190

MJAL 7:2 Summer 2015

ISSN 0974-8741

The Effect of Visualization and Verbalization Techniques on Learning
Idioms among Iranian High School EFL Learners by 1.Afsaneh Zafarpour
and 2. Omid Tabatabaei

The Effect of Visualization and Verbalization Techniques on Learning
Idioms among Iranian High School EFL Learners
1.Afsaneh Zafarpour , English Language Department, Faculty of Humanities, Shahreza
Branch, Islamic Azad University, Isfahan, Iran
2. Omid Tabatabaei, English Department, Faculty of Humanities, Najaf Abad Branch

Abstract
The purpose of this study was to investigate the effect of two different techniques named
visualization and verbalization on learning idioms by Iranian high school EFL learners.
Actually the major objective of the study was to compare the effectiveness of two techniques
for learning idioms and if there was any interaction between the two languages instructional
techniques. To this end, 90 female participants were selected from among 120 Iranian high
school students aging 15-18 studying at Alzahra high school in Isfahan according to the
results of Oxford Placement Test (OPT). The students whose scores in OPT test were
between 30 and 47 were selected as participants. They were divided in to three groups of
30, namely experimental group1, experimental group 2 and control group. Students' general
proficiency level was at intermediate level. The selected materials for three groups were
some idioms extracted from a number of famous web sites. The first group learnt idioms
through verbalization. The second group learnt idioms by looking at the pictures, watching
movies, and role playing in the class, and the control group was taught through the context to
the students and the general meaning was asked in the summary of the text. To analyze data,
both descriptive and inferential statistics were employed. First of all, regarding the
descriptive statistics, means of pretest and posttest were measured. Then, in order to
examine differences, a one-way ANOVA and a couple of t-tests were run to find out
if the three groups of students performed the same or differently. The results of
comparing the pretest and the posttest showed that visualization had a better effect on
learning idioms to Iranian high school students. Therefore, the three proposed hypotheses
were safely rejected. The study has implications for teachers as well as material developers to
include visualization in the teaching process.
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1. Introduction
The word idiom originates from the Greek term ʻidiosʼ, meaning ʻone's own strangleʼ.
There is no specific definition for idioms on which all experts in the field unanimously
agree. Nonetheless, they are considered to be a subtype of multiword units (MWU),
which are defined as “a fixed and recurrent pattern of lexical material sanctioned by
usage” (Grant & Bauer, 2004). Idiom is a term or a phrase whose meaning cannot be
deduced from the literal definitions or arrangement of its parts. Idioms are viewed as
“expressions whose meaning cannot be derived from their constituent parts” (Irujo, 1986,
p.199). Liontas (1999) posed a very important question: “Why teach idioms?” Then, he
answered “because idioms offer L2 learners unique opportunities” (p.443). He showed
that idioms enable L2 learner to understand L2 more effectively.
Iranian high schools learn English differently. In high school textbooks, teaching and
presenting idioms are almost ignored. Learning and teaching idioms are still demanding
and there are many points which need to be taken into consideration in Iranian high
schools and the need for more research in this area is mandatory especially in Iranian high
school course books. But this question may strike in our minds that how should L2
learners and teachers approach new idioms and which approach is most efficient for
Iranian high school English learners?
Teaching and learning idioms have been a difficult and challenging process not only
for learners but also for teachers. Moreover, Iranian high school textbooks do not seem to
pay enough attention to the phenomenon of idiomaticity. L2 learners have difficulty in
understanding and using idioms in L2 situation, especially while speaking and listening to
native speakers. After considering the importance of learning idioms, different ways of
teaching idioms are introduced here especially two noticeable techniques of visualization
and verbalization. Verbalization is a way in which idioms are presented by definitions and
synonyms and visualization is presenting idioms via pictures, films and role plays
(Cooper, 1998).
According to what was said above, the researcher has intended to uncover the effect of
visualization and verbalization techniques on learning idioms by Iranian high school EFL
learners and to recognize which way is more effective.

Statement of the Problem
There is very often no way of guessing the meaning of an idiom simply by looking at the
individual words it contains. In fact, this is what making idioms all the more languages
confusing .Advanced learners , of course , not only want to understand the idioms they hear
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or read , but they also want to use them themselves and this is where it gets really difficult.
To use idioms correctly and appropriately takes years of experience. There are several
problems related to this study. The first one is related to Iranian high school textbook
ignoring the presentation of idioms. Iranian textbooks and contexts do not include idioms at
all. If the high school teachers want to present idioms to students they should use
supplementary materials. The other problem is that teachers are not aware of an efficient
approach to teach idioms. Even if they find a suitable supplementary material, they still do
not know how to teach them to students. The way the students learn an idiom would affect
the way they remember idioms in a long term.
The Scope and Objectives of the Study
The present study aims to solve all above problems. The aim of the researcher is to
investigate the effect of two different techniques named visualization and verbalization on
learning idioms by Iranian high school EFL learners. Actually the major objective of the
study was to compare the effectiveness of two techniques for learning idioms and if there
is any interaction between the two instructional techniques. Selected techniques may help
learners to remember the idioms in a longer time. In other words, the researcher aims to
recognize any differences between these two techniques in improving idiom learning of
Iranian high school learners.

