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Chapter One: Preliminaries

1.1. Introduction

Idioms are not defined clearly and comprehensively. This lack of clear and

exact definition of idioms causes teachers and learners some difficulty dealing with

idioms (Grant & Bauer, 2004). To remove this difficulty, idioms should be defined

more clearly. Irujo (1986a) defines an idiom as a conventionalized expression whose

meaning cannot be determined from the meaning of its parts. For example, the

idiomatic meaning of I was pulling your leg cannot be derived from the meanings of

pull and leg. Idioms are also different from other figurative expressions, such as

similes and metaphors, because they have conventionalized meanings. He also asserts

that idioms can be distinguished from other kinds of conventionalized language. 

Some pre-fabricated phrases, like just between you and me and see you later, are

conventionalized, but they are not idioms because their meanings can be understood

by defining their constituents literally.  

  One clear, specific, and systematic definition is Fernando’s (1996, p. 38)

definition that “conventionalized multi-word expressions are often, but not always

non-literal”. Lennon (1998) asserts that idioms are the colorful side of language used

while we are communicating our thoughts and feelings. They are used to make

language much livelier and richer. Adkin (1968) postulates that idioms are useful

devices which provide language users with an opportunity to use ready-made phrases

so that they communicate a clear and agreed meaning. Idioms add color and variety

to the language. Zarei and Rahimi (2012) laconically argue that although idioms can



make language more beautiful, they can create problems for language learners. 

McCarthy and O’Dell (2002) and Rundell and Fox (2007) define idioms as

expressions which have a meaning that is not obvious from the meaning of the

individual words. Mahmoud (2002) offers a similar definition. Hence, the meaning of

an idiomatic expression is not the sum total of the words taken individually. 

Accordingly, an idiom is learned and used as a single unit of language; it should not

be analyzed into its constituent elements. However, according to Akbarian (2012), 

studies in psycholinguistics (Gibbs, 1993) and in applied linguistics (Boers &

Demecheleer, 2001; Kovecses & Szabo, 1996) have revealed that many idioms are

not as arbitrary as they are traditionally thought to be. It means that those learners

who are aware of the lexical components of unfamiliar idioms are sometimes able to

guess the meaning correctly.  

Over the last two decades, vocabulary has received a great deal of attention in

language learning and teaching. During nineties, the focus shifted from single words

to word strings, phrases, and idioms (Mäntylä, 2004). It is believed that lexicon is not

only single words but a dynamic system which includes larger lexical items, language

chunks, or word strings (Read, 2000). Consequently, idioms have become important

not only to language researchers but also to language teachers. 

Not only are idioms commonly and frequently used in all forms of discourse

such as in conversations, lectures, movies, television programs, and so on, but also

they are very difficult for L2 learners to comprehend or produce effectively

(Fotovatnia & Khaki, 2012). 



Pollio, Barlow, Fine, and Pollio (1977), and Cooper (1999) emphasize the

importance of idioms in foreign language learning and hold that most English

speakers produce 10 million novel metaphors and 20 million idioms in their lifetime

of 60 years. They also estimate that on average about four figurative expressions are

produced in every minute of speech. They maintain that political debates, psychology

texts, novels, and psychotherapy sessions contain non-literal language. Surprisingly, 

Anglin, Miller, and Wakefield (1993) postulate that more than half of the compound

entries are idioms. 

Hussein, Khanji, and Makhzoomy (2000) argue that the ability to comprehend

and produce idioms is necessary for English language learners and is considered as

one characteristic of advanced English language learners. The use of idioms must be

considered as a part of communicative competence. Working from a similar point of

view, Levorato (1993) and Levorato and Cacciari (1992) coined the term “figurative

competence” to focus on the production and comprehension of idioms. This type of

competence refers to the ability to decode and encode figurative expressions.  

Idiomatic sentences are common in English, and speaking and writing without

them can be difficult (Seidl & McMordie, 1978). On the other hand, teaching and

learning idioms are one of the most difficult areas in second language learning

because most of them have an arbitrary nature (Zarei & Rahimi, 2012). Since idioms

are frequently used in both spoken and written English, language learners need to

spend time, energy, and effort increasing their knowledge of idioms and finally

mastering them (Cooper, 1999; Irujo, 1986; McCarthy, O’Keeffe, & Walsh, 2010). 



Similarly, Dixon (1994) and Gibbs (1980) argue that idioms help learners to speak

more fluently and are essential to successful communication, whether in listening, 

speaking, reading, or writing. Cooper (1999) proposes that mastery of L2 depends on

how well learners comprehend and then produce idioms occurring in everyday-life

language. Particularly because English is so highly idiomatic and figurative and

seems to be rich in such multi-word lexemes, much focus should be on making

learners able to comprehend and produce idioms effectively (Adkins, 1968; Anglin et

al., 1993; Cornelia, 1999; Goulden, Nation, & Read, 1990). 

Another concern of the present study is language learning strategies. Over the

past decades, a gradual shift from the teacher-centered classes to more learner-

centered classes has resulted in more focus on learners and learning. One

consequence of this shift is focus on the use of language learning strategies (LLS) by

learners and teachers in L2 learning and teaching (Lessard-Clouston, 1997). Cohen

and Weaver (1998) suggest that interest in language learning strategies started with

the publication of papers mainly concerned with the “good language learner”. 

Consequently, language learning strategies have become an integral part of various

theoretical models of language proficiency (Bachman & Palmer, 1996; Ellis, 1985). 

Language learning strategies have been variously defined by various

researchers such as Tarone (1983), O’Malley and Chamot (1990), Oxford (1990), 

Ellis (1995), Cohen (1998), Hall (2001), and Chamot (2005). Tarone (1983) defines

language learning strategies as attempts to develop linguistic and sociolinguistic

competence in the target language to incorporate these into one's interlanguage



competence. O'Malley and Chamot (1990) hold that these are special ways of

processing information used by individuals to be able to comprehend, learn, or retain

information better. One of the most comprehensive definitions, among many others, 

is proposed by Oxford (1990), based on which learning strategies are specific actions

taken by the learner to make learning easier, faster, more enjoyable, more self-

directed, more effective, and more transferable to new situations. For example, in

learning L2, one watches TV soap operas, guessing the meaning of new expressions

and predicting what will come next. Ellis (1995) argues that strategies refer to some

kind of mental activity or behavior that can occur in a particular phase of the learning

or communication process. Cohen (1998) asserts that language learning strategies are

operations selected by the learner consciously in order to enhance learning or use of

an L2, through storage, recall and application of information about that language. 

Language learning strategies are also considered as goal-directed actions that are used

by learners to mediate their own learning (Chamot, 2005; Hall, 2001). 

Language learning strategies have received more attention in the teaching and

learning process as focus has been shifted to learners. If students are taught language

learning strategies, they will handle their own learning. Language learning strategies

are crucial because research suggests that training learners to use language learning

strategies can make them effective language learners. As Holec (1981) and Wenden

(1998) claim, language learning strategies not only enable learners to learn an L2

effectively and efficiently, but also help develop their abilities of independent and

autonomous learning, which are believed to be another important factor leading to



successful learning. Similar research has shown that those language learners who

generally make use of appropriate learning strategies are more effective and

successful (Naiman, Frohlich, Stern, & Todesco, 1978; Rubin, 1981). Nunan (1996)

proposes that language learning strategies can help learners to develop skills in self-

checking, monitoring, and evaluation. Learners need them to become strategic and

independent learners. He also asserts that learners are more concerned with how to

learn rather than with what to learn. Oxford (2002) also argues that using language

learning strategies makes learning quicker, easier, more effective, and more fun.  

Griffiths (2004) offers language learning strategy theory, which asserts that

other things being equal, the strategies which different learners use may account for

at least part of their differential success rate. Chamot and O’Malley (1987) argue that

research in language learning strategies in the second language acquisition literature

has put much emphasis on the patterns of learning strategies used by successful

language learners.  

Grenfell and Harris (1999) provide two main reasons why language learning

strategies are important in second language learning and teaching. First, we can have

a better understanding of the metacognitive, cognitive, social, and affective processes

involved in language learning through the study of the strategies used by language

learners during the language learning process. Second, less successful language

learners can become better language learners if they are taught new strategies used by

successful language learners. However, not all language learning strategies produce

successful results (Oxford, 1993).    Therefore, one of the most significant reasons to



do research on language learning strategies is that researchers can make a list of

effective strategies that successful language learners use. Then, less successful

language learners may benefit from applying the same strategies in their own

learning, and successful language learners become better by taking advantage of

strategies which are available to them (Naiman et al., 1978; Rubin, 1975).

1.2. Statement of the problem

Contrary to what is often thought, idioms are used in both informal and formal

contexts. Many studies have shown that second language learners need to learn how

to comprehend and produce idioms to become able to communicate effectively. 

Although many researchers have worked on idioms, the processes involved in L2

idioms representation are still a serious challenge in L2 idioms acquisition; as a result, 

second language learners have major problems in learning idioms (Zarei & Rahimi, 

2012). According to Cooper (1999), idioms make a special language problem for all

language learners because the figurative meaning is unpredictable. Hussein et al. 

(2000) assert that enough attention is not given to the learning of idioms, and

learners’ knowledge needs to the developed further not only at the recognition but

also at the production level. Carter and Nunan (2001) claim that idioms present very

real problems to learners of a language. In addition, over the last few decades, many

studies have focused on the importance of effective language learning strategies used

by successful learners.  



Despite the importance of idioms in successful communication and the

effectiveness of using language learning strategies on L2 learning, L2 learners are not

well aware of effective learning strategies which they can use to have a better

performance in L2 idioms comprehension and production. There is a paucity of

research on the effectiveness of language learning strategies on the comprehension

and production of L2 idioms. Besides, teachers have little information about which

language learning strategies are effective and worth teaching to learners to enhance

L2 idioms comprehension and production. The purpose of the present study is to fill

part of the existing gap in this area. It aims to investigate the contribution of language

learning strategies to L2 idiom comprehension and production. 

1.3. Significance of the study

Idioms are considered as an integral part of each language. Simpson and

Mendis (2003) assert that learning a foreign language needs mastery of idioms of that

language. So, learning idioms is crucial to the acquisition of language. Particularly, 

the English language is considered as a highly idiomatic and figurative language

(Adkins, 1968). Those English learners who have difficulties in idioms

comprehension and production may fail to communicate effectively. Cooper (1999, p. 

258) argues that “Anyone who has tried to learn to speak an L2 sooner or later

realizes that idioms are a stumbling block”. 

On the other hand, Oxford (2002) avows that L2 learning strategy research is in

its early stages. The rationale for language learning strategy research is that



researchers can make a list of effective learning strategies used by successful

learners; then, teachers, syllabus designer, material developers, and less successful

learners may make use of them to facilitate learning. 

In this study, attempt is made to provide a list of more effective and less

effective language learning strategies used by learners in L2 idioms comprehension

and production. This study may have three main pedagogical implications in the area

of idioms teaching and learning: first, learners will be aware of effective learning

strategies in the comprehension and production of L2 idioms, and as a result, they will

be able to enhance L2 idioms learning. Second, second language teachers can make

use of effective procedures which stimulate effective language learning strategies to

enhance L2 idioms learning. Third, second language materials developers will have a

better understanding of effective learning strategies used by successful learners in L2

idioms learning, and this may help them design appropriate activities to stimulate

those learning strategies.  

1.4. Research questions and hypotheses

The present study will address the following research questions:

RQ1: Which language learning strategies are better predictors of L2 idioms

comprehension?

RQ2: Which language learning strategies are better predictors of L2 idioms

production?



In order to examine the above-mentioned research questions, the following null

hypotheses are formulated:

H1: There are no significant differences among various language learning

strategies as predictors of L2 idioms comprehension. 

H2: There are no significant differences among various language learning

strategies as predictors of L2 idioms production. 

1.5. Definition of the key terms

This study adopts the following definitions for its key terms:

Idioms: are fixed expressions whose meaning cannot be determined by the meanings

of its constituent parts (Simpson & Mendis, 2003). 

Idioms comprehension: for the purpose of the present study, it refers to the learners'

performance on a particularly designed multiple-choice test of idioms. 

Idioms production: for the purpose of the present study, it refers to the learners'

performance on a particularly designed production test of idioms in fill-in-the blanks

format. 

Language Learning Strategies (LLS): are specific actions taken by the learner to

make learning easier, faster, more enjoyable, more self-directed, more effective, and

more transferable to new situations (Oxford, 1990). 



Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL): is a self-scoring questionnaire

which was developed by Oxford (1990). It is one of the common ways to assess

language learning strategies used by L2 learners. 

1.6. Limitations and delimitations

There are some limitations and delimitations which are involved in the present

study:

1. The participants were both females and males at different ages; therefore, 

the age and sex of the participants were not taken into account.  

2. There were only 120 participants. So, the generalizability of findings must

be treated cautiously. 

3. The level of proficiency of the participants was limited to intermediate and

upper-intermediate levels.   

4. The participants’ background knowledge may have affected their use of

language learning strategies and idiom comprehension and production; however, it

was not the concern of this study. 





Chapter two: Review of literature

2.1. Introduction

This chapter aims to provide a theoretical framework to the present study

through reviewing relevant literature on idioms, the characteristics and classifications

of idioms, models of idiom comprehension and production, approaches to teaching

idioms, language learning strategies (LLS), the characteristics and classifications of

LLS, using LLS in the classroom, the development of LLS, and the relationship

between idioms and LLS. 

2.2. Idioms

In any research on idioms, an important but difficult initial question is: what

does an idiom mean? The definition of idiom varies from linguist to linguist and may

also depend on context (Liu, 2003). Mäntylä (2004) argues that in the past, when

language was studied through its structure rather than meaning, idioms were studied

on the basis of their form, and form was on the basis of idioms’ definition. Idioms

were considered as frozen and multi-word expressions that have little or no structural

variation. Idioms were also seen as dead expressions because there was no

relationship between their meaning and origin.  But after the emergence of the

functionalist approach to the study of language, the focus shifted from idiom

structures to idiom meanings.  

Sinclair (1991) suggests that there are two principles governing speakers’

choices in constructing the text:



1. The open-choice principle: it refers to many choices that speakers have in

producing sentences based on the rules of the language. 

2. The single-choice principle: it refers to the single choice that speakers have

when they want to use semi-prefabricated phrases such as proverbs, idioms, and

phrasal verbs.   

An idiom is a phrase or sentence whose meaning is not clear from the meaning

of individual words and which must be learnt as a whole unit (Oxford Advanced

Learner's Dictionary, 1999).  

All the definitions of idioms provided by different scholars are general and can

be applied to wide-ranging Multi Word Units (MWUs). Sabernia and Fotovatnia

(2011) define MWUs as lexical items containing a sequence of two or more words. 

These words form a meaningful and inseparable unit. Grant and Bauers (2004) offer a

clearer and more restricted definition of idioms by classifying MWUs into 3

categories:  

1. Core idioms: the meaning of these idioms cannot be derived from the

meanings of their constituents (non-compositional, non-figurative MWUs), e.g., by

and large

2. Figuratives: MWUs with metaphors (non-compositional, figurative MWUs), 

e.g., keep a low profile

3. ONCEs: one non-compositional element, e.g., a long face



2.2.1. The importance of idioms

Idioms teaching and learning have often been important to second language

researchers. Irujo (1986) argues that all learners must be able to handle idioms

occurring frequently in spoken and written English. Cooper (1999) asserts that

although L2 idioms comprehension and production is very difficult, learning how to

understand and produce idioms is essential for second or foreign language learners

because idioms are used in all forms of discourse like conversations, lectures, movies, 

radio broadcasts, television programs and so on. 

Liu (2003) asserts that on the one hand, idioms are notoriously difficult

because of three main reasons:  

-  their meaning cannot be predicted, 

- they have rigid structure, and  

- they are extensively used. 

On the other hand, they are a very useful aspect of English for learners to

acquire.

There are five main reasons proposed by Lakoff and Johnson (1999) to

emphasize the importance of teaching idioms. First, they show that words can have

and reflect conventional images. Second, these conventional images are commonly

used by language users. Third, the cultural knowledge is related to these conventional

images. Fourth, the differences in these conventional images may cause lexical

differences among languages. Finally, the meaning of idioms is not the sum of their

constituent parts.  According to Moreno (2011), there are three more reasons why



teaching idioms is important: first, using idioms frequently helps second language

learners to speak more fluently because figurative competence in a foreign language

is a part of communicative competence. Second, idioms teaching and learning should

be taken into consideration because cognitive linguistic studies have revealed that

memory in learning idioms has a significant role. Finally, by passage of time, many

idioms change, learners need to resort to cultural factors and adopt a diachronic view

of language to discover the meaning.   

According to Ellis (1997), the knowledge of idioms and the ability to know

how to use idioms in a second language are important indicators of language learners’

communicative competence. In addition, the increasing number of idioms in

Dictionary of American Idioms (Boatner, Gates, & Makkai, 1975, 1995) reveals that

idioms play a significant role in every-day language use. Similarly, Yorio (1989)

argues that the extent of an L2 learner’s mastery of idioms may show his or her

language proficiency level. 

On the whole, even low frequency idiomatic expressions might be important

and teaching students how to interpret idiomatic expressions can make them

independent learners (Liu, 2003). 

2.2.2. Characteristics of idioms

Mäntylä (2004) offers five significant and essential features of idioms: 1. 

metaphoricity 2. non-compositionality and analyzability 3. fixedness 4. level of

formality 5. Multi Word Units (MWUs)



1. Metaphoricity (or figurativeness): not all idioms are dead; it means that

sometimes a relationship between the literal and figurative meanings of idioms can be

detected. From the figurativeness point of view, idioms are divided into 4 categories:

1) Transparent idioms in which the literal meaning can be connected to the figurative

meaning. For example: like a kid in a candy store. 2) Semi-transparent idioms in

which literal meaning provides hints to the figurative meaning, but the connection is

not as obvious as that in transparent idioms. For example: break the ice. 3) Semi-

opaque idioms which have no relationship between figurative meaning and the

meanings of their constituent parts. Zarei and Rahimi (2012) offer the figurative

expression know the rope as an example of this category of idioms. 4) Opaque idioms

in which the literal meaning cannot be connected to the figurative meaning, and it is

impossible to understand the meaning of these idioms by relying on the literal

meaning of their constituents. The figurative meaning is completely different from

the literal meaning. For example: kick the bucket.   

Grant and Bauers’s (2004) findings revealed that the majority of idioms would

be put into the figurative category. They also reported that the figurativeness of

idioms presented problems for language learners.  

