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Abstract:

This study investigated the attitudes of Iragi secondary school EFL
students towards expressing themselves in the English language using
idiomatic expressions. The study sample consisted of a total of 27 EFL
secondary school students studying in an Iragi secondary school in Malaysia.
Qualitative research methods were used to investigate the learners' attitudes
towards English idioms. Three qualitative methods (students' learning
journals (dairies), focus group interviews, and classroom observation) were
used to collect data in this research. The results showed that the majority of
these learners have negative attitudes towards learning English idioms. In
addition, they were observer to be unable to use idiomatic expressions in their
classroom speaking and writing. Moreover, the results revealed there are
several educational factors that had negative impacts on learners’ attitudes
towards idioms. In the light of the results, the study presents some
recommendations for teaching and learning idiomatic expressions.

Keywords: (idiomatic expressions, learners' attitudes, strategies, lragi
secondary school EFL students)
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Introduction

Idioms are omnipresent icons in every language. They are
pervasive in the process of developing a learner's understands of a
language. Understanding idiomatic phrases can help learners
express their ideas in a more creative way. The use of idioms as
an essential part of figurative language can help EFL learners to
Improve their communicative competence (Khan & Can
Dagkin, 2014). The use of idioms can play a superior role in the
deep lexical knowledge enhancement of learners. Idioms are an
intrinsic part of vocabulary learning and EFL learners need to
master English idiomatic phrases to achieve native-like
proficiency (Nation & Meara, 2002). Therefore, idioms are seen as
an integral natural part of everyday discourse since they reflect
cultural and linguistic sides and enable people to communicate
appropriately with others from different cultures (Howwar, 2013).
Idioms can broaden people’s understanding and manipulation of a
language since they share cultural and historical information
(Ambrose, 2003).

It is agreed that every language has its own idiomatic
phrases that cannot be understood literally from their individual
words. Hence, using idioms seems to be a more complex issue.
Idioms are one of these phrases which used in a wide variety of
everyday life situations to share knowledge, culture, and literature
among others. Richards and Schmidt (2002, p. 270) define an
idiom as: " an expression which functions as a single unit and
whose meaning cannot be worked out from its separate
parts." In other definition, an idiom is defined as a group of words
that means something different than the individual words it
contains (The Office of English Language Programs, United
States Department of State, 2010, p. v). Similarly, Longman
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Idioms Dictionary (1998) defined an idiom as “a sequence of
words which has a different meaning as a group from the
meaning it would have if you understood each word
separately”. In another definition, Smith (2012) considered the
lack of idioms as an obstacle that often puzzled non-native
speakers in their use of language. He defined idioms as natural
expressions used informally to convey information by native
speakers of a language. This definition may be referred to the
importance of idioms in the informal spoken language rather than
academic writing. Moreover, Collins English Dictionary (2006)
stated that an idiom is as a simile is a multi-word expression that
acts as units and does not have its literal meaning.

In the big picture, these definitions indicated that an idiom
Is a complex lexical single unit, and its meaning cannot be
deduced from the literal meaning of its parts. From a semantic
viewpoint, this research concentrates on an idiom as a multi-word
expression that has a particular meaning to express certain ideas
that cannot be deduced from the meanings of the individual words.
In other words, the current study concentrates on the Iraqi EFL
learners' attitudes towards the figurative sense of idioms rather
than the literal sense of idioms. For example, a learner could say
“it’s raining cats and dogs!” to mean “'It is raining very heavily’ or
“you hit the nail on the head” to mean ‘you're correct’ and to
“break a leg” means wishing you ‘good luck’ rather than revolves
around the literal meaning of break and leg. These examples
indicated that idioms are considered a source of perplexity for
learners.

