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Abstract
In an attempt to profile the effect of two methods of teaching Second
Language (L2) idioms, Etymological vs. Literal, a group of English
Language learners (n= 14) were selected to participate in this study. It was a
within-subjects study and the chosen idioms were taught in 6 sessions
regarding the two methods to the same group (each method in three sessions).
In the first three sessions, 30 idioms were taught literally. In the next three
sessions, 30 other idioms were taught etymologically. Then, their post-tests
were performed immediately after instruction. Finally, a delayed posttest
was conducted after one-week interval to find out the amount of retention of
idioms’ constituents. The results indicated no significant effect in the
retention and later production of L2 idioms and their constituents in English
as a Foreign Language (EFL) context. Following either of these methods
regarding time and goals of instruction can be considered as an implication
of this study.
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1. Introduction
Idioms are ubiquitous in any natural language and they paint the discourse with their colorful meanings. According to
Brenner (2011) and Vasiljevic (2015), English language contains over 10,000 idioms and the competence in
understanding and using idioms is a defining predictor of native-like proficiency in English. Put it another way, Liontas
(2017) believes that idiomatic competence indicates that a language learner is an effective and competent speaker.
Considering the importance and pervasiveness of idioms in English language learning and teaching, they yet present
one of the most challenging and demanding issues not only for ESL/EFL learners in learning English (Beloussova,
2015; Ghorbani, 2017; Razmjoo et al., 2016), but also for young native speakers of English who are learning idioms
in their first language because of their lack of the intellectual capacity to realize that words can have multiple meanings
(Liontas, 2018).
As Liu (2003, p. 671) righty states, idioms are “notoriously difficult” for any English learner, especially EFL learners
because of their “rather rigid structure, quite unpredictable meaning, and fairly extensive use.” The learning challenge
mostly lies in the comprehension of idioms because EFL learners have been found to resort to figuring out the meaning
of idioms based on the literal meaning of words that constitute them which most often is not very helpful (Dovchin,
2020).
1. 1 Statement of the Problem
Due to the pervasiveness of idioms in everyday give-and-take and the difficulty in their learning and comprehension,
scholars in the field of second/foreign language learning and teaching have introduced a handful of strategies to help
solve the problem. Some of these strategies include providing definitions, etymological elaboration, clarifying
meaning through pictures, translating idioms into learners’ first language, memorization, and so on (Boers et al., 2007;
Mousavi et al., 2016; Razmjoo et al., 2016).
Etymological origin exploration is one of the effective strategies in not only L2 vocabulary instruction, but also in
teaching idioms (Liontas, 2018). Etymological elaboration has been defined as the association of idioms with
information regarding their origin and source domains. Although this strategy has been of particular interest in idiom
instruction, there is a lacuna in L2 idiom pedagogy vis-à-vis its effectiveness compared to literal teaching of idioms
to L2 learners. Thus, this study attempts to help fill this gap through the implementation of these two modes of idiom
instruction, namely etymological elaboration and literal translation.
1.2 Research Questions
The current study intends to address the following research questions:
1. Comparing to literal approach, can an etymological elaboration approach be effective in facilitating the retention of
L2 idioms for EFL students?
2. Comparing to literal approach, can an etymological elaboration approach be effective in facilitating the retention of
constituent parts of L2 idioms for EFL students?
1.3 Research Hypotheses
Based on the above research questions, the following null hypotheses were suggested:
1. Etymological elaboration approach is not effective in facilitating the retention of L2 idioms for EFL students
comparing to literal approach.
2. Etymological elaboration approach is not effective in facilitating the retention of constituent parts of L2 idioms for