2. Non-compositionality and analyzability: the non-compositional feature of idioms

refers to the idea that the meaning of idioms is not the sum of the meaning of its

constituents. The language user has to go beyond the literal meaning of the words in

idioms to construct the true meaning. Idioms are also considered as dead expressions

because their meanings are arbitrary rather than figurative. In other words, their



meanings are not predictable. However, as mentioned above, studies in

psycholinguistics (Gibbs, 1993) and in applied linguistics (Boers & Demecheleer, 

2001; Kovecses & Szabo, 1996) have shown that many idioms are motivated and are

not as arbitrary as they are traditionally thought to be. In other words, learners who

have knowledge of lexical components of unfamiliar idioms are sometimes able to

guess the meaning correctly. Understanding the meaning of idioms through the

meaning of their constituents is closely dependent on the opacity and transparency of

idioms. According to Pulman (1993), those idioms which can be decomposed in a

way that each word can be related to a part of the metaphorical meaning of the whole

are analyzable or decompositionable. Boers, Eyckmans, and Stengers (2007) argue

that not all idioms are completely arbitrary. The meaning of many idioms can be

understood by their original and literal usage. Generally, transparent idioms can be

analyzed or decomposed to construct the true meaning; opaque idioms cannot. The

analyzability or decompositionality feature has a positive effect on the understanding

and learning of idioms. This feature of idioms may provide language learners with

motivation and make comprehending and memorizing this type of idioms easier than

arbitrary idioms (Gibbs, 1993). 

3. Fixedness: another characteristic of idioms is fixedness, which refers to whether

the form of idioms is fixed or frozen. Form of idioms tolerates little or no variation. 

As moon (1997) points out, idioms are a fixed sequence of words. For example: bark

up the wrong tree. Language users cannot change the sequence of words or make

plural nouns. However, the degree to which idioms can tolerate variation is different. 



Some idioms can tolerate more variation than other idioms. Variation can be divided

into two types: syntactic variation (e.g., tense, negation, and parts of speech) and

semantic variation (e.g., vocabulary) (Gläser, 1988). Some idioms can tolerate a lot of

variation, for example: get/have cold feet can tolerate variation in both semantics (get

or have can be used) and syntax (different tenses can be used, e.g., Jack had cold feet

before his marriage).  

According to Baker (1992), the following variations in syntax may affect the degree

of idiomaticity of lexical items and remove figurativeness of idioms. 

i. Addition: if one item is added to an idiom, the figurative meaning of the idiom will

be affected. For example, if an adjective like small is added to the idiom like kick the

bucket, the figurative meaning of kick the small bucket will be removed. 

ii. Deletion: if one item is deleted from an idiom, the figurative meaning of the idiom

will be affected. For example, if cold is deleted from have cold feet, the meaning will

vary. 

iii. Substitution: words in idioms cannot be replaced with other words even if they are

similar and synonymous. For example, short  in short temper cannot be replaced with

other synonyms like small or tiny.  

iv. Modification: if the grammatical structure of an idiom changes, the meaning will

change too. For example, live and learn is an idiomatic expression but learn and live

is not. 



v. Comparative: if the comparative suffix (i.e., er) is added to an adjective in an

idiom, the meaning will change. For example, be cooler toward someone is different

from be cool toward someone. 

vi. Passive: if the active form changes to passive, the figurative meaning of an idiom

will be removed. For example, the bucket is kicked is not idiomatic but kick the

bucket is. 

4. Level of formality: Idioms are often considered as informal spoken language.    

Contrary to what is often thought, idioms are used in informal, formal, spoken, and

written contexts. Pollio, Barlow, Fine, and Pollio (1977) argue that non-literal

language is used in political debates, psychology texts, novels, and psychotherapy

sessions. Idioms can be varied through their level of formality. It is possible to have

two idioms which are similar in meaning but different in the level of formality.  

5. Multi Word Units (MWUs): Idioms are seen as MWUs, which refer to lexical

items containing a sequence of two or more words. These words form a meaningful

and inseparable unit (Sabernia & Fotovatnia, 2011). All idioms are MWUs. However, 

not all MWUs are considered as idioms. This feature, like other features mentioned

above, is not enough alone.  



2.2.3. Classification of idioms

Idioms have been classified variously by different scholars based on different

factors (i.e., semantics, syntax, and pragmatics). 

Semantics

Moon (1996) and Mäntylä (2004) classify idioms into four major groups

according to their level of lexical transparency or idiomaticity. 

Transparency and opacity

1. Transparent idioms

Transparent idioms refer to those idioms in which meaning can be understood

from the meanings of their constituent parts. Kainulainen (2006) offers the following

examples of transparent idioms: give the green light and keep your head down. 

2. Semi-transparent idioms

Semi-transparent idioms have a relationship between their figurative meanings

and literal meanings of their constituent parts, but it is not as apparent as that of

transparent idioms. Zarei and Rahimi (2012) give break the ice as an example of

semi-transparent idioms. 

3. Semi-opaque idioms

Semi-opaque idioms have no relationship between figurative meaning and the

meanings of their constituent parts. These idioms are separated into two parts; literal

meaning, and figurative meaning. know the rope is an example of semi-opaque

idioms (Zarei & Rahimi, 2012).  



4. Opaque idioms

Opaque idioms cannot be understood from the meanings of their constituent

parts. Their literal meanings are completely different from their figurative meanings

because their parts have cultural references. As a result, this type is the most difficult

one to understand for language users. For example: kick the bucket and sour grapes.

Zarei and Rahimi (2012, p. 12-13) provide the following classifications of

idioms based on semantics and syntax. Idioms are divided into 2 categories with

respect to their semantic or lexical combination:

Idioms of encoding (identifiable): they are those idiosyncratic lexical combinations

that have transparent meaning involving collocational preferences and restrictions, 

exemplified by at in he drove at 70 m.p.h.

Idioms of decoding (non-identifiable): they are those non-identifiable and

misleading lexical expressions whose interpretations could not be comprehended on

the basis of only learned linguistic conventions, such as beat about the bush. 

Idioms of decoding are also divided into 2 categories:

1. Lexemic idioms:  

a) phrasal verbs: such as take part in

b) tournures: such as kick the bucket

c) irreversible binominals: such as: coffee and cream

d) phrasal compounds: such as black ice

e) incorporating verbs: such as man-handle

f) pseudo-idioms: such as spick and span



2. sememic idioms:

         a) Proverbs: such as A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush. 

         b) Familiar quotations: such as not a mouse stirring. 

         c) ‘First base’ idioms: associated with a national game like baseball, such as

           have two strikes against one, never to get to first base.

        d)  Idioms of 'institutionalized politeness': such as may I ……..?

        e) Idioms of 'institutionalized greeting': such as How do you do? , So long. 

        f) Idioms of 'institutionalized understatement': such as I wasn't too crazy

about him. 

        g) Idioms of 'institutionalized hyperbole': such as He won't even lift a finger.  

Syntax  

McCarthy and O'Dell (2002, 2003) classify English idioms according to their

syntactically possible combinations:

a) verb+ object / complement: (and or adverbial) e.g., kill two birds with one stone. 

b) Prepositional phrase: e.g., in the blink of an eye.

c) Compound: e.g., a bone of contention.

d) Simile (as + adjective + as or like + a noun): e.g., as dry as a bone. 

e) Binominal (word + and + word): e.g., rough and ready.

f) Trinomial (word + word + and +word): e.g., cool, calm and collected.

g) Whole clause or sentence: e.g., to cut a long story short. 



Pragmatics

Previous classifications of idioms (e.g. semantic and syntactic classifications)

focus on formal aspects of language; however, idioms have recently been classified

with regard to their pragmatic, interactional, and discourse-level features (Fernando, 

1996; McCarthy, 1998; Moon, 1998). They argue that idioms cannot be always

identified through their formal aspects; instead, they are highly interactive and based

on socio-cultural aspects. Simply put, the functions of idioms should be also taken

into account. Simpson and Mendis (2003, p. 427-432) classify functions of idioms

into six categories:

a) Evaluation

Some idioms are used for the purpose of evaluation, for example: out of whack. 

b) Description

Some idioms are used for description, for example: hand in hand. This

function may overlap that of evaluation. Evaluative functions are often

descriptive (e.g. out of whack), but description does not necessarily include

evaluation.   

c) Paraphrase

This function is related to description and aims to provide a paraphrase of

discourse content. Some casual idiomatic expressions are used to reduce

formality of discourse content (Moon, 1998). For example: a dime a dozen. 



d) Emphasis

Language users use some idioms to emphasize the content. In such cases, there

is a tendency to repeat the idiom. For example: carrot and stick, may be used

several times to explain the concept of reward and punishment. 

e) Collaboration

Some idioms are used to create collaborative discourse. Like emphasis, 

collaboration may be achieved through repetition. For example many speakers

use put the heat on in discussing ethics journalism. 

f) Metalanguage

In the metalanguage the use of idioms is common and interesting. Some idioms

are used to establish coherence and intelligibility and to fill gaps of coherence. 

Consider the following example:

I believe that uh…. there are at least 2 reasons…sorry 3 reasons….it was a slip

of my tongue….. 3 reasons of nominalizing.   

In this example, the speaker uses an idiom to establish coherence. 

  

2.2.4. Models of idiom processing

Different models have been proposed in the literature to explain how idioms

are processed. In this part, different models of idiomatic comprehension and

production processing are discussed. 



2.2.4.1. Comprehension of idioms

Like the definitions of idioms, the views on idiom comprehension are varied

(Kainulainen, 2006). Different models of idiom comprehension have been proposed

by various scholars such as Bobrow and Bell (1973), Swinney and Cutler (1979), 

Gibbs (1980, 1992, 1993), Cacciari and Tabossi (1988), and Abel (2003). 

In the past, figurative idioms were considered as ‘dead’ metaphors that could

only be learned through ‘blind’ memorization. However, recent studies offer more

systematic and insightful processes of idiomatic expressions (Boers, 2001). The

underlying theories behind these models have been divided into two major models, a

direct look-up (non- compositional) and a configurational (compositional) model

(Glucksberg, 1993). 

1. Direct model

A direct model is the first generation of idiom processing hypotheses (Abel, 

2003) which refers to the theory that idioms can be understood by memory retrieval

rather than by linguistic processing. This model relies on the notion that the meaning

of an idiom is stored in a separate mental idiom list (Weinreich, 1969). In the

literature, this model is represented by Bobrow and Bell (1973), Swinney and Cutler

(1979), and Gibbs (1980). There are three models that can be related to the direct

model: the Idiom List Hypothesis (Bobrow and Bell, 1973), the Lexical

Representation Hypothesis (Swinney and Cutler, 1979), and the Direct Access

Hypothesis (Gibbs, 1980).  



1.1. Idiom List Hypothesis

Idiom list hypothesis is the first model of idiomatic comprehension processing

proposed by Bobrow and Bell (1973). According to this model, the literal meaning is

accessed first and if only the literal analysis goes wrong, the idiomatic meaning will

be activated. In this model, the idiomatic comprehension processing is serial. In other

words, literal meanings and figurative meanings are accessed in a linear and serial

way. 

However, Harley (2008) offers one shortcoming of this model; that is, not the

literal meanings of all idioms are wrong at first sight and sometimes make sense;

therefore, their literal meanings become accepted by language users.   

1.2. Lexical Representation Hypothesis

The second model of idiomatic comprehension processing introduced by

Swinney and Cutler, (1979) is lexical representation hypothesis. According to this

model, idioms are considered as complex long words which are stored like other

words and processed like ambiguous words. Unlike the idiom list hypothesis, in the

process of idiomatic comprehension, both literal and figurative meanings are

accessed at the same time in a parallel way. 



1.3. Direct Access Hypothesis

Contrary to the idiom list hypothesis, Gibbs (1980, 1984) and Schweigert

(1986) argue that figurative meanings of idioms are accessed before their literal

meanings. This model is called the direct access hypothesis.  

2. Configurational model

The configurational (or compositional) model is a more recent hypothesis

(Cacciari & Tabossi, 1988) which rejects three types of direct model and refers to the

theory that idioms are not considered arbitrary, and that they can be comprehended by

linguistic processing and taking advantage of pragmatic interpretation in discourse

contexts. The Idiom Decomposition Hypothesis is related to the configurational

model (Gibbs & Nayak, 1989; Gibbs, Nayak & Cutting, 1989; Gibbs, Nayak, Bolton

& Keppel, 1989). 

2.1. Idiom Decomposition Hypothesis

The fourth model, the most current one as Cooper (1999) suggests, based on

configurational model proposed by Gibbs and Nayak (1989), Gibbs, Nayak and

Cutting (1989), and Gibbs, Nayak, Bolton and Keppel (1989), Gibbs (1994), and

Tabossi and Zardon (1995) is the idiom decomposition hypothesis. This model, 

which supersedes the models mentioned above, focuses on the analyzability or

decomposability of idioms. It asserts that the literal meanings of the constituents of

idioms are activated and contribute to constructing their figurative meanings. 



Later on, Titon and Connine (1999) offer a new model of idiom processing

called Hybrid model. This model asserts that both the 'direct look-up' model and the

'compositional model' are involved in idiom processing. The essence of this model is

that neither of the major models (direct look-up model and the compositional model)

alone is sufficient to understand idioms. Both of them should be used, and they are

complementary and necessary for idiom comprehension. 

Abel (2003, p. 333-334) agrees with both the compositional model and the

hybrid model. However, he provides some limitations of these models. He argues that

“all five hypotheses restrict themselves to the native mental lexicon only”. He asserts

that they are based on lexical information, but conceptual aspects are not taken into

account. If lexical information, i.e., the linguistic information like the literal

meanings of idioms’ constituents, does not work, conceptual information, i.e., non-

linguistic information, can be used in the idiomatic comprehension process. 

In his study (2003), he extended the previous models to compensate for the

factors ignored and introduced the model of Dual Idiom Representation (DIR

Model). The role of frequency in idiomatic comprehension is emphasized in this

model. The essence of this model is that non-compositional idioms are processed

through an idiom entry, but compositional idioms are processed through their

constituent entries. In addition, an idiom entry can be processed faster if it occurs

more frequently.    



2.2.4.2. Production of Idioms

Language users can make their speech more attractive, more effective, and

spicier by making use of idioms. A model of idiom production has been suggested by

Levelt and Meyer (2000) which is called the Superlemma model. Zarei and Rahimi

(2012) define this model as a model which is based on the theory that idiomatic

expressions are activated as superlemmas; then a superlemma activates its constituent

single lemmas. To make it easier to digest, consider the following example:

The concept abandon somebody activates the superlemma leave somebody

high and dry and this superlemma activates the lemmas (constituent parts) leave, 

somebody, high, and dry. 

2.2.5. Teaching idioms  

In the previous parts, the focus was on general aspects of idioms; this part aims

to discuss the principles of teaching idioms and provide information about idioms

from a pedagogical point of view. 

In the past, teachers focused on grammar and vocabulary to help learners learn

language, but it was not based on a naturally occurring language (Prodromou, 2003). 

Liontas (2002) argues that idioms should not be separated from other aspects of

language learning; they are important for communication. Therefore, they should be

integrated into the language curriculum from the beginning. In a similar vein, Irujo

(1986) suggests that idioms be taught in earlier stages of learning, not just to

advanced learners. However, idioms were not taken into account in language



curricula until they were considered as a significant language component and became

an important issue in language teaching.  

Fotovatnia and Khaki (2012) point out that teaching idioms is one the most

difficult areas in language teaching and many researchers and teachers attempt to find

practical teaching principles for making teaching idioms more effective.  

In the past, the question was whether or not we should teach idioms; however, 

today, it is clear that idioms should be taught, the question is what idioms should be

taught and how (Kainulainen, 2006). In order to teach idioms more effectively, 

course books developers and teachers have to know these two important issues: what

idioms to teach and how to teach. According to Irujo (1986) and Mäntylä (2004), in

order to determine what idioms to teach and to what extent, different criteria should

be taken into account. These criteria are frequency of use, register, appropriateness, 

context, simplicity of grammar and vocabulary, similarity to L1 idioms, and

information load. Sornig (1988) suggests that idioms should be categorized based on

communicative functions. He believes that the way that second language learners

learn idioms should be similar to the way that native speakers learn them. 

Boers (2001) offers two approaches to teaching idioms: the traditional

approach and the cognitive semantic approach. The traditional approach to teaching

idioms considers idioms as dead metaphors which can only be learned through blind

memorization. Unlike the traditional approach, the cognitive semantic approach

offers more systematic and insightful learning of figurative expressions. 



Irujo (1986) asserts that teaching idioms requires a multi-faceted approach. 

Teachers are sometimes advised to explain the grammar of idioms, for example they

can explain the difference between separable and non-separable verbal idioms to the

learners. 

On the whole, Yoshikawa (2008) and Saberian (2011) believe that there is no

single best approach to teaching all types of idioms in L2 classrooms. Different types

of idioms need different ways of teaching. For example, for teaching some idioms, 

the comparison between L1 and L2 may be effective; for some other idioms, making a

relationship between literal and figurative meanings may be helpful.  

2.2.6. Difficulties in idioms

Although native speakers can use idioms easily and effortlessly, idioms make a

lot of problems for second language learners. Idioms are considered as one of the

most difficult areas of L2 learning for both teachers and learners (see, for example, 

Cieslicka, 2006; Danesi, 1993; Fernando, 1996; Irujo, 1993; Kövecses & Szabo, 

1996; Zarei & Rahimi, 2012). One of the main problems for second language learners

is related to idioms and figurative language learning. They have difficulty

understanding and producing idioms. Consider this example: see red. Language

learners complain about the difficulty of understanding this idiom. They cannot

distinguish between literal and figurative meanings. A person sees red color or s/he

becomes angry. Apparently there is no relationship between literal and figurative

meanings.  



Irujo (1986) provides a list of reasons making idioms difficult for language

learners.  

- The non-literalness of idioms causes problem for language learners. In other

words, what idioms mean is not what they directly say. Language learners have to

decide which meaning is appropriate, literal or figurative. 

- The lack of exposure to idioms is another reason for their difficulty. Idioms

are not usually used in the speech addressed to non-native language users.  

- The level of formality of idioms is different and it is difficult for language

learners to distinguish between formal and informal idioms. 

- Some idioms have grammatical constraints. 

- Using idioms correctly in appropriate situations in correct forms is difficult

for language learners. 

- Since idioms are fixed in terms of forms. they do not tolerate much variation. 

- Idioms are not the focus of language teaching materials. 

