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Abstract 

This study aims at investigating teaching of idioms by means of illustrations and teaching 

of idioms by means of definitions. The informants of the experiment are learners of 

English in a Swedish high school. The 58 informants of this experiment were tested on a 

total of 19 idioms. These idioms were carefully chosen in order to make sure that they 

would not already be known by the informants. Another key factor while choosing the 

idioms was the possibility to find appropriate illustrations for these idioms. The chosen 

illustrations depict either the literal or the metaphorical meaning of the idioms. The 

informants were administered one pre-test and two post-tests (short- and long-term 

retention tests) to measure the retention rate. The pre-test was used to check if both groups 

had similar knowledge of the selected idioms and therefore could be comparable. The 

results of this experiment show that students taught by the use of illustrations had a better 

short- and long-term retention rate than students taught only by the use of definitions. In 

both the short- and long-term retention test, informants taught by the use of illustrations 

outperformed informants taught through definition by more than 10%. This study 

therefore indicates that the use of illustrations while teaching should not be neglected by 

teachers and can be a powerful tool to enhance students’ retention of chosen items such 

as vocabulary or idioms.  
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1. Introduction 

Idioms can be encountered in various forms of discourses: conversations, movies, 

television programs, to name just a few. Yet, their use seems to be difficult for L2 learners 

(Cooper, 1999). Teaching English to L2 learners focuses extensively on grammar rules, 

vocabulary and to some extent culture, but idioms are often left apart. Cooper (1999) 

highlights the fact that idioms are difficult to learn for ESL students, and that even though 

a complete mastery of idioms is almost impossible, every language learner must be 

“prepared to meet the challenge simply because idioms occur so frequently in spoken and 

written English” (p.233). Finally, the Swedish National Agency for Education, henceforth 

the SNAE, recommends giving students an overall communicative competence in English 

and it is fair to say that knowing a few idioms in English is a part of such competence. 

Several studies (Irujo 1986, Garcia Moreno 2011) have shown that learning idioms and 

using idioms as an L2 learner of English increases the L2 learner’s ability to express 

oneself like a native speaker. It is also found that learning idioms facilitates 

communication with native speakers and reading comprehension of informal texts in 

English. For these reasons, it is important to teach idioms to ESL/EFL students. 

Although there is much literature on vocabulary acquisition (Brown, 2007; Nation, 1997; 

Rieder, 1978) there is little research on idiom acquisition. Also, despite attempts to find 

secondary sources on using illustration in language teaching, very little research was 

found.  

According to the SNAE, teaching should be adapted to each student in order to enhance 

their learning and to help them reach the goals in every subject taught at school (SNAE, 

2012). Students have different ways of learning and some teaching methods might work 

better with some students while other methods might not work at all. The aim of this essay 

is to seek answers to the following research questions:  

1. Does the use of illustrations in teaching have an impact on L2 students’ retention 

of idioms in comparison with the use of definitions of idioms?  

2. Which of the two methods has a better effect on students’ retention of idioms in 

the short-term and in the long term? 

Given the modest research on idiom acquisition and illustrations in teaching, and the 

SNAE guidelines, the aim of this study is to contribute to an under-researched area of 

language acquisition.  

 

2. Background 

In this section, idioms will be defined. This will be followed by a presentation of the 

guidelines and goals set up by the SNAE regarding idioms and vocabulary 

learning/teaching. Finally, previous research on the teaching of vocabulary and idioms to 

non-native speakers will be presented.  
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2.1 The definition of idioms 

The term idiom is defined in various ways and researchers do not totally agree on what 

an idiom is. The Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (OALD) defines an idiom as “a 

group of words whose meaning is different from the meanings of the individual words”. 

This definition might, at first glance, seem appropriate, but, as Vanderniet (2015) points 

out in his study about idioms, this definition is imperfect since it “does not allow for 

idioms that do not fit the definition, but are, nevertheless idioms” (Vanderniet, 2015, p.5). 

According to Vanderniet (2015), these idioms that do not fit into the standard definitions 

are edge cases and “in each of these cases the meaning that is established by usage could 

probably be deduced by a native English speaker, even if they had never heard it before” 

(p.5) What is meant is that some idioms consist of words with a meaning that does not 

differ from the meaning of the individual words. The following expressions are examples 

given by Vanderniet: resist temptation or second thoughts.  

According to Gibbs (1992), idioms are not expressions that were once metaphoric but 

have lost their metaphorical meaning over time and have become equivalent to simple 

literal phrases. Indeed, Gibbs argues that dictionaries give definitions of idioms that do 

not reflect the complexity of the idiom in people’s “mental representation for words and 

phrases” (1992, p. 485). Through the experiment that Gibbs conducted, it was found that 

even though many semantic theories claim that the meanings of idioms are best 

represented by simple definitions, idioms have more complex figurative meaning. Gibbs 

goes further in stating that “idioms are not dead metaphors with simple figurative 

interpretations [but] have complex meanings that are motivated by independently existing 

conceptual metaphors that are partly constitutive of everyday thought” (1992, p. 487). 

The term conceptual metaphor was first introduced by George Lakoff. This term is used 

to refer to metaphors that are seen in everyday language and that shape both 

communication and the way people think and act. Lakoff (1980) gives the example of 

ARGUMENT IS WAR as a conceptual metaphor (p. 454), and explains that “this is an example 

of what it means for a metaphorical concept, namely, ARGUMENT IS WAR, partially to 

structure what we do and how we understand what we do when we argue” (p. 455). This 

expression is argued to have shaped the way people think about an argument as wars and 

battles that have to be won.  

Glucksberg & McGlone (2001) also support the fact that idioms “are not simply long 

words. They consist of phrases and more important, behave as do phrases” (p.69). 

According to their research, idioms are syntactically flexible, since they can be used in 

both active and passive form, and one of their constituents can for instance be replaced 

by a pronoun or modified internally as in he didn’t spill a single bean. This view on 

idioms challenges the principle of compositionality, according to which the meaning of 

an idiom is compositional and can “be derived from the meaning of its constituents” 

(p.69). One example given by Glucksberg & McGlone is kick the bucket. They go further 

arguing that “a syntactic analysis of an idiom such as kick the bucket would never produce 

the meaning to die” (p.68). If this expression is understood in a compositional way, it 

would be understood that someone literally kicks a bucket. However, if this expression is 

understood in a non-compositional way, the meaning ‘to die’ is understood. Glucksberg 
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& McGlone also highlight the fact that the “degree of compositionality varies greatly 

among idioms, with some idioms being fully compositional and others not at all” (p.69).  

Another theory that Glucksberg & McGlone derive from their observation is that “the 

standard definition of idioms as non-logical is challenged” (p.69), since if the constituents 

of idioms have no meaning, they should not be capable of syntactic flexibility (i.e, tense, 

passivization, number, or adverbial modification etc.). Gustawsson (2006) agrees with 

the findings of Glucksberg & McGlone and suggests that with the rising of corpus-based 

research, the view on idioms has changed and idioms are no longer regarded as frozen 

phrases “with monolithic meaning” (p. 7) but as flexible phrases whose meaning can be 

extremely complex.  

Researchers have attempted to classify idioms in different categories. Nunberg (1978) 

states that idioms should be classified in different categories depending on their degree 

of compositionality, the categories being the following: non-compositional, partially and 

fully compositional idioms. 

Idiomatic expressions can also be classified depending on their level of 

opacity/transparency. According to Cruse (1986), semantically non-transparent 

expressions are semantically opaque. Fernando & Flavell (1981) suggest four categories 

regarding the transparency of idioms and expressions. These four categories are presented 

below:  

1. Transparent expressions: these expressions are not idioms since their meaning can 

be derived from their constituents. Example: to cut wood, meaning ‘to cut wood’. 

2. Semi-transparent phrases: these phrases are metaphors that have a counterpart 

with a literal meaning. Example: to skate on thin ice, meaning ‘to be in a risky 

situation’. 

3. Semi-opaque phrases: these phrases are idioms, but they are not completely 

unintelligible. Example: to burn one’s boat, meaning ‘to cut off all means of 

retreat’, ‘to make a change of plan impossible; make sure that something cannot 

be reversed’.  

4. Opaque phrases: theses phrases are idioms whose meaning cannot be derived from 

the meaning of their constituent words. Example: to pull someone’s leg, meaning 

‘to tell someone something that is not true as a way of joking with someone’.  

Gläser (1988) highlights that it is difficult to measure the degree of opacity of an idiomatic 

expression objectively. According to Gläser (1988), the classification presented by 

Fernando and Flavell “is rather vague in its main categories, because it has recourse to 

langue feeling […] and in their scale, metaphors can hardly be separated from idioms” 

(p. 270) as in categories 2 and 3 presented above.  

Other studies have been conducted on the relation between the literal and the figurative 

meaning of idioms. According to previous studies, the relation between the literal and the 

figurative meaning of an idiom influences the idiom’s flexibility (Van de Voort and Vonk, 

1995; Geeraerts, 2002). In his prismatic model, Geeraerts (2002) makes a distinction 

between the paradigmatic and the syntagmatic dimensions of idioms. The syntagmatic 

dimension refers to the compositional relation of the idiom’s constituents and how they 
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contribute to the meaning of the idiom itself on both the literal and the figurative level. 

