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Abstract 

This paper presents a comparative interlanguage analysis of a specific class of prepositions in five learner corpora from different L1s. The comparison shows that, in native English, prepositions in the semantic field of ‘reference’ and ‘aboutness’ are used in distinct structural and collocational environments, while the learners permit a greater degree of interchangeability. In comparison to the native corpus, there are significant patterns of over- and underuse across all the different learner groups regardless of L1. However, a qualitative analysis reveals that colligational and collocational behaviour and sentence structure varies in the individual learner corpora. While this suggests the presence of a transfer problem in some of the learner corpora, it appears that this class of prepositions poses problems for learners irrespective of their L1. Since the distribution of these prepositions is more differentiated than might be suggested by the standard reference works, implications for English language teaching are suggested.
1. Introduction
Prepositions are known to be notoriously difficult for learners of English as a second language (Jarvis & Odlin 2000: 554). As such, they have motivated a wealth of research, concentrating in the main on the encoding of spatial and temporal relations by L2 learners (see Coventry & Guijarro-Fuentes, 2008 for overview and discussion). Prepositions have likewise featured prominently in learner corpus studies of L2 English (see below). In this paper, we use learner corpora to study a particular class of marginal and complex prepositions which are not linked to the encoding of spatial or temporal relations but which appear to pose persistent problems for at least L1 German learners of English. Anecdotal evidence from teaching experience suggests that L1 German learners tend to overuse the marginal prepositions concerning and regarding in particular. We are aware of only one other previous study by Green et al (2000) which shows that concerning is overused in a specific discourse context. While this has been confirmed on the basis of written corpora for tertiary level L1 (Austrian) German learners of L2 English, it was also suggested that this is part of a wider picture of over-, under- and misuse of marginal and complex prepositions by these learners (Rankin & Schiftner 2009). The present study builds on this by examining the distribution of complex and marginal prepositions within the same semantic class across learner corpora from a range of different L1 backgrounds. 

In what follows, we establish first the class of prepositions to which we are referring and address terminological issues. We then briefly review previous findings of learner corpus studies of the use of prepositions in L2 English before zeroing in on the nature of the class of prepositions under investigation here. Based on the limited amount of previous research looking at individual marginal prepositions, hypotheses are developed which are tested against the L1 German, Dutch, Finnish, French and Russian components of the International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE, Granger et al 2002).  

2. (Learner Corpus Studies of) Prepositions in L2 English

We provide here only a brief overview of the role of prepositions in a second language in order to provide the background that these pose significant problems, as a grammatical class, for second language learners. Previous studies have, however, concentrated almost exclusively on “core” prepositions and on their role in encoding spatial relations in an L2. 

Prepositions have been the subject of extensive research in SLA in the main as studies of how exactly semantic and conceptual elements might affect how spatial relations are encoded in a second language. Coventry & Guijarro-Fuentes (2008) provide an extensive overview of psycholinguistic studies of spatial relations in a second language.
A number of learner corpus studies have looked specifically at prepositions or have included prepositions in wider investigations of (usually written) learner data and these confirm on the whole that prepositions are a problematic area for L2 learners (cf. e.g. Aarts & Granger 1998, Granger & Rayson 1998). 

 
Díez-Bedmar and Casas Pedrosa (forthcoming) provide on overview of previous learner corpus studies of prepositional usage in L2 English. On the whole it seems that prepositions are underused in certain environments and it is generally assumed that the use of prepositions is significantly influenced by the learners’ L1. Díez-Bedmar and Casas Pedrosa’s conclusions from their own longitudinal corpus study of L1 Spanish learners shows transfer effects with positive influence where there is a one-to-one correspondence between English and Spanish but negative influence where a single preposition conveys a range of meanings in the other language. This would seem to indicate that a morphological correspondence (e.g. in in English and en in Spanish) is the source of confusion, however, it is not clear where morphological transfer is at work or purely conceptual/semantic elements. This highlights the methodological difficulty posed by the study of prepositions as there may be semantic and/or morphological transfer at work (see Jarvis & Odlin 2000). 

