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ABSTRACT 
Background: Urdu syntax is diverse in nature and does not relate to parameters 
established for English syntax in many ways. Speech-Language Pathologists’ (SLPs) 
assessments based on Ages of Acquisition (AoA) of spatial prepositions cannot be 
standardized for Pakistani Urdu speaking children until ages of emergence of these 
prepositions are determined in this population. Objective: to explore ages of acquisition of 
spatial prepositions in young Pakistani Urdu speaking children. Methodology: This cross-
sectional survey explored AoA of spatial prepositions in a sample of N=370 (boys= 128, 
girls=242) young Urdu speaking children aged 24-48 months residing in Islamabad. Urdu 
prepositions checklist was given to the parents (mothers=242, fathers=32), teachers 
(n=63) and significant others (n=33), to fill in accordance with spontaneous speech of their 
children. Data were descriptively analyzed using SPSS version 21. Results: Urdu spatial 
prepositions اوپر /uːpər/ (Up/above/on) and ے  niːʧæ/ (down/below/under) were/ نیچ 
acquired in 24-26 months of age and by 42-48 months these were mastered by 89.3% and 
88.6% of within age group participants respectively. Spatial prepositions acquired in 30-35 
months were  ےے

 
آگ  /ɑːɡeɪ/ (in front of), پیچھے /piːʧʰæ/ (behind) andھے سات  sɑːθ/ (beside)/ے

with percentages 67.3%, 56.4% and 72.7% respectively. Preposition درمیان /d̪rmjɒn/ 
(between) was acquired in 42-48 months with response percentage 52.8%. AoA of 
preposition ےےبیچ می   /biːtʃ meɪ/ (in the middle of) can be considered as later than 48 months 
because even in highest age limit group i.e., 42-48 months only 49.3% participants 
acquired this preposition. Conclusion:  The findings of current study indicate that 
acquisition of spatial prepositions follows same order in all children cross-culturally, but 
their age of acquisition can vary according to their locality and language input provided to 
them.  
Keywords:  Age of Acquisition, spatial prepositions, syntax, Urdu 

INTRODUCTION  

Looking at an air balloon going up a toddler says 

‘up’; putting her toys in a box she says ‘in’; taking 

out toy from the box she says ‘out’. In a world 

filled with greater happenings, these little 

remarks do not grasp much attention. However, 

people working or interested in acquisition of 

communication, find these first steps in language 

acquisition intriguing, and raise profound 

questions. The cross-linguistic similarities in 

language acquisition could be accounted to non-

linguistic cognitive developments common to all 

children. Literature also suggests that cross-

linguistic variation in spatial semantic structuring 

is much diverse than what had been previously 

thought.
1 

Languages provide different 

conventionalized ways to construe spatial 

situations. English language speaking children 

show usage of prepositions like ‘in’, ‘on’, ‘up’, 

‘down’, ‘out’ and ‘off’ during one-word stage.
2,4 

The meanings of these little particles seem so 

straight forward that it is easy to assume them as 

reflection predicting conceptual construing of the 

world. Although all languages have their own 

ways to talk about the spatial positions and 

locations, for which speakers of English language 

use these words, but they do not necessarily have 

translation-equivalent meanings with 

morphemes.  

Preposition (حرفےجار) belongs to closed-word class 

of basic parts of speech and sits before (pre-

positioned) its noun or a pronoun to express 

association with another word or element in the 

clause. Prepositions make one of the most 

problematic categories in the theories of syntax as 

they do not exist in all languages. They also occur 

as postpositions rather than prepositions in few 

languages as in Tamil, Hindi, Telugu.
5
  In recent 

syntactic theories, classification of prepositions is 

based on functional or lexical features. Lexical 

prepositions give semantic meaning while 

functional prepositions are only meant to assign 

case. Yet the classification of same preposition can 

differ depending on its use e.g., preposition ‘to’ 

serves as a lexical spatial preposition in sentence ‘I 

am going to school’ and as a functional preposition 

in sentence ‘Give it to me’. According to the stages 
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of language development proposed by Brown, 

acquisition of prepositions occurs by the age of 18 

to 24 months with the beginning of phrase 

development among the first 20 words acquired by 

English speaking children.
3
 These findings have 

enabled the researchers in communication sciences 

to compare the history and acquisition of 

components that make language. Diachrony in the 

English language reveals prepositions’ use in spatial 

aspects before taking the functional form.
6
    

Phrase is the unit of grammatical correction 

consisting of one or several words.  It may take the 

form of verb-, noun-, and prepositional phrase etc. 