The paradigmatic dimension refers to the relation between the literal and the figurative 

meaning. In his study, Geeraerts finds that “it is not just the case that literal meanings 

determine figurative ones; figurative meanings also determine literal one” and “it is not 

just the case that the meaning of the parts determines the meaning of the whole; the 

meaning of the whole determines the meaning of the parts” (p.453). Geeraerts makes a 

parallel between English and Dutch to illustrate this theory and explains that in the 

English idiom to take the bull by the horns, the term bull is used to refer to ‘a problem’ 

whereas in the Dutch idiom met de handen in het haar zitten (literal translation: to sit with 

one’s hand in one’s hair) meaning ‘to be at one’s wit’s end’, there is absence of “a clear 

interpretation for handen in the idiomatic context” (p.450). 

All these definitions show that idioms are complex and cannot always be understood by 

studying the words composing them. The meaning of idioms is not always as straight 

forward as a literal definition since the meaning of idioms often has connotations and 

nuances that literal phrases do not have. For example, to be skating on thin ice has a 

humorous ring to it, and the person skating on thin is ice not in any severe situation. Also, 

it is a rather informal phrase. When interpreting idioms, it is sometimes hard to see the 

connection between the literal meaning and the metaphorical/figurative meaning of the 

idiom. The meaning of an idioms cannot always be understood with the help of the 

context (Bromley, 1984) and learners of English are therefore facing difficulties in 

understanding idioms when encountered in written or spoken context. For the purpose of 

this essay, all the above-mentioned definitions of what an idiom is are taken into account.  

 

2.2 The guidelines of the Swedish National Agency for Education 

In the Curriculum for the Upper Secondary School, Skolverket, the Swedish National 

Agency for Education, henceforth referred to by its English name or abbreviation, the 

SNAE, highlights that schools should “be objective and encompass a range of different 

approaches” (2013, p.4) when it comes to teaching. It is also stated that teaching should 

be “adapted to each student’s circumstances and needs” (2013, p.5) 

In the description of English as a subject in high school, the Swedish National Agency 

for Education states that “[T]eaching of English should aim at helping students to develop 

knowledge of language and the surrounding world so that they have the ability, desire and 

confidence to use English in different situations and for different purposes” (SNAE, 2012, 

p.1; English in the original). English teaching also has the aim of developing the students’ 

“all round communicative skills”, to help them “adapting their language to different 

situations and purposes” and to develop their “ability to express themselves with variation 

and complexity” (SNAE, 2012, p.1).  

The use of idioms or figurative language is not explicitly mentioned in the description of 

English as a school subject nor in the goals that students must attain in order to get a 

passing grade in that subject. Still, the teaching of idioms fits in all the above-mentioned 

requiremens such as developing the students’ ability to use English in “different 

situations” and for different “purposes” and developing an “understanding of spoken and 

written English, and also the ability to interpret content” (SNAE, 2012, p.2). 
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2.3. Previous research 

Vocabulary acquisition is an important part of learning a language. Many different 

approaches for vocabulary teaching exist, and two of these are the following: 

explicit/intentional vocabulary learning and incidental vocabulary learning. Hatch & 

Brown (1995) define explicit learning as planned and intentional, whereas incidental 

learning is seen as a process taking place while doing something else. Rieder (2003) 

argues that even incidental learning “requires the learner’s attention” (p. 26), and that 

passive learners tend to be less successful in acquiring a large vocabulary in comparison 

with the ones being more engaged. Hulstijn (2001) claims that “the more a learner pays 

attention to a word’s morphological, orthographic, prosodic, semantic and pragmatic 

feature […], the more likely it is that the new lexical information will be retained” (p. 28). 

Hulstijn (2001) further argues that vocabulary acquisition can be achieved equally well 

through explicit and incidental learning.  

Brown states that “intentional vocabulary focus accounts for significant gains in 

[vocabulary] acquisition” (2007, p.435). He investigates vocabulary acquisition and 

notices that an explicit vocabulary teaching through the use of wordlist, for instance, is 

useful for beginner-level, but such methods are not needed when learners have reached a 

higher level since their knowledge of vocabulary enables them to guess the meaning of 

new words through context. Brown (2007) also supports the idea that new vocabulary 

items should be presented in context and synonyms should be provided, not only in order 

to help students understand the meaning of these new words, but also in order to show 

how they can be used.  

According to Lundahl (2012), students should be prepared to work with both informal 

daily vocabulary, and academic vocabulary. In order to prepare students in the best way, 

students should meet new vocabulary items several times through reading and speaking. 

Lundahl makes a distinction between receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge: to 

know what a word means, and to know how to use a word in context are two different 

things. Therefore, Lundahl emphasizes the importance of teaching words in context and 

highlights that clear examples should be given to learners. Lundahl (2012) also highlights 

that vocabulary acquisition should not only be a writing skill, but also an oral skill.  

Nation’s point of view on vocabulary teaching is not totally in line with the statements 

made by Brown. According to Nation (1997), “deliberately teaching vocabulary is one of 

the least efficient ways of developing learners’ vocabulary knowledge” (p. 1) but is still 

an important part of traditional language teaching. Nation lists different ways of giving 

attention to words such as “(a) using an L1 translation, (b) using a known L2 synonym or 

a simple definition in the L2, (c) showing an object or picture, (d) giving quick 

demonstration, (e) drawing a simple picture or diagram” (1997, p. 2) Some tips are also 

given regarding vocabulary teaching, e.g. the explanations given should be simple and 

clear, and both a written and oral presentation of the new word should be given. Nation 

also highlights the fact that using illustrations in vocabulary teaching might sometimes 

be more effective than a lengthy explanation.  
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Other researchers advocate the use of illustrations in vocabulary teaching. Illustrations 

are effective aids in the language classroom. According to Craig & Amernic (2006), the 

use of illustrations in language teaching makes the lesson more interesting and interactive. 

Learners are more attentive and engaged in the given tasks. Craig & Amernic (2006) also 

support that the use of visual aids such as illustrations makes learning more long-lasting 

than other types of teaching.  

Çetin & Flamand (2013) also found that the use of visual aids is beneficial for the learners 

since visual aids draw students’ attention and facilitate their retention. According to Çetin 

& Flamand (2013), “the idea of using visual stimuli, including posters, as learning aids is 

built upon the assumption that a visual stimulus can both draw interest and attention as 

well as assist with memory” (p.53). They therefore conducted a study in a Turkish 

primary school, with one experimental class and one control class. The classroom of the 

experimental class was decorated with five posters “covering different topics [such as] 

nature, kitchen, grocery store park, and office” (p.55) with target words under, while the 

control classroom had no posters. Çetin & Flamand (2013) concluded that “the mere 

presence of posters in the language classroom facilitates learning, in part by allowing 

students to take an interest in their own surrounding” (p. 60), but also by providing 

“opportunities for students to practice self-directed inferential learning [and providing] 

the opportunity for engagement at every corner” (p. 60).  

Previous studies conducted on idiom retention have shown that learners of English tend 

to remember better English idioms that are similar to idioms in their first language (Irujo, 

1986). Irujo’s study shows that there is a link between the resemblance of the idiomatic 

expressions in the learner’s first language and the learner’s ability to remember and use 

these idioms in a proper way. This study also shows the influence of learners’ first 

language on their vocabulary acquisition.  

Research has also been conducted on how learners of English proceed to understand 

figurative expressions such as idiom. Cooper (1999) conducted a study on the different 

strategies used by non-native speaker in order to understand English idioms. This study 

shows that the informants’ strategies to decipher the idioms once they realized the literal 

meaning did not make sense were the following: guessing from context, discussing and 

analyzing idioms and finally using the literal meaning of the idioms. Cooper (1999) 

reached the conclusion that second language learners must be given the opportunity to 

“develop an interpretive approach” (p.254) when encountering unknown idiomatic 

expressions. Cooper (1999) also supports the idea that teachers should help their students 

understanding idioms by, for example, giving hints about the meaning of the discussed 

idioms or giving them strategies to be able to understand the metaphorical meaning of the 

idioms encountered. Cooper (1999) highlights that second language learners of English 

cannot fully understand figurative speech even though figurative expressions are present 

in all kinds of discourses. However, in order to enhance learners’ ability to learn new 

vocabulary, it is important that a large range of different strategies is used (Green & 

Oxford, 1995). 
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3. Methodology 

In this section, the methodology used to analyze the informants’ retention of idioms will 

be introduced. Firstly, the informants will be presented. This will be followed by a 

presentation of how the experiment was designed, and how the material was chosen. The 

technique used to analyze the data as well as ethical considerations will be presented.  

 

3.1 Informants 

The data analyzed in this paper comes from one pre-test and two post-tests conducted in 

two different school classes consisting of students studying English 6, which is a course 

given to Year-10 students (UK)/11th grade students (US). The school taking part in this 

experiment is located in the greater Stockholm area, Sweden. The teacher of English for 

these two different classes is the same. The experiment was conducted on two groups of 

29 informants each.  