2.1. Complex and marginal prepositions

Concerning and regarding are included within a class of ‘marginal prepositions’ by Quirk et al (1985: 667). We will therefore refer to these as marginal prepositions, even though the strict definition of the wider class remains somewhat unclear. Quirk et al (1985: 667) define them as lexical items which behave in many ways like prepositions while retaining affinities with other lexical classes such as verbs or adverbs. In addition to concerning and regarding they list a range of items such as barring, granted, given, plus. Manning (2004: 313-314) provides a more restrictive characterisation of the class as made up of those items which “have the form of present participles of verbs, and which are used as verbs, but which also appear to function as prepositions.” He notes also that different such marginal prepositions may be located on a gradient from those which retain strong verbal characteristics to those, such as pending, which have lost the original connection to a verb form. 

Given their indeterminate grammatical status, it might be surmised that the distribution of marginal prepositions as a class might pose a problem for learners of English. While it is perhaps likely that this “mixed bag of eccentric items” (Aarts 2007: 110) by their very nature on the periphery of a number of grammatical classes might give rise to difficulties for learners. However, an alternative view is possible, which might suggest that the marginal prepositions concerning and regarding might actually pose fewer problems for learners of English. Their occurrence is tightly constrained by grammatical and lexical factors. So, they may only post-modify NPs, unlike core prepositions, which can occur in a number of contexts and may be selected for by various grammatical categories and are a grammatical requirement in many of these instances. Similarly, they occur mostly in the formal written mode and tend to co-occur with formal nouns (cf. results from BNC Baby).

Either way, it would be unlikely that the nature of the difficulties presented by the marginal prepositions we are interested in would be better understood by comparing concerning to other lexical items within the same grammatical “mixed bag”, such as excepting or according, for example. The assumption underlying the study is therefore that the source of whatever problems the learners might have is internal to the semantic class to which concerning and regarding belong. 

We define this here as the ‘reference’ or ‘aboutness’ semantic class. Identifying the range of prepositions to include in this class, and which were investigated in the study, is facilitated by the existence of morphologically-related complex prepositions such as with regard to and in regard to and further complex forms with similar semantics such as in reference to. The full list is given in section 3 and these were identified by consulting reference dictionaries for synonyms. All of the prepositions included in this class take an obligatory NP complement and in most cases postmodify NPs. They may, however, also be used clause-initially as a topic fronting device (more on this below). However, the different complex and marginal prepositions are not freely interchangeable and the factors which influence the felicitous choice of one particular item over another in English have not been studied and remain somewhat obscure. On the basis of the study discussed immediately below and the prepositions’ distribution in BNC Baby, we venture certain restrictions on the distribution of the different forms, which appear not to hold in the same way in the learner corpora.

2.2. Topic Fronting Devices

We are not aware of any previous research which has looked at the distribution of the particular prepositions of interest here, either in native or learner English. Hoffmann (2005) provides an overview of the use of the most frequent complex prepositions in modern English but concentrates on their status as a grammatical class. He likewise notes that they have in general received little attention in the literature (Hoffmann 2005: 1). 

While the focus of their attention was not marginal and complex prepositions per se, Green et al’s (2000) study of topic fronting devices by L1 Chinese learners of L2 English provides a useful starting point for discussion. It is shown that in addition to other structures Chinese students overuse concerning as a topic fronting device to introduce new information and produce structures such as (1), originally identified in Green (1996).

(1) Concerning the assignment, it was very demanding for most of us. (101)

Concerning and for are used to facilitate the fronting of new information and these thematisations “frequently constitute marked variants of canonical English word order” (Green et al 2000: 102). It is suggested that the more natural order would have the grammatical subject in theme position (i.e. clause initial) as in (2). 

(2) Most of us found the assignment very demanding.

Intriguingly, however, it is also suggested that if a more emphatic announcement of the topic was required by the discourse context, a “standard device” might be employed to achieve this effect as in (3)

(3) With regard to the assignment, it was very demanding for most of us.

There is no explanation for why the complex preposition with regard to is felicitous in this context, while concerning is not. The picture is further complicated by the results from Green et al’s (2000) corpus study. It is found that concerning is indeed overused as a topic fronting device (6 occurrences in 600,000 words of first semester writing by Cantonese Chinese speakers compared to 1 in a 600,000 word section of the LOB Corpus). It is then claimed that 5 of the 6 occurrences in the learner corpus are inappropriate, based on native speaker judgements, as they introduce new information in theme position.1 An interesting analysis is put forward, whereby it is posited following Givon (1995) that interlanguage discourse tends to follow pragmatic conventions (i.e. topic-prominence) rather than grammatical word order (Green et al 2000: 103). It could therefore be expected that all learner groups might use concerning inappropriately as a topic-fronting device. This tendency might be reinforced by the influence of L1 Chinese, which in contrast to English is a topic-prominent language.

