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Abstract

Vocabulary mastery is a critical component of English language
learning, and morphological awareness—particularly of prefixes—plays a
pivotal role in decoding word meanings. Despite its importance, the prefix
*A-* (with its polysemous functions ranging from locative to negative
meanings) remains understudied in EFL contexts, especially among
advanced learners. This study investigates lraqi EFL postgraduates’
competence in recognizing, analyzing, and applying the prefix *A-* in
morphological tasks. Using a 'quantitative design', 27-item test assessed
participants’ skills in semantic classification, root identification, sentence
transformation, and error correction. Data from purposively sampled
postgraduates (N=100) revealed that Highest accuracy (88.4%) in
semantic classification (e.g., categorizing 'afresh' as "intensifying’). Lowest
performance (60.3%) in *applying A— in sentence contexts*, indicating a
gap between theoretical knowledge and syntactic application. Strong root
recognition (79% for 'asleep’) but struggles in sentence completion (65%
for ‘afloat’), suggesting morphological awareness does not guarantee
productive use. These findings underscore the need for pedagogical
interventions targeting 'A-"s polysemy, particularly in syntactic integration.
The study fills a gap in adult EFL morphology research and calls for
further exploration of low—frequency prefixes in advanced language
learning.

Keywords: Prefix A, Morphological Awareness, EFL Postgraduates

1. Introduction

Prefixes play a crucial role in English morphology, contributing to word
formation, meaning modification, and syntactic categorization. Among the
many prefixes in English, the prefix “A-" has a distinct historical and
functional significance. This review explores the literature on prefixes in

general, with a particular focus on the prefix “A-,” its origins, meanings,
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and productivity in Modern English. The prefix “A-" in English is
historically complex, originating from multiple linguistic sources and
serving diverse functions, including locative, participial, intensifying, and
negative meanings (Marchand, 1969; Plag, 2003). While some of its uses
are archaic or dialectal, others, particularly the Greek-derived “A-"

(negative), remain highly productive.

Research Objectives
1. To measure and analyze postgraduate EFL students' competence in
applying English morphological rules to word formation and analysis
tasks.
2. To examine the connection between students' prior grammatical
education and their demonstrated morphological knowledge at the

graduate level.

1.2 Prefixes in English: An Overview
Prefixes are affixes added to the beginning of a word to alter its
meaning. According to Bauer (2003), English prefixes primarily serve
derivational functions rather than inflectional ones. Unlike suffixes, which
often indicate tense, number, or comparative forms, prefixes generally
modify a word’s meaning without changing its grammatical category.
Some common types of prefixes include:
*Negative prefixes (e.g., un—, in—, dis—)
*Number-related prefixes (e.g., bi—, tri—, multi—)
*Locative prefixes (e.g., sub—, inter—, trans—)
*Intensifying prefixes (e.g., super—, ultra—, hyper—)
1.3. The Prefix “A-" in English
The prefix “A-" has multiple origins and meanings in English, derived
from Old English, Latin, and Greek. Scholars (Marchand, 1969; Plag,

2003) have categorized the main uses of “A-" as follows:

[ove || 32025 Jbi - e At ol — (1) 325 s
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1.3.1. Locative and Directional “A-"

One of the most common functions of “A-" in English is as a locative
or directional marker. This use is traced back to Old English, where “A-"
derived from prepositions like on or at. Examples include:

*Ashore (on the shore)
*Afloat (on water, floating)
*Afar (at a distance)

This usage is still productive in some dialects, particularly in archaic or
poetic registers (Brinton & Traugott, 2005).

1.3.2. The Participial “A-" (Progressive Aspect)

In some dialects of English, particularly in older varieties, the prefix
“A-" appears before present participles (gerunds), a feature historically
linked to Middle English and Early Modern English. Examples include:

*A—-coming (coming)

*A-going (going)
Although this form has largely disappeared from Standard English, it
remains in some regional dialects (Montgomery & Fuller, 1996).
1.3.3. Intensifying and Emphatic “A-"

Another function of “A-" is its role in intensification, often found in

archaic or literary forms:
*Ablaze (burning intensely)
*Aghast (shocked, terrified)
*Anew (once again, in a new way)
This function is somewhat less productive in Modern English but persists
in certain fixed expressions.
1.3.4. Greek-Derived “A-" (Negative or Absence Meaning)

From Greek, “A-" (or “An—”) functions as a negative prefix, meaning

“without” or “not.” Examples include:
*Atypical (not typical)

*Amoral (without morality)

e
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This usage is highly productive in scientific and technical vocabulary
(Katamba, 1993).
1.4. Productivity and Evolution of the Prefix “A-"