Working from a similar point of view, Mäntylä (2004) argues that versatility in

idiom usage, meaning, and metaphoricity makes idioms difficult for language

learners. 

Another reason for the difficulty of idioms is that they have different origins

and language users should be aware of them. Sadeghi, Dastjerdi, and ketabi (2010, p. 

81) assert that there are some phrases or sentences in all languages that language

users cannot understand literally. The meaning of these phrases is still confusing even



if language users are aware of the meanings of all the words and grammatical rules in

these phrases. They have historical, philosophical, sociocultural, or even political

origins. Akbarian (2012) holds that idiomatic expressions, frequently used in all

languages, mostly have socio-cultural, historical, or political origins. Khomeijani

Farahani and Ghasemi (2012) avow that idioms originate in culture, customs, history, 

religion, local conditions, cultural background, and even geography of a nation. On

the whole, this feature of idiomatic expressions poses difficulty for language learners. 

2.2.7. Factors affecting idiom comprehension and production

There are different factors involved in idiom comprehension that should be

taken into account. However, three major factors influencing idiom comprehension

are proposed by Rohani, Ketabi, and Tavakoli (2012). They are semantic

transparency, familiarity, and context.

- Semantic transparency

   As mentioned above (see characteristics and classifications of idioms), the

degree of transparency affects idiom comprehension. Transparency refers to the

relationship between literal and figurative meanings of an idiom. The more the

relationship between literal and figurative meanings of an idiom, the more the idiom

is transparent, and the easier the idiom is to understand. 

However, this assumption contradicts Kainulainen’s (2006) result, who found

that the degree of transparency did not significantly facilitate idiom understanding. 



- Familiarity

   The frequency of occurrence of an idiom has an effect on its comprehension. 

In other words, frequently used (highly familiar) idioms are much easier to

comprehend than rarely used (low familiar) idioms.  

- Context

   Liontas (2002) conducted research on the effect of context on the

comprehension of idioms. He found that context has a significant role in the

comprehension of idioms. In other words, idioms are understood based on the context

in which they occur. Context can help language learners to understand idioms more

easily than when they are in isolation. Sadeghi et al. (2010) argue that lack of context

has a negative effect on the accuracy of idiom comprehension. Rohani et al. (2012)

conducted a study to investigate the effect of context on the strategies used to process

L2 idioms. Findings showed that context had a significant effect on the strategies

employed to process unfamiliar L2 idioms. Similarly, Kainulainen (2006) found that

context facilitated learners’ English idiom understanding.  

Another factor affecting L2 idiom comprehension and production is learners’

knowledge of their first language. This factor is also called transfer. Irujo (1986a), in

a study entitled ‘Don’t put your leg in your mouth: Transfer in the acquisition of

idioms in a second language’, examined whether second language learners use

knowledge of their first language to comprehend and produce idioms in the second

language. Findings revealed that identical idioms were the easiest to comprehend and

produce. Similar idioms were comprehended almost as well, but showed interference



from language learners’ L1. Different idioms were the most difficult to comprehend

and produce, but showed less interference than similar idioms. 

Some studies aimed at investigating the effect of etymological elaboration, 

information about word’s origin, on L2 idiom comprehension and production (For

example, Bagheri & Fazel, 2010; Boers, 2000; Boers, Demecheleer, & Eyckmans, 

2004; Boers et al., 2007; Zarei & Rahimi, 2012; Zhang, 2009). Boers (2000), Boers et

al. (2004, 2007) and Bagheri and Fazel’s (2010) findings showed the significantly

positive effect of etymological elaboration on L2 idiom comprehension and

production. However, Zarei and Rahimi (2012) and Zhang’s (2009) findings only

supported the significant role of this approach on the retention of L2 productive

knowledge. 

Although many scholars have worked on different factors affecting idiom

comprehension and production, how much the factors affect idiom comprehension

and production of native and non-native speakers is still not fully explored (Mäntylä, 

2004). 

2.2.8. Previous studies

Idiom comprehension and production have not received adequate attention in

L2 research even though idioms are important and difficult for L2 learners (Liu, 2003). 

In addition, previous studies on idioms have been mainly concerned with L1 idiom

processing (Gibbs 1986). However, as Liu (2003) argues, a few studies mainly

concerned with L2 idiom comprehension and production, have been conducted since



1980s (see, for example, Abel, 2003; Ceislicka, 2006; Cooper, 1998, 1999; Grant, 

2007; Irujo, 1986a, 1986b, 1993; Zarei & Rahimi, 2012). A rise in the number of

idiom studies may be a result of the linguistic turn in 1970s, in the area of

vocabulary, when the focus shifted from single words to multi-word expressions like

idioms. 

Some studies on idiom comprehension and production are discussed below:

Kellerman (1979, 1983) examined the relationship between L1 knowledge and

interpretation of the figurative use of L2 expressions. The findings revealed that L1

played a role in L2 idiom processing even though L2 learners were less likely to

transfer L1 knowledge when they perceived the meaning as figurative. 

Mahmoud (2002) investigated the interlingual transfer of idiomatic

expressions. He reported a small number of idioms used by 230 university students

(only 124 idioms in 3220 written assignments) and a high rate of negative transfer

(80%).  

Liontas (2002) studied the effect of context on the L2 idiom comprehension

and production. The results showed that context significantly affected the

comprehension of idioms. Context had more effect on the comprehension of L2

idioms which were different from L1 than those that were similar or identical to L1. 

These results corroborate those of Sadeghi et al. (2010), showing the important role

of context in L2 idiom interpretation. Similarly, Kainulainen (2006) reported that

students understood English idioms quite well when they were presented in context. 

Generally, it was found that idiom comprehension increased when students were



interested in language inside and outside classrooms. Cain, Towes, and Knight (2009)

conducted a study on the contribution of inference from context to young children’s

L2 idiom comprehension. The findings revealed that very young children were more

sensitive to meaning in context than adults.  

Boers’s (2001) findings showed that relating idiomatic expressions to a

concrete image (imagery processing) significantly and positively correlated with the

retention of idiomatic phrases. Working from a similar point of view, Boers, Piquer

Píriz, Stenger, and Eyckmans (2009) reported that pictorial elucidation is more likely

to facilitate retention of the meaning of idioms in comparison with verbal input. 

Quynh Tran (2012) conducted a study to explore L2 idiom learning and

teaching situation at a university in Vietnam. The results showed that both teachers

and students achieved moderate effectiveness in L2 idiom learning. They both

believed that students were motivated, felt relaxed and confident, and actively

participated in L2 idiom learning activities.  

Cieslicka (2006) and Zyzik (2011) investigated how the literal meanings of the

constituents of L2 idioms contribute to L2 idiom comprehension. Their results showed

the significant effect of prior lexical knowledge on L2 idiom comprehension. Their

study put more emphasis on the literal meanings in the course of processing L2

idioms by second language learners. 

Boers et al. (2004, 2007) and Bagheri and Fazel (2010) provided support for

the significant role of etymology in idioms learning. The findings indicated that

etymological elaboration had a significantly positive correlation with L2 idiom



comprehension and retention. Zhang’s (2009) findings showed the meaningful role of

etymological elaboration only in the retention test of productive knowledge of L2

idioms. 

However, Zarei and Rahimi’s (2012) findings are in conflict with the findings

of some of the above mentioned studies (e.g., Bagheri & Fazel, 2010; Boers et al., 

2004, 2007; Cain et al., 2009; Cieslicka, 2006; Liontas, 2002; Sadeghi et al., 2010;

Zyzik, 2011). Zarei and Rahimi (2012) addressed the question of how etymological

elaboration, contextual clues, and lexical knowledge contribute to Iranian EFL

learners' comprehension and production of idioms. The findings revealed that there

were no meaningful differences among the effect of the three strategies on L2 idiom

comprehension. On the other hand, they reported that etymological elaboration had

more significant effect on L2 idiom production compared to lexical knowledge. These

results are consistent with Zhang’s (2009) findings. 

Laufer (2000) studied whether avoidance of L2 idioms is determined by the

degree of similarity to their L1. The findings indicated that not all L2 idioms were

avoided. However, L2 learners avoided L2 idioms that were only partially translatable

into L1 or that were non-idiomatic in L1. 

Atai, Akbarian, and Afzali Shahri (2004) conducted a study on the effect of

sentence writing versus multiple exposures in different contexts on idiom learning. 

Their results showed that sentence writing was more conducive to the recall of the

idiom than exposure to that idiom in different contexts. 



Akbarian (2012) investigated how Iranian EFL learners performed in

producing sentences containing idioms. The results of this study suggested that

idiomaticity might influence the grammaticality judgment of EFL learners. 

Boers and Demecheleer (2001) measured the impact of cross-cultural

differences on language learners’ interpretation of imageable idioms. The results

invite teachers and learners to approach semantics of many imageable idioms as non-

arbitrary, while giving due attention to obstacles to comprehension raised by both

cross-linguistic and cross-cultural variation (Boers & Demecheleer, 2001, p. 255). 

Tabatabaei and Gahroei (2011) conducted a study to investigate the impact of

applying movie clips containing idioms on L2 idiom learning. The results indicated

that students who were taught L2 idioms using movie clips outperformed students

who were taught  L2 idioms conventionally using synonyms and antonyms. 

Fotovatnia and Khaki (2012) conducted a study to investigate the effect of

three techniques, using picture, using L1 equivalent, and English definition, on

English idiom learning by Iranian students. The results indicated that the picture

group performed better than other groups in all situations. In addition, the L1

equivalent group had a significantly better performance than L2 definition group for

decomposable idioms in the first posttest regarding form. 



2.3. Language Learning Strategies (LLS)

Language Learning Strategies (LLS) have received more attention since focus

shifted from teachers and teacher-centered classes to learners and learner-centered

classes (Lessard-Clouston, 1997). Researchers have started to study language

learning strategies since 1960s. The cognitive approach to language learning has

affected language learning strategies research (Williams & Burden, 1997). Zarei and

Elekaei (2012) argue that the effect of language learning strategies on language

learning is undeniable. Language learning strategies refer to specific actions, 

behaviors, steps, or techniques that learners employ to improve their L2 skills

(Oxford, 2002). Many researchers have conducted research on the relationship

between language learning strategies and language proficiency. Major findings have

revealed that the use of appropriate language learning strategies helps language

learners to improve their language proficiency or achieve general or particular

language skills (e.g., Akbari & Talebinenezhad , 2003; Bremner, 1999; Chamot &

Kupper, 1989; Chang, 1991; Cohen, 1990; Green & Oxford, 1995; Hallbach, 2000;

Hashim & Sahil, 1994; O'Malley & Chamot, 1990; Oxford, 1989, 1993; Oxford &

Crookall, 1989; Oxford et al., 1993; Wenden & Rubin, 1987; and Wharton, 2000). As

an example, Akbari and Talebinenezhad (2003) conducted a study on the relationship

between language learning strategies by Iranian learners of English and their foreign

language proficiency. They found that there is a positive relationship between the use

of language learning strategies by the subjects and their proficiency scores.   



Brown (2007) points out that some learners are successful and others are not

regardless of teaching methods. At the same time, it is undeniable that learners’

learning is influenced by their abilities, techniques, or strategies used during learning. 

A number of studies have been done showing that learning strategies play a

significant role in successful language learning (Nikoopour & Amini Farasani, 2010). 

Successful language learners use more and better language learning strategies than

less successful learners. In other words, there is a high correlation between language

learning strategies and successful language learning (Bialylock, 1979; Chang, 1991;

Cohen & Aphek, 1981; Green & Oxford, 1995; Griffiths, 2003; Hallbach, 2000;

Hosenfeld, 1977; Naiman et al., 1978; Oxford, 1989, 1993; O’Malley & Chamot, 

1990; Politzer & McGroarty, 1985; Qingquan et al., 2008; Rubin, 1975; Stern, 1975;

Wenden & Rubin, 1987; Wesche, 1979).  

As an example, Qingquan et al. (2008) conducted a study to investigate the

frequency of language learning strategy use by successful and less successful Chinese

students. They reported that successful students used a wider range of learning

strategies more frequently than less successful students. 

Božinovic and Sindik (2011) assert that when successful language learners

want to do a learning task, they have a wide range of learning strategies and make use

of a series of strategies rather than a single one. Fedderholdt (1997) believes that

those language learners who are able to use a wide variety of language learning

strategies appropriately can improve their language skills in a better way. 



However, not all types of language learning strategies are effective for all

second language learners. Researchers attempt to discover which language learning

strategies are used by effective second language learners. Successful language

learners are also able to select and use strategies that are appropriate for doing the

learning task (Vann & Abraham, 1990). 

As Cotterall (2000) argues, learners are different, so they choose different

strategies based on their understanding of which strategies can possibly contribute to

their learning. Similarly, the main reason for language learning strategies research is

that researchers can provide less successful language learners with a list of strategies

used by successful language learners (Naiman et al., 1978; Rubin, 1975). On the

whole, if learners are given the solutions, the immediate problem is solved. But if

they are taught the strategies, they become independent and responsible for their

learning (Griffiths, 2004).  

In the relevant literature, researchers have defined language learning strategies

in different ways. Rubin (1975) provides a broad definition of learning strategies as

techniques which may be used by learners to acquire knowledge. Bialystok (1978)

considers language learning strategies as optional means used by learners for

processing information to improve competence in a new language. Rigney (1978), 

and Cohen (1998) define learning strategies as processes, actions, operations or

techniques used by learners to facilitate three important things: acquisition, storage, 

and/or retrieval of information. 



Tarone (1983, p. 67) defines language learning strategies as "an attempt to

develop linguistic and sociolinguistic competence in the target language – to

incorporate these into one's interlanguage competence”. Weinstein and Mayer (1986)

suggest that learning strategies are behaviors and thoughts which have one goal, that

is, learning facilitation, and are used intentionally by learners. Later, Rubin (1987)

argues that language learning strategies help learners to master the language forms

and functions necessary for understanding and production of second language. Mayer

(1988) provides a more specific definition of learning strategies. They are defined as

learners’ behaviors used to influence how information is processed. For Cohen (1990, 

1998), learning strategies are those processes which are consciously selected by

learners to enhance the learning or use of new language, through the storage, 

retention, recall, and application of  information about that language. 

O'Malley and Chamot (1990) offer another definition of learning strategies. 

They define learning strategies as intentional cognitive or affective actions or

techniques used by learners in order to learn both simple and complex information. 

One of the most comprehensive definitions, among many others, is proposed by

Oxford (1990), who holds that learning strategies are specific actions or techniques

taken by the learner to make learning easier, faster, more enjoyable, more self-

directed, more effective, and more transferable to new situations. 

Later, Oxford (1992, 1993) defines language learning strategies as specific

actions, behaviors, steps, or techniques used by language learners to improve their

skills in the target language. These strategies facilitate target language processing



(i.e., acquisition, storage, retrieval, or use of the target language). They can also

contribute to self-directed involvement to develop communicative abilities.   

From MacIntyre’s (1994) point of view, language learning strategies are

learners’ intentional actions of language used to facilitate language acquisition and

communication. Ellis (1995) describes language learning strategies as a kind of

mental activity or behavior occurring in a particular stage of the learning and

communication process. Additionally, Green and Oxford (1995) argue that

intentional and specific techniques taken by language learners to improve their

progress in developing second language skills are called language learning strategies. 

Hall (2001) defines learning strategies as goal-directed actions used by learners to

mediate their own learning. Ellis (2008) argues that “the actions that learners perform

in order to learn a language have been variously labeled behaviors, tactics, 

techniques, and strategies” (p.703). 

On the whole, based on the above definitions provided by different scholars, it

may be concluded that language learning strategies have two main characteristics:

first, they are intentional techniques used by language learners. Second, they are used

to facilitate language learning. 

It is worth mentioning that although there is a relationship between learners’

language learning styles and their preferred language learning strategies, language

learning styles are different from language learning strategies. Language learning

styles refer to habitual, natural, and preferred ways of acquiring, processing, and

retaining new information and skills (Lessard-Clouston, 1997). Brown (2007) avows



that styles are general characteristics which vary from one person to another. 

However, strategies are those techniques used by learners to solve a given problem

and they vary from learner to learner. Oxford (1994, p. 1) provides the following

examples of language learning strategies:  

Lazlo seeks out conversation partners. Oke groups words to be learned and

then labels each group. Ahmed uses gestures to communicate in the classroom

when the words do not come to mind. Mai Qi learns words by breaking them

down into their components. Young consciously uses guessing when she reads. 

Tarone (1980) makes a distinction between language learning strategies and

skills learning strategies. Language learning strategies are related to learners’

attempts to master new linguistic and sociolinguistic information about the target

language; however, skills learning strategies are related to learners’ attempts to

become skilled listeners, speakers, readers, or writers. 

Language learning strategies are also different from teaching strategies. 

Teaching strategies refer to the techniques used by teachers, rather than learners, to

help learners to learn (O’Malley, Chamot, Stewner-Manzanares, Russo, & Küpper, 

1985). 

Early research into language learning strategies tried to find what language

learning strategies are used by learners, without trying to examine the relationship

between strategy use and success (Rubin, 1987; Stern, 1975; Wenden, 1987). 

Language learning strategies have been studied since 1960s in an attempt to identify



what successful language learners do during learning second/foreign language

(Rubin, 1975; Stern, 1975; Wenden, 1987).  

According to Oxford and Ehrman (1995), there is no single strategy pattern

used by successful language learners. It means that successful learners make use of

various language learning strategies and match them to two factors, their own

learning style and personality, and the demands of the task. 

Brown (2007, p. 132) provides a list of successful language learners’

characteristics. Successful language learners:

- find their own way

- organize information about language

- are creative

- provide themselves with opportunities to practice language inside and outside

the classroom

- live with uncertainty by using some techniques, like guessing and

inferencing, to compensate for lack of knowledge

- use mnemonics and other memory strategies to recall what has been learned

- take advantage of errors

- use linguistic knowledge

- use contextual clues to help them in comprehension

- make intelligent guesses

- consider language as wholes

- use particular devices to handle daily conversations



- use particular production strategies to fill in gaps

- learn different styles of writing and speech and learn to realize their language

on the basis of the level of formality of the situation. 

2.3.1. Classifications of language learning strategies (LLS)

Like the various definitions of learning strategies, there are also different

classifications of learning strategies (Bremner, 1999). Many researchers have

attempted to classify language learning strategies into more specific categories

(Bialystok, 1979; Ellis, 1994; Naiman et al., 1978; O’Malley & Chamot, 1990;

O’Malley et al., 1985; Oxford, 1990; Rubin, 1981; Stern, 1992; Wenden & Rubin, 

1987).  

