Primljen: 25.04.2012.					        	   			Stručni rad
Prihvaćen: 20.05.2012.							                  UDK 811.111'27

[bookmark: _GoBack]Teaching english idioms based on the features of conceptual metaphors: a cognitive approach

1 Marijana Dragaš, 2 Katarina Ćurković-Denona
1 Veleučilište „Marko Marulić“ 
Krešimirova 30, 22300 Knin
2 Sveučilište u Zadru (Odjel za anglistiku)
Obala Kralja Petra Krešimira IV. br. 2, 23000 Zadar
e-mail: 1 mdragas@veleknin.hr, 2 kdenona@unizd.hr

Abstract: This paper investigates the application of Metaphor Theory, as one of the fundamental concepts in Cognitive Linguistics, in learning and teaching of idioms. The results of the research show the problems that EFL learners at the University of Applied Sciences "Marko Marulic" in Knin face with considering the acquisition of English idioms and figures of speech. 
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Sažetak: U ovom radu analizira se primjena konceptualne metafore, jedne od temeljnih teorija u kognitivnoj lingvistici, u poučavanju i učenju idiomatskih izraza u engleskom jeziku. Rezultati istraživanja provedenog među studentima Veleučilišta “Marko Marulić” u Kninu odraz su problema s kojima se isti suočavaju pri shvaćanju idiomatskih izraza u engleskom jeziku.
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1. Introduction

Idiom is an expression in the usage of a language that is peculiar to itself either gramatically (as no, it wasn't me) or in having a meaning that cannot be derived from the conjoined meanings of its elements (as Monday week for “the Monday a week after next Monday”).[footnoteRef:1] [1: [1] Merriam- Webster Dictionary at http://www.merriam-webster.com.] 

Cognitive linguistics suggests that meaning structures of idioms are motivated by conceptual mechanisms like metaphors, which means that researchers should always bear in mind the relations between the conceptual system and the linguistic system. (Csábi, 2002, 249-54).
According to the cognitive view, metaphors are cognitive instruments fundamental to conceptualizing the world. Lakoff and Johnson defined conceptual metaphors as metaphorical concepts playing central roles in defining our everyday realities. (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980., 4-5). In other words, metaphors are mappings across our conceptual domains, going from source to target, or from concrete to abstract things.
The aim of this paper is to offer some useful guidelines to teachers of English on improvement of their methodological strategies used for teaching idiomatic expressions.

1.1.  Statement of the problem and purpose of the research

Idioms belong to the most difficult areas of foreign language learning and teaching in the first place because they are defined as conventionalized expressions whose overall meaning cannot be determined from the meaning of their constituent parts. For example, an idiom like beating around the bush is made of a few words (beating/ around/the/bush) whose separate meanings do not imply the meaning of the idiom as a whole (speak indirectly or evasively about some problem). Except for that, "the scarcity of teaching materials and the lack of a clear methodology make idioms a stumbling block for EFL students." (López Rodriguez and Moreno Garcia, 2002., 7-9).
 
1.2.  Research questions

What are the causes of the difficulties that EFL learners have in conveying the meaning of English idiomatic expressions?
Which teaching and learning strategies could be applied to solve this particular problem?

1.3.  Hypotheses

· ESP learners have difficulties in understanding the meaning of English idiomatic expressions due to the traditional view of idioms as lexicalized items that are independent of human conceptual system.
· Cognitive approach to teaching and learning of idiomatic expressions may improve the students' understanding of such expressions.

2. Methodology

2.1. Data collection and participants

The data were collected from the worksheets on idioms done by a group of ESP learners at the University of Applied Sciences "Marko Marulic", who have studied English as a second language for about 12 years on average. They were expected to understand the majority of the vocabulary in the worksheets despite of their different linguistic background. Only the figurative meaning of the idioms was new to the students and this research deals exclusively with the cognitive approach to teaching this figurative dimension of the idiomatic expressions in English.

2.2. Procedure and analysis

We conducted three tests to investigate the problems that L2 learners had with understanding of idiomatic expressions in English. In the pre-test, subjects were asked to describe the methods used by their primary and secondary school English teachers for teaching idioms and to convey the meaning of 15 idiomatic expressions without  being given any contextual clues. Subjects were then asked to do a diagnostic test on idioms. The first part contained 20 idiomatic expressions and they should circle the right meaning out of 4 options. The purpose of this part was to find out which of the idioms given the subjects already knew. In the next part, they were asked to match the pictures with the idioms given. 
After this test, we had a few lessons on English idioms based on the cognitive approach to L2 teaching and learning, which means that we tried to include the contextual clues to convey the meaning of the idioms given and then reaveal the imagibility of idiomatic expressions to ease the students' comprehension of such expressions.
After a three-week idiom instruction using the cognitive approach, the subjects were asked to do a post-test on the idioms taught and the results were great.

2.2.1. Pre-Test

The PRE-TEST on idioms was given to check the students' knowledge of English idiomatic expressions acquired through their education in primary and secondary school.
Before filling-in the gaps in the test, the subjects were asked to describe the methods used by their primary and secondary school English teachers for teaching idioms. Their answers were classified into a few categories and distributed as follows.

Table 1. Distribution of answers to the question about the methods used by their primary and secondary school English teachers for teaching idioms.