The productivity of the prefix “A-" has diminished in some of its
historical roles, particularly in participial and locative forms. However, its
negative and intensifying uses remain relevant, particularly in academic,
scientific, and poetic contexts (Plag, 2003). Moreover, corpus—based
studies (Bauer et al., 2013) suggest that some “A-" words remain
common in modern usage, though new formations with “A-" are rare.
Literature Review
2.0 Preliminary

Morphological awareness, the ability to recognize and manipulate
morphemes in word formation, plays a crucial role in vocabulary
acquisition and reading comprehension for second language learners (Kuo
& Anderson, 2006). Prefixes, as a subset of bound morphemes,
contribute significantly to word meaning and grammatical function. The
prefix 'a'-, with its varied functions (e.g., atypical, amoral, asleep),
presents challenges for English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners
due to its polysemy and limited productivity in modern English. This
review explores studies on morphological awareness, prefix acquisition,

and the specific difficulties EFL postgraduates encounter with the prefix a—

2.1Morphological Awareness in EFL Learning

Research indicates that morphological awareness enhances
vocabulary development and reading skills (Carlisle, 2000). For EFL
learners, explicit knowledge of prefixes, suffixes, and roots facilitates word
decoding and inferencing (Nagy et al., 2006). However, prefixes like *A-
* are particularly challenging due to their abstract meanings and

inconsistent usage.
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2.2. The Prefix *A-*: Forms and Functions

The prefix *A-* in English originates from multiple sources (Greek,
Old English) and conveys different meanings:

1. Negative or privative sense (e.g., *amoral*, *asexual*) — derived from
Greek *A-* (without).

2. Old English *A-* indicating a state (e.g., *asleep*, *awake*).

3. Reduplicative or intensive forms* * (e.g., *aflutter*, *aglow*).

Studies show that EFL learners struggle with such polysemous
morphemes due to L1 interference and lack of exposure (Tyler & Nagy,
1989).

2.3. EFL Learners’ Challenges with Prefix A—

Postgraduate EFL students, despite advanced proficiency, may lack
explicit morphological knowledge. Research by Zhang & Koda (2013)
found that even advanced learners often misinterpret prefixed words when
the morpheme has multiple meanings. The prefix *a—-* is particularly
problematic because:

— Itis less productive than other prefixes (e.g., *un—*, *re—*).
— Its meanings are context-dependent.
- Some *A-* words are lexicalized (e.g., *afraid*), making

decomposition difficult.

2.4. Empirical Studies
2.4.1. Morphological Awareness and Vocabulary Development
Several studies emphasize the role of morphological awareness in L2
vocabulary learning. Carlisle (2000) investigated how morphological
knowledge influences reading comprehension among elementary students,
finding that explicit instruction in morphemes significantly improves word
recognition and inferencing. Similarly, Nagy et al. (2006) demonstrated
that morphological awareness contributes more to reading comprehension

than phonological awareness in upper elementary and middle-school
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students.
While these studies highlight the importance of morphology, they primarily
focus on young learners rather than adult EFL postgraduates. Additionally,
they do not specifically address low—frequency prefixes like a—, which may
be less salient in instructional materials.
2.4.2. Prefix Acquisition in EFL Contexts
2.4.3. General Challenges with Prefixes

Tyler and Nagy (1989) explored how native English speakers acquire
derivational morphology, finding that prefixes like *un-* and *re—* are
learned earlier than less productive ones (e.g., *A-*, *AB—*). Their study
suggests that frequency and transparency affect morpheme acquisition.
Although this study provides insights into prefix learning, it does not
account for EFL learners, who may struggle more due to L] interference
and limited exposure.
2.4.4. Cross—-Linguistic Influence

Zhang and Koda (2013) examined Chinese EFL learners’
morphological awareness, revealing that learners often rely on L1
morphological structures when processing English prefixes. Since Chinese
lacks an equivalent to the prefix *A-*, learners may either ignore it or
misinterpret its function. This study underscores the role of L1 transfer but

does not explore pedagogical strategies to mitigate such challenges.

2.4.5. Studies on the Prefix *A-* Specifically

2.4.6. Semantic Complexity of *A—*

A study by Marchand (1969) categorizes *A-* into three functions:

1. Negative/Privative (e.g., *amoral*, *asexual*) — from Greek *a—*

2. Old English State Marker (e.g., *asleep*, *awake*)

3. Intensifying/Reduplicative (e.g., *aflutter*, *aglow*)

Marchand’s work is foundational but descriptive rather than empirical. It

does not examine how EFL learners process these distinctions.
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2.4.7.Psycholinguistic Processing of *A—*

Ludecke (2018) conducted a lexical decision task with German EFL
learners, finding that they recognized *A-* prefixed words more slowly
than other prefixed words due to lower frequency and semantic opacity.
This study provides empirical evidence but is limited to German learners,

raising questions about generalizability to other L1 backgrounds.

