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Abstract:  Many research studies have been conducted on how to teach English effectively. One option is the application of cognitive linguistics, which has provided language educators with many implications for ELT. However, despite studies conducted on the use of this theoretical linguistic perspective in teaching several grammatical items, the teaching of prepositions still remains relatively intact, probably because of a view of this word class as a group of items with ‘empty’ content. Additionally, many academic institutions in Vietnam still use traditional grammar instruction in teaching noun plurality. This paper is to suggest how to apply cognitive linguistics to teaching these two grammar points.
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1. Introduction

Tremendous amounts of research have been dedicated to various aspects of linguistics and English language teaching (ELT) in recent decades in the world, many of which have explored existing problems and suggest solutions to the world of language teaching. One of the most current of contemporary linguistic perspective is called cognitive linguistics (CL), as a result of many research studies (Evans and Green, 2007, p. 3).
CL itself is a descriptive school of thought in theoretical linguistics; in fact, it has implications for ELT. Many publications, several of which are journal articles, have devoted solely to how to apply cognitive linguistics to different areas of language teaching (Archard & Niemeier, 2004; Boers & Lindstromberg, 2008; Holme, 2009 & Littlemore, 2009). These publications concentrate mainly on how to apply the above-mentioned perspectives to teaching content words, idioms, and collocations. The teaching of prepositions and noun plurality cognitively have never been discovered in any known journal articles yet.
The theory of CL has become dominant in the field of second language acquisition and foreign language teaching, with a lot of diverse research of theoretical and practical concerns. Although findings have suggested that the usefulness of applying cognitive linguistics to ELT and teaching grammar has a facilitative effect on language learning in the classroom (Pawlak, 2006, pp. 9-10), doubts concerning these applications still exist. The remaining undiscovered areas of pedagogical applications of CL remain a challenge and need extensive work (Langacker, 2008b, p. 66).
References have revealed that two of the most common errors among Asian EFL students are of prepositions and noun plurality, probably from the interference of their native languages (Gressang, 2010). These language items will be demonstrated in detail from the view points of linguists and language educators.
This paper does not cover all arrays of ELT, but confines itself to how to apply CL to teaching prepositions and plurality of nouns. It first provides a fundamental background of CL and the descriptions of the two concerned areas. It also, at some points, compares CG and traditional linguistics’ view. Several options for grammar teaching are given under profound discussions. Finally, implications are withdrawn for methodological options, techniques and procedures which may be used to teach the aforementioned arrays of language effectively.
2. Literature review

2.1 Introduction to cognitive linguistics and cognitive grammar

It is vital to discuss the framework of CL and its theoretical development for cognitive grammar (CG). CL develops from a considerable conglomerate of relevant proposals and modes of linguistic studies regarding the cognitive nature, the non-autonomy, semantic motivation, symbolic character, and figurative devices of language (Langacker, 1999a), in which it place emphasis on general cognitive abilities of humans and the physical characteristic of language. In a sense, it shares some points with generativism (Evans and Green, 2006, pp. 744-753). The explanation is humans have undergone, known about, memorized and filtered, and classified things through their interaction and emotions.
CG, as a component of CL, postulates the exploitation of conceptual reification in grammar, with a view of language as a structured inventory of conventional linguistic units, inherently dynamic and processual (Langacker, 1999a, pp. 98). In particular, the core of grammar is cognitive routines, which take the form of patterns of neural activation. For both those who acquire language as the first language (L1) and those who learn English as second language (L2), they ultimately reduce grammar to cognitive routines.
2.1.1 The symbolic theory

CL considers language both symbolic and meaningful in virtues of both lexicon and grammar. The so-called symbolic hypothesis derives from the symbolic nature of language. Grammar describes structures at from word level to text level in actual discourse (Langacker, 1987, p.12). The primary role of semantic and phonological structure ascribing to fundamentally convey the meaning has given the commonsensical function of language as a means of communication (Taylor, 1996, p. 58).
CG, including lexicon, morphology and syntax, is regarded as non-autonomous, which constitutes a continuum of symbolic complexity (Langacker, 1999b, p. 18). For instance, the word orange is a symbolic unit, with multiple properties including the use of the object (edible fruit), shape (round), color (orange or green), material (organic), taste (sour and sweet), and many other specifications. In terms of phonology, the word describes some components, such as the number of phonemes (5), syllables (2), stress pattern (first syllable stressed), and many other characteristics.
The construction of plural nouns in English is now considered. The plural noun oranges presents the semantic and phonological structures of the word orange and the notion of plurality. In other words, language users need to express a mass of individuals as a semantic structure and phonological unit of plurality /Iz/. These two components are connected by a symbolic relation to make up the noun plural morpheme. The constructional schema stipulates the integration of a count noun with the noun plural morpheme represents a replicate mass of the same or similar individuals designated by the noun. Speakers use the plurality to differ orange from oranges.
Another example is the preposition of, which is considered non-sense grammatical marker by some linguists (Chomsky, 1981, p. 50). CG, on the other hand, can use its symbolic theory to explain the clearly defined meaning of this word (Langacker, 1999b, 74-76). The following diverse examples can illustrate the meaning of this word:

