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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

There are certain phrases in English that can make an English Language Learner
want to throw in the towel. These phrases are known as idioms and while these types of
expressions exist in almost all languages, it is estimated that there are 10,000 such
sayings in American English (Liu, 2003). Not only numerous, idioms are also very
commonly used both in formal and informal speech and writing. It may not be surprising
in casual conversation to hear various idioms used to refer to sleep, such as “saw some
logs” or “catch some z’s,” but when a phrase such as “The government of Guam says that
Marcos only wanted to hit the sack” is stated on the nationally televised evening news, it
is clear that idioms are a mainstream part of our language (Irujo, 1986). It is generally
agreed by language professionals that in order to become truly proficient in English,
ELLs must incorporate several thousand idioms into their lexicon (Bobrow & Bell, 1973;
Boers, Demecheleer & Eyckmans, 2004a). Boers, Eyckmans & Stengers (2006) elaborate
on why a command of multiword units in an L2 is so important. First, they cite Sinclair’s
(1991) idiom principle, which states that mastery of these expressions, because they are
unpredictable and not governed by the usual rules of the language, helps learners sound
more native-like. Second, according to Lord (1960) and Skehan (1998), multiword units
can be retrieved from memory in pre-fabricated, ready-made chunks, so they are believed
to improve spontaneous language production. Finally, having access to these expressions
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will create zones of safety for ELLs, giving learners set phrases that they can use
consistently and correctly (Boers, et al., 2006).
This chapter introduces the challenges involved with learning idioms,
some recent research regarding how to more effectively teach idioms, and my own
interest in the topic and role in my study.
Background of the Researcher
I chose idioms for my study because, besides being ubiquitous in our
language and therefore essential for complete understanding, their use can help make an
English Language Learner (ELL) feel like an insider. As a second-language learner
myself, I have experienced firsthand the satisfaction that comes with talking like a native,
even if only for one sentence. On a trip to Costa Rica my husband and I had dinner at a
busy and popular restaurant. Our harried waiter finally made it over to our table. He was
out of breath and humorless as he asked us what we would like to order. I answered his
question with one of my own: “Estas en agua?” This phrase literally means “are you in
water” and figuratively asks “are you swamped?” The waiter threw back his head and
laughed and his countenance changed for the rest of the evening. This type of real-world
interaction can provide more positive feedback for the speaker of an L2 (second
language) than any school performance. As a result of this interchange, I began to
concentrate on learning idioms before traveling to a foreign country and have consistently
found that my efforts are appreciated and encouraged by the native speakers. I believe
that using idioms in L2 speech will help ELLs integrate to American culture and find
more acceptance among native speakers.
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The Trouble with Idioms
The word idiom comes from the Greek idios, which means peculiar or
strange. What makes idioms so strange and especially troublesome for ELLs is that the
whole is greater than the sum of its parts; that is, they cannot be understood simply by
understanding the words composing them. The Oxford English Dictionary Online (2009)
defines an idiom as: “A form of expression, construction, phrase, etc., peculiar to a
language; a peculiarity of phraseology approved by usage, and often having a meaning
other than its grammatical or logical one.” Other definitions of an idiom include a
construction “[whose] meaning cannot be inferred by simply adding up the semantics of
its constituents” (Boers, et al. 2007, p.43), and “a multi-word unit where the meaning of
the whole unit is not clear from the meaning of its parts” (Grant and Nation, 2006, p.1).
Idioms have long been considered arbitrary due to the absence of reliable clues within the
expressions themselves, leaving educators to believe that the only way students could
learn such expressions was by rote memorization (Boers, 2000).
The purpose of this research is to identify the most effective use of visual
images for immediate and delayed recall of idioms among advanced adult ELLs.
Contrary to the long-held belief that idioms are completely arbitrary, many of them are
actually “motivated” by their original, literal usage (Boers et al., 2007). For example, “to
bite the bullet” refers to the practice of having soldiers in the 19th century operated on
without the benefit of anaesthetics. These patients were encouraged to bite on a bullet to
help them take their minds off the intense pain (Flavell & Flavell, 2004). Research
suggests that providing the etymology, or historical background, of the idiom (henceforth
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referred to as “etymological elaboration”), along with its modern-day definition,
increases the learner’s ability to understand and remember the meaning of the phrase. It is
thought that this is, at least in part, due to the effects of dual coding (Boers et al., 2007).
According to this theory, when information is processed by learners in different modes, it
is also stored in different ways. This increases the likelihood that learners will understand
the material and also provides alternative pathways for recall. In the case of etymological
elaboration when teaching idioms, it is theorized that the learners not only process the
information through verbal means but also construct a visual image that corresponds to
the story they are hearing. Thus, these students learn through both verbal and visual
means and have both pathways available for recall (Boers et al., 2007). In the example
given above, while a learner is hearing the etymology of “biting the bullet” she is very
likely also picturing in her mind’s eye the scene of a wounded soldier with a bullet
between his teeth. When the learner hears this idiom again in the future, she may recall it
verbally, visually or both, thus increasing the likelihood of remembering the meaning of
the phrase.
Educators have long known the advantage of presenting information in multiple
ways and many have adopted the mantra “Don’t just say it; show it” (Nelson, Reed &
Walling., 1976). A question remains, however, regarding the most effective way to
access the visual pathway for understanding and retention. It is theorized that perhaps
part of the reason etymological elaboration is effective is because learners access deep
level processing, by creating their own visual images of a concrete scene to accompany
the background story they are hearing (Thornberry, 1991, as cited in Guo, 2007). Could it
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be that this increased cognitive effort more effectively enhances the ability to learn and
remember information than does passively viewing a presented image?
Guiding Questions
Originally, my research question was whether giving learners the
etymology of an idiom would help them comprehend and remember the phrases.
Through my literature review I learned that this theory has been tested quite thoroughly
by various researchers (Boers et al., 2004a; Boers et al., 2007; Guo 2008). As idioms are
considered by the American Council for the Teaching of Foreign Languages to be a
superior-level listening and speaking skill (ACTFL Guidelines, 1999) most of these
studies were conducted on college students. This led me to a new question: when using
etymological elaboration to teach idioms to college-level learners, is it more effective to
show concrete images of the etymology, or to encourage a deeper level of processing by
suggesting that learners develop their own images? Specifically, will there be a difference
in immediate recall rates between learners who are presented with illustrations
representing the etymology of an idiom compared to learners who are encouraged to
construct their own images? Will there be a difference in delayed recall rates? Will the
group with the highest immediate recall rate also have the highest delayed recall rate?
Will either group experience a more pronounced difference between immediate and
delayed rates? As mentioned earlier, it is a well-accepted belief in education that
providing the learner with more modalities aids in learning but is it possible in this case
that learners can benefit more when they have to create their own images?
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These questions are of interest to me, and I believe important in the field of
teaching ESL, for several reasons. In analyzing several genres of speech and writing,
including political debates, psychology texts, novels and psychotherapy sessions, Pollio,
Barlow, Fine, and Pollio (1997) estimated that most English speakers utter about 7000
idioms per week. Idioms cannot be avoided if an ELL is to fully participate in the
language. If there are methods that improve a learner’s comprehension and retention of
these phrases, educators would be providing a valuable service to their students by
employing those techniques.
Chapter Overviews
In Chapter One I introduced my research by establishing the purpose,
significance and need for the study. The context of the study was briefly introduced as
was the role, assumptions and background of the researcher. I focused on the rationale for
teaching and learning idioms and some of the difficulties associated with these phrases. I
provided a glimpse into some recent research regarding how learners have been able to
more successfully understand and recall idioms, based on cognitive theories. On a
personal note, I discussed my own interest in this area of language. Finally, I shared the
questions that I have formulated as I have read more about idiom comprehension,
retention, dual coding and deep level processing theories.
In Chapter Two I provide a review of the literature relevant to types of idioms as
well as idiom comprehension and retention theories: Dual Coding theory, Levels of
Processing theory, and Cognitive Semantic Metaphor theory. I also identify the gap left
by the research. Chapter Three includes a description of my research design and
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methodology for this study, as well as the results of a pilot study. The results of the actual
study are presented in Chapter Four. In Chapter Five I answer my guiding questions by
analyzing the data I’ve collected. I also discuss the limitations of the study,
recommendations for implementing the findings of this study, and the questions that my
research leaves, opening the door for future research.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

The purpose of this study is to answer the following question: when idioms are
taught with etymological elaboration to advanced ELLs, will recall be different if the
teaching is accompanied by concrete visual images of each idiom’s origin, as opposed to
active encouragement to form personal images of each scene? This chapter will present
the research and theories that led me to this topic and to the question and design of my
study, including: types of idioms and the influence of type on learning; etymological
elaboration; the Dual Coding theory; and the Levels of Processing theory.
Types of Idioms
There are several ways to classify idioms. In this section, I will consider the
following three categories, which all influence the teaching of idioms through
etymological elaboration and visual images: motivated vs. arbitrary; transparency; and
degree of imageability.
Motivated vs. Arbitrary Idioms
In language, something is considered to be motivated when it is neither fully
arbitrary nor fully predictable (Boers et al., 2006). According to Hatch and Brown
(1995), idioms could be defined as “big or delayed words of which the meaning is
arbitrary” (as cited in Guo, 2007, p.149). For ESL teachers, this would mean that the only
method for teaching students the meaning and use of such “words” would be by rote
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memorization and the only way for ELLs to interpret idioms they encounter would be
through analyzing the contextual clues present in the dialogue or text. Through advances
in cognitive science, however, many researchers have come to believe that most idioms
are not completely arbitrary in nature, but rather are motivated (Boers, 2000; Gibbs &
O’Brien, 1990; Lakoff, 1993).
Two types of motivation have been identified concerning language, phonological
and semantic. Phonological motivation refers to the form, or lexical composition, of
multiword units such as idioms. Alliteration, or repetition of a sound, is an example of
phonological motivation. Alliteration is believed to be involved in approximately 20% of
all idioms and is offered as an explanation as to why certain words are chosen over
others, such as “to beat around the bush” instead of “to beat around the shrub,” or “to hit
below the belt” and not “to hit below the waist” (Boers et al., 2006).
The majority of cognitive linguistic investigations, however, pertain to semantic
motivation; that is, how certain words or phrases may have evolved from a more
prototypical sense. The Cognitive Semantic Metaphor Theory (Johnson, 1987; Lakoff,
1987; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980) states that a large proportion of figurative language can
be traced to a relatively small number of conceptual metaphors. This has led researchers
in the fields of applied linguistics and psycholinguistics to look beyond the traditional
view that idioms are simply frozen phrases with no meaning behind them.
Cognitive semantics is concerned with the tie between the concrete domain of
experience and structure and the conceptual domains of abstract concepts. For example,
the concrete concept of “increased height” is equated with the abstract concept “greater
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quantity”. This experiential correlation between height and quantity leads to the
conceptual metaphor that quantity is vertical elevation and more is up (Evans & Green,
2006). So, the ubiquitous and concrete experience of seeing the water level in a glass rise
when more liquid is added, has led to metaphorical expressions such as “She got the
highest score on the test”, “Mortgage rates are down” and “Things are looking up”. This
type of experiential correlation motivating conceptual metaphors has opened possibilities
for teaching idioms to ELLs in more systematic and insightful ways than through rote
memorization (Boers, 2001; Guo, 2007).
Human beings naturally try to impose order on the world by grouping phenomena
into categories or concepts (Rudzka-Ostyn, 2003). Metaphor constitutes a large part of
our thought and reason and plays a major role in cognitive functions that structure our
experience and understanding (Lakoff, 1993). Idioms tend to fit one or more patterns of
metaphors present in the human conceptual system by using concrete concepts to
describe abstract ideas. We are able to discuss abstract and non-observable things such as
time, emotions and thoughts by assigning them concrete qualities with external
consequences. The concept of anger, for example, is commonly represented in idioms by
the concrete image of what happens when fluid is heated in a container (i.e., to get
steamed up, to hit the ceiling, to flip your lid), while help is often portrayed as a body part
(to give a leg up, to lend a hand, to lift a finger).
Transparency
Although most definitions of the term idiom include some reference to the fact
that these expressions differ in their figurative and literal interpretations and that they are
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noncompositional, that is, they cannot be understood simply by knowing the meanings of
the words comprising them, many researchers have argued that idioms can be
compositional (Gibbs, 1993; Gibbs & Nayak, 1989; Nunberg, Sag, & Wilson,1994; all
cited in Stienel, Huistijn, & Stienel, 2007).
Gibbs, Nayak, and Cutting (1989), proposed that idioms can be divided into three
categories, depending on their analyzability: (1) normally decomposable (transparent);
(2) nondecomposable (opaque); or (3) abnormally decomposable (something in between
transparent and opaque). The first group is composed of idioms with closely related
figurative and literal meanings. The figurative meaning can be determined by
decomposing the phrase into individual words. Admittedly, the analyzability of any
idiom will be influenced by the linguistic and cultural background of the learner, but
certain themes are common throughout the world and can lend themselves to this
category. An example is to say someone is foaming at the mouth. Because this is a
universal sign of a mad or rabid animal, if the learner is familiar with all the words in the
sentence she should be able to understand the figurative meaning of the phrase, as well.
In contrast, nondecomposable idioms are those in which there is no apparent
connection between the literal and figurative. It is often the case that originally there was
a metaphorical link but, due to changes in the culture over time, it has delayed since been
forgotten and is no longer obvious or relevant. An example of this is to get down to brass
tacks. This is believed to refer to the brass-headed tacks hammered into the wooden
countertop in a draper’s store, where cloth and other dry goods were sold, in the
nineteenth century. Once a customer was to the point of having her cloth measured out
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against the tacks, she was ready to make a purchase, or get down to business. This type of
idiom, as well as those that seemingly have no etymological basis at all, are much harder
to relate to a concrete scene. Nondecomposable idioms will probably best be learned by
rote memorization or frequent exposure, and understood by considering contextual clues
(Gibbs et. al., 1989, as cited in Steinel et al., 2007).
Somewhere between the transparent and opaque, lie the abnormally
decomposable idioms. These are phrases which are not necessarily clear initially but are
also not so far removed from their literal senses as to be undecipherable. If a learner can
access metaphors derived from the domain of fishing, for example, there would be a good
chance that idioms such as to take the bait, to swallow hook, line and sinker, and to get
off the hook would make sense. Therefore, using a strategy that involves increasing the
learners’ awareness of source domains and etymology can be especially useful in
teaching abnormally decomposable idioms (Boers et al., 2004b).
Imageability
Closely related to the issues of metaphor and transparency is that of imageability.
This refers, as the name implies, to the ability to imagine something in a concrete visual
way. Imageable idioms have been defined as those with closely associated conventional
images (Lakoff, 1987, as cited in Boers & Demecheleer, 2006).Several studies have
suggested that language with high imageability is a good predictor of learning and recall
(Paivio, Yuille, & Smythe, 1966, as cited in Steinel et al., 2007), leads to better learning
and facilitated translation (DeGroot, 2006, as cited in Steinel et al., 2007), and improves
the retention of new vocabulary (Sokmen, 1997, as cited in Boers & Demecheleer,
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2001). A drop in the ocean may easily bring to mind a concrete image of the
insignificance of a drop of water in a vast sea, while a less visually explicit expression,
such as to drop a bundle on something, is much more ambiguous and hard to imagine.
Effects on Second Language Acquisition
Research has been done on each of these three types of idioms in order to
determine how to facilitate the teaching and learning of these phrases.
Motivated idioms
Boers (2001) found that raising English language learners’ awareness of the
metaphoric nature of idioms can have a significant effect on the retention of these
phrases. In one of his early studies, Boers looks at the effect on Dutch-speaking college
students of producing hypotheses regarding the origin of various English idioms.
Students in the experimental group who made the hypotheses had significantly higher
recall of the idioms and their meanings than did students in the control group, who only
learned the contextual meaning. This was true whether or not the students’ origins were
correct or not. For example, “Pass the baton” was attributed by students to both relay
racing and orchestra conducting, but both guesses allowed the students to access the
correct meaning of the idiom in a follow-up task.
Boers attributes this to the following: organized information is easier to learn than
is random input, and categorizing idioms by their metaphoric themes may facilitate
retention as well; the act of identifying themes and grouping phrases may lead to a deeper
level of cognitive processing, which is known to enhance memory; and associating the
verbal abstract idea with a concrete concept leads to imagery processing which paves an