A XAY%

——
N/



AYVEEFLAY LYY A () gala) Jo¥1 amal) [ al N alaall [ Aagl ) Add) |, Aalaical) ciluad pal) Adaa

Problem Statement

It is known that idiomatic phrases are considered as one of
the most challenging issues encountered by EFL Iraqi learners
(Joodi 2012; Al-Rekaby 2008; Khalil 2010; Ali 2011; Abdul
hsadi; 2014). As a result of this perplexity, the researcher has
noticed that non-native students face serious difficulties in
understanding the meaning of idiomatic phrases. They were
observed to be perplexed when they deal with idiomatic phrases
since these idioms are avoided in their classes. Therefore, they
might receive negative attitudes towards learning idioms.
Moreover, idioms are considered strongly culture-based; therefore,
it may be challenging to be familiar with these idioms. Khalil
(2010) and Joodi (2012) considered idioms as a thorny issue for
EFL learners of English. Al-Rekaby (2008) related this thorny
issue to the non-compositionality of idioms. Cooper (1999) stated
that idioms present a problem for all language learners because of
their figurative meaning which is unpredictable. As mentioned
above, all the definitions of idioms indicated that acquiring idioms
is a laborious and daunting task involving a very high conscious
process.

One important issue of enhancing the depth of lexical
knowledge is to investigate the learners' attitudes towards learning
idioms. Therefore, much work on learners' attitudes should be
focussed on understanding the nature of idioms. To get past this
difficulty, exploring learners' attitudes towards idioms may
determine their desire for expanding their lexical knowledge
through studying idioms. In other words, attitudes are seen as
Important to shape learners' motivation towards learning idioms.
Whether they are positive, natural, or negative, attitudes determine
the ease or difficulty of learning (Al-Houti & Aldaihani, 2018).
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Hence, identifying the Iraqi EFL learners' attitudes towards idioms
considers an important area of inquiry. It can provide valuable
teaching and learning suggestions and approaches for enhancing
lexical knowledge. Identifying learners' attitudes towards language
teaching and learning can be helpful in forming effective learning
methods (Buyukyazi, 2010). Additionally, they can persuade
teachers and students to take on the problems of teaching idioms.
"Students work harder and preserve through challenges when they
have concrete personal goals and motivation for mastering the
subject knowledge™ (Willis 2010, p. 11). A lot of researches were
concentrated on the learners' difficulties, but very little ones were
on the learners' attitudes towards idioms. Hence, the current study
will investigate the Iraqi EFL learners’ attitudes towards the
importance of learning idioms and investigate the factors behind
these students' attitudes in order to find possible solutions for the
current problem.

Attitudes toward Learning Idioms

Determination  of learners’ beliefs in  language
teaching/learning process will be helpful in forming effective
learning methods (Buytkyazi, 2010, p. 1). According to Alsalihi
(2019, p. 376), "attitudes refer to the inside tendency and thoughts
that reflect when a person is displayed to some phenomena ". In
other words, attitudes refer to the views of a person towards
certain phenomenon whether they are positive or negative.
Learners’ attitudes towards idioms play a key role in language
learning and enhancing learners' deep lexical knowledge. De Bot,
Lowie & Verspoor (2005) argued that high motivation and a
positive attitude help SL learning. Similarly, Abdul Ridha (2014)
stated that finding out hidden attitudes is one of the solutions to
the problems in the English language. Learning idiom phrases
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requires deep knowledge and positive attitudes to understand what
people mean in their daily conversations.

Many previous studies have demonstrated the importance of
attitudes as a key motivational component in lexical learning.
These studies revealed that many EFL and ESL learners are
motivated and have positive attitudes towards learning idioms.
However, these learners have encountered many difficulties in
their use of idioms. For example, in Taiwan, Ying-Ying Chuang
(2013) explored the learning attitudes and the difficulties toward
idioms among 107 EFL university English major students. The
result indicated that the majority of these students had a positive
attitude toward idiom learning and valued its necessity to improve
their language proficiency. On the other hand, the result showed
that 82.3 of the students face difficulties in learning idioms, while
17.7% did not show any difficulty in comprehending idioms. This
indicted that idioms are a laborious task. This might indicate that
learners lack sufficient knowledge about idioms.

