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ABSTRACT 

This study aimed to achieve three goals. First, it investigated the notion 

that the process of L2 idiom comprehension and interpretation is not the same 

as that for LI comprehension, that is there are some fundamentally different 

ways in which second language (SL) learners grasp idiomatic meaning of 

Vivid Phrasal (VP) Idioms. Second, it researched the notion that the L2 

comprehension process of idioms may be universal with regard to Spanish, 

French, and German. Third, it researched the extent to which SL learners 

want idioms to be an integral part of their language and culture training. The 

dissertation then proposed a systematic program for developing idiomatic 

competence in second and foreign languages in the context of meaningful 

authentic use. 

The subjects of this study were 60 third-year adult university learners 

of Spanish, French, and German. Employing three types of data-collection 

practices—(1) Computer-mediated Reading Tasks (Idiom Detection Task, 

Zero Context Task, Full Context Task, and Eureka Task), (2) Interactional 

Reading Tasks (Think-Aloud Reading Tasks, Retellings, and Introspection), 

and (3) Demographic Data Collection and Post-Task Evaluations—this study 

involved within-subject repeated measures of data and included both 

quantitative and qualitative analyses of 30 computerized idiomatic texts from 

each language group. 

The results strongly suggested that the L2 comprehension process of 

idioms is not the same as that for LI comprehension and, moreover, that there 

is indeed a universal process of comprehending and interpreting VP idioms in 
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second languages, at least with respect to the languages investigated. More 

specifically, the study provided strong evidence that 1) SL readers are quite 

capable of detecting VP idioms in texts successfully using a variety of 

contextual cues and reading strategies, including, but not limited to, word and 

idiom recognition, lexical access and retrieval, contextual and pragmatic 

support, background and world knowledge, formal schemata, and strategy 

use; 2) matching idioms between LI and L2 (Lexical-Level or LL Idioms) are 

processed and comprehended faster and with greater ease than partially-

matching idioms (Semi-lexical Level or SLL Idioms) or non-matching idioms 

(Post-lexical Level or PLL Idioms) between LI and L2 and, finally, 3) 

increased context and an individual's pragmatic knowledge exert a significant 

impact on the comprehension and interpretation of all VP idioms, especially 

on those of the PLL type. 
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PART I: 

SETTING THE STAGE 

Unlike metaphors, which have seen a plethora of studies, the study of 

idioms has not been a topic of intense research interest. Yet adequate theories 

of idiom acquisition and production are central to a wide range of issues in 

applied linguistics, including performance assessment (i.e., the ways in which 

language learners are tested on idioms), curriculum articulation (i.e., the ways 

in which idioms are planned for in the language curriculum), and materials 

development (i.e., the ways in which print and oral texts reflect use of 

idioms). In the past 20 years, however, a growing body of linguistic, 

computational, psychological, and neuropsychological approaches has begun 

to rigorously scrutinize the nature of idioms in languages (e.g., Fernando, 

1996; Flores d'Arcais, 1993; Gibbs & Gonzales, 1985; Glucksberg & Danks, 

1975; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Ortony, Schallert, Reynolds, & Antos, 1978; 

Stock & Ortony, 1993; Swinney & Cuttier, 1979). This focus has given rise 

to a process of theoretical discussion and revision. It has also resulted in a 

number of competing models for the lexical representation, the processing, 

and the comprehension of idioms. 

Despite all the emerging theoretical accounts of idioms, to date none of 

the research studies and the models proposed have focused on second 

languages and the way second language (SL) learners learn and use idioms in 

their daily encounters with the target language. Neither have any studies 

attempted to discern the factors affecting the process, comprehension, and 

interpretation of L2 idioms while reading authentic and non-authentic texts: 
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word and idiom recognition, lexical access and retrieval, prior background 

and world knowledge, formal schemata, and strategy use. 

Knowledge about the role of each of the factors participating in the 

reading process serves to clarify our understanding of reading even further 

because it moves us closer to the goal of creating a more complete model of 

the processes and skills required for fluent L2 idiom recognition and 

comprehension. Continued research into the role of these factors generates 

evidence to aid researchers in recognizing not only the full import of each of 

those factors to L2 reading, but also their unique contributions to idiom 

research in general. The greater our understanding of the idiom process at 

work during L2 reading, the more effectively teachers can use this 

information to assist SL learners in gaining greater competence in figurative 

language. Such an outcome could lead investigators to developing a 

classroom methodology that builds upon such an understanding. 

However, much of the puzzle of teaching L2 idioms remains unsolved. 

There is a great deal of variabihty in developing competence in figurative 

language among language practitioners and an even greater set of approaches 

and teaching techniques for achieving this goal. Some even argue that 

teaching idioms to SL learners is a fiiiitiess effort considering the semantic 

opacity and pragmatic difficulty associated with comprehending idioms in the 

target language. This is an assumption that requires further examination. 

The dissertation tries to provide a clear definition of the object of 

inquiry and to dehneate a fii^ework that gives some structure to the key 

issues it seeks to address. The aim is to address the universal properties of L2 
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VP idiom comprehension and interpretation during reading—looking for 

commonalities across learners of Spanish, French, and German of similar 

background, age, and language preparation. Consequently, this study targets 

three goals. First, it investigates the notion that the process of L2 idiom 

comprehension and interpretation is not the same as that for LI 

comprehension, that is there are some llmdamentaUy different ways in which 

second language (SL) learners grasp idiomatic meaning of Vivid Phrasal (VP) 

Idioms. Second, it investigates the notion that the process of L2 idiom 

comprehension may be universal with regard to Spanish, French, and 

German. Third, it investigates the extent to which SL learners want idioms to 

be an integral part of their language and culture training. The dissertation 

further proposes a systematic program to developing idiomatic competence in 

second and foreign languages in the context of meaningful authentic use. 
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OVERVIEW OF STUDY 

This dissertation study establishes vivid phrasal (VP) idioms as an 

essential and integral part of language teaching for the development of 

sociohnguistic competence and in particular idiomatic competence. By 

analyzing the comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms by SL learners 

during reading the researcher hopes to provide some of the evidence for the 

strategies used by readers when coming across unfamiliar material, 

specifically VP idioms. Using Gricean Pragmatics as a method of instruction, 

the researcher will then try to create a pragmatic model for teaching and 

learning idioms in second and foreign languages and thus provide a basis for 

the development of a pragmatic methodology (i.e., a methodology utilizing 

pragmatic concepts as a teaching tool) of idiomaticity. 

The study therefore consists of two major parts, an empirical study 

(Chapters 1,2,3 and 4) and a pragmatic methodology (Chapters 5 and 6) of 

VP idioms. Chapter 1 begins with the term idiom as defined in four widely 

used EngUsh dictionaries. The various definitions are then compared with 

their application by different scholars and the types of idioms that can be 

found in the literature. This is followed by the researcher's definition of VP 

idioms along with the sub-categorization of those idioms that comprise the 

focus of this study. A summary of the main hypotheses posited by LI 

researchers regarding the lexical representation, processing, and 

comprehension of idioms follows. This provides a position fi-om which the 

consequences of much research e£fort and interpretation may be clarified. 
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Starting with the idiom list hypothesis proposed by Bobrow and Bell, the 

researcher then proceeds to describe the simultaneous processing hypothesis 

by Swinney and Cutler and the direct access hypothesis by Gibbs. The final 

part of Chapter 1 extends Goodman's transactional socio-psycholinguistic 

reading model to VP idioms. More specifically, it ofifers a critical account of 

how readers transact meaning in context when reading, using VP idioms as a 

test case. 

Chapter 2 reviews the core linguistic, computational, psychological, 

and educational literature on the study of idioms. A critical evaluation of the 

findings highlights the impUcations that bear finitflil ground upon which SLA 

theory and practice can begin to build future research endeavors. 

The research method to be used, the research design, and methods of 

gathering and interpreting data are descnbed in Chapter 3. Starting with an 

account of the transactional idiom analysis (i.e., how well SL students 

strategize when confronted with VP idioms in a variety of reading tasks) 

which represents the underlying theoretical firamework and hne of inquiry in 

this study, the experimental site and the population and sampling method are 

then presented. This is followed by a discussion of the assumptions and 

hypotheses to be tested that underlie the meaning-creation process of 

comprehending and interpreting VP idioms while reading. A description and 

justification of the selection of materials and instruments follows. The 

research questions to be examined and the types of data collection measures 

are presented next. The chapter concludes with the description of each task, 

hi turn, each task is presented along with the task assumptions, the task aims. 
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the task instructions, the data collection practices, the classification of the 

responses, and lastly the anticipated outcomes. 

Descriptive and inferential statistics provide the data analysis 

framework in Chapter 4. Research findings are discussed and interpreted in 

the context of Goodman's transactional model of reading and estabhshed 

psycholinguistic models of understanding idioms. A larger section dedicated 

to the universal nature of L2 VP idiom comprehension and interpretation 

during reading followed by conclusions and implications for further study 

brings closure to the empirical study. 

The pragmatic methodology of idiomaticity, the second part of this 

study, begins with Chapter 5. This chapter provides a pragmatic account 

relevant to giving a rigorous theoretical explanation of idioms. To argue this, 

it sketches a pragmatic account of the conversational maxims underlying the 

Cooperative Principle as developed by H. P. Grice, and then discusses some 

of the theoretical and pragmatic considerations in applying these principles to 

the teaching of idioms in the SL classroom. Three preliminary general 

pedagogical implications are also discussed here. 

Utilizing Gricean Pragmatics as a teaching tool and coupled with the 

findings obtained in Chapter 4, the second chapter of the pragmatic 

methodology. Chapter 6, offers a practical "how to" approach for introducing 

SL learners to the world of idioms. Following a theoretical treatment of the 

issues surrounding the teaching of idioms, it then presents a theoretical and 

methodological model for developing idiomatic competence in target 

languages. An examination of appUed solutions to classroom teaching 
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practices as well as general pedagogical implications for teaching, learning, 

and testing VP idioms in second and foreign languages concludes the applied 

methodology of this study. Concluding remarks and future theoretical and 

pragmatic classroom implications for the teaching of idioms and the 

development of idiomatic competence in second languages comprise the 

seventh and concluding chapter of this study. 

Whatever the outcome of this study, the results will have implications 

in several arenas. The study adds to the field of idiom research by proposing 

an entirely new model for second languages and does not rely on the 

propositions advocated by current LI psycholinguistic models. In another 

area, this study will provide evidence for how SL learners comprehend and 

interpret VP idioms when they encounter them in (authentic) reading texts. 

Such a focus aids the investigation of learners' reading strategies and the use 

of their cultural background knowledge for comprehension and interpretation 

of idiomatic expressions (Anderson, 1991; Kern, 1989,1994). Furthermore, 

the investigation into the interaction between first and second language idiom 

competence contributes to the development of a pragmatic methodology of 

idiomaticity for second languages, in particular to applied solutions to 

classroom teaching practices in the field of second language acquisition. 

Once we obtain a birds-eye view of the idiomatic process at work, or, 

in other words, once we understand the cognitive processes and strategies SL 

learners undergo in rendering an interpretation of a VP idiom, we will then be 

able to better understand why idioms, generally speaking, lead SL learners 
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"up the garden path" as they read. Expressed more precisely, we may 

discover the answers to the following two questions: 

1. Why are learners mislead by words that are deceptively transparent, i.e., 
they look as if they provided clues to their meaning? 

2. Why do they assume that the meaning of a phrase equals the sum 
meanings of its components? 

The search for these answers will be an exciting opportunity to infer 

something about our learners' abilities from the quality of inferences they 

make while reading. Such inferences will provide evidence about the amount 

of language information readers bring to their L2 reading by making use of 

the various graphophonic, syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic systems of 

language. If Goodman and his colleagues are right in arguing that meaning is 

produced from the text and from what readers bring to the reading act by way 

of their prior knowledge, then effective comprehension should require the 

ability to relate the reading material to one's prior knowledge since the 

reader's personal and cultural background knowledge affects the 

interpretation and comprehension of the text (see Goodman, 1996; Johnson, 

1982; Kramsch, 1988; Lafayette, 1988). This is why the development of 

comprehension and meaning-making transaction must be put in context so 

that participant observations can lead to disciplined, inductive inquiry. 

The present study is important to both pedagogical theory and 

pragmatic methodology. Theoretically because the subject of idiomaticity is 

significant for the study of languages. The interdisciplinary nature of this 

study will help provide insights into the universal nature of L2 idiom 
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comprehension and interpretation during reading. If indeed the process is 

universal, i.e., if SL learners, all of whom are native speakers of English, are 

found to utilize same or similar reading strategies regardless of target 

language being studied, it will contribute toward an explanation of the general 

reading process and decoding of VP idioms in second languages. Ultimately, 

this will have implications for teaching such idioms in the second and foreign 

language classroom. The study is also important for developing a pragmatic 

methodology because insights obtained can help establish a new 

methodological framework for the teaching and learning of idioms in second 

and foreign languages. Based on the viability of this framework then one can 

begin the design of pedagogical approaches that meet learners' pragmatic and 

functional needs. 

Finally, an SL idiom teaching methodology that is based upon 

empirical research data will no doubt enhance students' opportunities for 

communicative and idiomatic practice of the target language. Conceivably, 

such data may lead to a reassessment of current practices in the teaching-and-

leaming of idioms in the second and foreign language classroom and even to 

an reexamination of the place of idioms in the overall language curriculum 

and in our languages in general. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE THEORETICAL BASE 

Introduction 

One of the thorniest issues in idiom research has been the question of 

how to define "idioms." Throughout time, idioms have been defined 

differently by different researchers. It is therefore important to begin this 

dissertation with an understanding of both the term idiom and the selection of 

idioms chosen for this study. First, problems that arise from the definition of 

what exactly is meant by the term idiom are described. Current definitions of 

the term idiom as it is found in widely used Enghsh dictionaries and appUed 

by different scholars are presented next in an effort to adequately represent 

the confluence of the various interpretations of idioms. After a brief appraisal 

of the problems of definitions, idiomatic ambiguity is fiirther examined by 

suggesting a new trisectional taxonomy for idioms the researcher has termed 

vivid phrasal (VP) idioms. Defined so through the construction of this 

dissertation, the nature of VP idioms along a semantic/image continuum is 

then presented and discussed. Explanatory descriptions serve as the grounds 

for a presentation of what VP idioms are and what they are not. The nature of 

this classification is reviewed with respect to other second languages. A 

summary of the main hypotheses posited by LI researchers regarding the 

lexical representation, processing, and comprehension of idioms follows. The 

chapter concludes with a discussion of the nature of reading. This is done 
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purposefully in order to situate the present study within the broader concept 

of reading by extending Goodman's transactional socio-psycholinguistic 

reading model to VP idioms. 

1.1 The term Mdiom' and its defmitions 

According to The New Webster Encyclopedic Dictionary of the 

English Language (1980), the term idiom derives from the Greek lexeme 

idios, meaning 'proper or pecuhar to one's self.' The following general entry 

is given: 

A mode of expression peculiar to a language or to a person; a 
phrase or expression having a special meaning from usage, or a 
special grammatical character; the genius or pecuhar cast of a 
language; a peculiar form or variety of language; a dialect (p. 
420). 

A more precise entry is given in the Longman Dictionary of English 

Idioms (1990): 

An idiom is a fixed group of words with a special different 
meaning from the meanings of the separate words. So, to spill 
the beans is not at all connected with beans: it means 'to tell 
something that is secret' (inside front cover). 

A similar, thougjh much more detailed, entry can be found in The 

American Heritage Dictionary (1985): 

1. A speech form or expression of a given language that is 
peculiar to itself grammatically or that cannot be understood 
from the individual meanings of its elements. 



30 

2. The specific grammatical, syntactic, and structural character 
of a given language. 

3. A regional speech or dialect. 
4. A specialized vocabulary used by a group of people; jargon: 

legal idiom. 
5. A style of artistic expression characteristic of a given 

individual, school, period, or medium: the idiom of the 
French impressionists. [OFr. idiome < LLat. idioma < Gk. < 
idiousthai, to make one's own < idios, own, personal, 
private] (p. 639). 

Closely mirroring the definition above is the one given in the Oxford 

English Dictionary (OED) (1970,1989) and is regarded by many scholars as 

the classic one: 

la. The form of speech peculiar or proper to a people or country; own 
language or tongue. 

lb. Iq narrower sense: The variety of a language which is peculiar to a 
limited district or class of people; dialect. 

2. The specific character, property or genius of any language; the 
manner of expression which is natural or peculiar to it. 

3a. A form of expression, grammatical construction, phrase, etc., 
pecuhar to a language; a pecuharity of phraseology approved by 
the usage of the language, and often having a significance other 
than its grammatical or logical one. 

3b. A characteristic mode of expression in music, art or writing; an 
instance of this. 

4. Specific form or property; pecuhar nature; pecuharity. 
5. Comb. Idiom neutral, an international language based on Volapuk, 

devised chiefly by W. Rosenberger, and first pubUshed in English 
in 1903. 

All entries emphasize the difficulty of inferring the meaning of the 

idiom as a whole firom the meanings of its constituent parts. In addition, some 
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kind of grammatical peculiarity and a predetermined social usage appears to 

be attached to the idiom. Based on these features alone, we can distinguish at 

the very least three relevant dimensions to the idiom: 

(1) the feature of meaning—^the semantic opacity dimension 

(2) the feature of decodability—^the structural dimension 

(3) the feature of institutionalized usage—^the conventionalized pragmatic 

dimension. 

By way of definition then, one way of looking at an idiom is to regard 

it at the veiy least as a complex tri-dimensional expression which is not 

explicable in terms of its individual multiwords. Though idiomatologists have 

a different take on this matter, the mixing of the dimensions just mentioned is 

so pervasive in the research hterature that a clarifications on these grounds is 

warranted. To begin with, a rather extreme form of the definition above can 

be found in Hockett's definition of the idiom put forth in A course in modem 

linguistics (1958) (cited in Strassler, 1982): 

Let us momentarily use the term Y for any grammatical form the 
meaning of which is not deducible firom its structure. Any Y, in 
an occurrence in which it is not a constituent of a larger Y, is an 
idiom. A vast number of composite forms in any language are 
idioms. If we are to be consistent in our use of the definition, we 
are forced also to grant every morpheme idiomatic status, save 
when it is occurring as a constituent of a larger idiom, since a 
morpheme has no structure fi'om which its meaning could be 
deduced (p. 15). 
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According to this definition "there is no element in language which is 

not either an idiom or the constituent of an idiom" (ibid., p. 15). The 

implication is that every isolated morpheme is an idiom. It follows that words 

which are not reducible to constituent morphemes—such as look, chair, see, 

it, etc—are also idioms. Such a definition however runs counter to the 

generally accepted idea of an idiom as some kind of'complex expression,' as 

we have seen in the dictionary definitions. 

It might seem preferable, therefore, to follow Makkai (1969) when he 

partially defines an idiom as "a hnguistic form whose meaning is unclear in 

spite of the familiar elements it contains" (p. 44). Thus a single morpheme 

word (such as look, chair, and the other examples given above) would not 

qualify as an idiom since it does not contain other elements. Examples of 

expressions which Makkai cites as qualifying as idioms by his definition are: 

blackmail, man-of-war, look up to and Don't count your chickens before 

they 're hatched. Each of these may be (in Makkai's phrase) "erroneously 

decoded." In other words, the familiar elements combine in a way which does 

not give a predictable meaning. It should also be noted here that the structures 

of the examples given above include a compound noun, a hyphenated 

compound noun, a verb phrase, and a proverbial sentence. We may also note 

that Makkai excludes single morpheme items fi'om the category of idioms and 

puts the upper structural hmit of an idiom at sentence level as his theory is 

strictly stratificational. 

An idiom can thus represent a simple (single word) or a complex 

(multiword) lexical unit. These units have acquired a particular status, in the 
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sense that the complete idiom has a given meaning that is not equal to or 

entirely predictable from the sum of the usual meaning of its parts as they are 

combined in the idiomatic expression. In this sense the "Uteral meaning '̂ of 

the idiom usually has little or nothing to do with the idiomatic meaning. To 

attempt a syntactic decomposition of an idiom generally means to lose the 

idiomatic meaning. This is how collocations and stock phrases in SL research 

have come to be known as holophrases (Corder, 1973), prefabricated routines 

and patterns (Hakuta, 1974), formulaic speech (Wong-Fillmore, 1976), 

memorized sentences and lexicalized stems (Pawley & Syder, 1983), lexical 

phrases (Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992), formulas (R. EUis, 1994), or complex 

lexical units (Amaud & Sauvignon, 1997). 

The vast literature on multiword expressions provides us with different 

views of idiomaticity. Cover terms such as sayings, proverbs, allusions, 

similes, dead metaphors, social formulae (also referred to as phrasal 

formulas) and habitual fixed collocations are not uncommon in the Uterature 

on the subject although it must be noted that each of these terms exhibits a 

different meaning. Str^sler (1982) provides us with a helpful hst on the 

different views of idiomaticity which is given below for purposes of 

illustration (my italics): 

la: sayings 
take the bull by the horns 
let the cat out of the bag 

lb: proverbs 
A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush. 
Half a loaf is better than no bread. 

2: phrasal verbs 
to give in, to take off, to get up, to look up 
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3: prepositional verbs 
to look after, to look for, to rely on, to object to 

4: tumure idioms 
to kick the bucket, to fly of the handle, come hell or high 
water 

5: binomials 
hammer and tongs, bags and baggage, spick and span 

6: frozen similes 
as bold as brass, as cool as a cucumber, as white as snow 

7: ungrammatical (according to prescriptive normative 
grammar), but generally accepted and widely used 
expressions 
it's me, who did you see, to try and go 

8: logical connective prepositional phrases 
for instance, in fact, on the other hand 

9: phrasal compounds 
White House, red herring, dead-line 

10: incorporating verb idioms 
to baby-sit, to sightsee 

11: formula expressions 
at first sight, at least, how do you do, please (=if you please) 
(pp. 15-16). 

The researcher's intentions in this study are not to define anew the 

exact nature of these multiword categories or to consider the significant 

points of these different categories of "idioms" although it is highly 

questionable whether linguistic scholars and idiomatologists alike would 

accept all of these categories as "idiomatic," as Str^sler correctly points out. 

Nor is it the researcher's intention to give a new definition of the term idiom. 

The sole intention is to show to the reader that there is a blurred edge 

between the different definitions given by scholars regarding a coherent 

interpretation of the ill-defined term "idiom." Weinreich (1969) said it best 
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when he wrote that"... to a linguist that is preoccupied with productivity in 

the strongest, Chomskyan sense, idiomaticity represents a basic theoretical 

stumbUng block" (p. 23). 

It is the researcher's intention, however, to provide a concise working 

definition of the types of idioms considered for the purposes of this study. In 

providing a working definition for what the researcher calls vivid phrasal 

(VP) idioms (not to be confused with Strassler's definition of phrasal verbs, 

prepositional verbs, or prepositional phrases above), the researcher 

differentiates the VP idioms fi-om other types of idioms. Without implying 

greater importance of VP idioms over other types of idioms, a working 

definition is provided below. 

The categorization wiU inevitably involve some degree of cross-over 

with other categories for it is the product of a compilation of certain types of 

idioms that share some very specific characteristics. Inadvertently the lines 

may be blurred even fiirther. Nevertheless, this "blurring of Unes" may 

become necessary in offering the reader a clear definition of what is meant by 

VP idioms, and why such idioms have been chosen as a test case to form the 

focus of this study. 

1.2 What 'vivid phrasal idioms' are and what they are not 

To begin with, it would be helpfiil to see how other scholars have 

classified idioms in the past. Fraser (1970), Makkai (1972), Strassler (1982), 

and Weinreich (1969) focus on lexically and grammatically regular idioms 
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while Fillmore, Kay, and O'Coimor (1988), Smith (1925), and Roberts 

(1944) focus on the idiosyncrasies of Enghsh, including lexical and 

grammatical irregularities. Cowie and Mackin (1975) and Cowie, Mackin, 

and McCaig (1983) include both types in their idiom dictionaries. Thus, 

idioms can be categorized according to (1) the phrase, clause, or sentence 

pattern that make up the idiom as proposed by the Oxford Dictionary of 

Current Idiomatic English, Volume 2 (1983), by (2) their grammatical 

category (Feare, 1980; Gaines, 1986), or by (3) their theme (Broukal, 1994). 

Tables 1.1,1.2, and 1.3 present a compilation of various idiom types along 

with illustrative examples. 

Table 1.1: Clause, Phrase, and Sentence Idioms 

Clause Patterns 
Verb + Complemait go berserk 
Verb + Direct Object ease somebody's conscience/mind 
Verb + Direct Object + Coiiq>lement paint the town red 
Verb + Indirect Object + Direct Object do somebody credit 

Phrase Patterns 
Noun Phrase a crashing bore 
Adjective Phrase free with one's money 
Prepositional Phrase in the nick of time 
Adverbial Phrase as often as not 

Sentence Patterns 
one swallow does not make a smnmer 
give somebody an inch and he'll take a mile 
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Table 1.2: Grammatical Category 

Noun Idioms 
a) Sinq)le Nouns pad* flop 
b) Modified Noons eager beaver, backseat driver 
c) Noun Phrases apple of my eye, short end of the stick 
Verb Idioms 
a) One-word Verbs splurge, freeload 
b) Two-word Verbs rip off, count on 
c) Verb Phrases throw in the towel, face the music 
Adjective Idioms cool, swamped, gung>ho, half-baked 
Adverb Idioms on easy street, in a nutshell, once in a blue moon 
Sentence Idioms the coast is clear, let byKones be bygones 
Intransitive Verbal Idioms 
a) Intransitive Verbs with Particles 
b) Intransitive Verbs with Pr^ositi<ms 
c) btransitive Verbs with Particles 

and Prepositions 

die down, come about, break down, settle down 
believe in, run over, turn into, get over, part with 
put up with, do away with, look forward to, look 
back on, work up to, get through to, live up to 

Transitive Verbal Idioms 
a) Transitive Verbs with Moveable 

Particles 
b) Transitive Verbs with hmncvable 

Particles 
c) Transitive Verbs with Prepositioos 

d) Transitive Verbs widi Particles and 
Prepositions 

make up* call off, look up, point out, talk over 

lead on, tell apart, tie down, kick around 

hold against, pull through, lose track of, play by 
ear, make light o^ get off one's chest 
bring around to, let in on, set aside for, talk over 
with, leave up to, ggt out of, have [it] out with 

Nominal, Adjectival, and Adverbial Idioms 
a) Nominal Forms; Pairs of Nouns flesh and blood, heart and soul, wear and tear 
b) Nominal Forms: Adjective + Noun last straw, close call, hot air, big shot, white lie. 

Combinations old hand, second thoughts, lost cause, small talk 
c) Adjectival Forms: Pairs of Adjectives cut and dried, fair and square, touch and go 
d) Adjectival Forms: Various clear-cut, easy-going, man-to-man, level-headed 

Conq}ounds 
e) Various Adverbial Forms time and again, for good, for now, high and low 
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Table 1.3: Theme Idioms 

Color out of the blue^ red tape, in the red« ereen lieht 
Food in a picide, going bananas, a piece of cake 
Numbers m seventh heaven, forty winks, first sight 
Parts of the Body big mouth, sweet tooth, by heart, eye to eye 
People the real McCoy, a wise guy, to go Dutch 
Animals blind as a bat, bookworm, smell a rat, chicken 
Geography dirt cheap, over the hill, the tip of the iceberg 
Recreation a good sport, on the ball, no dice, off base 
Household ftems and Tools a wet blanket, sharp as a tack, pins and needles 
Medicine a bitter pill, blood is thicker than water 
Plants a bed of roses, a nutshdl, up a tree, the last straw 
Clothes dressed to kill, hot under the collar, a shoestring 
Time high time, to kill time, to call it a day, in no time 
Weather break the ice, a breeze, to rain cats and dogs 
House on the fence, under the table, down the drain 
Repetition fuddy-duddy, tip-top, wishy-washy 

Since space prevents a comprehensive review of the various idiom 

types, it sufiBces to say that the majority of researchers has reached the 

consensus that idioms are, by nature, semantically noncompositional 

(Chomsky, 1965, Cacciari, 1993; Colombo, 1993; Cronk & Schweigert, 

1992; Cutler, 1982; Flores d'Arcais, 1993; Gibbs, 1980; McGlone, 

Glucksberg, & Cacciari, 1994; Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992; Titone, 1994). 

In other words, the sum meanings of its individual parts does not lead one to 

the figurative meaning of the idiom in question. This is perhaps best 

expressed by the classic, and most often cited, OED (1989) sense 3a 

definition of an idiom: 
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A form of expression, grammatical construction, phrase, etc., 
peculiar to a language; a pecuUarity of phraseology approved by 
the usage of the language, and often having a significance other 
than its grammatical or logical one. 

This definition is most often cited by scholars (Smith, 1925; Partridge, 

1935; Katz & Postal, 1963; Healey, 1968; Fraser, 1970; Makkai, 1972; 

StrSssler, 1982). It also captures the greatest variety of multiword expressions 

that exemphfy idiomaticity such as pure, semi-idioms, and hteral idioms, 

habitual restricted and unrestricted collocations. 

Consider now the idioms this researcher has termed vivid phrasal 

idioms: Bury the hatchet (to settle a quarrel, to make peace), building castles 

in the air (to make impossible or imaginary plans; to daydream about ftiture 

successes that are unlikely), killing two birds with one stone (to succeed in 

solving two problems with only one solution), come on, you 're pulling my leg 

(to fool someone with a humorous account of something; to get someone to 

accept a ridiculous story as true), making a mountain out of a molehill (to 

exaggerate a situation, to try to make something unimportant seem important), 

looking for a needle in a haystack (to look for something that will be very 

hard to find), sitting on pins and needles (to be in a state of excitement and 

anxiety), it is raining cats and dogs (to rain very hard; to come down in 

torrents), taking the bull by the horns (to take definite action and not care 

about risk; to act bravely in a difficulty), letting the cat out of the bag (to tell 

about something that is supposed to be a secret; to reveal the secret), give 

him an inch, and he 7/ take a mile (if you give some people a httie or yield 

anything, they will want more and more; some people are never satisfied). 
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and a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush (to risk losing something sure 

by trying to get something that is not sure). Idioms of this sort have been 

called variously sayings, proverbial idioms, sentence idioms, toumures (from 

the French), meaning 'turns of phrase,' or simply phraseological idioms. 

They can all be defined as "a phrasal unit whose meaning is not obtainable 

from its syntactic components on the basis of Frege's phrasal principle of 

compositionality" (see Flores d'Arcais, 1993, p.79). 

Concluding then it can be said that for phrasal units—^whether verb or 

noun phrases; nominal, adjectival, adverbial, or prepositional idioms; sayings; 

toumures, proverbial or sentence idioms—to be considered VP idioms, they 

must exemplify the following distinct characteristics: 

(1) They are not monomorphemic or polymorphemic expressions such as 
pad, flop, to splurge, to freeload, to rely on, to object to, and the like, 
just as they are not ungrammatical expressions, connective 
prepositional phrases, incorporating verb idioms, or social formula 
expressions. 

(2) They do not readily correlate with a given grammatical part of speech 
and more often than not require a paraphrase longer than a word. 

(3) They can easily be painted in the mind of the learner by evoking 
powerful, energetic pictorial mental images due to their strong 
concrete, imageable meanings, hence vivid. 

(4) They are conventionalized complex multilexemic phrasal expressions 
occurring above word level and often, but not always, in the length of a 
sentence, hence phrasal. 

(5) They are polysemous and have both a common hteral, referential 
meaning and an institutionalized figurative, metaphorical meaning, the 
latter of which is neither always predictable nor entirely logically 
deducible from the grammatical, syntactic, structural, and semantic 
character of its individual constituent elements. 
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This study concerns itself only with vivid phrasal idioms as defined 

above. Such idioms combine powerfiil visual imagery with a memorable, 

striking expression. Regardless how one defines such institutionalized idioms 

(and other types of idioms for that matter) or what name one bestows upon 

such picturesque language items whose meaning of the whole is relatively 

nontransparent fi-om the meaning of the constituent words, it is sobering to 

note that it is through them that the truly creative nature of human expression 

reveals itself: They are the poetry of daily discourse and the linguistic tools by 

which speakers of a language can create new ways to convey old meanings as 

well as new "playful" and more vivid conceptions of the world. Table 1.4 

provides further examples of VP idioms in three languages. 

Table 1.4: Second Language Vivid Phrasal Idioms 

avoir le coeur sur la main largar a otro el mochuelo da liegt der Hund begraben 
casser les pieds a quelqu'un enoHnendar las oveias al lobo das Herz auf der Zungetragen 
chercher la petite bete no oir ni el vuelo de una 

mosca 
ein Stein fiel mir vom Herzen 

avoir le ca&rd cuanda las ranas crien pelo etwas wie seine Westentasdie 
kennen 

appeler un chat un chat tener el corazon hecho 
pedazos 

ein Hunchen mit jemandem zu 
rupfenhaben 

poser im lapia a quelcpi'un coger a alquien con las manos 
enlamasa 

die Augen ofien haben 

couper llierbe sous le pied 
de quelqu'un 

hincharsele las narices a 
alquien 

etwas an die grofie Glocke 
hangm 

se feadre la pedie hablar con el corazon en la 
mano 

jemandem auf den Arm 
ndunen 

jeter de lliuile sur le feu no Uegarle a uno al tobillo mit seinem Latein am Ende 
sein 

casser du sucre sur le dos de 
quelqu'un 

buscarle pelos al huevo den Nagel auf den Kopf 
cieiieu 
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Further categorization of VP idioms is necessary to better understand 

them. For the sake of illustration, VP idioms may be plotted on a lexical/ 

image continuum the researcher has labeled the "semantic-pragmatic 

distance" continuum with distance denoting how close or how distant these 

idioms are from their equivalent LI domain idioms. The purpose of the 

continuum is not to provide a definite taxonomy. The purpose of the 

continuimi is, rather, to explore the significance and implications of such 

idioms for second language research and teaching practices. The continuum is 

not necessarily a direct, abstract, dehneation of all possible types of idioms. It 

is sufBcientiy so, however, for the purposes of this dissertation. 

On the one end of this semantic-pragmatic distance continuum are 

those target idioms that exemplify a one-to-one lexical/pictorial match with 

the corresponding domain idioms; the term Lexical Level idioms {LL idioms) 

will be used to describe this type of idioms. On the other end of the 

continuum are those target idioms which lexically/pictorially do not match the 

domain idioms; these are called Post-Lexical Level idioms (PLL idioms). 

Somewhere in the middle of the continuum are those target idioms which, 

althou^ they exemplify to a large extent the one-to-one lexical/image match 

of those previously termed LL idioms, they may or may not have the exact 

same individual words when compared lexically/pictorially with the domain 

idiom and may differ by only a few or even one; These are referred to as 

Semi-Lexical Level idioms {SLL idioms). Thus the continuum provides a 

singular representation which affords a vantage from which the relationship 

between these three types of idioms may be further explored. Tables 1.5,1.6, 
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and 1.7 present examples of the three VP idioms sub-categorization 

proposed. 

Table 1.5; Lexical Level Idioms (LL Idioms) 

English to look for a needle in a haystack 
Russian HcicaTb HTOJiKy B CTore cena to look for a needle in a haystack 
French chercher une aiguille dans une botte de 

foin 
to look for a needle in a haystack 

SpanuHt buscar una aguja en un paiar to look for a needle in a haystack 
German eine Stecknadel im Heuhaufm suchen to look for a pin in a haystack 

English to get cold feet 
German kalte FuOe bekominen to get cold feet 

English he is skin and bones 
Greek ecvat neroi Kot kokkoXo he is skin and bones 

Table 1.6; Semi-Lexical Level Idioms (SLL Idioms) 

English Break a leg! 
German Hab und Bembmchf Break a neck and a 1%! 

English To pull someone's leg 
Spanish Tomarie el pelo a uno to pull sraneoie's hair 

English To build castles in the air 
French batir des chateaux en Espagne to build castles in Spain 
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Table 1.7: Post-Lexical Level Idioms (PLL Idioms) 

English to beat about the bush 
French toumer autoor du pot to tum around the pot 
Spanish andar con rodeos to walk around 
German ^e die Katze um den heifien Brei gshen to walk like a cat round hot 

porridge 
Japanese guai wan mo jiao to tum bends and go round comers 

English a drop in the bucket 
Spanish como quitarle un pelo a un gato like the loosing (dropping, fidlin^ 

shedding of a hair of a cat 
Chinese wu ji yu shi no help upcn matter 
Japanes yakeishi ni mizu water on a red-bot stone 

English different strokes for different folks 
Japanese juunmtoiro ten people, ten colors 

English When in Rome, do as the Romans do! 
Geiman andere Lander, andere Sitten other countries, other customs 
Spanish a donde fueres haz lo que vieres v^erever you go, do what (as) you 

see (being dcxie) 
Greek Dnou sksi norpdg! Wherever you live, there you dwell 

It should be clear from the examples akeady given that while a target 

VP idiom may be considered an LL idiom in English, the same idiom may be 

an SLL idiom in another language and an PLL idiom in yet another language. 

A target VP idiom would therefore be considered to be either an LL, SLL, or 

PLL idiom only in relation to the learner's native language and not in relation 

to any other world languages. Conversely, a target VP idiom could be an PLL 

idiom across several languages. Table 1.8 makes the latter distinction clear. 

This distinction is being made here in order to establish some criteria upon 

which the lexical/image distance between target and domain idioms could be 

plotted successfully on the continuum. It is believed that the semantic and 
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conceptual pragmatic distance between an LI and an L2 VP idiom will affect 

greatly the overall idiom comprehension and interpretation process during 

reading. 

Table 1.8: PLL VP Idioms Across Several Languages 

English put it in your pipe and smoke it 
French se metre qch dans la tete to hammer something into 

someone's head 
Spanish tenerlo presente to have it before one's eyes 
German sich etwas hinter die Oiitm sdreiben to write somethmg behind 

someone's ears 
Russian 3apy6HTb Ha Hocy to make a notch on one's nose 

Given the above observations, it is, then, conceivable, that much of our 

current knowledge base regarding matters of idiomaticity cannot be applied 

blindly in SLA contexts without first revising or expanding considerably the 

positions and the models proliferating in the psycholinguistic LI literature to 

date. In the absence of firm empirical research, any discussions of revision or 

expansion to the models of idiom comprehension must begin with a clear 

understanding of the processing mechanisms proposed and the underlying 

claims made therein. 

1.3 LI models of idiom comprehension 

1.3.1 Introduction 

Idioms arise in the natural use of natural language. It is difScult to 

speak spontaneously without making use of idiomatic expressions. Even in 
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explaining an idiom, speakers often use another idiom perhaps because, as 

Weinreich (1969) puts it, "there is so much of it in every language" (p. 23). 

Idioms are so common in our everyday speech that Hoffinan (1984), referring 

to native speakers of English, estimates their usage at 7,000 per week—an 

estimate which has yet to be corroborated by empirical evidence. Of course 

this depends, as we have seen in Sections 1.1 and 1.2, on the definition one 

employs for idioms. 

Despite their pervasiveness in natural language, idioms have not 

always received attention in empirical research. Fortunately, since the early 

1980s idiom research has become an increasingly interesting topic of 

discussion for researchers, teachers, curriculum designers, theorists, and 

others involved in first and second language learning, and this evolving surge 

of interest has seen a growing body of empirically based studies. In fact, the 

research stockpile has expanded in scope and complexity at such a 

remarkable rate that anyone attempting to capture the diversity of theoretical 

orientations and issues raised during the last decade alone would without a 

doubt fall short in accomplishing this task. 

Notwithstanding the increasing number of empirical studies, very Uttle 

attention has been given to the development of idiomatic competence in the 

target language. In the sections that follow, three major hypotheses are 

descnbed. These hypotheses, broadly speaking, span the entire hterature on 

idiomaticity regarding the lexical representation, processing, and 

comprehension of idioms. 
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1.3.2 The literal first hypothesis (Bobrow and Bell, 1973) 

The literal first hypothesis, also known as the idiom list hypothesis, 

was fiirst introduced in 1973 by Bobrow and Bell. The primary goal of this 

hypothesis was to provide an explanation for the way idioms are lexically 

represented in the mental lexicon and the way they are processed. Based on 

the results of their study (Bobrow and Bell, 1973), the authors proposed a 

dual processing model founded on the assumption that idioms are represented 

in a mental idiom list (hence the second name for the hypothesis), that is, an 

idiom lexicon that parallels the mental word lexicon but is distinct from it. 

These two distinct but separate modes of idiom processing were given an 

active and an inactive processing role respectively. One literal mode, believed 

to be the normally active one, processes the literal meaning of an idiom first. 

Should a linguistic analysis of the literal meaning of the idiom fail to yield an 

interpretable result, the other figurative mode, the normally inactive one, 

becomes now active and processes in a delayed fashion the figurative 

meaning of the idiom. This was taken as evidence that idiomatic meaning is 

always preceded by the computation of the Uteral meaning which explains 

why this theory is primarily known as the literal first hypothesis. 

Despite the intuitive appeal of this first model, the underlying claims of 

this model have been rejected by studies that show idioms to be understood at 

least as quickly as comparable literal expressions (see, for example, Gibbs, 

1980; Ortony, Schallert, Reynolds, & Antos, 1978). It is therefore theorized 

that they could not be stored in a separate list. Criticisms against the validity 
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of the literal first hypothesis became strongest with the introduction of a new 

model proposed by the publication of the Swinney and Cutler (1979) study. 

1.3.3 The simultaneous processing hypothesis (Swinney and Cutler, 

1979) 

The simultaneous processing hypothesis, also referred to as the lexical 

representation model, is perhaps the best known of several hypotheses 

introduced during the end of the 1970s. This model benefited greatly firom the 

debate that ensued during the introduction of the literal first hypothesis. 

Developed by Swinney and Cutler in 1979 partly in reaction against the 

Bobrow and Bell notion of a dual processing mode, this model assumes that 

idioms are stored simply as hohstic long entries in the same mental lexicon 

that stores all other ordinary lexical items. Which of the two meanings— 

literal or figurative—is retrieved and apprehended first depends on the 

relative speed with which full hnguistic processing and lexical/idiom access 

can be completed. 

Unlike the dual processing model proposed by Bobrow and Bell above, 

Swinney and Cutler introduced the concept of a single phrase processor, 

which, while not rejecting entirely Bobrow and Bell's model, gave greater 

emphasis to a single mental lexicon (the second name by which this model is 

known). An essential insight that emerged fi*om this model is the assumption 

that a single phrase processor simultaneously computes both the Uteral and 

the figurative meanings of idioms when the first word of an idiom string is 
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encountered. This assumption, a direct response to the results of Bobrow and 

Bell's (1973) study, gave rise to the theory of the same name that since then 

has become one of the most enduring and influential psycholinguistic models 

of idiom processing and representation to date. The result was a complete 

change in the direction for lexical retrieval and idiom comprehension 

research. 

1.3.4 The figurative first hypothesis (Gibbs, 1980) 

The 1980s saw the emergence of yet another model known as the 

figurative first hypothesis. Proposed by Gibbs in 1984, this hypothesis, also 

referred to as the direct access hypothesis, was aimed primarily as an 

alternative to the previous two models, a response in part to the literal first 

hypothesis. It was thus suggested that the literal meaning of idioms is not 

important in understanding them, and, furthermore, that the literal meaning is 

always preceded by an analysis of the figurative meaning of an idiom. As a 

result, linguistic processing of the literal meaning may be bypassed entirely if 

an expression is recognized immediately as an idiom. Gibbs' compositional 

view of idiom comprehension is best expressed in a more recent alternative 

model he calls the idiom decomposition model (Gibbs, 1995). This model 

entails that some idioms are decomposable and that their meaning is a 

compositional function of the meanings of their parts. 
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1.3.5 Summary and discussion 

Research on lexical retrieval, idiom comprehension, and processing 

begun in the 1970s reflected a perceived need for more accurate description 

of the processing mechanisms and marked a turning point for idiom research 

and language teaching. As aheady seen, in the first model the literal meaning 

is processed first and idiomatic meaning is considered only when the 

nonidiomatic interpretation fails or is termed inappropriate; in the second, 

both meanings are simultaneously processed in parallel, and in the third 

model, the idiomatic meaning is always processed first. To date, support has 

been mustered for each of the three models (Bobrow & Bell, 1973, Cronk & 

Schweigert, 1992; Estill & Kemper, 1982; Gibs, 1980; Gibbs & Gonzales, 

1985; Schweigert, 1986,1991; Schweigert & Moates, 1988; Swinney & 

Cutler, 1979, and many others), yet agreement upon any one model in the 

idiom comprehension hterature has been inconsistent at best. 

As a result an aheady complex picture is made even more complex. On 

the one hand, there is now ample evidence of the existence of all three 

models; on the other hand, there is a dearth of support for any one model in 

particular. The question as to which one of the three models can potentially 

be applied to SL contexts still remains open to empirical investigation. One 

way of solving this puzzle is for researchers and educators alike to become 

cognizant of the various ways readers transact meaning in context when 

reading. The section presented next offers a critical account of such an 
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attempt by taking Goodman's transactional socio-psycholinguistic view of 

reading and expanding it to include the "meaning-making" process of idioms. 

1.4 Goodman's transactional socio-psycholinguistic view of reading 

In recent years, a large body of research hterature has refocused our 

attention on the reading process. The ways in which learning to read and 

reading in LI and L2 are the same or different have long become a topic of 

intense discussions. Undoubtedly, such issues will continue to have an impact 

learning to read and teaching in L2 in the years ahead. 

The sections that follow open with a historical perspective on reading 

and the reading models that have been posited in the professional literature. 

This is done purposely in order to situate Goodman's model of reading within 

the broader concept of reading. The review is then followed by a discussion 

of the model itself and, fmally, its expansion into the realm of making sense 

of idioms in second and foreign languages. 

1.4.1 Historical perspective on reading 

Historically, reading has enjoyed much attention in the SL classroom. 

During the early decades of this century, approaches to reading were swept 

by the Grammar-Translation Method which required enormous amounts of 

memorization and translation. Following the traditional instruction of classical 

languages such as Latin and Ancient Greek, SL learners were regularly 
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required to leam multitudes of grammar rules, do translation exercises, read 

texts in their original, and respond to text questions orally and in writing. 

Reading in those years is descnbed by Walsh (1967) as "those years when 

our students ploughed dutifully through the classics of French or German or 

Spanish literature, converting great foreign prose into juvenile English at a 

steady rate of five pages a day" (p. 62). 

The grammar-translation era was soon replaced with the audiohngual 

approach in the fifties, and so the importance of reading dwindled to the 

deUght of those who saw more pedagogical value in teaching speaking and 

hstening. During the sixties, reading was viewed as a support skill for 

grammar and vocabulary acquisition. Ever since, reading has remained in 

third place in order of importance, closely followed by writing. This ranking 

order of skiUs remains true to this day in many foreign language departments, 

although many methodologists (Chastain, 1988; Goodman, 1996; Krashen, 

1982; Schulz, 1981; Omaggio, 1993; Rivers, 1968, 1988) have pointed out 

the need to integrate reading with writing from Day One or as soon as 

students are able to read. That there is a close relationship between reading 

and writing is undeniable. This genuine connection between reading and 

writing has been summarized effectively by Greenia (1992) who asserts that 

real competence in writing must stem at least in part fi'om the 
learner's reading a large volume of texts that model the types of 
prose they will eventually create. Reading allows an individual 
to acquire a sense of how a given text is forged and presented to 
a reader (p. 33). 
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The turbulent sixties were soon followed by an era of researchers who 

advocated for a much stronger emphasis on reading as a meaning-making 

process (Goodman, 1967; Smith 1971,1979). Thus, the pedagogical ground 

that reading had lost during the audiohngual era soon resurfaced with a 

vengeance after the demise of that approach in the late 1970s. As a result of 

this ever-increasing emphasis, a psycholinguistic model or theory of reading 

was posited, the theoretical perspectives of which were taken and expanded 

upon by LI and L2 researchers ahke during the 1980s (see Bernhardt, 1983a, 

1983b, 1986; Coady, 1979; Goodman, 1985,1992,1996; Smith, 1971,1979, 

1982; Swaffar, Arens, & Byrnes, 1991). 

Especially during the 1980s, volumes of books, language journals, and 

articles focused our attention on reading in a second or foreign language (e.g., 

Alderson & Urquhart, 1994; Bernhardt, 1991a, 1991b; Grellet, 1981; Ulijn 

(1977); Ulijn & Kemper (1976); Swaffar et al., 1991). The boom in literature 

during the past twenty years alone is unsurpassed in volume. For example, 

between the years 1974-1984, well over 200 journal articles and books were 

pubUshed on reading alone (see the bibhography compiled by MacLean, 

1985). The sheer volume of entries suggests the insatiable desire by 

researchers and practitioners alike to better understand the process of reading. 

(For an excellent review of twenty-five years of reading instruction, see 

Silberstein, 1987). 

Ever since the mid-eighties, there has been a strong move to describe 

the reading process either in terms of skills and knowledge areas within a 

cognitive process or in terms of metaphors, the most common of which are 
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the bottom-up approaches, the top-down approaches, and the interactive 

approaches (see, for example, Bemhard, 1983a, 1983b, 1986,1991a, 1991b; 

Chun & Plass, 1997; Grabe, 1991; Rumelhart, 1977; Stanovich, 1980; 

Swaffar, Arens, & Byrnes, 1991). The following section summarizes these 

approaches. 

1.4.2 Bottom-up, top-down, and interactive processing models 

Positing a strong cognitive perspective, bottom-up processing models 

are data-driven, emphasize lower-level processes such as letter and word 

recognition, and most importantly, emphasize textual decoding due to the 

primary priority placed upon the text as input. In contrast, top-down models 

place primary emphasis on prior knowledge which the reader brings into the 

process of reading to render an interpretation. Unlike bottom-up models that 

start out with letter and word recognition, top-down models are content-

driven and advocate the "sampling" of the text upon which predictions are 

made via the help of the reader's prior syntactic and semantic knowledge. 

Rather than sequentially, the interactive approaches to reading 

recognize the simultaneous interaction of both lower-level processing skills 

(identification and decoding) and higher-level reasoning and comprehension 

skills (inferencing and interpretation). As Grabe (1991) asserts, "reading 

involves an array of lower-level rapid, automatic identification skills and an 

array of higher-level comprehension/interpretation skills" (p. 383). The 

concept of interaction is thus one that is based on the cognitive psychological 
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belief that there is a complex interaction between reader and text. More 

specifically, it is a simultaneous interaction between their multiple component 

skills and their background world knowledge as they attempt to (re)construct 

the information present or implied in the text. 

For example, Stanovich (1980) posits the claim that the development of 

reading fluency needs to be viewed as an "interactive-compensatory" model 

of individual differences wherein readers compensate for deficiencies at the 

word level (lower level) by relying more on context (higher level). In similar 

vein, Swaflfar et al. (1991) view readers based on their affective factors such 

as motivation and different learning styles, their background world 

knowledge, and their linguistic knowledge. Their integrated approach to 

language learning is founded on the belief that readers engage in reading for 

meaning. 

One such approach that enjoyed wide popularity was the Constructivist 

Model advanced by Bemhard (1986). This model, influenced greatly by 

Goodman's (1967) and Coady's (1979) psychohnguistic model, includes the 

following six elements: prior knowledge, word recognition, phonemic/ 

graphemic features, metacognition, syntactic feature recognition, and 

intratextual perceptions (i.e., "how the reader perceives and then reconciles 

each part of the text with the preceding and succeeding discourse context," 

Bernhardt, 1991a, p. 122). The end result of these interacting factors is 

comprehension. This model evolved firom data involving recall protocols 

(Bernhardt, 1983a, 1983b). 
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An important contribution of this model is its underlying notion that 

reading involves readers, wo/just the reading text (Bernhardt, 1986,1991b). 

The reading process then is the interaction of reader and text, a central tenet 

of this approach. Another important contribution of this model is the keen 

observation that comprehension of a reading passage may be impeded when 

that passage contains unfamiliar cultural referents, a finding also found in the 

research of Ono and Nyikos (1992). It is quite possibly that this observation 

alone has lead many language practitioners to a more careful selection of 

authentic materials for L2 reading purposes and assessment. Her advocacy for 

immediate recall protocols as a means to assess text comprehension has 

sparked an intense debate among language professionals and researchers that 

continues to this day (see Ericsson & Simon, 1984; Johnston, 1983; Lee, 

1986; Meyer, 1985; SwafFar et al., 1991). Despite the conflicting results, 

recall protocols do offer L2 reading instructors a practical and "real-life" 

assessment tool with immediate diagnostic results which can then be 

incorporated into the language curriculum to modify and fine-tune 

instructional practices and the selection of culturally authentic reading 

materials. Despite the grounding of this model in empirical studies, the model 

excludes affective factors such as anxiety, self-confidence, and motivation, 

even though their pertinent role in LI and L2 reading has long been 

acknowledged to have an effect on metacognition and text comprehension 

(Kern, 1988,1989,1992,1994). 

In sum, it can be argued quite successfiilly that positing a solely 

bottom-up or top-down processing model for reading will fail to capture the 
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complex interactive nature of the reading process. Alternatively, an 

interactive approach to reading appears to offer a better explanation of the 

cognitive processes believed to be at work here. Notwithstanding this 

improved explanatory power, it is unclear how the interactive, or indeed any 

of these processing models, can be translated into effective simple-to-use 

teaching practices with long-lasting results. 

It is also important to note here that many of these approaches overlap, 

thus making absolute distinctions and comparisons difficult to detect. 

Nevertheless, these approaches have informed current research efforts and 

some of them have even influenced, to a considerable extent, the current 

thinking thus far in the teaching of reading while others continue to shape our 

understanding of reading and reading comprehension to this day. One of the 

most prominent theories on reading to date has been the transactional socio-

psycholinguistic theory of reading, writing, and written texts originally 

advanced by Kenneth Goodman first in 1967 and refined throughout the next 

three decades. The next section takes a close look at the theoretical 

foundation of his theory and the important pedagogical implications it holds 

for producing proficient readers, that is readers who read for comprehension. 

1.4.3 A look at the K. Goodman model: Theoretical considerations 

Unlike all other models and approaches to reading, Goodman's (1967, 

1985,1992, 1996) socio-psycholinguistic transactional theory of reading is 

the only one to the researcher's knowledge that spans over three decades of 



38 

continuous empirical research findings and brings into the equation reading 

with writing and written texts, an equation which has been largely ignored in 

all the other models and approaches to reading. Miscue analysis, as 

developed by Kenneth S. Goodman and his colleagues, has significantly 

influenced the understanding and practice of teaching reading. In the years 

that followed since the mid-sixties, hundreds of readers of wide ranges of 

abilities and cultural and linguistic backgrounds have been used to build his 

scientific analysis of the reading miscues. To date, nearly eight hundred 

research studies and dozens of dissertations have been undertaken to test 

empirically the theory and the ensuing taxonomy that analyzes and 

categorizes the miscues readers are found to make during reading of whole 

texts. 

Though miscue analysis has undergone some transformation over the 

years (K. Goodman, 1968,1969,1979,1985,1994), most of the original 

research has been based upon the original three cueing systems; the 

graphophonic, the syntactic, and the semantic. From "comprehension-

centered" (K. Goodman, 1970), to "meaning-centered" (K. Goodman, 1973) 

to "whole language" (Goodman & Goodman, 1981), miscue analysis has 

grown to become one of the most influential models of reading to date. His 

model is the only integrated model available for reading. In what follows 

some of the most important tenets that make up his theory, the process of 

reading itself, and the elements that comprise it will be explained. 

According to Goodman, reading is making sense of the text. The text is 

no longer viewed as controlling the reader who is passive. Instead the reader 
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is seen as an active user of language. As a reader reads, text is visually seen 

by a reader which must be sampled and interpreted through the more unique 

personal background knowledge and experience of the reader. The active 

involvement of the reader with print and meaning, not words, is the focus. 

The reader is seen as central to the act of reading rather than on the reader's 

reaction to particular pieces of print on a page which may or may not have 

connections to greater contexting. 

In making sense, i.e., in constructing meaning, the reader is also 

constructing his or her own text parallel to the printed text. The reader is 

forced to behave in such a manner because any text is never a complete 

representation of the writer's meaning. Since much needs to be inferred 

during the reading process, the reader can only comprehend that which s/he 

brings to the "transaction" as did the author who wrote the text. This explains 

the construction of a parallel text by the reader. In using the least amount of 

available text information to get to meaning, including one's very own 

existing linguistic and conceptual schemata, both the knower and the known 

are transformed in the process of reading, a tenet not easily found in any of 

the other models or approaches to reading thus far reviewed. Expressed more 

precisely, the reader is transformed as new knowledge is assimilated, 

adopted, and accommodated (Piaget's notions). 

Throughout these transactions with the text, the reader's schemata are 

also transformed through reading comprehension. In the process, both the 

knower and the known are changed in the course of knowing (Dewey's 

notions), a view also echoed in the hterature work of Louise Rosenblatt 
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(Rosenblatt, 1981). A parallel new text emerges as a result. As Goodman 

(1992) argues, "construction of the text is a necessary concomitant of the 

construction of meaning" (p. 19). Therefore, effective reading is making sense 

of print, not accurate word identification. Viewed under such a lens, it 

becomes obvious why meaning is in the reader and the writer, and not 

inherently in the text itself. The emphasis thus represents a text-centered and 

meaning-centered emphasis. This is particularly evident in the reader's later 

retelling. 

Making sense of print is by any account not an easy task. For 

Goodman, the only accurate way to discover what readers do during reading 

was to investigate the meaning-making processes of readers during the out-

loud reading of whole stories, which they hadn't seen before. During their 

reading, it was discovered that readers made miscues, not errors as would be 

argued by those who beheve that reading is a sequential word identification. 

In other words, Goodman found his readers to produce unexpected responses 

that did not match expected responses to the text. On the assumption that 

miscues are caused in the same way as expected responses, the miscues he 

discovered became for him "windows on the reading process" (Goodman, 

1992, p. 3). If readers use cues in the text to construct meaning, he 

hypothesized, reading cannot possibly be a passive process as first believed. 

Instead reading must be viewed as an active, receptive language process 

wherein the readers are active users of language. 

This led Goodman to the belief that the effect of graphophonic, 

syntactic, and semantic aspects of the text needed to be investigated more 
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closely if he was to create an adequate model of the reading process, i.e., a 

theoretical base for reading instruction, reading development and effective 

instruction. He argued that if reading is making sense of written language, 

then it must be a psycholinguistic process. By dc^tion, his developing 

transactive model of reading had to accept the notion that "a theory of reading 

must include the relationships of thought and language" (Goodman, 1992, p. 

4) as well. Not only were readers found to make active use of the 

graphophonic, syntactic, and semantic cues as they inferred and predicted 

where the text was going, they also responded very similarly to common texts 

they read and were found to produce some identical reading miscues at key 

point in the texts. Goodman translated these insights into a theory he called 

the "Transactional Socio-psycholinguistic View on Reading, Writing, and 

Written Texts" (Goodman, 1985, 1992, 1996). 

In an annotated bibliography (Brown, Goodman & Marek, 1996) there 

are 918 citations of research directly attributable to miscue analysis. Miscue 

data obtained demonstrated the relationships between different levels of 

context using the three cueing systems most referred to in reading research: 

the graphophonic, the syntactic, and the broadly inclusive semantic systems. 

Study after study validated the claims made in the theory that reading is 

meaning seeking, tentative, selective, and constructive. Inference and 

prediction were found to be key to successful reading. Supporting empirical 

data in second languages respective to miscues can be found in (Benitez, 

1984; Bianchi, 1980; Coll & Osuna, 1989; FuUer, 1989; Hodes, 1981; Rigg, 

1977; Whitmore & Crowell, 1994). 
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In retrospect, it is too simplistic to argue that Goodman's theory of 

reading is solely a "top-down" reading model given the detailed explanation 

of the language cue systems (symbolic, structural, and meaning), the cognitive 

strategies (acts of reading), and the cycles (visual, perceptual, syntactic, and 

semantic) of reading present in his model, all of which must be understood 

within the context of the holistic process of reading. How we translate these 

various cue systems, cognitive strategies, and cycles of reading into practical 

pedagogy and into authentic literacy experiences for our developing L2 

learners will no doubt have important implications for both teaching and 

learning in second and foreign languages. These are the considerations to 

which the discussion now turns. 

1.5 Expanding Goodman's theory of reading to VP idioms 

Traditionally, students' reading ability was evaluated chiefly by asking 

"factual" or noninterpretational questions about the reading material. 

Unfortunately, when students cannot demonstrate this level of 

comprehension, they are regarded as poor readers. Thus, reading 

comprehension was regarded chiefly as an information-transfer process in 

which the text is the reader's source of "factual," information and 

unambiguous meaning, hi contradiction to this traditional model, as akeady 

discussed, Goodman and his colleagues argue for a reading process through 

which meaning is produced from the text and from what readers bring to the 

reading act by way of their prior knowledge (schema theory). Effective 
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comprehension requires the ability to relate the reading material to one's prior 

knowledge since the readers' personal and cultural background knowledge 

affects their interpretation and comprehension of the text (see also Johnson, 

1982; Kramsch, 1988; Lafayette, 1988). 

Given these considerations, one of the goals of reading research could 

be to investigate the learners' reading strategies and the use of their cultural 

background knowledge for comprehension (Anderson, 1991; Kern, 1989, 

1994). Reading comprehension is not merely a grammar-rule application 

process or the processing of print in an orderly sequence and with words 

being processed one at a time as the reader meets them on the Une. Instead, 

reading is a samphng, selecting, predicting, comparing and confirming 

activity that is both continuous and interactive/integrative in nature, wherein 

perception, hypothesis building, and prediction are all operating together in a 

fine-tuned orchestration. Even more importantly, readers sample from the 

print on the basis of predictions they have made as they seek text meaning, 

the ultimate goal of readiag. Therefore, it would seem illogical for readers to 

disengage from this meaning-making process when encountering idiomatic 

expressions in a text. 

According to Goodman (1996), the construction of meaning is the 

result of efiective and efficient reading, and defines proficient reading as 

follows: 

Proficient reading is both effective and efficient. It's effective in 
that the reader is able to make sense; it's efficient in that this is 
accomplished with the least amount of time, effort and energy. 
An efficient reader uses only enough information from the 
published text to be effective (p. 91). 
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This defmition is further qualified by the statement that different 

readers will make different sense of any given text, and this is always 

dependent on what each reader brings to the reading process in terms of 

knowledge, experience, interests, and values, no matter what the degree of 

proficiency of each reader. A reader's comprehension is further constrained 

by one's cultural beliefs system and societal paradigms. Thus, the reading 

process is seen as the constructive cyclical process of three basic levels fi'om 

which meaning flows; the graphophonic, the lexico-grammatical, and the 

semantic-pragmatic. Reading comprehension is achieved because readers, in 

transacting with the text to make their own sense, use information from all 

three levels simultaneously. This cychcal process is seen as follows: 

To get from the visual input our eyes provide to our brains to the 
meaning our brains construct, we must go through four cycles: 
visual, perceptual, syntactic and semantic. It helps to think of 
this as a continuous process in which, once we begin to read 
(receive the visual input), each cycle follows the preceding one. 
The situational context in which we begin reading immediately 
sets up meaning expectations &at influence what we're looking 
for when we look at the print (ibid., p. 92). 

It is important to note here that Goodman does not perceive reading to 

be a linear process. Quite to the contrary, he argues that during the 

construction of meaning, more often than not, we can and do leap ahead of 

the cyclical process precisely because we are constantly leaping to tentative 

conclusions all the while being on the look out for conflicting information that 

may force us to construct a new meaning. The end result: our brain shifts 
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from processing language to processing meaning due to the transition of the 

syntactic/lexico-grammatical cycle. This fourth and last cycle, the integration 

of the entire reading process, he calls the semantic cycle—^the cycle in which 

meaning is constructed. The semantic system is defined as: "the set of 

meanings as organized in concepts and conceptual structures" (K. Goodman, 

1978, section 2, p. 4). 

Although he readily admits that the designation of this final cycle 

would have been best served by the designation of a "semantic-pragmatic" 

terminology (Goodman, 1996, p. 105), his model of proficient reading does 

not expUcitly address pragmatics despite his discussion of Piaget's cognitive 

schema theory of assimilation and accommodation on the construction of 

meaning (Piaget & Inhelder, 1970) and that of Halliday's views on the 

integration of experiential, interpersonal, and textual meaning (HaUiday, 

1975,1978). It is within this area of discussion that Goodman's (1994) socio-

psycholinguistic transactional model of reading could be expanded 

successfiiUy to meet even the new demands placed upon the model by shifting 

the focus from reading in general over to idiomatic expressions. 

As already seen, in miscue analysis all three levels of linguistic 

information, the graphophonic, syntactic, and semantic, are at minimum 

recognized as meaning carrying systems. Its is significant that in terms of 

miscue analysis, the semantic cueing system in particular represents the 

nature of meaningfiilness. Within this context then, if the meaning of an 

idiomatic expression is contained within its individual words, the addition of a 

pragmatic cycle to Goodman's model would be superfluous. On the other 
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hand, if readers are found to re-read a text and re-assign meaning different 

from that of the semantic meaning long after they have accessed the 

syntactic/lexico-grammatical cycle of the text, a pragmatic cycle may be 

increasingly necessary in the construction of meaning which in turn is 

constrained by the pragmatic features of the text and its specific cultural 

content/context. The finding that SL learners cannot make sense of idioms 

even after they have comprehended successfully the semantic meaning of the 

individual words (Liontas, 1997; Amaud & Savignon, 1997) attests to the 

necessity of such an additional cycle—a pragmatic cycle—during the reading 

process which readers, especially SL readers, have to enter in order to 

construct the appropriate cultural meaning of the idiom that is more than the 

sum of its constituent parts. 

It follows logically that if the goal of L2 reading is to make sense of the 

printed text, for that is truly the only reason why we read at all, language 

instructors are well advised to evaluate the reading strategies of their students 

and the pragmatic cues they use in transacting idiomatic meaning. It is 

suggested that such an evaluation is possible via the employment of a 

Transactional Idiom Analysis (TIA). The tenets of this analysis are presented 

in detail in Chapter 3. 

In sum, the pedagogical impUcations of the Goodmans' theory of 

reading provide SL instructors with a theoretical and a practical 

methodological construct which instructors could easily adopt to meet the 

diverse demands of observing reading and idiom comprehension in a 

participatory manner. This is why the development of comprehension and 



67 

meaning-making transaction of VP idioms must be text situated and context-

based so that participant observation can become a truly disciplined, 

inductive inquiry. 

Summary 

This chapter begun with the definition of the elusive term idiom. It then 

proceeded to define what VP idioms are and what they are not and how the 

sub-categorization of those idioms may be plotted on a "semantic-pragmatic 

distance" continuum. The three major hypotheses—the literal first 

hypothesis, the simultaneous processing hypothesis, and the figurative first 

hypothesis—posited by LI researchers regarding the nature of idioms in the 

overall scheme of human languages were then presented. 

Although Bobrow and Bell's (1973) literal first hypothesis is 

hypothesized to be more closely aligned with the reading behavior of SL 

learners than with any other hypothesis to date, there remains the question 

whether their hypothesis will hold across learners studying various second 

languages or whether their hypothesis will have to be reassessed anew and 

revised accordingly to account for SL variables that have not yet been 

addressed in their hypothesis. The discovery of specific SL variables could 

potentially lead to further revision of their hypothesis to include these 

unstudied variables on idiom comprehension. This line of inquiry in turn may 

necessitate the creation of a new theoretical model for learners of second 

languages, leading into a discussion of the universal nature of L2 idiom 
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comprehension and interpretation while reading. It is this question which is 

relevant to the aims of this study. 

The potential applicability of any of these hypotheses to SL contexts 

led to the discussion of the nature on reading and expansion of Goodman's 

socio-psycholinguistic transactional theory of reading in order to account for 

a new perspective of the reading process, i.e., the transaction and meaning-

creation of VP idioms in second languages, which, as hypothesized, requires 

the use of a pragmatic cycle, and which may have no clearly defined ending. 

It was concluded that for participant observation to become a disciplined, 

inductive inquiry, VP idioms must be text situated and context-based. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Introduction 

Idioms have always aroused the curiosity of linguists and there is a 

long tradition in the study of idioms, especially in the fields of lexicology and 

lexicography. Without denying the importance of this tradition, this chapter 

provides an introduction to the current state of research on idiomatic 

knowledge, examines the topic of figurative learning and teaching fi-om a 

number of perspectives, and presents a comprehensive range of research 

studies and papers that explore a variety of issues ranging fi-om the nature of 

idiom comprehension to applied pedagogical approaches to the teaching of 

idioms. This is necessary to present what is considered a coherent view of the 

whole of the research. 

Interdisciplinary in scope, the studies reviewed are written by a wide 

range of psycholinguists, theoretical and computational linguists, teacher 

researchers, and language educators in general who take mutual advantage of 

progress in all disciplines. In an effort to capture the diversity of views 

expressed on the nature of idiom comprehension, the critical relationship 

between the three major hypotheses is first presented. Next, the measurement 

of figurative knowledge and growth, the role of familiarity, compositionality, 

predictability, literality, and emblematic gestures in idiom comprehension and 

production, in particular the effectiveness of contextual guessing, text 

modification, and media instruction are examined through empirical data from 
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current psycholinguistic and educational research. Finally, preliminary 

pedagogical implications are drawn from the ensuing current knowledge base 

on idiom research and specific recommendations are outlined for combating 

the conventional limitations of past idiom studies. 

The variety of contributions offered in this chapter underscore the 

beUef of this researcher that interdisciplinarity is and must be one of the 

attractions of investigations in idiomatic language. And, even more important, 

the review of the Uterature presented here wiU make clear the gap that still 

exists between LI and L2 studies on matters of idiomaticity in general and 

idiom comprehension and interpretation during L2 reading in particular. 

In reviewing the available Uterature, it will become clear that despite 

concerted efforts at improving understanding of idiom comprehension and 

interpretation, no encompassing theory has emerged that could be directly 

applied to second languages. Second language idioms continue to be the 

target of under-representation in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) studies. 

Consequendy, the specific aims of this chapter are to: 

(1) review and examine the core linguistic, computational, psychological, 

and educational Uterature on the study of idioms, and to 

(2) highUght the impUcations that bear fiiiitfiil ground upon which SLA 

theory and practice can begin to bufld fiiture research endeavors. 
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2.1 Research on the study of idioms 

2.1.1 Introduction 

The sections that follow next present an overview of relative recent 

idiom research outside the immediate domain of lexicology/lexicography. 

Only those studies that have a direct bearing on the aims of this dissertation 

will be discussed here. However, as appropriate, other studies will be referred 

to as well. For ease of presentation, empirical studies are organized 

chronologically and according to the theoretical perspective they follow and 

the audience they address. Studies dealing with the nature of idiom 

comprehension in general are presented first, followed by studies dealing with 

(deaf) children/ adolescents. Finally, several cross-linguistic studies dealing 

with languages including, but not limited to, Enghsh are presented. Studies 

were selected based on the issues they address and the promise they hold for 

further investigation and pedagogic theorizing. 

2.1.2 Research on the nature of idiom comprehension 

A host of studies have tried to show that idiom comprehension is 

constrained considerably by Actors such as transparency, ^miliarity, 

compositionality, decomposability, predictability, Uterality, and contextual 

support, to name but the most important ones: Cronk and Schweigert (1992), 

Botelho da Silva and Cutler (1993), Colombo (1993), McGlone, Glucksberg 
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and Cacciari (1994), and Liontas (1997). These studies will be briefly 

reviewed in this section. 

Cronk and Schweigert (1992) raised the issue that previous research on 

idiom comprehension has been inconsistent in supporting any one of the 

processing models reviewed in Section 2.1. This study aimed to find evidence 

of the effect of famiharity on reading times for sentences containing idioms, 

as well as new evidence that literalness affects sentence reading times and 

that both familiarity and Uteralness exert interactive effects. Twenty-four 

native speakers of English, ranging from 18 to 21 years of age, took part in 

the experiment and were distributed on the basis of sex and race. Materials 

included 40 idioms, with 10 idioms from each of the four categories ranging 

from idioms with likely hteral meanings (high Uteralness) to idioms with 

unlikely Uteral meanings (low literalness). Along with 20 control sentences 

containing no idioms, each idiom was incorporated in two sentences, one with 

a literal meaning and one with a figurative meaning. A total of 60 sentences 

were presented in random order and each subject was tested individually. For 

each subject, sentence reading time per syllable was used as a measure of 

comprehension time. It was found that familiarity of an idiom has a significant 

effect on sentence reading time. More specifically, sentences containing 

famihar idioms were read faster when the idioms were used figuratively than 

sentences containing less familiar idioms. In addition, idioms with high-

literatness ratings were read more rapidly than idioms with low-Uteralness 

ratings, regardless of usage, suggesting that idiomatic meaning is neither 

preceded by the computation of the hteral meaning as hypothesized in the 
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literal first hypothesis (Bobrow & Bell, 1973) nor always accessed and 

processed first as stipulated in the figurative first hypothesis (Estill & 

Kemper, 1982; Gibbs, 1980; Schweigert, 1986; Schweigert & Moates, 1988). 

There is, thus, support for the notion that reading times for sentences 

containing idioms are dependent on both famiharity and Uterahiess. 

Consequentiy, the results of this study were interpreted as supporting 

Swinney and Cutler's (1979) simultaneous processing hypothesis in which a 

single phrase processor simultaneously computes figurative and literal 

meanings of idioms. 

Botelho da Silva and Cutler (1993) investigated the role of ill-

formedness in idiom processing as well as the role of incidental learning 

methodology as a tool of investigation in an effort to exploit a new 

methodology for the study of idiom processing. Fourteen native speakers of 

Portuguese took part in the experiment and each subject was tested 

individually. The recall of idioms via an incidental-learning paradigm was the 

primary measure of performance. 20 nonidiomatic control sentences (10 well-

formed and 10 ill-formed) and 30 Portuguese idioms embedded in sentence 

context, 15 well-formed and 15 ill-formed (of which 10 were semantically ill-

formed and 5 were syntactically ill-formed), comprised the materials of this 

study. According to the authors, the most surprising result of this study was 

the finding that when transformed idioms were recalled by the subjects, they 

were more often than not recalled without the transforms which had been 

apphed to them. To be more precise, the majority of transformed idioms were 

recalled in their base form, which the authors interpreted as a function of 
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grammaticality and transforaiability. This finding led the authors to view 

idioms as '̂ unitary lexical items" that were more resistant to paraphrase than 

were control strings. Furthermore, they argue that their data on memory for 

Portuguese idioms with and without a Uteral counterpart supports the lexical 

representation hypothesis (i.e. idioms are stored as hohstic entries in the 

same mental lexicon that stores other lexical items) originally proposed by 

Cutler and Swinney in 1979. For a contrastive view, see Tabossi and Zardon 

(1993). 

Colombo's (1993) study deals with the ambiguity of Italian idioms and 

the efiects that context has on the biasing of their literal and figurative 

interpretation. Three experiments were conducted. Using a cross-modal 

priming paradigm, 16 target sentences containing an idiom and biasing either 

its hteral or its figurative interpretation, were randomly intermixed with 25 

filler nonidiomatic sentences and presented auditorily (Experiment 1) to two 

groups of 20 subjects each. Results of Experiment 1 indicate that although the 

Uteral interpretation is always initiated, it is abandoned as soon as the 

idiomatic meaning is retrieved and found to be congruent with the context. 

Experiment 2 (28 subjects and 65 sentences, 16 experimental and 49 filler 

sentences) and Experiment 3 (30 subjects and 71 sentences, 18 experimental 

and 53 filler sentences) investigated the course of activation of the idiomatic 

meaning, and of its integration with the context in a self-paced reading task. 

Using response times CRTs) for interpreting mean reading times, results of 

Experiments 2 and 3 appear to indicate that, unlike the results obtained firom 

Experiment 1, no such activation was found, however, in a neutral context or 
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in a context that biases the hteral meaning of the string. These findings make 

it plain that idiom comprehension is dependent on several factors to a far 

greater degree than has been assumed previously. Predictability, fi^equency of 

occurrence of an idiomatic expression, degree of firozenness, transparency, 

and context, all appear to be involved in the processing and comprehension of 

idiomatic expressions, thus lending greater support to the notion that the 

language processor employs different strategies with different types of 

idioms, and, even more important, that context is one of the most relevant 

variables to consider when studying the nature of idiom comprehension. The 

following study to be reviewed (McGlone, Glucksberg, & Cacciari, 1994), 

found context to be the superior variable in the computation and 

comprehension of both original and variant idioms. 

McGlone, Glucksberg, and Cacciari (1994) aimed to propose an 

alternative model of language comprehension regarding how people 

understand idioms in which hteral meanings are systematically used to 

constrain the use and variation of conventional idioms and to generate novel 

idiom variance. In particular, the authors make the point that like a word, the 

meaning of many idioms cannot be discovered; it must either be learned or 

inferred fi*om a context motivating their usage. This of course raises several 

issues, the most important of which, is: to what extent are idioms 

compositional? Accordingly, variant idioms should be easily interpretable, but 

should take considerably longer to understand than idioms in their original 

forms, for they require only one operation: retrieval of a meaning from a 

stored list of meanings. By definition, one would also expect that the more 
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familiar the idiom, the easier it would be to understand a variant. This is 

precisely what Experiment 1 was able to assess. Given appropriate contexts 

variant idioms were understood ahnost as quickly as their original idiom 

counterparts. In Experiment 2 it was found that original idioms were read 

faster than their variants, especially when given in appropriate contexts. 

Again, context was found to have a faciUtating effect on both types of idioms, 

original and variant ones. In Experiment 3 it was found that both literal 

expressions and idioms variants do seem to require more processing than do 

idioms in their canonical form. All three experiments point to the evidence 

that context plays a considerable role in the way people compute and 

comprehend origiaal and variant idioms. Their data thus confirms earUer 

findings by Colombo (1993), hence, the data again attest to the impact 

context has on the overall comprehension of idiomatic expressions. Further 

support for the effect context exerts on the comprehension and interpretation 

of idioms has been provided by the research investigating different types of 

idioms among learners of modem Greek. 

Liontas (1997) reports on a year-long pilot study conducted with 11 

learners of Modem Greek during fall 1996 and spring 1997. Four different 

experiments attempted to tap into the learners' meaning-assigning processes 

of 31 idiomatic expressions embedded in narrative or dialogic contexts of 5-8 

sentences in length taken from authentic texts of Greek Uterature. Participants 

were asked to engage in several reading tasks (Idiom Detection Task, Zero 

Context Task, Full Context Task, Eureka Task, and Post-Task Evaluations 

and hitrospection) designed to obtain information about the ways in which L2 
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learners process, comprehend, and interpret idiomatic expressions in and out 

of context and what cueing principles and contextual cues they use ia 

assigning an interpretation. Comparing performance under two conditions—^in 

context and out of context—preliminary results seem to suggest that when the 

context constrains the idiomatic meaning. Post-lexical idioms (PLL) are 

processed and interpreted more eflSciently, but are still more difficult to 

comprehend than Lexical-level idioms (LL). In the absence of any contextual 

support, LL idioms are interpreted directly and without any additional effort 

due to their one-to-one match with their LI counterparts. This, however, does 

not seem to be the case with PLL idioms for which additional computational 

work seems to be required. It is important to note that there are differences 

among the novice and fluent groups in each experiment which makes absolute 

comparisons across experiments difficult. Nevertheless, the data 

demonstrated that performance on idiom comprehension in modem Greek is 

heavily dependent on contextual information contained in the text, and, 

furthermore, that idiom interpretation is seriously impaired by both type of 

idioms and lack of context, thus corroborating the earlier results found by 

Colombo (1993) and McGlone, Glucksberg, and Cacciari (1994). 

2.1.3 Summary and discussion 

Although the results of online experiments have suppHed several 

interesting pieces of information, it is questionable that the sentences used in 

the study of Cronk and Schweigert (1992) could be apphed successfully in 
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the SL environment. The main objection centers on the issue of authenticity. 

In other words, the sentences do not appear to have been taken from any 

authentic texts, but were rather created by the authors. What is disturbing in 

this study is the fact that the placement of the idiomatic expressions (based on 

a review of Appendix 2, pp 143-145) were for the most part always at the end 

of a sentence which supports the moving window paradigm. By pressing a 

key on a Tandy lOOOTX computer keyboard, the next word appeared, and so 

on. Reading times for each word were recorded. The number of presentations 

for each word in a sentence, as well as the total time spent reading the 

sentence, were calculated. 

This paradigm is obviously in agreement with other online studies on 

the subject. The value of the window paradigm is not an issue. What is hard 

to accept is taking for granted that the authors were actually testing for 

comprehension when mostly all of the idioms were presented at the end of the 

sentence. In real Ufe communication, however, idioms do not always appear 

at the end of a sentence and most certainly not in the manner presented to the 

24 undergraduate psychology students from Bradley University. All of the 

sentences were stripped from their surrounding pragmatic context, only to be 

replaced with a manipulative sentence context. It can therefore be questioned 

whether the authors were truly investigating the comprehension of idioms. A 

more clarifying and complete theory of idiom comprehension is necessary to 

capture the true process of it, if we are to offer another measurement 

paradigm to control for "idiom manipulation." 
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Nevertheless, their finding that hterahiess affects sentence reading 

times holds much promise for SLA studies in that it makes plain that even LI 

readers, who are assumed to have tacit knowledge of such idioms in their 

native language, are constrained by both the literalness and famiharity of an 

idiom. One is left to wonder, however, how much greater the gap must be in 

reading times for sentences containing idioms with SL readers. Whether 

context alone will have the facilitating effect on the comprehension of 

idiomatic expressions as it was found to have in the Colombo (1993), 

McGlone, Glucksberg, and Cacciari (1994), and Liontas (1997) studies, or 

whether there are other factors contnbuting to the abandonment of a literal 

strategy in favor of various sources of information through which idiom 

processing and comprehension can be analyzed and explained is still an area 

open to empirical investigation. Some of these factors, such as the activation 

of semantic domains, are beginning to emerge in the literature dealing with 

children and young adolescents, and these are the issues that are discussed in 

the following section. 

2.1.4 Research on children and adolescents: Some additional insights 

Empirical findings attesting to the importance of context in the 

comprehension of idioms have been obtained in other recent studies involving 

children and adolescents of varying ages. In addition, experimental 

psychologists are now challenging idiom comprehension theories based on 

data obtained fi'om children younger than the age of nine. Consequently, 
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empirical studies in idiom comprehension and production by Arnold and 

Horaett (1990), Levorato and Cacciari (1992,1995), Nippold and Rudzinski 

(1993), and Titone (1994) are discussed next. 

Arnold and Homett (1990) presented a five-part method for helping 

children who are deaf to comprehend idiomatic expressions. The teaching 

method involved introducing the idiom (which is printed on poster board or 

on the blackboard, signed, or spoken to the class), providing examples of 

proper usage (by word phrases or short stories), requiring students to give 

back examples for the idiom (e.g., "When were you fit as a fiddle?"), 

evaluating comprehension of the idiom (by providing a poster board with two 

varying sentences about each idiom taught), and subsequently reinforcing 

learning through completion of a worksheet (with 8 to 10 yes or no 

questions). A four-step evaluative procedure was used a year later to assess 

the students' mastery of the idioms taught. To the dehght of the authors, it 

was found that 60% of the students used the idioms in the classroom 

regularly, and that these idioms had become a part of their repertoire. 

Furthermore, the authors stress that it is only through exposure and use that 

children who are deaf will gain more understanding of idioms and other 

figurative language. 

From another perspective, Levorato and Cacciari (1992) examined 

children's comprehension of idiomatic expressions through the roles of 

familiarity and of different kinds of contextual information on comprehension. 

A sample of264 children showed that familiarity (i.e., firequency of exposure) 

plays a minor role and only for children who are not yet able to use contextual 
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information. The authors argue that familiarity per se does not adequately 

explain how children acquire a figurative competence and propose instead a 

tentative model in order to account for the acquisition of figurative 

competence. Results showed that when idioms are presented within a rich 

informational environment, children are able to grasp the figurative sense 

even at the age of seven, and also that children are less able to produce 

idioms than to comprehend them. Their finding of course goes against the 

findings of earUer studies that have argued that children under the ages of 

nine or ten years rarely comprehend figurative language and therefore 

interpret it hterally. Even more interesting was their finding that the 

processing of contextual information gives children the semantic support 

necessary to understand the figurative sense of an idiomatic string. In order 

to build a coherent representation of the content of the story, a child might use 

several sources of information, including the actions described in the context, 

as well as the meanings of the words composing the idiom, and the possible 

images conveyed by the idiom. Context then acts as the general firamework 

allowing the integration of these possible sources of information and therefore 

the comprehension of the idiom. 

The results of this study are particularly interesting and potentially 

relevant to SLA. Both young children and SL learners must be able to deal 

with the semantic structure of the idiom, namely a possible motivation 

underlying the relationship between words. Thus, idiom comprehension 

involves more than simply recognizing a string as an idiom. It implies the 

processing of the words forming the idiom, which can then be used to 
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generate further interpretations. For some idioms, the internal semantics of the 

idiom and the transparency of the figurative structure can even play a relevant 

role both in comprehension and in discourse use. Results of this study 

provided the impetus for the study reviewed next. 

In a subsequent study, Levorato and Cacciari (1995) investigated the 

developmental processes that lead from a Uteral interpretation of idiomatic 

expressions to the ability to comprehend and produce them figuratively. The 

authors again challenge the traditional view on the acquisition of idioms that 

posited that children younger than 9-10 years old rarely comprehended the 

nonhteral meaning of an expression such as "spill the beans," but rather 

interpreted it hterally. Three experiments were conducted with second- and 

fourth-grade children ages 7 to 10 and three comprehension tasks (Recall, 

Multiple Choice, and Paraphrase) and a production task (Completion) were 

employed. Results of the effects of different tasks on the comprehension and 

production of idioms showed that younger children are more literally oriented 

than older children, who in turn are more idiomatically oriented, and that 

children of both age groups found it more difficult to produce idiomatic 

expressions than to comprehend them. According to the authors, acquisition 

of idioms occurs as part of the general process of language and world 

knowledge development. 

This conclusion is borne out by the following results: (a) idiom 

comprehension developmentally precedes idiom production; (b) figurative 

strategy is achieved first in comprehension but is not immediately generalized 

to production; (c) children first give Literal answers, then Figurative answers. 
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and finally Idiomatic answers, both in comprehension and in production; (d) 

Figurative answers are frequently and consistently produced in the Paraphrase 

task as well as in the Completion task, evidencing an intermediate phase, 

after the abandonment of a Uteral strategy, which progressively leads to the 

idiomatic phase; and, finally, (e) the ability to produce Figurative Paraphrases 

precedes the abihty to produce Figurative Completions. Perhaps most 

interesting is the finding that figurative language processing and the 

development of figurative competence dramatically changes at about 8 years 

of age. This fact begs the question whether or not this age may have any 

bearing on the "sensitive period" of language acquisition. While the nature of 

input and contextualization appear to be crucial factors in both the reception 

and production of figurative language, it is conceivable, at least provisionally, 

that if children do not get the "cues" that develop concepts/processes of 

figurative interpretation within a "sensitive period" of some kind, they might 

lose some cognitive flexibility in this domain. This speculation is yet to be 

confirmed by empirical evidence. 

In the meantime, however, in a study by Nippold and Rudzinski (1993) 

with 150 students ages 11,14, and 17 that were asked to explain twenty-four 

different idiomatic expressions it was found that performance on the task 

gradually improved as subject age increased. Results indicate a hierarchy of 

explanations; high-familiarity idioms were easier to explain than moderate-

familiarity idioms which, in turn, were still easier to explain than low-

familiarity idioms. The results obtained in this "developmental study" may be 

an indication of the fact that both familiarity and idiom transparency may play 
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a significant role on the ease of idiom explanation subjects were found to 

make. Nevertheless, results of this data need be taken cautiously given the 

compelling context evidence found in research by Levorato and Cacciari 

(1992,1995) above. 

In a similar study, Titone (1994), also interested in the comprehension 

of idioms, used familiarity, compositionality, predictabiUty, and Uterahty as 

relevant dimensions to the processing of idioms. Two hundred and twenty-six 

subjects were asked to rate the descriptive norms for the 171 idiomatic 

expressions used in this study. Results indicate that the dimension of 

predictability correlated significantly with alternative ratings of familiarity, 

whereas literaUty correlated negatively with abnormal decomposabihty. 

2.1.5 Summary and discussion 

Inasmuch as previous research findings suggest that (1) familiarity and 

Uterahiess exert interactive effects on idiom comprehension (Cronk & 

Schweigert, 1992), and (2) idiom comprehension is dependent on several 

factors, most notably the effects of context on various types of idioms (e.g., 

Colombo, 1993; McGlone, Glucksberg, & Cacciari, 1994; Liontas, 1997), the 

studies reviewed here consistently demonstrated that the cognitive strategies 

involved in idiom comprehension and production are heavily constrained by 

the context in which those idioms are found (e.g., Levorato & Cacciari, 1992, 

1995), and, importantly, that age may play a ^ more significant role in the 

comprehension and production of idioms than familiarity and hteraUty (e.g.. 
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Nippold & Rudzinsld, 1993; Titone, 1994). This suggests, obviously, that 

children are sensitized to the informational environment in which idiomatic 

expressions are found. 

The work of Levorato and Cacciari represents a significant theoretical 

and pedagogical shiit from the past. First, their claims contradict earher 

findings that children under the age of 8 cannot comprehend figurative 

language and therefore interpret it literally. Second, they challenge the 

traditional view of idiom familiarity, emphasizing the language learner's need 

to use various sources of information in the comprehension of idioms. Most 

significant is the underlying claim that the acquisition of figurative 

competence is linked to the emergence of an awareness of semantic links 

between words, domains and figurative mappings which require the general 

development of cognitive abilities that are not restricted to language. 

This claim signals a departure from past theoretical orientations that 

idiom familiarity is a prerequisite for successfril understanding, and holds 

considerable implications for friture research and pedagogy. Consequently, 

the conception of contextual support emerging from the age-specific 

perspective yields a powerfiil framework through which idiom processing and 

comprehension can be analyzed and explained. There is reason to beheve, 

first, that contextual support makes a more central contribution to idiom 

comprehension, particularly lexical processing, than previously has been 

assumed; second, that actions descnl>ed in the context of the idiom generate 

distinct processing procedures for idiom interpretation; and third, that the 

images conveyed by the idiom aid the comprehension of the idiom. The 
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ability to suspend literal strategies and to violate literal meaning constraints, 

and the activation of semantic domains is thus of great importance for both 

children and SL learners. This is best evidenced in pedagogical studies 

attempting to enhance the process of idiom comprehension and production. 

These studies are presented in the following section. 

2.1.6 Research on the teaching of idioms: Some pedagogical insights 

Although idioms, proverbs, collocations, and other facets of figurative 

knowledge are arguably central to language acquisition and use, instruction in 

idiomatic knowledge has not been a priority in second language acquisition 

research or methodology. Until recently, however, httle explicit attention has 

been given to developing idiomatic competence in either theoretical or 

methodological publications. Despite the fact that figurative knowledge is at 

the heart of natural language acquisition and of critical importance to SL 

learners and language pedago^, only a handful of studies have attempted to 

investigate the development of competence in figurative knowledge. Those 

few studies by Rittenhouse and Kenyon (1990), Dogancay (1990), Aghbar 

(1990), Karkkainen (1991), McDevitt (1992/1993), Ezell and Goldstein 

(1992), Nuessel and Cicogna (1994), Allen (1995), and Amaud and Savignon 

(1997) that attempted to do so are presented next. 

Rittenhouse and Kenyon (1990) attempted to compare the efQcacy of 

two instructional design methods to deaf children: teaching of idiomatic 

expressions using captioned videotape presentations followed by classroom 
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discussion, or by extended classroom discussions. Twenty hearing-impaired 

adolescents, ranging in age from 13 to 16 years, were taught over an eight-

week period sixteen popular idiomatic expressions under one or the other 

method. Assignment to one or the other group was random. Results of this 

study point out that while both groups improved their understanding of the 

idioms significantly over the course of the study, improvement in 

understanding idioms was significandy greater under the videotape method. 

Tests given to the students 8 and 16 weeks after the experiment showed that 

they had retained the idiomatic knowledge. The study is particularly 

interesting in that it shows the ability of deaf children to understand and use 

figures of speech—similes, metaphors, and idioms. In particular, it shows that 

their ability improves significantly when certain instructional materials (e.g., 

reading texts) are modified. 

In a much similar vein, the study by Dogancay (1990) investigated the 

structure and fimction of both spoken and written proverbs, idioms, and one-

word formulas serving different fimctions in different contexts (naturally-

occurring and filmed conversations). An (unknown) equal nimiber of males 

and female subjects aged 30-55 participated in this study. Only two of the 

formulaic expressions identified were proverbs; the remainder were pragmatic 

idioms. Analysis of the data revealed that the expressions were used as 

politeness devices, helping the conversation progress smoothly. It was 

concluded that the study of prefabricated, routinized expressions can reveal 

both a substantial part of the native speaker's communicative competence and 

the values and beliefs of the society in question. Even more important, this 
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Study revealed that there are certain pre-coded formulaic utterances that are 

triggered by certain communication situations, and that their use is expected 

and deemed appropriate because they are seen as part of everyday formulas. 

In fact, some routines are taught exphcitly and their use is prompted by adults 

ia sociahzing children. Thus, expressions such as proverbs, idioms, greetings, 

apologies, thanks, and leave-taking are part of every competent speaker's 

repertoire. The importance of formulaic language was scrutinized even further 

by the study of Aghbar (1990), and the results of this study are reviewed next. 

