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Abstract 
  

The present study aimed at investigating the idiomatic competence in English and Arabic that the Jordanian EFL 

undergraduate students possess. To achieve this, the researcher conducted a Completion-Discourse Test (DCT) on 

125 students majoring Applied English in the Department of English in the University of Jordan during the 

academic year (2017-2018). The findings revealed that the Jordanian EFL undergraduate students have a low-

intermediate competence in understanding the idioms in both languages and in using the Arabic idioms.  They, 

however, showed low level in the use of English idioms. Moreover, the factors of transparency, equivalence, high 

exposure to English, the common use of some expressions and contextualization were found to have a role in 

facilitating the students' idiom understanding. Nevertheless, studying the idioms included in the textbooks did not 

show a better idiomatic competence than those who did not, The negative transfer had a great impact on distracting 

students and The students had insufficient knowledge of the English pragmatics and semantics. 

Keywords: Idiomatic Competence, EFL Undergraduate Students, Jordan, Contrastive Pedagogical Study. 

Mr. Fuad A. Shajrawi 

Department of Curriculum and 

Instruction (TEFL), Faculty of 

Education, Yarmouk University, 

Irbid, Jordan 

fuad.shajrawi@yahoo.com  

 تقابلية تربويةالقدرة التعبيرية الاصطلاحية لطلبة اللغة الإنجليزية الجامعيين الأردنيين: دراسة 

 الموخص

هدفث هذُ اهدراسة إهى ةرخ كدرة غوتة اهوغة الإٍخويزىة اهخايعييٌ على فهى هاسحخدام اهحعتيراة الاصػلاذية في اهوغحيٌ 
اهتاى غ 521ذية(، ههحرليق ذهم اههدف كام اهتاذخ ةإحراء اخحتار إكًال اهخػاب على اهعرةية هالإٍخويزىة )اهلدرة اهحعتيرىة الاصػلا

( . هلد أشارة ٍحااج 2152-2152جخصص هغة إٍخويزىة جػتيلية في اهخايعة الأردٍية خلال اهعام اهدراسي )-في كسى اهوغة الإٍخويزىة 
يحوسع يَخفض في فهى اهحعتيراة الاصػلاذية هوغحيٌ هفي اهدراسة إهى أن غوتة اهوغة الإٍخويزىة اهخايعييٌ هدىهى يسحوى 

صػلاذية اهعرةية. هيسحوى يَخفض في اسحخدام اهحعتيراة الاصػلاذية الإٍخويزىة . هكففث اهدراسة أن اسحخدام اهحعتيراة الا
هوغة الإٍخويزىة هكثرة  عواين هطوح  اهحعتيراة الاصػلاذية الإٍخويزىة ههحود يكافئ هها في اهوغة اهعرةية هاهحعرض المرجفع

غوتة اهوغة الإٍخويزىة هها، هفي الملاةن هى جكٌ كدرة اهػوتة اهذىٌ  شيوعها ههحودها طًٌ سياق كان هها دهر في جسهين فهى
جعوًوا اهحعتيراة الاصػلاذية الإٍخويزىة في اهكحب الملررة اهحي جرحوو على جوم اهحعتيراة أفظن يٌ غيرهى، هكد كان هعًوية 

و اهصريد، كًا هحد أن اهػوتة هدىهى كصور في اهَلن اهسوتي يٌ اهوغة الأم دهر في الاخحيار اهخاغئ هوحعتير الاصػلاذي الإٍخويز
 يعرفة عوًي اهدلاهة هالمعاٍي هوغة الإٍخويزىة .

 اهلدرة اهحعتيرىة الاصػلاذية، غوتة اهوغة الإٍخويزىة اهخايعيون، الأردن، دراسة جلاةوية جرةوىة. :كوًاة يفحاذية   
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Introduction 

Mastering the idiomatic competence is one of the characteristics of the advanced EFL 

learners. However, it is a desired goal of those who lack direct exposure to English and their 

figurative language has not matured yet. Due to the cultural specificity of idioms, it is expected to 

be an area of complexity for EFL learners, especially for Arab learners of English since Arabic and 

English have not much in common at the cultural level. Wallace (1981) asserts that the stumbling 

stone which may hinder the foreign learners of English to master the language understands 

idiomatic expressions. 

The concept of an idiom has been defined by many linguists and specialists in different 

ways in English. Bolinger (cited in Lattey, 1986, p. 219) defined idioms as "groups of words with 

set meanings that cannot be calculated by adding the separate meanings of the parts". Fraser (1976, 

p.7) defined it as "a single constituent or series of constituents whose semantic interpretation is 

independent of the formatives which compose it. It is "a phrase that you cannot understand by 

putting together the meanings of words in it" (McCaig and Manser, 1986, p. iii). Clark (1988) 

argues that being unable to deduce the intended meaning of the words that make up a particular 

phrase and the literal meaning comes on mind first is the nature of an idiom. 

In Longman Dictionary of Applied Linguistics, the definition of an idiom has been proposed 

by Richards, Platt and Weber (1985, p. 134) as being ”a function-single unit whose parts constitute 

an independent meaning which cannot be worked out from grasping the meanings of each part of 

that unit". . Moreover, (Baker, 1992, P. 63) asserts that idioms "are frozen patterns of language 

which allow little or no variation in form and (...) often carry meanings which cannot be deduced 

from their individual components). Barkema (1996, p. 127) points out that idioms referred to as 

"lexicalized expressions having idiosyncratic meanings" have been the most common over one 

century. However, Barkema emphasizes that idioms have first, at least two lexical parts, and 

second, their meanings are not combinatorial and independent of the meanings of their separate 

parts. Trask (2000, p. 67) defined an idiom "as a fixed expression whose meaning is unable to be 

guessed by knowing the meanings of its separate parts". Carter (2000, p.66) points out that idioms 

have a comparable set of characteristics. According to him, idioms are "(1) non-substitutable or 

fixed collocations,(2) usually more than single word units,(3) semantically opaque.". Further, Carter 

(2000, p.66) argues "but the different degrees of possible fixity or "frozenness", both syntactic and 

semantic, should be noted". 

The overall definition of the English idiomaticity includes first, that the English idioms are 

indispensible chunks of language, and second, they are language and culture-specific resulting in 

complicating the linguistic situation and minimizing the EFL learners' chances of having a proper 

competence in English (Aldahesh, 2013). 

In comparison with other aspects of language, a variety of characteristics grant the English 

idioms a flavor of uniqueness. Palmer (1976, p. 80) argues that there is a set of restrictions 

governing the changes in idioms. For example, the word "beans" in the English idiom "to spill the 

beans" cannot be singularized to become "to spill the bean". Nevertheless, the word "handle" in the 

idiomatic expression "to fly off the handle" is not permissive to pluralize it to say "to fly off the 

handles". The adjective in the English idiom "red herring" has no comparative form like "redder 

herring". In other words, Palmer stresses the characteristic of fixedness of an idiom, and argues that 

the degree of flexibility has a wide variation among the English idioms. For instance, some verbs in 
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English idioms are able to be passivized such as the verbs in these idioms "the law was laid down", 

"the beans were spilled". Cruse (1986, p. 37) highlights the semantic nature of idioms. He argues 

that an idiom is characterized as being "a lexical complex which is semantically simplex". He also 

maintains that an idiom is congruent with the internal cohesion of a word and shows a sort of 

resistance of interruption since it is not subject to any addition of words nor is it considered as being 

singled out from the whole unit. Fernando (1996) stresses the fact that idioms in English encompass 

many aspects of language. They are likely to come in many different forms including slang, 

proverbs, dead metaphors, similes, social formulate, allusions and collocations. 

