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Investigate the difficulties of the Iraqi efl
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learners in understanding the figurative Dr. Waleed Noaman Sabah
meaning of English idiomatic expressions -

B

ﬁ_

Abstract

Idiomatic expressions are essential for making progress in language
learning. This study attempts to investigate Iraqi EFL learners' difficulties in
understanding the figurative meaning of English idioms. The sample of the study
Is about 27 5th grade students in a secondary school are selected to participate in
this study based on a convenience method. In this study, qualitative research
methods such as focus group interviews, students' learning diaries, and classroom
observation are used to find out what difficulties that students face in
understanding the figurative meaning of English idioms. The results show that
learning idioms are a difficult task for students, many of the students have
difficulties in understanding the figurative meaning of idioms. In addition, the
results show that there are many factors affect the lack of figurative meaning of
idioms. This study will provide important pedagogical recommendations to

improve students' knowledge of the figurative meaning of idioms.

Keywords: Difficulties, figurative meaningn idioms, lragi EFL
secondary school learners.
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Investigate the difficulties of the Iraqi efl
learners in understanding the figurative Dr. Waleed Noaman Sabah
meaning of English idiomatic expressions

%—_

1.1 Introduction

Idioms are a very important part of the English language. You can see and hear
idioms in all kinds of speaking and writing. People use idioms in order to make their
language richer and more colorful and to convey subtle shades of meaning or
intention. (Gail Brenner, 2003). An idiom is considered as a type of formulaic
language that cannot be understood literally as individual words. O'Dell and
McCarthy (2010) present many types of formulaic expressions: greetings and good
wishes, e.g., see you soon; prepositional phrases, e.g., in a hurry; proverbs, sayings,
and quotations, e.g., do not put all your eggs in one basket; compounds, e.g., car
park; phrasal verbs, e.g., look after; and collocations, e.g., blond hair and idioms,
e.g., I put my foot in it. In another classification of formulaic expressions, Howarth
(1998) presents several types of expressions: free combinations (e.g., an interesting
question), restricted collocations (e.g., a thorny question) and idioms. Accordingly,
the researcher presents a close attention to the types of idioms by dividing them
into two types: figurative idioms (non-literal meaning such as blow your own
trumpet) and pure idioms such as opaque, e.g. blow the gaft. Therefore, this study
focuses on idioms and pays most attention to figurative idioms (e.g., do a U-turn,
to be on the same page).

"Idioms, as shown previously, are a special kind of multi-word units that have at
least one element with a figurative (i.e. non-literal) meaning and where there is a
fairly clear relationship between the figurative and literal meanings" (Zyzik, 2009:1).
In another definition, Nordquist (2019) and Aboulalaei (2015) define an idiom as a
set of two or more words that mean something other than the literal meaning of the
individual words. Similarly, idioms are defined as "fixed combinations of words
whose meanings are often difficult to infer from the meaning of each word", e.g.

"to hit the roof " used to mean to "react in a very angry way"' (O'Dell and McCarthy
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(2017: 6). Moon (2017) defines idioms as very complex multi-word terms that have
a holistic meaning that is not the sum of their parts. In this case, these definitions
suggest that idiomatic expressions are often used to give a non-literal meaning to a
word that can express complex ideas based on everyday things in a simple way (e.g.,
Ahmed and I don’t see eye to eye), [meaning they disagree with each other]. In the
broadest sense, idiomatic expressions have a figurative rather than a literal meaning,
and they are often used to have a metaphorical meaning to replace a literal meaning,.
Thus, an idiom is defined as "a string of words whose meaning is difterent from the
meaning conveyed by the individual words" (Larson (1984: 20). Therefore, idioms
can be used to cover different figurative ideas. According to the Oxford dictionary,
the idiom of "Do not cry over spilt milk" means that (do not cry over spilt milk) and
it means that it is not useful to regret or commiserate over something that has already
happened. Another example is "'money does not grow on trees" to emphasize that
money is not so easy to be obtained. O'Dell and McCarthy (2010) also mention that
idioms can be used for many purposes, such as "sank like a stone" to emphasize that
something has completely failed, "pricked up one's ears" to express agreement with
the previous speaker, "gone up in the world" to comment on people, "knock
something into shape" to comment on a situation, and "debt of honor" to attract the
reader's attention.