Research Questions
Based on the objectives of this study, the following research questions were
raised:
1) Does verbalization technique have a positive effect on learning idioms by Iranian high
school EFL learners?
2) Does visualization technique have a positive effect on learning idioms by Iranian high
school EFL learners?
3) Which technique leads to better
learners?

learning of idioms by Iranian high school EFL
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Research Hypotheses
According to the aforementioned research questions, the following null
hypotheses were addressed.
Ho1: Verbalization technique has no positive effect on learning idioms of Iranian
high school EFL learners.
Ho2: Visualization technique has no positive effect on learning idioms of Iranian
high school EFL learners.
Ho3: There is no significant difference between these two techniques in improving
idiom learning of Iranian high school learners.

2. Review of Literature
Early proposals treated idioms as word-like units. In a simple lexical view, words are
linguistic representations with arbitrary direct mappings to particular syntactic, semantic and
conceptual information. Early research into idioms argued that idioms are word-like, in the
sense that they occupy the same level of representation, being directly associated with
semantic and conceptual information without a need for compositional interpretation
(Bobrow & Bell, 1973; Swinney & Cutler, 1979; Katz & Postal, 1963). For example, Bobrow
& Bell (1973) argued that idioms are stored in a separate system accessed via a special, noncompositional processing mode. Evidence for this comes from literalness priming effects:
Participants are more likely to interpret an ambiguous string as idiomatic after recent
exposure to several idiomatic strings , and as literal after exposure to literal strings (Bobrow
& Bell, 1973). Further evidence for the word-like nature of idioms was provided by Swinney
& Cutler (1979)’s finding that idiomatic expressions are recognized as valid expressions
faster than literal phrases (see also Gibbs & Gonzales, 1985; Gibbs, 1980; Gibbs & Nayak,
1989).
According to Swinney & Cutler, idioms are stored in the lexicon like words. During
processing, accessing the idiom and computing the literal meaning of the expression proceeds
in parallel, with the apparent speed advantage of idiomatic expressions emerging because
idioms can be accessed directly in the mental lexicon without need for additional
computational steps. They termed this model the Lexical Representation Hypothesis (LRH).
In addition to offering an intuitively appealing explanation for the rapid recognition of
idioms, the LRH also allows us to delegate the resolution of the pervasive literal/non-literal
ambiguity to the same sort of systems which handle other kinds of lexical ambiguity.
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While the LRH predicts no relationship between the idiomatic and literal versions of an
ambiguous string, later research shed doubt upon this prediction. Gibbs and Nayak (1989)
noted that idioms occupy a continuum of structural flexibility, and their research provided
evidence for a correlation between this flexibility and the degree to which they can be
semantically decomposed. In a more recent work, Konopka & Bock (2009) found evidence
for syntactic priming with phrasal verbs regardless of their level of idiomaticity, strongly
arguing for a structural representation of idiomatic strings (see also Peterson et al, 2001).
More fine-grained information regarding the processing and representation of idioms
comes from Cacciari & Tabossi (1988), who used cross-modal lexical decision to probe
whether idiomatic and literal interpretations were activated during the processing of Italian
idioms (e.g. in seventh heaven). They found that participants showed evidence of activation
of the idiomatic interpretation but not the literal interpretation when probed on the final word
of the idiom when the idiomatic nature of the phrase was predictable. When the idiom was
not predictable, as measured by an idiom completion pretest, participants showed activation
of the literal meaning at the final word, but did not exhibit signs of idiomatic activation until
300ms later. These results argue against the idea , inherent in the architecture of the LRH ,
that the literal and idiomatic interpretations of a given ambiguous string are processed in
parallel. (See alsoCacciari et al, 2007; Titone & Connie 1994, 1999; Fanari et al 2006).
This work lead to the Configuration Hypothesis (CH) in which idioms have a distributed
representation in the lexicon (Cacciari & Glucksberg, 1991). In line with this approach,
recent work into idiom production also suggests a distributed representation and a primacy of
the literal components. On the basis of speech error data, Cutting and Bock (1997) suggest
that the production of idioms is sensitive not only to the idiomatic meaning of the phrase at
hand, but also to its syntactic internal structure and literal meaning. The finding that, during
idiom production, the literal meaning and associated syntactic structure are nevertheless
activated is quite striking, given that the speaker presumably knows that she is producing an
idiomatic expression hence one might expect that sensitivity to the structural properties and
literal interpretation of an idiom would be unnecessary. Thus, Cutting & Bock’s data is strong
