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Abstract

 

　　Learning English Metaphoric and Idiomatic Expressions in a NonEnglish

Context

Hsiu-Min Yu1

The present study explores some potential underlying factors affecting the

effectiveness of Taiwan-Mandarin EFL students’ learning English

metaphorical and

idiomatic expressions. Sixty six college EFL students of low-intermediate

English

proficiency level were asked to rate dichotomously the degree of

difficulty of the 30

English metaphors and idioms that they had been learning in their EFL

class weekly,

and to give the rationale for their rating. Data analysis indicates that

in learning idioms

rated as the easy-type such as have green fingers, earn an honest penny,

donkey work,

both the semantic transparency and the simplicity/familiarity of the

constituents are the

two most cited facilitative cues (57% and 30%, respectively, of the 421

reason tokens

offered by the participants). Also, in mastering the idioms perceived to

be difficult by

the L2 students such as cross the Rubicon, Hobson's choice, have the gift

of the gab, the

above-mentioned two factors exert effect in a similar pattern: 50% (200

out of 402) of

the reason tokens refer to the semantic opacity of the difficult idioms,



and 38%, the

unfamiliarity of the constituent parts. Other less cited factors such as

the clarity of

idiom presentation by the instructor, L1 similar equivalents, familiarity

of the target

idioms also have effect to varying degree over the rating. This study

suggests that

when EFL learners are of low-intermediate English proficiency level, the

perception of

the degree of difficulty of English metaphors and idioms by EFL learners

primarily

correlates with the factors of semantic transparency and familiarity of

the constituent

words. Our findings also echo Zyzik’s (2011) previous research in that

lack of

“prior lexical knowledge” does act as barrier to EFL learners’ idiom

acquisition.

Despite a wealth of insights and strategies for teaching and learning

English metaphors

and idioms inspired from previous research (Boers et al, 2006; Boers et

al, 2007;Tran,

2012; Wray, 2000; Zyzik, 2011 among others), the pedagogical implications

of this

study recommend that semantic transparency and wording simplicity of

idioms be

added to the list of idioms selection criteria besides frequency (Liu,

2003; Grant, 2007).

This is because teaching and learning “notoriously difficult” (Celce-

Murcia & Larsen

Freeman, 1999:39) metaphors and idioms might become less notorious, more

motivational and interesting if transparent and simple idioms are

presented at the initial

stage. Once learners gain more confidence from accumulating their

knowledge of

these expressions, they will be ready to acquire more opaque, complex

idioms.
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