In other two studies showed compatible results with Ying-
Ying Chuang (2013), Tadayyon & Ketabi (2014) and Nasab
(2015) proved that Iranian EFL undergraduate English major
students considered idioms as an indispensable part of language
learning and had very high positive attitudes towards learning
idioms. In the same vein, Gahroei & Tabatabaei (2013) showed
that Iranian students who are exposed to the idioms through using
etymology and watching movie clips have positive attitudes
towards learning idioms than their colleagues in the other group.

Similarly, in the Afghan EFL context, Orfan (2020) used a
questionnaire to investigate the attitudes of Afghan university EFL
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students towards learning English idioms. The results showed that
these students had very strong positive attitudes towards the
Importance of learning idioms.

Khan and Daskin (2014) investigated the Turkish EFL

teacher-trainees' attitudes towards idioms learning. The result
revealed that the teacher-trainees hardly used idioms in their
teaching and those who used them usually did not have the
sufficient way to help learners to enhance their communicative
competence. In the same vein, Rizg (2015) investigate the
perspective of native and non-native English teachers on idioms in
language teaching and learning. The results showed that all
teachers agreed that idioms play an essential role in ELT and there
Is a strong connection between idioms and culture. Regarding
difficulties, 70% of the teachers agreed that idioms are difficult for
ESL students; however,
These studies emphasized the importance of idioms and their
acquisition difficulties due to learners' lack of figurative awareness
and lack of cultural connections. Therefore, the current study
attempts to shed light on the attitudes that Iraqi EFL students have
towards the importance of learning idioms and the factors
affecting their attitudes.

Regarding the Iraqi EFL context, the research revealed that
little research has been done focusing on the learning attitudes
toward learning English idioms by university EFL students in the
Iragi context. There are relatively few studies conducted to
investigate the learners' attitudes towards teaching and learning
idioms. The studies had paid attention to the translation problems
rather than focusing on attitudes on idioms as classroom problems.
For example, Abdul Ridha (2014) explored Iraqi EFL university
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learners' beliefs about translation and using it as a strategy. These
learners showed a positive view towards studying translation to
improve their English. In another study, Abdul hsadi (2014)
investigated the difficulties of non-equivalence idioms in
translating between Arabic and English. The results showed that
learners faced potential difficulties in the process of translating
idioms from Arabic into English and vice versa. Therefore, the
current study will investigate the Iraqi EFL learners' towards the
importance of English idioms. ldentifying Iragqi EFL learners'
attitudes on idioms seems to be a good reason to give idioms
special attention in teaching and learning English as a foreign
language.

Aims of the Study

The present study aims to investigate the attitude of Iraqgi
EFL secondary school learners towards learning English idioms. It
also investigates the factors behind these students' attitudes
towards learning English idioms.

Research Questions
1. What are the EFL Iraqi students’ attitudes towards the
importance of learning English idioms?
2. What are the factors affecting these students' attitudes?

The Study
Methodology

The study paid attention to qualitative research since a lot of
previous related studies (e.g., Chuang, 2013; Ying-Ying Chuang,
2013; Tadayyon & Ketabi, 2014; & Nasab, 2015; Orfan, 2020,
and Khan & Dasgkin, 2014) have paid attention to quantitative
methods to investigate the learners' attitudes towards English
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idioms. This study utilized qualitative methods to get more in-
depth information on the learners' attitudes towards English
idioms. 12 students were randomly selected and interviewed using
the focus group interview regarding their attitudes towards
learning English idioms. In addition, students' learning journals
(diaries) were used as another instrument to investigate these
learners' attitudes towards English idioms. Moreover, classroom
observation was used as a third qualitative method through this
research. Before finalizing the interview and learning journals'
guestions, the questions were given to two staff members at Anbar
University to seek their advice regarding the validity of the
questions. The gathered data was recorded, transcribed, and then
divided into themes based on the students' responses to the
interview and learning journal questions.

Participants

A convenience sample method was adopted in this research
(conveniently available subjects). The sample who participated in
this study was 27 Iraqi EFL 5™ scientific-grade students who were
studying during the academic year 2015 — 2016 in an lraqgi
secondary school in Malaysia.

