[bookmark: _Hlk208661551][bookmark: _Toc104773861][bookmark: _Hlk49701056]Influence of Social Factors on the Acquisition of English Prepositions among Ewe-English Bilingual Children

Abstract
Despite substantial evidence of difficulties in the acquisition of prepositions by L2 speakers of English, there are limited empirical studies on the role that social factors play. This study fills this gap by exploring how Ewe-speaking children in Ghana learn English prepositions and whether variations in their learning outcomes may be linked to social factors (age, gender, parents’ educational background, birth order and language learning environment). The Topological Relation Picture Series was used in collecting data from 40 children aged between 3 and 13 and the Variationist Sociolinguistics approach informed data analysis. The study found that age and gender interact as significant factors but that the most important factor is the children’s background in Ewe (their L1): children who can already express a topological relations concept competently in Ewe find it easier to convey the same concept in English (L2) even though counterparts of English prepositions are postpositions in Ewe. 	Comment by Ernest Nyamekye: Is suggest you include the analytical techniques in the abstract
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1.0 Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk226475049][bookmark: _Hlk226476535]Prepositions are a vital component of English sentence making (Nghi, Thang, & Phuc, 2021), therefore, English speakers need a good grasp of the use of prepositions. Whereas native speakers grasp the prepositions with little or no difficulty, L2 learners have great difficulty with using English prepositions accurately (Alhammad, 2023; Boieblan, 2023; Ellis, 1994). Despite the overwhelming evidence of the difficulty in acquiring prepositions among second language learners of English, there appears to be a lack of empirical studies in child language acquisition that understands the nature of this problem.  Perhaps it is because the research is largely focused on adult learners (see Boieblan, 2023; Geluso, 2022). A plethora of studies demonstrates that language learning is a deeply rooted social phenomenon (Dörnyei, 2003; Malone, 2010).  As such, the influence of sociolinguistic factors such as one’s first language (L1), gender, birth order, language learning environment, parents’ educational background, personality differences and language aptitude, among others, on acquisition and language use (in general) has been extensively studied. This paper interrogates the influence of social factors on the acquisition of prepositions among Ewe-English bilinguals. The social variables investigated are age, first language, gender, parents' educational background, birth order, and the language learning environment.	Comment by Ernest Nyamekye: Put this into perspective. Which L2 learners? L2 learners in Africa, Asia, or all L2 learners of English globally. I suggest you add some contextual evidence	Comment by Ernest Nyamekye: I suggest you cite a few sources

[bookmark: _Toc104773818]2.0 Social factors affecting language acquisition
[bookmark: _Toc53587410][bookmark: _Toc53587890][bookmark: _Toc54527675]2.1 Age / Critical Period 
[bookmark: _Hlk216200949][bookmark: _Hlk209001155]There are several claims on the impact of age on second language acquisition (Caldwell-Harris & MacWhinney, 2023; Johnson & Newpart, 1989; Singleton & Pfenninger, 2022).  Studies such as Johnson and Newpart (1989) explain that the advantage of learning a language early is significant because of the likelihood of decline in language-learning ability once a learner reaches puberty, a period often referred to as the critical period.  One of the popular pieces of evidence for this assertion is a story by Curtis (1977) in which a girl named Gennie had a language deficiency because of being exposed to language only after puberty. However, findings relating to the critical period hypothesis are controversial (Qureshi, 2016). In fact, expressing a contrary view, Abello-Contese (2009) argues that children are not necessarily better language learners than adults and that various social, affective, and educational factors can influence language acquisition. Similarly, Caldwell-Harris and MacWhinney argue that a mix of motivational, cognitive, biological and other social factors throughout a lifespan provides a more compelling argument for L2 variability rather than merely reaching a critical period.   There are also mixed findings regarding the impact of the age of learning a second language, the age of migration from a second language environment (Elsherif et al. 2023; Matos & Cristina, 2024; Singleton, & Pfenninger, 2022).  According to Elsherif et al. (2023), for instance, the age of acquisition affects language learning in that, linguistic forms learnt early are stored more deeply and linked more strongly to other knowledge. As a result, the brain processes earlier learnt forms more quickly. As a result of the varying views, the nature of the effect of age on acquisition remains debatable, and we intend to contribute to it in the relevant section.

[bookmark: _Toc53587413][bookmark: _Toc53587893][bookmark: _Toc54527678]2.2. Language Learning Environment
The language learning environment also contributes to varying success rates of adult learners (Ellis, 1994; Hansen & Broekhuizen, 2021). Where the learner, for instance, learns the L2 in the L2-dominant community and has frequent contact with speakers of the L2, the learner is likely to develop communicative skills faster than another adult learner who learns the language outside the L2 speakers’ dominant community and, thus, has limited access to L2 speakers. The learner who acquires the language outside an L2 environment may acquire grammatical competence and may never acquire communicative competence. Furthermore, it has been widely reported that rural dwellers have peculiar problems in language learning (Hossain, 2016; Vogt et al., 2013). For instance, Vogt et al. (2013) report that rural folks seem to show a delay in vocabulary development.  For these reasons, this study was set up to examine the urban-rural dichotomy in language acquisition.

