Exploring L2 Idiom Comprehension:
A Case of Thai EFL Learners

Supasorn Rungsripattanaporn
Sirirat Na Ranong
Department of English, Thammasat University

Abstract

This study explores idiom comprehension strategies employed by Thai
EFL learners when they dealt with English idiomatic expressions. Ten
university students whose native language is Thai were asked to verbalize
their thoughts in two tasks. Task 1 was a fill-in-the-gap exercise which
required the participants to complete 15 English idioms whose constituents
included animal vocabulary items and to identify the Thai equivalents. Task 2
consisted of 15 dialogs, and the participants were asked to supply English
idioms in the blank, determine their interpersonal functions, and match them
with the Thai counterparts. The results show that the most frequently-used
strategies in Task 1 and Task 2 were referring to prior knowledge and
discussing and analyzing the context respectively. Moreover, the participants
tended to rely on L1 to deal with English idioms as reflected in translating an
idiom literally and referring to an L1 idiom. The results also imply that the
participants seemed to use the referring to the ideational metafunction strategy
in their idiom comprehension as they made use of figurative meanings or
connotations; however, they rarely referred to the interpersonal roles of idioms
when making meanings. A close observation on the strategies derived from
the think-aloud data reveals participants’ thought processes which are valuable

to the enhancement of idiom teaching in class.
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Introduction

Idiom comprehension seems to cause some difficulties for non-native
speakers of English because their idiomatic meanings are likely to be different
from the literal translations of each constituent. Spill the beans, for example,
does not refer to the action of scattering seeds of climbing plants but of
revealing a secret. Even advanced learners of English are likely to find it
difficult to recognize that the formulaic expressions they encounter are idioms
which might not be interpreted literally. Various studies (Cieslicka, 2006;
Cooper, 1999; Irujo, 1986; Na Ranong, 2014) have attempted to find out what
strategies English language learners use to comprehend idioms. Cieslicka
(2006) asserted that literal meanings were quite dominant in L2 idiom
comprehension. Cooper (1999) and Na Ranong (2014) posited that context
played a key role in L2 idiom comprehension, and lrujo (1986) stated that a
native language was likely to have an influence on L2 idiom comprehension.
Although Cieslicka (2006) emphasized the importance of literal meanings in
idiom comprehension, some of her examples, such as an apple is precious and
grinding an axe is difficult, seemed to reflect the role of figurative meanings
as shown in two strategies: analogy between literal and figurative senses and
guessing based on literal analysis. Moreover, contexts in previous studies
(Cooper, 1999; Na Ranong, 2014) appeared to be a few sentences rather than
dialogs which could reflect how idioms are used in daily communication.
Given the gap in the previous research, this present study, thus, aims to further
explore whether figurative or literal meanings play more role in idiom
comprehension and if context changes to conversation, learners will still
depend more on contextual clues or literal meanings to comprehend idioms.

Definition of Idioms

According to Irujo (1986), “an idiom is a conventionalized expression
whose meaning cannot be determined from the meaning of its parts” (p.288).
Her definition seems to conform to the one proposed by Cooper (1999)
suggesting that “an idiom is an expression whose meaning cannot always be

readily derived from its constituent elements” (p.233). The significant features
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of idioms are reflected in these definitions. First, an idiom is an expression or
a multiword unit, and second, a meaning of an idiom might not be obtained
from a word-for-word translation of its constituents. Besides the two features
of idioms, Fernando (1996) clearly asserted that idioms are institutionalized;
that is, idioms should be well-recognized and widely-accepted within a
linguistic community. Some examples of idioms are to kick the bucket, to pull
one’s leg, and to bite the dust as they are conventionalized multiword units
whose meanings cannot be derived literally from their constituents; instead,
their meanings are to die, to play a joke, and to fail respectively.

Fernando (1996) reviewed various works on idioms (Cowie et al.,
1975; Cowie et al., 1983; Fillmore et al, 1988; Fraser, 1970; Jespersen, 1975;
Makkai, 1972; Roberts, 1944; Weinreich, 1969) and argued that scholars
tended to categorize idioms based on forms and overlooked the functions of
idioms. In other words, the existing categorization of idioms does not take into
account the language functions. Fernando (1996) proposed that Halliday’s
Functional Grammar should be used as a framework to understand how idioms
are used in discourse to observe the roles of idioms in different contexts and to
categorize them.

Functional Grammar

The basic functions of language are “making sense of our experience
and acting out our social relationships” (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014, p.30).
Language is used to name and categorize things so that human beings can
refer to things around them with different designations. For example, a place
to live for human beings can be referred to as a house, a hut, a homestead, a
mansion, and an igloo. Since several types of buildings are available, words
are coined so that humans can put their ideas across. Thus, the first function of
language is referred to as the ideational metafunction which reflects human
experience and allows human beings to express their views differently.
Language is also used to show personal and social relationships, referred to as
the interpersonal metafunction. According to Halliday and Matthiessen

(2014), “we inform or question, give an order or make an offer, and express
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our appraisal of and attitude towards whoever we are addressing and what we
are talking about” (p.30). To elaborate their argument, take Good morning and
You're telling me as examples of the interpersonal roles of language. The
former can be used to exchange greetings while the latter to show an
agreement.

