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Abstract 
 

Finding more effective ways of teaching second language idioms has been a long- 
standing concern of many teaching practitioners and researchers. This study was an 
endeavor to explore the effects of three linguistic mnemonic devices (etymological 
elaboration, keyword method, and translation) on EFL learners recognition and recall 
of English idioms. To achieve the purpose of the study, ninety male and female EFL 
learners at intermediate level of language proficiency who were preparing themselves 
for IELTS were selected. They were in three groups of thirty members each. Each 
group was randomly assigned to one of the treatment conditions and was taught 
idioms using one of the above-mentioned linguistic mnemonic devices. The one-way 
ANOVA procedure was used to analyze the data. The results showed statistically 
significant differences between these techniques, with the etymological elaboration 
method being the most effective of all, on both recognition and recall of idioms. The 
findings of the study can have implications for textbook designers, curriculum 
developers, teachers, and learners. 
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1997). In this technique, learning lexical items includes two steps. Initially, by virtue 
of acoustic resemblance, a foreign word is linked to a keyword. In the second stage, a 
picture, formed in mind, is used to establish a link between the translated form of the 
foreign lexical item and the keyword (Rodrigues & Sadoski, 2000). 

 
Zarei and Keysan (2016) investigated the effects of a number of strategies on the 

knowledge of L2 words. The results showed that the KWM was more beneficial than 
the other methods on both vocabulary comprehension and production. Zarei and 
Ramezankhani (2018) compared the impacts of the semantic grouping, storytelling, 
and the keyword method on learning L2 idioms. They, too, reported that the keyword 
method was more helpful than the other two techniques in idiom interpretation, 
retrieval, and production. In case of vocabulary learning, Köksal and Çekiç (2014) 
employed two types of treatment: a) the combination of the context techniques and 
rote learning, and b) the combination of the context method and the keyword method. 
The results indicated that the participants in the groups employing a combination of 
the context and keyword methods outperformed those of group (a). However, Wei 
(2015) compared the effect of the word part method and keyword method on the 
memorization of single words and found that the keyword method had a negligible 
effect the word part strategy. 

 
The third linguistic mnemonic device is translation. Translation had prominence 

in the age of Grammar Translation Method (GTM). With the advent of communicative 
movement in language teaching, there was a downward trend in its popularity 
(Marqu s-Aguado & Sol s-Becerra, 2013). Education-wise, translation can be 
regarded as a useful technique to raise learners awareness of the existence of nuances 
between L1 and L2. Still, the culture- and language-specific nature of idioms, along 
with their figurativeness, has made their translation challenging (Nippold, 2006). 

 
Several studies have already shown that translation can have a favorable effect 

on vocabulary learning (Pellicer-Sánchez & Schmitt, 2010; Peters & Webb, 2018; 
Webb & Chang, 2015; Webb, Newton, & Chang, 2013). In addition, several studies 
have highlighted the importance of L1 knowledge for the processing of figurative 
expressions in the second language (Carrol, Conklin, & Gyllstad, 2016; Pritchett, 
Vaid, & Tosun, 2016; Wolter & Gyllstad, 2011, 2013). In a study, Liao (2006) found 
that students frequently employ translation as a practical course of action to learn 
English lexical items, idioms, expressions, and grammatical structures. Bagheri and 
Fazel (2011) explored the strategic role of translation in writing. The findings 
suggested that Iranian university students considered translation from Persian as a 
positively effective factor on their writing skill. In the same vein, Karimian and 
Talebinejad (2013) found that translation made substantial contributions to the 
students retrieval and memorization of different items in English. Besides, they used 
translation to evaluate themselves, and interact with other people in English. 

 
Carrol and Conklin (2014) used a decision-making task, based on the dual-rote 

framework, in a bilingual environment. They converted a number of Chinese idioms 
verbatim into English and distorted the ending of these translated phrases. Thus, the 
prime was comprised of an idiom translated from Chinese, and a target phrase that 
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finished the idiom was displayed to the Chinese-English bilingual participants. The 
participants responded more speedily to targets finishing the last word of literally 
converted Chinese idioms than to English idioms and matched controls. Likewise, in 
comparison with Chinese idioms and corresponding controls, native English speakers 
answered targets English idioms in completion tasks speedily. Their conclusion was 
confirmed by bilingual comprehension frameworks suggestive of indiscriminate 
conceptualizations that link to both languages (Kroll, Van Hell, Tokowicz, & Green, 
2010). 

 
In the same vein, Carrol and Conklin (2017) incorporated translated idioms in a 

story. The results revealed that Chinese-English bilinguals decipher idiom-final items 
more swiftly in translated idiomatic expressions than in control conditions. 
Nonetheless, bilingual students displayed repressive effects for figurative readings of 
idiomatic expressions in relation to native speakers. This finding indicates that 
analysis and making sense of a native idiom in a non-native linguistic context can be 
a challenging issue even for highly sophisticated language learners. 

