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FOREWORD

Those who are born native-speakers of English seldom have any clear
or strong idea of how difficult it is for a foreigner to learn to use their lan-
guage correctly, fluently and with a good sense of its colours and idioms.
Of course there are basic structures and vocabulary that a foreign learner
can practice and commit to memory. But at a certain stage the learner has to
recognise that elements in the language are put together to form local struc-
tures which seem very fluid and improvised; and yet there are rules here
t00,0r at least current native-speaking habits, which mark scme of these
structures as idiomatic, others as grammatically correct but improbable,
and yet others as meaningless or wrong. Constructions that are built up by
the usage of prepositions are like this.

Prepositions in English are in themselves quite simple words;they are
not inflected and usually they are not modified in any way, and their sen-
tence-position is not too hard to predict. But the ways in which they are
used are extremely various, and often rather complex in the shades of
meaning that they carry or in the logical relations in space or time that they
indicate; often they play an important part in mapping the position of the
subject within the world of other persons and things, and sometimes too
they can suggest attitudes and moods. Some patterns of prepositional usage
are tightly bound, to certain types of discourse context or lexical colloca-
tion: others are more free and can be used in a changeable way as features
of style or idiomatic register.

Usually. when a learner wants to understand an unfamiliar word, a
means to obtain information is represented by a well-organised , up-to-date
and comprehensive dictionary. Specially made dictionaries that are adapted
to the needs of second-language learners can often present this information
in a manner specifically devised to help the learner. But with English prepo-
sitions the case is more difficult, because it is not so much the meaning of
these little words that gives the difficulty; rather.it is the ways in which
they are used.

This new dictionary is thus attempting to solve by a new method the
problems with prepositional constructions that an active learner of English.
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at all levels, is certain to encounter. Much thought has gone into planning
its internal arrangement, and much care has been given to bringing togeth-
er a very wide range of full-sentence examiples. Since the Chinese language
is also not inflected, the native-speaker of Chinese is probably ready to
recognise in English the vital significance of making structures of meaning
and expression out of flexible syntax and idiomatic collocations. But the
Chinese co-verb functions very differently from the English preposition.
Furthermore, English use-patterns change with current fashion, and the
spoken forms of everyday exchange quickly exert an influence upon more
formal , written styles, so that idiom and intonation and social register all
make prepositional usage into a difficult challenge for the Chinese learner.

I am glad to write this brief foreword, therefore, to encourage the user
of this book who is working hard to grasp how English speech actually
functions. I have been, informally , a teacher of English to Chinese students
in the central eastern part of China, and I have recognised for myself how
hard it is for a native Chinese-speaker to feel confident and to attain reason-
able fluency in using a language which arises from and expresses such a re-
mote and different way of life. One way to make progress is to read written .
texts in English and to make a point of watching how prepositions are em-
ployed, all the time,to build up the forms and rhythm of speech. Keep a
notebook and write down examples as you meet them. Listen to spoken
English, if you can, and write down examples rhat you hear. There are
many different Englishes spoken in the world today ; if some of the material
that you collect is,for instance,of American or Canadian or Australian ori-
gin, note this down also,because each of these forms of English has distinct
idiomatic features that are not fully shared by the others; also,observe that
some constructions are relatively formal, whereas others may be used more
often in casual speech. Then you can look up your notebook entries in the
different parts of this new dictionary, and compare your own examples
with what you find here; and thus gradually you will acquire a feeling for
this aspect of English speech and will become more confident about it.

In conclusion I should like to congratulate all those who have worked
hard to make this new work of reference so comprehensive and well con-
structed and so user-friendly. If the enquiring reader takes some trouble to
begin with, to understand how it is organised and to learn how to use it, I

am sure that it will repay this effort with a very great deal of invaluable



guidance.
J.H. Prynne

Director of Studies in English; Lecturer
in English at Cambridge University

Gonville and Caius College ,
Cambridge , England
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