Aghbar's (1990) study reports on a writing test that was developed 

based on the assumption that the use of formulaic language is an important 

aspect of language proficiency and should be considered in assessing native 

and non-native Enghsh proficiency. Formulaic language is defined as 

language chunks that consist of more than one word and that are learned and 

used together as such (e.g., "false sense of security"), including idioms, 

proverbs, common sayings, collocations, and short-set and long-set 

expressions. The test consisted of 50 sentences, each containing one 

formulaic verb-and-noun expression. In each expression, the verb was 

missing, and examinees were required to supply the verb most likely to be 

used in a formal written context. Participants included 27 university teachers 

of Enghsh, 44 American sophomore and junior university students, and 97 

entering university students of advanced Enghsh as a Second Language 

(ESL). As expected, faculty provided the most appropriate responses and did 

so most frequently. The American students provided common responses but 

showed less famiharity with the more formal combinations, and ESL students 
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provided the least common and least appropriate responses. It was concluded 

that a test with rarer and more formal items from written discourse is likely to 

show greater difference among native speakers. 

Karkkainen's (1991) longitudinal study confirms many of the findings 

found by Aghbar. The study reports on the experiences with the data, 

analysis, and results in the Finnish Contrastive Analysis Project (1985-1988) 

at the University of Oulu. The purpose of the three-year project was to 

describe the conversational skills of advanced Finnish speakers of English, 

and especially to determine the level of their social competence and their 

ability to use certain discourse and pohteness strategies. The author states 

that the most difficult aspect of the project was to determine whether the 

linguistic deficiencies of these advanced Finnish speakers of English were due 

to the dififerences in the languages or due to the different assumptions on the 

nature of conversational interaction in English and Finnish cultures. Results of 

48 cross-cultural discourse conversations (approximately 7 hours and some 

75000 words) confirmed both assumptions and some of the features of the 

interlanguage conversational style were found to result from deficiencies in 

the linguistic or structural skills of the students, particularly in the idiomatic 

control of the target language. The author concluded that the pragmatic 

marking of speech act is closely linked with the idiomatic structure of a given 

language and that the idiomatic control of English could be enhanced by 

transferring the focus in teaching more clearly to the idiomatic lexical 

patterning in the target language and within the naturally-occurring and 

ongoing discourse. 
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In a similar vein, McDevitt (1992/1993) aimed to develop instructional 

materials for English-as-a-Second-Language (ESL) instruction. It consisted of 

development and testing of materials on the correct use of American idioms 

to limited-English-speakers. Twenty-five idioms were selected for use as the 

basis of the script for an instructional videotape. The idioms were then 

incorporated into exercises, which were then compiled in handbooks for 

students and teachers. The videotape features dramatized situations in which 

the idiom is used correctly, then dramatized interpretation of what the idiom 

seems to mean, and an explanation of what the idiom really means. A version 

of the videotape was also produced for the hearing-impaired. The goal of this 

study was to determine the most effective instructional strategies for use in 

teaching Enghsh to ESL students. The method selected was to provide pattern 

drills for students and teachers to use in small group situations. This decision 

to present pattern drills as the sole source of learning idioms presents a 

controversial issue as I will briefly explain in the summary section next. 

Ezell and Goldstein (1992) examined the effectiveness of a training 

program designed to teach four nine year old children (2 boys and 2 girls) 

with mild mental retardation the meaning of 12 idiomatic phrases. Using a 

multiple-baseline design across subjects and across three sets of idioms, 

idioms were presented in the form of story narratives in both literal and 

idiomatic contexts and children were asked to explain the outcome of the 

story and to select one out of four pictures that represented the outcome. All 

children demonstrated learning and an ability to understand the learned 

idioms when presented in imfiwniliar contexts. Children were also found to be 
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able to generalize their receptive learning to an expressive task with varying 

levels of success. The present study clearly suggests that children can learn to 

attend to contextual cues to determine idiomatic meaning when idioms are 

taught both exphcitly and individually. These outcomes thus confum the 

earlier contention that context has a long-lasting impact on both the 

comprehension and the production of idiomatic knowledge. 

The need to make such knowledge available and a mainstay of 

everyday teaching practices is also echoed in the Nuessel and Cicogna (1994) 

position paper in which they discuss a wealth of strategies for enhancing 

vocabulary acquisition in first- and second-year Itahan courses. With regard 

to idioms and metaphors the authors state unequivocally that one element of a 

core vocabulary that has not received adequate research attention is idiomatic 

and metaphorical usage of vocabulary words. They further argue that 

metaphorical usage forms a springboard for discussions of culturally distinct 

conceptualizations of reahty and agree with Marcel Danesi who sees the 

development of a basic metaphoric competence—a much neglected 

dimension of second language pedagogy—as an essential prerequisite for true 

proficiency in a language. 

Another important study in this area is the one by Allen (1995) who 

examiaed the effect of emblematic gestures on the development and access of 

mental representations of French expressions among 112 college students 

(three groups: 52 male and 60 female) in first-semester French course. She 

hypothesized that learning emblematic gestures with simultaneously presented 

French expressions, including idiomatic e?q)ressions such as "not to want to 
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touch something with a 10-foot pole," "to have one's hands tied," "to have a 

screw missing," "to pull someone's leg," "to tighten one's belt," "to make 

ends meet," and "give someone an inch, he'll take a mile" to mention but the 

most colorful ones from a total of 19 (see Appendix, Gesture File, pp. 528-

529), would cause greater retention, and, furthermore, that recall would 

persist over time. Using a pretest-posttest repeated measures design and fifty 

emblematic gestures, results of analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed that 

groups that saw the emblematic gestures forgot significantly fewer sentences 

than the group that did not see the gestures. Beyond this important finding, 

this study further showed that gestures in an elaborated context can facihtate 

the biading and mapping processes of internalization. Therefore, it was 

concluded, there is a need for SL instructors to use emblematic gestures in 

elaborating the presentation of linguistic information, agaia attesting to the 

impact context has on idiom retention and recall. 

In one of the most recent empirical studies to date regarding SL 

learners, Amaud and Savignon (1997) argue .that more attention should be 

given to the teaching of rare words and complex lexical units (i.e., opaque 

idioms) at the advanced levels of target language instruction, and advocate a 

pedagogy that provides exphcit instruction in this area. Using both multiple-

choice tests and yes/no tests as their primary choice of research method to 

descnbe the passive knowledge of rare EngUsh words and complex English 

lexical idioms, 236 firancophone learners at four levels ranging from first-year 

university majors to teachers in mid-career and 57 native-speaking 

undergraduates serving as native controls were asked to participate ia the 
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Study. Two tests, one for the rare words (60 items) and one for the opaque 

idioms (60 units), were sent out to all participants in this study. 

Results obtained strongly suggest that even the most advanced learners 

(those having 10+ years of professional experience studying English) failed to 

attain native-Uke competence with complex opaque idioms, although this was 

not the case with rare words. The authors suggest, albeit cautiously, that this 

result may be due to the lack of constant exposure to the language and 

informal interactions with natives which is only compounded by the lack of 

awareness of the nature and importance of complex lexical units leading to 

reduced attention. They further argue that if the aim of speciaUst language 

departments is to mirror the attainment of native-like proficiency in their 

students as closely as possible, a more "long-term, large-scale vocabulary 

teaching methodology at advanced levels should be undertaken" (Amaud & 

Savignon, 1997, p. 168) that systematically provides learners with both 

awareness strategies and retention strategies. Most important are the reasons 

they offer with regard to the metacognitive nature of these strategies: 

There is no a priori reason why strategies of the latter type 
should be different from those that have been described for 
lexical units in general, such as mnemonics, but awareness 
strategies involve some metalinguistic knowledge. Learners 
should know a complex unit when they see or hear one, and this 
in turn imphes that we teach them some lexicological facts, such 
as the nature and categories of complex units, and their behavior 
in discourse (ibid., 168-169). 

Their suggestions, while not identical, clearly go in the same direction 

with those made by Allen (1995) although it is still unclear and left wide open 
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to Speculation why SL learners should know a complex unit when they see or 

hear one or what cues learners use in arriving at such a metacognitive 

awareness and the specific strategies and metahnguistic knowledge they use 

in dealing with them. This gap of knowledge is specifically addressed in this 

dissertation and will be more fully explored in Chapters 3 and 4. 

2.1.7 Summary and discussion 

The studies reviewed here offer additional support for the notion that 

diverse cues can and do affect the level of idiom comprehension, 

interpretation, retention, and recall. To begin with, it seems feasible to argue 

that modified texts can potentially have direct teaching implications whether 

they are used for hearing-impaired children or not. The results of the studies 

by Rittenhouse and Kenyon (1990), McDevitt (1992/1993), and Allen (1995) 

seem to suggest quite strongly that video presentations enhance the 

comprehension and retention of idioms. This finding is particularly 

encouraging, because it suggests that (media) instruction could be 

standardized to the benefit of deaf children, ESL learners, and second 

language learners. Further evidence supporting the need for formulaic 

language and idiomatic control of the target language was found in the 

empirical data reported by Aghbar (1990), Dogancay (1990), Kaiidcainen 

(1991), and Amaud and Savignon (1997). While the conclusion drawn in 

Aghbar's (1990) study has only indirectly a bearing on the aims of this 

dissertation study, the fact that "ESL students provided the least common and 
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least appropriate responses" holds important pedagogical implications for 

teaching and learning. In an indirect way, this study makes clear the need for 

instructing students both native and non-native in the apphcation of 

formulaicity as an important aspect of language ability. Strong evidence 

supporting this needs was also attained in the Ezell and Goldstein (1992) 

study with mentally retarded children. 

One could postulate that proper use of the proper registers of formulaic 

language is an important aspect of language ability and writing sophistication 

which deserves a closer look in assessing both writing and speaking fluency. 

This conclusion is borne out by empirical evidence. Karkkainen (1991) and 

Amaud and Savignon (1997) too came to the conclusion that the idiomatic 

control of the target language is perhaps the most significant factor in 

successful cross-cultural discourse conversations. It is, then, conceivable, that 

paying closer attention to idiomatic knowledge and the way such knowledge 

is used in a naturally-occurring and ongoing discourse can enhance 

performance during such conversations. Empirical data from Finnish and 

French subjects seem to suggest this to be the case, by demonstrating that 

chunking is, of necessity, obtained during exposure. Exposure and direct 

teaching are thus directly related to idiomatic performance, which in turn, 

accounts for greater participation with other communicative partners. The 

clear imphcation is that experience with particular features of language 

provides a basis for estabhshing pedagogical agendas suitable for that 

purpose. 
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2.2.8 Preliminary pedagogical implications 

Researchers and classroom teachers may disagree on the best teaching 

method or approach to meet the linguistic and figurative needs of SL students 

(e.g., Allen, 1995; Ezell & Goldstein, 1992; McDevitt, 1992/1993; Nuessel & 

Cicogna, 1994; Rittenhouse & Kenyon, 1990), but the pedagogical 

importance of the findings of the research studies reviewed in this chapter 

should not be underestimated. These findings do inform partially SLA of 

idiomatic expressions and should be given judicious consideration in future 

research endeavors. The findings are highlighted in Table 2.1 below. 
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Table 2.1: Research Findings in LI and L2 

(  I  K K I  N l  S I  \ | |  ( ) |  1 ^ 1  S i  \ K (  H O N  l l l l  S l l  | ) ^  ( ) |  I D I O M S  

• The acquisition of memorized sequences 
of words (i.e., frequent collocatirais, 
phrases, and idioms), in both native and 
second languages, results in fluent 
comprdioision and production. 

• The meaning of many idioms cannot be 
discovered; instead, their meanings must 
either be learned or inferred from the 
context motivating their usage. 

• The more familiar the idiom, the easier it 
is to understand a variant. 

• Original idioms are read faster than their 
variants. Given appropriate ccxitexts, 
however, variant idioms are understood 
almost as quickly as their original idiom 
counterparts. 

• Context has a facilitating effect on both 
types of idioms, original and variant 
ones. 

• Familiarity and literalness of an idiom 
has a powerful effect on s^t^ce 
reading time (i.e., comprehension time). 

• The speaker's awareness of the relation 
between idioms and their literal 
counterparts is not based cm linguistic 
analysis, but is essentially a matter of 
cultural awareness ccmceming (among 
other things) the nonliteral-literal 
association involved. 

• Understanding of idioms and other figurative 
language by children is attained throu^ 
continuous e}q)osure and use. 

• Familiarity per se does not adequately e:q}iain 
how children acquire a figurative competence. 

• A rich informational environment enables 
children to grasp the figurative sense of 
idioms even at the young age of seven. 

• Idiom comprehension developmentally 
precedes idiom production which, in turn 
explains why children are less able to produce 
idioms than to comprdiend them. 

• Figurative strata is achieved first in 
comprehension but is not immediately 
generalized to production. 

• Processing of contextual information gives 
children the semantic support necessary to 
understand the figurative sense of an 
idiomatic string. 

• By using several sources of information (i.e., 
actions described in the context, meanings of 
the words composing the idiom, and images 
conveyed by the idiom), childroi can achieve 
a cdherent representation of the content of the 
story. 

• Context becomes the general fi:3mework that 
makes the integration of all these sources of 
informatioi possible, leading to the 
comprehoision of the idiom. 

• Both femiliarity and idiom transparency play 
a significant role on the ease of idiom 
explanatim. 

• When idioms are taught individually, children 
can learn to attend to contextual cues to 
determine their idiomatic meaning. 

• Video presentations enhance the 
comprehension and retoition of idioms. 
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• Idiomatic and metaphorical usage of vocabulary has not yet received the research attendtm it 
deserves. 

• Nativelike attaiimient of idiomatic conq}etence, if not given explicit instnicticxial attenticm in 
this area, is a Icmg and arduous learning process which is not guaranteed even after 10+ 
years of professicmal e:q}erience studying the target language. 

• The attainment of a basic metaphoric con:q}etence is an essential prerequisite for true 
proficiency in a language. 

• Acquisition of formulaic expressions occurs as part of the general process of language and 
world knowledge develcipment. 

• Formulaic expressions are not constructed creatively for the first time. Therefore, proper use 
of the proper registers of formulaic language is an quintessoitial aspect of language ability 
and writing sophistication. 

• Application of formulaicity is an important aspect of language ability. 
• Idiomatic ccmtrol of a second language can be enhanced greatly if the focus in teaching is 

transferred more clearly to the idiomatic lexical patterning in the target language and within 
the naturally-occurring and ongoing discourse. 

• Certain pre-coded formulaic utterances are triggered by specific communication situations. 
Hence, the use of formulaic utterances is expected and deemed appropriate because they are 
seen as part of everyday formulas. Expressions such as proverbs, idioms, greetings, 
apologies, thanks, and leave-taking are part of every competent speaker's repertoire. 

• Pragmatic marking of speech act is closely linked with the idiomatic structure of a given 
language. 

• Emblematic gestures in an elaborated ccmtext can facilitate the binding and mapping 
prcx:e$ses of intemalizaticxi of linguistic information. 

• Metaphorical and idiomatic usage can form a springboard for discussicms of culturally 
distinct conc^jtualizaticxis of reality. 

• Both type of idioms and lack of ccxitext seriously impair idiom interpretaticm v^e 
performance on idiom comprehensicm in general is d^endent cm ccjntextual information. 

Despite the disagreements among LI researchers as to which one 

model best describes and explains the comprehension and interpretation of 

idioms (review especially the studies by Cronk & Schweigert, 1992; Botelho 

& Cutler, 1993; and Colombo, 1993), the studies reviewed here show that 

contextual, syntactic, and semantic cues, all working together within the 
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organizing principle of pragmatics, allow L2 learners to go beyond the literal 

meaning of an idiom (Liontas, 1997). 

The study of how the presence of positive context affects the meaning 

of words and idiomatic-expression recognition and how idiom interpretation 

while input of sentences is taking place must be studied further if the difTering 

process L2 learners undergo in their quest to comprehend and master the L2 

idioms is to be fully understood. As discussed, most LI studies have focused 

on idioms presented alone or in a sentence-length context. There is a clear 

need to broaden the context to include larger sections of texts in order to 

overcome the conventional "sentence-context" or "idiom alone" limitation 

and to use measures other than on-line instruments such as response times 

and completion of idioms. This study accounts for such hmitations. 

Given these general observations then, what is needed most are sound 

research procedures that allow researchers to build a more comprehensive 

theoretical model for comprehending and interpreting VP idioms in second 

and foreign languages that does not reduce language to individual words and 

sentences (a common practice in most empirical studies reviewed in this 

chapter), neither of which is language, but uses meaning in reconstructing our 

collective sociocultural memory in both LI and L2. This is precisely the aim 

of Chapter 3 (Research Design), the next chapter of this dissertation. 
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Summary 

This chapter has tried to offer a body of evidence supporting the claim 

&st made in the introduction of this dissertation (Part I—Setting the Stage) 

and echoed throughout the first two chapters that despite all the emerging 

theoretical accounts on the nature of idiom comprehension, no clearly 

encompassing theory has emerged that could be directly applied to second 

languages. The absence of research into this unexplored area became first 

evident in the discussion of the three major hypotheses posited by LI 

researchers regarding the lexical representation and retrieval, processing, and 

comprehension of idioms, as all hypotheses were firamed in a first language 

context (Chapter 1). 

The search for information about their assumed apphcabihty in a 

second language context therefore led to an examination of empirical studies 

dealing with the nature of idiom comprehension in general. Although there 

have been many advances in this area, the cited evidence from these studies 

reaffirmed the earher contention of this researcher that to date no study has 

focused exclusively on the ways SL learners discern the factors affecting the 

process, comprehension, and interpretation of L2 idioms while reading 

authentic and non-authentic texts. It is worthwhile to note that while the 

review of the Uterature has made the compilation of pedagogical implications 

possible, it has also made clear that there still exists a significant gap between 

LI and L2 studies on matters of idiomaticity in general and idiom 

comprehension and interpretation during L2 reading in particular. 
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In order to begin to probe into this new area of idiom research, the 

present study will use a hybrid experimental and quahtative design in an 

attempt to evaluate the various Actors that appear to affect idiom 

comprehension. The search therefore begins with the textual "cues" that SL 

readers use in detecting idiomatic phrases in texts before advancing the 

argument that both type of VP idioms and context exert interactive effects. 

The following chapter describes the methodology used to gather information 

on the universal nature of L2 VP idioms. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

It was argued in Chapters 1 and 2 that comprehension of VP idioms 

must be text situated and context-based so that the investigation of factors 

affecting the constructive nature of the idiomatic process is not reduced to an 

analysis of individual words and sentences as has often been the case in many 

of the LI empirical studies already discussed. AfOrmiag earlier discussion, it 

should be again noted that these studies do not investigate the relationship 

between text and idiom comprehension, but instead delimit their scope of 

investigation to a narrowly defined idea of the nature of the comprehension 

process. 

To date, researchers have not yet studied how SL readers make sense 

of idioms when they encounter them in texts. Nor have investigations probed 

in depth the confluence of factors including, but not limited to, word and 

idiom recognition, lexical access and retrieval, contextual and pragmatic 

support, prior background and world knowledge, formal schemata, and 

strategy use, that appear to afTect the overall process of idiom comprehension 

and interpretation. These factors, either individually or in combination, may 

weU influence how SL readers arrive at plausible idiom interpretations, yet 

these factors have not been the focus of empirical investigations. Thus, the 

present scope of analyses do not appear sufficient to the development of a 

complete understanding of the nature of idiom comprehension in second and 
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foreign languages. Further investigation into the unexplored role of these 

factors and the outcomes resulting from their combined interaction may lead 

to the expansion of this view and the revision of current research practices. It 

is further assumed that only through the lens of longer texts, as opposed to the 

conventional "sentence-length context" or "idiom alone" types of 

investigations of idiom comprehension, can participant observation lead to 

disciplined, inductive inquiry. 

As a consequence, the availability of target texts "longer than a 

sentence" were seen as indispensable materials to the present study. The 

assumption underlying their use is that the scrutiny of the relationship 

between target text and idiom transaction can begin the building process of a 

new comprehensive theoretical model for comprehending and interpreting VP 

idioms in second and foreign languages. 

The advancement of a new theoretical model for SL readers dealing 

with idiomatic expressions requires the elicitation of multiple sources of 

information which, when integrated into a coherent whole, can yield powerful 

insights into the meaning-creation process of comprehending and interpreting 

VP idioms during reading. Since this process is not viewed as the single result 

of the act of reading per se, but invariably includes the interaction of top-

down and bottom-up processes along with many other reader and text 

characteristics, experimental tasks had to be designed in such a way as to 

account for the complexity of these interactions. 

Before introducing the specifics of the research design, this chapter 

first describes the underlying theoretical firamework and line of inquiry in this 
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Study henceforth referred to as the Transactional Idiom Analysis (TIA), that 

is how well SL learners strategjze and transact idiomatic meaning when 

confronted with VP idioms in a variety of reading tasks. It then presents and 

discusses the theoretical and practical impUcations of a TIA framework of 

reading with respect to idiomatic knowledge through an integrated view of 

context and pragmatics. Following this, information on the experimental site, 

the population, and the sampling method used in the study is offered. Next, 

the underlying assumptions and hypotheses about the process of idiom 

comprehension in second languages which guide the research design in this 

dissertation are presented. This serves as the grounds for a discussion of the 

materials selection and their use by the participants of this study. A 

description of the instruments completed by the participants follows. The 

research questions that this study seeks to answer along with the experimental 

tasks are presented next. Each task is presented along with the task 

assumptions, the task aims, the task instructions, the data collection practices, 

the classification of the responses, and lastly the anticipated outcomes. The 

chapter concludes with a description of the post-task summative evaluations. 

3.1 Transactional idiom analysis (TIA) 

How do readers change text as they transact with it in constructing 

idiomatic meaning? What strategies do readers employ in the comprehension 

and interpretation of idioms? Rarely are readers asked to voice their views. 

Even more rarely are their conceptions of meaning explored. Transactional 
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Idiom Analysis (TIA) suggests such an exploration by recognizing both the 

centrality and the constructive capability of the individual reader. Founded on 

the beUef that in order to obtain a systematic understanding of the idiom 

transaction process itself, it is necessary to explore a multitude of factors, it 

places the reader at the center of contextual issues and emphasizes the 

importance of prior knowledge, inferencing and reader activity, and that 

readers teach themselves and learn from their mistakes. Grown largely out of 

insights and principles derived from miscue analysis data with second and 

foreign language learners over the past three years, TIA further advances the 

notion that reading is an integrative, ongoing process which reflects the 

dynamic creation of human thought. This realization, as powerfiil as it is, is 

hardly new in the annals of hterature research. Ahready in 1917, Edward L. 

Thomdike suggested that reading was a process of thought, related to that of 

reasoning: 

Reading is a very elaborate procedure, involving a weighing of 
each of many elements in a sentence, their organization in the 
proper relations one to another, the selection of certain of their 
connotations and the rejection of others, and the operation of 
many forces to determine final responses. In fact... the act of 
answering simple questions about a simple paragraph... includes 
all the features characteristic of typical reasoning (p. 323). 

While Thomdike's recognition of how thinking occurs is an important 

one, nevertheless it does not denote creation. TIA, on the other hand, makes 

exphcit the actual nature of reading as a unitary creative process. Not only 

does TIA recognize the fact that there are many different systems of 

knowledge, it also employs aU four cueing systems—the graphophonic, the 
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lexico-grammatical, the semantic, and the pragmatic—^to reach a productive 

explanation of what readers do during the event of reading as a transactional 

process, and this is anchored from the reader's point of view. All four cueing 

systems are used simultaneously within a broader sociocultural context and 

all are necessary to explain reader behavior. 

Consequently, the main goal of TIA is to characterize learners' 

underlying knowledge of L2 idioms, i.e., to describe and explain (and predict 

where possible) their competence. The goal in TIA description is to provide a 

clear and accurate account of the learners' idiomatic competence and, in 

particular, to uncover the regularities and systematicities in the learners' 

development and control of L2 idiomatic knowledge. In explanation the goal 

is to reveal how learners are able to develop idiomatic knowledge of an L2 

from the available input and how they use this knowledge in communication. 

A second goal is to specify the factors that cause variation in individual 

learners' accomplishments of this task. TIA suggests that the factors 

impeding/ enhancing idiom comprehension and interpretation can only be 

fuUy identified and accounted for if a range of possible factors that affect 

idiom understanding are taken into account. This approach also suggests that 

different factors may be important at different stages of the learner's 

development. 

Expressed differently, TIA is concerned both with what learners know 

about idioms in general and with what they know about how they are used in 

communication. It is concerned with identifying the factors that impede or 

enhance idiom comprehension and interpretation. The only way to obtain 
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good data is through systematic observation. TIA provides such a method of 

analysis which can reveal the linguistic system hidden in a learners' 

apparentiy unsystematic use. TIA analyses are very promising because they 

seem to afford a window through which to view how learners comprehend 

and interpret idioms in second language contexts. 

Given this focus, the aim of TIA is not to translate print into oral 

sounds or to react to the present stimuU of the print without engaging the 

reader's comprehension of what is being read. Instead, TIA views readers as 

generative epistemic participants in the development of knowledge. 

Uncharacteristic of previous research, TIA makes this possible because it 

accepts readers as active, as participating, as constructing an interpretation. In 

fact, it places the active participant—^the reader—in control of the 

constructive nature of the reading process. Through this extended notion, 

reiterated here again, an expanded broad understanding of how readers make 

sense of idioms can be gained. The ensuing analysis reveals a reader's active 

thought processes, strategies, and meaning construction, and hence provides 

subsequent theoretical grounds for exploring the participatory nature of the 

researcher at the design level and that of the individual reader—what a reader 

"brings to the print" during text comprehension in general and idiom 

interpretation in particular. 

This knowledge, coupled with the sociocultural background experience 

of the individual learner, exerts influence on the reading process. This has 

important implications for the classroom setting. Perhaps the most important 

impUcation is that TIA affords instructors a birds-eye view of the reading 
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process at work that helps them understand why SL learners "mistakenly 

identify" idioms as they read. It consists of analyzing readers' explanations 

and difficulties encountered when reading an (authentic) text, in particular the 

way they make sense of idioms and the sources of textual information and 

prior world knowledge they use in arriving at a plausible explanation. 

Possibly the most important contribution of an evaluation such as the one here 

advocated and employed in this study is the opportunity to infer something 

about readers' abilities from the quality, not quantity, of "mistaken IDs" they 

make while reading by integrating top-down (concept-driven) and bottom-up 

(data-driven) processes simultaneously. The misinterpretation of deceptively 

transparent words such as idioms, i.e., the erroneous belief by the reader that 

the meaning of the whole equals the sum of meanings of its parts has been 

referred to by Huckin and Bloch (1993) as cases of 'mistaken ID.' 

These "mistaken IDs" that learners make are significant in three ways: 

(1) they provide teachers with information about how much the learner had 

processed, (2) they provide the researcher with evidence of how an idiom was 

comprehended and interpreted, and (3) they serve as devices by which the 

learner discovered the connection between appropriateness of text and 

idiomatic meaning. Explanations should therefore be concerned with 

establishing the source of the "mistaken ID," i.e., accounting for why it was 

made. This is why it is necessary to know what learners do correctly as well 

as what they do wrongly. "Mistaken IDs" can be collected cross-sectionally 

(i.e, at a single point in time) or longitudinally (i.e., at successive points over 

a period of time) as they afford valuable insights into the process of idiom 
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comprehension and interpretation. They serve as a means for investigating a 

specific research question rather than providing a comprehensive account of 

learners' idiosyncratic forms. It is suggested that cases of "mistaken ID" are 

an inevitable feature of the idiomatic interpretation and learning process. 

Coupled with the learners' metacognitive introspections they provide one of 

the best ways of discovering what it is in the idiomatic input that learners 

attend to. 

In relation to the present study, such "mistaken IDs" provide evidence 

about the individual's mental processes and the amount of language 

information SL readers bring to the act of reading and the comprehension of 

idioms. Even more important, TIA facihtates the investigation of the interplay 

of the various graphophonic, syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic systems of 

language in the reading process as well as the emerging pattern of reading 

strategies SL readers are employing while they read. Additionally, TIA allows 

both researchers and language practitioners to investigate more closely the 

reasons why readers tend to pay more attention to the graphic system than to 

the sound system as they read, how grammatical cueing systems (the 

syntactic structure of the author's text) influence what readers read and, 

finally, how these systems are controlled and rearranged by the reader. In 

short: TIA, when seen firom the reader's perspective, rather than solely firom 

the text itself, reveals the continuous reconstructive process between the 

idiomatic meaning of the author and that of the reader as s/he tries to create a 

coherent understanding of the text, i.e., gain idiom comprehension by 

transacting meaning from a text. 
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Taken to its logical conclusion, SL instructors should not be too quick 

to judge or evaluate a learner's reading ability based on the comprehension of 

idiomatic expressions alone. Instead, what SL instructors interested in a TIA 

evaluation should do is to look at the VP idioms that do interfere with the 

reader's ability to reconstruct the author's meaning of the idiom and not those 

that do not. In so doing, patterns of contextual influences are revealed where 

previously only chaos seemed apparent, and this in turn enables language 

practitioners to begin to understand both the reading process and the degree 

to which students are proficiently comprehending VP idioms in the target 

language. 

Comprehending, as opposed to comprehension is recognized. This is 

consistent with and drawn fi'om the findings and implications of miscue 

analysis. According to K. Goodman (1979), 

Reading depends on the use of strategies for comprehending, 
that is constructing meaning in [transaction] with texts.... 
Comprehension is what is, in fact, understood. The latter always 
is the combined result of what the reader understood prior to 
reading and the effectiveness of comprehending (p. 658). 

Gaining comprehension of the text being read, let alone comprehension 

of target language VP idioms, is undisputedly a significant aspect of reading 

for SL learners, and at times difScult to isolate firom other factors affecting 

the process of comprehending. This is not to say that one cannot effectively 

assess text and idiom comprehension. Rather, it is to suggest that insights into 

the reader's overall comprehension can be gained firom the reader's think-
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aloud performance as well as from the retelling of the text that follows the 

reading. 

The retelling procedure often reveals ongoing processing and is 

therefore a significant feature of the TIA process. It is included here for two 

reasons. One, retellings clarify ensuing interpretations of the reader's 

construction and representation of idiomatic meaning which becomes 

meaningful only through the discovery of where greater levels of contexts are 

shown to be managed. Two, reteUings allow the examination of a reader's 

interpretation of a reading. It is therefore important to bear in mind that prior 

to asking SL learners to engage in think-alouds and/or retellings, we should 

first ascertain that their conceptualization of the "retelling" and/or "think-

aloud" task is closely aligned with ours. 

Consequently, such an ahgmnent will eUminate a potential misreading 

and misinterpretation of obtained results. Instructors are again counseled not 

to pay too much attention to the recalling of fine details but to the inferences 

readers are able to draw successfully firom the text aspects of characterization 

and theme. Expressed differently, TIA sessions, when used judiciously and 

with care, have the potential to create a successful language learning 

environment where learners themselves discover the reading strategies they 

use, all the while learning how to communicate and negotiate idiomatic 

meaning of VP idioms beyond their native language and culture. Not only do 

SL learners have the opportunity to observe themselves in the reading 

process, they are also afforded the rare opportunity to respond to the 

literature as they read. Beyond that, learners' development of metalinguistic 
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awareness, especially when coupled with written or oral reflections about 

cultural reading experiences, allows them to think about language and through 

language by questioning the very aspects of reading in another language. 

In conclusion, raising idiomatic and metaphoric ideas into conscious 

level via awareness-raising activities is the first step towards successfully 

meeting the challenges of reading, i.e., making sense of the printed world 

around us (Ericson & Simon, 1984, 1987; Lee, 1986; Olson, Duffy, & Mack, 

1984; Rikard & Langley, 1995; Trabasso & Suh, 1993; Trabasso & 

Magliano, 1996; Whitney & Budd, 1996). An additional, but very important 

step, will be to offer learners specific learning strategies that help them 

develop their own awareness and retention strategies. When coupled with 

other nmemonic devices and metalinguistic knowledge and lexicological/ 

discourse facts, instructional intervention of this sort can help SL learners 

cope with linguistic puzzles such as idioms more successfully. Both the 

impUcations and consequences of the above are explored in much greater 

detail in Part H of this dissertation. 

3.2 Experimental site and subjects 

3.2.1 Experimental site 

The University of Arizona and Arizona State University, both Research 

I institutions, were chosen as appropriate sites for this study for a variety of 

reasons. First, given their large student populations (approximately 40,000 

students of which 7,000 are graduate students as of Spring 1999), these 
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institutions provide a sample of native English speaking university students 

from around the United States attending similar universities. 

Second, over seven percent of them are enrolled in foreign languages, 

approximately 3000 students, not counting those enrolled in programs 

teaching the less commonly taught languages. Of those, over 800 students 

were enrolled in language classes beyond the customary four semesters of 

foreign language requirement. 

Third, nearly all departments of foreign languages in both institutions 

require the use of computer technology in foreign language education during 

their first two years of language mstruction. The students were thus familiar 

with the use of computers from previous computerized language learning 

activities. 

Fourth, the hardware and support services necessary to conduct the 

present investigation were available to both myself and the student body, as 

was the requisite familiarity of the students with computer use. In terms of 

hardware, the Humanities Language Lab at The University of Arizona has 32 

Macintosh and 5 IBM-compatible computers which are available to the 

students for several hours during a day, six days a week. Furthermore, 

students were accustomed to the working environment of the language lab in 

their respective institutions. 

In summary, both sites, then, provided a diverse population from which 

to draw a sample as well as the hardware and support services to conduct an 

investigation into the nature of idiom comprehension and interpretation in 

second and foreign languages. 
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3.2.2 Population and sampling method 

Three-hundred students at The University of Arizona enrolled in thirty-

five sections of third-year German, French, and Spanish courses during the 

Spring 1999 semester served as the target population. Of those students, 70 

volunteer students formed the first sample of this study. The sample is 

equivalent to 8.75% of the total enrollment for that semester. An additional 

sample of 10 volunteer students fi-om a total of 600 students enrolled in 

twenty sections of third-year German, French, and Spanish courses during 

same semester at Arizona State University formed the second sample of this 

study. The sample is equivalent to 1.66% of the total enrollment for that 

semester respectively. This sample of third-year language learners was 

chosen primarily for two reasons; Third-year learners 1) will have a better 

base vocabulary and better grasp of grammar and 2) are also not just taking 

the language as a language requirement, and should, because of their 

heightened motivation, make better test subjects. 

hi order to ehcit data providing multiple sources of information, as 

stated at the outset of this chapter, the total sample was in turn subdivided 

into two groups: a computer-mediated interactional task group, or CMI group 

in short and a computer-mediated interactional video task group, or CMIV 

group in short. The only difference between these two groups was the 

presence versus the absence of a think-aloud oral reading and text retelling 

procedure. The need for these similar, yet different, two groups is best 
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expressed in the following quote by the Goodmans (Goodman & Goodman, 

1977): 

[W]e may analyze what subjects say or write: however, except 
for an occasional slip of the tongue, typographical error, or 
regression to rephrase, speech and writing offer no direct insight 
into the underlying process of what the speaker or writer 
intended to say. The study of receptive language—listening and 
reading—is even more difiBcult. Either we analyze post listening 
or post reading performance, or we contrive controUed-language 
tasks to ehcit reactions for analysis. 

Reading aloud, on the other hand, involves the oral 
response of the reader, which can be compared to the written 
text. Oral readers are engaged in comprehending written 
language while they produce oral responses. Because an oral 
response is generated while meaning is being constructed, it not 
only is a form of linguistic performance but also provides a 
powerful means of examining process and underlying 
competence (emphasis added) (p. 318). 

In the interest of capturing and assessing the significance of both types 

of reading performance—^post-reading performance and oral-reading 

performance—each experimental group had 70 students in computer-

mediated interactional (CMI) tasks and 10 students in computer-mediated 

interactional video (CMTV) tasks. For ease of administration it was decided 

that all members of the CMI group come from The University of Arizona, 

whereas the members of the CMIV group from Arizona State University. All 

of the participants, however, were required to take part in the pre- and post-

study questionnaires. This quantity of data permits statistical analyses of the 

data between the language groups and within task groups, as well as 

comparisons between language groups and within task groups. A more 
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detailed profUe of the participants is given in the analysis of Questionnaire I 

in Chapter 4. 

3.3 The assumptions 

Based on preliminary results from an earlier two-year pilot study 

during 1996-1998 with 35 third-, fourth-, and fifth-semester students of 

Modem Greek (Liontas, 1997), three general assumptions were made. This 

study investigates the validity of these assimiptions across several second 

languages and proposes three hypotheses accordingly. 

Assumption 1. Comprehension of L2 VP idioms will require a special 
processing mode. L2 learners will compute Uteral and idiomatic meaning 
separately, yielding two alternative interpretations. In other words, all senses 
or meanings will not become automatically available duriog comprehension, 
and the "idiomatic" sense, if it is arrived at, will become available only after 
the literal interpretation has been considered and rejected. If this assumption 
is valid, it is expected that participants will first formulate a literal 
interpretation before they will begin to consider a metaphoric one. 

Assumption 2. Lexical access is obligatory for individual words even when 
they are part of a VP idiom. Thus, hteral interpretation of the idiomatic phrase 
will be entertained during comprehension and meaning construction, 
independent on whether the individual words are part of an idiom or not. If 
this assumption is valid, we should see evidence of this literal interpretation 
during decoding of idioms in all the experimental tasks discussed in this 
dissertation (see Sections 3.6.1., 3.6.2,3.6.3,3.6.4, and 3.6.5). 

Assumption 3. Syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic analysis is obhgatory in L2 
VP idiom comprehension regardless of whether the idiom is embedded in its 
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full context or not. If this assumption is valid, computation of this sort should 
be present throughout the experimental tasks. Since the human parser would 
always analyze the meaning of the VP idiom, the computation is assumed to 
proceed in an automatic way. 

3.3.1 The LL, SLL, and PLL hypotheses 

Three hypotheses guide the research of this dissertation. These 

hypotheses arose from an earlier sub-classification of the VP idioms into LL, 

SLL, and PLL idioms already discussed in Chapter 1, Section 1.2. There 

remains the question whether these hypotheses will hold across several 

second and foreign languages. 

Lexical-Level or Idiom-Matching Hypothesis (LL). If a target (L2) 
idiomatic expression already exists in the learner's native (LI) language, the 
learner will attempt to assign meaning to the L2 expression by referring first 
to the available lexical entries in his L2 (or L3, L4, etc.) "master" mental 
lexicon. Upon a one-to-one match between the L2 and LI expression, the 
learner will then assign meaning to the L2 idiomatic expression. In other 
words, the learner will make use of his bottom-up processing skills first 
before assigning meaning to an L2 expression. Transfer of knowledge firom 
L2 to LI and vice versa is strongly anticipated. No contextual support is 
needed for the interpretation of such idioms. 

Sem-Lexical Level Hypothesis (SLL). If the LL hypothesis holds, then the 
learner will undergo the same processes as stated above with the addition that 
at least one more lexical items will have to be inferred which may or may not 
be present in the LI idiom. In other words, recognition of the L2 idiom would 
still be possible but should require additional processing effort due to the 
added inferencing. Some contextual support may be needed for the 
interpretation of such idioms. 
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Post-Lexical Level Hypothesis (PLL). If an L2 expression does not exist in 
the learner's LI language, or even if it exists, but is embedded in lexical items 
that evoke a totally different thought or mental image, the learner, after having 
accessed, found, and understood one or more of the lexical entries that make 
up the L2 idiom, will come to rely primarily on the semantic, syntactic, and 
pragmatic contextual cues, and draw upon his or her own native idiomatic 
knowledge and previous language and sociocultural experiences before 
assigning a definite meaning to &e L2 idiomatic expression. In other words, 
the learner wiU first make use of his or her bottom-up processing skills, and 
upon semantic hindrance or ambiguity, he or she will then attempt to feed 
back down (top-down processing) to the existing target lexicon by soUdifying 
the interpretation(s) of the L2 idiomatic expression based on the greater 
contextual and pragmatic framework in which that particular expression was 
used. Without contextual support, the interpretation of such idioms will be 
difficult. 

Combined the three hypotheses above delineate a hypothesis-testing 

descriptive, explanatory, and predictive firamework that gives some structure 

to the key issues it seeks to address. Underlying all of the hypotheses is the 

notion that out of context the difficulty of idiom interpretation depends on an 

idiom's degree of markedness. A target idiom can therefore be unmarked or 

marked. Unmarked are the LL idioms (i.e., exact lexical items are present in 

both target and domain idiom evoking the same mental image) whereas the 

SLL and PLL idioms are semi-marked and marked respectively (i.e., some or 

all of the lexical items are specific to a particular language and evoke 

different mental images). 

"Difficulty" is greatest when there is no lexical/image similarity, 

whereas no difficulty arises when there is a complete correspondence of 

lexical items and image in the two languages, provided of course that the 
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individual lexical items comprising the idiom are known to the learner. The 

level of difference = difficulty experienced by the learner will be directly 

related to the degree of semantic/image distance between the target language 

(TL) and domain native language (NL) idiom. The distance between TL and 

NL idioms can only serve as a basis for making predictions about the degree 

of difficulty experienced by learners and does not, in itself, provide 

explanations. 

It is therefore possible to predict when difficulty will occur on the basis 

of the semantic/image differences between the TL and NL idioms. Difficulty 

will manifest itself in comprehension and interpretation challenges; the greater 

the distance, the more difficult the understanding of the TL idiom. The 

learner's native language and knowledge of idioms will be the major 

determinants in the degree of difficulty experienced during the comprehension 

and interpretation of a TL idiom. Consequently, those idioms that a second 

language learner will have difficulty comprehending and interpreting can be 

predicted on the basis of a comparison of the TL idiom and the NL idiom: 

1. Those TL idioms that are unmarked will not be difficult (i.e., LL idioms); 

2. Those idioms of the TL that are different from the NL idioms but are semi-
marked (i.e., SLL idioms) will be less difficult than those that are more 
marked (i.e., PLL idioms); 

3. Those idioms of the TL that are different from the NL idioms and are 
marked will be difficult (i.e., PLL idioms); 

4. The degree of difficulty associated with the comprehension and 
interpretation of the TL idiom corresponds to the degree of distance 
associated with the semantic/imagery distance between TL and NL 
idioms. 
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These markedness factors above explain not only where idiom 

difficulty will occur (i.e., where differences between TL and NL will result in 

difficulty), but also the relative degree of difficulty. Nevertheless, it is wise to 

exercise caution about equating "translatability" with "difficulty" or 

"distance" between the native and the target language. The actual distance 

between the TL and the NL idiom acts as a constraint on idiomatic 

knowledge transfer. The starting point of the comprehension and 

interpretation of an TL idiom is therefore the learner's LI for if the learner 

does not possess the knowledge of a particular idiom in his or her native 

language, the lexical items and image evoked by the TL idiom run the danger 

of remaining just enigmatic lexical items and an image with no immediate 

idiomatic associations or connections. Any resulting interpretations will be 

speculative at best and in need of renewed idiomatic associations, 

connections, and interpretations when presented with supporting context. 

This is an important issue for language pedagogy, as it bears on 

whether L2 learners need to be taught LL idioms or can be expected to 

transfer them from their LI in the absence of contextual support. Learners 

need, however, to be told that LL idioms are the same in both languages. The 

hypotheses offered above achieve both descriptive, explanatory, and 

predictive adequacy for reasons already discussed. A word of caution: Such 

hypotheses should not be considered in isolation from discourse features. In 

other words, one cannot hope to formulate meaningful generalizations about 

the efficacy of these hypotheses by studying idioms in the Zero Context Task 

alone (see Section 3.6.3 in this chapter) and apart from the context that 
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support their meaning. They provide a basis for forming predictions about the 

degree of diflEiculty and are of value when they are employed along with other 

textual features. 

In sum, the sine qua non of the hypotheses is that idiom interpretation 

depends on an idiom's degree of markedness (i.e., the semantic/image 

distance between TL and NL idioms) which makes TL and NL idioms 

amenable to crosslinguistic comparison by analyzing data and samples of the 

world's idioms collected experimentally, leading to imphcational universals 

which take the form of'Wthen" statements. As such they presuppose a 

markedness relationship best exhibited in the PLL idioms. Such idioms 

provide a principled basis for determining the degree of relative markedness 

of idiomatic features. Table 3.1 below presents the most compelling "ifthen" 

statements for each of the three idiom categories discussed in this chapter. 
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Table 3.1: Overview of "IFThen" Statements 

A "  s  I  \  I  I  M l  \  I  s  I  O k  s |  \  1 '  I D I O M S  

IF... 
If the individual lexemes of the idiom are 
known and the idiom is an LL idiom,... 

If the individual lexemes of the idiom are not 
known and the idiom is an LL idiom,... 

If a key lexeme of the idiom is known and the 
idiom is an LL idiom,... 

If two key lexemes of the idiom are known 
and the idiom is an LL idiom,... 

THEN... 
then recognition of idiomatic meaning will be 
immediate. 

then guessing will be entertained. 

then LI idioms will be recalled from memory 
with key word in them. 

then LI idioms will be recalled from memory 
with the two key words in them. 

IF... 
If the individual lexemes of the idiom are 
known and the idiom is an SLL idiom, ... 

If the individual lexemes of the idiom are not 
known and the idiom is an SLL idiom, ... 

If a key lexeme of the idiom is known and the 
idiom is an SLL idiom, ... 

If two key lexemes of the idiom are known 
and the idiom is an LL idiom, ... 

THEN... 
then recognition of idiomatic meaning will be 
delayed. 

then guessing will be entertained. 

then LI idioms will be recalled from memory 
with key word in them, followed by a 
comparison/oxitrast of NL with TL idioms. 

then LI idioms will be recalled from memory 
with tiie two key words in them, followed by a 
comparison/cCTrtrast of NL with TL idioms. 

IF... THEN... 
If the individual lexemes of the idiom are 
known and the idiom is an PLL idiom,... 

If the individual lexemes of the idiom are not 
known and the idiom is an PLL idiom,... 

If a key lexeme of the idiom is known and the 
idiom is an PLL idiom, ... 

If two key lexemes of the idiom are known 
and the idiom is an PLL idiom,... 

then recognition of idiomatic meaning is 
questionable due to the infinite possibilities. 

then complete guessing will take place, similar 
to "tapping in the dark." 

then guessing will be more omfined based on 
the image the key lexeme evokes in memory. 

then guessing will be stricter confined to the 
images the key lexemes evoke in memory either 
individually or in combinatirai. 
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3.4 Treatment 

Participants in the CMI group met a total of two times in the 

Humanities Language Lab. Those of the CMIV group met with the researcher 

on an individual basis given the nature of the tasks. Sections 3.4.1 and 3.4.2 

describe the materials selection, as well as the tasks that participants had to 

complete during the two-phases of the investigation. 

3.4.1 Materials selection 

Given the specific contextual design of this study, an investigation was 

launched to find appropriate target texts that included idiomatic expressions 

in texts longer than a sentence. Only those longer texts which iacluded an 

idiom were sought. A series of dictionaries and stand-alone books was first 

consulted: the Barron's Educational Series (2000 idioms in German, 

Spanish, and French), part of the larger 2001 series in each of the three 

languages respectively, the Guide to French Idioms (500 idioms in French 

and German, and 2,500 idioms in Spanish; also available in Russian), the 

Street German 1: The Best of German Idioms, Street Spanish 2: The Best of 

Spanish Idioms, and Street French 2: The Best of French Idioms series by 

David Burke. 

With the exception of the Street series, all other sources contained 

idioms in texts less than 2 sentences long. Nevertheless, the Street series was 

disqualified firom consideration due to the abundance of idioms found in each 

text (more than 10 idioms per text), leading to the fallacious impression that 
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conversational exchanges are by definition idiomatic in nature. This 

restriction led to the rejection of the series and the continuous search for more 

naturally-written texts. The search for more reaUstic texts finally came to an 

end with the discovery of a book series entitled 101 American English 

Idioms: Understanding and Speaking English Like an American. The series 

is also published by Passport Books (as is the Guide to English Idioms), a 

division of NTC PubUshing group, and is also available in English, Spanish, 

French, and Japanese. 

Unlike the former series, the 101 Idioms series presents conversational 

exchanges and narrative texts in paragraph length and includes only one 

idiom per text. Even more important, the texts were written with the natural 

tone of the target language in mind, and idioms are presented in a natural 

context to fiirther clarify its actual meaning and use in everyday speech. 

According to the authors of the series, the 101 Idioms series is intended for 

anyone who has an interest in learning more about the Enghsh, Spanish, 

French, and Japanese language and culture through popular phrases. 

Unfortunately, the series is not available in German. 

In order to maintain the character and feel of the texts throughout all 

languages of investigation in the present study, the Enghsh texts were 

translated into German while keeping the natural feel and tone of the texts. 

English idioms were replaced with the culturally appropriate idioms in 

German. This intervention ensured similanfy across all three languages and, 

furthermore, controlled for possible confounding variables that would have 
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surfaced had the texts been of different nature for each of the three language 

groups. 

All 101 idioms of German (the equivalent idioms from the English), 

Spanish, and French were then entered into the computer in both English and 

in the target language. Using the selection criteria estabUshed earUer in the 

sub-categorization of VP idioms into LL, SLL, and PLL idioms (see Chapter 

1, Section 1.2), each one of the 303 target idioms was given a designation 

accordingly. In turn, the LL, SLL, and PLL idioms for each of the three target 

languages were tabulated and counted within each category. Only those 

idioms that met the strict sub-categorization criteria of VP idioms were 

entered into the final sample corpus. In cases where this was not possible, 

texts were again translated from the English texts into German, French, and 

Spanish while keeping the natural feel and tone of the texts. Again, English 

idioms were replaced with the culturally appropriate idioms in German, 

French, and Spanish. A lack of 10 LL VP idioms for Spanish and 4 LL VP 

idioms for French respectively necessitated the creation of similar texts 

containing these idioms types. 

At the end, a random sample of 10 idioms within each idiom sub

category was chosen for the purposes of this study for a total of 30 idioms for 

each of the three language groups. Within each language, 15 texts were once 

again randomly chosen for the Idiom Detection task, while the remaining 15 

were used in the Zero Context task first and latter on in the Full Context task. 

These texts, accompanied by illustrative examples respectively, were then 

entered into a Macintosh HyperCard program for the participants of this 
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Study. Tables 3.2 and 3.3 present the final 90 VP idioms chosen for this 

study. Each table presents the experimental task in which these idioms were 

used, the order of presentation, the particular idiom and its classification type, 

and the hteral translation and idiomatic meaning of the idiom. 

Table 3.2: Overview of Idiom Detection Task Idioms 

I D I O M  1 ) 1  I I  (  I  l ( ) \  I  \ s k  

1 colgando de un hilo LL to hang by a thread to hang by a thread 

2 coger a alguien con las manos en la 
masa 

SLL to catch someone with his or her 
hands in the dough 

to get caught red-handed 

3 andar pisando huevos PLL to walk stepping on eggs to tread on thin ice 

4 seguir los pasos de alguien LL to follow in someone's footsteps to follow in someone's 
footsteps 

5 largar a otro el mochuelo SLL to pass the owl to someone else to pass the buck 
6 no oir ni el vuelo de una mosca PLL to not even hear the flight of a 

f l y  
you could hear a pin drop 

7 tener algo debajo de la manga LL to have something up one's 
sleeve 

to have something under the 
sleeve 

8 estar entie la espada y la pared SLL to be between the sword and the 
wall 

to be caught between a rock 
and a hard place 

9 tener telaraflas en los ojos PLL to have cobwebs in one's eyes to be blind 

10 tener al mundo agairado por la cola LL to have the world by the tail to have the world by the tail 

11 ^Te comieron la lengua los ratones? SLL Did the mice eat your tongue? Cat got your tongue? 

12 empezar la casa por el tqado PLL to start building the house at the 
roof 

to put the cart before the horse 

13 buscar una aguja en un pajar LL to look for a needle in a 
haystack 

to look for a needle in a 
haystack 

14 quemarse las pestafias SLL to bum one's eyelashes to bum the midnight oil 

15 caundo las ranas crien pelo PLL when frogs grow hair when pigs fly 
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m bIHKKBB 
1 joindre les deux bouts LL to make ends meet to make ends meet 

2 se lever du mauvois pied SIX to get up on the wrong foot to get up on the wrong side of 
the bed 

3 avoir le coeur sur la main PLL to have one's heart on one's 
hand 

to give the shirt ofTone's back 

4 modre la poussidfe LL to bite the dust to bite the dust 

5 ne pas r^veiller le chat qui dort SLL do not wake up the sleeping cat let sleeping dogs lie 
6 toumer autour du port PLL to circle around the pot to beat around the bush 
7 Stre anis d se toumer les pouces LL to sit twiddling one's thumbs to sit twiddling one's thumbs 
8 couper llierbe sous le pied de 

quelqu'un 
SLL to cut the grass under 

someone's feet 
to cut the ground from under 
somebody's feet 

9 il tombe des hallebardes PLL halberds are falling it's raining cats and dogs 
10 aller a contre-courant LL to go against the stream to go against the stream 

11 appeler un chat un chat SLL to call a cat a cat to call a spade a spade 

12 c'est la goutte d'eau qui fait d^border le 
vase 

PLL it's the water drop that makes 
the vase overflow 

the straw that broke the 
camel's back 

13 ne tenir qu'd un fil LL to hang by a thread to hang by a thread 

14 etre sous les veirous SLL to be under the bolts to be under lock and key 
15 tirer les plans sur la com t̂e PLL to draw up plans on the comet to count one's chickens before 

they've hatched 

m 
1 01 ins Feuer gieBen LL to pour oil in the fire to add fuel to the fire 

2 Hunde, die bellen, beifien nicht SLL dogs that bark don't bite his bark is worse than his bite 

3 das Fell verkaufen, ehe man den 
Bfiren erledigt hat 

PLL to sell the hide before one kills 
the bear 

to count your chickens before 
they've Wched 

4 hinter dem Rflcken sprechen LL to talk behind someone's back to talk behind someone's 
back 

5 Wem die Jacke paBt, der zieht sie an SLL ^omever the jacket Qts, he or 
she shall wear it 

if the shoe fits, wear it 

6 wie die Katze um den heifien Brei 
herumreden 

PLL to walk like a cat round hot 
porridge 

to beat around the bush 

7 den Stier bei den Hfimem packen LL to take the bull by the horns to take the bull by the horns 

8 in die Klemme kommen SLL to be in a tight spot to be in the hole 
9 eine Lanze brechen fttr PLL to break a spear for someone to go to bat for someone 

10 schlafende Hunde soil man nicht 
wecken 

LL one should not wake up sleeping 
dogs 

let sleeping dogs lie 

11 schwing das Tanzbein SLL swing your dancing leg shake a leg 

12 die Suppe, die man eingebrockt hat, 
auslfiSeln 

PLL to spoon the soup one has 
crumbled into alone 

to face the music 

13 das Kriegsbeil begraben LL to bury the hatchet to bury the hatchet 

14 hinter SchloB und Riegel SLL behindbars under lock and key 

15 ein Haar in der Suppe Gnden PLL to find a hair in the soup to split hairs 
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Table 3.3: Overview of Zero and Full Context Task Idioms 

• 
li BBHBnflnnHHBnHiHni BMBWBHMiMHWWMBBiWM 

1 me dejd en alto y en seco LL to leave someone high and dry to leave someone high and dty 

2 d que le quede el guante que so lo 
plante 

SLL If the glove fits, wear it! If the shoe fits, wear it! 

3 toda la came en el asador PU to put all the meat on the spit to put all the eggs in one 
ba^et 

4 perdi6 hasta la camisa LL to loose one's shirt to loose one's shirt 
5 le estaban tomando el pelo SLL to pull one's hair to pull one's leg 
6 es el colmo y la <iltima gota que hace 

lebosarla copa 
PLL the last drop that makes the 

glass overflow 
the straw that broke the 
camel's back 

7 yo creo que mis ojos eran m  ̂grandes 
que mi estomago 

LL the eyes are bigger than one's 
stomach 

the eyes are bigger than one's 
stomach 

8 echar lefia al fiiego SLL to throw wood on the 6re to throw fuel to the fire 
9 sacar las castailas del fiiego a alguien PLL to pull the chestnuts out of the 

Gre for someone 
to save someone's neck 

10 agaiT6 el toro por los cuemos LL to take the bull by the homs to take the bull by the homs 

11 habri costado un ojo de la caia SLL to cost an eye of the face to cost an arm and a leg 

12 estd buscindole pelos al huevo PLL to look for hair on the egg to split hairs 
13 le falta un tomillo LL to have a screw missing to have a screw missing 

14 jCaen chuzos de punta! SLL to lain sharp-pointed spears it's raining cats and dogs 

15 se subi6 a la paira PLL to climb up the grapevine to hit the ceiling 

isi CgUUiWIiiHf 

1 jeter I'argent par les fenetres LL to throw money out the window to throw money out the 
window 

2 batir des chateaux en Espagne SLL to build castles in Spain to build castles in the air 

3 chercher la petite bete PLL to look for tiny beasts to split hairs 

4 avoir les yeux plus grands que le 
ventre 

LL to have eyes bigger than one's 
stomach 

to have eyes bigger than one's 
stomach 

5 £tre au bout du rouleau SLL to be at the end of the roll to be at the end of one's rope 

6 casser du sucre sur le dos de quelqu'un PLL to break sugar on someone's 
back 

to talk about someone behind 
his or her back 

7 prendie le tauieau par les comes LL to take the bull by the homs to take the bull by the homs 

8 jeter de lliuile sur le feu SLL to throw oil on the fire to add fuel to the fire 

9 rotir le balai PLL to roost the broom to lead the high life 
10 suivre les traces de quelqu'un LL to follow in someone's footsteps to follow in someone's 

footsteps 
11 sauterauplafimd SLL to jump to the ceiling to hit the ceiling 

12 casser les pieds & quelqu'un PLL to break someone's feet to get on someone's nerves 

13 chercher une aiguille dans une botte de 
fbin 

LL to look for a needle in a 
haystack 

to look for a needle in a 
haystack 

14 passer au peigne fin SLL to pass through a fine comb to go through something with a 
fine-toothed comb 

15 mettre quelqu'un en boite PLL to put someone in a box to pull someone's leg 
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m mi 
1 eine Schraube locker haben LL to have a screw loose to have a screw loose 

2 den Stein ins RoUen bringen SLL to get the stone rolling to get the ball rolling 
3 mit dem linken Fui} zuerst aufstehen PLL to get up with the left foot Grst to get up on the wrong side of 

the bed 
4 die Katze aus dem Sack lassen LL to let the cat out of the bag to let the cat out of the bag 
5 den Boden unter den FOBen wegziehen SLL to pull the earth under someone's 

feet 
to pull the rug out from under 
someone's feet 

6 eine Hand wSscht die andere PLL one hand washes the other you scratch my back, I scratch 
yours 

7 das Geld zum Fenster hinauswerfen LL to throw the money out the 
window 

to throw the money out the 
window 

8 in den sauren Apfel beii3en SLL to bite into the sour apple to bite the bullet 

9 die Warmer aus der Nase Ziehen PLL to pull the worms out of the nose to pull teeth from a mule 
10 die Augen sind grOBer als der Magen LL the eyes are bigger than one's 

stomach 
the eyes are bigger than one's 
stomach 

11 jemandem auf dem Trockenen sitzen 
lassen 

SLL to leave someone in a dryness to leave someone high and 
dry 

12 Kopf und Kragen riskieren PLL to risk one's head and collar to stick out one's neck 

13 Leute, die im Glashaus sitzen, soUten 
keine Steine werfen 

LL people who live in glass houses 
should not throw stones 

people who live in glass 
houses should not throw 
stones 

14 es regnet junge Hunde SLL it's raining young dogs it's raining cats and dogs 

15 jemandem auf den Aim nehmen PLL to take someone on one's arm to pull someone's leg 

3.4.2 Use of materials 

Materials selected from the 101 series was introduced to the 

participants using a specially designed VP Idioms HyperCard computer 

program referred to in this study as the That's All Greek to Me! program. All 

participants within a language group were exposed to the same number of 

idioms and idiomatic texts, the same number of times, including the schedule 

of trial practice and testing. The order of presentation was semirandomly 

distributed in such a way as to have all three types of VP idioms—^LL, SLL, 

and PLL idioms—intermixed throughout the time of the experiment. 
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Participants took part in the three experimental tasks and two questionnaires 

in two sessions at 1-week intervals: 

• Session I consisted of administration of Questionnaire I (Pre-study 
Questionnaire) and participants' participation in the Idiom Detection Task. 

• Session II consisted of participants' participation in the Zero Context 
Task, Full Context Task, and the Post-task Summative Evaluation for each 
of the aforementioned tasks. The session concluded with the 
administration of Questionnaire n (Post-study Questionnaire). 

3.4.2.1 CMI group's use of materials 

Participants of the CMI group were introduced to the materials via the 

use of the That's All Greek to Me! HyperCard computer program. Within 

each session, an individual trial consisted of the following steps; 

1. First the task instructions appeared in the center of an Apple Macintosh 
computer screen in order to familiarize participants with the particular 
task, the demands of the task, and the procedure of the task. A button at 
the bottom of the card allowed participants to proceed forward to the next 
card. In the Idiom Detection Task, they were told that they would see a 
series of 15 texts containing only one idiomatic expression per text. 
Conversely, in the Zero Context Task, they were told that they would see 
only one idiomatic expression (15 total) at a time without any contextual 
support, and, lastly, in the FuU Context Task, that the same idioms from 
the Zero Context Task were presented to them along with the text from 
which they were previously extracted. In addition, in the Zero Context 
Task, participants were encouraged to respond as quickly and as 
accurately as possible. Timed latency responses (in sees) were recorded 
and measured for each idiom in the Zero Context Task. 
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2. Each one of the three tasks above was preceded by an illustrative practice 
trial. 

3. After the "instructions" card disappeared, the screen showed an 
illustrative "example" card to better reinforce in the minds of the 
participants the demands of the individual tasks. This card was followed 
by a preselected narrative or dialogue text containing either a LL, SLL, or 
PLL idiom. The bottom of the card made use of fields into which 
participants could type their responses. In the Idiom Detection Task 
participants were also able to select the words they beUeved made up the 
idiom in each text using the higUighting feature of the computer mouse. 
This built-in self-selection feature assured reUabihty and accuracy of data 
across all fifteen texts in the Idiom Detection Task and across language 
groups. In addition to the available button that calls the next card, each 
card containing an idiomatic text or an idiom in the Idiom Detection/Full 
Context Task and Zero Context Task respectively also had a button that 
participants could click in order to obtain the correct answer. This built-in 
"answer documentation" feature was purposefully integrated into the 
That's All Greek to Me! HyperCard computer program in order to 
promote an interactive learning environment between the program and 
those individuals that had agreed to participate in this study, all the while 
motivating them to continue with the program. At no point, however, did 
the program allow participants to go back to their previous response to 
make corrections or changes. Only after the completion of the Idiom 
Detection Task and the combined Zero and Full Context Task were 
participants allowed to see the answers. Affording participants the 
opportunity to learn the idioms used in the That's All Greek to Me! 
HyperCard program was one of the study's principal aims since the early 
design stages of the program. For reasons ahready stated, the answer 
option was not available to both groups during their participation in the 
Zero Context Task. 

4. During the transition from the Zero Context Task to the Full Context Task, 
participants were encouraged to take a 5-minute break, although they were 
allowed to take more frequent breaks if necessary. Throughout their entire 



132 

participation, participants were allowed to proceed at their own pace and 
to control the rate of program and answer presentation. 

3.4.2.2 CMIV group's use of materials 

Participants in the CMTV group were subjected to the exact same 

number of sessions, tasks, procedures, and materials as were those in the 

CMI group. The exact same provisions were also made available to the 

participants of this group. The only difference between the two groups was, 

as aheady stated, the presence of a think-aloud and retelling procedure. An 

individual session with each of the 10 participants consisted of the following 

procedures: 

1. Participant and researcher met at a mutually agreeable time in the 
researcher's office located on the fourth floor of the Department of 
Languages and Literatures (College of Liberal Arts and Sciences) at 
Arizona State University in Tempe, AZ. 

2. Researcher explained to participant the use of AIWA TP-M700 micro 
cassette recorder and the operation of the microphone remote control. 
Recorder was equipped with an OLYMPUS XB60 microcassette for 
maximized recording (120 min @ 1.2 cm/sec). 

3. Permission was sought from individual participants to videotape their 
sessions. 7 out of 10 participants agreed to have their sessions videotaped. 

4. Equipment was checked for possible mal-fimctioning, and adjustment 
were made where needed. 
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5. Participant received Questionnaire I. Following its completion, participant 
was instructed on the operation of the That's All Greek to Me! HyperCard 
computer program, using an Apple Powerbook laptop computer. 

6. Participant was then instructed to begin reading out loud the individual 
idiomatic texts, making stops where appropriate and thus revealing his or 
her ongoing think-aloud reading and meaning-making process of text and 
idiom. 

7. The end of the reading aloud of Text 1 was followed by a retelling of the 
participant's understanding of the text and the idiom contained therein. 
This oral reading behavior was followed strictly throughout all subsequent 
texts and withia all tasks. 

8. At the end of Session I, participants were given the opportunity to take a 
short break. Following this break, participants were reminded of the 
instructions for the individual tasks of Session n. At the end of Session n, 
participants were asked to simounarize the experience with each of the 
three experimental tasks—Idiom Detection Task, Zero Context Task, and 
Full Context Task. Session n concluded with the completion of 
Questionnaire n, and participants were once again thanked for their time 
and participation in this study. Graphically the program That's All Greek 
to Me! is presented in Figure 3.1. 

All recordings were then labeled accordingly for future identification 

and tianscnl)ed into a Word document for subsequent data analysis. Video 

recordings, on the other hand, were analyzed for body language. For instance, 

changes of posture, exclamations, facial expressions, and wondering eyes 

among others were identified and noted as significant in the analysis of video 

data. This type of data was considered to be indicative of the active thought 

processes as participants attempted to transact meaning of the texts 

containiag VP idioms. 
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Figure 3.1: That's All Greek to Me! HyperCard Computer Program 
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3.4.3 Instruments 

During the completion of this study, and in addition to the tasks 

mentioned above, participants were also asked to complete two 

questionnaires. The questionnaires were also made available on the World 

Wide Web for those participants that preferred the electronic medium. The 

electronic questionnaires made use of clickable buttons and fields into which 

participants could type their responses when requested to do so. The 

following two sections contain a more detailed discussion of these 

instruments. 

3.4.3.1 Questionnaire I—^Pre-study questionnaire 

As akeady stated, all 80 participants of this study were asked to 

complete two questionnaires. The first of the two questionnaires, comprised 

of a total of 25 items, was given during the first meeting in order to elicit 

multiple sources of information, leading to a profile of the group as a whole. 

The questions focused on three areas: participants' demographic 

characteristics, target language experience, and perceived language and 

reading proficiency as it pertains to idiomatic knowledge. 

The first eight items of this questionnaire asked participants to supply 

demographic information about themselves, including age, gender, economic 

status, family background, and current university standing. These questions 

were followed by another two sets of five and twelve items respectively 
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designed to ascertain target language experience, both academic and 

nonacademic exposure, and previous exposure to idiomatic knowledge. 

Participants were thus asked to self-assess their own fluency in their 

prospective target language as well as their familiarity and level of confidence 

with comprehending and interpreting target language texts containing 

idiomatic expressions. (See Appendix A for the complete questionnaire.) 

3.4.3.2 Questionnaire II—Post-study questionnaire 

The second three-part questionnaire, completed at the end of the Full 

Context Task session, asked participants to offer value judgments to their 

affective/effective needs when learning idioms in the second and foreign 

language classroom and to their computer-mediated and oral non-computer 

interactional experience in this study. A total of seventy-five items comprised 

the content of this questionnaire. 

Part I, comprised of 7 items, dealt with the profile of the participants. 

Part n, comprised of 44 items, asked participants to reflect on their personal 

ways of "dealing" with VP idioms by indicating on a 5-point Likert scale their 

(dis)agreement with statements reflecting certain methodological and self-

learning practices. More specifically, the second part of the questionnaire 

dealt with topics such as selection and use of idioms, integration of idioms 

into the language curriculum, instructional aids for idiomatic learning, 

presentation and treatment of idioms, idiom practice and expansion, and, 

finally, learners' idiomatic learning behavior. 
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Finally, Part IQ of the questionnaire, comprised of 24 items and using 

the same 5-point Likert scale as above, dealt with the presentation, content, 

instructional quahty, learner interaction, idiomatic tasks, and, finally, attitude 

of the learners toward the design and effectiveness of the That's All Greek to 

Me! program. (Appendix B contains the items to this questionnaire). 

Coupled with the introspective insights gleaned from the post-task 

evaluations and the computer-mediated and interactional tasks, analysis of the 

data guided the instructional framework upon which the researcher began to 

build a pragmatic methodology of idiomaticity using Gricean pragmatics as a 

method of instruction. This methodology is discussed more fiilly in Chapters 

5 and 6—^the second part of this dissertation. 

3.5 Pilot testing of instruments 

3.5.1 Pilot testing of questioimaires 

Before making the questionnaires available for use to the participants 

of this study, volunteers were sought within the 64 degree candidates of the 

Interdisciplinary Program in Second Language Acquisition and Teaching 

(SLAT). Given the nature of and clarity of language used in the two 

questionnaires, the assistance from former and present students of the 

researcher were also sought. A total of ten volunteers answered and critiqued 

the two questionnaires for clarity, relevance, length, and format prior to their 

administration. Following the revision of certain items for better clarification 
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on wording, the questionnaires became part of the That's All Greek to Me! 

program. 

3.5.2 Results of pilot testing of the idiomatic texts 

hi preparation for the administration of the 30 text items per language 

group to both the CMI and the CMIV group, volunteers were once again 

sought from the SLAT interdisciplinary program. Ten volunteers agreed to 

pilot test the idiomatic texts. Following a discussion on the appropriateness of 

the texts for third-year students of German, French, and Spanish and the 

unambiguous, well-formed nature of the tasks' design, these "error-free" texts 

and tasks were deemed appropriate for the purposes of this investigation. 

Sections 3.6.1, 3.6.2,3.6.3,3.6.4, and 3.6.5 below describe the specifics of 

each task along with the task assumptions, the task aims, the task instructions, 

the data collection practices, the classification of the responses, and the 

anticipated outcomes. 

3.6 Research Questions 

The current study addresses the notion that SL students comprehend 

and interpret target language VP idioms in a different way than native readers 

of a given text. More specifically, the hypothesis is that when subjects read a 

word or a cluster of words such as "pd^o 5vo tcoSux a' Ttojtouxai (Grk.) 

[to put two feet in one shoe]," they access all its meanings in the absence of 
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any context. Since out of context there is an extensive access to meanings, 

and since we neither read nor hear words in isolation, it is important to see 

whether context plays any role in the comprehension and interpretation of L2 

VP idioms. It is hypothesized that context should prevent access to irrelevant 

meanings. 

Given the situational character of the idiomatic texts used in this study, 

it is argued that analysis of data will reveal participants making use of Grice's 

(1968) Cooperative Principle (CP) and, further, that VP idioms can be 

"worked out" on the basis of the principles of conversation—maxims of 

informativeness (Quantity), truthfuhiess (Quality), relevance (Relation), and 

clarity (Manner)—speakers are assumed to observe during conversations. 

The main research question is whether there is a universal modus 

operandi in the comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms in second 

languages and whether this is a cross-cultural phenomenon of language in use. 

To answer this question, this dissertation investigates adult L2 learners' 

comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms during the reading of texts 

containing such idioms. Several sub-questions are closely examined: 

1. How do adult L2 learners locate VP idioms in reading of texts containing 
them? On what text "cues" are their decisions based? 

2. How do adult L2 learners decode and comprehend VP idioms once they 
have been located in a text? 

3. What reading strategies do adult L2 learners employ in the comprehension 
and interpretation of VP idioms? 

4. What are the processing constraints that adult L2 learners are likely to 
exhibit during VP idiom comprehension and interpretation? 



140 

5. Which sub-types of VP idioms (LL, SLL, or PLL idioms) are easier to 
comprehend and interpret and why? 

6. Does context significantly afTect the comprehension and interpretation of 
VP idioms? 

3.6.1 Experimental tasks 

To answer the above questions, this study employs three types of data-

collection practices: (1) Computer-mediated Interactional Tasks (Idiom 

Detection Task, Zero Context Task, and Full Context Task), (2) Oral Non-

computer Interactional Tasks (recorded Think-aloud Reading Tasks, 

Retellings, and Self-reports), and (3) Post-task Evaluations. All types of 

tasks—^whether done on the computer or orally—seek the same goals: 1) to 

determine how well students strategize when confronted with texts containing 

VP idioms, and 2) to provide evidence for the importance of context in 

understanding VP idioms. The former goal will become evident in the Idiom 

Detection Task as well as in the Think-aloud Reading Tasks and subsequent 

Retellings and the Post-task Evaluations. The Zero Context Task and the Full 

Context Task coupled with the Self-reports and the Post-task Evaluations will 

make the attainment of the latter goal possible. As ah-eady discussed in 

Section 3.2.2, since the tasks so crucially depend upon the L2 lexicon, the 

participants of this study are ninety third-year students of German, Spanish, 

and French. Following are additional details about each task. 
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3.6.2 Idiom Detection Task 

Task Description: In this task, participants are asked to select the words or 

the expression that makes up the idiomatic expression. Once they reach a 

decision, they are asked to explain their choice. They may, for example, write 

a brief report on the processes and strategies that guided their selection, 

including a discussion of the real or potential difBculties of detecting the VP 

idiom, and how they resolved or attempted to resolve those difficulties. It is 

hypothesized that L2 learners, given the appropriate contextual support, will 

be able to "sense" successfully where in a given narrative or dialog the L2 VP 

idiom is "hiding" using a number of contextual cues such as syntax, 

semantics, and pragmatics. 

Task Aim: To determine how well SL learners strategize when confronted 

with reading texts containing a range of VP idioms and what principles and 

contextual cues they employ in identifying them. 

Task Assumptions: This task is based on Assumptions 1,2, and 3 (See 

Section 3.3). Accordingly, the task predicts that in the "process of 

discovery," participants will compute separately both a Uteral and an 

idiomatic meaning. In the former case, the hteral meaning of the idiom will be 

entertained automatically during the decoding of the text (the general or 

greater level of context) or the particular idiom (the specific or narrower level 

of context). In the latter case, idiomatic meaning, if it is ascertained 
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successfully, will be attained only after the recognition of the greater 

contextual influences (the syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic constraints). 

Expressed differentiy, the introspection of the general assessment of the 

meaning of the text will lead participants to the identification and 

interpretation of the idiomatic expression precisely because such expressions 

are embedded in the broader context of human experience. 

Task Instructions: The task is described to the participants as follows: 'Tou 

will be given a total of 15 short texts containing idiomatic expressions. Using 

the mouse, highlight the phrase you beheve is the idiomatic expression. Then 

report on the specific processes and strategies you used in "locating" this 

phrase. Also report on your feelings during the task, any difficulties you had, 

how you overcame potential difficulties, and anything else you think might be 

important to report. The Idiom Detection Task is designed to challenge your 

overall comprehension process and to determine what text cues, learning 

strategies or reading techniques you employed for making sense of the idiom 

in general and its interpretation in particular." 

Data Collection: Participants are presented with 15 texts exemplifying LL, 

SLL, and PLL idioms. Each text item containing the idiomatic expression is 

made up of either short narratives six to ten sentences in length or short 

dialogs (between two speakers A and B) three to seven interactional 

exchanges. Narratives and dialogs were randomly selected from a preselected 
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corpus of 30 texts. Every narrative and dialog contains only one idiomatic 

expression. 

Classification of the Responses: The student rationales or explanations are 

analyzed for commonalities, and idiom selections are evaluated on the basis 

of their correctness using a three-point scale classification. A score of 2 is 

given for those expressions that were correctly located in the text for a total 

of 30 possible points. For expressions that were only partially located, a score 

of 1 is given. Those expressions that were "missed" entirely by the 

participating students, the score of 0 is assigned. Even in those cases where 

the VP idiom was located only partially or not at all, insights obtained are 

used for mapping the comprehension process of VP idioms in second and 

foreign languages. 

Following that, recurring thematic units, present in the introspective 

reports of the participants and in their interpretations, are then classified on 

the basis of a number of conceptual categories while sorting the responses 

into units of information (e.g., "translation," "context," "image," "literal 

meaning does not make sense," "it stands out," "prior knowledge," and the 

like). These categories are then pooled, given one single label, and quantified 

in terms of percentages of each category against all responses. In the process, 

whenever emerging patterns were ambiguous, follow-up interviews with 

individual participants were conducted in order to triangulate and supplement 

understanding of the issues at hand. A key point made by Fettennan (1989) in 

regard to triangulation is that "triangulation is basic in ethnographic research. 
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It is at the heart of ethnographic validity, testing one source of information 

against another to strip away alternative explanations and prove a hypothesis" 

(p. 89) and that "triangulation works with any topic, in any setting, and on 

any level... The trick is to compare comparable items and levels during 

analysis" (p. 90). 

It is further believed that this reading task, whether done on the 

computer in writing or as an interactional task orally will make such patterns 

and psychohnguistic concerns available to the researcher. To cite Johnson 

(1992), "[a] high-quaUty analysis, whether quantitative, quahtative, or both, is 

one that (1) identifies important variables, issues, or themes; (2) discovers 

how these pattern and interrelate in the bounded system; (3) explains how 

these interrelationships influence the phenomena under study; and (4) offers 

fi-esh new insights" (p. 90). These are precisely the specific objectives of this 

task and that of the others that follow. The different types of interpretations/ 

unitized categories as well as the results of this task will be summarized in a 

table that classifies responses in percentages as "idiom correctly located 

(ICL)," "idiom partially located (IPL)," and "idiom not located (INL)." 

Anticipated Outcomes: Using for the most part the "literal meaning of the 

VP idioms," "translation," and "word arrangement and placement" in the text, 

the participants of this idiom detection study will be in most cases capable of 

selecting the phrasal unit. It is fiirther anticipated that SL learners will be 

capable of using many kinds of reading strategies; forward-inferencing; 

schema accommodation, assimilation, and adaptation; process of elimination; 
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and contextual lexical, grammatical, and syntactic cues to name but a few, in 

order to reach a solution such as improbabiUty, literal translation, word 

arrangement and placement in text, context, and fantastic/metaphorical 

images. 

3.6.3 Zero Context Task 

Task Description: In this task, VP idioms are displayed without context. 

Participants are instructed to enter the most plausible meaning of each idiom. 

This image-creation opportunity is designed to see if SL learners can assign 

meaning to VP idioms independently of their contextual environment. 

Participants are free to speculate on the meaning of VP idioms and offer 

'equivalent expressions' (rather than translations). Particularly for PLL 

idioms, the created image (meaning) is expected to change as each PLL idiom 

is embedded first in its zero context and then later in its complete context. For 

these idioms, more than one image/meaning creation is hypothesized. 

Task Aim: To provide evidence for the importance of context in figuring out 

the meaning of VP idioms and to ascertain which sub-types of VP idioms— 

LL, SLL, or PLL—are easier to understand and why in the absence of 

contextual support. 

Task Assumptions: This task is based primarily on Assumptions 2 and 3 

(see Section 3.3). In the absence of any context, this task predicts that LL 
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idioms, because of the one-to-one lexical/image match with their LI 

counterparts, are recognized with greater ease than SLL idioms which in turn 

are recognized more easily than PLL idioms. Consequently, PLL idioms 

require additional processing time and cognitive effort beyond mere 

"matching" of the lexical units, because of the need to compute first a Uteral 

and then an idiomatic representation. In addition, this task questions whether 

PLL idioms would be recognized at all given the fact that they are presented 

without any context. 

Task Instructions: "You will be given a total of 15 idioms without any 

supporting context. You are asked to guess their meanings. On your screen 

you will see one idiom at a time. Since this is a speed test, as soon as you 

believe you know the meaning of the idiom or a paraphrase, press any key on 

your keyboard and type the meaning in Enghsh. If you are unsure of the 

"equivalent expression," offer a paraphrase or describe the meaning as best 

you can in your own words. After completion, please report on the specific 

processes and strategies you used in "accessing" the meaning of the phrase 

given. Also report on the feelings you experienced during the task, any 

difiSculties you had, and anything else you think might be important to report. 

The task is designed to determine how the "idiom in isolation" has challenged 

your overall comprehension process and what images you created or thought 

of to interpret each idiom." 
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Data CoUection: Students are presented with 15 VP idioms exemplifying LL, 

SLL, and PLL idioms. The computer screen displays only one idiom at a time. 

In addition, the computer-mediated version of this task also makes use of an 

on-line measure—^timed latency response (i.e., the latency between seeing an 

idiom on screen and the onset of typing measured in sees). Most 

psycholinguistic studies on the subject use as their methodological data 

analysis on-line measures such as, but not exclusively limited to, timed 

responses (RTs), speed of accessing and processing LI idioms, multivisual 

tasks, and the hke. And while such measures are indeed valid for analyzing 

the cognitive-psycholinguistic processes of LI learners, they seem to be of 

Uttle use when applied to L2 learners. Unlike LI learners who already 

possess and can access knowledge of idioms on their own accord as speakers 

of their native language, L2 learners cannot possibly be expected to access an 

idiomatic meaning that they have not yet created in their mind. The question 

that needs to be asked here is not which of the two meanings will the L2 

learner access and retrieve &st—^the idiomatic or the literal meaning (see LI 

processing models of idiom comprehension discussed in Chapter 1, Sections 

1.3,1.3.1,1.3.2,1.3.3,1.3.4, and 1.3.5)—^but can the L2 learner offer, 

relatively speaking, a "speedy" idiomatic interpretation upon encountering a 

VP idiom out of its context. If that is found to be so, what explanations can be 

offered for such a "fast" access? If that is found not to be so, what prevents 

L2 learners from doing so? 

Regarding the participants taking the oral non-computer interactional 

task, the nature of the task remains the same in all accounts. The only 
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difference is that no timed latency response measure is gathered in this task. 

Instead, a checklist listing all 15 VP idioms is provided to the CMIV 

participants with the request to check the VP idioms they thought were the 

least challenging to recognize and to offer a specific reasoning for their 

selection. 

Classification of the Responses: The responses are evaluated first on the 

basis of their acceptability. In other words, will participants be able to offer 

an idiomatic meaning or paraphrase that would be termed acceptable by most 

native speakers. A score of 2 is given for those responses that are deemed 

acceptable for a total score of 30 points. For responses that are deemed only 

partially acceptable, a score of 1 is given. Those responses that "miss" their 

mark entirely by the participating students receive the score of 0. Even in 

those cases where the meaning of the VP idiom is inferred only partially or 

not at all, insights obtained are used for mapping even further the 

comprehension process of VP idioms in second and foreign languages that 

begun with the Idiom Detection Task. In addition, latency data (in sees) are 

used to add support to the evidence expressed in the Task Assumptions above 

and validate the claim that of the three subtypes of VP idioms—LL, SLL, and 

PLL idioms—^LL and SLL idioms are by far the least "troublesome" for SL 

learners to interpret even in the absence of any context. Further, students' 

reports offer additional insights into the types of associations and image 

creation processes SL learners engage in as they attempt to make sense of a 

VP idiom without any context. If that prognostication proves correct, what 
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can be inferred from the latency times regarding the LL, SLL, and PLL 

idioms? If not, what can be hypothesized for those VP idioms whose meaning 

was not attainable during this task with regards to contextual support? A table 

summarizes students' RTs and classifies their responses in percentages as 

"meaning acceptable (MA)," "meaning partially acceptable or somewhat 

related (MPA)," and "meaning not acceptable (MNA)." 

Anticipated Outcomes: As ah'eady alluded to, the absence of any context 

will present certain constraints on the comprehension and interpretation of the 

idioms. A lower proposition of correct interpretations for those expressions 

that do not have word-for-word lexical or image counterparts is expected. 

Additionally, acceptable inferences of the meaning of L2 idioms will take 

significantly less time (based on latency times and follow-up student reports) 

with highly matching idioms at their Lexical Level than with non-matching 

idioms at the Semi-Lexical Level or the Post-Lexical Level. This outcome, if 

attainable, will fiirther strengthen the vahdity of the LL and SLL hypotheses 

stated in Section 3.3.1. 

3.6.4 Full Context Task 

Task Description: In this task, participants are given the same 15 VP idioms 

from the previous Zero Context Task within the broader context of a dialog or 

narrative for a final decision. The task is designed to see the fiiU effect of 

context on the meaning/image creation of VP idioms. Because of the 
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contextual cues given in the dialogs and in the narratives in this task, 

participants are expected to be more successful in transacting the meaning of 

idiomatic expressions than they would be in the Zero Context Task. 

Task Aim: To fiirther test the validity of the Post-Lexical Level hypothesis 

expressed in Section 3.3.1 by evaluating the effect of context on the 

comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms. This hypothesis is based on 

the assumption that participants will be able to pick out key words in the text 

passage that will help them to better interpret, or at least avoid 

misinterpreting, the meaning of each VP idiom, even though the idiomatic 

phrase may at first seem uninteUigible. 

Task Assumptions: This task is based on Assumptions I, 2 and, especially, 

3 (see Section 3.3). By this stage, it is hypothesized that participants will be 

able to bridge with some degree of difficulty the idiom gap between meaning 

and use in both target language and Enghsh. More specifically, the task tests 

the assumption that context does affect significantly the comprehension and 

interpretation processes. It is further hypothesized that the success rate in this 

Full Context Task should increase significantly fi:om the Zero Context Task. 

It is also predicted that there is a high likelihood for PLL idioms to be inferred 

accurately or that the meaning of the PLL target idioms will come close to the 

equivalent ones in the English language, hi other words, if an L2 idiom can be 

recognized early due to its matching counteipart in LI, fiiU syntactic, 

semantic, and pragmatic analysis will not be necessary. Conversely, non-
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matching idioms (SLL and PLL idiomis) could be interpreted only after a fiill 

transactional idiom analysis. 

Task Instructions: "You will be given the same 15 idioms as in the previous 

Zero Context Task, but this time you may take as much time as needed. The 

idioms will appear in bold one at a time on your screen, and each will be 

given in its broader context. Read the text carefully, and when you feel ready 

to interpret the idiom, press any key on your keyboard and type the meaning 

in Enghsh. If you cannot infer the meaning, please speculate on the most 

plausible possibility based on the overall context. After completion, please 

report on the specific processes and reading strategies you used in 

"accessing" the meaning of the phrase given. Also report on the feelings you 

experienced during the task, any difficulties you had, and anything else you 

think might be important to report. The task is designed to find out how the 

"idiom in context" helped your overall comprehension, whether syntax and 

word meaning played a role in your understanding, and what images, if any, 

you created or thought of during this task. It is also important to know 

whether the meaning/image you had during the Zero Context Task has 

changed, along with your best explanation as to why or why not. Finally, in 

the space marked Eureka, offer the best equivalent English idiom. Even if the 

idiom is the same one you offered above, please re^e your answer here as 

weU." 
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Data Collection: Participants are presented with 15 texts covering the VP 

idioms from the Zero Context Task. Each text item containing the idiomatic 

expression in bold is made up of either short narratives five to ten sentences 

in length or short dialogs (between two speakers A and B) with two to seven 

interactional exchanges. Participants are asked to offer their answers in three 

field parts occurring in subsequent fashion. First, Part I asks participants to 

ofiFer the meaning of the VP idiom. This is followed by Part II that asks 

participants to write down in their own words how they transacted the 

meaning of the VP idiom by reporting on their reading strategies, thought 

processes, schema creation and assimilation, adaptation, or accommodation, 

and, finally, their alSective state during the completion of the task. Finally, 

Part m. Eureka, asks participants to write their estimation of the best 

equivalent Enghsh idiom. 

Classification of the Responses: The responses in Part I and Part m are 

evaluated in a similar way to the procedure adopted for the Zero Context 

Task. Part n follows the introspective procedure estabhshed previously in the 

Idiom Detection Task. 

Anticipated Outcomes: It is anticipated that the results will confirm the 

hypothesis that PLL idioms are harder to comprehend and interpret than LL 

or SLL idioms. As is hypothesized, performance wiU be significantly better 

for test items containing LL idioms than for test items containing PLL idioms. 

The results will be theoretically interesting because they will show that 
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participants have much greater success with this task due to the available rich 

contextual support. Stated differently, when context constrains the meaning of 

an idiom, a PLL idiom will be understood significantly better, but still will be 

more difficult than a LL idiom even in the presence of positive context with 

cues indicating the presence of an idiomatic meaning. 

3.6.5 Post-task summative evaluations 

Following the completion of the preceding tasks, participants are also 

asked to report on their total experience with the range of VP idioms. To 

explore in more depth the idiosyncratic nature of the individual participants, 

i.e., the effective and affective state of individuals, they are given the 

following instructions: 

Task Instructions: "Report on your total experience with the idioms and the 

texts containing them. I would like you to reflect back on aU the tasks—Idiom 

Detection Task, Zero Context Task, and Full Context Task—and summarize 

your successes and failures during each of the procedures. Here are some 

questions that can guide your summary: 

• What was the greatest challenge you faced? 
• Did you overcome this challenge? How? 
• What helped you and what did not? 
• How do you feel about your total performance? 
• Have you learned anything new about yourself as a language learner and 

reader? 
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Insights gleaned from these evaluations will add to the understanding 

of issues surrounding the processing, comprehension, and interpretation of 

idioms in and out of context." 

Again, whenever insights provided in the evaluations were ambiguous, 

follow-up interviews were conducted with those individual participants to 

triangulate and supplement understanding of the issues at hand. For ease of 

presentation. Table 3.4 presents a summary of the six research questions and 

experimental tasks used in this study. 



Table 3.4; Overview of Research Questions and Methodology 

CMI GROUP CMIV GROUP 

3. 

6. 

How do adult L2 learners locate 
VP idioms in reading of texts 
containing them? On w^at text 
"cues" are their decisions based? 
How do adult L2 learners decode 
and comprehend VP idioms once 
they have been located in a text? 

What reading strategies do adult 
L2 learners enq}loy in the 
conq}rdiensi(xi and interpretati(xi 
of VP idioms? 

What are the processing 
constraints th^ adult L2 learners 
are likely to exhibit during VP 
idiom compr^oision and 
interpretation? 
Whidi subtypes of VP idioms 
(LL, SLL, or PLL idioms) are 
easier to con^}rdiend and 
interpret and why? 

Does context significantly afi^ 
the comprdiension and 
interpretation of VP idioms? 

Idiom Detecticm Task 
Self-reports 
Post-4ask Evaliaation 

Idiom Detection Task 
Full Context Task 
Self-reports 
Post-^sk Evaluation 

Idiom Detection Task 
Full C(xitext Task 
Self-reports 
Post-task Evaluati(m 

Idiom Detecticm Task 
Full C(xitext Task 
Self-reports 
Post-task Evaluation 

Idiom Detecticm Task 
Zero Context Task 
Full Context Task 
Self-reports 
Post-task Evaluation 

Full Context Task 
Self-reports 
Post-task Evaluation 

• Idiom Detection Task 
• Think-aloud Reading 
• Self-reports 
• Post-task Evaluation 
• Idiom Detection Task 
• Full Context Task 
• Think-aloud Reading 
• Self-reports 
• Post-task Evaluati<Ri 
• Idiom Detection Task 
• Full COTtext Task 
• Think-aloud Reading 
• Self-reports 
• Post-task Evaluation 

• Idiom Detecticn Task 
• Full Context Task 
• Think-aloud Reading 
• Self-reports 
• Post-task Evaluation 
• Idiom Detection Task 
• Zero Coitext Task 
• Full Context Task 
• Think-aloud Reading 
• Self-rq)orts 
• Post-task EA/aluation 
• Full Context Task 
• Think-aloud Reading 
• Self-rq>orts 
• Post-task Evaluaticn 

Finally, to complete the discussion on the methodology and research 

design, it is hoped that the tasks and instruments employed in this study will 

help uncover new relationships as we begin to study some of the more 
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profound questions and crucial issues related to idiom comprehension and 

interpretation. In the process, we may well gain the valuable insights that 

Carlson (1975) envisioned for the research profession in his timely advise half 

a century ago: 

Reading is simultaneously a sensory process, a perceptual 
process, a linguistic process, and a cognitive process. Thus, the 
reading process is psycholinguistic by nature. Further research 
investigations must not ignore the simultaneity of these elements. 
To investigate only the sensory or perceptual aspects of the 
reading process without some concern for the linguistic and 
cognitive aspects may only perpetuate some of the simphstic 
notions that ateady permeate the research Uterature... [0]nly by 
researching the entire process will researchers gain valuable 
insights (pp. 57-58). 

Summary 

This chapter described the complex design of this research 

investigation. This was done to introduce a research paradigm that makes 

effective use of both descriptive and qualitative data, leading to multiple 

sources of information that are germane to the issues this study seeks to 

explore. It first offered a theoretical account of the Transactional Idiom 

Analysis (TIA) employed in this study by foreshadowing some of the 

implications and consequences TIA has for research in general and how 

learners of second and foreign languages can participate in and reflect on their 

own idiomatic development. 
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It was then argued that the transaction and meaning-creation of VP 

idioms in second languages requires the use of a pragmatic cycle. This cycle 

is best understood within a TIA fiamework which, it was further argued, 

provides invaluable insights into the reading process at work or reading 

comprehension itself and the reading strategies—^both top-down (text-level) 

and bottom-up (word-level) strategies—and textual cues SL readers employ 

when confronted with VP idioms in (authentic) reading texts. Specific 

recommendations for the advancement of this firamework were also 

discussed. 