 
As the above review implies, different aspects of the variables of interest in this 

study have already been investigated. However, previous studies have paid attention 
on isolated aspects of these variables. This means that there is scant research on the 
effects of different linguistic mnemonic devices on L2 idioms recognition and recall. 
This study is aimed to fill part of this gap in the literature. 

 
Method 

Participants 

Ninety Iranian male and female learners studying at an IELTS institute in Tehran took 
part in this study. They were in three groups of thirty members each. According to 
their educational profiles at the institute, students were intermediate-level students. 
To homogenize the students, the Oxford Placement Test was administered at the 
outset of the study. 

 
Instruments 

The OPT was administered at the start of the study to fulfill the requirement of 
homogeneity of participants. 50 multiple-choice questions were used in this pre-test 
to evaluate the participants competence in vocabulary and grammar. The students 
also had to respond to 10 comprehension questions about a reading comprehension. 
The final part of this test was a writing task to measure the participants written 
performance. The learners had 75 minutes to answer the questions. The reliability of 
the test was established to be .81, based on KR-21 formula. 

 
The second pretest (the idioms test) was administered to reduce the effect of the 

participants familiarity with the target idioms. The idioms test consisted of 140 items, 
containing a bold-faced idiom each. The participants were required to write the 
Persian translation of the idioms. Idioms with which more than 10 percent of the 
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he limelight was very much the focus of public attention. So powerful was the light

that there were cases of people going blind through too great exposure to it. (Source:
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their corresponding
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Descriptive

Etymological Elaboration

Keyword Method 

Translation 

According to Table 1, the highest mean on English idiom recognition test
belongs to the etymological elaboration group (23.80), followed by the keyword
method and translation. To determine statistically significant differences among the

their posttest scores
assumptio

that this assumption
.05). No violation of the other assumptions (independence of observations, interval
data, normal distribution, etc.) was observed. The result of the ANOVA is given in
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administering the post-tests,
of etymological
 and recall of

Results and Discussion 

One 

the study was concerned
devices on idioms recognition. To address this question, a One

descriptive statistics are shown

Descriptive Statistics

N Mean

Elaboration 30 23.80

30 23.07

30 19.47

90 22.11

According to Table 1, the highest mean on English idiom recognition test
belongs to the etymological elaboration group (23.80), followed by the keyword
method and translation. To determine statistically significant differences among the

scores were compared

this assumption was not violated
.05). No violation of the other assumptions (independence of observations, interval
data, normal distribution, etc.) was observed. The result of the ANOVA is given in

Table 2. ANOVA

Sum of Squares

322.75 

220.133 

542.899 
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tests, One-Way
etymological elaboration,

of idioms. Before

concerned with
To address this question, a One

are shown in the following table.

Statistics for the ANOVA

Std.
Mean  

Deviation

23.80 1.769

23.07 1.552

19.47 2.102

22.11 2.470

According to Table 1, the highest mean on English idiom recognition test
belongs to the etymological elaboration group (23.80), followed by the keyword
method and translation. To determine statistically significant differences among the

compared using

not violated (Levene
.05). No violation of the other assumptions (independence of observations, interval
data, normal distribution, etc.) was observed. The result of the ANOVA is given in

ANOVA Result on Idiom

Squares df Mean

2 

87 

89  
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Way ANOVA techniques
elaboration, keyword method

Before using ANOVA,

with the effects of
To address this question, a One

following table.

ANOVA on Idiom 

95% Confidence Interval
Std.   

 

Deviation Lower

1.769 23.14

1.552 22.49

2.102 18.93

2.470 21.59

According to Table 1, the highest mean on English idiom recognition test
belongs to the etymological elaboration group (23.80), followed by the keyword
method and translation. To determine statistically significant differences among the

using ANOVA. Before

(Levene Statistic
.05). No violation of the other assumptions (independence of observations, interval
data, normal distribution, etc.) was observed. The result of the ANOVA is given in

Idiom Recognition

Mean Square

161.378 

2.530 

techniques were
method and translation
ANOVA, its assumptions

of linguistic mnemonic
To address this question, a One-Way ANOVA was

following table. 

 Recognition 

95% Confidence Interval
 

Upper
Lower Bound 

Bound

23.14 24.46

22.49 23.65

18.93 20.00

21.59 22.63

According to Table 1, the highest mean on English idiom recognition test
belongs to the etymological elaboration group (23.80), followed by the keyword
method and translation. To determine statistically significant differences among the

Before running ANOVA,

Statistic = .589; Sig. 
.05). No violation of the other assumptions (independence of observations, interval
data, normal distribution, etc.) was observed. The result of the ANOVA is given in

Recognition 

Square F 

63.779 
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According to Table 1, the highest mean on English idiom recognition test 
belongs to the etymological elaboration group (23.80), followed by the keyword 
method and translation. To determine statistically significant differences among the 

ANOVA, 
 

 = .557 > 
.05). No violation of the other assumptions (independence of observations, interval 
data, normal distribution, etc.) was observed. The result of the ANOVA is given in 

Sig. 