(1) the living room of my house

(2) the painting of Sir Jones
(3) the city of Hue
(4)  the college of foreign languages
(5) the teacher of punctuality
The preposition of mostly describe the relationship between the content and its container. More specifically, the preposition of in (1) designates a part (the living room) and the whole (my house). In (2) and (3), of is used to indicate the relationship between the main intrinsic complement (Sir Jones, Hue) of the instrumental entity, in which the noun head (painting, city). In (4), the relationship designated is the entity (college) and its purpose (foreign languages). In (5), punctuality designates a quality of a person (teacher) who it describes.
The first problem with the use of the preposition of in the examples above is its flexibility in face meanings and in turns its complicatedness, comparing (1) to (5). However, at a closer look, they display a common characteristic, namely a relationship between an intrinsic element and the entity it belongs to. It is significant to conclude that CL ascribes to of, a grammatical unit supposed to be meaningless to other linguistic perspectives, is well-grounded.
2.1.2 Conventionality of linguistic and unit status

CL assumes that language is an inventory of linguistic units; that is, speakers learn language chunks of all types, including phonological, morphological, lexical and syntactic categories on the basis of their linguistic experience and then they are able to express their full command of language. In CL, speakers themselves are responsible for the production of linguistic output (Langacker, 1999b, pp. 91-99).
In every instance of language, speakers express their concepts through coding. In this process they use elements from the inventory of conventionalized linguistic units to convey their contextually-determined meaning. The only units of language are thought to be phonological, semantic and symbolic; consequently, CL emphasizes three cognitive abilities, namely memory, directing and focusing of attention (Taylor, 2002, p.8), with which language users are able to recall their experiences (input) and transfer them to utterances as unfolding discourse at all levels (output) with sufficient attention. This is, as concluded by most contemporary linguists (Thornbury, 2012), applied to L2 speakers.
2.2 Cognitive grammar descriptions of English prepositions and noun plurality

Generally speaking, linguistic items constitute categories engaging in discourse since categorization gives structure to the linguistic system of phonological, semantic and symbolic units, known as word classes (or lexical categories). 

A simple example of categorization by schema is the semantic pole of the word shop. It includes such symbolized concepts as fashion shop, accessories shop and sports shop. Such concepts can be further extended schematically (as market, supermarket and mall) or concretely (as stand and booth). The result is the emergence a single category of numerous things of the similar sort. Its plural form shops consists of the semantic structure of the notion of shop and s as a noun plural morpheme. Regarding semantic structure, it has the meaning ‘plural’, and, in terms of phonological and structure, it is worth noting the noun plural morpheme s is pronounced /s/ because it is preceded the voiceless stop consonant /p/. The speaker needs to recall his or her memory in order to produce this phonological and semantic element (Taylor, 2002, pp. 156-157).

Language structures are composed of not only semantic and phonological components, but also the prototype model when it comes into symbolic units. This reasoning can be discussed through word classes in respect with specific lexical items. Different from other linguistic schools of thought, CL defines the prototypes of word classes; in fact, it proposes word –category schemas applying to all members of a given class (Croft, 2000 & Langacker, 1987, p. 189).
Nouns, as symbolic units, are characterized by their schematic conception of physical object, as semantic poles. Also, the noun prototype presents an inherent human cognitive capacity of classifying sets of entities from human experience and memorization of physical objects (Langacker, 1999b, p. 9-10). In other words, the noun category schema with all subcategories of nouns designates a diverse array of individuals.

