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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

1.1. Idiom: A ubiquitous entity 

Language as a tool for communication comprises both literal and figurative 

expressions. The primary objective of any communication is to convey a message or 

emotion or information in its sincere earnestness from a sender to one or many recipients. 

Any language offers this ability to enable communication in a way that is effective, 

unambiguous, and warrants the attention of the recipient. Therefore, languages typically 

consist of many complex systems and constructs which aid the user to communicate 

effectively. One of the normal and day-to-day forms of communication is where the 

sender and the recipient communicate with each other in the most basic and unmarked 

forms of the language concerned. Such expressions require the use of forms that provide 

a direct reference between words and objects. In such cases, the objective is generally 

limited to conveying a plain message or a piece of information. The literal expressions 

perform an essential function of serving the basic communication needs. If one were to 

map this on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1943), this would be probably the base of the 

pyramid, serving a basic but important function. 

The figurative forms in a language provide the capability to convey abstract 

constructs and complex emotional overtones, provide emphasis, and display wit, humour, 

irony, sarcasm, etc. These forms are also used to convey simple messages in a clever way 

(e.g. through poetry or symbolism), making it extremely intriguing for the recipient, 

hence enriching the communication process. Again, if one were to map this form of 

communication on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1943), this would be probably the top 

of the pyramid as it forms an evolved system of language use which goes beyond the 

needs of a simple message transfer. The figurative forms enable a connotative 

representation where additional information accompanies the core message being 

conveyed. More often than not, such figurative expressions have a special meaning, and 

these expressions are used to convey this special or figurative meaning which is different 

from the literal meaning of the expression. The competence of any language is not 

complete unless the language user attains the maturity to disambiguate the lexical 

ambiguity of nonliteral forms and can produce and use such forms of language in their 

day-to-day conversations.  
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Idioms are one of the forms of figurative expressions, so pervasive in almost all 

languages that a decent grasp of idioms generally implies a good command of language. 

Idioms are seen as multiword expressions, the meaning of which may not be the sum of 

the meaning of the individual words that constitute them. They are considered frozen 

expressions, as any syntactic variation can cause an idiom to lose its idiomatic sense or 

meaning. Idioms are also classified into transparent idioms and opaque idioms depending 

on the feasibility of arriving at the idiomatic meaning from their constituents. The 

comprehension of idioms poses challenges to language users in general, and language 

learners in particular, as they may be unable to deduce the idiomatic meaning from the 

constituents of the idiom or be unaware of the social construct and convention behind the 

idiomatic meaning. To native speakers of any language, the meaning retrieval and the 

comprehension of certain idioms might not pose as many difficulties due to frequent 

exposure, but non-native speakers may find them more challenging to comprehend and 

sometimes even fail to recognise the expression as an idiom. The acquisition, as well as 

learning of idiom, is considered to be a difficult territory to conquer due to the 

unpredictability in meaning. 

Idioms result from the creativity of the human mind and of cultural and social 

conventions that helped languages of the world evolve into complex systems akin to 

learning, living organisms. Idioms are an integral part of almost all languages of the world 

and are used by people from all walks of life. We do not hesitate to use idioms to express 

several human emotions, such as delight, anger, frustration, disappointment, sorrow, etc. 

We even use this invaluable asset in situations to mark satire or sarcasm, provide witty 

and humorous responses, or in some instances, solely for brevity. Undeniably, idioms are 

omnipresent in natural language, and we often use and encounter them in day-to-day 

conversations and writings. Idioms provide a powerful tool to any language user to 

vividly construct and accurately convey many abstract concepts while capturing the 

subtle differences and enable communication of world knowledge innovatively. The 

idioms keep evolving with time as we do more inventions and discoveries, incorporate 

the newness of cultures into the old, and accumulate more world knowledge. Each new 

invention, from the bullock cart to the train, from the lamp to the electricity, adds more 

information to the knowledge domain, which eventually enriches and adds new idioms to 

the existing repository. 
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1.1.1. Idioms as multiword expressions 

Multiword expressions are defined as cohesive lexical units that cross the word 

boundaries (Sag et al., 2001; Copestake et al., 2002). In different languages, multiword 

expressions occur in various syntactic forms. In English, they appear in the form of 

nominal compounds (e.g. ‘post office’), phrasal verbs (e.g. ‘pick up’), and idioms (e.g. 

‘pull strings’), to name a few. We see some other distinctive categories under multiword 

expressions in South Asian languages.  

 

These include: 

• Noun-verb complex predicates; for example, 

d̪əja kər 

to have mercy 

• Adjective-verb complex predicates; for example, 

pəreʃan kər 

to trouble 

• Compound verbs; for example, 

likʰ lena 

to write (for oneself) 

• Idioms, proverbs, etc.; for example, 

nau d̪o gyarəh ho dʒana 

to flee or escape 

 

Multiword expressions can further be categorised into ‘lexicalised’ and 

‘institutionalised’ phrases. The significant differences between these two categories of 

multiword expressions are their internal semantics and syntactic flexibility. The 

institutionalised multiword expressions are decomposable and undergo syntactic 

variations, but they block the compositional alternate within the expected semantics, and 

hence they are not productive word combinations. For example, in the compound motor 

car, ‘motor’ cannot be substituted with ‘engine’ (*engine car), and ‘car’ cannot be 

substituted with ‘automobile’ (*motor automobile) (Sag et al., 2001).  
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Unlike institutionalised phrases, lexicalised phrases are syntactically and 

semantically flexible expressions. They exist either as fixed or semi-fixed expressions. 

Fixed expressions defy conventions of grammar and compositional interpretation and do 

not undergo morpho-syntactic variation or internal modification. Expressions such as ‘by 

and large’ are suitable expressions to be fitted into this category. Semi-fixed expressions 

undergo some degree of lexical variation in the form of inflection, reflexivisation, and 

determiner selection. Idiomatic expressions also fall under the category of multiword 

expressions which form a heterogeneous set, and therefore cannot be classified within a 

single category. Idioms may fall either in the flexible category or semi-fixed category of 

multiword expressions. 

1.1.2. Perspectives towards defining and understanding idioms  

The study of idioms has been an area of interest to scholars and linguists 

throughout considering their complex nature and close association with culture and 

convention. According to Glucksberg (2001:68), idioms are the “subset of the fixed 

expressions in a language community”. A single comprehensive definition of these 

expressions is difficult considering the diverse range of such expressions and the different 

properties displayed by idioms in substantially varying degrees. Idioms seem to belong 

to a fuzzy category where a concrete definition is hard to project, due to the 

multidimensional lexical space, characterised by several distinct properties: semantic, 

syntactic, poetic, discursive and rhetorical. Scholars have presumed different views on 

defining idioms. For some scholars, the term covers all fixed phrases, like greetings, 

proverbs, clichés, slangs, and collocation, while others draw a strict boundary. Scholars 

like Hockett (1958), Katz and Postal (1963), and Cooper (1998) have even included 

individual words in the category of idioms which are used metaphorically, such as 

‘weigh’ in the phrase ‘weigh a decision’. For many scholars, idioms belong to a category 

of restricted forms that are fixed and semantically opaque or metaphorical.  

The definition of idioms majorly dwells around the trajectory of the studies 

conducted at various points in time. The understanding of idioms evolved with time as 

scholars researched idioms through diverse standpoints and studied the various aspects or 

properties. This fuelled a rich discourse which produced many agreements and 

disagreement of the views of these scholars. The earlier studies concentrated more on the 

structural properties of idioms rather than the meaning of the idioms. Hence, the form of 
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the idiom was discussed elaborately and played an essential role in defining idioms. These 

studies defined idioms as multiword expressions with a frozen form and can tolerate very 

few to no structural variations. The other set of relatively recent studies concentrated more 

on the functional properties of idioms, where the idiomatic meaning was the focus. They 

considered the metaphoricity of idioms as the most significant feature, where grammatical 

and lexical transformation does not violate the idiomaticity of an idiom. These studies 

focused on the empirical evidence, which defines that the link between the idioms 

meaning, and the idioms are not in an arbitrary relationship. Idioms have been defined 

predominantly by the following characteristics. 

• Compositionality: Compositionality denotes a relationship between an idiom’s 

constituents and its true figurative meaning. An expression is compositional if the 

elements of the expression contribute to its overall meaning. An idiom can be 

categorised into non-compositional, partially compositional, or compositional 

depending on the degree of transparency of its meaning. 

• Frozenness: Frozenness is the degree of fixedness an idiom exhibit. It can be 

defined as the resistance shown by the idiom towards structural variations like 

addition and deletion, permutation, replacement of elements. Flexible idioms can 

survive multiple transformations, i.e. they do not lose meaning when subjected to 

structural changes.  On the other hand, frozen idioms restrict such variations and 

lose their idiomaticity if such transformations are imposed. 

• Institutionalisation: Institutionalisation is a degree of recognition of a phrase in a 

particular culture, or speech community, which tags the expression as an idiom, 

or to have a non-literal meaning, because of a set of associated conventions 

accepted by the speech community. This is an intriguing aspect of idioms, where 

we see many figurative expressions are institutionalised across cultures, as some 

expressions have figurative equivalents in many languages. In other cases, some 

expressions are specific to a particular culture and institutionalised in that 

particular speech community. An idiom with identical meaning in different 

cultures can be institutionalised in those cultures in different lexical forms. For 

example, a Hindi speaker might not refer to a very close and dear one as ‘apple of 

the eye’ rather use the idiom ‘ãkʰõ ka t̪aɾa’ figurative meaning: ‘very dear to 

someone’) which literally translates to ‘star of the eye’. In this example, in the 
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Hindi language, the word ‘star’ performs the same role as ‘apple’ in the English 

idiom ‘apple of the eye’. 

One of the ways to define an idiom could be to consider it as a figurative form, 

with lexical ambiguity, where the meaning of the phrase is either completely independent 

of, or is indirectly derivable from, the meaning of its constituents. Idioms are hence the 

figurative forms in language, where a unique meaning is conveyed, rather than the 

verbatim literal equivalent of the expression under consideration. For example, the Hindi 

idiom ‘aŋɡu:ʈʰa d̪ikʰana’ refers to an expression of showing thumb (literal context), 

but in an idiomatic environment, it would mean to ‘say no to someone’, or to ‘deny doing 

some assistance or work’. Expressions like ‘aŋɡu:ʈʰa d̪ikʰana’ belong to the 

categories of idiomatic expressions which have valid literal as well as non-literal forms.  

Therefore, some idioms illustrate both lexical representations, where they have 

well-formed literal as well as non-literal meanings. Alternatively, some idioms are either 

ill-formed or do not convey a sensible or realistic literal meaning, with only the non-literal 

meaning forming a valid interpretation. Some scholars have termed such ill-formed 

category of idioms as the purely idiomatic form. The examples for both the forms are 

provided in Table 1.1. 

Table 1.1: Examples of well-formed and ill-formed idioms in Hindi 

Idiom with a valid literal meaning Idiom with an invalid literal meaning 

ãkʰ d̪ikʰana 

Literal meaning: ‘to show eyes’ 

Figurative meaning: ‘to express anger’ 

nau d̪o gyarəh ho dʒana 

Literal meaning: ‘to become nine two eleven’ 

Figurative meaning: ‘to flee or escape’ 

 

We have discussed the perspectives of scholars for defining idioms in detail in 

Chapter 2, which indicated that labelling idioms as formulaic language or even agreeing 

on one definition is not possible. Overall, it can be said that although there were no single 

definitions accepted as the one final answer, these studies added tremendous value to the 

knowledge of idiom understanding. 
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1.1.3. Idioms and other forms of figurative languages 

In this section, we have discussed the different forms of figurative expressions 

and compare them with idiomatic expressions. While the purpose of any figurative 

expression is to enhance the arsenal at the disposal of a language user, each figurative 

form has a subtly different purpose of its existence. We cover these figurative forms in 

the corresponding subsections below. 

1.1.3.1. Idioms and metaphors 

Even though idioms and metaphors fall in the same genre of figurative language, 

they are quite distinct. Metaphors provide the mechanism or tools to convey many 

complex and abstract messages, while idioms are the expressions, generally with fixed 

constituents, where the meaning of an idiomatic expression is not a function of the 

meanings of the individual words that compose it. Generally, interpretation of metaphors 

is built in a compositional manner, except for a few conventionalised metaphors, which 

may become an idiom over time. For idioms, a compositional analysis may or may not 

be valid, depending on the degree of decomposability of the idiom. The frozenness 

property also stipulates that idiom lack the open-ended-ness of meaning, unlike 

metaphors. 

Also, it is a common understanding that all verbalised concepts, even all concrete 

nouns or verbs of everyday occurrence, or even the most common adjectives, may not be 

used idiomatically. However, with metaphors, it is not so restricted. Metaphors are 

semantically rich and more flexible in structure. For example, ‘the river snaked its way’ 

uses a metaphor which is based on the movement pattern of a snake; hence it is the 

creativity of a speaker that enables them to use the expression in a novel form. Therefore, 

we have the standard repositories of idioms in any language we pick. However, when it 

comes to describing metaphors, we do not have any specific examples or documentation 

of metaphors.  

The words used as a metaphor in a specific context or communication style can 

be just regular words or expressions in certain other contexts. For example, ‘life is a roller-

coaster’, or ‘life is a journey’ are sentences that use ‘roller-coaster’ and ‘journey’ as 

metaphors, while these words can be used in regular language use (e.g. ‘it was a long 
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journey’). Hence, idioms are marked as unique entries in dictionaries, but dictionaries 

generally do not include entries for metaphors. 

When we look at the creativity aspect, we find it difficult to consciously add a 

new idiom to the existing language or the language known (except in a figurative sense). 

On the contrary, new metaphors are created and used almost every day. Idioms are less 

productive and more conventionalised expressions because of their syntactically and 

semantically unproductiveness. For example, for the idiom ‘kick the bucket’, if we apply 

any syntactic operation (‘the bucket was kicked’) and simultaneously apply a semantic 

variation (‘kick the pail’), it will lose its figurative meaning and will become a literal 

phrase. Metaphors are more productive and less conventionalised.   

The similarities between idioms and metaphors are that they both cannot be 

understood in their literal variant, and their processing by the mind is theorised to be 

similar. Cognitive scientists see some uniformity in the way idioms are processed, 

especially in cases when they are metaphorical in nature. Regarding the acquisition of 

idioms, studies indicate that they are likely to be acquired (most often later than individual 

words of concrete and literal nature) as part of the semantic and pragmatic development, 

while metaphors are not acquired in the same process or order. 

1.1.3.2. Idioms and proverbs 

Idioms and proverbs fall into the same basket of figurative expressions which have 

fixed meanings. Proverbs are culturally motivated phrases, which are associated with the 

shared beliefs of a society and are, therefore, an integral part of cultural literacy. Proverbs 

mostly convey a piece of advice or moral lesson, which is not true for idioms. A greater 

degree of world experience is required to infer the meaning of a proverb. These 

expressions are on a lower side of the frequency of occurrence, and therefore, are difficult 

to comprehend as compared to idioms or metaphors. These expressions require a great 

amount of verbal reasoning. The learners need to gain information as to why the speaker 

has used the expressions in any linguistic context. Comprehension of proverbs generally 

requires a profound understanding of the culture and the convention. As elaborated by 

Nippold (2006:371), “Thus, to understand a proverb, it is not sufficient to have knowledge 

of the words it contains. One also must draw analogies between items stated in the proverb 

and those existing in the environment, a process called ‘metaphorical mapping’”. 
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1.1.3.3. Idioms and fixed expressions 

Idioms and fixed expressions share a similarity in form as they both restrict 

themselves by allowing little to no variation in their syntactic structure. Both idioms and 

fixed expressions are generally non-compositional (to varying degrees), where the overall 

meaning is not the sum of the meaning of the components. Fixed expressions (e.g. ‘as a 

matter of fact’), unlike idioms, are transparent in nature as their meaning can be inferred 

from the meaning of their constituents. However, not all fixed expressions can be 

considered idioms because of the lack of figurativeness (e.g. ‘ladies and gentlemen’). 

1.1.3.4. Idioms and clichés 

Both idioms and clichés are highly conventionalised multiword expressions. The 

fundamental difference between the two is that many idioms are generally non-

compositional, whereas clichés are compositional expressions (e.g. ‘what goes around 

comes around’). As per Jackendoff (1997), “The Wheel of Fortune (WoF) corpus consists 

mostly of phrases, of all sorts. . .. There are clichés (which I distinguish from idioms 

because they apparently have nothing non-compositional in their syntax or meaning)”. 

1.1.4. When do we use idioms in our speech? 

Idioms are not just formulaic expressions; rather, they perform different functions, 

including various pragmatic functions. Liu (2008) discussed in his book Description, 

Comprehension, Acquisition, and Pedagogy on the operational property of language 

where he referred to the two operational properties of language principles proposed by 

Sinclair (1987). He discussed that language functions on two principles which are ‘the 

open choice principle’ and ‘the idiom principle’. These two principles are complementary 

to each other.  

The ‘open choice principle’ gives relatively more freedom to language users in 

choosing the words in conversation and puts a restriction only on grammaticality. On the 

other hand, ‘the idiom principle’ restricts the user from making a word choice because 

the combination of words in idioms is not random. Language users make the choices of 

idiom principle in the form of prefabricated phrase (e.g. ‘of course’; invariant in structure) 

or semi-fabricated phrases (e.g. ‘take something for granted’; permits some structural 

variations) in registered sensitive circumstances. Such circumstances demand language 
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users to use context-sensitive idioms, where different idioms will be used in informal and 

formal situations in both the spoken and written forms of language.  

Idioms are used based on the functional components of meaning in language. 

Scholars like Halliday (1978), Fernando (1996), Moon (1998), and Liu (2008) proposed 

that idioms are used based on three discourse situations. 

• Ideational: It is a situation where the performative function of language is to convey 

a person’s ideas, views, and experience. The idioms used in such a situation will offer 

information and will be evaluative. As pointed out by Fernando (1996) “Ideational 

idioms signify message content, experiential phenomena including the sensory, the 

affective, and the evaluative, or characterise the nature of the message. These 

expressions may describe actions (‘tear down’, ‘spill the beans’), events (‘turning 

point’), situations (‘be in a pickle’), people and things (‘a red herring’), attributes 

(‘cut-and-dried’), evaluations (‘a watched pot never boils’), and emotions (‘green 

with envy’).” 

• Interpersonal: Such situations are more interactional, where facilitation of the 

conversation is the discourse situation and maintaining meaningfulness and 

effectiveness of the conversation is not compromised. Interpersonal idioms are 

generally idioms showing cordiality, but sometimes idioms of disagreement and 

conflicts are also used, e.g. ‘what’s cooking’, ‘made my day’, ‘knock it off’. Fernando 

(1996:73) stated that “Interpersonal idioms can fulfil an interactional function or 

characterise the nature of the message. They can, for instance, initiate or keep up an 

interaction between people and maintain politeness. These expressions include 

greetings and farewells (‘good morning’), directives (‘let’s face it’), agreements (‘say 

no more’), feelers that elicit opinions (‘what do you think?’), and rejections (‘come 

off it’)”. 

• Textual: Such situations demand some textual moves like summarising or concluding 

a topic or shifting topic in conversation. Idioms in this category are the idioms that 

provide textual cohesion and organised information. Halliday (1985) distinguishes 

relational (or textual) idioms, which ensure that the discourse is coherent, e.g. ‘to sum 

up’, ‘on the contrary’, ‘in addition to’, ‘on the other hand’. 
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As explained above, idioms can perform multiple functions when used in different 

contexts. Liu (2008) cited examples from the work done by Moon (1998), who 

extensively worked on the corpus to signify cross-function behaviour of idioms. One of 

the examples presented was a discussion on a television show which indicated how the 

idioms ‘skeleton in the cupboard’ and ‘let the cat out of the bag’ hold an evaluative 

function which acts as a preface; cited as: “Are there any skeleton left in the cupboard to 

come out? Has the last cat in the bag been let out?” (Liu, 2008; Moon, 1998). In the 

discussion on the functional categories of idioms which are more frequently used, Liu 

(2008) reused the data from Moon’s (1998) work observing that even though idioms 

denoting information and evaluative uses (ideational function) constitute the majority of 

idioms (79%), but these are the least used ones.  

The corpus-based research in the academic speech where the data was taken from 

the Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English (MICASE) signified that idiom 

perform various pragmatic functions such as evaluation, description, emphasis, etc. Some 

examples are provided below. 

➢ Idioms performing the evaluative function in an interactive session in academic 

discourse (Simpson and Mendis 2003:428) 

o “they would just be like, what are you talking about? you know just, suck it 

up deal with it hang with it you know and, she_ it really threw her for a loop 

and she actually um, she came_ she, was in the math department she then 

chose to transfer to the statistics department (Women in Science conference 

panel)” 

 

➢ Idioms performing the descriptive function in an interactive session in academic 

discourse (Simpson and Mendis 2003:429) 

o “if your thyroid is severely out of whack, it has all the exact same symptoms 

of depression. (Introduction to Psychopathology lecture)” 

 

➢ Idioms performing the emphasis function in an interactive session in academic 

discourse (Simpson and Mendis 2003:430) 

o “mostly in, doing data analysis we’re interested in posing particular questions 

that’re interesting to us, and we’re not interested in explaining the total 

variance in our outcome by throwing everything in but the kitchen sink. so, by 
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looking only at R-square of how good is our model that would be the kind of 

what I would call the kitchen sink model, and in education data even the 

kitchen sink model is not gonna do you very well, the_ unless you have, unless 

your outcome is . . . . (Statistics in Social Science lecture)” 

1.1.5. Effect of culture on idioms 

There exists an inseparable bond between language and culture. The preferred 

communication is achieved if we make use of appropriate language according to the 

culture. Kovecses (2002) indicated that the conceptual system of the human mind could 

be predicted, and the mechanism of understanding the complex expressions could be 

revealed if we try to understand the underlying conceptual domains of the figurative 

idioms (motivated by metaphors, metonymy etc.). Kovecses (2002:12) summarised this 

understanding by defining ‘source domain’ and ‘target domain’, which correspond 

through ‘mappings’; it is through these that the metaphorical linguistic expressions 

manifest into conceptual metaphors. There are idioms that are derived from our physical 

experience such as ‘tʃəhɾa lal hona’ (literal meaning: ‘face becoming red’, figurative 

meaning: ‘to be very angry’), ‘kʰu:n kʰəulna’ (literal meaning: ‘blood boiling’, 

figurative meaning: ‘to be very angry’), ‘breathe fire’ (figurative meaning: ‘to be very 

angry’). The physiological action of getting angry generally makes it feel like there is a 

rise in the temperature of the human body, which is reflected in the face as it turns red. 

This experience is universal across cultures, and hence the image of anger is associated 

with the words related to domains such as ‘fire’, ‘heat’, etc. The idioms related to this 

concept will not be the exact word-by-word translation in all cultures but will share the 

same image. 

However, it is crucial to note that the idioms derived from specific domains may 

vary from one culture to another because the domain from which idioms are derived in 

one culture may not be equally important in another culture. If we take an example of two 

different cultures like Chinese and American English, we find that American English as 

a language is rich in expressions for ‘driving’ and ‘sports’, while idioms denoting the 

metaphorical concepts of ‘eating’, and ‘family’ are more prevalent in the Chinese culture. 

In American English, personal relationships are expressed using ‘sports’ and ‘business’ 

metaphors, while the same relationships are conveyed by the ‘family’ or ‘eating’ 

motivated metaphors in Chinese. For example, in case of disagreement in views, 
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Americans would like to say, ‘I don’t buy it.’ while a Chinese would say, ‘I don’t eat it.’. 

To derive the meaning of an idiom, the easiest way would be to recognise its origin and 

connections to the culture (and possibly convention). For example, the idiom ‘take a back 

seat’ comes from the domain of driving, and once we recognise that, it will be easier to 

understand sentences like these: ‘The students were working well together, so I decided 

to take a back seat.’. 

1.2. The relevance of idioms in language studies 

Cacciari and Tabossi (1993) have rightly pointed out in their book Idioms: 

Processing, Structure, and Interpretation that if a logician designed the natural language, 

the idioms would not have existed. Idioms, being ubiquitous, have become essential 

linguistic and cultural elements. Idioms are such language components that can make an 

ordinary conversation or piece of writing more vivid and colourful. That said, figurative 

forms of language are an essential part of language and cannot be marginalised only as 

an ornamental piece of any language. Idioms are a driving force to push the limits of 

human imagination; they are used as a useful tool in day-to-day conversations to explain 

abstract concepts through a limited number of words. Using idioms can also help in 

conveying complex ideas and abstract emotions effectively. 

Idioms are mostly used unconsciously yet frequently by native speakers of a 

language in communication. Such broad utility of idioms entails that any natural language 

cannot be just literal in use. Idiom’s structural, semantic, discourse features and 

constraints reflect the conceptual structures in the human mind. The figurative 

expressions are mirrors of the culture and convention as they can explain the cognitive 

structure of a linguistic community. Cacciari and Tabossi (1993) rightly remarked: 

“These expressions can provide useful information and clues to show how the conceptual 

and lexical knowledge of a speech community is organised. An example for such a case 

would be the reference of ‘time’ in English, where many concepts of the temporal domain 

are borrowed from the spatial domain”.  

The theoretical position of figurative expressions has always been a subject of 

discussion among linguists. The literal form of language has been in the central position, 

and figurative expressions have been sent to the periphery by limiting its usage as the 

pragmatic function (Grice, 1975). However, the pervasive nature of idioms is reflected in 
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the general propensity of speakers to “speak idiomatically unless there is some good 

reason not to do so” (Searle 1975:75-76). 

The inherent disposition of idioms has also been not consistent in the literature. 

Many scholars have considered them as frozen forms of expressions existing as single 

units with special referents. As per this hypothesis, idioms are stored in a separate ‘idiom 

list’ in the mental lexicon of native speakers (as a special entity), and the comprehension 

process involved would be based on direct memory retrieval of the idiomatic meaning. 

Some scholars have suggested that the process of meaning retrieval for such 

representation is defined as: first, the regular compositional analysis fails (literal meaning 

is a misfit and hence discarded), and then the native speaker explores an alternative option 

in the exceptional list of idioms. 

However, the classification of idioms into an exceptional category oversimplifies 

the complex aspects of idiom properties and trivialises the idiom acquisition and 

comprehension challenges faced by language users. Some studies have shown that some 

idioms are able to tolerate syntactic variations and are valid candidates for compositional 

analysis and that an idiom’s comprehension may involve two modes of processing: one 

is regular linguistic processing (compositional analysis) like any other phrase, and the 

other is direct memory retrieval. The processing module will be activated based on the 

semantic dimension of idioms (decomposable or non-decomposable). This approach is 

also questioned by many scholars, and there are other approaches that postulate the 

simultaneous processing of literal and figurative meaning, where figurative meaning wins 

the race. Overall, we cannot generalise or put a constraint on all idiomatic expressions as 

a frozen form or illogical arrangements of word strings with a unique meaning. There are 

multiple approaches to address the conceptualisation of idioms and the comprehension 

process or meaning retrieval of idioms.   

The above discussion raises a concern that if idioms are so illogical, and the 

process of its interpretation is so complex and cannot be understood in a usual way, then 

why are they so pervasive in day-to-day conversation. The findings and empirical 

evidence so far are not conspicuous to define a concrete model for interpretation of 

idioms. These representations of the meaning of the idioms, highlighted through multiple 

behavioural studies on idioms, have fascinated scholars from various areas like semantics, 

psycholinguistics, cognitive linguistics etc., to understand the complexity of cognition 
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and conceptual structure of these expressions. Many eminent psycholinguists also 

challenge the traditional approach of the frozenness of idioms. There is still some 

pertinent work on adult native speakers and proposals for the processes of idioms 

comprehension, but there are very few works available that discuss the competence of 

figurative expression. The work on development of figurative language has gained 

momentum in the past decade, but much work needs to be done to understand the 

comprehension pattern in children in their language acquisition phase. All these recent 

developments in idiom studies have spiked interest among researchers. The different 

theories on idioms have also been studied widely by language teachers to improve the 

teaching and learning of these expressions. The prevalence of multiple theories on the 

representation and meaning retrieval process calls for a more comprehensive and 

inclusive study that can address these issues. 

1.3. The significance of the present study 

As discussed in the previous sections, the comprehension of idioms in adult 

speakers is quite extensively explored through experimental research. There are different 

approaches and theories of idiom comprehension, which discuss various dimensions of 

idioms that need to be considered while building a comprehension model of idioms. 

However, children’s competence in figurative language has not been explored much until 

recently. The study of children’s competence of figurative expressions in Hindi in a 

bilingual/multilingual setting has not been explored in detail so far.  

The literature on the idiom comprehension models primarily discusses the 

monolingual settings, and the dominant work has been done on English and few other 

languages (Gibbs, Nayak, and Cutting, 1989; Cacciari and Levorato, 1989, 1998; Cacciari 

and Glucksberg, 1990; Nunberg, Sag, and Wasow, 1994). These studies discussed the 

competence of L2 language learners and considered English as the second language. 

There is also no consensus on the age of development of the figurative language 

competence in children. Some studies indicated that idiomatic competency does not 

develop in children even by the age of 10 years, while others, for example, Levorato 

(1989), pointed out that children can display idiomatic competence even from the age of 

7 years when presented in an information-rich context. 
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In the last few decades, psycholinguistic theories have tried to resolve the issues 

of language comprehension mechanisms and language processing. Regarding figurative 

acquisition and competence, the studies are divided primarily into two different 

approaches. Some scholars believed that different language processing skills are involved 

in literal and non-literal language comprehension, while others argued that non-literal 

language is processed similarly as literal language and does not require any special 

mechanism in figurative language comprehension. Levorato et al. (1989, 1998) had done 

extensive research on figurative language competence and proposed that developmental 

studies and evidence from these studies would be resourceful in detangling these 

theoretical differences.  

The other concern in non-literal language competence was that some scholars 

(Searle, 1976) believed that younger children first analyse the idiom literally and then 

reject the literal meaning, while others (Vosniadou and Ortony, 1983) believed that 

figurative interpretation is quickly resolved without computing the literal meaning. The 

other issue widely discussed in the literature is that younger children interpret idioms 

literally. Therefore, it is not conclusively established whether figurative expressions 

require a separate language processing mechanism. 

Many psycholinguistic studies have questioned the literalness of idiomatic 

expressions and have opened the window of opportunity to understand the developmental 

trends of figurative expressions. The developmental studies on idioms can provide 

insights to understand the nature and properties of idioms. This study is a significant step 

towards examining how children at certain stages develop the competency to go beyond 

the literal strategy of interpretation (word-by-word derivation of the meaning of a phrase) 

in any language and assign a wholly different or an extended sense that may be figurative. 

Another key reason for pursuing this study was that there is hardly any attempt 

made to investigate the developmental trend in Hindi idioms by considering the semantic 

properties of idioms. A comprehensive study that can thoroughly investigate the idiomatic 

expressions, the various characteristics of idioms, developmental trends of figurative 

competence in children, and children’s cognitive abilities to understand the figurative 

forms of language in totality is missing in the literature. Through our study, we will be 

able to trace the progression of competence of idioms, children’s awareness of suspension 

of literal strategy, and adaptation of the inferential strategy. We also check on the 
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development of world knowledge which aids in building idiomatic competence in 

children, and the realisation that lexical items do contain secondary meanings which are 

figurative in nature and are often used in discourse. 

Studies conducted on adult speakers have discussed various issues, and one 

among those is the role of literal meaning in idiom comprehension. Some studies have 

proposed that an idiom’s literal meaning has no relevance in the process of arriving at the 

idiomatic meaning, while others discarded the theory of irrelevance of literal meaning in 

idiom’s comprehension (Cacciari and Tabossi, 1988; Gibbs, Nayak and Cutting, 1989), 

i.e. they find it worthwhile to pursue an investigation into the role that the literal meaning 

of an idiomatic expression plays. However, there are few studies that discuss the role of 

the literal meaning of idioms in language acquisition literature.  

Another key aspect that is often under-explored is understanding the types of 

comprehension and production errors made by children while they are still finding their 

way around the literal meaning of the idiomatic phrase. Errors can also provide an insight 

into the role of literal meaning in deciphering an idiomatic phrase and help us understand 

the types of error in different categories or types of idioms. The types of error produced 

can also provide a vivid picture of the phases in language development in children. They 

can indicate the cognitive as well as language development in children and the ways to 

enhance idiomatic understanding in children during the course of their language learning. 

 

1.4. The objective of the study 

The present work is a step to understand the competency of idiomatic expressions 

in children while also touching upon the comprehension of different types of idioms (with 

varying characteristics) in adults. The discussion point of the work is to develop a deeper 

understanding of the different properties of idioms, to identify the different possible 

classifications or categories of idioms, to get insights into the comprehension patterns of 

idiomatic expressions in adults (native speakers) and children (language learners), and to 

recognise an age by which there is a reasonable development in understanding the 

figurative forms of language, i.e., the age at which children start comprehending and 

producing figurative expressions correctly.  
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The study also aims to investigate how the different characteristics of idioms can 

affect the interpretation of idioms in children. The properties of semantic transparency, 

usage frequency, literalness, and familiarity of idioms are the focal points of this study, 

with the emphasis on developing an understanding of how these properties affect the 

idiom comprehension process in adults (native speakers) and children (language 

learners). The incorporation of these linguistic domains can pave the way to develop an 

enhanced comprehension model of idiom acquisition. The study finally aims to gather 

invaluable insights about the idiom comprehension and production processes and to 

outline an approach towards how idioms can be taught in any curriculum to language 

learners. 

1.5. Research questions 

In this thesis, we have conducted exploratory studies on adult native speakers and 

behavioural experiments on children in their language learning phase to develop an 

understanding corresponding to the following research questions. 

1. What are the critical properties of idioms that affect comprehension of idioms and 

can be used to classify or categorise idioms? 

2. Does an idiom’s compositionality have an impact on the ease of idiom 

comprehension? Does the usage frequency and the meaning familiarity of idioms 

also contribute to the idiom comprehension process? Among usage frequency and 

decomposability, which is the dominant or critical factor? 

3. Does idiom comprehension involve a literal meaning analysis, or is idiomatic 

meaning retrieved directly, without even considering the literal meaning as a valid 

possibility? What is the role of the literal meaning, and the plausibility of it, on 

idiom comprehension? 

4. During the comprehension process, at any stage before an idiomatic expression is 

completely read (or heard), does it get recognised as an idiom? 

5. Which properties of idioms facilitate the comprehension and production of idioms 

in children?  
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6. What are the types of errors made by children during the processes of idiom 

comprehension and production? What can be the possible inferences from these 

errors? 

7. How do the idiom comprehension and production skills of children evolve in their 

language learning phase?  Is there a specific phase or age where substantial growth 

in idiomatic understanding (comprehension and production) is observed?  

8. How do the idiom comprehension and production skills in children vary for the 

various categories of idioms? Which idioms are easier to comprehend or produce, 

and which are the most difficult? 

9. Can there be any improvements in the way idioms are taught in schools in order 

to enable the children to develop a better figurative competency (expertise in 

comprehension and production of idioms)? 

 

1.6. Organisation of the thesis 

There are seven chapters in this thesis; following is the brief outline. Chapter 1 

explains the relevance of this work, and discusses the objectives and research questions. 

Chapter 2 reviews the major research trends that deal with the comprehension, 

processing, and acquisition aspects of idioms. This chapter is divided further into three 

sections to address the issues pertaining to the field of research of idioms and present a 

summary of some of the work done by linguistic scholars to date. We begin with a 

discussion on the definitions, characteristics, classification, and other vital aspects like 

compositionality and arbitrariness of idioms. The second section deals with the 

comprehension and processing elements, and the last section discusses the acquisition 

aspect. We have also discussed the need to develop a comprehension model which could 

consolidate on the strengths of the work done in this area while addressing the gaps or 

drawbacks associated with the theories when presented in isolation. 

Chapter 3 discusses the methodology used in our study. The preparatory work for 

data collection is discussed in detail in this chapter. An overview of the methodology used 

for the empirical studies on adult native speakers and children is also presented in this 

chapter. 
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Chapter 4 discusses the objective, method, analysis, and results of the empirical 

study on adults who are native speakers of the Hindi language. The empirical study 

presented in this chapter helps us establish the categories of idioms confidently and to 

ascertain idiom characteristics, using which we can understand the underlying factors 

influencing the comprehension of idioms. This study also helps us design further 

experiments to assess the comprehension of idioms in children. The survey on adults has 

also indicated a few interesting findings that can further be studied to develop an 

enhanced idiom processing model for adult language users. 

Chapter 5 examines the figurative language competency of children, particularly 

concerning their ability to comprehend idioms. We conducted an MCQ (multiple choice 

questions) test with idioms provide in a sentential context. Based on this study, we attempt 

to arrive at comprehension patterns in children and relate the insights to the observations 

made in Chapter 4, where we explored the idiom comprehension in native adult speakers. 

Chapter 6 is an extended study of Chapter 5, which discusses the two production 

tasks, ‘picture identification’ and ‘fill in the blanks’, conducted to understand the ease of 

production of idioms by children. We also try to understand if the idiom comprehension 

and production abilities increase significantly at any particular age of children in their 

language learning phase. 

Chapter 7 concludes the thesis with a summary of the work done and a discussion 

on some of the key findings and insights we gathered throughout the course of this study. 

We also outline the practical applications of this study and provide direction for future 

research in the area of idiom acquisition. 

1.7. Summary 

This chapter sets the base for our study to discuss and understand different 

dimensions of idioms, the distinction of idioms from other figurative forms of language, 

and the further need to explore the study on idioms and make them an indispensable 

aspect of language studies. By doing so, we have raised a concern regarding the reason 

psycholinguistic studies on idioms are so crucial and qualify as valuable research in the 

present scenario. The relevance of this study was also discussed, which establishes how 

this work can add value to the existing body of acquisition studies.  



21 

 

The present work briefly explores the patterns in the comprehension of idioms by 

native speakers of the Hindi language to ascertain the underlying factors that aid idiom 

comprehension. The exploratory study on adults is a precursor to the idiom 

comprehension and production studies on children which focus on understanding the 

development of figurative competence in children brought up in a linguistic environment 

with Hindi as the mother tongue. The studies on children are conducted as behavioural 

experiments focusing on idiom comprehension and production tasks.  
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature and Theoretical 

Foundations 

 

2.1. Introduction 

Idioms and other forms of figurative language have been a central point of 

multiple linguistic and psycholinguistic studies. Over the last few decades, a considerable 

number of linguists have attempted to demystify the puzzling aspects of idioms. Whether 

it be because of the close association with culture and convention or because of their form 

and structure or because of the conceptualisation, idioms are one of the most intriguing 

and challenging forms of figurative language competence. So much so, a language learner 

cannot claim a firm grasp on any language without being proficient in using idioms and 

other forms of figurative forms prevalent in that language. In this chapter, we have 

discussed the studies conducted on idioms from the linguistic and psycholinguistic points 

of view.  

The present chapter is broadly divided into four sections, where we have reviewed 

the relevant literature and current research in the disciplines of general linguistics and 

psycholinguistics. In these sections, we have reviewed and presented the studies from the 

literature that discuss the definition of idioms, question the traditional view of 

idiomaticity, identify idiom categories and their characteristics, and present empirical 

evidence and hypothesis. Further, the studies presented define the comprehension process 

and processing of idioms in adult L1 speakers and the overall language acquisition 

process. We have also discussed theories that deal with cognitive development in children 

and offer different perspectives on idioms’ acquisition and interpretation mechanisms in 

children. Moreover, we have also reviewed the studies that indicate the factors that can 

influence comprehension in adults and children to varying degrees. 

The first section captures the general understanding of idiomatic expressions. This 

encompasses a discussion on the definitions of idioms, where the works done by multiple 

scholars to define idioms, idiomaticity, characteristics of idioms, classifications of 

idioms, etc are explored. The second section deals with the psycholinguistic studies, 

where theories of idioms and their representational and processing models of native 

language users are discussed. The third section of the chapter is dedicated to the literature 
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exploring a psychological model for cognitive development (Piaget’s model) in children, 

empirical evidence on the acquisition model, and comprehension pattern of idioms in 

children. The fourth section deals with the linguistic factors that can influence the 

comprehension of idioms in adults and children. We conclude the chapter with a 

discussion on some of the questions emerging from our review of the literature on 

conceptual architecture and language-cognition interface. 

2.2. Defining idioms  

The word idiom dates back to the latest sixteenth and early seventeenth century. 

As elaborated in the Online Etymology Dictionary, the source of the word ‘idiom’ is 

“Middle French ‘idiome’, Late Latin ‘idioma’ for ‘a peculiarity in language’, Greek 

‘idioma’ for ‘peculiarity, peculiar phraseology’, ‘idioumai’ meaning ‘to appropriate to 

oneself’ and ‘idios’ for ‘personal, private’, properly ‘particular to oneself’”. Throughout 

the literature, linguists have not reached a consensus on its definition, and hence we 

present the views of some established scholars and their different perspectives on the 

definition of an idiom.   

2.2.1. Smith (1923, 1925) 

Smith (1925:277) talked about idioms as the life and spirit of language. He 

recognised idioms as special expressions of language where the resultant meaning is not 

the outcome of the compositional functions of the constituents. However, he did not make 

this the distinguishing property of idiomaticity. His categorisation of idioms was grouped 

based on ‘thematic groups’. He gave very comprehensive lists of idioms relating to the 

sea, the military, hunting, cattle, sheep, swine, birds, woods, and trees, etc.; and assigned 

a central place in this categorisation to body part idioms and verb-particle combination 

(phrasal verbs). In his own words:  

• “Hitherto, indeed, I have but skirted the fringe of my subject; the real heart of idiom 

is to be found in two special classes of idiomatic phrases, which are closely connected 

with each other. The first of these great sources of idiom is nothing less than the 

human body itself. About almost every external part of the human body, the head, the 

face, and all its features, the arms, the hands, the fingers, the legs and feet and toes, 

and even the heart, the bones, blood and breath within the body, cluster con-stellations 
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of phrases and figures of speech which are so numerous that it would require much 

more space than is at my disposal to print them all” (Smith 1923:44). 

• “Equally vivid, and infinitely more numerous, are the idioms derived from what I 

have called ‘phrasal verbs’ - verbs in which a preposition or adverb follows the verb, 

and is often placed at some distance from it” (Smith 1923:45). 

• “Idioms like 'on the rocks' or 'under a cloud' are visual images; phrasal verbs like ‘to 

pull through’, ‘to keep up’, are kinesthetic metaphors, arousing imagined sensations 

of muscular effort. These verbs of motion and effort possess so protean and self-

multiplying a power of entering into combinations, and throw off idioms in so 

kaleidoscopic a variety that, compared with the other inert elements of our 

vocabulary, they seem to possess, like radium, an inexhaustible store of life and 

energy” (Smith 1923:46). 

2.2.2. Hockett (1958)  

Hockett (1958) proposed the broadest definition of idioms. In his view, any 

element of a language, including phrases and clauses (e.g. ‘What’s up’), words (e.g. 

‘worked’, ‘telephone’), and even single and bound morphemes (e.g. ‘work’, ‘ed’, ‘tele’, 

‘phone’) can be categorised as idioms if their meaning cannot be deduced from the 

structure. He claimed that the raw materials from which we build utterances could also 

be referred to as idioms. According to him, context is the crucial variable that leads the 

listener to identify and interpret a given expression is idiomatic or not. However, 

Hockett’s definition is too broad and labels simply too many language items as idioms, 

hence limiting the practical value of this definition. 

2.2.3. Katz and Postal (1963)  

Katz and Postal (1963:275) pointed out that: “The full meaning [of an idiom], and 

more generally the meaning of any sentence containing an idiomatic stretch, is not a 

compositional function of the meanings of the idiom’s elementary grammatical parts”. 

They considered polymorphemic words such as ‘greenhouse’ and ‘telescope’ as idioms. 

They further classified idioms as ‘lexical idioms’ and ‘phrase idioms’. Idioms made up 

of polymorphemic words are ‘lexical idioms’ (e.g. ‘greenhouse’, ‘telephone’), and those 

consisting of multiple words are ‘phrase idioms’ (e.g. ‘kick the bucket’). They also 
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differentiated these two categories in the context of their structure, productivity, and 

representation in the speaker’s mind. 

Table 2.1: Katz and Postal – classification of idioms 

Aspects Lexical idioms Phrase idioms 

Structure Belong to the lowest syntactic 

categories (noun, verb, adjective 

etc.) 

Belong to the highest syntactic categories 

(phrases, clauses, and sentences) 

Productivity  

(based on 

generative-

transformational 

approach) 

Productive  Not productive and transformation-permissible 

 

e.g. ‘eat one’s mouth’ cannot be passivised 

without losing the idiomaticity of the expression 

Mental 

Representation 

Registered as a lexical item 

along with other individual 

words 

 

e.g. ‘greenhouse’, ‘telephone’ 

Registered separately in an idiom list because of 

dual representation of meaning i.e. either 

composite meaning idiomatic meaning or literal 

meaning from its syntactic elements. 

 

e.g. ‘kick the bucket’ 

Literal meaning: ‘kicking the bucket’ 

Composite meaning: ‘to die’ 

 

2.2.4. Healey (1968) 

Healy (1968) described an idiom as a functional unit, which is a group of words and 

has a different meaning than that of its constituents. He formulated three operational tests 

to identify idioms, as mentioned below: 

1. The substitution or replacement test whereby any morpheme replaceable by 

another is identified as a non-idiom. 

2. Once all non-idiomatic parts, if any, are shorn off, a suspected idiom can be further 

subjected to a predictability test. 

3. The third test of idiomaticity is to expose an expression that has been tested by 

means of (1) and (2) to allow any number of transformations permitted by its 

internal structure. 
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2.2.5. Weinreich (1969)  

Weinreich (1969) also defined an idiom as “a complex expression whose meaning 

cannot be derived from the meanings of its elements”. His definition was more practical 

and narrower than Katz and Postal (1963) as single polymorphemic words like 

‘telephone’ and ‘greenhouse’ do not qualify the category of idioms. He considered only 

multiword expressions like ‘pull someone’s leg’ as idioms because such expressions are 

ambiguous and possess both literal and figurative meanings. He even disqualified 

expressions like ‘by and large’; ‘assets and liability’; ‘two wrongs do not make a right’ 

as idioms because these expressions either lack ambiguity by not possessing a valid literal 

meaning, or by the constituent words not having any real tendency to form a coherent and 

valid phrase. He considered these expressions as stable collocations. 

2.2.6. Fraser (1970) 

Fraser (1970) defined idioms based on the degree of their variability when 

subjected to various transformations. Some idioms may allow more transformations 

without losing their meaning, while others restrict these. He had investigated particularly 

on the syntactic frozenness of idioms and also employed a generative-transformational 

approach to examine the transformational potential of idioms, according to which idioms 

were classified on a six-point scale referred to as ’Frozenness Hierarchy’.  

The Frozenness Hierarchy ranges from the completely frozen idioms to the free 

collocations. Less variation implies the syntactic frozenness of the expression and can be 

termed as ‘fixedness’ or ‘invariability’ of the expression. He also had an important 

observation in his Frozenness Hierarchy by stating that “any idiom marked as belonging 

to one level is automatically marked as belonging to any lower level” (Fraser 1970:39). 

This observation suggests that if an idiom marked, for example, allows a transformation 

to level L3-Permutation, then it will also allow all the transformations included in the 

lower levels, which is levels L2-Insertion and L1-Adjunction. Although there is a lack of 

empirical evidence in its support, this work inspires further research into the lexical 

flexibility of idioms. 
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Table 2.2: Fraser’s Frozenness Hierarchy 

Scale Idioms Transformation(s) Transformed 

idioms 

L6-

Unrestricted 

No idioms can permit this 

level of variation, any 

phrase permitting these is 

just a regular phrase 

conveying the literal 

meaning. 

 

e.g. ‘Go to a shop’ 

- - 

L5-

Reconstruction 

e.g. ‘Lay down the law’ Nominalisation of verbal 

idioms 

e.g. ‘Laying down 

the law’ 

L4-Extraction e.g. ‘Hit the nail on the 

head’ 

 

Sample sentence: 

His father hit the nail on 

the head when he advised 

him to be more disciplined. 

Passive transformation By giving an advice 

to be more 

disciplined, the nail 

was hit on the 

head by his father. 

L3-

Permutation 

 

 

To bring the house down 

Reshuffling the constituents 

(indirect object movement as 

L2 level but the idioms 

contains both direct and 

indirect object)  

 

Particle movement 

To bring down the 

house 

L2-Insertion To lend a hand Placing an additional 

component into the 

idiomatic expression, such as 

adding indirect object to an 

idiom which does not 

contain one, or adding 

additional adverb or 

adjective 

To lend a helping 

hand 

L1-Adjunction Burn the candle at both 

ends 

Gerundive nominalisation 

transformation 

Burning of the 

candle at both ends 

L0-Completel 

frozen 

Kick the bucket Completely frozen (no 

transformations possible 

without losing meaning) 

Kick the bucket 
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Cutler (1982) studied Fraser’s hierarchy to check whether syntactic frozenness 

could be correlated with the time period that the idiom had occurred in a language, and 

observed that “those idiomatic expressions which are least susceptible to syntactic 

operations are also those which have been in use in the language in their idiomatic form 

for the longest time”. Her study showed that the frozenness and ‘age of an idiom’ do not 

correlate completely, but she observed a tendency of the older idioms to be more frozen. 

In her paper, she discussed two reasons for such a tendency.  

a) “Syntactic freezing of an idiom happens over a long period of time spanning 

centuries. For example, idioms like ‘build castles in the air’ (Fraser’s level 0) was 

used in the passive form in 1575 and 1630 as per the Oxford English Dictionary” 

(Cutler 1982:319). 

b) “An idiom becomes syntactically frozen when its meaning is no longer apparent 

because its original literal reference has become concealed or obsolete over time. 

For example, ‘let off steam belongs to Fraser’s level 0 because nowadays we travel 

by horseless carriages and electrified railways” (Cutler 1982:319). 

2.2.7. Makkai (1972) 

Makkai (1972) identified two types of idioms: idioms of ‘encoding’ (phraseological 

idioms) and idioms of ‘decoding’ (semantic idioms). He also talked about the dual system 

of idioms, ‘lexemic’ and ‘sememic’. Lexemic idiom (mostly phrasal) consists of more 

than one word, but its meaning is not the cumulative sum of the meanings of its parts (e.g. 