Determination of prepositional phrase means that 

main word would be the preposition e.g., ‘outside 

the house’, ‘at sunny day’.
7
 

Urdu language is morphologically rich and carries 

several differences in form and use as compared to 

English language. In Urdu, single preposition ‘اوپر’ 

gives varied prepositional expressions in different 

contexts parallel to English prepositions: ‘on’, 

‘above’, ‘over’ and ‘up’. Same is true for 

prepositions ‘under’, ‘below’, and ‘down’ which 

have only one parallel word in Urdu i.e., ‘ے  Some .’نیچ 

examples of Urdu prepositions in sentences are 

mentioned with English translates in Table 1 

attached in supplementary material. 

Research on verbs acquisition in Urdu language 

revealed striking differences in ages of acquisition 

in comparison to English language
 

which shows 

that such differences can also be observed in other 

categories of syntax acquisition.
8
 Urdu is lingua 

franca of Pakistan and very extensive literature on 

Urdu language is available.  Unfortunately, SLPs 

working with Pakistani Urdu speaking children have 

very little information available on Urdu syntax 

developmental milestones.  Developmental 

ages for acquisition of prepositions hold a great 

worth to identify deviations in syntactic 

development because they are among first twenty 

words that a child acquires.
3
 Delay, improper use, 

or non-emergence of prepositions in speech can be 

indicative of some communication disorder and can 

only get an objective base of screening and 

diagnosis when normative ages of acquisition of 

prepositions’ development would be known. In 

current practices, norms of English language are 

used as the base of diagnosis and evaluation which 

disregard the morphological diversity of Urdu 

language which could not be justified by using 

normative data based on English language 

speakers.  

Although prepositions are limited in number, but 

they undoubtedly act as vital markers to structure 

the sentence; they signify special relationships 

between objects, persons, and locations. In 

contrast to nouns, verbs and adjectives, 

propositions are closed class i.e., they do not 

accept new additions yet important part of 

communication.   To the best of our knowledge, 

this study is a pioneering study to identify ages of 

emergence of Urdu prepositions in speech 

development of young Pakistani Urdu speaking 

children. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

This cross-sectional survey was conducted in 

unstructured and informal settings i.e., schools and 

homes in Islamabad using purposive sampling 

technique. A self-designed “Urdu Syntax Evaluation 

Questionnaire (U-SEQ)” was used as a data 

collection instrument.
9
 In this study, section of U-

SEQ evaluating use of spatial prepositions (ے حروف

 in speech was considered. Checklist of seven (جار

prepositions was mentioned in preposition 

evaluation section of questionnaire. Participants 

were asked to mark prepositions that their child 

uses in his/her spontaneous speech. (table 1) 

Subject children were from age range 2 to 4 years. 

Informed consent was assured, and questionnaires 

were filled by parents, significant others, and 

teachers of typically developed 2 to 4 years old 

children. Among teachers only those teachers were 

selected who had spent six or more months with 

the subject child. Participants were asked to return 

questionnaires in 2 to 4 days. This time span was 

given so that the questionnaire is filled after keenly 

observing the child for mentioned perspectives. 

After scrutiny of 420 questionnaires, those with 

incomplete information or deviations from normal 

development were excluded from the study and 

data of N=370 participants were chosen for 

analysis. Data were analysed descriptively using 

SPSS version 21. 
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Table 1: Comparison of Urdu and English Spatial prepositions 

Prepositions in English Sentences جملے حروفےجار 

On 
/ɒn/  

Put your books on the table 
pʊt jɔː bʊks  ɒn  ðə teɪb(ə)l 

 اوپر
/uːpər/ 

ےکےےاوپرےرکھو ی ےمی  ےکتابی   اپنی
ɑpni kitɑ̪:bẽ mez ke uːpər rkʰo 

Up 
/ʌp/ 

Put your hands up 
pʊt jɔː handz  ʌp 

 اوپر
/uːpər/ 

ےہاتھےاوپرےکرو۱ پنی  
ɑpne  hɑ:θ uːpər kro 

Above 
/əˈbʌv/   

A bag fell from above 
ə baɡ fɛl frɒm  əˈbʌv    

 اوپر
/uːpər/ 

 بستہےاوپرےسےےگرا
bastɑ̪ uːpər se girɑ 

Over 
/ˈəʊvə/   

She put a blanket over her child 
ʃiː pʊt ə blaŋkɪt ˈəʊvə həː tʃʌɪld 

 اوپر
/uːpər/ 

ےکےےاوپرےکمبلےاوڑھایا ےبچ  ےاپنی  اسےنی
ɪs ne ɑpne bʧeɪ ke  uːpər     kʌmbl    oɽhajɑ 