The first group of students, henceforth referred to as Group 1, was tested on whether the 

use of illustrated idioms helped them to remember the tested idioms, while the second 

group, referred to as Group 2, was tested on the teaching of idioms through the direct 

teaching of their definition. Group 1 consisted of 29 students of whom 15 are females and 

14 are males. Group 2 consisted of 29 students of whom 13 are females and 16 are males.  

The groups consisted of students with the same proficiency level according to their 

teacher and to the grades that have in the English subject. All students have Swedish as 

their L1.  

 

3.2 Experiment and Material 

A total of 19 idioms were selected from various books including the Oxford Dictionary 

of English Idioms. When choosing different idioms, the level of transparency and the 

frequency of use of these idioms was considered by checking their frequency in the BYU-

BNC (British National Corpus) and in the COCA (Corpus of Contemporary American 

English) (see Table 1).  

Table 1 Frequency per million words in the BYU-BNC and COCA for the chosen idioms 

Idiom Frequency per million words 
in the BYU-BNC 

Frequency per million words 
in COCA 

blow the whistle 0.52 0.37 

at the drop of a hat 0.31 0.30 

under the weather 0.31 0.17 

jump the gun 0.30 0.22 

blow one’s own 
trumpet/horn 

0.27 0.01 
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silver screen 0.24 0.51 

leave no stone unturned 0.23 0.16 

bark up the wrong tree 0.18 0.08 

have the hots 0.15 0.10 

paint the town red 0.12 0.02 

money for old rope 0.11 0.00 

through the grapevine 0.11 0.20 

tough cookie 0.09 0.15 

cheapskate 0.08 0.22 

go Dutch 0.06 0.02 

jump through hoops 0.06 0.17 

eager beaver 0.03 0.02 

have a lot on one's plate 0.03 0.07 

hit the hay 0.01 0.05 

 

Some of the chosen idioms are rather frequent in British English according to the results 

from the research in the BYU-BNC e.g. at the drop of a hat, blow the whistle and under 

the weather. Other idioms such as eager beaver, hit the hay and have a lot on one’s plate 

that are also less frequent in British English were chosen. The frequency of the chosen 

idioms was also checked in the COCA. It can be noted that their frequency is not the same 

depending on the variety of English studied. The least frequent idioms in American 

English selected for this experiment are paint the town red, money for old rope and eager 

beaver. The idioms with a frequency per million words exceeding 0.30 were considered 

as highly frequent, those with a frequency per million words between 0,10 and 0.29 were 

considered as rather frequent, those with a frequency per million words under 0.09 were 

considered as rather infrequent. The selected idioms where equally spread over these three 

different frequency categories. 

The idioms were also carefully chosen in order to be assured that they would not already 

be known by the informants taking part in the experiment. English idioms that are similar 

to the participants’ L1’s idioms were therefore discarded. Since the aim of this study is to 

check if the use of illustrations while teaching idioms has an impact on retention, it is 

important that these idioms are, prior to the test, unknown to the informants.  
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Transparency was also considered while selecting the idioms. Some idioms are 

compositional and their meaning can therefore be derived from the words they consist of. 

In the idioms cheapskate and money for old rope there are, for example, two words 

referring clearly to money, which makes these idioms more transparent that the idiom go 

Dutch for example.  

Another key factor while choosing the idioms was the possibility to find appropriate 

illustrations for these idioms. The illustrations used for the experiment are taken from the 

website Kaplan International, an organization promoting English around the world 

(https://www.kaplaninternational.com/blog/tag/idioms). As shown below, the chosen 

illustrations depict the literal and/or the metaphorical meaning of the idioms.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The illustrations chosen all have in common that they depict the literal and/or the metaphorical 

meaning of the idiom. An approximately equal number of illustrations depicted either the literal 

meaning and the literal and metaphorical meaning of the idioms respectively. The table below 

shows the type of illustration chosen for each idiom:  

 

Illustration of the literal meaning of the 

idiom 

Illustration of the literal and metaphorical 

meaning of the idiom 

eager beaver have the hots 

jump through hoops blow your own trumpet 

go Dutch money for old rope 

jump the gun have a lot on one’s plate 

tough cookie blow the whistle 

leave no stone unturned under the weather 

paint the town red silver screen 

cheapskate at the drop of a hat 

hear something through the grapevine hit the hay 

 to bark up the wrong tree 

 

Figure 1 Illustration of the 

literal meaning of the idiom 

Figure 2 Illustration of the literal 

and metaphorical meaning of the 

idiom 
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3.2.1 Pre-test 

Prior to the beginning of the experiment, students in Group 1 and Group 2 had to take 

part in a pre-test in order to determine whether the idioms selected were already known 

by the students or not. This pre-test aimed at determining how many of the idioms were 

already known by the students in order not to skew the final results. The time allocated 

for this pre-test was 20 minutes.  

 

3.2.2 Teaching activity  

3.2.2.1 Group 1 

In Group 1, idioms were presented by means of a PowerPoint containing various 

illustrated idioms and a definition (see Appendix C). This presentation took 

approximately 20 minutes. As discussed above, the illustrations could illustrate either the 

literal and/or the metaphorical meaning of the chosen idioms. Students were given the 

opportunity to discuss these idioms shortly and to ask for clarification when needed. 

Student were not allowed to use their phones or computers during the experiment to look 

up the meaning of the idioms.  

 

3.2.2.2 Group 2  

In Group 2, the same idioms were presented to the students through a PowerPoint 

presentation but only definitions of the idioms were given (see Appendix D). The 

presentation took approximately 20 minutes. As in Group 1, students in Group 2 were 

allowed to discuss shortly the meaning of these idioms and to ask for clarification when 

needed. Student were not allowed to use their phones or computers during the experiment 

to look up the meaning of the idioms.   

 

3.2.3 Short-term and long-term retention tests 

Directly after teaching, both groups were given the same test in order to check their short-

term retention of idioms. This test was identical to the pre-test since it took place directly 

after the teaching session, which mean that the idioms that were known by many students 

were not ruled out. Students were asked to explain the meaning of different 

decontextualized idioms; in other words, the idioms were presented in isolation, with no 

surrounding text. A second post-test (e.g. long-term retention test) was administered to 

the students in both groups, two weeks after the teaching session. In order not to bias the 

experiment, students were not aware that a second test would take place. The long-term 

retention test took place two weeks after the short-term retention test for both groups since 

it was the only suitable possibility given the time frame for this thesis. The structure and 

content of the long-term retention test was the same as the first one. Students were given 

20 minutes to complete this test.  
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3.3 Data analysis  

The data collected through the experiments described above was analyzed with a method 

inspired by Cooper (1999). In his experiment on idioms processing of L2 learners, the 

informants’ definitions of the idioms were scored on a three-point scale:  

One point was given for an answer of "I don't know" or for a wrong definition (e.g., defining to 

see eye to eye as ‘to watch out very carefully for someone’); 2 points for a transitional-stage 

response that was partially correct (e.g., defining to have a green thumb as ‘to do horticulture 

stuff’); and 3 points for a correct definition (e.g., defining to get off the ground as ‘to get 

started’). (Cooper, 1999, p. 242: italics and quotation marks added). 

In the experiment conducted in this study, the students’ answers are not scored but their 

answers are sorted in the same categories as Cooper, e.g. “Correct answer”, “Partially 

correct answer” and “Incorrect answer”. Students were also given the opportunity to say 

if they knew or did not know the idiom before giving the definition they thought is right 

or make a guess of the possible definition of the idiom tested. The test was designed this 

way in order to be less intimidating for the students, but also in order to see if the students 

were aware of their vocabulary knowledge.  