‘kick the bucket’). In contrast, sememic idiom (mostly sentential) is a multiword 

expression, the meaning for which is derived from its constituent lexeme (e.g. ‘do not put 

all eggs in one basket’). He considered polymorphemes as idioms, but in his definition, 

polymorphemic words should consist of at least two free morphemes to qualify as an 

idiom. The polymorphemes ‘telephone’ does not qualify as an idiom as it contains one 

bound morpheme or an affix (‘tele’) and one free morpheme (‘phone’). He disqualified 

expressions like these as idioms because he believed that speakers could reasonably 

deduce the meaning of expressions like ‘telephone’ from their constituents by applying a 

set of morphological rules, i.e., deducing first the bound morpheme and then the affix 

attached to it. He insisted that the meaning of an idiom cannot be derived from its 

components. By knowing the prefix ‘tele’, one can easily predict the meaning of the word 
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containing it. Expressions containing two free morphemes like ‘blackmail’ do not give 

such scope to the speaker as the overall meaning of ‘extortion’ cannot be derived from 

the two free morphemes (black and mail).  

Makkai’s criteria for identifying an expression as an idiom were: 

• Presence of at least two free morphemes. 

• The ability of these morphemes to adopt different meanings. 

• Ambiguity in decoding arising from the possibility of literal interpretation. 

• Semantic unpredictability because of the idiomatic meaning being implausible 

from its components. 

Table 2.3: Makkai’s list of lexemic and sememic idioms 

Makkai’s list of lexemic idioms (1972:135-172) 

consists of:1 

Makkai’s list of sememic idioms (1972:172-179) 

consists of:2 

• Phrasal verbs (structures consisting of a verb 

plus particle); e.g. ‘come across’, ‘make up’, 

‘turn out’, ‘bring up’, etc. 

• Tournures (structures each made up of a verb 

plus at least two lexons); e.g. ‘bite the bullet’. 

• Irreversible binomials (structure each 

composed of two nouns in a fixed order); e.g. 

‘friend or foe’, ‘pepper and salt’, ‘coffee and 

cream’, etc. 

• Phrasal compound (compound nouns and 

adjectives); e.g. ‘high-handed hot dog’, 

‘blackmail’, ‘high-handed’, etc. 

• Incorporating verbs (compound verbs); e.g. 

‘brainwash’, ‘manhandle’, ‘boot-lick’ etc.  

• Pseudo-idioms (compound verb or phrases in 

which one of the constituents is a cranberry 

morph); e.g. ‘chit-chat’, ‘kith and kin’, ‘to and 

fro’, etc. 

• Proverbs; e.g. ‘don ‘t count your chickens 

before they are hatched’. 

• Familiar quotations; e.g. ‘brevity is the soul of 

wit’. 

• ‘First-base’ idioms associated with a national 

game like baseball; e.g. ‘have two strikes 

against one’, ‘never to get to first base’. 

• Idioms of ‘institutionalised politeness’; e.g. 

‘may I . . . X?’ (with interrogative intonation) 

for ‘I want to ... X’, or ‘may I ask who’s 

calling?’ for the imperative ‘identify yourself’. 

• Idioms of ‘institutionalised greeting’; e.g. 

‘how do you do?’, ‘so long’. 

• Idioms of ‘institutionalised understatement’; 

e.g. ‘I was not too crazy about him’. 

• Idioms of ‘institutionalised hyperbole’; e.g. ‘he 

won ‘t even lift a finger’. 

 
1 The classifications and examples of lexemic idioms are taken from the paper ‘Criteria for Redefining 

Idioms: Are we Barking up the Wrong Tree?’ by Grant and Bauer (2004:40-41) 
2 The classifications and examples of sememic idioms are taken from the paper ‘Criteria for Redefining 

Idioms: Are we Barking up the Wrong Tree?’ by Grant and Bauer (2004:41) 
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2.2.8. Fernando (1996) 

Fernando (1996:30) defined idioms as “indivisible units whose components 

cannot be varied, or only varied within definable limits”. She highlighted structural 

variance (the lack of it) as the identifying attribute of an idiom, mentioning that “only 

those expressions which become conventionally fixed in a specific order and lexical form, 

or have only a restricted set of variants, acquire the status of idioms and are recorded in 

idiom dictionaries” (Fernando 1996:31). She classified idioms based on their structural 

variance as ‘invariant idioms’ and ‘idioms of restricted variance’. As the definition based 

only on variance is too broad, she considered semantic transparency as another defining 

characteristic of idioms. Based on the transparency in meaning, she postulated that idioms 

are of three kinds: ‘pure’ (non-literal), ‘semi-literal’ and ‘literal’. 

2.2.9. Moon (1998) 

Moon (1998) referred to idioms as multiword expressions that are typically 

ambiguous in nature and have figurative meaning or connotation associated with them. 

However, she also called out the practical limitations of clear separation between ‘fixed 

expressions’ and ‘idioms’ rather than resorting to the usage of the terms FEIs (‘fixed 

expressions and idioms’). Moon (1998) discussed the following expressions: “various 

kinds of phrasal lexemes, phraseological units, or multiword lexical items (i.e., frozen 

collocations, grammatically ill-formed collocations, proverbs, routine formulae, sayings, 

and similes)”. She classified idioms into three major categories: anomalous collocations, 

formulae, and metaphors. Her corpus-based study of fixed expressions and idioms in 

English was very comprehensive, but it was based on exclusively written texts, with more 

than two-thirds of them being from journalistic writing. 

2.2.10. Grant and Bauer (2004) 

Grant and Bauer (2004) further restricted the definition of idioms by considering 

only those expressions as idioms that are non-compositional, i.e. their meaning cannot be 

derived through a compositional analysis. Remarkably, as called out in their paper, they 

did not consider those expressions with figurative meanings as idioms, for which there is 

an untruth or implausibility associated with their literal meaning. Such expressions are 

considered as MWUs (multi-word units) but not idioms because the associated untruth 

forces a reinterpretation based on pragmatic competence and not based on linguistic 
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competence. As they mentioned, their definition “leaves out of account, for example, an 

important group of expressions which have figurative meanings (in terms of the whole 

combination in each case) but which also keep a current literal interpretation” (Grant and 

Bauer 2004:58). However, this definition seems to be too narrow, as can be understood 

from the fact that they conducted their research on 19 widely accepted English idioms 

and did not pass any of those to be idioms as per their definition. 

2.2.11. Remarks on the definitions provided 

As discussed in the previous sections, linguists over time have presented diverse 

views about idioms, with their unique perspectives converging to the following three 

basic criteria in identifying idioms: 

1) Non-compositionality - Individual components of an idiom do not often add to the 

idiom’s meaning, i.e., the idiomatic meaning is not derivable from its components.  

2) Structural variance or frozenness - Idioms show rigid structure, i.e. some of them 

are completely invariant, but others allow some restricted variance through 

transformations.  

3) Multiword expressions - Idioms are multiword expressions consisting of at least 

two words (which may include compound words also). 

2.2.12. Fundamental properties of idioms 

As the logical next step towards understanding idioms, we discuss next the 

orthogonal properties of idioms. Nunberg et al. (1994:491-492) distinguished the 

idiomatically combining expressions (ICEs), e.g. ‘pull strings’, from idiomatic phrases 

(IPs), e.g. ‘kick the bucket’, and proposed that though ICEs may be conventionalised 

expressions, their meaning is ‘distributed among their parts’. They added that the 

idiomatic phrases ‘do not distribute their meanings to their components’.  They discussed 

that the prototypical idioms like ‘kick the bucket’ and ‘spill the beans’ exemplify some 

of the orthogonal properties of idioms. Following are the characteristics pointed out by 

Nunberg et al. (1994:492-493). 

• Conventionality: Idioms are conventionalised expressions based on certain 

conventions that are closely associated with a culture or language community. Such 
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conventionalisation can be unique to a culture or can span across multiple cultures. 

Hence, the meaning or even the correct usage of all idioms cannot be predicted 

without understanding the associated convention. Conventionality seems to be a 

constant property more or less uniformly applied to all idioms. Apart from this, none 

of the properties discussed below is applied obligatorily to all idioms. 

• (In)flexibility: Idioms can exist only in certain restricted syntactic structures and 

undergo only a finite set of syntactic variations or transformations. E.g. ‘break a leg’ 

→ * ‘a leg was broken’. 

• Figuration: Idioms typically exist in figurative forms, like metaphors (‘take the bull 

by the horns’), metonymies (‘count of heads’), hyperboles (‘not worth the paper it’s 

printed on’), or other kinds of figuration. When such expressions are encountered, the 

language user can sense that some form of figuration is playing a role; however, it is 

difficult to understand why ‘shoot the breeze’ means ‘to have a conversation’. 

Although the symbolism is not always obvious, these figurative forms surely act as a 

tool to guide the language user to the intended meaning (Gibbs, 1985, 1990). 

• Proverbiality: Some idioms are motivated through proverbiality, which represents the 

conveying of abstract concepts and social situations through relatable and defined 

actions. For example, a new group of individuals not opening up to each other is a 

typical social situation. ‘Overcoming the awkwardness or hesitation to connect’ is 

conveyed through a simple, relatable action of ‘breaking the ice’, where the word 

‘break’ relates to ‘changing a mood or tense atmosphere’, while ‘ice’ relates to ‘social 

tension’. Such proverbiality, which invokes a metaphorical model, is often identified 

in idioms as a discursive function. 

• Informality: Like other proverbial expressions, idioms are typically associated with 

relatively informal or colloquial registers and with popular speech and oral (spoken) 

culture. Such association with colloquial language increases the realism and 

association with the culture. 

• Affect: Idioms are typically used to imply a particular evaluation or affective stance 

towards the things they denote. This property is more pronounced in the case of 

idioms conveying psychological concepts; for example, ‘to lose sleep over’ 

something implies ‘to be extremely worried about’ something. 
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2.3. Idiomaticity 

Idiomaticity is the characteristic or quality of idioms that measures their idiomatic 

nature, i.e. it is the scale that measures the figurative meaning relationship of the idioms 

to their literal constituents and describes the fixedness of the expression. Hence, it is a 

measure of how much ‘idiom-like’ an idiom is; “idioms and idiomaticity, while closely 

related, are not identical” (Fernando 1998:30). Linguists categorised idioms based on the 

property of metaphoricity and frozenness. The property of metaphoricity of an idiom is 

the scale that measures semantic intelligibility. Frozenness of idiomatic expressions is the 

degree of grammatical variation that an idiom can survive without losing the idiomatic 

meaning as discussed in Fraser’s (1970) Frozenness Hierarchy. The formal approach to 

defining an idiom emphasises the rigidity of idioms, i.e. the more rigid an expression, the 

more idiomatic it is considered.  

Earlier studies, which concentrated on the form of idioms, considered idioms as 

‘dead metaphors’ with undetectable origins and having arbitrary figurative meaning. This 

view implied that the meanings of idioms were memorised with no connection between 

the form and the meaning. Recent studies have argued against this by suggesting that the 

meaning of idioms cannot be referred to as completely arbitrary, and there exist varieties 

of idioms that are very much alive (Gibbs, 1980, 1984; Lakoff, 1987; Kovecses and 

Szabo, 1996). Hence, the definitions of idioms are based on the degree of tolerance of 

grammatical variations and the varying degrees of transparency that idioms exhibit. A 

simpler approach to look at idiomaticity would be semantic analysability, but this is the 

primary concern and issue for comprehension. 

2.3.1. Arbitrariness of idioms and idiomaticity 

The ‘Principle of Arbitrariness’ (Saussure, 1916, 1975) and the ‘Principle of 

Compositionality’ are the two principles that form the core of the linguistic theories on 

idioms. The ‘principle of arbitrariness’ holds that the relation between a word (signifier) 

and its meaning (signified) is arbitrary. The meanings of such words need to be arbitrarily 

stipulated in memory; the meanings of phrases and sentences do not. According to the 

morpho-syntactic rules of the language, the meaning of phrases and sentences is derivable 

by compositional analysis of the meaning of its constituent words. Idioms like ‘kick the 

bucket’, ‘to hold all the aces’, ‘to speak one’s mind’, ‘to miss the boat’, etc., refute this. 
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Indeed, lack of compositionality has generally been considered an essential property of 

idioms and a good indicator of idiomaticity. The old school scholars widely recognised 

idioms as figures of speech and a component of language which are fixed expressions and 

non-compositional, where their figurative meanings are not functions of the meanings of 

their individual parts (Aitchison, 1987; Bobrow and Bell, 1973; Brooke-Rose, 1958; 

Chomsky, 1965, 1980; Cooper, 1986; Cruse, 1986; Fraser, 1970; Jakendoff, 1975; Kats, 

1973; Long and Summers, 1979; Makkai, 1972; Strassler, 1982; Weinreich, 1969). A 

semantic analysis of the idiom ‘kick the bucket’ may never produce the meaning ‘to die’. 

The literal meaning of the expression refers to the act of striking a bucket with the foot, 

but it is unlikely for native speakers to use this expression in its literal form.  

Such observations led the scholars to conclude that an idiom’s meaning cannot be 

derived from its constituents. The scholars drew a fundamental distinction between literal 

and figurative language. Idioms were treated as ideal lexical items whose meanings are 

not compositionally derived or pragmatically inferred but are simply arbitrarily stipulated 

in memory and retrieved as a unit in interpretation. They further added that figurative 

meaning must be learnt as a whole unit. Following are the views proposed by eminent 

linguists who believed idioms as fixed expressions that lack compositionality: 

1. “These are idiomatic in the sense that their meaning is non-compositional.” (Chomsky 

1980:149). 

2. “Idioms... do not get their meanings from the meanings of their syntactic parts.” (Katz 

1973:358). 

3. “The traditional definition of an idiom states that its meaning is not a function of the 

meanings of its parts and the way these are syntactically combined; that is, an idiom 

is a non-compositional expression.” (van der Linden 1992:223). 

4. “The essential feature of an idiom is that its full meaning...is not a compositional 

function of the meanings of the idiom’s elementary parts.” (Katz and Postal 

1963:275). 

5. “I shall regard an idiom as a constituent or series of constituents for which the 

semantic interpretation is not a compositional function of the formatives of which it 

is composed.” (Fraser 1970:20). 
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There are two types of evidence in favour of idioms as lexical items. First, 

behavioural studies have indicated that idiomatic strings are processed considerably faster 

than literal strings of the same length. For example, the idiom ‘spill the beans’ can be 

understood faster than the literal phrase ‘reveal the secret’. “An idiom is understood faster 

when processed in the context in which its idiomatic meaning is intended than when 

processed in a context in which its literal meaning is intended (e.g. ‘kick the bucket’ is 

understood faster when used to mean ‘die’ than when used to mean ‘hit a pail with one’s 

foot’).” (Gibbs, 1980; Ortony et al., 1978). 

Second, in assuming that a single semantic representation is assigned to idioms as 

a whole and not to their components, traditional scholars expected idioms to behave 

linguistically as lexical items and so not to allow internal transformation (Chomsky, 1980; 

Cruse, 1986; Fraser, 1970; Katz, 1973). Although the assumption that idioms are lexical 

items with no internal composition has been deeply rooted in linguistic research for years, 

modern researchers in linguistics have questioned this characterisation of non-

compositionality and frozenness. Some idioms are syntactically flexible; one such 

example is the idiom ‘let the cat out of the bag’, which appears in both active and passive 

forms. For example, ‘Who let the cat let out of the bag? It was let out by old George, of 

course.’ The other instance of syntactic flexibility would be a replacement of the 

constituents and internal transformation. For example, ‘spill the beans’ → ‘He did not 

spill a single bean’. Another example is, ‘pull the strings’ → ‘Many strings were pulled 

but he was not elected’. ‘The strings he said he would pull for you’.  

The transformational capacity of idioms seems to range from minimal 

morphological variation (e.g. tense marking, ‘he kicked the bucket’) to almost full 

syntactic flexibility. The theory of idiom transformation assumes that different syntactic 

rules apply to different idioms, as discussed in the idiom’s hierarchy framework (Fraser, 

1970). The difficulty in accounting for the syntactic versatility of idioms has led to 

consider the phenomena that idioms are semantically motivated. For instance, Newmeyer 

(1972) proposed that idioms have the same semantic structure as their equivalent literal 

paraphrases and that this influences their syntactic behaviour. According to him, an idiom 

like ‘kick the bucket’ does not passivise because the verb ‘die’ is intransitive. ‘Spill the 

beans’ can passivise because the verb ‘reveal’ is transitive and allows passivisation. 

Idioms can be paraphrased in many ways, and two idioms with similar meanings may 

have very different syntactic behaviour. ‘Kick the bucket’ and ‘give up the ghost’ can be 
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roughly paraphrased as ‘die’, but the latter idiom allows passivisation without disruption 

of idiomatic reading, while the former one does not. 

2.3.2. Compositionality or analysability of idioms 

Many scholars have studied compositionality as one of the critical aspects of the 

comprehension studies of idioms. Broadly, most scholars refer to compositionality as the 

degree to which an idiom’s meaning is related to its components. Nunberg et al. (1994) 

suggested that compositional analysis happens in a post hoc way, i.e. literal word 

meanings of the expression are mapped to components of idiomatic meaning after the 

idiomatic meaning is known.  However, multiple theories talk about the competing 

processes between compositional analysis and memory recall during comprehension. 

Titone and Connine (1999:1671) observe that: “Given that word meanings are always 

activated during idiom processing (e.g. Cacciari and Tabossi, 1988; Titone and Connine, 

1994a), component words of idiomatic sequences may contribute substantially to the 

construction of idiomatic meanings (as they would for inherently compositional or 

transparent idiomatic combinations) or a minimal semantic contribution to the 

construction of idiomatic meanings (as they would for less compositional or transparent 

idiomatic phrases).”. 

According to the compositionality frameworks, idioms tend to fall under a 

heterogeneous class lying along the continuum of compositionality or analysability, 

varying in the extent to which their individual parts have identifiable idiomatic referents 

(Nunberg, 1978; Wasow et al., 1983; Nunberg et al., 1994; Baldwin et al., 2003). The 

degree of compositionality of idiomatic strings is believed to play a significant role in the 

linguistic behaviour of these expressions. Many studies in idioms-related research, 

especially by Nunberg (1978, 1994), Gibbs and Nayak (1989), Gibbs (1992), have 

proposed that the compositionality of idioms varies to the degree where the literal 

meanings of an idiom’s constituents contribute or do not contribute, to the overall 

figurative sense. For some idioms, such a relationship may be direct and obvious, e.g. 

‘save your skin’. For another set of idioms, the constituents may metaphorically or 

indirectly associate themselves with an idiom, e.g. ‘meet your maker’, where ‘maker’ 

metaphorically conveys the meaning ‘God’. Finally, there could be some idioms where 

there is hardly any connection between the components and idiomatic meaning. e.g. ‘kick 

the bucket’. Nunberg et al. (1994) suggested that previous idiom studies misconceived 



37 

 

and generalised compositionality to explain any semantic relationship between an idiom’s 

meaning and its components; rather, there are three dimensions, viz. compositionality, 

conventionality, and transparency, which need to be considered for understanding this 

semantic relationship. 

2.3.3. Metaphoricity of idioms 

The section above presented conflicting views on if the link between the idiomatic 

expressions and their meaning can be considered arbitrary. This discussion led some 

scholars to believe that idioms are dead metaphors. Research conducted during the era of 

the ‘80s and ‘90s (Gibbs, 1980, 1985, 1994; Lakoff, 1987; Schweigert, 1992; Nippold 

and Rudzinski, 1993) completely changed this perception of idioms being dead 

metaphors. These studies discussed that the relationship between an idiom and its 

figurative meaning could be detected at least at the level of etymology. Metaphoricity is 

the degree of figurativeness an idiom can pose, and often it is associated with mental 

imagery formed by the language speakers while drawing the similarity between the literal 

meaning and the figurative meaning. This link of connecting two concept domains 

determines semantic transparency. 

Metaphoricity is an attribute of an idiom, the importance of which cannot be 

understated in any discussion on idioms. The reason for certain idioms to be considered 

as metaphorically dead expressions is due to the weak association of the origin of the 

expression and the meaning. Gibbs (1980) argues against the non-compositional view and 

fixedness of idioms. He discusses the compositionality of idioms and argues that they 

form a heterogeneous set and cannot be classified within a single category. In fact, recent 

studies have indicated that analysability (decomposability) and metaphorical presence 

facilitate the learning of new idioms in children and second language learners. 

The figurativeness of an expression depends on the judgement of a native speaker 

and hence may vary across speakers. This can pose some difficulties in determining the 

figurativeness of an idiom whose meaning is known to the speaker or if the idiom is used 

in a supportive context, as it may affect this judgement. The idioms may generate similar 

mental images for certain speakers while they associate the meaning of the idioms. On 

the other hand, in some cases, speakers may use their creativity, leading to different 

mental images. We have discussed the transparency and structural variations of idioms 

earlier which can create difficulty in interpreting idioms. There can be some other 
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scenarios that can increase the difficulty level of idioms comprehension. The idioms with 

a dual representation of meaning, both literal and figurative (e.g. ‘kick the bucket’), with 

less familiarity, will be difficult to comprehend, as compared to idioms with an ‘illogical’ 

combination of words, i.e. where the literal meaning is absurd (e.g. ’foot the bill’). The 

idioms that are not as metaphorical as assumed by the speaker can also create some 

difficulty in comprehending the idioms. In such a scenario, the speaker may add some 

connotation that might not be part of the idiom. For example, in the idiom ‘cat among 

pigeons’, speakers added the connotation of cruelty while creating an image of this 

expression (Pulman, 1993).  

2.3.4. The status of idioms as dead metaphors 

Idioms are assumed to originate from ‘dead metaphors’ that lost their 

metaphorical and imaginative connections over time and became conventionalised, 

possibly because of the frequent usage of such expressions, where the metaphorical 

meaning became known even without any connotation. It is assumed that the idioms lost 

their metaphoricity for some unknown reason and became conventionalised (Weinreich, 

1969; Chomsky, 1965; Aitchison, 1987), thereby becoming equivalent to simple literal 

phrases such as ‘spill the beans’, meaning ‘to reveal a secret’ without creating any link 

between idiom phrase to its figurative meaning. This assumption was based on several 

observations, which were later criticised. It was observed that most idioms are generally 

grammatically consistent in their form. As the idioms once were ‘alive metaphors’, were 

used in a correct grammatical structure, it seems reasonable to assume that they retained 

the grammatical integrity even after they became conventionalised.  

However, all idioms cannot be bracketed in a well-structured grammatical form, 

e.g., the English idiom: ‘by and large’ and the Hindi idiom: ‘nau d̪o gyarəh ho 

dʒana’ (literal meaning: ‘to be nine eleven’, figurative meaning: ‘to flee or escape’). This 

observation does not confirm that idioms are not ‘dead metaphors’, but suggests that 

idioms may not always follow the same route to enter the lexicon. The most substantial 

claim for idioms to be dead metaphors was that they are conventionalised expressions 

that have lost the compositional meaning. The reason for such a claim is still a mystery 

as we may not know as to why some idioms lost their connection to metaphorical imagery 

and compositional analysis.  
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In his book The Poetics of Mind: Figurative Thought, Language, and 

Understanding, Gibbs (1994) presented cases that investigate the role of metaphorical 

thinking in the understanding of idioms. Through a series of experiments, he examined 

the role of conceptual metaphors in immediate idiom comprehension, and the findings 

indicated that language users do access the conceptual metaphors when understanding 

idioms. Gibbs (1994) remarked that: “language users access the appropriate conceptual 

metaphors such as, ANGER IS HEAT when processing idioms belonging to that 

conceptual domain (‘be steaming’, ‘be fuming’)”. He observed that the understanding of 

metaphors has psychological validity, and language users make sense by metaphorical 

mapping from source to target domain. The findings are evidence of the role of the 

metaphorical mind in understanding figurative language. 

2.4. Categorisation of idioms 

Recent studies categorise idioms as a heterogeneous set of multiword expressions 

which cannot be classified within a single category. Idioms are established as multi-

faceted expressions that exhibit various features and can be represented along a 

continuum between the non-compositional and compositional groups of words (Moon, 

1998; Baldwin et al., 2003). Scholars proposed the concept of semantic compositionality 

where the semantic correlation between the constituent parts and the whole describes the 

overall meaning of multiword expressions (Gibbs and Nayak, 1989; Gibbs, Nayak, 

Bolton, and Keppel, 1989; Nunberg, 1978; Nunberg et al., 1994). This relationship 

describes the decomposability of a multiword expression and hence, further categorises 

the expressions into decomposable and non-decomposable idioms. This linguistic 

typology inspired scholars to have a fresh perspective beyond the early non-

compositional definition of idioms. We have discussed below the semantic classifications 

of idioms proposed by different scholars. These classifications are based on the semantic 

features of idioms, which define the predictability of the meaning of idiomatic 

expressions. The scholars share a similar ideology regarding the transparency of the 

expressions.  
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2.4.1. Categorisation based on compositionality 

Decomposability is a description of the degree to which the semantics of multi-

word expressions can be attributed to those of its parts (Riehemann, 2001; Sag et al., 

2002). Idioms, based on their semantic correlation, fluctuate on the degree of 

decomposability. Based on Nunberg’s taxonomy (1978), scholars posited the categories 

of idioms classified in terms of semantic taxonomies (Nunberg, 1978; Gibbs and Nayak, 

1989:104; Titone and Connine, 1999). They also discuss the effects of compositionality 

on the comprehension process.  

These theories classify idioms in three categories: ‘non-decomposable idioms’, 

‘abnormally decomposable idioms’, and ‘normally decomposable idioms’. We have 

discussed these categories with the help of examples in this section. The idiom ‘spill the 

beans’ can be considered a normally decomposable idiom and can be analysed as: ‘spill’ 

conveys the sense ‘reveal’, ‘beans’ conveys the sense of ‘secret’, and hence the meaning 

‘reveal the secret’ can be obtained. Normally, decomposable idioms are generally more 

syntactically productive than other categories (Gibbs et al., 1989). It is important to note 

that some scholars have also argued that many of these idioms are not decomposable in 

the absolute sense of the term. Thus in ‘spill the beans’, ‘spill’ and ‘beans’ are coerced 

into idiosyncratic interpretations of ‘reveal’ and ‘secret’ respectively, and since these 

senses are not used in other contexts, it is fallacious to take them as compositional units 

(Baldwin et al., 2003). 

Idioms like the frequently cited example of ‘kick the bucket’, which are 

considered non-decomposable idioms, do not encourage any such compositional analysis 

as seen for normally decomposable idioms (e.g. ‘spill the beans’). Non-decomposable 

idioms tend to be semantically opaque and do no undergo internal modification, e.g. ‘kick 

the big bucket’, or passivation, e.g. ‘the bucket was kicked’. The only types of lexical 

variations observed in this category are inflection and reflexivisation.  

According to Gibbs et al. (1989), the abnormally decomposable idioms constitute 

words that indirectly or metaphorically contribute to the overall meaning of the idiomatic 

expression. An example of such an idiom would be ‘pass the buck’ where ‘buck’ 

metaphorically conveys the sense of activation of “to attribute to another person or group 

one’s own responsibility” (Gibbs and Nayak, 1989). Such idioms are semantically 

flexible only to a certain extent. 
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Figure 2.1: Semantic taxonomies of idioms adapted from Gibbs and Nayak (1989), Gibbs (1991) 

 

2.4.2. Categorisation of idioms based on semantic intelligibility 

Idioms are also categorised based on semantic intelligibility, i.e., based on the 

functional properties of idioms. Instead of giving a narrow definition of idioms, many 

linguists described a scale of idiomaticity (Fernando, 1978; Moon, 1998 (a); Lynn, 2004). 

This criterion of idioms fundamentally compares the literal meaning and the idiomatic 

meaning of idioms. The transparency of idioms is affected by many factors, and the two 

most common ones are the contribution of individual components to the overall 
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interpretation of the resultant meaning, which makes the expression transparent and hence 

decomposable. The other factor which makes the idiomatic meaning comprehensible is 

the common metaphoric theme. Idioms that share a common metaphoric theme are found 

to be more transparent. For example, idioms based on the metaphoric theme ‘ANGER IS 

HEAT’ in English idioms like ‘blow a fuse’, ‘breathe fire’, and Hindi idioms like ‘ag 

bəbu:la hona’ (literal meaning: ‘to be hot fire’, idiomatic meaning: ‘very angry’) and 

‘ɡəɾəm d̪imaɡ’ (literal meaning: ‘hot mind’, idiomatic meaning: ‘short tempered’) can 

be easily interpreted. This semantic classification puts idioms on the two extreme ends 

where one end of the continuum is the ‘open collocation’, which enforces that idioms 

must be interpreted only literally. The other extreme is the ‘pure idioms’, which imposes 

that idioms must be interpreted only idiomatically. 

Table 2.4: Semantic classification of idioms adapted from Grant and Bauer (2004) 
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2.4.3. Opaque, transparent, and quasi-metaphorical idioms 

In this section, we have briefly reviewed the compositionality of idioms as 

explained by Cacciari and Glucksberg (1991), and Glucksberg (1993). In Table 2.4, we 

have seen the classification of idioms as compositional-opaque (opaque), compositional-

transparent (transparent), quasi-metaphorical, and non-compositional (non-

decomposable). Compositional-opaque idioms are phrases such as ‘kick the bucket’ in 

which idiomatic meaning is not derivable from the component words. However, the 

component words impose a semantic constraint on the idiom by limiting both the idiom’s 

interpretation and its use, as it has a valid literal meaning. Compositional-transparent 

idioms are phrases in which a direct interpretation of the idiom from the meanings of the 

component words is feasible, and there is a direct mapping of literal word meanings to 

idiomatic meaning, e.g. ‘spill the beans’. Non-compositional or non-decomposable 

idioms are those in which the idiom’s meaning is not derivable from the constituents. 

There is no semantic mapping between the idiom’s components and the idiom, e.g. ‘trip 

the light fantastic’, idiomatic meaning: ‘to dance gracefully’. Cacciari and Tabossi (1993) 

observed, “Quasi-metaphorical idioms are phrases in which the overall literal meaning of 

the phrase metaphorically maps onto idiomatic meaning. These idioms convey meaning 

via their indirect referential content. They call to mind a prototypical or stereotypical 

instance of an entire category of people, events, situations, or actions.”. 

2.4.4. Criticism on categorisation of idioms 

The categorisation made by Gibbs et al. (1989) about the compositionality and 

decomposability of idioms was the outcome of many empirical studies carried out by 

them. The analysis done in these studies was based on syntactic behaviour, meaning 

transparency, semantic composition, and the processing of the idiomatic expressions by 

adult native speakers. The results showed that decomposable idioms are more 

syntactically productive, lexically flexible, and were processed faster than non-

decomposable idioms. 

Beate Abel (2003), in his paper English idioms in the first language and second 

language lexicon: A dual representation approach, criticised the selection approach of 

the idioms by Gibbs et al. (1989). Abel (2003) pointed out that the English idioms in the 

study done by Gibbs et al. (1989) were preselected by the author for the three categories 
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and had an equal distribution among the three groups. Furthermore, he pointed out that 

the study conducted by Titone and Connine (1994) on 171 English idioms, which 

encouraged the participants to comment on the categorisation of idioms freely, has shown 

that native speakers did not make a balanced distribution. The speakers judged 41.9% to 

be decomposable idioms and 58.1% to be non-decomposable idioms. Abel’s paper also 

reviewed the fundamental problem with the category of the abnormally decomposable 

idioms. Abel referred to the study conducted by Titone and Connine (1994) to point out 

that native speakers cannot easily distinguish between the decomposable and abnormally 

decomposable idioms, and this distinction can be made only for a few distinctive phrases. 

He pointed out that “the subdivision of decomposable idioms into normally and 

abnormally decomposable ones is of low psychological validity” (Abel 2003:335). 

After reviewing the literature on semantic taxonomies done in the more recent 

studies explored as part of the previous section, an interesting observation we had was 

that completely opaque or pure idioms are actually the rarest ones because most idioms 

exhibit some degree of transparency, conventionality, proverbiality, or compositionality 

which provide subtle hints to the language user. It could be more practical to assume that 

idioms display all these characteristics to some extent, and the dominance of a particular 

property can help categorise the idiom accordingly. For example, it may be more 

appropriate to categorise some idioms with low compositionality into a ‘less-

decomposable’ category, rather than suggesting that they are ‘non-decomposable’. 

Hence, in our work, we have the idioms based on the degree of their compositionality and 

usage frequency and have carefully used the terms ‘less-decomposable’ and ‘less-

frequent’ and vice versa.  

2.5. Processing of idioms: An overview 

As evident from the literature discussed so far, it is evident that idioms belong to 

a heterogeneous set and display a variety of properties. Hence, building a comprehensive 

understanding of the processing and comprehension of idioms is one of the most 

challenging tasks for linguists.  In this section and the further subsections, we have 

discussed the different proposed models of idioms processing, in order to account for 

idioms’ representation, compositional analysis, and the associated retrieval processes. 

There was a paradigm shift around the 1970s where several psycholinguistic studies were 

conducted to investigate the processing and storage of idioms. The idiom research shifted 
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from the study of structure and form of idioms to the role of language users. The scholars 

directed their research efforts to understand how idioms are accessed and processed by 

language users. Multiple linguists in the 1970s (Bobrow, Bell, Swinney, Cutler, etc.) 

came to a consensus that idioms are stored as entities in the mental lexicon. Further work 

in idiom research aimed at understanding the representation and location of idioms in the 

mental lexicon.  

The studies predominantly concentrated on whether idioms enter the mental 

lexicon as a separate entity in the form of a separate ‘idiom list’ or are stored in the same 

list along with the regular lexical items. These studies further tried to solve the mystery 

of the literal and figurative distinction by concentrating on the processing advantage of 

idioms. The idiom processing studies explored the comprehension pattern of idioms. The 

primary concern of these studies was to envisage if literal meaning had a processing 

advantage over the figurative meaning and was processed faster, or if the other way 

around was true, or if they are processed parallelly without any processing advantage. 

The reaction time (or response time) was the parameter to understand the processing, 

storage and recall of idioms, where idioms of different nature (figurative idioms, flexibly 

idioms, transparent idioms, etc.) were studied. The subject of the study were majorly 

native adult speakers of English. In the 1980s, the comprehension of idioms in children 

caught the attention of some scholars (Gibbs, Lodge, Leach, Prinz, Nippold, Martin, 

Ezell, Goldstein, etc.). A few studies were conducted on subjects who were hearing 

impaired, as well as on normal adolescents and children. However, the acquisition aspect 

of idioms in general and in language users with learning disorders was not extensively 

explored. 

All the idiom processing models were discussed as hypotheses, which is an 

indication that none of the models was conclusive and left much scope for more rigorous 

research. The processing theories towards idiom comprehension can be broadly classified 

into three groups as per their approach towards the compositionality of idioms. The ‘non-

compositional approach’ discussed how an idiomatic meaning is holistically retrieved 

while discarding the influence of semantic characteristics of the idiom’s word 

components in the comprehension process. In contrast, the ‘compositional approach’ 

posited that the literal meanings of an idiom’s word components are critical in their 

comprehension, suggesting that idiomatic word sequences are semantically and 

syntactically analysable. However, recent studies have indicated that neither of these can 
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completely explain all the aspects of idiom processing and comprehension, and hence 

hybrid approaches were proposed. The hybrid approaches combined some key insights 

from both non-compositional and compositional theories and proposed that both these 

approaches have a role to play during idiom processing. The hybrid approaches treated 

idioms as non-compositional and compositional word sequences simultaneously, as both 

literal and figurative meanings are activated for all idioms (to varying degrees) during 

their comprehension.  

2.5.1. Non-compositional approach 

The following section deals with the processing models which dealt with and 

hypothesised non-compositional approaches of idiom processing. Non-compositional 

approaches hypothesised that idioms are stored in the lexicon and retrieved from it as 

whole ‘long words’ (Bobrow and Bell, 1973; Swinney and Cutler, 1979; Gibbs, 1980). 

2.5.1.1. Idiom List Hypothesis (Bobrow and Bell, 1973) 

This hypothesis was proposed by Bobrow and Bell (1973) and is aligned with the 

initial studies of idioms interpretation which treated an idiom as a word with spaces. They 

argued that idioms are like words and occupy the same representation where there is a 

direct association with the semantic and conceptual information without any 

compositional analysis (Katz and Postal, 1963; Weinreich, 1969). Bobrow and Bell 

(1973) suggested that “idioms are stored as a separate list which is an ‘idiom word’ 

dictionary of long, complex words in a special ‘idiom lexicon’ and are accessed as single 

lexical items”. They proposed that there are two separate modes of processing a sentence, 

literal and figurative. A native speaker’s interpretation of idioms follows the mechanism 

of first interpreting an idiom literally. When the literal meaning does not make sense and 

is a misfit in the corresponding context, they search for the idiom in the ‘mental idiom 

lexicon’, which is like a ‘mental idiom dictionary’, and make a selection of the relative 

figurative meaning.  

This hypothesis was supported by running an experiment that studied the 

literalness priming effects. The participants in this experiment were first presented with 

either a set of four literal sentences or a set of four sentences containing idioms. The 

participants were then instructed to indicate which meaning of a test sentence (which 

could be interpreted either literally or figuratively) came first, i.e. literal or idiomatic 
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meaning. The evidence showed that the subjects interpreted an ambiguous string as 

‘idiomatic’ if exposed to several idiomatic strings and as ‘literal’ when preceded by literal 

strings. This led to the conclusion that the default mode of processing must be a literal 

interpretation of the idiom for the test sentences, whereas the idiom processing mode 

seemed to be active only when the participants were presented sentences containing 

idioms. Although a closer look at their results did not find significant differences, their 

study has been cited ever since as the evidence of existence of two separate modes of 

processing. The ‘idiom list hypothesis’ is also often referred to as the ‘literal-first 

hypothesis’ of idiom comprehension (Vega-Moreno, 2001).  

 

Figure 2.2: Idiom List Hypothesis adapted from Bobrow and Bell (1973) 

 

2.5.1.2. Lexical Representation Hypothesis (Swinney and Cutler, 1979) 

Swinney and Cutler (1979) proposed that idiomatic expressions do not need any 

special processing mode or a special ‘idiom list’ in the mental lexicon. However, like the 

‘idiom list hypothesis’, the ‘lexical representation hypothesis’ supported the claim that 

idioms are morphologically complex words stored in the mental lexicon along with the 

other words and mentally processed as long words. Vega-Moreno (2001) referred to this 

hypothesis as the ‘simultaneous processing hypothesis’, because this model advocated a 

parallel activation of both the literal and figurative meanings and argued against the 

priority of literal interpretation.  

The model proposed that computation of a literal and figurative meaning occurs 

simultaneously and results in a ‘horse race’, in which the context determines the more 

fitting interpretation. In the response time experiments that led to the formulation of this 

hypothesis, participants were shown a word string on the computer and had to decide 

whether the string formed a meaningful, natural phrase in English. In addition to 

meaningful strings, the list contained, in random order of appearance, idioms and literal 

phrases like ‘take him for a ride’ / ‘take him for a beer’ and ‘wrap it up’ / ‘lift it up’. The 

participants responded significantly faster to idioms than the matched control phrase. 
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These results confirmed their hypothesis that “idioms are stored and retrieved from the 

lexicon in the same manner as any word” (Swinney and Cutler, 1979), thus refuting the 

‘idiom list hypothesis’. The assumption of simultaneous access of the human mind to 

literal and figurative semantics of ‘long words’ explained why figurative and literal 

comprehension of language items take principally equally long time. 

As discussed earlier, Bobrow and Bell (1973) had hypothesised that language 

users adopt the idiomatic meaning after abandoning the literal one. Swinney and Cutler 

provided definite evidence against this claim based on their experimental findings that 

show that understanding of idioms, e.g. ‘kick the bucket’, does not take longer than 

understanding literal strings, e.g. ‘strike the pail’ (Ortony et al., 1978; Swinney and 

Cutler, 1979). Cutler (1983) pointed out that “Bobrow and Bell’s results could equally 

well be explained as reflecting a mental decision about the most appropriate meaning on 

which to base a response”. Also, it was observed that Bobrow and Bell had conducted an 

interpretation or comprehension task, while Swinney and Cutler relied on online 

processing tasks. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.3: Lexical Representation Hypothesis adapted from Swinney and Cutler (1979) 

 

2.5.1.3. Direct Access Hypothesis (Gibbs 1980, 2002) 

Gibbs first proposed the ‘direct access hypothesis’ (Gibbs, 1980, 1984, 1986, 

2002; Schweigert, 1986; Schweigert and Moates, 1988; Needham, 1992), also referred to 

as the ‘figurative first hypothesis’ (Vega-Moreno, 2001), which diverged further away 

from the ‘idiom list hypothesis’. This hypothesis also did not favour the literal-figurative 

‘horse race’ in the ‘lexical representation hypothesis’ proposed by Swinney and Cutler. 

Instead, the ‘direct access hypothesis’ proposed that idioms are lexical items for which 

the figurative meaning is activated first, without the processing of literal meaning. Only 

if the idiomatic meaning is inappropriate to the context, the phrase is interpreted literally. 
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Hence this hypothesis disagrees with the ‘idiom list hypothesis’ as observed by Vega-

Moreno (2001): “the finding that idioms (e.g. kick the bucket) are processed faster than 

literal strings (e.g. ‘strike the pail’) does not necessarily imply that literal processing must 

take place at all”.  

Gibbs conducted two experiments to support this hypothesis which showed that 

idioms, when presented in literal-bias contexts, were processed slower than figurative-

bias contexts. The suggested reason for this was that idioms presented in literal contexts 

go through dual processing because it involves an unconventional usage, which results in 

a longer comprehension time. The literal use (unconventional usage) of idiomatic 

expressions required additional processing time in the study as the time was invested in 

finding and verifying representations in memory to account for the sentence. This 

hypothesis supported that conventionality plays a vital role in memory retrieval and 

decides which interpretation needs to be accessed.  

However, in his experiment, Gibbs did not grade the usage frequency of idioms, 

which could have provided further insights into processing, i.e. if more frequently used 

idioms are an indication of the more conventional idiomatic usage and if these are 

processed faster as well. For example, the usage of the expression ‘kick the bucket’ in its 

idiomatic form may be more frequent than its literal counterpart ‘kick the pail’ or ‘kick a 

tub’; such considerations were not discussed in the ‘direct access hypothesis’. 

 

Figure 2.4: Direct Access Hypothesis adapted from Gibbs (1980, 2002) 

 

2.5.2. Compositional approach 

The following section outlines the models which represent the compositional 

approach of idiom processing. Compositional models opposed the theory of ‘long words’ 

and assumed that the idiomatic meaning is inferred from the individual components that 

constitute the idiom, through syntactic and semantic analysis (Cacciari and Tabossi 1988, 

Gibbs et al.1989, Glucksberg 1993, Titone and Connine, 1994; Tabossi and Zardon, 

1995). 

Idiom Figurative processing Idiomatic meaning
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2.5.2.1. Configuration Hypothesis (Cacciari and Tabossi, 1988) 

This hypothesis, proposed by Cacciari and Tabossi (1988) and later developed by 

Cacciari and Glucksberg (1991), rejected the theories which consider idioms as long 

words stored in the mental lexicon. The ‘configuration hypothesis’ proposed that idioms 

belong to a set of configurations of words, where the constituents’ meaning helps in the 

activation of figurative meaning. The model projected the compositional nature of idioms 

and proposed the concept of an ‘idiomatic key’. An idiomatic key is a word in the 

idiomatic expression, which acts as a trigger point for the language user, thereby 

influencing the decision to reject the literal meaning in favour of the idiomatic one.  

The configuration hypothesis was supported by cross-modal lexical decision tasks 

where the processing of idioms was studied to check whether idiomatic and literal 

interpretations were activated. Results indicated that for the predictable idioms without 

plausible literal meaning, only the idiomatic meaning was activated. Literal meaning 

activation happened only for the predictable idioms with plausible literal meanings. The 

model suggested that the literal processing of idioms gets suppressed as soon as the 

idiomatic key is accessed; the language user recognises the string as idiomatic, and the 

memory retrieval of idiomatic meaning activates because a specific configuration is 

encountered. The results also indicated that literal processing does happen until the 

idiomatic key is recognised, which contradicts the direct access model.  

The model provided more insights into the decomposability property of idiom and 

why some idiomatic phrases are processed faster than their literal counterparts. The literal 

processing is dependent on the idiomatic key, i.e. how far an expression can be accessed 

literally, and may also depend on the usage of idioms in alignment with a supportive 

context. However, this was not explored in the study done by Cacciari et al. (1988, 1991). 

The configuration hypothesis focused on the processing of idioms in the absence of 

context. 

 

Figure 2.5: Configuration Hypothesis adapted from Cacciari and Tabossi (1988) 
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2.5.2.2. Idiom Decomposition Hypothesis (Gibbs et al., 1989) 

The ‘idiom decomposition hypothesis’ developed by Gibbs and his colleagues 

(Gibbs and Nayak, 1989; Gibbs, Nayak and Cutting, 1989; Gibbs, Nayak, Bolton, and 

Keppel, 1989) initiated a detailed study on the decomposability of idioms and analysed 

that idioms show some degree of sematic analysability. As discussed in Section 2.4.1, 

Gibbs et al. (1989) proposed that “idioms are not just dead metaphors whose meaning can 

be paralleled with a simple ‘single word’ literal paraphrase”, and idioms constituents do 

contribute to the figurative meaning due to their metaphoric potential. By proposing the 

compositionality of idioms, they did not deny the “role of the meaning stipulated to an 

idiom in the mental lexicon”. Rather, they discussed that the non-decomposable category 

of idioms does not undergo compositional analysis.  

This explanation regarding the role of individual words in the overall meaning of 

the idiom expands on the study done by Lakoff and Johnson (1980), who suggested that 

“language items are motivated by pre-existing conceptual metaphorical mappings in our 

long-term memory”. These are shaped by our life experiences and world knowledge. For 

example, understanding an idiom such as ‘spill the beans’ is a matter of mapping the two 

metaphorical concepts that motivate the idiomatic meaning. This parser relies upon the 

two conceptual metaphors ‘MIND IS A CONTAINER’ and ‘IDEAS ARE PHYSICAL 

ENTITIES’, expanded to ‘mind is a container of ideas, and ideas and secrets are physical 

entities residing in the mind-container, which can be spilt out of it’, hence suggesting the 

idiomatic meaning to be ‘reveal the secret’. Hence one domain motivates the meaning by 

mapping to another domain. 

Gibbs et al. (1989) defined three grades of idiom decomposability (analysability) 

in varying degrees of ‘syntactic flexibility’ and ‘semantic transparency’. This degree of 

decomposability is related to the intuition of language users, based on which they can 

define the degree to which an expression can be semantically decomposed. We have 

already discussed the three categories, viz. decomposable, abnormally decomposable, and 

non-decomposable, in Section 2.4.1. The whole argument in proposing this nomenclature 

was that idioms are a heterogeneous class and vary in degree of syntactic flexibility and 

semantic transparency. Some idioms do not require any special processing mechanism. 

In contrast, others follow the same computation and language processing mechanism by 

which a literal language is processed. The empirical results of Gibbs et al. (1989) 
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indicated that decomposable idioms are processed faster than the non-decomposable 

idioms, which we have discussed in the composition model in Section 2.5.2.3. The 

decomposition hypothesis had a substantial contribution to the literature on idiom 

comprehension. 

Both the hypotheses, the ‘configuration hypothesis’ and the ‘decomposition 

hypothesis’, contradicted the assumptions of the non-compositional models, which 

visualised idioms as morphologically complex or long words. However, the key point of 

differentiation between the configuration hypothesis and the decomposition hypothesis 

was that the former highlighted the significance of the literal meaning of the constituents 

treating idioms as word configurations. At the same time, the latter emphasised the literal-

figurative connect of the components of the idiom. It is pertinent to note that the 

decomposition hypothesis was more focused on the comprehension aspect and hence 

circuitously gave insights into the processing of idioms. 

2.5.2.3. Composition Model (Gibbs, 1994; Tabossi and Zardon, 1995) 

The ‘composition model’ was an extension of the ‘decomposition hypothesis’ and 

proposed that the idiomatic meaning access is dependent on the compositionality of an 

idiom. A study was conducted to understand the processing of different categories of 

idioms based on semantical analysability, in which the native English speakers were 

asked to decide whether a given word string was meaningful or not in the English form. 

The participants showed a significantly lesser time to process decomposable idioms (e.g. 

‘hit the jackpot’) than to process the non-decomposable idioms (e.g. ‘kick the bucket’). 

Thus, it was observed that language users tend to identify the idiomatic meaning through 

semantic analysis of the individual constituents and try to combine these meaningful parts 

into the overall figurative meaning. This implied that people do not shut down their 

normal language processing mode when they encounter an idiom or phrase. Their 

syntactic parser automatically analyses the grammatical structure of the words and 

phrases they encounter. The lexical processor automatically accesses the lexical items in 

the mental lexicon and assigns meaning to them, and semantic analysis is done based on 

the grammatical structure and the meanings of lexical items of the phrase (Flores 

d’Arcais, 1993). Thus, the ‘composition model’ suggested that idiom comprehension 

involved compositional analysis at the semantic, syntactic, and lexical level, just like the 

analysis that occurred when any other phrase was encountered. 
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2.5.2.4. Phrase-Induced Polysemy Model (Glucksberg, 1994) 

Glucksberg (1994) proposed an approach of idiom comprehension, which was 

quite different from the decomposability hypothesis, and called this as phrase-induced 

polysemy (PIP) model. The PIP model was based on the core idea that the words of 

familiar idioms have become polysemous through frequent use in idiom contexts, i.e. the 

lexical items in idioms undertake a new meaning due to their usage in the idioms. Since 

this model depended on the assumption of phrase-induced dual meaning, this was referred 

to as the phrase-induced polysemy model. For example, for the idiom ‘spill the beans’, 

the verb ‘spill’ and the noun ‘the beans’ have two meanings in the idiom context, one is 

literal, and the other is the acquired meaning ‘spill = reveal’ and ‘beans = secret’. This 

view was different from the decomposition approach as the interpretation is not dependent 

on the underlying conceptual metaphors; rather, the attribute of decomposition is acquired 

due to usage effects. 