EFL students comparing to literal approach.
2. Literature Review
Idioms as a type of multiple word units (MWUs) have both literal and figurative meanings. Since literal meanings of
the individual constituents of an idiom, in most cases, cannot be helpful in predicting its figurative meaning, idiom
processing and comprehension presents “special difficulty to L2 learners, as well as a never-ending challenge for ESL
teachers” (Cooper, 1999, p.233). Kick the bucket and bite the dust (i.e. to die) are two typical examples of idioms with
a figurative meaning which cannot be decoded through their literal meanings. Providing the etymology (origin and
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background) of idioms to help for better comprehension and longer retention is an effective approach in teaching
target idioms (Boers, 2000; Boer et al., 2004).
According to Liu (2008), there are at least six reasons behind teaching idioms in foreign language classes: 1) language
use is governed by two complementary operating principles: the open choice principle and the idiom choice principle
(Sinclair, 1987). The open choice principles constitute a repertoire of morphemes, words, and phrases that are
combined to build up a text. On the other hand, based on the idiom choice principle, the speaker uses a large number
of pre-constructed phrases including idioms in their communication. Therefore, idioms play an essential part in
language development. 2) Since idioms convey messages so effectively that non-idiom expressions cannot, they are
very effective and invaluable tools in communications (Fernando, 1996; Moon, 1998). 3) In addition to help L2
learners communicate more effectively, idioms and formulaic expressions assist L2 learning by offering learners
language input that can be segmented and analyzed (Bardovi-Harlig, 2002; Wood, 2010; Wray, 2000). 4). Idioms are
culture bound and culture specific. Through learning idioms, learners find an opportunity to acquire information about
the target culture and community. 5) Learning colloquial idioms used very frequently in casual conversations create
opportunity to communicate more effectively while practicing the target language in real life situations. 6) The learner
mastery of L2 idioms likely means a higher L2 proficiency level (Yorio, 1989), and the more the number of acquired
idioms are, the more effective communication will happen (Duquette, 1995; Schmitt, 2004). However, idioms as a
class of MWUs have some distinguishing characteristics which differentiate them from other groups of language units.
According to Thiel (1979, p.23), “sooner or later, lack of precise idiomatic usage will betray the foreign background
even of a speaker with an excellent grammatical knowledge, vocabulary, and pronunciation.” Knowing the etymology
of idioms is helpful in the comprehension and retention of them (Boers et al., 2000, 2004; Pierson, 1989; Saffarian, et
al., 2013; Szczepaniak & Lew, 2011). Therefore, there are a reliable number of evidence confirming the importance
of idiom etymological familiarity in foreign/second language learning settings.
Moreover, there are several studies that have focused on Iranian EFL learners and idiom comprehension (Baleghizadeh
& Bagheri, 2010; Ghaderi & Afshinfar, 2014; Golaghaei & Kakolian, 2015; Reisi Gahroei & Haghverdi, 2012;
Zolfagharkhani & Ghorbani Moghadam, 2011). These studies revealed that etymological elaborations positively affect
idiom comprehension. In such studies, variability in the types of idioms should be considered cautiously. In the
following section, the rationale for selecting idioms in this study were explained.
2.1 Criteria for Defining Idioms
“Differences between word combinations such as free phrases, restricted collocations, and idioms – all crucial to the
foreign learner – are neither presented consistently nor explained adequately in reference works” (Cowie, 1998, p.218).
In an effort to define the criteria of idioms, Grant and Bauer (2004, p.44) suggested three categories of idiomatic
expressions: core idioms (non-compositional MWUs (multi‐word units), the meaning of which cannot be predicted
from the meaning of their constituent parts, for example, shoot the breeze), figuratives (MWUs with metaphors) and
ONCEs (one non-compositional element). They concluded that the key criterion to define an idiom from MWUs is its
non-compositionality. They proposed a three-step test (Table 1) to differentiate MWUs as either a core idiom or a
figurative/compositional expression.

