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ABSTRACT (ÖZ)  

This study aims to evaluate the effectiveness of three different techniques applied 

for teaching idioms to intermediate students selected from preparatory year at Necmettin 

Erbakan University. For this study, a test was administrated to learners to determine their 

proficiency level. 60 homogeneous learners were selected and divided into three groups 

randomly.The same set of idioms were taught for each group. The number of the students 

are equal in each group and there are 20 learners in each group. The learners were 

administrated a pre-test that consists of 28 idioms to understand whether they know the 

idioms or not. 8 idioms that were known by the learners were crossed out. Three different 

techniques were applied: the first group learned idioms through etymological channel. The 

second group learned idioms through pictures related to these idioms. The third group 

learned idioms through videos that includes both literal meaning and conceptual meaning 

of idioms. All groups received their own treatments during 3 sessions and each session 

lasted thirty minutes. After treatment, a post-test which has the same format was 

administrated and find which technique is the best for learning idioms. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In our daily life, everyone uses colloquial expression. Idioms are also the part of this daily 

speech and human language. “Idioms are an important part of any language and maybe said to be 

an indicator of one’s fluency in that language” (McDevitt, 1993; p. 4). There is a growing 

interest in figurative language recent years. Foreign language learners need to learn how to use 

idiomatic expresssions because of the widespread use of idiomatic expressions ( De Caro, 2009 ; 

Oppenheim, 2000). Foreign language learners also learn culture of foreign language by learning 

the idioms of target language. Figurative language and idiomatic expressions are big challenges 

to foreign language learners. Idioms cannot be realized through the meaning of its individual 

words (Gibbs, 1994). Researchers and teachers also admitted the importance of figurative 

language in foreign language classrooms (Peters, 2012).  

Boers (2001) states that associating an idiom with its etymology and origin developed 

retention. In additon,  Fotovatnia and Khaki (2012) stated that pictures for teaching has a 

pedagocial value. ICT has a very important role in English language teaching. In this term, 

songs, videos and mobile phone applications are used. In addition, there are no studies that have 

measured the effects of videos for teaching idioms. In this study, videos were applied and these 

videos consist of both literal meanings and conceptual meanings of the idioms. 

Literature Review 

People express their ideas both directly and indirectly in every language. Metaphoric 

language has an important role in expressing our emotions indirectly. However, figurative 

language is not paid attention in EFL classrooms. According to some teachers and researchers 

idioms can be learned with blind memorisation. According to Boers et al (2007) a lot of 

figurative idioms can be taught in different ways and, they are motivated by their origins and 

also, they may be non-arbitrary. 

There are many different definitions of idioms. Loelene and Maureen (2003) stated that 

“idioms are non-literal phrases whose figurative interpretations cannot be derived from their 

literal meanings” (p. 188). Idioms cannot be translated word by word. If idioms are taken 

literally, the meaning will become complicated and will not match the context. Therefore, 

students have problems with idioms.  
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Idioms have metaphor meaning and all idioms express the culture of the target language. 

The lack of cultural knowledge and limited language proficiency affect idiom learning in 

negative way (Kövecses & Szabo, 1996). Different cultures can cause some problems., the same 

words express different images in different cultures since their connotations are not same. For 

example, the word “dragon” can call different images in people’s mind.While  “dragon” is the 

symbol of “king” in China, it is the symbol of a “monster” in western culture. Therefore, transfer 

from L1 to L2 may make the learning better but it may raise the risk of negative L1 interference 

(Swan, 1997). 

Language is the most important part in culture and culture may have a role in metaphor 

because most of the metaphors are associated with daily experience. The level of transparency 

can change from culture to culture, too. For instance, the sentence “she broke my heart” may be 

opaque to those from a culture does not conceive heart as a symbol of emotions (Boers & 

Demecheleer, 2001). Even, which image idioms contain may be different. 