Below are listed some of students’ answers sorted in the three different categories used: 

“Correct answer”, “Partially correct answer” and “Incorrect answer”:  

 

Idioms Correct answer Partially correct 
answer 

Incorrect answer 

blow the whistle • Report something 
illegal to the cops 

• Call the police 
 

• Be a snitch 
• Say what is right 

at the drop of a hat • Instantly 
• Without delay 

• To do something 
directly after 

• Be quick 

under the weather • Feeling sick and 
sad 

• Get sick • Be alone 

jump the gun • Do something too 
early without 
thinking 

• Do something too 
soon 
• Do something too 
fast 

• Go too fast 
• Not thinking about 
the consequences 

blow one’s own 
trumpet/horn 

• Boast about your 
talent/success 

• When you say 
you’re the best 
• Be proud and show 
off 

• Miss the chance to 
do something 
• Brag about your 
possessions 

silver screen • Film industry • Cinema • Smartphone 
• Go to the movies 

leave no stone 
unturned 

• Do everything 
possible especially 
when looking for 
something 

• Do something 
thoroughly 
• Look for something 
in many places 

• Take every 
opportunity that is 
given 
• Do everything to 
get to the point 

bark up the wrong 
tree 

• Direct your efforts 
towards the wrong 
person/thing 

• Look for something 
in the wrong place 

• Be wrong 
• Behave crazy 
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• Throw stone in the 
“glashus” 

have the hots • To be strongly 
attracted by 
someone 

• To be in love 
• Have a crush on 
someone 

• To have fever 

paint the town red • Enjoy yourself: go 
to bars and clubs 

• Go out • Spend a lot of 
money 
• When a girl has 
period 

money for old rope • Get money for 
something easy 
• Money easily earnt 

• Get money 
 

• Pay for something 
that is not worth it 
• A bargain/Scam 

through the 
grapevine 

• Hear news from 
someone who heard 
it from someone else 

• Gossip told by a lot 
of people 
• Hear not directly 

• Eavesdropping 
• Spy on someone 

tough cookie • Someone 
determined 

• Stubborn person • Something difficult 
• Cookie monster 

cheapskate • A person who 
doesn’t want to 
spend a lot of money 

• To live cheap • Poor person 
• Someone who is 
homeless 

go Dutch • Split the bill 
equally 

• Cut the price in 
half 

• Share 
• Do drugs 
• Being friendly 

jump through hoops • Make efforts to 
achieve something 
• Go through a lot of 
efforts to make 
something happen 

• Try hard 
• Manage something 
difficult 

• Give yourself credit 
• Play games 

eager beaver • Enthusiastic hard 
worker 

• Work hard 
• Work a lot 

• Someone eager 
•To be enthusiastic 

have a lot on one's 
plate 

• Have lot of work to 
do 

• Have a lot of things 
going on in life 

• To be stressed 

hit the hay • Go to bed 
• Go to sleep 

• Sleep a lot • Accuse the wrong 
person 
• Fight and get K.O.  

 

The answers considered as correct answers were the ones giving a complete definition of 

the idioms while the partial answers lacked one or several aspects of the definition. For 

example, the idiom under the weather does not only imply being sick but also being 

depressed or tired. If a participant only defined this idiom by writing ‘to be sick’, the 

answer was considered as partially correct. The incorrect answers were answers having a 

definition completely different meaning than what the idiom actually implied or answers 

that could be misleading and therefore did not show that the participant remembered or 

understood the tested idioms.  

The results are shown in percentage, and some results are analyzed in term of increase or 

decrease of percentage, which is calculated in the following manner (where x is the first 

data and y the second data):  
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(
𝑥 − 𝑦

𝑦
) × 100 = 𝑧% 

This formula was for instance used to calculate the increase of correct answers between 

the short-term retention test and the long-term retention test.  

 

3.4 Ethical considerations  

Prior to the experiment and the tests, students were asked to fill in a consent form (see 

Appendix A). Students were also informed of my visit beforehand. Information about this 

research was given and students were told that the research treated the topic of idioms 

and that all the data that was collected was going to be anonymized as this is required by 

Vetenskapsrådet, the Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet, 2011). As the students 

taking part in this experiment are older than 15 years old, no authorization from their legal 

guardian was needed. Nevertheless, some information about this research was also sent 

to the legal guardians (see Appendix E).  

 

4. Results and discussion  

In this section, results are going to be presented. In 4.1, the students’ answers to the 

questionnaire will be presented. In 4.2, the results of the pre-tests will be revealed. This 

part will show students’ previous knowledge of idioms and will then be used in the 

discussion part in order to check the students’ retention of idioms. In 4.3, results of the 

short-term retention tests will be presented. This part will be divided in two different 

subsections, one for Group 1 and the second one for Group 2 in order to give a clearer 

overview of the results.  

 

4.1 Questionnaire 

In the questionnaire, students were asked three questions in Swedish. In the first question, 

students were given examples of Swedish idioms and were asked to name an example of 

a similar expression in English. The students’ answers to this question can be categorized 

as follow: some students said that they know that there were such expressions in the 

English language but were not able to give an example; some students said they did not 

know any idioms in English; and a majority of the students who said they knew figurative 

expressions in English gave the same example: It’s raining cats and dogs. Some other 

idioms that were named by the informants were a piece of cake and the apple doesn’t fall 

far from the tree. 

For the second question, students were asked to indicate if they usually noticed the use of 

idioms in English (both in spoken or written language). As for the first question, a few 

students (3) said they had never paid attention to this kind of expressions. For the rest of 

the students, the majority stated encountering this kind of expressions mostly through 

films and TV-series, and a few students said they noticed these expressions in podcasts 

and books.  
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The last question of the questionnaire was about students’ techniques to learn new 

vocabulary. Students were asked to describe the technique they used to learn new words. 

Many different answers were given to this question. Many students named the fact that it 

was beneficial for them if the word was seen/repeated many times and if it was also seen 

in context. Some students also stated that it was important for them to write down new 

words in order to remember them while other students said they usually did not take notes 

when encountering new words. It was also highlighted that some students preferred 

learning new words by reading books or by watching TV-series or films. Some of the 

informants’ answers were less specific, simply saying that a good way of learning new 

words was through exposure to the English language, and by speaking English with ‘new’ 

people. 

 

4.2 Pre-tests 

4.2.1 Results Group 1 – to-be-taught by means of illustrations 

In Group 1, 29 students participated in the pre-test and the table below presents the results 

in numbers of answers given and percentages. In this test, students were asked to say if 

they knew the idioms given and describe their meanings. This pre-test was given prior to 

the teaching session.  

The results of this pre-test show that 81.13% of the students’ answers were incorrect, 

7.99% were partially correct, and 10.88% were correct.  

Table 2 Results of the pre-test for Group 1 (Illustrations) 

N=29 

      Answers 
 
 
Idioms 

I KNOW I DO NOT KNOW 

Correct 
Answer 

Partially  
Correct 
Answer 

Incorrect 
answer 

Correct 
answer 

Partially 
Correct 
Answer 

Incorrect 
Answer 

Eager 
beaver 0 0 1 (3.45%) 1 (3.45%) 2 (6.90%) 25 (86.21%) 

Have the 
hots 2 (6.90%) 0 0 2 (6.90%) 5 (17.24%) 20 (68.97%) 

Jump 
through 
hoops 0 0 0 0 2 (6.90%) 27 (93.10%) 

Go Dutch 0 0 0 0 0 29 (100%) 

Blow your 
own 
trumpet 2 (6.90%) 2 (6.90%) 5 (17.24%) 0 1 (3.45%) 19 (65.52%) 

Jump the 
gun 4 (13.79%) 0 4 (13.79%) 0 0 21 (72.41%) 

Money for 
old rope 0 1 (3.45%) 0 0 0 28 (96.55%) 

Tough 
cookie 1 (3.45%) 3 (10.34%) 0 0 0 25 (86.21%) 
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Leave no 
stone 
unturned 4 (13.79%) 3 (10.34%) 2 (6.90%) 3 (10.34%) 5 (17.24%) 12 (41.38%) 

Have a lot 
on one's 
plate 12 (41.38%) 0 0 3 (10.34%) 0 14 (48.28%) 

Paint the 
town red 0 0 0 0 0 29 (100%) 

Blow the 
whistle 1 (3.45%) 0 3 (10.34%) 0 1 (3.45%) 24 (82.76%) 

Cheapskate 3 (10.34%) 3 (10.34%) 0 0 6 (20.69%) 17 (58.62%) 

Under the 
weather 9 (31.03%) 0 1 (3.45%) 0 0 19 (65.52%) 

Silver 
screen 1 (3.45%) 0 0 0 0 28 (96.55%) 

At the drop 
of a hat 0 0 0 6 (20.69%) 0 23 (79.31%) 

Hear sth 
through the 
grapevine 2 (6.90%) 1 (3.45%) 0 1 (3.45%) 1 (3.45) 24 (82.76%) 

Hit the hay 4 (13.79%) 0 1 (3.45%) 1 (3.45%) 0 23 (79.31%) 

Bark up the 
wrong tree 4 (13.79%) 0 1 (3.45%) 0 2 (6.90%) 22 (75.86%) 

TOTAL 
49 

(8.88%) 
13 

(2.36%) 
18 

(3.27%) 
11 

(2.00%) 
31 

(5.62%) 
429 

(77.86%) 

 

It can be noticed that some idioms (e.g. go Dutch, money for old rope, and paint the town 

red) were totally unknown to the students as illustrated in Table 2 above. It is also 

interesting that not many students got the idioms eager beaver, tough cookie and silver 

screen right or even made good guesses since the words eager, tough and screen are 

actually literal parts of these idioms.  

There does not seem to be a strong correlation between the frequency of the idiom and 

the knowledge of those. For example, eager beaver is very infrequent (0.03 PMW) but 

some students got it right, while paint the town red is more frequent (0.12 PMW) and was 

completely unknown to the students. Transparency seems to be a more important factor 

to knowledge than frequency. 

 

4.2.2 Results Group 2 – to be taught by means of definitions 

In Group 2, a total of 29 students took part in the pre-test. Table 3 below shows the results 

of the test in number of answers given and percentage.  