14

extra pathway for recall. (Boers et al., 2006). “Obviously, the approach of re-awakening
the literal sense or original usage of idioms and the approach of grouping idioms along
conceptual metaphors complement one another” (Boers, 2006, p. 174). Like considering
metaphorical meanings, learning the background origin of an idiom will lead to enhanced
comprehension and retention. The studies supporting this contention are reviewed later in
this section, under Etymological Elaboration.
Transparency
In their 2007 study, Steinel et al., confirmed their hypothesis that high
transparency would be positively correlated with results on a performance test, which
measured recognition of previously learned idioms. The level of transparency for an
idiom was determined by surveying a pilot group of 80 native Dutch-speaking students
who had all studied English for six to seven years. The participants were asked to use a 7point scale to indicate how closely they felt the figurative meaning of the English idiom
matched the literal meaning. Idioms with a high degree of commonality between literal
and figurative meanings were determined to be the most transparent. In the actual
experiment, 129 Dutch University students were taught 20 idioms with varying degrees
of transparency. An immediate post-test showed that students’ scores for comprehension
were higher for idioms considered to be very transparent. The authors’ hypothesis that the
same would be true on a productive test, however, was not borne out. The post-test
demonstrated that the degree of transparency did not affect the participants’ ability to
independently reproduce the idioms accurately. It may be the case that transparency is
only helpful in recognizing the meaning of an idiom, not in reproducing it.
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Imageability
As with transparency, imageability is a matter of degree and highly dependent on
cultural norms. Put another way, “Conventions differ across cultures, so that
straightforward images in one culture need not be self-evident in another.” (Boers &
Demecheleer, 2006, p.256). In their 2006 study, Boers and Demecheleer found that when
metaphoric themes or source domains for idioms had equal saliency in the L1 an L2
cultures, they were more imageable to language learners than were idioms that did not
have a shared level of importance or familiarity. By examining the frequency of
occurrence in idioms, the researchers found that English has a wider variety of idioms
which refer to hats or ships, while French had many more referring to food or sleeves.
Participants in this study were native French-speakers with an intermediate level of
English, who were attending a university in Brussels. They were asked to guess the
meanings of 24 English idioms from the source domains of hats, ships, sleeves and food.
Overall, the participants were more likely to correctly infer the meaning of the idioms
using the imagery of the more commonly-used French themes of food and sleeves than of
those using the less salient imagery of hats and ships. The authors attribute this to their
theory that certain domains are more imageable in some cultures than to others and,
therefore, more easily understood and remembered. The suggestion has been made that
cultural awareness objectives be added to foreign language curriculums, in an attempt to
make students more familiar with cultural-typical domains (Boers et al., 2004b).
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Etymological Elaboration
Research has established that teaching idioms along with their literal origins to
English Language Learners is an effective technique for enhancing the learning and recall
of these multi-word phrases (Boers, 2001; Boers, Eyckmans, & Stengers, 2007; Guo,
2008). Several studies have been conducted on college students comparing the
effectiveness of teaching idioms along with their meanings to teaching idioms with their
meanings and their backgrounds and all have suggested that learning the origins improves
comprehension and retention (Boers et al., 2004a; Boers et al., 2006; Boers et al., 2007;
Guo, 2007; Guo, 2008). One such study (Boers et al., 2007) coined this mnemonic
technique etymological elaboration to refer to the strategy of having students associate
figurative idioms with the original, literal usage of the expressions. As mentioned
previously, one particular study suggested that this technique was effective even if the
origin associated with the expression was not correct (Boers, 2001). Students were as
likely to understand and recall the meaning of most idioms even if the “etymological
facts” they generated were not correct as were their counterparts whose hypotheses as to
origin were accurate.
Dual Coding Theory
The Dual Coding theory (Clark & Paivio, 1991; Paivio, 1986) provides an
explanation as to why providing etymological elaboration appears to improve learners’
comprehension and retention of idioms. While acknowledging that it is impossible to
assess exactly what is happening in the learners’ brains, Boers, et al. (2007), cite the Dual
Coding theory as a plausible explanation. According to this theory, the human brain uses
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two symbolic modes for processing and storing information; the verbal code and the nonverbal code. The verbal code uses arbitrary symbols to represent both concrete objects
and abstract ideas. This verbal system includes visual, auditory, and articulatory
representations of these objects and ideas (Clark & Pavio, 1991). Words are a good
example of this code. The word “book”, for example, has no intrinsic connection to the
concrete object that actually is a book, but it has become the verbal representation for
such an object. Though arbitrary, the term has been agreed upon to refer to the things we
read with pages, covers, printing, etc. Of course, any word could serve this function, as
demonstrated by different languages. “Libro” has no more correlation to this object than
does “book”; it is simply a different representation. Verbal representations are usually
processed in a sequential manner, such as in the construction of a sentence. In the
example “Libro is the Spanish translation for book,” each word, or representation, is
considered individually and in succession to create a complete idea or concept.
The second mode for processing and storing information consists of nonverbal
representations, which include shapes, sounds, actions, and visceral sensations (Clark &
Pavio, 1991). These representations tend to be similar to the event or object they
symbolize, rather than arbitrary. For example, the nonverbal representation for a book is
probably a mental image that has the visual and tactile qualities similar to an actual book.
It may also include a visceral reaction, based on the interpreter’s feelings about books.
These representations will be the same for an interpreter, regardless of whether that
person refers to this object as book or libro.
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Unlike their verbal counterparts, which are taken into account separately, several
nonverbal representations can be processed simultaneously. The sentence “The book is in
the library” will be processed word-by-word by the verbal representation system, while
the nonverbal system will instantly create a picture consisting of several images - a room
with shelves, books, perhaps windows and people, etc. These images, rather than
remaining distinct as do verbal representations, can become integrated into the overall
picture, losing some of their identity to instead create an overall impression. This ability
to simultaneously integrate multiple images into a single impression has inspired the
saying “a picture is worth a thousand words.”
The Dual Coding Theory goes on to suggest that there exists a complex network
in the brain that connects the verbal and nonverbal representations, both to each other and
within themselves. Within each system there are associative links. Within the verbal
system, this type of link allows words to be related to other words. This can occur on
many levels: the person who does not like to read may associate the work “book” with
other words such as “boring,” or “hate”. An associative link also leads to category
grouping, such as including “book” in the same group as “desk”, “teacher”, “chalkboard”,
or other school-related words. In the case of nonverbal representations, this link allows
images to join with other images, either in the same sensory modality or in a different
one. The image of a book, as exampled above, can cause a visceral reaction on the part of
a person with strong feelings about books, reading, school, etc. It may also elicit the
olfactory image of the smell of a new book or a complementary visual image of a specific
book.
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There also exists, according to the Dual Coding theory, links between the verbal
and nonverbal systems. These are termed referential connections and they make possible
the ability to give a verbal name to what is seen in a picture, as well as to apply a mental
image to words (Clark & Pavio, 1991). Just as associative links can provide a verbal
alternative to verbal stimulus and a nonverbal alternative to nonverbal stimulus, the
referential links allow connections to be made between the two systems. In this way, the
word “book” can cause the same nonverbal reactions that the image of a book caused –
visceral, olfactory, visual, etc. Likewise, the image of a book can lead to verbal
representations such as the word “book” or “text” or, if learning another language, a
foreign word for the same referent.
By being able to access both systems, there can be compensation for low activity
in one area by increased activity in the other. This comes into play when learning new
vocabulary because both verbal and nonverbal representations are activated during initial
learning as well as during later recall efforts. In effect, two pathways are created for
storing and remembering the information.
While Clark and Paivio (1991) apply this theory to learning in general, it has also
been applied specifically to issues concerning the learning of literal and figurative
language. Research on word meaning and text comprehension has suggested that the
degree to which words or passages can evoke an image or concrete scene is associated
with increased understanding and retention. For example, when native English-speaking
university students attempted to orally define concrete and abstract words which were
considered comparable in frequency and meaningfulness, the definitions for the abstract
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words contained more hesitations, pauses and fillers than did the definitions for concrete
words (Reynolds and Paivio, 1968, as cited in Paivio and Clark, 1991). Similarly,
English-speaking university students were asked to rate the ease of defining 277 nouns.
Words determined to have high imagery value or high concreteness were rated as much
easier to define than those without these traits (O’Neill, 1972, as cited in Paivio & Clark,
1991). Regarding delayeder passages, such as phrases and sentences, studies have also
supported a role for imagery processes. In one such study, “picture forming” words, those
likely to provoke imagery, were substituted into history passages for university students
(Wharton, 1985, as cited in Paivio and Clark, 1991). For example, the passage “With
England in control of the seas and France invincible on land the war became an economic
contest” was revised to “With England sweeping the seas and France overrunning the
land the war lapsed into an economic tussle.” Participants found the revised reading more
interesting and scored higher on a comprehension test than with the original passages.
The texts were considered comparable with regard to sentence length, punctuation, etc.,
and the substituted words were less familiar to the participants than were the originals.
These studies suggest that imagery can be useful in processing figurative language by
lending a degree of concreteness to it.
The technique of elaboration in general was previously identified by Paivio
(1975) as an effective mnemonic technique that led to imagery processing. The additive
effect of imagery with verbal codes was believed to be more beneficial than simply a
verbal code alone (as cited in Clark & Paivio, 1991). Subsequent researchers have sought
to apply the Dual Coding theory specifically to idiom comprehension and retention for
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ELLs when the technique of etymological elaboration is used (Boers, 2001; Boers et al.,
2006; Boers, et al., 2007; Guo, 2008). It is thought that when learners get verbal
information about the literal origin of an idiom, they are motivated to create a mental
image of that story through the nonverbal system. This then provides a verbal and a
nonverbal pathway for the information to be processed, stored and recalled.
Levels of Processing Theory
The Levels of Processing theory was an attempt to provide a framework for how
qualitatively different forms of processing might be related to memory in general and
introduced the idea that higher levels of retention were associated with deeper analysis of
information (Lockhart & Craik, 1990). The basic claim was that some types of
processing, such as sensory, were considered shallow and did not lead to lasting memory
of information, while other types, semantic in particular, were very useful in enhancing
memory. Phonemic processing fell somewhere between shallow and deep.
Elaboration can be viewed as an example of deep level processing (Paivio, 1975,
as cited in Lockhart & Craik, 1990). For example, a series of written words, written in
small or capital letters, is presented to participants. The participants are asked to answer
yes or no to a question that preceded each word. The question is meant to orient the
participant to either shallow (visual), deeper (phonemic), or deepest (semantic)
processing of the word. With the word BRUSH, for example, to stimulate visual
processing the question might be “Is the word in small print?” For phonemic processing
the question might be “Does the word rhyme with cotton?” To elicit semantic processing
the question might be “Is the word something used for cleaning?” Results show that
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words that are preceded by questions meant to stimulate semantic processing are
remembered two to six times more often than are those preceded by sensory processing
questions. Similarly, the amount of effort required to process information also enhances
retention (Tyler, Hertel, MeCallum & Ellis, 1979, as cited in Lockhart & Craik, 1990).
While researchers have acknowledged that the added effort required by learners to
construct their own images might lead to deeper processing and, therefore, improved
comprehension and recall (Clark & Pavio1991; Lockhart & Craik, 1990), others maintain
that picture memory, that is, simply being exposed to a visual image, is also a way in
which stimulus can be processed to a deep level and be well retained (Lockhart & Craik,
1990). In addition, researchers have found that combining visual images with verbal
information is beneficial for learning and remembering (Nelson et al., 1976). Deep level
processing, as applied to general learning and memory, therefore, appears to be
effectively activated by different methods; studies specific to second language learning,
however, seem to suggest that not all methods are equal. In their 2006 study, Boers et al.,
found that the mental imaging triggered by etymological elaboration alone led to
increased effort on the part of the learners, deeper processing and better retention of
idioms. In addition, a 2009 study (Boers, Piriz, Stengers & Eyckman) suggested that
picture viewing may actually be detrimental when learning idioms with etymological
elaboration. When learners were shown illustrations depicting the literal meaning of
idioms, they tended to be less successful in remembering unfamiliar words in the
idiomatic phrases than they were when no illustrations were shown. This implies that the
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verbal input had less impact when competing with visual aids. The overall recall of entire
idioms, however, was not affected by viewing pictures.
The Research Gap
There is substantial research establishing that adult second-language learners tend
to comprehend and retain idioms better when they receive instruction that includes
etymological elaboration than when the instruction has merely been to define the
meaning of the idiom (Boers & Demecheleer, 2001; Boers et al., 2004; Boers et al.,
2004a; Boers et al., 2004b; Boers et al., 2007; Guo, 2007) or use rote memorization (Guo,
2008). Given the importance of imaging in the concept of why etymological elaboration
is effective, it seems surprising that there appears to be a dearth of research concerned
with comparing this technique to other methods of employing visual images. The one
study cited that did employ visual images found that the images may have interfered with
aural learning but did not have any effect on remembering the idioms themselves or their
definitions. If providing a concrete visual image to accompany the background
information can enhance learners’ performance, it would make sense to include this
modality in a teaching plan. If, on the other hand, what makes etymological elaboration
so effective is the specific cognitive effort of imaging, students may benefit more when
no visual aids are used.
Research Questions
The above research has led me to this question: when learning idioms with the aid
of etymological elaboration, will there be a difference in comprehension rates between
learners who are presented with illustrations representing the etymology of an idiom
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compared to learners who are actively encouraged to construct their own images? Based
on the existing research, my hypothesis is that recall will be improved when individual
imaging is encouraged, as compared to passive viewing of an illustration.
Summary
In this chapter I have provided a review of the literature that I read that led me to
an interest in the topic of idioms, etymological elaboration, and related cognitive theories.
I defined different categorizations of idioms and the implications for teaching them. I
described the technique of etymological elaboration. I discussed cognitive learning
theories, including the Dual Coding theory and the Levels of Processing theory, and the
role they may play in making etymological elaboration effective. Finally, I identified the
gap in the research on this subject, namely, what is the most effective role of images
when using etymological elaboration to teach idioms.
In Chapter Three, I review the research paradigm, data collection protocol, and
data analysis I plan to use to conduct my study, the results of a pilot study, and the ethical
issues I considered.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