Table 1. A three-step test to determine a core idiom (adapted from Grant and Bauer, 2004, p. 52).
Step1. Is the meaning of the MWU retained if you replace each lexical word in the MWU with its own definition?
Y=compositional
N=non-compositional
Step 2. Is it possible to understand the meaning of the MWU by recognizing the untruth and pragmatically
reinterpreting it in a way that correctly explains the MWU?
Y=figurative
N=non-figurative
Step 3. Is there only one word in the MWU which is either not literal or non-compositional?
Y=ONCE (one non-compositional element)
N=more than one element is non-compositional
If all the three answers are NO, the MWU is a ‘core idiom.’
If any of the three answers is YES, the MWU is a not a ‘core idiom’ (may be a figurative, or a ONCE).
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As Table 1 shows, if all the answer of a MWU is NO, then it is considered as a core idiom; however, if any of the
answers is YES, the MWU should be considered as a figurative or ONCE expression. In this study, a sample of core
idioms (non-compositional MWUs) was selected to be taught.
2.2 Why Etymological Elaboration of Idioms as a Pedagogical Approach
Ross (1969) defines etymology as the scientific study of the origins and forms of words. Application of etymology to
L2 vocabulary learning has long been embraced by ESL specialists. Pierson (1989 as cited in Zhang 2009) tried to get
through meaningful vocabulary learning in ESL by incorporating the etymology elaboration of the words into his
instruction at the Chinese University of Hong Kong. Even though Pierson did not report empirical data for his study,
his pedagogical approach to teaching the words’ origin has been accepted and further studies (Boers & Demecheleer
1997; Boer et al., 2001, 2004; Bulut, & Celik-Yazici, 2004; Gibbs, 1990, 1994; Gibbs et al., 1989; Guo, 2008) followed
his pedagogical proposal.
In a series of large scale studies conducted by Boers et al. from 1998 to 2004 on the effects of etymological elaboration
on idiom acquisition, it was revealed that introducing both the literal and etymological usage of an idiom to learners
can effectively contribute to their comprehension and retention of idioms, but there are no studies, known to the author,
which have attempted to analyze the effect of etymology elaboration on the retention of idioms constituents as MWUs
(e.g. the retention of prepositions). The current study conducted, first to examine the effect of the etymology
elaboration on the comprehension and retention of idioms, and second to find out whether this type of elaboration can
help learners to retain idioms’ constituents.
3. Methods
3.1 Research Design
In this study, since there was only one group which was exposed to both experiments, therefore, a within-subjects
design was employed. The materials which were applied were an OPT test and four researcher- made tests. Regarding
tests, a pre-test, treatment, post-test design was used to conduct this study. The obtained data were analyzed using
descriptive statistics and one-way repeated measures ANOVA. Concerning the variables of interest, the students’
English language proficiency, here intermediate level, was as the independent variable, and the dependent variables
were the students’ scores in three different intervals after treatment.
3.2 Participants
This study was conducted by recruiting 14 fourth semester English Language students (females, n= 10, and males, n=
4) aged between 22 to 38 years, studying at Islamic Azad University, Zahedan Branch, Iran. All the participants were
non-native speakers of English language. They were Persian speakers who did not have any experience in learning
English idioms. They were intermediate language learners who had been selected from a population of 50 language
learners through an OPT (Oxford Placement Test). The rationale for selecting this group for the current study was
their availability. They were the researchers’ students.
3.3 Instruments
The materials used in this study were an OPT test, and four researcher- made tests, 1) a 30-item multiple choice pretest
involving all 30 to-be-taught idioms, 2) a 30-item multiple choice posttest based on idioms taught literally, 3) another
30-item multiple choice posttest based on idioms taught etymologically, and finally, a 30-item completion test.
First, to determine the homogeneity level of the students, an OPT test (Version. 1.1) including 60 items in multiplechoice format was used. The second one was a test of 30 multiple choice items to elicit the EFL learners’ knowledge
of idioms as a pretest. The third test was a 30-items posttest to measure the EFL learners’ knowledge of idioms which
have been taught literally. The fourth test was another 30-items posttest to evaluate the same subjects’ knowledge of
idioms which have been taught etymologically, and the fifth one was a completion test, as a delayed posttest, including
30 items to test the retention of the idioms’ constituents after etymological elaborations.
3.4 Procedures
3.4.1 Idiom Selection
As the first step, a number of 60 idioms were selected to be taught during treatment. There were two criteria for
selecting the target idioms, first they should be from core idioms category. These idioms were non-compositional
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MWUs which their meanings cannot be deciphered from their constituent parts (Grant & Bauer, 2004). They were
selected from The Oxford Dictionary of Idioms (Siefring, 2004), Collins Cobuild Dictionary of Idioms (2006), and
American Heritage of American of Idioms (1997) with rich etymological origins. Then, the selected idioms were
checked with www.corpus.byu.edu to extract their frequency in the real life situations. The most frequent idioms (n=
60) were prioritized to be included in the teaching sessions and tests, respectively. Out of 60 selected idioms, a number
of 30 idioms were finalized to be taught literally, and the other 30 idioms etymologically to the same group of subjects.
3.4.2 Data Collection
A pre-test, treatment, post-test design was used to conduct this study. Participants, a group of 14 language learners,
were taught English idioms using two methods: In the first 3 sessions, 30 selected idioms, out of which 15 idioms
were chosen to be included in our posttest, were taught based on the traditional approach; that is teaching idioms
literally without focusing on their origins. Afterwards, following the second method, another 30 idioms with
etymological elaborations, out of which 15 were chosen for our posttest, were taught to the same group. These idioms
were also taught in three sessions. Each session almost took one and half hour. The selected idioms were presented
via Video Projection. For each idiom, a PowerPoint Slide was prepared. In the literal slides, the idiom, its meaning,
and one or two examples were presented; on the other hand, in etymology slides, the idiom and the story behind that
idiom- its etymology- was presented (Figure 1). There were no paper and pencil materials and note taking for subjects
and they just listened to the instructor.