Next, a rationale for the selection of the site, the participants involved 

in this study, and the materials and instruments selected were presented. It 

then proceeded to describe the assumptions and hypotheses regarding VP 

idioms in second languages. A discussion of the experimental tasks and data 

collection procedures designed to answer the six research questions posed in 

this study followed. Through the discussion it was revealed that this study 

will involve a within-subject repeated measures design of data collected from 

the different reading tasks, and, furthermore, that participants' production will 

be compared both qualitatively and quantitatively using a variety of eUcitation 

techniques such as the audiotaping and, whenever possible, the videotaping of 

all of the Oral Non-computer Mediated Interactional Tasks. In addition, as 

discussed throughout the individual tasks above, follow-up interviews wUl be 

conducted with those participants students whose answers are ambiguous to 

clarify their perceptions of idiom complexity. Findings will be interpreted in 
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the context of Goodman's transactional model of reading and, wherever 

appropriate, will make use of Gricean pragmatics. 

In conclusion, it is hoped that the tasks and instruments as a whole will 

provide valuable insights into the quantitative-qualitative research design of 

this study. It is further hoped that the analysis of data will add to the growing 

body of Uterature on the comprehension and interpretation of VP idiomatic 

expressions in second and foreign languages. The next chapter presents the 

data and discusses the analyses done on it. 
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CHAPTER 4 

DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

This chapter seeks to provide multiple sources of evidence both for 

answering the research questions posed in this study and for posing new 

questions for future research. The data presented will confirm the 

assumptions and hypotheses made previously with regard to VP idioms in 

second and foreign languages. Several sets of data will be used in order to 

add validity to the nature of methodology used in the study, i.e., the 

experimental tasks, data collection procedures, and instruments employed. 

The presentation of data here will reflect the same order of instruments 

and task presentation that all participants in the study had to follow. To begin 

with, using the information gathered in the Pre-study Questionnaire, the 

chapter will first present a detailed profile of the participants regarding their 

demographic characteristics, target language experience, and perceived 

language and reading proficiency as it pertains to idiomatic knowledge. The 

analysis of this data is then followed by the results obtained in each of the 

three experimental tasks: Idiom Detection Task (IDT), Zero Context Task 

(ZCT), and FuU Context Task ^FCT). 

Within each task, information is given about the individual results 

obtained fi'om each of the three groups respectively within each language. A 

brief discussion of findings then follows each task, while the general 
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discussion of data and its analysis is reserved for the end. Post-task 

summative evaluations for each of the three tasks and the study as a whole 

are then used to corroborate the results obtained as well as to triangulate and 

supplement our understanding of the issues surrounding the processing, 

comprehension, and interpretation of VP idioms both in and out of context. 

Finally, the results of the Post-study Questionnaire are discussed in 

order to uncover new relationships between what learners of second and 

foreign languages know or seem to know about idioms and their place in the 

language curriculum and what they believe will help them in developing 

idiomatic competence in the target language. A great many of these insights 

will be revisited in an even greater detail in Chapters 5 and 6 of this 

dissertation since they make up to a large extent the pedagogical framework 

around which the methodology of this chapter is based. 

4.1 Analysis of Questioimaire I—Pre-study questioimaire 

The participants of this study were sixty third-year adult language 

students of Spanish, French, and German, 18 (30%) male and 42 (70%) 

female students, of which 30 participants comprised the Spanish group and 15 

and 15 respectively the other two language groups. The ages of the 

participants varied from 18 to 55 years, 50 (62.61%) of whom were between 

the ages of 18 and 21 years. The average age for the entire language sample 

was 21.93 years in which the Spanish, French, and German average age was 

23.03,21.4, and 21.38 years respectively. The majority of the participants 
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(53.33%) classified the family in which they grew up as middle class. Nine 

percent of participants came from lower middle class families, and 37.77% 

from upper middle class families. The largest subset of the participants 

(43.33%) held sophomore standing at The University of Arizona and Arizona 

State University, with the remaining participants divided into 42.22 % of 

seniors and 35.55 % of juniors. Only 5.55% of participants held freshman 

standing and the remaining 2.2% held graduate standing. The majority of 

participants, 83.33% (51) were of the White/Caucasian ethnic group. All 

other ethnic groups— Mexican American/Chicano, Asian American/Asian, 

and African American/Black—had an equal distribution of 5.55% among 

them. Table 4.1 presents the weighted mean values for questions 10 through 

25, followed by a discussion of the information presented. The questions 10 

through 25 appear in Appendix A. 
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Table 4.1: Pre-Study Questionnaire Summary of Scores 

(CMI / CMTV Groups) 

2,87 
1.09 
2.72 
2J9 
0.74 
3.83 
1.69 
1.78 
1.22 
1.16 
0.37 
1.17 
1.36 
1S2 
2.11 
1.73 
1.71 
3.12 
2.93 
3.40 
3.53 
3.01 
3.53 
3.40 
2.53 

Regarding their foreign language experience, participants reported 

having an average of 6.81 years of collective experience with Spanish, 

French, and German and 2.93 years of college experience with the target 

language in a classroom. Fifty-five percent of them reported having spent less 

than one year exposure to language instruction in nonacademic contexts. 

10 3.00 3.00 2.60 
11 0.73 1.07 1.47 
12 2.77 2.13 3.27 
13 2.70 2.33 2.73 
14 0.57 0.67 1.00 
15 3.70 3.93 3.87 
16 1.80 2.00 1.27 
17 1.60 1.60 2.13 
18 1.20 1.40 1.07 
19 1.40 1.13 0.93 
20 0.37 0.33 0.40 
21 1.03 0.87 1.60 
22 1.53 0.93 1.60 
23 1.83 1.53 2.40 
24a 1.73 1.73 2.87 
24b 1.73 1.40 2.07 
24c 1.67 1.40 2.07 
24d 2.97 3.33 3.07 
24e 3.00 2.60 3.20 
24f 3.40 3.13 3.67 
24K 3.86 3.33 3.40 
24h . .3.23 2.93 2.87 
24i 3.71 3.40 3.47 
24i 3.40 333 3.47 
24k 3.64 2.07 1.87 
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followed by 21.10% of them who either had spent no time in a foreign 

country or between one to three years. Only 2.22% of them spent more than 

three years in a foreign country. Based on their individual experiences, 

39.99% (24) of the participants assessed themselves as having average 

fluency in the target language for their level of study, 28.88% (16) claimed to 

have high fluency, and 14.44% (10) evaluated themselves as having some 

fluency. While 11.11% of them claimed to have native fluency, only 5.55% of 

them claimed to have no fluency at all. On the question regarding the easiness 

of understanding and interpreting foreign language texts, 46.66% reported 

having a marginally easy time doing so, followed closely by 42.22% of them 

who claimed this to be easy. Same participants who in the question before 

claimed to have a native fluency reported having a very easy time with 

understanding and interpreting foreign language texts (10%). Only one of 

them (1.11%) professed the task to be not easy. 

Similar results concerning the perceived difficulty of 

understanding idioms in second languages were found: on a margin of 

3:1 (74.44% vs. 25.55% respectively), participants reported not having 

been taught any idioms by their language instructor despite their keen 

interest to leam idioms in the foreign language classroom. The three 

questions that followed (Question 15,16, and 17) support this finding. 

When asked to rate the importance of learning idioms in the foreign 

language classroom, using a scale of 1 to 5 (with 1 being the least 

important and 5 the most important), nearly all participants rated the 

learning of idioms between 3 and 5, leading to an average rate of 3.8 
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for all languages. As reason for their high rating, most participants 

cited that the learning of idioms is a big and useful part of a language 

and culture in natural communication. As one participant put it; 

"Idioms help us learn to better communicate with native speakers in the 

target language." "They are a real and necessary part of any language," 

wrote one. Another one commented; "They [idioms] are so central to 

communication." Most participants, however, commented on becoming 

more fluent in conversation while becoming immersed in the target 

language culture. Here are some representative excerpts of these views; 

Idioms are an important mode of expression among native 
speakers and can provide insight into the target culture. 

They help one become immersed in a culture. 

It's a basic aspect of true communication and fluency. 

Without idioms one cannot iuUy understand a language. 

Being fluent means knowing and using idioms as well. 

Idioms are what is used in the real world. 

To know a language you must be familiar with all aspects 

Many more such comments can be provided here, but the point is clear. 

Not only do second language learners show a strong desire to leam idioms in 

their language classrooms, but, even more importantly, their desire is 

anchored in a sound rationale that mirrors the theoretical and apphed efforts 

of the SLA research community. Given the responses above, it is not 
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surprising to see participants wanting idioms to be an integral part of their 

foreign language study. Overwhekningly, 93.33% of the participants are very 

much interested in learning idioms as part of their foreign language study, 

while only 6.66% were not sure, citing that grammar and vocabulary build-up 

is more important than learning idioms. Consider the following comments: 

Basic vocabulary is more important. 

It gives better understanding of language, but is not the most 
important. 

Depend on the level of study—more important at advanced 
levels, especially with a cultural emphasis. 

I think it is good if you can, but I think that it is more important 
to learn versatile forms (grammar) over frozen forms (idioms) 
when hepinninp language learning. 

These comments alone, when coupled with conmients cited earlier, 

show clearly the needs and wants of second language learners. They also 

indicate at which level of language instruction idioms should be taught and 

why. Absent from the discussion here are those participants that object 

entirely to learning idioms as part of their language study, signaling once 

again the importance of learning idioms in the second language classroom 

accorded by the learners. The need of learning idioms is perhaps best 

reflected in the range of responses given in Question 17: How many idioms 

can you use correctly when you speak? The majority of participants, 34.44% 

of them, reported of being able to do so with only 1 to 5 idioms. 21.10% and 

27.77% of them cited 6 to 9 and 10 to 19 idioms respectively. Only 4.44% of 
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them reported being able to use more than 20 idioms correctly in speech, 

while 12.22% expressed their inabihty to do so with a single idiom. 

If indeed these self-reporting percentages here are an accurate 

reflection of participants' performance level after 6.81 years of total 

experience with several second languages and 2.93 years of target language 

college experience, then the need for teaching learners of second languages 

idioms becomes even more compelling. This need heightens as one consults 

the results of the last question of this questionnaire. Question 25: Overall, 

how satisfied are you with your present knowledge of idioms in the foreign 

language? Again, only 10.11% of the respondents remarked to be satisfied 

with their present knowledge of idioms. The majority of them, however, 

89.87% responded being only marginally satisfied (51.64%) or not satisfied at 

all (38.23%). Absent fi-om the responses are those participants that are very 

satisfied with their idiomatic knowledge. 

Clearly, there is a need for teachers of second languages to teach 

learners idioms along with all the other aspects of language and culture that 

make up the daily second language curriculum. That students cannot do this 

alone becomes evident in questions 18 and 19 which asked participants to 

rate the usefulness of their language dictionary in looking up the meaning of 

an idiom or simply in looking for idioms. In both questions, the majority of 

participants, 52.22% and 56.66% respectively, reported to do so sometimes, 

while finding their dictionary only marginally useful, hiteresting enough, in 

the former question, 20% of the participants across all three languages 

responded never using their language dictionary against only 3.33% of those 
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Spanish and French participants that do so always, 3.33% and 6.66% 

respectively. Similarly, 69.99% of participants never read any specialized 

idiom dictionaries against those 25.55% of participants that consult such 

dictionaries only occasionally. 

When participants were asked to predict their performance in the three 

tasks—IDT, ZCT, and FCT—of this study, their level of confidence was 

tamed at best. With regard to the IDT (Question 21), over half of them 

(75.54%) reported being not confident to marginally confident in reading a 

foreign language text and pointing out the idiom, 21.10% and 39.99% 

respectively, while only 35.55% of them felt confident enough in doing so 

successfiilly. Similarly, with regard to the ZCT (Question 22), only 35.54 % 

of them felt confident above average in telling what an idiom meant when 

presented in isolation. Twenty-five percent of them said they would be able to 

decipher the idiomatic meaning often, while only 9.99% of them saw their 

level of confidence rising to the 'Very often" category. Interesting enough, 

over half of them (64.43%) felt that they would not be able to do so 

successfiilly at all or only occasionally, 9.99% and 54.44% respectively. The 

reverse is observable with their predictive power regarding the FCT 

(Question 23). While the "never" and "sometimes" categories decreased by 

over 50% per category, firom 9.99% to 4.44% and firom 54.44% to 24.44% 

respectively, the "often" category nearly doubled (firom 25.55% to 45.55%) 

and the "very often" category doubled (firom 9.99 % to 21.10%). This notable 

change in their level of confidence is clearly the result of context filtering into 

the equation, that is, participants' level of confidence increases as idioms are 
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presented with the texts that support their interpretation. Combined, 

Questions 21 through 23 offer fruitful data of comparisons between predictive 

power of performance and actual performance reahzed in each of the three 

tasks of this study. The particulars will be discussed within the discussion of 

each individual task and are not elaborated here any further. 

Finally, Question 24, a collection of 11 related but separate questions 

total aimed at collecting further information on the participants' perceived 

needs and wants with regard to idioms. A closer review of the responses 

offered across all three languages reveals some very interesting insights into 

the specific needs and wants of SL learners, matching and elaborating even 

further on those offered earlier in Questions 14 through 17. Although most 

participants were interested in the acquisition of idiomatic knowledge, they 

had not had the opportunity to do so in their language courses, and some 

verbally commented that they most likely had to go to the target country in 

order to learn how to use such knowledge appropriately. More specifically, 

over two-thirds of respondents (78.88%) said that their instructors had never 

or only sometimes taught them idioms during class instruction, 25.55% and 

53.33% respectively. It is not surprising to see similar responses on the two 

follow-up questions of how often they discuss idioms and the functions 

idioms serve in communication with their classmates in class. Half of all 

respondents marked "never" in their questionnaires for both questions, 

followed by equal distribution of percentages in the "sometimes" category— 

35.55%. 
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This result, as compelling as it is, is not random by any stretch of the 

imagination. In fact, there is a reciprocal relationship between Question 24a 

and Questions 24b and 24c, that is, why would anyone expect learners of 

second languages, who overwhehningly wish they could practice idioms in 

real-life situations (49.99% of them, not counting those 24.44% of 

participants that expressed a desire to do so only often. Question 24i), to 

discuss idioms and their communicative functions among themselves, if 

instructors do not create or simply do not provide enough appropriate learning 

opportunities for them to do so? Even when such opportunities are created or 

provided by the instructors, the percentage of them that do so on a "regular" 

to 'Very regular" basis does not rise above the twenty-first percentile 

(Question 24a). A quarter of them never discusses idioms with their students 

and over two-quarters of them do so on an unconnected basis, despite the 

overwhelming fact that two-thirds of all learners want idioms to be part of the 

foreign language curriculum (Question 24j), wished their instructor would 

teach idioms in class (24f) or that they had more exposure to idiomatic 

knowledge (Question 24g) and, finally, that they could study idioms on a 

regular basis (Question 24h). Not only do learners want idioms to be an 

integral part of their language training, 66.65% of them also want to know 

what an idiom means (Question 24d) and 62.21% of them wish they knew 

how an idiom came about (24e). 

Despite all these drawbacks, only 6.66% of participants expressed 

feelings of uneasiness around people who use idioms (Question 24k). The 

vast majority of them (74.43%), however, said that they never or only 
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sometimes feel uncomfortable around people who use idioms. Their reaction 

is quite understandable given the fact that one can participate fully in natural 

conversations without the exphcit production of idioms, but not necessarily 

without the comprehension of them. As one participant put is succinctly: 

"You can communicate with or without idioms, but they make 

communication easier." Another one put this way; "When speaking with 

native speakers, it is easy to misunderstand what somebody is saying." 

In conclusion, analysis of Questionnaire I revealed a great many 

insights regarding participants' demographics, prior instruction or knowledge 

of foreign languages and, finally, perceived experience and level of 

proficiency with idioms. By far, the most compelling insights and the ones 

worthy of continued investigation were uncovered in the third section of the 

questionnaire (Questions 14-25). Taken together, these insights can prepare 

the ground for future discussions on theory and pedagogy regarding the 

teaching and learning of idioms in second and foreign languages. 

4.2 Participants and procedures 

The subject pool of sixty non-paid volunteers, all University of Arizona 

and Arizona State University students, was composed of two groups. In the 

first group, the Computer-mediated Interactional (CMI) group, there were 

flfty-eig^t participants and in the second one, the Computer-mediated 

Interactional Video (CMIV) group, there were seven participants who agreed 

to be both audiotaped and videotaped. A smaller subset of twenty-four 
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participants were eliminated from further consideration in the study for not 

having participated in all four tasks and in the two questionnaires. The mode 

of computer-controlled instruction was identical in every respect for the two 

experimental groups. The only difference between the two groups was the 

presence versus the absence of a think-aloud and retelling procedure as an 

additional medium for the target language input. 

Each one of the 53 participants in the CMI group took part in the study 

in two 60-min sessions, although some of them took longer than that. There 

was no specified time-limit set for any of the four tasks. While the CMIV 

group was also given the choice to participate in the study in two sessions, all 

of them decided to complete the study in one session. Each participant was 

presented with a practice trial, followed by 15 experimental texts containing 

either an LL, SLL, or PLL idiom. The texts were presented one at a time with 

appropriate space for participants to report on the specific processes and 

reading strategies and techniques they used in comprehending and 

interpreting the idiom within each text. They were also instructed to report on 

the difficulties and feelings they had experienced during the task. The order of 

the texts was varied to ensure at least some randomization of the material. 

4.3 Analysis of Idiom Detection Task data 

4.3.1 CMI results of IDT data 

The proportion of correct detections was very high (a 86.33 percent 

success rate for the entire language group). Tables 4.2,4.3, and 4.4 present 
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the results of the present experiment for each of the 53 participants in their 

respective language group. Each of the three tables that follows captures 

several pieces of task performance information that can be read both across 

and down. For ease of presentation, all information is organized in columns 

and rows. Each column is preceded by a heading indicating the task under 

investigation, the type of idiom investigated, the individual participants of this 

study who are identified by the last four digits of their Student ED number, 

and the score and percent obtained. Each row presents information on a 

particular VP idiom, the classification of the numbered idiom into one of the 

previously estabh'shed three types of VP idioms (LL, SLL, or PLL), the 

individual's rate of successfiil detections for each of the fifteen texts using a 

three-point scale classification system from 0 to 2 and, finally, the total 

numeric score obtained for each idiomatic text, which in turn is also 

expressed in percentage terms. The end percent value given at each row 

represents the success rate of the particular language group as a whole for 

that particular text. Separated firom the main table are two summary rows 

which provide additional information on the total time spent by individuals 

completing the task (time is expressed in seconds) as well as the total 

individual and group score for the task under investigation. The total percent 

performance of the task is highlighted in bold. 



Table 4.2: Spanish Idiom Detection Task Data (CMI Group) 

1 colgando de un hilo LL 2 0 0 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 
2 

cggcir a alguien con laa vanos en 
lamaM 

SU. 2 2 0 0 2 0 0 2 0 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 
3 andar nisando huevos PLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
4 K^r kd nans de alenien LL 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 0 0 0 
5 lar^ar a otro el mochuelo SLL 2 2 2 0 1 2 0 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 
6 ira (olr ad d viieb de niu 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
7 tener aleo debaio de la manea LL 2 2 2 2 1 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 

1 8 IcftwcirtnlamadaylaDa  ̂ ISLLi 0 I 0 I 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 
JL tener telaraiias en los ojos PLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

w tener ilmiiiiilo 98801140 por la 
cola 

LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

11 
^Te comieron la lengua los 
ratones? 

SLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
12 emnezar la caia Dor el teiado PLL T" 1" ~r" 2 "T" 2 2 2 "2" "F "T 2 2 2 2 2 
13 buscar una aeuja en un pajar LL 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
14 auemMrae la> DcitaAas SLL 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
IS caundo las ranas crien pelo PLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

(Continued) 



Table 4.2 (cont): Spanish Idiom Detection Task Data (CMI Group) 

1 coleando de un hiio LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

•2 
coji^r ii iilgiiieB cIm l«i naim 
UfliaM 

SIX 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

3 andar pisando huevos PLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
4 aetnlr lot oaiNM de alniieii LL 2 2 0 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 
5 lani^ar a otro el mochueio SLL 2 0 2 0 2 2 2 0 0 0 2 2 
6 00 bir id d vnido de ua moica PLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
7 tener aleo debaio de la man^a LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 
8 eitiir eatre la enada y la oared SLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 
9 tener telaraflas en los ojoi PLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

to 
tawir d mwidb por la 
cola 

LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

11 
^Te comieron la lengua los 
ratones? 

SLL 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

12 emoew la caia oor d tejado PLL 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
13 buscar una aigija en un pajar LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
14 imeaiarBe las oeslaiai SLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 
IS caundo las ranas crien pelo PLL 2 2 0 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

48 85.71 

42 75.00 

56 100.00 
42 75.00 
39 69.64 
54 96.43 
51 91.07 
48 85.71 
56 100.00 

56 100.00 

54 96.43 

S4 96.43 
54 96.43 
52 92.86 
50 89.29 



Table 4.3: French Idiom Detection Task Data (CMI Group) 

1 joindre les deux bouts LL 2 2 2 0 0 2 2 2 0 2 0 2 
2 •e Jtevier dn BMihralt Died SLL 2 2 2 0 0 0 2 2 0 2 2 0 
3 avoir le coeur sur la main PLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 
4 IMNT  ̂la LL 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 
5 ne pas riveiller le chat qui dort SLL 2 0 2 0 0 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 
6 towim'sa^  ̂ PLL 2 0 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
7 fetre anil se tourner les pouces LL 2 0 2 0 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 0 

8 'wpl'^i pied de 
gjgiuB'ua SIX 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 

9 il tombe des hallebardes PLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 
10 i^ri^caArei«^  ̂ ' LL 2 0 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
11 appeler un chat un chat SLL 2 0 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

12 
c'ei^iifOHtled'ciw^  ̂
dfltorderlevaie FIX 2 0 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 

13 ne tenir au'i un fU LL 2 0 2 2 2 0 2 2 0 2 2 2 
14 itrBioiulMvertiiu SLL 
IS tirer les plans sur la comite PLL 2 2 0 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

16 66.67 
14 58:33 
22 91.67 
22 91.67 
16 66.67 
20 83.33 
16 66.67 

22 91.67 

22 91.67 
20 8133 
20 83.33 

19 79.17 

18 75.00 

20 83.33 

Ul 

L . 
! .  



Table 4.4: German Idiom Detection Task Data (CMI Group) 

1 Ol ilia Feuer cieBen LL 0 0 2 2 0 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 
2 Hude. die bdka. bcsiBai niciit SLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

3 
das Fell verkaufen, ehe man den 
Blren eriedi|!;t iiat 

PLL 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 2 

4 Uaiter don Bldiim LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 
5 Wem die Jacke oaBt. der zieht sie an SLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 0 2 2 

$ lite die KvlbK nB d  ̂
henmredeB PLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

7 den Stier bei den HSrnern paclten LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
8 ill die iOniiuBe kiMUMn SLL 2 2 2 2 0 0 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 
9 eine Lanze breclien fQr PLL 2 0 2 0 0 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 

W 
ipidtf<mde Hmde aoll lom 
wccicoi LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 

11 aciiwiB  ̂das Tanziwin SLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 

n die Snj  ̂die Mu cii^eiiiiodct iiat, 
analBfrciB PLL 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 

13 daa Krieesbeil i>e£raben LL 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 
14 idBter ScliibB imd Rietci SLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
15 ein Baar in der SuDoe finden PLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

18 69.23 
26 100.00 

24 92.31 

24 92.31 
22 84.62 

26 100.00 

26 100.00 
20 76.92 
18 69.23 

24 92.31 

24 92.31 

22 84.62 

22 84.62 
26 100.00 
26 100.00 

;.:iy Liki'lj L2 i. 
5l 'h: 

: . .  L , . : .  



A comparison between groups reveals that there are neither notable 

differences across the three language groups in terms of performance nor 

between the three types of VP idioms, although it must be noted that PLL 

idioms were consistently detected more often than the other two types of VP 

idioms—^LL and SLL idioms—across all languages. The summary of all IDT 

data are presented in Table 4.5 and graphically in Figure 4.1. 

Table 4.5: Summary of Idiom Detection Task Data (CMI Group) 

IDT 1 SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES | 

LL 1 89.64 76.67 87.69 84.67 1 
SLL 83.93 75.00 90.77 1 83.82 
PLL 96.43 85.83 89.23 90.50 
Group Total 90.00 79.17 89.23 8633 

Figure 4.1: Summary of Idiom Detection Task Data (CMI Group) 
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Again the table uses columns and rows. Columns identify the particular 

task under investigation, the individual languages investigated and, finally, the 

summary for all languages. Rows, on the other hand, presents the individual 

collective performance for each of the three types of VP idioms across all 

languages and, finally, the row marked "Group Total" provides the summary 

task performance for each individual language and for the languages as a 

whole. The final performance value is highlighted in bold and all numeric 

values given are percent of correct idiom detection. All information is first 

presented in actual points achieved fi'om the total possible points in each 

idiom category, which is then converted into percent values of actual 

performance by dividing the former points by the latter points in each of the 

three idiom categories respectively. 

A closer inspection of the PLL result across the three languages reveals 

that while there is on average a 10 percent difference between LL and PLL 

and SLL and PLL for Spanish and French, the difference in German is almost 

non-existent. This result, albeit interesting in many ways, may be attributed to 

the fact that PLL idioms, although they use for the most part different lexemic 

make-up than their LI counterparts, are the most notable of the three types 

perhaps because of their greater image/semantic distance with their domain 

idioms. One should also keep in mind that nearly half of all PLL idioms in the 

three languages use an animal or a body part as the main key word in the 

idiomatic phrase, hence the clear improbability of that phrase making sense if 

taken literally in the text provided. 
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Regarding the differences observed, one question remains: Are the 

observed differences in means between idiom categories and across 

languages a result of chance, or do they represent a true difference in 

treatment? To answer this question a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) 

was conducted on all IDT data. The one-way ANOVA, also known as the 

one-factor ANOVA, where factor means independent variable, accomplishes 

this by calculating and comparing two sources of variance. The variance 

within groups (S^within) represents sampling error (or error variability). The 

variance between groups (S^between) represents sampling error and systematic 

variations in scores (or error variabiUty + treatment effects) which are 

attributed to the independent variable. If the variance between groups is 

significandy higher than the variance within groups, this provides evidence of 

a treatment effect. 

The ANOVA was carried out within the hypothesis-testing framework. 

That is, it is assumed that the null hypothesis is true. The null hypotheses 

states that there is no difference between the means of the idiom categories or 

the languages. 

Ho: Hi = or = fipu. 

Ho- fii = f̂ 2 = ••• = /ft or /JspA = MFRE = J^ER 

versus 
Ha. "Ho is false." 

In this test if P-value < a (p < .05), the Ho at the 100a% significance 

level is rejected. The significance level throughout this analysis was 95%, 
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unless differently noted. In order to assess the assumption of equal variances 

in the ANOVA procedure, the upper and lower control limits for the ranges of 

the sample treatment data were estimated. If no ranges fall outside those 

Umits, then the ANOVA procedure is carried out as if variances were equal. 

If the null hypothesis is true the expectation is that the ratio of between-group 

variance (error + treatment) to within-group variance (error) would be a close 

one. The result of that ratio is the F statistic: 

^observed = S^bctwccn = error + treatment 
S^within error 

In order to decide whether to reject the null hypothesis, the value of 

Fobs must be compared with a value of Fait- This value gives the point on the F 

distribution which marks off a specific amount of area under the curve. It is at 

or beyond this point that it may be concluded that the null hypothesis is not 

true, and that, with a certain degree of probabiUty, the samples studied were 

not drawn fi*om the same population. 

The Fcrit is referenced by three pieces of information: the alpha level, 

the dfb, and the dfw. The decision rules are stated as follows: 

If Fobs  ̂ Fcrit, Ho is rejected 

If Fobs < Fcrit, Ho is not rejected. 

Expressed differentiy, if the variability between groups (S^between) is 

much greater than the variability within groups (S^withm), the ANOVA will 

lead to a decision to reject the null hypothesis of no difference between 

means as we can conclude that the difference between S^between and S^within did 
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not arise from sampling error. Rather, the population means differ due to 

treatment effect. If, however, the difference between the sources of 

variabihty—S^within and S^between—^falls within the range expected from 

samphng error, the ANOVA will lead to a decision not to reject the null 

hypothesis. In this case, it will be concluded that there was not a treatment 

effect and that differences between group means were due to chance. 

To compare the pairs of means (PM), the Tukey Multiple Comparison 

Test was also used to obtain a Q-vaiue and W-vaiue- Q;, denotes the lOOpth 

percentile of the studentized range distribution with numerator degrees of 

freedom k and denominator degrees of freedom vand W denotes the 

minimum significant difference. The decision rules are stated as follows; 

If PM >W, Ho is rejected in favor of Ha: |iii > iJj 

\iPM<W, Ho is not rejected. 

The statistical tables that follow next and throughout the remainder of 

this chapter present the information in two parts. First, the performance per 

idiom type or language is indicated for each of the five LL, SLL, and PLL 

idioms or individual experimental task, followed by the summary of the sum 

of scores, the average performance per idiom type or individual language 

group, the existing variance, and the difference of the averages in idiom types 

or languages. This information is, in turn, followed by the one-factor analysis 

of variance (ANOVA) along with the Tukey Multiple Comparison Test 

values for Q and W. The results of the posthoc Tukey tests further reveal 

more detail findings about the differences in the averages in idiom types or 
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languages which yielded significant results. Those pairs of means that are 

statistically significant are highlighted in bold. At the end, the entire table is 

summarized with the decision rule regarding the support or rejection of the 

null hypothesis (Ho)—^the equality of means within idiom categories or across 

language groups. Only the summary analysis for all languages per idiom task 

and the comparison between FCT and ZCT are slightly modified. Tables 4.6, 

4.7, and 4.8 below display the results of the ANOVA and Tukey analyses for 

all DDT data. 
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Table 4.6: EDT Statistical Analyses Between Idiom Categories (CMI Group) 

PERFORMANCE PER IDIOM TYP E 
TVne Score Scon Score Scoie Score Sam Averace Variance Difference in Tvpes 
LL 85.71 75.00 91.07 100.00 96.43 448.21 89.642 96.31327 5.714 LL-SLL 
SLL 75.00 69.64 85.71 96.43 92.86 419.64 83.928 130.7781 6.788 PLL-LL 
PLL 100.00 96.43 100.00 96.43 89.29 482.15 96.43 19.11735 12.502 PLL-SLL 

ANOVA CONE -FACTOR) 
Source of Variatioii SS MS Fobs P-vmbu Ferit Q IV 
Between Groups 391.711 2 195.855 2.386459 0.134102 3.88529 3.77 15.2738 
Within Groups 984.834 12 82.06956 
Total 1376.54 14 

Pcdaion Rule Since < F^, Hp is not rejected. 

PERFORMANCE PER IDIOM TYPE 
Type Score Score Score Score Score Sum Averace Variance Difference in Types 
LL 66.67 91.67 66.67 83.33 75.00 383.34 76.668 118.0361 1.668 LL-SLL 
SLL 58.33 66.67 91.67 83.33 N/A 300.00 75.00 231.5185 9.166 PLL-LL 
PLL 91.67 83.33 91.67 79.17 83.33 429.17 85.834 31.26668 10.834 PLL-SLL 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Source of Variatioit SS 4r MS Fobs P-vabte Ferit Q IV 
Between Groups 321.681 2 160.8409 1.369635 0.294347 3.98230 3.82 18.51288 
Within Groups 1291.76 11 117.4333 
Total 1613.44 13 

Pe^jpBRnie Since foh.< Fc^, Hp is not rejected 

PERFORMANCE PI ER IDIOM TYPE 
TVpe Score Score Score Score Score Sum Avense Variance DilTereace in TVoes 
LL 69.23 92.31 100.00 92.31 84.62 438.47 87.694 136.1053 3.076 SLL-LL 
SLL 100.00 84.62 76.92 92.31 100.00 453.85 90.77 100.6006 1.538 PLL-LL 
PLL 92.31 100.00 6923 84.62 100.00 446.16 89JZ32 165.6811 1.538 SLL-PLL 

ANOVA CONE -FACTOR) 
Source of Variation SS MS Fofcr F-vtbu Ferit Q fV 
Between Groups 23.6544 2 11.82722 0.088178 0.916186 3.88529 3.77 19.5262 
Within Groups 1609.548 12 134.129 
Total 1633.202 14 

1 DcclnoaRale | Since Fpt. < Fmt. Hp is not rejected. 
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Table 4.7: IDT Statistical Analyses Across Languages (CMI Group) 

PERFORMANCE PER LAN( GUAGE 
LAN Score Score I Score Score Score Sam ATcrase Variance OffTerence in LAN 
SPA 85.71 75.00 91.07 100.00 96.43 448.21 89.642 96.31327 12.974 SPA-FRE 
FRE 66.67 91.67 66.67 83.33 75.00 383.34 76.668 118.0361 1.948 SPA-GER 
GER 69.23 92.31 1 100.00 92.31 84.62 438.47 87.694 136.1053 11.026 OER-FRE 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Source of Variatiai SS 4r MS Faha P-vabu FerU 0 W 
Between Groups 489.4868 2 244.7434 2.095078 0.165799 3.88529 3.77 18.22266 
Within Groups 1401.891 12 116.8182 
ToUl 1891.306 14 

Oeciaioa Role Since Fob. < Fan, Hp is not teiected 

PERFORMANCE PER LAN( GUAGE 
LAN Score Score Score Score Score Sam Averace Variance DifTerence in LAN 
SPA 75.00 69.64 85.71 96.43 92.86 419.64 83.928 130.7781 8.928 SPA-FRE 
FRE 58.33 66.67 91.67 83.33 N/A 300.00 75.00 231.5185 6.842 GER-SPA 
GER 100.00 84.62 76.92 92.31 100.00 453.85 90.77 100.6006 15.77 OER-FRE 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Source of Variation SS MS Fobs P-valme Fait 0 
Between Groups 552.7404 2 276.3702 1.876506 0.198983 3.98230 3.82 20.73231 
Within Groups 1620.07 11 147.2791 
Total 2172.811 13 

Decision Role Since Fob. < Fm,, Hp is not rejected. 

PERFORMANCE P ERLAN< GUAGE 
LAN Score Score Score Score Score Sum Averace Variance DifTerence in LAN 
SPA 100.00 96.43 100.00 96.43 89.29 482.15 96.43 19.11735 10.596 SPA-FRE 
FRE 91.67 83.33 91.67 79.17 83.33 429.17 85.834 3126668 7.198 SPA-GER 
GER 92.31 100.00 6923 84.62 100.00 446.16 89JZ32 165.6811 3.398 GER-FRE 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Source of VariatioB SS MS Fobs P-vmbu Ferit e W 
Between Groups 292.7214 2 146.3607 2.032175 0.173744 3.88529 3.77 14.3083 
Within Groups 8642604 12 72.0217 
Total 1156.982 14 

PccMon Rple I Since Fot, <• Fga. Hp is not rejected. 
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Table 4.8: IDT Statistical Analysis For All Languages (CMI Group) 

PERFORMANCE PER IDIOM TYPE 
IdioiDlVpe Count Sam Avenue Vaitence Averuef DiffeicBce in Idfom Tvnef 
LL 15 1270.02 84.668 135.0933 0.8472857 LL-SLL 

SLL 14 1173.49 83.82071 167.1393 5.8306667 PLL-LL 

PLL 15 1357.48 90.49867 82.64156 6.6779524 PLL-SLL 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Source of Variation SS MS Fobs P-vabu Ferit Q W 
Between Groups 390.1129 2 195.0565 1.53173 0.228275 3.22567 3.438 10.017267 
Within Groups 5221.098 41 127.3439 
Total 5611.211 43 

Decirion Rule | Since Feb, < Fgn, Hp is not reject^ 

The results of the ANOVA and Tukey analyses show that there is 

sufficient evidence to support the Ho, that is (1) the observed differences 

between the three idiom categories within a language group, (2) the observed 

diBferences across the three languages, and (3) the observed differences for all 

three languages are likely to have arisen by chance. Thus, it is concluded that 

there are no significant differences between idiom categories or across 

languages in the ways in which SL learners detect VP idioms when reading 

texts containing them. 

It is also worth reminding the reader here that none of the participants 

were required to interpret any of the idioms found in the fifteen texts given— 

only to detect them and to offer explanations on the main processes and 

strategies that guided their selection. Based on how accurate and complete 

their detection was, participants received the score of 0,1, or 2. As was 

predicted earlier (see Chapter 3, Section 3.6.2), SL learners were able to 

"sense" quite successfiilly where in a given narrative or dialog the L2 VP 
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idiom was "hiding," using a variety of textual clues, strategies, and 

techniques. What is not clear, however, from inspecting the numeric values 

alone present in all tables given thus far are the kinds of clues, strategies, and 

techniques participants employed in selecting the one phrasal unit that was 

indeed the VP idiom in the text selection. It is in fact only through their added 

comments that we begin to understand how or why they chose the selections 

they chose. Had it not been for the utilization of the Transactional Idiom 

Analysis (TIA) in this study, it would have been nearly impossible to venture 

arguments in favor of the one or the other speculation. 

Speculations aside, analysis of participants' metacognitive reflections 

revealed a host of contextual aids that serve as clues for both theory 

development and pedagogy. As already discussed in Chapter 3, Section 3.6.2, 

participants' rationales and explanations were analyzed for recurring thematic 

units while sorting their responses into units of information. In turn, the 

resulting categories were then pooled, classified into general categories and 

given one single label and, finally, quantified in terms of percentages of each 

category against all responses. The Ust of strategies used is by no means 

exhaustive. Tables 4.9,4.10, and 4.11 present the reading strategies 

uncovered through such a qualitative inventory. 

Here too participants are identified by the last four digits of their 

Student ID number and the same order of participants is followed throughout 

all language groups. Each of the three language-specific tables captures 

information on an individual's choice of contextual aids as well as the choice 

rate of the group as a whole expressed in a numeric value. The farthest right 
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column in each table mariced "Percent of Total Responses" indicates the 

proportion each category occupies within all other categories. In turn, each 

category is followed by the number of instances this particular category was 

mentioned in each participant's response, followed by a total score of coded 

instances for individual participants and the group as whole. The area marked 

"Total Tally" indicates the richness of data per participant, which in all cases 

doubled if not surpassed the information obtained solely from the three-point 

classification system present in Tables 4.2,4.3, and 4.4. 



Table 4.9: Spanish Idiom Detection Task Strategies (CMI Group) 

1 TrandatioB 1 3 5 4 1 1 5 9 
2 litend Meaaiae Makes No Scue 1 4 6 3 2 10 2 13 2 6 
3 Contextual Support 1 4 4 8 4 3 4 2 2 
4 Sifliilar to / Reinfaidcs Me of 3 3 5 4 1 5 3 6 5 
5 Process of Elimination 1 4 5 3 3 4 1 11 2 
6 PrhnrKnowleitee 1 1 S 3 7 IS 1 2 10 1 1 
7 Graphophonics / ArranKement 2 5 1 3 2 1 2 
8 Smwdi / Seeais / Looks Like 2 1 2 1 1 2 4 2 
9 Guessine 1 1 1 3 
10 CoMiNirisoii to Other Idioms 1 2 3 
11 I Have No Idea /1 Do Not Know 1 1 
12 Placement is Tnt 2 
13 No Information Given 15 15 15 13 13 8 3 1 1 4 2 

liijJi Liii LiiL bilii LLi tiSii tlM 1-!ii L:1; i; u!ii; IIl-I'j Llili l-di: 

(Continued) 



Table 4.9 (cont): Spanish Idiom Detection Task Strategies (CMI Group) 

1 Trandation 2 5 10 7 3 9 7 6 3 12 
2 literal Meaniiie Makes No Scaae 3 2 7 7 1 3 2 10 
3 Contextual Support 3 7 4 8 10 2 4 4 5 3 
4 Stndliu'to / SeaiiBdei Me of 2 5 7 1 3 4 7 6 3 3 
5 Proceu of Eiiminatloii 1 4 10 3 3 7 
6 Priu'KMfwIetee 6 2 1 2 1 
7 Graphophonics / ArranKement 1 5 1 3 2 6 1 
8 

1 1 2 
9 Gtteuin  ̂ 4 1 
10 Coatpiiriioa 1 2 1 
11 I Have No Idea / IDo Not Know 1 3 1 
12 PbecmnrtiBTat 2 
13 No Information Given 1 1 1 3 

93 14.62 
84 13.21 
82 12.89 
76 11.95 
62 9.75 
59 9.28 
35 5.50 
17 2.67 
11 1.73 
10 1.57 
7 1.10 
4 0.63 
96 15.09 



Table 4.10: French Idiom Detection Task Strategies (CMI Group) 

1 Trandatioii 1 2 5 2 2 1 
2 liltiiU MesiiiiiE Mskes No ScBse 13 2 3 6 9 1 1 1 
3 Contextual Support 11 2 2 10 1 
4 SiiUllur lb / Biimiades Me of 3 1 
5 Process of Eliminatioo 1 
6 PHbr ibMirkdiEe:' 2 1 4 1 7 2 
7 Graphophonics / Arrangement 2 1 
8 SowNto/SMiiM/Looks Ufce 1 2 1 7 2 2 
9 Guessinf  ̂ 3 6 1 5 3 
10 Cmî aiwm 
11 I Have No Idea /1 Do Not Know 1 1 10 
12 
13 No Information Given 14 10 11 2 14 13 12 14 

13 5.53 
36  ̂ 15.32 
26 11.06 
4 '•  ̂ 1.70 
1 0.43 

17 7  ̂
3 1.28 

6.38 
18 7.66 
0 "• 0.00 
12 5.11 
0 - 0,00 
90 38.30 



Table 4.11: German Idiom Detection Task Strategies (CMI Group) 

m SMrH 
IH wBiH HR HIhBHIm 

1 Translation 5 13 15 7 3 11 15 6 12 4 8 10 13 
2 literal McanlBK Makes No Soue 9 8 1 5 2 4 3 6 2 
3 Conteitual Support 14 12 13 11 5 7 10 4 5 8 2 
4 Similar to / BcaUndes Mc of 2 3 3 5 6 1 5 8 1 3 6 
S Process of Elimination 3 3 2 6 2 3 
6 Prior Knowledee 1 6 4 2 4 4 1 2 2 2 
7 Graphophonics / Arraneement 1 1 3 2 2 2 2 3 
8 Soiuds/Scent / Loolu Like 14 13 IS 11 8 2 8 4 1 6 7 
9 Guessine 1 1 2 2 1 5 5 1 
10 CoaipariaoB to Other IdkiiBi 
11 1 Have No Idea / IDo Not Know 1 2 3 
12 Placement in Teit I 1 1 1 1 
13 No Information Given 5 3 

122 25.15 
40 8.25 
91 18.76 
43 8.87 
19 3.92 
28 5.77 
16 3.30 
89 18.35 
18 3.71 
0 0.00 
6 1.24 
5 1.03 
8 1.65 

i I: tA.il iLill -i ID-:: [ '̂ 5 •: 
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The information captured in Tables 4.9,4.10, and 4.11 not only 

enriches the data in significant ways, but, moreover, it strengthens the 

assumptions and hypotheses already made with regard to the Process of SL 

Comprehension and Interpretation of VP Idioms During Reading. Table 4.12 

and Figure 4.2 present a final summary of all Idiom Detection Task Strategies 

uncovered through such a procedure. The table uses the same presentational 

organization as the tables given above, and all data are given first in numeric 

values of total taUies, followed by the total percent of responses that each 

strategy used occupies within all other strategies. 



Table 4.12: Summary of Idiom Detection Task Strategies (CMI Group) 

1 Translation 93 14.62 13 5.53 122 25.15 
2 84 13.21 36 15.32 40 8.25 
3 Contextual Support 82 12.89 26 11.06 91 18.76 

''4' Simiiar to / Bdiniiriii Me of 76 11.95 4 1.70 43 8.87 
5 Process of Elimination 62 9.75 1 0.43 19 3.92 
6 l̂ rKiowkAEe 59 9.28 17 7.23 28 5.77 
1 Graphophonics / Arrangement 35 5.50 3 1.28 16 3.30 
8 Somdi / Sceaw / Looks 17 2.67 15 6.38 89 18.35 
9 Gueuins 11 1.73 18 7.66 18 3.71 
10 CompariiOB to Other Idiomi io 1.57 0 0.00 0 0.00 
11 I Have No Idea /1 Do Not Know 7 1.10 12 5.11 6 1.24 
12 liacemeBt in Tot 4 0.63 0 0.00 5 1.03 
13 No Information Given 96 15.09 90 38.30 8 1.65 

228 16.81 
160 11.80 
199 14.68 
123 9,07 
82 6.05 
104 7.67 
54 3.98 
121 8.92 
47 3.47 
10 0.74 
25 1.84 
9 0.66 

194 14.31 

vo u» 
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Figure 4.2: Suimnaiy of Idiom Detection Task Strategies (CMI Group) 

• No Information 
Given 
14% 

I Sounds/Seems/ 
Looks Like 

9% 

I Prior Knowledge 
8% 

I Other 
11% 

I Process of 
Elimination 

6% 

• Translation 
16% 

I Literal Meaning 
Makes No Sense 

12% 

El Similar to / 
Reminds Me of 

9% 

• Contextual 
Support 

15% 

Through such an analysis it is now known that learners of Spanish, 

French, and German use for the most part translation, contextual support, 

hteral meaning of the idiom, and similarity between target and domain idioms 

as their main strategies of detecting VP idioms in reading texts, closely 

followed by knowledge of graphophonics and sentence arrangement, process 

of elimination, prior cultural and background knowledge, and guessing. 

Moreover, the table reveals that the placement of an idiom withia a text was 

the least observed textual feature as a criterion for idiom selection, and this 

observation is congruent throughout all languages. Only slightly higher (eight-

tens of a percent) is the percent for the category marked "Comparison to 

Other Idioms." 

A more pointed inspection of the three languages reveals that this 

strategy was used by the Spanish group (i.e., by 6 individuals out of 28) alone 
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and, furthermore, that a third of that percentage is attributable to only one 

participant. The fact that this strategy is absent in both French and German 

groups is in all likelihood the direct result of the EDT task instructions given 

to all participants which did not require them to compare the target idiom 

once found with the domain idiom. This assumption is based on the broad 

range of comments offered by participants and only the most notable 

comments will be analyzed next. This is done purposefully given the amount 

of quaUtative information collected by all participants. Table 4.13 presents an 

overview of all data collected by participants' taking part in the Idiom 

Detection Task. 

Table 4.13: Summary of All Idiom Detection Task Data Analysis 
(CMI Group) 

IDT 1 SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES 

Lines | 400 103 409 912 
Pases 43.25 15.5 18 76.75 
Answers 346 or 82.38% 151 or 83.88% 171 or 87.69% 668 or 84.65% 

Following the same organizational pattern of presentation as with the 

other tables presented thus far, this table here provides a clear picture of the 

different types and amounts of information available for qualitative analysis. 

Mbrmation is once again organized in columns and rows for each of the three 

languages and the languages as a whole. Under each column, the four rows 

diat follow present specific information regarding how many lines were 

available for analysis, the amount that each language group wrote as a whole 

expressed in quantity of pages and, finally, the total amount of answers 
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requested by the participants in each language group on the That's All Greek 

to Me! HyperCard Computer Program, expressed both in total times and in 

percent. 

A quick scanning of the data reveals that the Spanish group did 

considerably more work than the French group, which did the least work in 

terms of lines and pages written. This discrepancy is quite understandable, 

however, given the fact that the Spanish group had more than twice as many 

students participating in the study than did either the French or the German 

group combined. This observation alone should not take away from the fact 

that all groups asked for the answer to the idiom detection. As already 

discussed in Chapter 3 (see Section 3.4.2.1), the built-in "answer 

documentation" feature was purposefully integrated into the program in order 

to promote an interactive learning environment between the program and the 

individual participant, all the while motivating him or her to continue with the 

program. The fact that participants chose to make use of this feature as much 

as they did (84.65%) suggests strongly that learners do and need to know 

what the correct answers are before going on with the task at hand. 

Pedagogically speaking, their look-up behavior is quite understandable 

if one considers the notion that all learners, young and old alike, need to make 

sense of the input received. Not only is constructive feedback desirable, it 

many instances it is required and much appreciated by the learner. In many 

instances, seeing the answer enabled participants to continue to transact 

meaning from the idiom and the text as a whole and to revisit or (dis)con£inn 

earlier hypotheses. Consider the following insightful remarks; 
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When detecting the idioms, I had a difficult time pointing them 
out. I was never educated in German idioms, and I often have a 
hard time with them in English. I don't use idioms constantly in 
my vocabulary, or at least I am unaware of it. 1 did find it 
challenging but it was nice to look at the answer after I typed in 
what I thought. I think it was reassuring to know that I'd be able 
to see the answer at the end. I don't think I really overcame the 
challenge. I just put in what I thought, and prayed for a miracle. 
What helped me get through this part was reading the paragraph 
over and over, and also know that I could look at the answer at 
the end. 

Overall, the Idiom Detection Task was fairly simple. I only had 
problems with examples that had several questionable phrases. 
These phrases had vocabulary that I was not familiar with and 
thus could not decide between them. However, upon viewing the 
answers, I was a little disappointed in myself for not recognizing 
them since they were obvious. 

The greatest challenge I faced was trying to figure out what all 
of the idioms meant. I didn't really overcome the challenge in 
either of the exercises until I was able to look at the answer and 
figure out what they actually meant. 

This important information aside, participants' introspective reports 

revealed a host of contextual factors affecting the decision part of the 

participants. Table 4.14 captures the most important comments made by 

participants regarding their selections. Unlike the other tables discussed thus 

far. Table 4.14 uses only three columns to present the information; Column 1 

presents the Language ID, i.e., the respective language and the particular 

idiom in the task under which the participant was making a metacognitive 

comment. Column 2 the main strategy or combination of strategies employed 
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for that particular idiom and, finally. Column 3 the metacognitive comment 

supporting the inference or inferences drawn fi-om each of the comments 

made. Given the volume of comments obtained from all the participants, all 

other comments of similar importance are given in Appendix C. 

Table 4.14: DDT Metacognitive Comments 

LANi STRATEGY SUPPORTING METACOGNITIVE COMMENT 

FlI Sunilarity 
Faouliarity 

We have this e}q)ression in English, so it was easy to piclc 
out. 

F03 Lheralness 
Text reference 

It is obvious that Pierre does not really have his heart on his 
hand, but &om the previous description of his generosity one 
can ccmciude that this is an idiom for that. 

F05 Lheralness 
Pragmatic imowledge 

The phrase does not fit in with the rest of the paragraph if 
taken literally. Also 'D ne faut pas...' sets it up as being a 
piece of advice in the rest of the paragraph that is using the 
'tu' form. 

F03 Literalness 
Personal backsround 

Le coeur sur la main... as holding (me's heart in one's hand, 
literally, would involve open heart surgery. I diose this as 
the idiom. 

F04 Literalness 
Guessing 

One cannot really bite the dust... that's why I guessed this 
would be the idiom. 

GIO Graphophonics 
Sounds/Looks like 

It just, once again, looks and sounds out of place. 

G12 Gnqilu^onics 
Personal background 

When I saw this, I didn't ^ctly know what it meant, but 
fiom the tone of the first sentence, I figured it was a saying 
'for now you have to deal with it yourself,' whidi I related 
to 'now you have to spoon the soup yourself.' 

F03 Grapbophonks 
Semantics 
Syntax 

The words individually make sense, but you can see that the 
group of words is a concept. To me it reads 'the heart on the 
hand,' but that wouldn't make sense. So, it must be an 
idiom. 
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FIO Semantics 
Syntax 
Lexical assodation 

Since I know that 'ccntre' means 'against' and 'courant' is 
something 'that kind of flows along,' it was &irly easy to 
piece die two together and discover the idiom. 

G13 Context I didn't read througji twice this time. I found it the first time 
I saw it. Of course I had to finish the paragraph to make 
siue there wasn't something else that seemed like an idiom. 

F09 Context 
Process of eKmination 

I don't know >^diat 'hallebardes' are, but it seems to be the 
only expression w^ch could be an idiom. 

G06 Context 
Personalizing situation 

Don't beat around the bush. I was able to figure the idiom 
out by using the c(xitext, and pretending to put myself in the 
same situation. 

FOl Context 
Literalness 
Image 
Personal bacl̂ ound 

Read all of text, looked for something that does not make 
sense literally, but evokes an image that represents an 
emoticm. 

G06 Pn^atic knowledge 
Context 

I chose this one because it again has a reference to an 
animal. I also believe fi-om the context of the paragraph, that 
it may mean 'to beat around the bush.' 

G06 Prismatic knowledge 
Personal background 
Context 

D(»i't beat around the bush, say what you mean, instead of 
hinting at it, or talking around it. This is a conunon idiom 
for me again, it stood out like a sore thumb. Once again, this 
phrase had nothing to do with the text. Also, often when an 
idiom is coming, there are usually signal words like 'wie,' 
'anstatt'; like, instead oC and then an impossible happening. 

G02 Pragnurtic knowledge 
Context 
Gn^hophonics 
Sounds like 
Comparison/Contrast 

I chose this segment because it talks about 'dogs v^o baric 
dm't bite,' which didn't seem to fit the cxaitext of the 
teacher w^o is very strict. It sounded like an idiom to me, 
because it seemed to describe a strict person in some sort of 
an analogy. 

F06 Translation 
Context 

I chose this because I didn't know w^iat it meant. It seems to 
have something to do with 'dancing aroimd the subject,' but 
I do not know its specific meaning. 

F03 Translation 
Literalness 
Context 

I translated the »q>ression as written and it did not fully 
make sense based on the context of the paragraph. 
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G12 Translation 
Pragniatic knowledge 

The idiom is something about 'eating your soup alone and 
siifiering the ccmsequences by yourself...' idioms are 
usually found near the end of a saying or phrase, as a result 
of something else. 

Gi l  Image The phrase gives a good visual image, so it is easy to 
understand. 

G06 Image 
Parafraph organization 
Process of elimination 

The e;q}ressiaa gives me a funny image in my head (a whole 
bunch of cats around cheese) that just doesn't quite fh with 
the girl trying to go swimming. 

F09 Process of elimination 
Literalness 

Seems to stand apart from the normal flow of conversation. 

F13 Process of elimination 
Context 
literalness 
Guessing 

I didn't know exactly what 'ne tient qu'un fil' means, but 
process of eliminaticm makes it the only part which mi^ 
not be able to be taken literally. Similar to 'hanging by a 
thread,' I'm guessing. 

F05 Process of elimination 
Context 
Literalness 
Cultural background 

The text has nothing to do with cats, therefore I chose that 
expression. It correspcnds to 'letting sleeping dogs lie' in 
English. 

To begin with, the metacognitive comments given above show that 

literal translation of the lexical items comprising the idiomatic expression is 

omnipresent in the ways participants transact textual meaning. While some 

idioms were easily detected, others had to be computed first literally and then 

figuratively within the context of the given text. Furthermore, the transaction 

of idiomatic meaning is not independent of the context in which the idiom 

was a part. More often than not, knowledge of graphophonics, semantics, and 

syntax helped in the detection and comprehension of an idiom, but not 

necessarily with its correct interpretation. To achieve the latter, a great many 
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of them found it necessary to resort to their own background knowledge and 

pragmatic knowledge in transacting idiomatic meaning, while others tried to 

envision a similar situation and the idiom they would use given the focus and 

the communicative intent of the text at hand 

In sum, it is clear from the variety of protocols given above and from 

the discussion thus far that learners of SL employ quite different strategies, 

which are effective in different ways. Contextual elements are not 

independent, but rather, dependant upon the reader for their saliency. In turn, 

these contextual clues form a matrix of potential influences on the reader's 

interpretation of text. Not only do cross-taxonomic elements become related 

but intra-taxonomic relationships become apparent. There is no one linear 

path to understanding texts and the idioms contained in them. 

4.3.2 CMIV results of IDT data 

As akeady mentioned, the seven participants of the CMIV group (2 in 

Spanish, 3 in French, and 2 in German) were asked to read out loud the 15 

texts of the Idiom Detection Task, all the while engaging in introspections 

(i.e., in concurrent think-aloud tasks) and immediate retrospective reports 

(through retellings and pointed interview questions). Text-retellings served to 

provide the researcher with samples of learner language containing copious 

patterns of the particular conceptual process or strategy that is the target of 

the investigation. 
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It is for this reason that participants were also invited to comment 

retrospectively on the reading strategies and techniques they used in the 

detection of the 15 VP idioms. Their resulting protocols were then subjected 

to careful analysis. Tables 4.15,4.16, and 4.17 present the results of the 

present experiment for each of the eight participants in their respective 

language group. A summary of all data is provided in Table 4.18 and 

graphically in Figure 4.3. 



Table 4.15: Spanish Idiom Detection Task Data (CMIV Group) 

1 coleando de un hllo LL 2 2 

2 coser a alpiieii COB lu nuuios m 
la BUM SLL 2 2 

3 andar pisando huevos PLL 2 2 
4 Mnir kM Daioa de almieB LL 0 2 
S larj^ar a otro el mochuelo SLL 2 0 
6 •0 ofriU d vnidki de naa moaca PLL 2 2 
7 tener aleo debajo de la manea LL 2 2 
8 estar eatre la esDada y la oared SLL 2 2 
9 tener telaraAas en los ojos PLL 2 2 

10 tener al nnudo agarrado per la 
cola 

LL 2 2 

11 ^Te comieron la lengua los 
ratones? 

SLL 2 2 

12 emucraur la caM nor d teiado PLL 2 2 
13 buscar una aeuJa en un paiar LL 2 2 
14 oaenuune las oestailaa SLL 2 2 
15 caundo las ranas crfen pelo PLL 2 2 

4 100.00 

4 100.00 

4 100.00 
2 so.oo 
2 50.00 
4 100.00 
4 100.00 
4 100.00 
4 100.00 

4 100.00 

4 100.00 

4 100.00 
4 100.00 
4 100.00 
4 100.00 



Table 4.16: French Idiom Detection Task Data (CMIV Group) 

1 joindre lea deui bouta LL 2 0 0 
2 K lever da numvais Died SLL 2 1 2 
3 avoir le coeur aur la main PLL 2 2 2 
4 BMirdreUiMNiMiire LL 2 2 2 
5 ne paa r^eiller le chat qui dort SLL 2 2 1 
6 touraer nrtwr do port PLL 2 2 2 
7 £tre ania k ae toumer lea poucea LL 2 2 2 

8 
qwper i'liertie aoos le pied de 
aadaa'im 

SLL 2 2 2 

9 il tombe dea hallebardea PLL 2 2 2 
10 aller i coBtre-coarant LL 2 2 2 
11 aopeler un chat un chat SLL 2 2 2 

12 
c'cat III gootte d'eao qui fait 

PLL ? ? ? 12 
diborder le vaae 

PLL 

13 ne tenir qu'i un fU LL 2 2 2 
14 Stre aoua lea venrtNU SLL 2 2 2 
15 tirer lea plana aur la comite PLL 1 2 2 

2 33.33 
5 83.33 
6 100.00 
6 100.00 
5 83.33 
6 100.00 
6 100.00 

6 100.00 

6 100.00 
6 100.00 
6 100.00 

0 100.00 

6 100.00 
6 100.00 
5 83.33 



Table 4.17: German Idiom Detection Task Data (CMIV Group) 

1 6l ins Feuer eieBen LL 2 2 
2 Hiinde, die bellen. beiBen nicht SLL 2 2 

3 
das Fell verluuifen, ehe man den 
BIren eriediet hat 

PLL 2 2 

4 hfarter dcai IMkken iprcchen LL 2 2 

5 
Wem die Jacke pafit, der zieht 
siean 

SLL 2 2 

6 
wie die Katze WB den hdBen 
Bud henmredai 

PLL 2 2 

7 
den Stier bei den HSrnern 
Dacken 

LL 2 2 

8 in dieiGcBiiM SLL 2 2 
9 eine Lanze brecben fDr PLL 2 2 

10 
•clil«rai|(jie Hrade Nil man niclit 
wedccB 

LL 2 2 

11 schwine das Tanzbein SLL 2 2 

12 
die Svnpe  ̂die man cingebrockt 
hat. andSffdn 

PLL 2 2 

13 das Krieesbeil beeraben LL 2 2 
14 hinter SchloB and Rieed SLL 2 2 
IS ein Haar in der Suppe finden PLL 2 2 

4 100.00 
4 100.00 

4 100.00 

4 100.00 

4 100.00 

4 100.00 

4 100.00 

4 100.00 
4 100.00 

4 100.00 

4 100.00 

4 100.00 

4 100.00 
4 100.00 
4 100.00 
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Table 4.18: Summary of IDT Task Data (CMIV Group) 

1 IDT SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES | 

LL 90.00 86.67 100.00 92.22 
SLL 90.00 93.33 100.00 94.44 
PLL 100.00 96.67 100.00 98.89 
Group Total 93.33 92.22 100.00 95.19 

Figure 4.3: Summary of Idiom Detection Task Data (CMIV Group) 
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Spanish French Gennan AU Lang^gn 

Languages 

AU tables above are presented in the exact same manner as the CMI 

IDT tables. Their performance, albeit comparable in many ways with the 

CMI group, is higher across all categories and language groups, resulting in a 

total performance of 95.19 percent, which is 8.86 percent better than the 

performance achieved by the 28 participants of the CMI group in the exact 

same task. A word of caution: While each language group's performance is 

• LL 

• SLL 

• PLL 
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equally comparable high in the IDT making absolute distinctions between 

idiom types impossible, it would be counterproductive to try to compare these 

results on equal footing with those achieved by the CMI group given the 

CMIV group's small number of participants—a 7:1 ratio. Instead of drawing 

conclusions by comparing the two groups with one another, it would be 

prudent and more defensible to look at the CMIV group's results in their own 

right. If parallels between the two groups can indeed be drawn, then such 

parallels need to be of a general order. One should also bear in mind the 

initial rationale behind the need of this group in this study: to ascertain even 

further the on-hne reading behavior and body language of SL learners which, 

in turn, are considered to be indicative of active thought processes of 

transacting idiomatic meaning. 

Such accounts then provide insights into the conscious thought 

processes of participants. Not only do they help to identify the significant 

variables which have not previously been acknowledged, they also show how 

such variables influence positively or negatively the resulting comprehension 

and interpretation of VP idioms. The strategies, therefore, were directly 

observable in the transcripts of the learners' productions. In turn, their 

reading behavior was also video-recorded and audio-recorded. The recorded 

speech was then carefully transcribed indicating such features as pause 

length, intonation contours, vowel lengthening, fillers, drawls, and false starts. 

At the end of the task participants were also interviewed about their beliefs, 

attitudes, reactions, and strategies. 
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All data collected were then analyzed using both qualitative methods 

and quantitative ones. Both their on-line comments and their retrospective 

comments have psychological plausibility, that is they reflect the nature of the 

mental processing involved in the comprehension and interpretation of texts 

containing VP idiomatic phrases. Because think-aloud tasks require 

concurrent reporting, learners were required from the outset to introspect on 

the strategies they employed while performing the Idiom Detection Task. 

Further, because learners also vary in their ability to think aloud as they 

perform a task, they were also induced to verbalize their strategies using their 

LI. This procedure provided rich and informative data. (For more on this 

procedure, see, for example, Ericson & Simon, 1987 and Mangubhai, 1991). 

Tables 4.19,4.20, and 4.21 present the strategies used by these eight 

participants, whereas Table 4.22 presents a summary of all strategies used. 

The summaiy of strategies is presented graphically in Figure 4.4. 



Table 4.19: Spanish Idiom Detection Task Strategies (CMIV Group) 

1 Translation 11 14 
2 Literal Meanias Makes No Sense 9 10 
3 Contextual Support 13 14 
4 Similar to / Bcmiades Me of 9 10 
5 Process of Elimination 2 1 
6 Prior Knowk  ̂ 4 3 
7 Graphophonics / Arrangement 1 
8 Sounds / Seems / Looks Like 1 1 
9 Guessing 2 1 
10 Comparison to Oflier Idioms 10 13 
11 I Have No Idea /1 Do Not Know 
12 Placement in Text 
13 No Information Given 

25 19.38 
19 14.73 
27 20.93 
19 14.73 
3 2.33 
7 5.43 
1 0.78 
2 1.55 
3 2.33 

23 17.83 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 



Table 4.20: French Idiom Detection Task Strategies (CMIV Group) 

1 Translation 15 13 11 
2 Literal Mcaniae Makes No Seme 11 10 9 
3 Conteitual Support 15 12 10 
4 SioUlar to / ReniBdes Me of 12 11 5 
S Process of Elimination 1 2 1 
( Prior KaovrteilKe 2 2 3 
7 Graphophonics / Arranijement 2 4 1 
8 Sonndi / Semi / Looks like 1 2 
9 Guessing 2 3 5 
10 Compavlaoa to Other idfooM 3 7 1 
11 I Have No Idea / IDo Not Know 6 
12 PlaceiBeiit ia Teit 2 2 
13 No Information Given 

39 20.97 
30 16.13 
37 19.89 
28 15.05 
4 2.15 
7 3.76 
7 3.76 
3 1.61 
10 5.38 
11 5.91 
6 3.23 
4 2.15 
0 0.00 



Table 4.21: German Idiom Detection Task Strategies (CMIV Group) 

1 Translation 10 11 
2 Uteral Meanine Makes No Seme 2 9 
3 Contextual Support 10 14 
4 Sfaaikurto / Remindes Me of 7 
S Process of Elimination 
6 Prior KnowledKe 3 3 
7 Graphophonics / Arrangement 1 2 
8 Souads / Seems / Looics like 4 1 
9 Guessing 8 2 
10 CfNBparison to Other Idioms 11 12 
11 I Have No Idea /1 Do Not Know 2 
12 Placement in Text 
13 No Information Given 

21 18.75 
11 9.82 
24 21.43 
7 6.25 
0 0.00 
6 5.36 
3 2.68 
5 4.46 
10 8.93 
23 20.54 
2 1.79 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 



Table 4.22: Summary of Idiom Detection Task Strategies (CMIV Group) 

1 Trandation 25 19.38 39 20.97 21 18.75 
2 Intend Meaaine Mbito 19 14.73 30 16.13 11 9.82 
3 Contextual Support 27 20.93 37 19.89 24 21.43 
4 SinUlar IQ / Bemladi Me of 19 14.73 28 15.05 7 6.25 
5 Process of Elimination 3 2.33 4 2.15 0 0.00 
( Fiibr Kooiirle  ̂ 7 5.43 7 3.76 6 . 5.36 
7 Graphophonics / Arrangement 1 0.78 7 3.76 3 2.68 
8 Smib V Scm 7 Looks like 2 1,55 3 1.61 5 4.46 
9 Guessing 3 2.33 10 5.38 10 8.93 
10 CompsiiMNi to Other IdkMu - 23 17.83 11 5.91 23 20.54 
11 I Have No Idea /1 Do Not Know 0 0.00 6 3.23 2 1.79 
12 liaceneiit in Text 0 0.00 4 2.15 0 0.00 
13 No Information Given 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 

85 19.91 
60 14.05 
88 20.61 
54 12.65 
7 1.64 
20 4.68 
11 2.58 
10 2.34 
23 5.39 
57 13.35 
8 1.87 
4 0.94 
0 0.00 
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Figure 4.4: Summary of Idiom Detection Task Strategies (CMTV Group) 

Translation 
20% 

I Comparison to 
Other Idioms 

13% 

Other 

I Literal Meaning 
Makes No Sense 
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• Similar to/ 
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Support 
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For purposes of comparison, the tables above use the exact same 

format of presentation as those used for the CMI group. A first review of the 

strategies used by the participants of the CMIV group reveals how learners 

construct their mental representations of the L2 idiom (i.e., how knowledge of 

the idiom and the lexical items that comprise the idiom are developed) and, 

furthermore, explain how learners employ their explicit knowledge in actual 

language use, that is linguistic and pragmatic knowledge that is available to 

the learner as a conscious representation which is controlled and analyzed. In 

short, how L2 idiomatic comprehension and interpretation is ultimately 

accomplished. 

What becomes immediately apparent fi'om inspecting the individual 

strategies more closely is that all groups used the first four listed strategies in 

ahnost equal proportions with respect to rest of the strategies uncovered. 
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Only the Gennan group used the fourth strategy (i.e., "Similar to/Reminds Me 

of) far less than the other two groups. In other words, while all Spanish and 

French participants made variable use of such a strategy, only one participant 

in the German group chose to make use of such a strategy. In contrast, the 

German group nearly made twice as often use of the "Sounds/Seems/Looks 

Like" category than the other two groups combined. This supports the earUer 

finding that learners' reading behavior is not always categorical, but variable 

which, in turn, is the product of socio-psychological factors. 

The important parallel to draw here, however, is that the reading 

behavior of the CMIV group resembles in many ways that of the CMI group, 

lending strong support to the notion of "universality" expressed earlier, that is 

some strategies may be used more systematically than others despite some 

variation among learners in overcoming idiomatic processing constraints. 

Generally speaking, in both groups the first four strategies were used twice as 

often as the next four strategies which, in turn, were also used twice as often 

as the last four strategies. The only notable difference between the two 

groups is the percent allocated to the "Comparison to Other Idioms," which is 

considerably much higher in the CMTV group than in the CMI group. This 

result is directly attnbutable to the nature of the retelling task. Unlike the 

participants in the CMI group who were not required to draw parallels 

between target and domain idiom, the participants in this group were asked 

firom the outset to try to compare the target idiom once detected with one in 

their native language, hence the high percentage presence of this category in 

the last of the eight strategies listed. 
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The data obtained here, when coupled with the IDT data, show 

sufficiently consistent findings for all these commonaUties to be ignored. Here 

too the conclusion is tenable that the comprehension and interpretation of VP 

idioms is similar in Spanish, French, and German without implying, of 

course, that all learners make deliberate use of the exact same strategies all 

the time. 

It is equally worth mentioning in this context that for the most part all 

participants completed the task without any difficulties, although two of them 

reported not feeling comfortable reading the texts out loud. As one of them 

commented; 

I cannot understand what I am reading when I read out loud. I 
need to read the text in silence. It is like I know the words, but 
sometimes when I hear them, I get them confused. So, I think 
reading them out loud makes me not analyze each little word as 
much. 

The other participant fi^ed it in this way: 

First of all, I have to look at this [text] and try to... I don't 
understand as much when I read out loud. I have to take a 
second look at it and try to figure it out. 

This impression is further confirmed by the general strategies shown by 

the two participants in the think-aloud protocol. When asked to read the texts, 

these two participants read the whole text straig|it through word by word, 

stopping only occasionally at specific words for which they did not know the 

meaning as they went or skipping entirely after several attempts those words 

that were difficult pronouncing. More often than not their reading was subject 
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to several pauses, varied intonation contours, vowel lengthening, fillers, 

drawls, and occasional false starts. Often they would lean their bodies 

forward, their eyes glued to the computer screen. At other times they would 

lean back, their wondering eyes exploring the ceiling above them. Pauses of 

silence followed. Then they would read through the passage again, this time 

in complete silence, spending more time to locate the idiom and work out its 

meaning. Their silence was followed by what they beUeved was the idiom in 

the text and their reasoning behind their choice. 

During the retelling of the text, in most cases, it became clear why they 

made the choices they made. In the process, existing linguistic and conceptual 

schemata were transformed as they went on with their retellings, especially 

with PLL idioms. Often they would go back to the context in order to bring in 

line the hypotheses previously made with the context given, to test them 

against the input, or to reconstruct anew both their hypotheses and the 

interpretation of the idiomatic phrase detected. In many instances, their 

reading behavior revealed the effect that graphophonic, syntactic, and 

semantic aspects of the text can have on the comprehension and interpretation 

of an PLL idiom when combined with their own fimds of cultural background 

and pragmatic knowledge. In addition, requesting the answer on the computer 

program allowed them to instantaneously confirm or refute their inferences 

and predictions. Each time they were right, a big smile painted their faces, 

their eyes widening, followed by exclamations of success. 

The majority of participants, by contrast, read the text only once, 

stopping and working on each idiom as they came to it. Unlike the previous 
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two participants, who appeared to be more concerned with the text's 

graphophonic level, their reading was visibly faster and much more accurate. 

Only occasionally were there fillers or false starts. Each time they came upon 

a phrase that they believed was the idiomatic phrase in question, they would 

stop and work out the idiom's meaning based on the context available to them 

before proceeding with reading the remainder of the text. 

In many ways, these five participants were much more efficient at 

finding the idiom and the correct interpretation than the other two 

participants, who chose to reread the text in silence. While their guesses were 

at times incorrect, nonetheless, they were clearly motivated by the text and 

also, probably, by what they knew about and brought to the situation present 

in the text. Often, their misinterpretations were only provisional as they 

continued to read and transact with the available input. The fact that they 

reconstructed their interpretations after finding additional contextual cues 

supporting the new meaning suggests that any initial misinterpretations they 

did make were soon corrected. 

By far, the most important finding of this group is the discovery of 

whether the detection of an idiomatic phrase takes place on-line as a reader 

comes to the individual lexemes that collectively make-up the phrase or 

whether such a detection is delayed, that is the idiomatic phrase is discovered 

only after a reader has finished reading the entire text selection and returns to 

the text for a second round of a more focused and selective reading, while 

attending only peripherally other parts of the input. Table 4.23 presents the 

results of this interesting discovery. 
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Table 4.23; Summary of All On-line IDT Detections (CMIV Group) 

ON-LINE IDT 
DETECTIONS 

miOM 
TYPE 

SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN Total Score ON-LINE IDT 
DETECTIONS 

miOM 
TYPE 40681 9470 2069 1 2925 |5143 4112 1 9757 +  : - ; 0  

1 S/F/G LL + — + 0 0  + + 4 1  :2  
2 S/F/G SIX + + + + + + + 7 0 :0  
3 S/F/G PLL + + + + + + + 7 0 :0  
4 S/F/G LL — — + + — + — 3 4 :0  
5  S/F/G SLL — — + + — + + 4 3 :0  
6  S/F/G PLL + + + + + + + 7 0 :0  
7  S/F/G LL + + + + + + + 7 0 :0  
8 S/F/G SLL + + + + + — + 6 1 :0  
9  S/F/G PLL + + + + + + + 7 0 :0  

10 S/F/G LL + + + + + + + 7 0 :0  
11 S/F/G SLL + + + + + + + 7 0 :0  
12 S/F/G PLL + — — + + + + 5 2 :0  
13 S/F/G LL + + + + + + + 7 0 :0  
14 S/F/G SLL — + + + + + + 6 1 :0  
15 S/F/G PLL + + + + + + + 7 0 :0  

Onrline Detectkm Score 12 11  14  14  12  14  14  91 or 86.66% 
Delayed Detectkm Score 3 4  1  0  2  1  1  12 or 11.42 % 
Miaaed Detectioii Score 0 0  0  1  1  0  0  2 or  0.01 % 

The table is organized in manner similar to the tables before it, i.e., in 

columns and rows. Columns show that the three languages are grouped 

together, followed by the total score column for a total of five major columns. 

In turn, each colunm also provides information on the detections of individual 

participants by using the +, -, or 0 sign. The + sign signifies that detection of 

idiomatic phrase took place on line, the - sign that detection was delayed and, 

finally, the 0 sign that detection was missed entirely. The rows that follow 

show the individual and collective performance of detections for each idiom 

across all languages, culminating in a relationship score of+'s, -'s, and O's. 
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for each idiom. The final three rows present the summary of scores for each 

of the three types of detection which, in turn, is expressed both in numeric 

and percent values. 

What becomes apparent fi-om a close review of the detections achieved 

is that the majority of idiom detections (91 out of 105 times or 86.66% of the 

time) takes place on line, that is as the reader meets the individual words of 

the idiomatic phrase on the computer screen. In contrast, the delayed 

detections occupy a much smaller percentage (11.42% of the time or 12 out 

of 105 times) or seven-and-a-half times fewer on-line detections, followed by 

an one-tenth of a percent (2 out of 105 times) for those idioms that were 

missed entirely despite several readings by the two individual participants. 

This implies that SL learners are capable of detecting the idiomatic 

phrase as they encounter the individual lexemes on line because the combined 

meaning of the lexemes does not make much sense when taken literally or 

when couched in the overall context of the text. As one participant put: 

I don't even need to finish it [i.e., the text]. I feel very confident 
that this is the idiom. It just doesn't make sense literally in this 
context. 

Another one firamed it this way: 

When I read something I can take them [the words] every literal 
for what they say. This is the only thing that... I always look for 
something that is not literal. 

What is also interesting to note here is that in both cases where the 

idiom was not detected at aU it was an LL French idiom joindre les deitx 
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bouts [to make ends meet]. Upon viewing the answers, one participant could 

not believed that she missed such an "easy" idiom, as she said, while the 

other participant commented in this way; 

We use this idiom so much that it doesn't even look like an 
idiom. I didn't even think that this phrase would be an idiom. 

The data presented here provide further corroborating evidence that 

literahiess and context have a major effect on participants' success to detect 

VP idioms accurately. Beyond that, the results also provide unequivocal 

evidence in favor of the assumptions and hypotheses made earUer in Chapter 

3, that is during decoding of idioms literal interpretation precedes the 

metaphoric one. In this context, it should not be missed that this "on-line" 

discovery as well as aU the other reading behavior observations discussed 

thus far were made possible only because of the face-to-face TIA interaction 

between researcher and language participant, hence supporting the rationale 

behind the need of this group as a separate but equal sub-part of this study. 

Unlike the CMI group where it is impossible to venture tenable 

conclusions regarding the timing of the idiom detection other than the fact that 

they were detected accurately 86.33 percent of the time, in this group such a 

conclusion is tenable albeit cautiously given the very small number of 

participants. This important caution aside, the recording of participants' 

reading behavior holds much promise for future research as it proved to be 

very valuable, peihaps even more so than initially anticipated. Its greatest 

contribution, however, was in the area of strategy use and how such use 

manifests itself in the reading of texts containing idiomatic phrases. 
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Their reading behavior observed tends to vaUdate Goodman's (1985, 

1992,1996) claim that reading is meaning seeking, tentative, selective, and 

constructive. Here too, inference and prediction were found to be key to 

successful reading. More often than not, many of them even went back to the 

text to incorporate the idiom answer into their interpretation of the text once 

they had looked it up, thus reconstructing anew their interpretation of the text. 

In sum, the reading behavior of the CMIV group confirms and 

strengthens the CMI results already reviewed. Many of the strategies first 

discovered in the CMI group were also present in nearly equal proportions in 

the CMIV group, thus validating even further the claim that readers sample 

from the print on the basis of predictions they have made as they seek text 

meaning. In turn, text meaning and idiomatic meaning is dependent on what 

each reader brings to the reading process in terms of knowledge, experience, 

interests, and cultural values. CMTV data, therefore, provide an important 

alternative source of evidence while adding strength to the hypotheses and 

observations abeady made. Nevertheless, given the small exploratory sample 

of the CMIV group, more evidence will be needed before any firm claims can 

be made. 

4.3.3 Discussion of all IDT data 

The aim of this task was at identifying and describing a broad range of 

strategies SL learners use in detecting, comprehending, and interpreting VP 

idioms. These strategies were then classified into general categories. Using 
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for the most part "translation," "contextual support," and the "literal meaning 

of the idioms," the participants of this idiom detection study were in most 

cases capable of selecting well over 85 percent of the VP idioms present in 

the 45 text selections given to them. The fact that the entire range of VP 

idioms was detected successfully in a better-than-chance fashion strongly 

suggests that SL learners are capable of using many kinds of reading 

strategies; forward-inferencing; schema accommodation, assimilation, and 

adaptation; process of elimination; and contextual lexical, grammatical, and 

syntactic cues to name but a few, in order to reach a solution such as 

improbabihty, literal translation, word arrangement and placement in text, 

context, and figurative/metaphorical images. 

When comparing the data obtained from both groups—CMI and 

CMTV—the commonahties in these accounts are striking. They lend support 

to the notion that learners of different languages (Spanish, French, and 

German) experience similar comprehension and interpretation challenges with 

VP idioms and solve them in similar ways. But there is also strong evidence 

of "universal" patterns of comprehension and interpretation, at least where 

these three Indo-European languages are concerned. This pattern is now 

probably one of the most robust empirical findings because the same pattern 

has also been found with Modem Greek participants (Liontas, 1997). The 

processes and strategies used by L2 learners are seen as universal in the sense 

that they were used by all language learners, Spanish, French, and German. 

The data show sufBciently consistent findings for the commonahties to be 

ignored. These similarities have implications for theory-building and will need 
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to be investigated further before firm claims can be made. To substantiate 

claims regarding universality, of course, it will be necessary to obtain 

evidence from a wider range of languages, including other non Indo-European 

languages. 

The conclusion is tenable in that the comprehension and interpretation 

of VP idioms is similar in Spanish, French, and German. But there are also 

differences in the ways in which L2 learners go about "cracking" the 

idiomatic meaning of a VP expression. Every participant had a "preference 

model" in detecting idioms. Variability is systematic and translation 

predisposed a great many of them to refer more often than not to their LI. 

Learners were found to make deliberate use of whatever hnguistic and 

pragmatic knowledge they possess in order to distinguish different functional 

or semantic meanings that are important to them. Learners also vary in their 

ability to descnbe their strategies and, in both groups, some of them even had 

to be tutored in the definition of an idiom and in self-reporting (i.e., 

metacognitive reflection, introspective concurrent think-aloud procedures, and 

immediate retrospective reports). Some of them were not even conscious of 

employing any strategies. 

While the list of strategies used is by no means exhaustive, 

nevertheless, the strategies uncovered in this task reflect the systematic way 

in which learners overcome processing constraints. Within the defined 

experimental tasks given to both groups there was also considerable variation 

among learners. First, learners differ in the extent to which they apply a 

particular strategy to different linguistic contexts. Second, learners vary in the 
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extent to which they use multiple strategies. Not all learners use the exact 

same strategies all the time and for all texts. Third, the strategies learners use 

are all interrelated and interdependent. Finally, learners solve the meaning of 

an idiom by utilizing shared world and cultural knowledge, situational 

knowledge, and contextual information from the preceding discourse to help 

them understand input and produce output. 

Consequently, individual learner variation reflects the overall 

orientation to the comprehension and interpretation task, which in turn is the 

product of individual learner and socio-psychological factors such as cultural 

background and motivation, the linguistic and pragmatic knowledge used in 

the detection, comprehension, and interpretation of VP idioms, learning style 

and personality and, finally, learners' attitudes and behefs regarding idioms 

and their place in natural communication in general. These factors, in 

synergistic combination with the contextual factors already recognized, 

influence the task's outcome and the level of detection success achieved. The 

resulting performance of 86.33% and 95.19% achieved in the Idiom 

Detection Task by both groups is, therefore, the result of a combination of 

factors and each factor contributes in differing degrees in different learners. 
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4.4 Analysis of Zero Context Task data 

4.4.1 CMI results of ZCT data 

The proportion of correct choices was much higher for LL idioms than 

it was for SLL or PLL idioms. Tables 4.24,4.25, and 4.26 present the results 

of the present experiment for each of the 53 participants in their respective 

languages. Each table offers information on a specific idiom, the type of 

idiom it is, the value score obtained by each participant (same IDs are given 

once again for each participant), and, finally, the average computed score 

expressed in both a numeric value and in percent for every VP idiom included 

in the Zero Context Task. In addition, each table also provides information on 

the total time spend in the completion of the task expressed in seconds and 

the total score earned by each individual participant. The latter will become 

important in the comparison of results between this experiment and the FuU 

Context Task experiment. These results will be discussed in the Analysis of 

FuU Context Data, Section 4.5. For ease of presentation then, the data given 

in these tables are presented in the exact same manner as were the IDT data. 

The only difference between the two sets of data is, as the ZCT demanded, 

the introduction of 15 new VP idioms without any supporting context. 



Table 4.24: Spanish Zero Context Task Data (CMI Group) 

1 me dejd en alto y en aeco LL 2 2 2 0 2 0 0 2 2 2 2 0 0 2 2 0 0 

2 
0 k qaeded gnante que ao lo 
pbmte 

SLL 0 2 6 0 2 1 2 0 0 0 2 0 2 2 2 0 0 

3 toda la carne en el asador PLL 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 0 0 0 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 
4 penii6 hMta l« candia LL 2 2 0 0 0 2 0 1 2 2 2 0 2 0 2 0 0 
5 le estaban tomando el pelo SLL 0 0 0 0 2 0 2 0 0 2 2 2 0 2 2 0 0 

6 
CI coliM y to AHima q  ̂
reboMurtocopa 

PLL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 

7 
yo creo que mis ojos eran mis grandes 
que ml estomaeo LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 

8 cdiarkflaalfocKo SLL 2 2 0 2 0 0 0 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 0 0 
9 sacar las castaAas del ftieso a aleuien PLL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
10 «x«rr6 cl toro per Km caeimw LL 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 0 
11 habri costado un ojo de la cara SLL 2 2 0 0 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 0 
12 citA bucinddle pdoi al Iwevo PLL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 2 2 0 0 
13 le falta un tomillo LL 0 2 2 0 0 2 0 0 1 0 2 1 0 0 2 0 2 
14 tCaM duneot de pantal SLL 2 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 2 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 
IS se 8ubl6 a la parra PLL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

(Continued) 



Table 4.24 (cont): Spanish Zero Context Task Data (CMI Group) 

1 me dej6 en alto y en seco LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 0 2 

2  ̂que Ic quede d gnante que 10 lo 
nlmtft 

SLL 0 2 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 

3 toda la came en el asador PLL 0 2 0 0 0 0 2 0 1 0 0 
4 perdi6 haste i« caniM LL 2 2 2 0 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 
5 le estaban tomando el pelo SLL 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 2 

6 
CI d cqIbw jr In AHiau gota que hace 
rdbomrlacopa PLL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 2 

7 
yo creo que mis ojos eran mis grandes 
que mi estomaeo LL 2 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

8 ediarkiaalfaw SLL 0 2 0 1 0 2 2 2 2 0 2 
9 lacar las castafias del ftweo a aleulen PLL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 
10 aeanrd d toro nor iM cneniM LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 0 2 2 2 
11 habri costedo un ojo de la cara SLL 2 2 2 0 0 0 2 2 2 2 2 
12 eati bnkiBdole DehM al hoevo PLL 1 0 2 0 2 0 2 0 0 0 2 
13 le falta un tornUlo LL 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 2 1 2 0 
14 tCaen diii«M de mui  ̂ SLL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 
IS se subl6 a la parra PLL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

38 67.86 

19 33.93 

21 37.50 
35 62.50 
20 35.71 

8 14.29 

53 94.64 

33 58.93 
4 7.14 
46 82.14 
40 71.43 
15 26.79 
22 39.29 
10 17.86 
0 0.00 

p li:Si 01^1 pS pii; p J; pi b|!i 



Table 4.25; French Zero Context Task Data (CMI Group) 

1 jeter I'areent par lea fenStres LL 2 2 2 0 2 2  2  0  0 2 2 2 
2 bUir dm chtteaox CB Emacne SLL 0 0 0 2 2 0  0  2 2 0 0 2 
3 chercher la petite bgte PLL 1 0 0 0 0 0  2  0 0 0 0 2 
4 avbir'les ycnx obis eranda one k ventre LL 2 2 2 2 0 2  2  0 2 0 2 0 
5 £tre au boat du rouleau SLL 0 0 0 0 0 0  2  0 0 0 2 0 
6 caMtr dH mere nr le dof de aBelan'on PLL 0 0 0 0 2 0  0  0 0 0 0 0 
7 prendre le taureau par les comes LL 2 0 2 0 2 2  2  2 0 1 2 2 
# Jef  ̂ide I'liUerar lefca SLL 2 2 2 0 2 2  2  2 0 2 2 2 
9 rStir le balai PLL 0 0 0 0 0 0  0  0 0 0 0 0 
10 mivre lea tracei de daelini'iui LL 2 2 2 2 " 2  1  2  2 2 2 0 2 
11 sauter au plafond SLL 0 0 0 0 0  0  2  2 0 0 0 0 
12 easier kt piedsii adidiia'ui PLL 1 0 0 2 1  0  0  0 0 0 0 0 

13 
chercher une aiguille dans une botte de 
foin 

LL 0 2 0 0 2  0  2  2 2 2 2 2 

14 oaaaeranDd^fiB SLL 0 0 0 0 0  0  2  2 0 0 0 0 
15 mettre quelau'un en bohe PLL 0 0 0 0 0  0  0  0 0 0 0 0 

18 75.00 
10 41.67 
5 20.83 
16 66.67 
4 16.67 
2 8.33 
17 70.83 
20 83.33 
0 0.00 

21 87.50 
4 16.67 
4 16.67 

16 66.67 
4 16.67 
0 0.00 

ro to 
00 



Table 4.26: German Zero Context Task Data (CMI Group) 

L-U'/t nirTTitRi ippap 
i.i LLL'.t! Lluiil L.*..- ! •; LL-

Mvai-' 

1 eine Schraube locker haben LL 0 2 2 2 0 0 0 2 0 2 0 2 0 
2 ddi Stdo iu Rolka brineen SLL 0 2 2 2 0 2 0 0 0 2 2 2 2 
3 mit dem linken Rifi zuent aufstehen PLL 2 0 2 2 0 2 2 0 2 2 2 0 2 
4 die Kafze aui dem Sack iasKB LL 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
5 den Boden unter den flOfien weeTiehen SLL 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 
€ cIm Hand wJbcht die udere PLL 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 0 0 2 
7 das Geld zum Fenster hinauswerfen LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 
8 la dea aaurea Anfel bcifien SLL 2 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 
9 die Wfirmer aus der Nase Ziehen PLL 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 
10 die Ancen Bind eifiBer als der Masen LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

11 
jemandem auf dem Trockenen sitzen 
iassen 

SLL 0 2 2 2 0 2 0 2 2 2 2 0 2 

12 Koof and Kraeen riskieren PLL 2 2 2 2 0 2 1 2 2 2 1 0 2 

13 
Leute, die im Glashaus sitzen, sollten 
keine Steine werfen 

LL 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 

14 cs recnet Jnnee Hunde SLL 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
IS jemandem auf den Arm nehmen PLL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 2 0 

12 46.15 
16 61.54 
18 69.23 
24 92.31 
22 84.62 
20 76.92 
24 92.31 
4 15.38 
3 11.54 

26 100.00 

18 69.23 

20 76.92 

22 84.62 

24 92.31 
4 15.38 

to to SO 

a IM3 iL® la  ̂B'ti m 
i:>i la 1;; t [:̂ :g jr;'\U |:i:;;Tv 
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What becomes immediately apparent from inspecting more closely the 

ZCT data (i.e., the individual and average matching values for each of the 15 

VP idioms included in this task), is the observation that of the three types of 

VP idioms, PLL idioms were interpreted less successfully than the other two 

types, indicating that in the absence of contextual support, PLL idioms are the 

hardest ones to encode because, as was stated before, of the image/semantic 

distance between the target and the domain idiom. The summary of all ZCT 

data are presented in Table 4.27 and graphically in Figure 4.5. 

Table 4.27: Summary of Zero Context Task Data (CMI Group) 

ZCT SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES i 
LL 69.29 73.33 83.08 75.23 
SLL 43.57 35.00 64.62 47.73 
PLL 17.14 9.17 50.00 25.44 
Group Total 43.33 39.17 65.90 49.46 

Figure 4.5: Summary of Zero Context Task Data (CMI Group) 
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A comparison between groups reveals two main findings with regard to 

the accuracy of VP idioms' interpretation. First, in the absence of context, LL 

idioms are still processed, comprehended, and interpreted more successfully 

than either SLL or PLL. Actual performance decreases substantially as one 

moves firom LL through SLL to PLL. Differences in performance are more 

acute between LL and PLL than they are between LL and SLL or SLL and 

PLL. This result is congruent throughout all three languages, thus lending 

strong support again for the accuracy of the three hypotheses presented 

earlier in Chapter 3 (Section 3.1) and especially for the Lexical-Level 

Hypothesis. Said another way, the difference between LL and PLL for all 

languages is three times as much as it is between SLL and PLL where the 

difference is only twice as much, whereas the difference between LL and SLL 

is only one and one-half times as much. 

Second, the overall performance of SL learners only reaches the fiftieth 

percentile, leaving another fifty percent to be accounted for. These two 

findings lend strong support to the validity of the predictions already made in 

the proposed LL, SLL, and PLL hypotheses. Again the question remains: Are 

the observed differences in means between idiom categories and across 

languages a result of chance, or do they represent a true difference in 

treatment? Tables 4.28,4.29, and 4.30 below display the results of the 

ANOVA and Tukey analyses done on the ZCT data. 



232 

Table 4.28: ZCT Statistical Analyses Between Idiom Categories 
(CMI Group) 

PERFORMANCE P BRIDIOMTYPE 
Type Score Score Score Score Score Sum Avense Variance Difference in Types 
LL 67.86 62.5 94.64 82.14 3929 346.43 69.286 438.9735 25.714 LL-SLL 
SIX 33.93 35.71 58.93 71.43 17.86 217.86 43.572 456.9556 52.142 LL-PLL 
PLL 37.5 14.29 7.14 26.79 0.00 85.72 17.144 227.3885 26.428 SLL-PLL 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Source of VariatioB SS 'V MS Fobs P-vmbu Fait Q 1 W 
Between Groups 6797.395 2 3398.698 9.076767 0.003972 3.88529 3.77 1 32.624736 
Within Groups 4493.271 12 374.4392 
Toui 11290.67 14 

Decision Rnk Since F^bm S Fait, Hp is rejected at any reasonable significant level. 