evidence in favor of a hybrid representation of idioms. In their model, idiomatic expressions
are represented as phrasal frames in a lexical-conceptual layer of the lexicon. Like words,
idioms are connected directly to their idiomatic conceptual meaning, like structures, access is
mediated via the literal components of the expression. This model predicts that structural and
literal information will be recruited both during idiom production and comprehension. The
model also predicts tight integration between the idiomatic representation of an ambiguous
string and the literal meaning of its component parts. Activation of an expression such as kick
the bucket, for example should result in activation of literal bucket which in turn should result
in activation of semantic and phonologically related lemmas (e.g. pail and bucket).
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Sprenger, Levelt and Kempen (2006) examined these predictions explicitly and provided
a refined model of idiom production. Their experiments showed that identity priming of a
word in an idiom (e.g. showing people bucket for kick the bucket) facilitated cued recall of
the idiom. Additionally, this priming effect was found to be greater for idioms than for
related literal strings (e.g clean the road) as predicted by the architecture of Cutting & Bock’s
hybrid model. They also found that sentence completion of an incomplete idiomatic string
was facilitated by priming words related phonologically and semantically to the target word,
further suggesting that the content of the literal lemmas that comprise the idiomatic string are
activated during production They propose a slightly revised model in which idiomatic
representations are instantiated as super-lemmas, which occupy a level of representation
between structures and words. Like words, these super-lemmas are directly associated with
a conceptual representation, but unlike words they contain a great deal of structural
information and access to them is mediated via the literal lemmas which comprise the idiom.
As such they are able to enter into competition during language production with other literal
and idiomatic phrases.
According to Cooper (1999) four theories try to explain how English native speakers
comprehend idioms : the first called idioms – list hypothesis (Bobrow&Bell ,1973) which
sates a native speaker who encounter an idioms first interprets it literary .idioms make up a
large proportion of any discourse ,and the comprehension and production of them are the
main parts of the studies of idiomatically in both first and second language literature .A
number of studies (e.g., Botelho da Silvia & Cutler 1993 ; Colombo 1993; Cronk
&Schweigert1992; McGlone et al ., 1994) focused on idioms comprehension .Cronk and
Schweigert(1992)identified familiarity and literalness as measurable indications for the
computation and representation of idiomatic meaning in the mental lexicon. Botelho da Silva
and Cutler (1993) studied the role of ill -formedness in idiom processing while the case of
ambiguity and the relationship between context and different types of idioms was the main
interest of McGlone et al. (1994).
In the meantime, other studies (e.g., Arnold & Hornett, 1990; Levorto & Cacciari , 1992
,1995 ;Nippold &Rudziniski , 1993 ;Titone & Connine , 1994 )have looked for the
relationships between idioms comprehension or production ,and age and awareness of
semantic links and cognitive abilities . For instance , Nipplod and Rudzinski (1993) like
Arnold and Hprnett (1990) and Levorato and Cacciari (1992,1995 ) found that familiarity ,
idioms transparency , and idiom performance gradually improved as the participants ‘age
increased.
According to Cooper (1999) four theories try to explain how English native speakers
comprehend idioms: the first called idiom-list hypothesis (Bobrow &Bell, 1973) which sates
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a native speaker who encounters an idiom first interpret it literally. If a literal meaning does
not fit the context in which the expression is situated , then he searches for the idiom in
question in special mental idiom lexicon .The second theory which is representation
hypothesis (Swinney &Cutler , 1979) considers idioms to be long words that are stored in the
mental lexicon along with all other words and both the literal and figurative meanings of the
expression are processed simultaneously . The third model, the direct access hypothesis
(Gibbs , 1980, 1984: Schweigert , 1986) , is an extension of the lexical representation
hypothesis , for it posits that a native speaker rarely considers the literal meaning of an
idiomatic expression but instead retrieves the figurative meaning directly from the mental and
lexicon. And finally, the composition model (Gibbs, 1994; Tabossi &Zardon, 1995) which
are explained earlier.

3.Methodology
Participants
Ninety female participants were selected from among 120 Iranian high school students
aging 15-18 studying at Alzahra high school in Isfahan according to the results of Oxford
Placement Test (OPT). The students whose scores in OPT test were between 30 and
47 were selected as participants. They were divided in to three groups of 30, namely
experimental group1, experimental group2 and control group by the convenience method.
Students' general proficiency level was at intermediate level. After ensuring about
the homogeneity of the participants, the researcher started the experiments.