Analyzing the functions of idioms based on the Hallidayan framework
of Functional Grammar, Fernando (1996) posited that content words have
referential meanings and are used to reflect how speakers or writers see the
world; however, when content words are strung together to form a multiword
unit whose referential meaning is different from its literal translation and
which typically conveys an evaluative message, it is referred to as an
ideational idiom. To illustrate her argument, The pot calls the kettle black is
comprised of four content words: pot, call, kettle, and black. Pot and kettle are
two different kitchen utensils, call an action, and black a color. Combined as a
multiword expression, it means “someone who criticises failings in others that
he himself possesses” (Flavell & Flavell, 2008, p.197) and carries a rather
negative evaluation. An interesting feature of an ideational idiom is that its
evaluation tends to change depending on context. For example, Fine feathers
make fine birds is usually used as a compliment to show great admiration for
someone’s attractive appearance because of what he or she wears. In a
different context, it could possibly be used as a satirical remark when someone
looks better than usual, but he or she fails to impress the speaker. That is,
context can determine the interpersonal metafunction of an idiom. Thus, given
that language metafunctions play quite an important role in interpreting
idiomatic meanings, it is worth investigating if Thai EFL learners refer to
these metafunctions to recover idiomatic meanings in addition to common
idiom comprehension strategies which are referring to the literal meanings of
the idioms, using contextual clues, and referring to L1 idioms.

In fact, the framework of Halliday’s Functional Grammar seems to be
appropriate for investigating the roles of figurative versus literal meanings in
idiom comprehension and for elucidating how learners make use of contexts
or literal meanings to understand idioms since it points out two major
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functions of language: the ideational metafunction and the interpersonal
metafunction. The former shows how humans construe their experience by
assigning literal and figurative meanings to things around them. For example,
the word fox refers to a four-legged animal of the dog family, or it may be
used to convey cunning or trickery. The latter function of language highlights
how humans use language to interact with each other for communication, such
as giving a warning and expressing sympathy. The research questions were
formulated as follows:
1. What are the strategies Thai EFL learners incorporate into their
comprehension of English idioms?
2. Do Thai EFL learners employ a literal meaning of an English
idiomatic expression in their idiom comprehension?
3. Do Thai EFL learners employ the ideational metafunction and the
interpersonal metafunction in their idiom comprehension?

Previous Works on L2 Idiom Comprehension Strategies

Since a meaning of an idiomatic expression is not usually derived from
a word-for-word translation, previous studies (Cieslicka, 2006; Cooper, 1999;
Irujo, 1986; Na Ranong, 2014) have looked into a variety of strategies adopted
by non-native speakers of English to comprehend English idioms. The overall
results tended to point out to the same direction that non-native speakers of
English seemed to use a combination of strategies — referring to L1 transfer
and using contextual clues and literal meanings of the constituents in the
idiom string to recover the meaning. However, the results are still conflicting:
on the one hand, many studies argued that learners depended more on
contextual clues (Cooper, 1999; Na Ranong, 2014) while others found that
literal meanings and L1 transfer were the most common strategies (Cieslicka,
2006; Irujo, 1986).

Irujo (1986) investigated whether 12 advanced Venezuelan learners of
English would use their L1 to comprehend and produce English idiomatic
expressions. She categorized 45 idiomatic expressions into three types:
identical, similar, and different, and the results showed that the participants

132 PASAA PARITAT JOURNAL volume 33(2018)



were comfortable with the comprehension and production of the English
idioms which were identical to the Spanish ones. They tended to comprehend
the similar English idioms better than the different ones; however, when they
dealt with the production of both similar and different idioms, they found it
difficult. Evidence of L1 transfer was reported in her study. For instance,
when the participants were asked to supply an English equivalent to costo un
ojo de la cara (whose direct translation was it cost an eye of the face), they
tended to refer to the Spanish expression estaba por las nubes (meaning that
something cost a lot). Then they translated the latter Spanish idiom directly, so
their answer was it was by the clouds which was an incorrect response.

Cooper (1999) examined the comprehension of English idioms in
written context. Eighteen non-native speakers of English participated in this
study, and they were asked to orally give the meanings of 20 English idioms
through the think aloud protocols. Unlike those in the study of Irujo (1986),
the idioms were chosen from A Dictionary of American Idioms and were
divided into three groups: standard English, informal or colloquial, and slang
expressions. The study revealed that the most frequently-used strategy to
comprehend the English idioms was guessing from context while referring to
an L1 idiom, which reflected L1 transfer, was ranked in the bottom two as it
was adopted 5% by the participants. The results of the study seemed to be
predictable because the idioms used as the test items were embedded in
context. Providing no contexts would have significantly impacted the findings.

Cieslicka (2006) studied how 36 advanced Polish learners of English
tackled English idioms in two tasks. The comprehension task was composed
of 21 test items, asking the participants to give the meanings of the idioms,
write down their thought processes, and supply Polish equivalents. The
production task consisted of 21 test items embedded in context, and the
participants were asked to fill in the gap with a word to complete the idiomatic
expressions and to provide the English equivalents to the Polish idioms. The
results indicated that Polish as a native language seemed to have an influence
on the participants’ idiom comprehension since the participants employed the
reference to or association with idiom in Polish strategy 16% when they
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coped with lexical-level idioms (identical idioms), 20% with semi-lexical
level idioms (similar idioms), and 4% with post-lexical level idioms (different
idioms). Moreover, the results showed that the participants seemed to rely on
literal translations of the constituents to ascertain the overall meanings of
idioms, irrespective of the idiom type. Asking the participants to express their
thought processes in writing seemed to be quite similar to the think aloud
protocols; nevertheless, whether the participants wrote down everything about
which they were thinking was questionable.

Na Ranong (2014) explored how 60 Thai university students processed
50 English idioms which were divided into two types: non-core idioms and
core idioms. The results revealed that the highly-proficient group seemed to
depend heavily on contextual clues, showing that they seemed to have
idiomatic competence, while the low-proficient groups usually made use of
literal translations. Thus, language proficiency seemed to affect the
participants on how they tackled English idiomatic expressions.