In this part, six classifications of language learning strategies proposed by

Naiman et al. (1978); Bialystok (1979); Rubin (1981); O’Malley and Chamot (1990);

Oxford (1990); and Stern (1992) are discussed. 

a) Naiman et al.’s classification

In this model, learning strategies are classified into five main categories:

1. An active task approach

2. Realization of a language as a system

3. Realization of language as a means of communication and interaction

4. Management of affective demands

5. Monitoring of second language performance



b) Bialystok’s classification  

Bialystok (1979) proposes a model of information-processing procedures

which includes four types:

1. Formal practicing: these strategies are memorizing vocabulary and repeating

sounds. 

2. Functional practicing: these strategies focus on the use of target language as a

device for communicating with other people. 

3. Monitoring procedure: it occurs when learners modify their responses according to

specific responses. 

4. Inferencing procedure: it refers to using old information to construct new

information. 

c) Rubin’s classification  

Rubin (1981) classifies learning strategies into direct and indirect learning

strategies. 

1. Direct learning strategies: refer to those strategies that contribute to learning

directly. These strategies are divided into six types: clarification or verification, 

monitoring, memorizing, guessing or inductive inferencing, deductive reasoning, and

practice. 

2. Indirect learning strategies: refer to those strategies that contribute to learning

indirectly. These strategies are divided into two types: creating opportunities for

practice and production tricks. 



Wenden (1983) criticized Rubin’s classification and suggested that

metacognitive aspects be included in this model. 

d) O’Malley and Chamot’s classification  

O’Malley and Chamot (1990) suggest a model which classifies language

learning strategies into three main categories:

1. Metacognitive strategies: refer to executive strategies and skills that help a

learner to do four activities: planning for learning, thinking about the learning

process, monitoring his comprehension and production, and evaluating his success in

learning. Karimi, Shahidi Pour, Mirzaeei, Esmaeili Salumahaleh, and Ebrahimi

(2013, p. 24) provide the following list of metacognitive strategies:

- advance organizers: having a general preview of the organizing concept or

principle in a learning activity, 

-directed attention: paying attention to a learning task in and ignoring irrelevant

information, 

- selective attention: paying attention to specific aspects of language,  

- self-management: understanding the conditions that help one to learn and arrange

for the presence of those conditions, 

- functional planning: planning for rehearsing language items necessary to do a

language task, 



- self-monitoring: checking one’s speech for accuracy in pronunciation, grammar, 

vocabulary, or appropriateness related to the setting or to the people who are present, 

- delayed production: delaying speaking in order to learn initially through listening

comprehension, and

- self-evaluation: checking the results of one’s own language learning. 

2. Cognitive strategies: refer to strategies involving more direct manipulation of the

learning materials. Learners can understand, learn, and solve problems through these

strategies.  Cognitive strategies include the following (Karimi et al., 2013, p. 23):

- repetition: imitating, repeating, or rehearsing a language model, 

- resourcing: using target language reference materials, 

- translation: using mother tongue as a base for understanding or producing

the target language, 

- grouping: ordering, classifying, and labeling to learn language items based

on common features, 

- note taking: writing down the main idea, important points, outline, or

summary of information, 

- deduction: consciously applying rules to understand or produce the target

language, 

- recombination: constructing a meaningful sentence by combining known

elements in a new way, 



- imagery: relating new information to visual concepts in memory, 

- auditory representation: retention of the sound for a word, phrase, or longer

language sequence, 

- keyword: remembering a new word in target language by identifying a

familiar word in the first language or generating easily recalled images of some

relationship between new word and the familiar word,  

- contextualization: placing a word in a meaningful language sequence, 

- elaboration: relating new information to other concepts in memory, 

- transfer: using previously acquired knowledge to make language learning

easier, and

- inferencing: using available information to guess the meaning of new items

or fill in the missing information. 

3. Social/affective strategies: refer to strategies involving direct interaction with

others to facilitate learning. Social/affective strategies are as follows (Karimi et al., 

2013, p. 25):

            - cooperation: working with one or more peers to receive feedback, 

information  

or model a language activity, 

- question for clarification: asking a teacher or others to repeat, paraphrase,  

explain, or give examples. 



e) Oxford’s classification

Oxford (1990) developed a classification of language learning strategies

containing six categories of L2 learning behaviors. This classification is based on the

theory that learner is a ‘whole person’ who uses intellectual, social, emotional, and

physical resources. 

Based on Oxford’s (1990) classification, language learning strategies can be

generally divided into two main categories: direct and indirect strategies. Memory, 

cognitive, and compensation strategies are considered as direct strategies. 

Metacognitive, affective, and social strategies are indirect strategies. Unlike direct

strategies, indirect strategies do not have a direct effect on the target language, but

have a significant effect on language learning. 

Brown (2007, p. 141-142) offers the following classification:

Direct Strategies:

1. Memory strategies: refer to those strategies which are used to help learners to

store new information in memory and retrieve it when necessary. These

strategies can be:

- Creating mental linkages (e.g., grouping, associating or elaborating, or

placing new words into a context), 

- Applying images and sounds (e.g., using imagery, semantic mapping, 

using keywords, or representing sounds in memory), 

- Reviewing well (e.g., structured viewing), and



- Employing action (e.g., using physical response, or using mechanical

techniques). 

2. Cognitive strategies: refer to those strategies which enable learners to

understand and make a connection between new information and old

information.  

Oxford (1990) proposes that students may use memory-enhancing strategies

(e.g., the keyword technique) to remember new words. These strategies are

considered cognitive learning strategies. 

They directly manipulate or transform language. These strategies are:

- Practicing (e.g., repeating, practicing with sounds and writing systems, 

recognizing and using formulas and patterns, recombining, or practice

naturalistically), 

- Receiving and sending messages (e.g., getting the idea quickly, or using

resources for receiving and sending messages), 

- Analyzing and reasoning (e.g.,  reasoning deductively, analyzing

expressions, analyzing contrastively across languages, translating, or

transferring), and

- Creating structure for input and output (e.g.,  taking notes, summarizing, 

or highlighting). 



3. Compensation strategies: refer to those strategies which are used to

compensate for lack of knowledge; they include:

- Guessing intelligently (e.g.,  using linguistic clues, or using other clues), 

and

- Overcoming limitations in speaking and writing (e.g., switching to L1, 

seeking for help, using mime or gesture, avoiding communication partially

or totally, selecting the topic, adjusting or approximating the message, 

coining words, or using circumlocution or synonym). 

Indirect strategies:

4. Metacognitive strategies: refer to those strategies which enable learners to

control their learning. They are:

- Centering the learning (e.g.,  overviewing and linking with already known

materials, paying attention, or delaying production to focus on

comprehension), 

- Arranging and planning the learning (e.g.,  finding out about language

learning, organizing, setting goals and objectives, identifying the purpose

of a language task, planning for a language task, or seeking practice

opportunities), and

- Evaluating the learning (e.g., self-monitoring or self-evaluating). 



5. Affective strategies:   refer to those strategies which enable learners to control

over their feelings, emotions, attitudes, motivations, and values. These

strategies can be:

- Lowering anxiety (e.g., using progressive relaxation, deep breathing, or

meditation, using music, or using laughter), 

- Encouraging yourself (e.g., making positive statements, taking risks

wisely, or rewarding yourself), and

- Taking emotional temperature (e.g.,   listening to your body, using a

checklist, writing a language learning diary, or discussing your feelings

with someone else). 

    

6. Social strategies: refer to those strategies which are concerned with the

interaction of learners with other people. Social strategies include the

following:  

- Asking questions (e.g.,  asking for clarification or verification or asking

for correction), 

- Cooperating with others (e.g.,  cooperating with others or cooperating

with proficient users of the new language), and

- Empathizing with others (e.g., developing cultural understanding, 

becoming aware of other thoughts and feelings). 



f) Stern's classification

Stern (1992) argues that there are five main language learning strategies. They

are:

1.  Management and Planning Strategies: these strategies are related to learners’

tendency to control their own learning.  

2.  Cognitive Strategies: these strategies are related to direct strategies used in

learning by learners. They are: clarification or verification, guessing or inductive

inferencing, deductive reasoning, practice, memorization, and monitoring. 

3.  Communicative - experiential strategies: these strategies are related to techniques

used by learners to keep conversation going. Such as circumlocution, asking for help, 

and gesturing. 

4.  Interpersonal strategies: these strategies are used by learners to monitor and

evaluate their performance and to cooperate with native speakers. 

6. Affective Strategies: these strategies are used by learners to cope with emotional

difficulties. They focus on learners’ feelings.   

In spite of slight differences, Oxford’s memory and cognitive strategies

correspond with O’Malley and Chamot’s cognitive strategies, and Oxford’s affective

and social strategies can be consistent with O’Malley and Chamot’s social/affective

strategies (see Table 2.1.). 

However, there are two main differences between the two classifications of

language learning strategies proposed by Oxford and O’Malley and Chamot: first, 

Oxford’s classification includes compensation strategies, whereas O’Malley and



Chamot’s does not. Second, O’Malley and Chamot’s classification pays little

attention to the social/affective dimensions (Xuan, 2005). 

Table 2.1.Two models of language learning strategy classification

Models of

Classifications

Language Learning Strategies

O’Malley and

Chamot

(1990)

Metacognitive

strategies

Cognitive strategies social/affective

strategies -

Oxford (1990) Metacognitive

strategies

Cognitive

strategies

Memory

strategies

Social

strategies

Affective

strategies

Compensation

strategies

However, Oxford (1990) believes that there is no agreement on what strategies

are, how they should be defined, how many they are, and how they should be

categorized.  

According to Božinovic and Sindik (2011), there are three shortcomings of

Oxford’s classification of language learning strategies. The first drawback refers to

the idea that this classification is not based on factor analysis and achievements of

cognitive science. The second limitation is that there is no clear distinction between

language use strategies and language learning strategies. The last criticism is made by

some strategy researchers, such as Dörnyei (2005) and Purpura (1999), who argue

that ‘compensation’ strategies do not belong to language learning strategies, but are

related to communication strategies. Brown (1980) makes a clear distinction between



language learning strategies and communication strategies. He asserts that

communication is the output modality, but learning is the input modality. 

Despite the above limitations, the present study uses Oxford’s (1990)

classification because, as Ellis (1994, p. 539), and Rausch (2000, p. 2), claim, this

classification is the most comprehensive, multi-leveled, and theoretically well-

conceived classification with a hierarchical ordering of language learning strategies.  

2.3.2. Characteristics of language learning strategies

Although there are different approaches to defining and classifying language

learning strategies, there are some features of language learning strategies

unanimously accepted by learning strategies researchers (Lessard-Clouston, 1997). 

Oxford (1990, p. 9) draws a list of twelve features of language learning strategies. 

Language learning strategies:

1. allow learners to become more self-directed and to develop learner autonomy. By

using these strategies, learners can become responsible for their own learning;

2. include many aspects of learning, in addition to cognitive aspects, like

metacognitive, social and affective aspects;

3. contribute to communicative competence;

4. change and expand the traditional role of the language teacher. The teacher

becomes a person who facilitates learning and a member of communication;

5. are learner-generated (are specific actions used by learners);

6. are problem-oriented;



7. may be visible or invisible;

8. facilitate learning, both directly and directly;

9. are mainly conscious actions;

10. can be taught;

11. are flexible; and

12. can be affected by different factors. 

A variety of factors may affect the selection of language learning strategies. 

These factors are discussed in the next part. 

   

2.3.3. Factors affecting the selection of language learning strategies

There is a wide variety of factors influencing the selection of language learning

strategies. The following factors are strongly correlated with the selection of language

learning strategies (Ames & Archer, 1988; Guilloteaux & Dornyei, 2008; Hong-Nam

& Leavell, 2006; Lucas, Pulido, Miraflores, Ignacio, Tacay, & Lao, 2010; Ortega, 

2003; Oxford & Burry-stock, 1995; Parry, 1996; Towns, 1998; Vandergrift, 2005). 

Biological factors

Cohen and Dörnyei (2002) believe that the main differences among learners

are their age and sex. The sex of learners is one of the factors that may affect the

choice, use, and frequency of language learning strategies. However, the relationship

between sex and strategy use has not clearly been found. It means that the effects of



sex on strategy use have produced inconsistent results (Wu, 2010). The recent results

have shown that a variety of language learning strategies are used by females more

than males. (e.g., Bozinovic & Sindik, 2011; Ehrman & Oxford, 1989, 1995; Goh &

Foong, 1997; Green, 1991; Green & Oxford, 1993, 1995; Kato, 2005; O’malley &

Chamot, 1990; Oxford, 1990, 1993; Oxford, Nyikos, & Ehrman, 1988; Politzer, 

1983; Sheorey, 1999). As an Example, Shoerey (1999) investigated the pattern of

language learning strategies used by Indian learners of English. He found that female

learners used more language learning strategies compared to male learners. Ehrman

and Oxford (1995) also found that females used compensation strategies more than

males. 

However, Lee’s (2010) finding is not consistent with above-mentioned finding. 

Lee (2010) reported that males used language learning strategies more than females. 

Bozinovic and Sindik (2011) found that females used all language learning strategies

more than males except social and affective strategies. 

Based on the above results, it can be concluded that there might be a difference

between males and females in the choice and use of language learning strategies. 

However, Huang (2001) and Lee and Oxford (2008) conducted research to examine

the effect of sex on language learning strategies use. Their results did not show any

significant effects. Ziahosseini and Salehi’s (2007) finding lends support to Lee and

Oxford’s (2008) finding. 

On the other hand, learners of different age levels use different learning

strategies (Chamot et al. 1987; O'Malley & Chamot 1990; Oxford, 1982, 1989, 1990, 



1992; Oxford & Ehrman, 1993). For example, older language learners prefer to use

strategies which analyze the grammatical rules (Oxford & Ehrman, 1995). 

Cognitive factors

Hsu (2007) examined the relationship between learning styles and language

learning strategies. The results showed that there was a strong relationship between

preferred learning style and the selection of language learning strategies. In another

study, Oxford (1990) found that students who were more tolerant of ambiguity

employed different language learning strategies from those who were less tolerant of

ambiguity. 

Oxford et al. (1988) highlight the effect of L2 strategy training and argue that

by strategy training, males and females can be equivalent in terms of language

learning strategies use. 

Affective factors

Among the factors affecting the use of learning strategies, motivation is

considered a significant variable (Ziahosseini & Salehi, 2007). Learners who are

more motivated are likely to use more learning strategies than their less motivated

counterparts. It was found in a number of studies that motivation significantly

influenced the choice of language learning strategies (e.g., Chang, 2005; Chang &

Huang, 1999; Gardner & MacIntyre, 1993; Huang, 2007; Oxford & Nyikos, 1989;

Oxford, Park Oh, Ito, & Sumrall, 1993; Rivera-Mills & Plonsky, 2007; Schmidt &



Watanabe, 2001; Sedaghat, 2001; Tamada, 1996; Zarei & Elekaie, 2012). Oxford and

Nyikos (1989) conducted a study to examine the relationship between different

factors and the choice of language learning strategies. They found that motivation is

the single most powerful influence on the choice of language learning strategies. 

Language learning motivation determines the frequency of language learning

strategies used by learners. Tamada’s (1996) results showed that differences in the

types of motivation significantly influenced the learning strategy choice and learning

strategy use. Similarly, Sedaghat (2001) found that instrumentally motivated learners

used more memory and affective learning strategies, while integratively motivated

learners used more cognitive and metacognitive learning strategies. 

In addition, a strong relationship has been reported between personality type

and learning strategy use (Nikoopour & Amini Farsani, 2010). For example, it has

been found that extrovert learners are more likely to use affective and visual

strategies than introvert learners. However, introvert learners use strategies for

searching and communication of meaning more frequently than extrovert learners

(Ehrman & Oxford, 1989). 

Nikoopour and Amini Farasani (2010) conducted a study on the relationship

between language learning strategies and personality types among Iranian EFL

learners. The results of the study showed that there was no significant relationship

between extrovert and introvert learners and the use of language learning strategies. 

However, both sensing and intuitive learners preferred to use affective learning

strategies. The results also revealed that thinking as well as feeling learners employed



memory and social learning strategies. Perceiving learners used both cognitive and

compensation learning strategies, whereas judging learners used only compensation

strategies. This study approached the issue from another perspective, too. 

Surprisingly enough, they revealed that based on the types of language learning

strategies employed by learners, their personality type might be predicted. In

addition, Rezaei and Almasian (2007) reported that creativity and degree of strategy

use were significantly correlated.  

Socio-cultural factors

Rubin (1975), Genesee (1978), Politzer and McGroarty (1985), Oxford (1989, 

1990, 1996), Oxford and Nyikos (1989), O'Malley and Chamot (1990), Green and

Oxford (1995), and Sheorey (1999) have examined the relationship between cultural

background knowledge and language learning strategy use. They assert that cultural

background knowledge affects the choice of language learning strategies. Sheorey

(1999) avows that learners are uncomfortable using strategies which are inconsistent

with their cultural background. Cultural background knowledge is related to

nationality or ethnicity. Hong-Nam and Leavell (2006), and Deneme (2010) assert

that nationality affects the use of language learning strategies. For example, it was

found that Asian students prefer to use strategies involving rote memorization and

language rules, but Hispanics had a tendency to use more social and interactive

strategies (O'Malley & Chamot, 1990; Politzer & McGroarty, 1985).  



As another example, Hong-Nam and Leavell (2006) investigated the

relationship between nationality and language learning strategy use. The findings

showed that Chinese students used social learning strategies the most and memory

and affective learning strategies the least. Japanese, Korean, Brazilian, German, 

Indonesian, Malaysian, Thai, and Togolese students made use of metacognitive

learning strategies the most; all these students, except Korean students, used affective

learning strategies the least, and Korean students used memory strategies the least. 

Moreover, both attitude and belief have been reported to have a significant

effect on the choice of language learning strategies. This means that learners with

negative attitudes and beliefs do not use language learning strategies very much. On

the other hand, many studies have shown that learners who have positive attitude

toward language learning use a variety of language learning strategies (e.g., 

Hassanpour, 1999; Sadighi & Zarafshan, 2006; Sedaghat, 2001; Vossoughi &

Ebrahimi, 2003).  As an example, Sadighi and Zarafshan (2006) studied the effect of

attitude and motivation on the use of language learning strategies by Iranian EFL

university students. The analysis of results revealed that there was a significant

correlation between attitudes and language learning strategies. Learners with positive

attitude used language learning strategies more frequently than those with negative

attitude. 