Instruments
In this study four instruments were used to collect the data:

Oxford Placement Test
The researcher conducted Oxford Placement Test (OPT) published in Oxford
University Press by Ucles,( 2001) in order to become certain about the students
general proficiency level. This test contained 60 questions in the form of cloze test
and multiple choices about vocabulary, reading and grammar. In this test contained
34 multiple-choise and 26 cloze tests. After ensuring the homogeneity of the
participants, the researcher continued to the next step. The reliability of the test as a
standard test had already been established as it had been used frequently in many of
the research project. Students, who obtained scores between 30 and 47, were
selected as participants of the study in intermediate level. It has also gained the
validity of a standard test measuring the general proficiency of students (See
Appendix E).

197

MJAL 7:2 Summer 2015

ISSN 0974-8741

The Effect of Visualization and Verbalization Techniques on Learning
Idioms among Iranian High School EFL Learners by 1.Afsaneh Zafarpour
and 2. Omid Tabatabaei

Pretest
The pretest included a list of 30 multiple choice items in which the students were
supposed to choose the best answer. The first 15 questions were some filling the
blanks and the students ought to choose the best idiom for the blanks in the
sentences (See Appendix A). The second 15 questions contained some idioms that
students ought to select the best definition for each (See Appendix B). The pretest
was given to the participants two weeks before the experiment in order to find out whether
the learners knew the meaning of idioms or not. If they knew the meaning of idioms those
idioms were deleted. This test was a researcher-made test designed based on different
sites such as Teaching Idioms by Nada Abi Samra.html, English Idiom and Proverb
, How to teach American Idioms _ eHow , How to Teach English Idioms and Their
Meanings, Kinds of Idiomatic Expression_eHow.html . Using Cranach's Alpha the
reliability of the test turned out to be .791. To recognize the content validity of this test,
the researcher conducted interviews with two professors who were familiar with this type of
research whether the items adequately captured the concept they were intended to measure.

Posttest
After the experiment, the participants took the posttest. This test included 30 English
idioms, and the participants were asked to choose the definition of the idioms and to
complete the idioms in the blanks. Actually the pretest and posttest were the same (See
Appendix A and B). In order to prevent test practice effect , the place and the order of
items changed . The reliability of items comprising the survey was examined by Cronbach’s
alpha to be.791 .To recognize the content validity of this study questionnaire, researcher
conducted interviews with two professors who were familiar with this type of research
whether the items adequately captured the concept they were intended to measure.

Idioms
There are a group of 35 idioms captured from various books or sites which
were taught to students through two different techniques mentioned in the next part
(See Appendix C).

Procedures
In this part, a description of how the data were collected and analyzed is
presented.

Data Collection
Ninety female participants were selected from the total number of 120 students of a high
school according to their scores in Oxford Placement Test. All of them were Iranian female
high school students aging 15-18 studying at Alzahra high school in Isfahan and the English
level of students was intermediate because they might participate in English institutes. They
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were divided in to three groups of 30 namely class1 and class2 and control group. In the first
class (class 1) they learned the idioms through verbalization (learning idioms by explanation
and description) and in class 2 they learned idioms through visualization (by pictures, film
and role play). The control group as the third group, learnt idioms through the context.
After ensuring about the homogeneity of the participants, the researcher went to the
next steps.
The data collection was done by giving a pretest to the students in three
groups. The researcher asked the students of both groups to answer 30 questions.
The first 15 questions were missing just some words and the students ought to
choose the best word for the free space of the sentences (See Appendix A). The
second 15 questions were some idioms that students ought to select the best
definition for every one (See Appendix B). The objective of this test was to know
the students are not familiar with idioms before they took the program. The idiom
was deleted when students knew the meaning in the pretest.
The teaching/learning activities were carried out in 12 sessions and every
session took 90 minutes. Every three groups started the project on the same day. The
first group’s class was at 9-10:30 and that of the second was held at 10:45-12:15,
and the control group at 12:30-2.
The activities performed during the process in the first group’s class
(verbalization) were as the following:
The researcher wrote the idiom on the board and asked students to guess its
meaning. Then, she presented synonyms, antonyms, definition and explanation for
new words. And finally she tells the real meaning (correct equivalents for every
idiom) in target language. Actually the teacher did not have any role in students'
guessing and understanding or even memorizing. This act is clarified with an
example. First, the researcher wrote "to be fishy" on the board and she wanted the
students to guess the meaning. Students have different guesses, for example: "to
have fish", "to buy fish" and etc. Then she presented the synonyms of fishy as
suspicious. Students got the point and they tried to memorize.
The activities carried out during the teaching/learning process in the second
group’s class (visualization) included:
The researcher wrote the idiom on the board and asked students to guess its
meaning. Then, she presented some pictures whose themes referred to real meaning
of idioms. Next she asked students to guess its meaning again. In this time students
made better guesses. After that she told the real meaning (correct equivalents for
every idiom) in target language. Finally a group of students performed the role play
of idiom or students watched a related movie. The procedure was clarified by an
example. First, the researcher wrote "to be fishy" on the board and she wanted the
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students to guess the meaning. Students have different guesses. Then teacher
presented a picture to the students. In this picture students saw several fish
swimming in different directions with open eyes. After that she told the real meaning
(correct equivalents for every idiom) in target language. Finally she asked students
to role play the idiom in the class. A group of students were selected and acted out
similar to a swimming fish in front of the class or they watched a related movie.
The activity performed during the process in the control group’s class was not
complicated at all. In this class, idioms were taught through the context to the
students and the general meaning was asked in summary of the text.
In order to check the effect of the treatment, the researcher gave a posttest
after two weeks. She conducted the posttest in one separate session after finishing
the experiment. The objective of the posttest was to know which groups had better
performance. The time needed for answering the multiple choice test was 33 minutes.