To summarize, previous works on L2 idiom comprehension have
yielded conflicting results due to different research designs and methods. The
test items in Cooper’s (1999) and Na Ranong’s (2014) studies were embedded
in context, and the results from the think-aloud data revealed that contextual
clues were adopted the most. Irujo (1986) also observed the idioms presented
in context, but she made no observation on thought processes. She, then,
relied heavily on the final responses the participants wrote on the
questionnaire, and what she discovered was mainly evidence of L1 transfer.
Cieslicka (2006), on the other hand, provided her participants with no context
in the comprehension task, and she argued that the participants usually
referred to the literal meanings of the idioms which finally led to figurative
meanings or mental images to deal with L2 idioms. To obtain a thorough
understanding of how non-native speakers of English tackle English idioms,
this present study scrutinizes L2 idiom comprehension in two circumstances:
the test items without context in Task 1 and the test items embedded in context
in Task 2. Apart from L1 transfer, contextual clues, and literal meanings as
reported in previous studies, the participants might refer to the ideational
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metafunction (figurative and connotative meanings) or the interpersonal
metafunction to understand English idioms.

Methodology

Participants

The participants were 20 Thai university students, majoring in English
or an international program, in their third or fourth year at a reputable
university in Thailand. All of them were asked to do a 30-minute English
proficiency test developed by Oxford University Press and University of
Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate. Then they were divided into three
groups — advanced (55-60 points), upper-intermediate (41-50 points), and
intermediate (31-40 points). According to the placement test scores, seven
participants were in the advanced group, ten in the upper-intermediate group,
and three in the intermediate group. Five participants from the advanced group
and five from the upper-intermediate group were randomly selected for the
data collection: the think-aloud protocols. Three of the selected participants
were male, and seven were female. Eight of them were fourth year students in
an international program while two were third year students majoring in
English.

Research design

The participants were asked to complete two tasks in this research.
Task 1 consisting of 15 test items was a fill-in-the-blank exercise which
required the participants to select animal vocabulary items from the list
provided to complete English idioms and to match the English idioms with the
Thai equivalents. Task 2 required the participants to choose English idioms
from the list provided to be suitable for 15 dialogs, to identify the functions of
the English idioms, and to match the English idioms with the Thai
counterparts. All of the idioms in this present study were proverbs or
ideational idioms according to Fernando (1996). Thirty animal-related idioms
were selected from (1) Dictionary of Proverbs and Their Origins written by
Linda and Roger Flavell, (2) English Proverbs with Thai Equivalents and (3)

AuUsSYaYd avud 33 (2561) 135



Thai Idioms and Proverbs Relating to Animals. The two Thai books are
written by Assoc. Prof. Rachanee Sosothikul and are recommended for school
libraries in Thailand for the year 1999 and 2000 respectively by the Office of
the National Primary Education Commission, and they provide useful
explanations of English idioms with Thai equivalents.

Data collection

Think-aloud protocols were incorporated into this study to collect
immediate responses from the participants. Using the think-aloud technique to
explore the thought process of non-native speakers of English in idiom
processing, Cooper (1999) asserted that think-aloud data are beneficial and
“provide evidence of what is on the subject’s mind during the task, thereby
allowing the researcher to zero in on the mental efforts involved at the very
moment an NNS [a non-native speaker] encounters a potentially problematic
idiom” (p.241). The think-aloud data were audio-recorded and then classified
into idiom comprehension strategies, namely discussing and analyzing the
context, referring to an L1 idiom, referring to an L2 idiom, referring to
English grammar, referring to prior knowledge, referring to the ideational
metafunction, referring to the interpersonal metafunction, using a constituent
as a keyword, using the meaning of the L1 idiom, using the meaning of the L2
idiom, and translating an idiom literally.

The data collection period was around four months (October 2014-
February 2015), and the think-aloud data collection took approximately 1.5-2
hours for each participant, producing around 27500-word transcriptions. The
participants were explained about the tasks in detail; for example, how many
items there were in each task and what they were expected to do during the
data collection. All of the participants were introduced to the think-aloud
protocols, and a short demonstration was given to show how the think-aloud
tasks should be performed. During the data collection period, the participants
were encouraged to give further explanations on their answers. To illustrate, in
the gap-filling task, a participant answered dog in Barking
seldom bites without giving any supporting idea. Then he or she would be

136 PASAA PARITAT JOURNAL volume 33(2018)



asked to elaborate further with the question like “What makes you think that
dog is the best answer?” On the occasion that a participant said nothing or
remained silent during the data collection, he or she would be stimulated to
verbalize his or her thoughts with the questions like “What’s in your mind

right now?”” and “What are you thinking about?”

Data analysis

The think-aloud data were transcribed verbatim. Then they were
categorized into idiom comprehension strategies which were adapted from
those in Cooper’s (1999), Cieslicka’s (2006), and Na Ranong’s (2014) works
with further modifications to reflect participants’ thought processes in this
research. The participants often employed more than one strategy to tackle one
idiom; therefore, the results were presented in terms of frequency of use.
Table 1 shows the idiom comprehension strategies employed in this present
study.

Table 1: Examples of Idiom Comprehension Strategies Used in Task 1
and Task 2

Strategy Example

W13 B lomndn aasiignuds wiinfusnduudenidn usde
~ @V v & . . . ° ' '
Wisunladu Engineering Director way diundlug
(Because B says that you do the right thing. Although it is
a small company, his friend is taking on Engineering
Director, a senior role.)

Discussing and
analyzing the context

willeuwuu putiusin adianlumme ovlsodneil
. L (It is like [a Thai equivalent which is] If you associate
Referringto an L1 idiom . . .
with a scholar, he will lead you to success. Something
like this.)

welagu Where there's a will, there's a way waAnansiuliun
T4

Referring to an L2 idiom , . ,
(I have heard that Where there’s a will, there’s a way, but
I don’t think it’s right.)

Referring to English butterfly iwsz1du singular
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grammar

([The answer is] butterfly because it is a singular noun.)