As the previous definitions and illustrated examples have shown, understanding the
figurative meaning of idioms is a complex and arduous task, and idioms are not
always literal. Therefore, learners need to find out the non-literal meaning of
idioms. From the semantic point of view, this study adopts the definition of the
word 'iddiom', which represents idioms in complex ideas based on everyday things
to cover various figurative meanings in a simple way (e.g. to have your feet on the
ground [means to be practical and sensible]. According to Brenner (2003), idiomatic

expressions have a more precise meaning than the literal meaning of words. For
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example, the expression that it runs in the family is shorter and more concise than
saying that a physical trait or personality trait is "fairly common throughout the
extended family and across several generations." In a narrow sense, this study
considers Zyzik's (2009) and Moon's (2017) definition of idioms which represent

idioms as multi-word items.

1.2  The Problem of the Study

“Idioms always cause a lot of problems to learners of a foreign language. Students
usually find difficulties in recognizing an expression as idiomatic, and then
understanding its exact meaning. This is mainly due to the fact that idiomatic
expressions carry a metaphorical sense that makes the comprehension of an idiom
difticult if not impossible” (Abdulhussein 2021: 1111). The main problem of this
study that students have a confusion because they are not always aware of the
figurative meaning of the expressions and the students do not know about the
importance of teaching and learning idioms. The researches hypothesis that students
and teachers feel that learning and teaching idioms are not important at the
secondary school level. As a result, little attention has been paid to the teaching and
learning of idioms in secondary schools in Iraq (Yousif, 2012). In particular, the use
of figurative expressions seems to be neglected in Iraqi secondary school education.
Accordingly, figurative meanings of idioms are considered the most difticult aspect
of vocabulary learning for non-native speakers of English. Figurative language such
as idioms is considered more complex and derivative than seemingly simple literal
language (Glucksberg, 2001). Therefore, "multi-word idioms are typically
presented as a problem in teaching and learning a foreign language. This problem is
attributed to non-compositionality, whether syntactic, semantic or pragmatic in
nature, means they must be recognized, learned, decoded and encoded as holistic

units'" (Moon, 1997 :47). Accordingly, the learners observe to be lacking of the
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capability of using idioms in their daily conversations. Many researchers reveale
that EFL learners are not confident in their comprehension and use of idiomatic
expressions (Lazar, 1996; Moon, 1997; Tran, 2013; Vasiljevic, 2015).

As for the Iraqi context, it is known that idioms are considered one of the biggest
challenges for EFL Iraqi learners (Joodi, 2012; Abdulhussein, 2021; Yousif, 2012;
Abdul-Majeed & Sallumi, 2014; Dalat, 2020; Al-Rekaby, 2008; Ali, 2011; Abdul
hsadi, 2014). For example, Joodi (2012) mentions that learning idioms have always
been very difticult for EFL students. Dalat (2020) mentions that learning idioms are
a complex area that requires a higher understanding of figurative meanings and may
be cause some difticulties for learners. The researcher found that Iraqi EFL students
have serious difficulties in understanding the figurative meanings of idioms. They
sound unnatural in their spoken and written language because there is usually not
much emphasis on idiomatic expressions in classroom teaching and learning. Lazar
(1996:3) states that figurative language is an often neglected area in teaching
vocabulary. Moon (1998) describes that "idiom is an ambiguous term used in
conflicting ways". Idioms are described as "the idiosyncrasies of a language, they
often detfy the rules of logic and present great difficulties to non-native speakers"
(The American Heritage Dictionary of Idioms, 2013). According to Abdulla (2006),
it 1s very difficult to understand and use idiomatic expressions that have a figurative
meaning. Considering this problem and besides the limited qualitative research on
the idiomatic difticulties of an Iraqi EFL learner, the present study aims to fill the
research gap.