[bookmark: _Toc53587414][bookmark: _Toc53587894][bookmark: _Toc54527679]2.3 First Language Interference
[bookmark: _Toc53587417][bookmark: _Toc53587897][bookmark: _Toc54527682]Another factor that may contribute to differing L2 learning outcomes among adults is the degree of similarity or difference between a learner’s L1 and the target language (Alisoy, 2024). The more similar two language structures are, the easier it is to learn the new language (Gampe & Daum, 2021). According to Brown (1980), the distance between the learner’s L1 and L2 may be determined by social factors, or merely by the learner’s own or the community’s subjective perceptions. When this distance is wide, or merely perceived to be wide, motivation for learning the L2 tends to decrease, ultimately reducing the likelihood of successful acquisition. Hayakawa et al. (2021) also argue that though the level of similarity between the L1 and the L2 influences language acquisition, it also affects the level of cognitive and affective strategies that learners will employ. Gampe and Daum (2021) admit that the level of similarity needed to gain acquisition advantage remains unclear. It will be seen in the current paper that regardless of structural differences between their two languages, learners tend to find it easier to acquire L2 (English) prepositions whose L1 (Ewe) counterparts they are familiar with than those whose L1 counterparts they are not yet familiar with.

2.4 Gender
[bookmark: _Hlk216102793]There are varying views about the role of gender in second language learning success. Zafar and Meenakshi (2012), conclude that females do better in all language learning skills (except for listening skills) than their male counterparts. However, Shakouri and Saligheh (2012) also argue that cultural norms influence gender performance in L2 learning. They argue that where men have performed better, it was because cultural norms have been in their favour. For instance, in male dominated cultures, the men participate more in classroom activities and they are also given more attention during L2 learning tasks. Shakouri and Saligheh also note that women may outperform men in areas that align more closely with their interests. Consequently, women tend to excel in topics related to domestic activities, hair, fashion, and similar domains. Similarly, women who are involved in communal activities like buying and selling in the L2 are likely to learn the language faster. The converse is also true for men. Therefore, social factors and cultural expectations may favour one gender to be more successful in each context. Overall, there seems to be very little evidence to suggest that there is a biological factor can enable one gender to be more successful at L2 learning than the other.

[bookmark: _Toc53587418][bookmark: _Toc53587898][bookmark: _Toc54527683]2. 5 Birth order
Another sociolinguistic variable that has been explored in acquisition studies is birth order of language learners. Shin (2002, p.103) defines birth order as “a child's place relative to other children in a family”. One of the reasons provided as an advantage for first-born children is the fact that first-born children have more access to adult speech than later born children (Shin, 2002). Bornstein et al. (2019) also argue that first-born children engage more socially with their mothers; likewise, mothers engage more with their first-born children than they do with their later born children. Another reason provided for the advantage first-born children have over later-born children is that parents invest in first born children more than they do for their later born-children (Salmon 2012).  Such arguments are backed by the Resource Model (Blake, 1981) that espouses that the more children one has, the more one’s resources are depleted. These resources include providing more attention and input which is vital for language development. However, there is a contrary view. In a study of fully adopted siblings, Barclay (2015) concludes that birth order did not significantly affect the educational attainment of siblings. The current study seeks to interrogate this debate, as well as the other debates referenced above, with fresh data. 
3.0 Theoretical Underpinnings
Two complementary theories formed the basis for analysing data in this study. The typological prevalence hypothesis influenced the analysis of the pattern of acquisition, and the variationist sociolinguistics informed the methodology and sociolinguistic analysis of data.

3.1 Typological Prevalence Hypothesis
[bookmark: _Hlk226374470]The Typological Prevalence Hypothesis (Gentner & Bowerman, 2009) states that “[a]ll else being equal, within a given domain, the more frequently a given way of categorizing is found in the languages of the world, the more natural it is for human cognizers, hence the easier it will be for children to learn” (Gentner & Bowerman, 2009, p. 467). In their study of the acquisition of topological relations on and in among English and Dutch L1 children, Getner and Bowerman provide evidence that some topological relations are easier to acquire than others. They explain that because some prepositions occur more naturally in human language than others. Hence, there are terminologies for expressing them in almost all languages.  Based on this hypothesis, it could be predicted that children will easily acquire what occurs more frequently than what occurs less frequently. However, Gentner and Bowerman (2009) concede that other alternative explanations provided for the difficulty or ease of acquisition are also plausible. We consequently adopt the variationist approach to complement this approach.

3.2 Variationist Sociolinguistics
The variationist approach to sociolinguistics is most closely associated with the work of William Labov, whose early studies – especially his 1966 investigation of postvocalic /r/ in New York City department stores – demonstrated systematic patterns of language variation. Labov found a strong correlation between social class and the use of pronounced "r" and provided empirical evidence that linguistic variation is neither random nor haphazard but structured and socially meaningful. Central to the variationist framework is the idea that variation results from the interaction of linguistic (internal) factors and social (external) factors. Internal factors include the phonological or grammatical environment in which a form occurs (in our study, the target prepositions vs deviant versions that learners use), while external factors include variables such as age, gender, socioeconomic class, ethnicity, and, as in this study, birth order and parents’ educational background. 
The variationist approach is fundamentally empirical and comparative, relying on the quantitative analysis of naturally occurring speech. As both a theoretical and methodological framework, it uses systematically collected language data (most commonly from sociolinguistic interviews, supplemented by observational techniques and occasionally questionnaires). Being quantitative in nature, the approach emphasizes representative sample sizes, speaker stratification, and statistical analysis of variable linguistic forms. These methodological principles informed the data collection and analysis procedures used in this study.
[bookmark: _Toc104773832]4.0 Methodology
A cross-sectional study design (Hamed, 2015; Fälth et al., 2022) was employed to determine progress of language learning among learners of different age groups. Data was collected from two communities: Ho, the capital city of the Volta Region, the native home of Ewes in Ghana, and Lume Ge, a rural community located on the outskirts of the Ho Township. The objective of selecting the two fieldwork sites was to track the rural-urban dichotomy in language acquisition. 