Data Analysis
In this part, in order to analyze the collected data both descriptive and
inferential statistics were employed. First of all, regarding the descriptive statistics,
means of pretest and posttest were measured. Then in order to make sure they are
statistically similar, a one-way ANOVA a couple of t-tests were run to find out if the
three groups of students performed the same or differently. Chapter four reports the
results in detail.

4.Results
The Results of the Pretest
Before commencing the treatment, the three groups–that is, the verbalization group, the
visualization group, and the control group–were given the pretest to make sure that they were
homogeneous with regard to their knowledge of English idioms. Table 4.1 indicates the
descriptive statistics for the pretest, and Figure 4.1 illustrates the means graphically.
Table 4.1
The Descriptive Statistics for the Pretest
Group

N

Mean

SD

Min

Max

Verbalization

30

1.20

.961

.00

3.00
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Visualization

30

1.17

.986

.00

3.00

Control

30

1.17

.699

.00

2.00

Figure 4.1. The graphical representation of the pretest means
By looking at the above table and figure, it can be seen that the means are almost
similar; however, in order to make sure that they are statistically similar, a one-way ANOVA
was employed. Table 4.2 presents the results of this ANOVA.
Table 4.2
The Results of the One-way ANOVA for the Pretest
SS

df

MS

F

Sig.

Between Groups

.022

2

.011

.014

.986

Within Groups

69.133

87

.795

Total

69.156

89
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According to the data in Table 4.2, the amount of F-observed (.014) is not high
enough to be considered statistically meaningful (p= .986). Therefore, it can be said that the
three groups were similar in their knowledge of English idioms.

Investigating the First Question
In order to test hypothesis one, the performances of the participants in the verbalization
group had to be compared with those of the participants in the control group. Table 4.3
depicts the descriptive statistics for this comparison, and Figure 4.2 shows the means in
graphical form.
Table 4.3
The Descriptive Statistics for Hypothesis One
Group

N

Mean

SD

SEM

Verbalization

30

15.27

4.258

.778

Control

30

12.80

2.0758 .379

Figure 4.2. The graphical representation of the means for hypothesis one
It is evident from Table 4.3 and Figure 4.2 that there is a difference between the two
means. In order to find out whether or not this difference is significant, an independentsample t-test was run. Table 4.4 reports the results of this t-test.

202

MJAL 7:2 Summer 2015

ISSN 0974-8741

The Effect of Visualization and Verbalization Techniques on Learning
Idioms among Iranian High School EFL Learners by 1.Afsaneh Zafarpour
and 2. Omid Tabatabaei
Table 4.4
The Results of Independent-sample t-test for Hypothesis One
Sig.
t

df

(2-tailed)

Mean
Difference

2.852

58

.006

2.47

Verbalization vs.
Control

By checking the figures in Table 4.4, one can easily understand the difference
between the two groups was statistically significant (t-observed= 2.852, p= .006); in other
words, since the amount of t-observed is positive, it means that the verbalization group
outperformed the control group. As a result, the first null hypothesis which states that,
“verbalization technique has no positive effect on learning idioms of Iranian high school EFL
learners” can safely be rejected.

Investigating the Second Question
Hypothesis two required the researcher to check and see if there is a difference between
the performance of the visualization group and that of the control group. For this purpose, the
results of the posttest for the two groups were compared. Table 4.5 shows the descriptive
statistics for this comparison, and Figure 4.3 indicates the means graphically.
Table 4.5
The Descriptive Statistics for Hypothesis Two
Group

N

Mean

SD

SEM

Visualization

30

18.50

4.855

.886

Control

30

12.80

2.075

.379
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Figure 4.3. The graphical representation of the means for hypothesis two
As it can be seen in the above table and figure, that is, Table 4.5 and Figure 4.3, there
is a difference between the mean of the visualization group and that of the control group;
however, it is not evident if this difference is statistically significant. To find this out, another
independent-sample t-test was applied. Table 4.6 depicts the results of this t-test.
Table 4.6
The Results of Independent-sample t-test for Hypothesis Two
Sig.

