
Remember.. 

 Identify ONE clear 
meaning or use for 
ONE preposition 

 Generate multiple 
examples  

 Use in context, in 
form-focused 
minilesson within a 
larger unit,  and give 
learners 
opportunities to 
generate examples 
and test out how to 
use it creatvely. 

Prepositional phrases:  ideas for 

teaching a few identifiable meanings 
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There are patterns in 

preposition usage! 

We can group 

meanings and 

identify some 

patterns in how a 

particular preposition 

is used. 

 

 

Prepositions are function 
words used to link nouns to 
other phrases. 

Most prepositions are short 
words: in, on, at, for, with, 
of…. 

Prepositions don’t change 
form. They don’t add prefixes 
or suffixes.  

Always group with a NOUN. 

Prepositions show 

relationships; we can’t give a 

definition of the preposition 

itself. We can specify the 

Prepositions and prepositional phrases 
 relationships a preposition 

is used for. 

A prepositional phrase: 

a preposition followed by 

a noun phrase. 

Problems for learners: 

1. English has a lot of 

prepositions compared to 

most languages.  

2. Preposition usage does 

not translate well across 

languages. 

3. Prepositional phrases can be 

idiomatic/ strongly collocated 

with specific vocab: Learning 

preposition usage item by item is 

a huge task! 

Prep. determined by the word  

BEFORE the prep: be interested 

IN, listen TO 

Prep. determined by the word 

AFTER the prep (the prep. 

phrase is a vocab item with a 

specific meaning: AT risk, ON the 

other hand 

Quick and dirty blueprint for adding some 
prepositional phrases to your learners’ repertoire 

1. Identify a specific 
meaning/use for a 
preposition.  (dictionaries 
like learnersdictionary.com 
and ldoceonline.com are 
useful. Also see the 
examples on the next page 
of this handout) 

2. Confirm that this 

meaning/use is applicable 

across a range of 

vocabulary and situations: 

can you come up with a list 

of at least 5 example 

sentences? 

3. Think how to explain or 

demonstrate the 

meaning/use for this 

preposition to your 

learner group. The 

relationship demonstrated 

by the preposition should 

be as clear as possible.  

4. Think of when you are 

likely to use this pattern/ 

this meaning for the 

preposition in everyday 

language use: What 

CONTEXT can you create 

for using it? What 

ACTIVITIES or TASKS will 

generate good meaningful 

use? 

5. Plan an activity that 

gives learners a chance 

to see and hear example 

of the target pattern, and 

also a chance to 

experiment with using 

the pattern creatively to 

generate. 

In general, aim for a 

lesson segment of 10-20 

minutes.  
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Three useful 

meanings for 

FOR: 
 

1. Specifies the 

person or thing 

that is the 

target/goal; 

limits who or 

what 

 2. Specifies 

reason why 

something is 

done 

3. Specifies 

reason (goal)  

Space:  used with the 
place where an action or 
thing began 

I drove here from Halifax 
this morning. 

Strawberries from the 

Valley will be available 

shortly. 

Time starting point: 

From 10:00 to 11:00 

From the first time I saw 

you 

FROM 

 Target meaning 1: used 
to show this source is 
stopped, blocked or 
prevented 

an umbrella to protect 

you from the rain. 

rescued from certain 

death 

Verbs and sentence 

patterns: 

stop/prevent/block/delay 

(NOUN) from (VERBing) 

protect/save/rescue/defend 

(NOUN) from (NOUN) 

Teaching idea: Talk about 

health and safety 

Target meaning 2: used  

to show source of hurting 

with non-action verbs 

suffer/die/ache/be in  

pain/hurt from (NOUN) 

Teaching idea: Describing 

symptoms to medical 

professional 

 

Time: Duration… used 
with a period of time, not 
a point 

She’s been talking for 40 
minutes!   

For many years, scientists 
believed that…. 

Space: Used with 
intended destination of 
movement or eyes 

We left for the airport at 
6. 

I’m looking for my keys. 

FOR: what kind of? 

 Target meaning 

1:Specify WHO or WHAT 

the statement applies to 

This shirt is too big for 

me, but it’s perfect for 

you. 

Maternity shops sell 

clothes for pregnant 

women. 

…apps for Iphone 

 

Teaching idea: Talk 

about public services and 

the needs of different 

groups in society: for 

children, for families, for 

men, for women, for 

immigrants, for young 

people… 

Teaching idea: Talk 

about consumer goods; 

specify different kinds 

with FOR + thing it’s used 

with and FOR + groups 

targeted 

 

Target meaning 2: 
Specifies the reason or 
cause for a (human) 
action. Answers WHY 

…praised the author for 
his accurate portrayal of  

was punished for 

shoplifting 

FOR:  Why? Reason or goal 

 Target meaning 3: 

Shows goal of a (human) 

action. Answers WHY. 

work for world peace 

strive for excellence 

study for  an exam 

Teaching idea: Ask about 

learners’ experiences using set 

of verbs where FOR will be 

used:  

Have you ever been blamed/ 

thanked/punished/ praised/ 

honored/rejected? What for? 

What do you work/strive/study/ 

for? What’s worth suffering for?  

 

Prepositional Phrases 

source 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

WITH signals a 
“functional relationship”: 
the noun in the prep. 
phrase is associated, not 
directly, but in a 
meaningful way.  WITH 
adds a noun to what’s 
going on!  

Space: things or people 

are together in one place 

I’ll go to the grocery store 
with you.   

I washed my jeans with 
my underwear, and now 
it’s all blue!  

Target meaning 1: used 

with tools and objects 

that are used to get 

things done: answers 

HOW 

start a fire with a match 

open the file with Adobe 

Reader 

push the door open with 

your foot 

  WITH 

 
Teaching idea:  in talking 

about tasks in learners’ 

daily lives, ask: What do 

you use to help you do..? 

Generate sentences:  I 

use X to do Y: I do Y with 

X 

Teaching idea: What can 

you do with a pen? 

Creative uses for some 

common objects! Timed 

game: winner is the team 

who comes up with the 

most or most creative 

uses  

Target meaning 2:  used 

to show things belonging 

to a NOUN, or things that 

are included with a 

NOUN: 

X has a Y = an X with a Y 

an apartment with a 

washer and dryer 

 

 a hot dog with mustard 

and relish 

countries with a lot of 

natural resources 

Teaching idea: 

catalogues describing 

consumer goods: Find 

“with” phrases  used in 

descriptons, create 

catalogue descriptions or 

Kijiji ads for items chosen 

by learners 

 

 

 

For rent:: 

apartment with 

2 bedrooms and 

2 bathrooms; 

on bus line; 

comes with 

parking space, 
free Wifi access 
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What can you do with a….  