Besides, the model also explained how certain variations of idioms retain their 

idiomatic meaning and are processed almost as quickly as the original form. For example, 

‘did not spill a single bean’ can be understood as ‘did not reveal any secret’, drawing a 

parallel from the idiom ‘spill the beans’, which means ‘to reveal a secret’. Glucksberg 

explained these variations in terms of their communicative functionality: “When an 

idiom’s constituents bear functional relations to the idiom’s meaning, then operations 

such as quantification, antonymy, and negation will be productive provided that a 

plausible communicative intent can be inferred” (Glucksberg 1993:14). 

2.5.3. Other relevant processing models 

As discussed in Section 2.5.1 and Section 2.5.2, studies on idioms have attempted 

to explain the processing of idioms by providing supportive findings and arguments for 

both compositional and non-compositional approaches. Non-compositional approaches 

hinged around the observation that idioms presented in idiomatic contexts are processed 

faster than idioms presented in literal contexts. Compositional approaches have also 

presented proofs of the occurrence of a literal analysis during the processing of idioms 

and argued through different models that this compositional analysis aids in identifying 

the idiomatic meaning. These studies encouraged scholars to work on hybrid models, 

which borrow from the merits of both compositional and non-compositional studies.  
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Cutting and Bock (1997), Giora and Fein (1999), and Sprenger et al. (2006), in 

their hybrid theories, combined the compositional and unitary features of syntactic and 

lexical-conceptual nodes in the mental lexicon. The work by these scholars was not 

limited to the comprehension and processing of idioms; they provided invaluable insights 

into the process of idiom production as well. Cutting and Bock’s (1997) empirical study 

was one of the first hybrid approaches which suggested that the production of idioms is 

affected by the idiomatic meaning, syntactic structure, and literal meaning. Cutting and 

Bock (1997) presented the view that “though idioms are stored as a whole on some level 

of processing, they cannot be word-like entries without internal structure”.  

Titone and Connine (1999), using an eye-tracking study, proposed that idioms are 

processed simultaneously as semantically arbitrary word sequences and compositional 

phrases. These approaches to hybrid models were discussed as the Hybrid Model of Idiom 

Production (Cutting and Bock, 1997), Model of Idiom Comprehension (Titone and 

Connine, 1999), and the Model of Dual Idiom Representation (Titone and Connine, 

1999). 

 

Figure 2.6: Hybrid Model of Idiom Production reproduced from Cutting and Bock (1997) 
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2.5.3.1. Hybrid Model (Titone and Connine, 1999) 

Titone and Connine (1999) proposed the ‘hybrid model of idiom comprehension’, 

which hypothesised that both meanings, i.e. the literal and the figurative ones, are 

activated during idiom comprehension. They discussed that the nonliteral meaning of 

non-decomposable idioms, being strongly associated with the convention, is interpreted 

in the same way as regular words, implying that the processing of non-decomposable 

idioms will be like a single lexical entry associated with a particular meaning. On the 

other hand, the decomposable idioms will be processed as a fragment of a distributed 

knowledge network in memory that can be directly retrieved from the semantic cues of 

the expression. The model proposed that non-decomposable idioms will be processed as 

long-words and decomposable expressions as inferences. 

According to Titone and Connine (1999), the two modes of processing, literal and 

idiomatic, always happen for the idioms, but with a varying degree of compositional 

analysis which eventually affects the activation time in different idioms. Also, Nunberg 

et al. (1994) suggested that: “Activation of idiomatic meanings and the activation and the 

role of literal meanings during comprehension will be a function of the degree to which 

idioms are conventional and compositional”. The results of their eye-tracking study, 

conducted on 24 participants and 32 idioms (16 non-decomposable and 16 decomposable 

idioms), supported their hypothesis that both meanings, literal and figurative, are 

activated. For non-decomposable idioms, it was observed that it takes longer to integrate 

the correct meaning into the biased idiomatic context because, in this case, the two 

meanings are semantically distinct. The experiments also recorded that highly familiar 

idiomatic expressions enjoy a processing advantage over non-idiomatic phrases. Also, the 

study suggested that idioms in an idiomatic context tend to be processed more quickly 

than idioms in non-idiomatic (literal) contexts.  

2.5.3.2. Model of Dual Idiom Representation (Abel, 2003) 

Abel (2003) introduced the ‘model of dual idiom representation’ (DIR Model), 

which concurred with the observations of the configuration model (Cacciari and Tabossi, 

1988) and the ‘hybrid model’ (Titone and Connine, 1999). However, the DIR model 

attempted to address the issues, and the factors overlooked in the other processing models 

discussed in this chapter. The first issue pointed out by Abel (2003) was that these models 
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did not account for the comprehension and processing patterns of non-native speakers of 

a language (L2 lexicon). Second, the comprehension models had theorised that idiomatic 

meaning is ascertained through either the lexical representation or the conceptual 

mapping and did not consider a model which could account for both these aspects. Lastly, 

an essential factor, idioms’ frequency of occurrence, is not factored in by any of these 

comprehension models. 

The DIR model assumed that non-decomposable idioms require a lexical entry to 

specify their idiomatic meaning. Decomposable idioms can be represented via constituent 

entries and may also be developed as idiom entries in the case of frequent and 

decomposable idioms. The more frequently the idiomatic configuration occurs, the more 

probable is the development of an idiom entry, independent of whether the idiom is 

decomposable or non-decomposable. Thus, frequency plays a vital role in language 

processing. Idiom entries of decomposable idioms are regarded as an additional piece of 

information. If decomposable idioms have no idiom entry at the lexical level, conceptual 

representations are accessed during comprehension. Evidence of this two-fold claim was 

gathered from native and non-native judgements of decomposability of idioms. 

2.6. An overview of language development in children 

The literature on language development in children suggests that the timeline to 

acquire the language competence required for communication is almost the same for 

children across cultures. Children are born with the ability to discriminate voices and also 

seem to be able to discriminate between the sound stream of all the languages. Therefore, 

along with the development of cognitive and social skills, children develop to fragment 

the sound streams into meaningful units, right from the stage of their infancy. This ability 

of children diminishes by the age of eight to ten months and gets confined to the language 

for which they get more exposure, i.e. their native language.  

The conceptualisation ability to learn any language develops during the first year. 

Children need a conceptual base to allow the initiation of language understanding, as this 

will allow them to map it with the language(s) in the surrounding. The cognitive 

development of the children by the age of nine months becomes sufficient enough to 

conceptualise the language(s) in the surrounding. During this phase, children learn to 

develop the concepts of objects such as animals, actions like drinking, and spatial 
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relations like containment. This stage is considered as the preverbal phase by scholars 

like Piaget, Karmiloff-Smith (Mandler, 2004).3  

The children utter their first recognisable word between the ages of ten to eighteen 

months. By the age of three, they develop the ability to convey simple messages using 

content words and try to speak long utterances as well. This stage is also seen as a 

developmental stage where children develop the ability to combine more than one clause 

into coordinate and subordinate clauses. The developmental studies have also evidenced 

that between the ages of four to seven years, there is a considerable advancement in the 

learning ability of the children. During this phase of cognitive development, children 

develop the perception ability and can understand the perspective of the listener; they can 

also produce coherent discourse. 

2.6.1. Theories of cognitive development in children 

Piaget’s theory of cognitive development (1936, 1953) was a significant milestone 

in understanding the evolution of cognitive ability in children. His theory suggested that 

the cognitive development of children is a process, and it involves biological maturation 

and interaction with their environment. He termed children as ‘little scientists’, whose 

cognitive abilities increase as they explore and interact with their surroundings and denied 

the commonly-accepted misconception that children are just the miniature of adults with 

limited comprehension and thinking ability.  

Piaget (1953) believed that knowledge is constructed in small units, and children 

construct their own knowledge based on their experiences and by adding these units to 

form concepts. Such a construction of knowledge in children can happen with or without 

the influence of adults. He emphasised the mental representation of a unit of knowledge 

(world) which he called a ‘schema’ (a mental framework), which according to him, was 

the organised pattern of thought and is the building block of knowledge by which we 

understand and link information and respond to situations. This means we develop 

cognitive patterns for the objects and concepts we recognise or understand, and use the 

available schema to compare the new objects or concepts we experience or encounter. 

According to Piaget, children are born with simple innate schemas that become elaborate 

 
3 The concept of the preverbal stage where children develop the perceptual and conceptual ability is 

discussed in the review by Jean M. Mandler (2004) in the paper ‘Thought before language’. 
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with the increase in cognitive age. The development of schemas in children, which results 

in intellectual growth, happens through ‘adaptation’ which in term can be explained 

through two processes: ‘assimilation’ and ‘accommodation’. When a new concept or 

object is encountered, a child tries to assimilate the knowledge by mapping it to the 

existing schemas, as long as this newly added knowledge stays in the ‘equilibration’. 

Equilibration is the balanced state where a relationship between what is known and what 

is seen exists, i.e. the situation matches the schemas of the child’s mind, and additional 

information is assimilated into an existing schema. However, a ‘disequilibrium’ state is 

reached when the new information cannot be explained either directly or by extension of 

an existing schema. When such disequilibrium occurs, the child ‘accommodates’ the new 

information by creating a new schema for the new information set. 

For example, consider a child who sees the picture of a dog and builds a schema 

of the dog with certain defined features like ‘small animal with four legs, ears, two eyes, 

mouth, and a tail’. On encountering a dog, the child validates this understanding but 

realises that the dog can bark as well. This new information can be assimilated into the 

existing schema. However, if a squirrel is encountered, the information set ‘small animal 

with four legs, ears, two eyes, mouth, and a tail’ is still present, but the overall ‘object’ is 

still quite different, causing a state of discomfort for the child where the existing schema 

is failing to explain this new ‘object’. Hence, this ‘disequilibrium’ causes the child to 

create a new schema to account for the squirrel. This process was referred to as 

‘accommodation’ by Piaget. 

2.6.2. Stages of cognitive development 

Piaget (1953) proposed four stages of cognitive development which every child 

goes through. He hypothesised that these stages occur in the same order as proposed, and 

no stage is missed. However, the rate at which an individual’s growth happens is 

subjective to the individual’s interaction with the environment. The age group mentioned 

for each stage is just an indication of when a child might reach that stage, as Piaget has 

not claimed that a particular stage is reached at a specific age. 

• Sensorimotor Stage (0-2 years): The children at this stage learn through their senses, 

reflex actions, and movements; primarily, at this nascent stage of cognitive growth, 

they show imitative behaviour. Object permanence is the key achievement at this 
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stage which is missing until about eight months and is achieved by the age of nine to 

ten months. Before achieving this state, the child does not develop the sense of object 

existence and would not even cry or look for the object if we hide it; the perception 

of the child can be described plainly as ‘out of sight, out of mind’. However, the 

achievement of object permanence leads a child to have mental representation 

(‘schema’ of the object) as the object still exists even if it is hidden. 

• Preoperational Stage (2-7 years): This stage is also known as the ‘pre-childhood’ 

or ‘toy stage’, where the children show ‘transudative’ or illogical reasoning as the 

logic has not developed yet. This is a crucial stage of language development as the 

children begin to think symbolically, learn to use words, and use pictures to represent 

objects. Piaget (1953) proposed that children learn to think first, and then language 

ability comes later. The children at this stage cannot appreciate ‘reversibility’ and lack 

the idea of constancy. For example, children will find it challenging to do the 

multiplication ‘5 x 2’ even if they have learnt ‘2 x 5’. Another example is that they 

get confused if the same amount of water is put in two different containers of different 

shapes or sizes; when they are asked to choose which container has more water, the 

children will typically choose the bigger container. The children at this stage show 

egocentrism and fail to understand the perspective of others; they also believe in 

animism (all objects such as toys have human feelings and behaviour) as they cannot 

concretely distinguish between animate and inanimate objects, e.g. ‘the car is tired’. 

• The Concrete Operational Stage (7 to 11 years): This stage is also known as the 

‘later childhood’ stage. In this stage, the children develop logical reasoning and start 

to think logically only for concrete events, which they can feel or see. They learn 

‘reversibility’ and also develop the concept of ‘transitivity’. The children in this stage 

can do both ‘2 x 5’ and the reverse ‘5 x 2’ by understanding the reversible nature. 

Also, a child can produce logical operations like, if A is shorter than B and B is shorter 

than C, then A is shorter than C; but only when presented with visual representation, 

as the children cannot do this calculation in mind. The children can do operations only 

on the concrete objects as they still are in the process of developing abstract and 

hypothetical concepts. The children can better understand the concepts of shape, size, 

and volume, and understand that the quantity does not necessarily change with a 

change in size, unlike the previous stage. They also develop an understanding of 

arranging things in series, both in ascending and descending orders. 
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• The Formal Operational Stage (12 years and above): In this stage, the children are 

in the age of adolescence and develop abstract thinking and deductive reasoning. They 

develop an ability to see different perspectives and potential solutions to a problem 

and are able to test their hypotheses. Children in this stage develop divergent, creative, 

and convergent thinking. Children at this stage also show adolescent egocentrism and 

are emotionally sensitive. 

 

Figure 2.7: Cognitive developmental stages and cognitive processes in children adapted from 

Piaget (1936, 1953) 

 

2.6.3. Idiom acquisition and comprehension process in children 

Studies on idiom acquisition in children primarily dealt with two aspects: the 

cognitive age of children when figurative language competence gets built and the process 

of idiom comprehension (including the factors responsible), which facilitates the 

understanding of idioms. These studies produced mixed results, often contradicting each 

other. Some studies indicated that children do not understand idioms until the age of about 
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six years. Around six to seven years is the age when the ability to understand idioms 

develops (Abkarian et al., 1992). Multiple other studies proposed that figurative 

competence develops in the age group of seven to eleven years (Levorato and Cacciari, 

1995; Cain et al., 2009) and increases significantly after the age of eleven (Kempler et 

al., 1999). Lodge and Leach (1975) claimed that until the age of nine, the acquisition of 

idioms does not accelerate. Vosniadou and Ortony (1983) suggested that children at the 

age of four have already developed some basic metaphorical competence. Therefore, they 

can distinguish between literal, metaphorical, and anomalous comparisons for the tasks 

that include hierarchical ordering and class-inclusion relations. Levorato and Cacciari 

(1995) discussed that the dichotomy in the observations pertaining to figurative language 

development in children is due to the “methodological approaches and specific tasks 

employed in the experimental designs”. Despite differing on the age of idiomatic 

understanding, the research conducted so far has consistently agreed that comprehension 

of idioms precedes the production of idioms. 

Piaget’s theory of cognitive development supported that the figurative 

competence in children is acquired in the concrete operational stage, and children may be 

able to produce figurative language in the formal operational stage. The factors affecting 

the comprehension of idioms are also relevant in idiom acquisition and have been 

discussed by multiple scholars. Such factors are ‘the degree of familiarity with the idioms’ 

(Schweigert, 1985; Nippold and Taylor, 2001; Levorato and Cacciari, 1992; Laval, 2003), 

‘the degree of semantic analysability’ (Gibbs, 1987, 1991; Cain, Towse, and Knight, 

2009; Levorato and Cacciari, 1999), ‘the context’ in which an idiom is used (Cain, Oakhill 

and Lemmon, 2005; Levorato and Cacciari, 1995; Nippold, Moran, and Schwarz, 2001) 

and ‘reading skill’ which can facilitate the inferential skills in children (Oakhill et al., 

2012; Nesi et al., 2006; Levorato et al., 2004, 2007; Cain and Oakhill, 1999; Cain et al., 

2001). 

There are majorly two hypotheses discussed in literature which can account for 

idiom acquisition viz. ‘the language experience hypothesis’ (Ezell and Goldstein, 1991; 

Nippold and Martin, 1989; Prinz, 1983; Lodge and Leach, 1975) and ‘the global 

elaboration hypothesis’ (Levorato and Cacciari, 1992; Levorato, 1993). The language 

experience hypothesis emphasised the linguistic environment and proposed that familiar 

idioms are acquired in a rote manner. On the other hand, the global elaboration hypothesis 

was a more comprehensive model, which proposed that both comprehension and 
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production of idiomatic expressions do not require a special procedure and source 

knowledge; they basically utilise the same language skills which are applied to understand 

the literal language. This hypothesis discussed the importance of contextual information 

in idiom’s comprehension: the comprehension mechanism of idiomatic expressions is 

based on the same linguistic ability which is required for decoding the literal as well as 

other figurative forms of language. 

2.6.4. Challenges faced by children in understanding the figurative language 

Children face difficulties in understanding figurative language because they 

cannot understand the communicative intentions of language users. As the cognitive and 

language ability of children is still developing, they find it difficult to conceive the 

understanding that a distinction exists between ‘what is said’ and ‘what is meant’.  The 

tendency to interpret sentence forms literally poses the first challenge towards 

understanding idioms. Secondly, the children are also unaware of the conventionality of 

the figurative expressions where the figurative meaning is mostly independent of the 

literal meaning and is instead governed by the associated convention. Lastly, children are 

also not aware of the ways in which they can utilise the available contextual information 

as the figurative expressions are heavily context-bound.  

Levorato (1993:104) mentioned that: “Though idiomatic expressions are 

conventional and not creative, unlike metaphor and irony, I believe that they are not 

acquired by associating form with meaning, but rather are acquired together with the 

development of skills that allow the child to comprehend language as a whole, that is to 

create a semantic representation of the linguistic information”. Levorato (1995:263) also 

observed that figurative competence is an outcome of the “coordinated set of abilities” 

which enables children to understand the primary meaning of the idiomatic expressions 

by suspending the literal meaning and using the available contextual information. This 

process involves the same cognitive mechanism, which is responsible for semantic 

competence and literal language comprehension. The acquisition of idioms, along with 

the other figurative forms like metaphors, proverbs, etc., is a gradual process and comes 

with the ability to derive the meaning with the help of context. The following skills were 

considered to be involved in the development of figurative competence (Levorato 

1993:104; Levorato and Cacciari 1995:264). 
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• “The progressive broadening of word meaning accounting for its position in a given 

semantic domain and its paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations.” 

• “The ability to understand the dominant peripheral and polysemous meanings of a 

word, and realise the connection between the given and related meanings.” 

• “The ability to suspend a purely referential strategy which is a prerequisite not only 

for figurative language comprehension but also for other linguistic repertoires.” 

• “The ability to understand the figurative uses of a word and the relationship between 

literal meaning and the figurative meaning.” 

• “The ability to process copious amounts of language such as text or a dialogue 

sequence in order to identify the meaning of ambiguous or unknown expressions.” 

• “The ability to use figurative language to create new figures of speech by means of 

lexical and syntactic transformation of pre-existing figures of speech.” 

• “The ability to use contextual information in order to construct a coherent semantic 

representation of the ongoing information that must also integrate the lexical and 

semantic information carried by the figurative information.” 

• “The awareness that there are strongly held conventions according to which ‘what is 

said’ and ‘what is meant’ does not always coincide.” 

 

2.6.5. Models for idiom comprehension in children 

We had introduced the models of idiom comprehension in Section 2.5. In this 

section, we have elaborated on the two models which have particular relevance for idiom 

competence in children. Levorato’s experiments on children provided evidence that the 

acquisition of idioms by children is far from simple learning of conventional expressions 

but is a process that involves complex linguistic and cognitive skill. This fact is little 

recognised because there has not been abundant research up to now on children (Lodge 

and Leach, 1975; Ackerman, 1982; Pinz, 1983; Gibbs, 1987; Cacciari and Levorato, 

1989; Nippold and Martin, 1989). 
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2.6.5.1. Language Experience Hypothesis 

The ‘language experience hypothesis’ or ‘acquisition via exposure hypothesis’ 

(Lodge and Leach, 1975; Prinz, 1983; Nippold and Martin, 1989; Ezell and Goldstein, 

1991) proposed that children’s linguistic environment plays a significant role in the 

acquisition of idioms. This model proposed that idioms are acquired in a rote manner, i.e., 

through the constant exposure to idioms in the daily language discourse. Therefore, the 

more frequently used idioms (familiar idioms) in children’s environment will be easier to 

understand. The exposure to language was considered the primary factor of acquisition 

which, in a way, explains the ease of comprehension and improved performance of a child 

when exposed to familiar expressions. This hypothesis was challenged by Levorato and 

Cacciari (1992), who proposed that familiarity comes into the picture only when children 

are unable to use contextual information. Levorato and Cacciari claimed that familiarity 

has no role in the comprehension of idioms, especially in the children falling in the range 

of 6.9 to 11.9 years; they discussed that familiarity has a role in idiom production. 

2.6.5.2. Global Elaboration Model 

The ‘acquisition via exposure hypothesis’ could not explain the difficulty in the 

comprehension of unfamiliar idioms by children, and hence ‘global elaboration model’ 

(Levorato, 1993; Levorato and Cacciari, 1992, 1995, 2002) was proposed, which was 

meant to be an enhanced and comprehensive idiom acquisition model for children. The 

study discussed that figurative competence requires a coordinated set of cognitive 

abilities. Moreover, like literal language comprehension, figurative comprehension also 

requires the same language skills, world knowledge, and general linguistic and cognitive 

development. The ‘global elaboration model’ also suggested that the comprehension and 

production of idiomatic meanings are based on the ability to “go beyond a local, piece-

by-piece elaboration of a text to search for a global and coherent meaning” (Levorato and 

Cacciari 1995:263). The model stressed the importance of cognitive and linguistic 

development of children in facilitating the comprehension of idiomatic expressions and 

emphasised the role of inferential skills to absorb the information presented in the 

supporting context. 

Levorato (1993) proposed that “the development of skills and abilities to process 

and acquire figurative language takes place between seven and eleven years of age”. 
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However, she did not outline specific ages, as watertight compartments, which can be 

associated with each of the ‘phases’ or ‘levels’ of idiomatic competence; rather, for 

defining these levels she relied more on association with the language skills, ability to 

infer from context, stages of linguistic and cognitive development, and comprehension 

mechanisms used. She proposed that the acquisition of idioms is an ongoing process till 

adulthood. Context provides the required information, which enables children to derive 

the exact sense of the situation by integrating figurative language into the global 

representation of a text.  

Levorato (1993) also suggested that “the ability to comprehend and produce 

idiomatic expressions is inseparable from the development of figurative language”. The 

model rejected the proposal of priority of literal language over figurative language, i.e. it 

disagreed with the hypothesis that figurative understanding happens as an afterthought 

once the literal understanding does not make any sense. The study also confirmed that 

idiom comprehension precedes idiom production. The initial stage of idiom acquisition 

is marked by a literal interpretation of idioms as children process the text piece by piece 

following the literal strategy and are not aware of searching the coherent global meaning 

of the text due to limited world knowledge (Ackerman, 1982; Nippold and Duthie, 2003; 

Abkarian et al., 1992; Levorato and Cacciari, 1992, 1995).  

The GEM model discussed acquisition of idiom in six sequential developmental 

phases. These phases start at Level 0 which is a naïve stage where a child attempts to 

match an object with the name and ends at Level 5 which is a near-perfect metalinguistic 

competence. These stages are in a sequential progression where a child cannot skip any 

stage and cannot move to the next stage without mastering a preceding stage. This 

figurative model is based on a series of experiments conducted on English-speaking 

children. The different levels in children’s figurative language development are discussed 

below. 

Level 0: This is the first phase in which very young children, age not specified by 

Levorato (1993), are not aware that language is conventional and cannot identify an object 

completely with its name without mediating the meaning, i.e. an object and its name are 

precisely the same for the children. For example, if the name of the ‘sun’ were changed 

for some reason, the children would believe that it will lose its heat as well (Piaget, 1923), 

i.e. the new name of ‘sun’ would not be associated with the heat aspect. Osherson and 
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Markman (1985) found that “young children will accept that the name of an object can 

be changed but believe that the object’s properties will change with the name”. Children 

in this phase associate a direct relationship between the object and its name. 

Level 1: Children in this phase interpret language in a shallow way, where they 

have not mastered the art of drawing coherence and understanding a text in its entirety. 

They are at an advanced level compared to Level 0, as in this stage, they understand that 

‘name’ refers to the meaning and understand that one linguistic item can have different 

referents and vice versa. This phase is predominant approximately until seven years, 

where morphological distinctions and syntactical realisation are established. This level is 

characterised by the tendency to apply a literal strategy of comprehension even for 

figurative forms, as the children tend to comprehend the meaning of an expression as the 

sum of the meaning of the component words. Children at this level have not yet grasped 

the creative and imaginative components of language, as their understanding is built 

mostly on concrete elements of the expression, and they lack the knowledge of 

conventionality. 

Level 2: In this phase, children at an approximate age of seven to eight years start 

developing the skill to take advantage of contextual clues to reach the idiomatic meaning 

in a context. This phase is also marked by the achievement of ‘literal suspension’, as the 

child goes beyond the purely literal strategy and understands that symbolic meanings 

exist. A purely literal strategy means that a word will have only one referent; for example, 

‘donkey’ refers to an animal and not any symbolic aspect, like ‘stupidity’. At this stage, 

children move beyond this understanding. In this phase, children show a greater tendency 

to select an idiomatic response when the idiom is presented in an idiomatic context than 

when it is presented out of context. Children in this phase start realising that certain 

expressions exhibit a discrepancy, where ‘what is said is not what is meant’, and this 

incongruency is not the communicative error or semantic anomaly. As stated by Levorato 

(1993:120), “This phase corresponds with the last phase of the cognitive pendulum in the 

linguistic realisation”. At this level, children accept a more flexible and open approach in 

which linguistic labels are used to form analogies and metaphors. This phase is also 

characterised by the ability to process the semantic information, thus making use of 

context to comprehend idioms. Children in this phase can realise the distinction between 

the intended meaning and the literal meaning due to world knowledge.  
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Level 3: Children in this phase discover the arbitrary nature of the language. By 

this stage, they acquire the knowledge which leads them to realise that language does not 

always need to be literal, and a sentence can have different realisations like idiomatic, 

sarcastic etc. There was no specific age group associated with this level; however, 

Levorato (1993) hinted that this level is reached in children over the age of nine to ten 

years. The children also realise that some expressions are more effective than others in 

communicating a given meaning, thereby acquiring a general rule that tells them not to 

depend too much on the surface form of linguistic expression for meaning. Therefore, 

they develop an ability to use language for diverse communicative purposes. In this phase, 

children attain a cognitive development level where they can realise the relationship 

between a word and its referent. Both at Level 2 and Level 3, children go beyond the 

information of the sentence and draw inferences by suspending the literal strategy. 

However, the awareness and skill levels vary in these two levels. At Level 2, the literal 

suspension is accomplished based on the recognition of an incongruency of an idiom’s 

literal meaning (or the meaning of constituent words) with the surrounding context. At 

Level 3, the children develop the skill to understand the speaker’s intention, and 

suspension of literal strategy is done to attain the specific communicative purpose, with 

the understanding that some expressions (idioms) are more effective than literal 

expressions. 

Level 4: This level is the logical successor of Level 3, where a concrete realisation 

of all the potential developed in the preceding three levels is noticed. In this phase, 

children acquire figurative understanding and conventionalised expressions due to an 

adequate system of knowledge, which helps them link the figurative expressions to 

information and concepts already acquired. Level 2 and 3 are strongly influenced by the 

context; however, Level 4 is the one most influenced by the familiarity of idiomatic 

expressions. The limitation of this phase is that expressions are comprehended and 

produced in a holistic manner where units are undividable, and therefore, children cannot 

analyse the parts of these expressions. There was no specific age group associated with 

this level. 

Level 5: A complete development of idiomatic understanding happens only at 

level 5, where children demonstrate a near-perfect figurative competence, i.e. an ability 

to reflect on the meaning of figurative expressions and analyse the relationship between 

the significant and the meaning. Metalinguistic ability is realised at this stage. At this 
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level, children develop an ability to decompose the idiom in order to make semantic 

inferences. Also, they can identify and interpret the meaning of idioms, even if the idioms 

have undergone lexical substitution or syntactic variations. Moreover, children at this 

level of understanding can generate new idioms and figurative language through syntactic 

and lexical variations on the existing idioms. Hence, in this stage, children have built a 

complete grasp of comprehending and producing the idioms. Producing the idioms is one 

of the last abilities to be developed in the course of idiom acquisition. There was no 

specific age group associated with this level. 

 

Figure 2.8: Phases of idiom acquisition adapted from Levorato and Cacciari (1992, 1993, 1995) 

 

Level 1 

•Child applies very limited and elementary 
inferential processes

•Unable to use contextual information
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•Literal suspension
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•A concrete realisation of all the potential 
developed in the preceding three levels 
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2.7. Dimensions of idioms which affect their comprehension 

In this section, we have discussed the different factors and properties of idiomatic 

expressions, which can influence the ease of idiom comprehension in adults, and some 

factors which can influence idiom acquisition in children. We had discussed predictability 

and literality aspects of idioms and their influence on comprehension only in adults as 

these effects are yet to be explored in children. Various studies have consistently 

presented views that the degree to which these factors influence comprehension may vary 

for language users at different levels of cognitive development: children, adolescents, and 

adults. Overall, the findings presented regarding idiom interpretation and acquisition have 

provided invaluable insights into the mechanisms at play and made further research in 

this area possible. Most of the studies discussed have contradictory findings because one 

or more important factors have not been controlled in these studies. Titone and Connine 

(1994) pointed out the four essential dimensions of idioms (frequency, compositionality, 

predictability, and literality), which need to be controlled to develop a global 

comprehension model of idioms. These and some more critical dimensions of idioms 

have been discussed from Sections 2.7.1 to 2.7.7. 

2.7.1. Context 

One of the most critical factors, which influences the ease of idiom 

comprehension, thereby enabling correct interpretation in both adults and children, is the 

presence of a supportive linguistic context. The studies on idiom comprehension 

conducted on children and adolescents showed that both these groups performed better 

and gave more figurative responses when idioms appeared with a supportive context. 

Context provides clues to the language user and can facilitate the interpretation by 

releasing the lexical tension and decluttering the ambiguity in case of unfamiliar idioms 

and idioms with dual lexical representation, i.e. literal and figurative. It assists the 

language user to interpret the intended meaning by making a conceptual framework ready 

for interpretation.   

Levorato and Cacciari (1992) defined contextual information as “constructing a 

coherent semantic representation and integrating it with the lexical and semantic 

information carried by the figurative expression”. They considered context as a facilitator 

for idiom comprehension, as it can provide vital semantic information required to extract 
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the figurative meaning appropriate for the situation. According to them, context plays a 

unidirectional and bidirectional role by creating a route that helps language users “go 

back and forth between contextual cues to solve the literal vs figurative dichotomy”. 

Levorato and Cacciari (1995) believed that ‘this mapping from idiom to context and back 

to idiom helps children to solve the tension between idioms strings (if taken literally) and 

the context’. They proposed that since contextual information acts globally around the 

sentence, therefore it prevents the child from interpreting an idiom literally in a rich, 

informative context. Studies on children acquiring figurative language have also shown 

that children interpret idioms literally at the age of 9-10 years if they are not provided in 

an information-rich context. Hence, context can provide excellent ground to study the 

developmental process of children both at the level of cognitive development and 

figurative competence. The GEM model (Levorato, 1993; Levorato and Cacciari, 1992, 

1995, 2002) firmly supported the facilitatory aspect of context; it considered context as 

an essential factor that enables “children to progress from a local and piece-by-piece 

evaluation of linguistic items to a holistic and coherent meaning”. 

However, the studies on very young children had not shown significant results 

regarding the ease of comprehension in the presence of a supportive context.  In the 

current literature, the least age range for idiom comprehension was chosen by Abkarian 

et al. (1992).  They tested 22 children in the age group from 3.5 to 6.5 years of age and 

based their study on comprehension through a picture selection task. The response of the 

children was collected on ten common idioms presented in context and no-context 

conditions. The task was assumed to be apt for the general cognitive levels of children of 

the chosen age group. Results of this task indicated “a significant linear trend for children 

to make more literal responses with increasing age” (Abkarian et al., 1992). The 

supporting context did not seem to help the children at a very young age interpret the 

figurative meaning of idioms, indicating that children are not sensitive to the figurative 

meaning at a very young age (at preschool age); hence their preference is towards the 

literal choices. The study also indicated that the children get sensitive towards the 

figurative choices (correct or incorrect) only around the age of six years, which is in line 

with the study conducted by Levorato and Cacciari (1989). 

We have already discussed the GEM model, which proposed the role of context 

in developmental studies. Another study conducted by Ackerman (1982) showed “the 

effect of context on the interpretation of idioms” even when the idiom’s comprehension 
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was studied by using a different methodology. This study was conducted on three age 

groups of children (six, eight, and ten years) to understand the developmental pattern of 

figurative competency. The idioms were presented to the participants in a story context, 

and the context was biased towards different interpretations of the concluding sentence, 

viz. idiomatic, literal, and neutral. For example, a concluding sentence contained either 

an idiom (e.g. ‘fix his wagon’) or a modified form of the idiom (e.g. ‘repair his wagon’). 

It was observed that idiomatic interpretation occurred more frequently for the actual 

idioms than for the modified ones and that there were substantial developmental increases 

in making idiomatic interpretations of both forms (Ackerman, 1982). The result was 

interpreted as: due to the presence of context, the children would have observed an 

incongruence in literal interpretation and contextual information, and hence by applying 

a trial-and-error approach, would have arrived at the meaning. 

2.7.2. Familiarity 

In literature, the ‘familiarity’ of an idiom has been defined as the frequency of its 

usage in written or spoken forms. Familiarity is also an indicator of how closely one 

knows and understands the meaning of an expression. Therefore, it tends to have a 

positive effect on both the interpretation and the production of idiomatic expressions. 

Nippold and Martin (1989) and Nippold and Rudzinski (1993) discussed that the 

familiarity of idioms is a subjective variable. Social and cognitive factors such as age, 

educational background, and literacy skills determine idioms’ familiarity. 

Schweigert (1985) explored the impact of familiarity of idioms on comprehension 

through his study on undergraduate students. He observed that there is a relationship 

between familiarity and comprehension when idiom comprehension is studied. Studies 

on the impact of familiarity on word recognition (Gernsbacher, 1984; Connine, Mullbx, 

Shemoff, and Yelen, 1990) and its importance in comprehending unknown metaphors 

(Blasko and Connine, 1993) indicated the vital role of familiarity in language 

comprehension theories. The studies conducted by Schweigert (1985) showed that 

sentences that contained more familiar idioms were read faster than the sentences 

containing the less familiar idioms. For conducting this experiment, Schweigert had 

chosen Glass’s (1983) familiarity list of idioms. Interestingly, this study observed that the 

subjects rated Glass’s idioms as less familiar. Hence, the theorisation of Glass’s study 

was challenged. Glass had used a phrase classification task, where he studied the 
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processing of a group of idioms, the results of which showed that the processing time 

between an idiom and its literal counterpart did not differ when the literal control was 

familiar. Hence, Schweigert challenged this generalisation and proposed that if the 

experiment used more familiar idioms, the results would have shown a significant 

processing difference. Schweigert and Cronk (1992) found that “highly familiar idioms 

were read faster than the less familiar idioms”. These studies pointed out that familiarity 

with idiomatic expressions played an important role in their comprehension. They implied 

that in order to examine the comprehension of idioms, the familiarity of the idioms (in 

the idiom-set used) should be controlled appropriately to get an unbiased result. 

The ‘language exposure hypothesis’ had also stressed the usage frequency being 

an essential factor in children during their developmental phase. Children’s performance 

in idiom comprehension becomes better as age advances indicating that the accuracy in 

meaning interpretation improves in older children simply because, as their age increases, 

the children get more exposure to the idioms. Nippold and Rudzinski (1993) had also 

conducted a study on subjects in the age groups of eleven, fourteen, and seventeen years 

to test the effect of familiarity. The results indicated that age was a key factor contributing 

to good performance, and idioms with high familiarity were found easier to explain than 

moderate or low-familiar idioms. This study supported the language exposure hypothesis 

(Ortony et al., 1985) and established that familiarity has a vital role in idiom 

comprehension. 

2.7.3. Compositionality 

As discussed in Section 2.3.2, compositionality is a property of idioms that many 

studies have explored and have even defined categories of idioms based on this property. 

The idiom comprehension literature has presented much empirical evidence to show that 

the semantic structure has another important role in idiom comprehension. 

Compositionality denotes a relationship between the literal and figurative meanings of an 

idiom’s component and the idiom itself. The degree of compositionality and the idiom’s 

internal semantics have a logical connection as the words of the idiomatic expression 

form an association with logical inferences, and together they can have an impact on 

comprehension. Multiple studies, especially the literature on processing, highlighted the 

role of compositionality in idiom comprehension (Gibbs and Nayak, 1989; Gibbs, 1991; 

Subaşı-Uzun, 1992; Nippold and Rudzinski, 1993; Nippold and Taylor, 1995; Levorato 
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and Cacciari, 1999; Arıca-Akkök, 2007, 2008). The findings of these studies established 

that the speakers identify different categories of idioms based on the analysability.  

Empirical studies conducted by Gibbs et al. (1989) confirmed that subjects could 

distinguish the three categories based on compositionality, viz. ‘normally decomposable’, 

‘abnormally decomposable’, and ‘non-decomposable idioms’. A set of reading time 

experiments identified that sentences containing normally decomposable idioms, and 

abnormally decomposable idioms were read faster than the sentences containing non-

decomposable idioms. These studies indicated that participants process the decomposable 

idioms by analysing in the same way as the literal language is processed, and the faster 

reading time indicates that participants make an initial compositional analysis of these 

categories of idioms. The literal meaning of the words, if related to the overall meaning 

of the idiomatic phrase, could ease the comprehension of idioms. An intriguing 

observation of this study was that subjects rated semantically non-decomposable idioms 

as less syntactically flexible (Gibbs and O’Brien, 1989) than either of the normally or 

abnormally decomposable idioms. Gibbs (1991) also conducted studies on children in the 

age group of five, six, eight, and nine years to test the comprehension process of idioms.  

These studies showed that younger children (five-year-olds and six-year-olds) 

understood decomposable idioms better than non-decomposable idioms. The children in 

the age groups of eight and nine years understood both kinds of idioms equally well when 

the idioms were presented in supportive contexts. The results were different for these age 

groups when idioms were presented out of context; children interpreted decomposable 

idioms better than the non-decomposable idioms in this scenario. This result indicated 

that despite context being a key factor in idiom comprehension, children also use the 

compositionality of an idiom; they try to decompose the meaning of idioms during the 

comprehension process. 

In contrast to Gibbs (1989, 1991), the earlier studies by Ackerman (1982) and 

Strand and Fraser (1979) had presented the view that “children learn idioms as single 

lexical units” which do not involve any compositional analysis. Studies conducted by 

Nippold and Taylor (1995) tried to look at the two variables, transparency 

(compositionality) and familiarity, and their effect on the development of idiomatic 

language. Their study included children belonging to the age groups of eleven, thirteen, 

and seventeen years. The experiment was a forced-choice task, and results indicated a 
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correlation between transparency, familiarity, and comprehension of idioms. The results 

further supported that the children (in age groups of eleven, thirteen, and seventeen years) 

comprehended familiar and transparent idioms better than the idioms belonging to the 

opaque and less familiar categories.  

Another study by Levorato and Cacciari (1999) produced a similar result as that 

of Nippold and Taylor (1995). The only difference in this study was that it included 

children from younger age groups, i.e. from seven to nine years. The results of one of 

their experiments showed that, for idioms presented in a supportive context, children 

between seven to nine years of age could understand the meaning of semantically 

analysable idioms better than the non-semantically analysable idioms. Their second 

experiment showed a clear developmental pattern in the acquisition of idiomatic 

expressions in six-year-old, eight-year-old, and ten-year-old children, with the ability to 

identify the correct idiomatic answer slowly but surely increasing among the three age 

groups. The results also indicated that children with good reading skills, in general, tend 

to have a good comprehension of idioms as well, which increases with cognitive age.  

Overall, these studies indicate that language users may use different strategies for 

comprehension when they encounter idioms. Some idioms may be learnt in a rote manner, 

while others are comprehended from the semantic analysis of the individual meanings of 

the components in an idiom. 

2.7.4. Reading and comprehension skill 

Studies conducted in relatively recent times (Cain and Oakhill, 1999; Levorato, 

Nesi, and Cacciari, 2004) indicated that children’s language comprehension skills for 

interpreting a regular non-figurative text correlate with their ability to comprehend the 

idioms correctly. This assertion implies that children with better language comprehension 

skills will have a better understanding of idioms. The reason for this seems to arise from 

the fact that a skilled reader can draw inferences, construct coherence, integrate the 

meaning, and relate it with context. These skills are instrumental in developing ideas and 

integrating the figurative meaning when idioms are encountered in a discourse.  

Cain and Oakhill (1999) discussed that “less-skilled children with poor 

comprehension skills construct incomplete representations of text, which could be a 

consequence of poor vocabulary, inadequate cognitive processing skills, poor general 
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knowledge, and a poor command of word-decoding”. The reason for not producing a 

correct interpretation by less-skilled participants could be that although they could 

arrange the textual information at a local level, they typically fail to integrate and form a 

coherent meaning of the text and cannot produce as many inferences as skilled 

participants. 

Another study by Levorato, Nesi, and Cacciari (2004), on 101 Italian children in 

the age group of 7.4 years to 8.6 years, studying in second grade, presented the same 

results. They conducted three experiments on three groups with good, medium, and bad 

comprehension skills. In the first experiment, familiar idioms with plausible literal 

meaning were presented in a context where only idiomatic interpretation was plausible. 

The second experiment had idioms with two plausible answers, one idiomatic and another 

literal meaning of the idiom string, in a story context. Both the experiments indicated that 

children with good comprehension skills performed better at idiom comprehension. In the 

third experiment, they tested if a child ‘with improved comprehension skill can also show 

an improvement in figurative meaning comprehension’. The third experiment was 

conducted eight months after the first two experiments were conducted. The subjects of 

this experiment were the same students who previously had bad comprehension skills, 

but they had gotten promoted to the upper grade by then. This experiment showed the 

children who had improved in their comprehension of the regular text had also shown an 

improved performance in the idiom comprehension test. These studies indicated that a 

child’s proficiency level is also an important factor in idioms comprehension. A skilled 

reader who can understand a text can more often identify and comprehend the right 

idiomatic interpretation rather than misconstruing the idiom in a literal sense. 

2.7.5. Predictability 

In the study of idiomatic expressions, predictability can be understood as the 

likelihood or tendency to correctly complete an incomplete idiomatic phrase. This 

property of idioms may also be used to identify whether an expression under 

consideration is idiomatic, i.e. if it conveys a special meaning. Cacciari and Tabossi 

(1988) conducted reading time experiments to understand the influence of predictability 

in the activation of literal and figurative meaning in the course of idiomatic 

comprehension. They found that the idiomatic meaning of more predictable idioms, i.e. 

idioms in which the last word of the phrase was anticipated easily, was recovered sooner 
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than that of the less predictable idioms, i.e. idioms in which the last word could not be 

anticipated easily. They also found that the literal meaning of the last word was activated 

for the less predictable idioms but not for the more predictable idioms. One probable 

reason was that the literal meaning was rejected sooner for the more predictable idioms 

than for the less predictable idioms. Titone and Connine (1994) also studied the influence 

of predictability using cross-modal priming experiments and found a similar pattern of 

results. 

2.7.6. Literality 

Idioms vary in the degree of their literalness. Some idioms may have a dual 

representation, i.e. valid literal, and idiomatic meanings, while other idioms do not 

possess the same as they have only well-defined idiomatic meanings. Therefore, literality 

is the linguistic dimension of idioms that defines the potential of a phrase to have an 

idiomatic and literal interpretation. For example, the idiom ‘kick the bucket’ has two 

semantic representations. One is its literal interpretation, which is an act of kicking the 

bucket, and the other is its actual figurative meaning, i.e. ‘to die’. On the other hand, the 

idiom ‘chew the fat’ has only one representation of meaning which is to talk to someone 

in an informal and friendly way. The literal interpretation of ‘chew the fat’ is absurd and 

does not have any sense. Therefore, the idiom ‘kick the bucket’ has more literality than 

the idiom ‘chew the fat’. 

The studies conducted so far to study the effect and importance of the literalness 

of idioms on its comprehension are not consistent in their findings. Branon (1975), as 

cited by Titone and Conine (1994), had conducted sentence classification and phrase 

classification tasks and found two conflicting results. Brannon (1975) had found that 

subjects took a longer time to perform a sentence classification task for idioms that had 

plausible literal meanings compared to sentences containing idioms that did not have 

plausible literal meanings. However, he did not find any significant difference in response 

times in the phrase classification task when idioms were presented with literal and non-

literal interpretation. Titone and Conine (1994) studied the assertion made by Mueller and 

Gibbs (1987) which observed that subjects took longer to complete a paraphrase 

judgement task for idioms with no literal interpretation than for idioms with a valid literal 

interpretation. Titone and Conine (1994) discussed the cause of these contradictory 

results, explaining that the presence of a plausible literal meaning confuses the language 
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user and hence delays the idiomatic processing. In this case, there exists a competition 

between the two senses implied by the expression, i.e. the literal interpretation and the 

idiomatic meaning. This confusion and the subsequent selection of the correct meaning 

results in a longer processing time. Conversely, if the literal meaning is not very 

conspicuous, the idiomatic processing is not hindered, and hence the processing of such 

idiomatic expressions is quicker. 

2.7.7. Conceptual knowledge 

Conceptual knowledge can be defined as the pockets of knowledge which help in 

understanding any concepts. This involves an elaborate mental activity, and rote learning 

is insufficient for such a learning or understanding process. To understand it better, we 

have presented a brief overview of cognitive linguistics in this section. Cognitive 

linguistics is a relatively young and dynamic approach to study language, conceptual 

systems, human cognition, and general meaning construction. It is concerned with 

investigating the relationship between human language, the mind and socio-physical 

experience. It emerged in the 1970s and arose primarily out of dissatisfaction with the 

prevalent formal approaches to languages in the fields of linguistics and philosophy. 

Although its origin was philosophical, it was immensely enriched by allied fields like 

cognitive psychology since both these fields are interested in the question of human 

categorisation and conceptualisation (Fillmore, 1975; Lakoff, 1987). Other such 

examples are neurobiology (Kay and McDaniel, 1978) and the Neural Theory of 

Language (Gallese and Lakoff, 2005). Cognitive linguistics discussed the seemingly 

arbitrary meaning relationship of figurative expressions (like idioms) and asserted that 

language users use the conceptual domain of knowledge to comprehend idioms. In short, 

it suggests that the ability to learn and use languages is a product of “general cognitive 

abilities, kinaesthetic abilities, visual and sensorimotor skills, and human categorisation 

strategies, along with cultural, contextual, and functional parameters” (Barcelona, 1997). 

The two main branches of cognitive linguistics are cognitive semantics and cognitive 

approach grammar. 

Studies conducted in the area of cognitive linguistics indicated that many idioms 

are the product of conceptual knowledge (Kövecses and Szabo, 1996). Conceptual 

structures are embodied, i.e. idiomatic meaning emerges from our more general 

knowledge of the world. The cognitive mechanisms at work, which help disambiguate 
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the idiomatic meanings, are conceptual metaphors, conceptual metonymy, and 

conventional knowledge. These motivate the meaning of idioms which are embodied in 

our conceptual system (Kövecses and Szabo, 1996; and Kövecses 2010). Studies in this 

discipline (Nayak and Gibbs, 1990; Gibbs and O’Brien, 1992; Gibbs, 1992, 1995) have 

indicated that many idioms are motivated by such conceptual knowledge. Depending on 

which domain the idioms are based on, these conceptual domains either trigger or 

constrain the comprehension of idioms. 

2.8. Summary 

In this chapter, we discussed the work done on idioms in the disciplines of 

linguistics and psycholinguistics, highlighting the diverse approaches of scholars to 

define idioms and their hypotheses regarding idiom comprehension and production 

processes. Indeed, a plethora of studies and the insights they offer seem to be interwoven 

with each other. While these studies report distinctly varying and sometimes 

contradictory findings when examined in isolation, it would be rather injudicious to 

ignore the obvious synergy between them, which produces invaluable insights into idiom 

processing and production processes. The study of a particular aspect or discipline surely 

helps in detangling the knots in other allied areas. 

The initial studies on idioms were carried out by linguists to look for “the 

synchronic regularities and the diachronic changes of languages” (Cacciari and Tabossi, 

1993). Studies initially aimed to define idioms while sticking to the traditional views 

according to which idioms were treated structurally as a rigid form devoid of structural 

variation. This view was challenged by linguists like Fraser, who proposed the 

‘frozenness hierarchy’ of idioms. The traditional approaches also considered idioms as 

semantically non-compositional (Katz and Postal, 1963) which means that idioms consist 

of a set of words which can be considered as one unit where individual words have lost 

their original meaning, and the group of words denotes one meaning which is the 

figurative meaning. This view was also challenged, and a debate was initiated among 

linguists (Nunberg et al., 1983, 1994) and psycholinguists (Gibbs, 1985, 1991; Cacciari 

and Tabossi, 1988; Gibbs et al., 1989; Cacciari and Glucksberg, 1990), which provided a 

new dimension to the existing literature. 
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The studies further deep-dived into the different dimensions of idioms, starting 

with breaking the taboo of the non-compositionality aspect of idioms. Other dimensions 

were also explored as the studies attempted to read the minds of language users to 

understand the representation and conceptualisation of idioms, the meaning retrieval 

process acquisition of such expressions, and the production or recall of idioms. As more 

scholars presented their views, the status of idioms as ‘dead metaphor’ was criticised, 

making way to the understanding that not all idioms fall in such category. These studies 

explored the cognitive structure of idioms in speaker’s mind and concluded that “some 

idioms are still transparent to the speakers of a language community and shed light on 

how language users organise their conceptual and lexical knowledge, and establish 

connections across domains” (Cacciari and Tabossi, 1993). 

Most of the theories related to the representation of idioms and their meaning 

retrieval process have made declarative statements about their entry in the lexicon and 

the comprehension process. Certain aspects like frequency, predictability, 

decomposability, etc., have been studied in isolation, but not collectively and 

comprehensively. Considering the dynamic nature of idioms, their usage, and the 

environment in which they are used, it is reasonable to incorporate all these aspects. To 

define the mechanism of the interpretation process, it also becomes essential to first 

understand these dimensions and their effect individually on comprehension and meaning 

retrieval processes and then work towards building a unified model which is not skewed 

towards any single factor. An integrated approach to study the processing of idioms is 

due in the area of idiom research. The acquisition literature also provided significant 

inputs indicating that to use idioms, learning them like regular words where we learn 

to ’associate a string to its meaning’ (Cacciari and Tabossi, 1993) may not be the best 

approach. Instead, it is a lifelong process, and a child goes through different levels to 

acquire figurative competence and develop a good understanding of idioms. Levorato and 

Cacciari (1992) have also stressed the linguistic and communicative abilities of children, 

which increase their grasp of figurative language. They postulated that the comprehension 

and production skills of idioms grow simultaneously and increase with age and cognitive 

maturity.  