A total of 40 participants were purposively sampled. They were drawn from four age groups (3 years – 4 years; 6 to 7 years; 9 to 10 years; and 12 to 13 years). The age groups were useful in tracking both inter-group and intra-group characteristics.  To address potential concerns about overlapping language development stages, a two-year age range was adopted to minimise any overlap in acquisition stages. Additionally, this study used an equal number of males and females to track the possible influence gender has on language acquisition.  

[bookmark: _Hlk226374478]Data was elicited through a picture elicitation guide, a questionnaire and observation.  The picture elicitation guide, the Topological Relations Picture Series (Bowerman & Pederson 1992), is a picture elicitation commonly used for collecting data on spatial concepts. Additionally, a questionnaire was purposely designed to collect data on the sociolinguistic background of the participants. The questionnaire consisted of 38 open and closed-ended questions from four sections on participants’ biodata, parents' or guardians’ background, language use at home and language use in other domains. 

Finally, during the data collection process, an observation list was used to note, clarify and confirm data of participants. 
5.0 Data Analysis 
5.1 Picture data
Each participant was assigned a unique code based on the age group (HA/HB/HC/HD) and gender (F or M) and number (01 to 05) of the participant. So, the first male of the HA (3-4 years) was assigned the code, HAM01. This HA means that the respondent is between the age of 3 and 4 years. M means the participant is male and 01 means the participant was the first male within the HA group to be interviewed (see column one of Table 1 for the participants’ codes). 

The recorded data was transcribed for analysis. The transcribed data was then grouped according to the individual pictures. With the consultation of three other English Language experts, each picture was assigned the most appropriate preposition(s). In all, there were 71 pictures, and each correct elucidated answer was awarded 1 mark. The scores were based on the correctness of the participants’ responses to the picture elicitation task. Table 1 shows the total score for each participant.




Table 1: A table showing participants’ performance in the preposition identification task
	[bookmark: _Hlk226474235]PARTICIPANT’S NUMBER

	HA

	HB

	HC

	HD


	F01
	39
	34
	60
	40

	F02
	24
	42
	46
	44

	F03
	20
	50
	25
	44

	F04
	17
	13
	46
	47

	F05
	13
	35
	51
	63

	M01
	20
	28
	56
	42

	M02
	22
	32
	26
	43

	M03
	25
	30
	32
	49

	M04
	26
	34
	45
	45

	M05
	20
	49
	51
	40




5.2 Questionnaire Data
After collecting the questionnaire data, each questionnaire was coded from SN1 to SN40 serially. To track the sociological impact of the participants, the independent sociological variables such as age, gender and birth position are tested against the total score of the participants. The influence of sociological factors on acquisition was analyzed based on the sociological background of the participants. To track the sociological impact of the participants, the independent sociological variables such as age, gender and birth position are tested against the score of the participants. The total score for each participant was based on their performance in the picture elicitation task using the Topological Relation Picture Series. The statistical tool, IBM Statistical Package (Version 22), was used in analyzing the data to determine mean scores. T- test and Anova analyses were also conducted to determine the level of difference of the mean scores. Significance level was set at 0.05. Finally, Microsoft Excel and Microsoft Word were used in generating graphs and charts. 

5.3 Observation Data
[bookmark: _Toc104773863]In addition, an observation checklist to determine the level of L1 and L2 use at home, the level of interaction between the participants and other members of the household, and the language use of the participants with siblings and parents was useful in confirming some of the information provided through the questionnaire. Observations that had any connection with language acquisition patterns or confirmed or contradicted the data was recorded, followed by a follow-up for clarification. The observation data helps to finalize the sociological biographical map of the respondents. It was also useful in the analysis of the role of the language learning environment.    
6.0 Findings
6.1 The order of acquisition of prepositions
Based on how participants performed in their use of prepositions, the prepositions are categorized into three (3) groups: easy-to-acquire, fairly easy-to-acquire and difficult-to-acquire.  

[bookmark: _Toc24436055][bookmark: _Toc104773844]6.1.2	Easy-to-acquire prepositions
The prepositions categorised as easy to acquire were found to have been acquired by most of the participants in the study, including the youngest age group, HA (3-4 years). The two prepositions that fit into this category are in/inside (“containment”) and on (“upper surface support”). Figure 1 (a-d) is a sample of pictures used in eliciting data involving the easy-to-acquire prepositions:
[bookmark: _Toc104773920]
  Figure 1: A selection of pictures showing easy to acquire preposition (on, in, inside)
[image: A white bowl with an apple on it

AI-generated content may be incorrect.][image: A drawing of a purse

AI-generated content may be incorrect.][image: ][image: ]
                              a                              b                            c                                 d

For instance, for Figure 1a, 5 HA participants, 6 HB participants, 8 HC participants and 10 HD out of a total of 10 participants for each group used the correct preposition, in/inside. Also, for Figure 1d, 4 HA participants, 6 HB, 8 HC, and 10 HD participants used the correct prepositions, on and in a few instances on top of, in describing the position of the rope. In addition, for early to acquire prepositions, where the incorrect English prepositions were used, only a few other prepositions were used as substitutes across all the age groups. For Figure 1b for instance, whereas, all the members of the HC and HD participants used the right preposition, in/inside, the only deviant preposition used by participants of the HA and HB, is on as shown in Example (1.) Similarly, for Figure 1a, the deviant preposition used was in and one instance of under as shown in Examples 2 and 3.

(1) *The book is on the bag (HAM05, HBF01). 
(2) * The cup is in the table (HAF03, HBM02).
(3) * The cup is under the table (HC03).