 
It would seem then that concerning can only be used as a fronting device if the information in its NP complement is already given in the discourse. However, the question remains as to why this should be inappropriate while similar NPs introduced by with regard to are acceptable. There is also no further differentiation between different complex and marginal prepositions and the status of regarding as an apparent synonym of concerning is not discussed, and nor are other uses of these prepositions (i.e. not as topic fronting devices).2 Questions which fall out from this are, therefore, whether or not all complex and marginal prepositions are used inappropriately as topic-fronting devices and whether learners from different L1 backgrounds successfully differentiate between the different possible uses of marginal and complex prepositions as topic fronting devices in English. A further, related, question also suggests itself: are the ‘true’ prepositional uses of these items likewise problematic, as would be suggested by previous research on preposition distribution in learner English, or is it the case that their lack of polysemy and restricted colligational and collocational behaviour might actually make it easier for learners to acquire their distribution. 

3. The Study
As mentioned, the German, Dutch, French, Finnish and Russian L1 components of ICLE were used as the learner corpora. This was intended to provide as wide a typological range of languages as possible given the constraints of the ICLE v1.1. The make-up of each subcorpus was modified by including texts only from speakers who did not list a second native language spoken at home. The final corpora were therefore as in Table 1. 

	Corpus
	No. of Texts/Participants
	Number of Tokens

	ICLE-DU
	247
	218555

	ICLE-FI
	244
	182540

	ICLE-FR
	274
	184132

	ICLE-GE
	407
	221621

	ICLE-RU
	259
	213997

	Total
	1431
	1020845


Table 1: Make-up of the ICLE subcorpora as used in the study

The written component of BNC Baby (3,465,031 tokens) was used as the native corpus. This allows a Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis (Gilquin 2001, 2009, Granger 2009) to be carried out, comparing the distribution of the prepositions in the various learner corpora compared to the natives. This can then identify where learner production differs from native use in specific contexts. A further comparison between learner corpora from different L1 backgrounds can then be used to identify where divergence from native use may be due to the influence of L1 transfer. 

4. Method

The full list of prepositions to be studied is given in the list (4) below. Concordances of each of these were extracted from the learner corpora using WordSmith Tools (Scott 2008), Xaira was used to identify occurrences in BNC Baby. In order to ensure that any morphologically non-target forms where also included, only the N in complex P-N-P prepositions was concordanced, and concordances were then manually sorted to identify usages in complex prepositions. Thus, regard was used to identify in regard to and with regard to, but also forms such as in regard of, etc were included. We do not discuss further any instances of non-target forms.

(4) concerning

pertaining to

in reference to / with reference to

regarding

in regard to / with regard to

relating to

in respect to / with respect to

in respect of

in terms of

Each concordance was then coded for the grammatical use of the complex/marginal preposition. TOP indicates that the preposition was used as a fronting device, while colligational patterns for other uses were identified by coding for the lexical class of the item which the preposition post-modified (NP, VP, AdjP, etc). In a final step, the collocational behaviour of the prepositions was investigated by studying only the set of occurrences where an NP is post-modified by one of the prepositions and dividing the nouns into semantic categories. 

5. Results
As mentioned above, we used contrastive interlanguage analysis (CIA) to analyse the data. CIA refers to both the comparison of L1 with L2 data as well as the comparison of various sets of L2 data (cf. Granger 2009: 18-19). It thus not only allows for the identification of patterns of over-, under- or inappropriate use in the interlanguage as compared to native language, but by comparing various learner populations also yields indications of L1 dependent transfer problems. 

