
 
ChatGPT asked to explain Challenges in Use of Prepositions for FLK 
 
First language Korean speakers often have difficulty with the prepositions 
"in," "on," and "at" when learning English because the concept of 
prepositions and their usage can be quite different between the two 
languages. Here are some common challenges Korean speakers face 
with these prepositions: 
 
"In" vs. "On": 
 

●​ Korean doesn't have a direct equivalent for the English prepositions 
"in" and "on." Instead, Korean uses other words and particles to 
convey similar concepts. 

●​ Korean speakers may struggle to choose between "in" and "on" 
when referring to location, as they might not have a clear distinction 
between the two. 

 
For example, they might say "I am on the library" instead of "I am in the 
library." 
 
"At": 
 

●​ In Korean, location is often expressed with a specific particle ("에" or 
"에서") rather than the English preposition "at." This can lead to 
confusion when using "at" in English. 

●​ Korean speakers might say, "I am in home" instead of "I am at 
home" because they're translating directly from Korean grammar. 

 
More... 
 
In Korean, specific particles are used to indicate location, direction, and 
other grammatical functions. Here are some examples of particles that 
Koreans use: 
 

●​에 (e) - Used to indicate a static location. 



 
●​학교에 가요. (Hakgyo-e gayo.) - "I'm going to school." 

 
●​에서 (eseo) - Used to indicate the starting point or location where an 

action takes place. 
 

●​카페에서 공부해요. (Kape-eseo gongbuhaeyo.) - "I study at the 
cafe." 
 

●​에게 (ege) - Used to indicate the recipient of an action or to express 
"to" or "for" someone. 
 

●​선물을 친구에게 주었어요. (Seonmul-eul chingu-ege jueosseoyo.) - 
"I gave a gift to my friend." 
 

●​에게서 (egeseo) - Used to indicate the starting point or origin of an 
action. 
 

●​그 소식은 어디에서 들었어요? (Geu sosigeun eodieseo 
deureosseoyo?) - "Where did you hear that news from?" 
 

●​에게서 (egeseo) - Also used to indicate the source or cause of an 
action. 
 

●​그일의 원인은 스트레스에서 왔어요. (Geuil-ui wonin-eun 
seuteureseseo wasseoyo.) - "The cause of that problem came from 
stress." 
 

●​에게서 (egeseo) - Used to indicate the direction of movement. 
 

●​공항에서 집으로 돌아갑니다. (Gonghang-eseo jibeuro doragabnida.) 
- "I'm going home from the airport." 
 

●​을/를 (eul/reul) - Used as direct object markers to indicate the object 
of a verb. 
 



●​책을 읽어요. (Chaeg-eul ilgeoyo.) - "I'm reading a book." 
 
Idiomatic Usage: 
 
Understanding idiomatic uses of these prepositions can be challenging for 
Korean speakers. English often uses prepositions in ways that don't have 
a direct Korean equivalent. 
 
For example, the phrase "He's on the phone" might be puzzling, as 
there's no physical "on" the phone in Korean. Similarly, "I'm in trouble" 
can be perplexing for Korean speakers because it doesn't involve a 
physical location. 
 
Here are some more examples of idiomatic usage of "in," "on," and "at" in 
English that can cause confusion for first-language Korean speakers: 
 
"In": 
 

●​ "In trouble" - Korean speakers might find it unusual to use "in" with 
"trouble" because there's no physical enclosure involved. They might 
expect to say something like "I have trouble." 

●​ "In love" - Using "in" to express romantic feelings can be puzzling 
because there's no physical location. Koreans might use phrases 
like "사랑에 빠지다" (salang-e ppajida) to mean "fall in love." 

●​ "In the mood" - Expressing one's emotional state using "in" can be 
perplexing. For example, saying "I'm in the mood for pizza" might not 
have an exact Korean equivalent. 

●​ "In control" - Describing authority or influence over a situation with 
"in" can be unusual for Korean speakers who might expect to use a 
different construction. 

●​ "In the dark" - To describe a lack of knowledge or understanding, 
English uses "in," which can be confusing because there's no 
physical darkness involved. 

●​ "In a nutshell" - When summarizing something briefly, "in a nutshell" 
might seem strange to Korean speakers because it doesn't involve 
an actual nutshell. 



●​ "In someone's shoes" - To empathize with someone's perspective, 
English uses "in," which can be challenging for Korean speakers as 
it involves a metaphorical use of the preposition. 

 
"On": 
 

●​ "On fire" - When something is burning or ablaze, English speakers 
use "on" (e.g., "The house is on fire"). Korean speakers might expect 
a phrase like "불타고 있다" (bultago itda) which directly translates to 
"is burning." 

●​ "On the phone" - Saying "I'm on the phone" to mean that you're 
having a conversation can be confusing as there's no physical 
contact with the phone. Koreans might use expressions like "전화 
중이에요" (jeonhwa jung-ieyo) which translates to "I'm in the middle 
of a phone call." 