Thus, participants generally used the early-to-acquire prepositions interchangeably in cases when they did not know the right prepositions to use. In some instances, where participants repeatedly show difficulty in using the expected English forms, they were asked for Ewe equivalent sentences and they had no difficulties. This means that from age three onwards, the prepositions classified as easy-to-acquire prepositions are already acquired in Ewe.

Choi et al. (1999) and Sinha et al. (1994) have also reported on the ease of acquiring containment and upper surface support.  They emphasized that in and on are acquired by L1 English children before the age of 2 and that they are used without difficulty. Likewise, in their study of English, Japanese and Danish children, Sinha et al. (1994) concluded that containment and support prepositions are the first spatial prepositions children acquire. Therefore, the acquisition of in and on among the easy-to-learn prepositions by Ewe-English bilingual children mirrors the established findings for English-learning children cross-linguistically.

[bookmark: _Toc24436067][bookmark: _Toc104773847] 6.1.2	Fairly easy-to-acquire prepositions
The prepositions classified as fairly easy-to-acquire prepositions were relatively more difficult to acquire compared to the easy-to-acquire ones. The prepositions in question show positions of the lower region (under, below, beneath, underneath), rear region (back/behind, front, near, beside) and higher upper surface support (on top of). Figure 2 (a to d) is a sample of elicitation pictures for fairly easy-to-acquire prepositions.

Figure 2: Picture showing fairly easy-to-acquire prepositions

[image: A person on top of a house

AI-generated content may be incorrect.][image: ]a  [image: A cat under a table

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]  b    [image: A person sitting on the ground next to a fire

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]c                                            d


Unlike the easy-to-acquire prepositions, participants of the HA group were, in most instances, unable to use an appropriate preposition for the fairly easy-to-acquire prepositions. Likewise, only a few participants of the HB group were able to use them without difficulty. It was only participants of the HC and HD groups who used them with little or no difficulty. Specifically, for Figure 2a, 2 HA participants, 4 HB participants, 8 HC participants and all of the 10 HB participants, used the correct preposition, under. Similarly, for Figure 2c, no HA and HB participants were able to use the expected preposition, beside or near. However, 8 HC participants and 9 HD participants used them correctly. Similar to the use of easy-to-acquire prepositions, participants who had difficulty using the correct prepositions gave Ewe equivalents with much ease. 

In addition, there were ranges of deviant prepositions used as compared to the early-to-acquire prepositions. The deviant prepositions used for Figure 2c include at, on, in, with, behind and inside. Once again, the easy-to-acquire prepositions, in and on, were the most used by the HA participants. Therefore, it appears that until age 9, participants have difficulty using the fairly easy-to-acquire prepositions.

[bookmark: _Toc24436076][bookmark: _Toc104773851]6.1.3 	 Difficult-to-acquire prepositions
The prepositions categorized as difficult to acquire were those that members of all age cohorts had difficulty expressing. Figure 3 (a and b) shows the two instances of above and over (upper non-contiguous support) from the elicitation material.

[bookmark: _Toc24436078][bookmark: _Toc104773924][bookmark: _Hlk53219219]Figure 3: Elicitation pictures for difficult to acquire prepositions    [image: ]a              [image: ]b

In almost all instances, both the youngest and the oldest age cohorts (HA and HB) could not use them appropriately.   For instance, for Figure 3b, no HA and HB and HD participants were able to use them accurately. However, 2 HC used above. Furthermore, there was a wider range of deviant prepositions used for the difficult to acquire preposition as shown in Example 4: 

       (4) a. *The light is up. (HBM05)
b. *The light is on the up. (HAM02)
c. *The cloud is on the top.
 d. *The cloud is on top of the mountain.
 e. *The light is in the top. (HAF01)
 f. *The light is beside the table. (HCF05)
 g. *The light is in the air. (HCM04)
 h. *The light is inside the mountain. (HBF04)
 i. *The light is on the table. (HAM05)
We discuss in the next subsection the extent to which these errors are related to the participants’ knowledge of analogous spatial relational expressions in Ewe.
6.1.4 Expressing Topological Relations in Ewe vs English
Ewe and English encode topological relations in fundamentally diverse ways. One of the most salient distinctions concerns the placement of the topological marker. In English, the principal element expressing topology appears before the noun or noun phrase – hence its classification as a preposition (see the highlighted elements in the bracketed segments in examples 5 to 10 below). In contrast, in Ewe this element follows the noun phrase, thus functioning as a postposition (as in the highlighted post-noun elements in examples (12), (14a&b), (15), and (16). The postposition may be complemented by a preposition to express an intended topological relation, as in examples (11) and (13). In other words, the Ewe structure is potentially more complex than its English counterpart: whereas English relies primarily on prepositions to express topological relations, Ewe employs postpositions with or without an accompanying prepositional element (cf. Ameka 1995). But as will become clear, this structural difference does not pose any hindrance to the learning of English prepositions. 

English: 
(5)             The person is hiding behind the seat. (figure 2a)
(6)             The cat is [under the table] (figure 2b)
(7)             The person is sitting beside the fire. (figure 2c)
(8)             The person is on top of the building. (figure 2d)
(9)             The lamp is [above / over the table] (figure 3a)
(10) There is cloud [above / over the mountain] (figure 3b)

Ewe:
(11) Ame-a          be   [ɖe zikpui-a megbe] (figure 2a)
Person-DEF hide at seat-DEF behind
“The person is hiding behind the seat”.

(12) Dadi le     [kplɔ-a             te] (figure 2b)
Cat  be.at table-DEF   under.
“A cat is under the table.”