Referring to prior
knowledge

funndudndionl fdedurd by horse fvnasdu wy sfu
Taifi¥

(It has to be an animal which is fed on a farm. It might be
horse or pig because there is no cow [on the list
provided].)

Referring to the
ideational metafunction

Uanfudniorlsdneeiifisiuna 1l tiger 7 leopard vhazdu
leopard uzasu

(It has to be an animal with power. Tiger or leopard. It
might be leopard.)

Referring to the
interpersonal
metafunction

dudunwilneus warning uadnuindunwndinguiuinaziiu
W warning s affirmative

(The [function of the] Thai idiom is a warning, but [that
of] the English equivalent can be both a warning and an
affirmative.)

Using a constituent as a
keyword

#1911 5149 show happiness Aevyas happy Fsnsaifu will
play

(The word play [in the Thai idiom] shows happiness, and
mice will be happy which relates to will play [in the
English equivalent].)

Using the meaning of
the L1 idiom

Qﬁmm"l,mmmdw VAN 4AzA7 Aagannamuevitluun
Huoghsdlegauien

(I look at the Thai idiom. When we say black sheep, it
means why it is only you who is different.)

Using the meaning of
the L2 idiom

Alazmilausuuuii dnduiudesduiuveasituiray
(It [which is Every dog has his day] is like one day it will
be our day.)

Translating an idiom
literally

One beats the bush, and another catches the birds
Anaminensafie Latlufuun WWassau uihauvdaihmiig
Avjailsl udhauvileRsuunly

(One beats the bush, and another catches the birds has a
direct meaning. Two are after the bird. While one beats
the bush, the other catches the bird.)

138
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Results and Discussions

Frequencies of the employment of idiom comprehension strategies
were counted and presented in Table 2 and Table 3. The numbers in the tables
indicate how often the participants referred to such strategy; for example, in
Table 2, Participant 1 were marked 3 under the translating an idiom literally
strategy, meaning that he referred to the literal meanings of the idioms three
times during the data collection in Task 1. Table 2 shows that in Task 1,
referring to prior knowledge (31.72%) was the most frequently-used strategy,
and the participants seemed to make no use of discussing and analyzing the
context, referring to the interpersonal metafunction, and referring to an L2
idiom. That the idioms in Task 1 were presented without dialogs might
account for the participants not incorporating context and the interpersonal
metafunction into their idiom comprehension. Table 3 shows that the most-
frequently used strategy in Task 2 was discussing and analyzing the context
(54.57%).

Table 2: Frequency of Strategies Used by Participants in Task 1

%3
2
=
2
@

«Q

<

c j (._\lJ E S %) %) o g’ o
S ° = < < = = £ c
2 R = S 5 2E By Tg6 TE5 _8, §g £E &2
= ook o o = ST s ch8 =28 T = = 2T S35 o ©
B c e S E S E £g ] o268 ol o958 - g= c 5
s 3R E =.2 .2 Eo =2 53 £85 £33 o o~ =L
[on >0 £ £ o = Q t%“:?s :8“:?5 2= D S e ==
o®©° t £ 5 2 tc 588 s58%8 8% = £ T ]
28 8 8 e &% ST E BEE 5 £ o5 g8
& 2 G & o o o z o g s Pt}
Participant 1 0 3 0 1 7 8 0 1 3 3
Participant 2 0 1 0 2 11 12 0 2 2 1 4
Participant 3 0 0 0 1 8 6 0 1 1 0 8
Participant 4 0 0 0 3 7 7 0 2 2 0 1
Participant 5 0 1 0 1 8 7 0 6 1 0 6
Participant 6 0 0 0 0 12 6 0 1 3 2 1
Participant 7 0 1 0 4 10 7 0 2 1 0 6
Participant 8 0 2 0 0 7 3 0 0 0 0 6
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Participant 9 0 0 0 4 5 4 0 1 0 1 11

Participant 10 0 0 0 5 17 5 0 4 1 2 13
Total 0 8 0 21 92 65 0 24 12 9 59
Percentage  va  276%  na  724%  oorc A4l wa gomw  4l%  310%  2034%

of all uses

Remark: Evidence of discussing and analyzing the context, referring to the
interpersonal metafunction, and referring to an L2 idiom was not reported in
Task 1.

Table 3: Frequency of Strategies Used by Participants in Task 2

Strategy
[} [}

Participa & 2 § § s _ 88 S_5 %Tcug 2 - .5 Gy

o 2oz 58 S5 2gE 2z 2£8 238 °ef £%5f £5F 2%

=52 £% £t Tfoe £ 2285 P55 £358 22t gt 8=

S>9 3 £ 858 8 E8E TtEE B8E% Bcw BEWN 2 £

880 D @ & > &)3 3723 333 gx Dg_l 38_] 8.8

as & & ST & E gEE S £ £ £z
Participant 1 22 1 0 0 2 2 2 3 6 2 10
Participant 2 14 1 0 4 2 5 2 2 8 1 7
Participant 3 24 0 0 0 1 2 0 3 2 1 4
Participant 4 29 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 4 4 7
Participant 5 17 0 1 0 1 3 0 3 1 0 13
Participant 6 20 1 0 0 2 1 1 0 3 4 3
Participant 7 32 1 1 0 4 0 0 4 5 0 7
Participant 8 25 1 0 0 1 0 0 5 2 1 3
Participant 9 37 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 1 10
Participant 31 1 0 0 7 4 0 2 6 1 13
Total 251 6 2 4 21 17 5 25 37 15 77

Percentage  54.57% 1.30% 0.43% 0.87% 4.57% 3.70% 1.09% 5.43% 8.04% 3.26% 16.74%
of all uses
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Research Question 1: What are the strategies Thai EFL learners
incorporate into their comprehension of English idioms?