●​ "On time" - While "on time" means punctual in English, Korean 
speakers may initially expect "at time" or "in time" since Korean often 
uses "에" (e) for time-related expressions. 

●​ "On purpose" - Describing an action done intentionally using "on" 
may seem strange because there's no physical surface involved. 
Koreans might use "의도적으로" (uidoji-eok-eulo) to convey the 
same meaning. 

●​ "On the spot" - To describe something done immediately, "on the 
spot" can be confusing because it involves "on." Koreans might use 
"즉시" (jeugsi) to mean "immediately." 

●​ On the ball" - To describe someone who is alert and attentive, "on" is 
used in English, which may not have a direct equivalent in Korean. 

●​ "On the other hand" - To introduce an alternative perspective, "on" is 
used, which can be puzzling because it doesn't involve a physical 
hand. 

●​ "On cloud nine" - To express extreme happiness or euphoria, "on" is 
used, which may not align with Korean language habits. 

 
"At": 
 



●​ "At the moment" - Using "at" to refer to the present time can be 
unusual for Korean speakers because they might expect "now" 
instead of "at." 

●​ "At the same time" - Similar to the above, using "at" for simultaneous 
actions or events might not align with Korean language habits. They 
might say "동시에" (dong-si-e), which means "simultaneously." 

●​ "At risk" - Indicating potential danger or vulnerability with "at" may 
not align with Korean language habits. Koreans might use phrases 
like "위험에 처해 있다" (wiheom-e cheohae itda) to convey the same 
idea. 

●​ "At stake" - Expressing that something important is at risk can be 
puzzling because it involves "at." Koreans might use "위태로운 상황" 
(witaeroun sanghwang) to mean a precarious situation. 

●​ "At ease" - Using "at" to convey relaxation or comfort can be 
unconventional for Korean speakers who might expect a different 
construction. 

●​ "At a loss" - To indicate a state of confusion or not knowing what to 
do, English uses "at," which can be challenging for Korean speakers 
as it involves a metaphorical use of the preposition. 

●​ "At odds" - To describe a situation where two parties disagree or are 
in conflict, "at" is used, which may not have a direct Korean 
equivalent. 

●​ "At your service" - To offer assistance or help, "at" is used, which 
may be unconventional for Korean speakers who might expect a 
different construction. 

 
Overcoming these difficulties typically requires practice, exposure to 
English in context, and an understanding of the specific ways prepositions 
are used in English. Many English learners, not just those with Korean as 
their first language, encounter challenges with prepositions because their 
usage can be subtle and context-dependent. 
 
Quiz 
 
Instructions: Choose the correct idiom phrase (A, B, or C) to complete 
each sentence. 



 
She's always _______________ when she hears her favorite song. 
A) ___ control 
B) ___ the mood 
C) ___ trouble 
 
After watching the romantic movie, he found himself _______________. 
A) ___ love 
B) ___ control 
C) ___ fire 
 
"I'm really _______________ for pizza tonight," she said with a smile. 
A) ___ the phone 
B) ___ control 
C) ___ the mood 
 
When he saw the difficult math problem, he felt completely 
_______________. 
A) ___ cloud nine 
B) ___ a loss 
C) ___ ease 
 
The detective was determined to solve the case and was always 
_______________. 
A) ___ someone's shoes 
B) ___ the spot 
C) ___ the ball 
 
"The house is _______________," the firefighter exclaimed. 
A) ___ risk 
B) ___ fire 
C) ___ the moment 
 
 
 
 



When the two colleagues couldn't agree on the project's direction, they 
were _______________. 
A) ___ the phone 
B) ___ odds 
C) ___ the ball 
 
"I'll be right there, _______________," the waiter said with a smile. 
A) ___ your service 
B) ___ time 
C) ___ the other hand 
 
She felt completely _______________ when asked about the complex 
topic. 
A) ___ the dark 
B) ___ ease 
C) ___ stake 
 
"I'm _______________ to meet your parents tomorrow," he admitted 
nervously. 
A) ___ the phone 
B) ___ trouble 
C) ___ someone's shoes 
 
"I can't believe I spilled coffee on my shirt _______________," she 
exclaimed. 
A) ___ purpose 
B) ___ the moment 
C) ___ odds 
 
He spoke eloquently about the issue, always keeping _______________ 
perspective in mind. 
A) ___ trouble 
B) ___ someone's shoes 
C) ___ the other hand 
 
"We need to finish this project _______________," the boss said urgently. 



A) ___ a loss 
B) ___ the same time 
C) ___ the spot 
 
The singer's performance had the audience _______________ with 
excitement. 
A) ___ cloud nine 
B) ___ control 
C) ___ risk 
 
"I'll be there _______________," she promised, checking her watch. 
A) ___ the moment 
B) ___ ease 
C) ___ time 
 
When faced with the unexpected challenge, she was completely 
_______________. 
A) ___ trouble 
B) ___ fire 
C) ___ stake 
 
 
 