2.4.8. Based Studies on *A-* Usage

A study by Gardner and Davies (2014) analyzed the Corpus of
Contemporary American English (COCA), showing that *A—* prefixed
words are rare in academic texts, which may reduce EFL learners’
exposure. While useful for frequency analysis, this study does not explore

how learners comprehend or produce such words.

2.4.9. Pedagogical Interventions for Prefix Instruction
2.5. Explicit Morphological Instruction

Schmitt and Zimmerman (2002) found that EFL learners who received
explicit instruction on derivational morphology (including prefixes) showed
significant gains in vocabulary retention. However, their study did not
focus on *A-* specifically. The findings suggest that targeted instruction
helps, but more research is needed on low—frequency morphemes.
2.5.1. Contextual Learning Approaches

Kieffer and Lesaux (2012) demonstrated that teaching morphemes in
context (e.g., through reading passages) improves retention more than
isolated drills. This approach may benefit *A-* acquisition, but no study
has tested it specifically with this prefix.
2.5.2. Gaps in Literature
1. Limited Focus on Adult EFL Learners: Most studies target children or
adolescents, neglecting postgraduates.

2. Lack of Cross-Linguistic Comparisons: Few studies compare how
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different L1 backgrounds affect *A-* acquisition.
3. Insufficient Pedagogical Research: No studies explicitly test
instructional methods for teaching *A—*.
4. Underrepresentation in Corpora: *A-* prefixed words are rare in
pedagogical materials, leading to incidental rather than intentional
learning.
3. Methodology

This study used a quantitative research design. To collect the data,
the study employs a prefixation test adapted from (Tamura & Shirahata,

2017) to measure the students' ability in using affixes.

3.1. Sampling and Participants

This study recruited Iraqi EFL postgraduate students from various
universities across lIraq. The participants were exclusively selected from
different Iraqi higher education institutions and were in the first year of
their postgraduate studies. The students were specializing in English
language and literature. The sampling technique employed in this study
was purposive sampling, as it was the most suitable and practical
approach for this research. The rationale for selecting advanced-level
postgraduate students was that they had already completed foundational
courses in English grammar, which cover essential aspects of language

use and morphology.

3.2. Data Collection and Data Analysis

The research data were gathered using an online assessment tool. As
Seliger and Shohamy (2013) explain, a test serves as a structured
method for evaluating participants' competence or understanding in a
specific field. In second language (L2) studies, assessments are
commonly used to measure learners' linguistic skills, including vocabulary,

grammar, pronunciation, reading, writing, metalinguistic awareness, and
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overall language proficiency. In this study, the test was specifically
designed to assess EFL students’ knowledge of morphology. The
responses gathered from the questionnaires underwent quantitative
analysis through descriptive statistics. Using Excel, key measures such as
means and standard deviations were computed to summarize the data.).
The responses of the participants on the test provided a set of numerical
data that helped in achieving the objectives of the study.
4. Results and Discussion

This section presents a statistical analysis of postgraduate English
studies students' performance on a linguistic test examining the prefix
"A-" in English. The test included 27 items categorized in 6 sections
assessing various aspects of prefix comprehension, including semantic
function, root identification, sentence transformation, error correction, and
classification. The analysis focuses on descriptive statistics and

performance trends across different test sections.

Proportion of Correct Answers per Question

Q1_Function of A-

Q2_Which word has A-

Q3_Correct sentence with A-

Q4 _Root of Afoot

Q5_Root of Ahead

Q6_Root of Aground

Q7_Root of Asleep

Q8_Root of Afloat

Q9 _Root of Afire

Q10_Complete_sentence_adrift

Q11 Complete_sentence_ablaze

Q12_Complete_sentence_afloat

Q13_Transform_afloat

Q14 _Transform_asleep

Q15_Transform_afire

Q16_Analyze_Afresh

Q17_Analyze_Aground

Q18_Analyze_Anew

Q19_Which_word_no_prefix

Q20_Error_correction_adrift

Q21_Error_correction_awake

Q22_Error_correction_afire

Q23 Classification_afloat

Q24 _Classification_asleep

Q25_Classification_aground

Q26 _Classification_afire

Q27 _Classification_afresh i i i i i ! ! | B i

0.0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9 1.0
Proportion Correct

Question

4.1. Overall Observations:

Highest accuracy (>85%): Classification tasks (e.g., item24, item26,
item?27). Lowest accuracy (<65%): Sentence construction and root
identification (e.g., item3, item11, item12). Strongest performance:
Semantic classification (average 88.4%). Weakest performance:

Sentence transformation (average 76%).

NINAV AN L RV N LR RV VAL
. — -1 .
(,?e} o | e oA)
N &) b A b
e Y R U




Mustafa Hameed Ali Aws Assim Mustafa Omar AbudlJabbar Ali

4.1.2. Section—-by-Section Analysis

1. Understanding Meaning and Function (item]-item3)

Average correct rate: 60.3%

Students struggled most with identifying correct sentence usage (item3:
58%).