Figure 1. Examples of literal and etymological slides

In the first three sessions, 30 idioms were taught literally. Then, the first post-test was performed immediately after
instruction to examine the effect of literal teaching approach on facilitating the retention of L2 idioms for EFL learners.
Examples of pre-post tests were as follow:
Instruction: Choose the best answer.
Example 1: You deliberately choose unknown actors, although India is a country where the star system is very
much……………… .
a. alive and kicking

b. whisker

c. deaf as an adder

d. out of the blue

Example 2: As leader I was also navigator-in-chief and felt it would be good for the group to discover parts
of the island well…………………….. .
a. off the beaten track
b. with open arms

c. out of the ark
d. by the back door
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In the next three sessions, 30 other idioms were taught etymologically. Afterwards, the second post-test was performed
immediately after instruction to examine the effect of etymological teaching approach on improving the retention of
L2 idioms for EFL learners. Eventually, after one-week interval, a delayed posttest was conducted to find out whether
this type of elaboration can help learners to retain idioms’ constituents. An example of the delayed posttest was as
follow:
Instruction: Based on the definitions in the parentheses, write the appropriate idiom in blanks.
Example:
Everyone else on the committee quit, leaving me (alone and helpless) …………….. .

The learners had to produce the correct idiom with its correct constituents (e.g. correct preposition, verb, and
adjective). Finally, the two sets of scores were compared and analyzed using one-way repeated measures ANOVA.
3.5 Data Analyses
De-identified data from the pre and post- tests were entered into SPSS Software Ver. 20 and analyzed. Descriptive
statistics and one-way repeated measures ANOVA were run to analyze the collected data and the conclusions were
drawn on the significance in the effectiveness of etymological elaboration compared to traditional literal instruction.
The probability for statistical significance was set at p> 0.05.
4. Results
A one-way repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to compare scores on the effect of etymological elaboration in
facilitating the retention of L2 idioms for EFL students compared to literal approach. The results indicated that there
was no significance effect regarding two teaching methods, Wilks’ Lambda = .43, F (1, 27) = 34.44. p< .05,
multivariate partial eta scored = .56. The means and standard deviations are presented in Table 1. Interestingly, both
methods have been effective comparing pre and posttests. The mean of pre and posttest for literal teaching method
was 5.85 and 9.57 and for etymological teaching method was 6.78 and 9.71, respectively.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Literal and Etymological Teaching Methods

pretest

posttest

Teaching methods

Mean

Std. Deviation

N

Literal

5.8571

3.20713

14

Etymological

6.7857

2.48623

14

Total

6.3214

2.85519

28

Literal

9.5714

2.95386

14

Etymological

9.7143

2.89372

14

Total

9.6429

2.87021

28

Then, to depict the effect of literal and etymological teaching methods regarding pre and posttest, the two sets
of scores were compared. As figure 2 indicates, in both methods, the mean of posttest scores is higher than the
pretest scores.