To overcome the problem of this study, this paper attempts to investigate the
difficulties of EFL learners have in understanding the figurative meaning of idioms
and to explore the sources of the difficulties in order to find possible solutions to the
current research problem. The expected results may provide learners with

suggestions that could help them overcome their difficulties in learning idioms.
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1.3 Related Research

Numerous studies have been conducted to explore the challenges that EFL learners
face in learning English idioms (Al-Khawaldeh, Jaradat, Al-Momani, & Bani-
Khair, 2016; Hussein, Khanji, & Makhzoomy, 2000; Noor & Fallatah, 2010;
Abdulhussein, 2021; Yousif, 2012; Ali, 2011; Ali, 2020; Dalaf, 2020). They showed
that learners whose native language is not English (non-native speakers) have serious
difficulties in understanding the figurative meaning of idiomatic expressions. These
studies showed that EFL learners have very low idiomatic competence and very
limited awareness of idioms. For example, in the Jordanian context, Al-Khawaldeh,
Jaradat, AlI-Momani, & Bani-Khair (2016) investigated the difficulties of Jordanian
EFL students in learning idioms. The results showed that 70% of the students found
that English idiomatic expressions were very difticult to learn. In particular, the
results showed that these students have very low idiomatic competence and do not
know the most commonly used idioms. In the same Jordanian context, Hussein,
Khanji & Makhzoomy (2000) investigated the extent to which English idioms were
mastered by MA students majoring in English who enrolled in the translation
programme at Yarmouk University. Unlike the similar idioms, it was found that a
high percentage of the students were unable to correctly answer the different idioms
between English and Arabic. In general, these students showed low proficiency in
using idioms, especially those that are difterent from Arabic. Similarly, in the Omani
context, Ali (2016) investigated the difficulties encountered by Omani students
majoring in English Language Teaching and Literature. The results show that the
main difficulty in producing the meaning of English idioms 1s not due to the lack of
equivalence, but to the linguistic ability that enables students to find an appropriate
equivalent.

Similar results are found in the Saudi context, Alhaysony (2017) investigated the

difficulties in understanding idiomatic expressions encountered by EFL Saudi
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university students majoring in English at Aljouf University. The results showed
that all students seem to have difficulty in understanding the figurative meaning of
idiomatic expressions. This difticulty can be attributed to the fact that idioms are
arbitrary and not literal. Furthermore, the researcher attributed this difticulty to the
fact that idioms may be neglected and are not part of the course syllabi. It is expected
that the results of the current study are very similar to the results of Alhaysonys. This
result is not consistent with Noor & Fallatah's (2010) study, which investigated the
ability of 60 Saudi English major students to recognise and understand pure English
idioms in contexts. In contrast to Alhaysony's finding, the result showed that most
of these students recognised and understood idioms in context.

The above findings (excluded Noor & Fallatah excluded) indicate that idioms are a
major challenge for EFL Arabic learners. Moreover, these studies focused on the
university student level and neglected to focus on the secondary school level.
Furthermore, most of these studies are conducted quantitatively and neglected the
deeper qualitative research. In the Iraqi context, researcher has also shown that few
studies on idioms focus on secondary school students. Most research focuses on the
university student level. Therefore, the current study will focus on investigating the
difficulties of secondary school students by using purely qualitative research
methods, as there is not much research in this regard.

