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Abstract—Iranian EFL learners have proven to have a positive attitude towards English in general. This study 

is an attempt to investigate the attitude of the Iranian EFL learners towards learning and producing idioms in 

particular. A random number of 40 students majoring in English translation and Literature at Isfahan 

University, Iran was surveyed using an attitude questionnaire. The domains used for the purposes of the study 

were: a) interest in English, b) attitudes towards learning English, and c) attitudes towards learning and 

producing idioms. The results revealed that participants have a very high positive attitude towards learning 

idioms. 
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I.  INTRODUCTION 

Among all the various definitions of idioms, Crystal’s (1991, p. 170) seems more relevant to the present study. 

According to Crystal’s (1991)   

An idiom is “a term used in grammar and lexicology to refer to a sequence of words which are semantically or 

syntactically restricted, so that they function as a single unit. From a semantic viewpoint, the meaning of the individual 

words cannot be summed to produce the meaning of the idiomatic expression as a whole. From a syntactic viewpoint, 

the words do not often permit the usual variability they display in other contexts  ...” (p. 170)  

The way which idioms are mentally represented and processed is been an issue worth considering. Since, according 

to its definition, an idiom is a string of words which its meaning is not the sum of its parts, two views are to be 

considered. On the one hand, idioms are seen as conceptual units, meaning that they encode conceptual representations 
that have no equivalent in any non-idiomatic linguistic string and thus cannot be paraphrased without loss. On the other 

hand, since the concepts underlying idioms have internal structure, they are processed in much the same way as other 

non-idiomatic sequences of words.  Thus, as an idioms is heard, the two aspects of it are to be taken into account when 

processing its meaning. In other words, both the individual constituents of that idiom and the concept underlying it as a 

holistic unit are activated.    

Furthermore, idioms are believed to be stored and retrieved in a similar way as other words are stored in the mental 

lexicon (Qualls, O’Brien, Blood, & Hammer, 2003). The processing of idioms in the mind of the person is being looked 

at from different point of views, resulting in a number of hypotheses to explain the way idioms are processed.    

The first hypotheses, literal first hypothesis, was stated by Bobrow and Bell (1973) which proposes that idioms are 

mentally represented and processed as lexical items. Meaning that when facing an idiom string, what is done is to first 

interpret it literally and later mental idiom lexicon and figurative meaning if and when a literal meaning does not fit the 
context in which the expression is used, then search is done for that idiom in our mental idiom lexicon and then choose 

its figurative meaning. However, there also exists an opposing point of view that believes in what is known as parallel 

processing called simultaneous processing hypothesis. This hypotheses has been put forward by a number of 

researchers. (Gibbs 1994; Ortony et. al. 1978; Recanati 1995; Sperber & Wilson 1986; Swinney & Cutler 1979). 

According to this view, “when a hearer/reader encounters the first constituent word of an idiom string, both figurative 

and literal processing run in parallel”. (Vega-Moreno, 2001. p. 3) 

Nevertheless, there is another hypotheses being put forward by Gibbs (1980). What figurative first hypothesis claims 

is even further away from the literal first hypothesis presented by Bobrow and Bell. This hypotheses proposes that 

idioms are to be considered lexical items whose idiomatic meaning is retrieved directly from the mental lexicon as soon 

as the string starts to be heard (Gibbs, 1980; Schweigert, 1986). 

II.  IMPORTANCE OF IDIOMS IN ENGLISH 

English is a language well known for its rich use of idioms. As the native speakers of English use idioms frequently, 
hence, without the use of idioms, English would fall short with much of its variety and humor both in speech and 

writing (R. De Caro, 2009). Besides, as language learners learn idioms, it enables them to get involved into the real 
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world. They are then able to speak what is known as the natural English and it is due to the use of idioms that the 

language is being considered as natural, conversational. Therefore, if our the focus in EFL classes is to enhance 

students’ naturalness and fluency in speaking a foreign language, then it seems only necessary for language learners to 

learn idioms in order to have better communicative skills. 

Additionally, it is believed that learning idioms enables language learners to acquire information about a language’s 

culture (Agar, 1991; Glucksberg, 2001). It is now considered as a common knowledge that idioms are and should be 

used in a broad range of everyday-life situations. Furthermore, idioms have been considered an area of language which 

fits better with higher levels of L2 fluency. To support this claim, many researchers (e.g. Ellis, 1997a; Yorio, 1989) 

have suggested that adequate knowledge and appropriate use of idioms in an L2 is an important indicator of L2 

communicative competence. Similarly, a number of researchers (Levorato & Cacciari, 1992; Levorato, 1993) have 

introduced the notion of figurative competence to explain the process of production and comprehension of idioms. 
Idioms are said to be stored and retrieved similar to other words in the mental lexicon (Qualls, O’Brien, Blood, & 

Hammer, 2003). However, neither teaching nor learning idioms is considered as the easiest part of vocabulary 

instruction but rather a stumbling block (Laufer, 1997). To support this view, Marton (1977) also states that with the 

idioms at the advanced level, idiomaticity is believed to have a negative influence on the comprehension of these idioms.  