The think-aloud data reveal that the participants usually employed a
combination of idiom comprehension strategies to tackle an English idiom.
The top three strategies in Task 1, according to frequency of use, were
referring to prior knowledge (31.72%), referring to the ideational
metafunction (22.41%), and translating an idiom literally (20.34%) while
those in Task 2 were discussing and analyzing the context (54.57%),
translating an idiom literally (16.74%), and using the meaning of the L1 idiom
(8.04%). This section focuses on referring to prior knowledge, discussing and
analyzing the context, and using the meaning of the L1 idiom; meanwhile,
translating an idiom literally showing the employment of literal meanings will
be discussed in Research Question 2 and referring to the ideational
metafunction in Research Question 3.

Referring to Prior Knowledge (Frequency of Use: 31.72% in Task
1 and 4.57% in Task 2)

In this research referring to prior knowledge refers to background
knowledge or previous experience the participants have and make use of in
order to comprehend idioms. It was reported to be the most frequently-used
strategy in Task 1, but it was ranked number 5 in Task 2. Below are examples
of how previous experience led to correct responses.

Stimulus Situation: A has nine lives.

Participant 1: éﬁuﬁLﬁﬂWiwuuwaguéddwumaﬁLﬁﬁ%ﬁ@Lﬂu cultural background
(Since I was young, | have heard that A cat has nine lives. It is
a cultural background.)

Participant 2: ws1zinagladulseloaiuuiingin Ane1eUTEIARILI9E AN
s dmudoutuy wunin@ia wiloufidude wuniTiadenie
Lan
(Because 1 think | have heard that A cat has nine lives, and
foreigners might think that A cat has nine lives, too. A cat has
nine lives. Is there a battery named A cat has nine lives?)
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The participants seemed to make use of their past experience to deal
with the English idioms. Participant 1 mentioned cultural background, an
interesting term showing that he would probably have experienced A cat has
nine lives as a set of beliefs that may have an influence on how he was raised.
Besides, Participant 2 recalled that there was a product which was sold under
the brand A cat has nine lives, helping her arrive at a correct response.

Discussing and analyzing the context (Frequency of use: n/a in
Task 1 and 54.57% in Task 2)

Since the idioms in Task 1 were not embedded in context, the
participants seemed to make no use of the discussing and analyzing the
context strategy in their idiom comprehension. On the contrary, in Task 2, it
was reported to be the most frequently-used strategy. Below are examples of
how discussing and analyzing the context navigated the participants to correct
responses.

Stimulus Situation:
A We need to find out who stole the money from the cash
register. Otherwise, we’re going to be wrongly suspected,

and the managers are going to lose their trust in us although
we have worked so hard this year.

B: | agree. , and
we may not get a bonus at the end of the year if we can’t find
who did this.

Participant 4: wilouflmumilivhnufianain faesiliianguausliia

(It seems like someone makes a mistake, and it negatively
affects the whole group)

Participant 8: Sndminanlilaansamauieldiunformsluie mssauiinuie
e funuaedu
(If they cannot find the thief, they will be in trouble. Because
of one person, all of them will be in trouble.)

Nine participants discussed and analyzed the context to cope with One
scabbed sheep will mar a whole flock and UanurdiAgundunuaistes (One
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rotten fish and the whole creel stinks). They made an interesting observation
of how one person will bring the others unpleasant results which, in this
context, referred to losing trust and a bonus, and the contextual clues finally
navigated the participants to correct responses.

In short, the participants were likely to employ their background
knowledge to tackle the English idioms presented without context, but they
seemed to depend on contextual clues when they comprehended the English
idioms embedded in context. The results are consistent with Cooper’s (1999)
and Na Ranong’s (2014) findings that the participants relied heavily on
context to understand English idioms, but both studies made no empirical
observation on the comprehension strategies of the idioms presented without
context. That the participants employed background knowledge and contextual
clues as their most-frequent strategies seems to imply that they have idiomatic
competence which, according to Liontas (2015), is an ability to comprehend
and use idioms appropriately in diverse situations. He also gave a brief yet
comprehensive argument that idiomatic competence “includes both linguistic
(phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics) and pragmatic (nonlinguistic,
paralinguistic,  sociolinguistic/functional,  discourse, personal/world,
intra/intercultural) knowledge” (Liontas, 2015, p.625).

Using the meaning of the L1 idiom (Frequency of use: 4.14% in

Task 1 and 8.04% in Task 2)

The participants sometimes tended to be familiar with the Thai test
items, so they verbalized the meaning of the L1 idioms right away during the
data collection. Below are examples exemplifying this strategy at work.

Stimulus Situation:

A: Good news! | have been accepted to College of Art, and the
semester will start next month.

B: Really? Mom is a dentist! Dad is a surgeon. I, your brother,
am going to be a dentist next year, but you want to be a
portrait painter.
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Participant 1: M1 wnedn defiuansnsinaudu o A auilie wiluaudei
upnasnAuluaTauaT
(Black sheep [refers to] something which is different from
others. A is the only person who is different from his family
members.)

Participant 8: @ﬁmmlmamﬂﬂdw LANSINA "wNea” AzAunIIgdY "Yiluwn
\Huegaogauier”
(I look at the Thai idiom. When we say black sheep, it means
why it is only you who is different.)

Two participants seemed to be familiar with the Thai idiom wngen
(Black sheep), so they used the meaning of the L1 idiom to understand the
English idiom There’s a black sheep in every family. According to Abel’s
(2003) Model of Dual Idiom Representation, native speakers usually judge
idiomatic expressions as nondecomposable and stockpile idioms as multiword
units in their idiom entries. Thus, the participants in this present study might
have seen the Thai test items beforehand and stored the meanings of those
Thai idioms in their mental lexicon. Encountering those Thai idioms on the list
provided, they were likely to retrieve the meanings promptly to cope with the
English idioms. This strategy seems to reflect L1 transfer in this research since
the participants referred to the meanings of the Thai idioms to understand the
English test items.

