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FLASHCARD-BASED ACTIVITIES

 Knowing how to use, and when to omit, prepositions of time and place like 
‘at’, ‘on’, and ‘in’ can be tricky for Japanese learners of English. Even inter-
mediate and advanced speakers often mix 
them up, drop them when needed, or add 
them when not appropriate. Below is a se-
ries of steps we use to teach prepositions.

Time Prepositions

 We can teach time prepositions to students who have learnt the days, 
months, seasons and have studied the Clock Cards and Date Cards.

Step 1:
  Materials: Clock cards; day, month and season cards from Alphabet & Cal-

endar; and date cards.

 1. The first time you do this, say a sentence like, “I play tennis on Sunday.” 
(On general principles, it should be a sentence that is true for you.)

 2. Elicit the meaning of ‘Sunday’ from the students, then ask for the meaning 
of the full sentence. At their level, they should be able to translate it accu-
rately (“Watashi wa nichiyōbi ni tenisu o shimasu”).

 3. Now ask for the meaning of ‘on Sunday’, and prepare yourself to be met 
with quizzical looks. A brave soul may correctly venture ‘Nichiyōbi ni’, but 
others will be confused by the fact that in Japanese you append the particle 
(‘ni’) whereas in English we usually prepend prepositions.

 4. Now write ‘at’, ‘on’ and ‘in’ on the whiteboard and ask what they mean in 
Japanese. The howls of protest and disgust at the needless complexity of 
the English language will increase as each is in turn translated to ‘ni’. (Yes, 
they can sometimes be ‘de’, or other words, but with time expressions ‘ni’ 
is our best translation.)

 5. Finally, let them guess which set of cards goes with which preposition. The 
clock cards go with ‘at’, the days with ‘on’, etc.

 6. Now we can play a quick game. As it’s not too challenging to add a preposi-
tion to words already learned, we can go straight to an individual/pair out-
put activity. The Collect Game is a good initial activity: deal a card to each 
player or team, and they will attempt to say it with the correct preposition 
attached. Ensure students get a mix of time, day, month, season and date 
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cards. The first few times you play, elicit Japanese translations of students’ 
spoken phrases to spot- check comprehension, e.g. “on Sunday, nichiyōbi 
ni”.

 7. After a few weeks of this, the Stand Up, Sit Down game is also appropriate.

Step 2:
 Once students can do Step 1 reasonably well, we get them to make sen-
tences or questions using one of the time words from their success pile at the 
end of the game (e.g., “I get up at 6:30.”) This may be challenging initially, but 
they quickly get the hang of it. This activity is similar to Elementary Openers, 
and the rules of that game are applied here.

Step 3:
  Materials: The ‘Time’ Cards

 1. Once the students become proficient with 
basic time words we move on to 
the written time words. (Use these 
cards in classes with some reading 
ability.) Lay the ‘at’, ‘on’, ‘in’ and ‘X’ 
cards on the table and demonstrate where some of the time words go by 
placing them in appropriate columns then saying the preposition and word. 
For example, put ‘the afternoon’ in the ‘in’ column, then say ‘in the after-
noon.’ Place ‘tomorrow’ in the ‘X’ column (which represents words for which 
a preposition is not used) and say ‘tomorrow.’ Cards like ‘three weeks’ refer 
to the future so should be placed in the ‘in’ column. Point out that where 
‘ni’ is omitted in Japanese, the preposition is also sometimes omitted in 
English. Elicit Japanese translations regularly to confirm comprehension.

 2. Give the students a minute to study your examples, then remove the cards 
and give them the set to categorize. They work together to decide which 
column to place each card in. Upon placing each one, they say the preposi-
tion and word in unison. We give appropriate feedback.

Step 4:
 When kids become proficient at categorizing the written words as a team, 
move onto an individual output game like the Collect Game or Stand Up, Sit 
Down using the written word cards.

Step 5:

 1. Once the students become proficient with 

cards in classes with some reading 
ability.) Lay the ‘at’, ‘on’, ‘in’ and ‘X’ 
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 Play Point & Say Sentences with the cards. In this step, students can 
change the words to another time which is in the same category as the word 
on the card. For example, if a student wished, when they selected ‘May 24th, 
2005’ they could change it to ‘July 7th, 2007’ to make a truthful sentence about 
a date which was significant to them. In the same manner ‘Wednesday evening’ 
could become ‘Tuesday afternoon.’

Step 6:
 Basically Step 5, but with a more challenging individual output game, like 
the Collect Game.

The ‘Place’ Cards

 Place prepositions can be challeng-
ing to learn, and to teach. Sometimes 
which to use depends on the action tak-
ing place. Different prepositions, both 
correct, can imply subtle differences in meaning, which are best addressed 
when they crop up. (e.g. “Let’s meet at Gusto” implies you could meet inside 
or outside the restaurant but “Let’s meet in Gusto” implies meeting inside the 
building.)

 The procedure for the place prepositions is similar to that for the time 
prepositions, but we jump straight to the written set of cards (Step 3).

 We’ve found the steps outlined above help students learn to use preposi-
tions accurately and confidently. When they omit them in other activities it’s 
often sufficient to just give them a quizzical look and start mouthing ‘at, on, in’ 
before they quickly self-correct. We hope you find them useful. If you have any 
other ideas for teaching prepositions, please let us know. Good luck!

 Place prepositions can be challeng-

ing place. Different prepositions, both 