The list of prepositions to be studied that we originally compiled (cf. section 4) was altered to exclude pertaining to and relating to on the grounds that the frequency of these prepositions was too low in the learner corpora (two instances of pertaining to in ICLE-GE and a sum of five instances of relating to in the ICLE-GE, ICLE-FR and ICLE-DU). Thus, in our final analysis, the marginal prepositions concerning and regarding and the complex prepositions in terms of, in/with respect to/of, in/with regard to, in/with reference to were considered. While the comparison to L1 data revealed that these prepositions are variably over- and underused by the learners, a closer examination of the individual learner corpora enabled us to describe differences in the interlanguage of different learner populations. Statistical measures as well as qualitative approaches to data analysis were used to describe patterns of over- and underuse as well as to account for some of these patterns.
5.1. Distribution and statistical measures

As illustrated in figure 1 below, the contrastive interlanguage analysis revealed similar patterns of over- and underuse across all learner corpora. Even though there is some variation, there is clearly a striking overuse of concerning and an underuse of in terms of across all learner corpora compared to the frequencies in the subcorpus from BNC we used. While regarding is also overused by all learners, these figures are not nearly as striking as the differences in the use of concerning.


Another interesting observation can be made with regard to the variation between the individual learner corpora, as well as the overall numbers of prepositions used. In the BNC, the six prepositions analysed have an occurrence of 1.73 per 10000 words. In contrast, the normalized frequencies of these prepositions are much higher in the learner corpora. The Dutch subcorpus ranks highest with a frequency of the studied prepositions twice as high as in the BNC (3.34 per 10000 words) followed by German (2.83), French (2.35) and Finnish (2.3). With the exception of the Russian learner corpus (1.93), the number of the studied prepositions is much higher in the learner subcorpora drawn from ICLE than in the native English corpus drawn from the BNC.
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Figure 1: Relative frequency of the studied prepositions

The distribution was statistically tested with log-likelihood measures (cf. table 2 below). These measures revealed that indeed every one of the prepositions tested was significantly over- or underused by at least one learner group. The statistical analysis confirmed a significant overuse of concerning at the 0.01 % level in all five learner corpora. The second most overused preposition analysed is regarding, which is significantly overused in the German (1% level), Dutch and Finnish (0.1% level) subcorpora, but not in the French and Russian subcorpora. We also found that in terms of is underused in all subcorpora, at varying levels of significance (ranging from 0.01% - 5% level). The other three prepositions that we included in the analysis, namely in/with respect to/of, in/with regard to, and in/with reference to are variably over- and underused by different learner populations. However, only five instances are significant: the underuse of in/with respect to/of in the German subcorpus (5% level), the overuse of in/with regard to in the Dutch and French subcorpus (1% and 0.1% level) and the overuse of in/with reference to in the German and Russion subcorpora (5%). As the frequency analysis shows, between all six prepositions investigated, the marginal prepositions concerning and regarding are most overused by the learners compared to the native corpus. What is especially interesting, however, is that the preposition concerning is not only overused, but also used most frequently; in the German, Dutch and Finnish subcorpora, the count of concerning is higher than the sum all other five prepositions examined. 

	
	ICLE-GE
	ICLE-DU
	ICLE-FI
	ICLE-FR
	ICLE-RU

	concerning
	96.16*
	93.44*
	39.56*
	33.24*
	28.56*

	regarding
	8.11*
	17.34*
	13.07*
	0.63
	1.67

	in terms of
	11.43**
	15.17**
	5.41**
	6.82**
	7.14**

	in/with respect to/of
	4.98**
	0.54
	3.59
	3.59
	2.27

	in/with regard to
	0.03
	8.05*
	0.21
	12.85*
	0.49**

	in/with reference to
	4.06*
	n/a
	n/a
	n/a
	4.24*


*=significant overuse in comparison to BNC Baby, **=significant underuse.

Table 2: Statistical measures
5.2. Marginal prepositions

Based on the results of the quantitative contrastive interlanguage analysis, it appears that the marginal prepositions concerning and regarding are most problematic for the learners. Overuse, however, truly only indicates quantitative divergence. To interpret this overuse and account for it, a closer investigation of the use of the prepositions in their co-text is necessary. In our qualitative analysis, we thus examined colligational and collocational patterns.

5.2.1. Colligation

In terms of colligation, we found that concerning is used by the learners to postmodify adjectives (5), verb phrases (6), and noun phrases (7). It does not, however, only function as a post-modifier, but is also used in clause initial position as a means to structure information (8).