Findings and Discussion

The students' responses to the learning journals and
interviews were analyzed to answer the following research
questions:

RQ1: What are the EFL Iragi secondary school students’ attitudes
towards the importance of learning English idioms?
RQ2: What are the factors affecting these students' attitudes?
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In general, the results showed that just a few participants
were able to recognize the importance of learning idioms. They
were lack of sufficient knowledge of idioms to express themselves
in English. The majority of them were seen to be unable to use
idioms appropriately in their communication and writing through
classroom activities. That is why they consider idioms an
unimportant aspect in their learning, especially at their level of
study, which is secondary school level. They might think that is
too early to study such a complicated issue at their level of study.
According to Al-Houti & Aldaihani ( 2018, p. 140) "Learning
idioms is an uphill battle for many language learners". In
particular, the results indicated that these students were not aware
of the use of figurative language in their communication. This
might give us an assumption that idioms are not useful at their
level of study. The students reported their attitudes towards the
importance of English idioms as follows:

Int.10
& LY clallad) aadiul e 58 o) sxe L
el (S egmal S A5 lKVL Saadll g (Sl e g ghat
i Alay) ge ik Gl cclalliad) ge dege il
Ml el sl cilallaiadl) ales)
Translation:

(I have no idea about using English idioms that can
improve my vocabulary and help me to speak
better, 1 know only about the importance of
English words but not idioms. Therefore, my
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attitude towards learning idioms isn't positive at
this level of study).

Int.6
qudﬁ‘@@gaw\ j.'a\ :&LG‘J\L}Q«L\Q}"
SUA cL.g‘):\E.\\X.LI ‘;'h;ﬂ (el Glath a4l u}m B)S.a. Lfm
Vg il 3

Translation:
(I knew from the interview that idioms are so
important. Previously, | didn't have any idea how
idioms can improve my English speaking. Thus,
my attitude towards learning idioms was negative).

Lj. 18
Al ) ind aw ge Gl 3 LKEs ol el
3 gy Gaadl) e 35l ade (e Slad dia) Sladlaiadll
L Glallhiadl Glldl Glallaiad) aladiul ¢ en A dale
pladin) (e (o IS aad Gl e S Y Laelud
Mlalhiadll

Translation:
(I think that lack of our communication is not
because of neglecting teaching idioms, our
problem is that we are unable to communicate in
general even without using idioms; therefore,
idioms can't help us since a lot of people speak
English without using idioms).
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Lj.7
Cra el JE) Eaail) lle tiad Callacadl) g3l afie |"
Laa il (o Lgal 58 A0 5S)y Aiall Liline oy
.n;'\éé)aj\"
Translation:
(I think idioms make our communication more
complicated since it is difficult to know their true
meaning (functional meaning). Our problem is the
literal translation.
Lj. 11
e B S 5 e JIS) etV jued (93 B 38 55 80 "
s b Laelid 71 e clalhiadl ccilalhad) aladi
MMeaS U amlal Y oladal!
Translation:
(We focus too much on how to pass the exams
rather than how to use the idioms; idioms are not
useful to pass the exams since our teachers ignore
them).
Int.2
LaS) (o yae Y g cladlaias Ly Lo Cile LAY (e (5 52 LigiS"
s 5V Wiaay 5 AUSIL Y lallaiadll daa)
Translation:

(We wrote many compositions without idioms, and
no one of our teachers emphasized the importance
of idioms in writing and speaking).
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The quotes above indicated that students seem to not
believe in the importance of mastering English idioms and act
accordingly, this shows they do not value the importance of
learning idioms and that is why they show negative attitudes
about them. In other words, these quotes show the lack of
students' interest in learning idioms. An explanation for these
results may be because that little attention has been paid to idioms
In their textbook; accordingly, they are neglected by teachers too.

The participants lament their teachers and curriculum
designer since they did not pay attention to English idioms. This
finding is inconsistent with the results of previous research by (De
Bot, Lowie & Verspoor, 2005; Chuang, 2013; Chuang, 2013,
Tadayyon & Ketabi 2014; Nasab, 2015, and Orfan 2020) who
revealed that the majority of students have positive attitudes
towards the importance of English idiomatic expressions. These
studies might be showed general attitudes of learners towards
idioms, but they did not fix the problem of learners' lack of
communication and how idioms are avoided in their classroom
speaking and writing. Whereas the current results investigated
how these learners can express themselves using idioms, therefore
even if some of them showed positive attitudes about idioms, they
were observed to be unable to use idioms effectively in their
speaking and writing.