Down 
/daʊn/   

Put it down 
pʊt ɪt daʊn 

ے  نیچ 
/niːʧæ/ 

ےرکھو۱ سےےنیچ   
ɪse  niːʧæ rkʰo 

Under 
/ʌndə/   

Put it under the table 
pʊt ɪt ʌndə ðə teɪb(ə)l     

ے  نیچ 
/niːʧæ/ 

ےرکھو ےکےےنیچ  ی  اسےےمی 
ɪse meɪz ke niːʧæ rkʰo 

Below 
/bɪˈləʊ/ 

He has a mole below his lips 
hiː haz ə məʊl  bɪˈləʊ hɪz lɪps 

ے  نیچ 
/niːʧæ/ 

ے ےتلےہ   اسےکےےہونٹوںےکےےنیچ 
ɪs ke honʈõ ke niːʧæ tl̪ he 

Between 
/bɪˈtwiːn/ 

Put the ball between the table and chair 
pʊt ðə bɔːl bɪˈtwiːn ðə teɪb(ə)l      

 درمیان
/d̪rmjɒn/ 

ےاورےکرسیےکےدرمیانےرکھو ی  گیندےمی 
ɡend̪ meɪz ɔːr kursiː ke  d̪rmjɒn rkʰo 

Beside 
/bɪˈsʌɪd/ 

Put the chair beside the table  
pʊt ðə tʃɛː bɪˈsʌɪd ðɪ  teɪb(ə)l      

 ساتھ
/sɑːθ/ 

ےکےےساتھےرکھو ی  کرسیےمی 
kursiː meɪz ke sɑːθ rkʰo 
 

In front of 
/ɪn frʌnt ɒv/    

He was standing in front of me 
hiː wɒz standɪŋ ɪn  frʌnt ɒv miː       

ے
 
 آگ

/ɑːɡeɪ/ 

ےکھڑاےتھا
 
ےےآگ  وہےمی 

vo mere ɑːɡeɪ kʰɽɑː θɑː 
 

Behind 
/bɪˈhʌɪnd/ 

Book fell behind the  cupboard 
bʊk fɛl  bɪˈhʌɪnd  ðəˈkʌbəd 

 پیچھے
/piːʧʰæ/ 

 ے
 

 کتابےالماریےکےےپیچھےےگرےگ
kɪtɑ̪ːb ʌlmɑːri ke  piːʧʰæ ɡɪr ɡaɪ  
 

In the middle of 
ɪn  ðə ˈmɪd(ə)l ɒv 

The boat stranded in the middle of the sea 
ðə bəʊt ˈstrandɪd  ɪn  ðə ˈmɪd(ə)l ɒv  ðə si       

 بیچے
/biːtʃ/ 

 ے
 

ےسمندرےکےےبیچےپھنسےگ  کشنی
kʌʃti̪ː sɑmnd̪r ke  biːtʃ  pʰɑ̃s  ɡaɪ     
   

 

RESULTS 

Demographic details of sampled participants across 

age, gender, and relationship of person with child 

who filled the questionnaire have been mentioned  

 

 

in Table 2.  Age of acquisition of each preposition is 

considered when 50% or more respondents 

marked its presence in lowest age category.
10

  

 

Table 2: Distribution of sample across age, gender and relationship with child 

Age in 
months 

Relation with child- 
n (%) Total 

Mother Father Teacher Others 

24-29 

Girls 41 (43.2) 9 (90.0) 0 9 (50.0) 59 (48.0) 

Boys 54 (56.8) 1 (10.0) 0 9 (50.0) 64 (52.0) 

Total 95 10 0 18 123 

30-35 

Girls 17 (56.7) 5 (55.6) 7 (63.6) 2 (40.0) 31 (56.4) 

Boys 13 (43.3) 4 (44.4) 4 (36.4) 3 (60.0) 24 (43.6) 

Total 30 9 11 5 55 

36-41 

Girls 12 (37.5) 1 (50.0) 8 (50.0) 0 (0.0) 21 (40.4) 

Boys 20 (62.5) 1 (50.0) 8 (50.0) 2 (100.0) 31 (59.6) 

Total 32 2 16 2 52 

42-48 

Girls 44 (51.8) 5 (45.5) 13 (36.1) 5 (62.5) 67 (47.9) 