As for the Iraqi context, the research revealed that idiomatic expressions often cause
great difficulties to Iraqi students and teachers. For example, Abdulhussein (2021)
found that Iraqi EFL students encounter difficulties in translating idioms from
English to Arabic and vice versa. However, he found that transparent idioms (the
relationship between the figurative and literal meanings) are easily understood based
on their literal meanings. In particular, the highest score was recorded in the results
of EFL Iraqi students due to their simple structure and a high degree of closeness

between their literal and figurative meanings. This result is consistent with that of
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Hussein, Khanji & Makhzoomy (2000) who found that MA. Students enrolled in a
translation programme at Yarmouk University in Jordan scored highest on identical
English and Arabic idioms (e.g., 84% for the idiom "to stand between two fires" and
36% for the idiom "to take up arms"). Similarly, Yousif (2012) tested the
performance of Iraqi EFL students at the Department of English, University of
Mosul, in using idioms. The results showed that the students' proficiency was lower
on idioms that they were not familiar with or that had no equivalent in their native
language. On the other hand, their competence was much better with equivalent
idioms. These results might suggest that great attention should be paid to the
teaching of transparent idioms.

As for idiomatic errors in the Iraqi context, Ali (2011) investigated the errors of EFL
students make on idioms in the Department of English, College of Education,
University of Tikrit. The results showed that the mastery of English idioms among
these students is poor and unsatistactory. In another study, Dalat (2020) investigated
the level of mastery and awareness of idioms among EFL English students at Al-
Mustansiryiah University, College of Basic Education. The results showed that
students had difficulty in determining the figurative meanings of idioms when they
occurred both alone and in context. In other words, they were unable to form
correct sentences using the idioms. Recently, Ali (2020) investigated the difficulties
of EFL university students in learning the communicative force of idioms in relation
to colour idioms. The results showed that these students made a lot of mistakes
because they are not familiar with such colour idioms.

[t is no surprise that these results show that many Iraqi learners have problems with
idiom learning. These studies have shown that the lack of functional meaning of
idioms is one of the biggest challenges for Iraqi EFL learners. Therefore, this study

attempts to shed light on one of the problematic issues that EFL learners sufter from
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or struggle within their learning. This study aims to help learners understand their
difficulties in learning idioms.

1.4 The Aim of the Study

The study aims to investigate the difficulties of Iraqi EFL learners in understanding
the figurative meaning of English idioms and to determine the causes (source) of
these EFL learners' difficulties in learning idioms.

1.5 Research Questions

What difficulties do Iraqi EFL secondary school students encounter in
understanding the figurative meaning of English idioms?

What are the sources of these students' difticulties in understanding the figurative
meaning of English idioms?

1.6 Participants of the Study

Twenty-seven Iraqi EFL 5th grade students (male and female) from an Iraqi
secondary school in Malaysia are selected based on a convenience method to
participate in this study in the academic year 2015 — 2016. They are native speakers
of Arabic who study English as a foreign language. The rationale for selecting this
sample is based on Webb (2007:133) who stated, "As more and more words are
learned at the early ages of learners, a cumulative increase in vocabulary knowledge
can facilitate vocabulary acquisition and make future vocabulary learning less
difficult."

1.7 Methodology

1.7.1 Material and Procedure

Since English idioms are considered as an important part of every day English, the
study focuses on idiomatic expressions that are commonly used in daily life and
academic situations. In the study, a qualitative research method is used to find out
the difticulties of learners in understanding the figurative meaning of English

idioms. These methods used to investigate the difficulties and the sources of these

1622




Investigate the difficulties of the Iraqi efl
learners in understanding the figurative Dr. Waleed Noaman Sabah
meaning of English idiomatic expressions

%—_

learners' difficulties. With the aim of this study, students' learning diaries, focus
group interviews, and classroom observation that are used in this study to investigate
learners' difficulties with everyday and academic-related idioms. To assist learners,
the more complex uses of idioms excluded from this study. To allow learners to
write about their difticulties with learning idioms, a learning diaries are used.
Similarly, a focus group interview is used to allow learners to talk about their
difficulties in learning idioms. In addition, a classroom observation is conducted
based on Fink's (2003) model, which is based on three components: Learner and
teacher knowledge of subject matter (e.g., knowledge of the figurative meaning of
idioms), teacher-student interactions (e.g., interactions in teaching and learning
idioms), instructional design (e.g., instructions for teaching and learning idioms),
and course management (e.g., organization of materials). The data obtained from
these three instruments are analyzed using thematic analysis based on Creswell’s
(2012:244) model. This model involves five steps of checklist coding process as
shown below.