Idiomaticity in Arabic has been largely investigated by many ancient and modern Arabic 

linguists under the general science of ْعٍُ اٌث١ا" Rhetoric. This science ْعٍُ اٌث١ا has been defined as "a 

science which is concerned with stating a single meaning in various ways with an apparent 

indication to that meaning (the meaning is known)" (Shakkour, 1992, p.64). Many books were 

composed tackling this science such as Al-JaaHith's (died 255 A.H.) ٓاٌث١اْ ٚ اٌرث١١"Rhetoric and 

Clarification" Al-Jurjaani's (471 A.H.) ْأعشاس اٌث١ا"Secrets of Rhetoric" and Al-Zamakhshari's (died 

538 A.H.) ْأعظ اٌث١ا"Foundations of Rhetoric". 

One of the four rhetorical styles in Arabic is اٌّعاص (figurative expressions). This style of 

rhetoric is usually used to convey a particular meaning which is not originally intended taking into 

account that the original meaning and the figurative one have a relationship other than similarity 

(Sayyd Ahmad, 1993). For example, the word ""اٌمش٠ح  in the Quaranic Verse "َََّٚٙا فِٟ وُرِحَ ا٠ٌََّشْمَاٌْ يِأَعْا "ا١  

(Ask the region (the people) in which we have been) signifies for the people living in that region 

rather than the region itself (Youssuf: 82). The second rhetorical style is ٗاٌرشث١ (Simile), which is "a 

semantic relation indicating two things, persons ... sharing the same characteristic" (Shakkour, 

1992, p. 65). For example, the Arabic popular simile " ْوالأعذفلا"  indicates that that person shares 

the lion with the characteristic of bravery. On the other hand, الاعرعاسج (Metaphor) means using a 

specific linguistic item to convey a specific meaning which is apart from the original one presuming 

that the two meanings are linked to gather with a similarity relationship and the original meaning is 

not intended (Sayyd Ahmad, 1993). For instance, the word "اٌّصثاغ"  in "١ِٕشااٌّصثاغ  ضحه"  (The 

light smiled in bright way) refers to a handsome person (Sayyd Ahmad, 1993, p. 125). The fourth 

style اٌىٕا٠ح (Antonomasia) is using a word to convey a certain meaning that is perceivable originally 

or allegorically at a time (Shakkour, 1992) such as the Quranic Verse "َْٚاث١َْطُ شَأْاٌشَّ ًَعَرَاش" referring to 

the torments of life (Mariam: 4). As a result, idiomaticity is the common feature among the four 

abovementioned styles sharing none-transparency in the meaning they express (Aldahesh, 2013). 

Kharma and Hajjaj (1989) classify the Arabic idioms into three categories according to their 

difficulty as follows: 

1- Arabic idioms which are easy to understand because their meanings are close to the meaning 

of the sum of their components (i.e. ص١ُّ اٌمٍة ِٓ" "from the bottom of the heart,  "ِْاشً ٌٍع١ا" 

visible,  "ٌٗ٠ٕغط عٍٝ ِٕٛا" to imitate someone) (Kharma and Hajjaj, 1989. p. 74). 

2- Arabic idioms which are difficult to understand since their meanings are far from the sum 

total of their constituents (i.e.  (i.e.  "ًلٍثاً ٚلاٌثا" with heart and soul, "عٓ ظٙش لٍة" by heart( 

(Kharma and Hajjaj, 1989, p. 74-75). 

3- Arabic idioms which are very difficult to grasp, especially for the none-native speakers of 

Arabic due to their culture specificity (i.e. "ٔفغٙا ظٕد تشالشٍع ٝ" it was her own fault, " ٌّ ٚافك ش

 .the married couple are very suited to each) (Kharma and Hajjaj, 1989, p. 75) " طثمح
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In the Contextual Dictionary of Idiomatic Expressions الاصطلاح١ح "اٌّععُ اٌغ١الٟ ٌٍرعث١شاخ ", Sini, 

Hussein and Al-Doush (1996) gathered about two thousand idioms in Arabic from both 

classical and modern literature covering all the dimensions of Arabic idiomaticity. 

Unlike the English idioms, the Arabic verbal lexemic idioms do not occur with particle 

(Awwad, 1990, p. 58). Further, most Arabic idioms are language and culture-bound since 

each idiom has a special story. Therefore, Learners, teachers and translators confront many 

problems when dealing with such type of Arabic idioms (Mahmoud, 2002). 

Contrastive analysis was first introduced to the literature by Fries (1945) when he stated that 

"the most efficient materials are those that are based upon a scientific description of the language to 

be learned, carefully compared with a parallel description of the native language of the learner " 

(Fries, 1945, p.9). It was further developed by Lado (1957) when he assumed that the problems that 

the L2 learner faces when trying to acquire the L2 system can be uncovered by comparing between 

the language to be learned with the mother tongue of the L2 learner. This predictive power of 

contrastive analysis was argued by Wardhaugh (1970).  

Contrastive analysis has knocked the door of language pedagogy. It is defined as stated in 

(Fisiak, 1981, p. 195): 

"A systematic comparison of selected linguistic features of two or more languages, the intent of 

which is...to provide teachers and textbook writers with a body of information which can be of 

service in the preparation of instructional materials, the planning of courses, and the development of 

classroom techniques". 

The researcher adopted this definition in the present study since it is serves the pedagogical purpose 

of the study. 

James (1980) argues that CA has a psychological basis manifested by language transfer. He 

maintains that transfer has three types: the Negative transfer which is the interference from the 

mother tongue. It occurs when there are differences between L 1 and L 2. On the other hand, the 

positive type of transfer takes place when there is a similarity between the two languages. The 

avoidance transfer occurs when the L 2 learner is unable to transfer the form of the target due to its 

difficulty. Odlin (1989, p. 27) defined language transfer as "the influence resulting from the 

similarities and differences between the target language and any other knowledge that has been 

previously (and perhaps imperfectly) acquired". Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008) argue that language 

transfer is "the influence of a person's knowledge of one language on that person's knowledge or use 

of another language". 

For the clarity purposes, the following terms are operationally defined in this study: 

Idiomatic Expressions: In this study, they are those English idioms included in the tertiary 

EFL Textbooks of English Vocabulary in Use and English Idioms in Use by O'Dell and Mccarthy 

(2010) and their Arabic counterparts. 

Idiomatic Competence: In this study, it is the EFL learner's ability to understand and use the 

English idioms communicatively in everyday life situations. 