Visualization
vs. Control

t

df

(2-tailed)

Mean
Difference

5.914

58

.000

5.70

The data in Table 4.6 show a meaningful difference between the two means; in other
words, the visualization group had a better performance than the control group because of the
amount of t-observed is positive (t-observed= 5.914, p= .000). Consequently, the second null
hypothesis stating, “ visualization technique has no positive effect on learning idioms of
Iranian high school EFL learners” can also be safely rejected, and it can be said that
visualization technique has a better effect on EFL students’ idiom learning.
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Investigating the Third Question
By proposing hypothesis three, the researcher wanted to find out which technique could
produce a better result, verbalization or visualization. The performances of the two groups on
the posttest were compared to see which group had a better performance. Table 4.7 reports
the descriptive statistics for this comparison, and Figure 4.4 illustrates the means graphically.

Table 4.7
The Descriptive Statistics for Hypothesis Three
Group

N

Mean

SD

SEM

Verbalization

30

15.27

4.258

.778

Visualization

30

18.50

4.855

.886

Figure 4.4. The graphical representation of the means for hypothesis three
It can be seen in Table 4.7 and Figure 4.4 that the two means do not belong to the
same category. To find out if they really differ, another independent-sample t-test was
employed. Table 4.8 reports the results of this last t-test.
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Table 4.8
The Results of Independent-sample t-test for Hypothesis Three
Sig.
t
Verbalization
-2.742
vs. Visualization

df

(2-tailed)

Mean
Difference

58

.008

-3.23

According to the results presented in Table 4.8, the amount of t-observed (-2.742) is
significant at the probability level of .008 which denotes a statistically significant
amount which means that the two groups are significantly different; in other words,
since the amount of t-observed is negative, it can be concluded that the visualization
group demonstrated a better performance than the verbalization group. Therefore, the
third null hypothesis which states that, “there is no significant difference between these
two techniques in improving idiom learning of Iranian high school learners”, like the
other two hypotheses, can safely be rejected.

5. Discussion and Conclusion
The statistical analyses carried out in chapter four were attempts to shed light
on the effectiveness of two techniques of verbalization and visualization on learning
idioms of Iranian high school EFL learners. At first, restatement of the problem and
then the hypotheses and research questions will be restated and then based on the
results of the data analysis; all null hypotheses will be discussed. At the end, the
related implications of this study and suggestions for further research will be
presented.
Since the meaning of an idiom cannot be figured out by knowing the meaning
of its individual words, learners and teachers believe that teaching and learning
idioms have been considered as a problematic and challenging process of English
learning. This means that the meaning of idioms is understood by people who speak
that language, but are considered very difficult to understand for people who don't

206

MJAL 7:2 Summer 2015

ISSN 0974-8741

The Effect of Visualization and Verbalization Techniques on Learning
Idioms among Iranian High School EFL Learners by 1.Afsaneh Zafarpour
and 2. Omid Tabatabaei
speak that language. In addition, idioms were regarded to be as purely stylistic
devices, and as a result of interest only to the most advanced learners. Consequently,
according to Boers et al. (2004), idiomatic language has been given little attention in
EFL literature.
Similarly, Iranian high school textbooks have not paid considerable attention
to the phenomenon of idiomaticity. As a result, L2 learners specific ally for speaking
and listening face difficulty in understanding and using idioms in L2 situation.
Regarding the significance of learning idioms, different techniques of teaching
idioms including visualization and verbalization were introduced. According to
Cooper (1998), verbalization is defined as a technique in which idioms are presented
by definition and synonym and visualization is defined as a technique to illustrate
idioms by means of pictures, films and role plays. By applying teaching strategies
that encourage critical thinking, students involve in an active learning process. As a
result, students are directly engaged in the learning process. This means that the
most influential way to improve students’ achievement is through effective teaching.
Based on the main objective of the study which was to investigate the effects
of two techniques of visualization and verbalization on learning idioms of Iranian
high school EFL learners, three research questions were addressed in this research.
To bring them into the foreground once more, they are restated as follows:
1) Does verbalization technique have a positive effect on learning idioms by Iranian
high school EFL learners?
2) Does visualization technique have a positive effect on learning idioms by Irania n
high school EFL learners?
3) Which technique leads to better learning of idioms by Iranian high school EFL
learners?
For each of the research questions one related hypothesis has been proposed as
follows:
Ho1: Verbalization technique has no positive effect on learning idioms of
Iranian high school EFL learners.
Ho2: Visualization technique has no positive effect on learning idioms of
Iranian high school EFL learners.
Ho3: There is no significant difference between these two techniques in
improving idiom learning of Iranian high school learners.
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Discussion
In this part the three null hypotheses stated above will be discussed based on
the results in the previous chapter and the literature mentioned in chapter two. The
results will be compared to the findings of similar and contrasting studies to see if
two idiom teaching techniques, namely, verbalization and visualization, could
contribute to the improvement of EFL learners’ learning idioms, and which
technique has better effects in this regard.