The characterization of noun schema is relatively broad or has a considerably general sense. In the first place, it primarily includes anything conceptualized; as a result, it refers to a wide spectrum of senses, relationships, perceptions, values and many others in an endless list. This is explainable because language structures are intrinsically complex. A narrow definition of this word class may not wholly cover all of its members, as in traditional linguistics (Collins & Hollo, 2010, pp. 15-19). Secondly, this definition does not specify the contents of viewing semantic material. However, with the maximally general notion of entities and reference to cognitive events, CL presents the whole noun class wide and diverse enough to be applied to all of its members.
The distinction between countable and uncountable (mass) nouns should be presented with reference to their semantic content and phonological structure. In particular, countable nouns designate regions bounded in their bases, which is done in two different ways: internal and external. For instance, while the word class profiles a region bounded by internal individuals as students, the word student designates a region contrasted with its surrounding, including the teacher and other individuals of the same function (classmates or other students). On contrary, uncountable nouns designate unbounded regions (Langacker, 1987, pp. 189-203). Cognitively, proficient speakers, during interactions, never produce /s/ when they refer to the notion of ‘mass’; listeners, in turn, notice this phenomenon and reuse it in later communication circumstances. This is applied to both language learning and language acquisition. For instance, the noun hair designates the meaning ‘mass’ composed of an indefinite number of components. Nevertheless, the user, when conveying the meaning of an individual as a unit, may transfer it to a countable noun and say a hair.
There are other word classes not profiling a thing, but structured networks or interconnections. One of them is prepositions presented by stative relational configurations of things and entities (Langacker 1987, pp. 145-214). In particular, in CL, a circle stands for a thing, a box for an entity and a line connecting two elements for a relation between them (Fig. 1).
Fig. 1. Diagram of stative relations of things and entities (adapted from Langacker (1987, p. 220)
         THING                ENTITY           STATIVE RELATION                        STATIVE RELATION

                                                                         


Stative relational configurations also refer to other word classes, but, for practical purposes of this paper, stative relational configurations should be considered as to stand for prepositions.

The following examples can show the relations expressed by prepositions:

(1) I thought about my journal article.
(2) My daughter was dependent on us.

(3) My professor’s opinion of me improved.
The prepositions about, on and of show a relation between the verb thought, the adjective dependent and the noun opinion and the nominal group following each of these prepositions respectively. Without the prepositional phrase (combined by a preposition and the following nominal group), the remainder may be meaningless, showing these relations are firm and inseparable in discourse.
The main difference between the CG’s view and TG’s (traditional grammar) view of prepositions is TG classifies prepositions as a functional group with ‘blank’ content, but CG considers prepositions as a closed word class due to their limited membership (Fromkin, Rodman & Hyams, 2003, p. 104). Regardless of what approach to linguistics they take, most contemporary linguists share a common conception of where to place prepositions.

A preposition is normally placed before the nominal group concerned and immediately follows the verb, as in:


 We all came to the party punctually.
If the verb takes a direct object, the preposition occurs between the direct and indirect objects, illustrated as below (structure 1):

John gave the book to me.


John bought roses for his girlfriend.

In case the indirect object is used before the direct object, no preposition is used (structure 2):


John gave me the book.

 
John bought his girlfriend roses.

When the indirect object is a pronoun, structure 1 is preferred, and when the direct object is fairly long, the other way round is applied:


John gave it to me. 
(INAPPROPRIATE: John gave me it.)


John bought his girlfriend roses which were imported from Bulgaria.
(INAPPROPRIATE: John bought roses which were imported from Bulgaria for his girlfriend.)
There used to be a misconception among English grammarians, especially traditionalists, that a preposition should never be placed at the end of a sentence, which may result in errors in sentence construction (Collins & Hollo, 2010). This is the main difference in positions of prepositions between contemporary linguistics, like CG, and TG. In reality, end-position prepositions can be applied in the following circumstances:
First, when a preposition adheres with an intransitive verb to make a transitive equivalent with the interrogative word as part of its object (Collins & Hollo, 2010), as in:


Which are you thinking about?
A preposition can also occupy the end-position in wh-clauses, exclamations, passives and infinitive clauses, as demonstrated respectively below:

1) What I am sitting in is a new chair.

2) What a mess he’s got into!

3) That project should be further invested in.

4) The board is not for students to write on.

On the other hand, the end-position is sometimes optional among relative clauses (Collins & Hollo, 2010, pp. 15-17):


The graduate student whom the Dean was saying about last week has just got a grant.

Or
The graduate student about whom the Dean was saying last week has just got a grant.  
 