Jordanian EFL undergraduate students: students who specialize in English in one of the 

Jordanian Universities, and have not graduated yet. 

Contrastive Pedagogical Study: In the current study, it is an attempt to compare the English 

idioms that are embedded in the tertiary EFL textbooks that Jordanian EFL undergraduates studied 

to their Arabic functional translations. 
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Discourse-Completion Test (DCT): It is one of the tools commonly used in the fields of 

linguistics and pragmatics in order to elicit particular speech acts. This type of tests consists of a 

series of scripted dialogues representing a variety of scenarios introduced by a short prompt 

describing the situation and setting. In the present study, it is four-domain bilingual English-Arabic 

test measuring the students' idiomatic competence. 

Empirical Research 

In this section, the researcher presented a variety of empirical research studies which are 

relevant to the present study. 

Empirical Research on Transferability of Idioms 

            Abu-Afeefeh (1987) investigated the B.A Jordanian University EFL students' use of their 

Arabic knowledge to comprehend and produce the English idioms. To achieve this, the researcher 

conducted two tests (idiom comprehension and production tests) on 128 B.A students specializing 

in English at the third and fourth year level in Yarmouk University. The findings indicated that the 

students were more able to comprehend the identical English idioms than those of the other two 

types. There was also interference from the mother tongue in producing the similar English idioms. 

However, the subjects were less able to grasp and produce different English idioms than those of 

the other two types. Moreover, the students showed negative transfer regarding the different idioms. 

Hussein, Khanji and Makhzoumi (2000) investigated the extent to which The English major 

students have mastered the idiomatic expressions. The researchers developed a test consisting of 45 

items. The items selected represent degrees of similarity and difference between English and Arabic 

idioms. Sixty students were selected to be the sample of the study. Students were asked to translate 

the idioms at hand from Arabic into English. Besides, the study investigated the extent to which the 

types of idioms affect the accuracy of translation. The findings of the study revealed that the correct 

translation of identical idioms between the two languages was high ranging from 36% to 84%. In 

contrast, the degree of correctness and accuracy in the translation of the category of different idioms 

were relatively low ranging from 6% to 26%. The findings also pointed out the students have poor 

competence in the category of different idioms. The high percentage of correct translation of 

identical idioms was attributed to the role of positive language transfer and to the fact that English 

and Arabic have semantic equivalence in terms of identical idioms. However, the negative transfer 

hindered the students to translate the different idioms effectively. Moreover, the students' pragmatic 

incompetence and the use of paraphrasing translation strategy were the main causes of their 

incapability of using different idioms properly. 

            Mahmoud (2002) investigated the interlingual transfer of idiomatic expressions from Arabic 

into English performed by students in an EFL learning class. To achieve this, he recorded the 

interlingual transfer of the Arabic language-idioms into English. These idioms included (ٗسغُ أٔف) 

(He paid in spite of his nose), (ْل١ّص عصّا)  (It was Osman's shirt), (ٗلا غثاس ع١ٍ)  (Clear and no dust on 

it), ْٛرس اٌشِاد فٟ اٌع١( )  (To put the ash in the eyes), (ُٙاٌط١ش    وأْ عٍٝ سؤٚع )  (As if the birds on the 

heads), and (ًّذشن اٌعًّ تّا ح)  (To leave the camel with the load). He came up with the conclusion 

that literal translation of the Arabic language-specific idioms does not convey the intended meaning 

and distorts the cultural specificity of Arabic. 

Empirical Research on the Idiom Translation Difficulties 

Alrishan and Smadi (2015) investigated the difficulties that the tertiary EFL students face 

while translating the English idioms into Arabic. To accomplish the purpose of the study, 90 MA 
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students were purposefully selected from the translation departments of two Jordanian Universities, 

namely, Yarmouk University and the University of Jordan. The participants were asked to answer a 

translation test. The major findings revealed that the students encounter several problems when 

translating the English idiomatic expressions into Arabic including unfamiliarity with such 

expressions and inability to find out the suitable Arabic equivalents to the English idioms. Further, 

the students' translation strategies varied according to their linguistic competence and the degree of 

familiarity with such culture-bound expressions. 

Empirical Research on Idiom Comprehension and Learning 

In order to find out the correlation between the English language proficiency and the 

idiomatic competence, Al Kadi (2015) investigated the Yemeni EFL undergraduates' recognition, 

understanding and use of English idioms. The study also examined the strategies the Yemeni EFL 

undergraduate students use to comprehend idioms, and the difficulties they encounter when learning 

these expressions. To achieve this, A sample of 63 sophomores from the English Department in the 

Faculty of Education in Taiz University was selected. A series of three idiom tests in conjunction 

with questionnaires were used as instruments of the study. 

Results revealed that there is a positive correlation between the idiomatic competence of 

high scoring students and their language proficiency of English listening an speaking skills. Further, 

it is much easier for the EFL students to learn the English idioms which have functional equivalence 

in Arabic than those which do not have. The study also indicated that the EFL students utilize a 

wide range of strategies to learn this aspect of language. 

One of the most recent studies regarding the idiom comprehension difficulties in Jordan, Al-

Khawaldeh, Jaradat, Al-Momani and Bani-Khair (2016) explored the dilemmas in understanding 

and learning English idioms faced by the English language students in the Hashemite University in 

Jordan. It also aimed at investigating the students' perception of the significance of learning English 

idiomaticity and the most commonly used strategies to learn such aspect of language. In order to 

meet the aims of the study, a test was developed to examine the extent to which the students of 

English have knowledge of some idiomatic expressions, and to investigate whether there is a 

difference in the idiom perception among the students at different academic levels. Furthermore, a 

questionnaire was designed to investigate the difficulties those students encounter in grasping 

English idioms and the strategies they use to learn these idioms. The sample of study was selected 

purposefully consisting of 150 students specializing in English in the Hashemite University. 

The results of study demonstrated that students have a poor competency of English 

idiomaticity and scored different proficiency levels in favor of the fourth and third-year leveled 

students. Further, it was shown that the most understandable English idioms are those which have 

Arabic equivalents in the Jordanian Spoken Arabic (JSA). The results also indicated that inferring 

from the context is the most frequently used strategy to comprehend English idioms which 

necessitates contextualizing idiom learning. 

Concluding Remarks 

In light of the theoretical and empirical literature on idiomaticity, the researcher drew 

several conclusions concerning the intersecting and overlapping points between those reviewed and 

the present study. 

English and Arabic are relatively two distinct languages and their cultures are also different 

due to social, religious and other factors. Nevertheless, some degree of similarity exists between the 
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two languages. Further, the idioms in the two languages are mostly culture-bound and reflect the 

cultural uniqueness of each language. 

Although there are many studies conducted on the English and Arabic idioms in the 

Jordanian context including Hussein, Khanji and Makhzoumi (2000), Alrishan and Smadi (2015) 

and Al-Khawaldeh, Jaradat, Al-Momani and Bani-Khair (2016). they all investigated either the 

difficulties that the Jordanian EFL undergraduates, graduates and translators face  when translating 

the English idioms into Arabic or vice versa, or the translation strategies that those learners and 

translators use in translation. However, there is some degree of similarity between the previous 

empirical studies and the current study in terms of the research purpose (examining the idiomatic 

competence of EFL undergraduates) (e.g. Al Kadi, 2015) and in terms of the instrument of the study 

(DCT) (e.g. Abu Afeefeh, 1987).  