Initially read text data in to many pages of text

Divide the text into many segments of information

Label the segments of information with codes

Reduce overlap and redundancy of codes

Collapse codes into themes

1.8 Results and Discussion

The subjects' responses to the qualitative research methods were analyzed to answer
research questions (1) and (2). The results show that learners are confused in using
idioms and have problems in understanding the figurative meaning of idiomatic
expressions. More specifically, these learners reported their difficulties in

understanding the figurative meaning of idioms as follows:
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Int. p (2):

ligale o ) cdlpg e lalla cadl) lns ala¥s 0S5 Allad uny S syl ands o) W

Lo i (Bahe ) A1) se Ayl (slag (el Lgailany Ll (e o318 ains (L))
"lgd gl

Translation:

(We did not use an effective teaching method to learn idioms easily. Our teachers

taught us how to memorize lists of words and their meanings in Arabic. This

method is not useful in my opinion).

Int. p (1):

53S0 sl el L e lallaatl lia) cilalle cadll alaty S e (saie (ngdl) el

L s lgeadt wd danyha Balad Lot Jay cclalla adl) aadt wi Ged Caped Lo Wl G lalads)

."‘KA.AU ;\.5:1 L Glallalll & Llamd

Translation:

(I understand that I have a problem in learning idioms that I need to solve, but I do
not know how to overcome it. Our problem is that we do not know how to use
the idiomatic expressions. I mean, we have not learned any particular method for

successfully dealing with these idioms).
Int. P. (4):

Vobelball fheti s rlsd Lotz Lo Bl aanaall U8 (e Lpas) )

Translation:
(It 1s very difficult to know the meaning of an idiom and I think the reason is that
there is little interest in teaching idioms in our level of study by English teachers. In

addition, we did not use dictionaries to learn idioms).
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G al) laally dan il e GRS S dinly Ay g lgilan oY cilallecadd) agii o
anls WIS @Sy aall Cp T8N CDEA) Al 3 A8 cal ¢ Walinag AelS) 2 iny el
e deghd )< L “break one’s leg” plhiad) Jie Jially clalbiadl Jies agh 4 dig2ia

A g el el BN D)

Translation:

(It 1s difficult to understand idioms because their meanings are not literal and we

focus on the translation and literal meaning of the words, that is, the word and its

meaning. In addition, the cultural differences between the Arabic and English

languages made it difficult for us to understand the idiomatic meaning. This was

evident in the idiom "to break one's leg.", we cannot understand it because of the

cultural differences between the Arabic and English languages).

LD. P. (8):

AN Cdal dale, Cun (e coliliag dpal) dadlly 45K Aalll (6 Ciligria 4alss aial’

Zillas Fan s o) e n Tan ol (o dia i cad) ilen pgh usacal andly s yin
S pal) AL 45 Gilalla i agll

Translation:

(We have difficulties because the English language and the Arabic language are
culturally different, The factor of cultural differences is a major reason for our
difficulty in understanding the meaning of idioms, for example, it is very difticult
to find a similar or an identical translation of the English idioms in the Arabic

language).
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LD. P. (17):

) LR (g AGY) Slallacadl ol Ly 2alS 2aS

Translation:

"The biggest problem in learning idioms is the translation and understanding the
meaning of these idioms because our translation is literal, that is, translated word by
word and we always compare the English idioms with our native language."

LD. P. (12)
Y cwppid S Glallhiad) (o (et i€l e ccdldaiad) agd Ligrall (0 22

SAses) Lgahae (puopdall Vg giadl ¥ (Y (Gladbiad) ) aoa 5 e 108 (8 Lgaele S L

Translation:

"I found it difficult to understand idiomatic expressions. For example, when you
introduced some idioms, I was surprised because I had never heard them before.
This is something (idiomatic area) new because it was neglected by both curricula

and teachers".