This study was designed to examine the effects of visual images on the short- and
long-term recall of idioms among English language learners, when taught in conjunction
with etymological elaboration. In this study, I wanted to know if it was more effective to
include illustrations depicting the literal background of the idiom, or if it was more
beneficial to actively encourage learners to develop their own mental images of the
etymology.
This study compared immediate and delayed recall between two groups of
learners to determine if there was a difference between groups when one was presented
with actual illustrations and the other was encouraged to develop their own mental image
of a scene. The Control Group attended a 30 minute lesson describing the origins and
definitions of 10 idioms while viewing corresponding phrases and illustrations of the
etymologies. The Experimental Group attended a 30 minute lesson which also described
the origins and definitions of the same 10 idioms. These descriptions, however, were
designed to encourage the participants to create their own visual images of the stories by
including “you” statements and verbs such as “imagine” and “picture”. The only visual
provided was the idiomatic phrase itself. I was interested in comparing recall ability of
the two groups at two intervals – immediately following the teaching session and again
after three weeks. My hypothesis was that the participants who did not see illustrations
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but were encouraged to develop their own images would have better immediate and
delayed recall of the idioms. I was also interested in changes within each group between
short- and long-term recall. Would one group have a more pronounced difference
between the two test scores? This could indicate that one method of instruction leads to
better long-term recall, even if the initial short-term scores for that group was lower.
Overview of the Chapter
In this chapter I describe the methodologies used in my study. First the
quantitative research paradigm is described, along with the rationale for choosing this
research design for the study. Next, the procedures followed for an initial study are
detailed. The data collection protocols are described, including the participants, setting,
collection techniques, procedures and materials. The procedures and data collection
protocols for a final study are then described. The Data Analysis section will address the
issues of reliability, by reviewing the protocol followed, as well as validity, through
presenting the strategies used to verify the data. Finally, the ethical considerations
associated with quantitative research in general, and this study in particular, will be
considered.
Quantitative Research Paradigm
For this study a quantitative research design was used, specifically, a quasiExperimental, nonequivalent-Group, post-test only design (Reichardt, 2009). A truly
experimental design requires that assignment to groups be random. In the case of my
study, pre-existing groups of convenience (classrooms) were used to divide participants
into Control and Experimental Groups. Because the purpose of my study was to make
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comparisons of different participants receiving different treatments, a nonequivalentgroup design was most appropriate. In this design, the relative effectiveness of the
treatment is assessed by comparing the performance of the participants in the control
group to those in the experimental group. The study also, however, considered the
performance of each group on two quizzes and compared the performance of the same
participants over time. While this type of evaluation is more typical of a one-group
design, it was not the primary purpose of the study (Reichardt, 2009). A post-test only
design was chosen in order not to expose the participants to the subject matter on which
they would later be tested. Instead, the initial-study participants were used to assess prior
exposure to the idioms.
The purpose of this study was to test the validity of a hypothesis through
experimental research. The intention was to compare the results of two groups. A control
group received the “traditional” teaching method of employing visual aids. This group
was not encouraged to create their own visual images and was inhibited from doing so by
having actual illustrations presented to them as soon as the instruction began. The
Experimental Group did not view illustrations but rather was encouraged to create their
own independent visual images while receiving instruction. This was to establish whether
a difference exists when independent visual imaging has been either encouraged or
discouraged. The overall design of this study was formal and predetermined; however,
because it included a researcher-led teaching session, I was not completely removed or
non-influential in the data collection. Moreover, I repeated the teaching session on four
different occasions (two groups in the initial study and two groups in the final study),
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making it impossible to say that the execution did not vary slightly from time to time.
The data analysis occurred at the end of the data collection and was primarily used to
answer the research questions posed at the beginning of the study.
Initial Study
Demographics
The initial study was conducted at a community college in Bloomington, MN,
where the researcher was granted access to a class. Participants were students enrolled in
the highest English for Academic Purposes class offered by the college. Students either
tested into the class, with an LOEP score of between 73 and 97, or were in their second
semester of classes at the school. All students who were present on the first day of the
study agreed to participate and signed consent forms.
The class consisted of 20 students, with the following native language breakdown:
11 Somali, 2 Khmer Cambodian, 2 Farsi, 1 Oromo, 1 Turkish, 1 Chinese, 1 Babanki
Tungo and 1 Kibembe. The participants were separated into a Control Group and an
Experimental Group, based on native language. The Control Group was composed of 6
Somali speakers and one each of Kibembe, Tungo, Farsi, Turkish and Khmer, for a total
of 11 (Table 1). The Experimental Group had 5 Somali speakers and one each of Oromo,
Khmer, Chinese and Farsi, for a total of 9 (Table 2). Originally there was another Somali
speaker in this group but this student was not present after the first session.
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Table 1
Initial Study Control Group Demographics
ID

Years
English
12
12
8
7
3
3
3
2
.5

104
119
116
110
108
103
106
122
117

Age
30
22
24
19
35
22
23
19
28

Years in
U.S.
5
1
4
7
4
4
3
1
5

Country
of Origin
Somalia
China
Somalia
Yemen
Cambodia
Ethiopia
Ethiopia
Iran
Somalia

Native
Language
Somali
Chinese
Somali
Somali
Khmer
Oromo
Somali
Farsi
Somali

Table 2
Initial Study Experimental Group Demographics
ID

Years
English

Age

Years in
U.S.

Country
of Origin

Native
Language

101

24

27

3

124
111
123
105
118
121
107
109
120
102

6
5
5
4
4
3.5
3
3
3
2.5

36
19
26
36
22
21
24
20
19
22

12
5
5
.5
4.5
3.5
1
3.5
3
3.5

Cameroon Babanki
Tungo
Somalia
Somali
Cambodia Khmer
Somalia
Somali
Iran
Farsi
Somalia
Somali
Somalia
Somali
Turkey
Turkish
Somalia
Somali
Somalia
Somali
Congo
Kibembe
Kenshasa

Research Tool
The quiz that was used to determine immediate and delayed recall of idiom
meanings was developed by the researcher, based on several criteria. The first criterion

30

was that the idiom must have a known etymology that could be easily explained to
English Language Learners. The Dictionary of Idioms and Their Origins (Flavell &
Flavell, 2004) was used to identify idioms and etymologies. Idioms that dealt with
universal themes, rather than culture-specific themes, were preferred. For example, the
concept of starting over on a clean sheet of paper (turning over a new leaf) is relatively
easy to explain, while the idea of an English barrister’s wig slipping down (pulling the
wool over one’s eyes) would require a much lengthier and involved explanation.
The second criterion was that the idioms must be common enough that native
English speakers recognize them and know their meanings. The idioms are commonly
used in English, as reflected by their inclusion in corpus-based studies (Liu, 2003; Moon,
1998) and their frequency of use indicated in the Collins Cobuild Concordance and
Collocations Sampler (www.collins.co.uk/Corpus/CorpusSearch.aspx). The idioms are
also specifically common in American English, based on their inclusion in a dictionary of
American idioms (McGraw-Hill, 2005) and an online survey conducted among 75 native
Standard American English speakers which consisted of 46 idioms with multiple choice
answers (Appendix A). Only idioms that had a 90% correct answer rating were chosen
for possible inclusion in the study.
The third criterion was that the idioms not already be familiar to the study
participants. A survey was given to the initial-study participants to identify idiomatic
phrases that were unfamiliar (Appendix B). Forty idioms were included and the initialstudy participants were asked to rate each one as being familiar or unfamiliar to them.
Participants were also asked to indicate if they were aware of a similar idiom in their L1.
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Of the 40 idioms, only three were identified by all 21 participants as being unfamiliar –
the die is cast, to draw a blank, and to bite the bullet. Additional idioms were chosen for
inclusion in the final quiz based on a response of 3 or fewer participants recognizing the
phrase.
Because the Control Group would be viewing illustrations depicting the origin of
each idiom, the final criterion was that the etymology must be able to be represented by a
simple graphic image. Appendix C is the resulting Initial Study Quiz, which was used
after the teaching session to assess immediate recall and again after two weeks in order to
assess delayed recall.
The format of the quiz was multiple choice which included four possible answers
for each idiom. Participants were asked to choose the figurative meaning of the idiom. In
addition to the figurative meaning, the choices included a literal representation of the
idiom’s origin, a completely unrelated answer, and the option “I don’t know”. For
example, To pull the wool over someone’s eyes had the options: to deceive or trick
someone (figurative); to prevent someone from seeing (literal); to tell someone a
delayedstory (unrelated); and I don’t know. The literal option was included to determine
if the etymological elaboration helped participants recall the literal, rather than the
figurative, meaning. It also indicated if there is a difference between participants who
saw and did not see visual images representing the literal origins. The “I don’t know”
option was included to reduce the amount of guessing on the part of the participants. The
participants were assured that the results of their tests would be confidential and would
not be associated with them individually, in the hope that it would make choosing “I
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don’t know” a viable option. It was also stressed that the validity of the study would be
increased if the participants indicated that they did not know an answer, rather than
making a guess. There was still the possibility, of course, that some participants would be
hesitant to choose this answer.
Procedure
The initial study consisted of three sessions. During the first session the study and
researcher were introduced to the students. Students wishing to participate completed an
informed consent form (Appendix D), a demographics survey (Appendix E), and the
idiom survey (Appendix B). Participants were also assigned numbers which were used
for future identification on quizzes. After this session, participants were assigned to the
Control or Experimental Group, in order to achieve a comparable mix of native languages
in each Group.
The second session consisted of the actual teaching segment of the study. For the
Control Group an illustration depicting the origin of the idiom was displayed on a screen,
along with the corresponding idiomatic phrase (Appendix F, #1-10). The illustrations
were presented simultaneously with the idioms in an attempt to discourage self-generated
imagery on the part of the participants. A script was followed and read by the researcher
which explained the etymology of the idiom but did not include language that would
encourage individual imagery (Appendix G). The definition was then given, followed by
an example. This was repeated for each of the 10 idioms, taking about 30 minutes. To
provide a similar experience for both Groups, the participants could not ask questions or
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for clarification. The participants then had 15 minutes to complete Initial Study Quiz #1.
All finished in about 10 minutes.
For the Experimental Group the only visual provided was a projection of the
idiomatic phrase itself. Emphasis was placed on the mental image that the etymology of
the idiom could elicit in the participants. The script used to describe the origin attempted
to place the participants in the scene by using statements including the word “you” and
encouraging visualization by using detailed descriptions and verbs such as “imagine” and
“picture” (Appendix H). This was followed by the same definition and example given to
the Control Group. All participants again finished the quiz within 10 minutes.
The third session was held two weeks later. All participants took Initial Study
Quiz #2 (Appendix C) and finished within 10 minutes.
Final Study
Demographics
The final research study was conducted on a sample of convenience at a
community college in Minneapolis. Students were enrolled in two of the same ESOL
reading classes, which required LOEP scores of 110-115.
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Table 3
Final Study Control Group Demographics
ID

Years
Age
English

Years in Country
U.S.
of Origin

Native
Language

212

13

20

13

Somalia

Somali

210
201
214
204
206
209
217
226
213
208
203
215
205
202
216
218
219
224
225
223
207

7
6
6
5
5
5
5
5
4
3.5
3
3
2.5
2
2
2
2
2
2
1.5
NA

21
26
43
19
31
31
22
21
26
23
22
24
28
28
26
65
?
35
24
25
47

7
1
6
5
13
20
3.5
3.5
10
4
3.5
4
3
2.5
4
4
10
10
5
1.5
12

Somalia
Brazil
Kenya
Somalia
Russia
Mexico
Somalia
Somalia
Somalia
Somalia
Somalia
Sudan
Vietnam
Brazil
Somalia
Somalia
Somalia
Somalia
Somalia
Ethiopia
Nigeria

Somali
Portuguese
Kisii
Somali
Russian
Spanish
Somali
Somali
Somali
Somali
Somali
Dha-nywaa
Vietnamese
Portuguese
Somali
Somali
Somali
Somali
Somali
Amharic
Esan

The class that was designated the Control Group consisted of 22 students, with the
following language make-up: 13 Somali, 2 Portuguese, 1 each of Vietnamese, Russian,
Esan, Kisii, Dha-nywaa, Amharic, and Spanish (Table 3). The participants came from 8
countries including Somalia, Brazil, Kenya, Ethiopia, Russia, Mexico, Nigeria and
Sudan. The average age was 24, the median was 26. The average number of years in the
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U.S. was 6.5, with a median and mode of 4 years. The number of years studying English
was an average of 4, with a mode of 2 and a median of 3. One Amharic and 2 Somali
speakers were not present for Quiz #2 and their data was only considered in analyzing
Control Group Quiz #1 information.
Table 4
Final Study Experimental Demographics
ID
302
303
312
327
305
309
308
313
319
306
307
317
301
311
310
318
304
314
315
316

Years
English
18
17
15
15
14
14
12
7
6
5
5
5
4
4
3
1
.5
.5
.5
.5

Age
22
24
26
27
36
38
30
24
28
18
25
21
21
20
20
38
42
20
32
33

Years in
U.S.
4
5
2
11
4.5
4
4
2
5
5
6
5
3
5
3
16
14
2
9
7

Country
of Origin
Kenya
Somalia
Brazil
France
Ethiopia
Ethiopia
Ethiopia
Brazil
Somalia
Mexico
Somalia
Ethiopia
Ethiopia
Mexico
Mexico
Eritrea
Somalia
Ukraine
Mexico
Costa
Rica

Native
Language
Swahili
Somali
Portuguese
French
Oromo
Amharic
Amharic
Portuguese
Somali
Spanish
Somali
Amharic
Oromo
Spanish
Spanish
Tigringa
Somali
Ukrainian
Spanish
Spanish