The current study focuses mainly on the students' competence of understanding and using 

both English and Arabic idioms through describing a variety of real life situations in which such 

idioms are used. In other words, the present study investigates the idioms of each language 

separately without asking the students to translate. Further, this study may be different from the 

previous studies in terms of the instrument used. While most of these studies utilized translation 

tests and interviews, the current study employed the Discourse-Completion Test (DCT) which 

usually measures the students' pragmatic competence. 

Statement of the problem 

Since idiomatic expressions are of a figurative nature, mostly culturally-specific and cannot 

be easily worked out from the linguistic components that make up these expressions, it is likely that 

EFL learners would not master the idiomatic competence: [to comprehend the English idioms and 

use them communicatively]. English is full of multi-words that have figurative meanings, so this 

might be a stumbling stone facing the foreign language learners of English (Akbarian, 2010). In the 

Jordanian EFL context, Jordanian EFL learners have a poor idiomatic competence and encounter 

challenges in understanding and using the English idioms communicatively in everyday situations. 

For example, Alrishan and Smadi (2015) and Al-Khawaldeh, Jaradat, Al-Momani and Bani-Khair 

(2016) stress the problems that the Jordanian EFL learners of English encounter in understanding 

and translating the English idioms due to being unfamiliar with such expressions, non-existence of 

the Arabic equivalence, their arbitrary nature and cultural specificity. Further, since Arabic is 

extremely different from English in terms of culture, it is likely that most Jordanian EFL learners 

including those who learn English in universities face difficulties in learning such culture-bound 

expressions. Therefore, further research is needed to more recently cover the issue, especially those 

contrastive studies. 

Purpose of the study 

The present study aims at measuring the Jordanian EFL undergraduate students' idiomatic 

competence in English and Arabic [their ability to understand and use the English idioms 

communicatively] in describing everyday situations in comparison with and contrast to their Arabic 

counterparts. 

Research Question  

The present study is trying to answer the following question: 

To what extent do the Jordanian EFL undergraduate students possess the English idiomatic 

competence in contrast to their Arabic's? 
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Significance of the study 

The current study is significant in three main areas: 

1-It emphasizes the difficulties that the Arab EFL learners encounter in understanding and using the 

English idioms in everyday life situations. 

2-It predicts the language errors the Arab EFL learners make or may do by utilizing the Contrastive 

Analysis Hypothesis. 

3-It provides the EFL teachers and the English curriculum designers and textbook writers with 

practical findings that help them to delineate efficient curricula and textbooks that include English 

idioms, and to utilize the best methodologies and techniques to teach them inside the classroom. 

Limitations of the Study 

The generalizations of the results of the study were limited to the following factors: 

1-The selected English idiomatic expressions and their Arabic equivalents were confined only to 

those included in the textbooks under analysis. 

2-The participants of the study were only selected from the Department of English at the University 

of Jordan (undergraduate students specializing in Applied English). 

Methodology 

This section included a description of the data collection, participants of the study, its 

instrument and its reliability and validity. 

Data Collection 

English idioms were collected from tertiary EFL textbooks recommended as references of 

the Course of English Vocabulary Development which is taught in the department of Linguistics 

(major of Applied English) in the University of Jordan. However, the name of the Course has 

recently been changed to English Word Formation and Collocations.  These textbooks included 

(English Idioms in Use Advanced) Odel and Mccarthy (2010) and (English Vocabulary in Use 

Upper-Intermediate l| & Advanced) Odel and Mccarthy (2010). These two textbooks are authored 

for the purposes of self-study and classroom use. The selection of the two textbooks was due to the 

availability of the idiomatic expressions all over these textbooks.. Moreover, the Arabic idioms 

were the functional translations of the English ones or the most commonly used Arabic idioms. 

Participants of the Study 

The current study targeted Jordanian undergraduate students specializing in Applied English 

in the department of Linguistics in University of Jordan. The students selected all took the Course 

of English Vocabulary Development in which it is most likely that they studied the English idioms 

included in the instrument of the study. Therefore, students were randomly selected during the 

academic year 2017-2018. The number of participants was 125 students. The rationale for the 

selection of undergraduate university students to be the participants of the study is because they 

have already studied the English idioms in the English Language textbooks and they were all 

Jordanian Arabic speaking students. Therefore, they demonstrate a good representation of this 

contrastive  study. 

The researcher collected personal information (the demographic background of the 

participants). It included the students' names, ages and gender (optional), the mother tongue of the 

participants, the students' degree of exposure to English and the textbooks they studied which may 

include English idioms. The students whose mother tongue is not Arabic joining the Applied 

English Major were excluded from the present study. The degree of exposure to English was 
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categorized into three degrees (high, mid or low) depending on what each participant filled out in 

the part of the demographic background of the DCT. The number of the participants with high 

degree of exposure to English was 15 ones. The number of those with low level of exposure to 

English was 20 participants whereas 90 participants were intermediately exposed to English. On the 

other hand, the number of the participants who studied none of the two textbook was 18 ones. 

Those who studied both of the textbooks were 16 participants. The number of the participants who 

studied only the textbook of English Idioms in Use was 20 ones while 71 participants studied only 

the textbook of English Vocabulary in Use. 

Design of the Study 

The present study adopted a descriptive-analytical research method. 

Statistical Procedure 

Descriptive statistics including calculating means, standard deviations, ranks and extents 

was used to quantitatively answer the research question. 

Instrument of the Study 

To achieve the aim of the study, the researcher used a Discourse-Completion Test (DCT). 

This instrument measured the students' ability to grasp and communicatively use the English 

idiomatic expressions in everyday life situations in comparison with their equivalents in Arabic. 

Thus, the researcher developed a DC Test consisting of two tasks: a Multiple-Choice DCT (MDCT) 

and a Reverse-DCT (RDCT). The MDCT provides the examinees with a written description of a 

situation in which a given English idiom is used, and asks them to choose the appropriate idiom 

expressing such a situation in both English E () and Arabic (A). The four choices which followed 

each item in the (MDCT) included the correct idiom, literal translation of the intended idiom, ones 

or two irrelevant idioms or a non-idiomatic expression which completes the discourse. On the other 

hand, The RDCT form provides the examinees with an idiom in both languages English (E) and 

Arabic (A), and asks them to describe a specific situation in which the idiom at hand is used. In this 

task, the Arabic idioms were the functional translations of the English idioms, but in scattered order. 

The test consisted of four domains: two for each language and two for each task. The (MDCT) 

consisted of 20 items, 10 for each language while the (RDCT) included 10 idioms, 5 for each (see 

the Appendix). 