PERFORMANCE PER IDIOM TYPE 
Type Score Score Score Score Score Sum Average Variance Difference in TVPCS 
LL 75.00 66.67 70.83 87.50 66.67 366.67 73.334 74.63473 38.332 LL-SLL 
SLL 41.67 16.67 83.33 16.67 16.67 175.01 35.002 847.0611 64.168 LL-PLL 
PLL 20.83 8.33 0.00 16.67 0.00 45.83 9.166 90.27223 25.836 SLL-PLL 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Source of Variatioii SS MS Febx P-vabu Ferit 0 IV 
Between Groups 10423.96 2 5211.978 15.45101 0.000479 3.88529 3.77 30.965573 
Within Groups 4047.872 12 337.3227 
Total 14471.83 14 

DedaioB Rale | Since F  ̂s /w. Hp is rejected at any reasonable siignificant levelV 

PERFORMANCE PER IDIOM TYPE 
TVpe Score Score 1 Score Score Score Sum Averace Variance Difference in Types 
LL 46.15 92.31 92.31 100.00 84.62 415.39 83.078 455.7172 18.462 LL-SLL 
SLL 61.54 84.62 15.38 69.23 92.31 323.08 64.616 905.513 33.08 LL-PLL 
PLL 69J23 76.92 1 11.54 76.92 15.38 249.99 49.998 1124.22 14.618 SLL-PLL 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Soarce of Variatioa SS MS Fab P-vtbu Ferit e IF 
Between Groups 2748.03 2 1374.015 1.65847 0J131236 3.88529 3.77 48.528658 
Witliin Groups 9941.802 12 828.4835 
Total 12689.83 14 

PccMoaBale I Since F^< Fat, Hp is not rejected. 
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Table 4.29; ZCT Statistical Analyses Across Languages (CMI Group) 

PERFORMANCE PER LAN< SUAGE 
LAN Score Score Score Score Score Sam Avenae Variance Difference In LAN 
SPA 67.86 62.50 94.64 82.14 39.29 346.43 69.286 438.9735 4.048 FRE-SPA 
FRE 75.00 66.67 70.83 87.50 66.67 366.67 73.334 74.63473 13.792 GER-SPA 
GER 46.15 92.31 92.31 100.00 84.62 415.39 83.078 455.7172 9.744 GER-FREN 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Source of Variatfcn SS MS Fobs P-vmbu Fcrit 0 
Between Groaps 502.5852 2 251.2926 0.777734 0.481283 3.88529 3.77 30.306133 
Within Groaps 3877.302 12 323.1085 

Total 4379.887 14 

Dcdiion Rok | Since Fob. < Fm, Hp is not reject̂  

PERFORMANCE PER LAN< GUAGE 
LAN Score Scote Score Score Score Snm Avenue Variance DilTerence in LAN 
SPA 33.93 35.71 58.93 71.43 17.86 217.86 43.572 456.9556 8.57 SPA-FRE 
FRE 41.67 16.67 83.33 16.67 16.67 175.01 35.002 847.0611 21.044 GER-SPA 
GER 61.54 84.62 15.38 69.23 92.31 323.08 64.616 905.513 29.614 GER-FREN 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Sonrce of Variation SS MS Fobs P-vabu Fait Q W 
Between Groups 2322.14 2 1161.07 1.576448 0J46668 3.88529 3.TJ 45.75574 
Witiiin Groaps 8838.119 12 736.5099 
Total 11160.26 14 

Dgdaoa Rale ( Since < Fcm> Hp is not rejected 

PERFORMANCE PER LAN4 GUAGE 
LAN Score Score 1 Score Score Score Sam Averase Variance Difference in LAN 
SPA 37.5 14.29 7.14 26.79 0.00 85.72 17.144 227.3885 32.854 GER-SPA 
FRE 20.83 8.33 0.00 16.67 0.00 45.83 9.166 90.27223 40.832 GER-FREN 
GER 69.23 76.92 1 11.54 76.92 15.38 249.99 49.998 1124.22 7.978 SPA-FREN 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Soorce of Variation SS MS FotM P-vtbu Fcrit Q IF 
Between Groaps 4683.81 2 2341.905 4.872603 0.028243 3.88529 3.77 21.340266 
WltUn Groaps 5767.525 12 480.6271 
Total 10451.33 14 

DccMoa Rule I Since F  ̂  ̂Fen, Hp is rejected. 



234 

Table 4.30: ZCT Statistical Analysis For All Languages (CMI Group) 

PERFORMANCE PER IDIOM TYPE 
Idiom TVoe Connt Sum Avenoe Variance Avcracet DifTerence in Idiom Types 
LL 15 1128 75.233 312.849 27.503 LL^LL 
SLL 15 716 47.73 797.1613 49.797 LL-PLL 
PLL 15 382 25.436 746.5239 22.294 SLL-PLL 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Source of Variation SS MS Fobs P-vmhu Ferit 0 W 
Between Groups 18665.63 2 9332.8 15.08103 1.16E-05 3.21993 3.436 22.07 
Within Groups 25991.48 42 618.84 
Total 44657.11 44 

i Dcciaion Rule " Since Fob. S Fc ,̂ Hp is rejected at any reasonable significant level. 

Regarding the observed differences in means between idiom categories 

three arguments can be made. First, based on the Spanish data, with an 

experimentwise confidence both of 95% and 99% it can be concluded that the 

true average LL mean score exceeds the true average mean score for PLL in 

the Spanish language group and that this difference is statistically significant. 

Therefore, there is sufficient evidence to reject the Ho at any reasonable 

significant level, that is the hypothesis of equahty of means between idiom 

categories. The observed difference between LL and PLL is not likely to have 

arisen by chance. Idiom type produced a significant treatment effect in the 

accurate interpretation of VP idioms. 

Second, based on the French data, with an experimentwise confidence 

both of 95% and 99%, we conclude that the true average LL mean score 

exceeds the true average mean score for SLL and PLL in the French language 

group and that this difference is statistically significant. Therefore, there is 

sufficient evidence to reject the Ho at any reasonable significant level, that is 
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the hypothesis of equahty of means between idiom categories. The observed 

differences between LL and SLL and LL and PLL are not likely to have 

arisen by chance. Idiom type produced a significant treatment effect in the 

accurate interpretation of VP idioms. 

Third, based on the German data, there is sufGcient evidence to support 

the Ho, that is the average mean scores for LL, SLL, and PLL are equal at the 

5% significance level. Therefore, the observed differences between the three 

idiom categories are likely to have arisen by chance. 

Regarding the observed differences in means across languages two 

arguments can be made. First, based on the LL and SLL data, there is 

sufficient evidence to support the Hq, that is the average LL and SLL mean 

scores for Spanish, French, and German are equal at the 5% significance 

level. Therefore, the observed differences between the three languages are 

likely to have arisen by chance. 

Second, based on the PLL data, with an experimentwise confidence of 

95%, we conclude that the true average German mean score exceeds the true 

average mean score for Spanish and French in the PLL idiom categoiy and 

that this difference is statistically significant. Therefore, there is sufficient 

evidence to reject the Ho, that is the hypothesis of equahty of means between 

language groups. The observed differences between German and Spanish and 

German and French are not likely to have arisen by chance. Idiom type 

produced a significant treatment effect in the accurate interpretation of VP 

idioms. 
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Regarding the diflference of the averages in idiom types for all 

languages it can be argued that based on the data, with an experimentwise 

confidence both of 95% and 99%, it can be concluded that the true average 

LL mean score exceeds the true average mean scores for SLL and PLL and, 

further, that the true average SLL mean score exceeds the true average mean 

score for PLL for all languages in the Zero Context Task and that this 

difference is statistically significant. Therefore, there is sufBcient evidence to 

reject the Ho at any reasonable significant level, that is the hypothesis of 

equahty of means between idiom categories. The observed differences 

between the three idiom types are not likely to have arisen by chance. Idiom 

type produced a significant treatment effect in the accurate interpretation of 

VP idioms. 

Such results render strong support to the hypotheses and predictions 

made in this study. It is worth noting at this point that the performance by the 

German group is notable higher across aU VP idiom types than that of the 

other two language groups and that this difference in performance is 

statistically significant. The best explanation for this significant difference in 

performance achieved may be accounted for by revisiting the analysis of data 

done on the Pre-study Questionnaire. There it was found that the German 

group, although it had the least amount of total language exposure and college 

class experience, as a group they had spent the most time in Germany. Over 

twenty-five percent of them spent 1 to 3 years in Germany and 6.66% more 

than 3 years. 
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Further, all of them indicated having been taught idioms by their 

instructors, all of them want idioms to be part of the curriculum, and 33.33% 

of them said tiiat that they are capable of using 6 to 9 idioms correctly in 

speech against 40% of them that said that number to be between 10 to 19. As 

a result, their confidence level is the highest fi'om all groups in Questions 20 

to 23 and, overall, as a group they are the most satisfied with their present 

knowledge of idioms. 

This difference of personal background in groups may account for 

some of the performance variance seen here. Other confounding variables 

may well be the German idioms themselves. Upon closer scrutiny of the PLL 

idioms, I was revealed that the German PLL idiom eine Hand wdscht die 

andere [lit. one hand washes the other] is both an PLL idiom as well as an LL 

idiom since at the very least two equivalent English idioms are available—the 

one being the literal meaning itself, the oUbev you scratch my back, I scratch 

yours. 

At the time of idiom classification, however, the English literal 

meaning as an idiom in its own rig^t was unknown to the researcher, which 

explains why this idiom was classified at the outset as an PLL idiom rather 

than as an LL idiom. Only through the study did it become known to the 

researcher that both meanings are available to the majority of English 

speakers. For those who were i^miliar only with the literal meaning, the idiom 

was an LL. Conversely, for those that knew only the second use, the idiom 

was clearly an PLL which, in turn, explains why a fourth (4 out of 15) of all 

German participants firom the total Gennan sample missed this idiom eatirely 
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despite the fact that the individual lexemes were known to them. There are of 

course those individuals that are aware of both meanings and that use both 

forms as idioms in which case it would not have mattered what the 

classification of this particular idiom was. 

Similarly, the two PLL idioms—(1) mit dem linken Fufi zuerst 

aufstehen [(lit.) to get up with your left foot first, (fig.) to get up on the wrong 

side of the bed] and (2) Kopf und Kragen riskieren [(Ut.) to risk head and 

neck, (fig.) to stick out one's neck]—^while clearly of the PLL type posed for 

the German participants considerably less processing constraints that the 

remaining two PLL idioms—(3) die Warmer aus der Nase Ziehen [(ht.) to 

pull the worms out of one's nose, (fig.) it's like pulling teeth from a mule] and 

(4) jemandem auf den Arm nehmen [(lit.) to take someone on the arm, (fig.) 

to pull someone's leg]. What becomes immediately apparent is that all PLL 

idioms are not created equal. That is, there are at the very least two types of 

PLL idioms: the ones discussed in this study from the outset of this 

investigation and the ones just now discovered. Expressed more precisely, 

while all five idioms discussed here were initially classified as PLL idioms, 

those PLL idioms that are both semantically/pictorially and conceptually 

closer to the domain idioms as in (1) and (2) stand a better chance to be 

interpreted correctly than those that are more distant as in (3) and (4). 

This distinction between weak and strong PLL idioms is also supported 

by both the experimental and video data obtained in these five PLL idioms. 

Out of 15 total participants, 10 (66.66%) of them inferred the correct 

ioterpretation for PLL idiom (1) and (2) and 2 (13.33%) of them offered only 
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semi-correct interpetations for PLL idiom (2), whereas same participants 

inferred the correct meaning of PLL idiom (3) only once (6.66%) and only 

once (6.66%) was the same meaning inferred semi-correct. For PLL idiom 

(4), only two (13.33%) participants offered correct interpretations, and in 

both cases participants reported having known this idiom in advance. 

This clearly shows that there are differences in PLL idioms and, 

furthermore, that interpretation of PLL idioms decreases as one moves from 

the PLL idioms of the weak type toward the PLL idioms of the strong type. 

This distinction is also true for the PLL idioms used in the Spanish and 

French sample. There too this new distinction appears to be supported by the 

available data. Given these discoveries then, a new classification is proposed. 

PLL idioms of the weak type will continue to be classified as PLL idioms, 

whereas those of the strong type shall henceforth be known as PLL+ or 

Meta-PLL (MPLL) Idioms, at least provisionally, with the + sign denoting 

an even greater conceptual distance between TL and NL idiom than the one 

present in most PLL idioms. With regard to the Lexical-image Continuum 

first discussed in Chapter 1 (Section 1.2), MPLL idioms are to be placed at 

the farthest end of the continuum, resulting in a four-tiered classification 

system. 

On the xy axis the NL idioms are plotted and on the xz axis the TL 

idioms. The conceptual semantic-image distance, the CSI distance, between 

TL and NL idioms determines into which class of idioms a particiilar TL 

idiom will be classified and where it will be plotted on the xz axis. Since LL 

target idioms are identical to the domain idioms, no CSI distance is 
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observable. The distance increases, however, as one moves from the LL to 

the MPLL idioms where the distance is most pronounced. Graphically this 

can be represented as follows in Figure 4.6: 

Figure 4.6: TL Idioms and Their Category Relation to NL Idioms 

LL Mlonu—TL idiom is identical in 
concept, mmiber and selection of 
lexemes, and image to NL idiom. 
Meaning is .comprehensible out of 
context No context necessary. 

SLL Idioms—TL idiom is similar in 
concept, but different in number or 
selection of lexemes, and image to 
NL idiom. Meaning may be 
conqirebensible out of context Context 
maybenecessaiy. 

PLL IdfaMBS—TL idiom is almost 
similar in concept, but very different in 
number and selection of key lexemes, 
and image to NL idi(an. Meaning may 
or may not be conqsehensible out of 
context and, in some cases, even in 
context Context is increasingly 
necessary. 

MPLL Idibim—TL idrom is dissimilar 
in concept, mmiber and selectioa of key 
lexemes, and image to NL idiom. 
Meaning is not comprdiensible out of 
context Context is alwaysnecessaty. 

LL 
JC 

SLL 
CSI Distance 

PLL 
CSI Distance 

MPLL 
CSI Distance y 

NL TL 

Given the above discussion, the number of idiom categories will have 

to be modified for future investigations in hght of this discussion. For the 

purposes of this discussion, however, a further distinction between PLL and 

MPIX idioms would explain at least in part the performance discrepancy seen 
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between German PLL idioms (50.00%) and Spanish (17.14%) and French 

PLL idioms (9.17%) vsliich, even when their performances are combined, 

their combined performance (26.31%) is still only half the performance 

achieved by the German group on the PLL category. In turn, the 

discrepancies observed at the LL and SLL category may be accounted for by 

the fact that both Spanish and French as languages belong to the same 

geographic distribution of Latin languages and hence more distant from the 

English language, whereas German and Enghsh to the Western Germanic 

geographic distribution, if one were to consult an Indo-European Family of 

Languages chart. This could explain some of the similarities in performance 

between Spanish and French and, in contrast, the notable greater German 

perfonnance. In sum, learner differences, learners' beliefs about idioms, 

learner factors of motivation and personal background, language distance 

between TL and NL, and quantity and presence of MPLL idioms across all 

languages may have synergistically contributed to the performance 

differences here discussed. 

Conversely, when the actual time data are inspected across all 

languages, the differences are less notable, all the while providing additional 

support for the time processing predictions made with regard to the LL, SLL 

and PLL perfonnance. Tables 4.31,4.32, and 4.33 present the time 

performance data across all languages. 



Table 4.31: Spanish Zero Context Task Time Data (CMI Group) 

1 me dej6 en alto y en seco LL 7 10 9 13 5 8 65 11 3 11 6 16 11 4 3 25 13 

2 
qoe k qpiede d gnante qiie 80 lo 

niaate 
SU' 

]• 
4 18 22 21 30 18 88 37 2 43 12 14 9 8 8 17 30 

3 toda la carne en el asador PLL 3 25 6 5 9 10 17 29 3 10 6 11 6 5 18 15 16 
4 iierdi6 iiaita la caiBlsa LL 3 11 7 3 IS 14 119 19 3 14 6 11 5 4 3 16 14 
5 le estaban tomando el pelo SLL 4 54 10 6 17 24 20 15 3 17 5 7 8 4 2 22 15 

$ e« d coIbio y la AMauigfitti qoc hace 
rdioaariacoDa Pli 7 25 13 7 16 20 58 43 4 27 11 20 7 10 9 20 21 

7 
yo creo que mis ojos eran mil grandes 
aue ml estomaEO 

LL 4 9 6 6 8 10 12 6 2 6 5 8 6 9 3 12 7 

8 cduurH^alflMso SIX 4 10 44 5 10 14 133 41 2 18 5 10 6 3 7 16 11 
9 sacar laa caatailaa del fiieeo a aleuien PLL 5 17 14 5 31 35 16 32 2 42 6 8 16 10 10 21 27 
10 aearr6d itoro Dor loi coenaoi LL 5 20 6 7 8 10 9 5 3 6 6 10 8 4 2 20 26 
11 habri costado un ojo de la cara SLL 4 58 10 7 8 14 34 18 3 22 4 6 7 7 3 20 10 
12 eiti boMiadole isdos al hnevo PLL 4 27 30 6 13 30 57 16 2 34 8 4 9 12 2 28 78 
13 le falta un tomlllo LL 4 12 37 4 11 22 27 40 3 9 5 5 9 6 2 14 24 
14 tCaieii chi  ̂de DUBtai SLL 4 13 6 8 15 12 19 10 3 15 18 10 9 7 2 19 57 
IS se subi6 a la parra PLL 3 34 12 12 11 16 22 13 3 12 7 5 7 5 6 16 20 

(Continued) 



Table 4.31 (cont): Spanish Zero Context Task Time Data (CMI Group) 

1 me dej6 en alto y en seco LL 15 10 63 11 7 6 30 5 5 4 6 
2 <i one ie onede d Bumte oue ao lo SLL 38 9 100 3 32 21 17 7 7 12 21 
3 toda la came en el asador PLL 10 9 46 4 59 7 13 4 4 9 4 
4 Dcirdid hiuta la caniM LL 8 6 20 4 11 14 7 3 8 5 5 
5 le estaban tomando el pelo SLL 7 3 25 9 9 20 13 4 6 3 3 

6 
 ̂d foiqw y 1# tftimii gota que hacc 

rcboiarlacoDa PLL IS 18 58 7 80 37 10 6 10 6 9 

7 
yo crto que mis ojos eran grandes 
^ue mi eatomaeo 

LL 9 9 8 5 8 7 9 4 10 3 5 

8 eduir Ic&a al fiiceo SLL 26 9 91 6 13 11 6 3 6 3 6 
9 sacar las castaflas del ftieeo a aleuien PLL 20 13 49 17 60 31 11 4 16 7 9 
10 asiiiT6 d toro Dor kM cnernoi LL 13 7 14 7 7 7 18 6 8 3 4 
11 habri costado un ojo de la cara SLL 8 16 49 5 47 27 11 9 14 4 5 
12 esti buscindole ndoi al hocvo PLL 2S 6 29 7 45 36 7 4 20 24 15 
13 le falta un tornlllo LL 17 6 17 4 74 16 9 3 7 14 8 
14 tCaen choEoi de DOBta! SLL 9 12 28 5 34 26 17 4 11 26 7 
IS se 8ubi6 a la parra PLL 7 12 26 4 30 22 15 4 11 34 6 

382 13.64 
648 23.14 
363 12.96 
358 12.79 
335 11.96 

574 20.50 

196 7.00 

519 18.54 
534 19.07 
249 8.89 
430 15.36 
578 20.64 
409 14.61 
406 14.50 
375 13.39 

iy.-!'•: [.':Sy 'il: 
[iili! J [j i i bi 

; '• i oi 



Table 4.32: French Zero Context Task Time Data (CMI Group) 

1 jeter I'areent par les fen&tna LL 5 12 5 19 5 11 8 8 10 14 11 16 
2 bittrdcs chlteaiix en Eaoasne SLL 25 22 6 17 14 20 27 7 3 6 12 5 
3 chercher la petite b£te PLL 7 41 5 11 11 6 8 7 23 5 21 4 
4 avoir les van Dhia craiids aue lis ventre LL 3 45 7 7 10 21 6 7 5 7 3 5 
5 £tre an bout du rouleau SLL 15 35 3 10 23 10 5 5 9 6 7 2 
6 caner da were mr le dot de mdao'im PLL 6 10 4 23 9 10 32 7 7 5 25 2 
7 prendre le taureau oar les comes LL 9 19 6 12 8 6 8 4 16 7 3 3 
8 Jeter de I'lmile SOT le feu SLL 7 5 5 11 19 8 41 5 44 6 3 3 
9 rStir le balai PLL 10 4 9 18 17 20 44 6 6 5 2 3 
10 snivre les traces de aueiaa'Hn LL 4 35 4 8 10 8 6 5 9 7 4 4 
11 sauter au plafond SLL 11 47 7 15 7 7 17 7 13 4 5 4 
12 casser les Dieds i ouelan'on PLL 11 29 6 14 8 6 SO 7 9 5 3 3 

13 chercher une aiguille dans une botte de 
foin LL 9 45 37 10 25 9 5 3 3 6 3 3 

14 passer an Dciene fin SLL 14 34 13 19 24 8 5 4 49 6 4 3 
15 mettre auelqu'un en bofte PLL 4 69 3 14 26 9 28 6 7 5 3 3 

124 4.43 
164 5.86 
149 5.32 
126 4.50 
130 4.64 
140 5.00 
101 3.61 
157 5.61 
144 5.14 
104 3.71 
144 5.14 
151 5.39 

158 5.64 

183 6.54 
177 6.32 

K) 

liisii ^liO 'tia-'jH tiii! ksLiy Ufe±j iik±d kk^l bkilj 



Table 4.33: German Zero Context Task Time Data (CMI Group) 

. . i  ;i 

1 eine Schraube locker haben LL 11 9 5 5 15 25 7 112 20 8 28 13 8 
2 den Stdii iu Rolleii biteeen SLL 12 8 7 16 9 22 5 50 7 8 8 13 8 
3 •nit dem linken lUI zuent aufstehen PLL 6 9 7 17 10 7 4 11 14 7 9 31 8 
4 iHr ffrtm inn drwi Barif iawrw LL 4 5 4 7 15 6 3 5 3 5 4 8 8 
S den Boden unter den fUBen wef^iehen SLL 6 6 5 9 4 25 4 11 4 6 15 8 40 
6 die Hmd wlacht dk wdera PLL 5 S 3 ID 3 13 4 4 7 9 49 30 11 
7 daa Gdd zum Fenster hlnanswerfen LL 5 5 4 9 5 7 3 21 3 4 50 35 10 
8 tai dM Mnrn Apfd bdBoi SLL 11 9 4 4 3 5 3 9 3 9 12 30 8 
9 die ̂ K'ilnner aus der Naae ridien PLL 14 53 4 7 6 41 7 47 14 11 40 16 19 
10 die Amdt liad cirBB  ̂ der Blacen LL 3 60 3 7 5 9 4 4 3 4 6 7 4 

11 
jemandem auf dem Trocke^ien sitzen 
iauen SLL 21 70 7 12 4 17 6 25 13 6 26 7 7 

12 Kbpfond Krana ridderai PLL 8 23 5 5 4 8 4 19 6 5 13 27 6 

13 
Leiite, die im Glasbaus sitzen, sollten 
keine Steine werfen LL 4 16 7 7 4 11 6 7 3 3 12 7 5 

14 ct ircKBet JiiBEe Hnade SLL 5 7 4 20 3 5 3 14 12 4 6 6 5 
15 jemandem auf den Arm •leiimen PLL 5 12 4 4 3 6 3 14 4 5 10 5 12 

266 9.50 
173 6.18 
140 5.00 
77 2.75 
143 5.11 
153 5.46 
161 5.75 
110 3.93 
279 9.96 
119 4.25 

221 7.89 

133 4.75 

92 3.29 

94 3.36 
87 3.11 
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Each table presents information on the actual processing time for each 

of the 15 VP idioms here discussed by an individual participant as well as the 

total time spent on each idiom by all participants expressed in actual seconds 

and in average time per idiom. In addition, each table also provides 

information on the actual total time spent by each individual participants in 

the computation of all 15 VP idioms expressed in both seconds and minutes. 

The data captured in these tables—^the actual total time values of the 

idioms computed over all participants as well as the average time per idiom 

(both expressed in seconds)—give a clear indication of the availabiUty of the 

Idiom Matching Hypothesis in computing the meaning of each individual 

idiom and types of idioms under investigation. This finding is best captured in 

the summaiy of all ZCT time language data presented in Table 4.34 and 

graphically in Figure 4.7. Within each language group, data is presented in 

spht cells with left cells indicating the total processing time in seconds for 

each of the three idiom categories respectively and right cells indicating the 

actual percentage of time accorded to each of the three types of VP idioms. 

Table 4.34: Summary of Zero Context Task Time Data (CMI Group) 

ZCT TIME SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES 

LL 1594 25.08 613 28.49 715 31.81 974 28.46 
SLL 2338 36.78 778 36.15 741 32.96 1285.67 35.30 
PLL 2424 38.14 761 35.36 792 35.23 1325.67 36.24 
Groui» Total 6356 100.00 2152. 100.00 2248 100.00 3585.33 100.00 
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Figure 4.7: Summary of Zero Context Talk Time Data (CMI Group) 

• PLL 

• PLL 

Upon closer scrutiny, it becomes apparent that not only are these time 

results congruent across all three languages, they also complement in 

significant ways the accuracy performance results akeady discussed. Said 

more precisely, they show that there is a clear pattern between LL and SLL, 

SLL and PLL, and LL and PLL idioms. In other words, the actual difference 

in processing time for all languages is far less pronounced between SLL and 

PLL (less than 1 percent) than it is between LL and PLL idioms (a 7.78 

percent). This impUes that LL idioms are processed faster than SLL idioms, 

which in turn are processed faster than PLL idioms. Therefore, the argument 

can be ventured, albeit cautiously, that LL idioms are processed faster than 

PLL idioms, thus lending further support to the summary data presented in 

Table 4.27. 
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While both sets of data presented here capture significant points of 

information for discussion and further analysis, nevertheless, the evidence 

unearthed by the time data alone is not enough to reach firm conclusions with 

regard to which sub-types of VP idioms (i.e., LL, SLL, or PLL idioms) are 

easier to comprehend and interpret. While imderstanding of an idiom is 

closely linked to the actual amount of processing time spent in reaching such 

an understanding, the reverse is not always true nor guaranteed. That is the 

time data (i.e., the timed latency responses data) of the sort provided here 

only indicate which class of idioms appears to be processed faster and with 

greater ease, thus allowing the proposition of statements that are convenient 

for vahdating the one or the other claim. They do not, however, reflect 

accuracy of correct idiom comprehension and interpretation achieved and 

may, therefore, be misleading at times. 

To achieve the latter, it will be necessary to conduct a cross-table 

comparison between ZCT accuracy data and ZCT time data across all 

languages and between all types of idioms. Such a comparison then can offer 

a much clearer picture of which time data correlate with what accuracy data. 

As such, response times as a measure of comparison are only an indication of 

participants' perception of the actual degree of processing difiBculty, not of 

actual accuracy. Only because a participant stopped the clock after so many 

processing seconds, it does not follow that same participant actually 

understood the particular idiom. At times, participants stopped the clock 

because they thought they understood the idiom, because they were willing to 

venture a guess, or because the simply got tired in processing the idiom's 
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lexemes without any contextual support. At other times, participants stopped 

the clock and still went on to process the idiomatic meaning for several 

seconds before beginning to write an interpretive explanation, thus requiring 

even more processing time than the actual time data for that particular idiom 

indicates. From this it follows that the list of reasons as to why someone stops 

the clock when he or she does can be expanded ad infinitum without 

necessarily knowing or being able to infer the true reason behind someone's 

decision. 

In actuality, all that is known to the researcher is the fact that 

participant A stopped the clock at X time. It is only after the accuracy data of 

said participant are consulted that statements can be made with regard to 

which types of idioms are easier to comprehend and interpret and why. 

Compare, for example, the time data obtained in Idiom No. 15 in the three 

languages from all participants with the actual accuracy performance in same 

idiom achieved. All things being equal, a cross-table comparison reveals two 

interesting findings. First, all idioms in all three languages are of the PLL 

type—^the MPLL type to be exact. Second, with two exceptions in German 

(only two from 13 participants in Idiom No. 15 answered correctly), all other 

participants missed entirely the correct idiomatic meaning in these PLL 

idioms. The results are even less encouraging when one consults the 

equivalent CMIV ZCT data, where none of the participants inferred the 

correct idiomatic meaning. Yet, all of them, and without exceptions stopped 

the clock at some point, at times even after as few as three seconds or after as 

many as sixty-nine seconds. 



250 

Consequently, if a researcher were to consult only the time data given 

in this example and compare such data with two additional sets of time data 

collected from LL and SLL idioms in the respective languages Get us assume 

for a moment that the researcher consults the preceding LL and SLL idioms, 

i.e.. Idiom No. 13 and 14) and, furthermore, based on that time data reach a 

conclusion as to which type of idioms are comprehended and interpreted with 

greater ease, then the researcher may reach the viable conclusion that PLL 

idioms are the easiest to process across languages (639 seconds), followed by 

LL (659 seconds) and SLL (683 seconds) idioms, not counting the CMVI 

ZCT time data. This conclusion would be tenable if, of course, only time data 

were consulted. At the same time, same conclusion would be erroneous if the 

accuracy levels within each type for all languages were consulted. Given the 

results from the available ZCT data for same idioms (i.e., Idioms No. 13,14, 

and 15), the researcher would have to reformulate the conclusion reached 

previously in light of the new data. Not only a new conclusion would have to 

be entertained, but the previous order of ease of processing given would have 

to be reversed entirely, i.e., that LL idioms are easiest to interpret (60 correct 

answers), followed by SLL (38 correct answers) and PLL (only 4 correct 

answers) idioms. 

This example alone sufBces to say that time-related data alone are not 

sufficient enough to reach tenable conclusions unless they first satisfy a 

correctness or accuracy requffement. Accuracy data need to be considered 

along with time-related data before any firm claims can be made. This is 

precisely what Table 4.35 below has been able to show. 



251 

Table 4.35: ZCT Accuracy Values (CMI Group) 

ZCT SPANH m FI tENCH 6] E»MAN LANGUA< GES 
VALUE 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 
LL 40 6 94 15 2 43 11 0 54 66 8 191 
SLL 78 2 60 39 0 21 22 2 41 139 4 122 
PLL 115 2 23 53 3 4 31 3 31 199 8 58 
Total 233 io 177 107 5 68 64 5 126 404 20 371 

The table summarizes the accuracy level within each idiom type and 

across all languages. To measure levels of accuracy within each type and 

across all languages, the table made use of the same scoring system 

established earlier (i.e., using the score value of 0,1, and 2) and appUed to 

the IDT and ZCT thus far. The table, as with the tables before, is organized in 

columns and rows, indicating the total number of instances per idiom type 

that a score of 0,1, or 2 was appUed. 

Inspection of the table clearly shows a two-tiered direction of results, 

hi other words, as the degree of opacity (i.e., moving from LL to SLL to PLL 

idioms) increases, the level of accuracy (Value 2) or the number of correct 

idiom interpretations decreases, that is there is a downward move from an 

accurate score value of 191 at the LL level to a score of 122 at the SLL level 

to a score of only 58 at the PLL level. Consequently, the level of erroneous 

interpretations (Value 0) increases from 66 to 139 to 199 respectively as one 

moves along the semantic/image continuum from LL to SLL to PLL idioms. 

This result is congruent throughout aU three language groups. The data, 

therefore, clearly suggest that idiom performance may be dependent on type 
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of idioms, that is the semantic/image and conceptual distance (i.e., degree of 

opacity) between TL and NL idiom and, this in turn, lends strong support to 

the hypotheses and assumptions made earUer in Chapter 3. This finding 

further supports the claim that LL idioms are easier to interpret than SLL 

idioms which, in turn, are easier to understand than PLL idioms. 

Mathematically this relationship can be expressed as follows: 

LL>SLL and SLL>PLL>=>LL>PLL fit LL > SLL > PLL LL > PLL 

Coupled with the time data obtained earlier, the claim can now be 

made that in the absence of data to the contrary, the relationship given above 

must be true and, furthermore, that this relationship is also supported by the 

statistical analysis of time data obtained. Table 4.36 below displays the 

results of the ANOVA and Tukey analyses done on the ZCT time-related data 

for all languages. 

Table 4.36: ZCT Time Statistical Analysis For All Languages (CMI Group) 

PERFORMANCE PER IDIOM TYPE 
UKMTTYPE OMUT Sam Avnace Variance ATcrases Diflereace in Idiom TVDCS 
LL 3 8S.38 28.46 11.3239 6.836667 SLL-LL 
SLL 3 105.89 35.29667 4.194233 7.783333 PLL-LL 
PLL 3 108.73 36.24333 2.702233 0.946667 PLL-SLL 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Souice of Vutetfm SS MS Foba P-vttae FaU 0 W 
Between Groups 108.2165 2 54.10823 8.90897 0.015986 5.14324 4.34 6.175143 
Within Groups 36.44073 6 6.073456 

Total 144.6572 8 

PedrioaRiile I Since Fqu  ̂ Fgib Hp is rejected. 
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Based on the data, with an experimentwise confidence of 95%, it can 

be concluded that the true average LL mean score exceeds the true average 

mean scores for SLL and PLL for all languages in the Zero Context Task and 

that this difference is statistically significant. Therefore, there is sufficient 

evidence to reject the Ho, that is the hypothesis of equality of means between 

idiom categories. The observed differences between LL and SLL and LL and 

PLL are not likely to have arisen by chance. Idiom type produced a 

significant treatment effect in the processing time of VP idioms, that is LL 

idioms are processed significantly faster than SLL or PLL idioms. In contrast, 

the difference in processing time between SLL and PLL idioms is so sUght— 

0.94 of one percent—^that it does not lead to a significant difference. 

Nevertheless, still absent fi'om such data, as convincing as they may 

appear, are the detection rationales that guided participants' decisions. In 

other words, why did the participants choose as they did? The score values 

achieved at each idiom level do not reveal how or why participants made the 

choices they made. Such explanations can only be ventured by consulting 

quaUtative data and such data are presented next. 

As in the discussion of IDT data. Transactional Idiom Analysis (TIA) 

made this possible by allowing participants to express the reasoning behind 

their choices. More to the point, TIA offered participants the opportunity to 

reflect on their reading and processing strategies, all the while becoming 

cognizant of the idiomatic and pragmatic knowledge they possess as speakers 

of a language. Similar to the quahtative analysis done on the Idiom Detection 

Task data, here too their responses were analyzed for thematic units and 
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categorized accordingly. Analysis of data revealed a host of strategies used 

by participants in the Zero Context Task. Adopting the same order of data 

presentation as the one discussed for the IDT strategies used. Tables 4.37, 

4.38, and 4.39 present the strategies discovered for each of the participants 

during this procedure and are given below in an descending order of 

importance. More importantly, however, the tables below reveal the 

percentage each strategy occupies in the total scheme of strategies, i.e., 

making sense of VP idioms without the support of context. 



Table 4.37: Spanish Zero Context Task Strategies (CMI Group) 

1 Translation 13 2 9 10 3 14 10 10 10 11 11 11 15 6 4 3 
2 Cmmiin 7 3 8 3 3 4 2 2 4 3 5 1 5 4 
3 Guessine of Key Word 5 2 3 1 1 1 1 
4 GtieadiK of Tiro Key Words I 
5 I Have No Idea /1 Do Not Know 4 4 5 6 4 5 1 4 2 2 6 1 6 4 
6 2 1 I 1 6 2 i 2 5 4 1 2 3 
7 Lack of Vocabulary 1 2 2 1 1 1 4 5 
8 

1 1 1 2 2 3 1 
9 Prior Knowiedee 1 2 1 2 2 
10 CaiiMt !I1Uak of Eodidi Idiom 2 2 
11 Lack of Context 1 1 3 2 
12 ChnwlioiilMMdca / Arran^  ̂ 2 1 1 1 1 
13 Frustrated / Confused / Annoyed 2 2 1 1 
14 I Am la$imtii« Own M 2 4 
IS Literal Meanine No Help 3 2 
16 Unable to Finre Out 1 1 1 
17 No Information Given 15 15 3 

V:;.'. t [Jd L-y b.wl [ii IM u£ii : • Gb L'A-;: I- A;: [:•'lil tQ::;! 

(Continued) 



Table 4.37 (cont): Spanish Zero Context Task Strategies (CMI Group) 

y- / i  
Li d:i>! r : .  

1 Translation 10 14 12 13 13 7 10 14 1 9 
2 GmssIbe 4 8 4 4 6 3 1 7 
3 Gueasine of Key Word 1 1 3 1 1 4 
4 GtMMiM br Two Word* 3 3 3 
5 I Have No Idea /1 Do Not Know 2 2 4 5 2 3 8 2 
6 Soinda / Scons / Looks Like 5 3 1 1 6 2 5 1 
7 Lack of Vocabulary 4 2 1 3 2 1 
8 Eiwt Utton ia Endiih 3 3 
9 Prior Knowledge 1 1 1 2 
10 Cannot Think of Eneliaii Idfcmi 1 1 3 1 
11 Lack of Context 1 1 1 
12 

1
 

1 1 3 
13 Frustrated / Confused / Annoyed 1 2 2 
14 I Am Inventinc Own Mcanlns 
IS Literal Meanins No Help 
16 UnaUe to Fisnre Out 1 
17 No Information Given 

245 37.46 
91 13.91 
25 3.82 
10 1.53 
82 12.54 
55 8.41 
30 4.59 
14 2.14 
13 1.99 
10 1.53 
10 1.53 
10 1.53 
11 1.68 
6 0.92 
5 0.76 
4 0.61 
33 5.05 

IfcM ISil ISIi 

to Lh 
ON 



Table 4.38: French Zero Context Task Strategies (CMI Group) 

1 Translation 13 7 9 7 14 13 13 10 8 9 15 13 
2 GoeniBK 2 2 1 4 6 1 2 6 3 9 4 
3 Guessini  ̂of Ke  ̂Word 4 1 2 1 2 3 1 1 1 2 
4 GacniiiK of Two Kw Words I 1 1 
5 I Have No Idea /1 Do Not Know 3 4 6 8 2 3 6 2 
6 Somds / Seems / IxMki like 5 4 5 4 8 5 10 8 6 5 8 7 
7 Lack of Vocabularjy 
8 Exact Id&m in EneUsb 
9 Prior Knowledge 1 
10 Cannot Think of EmcUsii IiUom 1 
11 Lack of Context 
12 GnwlMiilioiiict / Arrangement 3 
13 Frustrated / Confused / Annoyed 
14 I Am Inventins Own Bleaning 
15 Literal Meaning No Help 
16 Unable to ficure Ont 2 1 
17 No Information Given 1 5 

131 41.59 
40 12.70 
18 5.71 
3 0.95 
34 10.79 
75 23.81 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
1 0.32 
1 0.32 
0 0.00 
3 0.95 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
3 0.95 
6 1.90 

1331 

K> Ui 



Table 4.39; German Zero Context Task Strategies (CMI Group) 

1 Trandation 12 16 15 14 11 15 15 10 8 9 12 
2 CSnesiiiie 1 2 2 5 3 5 6 
3 Guessing of Key Word 1 5 2 2 
4 

1
 

1
 

1
 

1
 1 4 

5 I Have No Idea /1 Do Not Know 3 3 1 12 6 1 1 6 2 
6 Sonnili/SMnit/Looks Ul(e : 11 10 11 9 1 5 5 7 10 15 9 9 10 
7 Lack of Vocabulary 
8 Euct UkMB in Eoclish 5 4 2 2 3 2 1 1 
9 Prior Knowledge 2 1 1 1 
10 CaaiMt Thiiik of EbcUsIi Uiom 
11 Lack of Context 
12 GririilMiplioiiics / Arrangjianseni 
13 Frustrated / Confused / Annoyed 1 1 
14 1 An jtaventiiie Own MciuiinK' 
15 Literal Meaning No Help 
16 Unable to flenre Out 3 2 1 3 
17 No Information Given 3 15 15 1 

137 34.86 
24 6.11 
10 2.54 
5 1.27 
35 8.91 
112 28.50 
0 0.00 
20 5.09 
5 1.27 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
2 0.51 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
9 2.29 
34 8.65 

ili'i tiii Diti iliii iPii iiii 

nj U% 
00 
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While once again the Ust of strategies used is by no means exhaustive, 

nevertheless the information captured in the tables above not only enriches 

the ZCT data in significant ways, but, moreover, it strengthens the 

assumptions and hypotheses already made with regard to the Process of SL 

Comprehension and Interpretation of VP Idioms During Reading. Table 4.40 

presents a final summary of all Zero Context Task Strategies uncovered 

through such a quaUtative inquiry. Graphically the strategies are presented in 

Figure 4.8. The table uses the same presentational organization as the tables 

given above, and all data are given first in numeric values of total taUies, 

followed by the total percent of responses that each strategy used occupies 

within all other strategies hsted in this table. 



Table 4.40: Summary of Zero Context Task Strategies (CMI Group) 

1 Translation 20 26.32 32 32.99 36 27.91 
2 2 2.63 1 1.03 5 3.88 
3 Guessing of Key Word 5 6.58 3 3.09 11 8.53 
4 Guessinf! «r Two Key Words 8 10.53 10 10.31 11 8.53 
5 I Have No Idea / IDo Not Know 5 6.58 12 12.37 9 6.98 
6 Soimdi / Sccflu ri4Nda like 12 15.79 6 6.19 5 3.88 
7 Lack of Vocabulary 8 10.53 4 4.12 5 3.88 
8 Exiwt Idioffi in Bsriiih 10 13.16 12 12.37 12 9.30 
9 Prior Knowledge 0 0.00 1 1.03 0 0.00 
10 CauMrt TlUnkof EBgliah Idiom 2 2.63 2 2.06 14 10.85 
11 Lack of Conteit 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 
12 Graphophonics / Arnu^eneot 1 1.32 0 0.00 1 0.78 
13 Frustrated / Confused / Annoyed 0 0.00 0 0.00 3 2.33 
14 I Am InventinK Own Meaning 0 0.00 2 2.06 0 0.00 
IS Literal Meaning No Help 0 0.00 5 5.15 1 0.78 
16 Unable to Figure Out 3 3.95 7 7.22 16 12.40 
17 No Information Given 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 

88 29.14 
8 2.65 
19 6.29 
29 9.60 
26 8.61 
23 7.62 
17 5.63 
34 11.26 
1 0.33 

18 5.96 
0 0.00 
2 0.66 
3 0.99 
2 0.66 
6 1.99 
26 8.61 
0 0.00 
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Figure 4.8: Summaiy of Zero Context Task Strategies (CMI Group) 
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Through an inspection of data, it is revealed that in the absence of 

contextual support "Translation" is by far the most often used strategy by SL 

readers of Spanish, French, and German, closely followed by the 

"Sounds/Seems/Looks Like...," "Guessing (including "Guessing of Key 

Word" and "Guessing of Two Key Words"), and the "I Have No Idea/I Do 

Not Know" category. These four categories alone occupy a total of 83.12 

percent among all strategies listed, while the remaining strategies, generally 

speaking, show an equal distribution of percentages. That translation occupies 

such a central role here among the other strategies in the ZCT is defendable 

on the basis that comprehension and interpretation of an TL idiom is often 

influenced by the participants' LI upon which they build interpretative 

hypotheses. 
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Again, this observation is anchored in the broad range of metacognitive 

comments offered by participants. Table 4.41 presents an overview of all data 

collected by participants' taking part in the Zero Context Task and uses the 

exact same organizational pattern of presentation as with the equivalent IDT 

summary data. 

Table 4.41: Summary of all ZCT Data Analysis (CMI Group) 

ZCT 1 SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES 

Lines 665 192 249 1106 
Pases 33 12 13.75 58.75 
Answers N/A N/A N/A N/A 

The built-in "answer documentation" feature was purposefully disabled 

in this task given the fact that same 15 idioms would be used in the Full 

Context Task as well. Moreover, an analysis of participants' introspective 

reports revealed once again a host of contextual factors affecting the decision 

part of the participants. To avoid duplication of comments, only the most 

notable comments will be analyzed next, reserving supporting comments of 

similar importance for ^pendix D. This is done given the amount of 

quahtative information collected by all participants. Table 4.42 captures the 

most important comments made by participants regarding their 

interpretations. 
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Table 4.42: ZCT Metacognitive Comments 

LAN STRATEGY SUPPORTING METACOGNITIVE COMMENT 

Sll Literalnesa no hdp Never really can associate this with any idiom I am familiar 
with. Something about an eye and a &ce??? It doesn't make 
sense to me evoi though I can understand all the words. 

S14 I have no idea No se, no se, no se! [I don't know, I d(xi't know, I don't 
know!] 

S09 I have no idea 
Frustration 

I don't know. I'm feeling fiiistrated now, because I've done 
so many already and I'm not getting any of them. Maybe I 
need to leam more vocabulary. I wish someone could just 
tell me >Kdiat theses things mean and let me use it in a 
soitence or something. 

S12 Translation 
Literahwss 

They are looking for hairs on the egg? I am stuiiq}ed. 

S04 Global guessiî  This is a con:q)lete guess. I have no clue what this could 
mean. 

G12 I have no idea 
Global guessing 
Lack of vocabulary 

He went out on a limb—I doi't really know, I'm guessing. 
This is much harder than merely idaitifying the idiomatic 
e:q)ressions, because 1) I d(n't know a lot of vocabulary, 
and 2) Even when I do, it isn't always clear what the 
English equivalent is. 

G08 Guessiî  of kqr word To bite the bullet—biting something unpleasant which led 
me to biting, thm I thou^ about wdiat idioms use biting 
and I got 'biting the bullet.' 

F07 Guessmg of two key 
words 

I think this is 'to take the bull by the horns.' I got this by 
knowing that it says take something by the something. It 
sounds like an English «q>ressian but (me that would switch 
the objects around. I got bull out of 'taureau' because it 
looks like the sign of Taurus. 'Comes' looks like homs and 
it goes along with bull. The cmcqit is to grasp a challenge 
without hesitation, to take on the whole tiling. 

G14 Ohhhtldea Don't know. Oh! It's raining cats and dogs? The only thing I 
can think of. 

SOS Questioning I'm thinking that it's like 'adding grease to the fire' sounds 
good... where are the answers to these? 
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Sll Faaifliarity 
Prior knowledge 

h costs an arm and a leg... I remember learning this 
particular idiom last year, so I know wbat it means... but if 
I hadn't, it would have been easy to guess by identifying 
cost and body part in same sentence. 

SOI Sunilarity 
Graphophonics/Syntax 

This is very similar to the English idiom in vocabulary and 
structure. 

S07 Similarity 
Translation 

I think 'my eyes are bigger than my stomach'... this one can 
be translated easily and it makes sense in both English and 
Spanish. 

SIO Translation 
Literalness 
Idiom association 

This was easy because the literal translation is quite close to 
the idiomatic expression in English. All I had to do was to 
recognize the vocabulary and then make a quick association 
with an expression I know. 

The information presented in this table is done in the exact same 

manner as io Table 4.14. To begin with, the metacognitive comments given 

above show that, in the absence of context supporting the meaning of an 

idiom, translation is by far the most often used strategy. This is not to say, 

however, that translation is always successful, i.e., that it always leads 

participants to the right interpretation even after ascertaining correcdy the 

meaning of the individual lexemes that make up the VP idiom. While at times 

translation can be helpftil in unveiling the correct idiomatic meaning of LL 

and SLL idioms, more often than not it presents a stumbUng block for PLL 

idioms for reasons already explored. 

What becomes clear fi^om their comments is that participants translate 

the individual lexemes that make up the idiom and based on the nimiber of 

lexemes identified, they then try to make some kind of connection or 

association with their own LI idiomatic knowledge. Without the presence of 
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context, however, their decisions as to the interpretation of an idiom are 

merely guesses and lack any definitive answers. Often their guesses are 

wrong largely because of the large number of choices available. 

Participants' comments grouped under the category "Guessing" make 

abundantly clear how in the absence of context guessing takes place and, 

even more importantly, on what cues or strategies participants base their 

guesses. Thus, it is possible to categorize participants' guesses into three 

broad categories: 1) global guessing; 2) guessing based on one key lexeme in 

the idiom; and 3) guessing based on more than one lexeme in the idiom. 

Without context then, guessing can range from a so-called "wild guess" 

to a "two key word guess," wherein (un)familiar key lexemes in an L2 idiom 

that sound like or resemble the LI are used as clues for generating easily 

recalled images and/or concepts of some relationship with the L2 word(s). 

This new information is then related to other concepts in memory and using 

active, systematic, and elaborative procedures, L2 idiom is facilitated by way 

of using previously acquired LI idioms and/or conceptual knowledge. While 

guessing can be random at times, for the most part guessing is of the inductive 

inferencing nature which uses available information to guess meaning of L2 

idioms. 

Other participants tried to find a symbolic meaning in the individual 

words of an idiom. "I translated it Uterally, then tried to find some symbolic 

meaning that could be more general," said one participant. Another one said: 

"I had to analyze it for literal and symbolic meaning." Other participants 

characterized their interpretation as a creative process. "I am taking the 



266 

words I do not know and creating meaning for it," said one. Another one said: 

"I am inventing my own meaning. I wish I had some background to 

understand this form." Another participant expressed her creativity with the 

following comment: "Taking flames from the fires of hell. I'm getting creative 

because I don't know what these mean." 

Not all of the 15 VP idioms presented to participants in the Zero 

Context Task were difBcult to interpret. Once again, LL and SLL idioms 

presented the least difficulties. Similarity in lexemes and structure between 

target and domain idiom is particularly true for LL and, to some extent, for 

SLL idioms as well. Again, evidence was found that the closer the 

semantic/image distance between target and domain idiom, the more likely it 

is that such idioms will be recognized and interpreted. Previous experience 

with certain idioms, even PLL idioms, helped in their recall and 

interpretation. Most participants, however, commented on the difficulty of 

making sense of PLL idioms out of context, followed by increased feelings of 

frustration. At other times, participants' indecision is followed by a quick 

"Ohhh! Idea," while others chose to ask the researcher for the answer given 

the fact that, unlike the Idiom Detection Task, during the Zero Context Task 

the answer to the individual idioms were not available. 

While more comments can be analyzed here, the evidence is clear. 

When participants know the vocabulary, they are able to interpret LL idioms 

without any difficulty even in the absence of context. This finding also apphes 

in part to SLL idioms, but it does not appear to apply to PLL idioms. 

Conversely, when the vocabulary is not discerml)le, even LL idioms present 
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SL learners with comprehension and interpretation difiSculties. As one 

participant wrote: "Missing 'un tomillo.' I don't know what a 'tomillo' is, 

otherwise this would probably make more sense/' Another participant 

phrased it this way: "Something lacks. Perhaps this refers to an important 

something that is missing. I don't know what a 'tomillo' is." Similarly, 

another participant expressed it this way: "It's hard to figure these out if I 

don't know the vocabulary. I don't know 'aiguiUe, botte or foin.' If I did, I 

might be able to get it." 

It is clear from the above that lack of context affects the success rate of 

VP idioms and, even more important, that translation and guessing become 

the only tools that SL learners can use in ascertaining the meaning of 

individual VP idioms, especially those of the PLL type, although not always 

with great success. 

In brief, the results obtained here in the Zero Context Task support 

once again the predictions made earher in the assumptions and hypotheses of 

this study. In other words, LL idioms are the easiest to understand, followed 

by the SLL idioms, which in turn are easier to understand than PLL idioms. 

4.4.2 CMIV results of ZCT data 

Results obtained from the CMIV group support the ZCT findings 

already discussed. Since both groups were exposed to the same type of 

idioms the exact same times under the exact same conditions, it is only logical 

to assume that no difference was expected to occur during their participation 
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of the study. This is precisely what their individual data support, and their 

actual total group performance for this task mirrors that of the CMI group. 

Tables 4.43,4.44, and 4.45 present the data for each of the three languages 

respectively. 

An inspection of the individual language tables shows that learners' 

performance in the task ranges from 46.67 to 66.67 percent and that success 

is consistently greater at the LL than at the SLL or PLL category. Unlike the 

members of the German CMI group, who outperformed the other two 

language groups in each idiom category, this group underperfonned the 

Spanish group in the PLL category by 15 percent. The important thing to bear 

in mind here is that the CMTV results display a pattern of success that is 

systematic across the three languages. This coherence is best observed in the 

summary table. Table 4.46 presents the summary of all ZCT data and 

graphically in Figure 4.9. 



Table 4.43: Spanish Zero Context Task Data (CMIV Group) 

1 me dej6 en alto y en seco LL 2 2 

2 
que le qiiede d guante que w lo 

plante SIX 0 0 

3 toda la came en el asador PLL 2 2 
4 jperdid haito la camlaa LL 2 0 
5 le estaban tomando el pelo SLL 0 0 

( i(S(^COlp^ 
rdHMwUicopa PLL 2 2 

7 
yo creo que nii§ ojos eran grandes 
que ml estomaeo LL 2 2 

8 ecbwrkflii^ftim SLL 2 0 
9 sacar las castaflaa del fiwKO a alguien PLL 1 0 

10 mmt6 dl toro nor k» cperiioi LL 2 2 
11 habri costado un ojo de la cara SLL 2 2 
12 ciU bBfcindoie pdkM al hnevo PLL 0 0 
13 le falta un tornillo LL 2 2 
14 iCaca dnuHM de piuita! SLL 0 2 
IS se subid a la parra PLL 0 0 

4 100.00 

0 0.00 

4 100.00 
2 50.00 
0 0.00 

4 100.00 

4 100.00 

2 50.00 
1 25.00 
4 ioo:6o 
4 100.00 
0 0.00 
4 100.00 
2 50.00 
0 0.00 

On VC 



Table 4.44: French Zero Context Task Data (CMIV Group) 

1 jeter I'areent par les fenfitres LL 2 2 2 
2 bitir des chiteaux CB EsDaene SLL 1 0 0 
3 chercber la petite i)£te PLL 2 2 0 
4 avoir ks ycux DIOS enuda aoe le ventre LL 2 2 0 
5 £tre au iMNit du rouleau SLL 0 0 2 
6 caner do aucre snr ie doi de onduu'iiB PLL 0 0 1 
7 prendre le taureau par les comes LL 2 2 0 
8 ktcr de ilmile nir k fen SLL 2 2 2 
9 rStir le balai PLL 0 0 0 

10 nivre ki traces de audan*un LL 2 2 2 
11 sauter au plafond SLL 1 0 0 
12 easier ks Dkds i auelau'nn PLL 0 1 0 

13 
cbercber une aiguille dans une botte de 
foin 

LL 2 2 0 

14 passer au peiene fin SLL dm 0 0 
15 mettre quelqu'un en bofte PLL 0 0 0 

6 100.00 
1 16.67 
4 66.67 
4 66.67 
2 33.33 
1 16.67 
4 66.67 
6 100.00 
0 0.00 
6 100.00 
1 16.67 
1 16.67 

4 66.67 

2 33.33 
0 0.00 



Table 4.45: German Zero Context Task Data (CMIV Group) 

1 cine Schnuibe locker haben LL 2 2 

2 den Stein ins RoUen brineen SLL 2 2 

3 mit dem linken zuerat aufsteben PLL 2 0 

4 die Katzc uu dem Sick lauen LL 2 2 

5 den Boden unter den FliBen weezieben SLL 2 2 

6 eine Hand wlacht die andere PLL 2 0 
7 das Geld zum Fenster binauswerfen LL 2 2 

8 in den lanren Aofei belBcn SLL 0 0 
9 die warmer aus der Nase zieben PLL 0 0 

10 die Aiicen tind erOBer ab der Maeea LL 2 2 

11 
jemandem auf dem Trockenen sitzen 
lassen 

SLL 0 2 

12 Konf and Kraeen rislueren PLL 2 0 

13 
Leute, die im Glasbaus sitzen, sollten 
keine Steine werfen 

LL 2 2 

14 

1
 

1
 

8
 SLL 2 2 

15 jemandem auf den Arm nebmen PLL 0 0 

4 100.00 
4 100.00 
2 50.00 
4 100.00 
4 100.00 
2 50.00 
4 100.00 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
4 100.00 

2 50.00 

2 50.00 

4 100.00 

4 100.00 
0 0.00 
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Table 4.46: Summaiy of Zero Context Task Data (CMIV Group) 

ZCT SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES | 

LL 90.00 80.00 100.00 90.00 
SLL 40.00 40.00 70.00 50.00 
PLL 45.00 20.00 30.00 31.67 
Group Total 58.33 46.67 66.67 57.22 

Figure 4.9: Summary of Zero Context Task Data (CMIV Group) 
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As already mentioned, the data presented here mirror the 

corresponding CMt performance data achieved in each of the three idiom 

categories. Here too the difference between LL and PLL for all languages is 

nearly three times as much as it is between SLL and PLL where the difference 

is only one and one-half as much, whereas the difference between LL and 
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SLL is nearly twice as much. From this it follows that there is added evidence 

to support the validity of the assumptions and hypotheses made in this study. 

This evidence becomes even stronger as soon as one considers the ZCT time 

data of this group. Tables 4.47,4.48, and 4.49 present the time data in each 

language respectively. The sunmiary of all ZCT time data is presented in 

Table 4.50 and graphically in Figure 4.10. 



Table 4.47: Spanish Zero Context Task Time Data (CMIV Group) 

1 me dej6 en alto y en seco LL 16 15 

2 
<1 i|iie k qaede d gaaate que so lo 
Diante 

SLL 26 19 

3 toda la came en el asador PLL 26 9 
4 Dcrdid hasta la caniaa LL 6 6 
S le estaban tomando el pelo SLL 33 16 

6 
es d cofano y la AHfana gota ipw hacc 
KlMMariacoDa 

PLL 12 33 

1 
yo creo que mis ojos eran mis grandes 
aue ml estomaso 

LL 9 9 

8 cdiar tela al fiieeo SLL 5 16 
9 sacar las castaflas del fiieeo a aleuien PLL 26 21 

10 asaiT6 d tore nor los cuemos LL 5 9 
11 habrik costado un ojo de la cara SLL 10 9 
12 Mti bnactadole DdM al hnevo PLL 9 33 
13 le falta un tornillo LL 3 8 
14 iCaea diuzoi de unnta! SLL 29 23 
15 se subi6 a la parra PLL 18 18 

31 15.50 

45 
22.50 

35 17.50 
12 6.00 
49 24.50 

45 
22.50 

18 
9.00 

21 10.50 
47 23.50 
14 7.00 
19 9.50 
42 21.00 
11 5.50 
52 26.00 
36 18.00 



Table 4.48: French Zero Context Task Time Data (CMIV Group) 

1 jeter Tareent oar lea fenStres LL 8 3 8 
2 bitir dcs chiteaux CB Emaene SLL 7 33 12 
3 chercher la pethe b£te PLL 19 5 13 
4 avoir ks vem ohu erands aiie le veatre LL 8 3 18 
5 £tre au bout du rouleau SLL 12 9 14 
6 caaier Anncre nr le doiile mdou'im PLL 14 15 57 
7 prendre le taureau par les comes LL 10 5 37 
8 ieterdertadleMirlefea SLL 8 4 21 
9 rfitlr le balai PLL 17 11 30 

10 inivrc let traces de oudau'on LL 7 4 10 
11 sauter au plafond SLL 10 17 10 
12 cauer les nieds i ondau'wi PLL 9 3 7 

13 
chercher une aiguille dans une botte de 
foin 

LL 9 3 29 

14 passer au peieiie fin SLL 7 12 12 
IS mettre quelqu'un en botte PLL 10 5 9 

19 6.33 
52 17.33 
37 12.33 
29 9.67 
35 11.67 
86 28.67 
52 17.33 
33 11.00 
58 19.33 
21 7,00 
37 12.33 
19 6.33 

41 13.67 

31 10,33 
24 8.00 



Table 4.49: German Zero Context Task Time Data (CMIV Group) 

1 eine Schraube locker haben LL 8 5 
2 dea Stein ins Bolkn biincea SIX 9 12 
3 mit dem linken FkiB zuerst aufstehcn PLL 2 7 
4 die IDrtze aui dem Sack lanen LL 2 5 
5 den Boden unter den FQBen weedeiien SLL 4 4 
6 dac Hud wiiclrt die aadere PLL 2 8 
7 du Geld zum Fenster hinauswerfen LL 3 6 
8 in dn laarn Aiifei beiBea SLL , 3 7 
9 die Wfirmer aus der Nase zlehen PLL 16 19 

10 ^ Anm rind eritBer idi de  ̂ LL 4 4 

11 jemandem auf dem Trockenen sitzen 
iassen 

SLL 5 7 

12 Koof and Kraeen riiideren PLL 4 7 

13 Leute, die im Giasiiaus sitzen, sollten 
keine Steine werfen 

LL 4 6 

14 cs mnet Jnnee Hnnde SLL 3 7 
IS jemandem auf den Arm neiimen PLL 5 5 

13 4.33 
21 7.00 
9 3.00 
7 2.33 
8 2.67 
10 3.33 
9 3.00 

10 3.33 
35 11.67 
8 2.67 

12 4.00 

11 3.67 

10 3.33 

10 3.33 
10 3.33 

KJ 
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Table 4.50: Summary of Zero Context Task Time Data (CMIV Group) 

ZCT TIME SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES | 

LL 86 18.03 162 28.22 47 25.68 295 23.98 
SLL 186 38.99 188 32.75 61 33.33 435 35.03 
PLL 205 42.98 224 39.02 75 40.98 504 40.99 
Group Total 477 100.00 574 100.00 183 100.00 1234 100.00 

Figure 4.10: Summary of Zero Context Task Time Data (CMIV Group) 
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Here too the data clearly support the LL, SLL, and PLL distinction. 

Analysis of accuracy data revealed similar patterns to those observed within 

the CMI group. Using the same order of presentation. Table 4.51 presents the 

analysis of the ZCT accuracy data completed for the CMTV group. 
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Table 4.51: ZCT Accuracy Values (CMIV Group) 

IZCT SPANISH FRENCH G] ERMAN LAIS [GUAGES 1 
VALUE 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 1 

1 1 0 9 3 0 12 0 0 10 1 4 0 31 
SLL 6 0 4 8 2 5 3 0 7 17 2 16 
PLL 5 1 4 11 2 2 7 0 3 1 23 3 9 

1 Total 12 1 17 22 4 19 10 0 20 1 44 5 56 

Beyond these important observations, the time data obtained here also 

appear to mirror closely the data of the CMI group both in idiom category and 

in final performance. As important as all this baseline data are for providing a 

normative point of reference, they do not provide any explanatory means by 

which it can be discovered what it was in the idiomatic input that learners 

attended to. This is precisely where the use of TIA proved invaluable once 

again. Tables 4.52,4.53, and 4.54 provide information on the strategies used 

by each individual language group, whereas Table 4.55 offers the summary of 

all ZCT strategies used by the participants of the CMTV group. Graphically 

this information is presented in Figure 4.11. 



Table 4.52: Spanish Zero Context Task Strategies (CMIV Group) 

1 Trandation 11 9 
2 GncnioK 2 
3 GuessinK of Key Word 1 4 
4 Gnei  ̂of Two Key Words 5 3 
5 I Have No Idea /1 Do Not Know 5 
6 Somda / Sc»ns / Looks like 6 6 
7 Lack of Vocabulary 5 3 
8 Exact IdkMOi in Enciish 7 3 
9 Prior Knowiedee 

10 Cimnol Think (riT EmUisii Uiom 2 
11 Lack of Context 
12 GniplioplMnics / Arraneement 1 
13 Frustrated / Confused / Annoyed 
14 I Am bventinc Own Meanine 
IS Literal Meaning No Help 
16 Unable to Ilenre Out 1 2 
17 No Information Given 

20 26.32 
2 2.63 
5 6.S8 
8 10.53 
5 6.58 
12 15.79 
8 10.53 
10 13.16 
0 0.00 
2 2.63 
0 0.00 
1 1.32 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
3 3.95 
0 0.00 



Table 4.53: French Zero Context Task Strategies (CMIV Group) 

1 Translation 13 11 8 
2 GwninE 1 
3 GuessinK of Key Word 1 1 1 
4 Gacniiul of Two Key Words 6 2 2 
5 I Have No Idea /1 Do Not Know 2 4 6 
6 Sowidf / Sccau/ 3 2 1 
7 Lack of Vocabulary 1 3 
8 Exact Idibn in Eaididi 5 4 3 
9 Prior Knowledge 1 

10 CiuuMt TUiik of Emlidi Uiom 2 
11 Lack of Context 
12 GnniliwilHiiiici / Arraaee^  ̂
13 Fnutrated / Confused / Annoyed 
14 I Am laventiM Own Meanlae 2 
IS Literal Meaning No Help 5 
16 Uiiabk to Ifcure Oint 2 5 
17 No Information Given 

32 32.99 
1 1.03 
3 3.09 
10 10.31 
12 12.37 
6 6.19 
4 4.12 
12 12.37 
1 1.03 
2 2.06 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
2 2:06 
5 5.15 
7 7.22 
0 0.00 



Table 4.54; German Zero Context Task Strategies (CMIV Group) 

1 Translation 10 13 
2 GuesriBB 2 1 
3 Guessing of Key Word 5 2 
4 GueniiiK of Two Key Words 2 4 
5 I Have No Idea/1 Do Not Know 1 2 
6 SoHBdf / Scow / tboks like 5 
7 Lack of Vocabulary 
8 Eiact Idiom in Endisb • 3 7 
9 Prior Knowledge 

10 Cannot Think of EncUsM Idimn 1 
11 Lack of Context 
12 Graphopiionics / Arraneenent 1 
13 Frustrated / Confused / Annoyed 
14 I Am Inventing Own Meaning 
IS Literal Meaning No Help 
16 IJnaide to Ileuie Out 3 
17 No Information Given 

23 37.10 
3 4.84 
7 11.29 
6 9.68 
3 4.84 
5 8.06 
0 0.00 
10 16.13 
0 0.00 
1 1.61 
0 0.00 
1 1.61 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
3 4.84 
0 0.00 



Table 4.55: Summary of Zero Context Task Strategies (CMIV Group) 

1 Translation 20 26.32 32 32.99 23 37.10 
2 Gvcsiinc 2 2.63 1 1.03 3 4.84 
3 Guessing of Key Word 5 6.S8 3 3.09 7 11.29 
4 GncMiBK of Two Key Words 8 10.53 10 10.31 6 9.68 
5 1 Have No Idea / IDo Not Know 5 6.58 12 12.37 3 4.84 
6 Sooadt / Smom / Looks like 12 15.79 6 6.19 5 8.06 
7 Lack of Vocabulary 8 10.53 4 4.12 0 0.00 
s" Knct Idkiin in Coglish 10 13.16 12 12.37 10 16.13 
9 Prior Knowledj^e 0 0.00 1 1.03 0 0.00 
10 Camiot Tllak of Eaxiisii Uloai 2-" 2.63 2 2.06 1 1.61 
11 Lack of Context 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 
12 GraplioplMwics / ArrangeneBt 1 1.32 0 0.00 1 1.61 
13 Frustrated / Confused / Annoyed 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 
14 I ̂  InvcvtbuE Own Meaaing 0 0.00 2 2.06 0 0.00 
15 Literal Meaning No Help 0 0.00 5 5.15 0 0.00 
16 UnaUe to Ilgnrr Out 3 3.95 7 7.22 3 4.84 
17 No Information Given 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 

75 31.91 
6 2.55 
15 6.38 
24 10.21 
20 8.51 
23 9.79 
12 5.11 
32 13.62 
1 0.43 
5 2.13 
0 0.00 
2 0.85 
0 0.00 
2 0.85 
5 2.13 
13 5.53 
0 0.00 
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hJ 
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Figure 4.11: Summary of Zero Context Task Strategies (CMIV Group) 
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A comparison of strategies used by the three language groups reveals 

that all groups employed the first eight listed strategies consistently more 

often than the remaining eight strategies. This systematicity is also observable 

in the strategies used by the CMI group. This is tantamount to suggesting that 

the comprehension and interpretation of context-firee VP idioms is both highly 

systematic and universal. A key point is that this claim is not based solely on 

data collected by means of a single instrument or by a single quantification 

procedure. The many illustrative accounts provided by the participants in both 

groups warrant this claim even if only provisionally, awaiting further 

replication studies in the future. 

Through the participants' retrospective accounts we now know that 

they too used translation and guessing as their two main strategies of 
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interpreting a VP idiom. Here too guessing did not appear to work well with 

PLL idioms either and, especially, with those MPLL idioms. Oftentimes, 

participants tried to manipulate the hteral meaning of the whole idiom, 

attempting to make some associations and connections with NL idioms that 

may share some commonaUties. At other times, they were misled by the 

syntactic and semantic nature of an idiom, which led them more often than 

not up the garden path. This was clearly observable with the German PLL 

idiom jemandem auf den Arm nehmen [(lit.) to take someone on your arm, 

(fig.) to pull someone's leg]. Both German participants said that this idiom 

clearly means to take someone by the hand, to help someone. Still at other 

times, they would make a guess only to go back a few seconds later and 

abandon, modify, or reformulate a new guess entirely. In contrast, this 

behavior was less visible with SLL idioms and even less with LL idioms, thus 

ftuther supporting the claim that even in the absence of context LL idioms are 

the easiest to process and interpret, followed by a visible wider margin by 

SLL and PLL idioms. 

In sum, the only visible difference between both groups was in the "No 

Information Given" category. While all CMI language groups had a visible 

presence in this category, the CMIV posted a zero percent occurrence. This is 

largely due to the nature of their think-aloud and retelling task which required 

them to verbalize their thoughts during language input. 
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4.4.3 Discussion of all ZCT data 

Many issues and observations specifically related to idiom 

comprehension and interpretation deserve comment here. Before beginning 

the discussion, however, it would be helpful to revisit some of the 

assumptions made earUer regarding the processing, comprehension, and 

interpretation of VP idioms. In this context, it was assumed that if idiomatic 

phrases are stored in memory as multiword lexical units, as Bobrow and 

Bell's (1973) Idiom List Hypothesis claims (see Chapter 1, Section 1.3.2.), 

then syntactic analysis of the phrasal structure of the idiom in principle should 

not be necessaiy for comprehending the idiom. 

It was further assumed that if an L2 idiom is recognized at an early 

point, further syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic analysis of the idiomatic 

phrase is in principle no longer necessary to understand the meaning of the 

phrase. Thus, a full analysis of the idiomatic phrase would not be required. If 

this is true, then an L2 idiom, which can be recognized early due to its 

matching counterpart in LI, could be understood without the need of a full 

analysis, whereas a non-matching idiom could be understood only after a full 

analysis. The present experiment tested these assumptions and predicted that 

for SL learners lexical access and analysis of syntax, lexicon, and knowledge 

of pragmatics is an obUgatory, automatic process. 

First, the absence of context did present certain constraints on the 

comprehension and interpretation of LL, SIX, and PLL idioms. A lower 

number of correct answers for PLL idioms that do not have word-for-word 
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lexical matches was expected. Results obtained from both groups confirmed 

this expectation. Second, correct answers of the meaning of idioms took 

significantly less time with highly matching LL idioms than with semi-

matching SLL or non-matching PLL idioms. Even in the absence of context, 

LL idioms can still be encoded successfiilly precisely because of the one-to-

one match with their LI counterpart. Conversely, semi-matching SLL and 

non-matching PLL idioms require additional processing effort beyond mere 

translation of lexical units, because of the need to compute first a literal and 

then an idiomatic representation. Results obtained confirmed this expectation 

as well. 

In this experiment then, both statistical and qualitative evidence was 

obtained for the notion that LL idioms are both processed faster and 

comprehended and interpreted much easier than SLL or PLL idioms. On the 

other hand, PLL idioms, especially when opaque, i.e., when the 

image/semantic and conceptual distance between target and domain idiom is 

great, do offer some distinct processing and interpretation difficulties. Given 

these results and the variety of the retrospective reports, it seems reasonable 

to argue that such idioms are comprehended in their Uteral sense up to the 

point when this is no longer possible. Even though many words were 

recognized within the idiom in some way, that recognition alone did not 

guarantee an ^propriate idiomatic meaning. It follows logically then that 

some extra computation is required beyond the comprehension of the hterary 

meaning of an idiom. What is also evident firom the excerpts given is that the 
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interpretation of idioms out-of-context, especially the interpretation of PLL 

and MPLL idioms, leads to ever increasing higher levels of frustration. 

In addition, illustrative evidence has also been provided to show that 

SL learners do make recourse to LI knowledge where idiom interpretation is 

concerned. They relied heavily on their LI to make the L2 idiom meaningful 

and to guess what the meaning might be. However, the evidence also showed 

that learners were not guessing at random despite few comments that showed 

their explanations to be purely speculative in nature. As this cannot be 

explained by reference to chance, it provides further evidence of processing 

factors at work. Consider the following excerpt taken from a member of the 

CMIV group: 

I begun to draw on all my idiomatic expressions that I have in 
my repertoire... in my base, in my data base in my head. That 
helped somewhat... just to call out stuff, but with no certainty. 

It follows logically that transfer of idiomatic knowledge works in 

complex ways and constitutes only one of several processes involved in VP 

idiom comprehension and interpretation. Various factors both inJQuence and 

affect transfer. The factors that influence transfer have been identified as the 

learners' perceptions of the lexical/image distance between their native 

domain idiom and the target idiom, knowledge of vocabulary, graphophonics 

and syntactic arrangement, and literal meaning of an idiom. Evidence 

obtained in the ZCT task suggests that learners' greater difficulty with PLL 

and MPLL idioms is expUcable in terms of distance between TL and NL 

idioms. This observation is also supported by the comment below: 
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It's very interesting 'cause I think... I notice, I think a lot in 
pictures in my head. I look at the words of an idiom and they 
create pictures for me. Sometimes they are not always right. I try 
to imagine idioms in my head and that helps me find something 
that I already know. It's more like a visual image. The literal 
meaning helps to attain the metaphorical meaning of an idiom, 
but not always. 

Moreover, while some learners engaged in "noticing the gap" between 

TL and NL idioms, others used conceptual strategies (i.e., strategies that 

attempt to get round a problem by referring to a concept obhquely in some 

way), and still others used hnguistic strategies (i.e., an attempt to get round a 

problem by exploiting LI and L2 linguistic knowledge). Learners were also 

found to over-rely on "cue-availability" of an idiom. Those lexemes that are 

easily attended to and easily processed will be the first to be recognized and 

thus the first to be interpreted correctly. This was clearly the case with LL 

idioms. Often they were found to make overextension of idioms because 

certain idioms shared lexical features that were present in both target and 

domain idioms. In other words, they were found trying to make the idiomatic 

input conform to their own internalized view of what constitutes the meaning 

of the TL idiom. That is, they simphfy the interpretation task by forming 

hypotheses based on the idiomatic knowledge that they ahready possess (LI 

knowledge and knowledge of the world). At other times, learners were found 

to accommodate their hypotheses to make them fit with the input, making use 

of inferencing strategies. 

In summary, the data reported here support the conclusion that in the 

absence of context, LL idioms are understood directly and without any 
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additional processing mental efifort, provided, of course, that the meaning of 

the lexical units comprising the idiom are known to the individual learner. 

This, however, does not seem to be the case for SLL and especially for PLL 

idioms, for which additional computational work seems to be required by the 

learner. Said another way, highly tamiUar LI idioms are recognized easily in 

L2 and vice versa due to their translation match of single lexemes from the L2 

to the LI, whereas non-matching L2 idioms require additional processing 

effort beyond mere successful translation of the single lexemes that make up 

the idiom phrase. 

4.5 Analysis of Full Context Task data 

4.5.1 CMI results of FCT data 

As was predicted, the proportion of correct interpretations was very 

high (a 78.07% success rate for the entire group), although not without some 

constraints. Tables 4.56,4.57, and 4.58 present the results obtained in this 

task and are given below. The presentation of data follows the exact same 

order of organization adopted earher for the DDT and ZCT data respectively. 

A comparison across languages reveals that context had a facilitative impact 

on the comprehension and interpretation of all types of VP idioms. The 

summary of the results obtained in the Full Context Task as well as the 

increase in percentages from the Zero Context Task to the Full Context Task 

for each of tiie three languages are presented in Table 4.59 and graphically in 
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Figure 4.12. For purposes of comparison, the FCT table is preceded by the 

results obtained during the ZCT. 



Table 4.56: Spanish Full Context Task Data (CMI Group) 

1 me dej6 en aho y en seco LL 2 2 2 0 0 2 0 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 

2 
il que le qnede d gnante que so lo 
plaate SLL 0 

y 
2 0 0 0 2 2 2 0 0 2 0 2 2 2 0 0 

3 toda la came en el asador PLL 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
4 pcnU6 luurta la canisa LL 0 2 0 2 0 2 0 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 
5 le estaban tomando el pdo SLL 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 0 0 2 2 2 0 2 2 0 0 

6 
cs «l Mlno y la AHima goto que kacc 
rdbonriacopa 

< 

PLL 0 0 2 2 0 2 0 2 0 2 2 0 2 2 2 0 0 

7 
yo creo que mis ojos eran mis grandes 
que mi eatomaiso LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 0 2 

8 ccbar lefla al fooEo SLL 2 2 2 2 0 0 0 2 2 2 2 0 0 2 2 0 0 
9 aacar las castaAas dd ftieeo a aleuien PLL 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 0 2 2 0 0 0 

10 •CUT6 d toro por IM oiensM LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 
11 habri costado un ojo de la cara SLL 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 
12 eiU boacindde pdM allHievo PLL 2 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 0 
13 le falta un tomlUo LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 
14 iCaiM dnoM de pnntal SLL 2 0 0 2 0 2 0 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 0 
IS se subid a la parra PLL 0 0 0 2 0 2 0 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 0 2 

^ KIQ UQ ElS E2 i 1333 i^;li R:'[iVXJ t:.v; it ?'lli:! 
l£ii2J iilili ilijO; r^iii LSi Uiiii l2o3 bli llS 

(Continued) 



Table 4.56 (cont): Spanish Full Context Task Data (CMI Group) 

1 me dej6 en alto y en seco LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 

2 
qw le qsede d M lo 

plaate SLL 0 2 2 0 0 2 2 2 2 0 2 

3 toda la came en d asador PLL 2 2 2 0 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 
4 perdi6 haatii la camita LL 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 
5 le estaban tomando d pelo SLL 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 0 2 0 2 

6 
« d coliM y 111 gotii que bKf 
rebotarliicoiia PLL 2 2 2 0 0 2 0 2 2 2 2 

7 
yo creo que ml§ ojos eran mib grandes 
aue mi estoma^o LL 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 

8 cdiarldbialfiwBo SLL 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
9 sacar las castaiiaa dd fiieKO a aleuien PLL 0 2 0 0 2 0 0 0 2 0 2 

10 asarrd d toro por I M cueniM LL 2 2 2 2 0 2 0 2 2 2 2 
11 habri costado un ojo de la cara SLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
12 csti boaciadote PCK M al luevo PLL 2 0 2 0 2 2 2 2 0 0 2 
13 le faHa un tornillo LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
14 iCaea clmaM dc punta! SLL 2 2 0 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 
IS se 8ubi6 a la parra PLL 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 

44 78.57 

30 53.57 

48 85.71 
44 78.57 
30 53.57 

34 60.71 

50 89.29 

40 71.43 
18 32.14 
50 89.29 
52 92.86 
30 53.57 
52 92.86 
38 67.86 
38 67.86 

S> NO 
ro 



Table 4.57: French Full Context Task Data (CMI Group) 

-Pi! 1' 

SJliLiiisa 
i-t-i 
[aj \:M^ L^;>L L:^. b :/.• i t,ii; L:_ ;i,: L 

1 jeter I'areent par les fenttres LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
2 bitir det chiteaux cn Espame SLL 2 2 1 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
3 chercher la petite b£te PLL 2 2 2 0 2 0 0 0 2 1 2 0 
4 avoir ks you pbu cnuuta one Ic veatre LL 2 2 2 2 1 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 
S £tre au bout du roideau SLL 1 0 0 0 2 0 2 2 2 0 2 1 
6 easier du mere nr le doi de audao'iui PLL 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
7 prendre le taureau par lea comes LL 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 0 
8 Jeter de rhuHe nr le feu SLL 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 
9 rAtir le balal PLL 1 0 0 1 1 1 2 2 1 0 2 2 

10 mim kf tracM de onelini'iui LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 
11 sauter au plafood SLL 1 0 0 0 2 0 2 2 0 2 2 0 
12 1

 

I [ PLL 2 2 0 2 0 0 2 2 2 0 2 2 

13 
chercher une algulUe dans une botte de 
foin 

LL 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

14 pasier au peiEne fin SLL 2 2 2 2 0 0 2 2 0 0 0 0 
IS mettre quequ'un en boite PLL 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

24 100.00 
21 87.50 
13 54.17 
21 87.50 
12 50.00 
22 91.67 
18 75.00 
20 83.33 
13 54.17 
22 91.67 
11 45.83 
16 66.67 

22 91.67 

12 50.00 
2 8.33 

K >  SO u> 

1̂̂  fii rfTKi) \rm pm H > :y f^^jj 
m Mm m wm 



Table 4.58; German Full Context Task Data (CMI Group) 

V  f ^ ' - w ; ' i  r ; o • :  [  1  ' f ' ^  ̂  p  

1 eine Schraube locker haben LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
2' dia StdiB Ibb RoUen brinsai SLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
3 mit dcm linken zuent aufstehen PLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
4  ̂Kite aui dem Sack laswn LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
5 den Boden unter den FUfien weezieben SLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
6 elae Haid wiMht die aadere PIX 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
7 das Geld zum Fenster binauswerfen LL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
8 in dM iMim Anfci bdto SLL 2 2 2 2 0 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
9 die Wfirmer aut der Naae zicben PLL 2 2 0 2 0 2 0 2 0 1 0 2 2 

10 iUe Anen sind ErtBcr ab der Blaeen LL 2 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

11 
jemandem auf dcm Tnwkenen sitzen 
las§en 

SLL 2 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

12 Kbof nod KraseB ridderen PLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

13 
Lcute, die im Glasbaus sitzen, sollten 
keine Steine wcrfen 

LL 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

14 MTeenet JuBBC Hnnde SLL 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
15 jemandem auf den Arm nebmen PLL 2 2 0 2 2 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 

26 100.00 
26 ioo:oo 
26 100.00 
26 100.00 
26 100.00 
26 100.00 
26 100.00 
22 84.62 
15 57.69 
25 96.15 

24 92.31 

26 100.00 

24 92.31 

26 100.00 
22 84.62 

K> 
£ 
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Table 4.59: Summary of All Full Context Task Data (CMI Group) 

ZCT SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN 1 LANGUAGES 

LL 69.29 73.33 83.08 1 75.23 
SLL 43.57 35.00 64.62 47.73 
PLL 17.14 9.17 50.00 25.44 
Group Total 43.33 39.17 65.90 49.46 

FCT SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES 

LL 85.71 89.17 97.69 90.86 
SLL 67.86 63.33 95.38 J 75.52 
PLL 60.00 55.00 88.46 67.82 
Group Total 71.19 69.17 93.85 78.07 

1 ZCT/FCT SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN 1 LANGUAGES 

LL 16.42 15.84 14.61 15.63 
SLL 24.29 28.33 30.76 27.79 
PLL 42.86 45.83 38.46 42.38 
Group Total 27.86 30.00 27.68 28.61 

Figure 4.12: Summary of All Full Context Task Data (CMI Group) 
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It is clear from an inspection of the table that in every language and 

without exception there was an increase from the Zero to the Full Context 

Task and, further that this increase in actual performance is surprisingly even 

across the three languages, i.e., 27.86,30.00, and 27.68 percent for the 

Spanish, French, and German language respectively, culminating to a total 

increase of 28.61 percent for all languages combined. The increase was the 

least pronounced in the LL category given the ahready high success with these 

idioms in the Zero Context Task (15.63 percent difference) and the most in 

the PLL category (42.38 percent difference). The SLL category also showed 

a considerable increase of 27.79 percent. What is significant to note here is 

the fact that while PLL idioms were the least successful ones in the Zero 

Context Task, with the introduction of context they became the most 

successful of all types of VP idioms. This finding has important theoretical 

and pedagogical implications in that it makes clear that PLL idioms can be 

comprehended and interpreted correctly if they are embedded in contexts that 

support their communicative uses. 

The data suggest that even the figurative meaning of the most opaque 

MPLL idioms can be discovered if given appropriate contextual support. This 

should not take away from the fact that even with context the success rate for 

the group as a whole is only 78.07 percent, leaving 21.93 percent 

unaccounted for. The success rate drops even fiirther if one considers the PLL 

score obtained by the French group alone—55 percent, which is five percent 

worse than Spanish, but 33.46 percent worse than the PLL score obtained by 

the German group. While context increases the likelihood that an PLL or 
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MPLL idiom would be interpreted correctiy, context alone does not guarantee 

that such an idiom will be recognized each and eveiy time. This was ah-eady 

predicted in the presentation of the PLL Hypothesis (see Chapter 3, Section 

3.3.1 and 3.6.4). 

The results obtained here are further supported by consulting the 

accuracy data first utilized in the analysis of the 2CT data (i.e.. Table 4.35), 

Using the same order of presentation as its predecessor. Table 4.60 below 

presents the FCT accuracy values along with the ZCT values and the increase 

or decrease in values from the Zero Context Task to the Full Context Task in 

a summaiy fashion. 

Table 4.60: CMI Summary of Change of Accuracy Values from ZCT to FCT 

ZCT 1 SPANISH FRENCH 1 GERMAN LAN GUAGES 
VALUE 1 0 1 2 0 1 2 1 0 1 2 0 1 2 
LL 40 6 94 15 2 43 1 11 0 54 66 8 191 
SLL 78 2 60 39 0 21 22 2 41 139 4 122 
PLL 115 2 23 53 3 4 31 3 31 199 8 58 
Total 233 10 177 107 5 68 64 5 126 404 20 371 

FCT SPANISH FRENCH Gl ERMAN LAN GUAGES 
VALUE 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 
LL 20 0 120 6 1 53 1 1 63 27 2 236 
SLL 45 0 95 20 4 36 3 0 62 68 4 193 
PLL 56 0 84 24 6 30 7 1 57 87 7 171 
Total 121 0 299 50 11 119 11 2 182 182 13 600 

ZCT/FCT SPANISH FRENCH Gl 1»MAN LAN GUAGES 
VALUE 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 
LL -20 -6 +26 -9 -1 +10 -10 +1 +9 -39 -6 +45 
SLL -33 -2 +35 -19 +4 +15 -19 -2 +21 -71 0 +71 
PLL -59 -2 +61 -29 +3 +26 -24 -2 +26 -112 -1 +113 
Total -112 -10 +122 -5.7 •^51 -53 -3 +56 -222 -7 +229 
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The table shows that the addition of context into the equation affects 

significantiy the two-tiered directionality of the results. In other words, the 

exact opposite direction from the one previously confirmed in the ZCT can 

now be observed, that is, as the level of erroneous interpretations (Value 0) 

decreases as one moves along the semantic/image continuum from LL to SLL 

to PLL idioms, the level of accuracy (Value 2) increases. This also holds true 

for those idioms that previously carried a Value of 1. Said another way, with 

the introduction of context the majority of those idioms previously carrying 

the Value of 1 were now converted into correct interpretations, hence the 

even greater increase in idioms with the Value of 2, Only in three instances 

(once in Spanish out of ten instances and twice in French out of 5 instances) 

was there a regression in value from 1 back to 0 and only once in German 

(out of 5 instances) the value remained the same. 

Conversely, as the level of erroneous interpretations decreased, a great 

many of those idioms previously carrying the Value of 0 were now converted 

to Value 2 and some of them to Value 1, hence the increase or decrease in 

idioms with the Value of 1. This explains the value change in the sign ± 

across the three language groups, and this in turn supports anew the claim 

made earlier that context exerts significant influence on the comprehension 

and interpretation of VP idioms regardless of idiom type. Hence, once again 

mathematically this relationship can be written as follows: 

LL>SLL and SLL>PLLOLL> PLL gr LL>SLL>PLL ̂  LL>PLL 
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That the relationship given above holds constant across the two tasks is 

not surprising at all. The fact that this relationship is also true in this task only 

vahdates further the evidence discussed earUer and the assumptions and 

hypotheses made previously in Chapter 3. Analysis of variance revealed a 

similar result. Tables 4.61 and 4.62 below display the results of the ANOVA 

and Tukey analyses done on the FCT data. 



Table 4.61: FCT Statistical Analyses Between Idiom Categories 
(CMI Group) 

PERFORMANCE PER IDIOM TYPE 
TVne Score Score Score . Score Score Sun Avenoe Variance Difference in Types 
LL n.si 78.57 89.29 89.29 92.86 428.58 85.716 44.67858 17.858 LL^LL 
SLL 53.57 53.57 71.43 92.86 67.86 339.29 67.858 261.5383 25.718 LL-PLL 
PLL 85.71 60.71 32.14 53.37 67.86 299.99 59.998 385.2031 7.86 SLL-PLL 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Source of Veriatioii SS MS FoAs P-valme Ferit Q IT 
Between Groups 1736.839 2 868.4194 3.767983 0.053713 3.88529 3.77 25.595679 
Within Groups 2765.68 12 230.4733 
Total 4502.518 14 

Dcdiiop Rule | Since fohi< Fait. Ho is not rejected 

PERFORMANCE PER IDIO MTYPE 
TVoe Score Score Score Score Score Stun Averace Variance DifTerence in Types 
LL 100.00 87.50 75.00 91.67 91.67 445.84 89.168 83.34167 25.836 LL-SLL 
SLL 87.50 50.00 83.33 45.83 50.00 316.66 63.332 411.4542 34.166 LL-PLL 
PLL 54.17 91.67 54.17 66.67 8.33 275.01 55.002 915.0861 8.33 SLL-PLL 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Source of Variation SS MS Fobs P-vmime Ferit Q JK 
Between Groups 3173.672 2 1586.836 3.37653 0.068652 3.88529 3.77 36.549976 
Witiiin Groups 5639.528 12 469.9607 
Total 8813.2 14 

DednonRuk Since Fob. < Fmt. Ho is not rejected. 

PERFORMANCE PER IDIOM TYPE 
Type Score Score 1 Scam Score Score Sam Averaie Variance Difference in Tvnes 
LL 100.00 100.00 100.00 96.15 92.31 488.46 97.692 11.83107 2.306 LL-SLL 
SLL 100.00 100.00 84.62 92.31 100.00 476.93 95.386 47.30888 9.23 LL-PLL 
PLL 100.00 100.00 1 57.69 100.00 84.62 442.31 88.462 340.2633 6.924 SLL-PLL 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Sbwrce Variatkm SS HIT MS Fats F-vabu: Ferit Q IT 
Between Groups 230.7539 2 115.3769 0.86662 0.445092 3.88529 3.T7 19.453669 
Within Groups 1597.613 12 133.1344 
Total 1828 J67 14 

t PecjrfoB Kale I Since F6b,< Foa, Hp is not rejected. 
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Table 4.62: FCT Statistical Analyses Across Languages (CMI Group) 

PERFORMANCE PER LAN< GUAGE 
LAN Score Score Score Score Score Sum Avence Variaoce Difference in LAN 
SPA 78.57 78.57 89.29 89.29 92.86 428.58 85.716 44.67858 3.452 FRE-SPA 
FRE 100.00 87.50 75.00 91.67 91.67 445.84 89.168 83.34167 11.976 GER-SPA 
GER 100.00 100.00 100.00 96.15 92.31 488.46 97.692 11.83107 8.524 GER-FRE 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Source of Variatioa SS MS Fobs P-vaUu Ferit Q W 
Between Groups 379.9991 2 189.9995 4.075747 0.044591 3.88529 3.77 6.6461231 
Within Groups 559.4053 12 46.61711 
Totid 939.4044 14 

Dedsioo Rule Since S Fen, Hp is reiected. 

PERFORMANCE PER LAN< GUAGE 
LAN Score Score Score Score Score Sum Avence Variance Difference In LAN 
SPA 53.57 53.57 71.43 92.86 67.86 339.29 67.858 261.5383 4.526 SPA-FRE 
FRE 87.50 50.00 83.33 45.83 50.00 316.66 63.332 411.4542 27.529 GER<SPA 
GER 100.00 100.00 84.62 92.31 100.00 476.93 95.386 47.30888 32.054 GER-FRE 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Source of Variation SS MS Fobs P-valme Fcrit Q 
Between Groups 3009.557 2 1504.779 6.267288 0.01369 3.88529 3.T7 15.083157 
Within Groups 2881.205 12 240.1004 
Total 5890.763 14 

DccisfaMt Rnle Since ^ Fai, Ho is rejected. 

PERFORMANCE PI E:RLAN< GUAGE 
LAN Score Score Score Score Score Sum Averace Variance Difference In LAN 
SPA 85.71 60.71 32.14 53.57 67.86 299.99 59.998 385.2031 4.996 SPA-FRE 
FRE 54.17 91.67 54.17 66.67 8.33 275.01 55.002 915.0861 28.464 GER-SPA 
GER 100.00 100.00 57.69 100.00 84.62 442.31 88.462 3402633 33.46 GER-FRE 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
SiMirce of Varlatimi SS MS Foha P-vabie Ferk 0 W 
Between Groups 3257.885 2 1628.942 2.978769 0.089044 3.88529 3.77 39.426727 
Within Groups 6562.21 12 546.8508 
Total 9820.095 14 

Dediion Bale | Since Fdb^< Fm, Hp is not rejected. 
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Regarding the observed differences in means between idiom categories 

it can be argued that based on the data, there is sufBcient evidence to support 

the Ho, that is the average LL, SLL, and PLL mean scores for Spanish, French 

and German are equal at the 5% significance level. Therefore, the observed 

differences between the three languages are likely to have arisen by chance. 