It was also found that the strategies often employed by the successful students

are different from those often preferred by their unsuccessful peers. The former often

used deep, L2-based, association, active participation, language use, positive attitude



taking and learning-process monitoring strategies that are likely to make more

contributions to successful L2 learning while the latter tended to use surface, L1-

based, word-level, rote memory and gesture strategies. 

Level of proficiency

Many findings have revealed that more proficient learners use learning

strategies more than less proficient learners (e.g., Bialystock, 1981; Chamot &

Cupper, 1989; Dhanarattiganon, 1990; Green & Oxford, 1995; Hong-Nam & Leavell

, 2006;  Intaraprasert, 2007; Janphaosaeng, 2006; Khabiri & Azaminejad , 2009;

O’Malley et al., 1985; Oxford & Ehrman, 1995; Pannak & Chiramanee, 2011; Mori, 

2007; Su 2005; Watanabe, 1990; Wharton, 2000). The following studies provide a

confirmation for this assumption.  

In one study, Phillips (1991) found that there was a strong relationship between

the frequency of use of language learning strategies and English proficiency level. In

addition, Dhanarattiganon (1990) investigated language learning strategy use of 145

successful and less successful students at Silapakorn University in Thailand. Finding

showed that the successful learners used learning strategies in the classroom, in

individual study and outside classroom more frequently than the less successful ones. 

In a similar vein, Green and Oxford (1995) reported that successful students used

more language learning strategies in comparison with other students. 

Mori (2007) conducted a study to investigate the frequency and choice of

learning strategies used by Japanese learners at different levels of proficiency. 



Findings showed that advanced level learners employed learning strategies more

frequently. 

Pannak and Chiramanee (2011) investigated language learning strategies used

by 71 English major students. They reported that there was a significant difference in

the frequency of six strategy categories among learners at different levels of

proficiency. The more proficient learners employed all six categories of language

learning strategies more often than their lower proficient counterparts. 

On the other hand, Hong-Nam and Leavell (2006), who examined the

relationship between language learning strategy use and language proficiency, found

a curvilinear relationship between the two variables. It means that intermediate level

students used more language learning strategies than beginning and advanced level

students.  

Interestingly enough, Ziahosseini and Salehi (2007) found that the level of

proficiency did not make any difference in strategy use and strategy choice.  

2.3.4. Using language learning strategies in the classroom  

During the past few decades, due to the development of language learning

strategies, researchers have focused more on strategy training or using strategies in

the classroom (Huang, 2001). Many researchers have highlighted the importance of

strategy training. From a teaching perspective, O’Malley et al. (1985) argue that the

learning strategies used by successful language learners can be identified and taught

to less successful language learners. Strategy training can help to improve language



learning strategy use (Oxford, 1990; O’Malley & Chamot, 1990). This training may

have noticeable effects on the development of second language skills. Oxford and

Nyikos (1989, p. 29) argue for the possibility of strategy training, claiming that

“unlike most other characteristic of the learner, personality, and general cognitive

style, learning strategies are readily teachable”.  

According to Lessard-Clouston (1997), strategy training is important because

training learners to use language learning strategies can help them to become more

successful language learners. Language learning strategy training can also help

promote learner autonomy (Cohen, 1998; Wenden, 1991). 

Huang (2001) evaluated a language learning strategy training course regarding

its effect on students’ learning achievement, attitudes, anxiety, and proficiency. 

Findings provided support for the assumption that learning strategy training can

facilitate language learning. They indicated that students who received learning

strategy training showed significant improvement in English proficiency and

motivational intensity. Strategy use also decreased English learning anxiety.

Brown (2007) also suggests that teachers can take advantage of information

about what makes learners successful and unsuccessful to apply successful strategies

in the classroom. Of course, learners can benefit from language learning strategies on

three conditions: first, they should understand the strategy. Second, they should

understand that it is effective. Third, they should understand that it is not difficult to

implement (MacIntyre & Noels, 1996). 



Oxford (1990), Cohen (1998), as well as O'Malley and Chamot (1990) argue

that strategy training raises learners’ awareness of the strategies they use. Wenden

(1998) also asserts that strategy training will be much more effective if teachers

increase learners’ awareness of the strategies. It will be helpful if learners know about

the value and purpose of strategies and can transfer them to non-linguistic tasks.  

O'Malley et al. (1985) also suggest that language teachers play a significant

role by training students how to use language learning strategies for doing language

activities and tasks in both classroom and real-life situations. 

The following study supports explicit cognitive learning strategy instruction in

the classroom. Tang and Moore (1992) conducted a study to investigate the effects of

the teaching of cognitive learning strategies on reading comprehension in the

classroom. They reported that cognitive strategy instruction (e.g., title discussion, 

pre-teaching vocabulary) improved comprehension scores. 

Chang (1991) conducted a study to investigate the potential benefits of

metacognitive strategy training to improve second language listening comprehension. 

The results showed that after two semesters of training, students became aware of the

demands of accomplishing tasks. It promoted students’ listening comprehension and

encouraged their conscious language learning.  

Oxford (2002, p. 130) offer the following implications for strategy instruction:

1. Learning strategy training should be considered as an integral part of classroom. 

2. Learning strategy training should be natural but highly explicit. 

3. Teachers can help students realize the effectiveness of language learning strategies. 



4. Teachers can assist students in identifying and analyzing their preferred learning

strategies by different means like interviews, questionnaires, and diaries. 

5. Teachers should provide students with both explicit strategy instruction and ample

opportunities for practice. 

6. Teachers should embed strategy training in real and meaningful communicative

contexts. 

7.  Learning strategy training can help students make use of multiple strategies. 

8. Teachers’ research on language learning strategies should cover the wide range of

strategies and should not be limited to just one or two types of techniques. 

9. Learning strategy training takes time. It may take months or even years to be able

to use learning strategies effectively. 

Wenden (1987) asserts that language learning strategies should take the

different aspects of language learning into account. There are three areas in language

learning strategies:

1. The actual behavior of learners: what learners do, 

2. Strategic knowledge: what learners know about the strategies they use, and

3. Other aspects of knowledge: what learners know about aspects other than

strategies, of the L2 learning process, such as motivation.  

Lessard-Clouston (1997, p. 21) provides three steps to implementing language

learning strategies in the classroom:

Step 1. Study the teaching context: the first step is that teachers should analyze

their teaching context to find information about three areas: first, their students, 



second, their materials, and third, their own teaching. As mentioned above, different

factors affect the selection of language learning strategies. In addition, most of the

factors, directly and indirectly, relate to students. Therefore, it is necessary for

teachers to analyze their students’ attributes, such as their sex, age, motivation, 

nationality, learning style, and so on. Based on these factors, teachers should select

appropriate strategies for training. In addition to students, materials should also be

studied. Different materials, e.g., textbooks, audiotapes, and videotapes, have

different effects on language learning strategy use. Finally, teachers need to consider

their own teaching methods and styles. For example, language learning strategy

training may be explicit or implicit, the class may be teacher-centered or student-

centered and so on. Depending on the methods, language learning strategies will

vary.   

Step 2. Focus on language learning strategies in teaching: having analyzed the

teaching context, teachers should focus on those language learning strategies which

are in harmony with the students, materials, and teaching methods.  

Step 3. Reflect and encourage student reflection: not only is it useful for teachers

to reflect on their own positive and negative experiences in language learning, but

also it is crucial to encourage students to reflect on their experiences in language

learning, both during and after strategy training. 

There are some other criteria which should be taken into consideration by

teachers when they decide to implement language learning strategy training in the



classroom (Cohen, 1998; Mendelsohn, 1994; O'Malley & Chamot, 1990; Wenden, 

1987). A brief review of some of them is given below. 

1. Explicitness

Teachers should determine whether strategy training is explicit, implicit, or

both. In explicit strategy training, teachers make students aware of the strategies that

they are learning as well as their values and purposes. However, in implicit strategy

training, teachers provide learners with activities to help them induce the use of

strategies. 

Oxford (1992, 1993) asserts that effective strategy training is usually highly

explicit. Learners should be provided with ample opportunities to practise, evaluate, 

and transfer a strategy to other tasks. 

2. Content

Teachers need to decide whether the content of strategy training should have

specific learning skills (refers to the use of cognitive strategies) or general learning

skills (refers to the use of metacognitive strategies). 

3. Integration  

Teachers should decide whether they want to implement strategy training in the

classroom separately or integrate it into language learning activities. Oxford (1992, 

1993) asserts that effective strategy training is usually integrated into language

course. 



4. Assessment  

Teachers should evaluate the outcome based on the success of the students in

the completion of the language task. On the whole, Oxford (1994, p. 3) suggests

some principles to be taken into account in implementing L2 strategy training in the

classroom. 

-  Strategy training should be based on students' attitudes, beliefs, and needs.  

- Strategies should be selected so that they support each other and are in

harmony with the language task, the learners' goals, and the learners' style of

learning.  

-  Strategy training should be integrated into language learning activities over a

long period of time rather than taught as a separate activity to be done in a

short time.  

-  Students should be provided with opportunities for strategy training during

language classes.  

- Strategy training should include explanations, handouts, activities, 

brainstorming, and materials for reference and home study.  

-  Strategy training should be based on affective aspects, e.g., anxiety, 

motivation, beliefs, and interests, which have effects on the selection of

language learning strategies.  

- Strategy training should be explicit, overt, and relevant. 



- Strategy training should allow students to practise with different L2 tasks

involving authentic materials. 

- Strategy training should allow students not only to use language learning

strategies in the classroom but also to transfer them to real-life situations.  

- Strategy training should be individualized so that different students use their

preferred strategies for particular tasks. 

Chamot, Barnhardt, El Dinary, and Robbins (1999) offer 5 broad stages of the

strategy instruction:

1. Preparation

Teacher raises students’ awareness of the effectiveness of language learning strategy

use.  

2. Presentation

Teacher presents effective strategies to accomplish the task. 

3. Practice

Students are provided with opportunities to practise learning strategies. 

4. Expansion

Students are given opportunities to bring learning strategies to other tasks. 

5. Evaluation  

Teacher helps students to evaluate their success with the new strategies. 

In addition, since strategy training is based on students’ needs (Oxford, 1994);

need analysis should be done first to design a best possible strategy instruction. 



In one study, Harris (2003) explored problems faced in the design of language

learning strategy instruction in distance learning context. It was found that the

absence of teacher mediation to scaffold learner self-management was more

problematic than the absence of language-specific tasks in which to contextualize the

strategy instruction. 

Surprising enough, the following study does not support the effectiveness of

language learning strategy instruction. O’Malley (1987) formed three instructional

groups. The first group received training in metacognitive, cognitive and

socioaffective learning strategies, the second group received training in cognitive and

socioaffective learning strategies, and the third group (control group) received no

special instruction in language learning strategies for listening, speaking and

vocabulary acquisition skills. The finding showed that the control group for

vocabulary actually scored slightly higher than the treatment groups. O’Mally

provides a reason for this unexpected finding, that is, students relied more on familiar

strategies. They continued to use rote repetitive strategies and had a disinclination to

adopt the strategies presented in training, especially when they knew they would be

tested within only a few minutes. 

2.3.5. Methods of identifying language learning strategies

One of the difficulties with researching language learning strategies is the

procedure used to identify them. This is because they cannot usually be observed

directly (Griffiths, 2004). However, language learning strategies used by learners can



be assessed through various self-report procedures. Although self-report is always

controversial, there is no better way devised yet to identify learners’ strategies used

for doing language tasks (Chamot, 2005; p. 113). The following techniques are

frequently used to assess language learning strategies (Chamot, 2005, p. 113; Xuan, 

2005, p. 2; Wu, 2010, p. 2):

- Interviews

This procedure has been used by some researchers like Naiman et al. (1978), 

O’Malley et al. (1985), Chamot (1987), and Wu (2010) to identify language learning

strategies. In this procedure, learners are asked to recall a task which they have done

recently and describe what they did to complete it. In addition to techniques, 

information related to the students’ feelings, thoughts, and intentions can also be

obtained.  

- Students’ diaries

Diaries can be used by researchers to identify language learning strategies

used by learners (see, for example, Bailey, 1991; Cohen, 1987; Garson & Longhini, 

2002; Halbach, 2000; Oxford, 1990; & Rubin, 1981). In this instrument, learners are

allowed to record their own personal observations about their own learning

experiences and the techniques that they used to do language tasks. 



- Think-aloud procedures

These are individual interviews and direct observations, developed by Newell

and Simon (1972), to examine the learners’ learning strategies used in language

comprehension. Li and Munby (1996), Cooper (1999), and Rohani et al. (2012), for

example, used these procedures to assess strategies used in comprehension.  In these

procedures, participants are given a language task and asked to verbalize their

thoughts while they are doing it. 

- Questionnaires

Among the above procedures, questionnaires have been used mostly for

assessing learners’ strategies (Bremner, 1999; Green & Oxford, 1995; Oxford, 1990;

Oxford & Nykios, 1989; Politzer, 1983; Politzer & Mcgroarty, 1985). Questionnaires

are self-evaluation surveys which have been developed on the basis of tasks that

learners have just done. They aim to collect information about learners’ techniques

used to complete language tasks. Questionnaires have several advantages: they are a)

neutral, b) nonthreatening, and c) cost-effective (Bialystok, 1981; Brown, 2005;

Chamot, 2004; Chamot & El-Dinary, 1999; Fan, 2003; Goh, 2002; Kojic-Sabo &

Lightbown, 1999; Oxford, 1990; Oxford & Burry-Stock, 1995; Ozeki, 2000; Rubin &

Thompson, 1994; Weaver & Cohen, 1997). One of the most common and

standardized questionnaires was developed by Oxford (1990). This questionnaire is

called the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL). This instrument was



used in the present study to identify language learning strategies used by learners. 

The following section elaborates on this instrument more. 

Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL)

In 1990, the American psychologist Rebecca Oxford developed the most

popular instrument to identify language learning strategies employed by learners. 

This instrument is called Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) and is

based on her model of classification of language learning strategies. SILL focuses on

both the type and frequency of language learning strategies used by learners. SILL

has two versions:  

Version 5.1: this version consists of 80 items which are designed to collect

information about native-speaking English students learning another language. 

Version 7.0: this version consists of 50 items which are designed to collect

information about non-native speakers of English who are learning English as a new

language (see appendix D). In this instrument, there are six types of strategies:

memory (items1-9), cognitive (items 10-23), compensation (items 24-29), 

metacognitive (items 30-38), affective (items 39-44), and social learning strategies

(items 45-50). This inventory has been used, as the best available instrument to assess

strategies, by different language learning strategy researchers, such as Oxford and

Nykios (1989), Oxford (1990),Chang (1991), Philips (1991), Green (1991), Nykios

and Oxford (1993), Hashim and Sahil (1994), Goh and Foong, (1997), Park (1994, 

1997), Ehrman and Oxford (1995), Green and Oxford (1995), Oxford and Burry-



Stock (1995), Bedell and Oxford (1996), Bremner (1999), Wharton (2000), Bruen

(2001), Zhang (2001, 2005), Lee (2003), Vossoughi and Ebrahimi (2003), Chamot

(2004), Oxford, Cho, Leung, and Kim (2004), Huang (2001), Kato (2005), Khalil

(2005), Nisbet, Tindall and Arroyo (2005),  Ong (2005), Mori (2007), Su (2005), 

Rezaei and Almasian (2007), Lee and Oxford (2008), Qingquan et al. (2008), 

Ghonsooli and Elahi Shirvan (2009), Khabiri and Azaminejad (2009), Khabiri and

Jazebi (2010), Nikoopour and Farasani, (2010), Wu (2010), Božinovic and Sindik

(2011), Nikoopour, Amini Farasani, Nasiri (2011), Pannak and Chiramanee (2011), 

Zarei and Elekaei (2012). A number of studies using SILL for collecting their data

have found reliability indexes ranging from 0.91 to 0.95 (Oxford, 1996).  

2.3.6. Previous studies

Recent approaches consider the role of the learner as the most important factor

in the learning process. As a result, learner variables such as motivation, aptitude, 

age, gender, career choice, cultural background, cognitive style, and learning

strategies have been investigated (Ziahosseini & Salehi, 2007). As mentioned earlier, 

many researchers have investigated the relationship between language learning

strategies and different independent and dependent variables (e.g., sex, age, 

motivation, attitude, critical thinking, language proficiency, reading and speaking

ability, vocabulary learning, and so on). Some studies on language learning strategies

are described below:



Oxford and Nyikos (1989) conducted a study to examine the relationship

between different factors and the choice of language learning strategies. They found

that motivation directly affected the choice and use of language learning strategies. 

Their findings are congruent with Chang and Huang’s (1999) findings, which showed

that motivation correlated significantly with the choice of language learning

strategies.  Chang and Huang (1999) found that instrumentally motivated learners

used more memory and affective learning strategies, while integratively motivated

learners used more cognitive and metacognitive learning strategies.

Ghonsooli and Elahi Shirvan (2009) reported a significant and positive

correlation between motivational self-regulatory strategies and the use of language

learning strategies among EFL learners.  

Zarei and Elekaie (2012) examined the relationship between motivation and

language learning strategies. The results showed that motivation significantly

influenced the choice of memory, compensation, and affective learning strategies but

had no significant effect on the choice of cognitive, metacognitive, and social

learning strategies. In a similar vein, Schmidt, Kassabgy, Boraie, Jacques, and Moody

(1996) and Schmidt and Watanabe (2001) found that there was a significant

correlation between motivation and language learning strategies. 

Green and Oxford (1995) investigated the relationship among language

learning strategies, L2 proficiency and gender. The findings revealed that successful

students employed more language learning strategies compared to other students. The

findings also indicated that females used language learning strategies more than



males. Ehrman and Oxford (1995) also found that females used compensation

strategies more than males. Their findings confirm Goh and Foong’s (1997) results, 

which indicated that females employed more compensation and affective learning

strategies than males. 

Sedaghat (2001) investigated the relationship between language learning

strategies and attitude. The results showed that participants with positive attitude

employed metacognitive, memory, cognitive, compensation, and social learning

strategies more than those with negative attitude. Affective learning strategies also

showed no significant difference in both groups.  

Ziahosseini and Salehi (2007) conducted a study to investigate the relationship

between language learning strategies and motivation, language proficiency, and sex. 

The results revealed that intrinsic motivation correlated meaningfully with the choice

of language learning strategies. However, there was no meaningful correlation

between extrinsic motivation and the choice of language learning strategies. Also, 

there was no difference between females and males in terms of strategy choice and

strategy use. Furthermore, the level of proficiency did not make any difference in

strategy choice.  