The class that was designated the Experimental Group consisted of 20 students: 5
Spanish speakers, 4 Somali, 3 Amharic, 2 Portuguese, 2 Oromo, 1 each of Russian,
Tigringa, French, and Swahili (Table 4). Eight countries were represented, including
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Mexico, Somalia, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Costa Rica, France, Kenya and the Ukraine. The
average age was 27, with a mode of 22 and a median of 25. The average number of years
in the U.S. was 5.8; mode and median each 5. The number of years studying English was
an average of 7.3, a mode of .5 and a median of 5. One speaker each of Swahili, Somali
and Spanish were not present for Quiz #2. Their data was only analyzed with regard to
Experimental Group Quiz #1 information.
Research tool
The data were collected by means of a multiple choice quiz, developed by the
researcher (Appendix I). The data were then analyzed using Minitab software, Version
14.
Quiz #1. The quiz included the 10 idioms that were identified in the initial study
as being unfamiliar to the majority of participants and had been used for the initial-study
quiz. Due to the ceiling effect which occurred in the initial study, several changes were
made to the final tool in an attempt to make it more challenging for the students. Because
of time constraints in the classrooms, the number of idioms taught could not be increased.
An effort was made to make the quiz more difficult by eliminating the “I don’t know”
option from the answers. As it was only chosen a total of 3 times in the initial study it
was essentially offering the students a 1 in 3 chance of choosing the correct answer. It
was replaced with an answer that would be correct for a different idiom. For example, “to
start over” would be the correct choice for the idiom To turn over a new leaf, but it was
also offered as an option for the idiom To bark up the wrong tree. By including the same
option for two different idioms, participants could not simply depend on recognizing a
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phrase to get the correct answer. This quiz was given to the participants immediately after
their participation in the idiom lesson in order to detect any difference between the
Control and Experimental Groups in immediate recall.
Quiz #2. This is the same as Quiz #1. By administering the same test the
possibility that the participants would be influenced by wording or phrases in a new test
that happened to be similar to the original was eliminated. Instead, all the content was
equally familiar. It was administered to all participants three weeks after the teaching
session in order to find out if the delayed recall of the meaning of the idioms was higher
for one group than for another and if either group experienced a more pronounced
difference between immediate and delayed recall. An interval of three weeks was chosen
for the final study, instead of two, in order to allow more time to elapse between
instruction and testing. This was done in an attempt to decrease the occurrence of a
ceiling effect, as had been seen in the initial study.
Procedure
The final study was conducted as the initial study had been, with two exceptions.
In the initial study, there had been a preliminary session used primarily to identify
unknown idioms that would then be used in the quiz. Since this had already been
accomplished, this step was not necessary in the final study. The second difference, as
noted above, was the difference in time between administering Quiz #1 and Quiz #2.
Two separate classrooms were used in the final study. One class served as the
Control Group while the other constituted the Experimental Group. During the first
session the study and researcher were introduced. I was a guest in these classrooms and
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because my study was taking time away from the student’ regular instruction, I honored
my time limits of 45 minutes for the first session and 15 minutes for the second. Students
wishing to participate filled out informed consent forms (Appendix D) and demographic
surveys (Appendix E). All students in both classes chose to participate.
This was followed by a 30 minute teaching session, in which the Control Group
viewed illustrations depicting the origin of each phrase, along with the phrase itself
(Appendix F 1-10). The immediate showing of the illustration was hoped to suppress the
tendency of the participants to form their own mental images. The phrase was then read
aloud, followed by a description of the etymology (Appendix G). This script avoided
using language that might encourage independent imagery. An explanation of the
figurative meaning was given along with an example of the idiom being used in a
sentence. Quiz #1 was administered to the group immediately after the teaching session
and all participants finished within 10 minutes.
The Experimental Group was only shown an image of the idiomatic phrase.
Instead of being shown illustrations of the origins of the idioms, participants were
encouraged to develop independent images of the scenes being described. The script used
to promote this imagery included detailed descriptions of the scenes, “you” statements
and verbs such as “picture” and “imagine” (Appendix H). The Experimental Group was
given Quiz #1 immediately after each teaching session and completed it in about 10
minutes.
The second session for each Group consisted of participants spending 10 minutes
taking Quiz #2. Participants had requested and were given handouts of the idioms with
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their definitions and examples, along with online resources, at the conclusion of the
session (Appendix J).

Data Analysis
Verification of Data
The reliability of my data, that is the reproducibility, may be influenced by two
factors (http://writing.colostate.edu/guides/research/relval/index.cfm). The first is the
small number of idioms that were used. To obtain a highly reliable outcome, the larger
the number of idioms used, the less chance that the results will be random. Time being an
issue, however, I feel that 10 idioms was an acceptable compromise.
The second factor is the number of participants being studied. Again, the bigger
the number, the more reliable the results. While 50 is not an optimal number, I did read
several studies of this sort which used under 100 participants, so I feel this number at
least approaches adequacy.
Data testing
The data was analyzed using hypothesis testing to determine if there is any
statistical difference between the Control and Experimental Groups. The hypothesis
being tested proposed that there would be a statistically significant difference between the
two Groups. For statistical analysis, a one-way analysis of variance test (ANOVA) was
used to compare mean scores between the two Groups, while an F-Test was used to
compare variances. The ANOVA test was then again used to assign a p-value to indicate
whether there was statistical significance in means between the two Groups. A p-value
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was also determined regarding variance to indicate statistical significance between the
two Groups in this area.
Ethics
For this study I employed several safeguards to ensure the rights of the
participants. I first submitted a human subjects research review to both my university and
to the institutions where the study was conducted. All participants were provided with
information regarding the study including my objectives, how the study would be
implemented and what their role in it would be, and how the results would be used.
Written informed consent was obtained for all participants and it was made clear that
there would be no consequences for not participating or for discontinuing in the study
(see Appendix D). No incentives were offered, but all participants were given the option
of hearing the overall results of the study. They also were given my cell phone number so
they could contact me with any questions.
Regarding the data collection, participants were each assigned a number which
was used for individual identification. This number was used to match the results of the
survey, Quiz #1 and Quiz #2. Due to the possibility of a participant forgetting the
assigned number, I kept a master list matching names to numbers. This list was not used
for any other purpose and was destroyed at the conclusion of the data analysis.
Conclusion
In this chapter I have presented my research design and methodology, including a
detailed discussion of the data collection protocol. In Chapter Four I will discuss the data
collected in each study and analyze it to determine if there was a difference in recall rates
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between the Control and Experimental Groups. I will also ascertain if either group
experienced a more dramatic change between immediate and delayed rates. Using these
results, I will discuss the implications of the findings and apply them to my original
research question.

42

CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The purpose of my research study was to determine if there would be a difference
in immediate and delayed recall of idioms depending on the use of visual aids or
encouragement of self-generated imagery, when accompanied by etymological
elaboration. In this chapter, I will report the results of the initial and final studies and
provide an analysis of the data collected, as it pertains to my original research question. I
will present statistical analysis for the results of the final study. I will also describe the
data in terms of patterns or trends that were observed. This will include analyzing the
results of individual participants based on native language, age, time spent studying
English and years living in the U.S. It will also consider the idioms themselves, in terms
of the possible influence of the literal meanings and overall difficulty in identifying the
metaphorical meanings.
Initial Study Results
This study was interested in finding out if there would be a difference between the
Experimental and Control groups in long- and short-term recall, as well as any difference
within each group from the first quiz to the second quiz.
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Table 5
Initial Study Control Group Results and Demographics
ID

Age

Years in
U.S.

Years
English

Country
of Origin

Native
Language

Quiz #1

Quiz #2

104
119
117
106
108
122
110
116
103

30
22
28
23
35
19
19
24
22

5
1
5
3
4
1
7
4
4

12
12
.5
3
3
2
7
8
3

Somalia
China
Somalia
Ethiopia
Cambodia
Iran
Yemen
Somalia
Ethiopia

Somali
Chinese
Somali
Somali
Khmer
Farsi
Somali
Somali
Oromo

10
10
10
9
9
9
9
9
9
9.3

10
10
9
10
9
9
8
8
7
8.8

Native
Language

Quiz #1

Quiz #2

10

10

10
10
10
10
10
10
10
9
9

10
10
10
10
10
9
9
9
8

8
9.6

7
9.2

Table 6
Initial Study Experimental Group Demographics
ID

Age

Years in
U.S.

Years
English

Country
of Origin

101

27

3

24

105
109
111
123
124
107
118
121
102

36
20
19
26
36
24
22
21
22

.5
3.5
5
5
12
1
4.5
3.5
3.5

4
3
5
5
6
3
4
3.5
2.5

120

19

3

3

Cameroon Babanki
Tungo
Iran
Farsi
Somalia
Somali
Cambodia Khmer
Somalia
Somali
Somalia
Somali
Turkey
Turkish
Somalia
Somali
Somalia
Somali
Congo
Kibembe
Kenshasa
Somalia
Somali
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With regard to exposure to English, the two groups were comparable in their
averages: the Control group averaged 3.7 years in the U.S. with 5.6 years of English
instruction, while the Experimental group averaged 4.4 years in the U.S. and 5.7 years of
English. The scores on Quiz #1 were 9.3 for the Control group and 9.6 for the
Experimental group. Both groups showed a similar drop in scores on Quiz #2. The
Control Group decreased .5, to 8.8, while the Experimental Group decreased .4 to 9.2.
Although the results of the initial study did not support my hypothesis that the
Experimental group would have significantly higher scores than the Control group, there
were some differences between the two groups. With regard to correct answers, the
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Figure 1. Initial Study Quiz #1: Control Group vs. Experimental Group.
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Figure 2. Initial Study Quiz #2: Control Group vs. Experimental Group.

Experimental group’s performance was slightly better. In the Control group, only 2
participants had perfect scores on both quizzes: one Somali speaker with 5 years in the
U.S., and one Chinese speaker with only one year in the country. The average number for
the Control group was 4 years. Both of these participants had a much higher than average
numbers of years studying English (12, compared to 3.7). In the Experimental group, a
total of 6 participants achieved scores of 100% on both quizzes: four Somali speakers,
one Farsi speaker and one Khmer speaker. These students had, on average, been in the
U.S. only slightly longer than their lower-scoring peers (4.8 years, compared to 4.4 years)
but had had almost 2 more years of English instruction (7.8 compared to 5.7).
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There was some difference between the groups regarding the variety of incorrect
idioms. On Quiz #1, the Control Group had a total of six wrong answers, involving three
different idioms: to bark up the wrong tree (1), to bite the bullet (2), and to go to pot (3).
The Experimental Group had fewer wrong answers (4), but each was for a different
idiom: to bite the bullet, to burn the candle at both ends, to turn over a new leaf, and to
go to pot. Initially, this may have suggested that showing the same illustration to
participants would lead to a more standard result, while the individual imaging would
lead to more varied responses. Quiz #2, however, did not bear out this theory. On this
occasion, the Control group had a total of 10 wrong answers for seven idioms: to bark up
the wrong tree (1), to bite the bullet (2), to burn the candle at both ends (3), to turn over
a new leaf (1), to go to pot (2), to learn the ropes (1), to throw in the towel (2). This time
the Experimental group had a comparable number of incorrect answers (9) but fewer
idioms were involved (5): to bark up the wrong tree (1), to bite the bullet (2), to jump the
gun (2), to turn over a new leaf (2) and to go to pot (1). No one in the Experimental group
got wrong answers for to throw in the towel or to burn the candle at both ends, which
were incorrect in the Control group three and two times. These results may suggest that
perhaps the illustrations for these two idioms more strongly influenced the participants to
recall the literal meanings rather than the figurative meanings, as the literal meanings
were chosen in each instance.
A secondary concern of this study was whether one group would demonstrate a
better rate of retention between quizzes. Figures 3 and 4 illustrate that the Experimental
Group had a slightly more consistent result, with 7 out of 11 participants receiving the
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same score on both quizzes. Six participants scored 10 and one scored 9. In the Control
Group, the result was slightly less than half; 4 out of 9, with two participants scoring 10
and two scoring 9. Interestingly, one participant in the Control Group actually scored
higher on the second quiz, scoring 10 after scoring 9 on Quiz #1.
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Figure 3. Initial Study Control Group: Quiz #1 vs. Quiz #2.
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Figure 4. Initial Study Experimental Group: Quiz #1 vs. Quiz #2.