(13) Ame-a          nɔ anyi   [ɖe dzo la      xa] (figure 2c)
Person-DEF sit down   at fire DEF side
“The person sits near the fire”.

(14) a. Ame-a          le      [xɔ-a tame]. (figure 2d)
   Person-DEF be.at building on_top_of
   “The person is on top of the building.”

b. Ame-a          le      [xɔ-a dzi]. (figure 2d)
    Person-DEF be.at building on_top_of
   “The person is on top of the building.”

(15) Akaɖi-a           le           [kplɔ-a tame] (figure 3a)
            	Lamp-DEF    be.at       table-DEF above/over
           		“The lamp is above the table / the lamp hangs over the table.”
(16) Lilikpo le      [to-a                   tame] (figure 3b)     
Cloud   be.at  mountain-DEF above/over]
“There is cloud above / over the mountain.”

Of primary interest here is how figures (2d), (3a) and (3b) are described. Figure (2d) is a case of upper contiguous support while figures (3a) and (3b) are cases of upper non-contiguous support. We consulted 20 adult Ewe speakers to describe these figures, and 17 of them described the concept of upper contiguous support presented in figure (2d) using tame while 3 used dzi to describe it (see examples 14a and 14b). Interestingly, 19 of the 20 adults also used the form tame to describe the upper non-contiguous support presented in figures (3a) and (3b); one of them used the expression yame “in the air”. What this data means is that tame has two uses. It expresses both:
A. upper contiguous support when the ground (e.g. roof top) is elevated in which case it is synonymous with dzi; in this reading it is equivalent to ‘on top of’
B. upper non-contiguous support (as depicted in figures 3a and 3b) in which reading it is equivalent to ‘over/above’
When asked to describe the figures (2d), (3a) and (3b) in Ewe, most of the young learners, like the adults, also correctly used tame with the ‘on top of’ reading. However, only a few got its ‘over/above’ reading right. The majority used inappropriate expressions like yame ‘in the air’ (as in example 17 below) and dzifo ‘sky’ (18) without making any attempt to relate the suspended object to the ground object:  
(17) Akaɖi-a           le             [yame] (figure 3a)
            	Lamp-DEF    be.at          air inside
           “The lamp is in the air.”
(18) Nane          le      [dzifo] (figure 3b)
            	Something be.at sky
           “There is something in the sky.”
In our view, it is this familiarity with the ‘on top of’ reading of tame that enables the learners to acquire the English ‘on top of’ among the fairly easy to acquire prepositions (see section 6.1.2). Conversely, we think that their difficulty with the ‘over/above’ reading of tame makes it difficult to acquire the English ‘over/above’ which is one of the difficult to acquire prepositions (see section 6.1.3). The errors captured in the examples in (4) above show that the learners were unsuccessfully trying to use ‘on top of’ in contexts that demanded that they use ‘over/above’ instead. Note that the words ‘on’ and ‘top’ feature prominently in the various permutations in (4): ‘on the up’(4b), ‘on the top’ (4c), ‘on top of’ (4d), and ‘in the top’ (4e). Remarkably, the participant who deviated from these errors and instead used ‘in the air’ (4g) was the one who produced example (17)—in which he used yame ‘in the air’—in another demonstration of how not grasping the ‘over/above’ reading of tame in Ewe resurfaces in the speaker’s English.  
The main finding from all this, therefore, is that regardless of the structural differences between their two languages, learners tend to find it easier to acquire L2 (English) prepositions whose L1 (Ewe) counterparts they are familiar with than those whose L1 counterparts they are not yet familiar with.

6.2 Social Factors and Language Acquisition
6.2.1 The effect of age on acquisition
Analysis of the order of acquisition of English prepositions shows that age, undeniably, affects second language acquisition. The analysis was based on the total mean score for each age group.  The total mean score of the HA group (3-4 years) was 23, whereas that of the HB group (6-7 years) was 35. The mean score for the HC group (9-10 years) was 44, and the HD group (12-13 years) was 45.  Figure 4 below shows the mean scores of the various age cohorts:

[bookmark: _Toc53587084]Figure 4: Graph showing the mean scores of each age cohort



The mean scores of the various age groups show that as the participants grow older, they are more likely to improve on the correct use of prepositions (as expected). The significance level for the ANOVA analysis was .000 to indicate that the influence of age and acquisition is significant. Also, although the HD group has the highest performance, the average score of the group is quite low. However, the rate of progression was not similar across the age groups. The highest progression is from the HA Group (3-4 years) to HB Group (6-7 years): HB had a mean which was about 13 score points above the HA group. The HB group also had a performance with a mean score 11 points above that of the HC group. However, the progression in mean scores between HC and HD is one (1). Chart 1 below shows this progression.  The chart shows sharp increases between the HA group and the HB group and between the HB group and the HC group. However, between the HC group and the HD group, the progression almost plateaued. This is confirmed by the ANOVA Post hoc analysis. The significance level of the means of the 3–4-year-olds against the 6-7-year-olds, 9-10-year-olds, and 12–13-year-olds was 0.006, 0.000 and 0.000 respectively. This showed that the difference in mean was significant between the 3-4-year-olds and all the other age cohorts.  That of 6–7-year-olds against 9-10-year-olds and 12-13-year-olds was also significant at 0. 036 and 0. 017 respectively. However, the difference in the mean scores of age cohort 9-10 and cohort 12-13 was at a significant level of 0.740.  This means that the mean differences between all age cohorts were significant, but that of 9-10 and 12-13 was insignificant (0.740). after 10 years, they do not make significant progress with regard to what new prepositions they learn 	Comment by Ernest Nyamekye: Using a cross-sectional survey, which involves data collection in a single point into time, to draw such a bold conclusion is inappropriate. This bold claims can be supported with longitudinal studies that involves a extended period of monitoring and assessing the  trajectories and trends in the language development of children