Although there is sufficient evidence to support the Hq for the Spanish 

language group as well, it must be noted that the true average LL mean score 

exceeds the true average mean score for PLL. Although the observed 

difference between LL and PLL is not likely to have arisen by chance, this 

difference is too sUght—0.122321 to be exact—^to lead to a significant 

difference and this is why the Ho is not rejected outright. Context produced a 

slight significant treatment effect in the accurate interpretation of VP idioms. 

Regarding the observed differences in means across languages it is 

shown with an experimentwise confidence of 95% that the true average 

German mean score exceeds the true average mean score for Spanish and 

French in the LL and SLL idiom category and that this difference is 

statistically significant. Therefore, there is su£5cient evidence to reject the Ho, 

that is the hypothesis of equality of means between idiom categories. The 

observed differences between German and Spanish and German and French 

are not likely to have arisen by chance. Context produced a significant 

treatment effect in the accurate interpretation of VP idioms. This finding, 

however, does not hold in the PLL idiom category for reasons already 

reviewed. 
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Nor is it surprising to see this treatment effect echoed throughout the 

participants' retrospective reports of strategies used. The data relevant to the 

strategies used during the FCT performance of the CMI participants follows. 

Tables 4.63,4.64, and 4.65 present the individual strategies employed by 

each language group, whereas Table 4.66 and Figure 4.13 present the total 

summary of all strategies employed by all language groups in this task. 



Table 4.63: Spanish Full Context Task Strategies (CMI Group) 

i HHBHHI 1 1 1 i 1 i 1 i 1 1 i 1 i 1 1 i 

1 Context Helpful 8 3 3 9 5 8 12 9 13 13 13 10 14 9 _4_ 8 11 
2 CMrteit JWd Not Help 3 1 CI 3 
3 No Need for Context 3 4 3 1 4 1 T X 1 X 3 X 
4 Guetifaie 2 1 6 1 5 3 2 I X _2_ 
5 Exact Meanine in English 1 1 1 1 2 1 3 J_ X 6 X 
6 Sounds/ Seeiu /Looks Like 3 ~ 

1 No Idea What Idiom Means 5 J_ 2 2 _2_ 1 2 _1_ X J_ X 
8 ConnectioK to Other IdioiBs _3_ 5 X X 
9 Unable to Connect to English "5~ X 2 X X ~r 2 X 

i® Uuble io Flnune Out 1 X 1 X 
11 Translation "T T 
12 Lack of Vocabalary 1 1 X T 
13 Graphophonics / Arrangement X 3 X "T 2 
14 ProMisXiQerieBce X X X X 3 
IS Frustrated / Conliised / Annoyed X X X -

16 Fersonaliziiic Situatkm X X X 
17 Strategy X 
18 No Information Given IS X T" 

wm mhm pii! Fi-g! m: j- U [noi m 

(Continued) 



Table 4.63 (cont): Spanish Full Context Task Strategies (CMI Group) 

1 Context Helpful 14 10 8 8 13 7 10 11 11 14 
2 CoBtt9(t Did Not Hdp 1 2 
3 No Need for Context 1 1 5 1 
4 GaesimE 3 2 2 3 3 2 
5 Exact Meaning in English 4 1 1 1 3 2 
6 Soudi / Seem / Loolu Liiie 2 1 
7 No Idea What Idiom Meant 1 2 1 1 
8 CooaiEdiBg to Othn* IdioBU 1 
9 Unable to Connect to English 1 1 4 3 
10 Undue to Rgnre Out 5 1 1 
11 Translation 2 1 4 
12 Lack of Vocabnianr 4 2 1 
13 Graphophonics / Arrangement 1 1 1 2 1 
14 Previolu Expdrieiice 5 ' • 1 1 
IS Frustrated / Confused / Annoyed 
16 FenoaallziBg SitvatiMi 
17 Strategy 
18 No Information CKven 1 3 

2S8 45.26 
10 1.75 
36 6.32 
39 6.84 
33 5.79 
7 1.23 
32 5.61 
11 1.93 
28 4.91 
11 1.93 
19 3.33 
19 3.33 
16 2.81 
17 2.98 
6 1.05 
4 0.70 
3 0.53 
21 3.68 

M iiSi ISI ^ 

U) O KJt 



Table 4.64: French Full Context Task Strategies (CMI Group) 

1 Context Helpfiil 14 7 10 12 12 7 13 8 9 
2 Contnt DM Not Bdp 4 1 
3 No Need for Context 2 
4 Gwriiiiic 1 2 1 5 2 1 3 1 
5 Exact Meanine in En{|Uah 2 7 1 6 
6 SoHiî  / Smbu / IJooln 3 
7 No Idea What Idiom Means 3 5 6 6 
8 CoBBCCtiiie to Other Uioina 13 5 10 7 12 7 13 13 10 5 13 9 
9 Unable to Connect to Eneiish 1 2 3 1 
10 UBabtetoncara dat  ̂ 1 4 1 1 3 
11 Translation 3 7 3 6 14 9 1 
12 Lack of VocalNilary 
13 Graphophonics / Arrangement 1 
14 PrevioHS Experience 3 1 
IS Frustrated / Confused / Annoyed 1 2 
16 PenonaliriBs SitiiatiM 
17 Strateey 
18 No InfomiatloB Given 8 IS 15 1 15 

92 23.41 
5 1.27 
2 0.51 
16 4.07 
16 4.07 
3 0.76 
20 5.09 
117 29.77 
7 1.78 
10 2.54 
43 10.94 
0 0.00 
1 0.25 
4 1.02 
3 0.76 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
54 13.74 



Table 4.65: German Full Context Task Strategies (CMI Group) 

I- ' J ' . "V V'' '"II' . V'-' •' t 
\r ' ' .'.-ll'- \ : r-

1 Context Heipfiil 12 9 11 12 1 11 12 12 7 8 10 15 9 
••i Cobtext Did Not Help 1 1 
3 No Need for Context 9 2 4 2 
4 G«essiBK I 1 1 1 
S Exact Meanine in Enelish 2 8 4 2 3 3 5 5 6 3 1 
6 Soundi / Seimu / Loolu like 2 6 2 5 1 1 
7 No Idea What Idiom Meant 1 
8 Cwnwctiiix to Other Uioins 9 14 IS 15 6 1 8 14 7 10 
9 Unable to Connect to Enslish 4 4 3 1 4 
10 Vilile to nxBre Out 
11 Translation 3 8 7 5 5 4 2 8 2 
12 La  ̂of VocalHilary 1 
13 Graphophonics / Arrangement 1 1 5 7 
14 Prevknu Experience 2 1 1 1 
IS Frustrated / Confused / Annoyed 7 6 1 3 
16 PeiiMMiallzine Sitnatioa 1 1 
17 Strateey 1 2 2 11 
18 No Infomiation Given 5 

129 29.93 
2 0.46 
17 3.94 
4 0.93 
42 9.74 
17 3.94 
1 0.23 

99 22.97 
16 3.71 
0 0.00 
44 10.21 
1 0.23 

14 3.25 
5 1.16 
17 3.94 
2 0.46 
16 3.71 
5 1.16 

isa ̂  mi mi EM EII 

U) 
o 
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Table 4.66: Summary of Full Context Task Strategies (CMI Group) 

1 Context Helpfiii 258 45.26 92 23.41 129 29.93 
2 Contest Pi4 Not Bdp - 10 1.75 5 1.27 2 0.46 
3 No Need for Context 36 6.32 2 0.51 17 3.94 
4 GticifinK 39 6.84 16 4.07 4 0.93 
5 Exact MeaninK in English 33 5.79 16 4.07 42 9.74 
6 Sonnili / Siw>u / bwia Like 7 1.23 3 0.76 17 3.94 
7 No Idea What Idiom Means 32 5.61 20 5.09 1 0.23 
8 Comectiiic ip Otter Uicm 11 1.93 117 29.77 99 22.97 
9 Unable to Connect to Eî lish 28 4.91 7 1.78 16 3.71 
10 UniAletDF&ieniieJKit ' 11 1.93 10 2.54 0 0.00 
11 Translation 19 3.33 43 10.94 44 10.21 
12 LackorVocubidMty 19 3.33 0 0.00 1 0.23 
13 Graphophonics / Arrangement 16 2.81 1 0.25 14 3.25 
14 PrevikNii experience 17 2.98 4 1.02 5 1.16 
15 Frustrated / Conf^d / Annoyed 6 1.05 3 0.76 17 3.94 
16 FenowiUziiiK Situation 4 0.70 0 0.00 2 0.46 
17 Strategy 3 0.53 0 0.00 16 3.71 
18 No Information Given 21 3.68 54 13.74 5 1.16 

479 34.36 
17 1.22 
55 3.95 
59 4.23 
91 6.53 
27 1.94 
53 3.80 
227 16.28 
51 3.66 
21 1.51 
106 7.60 
20 1.43 
31 2.22 
26 1.87 
26 1.87 
6 0.43 
19 1.36 
80 5.74 

iiiiiiiL! kLtiSlliii n i l ) - k l i i l i i L i i  >  V ' s K i ' t y  j  
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Figure 4.13: Summary of Full Context Task Strategies (CMI Group) 
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A pointed review of the summary table—^Table 4.66—reveals that 

while context increased in significance, guessing decreased considerably— 

fourfold to be exact. This reversal of significance indicates again that the 

presence of context renders guessing a less important strategy than when an 

idiom is presented without any contextual support. Similar decreases can also 

be seen across a nimiber of other strategies such as the "Translation," "I Have 

No Idea/I Don't Know," and the "Sounds/Seems/Looks Like" strategy to 

mention but the most important ones. 

It is equally important to point out here that context enabled 

participants to make clears associations and/or connections between target 

and domain idioms, i.e., the bridging of the cultural gap between the two in 
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the Eureka Task, the third of the series in the FCT requirements. This is 

clearly evident in the twenty-fold increase of idiomatic connections made 

from the ZCT to the FCT versus the low percentage in the participants' 

inability to either connect TL idiom to NL idiom or the inability to figure out 

the idiomatic meaning in the presence of context. 

At the same time, the strategies used in this task lends further support 

to the strategies discovered during the Idiom Detection Task (see Table 4.12 

in this Chapter). Expressed differentiy, there is a clear pattern of reading 

behavior across all three tasks. For example, "Translation" begins at the 

seventeenth percentile in the IDT, then increases dramatically to 37.67 

percent in the ZCT and, finally, tapers ofiFto 7.60 percent in the FCT. Exact 

similar observations can also be made with regard to the "Guessing" and the 

"I Have No Idea/I Don't Know" categories. 

It is therefore not surprising to see context as the most frequently cited 

strategy used in the comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms. Nor is it 

equally surprising to see a great many of the participants reporting that in 

many instances with LL idioms there was no need for context. These and 

other comments are reviewed next. Table 4.67 presents a tapestry of the most 

important insights revealed through the participants' retrospective accounts 

and uses the exact same manner of presentation as its two predecessors. All 

other comments of similar importance are given in Appendix E. 



Table 4.67: FCT Metacognitive Comments 
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LAN STRATEGY SUPPORTING METACOGNITIVE COMMENT 

GIO No need for contact My eyes are bigger than my stomadi—^This phrase is easy to 
understand with and without contextual support. I understand 
this expression and its meaning v^ch is pretty 
straigjbtfbrward. 

SIO Exact meaning in 
English 
Context heipfiil 

This one was easy before, but the context helps even more. 

G04 No need for context 
Similarity 
Lexical aaaodation 

The words are the same in English, so context was really 
unnecessary. 

S14 Context helpful It's raining cats and dogs—it should have been obvious )^at 
this was before. Oh well, lleve el paraguas is all you need to 
figure out the meaning. 

SIO I have no idea I really have noooooooo clue. 

G09 1 have no idea 
Context not helpful 

This is a strange idiom that doesn't make much sense even in 
context. 

S07 Lack of vocabulary 
Unable to figure out 

I do not understand the vocabulary and therefore cannot 
figure it out!!!! 

S03 Guessing 
Context 

Maybe this means 'to put all your eggs into one basket.' I am 
not quite sure, but the text seems to say that she spent all her 
money. 

S04 Guessing of key word To lose your shirt—^Took my guess firom the cxily idiom that I 
know with shirt in it. 

G02 Context helpfnl 
Paragraph 
organiMtion 
Rereading text 

To get the ball rolling—It is so obvious now! Its is obvious in 
context because it is dealing with getting something started. I 
stopped ri^ after I read the idiom, and didn't proceed. 
Afterwards, to double check I read the entire thing. 

S03 Personaliang situation I looked at the phrase and saw >^iat I would have said. 

SOS Context not helpfid Even in context, diis phrase didn't make too much sense. 
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S02 Gonteit not helpful 
UnaMe to figure out 

I tried reading and deriving contextual clues, but still can't 
figure it out. 

S09 Conteit not hd f̂nl 
Confusion 
Unable to figure out 

I am not quite siu:e what this means at all. I actually had an 
answer w^en it was by itself, but now the text ccHiiuses me. 

GOl Unawareness of own 
idionutic knowledge 

To be short a marble: I can't think of a good English idiom 
for this one either. 

S12 Unawareness of own 
idiomatic knowledge 
Unable to connect to 
English idiom 

Very picky—I can't find the English equivalent, but I can tell 
>^at they mean. 

G12 Unable to connect to 
English idiom 

The meaning of this idiom is clear to me even without the 
dialogue, but for some reascm, I can't think of the English 
equivaloit even though I am pretty sure that there is one. 

A more pointed review of participants' protocols reveals an even more 

interesting picture than the one painted thus far. Once again, lexical 

knowledge appears to play a central role in the comprehension and 

interpretation of VP idioms. In cases where key vocabulary of the text and 

that of the idiom were not known or directly connected to the situation given, 

participants reported having great difficulties in interpreting the meaning of 

the idiom. 

The majority of participants, however, resorted to guessing and often 

times their contextual guess proved to be correct although they were still 

uncertain of their interpretations. At other times, context appeared to 

influence participants' answers to the point where even their previous definite 

answers were questioned anew. addition to the help they obtained fi'om the 

contextual cues present in the dialog or paragraph, a small number of 



313 

participants saw it necessary to try to personalize the situation by placing 

themselves in the act of reading, be becoming part of the context themselves. 

For the greater majority of participants, however, context did appear to have a 

dramatic facilitative efiFect on the comprehension and interpretation of VP 

idioms. This is evident both in the increase of scores for each participant from 

the Zero Context Task to the Full Context Task as well as in their many 

supporting comments in favor of context. Table 4.68 shows both the numeric 

increase of correct values from ZCT to FCT as well as the percent change for 

each individual learner, followed by a summary table for each language 

group. 

A more pointed inspection of the table reveals that while only three 

participants from the Spanish group did not show any improvement in their 

interpretations of VP idioms with the introduction of context, all other 

participants showed significant improvement in accuracy scores, ranging from 

as little as 3 percent increase and as much as 80 percent tucrease from the 

ZCT to the FCT. Ten out of 53 (18.86%) participants—6 (21.42%) in 

Spanish, 3 (25%) in French, and 1 (7.69%) in German respectively— 

increased their score above the fiftieth percentile, while the remaining 43 

(81.13%) participants increased their scores from 3 to 50 percent. With the 

exception of two German participants who increased their scores 3 and 4 

percent respectively, the increase of scores in all other participants ranged 

from 18 to 50 percent. Overall, their increase in scores in each of the three 

language groups ranged from 37.18 to 43.37 percent for a total increase in 
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performance by 37.18 percent. Graphically this increase in performance 

success is represented in Figures 4.14 and 4.15; 

Table 4.68: Increase of Performance from ZCT to FCT (CMI Group) 



315 

Figure 4.14: Increase of Performance from ZCT to FCT (CMI Group) 
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Figure 4.15: Increase of Performance Per Idiom Category (CMI Group) 
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While both figures present the same information, that is the increase of 

performance from the ZCT over to the FCT within their respective idiom 
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categories. Figure 4.14 shows the actual difference of performance between 

the two tasks, whereas Figure 4.15 shows the actual percent increase within a 

particular idiom category. Moreover, both figures can be thought off as 

representing two sides of the same coin. According to Figure 4.14, LL idioms 

appear to have been interpreted correctiy more often than SLL or PLL idioms 

respectively. While this fact is not disputed in any way, it is most revealing to 

compare this percent increase within each idiom category. According to 

Figure 4.15, the increase of correct interpretations was much higher for PLL 

idioms than it was for SLL or LL idioms respectively. Said differently, PLL 

interpretations increased three times as often as LL idioms, whereas SLL 

interpretations increased twice as often as LL idioms. This increase in scores 

has important impUcations for language pedagogy in that it suggests that 

context benefits the interpretation of all types of idioms and, in particular, 

those of the PLL and MPLL type. In short, interpretation of PLL and MPLL 

idioms is context-dependent. This argument is fiirther supported by the 

ANOVA and Tukey analyses done on the FCT data for all languages and 

between FCT and ZCT. Tables 4.69 and 4.70 below display the results of 

these analyses. 
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Table 4.69: FCT Statistical Analysis For All Languages (CMI Group) 

PERFORMANCE PER IDIOM TYPE 
Uloml^iie . CoOBt Sam Aveiase Variance Averaces DifTemice in IdloiD Types 
LL 15 1362.88 90.85867 67.10031 15.33333 LL-SLL 
SLL 15 1132.88 75.52533 420.7688 23.038 LÎ PLL 
PLL 15 1017.31 67.82067 701.4353 7.704667 SLL-PLL 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Source of Variation SS 4f MS Fobs P-vabu Ferit Q 
Between Groups 4126.112 2 2063.056 5204024 0.009569 3.21993 3.436 17.66418 
Within Groups 16650.26 42 396.4348 
Total 20776.37 44 

Decision Rule Since Fob, s Fent, Hp is rejected at any reasonable significant level. 

Table 4.70: Statistical Comparison Between FCT and ZCT (CMI Group) 

PERFORMANCE PER IDIOM TASK 
Idiom Tasic Count Sum Averace Variance Averaces Difference in Idiom Tasits 
IDT 44 3800.99 86.38614 130.4933 36.91992 IDT-ZCT 
ZCT 45 2225.98 49.46622 1014.934 8.31792 IDT-FCT 
FCT 45 3513.07 78.06822 472.1903 28.602 FCT-ZCT 

ANOVA (ONE -FACTOR) 
Source of Variation SS 'if MS Fobs P-valme Ferit Q w 
Between Groups 33526.05 2 16763.03 30.9095 l.OlE-11 3.06529 i.n 9.616205 
Within Groups 71044.7 131 542.326 
Total 104570.8 133 

Decisioo Rule Since Fn,  ̂ F«rit, Hp is rejected at any reasonable significant level. 

Regarding the difference of the averages in idiom types for all 

languages it can be shown with an experimentwise confidence of 95% and 

99% that the true average LL mean score exceeds the true average mean 

scores for PLL for all languages in the Full Context Task and that this 

difference is statistically significant. Therefore, there is sufBcient evidence to 
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reject the Ho at any reasonable significant level, that is the hypothesis of 

equaUty of means between idiom categories. The observed difference 

between LL and PLL is not likely to have arisen by chance. Context produced 

a significant treatment effect in the accurate interpretation of VP idioms. 

Regarding the data change in performance between FCT and ZCT, 

based on the data, with an experimentwise confidence both of 95% and 99%, 

it can be concluded that the true average FCT mean scores exceed the true 

average mean scores for ZCT for all languages between FCT and ZCT and 

that this difference is statistically significant. Therefore, there is sufficient 

evidence to reject the Ho at any reasonable significant level, that is the 

hypothesis of equality of means between idiom categories. The observed 

difference between FCT and ZCT—^28.602 percent—is not likely to have 

arisen by chance. Given that the overall ANOVA and Tukey tests yielded 

significant results, it is concluded that context produced a significant 

treatment effect in the accurate interpretation of VP idioms. 

Both, the percent change in actual performance fi^om ZCT to FCT and 

their many supporting comments in favor of context not only add greater 

validity to the predictions made earlier regarding the impact context has on 

the comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms, they also reveal 

convincingly that PLL and MPLL idioms, although opaque by nature, can be 

and are interpreted correctly when given with the context that supports their 

meaning. 

This is not to say that at all times context serves a facilitative role. At 

times, context appears to have less than a facilitative role for some PLL or 
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MPLL idioms because students may not have a way of addressing the 

idiomatic meaning. At other times, participants expressed that they were 

unable to connect target idiom with a domain idiom even though their 

answers seem to indicate otherwise. More often than not, however, 

participants were capable of defining the target idiom without necessarily 

being able to bridge the gap between target and domain idiom in the Eureka 

Task, the last of the three boxes appearing in the Full Context Task. 

It is, therefore, not surprising to find a small number of participants 

unable to connect the target PLL or MPLL idiom with an equivalent domain 

idiom. Their inability to connect target with domain idiom further vaUdates 

the prediction made in the PLL Hypothesis, i.e., that even in context, SL 

learners will not at all times be able to figure out the exact meaning of an PLL 

idiom, although it is quite possible that they will come close to the idiomatic 

domain to which the PLL idiom belongs. The reverse of this would be even 

more difficult if one beUeves the vahdity of the following observing comment 

made by an astute German participant: 

Again, 1 can't think of a good way to say this. It also just 
occurred to me, that while I understand the majority of these 
phrases and the intentions behind them, I would have a much 
more difficult time if I were in the reverse situation and had to 
try to say something like this in German. 

Many more such observations can be given here, but the evidence is 

clear. Context does help in the comprehension and interpretation of VP 

idioms, even if those idioms are of the PLL or MPLL kind. 
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To sum up, results obtained in this task strongly support the 

assumptions and predictions made with regard to the comprehension and 

interpretation of LL, SLL, and PLL idioms. As was predicted, context was 

found to impart strong influence on the interpretations participants provided. 

While context increased geometrically from the Zero Context Task, guessing 

and translation on the other hand decreased significantly largely because of 

the presence of context, which eliminated many of the possible alternatives. 

4.5.2 CMIV results of FCT data 

As was previously predicted, context was found to have a significant 

effect on the comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms. Tables 4.71, 

4.72, and 4.73 present the FCT data for each of the three languages. What 

becomes immediately apparent from inspecting the data is that once again 

context had its most powerfiil effect on the interpretation of PLL idioms. The 

effect was as little as 50 percent for the Spanish group and as much as 60 and 

70 percent for the French and the German group respectively. Similar percent 

increases were also noted in the SLL category, whereas the percent increase 

in the LL category drops to the range of 10 to 20 percent, given the high score 

ahready achieved with such idioms in the ZCT. Table 4.74 presents the 

summary of these results and graphically in Figure 4.16. 



Table 4.71; Spanish Full Context Task Data (CMIV Group) 
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Table 4.72: French Full Context Task Data (CMIV Grroup) 

1 jeter I'argent par les fenfitres LL 2 2 2 
2 bitir dcs chfteam en EsDSEBe SLL 2 2 2 
3 chercher la petite b&te PLL 2 2 2 
4 avoir ks ycm pbu enuids one le ventre LL 2 2 2 
5 fit re au bout du rouleau SLL 2 2 2 
6 caner dn lucre nr le doi deandau'uB PLL 2 2 2 
7 prendre le taureau par les comes LL 2 2 2 
8 Jeter de I'huUe mr le feu SLL 2 2 2 
9 r6tir le balai PLL 2 2 0 

10 ndvre kstraccs de audau'un LL 2 2 2 
11 sauter au plafond SLL 2 2 2 
12 easier lei pieda i uudiiu'nn PLL 2 2 2 

13 
chercher une aiguille dans une botte de 
foin 

LL 2 2 2 

14 passer au oeiene fin SLL 2 2 2 
IS mettre auelau'un en bofte PLL 2 0 0 

6 100.00 
6 100.00 
6 100.00 
6 100.00 
6 100.00 
6 100.00 
6 100.00 
6 100.00 
4 66.67 
6 100.00 
6 100.00 
6 100.00 

6 100.00 

6 100.00 
2 33.33 



Table 4.73: German Full Context Task Data (CMIV Group) 

1 eine Schraube locker haben LL 2 2 
2 den Stiebi ins RoUen brinecii SLL 2 2 
3 mit dem linken f\iB zuerst aufstehen PLL 2 2 
4 die Kate ans den Sack lassen LL 2 2 
S den Boden unter den FBBen wetsciehen SLL 2 2 
6 diw Hand witociit die aadere PLL 2 2 
7 das Geld zum Fenster hinauswerfen LL 2 2 
8 iii den laurea Aofd beU  ̂ SLL 2 2 
9 die warmer aus der Nase Ziehen PLL 2 2 
10 d^^XncNi riiiid erSBcr als der Maeen LL 2 2 

11 
jemandem auf dem Trockenen sitzen 
lassen 

SLL 2 2 

12 Kanf and Krasen risiderai PLL 2 2 

13 
Leute, die im Glashaus sitzen, sollten 
keine Steine werfen LL 2 2 

14 is Kenet JaaEC Hnnde SLL 2 2 
15 jemandem auf den Arm nehmen PLL 2 2 

4 100.00 
4 100.00 
4 100.00 
4 100.00 
4 100.00 
4 100.00 
4 100.00 
4 100.00 
4 100.00 
4 100.00 

4 100.00 

4 100.00 

4 100.00 

4 100.00 
4 100.00 

K) U) 
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Table 4.74: Summaiy of All Full Context Task Data (CMTV Group) 

FCT 1 SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN 1 LANGUAGES 

LL 1 100.00 100.00 100.00 1 100.00 
SLL 1 90.00 100.00 100.00 1 96.67 
PLL 95.00 80.00 100.00 91.67 
Group Total 95.00 93.33 100.00 96.11 

Figure 4.16: Summary of All Full Context Task Data (CMIV Group) 
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Overall, the increase in performance from ZCT to FCT was 38.89 

percent for the three languages combined, pointing once again to the impact 

that context can have on the interpretation of VP idioms. The results further 

confirm the FCT results obtained by the CMI group, where similar high 

increases in performance were observed. The impact context had can also be 

seen on the quantity of accuracy value changes from ZCT to FCT. Table 4.75 
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presents the summary of change of values for the CMIV group along with the 

ZCT data and the ZCT/FCT value change. 

Table 4.75: CMIV Summary of Change of Values (ZCT / FCT) 

IZCT SPANISH FRENCH Gl BRMAN LAN GUAGES 
VALUE 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 
LL 1 0 9 3 0 12 0 0 10 4 0 31 
SLL 6 0 4 8 2 5 3 0 7 17 2 16 
PLL 5 1 4 11 2 2 7 0 3 23 3 9 
Total 12 1 17 22 4 19 10 0 20 44 5 56 

FCT 1 SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LAM GUAGES 1 
VALUE \o 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 1 
LL 0 0 10 0 0 15 0 0 10 0 0 35 
SLL 1 0 9 0 0 15 0 0 10 1 0 34 
PLL 0 1 9 3 0 12 0 0 10 3 1 31 
Total 1 1 28 3 0 42 0 0 30 4 1 100 

1 ZCT/FCT ! SPANISH FRENCH G\ E»MAN . I LAM GUAGES 
VALUE 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 
LL -1 0 +1 -3 0 +3 0 0 0 -4 0 +4 
SLL -5 0 +5 -8 -2 +10 -3 0 +3 -16 -2 +18 
PLL -5 0 +5 -8 -2 +10 -7 0 +7 -20 -2 +22 

Total -11 0 +11 -19 -4 +23 -10 0 +10 -40 -4 +44 

Once again, as the level of erroneous interpretations (Value 0) 

decreases, the accuracy level (Value 2) increases. This result is consistent 

throughout all three languages, thus validating the claim that context does 

affect significantly whether or not VP idioms can be interpreted correctly. 

Further, that context makes a significant contribution can also be seen clearly 

in the types of reading strategies used by the individual members of the 
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CMTV group in each respective language. Tables 4.76,4.77, and 4.78 present 

the strategies uncovered. A summary of all strategies is presented in Table 

4.79 and graphically in Figure 4.17. 



Table 4.76: Spanish Full Context Task Strategies (CMIV Group) 

1 Context Hdpful 8 9 
2 ContesI DiD Not ]E  ̂ 1 
3 No Need for Context 7 7 
4 GnesiiBk '''' ' 1 
S Exact Meaninî  In English 5 5 
6 SouadtV Sfanui /-iioiifcs like 
7 No Idea What Idiom Means 1 
8 Cowiiictiiig  ̂OiBfcr IdioBM 14 14 
9 Unable to Connect to English 1 2 
10 Uî leio fibbre Out 1 
11 Translation 3 1 
12 K<ack.tf VoMbnlaiy 
13 Graphophonics / Arrangement 
14 Prcvioiu Kigpeiriî  
IS Frustrated / Confused / Annoyed 
1< FOTOMliaing Sitoation 2 
17 Strategy 
18 No lofomiation Given 

17 20.73 
1 1.22 
14 17.07 
1 1.22 

10 12.20 
0 0.00 
1 1.22 

28 34.15 
3 3.66 
1 1.22 
4 4.88 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
2 2.44 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 



Table 4.77: French Full Context Task Strategies (CMIV Group) 

1 Context Helpful 12 7 10 
2 Cooteit Did Not Hdp 1 1 1 
3 No Need for Context 2 6 4 
4 Gocnbtt 
5 Exact Meanine in EnKlish 5 5 4 
6 Sonnds / Scenu / Looks like 4 2 3 
7 No Idea What Idiom Means 1 
8 CoBMcttnc to Otiier Uiom 9 11 13 
9 Unable to Connect to Englisli 4 4 1 

10 UnaMe to Finire Out I 
11 Translation 3 2 4 
12 Ladt of Vocabwlary 1 
13 Graphopbonics / ArranKement 
14 Previou Experience 
IS Fnistrated / Confiued / Annoyed 
16 PenonaliziBB SitnatioB 2 
17 Strateey 3 
18 No Inforatation Given 

29 23.02 
3 2.38 
12 9.52 
0 0.00 
14 11.11 
9 7.14 
1 0.79 
33 26.19 
9 7.14 
1 0.79 
9 7.14 
1 0.79 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
2 1.59 
3 2.38 
0 0.00 

u> K> 
00 



Table 4.78: German Full Context Task Strategies (CMIV Group) 

1 Context Helpful 12 11 
2 Conteit Did Not Hdp 
3 No Need for Context 8 5 
4 Goenine 2 
5 Exact Meaning in Enelish 7 7 
6 Sounds / Seems / Look* like 
7 No Idea Wiiat Idiom Means 
8 CwuMctliie to OAer Uiomi 15 13 
9 Unable to Connect to Enslish 1 

10 Uiiaiile to VlEore Out 
11 Translation 6 4 
12 Lack of VocalNdary 1 
13 Graphophonics / Arrangement 
14 FKVIOIU Experience 
15 Frustrated / Confused / Annoyed 
16 Penonalizins Sitnation 
17 Strategy 
18 No InformatkMi Given 

23 25.00 
0 0.00 
13 14.13 
2 2.17 
14 15.22 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
28 30.43 
1 1.09 
0 0.00 
10 10.87 
1 1.09 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 



Table 4.79: Summary of Full Context Task Strategies (CMIV Group) 

1 Context Helpful 17 20.73 29 23.02 23 25.00 
2 Conlait Did Nol Bdp 1 1.22 3 2.38 0 0.00 
3 No Need for Context 14 17.07 12 9.52 13 14.13 
4 fiwfirint 1 1.22 0 0.00 2 2.17 
5 Exact Meanine in Engliah 10 12.20 14 11.11 14 15.22 
6 Sowlils / SeoM / Loolu Like 0 0.00 9 7.14 0 0,00 
7 No Idea What Idiom Means 1 1.22 1 0.79 0 0.00 
8 Cowwctiiie to Other IdionM 28 34.15 33 26.19 28 30.43 
9 Unable to Connect to English 3 3.66 9 7.14 1 1.09 
10 Uaairte to ftenre Ont 1 1.22 1 0.79 0 0,00 
11 Translation 4 4.88 9 7.14 10 10.87 
12 LacltorVoodwlwry 0 0.00 1 0,79 1 1.09 
13 Graphophonics / Arrangement 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 
14 PiiviQiia Expcrieiiiice 0 0,00 0 0.00 0 0.00 
IS Fnistrated / Confused / Annoyed 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 
16 FkiioBiriiEiiK SiliMtioa 2 2.44 2 1.59 u 0,00 
17 Strategy 0 0.00 3 2.38 0 0.00 
18 No bfomatioB Given 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0,00 

69 23.00 
4 1.33 
39 13.00 
3 1,00 
38 12.67 
9 3,00 
2 0.67 

89 29,67 
13 4.33 
2 0,67 
23 7.67 
2 0.67 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
0 0.00 
4 1.33 
3 1.00 
0 0.00 

Ui u> 
o 
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Figure 4.17: Summary of Full Context Task Strategies (CMIV Group) 
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Here too context is found to be the most often cited reading strategy of 

them all, while translation and guessing decreased more than fourfold. The 

decrease in the use of a particular strategy is also seen in the "Sounds/Seems/ 

Looks Like," "No Idea What Idiom Means," and "Unable to Connect to 

English" category, all indicative of the significant difference context makes to 

the comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms. In more ways than none, 

the increase or decrease of use of a particular strategy is very similar to the 

corresponding increases or decreases of strategy use observed in the CMI 

data. The similarity of experimental performance data, accuracy data, and 

strategy use between the CMI and CMIV group is undeniably close. This is 

tantamount to suggesting that both the performance data and the retrospective 

accounts of the two groups show many more similarities than they show 
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dissimilarities. This is also true for the individual and language group 

performance from ZCT to FCT. Table 4.80 shows in similar fashion to Table 

4.68 the numeric increase of correct values from ZCT to FCT as well as the 

percent change for each individual learner, followed by a summary table for 

each language group. 

Table 4.80: Increase of Performance from ZCT to FCT (CMIV Group) 

Percent 
Change 

36.67 40.74 65.38 26.7 40.0 
Change 

l A y ^ C T l l T ^ J  M V ^ C T | 1 4 ^ I  M i J ^ C T | 2 M |  l A v t Z C T l l ^ 7  

^^8-% ,o,no/ Avg.% Avg.% 1 1 
Dif f e r e n c e | ' " 1 Differen c e  |  '  " II D i f f e r e n c e  |  '  "  1 

Avg. % 
Difference 

40.88% 

Here too, with the introduction of context, the increase of scores was 

as little as 26.7 percent and as much as 65.4 percent. One (14.28%) 

participant increased the score above the fiftieth percentile, while the 

remaining 6 (85.71%) saw their scores increase between 26.7 and 46.4 

percent. Overall, the performance by language group ranged from 33.33 to 

50.60 percent for a total increase in performance by 40.87 percent which, in 
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turn, mirrors closely the performance of the CMI group. This increase in 

performance success is represented graphically in Figures 4.18 and 4.19: 

Figure 4.18: Increase of Performance from ZCT to FCT (CMIV Group) 
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Figure 4.19: Increase of Performance Per Idiom Category (CMIV Group) 
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Thus, one set of data from the one group validates and strengthens the 

data from the other group. This reciprocal relationship is also apparent in the 

participants' reading behavior. Analysis of their reading behavior did not 

reveal any significant differences between CMIV and CMI language groups. 

To no surprise, participants maintained their reading behavior established 

earlier during the Idiom Detection Task. Again, it was during the retelling of 

the texts that their existing linguistic and conceptual schemata were 

transformed anew. It is worthwhile noting here that texts containing LL or 

SLL idioms were read a lot faster and more incomplete (i.e., entire sentences 

and sections were skipped altogether) than texts containing PLL idioms. 

With few exceptions, the majority of the LL and SLL texts were only 

scanned for evidence in the input that confirms previously constructed 

hypotheses. In contrast, PLL texts took considerably longer to read and 

interpret. This notable change in reading behavior within idiom type may be 

largely due to the fact that participants were more concerned with encoding 

the meaning of PLL idioms than they were with LL or SLL idioms. Nearly all 

of them expressed the desire to "get to that one idiom that had something to 

do with..." Their excitement to interpret the PLL idiom within the text that 

supports its meaning was refreshing to observe. As one of them phrased it: 

"There are three of them [idioms] that I want to spend some time on. I want 

to know what they mean." 

Often they would lean forward, their hands held over their eyes or the 

sides of the head, zooming in ever so more on the computer screen to be sure 

they are not missing anything. At times, they would read a specific line 
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repeatedly, followed by small periods of silence before moving on to the next 

line as if to double-check the vahdity of old hypotheses or to replace and 

reconstruct new ones through the contextual cues available in the idiomatic 

text. At other times, they would skip entire passages and zoom in on the 

sentence surrounding the PLL idiom. Often they will go back two and three 

sentences and reread entire passages before venturing forward to the position 

of the idiom in the text, oftentimes smiling at places where they made the 

right connections. In some instances, frustration would build up as they find 

themselves unable to decode certain vocabulary items or connect TL idiom 

with an equivalent NL idiom. In others, they would hit the table in frustration 

with their hands or lean backwards as if to win some distance between them 

and the object that causes them so much frustration, their eyes glued to the 

ceiling, playing a nervous game of intensity, wondering what the particular 

idiomatic phrase could possibly mean in this context. Sporadic glimpses of 

Eureka exclamations would follow but not always, upon which they wiU 

reread the entire text even more intensely than before prior to uttering a final 

Enghsh equivalent idiom. 

Moreover, they would use a number of idioms in their reflections and, 

more often than not, they were not even aware of doing so until so informed 

by the researcher. Like many of the other CMI participants, they too will 

oftentimes come close to the idiomatic meaning without being able to exactly 

articulate an English equivalent. Requesting the answer on the computer 

program often translated to comments of disbeUef such as "Oh, man! I can't 

believe it. I knew it!" or "I should have gotten this one. It is so obvious!" 
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In many ways, these participants responded to the texts the same way 

that the CMI participants did. They too had to struggle with lack of 

vocabulary, they too expressed the firm opinion that very often there was no 

need for context since they ateady knew from the previous Zero Context 

Task the meaning of the LL or SLL idiom. Like the CMI participants, they 

too had at times difBculties bridging the gap between target and domain idiom 

although it was clear from their discussion of the text that they fully 

understood the meaning of the text as well as the communicative intent of the 

idiom. 

In sum, the behavior of the CMIV group revealed once again that 

reading comprehension is neither merely a grammar-rule apphcation process 

nor the processing of print in an orderly sequence and with words being 

processed one at a time as the reader meets them on the line. The fact that 

they responded very similarly to common texts they read and were found to 

produce similar responses to those offered by the participants of the CMI 

language groups only underscores the usefrilness of the TIA as a theoretical 

and pedagogical construct. Beyond that, the observations made here only 

serve to validate and strengthen even fiirther the CMI results ahready 

reviewed. Even more importantly, however, the significance of information 

that has been unearthed provides clear evidence for the presence of 

transitional stages of idiom comprehension and interpretation. In short, 

computation of idiomatic meaning is ongoing, complex, dynamic, and 

transactive in nature, leading to hypothesis construction and testing. 
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4.5.3 Discussion of all FCT data 

One of the questions asked in the present study concerned the 

interpretation of VP idioms when presented with texts supporting their 

meanings. What principles do SL learners use in trying to make sense out of 

these idioms? hi the experiment described here participants were given 5 LL, 

5 SLL, and 5 PLL idioms respectively, with the request to provide in each 

case a possible idiomatic interpretation. 

The broad range of results obtained in this task provide unequivocal 

evidence in favor of the context. They confirmed that despite the dramatic 

gains achieved in their category (an increase of42.38 and 60 percent from the 

ZCT for the CMI and CMIV groups respectively), PLL idioms are still 

underperforming the other two types—^LL and SLL idioms. As was 

hypothesized, performance was again better for test items containing LL and 

SLL idioms than for test items containing PLL idioms. 

The results are both theoretically and pedagogically interesting because 

they show clearly that participants benefit immensely firom context. For 

present purposes, however, the important result is that once again LL idioms 

were, as predicted, interpreted much easier than SLL or PLL idioms. 

Expressed differently, when the context biases the idiomatic meaning, a PLL 

idiom is understood significantly better than when presented out-of-context, 

but still is more difficult to interpret than an LL or SLL idiom even in the 

presence of positive context with cues supporting its idiomatic meaning. All 

participants showed significant progress firom the previous zero-context study 
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in their comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms. The increase in gain 

was small to as much as 80 percent, and with an average percent difference 

per language group ranging from 30 to 50 percent. Clearly, this is 

corroborating evidence that context does affect significandy understanding of 

VP idioms and especially those of the PLL type. 

By way of comparison then between the actual performance exhibited 

in the ZCT and FCT, the argument can now be made that there appears to be 

a standard developmental route or a pattern of progression from the ZCT to 

the FCT. Expressed more precisely, a general finding of the ZCT/FCT 

experiments is that free variation occurs during the comprehension and 

interpretation of VP idioms in the ZCT which then disappears as learners are 

presented with the context that supports only one idiom interpretation. 

Accordingly, there seems to be a gradual diffusion process at work, 

one that is termed the Idiom Dijfusion Model of Second Languages in which 

there are two broad stages in VP idiom comprehension and interpretation: an 

initial "prediction phase" and a "confirmation or replacement, reconstructive 

phase." In the former, the learner, ta the absence of context, uses the lexical 

items comprising the idiom in a variety of situations and contexts. Learners 

are also limited in how much information they are able to process by both the 

nature of the task and their own information-processing abilities. This 

systematic free variation fiirther depends on how close or how distant the 

target idiom is from the domain idiom. 

Conversely, in the confirmation or replacement, reconstructive phase, 

interpretation of VP idioms is restricted to its own context through the gradual 
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elimination of possible interpretations. Even in context, oftentimes learners 

are not capable of attending to all the information available in the input. Some 

of it becomes the object of focused or selective attention, while other parts 

are attended only peripherally. This leads to either the confirmation of 

hypotheses constructed earlier or to the replacement and reconstruction of 

new hypotheses in light of the constraints placed by the context, thus pointing 

to the tenable conclusion that idiom variability and interpretation is context-

induced. Below is given one of the most telling comments of them all from a 

French CMIV participant of how the comprehension and interpretation of VP 

idioms is taking place in- and out-of-context: 

First I read it [the idiom] and then I try to translate the words, if I 
have to translate them I guess... First, I just read it and if it 
has... if it is pretty literal, then I don't have to really translate it 
because I automatically know what it means in my mind. But if it 
happens to be an expression like that one rotir le balai [to roast 
the broom (Ut.), to lead the high life (fig.)] I didn't know... If I 
didn't know what it means, then I'll just keep reading it and 
reading it and then try to translate it. 'OK, this means this, balai 
means this... I'll just break it up in parts. This word means this, 
this word means this and I'D try to form a meaning out of it. But, 
sometimes like some of these it [the idiomatic meaning] just 
didn't jump at me. So, from there then I had to move on to the 
text before it and, especially, to the text after it helped and also 
the whole situation as a whole... Even though I'm imagining 
these characters, I'm still putting myself in the situations maybe 
through the characters. I imagine the couple, but I still imagine 
myself in that situation through the characters like in the one 
with to throw money out the window. 
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The comment above shows clearly the difference in the ways idiomatic 

meaning is processed with idioms of the LL type against those of the PLL 

type. While translation of LL idioms is not always obligatory, especially 

when the lexical items comprising the idiom are known to the learner, PLL 

idioms, in contrast, require a laborious processing effort beyond mere 

successful translation of lexical items. Without context, the learner can only 

construct hypotheses based on the images that they key words in the PLL 

idiom evoke in his or her mind, leading to free variation of hypotheses. This, 

however, is not the case when same idiom is presented with its appropriate 

context that restricts considerably the number of hypotheses that can be 

seriously considered. 

In brief, the data discussed here from both groups provided convincing 

evidence—both quantitative and qualitative—^that context has a major effect 

on participants' level of success to comprehend and interpret VP idioms 

accurately. This evidence is even further corroborated by the participants' 

metalinguistic comments given in the analysis of the Post-task Summative 

Evaluations data. This evidence is presented next. 

4.6 Analysis of Post-task Summative Evaluations data 

The same participants from the previous tasks were asked to complete 

a post-task summative evaluation following the end of the Full Context Task. 

As already alluded in the task instructions (see Chapter 3, Section 3.6.5), the 

aim of this summation task was to ascertain participants' general experience 
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with the range of VP idioms across the three tasks employed in this study. 

While each task had an aim in its own right, all tasks, however, converged on 

the same effective and affective issues; the feelings and difficulties 

participants had experienced during each task, and whether or not they felt 

they were successful within each task. To help guide their sunmiary, the 

following five questions were given: 

• What was the greatest challenge you faced? 
• Did you overcome this challenge? How? 
• What helped you and what did not? 
• How do you feel about your total performance? 
• Have you learned anything new about yourself as a language learner and 

reader? 

The retrospective summary entries obtained as a result of these five 

questions serve primarily two functions. First, they further support the 

experimental data produced by the elicitation tasks described earUer by 

helping to account for successful or less-than-successM idiom recognition 

and production. Second, they serve as primary language data themselves, 

helping to delineate even fiuther the issues surrounding the processing, 

comprehension, and interpretation of VP idioms in- and out-of-context. 

While the commentaries reaffirmed and strengthened previous findings, 

they also raised a nimiber of language learning issues. More specifically, the 

task allowed participants to reflect on the readings and specific pieces of 

language or language use that caught their attention, speculate on their 

language learning process, and consider specific learning problems they were 

encountering in the comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms in- and 
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out-of-context. Table 4.81 presents a broad range of comments that adds 

validity to the observations here made. All other comments of similar 

importance are given in Appendix F. 

Table 4.81: Post-task Summative Evaluations 

REGARDING CHALLENGES ENCOUNTERED 

Recognftioa of indtvidoal 
lexemes Uborioiu 
Pwn^rapha and dialogs 
helpful 

Lexical aandatfon 
Connecting TL with NL 
Idiom 

Lack of vocabulary 
Translation laborioos 
Pragmatic knowledge 
Cultural backgroond 
knowledge 
Transaction of idioniatic 
meanuig difficult oat of 
context 

Distingnisliing between 
literal and figurative 

Context nwfol 

Literal translations not 
helpflil 
Context important 

Connecting TL wftii NL. 

Context and lexemic 

The challenge was knowing the vocabulary of the idiom itself. It also 
helps if you are ^miliar with the idiom. I tried to put things together bit 
by bit, when I could by pulling the idiom apart with the words I DID 
KNOW, and then seeing if I was familiar with an English idiom that 
would match. The paragraphs and dialogue helped on most of them. 

The greatest challenge was not knowing the vocabulary to be able to 
translate and not being able to put the Spanish into English equivalents. I 
overcame this challenge seeing the full context of the text. 

The greatest challenge in these exercises was dealing with difficult 
vocabulary that I was not familiar with. When I understood all or most of 
the text, it was much easier to make translations. Some of the idioms 
were still difficult to translate because either I had never heard of them, 
or did not recognize their reference in the text. It was also much more 
difficult to translate the idioms in the second two exercises than to just 
pick them out of a text. They were easy to spot if they contained animal 
expressions or were complete nonsense outside of the paragraph (for ex: 
To find a hair in the soup). If the idiom was present in the te-vt, it helped 
me to figure out what the idiom may be referring to. Alone, the idiom was 
hard to figure out, even if the vocabulary was understood. Unless I was 
familiar with the eiqpression, it was hard to make sense out of context, 
such as 'to pull worms fiom someone's nose.' 

The greatest challenge was trying to find an interpretation for the Spanish 
version in English. The context helped a lot The context was use^ the 
idioms without context were not I had no idea what they meant unless 
they translated closely to something in English. 

I realize that in maiqr cases, it is impossible to literally translate a phrase 
and understand what it really means. Context is very important 

I think the greatest challenge I &ced was thinking of idioms in English. I 
guess I just am not aware of the expressions in English. I just thought of 
what I would say in English. Nfost of the time the context and meaning of 
the words helped I didn't know all the words which hindered the process. 
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Distiî niiliiiig between 
literal end figurative 

identifying fdt cnea and 
communicative intenta 

Connecting TL with NL 
idiom strennoas 
Context most helpful 

Unawareneu of one's 
own idiomatic laiowlcî . 

The greatest challenge was arriving at the English equivalent of German 
idioms I did not know, even if I did know the appropriate English idiom. 
I overcame this obstacle by using context dependent clues. The text prior 
to the idiom helped me in most cases, whereas the text following the 
idiom did not in any case assist me. 

One of the greatest challenges was remembering the English idiom. Once 
I had read the German, I couldn't think of it in English even though I 
knew the meaning. I overcame this challenge by just writing what I 
thought the idiom meant if I couldn't think of the English meaning. The 
context helped me the most. 

Of nqr challenges, the one that I found to be the most cumbersome is the 
realization that I, as a speaker, am not fully aware of idioms used in my 
own language. 

REGARDING IDIOM DETECTION TASK 

Detecting idioou easy 
Context fit 

Detecting idtons eaqr 
Interpreting idiom 
difficult 

Illogical literal meaning 
Kqr idiomatic laemes 
La  ̂of vocalnilary 
Compare/Contrast 

Idioms with animals or other completely random words were the easiest 
to pick out, as th^ didn't fit the context. 

The Idiom Detection Task was easier for me than the Full Context Task. 
It was easier for me to pinpoint which phrase was an idiom, but it was 
more di£Bcult to know what it said. 

I looked for phrases in the first part that did not make sense if taken 
literally and assumed that they were idioms. In figuring them out, I 
looked for key words that I knew firom idioms. My biggest challenge was 
lack of vocabulary. Mai^ of the idioms had the same feel as English 
idioms but with a difierent twist. 

REGARDING ZERO CONTEXT TASK 

Interpreting idioma 
witlHNit context dlfBcolt 
Fnutratiag at times 
Connecting TL witii NL 
idiom strenuoni 
Empowerment 

Idiom anodatibn hard 
Compare/Contnut 
bterpreting idioma 
witliout context difficult 

Spanish idioms are difficult to decipher, because the vocabulary and 
structure used are so much different fiom English ones. It is much easier 
to figure them out when the examples show them in context. It is a little 
frustrating for me because I know what they are trying to say, but I can't 
think of the equivalent idiom. I think I got a little better at figuring things 
out towards the end, although I still don't think I answered too many 
questions correctly. 

The hardest thing for me was to convert fiom Spanish to English because 
oftentimes the words change slightly. Th^ have the same meaning but 
there is one word that is changed sometimes. When asked to give the 
meaning of the idiom without the text, it also became difficult to 
understand what the meaning was. 
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Fnutratiiv aad difflknlt 
Leiical nuuiipalatiba of 
Idiom not hdpfiil 

With the zero context task, 1 had an extremely dijfficult time. Some of the 
idioms were very obvious, but most of them weren't and I felt that I 
struggled with this part. I think it was because I wasn't able to find out 
what the answer is. I had to read the idiom over and over again, and very 
often that didn't help. 

REGARDING FULL CONTEXT TASK 

Interpretiiig idkmu in 
context easy 

interpreting idioms in 
context easy 
Lacic of practicing idioms 

Direct translations of 
idioou not always right 
Accessing one*s own 
idiom banic 
FMnre recognition likely 

The Full Context Task was definitely the easiest, as the idiom was 
highlighted and in a context There was only one idiom that left me 
clueless; 'die Warmer aus der Nase Ziehen.' I had no idea what this 
meant In addition, I had never really considered the English equivalent 
to be an idiom. Now that it is pointed out 1 guess that it is and should be 
one, since the literal meaning doesn't make sense unless you are a doctor. 

The contextual portion was much more helpful than trying to guess them 
without context but even so, some were difficult and I didn't know some 
of them at all. I guess as a reader, I get the gist of the idiom, even if I 
don't know the correlation to an English saying. However, I have not 
encountered many idioms in the Spanish that 1 have read, so I don't get 
too much practice identifying them. 

I figured out most of the idioms once the context was givea Without it 
my direct translations tended to come up with something close to the 
right answer but not quite. Also, it helped for me to run through a list of 
idioms in my head. Still, a few of the German idioms I missed totally. But 
now having seen them, I will recognize them in the future. 

REGARDING PARTICIPANTS' PERFORMANCE 

'Tfeellikeldidokajr 

fceil ifid veiy weD" 

Ifed adeqnat̂  

**1 fed my performance 
could have been, better* 

have mixed feelings  ̂

**I did absolBtefy loaqr** 

I feel like I did okay and that I actually have a lot more to learn in terms 
of idiomatic expressions. 

I feel I did very well on these exercises and 1 surprised myself a few times 
when I was able to come up with a meaning in English even without 
supporting context. This h^ given me a confidence in my Spanish 
abilities. Thank you! 

I feel adequate about nq^ performance. 

I feel nQT performance could have been better and 1 realized that I need to 
woric on learning more idioms. 

With regards to n^ performance, I have mixed feelings. I wish I was 
more patient in order not to speed read so that I would Ime done better in 
the Idiom Detection Task and the Full Context Task. 

I felt that I did absoliitefy lou^. I could have done better, but then again I 
never learned ai^^ German idioms, so I haven't been able to place them 
together. 
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''Ifed awfiil aboiiimy 
petfonnance  ̂

I feel awfiil about my performance. I believe that I am a pretty good 
speaker, but I obviously have a lot more to learn. Hopefiilly, I am able to 
learn firom nqr mistakes and I think I might find some exercises for 
idioms. 

REGARDING LESSONS LEARNED 

Idioms need to be 
kameil fat context 
bnproves cbmioiiiiicatioa 

Teaching of idionis 
necessary and diesired 
More cnniculnnt 
empiiasis 

Need to learn more 
idioms 
Helpftil in vocabulary 

Becominsmore aware of 
idiomatic meaning 

Ail sidlls are necessary 
forflhiency 
Idioms more tiuuB just 
language 

Switddng between two 
languages can be 
laboriooaatbest 

Macro context aids 
idiomatic understaading 

Context bdpfid 
Need for mote 
vocabulary buHd-up 

firom TL to not 
alwqragnanuiteed 

Teachers rarely teach idioms in class. I would love to learn an idiom (in 
context of the lesson) everyday in class. It would help when conversing 
with native speakers. 

These pdioms] really are not taught to Spanish students very much and 
are prctobly used a great deal. It's part of the conversational aspect of 
Spanish which this university's program is terrible at teaching or doesn't 
teach at all. 

I was a little disappointed that I didn't know most of those after having 
had studied Spanish for so long. If I learned the idioms, I would learn 
new words and be able to say them in context as well. 

I think I have learned to be more aware and try to figure out the meaning 
behind the words. 

I feel I have learned that there are really four parts to complete fluency 
and that they are really essential when one considers himself or herself 
fluent. And one other thing that I believe [is] that idioms are also a part 
of culture, not just language. 

I learned that it can be difficult to switch out of one language and back 
into another when thinking about idioms and other cultural specifics. 
While I don't think totally in German, when I speak it I have a certain 
mindset that seemed to hinder me today in the English-German idiom 
translation (both of words and meanings). 

I have learned that reading the entire passage can aid in understanding 
individual phrases. All of the tasks were challenging and thought-
provoking. I think the test was very well-written. 

I have learned that context really can help you discover the meaning. 
Teachers should aiwsQrs teach vocabulary wor^ in the same manner. We 
would leam the sense of the word and remember that more than a 
translation. That would make speaking the language easier instead of 
always spending time trying to translate everything in our head. 

I have to rationalize that experience in one language does not necessarily 
role over to immediate comprehension in another. 
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For clarity of presentation, specific findings will be discussed with 

regard to each individual task employed in this study, following the order of 

the five questions above. To begin with, many of the sixty-one participants in 

both groups expressed their fiiistration with the vocabulary and the passages, 

while others pointed to the positive challenges of the total experience. Their 

responses ranged from a sense of accomplishment to complete fiiistration. 

Not everyone, however, had an easy time detecting the idioms in this task. 

While some had considerable di£Qculty in doing so, others could not decide 

between phrases that could be the idiom for that particular text, while still 

others were not able to verbalize how they were able to pick out the idiom 

fi'om the text or what their selection meant. 

Scrutinizing their comments even more closely, it becomes clear that a 

major obstacle in the accomplishment of the task was lack of and familiarity 

of vocabulary. This is particularly true for those participants who felt they 

were weak in this area or had limited vocabulary, upon which feelings of 

discouragement and frustration came to the surface. In this context, it must 

also be noted that many of them did manage to see through such feehngs and 

allowed context to come to their aid and understanding of the idiomatic 

expression by using a variety of contextual strategies and schematic 

inferences. 

Through a more pointed analysis of the summative entries, it becomes 

apparent that participants felt that their reading comprehension was enhanced 

greatly when they could (1) recognize the meaning of the individual words of 

an idiom, (2) distinguish between literal and figurative meaning, (3) identify 
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the text cues and communicative intents that support the use of a particular 

idiom, (4) connect target idiom with domain idiom, and (5) realize that in 

certain contexts their own pragmatic knowledge and cultural background 

knowledge can have a direct bearing on the accurate comprehension and 

interpretation of an idiom. At the end, over eighty-six percent of them 

managed to become successful at the Idiom Detection Task, a rather high 

percentage of success by any account. A more complete profQe of their 

strategies and inferencing techniques used in this task is given in Appendix 1. 

When contrasting the BDT strategies and inferencing techniques with 

those uncovered during the completion of the ZCT, new insights become 

available. As has abready been discussed, the specific aim of the Zero Context 

Task was to ascertain whether or not participants could assign meaning to an 

idiom independent of its context. The rationale behind this task is perhaps 

best captured in the following words of a participant; 

I think that the zero content activity was necessary because you 
must look at how much can be understood without any more 
information than the idiom itself. 

In extracting the idioms firom their context, participants were 

challenged to try to assign meaning to an idiom by engaging in image creation 

and idiom 'bridging' between the given L2 target idiom and its equivalent LI 

English domain idiom. From other answers given by the participants, it is 

revealed that that this task was the hardest one of all tasks to do successfiilly. 

Reasons offered ranged fi'om being misled by the meaning of the target idiom 

to deciphering the 'feel' of the target idiom. 
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It is not surprising to see participants commenting on the importance of 

vocabulary. Even when all the lexical items were known to participants, 

certain PLL idioms were still difficult to interpret correctly. At other times, 

even lack of one key word in the idiomatic phrase was enough to present 

difficulties for them. Lack of any supporting context forced many of them to 

resort to guessing the meaning of unfamiliar idioms at random. Some of them 

even felt that high levels of finstration develop when a reader relies solely on 

guessing the meaning of individual lexical items for the correct interpretation 

of an idiom. It is not surprising then to see their feelings ranging from 

uneasiness to frustration and a sense of struggling. 

Perhaps the most important insight gained from their comments is the 

observation that same participants would have a hard time producing the 

same idioms in their respective languages, if the equivalent idioms were given 

to them in English and not in the target language. This observation supports 

the interpretation that translation from L2 to LI can be accomplished on a 

lexical basis and that the lexical connections between L2 and LI are assumed 

to be stronger than those from LI to L2. This proposed asymmetry may be 

based in the teaching practices of L2 pedagogy in which second language 

words are taught by associating them to first language words but not vice 

versa, i.e., strengths of connections differ and conceptual links for LI are 

likely to be stronger than those for L2. This asymmetry in lexical mapping 

may permit translation from L2 to LI to proceed more directly than 

translation from LI to L2. 
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Considering the many difQculties encountered during the completion of 

the Zero Context Task, it is important to bear in mind that the success rate for 

all language groups was nevertheless very high, but notably less than in the 

Idiom Detection Task: 49.46 and 57.22 percent for the CMI and CMIV group 

respectively. This result is an important one, for it lends strong support to the 

LL/PLL distinction even in the absence of supporting context. Conversely, 

when context was introduced, the success rate for all language groups jumped 

from 49.46 percent to 78.07 percent, an increase of 28.61 percent for the 

CMI group. The increase in success rate was even more notable in the CMIV 

group, where it jumped from 57.22 percent to 96.11 percent, an increase of 

38.89. As was hypothesized, and based on obtained experimental and 

metacognitive data, context did influence the further creation of the idiomatic 

image and interpretation of LL, SLL, and PLL idioms. 

From the range of opinions offered, it is clear that context does affect 

significantly the decision part of the comprehension and interpretation 

process. Many of them found context to be most useful in their attempts to 

ascertain the meaning of an idiom precisely because it helped them think of 

an analogous situation and drew their attention to the meaning each idiom had 

in each particular context. The evidence present in their supportive comments 

in &vor of context should not take away from the fact that participants in both 

groups were 28.61 and 38.89 percent more successful at this task than at the 

TJSXQ Context Task. With very few exceptions, all participants had a 

significant increase in their degree of success, particularly with the 

comprehension and interpretation of PLL idioms. 
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Aside from these important lessons, participants also commented on 

their overall performance with the three experimental tasks. Negative 

comments ranged from "I did lousy" to "I feel awful about my performance," 

whereas positive comments ranged from "I feel OK" to "I feel very well." 

There were also some neutral statements such as "I feel adequate," "I did 

ahight," and "I have mixed feelings." Table 4.82 below presents a more 

complete presentation of all comments obtained in the Post-Task Summative 

Evaluation Task. 

Table 4.82: Summary of Post-task Summative Evaluation Data 

COMMENT TALLY PERCENT 

Idioms Presented in Context Helpful 28 24.13 
Idioms Presented without Context (ZCT) Not Helpful 22 18.96 
Detecting Idioms (IDT) Easy 17 14.04 
Interpreting Idioms in Context (FCT) Easy 14 12.06 
Unfamiliarity or Lack of Vocabulary 17 14.65 
Connecting to English Idioms Hard 13 11.20 
Understanding Text Situation or Story Helpflil 5 4.31 

'T feel OK" to "I feel I did very well." 13 46.42 
'1 did lousy" to "I feel awfiil about my performance" 8 28.57 
"I feel adequate" to "I have mixed feelings" 7 25.00 1 

While the emotional state of participants is indeed important, the 

insights they provide are important and relevant to the purposes of this study. 

It is only through their metalingual comments that we obtain a better glimpse 

at the reasons behind their self-imposed ratings. Thus, we know that they 

seemed to link their success to the presence of context, that some of the 

idioms were hard to figure out, that vocabulary is once again a crucial factor 
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in the comprehension and interpretation of idioms and texts, that at times the 

connection between target and domain idiom is not as easy as one might 

imagine, especially when presented without any contextual support and, 

perhaps even more importantiy, that instructors need to teach idioms more 

often in academic settings since learners appreciate so very much the learning 

of idioms in the second and foreign language classroom. 

This finding is not surprising given all the previous comments and 

results ahready discussed. Nor is it surprising to find out that participants' 

positive evaluation of their confidence is a 46.42 percent against 28.57 

percent for negative evaluation, which is still 3.57 percent higher than their 

evaluation given for average performance. Overall, however, it can be argued 

that for the most part participants found the idiom exercises helpful and 

useful, and were satisfied with their total performance as well as with the 

kinds and numbers of the text exercises used. 

In addition, learner attitudes expressed in the entries regarding their 

overall performance were indicative of stages of success. Positive entries 

indicated a sense of accomplishment; negative entries indicated areas being 

worked on such as learning more focused vocabulary and idiomatic 

expressions, paying more attention to detail and the context surrounding 

idioms, and becoming even more aware of their own knowledge of idioms. 

Participants' comments also revealed the many lessons participants had 

learned fi:^om having taken part in this study. Among the lessons, the most 

common ones fall under the reaUzation that context exerts a profound positive 

influence on the comprehension and intopretation of idioms, that literal 
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translation of an idiom does not lead one to the idiomatic meaning and, 

iSnally, that learning idioms helps with vocabulary build-up and enhances 

one's cultural knowledge. Some participants commented directiy on the 

importance of teaching idioms to learners of second and foreign languages. 

Still others commented on their limitations of target language knowledge and 

on the need to leam idioms and more vocabulary in the target language. Many 

of them even had altered their attitude toward idiom learning as a result of 

this study. They stressed the importance of becoming more aware of the ways 

in which they make sense of idioms and texts, while still others stressed the 

need to read target language texts more closely in order to ascertain the 

meaning of an idiom. A smaller subset of participants emphasized the 

pedagogically-correct point that all skills need to be learned in orchestration if 

one is to be ever considered fluent enough in a second language, including 

idioms, and that transfer of idiomatic knowledge and strategies from one 

language to another is not an automatic process, rather one that needs to be 

exercised through repeated practice and exposure. 

Concluding the discussion of these summative insights then, it is 

worthwhile noting that as it was argued and predicted during the discussion of 

TIA (see Chapter 3, Section 3.1), the many new insights obtained here are the 

direct result of the use of TIA as a theoretical and pedagogical construct. The 

sheer volume of information obtained and put to analysis is laborious indeed. 

Table 4.83 presents a quantitative summaiy of all CMI data that were 

analyzed in this study. The table does not include CMIV data nor the 16 

hours of videotape analysis. 
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Table 4.83: Summary of All CMI Data Analysis 

IDT SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES 

Lines 400 103 409 912 
Pases 43.25 15.5 18 76.75 
Answers 346 or 82.38% 151 or 83.88% 171 or 87.69% 668 or 84.65% 

ZCT SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES 

Lines 665 192 249 1106 
Pages 33 12 13.75 58.75 
Answers N/A N/A N/A N/A 

FCT SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES| 

Lines 1203 386 519 2108 
Pages 77.5 19.5 23 120 
Summa Lines 221 46 111 378 
Answers 401 or 95.47% 166 or 92.22% 163 or 83.58% 730 or 90.42% | 

TOTALS 1 SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN 1 LANGUAGES 
Lines ( + Summa) 2489 727 1288 1 4504 
Pages 153.75 47 54.75 255.5 
Answers 747 or 91.09% 317 or 88.05% 334 or 85.64% | 1398 or 88.26% 

All this data were obtained only as a direct result of the extensive 

learner retrospective reports produced at the end of each idiom or idiomatic 

text in each of the three experimental tasks and their final summative 

evaluation. A study based solely on language comprehension or production 

data by definition could not have revealed such telling insights. In particular, 

the richness of the insights made available in their summations as a source of 

information on idiomatic language, text processing, and idiom pedagogy 

reafBrms the task's usefiihiess as a viable source of data in its own right for 

qualitative study research. The fact that many insights would not have been 
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available to the researcher had the researcher not included this end task 

confirms the usefulness of this task in contributing to theory development and 

pedagogy. 

Beyond that, the findings of this summative evaluation, coupled with 

the many valuable insights gained firom the previous individual tasks 

reaffirmed in no uncertain terms the correctness of Assumption I 

(comprehension of L2 VP idioms will require a special processing mode, 

yielding two alternative interpretations). Assumption 2 (lexical access is 

obligatory for individual words even when they are part of a VP idiom), and 

Assumption 3 (syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic analysis is obligatory in L2 

VP idiom comprehension regardless of whether the idiom is embedded in its 

full context or not) of the Process of SL Idiom Comprehension given at the 

outset of this dissertation: L2 learners do compute hteral and idiomatic 

meanings separately yielding two alternative interpretations. "Idiomatic" 

sense becomes available only after the Uteral interpretation has been 

considered and rejected. 

4.7 General discussion of all findings 

The focus of this chapter has been on the factors that govern the 

comprehension and interpretation processes of VP idioms that occur during 

reading of target language texts. In general, whether a reader makes a 

particular inference depends on what kind of inference it is (i.e., 

graphophonic, semantic, pragmatic, cultural) and on the condition of encoding 

(in-context or out-of-context). The tasks employed in this study investigated 
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such inferences about predictable and unpredictable idiomatic expressions 

and the conditions under which these inferences can be observed, tabulated, 

catalogued, and interpreted. 

Analysis of data revealed that there is a clear synergistic interaction 

between background knowledge, linguistic knowledge, and abiUty to 

comprehend, i.e., process an idiomatic text, using pragmatic knowledge as a 

guiding framework. Both the amount and variety of mental processing 

required may have influenced the likeUhood of learners interpreting more 

idioms of particular sub-class. At the very least, the evidence from the 

triangulated data clearly suggests that LL and SLL idioms that have an exact 

or a close equivalent in the LI do not pose either a decoding or an encoding 

problem for readers of second languages. In contrast, PLL idioms require a 

considerable greater "mental effort." 

One can only speculate that LL idioms have clearer LI referents, which 

may make their interpretation considerable easier than the other two types of 

VP idioms—SLL and PLL idioms. The clarity of their reference influences 

the ease of interpretation as well. Conversely, guessing the meaning of an 

unknown PLL idiom that does not have a clear LI referent requires clear 

context-specific text and situational clues. The cues may at least help prevent 

miss-guesses. 

It appears from the above that successful VP idiom iaterpretation 

through reading depends on the presence of a number of factors: learners 

must attend to idioms, and clear cues to their meanings and relationships must 

be present. Other text features, such as redundant presentation of given words 
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and the learners' previous background and cultural knowledge also play a 

role. 

The answers suggested by the participants' written protocols in all 

three tasks as well as in the Post-task Summative Evaluations further confirm 

the finding that within the IDT and the FCT, VP idioms were understood 

more readily than in the ZCT. In this task, participants must have made use of 

bottom-up and top-down processing, since the idiomatic expressions induced 

them to guess, hypothesize, solve the problem of semantic/cultural distance, 

and predict the right meaning mapping between the L2 and LI idiom. 

What is more, the RT measure employed in the ZCT reveals significant 

differences between LL, SLL, and PLL idioms. The results obtained clearly 

suggest that LL idioms were read and interpreted consistently faster than SLL 

or PLL idioms. The coherent reaction-time effect in each of the three VP 

idiom sub-types respectively was found to be consistent with the predictions 

made in Chapter 3. The consistently slower RTs for SLL and PLL idioms thus 

reflect the amount and variety of cognitive processing undertaken by 

participants in dealing with less familiar and totally unfamiliar VP idioms. LL 

idioms were understood directly through mediation of their first language 

translation equivalencies, provided of course that the lexical items that make 

up the idioms were available to the participants. For SLL and PLL idioms, 

however, participants were found to move away firom a strategy of 

comprehending L2 idioms by first accessing LI equivalents through a strategy 

of direct lexical access in L2 (i.e., word and idiom translation as a conscious 

skill) to guessing and manipulating the literal meaning of the whole idiom in 
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order to accommodate the one that appears to share probable similarities in 

their respective LI. 

This expanded mental effort in turn determined at times to a large 

extent the accuracy level of their comprehension and interpretation of those 

SLL and PLL idioms. At the same time, participants were also found to apply 

"preconceived notions" about the meaning of a particular idiom based on the 

interpretation of the lexical items present in a VP idiom. As ah-eady 

discussed, however, "guessing" may also result in erroneous guesses. On the 

other hand, guessing in context is, strictly speaking, a reading strategy and its 

use involves a combined semantic and pragmatic treatment of the input. 

It is therefore not surprising that those SLL and PLL idioms that were 

missed in the ZCT were for the most part correctly interpreted when given 

within the text that supports their meaning or that participants were willing to 

reconsider their initial answer after rereading the text again, leading to a new 

interpretation. More often than not participants were guided by the context to 

build up a new entry in their master mental lexicon. Notwithstanding this 

explanatory finding, it must also be said that the conceptualization of an 

idiom's meaning is dynamic in nature. The interpretation of a VP idiom 

within its particular context leads to reprocessing, that is, self-correction, and 

this is why former idiom schemata were at times abandoned, modified, or 

reformed as final interpretation of idioms was corrected, in short it was 

transformed and transacted in context. This was clearly evident in the ZCT 

observations of the CMTV participants. 
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There is ah-eady enough evidence to support the notion that participants 

first access their lexical system and second their cognitive system where the 

decision is made, and that context affects the decision part of this 

interpretative process. Given this finding and coupled with the statistical 

evidence provided, it can be concluded then that context facilitates and 

strengthens guessing and access to the overall meaning of the text passage 

and the idiom in particular. This may be attributable to the notion that we hold 

on only to the contextual relevant ones. 

In other words, when faced with SLL and PLL idioms, participants first 

access the lexical items of the idiom that leads them to the master L2 lexicon, 

then to syntax, and lastly, to semantics and pragmatics. This may be due to 

the fact that syntactic information is simpler than semantic or pragmatic, and 

is therefore accessed first. The assumption here is that the syntax of a 

sentence matters to what a sentence actually means, i.e., the syntax of a 

sentence matters to its "meaning." Syntax is computed during processing, 

and, furthermore, the syntactic processor, the parser, operates independently 

of word meaning. This, of course, is not an unreasonable inference to draw, at 

least as an interim conclusion pending more such hybrid quantitative/ 

qualitative studies in the fiiture. Tables 4.84 and 4.85 present a summary of 

all the CMI and CMIV experimental data discussed in this study. 
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Table 4.84: Summary of All Task Data (CMI Group) 

IDT SPANISH . FRENCH r . - . GERMAN LANGUAGES 

LL 89.64 76.67 87.69 84.67 
SLL 83.93 75.00 90.77 83.82 
PLL 96.43 85.83 89.23 90.50 
Group Total 90.00 79.17 89.23 86.33 

ZCTTIME SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES | 

LL 1594 25.08 613 28.49 715 31.81 974 28.46 1 
SLL 2338 36.78 778 36.15 741 32.96 1285.67 35.30 
PLL 2424 38.14 761 35.36 792 35.23 1325.67 36.24 
Group Total 6356 100.00 2152 100.00 2248 100.00 3585.33 100.00 

ZCT SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES | 

LL 69.29 73.33 83.08 75.23 
SLL 1 43.57 35.00 64.62 47.73 
PLL 1 17.14 9.17 50.00 25.44 
Group Total 1 43.33 39.17 65.90 49.46 1 

FCT SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES | 

LL 85.71 89.17 97.69 90.86 
SLL 67.86 63.33 95.38 75.52 
PLL 60.00 55.00 88.46 67.82 

I Group Total 71.19 69.17 93.85 78.07 

ZCT/FGTI SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES 

LL 16.42 15.84 14.61 15.63 
SLL 24.29 28.33 30.76 27.79 
PLL 42.86 45.83 38.46 42.38 
Group Total TfM 30.00 27.68 28.61 
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Table 4.85; Summary of All Task Data (CMTV Group) 

IDT 1 SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES | 
LL 1 90.00 86.67 100.00 92.22 
SLL 90.00 93.33 100.00 94.44 
PLL 100.00 96.67 100.00 98.89 
Group Total 93J3 92.22 100.00 95.19 

1 ZCTTIME SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES 

LL 86 18.03 162 28.22 47 25.68 295 23.98 
SLL 186 38.99 188 32.75 61 33.33 435 35.03 
PLL 205 42.98 224 39.02 75 40.98 504 40.99 
Group Total 477 100.00 574 100.00 183 lOG.OO 1234 100.00 

ZCT SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES | 

LL 90.00 80.00 100.00 90.00 
SLL 40.00 40.00 70.00 50.00 
PLL 45.00 20.00 30.00 31.67 
Group Total 58.33 46.67 66.67 57.22 

FCT SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES 

LL 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 
SLL 90.00 100.00 100.00 96.67 
PLL 95.00 80.00 100.00 91.67 
Group Total 95.00 93.33 100.00 96.11 

ZCr/FCT SPANISH FRENCH GERMAN LANGUAGES 

LL 10.00 20.00 0.00 10.00 
SLL 50.00 60.00 30.00 46.67 
PLL 50.00 60.00 70.00 60.00 
G^up Total 36.67 46.66 3333 38.89 
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Although caution is in order, since firm facts across several second 

languages are still scarce, the data here analyzed seem compatible with the 

general assumptions and hypotheses made at the outset of this study. While 

these assumptions and hypotheses appear to hold for German, French, 

Spanish, and Modem Greek respectively, there remains the question whether 

they will continue to hold in like manner for other European languages as well 

as for languages that are of non-western European origin. While the 

researcher holds this to be true for the most part, other studies in European, 

Asian, and Afiican languages, for example, need to be conducted to uphold or 

dismiss the validity of the assumptions and hypotheses here made. It is 

obviously premature at this point to conclude that the results obtained in this 

study will not hold for other languages as well. Equally important would be to 

investigate idiom performance obtained firom learners with different Lis, once 

again focusing on the presence and absence of context. 

To sum up: It was hypothesized that the rate of success will be much 

greater at the Lexical Level than at the Post-Lexical Level. The data clearly 

show that L2 readers, not surprisingly, had more difficulty in interpreting PLL 

idioms, whereas they do not seem to have any difficulty in interpreting LL or 

SLL idioms given the fact that they are already famiUar with the majority of 

the words that make up the VP idiom. 
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A 
4.8 Analysis of Questionnaire II—^Post-study questionnaire data 

The primary purpose of this questiomiaire was to gather information on 

how best to teach and leam idioms in second and foreign languages. In this 

questionnaire, therefore, participants were asked to rate their agreement or 

disagreement with statements reflecting pedagogical and self-learning 

practices, using a 5-point Likert scale. Table 4.86 presents the mean values 

for all statements included in this questiomiaire. The post-study questionnaire 

appears in Appendix B. 
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Table 4.86: Post Study Questionnaire 

Teachiiig / Leaming Idioms in SL That's Au Greek to Mel 

1 4.4 4.4 4.6 4.46 
2 4.3 4.5 46 4.43 
3 3.8 4.0 3.8 3.85 
4 3.5 3.6 3.9 3.62 
5 3.5 3.1 3.5 3.44 
6 4.0 4.3 43 4.12 
7 3.4 3.4 3.3 3J9 
8 3.4 3.4 3.9 3.51 
9 3.6 3.3 3.6 3.54 
10 3.9 4.3 45 4.15 
11 3.6 4.1 4.2 3.83 
12 3.5 3.8 3.8 3.62 
13 3.5 3.5 3.9 3.61 
14 3.7 3.8 3.8 3.76 
15 3.6 3.8 3.9 3.71 
16 4.1 4.1 4.2 4.11 
17 4.0 4.2 4J> 4.15 
18 43 4.6 48 4.49 
19 3.9 4.0 4.4 4.04 
20 3.8 3.7 3.7 3.75 
21 3.7 33 4.4 3.81 
22 3.7 3.5 4.1 3.76 
23 3.7 3.7 4.4 3.89 
24 43 4.4 48 4.42 

25 4.1 4.3 4.6 4J9 
26 3.5 3.5 3.3 3.42 
27 4.5 3.7 4.5 4J2 
28 41 41 40 4.05 
29 3.6 3.6 3.5 3J5 
30 4.0 43 46 4.22 
31 3.8 3.9 4.3 3.92 
32 41 4.4 46 4.29 
33 3.8 3.9 3.9 3.83 
34 4.0 41 4.1 4.03 
35- 3.7 3.8 3.67 
36 4.1 41 44 4.18 
37 4.2 3.9 4.1 ;4il3 
38 3.7 3.4 4.1 3.75 
39 3.9 3.J 4:3 336 
40 3.7 3.7 4.0 3.80 
41 3.6 3.7 3.6 3.61 
42 3.1 3.9 3.4 3.36 
43 3JL 3.7 3.8 3.45 
44 3.6 3.6 41 3.72 

1 3.9 4.1 4.1 3.99 
2 43 43 4.8 4.43 
3 4.2 4.d 4.9 4.48 
4 44 4.4 4.6 4.43 
5 4.3 4.4 4.5 4J8 
6 45 46 49 4.59 
7 4.4 4.4 4.9 4.49 
8 44 44 47 4.50 
9 4.4 4.4 4.8 4.46 
10 4.4 42 4.6 4.42 
11 4.1 3.9 4.4 4J5 
12 3.9 41 4.6 4.12 
13 4.0 3.8 3.9 3.92 
14 4.3 4.4 4.7 4.44 
15 4.4 4.6 4.8 4.52 
16 4.4 46 4.9 4.57 
17 4.3 4.4 4.8 4.42 
18 4.4 44 4.8 4.46 
19 4.2 4.1 4.4 
20 43 41 4.6 4.33 
21 3.9 4.2 A3 4.05 
22 4.1 3.9 4.6 4.19 
23 3.9 4.1 4.6 4.12 
24 4.2 4.4 4.6 4J7 

What becomes immediately apparent from scanning the mean values of 

all responses is that there is no single statement below the weighted mean 

value of 3.36 (Question 42) just as no statement received a value mean 

greater than 4.49 (Question 18) in Part Two of the questionnaire. In Part 

Three of the questionnaire the lowest value was 3.92 (Question 13) and the 

highest 4.59 (Question 6) in. This means that all language groups as a whole 
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have reached a common ground of agreement that is sUghtiy below the mid 

point of "neutral/unsure and agree" on the low end and slightly above the 

midpoint of "agree and strongly agree" on the high end. In short: between 

3.36 and 4.59. 

A more pointed inspection of the means, however, reveals some 

interesting patterns. There is much agreement across language groups. 

Specifically, in Part Two, 5 statements or 11.36% of them were judged 

between the means of 3.00 and 3.50,22 statements or 50% between 3.51 and 

4.00, and 17 statements or 38.63% between 4.01 and 4.50. Conversely, in 

Part Three, only 2 statements or 8.33% of them were between 3.50 and 4.00, 

19 statements or 79.16% between 4.01 and 4.50, and 3 statements or 12.5% 

above 4.51. Moreover, in Part Two there were 9 statements or 20.45% of 

them (Questions 7, 14,16,20,28, 29, 33,34, and 41) where complete 

agreement among all language groups was missed by only one-tenth of a 

percent. The greatest difference of agreement of seven-tenths of a percent is 

found in Questions 21 and 23. Same range of disagreement is also found in 

Part Three of the questionnaire. Three statements or 12.5% of them 

(Questions 3,12, and 23) showed difference of agreement of seven-tenths of 

a percent, but unlike Part Two, no statements are found where agreement is 

ahnost complete. 

With regard to learning idioms, nearly all of the participants believed 

that it was necessary to know something about second language idioms in 

order to speak the target language fluently. They were keen on developing 

idiomatic competence and were also aware of the instrumental value of 
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learning idioms. With regard to the utiUty of different learning and 

communication strategies, the learners favored the use of audio/video and 

visual materials and overwhehningly endorsed the need to repeat and practice 

idioms in a variety of communicative contexts. However, the participants 

varied in the extent to which they felt it necessary to engage in idiomatic 

writing activities. 

Analyses of the responses to the questionnaire showed that, in general, 

students strongly support the inclusion of idioms in the language curriculum 

as well as the study of idioms in the second and foreign language classroom. 

The highest agreement centers on the manner in which idioms should be 

presented. From their answers, it is clear that idioms should be presented in a 

manner that mirrors real-life language use and, furthermore, that they need to 

be current, interesting, and useM in such situations. Their strong agreement is 

quite understandable given the fact that one of their main goals in learning 

idioms is to make sense of what they read or hear in context. 

To accomphsh this end, it follows that the idiom activities in which 

they are asked to engage in also need to make sense to them as Question 25 

reveals. Such activities will earn greater vahdity in the eyes of the learners 

when the idioms they learn are the most useful ones as they are useful in 

everyday communication. In their opinion, great things can be achieved if 

idioms are leamed and practiced in a variety of communicative contexts. It is 

therefore not surprising to see them agree on the question of whether they 

think it is important to observ&how idioms are used in real texts and what 

flmctions they fulfill. 
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Those ends are best achieved if learners become aware of the strategies 

that enable them to make better sense of the idioms acquired. Learners clearly 

want to be taught specific strategies in learning idioms as well as the general 

skills and processes necessaiy to create meaning from texts containing 

idiomatic phrases. Even more important, they want instructors to present 

idioms in a progression sequence that leads from the most frequent ones to 

the less frequent ones. This sequence not only needs to be embedded in texts 

and contexts that supports the use of those selected idioms but, more so, 

needs to support the learning styles of the learners, all the while varying the 

presentation style and format of the learning activities. One way in which 

variation of presentation style and activity format can be accomplished is 

through the employment of verbal (textual, audio) and visual (graphic, 

photographic, or videographic) information that helps activate their previously 

acquired knowledge of idioms. It is precisely this activation of prior 

knowledge that many of them believe it to be useful for predicting on their 

own the meanmg of idioms. 

In contrast, what they are neutral or unsure about is whether they 

would like to write dialogs, narratives, and/or short stories that make use of 

idiomatic expressions. They also are neutral on the idea of performing idioms, 

skits, dialogs, or games in class for the other classmates to observe or 

whether they would like to study idioms on a regular basis. All of them, 

however, seem to agree on the issue of whether they would like their 

recommendations for improving idiom presentation to be given serious 

consideration, just as they agree on the issue of idiom testing, that is idiom 
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testing should vahdate what learners can do consistently. Moreover, that 

teaching each new idiom in the predictable same old way results in boredom 

and loss of motivation and that at some times they like to work things out on 

their own when learning idioms, whereas at other times they would like to 

discuss the meaning of idioms in small group activities. This, in turn, explains 

further their agreement on the issue of whether it is useful for them to 

hypothesize how the understand the texts that contain idiomatic phrases. 

The one area where they could not reach agreement is in the area of 

whether idioms are learned best when they are accompanied by a variety of 

activities and, furthermore, whether authentic audio/video recordings and real 

texts should accompany the study of idioms. Their disagreement is more 

acute and visible in the first issue than in the second, where both Spanish and 

French participants seem to disagree with the German participants who value 

the use of authentic realia seven-tenths of a percent more. Under normal 

conditions, this discrepancy in mean values alone would not raise an 

eyebrow, but when one considers the fact that such a disagreement happens 

in 25 of the 44 statements in Part Two of the questionnaire, not counting the 

other 21 times in Part Three, one begins to wonder as to the possible reasons 

for such a discrepancy. This is not to suggest in any way that all groups were 

expected to answer each statement in like manner. 

Quite the contrary, discrepancies were expected, but when such 

differences appear within one group only and, further, when such differences 

reveal such a consistent pattern, it is important to be able to account for such 

differences. The best explanation for this may be accounted for by revisiting 
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the analysis of data done on the Pre-study Questionnaire. There it was found 

that the German group, although it had the least amount of total language 

exposure and college class experience, as a group they had spent the most 

time in Germany. Over twenty-five percent of them spent 1 to 3 years in 

Germany and 6.66% more than 3 years. Further, all of them indicated having 

been taught idioms by their instructors, all of them want idioms to be part of 

the curriculum, and 33.33% of them said that that they are capable of using 6 

to 9 idioms correctly in speech against 40% of them that said that number to 

be between 10 to 19. Furthermore, their confidence level is the highest firom 

all groups in Questions 20 to 23 and, overall, as a group they are the most 

satisfied with their present knowledge of idioms. 

Given all this background information, it is quite logical to infer that 

they approached the entire study with a different mind set and with a different 

level of confidence and motivation according to their self-report which, in 

turn, may have resulted in the differences here discussed and those observed 

earher throughout their entire performance. It is also possible that they may 

be more positively predisposed to the idiomatic issues here investigate than 

the other two groups, thus resulting perhaps in higher ratings. 

These explanations aside, it is prudent to bear in mind that participants' 

ratings, although at times inconsistent and contradictory, do provide direct 

insights into what they consider effective and desirable for developing 

idiomatic competence. Inadvertently, their ratings also reveal their attitudes 

towards certain pedagogical and self-learning practices. Above all, their 

ratings reveal the unanimous desire to learn idioms in authentic real-life 
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situations and contexts, using various authentic audio/video recordings and 

real texts. It may, therefore, be worthwhile in future studies to pursue this line 

of inquiry even further with them, perhaps by using a more focused 

questionnaire on the specifics of reaching this viable goal. Chapters 5 and 6 

will revisit many of these insights in a more detailed fashion. 

Finally, Part Three of the questionnaire dealt with issues directly linked 

to participants' experience with the That's ALL Greek to Me! HyperCard 

Computer Program. As the questionnaire indicates, the twenty-four 

statements listed in this section dealt with the presentation, content, 

instructional quaUty, learner interaction, idiomatic tasks and, finally, the 

attitude of the participants toward the design and effectiveness of the 

program. As ah-eady mentioned at the outset of this analysis, only two 

statements received a mean value of less than 4.00, while the values of the 

remaining statements ranged from a low of 4.05 to a high of 4.59. 

When participants were asked at the end of their participation in the 

study as to the reasons for scoring Question 1 below a 4 or a 5, the majority 

of them said that they were unsure whether the program was indeed free of 

technical problems or programming errors, hence their tendency to score this 

question lower. With respect to Question 13, many of them felt that the 

detection task, albeit at times challenging, was not nearly as difficult as the 

other two tasks. This is clearly evident in the higher mean values given for 

these tasks and, this in turn, vahdates further the individual task results 

achieved and the retrospectives comments analyzed. 
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Perhaps the biggest compliment that the program received is best seen 

in the high marks present in the sub-section "Attitude," pointing to the keen 

insight that a multimedia computer program that addresses technological 

concerns (i.e., presentation, content, and instructional quality of the program) 

with issues affecting learner interaction and learning tasks that challenge 

learners present levels of knowledge in a clear and logical pedagogical way, 

such program then can potentially achieve high levels of satisfaction from the 

very people that are asked to use it. Participants' satisfaction with the 

program was also evident in the post-study discussions that followed with 

some of the participants. This high agreement between all groups only 

complements the use of this program as a means for investigating more 

systematically the process of SL idiom comprehension and interpretation. 

In sum, the post-study questionnaire was used to collect data on 

learners' stated preferences. It revealed that learners have very specific sets 

of beliefs about learning idioms in the SL classroom. While learners did not 

vary enormously in their beliefs, nevertheless, each learner (and each 

language group) seemed to have a preferred set of beliefs. They also have 

strong ideas about such issues as the importance of learning idioms, the 

nature of idiomatic learning, the learning style, and the strategies that are 

likely to work best. Further, their ideas are strongly influenced by their 

affective states. Both learners' attitudes and their affective states are subject 

to change as a result of experience, hi turn, their beliefs are hkely to be 

influenced by factors such as personahty and cognitive styles. Finally, the 

questionnaire also revealed that past experience with idioms played a major 
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role in shaping attitudes to idiom learning and that different views about 

idiom learning result in different kinds of success. The study of learners' 

opinions about idiom learning constitutes an important area on inquiry, as it is 

reasonable to assume that their "philosophy" dictates their approach to idiom 

learning and choice of specific idiom learning strategies. 

4.9 Theoretical and pedagogical implications 

The theoretical and pedagogical implications of this study are 

summarized in terms of few important findings for renewed L2 reading and 

idiom research. First, the study clearly supports Bobrow and Bell's (1973) 

literal first hypothesis, also known as the idiom list hypothesis, discussed in 

Giapter 1 (see Section 1.3.2). Although the data do not make any claims as to 

the lexical representation of SL idioms in the mental lexicon, nevertheless the 

data appear to support to some extent the dual processing mode of that 

model, i.e., the literal mode, the one beUeved to be the normally active one, 

processes the literal meaning of an idiom first. Only when the linguistic 

analysis of the literal meaning of the idiom fails to yield an interpretable 

result, only then does the other figurative mode, the one considered to be 

inactive, become active and processes in a delayed ^hion the figurative 

meaning of the idiom. 

With regard to SL readers, however, there appear to be some distinct 

parallels as well as some divergent claims. To begin with, the data neither 

supports nor challenges the claim that idioms are lexically represented in the 
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mental lexicon. In addition, there is no evidence to assume that idioms are 

represented in a single mental idiom list that parallels the mental word lexicon 

but is distinct from it. Neither is there any evidence to assume that idioms are 

processed via a dual processing model, the literal one being the active one 

and the figurative mode being the inactive one, or that the Uteral and the 

figurative meanings of idioms are computed simultaneously via a single 

phrase processor when the first word of an idiom string is encountered as is 

assumed under the simultaneous processing hypothesis, also known as the 

lexical representation hypothesis, posited by Swinney and Cutler (1979) (see 

Chapter 1, Section 1.3.3). There is also no evidence to support the figurative 

first hypothesis, also referred to as the direct access hypothesis, proposed by 

Gibes (1980) in which it is claimed that linguistic processing of the literal 

meaning of an idiom may be bypassed entirely if an expression is recognized 

immediately as an idiom (see Chapter 1, Section 1.3.4). 

The fact that none of the three proposed models above may be directly 

apphed to second and foreign language readers hes in the very paradigm 

these models use to base their assumptions as all models are firamed in an LI 

context and with native speakers in mind. While the validity of any of these 

LI models for native readers are not in dispute, it is important to bear in 

mind that SL readers cannot possibly be expected to behave in like manner, 

especially when there is clear evidence that they do not have the same direct 

access to L2 idioms as they appear to do with LI idioms. And even with LI 

idioms, findings suggest that more often than not they had considerable 

difficulty to access the Enghsh equivalent idiom even when there is clear 
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evidence that they have in fact comprehended the context of the situation 

present in the target language text. 

Thus, any discussion of how VP idioms are represented in the mind of 

a SL reader and whether there exists a single mental lexicon that stores 

idioms as hoUstic long entries or whether there is a mental idiom hst that 

parallels the mental word lexicon is irrelevant to the issue at hand and can not 

be corroborated by the results obtained in this study. Second language readers 

cannot possibly be expected to be able to access idioms that do not exist in 

their mental lexicon or idioms they have not yet entered either in their mental 

idiom lexicon or their mental word lexicon, much less compute first the Uteral 

meaning and then the idiomatic, both at the same time, or bypassing the Uteral 

meaning entirely if an expression is recognized immediately as an idiom, as is 

assumed under the proposed three psycholinguistic LI models here discussed. 