Rezaei and Almasian (2007) reported that creativity and degree of strategy use

were significantly correlated. However, contrary to previous studies (e.g., Bremner, 

1999; Sheorey, 1999), the degree of strategy use and language proficiency did not

show any significant relationship.  



Nikoopour et al. (2011) investigated the relationship between critical thinking

and language learning strategies among Iranian EFL learners. Their study indicated

that there was a statistically meaningful correlation between language learning

strategies and critical thinking. They found that cognitive, metacognitive, and social

learning strategies had a relationship with critical thinking, while memory, 

compensation, and affective learning strategies had no relationship with critical

thinking. 

  Rasekh and Ranjbary (2003) revealed that explicit metacognitive strategy

training significantly and positively correlated with vocabulary learning. Similarly, 

Oxford and Nyikos (1989) found that students who have been studying the language

for at least four or five years made use of language learning strategies far more often

than did less experienced language learners.  

Sadighi and Zarafshan (2006) explored the effect of attitude and motivation on

the use of language learning strategies by Iranian EFL university students. They

reported a significant correlation between attitudes and language learning strategies. 

Learners with positive attitude used language learning strategies more frequently than

those with negative attitude. It was also found that integratively motivated

participants used more language learning strategies than instrumentally motivated

counterparts. 

In another study, Vandergrift (2003) compared the listening comprehension

and learning strategies. The results showed that the more successful listeners

employed more metacognitive strategies. 



Najar (1998) conducted a study to investigate the relationship of cognitive

learning strategy use by L2 learners and task performance. To this end, 204 freshman

students at a Japan university participated in the study. Two reading passages spaced

six weeks apart were given to the students. In the following, some comprehension

questions were given to examine the strategy use. The results showed that not all

learning strategies were equally effective in helping the learners identify main ideas

and understand the content of the readings. According to the data, learning strategies

such as vocabulary identification, full translation of the text and strategies which

utilized some form of main idea recognition were more effective in studying the

reading materials than situations where there was no evidence of a strategy being

used by the learners. The results also indicated that learning strategies such as a full

translation approach and strategies such as highlighting key ideas and note taking led

to more successful task performance. 

Qingquan, Chatupote, and Teo (2008) investigated the frequency of language

learning strategy use by successful and less successful Chinese students. Findings

indicated that successful students used deep, L2-based, association, active

participation, language use, positive attitude taking and learning-process monitoring

strategies that are likely to make more contributions to successful L2 learning while

less successful students tended to use surface, L1- based, word-level, rote memory

and gesture strategies. 

Wu (2010) examined the effects of major and gender on Taiwanese college

students’ language learning strategy use. Results indicated that students used direct



strategies (i.e., compensation and cognitive learning strategies) the most while they

used indirect strategies (i.e., social and affective learning strategies) the least. 

Vasantha Dhanapala (2007) investigated the patterns of learning strategy use of 101

Japanese and Sri Lankan advanced learners. The findings showed that cognitive

learning strategies were the second most frequently used by Sri Lankan learners and

the third most frequently used by Japanese learners while affective learning strategies

were the least frequently used by Japanese learners and the second least frequently

used by Sri Lankan learners. 

Arjomand and Sharififar (2011) and Radwan (2011) examined the most and the

least used learning strategies for vocabulary learning. The results showed that

students employed social strategies the least. They also indicated that males used

metacognitive learning strategies the most and memory learning strategies the least. 

And females used metacognitive learning strategies the least. However, cognitive

learning strategies were used the most by female learners. 

Many studies have also been conducted on both language learning strategies

(LLS) and idioms.  

Cooper (1999) studied the on-line processing strategies used by nonnative

speakers of English who were asked to give the meaning of idioms presented in a

written context. Think-aloud procedure was employed to collect data. Participants

were asked to describe their thoughts while they were trying to find the meaning of

idioms. The findings showed that most of the participants engaged in a heuristic

approach to idiom comprehension. They made use of a variety of strategies through



trial and error to find the meanings of the idioms. On the whole, Cooper concluded

that L1 idiom acquisition models did not apply well to L2 idiom comprehension. 

Hussein et al. (2000) reported students’ poor competence in the use of idioms. 

Students performed poorly especially in the translation of idioms. In the translation of

idioms, negative transfer played a significant role. Moreover, other strategies like

paraphrasing or giving literal meaning had an effect on the students’ idiom use. 

Based on Chen’s (2004) and Zuo’s (2008) findings, it can be concluded that L2 idiom

comprehension and strategy use were influenced by both idiom types and learners’ L2

proficiency. 

Bulut and Celik-Yazici (2004) investigated the strategies used by learners in

processing L2 idioms. They reported that L2 learners recalled the strategies acquired

during first the first language acquisition to construct L2 idiom meanings. They also

found that learners tried to find a link between literal and figurative meanings. Other

findings showed that learners made a guess to interpret L2 idiom meanings and

moved from context. The contextual clues used more often to process L2 idioms. It

was also found that the type of idiom (i.e., formal, colloquial, or slang) did not have

any effects on the results.  

Cooper (1999, p. 246) identified a number of other strategies, used by learners

to understand the meaning of L2 idioms, including the following: (the frequency of

use is mentioned in parentheses)

- Guessing from context (28% of the time)

- Discussing and analyzing the idioms (24%)



- Using the literal meanings of idioms (19%)

- Using background knowledge (7%)

- Repeating or paraphrasing the idioms (7%)

- Connecting L2 idioms to L1 idioms (5%)

- Other strategies like personal discussion and meta-analysis of the idiom

(2%)

Cooper’s results showed that guessing from context (28%) was mostly used by

learners which led to a correct answer 57% of the time. The least used strategy was

referring to an L1 idiom (5%) which led to a correct answer 8% of the time. 

According to the study, successful strategies respectively were:

- Guessing from context (57% of the time), 

- Using the literal meaning (22%), 

- Using background knowledge (12%), and

- Referring to an L1 idiom (8%). 

Based on Cooper’s findings, it can be concluded that L2 learners used

compensation and cognitive learning strategies the most.  

Chen (2004) also found that the selection and frequency of language learning

strategies varied with types of idioms. He points out that the more difficult the idioms

are, the more strategies the learners use. In addition, more successful learners had a

tendency to use more strategies to understand the meaning of idioms. To sum up, 

according to Chen’s findings, it can be concluded that idioms comprehension and



language learning strategies use are affected by both idiom types and learners’ L2

proficiency. 

Mäntylä (2004) conducted a study to investigate the recognition and

interpretation of English idioms by native and non-native speakers. The results

indicated that English idioms were difficult for non-native students. The least

difficult idioms were the idioms that had an identical equivalent in L1. L1 knowledge

use led to erroneous interpretations. On the other hand, the results showed that native

speakers frequently disagreed on idiom meanings. Their responses showed that the

meanings of idioms were difficult to understand. Surprisingly enough, Mäntylä found

that the most frequent strategy among native speakers for unfamiliar idioms was

skipping them. It implies that they did not want to look for links between literal and

figurative meanings or make a guess.  

Mäntylä (2004, p. 87-89) also suggests that there are many techniques that can

be used for comprehending and learning idioms:  

- Using images and imagination

- Making a relation between meaning and form

- Using actions, objects, and pictures

- Using guessing or inferencing strategies

- Using contextual clues

- Using keyword method



On the whole, despite the relative plethora of research on various aspects of

both idioms and language learning strategies, there seems to be a paucity of research

on the direct relationship between language learning strategies and idioms. This study

aims to bridge part of the existing gap. It attempts to investigate the relationship

between language learning strategies and idioms and examine which learning

strategies contribute best to L2 idioms comprehension and production.  



Chapter three: Method

3.1. Introduction

This chapter aims to describe the methodology used for the present research, 

the participants, the instruments and the procedures employed for data collection, and

the way in which data analysis was done. 

3.2. Participants

The participants of the present study included 118 male and female Iranian

B.A. and M.A. students majoring in Teaching English as a Foreign Language, 

English Translation, and English Literature at the University of Qom; Islamic Azad

University, Takestan Branch; and Mofid non-profit University. All of the participants

were native speakers of Persian. The age of the participants ranged from 20 to 30

years old. A general proficiency test (Michigan Test of English Language

Proficiency, MTELP) was administered to homogenize the participants’ level of

English language proficiency. After the administration of the Michigan Test of

English Language Proficiency and taking the results into account, the number of

participants was reduced to 112. 6 participants were excluded from the study because

they had a different level of proficiency. 

3.3. Instruments  

To collect data for the present study and answer the research questions, the

following instruments were utilized:



a) Michigan Test of English Language Proficiency (MTELP): In order to

homogenize the participants, the vocabulary subtest of the Michigan test of English

language proficiency was administered. MTELP is one of the popular tests for

measuring ESL or EFL learners' level of language proficiency developed by Briggs, 

Dobson, Rohlck, Spaan, and Strom (1997), and presented in the book entitled

“Examination for the Certification of Proficiency in English” (pp. 48-58). The test is

a three-part, 100 –item multiple-choice test containing 40 grammar items in

conversational format, 40 vocabulary items requiring the selection of a synonym or

completion of a sentence, and reading passages followed by 20 comprehension

questions (see Appendix A).The subtest given to the participants included 40

multiple-choice vocabulary items.  

b) L2 idiom comprehension test: In order to assess the participants' comprehension

of idioms and their receptive knowledge of idioms, a multiple choice test containing

30 items of L2 idioms was used (see Appendix B). All of the idioms used in this test

were selected from the American Heritage Dictionary of Idioms.  

c) L2 idiom production test: In order to assess the participants’ idiom production and

their productive knowledge of idioms, a fill-in-the-blanks test containing 30 items of

L2 idioms was used (see Appendix C). All of the idioms used in this test were also

selected from the American Heritage Dictionary of Idioms. The Persian equivalent of

the idioms was given in parentheses to help the participants to fill in the blanks.  

d) Already established L2 idiom comprehension and production tests: Since the

idiom comprehension and production tests were developed by the researcher, their



validity had to be established. To this end, already established L2 idiom

comprehension and production tests were also used.  

e) Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) Version 7.0: In order to

assess the general language learning strategies used by second language learners, the

Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) version 7.0 was used.  SILL refers

to a self-scoring questionnaire developed by Oxford (1990) based on her strategy

taxonomy  with 50 strategy items on a five-point Likert scale from 'Never' to 'Always'

(see Appendix D). This version of SILL is designed to collect information about

language learning strategies used by non-native speakers of English who are learning

English as a second or foreign language. By the use of this instrument, the following

six types of strategies proposed by Oxford (1990) could be examined: memory (items

1-9), cognitive (items 10-23), compensation (items 24-29), metacognitive (items 30-

38), affective (items 39-44), and social learning strategies (items 45-50). It is worth

noting that the most frequently used instrument for identifying language learning

strategy use during the past decade has been SILL (Tseng, Dornyei, & Schmitt, 

2006). A number of studies using SILL for collecting their data have found reliability

indexes ranging from 0.91 to 0.95 (Oxford, 1996).  

3.4. Procedures

The following procedures were followed to achieve the purpose of the present

study. The procedures followed in this study were divided into six main stages. 



First, 118 participants majoring in Teaching English as a Foreign Language, 

English Translation, and English Literature at the University of Qom; Islamic Azad

University, Takestan Branch; and Mofid non-profit University were selected. In order

not to make them confused and anxious, all the participants were informed about the

purpose of the study. On the other hand, to encourage them, it was explained that 1

point would be awarded to everyone who filled out the questionnaires and tests

carefully and truthfully. 

In the second stage, the 40-item multiple-choice vocabulary subtest of the

Michigan test of English language proficiency was used to make sure that there were

no significant differences among the participants in terms of their vocabulary

knowledge. The time allocated to this test was 45 minutes. Data from those who

scored more than one standard deviation above or below the mean were excluded

from all subsequent analyses. As a result, the number of participants was reduced to

112. 

After excluding heterogeneous learners, the third stage began. The L2 idioms

comprehension test was administered in order to collect data about participants’

receptive knowledge of L2 idioms. Participants were asked to answer a 30-item

multiple choice test of L2 idioms in 30 minutes. Then, in the next stage, the L2 idioms

production test was administered in order to collect data about participants’

productive knowledge of L2 idioms. Participants were also asked to take a 30-item

fill-in-the-blanks test of L2 idioms in 45 minutes. In this test, they were provided with

the Persian equivalent of the idioms in parentheses to help them fill in the blanks. 



In the fifth stage, already established L2 idiom comprehension and production

tests were administered to check the validity of newly developed tests. The time

allocated to these tests was 60 minutes. 

At the end, the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) Version 7.0

developed by Oxford (1990) was administered to collect data about types of second

language learning strategies used by the participants. They were asked to choose from

the five-point Likert scale for every statement from 'Never' to 'Always'.  The collected

date were organized and prepared for further statistical analyses. 

Since the idiom comprehension and production tests were developed by the

researcher, their validity and reliability had to be established. To this end, KR-21

formula was used to estimate the reliability of the tests. The reliability index of the

idiom comprehension and idiom production tests turned out to be 0.84 and 0.93, 

respectively. Table 3.1 in Appendix E indicates descriptive statistics for L2 idiom

comprehension and production tests. 

  To check the validity, a correlation procedure was used during which the

scores of the participants on the idiom comprehension and production tests were

correlated with their performance on the idiom comprehension and production tests

of which the validity was already established. The validity index of both

comprehension and production tests turned out to be 0.82. The related data are

presented in Table 3.2 in Appendix E. 



3.5. Data analysis

To analyze the collected data in order to examine the research hypotheses and

answer the research questions, the multiple regression analysis procedure was used. 

Multiple regression analysis was run to see which language learning strategies (as

independent variables) can be better predictors of comprehension and production of

L2 idioms (as dependent variables). 



Chapter four: Results and discussions

4.1. Introduction

This chapter presents statistical analysis of the data collected in the study and

their results for the first and second research questions. The results are presented in

tables and figures to demonstrate them more clearly. There is also a discussion

section. 

4.2. Results

4.2.1. Investigation of the first research question

The first research question sought to investigate which types of language

learning strategies are predictors of L2 idioms comprehension. To answer this

question, a multiple regression procedure was used.  

To do so, initially a correlation procedure was run to see the degree of the

relationship between L2 idiom comprehension scores and types of language learning

strategies, the results of which are presented in Table 4.1. 



Table 4.1. Correlations among L2 idiom comprehension scores and language learning strategies

  Idiom

comp. 

memory cognitive compen

sation

meta

cognitive

affecti

ve

social

Pearson

Correlation

Idiom comp. 1.000 .288 .608 .419 .495 -.197 -.004

memory  1.000 .626 .338 .519 .321 .249

cognitive   1.000 .674 .659 .127 .137

compensation    1.000 .398 .061 .189

metacognitive     1.000 .082 .210

affective      1.000 .470

social       1.000

Sig. (1-

tailed)

Idiom comp. . .001 .000 .000 .000 .018 .483

memory  . .000 .000 .000 .000 .004

cognitive   . .000 .000 .090 .075

compensation    . .000 .262 .023

metacognitive     . .194 .013

affective      . .000

social       . 

As Table 4.1 shows, L2 idiom comprehension has the highest correlation with

cognitive strategies (i.e., .608) and the lowest correlation with social strategies (i.e., -

.004). 

A stepwise multiple regression was run (Table 4.2) which showed that

cognitive and affective strategies entered into the regression equation (stepwise

criteria: probability of F<= 0.050). 

Table 4.2. Variables Entered/Removeda

Model Variables
Entered

Variables
Removed

Method

1 Cognitive . Stepwise (Criteria: Probability-
of-F-to-enter <= .050, 
Probability-of-F-to-remove >=
.100). 

2 Affective . Stepwise (Criteria: Probability-
of-F-to-enter <= .050, 
Probability-of-F-to-remove >=
.100). 

a. Dependent Variable: idiom comprehension



Based on model summary (Table 4.3), it can be seen that cognitive strategies

and L2 idiom comprehension share 36% of the variance. Cognitive and affective

strategies together share 43% of the variance with L2 idiom comprehension. In other

words, cognitive and affective strategies explain 43% of the total variance in L2 idiom

comprehension. 

Table 4.3. Model Summaryc

Model R R 

Square

Adjusted R

Square

Std. Error of

the Estimate

Change Statistics

R Square

Change

F

Change

df1 df2 Sig. F

Change

1 .608a .370 .364 5.11253 .370 64.654 1 110 .000

2 .669b .447 .437 4.81238 .077 15.149 1 109 .000

a. Predictors: (Constant), cognitive
b. Predictors: (Constant), cognitive, affective
c. Dependent Variable: idiom comprehension

The ANOVA procedure was used to test the first null hypothesis that the

predictive power of the models is not significant. The results of the ANOVA

performed on the model are shown in Table 4.4.  

Table 4.4. ANOVAc on  L2 idiom comprehension test

Model Sum of
Squares

df Mean
Square

F Sig. 

1 Regression 1689.934 1 1689.934 64.654 .000a

Residual 2875.173 110 26.138   
Total 4565.107 111    

2 Regression 2040.773 2 1020.386 44.060 .000b

Residual 2524.334 109 23.159   
Total 4565.107 111    

a. Predictors: (Constant), cognitive
b. Predictors: (Constant), cognitive, affective
c. Dependent Variable: idiom comprehension

Based on Table 4.4, significant results were shown. 



To find out how strong the relationship between L2 idiom comprehension and

each of the six predictors is, the standardized coefficients and the significance of the

observed t-value for each predictor were checked. Table 4.5 shows the results. 

Table 4.5. Coefficientsa  of language learning strategies

Model Unstandardized
Coefficients

Standardized
Coefficients

t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta
1 (Constant) -4.199 2.639 -1.591 .114

Cognitive .429 .053 .608 8.041 .000
2 (Constant) 4.636 3.365 1.378 .171

Cognitive .454 .051 .644 8.969 .000
Affective -.572 .147 -.280 -3.892 .000

a. Dependent Variable: idiom comprehension

Based on Table 4.5, cognitive and affective strategies, among six types of

language learning strategies, account for a statistically significant portion of the

variance in L2 idiom comprehension. Cognitive strategies are the best predictors of L2

idiom comprehension; for every one standard deviation change in the cognitive

strategies score, there will be .60 of a standard deviation change in idiom

comprehension score. Affective strategies are another predictor of L2 idiom

comprehension; every one standard deviation increase in one’s affective strategies

score will cause .28 of a standard deviation decrease in one’s idiom comprehension

score. 

