Prepositional Phrases
Prepositions connect nouns or pronouns to other words.  The phrases created by this linkage are called prepositional phrases, and they usually function as modifiers— adjectives or adverbs—adding detail to the sentence.

     
Tree frogs are colorful.

Tree frogs of the Colombian mountain ranges to the north of the country's capital near the border are colorful, with markings on their limbs, between their eyes, underneath their arms, and on their backs in hues of red, orange, green, purple, and black.

Prepositional phrases consist of a preposition, which can be a word or a phrase, and its object:

Prepositions             

Objects
          
according to             

Aristotle

          
because of               

jellyfishes' sensitivity

          
since                    

the beginning

         
with regard to           

ecological studies

         
with the exception of 

white whales

          
throughout               

the article

Lists of prepositions can be found in any grammar book (hint, hint) but you can also recognize many of them by thinking about the relationships possible between a frog and two logs, according to my third-grade school teacher: above, around, across, below,

between, by, over, past, etc.  That won't help you with prepositions like "since," "throughout," "concerning," "despite," etcetera, but I never said that my teacher was perfect.

Technical writers tend to use prepositions frequently because they often need to communicate details: describing specific features of animals, analyzing the particular configurations of chemicals, explaining the effects of procedures, and the like.  However, overuse of prepositional phrases confuses, rather than clarifying, the writer's point.

The design of the apparatus with the tubing and the electrical wiring was useful for diagnosis of the transmission of electrical impulses in the nerve tested.

Revising to avoid overuse of prepositional phrases makes the ideas and information more readable, easier to understand, and easier to retain.  Consider using the object of the preposition as an adjective or converting the idea into a subordinate clause.


EXERCISE:  Underline the prepositional phrases in the following passage.

The disappearance of the golden toad has been a problem of great concern to herpetologists and other scientists of the world since the discovery of the problem.  Besides the disappearance of golden toads, other amphibians around the world have also been found to be disappearing over the past few decades on account of unknown factors.  The problem of the disappearance of the toads was discovered by some researchers during a collecting trip when they returned to a spot in a creek in the mountains in Colombia that was known for its constant population of this type of amphibian otherwise quite rare.  Instead of finding the toads, they found nothing, despite waiting for weeks.  The concern about the disappearance is that pollution in the air is poisoning the 

environment to the extent that amphibians are being killed off before humans who will be among the next victims of the pollution.

Quick Check-up for Diagnosing Excess Preposition Use





Select a sample paragraph.


Circle all prepositional phrases.


Mark all the subject/verb sets with the appropriate letters.


Identify the types of clauses, underlining subordinate clauses.


If you have more text circled than underlined, consider changing some of the prepositional phrases to subordinate clauses or modifying words.
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