Not only do considerate EFL language users wonder if a preposition should be used in a particular context, they also choose the most appropriate one among many options. Prepositional phrases can be classified according to their functions (for the practical purposes of this paper, referring to independent prepositions), exemplified as follows:
1) Jack arrived at 6 p.m. (time)
2) I am studying in Hue City. (place)

3) Professor Pham goes to work by car. (means)
2.3 Contemporary attitudes towards the teaching and learning of grammar

There are many arguments against grammar teaching whose position is supported by non-interventionist theories, while other linguists believe grammar teaching should be dominant and form-focused instruction may be indispensable (Thornbury, 2012, pp. 15-22). The following diagram (Fig. 2) provides a general view of where these approaches are.
Fig. 2 Views of grammar teaching

(adapted from How to Teach Grammar (Thornbury, 2012, p. 23))
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2.3.1 Non-interventionist views
There are three main arguments against the teaching of grammar, primarily deriving from Universal grammar (Chomsky, 1965). The first theory is the Identity Hypothesis which assumes that the process of L1 acquisition is the same as (or at least comparatively similar to) that of L2 acquisition. This hypothesis, although is still dominant in some contexts, is fairly questionable, depending on the similarities of the two languages and learners’ age (Pawlak, 2006, p. 125). The second argument originated from the Interlanguage Theory, which supposes L2 learners cannot gain the proficiency of the target language as L1, with systemic errors made by L2 learners. This is really a point of difference between the Identity Hypothesis and Interlanguage Theory. These two hypotheses place a foreground for the Natural Approach (Krashen, 1985), with a conception that second language acquisition (SLA) should be grammar free.
2.3.2 Interventionist views

Different from the aforementioned views of SLA, interventionists believe language learning and acquisition should be facilitative, with the support of formal instructions of grammar. In fact, they argue that grammar teaching is needed when learners aim at the achievement of both accuracy and communicative fluency. One of theoretical positions supporting this view went out from Processability Theory  (Pienemann, 2007), which places an emphasis on the role of cognitive processes in language production and acquisition, described in six steps from developing simple words to subordinate clauses. This hypothesis provides implications for curriculum designing and language teaching, the most significant one of which is that grammar should be an essential part of the syllabus and grammatical lessons should be taught one stage in advance of learners’ current developmental stage. Another influential theory for grammar teaching is Skill-Learning Theory, assuming that language teaching should be based on declarative and procedural knowledge; that is, learners should have access to declarative knowledge of different aspects of language and then obtain procedural mastery through practice. A concern in teaching and learning may be attention; learning may not take place if students do not engage in learning. This position is presented in Noticing Hypothesis, with a focus on the role of learners’ conscious attention. This conception has received a large number of debates on the possibility of unconscious learning, but it still remains the pursuit of academic settings with a proposal that conscious attention greatly facilitates language learning (Schmidt, 2001, pp. 5-26). 
3. Pedagogical implications for teaching English prepositions and noun plurality
CL has deduced implications for ELT. To a certain extent, it provides methodological options in grammar teaching, illustrated in the diagram (Fig. 3) below:
Fig. 3 Map of grammar teaching (adapted from Ellis (1999, p. 79))
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According to CL, grammar teaching is indispensable in that it facilitates learners’ language proficiency. Accordingly, grammar teaching can be done through grammar instruction and feedback which should be repeated and focused. Tasks for communication requiring learners to reuse the target forms concerned should be assigned so that grammar learning is reinforced.
3.1 How to teach English prepositions cognitively

First of all, prepositions should be classified into groups. For example, spatial prepositions and temporal prepositions should be taught separately since they are first acquired in the spatial domain and temporal domains. Then, under the teacher’s instruction, students will learn the structure of the abstract senses of the prepositions by metaphor. in other words, prepositions from the source domains (spatial and temporal domains) transfer to the target domain (abstract domain), as in the following table (Lakoff, 1993, p. 218 & Evans, 2007, p. 53):

Fig. 4 Cross-domain mapping of prepositions
	Source domain

(spatial or temporal: non-metaphorical use)
	
	Target domain

(abstract: metaphorical use)

	He is working in the office. (spatial)
He was born in 1988. (temporal)
	
	She is in love.

	She is standing at the door. (spatial)
She will arrive at 2 p.m. (temporal)
	
	Vietnam used to be at war with France.

	I bought the book on Hung Vuong Street. (spatial)
I will be off on Thursday. (temporal)
	
	She has been on the telephone for a full hour.