This is due to the fact that idiomatic expressions are difficult to understand and learn even when the two languages are 

similar in the use and meaning (Kellerman, 1978; 1986). 

III.  ATTITUDE 

Learners’ attitude towards a language is an important concept because it plays a key role in the language learning and 

teaching of that language. According to what De Bot, Lowie and Verspoor (2005) claim, “teachers, learners and 

researchers will all agree that a high motivation and a positive attitude towards a second language and its community 

help second language learning”. (p. 72) In other words, learners’ attitude towards a particular language could be either 
positive or negative. Based on the different types of motivation made by Gardner and Lambert (1972), instrumental and 

integrative, individuals might generate positive, negative or neutral feelings. This could also be explained due to a 

language learner’s experiences, meaning that a previous experience with a language or the speakers of that language 

could result in shaping someone’s attitude towards that language. However, attitude is subject to changes and it may 

change over time. Also, as Fasold (1984) suggests that attitudes towards a language are often mirrored in the attitudes 

towards the members of that speech community. For language learners to succeed in the process of learning a new 

language, they ought to have positive attitudes towards the target language. According to Prodromou (1992), a 

successful learner is the one who has positive attitudes towards the target language.  In the current educational system in 

Iran, English is considered as the first foreign language. English is not only taught at various levels, but also it is the 

medium of instruction in some universities. There is a growing demand for learning English due to the fact that 

knowing and learning English has progressively become more prestigious and more popular, particularly among high 
school and university students. 

Some researchers, like Moiinvaziri (2008), have investigated Iranian learners’ motivations and attitudes towards 

learning English.   Moiinvaziri (2008), alongside Vaezi (2008) and many others proved that Iranian students have very 

high motivation and positive attitudes towards learning English and they were motivated, either in both instrumental 

and integrative orientations or both. 

Vaezi (2008) conducted a study on Iranian's undergraduate students' integrative and instrumental motivation toward 

learning English as a foreign language. Using a motivation questionnaire, Vaezi (2008) proved that Iranian students had 

very high motivation and positive attitudes towards learning English and they were more instrumentally motivated.  

Chalak and Kassaian (2010) also investigated the types of motivation, orientation and the attitudes of Iranian 

undergraduate students towards learning English and English- speaking people. They too, using a questionnaire, 

suggested that Iranian EFL learners are both intrinsically and extrinsically motivated and also, instrumentally and 

integratively oriented. 
Considering the results of such studies, it seems that Iranian EFL learners have a very high motivation to learn 

English as a new language. Meanwhile, Rohani et.al (2012) focused their attention on a particular area of language; 

idioms. In order to carry out their study, the researchers distributed a 10 item questionnaire to 60 intermediate freshmen 

studying English at a university. The results of their study proved the participants’ highly positive view toward learning 

idioms and their need for helpful and facilitating learning strategies. 

All in all, idioms are to be a crucial point within language classrooms and require the instructor to include them 

within the syllabus. Thus, what the language instructor should bear in mind when teaching idioms, is the level of 

proficiency of the language learners in the target language. The experimental data in this field are contradictory. In 

particular, Trosborg (1985) found that the learners’ ability to figure out the meaning of unknown metaphorical idioms 

was correlated with their proficiency in the target language. On the other hand, Johnson and Rosano (1993) concluded 

that language proficiency did not affect idiom comprehension. Due to the importance of idioms in the daily discourse 
and their high frequency of use, and because of the dissatisfaction with the way idioms are treated in language, it seems 

only fair to further investigate on idioms and their role in language classrooms. Moreover, as it was stated earlier, 

Iranian EFL learners tend to avoid using some aspect of a target language due to various reasons, it was the researcher’s 
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intention to touch upon the area of idioms and Iranian EFL learners’ attitudes towards learning and using them with the 

idea of avoidance in mind. Meaning that this study was designed to also investigate whether Iranian EFL learners’ are 

aware of the fact that they resort to avoidance strategy when using idioms. This was possible to measure with the 

distribution of an idiom attitude questionnaire that apart from items that determined learners’ attitude towards learning 

English in general and idioms in particular, further included a few items that addressed avoidance in idioms. 

Laufer's (2000) study on investigating the avoidance of idioms in a second language is significant because it is one of 

the first studies to explore avoidance in using idioms; however, this study had some shortcomings. Firstly, there were no 

pretests in order to homogenize the participants. Homogenizing the participants into a group which are all familiar with 

the intended concept the researcher was to measure, is of importance in this study because as Laufer (2000) states “The 

learner cannot avoid something s/he does not know” (p. 1). Hence the first step that had to be taken when choosing the 

participants was to homogenize them into the ones who are familiar with those concepts under investigation. 
Therefore, the focus of the present research will be on investigating the use of avoidance by Iranian EFL learners in 

English idioms. In doing so, the researcher, on one hand, tends to eradicate the limitations and shortcomings of Laufer’s 

study and on the hand focusing on avoidance in idioms in the context of Iranian learners. Since most, if not all, studies 

in the Iranian EFL context have only focused on language at the level of syntax and lexical items, and idioms have not 

yet been touched upon in the Iranian context, it is the researcher’s intention to enter this area. 

