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A Study on the Negative Transfer of Chinese Spatial Metaphors in English
Preposition Acquisition
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Abstract : Chinese spatial terms like "up/down" and "inside/outside" have vague semantic limits and high
dependence on context, indicating a comprehensive and generalized way of spatial concept. In
contrast, English prepositions use image schemas and geometric properties to distinguish finely the
spatial relations, and extend systematically into other domains such as time, state and manner through
conceptual metaphor. This basic difference in spatial thinking causes Chinese learners of English to
apply their native spatial metaphorical concepts directly to the target language forms when learning
the core prepositions, resulting in systematic mistakes. Based on Conceptual Metaphor Theory, Image
Schema Theory, Figure—Ground Theory and Conceptual Transfer Theory, this research investigates
the cognitive features of Chinese spatial metaphors, compares the significant differences in spatial
representation and metaphorical extension between Chinese and English, and explains the mechanisms
of first language induced negative transfer. Educational suggestions for learning prepositions from a
cognitive perspective are also proposed.
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