then puddles formed, and in the low places little lakes formed in the fields. The muddy lakes rose higher, and the steady rain whipped the shining water. At last the mountains were full, and the hillsides spilled into the streams, built them to freshlets, and sent them roaring down the canyons into the valleys. The rain beat on steadily. And the streams and the little rivers edged up to the bank sides and worked at willows and tree roots, bent the willows deep in the current, cut out the roots of cotton-woods and brought down the trees. The muddy water whirled along the bank sides and crept up the banks until at last it spilled over, into the fields, into the orchards, into the cotton patches where the black stems stood. Level fields became lakes, broad and gray, and the rain whipped up the surfaces. Then the water poured over the highways, and cars moved slowly, cutting the water ahead, and leaving a boiling muddy wake behind. The earth whispered under the beat of the rain, and the streams thundered under the churning freshlets.

