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Introduction: 

The UROP, A corpus-based analysis of English prepositions, served as a hypothesis test 

of previous research conducted by Andrea Tyler and Vyvyan Evans in 2003. Tyler and Evans’ 

research was on prepositions acquiring additional meaning through the protoscene of the root 

word. Their hypothesis was that, these prepositions evaluated (over, above, under and below) 

had a root meaning and would gain additional meanings from the root. They developed semantic 

networks to showcase these features and published The Semantics of English Prepositions 

(2003).  

One main problem stemming from this research though is a significant lack of 

quantitative data to back up the findings. We believed that there would be a significant difference 

if the study had been done with data to support the claim. From which our hypothesis that Tyler 

and Evan’s research was inaccurate and incomplete due to missing quantitative data was created. 

Our information was gathered from COCA, an online corpus database created by Mark Davies at 

BYU. The research was conclusive with our hypothesis, and showed that Tyler and Evan’s 

previous hypothesis was incorrect.  

Methods: 

The research was done in three phases. Phase I included the collection of data 

information in the COCA database. Through utilizing the corpus we complied a total of 5000 

randomly generated examples, or 1250 from each of the four prepositions evaluated. This 

number was then broken down further by collecting 250 examples from five different genres; 



Spoken, Academic, Magazine, Newspaper, and Fiction. Once this phase was completed we 

progressed onto phase II. Phase II involved the semantic tagging of the examples collected. 

Using the previously generated semantic networks as our starting point for categorization. Each 

sentence was individually tagged based on the meaning of the preposition. These results were 

then quantified further for analysis in phase III. Phase III began once tagging had been 

completed. The findings were ran through a Chi Squared test, used to measure the frequency of 

estimated occurrences, to actual occurrences. To create the charts and box plots, the data was 

converted into (csv.) files and then manipulated on a program called “R”. This is a free program 

used to program statistic models and graphics. After Phase III was completed, the research was 

organized and compiled into a poster.  

Results: 

The conclusive results of the research points to Tyler and Evan’s being incorrect in their 

hypothesis. The lack of occurrences in the final result, reflects the conclusion that meaning does 

not originate from the protoscene of the preposition. The conclusive information actually shows 

a relationship between genre and meaning. This was determined by taking a look at the Chi – 

Squared value as well as the final results tallied up. This correlation is seen in all of the 

prepositions evaluated and the results all point to the same conclusion that the main meaning is 

not derived from the protoscene. Leading to the recommendation that these semantic networks 

should be redrawn using genre.  

Discussion: 

What my contribution of this research means is that further evaluation can be done. I 

would recommend that the research be completed again with more data. Utilizing a wider scope 

coming from COCA would reinforce the conclusion that we have reached. As well as give us the 



chance to see if there are additional relationships to be considered. Furthermore, completing the 

research with more data would expel any doubts that the findings were dependent upon the size 

of the data. From this information, we can use this as a starting point to further evaluate 

additional prepositions to see if the trend carries on for other meanings. This also goes in hand 

with further evaluating the frequency of occurrence by breaking down the genre as well.  

Additionally our analysis would allow for the development of additional semantic networks that 

would accurately show the different meanings.  

Currently the networks in-place are those previously created by Tyler and Evans, which 

are inaccurate. New networks would need to address the functionality of the word meanings in 

genre as well. By focusing onto the meaning occurrences found within genre, linguists would be 

able to observe how language construction occurs within genre. This also brings up some 

interesting topics that can be researched within the theory of polysemy. While the area of 

prepositions have been looked into with polysemy, further analysis can be done to look at other 

aspects of language. Linguists would be able to draw additional conclusions by looking at these 

types of relationships in language categories other than prepositions. The results that were 

reached during this UROP experience, have laid groundwork for further research to be done. As 

well as the redevelopment of new semantic networks to more accurately depict the meanings of 

the prepositions.   

Conclusion: 

 The research concluded that Tyler and Evans’s previous unquantified research was 

inaccurate in predicting where prepositions gain root meaning. Analysis has shown that genre 

plays a significant role in the meaning associated with usage. Semantic networks should be 

reanalyzed and redrawn to provide a more accurate presentation of meaning.  