Familiarity may have also played a role in the results. The idioms eliciting the
most errors were to bite the bullet (identified as a completely unknown phrase by all
participants on the initial idiom survey (Appendix B)) and to go to pot (familiar to only
one participant on the survey), each with a total of 6 errors. The idioms most consistently
correct were to let the cat out of the bag; out of the blue; and to throw in the towel, each
with no errors. These idioms were indicated as being familiar to 3, 4 and 2 participants,
respectively. Without having participants actually define the idioms, however, it cannot
be determined if the true meaning was known. For example, some participants indicated
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that an idiom was unfamiliar to them, yet also claimed to have a similar idiom in their
native language.
The initial study also provided valuable information for modifying the quiz before
using it in the final study. The results suggested that a ceiling effect had occurred, as all
participants achieved scores of 90% or above on Quiz #1 (insert table) and on Quiz #2
9/11 attained such a score from the Control Group, while 6/9 did in the Experimental
Group. This reflects 0-1 wrong answer. A ceiling effect masks the true ability of the
group being studied, as well as the potential variance, by setting a bar that is easily
reached by the participants (http://courses.washington.edu/smartpsy/glossary.htm#c). In
this case, there were several possible contributors: Ten may be too few idioms to present
a true challenge to students at this level; the quiz itself may have been too easy; 15
minutes to complete the quiz may have been too long; and two weeks may not have been
long enough for recall to be affected on the second quiz.
Few participants chose “I don’t know” despite being encouraged to do so if they
really did not know the answer. This option was only chosen twice on Quiz #1 (one
Control, one Experimental) and once on Quiz #2 by a participant in the Control group.
Final Study Results
As stated in Chapter Three, there were a total of 42 participants in my final study; 22
were in the Control group and 20 were in the Experimental group. These numbers
dropped to 19 and 16 for the second session. I spent 30 minutes with each group teaching
10 idioms. For both teaching sessions I included the written idiom, an etymological
elaboration, a definition of the figurative meaning, and an example of the idiom being
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used in context. The sessions differed in two ways: the Control group was immediately
shown an image depicting the etymology of the idiom (Appendix F, 1-10), while the
Experimental group received no visual aid; and the etymology presented to the
Experimental group contained language meant to encourage independent imaging of the
scene, while the explanation given the Control group did not (Appendices H and G). Both
groups were given the same multiple choice quiz after the teaching session (Quiz #1) and
again after three weeks (Quiz #2).
Control Group vs. Experimental Group Demographics
In comparing the demographics of the Control and Experimental Groups, the most
outstanding difference is the higher degree of homogeneity in the Control Group. Native
Somali speakers represent an aggregate of 58% of that group, with 13 out of 22
participants in Quiz 1 and 11out of 19 in Quiz 2. The only other language group with
more than one speaker was Portuguese, accounting for 10% of the group, with two
participants. The Experimental Group, by contrast, did not have any language group
comprising the majority but had a larger number of common-language groups. Spanish
speakers were the most frequent at 25% (five participants out of 20 in Quiz #1, 4
participants out of 16 in Quiz #2), followed by Somali speakers at 19% (four participants
in Quiz #1, 3 participants in Quiz #2), Amharic speakers at 15% (three participants in
Quiz #1, 2 participants in Quiz #2) and Oromo and Portuguese speakers each making up
10% of the group, with two participants each. One might have expected the group with
the higher percentage of common language speakers to produce more consistent results
on the quizzes; however, this was not the case. In fact, as will be explored below under
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Control Group results, the high number of Somali speakers in that group actually
contributed significantly to the wide distribution of responses.
The groups were similar in both average age (24 years for the Control Group; 27
for the Experimental Group) and in the number of years spent in the U.S. (6.5 for the
Control Group; 5.8 for the Experimental Group). The length of time spent studying
English ranged from an average of 4 years for the Control Group to 7.3 years for the
Experimental Group. Both groups had wide ranges in this category. The Control Group
had a low of one and a half years to a high of 13 and the Experimental Group had a low
of 6 months to a high of 18 years.
Overall Performance
Figure 6 graphically illustrates the overall performance of the Control and
Experimental Groups on Quiz #1, while Figure 2 depicts the results between the two
groups for Quiz #2.
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Figure 5. Final Study Quiz #1: Control Group vs. Experimental group.
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Figure 6. Final Study Quiz #2: Control Group vs. Experimental group.
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My hypothesis was that the Experimental Group would have better results than
the Control Group, due to the deeper processing effort required to generate imagery
representing the etymology of the idioms. This was not the case. Analysis using Minitab
15 Statistical Software (Appendix K) confirms that there was no difference found
between the means for correct answers for the two groups on either quiz. A one-way
analysis of variance test (ANOVA) was used to compare mean scores. The Control
Group had a mean score of 92.6% on Quiz #1, while the Experimental Group had a mean
of 98.1%, resulting in a p-value of 0.156. P-values lower than .05 indicate a statistically
significant difference. On Quiz #2, the Control Group had a mean score of 87.8% and the
Experimental Group a score of 95.0%, for a p-value of 0.175.
There was a statistically significant difference, however, in standard deviations or
variance between the groups for both quizzes, indicating a more consistent result for the
Experimental Group. On Quiz #1, all 20 participants in the Experimental Group scored
an 8 or above. The distribution was wider for the Control Group, with 3 participants
scoring under 8. An F-test was used to compare these variances. The Control Group had a
standard deviation of 15.2% on Quiz #1. The standard deviation for the Experimental
group was 5.4%. This resulted in a p-value of 0.00, indicating a significant statistical
difference. A significant difference of p=0.001 was determined for Quiz #2, with
standard deviations of 20.5% for the Control Group and 8.2% for the Experimental
Group. Possible explanations for these differences will be discussed under the individual
group headings.
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A secondary concern of this study was whether one group would show more
consistent results over time. Figures 3 and 4 illustrate these results. While both groups
experienced an overall decline in scores from Quiz #1 to Quiz #2, the Experimental
Group’s drop was slightly more pronounced. The average correct score for the Control
Group declined from 9.3 to 8.8 out of a possible score of 10. This translated to mean
scores of 92.6% and 87.8%, respectively, for a p-value of 0.056. While this falls just
short of the criterion for statistical significance, it is close enough to invite further
consideration. This group’s standard deviation scores were 15.2% on Quiz #1 and 20.5%
on Quiz #2, a p-value of 0.217.
Regarding the Experimental Group, the average correct score went from 9.8 to 8.8
out of 10. Statistical analysis revealed standard deviations of 5.4% on Quiz #1 and 8.2%
on Quiz #2 for a p-value of 0.127. The mean scores for the Experimental Group of 98.1%
and 95% gave a p-value of 0.02, indicating a significant difference between the two
quizzes. This would indicate that although there had been less variation within each quiz
for the Experimental Group, and despite having higher scores overall than the Control
Group, the Experimental Group experienced a more significant change in scores from
Quiz #1 to Quiz #2.
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Figure 7. Correct answers for Control Group: Quiz #1 vs. Quiz #2.
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Figure 8. Correct answers for Experimental Group: Quiz #1 vs. Quiz #2.
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Control Group Results
The data analysis demonstrates that the Control Group experienced more variance
in response than did the Experimental Group. In considering the demographics of this
group, an explanation for this spread proved elusive. For Quiz #1, thirteen of the 22
participants were Somali. Nine of these participants scored 100% on Quiz #1and one
scored 90%, but the other three had some of the lowest scores of the group (80%, 60%
and 50%). The result was similar for Quiz #2: seven of the 11 Somalis taking this quiz
scored 90% or 100%, while the remaining four again scored the lowest scores of the
group (80%, 70%, 60% and 20%). It would appear that having a common native
language (Ll) did not lead to more consistent results.
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Table 7
Control Group Demographics and Results
ID

Age

Years
U.S.

Years
English

County of
Origin

Native
Language
(L1)

Quiz #1

Quiz #2

201
202
203
204
205
206
207
212
214
218
225
226
210
224
213
223
209
208
217
215

26
28
22
19
28
31
47
20
43
65
24
21
21
35
26
25
31
23
22
24

1
2.5
3.5
5
3
13
12
13
6
4
5
3.5
7
10
10
1.5
20
4
3.5
4

6
2.5
3
5
2.5
5
NA
13
6
2
2
5
7
2
4
.5
5
3.5
5
3

Brazil
Brazil
Somali
Somali
Vietnamese
Russia
Nigeria
Somalia
Kenya
Somalia
Somalia
Somalia
Somali
Somalia
Somalia
Ethiopia
Mexico
Somalia
Somalia
Sudan

10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
9
9
8
6

10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
9
8
NA
NA
7
6
NA
7

219
216

NA
26

10
4

2
2

Somalia
Somalia

Portuguese
Portuguese
Somali
Somali
Vietnam
Russian
Esan
Somali
Kisii
Somali
Somali
Somali
Somali
Somali
Somali
Amharic
Spanish
Somali
Somali
Dhanywaa
Somali
Somali

6
5
9.3

7
2
8.8

Another surprise was that the scores below 90% were not attributable to the
participants who had spent the least time in the U.S. The average number of years in the
U.S. for the Control Group was 6.5 years; the number for participants scoring 80% or less
on either quiz was 7.9 years. As a whole, the group had spent an average of 4 years
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studying English; the low-performers averaged only slightly less at 3.2 years. Finally, age
did not seem to play a role, either. The average age for the Control Group was 24; the
average age for the low-performers was 27. Results that were particularly satisfying to
this researcher were the perfect scores achieved by the two oldest group members, 65 and
47 years old.
As mentioned previously, data analysis revealed that the difference in mean
scores on Quiz #1 and Quiz #2 for the Control Group was just shy of being of statistical
significance (p=0.056). This suggests that while the Control Group did have less change
in scores between the two quizzes, the results were not so superior to the Experimental
Group’s results as to indicate a clearly better method for improving delayed recall. Future
research on the subject would be improved by using a larger sample size, which could
more accurately reflect trends between and within the two groups.
Experimental Group results
As mentioned, the results for the Experimental Group were more consistent than
for the Control Group. For Quiz #1, only two participants scored lower than 100% and
those scores were still high at 90% and 80%. Those scores were achieved by a Ukrainian
speaker and an Ethiopian whose L1 was Amharic (the two other Amharic speakers scored
100%). These participants were of interest in some diametric ways: the Amharic speaker
was above the average age of 25, being 30, while the Ukranian was below at 20. They
were also on opposite ends of the scale when considering years spent studying English:
the Ukranian had been studying just six months, while the Ethiopian reported studying
for 12 years. The average for the Experimental Group was 7.3 years. Both had spent less
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time in the U.S. than the average of 5.8 years, with 4 years for the Ethiopian and 2 for the
Ukranian.

Table 8
Experimental Group Demographics and Results

ID

Age

Years in
U.S.

Years
English

Country
of Origin

Native
Language
(L1)

Quiz #1

Quiz #2

301
304
305
306
310
312
313
315
318
327
303
309
316

21
42
36
18
20
26
24
32
38
27
24
38
33

3
14
4.5
5
3
2
2
9
16
11
5
4
7

4
.5
14
5
3
15
7
.5
1
15
17
14
.5

Oromo
Somali
Oromo
Spanish
Spanish
Portuguese
Portuguese
Spanish
Tigringa
French
Somali
Amharic
Spanish

10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10

10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
9
9
9

319
302
307
311
317
314
308

28
22
25
20
21
20
30

5
4
6
5
5
2
4

6
18
5
4
5
.5
12

Ethiopia
Somalia
Ethiopia
Mexico
Mexico
Brazil
Brazil
Mexico
Eritrea
France
Somalia
Ethiopia
Costa
Rica
Somalia
Kenya
Somalia
Mexico
Ethiopia
Ukraine
Ethiopia

Somali
Swahili
Somali
Spanish
Amharic
Ukrainian
Amharic

10
10
10
10
10
9
8
9.8

9
NA
NA
NA
NA
9
7
8.8

In Quiz #2, the Amharic speaker’s score dropped to 70%, while the Ukrainian’s
stayed at 90%. Four participants fell from 100% to 90%: an Amharic speaker, a Spanish
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speaker and two Somali speakers. As with the Control Group, these participants did not
seem to fit into any demographic patterns. The Amharic speaker was above average in
age (38 years) and years studying English (14 years) but slightly below average in years
in the U.S. (4). The Spanish speaker was above average in age (33 years) and years in
U.S. (7) but had only spent 6 months learning English. One Somali was 28 years old, had
been in the U.S. for 5 years and had been studying English for six years; the other was 24
years old and had also been in the U.S. for five years. This participant, however, had 17
years of English.
In comparing these participants to other speakers of their native languages on both
quizzes, again, no pattern emerged. The only other Amharic speaker in the group had a
score of 10 on Quiz #1 but did not take Quiz #2. The four other Spanish speakers had
scores of 10 on every quiz taken; likewise for the two other Somali speakers. There were
no other Ukrainian speakers in the group.
As mentioned, the Experimental Group had a more pronounced difference in
mean scores between quizzes. This was largely attributable to overall lack of variance in
the Experimental Group’s results, making that group more statistically sensitive to small
changes in averages. For example, while the Experimental Group results were still tighter
than those for the Control Group, the difference in scores dropping from 100% to 90%
caused a ripple in the data. Over half of the participants in both groups achieved a perfect
score on both quizzes. For the Control Group, the perfect scores decreased from 16/22
(73%) to 12/19 (63%) for a 10% drop. The numbers for the Experimental Group were
18/20 (90%) to 11/16 (69%) for a 21% drop. While this may suggest that not only was
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the immediate recall not superior for the Experimental Group, the delayed recall was
actually worse, when all scores of 90% or above are considered, a different picture
emerges. In this case, the percentage of Control group participants decreased from 81%
to 68%, while the Experimental Group’s numbers remained quite high at 95% and 93%.
Encouraging self-generated imagery in conjunction with using etymological elaboration
to teach idioms did not seem to produce higher mean scores for the Experimental Group,
but it may have contributed to more consistent performance for the highest scoring
participants in that group, both within and between quizzes.
Individual Idioms
As depicted in Figure 5, only one idiom’s figurative definition was chosen every
time on both quizzes: Out of the blue. On the other end of the scale, To go to pot gave the
participants the most trouble, with a total of 10 incorrect answers. To jump the gun had
the most incorrect answers in a single quiz. It also had the biggest change from Quiz #1
to Quiz #2, going from zero incorrect to six incorrect. The only other idiom to go from a
perfect score on Quiz #1 to several incorrect answers on Quiz #2 was To bite the bullet.
Individual idioms were considered to determine if there was a pattern between incorrect
answers and: L1; literal answers; and Control vs. Experimental Groups.

62

10

9

8

7

6
Quiz #1
Quiz #2

Number 5
incorrect
4

3

2

1

0

To let
the cat
out of
the bag

To bark
up the
wrong
tree

To bite
the
bullet

Out of
the
blue4

To burn
the
candle
at both
ends

To
jump
the
gun

To turn
over a
new
leaf

To
go
to
pot

To learn
the
ropes

To
throw
in the
towel

Idioms

Figure 9. Number of incorrect answers by idiom.

Native Language. Regarding L1, 42% of incorrect answers (22/52) for all idioms were
given by Somali speakers, who constituted approximately 40% of the participants
(31/77). The next largest group was the six Spanish speakers, making up in aggregate
about 14% of both groups (11/77) and responsible for 10% of all incorrect answers
(5/52). The only other languages represented by more than a single speaker were
Portuguese (4), Amharic (4) and Oromo (2). The Portuguese, constituting 10% of the
total participants, and Oromo speakers, constituting 5%, achieved scores of 10, or 100%,
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on every quiz. Two Amharic speakers present for the first, but not second, quiz, achieved
perfect scores. The other two Amharic speakers had scores of 10 and 9, and 8 and 7. This
resulted in a participation rate of 7% and an error rate of 11% for this language group. Of
interest is the fact that the group represented by all other L1 speakers actually had an
improved score on Quiz #2, going from a total of 5 to 4 wrong answers.
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Figure 10. Number of participants and incorrect answers by L1.