Functions of prepositions and contexts should be explored explicitly and followed by exercises. Communication tasks can further develop learners’ use of prepositions. The teacher needs to make comments, where relevant, on students performance and this should be done periodically when he or she notices systemic errors because this reinforces students’ inventory of conventionalized prepositions.
Symbolization, as a configuration of CL, can be employed in grammar instruction. The teacher (as in Fig. 1) draws shapes positioned on the board and indicates their relation with lines, exemplified as below:

Fig. 5 Cognitive descriptions of prepositions of place (adapted from Langacker, 1987, p.220)
(The circle is the one mentioned, and the square is the one compared)
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It may be great to use real objects or pictures of three-dimensional entities to show these positions because they can display further relationships (expressed by prepositions) between things, such as in front of and behind. Good-looking things or pictures can form longer-term memories in students.
For the prepositions of time, the teacher can use the hierarchical structure as in the following illustration:

Fig. 6 Cognitive description of prepositions of time
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In CG, prepositions do not have ‘empty’ content, but convey meanings and symbolic units should be used to display positions between entities, which, in turn, is kept in mind by learners through mental processes.
3.2 How to teach noun plurality cognitively

As discussed above, CL exploits symbolization and linguistic features as an inventory of language units through mental processes. A question is how CL can be used to teach the pronunciation of the noun plural allomorphs, which can be /s/, /IZ/ or /Z/ in different verbal environments. In other words, the pronunciation of these should be based on ‘rules’, which is TG-biased. Several studies attempting to compare the effectiveness of the application of the cognitive approach and traditional approach in ELT gave an implication that participants exposed to CG significantly outperformed those exposed to traditional instruction group in teaching some grammar points. However, for some other grammar chunks which required rules, especially the ones related to phonological structure, traditional group stayed at more or less the same level throughout the research (Nguyen, 2005 & Król-Markefka, 2010a).
The discussion has given us an opinion of combining the two approaches in ELT. CG proves its efficacy in teaching grammatical structures, but TG proves its importance in explaining the rules. In addition, the teacher also needs to consider whether the applied method is appropriate to the target students (Thornbury, 2012, p. 26-27). To adults who have already acquired some prior experience, the images employed in teaching should be symbolic for generalization (Schnotz, 2005, p. 233). Nonetheless, vivid pictures can be used in a class of kids instead due to children’s limited experience and low mental process. Therefore, the teaching of noun plurality can be done as follows:

The teacher can give students two columns of things and/ or entities, and then let students recognize the major difference in the two columns, as below:
Fig. 7 Singular and plural nouns in comparison

(adapted from the pictures on google.com)

	
	Singular 
	Plural

	1
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	an apple
	apples

	2
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	a pear
	pears

	3
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	a doll
	dolls


To kids, the teacher may ask them to count how many items there are in the second columns. Traditional instruction on how to say the noun plural morpheme is necessary. In particular, the teacher can instruct students in how noun plural morpheme is pronounced /s/, /IZ/ or /Z/, with such printed words as glasses, bottles, and shorts. Then, it may be necessary to let students practice saying other plural nouns in handouts or on the board. The next step would be for students to describe things in the classroom, focusing singular and plural forms of nouns, which then should be followed by practice and communication tasks.
A question here may be about the difference between the application of CL and Direct Method (DM). One of the differences is DM, from the Natural Approach, is a grammar-free practice in that the teacher should not give any formal grammar instruction; the model provided above shows the use of formal grammar teaching and the teacher asks students to find out the grammar rule instead. Another major difference is DM rejects the use of printed words. In case of teaching plural forms of nouns, the teacher employs printed words to explain how they should be pronounced.
4. Conclusions

Whatever approach the teacher applies, he or she should bear in mind that it is a case of efficiency; that is, it should not take a lot of class time in the context where students do not have many opportunities to practice communication outside the classroom, like Vietnam, grammar instruction needs to be easy to understand, and it is applicable. This is called the E-factor (Thornbury, 2012, p. 25-26). Understanding without memory and a lack of motivation would be for nothing. The use of CL, as demonstrated above, satisfies all of these requirements. The use of pictures, students’ engagement in learning, teachers’ motivation in form of questions, and finally students come into understanding and memorization processes with the assigned communication tasks.
The use of CL, with the aid of illustrations, can prove useful for students of all ages and appropriate for the beginning level (the common level for the two target grammar points). It can be applied to both small-sized and large-sized classes, with the technological aid. Finally, it is then achieved through discovery learning or student-centered approach. This is what should be thought of as the A-Factor (Thornbury, 2012, p. 26-27).

In case, the teacher notices any confusion among students, traditional grammar instruction may be necessary.
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