Content Validity of the DC Test 

To establish the validity of the DCT, it was given to the validation jury(four professors of 

translation in the University of Jordan, Yarmouk University and the Open Arab University), and 

based on their feedback, the instrument was modified accordingly. The researcher modified the 

content of the test as follows: 

1-The test consisted of 30 items instead of 50 items. 

2-A number of structural mistakes were corrected. 

3-In the part of demographic background, two variables were excluded from the study, 

namely, the type of school that the student joined in the secondary stage and the BA year level of 

him/her. 

Construct Validity of the DCT 

To ensure the construct validity of the DCT, the researcher piloted the same test on a group of 30 

students from another section of the Applied English major in the same department of Linguistics in 

the same university. They were not participants of the study. Person correlations of the DC test 
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items and domains with the whole degree of the test were calculated. The results showed  that the 

values of the correlation coefficients of the DCT and its domains ranged between 0.75-0.85 . This 

means that the quality of the test is statistically significant, high and acceptable to be included in the 

DCT, and reflects the construct validity of the instrument. 

Reliability of the DCT 

To establish the reliability of the DCT, the researcher gave it to the same pilot study two 

weeks after administering the pre-test according to the test-retest procedure. Pearson correlation 

coefficients between the two tests were calculated. Additionally, the Internal Consistency of the 

four domains of the test was calculated using Crombach's equation. The results revealed that the 

Cronbach's Alpha of the internal consistency of the four domains of the test was 0.81. Moreover, 

the overall stability index of the pre-/post-DCT was calculated, and it was 0. 95, which means that 

the quality of the test is acceptable.  

Indices of Item Difficulty and Discrimination 

To ensure the degree of difficulty of each item of the test, and to confirm the degree of 

discrimination of the test items among the participants of the pilot study, the indices of difficulty 

and discrimination were calculated using Al-Ani's (2005) equation after evaluating the students' 

responses to the pilot test. The statistical analysis showed that the values of index of the item 

difficulty of the test ranged between 0.80-0.23, which means that there is no item of difficulty index 

more than 0.85 and less than 0. 20. Further, the results shows that the values of the item 

discrimination index ranged between 0.75-0.25; this means that there is no item of discrimination 

index less than 0.20. This indicates that the quality of the DCT was acceptable (Al-Ani, 2005). 

Rating Scale of the Subjects' Responses 

The researcher adopted Likert-rating scale to describe the subjects' extent of idiomatic 

competence including low, intermediate and high extents as shown in tables 1  and 2. 

Table 1 presents a description of the subjects' extent of idiomatic competence at the domain level 

according to Likert-rating scale. 

Table 1: Description of the Subjects' extent of Idiomatic Competence at the Domain Level 

according to Likert-Rating Scale of the DCT 

 less than Description 

0- >3.33 Low  

3.33- >6.66 Intermediate  

6.66−10.00 High  

Table 2 presents a description of the subjects' extent of idiomatic competence at the entire DCT 

level according to Likert-rating scale. 

Table 2: Description of the Subjects' extent of Idiomatic Competence at the Entire DCT Level 

according to Likert- Rating Scale 

from-to Less than Description 

0- >13.33 Low  

13.33- > 26.66 Intermediate  

26.66-40.00  High  

 

http://resportal.iugaza.edu.ps/journal.aspx?id=1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


The Idiomatic Competence of Jordanian EFL Undergraduate 

Students: a Contrastive Pedagogical Study 
 Fuad Shajrawi, Oqlah Smadi  

   

 

11 
 

IUG Journal of Educational and Psychology Sciences (Islamic University of Gaza) / CC BY 4.0 

 

Data Analysis 

In order to answer the research question, means, standard deviations, adjusted means and 

extents were used to find out the similarities/differences in the EFL undergraduate students' use of 

idiomatic expressions in both languages: English and Arabic. 

Findings and Discussion 

In this section, the researcher presented and discussed the findings of the study in light of 

the research question. 

Table 3 presents the means and the standard deviations of the students' responses to the four 

domains of the DCT according to the degree of exposure to English. 

Table 3: Means and Standard Deviations of the Students' Responses to the four Domains of 

the DCT according to the Degree of Exposure to English 

 Domains Degree of 

Exposure 

N Mean Std. dev Rank Extent 

1.  Domain 1 High 15 5.13 1.92  Intermediate 

Low 20 4.45 2.21  Intermediate 

Intermediate 90 4.19 2.06  Intermediate 

All 125 4.34 2.07 2 Intermediate 

2.  Domain2 High 15 6.07 1.71  Intermediate 

Low 20 6.65 1.57  Intermediate 

Intermediate 90 6.07 1.80  Intermediate 

All 125 6.16 1.75 1 Intermediate 

3.  Domain 3 High 15 3.60 3.22  Intermediate 

Low 20 1.90 1.74  Low 

Intermediate 90 1.77 2.35  Low 

All 125 2.01 2.36 4 Low 

4.  Domain 4 High 15 3.33 2.69  Intermediate 

Low 20 3.55 2.78  Intermediate 

Intermediate 90 3.74 2.60  Intermediate 

All 125 3.66 2.64 3 Intermediate 

5.  All High 15 18.13 6.46  Intermediate 

Low 20 16.55 5.51  Intermediate 

Intermediate 90 15.77 5.41  Intermediate 

All 125 16.18 5.55  Intermediate 

Table 3shows that domain 2 ranked the highest mean 6.16 and the standard deviation was 1.75. The 

overall mean and standard deviation of the four domains were 16.18, 5.55 respectively. The overall 

mean of the students' responses with high degree of exposure to English was 18.13 with a standard 

deviation of 6.46. At the low level of exposure to English, the overall mean and standard deviation 

were 16.55, 5.51 respectively. However, regarding the students' responses with intermediate degree 

of exposure to English, the overall mean was 15.77 with a standard deviation of 5.41. 
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Table 4 presents the means and the standard deviations of the students' responses to the four 

domains of the DCT according to the textbooks the participants studied. 

Table 4: Means and Standard Deviations of the Students' Responses to the four Domains of 

the DCT according to the Textbooks the Participants studied 

 Domain Textbook  N Mean Std. 

dev 

Rank Extent 

 Domain 1 None  18 4.17 1.47  Intermediate 

Idioms in Use  20 4.70 2.30  Intermediate 

Vocabulary in Use  71 4.31 2.25  Intermediate 

Vocabulary   +  

Idioms 

16 4.25 1.61  Intermediate 

All 125 4.34 2.06 2 Intermediate 

 Domain 2 None  18 6.22 1.22  Intermediate 

Idioms  20 6.10 1.97  Intermediate 

Vocabulary  71 6.06 1.78  Intermediate 

Vocabulary   +  

Idioms 

16 6.63 1.96  Intermediate 

All 125 6.16 1.75 1 Intermediate 

 Domain 3 None  18 2.00 2.45  Low 

Idioms  20 1.75 1.89  Low 

Vocabulary  71 2.03 2.59  Low 

Vocabulary   +  

Idioms 

16 2.25 2.54  Low 

All 125 2.01 2.45 4 Low 

 Domain 4 None  18 4.00 3.24  Intermediate 

Idioms  20 3.85 2.30  Intermediate 

Vocabulary  71 3.56 2.63  Intermediate 

Vocabulary   +  

Idioms 

16 3.50 2.42  Intermediate 

All 125 3.66 2.64 3 Intermediate 

 All None  18 16.39 5.83  Intermediate 

Idioms  20 16.40 4.87  Intermediate 

Vocabulary  71 15.96 5.70  Intermediate 

Vocabulary   +  

Idioms 

16 16.63 5.92  Intermediate 

All 125 16.18 5.61  Intermediate 

Table 4 reveals that DOMAIN 2 ranked the highest mean 6.16 and the standard deviation was 1.75. 

