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An Analysis of Students’ Difficulties in Using Preposition of Time

in the Russian Language
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Abstract

This study attempts to explore the difficulties in using time expression of Russian language
encountered by Third Year Russian specialization students at Yangon University of Foreign
Languages. The present paper also seeks to clarify the usages and meanings of prepositions in
the sentences so that the students will be able to make correct use of prepositions of time
expression in the target language. The research design was descriptive research. The
participants of the study consisted of 50 Russian specialization students at YUFL in the First
Semester of the academic year 2019-2020. To collect the data, the students were given a test.
The students were asked to fill in the gaps with a suitable preposition which express time. The
findings revealed that the majority of the students encounter problems in using prepositions of
time expression in the Russian language.
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Introduction

Learning a foreign language plays an important role in the modern world because by
using a language, people can express their ideas, emotions, and thoughts. People use language
to communicate with one another. Nowadays, there has been a constant increase in the number
of students learning Russian at our university. The purpose of learning Russian is that students
expect to master all language skills, namely listening, speaking, reading and writing. Teaching
Russian as a foreign language to Myanmar students is very challenging. Many students want to
learn Russian, but most of the students face difficulties in communicating their ideas
effectively. The problem is the lack of grammatical knowledge, meaning, and usage of
language components. Before speaking or writing, students have to know the components of
each sentence and the sentence must have correct grammar. Grammar is important in language
because it makes meaning. Grammar names the types of words and words groups that make up
sentences in any language. Every language in the world has its own system of grammar.
Russian has grammar system that is based on a variety of concepts not present in other
languages, including cases, perfective and imperfective verbs, gender, lack of articles, etc.

In learning Russian as a foreign language, students need to understand aspects of
grammar, including cases, tenses, noun, verb, adjective, adverb, pronoun, preposition,
conjunction and so on. When students master grammar, they can speak, write and construct
sentences. One of the important aspects that we usually learn in grammar is preposition. A
preposition is defined as connecting words showing the relation of a noun or a noun substitute
to some other word in the sentences. On the other hand, preposition is a word that shows the
relation between nouns or pronouns and the other words in a sentence. There are many kinds of
prepositions in Russian. This study only focuses on the use of prepositions of time expression
which is a problem among many students and identifies the students’ difficulties in the use of
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prepositions of time. The researcher will try to investigate and identify the actual reasons and
difficulties behind the problems of using time expression in Russian language.

Aim and Objectives

This paper aims to investigate the difficulties in using time expression of Russian
language encountered by Third Year Russian specialization students at Yangon University of
Foreign Languages. The objectives of this study are:

- To find out the actual reasons behind the problems facing third year students in
using prepositions of time expression;

- To give advice for students to use time expression correctly.

Literature Review

Using prepositions is challenging for foreign language learners. “Preposition usage is
one of the most difficult aspects of grammar to master.” (Chodorow et al., 2007: 25). One of
the most likely reasons is the very nature of preposition. Prepositions are usually mono-
morphemic words that belong to the closed class of lexical items i.e. items that cannot be
derived from other words. Prepositions are also non-inflecting which means that they do not
have different forms (e.g. case and gender) like verbs or nouns for instance.

Russian language learners usually have difficulties with prepositions because there are
not so many prepositions in other languages and students try to make an unnecessary
distinction. Also, many usages are not related to the original meaning of that preposition and it
can be confusing as learners are often led by the word meaning (Parrott, 2000). For instance,
some prepositions are polysemous words which are not closely related.

The most common cause of difficulties is that many prepositions perform a number of
complex syntactic roles. Unlike other words, prepositions have several syntactic functions and
this can also be demanding for learners. In prepositional phrases, prepositions can govern a
noun or a verb (e.g B nome, Ha ipocayimBarun), follow a verb (e.g 3aBucur o), follow a noun
(e.g unTepec k) or be in the middle of two words (e.g cioBo B cioBo). What can also be
confusing is that prepositions can sometimes be short words (e.g 6, na, no), long words or
phrases (e.g B COOTBETCTBUH, HECMOTPSI Ha, C TOYKHU 3PCHHS).