Many teachers use conceptual metaphors for teaching idioms. For instance, according to 

Boers et al (2007), there is an expression as ”time flies” and it is motivated by the conceptual 

metaphor “time is moving object”. The figurative expressions such as I was boiling with anger, 

she was breathing fire are learned with this method. In these idioms, conceptual metaphor is 

“anger is fire” (Kövecses, 1990). 

According to Rowe (2004), “ an idiom does not mean what one would expect it to mean in 

a literal sense and, in many cases, it cannot be easily translated into another language” (p. 428). 

According to Collins Cobuild, “an idiom is a group of words, which, when they are used 

together in a particular combination, have a different meaning from the one they would have if 

you took the meaning of all the individual words in the group” (p. 718).  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

There are different techniques for teaching idioms such as dual coding and conceptual 

metaphor. In this study three techniques were used. 

 Etymological Elaboration 

 Teaching idioms by giving the origin of them raises the awareness of language and 

enhance  motivation and interest in idiomatic expression (Landau, 2001, p. 101 ; Landau, 2001, 

p. 102), It is said that ‘reading a brief culture origin explanation is equally beneficial to retention 

(through dual coding) as correctly identifying the SD (source domain) followed by reading the 

culture origin explanation’ (Boers et al., 2008, p. 73). In addition, Boers (2007) stated that 

“etymological association is likely to call up a mental image of a concrete scene which can be 

stored in memory alongside the verbal form” (p. 43). 

According to Collins Cobuild Dictionary (2002), etymology is the history and origin of 

the words. Boers, Demecheleer, and Eyckmans (2004) examined effectiveness of etymological 

elaboration. The study which they mentioned was conducted with one experimental group and 

control group. While one group receives original usage of idioms, another group was given 

etymological information. As a result of the study, it was found that etymological elaboration 

had an important role in the study. 

In another study, Boers (2001) wanted to learn the effect of using imagery on learners’ 

retention of figurative idioms. In experimental group,idioms were taught through origins of 

them. In control group, there was a context for each idiom. In the end, it was found that the 

experimental group was more fruitful. 

It should be noted that the effect of etymological elaboration can change according to the 

transparency of idioms.          

         Presenting Pictorial 

          Some learners are visual learners. They can learn better by seeing and remembering the 

images of idioms. Thanks to this method,  it  is found that the imagery will be activated and the 

input remembered (Clark & Paivio, 1991). Pictures are used “to call up in the learners’ minds a 

mental picture of a concrete scene” (Boers, 2009). 
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One of the studies that was conducted by Zarei and Salimi compared the effectiveness of 

three different techniques of vocabulary presentation: songs, pictures and the keyword method. 

As a result, picture had the best performance. 

According to another study was conducted by Boers (2009), pictoral elucidation is 

effective in retention of the meaning of the idioms.        

         Videos as a Visual Channel 

         As the technology develops, ICT (Information and Communication Technology) in English 

teaching started to be studied. Language education have been changing through CALL 

(Computer Assisted Language Learning). Using computers, videos, podcasts raise the 

motivation of students and can pay attention to the lesson better and easily. It has an important 

role in teaching English. It is really useful for young learners especially for digital natives 

because they are born into technological world. 

Videos are used frequently in English teaching. Thanks to videos, learners have 

opportunity for experience of real life context such as slangs, stress, accents, dialects and idioms 

(Stempleski, 2000). 

According to Mayer (2008), learners can use their senses,  long-term memory. Videos are 

authentic materials and enjoyable for learners. 

There are some studies that use mobile learning, multimedia learning in teaching idioms. 

In one study (2014) that Masoud Mahmoodi-Shahrebabaki conducted movie clips were used in 

teaching idioms. There were one control group and one experimental group. In experimental 

group, idioms were taught throuh movie clips. In control group, idioms were taught in traditional 

way by using synonyms and antonyms. As a result, movie clips group had better. 