(5) The struggle for perfection through technology is not only visible concerning the physical appearance of humans. (ICLE German)
(6) (3) My personal opinion is that women and men should be treated equally concerning every reach of life thus a womans place isn’t only in the home. (ICLE German)
(7) Minorities as women, gays, or aliens are still being discriminated, as the recently changed laws concerning abortion or foreigners claiming political asylum clearly prove. (ICLE German)
(8) Concerning the death penalty, I ask myself if people like this cruel kind of punishment. (ICLE German)

As illustrated in figure 2, in the BNC, the preposition concerning is primarily (i.e. 95.5% of the time) used to postmodify nouns, as for example in instances such as laws concerning or questions concerning (for a discussion of collocational patterns see section 5.2.2.). The Finnish, French, and Russian subcorpora show a distribution similar to the BNC, whereas in the German and Dutch subcorpora, concerning is often used as a means to structure information, which is marked as TOP. Some examples of this divergent use of concerning taken from the Dutch learner corpus are given in  (9), (10) and (11) below. 
(9) Concerning bloody reports at the news they should handle their images with great care. (ICLE Dutch)

(10) Concerning Huck's attitude towards Jim it can be observed hat he sees Jim as his friend. (ICLE Dutch)

(11) Concerning social policy the United Kingdom disputed the usefulness of compulsory community legislation. (ICLE Dutch)

While this structure is very rare in the BNC subcorpus (3%), it is used frequently by German (22%) and Dutch (17.5%) learners. As reported in section 2.2., a similar pattern of overuse of concerning as a topic fronting device was reported by Green at al 2000 with respect to Chinese English learners.
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Figure 2: colligational patterns of concerning
The use of concerning as a so-called topic-fronting device often produces rather awkward constructions. Very often, regarding (9) or in terms of (10) could be used more accurately in these contexts, which might be a possibility to account for some of the underuse of in terms of (see Conclusion). Interestingly, only German learners use concerning to post-modify adjectives and verb phrases. The fact that German learners not only struggle with the use of concerning as a topic-fronting device but also frequently use concerning to post-modify constituents other than nouns (26.9%) might reflect transfer of a similar class of prepositions from German, problems with dictionary use, or structural transfer.
Similarly to the colligational patterns we found for concerning, German learners also used regarding in clause initial position to structure information (50%) and to post-modify adjectives (16.7%), verb phrases (16.7%) and nouns (16.7%). While the number of instances where regarding is used as a topic-fronting device to structure information is still higher in the German corpus than it is in the native English corpus, the patterns are more evenly distributed across all corpora. As opposed to concerning, with regarding the structure where the preposition is not post-modifying a noun phrase (TOP) is quite frequent also in the BNC (cf. figure 3). It thus seems more appropriate with regarding than it is with concerning. This use of regarding in clause-initial position as a device to structure information is illustrated in the two examples from native (12) and learner (13) language below.

(12) Regarding the strikes, disputes and restrictive practices which had plagued the Dublin plant, these were all unfortunate legacies of the British system which had been foisted upon the Irish since before the First World War. (BNC)

(13) Regarding these results the electronic revolution is likely to produce, it might be that the magic of computers is only cheating us in some way. (ICLE_GE)

While regarding is acceptable in clause-initial position - as a topic-fronting device - in these examples, concerning could not be used in these instances. As suspected, the two marginal prepositions concerning and regarding are used in distinct structural environments, though they are similar in their semantic scope. While it is difficult to draw conclusions from the French data3, Finnish and Russian learners seem to use regarding in similar patterns as native speakers. Dutch learners use regarding more frequently than natives in TOP position. What is especially interesting, however, is the way German students use regarding very rarely to post-modify nouns, but equally to post-modify adjectives and verb phrases (cf. figure 3). This pattern compares to the results of the analysis of concerning and seems to reflect a pattern of an atypical, eccentric use of these marginal prepositions by the German speaking learners. 
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Figure 3: colligational patterns of regarding
Clearly, colligation is a problem for most learner groups investigated, especially with regard to the use of concerning. The most prominent deviations from native usage can be observed in the German subcorpus. In order to describe in more detail the atypical use of these prepositions, especially by the German learners, we proceeded to analyse collocational patterns.
5.2.2. Collocational Patterns