[bookmark: _Toc53587024]Figure 5: A chart showing the inter-group progression


Studies show that language learning is faster at a younger age in both L1 and L2 acquisition (Kuhl, 2004, 2010, 2014; Klein, 2014; Johnson & Newport, 1989; Long, 1990; Newport, 1990). However, the observed decline in learning progress does not provide sufficient support for a strict “critical period” in language learning. This is partly because children older than 13 were not included in the sample, making it impossible to determine whether their rate of acquisition would have continued to decrease. Thus, we do not subscribe to the strong views of the initial proposals of the Critical Period Hypothesis (Long, 1990; Lenneberg, 1973) that postulates a critical period beyond which language learning is unsuccessful. Nonetheless, the findings do suggest the existence of a childhood phase during which language learning proceeds more rapidly. This interpretation resonates with the conclusions of Hakuta et al. (2003), who argue that the decline in language-learning ability may not be tied to a sharply defined critical age but may unfold gradually across the human lifespan. In other words, while language learning is accelerated during a particular period in childhood, it is followed by a phase of slower acquisition that may extend throughout life. Thus, the present study appears to support a weaker version of the Critical Period Hypothesis (Johnson & Newport, 1989; DeKeyser, 2000).	Comment by Ernest Nyamekye: You should  not even make this kind of arguments in your study because (1) the sociolinguistic phenomena studied in this paper has nothing to with language acquisition. You there have no basis arguing from this perspective and (2) avoid using corrective use of prepositions and language acquisition interchangeably. 



[bookmark: _Toc104773866]6.2.2 Influence of gender of the learner on the acquisition of prepositions
It has been strongly argued that gender plays a critical role in language learning (Lakoff 1973; Ehrlich 1997, Mulac 2001; Palomares 2004). Overall, the mean score for males was 35.9 , that of females was 37.5. Figure 6 below is graphic representation of the performance of participants based on their gender.
[bookmark: _Toc53587085]
Figure 6: Graph showing participant’s performance based on gender

 

The results show that females outperformed males although the t-test shows that the difference is insignificant (.299). The outcome echoes Alkhrisheh’s (2019) study of written texts in which he found that the difference between males and females was insignificant. Nonetheless, some studies which have looked at other aspects of language have shown that females have better flair for language learning than their male counterparts (Berglund et. al. 2005; Hannah and Marachver 2007).

Additionally, we examined in-group dynamics to determine whether gender influenced performance similarly across the different age cohorts. The graph below presents the intra-group gender results.
[bookmark: _Toc53587086]Figure 7: A graph showing intra-group gender performance

 
For the HA group, both males and females had a mean score of 22.6; thus, recording no difference. Among the HB group, males had a mean score of 34.6 whereas the females had a slightly higher mean score of 34.8. In addition, males in the HC group scored 42.5 whereas the female participants outperformed their male with a score of 45.6. Finally, the HD group recorded the highest difference with males and females scoring 43.8 and 47 respectively. Thus, between the ages of 3 and 4, there seems to be no difference between males and females. After this stage, there is a gradual increase in the difference between males and females with females gaining a consistent increase. In contrast to this finding are the works of Eriksson et al. (2012) and Bornstein et al. (2004). In both studies, girls as young as 0.8 to 2.6 months and 2 to 5 years respectively were found to have slightly outperformed their male counterparts. Eriksson et al. (2012) note that females’ language gains increase with age, suggesting a developmental advantage even though the precise age at which differences emerge is not identified. This pattern matches the intra-group gender findings by Robertson and Murachver (2003); they observed that gender differences are minimal in early childhood but widen over time in favor of females. Likewise, Marjanovič-Umek and Fekonja-Peklaj (2017) report that gender-related differences in language ability are not consistent across ages, further indicating that such disparities develop gradually rather than remaining stable. 

[bookmark: _Hlk208818876]All in all, the data suggests that females do better in acquiring prepositions than males do, but this difference is subtle when the learners are younger. There also appears to be gender influence in the use of in or inside for describing containment positions among HC participants. It appears that male participants were more likely than females to use inside rather than in when describing containment relations. However, gender difference in the use of in and inside was not consistent for the other age groups. This observation among the HC participants confirms the studies that show that women tend to use simpler language (Lakoff 1973). 

[bookmark: _Toc104773867]6.2.3 The influence of parents’ educational background
Another sociological factor that is said to affect the success of L1 is the educational background of parents (Longobardi & Colonnesi, 2018; Manolitsis et al., 2013). All parents of the participants had some level of education and in instances where one parent had a higher educational level than the other, it was the father who had a higher level of education. This ties in with a common phenomenon that in most of the world’s communities, men are more likely to attain higher levels of education than their female counterparts.   Graph 4 below is a representation of the breakdown of mean scores based on the educational background of the parents. Thirteen (13) of the participants had parents who had degree education (Degree/Degree) while three had fathers with degree and mothers with secondary school education (Degree/ Secondary). In addition, there were three participants whose fathers had degree education and whose mothers had a basic school education (Degree/ Basic).  Also, both parents of four participants had secondary education (Secondary/Secondary), and five had fathers with secondary and mothers with basic level education (Secondary/ Basic). Eleven (11) students also had parents who had only secondary education and one participant had a single mother who had secondary education.