On the other hand, several of the students have positive
attitudes towards learning English idioms. They consider English
idioms as a very important aspect as they believe that English
idioms are an essential part of the English language to express
themselves in English. For example, these respondents mentioned
in their learning journal that idioms are very important to develop
their speaking and writing and to comprehend the reading texts
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better.  The students reported their attitudes towards the
importance of English idioms as follows:

Int.3
arele WElKEL ST s J<GE Eaaiill Lealiag g Lﬁjﬁlﬁﬁ!\
MMgalaiy o paA

Translation:
(Of course, English idioms are important for
those who learn English, and we need them
to achieve better communication, but our
problem we lack the experience of learning
idioms).

Lj. 25
U yshay s (5 soma A5l clallaiadll alas Siie |
S g L) shay iy A SIS ASI 5 Caaaily
.H. . “_.\ )_.)S)S Gu

Translation:
(I think that learning English idioms is
necessary to develop our speaking, writing
in English, and listening skills but we need
to focus on our textbooks).

Int. 4
Mgaladl Caa SN g lly L e ST g pla L (A"
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Translation:
(I did not study them (idioms), but | knew
about them on YouTube, therefore, | was
motivated to learn them).

Int.12
&@\J@ﬁ)ﬂé}g&w\a@jgaﬁdiw"
Baiaa Clallhiaall (KT plasy) A2l Lﬂ; aaaladl
.ll\~ S .~. \;}St}):}
Translation:

(Learning English idioms is useful,
understanding them can boost my
conversational English skills; however, these
idioms are complicated and confused us in
our learning).

However, these students showed positive attitudes towards
idiomatic expressions; it was observed that these students are still
facing problems when it comes to speaking and writing in English,
even with producing simple idioms. These students mentioned
they lack  experience, knowledge, and strategies to deal with
idioms. This gives us an indicator that these students showed
general attitudes about idioms without focusing on using idioms in
their speaking and writing. This indicator was confirmed by many
students when they mentioned they do not have in-depth
knowledge about using idioms in their speaking and writing.

Regarding the second research question, the participants
presented a host of factors that may justify their negative attitudes
towards idioms such as lack of interest in idioms by their
textbooks and teachers, to avoid failure in the exam, lack of
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functional meaning, lack of efficient strategies, etc. The students
reported their attitudes towards the importance of English idioms

as follows:
Int.4

L) 52 Lgaled 3ok e US, Y5 cilallacmall L o L
Mgalai (g Halian s dage g Lgd o ) 1]

Translation:
(We didn’t study idioms or focus on learning
strategies, for this reason, we see them as not
important and we are not motivated to learn
them)

Lj. 9
"W\LHLALA cﬁw\w)ﬁujc S yaa L jde g Liagia

Translation:
(Our textbook and teachers are not focusing on

teaching idioms; they didn’t pay them attention).

Lj. 3

J ALl Ulisse 31 Wi e s Aaga 3a Led sy Gupal 13
G5 lew Jabai Gk aie A I3 ALl ey
G ydall (e aa) g W g SIS ¢ ) fpedd Lo Glallaiall
i Y YA (e s IS clallaias shi b Lad )
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Translation:

(If teachers see idioms as an unimportant
aspect, and they don’t teach them, surely we
will not be interested in them. In addition, we
don’t have any strategy to deal with the
idioms, we only guess the meaning.
Additionally, our teachers didn’t direct us to
make good use of current websites to develop
their idioms).

Int.1
JSy e e LDA 13a 5 Lalals (g jaall g gl 2SI
S Bde aliad la lew (paiea o (ol

Translation:
(Of course, the curriculum and the teacher
neglected them (idioms), and this made us
show negative attitudes. If they were interested
in it, we would have seen it as useful).