Indeed, if we were to accept the notion that SL readers, like adult LI 

readers, have access to both meanings—the idiomatic and the figurative 

meaning of an idiom—^why is it that more often than not they were lead '̂ ip 

the garden path" as they read? Why did they continue to have difficulties, 

generally speaking, with the interpretation of PLL idioms in particular even in 

the presence of a supporting context? The fact that they were lead "up the 

garden path" and that they had difficulty understanding supports the notion 

that L2 idioms are not represented in the mental lexicon in the same manner 

as LI idioms are, at least not initially. Only after an idiom has been entered in 

the mental lexicon—^whether in a mental idiom list or in a mental word 

lexicon is not the issue here—and only after an idiom has been automatized 
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through frequent exposure and experience, only then can an attempt be made 

to draw parallels between the lexical representation of idioms in both LI and 

L2 contexts. 

As L2 readers continue to increase their proficiency in the target 

language and culture and as more and more the accessing of L2 idioms 

resembles that of the LI idiomatic process or even becomes identical, then 

and only then can renewed arguments be made and corroborating evidence 

sought in favor of one or the other psycholinguistic model. Until then, it is 

wise not to try to read into the findings of this study results that can not be 

corroborated. This is why no fiirther comment will be made with regard to the 

lexical representation of L2 idioms in the mental lexicon or the retrieval of L2 

idioms firom the mental lexicon except to mention that an important direction 

for future research will be to determine at what point during SL learning, and 

under what conditions, mappiags are developed between L2 and LI idioms. 

The discussion of the above does not imply that no parallels were 

found between the assumptions operating in the LI psycholinguistic models 

cited earlier and the reading behavior of SL readers. To be fair, all three 

models discuss the processing and the comprehension of LI idioms, in 

addition to the lexical representation and retrieval firom the mental lexicon. 

Indeed, what can be corroborated through the findings of this study are the 

meaning-making processing, comprehending, and interpreting mechanisms of 

VP idioms in- and out-of-context as employed by adult third-year readers of 

German, French, and Spanish, as well as the factors affecting the idiom 

process at work during L2 reading. Li addition, the findings can also suggest 
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what types of reading strategies are employed in idiom interpretation and how 

personal and cultural background knowledge is used profitably in the 

comprehension and interpretation of texts containing a range of VP idioms. 

These findings have important impUcations in many arenas for both idiom 

theory development and language pedagogy. Only the most important ones 

are presented below: 

It appears that for the most part VP idioms are detected with ease given the 
strong concrete, imageable literal referential meaning of those idioms. 

While VP idioms may be easily detected in contexts supporting their use, 
their institutionalized figurative, metaphorical meaning is neither always 
predictable nor entirely logically deducible firom the grammatical, syntactic, 
structural, and semantic character of its individual constituent elements. 

Comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms—LL, SLL, PLL, and MPLL 
idioms—depends largely on the semantic-image distance between L2 and LI 
idioms (i.e., the conceptual semantic-image match between a target and a 
non-target idiom) and whether or not they are presented with or without 
context. 

The closer the CSI distance between L2 and LI idioms and the more lexical 
items are recognized within the L2 idiom, the hi^er the likelihood that such 
VP idioms will be accurately comprehended and interpreted even in the 
absence of contextual support. Conversely, as the distance and the non-
recognition of lexical items increases, the less likely it is that SLL and PLL 
idioms will be accurately comprehended and interpreted in the absence of 
context, at times even in the presence of context. This finding also holds true 
for those VP idioms termed LL. 

Knowledge of vocabulary and text support appear to be tne two main 
confounding variables affecting the comprehension and interpretation of a VP 
idiom in- and out-of-context. When learners do not know the meaning of 
some or all of the individual key words comprising an idiom, their guesses are 
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random at best and lack rational explanations. This difficulty is exacerbated 
even more when idioms are presented out of the context that supports their 
idiomatic meaning. 

Interaction between L2 and LI idiomatic competence appears to be 
omnipresent in the comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms. The 
absence of context hinders considerably the constructive nature of this 
interaction. 

The process of comprehending and interpreting VP idioms in second 
languages during reading appears to be universal in nature, at least with 
regard to German, French, and Spanish. Understanding of VP idioms is 
achieved because readers transact and produce meaning from a text and from 
what readers bring to the dynamic act of reading by way of their prior 
personal and cultural background knowledge, experience, interests, values, 
and societal paradigms. This meaning transaction is both continuous and 
interactive/integrative in nature and is based on the simultaneous computation 
of the meaning-carrying systems available to them, i.e., the graphophonic, the 
lexico-grammatical, and the semantic-pragmatic information present in a text. 
This finding supports K. Goodman's (1992,1994,1996) transactional socio-
psycholinguistic reading model. 

Regardless of the type of VP idiom used (in- or out-of-context), its hteral 
meaning is computed automatically during the decoding of the idiom or the 
text. Only when the literal meaning Ms to yield a meaningful interpretation 
does the figurative meaning begin to be formulated within the greater 
contextual influ^ces (the syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic constraints) 
available in the text. Tliis fading clearly supports Bobrow and Bell's (1973) 
literal first hypothesis, although not without some modifications of the 
assumptions underlying their model. 

Bridging the semantic-pragmatic gap between target and domain idioms is 
constrained by a variety of Actors such as exposure to and knowledge of a 
wide variety of domain idioms, but primarily by forward-inferencing, schema 
accommodation, assimilation, and adaptation, and, finally, process of 
elimination. 
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Transactional Idiom Analysis (TIA), when coupled with written protocols, 
think-aloud procedures, and retellings, holds much promise for research and 
pedagogy because it reveals an expanded broad understanding of how readers 
make sense of VP idioms in- and out-of-context, i.e., it reveals a birds-eye 
view of the reader's active mental thought processes, strategies, and meaning 
construction and representation of idiomatic meaning. In the process, patterns 
of cdntextual influences are revealed as well as the amount of language 
information SL readers bring to the act of reading in general and to the 
comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms in particular. 

Each of the findings above can be investigated in its own right, thus 

creating an even more complete model of the processes and skills required for 

fluent idiom recognition and interpretation in second and foreign languages. 

In the meantime, however, only an initial attempt will be made to suggest 

such a model that gives some structure to the key theoretical and pedagogical 

issues it seeks to address. This attempt is discussed next. 

4.10 A SL comprehension and interpretation model of VP idioms 

The model here proposed focuses on describing the strategies used by 

different learners and on identifying the factors that influence strategy choice 

(for example, the learners' level of L2 proficiency, the learners' personality, 

the learning situation, and the nature of the task used to elicit data). It further 

seeks to explain how learners construct and organize their idiomatic 

interpretations. To achieve this end, the model gives precise information 

about the factors that influence a learner's interpretation of an idiom and 
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serves as a means for examining the nature and extent of learners' 

interpretation skills. 

To begin with, this study made use of multiple sources of data, that is it 

used both experimental elicitation (data that the researcher is interested in, 

that is introspective accounts of performance on specific tasks) and self-

report data (questionnaires, interviews, retrospective performance accounts, 

and think-aloud and retelling tasks). As ahready discussed, self-report data 

have proved valuable in exploring individual differences in learners and 

identifying the various learning strategies they employ. They also proved 

valuable in uncovering some of the socio-affective and cognitive factors 

involved in L2 idiom understanding, factors that are not readily observable in 

language behavior, yet clearly appear to influence learner performance. Data 

was triangulated and analyzed in order to identify both similarities and 

differences between language groups, and then trying to identify different 

"performance styles" or "task orientations." 

Both types of data afforded insights into the kinds of strategies that 

learners employ in comprehending and interpreting TL idioms. The use of 

diverse kinds of data as a means of achieving more accurate and reliable 

results and interpretations allowed the researcher to investigate more 

systematically the variables that influence idiom performance and to infer 

some generalized underlying phenomena. The results the multiple data 

collection procedures provided were consistent across several languages. 

Consistency was demonstrated by comparing the results of learner data 

obtained by the CMI group with those obtained by the CMTV group. It must 
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also be said that different types of data also served different purposes and 

shed light on different aspects of SL idiom understanding such as learners' 

on-line reading behavior, idiom schema formation and transformation, and 

pedagogical notions of teaching and learning idioms in the SL environment. 

Their views were elicited and then summarized in terms of exphcit task 

statements, grouped into general categories of discussion. 

The explanations considered in this chapter have sought to achieve this 

by drawing on the findings of two kinds of idiomatic enquiry—interactive 

experimental tasks and quahtative tasks. It has been shown that the former, 

which involves the crosslinguistic description of languages with a view to 

identifying universals, has afforded a number of insights into how learners 

comprehend and interpret idioms in and out of context. In contrast, it has 

been shown that the qualitative tasks offer a powerful theoretical account of 

the idiomatic process at work and reading in general. 

Analysis of data has led to detailed and painstaking description of 

learners' comprehension and interpretation patterns, undertaken with a view 

to discovering the organizational principles that operate in idiom 

comprehension and interpretation. The analysis of data treated SL idiom 

comprehension and interpretation as a phenomenon that is universal in 

Spanish, French, German (and Modem Greek in the Liontas (1997) study), 

and advanced various explanations for this. The underlying assumption, based 

on the observed regularities in learner language descnbed in this chapter, was 

that all learners analyze input and iaterpret idioms in much the same way. 

However, it is also true that learners vary enormously in both the ways they 
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set about comprehending an L2 idiom and also in what knowledge they 

consider in the interpretation of an L2 idiom. 

This evidence warrants the claim that the processing, comprehension 

and interpretation of an VP idiom is highly complex, dynamic, and 

interactive. Processing of an idiomatic phrase is activated by the presence of 

an idiom in the text which stimulates one or more NL idioms in varying 

degrees. Transfer of idiomatic knowledge occurs when the learner uses the 

LI in an attempt to develop hypotheses about a particular TL idiom. Learners 

give focal attention to the idiom and its interpretation. The CSI distance 

between TL and NL idiom affects both how and how much the LI is drawn 

on. In turn, the distance of the TL idiom from the NL idiom influences the 

ease and the success of the idiomatic interpretation. In cases where the TL 

and NL idiom is the same, interpretation is facilitated because learners can 

consult their LI idiom bank. Where the TL and NL idiom is different, the 

learner has to assign new interpretations and, although this is not problematic 

when such an idiom is presented in context, it does add to the interpretation 

burden. The data clearly suggest that learners find it easier to interpret LL and 

SLL idioms than PLL or MPLL idioms. Both PLL and MPLL idioms present 

learners with a processing block that prevents them with entertaining accurate 

idiomatic guesses. The essential difference between LI and L2 learners is that 

L2 learners already know another language which serves as an alternate 

source to idiom detection, comprehension, and interpretation. 

Second, learners draw directly on their LI in constructing idiomatic 

interpretations—^they become involved in a process of hypothesis 
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construction and testing. Expressed differently, learners sample hypotheses 

and test them against the available input. In the process, they construct and 

reconstruct hypotheses by means of inductive inferencing (scamiing data, 

observing regularities, and generalizing) and deductive inferencing (testing 

hypotheses by looking for (dis)confirming evidence). This suggests that 

processing of an idiomatic phrase takes place not serially but simultaneously 

on different levels, resulting in a complex netwoik of hypotheses that are 

either refuted or confirmed through the contextual cues available in an 

idiomatic text. Again, one source which the learner draws on regularly is the 

LI. The LI, as part of the learner's existing idiomatic knowledge, influences 

the choice of interpretation offered; it can contribute to both correct and 

incorrect hypotheses. Idiom interpretation consists of discovering the right 

connection between TL and NL idiom. Therefore, the resulting 

comprehension and interpretation of TL idioms is carried out in parallel rather 

than in serial fashion and involves the use of the LI to either receive incoming 

messages (reception) or to process output (production). 

Third, the process of idiom comprehension and interpretation is further 

governed by multiple constraints such as graphophonics, syntax, semantics, 

and pragmatics. More specifically, learners were found to make use of their 

L2 resources in accordance with the different aspects of context; linguistic 

(i.e., the surrounding language) and situational (i.e., the situation in which the 

idiom is embedded) context. The effects of the linguistic context are evident 

at the phonological, morphological, and syntactic levels of language, whereas 

the effects of the situational context are evident at the participants' own use 
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of the situational and pragmatic knowledge. Failure to understand an idiom 

may force the learner to pay closer attention to its syntactic properties in 

order to obtain clues about its meaning. Syntax cannot be considered 

separately from semantics just as semantics cannot be considered separately 

from pragmatics. Learners have to analyze the input and bring it into line with 

the situational context of the utterance. They also have to synthesize sounds 

and words together in order to produce and comprehend L2 idiomatic 

utterances. In addition, they have to embed the idiomatic utterance in the 

context provided (i.e., they have to make the idiomatic utterance fit the 

context—situational and linguistic—in which it occurs). In other words, 

learners make use both of top-down processes, in which they utilize 

contextual information and existing knowledge to understand what is said, 

and of bottom-up processes, where they pay closer attention to the linguistic 

forms in the text and idiomatic message. In short, learners have to balance 

linguistic and contextual information in much the same way they balance their 

own implicit (i.e., iutuitive and unconscious) and explicit (i.e., metalingual 

and conscious) knowledge. They also have to match TL idiom with NL idiom 

by continuously comparing and contrasting the lexemes available in both 

languages. 

Fourth, success is the result of the accumulative effect of facilitative 

factors. It follows logically that the attention that learners pay to different 

aspects of language is influenced by various factors, one of which is clearly 

context. They appear to use context more frequently and in qualitatively 

different ways than learners who are less successful. Learners' attention is 
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also dependent on cognitive factors such as perception, memory, and 

retrieval. Learners' behavior, although categorical in many ways, was also 

variable at times. Learner variation is best seen in the types of cognitive 

strategies used by the participants. Cognitive strategies such as translation, 

grouping (reordering stimuh' on the basis of common features), recombination 

(constructing an idiomatic meaning by combining known elements in a new 

way), imagery (relating new information to visual concepts in memory) 

auditory representation, key word (identifying an idiomatic L2 word with an 

LI word that sounds similar to or resembles the new L2 word and generating 

from it easily recalled images of some relationship with the new word), 

contextualization (placing the idiomatic phrase in a meaningful language 

sequence), elaboration (relating new information to other idiomatic concepts 

in memory by employing active, systematic, and elaborative procedures), 

transfer (using previously acquired NL idioms and/or conceptual knowledge 

to facilitate a new TL idiom), guessing/inductive inferencing (using available 

information to guess meanings of new L2 idioms, predict outcomes in the 

conversation, or fill in missing information), and deductive reasoning (process 

of elimination) were found to be among the strategies that were most often 

employed by the participants of this study. 

Fifth, the nature of the task was found to have a marked effect on 

strategy selection. The interactive tasks employed in this study provided some 

of the most convincing evidence to date that comprehension and 

interpretation of VP idioms is both highly systematic and universal. 

Moreover, the evidence from the individual tasks which has been considered. 
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indicates that context influences considerably the accurate interpretation of 

VP idioms regardless of idiom type. Participants preferred elaborate analytic 

strategies in the IDT and FCT task, while in the ZCT task they made greater 

use of guessing and translation and transfer strategies. 

The taxonomy of strategies used validates the fimdings in that it is 

generalizable across tasks and, most importantly, across languages. It 

provides a broad-brush picture of strategies used during the comprehension 

and interpretation of idioms. As has been shown, evidence exists to suggest 

that distinct universal strategies are employed during the comprehension and 

interpretation of idioms. The strategies can be seen as referential in nature 

(i.e., they involve attempts by learners to decode messages that enable them 

to identify specific referents). The strategies used by SL learners have 

important implications for language instruction because they acknowledge the 

need to take account of meaning interactions (i.e., to recognize that different 

learners can arrive at the idiomatic meaning using different inferencing 

strategies). More importantly, the BDT, ZCT, and FCT strategies allow 

researchers and language teachers alike to identify and control more 

systematically the factors that might potentially influence the detections and 

interpretations that learners produced. 

Given these results, it is extremely difBcult to maintain the notion that 

L2 idiom comprehension and interpretation is not universal with respect to 

Spanish, French, and German. Replication is essential if claims about the 

universality of comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms are to be 

substantiated. A key point is that this claim is not based solely on data 
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collected by means of a single instrument or by a single quantification 

procedure. The available data strongly suggest that L2 learners are capable in 

detecting, comprehending, and interpreting quite accurately a wide variety of 

VP idioms, if such idioms are presented in contexts that support their 

communicative use. Evidence was provided to suggest that comprehension 

and interpretation of VP idioms display significant systematicity across 

several foreign languages. Both universal reading strategies and the learner's 

LI are involved in the comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms. The 

study of learner strategies comprises an important area of woiic in SLA 

research and contributes both to SLA theory development and language 

pedagogy. More work is needed to discover what strategies and, in particular, 

what combinations of strategies should be taught. Perhaps strategies need to 

be deployed in clusters, but precisely what groupings work best is not yet 

known. What is known from the post-study questionnaire is that learners' 

own preferred learning strategies need to be taken into account. There may 

also be a need for researchers and language teachers to find out whether it is 

important for learners to be made conscious of the strategies they are taught, 

or whether just providing practice opportunities is sufficient. More 

longitudinal studies are needed if solutions to the dilemmas mentioned above 

are to be found. 

Finally, the significance of information that has been unearthed showed 

further that learners go throug^i transitional stages of idiom comprehension 

and interpretation. There is clear evidence to show that this transition results 

in hypotheses build-up, often influenced by their LI. Subsequently, however. 
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they restructure and restrict their hypotheses based on the contextual cues 

available to them in the text provided, regardless of whether idiomatic 

information is foregrounded or backgrounded. Hence, the data lend strong 

support both to the presence and the vahdity of the assumptions and 

hypotheses proposed in this study. Thus, the model achieves both descriptive 

and explanatory adequacy. 

To sum up, the SL Comprehension and Interpretation Model of VP 

Idioms proposed here is powerful not only because it provides a satisfactory 

description and explanation of observed learner behavior in idiom-

interpretation, but because it also constitutes a predictive framework. The 

predictive dimension of the model, based on the four idiom types discussed, 

allows researchers to form specific hypotheses regarding which type of VP 

idioms—LL, SLL, PLL, or MPLL—^will be interpreted easily and which will 

not. The predictive framework has been applied to Spanish, French, and 

German to test both the presence and the validity of the hypotheses made in 

this study relating to the types of VP idioms. The results unequivocally 

support the initial prediction that LL are the easiest to interpret in and out of 

context, followed by SLL, PLL, and MPLL idioms. The predictive power of 

this model is probably greater than that of any other model on the nature of 

idiom comprehension and interpretation. The model also explains how and 

why learners overcome the processing constraints. It also informs how 

learners come to comprehend and interpret idioms and, furthermore, how 

comprehension and production interact. The model proposed has descriptive, 

explanatory, and predictive power. Despite such encouraging findings, it is 
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not yet possible to construct a comprehensive theory of SL idiom 

comprehension and interpretation, let alone an all-embracing theory of SL 

idiomaticity. Second language idiom study is still a very new field of inquiry. 

Whatever the outcome of future investigations, insights gleaned from a 

focused research paradigm can further enhance the development of idiom 

theory and pedago^ that builds upon such an understanding. This study 

provides support for any of the variables discussed thus far in this and in the 

previous section and invites the singling out of certain variables for more 

controlled investigations in the fiiture. And as the body of Uterature on the 

comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms will continue to grow, a more 

comprehensive set of proposals for measuring idiom development and 

competency will need to be devised. The results of this study provide key 

information that should be useful for such a theory and pedagogy. 

First of all, the results of this study suggest that the use of context 

appears to have a positive impact on idiom understanding and its role is a 

facilitating one. This was clearly evidenced in the Idiom Detection Task, Full 

Context Task, and in the Post-study Summative Evaluation Task. This finding 

coincides with the findings of Levorato and Cacciari (1992,1995), Ezell and 

Goldstein (1992), Colombo (1993), Allen (1995), and Liontas (1997) on the 

potential effectiveness of context. 

Next, the study raises questions about the use of written protocols and 

recorded think-aloud/retelling procedures as measures of L2 idiom 

comprehension and interpretation. It should first be noted that when these 

measures are analyzed in the same way as those made by students when they 
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were using solely the computer, they produce comparable results. Not only 

does this set of data enhance the results obtained by the other three language 

groups, it also further corroborates the results between groups and across 

languages, leading to the triangulation of multiple sources of data. A study 

based solely on computer data by definition would not have revealed such 

multiple sources of information upon which the assumptions and hypotheses 

made in this study could have been founded. Moreover, this study suggests 

that understanding idioms in second languages involves more than solely 

knowledge of vast amounts of vocabulary. Reading and idiom recognition is 

reciprocally causal, a not surprising conclusion, but one that is useful to 

reiterate. 

Last but not least, this study strongly suggests that students will benefit 

from instruction on idioms. According to the participants themselves, idiom 

acquisition requires direct instruction and strategy training, as well as 

extensive exposure to idioms in various natural discourse contexts. The goal 

should be for idioms to become sight idioms, that is idioms that are 

recognized automatically. The major way by which idiomatic knowledge is 

increased is by learning through context. One important issue needing further 

investigation is whether inferring an idiom's meaning from the context fosters 

an elaborate processing of the idiom and therefore facilitates its retention in 

memory. While it can be assumed that contextualized learning of idioms is 

effective, contextualized learning plus systematic instruction is superior. The 

research suggests that students would benefit from such a communicative-

oriented instruction. 
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Perhaps even more important, this study provides support for any 

teaching methodology that advocates giving expUcit attention to idioms. It 

argues that an effective way to develop idiomatic knowledge and idiomatic 

competence over time is through extensive exposure and practice. This was 

particularly evident in the Post-task Summative Evaluations and in the results 

obtained from the Post-study Questionnaire regarding the teaching and 

learning of idioms in second and foreign languages. This argument will be 

taken up again in the subsequent chapters of this dissertation which form the 

second major part of this dissertation, namely the development of a pragmatic 

methodology of idiomaticity. 

Summary 

The focus of this research study was on how VP idioms are detected, 

decoded, and comprehended within and without texts supporting their use. A 

further focus was to ascertain die reading strategies adult L2 learners employ 

in the comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms as well as the 

processing constraints affecting their understanding. A final focus was to 

detennine which of the initial three sub-types of idioms—^LL, SLL, and PLL 

idioms^is easiest to comprehend and interpret and why. 

To achieve these aims, a hybrid experimental and quahtative data 

analysis was implemented. Analysis of results led to the proposition of a new 

model for SL idiom comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms. Based on 

the lack of systematic approach to teaching idioms to SL learners in the 
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language classroom, and on the dearth of idioms treated in current first and 

second-year, even third-year, language textbooks, it was concluded that not 

only are idioms important for communication, but, furthermore, that 

instructors should introduce idioms to SL learners as early as possible in their 

language and culture training. 

If knowing idioms and using them appropriately constitutes an 

important part of one's communicative competence, a view widely held by 

nearly all participants in this study, then SL instructors should introduce them 

more regularly and systemically to their students. How such an instructional 

intervention in the context of meaningful authentic use is to take place 

remains the subject of further investigation. Irrespective of approach taken, 

there needs to be a systematic program for developing idiomatic competence 

in second and foreign languages. Given the lack of such a systematic 

program, at this point only an initial attempt will be made to outline a 

pragmatic methodology of idiomaticity based on the analysis of data abready 

discussed in this chapter. This attempt is discussed in the second part of this 

dissertation (covering Chapters 5 and 6) and is presented next. 



391 

PART II: 

PEDAGOGY 

All languages in the world make frequent use of idiomatic expressions, 

most of which are socioculturally, historically, or politically based 

(Weinreich, 1969). Although a great many similar idiomatic expressions can 

be found across several languages, many more do not coincide exactly in their 

lexical make up nor in their linguistic or semantic meaning and use. In English 

and in French you "pull the devil by the tail," but in Spanish you "hit against 

the cold iron with a sledgehammer" and in German you "beat against the 

ground like a fish." In English you "let the grass grow under one's feet," but 

in Russian you "wait by the sea for the weather," in French you "wait till the 

filed larks fall into one's mouth," in Spanish you "expect an ehn tree to yield 

pears," and in German you are contented with the proverbial wisdom that 

"hope and continual expectations make one a fool." This apparent semantic-

pragmatic dissimilarity between two cultures—CI and C2—^helps to explain 

why it is often difficult to translate an idiom fi^om one language to another 

without incurring some change in meaning or usage. 

Idioms are elusive because more often than not they disguise their 

meaning well. The individual words of idioms do not always yield the 

meaning of the whole idiom. Second language learners especially should not 

translate these colorful expressions of the language word-for-word. They 

must realize that "to wash one's dirty laundry in public" or "to suddenly find 

oneself in hot water" caimot be taken literally. For this reason alone idioms 

are often a stumbling block to SL learners leading to both receptive and 
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productive challenges. Transforming these often opaque stereotyped 

representations of the world into "puzzles with deducible solutions" that can 

be understood and, more importantly, felt by learners of second languages is a 

challenge. It is plausible to argue that introducing learners to the rich imagery 

and sociocultural spirit inherent in the meaning of idioms must precede 

pedagogical efforts to get learners to feel the imagery and impact of what they 

hear, read, or say. Many scholars even agree that knowing how to use idioms 

correctly and appropriately in various sociocultural contexts reveals that one 

is competent in that language. Strutz (1996), for example, states: 

In your native language many idioms will seem "old hat" to you. 
FamiUarizing yourself with their counterparts in a foreign 
language will be interesting and rewarding, for no one can be 
said to be really proficient in a language imtil he or she 
possesses an "idiomatic" command of it (p. vii). 

To motivate students towards this goal necessitates a clear 

understanding of how SL learners comprehend and interpret idioms when 

they encounter them in (authentic) reading texts. Chapter 4 already discussed 

SL learners' reading strategies and the use of their cultural background 

knowledge and that of pragmatics for comprehension and interpretation of 

idiomatic expressions. Whereas the preceding chapters focused primarily on 

the theoretical accounts of idiom study, the chapters in Part n concentrate on 

the teaching and learning of idioms. Therefore, in the second part of this 

dissertation, the two chapters that follow. Chapters 5 and 6, offer a systematic 

pragmatic fiiamewoik for developing idiomatic competence in second and 
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foreign languages. Although their aim—^Developing a Pragmatic 

Methodology of Idiomaticity—is the same, they do this in two different ways. 

Chapter 5 sketches a pragmatic account of the conversational maxims 

that underhe the Cooperative Principle as developed by H. P. Grice. Utilizing 

Gricean Pragmatics as a teaching tool, it then discusses some of the main 

theoretical considerations in applying these principles to the teaching and 

learning of idioms through examples illustrating three key learning issues in 

the development of idiomatic knowledge. 

Chapter 6 offers a practical "how to" approach for introducing SL 

learners to the world of idioms, [n particular, applied solutions to classroom 

teaching practices and imphcations for idiom instruction are examined; this 

includes the rationale for idiom selection, attitudes toward using idioms in the 

classroom, teaching techniques, testing principles, and examples of 

recommended idiom-learning strategies and exercises. 

Finally, in the last chapter of this dissertation. Chapter 7 revisits some 

of the most important findings and conclusions drawn fi'om the previous six 

chapters. The chapter argues that teachers can have a major effect on how 

well SL students learn and use idioms within and beyond the confining walls 

of the language classroom. The chapter concludes by discussing the rationale 

for pedagogy that all this research points to and by emphasizing practical 

classroom suggestions for future research without necessarily advocating a 

particular methodological approach. 
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CHAPTER 5 

GRICE, IDIOMS, AND CONVERSATIONAL IMPLICATURES: 
A PRAGMATIC ACCOUNT OF IDIOMATICITY 

Introduction 

The analysis of data discussed in Chapter 4 revealed that for the most 

part learners of second and foreign languages use context as the organizing 

framewoiic for comprehending and interpreting VP idioms in Spanish, French, 

and German. Furthermore, both the experimental data and the variety of 

introspective/retrospective reports analyzed strongly suggest that SL learners 

do so by using, consciously or unconsciously, pragmatic strategies such as 

their own experience with a similar situation, cultural and world knowledge, 

text organization, and patterns of naturally-occurring discourse features, to 

mention but the most important ones. From the employment of that 

knowledge throughout the three experimental tasks, it was deduced that since 

the participants of this study made continuous use of such funds of knowledge 

on a conscious or unconscious level, students of second and foreign 

languages should profit greatly from instruction in pragmatics in particular 

and metacognitive awareness and retention strategies for idioms in general. 

Trying to bridge the gap between theory and pedagogy, the discussion 

of this chapter therefore begins with three general tenets about idioms 

regarding the content, construction, and dependence of idioms on the context 

in which they are uttered during conversations. First, all idioms have an ever-

evolving genuine social, cultural, and historical content that enables them to 
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proclaim a language's socio-cultural pulse through the passage of time from 

ancient times to today. Second, all idioms are constructed in an extralinguistic 

context against the background of shared beliefs and assumptions which are 

intuitively exploited by both speaker and audience, signifying a particular 

purpose in a particular situation. Third, the selection and use of all idioms 

depends on the inmiediate context, hnguistic or otherwise, in which they are 

made and the communicative flmctions they seek to fulfill in the course of a 

talk exchange. 

It is from the effort of evaluating the significance and implications of 

the above that the focus of this chapter arose. It should also be noted that this 

chapter will sketch specific theoretical concepts for incorporating these tenets 

within a theory of conversational contexts. More specifically, it will be 

argued that using a pragmatic theory of idiomaticity can help researchers and 

language teachers alike to get away from the predominant view that plausible 

arguments for language pedagogy can only be constructed by either a 

semantic or a syntactic theory. While one could easily postulate a semantic 

theoiy that leads from syntactic surface structure to meaning, one could also 

postulate a pragmatic theory that leads from what is conveyed by the idiom in 

context to meaning. The second theory is the one that will be presented here. 

This theoiy is motivated by a desire to propose specific classroom 

conditions that are most likely to facilitate the development of idiomatic 

competence in second and foreign languages. Its aim is not to suggest specific 

techniques or activities that language teachers can employ. Rather, its aim is 

to consider pedagogy not in terms of activities or techniques, but in terms of 
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what kinds of classroom behavior language teachers need to engage in order 

to promote the development of idiomatic competence, what questions to ask, 

how to present and facihtate the learning of idioms, how to instigate 

negotiation of idiomatic meaning in the classroom, and the hke. It is not 

intended, however, to suggest that such a pragmatic theory to idiom pedagogy 

is the preferred one. 

In this chapter, therefore, attention will be focused on H. P. Grice's 

pragmatic concept of Cooperative Principle (CP). It will be shown how, 

using Grice's CP and, especially the Maxim of Manner, idioms can be 

"worked out" successfiilly on the basis of the principles of conversation. In 

the process, some claims will be made about how idioms act on their 

contexts, and about the way contexts constrain the interpretation of idioms. In 

conclusion, the ensuing discussion will show how Grice's CP may be used 

effectively in the SL classroom. In particular, authentic text examples will be 

used to look more closely at Grice's CP and show how the conversational 

maxims underlying the CP can enhance the teaching and learning of idiomatic 

knowledge. Throughout the body of this chapter, it will be argued that idioms 

should be given a pragmatic analysis not only in terms of the semantic content 

expressed, but more so in terms of the extralinguistic context such as cultural 

behefs, gender considerations, and shared knowledge and assumptions in 

which idioms are used both creatively and unconsciously by interlocutors to 

express their own personal meaning in a particular point in a conversational 

transaction. 
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5.1 Pragmatics: A look behind a spealcer's communicative intentions 

Pragmatics has long been haunted by definitions too broad to be of any 

specific use to researchers who work in applied linguistics. In fact, the term 

pragmatics may be in danger of becoming a useless catch-all term. Consider, 

for example, the definition of pragmatics offered by Charles W. Morris 

(1971) in Foundations of the Theory of Signs: 

"the biotic aspects of semiosis, that is,... [the study of] all the 
psychological, biological, and sociological phenomena which 
occur in the functioning of signs" (p. 43). 

Davis (1991) correctly points out that the problem with such a broad 

view is that it is too inclusive and covers ahnost "any human activity 

involving language" (p. 3). He further suggests that for "pragmatics" to be a 

useful term, "its domain must be restricted" (p. 4). How such a restriction 

should be firamed is at the heart of the controversy. 

Regardless of the details of the arguments as to what pragmatics is and 

is not, Davis' (1991) definition of a pragmatic theory is adopted for the 

purposes of this discussion. As he states, 

[A] pragmatic theory is part of a theory of a speaker's linguistic 
competence. As such, it is part of a psychological theory that 
plays a role in accounting for what speakers tacitly know which 
enables them to understand and to use sentences of their 
language (p. 4). 

To this definition of a pragmatic theory, the researcher adds additional 

facets of pragmatics, broadly conceived of as the cognitive, social, and 
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cultural study of language and communication. For the purposes of this 

discussion, this expanded view will be used. 

According to the definition above, we understand human language 

because we have knowledge of the syntactic rules of our language that allows 

us to understand one another. Based on syntactic rules we can say with a 

degree of confidence whether or not a string of words constitutes a well-

formed sentence in our language. This tacit knowledge is referred to as 

linguistic competence. 

Conversely, while the syntactic rules of a language allow one to 

construct a sentence using, for instance, well accepted tree-diagrams, such 

knowledge does not necessarily require the ability to understand language. To 

do so, one must understand the very sentences one is producing (encoding) or 

hearing (decoding). This, by definition, is the domain of semantics, which 

allows us to imderstand the meaning of the individual words of our language, 

as well as the rules that allow us to combine these meanings into larger units 

such as phrases and sentences. 

If then all that is needed for successfiil communication, however, is 

knowledge of syntax (i.e., rules of grammar and the resulting relations of 

linguistic units and structures of phrases and sentences to one another) and 

semantics (i.e., knowledge of the meanings of the words), why do we, more 

often than not, fail to grasp each other's meaning during conversation? 

Expressed differently, if conversational meaning is in the lexical units 

captured by the syntactic/semantic "definitions" we can offer for each of the 

words that in combination form the meanings for larger units, why do we still 
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fail to understand what is being expressed by the individual words or by the 

combination of these words? Is it because knowledge of semantics alone is 

not sufficient to determine what each word or sentence means in a particular 

situation? What then determines how we communicate with and understand 

one another? 

It is proposed that a major role in successful communication is played 

by communicative context and pragmatic knowledge. The communicative 

context in which a conversation takes place shapes the particular meaning of 

a word or cluster of words. Thus, the meaning will vary considerably from 

context to context and from occasion to occasion. Coupled with one's 

pragmatic knowledge, which includes knowing the rules that govern 

conversation as well as the multiple shades of meaning communicative 

intentions can have socially and culturally on a particular occasion, human 

communication generally succeeds, although not without some inherent 

inconsistencies. 

Successful communication then includes more than simple "context-

independent linguistic knowledge'' (Davis, 1991, p. 6); it also includes 

conversational knowledge, or knowledge of pragmatic aspects, including, but 

not hmited to, such aspects as "deixis (i.e., the ways in which language 

encodes features of the context of utterance), conversational impUcature and 

presupposition (i.e., the way language is used to convey meanings that are not 

actually encoded linguistically), illocutionaiy acts (i.e., the use of language to 

perform speech acts such as stating, questioning, and directing), 

conversational structure (i.e., the way in which conversations are organized 
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across turns), and repairs (i.e., the conversational woiic undertaken to deal 

with miscommunication of various kinds)" (Ellis, 1994, p. 23). The end result 

is that we can cany on a conversation and thus progress from linguistic 

competence to socio-pragmatic performance. In short, performance is the 

result of linguistic competence at work. Consider, for example, the following 

conversational exchange between a husband and a wife: 

A newlywed couple returns home after a night in the town ... 

A: How come the front door is open? Didn't you close it before 
we went out? 

B: I'm sure I did. I can't understand it. 
A: Frankly, 1 smell a rat 
B: Me, too. We'd better call the police. 
A: Yeah! I think you are right. Let me have your cell phone, 

please! 

Anyone famihar with the American idiom "to smell a rat" (i.e., to feel 

that something is wrong) immediately recognizes that the newlywed couple 

here is not talking about a real-life rat or about the fact that now the house has 

the "smell of a rat" because Speaker B forgot to close the outside door. 

Neither is the couple seriously considering the option of calling the poUce 

because of the smell left behind by a "rat." Instead, Speaker B is very much 

aware of the fact that Speaker A is not talking about his superb sensory 

ability to "smell a rat." This is clearly evident by the follow-up remaik of 

Speaker B to immediately call the police, but not before she too concedes 

smelling a rat. Her very acknowledgment of the same "smell" indicates her 

shared knowledge of conversation, i.e., the interplay between referential and 
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communicative intention which allows her to initiate her own conversational 

move. This conversational move is dependent upon the context of their 

conversation. Speaker A is by no means trying to mislead his conversational 

partner when he suggest that he "smells a rat." The fact that their 

conversation continues without any communicative ambiguity—although the 

potential is clearly there—shows that both of them share the same 

background and cultural knowledge of the uttered meaning "there is 

something wrong here." The preceding context clearly sets the stage for only 

one kind of referential meaning, that is the use of an idiom in such a way as to 

be the only logical summation of several preceding lines. In short, what is 

being said and ultimately communicated rests on the immediate extralinguistic 

context and the presimied background of beliefs and assumptions which are 

taken for granted here by the two interlocutors. 

Successful human communication then, when viewed under the rubric 

above, rests on the principal assumption that both speaker and hearer have a 

multifaceted understanding of linguistic (i.e., grammar, morphology, syntax), 

semantic (i.e., lexicon and etymology), and pragmatic knowledge (i.e., 

cultural beliefs and assumptions and how language is used in 

communication). Beyond that, they both observe the rules that govern 

conversation (knowledge of pragmatics) and the truth conditions (knowledge 

of semantics) speaker and semantic referents share in a particular context. 

Moreover, while the non-deictic referents of an expression are fixed in 

the conventions of a language, speaker intentions are only fixed by what a 

speaker intends to refer to on a particular occasion and in a particular context. 
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If the rales that govern conversation are not observed or given serious 

consideration, the interplay between referential and communicative 

intentions—the speaker's intentions—becomes the playground of 

communicative ambiguity. Not only do speakers have to make sure that their 

audience recognizes what they are trying to communicate, the audience has to 

recognize the speaker's communicative intentions (Grice, 1975, p. 45). 

Again, context plays a crucial role here. As Davis (1991) correctly asserts: 

Pragmatics will have as its domain speakers' communicative 
intentions, the uses of language that require such intentions, and 
the strategies that hearers employ to determine what these 
intentions and acts are, so that they can understand what the 
speaker intends to communicate (p. 11). 

The discussion now turns to these communicative intentions, and to 

what an utterance can both expUcitly (what is said in a particular context) and 

impUcitly (what is impUcated by how the utterance is said) convey. 

5.2 Grice's Cooperative Principle (CP) 

Paul Grice's theory of conversational impUcatures was a major event in 

the field of pragmatics. Grice's theory has strong intuitive appeal and has 

augmented our knowledge of human conmiunication. Grice's primary aim 

was to show that the meaning of an utterance often results from an 

unconscious constructive inferential process whose input is the linguistic 

meaning of the sentence uttered. 

Seeking to draw attention to the nature and importance of the 

conditions governing conversation, Grice introduced the notion of 
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"implicature" (cf. implicate). Implicatures, according to Grice, can be 

conventional and conversational. Conventional implicatures include all non-

truth-conditional aspects of what is conveyed solely by the words or forms a 

sentence contains (i.e., the presuppositions of a sentence in the strict sense). 

In other words, what is conveyed is determined by particular lexical items or 

linguistic constructions occurring in an utterance. In contrast, conversational 

implicatures are only indirectly associated with the linguistic content of 

utterances. They are derived from the content of sentences and owe their 

existence to the fact that participants in a conversation are constrained by 

their common goal of communication to be cooperative. 

Conversational implicatures are closely connected with features of 

human discourse. Thus, Grice posits that discourse is not simply a succession 

of disconnected remarks, for if it were it would not make sense. To some 

degree then, talk exchanges are cooperative efforts guided by a purpose or set 

of purposes. These purposes may be fixed from the start or may evolve during 

the exchange; they may also be fairly definite or indefinite as in casual 

conversation. Regardless, any deviation from generally accepted 

conversational moves during the various stages of conversation between a 

Speaker A and Speaker B would be considered conversationally unsuitable. 

In the "I smell a rat" example given earlier it was shown how the talk 

exchange between Speaker A and Speaker B is guided by the same purpose 

to call the police. This purpose was not predetermined from the outset but 

evolved during the conversational exchange. Had Speaker A said "No, let's 

open the windows as well to air the house!," it is questionable whether 
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Speaker B would have been in the position to "work out" the intended 

meaning of her husband's utterance without lapsing into ambiguity. 

In effect this means that both speakers observe a general principle of 

conversation, which Grice terms the Cooperative Principle (CP). This 

principle counsels both interlocutors to make their conversational contribution 

"such as it is required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted 

purpose or direction of the talk exchange in which you are engaged" (Grice, 

1975, p. 45). The important difference between conventional and 

conversational imphcatures is that the conventional impUcatures are 

arbitrarily stipulated, whereas its conversational implicatures should be 

recoverable through reasoning. As Grice (1975, p. 50) further states: 

The presence of a conversational imphcature must be capable of 
being worked out; for even if it can in fact be intuitively grasped, 
unless the intuition is replaceable by an argument, the 
imphcature (if present at all) will not count as a conversational 
imphcature: it will be a conventional imphcature. 

Accordingly, conversational imphcatures follow from the general 

maxims of informativeness (Quantity), truthfrUness (Quahty), relevance 

(Relation), and clarity (Manner) that speakers are assumed to observe during 

conversations. These categories and their more specific maxims and 

submaxims are briefly summarized below. 



405 

S.2.1 The Cooperative Principle and its maxims 

Quantity: This category relates to the quantity of information provided. The 

following two maxims fall under this category: 

1. Make your contributions as informative as is required (for the current 
purposes of the exchange). 

2. Do not make your contribution more informative than is required. 

Grice points out that the vahdity of the second maxim may be 

questionable due to its overinformativeness effect, which may indirectly 

mislead the hearer into thinking that there is some particular point in the 

excess of information provided. This maxim's effects may be minimized by 

the Maxim of Relation as discussed below. In the "I smell a rat" example, the 

use of the idiomatic utterance by Speaker A is only as informative as is 

required for that particular situation at which it occurred. Neither Speaker A 

nor Speaker B engage in lengthy unwarranted explanations of the expression 

uttered given the content/context of their conversation and their shared 

background and cultural knowledge of the uttered meaning "there is 

something wrong here." 

Quality: Under this category, Grice offers a "supermaxim"—^"Try to make 

your contnl)ution one that is true" (Grice, 1975, p. 46)—and two more 

specific maxims: 

1. Do not say what you beheve to be false. 
2. Do not say that for which you lack adequate evidence. 
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In the "I smell a rat" example. Speaker A does not really smell a rat. If 

this was indeed the case, i.e., if Speaker A wanted Speaker B to recognize the 

referential intention only. Speaker's B conversational move would have been 

more productive by an utterance like "Me, too. We'd better call the 

exterminator first thing tomorrow morning!" If such was the case indeed. 

Speaker's A contribution would have been one that is true given the fact that 

the "smeU of a rat" would constitute adequate evidence for the truthfuhiess of 

the expression uttered. 

However, the fact that the front door of their house was open and the 

fact that Speaker B replied by suggesting to call the police is a clear 

indication that Speaker B was capable of "working out" successfully her 

husband's communicative intentions in this particular context and, 

fiirthermore, their conversation is guided by the same purpose to call the 

police given the eerie feeling one has upon the realization that someone may 

have broken into one's house. Idiom comprehending then underlies a 

multitude of contextual and pragmatic constraints. The processing of any 

idiom depends critically on the larger context of which it is part. Thus, 

perception of idioms in context is easier than idioms by themselves. This line 

of argument is also well supported by the maxim below. 

Relation: Under this category, Grice places a single maxim, namely, "Be 

relevant" (Grice, 1975, p. 46). This maxim he calls "terse," since its 

formulation may conceal a number of questions such as 1) what different 



407 

kinds and focuses of relevance are there, 2) how these shift in the course of a 

talk exchange, 3) how to allow for the fact that subjects of conversation are 

legitimately changed, and so on. 

Again, in the "I smell a rat" example it is the relevance of the situation 

and the communicative context under which the expression was uttered that 

allowed Speaker B to dismiss the plausibility of the literal referential meaning 

of the expression "I smell a rat" and thus recover through an unconscious 

inferential process and intuitive pragmatic knowledge her husband's 

communicative intention of the linguistic content of the sentence uttered. The 

meaning of an idiom is always cross-referenced to other semantic and 

pragmatic indicators in the text that prompt a hearer (reader) who is 

constructing meaning to take apart the sentence meaning and the speaker's 

(writer's) utterance meaning. It would be a grave mistake to assimie that the 

figurative meaning of an idiom is supplied solely by the words surrounding it. 

Semantic and syntactic constraints facilitate idiom identification because they 

are embedded in the broader context of human experience. In short, idiom 

interpretation demands recognition of greater contextual and pragmatic 

inferences and, this in turn, explains why the meaning of an idiom is only 

significant to the meaning of the text. 

Manner: Grice posits that this category, unlike the previous categories, 

relates not to what is said, but rather, to how what is said is to be said. He 

once again postulates a supermaxim—^"Be perspicuous"—and other maxims 

such as: 
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1. Avoid obscurity of expression. 
2. Avoid ambiguity. 
3. Be brief (avoid unnecessary prolixity). 
4. Be orderly. 

While to anyone outside of the American culture the expression I smell 

a rat may appear obscure when interpreted only at the sentence level (i.e., the 

semantic knowledge of the meanings of the words), idioms are used both 

consciously and unconsciously by speakers of a language because they 

• avoid unnecessary prolixity and can be executed with reasonable dispatch, 
• are only as informative as is required, 
• are genuine and not spurious since they are culturally and socially 

conventionalized and easily recognized, and lastly, 
• are relevant to the immediate needs of the conversational transaction and 

shift in the course of a talk exchange based on the conversational content 
and situational context. 

Given these reasons and the rules that govern conversation and the 

truth conditions speaker and semantic referents share in a particular 

communicative content/context, it is logical to postulate that both speakers in 

the "I smell a rat" example were constrained by their common goal of 

communication to be cooperative. In turn, this also explains why their 

discourse was not a succession of disconnected remarics. Not only was their 

talk exchange a cooperative effort, it was also guided by the mutual purpose 

to call the poUce which evolved during the transaction of their conversation. 

This clearly suggests that both speakers observed Grice's pragmatic concept 

of conversatioD—the Cooperative Principle. 



409 

Furthermore, as correctly pointed out by Grice, urgency may result in 

observing some maxims over others (including other maxims that are 

aesthetic, social, or moral in character, to mention but a few). In other words, 

employing all or some of the conversational implicatures and their connected 

maxims in combination is to a large extent (pre)determined by the 

expectations or presumptions of the purpose a talk exchange is attempting to 

serve in order to achieve a maximum exchange of information. Grice's 

Cooperative Principle then can be summarized by the following 

conversational maxims as seen in Table 5.1 below. 

Table 5.1: Grice's Cooperative Principle (CP) 

GRICE'S COOPERATIVE PRINCIPLE (CP) 

Maxim of Quantity: ''Make your contribution neither more nor less than is required." 

Maxim of Quality: "Make your contribution to be genuine and not spurious." 

Maxim of Relation: "Make your contribution to be appropriate to the immediate 
needs at each stage of the transaction." 

Maxim of Manner: "Make your contribution clear and execute it with reasonable 
dispatch." 

5.2.2 Conversational maxims at work 

Grice beUeves that speakers, in the absence of indications to the 

contrary, advance their transactions by adhering to the principles discussed 

above. Such conversational behavior is not reconstructed each and every time 
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speakers converse; rather this behavior is learned early in childhood. One 

could postulate that such behavior is thus based on habit formation and not 

easy to depart from, despite the fact that speakers invent Ues aU the time. 

Conversation then proceeds and develops appropriately by observing 

the CP and its maxims. It does so based on e?q)licit and often tacit knowledge 

that the transitory conversational interests of the talk exchange provide. In 

addition, conversation continues until both parties decide that they have 

arrived at a point at which the conversation should be terminated or until a 

mutually accepted new topic is sought. 

Such a view necessitates accepting Grice's assumption that talk 

exchanges are generally conducted in accordance with the CP and the maxims 

summarized above. While such a claim can be largely substantiated by 

analyzing large excerpts of natural conversational data, one should bear in 

mind that the very maxims which offer support to the general principle of the 

CP may at times be and often are violated. Expressed more precisely, a 

participant in a talk exchange may fail to fulfill a maxim in various ways. As 

Grice cautiously points out, s/he may violate a maxim and in doing so may 

mislead his or her conversational partner. S/he may also opt out from the 

operation both of the maxim and of the CP or may be faced by a clash of 

maxims which can be in conflict with one another. Consider, for example, the 

first maxim of Quantity with regards to the second maxim of QuaUty. What is 

the purpose of being as informative as required if one does not have adequate 

evidence for what s/he is saying? On the other hand, s/he may flout a maxim 

by blatantly failing to fulfill it. 
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In the "I smell a rat" example, the expression I smell a rat is both a 

sentence (S) and an utterance (U). As a sentence it is an abstraction that is 

made up of grammar and semantics (context-independent linguistic 

knowledge), but as an utterance it includes a contextual reality (context-

dependent extralinguistic knowledge) and has more than one meaning—a 

literal referential meaning (SM) and a non-literal figurative utterance meaning 

(UM). That is, the speaker says S (sentence) by expressing the literal meaning 

SM (semantic meaning), all the while implicating the non-hteral figurative 

meaning UM (utterance meaning), the supposition of which, based on the 

other conversationalist's linguistic and socio-pragmatic competence, may be 

"worked out" or grasped intuitively. 

By definition then, it can be argued, as Grice does, that conversational 

imphcatures must be capable of being worked out and the implicatum (cf 

what is implied) must be derived without lapsing into ambiguity that could 

further hinder how a particular implicature is interpreted and understood. 

Again, several questions can be raised here: 

1. How is the overall Cooperative Principle observed at the level of what is 

implicated? Said another way, how does the hearer who hears S and 

should understand the conventional Uteral meaning SM arrive at the "post-

conventional" figurative meaning UM? 

2. How does s/he work out the supposition implied in SM? 

3. What is the unstated connection between S and UM? 

To answer the above questions, let us take a close look at an example 

from real-life communication. 
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Table 5.2: Excerpt from an Authentic Te?ct 

wm 
A: O MIXTOQ TiavrpeuxriKe. 
B: AXf|08ia; BpeOriKE yuvaka va TOV 

TOVtpevrcei; 

A: BEPAIA. 
B: Ttiv Konio^! noXti -rq A,XOTd|iax! 
A; T0VKAIIN^0VAXFI(;,YTARIT0VKDV8I6N 

08X81. 
B; SoPapct; To MIX-TO, TO ojcXiipo ccvrpo; 
A: MdXiora. To MtXto, TO oicXTjpo dvTpa 

TOV ^ei fiaXei ra 5vo nd5ia a* sva 
nanovToi. 

A: Meltos got married. 
B: Really? A woman was finally 

found that wanted to marry him? 
Sure. 
Poor soul! I feel sorry for her! 
You should feel sorry for him, 
because she does with him 
whatever she wants. 
Are you serious? Melto, the 
tough guy? 
Yeah. Melto, the tough guy. She 
has put his two feet into one 
shoe. 

A: 
B: 
A: 

B: 

A: 

The example above obviously violates the "Maxim of Manner" at what 

is said at the end. The text, therefore, imposes on the hearer two stages of 

interpretation: a literal one and a figurative one. Speaker A said S/ie has put 

his two feet into one shoe, intending the hearer to reach the figurative speech 

interpretation "She has wrapped him around her httle finger" rather than the 

hteral interpretation. Speaker A, therefore, intends or expects the ambiguity 

of the literal meaning to be recognized by his hearer. 

The hearer, on the other hand, under the Maxim of Manner assumes 

that upon hearing the sentence S "5/ie has put his two feet into one shoe''' that 

the conversational game is still being played and therefore the ambiguity of 

SM cannot be entertained seriously. The fact that Speaker A is deUberately 

and overtly flouting the supermaxim of Manner—^"Be perspicuous"—and the 

other maxims beneath it is a good indicator to the hearer that these maxims 
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are being flouted fully by Speaker A. In other words, the supermaxim is, as 

Grice (1975) asserts, "flouted for the purpose of getting in a conversational 

implicature by means of something of the nature of a figure of speech" (p. 

52). 

In essence, for the Cooperative Principle to operate, the hearer has to 

be able to understand what is being said despite the obvious obscurity 

imported into the hteral meaning SM. It can therefore be argued that although 

the Supermaxim of Manner is violated at the level of what is said hterally in a 

particular context, the hearer, given the conversational data available to him 

or her, can easily assume that the Supermaxim of Manner is observed at the 

level of what is impUcated, which is UM and not SM. In other words, the 

hearer assumes that the talk exchange continuous to be conducted in 

accordance with the overall conversational principles of the CP, leading him 

or her to a search for an interpretation away from the hteral referential 

meaning SM to the imphcated utterance meaning UM. The implicated UM 

"She has wrapped him around her litde finger," therefore, presupposes an 

initial knowledge of the conventional meaning for the expression and, even 

more importantly, an appropriate extralinguistic context which disambiguates 

the meaning SM. 

It can be safely argued that the hearer, concerned with appropriateness 

of what is said in a particular context and how it is said, goes beyond the 

strict semantic content of the sentence SM and on the basis of contextual 

assumptions and pragmatic principles recovers the intended interpretation 

UM. Expressed differently, the hearer will select the interpretation that makes 
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the speaker's utterance consistent with the presumption that s/he is trying to 

say something true and relevant to the conversation. 

With idioms in general, one arrives at the idiomatic meaning directly, 

without any inferential processing. This is due to the fact that the meaning of 

an idiom, which through the passage of time has become socially and 

culturally conventionalized, is ahready stipulated in the mental lexicon and, 

thereby, part of the knowledge one has as a speaker of a language. A key 

point worth mentioning here is that virtually all native speakers have easy 

access to such figures of speech and need not process all data sequentially to 

arrive at the desired figurative interpretation. Having access to and utilizing 

various figures of speech appropriately and within the proper sociocultural 

context is what underlies their linguistic and cultural proficiency. 

In contrast, as akeady seen in the analysis of data in Chapter 4, SL 

learners will make use of their translation skills first. When they fail to 

understand the conventional meaning of the words used, they will then—^with 

various degrees of success—^rely on the context, Unguistic or otherwise, of 

the utterance. This, combined with their background experience and world 

knowledge, may then allow them to correctiy detect and interpret the figure of 

speech in question. Grice (1975) too states that to "work out that a particular 

conversational implicature is present, the hearer will rely on the following 

data (p. 50): 

1. The conventional meaning of the words used, together with 
the identity of any references that may be involved; 

2. The CP and its maxims; 
3. The context, linguistic or otherwise, of the utterance; 
4. Other items of background knowledge; and 
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5. The fact (or supposed fact) that all relevant items falling 
under the previous headings are available to both participants 
and both participants know or assume this to be the case. 

These types of data were clearly employed by the participants of this 

study. Again and again participants were found to employ successfully 

Grice's CP and its underlying maxims of conversation and pragmatic 

strategies throughout the three experimental tasks. Especially the maxims of 

Relation and Manner received the most attention in the metalinguistic 

citations offered. As one participant commented during the Idiom Detection 

Task with respect to the German PLL idiom wie die Katze um den heifien 

Brei henimreden (lit. to walk like a cat round hot porridge, fig. to beat around 

the bush); "I choose this one because it again has a reference to an animal. I 

also beUeve fi^om the context of the paragraph, that it may mean 'to beat 

around the bush'." Another German participant phrased it in this way with 

respect to the German PLL idiom ein Haar in der Suppe finden (lit. to find a 

hair in one's soup, fig. to spUt hairs): "This expression is easy to spot because 

the clerk is all of the sudden talking about a hair ia the soup, and this does not 

go along with the rest of the context." Similarly, another German participant 

wrote: Hair and soup are out of strict context. 'B' is making an evaluative 

statement about 'A' that is not relevant to cars." 

Many more such supporting comments can be presented here, but the 

point is clear. Language teachers interested in using such data in their own 

teaching are counseled to spend more class time on metacognition, discussing 

pros and cons of different idiom-detection strategies. What should be 
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emphasized here, however, is not so much the relative accuracy of the 

participants' detections as the different ways in which they arrived at them. In 

other words, SL learners need to become aware of how to isolate an idiom in 

a text and to analyze its contnbution to the context. It is precisely this gap that 

astute language teachers can begin to fill with more focused meaning-based 

language use exercises and activities and strategies training, which in turn, it 

is predicted, can lead to more effective inferencing. Repeated exposure to 

such idioms positively influences idiom learning. Teachers need to be 

concerned equally with the conventions of a language (i.e., the linguistic 

matters of the literal meaning) and the conventions of usage (i.e., the cultural 

matters of idiomaticity such as occasion, purpose, and means). 

Language teachers should further consider the need for language 

learners to infer the purpose-meaning connections between the occasion of 

usage and the expression used. In the process of learning, choices of 

figurative expressions can become part of one's background knowledge, and 

no plausible paraphrases will serve the same purpose. Over time, such 

expressions become "common knowledge" and need not be inferred via 

supporting contextual cues. As Morgan (1978) correctly argues: 

There is more to knowing 'how to do things with words' than 
just knowledge of literal meaning. Besides knowledge of the 
conventions of word meanings and the semantic rules of 
combination, language users also have knowledge about the use 
of particular expressions or classes of expressions. This second 
kind of knowledge sometimes involves convention, but 
conventions of usage, conventions governing the use of 
meaning-bearing expressions on certain occasions, for certain 
purposes. These two kinds of knowledge are not mutually 
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exclusive. They are involved simultaneously in the full 
understanding of many utterances (p. 279). 

Developing these two kinds of knowledge in SL learners seems a 

useful start. And while such a synergistic fusion of knowledge may at first 

appear a lofty goal, it may be useful to note that while conventional 

expressions normally take a native speaker only milliseconds to grasp, non-

native speakers unfamiliar with these meaning-bearing expressions have to 

labor intensely to grasp the meaning and sequence of conventional classes of 

idiomatic expressions. This was clearly evident throughout the three 

experimental tasks and, especially, in the analysis of Zero Context Task data 

(see Chapter 4, Section 4.3 and 4.5.3). In this task, participants reported quite 

firequently having a hard time interpreting VP idioms based solely on their 

sometimes imperfect knowledge of the conventions of word meanings and the 

semantic rules of combination. Regarding the Spanish SLL idiom Qostar un 

ojo de la cara (lit. to cost an eye of the face, fig. to cost an arm and a leg), 

one participant said.: 1 can't think of an English idiom that has something to 

do with an eye of the face." Another participant phrased it in this way with 

respect to the Spanish PLL idiom la ultima goto que hace rebosar la copa 

(lit. the last drop that makes the glass overflow, fig. the straw that broke the 

camel's back): I have tried to find cognates. I have tried to remeber 

expressions I may know that may relate to this one, but I am having no luck." 

Others expressed fiiistration and annoyance with interpreting certain idioms. 

With regard to the Spanish PLL idiom above, one of them wrote: "I find 

myself very confiised/annoyed!" Trying to interpret the Spanish PLL idiom 
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subirse a laparra (lit. to climb up the grapevine, fig. to blow one's top, to hit 

the ceiling), another one said: "This is so fiiistrating to me. I have no idea 

what most of these idioms are." 

These few comments and others like them have profound implications 

for language pedagogy. They suggest that language learners have distinct 

difficulties in interpreting certain types of idioms, especially if such idioms 

are presented to them without any contextual support. Two questions deserve 

serious consideration here: 

1. How can language teachers help SL learners reach the formidable goal of 
understanding idioms and the occasions and purposes for which such 
idioms are used in natural discourse? 

2. What can language teachers do specifically to ease the SL comprehension 
process of human communication? 

These concerns and the pedagogical impUcations resulting firom their 

consideration are discussed next. 

5.2.3 Becoming aware of implicated meaning: Pedagogical implications 

As already discussed extensively in the analysis of the E)T and FCT 

data (see Chapter 4, Section 4.3,4.3.2,4.3.3,4.5,4.5.2, and 4.5.3), getting 

learners of second and foreign languages to become aware of implicated 

meaning during conversation is not an easy task. Nevertheless, there are at 

least three ways in which this formidable goal can be attained successfully. 

The ways are presented next in the form of three lessons which language 
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teachers can adopt when teaching idioms to students. It is highly 

recommended that before discussing the specific lessons with students, 

language teachers first review with them what is generally meant by having a 

conversation. Such a discussion affords a vantage from which the 

implications and consequences of the pragmatic lessons below may be 

clarified and explored more systematically in terms of specific examples. 

According to Stalnaker (1978), a conversation is "a process taking 

place in an ever-changing context" (p. 322). Given conversation's context-

dependence, people converse with one another because they want to 

communicate something, and do so in various and colorful expressive ways. 

At this point teachers should point out to students that at any stage in a well-

run conversation, a certain amount of information is always presupposed. In 

turn, these presuppositions can be created or destroyed in the course of a 

conversation. As Stalnacker (1974, as cited in Davis, 1991) reminds us, 

communication, whether linguistic or not, normally takes place 
against a background of beliefs or assumptions which are shared 
by the speaker and his audience, and which are recognized by 
them to be so shared (p. 472). 

During the evolving communicative process then, certain things are 

taken for granted, making communication more efficient. The more common 

ground is taken for granted, the more efiBcient communication will be. The 

presumed background information—the set of presuppositions which help 

define a linguistic context—naturally imposes constraints on what can 

reasonably or appropriately be said in that context. Keeping the above in 
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mind, instructors can now proceed with presenting to students the individual 

lessons. 

Lesson 1: '̂ '"What is said" is context-dependent. Therefore, try to figure out 
as best as you can the context, linguistic or otherwise, of what 
you hear or read. 

In discussing speech acts, Searle (1965, as cited in Davis, 1991) 

correctly asserts that in "speaking a language I attempt to communicate things 

to my hearer by means of getting him to recognize my intention to 

communicate just those things" (p. 258). He further posits that meaning "is 

more than a matter of intention, it is also a matter of convention" (p. 259), a 

view also echoed in the work of Morgan (1978). The goal then for second 

and foreign language learners is to capture both the intentional and 

conventional aspects of what is meant in a particular context and in particular 

the relationship between them. According to Searle (1975) the 

simplest cases of meaning are those in which the speaker utters a 
sentence and means exactly and hteraUy what he says... But 
notoriously, not all cases of meaning are this simple: In hints, 
insinuations, irony, and metaphor—^to mention a few 
examples—^the speaker's utterance meaning and the sentence 
meaning come apart in various ways (p. 59). 

As akeady discussed, in the Gricean framework, conversational 

implicatures are contextual impUcations of the utterance act—they are the 

assumptions that follow from the speaker's saying what he says together with 

the presumption that he is observing the Tnaxims of conversation. The fact 

that a given expression receives different interpretations in different contexts 



421 

does not necessarily imply that it is also semantically ambiguous. The 

difference in meaning can be accounted for at the semantic level, by positing 

a literal meaning against a figurative meaning, but it can also be accounted for 

at the pragmatic level, by positing a conversational implicature which in some 

cases combines with what is hterally said. What is said depends not only on 

the conventional meaning of the words but also on the immediate context of 

utterance. In other words, once the context is known, what is said can in most 

cases be automatically decoded. In short, 'Vhat is said" is context-dependent. 

This is also why there was no meaning ambiguity present in the 

conversational talk-exchange between husband and wife in the "I smell a rat" 

example despite its potential presence. This is the first lesson SL learners 

need to learn and observe in their reading of and/or Ustening to authentic 

target language texts. 

Lesson 2: Locate and -work out the identity of reference cues that are 
available in a text and that a speaker is intuitively exploiting. 

If'̂ vhat is said" within the lexical items comprising the idiom is indeed 

context-dependent, then that which is said must attempt to communicate 

something more than the sentence meaning SM. AfiBrming earher discussion, 

there is a need for a pragmatic process to be involved not only to get fi-om 

what is said to what is communicated, but also to get from sentence meaning 

(SM) to what is said and what is communicated (UM). Using only a semantic 

approach, one could locate ambiguity at the level of the sentence meaning, 

but such an approach is inadequate to explain what is said and what is 
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communicated; that is the domain of a pragmatic approach. Given these 

limitations, a pragmatic approach is preferred to a semantic approach because 

idioms always mean more than the sum of the lexical items comprising the 

idiom. The question to answer is: How does one know the meaning of what is 

said and what is communicated? How does one bridge the gap between hteral 

meaning and attempted communicated meaning? 

According to Recanati (1989), there are three levels of meaning: 

"sentence meaning, what is said, and what is communicated. What is 

communicated includes not only what is said but also the conversational 

implicatures of the utterance" (p. 298). What is said is identified intuitively; 

we have "intuitions" concerning what is said that serve as a starting point in 

determining the linguistic meaning of a sentence (ibid, p. 311). This process is 

enhanced by the cues that a competent and attentive addressee wiU 

reasonably assume the speaker is exploiting. In other words, what the speaker 

says, and thus his reference, is determined by the cues available to the 

addressee. In the "I smell a rat" example, the door being "open" served both 

as a starting point and as the identity of a reference cue for what was being 

communicated by Speaker A on that particular occasion. Hence, the bridging 

of the gap between literal and intended meaning comes fi'om how the hearer 

treats the available context. This is the second lesson SL learners need to 

understand when faced with texts containing "hard-to-crack" idioms. 

Lesson 3: Go beyond the literal meaning of an idiom and try to infer the 
speaker's communicative intentions of an utterance by the 
immediate context and pragmatic knowledge available to you. 
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Should the speaker fail to make what is being communicated clear to 

the hearer by immediate context, his intended meaning would be defective, 

and even the best intentions of the hearer would not repair the defect. This 

does not mean that taking care of linguistic contexts alone would solve 

potential meaning defects. On the contrary, it is often the social and cultural 

contexts in combination with other features of conmiunication—such as the 

characters' tone of voice, posture, facial expressions, and other subtle 

nonverbal cues—that provide the added stimulus for correctly interpreting an 

utterance and the text that surrounds it, thus making utterance meaning UM 

available. This is especially important in deciphering the meaning of 

sentences containing hints, insinuations, irony, sarcasm, and stylistic effects. 

These contexts are then necessary to resolve intended meaning ambiguities, 

and allow comprehension to take place. 

Morgan (1978) states that a 

good part of comprehension must be ascribed not to the rules of 
language that assign meanings to sentences as a function of the 
meanings of the parts, but to our ability to somehow infer what 
the speaker's intentions were in saying what he said, with the 
literal meaning it has (p. 264). 

For Morgan, comprehension is demonstrably a mixture of pragmatic 

and semantic matters (p. 245), a view which cannot be overemphasized too 

strongly in idiom study. Since meaning may take many forms, pragmatics 

should be an added concern in the study of second and foreign languages, 

lending a significant contribution to linguistic analysis. Although the potential 
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was there, in the "I smell a rat" example, ambiguity was not a problem in the 

conversational exchange between husband and wife precisely because the 

wife was capable of inferring her husband's utterance meaning and 

communicative intention when he said "Frankly, I smell a rat." This is the 

third lesson for SL learners. 

The section that follows next will show how Morgan's view of 

comprehension, combined with Grice's (1968,1975) conversational maxims, 

can efifectively offer further evidence of Grice's claim that background 

knowledge plays a key role in the way conversational imphcatures are 

"worked out." It will also be shown how the conventional meaning of the 

words determines what is being implicated, thus helping to determine further 

what is said and ultimately communicated. 

5.3 Applying the conversational maxims to idioms in second and 

foreign languages: A pragmatic account of idiomaticity 

To understand the significance of the three lessons discussed above, 

consider the following text. The text is first provided in its original published 

language (Table 5.3). In addition. Table 5.3 contains a side bar with 

corresponding text annotations (Numbers 1-8) which are further discussed in 

Table 5.6. The original German dialogue is then followed by its literal English 

translation (Table 5.4). To fill the gap between what is said literally and what 

is being communicated figuratively, an idiomatic translation of the dialog 

(Table 5.5) is offered, replacing where necessary the target German idioms 
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(given in bold typeface) with their appropriate idiomatic counterparts (also 

given in bold typeface) in the English language. 

Table 5.3: German Text 

Im Supermarkt 

"Matthias: Guck mal! Ist das nicht Klaus an der Kasse? Er war doch mal 
Direktor der groBten Sparkasse in der Stadt. Da bleibt mir ja die Spucke 
weg! 

Michel: Ich weiB. Er hat all sein Geld an der Borse verloren. Den einen Tag 
hat er Geld wie Heu, den anderen Tag ist er arm wie eine Kirchenmaus. 
Warum muBte er auch alles auf eine Karte setzen? Ich geiie immer auf 
Nummer sicher, wenn ich Geld in irgend etwas investiere. 

Matthias: Das ist ja wirklich in die Hose gegangen. Na, nach sowas kann 
man nur die Ohren steif halten und darf die Flinte nicht ins Korn werfen. 

5 Michel: Er sieht auch ganz zufneden aus. Ich schatze, er schiebt iiier eine 
etwas ruhigere Kugel als bei einer groBen Bank. 

S Matthias: Kassierer zu sein ist nicht so einfach wie es aussieht. Daiiir muB 
man ganz schon auf Draiit sein. 

7 Michel: (Witzelnd) Deshalb warst du nie Kassierer!" (Burke, 1996, p. 88) 

8 
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ŝissx2-

At the Market 

"Matthias: Look! Isn't that Klaus working at the cash register? He used to be the 
president of the biggest bank in the city. That leaves me without spit! 

Michel: I know. He lost all of his money in the stock market. One day he's got 
money like hay and the next day he's poor as a churchmouse. Why would he bet 
all on one card? I always go on number safe when I invest my money in anything. 

Matthias: That really went into the pants. Well, after something like that, all you 
can do is to keep the ears stiff and not to throw the rifle in the com. 

Michel: He sure does look happy. I guess, he's pushing a calmer sphere here, 
compared to a big bank. 

Matthias: Being a cashier isn't as easy as it looks. You really have to be on wire. 

Michel: (Jokingly) So that's why you've never been a cashier!" (ibid, p. 89) 

Table 5.5: Idiomatic Translation of Dialogue 

At the Market 

"Matthias: Look! Isn't that Klaus working at the cash register? He used to be the 
president of the biggest bank in the city. I'm flabbergasted! 

Michel: I know. He lost all of his money in the stock market. One day he was rich 
and the next day he was broke. Why would he put all his eggs in one basket like 
that? I always play it safe when I invest my money in anything. 

Matthias: His whole Ufe went up in smoke. Well, after something like that, all you 
can do is to keep a stiff upper Up and not throw in the towel. 

Michel: He sure does look happy. I guess, he has it easy working here compared to 
a big bank. 

Matthias: Being a cashier isn't as easy as it looks. You really have to be on the ball. 

Michel: (Jokingly) So that's why you've never been a cashier!" (ibid, p. 90) 
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At first look, the text follows the Aetorical conventions of casual 

communication. It has a clearly defined situation (At the Market), topic (their 

mutual acquaintance Klaus), and theme (Klaus's new workplace). Both 

speakers take turns and there is a clear progression of arguments. A hearer 

generally builds on what has already been said and this is clearly the case 

here. For the purposes of this illustration let us assume that the following two 

conditions are true: (I) A third person shopping inconspicuously at the market 

where the German conversation takes place listens in; and (2) this Ustener, 

whom we shall name Lexis, is highly proficient in German; he is in fact an 

advanced-mid speaker of German as determined by a qualified ACTFL Oral-

Proficiency Interview test. 

Given these conditions, it can be reasonably assumed that Lexis would 

immediately become familiar with the background knowledge necessary to 

follow the conversation, as well as with some of the personal predispositions 

of the two participants. By the same token, it is highly questionable whether 

or not Lexis would be able to make sense of some of the statements 

highlighted in bold in Table 5.3. Most likely. Lexis would declare many of the 

statements plain nonsense. 

This conclusion would of course only be reached by Lexis if he took 

these statements literally and solely within their semantic domain. The 

immediate questions he has to answer then are: Is Matthias lying when he 

says that he is 'without spit'? Can money be like 'hay'? Is being a 

'churchmouse' a precondition for being 'poor'? What 'went into the pants'? 

Do people in Germany actually 'throw their rifles in the com'? What 'sphere' 
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is Klaus 'pushing'? Was not Klaus working at the register? Is he now all of a 

sudden 'pushing a calm sphere'? Does one really have to be 'on wire' if one 

wants to be a cashier? Is the logical explanation as to why Matthias is not 

working as a cashier because he is afraid of 'wires'? 

Instead of answering each one of these questions, it would be more 

productive for Lexis to attempt to recognize, or assiraie, something about the 

intentions of the person who expresses such utterances. He could then, based 

on the contextual support offered throughout the development of the text, try 

to identify the utterances as idioms and classify them according to Manner as 

literal, metaphoric, ironic, hyperbolic, and so on. When the understanding of 

the idioms is at issue, context not only includes the communicative exchange 

of ideas in which the idiom occurs, it also foreshadows the propositions that 

have been asserted in addition to the background knowledge. Most 

importantly, however. Lexis must recognize that the expressions uttered may 

be either semantically or contextually anomalous if taken hterally. 

Following Grice, Lexis may say that in this talk exchange the 

conversational maxim of Manner especially—^"Make your contribution clear 

and execute it with reasonable dispatch"—^has been violated. In each case, 

the Uteral content of the idiomatic sentence is conversationally inappropriate. 

Being perspicuous does not mean to fill one's conversation with obscure 

expressions and lexical ambiguities. Thus, understanding the idiom requires 

more than understanding word meaning which clearly rests on context rather 

than on lexical semantic knowledge. Li addition, correct interpretation of an 

idiom depends on shared knowledge, namely community-wide cultural. 
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social, and historical beliefs that are shared among speakers from the same 

community. 

Expressed di£ferentiy, Lexis must distinguish between the sentence 

meaning SM and the speaker's utterance meaning UM. He therefore needs to 

discover the relation between the idiomatic utterances used and the 

propositions asserted. In fact, what he must do to avoid "getting stuck" with 

the literal translation of the dialogue (Table 5.4) is "work out" from the 

semantic meaning SM the utterance meaning UM. In other words, using his 

linguistic and socio-pragmatic competence and cultural knowledge, coupled 

with the CP and its maxims, and given the context in which these utterances 

occur. Lexis must come to the realization that the maxims of conversation are 

being exploited by both speakers, who very skillfully observe the overall CP 

by engaging in conversational implicatures, not to mention the styUstic effects 

achieved by using idiomatic as opposed to hteral statements. 

Relying on the pragmatic strategies just discussed may lead Lexis to 

the intended meaning of the idiomatic utterances given in Table 5.5. The main 

verb "may" of the sentence above is used purposefully here because the 

arrival at utterance meaning UM in second languages is not always 

guaranteed. As already reported in Chapter 4, even in context learners of 

second and foreign languages appear to have certain difficulties with 

interpreting a VP idiom correctly. This was clearly evidenced in the analysis 

of the Idiom Detection Task and the Full Context Task experiments done in 

the first part of this dissertation (see Chapter 4, Section 4.3,4.3.2,4.3.3,4.5, 

4.5.2, and 4.5.3). What is guaranteed, however, is that anyone following the 
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conscious inferential process given above will not end up with the literal 

translation of the dialogue given in Table 5.4. 

Depending on one's deductive reasoning and how closely the L2 idiom 

matches or does not match the native LI idiom, the likelihood of arriving at 

the correct interpretation of the L2 idiom (see Table 5.5), or an interpretation 

near the figurative domain of the L2 idiom depends, among other reasons, on 

how closely one follows the lessons discussed previously. The processes of 

pragmatic hypothesis formation and confirmation are therefore clearly 

context-dependent. Second language learners may also be helped greatly by 

text-tailored guiding questions (interspersed throughout the text) which aid in 

making the text connections from one conversational turn to the next more 

pronounced. The suggested reading tips given below (Table 5.6) correspond 

to the side numbers in the original German text (Table 5.3). 

Reading Tip Number 8 asks students to go beyond the text and build 

on their own emerging understanding by relating the text and the idioms 

therein to their personal "real-life'' experiences. As already discussed in 

Chapter 4, more often than not, participants of this study made use of such a 

metacognitive pragmatic strategy prior to rendering an idiomatic 

interpretation. Consequently, post-reading tasks and expansion activities 

should build on such understanding if acquiring idiomatic language is seen as 

a desirable and viable goal of SL teaching and learning. 
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Table 5.6: Reading Tips 

Skim the dialog and try to get a general feel for the text. Who is talking to 
whom? Are they talking to about something personal or are they talking about 
someone else? What is the relationship among the speakers? What is the topic 
of their conversation? What general information does the text provide? 

2 Scan the text carefully now! What specific information is Mathias offering 
Michel? Who is he talking about? What do we know about this person? 

^ How does Michel respond to Mathias' remarks? What new information is 
Michel offering? What comparison is she making? 

^ How does Mathias respond? What concrete suggestions is he making? Do you 
agree? 

5 How does Michel describe the psychological state of the person in their 
conversation? What assumptions is she making? Do you share her opinion? 

^ Does Mathias agree with Michel? What are his views on the subject? What is 
your opinion on that? 

7 How does the dialog come to a logical end? What new insight does Michel now 
have that she did not before? 

8 Beyond Readine: Can you think of any personal situation in which you could 
have used any or aU of the idioms presented in this dialog? Have you ever been 
flabbergasted? Do you put all your eggs in one basket, or do you play it safe? 
When was the last time that something went up in smoke, or that you had to 
keep a stiff upper lip? Have you ever thrown in the towel, or do you always try 
to be on the ball? Please think about these questions, and try to create your 
own personal dialog or narrative by using some, or all of the idioms given 
above. 

Moreover, just as the metaphor may be "used for aesthetic reasons (it 

conjures up a pleasing or disturbing image), or ilietorical ones (an expression 
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in the metaphor has strong emotive connotations)... because it is beUeved to 

be rich, to be fecund, or to have considerable organizing power," as 

Bergmann (1982, p. 243) argues, in like manner, idioms may be used for their 

built-in genuine explanatory power. In other words, it is easier and more 

economical (linguistically speaking) to "take the bull by the horns" than to 

engage in extended linguistic rounds, trying to explain why semantic 

approaches to teaching idioms in the L2 classroom will never capture the 

pragmatic (social, historical, and cultural) meaning and communicative 

ftmction of idioms. 

With idioms, just as with metaphors, certain words take on new and 

extended meanings. In other words, the words that constitute the idiom are 

endowed with a hidden second, or figurative, coded meaning in addition to 

their hteral meaning. Our purported inconspicuous listener. Lexis, as we have 

seen, will have to go beyond the literal meanings of the words if he is to 

capture what is really being communicated. What distinguishes idioms firom 

other figurative speech is not that their semantic meaning is fixed by context, 

but their actual pragmatic use, a point echoed by Davidson (1978), Lakofif 

and Johnson (1980), Searle (1982), and Martinich (1984) in their discussions 

of what metaphors mean. Unlike metaphors which can "mean" more than one 

thing, the meaning of an idiom is to a large extent frozen by historical, social, 

and cultural conventionalized practices. 
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Summary 

Using a pragmatic, rather than a strictly semantic approach, this 

chapter has shown that the concept of "conversational implicatures" and the 

principles underlying this concept, as developed by H. P. Grice, can be 

appUed effectively in the L2 classroom. It has argued that the conversational 

maxims offered by Grice provide researchers and language teachers ahke 

with a lens through which the interpretation of idioms and their coded 

messages in context can be viewed more systematically. By extending Grice's 

theory of conversation to account for idioms, it was shown that idioms are 

recoverable only when the pragmatic component is accessed in addition to the 

semantic and linguistic components. In other words, it is not an issue of 

semantics versus pragmatics or linguistics versus pragmatics or even 

linguistics versus semantics, but the three working simultaneously in concert. 

What a speaker says (or makes as if to say) and what he implies are 

two of the elements that come into play in explaining the meaning and intent 

of an idiom. The obvious and important point to reiterate here is that for SL 

learners to understand idioms, they may have to "work out" the 

communicational intent of the conversation before an idiomatic interpretation 

can be successfully rendered. They may do so with the assistance of the rules 

of conversation and the maxims offered by Grice. How this is best achieved 

and, even more importantly, how the development of idiomatic competence 

and the conditions that are most likely to facilitate that process can be 

successfiilly promoted in the second and foreign language curriculum remains 
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the subject of intense discussion. These issues are discussed in detail in the 

neTct chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DEVELOPING IDIOMATIC COMPETENCE IN THE SECOND 
LANGUAGE CLASSROOM: A PRAGMATIC METHODOLOGY 

... unless we know for certain that the teacher's scheme of things really 
does match the learner's way of going about things, we cannot 

be sure that the teaching content will contribute directly 
to language learning (Ellis, 1985:1). 

Introduction 

Idioms make up a large part of om* knowledge of language. Unlike 

metaphors, which have been widely studied, idioms have only recently 

become a topic of research interest. Despite all the emerging theoretical 

accounts of idioms, however, very little attention has been paid to teaching 

and learning idioms in the second and foreign language classroom. 

This chapter attempts to fill this gap. In a step-by-step manner, it offers 

a practical "how to" approach for introducing SL learners to the world of 

idioms. Following a brief theoretical treatment of the issues surrounding 

idioms, among them the pedagogical concerns for teaching idioms and the 

rationale behind the teaching and learning idioms, the chapter advances both a 

theoretical and a methodological framework for developing idiomatic 

competence in second and foreign languages. 

Central to this enterprise is the description of how the information 

unearthed in this study can be translated into pedagogic propositions. In 
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addition, the Pre-study Questionnaire and, in particular, the Post-study 

Questionnaire provide language teachers with valuable insights which they 

can use when they make future pedagogic decisions, affording the building of 

their own explicit theory on idioms. It is on the basis of this theory that the 

development of a pragmatic methodology of idiomaticity should proceed. It is 

not a recipe for successful practice however. Instead, it outlines a number of 

language and culture learning principles that form the central organizing 

impetus around which the advocated idiomatic approach is theoretically and 

methodologically based. 

Moreover, these principles should guide the pedagogic practices of 

teaching and learning idioms in context. They are based on the general claim 

that different views about idiom teaching and learning result in different kinds 

of success. As such, the theoretical/methodological framework here 

introduced provides a body of knowledge which language teachers can use to 

evaluate their own pedagogic practices and those of their learners. It affords a 

learning- and learner-centered view of idiom pedagogy, enabling teachers to 

examine critically both the principles upon which the selection and 

organization of idiom teaching have been based and also the methodological 

teaching practices they have chosen to employ in order to meet better the 

instructional demands of the larger language and culture curriculum. 

The discussion then turns to the proposal of five language and culture 

learning principles, leading to the considerations governing the selection of 

idioms for instructional purposes. The rationale behind the selection is fr^ed 

through five questions that each langu£^e teacher concerned with his or her 
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students' construction of idiomatic knowledge will have to face at some 

point. Beginning with thirteen general recommendations for effectively 

teaching idioms, the discussion then explores the specific practical 

applications of the four-phase approach presented. This provides a position 

fi-om which the consequences of much research effort and interpretation may 

be clarified and translated into specific pedagogic propositions. Finally, the 

nature of the above is summarized into examples of evaluative measures in an 

effort to vahdate learners' concerted attempts at developing idiomatic 

competence in second and foreign languages. 

The overall aim of this chapter, therefore, is not to provide a unitary 

fiamework of theory and pedagogy but rather to concentrate on the 

descriptive information which has been uncovered in this study and, more 

specifically, in the two questionnaires. Throughout the discussion of this 

chapter, it will be argued that target language instruction must encourage 

students to learn idioms in a more concrete and systematic way than presently 

apphed if they are to develop idiomatic competence in the target language and 

culture. As Weinreich (1969) puts it, "Idiomaticity is important for this 

reason, if for no other, that there is so much of it in every language" (p. 23). 
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6.1 Making the case for idioms: Theoretical considerations 

6.1.2 Pedagogical concerns for teaching idioms 

Despite the pervasiveness of idioms, few idioms have a one-to-one 

lexical and semantic match across languages. Often, SL learners will translate 

the individual words of an L2 idiom into their respective LI, only to discover 

that the literal meaning cannot be entertained seriously. Such comprehension 

difficulties have prompted many secondary and post-secondary instructors to 

argue against the methodological teaching of idioms in beginning and 

intermediate language classes, hi the words of one instructor, "Idioms aren't 

necessary for daily communication! When a co-conversationaUst uses an 

unknown idiom, a L2 learner can always ask for clarification (except when 

reading, I suppose). So, it's more important to teach basic vocabulary and 

grammar first." Another instructor noted, "They [idioms] are important, but 

not as important as using other granmiatically correct structures." Another 

instructor stated it less specifically, "I think that there are other items, 

especially at lower levels, that are more essential." 

hi a Spring 1997 survey of French, Itahan, German, Spanish, ESL, and 

Russian instructors at the University of Arizona (Liontas, in preparation), it 

was found that while most of the eighteen foreign language instructors 

welcomed the teaching and learning of idioms in the SL classroom, a great 

many felt unsure as to how to proceed methodologically ("It could be helpful 

to mention some way to incorporate them [idioms] into our teaching. Sure."), 



439 

while others were concerned that the teaching of idioms has not yet been 

adequately addressed by their respective language supervisors ("I don't think 

as TAs we're aware that incorporating idioms into a lesson is not too much 

for them."). Table 6.1 presents a more comprehensive profQe of all 

participants and the fourteen survey questions appear in Appendix G. 

Table 6.1: Foreign / Second Language Idioms Survey Profile 

Fenude Respondoits: 11 Male Respondents; 7 

Age Classification: 
20-25 yrs: 1 26-30 yrs: 8 31-40 yrs; 8 41 plus yrs; 1 

Languages: 
German; 3 Spanish; S Eî lish/ESL; 3 French; 3 
Russian; 2 Italian; 1 Bulgarian; 1 

Total Years of Teaching; 103 yrs or 6.86 yrs average 

Willingto be Interviewed; Yes; 13 (76.47%) No; 4 (23.52%) 
Willing to be Observed: Yes; 14 (82.35%) No; 5 (29.41%) Maybes; 1(5.88%) 

The following quotes provide only a snippet of the types of responses 

captured by the survey and the post-survey interviews that followed. One 

participant noted, "Yes! If a program's objective is to leam or teach language 

so that learners can flmction in an appropriate sociolinguistic context, idioms 

must be taught." Another participant firamed the issue of teaching idioms in 

the SL classroom in these terms: "Absolutely! They [idioms] are a colorful 

aspect of the language and are important not only for the understanding of the 

TL (target language) culture, but also in the practical understanding of native 
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speakers, newspapers, advertisements, etc. which make use of the phrases 

and expressions." One participant commented that "Conceptual fluency 

cannot be achieved without them [idioms]—^without conceptual fluency one 

cannot be truly fluent in the language," while another stressed that, "Idioms 

are important not only for communicative function but also provide a window 

into the cultural mind set of native speakers." Another survey participant 

pointed out the pragmatic dimension of authentic commum'cation: "I think it's 

important because people use idioms constantly when they talk. You can 

learn all aspects of grammar, but real conversation, with real people, is 

different. Like, 'I'm feeling blue.' If you don't know these kinds of 

expressions, you just can't be fluent in a language." 

Lack of adequate idiom presentation has also been found in popular 

foreign language textbooks, where idioms, if presented at all, are treated more 

cosmetically than pedagogically. Often, the presentation of idioms lacks any 

coherent methodology for presenting the strategic use of idioms in order to 

capture and express particular states of mind or observations at moments 

when maximum communication is desired with minimal language. 

Pedagogical articles in professional journals have yet to pay explicit attention 

to the immense benefits of teaching and learning idioms in the SL classroom. 

An appreciation of the idioms' content, and a sensitivity to their use in the 

correct natural context are therefore a characteristic of competent language 

use that merits the attention of both the SL profession in particular and 

textbook publishers in general. 
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6.1.3 Why teach idioms? 

The development of communicative and sociolinguistic competence 

has been the chief aim of SL instruction, especially in the last two decades. 

Ever since Chomsky's (1965) competence-performance distinction first 

surfaced in the 1970s, linguists and researchers have labored to define the 

nature of language acquisition (e.g., Canale & Swain, 1980; Campbell & 

Wales, 1970; CharoUes, 1978; Hymes, 1972; Munby, 1978; Savignon, 1972; 

Widdowson, 1978). According to Canale and Swain (1980), communicative 

competence consists of four major components; (1) grammatical competence, 

(2) socioUnguistic competence, (3) discourse competence, and (4) strategic 

competence. 

By extension, idiomatic competence—the ability to understand and use 

idioms appropriately in a cultural manner similar to that of a native speaker— 

may be construed as belonging to "sociohnguistic competence" as offered by 

both Canale and Swain's (1980) and Bachman's (1990) firamework of 

"Language Competence" (p. 87). In view of this, the absence of in-depth 

treatment of idiomatic competence in the professional literature of SL studies 

is surprising. Second language idioms remain under-represented in the field of 

SLA theory and research. In the absence of empirical evidence, researchers 

instead refer to SL learners with such remarics as '̂ could/should/would/ought 

to," and the like. For example, Couhnas (1981, as cited in Cacciari, 1993) 

considered non-native speakers working to make sense of idioms via heuristic 

model. He posits that (emphases added) 
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A possible and sensible assumption a non-native speaker might 
make is that any incomprehensible expression she or he might 
nm across could be an idiom. He or she can use three possible 
sources of knowledge in order to reduce the range of possible 
meanings; [. . .] By using together all these sources, a non-native 
speaker might arrive at the idiomatic meaning "by inference" 
rather than "by instruction." This knowledge, coupled with an 
attention toward context, can help him or her to arrive at the 
meaning, or at least at the semantic domain to which the idiom 
belongs, although it will not be sufficient to tell when and how to 
use it appropriately (p. 37). 

One cannot entirely disagree with the position taken by Coulmas, but it 

may be argued that instruction can and does play a vital role in developing 

idiomatic competence in the classroom and beyond. Assumptions alone, 

however sound, are not adequate explanations for pedagogical inquiry. SL 

instruction must afford students ample opportunities to encounter idioms in 

their attempts to approximate, and hopefully master, the target language and 

culture. Relying solely on inferences which the language learner "might 

make" or "might arrive at" is as counterproductive as putting the cart before 

the horse. 

Another key concern in teaching idioms in the SL classroom is the 

belief that idioms are difficult to teach despite their high interest to students of 

foreign and second languages. Because of its importance, several answers to 

the main question posed earlier, "Why teach idioms?" are considered below. 

Throughout the remainder of this chapter it will be argued that these answers 

represent a personal inventory of the researcher's experience with learners of 

second and foreign languages, colleagues, and reading in the field. As such. 
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they exemplify the greatest benefits of teaching and learning idioms in the SL 

classroom. 

Question: Why teach idioms? 
Answer: Because idioms afford SL learners unique opportunities to: 

• Encounter and understand the workings of natural human language. 
• Gain deeper cultural knowledge of the creative expression of human 

thought and language development through time. 
• See "idiom calquing"—^the Uteral borrowing of idioms across languages. 
• Go beyond the Uteral meaning of the idiom and see the pivotal role context 

plays in understanding idiomatic expressions. 
• Investigate the mental images associated with idiomatic phrases and the 

conceptual metaphors motivating their figurative meanings. 
• Form and descnbe their own mental images for diiSerent idiomatic 

expressions. 
• Witness the deliberate and creative use of the target language, all the while 

gaining real insights into the intuitive feel of the target language customs, 
humor, and cultural beliefs. 

• Experience first-hand the extraordinary communicative effectiveness and 
rhetorical power of idioms in context. 

• Expand their knowledge of the culture whose language they study. 
• Develop and attain the needed range of communicative/sociolinguistic 

competencies. 
• Grapple with rich imaginative, colorful, and expressive ways of 

communicating an idea or thought via the reahn of idiomatic expressions. 

Translating these benefits into realistic outcomes for learning requires a 

clear pedagogical orientation, one that builds upon the tenets of authentic 

communication. Central to this goal is the delineation of a firamework of 

theory and pedagogy that gives some structure to the key issues it seeks to 

address. In the next section, attention is focused solely on the theoretical 

component of this firamework. 
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6.2 A theoretical framework for developing idiomatic competence in 

second and foreign languages 

To begin, it is worth noting at this point that every time language 

teachers make pedagogic decisions about idiom content or methodology, they 

are, in fact, making assumptions about how learners learn. Becoming aware 

of their assumptions is a necessary first step towards examining critically their 

theoretical orientation and valued judgements in favor or against the 

systematic teaching and learning of idioms in the second and foreign language 

classroom. In turn, such an examination will help language teachers to 

develop their own explicit ideas on how the kind of learners they are teaching 

acquire idioms in the target language and achieve ultimately idiomatic 

competence in that language and culture. This raising of awareness-

consciousness is attempted in the section that follows next. 

6.2.1 What is idiomatic competence and how can it be best developed in 

the SL classroom? 

According to Chomsky (1965), competence consists of mental 

representations of linguistic rules. These rules constitute the speaker-hearer's 

internal grammar which in turn is implicit rather than explicit. The 

imphcitness of this grammar is evident in the intuitions which the speaker-

hearer has about the grammaticality of a sentence. Performance, on the other 
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hand, consists of the appropriate use of grammar in the comprehension and 

production of language. 