In considering performance on individual idioms by L1, the following was
observed. The incorrect Somali responses were fairly well-distributed throughout the nine
idioms that had incorrect responses. It is interesting to note, however, that this language
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group missed at least one answer on every idiom that had a wrong answer with one
exception: on Quiz #1 no Somali speakers in the Experimental Group missed To go to
pot, the idiom with the most incorrect answers overall. In fact, when considering the
Somali speakers only in the Experimental Group, their performance was quite good. Out
of a total of four Somali speakers taking Quiz #1 and three taking Quiz #2, which
constituted 19% of the total, only two answers were missed, accounting for 18 % of the
eleven total errors in the Experimental Group. The Somali speakers in the Experimental
Group also did better than those in the Control Group, who accounted for 58% of
participants (24/41) and 73% of all errors in that group (30/41).
Spanish speakers, the second largest language group, were responsible for an
average of 10% of the incorrect answers, with quite consistent distribution between the
Experimental Group (9%) and the Control Group (10%). In this case, the single Spanish
speaker in the Control Group was responsible for four of the five incorrect answers. Four
of the five incorrect answers for this language group went to two of the most commonly
missed idioms: half was for the idiom To go to pot, and half was for To turn over a new
leaf. The literal answer was chosen in both cases for To turn over a new leaf, while To go
to pot produced the answers “to use the bathroom,” and “to be unexpected.” The other
idiom with an incorrect answer was To bite the bullet.
The two Amharic speakers who did not receive perfect scores were both in the
Experimental group and their results were interesting. Together, they missed a total of six
questions. On Quiz #1, participant #308 missed To go to pot and To throw in the towel.
On Quiz #2, this participant missed To bark up the wrong tree, To jump the gun and
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again, To throw in the towel, but got the most troublesome idiom, To go to pot, correct.
The other participant, #309, missed To jump the gun on Quiz #2, also “dodging the
bullet” of To go to pot. The total number of errors for these two participants accounted
for over half of the total number of errors for the Experimental Group on both quizzes, at
55% (6/11).
Given the high number of errors by Somali and Amharic speakers, as compared to
those by Spanish and Portuguese speakers, it may be tempting to think that perhaps
coming from a language with a non-Roman alphabet had a negative influence. Closer
consideration, however, reveals that Somali speakers in the Experimental Group had an
error rate that corresponded closely with their participation rate (19% and 18%) and half
of the Amharic speakers achieved perfect scores on the quizzes they took. Meanwhile,
the excellent performance of another non-Roman alphabet group, the Oromo speakers,
further weakens this argument.
Literal answers. The quiz for this study was developed so that participants would
always have the literal answer as a choice. Since both groups were presented with the
etymology, or literal beginnings, for each idiom, I was interested to see how much
influence this would have in the participants’ choices.
I suspected that literal answers would constitute the vast majority of incorrect
answers. Given the common belief that visual aids improve memory, it seemed that
participants would be likely to recall the image of the literal scene that they were either
shown or imagined. Literal answers, however, only constituted a slight majority of
incorrect answers at 52%. As far as individual idioms were concerned, the literal answer
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was only chosen for five of them. The literal answer was chosen most often for To turn
over a new leaf and To throw in the towel, with seven each. To go to pot was just behind
with six, To jump the gun had four, and To burn the candle at both ends had 3 three. The
following section will consider whether there was a higher incidence of choosing the
literal answer for Control group or Experimental group participants, perhaps suggesting
that some images did make a stronger impression than others.
Another factor that may have influenced this result could be participants’
familiarity with the main nouns in the idioms. The five idioms that had literal answers
chosen contained the following nouns: leaf, towel, pot, gun and candle. The four idioms
that had incorrect, but not literal, answers chosen contained the nouns cat, bag, tree,
bullet and ropes. There is a possibility that the more familiar nouns encouraged students
to remember the literal meaning of the idiom; however, this study did not try to determine
if certain nouns were better known than others. One occurrence, which could actually
suggest the opposite, is that the correct answer was chosen every time for the idiom
without any proper noun, but only the suggestion of one - Out of the blue (sky).
It is also possible that the verb played a role in encouraging participants to choose
the literal answer but, again, this was not determined as a part of this study. In this case,
the verbs in the idioms which had incorrect literal answers were jump, burn, turn and
throw. The verbs in the other idioms were bark, bite, learn, and the phrasal verb let out.
Again, the idiom that was correctly defined each time did not contain an actual verb, only
the suggestion of one, (To come) Out of the blue.
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When considering language groups composed of more than two participants, that
also had incorrect answers, there is not a single idiom for which all groups chose the
literal answer. The Somalis had the widest distribution with To bark up the wrong tree,
To burn the candle at both ends, To jump the gun, to turn over a new leaf, To go to pot,
and To throw in the towel. The Amharic speakers had some overlap with To jump the
gun, To go to pot and To throw in the towel. The Spanish speakers only chose the literal
answer for To turn over a new leaf.
Figure 7 compares how often incorrect literal responses were chosen and shows
no real difference in frequency between the two quizzes. On Quiz #1 there were a total of
13 literal answers, while there were just slightly more on Quiz #2, with 15. I expected
there to be more literal answers on Quiz #2, as perhaps memory for the metaphorical
meaning faded and the impression of an illustration or self-generated imagery proved to
be longer lasting. For participants choosing incorrect answers, the most common pattern
was to go from a correct answer on Quiz #1 to the literal answer on Quiz #2. This is what
I anticipated, since it seemed likely that if participants couldn’t recall the metaphorical
answer, they might still remember the answer triggered by a visual memory, be it an
illustration or self-generated. This occurred a total of 10 times but considering another
alternative occurred nine times - participants going from a correct answer on Quiz #1 to a
different incorrect answer on Quiz #2 – it cannot be said that the illustration or imagery
had an overwhelming influence.
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Figure 11. Literal answers: Quiz #1 vs. Quiz #2.

Control Group vs. Experimental Group. The main focus of this study was to compare
the results of two groups, both receiving etymological elaboration on a set of idioms,
while one group was also showed illustrations of the etymology and the other was
encouraged to develop their own self-generated imagery. Both groups did well on posttests, and data analysis confirmed that while the Experimental Group had a more
consistently high result, there was not a statistical difference in mean scores. As
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discussed above, the literal answer was chosen slightly most often as an incorrect answer
and this was consistent between quizzes. Did the viewing of illustrations or selfgenerated imagery, however, influence either group to choose the literal answer more
often?
My primary suspicion was that viewing illustrations would leave an impression
on the participants that would encourage them to recall the literal scene, rather than the
metaphorical meaning, of the idiom. This did not seem to be a factor in the first quiz, as
both groups most often chose the metaphorical meaning; the Control Group with 92.6%
correct and the Experimental Group with 98.1% correct. When there was an incorrect
response it was usually the literal answer, but this was true for both groups, indicating
that the influence of an illustration was comparable to self-generated imagery. The
Control Group had a total of 16 incorrect responses, 11 of which were the literal answers,
giving a rate of 69%. The Experimental Group had 3 incorrect responses with 2 literal
answers, for a rate of 67%. The Control Group’s responses were more widely distributed,
however, between To burn the candle at both ends, To turn over a new leaf, To go to pot
and To throw in the towel. For the Experimental Group only literal answers for To go to
pot and To throw in the towel were chosen.
The results for Quiz #2 were quite similar. Overwhelmingly, the participants were
still able to choose the metaphorical answer. The Control Group’s success rate was
87.8%, while the Experimental Group’s was 95.0%. While both groups experienced an
increase in incorrect answers from Quiz #1 to Quiz #2, the percentage of literal responses
was much lower. The Control Group went from 16 to 24 incorrect answers overall but
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literal answers only increased from 11 to 12. This resulted in a literal answer rate of 68%
of incorrect answers for Quiz #1, decreasing to 50% for Quiz #2. The trend was even
greater, however, for the Experimental Group. On Quiz #1 this group had three incorrect
answers, two of which were the literal choices, for a rate of 67%. There were a total of
eight incorrect answers on Quiz #2, with three literal choices, resulting in 38%. Although
the overall numbers are quite small, this data suggests that while the illustrations may not
have played a role initially in encouraging recall of the literal scene, the impression may
have been more enduring, lasting longer than the self-generated imagery.
Conclusion
This study set out to find whether one teaching method would be more effective
than another when teaching idioms to college-level English language learners.
Specifically, the study considered whether when using etymological elaboration it is
more effective to show concrete images of the etymology, or to encourage a deeper level
of processing by suggesting that learners develop their own images. The study tried to
determine if there was a difference in immediate and delayed recall for the two groups, as
well as any difference within groups between immediate and delayed recall.
In this chapter I have reviewed the results of the final study, statistically and
graphically, and applied those results to my original guiding questions. While the results
did not support my hypothesis that teaching idioms with etymological elaboration and
encouragement of self-generated imagery would lead to improved immediate and delayed
recall, the data did indicate that this method of teaching led to a more consistent result.
The high scores obtained by both the Control Group and the Experimental Group also
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indicate that both using illustrations and encouraging self-generated imagery while
describing the etymology of idioms are effective techniques for achieving immediate and
delayed recall of the metaphorical meanings of the idioms.
In the final chapter, I will present my conclusions, discuss the limitations and
implications of the research, and suggest areas for further study.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION

The purpose of this study was to investigate the influence of two different types
of visual aids on the immediate and delayed recall of idioms, when used with
etymological elaboration. Specifically, I wanted to know whether it was more effective to
enhance the background information with illustrations, or to encourage participants to
develop their own mental images of the scene being described. A quasi-Experimental
research paradigm was used to explore this question. Two groups of college-level ELLs
were given 30-minute presentations during which 10 idioms were introduced. Both
groups were given the literal background story of each idiom’s origin. The Control group
was also shown an illustration depicting that story. The Experimental group did not
receive any visual aids, but was given a more descriptive etymology and was encouraged
to picture the scene in their minds. Both groups were given the same quiz on two
different occasions; one immediately following the presentation and again after three
weeks. The results of this study were presented in the preceding chapter. In this chapter, I
will discuss the study’s connection to the existing literature, its limitations and
implications, and possibilities for future research.
Reexamination of the Literature
In Chapter Two I reviewed existing theories and research regarding the subjects
of idioms and learning. Prior research has shown that there are several factors that may
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influence the comprehension and recall of idioms by ELLs. These include general
metaphor awareness, the cultural salience of an idiom, and high levels of transparency, as
well as imageability, of the idiom. When these factors are present, comprehension and
recall tend to be enhanced. The Dual-Coding Theory and the Levels of Processing Theory
suggest that improved comprehension and recall can be achieved by activating multiple
or deeper modes of interpreting and integrating information.
Two methods of learning that employ deeper and more varied pathways for
retaining information include visual stimulation and the encouragement of visual
imagery. Independent studies have concluded that both techniques are effective for
improving idiom recall for ELLs but I could find no information comparing the two. I
was intrigued by the idea that if learners had to work a little harder and process the
information a bit more deeply, by forming their own mental images, that their immediate
and delayed recall would be superior to that of learners who passively viewed
illustrations.
The results of my study showed that neither technique was clearly better than the
other. While the Experimental group, which was encouraged to use self-generated
imagery, did have slightly higher scores the differences between the groups were not
statistically significant. This group did , however, have less variance on both quizzes than
the Control group, resulting in a statistically significant difference. This could indicate a
more consistent result with self-generated imagery. The results may also suggest that
both techniques appear to be effective, since the majority of participants in both groups
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achieved perfect scores. This may also have been due, however, to an overly simple
assessment tool.
Conclusions
Limitations
The chief limitation of this study was the small sample size used. In quantitative
studies, larger groups tend to yield more reliable and reproducible results. With a small
group, the results of one or two participants can have undue influence on the overall
results. While these results cannot be reliably extrapolated, the study did provide a
snapshot of two community college ELL classrooms.
Another factor that prevented this study from producing conclusive results was
the relative ease of the quiz that was given both at the conclusion of the teaching session
and again three weeks later. A majority of participants from both groups obtained perfect
scores on both quizzes. In this case, the instrument used was so easy for most of the
participants that it failed to detect differences between participants who may have
achieved only high, rather than perfect, scores. Had the quiz been more challenging,
presumably more variation in responses could have been discovered. This, in turn, could
have led to more definitive conclusions regarding the performance of groups and
individuals, as well as the difficulty levels of individual idioms. Were this study to be
repeated, I would change the format of the quiz to make it both more difficult and more
relevant. A multiple choice test only indicated that the participants could recall the phrase
and its meaning; a more meaningful measure would assess participants’ ability to apply
the idiom to an appropriate situation.
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A final consideration is the difference between the pilot study group and the final
study group, as well as the variation between the two groups in the final study. Only the
pilot study group was assessed regarding previous exposure to the idioms being used or
familiarity with idioms that had similar counterparts in an L1. As it turned out, the ethnic
make-up of the pilot study group was quite different from that of the final study group as
a whole. It is possible that idioms chosen based on answers by the pilot study group were
not unknown or unfamiliar to participants in the final study who represented L1s not
present in the pilot study. The different demographics between the two groups in the final
study could also have played a role in the results. The Control Group had a clear L1
majority, while the Experimental Group was more varied and had very few speakers of
the L1 that dominated the Control Group. This difference could have influenced the
results and made comparison difficult.
Implications
One of the challenges of teaching ESOL is presenting content that is useful,
relevant and of interest to students. I believe that teaching idioms to ELLs fulfills all of
these criteria.
The prevalence of idioms in all areas of the English language has been welldocumented (Cooper, 1998). Since undertaking this project, I have begun to take note
myself of instances where idiomatic language is encountered. It is everywhere: at work,
at school, at home, in the newspaper, in novels, on newscasts. ELLs would miss out on
key elements of many types of communication if they did not become familiar with both
the concept of metaphorical language as well as many popular American idioms.
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By using etymological elaboration to teach idioms, students are also exposed to
snippets of history or American (or in some cases, British) life. For example, the phrase
Like a house on fire, to describe extreme rapidity, was inspired by the early American
tradition of building houses out of wood, which was plentiful, instead of spending the
extra time and effort to quarry stone as had been done in Europe. As a result, when one of
these structures caught fire, it burned so quickly that it was impossible to salvage
anything from it. Stories such as these can offer students concrete images which, besides
helping them to remember the idiom itself, could also aid in retention of other
information being presented.
Finally, it was clear from the feedback I received that the participants found this
subject matter interesting. One of the instructors in whose classroom I conducted the final
study reported to me that her students all commented on how much they enjoyed
participating in the study and one asked why they “couldn’t do things like this more
often.” In the other class, the students requested that I give them more resources for
finding background information on idioms. Both classes, as well as the pilot study class,
requested copies of the scripts and definitions at the conclusion of the sessions. There
was obviously a high level of interest in the topic and, it would appear, in the idea that
these phrases are not all random but have stories attached to them.
While the purpose of this study was to compare responses between two groups in
order to determine if one teaching method led to improved recall, it did not address the
question of whether either method led to an improved ability to actually use the idiom or
recognize it in context. Being able to remember the meaning is, of course, the first step,
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but making it a part of one’s vernacular is the final test. Future teaching, with or without
visual aids or imaging, should include ample real-world examples and opportunities for
practice.
Future Research
As I compiled the resulting data from this study, several possibilities for future
research came to mind. As mentioned above, the ability to actually use the language, or at
least understand it in context, is the real goal of this teaching. Another study could try to
determine if one group had more success with incorporating idioms into their everyday
language.
Because idioms are examples of frozen language, that is, the words and their
order must remain constant in order to be meaningful, it would be interesting to know if
one group had more tendency to paraphrase or substitute synonyms than the other group.
Recent research by Boers has suggested that illustrations may interfere with a learner’s
ability to recall idioms with precision (Boers, et al., 2009). An example of this occurred
with my pilot study group. At the final session I asked if anyone had tried to use any of
the idioms they had learned and one young woman reported that she had. I asked which
idiom and she replied “to let the cat out of the basket.” I did not know, however, if she
had been in the illustration group or the self-generated imagery group.
Finally, my research suggested that viewing illustrations may have had a role in
participants tending to recall the literal meaning of an idiom on a delayed recall test
slightly more often than their imaging counterparts. As noted previously, however, both
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groups were overwhelmingly able to choose the figurative answer on both immediate and
delayed recall quizzes.
Summary
In this chapter I have discussed the limitations of my research, as well as possible
implications. I have also considered possibilities for future research on the subject of
using different visual images to teach idioms to ELLs.
My goal as an ESL instructor is to help learners master the tasks of understanding
and of being understood. Because the use of idioms is so prevalent in our culture, it is
essential that ELLs become familiar with their use in order to achieve this goal. As for
teaching in general, it is important to introduce learners to varied approaches to
comprehending and retaining information. Exposing them to different ways of using
visual aids, either provided or self-generated, could prove helpful not only in learning this
type of language, but possibly in other areas as well.
While the results of this study are limited, the ideas set forth may prove to be of
interest to others in the field and may “give a leg up” for future teaching and research.