The results of this pre-test show that 83.10% of the students’ answers were incorrect, 

6.18% were partially correct, and 10.72% were correct. These results are similar to the 

results of Group 1. As in Group number 1, the results of this pre-test show that students 

were not familiar with the following idioms: go Dutch, money for old rope, and paint the 

town red. When comparing these idioms, it can be noticed that go Dutch and paint the 
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town red are less transparent than money for old rope, an idiom that is partly transparent, 

since it has to do with money. 

Table 3 Results of the pre-test for Group 2 (Definitions) 

N=29 

      Answers 
 
 
Idioms 

I KNOW I DO NOT KNOW 

Correct 
Answer 

Partially  
Correct 
Answer 

Incorrect 
answer 

Correct 
answer 

Partially 
Correct 
Answer 

Incorrect 
Answer 

Eager 
beaver 0 0 6 (20.59%) 0 0 23 (79.31%) 

Have the 
hots 0 2 (6.90%) 3 (10.34%) 0 0 24 (82.76%) 

Jump 
through 
hoops 0 2 (6.90%) 1 (3.45%) 0 0 26 (89.66%) 

Go Dutch 0 0 0 0 0 29 (100%) 

Blow your 
own 
trumpet 1 (3.45%) 2 (6.90%) 0 1 (3.45%) 3 (10.34%) 22 (75.86%) 

Jump the 
gun 2 (6.90%) 3 (10.34%) 4 (13.79%) 0 0 20 (68.97%) 

Money for 
old rope 0 0 2 0 1 (3.45%) 26 (89.66%) 

Tough 
cookie 1 (3.45%) 1 (3.45%) 7 (24.14%) 0 0 20 (68.97%) 

Leave no 
stone 
unturned 9 (31.03%) 1 (3.45%) 4 (13.79%) 0 3 (10.34%) 12 (41.38%) 

Have a lot 
on one's 
plate 12 (41.38%) 0 1 (3.45%) 1 (3.45%) 0 15 (51.72%) 

Paint the 
town red 1 (3.45%) 0 2 (6.90%) 0 0 26 (89.66%) 

Blow the 
whistle 2 (6.90%) 1 (3.45%) 6 (20.69%) 0 0 20 (68.97%) 

Cheapskate 4 (13.79%) 0 0 1 (3.45%) 6 (20.69%) 18 (62.07%) 

Under the 
weather 10 (34.48%) 0 0 1 (3.45%) 1 (3.45%) 15 (51.72%) 

Silver 
screen 0 0 2 (6.90%) 0 1 (3.45%) 26 (89.66%) 

At the drop 
of a hat 3 (10.34%) 1 (3.45%) 0 2 (6.90%) 0 23 (79.31%) 

Hear sth 
through the 
grapevine 0 1 (3.45%) 2 (6.90%) 0 1 (3.45) 25 (86.21%) 

Hit the hay 7 (24.14%) 0 0 1 (3.45%) 1 (3.45%) 20 (68.97%) 

Bark up the 
wrong tree 0 0 6 (20.69%) 0 1 (3.45%) 22 (75.86%) 
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TOTAL 
52 

(9.45%) 
16 

(2.91%) 
46 

(8.33%) 
7 

(1.27%) 
18 

(3.27%) 
412 

(74.77%) 

 

4.2.3 Comparison of the pre-test results for Group 1 and Group 2 

As Figure 3 below shows, these groups are comparable in terms of their knowledge of 

idioms prior to the teaching session. Both group scored at 81/83% of incorrect answers 

when asked to give the definition of the selected idioms. The percentages of correct and 

partially correct answers are also relatively similar with only a difference of 1.81 

percentage points between both groups regarding the part of correct answers, and 0.72 

percentage points regarding the partially correct answer. 

 

     

Figure 3 Results of the pre-test for Group 1 and Group 2 

 

Out of the 19 idioms tested, it can be noticed that none of these idioms were known by 

all or even most of the students, which fits the purpose of this study. It can further be 

noticed that the idioms on which students scored the highest and lowest are the same in 

both groups. The most known idioms were have a lot on one’s plate followed by under 

the weather. Both of these idioms can be considered as frequent, and it might be therefore 

they are known by the students even though being quite opaque. The idioms on which 

students scored most poorly were the following: go Dutch, money for old rope, and paint 

the town red. This can be explained by the opacity of these idioms and their low 

frequency. 

Concerning the incorrect answers given by the students, it is interesting to take a look at 

how some of these unknown idioms were interpreted. None of the students taking part in 

this pre-test was familiar with the idiom paint the town red and many students’ guesses 

on the meaning of that idiom were related to war and blood with answers such as “kill a 

11%

8%

81%

Results of the Pre-
Test Group 1 
(Illustrations)

Correct Answer

Partially Correct Answer

Incorrect Answer

11%

6%

83%

Results of the Pre-
Test Group 2 
(Definitions)

Correct Answer

Partially Correct Answer

Incorrect Answer
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lot of people” and “have menstruations”. On the opposite, a few students suggested that 

this idiom meant “spread love”. All these interpretations can be explained by the different 

concepts linked to the red color: on the one hand, blood, and on the other hand, love. 

Another idiom that was totally misinterpreted was go Dutch. For this idiom, many 

students’ answers were related to drug usage or alcohol consumption. These answers are 

probably derived for the students’ knowledge about the Netherlands and stereotypes. 

Students’ answers show that their interpretation could also be quite literal with, for 

example the idiom have the hots that was many times misinterpreted as “having fever” 

and the idiom eager beaver defined as “a beaver that is eager”.  

The idioms that were known by many students were not taken out for the other tests of 

this experiment since the short-term retention test took place directly place after the 

teaching session.  

 

4.3 Short-term retention test 

The first post-test, here called and intended as a short-term retention test, was 

administered in each group directly after the teaching session. The results of these post-

tests are presented below. When referring to correct, partially correct and incorrect 

answers, answer from both “I know” and “I do not know” categories were taken into 

account (except if the contrary is explicitly stated).  

 

4.3.1 Results Group 1 (taught through the use of illustrations) 

The results of the short-term retention test in Group 1 show that 17.21% of the students’ 

answers were incorrect, 14.16% were partially correct, and 68.63% were correct. These 

results show a better knowledge of the idioms. Students were able to remember many 

idioms they did not know prior to the teaching session. The correct answers increased by 

47.73 percentage points going from 10.88% correct answers in the pre-test to 58.62% 

correct answers in the post-test. Fewer students ticked “I do not know” or guessed the 

meaning of the idioms. 

As Table 4 below shows, the overall knowledge of all the idioms improved. The most 

remembered idioms in this test are the following: have the hots, have a lot on one’s plate, 

and hit the hay, whereas the least remembered idioms are tough cookie, leave no stone 

unturned and go Dutch (idioms where many students got a partially correct answer but 

only a few gave a totally correct answer).  

Table 4 Results of the short-term retention test for Group 1 

N=29 

      Answers 
 
 
Idioms 

I know I do not know 

Correct 
Answer 

Partially 
Correct 
Answer 

Incorrect 
Answer 

Correct 
Answer 

Partially 
Correct 
Answer 

Incorrect 
Answer 

Eager 
beaver 16 (55.17%) 6 (20.69%) 5 (17.24%) 0 0 2 (6.90%) 

Have the 
hots 28 (96.55%) 0 0 0 0 1 (3.45%) 
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Jump 
through 
hoops 17 (58.62%) 6 (20.69%) 2 (6.90%) 0 0 4 (13.79%) 

Go Dutch 11 (37.93%) 18 (62.07%) 0 0 0 0 

Blow your 
own 
trumpet 19 (65.52%) 9 (31.03%) 0 0 0 1 (3.45%) 

Jump the 
gun 23 (79.31%) 3 (10.34%) 2 (6.90%) 0 0 1 (3.45%) 

Money for 
old rope 21 (72.41%) 2 (6.90%) 3 (10.34%) 0 0 3 (10.34%) 

Tough 
cookie 9 (31.03%) 0 13 (44.83%) 0 0 7 (24.14%) 

Leave no 
stone 
unturned 11 (37.93%) 6 (20.69%) 9 (31.03%) 0 0 3 (10.34%) 

Have a lot 
on one's 
plate 27 (93.10%) 1 (3.45%) 0 0 0 1 (3.45%) 

Paint the 
town red 25 (86.21%) 2 (6.90%) 0 0 0 2 (6.90%) 

Blow the 
whistle 17 (58.62%) 7 (24.14%) 3 (10.34%) 0 0 2 (6.90%) 

Cheapskate 20 (68.97%) 5 (17.24%) 0 0 0 4 (13.79%) 

Under the 
weather 24 (82.76%) 1 (3.45%) 0 0 0 4 (13.79%) 

Silver 
screen 24 (82.76%) 3 (10.34%) 1 (3.45%) 0 0 1 (3.45%) 

At the drop 
of a hat 19 (65.52%) 5 (17.24%) 0 0 0 5 (17.24%) 

Hear sth 
through the 
grapevine 23 (79.31%) 1 (3.45%) 0 0 0 5 (17.24%) 

Hit the hay 28 (96.55%) 0 0 0 0 1 (3.45%) 

Bark up the 
wrong tree 16 (55.17%) 3 (10.34%) 5 (17.24%) 0 0 5 (17.24%) 

TOTAL 
378 

68.63% 
78 

14.16% 
43 

7.79% 
0 

0.00% 
0 

0.00% 
52 

9.42% 

 

All the pictures illustrating the most remembered idioms have a common factor: they 

illustrated the metaphorical meaning of the idiom in a clear manner, whereas the least 

remembered idioms were illustrated in their literal meaning (see Appendix C). The length 

of the definition of these idioms cannot be argued to be an influencing factor regarding 

the retention rate, since both the most and the least remember idioms had definitions of 

varied length as shown below.  