Interpretation: While they recognize the prefix, applying it in context

remains challenging.

2. Root Identification & Sentence Completion (item4-item]2)
Average correct rate: 67.4%

Best in  root recognition (item7, item9: 79%, 75%), weaker in sentence
completion (item11, item12: 65%).

Interpretation: Strong morphological awareness but difficulty integrating

prefixes into full syntactic structures.

3. Sentence Transformation (item]3-item15)

Average correct rate: 76%

item13 (Transform "afloat") was the easiest (78%), while others were
slightly lower.

Interpretation: Students find restructuring sentences with "A-" moderately
difficult, suggesting a need for more practice in syntactic manipulation.

4. Word Analysis & Derivation (item16-item19)

Average correct rate: 80.25%

Strong performance in  identifying non—prefixed words (item19: 81%) and
analyzing derivatives (item 18: 84%).

Interpretation: Advanced metalinguistic skills in morphological analysis.

5. Error Correction (item2(-item22)

Average correct rate: 84.3%
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Highest accuracy in item20 (87%) (correcting "adrift').
Interpretation: Strong proofreading ability, indicating good grammatical

sensitivity.

6. Semantic Classification (item 23-item 27)

Average correct rate: 88.4%

Peak performance in item 27 (94%) (classifying 'afresh").
Interpretation: Excellent ability to categorize words by prefix function,

reflecting deep lexical-semantic knowledge.

Descriptive Statistics: Overall Performance

Correct Answer Rate

1. Function Of A- 63.00%
2. Which Word Has A- 60.00%
3. Correct Sentence With A- 58.00%
4. Root Of Afoot 62.00%
5. Root Of Ahead 63.00%
6. Root Of Aground 63.00%
7. Root Of Asleep 79.00%
8. Root Of Afloat 63.00%
9. Root Of Afire 75.00%
10. Complete Sentence_(Adrift) 76.00%
11. Complete Sentence_ (Ablaze)  65.00%
12.  Complete Sentence_(Afloat) 65.00%
13. Transform_(Afloat) 78.00%
14.  Transform_(Asleep) 75.00%
15. Transform_(Afire) 75.00%
16. Analyze_ (Afresh) 81.00%
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17. Analyze_ (Aground) 75.00%
18. Analyze_ (Anew) 84.00%
19. Word with No Prefix 81.00%
20. | Error Correction_(Adrift) 87.00%
21.  Error Correction_ (Awake) 83.00%
22. | Error Correction_ (Afire) 83.00%
23. Classification_ (Afloat) 85.00%

24. Classification_ (Asleep) 89.00%
Aground ) 84.00%
Afire ) 89.00%

Afresh ) 94.00%

_(
25. Classification_ (
26. Classification_ (
27. Classification_ (
5. Conclusion

The prefix *A-* presents unique challenges for EFL postgraduates due to
its polysemy and limited productivity. Enhancing morphological awareness
through targeted instruction can improve learners’ lexical inferencing and
reading comprehension. Further research should explore the impact of
explicit morphological training on postgraduate EFL learners’ acquisition of
low—frequency prefixes like *A—*.

The prefix “A-" in English is historically complex, originating from multiple
linguistic sources and serving diverse functions, including locative,
participial, intensifying, and negative meanings. While some of its uses
are archaic or dialectal, others, particularly the Greek-derived “A-"
(negative), remain highly productive. Postgraduate English students
demonstrate  strong analytical and classificatory skills  regarding the
prefix "A-," but applied syntactic tasks required reinforcement. Future
instruction should balance theoretical knowledge with practical
application in complex sentence structures. More research is needed to
examine its role in contemporary English dialects and its persistence in

certain linguistic registers.
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6. Recommendations and Future Research

6.1. Areas for Improvement:

Sentence transformation (76%)— suggests difficulty in syntactic
restructuring. Contextual application (e.g., ITEM3: 58%) — weaker
performance in using "A-"in full sentences. Sentence completion (65% in
ITEM11, ITEM12) - may need more practice in integrating prefixes
fluidly.

6.2. Pedagogical Recommendations:

More transformational exercises (e.g., converting non—prefixed — prefixed
structures). Contextual drills (e.g., writing sentences using 'A-" words in
different registers). Contrastive analysis (e.g., distinguishing "A-" from

other prefixes like "un-", "in—").

6.3. Further Studies

Existing research confirms that morphological awareness aids vocabulary
development, but studies on the prefix *A-* remain scarce. Future
research should:

— Investigate how EFL postgraduates process *A-* in reading and
writing.

— Compare acquisition across different L1 backgrounds.

— Develop and test instructional strategies for low—frequency prefixes.
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