The overall mean and standard deviation of the four domains were 16.18, 5.61 respectively. The 

overall mean of the students' responses studying none of the two textbooks was 16.39 with a 

standard deviation of 5.83. At the level of English Idioms in Use, the overall mean and standard 

deviation were 16.40, 4.87 respectively. Further, regarding the students' responses who only studied 

the Textbook of English vocabulary in Use, the overall mean was 15.96 with a standard deviation of 
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5.70. At the level of the two textbooks, the overall mean and standard deviation were 16.63, 5.92 

respectively. 

It could be noted from the results that a very few number of the students surveyed scored 

more than 26.66 at the entire level of the test. In other words, a very few number of them mastered a 

high level of understanding and using the English and the Arabic idiomatic expressions 

communicatively. Most of the students who participated in the test showed a low-intermediate 

idiomatic competence. They were not unable to understand the English idiomatic expressions and 

the Arabic ones as well, nor could they give appropriate situations matching the idioms at hand. 

However, most of the students performed better in the Arabic part than in the English one, 

especially in the Arabic multiple-choice domain. This may be due to the nature of the task which 

seems easier. The reason behind this may also be that the students utilized the context embedded in 

the situation described. It is also possibly that the situations are described in Arabic which is the 

mother tongue of the students surveyed. Conversely, most of the participants showed a low 

performance in the English part, especially in the reverse test. It is perhaps because the task was 

difficult and the English idioms in this part were mostly opaque except for the idiom "the tip of the 

iceberg". 

The results indicated that the negative transfer affected the students' ability to guess the 

correct answer in the English multiple-choice domain. For instance, in items (2, 3, 6, 7), the 

participants went for the literal translations of the idioms "when your grandma turned into a new 

bride, I have no time to comb my hair, I feel black, you're the pupil of my eye" instead of choosing 

the following ones "when pigs fly, you've got fingers in too many pies, I feel blue, you're the apple 

of my eye". Besides, they showed a better understanding of the transparent idioms, the most 

commonly used idioms in Arabic and the English idioms which have equivalence in Arabic 

compared to the opaque and less frequently and non-equivalent ones. For example, in items (5, 9, 

11, 13, 14, 15), most of the participants selected correct English idiom which have equivalence in 

Arabic and the transparent one respectively "don't put all your eggs in one basket, I'm over the 

moon", and the correct Arabic idioms " ٗععٍح إٌذاِح ٚفٟ اٌرأٟٔ اٌغلاِح، اٌّغُٕ فٟ اٌ، ِٓ شة عٍٝ شٟء شاب ع١ٍ

"تاٌّغشَ، ظ١ّع ِا روش . In contrast, opacity and the students' unfamiliarity with some English idioms 

were a stumbling block for the students to select the correct answer. In items (8, 10), the vast 

majority of the participants were unable to give the correct idioms "went spare, leaps and bounds". 

Nevertheless, the simile "as clear as mud" in item (4) was mostly confused with the incorrect one 

"as clear as the midnight". This is possibly because the word "midnight" stands for darkness and 

peculiarity which suits the described situation more than the word "mud". 

Although Arabic is the native language of all the students, they have a relatively poor 

command of the Arabic idioms. For instance, in items (16, 19) many students were unable to 

distinguish the idiomatic expressions "عّٕاس، ٘زا ظضاء تشك الأٔفظ" from non-idiomatic 

constructions. "، اٌعضاء ِٓ ظٕظ اٌعًّتصعٛتح"  Further, in item (18), they were confused by the other 

distracters  "ات١ّٕٙا، ٠عغش اٌٙٛج ت١ّٕٙ١ذ ٠صٙش اٌعٍ ٠شأب اٌصذع" ; this may be due to being unaware of 

formality and semantics since " ٠ز٠ة اٌصٍط ت١ّٕٙا " is often used to reconcile the informal relationships 

among friends rather than in the formal contexts as the others choices indicate. On the other hand, 

the students' failure to give the correct choice in Arabic may reflect their insufficient knowledge of 

the Arabic idiomaticity; in item (17), many students went for the incorrect choice which may be 

logically correct "ٚاٌّغّاس ت١ٓ اٌّطشلح " ,or the other two incorrect idioms which seem to be apart from 
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the intended meaning of the described situation ١ٓ اٌمٍة ٚالأضٍع، ت" ت١ٓ اٌصشٜ ٚاٌصش٠ا"  instead of circling 

the correct expression "ْت١ٓ اٌّطشلح ٚاٌغٕذا" . This may reflect that they face difficulties in 

understanding and utilizing the Arabic idioms properly. This could be due to the high chasm 

between the Standard Arabic and the Jordanian Arabic. Further, the Standard Arabic is learned 

inside the classroom and throughout a limited number of Standard Arabic speaking media channels 

rather than acquired in everyday life. However, the participants were more able to give descriptions 

of situations matching the Arabic idioms than those in English bearing in mind that the Arabic 

idioms given were mostly functional translations of the same English idioms in the English reverse 

domain. 

The results indicated no difference existed among the students' understanding the English 

and the Arabic idioms due to the degree of exposure to English. In contrast, the students with high 

exposure to English showed better use of the English idioms than those with low and intermediate 

levels. For instance, one of the subjects who is highly exposed to English completely used both the 

English and Arabic idioms in describing meaningful situations in spite of not studying any of the 

textbooks including the English idioms (e.g. item 21-The tip of the iceberg: "In one of the classes, 

the professor explained a concept, so one of the students started complaining. The professor 

repeated. This is only the tip of the iceberg", item 22-Every cloud has a silver lining: "my friend 

kept complaining to her relatives, and after a while he was the only one who helped out in her 

house, so I told her every cloud has a silver lining"). Similarly, the same subject gave five 

meaningful situations matching the Arabic idioms (e.g. item 26- "واْ صذ٠مٟ حذٖ ٠ح١ا الإٔغاْ : ١ٌظ تاٌخثض ٚ

، فٕصحرٗ ١ٌظ تاٌخثض ٚحذٖ ٠ح١ا الإٔغاْ"فرععة ِٓ سفض اٌثٕاخ ٌٗ ،ع١ئ اٌطثاع ٚالأخلاق، ٌٚذ٠ٗ اٌىص١ش ِٓ اٌّاي , item 27-

"الأعذصذ٠ك ٌٟ ٚوأد ذصشفاذٗ ذشثٗ أتاٖ، فعٕذِا لاتٍد صذ٠مٟ لٍد: ٘زا اٌشثً ِٓ ران لاتٍد اتٓ ٘زا اٌشثً ِٓ ران الأعذ : " , 

item 28- "اٌمّاِح، ٌىُٕٙ ٌُ ٠غعٖٛفٟ  اٌضتاٌح سِٟ فٟ أِش حاٚس إٌاط ر"حاٚي أْ ٠٠ٕفخ فٟ اٌشِاد :  ). This may enhance 

the notion that being highly exposed to the target language develops your figurative language since 

you are exposed to the cultural norms of that language. Nevertheless, in spite of not studying the 

two textbooks that include the English idioms, the subject was able to completely use all the idioms 

more properly than other subjects who studied both of the textbooks or either one. This might 

indicate that learning the English idiomatic expressions from textbooks does not necessarily 

improve your idiomatic competence. 