The marginal preposition concerning is not only most significantly overused in all learner corpora compared to the native corpus, but between all the prepositions analysed it is also the one that is used most frequently by the learners (cf. figure 1). However, as discussed in section 5.2.1., only the Dutch and (most strikingly) the German learners use concerning in colligational patterns that differ from native speaker usage (cf. figure 2). This means that even in those cases where the learners use concerning to post-modify a noun-phrase, as is the most common usage in native language as attested in the BNC, the learners’ use still differs in terms of the significantly higher number of occurrences of this preposition. 
In the data drawn from BNC, 95% of the time, concerning post-modifies a noun phrase. It thus seems like the function of post-modifying a noun phrase is a grammatical requirement. The use of concerning as post-modifying an adjective or a verb that we observed in the German subcorpus did not figure in the BNC, which is why we restricted our comparative analysis of collocational patterns to those instances where concerning is used to post-modify noun-phrases. 

There seems to be a collocational restriction on the semantic type of noun phrases that concerning can post-modify. Examples (14) to (16) show typical collocations for concerning that can be found the BNC. 

(14) Government documents and official statements concerning integration are replete with romantic and ill-defined language. 


(15) When such demands become part of a debate concerning black issues, it is marginalized and perceived as a threat to harmony and integration.

(16) There are prescriptions concerning actors, restaurants, religious sects, fads, social issues and automobiles which you ignore at peril of excommunication. 

We found that most of the collocations in the BNC can be grouped into three broad semantic categories, which we labelled (A) information, (B) scientific/general discussion/conjecture, (C) rules and regulations. Table 3 below provides a more detailed description of the subdivisions of these three categories. Examples from the BNC are given for each category.

	(A) Information

· written information

· statement

· general
	e.g. article, report
e.g. remark
e.g. instructions, news

	(B) scientific/general discussion/conjecture

· - uncertain information

· - science

· - discussion/debate
	e.g. allegations, assumptions
e.g. data, hypothesis
e.g. controversy, argument

	(C) rules and regulations
	e.g. prescription, law


Table 3: BNC collocational restrictions for concerning
In the data drawn from the BNC, 95% of all collocations could be assigned to one of these three categories, whereas this was not possible for the instances in the learner corpora, where up to 50% of the collocations come from other semantic domains (cf. figure 4). 
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Figure 4: collocational patterns of concerning4
Those instances where concerning post-modifies nouns from other semantic domains, however, often seem awkward, as illustrated in examples (17) and (18), taken from the German and French subcorpora of the ICLE.
(17) The majority forgets the real good things and positive sides concerning their life. (ICLE-GE)

(18) These two last decades have not seen many changes concerning women but there have been some. (ICLE-FR)
In these cases, concerning could often more appropriately be replaced with a standard preposition (as in example 17 with in or of) or other prepositions from the semantic field of ‘aboutness’ and ‘reference’ (as in example 18 with with regard to).
6. Discussion

As reported in section 5.1., we found that the prepositions in question were used a lot more frequently in the learner corpora than in the BNC. One possible explanation for this difference could be the restriction to a very specific genre, namely argumentative writing, in the learner corpora. The fact that there are not only quantitative but also qualitative differences in the learners’ use of these prepositions does, however, render this possibility highly unlikely. 

As shown for concerning, the learners seem to use the prepositions in the semantic field of ‘reference’ and ‘aboutness’ in ways that differ from native usage to structure the information that they wish to convey, to front topics and thus establish cohesive ties. This correlates with a study by Hinkel (2001), who investigated explicit cohesive devices in student texts and found that L2 English student writers overuse sentence transitions compared to native writers. Hinkel suggests that “the preponderance of sentence transitions often reflects NNS writers' attempts to construct a unified idea flow within the constraints of a limited syntactic and lexical range” (Hinkel 2001). Even though Hinkel does not mention the atypical use of prepositions as sentence transitions, the pattern of using prepositions to front topics we observed certainly reflects the students’ attempts to develop their ideas in a cohesive manner.

While the learners use a larger number of prepositions in the field of ‘reference’ and ‘aboutness’ than native speakers do, this overuse seems especially prominent in case of the marginal prepositions concerning and regarding. Our initial suspicion that these prepositions pose a particular problem for the learners was confirmed by the quantitative analysis, which revealed that the complex prepositions we included in the study were not overused as much as the marginal prepositions by any one of the five learner groups investigated, which is why our qualitative analysis focused on the marginal prepositions.  

