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Abstract

In this work the acquisition of prepositions » ‘in’, #a ‘on’, # ‘near’, pod ‘under’, nad
‘above’ and zz ‘behind’ was tested. Children between ages 3:0,6 and 7:1,9 were asked to
describe everyday situations based on pictures (e.g. sobaka v budke ‘the dog in the
kennel’). The results show that the prepositions # ‘in” and pod ‘under’ are acquired first,
followed by the preposition 7a ‘on’. Then the prepositions #ad ‘above’ and za ‘behind’
are acquired.
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Introduction

In Russian both prepositions and cases are used to express the location of the
object. In this work only the acquisition of prepositions is examined. Cases start
to appear earlier than prepositions (Gvozdev 1961, Utimceva 1979). After the
appearance of cases “stopgaps” and “pseudoprepositions” (vowel sounds or
real prepositions) begin to emerge (Berman 1985, Leikin 1989), although this
stage is not found in the speech of every child (Leikin 1989). It is also
important to mention that before prepositions children start using locative
adverbs (Gvozdev 1961, Leikin 1989). The meaning of prepositions is
understood in all the situations, not in the particular contexts (Clark 1973,
Johnston 1988, Wilcox & Palermo 1982).

In this article we are going to test the hypothesis of Leikin (1998), who
studied the ability of Russian children between ages 3;0 and 7;2 to produce and
understand locative expressions, and suggested that the acquisition of locative
prepositions is not complete until approximately the age of 7. Figure 1
represents the direction of substitutions in naming spatial relations established
by Leikin based on experimental tasks that involve manipulation of geometrical
objects. We look at prepositional use for more common situations of speech
production.
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Figure 1. “Directions of
T substitutions in naming spatial
in front of relationships (most frequent types

of substitutions)” (Leikin 1998).

Method

Subjects

Responses were elicited from 57 subjects between the ages of 3:0,6 and 7:1,9.
29 subjects from all the children were male, 28 subjects — female. For all the
children Russian was a native language. 8 children were 3 years old, 9 children
were 4 years old, 23 children were 5 years old, 16 children were 6 years old and
there was 1 child who was 7 years old.

Procedure
A
N\
T )
Picture 1. Sobaka v budke Picture 2. Shljapa na golove
‘the dog in the kennel’ ‘the hat on the head’

As stimuli, we have 24 + 4 pictures from Topological relations picture series
(Bowerman & Pederson 1992) where 4 pictures were used for training. All the
pictures depict everyday situations. Each picture was presented separately.
From the main 24 pictures 2 pictures were supposed to provoke the
preposition » ‘in’ in the description of these pictures; 2 pictures were supposed
to provoke the preposition pod ‘under’, 1 picture — the preposition # ‘near’, 2
pictures — zad ‘above’, 17 pictures — na ‘on’. There were more pictures for the
last mentioned preposition because they hold different types of meaning.



The acquisition of spatial propositions in Russian 19

Compare the expected phrases: &niga na polke ‘the book on the shelf’, treshhina
na chashke ‘the crack on the cup’, jabloko na jablone ‘the apple on the apple-tree’.
We analyzed the results for all the 24 pictures and 1 picture from 4 training
pictures (that is supposed to provoke the preposition gz ‘behind’.

The order of the main 24 pictures was the same for all the children. The
task for the children was to describe the picture starting with the object to
which the arrow points. For example, for Picture 1 expected answer is sobaka v
budke ‘the dog in the kennel’, for Picture 2 — shjjapa na golove ‘the hat on the
head’. Sometimes the interviewers used the hints to help a child (e.g. naming of
the difficult object). The linguists didn’t help children with the prepositions.

Results

The process of acquiring prepositions is not finished for all our subjects, which
corresponds to the hypothesis of Leikin (1998). The prepositions » ‘in” and pod
‘under’ are acquired earlier and used correctly even by children of 3 years old, as
predicted by Leikin (1998). The preposition #z ‘on’ is acquired a bit later
(approximately at the age of 4). The preposition # ‘near’ appeared to have many
synonyms (tjadom s, vogle, okolo) but this doesn’t contradict its eatly acquisition
but points at its low frequency. The prepositions #ad ‘above’ and zz ‘behind’ are
acquired later. Moreover, nad ‘above’ seems to be acquired earlier than za
‘behind’. Some stimuli appeared to be hard to describe despite the fact that the
expected preposition was relatively basic (example: jabloko na strele ‘the apple on
the arrow’). This picture is often described in other ways — e.g. jabloko protknuto
streloy “the apple picked by the arrow’. The results of Gvozdev (1961) and Leikin
(1989) were also proved: locative adverbs are acquired earlier than prepositions.
A child tends to describe the picture with adverbs (for example, naverhu ‘up’,
vnizn ‘down’) when he or she doesn’t have the needed preposition acquired
(smth is situated up and smth is situated down). Children also tend to replace
some of the nouns that are part of the object on the object itself: e.g.
replacement of jabloko na vetke ‘the apple on the branch’ on jabloko na dereve ‘the
apple on the tree’.

Notes

The children were asked by the author and a group of other linguists who also needed
the data but for their own different work about other aspects of speech acquisition.
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