Short definitions:  

• tough cookie – a very determined person (31.03% correct answers) 

• go Dutch – to split a bill equally (37.93% correct answers) 
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• hit the hay – to go to bed (96.55% correct answers) 

Long definitions:  

• leave no stone unturned – do everything you can to achieve a good result, 

especially when looking for something (37.93% correct answers) 

• have the hots – to be strongly attracted to someone (96.55% correct answers) 

• have a lot on one’s plate – to have something, usually a large amount of important 

work, to deal with (93.10% correct answers) 

It is interesting to note that the degree of transparency of these idioms does not seem to 

have played a role in how good they were remembered by the informants. Indeed, the 

idiom hit the hay is rather opaque, but was better remembered by the informants than the 

idiom leave no stone unturned that is more transparent. The type of illustration used may 

however have influenced the retention of these two idioms: the idiom hit the hay had an 

illustration showing both the literal and metaphorical meaning while the idiom leave no 

stone unturned was only illustrated in its literal meaning.  

 

4.3.2 Results Group 2 (taught through the use of definitions) 

The results of the short-term retention test in Group 2 show that a good 23% of the 

students’ answers were incorrect, almost exactly 19% were partially correct, and about 

57% were correct. These results show a better knowledge of idioms compared to the 

results displayed in the pre-test. The rate of correct answers increased with about 47 

percentage point going from almost 11% to approximately 57%. 

As Table 5 below shows, the overall knowledge of all the idioms improved. The most 

remembered idioms are the following: money for old rope, hit the hay, and have a lot on 

one’s plate. The least remembered idioms are jump the gun, bark up the wrong tree and 

blow your own trumpet/horn. It can be noticed that all the least remembered idioms can 

be considered as opaque and that their definition is very far from their literal meaning. 

Table 5 Results of the short-term retention test for Group 2 (Definitions) 

N = 29 

      Answers 
 
 
Idioms 

I KNOW I DO NOT KNOW 

Correct 
Answer 

Partially  
Correct 
Answer 

Incorrect 
answer 

Correct 
answer 

Partially 
Correct 
Answer 

Incorrect 
Answer 

Eager 
beaver 10 (34.48%) 12 (41.38%) 5 (17.24%) 0 0 2 (6.90%) 

Have the 
hots 16 (55.17%) 5 (17.24%) 5 (17.24%) 0 0 3 (10.34%) 

Jump 
through 
hoops 11 (37.93%) 10 (34.48%) 6 (20.69%) 0 0 2 (6.90%) 

Go Dutch 11 (37.93%) 16 (55.17%) 2 (6.90%) 0 0 0 

Blow your 
own 
trumpet 9 (31.03%) 10 (34.48%) 5 (17.24%) 0 1 (3.45%) 4 (13.79%) 

Jump the 
gun 5 (17.24%) 13 (44.83%) 11 (37.93%) 0 0 0 
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Money for 
old rope 27 (93.10%) 1 (3.45%) 1 (3.45%) 0 0 0 

Tough 
cookie 15 (51.72%) 4 (13.79%) 8 (27.59%) 0 0 2 (6.90%) 

Leave no 
stone 
unturned 12 (41.38%) 5 (17.24%) 8 (27.59%) 0 0 4 (13.79%) 

Have a lot 
on one's 
plate 25 (86.21%) 0 2 (6.90%) 0 0 2 (6.90%) 

Paint the 
town red 24 (82.76%) 2 (6.90%) 1 (3.45%) 0 0 2 (6.90%) 

Blow the 
whistle 16 (55.17%) 3 (10.34%) 2 (6.90%) 0 1 (3.45%) 7 (24.14%) 

Cheapskate 20 (68.97%) 7 (24.14%) 0 0 0 2 (6.90%) 

Under the 
weather 23 (79.31%) 0 4 (13.79%) 0 0 2 (6.90%) 

Silver 
screen 21 (72.41%) 1 (3.45%) 5 (17.24%) 0 0 2 (6.90%) 

At the drop 
of a hat 15 (51.71%) 7 (24.14%) 4 (13.79%) 0 0 3 (10.34%) 

Hear sth 
through the 
grapevine 21 (72.41%) 4 (13.79%) 1 (3.45%) 0 0 3 (10.35%) 

Hit the hay 26 (89.66%) 0 1 (3.45%) 0 1 (3.45%) 1 (3.45%) 

Bark up the 
wrong tree 8 (27.59%) 2 (6.90%) 10 (34.48%) 0 0 9 (31.03%) 

TOTAL 
315 

(57.22%) 
102 

(18.53%) 
81 

(14.67%) 
0 

(0.00%) 
3 

(0.55%) 
50 

(9.04%) 

 

4.3.3 Comparison of the results of the short-term retention test for Group 1 

and Group 2 

As Figure 4 below shows, Group 1 that was taught through the use of illustrations had a 

higher short-term retention rate better than Group 2 (taught through the use of definitions 

only) and demonstrated better retention of the idioms. In Group 1, the percentage of 

correct answers went from barely 11% in the pre-test to 69% in the short-term retention 

test. In Group 2, students also showed an overall better knowledge of the idioms and the 

percentage of correct answers went from barely 11% in the pre-test to 57% in this short-

term retention test. It can be noticed that the knowledge improvement of the idioms was 

greater in Group 1 than in Group 2. Indeed, the proportional increase of correct answers 

between the pre-test and the short-term retention test for Group 1 is of 531%, while the 

increase of correct answers for Group 2 is of 437%. Informants in Group 1 remembered 

more than 10% more idioms than Group 2, i.e. almost 2 idioms more on average.  
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Figure 4 Results of the short-term retention test for Group 1 and Group 2 

In this short-term retention test, it is observed that students in Group 1 seem to remember 

idioms better whose illustrations depict their metaphorical meaning, that is, a picture 

giving a clear image of what the idiom means. Idioms where students scored poorly were, 

on the other hand, illustrated in a more ambiguous way (illustration of the literal 

meaning).  

The length of the given definitions for the tested idiom cannot be considered as an 

influencing factor when it comes to retention since both the most and the least 

remembered idioms had definitions varying in length.  

 

4.4 Long-term retention test 

The long-term retention test was administered to the informants of both groups two weeks 

after the teaching session. The results of this long-term retention test are presented below.  

 

4.4.1 Results for Group 1 (taught through the use of illustrations) 

The table below shows the results of Group 1, the group that was taught by means of 

illustrations. The results of this long-term retention test show that almost 60% of the 

students’ answers were correct, about 12% were partially correct, and nearly 28% were 

incorrect.  

In this group, the three most remembered idioms are the following:  

• have a lot on one’s plate (96.55% correct answers), 

• under the weather (79.31% correct answers), 

• paint the town red (75.86% correct answers).  

 

In this group, the three least remember idioms are the following: 

69%

14%

17%
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Correct Answer

Partially Correct Answer
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57%

19%

24%

Short-term retention test  
Group 2 (Definitions)

Correct Answer

Partially Correct Answer
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• jump through hoops (37.93% correct answers), 

• tough cookie (27.59% correct answers), 

• bark up the wrong tree (27.59% correct answers). 

Table 6 Results of the Long-Term retention test for Group 1 (Illustrations) 

N=29 

      Answers 
 
 
Idioms 

I KNOW I DO NOT KNOW 

Correct 
Answer 

Partially  
Correct 
Answer 

Incorrect 
answer 

Correct 
answer 

Partially 
Correct 
Answer 

Incorrect 
Answer 

Eager 
beaver 12 (41.38%) 8 (27.59%) 1 (3.45%) 0 0 8 (27.59%) 

Have the 
hots 21 (72.41%) 5 (17.24%) 0 0 0 3 (10.34%) 

Jump 
through 
hoops 11 (37.93%) 5 (17.24%) 2 (6.90%) 0 1 (3.45%) 10 (34.48%) 

Go Dutch 13 (44.83%) 8 (27.59%) 2 (6.90%) 1 (3.45%) 0 5 (17.24%) 

Blow your 
own 
trumpet 16 (55.17%) 3 (10.34%) 2 (6.90%) 1 (3.45%) 1 (3.45%) 6 (20.69%) 

Jump the 
gun 11 (37.93%) 4 (13.79%) 2 (6.90%) 3 (10.34%) 1 (3.45%) 8 (27.59%) 

Money for 
old rope 16 (55.17%) 3 (10.34%) 3 (10.34%) 0 1 (3.45%) 6 (20.69%) 