Website: www.ijreeonline.com, Email: info@ijreeonline.com

Volume 5, Number 3, September 2020

7

Downloaded from ijreeonline.com at 14:50 +0330 on Sunday December 5th 2021

[ DOI: 10.29252/ijree.5.3.1 ]

Atashpanjeh and Haseli Songhori International Journal of Research in English Education (2020) 5:3

Figure 2. Plot for comparing literal and etymological teaching methods

Finally, to answer the second research question that is whether etymological elaboration method can be more effective
in facilitating the retention of constituent parts of L2 idioms for EFL students compared to literal method, the results
related to the delayed posttest were analyzed (Table 2). Out of 327 answered questions, 70.65 % (n= 231) were left
with no answer which expresses the learners’ inability to produce the correct idiom. Furthermore, among the tests
with answer, 17.12 % (n= 56) were wrong which again indicates that the subjects have been unable to produce correct
idiom and consequently its constituents. Only 12.23 % (n= 40) of answers were correct, that is both the idiom and its
constituent were produced correctly. The results showed that etymological teaching method was not an effective
teaching method compared to literal one in facilitating the retention of constituent parts of L2 idioms.

Table 2. Frequency and percent of answers for completion posttest
Frequency
No Answer

231

Etymological, n= 114

Percent
70.65

Literal, n= 117
Correct Answer

40

Etymological, n= 22

12.23

Literal, n= 18
Wrong Answer

56

Etymological, n= 34

17.12

Literal, n= 22
Total

327

100

5. Discussion
This study set out to explore the effect of etymological teaching method on facilitating the comprehension and
retention of L2 idioms compared to traditional literal method. A group of 14 English language students participated
in this study. The selected idioms were taught to the same group applying both methods separately. The findings
suggest no significant difference in facilitating the comprehension and retention of L2 idioms regarding applying these
two methods.
A growing body of evidence supports the advantage of application of etymology to learning L2 vocabulary and idiom
learning (Bagheri & Fazel, 2010; Coryell, 2012; Zarei & Rahimi, 2012). Pierson (1989), for instance, proposed a
pedagogy with etymology instruction at the Chinese University of Hong Kong. The findings revealed that introducing

Website: www.ijreeonline.com, Email: info@ijreeonline.com

Volume 5, Number 3, September 2020

Downloaded from ijreeonline.com at 14:50 +0330 on Sunday December 5th 2021

[ DOI: 10.29252/ijree.5.3.1 ]

Atashpanjeh and Haseli Songhori International Journal of Research in English Education (2020) 5:3