On the other hand, difficulties occur because prepositions perform complex semantic
roles. It is not rare in Russian to have prepositions with similar meanings (e.g ¢, enympu).
Moreover, certain verbs, nouns, and adjectives that have similar meaning use different
prepositions. Finally, there are prepositions which are combined with other words to express
different meaning (e.g in phrasal verbs).

Prepositions in Russian are certainly one of the most difficult aspects of the Russian
language for non-native speakers to learn. Lakoff (1978) argues that prepositions are likely to
have a relatively small number of related literal meaning. (Diab, N ,1998,cited in Khayal,
2011) states that prepositions pose a great difficulty for learners of Russian since there are
various prepositions in Russian that have the same function, for example the prepositions «é» u
«H@» JeXYpCcTBO B HOUM / mepemaya mo TeneBuzopy. However, when students are not sure
which prepositions to use in a certain phrase, they often resort to a possible equivalence in their
mother tongue, giving a literal translation of the Myanmar preposition into Russian.
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Research Methodology
Research Questions
In this research, research questions and research procedures are classified.

1. What prepositions of time expressions are particularly difficult for Russian specialization
students to learn?

2. What are the causes of students’ errors in using preposition of time?

3. Why did not some of the students know how to choose appropriate preposition correctly in
sentences?

Research Method

In this research, the descriptive method is adopted. A test will be given to the students
with the aim of collecting the data for the study. The participants of the study consist of third
year students from the Department of Russian at YUFL in the first semester of the academic
year 2019-2020. The total number of students is (50) students chosen randomly among the
students.

Data Collection Procedure

This study aimed at investigating the actual reasons behind the problems facing RFL
students in using prepositions of time expression and recommend ways so as to solve the
problems. In order to find out the students’ difficulties in using time expression, a test was
used to collect the data. The students were asked to fill in the gaps with a suitable preposition
which express time.

Findings
Students’ Correct and Error Usage of Time Expression in the sentences

In order to find out the difficulties in using time expression facing Third Year students,
the researcher used a test. The test consisted of 20 items. The students were instructed to fill in
the gaps with appropriate prepositions. Each preposition that expresses time was asked two-
five times randomly, that shown in Table 1.

<Table 1> Frequency of Each Preposition in Test

Preposition Asked

B 4 times
Ha 5 times
K 3 times
Okoio 2 times
Yepes 3 times
[Mepen 3 times

As shown in Table 2, for the use of (&) in sentence No0.3, 84% of the students answered
the question correctly, while 16% do not. In the use of (¢) in sentence No.4, 76% of the
students answered the question correctly, while 24% do not, while the use of (¢) in sentence
No.8, 70% of the students answered the question correctly, while 30% do not. Similarly, in
sentence No.9, 68% of the students answered the question correctly, while 32% do not. For the
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use of preposition (na) in sentence No.1, 64% of students made a correct answer, while 36%
made an error. For sentence N0.10, 52% of students answered the question correctly, and 48%
of students do not. For the use of (na) in sentence No.12, 56% of students answered the
question correctly, while 44% of students chose the wrong answer. For the use of preposition
(na) in sentence No.14, 60% of students answered the question correctly, but 40% do not. For
sentence N0.20, 74% of students made the correct answer and 26% of students made an error.
These results showed that the majority of the students did not encounter difficulty in using
propositions regarding time expression (ka and ), so they used the required preposition
properly. Most of the students face difficulties in using the preposition of time (k) in sentences.
Students encounter remarkable difficulties in sentences No.5, 11 and 18: about 60 % of
students answered correctly and 40% of students made wrong answers.