At the intermediate level of exposure to English, some of the subjects were able to use the 

English idioms as well the Arabic ones meaningfully to describe situations fitting those expressions. 

For example, one of the subjects who studied the textbook of English Idioms in Use provided 

complete descriptions of certain situations (e.g. item 22-Every cloud has a silver lining: "I didn't 

reach the bus. I found out late that the bus had an accident", item 25-One swallow doesn't make a 

summer: "not because you improved at work, you will be the manager in the future", item 26- ١ٌظ

"ف١ٍظ تاٌخثض ٚحذٖ ٠ح١ا الإٔغاْ ،عع١ذ، فإٔٗ لا ٠صٍٟ "أحّذ ٌذ٠ٗ اٌىص١ش ِٓ اٌّاي، ٌىٕٗ غ١ش الإٔغاْ:تاٌخثض ٚحذٖ ٠ح١ا  , item 

27- "أحّذ شاب أ١ِٓ لا ٠غشق ٍِٚرضَ تعٍّٗ وّا ٘ٛ أتٖٛ": ٘زا اٌشثً ِٓ ران الأعذ ). 

Some of the subjects, however, with an intermediate exposure were unable to give 

descriptions of the idioms. For instance, one of the subjects with an intermediate exposure to 

English did not provide any descriptions of situations concerning the English idioms indicating that 

the subject might employ the avoidance transfer (James, 1980) due to possibly not being able to 

understand these idioms. On the other hand, the same subject's idiomatic competence of Arabic was 

better than that of English; the subject gave a situation which did not match the Arabic idiom " ١ٌظ
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" تاٌخثض ٚحذٖ ٠ح١ا الإٔغاْ due to perhaps being unable to grasp the figurative meaning of this idiom. 

Such an explanation may be supported by the situation the subject provided ع١ش "أٔٗ ٠غرط١ع الإٔغاْ أْ ٠

"ٕٗ ألشب إٌاط إ١ٌٗلشاساً حرٝ ٌٛ ذخٍٝ ع ; it indicates that every human being can live alone even if all the 

closest people of him gave him up. This situation signified that the subject literally understood the 

Arabic idiom. Further, too general situations were provided by the same subject although they 

matched the intended meaning of the idiom at hand like in item 30 " ًِّٙا ذعصشخ ِعه الأِٛس فإْ ٕ٘ان فشظا

"لش٠ثاً ; the reason behind this may be the poor command of the subject's Standard Arabic. In item 

(28), the subject did not give a described situation; the student might not understand this Arabic 

idiom properly. 

Some of the subjects provided an identical situation in both languages. For example, the 

Arabic-described situation “عٕذِا ذحاٚي إلٕاع شخص ع١ٕذ " is the exact Arabic translation of this English-

described situation "When you try to convince a very stubborn person". This may support the notion 

that the English idioms which have equivalence in Arabic (being identical/similar to the Arabic 

idioms) is more understandable than those which do not. This finding agrees with the results of 

Abu-Afeefeh's (1987) and Hussein, Khanji and Makhzoumi's (2000) studies (the identical and 

similar English idioms to the Arabic ones are much easier for the EFL students to understand). 

Further, some of the Arabic idioms were misused. For example, in the Arabic idiom " ٖ١ٌظ تاٌخثض ٚحذ

" ٠ح١ا الإٔغاْ , the described situations did not exactly match the idiom "٠رزِش دائّاً عٍّاً إٔٗ ٠عًّ أوصش  صذ٠مه

فإٔٗ ع١ضداد ٚضعٗ عٛء فٕمٛي ٌٗ ... "ذ ُِٕٙ ٚاحِٓ ِّٓ عًّ ٚإرا لذَ اعرماٌرٗ  . This situation indicates that being 

always occupied with making money will not make you happy and if your income is reduced, this is 

not the end of your life; this may be due to lack of knowledge of the Arabic idioms and inferring the 

meaning from the separate words of the idiom. 

A number of the subjects with low exposure to English, however, were able to use the 

English idioms and the Arabic ones as well properly. For instance, one of the low exposed students 

to English provided meaningful situations (e.g. item 21-"when I tell my friend a secret and she gave 

me deep solutions while she doesn't know the details of the story. I say you don't solve except of the 

tip of the iceberg", item 22-"When I got into a huge problem in study and feel that I gave up and 

couldn't continue any more, my mum said to me every cloud has a silver lining", item 26- صذ٠مرٟ "

"ٌٙا ١ٌظ تاخثض ٚحذٖ ٠ح١ا الإٔغاْ، فمٍد اض ِٓ شاب فم١ش ٌٚىٓ أخلالٗ ظ١ذجذش٠ذ اٌضٚ , item 27- ع تٓ عًّ شعاعٕذِا ٠فعً الا"

"، فٕمٛي ٘زا اٌشثً ِٓ ران الأعذ١ٗ شعاع٠ٚىْٛ إت , item 30-none). The subject was able to utilize all the 

idioms efficiently except for idioms 26 and 30; the situation described in item 26 did not match the 

meaning of the idiom reflecting misunderstanding of the given idiom. In item 30, the subject 

avoided giving a situation. This may indicate either the subject did not know the meaning of the 

idiom, or the time assigned was not sufficient even though all the subjects handed the papers before 

the deadline. Occasionally, the subject gave proper descriptions of situations that match all the 

English idioms. This may reveal that having no sufficient opportunities to be exposed to English 

does not always entail that you are unable to grasp and use the idiomatic expressions of the target 

language. However, this could not be evidence that the degree of exposure to English has not a role 

in improving the students' idiomatic competence since this is only one sample and other factors may 

enhance the student's idiomatic competence than the exposure to English. Some of global errors 

were noted in the subject's writing. However, this did not negatively affect the entire meaning of the 

situations described. 
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The results revealed no difference existed among the students attributed to the textbooks 

they studied in the Course of English Vocabulary Development. For instance, one of the participants 

who studied the Textbook of English Idioms in Use was not able to describe any situation matching 

all the English idioms and the Arabic idiom "the tip of the iceberg". However, this subject described 

some of situations matching the Arabic idioms (e.g. item 27- " روٟ فٟ اٌّذسعح ِصً أت١ِٗرفٛق ٚاتٓ صذ٠مرٟ " , 

item 28- " صذ٠ك لا ٠مرٕع إلا تشأ٠ٗ" , item 29- "صذ٠مرٟ تذأخ تشاذة ص١٘ذ فٟ اٌششوح " , item 30- شخص ٌذ٠ٗ ِشاوً "

"عذ٠ذج  ). In spite of giving some descriptions of situations concerning some of the Arabic idioms, the 

subject was unable to use all the idiomatic expressions in meaningful situations. Besides, the 

participant showed low level in using the Arabic idioms; on one hand, the subject did not provide a 

situation such as in item 26. On the other hand, she gave general situations such as the description 

given in items 28 and 30. 