Tough 
cookie 8 (27.59%) 1 (3.45%) 8 (27.59%) 0 1 (3.45%) 11 (37.93%) 

Leave no 
stone 
unturned 16 (55.17%) 4 (13.79%) 3 (10.34%) 0 1 (3.45%) 5 (17.24%) 

Have a lot 
on one's 
plate 28 (96.55%) 0 0 0 0 1 (3.45%) 

Paint the 
town red 22 (75.86%) 0 0 2 (6.90%) 0 5 (17.24%) 

Blow the 
whistle 17 (58.62%) 0 0 0 1 (3.45%) 11 (37.93%) 

Cheapskate 17 (58.62%) 0 0 1 (3.45%) 1 (3.45%) 10 (34.48%) 

Under the 
weather 23 (79.31%)  0 0 2 (6.90%) 0 4 (13.79%) 

Silver 
screen 21 (72.41%) 2 (6.90%) 0 0 1 (3.45%) 5 (17.24%) 

At the drop 
of a hat 16 (55.17%) 4 (13.79%) 0 1 (3.45%) 0 8 (27.59%) 

Hear sth 
through the 
grapevine 18 (62.07%) 3 (10.34%) 3 (10.34%) 2 (6.90%) 0 3 (10.34%) 

Hit the hay 21 (72.41%) 2 (6.90%) 0 0 0 6 (20.69%) 

Bark up the 
wrong tree 8 (27.59%) 7 (24.17%) 3 (10.34%) 0 1 (3.45%) 10 (34.48%) 
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TOTAL 
315  

(57.22%) 
59 

(10.68%) 
29 

(5.25%) 
13 

(2.36%) 
10 

(1.81%) 
125 

(22.67%) 

 

From these results, it can be noticed that the idioms on which students scored poorly on 

the short-term retention test are also the idioms on which they scored poorly in this test, 

and vice-versa for the idioms where students scored well. In other words, the idioms that 

the participants did not know in the short-term retention test remained unknown in the 

long-term retention test. Presumably, the participants did not get exposed to many of these 

idioms during the two weeks in between the short- and the long-term retention test.  

 

4.4.2 Results for Group 2 (taught through the use of definitions) 

The table below shows the results of Group 2, the group that was taught by means of 

definitions. The results of this long-term retention test show that roughly 49 % of the 

students’ answers were correct, 20 % were partially correct, and more than 30 % were 

incorrect.  

 

In this group, the three most remembered idioms are the following:  

• money for old rope (89.66% correct answers), 

• hit the hay (89.66% correct answers), 

• have a lot on one’s plate (79.31% correct answers).  

 

In this group, the three least remembered idioms are the following:  

• jump through hoops (17.24% correct answers), 

• eager beaver (17.24% correct answers), 

• blow your own trumpet (20.69% correct answers). 

Table 7 Results of the long-term retention test for Group 2 (Definitions) 

N=29 

      Answers 
 
 
Idioms 

I KNOW I DO NOT KNOW 

Correct 
Answer 

Partially  
Correct 
Answer 

Incorrect 
answer 

Correct 
answer 

Partially 
Correct 
Answer 

Incorrect 
Answer 

Eager 
beaver 5 (17.24%) 12 (41.38%) 7 (24.14%) 0 1 (3.45%) 4 (13.79%) 

Have the 
hots 10 (34.34%) 1 (3.45%) 13 (44.83%) 0 0 5 (17.24%) 

Jump 
through 
hoops 5 (17.24%) 8 (27.59%) 10 (34.48%) 0 1 (3.45%) 5 (17.24%) 

Go Dutch 6 (20.69%) 20 (68.97%) 0 0 0 3 (10.34%) 

Blow your 
own 
trumpet 6 (20.69%) 10 (34.48%) 6 (20.69%) 0 0 7 (24.14%) 

Jump the 
gun 7 (24.14%) 14 (48.28%) 6 (20.69%) 0 0 2 (6.90%) 



 

25 

 

Money for 
old rope 26 (89.66%) 0 1 (3.45%) 0 0 2 (6.90%) 

Tough 
cookie 8 (27.59%) 1 (3.45%) 10 (34.34%) 0 0 10 (34.34%) 

Leave no 
stone 
unturned 13 (44.83%) 5 (17.24%) 9 (31.03%) 0 0 2 (6.90%) 

Have a lot 
on one's 
plate 23 (79.31%) 4 (13.79%) 0 0 0 2 (6.90%) 

Paint the 
town red 22 (75.86%) 3 (10.34%) 2 (6.90%) 0 0 2 (6.90%) 

Blow the 
whistle 15 (51.72%) 3 (10.34%) 5 (17.24%) 0 0 6 (20.69%) 

Cheapskate 15 (51.72%) 10 (34.48%) 1 (3.45%) 0 0 3 (10.34%) 

Under the 
weather 18 (62.07%) 7 (24.14%) 1 (3.45%) 0 0 3 (10.34%) 

Silver 
screen 20 (68.97%) 1 (3.45%) 6 (20.69%) 1 (3.45%) 0 1 (3.45%) 

At the drop 
of a hat 15 (51.72%) 5 (17.24%) 5 (17.24%) 0 1 (3.45%) 3 (10.34%) 

Hear sth 
through the 
grapevine 22 (75.86%) 2 (6.90%) 4 (13.79%) 0 0 1 (3.45%) 

Hit the hay 26 (89.66%) 0 1 (3.45%) 0 0 2 (6.90%) 

Bark up the 
wrong tree 7 (24.14%) 3 (10.34%) 9 (31.03%) 0 0 10 (34.48%) 

TOTAL 
269 

(48.86%) 
109 

(19.80%) 
96 

(17.40%) 
1 

(0.18%) 
3 

(0.55%) 
73 

(13.21%) 

 

These results show that the most remembered idioms are the same as the ones in the 

short-term retention test. The least remembered are not exactly the same as in the short-

term retention test; however, they all have one factor in common: their degree of 

opacity.  

 

4.4.3 Comparison of the results of the long-term retention tests for Group 1 

and Group 2 

As Figure 4 below shows, Group 1 shows a better long-term retention than Group 2. 

Students in Group 1 had a good 68% of correct answers in the short-term retention test, 

and had a good 59% correct answers in the long term-retention test, which shows that 

students did not remember everything that was taught two weeks before this long-term 

retention test (with a loss by 9 percentage points). Students in Group 2 had approximately 

57% correct answers in the short-term retention test, and had about 49% correct answers 

in this long-term retention test (a loss by 8 percentage points). 



 

26 

 

 

Figure 5 Results of the long-term retention tests for Group 1 and 2  

 

However, it can be noticed that the decrease in retention of the idioms was a little less in 

Group 1 (taught by means of illustrations). The proportional decrease of correct answers 

between the short-term retention test, and the long-term retention test for Group 1 was of 

13% while the decrease for Group 2 was of 14%. It is also important to note that Group 

1 remembered more idioms after the teaching session when compared with Group 2. 

It can also be observed that the definitions given by the students taught through the use 

of illustrations (Group 1) are more accurate than the answers of the students taught 

through the use of definitions only (Group 2). The percentage of partially correct answers 

in Group 2 is also twice as big as those of Group 1.  

 

4.5 General overview of the results for Group 1 and Group 2 

As Figure 6 below shows, it can be noticed that Group 1 had better results than Group 2, 

in both the short-term and the long-term retention tests while having similar previous 

knowledge of the tested idioms. When comparing the amount of correct answers in the 

pre-test and the long-term retention test, an increase by 448% is observed for Group 1, 

and an increase by 357 % is observed for Group 2.  

Group 1 had 5.47 times more correct answers in the long-term retention test when 

comparing it with the results of the pre-test. Group 2 had 4.57 times more correct answers 

in the long-term retention test than in the pre-test. This means that the informants in Group 

1 remember the selected idioms 25% more than the informants in Group 2.  

When comparing the results of the short-term and long-term retention tests, it can be 

noticed that informants in Group 1 remembered better than students in Group 2. Indeed, 

informants in Group 1 had a decrease in retention of 13.19% while informants in Group 

2 had a decrease in retention of 14.30%.  
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Figure 6 General overview of the results for Group 1 and Group 2 

 

4.6 Pedagogical implication  

The use of illustrations while teaching idioms was investigated, and it was noticed that 

the group taught by means of illustrations showed a better retention rate that the other 

group. It is, however, important to highlight that teachers wanting to use illustrations in 

teaching should proceed carefully when choosing illustrations. It was noticed that if the 

chosen picture was not explicit enough, students’ retention was impacted. In the case of 

idiom teaching by means of illustrations, it was for instance noticed that participants 

remembered better idioms whose illustration depicted their metaphorical meaning in a 

clear manner, whereas the least remember idioms were solely illustrated in their literal 

meaning. It can therefore also be assumed that if the illustration chosen is in line with 

what one wants to teach, students might remember something that is not accurate or not 

remember what was to be taught. Depending on the age of the students, the teacher might 

also want to take into consideration that the illustrations do not lead the students to lose 

their focus on what is being taught (this aspect was not taken into consideration when 

selecting the illustrations used for this experiment).  
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5. Conclusion 

This essay aimed at investigating teaching of idioms by means of illustrations and 

definitions since previous research in this area of language acquisition is modest. This 

study was conducted with two groups of informants studying English. Prior to the 

teaching activity, informants in both groups were asked to fill in a questionnaire about 

their knowledge of English idioms. The results of this questionnaire revealed that many 

of the informants knew the idiom it is raining cats and dogs and only a few informants 

could give an example of other idioms. This questionnaire revealed that the informants’ 

knowledge of idioms was limited. The questionnaire also consisted of questions related 

to the informants’ strategies regarding vocabulary acquisition. The answers showed that 

the informants were able to intellectualize their learning process and describe it in a 

mature way.  