.000 
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effect size. Table 3 displays the result of the Post Hoc Tukey HSD test that was
employed
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2 Keyword

According to Table 3, the etymological elaboration group is statistically better
than the translation group. In addition, the participants in the keyword group have
outperformed
statistically
method groups.

Research
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and etymology on idioms recall. For this purpose, after checking the assumptions
(Levene 
Descriptive statistics

 

1 Etymological

2 Keyword

3 Translation

Total 

The
are included

Based on Table 2, the differences 
significant (F (2, 87) =
techniques (etymological

 percent of the

effect size. Table 3 displays the result of the Post Hoc Tukey HSD test that was
employed to identify significant differences.

Table 3. Multiple

Group (J)

Etymological 2 Keyword

elaboration 3 Translation

Keyword 3 Translation

According to Table 3, the etymological elaboration group is statistically better
than the translation group. In addition, the participants in the keyword group have
outperformed their counterparts
statistically significant

groups. 

Research Question Two

second question aimed
and etymology on idioms recall. For this purpose, after checking the assumptions

 Statistic = .163;
Descriptive statistics are

Table 4. 

Etymological Elaboration

Keyword 

Translation 

The ANOVA was
are included in Table 5.

On the Effects

Based on Table 2, the differences 
= 63.779, p 

(etymological elaboration,

the variation among

effect size. Table 3 displays the result of the Post Hoc Tukey HSD test that was
significant differences.

Multiple Comparisons

(J) Group 
Mean Difference

Keyword 

Translation 

Translation 

According to Table 3, the etymological elaboration group is statistically better
than the translation group. In addition, the participants in the keyword group have

counterparts in
significant difference between

Two 

aimed to explore
and etymology on idioms recall. For this purpose, after checking the assumptions

.163; Sig. = .850
are given in Table

 Descriptive Statistics

N Mean

Elaboration 30 23.20

30 22.20

30 19.30

90 21.57

was used to find
5. 

Table 5. ANOVA

Effects of Linguistic, 
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Based on Table 2, the differences between mnemonic groups are statistically
 < .0005). Thus,

elaboration, keyword,

among the groups

effect size. Table 3 displays the result of the Post Hoc Tukey HSD test that was
significant differences. 

Comparisons of Means

Mean Difference 

(I-J) 

.733 

4.333* 

3.600* 

According to Table 3, the etymological elaboration group is statistically better
than the translation group. In addition, the participants in the keyword group have

in the translation
between etymological

explore the effects
and etymology on idioms recall. For this purpose, after checking the assumptions

.850 > .05), another
Table 4. 

Statistics for the ANOVA

Mean Std.

Deviation

23.20 1.690

22.20 1.562

19.30 1.690

21.57 2.284

find any possible

ANOVA Result

 Verbal, and Visual 

between mnemonic groups are statistically
Thus, different

keyword, and translation)

groups can be
 

effect size. Table 3 displays the result of the Post Hoc Tukey HSD test that was

Means for Idiom Recognition

95% Confidence Interval
Sig.      

Lower Bound

.180 -

.000 3.35

.000 2.62

According to Table 3, the etymological elaboration group is statistically better
than the translation group. In addition, the participants in the keyword group have

translation group. However,
etymological elaboration

effects of translation,
and etymology on idioms recall. For this purpose, after checking the assumptions

another One-Way ANOVA

ANOVA on Idiom

Std. 95% Confidence

Deviation Lower Bound

1.690 22.57

1.562 21.62

1.690 18.74

2.284 21.09

possible significant differences.

Result on Idiom Recall
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different linguistic mnemonic

translation) have differential
2 = .594) shows

be characterized
  this is a considerable

effect size. Table 3 displays the result of the Post Hoc Tukey HSD test that was

Recognition 

95% Confidence Interval
 
Lower Bound Upper

-.25 

3.35 

2.62 

According to Table 3, the etymological elaboration group is statistically better
than the translation group. In addition, the participants in the keyword group have

However, there
elaboration and the

translation, the keyword
and etymology on idioms recall. For this purpose, after checking the assumptions

ANOVA was deployed.

Idiom Recall 

Confidence Interval

Bound Upper

22.57 23.83

21.62 22.78

18.74 19.86

21.09 22.04

differences. The

Recall 

Idioms Learning 
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effect size. Table 3 displays the result of the Post Hoc Tukey HSD test that was 

95% Confidence Interval 
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1.71 

5.31 

4.58 

According to Table 3, the etymological elaboration group is statistically better 
than the translation group. In addition, the participants in the keyword group have 

there is no 
the keyword 

keyword method, 
and etymology on idioms recall. For this purpose, after checking the assumptions 

deployed. 