Extending Chomsky's concepts into idioms, idiomatic competence 

includes knowledge the speaker-hearer has of what constitutes appropriate as 

well as correct idiomatic language behavior in relation to particular 

communicative goals. That is, it includes both linguistic and pragmatic 

knowledge. Conversely, idiomatic performance consists of the actual use of 

these two types of knowledge in understanding and producing appropriate 

and correct idiomatic discourse in different sociolinguistic contexts. Idiomatic 

usage is that attribute of performance that makes evident the extent to which 

the language user demonstrates his knowledge of idiomaticity, while 

idiomatic use is that attribute of performance that makes evident the extent to 

which the language user demonstrates his ability to use his knowledge of 

idiomaticity for effective commimication. The former can be studied by 

focusing attention on the extent to which the learner has mastered the formal 

properties of the phonological, lexical, and grammatical systems of idioms, 

whereas the latter by examining how learners convey meaning through the 

process of constructing idiomatic discourse. 

One way in which this can be undertaken is by studying pragmatic 

aspects of language, such as how learners discover which idioms serve which 

flmctions ia the L2. The researcher's goal should not be solely on how 

learners acquire these features, but on how they use these features to express 

non-literal meaning, i.e., how to use individual idioms in the performance of 

specific functions. Not only will learners have to master the flmctions idioms 
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serve and the means for performing them but, even more importantly, they 

will also have to learn when it is appropriate to perform a particular idiomatic 

language function and how to encode it. They best acquire that tacit "native" 

skill through the process of learning how to communicate in idioms in the 

target language. 

Unfortunately, idioms have received rather scant attention in SLA 

research. The research to date has not examined how idioms are learned over 

time, what the developmental patterns of idiom acquisition are, or how 

accurately learners of different levels of proficiency perform idioms. To 

answer these concerns, it will be necessary to first explain how learners 

obtain information about L2 idioms. In other words, it will be prudent to take 

a close look at the social factors (i.e., the settings and cultural miUeus) in 

which idiomatic learning manifests itself. It is hypothesized that the 

acquisition of idioms is quaUtatively different when idioms are learned in a 

natural environment than when such learning takes place in a formal 

educational one. In the former subconscious informal native-hke learning 

occurs, whereas in the latter conscious learning of idioms and their forms 

occurs, and greater attention emphasis is placed on mastery of "idiom 

matter." 

Said another way, informal learning typically takes place in contexts 

where the input is not consciously structured. It involves impUcit knowledge 

and the primary focus is on message conveyance. Formal learning, on the 

other hand, occurs in contexts where the idiomatic input is usually carefully 

organized. It is likely to involve at least some explicit knowledge of 
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idiomaticity and the primary focus is on form. It remains an open question 

and subject to further investigation, however, as to whether the process of 

idiom acquisition is the same or different in naturahstic or classroom settings. 

Since the development of target-like idiomatic competence requires the 

memorization of a large set of formulaic chunks and patterns, it is equally 

important that learners are provided with ample opportunities to engage in 

interactive input. Interactive input is more important than non-interactive 

input. Like with any other type of learning, it is hypothesized that input 

shaped through interaction contributes directly and powerfully to idiom 

acquisition. This assumption is anchored in the belief that idiom acquisition is 

best facihtated when teachers and learners participate in spontaneous, 

meaning^ interactions that are characteristic of natural learning. Such 

interactions are seen as dynamic socially- transactive learning events because 

they encourage the development of natural interactive discourse between 

learners and teacher that places major pedagogic emphasis on contextual 

support and equal participation in the negotiation of meaning and on 

interactional processes. The resulting interaction that learners experience is 

believed to affect the idiom processing mechanisms that impede or enhance 

the development of idiomatic competence. 

Idiomatic competence is a dynamic, complex, multi-faceted 

phenomenon of language acquisition. The development of idiomatic 

competence is a difficult and cumbersome process that extends over 

many years. It is an essentially accumulative process and may depend 

crucially on the nature, types, and range of idioms being learned in the 
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classroom, the setting in which learning of idioms takes place, 

individual learner differences, learners' beliefs about idioms, learner 

factors of age and motivation and personal background, learning style 

and personality, and the tasks that learners are asked to perform. The 

nature of the tasks may have a marked influence on learners' choice of 

both cognitive and metacognitive strategies, i.e. they may predispose 

learners to use particular strategies. 

Given these notable constraints, for the development of idiomatic 

competence to proceed efficiently, there needs to be a congruity between the 

learner's preferred learning strategies and the type of instruction offered. As 

Prabhu (1987) has stated, 

... the development of competence in a second language requires 
not systematization of language inputs or maximization of 
planned practice, but rather the creation of conditions in which 
learners engage in an effort to cope with communication (p. 1). 

While Prabhu's advise has strong intuitive appeal, it is nevertheless 

less clear how teachers can create optimal conditions for learning idioms in 

the SL classroom and, furthermore, how learners are to perform specific 

idiomatic fimctions matching those that idioms are used in context for specific 

communicative purposes. What is clear, however, is that the pedagogic 

decisions of what idioms teachers teach and when (content, syllabus, 

language curriculum), how they teach (method or approach preferred) those 

idioms, and the social interaction they encourage in their classrooms 

(classroom interaction, amdety-fi'ee or anxiety-filled atmosphere), all have a 

direct bearing on the development of idiomatic competence and on participant 
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organization (whole class, group work, or individual work) and social and 

pedagogic goals (performance of idiomatic language functions) realized. 

Moreover, the pedagogic decisions teachers make also affect what modalities 

(hstening, speaking, reading, or writing) are involved in the learning process 

and what kind of materials are used (type, length, and source) and what type 

of outcomes are engendered (communicative or hnguistic purposes). Whether 

or not learners will become able to use their developing idiomatic knowledge 

system efiBcientiy and clearly and with a minimum effort both in the 

comprehension and production of idioms depends largely on the roles 

participants adopt, the nature of the learning task, and the kind of knowledge 

that is targeted. 

Although the study of L2 idioms is still in its infancy, it is possible to 

identify a number of general pedagogic procedures that can be argued to 

facilitate the development of idiomatic competence. To begin with, it will be 

equally important to take a close look at the variety of idioms and amount of 

exposure SL learners are exposed to and how they process this information. 

Expressed difTerendy, it will be important to ascertain the nature and the 

extent of the idiomatic input made available to learners. This is best achieved 

by investigating the specific linguistic and pragmatic knowledge (i.e., the 

stimuh) learners are exposed to and the type of feedback they receive. 

This raises the thorny question of which idioms should be used for 

teaching purposes involving idiom frequency. Although it seems reasonable to 

assume that frequency is a major determinant in the acquisition of idioms, 

there is no research that clearly demonstrates that this is so. Overall, there is 
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little evidence to support the claim that idiom frequency affects idiom 

acquisition, but there is also little evidence to refute it. Perhaps the safest 

conclusion is that idiom frequency serves as one of the factors influencing the 

development, often combining with other factors and communicative needs 

and wants. 

It is not unreasonable to assume then that, as previously mentioned, the 

development of idiomatic competence may be further constrained by 

individual learner factors such as age, sex, social class, ethnic background 

and motivation, and the knowledge used in both comprehension and 

production of L2 idioms (i.e., output). It is frirther hypothesized that 

psychological factors such as learning style and personahty and learners' 

attitudes and beliefs influence learning outcomes and the level of idiomatic 

proficiency achieved. The resulting competence is, therefore, the result of a 

combination of factors. Both individual learning and psychological factors are 

important and contribute in differing degrees in different learners. These 

factors are important for both theory building in SLA research and for 

language pedagogy. Unfortunately, here too there has been very Uttie research 

to support that notion. There is a pressing need for research to explore how 

these factors are brought about and what effect they have on the development 

of idiomatic competence. 

Hence, determining both the stimuli made available to learners and the 

type of feedback learners receive can have a direct bearing on the 

developmental patterns of idiom acquisition for such determinations provide 

additional insights into the nature of whether adequate positive reinforcement 
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or correction is needed or whether feedback needs to be direct or indirect. If 

feedback is indirect, it should be pointed out, often such feedback supplies 

learners with added metalinguistic information. 

The relationship between exposure and amount of exposure to idioms 

and development of idiomatic competence is not a simple linear one. The 

latter is moderated by the learners' situation-specific learning experiences 

and, even more importantly, by the learners' stage of idiomatic development. 

The development of idiomatic competence is seen as the learners' move from 

the Declarative Stage (declarative idiomatic knowledge or receptive control) 

through the Associative Stage (controlled idiomatic knowledge or partial 

control) to the Autonomous Stage (automatic idiomatic knowledge or full 

control). To reach full control, learners will need to move from the declarative 

idiomatic knowledge through the controlled idiomatic knowledge to the 

automatic idiomatic knowledge. 

However, to move from one stage or level of control to the next, 

learners will need to first achieve a fair degree of proceduralization through 

continuous exposure and practice. Only then can they reach full autonomy. 

Expressed another way, declarative idiomatic knowledge becomes slowly 

proceduralized through practice, leading to controlled idiomatic knowledge, 

kt turn, controlled idiomatic knowledge can convert into automatic idiomatic 

knowledge quahtatively over time through added exposure and practice. The 

goal is for learners to develop a multifaceted idiomatic knowledge system and 

employ that system efficiently and clearly, with a minimum of effort both in 

comprehension and production of SL idioms. This proceduralization move 
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from the declarative through the associative to the autonomous stage is seen 

as the process of idiomatization (Liontas, 1997). 

The process of idiomatization can generally be defined as the process 

of becoming idiomatized to the target culture (i.e., the extent to which 

learners achieve idiom-language norms) over time through continuous 

exposure and practice. The degree to which a learner becomes idiomatized 

determines the degree to which idiomatic competence is acquired. In other 

words, there is a reciprocal relationship between the process of idiomatization 

and the degree of idiomatic competence acquired. Nevertheless, becoming 

idiomatized—even in the classroom setting—is not just a matter of learning 

and recalling large corpora of idioms but, more so, of acquiring symbolic 

elements of a different ethnohnguistic commimity. 

This is best achieved by teachers helping learners to explore their own 

preferences and to shape their learning approach to suit the requirements of a 

particular idiom task. This may be referred to as idiom training. Idiom training 

becomes meaningful if the learning tasks pose a reasonable challenge to the 

learners, that is they are neither too di£5cult nor too easy. The best tasks are 

those that are based on learners'' direct needs and wants. Interest in learning 

idioms is engendered if learners are able to determine their own learning 

objectives, chose their own ways of achieving these, and evaluate their own 

progress. In short, if learners empower themselves by becoming self-directed. 

Involving learners in decision-making tends to lead to increased motivation 

and, thereby, to increased productivity. It also leads to a greater desire to 

excel and a more positive attitude to learning idioms. 
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Such attitude is best nurtured within an organized fi'amework of 

thematic units. Topics, therefore, cannot be arbitrary or trivial in nature. 

Rather they need to be substantive and tailored to the learners' level of 

linguistic and psychological-emotional maturity. Learners need to engage in 

purposeful activities (tasks or projects), not fill-in-the-blank exercises. There 

also needs to be a diversity of social interaction. It is well known that 

individual learners benefit fi-om different types of instruction (see, for 

example, Allen, 1985; Ezell & Goldstein, 1992; Liontas, 1997; Rittenhouse & 

Kenyon, 1990). In order to untangle the research, it is helpful to consider a 

number of separate but related questions: Which type of instruction should be 

adopted for the development of idiomatic practice? Which type of instructions 

should be emphasized, implicit instruction, where learners are asked to induce 

idiomatic functions fi'om examples given to them, or explicit instruction, 

where learners are given the idiomatic functions which they then practice 

using? Should the idiomatic functions be presented in isolation or in 

conjunction with discourse examples? 

To date, little research of this sort has actually been done. 

Nevertheless, the research available seems to suggest that both LI and L2 

learners benefit firom structured as opposed to a random presentation of 

idioms. Not only the amount of experience, but also the type of experience 

learners receive in the language classroom affects levels of proficiency 

attained. As earher argued, the goal is to discover the optimal learning 

conditions. If instruction is extensive and carefully-planned, tailored to the 

learners' level, wants, and needs, and in accordance of current pedagogic 
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views on language and culture learning, then it is Ukely that such a focused 

instruction can potentially promote the development of idiomatic competence 

both in comprehension and production as well as result in substantial gains in 

idiomatic accuracy. The increased levels of accuracy that result from such an 

instruction may prove to be long-lasting as long as idioms are not divorced 

from real-life communicative needs. Above all, instruction needs to be made 

compatible with the way learners learn best by making conscious ad hoc 

instructional adjustments to individual learner differences. Naturally, 

allowances will also have to be made for variations in learners' learning 

styles. In addition, instruction may prove most facilitative when it also 

matches the learners' own preferred learning styles. 

Consequently, formal instruction needs to take the form of conscious 

raising of idiomatic knowledge and be directed at such exphcit knowledge. 

Consciousness-raising need not involve production by the learner, that is 

there is no immediate expectancy that learners will be able to produce and use 

appropriately the target idiom in communicative output, only to understand it 

by formulating some kind of cognitive representation of how it works. 

Practice, on the other hand, should be aimed at developing implicit 

knowledge of the target idiom and should require learners to display their 

comprehension of idiomatic input. For practice to be effective, however, it 

may be necessary to ensure that it takes place under real operating conditions, 

i.e., by providing opportunities for learners to produce target idioms in similar 

circumstances to those that prevail in normal communication. What works 

best may be some form of combination between formal and informal 
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instruction on idioms. Such an instruction is believed to aid the development 

of idiomatic competence in second language learners. A combination of form-

oriented and meaning-oriented idiom teaching is more beneficial than form-

oriented teaching alone, especially if such instruction is linked with 

opportunities for natural exposure. 

Moreover, instruction needs to provide access to idiomatic language as 

used in the communicative exchange of meaning. Instruction on idioms and 

the functions they fulfill in communication can accelerate learning and may 

result in higher levels of idiomatic competence even if its effects are delayed. 

Instruction combined with opportunities to experience the idioms in 

communication appears to produce the best results (Liontas, 1997). Focusing 

learners' attention on forms and the meanings they realize in the context of 

communicative activities may well result in a successful belief system that SL 

idioms can be mastered sufficiently if given appropriate focus and attention in 

class. In turn, such exposure may have an effect on accuracy in both planned 

(controlled performance) and unplanned (spontaneous performance) idiom 

production. Therefore, attention to both form and meaning may work best. 

An idiomatic form can be learned when the focus is on meaning 

through communication. The best way to facilitate the development of 

idiomatic competence is through the presentation and practice of a series of 

discrete idiomatic teaching points. While this attention may not result in 

acquisition of what is taught when it is taught, it may very well prepare the 

way for subsequent acquisition. Instruction needs to function as a trigger or a 

hook for subsequent noticing of idioms (selective attention) in the target 
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language input. It also needs to provide learners with tools that help them to 

recognize, comprehend, and interpret accurately such features in future input. 

Results of this study have revealed that the perception/understanding of 

idioms poses few problems for learners, whereas production—even 

production of LI idioms—is more problematic. Production may encourage 

learners to move from semantic (top-down) to syntactic (bottom-up) 

processing. Whereas comprehension of a message can take place with Uttle 

syntactic analysis of the input, production forces learners to pay attention to 

the means of an expression. Notwithstanding the results obtained in the Idiom 

Detection Task or in the Full Context Task, Uttle is currently known about 

how learners use contextualization cues across second or foreign languages or 

how such cues facihtate the comprehension and production of idioms by 

learners of different Lis. Nevertheless, the findings have emphasized the 

importance of providing learners with contextual cues that help them to 

understand the meaning of various types of idioms. Such a provision is 

beheved to result not only in better comprehension but also in better retention 

of idioms. 

Finally, since the development of idiomatic competence is a laborious 

and cumbersome process that extends over many years (as indicated by the 

ACTFL Guidelines progress from Novice to Superior may take many years), 

it will be equally important to take a close look at what the developmental 

patterns of idiom acquisition are and, fiirthennore, how accurately learners of 

different levels of proficiency perform idioms. There are a number of different 

ways in which researchers can set about trying to identify developmental 
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patterns. One way is to examine whether learners' performance changes over 

time. A second way is to examine samples of learner language collected over 

a period of time. A third way is by conducting a frequency analysis on 

idiomatic data that learners produce orally or in writing over a period of many 

months or even several years. The data can be linguistic (i.e., phonological, 

lexical, or grammatical) or pragmatic (i.e., semantic or functional) in nature. 

Role plays, for example, provide learners with a description of a context 

calling for the performance of a particular illocutionaiy act (i.e., the 

perfonnance of a particular idiomatic language flmction) The knowledge to 

perform illocutionary acts constitutes part of one's idiomatic competence. The 

data collected from role plays provide additional information about learners' 

ability to construct an idiomatic discourse context for the specific act under 

investigation. 

Ensuring that learners have sufiBcient opportunities to participate in 

discourse directed at the exchange of information can provide the 

interactional conditions which are hypothesized to aid the development of 

idiomatic competence. Interaction also provides learners with the opportunity 

to talk in the target language. Learners may acquire idioms as a result of 

learning how to participate in idiomatic conversations. It is the interaction of 

how to use idioms and how to participate in idiomatic discourse that idiomatic 

competence develops. This kind of collaborative discourse enables learners to 

practice syntax and pronunciation. Learners need to be pushed into producing 

idiomatic output that is concise, coherent, and appropriate in order to develop 

full idiomatic competence (knowledge of how to use and control idiomatic 
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knowledge for commumcatmg). In addition, learners also need to be 

affectively (i.e., to be motivated to learn) disposed to idiomatic input. 

In smn, idiomatic competence is clearly an aspect of acquisition that 

needs further study and it is probably premature to try to reach any firm 

conclusions about its optimal development at this time. There is a lack of hard 

information about what learners do when they acquire L2 idioms. Any 

explanation of idiom acquisition must take into account what learners are 

trying to learn—idioms. Clearly, if the study of idiom competence is to 

progress it will need to examine written as well as spoken learner language. 

For this, longitudinal studies will be required. 

In the meantime, however, as aheady noted at the outset of this section 

the goal should be for language teachers to begin examining critically their 

own assimiptions about how learners can best study and learn idioms in the 

second and foreign language enviroimient. It is further argued that for SL 

learners to develop the idiomatic competence envisaged here, it will be of 

paramount importance for them to be presented with the most conducive 

learning and training opportunities and, equally important, to be equipped 

with the necessary idiomatic knowledge and individual skills to do so 

successfully. 

Avoiding the temptation to offer either definitive answers or one single 

"correct" method, the methodological firamework presented next is based on a 

four-phase approach which can be implemented, expanded, revised, and fine-

tuned according to one's own pedagogical expertise and value judgements 

and theoretical orientation. Beginning with five language and culture learning 
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principles of idiomatic learning, the discussion will then turn to the 

considerations governing the selection of idioms for instructional purposes 

and thirteen general recommendations that support the pedagogical notions of 

the theoretical framework just presented. In turn, the recommendations are 

followed by the specific practical applications of the methodological 

framework presented in this chapter, comprising the second component of the 

framework of idiom theory and pedagogy. 

6.3 A methodological framework for developing idiomatic competence 

in second and foreign languages 

6.3.1 Five language and culture learning principles 

The following five statements, termed the Five Language and Culture 

Learning Principles, propose a frmdamental multifaceted view of language 

development in tandem with a view of the developmental process of language 

and idiomatic learning in general, as opposed to a linear, cumulative view. 

Expressed differently, these principles build upon the tenets of accepted 

authentic communication practices and elucidate the central organizing 

firework around which this chapter's idiomatic approach is theoretically 

based: 

1. Language and cultural proficiency is an arduous developmental process 
rather than a set of skills to be acquired. All multimodal activities, 
linguistic flmctions, sociocultural contents/contexts, and pragmatic 
knowledge need to accommodate individual developmental patterns that 
vary significantiy among learners. If carefully orchestrated, the variety and 
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relevance of task types helps a range of learners at different developmental 
levels participate on different levels of idiomatic mastery as they actively 
engage in the same activities, all the while building upon the strengths of 
the social domain of their learning community. 

2. Development of language and cultural skills is the result of successive 
exposure and meaningful practice over time. Any approach to idiom 
learning must provide multiple opportunities for such exposure and 
practice. As learners' knowledge and understanding of language and 
culture increases, so must the difficulty level and range of the idiomatic 
activities in which learners engage and in which they use phraseological 
idioms in meaningful and functional social settings. Open-ended activities 
which students engage in again and again is a must. 

3. Motivation promotes language and culture learning in fun and creative 
ways. Tasks and activities need to engage learners in a way that allows 
them to discover the pleasure of meaningful personal response through 
diversion and performance. Aside from spontaneous antics and colorful 
displays of wit, these activities further need to link directly to topical 
social discussions that promote imaginative creation and social interaction. 

4. Language and culture learning develops in meaningful sociocultural 
contexts. Idioms are best viewed as constructive social practices that 
reflect the values and behefs of the communities that use them. Linguistic 
interactions need to exemplify a style of discourse that showcases the 
nuances of the dialogic nature of idiomatic language and the cultural 
practices of the target people. 

5. Language and culture learning flourishes best in functional interactive 
processes. Therefore, the nature of the dialogic activities developed 
should encourage student engagement at many levels, permitting even the 
most reticent participant to become actively engaged in language and 
idiom use. 
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6.3.2 Selecting idioms 

As seen in Chapter 1, idioms can be categorized according to their 

phrase, clause, or sentence pattern, by their grammatical categories, or by 

their themes. Tables 1.1,1.2, and 1.3 presented the various types of idioms 

along with illustrative examples for inclusion and sociolinguistic treatment. Of 

these types of idioms, the Vivid Phrasal (VP) Idioms are the most powerful 

ones precisely because of their vivid semantic imagery. The amount of 

attention given to this type of idioms will depend upon the communicative 

goals of the language program and the effort and interest shown by both 

instructors and students of second and foreign languages. The very wealth of 

VP idioms across languages presents instructors with many linguistic and 

sociocultural challenges, as well as with opportunities. In considering these 

challenges, a nimiber of questions surface. These questions include, but are 

not limited to: 

1. Should all VP idioms be given equal consideration? Which VP idioms 
should be selected? How many should be selected? 

2. Should all the VP idioms selected be given fuU methodological treatment, 
or is it advisable to use some for classroom presentation, others for 
idiomatic practice and expansion, and stiU others for assessment and 
measurement? 

3. How should the presentation of VP idioms be designed to aid in 
developing idiomatic competence in second languages? In general, what 
types of verbal (textual, audio) and visual (graphic, photographic, or 
videographic) information are helpful for activating prior knowledge and 
text comprehension? For whom is verbal information helpful? For whom is 
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visual information helpful? For whom is both verbal and visual information 
helpful? 

4. Which specific individual differences, such as preferences and abilities, 
should be taken into account when preparing to teach VP idioms to SL 
students? What collaborative and competitive effects do verbal and visual 
information have on learners with different abilities and learning styles? 

5. How can the acquisition of VP idioms best be assessed? What effect will 
different evaluation procedures have on the overall development of 
idiomatic competence? Should traditional tests be used or carefully 
designed multimodal, multisensoiy tests? 

The answers to these and other questions have strong pedagogical 

impUcations for SL idiom instruction. Obviously, many different answers can 

be offered, but mostly, the answer to each question hes within one's own 

pedagogical expertise and value judgement as to the importance of the 

construction of idiomatic knowledge. One would be hard put to advise 

language teachers on which questions to concentrate their efforts. One would 

be equally hard pressed to offer answers that will meet with the enthusiastic 

approval of all readers. Therefore, instead of definitive answers, general 

recommendations are offered that are meant to be neither prescriptive, nor 

binding. 

It is advocated that a single "correct" method does not exist and must 

never be proposed in the classroom if students are to become truly 

independent interpreters of the target-language world and culture. Rather, the 

recommendations below represent a viable methodological framework around 

which a proposed four-phase approach can be implemented, expanded, and 
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periodically revised and fine-tuned. As such, these recommendations unite 

this study's research findings and, in particular, the body of knowledge 

derived direcdy fi'om the Post-study Questionnaire with pragmatic classroom 

reahties that have withstood the test of time. Nevertheless, instructors are 

well advised to take these recommendations with a grain of salt as they 

develop their own methodology and design authentic idiomatic materials for 

effective classroom instruction. For ease of presentation, the 

recommendations are presented in sets of themes and each theme is framed as 

an "idiomatic question" to better paint in the mind of the reader the potential 

pedagogical imphcations such recommendations can have for both the 

teaching and learning of idioms in the SL classroom. 

6.3.3 13 Recommendations for effectively teaching SL idioms 

Looking for a needle in a haystack? 

• Instructors should sohcit students' personal interests when searching for 
and selecting idioms for classroom use. They should not feel that they 
alone have to make each and every decision. After all, it is the students 
who will be learning the idioms selected and hopefully wiU begin to use 
them in their daily exchanges with each other and with other members of 
the target language community; they mig^t as well make the most of it! 

• Instructors should select idioms that have powerful semantic imagery 
stretching from the concrete "bury the hatchet" to the abstract and opaque 
"kick the bucket." Above aU, they need to make sure that the chosen 
idioms are current^ varied, interesting, and useful in real-life encounters. 
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Is a picture worth a thousand words? 

• Instructors should consider idioms that they think are most appropriate for 
prime classroom presentation and for which they have accompanying 
images, audio or videotaped recordings, authentic texts, pragmatic 
exercises, and individual, pair, or group-work activities. Other idioms 
should be used for practice and expanding activities, as well as for 
evaluative and measurement purposes. Instructors are also reminded that 
students can help them design and create many of the missing instructional 
aids mentioned earlier. 

Different strokes for different folks? 

• Instructors should choose a reasonable number of idioms that do not limit 
their abihty to meet the diverse linguicultural needs of their students as 
well as the daily demands of the language curriculum. 

• Instructors should present idioms in a manner consistent with the specific 
learning tasks, cognitive processes, and learner traits of their students. 
They should bear in mind that not all students leam the same way or with 
the same zeal and rate of success. 

• Instructors should vary their presentation style and activity format so that 
students are not beset by monotony. There is nothing worse than teaching 
each new idiom in the same predictable old way. Again they are counseled 
to bear in mind that many roads lead to Rome! 

• Instructors should experiment with a variety of auditory, kinesthetic, and 
visual activities. A word of caution: Instructors should not "go overboard" 
and vary their activities to such a degree where they loose their 
naturalness and authentic context. Variety is desirable but not at the 
expense of naturalness and authenticity. 
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Is a bird in the hand worth two in the bush? 

• Instructors should engage learners in practice activities that make sense to 
them. In other words, they should not ask them to woiic with variant 
idioms if they have not yet learned how to correctiy use the main idiom. It 
is not quantity that matters the most, but the quality of idiomatic learning. 

• Instructors should allow learners to move slowly from Lexical Level 
Idioms (LL) through Semi-Lexical Idioms (SLL) to Post-Lexical Idioms 
(PLL). Second language learners need to experience success with idioms 
for which they can offer a semantic meaning and interpretation before they 
are challenged by opaque idioms, i.e., idioms whose semantic meaning is 
not easily understandable. 

• Instructors should present learners with ample opportunities to practice 
and expand upon their idiomatic knowledge in natural contexts. They are 
well advised to bear in mind that speaking and writing follow independent 
discourse conventions, and should not ask learners to engage in activities 
that a native speaker would never engage in. 

• Instructors should make sure that learners are aware of the different 
functions idioms serve in daily discourse. This does not mean that will 
have to do all the work for them. They should never do for learners what 
learners can do for themselves! Instead, learners should be invited to 
discover the various functions and purposes idioms express either 
individually, collectively, or in groups. 

Straight from the horse's mouth? 

• Instructors should go from the known to the unknown and from the 
concrete to the abstract. They should also find out how much students 
aheady know about idioms and their purposes in human language, all the 
while allowing them to tap into their own unconscious sociocultural 
knowledge and linguistic awareness. Nor should they be surprised to find 
out that their students know a lot more than they first beheved. Instead, 
instructors should welcome their students' knowledge and utilize it in their 
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own presentation of idioms, thus building the bridges necessary for 
smooth transitions among L2 and LI idioms. 

• Finally, instructors should make idioms a mainstay of their language 
curriculum, not an arbitrary once-in-a-blue-moon language activity 
separated from natural discourse. Idioms should not be made a cosmetic 
add-on to their teaching or a pleasant distraction on a Friday afternoon. 
Above all, instructors should always invite learner responses to the 
activities and tasks as a whole, and as part of the approach in general. At 
the same time, they should take their recommendations seriously and be 
willing and prepared to implement their students' suggested 
improvements. 

In the preceding sections of this chapter the most pertinent pedagogical 

considerations related to idioms were addressed. The sections that follow 

next take a close look at the specifics of teaching and learning VP idioms in 

the SL classroom. 

6.3.4 Practical applications for the practically inclined 

Any teacher knowledgeable of his or her students' diverse backgrounds 

and needs has battled with the question of whether certain pedagogical 

appUcations for teaching second and foreign languages are more relevant than 

others. It is not surprising then that language theories have come and gone in 

almost regular cycles, and with controversies over methods. How best to 

teach languages has always been at the heart of discussion. Corder (1974) 

points out that 

We have been reminded recently of Von Humboldt's statement 
that we cannot really teach language, we can only create 
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conditions in which it will develop spontaneously in the mind in 
its own way. We shall never improve our ability to create such 
favorable conditions until we learn more about the way a learner 
learns and what his built-in syllabus is. When we do know this 
(and the learner's errors will, if systematically studied, tell us 
something about this) we may begin to be more critical of our 
cherished notions. We may be able to allow the learner's innate 
strategies to dictate our practice and determine our syllabus; we 
may learn to adapt ourselves to his needs rather than impose 
upon him our preconceptions of how he ought to learn, what he 
ought to learn and when he ought to learn it (p. 27). 

Though the research community in general and the applied linguistics 

community in particular are beginning to respond to some of Corder's 

insights, they still seem undecided in how best to implement them. In order to 

seek some unity in an overall sense, this section presents several practical 

recommendations which are beUeved to offer a sohd foundation upon which 

idiomatic competence can be developed. 

To foreshadow the coming discussion, it is again noted that one 

"foolproof method or one true comprehensive model for teaching idioms in 

the SL classroom does not exist and should neither be encouraged nor 

sought. As with any theoretical or methodological framework, SL instructors 

may make different use of the components of this framework when 

implementing specific idiom-based apphcations. Instructors are therefore 

strongly counseled to adopt from the framework presented here only those 

elements that mesh well with their own philosophy on teaching and learning 

languages. Above all, the individual's vision, couched in the personal 
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teaching-and-leaming environment, determines the success of the following 

approach to SL idioms. 

The four phases described below are based on the findings of the 

present study with learners of French, German, and Spanish, in particular by 

the results of the Post-study Questionnaire. Additional enhancement is 

provided by the results of the study conducted with students of Modem 

Greek at The University of Arizona in Tucson, AZ (see Liontas, 1997, 

Ch^ter 2, Section 2.1.2). The phases are not to be interpreted as sequential 

hierarchical stages that follow a rigid path of presentation, practice, 

expansion, and assessment. Neither are the phases independent of one 

another. Rather, they comprise the cohesiveness of a whole whose parts are 

greater than the sum of the whole. Expressed differently, each phase 

comprises only one piece of the greater puzzle of teaching-and-leaming 

idioms in second and foreign languages, lending only a partial window into 

the image that is the pragmatic methodology of idiomaticity envisaged here. 

And while each one of the phases proposed can stand on its own pedagogical 

merits, it is strongly advisable that all phases become an integral part of the 

larger language curriculum. Like the pieces of a giant puzzle, each one 

becomes meaningful only after another piece has been found that provides the 

best fit. The search for the best-fitting pieces does not come to an end until all 

pieces are assembled in the right order, thus revealing the complete image 

behind the individual pieces—Teaching Idioms in Context. It is this greater 

image (i.e., the instructional approach taken) from which all pedagogic energy 

flows that unites all pieces together into a larger cohesive whole. This 
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metaphor is presented graphically in two parts—Before Curriculum 

Integration of Phases and After Curriculum Integration of Phases—in Figure 

6.1. 

Figure 6.1: Model of Teaching Idioms in Context 

B 
Before Curriculum Integration of Phases After Curriculum Integration of Phages 

These four phases, reflecting their importance in curriculum 

management are accompanied by an overreaching idiom characterizing the 

theme and ultimate goal of each phase, and are the subject to which the 

discussion now turns. 
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6.3.5 Phase One: "Breaking the Ice" 

Goal—Gaining Cultural Awareness While Bridging the Gap Between NL 

and SL Idioms 

1. Introduction: To begin, students should be presented with an authentic 

written text, an audiotape or a videotape containing one or more idioms in 

their native language. They should be asked to observe how language is used 

in this text, what flmctions it fulfills, how it reaches its rhetorical goals, 

whether semantic ambiguity is resolved, and the like. If students do not 

mention the use of the idiom or idioms in the "text," their attention should be 

gradually guided towards the idiom(s). The questions above could be asked 

again and students could begin to formulate in their own words how they 

know what they know about the idioms and their meanings in the text. They 

could also be asked to hypothesize what an SL learner would do with the 

same text. What textual and semantic difficulties would they anticipate? How 

would the SL learner make sense of the text and solve the lexical or semantic 

ambiguities therein? What reading or listening strategies would they 

recommend to the SL learner struggling with the interpretation of the idiom(s) 

in question? 

This introductory activity can be done individually using a survey or 

collaboratively via a blackboard or overhead projector. The activity aims to 

(1) make students aware of their own idiomatic and tacit sociocultural 

knowledge as native speakers of a language and (2) foreshadow some of the 

potentially useful reading/Ustening strategies and comprehension challenges 
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they themselves will encounter in their quest to master idioms in a second 

language. More importantly though, students need to learn how to capitahze 

on what they already know about their own native skills and strategies, and to 

seek ways to employ that knowledge in a new cultural-linguistic framework. 

Another benefit is that students' interests and enthusiasm are revitalized, 

while their accountabihty is maximized. At the end of activity, students can 

choose an idiom they often use and present it in class for the other members 

to provide the figurative meaning, as well as the context in which such an 

idiom could be found and used. 

2. Tapping Students' Comprehension Processes: In this part of the phase, 

students engage in a series of idiomatic tasks that seek to bring to the surface 

the strategies, pragmatic or otherwise, they use when they encounter idioms 

in authentic texts, as well as the cognitive and metacognitive linguistic and 

lexical processes they engage in to solve a particular idiom in and out of 

context. 

2.1 Idiom Detection Task: Having made students aware of their own cultural 

knowledge and language strategies, instructors can now present students with 

culturally authentic texts containing at least one VP idiom. As was shown in 

the analysis of the Post-study Questionnaire, the learners' ratings revealed 

their desire to study and learn idioms in real-life situations and contexts, using 

various authentic audio/video recordings and real texts. Students could be 

asked, for example, to underline the words they beheve make up an idiom and 
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to explain how they arrived at this conclusion. Experimental evidence 

obtained in the Idiom Detection Task of the present study strongly suggests 

that SL learners read a text in order to make sense of it until they come across 

a string of words that "do not make sense." Using techniques such as reading 

think-alouds, introspection, retellings, selective summarizing, and TIA to 

mention but a few, instructors of second languages have a rare opportunity to 

tap their students' comprehension processes while revealing to them the 

various strategies that successfully meet the demands of the task such as 

contextual support and text reference, prior knowledge, process of 

elimination, literal meaning of the idiom, graphophonics, paragraph and 

sentence organization, and the like (for a more complete treatment of these 

techniques, see Goodman, Watson, & Burke, 1987,1996; Goodman, 1997; 

Goodman, 1975,1992,1996; and Bachman and Pahner, 1996, pp. 241-45; 

see also the results obtained in the Idiom Detection Task, Chapter 4, Section 

4.3,4.3.2, and 4.3.3). It is further suggested that students be presented with 

ample opportunities to learn how to isolate "problematic" idioms and to 

analyze their contribution to the context. Speculating on the language learning 

processes and challenges involved in the comprehension and interpretation of 

idioms can have an enormous impact on one's own motivation to continue to 

learn. 

As students begin to offer these qualitative insights, a rich tapestry of 

lexical, syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic processes emerges. If carefully 

selected and used judiciously, these insights can then enhance the future 

design and application of idiomatic language activities and projects. For 
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examples of such telling insights see Chapter 4, Sections 4.3,4.4,4.5, and 

4.6 as well as Appendix C. 

2.2 Zero Context Task: Similar to the procedure employed in this study, 

students should be supplied with a list of no more than 9 to 12 VP idioms 

ranging from Lexical Level (LL) to Meta Post-Lexical Level (MPLL) idioms 

and asked to explain their figurative meanings. The aim here is to make clear 

that idioms do not exist in isolation nor apart from the natural context that 

defines their conventionalized usage, meaning, and cultural interpretation. 

Students will soon realize that aside from the LL idioms which can be 

comprehended at the word-for-word level due to a literal counterpart in their 

native language, aU other VP idioms—SLL, PLL, and MPLL idioms—^will 

likely require rich contextual support before a correct interpretation can be 

rendered. Those idioms that were not easily interpreted can now be given 

anew to students, this time with the accompanying authentic context from 

which they were previously extracted. Evidence of the VP idioms discussed 

in this section, along with sound and compelling examples, are offered next. 

2.3 THE LL, SLL, PLL, and MPLL IDIOMS: As discussed in Chapter 1 and 

4, VP idioms can be categorized according to how close or distant they are 

from the learner's native language and culture (i.e., CSI distance). Such a 

categorization is possible without confrising learners with additional 

grammatical and lexical properties of the kind present in the idiom tables in 

Chapter 1 (see, for example. Table LI, L2, and L3). This is not to suggest 
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that students engage in the categorization of VP idioms themselves. Instead, 

what is advocated here is that students engage in target- and native-language 

idiom comparison as a way of raising their awareness-consciousness of the 

level of diversity of idioms in terms of their concepts and the expression of 

these concepts to those found in their own native language. In turn, such 

heightened awareness can also lead to a Mler appreciation of the idioms' 

messages and, even more importantly, to a more systematic analysis of the 

content, form, and social situations to which they are appropriate and invoked 

both conventionally and creatively by native speakers of the target culture as 

a means of cultural expression. 

Expressed differently, by analyzing the different apphcations and 

meanings idioms can have in various situations, the syntactic and 

phonological-morphological similarities and differences between target and 

native language and, finally, the range of occasions and purposes of the actual 

use of such idioms in different context-sensitive and culturally-specific 

situations, learners of second and foreign languages not only gain a much 

needed cultural awareness into the language they are studying but, even more 

importantly, are provided with the culture-specific knowledge and skills to 

interact and communicate positively with the members of the target language 

community. In short, the learners' attempts of appropriate idiom use during 

the natural flow of daily discourse with native speakers can have potentially a 

momentous psychological advantage in that their attempts cease to be 

perceived solely as an outsider's ill-attempts at gaining access into the 
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conventionalized cultural expressions, attitudes, and values of that 

community. 

2.4 Full Context Task: For those idioms that were difScult to interpret out of 

context, instructors should provide an opportunity for students to render a 

new interpretation by reading the texts from which those idioms were 

previously extracted. As students increasingly depend upon contextual, 

syntactic, and lexical semantic cues, they will ultimately be rewarded with a 

plausible meaning for the idiom in question. If and when interpretation 

difficulties arise, or should many different interpretations be offered during 

this task, collaborative pair and group activities are highly effective. 

Understanding what at first appears to be a "secret code" reserved only for 

native speakers no longer remains such an insurmountable task. 

Idiom comprehension and interpretation is not a purely perceptual skill, 

but rather is transacted under text conditions and conditions of idiom 

meaningfuhiess. Idiomatic knowledge is increased by learning through 

context. Hence, inferring an idiom's meaning from the context or elaborating 

on a new idiom's form and meaning fosters an elaborate processing of the 

idiom and facilitates its retention in memory. The data obtained in the Full 

Context Task strongly support the claim that the calculus of meaning is both 

interactive (top-down and bottom-up) and integrative (i.e., resulting from the 

interplay of graphophonics, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics). Both amount 

and variety of cognitive processing undertaken by the learner in dealing with 
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unfamiliar idioms in context determine gains in idiomatic knowledge, leading 

to idiom comprehension and interpretation. 

At the end of this task, students could discuss among themselves or as 

a class how they interpreted the idiom or idioms in question. In the process, 

not only are their efforts as learners of the target language and culture 

validated; but much-needed processing strategies are also revealed. These 

strategies in turn could be put to further use, thus allowing learners to become 

even more aware of their idiomatic process. Above all, however, students 

begin to cross conventional boundaries of teachmg and learning, all within the 

spirit of true collaboration and camaraderie, and while challenging themselves 

and each other in the process (Johnson & Johnson, 1990; (Gein, Erchul, & 

Pridemore, 1994; McGroarty, 1989; Slavin, 1991; Webb, 1985). 

6.3.6 Phase Two: "Getting Their Feet Wet" 

Goal—Presentation and Communication: Unlike the previous phase which 

could be completed in a single session, this phase should not be limited to a 

single lesson. Rather, this phase suggests alternatives that could be 

implemented each time an idiom is taught in a formal or informal instructional 

manner. Neither is the sequence of presentation so rigid that it can be 

predicted effordessly by the students. Instead, diverse sequential substeps are 

advocated here. The ultimate decision, however, lies with the individual 

instructor and the needs and wishes of the students. 
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Regardless of what path is taken to this goal, one decision must remain 

constant: idiomatic material presentation must adhere to well-established 

pedagogical truisms and must not violate natural language use. In other 

words, instructors must not sacrifice authenticity for the sake of diversity, but 

try to present idiomatic material in a manner that guides and leads students to 

the semantic interpretation of the idiom. At times, it may prove necessary to 

revisit the pragmatic communicative functions that phraseological idioms play 

in daily discourse. But even more importantly, instructors should always 

differentiate between instruction and communication. That is, they need to be 

clear about the distinction between "teaching idioms for instructional 

purposes" and "communicating with idioms in natural authentic encounters." 

The impetus for the need of such a direct distinction comes from the 

claim that different pedagogic orientations lead to different levels of success. 

Both orientations are only two end points on the same teaching-and-leaming 

continuum which includes introduction, presentation and communication, 

practice and expansion, and evaluation and refinement. To promote mastery 

of idiomatic knowledge, some clear distinction needs to be made between 

those two "signposts" if real-life communicative goals are to guide their 

attempts to solidify idioms—^methodologically at least—as an integral part of 

their language curricula. At the very least, such an approach will make it 

possible for phraseological idioms to illuminate human thought and language 

development through time. In line with previous discussion, nearly all learners 

in this study agree that idioms need to be presented in a manner that mirrors 
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real-life language use and, furthermore, that they be current, interesting, and 

useful in such situations. 

Understanding idioms in second and foreign languages involves a keen 

receptive abihty which, in turn, necessitates increased lexical knowledge, 

personal background knowledge, cultural knowledge, and pragmatic 

knowledge. Successful idiom learning results from comprehensible high-

quahty input that is rich in content and enjoyable. Input factors such as 

frequency, range, and saliency facihtate the internalization of idioms. This in 

turn contributes to success in idiom comprehension, interpretation and, 

finally, production. Therefore, instructional procedures should be designed in 

such a way as to increase the sahence and cognitive processing of targeted 

idioms encountered by students in reading or Ustening to language texts. The 

best texts are those that come from a variety of authentic sources (magazines, 

newspapers, radio broadcasts, Internet, WWW, songs, movies, and the like), 

allow the simultaneous presentation of pictorial, written, and auditory 

materials and, lastly, cover a wide range of topics, themes, and genres that 

learners find interesting and relevant to read. Newspapers, advertisements, 

and horoscopes, in particular, constitute a rich source of idioms. 

To achieve optimal results with such materials, class time should be set 

aside for idiom study. Time should be spent on metacognition, discussing 

pros and cons of different idiom learning and studying strategies according to 

particular genres of texts and purposes. Learners can profit immensely from 

such metalinguistic group discussions on idiom learning techniques. 

Consequently, an elSective way to develop idiomatic knowledge and 
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significant fluency in idioms over time is through reading and listening of 

culturally authentic texts. 

Should an authentic tape recording be available, instructors should first 

have their students hsten to the recording to obtain a general understanding of 

the dialog text or narrative, the characters involved in the conversation, their 

mood or conversational tension, and the general relationships among the 

characters. These considerations should also guide the utilization of video 

scenes where idioms are used, with the added prerequisite that the images be 

blackened, at least initially. (For a more detailed video methodology, see 

Liontas, 1991a, 1992a). In either medium, students could be asked to predict 

the linguistic environment as well as the pragmatic flow of the conversation. 

In addition, they could be asked to jot down the idiom they thought was used 

in the excerpt. The recording or video could then be played again to confirm 

or refiite the predictions made by the students earlier. 

During the second Ustening or viewing of images, students could be 

asked for answers to specific probing questions given to them orally, in 

writing, or via overhead projector. This time around, however, the text-

tailored questions posed to students need no longer be of a general nature. 

This move from general to specific seems to aSbrd the best possft)le guide to 

students' listening and viewing behavior without harming their affective state 

of learning. It should also be noted here that students' viewing behavior is 

enhanced by the characters' tone of voice, posture, facial expressions, and 

other subtle nonverbal cues which provide an added stimulus for the correct 

interpretation of the idiom and the text that surrounds it. Once again, students 
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could be asked to work independently, collaboratively, or as a class. Table 

6.2 below presents a small sample of such generic text-tailored questions. 

(For a more specific set of questions, revisit Table 5.6 in Chapter 5 of this 

study.) 

Table 6.2: A Listening/Viewing Guide 

Context 
Where is this situation taking place? What is the relationship among the characters? 

Topic 
What are the participants talking about? What are their main points? 

Idiom 
Which idiom are they using? Did you understand the idiom used? 

Literal Meaning 
What do you think the idiom means literally? 

Idiomatic Meaning 
What do you think the idiom means figuratively? What lead you to such a decision? 

English Equivalent 
Can you guess what the English equivalent idiom is? Why or why not? 

During the second "playback," students should attempt to locate and 

interpret the idiom based on their understanding of the authentic text. 

Students could also be instructed to form a mental image for the phrase and to 

verbally describe it in as much detail as possft)le. If a visual, depicting the 

Uteral or figurative meaning of the idiom, is available, it could be introduced 

at this time and compared with the introspective protocols given earlier. 
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Visuals and graphics have been found to aid learning as memory-assisting 

devices (Stickels & Schwartz, 1987), as comprehension scaffolds (Meskill, 

1996), and as visual texts that can produce positive outcomes such as 

accelerated learning, increased learning efficiency, and facilitated retention 

(Rakes, 1996). The use of verbal and visual stimuli in instructional materials 

appears especially beneficial when couched in mentally stimulating learning 

activities (Monroe, 1993). It is therefore logical to postulate that, more often 

than not, verbal (textual, audio) and visual (graphic, photographic, or 

videographic) information can provide much-needed stimuU for a literal 

understanding of the idiom, and more speciJScally that such stimuU can help 

students activate their previously acquired knowledge of idioms and thus 

arrive at the figurative sense more efQcientiy. 

If instructors wish to go beyond aural comprehension, a written version 

of the text could be given to students for additional support and discussion. 

Again, the final decision rests with the individual instructor and the curricular 

learning goals of the class. This is not to say that either one or the other type 

of comprehension should be sought. It merely suggests that at times it may be 

more prudent to engage in listening comprehension than in reading, or vice 

versa. Often, a combination of the two is highly desirable, for it reconfirms 

the interdependentness of these language skills in coomiunication. 

If students are to engage in reading, a printed text could be prepared 

based on the oral depiction of the text. Some students may also require 

additional support while reading. Therefore, the kind of verbal questions that 

usually accompany written texts could be given to them on a separate sheet of 
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paper (see Table 5.6). This point is stressed here in order to reiterate an 

earlier argument: in direct opposition to natural communication, instruction by 

definition demands that students be instructed in the skills and processes 

necessary to create meaning from the text. Hence, every support must be 

made available if students are to continue to engage with authentic texts that, 

as is often argued by language practitioners, are inherently too difficult to 

comprehend. An important argument already made elsewhere (Liontas, 

1991b) bears repeating here: 

Although realia from the target culture are of great benefit to 
language learners, it cannot be overemphasized too strongly that 
it is not the content or form of the authentic materials that 
determine the difficulty of the materials, but the tasks we ask 
students to perform based on those authentic language samples 
(p. 102). 

Consequently, careful selection and appropriate pedagogical 

implementation must precede any attempts to provide language learners with 

culturally authentic real-life conmiunicative opportunities. In other words, 

idiom instruction must provide the pedagogical blueprint around which future 

conmiunicative tasks, activities, and learning opportunities are organized and 

developed. 

Ehiring reading, however, the instructional goal should never be solely 

to locate and, if possible, interpret idioms, but rather to transact with the text 

to give meaning to what is being read in context (Goodman, 1992,1996). 

Seeking only a semantic interpretation of the idiom(s) would shift reading as a 

transactional process to the sidelines and would deny students the very 
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reasons that texts are read in real life. Such a goal is not only pedagogically 

unsound, it is also counterproductive to the progress the profession has made 

thus far in SL reading in particular and in reading instruction in general. 

Firstly, this perpetuates a preposterous false language pedagogy and, 

secondly, puts students in danger of accepting idioms as an isolated linguistic 

phenomenon of human languages worthy only of casual "Here today, ... gone 

tomorrow!" collection practices. At best, any results achieved will be 

marginal and short-hved. Results obtained in the present study confirmed that 

idiom processing and comprehension is but one part of the larger process of 

reading. This was evident fi'om the student comments made both in the Idiom 

Detection Task and in the Full Context Task as well as in the Post-task 

Summative Evaluations and, in particular, in the corresponding reading 

behavior of the CMIV participants. Unless it can be proven empirically that 

the interpretation of idioms hes solely within the individual words that make 

up the idiom, the entire text needs to be treated as a whole. This study has 

been unable to provide such empirical evidence and the results obtained in the 

Zero Context Task in particular contradict such an unfounded assumption. 

What has been shown instead is that cohesion is the result of a larger text, not 

of individual words or sentences. 

Having argued this way, it becomes clear why idioms cannot be treated 

in isolation firom their supporting text. Therefore, whenever such written texts 

are available, SL instructors are well advised to make use of the many 

techniques and strategies commonly employed in readmg instruction today. 

Students could be encouraged, for example, to first scan the text to obtain a 
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general understanding before they engage in intensive or knowledge-

expanding reading activities. Building hypotheses and making predictions is a 

necessary prerequisite of successful reading and should be highly encouraged 

in reading instruction (Carrell, 1984, 1985; Goodman, 1996). 

A view of reading such as the one proposed in this study (see, in 

particular the discussion of TIA in Chapter 3) and in this section often leads 

students to a successful understanding of the idiom itself and of the text in 

general. When possible, SL instructors should also instruct learners on the 

etymological origins of popular idioms. Oftentimes, their origins reveal 

important information about their metaphorical conceptions and imagery. In 

many cases, such information is most memorable given its particular 

association with the most likely source of origin such as, but not limited to, 

the Bible, hterature, and other writings; ancient fables, historical stories or 

anecdotes, and didactic parables; famous authors, historians, and storytellers; 

proverbs and adages; regional folksy sayings and sayings in local dialects; 

sports, games, and recreation; religion and politics; science and technology, 

and many more sources too numerous to list them all here. In short: idioms 

have their origins in the fabric of human communication and some of them 

can be traced back to as early as 3,000 years ago. Others have a more recent 

birth date. Without exception, all of them—^from the ancient to the more 

recent ones—owe their creation to the workings of creative human thought 

and language evolution through the annals of time. As such, they draw on 

practical experiences, which make them significant even for contemporary 

life. As instructors begin to engage in their own research on the etymological 
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origins of idioms, they may want to consider the table below which is offered 

as a general ancillary material to introduce students to the etymological 

origins of idioms. 

Table 6.3: Idioms and Their Origins 

I N S T I T U T E  F O R  E T Y M O L O G I C A L  R E S E A R C H  
1234 Memory Lane, Hollywood, CA 56789 

Sttuimt: 

I understand that you are interested in learning more about the etymological origin of idioms. 
Allow me to introduce myself. My name is That's All Greek to Me. I am a senior board 
member of the Institute for Etymological Research. I know what you are thinking. With a 
name like mine, can you possibly trust the informaticm 1 am about to give you? Do not feel 
bad, I get this a lot. I do not claim to know everything there is to know about the origins of all 
idioms, but there is a thing or two that I know and am willing to share with you today. You 
will not find my explanaticms in any book, so keep your ears to the ground, agreed? 

For starters, idioms begin their initial existoice as fresh and original metaphors and more 
often than not find themselves spreading firom one domain to anodier analogous domain. As 
they gain legitimacy in the public domain and mature in the cultural consciousness of a 
people, they graduate with hi^ htmors and become idioms. While the majority of the 
graduating class becomes gainfully employed domestically, a select few of them worth their 
salt in gold are recruited overseas for hi^-profile calquing infihraticxi assignments, all the 
while crisscrossing distant lands and cultures. As a clan they are colorful and precise and 
point to events and activities that are fimiiliar and readily understood by the people w^o 
originally conceived them or adopted and naturalized them as their own. Both native and 
naturalized citizais become the crystallization of a language's history through time and a 
treasure trove of a peq}le's culture. They remain vital for decades or centuries and, in some 
cases, even for millennia. 

Throu^out their Img careers, many of them are polished so smooth by firequent use that they 
reach the all-star status of "firozoi metaphors." They become in the true sense of the word 
"tou^ nuts to crack" as oftentimes they do not immediately reveal the compariscm that 
broug^ them into being. Upcm them, the Golden Tough Nut Award is bestowed by the 
members of the Linguistic Academy. Others, seeking the spotligjit of instant recogniticxi and 
gratificatim, begin to mingle in linguistic circles with enormous zeal and dedication, 
conducting workshops and seminars wherever and vtdiaiever the opportunity arises. Before 
too Icng, in some extreme cases even ovemi^ and out of no>^ere, they quickly climb up the 
stairs of success and are hailed as the latest superstars of their time. 
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In &ct, their existence into sudden widespread popularity knows no bounds. Time and time 
again they receive curtain calls by talent scouts and agents the world over to play active roles 
in people's everyday lives. In their quest to meet the challenge head oa and prove themselves 
worthy of the rising popularity bestowed upon them to the rest of the clan members and the 
members of the Linguistic Academy, they attempt to win a nomination for the hi^y coveted 
Golden Tough Nut Award by any means necessary, not heeding the warnings of their other 
befallen classmates vdio had previously endured the Icmg joumey back from riches to rags. 

Sadly enou^ they become prisoners of their own fame as they ride the wave of popularity 
into the ground. Unknowingly to them at first, they become repeated indiscriminately with 
such fervor and in identical form to the point where they lose their once highly-regarded 
originality and fireshness that v/oa them so much popularity and currency in the past. Under 
the constant pressure of performing in stages the world over, they outwom their welcome 
rather quickly and become stale and trite under the heavy spotli^ of &me and the tabloid 
headlines of the ccxitinuous bad linguistic press. Worn out, their body badly bruised, they fall 
fi'om grace and lose their once exclusive superstar Hollywood status and privileges of 
fireshness and originality. Only once in a blue moon do they receive requests for an encore 
stunt performance. 

Financially ruined, their spirit defeated, they return home and visit the Idiom Museum on 
Memory Lane. Bdiind a glass casing they see classmates, known and unknown to them, firom 
a time long gone, wcmdering w^at their journeys throu^ time must have been like. As a 
lonely tear makes its way throu^ their aged, wiinkled-full &ce, they remember their own 
long joumey through time and the many battles they fbu^ here and abroad. Reminiscent of 
the good old days, they remember the people and the occasions that gave birth to them, that 
nurtured them and schooled them into the art of e:q>ressi(Hi and originality. They remember 
their graduation night, their proud parents and school teadiers, the many honors that 
followed, the adventurous trips taken overseas, the lessons learned. Now, here amidst their 
&llen classmates, they become cognizant of their own &te awaiting them. Tired they seek the 
comfort of a chair. >^th their last dying breath they seat themselves among their fallen 
classmates and wait... and wait for the hour of the bell, slowly disappearing into the sunset. 
Others, unwilling to die young but willing to fight the last fi^ to the bitter end, lift 
themselves firom the dying chair and on their beUy they exit the museum just before it closes 
shut its iron gates bdiind them. Staging a much anticipated second comeback, they enter the 
new era as second class idioms or cliches, wdiile still <Mhers continue to be regarded as slang 
througjiout their long linguistic careers. 

During their new travels through time and distant shores, some of the cmce loved but now 
much despised ready-made cliches become so overused and abused that they fidl gravely ill 
and pass away after many batles with overexposure. Others are more fortunate. They admit 
to their overused status syndrome among their peers and join the Society of Cliches 
Anncnymous. There they can speak fieely and open tiieir broken hearts to anyone willing to 
listen to their pli^ and pain. Many counseling hours later and after mudi required reading 
on the virtues of "knowing thyself* as e^qiressed first by Socrates thousand of years ago, a 
select few of them manage to pull themselves by their boot straps and graduate with 
honorable mentions. 
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Although clearly handicaped from the stait, through a twist of &te they somdiow manage to 
pay for a much needed &ce lift and manicure and move back to Hollywood Boule-.-ard that 
not too IcHig ago used to be their childhood playground, their field of dreams. MTith much 
painful e^erience under their belt, this time around they avoid following their own footsteps 
of past fame and glory and those of their befallen classmates. Instead, they leam how to carry 
themselves with an imaginative new twist of humor or irony and so find themselves back into 
the spotlight and in the pages of young writers who singlehandedly bring about their 
resurecticHi. In the process, they regain some of their former glory. Oftoitimes, they receive 
lucrative ofifers to write down their memoirs or turn their lijfe's work into a script for a 
Hollywood movie, starring themselves in the title role of the movie The Return of the Cliche 
that Used to Be an Idiom. 

While some of them succumb to the temptations of the past, a great many chose not to 
participate in their new-found popularity. Only occassionaly will they venture out in the 
public limelight and support a fimdraising event for misguided idioms that run the danger of 
becoming cliches like them. Off and on, they will receive an invitation to attend the next 
Golden Tough Nut Award ceremonies. They find a seat in the gallery among their peers, do 
some necessary elbow rubbing with scriptwriters, directors, and producers, and patioitly 
await to hear the nominees, all the while mastering the art of bidding their true colors. As the 
nominees one by one deliver their acceptance speeches and thank the society of phrasal 
formulas, fixed collocaticms, sayings, proverbs, allusions, similes, clishes, and slang among 
other, they begin to wonder why the Academy pass them over at their height of their career. 
A parade of reascms passes them by right in frcHit of their nose. To be politically correct, they 
clap their hands away as they raise from their chairs to give a standing ovation to all 
nominees that were fortunate enou^ to be nominated and win. Dissapointed with their luck 
of the draw in times past, they return home pondering the one or the other rationale without 
ever really knowing >Kdiat the true answer is or was or mi^ have beoi... and so their journey 
that strated a IcHig time ago continues its slow march, always awaiting the next class of idiom 
graduates. 

Well, I hope to have beoi able to give you a head start on your etymological research on 
idioms. Keep in mind that many etymologists out there do not evoi agree (m the origins of 
particular idioms. Do not let this discourage you as it is such disagreemmts that make us 
idioms even more interesting both in heritage and in usage. Enough talk about the past. It is 
time for you to go out and make your own discoveries. 

Sould you ever hit a snag along the way, remember that you have a fnoid here at the 
institute. Looking forward to hearing about your discoveries, I remain 

That's All Greek to Me, Senior Board Member 
Institute of Etymological Research 
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As seen, idioms start life as fresh and original metaphors and pass 

away as all too frequent casual cliches or playful expressions of slang. 

Regardless of their hnguistic journey through time, etymological information 

of the sort presented here has a wide range of appeal among language 

learners and provides a much welcomed and powerfiil incentive for them to 

continue to learn these resilient colorfiil expressions that have worked their 

way into all levels of language usage. Even more importantly, such 

information enriches their knowledge of idiomaticity as it shdes into their 

passive memory pool. 

A key point bearing repeating here is that language instructors need not 

be the only ones engaging in the unearthing of such valuable information. 

Individually or in groups, students could also be asked to research the 

etymological origins of certain idioms and be prepared to present their report 

to the rest of the class either orally or in writing. Moreover, they could be 

asked to profTer key images and associations that can be used productively as 

memory hooks for the triggering and retrieval of the idiom from memory. The 

collective imagination of a group of learners is always richer than the 

imagination of a single learner or of the language teacher alone. Therefore, 

the whole group stands to profit from such a teaching and learning procedure. 

Ostensibly this appears to make pedagogic sense because such memory 

hooks are inextricably related to visual perception which underlies or 

surrounds cognitive activity. Not only can such mnemonic devices lead to a 

clearer conception of the idiomatic image when automated via continuous 

exposure and contextual practice but, more importantly, they have the 
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potential to develop a positive relationship between image conception and 

idiomatic meaning-mapping processes, both by providing a transparent 

conceptual organization for a particular idiom and by promoting its retention 

and mastery within a semantic network of associated images and ideas. 

Language teachers are also encouraged to provide learners with their 

own examples of various awareness strategies (such as inferring techniques) 

and retention strategies (such as mnemonic techniques). This allows for a 

productive discussion both on the values and limitations of idiom learning 

techniques and on the role of imagery in memory. Even more importantly, 

such group discussions, which are of a metacognitive nature, foster 

confidence in social communication skills among learners and provide a 

starting point for attempts to enhance the effectiveness of idiom learning 

while preparing the ground for applying these techniques to the appropriate 

learning opportunities. As revealed in the Post-study Questionnaire, learners 

welcome the trainiag of such strategies in learning idioms as well as the 

learning of the skills and processes necessary to create meaning from texts 

containing idiomatic phrases. 

The conditions for learning become even more enhanced when 

language learners, depending on their writing proficiency level, are compelled 

to create their own narratives or dialogs supporting the productive use of a 

particular idiom in contexts. Since the vast majority of idioms are learned 

gradually through repeated exposure in various discourse contexts, intentional 

rehearsal of the contexts and metacognitive techniques will remain necessary 

in reviving as many previously formed associations as possible. Both in the 
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classroom and in the natural environment, once an idiom enters conscious 

attention and multiple opportunities reinforce that awareness in different 

sources, including those where it had not previously been noted, learning of 

idioms can be maximized geometrically by capitalizing on the need to 

produce them in the target language. In turn, automaticity results from 

repeated attempts at production which is further facihtated by input factors 

such as the idiom's frequency and saUency in natural discourse. 

These are only some of the most important methodological issues that 

need to acknowledged and addressed in Phase Two. Others are reviewed in 

the next two phases. Regardless of which form of presentation is chosen, the 

collected information becomes an indispensable guide to all learners as they 

continue to chew over such new ideas. Table 6.4 below presents a sample 

activity guide of such an advanced assignment that scratches away far more 

than just the tip of an iceberg. 

Finally, to redress and complete the discussion on Phase Two, post-

reading tasks and expansion multimodal, multisensory activities should build 

on such new understanding if acquisition of idiomatic language is seen as a 

desired and viable goal of SL teaching and learning. Although there are no 

guarantees that language learners will hit the nail right on the head each and 

every time a particular idiom surfaces in real-life situations or in culturally 

authentic reaha because of aU the information uncovered, at the very least 

such information has the potential to minimize considerably the use of the 

idiom it's Greek to me by learners in friture assignments. 



491 

Table 6.4: Activity Guide to Etymological Journeys 

(Sp.) colgar de un hilo; (EngL) to hang by a thread 

to be in a dangerous or unsafe position; to depend on something very smaU to 
save you 

"There's a myth that tells of a king in the 5' century BC who grew tired of 
being told how wonderful he was by a flatterer named Damocles. The king 
threw a magnificent banquet for Damocles, Mdio was having a grand time until 
he looked at the ceiling. He was shocked to see a large, sharp sword hanging by 
a single, thin hair, and pointing straight down at his head! He quickly leamed 
his lesson: Power and happiness are not secure, and usually depend on the will 
or favor of someone else. Today, when people are in risky situation, we say 
they're 'hanging by a thread'" (Terban, 1996, p. 86) 

Michelle: jHola Juan! ^Como has estado? No te he visto en las clases de 
firances esta semana. ^Donde has estado? 

Juan: jNi me preguntas! He estado muy ocupado. Estuve pasando ios dias 
m el hospital. 

Michelle: ^Que tienes? ^Que ha pasado? ^No estas malo verdad? 
Juan: No, no soy yo quien esta mal, es mi papa. El lunes de la semana 

pasada, mi papa ha estado en un accidente horrible. 
Michelle: ^Tu papa? ̂ E  ̂bien? 

Juan: No se que dicirte. Los doctores no creen que esta bien. Dicen que 
esta colgando de un hilo. Ahora voy a ver lo. 

Michelle: jNo te preocupes! Esta en imo de los mejores hq}itales del pais. 
Estoy s^^ra que lo van a cuidar muy bien. 

Michelle: Hi Jdm! How have you been? I haven't seen you in Froich class 
this week at all. Where have you been? 

John: Don't ask! I've been very busy. I have been spending all of my days 
at the hospital. 

Michelle: What's the matter? What happmed? You're not sick, are you? 
John: No, it's not me, it's my fiither. He was involved in a terrible car 

accident last Monday. 
Michelle: Your fether? Is he alrig^? 

John: I don't know what to tell you. The doctors don't think so. They say 
that he is hanging on by a thread. I am on my way to see him now. 

Michelle: D<xi't worry! He's in one of the best hospitals in the country. I'm 
sure they will take good care of him. 

King, flatterer, banquet, ceiling, sword, single hair 
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6.3.7 Phase Three: "Killing Two Birds With One Stone " 

Goal—Practice and Expansion: This phase aims at a dual goal, as the 

idiomatic heading above makes clear: idiom practice and idiom variants 

expansion. From the instructor's point of view, it would be false to assume 

that because learners have been taught a particular idiom, they are also 

equipped to handle variant idioms that share similar conceptual metaphors. 

Conversely, it would be equally false to assume that idioms always appear in 

one and the same conte?rt. As far as is known, all languages exhibit variant 

idioms with similar figurative meanings but different lexical make-up. It is 

also well known that many different contexts give rise to the usage of an 

idiom that is more appropriate than others in the same context. 

It is logical to postulate then that because idioms are so omnipresent in 

daily discourse, in learning idioms, students should learn both their canonical 

forms as well as their exploited forms (literal, idiomatic, and other meanings). 

In other words, they should become aware of the formal and functional 

idiomatic parameters including, but not limited to, degree of fixedness, 

syntactic nature, idiomaticity, and pragmatic functions. Students could benefit 

firom learning the most important lexicological facts about idioms such as 

orthography, phonological-morphological structure, pronunciation, stress 

patterns, inflectional forms, the nature and categories of idioms, their 

behavior in discourse, and the opacity or extinct nature of the metaphor that 

may be involved. Based on the findings of this study, however, the goal 
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should be for students to use an idiom with grammatical and semantic-

pragmatic accuracy whenever the need arises. 

Again, the argument is made that idioms should not be presented in 

isolation or learned in rote fashion for a Friday afternoon quiz on idioms. 

Instead, they should always be presented within the cultural authenticity of 

the text that supports their presence or immersed in meaningful quasi-

authentic texts. Idioms and their variants are best learned when the focus is 

on meaning (meaningful communication and communicative intent) rather 

than on language form itself and, as ah'eady argued so many times before, 

through repeated exposure in various discourse contexts. The ultimate goal 

should be for all idioms to become "sight idioms," that is phrases that are 

recognized automatically, irrespective of context, similar to the declarative 

and procedural ways showcased by native speakers of a language. Without 

appropriate guidance or sufficient exposure, however, it is highly 

questionable that learners will be able to acquire idioms and their variants on 

their own. 

Therefore, here too there is a clear need for instructors to discuss 

metacognitive strategies with students in class and to devise appropriate 

exercises that will help students learn specific idioms and their variants in 

different ways. Beyond that, students should be equipped with specific 

techniques for dealing with such idioms successfully when encountered in an 

authentic text. As akeady noted, theme, topic, and genre exposure play a 

critical role both in idiom learning and idiom development. Consequently, 

metacognitive awareness of input and systematic strate^ training can lead to 
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more effective inferencing while improving production of idioms. Input must, 

therefore, be of high quahty or as authentic as possible and embedded in 

learning situations of natural authentic communicative language instruction. 

The ability to comprehend precedes performance, runs ahead of productive 

faciUty (see, Liontas, 1997). Therefore, encountering all types of idioms in 

multiple real-life situations and repeated use can lead learners to automaticity. 

As suggested by the research of Aghbar (1990), Kakkainen (1991), and 

Amaud and Savignon (1997), idiom learning is an arduous incremental 

process and accurate production depends on repeated exposure, which in turn 

positively influences idiom learning. This explains why the participants of the 

Amaud and Savignon study even after ten or more years of studying the 

English language were not able to develop idiomatic competence in the 

language and why despite concerted efforts at enhancing its effectiveness, 

progress still appears to be moderate and random. 

Thus, a wide variety of contexts offers the springboard necessary for 

evoking, recycling, and expanding in new contexts a greater corpus of idiom 

variants, and for stimulating class discussions and activities in the target 

language and culture. While it is not directly suggested that instructors "go 

bananas" trying to account for all possible contexts or idiom variants, it is 

nevertheless suggested that at times it may be appropriate to offer idiomatic 

variations that motivate the use of particular idioms or contexts. As seen in 

the discussion of the Post-study Questionnaire, SL learners appreciate such 

intentional variations, but most importantiy, they help to dismantie the 
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monolithic view of a one-to-one relationship between idiom and context: one 

idiom, one context always! 

Beyond that, students gain a new understanding of the essence of 

practicing idioms and their variants in context. No longer is "practice" seen as 

a hnguistic activity imposed by their idiom-driven instructor, it becomes a 

voluntary activity that enables them to solidify what was learned during 

instruction, as well as to recycle and expand upon their current level of 

knowledge for greater control of figurative language. Expressed more 

precisely, if the process of developing idiomatic competence is as laborious 

and uncertain at first as suggested by the Amaud and Savignon (1997) study, 

it is only logical to argue that students will need ample opportunities to 

recognize, manipulate, and/or apply their new knowledge of idiomaticity in a 

variety of natural contexts if such an end is to be achieved. 

Depending upon what kind of selective practice a language skill 

requires, instructors could ask students to write dialogs, narratives, or short 

stories, for instance, that use idiomatic expressions. Despite their somewhat 

neutral stance on this issue, individually, in groups, or as a class, students 

could create such texts, which they could then read aloud, memorize, or even 

perform for all the class to see and appreciate. A list containing idioms and 

their variants could be given to students as a first step in their own creative 

process of learning to use idioms to communicate. 

The ensuing, progressive transformation firom "language users" to 

"language makers" is perhaps the greatest benefit the approach descnbed 

here offers. Not only are students' efforts as learners of the target language 
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and culture validated, they also become creators of their own learning. Such 

is the empowerment that it has been proven indispensable for making the 

cognitive transition from learning to acquisition via continuous exposure over 

time and many trials, restructuring, automatization, and routinizedpractice 

(a more complete treatment of these cognitive notions can be found in Cheng, 

1985; Karmiloff-Smith, 1986; Rumelhart & Norman, 1978; Schiffrin & 

Schneider, 1977). This very important goal aside, instructors should make 

sure they do not ask students to engage in practice tasks and expansion 

activities they are not ready for, either because of Unguistic inability or lack of 

task clarity. Whether the task is to be done orally, in writing, or both, clear 

and precise instructions are necessary for its successful completion. A 

specific time limit must be given as well. This way students are held 

accountable for their learning and for helping self-select communicative 

activities. In developing idiom-building exercises, matching idioms with 

various types of definitions, jigsaw dialogues (i.e., dialogues with lines 

rearranged out of order), information gap activities (i.e., missing of 

information to be supplied by the learners), split information activities (i.e., 

sharing of conmionly held information that allows learners to complete 

diagrams or tables), fluency and richness activities (i.e., activities that 

establish syntagmatic and paradigmatic relationships within and between 

idioms, allowing idiomatic knowledge to reach high levels of automaticity) 

and, finally, group and testing activities of the sort discussed in more detail in 

the final section of this chapter, instructors must take care to produce a range 

of communicative intents, ranging from the sentence level to story writing 
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development, all depending on students' linguistic abilities and the time 

allotted for completing the task. 

It is important to underscore that although the idiom-learning activities 

suggested here offer a wealth of alternatives for the development of idiomatic 

competence, not all students need to engage in the same task. While some 

write explanatory sentences that use idioms for brevity, others could develop 

communicative dialogues, while still others write stories or create various 

communicative idiom games. Further, practice tasks could include word 

puzzles, hangman, fill-in-the-blank sentences and larger texts, multiple-choice 

items, idiom completion, and the like. While students create and practice the 

communicative activities suggested above, the astute instructor should 

monitor the process, offering guidance and last-resort help only when needed 

most. When time is called, students should present their creative work to the 

rest of the class, thus offering each student a unique opportunity to engage in 

multiple idiom tasks and activities that are both challenging and fun. Making 

all work available to the entire class is especially appreciated by students 

eager to have their own coUection of idiom handouts. Coupled with the 

activity guides discussed in Phase Two, such a practice environment can 

foster an even greater sense of community that defines itself by a common 

goal: developing idiomatic competence in the target language and culture. 
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6.3.8 Phase Four: "Sitting on Pins and Needles " 

Goal—Evaluation and Refinement of Idiomatic Progress: Many of the 

practice tasks and activities discussed above could easily be used for 

evaluation and further refinement. Evaluation should not showcase how much 

a student has not yet mastered, but rather should highlight the knowledge that 

has been acquired and can be successfully produced with receptive control, 

limited control, or fuU control. For too long the language profession has used 

"testing" to capture numerically how much students don 7 know instead of to 

vahdate that which they can do consistently and successfully. 

If the goal of SL instruction is student achievement, then evaluative 

measures need to reflect this end. On the other hand, if the goal is the 

development of idiomatic competence in the target language and culture, 

evaluative measures cannot be simply numerical. When people communicate, 

either orally or in writing, one does not assign a letter grade or a numerical 

percentage to the linguistic output, but instead repUes to the communicative 

intents expressed. This point is raised here to underscore the true nature of 

traditional evaluative attempts, not to suggest that traditional assessment 

practices are of littie use. 

Depending on the classroom culture and the goals of assessment, 

evaluative procedures must also reflect "holistic" grading. As earlier noted, 

not everything done in education need be followed by a numerical or a letter 

grade. There is plenty of room for alternative evaluations as well. Reversing 

weU-e^blished testing practices is not easy by any account, but this should 
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not prevent instructors from attempting to do so. Students typically resist the 

least when they are aware of the reasons for a test and the use of its results. In 

fact, students resisted the least when they themselves were an integral part of 

the evaluation process. When students set their own goals, they soon realize 

that evaluation cannot exist without rethinking and reevaluating the very 

process they themselves have helped put in motion. 

6.4 Testing for idiomatic competence 

The section that follows presents various approaches for assessment 

and practice of idiomatic knowledge. It allows students to practice and test 

their newly gained knowledge of idioms at their convenience and at their own 

learning pace and style. This section aims to bridge the gap between 

learning/acquiring idioms and producing idioms. Through a number of 

complex and engaging exercises, all of which can be designed in an 

interactive multimedia environment if proper attention is paid to the key 

technological concerns affecting learner interaction as seen in the analysis of 

part three of the Post-study Questionnaire, the information presented is 

subdivided into nine distinct testing/practicing formats and one grand tour. 

Each one is briefly explained below: 

1. I Image-4 Idioms: The same (or similar) still images from the learning 

section (see Phase 2) are used here to reinforce idioms that had been 

introduced earlier. Students have to decide which one of four idioms best 

"fits" the single image seen in a testing booklet. The reverse feature 
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should also be made available to students, i.e., 4 Images-1 Idiom, in which 

students have to decide under which image to write in the idiom. Feedback 

should be given only after transcription. This idiom-writing activity allows 

students to unconsciously practice writing the orthographic and syntactic 

features of each idiom in context. Constructive feedback should take the 

form of praise such as "Try again!" "You're ahnost there!" "Come on, you 

can do it!" "Don't give up!," and the like. 

f 'r t make a splash 
blood is thicker than water 
spill the beans 
go down the drain 

r- •  ̂

2. 1 Text-4 Idioms: Similarly as in the 7 Image-4 Idioms section above, in 

this testing section the student is presented with text (paragraph or dialog) 

minus the idiom which the student has to supply in writing from four 

possibilities. In the reverse version of this task, the student reads four texts 

and decides from which text the idiom was extracted. In yet another scaled 

variation the student is offered one text with four still images or four texts 

with one image but without any written idiom choices. While this task may 

be a bit more challenging, students repeatedly reported positive comments 

when it was implemented in the classroom. 
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1. made a splash 

2. blood was thicker than 
water 

3. spilled the beans 

4. went down the drain 

3. Mix-and-Match Idioms: In this section only the idioms are given, without 

any images or text. The student decides which kind of idioms (e.g. 

medicine idioms, time idioms, animal idioms, etc.) are needed for 

assessment (see Table 3). A set of cards that contain the specific theme of 

idioms (primary and secondary language idioms) are scattered on the floor 

or table. It is the student's task to collect and organize the idioms in their 

prior corresponding order. More specifically, the student decides which 

secondary idiom matches which corresponding primary idiom. In the ESL 

and English program, the corresponding "idioms" are close paraphrases. A 

timer could also be made available should students decide a contest 

against time is in order. A variation of the same task uses still images and 

idioms. 

Hiey arrested Femandb yesterday because tfiey suq>ected 
that he was tibie one had robbed the bank. Th^ 
questioned him for six hours without getting a coofission, 
but^en tiiey told him that his accomplice, Marcos, had 
already coofbssed and had blamed everything en him, 
Fenumdo Naturally, later he finmd out 
that Marcos hadn't said a thing to the police.. 

ParaDhrases Idioms 
1. to endure a difficult situation A. not have a leg to stand on 
2. to follow through with a stated B. put one's moneywhere one's 

intention mouth is 
3. to take more food thaa one can eat C. bite tt» bullet 
4. to have no good defense for one's D. eyes are bigger than one's stomach 

opmioa or actions 
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4. Interactive Idioms: In this section the student challenges a classmate or 

the instructor to give him or her an idiom in English or in the target 

language. In the ESL and English program paraphrases are used again. 

While the classmate or instructor reads an idiom from the chosen set of 

cards, the student offers a corresponding target paraphrase (the reverse is 

also possible). If the student's response is correct, the other participant 

throws the card on the floor. However, if the given response is erroneous, 

then the card containing the target idiom or paraphrase goes back into the 

stack of cards. The aim of this game is for the student to make his or her 

classmate throw all of the cards on the floor, which s/he will then have to 

collect to the deUght of the winning student. Again, a timer can be made 

available to those individual students who believe that they can beat the 

clock. 

Cardl 

Paraphrase: to take decisive action in a difficult situation 

Idiom: to take the bull by ttie horns 

5. Scrambled Idioms: In this section students are given a target idiom 

scrambled on the testing booklet page. The challenge is to unscramble the 

idiom and put it back in its original word order. For students to succeed at 

this task, they must recall the idiom in its original etymological form, a key 

feature for any cognitive learning and memory recall. 
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Of iicle' get on wrong 

to the uf) bed thB 

Answer; to get up on the wrong side of the bed 

6. Idiom Parts Missing in Action: In this section a target idiom is heard or 

seen with its second half missing. Students must write in or say the 

missing word parts to make the idiom whole again. Again, recall of 

missing idiom parts is central to this task. 

"Peoplê  UfAo- tUfC (H 

Answer: 

1. All in the Family Idioms: Similar to the Mix-and-Match Idioms, here the 

student is asked to find each idiom's corresponding variant. The aim is for 

students to expand their knowledge of specific idioms to handle a variety 

of real-life situations. 

Idioms Variants 
1. toldckthebudcet A. tobitthecdling (4) 
2. to let the cat out of the bag B. to bhe the dust (1) 
3. to feed someone a Ime C. to spin the beans (2) 
4. to drive someone up a wan D. to pull someone's 1  ̂ (3) 

8. Idiomatic Jigsaw Dialogues: In this section, the lines of a dialogue are 

rearranged out of order. Each hne of dialogue can also be written on strips 
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of paper and placed on a table for students to walk around the classroom, 

all the while trying to piece together the correct order of the dialogue. For 

more advanced learners, several parts of a dialogue derived from a larger 

text containing several idioms could be introduced at once and the lines 

and dialogue parts intermixed on several tables. It is the students' task to 

sort the lines into the original correct order. The aim is for students to 

work out the previous order of the original dialogue and that of the 

idiom(s) present therein by using the available idiomatic discourse context 

and the conversational rules and general maxims offered by H. P. Grice. 
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La noche de graduacidn. 

Despues de la ceremonia, Maria le pregunta 
a Joaquin, su mejor amigo, de sus planes 
para el flituro. 

Maria: jJoaquin! ^Vas a buscar un trabajo? 

Joaquin: Como quisiera que pudiera pero 
estoy esperando la respusta de la universi-
dad medica de Boston. 

Maria: ^Me quieres decir que verdadera-
mente vas a seguir en los pasos de tu papa? 

Joaquin: Como quisiera que no tuviera que 
hacer lo, pero no tengo remedio. Vengo de 
una familia de doctores y soy el unico hijo y 
por eso tengo que seguir ia tradicira. 

Joaquin: Como quisiera que no tuviera 
que hacer lo, pero no tengo remedio. Vengo 
de una familia de doctores y soy el unico hijo 
y por eso taigo que seguir la tradicion. 

Despues de la ceremonia, Maria le 
pregunta a Joaquin, su mejor amigo, de sus 
planes para el fiituro. 

Maria: ^Me quieres decir que verdade-
ramente vas a seguir en los pasos de tu papa? 

Joaquin: Como quisiera que pudiera 
pero estoy esperando la respusta de la 
universidad medica de Boston. 

La noche de graduacidn 

Maria: jJoaquin! ^Vas a buscar un 

(Sp.) seguir los pasos de algien; to follow in someone's footsteps 

At gfoduatton nigfit 
After the ceronoay, Maiy asks Jack, her close fiiend, his plans are for the future. 
Maiy: So Jack! Are you going to look for a job now? 
Jack: IwishIcould,butIamwaitingtohearfromthemedicaluntversityofBoston. 
Maiy; You mean, you're actually gomg to follow in your lather's footsteps? 
Jack: Iwishldidnothaveto, but I have no dioice. I ccHne from a long tine of doctors and 

since I am the only child, Fm e9q>ectedto cany on tiie fomity tradition. 

9. Puzzle Idioms: In this section, a still image depicting an idiom is scattered 

over the printed page in several puzzle pieces. The aim is to put together 

the scattered pieces and reconstitute the appropriate idiom. Again, a timer 

can be made available to those individual students willing to attempt to 

beat the 1-minute clock. 
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10. The Grand Tour—Test Idioms Bank: In this final section, the Grand Tour 

test attempts to assess a learner's total idiomatic progress. Test forms 

should cover a wide range of tasks, such as fill-in-the blank, multiple-

choice, completion items, missing idioms and idiom parts, and the like. 

Each test vignette should take 10 to 15 minutes to complete; at the end the 

student can ask for a raw score and a printed copy of the test for future 

reference. The test items should come from the sections above and can be 

preselected by individual students. It is strongly suggested that students 

engage in this "grand tour" only after completing at least 80% of the 

available idiomatic material, for this test is the culmination of idioms and 

their variants that have been presented, practiced, expanded, and 

communicated in a language classroom that values idioms and knowledge 

of idiomaticity for communication. 

It is in this spirit that all phases—Introduction, Presentation and 

Communication, Practice and Expansion, and, finally, Evaluation and 

Refinement—become one, aU the while constituting integral links in the great 

chain of developing idiomatic competence. The phases presented in this 

chapter are not and should not be viewed as four separate attempts to capture 

the linguistic and cultural treasures of idiomatic expressions. On the contrary, 

each phase depends upon the success of the others, and each phase interacts 

and overlaps with the others. 
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Although presented as a linear sequence of methodological formats for 

ease of presentation, the phases are interrelated, constitute a network among 

themselves, and provide a practical hohstic framework around which they 

may be designed, organized, and implemented. Hence, the value of this 

theoretical and methodological framework resides not in its individual phases 

or finite set of pedagogical procedures proposed, but in its internal ongoing 

interactive processes and the pedagogical imphcations such pedagogical 

frameworks have for teaching, learning, and evaluating idioms across the 

second and foreign language curriculum. 

Summary 

This chapter has presented integrated theoretical and pedagogical 

foundations upon which successful teaching of dynamic high-context idioms 

can be accomphshed in the SL classroom. In doing so, it offered a great many 

practical recommendations that can be incorporated into the daily language 

and culture curriculum. Above all, this chapter has tried to emphasize that 

developing idiomatic competence cannot proceed in isolation from the greater 

process of learning and acquiring language in context. For idioms to have the 

most impact in the SL acquisition process, they need to be presented in a 

variety of sociocultural contexts, practiced in authentic settings, and evaluated 

meaningfully based on the community culture of the classroom. Only then can 

idioms broaden students' learning experiences and help them connect more 

productively to the target language and culture. 
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Finally, the following caveat should be carefully considered: Even the 

most sophisticated attempts at developing idiomatic competence will fail if 

they do not seriously consider individual differences among students, such as 

prior knowledge, abihties, preferences, strategies, and affective factors. As 

was revealed in the analysis of the Post-study Questionnaire and argued 

consistendy throughout this chapter, decisions must be based on language 

development knowledge, on cognitive language acquisition processes, on an 

awareness of students' linguistic and sociocultural capabilities, and, finally, 

on student appeal. Without such considerations, any approach, no matter how 

sound and unique in design and apphcation, remains just another approach 

doomed to failure. 

The work involved in constructing a pedagogically sound methodology 

of teaching and learning idioms in the SL classroom is immense, but so are 

the potential benefits. As instructors of second languages, committed to 

excellence and diverse teaching, it is our responsibility to offer students 

access to a world that for too long has been closed to them. Vivid phrasal 

idioms and idioms in general provide such a window of opportunity. This 

chapter has tried to showcase an innovative way of making this pedagogical 

goal more concrete and systematic, taking its cues straight fi'om the horse's 

mouth—^the students of second languages! 
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CHAPTER? 

CONCLUSIONS AND PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS 

A journey of a thousand miles must begin with a single step. 
—Lao-tzu 

Introduction 

As stated at the outset, the goal of this dissertation was threefold: First, 

it argued that the process of L2 idiom comprehension and interpretation is not 

the same as that for LI comprehension, that is there are some fundamentally 

different ways in which SL learners grasp idiomatic meaning. Second, it 

investigated the never before expressed notion that the L2 comprehension 

process of idioms appears to be universal with regard to Spanish, French, and 

German. Third, it investigated the extent to which SL learners want idioms to 

be an integral part of their language and culture training. The dissertation 

further proposed a systematic program to teaching idioms in the second and 

foreign language classroom in the context of meaningful authentic use. 

To reach these goals, it was decided early on to unite theory with 

pedagogical practice. Not only was an attempt made to research the notion 

that L2 idiom comprehension and interpretation is different from that 

exhibited by LI learners, leading to the plausible notion of universality, but 

also the marrying of findings and insights with a pragmatic methodology that 

supports their vahdity. Given this orientation, this dissertation was divided 
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into two major parts, an empirical study (Chapters 1,2,3, and 4) and a 

pragmatic methodology (Chapters 5 and 6). 

In this concluding chapter, the question. What conclusions and 

pedagogical impUcations can be drawn from the results of this study in 

particular and the current state of idiom research in general? is addressed 

Although the chapter revisits some of the most important findings and 

conclusions drawn from the previous six chapters, it also argues that knowing 

what we now know about VP idioms and the diverse ways in which SL 

readers make sense of them in and out of context, teachers can have a 

considerable impact on how well students of second and foreign languages 

learn and use idioms within and beyond the confining walls of the language 

classroom. For ease of presentation, this discussion will proceed following 

the order in which the chapters were presented. Then the hmitations of this 

study will be reviewed. The last section of the chapter will provide 

pedagogical recommendations for future research and pedagogy. 

7.1 Theoretical conclusions 

To answer the research questions it was necessary to first define the 

idioms under investigation, namely vivid phrasal (VP) idioms, by comparing 

and contrasting them with other definitions already available to the 

profession. The discussion that followed showed that while there still is a 

confluence of the various interpretations of idioms as a result of the problems 

of definitions, nevertheless, there can be a meeting point of agreement among 



511 

idiomatologists and, even more importantly, there can be a common ground 

research agenda that both researchers and language teachers can agree on. 

Generally speaking, there are at the very least three ways in which an 

agreement can be reached. One way in which diverging arguments of idiom 

definitions can be resolved amicably is by agreeing to investigate the same 

types of idioms under the same conditions. Simple as it sounds, such 

concerted efforts can provide a common ground fi'om which all future 

research energy can flow—at least initially. By studying the same types of 

idioms under the same conditions of inquiry, researchers are afforded 

unprecedented opportunities to contribute to an open but focused discussion 

of linguistic and cognitive phenomena on idioms that expands the present 

state of knowledge on issues of idiomaticity geometrically in LI and, 

especially, in L2 languages, where research is almost non-existent in either 

theoretical or methodological publications. It should also not go unnoticed 

that in over twenty-five years of intensive research in issues dealing with SLA 

phenomena, the domain of figurative knowledge as it pertains specifically to 

idioms has not yet received the hnguistic and pragmatic attention and 

commitment that it so urgently deserves. Nor should it therein be missed that 

in two of the most widely-used textbooks on SLA for graduate study—The 

Study of Second Language Acquisition by Rod Ellis (1994) and Linguistics 

and Second Language Acquisition by Vivian Cook (1993)—covering over 

eleven hundred pages total, the subject of idiomaticity, despite its centrality to 

natural language acquisition and use and critical importance to second 
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language learners and language pedagogy, does not even appear in the 

glossary of terms nor in the subject index of those two textbooks. 

A second way in which disagreements can be ameUorated if not 

removed considerably is by adopting the taxonomy for the idioms termed VP 

idioms that was presented in this study. Regardless which second or foreign 

language becomes the focus of investigation, the fuither sub-categorization of 

VP idioms into LL, SLL, PLL, and MPLL provides a general meeting point as 

such meeting is accomplished along the Conceptual, Semantic, and Image 

(CSI) Distance which, against all indications to the contrary, appears to 

directly affect how well VP idioms are understood in and out of context by 

learners of second languages. 

A third and final way by which a common ground research agenda can 

be nurtured in the years ahead is by designing research studies that investigate 

even more closely the main hypotheses posited by LI researchers regarding 

the processing, comprehension, and interpretation of idioms. In studying 

Bobrow and Bell's (1973) literal first hypothesis, Swinney and Cutler's 

(1979) simultaneous processing hypothesis, and Gibbs' (1980) figurative 

first hypothesis either separately or in combination across several second 

languages, new and concrete evidence can be collected regarding the efGcacy 

of the arguments made in these models with respect to SL learners. The 

results of such studies can then be compared and contrasted with the 

propositions advanced in the SL Comprehension and Interpretation Model of 

VP Idioms presented in Chapter 4 of this study. 
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The clear advantage of having a common ground research agenda is 

that focused investigations of the sort envisaged here can pave the way for a 

new direction of idiom research and theory away from the puzzle of 

contradictions present within the body of the LI psycholinguistic models 

mentioned above. Even more importantly, focused investigations of the sort 

advocated here can examine critically how SL readers transact idiomatic 

meaning in and out of context. Until such studies begin to emerge, an initial 

attempt will be made to ferret out and summarize the most important 

conclusions and pedagogical implications made available through the efforts 

of this study. Wherever appropriate, other studies will also be consulted. The 

discussion begtas with some general conclusions regarding the act of reading 

by SL learners as seen through the interpretative lens of the researcher and 

the students that volunteered their insightful cognitive and metacognitive 

comments. This is followed by more concrete conclusions on the nature of 

idiom comprehension and interpretation in second languages as suggested 

directly by the results of this study. The discussion will then turn to the 

presentation of caveats from current research studies before arguments are 

made in favor of specific pedagogical implications. 

7.1.2 Regarding the act of reading by SL readers 

An essential insight that emerged from this study is that reading is 

making sense of the text and, further, that in the construction of that meaning 

the reader oftentimes also creates his or her own text parallel to the printed 
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text. In the process of reading and knowing, in the process of transaction^ 

both text and reader become transformed which, in turn, explains why the 

meaning is in the reader and the writer, and not inherently in the text itself In 

other words, readers tend to make active use of the graphophonic, syntactic, 

and semantic cues available in the text. Such cues are greatly influenced by 

what readers bring to the text and the act of reading by way of prior personal 

cultural background knowledge (i.e., pragmatic notions of linguistic and 

conceptual schemata) and experience specifically and world knowledge in 

general. Supported by the results obtained and the reading behavior exhibited 

by the participants of the CMIV group during the construction of this study, 

this general finding further explains why reading cannot possibly be viewed 

as a passive process; rather it is a dynamic, receptive language process 

wherein the reader is an active user of language who tries to relate that which 

is comprehended and interpreted from the text with what he or she ahready 

knows from personal knowledge and experience. 

To investigate more closely the nature of idiom comprehension and, 

more specifically, the factors that directly a£fect the interpretation of idioms in 

second and foreign languages, it is necessary to study real readers reading 

real texts. This requirement was seen as indispensable to the approach taken 

in this research study so that the investigation of factors affecting idiom 

comprehension and interpretation (i.e., word and idiom recognition, lexical 

access and retrieval, contextual and pragmatic support, prior personal 

background and world knowledge, formal schemata, and strategy use) is not 

reduced to an analysis of individual words and sentences. The availability of 
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texts "longer than a sentence" was key to the discovery of those factors and 

the complexity of their synergistic interactions. 