The informants of both groups performed similarly on the pre-test. It was noticed that the 

opaquest idioms such as go Dutch and paint the town red were totally unknown to the 

students while some less opaque but quite infrequent idioms such as money for old rope 

were also unknown to the informants. The results were expected since, as Bromley (1984) 

claims, it is sometimes hard to see the connection between the literal and the metaphorical 

meaning of an idiom, and learners of English might therefore face difficulties in 

understanding idioms when encountering them in written or spoken context. The most 

known idioms were have a lot on one’s plate followed by to be under the weather. Both 

of these idioms can be considered as frequent, and it might be therefore they are known 

by the students even though being opaque.  

The results of this study suggest that there is a difference in the retention rate of the 

informants depending on the teaching method that was used. It is, however, important to 

keep in mind that this study was conducted on a limited number of informants (58 

informants), and that the observed trend should be investigated more in depth before any 

generalization is possible.  

The findings of this study indicate that both learning strategies used (use of illustrations 

and use of definitions) are effective ways of teaching idioms. However, the results show 

that the use of illustrations was a more effective way of teaching idioms to the informants. 

The informants of Group 1, the group taught through the use of illustrations, demonstrated 

better results at both the short- and the long-term retention tests, while having similar 

previous knowledge of the tested idioms as informants of Group 2. The results seem to 

be in line with previous research conducted by Çetin & Flamand (2013) written about the 

effect of using illustrations to teach vocabulary. Çetin & Flamand’s study showed that 

posters with illustration in the classroom stimulated the pupils and increased their 

vocabulary. In a similar vein, using illustrations to teach idioms seems to make it easier 

for learner to learn and remember idioms.  

Both in the short- and long-term retention tests, it was noticed that informants tended to 

remember best the idioms that were not opaque. The idioms selected were not similar to 

Swedish idioms and it can be argued that the informants might have remembered and 
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understood the idioms more effectively if they had been similar to the idioms present in 

the informants’ first language as argued by Irujo (1986).  

The length of the definition of the idioms cannot be argued to be an influencing factor 

regarding the retention rate, since both the most and the least remember idioms had 

definitions of varied length. For instance, the idiom tough cookie that has a very short 

definition was not as well remember as the idiom have a lot on one’s plate whose 

definition was lengthy.   

The results might therefore indicate that the use of illustrations while teaching should not 

be neglected by teachers, and might be a powerful tool to enhance students’ retention of 

chosen items such as vocabulary or idioms. However, as previously mentioned, the 

number of informants that took part in the experiment that was conducted is quite small, 

and further research is therefore needed to investigate the impact of the use of illustrations 

on students’ retention of idioms. Further studies could investigate this subject with a 

greater number of informants, and conduct this study over a greater span of time. It would 

also be interesting to investigate whether students are generally more familiar with idioms 

that are more related to a specific variety of English such as American or British English, 

and the possible reasons for that.  
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Appendix A: Consent form 

 

 

 

Information om deltagande i forskarstudie om vokabulärinlärning i engelska, vårtermin 2018 

Jag heter Sabrina Xerri och är lärarstudent vid Stockholms universitet. Just nu håller jag på med en studie 

om volkabulärinlärning. Detta brev innehåller information om min studie och vad det innebär att delta. 

Studiens genomförande på skolan har godkänts av rektor XXXX och klassens engelsklärare XXXX. 

Studiens syfte och genomförande 

Studien handlar om elevernas inlärning av ordspråk i engelska. Ni (elever) som väljer att delta i denna 

studie kommer att få ta del av olika tester och en session av undervisning. Inga förkunskaper krävs och 

undervisnig såväl som tester kommer inte kräva någon förberedelse.  

Deltagande 

Att delta i studien är frivilligt och oavsett om du väljer att medverka i studien eller inte, deltar du i 

undervisningen som vanligt. Att delta i studien innebär att delta i ett undervisningstillfälle och att delta i 

olika tester. 

Etik och sekretess 

Studien följer noga de etiska föreskrifter som gäller för god forskningssed. Allt insamlat material 

behandlas med största aktsamhet och förvaras på ett säkert sätt. Materialet kommer bara att användas i 

forskningssyfte och samtliga medverkande elever och lärare, samt skola, kommer att vara anonyma i de 

sammanhang där studien presenteras och publiceras. Innan jag börjar arbeta med det insamlade materialet 

avidentifieras eleverna, vilket innebär att deras namn ersätts med en kod. Studien genomförs i samarbete 

med klassens engelsklärare, XXXX, och inkluderas i ordinarie undervisning. 

Om du har frågor eller önskar mer information är du välkommen att kontakta mig på mejl : XXXX. 

Medgivande 

Genom att kryssa för ”Ja” och skriva under detta dokument du ditt medgivanden till att delta i 

forskarstudie enligt ovanstående beskrivning. Ett ”Nej” innebär att du inte deltar i studien. 

 Ja, jag deltar i ”Forskarstudie om vokabulärinlrning i engelska” 

Nej, jag deltar inte i ”Forskarstudie om vokabulärinlärning i engelska” 

 
_____________________________________ 
Elevens namn 

 
_____________________________________ 
Elevens underskrift 

 
_____________________________________ 
Ort och datum 
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Appendix B: Questionnaire 

ENKÄT 

 

Namn: _______________________ 

Man     ⃝     Kvinna     ⃝  

Modersmål: Svenska     ⃝       Annat __________________ 

 

1. På svenska kan kan använda bildliga uttryck såsom ”det är ingen ko på isen” och ”dra 

öronen åt sig”. Kan du nämna några liknande uttyck på engelska? 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. Brukar du lägga märket till (höra eller se) sådana idiomatiska uttryck på engelska? Om 

ja, berätta i vilket sammanhang, t.ex. t.ex. i TV-serier, dataspel, skönlitteratur.  

 Ja Nej  

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

3. Enligt dig, vad är det bästa sättet att lära sig nya ord på engelska? Har du något särskilt 

knep för att komma ihåg nya ord? 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Quiz on idioms 
 

1. eager beaver  

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 

2. have the hots 

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 

3. jump through hoops 

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 

4. go Dutch 

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 

5. blow your own trumpet/horn 

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 

6. jump the gun 

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 

7. money for old rope 

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 



 

35 

 

 

8. tough cookie 

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 

9. leave no stone unturned 

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 

10. to have a lot on one’s plate 

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 

11. paint the town red 

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 

12. to blow the whistle 

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 

13. cheapskate 

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 

14. under the weather 

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 
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15. silver screen 

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 

16. at the drop of a hat 

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 

17. hear something through the grapevine 

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 

18. hit the hay 

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 

19. bark up the wrong tree 

⃝ I know this idiom, it means: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

⃝ I do not know this idiom, but here is what I think it means: 

____________________________________________ 
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Appendix C: Slides with illustrations 
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Appendix D: Slides with definitions 
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Appendix E: Letter to legal guardians 

Letter sent to the informants’ legal guards 

Hej, 

 

Jag heter Sabrina Xerri och är lärarstudent på Stockholms universitet. Inom min utbildning ska 

jag göra en studie om vokabulärinlärning i engelska. Jag kommer därför att besöka ditt barns 

klassrum under vanlig undervisningstid och be elever som vill delta att svara olika tester. Students 

genomförande på skolan har godkänts av rektor XXXX och klassens engelsklärare XXXX.  

Denna studie kommer att bedrivas i enlighet med God Forskningssed (2011) framtagen av 

Vetenskapsrådet. Jag kommer inte att nämna några personliga uppgidter såsom namn eller ålder 

och all data kommer att anonymiseras i uppsatsen. Ditt barns deltagande i studien är helt friviligt 

och ditt barn kan när som helt utan förklaring avbryta.  

Om du vill ta del av den färdiga uppsatsen eller om du har frågor är du välkommen att höra av 

dig till mig.  

För att den studie ska kunna utföras kommer ditt bara att ombes skriva under ett samtyckesblad. 

Genom att skriva under bekräfta ditt barn att (1) hen att förstått den skriftlig informantion hen har 

blivit delgivet och att (2) hen har förstått att sitt deltagade i studien är frivilligt och kan när som 

helst välja att avbryta. 

Genom att skriva under ger hen också sitt samtycke till att delta i studien och att data som samlats 

in används i forskning- och utbildningssyfte.  

 

Med vänlig hälsning 

Sabrina Xerri 
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