Research Question 2: Do Thai EFL learners employ a literal meaning
of an English idiomatic expression in their idiom comprehension?

Although a referential meaning of an idiom is normally different from
a literal translation of its constituents, the results of this present study reveal
that a literal meaning comes into play in Thai EFL learners’ idiom

comprehension as reflected in the translating an idiom literally strategy.
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Translating an idiom literally (Frequency of use: 20.34% in Task 1
and 16.74% in Task 2)

Sometimes, the participants were quite straightforward by translating
the idioms word-for-word to ascertain the meanings. Below are examples of
how the participants used the translating an idiom literally strategy to
comprehend idioms with correct responses.

Stimulus Situation: Kill two with one stone.
Participant 5: geiien 19 one stone Are Baflinenlaunaesi Areaeswn uaqma
birds 11

(Shoot once [in the Thai idiom] means one stone [in the
English idiom]. Shoot once and get two birds, and birds
could fill the gap here.)

Participant 9: birds ws1¥31 918sun 2 MmsRuduien wileudsiidealaun 2
§n TunTIiay
([The animal vocabulary is] birds because Kill two birds with
one stone is the same as shoot once and get two birds. They
have the same meaning.)

Participant 5 and Participant 9 suggested that the literal translation of
kill with one stone in the English idiom was quite similar to shoot once in the
Thai counterpart. Then they noticed two birds in the Thai idioms, and based
on the literal translation, they completed the English idiom with the word
birds. L1 influence, however, is quite noticeable especially in an example
below with an incorrect response.

Stimulus Situation: Fine feathers make fine .
Participant 9: Ineawsizau hen wsignvualegyililnaefwilounuliaunsy
YUAUULNIIZLHS

(Hen is beautiful because of feathers. [The answer is] hen
because fine feathers make fine hen. It is like Hen is
beautiful because of feathers and woman because of make-

up.)
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The literal translation of Fine feathers make fine was quite similar to
the Thai equivalent Hen is beautiful because of feathers, so Participant 9
jumped to the conclusion that hen was her answer to this test item which was
an incorrect response. In fact, the correct animal vocabulary for this English
idiom is birds.

In conclusion, a literal meaning of an idiom plays a role in L2 idiom
comprehension as demonstrated in the translating an idiom literally strategy,
and it shows L1 transfer. Translating an idiom literally was also reported in
Cooper’s (1999) and Na Ranong’s (2014) works; however, they used the term
using the literal meaning of the idiom as a key to its figurative meaning to
suggest that the participants in their studies translated an English idiom
literally, and then they made use of its connotation to understand an idiomatic
meaning. Abel (2003) posited that non-native speakers seem to treat idiomatic
expressions as decomposable; therefore, they are likely to access a literal
meaning of a constituent to understand an L2 idiom. Although considered
highly-proficient learners of English, the participants in this research still
relied on literal translations to deal with the English idiomatic expressions in
both tasks.

Research Question 3: Do Thai EFL learners employ the ideational
metafunction and the interpersonal metafunction in their idiom
comprehension?

The proverbs used in this present study are considered ideational
idioms according to Fernando (1996). The results show that the participants
occasionally use the ideational metafunction of content words to help them
understand idioms (22.41% in Task 1 and 3.70% in Task 2), and when they
tackled the idioms embedded in context, they rarely referred to the
interpersonal metafunction (n/a in Task 1 and 1.09% in Task 2).
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Referring to the ideational metafunction (Frequency of use:
22.41% in Task 1 and 3.70% in Task 2)

The ideational metafunction refers to the meaning which is attached to
a vocabulary item or a constituent. Beyond a surface meaning, it might include
a figurative meaning, gender, and conceptual analogy which help non-native
speakers of English comprehend idioms. Below are examples of how the
participants employed the ideational metafunction in idiom comprehension,
leading to correct responses.

Stimulus Situation: If two men ride on a , one must ride behind.

Participant 2: two men Toluu s19@ils gender Rendu 1w male willouriu
(Two men? It relates to lions. The same gender; they are
male.)

Participant 6: willoufwivansau danuviniieumiioudu dudufviegudgeiinly

089 widfreansau s dusedvaosogdifeatuldld
fie lifllasazannsadmdldeaesay
(It is like two men in the same rank. If it is @ man and a
woman, it will be another story, but this is about two men,
which might refer to [the Thai idiom] Two lions cannot live
in the same den. Both cannot take the front seat at the same
time.)

Participant 7: willougwewiaglivouiu wifnuudnaudetegdramdsiugnauf
dlel dunendneed pride lunisidudye
(Men usually do not yield up to each other. When one leads,
the other cannot accept it. Men take pride in themselves in
being a man.)

The idiom above is about two men and their positions when riding a
horse, and gender seems to be a key idea leading three participants to the right
equivalent in the Thai language. Participant 2 stated that lion in the Thai
counterpart referred to male while Participant 6 described the conflict of two
men when they were in the same position or status. Participant 7 also added
that pride in being a man might be the underlying cause for the disagreement
between two men. Apart from gender, some participants scrutinized a concept
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of a constituent which is beyond a literal meaning. Then they analyzed how
the concept formed a relationship with the idiom to find the right equivalent.
Below are examples of how the participants made use of concepts to
understand L2 idioms with a correct response.

Stimulus Situation: Throw out a sprat to catch a .
Participant 3: wwardianludu mackerel WWuladilug andaingmws fidnan
salugiilouniu

(Use a small fish to catch mackerel which is a bigger fish. To
catch a sea bass. They are the same because the smaller fish
is used to catch a bigger one.)