The desire to obtain a systematic understanding of the idiom 

transaction process itself necessitates a more focused discussion of the 

Transactional Idiom Analysis (TIA) proposed in this study. This type of 

analysis was seen as central to the issues this dissertation was trying to 

investigate, describe, explain, and predict within the overall framework of SL 

Comprehension and Interpretation of VP Idioms During Reading and, in 

particular, within the notion of universality as it pertains to Spanish, French, 

and German. Results of this study confumed the prediction that all four 

cueing systems are used simultaneously within a broader sociocultural context 

and, furthermore, that all are necessary to explain the reading behavior of a 

second language learner. Analysis of patterns of contextual influences further 

confirmed the interplay of the various cueing systems and how these systems 

are controlled and rearranged by the reader during the act of reading. Even 

more important, the employment of TIA in this research study showed that 

reading can be contextuahzed in a way that reveals reading as an active 

thinking process. The clear implication is that TIA can provide a basis for 

establishing theory-building and pedagogical agendas suitable for that 

purpose. 

Said another way, by adding a pragmatic cycle to Goodman's 

graphophonic, syntactic, and semantic cycles, it was shown how in the 

presence of context, the four cueing systems, all working together, helped 

participants to detect the one phrase that was indeed the idiomatic expression 
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in that particular text. Participants' comments clearly point to the computation 

of the Uteral meaning first. Second language learners were found to seek an 

idiomatic meaning only after the nonidiomatic analysis failed to yield an 

interpretable result. It was further hypothesized that all participants in this 

study and regardless of target language studied or student grouping will 

demonstrate distinct reading patterns of VP idiom processing, comprehension, 

and interpretation, in terms of both the strategies they select and their primary 

reasons for choosing the idiom interpretations that they do. This too was 

revealed in their reflective commentaries and several Tables and Graphs 

captured numerically as well as quahtatively the contextual cues that were 

cited most frequently during the completion of the three experimental tasks. 

Consequently, it is only through the participants' insights that we now 

know how SL learners process, comprehend, and interpret VP idioms when 

such idioms are presented to them with or without contextual support. Even 

more important than the remarks made regarding their affective state during 

the completion of the individual tasks are the comments reflecting their 

personal cultural background knowledge and knowledge of pragmatics. It is 

precisely these types of insights that make clear what SL readers bring to the 

act of reading, what linguistic and cultural paths their meaning-transaction 

process takes, how prediction and hypothesis-building is formed, why more 

often than not they are led "up the garden path" and, finally, how knowledge 

of the Uteral meaning of an idiom becomes the only recourse for both the 

transaction of meaning and the bridging of the gap between target and domain 

idiom. 
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As seen in the analysis of the task data, the processing of idiomatic 

input revealed learners' use of reading strategies and cultural knowledge. 

Reading was shown to be a fine-tuned sampling, selecting, hypothesis-

building, predicting, comparing, and confirming activity that is both 

continuous and interactive/integrative in nature. It is claimed, therefore, that 

reading must be a non-linear, ever-changing psycholinguistic, transactive 

process of discovery and meaning-making process as suggested by 

Goodman's (1968,1978,1985,1992,1994,1996) ever-evolving cyclical 

meaning-making model of reading. 

As the data further revealed, lexical knowledge, contextual cues, 

personal background and pragmatic knowledge, to mention but the most 

important ones, all operate simultaneously in the meaning computation of an 

PLL idiom. Even more important than this finding alone is the fact that PLL 

idioms can be inferred accurately given appropriate contextual support. The 

apparent gap that exists between target and domain idiom on the conceptual, 

semantic, and image level can be bridged successfully for the most part by SL 

readers, although not without some visible difGculties. In some cases, 32.18 

percent to be exact, the accurate connection between target and domain idiom 

is unworkable despite the presence of a supporting context. In other words, 

while context faciUtates greatly the correct interpretation of an idiom, 

especially those of the PLL type, context alone does not guarantee success 

each and every time an idiom is present in a text. It does so, however, for 

78.07 percent of the time, attesting to the validity of the prediction that the 
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idiomatic meaning of PLL idioms will be either inferred accurately or come 

close to the domain to which the equivalent Enghsh idiom belongs. 

The gap that is left behind in each idiom type—9.14 percent for LL, 

24.48 percent for SLL, and 32.18 for PLL—is precisely the kind of gap that 

instructors of second and foreign languages should try to fill by providing 

systematic and expUcit instruction. Their instruction can profit greatly from 

using cross-cultural discourse dialogs and conversations, metalinguistic 

knowledge of lexicological facts, awareness and retention strategies (such as 

mnemonics), and idiom behavior in naturally-occurring and ongoing 

discourse. Should such a natural context-based pedagogy be advocated in the 

second and foreign language classroom, it seems reasonable to argue that an 

elaborated context such as the one espoused above will facihtate the binding 

and mapping processes of internalization of the linguistic and cultural 

information present in an idiom. 

Comments such as the ones obtained in this study offer researchers and 

language practitioners alike a clear picture of what is involved in the 

computation of an idiomatic meaning and what still remains to be 

accomplished with idioms in the second and foreign language classroom. A 

great many insights of what still needs to be done, how, and by whom was 

also evident in the dozens of comments made by participants in the analysis 

of the Post-task Summative Evaluations data, reafBrming once more the 

vahdity of the assumptions, hypotheses, and predictions made in this study. 

Even more importantly than that, participants' insights show that SL students 

welcome the learning of idioms in their overall language curriculum. This 
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desire becomes even stronger as one begins to take a more pointed look at the 

answers provided in the second questionnaire of this study, the Post-study 

Questionnaire, completed at the end of the Full Context Task. The combined 

insights revealed in this study are dynamic enough to be used profitably to 

expand instructional impUcations and practices, address idiom learning in 

practical terms, and develop a positive relationship between theoretical 

conception and pedagogical practice. 

To sum up, aheady from the outset of this dissertation, it was argued 

that the development of idiom comprehension and meaning-making 

transaction of VP idioms must be text situated and context-based and, further, 

that the employment of TIA would enable the investigation of insights that 

have much explanatory power on their own right. As was anticipated, the 

evidence obtained in this study has been able to discern the most plausible 

factors that appear to affect the process, comprehension, and interpretation of 

VP idioms during reading: word and idiom recognition, lexical access and 

retrieval, contextual and pragmatic support, prior personal background and 

world knowledge, formal schemata, and strategy use. Because of these 

discoveries, researchers now have a better understanding of the act of reading 

and the full import of each of those factors to SL reading. Beyond increased 

understanding of the idiom process at work, both researchers and language 

practitioners alike can now use this information to assist learners in gaining 

greater competence in figurative language. And while much of the puzzle of 

teaching idioms remains unsolved to this date, empirically speaking, the 

puzzle itself is no longer as impenetrable as it once appeared. 
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The TIA along with the generic reconunendations made at the end of 

Chapter 4 have the potential to situate the focus of future investigations more 

closely to the discussion of the current state of research on idiomatic 

knowledge. While there still is a clear gap between LI and L2 studies on 

matters of idiomaticity, it is hoped that concerted attempts of the sort 

discussed in the previous section are hkely to capture the diversity of views 

expressed on idiomatic matters in general, and the nature of idiom 

comprehension and interpretation during L2 reading in particular. Some of the 

most important findings deserving conmient are presented next. 

7.1.3 Regarding the nature of idiom comprehension and interpretation 

in second languages 

There are several conclusions that can be drawn directiy firom the 

results of the present study regarding the nature of idiom comprehension and 

interpretation in second languages, but only the five most important ones will 

be presented below. First of all, to simply assume that a learner's 

unsatisfactory performance with texts containing idiomatic phrases is caused 

solely on the grounds of poor vocabulary would be false and 

counterproductive to current notions of SL pedagogy. Rather, the obvious 

reason for such "less than satisfactory performance" by some participants is 
4 

lack of acquisition of those language chunks that make natural discourse 

fluent and idiomatic. Acquisition of formulaic expressions such as idioms 

occurs as part of the general process of language and world knowledge 
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development. Figurative competence, including idiomatic, metaphoric, and 

proverbial competence in particular, consists of a coordinated set of abilities, 

integrated within the more general cognitive mechanisms underlying semantic 

competence and language comprehension. Not ofifering students opportunities 

to engage in the development of such competencies, whether in the first or 

second language classroom, would be a waste of learning potential indeed. 

Second, it has been the tradition within Unguistic and psychological 

discussions to assume that all idioms are noncompositional, that is, the 

individual words composing an idiom contribute nothing or very little to the 

figurative meaning of the idiom itself. If it is assumed then that idioms are 

nothing more than "long words" whose figurative meanings are directly 

stipulated in the mental lexicon, by the same argument we must also assume 

that the idioms themselves are devoid of any internal syntactic or semantic 

structure. Such a view would be compatible with the traditional view of 

idioms as "long phrases"—as perceived by native speakers, not by SL 

learners—^whose meanings are simply retrieved firom the mental lexicon. With 

regard to SL readers, however, this study has consistently demonstrated that 

the individual words composing the idiom, if known, do contribute to the 

overall meaning of the idiom itself in that they make clear to language 

learners that the individual meanings of the words cannot be taken either 

seriously or hterally. It is precisely this graphophonic, syntactic, and semantic 

analysis that interacts with the learners' pragmatic and cultural knowledge, 

allowing them to engage in what can be characterized clearly as moments of 

"image creation": in transacting with those "long words" to create meaning. 
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they first discover the literal meaning before engaging in "meaning-

expansion" and "hypothesis-testing" processes that allow them most of the 

times, but not necessarily always, to capture the inferred meaning of the 

idiom. 

Expressed differently, only after coming to a dead end with the 

translated meaning of the individual words do SL readers begin to explore 

more intensely the metaphorical and idiomatic meaning of the phrase in 

question. This explains in part why a literal meaning is constructed first 

followed by a possible figurative meaning that is interpreted in context and 

within pragmatic constraints such as the ones discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 5. Lack of experience with and use of idioms in real-life settings 

further compounds the comprehension process, and this explains in part why 

the idiomatic meaning is not processed directly. Unlike adult LI learners who 

capture immediately the figurative meaning of an idiom, successful 

LDterpretation of idiomatic meaning by second and foreign language readers is 

varied at best despite the inferred context and pragmatic cues motivating an 

idiom's usage. 

Third, based on the results of this study it can be safely argued that the 

variables that govern the comprehension and meaning-making processes of 

idiomatic phrases, occurring during reading in L2, cannot be the same as in 

LI. Inferences made about predictable and unpredictable idiomatic 

expressions and the conditions under which these inferences can be observed 

are as different as the idioms themselves in different languages. This is why it 

was posited that the mental representation and cognitive processes of 
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perceiving and understanding cultural idiomatic expressions in second and 

foreign languages undergo different operations. Said another way, it is not 

easy to quantify the amount of information necessary for meaning-mapping 

processes between the inferred meaning of the L2 idiom and its literal 

counterpart. Such attempts must aim at analyzing the specific strategies by 

which learners of second and foreign languages attach meaning and come to 

understand idiomatic expressions. This was first attempted in the Liontas 

(1997) study with learners of Modem Greek and, given its early encouraging 

results, the exact same tasks were repeated in the present study as well. And 

while the figurative meaning is not directly stipulated in their mental lexicon 

as is the case with LI learners (this was argued in Aghbar, 1990; Botelho & 

Cutler, 1993; Colombo, 1993; Cronk & Schweigert, 1992; Ellis, 1996; 

McGlone et al., 1994; and Titone, 1994), it can be nonetheless discovered. 

Only then do SL learners appear to create an "entry" in their mental lexicon 

for future accessing. 

Fourth, discovery of idiomatic meaning does not imply that only 

because something has been discovered or taught, it has also been acquired. 

As already argued, the acquisition of idioms in second languages is an 

arduous incremental process and retrieval of such idioms can only take place 

after such idioms have been acquired and automated via continuous exposure 

and contextual practice in and beyond the second language environment. The 

studies by Aghbar (1990), Karkkainen (1991), Amaud and Savignon (1997), 

and Liontas (1997) support this finding. 
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Fifth and final conclusion that can be drawn from this research 

regarding the nature of idiom comprehension and interpretation in second 

languages is that adult SL learners, despite their fully developed abstract 

reasoning capabilities, still struggle to capture the meaning of idioms in their 

respective L2 languages. Adult SL learners must be able to deal with the 

semantic structure of the idiom, namely, a possible motivation underlying the 

relationship between words. As seen already in the analysis of the DDT data, 

idiom comprehension involves more than simply recognizing a string as an 

idiom, and it imphes the processing of the words forming the idiom, which 

can then be used to generate subsequent interpretations. For some idioms, the 

internal semantics of the idiom and the transparency of the figurative structure 

can play a relevant role both in comprehension and in discourse use. This was 

confirmed in the two studies by Levorato and Cacciari (1992, 1995) and 

Allen (1995) as well as in this study. 

In sum, the viabihty of the research design itself and the encouraging 

results obtained in the present study have made possible the development of a 

new methodological fi'amework for the teaching and learning of idioms in 

second and foreign la'iguages. It is hoped that inspection of this study's data 

will lead to a reassessment of current idiom research and pedagogic practices 

and even to an reexamination of the place of idioms in the overall language 

curriculum. Research to this point clearly suggests that students will benefit 

firom such instruction. This is the domain of pedagogy and is summarized 

next. 
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7.2 Pedagogical implications and recominendations 

As suggested by the results of this study and the current knowledge 

base on idiom research, the topic of figurative learning and teaching can be 

examined from a number of perspectives, leading to a select number of 

pedagogical impUcations for continued classroom research. These 

imphcations will be reviewed next before proceeding with the summary of 

specific recommendations for L2 idiom pedagogy in general, and idiom 

instruction in particular. 

7.2.1 Implications for classroom research 

To situate the focus of future classroom research more closely to the 

discussion of the current state of research on matters of idiomaticity only 

three areas of general import will be discussed: authenticity and contextual 

support, media presentations, and instruction on idiomatic lexical patterning 

and the learning of formulaic chunks. 

Regarding the notion of authenticity and contextual support, there are 

several points of interest. To begin, as was argued in Chapter 2, the Cronk 

and Schweigert (1992) study, for example, was questioned on the grounds of 

authenticity and contextual support. More to the point, in real-life idioms do 

not always appear at the end of a sentence and most certainly not within the 

delimiting context of a single sentence. The results of the present study 

strongly support the notion that context longer than a sentence, of the sort 
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employed in the multimedia That's All Greek to Me! HyperCard computer 

program, is important both in the comprehension and interpretation of idioms 

and in discourse use. Moreover, the nature of input and contextualization are 

crucial factors both in the reception and production of figurative language. 

According to the research by Rittenhouse and Kenyon (1990), performance of 

students receiving captioned videotape presentations of idiomatic expressions 

increases significantly when reading texts are modified. This brings the 

discussion full circle to the issue of authenticity, the lack of which was 

criticized in the Cronk and Schweigert (1992) study. 

In our zeal to enhance the process of idiom comprehension, we are 

well advised to bear in mind that the use of simplified texts has also been 

greatly criticized precisely because such texts do not adequately prepare SL 

readers for encounters with "real-Ufe" materials fi-om the target environment. 

Materials used for enhancing reading and hstening proficiency must therefore 

reflect the culture of the language taught. As already argued in Chapter 5 and 

6, the culture of the language taught is best reflected in materials produced for 

native speakers by native speakers. This is not to say that one should use 

them indiscriminately. As Schulz (1981) cautions, '̂ ve cannot advocate that 

foreign language learners should be exposed to so-called 'authentic' texts in 

unedited form, indiscriminately chosen without regard to linguistic difficulty" 

(p. 44), and notes further that non-native readers must be approaching the 

same level of "linguistic and emotional maturity of the group of native 

speakers for whom the original prose was written" (p. 44). 
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Unquestionably, selection of authentic materials must reflect such 

concerns if classroom research is to have an impact on learners' development 

of figurative language. While augmenting texts in a particular way has been 

shown to be effective in comprehension, care must be given to the cohesion 

of the text so that the normal syntactic and pragmatic usage of the text and of 

the meaning of the original prose does not distort or obscure unnecessarily the 

true "cultural" meaning of the text. Consequentiy, careful selection and 

appropriate pedagogical implementation must precede any attempts to 

provide learners with culturally authentic real-life communicative 

opportunities. (A more detailed discussion on the use of authentic materials 

can be found in Garcia, 1991; Liontas, 1991; Moeller, 1990; Ono & Nyikos, 

1992; Rigg, 1991; and Schulz, 1981). 

Next, the use of media-based pictures representing idiomatic 

expressions can enhance figurative understanding. The infusion of technology 

into instructional designs over the past decade make the presentation of media 

presentations especially attractive. One needs to be very critical, however, 

when media are used as a mode of instruction in research studies primarily 

because of the very laboratory concept and extraneous variables of a "media 

presentation." The caveat therein is the notion that media presentation by 

itself will lead to learning. Hailing media presentations as the panacea to 

teaching and learning idioms is just as ill-advised as "putting all the eggs in 

one basket." For learning to be successful and memorable, classroom 

discussions of the sort presented in Chapter 5 and 6 must take place as well. 

In addition, follow-up activities that flow naturally firom media presentations 
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should be carried out, particularly activities suggested by the students. When 

students are empowered to help develop, produce, and even act in their own 

video (or language task), language content becomes highly personalized and 

long-lasting. (For examples of video assignments and projects pertinent to this 

discussion, see Liontas, 1992b.) 

In addition, while the notion of practicing idioms in small group 

situations reflects current pedagogical practices, the validity of using pattern 

drills as a means of acquiring or comprehending idioms is seriously 

questioned. As already seen in Chapter 5, idioms do not take place in a 

vacuum or apart from the sociocultural pragmatic context in which they are 

found and ultimately used. Any deviation from such a natural authentic 

context is counterproductive to the goals one aims to achieve. Pattern drill 

practices of the sort used in the McDevitt (1992/1993) study are the remnants 

of past grammar-translation and audiolingual methodologies, and while such 

drills may still hold some valid place in the repertoire of the teaching 

practices of today, their use as the exclusive approach to mastering idioms in 

any language is seriously questioned. 

While this procedure in its present form is a procedure the researcher 

does not recommend here, it is worthwhile to note that intentional repetition 

is positive only when such a repetition is carefully planned and when it 

engages the reader to form dynamic associations between the spelling, 

pronunciation, stress pattern, inflectional forms, and syntactic characteristics 

among others of an idiom with its syntagmatic and paradigmatic associations 

and networks. The former associations and networks reveal the relationships 
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that associate a word with other words that precede or follow within an idiom 

string, whereas the latter associate a word or an entire idiom string with 

others of related meaning (i.e., variant idioms), thus providing many points of 

access to an idiom's meaning and relevant features. Together with repeated 

exposure and repeated attempts at contextual production, intentional 

rehearsals designed to increase the sahence and cognitive processing of 

targeted idioms may well become sufficient in providing a well-beaten path 

for the internalization of the lexico-semantic features and the syntagmatic and 

paradigmatic relationships that underlie accurate production of idioms in 

discourse. One additional point that can clearly be suggested from such 

careflilly-plarmed rehearsals is the potential they have to influence the rate of 

idiomatic knowledge development by facilitating its retention in memory, 

leading to automaticity and more effective inferencing. 

Expressed differently, instruction on idiomatic lexical patterning and 

the learning of formulaic chunks with respect to idioms, proverbs, common 

sayings, collocations, and short-set and long-set expressions are highly 

encouraged. Although the construction of such chunks by and large follows 

the lexical and grammatical rules of the language, what is important to 

underscore here is that a great many of such formulaic expressions are not 

constructed creatively for the first time. Rather, the readers and users of such 

expressions recognize them as formulaic only because they are assumed to 

have a memory of having heard or seen these constructions before and used 

them as such. In fact, larger groups of words whose constituents are also 

linked together in our memory are acquired and used as chunks. It follows 
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logically then that memory may be more important than grammar in one's 

recognition and use of formulaic language. Given that the proper recognition 

and use of formulaic language is based both on memory and on creative 

construction through the use of grammatical and lexical rules, it is reasonably 

to think that the more experience with a language one has had, the better 

memory of its formulaic expressions one should have. Most significant is the 

underlying claim that language production is not a syntactic rule-governed 

process but is instead the retrieval of larger phrasal units from memory. 

Hence, memory as well as grammatical reason determines what is acceptable 

and what is not. 

According to Filhnore (1979), the command of language chunks is a 

major part of our fluency, but, unlike grammar and vocabulary, they have not 

yet received the linguistic and pragmatic attention they deserve. What the 

profession has often failed to recognize is that the knowledge of formulaic 

language is no less significant than grammar and other types of knowledge. A 

similar position has also been advocated by EUis (1996) who, hke Fillmore, 

also ar^ed that much of language acquisition is memorized sequence 

learning and that the resultant long-term knowledge base of language 

sequences serves as the database for grammar acquisition. Thus, the 

attainment of fluent comprehension and production, in both native and second 

languages, involves, according to EUis, the acquisition of memorized 

sequences of words (frequent collocations, phrases, and idioms) and within 

words. He further makes the point that just as repetition aids the consoUdation 

of vocabulary, so it does the long-term acquisition of phrases. 
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In order to bridge the gap between theory and pedagogy, it will be 

necessary for the pedagogical implications discussed so far to be 

acknowledged and addressed first before such impUcations can be managed 

productively in fiiture classroom research and, even more important, in the 

second and foreign language curriculum. While it is expected that researchers 

and classroom teachers will continue to disagree on the best teaching method 

to meet the linguistic and figurative needs of SL learners, it can generally be 

agreed that SL learners can gain control of figurative language in general if 

idioms, proverbs, metaphors, similes, collocations, irony, sarcasm, and other 

facets of figurative knowledge are given the proper attention in both research 

and pedagogy. And, perhaps most important, measurement of figurative 

knowledge and growth can be made even more concrete if language learners 

are provided with the opportunities and skills to reflect, to observe, and to 

conceptuahzed their own figurative development over time. To usher this new 

era of research and to position fiiture idiom pedagogy, specific 

recommendations of general nature are outlined and are given next. 

7.2.2 Pedagogical recommendations 

In interpreting research into practice, care must be taken that we do not 

end up turning psycholinguistic concepts into inflexible prescriptive 

instructional practices. Given this caveat, several general recommendations 

are made next for meaningfiil fiilly-contexted L2 idiom instruction, requiring 

an interpretation firom a developmental point of view. First, given that 
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retention of idioms is more effective and durable when it is accompanied by 

modified texts, pictures, video, and emblematic gestures than when given in 

isolation (e.g., Allen, 1995; Ezell & Goldstein, 1992; Rittenhouse & Kenyon, 

1990), and that the acquisition of formulaic expressions requires expUcit 

teaching and purposeful orchestration with the language skills in various 

communicative situations (e.g., Aghbar, 1990; Amaud & Savignon, 1997; 

Ellis, 1996; Filhnore, 1979; Karkkainen, 1991; Nuessel & Cicogna, 1994), it 

can be logically surmised that given such a focus the development of 

idiomatic competence in the target language is indeed an attainable goal. 

Therefore, current performance assessment, curriculum articulation, and 

materials development practices need to be reexamined and modified in order 

to incorporate specific recommendations drawn fi-om the current knowledge 

base on idiom research. 

Second, L2 idiom instruction can be individualized, at least in part, so 

as to accommodate the particular strengths, interests, needs, and wants of its 

students. Instructional programs, moreover, can be facilitated through recent 

new technologies for language learning (e.g., CALL, interactive video, 

Internet, WWW, and the hke), as well as through extended classroom 

activities and projects that are highly integrated, meaningful, and thoughtful 

both in design and application (Clark, 1983; Dunkel, 1991; Fletcher-Flinn & 

Gravatt, 1995; Martinez-Lage, 1997; Warschauer, 1995). 

Third, affirming earlier discussion, since formulaic utterances appear to 

be triggered by certain communication situations, it would seem logical to 

argue that direct teaching would without a doubt be advantageous in helping 
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learners develop effective verbal processing skills and awareness and 

retention strategies necessary to deal with them successfully. Above all, such 

metacognitive group discussions on the benefits and limitations of using 

awareness-raising and retention strategies can raise idiomatic and metaphoric 

ideas into conscious level. 

Finally, famiharizing students with the functions of particular idiomatic 

discourse encounters in the target language including, but not limited to, 

evaluation of people and situations; conveyance of representations of the 

world in imagery; signaling of congeniality and conflict; (dis)agreement 

between interlocutors; attitudinal appraisals of manners, morals, behavior, 

and actions; states of anger, happiness, joy, and grief; cohesion and logical 

textual coherence in topic and theme, and the like would without a doubt 

prove extremely beneficial to them. Explicit instruction on L2-specific 

encounters may help students develop the figurative and idiomatic 

competence they need to perform well. A clear understanding of the specific 

uses idioms have and the functions they perform in discourse should lead to a 

higher motivation for learning and using idioms for communication, which, in 

turn, may result in improved language skills. Thus, explicit idiom instruction 

may offer advantages, both in providing a conceptual organization for the 

linguistic system and in promoting its mastery and retention in memory. 

In the absence of much needed empirical evidence, language 

practitioners may wish to bear in mind or even employ, at least provisionally, 

the pedagogical recommendations suggested in Chapter 5 and 6 as they 

attempt to develop in their students idiomatic competence. It should be noted 
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here that there are no theoretical reasons to suspect that instructional 

intervention would play an inhibiting role in the development of idiomatic 

competence. On the contrary, its role is beUeved to be a facihtating one, 

resulting in definitive learning outcomes. The discussion of the three 

pedagogical lessons interweaved within Grice's pragmatic concept of CP in 

Chapter 5 and the four idiomatic phases suggested in Chapter 6 provide a 

promising starting point for attempts to enhance the effectiveness of such an 

idiomatic development. 

The idioms used within each phase alone signal a strong pedagogical 

message language teachers need to become cognizant of. In other words, it is 

not enough to only help students become aware of the conraiunicative ways in 

which idioms are used in discourse just as it is not enough to have students 

learn and practice a few idioms during the course of a semester as if they 

were collecting some rare stamps. Nor is it enough for students to expand 

upon their idiomatic and etymological knowledge by learning some additional 

idiom variants or by being tested on the few idioms that were taught to them 

in the language classroom. 

While each and every one of those goals in isolation is far better than 

no idiom instruction at all, language practitioners should avoid the temptation 

to make idioms a separate part of their students' language and culture training 

in the target language. Learning idioms is a dynamic ongoing matter, not a 

cosmetic add-on to the language curriculum or a pleasant distraction on a 

Friday afternoon. Nor are idioms fi'ozen linguistic expressions fi'om a time 

long gone. And even if this was indeed the case, idioms can tell a thousand 
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stories about our common language, social, historical, political, cultural, 

religious, and economic history. In short, idioms can reveal clues to our 

collective past on the fabric of our hfe. Most importantly, however, idioms 

can reveal the ever-evolving change in languages and cultures across the 

world. Very often, what is considered to be today's slang becomes 

tomorrow's idiom or chche. Time and currency of an expression are the only 

known variables that determine whether a newly-formed expression will pass 

the test of time and that of geographical zones by way of idiom calquing. 

All phases then need to become an integral part of the larger language 

curriculum. Just as knowledge of grammar provides the glue that unites all 

language courses, from the beginning to the advanced, in hke manner idioms 

need to be presented and practiced in the second and foreign language 

classroom from the earhest possible time. If Strutz (1996) and all the others 

who argue that knowledge of idiomaticity are the mark of a competent 

proficient speaker and, fiirthennore, if after ten or more years of professional 

experience studying Enghsh is still not enough for French teachers to develop 

idiomatic competence in the target language as reported in the Amaud and 

Savignon (1997) study, then instruction of idiomatic knowledge should begin 

as early as possible and increase in intensity and variety as one moves from 

the intermediate to the more advanced levels of language and culture study. 

Above all, the development of idiomatic competence cannot proceed in 

isolation nor apart from the greater process of learning and acquiring 

language and culture in context. Neither can the development of idiomatic 

competence succeed without taking into serious consideration individual 
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differences among learners, such as prior knowledge, abihties, preferences, 

strategies, and affective factors. Those considerations and many more were 

captured more fully in the second of the two questionnaires employed in this 

study. Such considerations should be revisited each time the need arises as 

they make abundantly clear that idioms will not be learned as a by-product of 

some other language activities. In turn, when such considerations are merged 

with the many other insights revealed in this study and filtered carefully 

through knowledge of language development, cognitive language acquisition 

processes, awareness of learners' linguistic and sociocultural capabilities, 

and, finally, student appeal, then such considerations have the potential to 

influence greatly how well SL learners will develop idiomatic competence in 

a target language. 

7.3 Limitations of  the study 

With results of the type reported in the present study, there is always 

the danger of succumbing to generalizations. Avoiding the pitfalls of past 

research (some of which were reviewed in Section 7.2.1 of this chapter), 

several factors need to be taken into account before the hypotheses, 

assumptions, and predictions of the present study are generalizable. 

First, the findings of the present study are limited to the subject pool of 

the sixty non-paid adult university volunteers of this study. They are not 

generalizable to third-year learners attending high schools or community 
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colleges. Therefore, any inferred generalizations must be limited to 

participants with a similar profile. 

Second, the race ratio between White/Caucasian and African-

American, Asian-American, and Mexican-American participants was 15:1. 

Since cultures may differ substantially in the way they organize human 

experiences and, furthermore, since cultural background appears to affect the 

comprehension and interpretation of idioms, it would be erroneous to assume 

that only because these participants shared a common LI language (i.e., 

EngUsh), they also made use of the same cultural experiences in idiom 

understanding. Controlling the "cultural" variable even more deliberately may 

or may not have revealed stronger evidence for the arguments made with 

respect to understanding idioms in second and foreign languages. 

Third, while the Spanish language group had a total of 28 participants 

in the CMI group, the French and German language groups each had 12 and 

13 participants respectively A larger number of participants in these groups 

would potentially have strengthened the findings of the present study even 

more so. Similarly, the CMIV language groups (2 participants in Spanish, 3 in 

French, and 2 in German) would have benefited from a larger sample as well. 

In defense of the CMTV language groups, it must be noted, however, that the 

sole purpose of the group's data in the overall interpretation of this study was 

to enhance understanding of the reading process at work by investigating the 

on-line reading and idiom understanding behavior of SL learners, not to 

subject their performance data to unnecessary statistical analyses or 

generalizations. This, in turn, explams why such analyses were not performed 
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on their data. Nevertheless, their behavior and performance data, when 

coupled with the data obtained from the CMI participants, offer further 

positive evidence in support of the hypotheses, assumptions, and predictions 

made in this study, and thus deserve serious consideration in the design of 

future research studies, seeking more definitive answers. 

Fourth, the thirty texts per language group used in this study all were 

dialogs and narratives of similar communicative nature. They did not include 

representations of other genres of reading, different media discourses, or 

different receptive sources of input. Although such diverse representations of 

type, length, and source were not the aim of this study, caution is in order to 

avoid making claims and generalizations regarding the totality of idiom 

comprehension and interpretation in second and foreign languages. 

Lastly, as mentioned in Chapter 3, there was no predetermined time 

limit set for the completion of the experimental tasks. Participants were 

encouraged to take as much time as necessary before making final 

interpretative decisions. A set time limit in the IDT and FCT and, in 

particular, in the ZCT may have revealed different findings. Such time factors 

should be considered first before viable generahzations can be made. 

7.4 Recommendations for future research 

Given the theoretical and pedagogical aims of this dissertation, several 

recommendations can be made for future research. The recommradations 

offered below aim to strengthen the construction of this research design for 
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future investigations as well as to enhance the effectiveness of its application 

in the language classroom. 

First of all, the same experimental tasks and idiomatic texts could be 

assigned to learners of various proficiency levels that share a common native 

language. Such a design would enable the investigation of idiom 

understanding at several levels of target language development. A variation of 

this could be achieved by investigating learners with different Lis in different 

levels of target language development. Also of interest would be to find out 

the idiomatic competence of learners at each generic level of language 

development and cultural sensitivity to the conventionalized utterances of a 

people whose language they are studying. This can be accomphshed by 

extracting fi*om the texts the idioms first and then by asking learners to supply 

an appropriate idiom in the empty slots provided (i.e., a modified cloze 

procedure for idioms; see also Alderson, 1978; Bachman, 1985; Chapelle & 

Abraham, 1990; Markam, 1985; Oiler, 1973; Ozete, 1977). 

Second, to gain further insights into the strategies that learners use the 

most, the most often cited strategies uncovered in the three experimental tasks 

could be given to learners along with the idiomatic texts for them to check all 

that apply, reserving one category for "other" in which they will have to offer 

additional metacognitive comments. Such a checkhst procedure would 

eliminate possible inconsistencies in the tabulation of strategies used across 

learners while maintaining a common yardstick of interpretation. In turn, such 

a procedure would also eliminate some of the visible difficulties experienced 

by a select few participants in this study who did not feel confident 
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expressing their strategies and processes of comprehension and interpretation 

metacognitively. Despite such plausible arguments, the caveat is that learners 

are "spoon-fed" in advance the possible strategies that might have contributed 

to their understanding of the idiom in particular and the text in general. 

Similar to multiple-choice testing, the main point of interests is that such 

procedures constitute overtly metalinguistic tasks, which tend to tap 

declarative knowledge as opposed to procedural knowledge. As such, they 

must be guarded against erroneous interpretations by researchers unless the 

research design itself has been tested empirically again and again over many 

years and with thousands of learners so as to eliminate any possible 

confounding variables. 

Third, since time pressure is a confounding variable that can influence 

how accurately VP idioms are interpreted in and out of context, it would be 

interesting to compare the results of this study with those obtained from 

studies that place a predetermined time limit per text (or task) in the IDT and 

FCT and per idiom in the ZCT. Particularly in the ZCT, the extreme ranges of 

time latency (measured in seconds) between learners and idiom categories 

would be managed more successfully and, thus, could potentially have 

strengthened the interpretative base of the time results. Prior to determining 

such time limits, it will be necessary to discover the appropriate time means 

by conducting several studies across languages over a period of many years. 

Fourth, as akeady stated previously, since this study only investigated 

how learners understand VP idioms in reading dialogs and narratives of 

similar communicative nature, it would be interesting to see how their 
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perfonnance is affected when learners are presented with different genres of 

reading, different media discourses (i.e., multimedia presentations), or 

different receptive sources of input. Results obtained from such research foci 

would without a doubt expand upon our understanding of the factors (i.e., 

type, length, and source) and the role that each factor plays in the total 

comprehension and interpretation of VP idioms in second and foreign 

languages. Equally interesting would be to find out whether the results are 

stable over various texts and across language groups or whether they show 

significant variance. 

Last but not least, it is of great import to find out the precise 

combination of comprehension factors and the nature of instructional 

interventions that positively affect how well and how fluently learners of 

second and foreign languages develop figurative language in general and 

idiomatic competence in particular. For example, how are the findings 

changed if a variety of multimedia presentations were used instead of a single 

computer program. How are the findings changed if a variety of receptive 

sources of input were used? Such insights would also make possible the 

discovery of stages of idiomatic competence development interesting in 

themselves and, even more importantly, whether such development occurs in 

isolation or in parallel with the more general psycholinguistic and cognitive 

mechanisms underlying the internalization of second language acquisition 

processes and sequences. Should such insights be attainable indeed, not only 

will this new body of knowledge lead to future research projects in the idiom 

arena and, consequently, to new linguistic rounds of fervent discussions 
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among researchers and language practitioners, but increasingly, it will also 

lead to a serious need for reexamination and modification of current 

performance assessment, curriculum articulation, and materials development 

practices. In turn, the linguistic rounds of discussion may force they jury of 

idiom researchers and language practitioners alike to begin to contemplate the 

answers to the more profound research questions and crucial pedagogical 

issues in the idiom arena, the most important of which are given below in no 

particular order. Where possible, questions are grouped together in thematic 

units; 

• How are idioms learned over time? What particular stages in the 
development of idiom competence can be identified? What are the 
developmental patters of idiom acquisition? Are there idiomatic stages 
other than the Declarative, Associative, and Autonomous Stage suggested 
in Chapter 6? Does learners' performance change over time? If yes, how 
and why does it change? 

• Is the process of idiom acquisition the same or different in naturalistic or 
classroom settings? Does successfiil idiom learning result from 
comprehensible input? Do learners need exphcit learning and contrived 
encounters in order to achieve significant fluency in idioms? What is a 
reasonable number of encounters with idioms in the target language that 
results in idiomatic proficiency? 

• Does idiom acquisition require direct instruction and strategy training, as 
well as extensive exposure to idioms (through reading and Ustening)? Is 
contextualized idiom learning plus systematic instruction superior to 
contextualized learning of idioms alone? 

• Can idiom acquisition be enhanced through instructional intervention in 
the context of meaningful language use? How is this process best 
supported and made more direct and efficient? 
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Does input shaped through interaction contribute to idiom acquisition? Are 
there certain activities and tasks that increase the effectiveness of idiom 
learning through Ustening and reading practice more convincingly than 
others? 

Does the nature of a task have a marked influence on learners' choice of 
cognitive and metacognitive strategies, i.e., does it predispose learners to 
use a particular strategy or combination of strategies? What combination 
of idiom learning and studying strategies is the most useful in ferreting out 
and learning the figurative meaning of an idiom? 

What instructional practices encourage a low-anxiety learning atmosphere 
conducive to idiom learning and acquisition? How can idiom reception and 
production be made more successful? To what can successful productive 
idiom use be attributed? 

Can we presume that only idiomatic texts which have been modified are of 
pedagogical value to SL learners? What about issues of authenticity or a 
progression from modified texts to non-modified ones? 

Is the lack of figurative language control in SL learners a problem of 
linguistic complexity or one of cognitive processing? What are the 
linguistic and cognitive mechanisms that are at work in understanding and 
acquiring various forms of figurative language such as metaphors, idioms, 
proverbs, and so forth? 

Is context the only general firework allowing the integration of multiple 
sources of information and therefore the comprehension of the idiom? 
Does a strong development in reading or Ustening comprehension assist 
the development of idiom comprehension and interpretation? 

Can we assume that for certain idioms, the internal semantics of the idiom 
and the transparency of the figurative structure can play a relevant role 
both in comprehension and in discourse use? 
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• Does the "referential domain" of an idiom need to be made clear for SL 
learners to grasp inferred or indirect meaning? How do learners obtain 
information about idioms? Is the learning of idioms a matter of acquisition 
or one of differentiation, that is of difiFerentiated modiJScations of 
understandings? 

• Can we presume that SL learners can comprehend figurative language by 
way of demonstration, practice, and feedback? What types of interactions 
and stimuli affect the idiom processing mechanisms that impede or 
enhance the development of idiomatic competence? 

• How do individual leamer factors (i.e., age, sex, social class, ethnic 
background and motivation) and psychological factors (i.e., language 
aptitude, learning style and personahty, and learners' attitudes and behefs) 
influence learning outcomes and the level of idiomatic competence 
achieved? Do learners with different learning styles benefit from different 
types of instruction (i.e., implicit instruction, explicit instruction, or 
combined instruction)? Which type of instruction should be adopted for 
the development of idiomatic competence? 

• What are the optimal interactional conditions that aid the development of 
idiomatic competence? Does production of idiomatic output enhance the 
development of idiomatic competence? Does idiom automaticity result 
firom multiple exposures to an idiom, repeated practice, and attempts at 
production? 

The most pertinent research questions and issues related to idiom 

instruction that will need to be addressed in fiiture research have been 

reviewed. They are surveyed here for the classroom implications they hold for 

fiiture research and pedagogy as their conception yields a powerfiil 

framework through which the development of idiomatic competence can be 

predicted, described, analyzed, and explained. This is necessary to present a 

coherent view of the whole of the research in the idiom arena and pedagogy. 
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Should such an agenda be put to productive use, not only will such a focus 

help uncover new relationships between idiom research and practice, but, 

even more importantly, many different and interesting things can be explored: 

for example, the way knowledge of idiomaticity might be mentally 

represented; the possible organization of an important part of one's 

knowledge of culture in the form of knowledge of idiomaticity; the 

extraordinary communicative effectiveness and rhetorical power of the use of 

idioms; and the conscious and deliberate manipulation of cultural knowledge 

in the creative uses of idioms. 

Concluding remarks and final thoughts 

hi the beginning of this chapter, we were reminded of Lao-tzu's timely 

words that "a journey of a thousand miles must begin with a single step." 

Such a step was taken in the construction of this dissertation. The challenge 

for idiomatologists and language educators ahke is to embark on such a 

journey of a thousand miles. The next logical step is to turn the research 

results and insights obtained in this study into classroom practice while 

focusing future research attention on the interplay between teacher 

competency and figurative language acquisition, figurative language control, 

and reading and language performance before any claims regarding the 

efficacy or superiority of a particular instructional design method over others 

can be made. Only then can it be argued conclusively that an attempt is being 

made to develop idiomatic competence in the SL classroom, provided of 
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course that language practitioners are cognizant of the very ways that learners 

process, comprehend, and interpret idioms in and out of context. 

As already seen, a considerable body of linguistic, computational, 

psychological, and neuropsychological research has sought solutions to issues 

associated with structural and psychological perspectives on the study of 

idioms. To date, despite concerted efforts at improving understanding of 

idiom comprehension and interpretation, no clearly encompassing theory has 

emerged that could be appUed to second languages. Second language idioms 

continue to be the target of under-representation in Second Language 

Acquisition and Teaching studies. This dissertation attempted to fill this gap 

by providing an initial path through the unexplored complex terrain of SL 

idiomaticity. It is directed toward adding to the knowledge base of research 

on idiomatic knowledge by drawing its insights fi'om learners of second 

languages and data. 

Given the results obtained, the general recommendation of this 

dissertation is that learners of second and foreign languages can become 

effective and successful readers with respect to the development of idiomatic 

knowledge if such knowledge is properly cultivated and given the proper 

focus and attention in meaningful fuUy-contexted language instruction and 

authentic use. bitegrated within a hoUstic, meaning-based perspective of 

context and pragmatics, this advocacy for sequential development, idiom 

readiness, context-level analysis, relevant real-world materials, and thought-

provoking activities is anchored ia a pragmatic methodology of idiomaticity 

that suffuses idiom instruction with SL learners' int^ests and involvement, all 
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the while afifording a new vantage from which the pedagogical relationships 

may be more systematically explored in the future. It is further recommended 

that in order to obtain a systematic understanding of the SL idiom transaction 

process itself, it will be necessary to continue to explore a multitude of 

cognitive organizational patterns and factors including, but not Umited to, 

word and idiom recognition, lexical access and retrieval, contextual and 

pragmatic support, background and world knowledge, formal schemata, and 

strategy use. 

A proposal for fluther research then is to carry out similar pragmatic 

analyses of other types of texts and conventionalized figures of speech. Not 

only would this give researchers and language practitioners alike an analysis 

of concepts interesting in themselves, but the comparison of different analyses 

would deepen our collective understanding of the whole subject on figurative 

language and incidentally provide a basis for a serious discussion of the 

linguistic phenomena that for too long have been relegated to the sidelines of 

second class empirical investigations. 

The future looms bright and is full of promise. Whether the SLA and 

teaching profession decides to take full advantage of this new area of research 

or decides to combine it with other empirical and classroom research will 

depend upon the conviction placed both on its theoretical and pedagogical 

merits and the amount of time, energy, and dedication the profession is 

willing to invest. The future applications and implications of the arguments 

made in this dissertation in the years ahead are only as hmited as the user's 
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imagmation. Both the possibilities and the opportunities are within our reach. 

The choice is ours. 
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APPENDIX A: Pre-Study Questionnaire (Questionnaire I) 

Purpose: This questionnaire is designed to gather information on demogrĉ hics, prior 
instruction or knowledge of the foreign language, prior experience with idioms. 

DDtECnONS 
FoUow the dinctfams below. Please, 
• Use only a black lead pencil (No. 2 is ideal). 
• Make heavy black marks that fill the oval. 
• Erase cleanly any answer yon wish to change. 
• Make no stray markings of any kind. 

EXAMPLE: MU Mtlis be nuHie vrilh • NOb 2 pcncfl? 

• Yes O No 

L Pcmographic Cluricterirtlcs 

Questions 1-8 ask about your background. 

1. Name: 

2. Your nickname in this study: 

3. Last four digits of your student ID numben 

4. Your age: (Enter No.) 

5. Your sex: O Male O Female 

6. Based only on economic status, what type of 
family would you say you grew up in? 
(Mark one) 

O Uppermiddleclass 
O Middle class 
O Lower middle class 
O Middle class 
O Lower middle class 

7. Current university standing? (M  ̂one) 

O Freshman 
O Sophomore 
O Junior 
O Senior 
O Graduate 

8. Racial/Etiinic group? 
(Mark aU that apply) 

O White/Caucasian 
O A&ican American/Black 
O American Indian 
O Asian American/Asian 
O Mexican American/Chicano 
O Puerto Rican American 
O Other Latino 
O Other 

n. Foreign Language Eipcrieiice 

Questions 9-13 ask about your prior instruction 
or knowledge of the foreign language. 

9. How many years of experience have you had 
with: (M^k  ̂that apply) 

O German? Yrs (Enter No.) 
O French? Yrs (Enter No.) 
O Spanish? Yrs (Enter No.) 

10. How many college years of classroom 
experience have you had in the foreign 
language? 

Yrs of college: (Enter No.) 

11. How much time have you spent in a foreign 
country? (Mark one) 

O More than 3 years 
O 1 to 3 years 
O Less than 1 year 
O No time 

12. How fluent are you in the foreign language? 
(Marie one) 

O Native Fluency 
O Near-native Fluency 
O High Fluency 
O Average Fluency 
O Some Fluency 
O No Fluency 
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13. How easy is it for you to understand and 
interpret foreign language texts? (Mark 
one) 

O VeiyEasy 
O Easy 
O Margiiially Easy 
O Not Ea  ̂

14. Has your language instructor taught you any 
idioms? (Mark one) 

O Yes O No 

15. On a scale of 1 to 5 (with 1 being the Uast 
important and 5 the most importantX how 
would you rate the importance of students 
learning idioms in the foreign language 
classroom? Please explain your rating. 
(Marie one) 

® (D d) ® ® because 

16. Are you interested in learning idioms as part 
of your foreign language study? (Mark one) 

O Yes, very much so 
O Not sure 
O No, not at all 

17. How many idioms can you use correctly 
when you speak? (Mark one) 

O More than 20 
O 10 to 19 
O 6 to 9 
O l to5 
O None 

18. How often do you use your language 
dictionary to look up the meaning of an 
idiom? (Mark one) 

O Always 
O Very Often 
O Often 
O Sometimes 
O Never 

19. How useflil is your language dictionary in 
looking for idioms? (Marie one) 

O Very Useful 
O Usdiil 
O M^ginally Useful 
O Not Useful 

20. How often do you read specialized idiom 
dictionaries? (Marie one) 

O Always 
O Very Often 
O Often 
O Sometimes 
O Never 

21. If you were to read a foreign language text 
and point out the idiom, how confident 
would you be in doing so successfully? 
(Mark one) 

O Veiy Confident 
O Confident 
O Marginally Confident 
O Not Confident 

22. If you were to read an idiom in isolation, 
how confident would you be in telling what it 
meant? (Mark one) 

O Always 
O Very Often 
O Often 
O Sometimes 
O Never 

23. If you were to read an idiom in a paragraph, 
how confident would you be in telling what it 
meant? (Mark one) 

O Always 
O Very Often 
O Often 
O Sometimes 
O Never 

24. Using the scale range of 1-S below, how often 
do you: (Mark one for each item) 

1 = Never 
2 = Somedmes 
3 = Often 
4 = Very Often 
5 = Always 

nL EmcrieiicewithldioiiM 

Questions 14-25 ask about your fandttarity and 
level of confidence with understamBng and 
interpreting foreign language texts containing 
i(Soms. 
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24. Using the scale range of 1-5 below, how often 
do you: (Mark one for each item) 

25. Overall, how satisfied are you with your 
present knowledge of idioms in the foreign 
language? (Mark one) 

O Very Satisfied 
O Satisfied 
O Marginally Satisfied 
O Not Satisfied 

1 = Never 
2 = Skmiedmes 
3 = Often 
4 = Very Often 
5 = Always 

a (D discuss idioms with your instructor in class? 
b <D discuss idioms with your classmates in class? 
c (D (D discuss the fimctions idioms serve in communication? 
d <2> (S) wish you knew what an idiom means? 
e (D (D (D wish you knew how an idiom came about? 
f (D (D (§) wish your Instructor would teach idioms in class? 
g (D (D wish you had more exposure to idiomatic knowledge? 
h (D (D wish you could study idioms on a regular basis? 
i (D (D wish you could practice idioms in real-life situations? 
j (D (2) <D (3) want idioms to be part of the foreign language curriculum? 
k (D (D ® feel uncomfortable around people who use idioms? 

Please return the completed questionnaire to your instructor. 

THANK YOU! 
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APPENDIX B: Post-Study Questionnaire (Questionnaire H) 

Purpose: This questionnaire is deagned to gather hrfomuOion on how best to teach 
and learn idioms in second and foreign Icotguages. 

L Student Profile 

1. Name: 

2. Your nickname in this study: 

3. Last four digits of your student ID numben 

4. Your age: (Enter No.) 

1. ® ® (D ® ® Idioms should be included in the 
foreign language curriculum. 

2 .  ® ( D ( D ® ( D  I d i o m s  s h o u l d  b e  c u r r e n t ,  
interesting, and usefiil in real-life situations. 

3 .  ( D ® ® ® ®  I d i o m s  s h o u l d  b e  u s e d  f o r  
classroom practice and testing. 

4 .  ® ( D ® ® ®  M y  p e r s o n a l  i n t e r e s t s  i n  
searching for and selecting idioms for 
classroom use should be taken into account 

5 .  ® ® ® ® ®  I  l i k e  t o  s t u c f y  i d i o m s  o n  a  
regular basis. 

6 .  ® ( D 0 > ® ®  I  l i k e  t o  l e a m  i d i o m s  a l o n g  w i t h  
the texts and contexts that support their use. 

7 .  ® ® ® ® ®  I d i o m  t e s t i n g  s h o u l d  v a l i d a t e  
what learners can do consistently. 

5. Your sex: O Male O Female 

6. Your language: 

O Spanish O French O German 

7. Number of college years studying foreign 

language: (Enter No.) 

8 .  ® ( D ® ® ®  A  w i d e  v a r i e t y  o f  t e s t s  s h o u l d  b e  
used in measuring nqr knowledge of idioms. 

9. ® ® ® ® ® I leam idioms best with real 
texts as opposed to made-up texts. 

10. ®<D(D®® Verbal (textual or audio) and 
visual (graphic, photographic, or vidM-
graphic) iitfomiation help activate my 
knowledge of idioms. 

11. ®(D®®® Illustrations and graphics 
support the stu(fy of idioms. 

12. ®(2)®®® Incorporation of idiom graphics 
and illustrations should be a main part of 
instructional activities. 

13. ®(D®®® Nfy knowledge of idioms should 
be welcomed and used in the presentation of 
idioms. 

n. Regarding Teaching and Learning Idioms in Second and Foreign Languages 

DIRECTIONS 

Follow the directknu below. Please, 
• Use only a black Indpaidl 

(No. 3 ii ideal). 
• Make heavy black mariu that fill the ovaL 
• Erase deaalyaiQ'aiimrcr you wtab to 

dunge. 
• MiJaenosttayinariringsofanykaid. 

EXAMPLE: WmiiMikibe laaMle^a 

No. 2 pcadR # Yes O No 

1= Strongly Disagree 
2= Disagree 
3== Neutral/lMsure 
4= Agree 
5= Strongly Agree 

(Marie one for each item) 

Instructums: tVe would like to 
know your thoughts on the need 
for teaming idioms in second 
and foreign languages. Read 
each statement carefully, think 
about it for a few seconds and, 
using the scale range of 1-5, 
mark the number that best 
indicates the extent to which you 
agree or iSsagree with each of 
the following statements. 
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14. (D®®®® My recommendations for 
improving idiom presentation should be given 
serious consideration. 

15. 0(2>(D®® My constructive criticism of 
idiom activities and tasks should be invited on 
a regular basis. 

16. ® (g) ® ® ® Idiom stucfy should progress 
from the most frequent ones to the less 
frequent ones. 

17. ®(g)®®® Idioms should be presented in a 
way that support my learning styles. 

18. ®(2)®®® Idioms should be presented in a 
manner that mirrors real-life language use. 

19. ® ® ® ® ® When learning idioms, 
presentation style and activity format should 
be varied. 

20. 0®®®® Teaching each new idiom in the 
predictable same old way results in boredom 
and loss of motivation. 

21. 0 <D ® ® ® I learn idioms best when they 
are accompanied by a variety of activities. 

22. 0 (2) ® ® ® Sequence of idiom presentation 
techniques need not be so rigid that it can be 
predict  ̂effortlessly by me and the other 
students. 

23. 0 (D ® ® ® Authentic audioMdeo 
recordings and real texts should accompany 
the study of idioms. 

24. 0 (D ® ® ® When I am learning idioms, my 
main goal is to make sense of what I read or 
hear in context 

25. 0 (D ® ® ® Idiom activities should make 
sense to me. 

26. 0®®®® I should not be asked to engage 
in tasks and activities that 1 am not ready for. 

27. 0®®®® When learning idioms, one 
should start with the most useful ones. 

28. 0®®®® I like to learn and practice 
idioms in a variety of communicative 
contexts. 

29. 0 ® ® ® ® I like to woric things out on my 
own when learning idioms. 

30. 0 ® ® ® ® I think idioms are useful in 
everyday communication. 

31. 0 ® ® ® ®  I can often figure out an idiom 
from an equivalent one in my language. 

32. 0  ® ® ® ® It is useful to me to observe how 
idioms are used in texts and what fimctions 
theyfidfill. 

33. 0  ® ® ® ® It is useful to me to hypothesize 
how I understand texts containing idioms. 

34. 0  ® ® ® ® It is useful to me to predict the 
meaning of idioms. 

35. 0  ® ® ® ® I use many different strategies 
when learning idioms. 

36. 0  ® ® ® ® I like to know what other 
strategies I can use to make better sense of 
idioms. 

37. 0  ® ® ® ® I like to be taught specific 
strategies in learning idioms in foreign 
languages. 

38. 0 ® ® ® ®  I like to be instructed on how 
idioms came about. 

39. 0 ® ® ® ®  I like to be taught the skills and 
processes necessary to create meaning fix)m 
idiomatic texts. 

40. 0 ® ® ® ®  Collaborative pair and group 
activities should be encouraged, whenever 
interpretation difficulties arise with texts 
containing idioms. 

41. 0 ® ® ® ®  I like to discuss the meaning of 
idioms in small group activities. 

42. 0 ® ® ® ®  I like to write dialogs, 
narratives, and/or short stories that make use 
of idiomatic expressions. 

43. 0 ® ® ® ®  It is usefiil to me to perform 
idioms in class. 

44. 0 ® ® ® ®  Ifl had to perform an idiom, it 
would be nice to tiy different w^s to do it; 
skits, dialogs, games, etc. 
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The following statements deal with your That's AU Greek to Me! HyperCard program experience. 
Please indicate your agreement with each of the following statements. (Mark one for each item) 

PL R^arding That's AU Greek to Mel HyperCard Program 

Presentation 

1. ® (2) @ ® ® The program That's All Greek to 
Me! is free of technical problems or 
programming errors. 

2. Screen displays are clear and easy 
to read. 

3. ® ® (g) ® (§> The color, print size, and spacing 
of text is appropriate. 

4. ® (2) ® ® d) The program That 'sAll Greek to 
Me! contains appropriate linking from text to 
text and from idiom to idiom. 

Content 

5. ® @ @ ® ® The content of the program That's 
All Greek to Me! is appropriate for my level of 
learning. 

6 .  ®®®®® The content  i s  presented c lear ly  
and logically. 

Instructional Quality 

7. ® (2) @ ® ® The program That's All Greek to 
Me! can be operat^ easily. 

8. ® (2) @ ® ® The program That's All Greek to 
Me! is organized in a clear way. 

9 .  ®(D®®® Direct ions  on the  screen are  easy 
to follow. 

10. ®®®®® The examples are helpful to 
miderstanding the instructions for each task. 

Learner Interaction 

11. ®(D®®® I am motivated to finish the 
program That's All Greek to Me! 

12. ®®®®® I could control the rate of 
presentation. 

Idiomatic Tasks 

13. ® d) ® ® ® The Idiom Detection Task 
challenged n^ reading skills. 

14. ® (2) @ ® ® The Zero Context Task 
challenged my knowledge of equivalent 
expressions in English. 

15. ® (2) ® ® ® The Zero Context Task made 
me want to read the accompanying 
supporting texts. 

16. ® ® @ ® ® The Full Context Task made a 
difference in my understanding of the 
idiomatic meaning. 

17. ®@@®® Ths Full Context Task me 
the contextual support I needed to understand 
the idioms. 

Attitude 

18. ® (2) @ ® ® The program That's All Greek 
to Me! challenged my knowledge of idioms. 

19. ® (2) ® ® ® The program That's All Creek 
to Me! used my time efficiently. 

20. ® (2) ® ® ® The program That's All Greek 
to Me! is easy to navigate. 

21. ® ( 2 ) ® ® ®  I am given the opportunity to 
learn the idioms used in the That's Alt Greek 
to Me! program. 

22. ® ( 2 } ® ® ®  I am satisfied with what I 
learned. 

23. ®®®®® Answers to specific idioms is 
satis&ctory. 

24. ® ® ® ® ® I could work at my own pace. 

AdditioiMt rniniiiMit«i If you feel that 
this questiormatre has failed to discuss 
certain issues of importance to your idiom 
learning experience, please take some time 
to write comments or suggestions you may 
have. Ar̂  additioml input is greatly 
appreciatedl (Please use reverse jafe for 
further comments) 
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APPENDIX C: Additional IDT Metacognitive Comments 

LAN ) STRATEGY I SUPPORTING METACOGNIUVE COMMENT 

GOl Literalness I didn't use a strategy, the idiom was screaming to be 
recognized. 

F07 Lheralness I doubt she is actually twisting her thumbs around. 

F12 Graphophonics 
Arrangement 

Sounds like words that aren't translated word for word. 

FIO Graphophonics 
Arrangement 

Seems the most out of place in the paragraph. 

GIO Graphophonics 
Arrangement 
Setting 

It just, oQce again, looks and sounds out of place. 

S09 Graphophonics 
Arrangement 
Semantics/Syntaz 

It is a group of words that all together do not make sense to 
me. Individually they do. 

G15 Pragmatic Knowledge Hair and soup are out of strict context. 'B' is making an 
evaluative statemoit about 'A' that is not relevant to cars. 

G06 Pragmatic Knowledge I chose this oae because it again has a reference to an animal. 
I also believe from the c(mtext of the paragraph, that it may 
mean 'to beat around the bush.' 

FIO Prismatic Knowled^ It is common to find idioms at the end of the paragraph. 

F06 Translation 
Contat 

I chose this because I didn't know vdiat it meant. It seems to 
have something to do with 'dancing around the subject,' but I 
do not know its specific meaning. 

G13 Image I have never heard this e}q>ressi(Hi before, but it gives a good 
image. 

G15 Image That's fimny. It was easy to find because it is figurative. 

S14 Process of Eliminatioii Everything makes sense to me except that phrase. 
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G13 Process of Elimination Although I am not familiar with the word 'Kriegsbeil,' I 
chose this phrase because it is reinforcing the statement 'we 
solved the problem.' 

F03 Process of EKmination 
literaineas 

1 simply look for something which may not be physically 
possible. Somewhat of a 'moral' to the story here. 

G15 Process of Elimination 
Literainess 

This e}q)ression is easy to spot because the cleric is 
all of the sudden talking about a hair in the soup, and 
this does not go alcxig with the rest of the context. 

F12 Literal Meaning of No 
Help 
Frustration 

I have no idea what this one means... maybe something like 
'it's good to the last drop...' I have no idea, this is so 
frustrating when it isn't a direct meaning. 
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APPENDIX D: Additional ZCT Metacognitive Comments 

LAN STRATEGY SUPPORTING METACOGNITIVE COMMENT 

S03 Literal Meanmg of No 
Hdp 

I think this mi^ mean 'all your chips in one place,' or 
something like 'everything altogether.' This is really hard out 
of context. 

S13 Fnistratioii Dcm't know. Not much here to make a judgment on w^at it 
means. It seems harder to understand the meaning if I don't 
have a ccmtext chi certain ones. 

S06 Fmatration 
lEbveNoIdea 

Okay, no idea again. I'm getting fiiistrated. 

S02 Frustration 
I Have No Idea 

This is pretty frustrating. I do not know what this means at 
aU. 

S15 Frustration 
I Have No Idea 

This is so frustrating to me. I have no idea what most of these 
are. 

S06 Frustration 
IHaveNo Idea 

I find myself very confused/annoyed. 

S14 Frustration 
I Have No Idea 

Oh jeez, no clue!! This gets frustrating! 

S09 IHaveNo Idea No tengo ni idea que significa este [I have no idea what this 
means.] 

SOI IHaveNo Idea I am unable to figure out the idiom. 

S04 Translation 
Literalness 

The literal meaning dcm't help at all!, lost until the shirt, lost 
in the sauce??? 

Sl l  Translation 
Literalness 

I can't think of an English idiom that has something to do an 
eyeofthe&ce. 

S04 Translation 
Literalness 

I ran throu^ a list of e;q>ressi(xis I do know and none of 
them seem to match this (xie. 

S06 Translatiott 
Litenlness 

I have tried to find cognates. I have tried to remember 
expressions I may know that may relate to this one, but I am 
having no luck. 
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S02 Global Gueuing This is a total guess. I have no idea. 

S14 Guesaing of Key 
Word 

Something is felling, maybe this oae corresponds to 'it's 
raining cats and dogs,' that's the only thing I can think of to 
match. 

SOS Guessii^ofKcy 
Word 

I am kind of taking a wild guess on this one only because of 
the word 'came.' 

S05 Guessiiig of 
Word 

He was pulling his hair out? I guessed this by seeiag the word 
for 'hair' and then came up with a similar idiom. 

S14 Guesamg of Key 
Word 

Maybe something like 'we get to the point.' I am not quite 
sure because I do not know wdiat 'chuzos' means. I am just 
trying to think of idioms in English that have point in them. 
(This is sort of ^iiat I have been doing for most of them). 

G09 Guessing of K^ 
Word 

Something about a nose and something coming out or from 
it... perhaps similar to telling lies and your nose growing 
longer like Pinocchio? 

SOS Guessii^ of Two Key 
Words 

I believe this is 'to throw fat in the fire' which means to do 
something to heat up a situati(m that is already toise. 1 don't 
know >^at 'lena' is but I know 'throw' and 'fire,' so I 
guessed. 

SIO Guessing of Two K^ 
Words 

I used 'cuemos y toro' as clues and made up the rest! 

S12 Gnessii^ of Two Kqr 
Words 

They were looking for the hair on the egg. They were looking 
for a needle in a haj^ck. I guessed because there is no hair 
cm an me would look forever to find hair on an egg as 
would one looking for a needle in a haystack. I again used 
word clues. 

Gi l  Guessing of Two Key 
Words 

I put together the words that I knew (jemandem, aufiassen, 
sitzen) and figured what English idiom they could be a part 
of. 

SOS Guessu^ of Two Kqr 
Words 

To throw fuel to the fire—I think that 'lena' is fuel, and I 
know that 'echar' is to throw, so I thou^ this could be the 
idiomatic e;q)ressioa that matches. 
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G09 Ohhhlldea 1 don't know anything about 'pulling worms out of nose,' but 
uh... it's on the tip of my tmgue... like making up stories, 
pulling things out of thin air. 1 really can't think of it, I know 
the English equivalent!!! I think it has something to do with 
ears. 

Gi l  OhhblIdea Beats me! Oh, to let someone sit out in the cold... Leaving 
someone high and dry, to leave someone in the dark. 

G14 Ohhhtldea I have no idea! Something like it rains on a young dog. 1 can't 
place the English equivalent. It's raining cats and dogs? 

S09 Questioning Again, 1 am not certain, something having to do with a fire, 
w^at is 'MoUna'? 

F09 Questioning Who knows? A coitext would be helpful with an idiom of 
this sort. 1 have never heard this one and it has no obvious 
meaning. 

S03 Questioning This CHie is difficult to decipher without text. Is it 'everything 
counts'? 

G15 Questioning Everyone takes off the arm???? If you take off your arm, one 
can still do things???? 

SOS Familiarity I've heard this cme before. 

SOS Familiarity I know this one firom Spanish class. 

SOI Similarity I recognized the words and there is an English equivalent. 

G04 Similarity To let the cat out of the bag—It is the same as the English 
e;q}ressi<xi. 

S02 Simflarity It uses the same organizaticm as the English version but with 
different words. That's why I was able to understand it 
easily. 

SIO Similarity Taking the bull by the horns. I knew the words 'toro' and 
'cuemos.' We have this expression in English. 

SOI Snnilarity 
Translation 

It's an easy translation. 
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APPENDIX E: Additional FCT Metacognitive Comments 

LAN I STRATEGY I SUPPORTING METACOGNmVE COMMENT 

Sl l  No Need for Context I understood this one without the antext. 

F07 No Need for Context To take the bull by the horns—this one is easy without the 
paragraph. 

F08 No Need for Context Fuel the fire—^You don't evm need to read the sentence. 

SOI No Need for Context I knew this one fixim the beginning, so the ccxitext didn't 
really matter. 

G05 No Need for Context 
Contot Helpful 

Context is helpful, but not necessary. 

S07 I Have No Idea Meaning: ??????????? 

F05 1 HaveNoIdea I have no idea what it means. 

F15 I EUveNoIdea Je ne sais pas! [I don't know!] 

F09 I HaveNoIdea 
Context Not Helpful 

The reading helped me a little, but I still don't know what it 
means. 

G09 I HaveNoIdea 
Context Not Helpful 

This is a strange idiom that doesn't make much sense even in 
context. 

S12 Guessing 
Context 

I used the text to guesstimate the English translation. 

S15 Guessing 
Context 

To hit the roof—Again, I'm guessing. It seems to fit the 
contract. 

S l l  Guessing of 
Word 

To cost an arm and a leg—there's no arm or leg in it but it 
seems to be the equivalent. 

S02 Context Helped Having the fiill omtext changed my answer. 

S12 Context Helped You are splitting hairs—I dianged my answer after reading 
the idiom in contract, but I'm not sure if I'm ri^. My first 
answer might be correct also. 
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F12 Context Helped Here, the coatsxt actually confuses me, because I was 
thinking this might mean 'to pull someone's leg,' and the 
ccxitext doesn't support that idea—instead, it seems to have 
something to do with extreme boredom... to bore someoie to 
death. 

G09 Context Healed The context helped a lot with this one. I thou^t of it 
completely different than on the last test. 

G08 Contort Helped I didn't know it exactly before, the c<»itext really helped me 
out here. 

GOl Context Helped This way is so much better. I can't stand having to guess 
what the phrase meant without context because I tried to take 
them word for word and that doesn't work. 

SOI Context Helped It is easier to understand the meaning here then when the 
idiom is alone without OHitext. 

SOI Context Helped It fits into the paragraph. 

Gi l  Context Helped Left hi^ and dry... it's obvious now. 

S12 Context Helped It just makes sense in the context of the exchange. 

S04 Context Helped The context of the story helped me figure out the idiom. 

Sl l  Context Helped In context, it was much easier to realize that they were talking 
about something that was very e:q}ensive and the idiom 'to 
cost an arm and a leg' came to mind. 

SOS Context Helped The text helps the reader infer the meaning of this idiom. 

S06 Context Helped The straw that broke the camel's back—^This <xie makes 
much more sense with context, and I think I know what it is 
now, before I had no clue, but with the ccHitext I was able to 
make a guess. 

GOl Context Helped He's missing a few marbles—there are quite a few sayings 
fortius one, so it is hard to say ^ndiich one it is... but with the 
ccHitext I was able to figure it out, but without context I had 
no idea wdiat it meant. 
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SOS Context EMped There was no way to use the literal translation as help, so I 
had to rely on the context. 

G15 Context Hdped To be joking with someone. It is much easier to spot in the 
text  and now i t  makes  much more  sense .  I t  i s  a lso  not  far  
from the English, only we refer to a 'leg' and here they use an 
'arm.' 

G09 Contot Helped It seems like they really had to conjole him into telling them 
about the secret. The context played a big part in getting the 
English equivalent for this one. I first read it to get the 
meaning of the context and then I reread it to get the meaning 
of the idiom. 

G13 Context Healed The text made the difference. 

G15 Context Helped The c(Hitext made a BIG difference! 

GOl Context Helped The context really helped here—1 didn't know it without the 
rest of the story. 

SOI Context Helped This was much easier when it is in the context, because I 
started to think of the phrases one might use in English to 
e^qilain the situation. 

G02 Context Helped Much easier to construct the meaning with context, even if 
I'm not completely correct, I have the rig^ gist. 

F03 Context Hdped I tried to find a meaning that would fit into the context. It was 
difBcuh to phrase. 

S15 Context Hdped The meaning fits into the context. I didn't really translate it, 
but thought of an idiom that would make sense in this 
paragraph. 

Gi l  Context Hdped To leave high and dry... Not hard to figure out if you follow 
the story. I followed wdiat the ladies were saying in order to 
inteipret ^at the meaning was. 

S04 Context Hdped He lost all but the shirt on his back—This appeared to make 
the most saise because it involves mraiey and the above 
paragraph is talking about money. I wait through a list of 
e^ressicms I knew involving a shirt and this one seemed to fit 
b^ with the context at hand. 
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S04 Context Helped Lost everything but the house. How many idioms are there 
that relate to gambling? Not many that I can think of. 

F12 Context Helpful Ohhhh, the joys of ccxitextual clues! 

G09 Context Helplid I feel happy because I finally know the English equivalent to 
this German idiom 

G15 Context Helpiul 
Unable to Figure Out 

With context this is a bit clearer, but still not completely. 
Something about looking bad, as a disguise for a surprise. 

S06 Unawareness of Own 
Idiomatic Knowledge 

To split hairs: I'm not sure about this one. Even in oxitext, I 
can't think of a good English translaticxi. 

S12 Context Hdpfid 
Unable to F^ure Out 

This is a bit clearer in context... still not 100% sure, but 
much more confidoit. 

S12 Unable to Connect to 
English Idiom 

I have absolutely no idea w^at this means even thou^ I know 
what she's wanting to say. I can't come up with an idiom to 
describe it. 

S12 Unable to Connect to 
English Idiom 

To be fauh-finding, to try to find fault even if it means going 
to the smallest details—I can't think of the exact English 
idiom, but feel I have the general meaning. 

805 Unable to Connect to 
English Idiom 

I d(m't know the English version of this one. I know it has to 
do with looking for something that is not there, but I am not 
sure what the exact phrase is. 

S09 Unable to Connect to 
English Idiom 

My answer changed because of the context the idiom was 
used in, but I still can't think of an English equivalent. 

F15 Unable to Connect to 
English Idiom 

I don't know what this idiom means exactly, but by reading 
the siuTounding context I can tell what it is trying to say. 
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APPENDIX F: Additional Post-task Summative Evaluations 

REGARDING CHALLENGES ENCOUNTERED 

Recognition of 
Individual Leienws 

Recognition of 
Indmdual Lexemes 
Context Hdpfid 

Recognition of 
Individual Lexemes 
Context Helpfiil 

Recognition of 
bidividual Lexemes 

Recognition of 
Individual Lexemes 
Context Helpfiil 

Recognitioftof 
Individual Lexemes 
Context Helpfiil 

The things which I found difBcuh were not knowing the vocabulary. 

The greatest challenge was not knowing the words in the idiom. To 
overcome ignorance of the words, I used the context. Seeing the 
idioms out of coitext was the most difficult part of the task because 
if the words were unknown, there were no other clues to allow (Hie to 
hazard a guess. It is also in:q)ortant to understand that the English 
idiom is not concrete—the idiom can be e;q}ressed in other ways. For 
example pigs fly' is not a common idiom in the Midwest. 
More common is ^v/bea it snows in July.' 

Most of the time when I misrepresented an idiom it was because I 
didn't have any text to correlate with it. There were a instances 
where I didn't know a word within the idiom, but had I recognized 
the word, I believe I would have understood them. The text was very 
helpful m determining any of the idioms that I didn't immediately 
get. 

I found it kind of frustrating doing this task, because I had a really 
hard time determining the idioms. The first time w^en we were given 
the idioms in oxitext I did much better, but this second day I have 
done fairly badly ev«i vib.ea I had the context with me. I couldn't 
understand a lot of the words themselves in the idiom, and then when 
I found out the answer it seemed that they didn't match up with w^at 
they were saying. 

The greatest challenge was trying to understand the idioms without 
the c(mtext wdien I didn't understand some of the words. I had 
di£5culty trying to translate the expressicms in this case and just 
guessed the best I could. Context helped greatly! 

The greatest challenge I faced was not knowing certain vocabulary 
words. If I had a dicticxiary to look up the words in context, I would 
probably be able to figure out the idiom. Once I saw the passage in 
ccxitext, however, it became easier to interpret the idiom evai 
without knowing the words. 
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Recognition of 
bidividuat Lexemes 
Prasnutie Knowie<  ̂
Cultural Background 
Knowledge 

Distinguighing Between 
Literal and Figurative 
Meaning 

Piatinguishing Between 
Literal and Figurative 
Meaning 

Distinguishing Between 
Literal and Figurative 
Meaning 

Distinguishing Between 
Literal and figurative 
Meaning 
Identifying Text Cues 
and Conmiunicative 
Intents 
Context Helpful 

Connecting TL with 
NL Idiom 
Context Hdplul 

The greatest challenge was the zero text exercises. It wasn't hard, of 
course, if I was ^miliar with the idiom. However, if I needed an 
inference to derive the meaning, no text existed to assist. This made 
it difBcuh. Also, the wording oa some made finding the meaning 
difBcult (if I wasn't used to hearing or seeing sentoices structured in 
such way). Some I was able to overcome when the text was givai 
later or if I really thou^ about it for a great deal of time. 
Obviously, the text helped me, but also thinking about their meaning 
helped. 

Text made the idioms a lot more understandable. Some idioms were 
in:q>ossible to decipher without the text. What helped me the most 
were single key words within the idiom. A lot of the idioms were 
close enou^ to [their] English equivalent so that they were easy to 
figure out. I just basically translated them to their English 
equivalent. 

The hardest part was trying to determine what an idiom meant 
without context. For some, it was very hard to simply try to translate 
the phrase and get an English idiom fi'om it. For others, it was 
relatively simple. 

1 have learned the vivid c<xitrast between an idiom and standard 
language through all 3 tests. 

The greatest challenge I faced was thinking of an idiomatic 
»q}ressi<Hi that went along with the Spanish one being presented to 
me. I have always read a lot and done well in English but I have 
never [read] isolated e;q}ressio(is that I know for this type of study. I 
overcame this challenge by mentally telling myself that I know that 
answer, all I have to do is take a momoit and think about it. I got 
frustrated a lot, but I reminded myself that it is not a graded activity, 
so I must not be too anxious and do my best. The coitext of the 
expression was the biggest help for me. I have gene cxi little sleq) 
to^y and I already had an oral midterm so I had to do my best to 
focus and find some energy deep inside of me. 

The greatest challenge I &ced was my non-&miliarity with the 
idiomatic ^ressions of the Spanish language. I have never learned 
such phrases, and most of them don't translate directly into English. 
I partially overcame this challenge by using ccxitext clues, w^ch was 
next to inqjossible in the zero-amtext sectim. I definitely need 
context clues to aid me in understanding the meaning of the phrases. 
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REGARDING IDIOM DETECTION TASK 

Detecting Idioms Easy 

Detecting Idioms Easy 

Detectmg Idioms Easy 
Context Helpful 

Detecting Idioms Easy 

In the Idiom Detection Task exercise the idioms were not as 
complicated as those in the Zero Context Task (for lack of a better 
term). 

It was easy to find the idiom in a dialog whoi it wasn't highhghted. 
But it was very difiBcnlt to know what it meant. 

The idiom detection test >vas a bit ccmfusing at first, but once I got 
the hang of it, I got every single one ri^ after that... I di(bi't 
always get the exact correct translation, but I identified the idiom by 
the siirrounding context and the translaticm I took. I always knew 
that I learned the gist of new words and phrases by the surrounding 
text, but it gave me a narrower perspective to try and decipher the 
meaning only with the phrase itself... I found I did the same things 
as before, just cm a smaller scale... this is something my good 
teachers have alv^ys told me... you leam more when you logically 
deduce firom the context, and it stays l<mger with you if you can feel 
satisfied and proud that you figured it out on your own, rather than 
looking it up in a dicticmary. 

The Idiom Detection Task was easy. Although I could pick them out, 
I didn't always know vdiat they meant. I really have no clue how I 
figure them out and wdiat helps me. 

REGARDING ZERO CONTEXT TASK 

fioterpretmg Idioms 
Without Context 
Difficult 

loterpretmg Moms 
Without Context 
Difficult 

The hardest part of this exercise was recognizing what the idioms 
meant without context. Some of them were similar enough to English 
that they were easy to figure out, though. The other difficulty is that 
some of the idioms I recognized the meaning of in German have 
more than one correlating English idiom. Perhaps both correct 
answers could be given in these cases. Finally, some German idioms 
when translated directly, are very similar to ^glish idioms that have 
totally different meanings. 

The greatest challenge was to figure out what the idioms meant 
without the surrounding text. I got better at it as I wait aloig, but 
the beginning was hard for me. 



567 

Interpreting Idioms 
Vnthoot Context 
Difficult 

Interpreting Idioms 
WiAoiit Context 
Difficult 

Connecting to EngUsii 
Idioms Hard 

Connecting to English 
Idioms Eburd 

Connecting to English 
Idioms Hard 

Connecting to English 
IdiimisHard 

Connecting to English 
Idioms Hard 

Connecting to English 
Idioms Hud 

The most challenging of the tasks was the Zero Ccmtext Task. I 
found this task the most difiBcult because of the lack of text and 
COTtext. It is di£Scult to interpret other language and culture idioms 
without the use of context. 

I have studied idioms and contextual analysis in several of my 
English classes as well as on my own time, but I did find it a little 
difficult to try and decipher the 'feel' of an idiom in Spanish. I just 
tried to think of how the words would be perceived literally in 
Spanish and then assigned figurative values to them. My background 
as an English major and my curroit classes as a Spanish major were 
very helpful during the exercise: some of the vocabulary was a little 
beyond me. 

In some cases I understood the meaning of the German idiom, but 
found it difficult to find an English equivalent. To tell the truth, the 
more I think about it, the more I'm not sure w^y I understood the 
idioms, I just did. (I don't envy you in your task of data analysis!). 

I was fiiistrated in knowing that there was an English equivalent that 
I couldn't come up with! 

The greatest challenge I faced was to in fact interpret the French 
idiom into English. For many of the Fraich idioms, I know M^at it 
means, but I couldn't say it properly in English. 1 tried to overcome 
this challenge by really translating word for word from the French 
idiom to English idiom. The full text version was of some help. At 
least it shows the contexts and where the idioms are used. Thus, we 
get more information (Hi those idioms and, thus, we could make a 
better guess. 

I had a hard time understanding the idiom evm if I understood all the 
words. 

I have studied idioms in a class before but it has bem quite awMe. 
Some of them I already knew exactiy v^iat they meant. The Zero 
Context Task was especially difficult because there was nothing to 
base it (XI. If I didn't know some of the words I had no clue what the 
idiom meant. Even if I knew all of the words, I sometimes couldn't 
figure them out. 

The greatest challenge I &ced was trying to figure out what words I 
did not know meant, and then putting them into the context of the 
idiom. I overcame this by just thinking hard about the words I did 
know and ^xdiat other words would make the idiom make sense. 
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Connecting to English 
Idioms Hard 
Lack of Vocabulary 

Connecting to English 
Idioms Hard 
Lack of Vocabulary 

Connecting to English 
Idioms Hard 
Lack of Vocabulary 

Guessing 
Translation 

Guessing 
Translation 
Lexical Association 

Frustrating 
Connecting to English 
Idioms Hard 

Context Helpful 
Pragpiatic and Cultural 
Knowledge 

I think the greatest challenges were first not being familiar with the 
vocabulary, and next simply not being able to come up with the 
appropriate idiom in English. 

The greatest challenge was not knowing some of the words in the 
idioms and having to figure out what was trying to be said. It was 
much more difficult to tell what an idiom meant >^en there was no 
supporting ccmtext. 

Again, vocabulary was my main stumbling block. If I knew all of the 
words in the individual phrases they were easy to figure out. If I 
didn't know evoi rae word then they were ahnost impossible to 
understand. 

The example with the 'sauer Apfel' threw me for a loop. I translated 
it into the one about sour grapes which is of course completely 
different, though for the most part literal translation worked to get 
the main point across. 

The greatest challenge was when I had no context to support the 
idiom... that is how I find meaning for things I don't understand in 
another language. The (xily way I could overcome this challenge is 
if I started to directly translate and see if anything was similar in 
English.... if I dcxi't Imow all the words, I just used the surrounding 
words to help as much as possible. A few times I was completely 
off, but I think I did decently. 

I don't know too many idioms o€P the top of my head in English, so 
when they are presoited in another language, it is very difficult and 
fiustrating, especially w^en it is not a direct translation fi'om the 
English version. Overall, I think that I did fiiirly well, the first day I 
was able to identify almost all of the idioms in the text, but this time 
was much more difficult, trying to explain them in English. 

I really, really did not like having to do the ones with absolutely no 
ccmtext. It wasn't the time issue which bothered me, because I feel 
like either I got them right away because I recognized them, or I 
didn't. I think I tried to make them too literal if I didn't know ^^dlat 
th^ meant already, or I tried to division some scenario, v^y they 
would say a phrase like that. I think that exc^ for that part I did 
fairly well identifying them, ahhou^ as I said before, it's easy as 
long as you have context, but it would be a compl^ly different 
story if you gave me a vdiole bunch of idioms in English and asked 
me to say them in German. Translating such e}q>ressicHis literally 
really makes you sound like a foreigner—like how (me time I winced 
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\vfaen I heard an American say, in German, 'meine schlechte' like 
how we would say 'my bad.' 

REGARDING FULL CONTEXT TASK 

Interpreting Idioms in 
Context Easy 

Interpreting Idioms in 
Context Easy 

Interpreting Idioms in 
Context Easy 

Interpreting Idioms in 
Context Easy 

Interpreting Idioms in 
Context Easy 

Interpreting Idioms in 
ContutEasy 

In the Full Ccxitext Task, I was not ^miliar with these [idioms] so 
the text did help to interpret the text. The context also enabled a 
better understanding of these idioms, which was for my own benefit. 

The in-context part was very helpful. Once I understood the 
situation, it was easier to understand the idiom. 

I did not know all the vocabulary in the idioms, the context helped 
me to figure out what the idiom meant. 

They are fairly easy when they are in the Full Context because I 
used the story to give me a hint. 

With the full context task, I felt I did the best out of the three. It was 
still a struggle, but I felt I had a better chance of getting it correct. 
Pe±aps, it was because I was able to type my feelings down about it 
and then that oiabled me to think about it more, and then perhaps get 
the ri^ answer. I was constantly unsure of my answer. I thought 
the setting in the paragraph helped, but I remember a few times I 
was totally clueless. 

I also don't think I always read the context closely enou^. For 
exanq)ie, I should have recognized 'rotir le balai' (I think it was) 
given the context, but just didn't spend aiough time reading it. 

REGARDING PARTICIPANTS* PERFORMANCE 

**I feel okay** 

«*IdidOiC* 

<*I thmk I did okay" 

<«[feeltiiatIdidoJu*' 

I feel ok about my performance. I f^l I should have known some of 
the idioms, but some of them were hard to figure out. 

For the most part I think that I did OK. I was reminded that 1 need to 
spent more time learning vocabulary. I began thinking that the 
idioms would be hard to recognize, but the majority were rather easy 
to understand. 

I think I did okay. I could have done better. 

Overall, I feel that I did o Jc. 
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think I did okay" I think I did okay. I didn't know any of these idioms when 1 staited. I 
was happy about figuring out some of these that did not translate 
word for word. 

did fairly weU" All in all, I think I did f^ly well, barring a few mistakes, especially 
since teadiers rarely teach idioms in class. I would love to learn an 
idiom (in ccmtext of the lesson) everyday in class. It would help 
>^en amversing with native speakers. 

**1 fed my performaiice 
was very good" 

I feel my performance was very good. I know that I understand the 
feeling of the meaning of the sentence evoi though I can't translate 
it. 

«Ididwett'» Overall, I think I did well, omsidering that I am not familiar with the 
expressions. 

feel I performed 
fairly wdl** 

I feel that I performed feirly well and I feel reassured that I can for 
the most part understand most writings in German given enough 
text. 

am confidoit" I am confident with my overall performance. 

'̂ IfeeHdidalrighT I feel I did alright y/bea there was text, but it was much harder to 
just read the idiom itself. 

feel about averî e" I feel like I am probably about average or a little below at these 
tasks. 

**1 fed about average My total performance was about average. 

"I fed about average" I think that I probably did about average given my small e;q}eriaice 
with idioms in Spanish. 

'̂ y performance was 
not very strong 

I don't think my performance was very strong. I couldn't understand 
many of the idioms. 

'*My performance was 
not very strong" 

I feel like I should have dme better because aspects such as idioms 
and the role they play in language fescinate me. 

did not perform as 
weB" 

I did not performed as well as I anticipated, but I rarely use idioms. 
Hence, I got the result I should have expected. 
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am disappointed by 
my total p^onnance** 

I am disappointed by my total performance. I don't think that this is 
the best I could have dcHie, but given the circumstances of my recent 
busy lifestyle, I did the best I could. 

<*I am disappointed by 
total performance 

I feel disappointed about my performance, but I think that idioms are 
something that I need to be tau^ and learn more. 

did really badly** I f^l that I did really badly cm the seamd day of the experiment. The 
first day was easier. 

did really badly" I think that I did a lot better the seand time around M^en I could use 
the text. 

did really badly** I f^l like I did the best on the first task, and the worst on the zero 
context task. That was really the most difBcuh by far. 

am really 
discouraged** 

I am really discouraged with the assignment because I thought that I 
would do a lot better on the fiill context task. However, I did not 
respond correctly to many of the idioms, and I thought I had a broad 
knowledge of their meanings. The greatest challenge was trj^g to 
e?q>lain the idioms without any contextual support. 

REGARDING LESSONS LEARNED 

Context HelpM 

Context HdpM 

Context Helpful 

Context Helpfiii 

This was a great learning e:q)eriaice. The only difficulty was the 
Zero Context Task. When the idioms are in context, one can make 
out w^at the point is by following they are reading. 

I learned that I need context clues to really understand the meaning. I 
also found out that the e?q>ressions themselves do not directly 
translate from Spanish to English, the fivstration being expressed is 
the same. Idioms actually reflect the feelings of the speaker in a way 
that using normal language (without the idiom) does not. I enjoy 
idioms as they help one e7q)ress emoticxis and feelings about wdiat is 
being said. 

I learned the importance of learning the meaning of a word or phrase 
in context. 

I have learned that I can spot idioms in German and use the text to 
make soise of them, something I had never oxisidered before. It was 
interesting to test my knowledge on idioms, because now I am more 
^miliar with their presence in a language and can pay more attention 
to them and their meanings. 
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Context Helpful I learned a lot of new e}q}ressions and I also learned a better 
technique of detecting idioms and their meanings. I learned how to 
read widiout trying to translate each word's meaning and that getting 
the gist of what a paragraph means is much more important than 
that. 

Context Helpfiil I have learned that I can decipher most things I don't know from the 
omtext it is in. 

Context HdpM I found that you can read the paragraph and get a general meaning of 
the idiom, but when you know the idiom the paragraph is much more 
understandable. 

Context Helpful 1 think I've leamed a lot from this experience. I think i'U be able to 
point out idioms in their respectful places. I think I realize my 
ignorance to this, and I'm glad it was pointed out to me. 

Teaching of Idioms 
Necessary and Desired 

I leamed how much more I would like to leam about idioms and 
their varying uses. This would enrich my Spanish and make it more 
cultured. I think all would braefit from such instruction. 

Teachiî  of Idioms 
Necessary and Desired 

I would like to see idioms taught in class. They are so much a part of 
the Spanish language. 

Teachmg of Idioms 
Necessary and Desired 

Idioms can easily be memorized and if we taught them more in the 
schools, like in hi^ school and lower levels of Spanish, it would 
make listening and speaking to foreigners easier and people would 
feel more coofident. 

Teaching of Idioms 
Necessary and Desired 

I also think that idioms may be overlooked in curricula because it is 
not an aspect of writing that is stressed as a positive aspect of good 
writing. While idioms are used in everyday speech, they are rarely 
found in good examples of writing. I feh like the ones I had trouble 
with were idioms that I hadn't been exposed to in English, or just 
don't use on a normal basis. Also, the vocabulary can be tricky at 
times. 

Need to Leam More 
Idioms 

I leamed that I need to pay more attention to idiomatic e^qiressions 
and I need to woric on knowing them in Spanish, too. This was a 
positive ^erience overall. 

Need to Learn More 
Idioms 

I don't feel like I know French well enough to catch all of the words, 
even thou^ diQr may be basic. 
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Need to Learn More 
Idioms 

I have learned that I have M^at I though^ was excellent reading 
conq)rdiensi(ni skills, but maybe after all I do not! 

Need to Learn More 
Idioms 

I know that I need to inq)rove my vocabulary in Spanish, but that is 
a progression and something that I am working m. 

Need to Leam More 
Idioms 

I think that I'll have a lot more to leam about both English and 
French. 

Need to Leam More 
Idioms 

What I have leamed is that I need to seriously read a book about 
French idioms! It is very easy to misimderstand the meaning of the 
conversation. It is possible sometimes to understand the meaning by 
reading the related sentences in the conversation, but not always. 

Becoming More Aware I realize I sometimes have to read things a second time to really take 
it in. 

Becoming More Aware I leamed that I do not understand the exact processes in my brain, 
but I am aware that I am going through a process of linguistic 
deduction and inference. 

Becoming More Aware I leamed that I can recognize something is an idiom. But, w^en it 
comes to saying its meaning, it is more difiQcult. 

Knowlet̂  of One 
Laî uag  ̂Does Not 
Translate Into Success 
in Another 

I have to rationalize that experience in one language does not 
necessarily role over to immediate comprehaisi(xi in another. 
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APPENDIX G: Foreign / Second Language Idioms Survey 

As a doctoral student in tfie Ihterdisc^linaty PbJ>. ProgFam in Second Language Acquisition 
and Teadiing (SLAT) and as pait of my leseardi design fbr EDU 601 ("Qualitative Me&ods in | 
Education")* I am distributing this pilot survey to those tiiatteadi 1*^, l"', and 3** year foreign | 
languages and ESL. Hie aim of Ae survey is to find out morelhan we know now r^arding tiie 
extent to which instructors of foreign languages and ESL use idioins in dieir teaching and how 
idioms are teamed m a classroom setting. Please be assured that you will ronain anonymous and 
that any infomiatioa provided m Ihis surv^ will be used for data coUectica purposes only. I ask 
only Aat you take Ihe time and answer ±e foUowmg questions based on your b^ judgment and 
language teaching experience thus fiir. I'll be happy to provicfe you with a copy cf tiie findings | 
\rfiich you may find useful m your future teachings. Please be advised that your infonnation may | 
or may not be used in this stu^ and/or related fiiture publications. 

• Check here if you would like a copy of the results of this survey. Thank you for your time | 
and assistance in this inq>oTtant matter. 

L Personal Information (to be kept confidential) 

Your name: (optional) 

1. Are you... 
a. male b. female 

2. Your age is ••• 
a. 20 to 25 years of age b. 26 to 30 years of age c. 31 to 40 years of age 
d. 41 years and above 

3. What language(s) are you currently teaching? 
a. German b. Spanish c. French d. Italian e. English/ESL 
f. other (please specify!) 

4. How long have you be teaching the language(s) indicated above? 
Number of years: 

n. Idiom Evaluation 

5. Idioms have been defined by researchers as formulaic speech, holophrases, 
prefabricated routines and patterns, lexical phrases, formulas, collocations and stock 
phrases, memorized sentences and lexicalized stems, and the like. How would you 
define idioms and why? 



575 

6. Do you think it is important to teach idioms? Why or why not? 

7. On a scale of 1 to 5 (with 1 being the least important and 5 the most important), how 
would you rate the importance of students acquiring idioms in the language 
classroom? Please explain your rating. 

d) ® ® (2) © because 

8. Based on your pedagogical orientation and teaching experience, what kind of idioms 
would you say should be taught and why? 

9. What do you think the role of the teacher should be with regard to idioms and why? 

10. What do you think the role of the student should be with regard to idioms and why? 

11. If it was your job to teach a unit on idioms, what approach, techniques, and materials 
would you use to help your students and why? 

12. How would you help your students "crack** the deep meaning of an opaque idiom and 
why? 

HI. Post-Survey Interviews and Classroom Observation 

13. Would you be willing to be interviewed at your convenience? 
Yes No 

14. Would you be willing to be observed in class at your convenience? 
Yes No 

Other (please specify topics!) 

Notes and Additions; Ifjou feel that this surv̂  fmkd to discuss certcun issues of importance to jour 
teaching experience, please take a moment to raise jour concerns. As cdwajs, jour comments are very much 
appreciated! 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME AND YOUR INPUT!!! 
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