The literature discussed in this chapter provided a glimpse of the rich linguistic 

discourse in the area of idiom research. Debates on compositionality, flexibility, 

conventionality, predictability, and many such dimensions and models have all added 
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many insights to demystify the comprehension and production processes of figurative 

language in general and idioms in particular. We aimed to build upon and consolidate the 

vast and diverse understanding of idioms developed through multiple studies over time 

and attempt to identify the key aspects of idiom comprehension by doing empirical 

research. We have also worked on idiom acquisition and tried to understand the idiom 

comprehension and production processes in children by studying the factors highlighted 

in these studies. In summary, this literature review enabled us to understand the different 

perspectives offered by multiple scholars in the area of idiom research, hence playing a 

pivotal role in shaping the objectives, scope, and methodology for this research.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

3.1. Overview 

In this chapter, we have summarised the methodology used for conducting the 

idiom comprehension studies on adult native speakers and idiom comprehension and 

production studies on children. We have used both qualitative as well as quantitative 

approaches in our study. The qualitative approach was used only in the preliminary stages 

of the study for the preparatory work for data collection. We have discussed this 

preparatory work in detail in this chapter. All the empirical studies conducted on adults 

and children were designed to adopt a quantitative approach. 

 

3.2. Qualitative study 

For doing the preparatory work of data collection (list of idioms) based on which 

we could design further empirical studies, we first collected an extensive list of nine 

hundred idioms from Bholanath Tiwari’s (1991) ‘Hindi Muhawara Kosh’ which is a 

dictionary of Hindi idioms. These Hindi idioms were selected in order to contain a good 

number of samples from each possible idiom category based on decomposability, 

flexibility, meaning familiarity, and having a predominantly similar constituent structure 

of V NP (NP V in Hindi), and having 3 to 6 constituent words. We created a set of 900 

idioms at the end of this task. Following is a sample idiom from the idiom set, which 

possesses semantic ambiguity, contains 3 constituents, and follows the structure of NP V. 

घोड़े बेचकर सोना 
gʰoɽe betʃkəɾ sona 

Literal meaning: To sleep after selling horses 

Figurative meaning: To sleep peacefully / to have a deep sleep 

3.2.1. Shortlisting the idiom set through focus group discussions 

Next, we conducted qualitative research through focus group discussions. 

Identification of the most appropriate idioms for this study was a prerequisite for all the 

other empirical studies. We conducted and moderated the focus group discussions to 

shortlist 100 idioms out of the initially selected 900 and arrive at the idioms which would 
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be the most appropriate to be used in the empirical study and to check their views on the 

decomposability property of idioms (as it is a subjective aspect, as discussed in the 

literature). The other key objective of focus group discussions was to discuss the 

applicability of the idiomatic properties (compositionality, meaning familiarity, usage 

frequency, and predictability) in Hindi idioms. We have presented the process involved 

in sampling the data set and conducting the focus group discussions in this section.   

 We organised a focus group consisting of 5 native speakers of Hindi, who have 

also had 15+ years of formal education. All the participants had spent more than 20 years 

in the Hindi-speaking regions. 3 participants were from the University of Hyderabad, 1 

participant was from NEERI, Nagpur and 1 participant was from Management 

Development Institute, Gurgaon. A total of eleven meetings were organised to conduct 

the focus group discussions. These discussions were conducted over a duration of six 

weeks. The first meeting was an introductory session of one hour, where the objective of 

the task and the parameters were discussed in detail. Post that, nine meetings, each of two 

hours’ duration, were conducted to go through the 900 idioms (100 idioms in each 

meeting). The final (eleventh) meeting was to conclude on the final list of 100 idioms and 

was of two hours’ duration. 

The primary guideline to the group was that the shortlisted idioms should be 

universally accepted as idiomatic expressions by native speakers. Another guideline to 

the focus group was to choose idioms that are more familiar and avoid idioms whose 

meaning is not very well-known by native speakers, considering that the final study is to 

be conducted on children who are still in the language learning phase. The parameters 

used to identify these idioms were relative familiarity and simplicity. The participants 

made a judgement on the decomposability of idioms as per the instructions similar to 

those provided by Gibbs et al. (1989). A key observation from this task was that native 

speakers could distinguish idioms into ‘decomposable’ and ‘non-decomposable’ 

categories, and this distinction was quite acceptable to the speakers. Another crucial 

insight we got was that the additional task to further distinguish a decomposable category 

into normally and abnormally decomposable idioms, which Gibbs et al. (1989) followed 

in their study, created a bit of confusion, and also demanded additional time and attention. 

The participants suggested avoiding further refinement of the decomposable category 

(Titone and Connine, 1994), as it could cause confusion and error or biased judgement in 

defining the idiom categories. Therefore, taking this insight, we used the single 
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decomposable category instead of having two sub-categories of normally and abnormally 

decomposable idioms.  

The classification of idioms proposed by Gibbs et al. (1989), based on the degree 

of compositionality and semantic transparency, provided some fascinating insights; 

however, scholars had also criticised some aspects of the study. For example, the category 

of ‘abnormally decomposable idioms’ was not clearly defined. We also feel that it is 

counterintuitive to assume that the ‘decomposable idioms’ category eventually 

accommodates the ‘abnormally decomposable idioms’. Also, the tests done on language 

speakers to test the decomposability seemed to have methodological glitches. For 

example, providing the figurative meaning and asking the subject for semantic judgement 

may not lead to very accurate results. The reason for such a remark is that we believe that 

providing the figurative meaning and then asking the subjects to do a decomposability 

test (as done by Gibbs et al.) retrospectively could quite naturally lead the speaker to try 

and decompose the meaning, thereby even a ‘non-decomposable’ idiom may find a place 

in ‘decomposable’ or an ‘abnormally decomposable’ category. We also believe that the 

decomposability of an idiom is a subjective call. Considering all these aspects, we devised 

our methodology to address such limitations in the decomposability test.  

The data on Hindi idioms hint that there is a scope for another intermediary 

category between decomposable and non-decomposable categories. The degree of 

transparency of meaning in idioms indicates that a category ‘semi-transparent’ or 

‘partially decomposable’ may find a fit. The example for such an idiom would be ‘nak 

pəɾ gussa hona’ (literal meaning: ‘anger at nose’, figurative meaning: ‘to be short-

tempered’). This expression is partially decomposable because anger (literal translation 

of ‘gussa’) is polysemous in this expression. It makes the expression partly transparent 

due to the evident transfer of meaning. The intermediary category is a thought which is 

in a nascent stage, and we need more brainstorming and evidence in this area to claim 

such a clear distinction. In our research, we have considered that the ‘decomposable’ 

category accounts for both the ‘normally’ and the ‘abnormally’ decomposable idioms 

defined by Gibbs et al. (1989). Therefore, we modified the instructions used by Gibbs et 

al. (1989) accordingly. The following list of 100 idioms was identified, and a subset of 

these (based on idiom categories subsequently identified) was used for each of the 

empirical studies on adult native speakers and children. 
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Table 3.1: List of 100 idioms 

S. 

No. 

Idiom Literal Meaning Figurative Meaning 

1 घोड़े बेचकर सोना 
gʰoɽe betʃkəɾ sona 

To sleep after selling horses To sleep peacefully / To have a 

deep sleep 

2 पेट में चूहे कूदना 
peʈ mẽ tʃuhe ku:d̪na 

To have mice jumping in 

stomach 

To be very hungry 

3 घर की मुर्गी दाल बराबर 

gʰəɾ ki: muɾgi: d̪al 

bərabəɾ 

Chicken of house is equal to 

pulses 

To show less respect for 

homegrown or domestic talent 

4 अपने पाांव पर कुल्हाड़ी मारना 
əpne pãʋ pəɾ kulhaɽi: 

maɾna 

To strike axe on one’s own foot To cause harm to oneself / To 

act stupidly causing harm to 

oneself 

5 खून पसीना एक करना 
kʰu:n pəsi:na ek kəɾna 

To make blood and sweat one To work extremely hard 

6 नाक  पर  र्गुस्सा  होना 
nak pəɾ gussa hona 
 

To have anger on nose To be short tempered 

7 भैंस के आर्गे बीन बजाना 
bʰə̃ĩs ke age bi:n 

bədʒana 

To play a musical instrument in 

front of buffalo 

To explain something to a 

foolish person 

8 छप्पर फाड़कर देना 
tʃʰəppəɾ pʰaɽkəɾ dena 

To tear the roof and give To earn a great fortune 

unexpectedly 

9 तारीफ़ के पुल बाांधना 
t̪aɾi:f ke pul bãd̪ʰna 

To tie bridges of praise To praise someone generously 

10 आर्ग बबूला होना 
ag bəbu:la hona 

To be fire boil To be extremely angry 

11 अांधों में काना राजा 
ə̃d̪ʰõ mẽ kana ɾadʒa 

One-eyed person being king 

among blind people 

Less qualified person being the 

most prominent among a group 

of unqualified persons 

12 टेढ़ी उांर्गली स ेघी ननकालना 
ʈeɖʰi: uŋgli: se gʰi: 

nikalna 

To take out clarified butter by 

bending finger 

To do some work using an 

unconventional way 

13 चुल्ल ूभर पानी में डूब मरना 
tʃullu: bʰəɾ pani: mẽ 

ɖu:b məɾna 

To drown and die in a handful of 

water 

To be very ashamed of oneself 

14 खरी खोटी सुनाना To make one hear raw 

(unfiltered) and defected 

To scold someone 
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kʰəɾi: kʰoʈi: sunana 
 

15 कैं ची सी ज़बान चलना 
kə̃ĩtʃi: si: zəban 

tʃəlna 

Tongue moving like a pair of 

scissors 

To have a harsh tone / a very 

rude person 

16 दधू का धुला होना 
d̪u:d̪ʰ ka d̪ʰula hona 

To be washed with milk To be very pure / To act like a 

very pure and ethical person 

17 नतल का ताड़ बनाना 
t̪il ka t̪aɽ bənana 

To make palm tree out of 

sesame seed 

To heavily exaggerate / To 

create a big fuss out of a small 

thing 

18 अपने मुांह ममयााँ ममटठू बनना 
əpne mũh mijã miʈʈʰu: 

bənna 

To be self mouth parrot To praise oneself 

19 आसमान मसर पर उठाना 
asman siɾ pəɾ uʈʰana 

To lift sky on head To create a huge ruckus 

20 अक्ल घास चरने जाना 
əkl gʰas tʃəɾne dʒana 

To have mind gone for grazing 

grass 

To lose logical understanding or 

common sense 

21 ककताब का कीड़ा होना 
kit̪ab ka ki:ɽa hona 

To be a bookworm To be very studious / To be 

someone who reads a lot but has 

less practical knowledge 

22 मसट्टी पपट्टी र्गुम होना 
siʈʈi: piʈʈi: gum hona 

To lose senses  

(*no literal translation for sitti 

pitti) 

To become extremely scared or 

frightened 

23 अांधेरे में तीर चलाना 
ə̃d̪ʰeɾe mẽ t̪i:ɾ tʃəlana 

To shoot arrows in the dark To make a wild guess 

24 एड़ी चोटी का ज़ोर लर्गाना 
eɽi: tʃoʈi: ka zoɾ 

ləgana 

To put strength from heel to hair 

braids 

To put in all possible efforts 

25 हाथ पीला होना 
hat̪ʰ pi:la hona 

Hands being yellow To get married 

26 दाांतों तले उांर्गली दबाना 
d̪ãt̪õ t̪əle uŋgli: d̪əbana 

To bite finger under one’s teeth To be astonished 

27 घुटने टेक देना 
gʰuʈne ʈek d̪ena 

To put knees on ground To concede defeat 

28 ऊां ट के मुांह में जीरा 
ũ:ʈ ke mũh mẽ dʒi:ɾa 

Cumin seed in camel’s mouth A miniscule or inconsequential 

amount 

29 एक अनार सौ बीमार 

ek ənaɾ sau bi:maɾ 

One pomegranate, hundred sick 

people 

Something very useful, but 

available in a limited quantity 
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30 डांके की चोट पर कहना 
ɖəŋke ki: tʃoʈ pəɾ 

kəhna 

To say on the beat of a drum To be very loud and confident 

about something 

31 कां धे स ेकां धा ममलाना 
kə̃d̪ʰe se kə̃d̪ʰa milana 

To match shoulder with 

shoulder 

To extend full cooperation 

32 कटे पर नमक नछड़कना 
kəʈe pəɾ nəmək 

tʃʰiɽəkna 

To sprinkle salt on wound To cause more pain or trauma 

for someone who is already in 

anguish 

33 चादर के बाहर पाांव पसारना 
tʃad̪əɾ ke bahəɾ pãʋ 

pəsaɾna 

To spread legs outside bedsheet To spend more than one’s 

income 

34 र्गड़े मुदे उखाड़ना 
gəɽe muɾd̪e ukʰaɽna 

To pull out buried corpses To search for and reveal very 

old things from someone’s past 

35 कमर टूट जाना 
kəməɾ ʈu:ʈ dʒana 

Waist breaking down To be extremely tired 

36 मुांह में घी शक्कर होना 
mũh mẽ ɡʰi: ʃəkkəɾ hona 

To have clarified butter and 

sugar in mouth 

To wish someone who brings 

favourable news 

37 आटे दाल का भाव मालूम होना 
aʈe d̪al ka bhaʋ malu:m 

hona 

To know the price of flour and 

pulses 

To be aware of the realities of 

life 

38 कोल्हू का बैल होना 
kolhu: ka bəil hona 

To be the ox which is used to 

draw out water from well 

To be extremely hard working/ 

To do inconsiderate amount of 

work 

39 ममट्टी में ममला देना 
miʈʈi: mẽ mila d̪ena 

To mix in mud To defeat or completely 

eradicate someone or something 

40 अक्ल का दशु्मन होना 
əkl ka d̪uʃmən hona 

To be enemy of wisdom To be very stupid 

41 अपना उल्लू सीधा करना 
əpna ullu: si:d̪ʰa kəɾna 

To straighten one’s owl  To achieve one’s selfish purpose 

42 अधर में लटकाना 
əd̪ʰəɾ mẽ ləʈkana 

To hang something half-way To leave someone or some task 

mid-way 

43 आाँखों का तारा होना 
ãkʰõ ka t̪aɾa hona 

To be the star of eyes To be very dear to someone 

44 कान खड़े होना 
kan kʰəɽe hona 

Ears standing straight To become very attentive / To 

give dedicated attention 
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45 अांर्ग अांर्ग टूटना 
əŋg əŋg ʈu:ʈna 

To have body parts breaking To be very tired 

46 आाँखों में पानी भर आना 
ãkʰõ mẽ pani: bʰəɾ ana 

Water filled in eyes To become very emotional 

47 जान हथेली पर रखना 
dʒan hət̪ʰeli: pəɾ 

ɾəkʰna 

To keep life on the palm of the 

hand 

To perform a very risky or 

daring act 

48 कब्र में पााँव लटकाये होना 
kəbɾ mẽ pãʋ ləʈkaje 

hona 

Feet hanging in grave A very old person who is 

nearing death 

49 अांनतम घड़ड़यााँ गर्गनना 
ə̃t̪im ɡʰəɽijã ɡinna 

To count last days To be on the verge of death 

50 कलेजे पर पत्थर रखना 
kəledʒe pəɾ pət̪t̪ʰəɾ 

ɾəkʰna 

To keep stone on chest To show strength at times of 

emotional turmoil 

51 धरती पर पााँव ना पड़ना 
d̪ʰəɾt̪i: pəɾ pã ʋ na 

pəɽna 

Feet not landing on the ground To be extremely happy / To be 

on cloud nine 

52 अांर्गुली पर नाच नचाना 
əŋguli: pəɾ natʃ 

nətʃana 

To make someone dance at 

one’s fingers 

To force someone to act as per 

one’s directions / To control 

someone 

53 खून का प्यासा होना 
kʰu:n ka pjasa hona 

To be thirsty for blood To intend to harm or kill 

someone 

54 आस्तीन का सााँप होना 
ast̪i:n ka sãp hona 

To be snake of one’s sleeves To betray someone / To be an 

enemy in a friend’s disguise 

55 नाव पार लर्गाना 
naʋ paɾ ləgana 

To help the boat cross To help someone immensely 

56 चारों खान ेगचत करना 
tʃaɾõ kʰane tʃit̪ kəɾna 

To make someone fall on the 

floor (with face facing 

skywards) on all the four corners 

To comprehensively defeat 

someone 

57 ददन अांर्गुमलयों पर गर्गनना 
d̪in əŋgulijõ pəɾ ɡinna 

To count days on fingers Impatiently waiting for 

something or someone 

58 कठपुतली की तरह नचाना 
kəʈʰput̪li: ki: t̪əɾəh 

nətʃana 

To make someone dance like 

puppets 

To make someone act as per 

one’s directions / To control 

someone 

59 र्गले का हार होना 
ɡəle ka haɾ hona 

To be a necklace To be very dear to someone 
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60 दमु दबाकर चल देना 
d̪um d̪əbakəɾ tʃəl d̪ena 

To lower the tail and walk away To escape a situation in a 

cowardly manner 

61 तारे ददखाई दे जाना 
t̪aɾe d̪ikʰai: d̪e dʒana 

Stars being seen by someone To feel dazed or bewildered 

62 हवाई किला बनाना 
həʋai: qila bənana 

To build a fort in air To make unrealistic plans / To 

build castle in air 

63 रास्त ेपर आना 
ɾast̪e pəɾ ana 

To come on road To become bankrupt / To lose 

all possessions 

64 आाँखें फेर लेना 
ãkʰẽ pʰeɾ lena 

To change the direction in which 

the eyes are seeing 

To worsen one’s behaviour 

towards someone 

65 आाँखें चार होना 
ãkʰẽ tʃaɾ hona 

Eyes becoming four To meet someone / To fall in 

love with someone 

66 हवा स ेबातें करना 
həʋa se bat̪ẽ kəɾna 

To talk with air To move very fast 

67 घर में आर्ग लर्गाना 
gʰəɾ mẽ aɡ ləɡana 

To lay fire in house To cause fights among family 

members 

68 मसर आाँखों पर बैठाना 
siɾ ãkʰõ pəɾ bəiʈʰana 

To make someone sit on head 

and eyes 

To hold someone in high esteem 

/ To treat someone reverentially 

69 आसमान के तारे तोड़ना 
asman ke t̪aɾe t̪oɽna 

To pluck stars of sky To do an extremely challenging 

or near-impossible task 

70 अांजर पांजर ढीला होना 
ə̃dʒəɾ pə̃dʒəɾ ɖʰi:la 

hona 

To have all organs, even 

skeleton, getting loose 

To be overfatigued 

71 टका सा जवाब देना 
ʈəka sa dʒəʋab dena 

To give a raw reply To be very blunt/ Flat refusal 

72 तोत ेउड़ जाना 
t̪ot̪e uɽ dʒana  

Parrots flying away To get panic-stricken or scared 

73 ईंट स ेईंट बजाना 
ĩ:ʈ se ĩ:ʈ bədʒana 

To hit brick with brick To cause extensive damage / To 

defeat someone 

comprehensively 

74 अक्ल के घोड़े दौड़ाना 
əkl ke gʰoɽe d̪əuɽana 

To run horses of wisdom To think of many solutions / To 

think in multiple aspects 

75 चैन की बांसी बजाना 
tʃəin ki: bə̃si: bədʒana 

To play flute of peace To be in a very relaxed and 

peaceful state of mind 
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76 आांच ना आने देना 
ãtʃ na ane d̪ena 

Not to let the heat come To protect something or 

someone scrupulously 

77 कुते्त की दमु होना 
kut̪t̪e ki: d̪um hona 

To be a dog’s tail To be very rigid or inflexible / 

To be unwilling to change 

78 हाथ र्गरम करना 
hat̪ʰ ɡəɾəm kəɾna 

To heat hand To bribe someone 

79 घोल कर पपला देना 
gʰol kəɾ pila d̪ena 

To mix and make someone drink To brainwash someone 

completely 

80 अांर्ग अांर्ग फूले ना समाना 
əŋg əŋg pʰu:le na 

səmana 

To have organs swell in no 

limited way 

To be deliriously happy 

81 कानों में तेल डालकर बैठना 
kanõ mẽ t̪el ɖalkəɾ 

baiʈʰna 

To sit after putting oil in ears To be completely unwilling to 

listen 

82 आाँख भौं चढ़ाना 
ãkʰ bʰãu tʃəɖʰana 

To raise eye and eyebrow To show anger on someone  

83 मुांह में दही जमाना 
mũh mẽ d̪əhi: dʒəmana  

To prepare curd in mouth To stay silent / To be tongue-

tied 

84 अांधे के हाथ बटेर लर्गना 
ə̃d̪ʰe ke hat̪ʰ bəʈeɾ 

ləɡna 

A blind person catching a quail Undeserving person getting a 

huge or unproportionate success  

85 नाक पर मक्खी ना बैठन ेदेना 
nak pəɾ məkkʰi: na 

baiʈʰne d̪ena 

To let a fly not sit on nose To be completely unaffected 

86 आाँखों का काांटा होना 
ãkʰõ ka kãʈa hona 

To be the thorn of eyes To detest something or someone 

87 कफ़न स ेमसर बाांधना 
kəfən se siɾ band̪ʰna 

To tie white cloth (used for 

covering dead bodies) on head 

To be extremely fearless 

88 अांधेरे घर का दीपक 

ə̃d̪ʰeɾe ɡʰəɾ ka d̪i:pək 

To be the lamp (oil lamp made 

of clay) of dark house 

To be the only hope 

89 कलेजा मुांह तक आना 
kəledʒa mũh t̪ək ana 

Liver coming till mouth To be shocked or scared 

90 अपना सा मुांह लेकर रह जाना 
əpna sa mũh lekəɾ ɾəh 

dʒana 

To remain with just one’s own 

mouth 

To get embarrassed 
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91 छाती पर मूांर्ग दलना 
tʃʰat̪i: pəɾ mu:ŋɡ d̪əlna 

To grind gram pulses on 

someone’s chest 

To trouble someone incessantly 

92 अांर्गूठी का नर्गीना 
aŋɡu:ʈʰi: ka nəɡi:na 

To be the jewel of ring To be very precious or dear to 

someone 

93 अांर्गुली पकड़कर पहुाँचा पकड़ना 
əŋguli: pəkəɽkəɾ 

pəhũtʃa pəkəɽna 

Catching finger and then 

catching wrist 

To take undue advantage of 

someone after getting some 

initial help 

94 र्गुदड़ी का लाल होना 
ɡud̪ɽi: ka lal hona 

Worn-out clothes becoming red To be an extraordinary person 

born in a poor family or locality 

95 आाँखों में खून उतरना 
ãkʰõ mẽ kʰu:n ut̪əɾna 

To have blood egress from eyes To become extremely angry 

96 खूाँटे स ेबााँध देना 
kʰũ:ʈe se band̪ʰ d̪ena 

To tie to wooden stick buried in 

ground 

To forcibly engage someone 

with something or someone 

97 हथेली पर सरसों उर्गाना 
hətʰeli: pəɾ səɾsõ 

uɡana 

To grow mustard on the palm of 

one’s hand 

To attempt an impossible task 

98 र्गददन कट जाना 
ɡəɾd̪ən kəʈ dʒana 

Neck getting cut To be swindled by someone 

99 खटाई में पड़ जाना 
kʰəʈai: mẽ pəɽ dʒana 

To fall into sourness Some task or work getting stuck 

because of some obstacles 

100 अथ स ेइनत तक 

ət̪ʰ se iti t̪ək 

From start to finish From start to finish 

 

3.3. Quantitative studies 

To understand the acquisition process in the different age groups, we devised 

empirical studies to be conducted on adult native speakers of Hindi and children who 

have Hindi as their L1 language. We designed two empirical studies on adults to 

determine the factors which affect idiom comprehension and to consolidate the idiom data 

set for the next study on children. To understand the figurative competence of children 

and the factors responsible for the same, three empirical studies were conducted on 

children across the age groups from 7 to 13 years. Overall, to achieve the objectives set 

out in the previous section, we have used multiple tasks through the research methods 

outlined in the sections below.  
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3.3.1. Studies on adult native speakers of Hindi 

We conducted two empirical studies on adult native speakers of the Hindi 

language as a preparatory work for the studies on children. We designed the tests to 

identify and isolate the effect of some key properties of idioms on the comprehension 

process. We also used this study to identify the possible idiom categories and the 

corresponding idiom set which could be reused in the comprehension and production 

studies on children. To focus only on the properties of the idioms and to control the effect 

of context, we studied the idiom comprehension without any sentential context. We used 

the survey method for the empirical studies on adults. To conduct the survey, we designed 

questionnaires and gathered responses using SurveyMonkey (www.surveymonkey.com), 

which is a web-based survey tool.  

This study consisted of two empirical studies consisting of acceptability rating 

tasks (to understand the overall effect of idioms’ properties) which included semantical 

judgement task (to analyse the effect of idiom transparency), familiarity judgement task 

(to analyse the effect of idioms’ usage frequency and meaning familiarity) and literal 

meaning identification task (to analyse the effect of idioms’ literal meaning). To 

understand the predictability aspect, we also conducted a point of idiom identification 

task (to analyse if certain words in an idiom are the key points of idiom recognition that 

enable early recognition of a phrase as an idiomatic expression). 

3.3.1.1. Empirical Study 1 

In Empirical Study 1, we conducted two familiarity judgement tasks and one 

semantical judgement task. The parameters studied through Empirical Study 1 were usage 

frequency, meaning familiarity, and decomposability of idioms.  

3.3.1.2. Empirical Study 2 

In Empirical Study 2, we conducted one semantical judgement task, one literal 

meaning identification task, and one point of idiom identification task. The parameters 

studied through Empirical Study 2 were usage decomposability of idioms, literality 

(tendency to interpret literal meaning), and predictability (through the point of idiom 

identification task).  
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3.3.1.3. Tasks conducted 

Following is a summary of the tasks conducted as part of the above-mentioned empirical 

studies on adults. Details of the tasks conducted, and idioms used for each empirical study 

are presented in Chapter 4 (Section 4.4 and Section 4.5). 

1. Acceptability rating tasks: These tasks were designed to test the responses of the 

participants on a 5-point Likert scale. The tasks test the representation of idioms on 

different linguistic dimensions, viz. compositionality, literalness, frequency, and 

meaning familiarity. As is true for the 5-point Likert scale, the highest and lowest 

ratings on the scale represent the extreme cases of the different categorisation of 

idioms regarding the idiom property being assessed by the respondent. 

2. Semantic judgement: The semantic judgement task was designed to test the meaning 

transparency of the idioms. The design of the task expects semantic judgement from 

the respondents (native speakers of Hindi) on Hindi idioms. The data set provided to 

the subjects contains a mixed idiom set, as some idioms have a transparent 

relationship between the constituents of the idioms and the idioms’ meaning. Other 

idioms do not exhibit a similar relationship. The dichotomy of transparency and 

opaqueness in meaning is measured as the compositionality of the idioms. The 

participants are instructed to make a semantic judgement on the expressions by 

categorising idioms as decomposable (transparent) and non-decomposable (opaque), 

using a 5-point Likert scale. 

3. Familiarity judgement: This task was designed to understand the effect of idioms’ 

usage frequency and meaning familiarity on the comprehension process. The task 

requires respondents to assess how frequently they encounter or use an idiom by 

responding on a 5-point scale. Similarly, the task also requires respondents to assess 

how well they know the meaning of the idiom on a 5-point scale. This task aims to 

find if, for frequent and familiar idioms, do the comprehension mechanisms involve 

compositional analysis or rely more on memory retrieval. The objective of this task 

is to look for such patterns in the comprehension process. 

4. Literal meaning identification: This task was designed to understand the literalness of 

idioms. The participants had to make a judgment on a 5-point Likert scale to assess if 

the literal meaning of the idiom is also retrieved in the process of interpreting idioms. 
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This exercise may indicate the role of the literal meaning of the idioms in the idiom 

comprehension, i.e. if at all literal meaning is computed and has any role to play in 

comprehending idioms of different categories.  

5. Point of idiom identification – This task was designed to analyse if certain words in 

an idiom are the key points of idiom recognition, which enable early comprehension. 

The literature suggests that many phrases are recognised as idioms, and idiomatic 

comprehension is triggered as soon as certain keywords are encountered. These 

keywords, termed as the points of idiom identification, may aid the idiom 

comprehension process. Respondents were asked to indicate the identification point 

at the word where the meaning of the idioms is uniquely defined. 

 

3.3.2. An empirical study to test the idiom comprehension skills in Hindi-speaking 

children 

This empirical study was designed to test the comprehension of idioms by children 

in the language learning age across the age groups of 7 to 12 years. This study was 

executed in the form of a controlled experiment with close-ended questions (MCQ based). 

3.3.2.1. MCQ Task 

Different categories of idioms were embedded in a story context where the correct 

meaning of the idioms was to be identified by the children. The participants were provided 

with test booklets containing instructions as well as printed narratives for each of the 24 

idioms used for this study, followed by the options to execute this task and were asked to 

mark responses on the same test booklet from the four different choices provided at the 

end of each narrative. The objective was to assess which types of idioms were more 

accurately comprehended and if the error analysis can also provide insights into how 

children comprehend idioms. Details of the task conducted, and idioms used are presented 

in Chapter 5 (Section 5.3.2). 
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3.3.3. An empirical study to test production skills in Hindi-speaking children 

This empirical study was designed to test the production of idioms by children in 

the language learning age, across the age groups of 8 to 13 years. This study was executed 

as a controlled experiment using two tasks, a ‘picture identification’ task and a ‘fill in the 

blanks’ task. The participants were provided with test booklets containing the picture 

narratives and sentences with the blanks (to be filled in using idioms) to execute this task. 

3.3.3.1. Picture Identification task 

The ‘picture identification’ task was designed to analyse the idiom production 

competency of children when presented with a picture as the stimulus for production. The 

objective of the task was to evaluate the competency of children to produce suitable 

idioms when presented with images that could closely be associated with some idioms. 

By analysing the responses, we aimed to understand which type or category of idioms are 

easy to produce and which categories of idioms were more error-prone or difficult to 

produce. Pictures used for this task were designed for 16 idioms chosen for the 

comprehension task (MCQ task) on children, as that would help us compare trends 

between production and comprehension processes for idioms. 

3.3.3.2. Fill in the Blanks task 

The ‘fill in the blanks’ task was used to study children’s idiom production 

competency by providing them with an incomplete sentence and testing their ability to 

fill an apt idiom that can make the sentence complete and meaningful. We also provided 

the first-word cues corresponding to these idioms. This task was designed to evaluate the 

production of idioms by children so as to understand the complete acquisition path and 

ascertain which factors aid or impede idiom production. The 8 idioms chosen for this task 

were a subset of those used for comprehension task (MCQ task) on children in order to 

allow a comparative study. Details of the task conducted, and the idioms used are 

presented in Chapter 6 (Section 6.3.2). 
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3.4. Summary 

In this chapter, we detailed the preparatory work done to fulfil the prerequisites 

of data collection (collecting initial idiom list and understanding the perspective of native 

speakers on idiom properties). Furthermore, to maintain coherence and provide an easy 

reference, we provided a summary of the methodologies used for all the empirical studies 

conducted as part of this thesis. Complete information about these empirical studies, 

including the tasks designed, the methods followed, the profiles of respondents, the 

material used, the analysis done, and the observations made, are presented in the 

respective chapters. Chapter 4 discusses the empirical studies conducted on adult native 

speakers. Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 discuss the empirical studies conducted on children in 

their language learning phase.  
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Chapter 4: Demystifying the Process of Idiom 

Comprehension: An Exploratory Study on Adult 

Native Speakers of the Hindi Language 

 

4.1. Introduction 

As a preparatory work for the empirical studies on children, we conducted two 

empirical studies on adult native speakers of the Hindi language. In this chapter, we have 

presented the studies conducted along with their findings, which helped us derive 

meaningful insights about the comprehension process of idioms. The significance of this 

study in our research was that it enabled us to explore the four dimensions of idioms, i.e. 

usage frequency, compositionality, the role of literal meaning, and predictability (through 

the ‘point of idiom identification’) in idiom comprehension. This study also aimed to 

identify the right mix of idioms to be used in the idiom comprehension and production 

studies on children (Chapters 5 and 6). 

The present chapter is organised as follows. In Section 4.2, we have discussed the 

missing pieces in the idiom’s research and the need to develop a comprehensive idiom 

comprehension model. The two experiments conducted on adult native speakers of Hindi 

and the corresponding findings and discussions are presented in Sections 4.3 and 4.4. In 

these sections, we have tried to understand the dimensions of idioms’ meaning familiarity, 

usage frequency, decomposability, literality, recognition point, and the incongruence of 

literal and figurative meaning. Also, we have discussed the findings and the applicability 

of the insights gained. The study is summarised in Section 4.5. 

4.2. Conceptualisation of idioms and the gaps in literature 

In Chapter 2, we discussed the different models of idiom processing in adults, but 

none of them could satisfactorily explicate a standard comprehension model of figurative 

comprehension. The literature dealing with the comprehension of idiomatic expressions 

is inconclusive. The comprehension models of idioms have presented different isolated 

findings, due to which a complete model of idioms conceptualisation is not available. The 

reason behind this seems to be that all the different linguistic dimensions of idioms have 
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not been controlled and assimilated in any of the earlier empirical studies. In Chapter 2, 

we discussed that idioms belong to a heterogeneous set and could be classified into 

multiple categories based on the classification criteria. For instance, based on 

compositionality, we could categorise idioms into decomposable and non-decomposable 

idioms, considering the role of internal semantics (transparency of the idiomatic phrase). 

Another categorisation could be based on syntactic flexibility, leading to syntactically 

frozen and flexible categories. The idioms in each of these categories may show different 

comprehension mechanisms, strategies, and processes involved in the interpretation of 

idioms. 

The processing models of idioms have majorly focussed on the heterogeneous 

nature of idioms. However, the different dimensions of idioms (frequency, 

compositionality, predictability, and literality) were not considered in a coordinated 

manner, and hence, different empirical results could not provide a global theoretical 

model discussing the conceptualisation of idioms. The different models have represented 

the conceptualisation and comprehension of idioms differently. These models have 

pointed out that the comprehension of idioms envisages one of the two fundamental 

processes. Either the idioms have a literal meaning built from the individual words in the 

phrase which helps arrive at the idiomatic meaning, or the idiomatic meanings are directly 

stored in and recalled from memory. The only difference in the models of idiom 

comprehension is the order in which these processes occur.  

The aspect of idioms’ non-compositionality has been discussed in the Literal 

Processing model (Bobrow and Bell, 1973), the Lexical Representation model (Swinney 

and Cutler, 1979), and the Direct Access model (Gibbs, 1980, 1986). The Literal 

Processing model and Lexical Representation model are similar as they concentrate on 

the computation of the literal meaning, which is not precluded in idiom processing. These 

models only differ in their approaches in defining how and when the activation of the 

idiomatic meaning takes place. On the other hand, the Direct Access model (Gibbs, 1980, 

1986) assumes that “only an idiomatic meaning of the phrase is available during 

comprehension”. These three models support each other to only some extent. Cacciari 

and Tabossi (1988) conducted a series of cross-modal priming experiments to accurately 

measure the activation of an idiom’s literal and figurative interpretations. They proposed 

that the idiom’s meaning is a distributed representation rather than a lexical entry. 

Cacciari and Glucksberg (1991) have termed this as ‘configuration hypothesis’ which 
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represents that the idiomatic meaning is activated only when the speaker recognises the 

idiom through certain keywords. Flores d’ Arcais (1993:81) suggested that language 

users, after going through a “sufficient portion of the idiom”, encounter an “idiomatic 

key”, which he referred to as “the point of idiom recognition”.  

The empirical studies conducted to derive these theories used different tasks and 

idioms of different dimensions, which tapped into the idiom comprehension process at 

different points and by varying means. Recent work by Schweigert and Moates (1988), 

Titone and Connine (1994) pointed out shortcomings in the models proposed. Schweigert 

(1985) and Titone and Connine (1994) attempted to talk about the influence of these 

factors in psycholinguistic research of idioms through their experiments. The gaps and 

the contradictory results across idiom literature leave sufficient scope for reconciliation. 

Taking insights from work done by Schweigert (1985), and Flores d’Arcais (1993), 

Titone and Connine (1994), we have studied the effect of multiple linguistic dimensions 

to understand their effect on comprehension of idioms when they appear in isolation (not 

embedded in any supporting context). 

 

4.3. Empirical Study 1: Establishing the idiom categories (based on 

usage frequency, meaning familiarity, and decomposability) 

In this empirical study, we have tried to understand and quantify the parameters 

that can affect the comprehension of idiomatic expressions to derive meaningful insights 

into the comprehension process. We aimed to analyse the usage frequency, meaning 

familiarity, and decomposability (if constituents of an idiom contribute to its idiomatic 

meaning) of idioms in Hindi to ascertain a relationship between these parameters. 

Through this empirical study, we attempted to get the list of most and least frequently 

used idioms, and the most and least familiar idioms, spread across the decomposable and 

less-decomposable categories. It helped us classify the idioms into the possible idiom 

categories and quantify how representative an idiom is of its category. This refined and 

categorised data set was used to study each category throughout our study, to understand 

the interpretation of idiomatic expressions by children and adults for each category of 

idioms. 
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4.3.1. Methodology 

This study consisted of one semantic judgement task (where participants had to 

make a yes/no judgement) and two rating tasks (where participants had to rate their 

responses on a 5-point Likert scale). From the focus group discussions explained in 

Section 3.2, we had prepared a list of 100 idioms. For this empirical study (all three tasks), 

we prepared two questionnaires for idioms, with 50 idioms in each questionnaire. Idioms 

were randomly distributed into these two questionnaires, as we had not done any 

quantitative assessment of decomposability, meaning familiarity, and usage frequency till 

now. We have used the survey method for this empirical study. 

4.3.1.1. Participants 

The study was undertaken on native speakers of Hindi, having 15+ years of formal 

education in Hindi. All the participants had spent more than 20 years in the Hindi-

speaking regions. The respondents were in the age group of 22 to 33 years and included 

students, salaried professionals working in the information technology industry, and 

homemakers. The study was conducted on 72 participants, with 44 male and 28 female 

participants. Questionnaires were distributed so that 36 participants answered 

Questionnaire 1, and the remaining 36 participants answered Questionnaire 2. Therefore, 

each idiom was presented to 36 participants for each of the tests mentioned. Students who 

participated were predominantly from the Banaras Hindu University, Varanasi and the 

University of Hyderabad, Hyderabad. All the participants knew more than two languages 

and were native speakers of Hindi. The participants also had formal education in Hindi 

(studied Hindi as a subject in their academic curriculum until their graduation). All the 

participants were proficient in reading, writing, speaking, and understanding Hindi. 

4.3.1.2. Method 

To conduct the survey and capture the responses, we have used SurveyMonkey 

(www.surveymonkey.com), which is a web-based survey tool. In both the questionnaires, 

the only difference was in the idioms used. Each participant was sent one questionnaire. 

The target audience of this survey were from Bihar, and at the time of this study were 

settled in different parts of India, so it was a prerequisite that the survey had to be done 

online. We ensured that we have an equal number of respondents for both the 

questionnaires. Along with mentioning the instructions in the survey, we wanted to be 

http://www.surveymonkey.com/
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sure that the respondents understand all the instructions thoroughly and hence, we 

interacted with respondents over the phone, e-mail, and social media sites, to make sure 

they understand the survey instructions.  

The individual responses were collected through web links and e-mails sent using 

SurveyMonkey (a web-based survey tool). The SurveyMonkey web tool was also used to 

consolidate and summarise the responses also. To analyse the responses, we used 

Microsoft Excel and PivotTables. To identify patterns in the data, and to establish 

correlation between the various properties of idioms being studied, we executed linear 

regression tests using the IBM SPSS Statistics (version 20.0) tool. To make sure that each 

participant carries out the task attentively, we did ask each respondent to write the 

meaning of idioms on the last page of the questionnaire, although we did not intentionally 

assess these responses as correct or incorrect (not in the scope of this study). 

4.3.1.3. Material 

As discussed earlier, two sets of idioms containing 50 idioms each were chosen 

for this study. We devised two questionnaires corresponding to these two sets of idioms. 

Both questionnaires had all three tasks, one semantic judgement task and two rating tasks. 

Detailed instructions to fill the respondents’ demographic profile and submit responses 

for the tasks were provided at the beginning of both the questionnaires. Along with the 

detailed instructions, we tried to impart more clarity by providing appropriate examples. 

The questionnaires had two sections to which the participants had to respond. All the 

instructions were provided in English, while the Hindi idioms used for this study were 

typed in the Devanagari script. 

The first section was related to the demographic profile of the participants and 

collected information pertaining to their language proficiency, bi-or-multilingualism, 

years of stay in a Hindi-speaking zone, years of formal education, etc. (details are 

available in Appendix 1). A 5-point Likert scale was used in the questionnaire to collect 

information pertaining to the language proficiency of the participants. This section helped 

us ascertain the language proficiency of participants in order to be indubitably sure that 

only native speakers with 15+ years of formal education in Hindi were part of this 

empirical study. The second section of the questionnaire had the two rating tasks to 

evaluate the usage frequency and meaning familiarity of the Hindi idioms under 
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consideration, and the semantic judgement task to test the compositionality or 

analysability (transparency in meaning) of idioms. In the instructions preceding the tasks, 

it was made clear that the tasks are not meant to evaluate the responses as right or wrong, 

and therefore the responses should be marked as per the understanding or judgement of 

native speakers of the Hindi language. 

4.3.1.4. Rating tasks to compute meaning familiarity and usage frequency 

In the rating tasks, respondents were asked to mark their responses on a 5-point 

Likert scale based on their exposure to idioms in day-to-day conversations or reading 

(usage frequency) and awareness of the meanings of idioms (meaning familiarity). Both 

the tasks were presented together for each idiom throughout the questionnaire for ease of 

navigation. In order to avoid any confusion, respondents were provided with detailed 

instructions, including examples. Moreover, it was explicitly called out that idioms whose 

meaning is known quite well may or may not be used or encountered frequently in one’s 

day-to-day life.  

Before presenting the tasks and idiom set, detailed instructions on how to rate and 

make a judgement were provided in the questionnaire. The participants were required to 

read the instructions carefully and then rate the idioms. We used the ‘previous’ and ‘next’ 

buttons provided by the tool for easy navigation. As each participant had to respond to 50 

idioms, we kept the pagination as 10 idioms per subsection (10 idioms = 1 subset, 

presented in 2 pages) so that respondents could find it easy to focus on the list on the 

screen. Also, for allowing easy reference to the rating guide, we presented it for every 

subset. The snippets of instructions used and a few relevant snapshots from the 

questionnaires are provided below (for easy reference). The entire questionnaires used 

are available in Appendix 1.  



102 

 

Instructions used for the rating tasks: 

There are certain idioms that we are exposed to frequently, as well as their meanings are well known to 

us. But there are also some idioms of which we have not heard. We are trying to identify both kinds of 

idioms in this survey. 

 

For every idiom, we want you to make two judgments: 

• Decide how frequently YOU have seen, heard or used the phrase - Usage Frequency. 

• Decide how well YOU know the idiomatic meaning of the phrase – Meaning Familiarity 

(knowing the meaning of idiom) 

 

Note: 

1. The 2 tests can give different results. You may be very familiar with an idiom (i.e., you know the 

meaning very well) but may not use it very frequently. 

2. Most importantly, don’t respond thinking what any other Hindi speaker may respond. Provide 

your response, i.e. how frequently YOU use the idiom and how well YOU understand the idiom. 

3. Just to reiterate, these tests are not meant to assess you. These are meant to come to some 

conclusions regarding the idioms in this survey. 

The 5-point Likert scale used for usage frequency test was presented in the questionnaire, 

as mentioned in Table 4.1. 

Table 4.1: Rating scale for usage frequency test 

Rating Scale Rating Guide 

Rating 1 Never heard, never read, and have never used it 

Rating 2  Heard or read rarely, and have never used it 

Rating 3 Heard or read sometimes, and also used it, rarely though 

Rating 4 Read, heard, and used moderately often (at least once in a month) 

Rating 5 Read, heard, and used frequently (at least once in a week) 

 

The 5-point Likert scale used for meaning familiarity test was presented in the 

questionnaire as mentioned in Table 4.2. 

Table 4.2: Rating scale for meaning familiarity test 

Rating Scale Rating Guide 

Rating 1 I have no clue what this phrase means 

Rating 2  Probably this is an idiom, but don’t know the meaning 

Rating 3 Recognised this as an idiom, can guess the meaning 

Rating 4 I know the meaning of this idiom, but not very confident if it’s correct 

Rating 5 I am 100% sure that I know the correct meaning of this idiom 
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Two idioms: ‘ə̃d̪ʰeɾe mẽ t̪i:ɾ tʃəlana’ (literal meaning: ‘to shoot arrows in 

the dark’, figurative meaning: ‘to make a wild guess’) and ‘t̪ot̪e uɽ dʒana’ (literal 

meaning: ‘parrots flying away’, figurative meaning: ‘to get panic-stricken or scared’), 

included in the set are reproduced below as examples. 

 

Figure 4.1: Sample snapshot of rating tasks for usage frequency and meaning familiarity tests 

 

4.3.1.5. Semantic judgement task for decomposability test 

In the judgement task for assessing decomposability of the idioms in our dataset, 

respondents were asked to mark yes/no responses based on their assessment of the 

idioms’ decomposability or meaning transparency, i.e. to make a judgment on the 

semantic analysability of the idioms by deciding whether the words used in the idioms 

contribute to the figurative meaning or not. In both the questionnaires, this task was 

presented after the rating tasks for usage frequency and meaning familiarity, and was 

explained using detailed instructions (including examples). 

The task and instructions for assessing the compositionality were inspired by the 

work done by Gibbs, Nayak, and Cutting (1989), and Gibbs and Nayak (1989), to define 

compositionality, with few modifications. We considered only two dichotomies for 

idiom’s decomposability which were ‘decomposable’ and ‘non-decomposable as 

recommended by native speakers in our pilot study (Section 3.2). We avoided 

subcategorising the decomposable category into ‘normally’ and ‘abnormally 

decomposable’ idioms, which Gibbs et al. (1989) have followed in their study. This 

measure was taken to avoid confusion for the participants while reducing the chances of 

error. The instructions were hence modified, keeping the scope limited to identifying only 
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‘decomposable’ and ‘non-decomposable’ idioms. With the modified instructions, it was 

implicit that the decomposable category would account for the abnormally decomposable 

idioms. The instructions were also simplified to make sure all the respondents understand 

the task correctly. The instructions for making a judgement on the decomposability of 

idioms are presented below for ready reference. Examples from the decomposable and 

non-decomposable categories, along with an explanation, were also provided to the 

participants in the following manner. In the questionnaire, instead of specifying the 

idioms as decomposable and non-decomposable idioms, we provided the corresponding 

definitions and explained the distinction with examples. 

You have to now make a judgement whether the words used in the idioms contribute to the figurative 

meaning. 

 

 

There are idioms that are transparent in nature 

and the words used in the idiomatic 

expression/idioms will directly or indirectly 

help in understanding the idiomatic meaning of 

the idioms. 

E.g.: ‘angaar barasnaa’ (अंगार बरसना) 
Here ‘अंगार’ is closely related/refer to heat. 

This combination leads to figurative meaning 

‘Very hot sunny day’. 

There are idioms that are not transparent, and 

the individual words used in idioms will not 

make any contribution in figurative 

understanding of idioms.   

E.g.: ‘gaal bajaanaa’ (गाल बजाना).  
Here neither of the word is related/refer to its 

figurative meaning ‘to argue’. Therefore, it is 

purely idiomatic in nature. 

 

 
 

As mentioned above the idioms explained for this task included both 

decomposable (e.g. ‘əŋɡaɾ bəɾəsna’, literal meaning: ‘raining of hot coal’, figurative 

meaning: ‘very hot sunny day’) and non-decomposable idioms (e.g. ‘gal bədʒana’, 

literal meaning: ‘to play cheeks’, figurative meaning: ‘to argue’). After a brief note 

explaining the meaning transparency property associated with idioms, participants were 

asked to provide judgements about the transparency of the idioms listed in the 

questionnaire. They were instructed to mark ‘yes’ if they agree that the idiom presented 

has a transparent meaning and ‘no’ if they find it semantically opaque. Two idioms from 

the questionnaire are presented below for reference. 

1. ‘ə̃d̪ʰeɾe mẽ t̪i:ɾ tʃəlana’, literal meaning: ‘to shoot arrows in the dark’, 

figurative meaning: ‘to make a wild guess’ 

2. ‘t̪ot̪e uɽ dʒana’, literal meaning: ‘parrots flying away’, figurative meaning: 

‘to get panic-stricken or scared’ 
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Figure 4.2: Sample snapshot of the judgement task for decomposability test 

 

4.3.2. Analysis 

In this section, we have described the approach taken for analysing the responses 

given by the participants in the survey conducted for all three tests: usage frequency test, 

meaning familiarity test, and decomposability test. We developed three indices, (a) usage 

frequency index, (b) meaning familiarity index, and (c) decomposability index, to 

quantify the responses of all respondents across all idioms. These indices were used to 

understand the measures related to each of the idiom properties discussed above.  

4.3.2.1. Defining the usage frequency index and the meaning familiarity index 

We converted the responses gathered in the rating tasks (usage frequency and 

meaning familiarity tests) on Likert scales to ratio scale by applying appropriate weights 

to different points of the Likert scale.4 Quantifying these Likert scale variables by 

converting to ratio scale helped us analyse each idiom’s usage frequency, meaning 

familiarity and decomposability (also quantified by calculating the percentage). This 

approach helped us understand the dependency among these variables and the other 

already quantified variables (in ratio scale) like age, years of formal education, etc. We 

quantified the responses of all respondents across all the idioms5 to summarise the 

measures and do further regression analysis using the IBM SPSS Statistics tool. The 

rating scales used have been mentioned in Table 4.1 and Table 4.2. 