LD. P (11):

sdile Lo Y S o sy (geasid dla) e Aabll el Loy dusas Silalbadlf

Bl LSl e iy ey lalla canal) Loy Lo ilanly Wl iy gle 3550 Y

Y Glalh adl Jlae aghy BSL)I Ui 1385 L s Gagenjing aaly & Oslalay Wiy cale S0
SaY) el e Liya an i (paseta

Translation:

(Idioms are difticult. I feel uncomfortable trying to use these expressions in

conversations and writing because [ have not practiced and focused on them in my

previous learning. He adds, "We did not study idioms in detail, our focus was on

1626




Investigate the difficulties of the Iraqi efl
learners in understanding the figurative Dr. Waleed Noaman Sabah
meaning of English idiomatic expressions

%—_

English vocabulary in general (focus on the word and its literal meaning), and they
(teachers) always treat them (idioms and isolated words) as one thing, that is, they
translate them literally. Therefore, we are confused and we cannot understand the
meaning of many idioms because we translate the words too literally from our native
language).

As shown above, students showed that idioms pose a great challenge because their
figurative meaning cannot be inferred from the individual words. Specifically, the
result showed that knowing the meaning of idiomatic expressions and determining
when to use them appropriately is one of the most difficult tasks for these learners.
Therefore, these students were confused even when using the most common and
simple idioms of English, such as a piece of cake, it's raining cats and dogs, etc. For
example, they were observed sitting on the fence when asked to give the meaning
of the following idioms and try to incorporate them into an example sentence, as
shown below:

“It’s raining cats and dogs” (raining heavily)

The idea that comes to mind for these students when they hear or see this phrase is
the literal meaning of this idiom. Therefore, they asked the following question: how
can it rain cats and dogs? It was found that they are confused with this idiom because
they have no idea about its figurative meaning (functional meaning), that is, they do
not know that the intended meaning of this idiom is to describe a heavy downpour
(it rains heavily). Moreover, they were confused with this idiom because they do
not have an equivalent for this idiom in their native language. Therefore, they
decided to use the literal meaning for cats and dogs instead of focusing on the
figurative meaning of cats and dogs. They said "g3s; bks L W™ [ inha tamtur qutat
wa kilab] which literally means that it is raining cats and dogs. Therefore, it is

difficult to learn idioms by memorizing a list of words with their literal meaning in
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isolation. As can be seen in the following excerpts, students reported their confusion
in understanding the figurative meaning of this idiom as follows:

Int. p (9):
KPR, LY N EN PUSVIT 51 SR o S PRIy LN | IS SN 11 R EN R PN E VP [RGIVRE S WA [}

Vg e )l sy JsYs

Translation:

(I was surprised that there is another meaning for cats and dogs, meaning: “raining
heavily”. Frankly speaking, this is something new and this was the first time I hear
about it in my study).

Int. p (5):
b i lgea gl HaS) L dlis (OIS Jalad Hladl) ihaie e e 138 Capel SV
Jade 0)S8 gdie b ) b aa il duraa
Translation:

(I know this meaning is illogical (the literal meaning of “it is raining cats and dogs”).
In fact, it 1s difficult to translate it in another way, it is difticult to translate something
that I have no idea about it).

Int. p (3):
daa i Cape) atd ) cella iaall 38 ee b Cijel Loe (g OIS Hladl) mlh adg
pgdh S Alad Bl 7 lias dicly mllaaall 3¢l (Gilaall Jrall Jga) dBis ¢ Juabia J<a Gl
S8atae Glallhne s

Translation:

(As an idiom (It’s raining cats and dogs), I don’t know what its meaning is; I just
know the meaning of its words separately. In fact, I ignore the figurative meaning

of this idiom and I think we need eftective strategies to understand such complicated

idioms).
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“Feeling under the weather” (to feel ill)

However, “to be under the weather” is one of the most common phrases in English,

it sounds strange to say it when these students are sick to mean that they are not

feeling very well or feeling a little sick. Similar to the idiom mentioned above, it

sounds easy to get confused with this idiom because it can not be translated literally.