APPENDIX A
Online idiom survey
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Thanks again for participating in my research project.
Identify the figurative meaning of the following expressions. Fill in the circle with the best
definition.
Ex:
To pull someone’s leg means:
0
to tug on someone’s pants
0
to kid with someone
0
to trip someone
0
I don’t know
1. A shot in the arm means:
0
medicine for a sickness
0
the improvement of a situation
0
a sore muscle
0
I don’t know
2. To take the bait means:
0
to believe something that is not true
0
to catch a fish
0
to go out to eat
0
I don’t know
3. To spill the beans means:
0
to tell something that was supposed to be a secret
0
to drop food on the floor
0
to lie to someone
0
I don’t know
4. To beat around the bush means:
0
to go hunting
0
to run away from something
0
to not speak directly about something
0
I don’t know
5. To let the cat out of the bag means:
0
to change the rules
0
to tell a secret
0
to free an animal from captivity
0
I don’t know
6. To be above board means:
0
to go through an unpleasant experience
0
to prevent cheating
0
to be honest
0
I don’t know
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7. To bank on something means:
0
to bring an end to a situation
0
to depend on a person or thing
0
to lend and exchange money
0
I don’t know
8. To bark up the wrong tree means:
0
to do something before the appropriate time
0
to go hunting at night
0
to ask the wrong questions
0
I don’t know
9. To be over a barrel means:
0
to be helpless
0
to be drowning
0
to be expensive
0
I don’t know
10. To get out of bed on the wrong side means:
0
to be clumsy
0
to get out of bed on the left side
0
to wake up in a bad mood
0
I don’t know
11. Big wig means:
0
an important person
0
a fancy hairpiece
0
a spider
0
I don’t know
12. To bite off more than you can chew means:
0
to be tricked into doing something
0
to have a mouthful of food
0
to try to do more than you can manage
0
I don’t know
13. To bite the bullet means:
0
to be brave
0
to say the wrong thing
0
to chew on metal
0
I don’t know
14. To bite the dust means:
0
to fall down
0
to die
0
to be embarrassed
0
I don’t know
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15. Out of the blue means:
0
a storm (literal)
0
out of debt
0
unexpected
0
I don’t know
16. A lucky break means:
0
a good opportunity
0
a shot in the game of pool
0
an easy choice
0
I don’t know
17. To pass the buck means:
0
to end a quarrel
0
to give responsibility to someone else
0
to refuse to deal in a card game
0
I don’t know
18. To burn your bridges means:
0
to eliminate your options
0
to destroy your return path
0
to waste your time
0
I don’t know
19. To burn the midnight oil means:
0
to use a lamp
0
to stay up late working or studying
0
to waste expensive resources
0
I don’t know
20. To bury the hatchet means:
0
to restore a friendship after a long fight
0
to save something for a later date
0
to put an axe in the ground
0
I don’t know
21. To take the cake means:
0
to win a prize
0
to walk arm in arm
0
to have dessert
0
I don’t know
22. To turn the other cheek means:
0
to forgive someone
0
to look the other way
0
to be optimistic
0
I don’t know
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23. To chip in means:
0
to place a bet
0
to interrupt someone
0
to contribute
0
I don’t know
24. To have a chip on your shoulder means:
0
to challenge someone to a fight
0
to carry a heavy load
0
to be resentful
0
I don’t know
25. To give someone the cold shoulder means:
0
to be unfriendly
0
to serve left over food
0
to listen quietly
0
I don’t know
26. To show your true colors means:
0
to change the flag on a ship
0
to cheat someone
0
to state an honest opinion
0
I don’t know
27. To cut and run means:
0
to make a quick exit
0
to disappoint someone
0
to cut the rope to a ship’s anchor
0
I don’t know
28. The die is cast means:
0
the dice have been thrown
0
the decision has been made
0
the game has ended
0
I don’t know
29. To draw a blank means:
0
to get a losing lottery ticket
0
to create a work of art
0
to be unable to remember something
0
I don’t know
30. To burn the candle at both ends means:
0
to work by candlelight
0
to work long and hard
0
to light a fire
0
I don’t know
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31. To get off on the wrong foot means:
0
to have a bad start
0
to lead with your left foot
0
to go the wrong way
0
I don’t know
32. To get someone’s goat means:
0
to impress someone
0
to irritate someone
0
to steal a horse’s stable mate
0
I don’t know
33. At the drop of a hat means:
0
without hesitation
0
the start of a fighting bout
0
consistently
0
I don’t know
34. To be left high and dry means:
0
to be on dry land
0
to be broke
0
to be stranded or left behind
0
I don’t know
35. From the horse’s mouth means:
0
from examining teeth
0
from a trusted source
0
from front to back
0
I don’t know
36. To jump the gun means:
0
to start a race
0
to try to please someone
0
to begin something too soon
0
I don’t know
37. To turn over a new leaf means:
0
to start over
0
to plant a tree
0
to write on a clean sheet of paper
0
I don’t know
38. The middle of the road means:
0
the safest place to walk
0
the position between two extremes
0
the only choice
0
I don’t know
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39. To go to pot means:
0
to fall apart
0
to make a stew
0
to change the rules
0
I don’t know
40. To ring a bell means:
0
to get someone’s attention
0
to win a game
0
to sound familiar
0
I don’t know
41. To learn the ropes means:
0
to tie knots
0
to become familiar with how something operates
0
to become suspicious of someone
0
I don’t know
42. A rule of thumb means:
0
an exact definition
0
a rough estimate
0
a measurement made by using a finger
0
I don’t know
43. To start from scratch means:
0
to be at the starting line of a race
0
to start itching
0
to start at the beginning with no help
0
I don’t know
44. To throw in the towel means:
0
to give up
0
to quit a fight
0
to take a shower
0
I don’t know
45. To toe the line means:
0
to begin a race at the starting line
0
to get to work
0
to follow the rules
0
I don’t know
46. To pull the wool over someone’s eyes means:
0
to deceive or trick someone
0
to prevent someone from seeing
0
to tell someone a long story
0
I don’t know

APPENDIX B
Pilot survey
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Below are 40 American English idioms. Please check the appropriate line to
indicate whether or not you are familiar with each idiom and if there is a similar
idiom in another language that you speak.
What other languages do you speak?
_______________________________________________________________________.
Familiar

Not familiar

Similar

____

____

____

1. A shot in the arm.

____

____

____

2. To take the bait.

____

____

____

3. To spill the beans.

____

____

____

4. To beat around the bush.

____

____

____

5. To let the cat out of the bag.

____

____

____

6. To be above board.

____

____

____

7. To bank on something.

____

____

____

8. To bark up the wrong tree.

____

____

____

9. To be over a barrel.

____

____

____

10. To get out of bed on the wrong side.

____

____

____

11. To bite off more than you can chew.

____

____

____

12. To bite the bullet.

____

____

____

13. Out of the blue.

____

____

____

14. A lucky break.

____

____

____

15. To pass the buck.

____

____

____

16. To burn the midnight oil.

____

____

____

17. To bury the hatchet.

____

____

____

18. To take the cake.
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Familiar
____

Not familiar
____

Similar
____

19. To chip in.

____

____

____

20. To have a chip on your shoulder.

____

____

____

21. To give someone the cold shoulder.

____

____

____

22. To show your true colors.

____

____

____

23. The die is cast.

____

____

____

24. To draw a blank.

____

____

____

25. To burn the candle at both ends.

____

____

____

26. To get off on the wrong foot.

____

____

____

27. To get someone’s goat.

____

____

____

28. At the drop of a hat.

____

____

____

29. To be left high and dry.

____

____

____

30. From the horse’s mouth.

____

____

____

31. To jump the gun.

____

____

____

32. To turn over a new leaf.

____

____

____

33. The middle of the road.

____

____

____

34. To go to pot.

____

____

____

35. To learn the ropes.

____

____

____

36. A rule of thumb.

____

____

____

37. To start from scratch.

____

____

____

38. To throw in the towel.

____

____

____

39. To pull the wool over someone’s eyes.

____

____

____

40. The ball is in your court.

APPENDIX C
Pilot study quiz
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Identification number: ___________
Idiom Quiz

Thanks again for participating in my research project.
Identify the figurative meaning of the following expressions. Fill in the circle with the best
definition. If you do not know the answer, please choose the answer “I don’t know”.
Be sure to do both sides of the paper!

Example:
To pull someone’s leg means:
0
to tug on someone’s pants
0
to joke with someone
0
to trip someone
0
I don’t know

1. To let the cat out of the bag means:
0
to change the rules
0
to tell a secret
0
to free an animal from captivity
0
I don’t know
2. To bark up the wrong tree means:
0
to play a trick on someone
0
to go hunting at night
0
to concentrate on the wrong thing
0
I don’t know
3. To bite the bullet means:
0
to act with courage
0
to say the wrong thing
0
to chew on metal
0
I don’t know
4. Out of the blue means:
0
a storm
0
to owe money
0
unexpected
0
I don’t know

91

5. To burn the candle at both ends means:
0
to work by candlelight
0
to have a lot to do
0
to light a fire
0
I don’t know
6. To jump the gun means:
0
to start a race
0
to try to please someone
0
to begin something too soon
0
I don’t know
7. To turn over a new leaf means:
0
to start over
0
to plant a tree
0
to write on a clean sheet of paper
0
I don’t know
8. To go to pot means:
0
to become useless
0
to melt down metal
0
to change the rules
0
I don’t know
9. To learn the ropes means:
0
to tie sailing knots
0
to become familiar with how something works
0
to become suspicious of someone
0
I don’t know
10. To throw in the towel means:
0
to give up
0
to end a fight
0
to take a shower
0
I don’t know
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March 10, 2010
Dear ESOL Student,
I am completing a master’s degree in English as a Second Language at Hamline University. As part of my
graduate work, I plan to conduct research in your classroom on April 1 and April 22, 2010. The purpose of
this letter is to request your participation in my study. The results of my study will be published. I may
also publish or use my findings in scholarly ways in the future.
The purpose of my research is to identify how to help English language learners better comprehend and
remember idiomatic phrases in English. Idioms are common expressions that cannot be understood simply
by knowing the words in the phrase. All language learners have difficulty learning these expressions. I
hope to learn how to better teach idioms to students.
If you choose to participate in my study, you will be asked to do the following:
1) Complete a survey which will include information such as your name, first language, country of origin,
years in the U.S.
2) Participate in a one-hour session with me, learning idioms and taking a short test;
3) Take another short test three weeks after the teaching session (15 minutes).
You will miss approximately one and a half hours of regular classroom instruction but my hope is that you
will find participation in this study to be interesting and educational. All participants will be anonymous
but the results for the group will be available to anyone who is interested. Your decision to participate or
not will not affect your relationship with MCTC. If you agree to participate, you may change your mind at
any time.
I have received permission to do this research from your classroom teacher, the Research and Evaluation
Department of the Minneapolis Community and Technical College, and the Hamline University Graduate
School of Education.
If you have any questions, you may contact me at 612-929-9657. You may also contact Ann Mabbott,
Director of Second Language Teaching & Learning at Hamline University, at 651-523-2446. You will
receive two copies of this letter. If you would like to participate, please sign the yellow one and return it to
me; keep the white one for your records. Thank you.
Sincerely,
Sarah Baker

_____________________________________________________________________________
(Student signature)

_____________________________________________________________________________
(Print name)

Date: ________________________________________________________________________
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Demographics Survey
Thank you for agreeing to participate in my research project.
Please answer the following questions.

1. Name:
__________________________________________________________________
(After completing this survey your actual name will no longer be used. You will
only be identified by the identification number appearing in the upper right hand corner
of this paper.)
2. Age: ______________________________________
3. Years in the U.S.: ____________________________
4. Years studying English: _______________________
5. Country of Origin:
_______________________________________________________
6. First language:
__________________________________________________________
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To Burn the Candle at Both Ends
II.
Before electricity, candlelight was used to supply light after sunset. If you had work to
do before sunrise or after sunset you would have to use a candle to be able to see. If you
had to depend on candlelight both in the morning and at night, because of all the work
you had to do, you would be burning the candle at both ends of the day.
To burn the candle at both ends means to work long and hard.
Example: Many ESL students burn the candle at both ends by going to school, working
and raising families.

To Bark up the Wrong Tree
II.
Raccoons are nocturnal animals; they are active at night. Hunters send dogs out to find
the raccoons and chase them up a tree. Once the raccoon is up the tree, the dog will sit at
the bottom of the tree barking, waiting for the hunter to come. Sometimes, though, the
dog will lose track of the raccoon and sit at the base of a different tree, barking. He will
be barking up the wrong tree.
To bark up the wrong tree means to concentrate or pay attention to the wrong thing.
Example: If you think John will tell you about the fight, you’re barking up the wrong
tree. He wasn’t even there.

To Throw in the Towel
II.
In a boxing match, when one fighter decides that he cannot continue the fight, his
manager throws a towel into the center of the boxing ring. This tells the other fighter that
the match is over and he has won. His opponent has thrown in the towel.
To throw in the towel means to give up or admit defeat.
Example: I took painting lessons for 6 months but I never got any better. I finally got
tired of trying and decided to throw in the towel.
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To Bite the Bullet
II.
Long ago, soldiers who were wounded on the battlefield were often treated right there.
They were far from a hospital and horses were the only form of transportation. There
was usually no pain medication available so the soldier would be given a bullet to put
between his teeth and bite. He would try to forget the pain by biting the bullet.
To bite the bullet means to act with courage. It often means to take necessary action even
though it will be unpleasant.
Example: Although lawmakers may worry about not being re-elected, they should bite
the bullet and vote for healthcare reform.

To Learn the Ropes
II.
The sails on large ships are controlled by a complicated system of ropes. Sailors on these
ships must become familiar with the ships’ ropes, including how to tie the ropes into
specific knots. They must learn the ropes.
To learn the ropes means to become familiar with how something works.
Example: After you learn the ropes, it’s easy to operate the new computer system.