Addressing the First Hypothesis
Regarding the three null hypotheses formulated at the beginning of the study
which were investigated empirically, all are statistically rejected. Considering the
first hypothesis, this study reveals verbalization technique has positive effect on
learning idioms of Iranian high school EFL learners.
This findings is in contrast with Zorana Vasiljevic (2014), who conducted
research to compare the effects of instruction through verbal definitions and
etymological notes on the retention of the meaning and form of L2 figurative idioms
and proposed that while etymology was found to have only a limited effect on the
students’ immediate learning performance, the results suggest that clarification of
phrase etymology can enhance long-term comprehension and the production of L2
idioms. This finding does not also support the results of other studies such as
Szczepaniak and Lew (2011), who discuss in favor of pictorial support, because the
findings were not similar at all.

Addressing the Second Hypothesis
Regarding the second null hypothesis, students benefited from employing
visualization technique on EFL students’ idiom learning. This result could be due to
the facilitative effect of dual-coding of the input. Visual imagery is probably to
stimulate the creation of mental images for the target idiom expressions that were
stored together with their verbal forms, simplifying and assisting their retention and
recall. It is probable that understanding idiom origin assisted the students to link
figurative meanings with the physical world. These relations may have encouraged
the production of mental images, which sequentially assisted the learners recall the
constituent words of the target phrases.
This result is also in harmony with Saffarian, Gorjian, and Bavizadeh (2013).
They investigated the effect of visual images on English as a foreign language (EFL)
learners’ retention of body idiomatic expressions. T-test analysis demonstrated that
applying visual images had a significant effect on learners’ retention of idiomatic
expressions. Bergen, Lindsay, Matlock, and Narayanan (2007) gave evidence for the
role of mental imagery and simulation in language comprehension.
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The reason for the better performance of visualization group might be also due
to the fact that learners were provided with conditions in which idioms were
visualized by pictures, assisting them to retain and remember the idioms better
(Zhang, Wu, Wei, & Wang, 2011).

Addressing the Third Hypothesis
By investigating the third null hypothesis, it was found that the visualization
group demonstrated a better performance than the verbalization group. Therefore,
the third null hypothesis which states that, “there is no significant difference
between these two techniques in improving idiom learning of Iranian high school
learners” can safely be rejected.
This finding is in line with many researchers such as Levinson (2003);
Casasanto (2005); Landy Allen, and Zednik, (2009). The reason to believe that
visualizations are effective and helpful even on the most theoretical end of the scale
is the growing evidence for the perceptual source of reasoning, and the fact that
mathematical and logical concepts can receive benefit fro m visualization, (Barwise
& Etchemendy, 1993), Mathematica (Wolfram, 2003), (Nelsen, 1997). In some
instances, the visualizations for more abstract features can be associated with
illustrations of the tangible and real data they are describing.
This finding is also in line with other researchers including Johnson,
Moorhead, Munzner, Pester, Rheingans, and Yoo, (2006), information visualization
concentrates on visualizing the most complicated scientific and other phenomena
people deal with nowadays, emphasizing the significant properties and giving
researchers the opportunity to identify patterns in very large data sets much faster
than they otherwise could.
Research in support of using visualization techniques to contribute to
comprehension includes studies accomplished by Center, Freeman, Robertson and
Outhred (1999), Guerrero (2003) and Parsons (2006). According to Centre, et al.
(1999), depictive visual imagery teaching programmed that is implanted within a
listening comprehension instructional program, does prove to improve the listening
and reading comprehension skills of a group of poor comprehenders.
Guerrero (2003) also supports the belief that visualization is definitely an
influential instrument in improving levels of comprehension and recall. By applying
particular instruction in visualization techniques with second grade students,
Guerrero detected that approximately 60 percent of the learners indicated
improvement and progress in their reading comprehension.
The other research directed by Parsons (2006) further verifies the advantages
of using visualization as an instrument to involve readers for a complete experience
of the realm of story. The researcher tried to discover the appealing elements which
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motivate eager readers. Parsons (2006) revealed that visualization provides the
readers with the opportunity to feel they are present in the story world or that they
have really become one of the characters. Parson (2006) believes that it is by means
of this deep involvement in the story that meaningful comprehension and
understanding of the text takes place.
The findings also support the findings of Marshall (2008) who expressed that
logically speaking, visualizing while reading improves one’s comprehension and
recall as it encourages right and left brain hemispheric combination. One has the
ability to create new neural pathways, as well as correlate those already existing, by
engaging both sides of the brain at the same time. Marshall (2008) also believed that
the growth of the brain’s neural network improves long term memory and promotes
more efficient learning outcomes.
According to Marshall (2008) and Parsons (2006), making visual images
assists and improves retention for the listener. Sandall, Schramm, and Seibert (2003)
proposed that children who visualize what they hear while listening to oral stories,
participate more actively in the story as they have involved their imagination.