 In this study, videos will be applied and these videos consist of both literal meanings and    

conceptual meanings of the idioms and it will try to find out how effective teaching idioms 

through videos.In addition, few studies have measured the effects of videos for teaching idioms. 

Aim of the Study 
Using different techniques to teach idioms EFL learners and to find out which technique is 

the most effective. 

Problem Statement  
Students are in trouble of understanding idioms in target language. Idiomatic expressions 

cause problems for L2 learning (Cooper, 1998 ; Fong, 2006). Figurative expressions call an 

image in native speakers’ mind  but foreign language learners have difficulty (Boers & 

Demecheleer, 2001). One of the main reasons of that is culture. In addition, idioms have 

conceptual meaning. Students cannot understand the idioms by translating them word by word. 

Nearly most of the learners avoid using idioms in the class, in their writing and in their daily 

speech. EFL teachers also have difficulty in teaching idioms. This study tries to apply three 

different techniques and which ones are more effective.  

Research Questions 

 Is teaching idioms through etymological elaboration effective in learning idioms in 

target language? 

 Is teaching idioms by presenting pictures related to idioms effective in learning idioms 

in target language? 

 Is teaching idioms through videos effective in learning idioms in target language? 

 Which technique is the most efective in learning idioms in target language?        
Research Hypothesis 

 Teaching idioms through etymological elaboration is more effective than teaching  by 

showing pictures of idioms. 

 Teaching idioms through videos is more effective than teaching by presenting pictures 

related to idioms. 

 Teaching through videos is  the most effective technique in learning idioms. 
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METHODOLOGY  

Participants 

The study was conducted at Necmettin Erbakan University with 60 Turkish participants  

ranging in age 18 to 23. All participants were selected from preparatory year students of the 

university. All participants have finished pre-intermediate level and also the test administrated to 

participants to be sure that all participants have the same level. The test includes English skills 

parts and subskills parts to determine their proficiency levels. It has been found that all 

participants are at intermediate level. There are 42 male and 18 female students. 

      Materials 

  At first, idioms were chosen after a detailed review of literature. Bloomsbury Dictionary 

of Idioms (2002), 101 American English Idioms, Stories Behind Idioms (2015),videos that were 

used in this study and previous studies were used for choosing these idioms. At the beginning, 

28 idioms were found. Then, pre-test was employed to students to detemine to which idioms the 

participants are not familiar. Even if only one participant knows one or more idioms among the 

them, this idiom was crossed out and at the end of the test, 8 idioms were crossed out, 20 idioms 

were determined to teach. The study was conducted with the idioms which the participants are 

unfamiliar to.  

Idioms were taught through three different techniques in three different groups. Idioms 

were taught through etymological elaboration in the first group. In the second group, they were 

taught by presenting pictorial. In the third group, they were taught through videos that were 

found from youtube. The name of the videos are what if idioms taken liteally and if idioms were 

real. 

Origin of the idioms were found from the previous studies,  internet and Stories Behind 

Idioms (2015). 

101 American English Idioms were used for pictures of idioms. Pictures were also be 

found from internet. 

At the end of the study, post-test was administrated to evaluate idiom learning and to 

determine which technique is more effective. Both pre-test and post-test were in the same 

format. 

Procedure 

At the begining of the study, the test was employed to be sure that all participants have the 

same level of skills in English so that there will be homogeneous group. The students will be 

divided into three groups. There are 20 learners that consist of 11 male and 9 female in the first 

group, 20 learners that consist of 18 male and 2 female in the second group, 20 learners that 

consist of 13 male and 7 female in the third group. They were chosen randomly. 

A pre-test was administrated to each group. The test consists of 28 idioms and the 

participants were asked to write the equivalence of each idiom in their mother tongue. In this 

way, which idioms the participants know were found. According to the results, it was 

determined that 8 idioms were familiar to some participants and the study was conducted with 

20 idioms that all participants do not know (Appendix 1) . Three different techniques were 

administrated in this study in different groups. 