 
4 The rating of 5 on the scale (which is the highest positive response) was assigned a weight of +2, the 

rating of 4 on the scale (slightly favourable response) was assigned a weight of +1, the rating of 3 on the 

scale (a neutral response) was assigned a weight of 0, the rating of 2 on the scale (a slightly negative 

response) was assigned a weight of -1, and the rating of -2 on the scale (strongly negative response) a 

weight of -2. This way, we could capture both the direction and magnitude of responses across the whole 

set of respondents on the entire idiom set and assign a definite quantitative measure for each idiom. 
5 Using the formula mentioned, a unique usage frequency index and a unique meaning familiarity index 

was computed for each idiom. 
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Usage Frequency Index / Meaning Familiarity Index = 

Count of Rating 5 responses * 2 + Count of Rating 4 responses * 1 + 

Count of Rating 3 responses * 0 + 

Count of Rating 2 responses * -1 + Count of Rating 1 responses * -2 

From the definition of the usage frequency index and the meaning familiarity index 

mentioned above, it is evident that: 

• A higher value of the usage frequency index would mean that the idiom is more 

frequently used by native speakers 

• A higher value of the meaning familiarity index would mean that the idiom’s 

meaning is well known to native speakers 

4.3.2.2. Creating the decomposability index 

The respondents marked their responses for the decomposability of idioms on a 

2-point nominal scale, using a yes/no input parameter. Our objective was not to make the 

judgement regarding decomposability per the inputs of a single respondent; instead, we 

aimed to account for the judgement of all respondents and summarise them to define the 

decomposability characteristic of each idiom under consideration in our selected data set6. 

Therefore, for calculating the decomposability index of an idiom, we consolidated the 

responses and averaged the number of responses for ‘yes’ responses for each idiom using 

the following formula. 

Decomposability Index = Count of Yes responses for the idioms / 

Count of All responses for the idiom 

From the definition of the decomposability index mentioned above, it is evident 

that a higher value of the decomposability index would mean that the idiom’s meaning is 

more transparent, and it is a decomposable idiom. 

  

 
6 Through the formula mentioned, for each idiom, a unique decomposability index was computed across 

36 respondents. 
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4.3.2.3. Quantifying the linguistic dimensions of idioms using indices 

We collected the responses for each idiom using the SurveyMonkey tool and 

consolidated them in Microsoft Excel. Based on the consolidated responses, usage 

frequency and meaning familiarity indices were calculated using the formulae mentioned 

in Section 4.3.2.1. Similarly, the decomposability index was computed using the formula 

mentioned in Section 4.3.2.2. Table 4.3 represents the values of the usage frequency 

index, the meaning familiarity index, and the decomposability index for each idiom. 

Table 4.3: Idioms used in dataset and the corresponding indices 

S. 

No. 

Idiom  Usage 

Frequency 

Index 

Meaning 

Familiarity 

Index 

Decompos-

ability Index 

1 gʰoɽe betʃkəɾ sona 

Literal Meaning: To sleep after selling horses 

Figurative Meaning: To sleep peacefully / To have 

a deep sleep  

52 70 0.69 

2 peʈ mẽ tʃu:he ku:d̪na 

Literal Meaning: To have mice jumping in 

stomach 

Figurative Meaning: To be very hungry 

50 69 0.58 

3 gʰəɾ ki: muɾgi: d̪al bərabəɾ 

Literal Meaning: Chicken of house is equal to 

pulses 

Figurative Meaning: To show less respect for 

homegrown or domestic talent 

50 70 0.75 

4 əpne pãʋ pəɾ kulhaɽi: maɾna 

Literal Meaning: To strike axe on one’s own foot 

Figurative Meaning: To cause harm to oneself / To 

act stupidly causing harm to oneself 

47 66 0.89 

5 kʰu:n pəsi:na ek kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To make blood and sweat one 

Figurative Meaning: To work extremely hard 

45 69 0.69 

6 nak pəɾ gussa hona 

Literal Meaning: To have anger on nose 

Figurative Meaning: To be short tempered 

44 69 0.75 

7 bʰə̃ĩs ke age bi:n bədʒana 

Literal Meaning: To play a musical instrument in 

front of buffalo 

Figurative Meaning: To explain something to a 

foolish person 

42 68 0.67 
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8 tʃʰəppəɾ pʰaɽkəɾ dena 

Literal Meaning: To tear the roof and give 

Figurative Meaning: To earn a great fortune 

unexpectedly 

42 70 0.67 

9 t̪aɾi:f ke pul bãd̪ʰna 

Literal Meaning: To tie bridges of praise 

Figurative Meaning: To praise someone 

generously 

42 68 0.86 

10 ag bəbu:la hona 

Literal Meaning: To be fire boil 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely angry  

41 69 0.64 

11 ə̃d̪ʰõ mẽ kana ɾadʒa 

Literal Meaning: One-eyed person being king 

among blind people 

Figurative Meaning: Less qualified person being 

the most prominent among a group of unqualified 

persons 

41 64 0.83 

12 ʈeɖʰi: uŋgli: se gʰi: nikalna 

Literal Meaning: To take out clarified butter by 

bending finger 

Figurative Meaning: To do some work using an 

unconventional way 

39 71 0.67 

13 tʃullu: bʰəɾ pani: mẽ ɖu:b məɾna 

Literal Meaning: To drown and die in a handful of 

water 

Figurative Meaning: To be very ashamed of 

oneself 

39 67 0.72 

14 kʰəɾi: kʰoʈi: sunana 

Literal Meaning: To make one hear raw 

(unfiltered) and defected 

Figurative Meaning: To scold someone 

39 70 0.86 

15 kə̃ĩtʃi: si: zəban tʃəlna 

Literal Meaning: Tongue moving like a pair of 

scissors 

Figurative Meaning: To have a harsh tone / a very 

rude person 

39 65 0.94 

16 d̪u:d̪ʰ ka d̪ʰula hona 

Literal Meaning: To be washed with milk 

Figurative Meaning: To be very pure / To act like 

a very pure and ethical person 

38 70 0.50 

17 t̪il ka t̪aɽ bənana 

Literal Meaning: To make palm tree out of sesame 

seed 

Figurative Meaning: To heavily exaggerate / To 

create a big fuss out of a small thing 

38 65 0.67 
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18 əpne mũh mijã miʈʈʰu: bənna 

Literal Meaning: To be self mouth parrot 

Figurative Meaning: To praise oneself 

38 68 0.69 

19 asman siɾ pəɾ uʈʰana 

Literal Meaning: To lift sky on head 

Figurative Meaning: To create a huge ruckus 

37 65 0.58 

20 əkl gʰas tʃəɾne dʒana 

Literal Meaning: To have mind gone for grazing 

grass 

Figurative Meaning: To lose logical understanding 

or common sense 

37 63 0.61 

21 kit̪ab ka ki:ɽa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be a bookworm 

Figurative Meaning: To be very studious / To be 

someone who reads a lot but has less practical 

knowledge 

37 67 0.67 

22 siʈʈi: piʈʈi: gum hona 

Literal Meaning: To lose senses  

Figurative Meaning: To become extremely scared 

or frightened 

37 62 0.72 

23 ə̃d̪ʰeɾe mẽ t̪i:ɾ tʃəlana 

Literal Meaning: To shoot arrows in the dark 

Figurative Meaning: To make a wild guess 

37 62 0.78 

24 eɽi: tʃoʈi: ka zoɾ ləgana 

Literal Meaning: To put strength from heel to hair 

braids 

Figurative Meaning: To put in all possible efforts 

36 63 0.53 

25 hat̪ʰ pi:la hona 

Literal Meaning: Hands being yellow 

Figurative Meaning: To get married 

36 66 0.58 

26 d̪ãt̪õ t̪əle uŋgli: d̪əbana 

Literal Meaning: To bite finger under one’s teeth 

Figurative Meaning: To be astonished 

35 69 0.69 

27 gʰuʈne ʈek d̪ena 

Literal Meaning: To put knees on ground 

Figurative Meaning: To concede defeat 

35 66 0.83 

28 ũ:ʈ ke mũh mẽ dʒi:ɾa 

Literal Meaning: Cumin seed in camel’s mouth 

Figurative Meaning: A miniscule or 

inconsequential amount 

34 61 0.69 

29 ek ənaɾ sau bi:maɾ 

Literal Meaning: One pomegranate, hundred sick 

people 

Figurative Meaning: Something very useful, but 

available in a limited quantity  

33 69 0.53 
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30 ɖəŋke ki: tʃoʈ pəɾ kəhna 

Literal Meaning: To say on the beat of a drum 

Figurative Meaning: To be very loud and 

confident about something 

33 64 0.67 

31 kə̃d̪ʰe se kə̃d̪ʰa milana 

Literal Meaning: To match shoulder with shoulder 

Figurative Meaning: To extend full cooperation 

33 67 0.81 

32 kəʈe pəɾ nəmək tʃʰiɽəkna 

Literal Meaning: To sprinkle salt on wound 

Figurative Meaning: To cause more pain or 

trauma for someone who is already in anguish  

33 63 0.83 

33 tʃad̪əɾ ke bahəɾ pãʋ pəsaɾna 

Literal Meaning: To spread legs outside bedsheet 

Figurative Meaning: To spend more than one’s 

income 

32 67 0.53 

34 gəɽe muɾd̪e ukʰaɽna 

Literal Meaning: To pull out buried corpses 

Figurative Meaning: To search for and reveal very 

old things from someone’s past 

32 64 0.58 

35 kəməɾ ʈu:ʈ dʒana 

Literal Meaning: Waist breaking down 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely tired 

32 66 0.61 

36 mũh mẽ ɡʰi: ʃəkkəɾ hona 

Literal Meaning: To have clarified butter and 

sugar in mouth 

Figurative Meaning: To wish someone who brings 

favourable news 

32 58 0.69 

37 aʈe d̪al ka bhaʋ malu:m hona 

Literal Meaning: To know the price of flour and 

pulses 

Figurative Meaning: To be aware of the realities 

of life 

32 63 0.92 

38 kolhu: ka bəil hona 

Literal Meaning: To be the ox which is used to 

draw out water from well 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely hard 

working/ To do inconsiderate amount of work 

31 66 0.67 

39 miʈʈi: mẽ mila d̪ena 

Literal Meaning: To mix in mud 

Figurative Meaning: To defeat or completely 

eradicate someone or something 

31 67 0.72 

40 əkl ka d̪uʃmən hona 

Literal Meaning: To be enemy of wisdom 

Figurative Meaning: To be very stupid 

31 62 0.89 



111 

 

41 əpna ullu: si:d̪ʰa kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To straighten one’s owl  

Figurative Meaning: To achieve one’s selfish 

purpose 

30 66 0.56 

42 əd̪ʰəɾ mẽ ləʈkana 

Literal Meaning: To hang something half-way 

Figurative Meaning: To leave someone or some 

task mid-way 

29 62 0.58 

43 ãkʰõ ka t̪aɾa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be the star of eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To be very dear to someone  

29 69 0.81 

44 kan kʰəɽe hona 

Literal Meaning: Ears standing straight 

Figurative Meaning: To become very attentive / 

To give dedicated attention 

28 60 0.69 

45 əŋg əŋg ʈu:ʈna 

Literal Meaning: To have body parts breaking 

Figurative Meaning: To be very tired 

28 54 0.81 

46 ãkʰõ mẽ pani: bʰəɾ ana 

Literal Meaning: Water filled in eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To become very emotional 

28 61 0.89 

47 dʒan hət̪ʰeli: pəɾ ɾəkʰna 

Literal Meaning: To keep life on the palm of the 

hand 

Figurative Meaning: To perform a very risky or 

daring act 

27 67 0.69 

48 kəbɾ mẽ pãʋ ləʈkaje hona 

Literal Meaning: Feet hanging in grave 

Figurative Meaning: A very old person who is 

nearing death 

26 58 0.47 

49 ə̃t̪im ɡʰəɽijã ɡinna 

Literal Meaning: To count last days 

Figurative Meaning: To be on the verge of death 

26 60 0.94 

50 kəledʒe pəɾ pət̪t̪ʰəɾ ɾəkʰna 

Literal Meaning: To keep stone on chest 

Figurative Meaning: To show strength at times of 

emotional turmoil 

25 69 0.58 

51 d̪ʰəɾt̪i: pəɾ pãʋ na pəɽna 

Literal Meaning: Feet not landing on the ground 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely happy / To 

be on cloud nine 

25 57 0.64 

52 əŋguli: pəɾ natʃ nətʃana 

Literal Meaning: To make someone dance at one’s 

fingers 

25 65 0.69 
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Figurative Meaning: To force someone to act as 

per one’s directions / To control someone  

53 kʰu:n ka pjasa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be thirsty for blood 

Figurative Meaning: To intend to harm or kill 

someone 

25 63 0.72 

54 ast̪i:n ka sãp hona 

Literal Meaning: To be snake of one’s sleeves 

Figurative Meaning: To betray someone / To be an 

enemy in a friend’s disguise  

24 58 0.44 

55 naʋ paɾ ləgana 

Literal Meaning: To help the boat cross 

Figurative Meaning: To help someone immensely 

24 61 0.53 

56 tʃaɾõ kʰane tʃit̪ kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To make someone fall on the 

floor (with face facing skywards) on all the four 

corners 

Figurative Meaning: To comprehensively defeat 

someone 

24 56 0.72 

57 d̪in əŋgulijõ pəɾ ɡinna 

Literal Meaning: To count days on fingers 

Figurative Meaning: Impatiently waiting for 

something or someone 

24 56 0.75 

58 kəʈʰput̪li: ki: t̪əɾəh nətʃana 

Literal Meaning: To make someone dance like 

puppets 

Figurative Meaning: To make someone act as per 

one’s directions / To control someone 

24 56 0.94 

59 ɡəle ka haɾ hona 

Literal Meaning: To be a necklace 

Figurative Meaning: To be very dear to someone 

23 58 0.42 

60 d̪um d̪əbakəɾ tʃəl d̪ena 

Literal Meaning: To lower the tail and walk away 

Figurative Meaning: To escape a situation in a 

cowardly manner 

23 63 0.56 

61 t̪aɾe d̪ikʰai: d̪e dʒana 

Literal Meaning: Stars being seen by someone 

Figurative Meaning: To feel dazed or bewildered 

23 55 0.56 

62 həʋai: qila bənana 

Literal Meaning: To build a fort in air 

Figurative Meaning: To make unrealistic plans / 

To build castle in air 

23 59 0.75 

63 ɾast̪e pəɾ ana 

Literal Meaning: To come on road 

23 59 0.81 
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Figurative Meaning: To become bankrupt / To 

lose all possessions 

64 ãkʰẽ pʰeɾ lena 

Literal Meaning: To change the direction in which 

the eyes are seeing 

Figurative Meaning: To worsen one’s behaviour 

towards someone 

23 61 0.86 

65 ãkʰẽ tʃaɾ hona 

Literal Meaning: Eyes becoming four 

Figurative Meaning: To meet someone / To fall in 

love with someone 

22 60 0.53 

66 həʋa se bat̪ẽ kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To talk with air 

Figurative Meaning: To move very fast 

21 52 0.67 

67 gʰəɾ mẽ aɡ ləɡana 

Literal Meaning: To lay fire in house 

Figurative Meaning: To cause fights among family 

members 

21 57 0.69 

68 siɾ ãkʰõ pəɾ bəiʈʰana 

Literal Meaning: To make someone sit on head 

and eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To hold someone in high 

esteem / To treat someone reverentially 

21 54 0.69 

69 asman ke t̪aɾe t̪oɽna 

Literal Meaning: To pluck stars of sky 

Figurative Meaning: To do an extremely 

challenging or near-impossible task 

20 59 0.72 

70 ə̃dʒəɾ pə̃dʒəɾ ɖʰi:la hona 

Literal Meaning: To have all organs, even 

skeleton, getting loose 

Figurative Meaning: To be overfatigued 

20 60 0.78 

71 ʈəka sa dʒəʋab dena 

Literal Meaning: To give a raw reply 

Figurative Meaning: To be very blunt/ Flat refusal 

19 51 0.81 

72 t̪ot̪e uɽ dʒana  

Literal Meaning: Parrots flying away 

Figurative Meaning: To get panic-stricken or 

scared 

18 52 0.33 

73 ĩ:ʈ se ĩ:ʈ bədʒana 

Literal Meaning: To hit brick with brick 

Figurative Meaning: To cause extensive damage / 

To defeat someone comprehensively  

18 58 0.42 

74 əkl ke gʰoɽe d̪əuɽana 

Literal Meaning: To run horses of wisdom 

18 57 0.56 
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Figurative Meaning: To think of many solutions / 

To think in multiple aspects 

75 tʃəin ki: bə̃si: bədʒana 

Literal Meaning: To play flute of peace 

Figurative Meaning: To be in a very relaxed and 

peaceful state of mind 

18 51 0.61 

76 ãtʃ na ane d̪ena 

Literal Meaning: Not to let the heat come 

Figurative Meaning: To protect something or 

someone scrupulously 

18 59 0.67 

77 kut̪t̪e ki: d̪um hona 

Literal Meaning: To be a dog’s tail 

Figurative Meaning: To be very rigid or inflexible 

/ To be unwilling to change 

18 59 0.81 

78 hat̪ʰ ɡəɾəm kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To heat hand 

Figurative Meaning: To bribe someone 

17 51 0.31 

79 gʰol kəɾ pila d̪ena 

Literal Meaning: To mix and make someone drink 

Figurative Meaning: To brainwash someone 

completely 

17 49 0.61 

80 əŋg əŋg pʰu:le na səmana 

Literal Meaning: To have organs swell in no 

limited way 

Figurative Meaning: To be deliriously happy 

16 58 0.50 

81 kanõ mẽ t̪el ɖalkəɾ baiʈʰna 

Literal Meaning: To sit after putting oil in ears 

Figurative Meaning: To be completely unwilling 

to listen 

16 56 0.58 

82 ãkʰ bʰãu tʃəɖʰana 

Literal Meaning: To raise eye and eyebrow 

Figurative Meaning: To show anger on someone  

16 48 0.83 

83 mũh mẽ d̪əhi: dʒəmana  

Literal Meaning: To prepare curd in mouth 

Figurative Meaning: To stay silent / To be tongue-

tied 

14 47 0.39 

84 ə̃d̪ʰe ke hat̪ʰ bəʈeɾ ləɡna 

Literal Meaning: A blind person catching a quail 

Figurative Meaning: Undeserving person getting a 

huge or unproportionate success  

13 52 0.50 

85 nak pəɾ məkkʰi: na baiʈʰne d̪ena 

Literal Meaning: To let a fly not sit on nose 

Figurative Meaning: To be completely unaffected 

11 52 0.56 
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86 ãkʰõ ka kãʈa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be the thorn of eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To detest something or 

someone 

9 59 0.69 

87 kəfən se siɾ band̪ʰna 

Literal Meaning: To tie white cloth (used for 

covering dead bodies) on head 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely fearless 

8 54 0.56 

88 ə̃d̪ʰeɾe ɡʰəɾ ka d̪i:pək 

Literal Meaning: To be the lamp (oil lamp made 

of clay) of dark house 

Figurative Meaning: To be the only hope 

8 59 0.89 

89 kəledʒa mũh t̪ək ana 

Literal Meaning: Liver coming till mouth 

Figurative Meaning: To be shocked or scared 

7 47 0.58 

90 əpna sa mũh lekəɾ ɾəh dʒana 

Literal Meaning: To remain with just one’s own 

mouth 

Figurative Meaning: To get embarrassed 

7 52 0.61 

91 tʃʰat̪i: pəɾ mu:ŋɡ d̪əlna 

Literal Meaning: To grind gram pulses on 

someone’s chest 

Figurative Meaning: To trouble someone 

incessantly 

5 47 0.36 

92 aŋɡu:ʈʰi: ka nəɡi:na 

Literal Meaning: To be the jewel of ring 

Figurative Meaning: To be very precious or dear 

to someone 

3 46 0.50 

93 əŋguli: pəkəɽkəɾ pəhũtʃa pəkəɽna 

Literal Meaning: Catching finger and then 

catching wrist 

Figurative Meaning: To take undue advantage of 

someone after getting some initial help 

-2 36 0.58 

94 ɡud̪ɽi: ka lal hona 

Literal Meaning: Worn-out clothes becoming red 

Figurative Meaning: To be an extraordinary 

person born in a poor family or locality 

-3 42 0.39 

95 ãkʰõ mẽ kʰu:n ut̪əɾna 

Literal Meaning: To have blood egress from eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To become extremely angry 

-4 47 0.61 

96 kʰũ:ʈe se band̪ʰ d̪ena 

Literal Meaning: To tie to wooden stick buried in 

ground 

Figurative Meaning: To forcibly engage someone 

with something or someone 

-5 38 0.56 
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97 hətʰeli: pəɾ səɾsõ uɡana 

Literal Meaning: To grow mustard on the palm of 

one’s hand 

Figurative Meaning: To attempt an impossible 

task 

-7 22 0.28 

98 ɡəɾd̪ən kəʈ dʒana 

Literal Meaning: Neck getting cut 

Figurative Meaning: To be swindled by someone 

-14 19 0.50 

99 kʰəʈai: mẽ pəɽ dʒana  

Literal Meaning: To fall into sourness 

Figurative Meaning: Some task or work getting 

stuck because of some obstacles  

-15 25 0.36 

100 ət̪ʰ se iti t̪ək 

Literal Meaning: From start to finish 

Figurative Meaning: From start to finish 

-28 16 0.44 

 

4.3.2.4. Understanding the data using the IBM SPSS Statistics software 

To understand the data in detail, first, we did a basic analysis of descriptive 

statistics using the IBM SPSS Statistics software. After summarising the data set using 

measures of central tendency and measures of variability (spread), we did a linear 

regression analysis to model the relationship or correlation between the different 

linguistic dimensions of idioms to understand how and to what degree they influence the 

idiom comprehension process.  

4.3.2.5. Understanding the data through descriptive statistics 

Descriptive statistics provide a high-level understanding of the consolidated data. 

These metrics helped us to understand the mean or central points, how spread-out or 

diverse the distribution is, which are the extremes, and how the distribution looks. In our 

analysis, the results are indicative of the interpretation of idiomatic expressions in adult 

native speakers of Hindi. In Table 4.4, the measures of central tendency, the variance, and 

the distribution of data for each idiom are mentioned. We have explained Table 4.4 in the 

subsections below to develop an understanding of the values we got through these 

statistics. To help focus on one measure at a time, we have split Table 4.4 into smaller 

tables: Table 4.5 to Table 4.9, and Figure 4.3 to Figure 4.5. The results and interpretation 

of the data have been discussed in detail in this section.  
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Table 4.4: Descriptive Statistics 

Statistics Decomposability Index Usage Frequency Index 

Meaning Familiarity 

Index 

N Valid 100 100 100 

Missing 0 0 0 

Mean .6511 24.62 58.33 

Median .6667 25.00 61.00 

Std. Deviation .15201 14.803 10.880 

Variance .023 219.127 118.385 

Range .67 80 55 

Minimum .28 -28 16 

Maximum .94 52 71 

 

4.3.2.5.1. Describing the dataset through mean and median analysis 

Table 4.5 shows that the mean values of the usage frequency index and the 

meaning familiarity index are positive (positive values indicating that the idioms selected 

for this study were in general more frequently used by native speakers, and most of them 

had familiar meanings (by design, the ideal central value for any 5-point Likert Scale 

spanning from -2 to +2 is 0). Furthermore, the mean value of 0.65 for the decomposability 

index indicates that this data set has more transparent or decomposable idioms (by design, 

the ideal central value for any 'Yes=1/No=0’ scale is 0.5).  

As discussed in Chapter 3 (Section 3.2.1), we had made a choice to consider those 

idioms that are simpler and more familiar, because such idioms would be more suited to 

test idiom comprehension and production in children. Hence, the high mean values of 

these indices validated our selection of idioms. 

Table 4.5: Mean and Median 

 Decomposability Index Usage Frequency Index Meaning Familiarity Index 

Mean .6511 24.62 58.33 

Median .6667 25.00 61.00 
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4.3.2.5.2. Measuring the variance of the defined indices 

Table 4.6 shows that the variance in the usage frequency index is much higher 

than the variance in the meaning familiarity index, which can be an indication that 

although the speakers may know the meaning of idioms quite well, the frequency of usage 

of those idioms varies a lot. One of the possible reasons is that certain idioms may tend 

to be more frequently used because of the relevance of the concepts they represent in day-

to-day communication contexts. 

Table 4.6: Variance 

 Decomposability Index Usage Frequency Index Meaning Familiarity Index 

Variance .023 219.127 118.385 

 

Table 4.7: Descriptive Statistics for Decomposability Index 

Statistics Decomposability Index 

Mean .6511 

Median .6667 

Range .67 

Minimum .28 

Maximum .94 

Variance .023 

 

Tables 4.6 and 4.7 show that for the decomposability index, the range is high, but 

the variance is extremely low. This observation gives us valuable insight regarding the 

compositionality of idioms in our data set. The low measurement of variance is an 

indicator that respondents were confident in marking a seemingly decomposable idiom 

as decomposable and similarly for non-decomposable idiom, i.e. each idiom which is 

marked as decomposable (or non-decomposable) is marked so by most respondents 

consistently. It is an important observation, as it increases the confidence level when 

selecting decomposable and non-decomposable idioms. Based on the above observation, 

we can also conclude that compositionality is a property exhibited by Hindi idioms and 

that decomposable and non-decomposable categories do exist for Hindi idioms. 
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4.3.2.5.3. Checking for skewness to understand the distribution of data 

Table 4.8 shows that the skewness of the decomposability index is closest to 0, 

meaning the distribution is a very close approximation of the Normal distribution curve 

(statistically, skewness value 0 implies an ideal Normal distribution), and therefore, mean 

is a good measure of central tendency for the decomposability index metric. The usage 

frequency and meaning familiarity indices have comparatively higher skewness, so their 

distribution has a lesser resemblance to Normal curve but can still be used for the purpose 

of linear regression as the entire data set is quite large (100 idioms over 72 participants).  

Table 4.8: Skewness 

 Decomposability Index Usage Frequency Index 

Meaning Familiarity 

Index 

Skewness -.182 -.933 -1.818 

 

 

                                Figure 4.3: Skewness of Decomposability Index 
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                                Figure 4.4: Skewness of Usage Frequency Index 

 

 

                                     Figure 4.5: Skewness of Meaning Familiarity Index 

 

We can also observe the skewness of the defned indices for idioms in Figure 4.3 

to Figure 4.5, which gives us an understanding of the data set under consideration. 
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4.3.2.5.4. Identifying the range for the defined indices 

Table 4.9 shows that the range of values for the usage frequency index is much 

higher than the range of the meaning familiarity index. It indicates that the usage 

frequency of the idioms varies more than their meaning familiarity. The range and other 

related measures for the decomposability index have been already presented in Table 4.7, 

along with the possible explanation. 

Table 4.9: Range 

 Decomposability Index Usage Frequency Index Meaning Familiarity Index 

Range .67 80 55 

Minimum .28 -28 16 

Maximum .94 52 71 

 

4.3.3. Results 

Using the IBM SPSS Statistics tool, we performed three linear regression tests to 

find a correlation among the defined indices: the usage frequency index, the meaning 

familiarity index, and the decomposability index. As is the accepted standard in statistics, 

we considered the value of p to check whether the results are statistically significant or 

not and Adjusted R Square values to check the fitment of the linear regression model. For 

any linear regression model, p < 0.05 confirms that the relationship found between the 

independent variables (predictor variables) and the dependent variable (response 

variable) is statistically significant, and the model created considering such parameters 

can be considered a valid linear regression model.  

Adjusted R Square is a statistical measure to indicate how close the observed data 

points are to the fitted/predicted regression line. It is also known as the coefficient of 

determination. Mathematically, it is the percentage of the response variable variation that 

a linear regression model explains. Adjusted R Square is always between 0% and 100%; 

0% indicates that the model explains none of the variability of the response data around 

its mean, and 100% indicates that the model explains all the variability of the response 

data around its mean. The general understanding of this statistical measure is the higher 

the Adjusted R Square, the better the model fits the data.  



122 

 

For a linear regression model to be conclusive, it is important that p < 0.05 and 

Adjusted R Square is reasonably high. For this work, we have considered 40% as the 

threshold to pass this criterion, i.e. at a minimum, the independent variables should be 

able to explain at least 40% of the variation in the dependent variable. 

4.3.3.1. Linear Regression 1: Correlation between meaning familiarity, usage 

frequency, and decomposability 

We executed a multiple linear regression test to find the correlation between 

idioms’ meaning familiarity, usage frequency and decomposability. This regression test 

was done to investigate if the meanings of idioms are more widely known to native 

speakers if they are more decomposable and frequently used or encountered in day-to-

day communication scenarios. The dependent variable was set as the meaning familiarity 

index, and the independent variables were the usage frequency index and the 

decomposability index. We could explore the causality if this correlation were found to 

be statistically significant. Following are the results of this regression. 

Table 4.10: Correlation between the meaning familiarity index, the usage 

frequency index, and the decomposability index 

 
Variables Entered/Removeda 

Model Variables Entered Variables Removed Method 

1 
Frequency Index, 

Decomposability Indexb 
. Enter 

a. Dependent Variable: Meaning Familiarity Index 

b. All requested variables entered. 

 
Model Summary 

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate 

1 .914a .835 .832 4.486 

a. Predictors: (Constant), Frequency Index, Decomposability Index 

 
ANOVAa 

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 

Regression 9781.294 2 4890.647 243.062 .000b 

Residual 1931.615 96 20.121   

Total 11712.909 98    

a. Dependent Variable: Meaning Familiarity Index 

b. Predictors: (Constant), Frequency Index, Decomposability Index 
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Coefficientsa 

Model Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

1 

(Constant) 41.424 1.990  20.819 .000 

Decomposability Index .709 3.352 .010 .212 .833 

Frequency Index .669 .034 .909 19.419 .000 

a. Dependent Variable: Meaning Familiarity Index 

 

From Table 4.10, it can be observed that this linear regression model is 

statistically significant (p = 0.000). On closer observation, we find that for the usage 

frequency index p = 0.000 (< 0.05) and hence statistically significant, while for 

decomposability index p = 0.833 (> 0.05) and hence not significant. This implies that 

even if an idiom is transparent, it may not be correct to assume that its meaning will be 

more familiar or known to the native speakers. On the contrary, if an idiom is more 

frequently used or encountered by native speakers, it is reasonable to assume that its 

meaning would also be widely known and understood. To firmly this correlation between 

meaning familiarity and usage frequency, we executed another linear regression as 

explained in Section 4.3.3.2. 

 

4.3.3.2. Linear Regression 2: Correlation between meaning familiarity and usage 

frequency  

We executed a second linear regression test to find the correlation between 

idioms’ meaning familiarity and usage frequency. The dependent variable was set as the 

meaning familiarity index, and the independent variable was the usage frequency index. 

The objective of this linear regression was to reconfirm the relationship between the 

frequency of usage of an idiom by native speakers and familiarity with its meaning 

(eliminating the effect of the decomposability variable as it was found to be non-

significant). Following are the results of this linear regression test. 

  



124 

 

Table 4.11: Correlation between the meaning familiarity index and the 

usage frequency index 

Variables Entered/Removeda 

Model Variables Entered Variables Removed Method 

1 Frequency Indexb . Enter 

a. Dependent Variable: Meaning Familiarity Index 

b. All requested variables entered. 

 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate 

1 .914a .835 .833 4.464 

a. Predictors: (Constant), Frequency Index 

 

ANOVAa 

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 

Regression 9780.394 1 9780.394 490.914 .000b 

Residual 1932.515 97 19.923   

Total 11712.909 98    

a. Dependent Variable: Meaning Familiarity Index 

b. Predictors: (Constant), Frequency Index 

 

Coefficientsa 

Model Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

1 
(Constant) 41.802 .869  48.080 .000 

Frequency Index .673 .030 .914 22.157 .000 

a. Dependent Variable: Meaning Familiarity Index 

Table 4.11 shows that the Adjusted R Square statistic of this linear regression is 

remarkably high at 0.835 or 83.5%. As explained earlier, a high Adjusted R Square value 

means the model is able to explain most of the variability of the dependent variable. In 

this case, the usage frequency index is able to explain around 83.5% of the variation in 

the meaning familiarity index, establishing a strong correlation between idioms’ usage 

frequency and meaning familiarity. Table 4.11 indicates the ps of the overall regression 

model and the frequency index are 0.000. Therefore, this regression model can be 

considered statistically significant (p < 0.05) in predicting the outcome variable.  

The results thus indicated that, if native speakers encounter or use an idiom more 

frequently, it is likely that the meaning of that idiom is more known to the speakers. In 

other words, a high usage frequency would be generally associated with idioms whose 

meanings are more familiar. It also indicates that either of these parameters can be taken 

as a definitive measure of idioms familiarity. A scatter plot between the usage frequency 
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index and the meaning familiarity index shows that the relationship between usage 

frequency and meaning familiarity is linear (Figure 4.6). 

 

Figure 4.6: Scatter plot between the Frequency Index and Familiarity Index 

We also used Microsoft Excel to create a chart to show the observed vs predicted 

values of the usage frequency index on the Y-axis. Figure 4.7 presents the visual 

representation of the closeness of the observed values and the values predicted by the 

regression model for the usage frequency of each idiom. 

 

Figure 4.7: Observed vs Predicted values of Usage Frequency Index 
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4.3.3.3. Shortlisting and categorising Idioms  

One of the objectives of this study was to categorise the idioms using the linguistic 

dimensions of usage frequency, meaning familiarity, and decomposability. However, as 

observed in Section 4.3.3.2, the usage frequency dimension could account for the 

meaning familiarity dimension being strongly correlated. One note of caution is that the 

idiom, being referred to as less-decomposable in the sections below, is less-decomposable 

when observed in this set of idioms selected for this empirical study. By the definition of 

the decomposability index, any idiom with a decomposability index of 0.5 or higher could 

ideally be considered more decomposable when considered in isolation. However, as the 

mean of the decomposability index in our data set is 0.65, an idiom with a 

decomposability index higher than 0.65 is referred to as more decomposable. Any idiom 

with a decomposability index lower than 0.65 is referred to as ‘less decomposable’ for 

the purposes of our study. 

For categorising idioms, we have used the dimensions of usage frequency (which 

in turn accounts for meaning familiarity as well) and decomposability. Based on these 

two parameters, we categorised our idiom data set into (a) ‘frequent and decomposable’ 

idioms, (b) ‘frequent and less-decomposable’ idioms, (c) ‘less-frequent and 

decomposable’ idioms, and (d) ‘less-frequent and less-decomposable’ idioms. We have 

attempted to shortlist 60 idioms and classify them into these categories, selecting the best 

representative for each category identified. These representative idioms are required as 

the data set for the next empirical study to understand the effect of idiom’s literalness and 

check if certain keywords exist in idioms that help language users to recognise an idiom. 

We ranked idioms based on the usage frequency index and the decomposability index for 

shortlisting idioms in the respective categories, using the measures of central tendency. 

40 idioms were discarded in this process, where the values of the usage frequency index 

and the decomposability index were very close to the mean of the sample set, i.e. they 

could not be unambiguously identified with any particular category. 

Table 4.12: Means of the defined indices 

 
Decomposability Index Usage Frequency Index 

Meaning Familiarity 

Index 

Mean .6511 24.62 58.33 
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4.3.3.3.1. ‘Frequent and Decomposable’ idioms 

Table 4.12 indicates that the following criteria should be applied for identifying 

idioms belonging to this category.  

First, the mean value of the usage frequency index is 24.62, and as mentioned 

earlier, a higher value of the usage frequency index would mean that native speakers use 

and encounter the idiom more frequently. Therefore, we ensured that we are selecting 

only the more frequent idioms by taking idioms with a frequency index higher than the 

mean (usage frequency index > 24).  

Second, the decomposability index’s mean value is 0.6511, and a higher value of 

the decomposability index would mean that the idiom is more transparent and is 

compositional in nature. Therefore, by taking idioms with a decomposability index higher 

than the mean (decomposability index > 0.65), we ensured that we are considering only 

the more decomposable idioms.  

Third, the mean value of the meaning familiarity index is 58.33, and therefore, we 

also considered those idioms with the meaning familiarity index higher than the mean 

(meaning familiarity index > 58). This ensured that the idioms chosen are familiar idioms 

whose meaning is known to native speakers. With the correlation between usage 

frequency and meaning familiarity established, this additional selection was a reinforced 

criterion to ensure we have the most appropriate idioms selected in this group.  

Filtering as mentioned above, we got the following subset of idioms for this 

category (sorted high to low based on the decomposability index). 

Table 4.13: List of ‘frequent and decomposable’ idioms 

S. No. Idiom  Usage 

Frequency 

Index 

Meaning 

Familiarity 

Index 

Decompos-

ability Index 

1 kə̃ĩtʃi: si: zəban tʃəlna 

Literal Meaning: Tongue moving like a pair of 

scissors 

Figurative Meaning: To have a harsh tone / a very 

rude person 

39 65 0.94 

2 ə̃t̪im ɡʰəɽijã ɡinna 

Literal Meaning:   To count last days  

Figurative Meaning: To be on the verge of death 

26 60 0.94 
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3 aʈe d̪al ka bhaʋ malu:m hona 

Literal Meaning: To know the price of flour and 

pulses 

Figurative Meaning: To be aware of the realities 

of life 

32 63 0.92 

4 əpne pãʋ pəɾ kulhaɽi: maɾna 

Literal Meaning: To strike axe on one’s own foot 

Figurative Meaning: To cause harm to oneself / To 

act stupidly causing harm to oneself 

47 66 0.89 

5 əkl ka d̪uʃmən hona 

Literal Meaning: To have mind gone for grazing 

grass 

Figurative Meaning: To lose logical understanding 

or common sense 

31 62 0.89 

6 ãkʰõ mẽ pani: bʰəɾ ana 

Literal Meaning: Water filled in eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To become very emotional 

28 61 0.89 

7 t̪aɾi:f ke pul bãd̪ʰna 

Literal Meaning: To tie bridges of praise 

Figurative Meaning: To praise someone 

generously 

42 68 0.86 

8 kʰəɾi: kʰoʈi: sunana 

Literal Meaning: To make one hear raw 

(unfiltered) and defected 

Figurative Meaning: To scold someone 

39 70 0.86 

9 ə̃d̪ʰõ mẽ kana ɾadʒa 

Literal Meaning: One-eyed person being king 

among blind people 

Figurative Meaning: Less qualified person being 

the most prominent among a group of unqualified 

persons 

41 64 0.83 

10 gʰuʈne ʈek d̪ena 

Literal Meaning: To put knees on ground 

Figurative Meaning: To concede defeat 

35 66 0.83 

11 kəʈe pəɾ nəmək tʃʰiɽəkna 

Literal Meaning: To sprinkle salt on wound 

Figurative Meaning: To cause more pain or trauma 

for someone who is already in anguish 

33 63 0.83 

12 kə̃d̪ʰe se kə̃d̪ʰa milana 

Literal Meaning: To match shoulder with shoulder 

Figurative Meaning: To extend full cooperation 

33 67 0.81 

13 ãkʰõ ka t̪aɾa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be the star of eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To be very dear to someone  

29 69 0.81 

14 ə̃d̪ʰeɾe mẽ t̪i:ɾ tʃəlana 37 62 0.78 
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Literal Meaning: To shoot arrows in the dark 

Figurative Meaning: To make a wild guess  

15 gʰəɾ ki: muɾgi: d̪al bərabəɾ 

Literal Meaning: Chicken of house is equal to 

pulses  

Figurative Meaning: To show less respect for 

homegrown or domestic talent 

50 70 0.75 

16 nak pəɾ gussa hona 

Literal Meaning: To have anger on nose  

Figurative Meaning: To be short tempered  

44 69 0.75 

17 tʃullu: bʰəɾ pani: mẽ ɖu:b məɾna 

Literal Meaning: To drown and die in a handful of 

water 

Figurative Meaning: To be very ashamed of 

oneself 

39 67 0.72 

18 siʈʈi: piʈʈi: gum hona 

Literal Meaning: To lose senses (*no literal 

translation for sitti pitti)  

Figurative Meaning: To become extremely scared 

or frightened 

37 62 0.72 

19 miʈʈi: mẽ mila d̪ena 

Literal Meaning: To mix in mud 

Figurative Meaning: To defeat or completely 

eradicate someone or something 

31 67 0.72 

20 kʰu:n ka pjasa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be thirsty for blood 

Figurative Meaning: To intend to harm or kill 

someone 

25 63 0.72 

21 gʰoɽe betʃkəɾ sona 

Literal Meaning: To sleep after selling horses 

Figurative Meaning: To sleep peacefully / To have 

a deep sleep 

52 70 0.69 

22 kʰu:n pəsi:na ek kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To make blood and sweat one 

Figurative Meaning: To work extremely hard 

45 69 0.69 

23 əpne mũh mijã miʈʈʰu: bənna 

Literal Meaning: To be self-mouth parrot 

Figurative Meaning: To praise oneself 

38 68 0.69 

24 d̪ãt̪õ t̪əle uŋgli: d̪əbana 

Literal Meaning: To bite finger under one’s teeth 

Figurative Meaning: To be astonished  

35 69 0.69 

25 dʒan hət̪ʰeli: pəɾ ɾəkʰna 

Literal Meaning: To keep life on the palm of the 

hand 

27 67 0.69 
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Figurative Meaning: To perform a very risky or 

daring act 

26 əŋguli: pəɾ natʃ nətʃana 

Literal Meaning: To make someone dance at one’s 

fingers 

Figurative Meaning: To force someone to act as 

per one’s directions / To control someone 

25 65 0.69 

27 kan kʰəɽe hona 

Literal Meaning: Ears standing straight 

Figurative Meaning: To become very attentive / 

To give dedicated attention 

28 60 0.69 

28 tʃʰəppəɾ pʰaɽkəɾ dena 

Literal Meaning: To tear the roof and give 

Figurative Meaning: To earn a great fortune 

unexpectedly 

42 70 0.67 

29 bʰə̃ĩs ke age bi:n bədʒana 

Literal Meaning: To play a musical instrument in 

front of buffalo 

Figurative Meaning: To explain something to a 

foolish person 

42 68 0.67 

30 ʈeɖʰi: uŋgli: se gʰi: nikalna 

Literal Meaning: To take out clarified butter by 

bending finger 

Figurative Meaning: To do some work using an 

unconventional way 

39 71 0.67 

31 kit̪ab ka ki:ɽa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be a bookworm 

Figurative Meaning: To be very studious / To be 

someone who reads a lot but has less practical 

knowledge 

37 67 0.67 

32 t̪il ka t̪aɽ bənana 

Literal Meaning:  To make palm tree out of 

sesame seed 

Figurative Meaning: To heavily exaggerate / To 

create a big fuss out of a small thing 

38 65 0.67 

33 ɖəŋke ki: tʃoʈ pəɾ kəhna 

Literal Meaning: To say on the beat of a drum 

Figurative Meaning: To be very loud and 

confident about something 

33 64 0.67 

34 kolhu: ka bəil hona 

Literal Meaning: To be the ox which is used to 

draw out water from well 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely hard 

working 

31 66 0.67 
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4.3.3.3.2. ‘Frequent and Less-Decomposable’ idioms 

To identify the ‘frequent and less-decomposable’ idioms, we have prepared the 

list in a similar way as described in Section 4.3.3.3.1; the list was based on the usage 

frequency index, the meaning familiarity index, and the decomposability index. To 

categorise the idioms, we have used the mean values of these indices. By selecting idioms 

with the usage frequency index and the meaning familiarity index higher than their 

respective mean values (frequency index > 24.62 and familiarity index > 58.33), we 

ensured that we are identifying the more frequent (and familiar) idioms. Further, by 

selecting idioms with a decomposability index lower than the mean (decomposability 

index < 0.65), we ensured that we are considering only the less decomposable idioms. 

Table 4.14: List of ‘frequent and less-decomposable’ idioms 

S. No. Idiom  Usage 

Frequency 

Index 

Meaning 

Familiarity 

Index 

Decompos-

ability Index 

1 kəbɾ mẽ pãʋ ləʈkaje hona 

Literal Meaning: Feet hanging in grave 

Figurative Meaning: A very old person who 

is nearing death  

26 58 0.47 

2 d̪u:d̪ʰ ka d̪ʰula hona 

Literal Meaning: To be washed with milk 

Figurative Meaning: To be very pure / To act 

like a very pure and ethical person  

38 70 0.50 

3 eɽi: tʃoʈi: ka zoɾ ləgana 

Literal Meaning: To put strength from heel to 

hair braids 

Figurative Meaning: To put in all possible 

efforts  

36 63 0.53 

4 ek ənaɾ sau bi:maɾ  

Literal Meaning: One pomegranate, hundred 

sick people 

Figurative Meaning: Something very useful, 

but available in a limited quantity  

33 69 0.53 

5 tʃad̪əɾ ke bahəɾ pãʋ pəsaɾna 

Literal Meaning: To spread legs outside 

bedsheet 

Figurative Meaning: To spend more than 

one’s income  

32 67 0.53 

6 əpna ullu: si:d̪ʰa kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To straighten one’s owl 

30 66 0.56 
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Figurative Meaning: To achieve one’s selfish 

purpose  

7 peʈ mẽ tʃu:he ku:d̪na 

Literal Meaning: To have mice jumping in 

stomach 

Figurative Meaning: To be very hungry  

50 69 0.58 

8 asman siɾ pəɾ uʈʰana 

Literal Meaning: To lift sky on head 

Figurative Meaning: To create a huge ruckus  

37 65 0.58 

9 hat̪ʰ pi:la hona 

Literal Meaning: Hands being yellow 

Figurative Meaning: To get married  

36 66 0.58 

10 gəɽe muɾd̪e ukʰaɽna 

Literal Meaning: To pull out buried corpses 

Figurative Meaning: To search for and reveal 

very old things from someone’s past  

32 64 0.58 

11 əd̪ʰəɾ mẽ ləʈkana 

Literal Meaning: To hang something half-

way 

Figurative Meaning: To leave someone or 

some task mid-way 

29 62 0.58 

12 kəledʒe pəɾ pət̪t̪ʰəɾ ɾəkʰna 

Literal Meaning: To keep stone on chest 

Figurative Meaning: To show strength at 

times of emotional turmoil  

25 69 0.58 

13 əkl gʰas tʃəɾne dʒana 

Literal Meaning: To have mind gone for 

grazing grass 

Figurative Meaning: To lose logical 

understanding or common sense  

37 63 0.61 

14 kəməɾ ʈu:ʈ dʒana 

Literal Meaning: Waist breaking down 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely tired  

32 66 0.61 

15 ag bəbu:la hona 

Literal Meaning: To be fire boil 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely angry  

41 69 0.64 

 

4.3.3.3.3. ‘Less-Frequent and Less-Decomposable’ idioms 

For this category of idioms also, we have done the categorisation on similar lines. 

We have considered idioms with the usage frequency index, the meaning familiarity 

index, and the decomposability index lower than their respective mean values (frequency 

index < 24.62, familiarity index < 58.33, and decomposability index < 0.65).  
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Table 4.15: List of ‘less-frequent and less-decomposable’ idioms 

S. 

No. 

Idiom  Usage 

Frequency 

Index 

Meaning 

Familiarity 

Index 

Decompos-

ability Index 

1 hətʰeli: pəɾ səɾsõ uɡana 

Literal Meaning: To grow mustard on the palm of one’s 

hand 

Figurative Meaning: To attempt an impossible task  

-7 22 0.28 

2 hat̪ʰ ɡəɾəm kəɾna  

Literal Meaning: To heat hand 

Figurative Meaning: To bribe someone  

17 51 0.31 

3 t̪ot̪e uɽ dʒana  

Literal Meaning: Parrots flying away 

Figurative Meaning: To get panic-stricken or scared  

18 52 0.33 

4 kʰəʈai: mẽ pəɽ dʒana  

Literal Meaning: To fall into sourness 

Figurative Meaning: Some task or work getting stuck 

because of some obstacles  

-15 25 0.36 

5 tʃʰat̪i: pəɾ mu:ŋɡ d̪əlna 

Literal Meaning: To grind gram pulses on someone’s 

chest 

Figurative Meaning: To trouble someone incessantly  

5 47 0.36 

6 ɡud̪ɽi: ka lal hona 

Literal Meaning: Worn out clothes becoming red 

Figurative Meaning: To be an extraordinary person born 

in a poor family or locality  

-3 42 0.39 

7 mũh mẽ d̪əhi: dʒəmana  

Literal Meaning: To prepare curd in mouth 

Figurative Meaning: To stay silent / To be tongue-tied  

14 47 0.39 

8 ĩ:ʈ se ĩ:ʈ bədʒana 

Literal Meaning: To hit brick with brick 

Figurative Meaning: To cause extensive damage / To 

defeat someone comprehensively  

18 58 0.42 

9 ɡəle ka haɾ hona 

Literal Meaning: To be a necklace 

Figurative Meaning: To be very dear to someone  

23 58 0.42 

10 ət̪ʰ se it̪i t̪ək  

Literal Meaning: From start to finish 

Figurative Meaning: From start to finish  

-28 16 0.44 

11 ast̪i:n ka sãp hona 

Literal Meaning: To be snake of one’s sleeves 

Figurative Meaning: To betray someone / To be an 

enemy in a friend’s disguise  

24 58 0.44 

 



134 

 

4.3.3.3.4. ‘Less-Frequent and Decomposable’ idioms 

For this category, we used the following criteria to shortlist the idioms: frequency 

index < 24, meaning familiarity index < 58, and decomposability index > 0.65. With these 

criteria applied, there were no idioms found in this set. This could be either because we 

have not chosen such idioms in our dataset or the 2-point (yes/no) scale for the 

decomposability test needs to be improved. Therefore, we decided to do another 

decomposability test on a 5-point Likert scale in the next empirical study and then 

evaluate the idioms for this category.  

For the Empirical Study 1, we followed the instructions used by Gibbs for the 

decomposability test (Gibbs et al., 1989), which used a yes/no scale to test the 

compositionality judgement. However, a 5-point Likert scale may be a better measure to 

ensure higher accuracy for decomposability judgement because it can account for both 

the direction and magnitude of responses. On a 2-point scale, the only possible responses 

are ‘yes’ or ‘no’, but a 5-point Likert scale can assimilate the various responses 

corresponding to ‘strong agreement’, ‘mild agreement’, ‘neutral response’, ‘mild 

disagreement’, and ‘strong disagreement’. Hence, it captures user response better and will 

give more accurate decomposability index values. As we recalculate the decomposability 

index in the next empirical study, it is possible that some of the idioms may be re-

classified to another category based on the updated decomposability index values. We 

have analysed and reported the results for this category in the next empirical study 

discussed under Section 4.4. 