Conclusion
Based on this study, it can be concluded that visualization technique is
effective in the improvement of learning idioms of EFL students. It can be inferred
that considering idiom teaching, the traditional way of vocabulary and idiom
teaching makes the students lazy and bored. The teacher needs something different
to make students interested and motivated. They should combine their idiom
teaching method with the different learning techniques. The suggested visualization
technique requires the integration of visual, auditory, and kinesthetic techniques in
classroom teaching. It can simultaneously meet the various needs of learners to
enhance memory and learning.
Wu (2008) stated that the ability of keeping idiomatic expressions in mind can
be enhanced through applying illustrations. According to her, using rich illustrations
in teaching idioms can improve the learner’s ability to recall and remember those
idioms (Zhang & Wu, 2011). The application of visual images in teaching idiomatic
expressions resulted in successful learning among males and females language
learners (Gorjian, Pazhakh & Naghizadeh, 2012). It is suggested that EFL learners
intending to promote their retention of idiomatic expressions, study pictorial idioms
books in which those idioms have been visualized (Zhang, Yan, Wei & Wu, 2011;
Zhang, Wang, Wu & Huo, 2011).
It can be proposed that certain types of techniques are more effective and thus
students communicate directly with the teacher, and therefore teachers should be
careful in selecting their teaching techniques. These results may encourage teachers
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to continue providing students with visual material in the class. However these
implications should be interpreted cautiously since this small scale study was limited
by just two techniques in one particular pedagogical situation in a limited time
period. Even though other techniques, such as performance, computer-mediated
language learning and oral conferences are becoming more commonly used,
visualization technique still continues to play the most central role according to
researchers.

Implications of the Study
The results of this study have some theoretical implications for the teaching of
EFL idioms. The findings of this study can be of interest to different groups such as
EFL teachers, curriculum planners, L2 specialists, EFL learners, and EFL idiom and
vocabulary researchers. The findings have particular implications for L2 idiom
instruction. Good teachers understand that one technique does not fit all and they
should practice a variety of techniques to improve idiom learning of EFL high
school students. Individual learners may differ in terms of the particular language
development needs. For visual learners, they prefer to read silently and make good
use of any illustrations that go with the text. They will generally prefer you to teach
with written instructions and will benefit from you acting out situations, watching a
demonstration or presenting scenarios in videos.
The other implication initiated from this study is learner autonomy. Learner
autonomy is considered as the ultimate goal of language teaching. According to
Gorjian, Pazhakh, & Parang (2012), in the field of language teaching learner
autonomy implies that in the absence of language teachers and classes, language
learners keep learning by themselves. Thus, explicit instruction may play a vital role
in retention and comprehension but the role of implicit instruction cannot be
ignored. Future research may be needed to unveil the relationship between the
constituents of invisible instruction and its effect on the improvement of idioms
retention.
The results of the study suggest that considering teaching idioms, visualization
could be an effective and powerful tool. Visual imagery may assist learners
recognize idioms as motivated lexical units and pave the way for them to remember
the meaning of idioms. It can be effective and helpful to reveal the lifestyles,
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customs and culture of the target community. Finally, visualization may enhance the
learners’ interest and motivation to be skilled in idiomatic language.

Limitations of the Study
This study like any other research has some limitations which have to be taken
into account in the interpretation and use of the findings as well as in further
research in this area. The limitations of the study are as follows.
Like any other teaching technique, visualization technique should be
cautiously adopted. There are many idioms of unclear origin, or origin that requires
specific cultural or historical knowledge. Random application of the procedure may
cause confusion among the learners and create uncertainty about the value of the
strategy itself. In addition, Boers et al., (2004) proposed that instructors should be
cautious not to mislead the learners into seeing idioms as an indubitable ‘mirror of
culture’.

Suggestions for Further Research
This study tries to encourage teachers to consider alternative ways of
improving teaching idioms and prompt further research into the possible applications
of imagery processing in language learning. Further research is needed in order to
assess the long-term effects of the visualization strategy. Further studies considering
variations in techniques of idiom learning across different instructors would be
helpful, students with different levels of proficiency or considering both groups of
EFL and ESL can also shed light on providing effective teaching techniques of
idioms.
Other kinds of techniques to ESL/EFL idiom learning like simulation,
performance, and repetition can be studied by other researchers. Long-term effects
of different techniques of idiom learning can be also investigated. Any other
technique used by the teacher that can help the students move toward better
achievement in idiom learning can also be regarded as areas for further research. In
addition, as the present study only focused on single strategies, other studies are
needed to investigate the combined strategies used in comprehending idioms.
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