In terms of the possible hypothesis we derived from Green et al (based on Givon 1995) that all learner groups might show a tendency to overuse topic fronting devices, this is not confirmed. Rather, it seems that the syntax of the L1 has a role to play in the production of fronted topics with concerning.

The analysis revealed that while all learners have problems using concerning and regarding, it was found that these problems differ between the individual learner corpora. German and Dutch learners were found to have problems with colligation, but this was not the case, or certainly not as prominent, in the other three learner corpora studied. The particular problem with colligation that L1 German and L1 Dutch learners have seems to suggest an analysis in the same vein as Green et al only for the German and Dutch groups. These are the only learners who overuse concerning as a topic fronting device. As verb second (V2) languages, German and Dutch syntax licenses a unique clause-initial position (the prefield), which can host a range of fronted constituents and is usually associated with topicality. This could reinforce a natural tendency for the learners to rely more heavily on discourse prominence in their production (cf. Givon 1995 and section 2.2.) and therefore explain why the sort of structures we identified persist at higher levels of proficiency only in the German and Dutch subcorpora. 

In addition, a problem faced by all learners of English regardless of L1 background is that there is indeed evidence in native English input to which they are exposed that concerning and regarding can in fact occur in clause-initial position as a topic fronting device. However, as we have discussed (section 2.2) there are restrictions on the felicity of this structure. In particular, the fronted topic must refer to a recent antecedent in the discourse and is anomalous when it picks out some new referent.  It is possible therefore that learners notice (in the technical sense of Schmidt 1992) that these structures are possible in English without noticing the discourse constraints on their distribution. Noticing the discourse constraints obviously constitutes a more difficult learning task as it necessitates a greater deal of attention to a whole discourse rather than paying attention to just the surface linear order of constituents. 



With respect to the German learners, it is also possible that lexical transfer might be at work in the form of translation equivalents of a similar class of marginal/complex prepositions in German, including betreffend, bezüglich, in Bezug auf, hinsichtlich etc. Reference works tend to offer concerning, regarding and with regard to as seemingly interchangeable equivalents for all of these, providing no detailed information on their use in context. Bilingual dictionaries such as the Langenscheidt Schulwörterbuch or Pons Großwörterbuch Englisch, which are commonly used in schools, might thus have an influence on the learners’ (mis)use of these prepositions. Monolingual English reference works aimed at learners similarly tend not to differentiate between the different uses of these prepositions. The Longman Language Activator, for example, subsumes concerning, regarding and with regard to under the entry ‘about’, without any further specific information. The same seems to apply to a range of learner dictionaries, grammars, etc. (cf. e.g. the Collins Cobuild Advanced Dictionary).

It is possible that the production patterns are the result of the learners’ consultation of reference works or explicitly learned translation equivalents. Alternatively, it may also be the result of implicit L1 transfer insofar as the syntactic behaviour of the German lexical class is associated with the lexical representation of the English prepositions. It would certainly be interesting to follow up this study with an analysis of the German prepositions in this semantic field to see whether the German prepositions can be differentiated in the same way as the English prepositions in this study and whether there are similarities in their distribution that might make the distinction more accessible for German learners.

One aspect that all learner groups seem to struggle with irrespective of their mastery of colligation are the collocational patterns associated with these marginal prepositions in their “true” prepositional uses, as illustrated above in our analysis of concerning. The use of unconventional collocations seems to be due to a lack of awareness of restrictions in the distribution of the prepositions in this semantic field on the one hand, and to the use of marginal or complex prepositions instead of standard prepositions on the other (cf. examples 17 and 18). Concerning is largely overused to cover a range of functions, where regarding or in terms of would be more appropriate. This problem that learners have with the differentiation of the subtle differences between these prepositions may well account for some of the over– and underuse that can be observed across all learner corpora. There might, however, also be an impression that it simply ‘sounds’ better to use such prepositions rather than other ‘normal’ prepositions. Since they tend to be used mainly in formal contexts, the learners might assume that using these prepositions is a matter of register or stylistics and is indicative of a higher written register or more formal style. Therefore there is a possibility that the problem is not the learners’ understanding of the grammatical properties of these prepositions, but rather their encoding of stylistic variation. This could easily be tested by comparing written learner data to spoken learner data. On the assumption that the locus of the problem is difficulties with register variation in the written mode, one would hypothesise that concerning and regarding would not be used to the same extent in speech.