Int.2

2 b e (e Ciales QM}MJMJML“;\A)\L

Jall 1 Lgian i ol ibda o 55150 Ll pa s
NS L (aaligae

Translation:
(For example, it is raining cats and dogs. | was
surprised when | knew it would be translated
into it rains heavily
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Int.6 &9
uwﬁ\meuﬁ@\jw)mfm)meu"
SO Lé‘);j‘ sliza 4.I1) BBt aad) 4,3‘).\&&\

Translation:
(There is no clear teaching method for
learning vocabulary; we studied only the literal
meaning of words by word)

) L ol Bl sl o Ui 1
Translation:
(Our translation is literal; we don’t have any method to
learn idioms).

These quotes showed that there are many educational
factors affected these learners' attitudes towards learning English
idioms. Students complained of these factors: lack of interest in
idioms by their textbooks and teachers, to avoid failure in the
exam, lack of functional meaning, lack of efficient strategies and,
lack of efficient methods of teaching vocabulary. This result
indicated that these students do not have the necessary background
knowledge to make them interested and show positive attitudes
towards learning English idioms. These students attributed their
lack of awareness of idiomatic expressions to the very little
attention paid to teaching idiomatic expressions during the
years of study at the secondary school level. Based on the
researcher's observation, the teachers were observed teaching
idioms incidentally when they come up with them. Sometimes,
they noticed to ask students to give the meaning in Arabic through
the context while reading passages. Additionally, the students
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were seen unable to give the functional meaning for idioms.
Moreover, it was noticed that teachers were unfamiliar with
culture-bound idioms. Thus, these results suggested that learners
need to be encouraged and have the opportunity to use idiomatic
expressions in classroom teaching and learning. In this vein, they
should be guided to know that idioms are one of the most
Important aspects of learning the English language.

However the majority of participants showed negative
attitudes towards learning idioms, they were inspired to improve
their English focusing on English idioms. The results suggest that
learning and teaching idioms is as essential as teaching and
learning other parts of vocabulary. Finally, the students reported
their attitudes towards the importance of English idioms as
follows:

Int. 5
O) A paliae g Ly poa S i o Y oa
D) skl s Glallhiaall alady L) geeds

Translation:
Yes, we have to try something new in our
learning and we need to immerse ourselves in
learning English idioms to improve our
English.

Int. 5
D IS ot allaaal) dues) Lagidl IO (e dy jdua g "
PAREIN|
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Translation:
(This interview is a good opportunity to
understand the importance of idioms to
improve our English).

In general, it can be said that the students have negative
attitudes towards learning idioms. On the other hand, some of the
students have more open ideas to learn idioms, but they also lack
the knowledge that can help them to improve their vocabulary.
Therefore, the students should be encouraged to use effective
strategies they can use to push themselves towards better
communication in English and a better career in the future. They
got the advice that learning is not to pass the exam and quality
over quantity. In other words, learning is to get better English and
a better career.

Conclusion and Implications

In a conclusion, these results indicated that these students
do not have positive attitudes towards English idiomatic
expressions. As they claimed, their attitudes towards English
idioms revolved around the lack of sufficient interest in idioms by
their teachers and curriculum designers to teach English idioms.
Therefore, they did not expose to interactive situations in which
idiomatic expressions are used and that is the reason why they
showed negative attitudes towards idioms. Within the light of
these results, it is recommended to select the appropriate idioms
expressions for students' level to include textbook information
about the importance of teaching and learning idioms to increase
students’ motivation towards understanding the importance of
idioms in enhancing their language skills, especially speaking and
writing. Thus, as shown above, these results indicated that
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teachers have to pay much more attention to making idiomatic
expressions as more understandable to the learners as possible.
They have to try their best to find efficient strategies to teach
idiomatic expressions faster and better to their EFL learners.
Additionally, idioms should be taught as early as possible in
intermediate and secondary schools, and this teaching should be
continued throughout the whole education process. Moreover, the
current results may suggest that these students need to learn
effective strategies to help them turn their negative attitudes about
learning idioms.
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