Interval 

Upper Bound 

23.83 

22.78 

19.86 

22.04 

The results 
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variation among these groups can be ascribed to treatment effects. Tukey HSD was
used for Post-hoc

Table

Group 

Based on Table 6,
the keyword and

keyword group have outperformed

Discussion 

findings of this 
etymological elaboration, the keyword method, and 
recognition and recall 
elaboration and the keyword
was no significant difference between the etymological

 Concerning idioms
keyword method and translation. The superiority of etymology can be explained on
different grounds. Building upon the tenets of cognitive linguistic seman
2013; Croft & Cruse, 2004; Kövecses, 2002; Taylor, 2002), the meaning of an idiom

 means entirely

idioms. In order to learn idioms 
 the linguistic 
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Elaboration 

Keyword 
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Sum of Squares

246.200 

246.200 

464.100 

Table 5, group
 

variation among these groups can be ascribed to treatment effects. Tukey HSD was
hoc comparison, 

Table 6. Multiple Comparisons

 (J) Group

6, the etymological
and the translation
outperformed 

 study showed
etymological elaboration, the keyword method, and 

 of English idioms.
keyword method

was no significant difference between the etymological
idioms recall,

keyword method and translation. The superiority of etymology can be explained on
different grounds. Building upon the tenets of cognitive linguistic seman
2013; Croft & Cruse, 2004; Kövecses, 2002; Taylor, 2002), the meaning of an idiom

entirely randomly stipulated,

idioms. In order to learn idioms correctly, learners should establish logical links
 forms and mental

2 keyword

3 translation

3 translation
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 89  

group differences 
2 = .530) indicates that 53 percent of the

variation among these groups can be ascribed to treatment effects. Tukey HSD was
 the result of which is

Comparisons of

Group 
Mean 

Difference

(I-J) 

etymological elaboration
translation groups. 

 the learners in

showed significant
etymological elaboration, the keyword method, and 

idioms. As for idiom
method were more effective

was no significant difference between the etymological
recall, etymology 

keyword method and translation. The superiority of etymology can be explained on
different grounds. Building upon the tenets of cognitive linguistic seman
2013; Croft & Cruse, 2004; Kövecses, 2002; Taylor, 2002), the meaning of an idiom

stipulated, and

deep semantic processing of target
correctly, learners should establish logical links

mental images of

keyword 1.000* 

translation 3.900* 

translation 2.900* 

Dynamics 
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Mean Square
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 are statistically
= .530) indicates that 53 percent of the

variation among these groups can be ascribed to treatment effects. Tukey HSD was
which is summarized in Table

of Means for Idiom

Difference Sig.     

elaboration group is statisptically
 Moreover, the

in the translation group.

significant differences 
etymological elaboration, the keyword method, and translation techniques on both

idiom recognition,
effective than 

was no significant difference between the etymological elaboration and keyword
 was more effective

keyword method and translation. The superiority of etymology can be explained on
different grounds. Building upon the tenets of cognitive linguistic seman
2013; Croft & Cruse, 2004; Kövecses, 2002; Taylor, 2002), the meaning of an idiom

and as Boers et al.

deep semantic processing of target
correctly, learners should establish logical links

of these linguistic

 .043 

 .000 
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Moreover, the participants

translation group. 

 among the effects of
translation techniques on both
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 translation, while
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effective than 
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2013; Croft & Cruse, 2004; Kövecses, 2002; Taylor, 2002), the meaning of an idiom

al. (2007) point

deep semantic processing of target
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or towel into the ring) (Boers, 2013).
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Timofeev, 2012). 

From the empirical point of view, these findings are consistent with a number of
studies that have confirmed the highly beneficial results of deploying etymological
elaboration and the keyword method. Regarding recognition, the findings are in
conformity with those of Boers (2001) and Boers et al. (2007). Boers (2001) pointed
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studies that have confirmed the highly beneficial results of deploying etymological
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need to teach them how to catch fish. In other words, instead of forcing learners to
blindly memorize target idioms, we need to encourage learners to think abo
process idioms more deeply. It might also be concluded that these findings somehow
support the basic tenets of the dual coding theory. Both etymological elaboration and
the keyword method engage learners in some sort of mental images. Translation, o
the other hand, provides merely linguistic support. It may be concluded, therefore,
that when learners are engaged both linguistically and non
learning will
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mean that the choice of mnemonic devices should be based, at least partially, on the
learning style

Needless to say, the findings of the present study should be interpreted with
caution as it involved a number of limitations. The scope of the study was limited to
EFL participants, the duration of the treatment was limited, and the participants were
limited to intermediate level learners. Bearing these caveats in mind, to not taken be
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