The big-small relationship was key to the correct response. Making a
conceptual analysis of shrimp and sea bass in the Thai idiom, the participants
obtained the qualities of being small and big from the two types of animals
respectively. In the English idiom, sprat was seen as a small fish, and based on
the big-small analogy, the suitable word to complete the idiom was mackerel,
a bigger type of fish compared to sprat. However, evidence of the referring to
the ideational metafunction strategy leading to an incorrect response was
reported in the following example.

Stimulus Situation: Fine feathers make fine

Participant 1: 1 chickens st hen ﬁmw’?&@' winndnezdu hen wsediu
\Renfugudauas hen nunefidladaue
(Both chickens and hen have feathers, but | think [the
answer] is hen because it is about women, and hen means a
female chicken.)

Participant 1 referred to gender when trying to fill the gap with an
animal vocabulary item. Although he was certain that it must contain a
woman-related meaning, he selected hen while the correct answer was birds.
In addition to the referring to the ideational metafunction strategy, it is worth
observing if the participants used the referring to the interpersonal
metafunction strategy to deal with English idioms embedded in context.
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Referring to the interpersonal metafunction (Frequency of use: n/a
in Task 1 and 1.09% in Task 2)

Ideational idioms, when embedded in context, carry interpersonal
messages from a speaker or a writer, and in the real-life situation, idioms are
used with a purpose, such as to give advice, to express disapproval, and to
offer comfort (Can, 2011). Thus, in Task 2, the participants were asked to
deal with the idioms embedded in dialogs to see if they would make use of the
interpersonal role in their idiom comprehension. The results show that the
frequency of the referring to the interpersonal metafunction strategy
employed by the participants in Task 2 is low (1.08%), and surprisingly, all of
them seemed to navigate the participants to incorrect responses. Examples are
cited below.

Stimulus Situation:

A: I can’t wait for the live show this Saturday. I have been
rehearsing so hard, and the voice coach has given me tongs
of useful tips. | am sure that | have what it takes to win this
singing competition.

B: . As far as | can remember, you
have been in the bottom two for three weeks, and | have had
the highest public votes since the very first week. Do you
really think that you are going to beat me in the grand final? |
don’t think so.

Participant 2: And1 imagine ddssfiogluiiiinasylude Satire Sitduldus

widusefdaeen
([I 'am trying to] imagine the tone of voice in my mind, and it
might be a satire. It is like you could be [a winner], but you
are still inferior [to me].)

Participant 2: vanidy mnumeewegitluy mnudiSeegiity uafludauuy
Satire wilouwuuidenddanils weneenuuy widniiadlivuzrsen
([The answer might be] Where there is an effort, there is a
success, but it is used as a satire. So, it means you can try,
but you will not win.)
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Participant 2 had supplied There’s many a good cock come out of a
tattered bag in the blank in the above dialog, and she was quite certain that it
was a satire. Then she looked for a Thai counterpart which could function as a
satirical expression, and her answer was Where there is an effort, there is a
success or mmwmmuagﬂiﬁim ﬂ’;mﬁ’lﬁaaﬁﬁ’u. She gave a further
explanation that the Thai idiom could be considered an offensive remark
which suggested inferiority and failure. Although she was able to identify the
satirical function of the idioms, her answers were incorrect. The correct ones
were Catch your bear before you sell its skin and liiiunsyson eglnndinld
(Don’t bend a crossbow if you don’t see a squirrel).

To sum up, the participants used the referring to the ideational
metafunction strategy and the referring to the interpersonal metafunction
strategy in their idiom comprehension despite small percentages of frequency
of use. Since the referring to the ideational metafunction strategy in this
research refers to the employment of a connotation beyond a surface meaning,
it seems to be in line with the definition of concept suggested by Jarvis (2010)
as it refers to “a mental representation of an object, quality, action, event,
relationship, situation, sensation, or any object perceivable or imaginable
phenomenon for which the mind creates a mental category” (p.4). Jarvis
(2010) also suggested that concept can be transferred which is referred to as
conceptual transfer as he found in his observation that non-native speakers of
English with different mother tongues seemed to use different pronouns to
refer to their breakfast cereal. However, whether the referring to the ideational
metafunction strategy in this present study can be transferred or not requires a
further study because most connotations are not clear-cut if they belong to the
Thai language of the English one, and more possibly, most of them seem to be
universal. For example, tiger can be seen powerful in both Thai and English,
and swine as lazy. Meanwhile, evidence of the referring to the interpersonal
metafunction strategy seems to show that the participants were rarely aware of
the interpersonal roles of idioms although their main function in an everyday
circumstance is to convey an interpersonal message, such as warnings and
compliments. That other idiom comprehension strategies might be more
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convenient and precise for the participants to deal with English idioms might
explain the low frequency of the employment of the referring to the
interpersonal metafunction strategy.

Conclusion

The results reveal that the participants used a combination of strategies
to understand an English idiom. Dealing with the idioms presented without
context, the participants tended to rely on background knowledge, figurative
and connotative meanings, and word-for-word translation as their frequent
strategies. However, when they encountered the idioms embedded in context,
contextual clues were significantly taken into account, followed by literal
translation and L1 transfer. Despite provided with dialogs, the participants
seldom made use of the interpersonal metafunction. To enhance idiom
teaching, the think-aloud protocols should be adopted in class to identify
idiom comprehension strategies which demonstrate how students tackle
idioms. Students might find the strategies helpful to ascertain idiomatic
meanings instead of memorizing a large number of idiomatic expressions or
relying on a dictionary which may or may not include the idioms students are
facing. Since this present study focused on advanced and upper-intermediate
learners of English, a further study with low-proficient learners is
recommended to see if their idiom comprehension strategies converge. For
future research, idioms might include various topics apart from animals, such
as body parts and food in order to see how the ideational metafunction and the
interpersonal metafunction come into play.