Boys 41 (48.2) 6 (54.5) 23 (63.9) 3 (37.5) 73 (52.1) 

Total 85 11 36 8 140 

Total 

Girls 114 (47.1) 20 (62.5) 28 (44.4) 16 (48.5) 178 (48.1) 

Boys 128 (52.9) 12 (37.5) 35 (55.6) 17 (51.5) 192 (51.9) 

Total 242 32 63 33 370 
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Figure 1: Percentage occurrence of Urdu spatial prepositions in spontaneous speech within each age group 

 

The above figure illustrates that Urdu translates of 

preposition اوپر i.e., ‘up/above/on’ and ے  ,.i.e نیچ 

‘down/below/under’ were acquired in 24-26 

months of age with 59.3% and by 42-48 months 

these were mastered by 89.3% and 88.6%. Urdu 

parallel forms of prepositions ‘in front of (ے
 
 ,’(آگ

‘behind (پیچھے)’ and ‘beside (ساتھ)’ were acquired in 

30-35 months with percentages 67.3%, 56.4% and 

72.7% respectively. Preposition درمیان (between)  

 

acquired in 42-48 months with response 

percentage 52.8%. According to findings of this 

study, age of acquisition of preposition ے ےمی   in) بیچ

the middle of)’ could not be established as even in 

maximum age limit group i.e., 42-48 months only 

49.3% participants acquired this preposition. 

(figure 1) Distribution of responses across gender 

within each age range in mentioned in Table 3. 

 

Table 3: Frequencies and percentages of spatial prepositions’ acquisition across age groups and gender 

  
 Urdu Prepositions 

 f (%) 

Age in 
months 

Gender 
Up/above/on 

 اوپر
(Oper) 

Down/below 
ے  نيچ 

(neechay) 

In front of 
ے
 
 آگ

(aagay) 

Behind 
 پيچھے

(peechay) 

Beside 
 ساتھ

(sath) 

Between 
 درميان

(darmiyan) 

In the middle ofے
ے  بيچےمی 

(beech main) 

24-29 

Female 36 (49.30) 27(44.30) 22 (39.30) 26(49.10) 20(37.7) 9(40.9) 6(37.5) 

Male 37(50.70) 34(55.70) 34(60.70) 27(50.90) 33(62.3) 13(59.1) 10(62.5) 

Total 73(59.3) 61 (50) 56(45.5) 53(43.1) 53(43.1) 22(17.9) 16(13) 

30-35 

Female 27(64.30) 22(62.90) 23(62.20) 18(58.10) 25(62.5) 10(62.5) 9(50.0) 

Male 15(35.70) 13(37.10) 14(37.80) 13(41.90) 15(37.5) 6(37.5) 9(50.0) 

Total 42(76.4) 35(63.6) 37(67.3) 31(56.4) 40(72.7) 16(29.1) 18(32.7) 

36-41 

Female 17(36.20) 17(37.80) 15(36.60) 15(38.50) 17(40.5) 5(26.3) 6(42.9) 

Male 30(63.80) 28(62.20) 26(63.40) 24(61.50) 25(59.5) 14(73.7) 8(57.1) 

Total 47(90.4) 45(86.5) 41(78.8) 39(75) 42(80.8) 19(36.5) 4(26.9) 

42-48 
Female 57(45.60) 58(46.80) 57(46.70) 59(50.40) 53(46.9) 42(56.8) 33(47.8) 

Male 68(54.40) 66(53.20) 65(54.30) 58(49.60) 60(53.1) 32(43.2) 36(52.2) 

 Total 125(89.3) 124(88.6) 122(87.1) 117(83.6) 113(80.7) 74(52.9) 69(49.3) 
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DISCUSSION 

In the current study it has been observed that 

preposition ‘ وپر۱  (up/on/above)’ and ‘ے  نیچ 

(down/below/under)’ were acquired by 59.3% and 

50% of subject children respectively in youngest 

age group 24-29 months. Literature on English 

language suggests that child starts using 

prepositions ‘up’, ‘down’, ‘in’ and ‘on’ around 12-

24 months.
11, 12 

Preposition ‘on’ emerge early in 

children’s utterances to describe support relations 

and simple containment e.g., ‘ball on the table’.  