On the other hand, students face remarkable difficulty in answering questions No. 13
and 7 correctly. Indicting that they have difficulty on the subject of using propositions (exon0)
in sentences regarding a particular time. In order to indicate the amount of time before the
beginning of the action, use preposition (uepe3) in the Accusative case. For sentence No.15 “s1
JaM BaM OTBET uepe3 nBa AHs 56% of students answered correctly and 44% do not. For the
use of (uepe3) in sentence “uepe3 rom s Oyay mocTynuTh B UHCTUTYT 72% of students
answered correctly, while 28% do not. For sentence No.17 “He Bonnyiics, uepe3 Henento Thl
oynems 31m0poB” 58% of students answered correctly and 42% made wrong answer.
Furthermore, some students found difficulty to answer correctly by using preposition (nepeo),
they got confused with (nepeo) for the place that (nepeod) can be used with time.

<Table 2> Students' Correct and Wrong Answers Regarding the Test (n =50)

Test scores
No Correct [ Trye False
Test sentences Prep. | answers | answers
N (%) N (%)
1 | Ona moexana B JICPEBHIO ...... MECSIII. Ha 32 (64) 18(36)
2 | npa3HUKaMH B MarazuHax MHoro Hapony. | mepex | 40(80) 10(20)
3 | Mama npuzgér ....... TSATh YacoB. B 42(84) 8(16)
4 | MbI 3aKOHYHAM JTY paboTy ........ BOCKPECECHBE. B 38(76) 12(24)
5 | Bce koHTpOsIbHBIE pabOTHI TOJIKHBI OBITH CIaHBI K 22(44) 28(56)
........... ISITHHIIE.
6 | Ceromus ......... 00e/I0M sl IpUroToBmiIa OapanuHy. | mepen | 36(72) 14(28)
7 | Hago KOHYHUTH 3Ty paboTy ......... ISATH YacoB. okoio | 32(64) 18(36)
8 | BBIXOJTHOM JICHB S HE X04y JyMaTh 00 yuébe. | B 35(70) 15(30)
9 |.... MOHE/ICILHIUK MHE HaJI0 MIPUUATH B IIKOIY B 34(68) 16(32)
HOpaHbLIe.
10 | Y MeHs HUYETO He 3aIJIaHUPOBAHO .......... 3aBTpa. | Ha 26(52) 24(48)
11 | [To3BOHM MHE 3aBTpA .......... KOHITY paboTHIO U 51 K 18(36) 32(64)
TOYHO CKaXy MOEAY 51 C TOOOM WITH HeT.
12 | ... BBIXOJIHBIC JIHU Yy MEHSI HET HUKAKHX IUIAaHOB. | Ha 28(56) 22(44)
13 | Kaxnplil 1eHb 5 BCTAIO ........ [IECTH YacoB yTpa. OKOJIO 19(38) 31(62)
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14 | KoHeuHO, y MCHSI €CTb ILJIAHBI ........ OTITYCK. Ha 30(60) 20(40)

15 | 51 nam BaM OTBET ......... JIBA JTHS. gyepes 28(56) 22(44)

16 | ..o rof s Oyay MOCTYIUTh B UHCTUTYT. gyepes 36(72) 14(28)

17 | He Bonnyiics, ......... HEJIeIIo ThI Oy/Ieb 3I0POB. qepes 29(58) 21(42)

18 | MbI JOJDKHBI COCTABHTD ILUIAH PAOOTHI ......... K 21(42) 29(58)
CIICYIOIIEMY MECSILY.

19 | ITocrapaiics 3aexaTh 3a MHOM 3aBTPa YTPOM ......... nepen 27(54) 23(46)
paboToii.

20 | S mpoumTaia 3Ty KHUTY........... TPH JHSL. Ha 37(74) 13(26)

%50 %50

Furthermore, the researcher tried to answer the research questions “What prepositions
of time expression are particularly difficult for Russian specialization students to learn? and
“What are the most common errors in the use of time expression that are committed by the
students?”. The following figures show the students’ correct and wrong answers in using
prepositions of time expression.