AwrUsVAY adudl 33 (2561) 151



References

Abel, B. (2003). English idioms in the first and second language lexicon: A
dual representation approach. Second Language Research, 19(4), 329-
358.

Can, N. (2011). A proverb learned is a proverb earned: Future English
teachers’ experiences of learning English proverbs in Anatolian
Teacher Training High Schools in Turkey. Master’s Thesis, The
Graduate School of Social Sciences of Middle East Technical
University, Ankara, Turkey.

Cieslicka, A. (2006). On building castles on the sand, or exploring the issue of
transfer in the interpretation and production of L2 fixed expressions. In
J. Arabski (Ed.), Cross-linguistic influences in the second language
lexicon (pp. 226-245). Clevedon, England: Multilingual Matters.

Cooper, T. (1999). Processing of idioms by L2 learners of English. TESOL
Quarterly, 33(2), 233-262.

Fernando, C. (1996). Idioms and idiomaticity. Oxford, England: Oxford
University Press.

Flavell, L. & Flavell, R. (2008). Dictionary of proverbs and their origins.
London, England: Kyle Cathie.

Halliday, M. & Matthiessen, C. (2014). Halliday's introduction to Functional
Grammar (4™ ed.). Oxon, England: Routledge.

Irujo, S. (1986). Don’t put your leg in your mouth: Transfer in the acquisition
of idioms in a second language. TESOL Quarterly, 20(2), 287-304.

Jarvis, S. (2011). Conceptual transfer: Crosslinguistics effects in
categorization and construal. Bilingualism: Language and Cognition,
14(1), 1-8.

Liontas, J. (2015). Developing idiomatic competence in the ESOL classroom:
A pragmatic account. TESOL Journal. 6(4), 621-658.

Na Ranong, S. (2014). Idiom comprehension and processing: The case of Thai
EFL learners. Journal of English Studies, 9, 51-97.

152 PASAA PARITAT JOURNAL volume 33(2018)



Appendix A: Task 1
Task 1 asks the participants to match the English idioms with the Thai
equivalents from the list provided and fill the gap with one word about an animal.
Examples of the test items in Task 1 are as follows:

English Idioms Thai Idioms Vocabulary
When the cat is away, the diansetd IRty
. " hares

will play. Tailg
If you run after two

, you will catch winliieg nuazida horse
neither.
If two men ride on a

, one must ride ag13uUandnaile mice

behind.

English idioms and Thai equivalents:
When the cat is away the mice will play.

1.

winliagvyaziis

Big fish eat little fish.
Uanlugjiudanan

Barking dogs seldom bite.
nunlaine

A cat has nine lives.
WULATIR

Kill two birds with one stone.

falludnien launaasn

Fine feathers make fine birds.

TANUINTIZVU AUNUNTIZ WA

If you run after two hares, you will catch neither

p813uUadDile

Throw out a sprat to catch a mackerel.

w1felegluanUannens

It’s too late to shut the stable door after the horse has been stolen.

Jiedsunen
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10. The leopard cannot change his spots.
idelfisans

11. Don’t count your chickens before they are hatched.
laiiiunsesen agnlnantlsd

12. Take not a musket to kill a butterfly.
ORAREAT I

13. The bull must be taken by the horns.
lafdide

14. If two men ride on a horse, one must ride behind.
iwﬁﬁamﬁaa&ﬁ%ﬁmﬁ’uiﬂﬁ

15. Itis a sad house where the hen crows louder than the cock.
anfdudainmd nssendudrarinmds
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Appendix B: Task 2
Task 2 asks the participants to match the dialogs with the appropriate English
idiom provided, identify the function of the English idioms used in the dialogs, and
supply Thai equivalents. An example of test item in Task 2 is as follows:

Dialog:
1. A I’ve heard that you won 100 dollars in the lottery. How lucky you
are!

B: Yeah, but [ want a bigger prize. I’'m planning to buy more lottery
tickets with that sum of money so that | could win a 3-million-dollar
jackpot.

A: You should set aside some money for your unpaid bills.

Function of the Proverb:

Thai Equivalent:

Functions of Idioms:

e Warning: A statement, an event, etc. telling somebody that something bad or
unpleasant may happen in the future so that they can try to avoid it

e Satire: A way of criticizing a person, an idea or an institution in which you
use humor to show their faults or weaknesses; a piece of writing
that uses this type of criticism

e Sympathy: The feeling of being sorry for somebody; showing that you
understand and care about somebody's problems

o Affirmative: An affirmative word or reply means ‘yes’ or expresses agreement

English idioms and the Thai equivalents:

1. There’s a black sheep in every family.
WA

2. Better be the head of a dog than a tail of a lion.
Wummnanindumessdn

3. Birds of a feather flock together.
winelavadiduned wWesniilum
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4. You can lead a horse to the water, but you cannot make him drink.
a8t lATUlAR UM
5. One scabbed fish will mar the whole flock.
Uahiaieanfiumuniados
6. A bird in the hands is worth two in the bush.
sudelnatie dauelnadie
7. The cat and the dog may kiss, yet are none the better friends.
wiilelade
8. If you lie down with dogs, you will get up with fleas.
AUAUNIA WIaNTLUIRAR
9. Catch your bear before you sell its skin.
laliunszsen egnlneiinlsl
10. One beats the bush, and another catches the birds.
yuilay
11. Every dog has his day.
Tunseldfivuien
12. Feather by feather, the goose is plucked.
Aumeeegiilnu anudFaegiitu
13. The bird loves her nest.
asnselnanudulsifaug
14. You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.
lfundinenn
15. One must howl with the wolves.
Wdlewnman foesmdnau
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