[bookmark: _Toc53587087]Figure 8: A graph showing the mean scores of participants based on the education background of parents


The data shows no consistent relationship between parents’ educational background and participants’ performance. Mean scores do not increase or decrease in any predictable way across parental education levels. For example, participants whose parents held university degrees had a mean score of 30, whereas those whose parents had only basic education scored 40, and the highest mean score (51) occurred in the group with parents who completed secondary education. Although the low mean for the degree-holding group might suggest an inverse relationship, closer examination shows that most of these participants belonged to the HA group, which accounts for their lower scores. Therefore, the next stage of analysis looked at the lowest and highest scores in each group to see if they were similar with regards to their parent’s educational background. Below is a breakdown of the parents’ educational background on the highest and lowest achieving participants of each group:

[bookmark: _Toc53587088]Figure 9: Graph showing educational background of the highest and the lowest scorers of each group
Degree/Secondary 
Degree/ Basic
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In Graph 5 above, the highest and lowest members of each group were analyzed for consistency or otherwise. Once again, the results did not show any identifiable pattern. For the HA group, the participant with the lowest score had two graduate parents, whereas the highest-scoring participant had a graduate father and a mother with only basic education. In contrast, within the HD group, the lowest score came from a participant whose parents held a degree and a basic school certificate, while the highest scorer had two graduate parents. These opposite patterns recur throughout the dataset, indicating that parental educational background plays little to no role in children’s acquisition of prepositions. Thus, although it is widely acclaimed that the educational attainment of parents positively impacts language learning, the present study does not support such a claim. To the best of our knowledge, none of these studies have looked at the acquisition of prepositions.

[bookmark: _Toc104773868]6.2.4 The influence of birth order on acquisition
Another contentious sociological factor attributed to language acquisition is the birth order of children  (Berglund et al., 2005; Oshima-Takane et al., 1996; Foster et al., 2020). Thus, birth order was examined to determine whether it influences bilingual acquisition of prepositions. Among the participants, 16 were first-born children, 15 were second-born, 7 were third-born, and 2 were fourth-born. This resulted in 16 first-borns and 24 later-borns. Figure 10 presents the distribution of participants by birth order.
[bookmark: _Toc53587089]Figure 10:  Graph showing the breakdown of participants’ birth order


As a result of the great disparity between the number of the first and second children on one hand and the third and fourth on the other hand, the comparison for this section will be based on the first children and the second children only. While the 16 first-born children had a total mean score of 40.25, the 15 second-born children had a mean score of 34.93. Figure 11 below shows the mean scores of first-born children and second-born children.

[bookmark: _Toc53587090]Figure 11: Graph showing birth order scores of participants


The mean scores suggest that first-born children performed slightly better than later-born children, but the difference is not statistically significant (.262). However, this result requires closer examination because younger participants tend to have lower mean scores overall. If a larger proportion of first-born children fall within the younger HA group, their lower performance would reflect age effects rather than birth order. Thus, it becomes important to look at birth order based on the age cohorts. Below is a table showing the distribution of birth orders of participants within the various age cohorts:
[bookmark: _Toc104773907][bookmark: _Hlk53248766]Table 2: Table showing the birth-order of first and second-born children across the age cohorts
	AGE GROUP
	FIRST-BORN
	SECOND-BORN

	HA (3-4 years) 
	3
	3

	HB (6-7)
	2
	5

	HC (9-10 years)
	7
	2

	HD (12-13 years)
	4
	5

	TOTAL
	16
	15



The distribution of first-born participants was concentrated mainly in the HC and HD groups. Consequently, the earlier indication that first-borns performed better may not accurately reflect overall acquisition patterns. Because the groups do not contain equal numbers of first- and later-born children, the analysis focused on the two highest- and two lowest-scoring participants in each group. For this purpose, all 40 participants were classified simply as first-borns or later-borns. Table 6 presents these results, where “1” denotes the highest and lowest scores and “2” the second highest and second lowest in each group.
[bookmark: _Hlk53248818]
[bookmark: _Toc104773908]Table 3: Table showing the birth order of the two highest and two lowest participants of age cohorts.
	GROUP 
	HIGHEST 
	LOWEST

	HA (3-4 years) 
	1.Later-born
2. Later-born
	1. Later-born
2. First-born

	HB (6-7)
	1. Later-born
2. Later-born
	1. Later-born
2. Later-born

	 HC (9-10 years)
	1. First born
2. First born
	1. Later-born
2. First-born

	HD (12-13 years)
	1. Later-born
2. Later-born
	1. Later-born
2.Later-born



From Table 6 above, later-born participants dominated both the two highest and the two lowest scores. This suggests that birth order did not seem to affect the acquisition of prepositions. The findings corroborate several studies that have proved that birth order has little effect on language competence (Barclay, 2015, 2018; Barreto, 2017; Foster et al., 2020). As Barclay (2015, 2018), points out, there could be intra-family social dynamics that affect the educational attainment and perhaps, in effect, language acquisition (emphasis ours). Likewise, this study did not support Hoff-Ginsberg’s (1998) claim that first-born children hold an advantage in acquiring grammar and vocabulary.  Although Berglund et al. (2005) found that first-borns typically reach the 50-word milestone earlier than later-borns, they also observed that this early advantage does not persist in later vocabulary development. Shin (2002) attributes early differences to first-borns’ greater exposure to adult speech, yet Berglund et al. argue that birth-order effects diminish as children age. The present data do not support this view. For example, in the youngest group (HA: ages 3–4), first-borns had a mean score of 20, nearly identical to the second-born mean of 21. Overall, these findings indicate that birth order does not influence children’s acquisition of prepositions.