In the first group, idioms were taught through etymological channel. The origins of the 

idioms were given to teach them. Example sentences for each idiom also were given to the 

participants (Appendix 2) . Origin of the idioms were taught via PowerPoint. 

In the second group, the pictures related to idioms were shown to the participants.  

Example sentences for each idiom were given, too (Appendix 3). Presenting pictorial was done 

via PowerPoint. 

In the third group, idioms were taught through videos found from internet. In these videos, 

there are both literal and conceptual meaning of idioms. Idioms are given within the context so 

that the participants can understand the meanings of the idioms. In addition, the videos show the 
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literal meaning of the idioms. In this way, the participants can compare the literal and conceptual 

meanings of the idioms. 

Finally, a post-test was administrated to all groups to evaluate idiom learning. It has the 

same format like pre-test. The participants were asked to write the equivalence of idioms in their 

mother tongue again. 

Data Collection 
Data was collected by applying a pre-test and post-test. Pre-test and post-test were in the 

same format. Pre-test contains 28 idioms and it has been found that learners know 8 idioms 

among them. Therefore, there were 20 idioms in post-test. At the end of the study, which 

technique is the most effective was learnt by comparing them. We have the chance to compare 

three different techniques. 

Duration 

The study was conducted for five weeks. Pre-test was given to the participants first week. 

Idioms were taught during three weeks. For each group, three sessions were conducted during 

three weeks. Each session lasted thirty minutes. In the fifth week, post test was administrated. 

Limitations 

This study is limited to 60 students at preparatory stage at Necmettin Erbakan University 

and will be conduted for five weeks spending thirty minutes in a week during three weeks with 

each group in 2016-2017 academic year. 

FINDINGS  

The results could be obtained after an analysis that has been done for each group. Three 

different techniques were compared to each other and it is understood that which technique is the 

most effective. According to the results of the study, to what extend students could learn the 

idioms has been determined. The item analysis also was done for each idioms : 
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In this graphic, we have a chance to learn how many percent of the participants 

could remember each idioms in each groups. According to this graphic, participants 

could learn some idioms effectively in each group, but they have difficulty in learning 

some idioms, too. The reasons of that can be varied. Idioms can be opaque, that is the 

meaning of the some idioms can not be guessed easily because they have completely 

metaphor meaning. Therefore, they couldn’t keep these idioms in their mind. Besides 

participants in different groups could learn some idioms at different rate. For instance, 

while over 50% of the participants in third group (video) understood the meaning of the 

tenth idioms (hit the hay), 20% of the participants in he first group (etymology) 

understood the meaning of the idioms. Apart from that, there are no learners that could 

learned the meaning of the sixteenth idiom (down in the dumps) in the first group. 

Besides this, the coefficient of variation was calculated for each group: 
Table 1: General average and coefficient of variationfor each group 

 Etymological 

elaboration(1st group) 

Showing 

pictures(2nd group) 

Watching 

videos 

(3rd group) 

General average 7 7.15 8.07 

Coefficient of 

variaton 
0.677 0.774 0.605 

 

 

CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS  

The results were analyzed in detail to have a greater idea.The number of the learners who 

could remember half and more of the idioms: 

 21% of the learners in the first group (etymological elaboration) 

 35% of the students in the second group (showing pictures) 

 28% of the learners in the third group (through videos) 

         The number of the learners who could remember just one or none of the idioms: 

 In the first group 21% of the learners  

 In the second group 25% of the learners  

 In the third group 7% of the learners  

According to these results, the number of the successful learners is the highest in the 

second group. In contrast to that, the number of the unsuccessful learners is also the highest in 

the second group. That’s why, it cannot be said that showing picture is the most effective since 

the group is not homogenous. It is not possible to find out the most effective technique just by 

looking at the number of the successful and unsucessful learners in each group.  