8

etymology is an effective method in learning L2 idioms. The findings of Pierson’s study, of course, are not in line
with the present study in which we could find no advantage for introducing the etymology of idioms.
With several large-scale studies, Boer et al. (2000, 2004) have examined the effectiveness of etymological elaboration
as a pedagogical approach in L2 idiom instruction all of which confirmed the positive effects of access to etymological
information. In their study, two groups of learners, experimental and control, were examined. The experimental group
had access to etymological information while the control group did not have. A post-test and a delayed post-test were
administered to measure the effects of the etymology instruction on L2 idiom learning. The findings showed that the
experimental group acquired significantly more idioms than the control group, while the results of the current study
were not in agreement with Boers’ studies. The results of the present study should be reported by cautious, and may
not be generalizable, since the number of subjects was limited. Moreover, the same subjects participated in both phases
of the study. There is no guarantee that the two methods may have affected and interacted with each other.
Verbal information along with etymological elaboration of an idiom facilitates learners’ comprehension and recall
(Zhang, 2009). Iranian EFL upper-intermediate learners who received idioms with the etymological elaborations
outperformed the control group, that is, it was significantly effective on the learners’ comprehension and retention
(Baleghizadeh & Bagheri, 2010). In the present study, even though etymological elaboration was helpful for learning
idiomatic expressions, the results of the delayed posttest indicated that, regarding retention, there was no significant
difference between the two method of teaching idioms, i.e., etymological vs. literal. There were a couple of intervening
factors that influence on the results and were not under the control of the researchers such as learners’ motivation for
learning and even answering the posttest/delayed posttest. If the subjects have not taken the tests seriously, as the tests
were not a part of their midterm or final exams, they may have not been motivated enough to answer the questions.
Synergy of pictures and etymological elaboration is more effective than only teaching idioms etymologically
(Ghorbani, 2017). He suggested that the etymological elaboration can be useful, but the learners will have greater
idioms retention, if teaching idioms go with related funny pictures. The combination of visual and etymological
teaching mode has a significant effect on learning idiomatic expressions (Golaghaei & Kakolian, 2015). The findings
of the current study partially confirm the results of the abovementioned studies. In this study, providing etymological
explanations also improved the degree of subjects’ achievement. The current findings substantiate Zolfagharkhani and
Ghorbani Moghadam’s (2011) study in which the impact of etymology instruction on vocabulary learning compared
to traditional method was reported. Reisi Gahroei and Haghverdi (2012) study also supports etymological elaborations
in teaching idiomatic expressions.
Fotovatnia and Khaki (2012) also highlighted the importance of the effect of using pictures vs. translation equivalents
and English definitions on the idiom learning of Iranian EFL undergraduates. They concluded that teaching idioms
through related pictures promotes learning idioms compared to other techniques applied in their study. Moslehi and
Rahimi (2018) reported the effectiveness of role play in promoting idiomatic competence compared to written practice.
They stated that Iranian EFL learners’ idiomatic knowledge significantly improved via role play. All in all, the findings
of the related literature indicated that applying other techniques and methods in addition to literal method helps the
learning and retention of new idiomatic expressions.
In another study by Saffarian et al. (2013), the presence of pictures in the input had a negative impact on the learners’
performance. Learners could remember the related pictures, but not the precise lexical composition of the idioms.
Their study may be considered as consistent with Szczepaniak and Lew (2011) study since pictorial elucidation had a
significant effect on meaning retention of idioms only in a short-term. Therefore, involving some elements such as the
presence of pictures may not only improve, but affect negatively. In these cases, picture presentation has acted as a
distractor in learning idiomatic expressions. It indicates the complexity of teaching and learning careers. On the other
hand, Ghaderi and Afshinfar (2014) compared the effects of animated versus static funny pictures on Iranian
intermediate EFL students’ intake and retention of idioms. The results showed that learners had a higher intake and
retention of idioms which have been taught through animated pictures.
Variability in the results related to teaching idiomatic expressions shows that great care must be taken in our teaching
methods, since the number of factors involved varies depending on the number of classes held and learners attended.
The findings of this study have significant pedagogical implications so that if etymological elaboration is effective,
then instructors can apply this approach in their classes. Moreover, if this approach proves to be effective, researchers
can apply etymological elaboration through other media and tools like online instruction, CALL, or even through
visual aids to find out the effect of each one of these factors on comprehending and retaining the idioms. There are
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some limitations in this study. First, the sample size of this study (n= 14) can be considered as its major limitation.
Then, the selection criterion which was based on participants’ availability can be regarded as the second limitation.
Finally, the number of taught idioms and the number of instruction sessions may affect the results.
6. Conclusion
As mentioned previously, there were a corpus of studies that support introducing etymology as an effective method in
learning L2 vocabulary and idiom, but the current study could not find any significant effect of accessing etymological
information on the retention and later the production of idioms and their constituents. Both treatments were effective
enough so that the mean scores of two types of treatment was higher than the starting point. It could just confirm that
etymology instruction is an effective method for teaching L2 idioms without any significant priority to the literal
method. Even though these results differ from previously published studies in that all of them reported the importance
of etymological elaborations in learning idiomatic expressions, we think that it is advisable to teach idioms through
different modalities and techniques. Each mode may have its own advantage over others.
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