4.4. Empirical Study 2: Factors which facilitate comprehension for 

different categories of idioms 

In this empirical study, we conducted three tasks to explore the effects of 

decomposability, predictability, and the role of literal meaning in the comprehension of 

idioms. This study can be considered an extension of the Empirical Study 1, as we 

conducted the decomposability test on a 5-point Likert scale (detailed explanation in 

Section 4.3.3.3.4). Also, we reused usage frequency index and the meaning familiarity 

index from Empirical Study 1 with a slight modification. We also tried to understand if 

any correlation exists between all these idiom properties, so that we could derive insights 

pertaining to the idiom comprehension process in adult native speakers of Hindi.  
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In the simplest of terms, an idiom can be considered a phrase with a special 

figurative meaning, which may be marginally or substantially different from the literal 

meaning of the expression. A language speaker may need to differentiate idioms from a 

regular literal expression. Therefore, this perspective leads us to consider if the existence 

of the literal meaning of an idiom impacts idiom comprehension, i.e. if the literal meaning 

is also evaluated during the idiom comprehension process. As discussed in Chapter 1, 

some studies on idioms talked about the process of rejecting the literal meaning when 

comprehending idiomatic expressions. However, there was no consensus on the 

activation of the literal meaning. Through this study, we have made efforts to understand 

if the interpretation of idioms has any relationship with the compositionality and the 

literal meaning of the idiomatic phrase. We checked if there is a tendency among native 

speakers to evaluate the literal meaning of the idiom string during comprehension. We 

have also analysed if such a computation of literal meaning happens for all idioms or is 

confined to only specific categories of idioms.  

Another aspect of the study is to gather insights regarding the ‘point of idiom 

identification’. Some studies have pointed out that idiomatic expressions possess a unique 

point of idiom identification (Cacciari and Glucksberg, 1991). These unique points or 

words are the indicators or keywords within idiomatic phrases that help the speakers to 

recognise the phrase as an idiomatic expression. To explain this, we can consider the 

following examples.  The transparent idiom ‘hat̪ʰ ka mail hona’ (literal meaning: 

‘to be the dust of hand’, figurative meaning: ‘something inconsequential and transient’) 

has a valid literal meaning in addition to the idiomatic meaning. Hence, there is a 

possibility of confusion during the idiom comprehension process. This idiom may have 

the ‘point of idiom identification’ at the word ‘mail’ (literal meaning: ‘dust’) or any other 

constituent word. The word ‘mail’ (literal meaning: ‘dust’), or any other word which is 

the ‘point of idiom identification’, may help the language user to recognise this expression 

as an idiomatic one. Another example is ‘həʋai: qila bənana’ (literal meaning: ‘to 

build a fort in air’, figurative meaning: ‘to make unrealistic plans’), which is purely 

idiomatic with the literal meaning being non-existent or absurd. Here, either the word 

‘həʋai:’ (literal meaning: ‘located in air’) or ‘qila’ (literal meaning: ‘fort’) may be the 

‘point of identification’ and therefore help in idiom recognition.  
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As discussed in Section 2.5.2.1 and Section 2.7.5, both types of idioms, with or 

without a valid literal meaning, may have words that can be the points of idiom 

identification. Such unique points or keywords can help ease the comprehension process 

to an extent where the regular comprehension process can be circumvented. 

4.4.1. Methodology 

This empirical study consisted of three judgment tasks: the ‘decomposability test’, 

‘the role of literal meaning’ task, and the ‘point of idiom identification’ task. The 

‘decomposability test’ was a semantic judgement task designed to assess the 

decomposability of Hindi idioms on a 5-point Likert scale. As discussed in Section 

4.3.3.3.4, this test was redesigned to address the limitation of the decomposability 

judgement test used in Empirical Study 1. The ‘role of literal meaning’ task was designed 

to understand if respondents retrieve the literal meaning when they encounter idioms in 

spoken or written mediums. The ‘point of idiom identification’ task was designed to 

ascertain if certain trigger points, or points of idiom identification, are found to exist 

consistently for most idioms. 

4.4.1.1. Participants 

The study was conducted on 54 participants, who were in the age group of 21-35 

years and were native speakers of the Hindi language. All the participants had marked 

Hindi as their mother tongue and had spent more than 20 years in the Hindi-speaking 

region. All the participants had 15+ years of formal education in Hindi as well, along with 

having Hindi as a major or minor subject until graduation. All the participants were 

proficient in reading, writing, speaking, and understanding Hindi. All participants knew 

more than two languages. The participants marked their responses on 60 idioms in this 

study. Questionnaires were distributed and shared in a controlled manner using the 

SurveyMonkey tool. 27 participants answered Questionnaire 1, and the remaining 27 

participants answered Questionnaire 2. Therefore, considering the distribution of tasks in 

the two questionnaires, the ‘decomposability test’ and ‘the role of literal meaning’ tasks 

were conducted on 27 participants, while the ‘point of idiom identification’ task was 

conducted on all the 54 participants (32 male and 22 female participants). 
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4.4.1.2. Method 

Similar to Empirical Study 1, we adopted the survey method for this study and 

executed using the web-based survey tool SurveyMonkey to conduct the survey and 

gather (collect and consolidate) responses for the questionnaires created for this empirical 

study. We interacted with respondents over phone, e-mail, and social media sites to make 

sure they understand the survey instructions clearly and explain the instructions in the 

survey questionnaires to avoid any error or bias in understanding the tasks. Also, to make 

sure that each participant carries out the task attentively, we did ask each respondent to 

write the meaning of idioms on the last page of the questionnaire, although we did not 

intentionally assess these responses as correct or incorrect (not in the scope of this study). 

One of the considerations in the design of this task was to control the effect of 

context. As it is established firmly in literature, context aids comprehension. Presenting 

the idioms in a context could have diluted the effect of the dimension being studied in 

each of these tasks. Hence, we presented idioms in all the tasks without any sentential 

context. We also did not provide the figurative meanings of the idioms to allow for a 

natural comprehension process to play out its due course. The instructions to fill the 

questionnaires were provided in Hindi as well as English. This modification was done so 

that all participants can understand the task clearly by going through the instructions in 

either language.  

4.4.1.3. Material 

For this study, we used the 60 idioms shortlisted from Empirical Study 1, which 

were categorised across the dimensions of usage frequency and decomposability (Tables 

4.13 to 4.15).  This empirical study included three judgement tasks for which we created 

two questionnaires. Questionnaire set 1 had ‘decomposability test’ and ‘point of idiom 

identification’ as the tasks for the respondents, while questionnaire set 2 had ‘the role of 

literal meaning’ and ‘point of idiom identification’ as the tasks for the respondents. This 

division of tasks was done to ensure that the questionnaire does not become too long or 

challenging for any respondent, as that could lead to false or rushed responses, thereby 

inducing an error in our study. As the ‘point of idiom identification’ task is designed to 

capture an instinctive response, it was expected to be done in relatively lesser time. 

Therefore, it was included in both the questionnaires.  
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The questionnaires had Hindi instructions followed by English instructions, which 

was another improvement we did in this empirical study (Empirical Study 1 had 

instructions only in English). The language proficiency test was also a part of this 

questionnaire where respondents responded to the questions, which included the count of 

years they spent in a Hindi-speaking zone, their formal education, language proficiency 

for all four skills: reading, writing, speaking, and listening. In the instructions, it was also 

made clear that the task does not contain any wrong and right answers; therefore, the 

responses are supposed to just reflect the understanding of the respondents without 

worrying about providing the ‘right answer’. We also gave some examples for enabling 

a better understanding of tasks. 

Both the questionnaires had two sections. The first section was designed to gather 

information regarding the respondent’s profile, including the respondent’s age, gender, 

region, formal education, and language proficiency. To capture the proficiency in and 

familiarity with the Hindi language, a detailed set of questions related to the following 

aspects were presented: respondents’ L1 language, their Hindi proficiency, years of 

formal education, demographic profile, bi/multilingualism, and usage of the Hindi 

language in day-to-day life. The second section of the questionnaire was designed around 

the tasks, as explained in Sections 4.4.1.4 to 4.4.1.6. The idioms lists were typed in 

Devanagari script. We prepared detailed instructions for filling up the questionnaire and 

gave a separate page of instructions corresponding to each set of questions for easy 

reference before responding (details are available in Appendix 2). 

4.4.1.4. Task 1: Decomposability Test 

For this task, the subjects were presented with 60 idioms to mark their responses 

for decomposability. Similar to Empirical Study 1, we presented idioms in their 

conventional lexical form without embedding them in any sentential context. The 

instructions for the decomposability test were slightly rephrased but were along the lines 

of the instructions used by Gibbs et al. (1989). As discussed in Section 4.3.3.3.4, we used 

a 5-point Likert scale, which accounts for both the direction and magnitude of responses.  

We structured the section of the questionnaire dealing with this task in the 

following manner. First, the definitions for decomposable and non-decomposable idioms 

were provided and elucidated with relevant examples. The subjects were required to 
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understand both these categories and then make a semantic judgement to rate the idioms. 

For this task, we presented the terminology of decomposability-based categorisation, viz. 

decomposable and non-decomposable idioms. As advised through the focus-group 

discussions (Section 3.2.1), we presented the decomposable category idioms using a 

broader definition that also encompasses the abnormally decomposable idioms by 

accounting for both direct and indirect relationships of the meanings of idioms with their 

constituents. We explained the categories through appropriate examples of direct 

association, indirect association, and no association of the meanings of idioms with their 

constituents. Following is the description of the instructions provided in English (Table 

4.16). The questionnaire used is provided in Appendix 2. 

Table 4.16: Instructions for Decomposability Test 

 

Decomposability Test 

 

In this task, we would like you to judge whether the idioms are decomposable or non-decomposable. 

For this we would like you to judge 

a) If there is any contribution of the words in the idioms to the phrase’s figurative meaning 

(Decomposable idioms). 

b) If there is no contribution of the words in the idioms to the phrase’s figurative meaning (Non-

decomposable idioms). 

 

Please go through the definitions below to make your judgment. 

 

Decomposable Idioms:  

For such idioms, the individual words/constituents used in the idiomatic expression will directly or 

indirectly help in understanding the overall idiomatic meaning of the idioms. 

 

Example 1:  

angaar barasnaa (अंगार बरसना) 
Literal meaning: Raining of hot coal 

Idiomatic meaning: Very hot sunny day 

This idiom has two words that are metaphorically related to the idiomatic meaning. The word, ‘अंगार’ 
(angaar) refers to the concept of heat whereas ‘barasnaa’ is the evidence of an action. This combination 

leads to the idiomatic meaning. 

 

Example 2:  

angaaron par pair rakhnaa (अगंारों पर पैर रखना) 
Literal meaning: To keep feet on hot coal 

Idiomatic meaning: To perform a difficult task 

 

This idiom’s literal meaning is closely related to the idiomatic meaning. The action of putting one’s 

feet (‘पैर रखना’) on hot charcoal (‘अंगारों’) can be considered an exceedingly difficult and dangerous 

task. Therefore, there is meaning transparency in this idiom. 



140 

 

 

Non-decomposable Idioms: 

Some idioms are non-decomposable in nature. For them, there is no relation between the words of the 

idiomatic expression and the meaning this idiom has. Therefore, the individual words/constituents do 

not make any contribution to the overall idiomatic meaning. 

 

Example 1:  

gaal bajaana (गाल बजाना). 
Literal meaning: To play cheeks 

Idiomatic meaning: To argue 

 

Here, neither of the words is directly or indirectly related/refers to its idiomatic meaning ‘to argue’. 

Therefore, it is a non-decomposable idiom. 

 

Example 2:  

anguthe par maarnaa (अंगूठे पर मारना). 
Literal meaning: To hit on thumb 

Idiomatic meaning: To not worry about 

 

Here, neither of the words is directly or indirectly related/refers to its idiomatic meaning ‘to not worry 

about’. Therefore, there is no meaning transparency here, and so it is a non-decomposable idiom. 

 

Post the instructions and definitions, the next sub-section consisted of the 

questions which required the respondents to mark their judgement on the meaning 

transparency of idiomatic phrase on a 5-point Likert scale. The respondents were required 

to mark their responses to a statement that defines the compositionality of idioms, as 

shown below. The semantic judgement was warranted in agreement or disagreement with 

the statement on a 5-point Likert scale. 

 

Rating Judgement: 

Provide your response for the following statement as per the rating guide mentioned below. 

 

Statement:  

I can deduce the idiomatic meaning of this phrase because the individual words contribute to the overall 

meaning. 

 

Rating - Rating Guide 

1 - I strongly disagree with the above statement 

2 - I disagree with the above statement 

3 - I am not sure; I am confused 

4 - I agree with the above statement 

5 - I strongly agree with the above statement 

 

 

 

  



141 

 

Two idioms: ‘əpne pãʋ pəɾ kulhaɽi: maɾna’ (literal meaning: ‘to strike 

axe on one’s own foot’, figurative meaning: ‘to cause harm to oneself’ / ‘to act stupidly 

and cause harm to oneself’) and ‘kə̃ĩtʃi: si: zəban tʃəlna’ (literal meaning: 

‘tongue moving like a pair of scissors’, figurative meaning: ‘to have a harsh tone’ / ‘a 

very rude person’), included in the set are reproduced in Figure 4.8 as examples. 

 

 

Figure 4.8: Decomposability Test questions (sample) 

 

4.4.1.5. Task 2: Literal Meaning Identification task (the role of literal meaning) 

This task was designed to identify if respondents considered the literal meaning 

of the idiom at any stage of the idiom comprehension process, i.e. the task required the 

respondents to think and mark if they have retrieved and analysed the literal meaning of 

the idiom in the process of arriving at the figurative meaning. The instructions clearly 

mentioned that there is a possibility that the participants may not retrieve the literal 

meaning while interpreting the meaning of the idiom. In either case, they can mark their 

judgements on a 5-point Likert scale. To rule out any confusion regarding the objective 

of this task, it was explicitly made clear that the task is not to measure if the idiom has a 

literal meaning. Instead, it warranted a judgement regarding the retrieval of the literal 

meaning of an idiom during idiom interpretation.  

Through this task, we wanted to develop an insight into the role of an idiom’s 

literal meaning. The instructions explained the nature of the task with appropriate 

examples to eliminate any possibility of misunderstanding the test. Similar to the other 

tasks in this study, the instructions were provided both in Hindi and English. The 

responses were collected for 60 idioms on a 5-point Likert scale varying from ‘strongly 

agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’. Following is the description of the task and the instructions 

given in English. Details of the questionnaire are given in Appendix 2. 
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Table 4.17: Instructions for Literal Meaning Identification task 

 

The Role of Literal Meaning 

 

In this task, you have to mark if you think you have retrieved the literal meaning of the idiom as well 

while interpreting the idiomatic meaning of idioms. Or did you not retrieve the literal meaning of the 

idioms at all? 

 

Note: This task is NOT to measure if the idiom has a literal meaning. The focus is on you, if you actually 

try to retrieve the literal meaning during idiom interpretation. 

 

Example: taang khincnaa (ट ांग ख ांचन ) 

In this task, we would like to know that while interpreting the meaning of idioms like the above did you 

also retrieve the literal meaning, which is ‘to pull the legs of somebody’ or you retrieved only its 

idiomatic meaning which is ‘to tease someone’. Please mark your response by rating the statement 

below. 

 

 

The respondents were required to mark their inputs on the retrieval of literal 

meaning of the mentioned idioms on a 5-point Likert scale, by responding to a statement 

that defined the literality of idioms, as shown below. 

 

Rating Judgement: 

Provide your response for the following statement as per the rating guide mentioned below. 

 
Statement:  

While interpreting the idiomatic meaning of this phrase, I have also retrieved the literal meaning of the 

phrase. 

 

Rating - Rating Guide 

1 - I strongly disagree with above statement 

2 - I disagree with above statement 

3 - I am not sure; I am confused 

4 - I agree with above statement 

5 - I strongly agree with above statement 

 

 
 

Two idioms: ‘d̪u:d̪ʰ ka d̪ʰula hona’ (literal meaning: ‘to be washed in milk’, 

figurative meaning: ‘to be very pure / to act like a very pure and ethical person’) and ‘əkl 

gʰas tʃəɾne dʒana’ (literal meaning: ‘to have mind gone for grazing grass’, figurative 

meaning: ‘to lose logical understanding or common sense’), included in the set are 

reproduced in Figure 4.9 as examples. 
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Figure 4.9: Literal Meaning Identification task: questions (sample) 

 

4.4.1.6. Task 3: Point of Idiom Identification task  

This task was designed to identify if there are any points of idiom identification 

or keywords in an idiom, which aid in identifying the phrase as an idiom. This judgement 

task required the participants to think and make a judgement on such points of idiom 

identification. The test was administered for 60 idioms and on 54 respondents. The 

instructions clarified that such a keyword does not necessarily need to be the first word 

of an idiom. Participants may identify the keyword at the beginning, middle, or towards 

the end of the phrase. Therefore, any word of an idiom can be the point of identification.  

The respondents were instructed to mark the last word of the idiom as the keyword 

if they do not find a point of identification for any idiom. The reason behind doing this 

was, for an idiom, even if there is no clear point of idiom identification, the phrase will 

be recognised as an idiom by the time participants finish reading the entire phrase. 

Following is the description of the task and the instructions given in English. Details of 

the questionnaire are given in Appendix 2. 

Table 4.18: Instructions for Point of Idiom Identification task 

 

Point of idiom identification 

 

Do you think there is any particular trigger point, or point of idiom identification, or keyword in an 

idiom, which makes a major impact in recognising that the phrase is an idiom? In the idioms given 

below, try to identify the keyword, at which the idioms become actually identified, i.e. at that point, do 

you identify that this expression should be interpreted as an idiom. It is possible that you identify this as 

an idiom at the beginning, middle, or end of the phrase. Therefore, any point can be the point of 

identification or keyword. 

 
 
 



144 

 

Example: ‘aankhon mein dhool jhonknaa’ (आँखों में धूल झोंकना) 
 

In this case, there are probably three possible points of idiom identification.  

• When we read ‘aankhon mein dhool jhonknaa’ (आँखों में धूल झोंकना), probably we have identified 

this phrase as an idiom by the time we have read ‘aankhon mein dhool’ (आँखों में धूल झोंकना). 
Therefore, ‘dhool’ (धूल) is the point of idiom identification, and anything post it just adds 

confirmation and completes the phrase. 

• You can identify this as an idiom when you come to the last word of the phrase ‘aankhon mein 

dhool jhonknaa’ (आँखों में धूल झोंकना). In this case, ‘jhonknaa’(झोंकना) will be the point of idiom 

identification. 

• Another possibility is in the beginning itself. Therefore, either ‘aankhon’ or ‘aankhon mein’ can be 

the point of idiom identification in ‘aankhon mein dhool jhonknaa’ (आँखों में धूल झोंकना) 
 

Note:  

If you do not find a point of identification for any idiom mentioned below, you can mark the last word 

of the idiom. In such cases, it is assumed that even if you don’t think there is a clear point of 

identification, you will definitely recognize that these phrases are idioms by the time you finish reading 

the entire phrase. 

 

 

Two idioms: ‘əpne pãʋ pəɾ kulhaɽi: maɾna’ (literal meaning: ‘to strike axe 

on one’s own foot’, figurative meaning: ‘to cause harm to oneself / to act stupidly causing 

harm to oneself’) and ‘kə̃ĩtʃi: si: zəban tʃəlna’ (literal meaning: ‘tongue moving 

like a pair of scissors’, figurative meaning: ‘to have a harsh tone / a very rude person’), 

included in the set are reproduced in Figure 4.10 as examples. 

 

Figure 4.10: Point of Idiom Identification task: questions (sample) 
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4.4.2. Analysis 

Similar to the approach pursued in Empirical Study 1, we created two indices to 

quantify the dimensions of ‘decomposability’ (‘decomposability index’) and ‘the role of 

literal meaning’ (‘literal meaning identification index’ or ‘LMI index’). We reused the 

usage frequency index and the meaning familiarity index from Empirical Study 1 with a 

minor modification, as explained in Section 4.4.2.1. Based on these indices, idioms were 

categorised and shortlisted for the remaining studies designed for exploring idiom 

comprehension and production in children (Chapters 5 and 6). We collected and 

consolidated the responses for each of the tasks on a 5-point Likert scale and converted 

these responses to a ratio scale for analysis. A most favourable response was assigned a 

weight of +2, a slightly favourable response a weight of +1, a neutral response a weight 

of 0, a slightly negative response a weight of -1, and a strongly negative response a weight 

of -2. 

4.4.2.1. Analysis 1: Computing the indices 

To reuse the usage frequency index and the meaning familiarity index (from 

Empirical Study 1), we had to account for the unequal number of respondents across the 

two studies. Empirical Study 1 was conducted on 72 respondents (36 respondents for each 

idiom), and Empirical Study 2 was conducted on 54 respondents (27 respondents for each 

idiom). To keep the values of these indices consistent for calculations across these two 

studies, we have divided the weighted score by the number of respondents performing the 

task. The process and an essential modification in computing these indices can be 

explained with an example.  

Let us consider an idiom for which we aggregated the responses to the 

decomposability task to create the decomposability index. As there were 27 respondents 

for the decomposability task in this study for an idiom, their responses may be aggregated 

along with their weights to create an absolute decomposability index of value X. 

However, in the previous empirical study, 36 respondents answered questions about the 

same idiom’s meaning familiarity, resulting in an absolute meaning familiarity index of 

value Y. The indices X and Y hence computed cannot be directly compared and regressed 

against each other because there is a third variable changing, which is the number of 

respondents, and will cause an error if these indices are used in absolute terms. However, 
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if we average out the values per respondent, these two averaged out indices can be 

analysed together, without any error caused by the different number of respondents for 

each task. Hence, all the indices (including the ‘decomposability index’ and ‘LMI index’) 

are calculated as an averaged-out value per respondent.  

Table 4.19: Computation of indices created to quantify idiom properties 

 

Usage Frequency Index = 

(Count of Rating 5 responses * 2 + Count of Rating 4 responses * 1 + 

Count of Rating 3 responses * 0 + 

Count of Rating 2 responses * -1 + Count of Rating 1 responses * -2) 

/ Number of responses 

  
 

Meaning Familiarity Index = 

(Count of Rating 5 responses * 2 + Count of Rating 4 responses * 1 + 

Count of Rating 3 responses * 0 + 

Count of Rating 2 responses * -1 + Count of Rating 1 responses * -2) 

/ Number of responses 

  
 

Decomposability Index = 

(Count of Rating 5 responses * 2 + Count of Rating 4 responses * 1 + 

Count of Rating 3 responses * 0 + 

Count of Rating 2 responses * -1 + Count of Rating 1 responses * -2) 

/ Number of responses 

  
 

Literal Meaning Identification (LMI index) = 

(Count of Rating 5 responses * 2 + Count of Rating 4 responses * 1 + 

Count of Rating 3 responses * 0 + 

Count of Rating 2 responses * -1 + Count of Rating 1 responses * -2) / 

Number of responses 

  

 

The above definitions indicate that the values for all indices will span across -2 (lowest) 

to +2 (highest), and: 

• A higher value of ‘usage frequency index’ implies that the idiom is more 

frequently used. 

• A higher value of ‘meaning familiarity index’ implies that the idiom’s 

meaning is more well-known. 

• A higher value of ‘decomposability index’ implies that the idiom’s meaning 

is more transparent, and the idiomatic meaning can be possibly derived from 

its constituent words. 

• A higher value of ‘LMI index’ implies that the idiom is more prone to a word-

by-word analysis of literal meaning by language users. 
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4.4.2.1.1. Computed values of indices developed 

Table 4.20 shows the indices computed for 60 idioms as defined in the previous 

section (Section 4.4.2.1). 

 

Table 4.20: Values of the indices for each idiom 

S. 

No. 

Idioms Usage 

Frequency 

Index 

Meaning 

Familiarity 

Index 

LMI Index  Decompo-

sability 

Index  

1 ag bəbu:la hona 

Literal Meaning: To be fire boil 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely angry  

1.14 1.91 0.43 0.85 

2 ãkʰõ ka t̪aɾa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be the star of eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To be very dear to someone  

0.81 1.75 0.56 0.81 

3 ãkʰõ mẽ pani: bʰəɾ ana 

Literal Meaning: Water filled in eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To become very emotional 

  

0.78 1.69 0.78 1.04 

4 aʈe d̪al ka bhaʋ malu:m hona 

Literal Meaning: To know the price of flour and 

pulses 

Figurative Meaning: To be aware of the realities 

of life  

0.89 1.75 0.85 0.62 

5 asman siɾ pəɾ uʈʰana 

Literal Meaning: To lift sky on head 

Figurative Meaning: To create a huge ruckus  

1.03 1.81 -0.11 0.04 

6 ast̪i:n ka sãp hona 

Literal Meaning: To be snake of one’s sleeves 

Figurative Meaning: To betray someone / To be an 

enemy in a friend’s disguise  

0.67 1.69 0.11 0.08 

7 əd̪ʰəɾ mẽ ləʈkana 

Literal Meaning: To hang something half-way 

Figurative Meaning: To leave someone or some 

task mid-way  

0.81 1.24 0.15 0.38 

8 əkl gʰas tʃəɾne dʒana 

Literal Meaning: To have mind gone for grazing 

grass 

Figurative Meaning: To lose logical understanding 

or common sense  

1.03 1.75 0.19 0.15 

9 əkl ka d̪uʃmən hona 

Literal Meaning: To be enemy of wisdom 

Figurative Meaning: To be very stupid  

0.86 1.72 0.30 0.62 



148 

 

10 ə̃d̪ʰeɾe mẽ t̪i:ɾ tʃəlana 

Literal Meaning:  To shoot arrows in the dark 

Figurative Meaning: To make a wild guess  

1.03 1.72 1.04 0.77 

11 ə̃d̪ʰõ mẽ kana ɾadʒa 

Literal Meaning: One-eyed person being king 

among blind people 

Figurative Meaning: Less qualified person being 

the most prominent among a group of unqualified 

persons  

1.14 1.85 0.81 0.85 

12 əŋguli: pəɾ natʃ nətʃana 

Literal Meaning: To make someone dance at one’s 

fingers 

Figurative Meaning: To force someone to act as 

per one’s directions / To control someone  

0.69 1.81 0.26 0.19 

13 ə̃t̪im ɡʰəɽijã ɡinna 

Literal Meaning: To count last days 

Figurative Meaning: To be on the verge of death  

0.72 1.67 0.63 0.96 

14 əpna ullu: si:d̪ʰa kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To straighten one’s owl 

Figurative Meaning: To achieve one’s selfish 

purpose  

0.83 1.83 -0.22 -0.35 

15 əpne mũh mijã miʈʈʰu: bənna 

Literal Meaning: To be self-mouth parrot 

Figurative Meaning: To praise oneself  

1.06 1.89 0.07 0.42 

16 əpne pãʋ pəɾ kulhaɽi: maɾna 

Literal Meaning: To strike axe on one’s own foot 

Figurative Meaning: To cause harm to oneself / To 

act stupidly causing harm to oneself  

1.31 1.83 1.15 1.00 

17 ət̪ʰ se it̪i t̪ək  

Literal Meaning: From start to finish 

Figurative Meaning: From start to finish  

-0.78 0.44 0.07 0.27 

18 bʰə̃ĩs ke age bi:n bədʒana 

Literal Meaning: To play a musical instrument in 

front of buffalo 

Figurative Meaning: To explain something to a 

foolish person  

1.17 1.89 0.52 0.27 

19 tʃad̪əɾ ke bahəɾ pãʋ pəsaɾna 

Literal Meaning: To spread legs outside bedsheet 

Figurative Meaning: To spend more than one’s 

income  

0.89 1.86 0.85 0.12 

20 tʃʰat̪i: pəɾ mu:ŋɡ d̪əlna 

Literal Meaning: To grind gram pulses on 

someone’s chest 

Figurative Meaning: To trouble someone 

incessantly  

0.14 1.31 -0.19 -0.04 
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21 tʃʰəppəɾ pʰaɽkəɾ dena 

Literal Meaning: To tear the roof and give 

Figurative Meaning: To earn a great fortune 

unexpectedly  

1.17 1.95 0.15 0.23 

22 tʃullu: bʰəɾ pani: mẽ ɖu:b məɾna 

Literal Meaning: To drown and die in a handful of 

water 

Figurative Meaning: To be very ashamed of 

oneself  

1.08 1.86 0.07 0.50 

23 d̪ãt̪õ t̪əle uŋgli: d̪əbana 

Literal Meaning: To bite finger under one’s teeth 

Figurative Meaning: To be astonished  

0.97 1.92 0.37 0.50 

24 ɖəŋke ki: tʃoʈ pəɾ kəhna 

Literal Meaning: To say on the beat of a drum 

Figurative Meaning: To be very loud and 

confident about something  

0.92 1.78 0.22 0.50 

25 d̪u:d̪ʰ ka d̪ʰula hona 

Literal Meaning: To be washed with milk 

Figurative Meaning: To be very pure / To act like 

a very pure and ethical person  

1.06 1.94 0.52 0.19 

26 eɽi: tʃoʈi: ka zoɾ ləgana 

Literal Meaning: To put strength from heel to hair 

braids 

Figurative Meaning: To put in all possible efforts  

1.00 1.75 0.19 0.46 

27 ek ənaɾ sau bi:maɾ  

Literal Meaning: One pomegranate, hundred sick 

people 

Figurative Meaning: Something very useful, but 

available in a limited quantity  

0.92 1.92 0.22 0.00 

28 gəɽe muɾd̪e ukʰaɽna 

Literal Meaning: To pull out buried corpses 

Figurative Meaning: To search for and reveal very 

old things from someone’s past  

0.89 1.78 0.56 0.50 

29 ɡəle ka haɾ hona 

Literal Meaning: To be a necklace 

Figurative Meaning: To be very dear to someone  

0.64 1.34 0.22 0.46 

30 gʰəɾ ki: muɾgi: d̪al bərabəɾ  

Literal Meaning: Chicken of house is equal to 

pulses 

Figurative Meaning: To show less respect for 

homegrown or domestic talent  

1.39 1.90 0.48 0.35 

31 gʰoɽe betʃkəɾ sona 

Literal Meaning: To sleep after selling horses 

Figurative Meaning: To sleep peacefully / To have 

a deep sleep  

1.44 1.93 0.33 0.00 
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32 gʰuʈne ʈek d̪ena 

Literal Meaning: To put knees on ground 

Figurative Meaning: To concede defeat  

0.97 1.83 1.00 0.85 

33 ɡud̪ɽi: ka lal hona 

Literal Meaning: Worn out clothes becoming red 

Figurative Meaning: To be an extraordinary 

person born in a poor family or locality  

-0.08 1.17 -0.56 -0.12 

34 hat̪ʰ ɡəɾəm kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To heat hand 

Figurative Meaning: To bribe someone  

0.47 1.42 0.37 -0.19 

35 hat̪ʰ pi:la hona 

Literal Meaning: Hands being yellow 

Figurative Meaning: To get married  

1.00 1.83 0.22 -0.15 

36 hətʰeli: pəɾ səɾsõ uɡana 

Literal Meaning: To grow mustard on the palm of 

one’s hand 

Figurative Meaning: To attempt an impossible 

task  

-0.19 0.61 -0.11 0.23 

37 ĩ:ʈ se ĩ:ʈ bədʒana 

Literal Meaning: To hit brick with brick 

Figurative Meaning: To cause extensive damage / 

To defeat someone comprehensively  

0.50 1.61 -0.07 0.23 

38 dʒan hət̪ʰeli: pəɾ ɾəkʰna 

Literal Meaning: To keep life on the palm of the 

hand 

Figurative Meaning: To perform a very risky or 

daring act  

0.75 1.53 0.19 0.73 

39 kan kʰəɽe hona 

Literal Meaning: Ears standing straight 

Figurative Meaning: To become very attentive / 

To give dedicated attention  

0.78 1.67 0.41 0.23 

40 kəbɾ mẽ pãʋ ləʈkaje hona 

Literal Meaning: Feet hanging in grave 

Figurative Meaning: A very old person who is 

nearing death  

0.72 1.61 0.59 0.89 

41 kə̃ĩtʃi: si: zəban tʃəlna 

Literal Meaning: Tongue moving like a pair of 

scissors 

Figurative Meaning: To have a harsh tone / a very 

rude person  

1.08 1.81 0.37 0.54 

42 kəledʒe pəɾ pət̪t̪ʰəɾ ɾəkʰna 

Literal Meaning: To keep stone on chest 

Figurative Meaning: To show strength at times of 

emotional turmoil  

0.69 1.92 0.37 0.04 
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43 kəməɾ ʈu:ʈ dʒana 

Literal Meaning: Waist breaking down 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely tired  

0.89 1.83 0.63 0.54 

44 kəʈe pəɾ nəmək tʃʰiɽəkna 

Literal Meaning: To sprinkle salt on wound 

Figurative Meaning: To cause more pain or trauma 

for someone who is already in anguish  

0.92 1.75 0.81 0.62 

45 kʰəɾi: kʰoʈi: sunana 

Literal Meaning: To make one hear raw 

(unfiltered) and defected 

Figurative Meaning: To scold someone  

1.08 1.94 0.33 0.88 

46 kʰəʈai: mẽ pəɽ dʒana  

Literal Meaning: To fall into sourness 

Figurative Meaning: Some task or work getting 

stuck because of some obstacles  

-0.42 0.69 -0.26 -0.12 

47 kʰu:n ka pjasa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be thirsty for blood 

Figurative Meaning: To intend to harm or kill 

someone  

0.59 1.47 0.33 0.78 

48 kʰu:n pəsi:na ek kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To make blood and sweat one 

Figurative Meaning: To work extremely hard  

1.25 1.92 0.41 0.46 

49 kit̪ab ka ki:ɽa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be a bookworm 

Figurative Meaning: To be very studious / To be 

someone who reads a lot but has less practical 

knowledge  

1.03 1.86 0.74 0.58 

50 kə̃d̪ʰe se kə̃d̪ʰa milana 

Literal Meaning: To match shoulder with shoulder 

Figurative Meaning: To extend full cooperation  

0.92 1.86 0.52 1.04 

51 kolhu: ka bəil hona 

Literal Meaning: To be the ox which is used to 

draw out water from well 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely hard 

working/ To do inconsiderate amount of work  

0.50 1.45 0.27 0.50 

52 miʈʈi: mẽ mila d̪ena 

Literal Meaning: To mix in mud 

Figurative Meaning: To defeat or completely 

eradicate someone or something  

0.86 1.86 0.70 -0.04 

53 mũh mẽ d̪əhi: dʒəmana  

Literal Meaning: To prepare curd in mouth 

Figurative Meaning: To stay silent / To be tongue-

tied  

0.39 1.31 -0.41 0.04 

54 nak pəɾ gussa hona 

Literal Meaning: To have anger on nose 

1.02 1.92 0.30 0.73 
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Figurative Meaning: To be short tempered  

55 peʈ mẽ tʃu:he ku:d̪na 

Literal Meaning: To have mice jumping in 

stomach 

Figurative Meaning: To be very hungry  

1.39 1.92 0.34 0.12 

56 siʈʈi: piʈʈi: gum hona 

Literal Meaning: To lose senses  

(*no literal translation for sitti pitti) 

Figurative Meaning: To become extremely scared 

or frightened  

1.03 1.72 -0.04 0.23 

57 t̪aɾi:f ke pul bãd̪ʰna 

Literal Meaning: To tie bridges of praise 

Figurative Meaning: To praise someone 

generously  

1.17 1.89 0.26 0.92 

58 ʈeɖʰi: uŋgli: se gʰi: nikalna 

Literal Meaning: To take out clarified butter by 

bending finger 

Figurative Meaning: To do some work using an 

unconventional way  

1.08 1.97 0.78 0.54 

59 t̪il ka t̪aɽ bənana 

Literal Meaning: To make palm tree out of sesame 

seed 

Figurative Meaning: To heavily exaggerate / To 

create a big fuss out of a small thing  

1.06 1.81 0.30 0.54 

60 t̪ot̪e uɽ dʒana  

Literal Meaning: Parrots flying away 

Figurative Meaning: To get panic-stricken or 

scared  

0.50 1.44 -0.11 0.00 

 

4.4.2.2. Analysis 2: Understanding data through descriptive statistics 

Table 4.21 summarises the measure of central tendency for this dataset. We can 

observe that a total of 60 idioms were used in this empirical study. From the means of the 

indices, we can see that all the indices have positive means (0 is the ideal central value of 

the 5-point Likert scale), and hence the idioms selected in the data set were, in general, 

more frequent, more decomposable, and more familiar. Also, as we have redefined the 

indices for a comparative and correlation analysis, we find that the values of these indices 

for all idioms (and their mean, median, and range) lie between -2 to +2, which are the 

extremes of the 5-point Likert scale. 
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Table 4.21: Descriptive statistics for the indices 

Statistics Usage Frequency 

Index 

Meaning 

Familiarity Index 

LMI Index Decomposability 

Index 

N 
Valid 60 60 60 60 

Missing 0 0 0 0 

Mean .831944 1.685056 .337667 .403000 

Median .916667 1.805556 .330000 .460000 

Range 2.2222 1.5278 1.7100 1.3900 

Minimum -.7778 .4444 -.5600 -.3500 

Maximum 1.4444 1.9722 1.1500 1.0400 

 

4.4.2.3. Analysis 3: Linear Regression between the meaning familiarity index and 

the usage frequency index on complete dataset 

Using the IBM SPSS Statistics tool, we executed a linear regression test to find 

the correlation between idioms’ meaning familiarity and usage frequency. The dependent 

variable was set as the meaning familiarity index, and the independent or predictor 

variable was the usage frequency index. We conducted this linear regression test to 

reconfirm the results obtained of Empirical Study 1 because the individual respondents, 

number of respondents, and number of idioms had changed for this empirical study. 

Table 4.22: Linear Regression between meaning familiarity and usage frequency 

Variables Entered/Removeda 

Model Variables Entered Variables Removed Method 

1 Usage Frequency Indexb . Enter 

a. Dependent Variable: Meaning Familiarity Index 

b. All requested variables entered. 

 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the 

Estimate 

1 .916a .839 .836 .1302848 

a. Predictors: (Constant), Usage Frequency Index 

 

ANOVAa 

Model Sum of Squares Df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 

Regression 5.119 1 5.119 301.552 .000b 

Residual .984 58 .017   

Total 6.103 59    

a. Dependent Variable: Meaning Familiarity Index 

b. Predictors: (Constant), Usage Frequency Index 
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Coefficientsa 

Model Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 

Coefficients 

T Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

1 

(Constant) 1.094 .038  28.819 .000 

Usage 

Frequency 

Index 

.710 .041 .916 17.365 .000 

a. Dependent Variable: Meaning Familiarity Index 

We found this linear regression to be statistically significant with p = 0.000. The 

Adjusted R Square statistic of this linear regression was observed to be very high at 0.836, 

or 83.6%, suggesting a strong correlation between usage frequency and meaning 

familiarity of idioms. This result is intuitive as well, as it says that the idioms, whose 

meanings are more familiar to language users, are likely to be more frequently used. For 

the purpose of analysis and categorisation of idioms, we can go ahead with either meaning 

familiarity or usage frequency as one dimension for analysing the effect on idiom 

comprehension and production because both these properties are tightly correlated. We 

chose usage frequency as one of the variables for the categorisation of idioms because of 

this finding. 

4.4.2.4. Analysis 4: Categories of idioms developed 

We followed the same procedure as Empirical Study 1 to identify the categories 

based on the usage frequency index and the decomposability index. Table 4.21 shows the 

mean values for all the indexes created, using which we have defined the categories which 

are (a) ‘frequent and decomposable’, (b) ‘frequent and less-decomposable’, (c) ‘less-

frequent and decomposable’, and (d) ‘less-frequent and less-decomposable’.  As observed 

in Table 4.21, the mean value of the usage frequency index is 0.83, and the mean value 

for the decomposability index is 0.40. For the idiom comprehension and production 

studies on children, we had planned to limit the entire idiom set to 24 idioms. Hence, we 

aimed to identify the 6 most representative idioms of each category. Hence, we have 

shortlisted the idioms in each category using the criteria mentioned from Sections 

4.4.2.4.1 to 4.4.2.4.4. 

4.4.2.4.1. ‘Frequent and Decomposable’ (F-D) idioms 

By selecting idioms with these indices higher than the mean (usage frequency 

index > 0.83 and decomposability index > 0.40), we ensured that we are considering only 
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those idioms that are more frequent and more decomposable in nature. The 6 most 

representative idioms (both usage frequency index and decomposability index are high) 

of this category are listed in Table 4.23. 

Table 4.23: List of ‘frequent and decomposable’ idioms (F-D) 

S. 

No. 

Idioms Usage Frequency 

Index > 0.83 

Decomposability 

Index > 0.40 

1 आग बबूला होना 
ag bəbu:la hona 

Literal Meaning: To be fire boil 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely angry  

1.14 0.85 

2 आटे दाल का भाव मालूम होना 
aʈe d̪al ka bhaʋ malu:m hona 

Literal Meaning: To know the price of flour and pulses 

Figurative Meaning: To be aware of the realities of life  

0.89 0.62 

3 अक्ल का दशु्मन होना 
əkl ka d̪uʃmən hona 

Literal Meaning: To be enemy of wisdom 

Figurative Meaning: To be very stupid  

0.86 0.62 

4 अांधेरे में तीर चलाना  
ə̃d̪ʰeɾe mẽ t̪i:ɾ tʃəlana 

Literal Meaning:  To shoot arrows in the dark 

Figurative Meaning: To make a wild guess 

1.03 0.77 

5 अंधों में काना राजा 
ə̃d̪ʰõ mẽ kana ɾadʒa 

Literal Meaning: One-eyed person being king among 

blind people 

Figurative Meaning: Less qualified person being the most 

prominent among a group of unqualified persons  

1.14 0.85 

6 अपने मुंह ममयाँ ममटठू बनना 
əpne mũh mijã miʈʈʰu: bənna 

Literal Meaning: To be self-mouth parrot 

Figurative Meaning: To praise oneself 

1.06 0.42 

7 अपने पांव पर कुल्हाड़ी मारना 
əpne pãʋ  pəɾ  kulhaɽi: maɾna 

Literal Meaning: To strike axe on one’s own foot 

Figurative Meaning: To cause harm to oneself / To act 

stupidly causing harm to oneself 

1.31 1.00 

8 चुल्लू भर पानी में डूब मरना 
tʃullu: bʰəɾ pani: mẽ ɖu:b məɾna 

Literal Meaning: To drown and die in a handful of water 

1.08 0.50 
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Figurative Meaning: To be very ashamed of oneself 

9 दांतों तले उांर्गली दबाना 
d̪ãt̪õ t̪əle uŋgli: d̪əbana 

Literal Meaning: To bite finger under one’s teeth 

Figurative Meaning: To be astonished 

0.97 0.50 

10 डंके की चोट पर कहना 
ɖəŋke ki: tʃoʈ pəɾ kəhna 

Literal Meaning: To say on the beat of a drum 

Figurative Meaning: To be very loud and confident about 

something 

0.92 0.50 

11 एड़ी चोटी का ज़ोर लगाना 
eɽi: tʃoʈi: ka zoɾ ləgana 

Literal Meaning: To put strength from heel to hair braids 

Figurative Meaning: To put in all possible efforts 

1.00 0.46 

12 गड़े मुदे उखाड़ना 
gəɽe muɾd̪e ukʰaɽna 

Literal Meaning: To pull out buried corpses 

Figurative Meaning: To search for and reveal very old 

things from someone’s past  

0.89 0.50 

13 घुटने टेक देना 
gʰuʈne ʈek d̪ena 

Literal Meaning: To put knees on ground 

Figurative Meaning: To concede defeat 

0.97 0.85 

14 कैं ची सी ज़बान चलना 
kə̃ĩtʃi: si: zəban tʃəlna 

Literal Meaning: Tongue moving like a pair of scissors 

Figurative Meaning: To have a harsh tone / a very rude 

person  

1.08 0.54 

15 कमर टूट जाना 
kəməɾ ʈu:ʈ dʒana 

Literal Meaning: Waist breaking down 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely tired 

0.89 0.54 

16 कटे पर नमक छिड़कना 
kəʈe pəɾ nəmək tʃʰiɽəkna 

Literal Meaning: To sprinkle salt on wound 

Figurative Meaning: To cause more pain or trauma for 

someone who is already in anguish 

0.92 0.62 

17 खरी खोटी सुनाना 
kʰəɾi: kʰoʈi: sunana 

Literal Meaning: To make one hear raw (unfiltered) and 

defected 

Figurative Meaning: To scold someone 

1.08 0.88 
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18 खून पसीना एक करना 
kʰu:n pəsi:na ek kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To make blood and sweat one 

Figurative Meaning: To work extremely hard 

1.25 0.46 

19 ककताब का कीड़ा होना 
kit̪ab ka ki:ɽa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be a bookworm 

Figurative Meaning: To be very studious / To be someone 

who reads a lot but has less practical knowledge 

1.03 0.58 

20 कंधे स ेकंधा ममलाना 
kə̃d̪ʰe se kə̃d̪ʰa milana 

Literal Meaning: To match shoulder with shoulder 

Figurative Meaning: To extend full cooperation 

0.92 1.04 

21 नाक पर गुस्सा होना 
nak pəɾ gussa hona 

Literal Meaning: To have anger on nose 

Figurative Meaning: To be short tempered  

1.02 0.73 

22 तारीफ़ के पुल बांधना 
t̪aɾi:f ke pul bãd̪ʰna 

Literal Meaning: To tie bridges of praise 

Figurative Meaning: To praise someone generously 

1.17 0.92 

23 टेढ़ी उंगली स ेघी छनकालना 
ʈeɖʰi: uŋgli: se gʰi: nikalna 

Literal Meaning: To take out clarified butter by bending 

finger 

Figurative Meaning: To do some work using an 

unconventional way 

1.08 0.54 

24 नतल का  ताड़ बनाना 
t̪il ka t̪aɽ bənana 

Literal Meaning: To make palm tree out of sesame seed 

Figurative Meaning: To heavily exaggerate / To create a 

big fuss out of a small thing 

1.06 0.54 

 

4.4.2.4.2. ‘Frequent and Less-Decomposable’ (F-LD) idioms 

For the F-LD (frequent and less-decomposable) category, we have selected idioms 

with usage frequency index higher than the mean (usage frequency index > 0.83) and the 

decomposability index lower than the mean (decomposability index < 0.40). By filtering 

with these criteria, we ensured that we are taking only those idioms into consideration 

that are more frequently used and less decomposable in nature. There were 13 idioms 
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identified for this category, of which we have highlighted below the 6 most representative 

idioms (usage frequency index is high and decomposability index is low). 

Table 4.24: List of ‘frequent and less-decomposable’ idioms (F-LD) 

S. No. Idioms Usage 

Frequency 

Index > 0.83 

Decomposability 

Index < 0.40 

1 आसमान मसर पर उठाना 
asman siɾ pəɾ uʈʰana 

Literal Meaning: To lift sky on head 

Figurative Meaning: To create a huge ruckus  

1.03 0.04 

 

 

2 अक्ल घास चरन ेजाना 
əkl gʰas tʃəɾne dʒana 

Literal Meaning: To have mind gone for grazing grass 

Figurative Meaning: To lose logical understanding or 

common sense 

1.03 0.15 

3 भैंस के आगे बीन बजाना 
bʰə̃ĩs ke age bi:n bədʒana 

Literal Meaning: To play a musical instrument in front 

of buffalo 

Figurative Meaning: To explain something to a foolish 

person 

1.17 0.27 

4 चादर के बाहर पाांव पसारना 
tʃad̪əɾ ke bahəɾ pãʋ pəsaɾna 

Literal Meaning: To spread legs outside bedsheet 

Figurative Meaning: To spend more than one’s income 

0.89 0.12 

5 िप्पर फाड़कर देना 
tʃʰəppəɾ pʰaɽkəɾ dena 

Literal Meaning: To tear the roof and give 

Figurative Meaning: To earn a great fortune 

unexpectedly 

1.17 0.23 

6 दधू का धुला  होना 
d̪u:d̪ʰ ka d̪ʰula hona 

Literal Meaning: To be washed with milk 

Figurative Meaning: To be very pure / To act like a 

very pure and ethical person 

1.06 0.19 

7 एक अनार सौ बीमार 
ek ənaɾ sau bi:maɾ  

Literal Meaning: One pomegranate, hundred sick 

people 

Figurative Meaning: Something very useful, but 

available in a limited quantity 

0.92 0.00 
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8 घर की मुगी दाल बराबर 
gʰəɾ ki: muɾgi: d̪al bərabəɾ  

Literal Meaning: Chicken of house is equal to pulses 

Figurative Meaning: To show less respect for 

homegrown or domestic talent 

1.39 0.35 

9 घोड़े बेचकर सोना 
gʰoɽe betʃkəɾ sona 

Literal Meaning: To sleep after selling horses 

Figurative Meaning: To sleep peacefully / To have a 

deep sleep 

1.44 0.00 

10 हाथ  पीला होना 
hat̪ʰ pi:la hona 

Literal Meaning: Hands being yellow 

Figurative Meaning: To get married 

1.00 -0.15 

11 ममट्टी में ममला देना 
miʈʈi: mẽ mila d̪ena 

Literal Meaning: To mix in mud 

Figurative Meaning: To defeat or completely eradicate 

someone or something 

0.86 -0.04 

12 पेट में चूहे कूदना 
peʈ mẽ tʃu:he ku:d̪na 

Literal Meaning: To have mice jumping in stomach 

Figurative Meaning: To be very hungry 

1.39 0.12 

13 मसट्टी पपट्टी गुम होना 
siʈʈi: piʈʈi: gum hona 

Literal Meaning: To lose senses (*no literal translation 

for sitti pitti) 

Figurative Meaning: To become extremely scared or 

frightened 

1.03 0.23 

 

4.4.2.4.3. ‘Less-Frequent and Decomposable’ (LF-D) idioms 

For the LF-D (less-frequent and decomposable) category, we have selected idioms 

with usage frequency index lower than the mean (usage frequency index < 0.83) and 

decomposability index higher than the mean (decomposability index > 0.40). By filtering 

with these criteria, we ensured that we are taking only those idioms into consideration 

that are less frequently used and more decomposable in nature. There were 8 idioms 

identified for this category, of which we have highlighted below the 6 most representative 

idioms (usage frequency index is low and decomposability index is high). 
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Table 4.25: List of ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ idioms (LF-D) 

 

S. 