Therefore, the certain results were got by looking at Table 1. It is known that the higher 

coefficient of variation is, the less homogenous the class is. The lowest coefficient of variation 

belongs to the third group (videos). Therefore, the most effective technique to teach idioms is 

watching videos that include both conceptual and literal meaning of the idioms. Hovewer, there 

is not too much difference between etymological elaboration and videos. Using pictures is also 

good and effective technique, but in this study it is not so successful when compared to other 

techniques. 

Research Hypothesis 
  First hypothesis: Teaching idioms through etymological elaboration is more effective 

than teaching  by showing pictures of idioms. 
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According to the results of this study, it has been found that teaching idioms through 

etymological elaboration is more effective than teaching by showing pictures of idioms. 

Second hypothesis: Teaching idioms through videos is more effective than teaching by 

presenting pictures related to idioms. 

According to the results of this study, this hypotesis is also true. Teaching idioms through 

videos is more effective than teaching by presenting pictures related to idioms besides this 

teaching idioms through videos is the most effective technique in this study. 

           Third hypothesis: Teaching through videos is the most effective technique in learning 

idioms. 

According to the results of this study, it has been found that this hypothesis is true. 

There are some studies about teaching idioms in different ways. However, there is no 

study about teaching idioms through videos that consist of literal and coneptual meaning of the 

idioms. In previous studies, etymological elaboaration and showing pictures in teaching idioms 

were compared. In this study, we had a chance of comparing using videos and these other 

techniques. 

Idioms are problems for both EFL learners and EFL teachers. Therefore, the results of this 

study can have important implications for teachers, educators and also, students. In this way, 

students will be more aware of the language. Teachers will have deeper understanding of the 

techniques that are used in teaching idioms by knowing different techniques such as presenting 

pictorial, etymological elaboration and using videos. It should not be forgotten that the idioms 

were taught without context in this study. However, the context was available in just videos. 

The study is also important for material designers and authors. The techniques that will be 

applied in this study can be useful for preparing the dictionaries and textbooks. It was also 

understood that learners should expose the language that includes idiomatic expressions and 

practce them regularly. It should be noted that the idioms need to be clarified more by different 

studies. 
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Appendix 1: Idioms 

IDIOMS 

1. Hit the hay 

2. Kick the bucket 

3. Beat around the bush 

4. Pull one’s leg 

5. Pay the piper 

6. Put a sock in it 

7. Sit on the fence 

8. Toot one’s horn 

9. If the shoe fits … 

10. let cat out of the bag 

11. Chip on the shoulder 

12. Spill the beans 

13. Knock the socks off 

14. Jump the gun 

15. Burst the bubble 

16. Down in the dumps 

17. Son of a gun 

18. cup of joe 

19. crack someone up 

20. crying over spilt milk 
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Appendix 2: Origins of the idioms 
1. Pull someone’s leg: It is originated in England in 1800s. Street robbers or 

thieves uses to pull people’s leg by using wire to trip them. When the victims are on the ground, 

the street robber would steal victim’s money and belongings. Therefore, it means to fool 

someone. 

Example: Marry: Hey! John, I won the lottery. I am extremely happy. 

                  John: Oh! Come on, you’re pulling my leg. 

                  Marry: No, honestly. I’m not trying to fool you. 

 

2. Hit the hay: People used to sleep on a cloth sack stuffed with hay in the late 

19th century. Before they went to sleep, they would hit the hay to make the mattress more 

comfortable. Therefore, it means to go to bed. 

 

Example: It is very late and there will be an important meeting tomorrow. Let’s hit the 

hay and get a good night’s sleep. 
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Appendix 3: pictures with an example 

1. Hit the hay 

 

Meaning: go to bed 

Example: It is very late and there will be an important meeting tomorrow. Let’s hit the 

hay and get a good night’s sleep. 

2. Pull someone’s leg 

 

 

Meaning: Fool someone 

Example: Marry: Hey! John, I won the lottery. I am extremely happy. 

                  John: Oh! Come on, you’re pulling my leg. 

                  Marry: No, honestly. I’m not trying to fool you 
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