In this vein, the students indicated that they already know the words they use in the

context of illness, such as sick, ill, and cold, but they do not know the figurative

meaning of the idiom “ to feel under the weather” and what it means “to feel sick

or ill”. As can be seen in the following excerpts, students reported their confusion

regarding understanding the figurative meaning of this idiom as follows:

Int. p (9):

iy on s Lo (add Ladie diea i ) D gy slina mllaiadl 138 g3l Cayel ciia Lo 2!
oY) 5] (e Adpa engi slas ¢ sl

Translation:

(I never know this idiom means “sick”. For example, I translated it into

(13

to

teel happy when someone was outdoors under the weather”, and this is a literal

translation from our mother tongue).

LD. P. (18):

ae aaddiowd ) GllSl Cajas ange e gl Capel b crlla ) 138 e gl Capel W
JalalhoaS U‘“:‘Sj .J‘)Q.m ds;.:u <l L_.SLQ Lialaty u\y "sick or ill d:‘-ﬂ ué)Aj‘

Translation:
“We do not know anything about this idiom. I do not know it means
“sick”. We know the words that we use with the disease, such as sick or ill” because

we learned these words individually but not as idioms”.

Int. P. (6):

M) ponasal) 138 e LS 13 W) pellaaad) 13 iaal Jaagis GHIS dua s
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Translation:

(It 1s difficult to know the meaning of this idiom unless we focus on this issue
in our study).

o “Break aleg” (to wish someone luck)

Similar to the above idioms, it was found that the students were confused
about the idiom “break a leg”. None of the students succeeded in finding a suitable
equivalent for this idiom. They resorted to the literal meaning so that it would not
make sense if these words were taken literally. These students were confused with
this idiom because they have no idea of its figurative meaning, that is, they do not
know that the idiom is used to “wish good luck or wish someone luck”. When
they heard the phrase “break one's leg”, they thought it meant to break someone's
leg. This suggests that these students were not familiar with this idiom. They
thought it was more of a threat than an endorsement. As seen in the following
excerpts, students reported their confusion regarding understanding the figurative
meaning of this idiom as follows:

Int. P. (5):
Talay S L;J\ paddll e G_m eled e L;\La: chadl e el L

Translation:

(I thought this idiom (break a leg) was negative. It considers a negative prayer

for the person who breaks his leg).
Int. P. (10):

alhiadl 138 agh b Augaan daly WIS 135 Lales (uSall olina Ll Ll Calidy aahally

Translation:
(Of course, it is different in our culture, it has the opposite meaning and that

is why we face difficulty in understanding this idiom).

LD. P. (12):
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dgaly el N A8l al s Ban i g o) mllhaal) s e Cialad Gl sl
. "u.ujn\ﬁ\

Translation:

(I was surprised to learn that this idiom has a positive meaning and means
wishing someone good luck. In addition, I faced difticulty because I never learn
how to find out the meaning of idioms in dictionaries, hence we need to focus on
the use of a dictionary).

As a conclusion from the above, students reported that they had difficulty in
finding an appropriate meaning for these idiomatic expressions. It was observed that
these students were not able to recognize, understand and find out the equivalent
of these idioms in standard and colloquial Arabic. Moreover, As indicated by the
student's responses, the majority of students lack sufficient background knowledge
about the figurative meaning of idioms. Therefore, the results suggest that
understanding the figurative meaning of idioms is one of the biggest challenges for
these students. The result was consistent with the previous research (Al-Khawaldeh,
Jaradat, Al-Momani, & Bani-Khair, 2016; Hussein, Khanji, & Makhzoomy, 2000;
Noor & Fallatah, 2010; Abdulhussein, 2021; Yousif, 2012; Ali, 2011; Ali, 2020;
Dalaf, 2020). They showed that EFL learners have serious difficulties in
understanding the figurative meaning of idiomatic expressions.