[bookmark: _Toc104773869]6.2.5 The influence of the area of the language learning environment
Based on observation and questionnaire data, it was realized that the use of English among bilingual (Ewe and English) parents in both Ho (urban) and Lume Ge (rural) is similar. At home and outside, participants in both areas interacted comparably in Ewe and English, with Ewe dominant at home. English was mainly used in formal contexts, such as homework assistance, and Ewe–English codeswitching was common. As a result, there seems to be minimal influence of the rural and urban dynamics on the learning of English in general among the participants. What appears to be the case is that majority of the children who grew up in Ho also did not use English extensively outside the home, just like their counterparts who lived in Lume-Ge do. Preposition proficiency consequently showed minimal differences between urban and rural participants sharing the same L1, contrasting with studies reporting greater rural language-learning challenges (Hossain, 2016; Vogt et al., 2013). This may reflect that prepositions are a minor word class and that Ewe dominance ensures similar L2 exposure. It is significant to also note that participants with greater English exposure, such as HBM03 (who spoke English with Akan neighbors), did not score highest in their cohort. Likewise, attending monolingual (Ewe) versus bilingual (Ewe–English) churches did not affect performance. Results might differ if rural participants were compared to children in highly English-exposed areas like Accra. 

[bookmark: _Toc104773870]6.2.6 Pedagogical implication of the social factors that influence the acquisition of prepositions
The findings on social factors that influence the acquisition of offer clear pedagogical guidance. Age emerged as the most significant factor, , we therefore think that learners’ developmental stages need to be aligned with teaching materials. For example, basic prepositions such as on, in, and inside should be introduced before more complex ones like near, under, and on top of.

Gender also affected performance, with females outperforming males. Teachers should therefore ensure that instructions on prepositions are sensitive to this trend to prevent expressive female learners from overshadowing male participation and potentially delaying the performance of male learners.

An important finding in the study is that regardless of the structural differences between their two languages, learners tend to find it easier to acquire L2 (English) prepositions whose L1 (Ewe) counterparts they are familiar with than those whose L1 counterparts they are not yet familiar with. This finding should inform the teaching of challenging prepositions such as over and above to Ewe children because, as we found, even the older learners tend to be unfamiliar with the concepts they encode.

[bookmark: _Toc104773871]7.0 Conclusion
This study explored how Ewe-speaking children in Ghana learn English prepositions and whether variations in their learning outcomes may be linked to social factors (namely age, gender, parents’ educational background, birth order and language learning environment). The Topological Relation Picture Series was used in collecting data from 40 children aged between 3 and 13 and the Variationist Sociolinguistics approach informed data analysis. 

Age emerged as a significant factor, as anticipated. Participants between the ages of 4 and 10 acquired prepositions at a faster rate, but progress slowed considerably beyond this stage. It was also found that the L1, Ewe, exerted indirect influence on the acquisition of English prepositions. The easy-to-acquire English prepositions that learners use correctly (in/inside “containment” and on “upper surface support”) as well as the fairly-easy-to-acquire prepositions (under, below, beneath, underneath “lower region”, back/behind, front, near, beside “rear region”, and on top of “higher upper surface support” are all traceable to the fact that learners have already been exposed to the use of their L1 counterparts, although those counterparts are in fact postpositions. In contrast, over and above “upper non-contiguous” position, which the learners have not yet acquired, are traceable to fact that they are yet to acquire proper uses of its L1 equivalent tame, which has both over / above and on top of readings. In other words, it was found that when learners can already express a topological relations concept competently in Ewe (L1), they find it easier to convey the same concept in English (L2).

Gender differences in learning outcomes were also evident: girls consistently outperformed boys, with the disparity becoming more pronounced among older participants than younger ones. Parents’ educational background did not significantly affect success in learning English prepositions, likely due to the limited role English played at home and in the wider community. Similarly, birth order had no measurable impact on proficiency levels. Also, whether participants acquired English in urban or rural settings in the Volta Region had little effect, as English played similarly limited roles in both environments.
Based on these findings, some pedagogical recommendations were made. First, because age strongly influences acquisition, teaching materials should be tailored to specific age groups. Second, teachers should anticipate that difficulties already evident in learners’ acquisition of their L1 prepositions may resurface in their learning of L2 prepositions. Third, since older girls tend to perform better, we have also recommended that teachers should avoid using girls’ performance as the sole benchmark for evaluating progress.
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HA (3-4)	MEAN SCORE	23	HB (6-7)	MEAN SCORE	35	HC (9-10)	MEAN SCORE	44	HD (12-13)	MEAN SCORE	45	



HA (3-4)	HB (6-7)	HC (9-10)	HD (12-13)	23	35	44	45	


MALE	FEMALE 	35.950000000000003	37.5	


FEMALE 	HA	HB	HC	HD	22.6	34.799999999999997	45.6	47	MALE	HA	HB	HC	HD	22.6	34.6	42.4	43.8	



Degree/Degree	
Mean Score of Participants	30	Secondary/Basic	
Mean Score of Participants	30	Degree/Basic	
Mean Score of Participants	36	Degree/Secondary	
Mean Score of Participants	39	Basic/Basic	
Mean Score of Participants	40	Secondary	
Mean Score of Participants	44	Secondary/Secondary	
Mean Score of Participants	51	



LOWEST	
HA	HB	HC	HD	26	13	25	40	HIGHEST	
HA	HB	HC	HD	39	50	60	63	



N	
FIRST CHILD	SECOND CHILD	THIRD CHILD	FOURTH CHILD	16	15	7	2	


FIRST CHILD	SECOND CHILD	40.25	34.933300000000003	
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