Existing evidence reflects that understanding of 

‘under’ starts developing in 12 to 24 months and in 

24-36 months child starts distinguishing between 

‘in’ and ‘under’ in addition to acquisition of ‘under’ 

in spontaneous speech.
11

 Different ages of 

acquisition for ‘down’ and ‘under’ indicate that 

although in Urdu language only one translate i.e., 

‘/niːʧæ/ (ے  is used but its acquisition of usage in ’(نیچ 

different spatial situations parallel to ‘under’ 

‘down’ and ‘below’ needs to be explored. In a study 

it was proposed that there is a structured semantic 

space that children and adults share for support 

and containment relations, but greater portion of 

this space is described by prepositions ‘on’ and ‘in’ 

in early development because other descriptions 

using lexical verbs are inhibited.
13

 Besides this, 

developmental studies reflect that acquisition of 

these prepositions do not complete by the age of 

three years, which supports the notion that actual 

semantic space is far more intricate than it was 

considered in the pioneering studies of language 

acquisition, suggesting the organization of this 

space by language specific lexical contents rather 

than by pre-linguistic distinctions.
14, 15 

 

Average age of acquisition of prepositions ‘/ɑːɡeɪ/ے 

(in front of)’, ‘/piːʧʰæ/ے (behind)’ and ‘ساتھ (beside)’ 

in this study was observed around 30-35 months. 

High percentages of ‘/ɑːɡeɪ/ے  (in front of)’ and 

‘/sɑːθ/ے  (beside)’ can be indicative of their precise 

average ages of acquisition soon after 24 months. 

These findings are indicative of early acquisition of 

these prepositions in Urdu language speakers as 

compared to English language speakers. Normative 

data on English language shows acquisition of 

‘behind’, ‘in front’ and ‘beside’ in 36-48 

months.
16,17

 In the present study, age of acquisition 

of /d̪rmjɒn/ ‘between’ was seemed to be 42-48 

months which is supported by English language 

literature where 36-48 months is its age of 

acquisition.
11, 18, 19

 In the current study, response 

percentage of preposition /biːtʃ/ (in the middle of) 

reached maximum limit of 49.3% in 42-48 months 

which cannot be determined as AoA according to 

criterion mentioned. Studies conducted on English 

language speakers support acquisition of 

preposition ‘in the middle of’ after 48 months in 

typically developing child.
17

 

The child does not construct but identifies the 

concept from among a set of conceivable 

possibilities. There is huge compelling evidence 

that supports the role of non-linguistic cognition of 

spatial words by indicating their emergence over 

long period in a consistent order, both within and 

across children of same and different language 

learners respectively. Particularly, words referring 

topological and functional notions of containment 

e.g., ‘in’, support and contiguity e.g., ‘on’ and 

occlusion e.g., ‘under’ emerge first. 
20

 Later, words 

regarding proximity e.g., ‘next to’, ‘beside’ and 

‘between’ appear. Finally, words showing 

projective relationships e.g., ‘in front of, and 

‘behind’ emerge.
21

 Piaget and Inhelder (1967) 

established the order of acquisition of spatial 

concepts consistent with the aforementioned order 

by the use of non-linguistic tests.
20 

A more 

straightforward hypothesis accounts for these 

sequential relations as new spatial notions develop 

non-linguistically, children discover existing forms 

used to express them in their native language.
22, 23

 

Consistent with these findings it was found that as 

early as the one-word stage, generalizations of 

words like ‘out’, ‘off’, ‘up’ and ‘down’ projects to 

varied events that resemble in trajectory of 

movement, abstracted across kinds made up of 

different entities.
24, 25

  

 
 

CONCLUSION 

Findings of the present study indicates that age of 

acquisition for Urdu spatial prepositions ‘اوپر (on)’ 

and ‘ے ے‘ is 24-26 months. Prepositions ’(down) نیچ 
 
 آگ

(in front of)’, ‘پیچھے (behind)’ and ‘ساتھ (beside)’ 

were acquired in 30-35 months. Spatial 

prepositions ‘درمیان (between)’ acquired in 42-48 

months and ‘ے  did not meet ’(in the middle of) بیچےمی 

the criteria of acquisition in any age group with 

maximum percentage of 49.3% in age category 42-

48 months.   Findings of the present study indicates 
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that acquisition of spatial prepositions follow same 

order in all children cross-culturally, but their AoA 

can vary according to their locality and language 

input provided to them.  In future, the lowest age 

limit could be set at 18 months, considering the 

evidence of acquisition of prepositional phrases in 

this age according to Brown’s stages of language 

development. Furthermore, direct observation and 

evaluation of speech samples of subject children 

can enable us to improve the internal validity of 

findings revealed in present study. 
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