These results may be due to the fact that Arabic does not have idioms similar
to English, so it is difficult for learners to determine the meaning of these idioms
literally. In particular, this difficulty arises from the fact that the words of an idiom
should not be translated literally; these (idioms) are never translated word for word"
(Newmark, 1988, P.125). Therefore, the literal meaning of all these idioms may

seem absurd as they have a metaphorical meaning that is difticult to be understood
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by these students. As a result, these students were confused when asked to use the
idioms mentioned above or to indicate their figurative meaning. "However,
figurative meaning is different from the literal meaning in that it is used for
imaginative description or special effect. Thus, the meaning of the individual words
of an expression has nothing to do with understanding the overall meaning"
(Mohammad & Abdul Hussein, 2014:10).

As can be seen above, the results showed that idiom expressions must be very
confusing for these students. Therefore, these students showed many factors that
affected their learning of idioms such as: unfamiliar idioms, the cultural difterences
between Arabic and English, the lack of focus on idiomatic expressions in the
subjects boy both teachers and the curricula, the lack of focus on analogous idioms
in their native language, the negative influence of the first language and literal
translation, the lack of presenting idioms in a context, and lack of using dictionaries.
Obviously, these factors contributed to the learners' difticulty in understanding the
figurative meaning of idioms. Therefore, it was observed that learners have
difficulty and lack the ability to deal with idioms deeply and meaningfully. These
findings are probably due to the fact that idioms are not used as a focus topic in their
curricula. It 1s confirmed by Sabah (2022), Abdullah (2006), and (Hussein, Khanji,
& Makhzoomy 2000) who stated that EFL students are perplexed when dealing
with idiomatic expressions because these idioms are avoided in the classroom and
idioms are usually not taught because they are considered by many foreign language
teachers as the most difficult component of vocabulary.

All of these reasons have resulted in many of these foreign learners of English being
unsure of how to use English idioms. Obviously, these learners do not have the
opportunity to put their idioms into practice and find out if they are performing

well and what they need to improve their use of idioms. According to McLaughlin
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(1990, p. 626), “there is no learning without awareness,” so teachers need to help
learners raise their awareness by giving examples and practicing idiom use activities.

1.9 Conclusion and Recommendations

In summary, the results show that idioms pose a serious challenge to language
comprehension because their meaning cannot be retrieved from words, so
understanding idioms is crucial for effective language learning. The results suggest
that Iraqi learners have serious difficulties in understanding the figurative meaning
of idioms. Therefore, in light of the findings, it is strongly recommended to pay
more attention to and practice the most useful figurative idioms, focusing on
meaning negotiation strategies. In other words, students need to be familiarized
with the figurative meaning and correct usage of idioms. These results confirmed
that idioms need special attention, especially at the secondary school level. Most
importantly, the results recommend that much more attention should be paid to the
role of culture in learning idioms. According to Kuleli (2020, P.226), “it can be
agreed that the concept of "culture" consists of shared values, common beliefs and
practices, customs, artistic expressions, symbols, norms such as written or unwritten
rules, artifacts, fiction and heroes, religious themes, cuisine, sports, and language”.
To help students learn idioms, it is recommended to use a good idiom dictionary
that provides important examples of how idioms are used in the appropriate
context. According to Moon (2017), dictionaries can help learners consolidate their
words by presenting the lexicon as a series of cues. Therefore, a dictionary can be
used as one of those important ways to become familiar with idioms. Moreover, it
has been noted that these students have learned idioms out of context and therefore
have difficulty understanding these idioms. Therefore, these students need to know
how to use these idioms in context, then it will be easy for them to understand and
use idioms appropriately. Abdullah (2006, P. 26) said, “When idioms are put into

context, their meaning becomes clearer”.
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