From the theoretical and empirical studies mentioned, it follows that avoidance is a fundamental cognitive strategy. 

And as mentioned above, a good deal of research had been done on the category of idioms. However, the relationship 

between avoidance strategy and the use of idioms was only touched upon by Laufer (2000). In the context of Iranian 

EFL learners, avoidance strategy had only been studied at the level of syntactic and lexical items, and no significant 

study was conducted about the use of avoidance in idioms in Iranian EFL context. Therefore, this study was aimed to 

determine whether avoidance of English idioms in Iranian EFL learners is due to the effect of L1-L2 degree of 
similarity in idioms. It is spurred by a number of motivations. Firstly, this study tries to find an answer to whether 

Iranian EFL learners avoid using idioms in the target language (English). If so, secondly, it is the researcher’s desire to 

determine whether this use of avoidance is due to the effect of similarity between English and Persian idioms. In order 

to identify which idiom types in English are mostly avoided by Iranian EFL learners. She also intends to determine 

whether the level of L2 proficiency is a factor in use of avoidance in idioms. In addition, to determine whether gender 

plays any significant role in the use of avoidance in idioms by Iranian EFL learners. Finally, it aims at clarifying what 

attitude Iranian EFL learners have toward both learning and using English idioms. The results of this study could 

consequently enable both curriculum designers and teachers identify those categories of idioms which need to be 

highlighted more in the classroom setting that could also result in a more native-like use of language by Iranian 

language learners. 

IV.  THE PRESENT STUDY 

This study investigated the attitudes Iranian EFL learners have towards leaning and producing English idioms.  

Research Questions 

What attitudes do Iranian EFL learners have towards both learning and producing idioms in English? 

Methodology 

Participants 

The participants who took part in this study comprised 40 B.A. Iranian students, majoring in English literature and 

translation fields at Isfahan University. The participants were all chosen randomly. Tables 1.1 and 1.2 summarize the 

descriptive statistics of the participants of the study: 
 

TABLE 1.1: 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS OF THE PARTICIPANTS 

Gender N Min Max Mean SD 

Female 
Age 18 19 36 22.83 4.423 

Valid N  18     

Male 
Age 22 18 30 21.77 3.131 

Valid N  22     

 

TABLE 1.2: 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS OF THE PARTICIPANTS 

 N Min Max Mean SD 

Age(Total) 40 18 36 22.25 3.754 

Valid N  40     

 

Procedure and Instrumentation 

An attitude questionnaire was designed and piloted prior to its distribution. The questionnaire was designed with the 

reliability of 0.71 with the aim of allowing the researcher to identify Iranian EFL learners' attitude towards both learning 
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and using English idioms. It consisted of a total of 19 items. The attitude questionnaire was distributed among a random 

number of 40 B.A. students majoring in English literature and Translation studies at University of Isfahan. 

V.  RESULTS OF THE STUDY 

The students' responses to the questionnaire were analyzed in terms of descriptive and inferential statistics. The data 

was basically nominal and based on frequencies. Therefore, percentages were calculated. The raw data was fed into the 

computer and a non- parametric test of Chi-square was run by the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) 21 

software for each case to know whether the distribution was different from what one would expect by chance. In other 

words, it was done to determine whether the observed frequencies had statistically significant difference with the 

expected ones or they had just occurred by mere chance. 

The first 8 items on the questionnaire were designed to address the risk taking ability of the participants. The next 8 

items were, however, addressing participants’ attitude towards English idioms. Based on the analysis of the completed 
questionnaires, the following results were accumulated. Table 1.3 summarizes the results: 

 

TABLE 1.3: 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

Gender  N Min Max Mean SD 

Female 
Idiom 18 22 39 30.56 4.204 

Valid N (listwise) 18     

Male 
Idiom 22 22 39 30.59 4.272 

Valid N (listwise) 22     

 

The results indicate that the participants (both female and male) had a very positive attitude towards learning and 

producing idioms in general. This shows the high interest in learning and using English idioms among Iranian EFL 

learners. 

VI.  CONCLUSION 

The main goal of the present study was to investigate the attitude of Iranian EFL learners’ attitude towards both 

learning and producing English idioms. The results indicated that Iranian EFL learners have a very high positive 

attitude towards both learning and producing English idioms. The results of this study were in line with those obtained 

from the study of Chalak and Kassaian (2010) which investigated the types of motivation, orientation and the attitudes 

of Iranian undergraduate students towards learning English and English- speaking people. All in all, this study adds to 
the previous studies which indicate the high attitude of Iranian EFL learners towards learning English, and most 

specifically, as the case of this study, the high attitude towards learning idioms in English.  
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