It can be concluded that cognitive strategies are positive predictors and

affective strategies are negative predictors of L2 idiom comprehension. Therefore, the

first null hypothesis that there are no significant differences in the predictive power of

the language learning strategies in idiom comprehension is rejected. 



4.2.2. Investigation of the second research question

The second research question sought to investigate which types of language

learning strategies are predictors of L2 idioms production. To answer this question, 

another multiple regression procedure was used.  

To do so, initially a correlation procedure was run to see the degree of the

relationship between L2 idiom production scores and types of language learning

strategies, the results of which are presented in Table 4.6. 

Table 4.6. Correlations among L2 idiom production scores and language learning strategies

As Table 4.6 shows, L2 idiom production has the highest correlation with

cognitive strategies (i.e., .552) and the lowest correlation with social strategies (i.e., -

.058). 

  Idiom production memory cognitive compen

sation

metacogni

tive

affective social

Pearson

Correlatio

n

Idiom production 1.000 .305 .552 .476 .465 -.171 -.058

memory  1.000 .626 .338 .519 .321 .249

cognitive   1.000 .674 .659 .127 .137

compensation    1.000 .398 .061 .189

metacognitive     1.000 .082 .210

affective      1.000 .470

social       1.000

Sig. (1-

tailed)

Idiom production . .001 .000 .000 .000 .036 .271

memory  . .000 .000 .000 .000 .004

cognitive   . .000 .000 .090 .075

compensation    . .000 .262 .023

metacognitive     . .194 .013

affective      . .000

social       . 



A stepwise multiple regression was run (Table 4.7) which showed that

cognitive and affective strategies entered into the regression equation (stepwise

criteria: probability of F<= 0.050). 

Table 4.7. Variables Entered/Removeda

Model Variables
Entered

Variables
Removed

Method

1 Cognitive . Stepwise (Criteria: Probability-of-F-
to-enter <= .050, Probability-of-F-to-
remove >= .100). 

2 Affective . Stepwise (Criteria: Probability-of-F-
to-enter <= .050, Probability-of-F-to-
remove >= .100). 

a. Dependent Variable: idiom production

Based on model summary (Table 4.8), it can be seen that cognitive strategies

and L2 idiom production share 29% of the variance. Cognitive and affective strategies

together share 35% of the variance with L2 idiom comprehension. In other words, 

cognitive and affective strategies explain 35% of the total variance in L2 idiom

production. 

Table 4.8. Model Summaryc

Model R R Square Adjusted

R Square

Std. Error of

the Estimate

Change Statistics

R Square

Change

F

Change

df1 df2 Sig. F

Change

1 .552a .305 .298 5.23631 .305 48.175 1 110 .000

2 .603b .364 .352 5.03152 .059 10.137 1 109 .002

a. Predictors: (Constant), cognitive
b. Predictors: (Constant), cognitive, affective
c. Dependent Variable: idiom production



The ANOVA procedure was used to test the second null hypothesis that the

predictive power of the models is not significant. The results of the ANOVA

performed on the model are shown in Table 4.9. 

Table 4.9. ANOVAc on  L2 idiom production test

Model Sum of

Squares

df Mean

Square

F Sig. 

1 Regression 1320.905 1 1320.905 48.175 .000a

Residual 3016.086 110 27.419   

Total 4336.991 111    

2 Regression 1577.529 2 788.765 31.157 .000b

Residual 2759.462 109 25.316   

Total 4336.991 111    

a. Predictors: (Constant), cognitive

b. Predictors: (Constant), cognitive, affective

c. Dependent Variable: idiom production

Based on Table 4.9, significant results were shown. 

To see how strong the relationship between L2 idiom production and each of

the six predictors is, the standardized coefficients and the significance of the observed

t-value for each predictor were checked. Table 4.10 shows the results. 

Table 4.10. Coefficientsa of language learning strategies

Model Unstandardized
Coefficients

Standardized
Coefficients

t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta
1 (Constant

)
-10.308 2.703 -3.814 .000

cognitive .380 .055 .552 6.941 .000
2 (Constant

)
-2.752 3.518 -.782 .436

cognitive .401 .053 .583 7.570 .000
affective -.489 .154 -.245 -3.184 .002

a. Dependent Variable: idiom production



Based on Table 4.10, cognitive and affective strategies, among six types of

language learning strategies, account for a statistically significant portion of the

variance in L2 idiom production. Cognitive strategies are the best predictors of L2

idiom production; for every one standard deviation change in the cognitive strategies

score, there will be .55 of a standard deviation change in idiom comprehension score.  

Affective strategies are another predictor of L2 idiom production; every one standard

deviation increase in one’s affective strategies score will cause .24 of a standard

deviation decrease in one’s idiom comprehension score. 

These findings show that cognitive strategies are positive predictors and

affective strategies are negative predictors of L2 idiom production. Therefore, the

second null hypothesis that there are no significant differences in the predictive

power of the language learning strategies in idiom production is also rejected. 

4.3. Discussion

The present study attempted to investigate types of language learning strategies

as predictors of L2 idiom comprehension and production. One of the findings of the

present study was that cognitive learning strategies were the best predictors of L2

idiom comprehension and production. The participants employed more cognitive

learning strategies for L2 idiom comprehension and production compared to other

categories of language learning strategies. This result is in line with that of Oxford

(1990) and Khabiri and Azaminejad (2009), who argue that the most popular

strategies with language learners are cognitive learning strategies. This finding also



supports Ehrman and Oxford’s (1995) finding that cognitive learning strategies had a

significant correlation with the participants’ speaking and reading proficiency. In

addition, this finding supports that of O’Malley et al. (1985), who showed that

students used cognitive learning strategies far more regularly than metacognitive

learning strategies. It also lends support to that of Chamot and O’Malley (1987), who

revealed that students at all levels of instruction employed cognitive learning

strategies to learn language. This finding is also consistent with Lachini’s (1997)

finding that cognitive learning strategies were the most frequently used language

learning strategies by participants, especially upper-intermediate ones. The finding of

the study also lends support to Tajeddin’s (2004) findings; he studied the relationship

between language learning strategies and performance on the cloze test (passage). He

found that the cloze had a significant correlation with only cognitive language

learning strategies. It is also compatible with non-L2 research which indicated that

successful learners often use metacognitive and cognitive learning strategies (Brown, 

Bransford, Ferrara, & Campione, 1983). Meanwhile, it corroborates the findings of

Bremner (1999), who showed that highly proficient learners used more cognitive

strategies than less proficient learners. It also provides further confirmation for the

finding of Cooper (1999), showing that L2 learners employed cognitive learning

strategies to comprehend L2 idioms the most. It is also in line with one finding of

Mäntylä (2004), which showed that non-native speakers used 3 main strategies to

comprehend L2 idioms. The most frequent strategy was a direct translation equivalent

in L1. The second one was looking for links between literal and figurative



interpretations. The third most popular strategy was guessing. The first and second

most popular strategies are related to cognitive strategies. Furthermore, this finding

seems to accord with that of Zaree (2007), who discovered that there was a

significant relationship between cognitive learning strategies and reading

achievement, but no significant relationship between metacognitive learning

strategies and reading achievement. Further support for this finding comes from

Purdie and Oliver (1999), who investigated language learning strategies used by 58

bilingual primary school-aged children. The result indicated that the most frequently

used learning strategies were cognitive learning strategies. The result of the present

study also lends strong support to Hulstjin’s (1997) result, who argues that one

learning strategy that might be worth applying to the comprehension of unfamiliar

idioms is the keyword technique. As mentioned earlier, the keyword technique is a

kind of cognitive learning strategy which refers to finding a link between the new

word and some known words. The rationale for the frequent use of cognitive learning

strategies by student to comprehend and produce L2 idiom is that the keyword

technique is effective for concrete words that create a visual image. Idioms often refer

to some concrete events which can be visualized. Finally, this result can support

Piaget (1980), who avows that learning is a cognitive process that students use to

make a connection between new information and prior knowledge. 

However, this finding of the present study contradicts Klassen’s (1994) finding

that compensation learning strategies were the most frequently used category by

learners. It is also in conflict with Park’s (1994) result, which revealed that cognitive



learning strategies were minimally used by learners. The finding also differs from

that of Vossoughi and Ebrahimi (2003), who found that the most commonly used

learning strategies by both monolingual and bilingual groups were metacognitive and

social learning strategies. The result is also not consistent with that of Lee (2003), 

who explored that Korean students employed compensation and social learning

strategies the most. The finding of the present study is also different from Hong-Nam

and Leavell’s (2006), finding that Chinese students used social learning strategies and

Japanese, Korean, Brazilian, German, Indonesian, Malaysian, Thai, and Togolese

students used metacognitive learning strategies the most. The finding of the present

study is in conflict with Rezaei and Almasian’s (2007) finding, which indicated that

metacognitive learning strategies were the most preferred category of strategies for

both high and low creativity groups. The finding is also different from that of

Takeuchi (2003), who reported that successful language learners tended to employ

more metacognitive learning strategies than other categories. 

Another result of the present study was that affective learning strategies were

also a significant predictor of L2 idiom comprehension and production. However, 

they had a significantly negative correlation with L2 idiom comprehension and

production. Moreover, the participants made use of affective learning strategies for L2

idiom comprehension and production the least. This finding corroborates the findings

of Park (1994), Oxford and Ehrman (1995), Mochoizuki (1999), Wharton (2000), 

Khabiri and Azaminejad (2009), that affective learning strategies were used the least. 

The finding of the present study is also in accordance with Vossoughi and Ebrahimi’s



(2003) finding, which revealed that affective learning strategies were minimally used

by both monolingual and bilingual groups. The result is in line with that of Lee

(2003), who reported that Korean students employed affective learning strategies the

least. Hong-Nam and Leavell (2006) found that Chinese, Japanese, Brazilian, 

German, Indonesian, Malaysian, Thai, and Togolese students except Korean students

used affective learning strategies the least, and Korean students used memory

strategies the least. It also provides support for Rezaei and Almasian’s (2007) finding

that both high and low creativity groups and both high and low proficiency groups

used affective learning strategies the least.   

There could be two reasons why learners used affective and social learning

strategies minimally: first, L2 researchers may have used some methods to identify

language learning strategies that failed to measure learners’ affective and social

learning strategies properly. Second, successful learners might hesitate to consider

these as real strategies (Oxford, 2002). Another possible reason for these results is

that many English language teachers were trained in the use of direct strategies such

as cognitive strategies when they were younger learners; now they feel that these

strategies require more emphasis than affective learning strategies. Consequently, 

students are taught how to use cognitive strategies and are not well aware of affective

learning strategies. Since the participants of the study were Iranian, one possible

reason for these findings may be related to the Iranian educational system where

classes are more teacher-centered. In these classes, students’ affective factors are not

taken into account and direct strategies such as translating, analyzing, or reasoning, 



which are categorized as cognitive learning strategies, are focused on more by

teachers and students.  

Unlike the above results, this result of the study contradicts that of Sedaghat

(2001), who showed no significant correlation between affective learning strategies

and attitude. This study is also not in line with some non-L2 research which indicated

that a number of the best learners used affective and social learning strategies

(McCombs, 1988). Meanwhile, it is different from Nikoopour and Amini Farasani

(2010), who found that from among six categories of language learning strategies, 

metacognitive learning strategies were used frequently and EFL learners minimally

used memory learning strategies. 

The observed discrepancy between the findings of the present study and those

of the above-mentioned studies could be partially attributed to the following factors. 

It is worth noting that the cultural differences might be one reason for differences

between the results of the present study and the above studies. The participants of the

present study were Iranian learners. Iranian learners are rarely given opportunities to

raise their awareness of affective learning strategies. They do not feel comfortable

discussing their feelings and attitudes with others. Moreover, Iranian learners are

given little (if any) opportunity to take risks. As a result, they tend to learn language

through practicing formulas and patterns. This reason lends a support to the present

study in which cognitive learning strategies were used the most in L2 idioms learning.  

The differences in the learners’ level of proficiency might affect language

learning strategy use. In this study, the participants were intermediate level. As a



result, they may not have been able to apply indirect strategies such metacognitive, 

social, and affective strategies. They may not have been proficient enough to self-

monitor and self-evaluate. 

Sex differences may be considered as another factor contributing to such

differences in the findings. Sex differences were not taken into consideration in the

present study although they might have affected the learning strategy use and choice. 

One of the possible reasons that may justify why learners used cognitive

strategies the most and affective learning strategies the least is that learners preferred

to use more familiar strategies and had an inclination to avoid trying less familiar

ones. On the other hand, in the Iranian learning context, cognitive learning strategies

are more focused on at the expense of affective and social learning strategies. In

addition, teachers usually provide learners with Persian equivalents of L2 idioms. It

motivates them to use analyzing, reasoning, transferring, and translating strategies. 

Iranian learners are also trained to summarize, take note, and highlight important

information. These strategies are mainly categorized as cognitive learning strategies. 



Chapter Five: Conclusions and Implications

5.1. Introduction

This chapter provides the conclusion of the present study, pedagogical

implications, and suggestions for further research. 

5.2. Conclusion

The present study attempted to investigate types of language learning strategies

as predictors of L2 idioms learning. The first and second research questions sought to

investigate types of language learning strategies as predictors of L2 idiom

comprehension and production. The multiple regression analyses indicated that

cognitive and affective learning strategies were significant predictors of both L2

idiom comprehension and production. Participants who made more use of cognitive

learning strategies had better performance on the L2 idiom comprehension and

production tests. In other words, cognitive and affective learning strategies together

could account for approximately 43% of the total variance in L2 idiom

comprehension, and about 35% of the total variance in L2 idiom production. 

This significant relationship can be accounted for on the basis of two

considerations. First, cognitive learning strategies are direct strategies and involve the

mental processing of language directly. Language learners need to have the direct

mental processing of language to comprehend and produce L2 idioms. Second, 

cognitive learning strategies include information processing strategies like analytic, 



bottom-up skills, and synthetizing skills. They might be more closely related to L2

idiom learning (Tajeddin, 2004). 

In addition, based on the results of previous studies and those of the present

study, strategies like reasoning, analyzing, translating, and transferring, which are

referred to cognitive learning strategies, help learners to comprehend and produce L2

idioms better. 

On the other hand, it can be concluded that affective learning strategies

including strategies to control learners’ feelings (e.g., I feel relaxed when I cannot

understand or produce L2 idioms) have a significantly negative correlation with L2

idioms learning. This is probably due to lack of awareness of these strategies on the

part of the learners, which is in turn because the educational system focuses on the

cognitive and metacognitive learning processes, and ignores the affective and

interpersonal factors involved in the learning process. As a consequence, learners do

not consider this category of language learning strategies as real strategies leading to

successful learning (Rezaei & Almasian, 2007). Another possible reason is teacher-

centered classes in which learners are not allowed to employ more affective learning

strategies. 

More recent research indicates that many less successful L2 learners are aware

of the strategies they use, and they use just as many strategies as successful L2

learners. However, less successful learners use these strategies at random without

targeting the strategies to the task (Vann & Abraham, 1989). 



In short, it is believed that language learning strategies are a new area of

research in English language learning and teaching (for example, Green & Oxford, 

1995; Nyikos & Oxford, 1993; Oxford & Cohen, 1992). More research studies are

required to explore the effectiveness of six categories of language learning strategies

in different English language tasks.  

To sum up, the findings showed that language learning strategies can be

significant predictors of L2 idiom comprehension and production. At the same time, 

the findings suggested that there are differences among the various language learning

strategies as predictors of L2 idiom comprehension and production. 

5.3. Pedagogical implications

The present study can have implications for learners, teachers, syllabus

designers, material developers, and researchers. 

Since most language learners are not well aware of the effectiveness of

language learning strategies, teachers should familiarize them with language learning

strategies and incorporate strategy training into teaching programs (O’Malley &

Chamot, 1995).  

Teachers can share their experiences and language learning strategies with

learners while doing language tasks. They should provide students with a rationale

for why they need to learn how to use language learning strategies. They can also

integrate different language learning strategies with each other. However, they should



begin training students to adopt the most successful learning strategies rather than all

possible ones. 

Learners should be given opportunities to discuss language learning strategies

which they use to do different language tasks. They should be provided with

language learning strategies and an awareness of how and when to use them to make

their language learning better and faster. Particularly, they should be given an

awareness of the effective language learning strategies to better comprehend and

produce L2 idioms.  

Since idioms pose a challenge for L2 learners, they should be given more

emphasis in classroom instruction (Cooper, 1999). Liontas (2002) advises second

language teachers to introduce idioms to their students more regularly and

systematically. He argues that extensive exposure to and systematic practice with

idioms may enhance idiom learning. 

Since research has shown the effectiveness of explicit instruction of language

learning strategies, syllabus designers should provide an opportunity to integrate

strategy training with the language class. O’Malley et al. (1985) found that strategy

training was successful in a natural teaching environment with second language

listening and speaking tasks. This implies that teachers can facilitate learning if they

integrate explicit strategy training with classroom instruction.  

Strategy training can help to improve language learning strategy use (Oxford, 

1990; O’Malley & Chamot, 1990). Oxford (1992, 1993) asserts that effective strategy

training is usually highly explicit and integrated into the course. Learners should be



given ample opportunities to practise, transfer, and evaluate a strategy. Chamot

(2005) avows that explicit instruction of language learning strategies is more

effective than asking students to use one or more strategies. She also suggests that

this instruction be integrated with the regular language class. 

Since the focus has shifted from teacher-centered classes to learner-centered

classes, material developers should develop materials which:  

1. teach different categories of language learning strategies to learners, 

2. specify which language learning strategies may be more effective in doing a

particular task, 

3. explain how and when language learning strategies can be used, 

4. provide tasks and exercises which allow learners to make use of different language

learning strategies, and

5. give a degree of freedom to learners and teachers to use their own preferred

language learning strategies. 

In addition, since many English language materials ignore idioms and/or

introduce them in vocabulary lists (Irujo, 1986a), materials developers should provide

sections and exercises focused on idioms independently. These exercises should

motivate learners to apply various effective language learning strategies.  

To teach L2 idioms, materials developers should develop activities which allow

learners to:



1. compare literal and figurative meanings of idioms. These activities may help

learners to differentiate between the literal and figurative meanings and provide a link

between the literal and figurative meanings (Irujo1986), and

2. make use of more cognitive strategies to both comprehend and produce L2 idioms;

learners may use their prior knowledge and contrast L1 and L2 to learn L2 idioms. 

Researchers should also conduct more studies on the effect of language

learning strategies on different aspects of language and provide learners, teachers, 

syllabus designers, and materials developers with information about effective and less

effective language learning strategies. 