QUESTION: In which way did your primary and secondary school teachers explain idiomatic expressions in English?
	AThe idioms found in the textbooks were translated to Croatian.                    2
	2

	     B The idioms found in the textbooks were translated to Croatian and explained in detail using images or similar materials.                                                                    0
	0

	  C The idioms found in the textbooks were explained very superficially only if you    asked for the explanation.                                                                                          2
	2

	D They never explained anything about idioms.                                                  10
	1


Source: made by the authors.

The two most significant indicators in the Table 1 above may be found under the letters B and D, because they imply a great problem of the traditional school education considering the teaching of idiomatic expressions in L2. It is very indicative that many of them reported about their teachers' surface  (superficial) approach to the idiomatic expressions in the text-books.
Unfortunately, such an approach resulted not only in a poor general language competence of the students mentioned, but also in their resistance to further learning of English. This may also be seen from their answers given in the PRE-TEST on idioms (Table 2), which showed that no student was able to convey the meaning of all the idioms given.

Table 2. The distribution of correct answers in the PRE-TEST.
	PARTICIPANT
	CORRECT ANSWERS (out of 15)

	1
	4

	2
	9

	3
	8

	4
	11

	5
	6

	6
	9

	7
	7

	8
	6

	9
	6

	10
	6

	11
	9

	12
	12

	13
	14

	14
	9


Source: made by the authors.

2.2.2. Diagnostic Test on Idioms

In order to check the findings from the PRE-TEST, the subjects were given another test, called a DIAGNOSTIC TEST ON IDIOMS, which consisted of 2 parts.
In the first part they were asked to circle the right answer conveying the meaning of the idioms given, but without being given a context to refer to. The results showed that most of the students weren't able to understand the meaning of the idioms in this task.

Table 3. The distribution of correct answers in the DIAGNOSTIC TEST ON IDIOMS I (without context given).
	PARTICIPANTS
	CORRECT ANSWERS (out of 20)

	1
	7

	2
	11

	3
	6

	4
	10

	5
	5

	6
	7

	7
	7

	8
	8

	9
	3

	10
	5

	11
	7

	12
	17

	13
	8


Source: made by the authors.

In the second part of the DIAGNOSTIC TEST on idioms, the subjects were given the same idioms from the first part of the test, but illustrated with black-and-white cartoons. Still, the results of that part showed that the images given did not have a positive effect on the subjects' perception of the meaning of the idioms given.
Indeed, the subjects made even more mistakes in this part than in the first one, which may be observed from the Table 4.

Table 4. The distribution of correct answers in the DIAGNOSTIC TEST ON IDIOMS II (with black –and- white cartoons given).
	PARTICIPANTS
	CORRECT ANSWERS
(out of 10)

	1
	3

	2
	4

	3
	3

	4
	8

	5
	5

	6
	1

	7
	0

	8
	0

	9
	4

	10
	1

	11
	0

	12
	3

	13
	0


Source: made by the authors.

2.2.3. Instruction

Putting the idioms from the Diagnostic test I in context and emphasizing the imagibility of idiomatic expressions in general using some funny pictures
The results of the PRE-TEST and the DIAGNOSTIC TEST have shown that the learners' pre-knowledge in this field of the English Language was almost very poor due mostly to the traditional approach to EFL teaching during the primary and the secondary school education. 
In order to change that, we decided to use different approach to teaching English idiomatic expressions at the University of Applied Sciences „Marko Marulic“ in Knin.
The Cognitive Approach seemed as the best possible solution to this problem, being interesting and motivating for both the teacher and the students, because it is “based on our experience of the world and the way we perceive and conceptualize it”. (Ungerer and Schmid, 2001, 36) 
Accordingly, the instruction was based on putting the idioms into a context because the learners’ ability of memorizing new words in general increased when being given a meaningful context (KiliÇkaya, Krajka, 2010., 56).
In addition, all the idioms were represented in colorful and funny pictures to move the learners’ cognitive processing and improve it by acquiring new information through visualization. 
As it may be observed from the Table 5 below, the results of this approach were fascinating for both the students and the teacher. Most of the students have passed the POST-TEST on idioms given at the end of the three-week instruction with almost 100% score.

Table 5. The distribution of correct answers in the POST-TEST ON IDIOMS (after a three-week instruction based on the cognitive approach).
	PARTICIPANTS
	CORRECT ANSWERS
(out of 7)

	1
	7

	2
	7

	3
	6

	4
	7

	5
	6

	6
	7

	7
	7

	8
	6

	9
	7

	10
	6

	11
	7

	12
	7

	13
	7


Source: made by the authors.

3. Conclusive remarks and implications for the future research

This paper aims to offer some useful guidelines to the teachers on the improvement of their methodological strategies in teaching idiomatic expressions. It reviews the faults of the traditional teaching approach to EFL in general, especially ignoring the importance of idiomatic expressions as a peculiar “spice” to the English language.  The study analyzes the results of the traditional EFL teaching and compares them to the results of the Cognitive Approach to this problem.
It suggests that:
· firstly, idiomatic expressions should certainly be taught because they might be found everywhere and being completely familiar with them is the thing that differs a native – from a non-native speaker or learner;
· secondly, the instruction should be based  on putting the idioms into a context because the learners’ ability of memorizing new words in general increases when being given a meaningful context;
· thirdly, the idioms should be represented in colorful and funny pictures to move the learners’ cognitive processing and improve it by acquiring new information through visualization.
In conclusion, teachers might also think about organizing some short dialogues or role-plays during the classes with the new idioms included. Through this physical response to the new words the learners’ cognitive abilities for acquiring the language might also be improved.
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