One of the participants who also is intermediate-exposed to English studied the Textbook of 

English Vocabulary in Use provided some situations (e.g. item 21-"The problem in the beginning 

may carry other, so the tip of the iceberg", item 22-"I failed in my exam. in the next exam, I got full 

mark, so I said every cloud has a silver lining", item 25-"When I see a sign of good beginning 

doesn't necessary it will be good. One swallow doesn't make a summer", item 26- ش ٠عة ع١ٍه اٌعًّ أوص"

" ١ٌٚظ تاٌخثض ٚحذٖ ٠ح١ا الإٔغاْ , item 27- "إٔٗ لٛٞ ِصً ٚاٌذٖ تاٌرأو١ذ ٘زا اٌشثً ِٓ ران الأعذ " , item 30- ٍٝاصثش ع"

"ّصائة إْ ِع اٌعغش ٠غشا اٌ ). All the situations matched the idioms except for item 26; the subject might 

literally understand it. However, in item 25, the subject provided the meaning of the English idiom 

at hand rather than using it in a meaningful situation. 

At the level of both textbooks, one of the subjects who studied both of the textbooks and had 

an intermediate degree of exposure was able to use all the Arabic idioms in describing ever day 

situations (e.g. item 28- "ِٛظف ٠ش٠ذ ص٠ادج اٌشاذة ِٚذ٠شٖ ٠شفض" , item 30- " اتٕح عّٟ سعثد فٟ اِرحاْ اٌغٛالح

أٚي اٌغ١س " Nevertheless, the subject used the Arabic idiom .(ٌٚىٓ ِا صاي ٌذ٠ٙا اٌفشصح ٌرع١ذ اٌىشج فمٍد ٌٙا رٌه"

" لطشج in sarcastic way "أخٟ أعمط شلاز ِٛاد فٟ أٚي فصً فٟ اٌعاِعح"  denoting that failing three courses in 

the first university semester hides more problems in future. Regarding the English idioms, this 

student either avoided giving situations to the English idioms like in item 23, or misused them like 

in items 24 and 25 "My sister asked the teacher to redo the exam, but he is not interested at all", 

"The teacher of our class wasn't able to make the school better". However, the English idioms 

"every cloud has a silver lining" was the only English idiom which the subject used properly "My 

grandmother didn't attend, and she didn't join the bus that had an accident. It may be worth". The 

subject who studied the Textbook of English Idioms in Use was less able to use the English idioms 

in describing meaningful situations than the other two subjects who studied the Textbook of English 

Vocabulary in Use or both bearing in mind that the English idioms in the third domain were mostly 

selected from the Textbook of English Idioms in Use. 

With regard to the participants who did not study any of the two textbooks, the means of their 

scores were not less than those who studied both of the textbook or either one of them. For instance, 

one of the subjects with an intermediate level of exposure to English who did not study any of the 

two textbooks used the English and Arabic idioms at hand to describe situations matching the 

idioms in both languages. The subject was able to use all the Arabic idioms in providing authentic 

situations(e.g. item 26- "اٌشخص اٌغٕٟ ٌٚىٓ ذشاٖ حض٠ٕاً ذخثشٖ أْ اٌّاي ١ٌظ وً شٟء" ١ٌظ تاٌخثض ٚحذٖ ٠ح١ا الإٔغاْ ). 

However, the subject's English idiomatic competence was inefficient; while the subject did not give 

a situation matching item 23, she provided irrelevant situations to items 21 and 24 "When you are 
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working at formal office, and a small minute can be leading losing your work", "Keep shooting at 

an animal, but it will response at your shooting" respectively. Further, the idea of the situation in 

item 25 was vague "When you spend four hours of day at studying hoping at score high that isn't 

enough and reacts to your work" since the subject could not convey the idea. This student was able 

to describe a situation matching the English idiom in item 22 "When you lose all your money, but 

you are thankful and you are at a great health". Some errors were noted affecting the logical 

sequence of ideas such as in item 25. The subject might literally understand the English idioms and 

might have insufficient knowledge of English pragmatics and semantics. Nevertheless, her 

idiomatic competence was not much lower than the other three subjects' discussed above. 

It could be concluded that the textbooks students studied did not help them build  their 

idiomatic competence efficiently. This may be due to one or more of several factors including the 

poor learning students did, neglecting the section of idioms in the course or the limited time of the 

semester in which the course was taught especially these expressions were learned in conjunction 

with other aspects of English vocabulary. Moreover, the teaching techniques might be inefficient 

bearing in mind the teaching process relies heavily on lecturing in university. This teaching strategy 

may not be an efficient methodology of teaching idioms. Besides, since these expressions are 

culturally bound, it may be useless to be learned or taught in out of context-classes. 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

It may be concluded that the major findings revealed that the overall idiomatic competence 

of the Jordanian EFL undergraduate students is very limited in both languages. Students showed a 

relatively better competence of the Arabic idioms as compared to the English expressions. No 

differences among the students' understanding of the English and Arabic idioms were attributed to 

the degree of exposure to English and the textbooks learned. Nevertheless, the students with high 

exposure to English were found to be more able to use the English idioms in everyday life situations 

than those of low and intermediate degrees of exposure to English. Further, the transparent and 

most frequently used idioms were more understandable than the opaque and less familiar ones in 

both languages. The positive language transfer and idiom contextualization were found to be 

facilitating the idiom understanding, thus using them properly. However, the negative transfer 

(interference from the mother tongue) affected the students' responses in the English domain. It was 

also revealed that the students have a lack of knowledge of the Pragmatics and semantics of the 

English language. 

On the basis of the findings of the study, the study recommends the following: 

1-The Jordanian EFL undergraduate students should be provided with sufficient opportunities to be 

exposed to English in schools and universities. 

2-At least one separate course on idioms in English and Arabic should be ascribed as part of the 

study plan of the Applied English Major. 

3-Learning and teaching the English idioms should be contextualized so that it is more likely that 

students are more able to internalize this aspect of language. 

4-More courses on the English culture should be ascribed in line with comparing and contrasting 

the English cultural norms to those in the Arabic culture. 

5-The Jordanian EFL undergraduate students should be encouraged to think in the target language 

when using it in order to get rid of the negative transfer from Arabic, and this could be achieved by 

immersing those students in full-immersion programs. 

6-Further research is needed to compare and contrast between the English idioms and the Jordanian 

Arabic ones, and the students' idiomatic competence in both codes. 
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