Since the selection of idioms in various materials is based on the developers’

intuition rather than empirical data (Liu, 2003), more research is needed to investigate

the most frequent and useful idioms. 

On the whole, since cognitive learning strategies were found to be the most

commonly used strategies by successful idiom learners in this study, learners, 

teachers, researchers, syllabus designers, and materials developers should put more

emphasis on this category of learning strategies. For example, they may develop and

use activities which promote memory-enhancing strategies (e.g., mnemonic

technique). As Mclaughlin (1987) asserts, language learning is considered as the

acquisition of a complex cognitive skill.   

At the same time, teachers, syllabus designers, and materials developer should

make learners aware of affective and social strategies because they have not received



much attention in classrooms. Activities for teaching L2 idioms should provide

students with different categories of language learning strategies. 

5.4. Suggestions for further research

For those who are interested in conducting research in this area, the following

suggestions are made:

1. Additional studies on the relationship between language learning strategies

and L2 idioms learning should involve a sample larger than118 participants included

in the present study. 

2. This study used questionnaire to collect data about participants’ language

learning strategies. Other studies might be conducted using other methods, mentioned

in chapter 2, such as think aloud techniques, observations, and interviews. 

3. The number of items in the L2 idiom comprehension and production tests

was 60. Other studies can include a larger number of test items. 

4. Since this study did not aim to investigate the age and sex of the participants, 

which could be important independent variables, other studies might take these

independent variables into consideration. 

5.  The level of proficiency of the participants in the present study was

intermediate; additional studies can replicate the study with participants at different

levels of proficiency. 



6. Since different ethnic and cultural groups use different patterns of language

learning strategies to comprehend and produce L2 idioms, further research is needed

with participants from other cultural backgrounds. 

7. More research is needed to investigate the effect of integrating learning

strategies into classroom instruction. 
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Appendices

Appendix A: Michigan Test of English Language Proficiency (MTELP)

VOCABULARY: Choose the word or phrase that most appropriately completes the sentence. 

1. “Sally said she would paint the house for a_____ fee.”

a. formulaic

b. miniature

c. superfluous

d. nominal

2. “No one can visit her because she has a very _____ disease.”

a. intoxicating

b. contagious

c. corporal

d. exasperating

3. “He tried to explain how he felt. But he was unable to ____ his true feelings.”

a. articulate

b. evolve

c. inhibit

d. inflict

4. “That popular magazine has many ______ .”

a. denominations

b. prescriptions

c. subscribers

d. spectators



5. “John tried to eat a large piece of meat too fast and began to ____ on it.”

a. exploit

b. lash

c. gauge

d. choke

6. “Jane is a very _____ student.”

a. eventual

b. foregoing

c. conscientious

d. admissible

7. “Jenny is _____ of the mistakes of others.”

a. tolerant

b. benevolent

c. cordial

d. cooperative

8. “Frank _______ to travel the world.”

a. conspires

b. inspires

c. asserts

d. aspires

9.”Those two countries have always ____ the location of their shared border.”

a. disputed

b. dissented

c. dissolved

d. declined



10. “He received a silver _____ for winning the contest.”

a. trophy

b. technique

c. chasm

d. grant

11. “Inflation has risen in _____ years.”

a. current

b. recent

c. the latest

d. the last

12. “No one knew what to do because his instructions were so ______.”

a. unconscious

b. precarious

c. ambiguous

d. restrictive

13. “The noise of the traffic is a real ____ when I’m trying to study.”

a. epidemic

b. outburst

c. nuisance

d. fragment

14. “After Eric had run the race. His shirt was ______ sweat.”

a. overcome by

b. reinforced with

c. invaded by

d. saturated with



15. “He took a second job to _____ his income.”

a. engender

b. augment

c. exploit

d. hasten

16. “Bill’s teachers ______ him as a troublemaker.”

a. regard

b. remind

c. conclude

d. measure

17. “Because John didn't take good care of himself, it was ____ that he would get

sick.”

a. invariable

b. notorious

c. inevitable

d. conclusive

18. “He said it would never work, that all our efforts had been _____.”

a. distracted

b. vacant

c. futile

d. convertible

19. “Jane was _____ that an unqualified person got the job.”

a. infected

b. beset

c. bold

d. resentful



20. “Don’t use that airline. Its safety record is______.”

a. brazen

b. appalling

c. terminal

d. existential

21. “Fred bought his new car on _____ quickly and without thinking.”

a. impulse

b. expectation

c. prejudice

d. reaction

22. “They did not believe the candidate’s_____.”

a. apertures

b. assertions

c. imperatives

d. resumptions

23. “Bill just doesn't fit in here: he's like ____.”

a. a bird in the hand

b. a fish out of water

c. a fly in the ointment

d. water on a duck’s back

24. “When Helen told me she was mad at her boss, I asked her not to do anything ____.”

a. incidental

b. distorted

c. crucial

d. drastic



25. “The old man’s health was improving. But then some ____ developed.”

a. complications

b. implications

c. terminations

d. conclusions

26. “John couldn’t say a word: he was ____ by the shocking news.”

a. jammed

b. clamped

c. stunned

d. clenched

27. “When we heard the criminal was released from prison we felt nothing but ____ .”

a. infection

b. revulsion

c. combustion

d. restriction

28. “They didn’t finish the project in time though they had _____ three weeks to it.”

a. accused

b. adhered

c. aggregated

d. allotted

29. “Because so much wheat has been sold to other countries, local supplies are ___ .”

a. expanded

b. depleted

c. apprehended

d. preoccupied



30. “Jane wasn’t driving carefully, and had a ____ when she almost crashed into a

truck.”

a. last call

b. look out

c. knock out

d. close call

31. “Scott _____ his success to luck.”

a. attributes

b. contributes

c. concedes

d. attests

32. “The teacher told Sue her comments were interesting but not _____ .”

a. stimulating

b. synthetic

c. relevant

d. peripheral

33. “The papers were easy to find because the files were _____ organized.”

a. progressively

b. intimately

c. ironically

d. meticulously

34. “If you pay for the movie, I’ll _____ for dinner.”

a. snap

b. sprout

c. spark

d. spring



35. “The politician told _____ lie.”

a. a dense

b. a sundry

c. and outright

d. a snug

36. “That scale isn’t correct. It needs _____.”

a. cohesion

b. calibration

c. resignation

d. approximation

37. “We hope that increasing the size of the police force will act as a _____ to crime.”

a. deterrent

b. contraction

c. suspension

d. deficiency

38. “When he parked his car in our driveway, he _____ our property rights.”

a. restrained

b. penetrated

c. infringed on

d. invested in

39. “The boy didn't fall even though he was ____ on the edge of the cliff.”

a. peering

b. presiding

c. perceived

d. poised



40. “From her accent he ____ that she was from Canada.”

a. deduced

b. evoked

c. incurred

d. implied



Appendix B: Idiom comprehension test

Choose the correct meaning of the underlined expression.  

1. I have an exam tomorrow. Although I have studied since last week, I have butterflies in my

stomach. “To have butterflies in one’s stomach” means: to be……

a) hesitant about doing something

b) stressed out

c) unwilling to do something

d) in pain

2. Rose graduated from university and her parents bought her an expensive car. I think that she is

walking on the air. It means that she …….. 

a) behaves proudly

b) feels uneasy

c) is extremely happy

d) is extremely shocked

3. My friend finally cut the apron strings. He bought a new house and left his mother’s house. It

means that my friend ………. 

a) became independent from his mother

b) stopped talking with his mother

c) got angry with his mother

d) had a quarrel with his  mother



4. The servant was in such a hurry that she could only give the apartment a lick and a

promise. It means that she …….. 

a) did something as planned or agreed

b) gave someone an excuse

c) did something hastily and superficially

d) turned the situation to her own advantage

5. After not speaking to each other for a year, they decided to bury the hatchet. “To bury the

hatchet” means: to ………..

a) solve the problem directly

b) reveal secrets

c) make peace

d) argue with someone over something

6. The president made a big mistake and he ate humble pie. “To eat humble pie” means: to

………

a) blame someone

b) apologize

c) settle a quarrel

d) resign



7. Jane wants to take the history exam today, but she sees the writing on the wall. She thinks that

she will fail the exam. It means that she …….. 

a) realizes that something will happen

b) feels stressed out

c) decides to cheat

d) feels disappointed

8. Paul gave my friend a piece of his mind. He told her that she was immature and ignorant. It

means that Paul …………. 

a) gave her his ideas

b) scolded her angrily

c) lost his emotional self-control

d) talked with her reluctantly

9. My new dormitory is near my university but I don’t have enough elbow room.

a) enough money to buy

b) good roommates

c) enough motivation to do something

d) enough room to move around comfortably

10. Linda gets depressed easily so her friends handle her with kid gloves. “To handle someone

with kid gloves” means: to …………

a) treat someone very gently and carefully

b) treat someone in a cold and unfriendly way

c) consider someone as a kid

d) make fun of someone



11. We were supposed to go swimming. Then Tony rocked the boat. He changed his idea and said

he wanted to go to the mountain. He ……….. 

a) deceived us  

b) criticized sharply  

c) became angry suddenly

d) made trouble

12. When my boss first heard the news, he did not bat an eyelash. It means that he ….. 

a) did not understand the most important thing

b) did not show what he is feeling

c) was not be able to endure a lot

d) did not accept what was going on

13. They had a quarrel about unimportant things. Jack wanted to pour oil on troubled waters. “To

pour oil on troubled waters” means: to …….. 

a) make bad trouble worse

b) make peace

c) exaggerate the importance of something

d) react angrily

  



14. Are you serious about your exam results or are you pulling my legs?

“To pull someone’s legs” means: to ……

a) fool someone  

b) ask someone for help

c) criticize someone  

d) make someone aware of something

15. Every cigarette you smoke is another nail in your coffin. “Nail in someone’s coffin” is

something that …….  

a) should be ashamed of

b) hastens someone's death

c) is out of someone’s control

d) spoils the fun

16. Mike got stuck in traffic jam and arrived late for an important business meeting. He was hot

under the collar today. He was ………

a) ashamed

b) late

c) stressed out

d) angry



17. I do not like to discuss this issue. Every time we open that can of worms, we get into an

argument. “To open a can of worms” means: to ………

a) ask a lot of questions

b) reach an agreement about something

c) raise a complex problem

d) change the situation

18. When Jack criticized Michael severely, Michael kept a civil tongue. It means that Michael

……

a) was polite, although angry

b) escaped responsibility

c) avoided giving a clear answer

d) changed the situation

19. David had his tongue in his cheek when he invited us to his party. He was not ….. 

a) happy

b) ready

c) sincere

d) sure

20. Mary does not have anything between the ears. She is ……

a) stupid

b) sincere

c) confused

d) lazy



21. I do not like my boss. She has a swollen head. She ….. 

a) is narrow minded  

b) is stingy

c) exaggerates her importance

d) hurts people’s feelings

22. Yesterday, he was on cloud nine. “To be on cloud nine” means: to ….. 

a) be extremely happy

b) hallucinate

c) feel embarrassed

d) be extremely strange

23. When you greet her, she gives you an icy stare. “An icy stare” means: a very …. Look. 

a) strange  

b) unfriendly  

c) wise  

d) angry  

24. His behavior was a hit below the belt. “A hit below the belt” means: a(n) ….. act

a) unfair  

b) wise  

c) risky  

d) aggressive



25. Alice wants to get married to her classmate. She sticks to her guns. It means that she ……

a) tries to be independent

b) attracts people’s attention

c) does something impossible

d) holds onto her opinion

26. One of my colleagues always goofs off. I think he will be dismissed from the company this

month. “To goof off” means: not to ….. 

a) agree with someone

b) work seriously

c) have any chance

d) be on time

27. He’s got a reputation for talking through his hat. 

a) making foolish statements

b) talking proudly

c) being shy

d) being reluctant to talk

28. Mr. Smith is an old hand at carpentry. He ….. 

a) does something alone  

b) is very slow

c) is very famous

d) has lots of  experience



29. When my father was told about that problem, he kept a stiff upper lip. “To keep a stiff

upper lip” means: to ……

a) face trouble bravely

b) think long and hard about a problem

c) become sad suddenly

d) have sympathy or affection

30. My cousin is always at my elbow. It sometimes bothers me but he doesn’t care. “To be at

someone’s elbow” means: to be very ……

a) dishonest with someone

b) close to someone

c) dependent on someone

d) indifferent to someone

   



Appendix C: Idiom production test

Fill in the blank with the proper idiomatic expression (Persian equivalent of each is provided

in parentheses).

31. Jack’s parents gave him an expensive car for a graduation present. He ………………. 

(

32. My classmate promised his teacher to do the final project less than one week. I think it is

impossible, He … …

33. Their boss …………………………. ( He has been in a bad mood since

morning. 

34. This is the first time that Joe wants to drive. You should watch him carefully because he is

…………………. (

35. My friend was supposed to help me to prepare the dinner last night, but he did not come. He

……………………….. (

36. If I could be promoted to the higher level, it would be …............( )

37. Rose started her homework 10 minutes ago and finished ………... …. (

I think she did it carelessly. 

38. Because Brad ………….. ( , he explained the rules of his job to me

very clearly and quickly. 

39. My workmates were …………… ( when I was outside the office. 

40. Although he knew that his wife would get divorced, he remained calm. I think he is

……………….. (

41. A: Do you want to know about our new teacher more?

           B: Yes, go ahead. I’m ……………….



42. My father ……………….. by criticizing me in front of my friends when

he was told that I failed the course. 

43. Jack is one of my close friends. When I feel sad, I always …............  to him.   

44. Her husband is …………… . He spilled his tea all over himself and cut

his hand while he was peeling his apple at the party last night. 

45. The president always ……………. . He avoids providing reporters with clear

answers. 

46. My cousin took money from his mother to buy his school books, but he spent the money

buying some video games. I think he ……………. . 

47. Some hosts get angry with people who ……………... . 

48. When the teacher asked Mary a question, she did not know what was going on around her. 

She was ………… . 

49. Let’s ……………………….. , we do not have enough time to talk about

unimportant things. 

50. When I heard the news, I …………….. , and I reacted angrily. 

51. The boss is really happy today. If you request to leave the work early, he won’t refuse it. 

……………………. . 

52. The teacher punished those students who did not do homework except me. I

………………….. . 

53. Unfortunately, one common way to advancement in this company is through

………….. . 

54. You cannot be qualified for this job unless you ………………… .  

55. The questions were ……………. , the majority of test takers got an A. 

56. Tony is …………. . He is unwilling to work in groups, he prefers to work by

himself. 



57. I tried to forget what he did before, but he deceived me again. I think I was wrong to trust

him again. You cannot …………………..………….. . 

58. Our teacher asked a difficult question and all of my classmates were thinking to find the

answer. Suddenly Jack found the answer and ……………

59. She got the lowest mark in the class. I think she … . 

60. Bill lost his expensive watch but he did not tell his parents anything about it. He bought a

new one. He preferred to … . 



Appendix D: Language learning strategies questionnaires

Please answer to the following questions according to your true cases from 1 (Never or almost

never true of me) to 5 (always or almost always true of me).  

(1. Never true of me 2. Rarely true of me 3. Sometimes true of me 4. Often true of me 5. 

Always true of me)

Never Rarely Sometimes Always

Question
I think of relationships between

what I already know and new things

I learn in English.

     

I use new English words in a
sentence so I can remember them.

     

I connect the sound of a new
English word and an image or
picture of the word to help me
remember the word.

     

I remember a new English word by
making a mental picture of a
situation in which the word might be
used.

     

I use rhymes to remember new
English words.

     

I use flashcards to remember new
English words.

     

I physically act out new English

words. 

     

I review English lessons often.      
I remember new English words or
phrases by remembering their
location on the page, on the board, 
or on a street sign.

     

I say or write new English words
several times.

     

I try to talk like native English
speakers.

     

I practice the sounds of English.      
I use the English words I know in
different ways.

     

I start conversations in English.      



I watch English language TV shows

spoken in English or go to movies

spoken in English. 

     

I read for pleasure in English.      
I write notes, messages, letters or
reports in English.

     

I first skim an English passage (read
over the passage quickly) then go
back and read carefully.

     

I look for words in my own

language that are similar to new

words in English. 

     

I try to find patterns in English.      
I find the meaning of an English
word by dividing it into parts that I
understand. 

     

I try not to translate word-for-word.      
I make summaries of information
that I hear or read in English. 

     

To understand unfamiliar English
words, I make guesses. 

     

When I can’t think of a word during
a conversation in English, I use
gestures. 

     

I make up new words if I do not
know the right ones in English. 

     

I read English without looking up
every new word. 

     

I try to guess what the other person
will say next in English. 

     

If I can’t think of an English word, I
use a word or phrase that means the
same thing. 

     

I try to find as many ways as I can to
use my English. 

     

I notice my English mistakes and

use that information to help me do

better. 

     

I pay attention when someone is
speaking English. 

     

I try to find out how to be a better
learner of English. 

     

I plan my schedule so I will have
enough time to study English. 

     

I look for people I can talk to in
English. 

     

I look for opportunities to read as
much as possible in English. 

     

I have clear goals for improving my
English skills. 

     



I think about my progress in

learning English. 

     

I try to relax whenever I feel afraid
of using English. 

     

I encourage myself to speak English

even when I am afraid of making a

mistake. 

     

I give myself a reward or treat when

I do well in English. 

     

I notice if I am tense or nervous
when I am studying or using
English. 

     

I write down my feelings in a
language-learning diary. 

     

I talk to someone else about how I
feel when I am learning English. 

     

If I do not understand something in
English, I ask the other person to
slow down or say it again. 

     

I ask English speakers to correct me
when I talk. 

     

I practice English with other
students. 

     

I ask for help from English speakers.      
I ask questions in English.      
I try to learn about the culture of
English speakers. 

     



Appendix E: Tables

Table 3.1. Descriptive statistics for idiom comprehension and production tests

N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation Variance
KR-21 r

Idiom comprehension 112 2.00 28.00 16.6607 6.41304 41.127 0.84

Idiom production 112 .00 26.00 8.1339 6.25076 39.072 0.93

Valid N (listwise) 112

Table 3.2. Correlations between newly developed idiom comprehension and production test

and already established test

Idiom

comprehension Criterion

Idiom

comprehension

Pearson Correlation 1 .824**

Sig. (2-tailed) .000

N  112 112

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Idiom production Criterion

Idiom production Pearson Correlation 1 .827**

Sig. (2-tailed) .000

N 112 112
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