No. 

Idioms Usage 

Frequency 

Index < 0.83 

Decomposability 

Index > 0.40 

1 आँखों का तारा होना 
ãkʰõ ka t̪aɾa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be the star of eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To be very dear to someone  

0.81 0.81 

2 आँखों में पानी भर आना 
ãkʰõ mẽ pani: bʰəɾ ana 

Literal Meaning: Water filled in eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To become very emotional 

0.78 1.04 

3 अंछतम घड़ड़याँ गगनना 
ə̃t̪im ɡʰəɽijã ɡinna 

Literal Meaning: To count last days 

Figurative Meaning: To be on the verge of death 

0.72 0.96 

4 गले का हार होना 
ɡəle ka haɾ hona 

Literal Meaning: To be a necklace 

Figurative Meaning: To be very dear to someone 

0.64 0.46 

5 जान हथेली पर रखना 
dʒan hət̪ʰeli: pəɾ ɾəkʰna 

Literal Meaning: To keep life on the palm of the hand 

Figurative Meaning: To perform a very risky or daring 

act  

0.75 0.73 

6 कब्र में पाँव लटकाये होना 
kəbɾ mẽ pãʋ ləʈkaje hona 

Literal Meaning: Feet hanging in grave 

Figurative Meaning: A very old person who is nearing 

death 

0.72 0.89 

7 खून का प्यासा होना 
kʰu:n ka pjasa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be thirsty for blood 

Figurative Meaning: To intend to harm or kill someone 

0.59 0.78 

8 कोल्हू का बैल होना 
kolhu: ka bəil hona 

Literal Meaning: To be the ox which is used to draw 

out water from well 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely hard working/ To 

do inconsiderate amount of work 

0.50 0.50 
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4.4.2.4.4. ‘Less-Frequent and Less-Decomposable’ (LF-LD) idioms 

For LF-LD (less-frequent and less-decomposable) category idioms, we have 

selected idioms with low usage frequency and decomposability indices (usage frequency 

index < 0.83 and decomposability index < 0.40). There were 15 idioms identified for this 

category, of which we have highlighted below the 6 most representative idioms. 

Table 4.26: List of ‘less-frequent and less-decomposable’ idioms (LF-LD) 

S. 

No. 

Idioms Usage Frequency 

Index < 0.83 

Decomposability 

Index < 0.40 

1 आस्तीन का साँप होना 
ast̪i:n ka sãp hona 

Literal Meaning: To be snake of one’s sleeves 

Figurative Meaning: To betray someone / To be an 

enemy in a friend’s disguise  

0.67 0.08 

2 अधर में लटकाना 
əd̪ʰəɾ mẽ ləʈkana 

Literal Meaning: To hang something half-way 

Figurative Meaning: To leave someone or some task 

mid-way  

0.81 0.38 

3 अंगुली पर नाच नचाना 
əŋguli: pəɾ natʃ nətʃana 

Literal Meaning: To make someone dance at one’s 

fingers 

Figurative Meaning: To force someone to act as per 

one’s directions / To control someone  

0.69 0.19 

4 अपना उल्लू सीधा करना 
əpna ullu: si:d̪ʰa kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To straighten one’s owl 

Figurative Meaning: To achieve one’s selfish purpose  

0.83 -0.35 

5 अथ से इछत तक 
ət̪ʰ se it̪i t̪ək  

Literal Meaning: From start to finish 

Figurative Meaning: From start to finish 

-0.78 0.27 

6 िाती पर मूंग दलना 
tʃʰat̪i: pəɾ mu:ŋɡ d̪əlna 

Literal Meaning: To grind gram pulses on someone’s 

chest 

Figurative Meaning: To trouble someone incessantly 

0.14 -0.04 
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7 गुदड़ी का लाल होना 
ɡud̪ɽi: ka lal hona 

Literal Meaning: Worn out clothes becoming red 

Figurative Meaning: To be an extraordinary person 

born in a poor family or locality 

-0.08 -0.12 

8 हाथ गरम करना 
hat̪ʰ ɡəɾəm kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To heat hand 

Figurative Meaning: To bribe someone 

0.47 -0.19 

9 हथेली पर सरसों उगाना 
hətʰeli: pəɾ səɾsõ uɡana 

Literal Meaning: To grow mustard on the palm of one’s 

hand 

Figurative Meaning: To attempt an impossible task 

-0.19 0.23 

10 ईंट से ईंट बजाना 
ĩ:ʈ se ĩ:ʈ bədʒana 

Literal Meaning: To hit brick with brick 

Figurative Meaning: To cause extensive damage / To 

defeat someone comprehensively 

0.50 0.23 

11 कान खड़े होना 
kan kʰəɽe hona 

Literal Meaning: Ears standing straight 

Figurative Meaning: To become very attentive / To give 

dedicated attention 

0.78 0.23 

12 कलेजे पर पत्थर रखना 
kəledʒe pəɾ pət̪t̪ʰəɾ ɾəkʰna 

Literal Meaning: To keep stone on chest 

Figurative Meaning: To show strength at times of 

emotional turmoil 

0.69 0.04 

13 खटाई में पड़ जाना 
kʰəʈai: mẽ pəɽ dʒana  

Literal Meaning: To fall into sourness 

Figurative Meaning: Some task or work getting stuck 

because of some obstacles 

-0.42 -0.12 

14 मुंह में दही जमाना 
mũh mẽ d̪əhi: dʒəmana  

Literal Meaning: To prepare curd in mouth 

Figurative Meaning: To stay silent / To be tongue-tied 

0.39 0.04 

15 तोते उड़ जाना 
t̪ot̪e uɽ dʒana  

Literal Meaning: Parrots flying away 

Figurative Meaning: To get panic-stricken or scared 

0.50 0.00 
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4.4.2.5. Analysis 5: Linear Regression tests among the defined indices 

We performed linear regression tests on the complete data subset and the subsets 

of data in the identified categories. Idioms’ usage frequency – measured using the usage 

frequency index, meaning familiarity – measured using the meaning familiarity index, 

compositionality – measured using the decomposability index, and the role of literal 

meaning – measured using the literal meaning identification (LMI) index, were the 

properties we were investigating. For all these regression tests, the ease of comprehension 

is measured by its meaning familiarity, with the underlying assumption that a well-known 

idiom would be relatively easier to comprehend. 

Table 4.27: Summary of regression tests done and the corresponding results 

S. 

No. 

Data Set 

Category 

Dependent 

Variable 

Independent 

Variable 

Adjusted 

R2 

p Result 

1 Complete Meaning 

Familiarity Index 

Usage Frequency 

Index 

0.836 0.000 Significant 

2 Complete Meaning 

Familiarity Index 

Decomposability 

Index 

0.047 0.053 Non-significant 

3 Complete Meaning 

Familiarity Index 

LMI index 0.216 0.000 Significant but weak 

or inconclusive 

model*7 

4 Complete Decomposability 

Index 

LMI index 0.355 0.000 Significant but weak 

or inconclusive 

model* 

5 F-D Meaning 

Familiarity Index 

Decomposability 

Index 

-0.023 0.496 Non-significant 

6 F-D Meaning 

Familiarity Index 

LMI index -0.001 0.333 Non-significant 

7 F-D Decomposability 

Index 

LMI index 0.147 0.036 Significant but weak 

or inconclusive 

model* 

8 F-LD Meaning 

Familiarity Index 

Decomposability 

Index 

-0.086 0.825 Non-significant 

9 F-LD Meaning 

Familiarity Index  

LMI index 0.092 0.165 Non-significant 

 
* ‘Significant but weak or inconclusive model’ means that although the value of p suggests that the 

corresponding linear regression model is statistically significant (p < 0.05), the low value of Adjusted R2 

indicates that the model does not explain the variance in the dependent variable corresponding to the 

variance in the independent variable. Hence the correlation even if it may exist, is a weak one, and does not 

conclusively establish the validity of the linear regression model. It generally also indicates that there are 

some other factors or variables which could improve the regression model, which were not considered in 

this particular regression. Therefore, these correlations can be ignored for the purpose of this study but can 

be explored in future works. 
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10 F-LD Decomposability 

Index 

LMI index -0.086 0.830 Non-significant 

11 VF Meaning 

Familiarity Index 

Decomposability 

Index 

0.429 0.017 Significant but weak 

or inconclusive 

model* 

12 VF Meaning 

Familiarity Index 

LMI index 0.877 0.000 Significant 

13 VF Decomposability 

Index 

LMI index 0.340 0.035 Significant but weak 

or inconclusive 

model* 

14 LF-D Meaning 

Familiarity Index 

Decomposability 

Index 

0.742 0.004 Significant 

15 LF-D Meaning 

Familiarity Index 

LMI index 0.652 0.009 Significant 

16 LF-D Decomposability 

Index 

LMI index 0.757 0.003 Significant 

17 LF-LD Meaning 

Familiarity Index 

Decomposability 

Index 

-0.031 0.462 Non-significant 

18 LF-LD Meaning 

Familiarity Index 

LMI index 0.067 0.180 Non-significant 

19 LF-LD Decomposability 

Index 

LMI index 0.075 0.168 Non-significant 

20 VD Meaning 

Familiarity Index 

Decomposability 

Index 

-0.098 0.887 Non-significant 

21 VD Meaning 

Familiarity Index 

LMI index 0.003 0.332 Non-significant 

22 VD Decomposability 

Index 

LMI index -0.098 0.906 Non-significant 

 

We have presented the significant results on all the sub-categories in more details 

in the analysis section. In addition to the four identified categories of idioms, we also 

executed linear regression tests on the following idiom subsets: decomposable category 

(idioms with the decomposability index > 0.40), less-decomposable category (idioms 

with the decomposability index < 0.40), frequent category (idioms with the usage 

frequency index > 0.83), and less-frequent category (idioms with the usage frequency 

index < 0.83). We did not find any significant correlations for indices in these categories. 

This suggests that any one of these parameters is, just by itself, not sufficient to develop 

a conclusive model of idiom comprehension. Rather a combination of these parameters 

will need to be used.  
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4.4.2.6. Analysis 6: Linear Regression between meaning familiarity and literal 

meaning identification for highly frequent idioms 

To investigate the idioms’ properties in more details, we took another subset for 

analysis, consisting of the 11 most frequent idioms in our data set (idioms with the usage 

frequency index > 1.14, which was much higher than the mean value of 0.83). For these 

very frequently used idioms, we checked for the role of the literal meaning of an idiom. 

We explored if, during the idiom comprehension process, native speakers try to decode 

the meaning of the idiom by taking the cue from the literal meaning of the idiom. For 

identifying this, we used linear regression to test the dependency of idiom’s meaning 

comprehension on its literal meaning identification, where the dependent variable was the 

meaning familiarity index, and the independent variable was the literal meaning 

identification index. Only for very frequent idioms, we found that the Adjusted R Square 

statistic of this linear regression is very high at 0.877 or 87.7%. As the model is able to 

explain 87.7% of the variance, with a negative coefficient (beta = -0.126), it indicates that 

there is a strong negative correlation between meaning familiarity and literal meaning 

identification. Also, p = 0.000, which means that this result is statistically significant (p 

< 0.05 is considered statistically significant). 

Table 4.28: Linear Regression between meaning familiarity and literal 

meaning identification for highly frequent idioms 

Variables Entered/Removeda 

Model Variables Entered Variables Removed Method 

1 LMI Indexb . Enter 

a. Dependent Variable: Meaning Familiarity Index 

b. All requested variables entered. 

 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate 

1 .943a .889 .877 .0123693 

a. Predictors: (Constant), LMI index 

 

ANOVAa 

Model Sum of 

Squares 

Df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 

Regression .011 1 .011 72.435 .000b 

Residual .001 9 .000   

Total .012 10    

a. Dependent Variable: Meaning Familiarity Index 

b. Predictors: (Constant), LMI index 
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Coefficientsa 

Model Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

T Sig. 

B Std. 

Error 

Beta 

1 
(Constant) 1.962 .008  241.155 .000 

LMI index -.126 .015 -.943 -8.511 .000 

a. Dependent Variable: Meaning Familiarity Index 

 

The most reasonable interpretation of these metrics is that, for the very frequently 

used idioms, the literal meaning is not considered at all by native speakers, and they are 

able to recall the idiomatic meaning (through direct memory retrieval). We can say that 

for very frequently used idioms, the literal meaning of the idiom does not play any role 

and idioms are comprehended similar to long words, and the meaning is accessed from 

memory like the known long words. The strong negative correlation between the meaning 

familiarity index and the literal meaning identification index for highly frequent idiom 

suggests that the more frequent an idiom is, the less likely it is that the idiom will go 

through the literal meaning analysis (similarly less probability for compositional analysis 

as meaning familiarity and decomposability index showed a similar statistically 

significant result in Table 4.27, although with lesser Adjusted R Square values).  

This implies that, for such idioms, the literal meaning of the idiom may not be 

considered at all by language users. Therefore, the confusion between the literal meaning 

and the idiomatic meaning may not arise, resulting in a processing advantage for these 

idioms. The results presented here are an indicative remark for such an argument and call 

for a comprehensive response time experiment. However, our thesis aims to focus on the 

development of idiomatic competence in children, and the processing of idioms in native 

adult speakers is beyond the scope of this work. Nevertheless, these results are fascinating 

and can be taken forward in a future work to understand the processing of idioms. 

4.4.2.7. Analysis 7: Linear Regression between meaning familiarity and 

decomposability for the ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ idioms 

We executed another linear regression test to understand if an idiom is less 

frequently used but is decomposable whether the decomposability aspect aids the idiom 

comprehension process. For this, we executed the regression test between the meaning 
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familiarity index (dependent variable) and decomposability index (independent variable) 

on the LF-D category idioms.  

Table 4.29: Linear Regression between meaning familiarity and decomposability 

for the ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ idioms 

 

Variables Entered/Removeda 

Model Variables Entered Variables Removed Method 

1 
Decomposability 

Indexb 
. Enter 

a. Dependent Variable: Meaning Familiarity Index 

b. All requested variables entered. 

 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate 

1 .882a .779 .742 .0712611 

a. Predictors: (Constant), Decomposability Index 

  
ANOVAa 

Model Sum of Squares Df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 

Regression .107 1 .107 21.114 .004b 

Residual .030 6 .005   

Total .138 7    

a. Dependent Variable: Meaning Familiarity Index 

b. Predictors: (Constant), Decomposability Index 

  
 

Coefficientsa 

Model Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 

Coefficients 

T Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

1 

(Constant) 1.137 .096  11.799 .000 

Decomposability 

Index 
.572 .125 .882 4.595 .004 

a. Dependent Variable: Meaning Familiarity Index 

 

For this linear regression, p = 0.004, which means that this result is statistically 

significant (p < 0.05). Also, we found that the Adjusted R Square statistic of this linear 

regression is high, with a value of 0.742. As the model is able to explain 74.2% of the 

variance, it indicates a strong correlation between meaning familiarity and 

decomposability for ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ category idioms. The result 

indicates that there is a strong correlation between meaning familiarity and 

decomposability for the ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ idioms. For such idioms, 

compositional analysis may be an active strategy to retrieve the idiomatic meaning. In 
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order to decipher the idiomatic meaning of the ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ idioms, 

speakers may try to break down the meaning of the components and arrive at the idiomatic 

meaning using the literal meaning of the constituents or using a metaphoric route. 

4.4.2.8. Analysis 8: Linear Regression between decomposability and literal 

meaning identification for the ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ idioms 

We executed a linear regression test for the ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ 

idioms to understand if an idiom is less frequently used but is decomposable, whether the 

literal meaning of the constituent words has a role in the idiom comprehension process. 

Therefore, we executed the regression test between the decomposability index (dependent 

variable) and the literal meaning identification index (independent variable).  

Table 4.30: Linear Regression between decomposability and literal meaning 

identification for the ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ idioms 

 

Variables Entered/Removeda 

Model Variables Entered Variables 

Removed 

Method 

1 LMI (Literal Meaning Identification) Indexb . Enter 

a. Dependent Variable: Decomposability Index 

b. All requested variables entered.  
 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate 

1 .890a .792 .757 .1065275 

a. Predictors: (Constant), LMI (Literal Meaning Identification) Index 

 

ANOVAa 

Model Sum of Squares Df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 

Regression .259 1 .259 22.832 .003b 

Residual .068 6 .011   

Total .327 7    

a. Dependent Variable: Decomposability Index 

b. Predictors: (Constant), LMI (Literal Meaning Identification) Index  
 

Coefficientsa 

Model Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 

Coefficients 

T Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

1 

(Constant) .357 .090  3.974 .007 

LMI (Literal 

meaning 

identification) 

index 

.873 .183 .890 4.778 .003 

a. Dependent Variable: Decomposability index 
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We found that for the idiom category of the ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ 

idioms, the Adjusted R Square statistic of this linear regression is high with a value of 

0.757 or 75.7%. As the model is able to explain 75.7% of the variance, it indicates that 

there is a strong correlation between the LMI (literal meaning identification) index and 

the decomposability index. Also, p = 0.003, which means this result is statistically 

significant (p < 0.05 is considered statistically significant). This result is found to be 

significant and is an extension to the previous result, where we found that meaning 

familiarity was correlated with decomposability. 

The above analysis indicates that for idioms that are not very frequent but are 

decomposable, speakers may try to do a compositional analysis. This reasserts that both 

the literal and the figurative meanings are activated for such idioms. This dual activation 

could have been made possible by the decomposable nature of the idiom. Here, we cannot 

say which one has a processing advantage out of the two activations, but we can definitely 

argue that the ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ category idioms undergo this 

comprehension process. In literature, the dual activation of literal and idiomatic meanings 

has been discussed; but the type of idioms which shows such behaviour has not been 

conclusively established. Our research throws light on this and, in future, a detailed work 

on language processing experiments can be done on these lines. We have also run a 

separate regression test on idioms representing two unique sets, i.e. those with a plausible 

literal and figurative meaning and those which do not have a plausible literal meaning. In 

our dataset, we have a majority of idioms with such a dual representation, but there were 

some idioms that do not have a plausible literal meaning. More details of this issue are 

discussed in Section 4.4.2.10. 

4.4.2.9. Analysis 9: Linear Regression between meaning familiarity and literal 

meaning identification for the ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ idioms 

We executed another linear regression test to figure out if there is any correlation 

between the meaning familiarity and the literal meaning of an idiom. We wanted to 

explore if, for the ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ idioms, the literal meaning delivers 

a significant advantage in the comprehension process. It is intuitive that language users 

may need to decompose idioms that are less frequently encountered and used. For such 

an idiom, if the literal meaning is closely associated with the figurative meaning, there is 

an increase its meaning familiarity. We found that the Adjusted R Square statistic of this 
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linear regression is reasonably high with a value of 0.652. As the regression model is able 

to explain 65.2% of the variance, it indicates that there is a correlation between meaning 

familiarity and analysis of the literal meaning for the LF-D category idioms. Also, p = 

0.009, which means that this result is statistically significant (p < 0.05). 

This result is found to be significant and is an extension of the previous result 

where we found that meaning familiarity correlated with decomposability, and 

decomposability correlated with literal meaning identification for the ‘less-frequent and 

decomposable’ idioms. This regression supports the argument that ease of comprehension 

(measured using meaning familiarity) of not-frequent but decomposable idioms is 

enhanced because of the understanding of the components of the idiomatic phrase, and 

compositional analysis plays a vital role in deriving the meanings of the ‘less-frequent 

and decomposable’ category idioms. 

Table 4.31: Linear Regression between meaning familiarity and literal meaning 

identification for the ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ idioms 

Variables Entered/Removeda 

Model Variables Entered Variables Removed Method 

1 LMI (Literal Meaning Identification) Indexb . Enter 

a. Dependent Variable: Meaning Familiarity Index 

b. All requested variables entered. 

 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate 

1 .838a .702 .652 .0827200 

a. Predictors: (Constant), LMI (Literal Meaning Identification) index 

 

ANOVAa 

Model Sum of Squares Df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 

Regression .097 1 .097 14.123 .009b 

Residual .041 6 .007   

Total .138 7    

a. Dependent Variable: Meaning familiarity index 

b. Predictors: (Constant), LMI (Literal meaning identification) index 

 

Coefficientsa 

Model Unstandardised Coefficients Standardised 

Coefficients 

T Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

1 

(Constant) 1.326 .070  19.018 .000 

LMI (Literal meaning 

identification) index 
.533 .142 .838 3.758 .009 

a. Dependent Variable: Meaning familiarity index 
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4.4.2.10.  Analysing the data for idioms that have plausible literal meanings 

We also separately analysed the responses received for idioms that have a 

plausible literal meaning. We assumed that the absence of a plausible literal meaning 

might aid idiom comprehension. This assumption was based on the Lexical 

Representation Hypothesis, which states that there are always competing literal and 

idiomatic meanings when comprehending any idiom. Through this model, Swiney and 

Cuttler (1979) observed that there is a “parallel activation of both the literal and figurative 

meanings when a native speaker encounters an idiom, which results in a ‘horse race’ in 

which the context determines the more fitting interpretation”. In the case of idioms that 

do not have a plausible literal meaning, such a competition between the idiomatic and the 

literal meaning does not happen at all or gets discarded early in the comprehension 

process, as the literal meaning gets outright rejected. Hence, taking insight from this 

model, we assumed that for idioms that have a plausible literal meaning the decision 

whether the idiomatic or the literal meaning is to be considered is made before the correct 

interpretation happens. Therefore, we decided to run linear regression tests on the indices 

for those idioms which have a valid literal meaning (in our data set). Table 4.32 mentions 

the idioms with a plausible literal meaning which were selected for this analysis.  

Table 4.32: List of idioms with plausible literal meanings 

S. 

No. 

Idioms Usage 

Frequency 

Index 

Meaning 

Familiarity 

Index 

LMI Index Decompos-

ability Index 

1 आँखों में पानी भर आना 
ãkʰõ mẽ pani: bʰəɾ ana 

Literal Meaning: Water filled in eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To become very 

emotional 

0.78 1.69 0.78 1.04 

2 अपने पांव पर कुल्हाड़ी मारना 
əpne pãʋ  pəɾ  kulhaɽi: 

maɾna 

Literal Meaning: To strike axe on one’s 

own foot 

Figurative Meaning: To cause harm to 

oneself / To act stupidly causing harm to 

oneself 

1.31 1.83 1.15 1.00 

3 कब्र में पाँव लटकाये होना 
kəbɾ mẽ pãʋ ləʈkaje hona 

0.72 1.61 0.59 0.89 
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Literal Meaning: Feet hanging in grave 

Figurative Meaning: A very old person 

who is nearing death 

4 अंधों में काना राजा 
ə̃d̪ʰõ mẽ kana ɾadʒa 

Literal Meaning: One-eyed person being 

king among blind people 

Figurative Meaning: Less qualified 

person being the most prominent among a 

group of unqualified persons  

1.14 1.85 0.81 0.85 

5 घुटने टेक देना 
gʰuʈne ʈek d̪ena 

Literal Meaning: To put knees on ground 

Figurative Meaning: To concede defeat 

0.97 1.83 1.00 0.85 

6 अांधेरे में तीर चलाना  
ə̃d̪ʰeɾe mẽ t̪i:ɾ tʃəlana 

Literal Meaning:  To shoot arrows in the 

dark 

Figurative Meaning: To make a wild 

guess 

1.03 1.72 1.04 0.77 

7 कटे पर नमक छिड़कना 
kəʈe pəɾ nəmək tʃʰiɽəkna 

Literal Meaning: To sprinkle salt on 

wound 

Figurative Meaning: To cause more pain 

or trauma for someone who is already in 

anguish 

0.92 1.75 0.81 0.62 

8 आटे दाल का भाव मालूम होना 
aʈe d̪al ka bhaʋ malu:m hona 

Literal Meaning: To know the price of 

flour and pulses 

Figurative Meaning: To be aware of the 

realities of life 

0.89 1.75 0.85 0.62 

9 टेढ़ी उंगली से घी छनकालना 
ʈeɖʰi: uŋgli: se gʰi: 

nikalna 

Literal Meaning: To take out clarified 

butter by bending finger 

Figurative Meaning: To do some work 

using an unconventional way 

1.08 1.97 0.78 0.54 

10 कमर टूट जाना 
kəməɾ ʈu:ʈ dʒana 

Literal Meaning: Waist breaking down 

0.89 1.83 0.63 0.54 
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Figurative Meaning: To be extremely 

tired 

11 दांतों तले उांर्गली दबाना 
d̪ãt̪õ t̪əle uŋgli: d̪əbana 

Literal Meaning: To bite finger under 

one’s teeth 

Figurative Meaning: To be astonished 

0.97 1.92 0.37 0.50 

12 डंके की चोट पर कहना 
ɖəŋke ki: tʃoʈ pəɾ kəhna 

Literal Meaning: To say on the beat of a 

drum 

Figurative Meaning: To be very loud and 

confident about something 

0.92 1.78 0.22 0.50 

13 गड़े मुदे उखाड़ना 
gəɽe muɾd̪e ukʰaɽna 

Literal Meaning: To pull out buried 

corpses 

Figurative Meaning: To search for and 

reveal very old things from someone’s 

past 

0.89 1.78 0.56 0.50 

14 गले का हार होना 
ɡəle ka haɾ hona 

Literal Meaning: To be a necklace 

Figurative Meaning: To be very dear to 

someone 

0.64 1.34 0.22 0.46 

15 अधर में लटकाना 
əd̪ʰəɾ mẽ ləʈkana 

Literal Meaning: To hang something half-

way 

Figurative Meaning: To leave someone or 

some task mid-way 

0.81 1.24 0.15 0.38 

16 भैंस के आगे बीन बजाना 
bʰə̃ĩs ke age bi:n bədʒana 

Literal Meaning: To play a musical 

instrument in front of buffalo 

Figurative Meaning: To explain 

something to a foolish person  

1.17 1.89 0.52 0.27 

17 अथ से इछत तक 
ət̪ʰ se it̪i t̪ək  

Literal Meaning: From start to finish 

Figurative Meaning: From start to finish 

-0.78 0.44 0.07 0.27 

18 िप्पर फाड़कर देना 
tʃʰəppəɾ pʰaɽkəɾ dena 

1.17 1.95 0.15 0.23 
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Literal Meaning: To tear the roof and 

give 

Figurative Meaning: To earn a great 

fortune unexpectedly 

19 ईंट स ेईंट बजाना 
ĩ:ʈ se ĩ:ʈ bədʒana 

Literal Meaning: To hit brick with brick 

Figurative Meaning: To cause extensive 

damage / To defeat someone 

comprehensively  

0.50 1.61 -0.07 0.23 

20 चादर के बाहर पाांव पसारना 
tʃad̪əɾ ke bahəɾ pãʋ pəsaɾna 

Literal Meaning: To spread legs outside 

bedsheet 

Figurative Meaning: To spend more than 

one’s income 

0.89 1.86 0.85 0.12 

21 कलेजे पर पत्थर रखना 
kəledʒe pəɾ pət̪t̪ʰəɾ ɾəkʰna 

Literal Meaning: To keep stone on chest 

Figurative Meaning: To show strength at 

times of emotional turmoil 

0.69 1.92 0.37 0.04 

22 घोड़े बेचकर सोना 
gʰoɽe betʃkəɾ sona 

Literal Meaning: To sleep after selling 

horses 

Figurative Meaning: To sleep peacefully / 

To have a deep sleep 

1.44 1.93 0.33 0.00 

23 तोत ेउड़ जाना 
t̪ot̪e uɽ dʒana  

Literal Meaning: Parrots flying away 

Figurative Meaning: To get panic-

stricken or scared 

0.50 1.44 -0.11 0.00 

24 ममट्टी में ममला देना 
miʈʈi: mẽ mila d̪ena 

Literal Meaning: To mix in mud 

Figurative Meaning: To defeat or 

completely eradicate someone or 

something 

0.86 1.86 0.70 -0.04 

25 हाथ  पीला होना 
hat̪ʰ pi:la hona 

Literal Meaning: Hands being yellow 

Figurative Meaning: To get married 

  

1.00 1.83 0.22 -0.15 
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26 हाथ गरम करना 
hat̪ʰ ɡəɾəm kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To heat hand 

Figurative Meaning: To bribe someone 

0.47 1.42 0.37 -0.19 

27 दधू का धुला होना 
d̪u:d̪ʰ ka d̪ʰula hona 

Literal Meaning: To be washed with milk 

Figurative Meaning: To be very pure / To 

act like a very pure and ethical person 

1.06 1.94 0.52 0.19 

 

We executed multiple such linear regressions for meaning familiarity, usage 

frequency, decomposability, and the role of literal meaning (LMI) for the above idioms 

and in the corresponding idiom categories. We did not find any significant relationship 

among these indices, possibly because there are more variables at play here. We found 

only one significant linear regression model for the idiom category of ‘frequent and 

decomposable’ idioms, which have a plausible literal meaning, as identified in Table 3.37. 

Table 4.33: List of idioms which are in the sub-category ‘Plausible literal meaning’ 

and are of ‘frequent and decomposable’ category 

S. 

No. 

Idioms Usage 

Frequency 

Index 

Meaning 

Familiarity 

Index 

LMI 

Index 

Decompos-

ability 

Index 

1 अपने पांव पर कुल्हाड़ी मारना 
əpne pãʋ pəɾ  kulhaɽi: maɾna 

Literal Meaning: To strike axe on one’s own 

foot 

Figurative Meaning: To cause harm to 

oneself / To act stupidly causing harm to 

oneself 

1.31 1.83 1.15 1.00 

2 अंधों में काना राजा 
ə̃d̪ʰõ mẽ kana ɾadʒa 

Literal Meaning: One-eyed person being 

king among blind people 

Figurative Meaning: Less qualified person 

being the most prominent among a group of 

unqualified persons 

1.14 1.85 0.81 0.85 

3 घुटने टेक देना 
gʰuʈne ʈek d̪ena 

Literal Meaning: To put knees on ground 

Figurative Meaning: To concede defeat 

0.97 1.83 1.00 0.85 
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4 अांधेरे में तीर चलाना  
ə̃d̪ʰeɾe mẽ t̪i:ɾ tʃəlana 

Literal Meaning:  To shoot arrows in the 

dark 

Figurative Meaning: To make a wild guess 

1.03 1.72 1.04 0.77 

5 कटे पर नमक छिड़कना 
kəʈe pəɾ nəmək tʃʰiɽəkna 

Literal Meaning: To sprinkle salt on wound 

Figurative Meaning: To cause more pain or 

trauma for someone who is already in 

anguish 

0.92 1.75 0.81 0.62 

6 आटे दाल का भाव मालूम होना 
aʈe d̪al ka bhaʋ malu:m hona 

Literal Meaning: To know the price of flour 

and pulses 

Figurative Meaning: To be aware of the 

realities of life  

0.89 1.75 0.85 0.62 

7 टेढ़ी उंगली से घी छनकालना 
ʈeɖʰi: uŋgli: se gʰi: nikalna 

Literal Meaning: To take out clarified butter 

by bending finger 

Figurative Meaning: To do some work using 

an unconventional way 

1.08 1.97 0.78 0.54 

8 कमर टूट जाना 
kəməɾ ʈu:ʈ dʒana 

Literal Meaning: Waist breaking down 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely tired 

0.89 1.83 0.63 0.54 

9 दांतों तले उांर्गली दबाना 
d̪ãt̪õ t̪əle uŋgəli:  d̪əbana 

Literal Meaning: To bite finger under one’s 

teeth 

Figurative Meaning: To be astonished  

0.97 1.92 0.37 0.50 

10 डंके की चोट पर कहना 
ɖəŋke ki: tʃoʈ pəɾ kəhna 

Literal Meaning: To say on the beat of a 

drum 

Figurative Meaning: To be very loud and 

confident about something  

0.92 1.78 0.22 0.50 

11 गड़े मुदे उखाड़ना 
gəɽe muɾd̪e ukʰaɽna 

Literal Meaning: To pull out buried corpses 

Figurative Meaning: To search for and reveal 

very old things from someone’s past 

0.89 1.78 0.56 0.50 
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Table 4.34: Linear Regression between meaning familiarity and literal meaning 

identification for the ‘frequent and decomposable’ idioms 

 

Variables Entered/Removeda 

Model Variables Entered Variables Removed Method 

1 LMI Indexb . Enter 

a. Dependent Variable: Decomposability Index 

b. All requested variables entered. 

 

 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate 

1 .819a .672 .635 .10613 

a. Predictors: (Constant), LMI Index 

 

 

ANOVAa 

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 

Regression .207 1 .207 18.398 .002b 

Residual .101 9 .011   

Total .309 10    

a. Dependent Variable: Decomposability Index 

b. Predictors: (Constant), LMI Index 

 

Coefficientsa 

Model Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

1 
(Constant) .282 .094  2.997 .015 

LMI Index .509 .119 .819 4.289 .002 

a. Dependent Variable: Decomposability Index 

For this set of idioms, as mentioned in Table 3.38, we found that the Adjusted R 

Square statistic of this linear regression is reasonably high at 0.635 or 63.5%. As this 

linear regression model is able to explain 63.5% of the variance, it indicates that there is 

a correlation between the decomposability index and the literal meaning identification 

index. Also, p = 0.002, which means that this result is statistically significant (p < 0.05 is 

considered statistically significant). This reinforces our argument that interpretation of 

decomposable idioms does require a literal meaning analysis, and the literal meaning 

helps in arriving at the idiomatic meaning for many idioms.  This result also indicates that 

having a plausible literal meaning may influence the processing time as well. As 

discussed in the decomposability model by Gibbs et al. (1989), all decomposable idioms 

have a processing advantage over non-decomposable idioms. However, it is essential to 

look for the semantic representation of idioms, and in this light, we hypothesise that 
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decomposable idioms with plausible literal meaning may not have a processing advantage 

over non-decomposable idioms. The presence of a plausible literal meaning (such as in 

the case of certain idioms in our list, which were of the ‘frequent and decomposable’ 

category) may increase the correctness of idiom comprehension by making the idiom 

more transparent, but not necessarily the speed of comprehension. In the current 

comprehension-based empirical study, we can consider this to be an interesting finding 

on the ease or correctness of idiom interpretation, which can be explored further using 

response time experiments on adult native speakers (outside the scope of this thesis). 

4.4.2.11. Point of idiom identification 

As discussed in Section 4.4.1.6, the test for the unique point of idiom 

comprehension aims to explore the ‘predictability’ property of idioms which is discussed 

in Configuration Hypothesis (Cacciari and Tabossi, 1988). Table 4.35 shows the 

summarised data set corresponding to the ‘point of idiom identification’ task, where the 

column ‘% of favourable responses’ represents the percentage of respondents who agreed 

on the word mentioned in ‘point identified’ column as being the unique point of idiom 

identification for the corresponding idiom. As we are investigating the predictability 

aspect, if the last word of the idiom is marked by the respondents, it cannot be considered 

as the point of idiom identification as the whole phrase has been read by the respondent. 

Table 4.35: Point of idiom identification (PII) 

S. 

No. 

Idioms Point 

Identified 

% of 

Favourable 

Responses 

Point 

identified is 

not the last 

word 

1 आँखों का तारा होना  
ãkʰõ ka t̪aɾa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be the star of eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To be very dear to someone  

तारा 
t̪aɾa 

88.24% Yes 

2 ककताब का कीड़ा होना 
kit̪ab ka ki:ɽa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be a bookworm 

Figurative Meaning: To be very studious / To be 

someone who reads a lot but has less practical 

knowledge  

कीड़ा 
ki:ɽa 

85.29% Yes 

3 हाथ पीला होना  
hat̪ʰ pi:la hona 

पीला 
pi:la 

85.29% Yes 
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Literal Meaning: Hands being yellow 

Figurative Meaning: To get married 

4 खरी खोटी सुनाना  
kʰəɾi: kʰoʈi: sunana 

Literal Meaning: To make one hear raw (unfiltered) 

and defected 

Figurative Meaning: To scold someone 

सुनाना 
sunana 

58.82% No 

5 अक्ल का दशु्मन होना  
əkl ka d̪uʃmən hona 

Literal Meaning: To be enemy of wisdom 

Figurative Meaning: To be very stupid  

दशु्मन 
d̪uʃmən 

79.41% Yes 

6 घोड़े बेचकर सोना  
gʰoɽe betʃkəɾ sona 

Literal Meaning: To sleep after selling horses 

Figurative Meaning: To sleep peacefully / To have a 

deep sleep 

सोना 
sona 

55.88% No 

7 घुटने टेक देना  
gʰuʈne ʈek d̪ena 

Literal Meaning: To put knees on ground 

Figurative Meaning: To concede defeat 

टेक 
ʈek 

76.47% Yes 

8 गले का हार होना  
ɡəle ka haɾ hona 

Literal Meaning: To be a necklace 

Figurative Meaning: To be very dear to someone 

हार 
haɾ 

70.59% Yes 

9 नाक पर गुस्सा होना  
nak pəɾ gussa hona 

Literal Meaning: To have anger on nose 

Figurative Meaning: To be short tempered  

गुस्सा 
gussa 

67.65% Yes 

10 आटे दाल का भाव मालूम होना  
aʈe d̪al ka bhaʋ malu:m hona 

Literal Meaning: To know the price of flour and pulses 

Figurative Meaning: To be aware of the realities of life  

भाव 
bhaʋ 

67.65% Yes 

11 मसट्टी पपट्टी गुम होना  
siʈʈi: piʈʈi: gum hona 

Literal Meaning: To lose senses  

(*no literal translation for sitti pitti) 

Figurative Meaning: To become extremely scared or 

frightened  

गुम 
gum 

67.65% Yes 

12 खून का प्यासा होना  
kʰu:n ka pjasa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be thirsty for blood 

प्यासा 
pəjasa 

67.65% Yes 
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Figurative Meaning: To intend to harm or kill 

someone  

13 कंधे से कंधा ममलाना  
kə̃d̪ʰe se kə̃d̪ʰa milana 

Literal Meaning: To match shoulder with shoulder 

Figurative Meaning: To extend full cooperation 

ममलाना 
milana 

50.00% No 

14 अंछतम घड़ड़याँ गगनना  
ə̃t̪im ɡʰəɽijã ɡinna 

Literal Meaning: To count last days 

Figurative Meaning: To be on the verge of death  

गगनना 
ɡinna 

44.12% No 

15 दधू का धुला होना  
d̪u:d̪ʰ ka d̪ʰula hona 

Literal Meaning: To be washed with milk 

Figurative Meaning: To be very pure / To act like a 

very pure and ethical person  

धुला 
d̪ʰula 

67.65% Yes 

16 गुदड़ी का लाल होना  
ɡud̪ɽi: ka lal hona 

Literal Meaning: Worn out clothes becoming red 

Figurative Meaning: To be an extraordinary person 

born in a poor family or locality  

लाल 
lal 

67.65% Yes 

17 खून पसीना एक करना  
kʰu:n pəsi:na ek kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To make blood and sweat one 

Figurative Meaning: To work extremely hard  

एक 
ek 

64.71% Yes 

18 हाथ गरम करना  
hat̪ʰ ɡəɾəm kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To heat hand 

Figurative Meaning: To bribe someone  

गरम 
ɡəɾəm 

64.71% Yes 

19 जान हथेली पर रखना  
dʒan hət̪ʰeli: pəɾ ɾəkʰna 

Literal Meaning: To keep life on the palm of the hand 

Figurative Meaning: To perform a very risky or daring 

act  

हथेली 
hət̪ʰeli: 

61.76% Yes 

20 अपने पांव पर कुल्हाड़ी मारना  
əpne pãʋ pəɾ  kulhaɽi: maɾna 

Literal Meaning: To strike axe on one’s own foot 

Figurative Meaning: To cause harm to oneself / To act 

stupidly causing harm to oneself  

कुल्हाड़ी 
kulhaɽi: 

58.82% Yes 

21 तारीफ़ के पुल बांधना  
t̪aɾi:f ke pul bãd̪ʰna 

Literal Meaning: To tie bridges of praise 

Figurative Meaning: To praise someone generously  

पुल 
pul 

58.82% Yes 
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22 आँखों में पानी भर आना  
ãkʰõ mẽ pani: bʰəɾ ana 

Literal Meaning: Water filled in eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To become very emotional  

पानी 
pani: 

58.82% Yes 

23 आग बबूला होना  
ag bəbu:la hona 

Literal Meaning: To be fire boil 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely angry  

बबूला 
bəbu:la 

58.82% Yes 

24 एड़ी चोटी का ज़ोर लगाना  
eɽi: tʃoʈi: ka zoɾ ləgana 

Literal Meaning: To put strength from heel to hair 

braids 

Figurative Meaning: To put in all possible efforts  

ज़ोर 
zoɾ 

58.82% Yes 

25 कलेजे पर पत्थर रखना  
kəledʒe pəɾ pət̪t̪ʰəɾ ɾəkʰna 

Literal Meaning: To keep stone on chest 

Figurative Meaning: To show strength at times of 

emotional turmoil  

पत्थर 
pət̪t̪ʰəɾ 

58.82% Yes 

26 कैं ची सी ज़बान चलना 
kə̃ĩtʃi: si: zəban tʃəlna 

Literal Meaning: Tongue moving like a pair of scissors 

Figurative Meaning: To have a harsh tone / a very rude 

person 

ज़बान 
zəban 

55.88% Yes 

27 िप्पर फाड़कर देना  
tʃʰəppəɾ pʰaɽkəɾ dena 

Literal Meaning: To tear the roof and give 

Figurative Meaning: To earn a great fortune 

unexpectedly  

फाड़कर 
pʰaɽkəɾ 

55.88% Yes 

28 नतल का ताड़  बनाना 
t̪il ka t̪aɽ bənana 

Literal Meaning: To make palm tree out of sesame 

seed 

Figurative Meaning: To heavily exaggerate / To create 

a big fuss out of a small thing  

ताड़ 
t̪aɾ 

55.88% Yes 

29 कान खड़े होना  
kan kʰəɽe hona 

Literal Meaning: Ears standing straight 

Figurative Meaning: To become very attentive / To 

give dedicated attention  

खड़े 
kʰəɽe 

55.88% Yes 

30 पेट में चूहे कूदना  
peʈ mẽ tʃu:he ku:d̪na 

Literal Meaning: To have mice jumping in stomach 

Figurative Meaning: To be very hungry  

चूहे 
tʃu:he 

55.88% Yes 
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31 अपने मुंह ममयाँ ममटठू बनना  
əpne mũh mijã miʈʈʰu: bənna 

Literal Meaning: To be self-mouth parrot 

Figurative Meaning: To praise oneself  

ममटठू 
miʈʈʰu: 

52.94% Yes 

32 अक्ल घास चरन ेजाना  
əkl gʰas tʃəɾne dʒana 

Literal Meaning: To have mind gone for grazing grass 

Figurative Meaning: To lose logical understanding or 

common sense  

घास 
gʰas 

52.94% Yes 

33 कमर टूट जाना  
kəməɾ ʈu:ʈ dʒana 

Literal Meaning: Waist breaking down 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely tired  

टूट 
ʈu:ʈ 

52.94% Yes 

34 अंधों में काना राजा 
ə̃d̪ʰõ mẽ kana ɾadʒa 

Literal Meaning: One-eyed person being king among 

blind people 

Figurative Meaning: Less qualified person being the 

most prominent among a group of unqualified persons  

काना 
kana 

50.00% Yes 

35 कटे पर नमक छिड़कना 
kəʈe pəɾ nəmək tʃʰiɽəkna 

Literal Meaning: To sprinkle salt on wound 

Figurative Meaning: To cause more pain or trauma for 

someone who is already in anguish  

नमक 
nəmək 

50.00% Yes 

36 भैंस के आगे बीन बजाना 
bʰə̃ĩs ke age bi:n bədʒana 

Literal Meaning: To play a musical instrument in front 

of buffalo 

Figurative Meaning: To explain something to a foolish 

person  

बीन 
bi:n 

50.00% Yes 

37 ममट्टी में ममला देना  
miʈʈi: mẽ mila d̪ena 

Literal Meaning: To mix in mud 

Figurative Meaning: To defeat or completely eradicate 

someone or something  

ममला 
mila 

50.00% Yes 

38 अंगुली पर नाच नचाना  
əŋguli: pəɾ natʃ nətʃana 

Literal Meaning: To make someone dance at one’s 

fingers 

Figurative Meaning: To force someone to act as per 

one’s directions / To control someone 

नचाना 
nətʃana 

50.00% Yes 

39 आसमान मसर पर उठाना 
asman siɾ pəɾ uʈʰana 

उठाना 
uʈʰana 

47.06% No 
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Literal Meaning: To lift sky on head 

Figurative Meaning: To create a huge ruckus  

40 तोत ेउड़ जाना  
t̪ot̪e uɽ dʒana  

Literal Meaning: Parrots flying away 

Figurative Meaning: To get panic-stricken or scared  

उड़ 
uɽ 

50.00% Yes 

41 आस्तीन का साँप होना  
ast̪i:n ka sãp hona 

Literal Meaning: To be snake of one’s sleeves 

Figurative Meaning: To betray someone / To be an 

enemy in a friend’s disguise  

साँप 
sãp 

50.00% Yes 

42 एक अनार सौ बीमार  
ek ənaɾ sau bi:maɾ  

Literal Meaning: One pomegranate, hundred sick 

people 

Figurative Meaning: Something very useful, but 

available in a limited quantity  

बीमार 
bi:maɾ 

52.94% No 

43 अांधेरे में तीर चलाना  
ə̃d̪ʰeɾe mẽ t̪i:ɾ tʃəlana 

Literal Meaning:  To shoot arrows in the dark 

Figurative Meaning: To make a wild guess  

तीर 
t̪i:ɾ 

47.06% Yes 

44 गड़े मुदे उखाड़ना  
gəɽe muɾd̪e ukʰaɽna 

Literal Meaning: To pull out buried corpses 

Figurative Meaning: To search for and reveal very old 

things from someone’s past  

उखाड़ना 
ukʰaɾna 

50.00% No 

45 चादर के बाहर पाांव पसारना  
tʃad̪əɾ ke bahəɾ pãʋ pəsaɾna 

Literal Meaning: To spread legs outside bedsheet 

Figurative Meaning: To spend more than one’s income  

पसारना 
pəsaɾna 

35.29% No 

46 अपना उल्लू सीधा करना  
əpna ullu: si:d̪ʰa kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To straighten one’s owl 

Figurative Meaning: To achieve one’s selfish purpose  

सीधा 
si:d̪ʰa 

47.06% Yes 

47 अधर  में लटकाना  
əd̪ʰəɾ mẽ ləʈkana 

Literal Meaning: To hang something half-way 

Figurative Meaning: To leave someone or some task 

mid-way  

लटकाना 
ləʈkana 

64.71% No 

48 खटाई में पड़ जाना  
kʰəʈai: mẽ pəɽ dʒana  

Literal Meaning: To fall into sourness 

खटाई 
kʰəʈai: 

47.06% Yes 
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Figurative Meaning: Some task or work getting stuck 

because of some obstacles 

49 टेढ़ी उंगली से घी छनकालना  
ʈeɖʰi: uŋgli: se gʰi: nikalna 

Literal Meaning: To take out clarified butter by 

bending finger 

Figurative Meaning: To do some work using an 

unconventional way  

टेढ़ी 
ʈeɖʰi: 

44.12% Yes 

50 हथेली पर सरसों उगाना  
hətʰeli: pəɾ səɾsõ uɡana 

Literal Meaning: To grow mustard on the palm of 

one’s hand 

Figurative Meaning: To attempt an impossible task 

उगाना 
uɡana 

52.94% No 

51 कोल्हू का बैल होना  
kolhu: ka bəil hona 

Literal Meaning: To be the ox which is used to draw 

out water from well  

बैल 
bail 

44.12% Yes 

52 कब्र में पाँव लटकाये होना  
kəbɾ mẽ pãʋ ləʈkaje hona 

Literal Meaning: Feet hanging in grave 

Figurative Meaning: A very old person who is nearing 

death  

लटकाये 
ləʈkaje 

44.12% Yes 

53 िाती पर मूंग दलना  
tʃʰat̪i: pəɾ mu:ŋɡ d̪əlna 

Literal Meaning: To grind gram pulses on someone’s 

chest 

Figurative Meaning: To trouble someone incessantly  

दलना 
d̪əlna 

61.76% No 

54 घर की मुगी दाल बराबर  
gʰəɾ ki: muɾgi: d̪al bərabəɾ  

Literal Meaning: Chicken of house is equal to pulses 

Figurative Meaning: To show less respect for 

homegrown or domestic talent  

दाल 
d̪al 

41.18% Yes 

55 मुंह में दही जमाना  
mũh mẽ d̪əhi: dʒəmana  

Literal Meaning: To prepare curd in mouth 

Figurative Meaning: To stay silent / To be tongue-tied  

जमाना 
dʒəmana 

58.82% No 

56 चुल्लू भर पानी में डूब मरना  
tʃullu: bʰəɾ pani: mẽ ɖu:b məɾna 

Literal Meaning: To drown and die in a handful of 

water 

Figurative Meaning: To be very ashamed of oneself 

  

चुल्लू 
tʃullu: 

41.18% Yes 
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57 डंके की चोट पर कहना  
ɖəŋke ki: tʃoʈ pəɾ kəhna 

Literal Meaning: To say on the beat of a drum 

Figurative Meaning: To be very loud and confident 

about something  

चोट 
tʃoʈ 

41.18% Yes 

58 ईंट से ईंट बजाना  
ĩ:ʈ se ĩ:ʈ bədʒana 

Literal Meaning: To hit brick with brick 

Figurative Meaning: To cause extensive damage / To 

defeat someone comprehensively  

बजाना 
bədʒana 

61.76% No 

59 अथ से इछत तक  
ət̪ʰ se it̪i t̪ək  

Literal Meaning: From start to finish 

Figurative Meaning: From start to finish  

इछत 
it̪i 

41.18% Yes 

60 दांतों तले उांर्गली दबाना  
d̪ãt̪õ t̪əle uŋgli: d̪əbana 

Literal Meaning: To bite finger under one’s teeth 

Figurative Meaning: To be astonished  

उंगुली 
uŋguli: 

32.35% Yes 

 

From the data presented, it is evident that the respondents were able to find and 

agree on a unique identification point for 47 out of 60 idioms in our data set, without 

marking the last word of the phrase. Having this number over 54 respondents and 60 

idioms suggests that there is a unique point of identification for most idioms, at which 

speakers are able to identify that the phrase is an idiom even without reading it completely 

and without being presented the context. Hence, the predictability property may aid in the 

comprehension process, as the phrase is readily identified as an idiom. 