False answers

66
64
64
62
62
60
58
56
54

52

| Statement 11 Statement 13 = Statement 18

B Statement 5

<Figure 1> Most False answers in using Time expression
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True answers

\‘ZJ & & \‘ZJ
D > \\ \\ ‘b >
S & & &® S &

<Figure 2> Most True answers in using Time expression

According to the facts mentioned above, most of the students involved in this study fail
to use the preposition oxono, uepes, k and neped. So, the majority of the students encounter
difficulties in using the preposition of time expression.

<Table 3> Students’ achievement regarding the test (n=50)

Test grades Total scores
Fail (below average) 29 (58.0%)
Pass (50-74) 12 (24.0%)
Good (75-100) 9 (18.0%)
Total 50 (100%)

M Fail (below average) M Pass(50-74) = Good (75-100)

<Figure 3> Students’ achievement regarding the test

As shown in Figure 3, most of the students from Third Year of Russian Language
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Class failed to use the preposition of time expression. 29 students out of 50, 58% of the
students failed in the test. There were 12 students (24% of students) got the grades (50-74) and
only 9 students (18% of students) who got the grades (75-100). Finally, since the preposition
“6” and “na” are among the prepositions that are commonly employed by the students and the
result showed that most of the students did not encounter any difficulty, so they used the

(1]

preposition “6” and “na” properly.

Discussion

The researcher made a test that consisted of (20) different items. One point was given
for each correct answer. The preposition of time expression on which the test was constructed
were g, Ha, K, neped, uepe3 and okono. This research can be considered as the answer to the
current study research questions. According to the results of items No. 3, 4, 8 and 9, 80% of
students gave correct answer and 20% of students gave wrong the answer for the use of
preposition “6”. The data showed that the preposition B is the simplest preposition referring to
the point of time because students learnt this kind of preposition since First year and they were
familiar with it. Next, for the use of preposition “ma” in items No.1, 10, 12, 14, and 20, about
60% of students answered the questions correctly, while 40% gave the wrong answers. Based
on these results students from Third Year of Russian did not encounter difficulties in using
prepositions of time expression na and ¢. For items No0.11.5 and 18, students found difficulties
with the preposition “x”. The errors were committed by the students for the reason that the
preposition k talks about the direction and not an exact time so that the students got confused.
For the use of preposition “nepeod”, students found some difficulties in providing correct
answers. The usage of nepeod was unfamiliar with students. They got confused the meaning “in
front of” and “before”, because preposition nepex can be used to express time and to indicate
the place of the subjects. In using preposition “uepe3”, some students cannot use this
preposition related to a period of time correctly. For the use of preposition “oxosn0”, most of
the students gave wrong answers. It was observed that the preposition “okes10” was unfamiliar
to the students and that it was not part of the common usage. This confusion can be attributed
to the use of oxono which usually goes with place or space, but in this research, it was used to
express time.

The use of time expression in Russian is a complex and difficult process due to the
interference of the Myanmar language. Time expression differs in the Russian and Myanmar
languages. Therefore, Students need to understand the correct usage of time expression. They
should pay more attention and do more exercise. Teachers need to focus more on practical
activities rather than theoretical explanations regarding the preposition of time expression in
Russian. Teachers form Department of Russian can solve the problems by the following ways:

- Encouraging the student to find out the different grammatical rules by themselves to develop
their sensitivity to the language;

- And the role of the students in this issue that they should stay away from turning to the
mother tongue when answering prepositions exercises;

- Encouraging the student to do more exercises using prepositions where answers require
specific prepositions.
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Conclusion

The findings of the data analysis revealed that there are many difficulties which
encounter the Third year level students while using the preposition of time expression. The
results of this study have shown some problems and errors which are committed by the third
year students during a test. The majority of the students find difficulty in using prepositions
okono, uepes, k and nepeo. The interference of the mother tongue can lead to committing the
mistakes. Therefore, Teachers should deliver intensive exercises to students concerning
prepositions. Students also should give more attention to Russian prepositions of time
expression in particular. A teacher should employ effective teaching techniques to help
students improve in the area of prepositions.
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