To Go to Pot
II.
Long ago, metal objects that were no longer of use, or that were stolen, would be thrown
into a large metal pot over a hot fire, in order to melt them down. The melted metal had
no use or shape but could be formed into new shapes and put to new use. Old metal
objects would go to pot and become something else.
To go to pot means to lose shape or become useless.
Example: Since he quit working, Joe hasn’t done anything useful. He watches TV all
day, eats too much and is going to pot.
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Out of the Blue
II.
On a beautiful sunny, cloudless day, a lightening bolt would come as a complete surprise.
Lightening usually happens when there are clouds and stormy weather. This lightening
bolt would be completely unexpected; it would be out of the blue.
To be out of the blue means to be sudden and surprising; to be completely unexpected.
Example: We had no idea that Susan was moving to Russia. The news came out of the
blue!

To Let the Cat out of the Bag
II.
In medieval outdoor markets, a dishonest vendor would sometimes advertise a pig for
sale. He would give buyer a bag that already contained an animal, but although he had
advertised a pig, the bag might actually contain a different, less valuable animal, like a
cat. The smart shopper would open the bag before leaving to make sure the bag
contained the animal he bought, sometimes letting the cat out of the bag.
To let the cat out of the bag means to tell something that was supposed to be a secret.
Anne’s birthday gift was supposed to be a surprise but Paul let the cat out of the bag and
told her about the new bike.

To Jump the Gun
II.
In a running race, the runners wait at the starting line for a gun shot to be fired. This shot
means the race can begin. Occasionally, a runner will be too anxious to start and will
begin running before the gun shot is fired. This runner has jumped the gun.
To jump the gun means to start something before the appropriate time or to do something
too soon.
Example: Marie really jumped the gun when she bought a wedding dress before she even
had a boyfriend!
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To Turn over a New Leaf
II.
Long ago, before there were ink pens, people used small sharp sticks and jars of ink for
writing. The stick was dipped in the ink and used to write on the paper. The ink often
smudged and smeared and occasionally the leaf of paper would become such a mess it
couldn’t be used anymore. A person would have to start over by turning to a new page of
their writing book. They would turn over a new leaf of paper.
To turn over a new leaf means to start over, especially with the intention to improve or do
better.
Example: A lot of people make resolutions to turn over a new leaf on January 1st. These
improvements often include exercising and not smoking.

APPENDIX H
Experimental Group Narrative

113

To Burn the Candle at Both Ends
I.
Imagine that you lived in a time or place without electricity. Once the sun had set, the
only source of light would be from a fire or a candle. Imagine that you had work to do
early in the morning, before sunrise, and late at night, after sunset. You would need to
light a candle. The candle gives just enough light for you to work. If you had to depend
on candlelight both in the morning and at night, because of all the work you had to do,
you would be burning the candle at both ends of the day.
To burn the candle at both ends means to work long and hard.
Example: Many ESL students burn the candle at both ends by going to school, working
and raising families.
To Bark up the Wrong Tree
I.
Raccoons are nocturnal animals; they are active at night. Imagine that you are hunting
for a raccoon. It’s dark and you’re in the woods. You send out your dog to find the
raccoon. The dog chases the raccoon through the dark until it runs up a tree. The dog
sits at the bottom of the tree barking, waiting for you to come. But sometimes, either
because of the dark or because the raccoon is tricky, the dog will lose track of which tree
the raccoon climbed. The dog will sit at the base of a different tree, barking. He will be
barking up the wrong tree.
To bark up the wrong tree means to concentrate or pay attention to the wrong thing.
Example: If you think John will tell you about the fight, you’re barking up the wrong
tree. He wasn’t even there.
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To Throw in the Towel
I.
Imagine a boxing match. Two fighters are in the fight ring, punching each other. There
is sweat and blood flying. The bell rings and the boxers return to their corners to rest.
One fighter cannot go on. His manager throws a towel into the center of the ring. This
tells the other fighter that the match is over and he has won. His opponent has thrown in
the towel.
To throw in the towel means to give up or admit defeat.
Example: I took painting lessons for 6 months but I never got any better. I finally got
tired of trying and decided to throw in the towel.

To Bite the Bullet
I.
Imagine a battlefield from long ago. It is far away from any hospital or medical center
and the only form of transportation is by horse. A soldier is wounded; he has been shot
in the arm. The doctor needs to remove the bullet and repair the wound right there on the
battlefield. There is no pain medication available. To try to ease the soldier’s pain and
suffering, he is given a bullet to put between his teeth and bite. He tries to forget the pain
by biting the bullet.
To bite the bullet means to act with courage. It often means to take necessary action even
though it will be unpleasant.
Example: Although lawmakers may worry about not being re-elected, they should bite
the bullet and vote for healthcare reform.

To Learn the Ropes
I.
Imagine being on the seashore. There are huge ships on the water, big enough to sail
around the world. The sails are flapping in the wind. Each sail is controlled by a rope
and ropes are used to secure the ships to the docks. Sailors on these ships must become
familiar with the complicated system of ropes that control these ships, including how to
tie the ropes into specific knots. They must learn the ropes.
To learn the ropes means to become familiar with how something works.
Example: After you learn the ropes, it’s easy to operate the new computer system.
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To Go to Pot
I.
Imagine a big metal pot sitting over a blazing hot fire. Metal objects are being thrown
into the pot and the fire is so hot that the metal is melting. All the metal objects are
losing their shape in the pot and becoming useless. The melted metal has no use or shape
but can be formed into new shapes and put to new use. This was done with objects that
were no longer of any use, as well as stolen objects so that they couldn’t be recognized.
Old metal objects would go to pot and become something else.
To go to pot means to lose shape or become useless.
Example: Since he quit working, Joe hasn’t done anything useful. He watches TV all
day, eats too much and is going to pot.

Out of the Blue
I.
Imagine a beautiful summer day. The sun is shining, the sky is blue and there is not a
cloud in sight. Suddenly, a lightening bolt appears in the sky. This is a complete
surprise, since clouds are needed for lightening and lightening usually happens during a
storm. This lightening bolt would be completely unexpected; it would be out of the blue.
To be out of the blue means to be sudden and surprising; to be completely unexpected.
Example: We had no idea that Susan was moving to Russia. The news came out of the
blue!

To Let the Cat out of the Bag
I.
Imagine an outdoor market from long ago. It is crowded, noisy and dusty. One vendor is
advertising a pig for sale. You need a pig, so you offer to buy it. The vendor, however,
is not an honest person. He takes your money and hands you a bag already containing an
animal. The animal in the bag doesn’t feel like a pig. You open the bag and out jumps a
cat! The vendor tried to trick you by charging for a pig and giving you a cat. By
checking what the vendor was really selling you, you let the cat out of the bag.
To let the cat out of the bag means to tell something that was supposed to be a secret.
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Anne’s birthday gift was supposed to be a surprise but Paul let the cat out of the bag and
told her about the new bike.
To Jump the Gun
I.
Picture a running race. The runners are all at the starting line, waiting for the gun shot to
be fired. This shot is the signal for the race to begin. The official raises the gun. The
runners are anxious to start. One runner is too anxious and accidentally begins running
before the gun shot is fired. This runner has jumped the gun.
To jump the gun means to start something before the appropriate time or to do something
too soon.
Example: Marie really jumped the gun when she bought a wedding dress before she even
had a boyfriend!

To Turn over a New Leaf
I.
Imagine writing a letter before there were ink pens. You would need a small sharp stick
and a jar of ink. You would dip the stick into the ink and use the stick to write on your
paper. The ink would smudge and smear and sometimes a big drop would fall off the
writing stick onto the leaf of paper, making a mess. If the mess became too big, you
would need to start over by turning to a new page of your writing book. You would turn
over a new leaf of paper.
To turn over a new leaf means to start over, especially with the intention to improve or do
better.
Example: A lot of people make resolutions to turn over a new leaf on January 1st. These
improvements often include exercising and not smoking.
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Identification number: ___________
Idiom Quiz

Thanks again for participating in my research project.
Identify the figurative meaning of the following expressions. Fill in the circle with the best
definition.
Be sure to do both sides of the paper!

Example:
To pull someone’s leg means:
0
to tug on someone’s pants
0
to joke with someone
0
to trip someone
0
to forget an appointment

1. To let the cat out of the bag means:
0
to begin something too soon
0
to accidentally tell something
0
to free an animal from captivity
0
to change the rules
2. To bark up the wrong tree means:
0
to start over
0
to go hunting at night
0
to play a trick on someone
0
to pay attention to the wrong thing
3. To bite the bullet means:
0
to be brave
0
to become useless
0
to chew on metal
0
to say the wrong thing
4. Out of the blue means:
0
a storm
0
to be familiar with
0
to be a surprise
0
to owe money
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5. To burn the candle at both ends means:
0
to light a fire
0
to be very busy
0
to give up
0
to work by candlelight
6. To jump the gun means:
0
to start a race
0
to concentrate on the wrong thing
0
to do something too soon
0
to try to please someone
7. To turn over a new leaf means:
0
to plant a tree
0
to act with courage
0
to write on a clean sheet of paper
0
to try to improve
8. To go to pot means:
0
to fall apart
0
to use the bathroom
0
to be unexpected
0
to melt down metal
9. To learn the ropes means:
0
to tie sailing knots
0
to get to know something
0
to have a lot to do
0
to change your plans
10. To throw in the towel means:
0
to take a shower
0
to end a fight
0
to begin something too soon
0
to admit defeat
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To Burn the Candle at Both Ends
To burn the candle at both ends means to work long and hard.
Example: Many ESL students burn the candle at both ends by going to school, working
and raising families.

To Bark up the Wrong Tree
To bark up the wrong tree means to concentrate or pay attention to the wrong thing.
Example: If you think John will tell you about the fight, you’re barking up the wrong
tree. He wasn’t even there.

To Throw in the Towel
To throw in the towel means to give up or admit defeat.
Example: I took painting lessons for 6 months but I never got any better. I finally got
tired of trying and decided to throw in the towel.

To Bite the Bullet
To bite the bullet means to act with courage. It often means to take necessary action even
though it will be unpleasant.
Example: Although lawmakers may worry about not being re-elected, they should bite
the bullet and vote for healthcare reform.

To Learn the Ropes
To learn the ropes means to become familiar with how something works.
Example: After you learn the ropes, it’s easy to operate the new computer system.
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To Go to Pot
To go to pot means to lose shape or become useless.
Example: Since he quit working, Joe hasn’t done anything useful. He watches TV all
day, eats too much and is going to pot.

Out of the Blue
To be out of the blue means to be sudden and surprising; to be completely unexpected.
Example: We had no idea that Susan was moving to Russia. The news came out of the
blue!

To Let the Cat out of the Bag
To let the cat out of the bag means to tell something that was supposed to be a secret.
Anne’s birthday gift was supposed to be a surprise but Paul let the cat out of the bag and
told her about the new bike.

To Jump the Gun
To jump the gun means to start something before the appropriate time or to do something
too soon.
Example: Marie really jumped the gun when she bought a wedding dress before she even
had a boyfriend!

To Turn over a New Leaf
To turn over a new leaf means to start over, especially with the intention to improve or do
better.
Example: A lot of people make resolutions to turn over a new leaf on January 1st. These
improvements often include exercising and not smoking.
http://www.englishdaily626.com/slang.php?001
http://epiac1216.wordpress.com/?s=idioms
http://idioms.thefreedictionary.com/
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Minitab Project Report

Dotplot of % Incorrect

Quiz

Group

1

Control

Experimental
2

Control
Experimental

0

12

24

Each symbol represents up to 2 observations.

Descriptive Statistics: % Incorrect
Results for Group = Control
Variable
% Incorrect

Quiz
1
2

Mean
7.37
12.16

StDev
15.22
20.48

Results for Group = Experimental
Variable
% Incorrect

Quiz
1
2

Mean
1.88
5.00

StDev
5.44
8.16

36
48
% Incorrect

60

72
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Statistical Results for Group = Control
Test for difference between Means: Quiz 1 vs Quiz 2
General Linear Model: % Incorrect versus Student, Quiz
Note: GLM equivalent to paired-t
Source
Student
Quiz
Error
Total

DF
18
1
18
37

Conclusion:

Seq SS
10778.17
218.45
939.57
11936.19

Adj SS
10778.17
218.45
939.57

Adj MS
598.79
218.45
52.20

F
11.47
4.19

P
0.000
0.056

No statistically significant difference (p=0.056)

Test for difference between Std Deviations: Quiz 1 vs Quiz 2
F-Test (Normal Distribution)
Test statistic = 0.55, p-value = 0.217
Conclusion:

No statistically significant difference (p=0.217)

Statistical Results for Group = Experimental
Test for difference between Means: Quiz 1 vs Quiz 2
General Linear Model: % Incorrect versus Student, Quiz
Note: GLM equivalent to paired-t
Source
Student
Quiz
Error
Total

DF
15
1
15
31

Conclusion:

Seq SS
1271.88
78.12
171.88
1521.88

Adj SS
1271.88
78.12
171.88

Adj MS
84.79
78.12
11.46

F
7.40
6.82

P
0.000
0.020

Statistically significant difference (p=0.020)

Test for difference between Std Deviations: Quiz 1 vs Quiz 2
F-Test (Normal Distribution)
Test statistic = 0.44, p-value = 0.127
Conclusion:

No statistically significant difference (p=0.127)
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Statistical Results for Quiz = 1
Test for difference between Means: Control vs Experimental
Two-sample T for % Incorrect
Group
Control
Experimental

N
19
16

Mean
7.4
1.88

StDev
15.2
5.44

SE Mean
3.5
1.4

Difference = mu (Control) - mu (Experimental)
Estimate for difference: 5.49
95% CI for difference: (-2.26, 13.24)
T-Test of difference = 0 (vs not =): T-Value = 1.47
Conclusion:

P-Value = 0.156

DF = 23

No statistically significant difference (p=0.156)

Test for difference between Std Deviations: Control vs Experimental
F-Test (Normal Distribution)
Test statistic = 7.83, p-value = 0.000
Conclusion:

Statistically significant difference (p=0.000)

Statistical Results for Quiz = 2
Test for difference between Means: Control vs Experimental
Two-sample T for % Incorrect
Group
Control
Experimental

N
19
16

Mean
12.2
5.00

StDev
20.5
8.16

SE Mean
4.7
2.0

Difference = mu (Control) - mu (Experimental)
Estimate for difference: 7.16
95% CI for difference: (-3.41, 17.74)
T-Test of difference = 0 (vs not =): T-Value = 1.40
Conclusion:

P-Value = 0.175

No statistically significant difference (p=0.175)

Test for difference between Std Deviations: Control vs Experimental
F-Test (Normal Distribution)
Test statistic = 6.29, p-value = 0.001
Conclusion:

Statistically significant difference (p=0.001)

DF = 24
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