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More objective descriptions of polysemous English prepositions and their
effective presentation to learners
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This study observed the hand gestures that accompany prepositions to propose
a framework that can help to represent the semantic networks of prepositions in a more objective
and data-driven way. Studying the gestures that speakers make when they utter prepositions can
reveal the semantic networks of prepositions that exist in their minds. About 10,000 uses of
prepositions in a multimodal corpus of TED Talks were analyzed, and each use was classified and
counted based on its sense and the presence and type of gesture. The distances between each pair of
senses were calculated employing multivariate statistical methods. Some of the resulting clusters of
senses are consistent with the way English speakers envisage the events and situations denoted by
prepositions, which demonstrates the effectiveness of this method in providing empirically better
grounded data to enable more objective and reasonable descriptions of the semantics of prepositions.
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