As we have seen, not all learner groups over-, under-, or misuse all of the prepositions that were analysed. This may be due to differences in L1 transfer, as was suggested for the use of concerning as a topic fronting device by German and Dutch learners. As a final consideration, one needs to bear in mind that some of the subcorpora of ICLE represent more advanced learners than others. As mentioned in the handbook accompanying the corpus (cf. Granger et al 2002), ICLE is not strictly proficiency matched but drawn just from the same institutional level (final year at university), which obviously allows for a range of different proficiency levels between the individual L1 groups. Future research could control for this by using proficiency matched learner corpora.
7. Conclusions

This study has shown that, as with the ‘core’ prepositions, the class of marginal and complex prepositions we have looked at are also problematic for learners of English as a foreign language. Concerning it seems is a particular problem and is significantly overused by all the learner groups studied. The patterns of usage, however, differ depending on the L1 of the learners. L1 German and Dutch learners of English use concerning more as a topic fronting device reflecting the transfer of information structural patterns from the L1. 

All groups have problems establishing the appropriate collocational and colligational behaviour of the prepositions in the ‘aboutness’ semantic class. Again, concerning is particularly problematic and its use is overextended to atypical collocations where a different preposition (often a ‘core’ preposition) would be more appropriate. It is a challenge to establish why the learners should overextend the scope of concerning in particular rather than of the other prepositions in the class. We have suggested that this may be due to difficulties with register variation. It appears that the learners may be using concerning as it ‘sounds better’ and more formal than other core prepositions. In the case of the L1 German group, this may again be reinforced by transfer as a similar class of prepositions exists in German, the syntactic behaviour of which may be transferred to the English equivalents. 

This class of prepositions in English poses a significant learning problem. While all of the complex and marginal prepositions in this class have the same semantics, they are not freely interchangeable (in contrast to what some language reference resources might suggest). The specific function of each of the prepositions is complex and requires noticing constraints on their distribution in terms of syntax, colligation and collocation, which the learners apparently continue to struggle with. The overall distribution and patterns of overuse and underuse can to some extent be explained by problems internal to the class of prepositions in question. So, for example, the underuse of in terms of is explained by the fact that this would in fact be more appropriate in clause-initial position where the learners favour concerning.  

Implications for teaching might therefore include awareness-raising, whereby it is brought to the learners’ attention that there is a tendency to overuse these prepositions. The insights from a similar study have already been put into practise in language classes to illustrate where learner and native usage diverges in these areas (Rankin & Schiftner 2009). Data taken directly from learner and native corpora can be used fruitfully to highlight subtle differences in usage in this area and draw attention to difficulties which would be otherwise hard to analyse without a large amount of comparative data. Similar approaches could be applied to other complex areas of grammar which tend not to be covered in detail in language classrooms and for which materials in the form of standard reference works might in fact be confusing for learners without supplementary help and input.
Notes 

1 It is claimed that where a device is used to introduce a new topical referent or to recall a referent with a relatively remote antecedent, its use would be judged as appropriate (Green et al 2000: 105). However, this is at odds with the main thrust of the rest of the text, which posits that the violation of end-focus for new information in English is at the heart of the problem, and contradicts the analysis presented, which asserts that the learners “choose to occupy theme position inappropriately with a surfeit of loudly-announced new information” (Green et al 2000: 111). We therefore assume that new fronted information is inappropriate and the confusion is due to typographical error.

2 This is not intended as a criticism – the aim in the Green et al paper was only to investigate the occurrence of marked themes. 

3 The fact that 100% of regarding in the French corpus are labelled as TOP is related to the fact that there are only two instances of regarding in the French subcorpus of ICLE, both of which were instances where regarding was used in a TOP structure.

4 The large amount of scientific/general discussion/conjecture in the BNC data could be due to the academic texts included in this corpus. Since the BNC is a balanced corpus and concerning is used more frequently in formal writing, this should, however, not skew the analysis. The inclusion of this genre thus can, in our opinion, not account for the excessive use of collocations from other semantic domains in the learner corpora.
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