Table 4.36: Average values of Meaning Familiarity Index and Usage Frequency 

Index for idioms with and without a unique ‘point of idiom identification’ 

Is PII present? Count of Idioms Average of Usage 

Frequency Index 

Average of Meaning 

Familiarity Index 

No 13 0.73 1.60 

Yes 47 0.86 1.71 

 

In Table 4.36, we have presented the average values for meaning familiarity index 

and usage frequency index for idioms with and without a unique ‘point of idiom 

identification’ (PII). Both these indices are higher for idioms containing words which 

serve as the idiom recognition point. It indicates that such idioms may be easily 
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recognised as they are more frequently encountered by native speakers. Also, by virtue 

of being easily recognised, there meaning may be more likely to be known to native 

speakers. However, this may be confirmed only by more RT experiments. 

 

4.4.3. Results 

4.4.3.1. Relationship between meaning familiarity and usage frequency 

In this empirical study, we found that the meaning familiarity of an idiom is 

correlated with the frequency of usage of the idiom by native speakers. This result is 

intuitive and is found to be statistically significant as well (Adjusted R2 = 0.836, p = 

0.000). This strong correlation also indicates that ease of comprehension increases for 

frequently known, heard, and used idioms. Therefore, usage frequency should be a key 

variable in any idiom comprehension model.  

Table 4.37: Examples of idioms demonstrating high correlation between 

usage frequency and meaning familiarly 

Idioms Usage Frequency Index 

(Mean = 0.83) 

Meaning Familiarity 

Index (Mean = 1.68) 

घोड़े बेचकर सोना 
gʰoɽe betʃkəɾ sona 1.44 1.93 

खटाई में पड़ जाना 
kʰəʈai: mẽ pəɽ dʒana  -0.42 0.69 

 

4.4.3.2. Classification and shortlisting of idioms based on usage frequency and 

decomposability 

Based on the indices we defined, we attempted a classification of idioms. We 

found that idioms can be classified into four categories based on the dimensions 

(independent variables) of ‘usage frequency’ and ‘decomposability’. A key point to note 

is that the properties of idioms are not only the inherent characteristics of idioms but are 

dependent on the way language users perceive them as well. For example, the extent to 

which a particular user treats an idiom as decomposable may be slightly different from 

another user. Therefore, any conclusions towards idiom properties and interpretation can 

be done only in a large sample set of users and idioms. Hence, in this empirical study, we 
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kept control of the respondents’ profile by keeping it similar for all the tasks and analysed 

the idiom characteristics in detail. We categorised all the 60 idioms into the 4 identified 

categories and shortlisted 24 idioms with 6 most representative idioms in each category, 

to be used for the next experiments on children (Table 4.23 to Table 4.26). 

4.4.3.3. Comprehension of frequent idioms 

Case 1: Comprehension of ‘Frequent and Decomposable’ category idioms 

As mentioned in Table 4.27, we could not find statistically significant results 

when we did the regression for the ‘frequent and decomposable’ category idioms to find 

if meaning familiarity is correlated with decomposability, or if decomposability is 

correlated with literal meaning identification, or if meaning familiarity is correlated with 

literal meaning identification. Meaning familiarity was found to be correlated with usage 

frequency on the overall data set as well as this sub-category (this correlation was not 

significant for the decomposability parameter). It indicates that usage frequency is a more 

important variable for the ease of comprehension than decomposability. When the idioms 

are both frequently used as well as decomposable, idiom comprehension may be the best 

because both these factors facilitate the ease of comprehension. 

Case 2: Comprehension of ‘Frequent and Less-Decomposable’ category idioms 

As mentioned in Table 4.27, we could not find statistically significant results 

when we did the regression for the ‘frequent and less-decomposable’ category idioms. To 

understand the comprehension process of idioms belonging to this category, response 

time experiments could be a better approach considering such idioms may not be going 

through a compositional analysis (because they are less decomposable) and rather rely on 

memory retrieval (because they are frequently used) but is outside the scope of this work. 

Following are two examples of F-D and F-LD idioms from the idiom data set used for 

this study. 

Table 4.38: Examples of idioms from F-D and F-LD categories 

F-D F-LD 

ककताब का कीड़ा होना 
kit̪ab ka ki:ɽa hona 

Literal meaning: To be insect of book 

Idiomatic meaning: Very studious 

अपना उल्लू सीधा करना 
əpna ullu: si:d̪ʰa kəɾna 

Literal meaning: To make owl straight 

Idiomatic meaning: To act selfishly 
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Case 3: Comprehension of highly frequent idioms 

In the case of highly frequent idioms (Section 4.4.2.6), we have seen that there is 

a strong negative correlation between meaning familiarity and literal meaning 

identification. Table 4.28 suggested that this linear regression was found to be statistically 

significant, with Adjusted R2 = 0.877, p = 0.000, and with a negative coefficient of 

regression (B = -0.126). The negative coefficient of regression indicated that there is a 

strong negative correlation between usage frequency and literal meaning identification 

for the frequent idioms. There is a less possibility of the activation of literal meaning for 

idioms of this category.  

We have also seen in Table 4.27 that the correlation between the meaning 

familiarity and decomposability was not significant. These results indicate that for very 

frequent idioms, a compositional analysis may not happen. The comprehension process 

for such idioms may be the direct memory retrieval of the idiomatic meaning. Response 

time processing experiments can be run to explore variance in the speed of comprehension 

further. This finding is a valuable input to build a comprehension model because this case 

bypasses most of the agreed models of comprehension, which try to focus more on 

transparency, literal meaning analysis, etc. An example of highly frequent idiom from the 

idiom data set used for this study. 

Table 4.39: Example of idioms from Very Frequent category 

घोड़े बेचकर सोना 
gʰoɽe betʃkəɾ sona 

Literal Meaning: To sleep after selling horses 

Figurative Meaning: To sleep peacefully / To have a deep sleep 

 

4.4.3.4. Comprehension of the less frequent idioms  

Case 1: Comprehension of ‘Less-Frequent and Decomposable’ idioms 

For such idioms, we find statistically significant correlations (p < 0.05, and high 

Adjusted R2 values) between meaning familiarity, decomposability, and literal meaning 

identification, discussed in Sections 4.4.2.7 to 4.4.2.9, and summarised below. 
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1. Meaning Familiarity is correlated with Decomposability 

o Adjusted R2 = 0.742, p = 0.004 

2. Decomposability is correlated with Literal Meaning Identification 

o Adjusted R2 = 0.757, p = 0.003 

3. Meaning Familiarity is correlated with Literal Meaning Identification 

o Adjusted R2 = 0.652, p = 0.009 

The above linear regression models are statistically significant and indicate that 

such idioms are more likely to undergo a compositional analysis involving the activation 

and analysis of the literal meaning of the idiom. Following are two examples of such 

idioms (from the idiom data set used for this study). 

Table 4.40: Examples of idioms from LF-D category 

Idiom Frequency 

Index  

(Mean = 0.83) 

Decomposability 

Index  

(Mean = 0.40) 

LMI Index 

(Mean = 0.33) 

Meaning 

Familiarity 

Index  

(Mean = 1.68) 

र्गले का हार होना 
ɡəle ka haɾ hona  

0.64 0.46 0.22 1.34 

कोल्हू का बैल होना 
kolhu: ka bəil hona  

0.50 0.50 0.27 1.45 

 

Case 2: Comprehension of ‘Less-Frequent and Less-Decomposable’ idioms 

For this category, there is no correlation observed between decomposability and 

literal meaning identification, indicating that for such idioms, there will not occur any 

compositional analysis. Therefore, the process of comprehension may rely on direct 

memory retrieval. Furthermore, it is quite intuitive that the ‘less-frequent and less-

decomposable’ idioms will be challenging to comprehend. This is because both the 

supporting factors of ‘usage frequency’ and ‘decomposability’ are low. The low meaning 

familiarity of this idiom category is evident from our data as well. This category, 

consisting of 15 idioms, scored the lowest on the meaning familiarity index of idioms 

(mean = 1.34), compared to the entire set of 60 idioms (mean = 1.68). However, this is 

just an indicator and not a statistically conclusive result. Therefore, we have explored this 

aspect further in the comprehension study on children in Chapter 5. 
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Table 4.41: Example of idioms from LF-LD category 

Example of an idiom of LF-LD category: 

हथेली पर सरसों उगाना 

hətʰeli: pəɾ səɾsõ uɡana 

Literal meaning: To grow mustard on palm 

Idiomatic meaning: To perform wonders 

 

4.4.3.5. Impact of decomposability 

From both the empirical studies, we conclude that compositionality is not a 

significant factor for determining the meaning familiarity or usage frequency of an idiom 

by itself. Even if an idiom is decomposable, it may not be well known or more frequently 

used by language users. We did not find any significant results in the entire idiom data 

set, which could lead us to believe that more decomposable idioms would be more 

familiar to respondents. However, in the LF-D category, the more decomposable an 

idiom, the more likely it is to be comprehended correctly by native speakers. Also, in the 

F-D category of idioms, a higher impact of decomposability may be observed only in 

idioms with plausible literal meanings. 

4.4.3.6. Unique point of idiom identification 

We found that a unique point of identification exists for most idioms, at which 

speakers are able to recognise the phrase as an idiom even without reading the complete 

phrase and without having the idiom embedded in a supportive context. We also observed 

that very frequently used idioms may become easily recognisable as they develop a 

unique point of identification. Also, by virtue of being easily recognised, their meaning 

may also be more likely to be known to native speakers. On the whole, it can be said that 

the point of idiom identification, if present in an idiom, may facilitate comprehension 

(Section 4.4.2.11) as this factor increases the predictability aspect, thereby enabling the 

language user to identify an idiom promptly. 
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4.5. Summary 

This chapter detailed the empirical studies on adults, which aimed to establish the 

categories of idioms and gather insights on idiom comprehension. We attempted to 

understand the idiom comprehension process in adult native speakers and also were able 

to find insights regarding the comprehension of the idioms belonging to different 

categories. While Gibbs et al. (1989) proposed non-decomposable, abnormally 

decomposable, and decomposable categories, we viewed the decomposability aspect as a 

property that can be represented only in a continuum between completely non-

decomposable and completely decomposable, both of which are hypothetical extremes. 

All idioms would display a certain extent of decomposability, and we devised and used a 

decomposability index to measure it for quantitative analysis. Similarly, we devised 

indices to quantify properties such as meaning familiarity, usage frequency, and role or 

tendency to evaluate literal meaning.  

In this study, we judged whether the familiarity of the meaning of idioms is 

because of their frequency of usage, or because of being more decomposable, or as a 

result of any other factor like predictability (unique point of idiom identification). When 

judging the meaning familiarity, we have not considered the speed of processing and 

specifically kept it aside for future work on adult native speakers, as this thesis is aimed 

at understanding the comprehension process for idioms in children. In the next chapter 

(Chapter 5), we have presented the empirical study conducted on children to understand 

the comprehension of idioms by children in the categories identified. We have also 

accounted for factors like the age of the children and their formal education, apart from 

the idiom properties.  
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Chapter 5: Insights on Comprehension of Hindi Idioms 

by Children 

 

5.1. Introduction 

In this chapter, we have studied the comprehension of Hindi idioms by school-

going children in the age group of 7 to 12 years (studying in Grade III to Grade VII), who 

have Hindi as their mother tongue. The empirical study on adults (Chapter 4) had explored 

the idiom properties that can influence idiom comprehension; the properties investigated 

were: (a) ‘usage frequency’, (b) ‘decomposability’, (c) ‘predictability’ (‘point of idiom 

identification’). As a part of the idiom comprehension study on children, we explored the 

effect of ‘decomposability’ and ‘usage frequency’. We examined these dimensions and 

assessed which factor may have a greater impact on idiom comprehension in children. 

We used the 24 idioms, spanning across the 4 idiom categories, shortlisted from the 

empirical study on adults (Chapter 4). 

This cross-sectional study carried out on varied age groups also helped us to 

investigate the developmental pattern of idiom comprehension competence in children. 

Idiom acquisition is a fairly new research interest and needs more comprehensive and 

compact models to explain figurative language acquisition in children. To this end, we 

analysed the responses across varied levels of cognitive growth by selecting children of 

different ‘age groups’ and ‘grades’ (formal education). We also analysed the types of 

error-options (carefully designed and incorporated into the MCQ choices presented) 

picked by children to understand the phases of development of idiom comprehension 

skills and approaches in children.   

The present chapter is organised as follows. In Section 5.2, we have discussed the 

relevant research on children in the area of idiom comprehension. In Section 5.3, the 

empirical study conducted on Hindi-speaking children is presented in detail, including 

the methodology, analysis, observations, and results. In Section 5.4, we have discussed 

the findings of this empirical study and proposed a model for idiom comprehension in 

children. The study is summarised in Section 5.5.  
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5.2. A quick recapitulation of the discussion on idiom comprehension 

done in Chapter 2 

Levorato (1995), in her study, had considered idioms, which are analysable and 

frequent, and her results were based on these idioms. The present study also considers 

different types of idioms which vary in frequency and decomposability. Our study also 

builds up further from the GEM model proposed by Levorato and Cacciari (1993, 1995) 

and the Decompositionality Hypothesis put forward by Gibbs et al. (1989). The present 

study sets the age interval from as early as 7 years and extends up to 12 years (age groups 

of 7-8 yrs., 9-10 yrs., 11-12 yrs.), which is in parallel to the proposed Global Elaboration 

Model on idiom comprehension. The cross-sectional approach, which compares the 

performances among age groups (7-12 years), is assumed to be able to represent the age 

of young school-going children (until primary school) and can represent the early 

acquisition phase of idioms.  

5.2.1. Perspectives on the process of idiom comprehension 

The studies till date on idiom comprehension have debated on the process of idiom 

comprehension, i.e. the mechanisms which are involved during comprehension. The 

earlier studies (Strand and Fraser, 1979; Nippold and Martin, 1989) had suggested that 

children learn idioms as long words (large lexical items) without deriving the meaning 

from the individual words of idioms. This approach indicated that children’s 

comprehension of idioms is not a product of compositional analysis; instead, children 

learn the meaning of idioms as a memorised string. Nippold and Martin (1989) in their 

paper expanded on the work done by Strand and Frasers’ (1979) and suggested that 

idioms are stored in semantic memory like single lexical items; and children learn idioms 

through contextual abstraction in the same way as regular lexical items are learnt (through 

repeated exposure in a spoken and written language context). Levorato and Cacciari 

(1995) in their study found that younger children are more literally oriented than older 

children (who are more idiomatically oriented), and the production of idiomatic 

expressions was found to be difficult for both the age groups of children. Inferences made 

from the context may also be particularly useful for the opaque idioms. 
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5.2.2. Perspectives on the idiomatic competence and age 

Different developmental studies of idioms’ understanding in children have 

spanned across the age groups from 5 years to 18 years. The results of these studies 

showed that the literal understanding of idioms is dominant at the age of 5 years; 

furthermore, the figurative understanding of idiom is developed through a gradual process 

and may not be fully attained even by the age of 18 years (Ackerman, 1982; Gibbs, 1987, 

1991; Nippold and Martin, 1989). Also, the understanding of idioms may vary from one 

idiom to another. A child at the age of five years may be able to interpret the figurative 

meaning of idiom if it is used more frequently in his or her environment. Levorato and 

Cacciari (1995) observed that, “although semantic analysis can influence idiom 

comprehension from an early age, the importance and use of this processing skill 

increases as children get older”.  

Cain et al. (2009) had also discussed the relevance of the metasemantic hypothesis 

proposed by Nippold (1998). This hypothesis emphasised that the ability to analyse the 

internal semantics of the phrase aids in idiom comprehension.  It discussed that this 

process would be useful in comprehending the transparent idioms because the literal 

meaning of such expressions acts as a cue to comprehend the figurative meaning. There 

is no agreement among the scholars about the age at which semantic analysis is used to 

process idioms’ meaning. Gibbs (1987, 1991) had proposed that at the age of 5, children 

were able to explain the meaning of transparent idioms but not the opaque idioms and the 

overall comprehension was also rather poor. Multiple other studies also indicated that the 

cognitive ability and the skills required to do a semantic analysis are developed at a much 

later age. Cain et al. (2009) had referenced such studies and stated: “Nippold and 

Rudzinski (1993) found a positive correlation between transparency and performance on 

an idiom explanation task for 14- and 17-year-olds but not for 11-year-olds. Similar 

findings were obtained by Nippold and Taylor (1995)”. 

5.2.3. Perspectives on the control parameters used in idiom research 

Multiple scholars have suggested that the methodology (the tasks and experiments 

designed with various control parameters and assumptions) used to conduct the studies 

may also result in different findings. Therefore, it is essential to design appropriate 

experiments considering the cognitive development of children. Nippold (1989) argued 
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that it is more difficult for children to explain the meaning than to identify the meaning 

of idioms in a picture-pointing multiple-choice task; it is a disadvantage for younger 

children to perform in an explanatory task because their language skills are generally not 

as developed as the older children. Levorato and Cacciari (1995) observed that, “9-year-

olds could take advantage of the transparency of an idiom to understand its meaning out 

of context, but the 7-year-olds could not”. Studies conducted by Gibbs (1991) had also 

indicated a “better performance of third graders (mean age 8 years 9 months) than first 

graders (mean age 6 years 10 months)” in using the semantic transparency of idioms.  

The other control parameter in comprehension of idioms by children is the 

presence or absence of context. However, the studies concerning the comprehension of 

idioms in children lack congruity because all the crucial parameters like cognitive age of 

subjects, transparency, familiarity with the expressions, and presentation of context, were 

not consistently controlled in these experiments. Notwithstanding some conflicting 

results, the studies done so far generally suggested that development of figurative 

competence, particularly the ability to comprehend idioms, is an ongoing process and 

starts at an early age of 4-5 years. The studies also indicated that initial phases of idiom 

development happen in a rote learning manner. Over time, children first develop a 

tendency to infer the literal meaning of the idioms, i.e. they have a literal orientation, and 

then with further cognitive development, children gradually start making figurative 

inferences which generally happens after the age of 8 years. 

5.3. Comprehension task: Multiple Choice Questions (MCQ) 

5.3.1. Objective 

This empirical study aimed to investigate the comprehension process, mechanism 

and strategy, cognitive skills, and developmental trends in idioms acquisition in children. 

Gibbs (1987, 1991) had hypothesised a comprehension advantage in children for 

transparent idioms. Therefore, in this light, it was intriguing to evaluate whether and how 

decomposability influences the idiom comprehension accuracy for children across the age 

groups. We assumed that less decomposable idioms may be learnt in a rote manner, 

because for such expressions, there is no or minimal relationship between the idioms’ 

constituents and their meanings. Such idioms may be learnt as a whole long semantic 

unit. Also, in this study, we have accounted for the usage frequency as well, to develop a 
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more comprehensive understanding of the effect of exposure to idioms. This aspect was 

not considered by Gibbs (1987, 1991); he had not considered the effect of meaning 

familiarity or usage frequency; rather, his studies focused primarily on the 

compositionality aspect. 

Another observation in literature is that the comprehension of the familiar idioms 

is better than the non-familiar ones in adult native speakers. Therefore, through this study, 

we are also interested in finding out whether the degree of familiarity (or frequent 

exposure to the idiom), will affect the acquisition of idioms. Also, we have tried to 

disambiguate the factor (among decomposability, familiarity, or usage frequency) which 

has a dominating influence on idiom comprehension in the language developmental 

stages of children. These insights are aimed to explore the cognitive readiness of the 

child’s brain for idiom understanding, in order to (a) suggest the right stage to introduce 

idioms in a curriculum, and (b) suggest any changes in the teaching methods or material 

used in the academic curriculum. This MCQ task helped us understand the mechanisms 

involved in idiom comprehension, or the general idiom comprehension strategy. 

5.3.2. Methodology 

This empirical study was executed in the form of a controlled experiment with 

close-ended questions (MCQ based) to evaluate the idiom development (development of 

the competency to comprehend idioms correctly) in Hindi-speaking children, with idioms 

presented in a sentential context. Data corresponding to the correct and error responses 

was collected to understand the applicability of the theoretical models of idiom 

comprehension in children. 

5.3.2.1. Participants 

The empirical study was conducted on a total of 81 participants, in the age group 

of 7 to 12 years. The participants were students of Woodbine Modern School (CBSE 

curriculum), Darbhanga, India. The formal introduction to idioms happens in Grade III, 

and the respondents in our empirical study were from five different grades (Grade III to 

Grade VII). All the students were bilingual/multilingual and had Hindi as their mother 

tongue. A total number of 25 students in the age group of 7-8 years, 24 students in the 

age group of 9-10 years, and 32 in the age group of 11-12 years participated in this 

empirical study. This study was conducted on 35 female and 46 male participants. All the 
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participants had a similar socioeconomic background (belonged to middle and lower-

middle socioeconomic status).  

A detailed discussion with the teachers of the selected students was carried out 

before selecting students from each grade. It was done so to make sure that the children 

participating in the task did not have any specific language disorder, or any specific 

condition, which could cause an error in the empirical study by being an outlier. The 

respondent profile is shown below in Table 5.1. 

 

Table 5.1: Respondent profile - age and grade of respondents 

Respondent profile corresponding to 

age of respondents 

Age No. of subjects 

7 10 

8 15 

9 11 

10 13 

11 14 

12 18 

Overall 81 

 

Respondent profile corresponding to 

grade of respondents 

Grade No. of subjects 

III 21 

IV 15 

V 18 

VI 12 

VII 15 

Overall 81 
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5.3.2.2. Method 

First of all, the teachers were requested to suggest the names of children (studying 

in Grades8 III to VII) who had relatively good reading skills and similar language skills 

to be shortlisted for the empirical study. Once the overall group was identified, it was 

divided into batches of 5 to 7 participants, such that each batch had all members from the 

same grade. The test was executed on all the children of the same batch on the same day 

in a quiet room in the school premises. At the beginning of the session for each batch of 

participants, the MCQ task was explained verbally to all the participants, post which a 

demonstration was also conducted. The demonstration required every individual to read 

a sample narrative and answer a sample question, and was done with the sample question 

being similar to those used for the actual task. This activity was done to ensure that the 

participants understood the task and had no difficulty in reading and understanding the 

narrative and options as well.  The participants were then provided with the test booklets 

containing instructions as well as printed narratives followed by the options (explained in 

Section 5.3.2.3).  

The participants were asked to read the instructions in the booklet again, post 

which each participant was asked what they were supposed to mark on the booklet, and 

any misunderstandings were corrected immediately. Finally, the participants were asked 

to mark the responses on the provided booklet itself, with sufficient time to finish the task 

by not keeping it time-bound, but the average time taken by children to complete the task 

was approximately 1 hour. The reason for keeping a batch limited to 5 to 7 participants 

was to ensure appropriate attention could be given to each individual performing the task 

(advantage of the small size of the group). This was also necessary to ensure a smooth 

execution of the task in a highly controlled environment. Considering the very reasonable 

time constraints on the available time of students, and with permission from the school’s 

management, the empirical study was done on only one batch in a day, and it took a total 

of 15 working days to be completed. We used Microsoft Excel to consolidate all the 

responses for analysis. To analyse the data and run linear regression tests, we used 

Microsoft Excel and IBM SPSS Statistics. 

 
8 Throughout this thesis, we have used the terms Grade and Class interchangeably, both referring to the 

same academic class. Grade does not refer to the marks obtained by a child (A, B+, etc.). 
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5.3.2.3. Material 

5.3.2.3.1. Test booklet 

The participants were provided with test booklets containing instructions as well 

as printed narratives followed by the options, to execute this task.  The test booklet started 

with questions capturing the language proficiency information, to confirm if all 

participants were from the same region and had similar language exposure. We also asked 

the participants if Hindi was their mother tongue by asking questions such as ‘the 

language they use to communicate with their family members’, ‘if they had any 

challenges in understanding and communicating in Hindi’, and ‘if they also knew any 

other languages apart from Hindi’. The complete booklet with all instructions and both 

tasks is provided in Appendix 3. 

The narratives for each idiom were prepared considering the age of the children 

and were reviewed by the subject teachers as well. The language used for the narratives 

was kept quite simple for all the 24 idioms used (idioms are listed in Section 5.3.2.3.2). 

Each narrative was limited to a maximum length of 50 words to avoid any errors caused 

by lack of attention or fatigue. All the idioms presented in the task appeared at the end of 

each narrative.  

Four options were provided after each narrative. Children were asked to choose 

the most appropriate response from those, with the options having one correct answer and 

three incorrect ones reflecting the probable errors which could be made in the 

comprehension process. The options presented were: (a) the ‘correct idiomatic meaning’, 

(b) a paraphrase of the idiom, i.e., the ‘literal response’ (c) a response fitting the context 

and semantically appropriate but not the correct idiomatic meaning, i.e. associative 

answer or ‘semantically related’ response (d) completely unrelated response, i.e. ‘out of 

context’ response. The sequence of presenting these options was randomised to ensure 

there was no error caused by the predictability of the position where a particular type of 

option was presented. The children were asked to mark responses on the same test booklet 

from the choices provided at the end of each narrative. The same task was conducted for 

all the students to compare the idiom comprehension skill across age groups when idioms 

are presented with a supporting context. An item from the task is reproduced below for 

purposes of illustration. 
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आज ररचा की दसवीां की परीक्षा का आखखरी ददन है. उसने परीक्षा की तैयारी के मलए बहुत महीनों 
से लर्गातार मेहनत की थी. उसने पहल ेसे ही मन बना मलया है कक आज परीक्षा के बाद घोड़े 
बेचकर सोयेर्गी. 
adʒ ɾitʃa ki: d̪əsʋĩ: ki: pəɾi:kʂa ka akʰiɾi: d̪in hai. usne pəɾi:kʂa 

ki:  t̪aijaɾi: ke lie bəhut̪ məhi:nõ se ləgat̪aɾ mehnət̪ ki: t̪ʰi:. usne 

pəhle se  hi: mən bəna lija hai ki adʒ pəɾi:kʂa ke bad̪ gʰoɽe 

betʃəkəɾ sojegi:. 

(Today is the last day of Richa’s class tenth exam. For her exams, she has worked really 

hard for many months. She has decided in advance that after her exams are over today, she 

will sleep peacefully.) 

a) ररचा दसवी ंकी परीक्षा खत्म होने के बाद ही सोयेगी 
ɾitʃa d̪əsʋĩ: kiː pəɾi:kʂa kʰət̪m hone ke bad̪ hi: sojegi: 

(Richa will sleep only after her tenth board exams are over) 

b) ररचा घोड़ों के साथ जाकर सोयेगी 

ɾitʃa gʰoɽõ ke sa t̪ʰ dʒakər sojegi: 

(Richa will go and sleep with the horses) 

c) ररचा के पास जो घोड़े हैं, उन्हें वह बेचकर आएगी कफर सोयेगी  
ɾitʃa ke pas dʒo gʰoɽe ɦãi:, unhẽ ʋəh betʃəkəɾ aegi: pʰiɾ 

sojegi: 

(Richa will sell her horses, and only after selling the horses, she will sleep)  
d) ररचा लगातार मेहनत करके बहुत थक गयी है, इसमलए वह परीक्षा के बाद चैन की नींद 

सोयेगी  
ɾitʃa ləgat̪aɾ mehnət̪ kəɾke bəhut̪ t̪ʰək gəji: hai, islieː ʋəh 

pəɾi:kʂa ke bad̪ tʃəin ki: nĩ:d̪ sojegi: 

(Richa is extremely tired after working very hard persistently; that is why, she will 

sleep peacefully after her exams are over) 

 

In the above Hindi sentence ‘gʰoɽe betʃəkəɾ sojegi:’ is the idiom, which appeared 

at the end of the narrative. The narrative is followed by four options. Option (a) is the 

‘semantically related’ response. Option (b) is the ‘out of context’ response. Option (c) is 

the ‘literal response’, and Option (d) is the ‘correct idiomatic answer’. 
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5.3.2.3.2. Idioms used 

From the set of 60 idioms with the constituent structure V NP (NP V in Hindi), 

24 idioms were shortlisted across the four idiom categories, as discussed in Section 

4.4.2.4 (Chapter 4). These 24 idioms used for this empirical study are listed below, along 

with the corresponding usage frequency index and the decomposability index, in Table 

5.2 to Table 5.5. 

Table 5.2: ‘Frequent and Decomposable’ Idioms (F-D) 

S. No. Idioms Usage Frequency 

Index > 0.83 

Decomposability 

Index > 0.40 

1 आग बबूला होना 
ag bəbu:la hona 

Literal Meaning: To be fire boil 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely angry  

1.14 0.85 

2 अांधेरे में तीर चलाना  
ə̃d̪ʰeɾe mẽ t̪i:ɾ tʃəlana 

Literal Meaning:  To shoot arrows in the dark 

Figurative Meaning: To make a wild guess 

1.03 0.77 

3 अंधों में काना राजा 
ə̃d̪ʰõ mẽ kana ɾadʒa 

Literal Meaning: One-eyed person being king 

among blind people 

Figurative Meaning: Less qualified person being 

the most prominent among a group of unqualified 

persons  

1.14 0.85 

4 अपने पांव पर कुल्हाड़ी मारना 
əpne pãʋ pəɾ  kulhaɽi: maɾna 

Literal Meaning: To strike axe on one’s own foot 

Figurative Meaning: To cause harm to oneself / To 

act stupidly causing harm to oneself 

1.31 1.00 

5 खरी खोटी सुनाना 
kʰəɾi: kʰoʈi: sunana 

Literal Meaning: To make one hear raw 

(unfiltered) and defected 

Figurative Meaning: To scold someone  

1.08 0.88 

6 तारीफ़ के पुल बांधना 
t̪aɾi:f ke pul bãd̪ʰna 

Literal Meaning: To tie bridges of praise 

Figurative Meaning: To praise someone 

generously 

1.17 0.92 
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Table 5.3: ‘Less-Frequent and Decomposable’ Idioms (LF-D) 

 

  

S. No. Idioms Usage Frequency 

Index < 0.83 

Decomposability 

Index > 0.40 

1 आँखों का तारा होना 
ãkʰõ ka t̪aɾa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be the star of eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To be very dear to someone  

0.81 0.81 

2 आँखों में पानी भर आना 
ãkʰõ mẽ pani: bʰəɾ ana 

Literal Meaning: Water filled in eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To become very emotional  

0.78 1.04 

3 अंछतम घड़ड़याँ गगनना 
ə̃t̪im ɡʰəɽijã ɡinna 

Literal Meaning: To count last days 

Figurative Meaning: To be on the verge of death 

0.72 0.96 

4 जान हथेली पर रखना 
dʒan hət̪ʰeli: pəɾ ɾəkʰna 

Literal Meaning: To keep life on the palm of the 

hand 

Figurative Meaning: To perform a very risky or 

daring act  

0.75 0.73 

5 खून का प्यासा होना 
kʰu:n ka pjasa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be thirsty for blood 

Figurative Meaning: To intend to harm or kill 

someone 

0.59 0.78 

6 कोल्हू का बैल होना 
kolhu: ka bəil hona 

Literal Meaning: To be the ox which is used to 

draw out water from well 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely hard 

working/ To do inconsiderate amount of work 

0.50 0.50 
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Table 5.4: ‘Frequent and Less-Decomposable’ Idioms (F-LD) 

S. No. Idioms Usage Frequency 

Index > 0.83 

Decomposability 

Index < 0.40 

1 आसमान मसर पर उठाना 
asman siɾ pəɾ uʈʰana 

Literal Meaning: To lift sky on head 

Figurative Meaning: To create a huge ruckus  

1.03 0.04 

2 अक्ल घास चरन ेजाना 
əkl gʰas tʃəɾne dʒana 

Literal Meaning: To have mind gone for 

grazing grass 

Figurative Meaning: To lose logical 

understanding or common sense  

1.03 0.15 

3 दधू का धुला  होना 
d̪u:d̪ʰ ka d̪ʰula hona 

Literal Meaning: To be washed with milk 

Figurative Meaning: To be very pure / To act 

like a very pure and ethical person 

1.06 0.19 

4 घोड़े बेचकर सोना 
gʰoɽe betʃkəɾ sona 

Literal Meaning: To sleep after selling horses 

Figurative Meaning: To sleep peacefully / To 

have a deep sleep 

1.44 0.00 

5 हाथ  पीला होना 
hat̪ʰ pi:la hona 

Literal Meaning: Hands being yellow 

Figurative Meaning: To get married 

1.00 -0.15 

6 पेट में चूहे कूदना 
peʈ mẽ tʃu:he ku:d̪na 

Literal Meaning: To have mice jumping in 

stomach 

Figurative Meaning: To be very hungry 

1.39 0.12 
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Table 5.5: ‘Less-Frequent and Less-Decomposable’ Idioms (LF-LD) 

S. No. Idioms Usage Frequency 

Index < 0.83 

Decomposability 

Index < 0.40 

1 अथ से इछत तक 
ət̪ʰ se it̪i t̪ək  

Literal Meaning: From start to finish 

Figurative Meaning: From start to finish 

-0.78 0.27 

2 िाती पर मूंग दलना 
tʃʰat̪i: pəɾ mu:ŋɡ d̪əlna 

Literal Meaning: To grind gram pulses on 

someone’s chest 

Figurative Meaning: To trouble someone 

incessantly 

0.14 -0.04 

3 गुदड़ी का लाल होना 
ɡud̪ɽi: ka lal hona 

Literal Meaning: Worn out clothes becoming 

red 

Figurative Meaning: To be an extraordinary 

person born in a poor family or locality 

-0.08 -0.12 

4 हाथ गरम करना 
hat̪ʰ ɡəɾəm kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To heat hand 

Figurative Meaning: To bribe someone 

0.47 -0.19 

5 हथेली पर सरसों उगाना 
hətʰeli: pəɾ səɾsõ uɡana 

Literal Meaning: To grow mustard on the 

palm of one’s hand 

Figurative Meaning: To attempt an 

impossible task  

-0.19 0.23 

6 खटाई में पड़ जाना 
kʰəʈai: mẽ pəɽ dʒana  

Literal Meaning: To fall into sourness 

Figurative Meaning: Some task or work 

getting stuck because of some obstacles 

-0.42 -0.12 
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5.3.3. Analysis and Results 

In this section, we have analysed the data corresponding to the different control 

variables or parameters used in this empirical study and tried to determine (and quantify) 

the effect of these parameters on the comprehension of idioms. To analyse the data in 

detail, we summarised the responses for the MCQ comprehension task across the different 

age groups of children by comparing the performances of 81 respondents in 

comprehending the 24 idioms selected across the different idiom categories. We have 

summarised and calculated the performance using Microsoft Excel, through which we 

aim to understand if the correctness of responses shows any pattern or gives an insight 

into the factors which facilitate the idiom comprehension in children. The observations 

are captured in tables and charts (graphical representation) to represent them more 

comprehensively. After this preliminary analysis, we also ran a linear regression test 

using the IBM SPSS Statistics tool to check for the statistically significant results.  

In Sections 5.3.3.1 to 5.3.3.6, we have focused only on the correct responses for 

the parameters under consideration, which are age, grade, age group, and idiom 

categories, as a percentage of overall responses in the dataset; error analysis (analysis of 

incorrect responses) is done in Section 5.3.3.7. We have concluded the analysis with a 

linear regression test to identify the parameters which influence idiom production along 

with their statistical significance, presented in Section 5.3.3.8. 

5.3.3.1. Analysis 1: Summary of correct responses vs. grade of respondents 

For this section of the analysis, we used Microsoft Excel to summarise and 

represent the comprehension pattern of children corresponding to their grade, which 

captures the years of formal education they have had in Hindi. The grade or class of a 

respondent reflects the exposure to formal education in school, as students in higher 

grades usually have a higher exposure to idioms and figurative competence through a 

structured academic curriculum. Table 5.6 shows the distribution of respondents in the 

different grades, and also the percentage of correct responses. The percentage of correct 

responses for each grade was calculated by summing up all the correct responses of 

children belonging to the particular grade, and dividing the sum by total responses in the 

grade. The results are summarised below in Table 5.6.  
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Table 5.6: Summary of correct responses vs. grade of respondents 

Grade No. of subjects % Correct 

III 21 51.39% 

IV 15 68.33% 

V 18 74.54% 

VI 12 80.21% 

VII 15 84.72% 

Overall 81 70.11% 

 

 
Figure 5.1: Graphical representation of correct responses vs. years of education (class/grade) 

 

From Figure 5.1, it is evident that the percentage of correct responses increases 

with the increase in the years of formal education. There seems to be a clear trend for this, 

and it seems evident from this bar chart that comprehension is better in children having 

more years of formal education. The increase is seen to be steeper between Class III to 

Class IV. We have represented this data in both tabular and graphical format to spot the 

trend. This trend is quite intuitive, as academic exposure has a role to play in the 

enhancement of language skills, and aids both figurative and literal language 

comprehension in children. 
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5.3.3.2. Analysis 2: Summary of correct responses vs. age of respondents 

For this section of the analysis, we have used Microsoft Excel to summarise and 

represent the comprehension pattern of children with respect to their age. The summarised 

data is presented in Table 5.7 and Figure 5.2.  

Table 5.7: Summary of correct responses vs. age of respondents 

Age No. of subjects % Correct 

7 10 52.50% 

8 15 51.11% 

9 11 73.86% 

10 13 74.68% 

11 14 77.98% 

12 18 84.03% 

Overall 81 70.11% 

 

 

Figure 5.2: Graphical representation of correct responses vs. age of respondents 
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Figure 5.2 indicates that there is an improvement in idiom comprehension with 

age, which is probably a result of an increased exposure to the language, and the cognitive 

development of children. The percentage of correct responses increases with an increase 

in the age of the respondents. However, there does not seem to be a clear or consistent 

trend for this, as the actual data can be seen to vary sporadically above or below the ideal 

trend line (dotted line in red). Therefore, we should instead look at age groups, and check 

if the data of a particular age group results in any trend. Also, as the objective of this 

empirical study was to analyse the comprehension of idioms in different age groups, we 

have summarised the data from that perspective as well. 

5.3.3.3. Analysis 3: Summary of correct responses vs. the age groups of 

respondents 

For this analysis, we considered the age group to which the respondent belongs 

and calculated the average age of the respondents. We computed this average age metric 

for each age group by taking the weighted mean of the age of children in that age group 

using the below formula (with children divided into three age groups of 7 – 8 years, 9 – 

10 years, and 11 – 12 years). 

Average age of respondent in an age group = 

(lower age of the age group * count of subjects with the corresponding age + 

higher age of the age group * count of subjects with the corresponding age) 

/ (Total count of subjects with the corresponding age group) 

For example, average age of children in 7-8 age group calculated as per formula above 

= (7 * 10 + 8 * 15) / 25 

= 7.6 years 

 

Table 5.8: Summary of correct responses vs. age groups of respondents 

Age Group No. of subjects % Correct Responses Average Age of 

Respondent 

7 – 8 25 51.67% 7.60 

9 – 10 24 74.31% 9.54 

11 – 12 32 81.38% 11.56 
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From, Table 5.8, three subsets of age groups can be derived with a similar number 

of respondents in each age group. The average age of the respondents is indicative of the 

mean age, which can be assigned to each individual child in a particular age group, in 

order to make the quantitative analysis feasible. Percentage of the correct responses for 

each age group was calculated by summing up all the correct responses of children 

belonging to the particular age group, and dividing the sum by total responses in the age 

group. The percentage of correct idioms for each age group offers valuable insight 

regarding the comprehension pattern of idioms with an increase in cognitive ability and 

language exposure.  

 

Figure 5.3: Graphical representation of correct responses vs. age group of respondents 

 

From Figure 5.3, it can be observed that the percentage of correct responses 

increases rather consistently with the increase in the age group, and this increase can be 

observed to be steeper in the transition between age groups of 7-8 and 9-10 years. 

Although the children of age-group 11-12 years showed the best comprehension skills, 

the marginal increase in comprehension accuracy between the children of age groups 9-

10 years and 11-12 years seems to be relatively less than the increase between 7-8 years 

and 9-10 years. 
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5.3.3.4. Analysis 4: Summary of correct responses vs. grade and age groups of 

respondents 

In this section, we have summarised and analysed the data considering the grade 

and age of respondents. Table 5.9 and Figure 5.4 provide details of all the responses 

(correct and incorrect) by children in different grades and age of respondents. 

Table 5.9: Summary of correct responses vs. grade and age groups of respondents 

Grade and  

Age 

Count of 

Correct 

Responses 

Count of 

Semantically 

Related 

Responses 

Count of 

Literal 

Meaning 

Responses 

Count of 

Out-of-

context 

Responses 

Total 

number of 

respondents 

% of Correct 

Responses 

Grade III 
      

Age: 7 Years 126 53 49 12 10 52.50% 

Age: 8 Years 133 52 57 22 11 50.38% 

Grade III Total 259 105 106 34 21 51.39% 

 

Grade IV 
      

Age: 8 Years 51 24 16 5 4 53.13% 

Age: 9 Years 195 46 14 9 11 73.86% 

Grade IV Total 246 70 30 14 15 68.33% 

 

Grade V 
      

Age: 10 Years 233 38 27 14 13 74.68% 

Age: 11 Years 89 14 12 5 5 74.17% 

Grade V Total 322 52 39 19 18 74.54% 

 

Grade VI 
      

Age: 11 Years 173 24 12 7 9 80.09% 

Age: 12 Years 58 10 3 1 3 80.56% 

Grade VI Total 231 34 15 8 12 80.21% 

 

Grade VII 
      

Age: 12 Years 305 32 13 10 15 84.72% 

Grade VII Total 305 32 13 10 15 84.72% 

 

Overall  1363 293 203 85 81 70.11% 
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Figure 5.4: Graphical representation of correct responses vs. grade and age groups of respondents 

 

The grade or class of a respondent reflects the exposure to formal education in 

school, and age groups reflect higher cognitive growth (more world knowledge and 

exposure to language in general). From Figure 5.4, it can be observed that children of a 

particular grade seem to perform at a similar level, with a notable exception observed for 

the children of age approximately 9 years in Grade IV (which falls under 9-10 years’ age 

group as defined in our study). It may lead to an understanding that the growth in idiom 

comprehension is relatively higher in the age of approximately 9-10 years; however, the 

data and analysis in this section is insufficent to conclusively establish this, and this is 

explored further in Section 5.3.3.7 (error analysis of responses). 

5.3.3.5. Analysis 5: Summary of correct responses vs. idiom categories 

As explained in Section 5.3.2.1.2, the complete set of 24 idioms used in the MCQ 
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Table 5.10: Count of responses vs. idiom categories 

Idiom Correct 

Responses 

Literal 

Meaning 

Responses 

Out-of-

context 

Responses 

Semantically 

Related 

Responses 

% of 

Correct 

Responses 

Frequent and Decomposable 

ag bəbu:la hona 75 4 1 1 92.59% 

ə̃d̪ʰeɾe mẽ t̪i:ɾ tʃəlana 66 11 3 1 81.48% 

ə̃d̪ʰõ mẽ kana ɾadʒa 63 8 5 5 77.78% 

əpne pãʋ pəɾ  kulhaɽi: maɾna 66 7 4 4 81.48% 

kʰəɾi: kʰoʈi: sunana 68 6 1 6 83.95% 

t̪aɾi:f ke pul bãd̪ʰna 63 8 2 8 77.78% 

Frequent and Decomposable Total 401 44 16 25 82.51% 

 

Frequent and Less-Decomposable 

asman siɾ pəɾ uʈʰana 60 16 1 4 74.07% 

əkl gʰas tʃəɾne dʒana 60 4 10 7 74.07% 

d̪u:d̪ʰ ka d̪ʰula hona 65 4 12 0 80.25% 

gʰoɽe betʃkəɾ sona 60 5 4 12 74.07% 

hat̪ʰ pi:la hona 47 11 3 20 58.02% 

peʈ mẽ tʃu:he ku:d̪na 70 2 1 8 86.42% 

Frequent and Less-Decomposable Total 362 42 31 51 74.49% 

 

Less-Frequent and Decomposable 
     

ãkʰõ ka t̪aɾa hona 67 1 7 6 82.72% 

ãkʰõ mẽ pani: bʰəɾ ana 69 4 1 7 85.19% 

ə̃t̪im ɡʰəɽijã ɡinna 50 11 1 19 61.73% 

dʒan hət̪ʰeli: pəɾ ɾəkʰna 64 3 0 14 79.01% 

kʰu:n ka pjasa hona 49 17 1 14 60.49% 

kolhu: ka bəil hona 48 16 3 14 59.26% 

Less-Frequent and Decomposable Total 347 52 13 74 71.40% 

 

Less-Frequent and Less-Decomposable 
     

ət̪ʰ se it̪i t̪ək  29 2 5 45 35.80% 

tʃʰat̪i: pəɾ mu:ŋɡ d̪əlna 34 7 3 37 41.98% 

ɡud̪ɽi: ka lal hona 46 16 1 18 56.79% 

hat̪ʰ ɡəɾəm kəɾna 49 10 8 14 60.49% 

hətʰeli: pəɾ səɾsõ uɡana 45 13 2 21 55.56% 

kʰəʈai: mẽ pəɽ dʒana 50 17 6 8 61.73% 

Less-frequent and Less-Decomposable Total 253 65 25 143 52.06% 

 

Overall 1363 203 85 293 70.11% 
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Table 5.11: Summary (%) of responses vs. idiom categories 

Category % Correct 

Responses 

% Literal 

meaning 

Responses 

% Semantically 

Related 

Reponses 

% Out of 

Context 

Responses 

Frequent and 

Decomposable 

82.5% 9.1% 5.1% 3.3% 

Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

74.5% 8.6% 10.5% 6.4% 

Less-Frequent and 

Decomposable 

71.4% 10.7% 15.2% 2.7% 

Less-Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

52.1% 13.4% 29.4% 5.1% 

Overall 70.1% 10.4% 15.1% 4.4%  

 

From Table 5.10 and Table 5.11, it is evident that the F-D category idioms are 

comprehended better (82% correct) than all the other idioms (overall responses are at 

70% correct). The least percentage of correct responses were recorded for LF-LD 

category idioms, which was at only 52% correct.  This significant drop in the 

comprehension accuracy between the F-D category and the LF-LD category suggests that 

comprehension of idioms in children is most difficult when both usage-frequency and 

decomposability are low. 

For both F-LD and LF-D idiom categories, we observed a similar percentage of 

correct responses (74% and 72% respectively). This is an interesting observation and 

implies that, even if one of the parameters (usage frequency, or decomposability) is 

favourable, the percentages of correct responses of idioms remains high, and are at a 

similar level (~73% accuracy). 

These results suggested that idioms with high usage frequency and 

decomposability are likely to be comprehended better by children across all age groups. 

Therefore, we propose that both the properties of decomposability and usage frequency 

definitely facilitate the comprehension of idioms. 
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5.3.3.6. Analysis 6: Summary of correct responses vs. idiom categories and age 

groups of respondents 

Apart from understanding the comprehension patterns of idioms by analysing the 

responses corresponding to the different idiom categories, we also aimed to identify if 

these idiom categories are comprehended differently by children of different age groups. 

For this purpose, we have summarised the data as shown in Figure 5.5, where we have 

represented the correctness of responses corresponding to each of the 4 idiom categories, 

by children in the different age groups (7-8 years, 9-10 years, and 11-12 years). 

 

Figure 5.5: % Correct responses received, across the idiom categories, and different age groups 

 

As can be observed from Figure 5.5, the idiom comprehension accuracy of the 

children belonging to age group 7-8 years was found to be the least accurate. And, among 

the different idiom categories this group was able to comprehend the ‘frequent and 

decomposable’ category most successfully. The ‘less-frequent and less-decomposable’ 

category was found to be the most difficult idiom category to comprehend. The same 
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trend was observed for the other age groups (9-10 years, and 11-12 years) considered for 

this study.  

There is another interesting observation made from Figure 5.5. Although, in 

general, it is believed that older children interpret idioms more successfully than younger 

children (which our empirical study also supports), the category of idiom under 

consideration is a crucial factor, as we could observe that younger children were able to 

comprehend the ‘frequent and decomposable’ category idioms more accurately than the 

older children attempting to comprehend the ‘less-frequent and less-decomposable’ 

category idioms. For instance, children of age group 7-8 years show 67.3% correct 

comprehension for the ‘frequent and decomposable’ category, while even the children of 

age group 11-12 years show only 65.6% accuracy of comprehension for the ‘less-frequent 

and less-decomposable’ category. This suggests that comprehension accuracy is also 

determined based on the idiom category under consideration. 

Further, we tried to analyse the correct responses by looking at each dimension of 

usage frequency and decomposability one at a time, by considering the responses 

corresponding to the categories defined in Table 5.12. It is important to note that we have 

used the categories defined for an overall understanding of the idiom comprehension and 

production mechanisms; the categories mentioned here are just an attempt to reanalyse 

the correct responses on a single parameter of either usage frequency or decomposability. 

Table 5.12: Defining dataset for each dimension separately 

Dimension Category Distributions per the defined categories 

Usage Frequency 

 

Frequent Frequent and Decomposable +  

Frequent and Less-Decomposable 

Usage Frequency 

 

Less-Frequent Less-Frequent and Decomposable +  

Less-Frequent and Less-Decomposable 

Decomposability 

 

Decomposable Frequent and Decomposable +  

Less-Frequent and Decomposable 

Decomposability 

 

Less-Decomposable Frequent and Less-Decomposable +  

Less-Frequent and Less-Decomposable 

 

Therefore, per the definition in Table 5.12, each of the categories consists of a 

dataset covering the responses for 12 idioms and 81 respondents. Figure 5.6 represents 
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the data summarised for this approach of analysis. It can be observed from the image that 

even in this dataset, the observations made are (a) both the dimensions of usage frequency 

and decomposability support the comprehension process of idioms in children, (b) in 

general, the children of higher age group do better comprehension than children of lower 

age group for similar idioms (idioms belonging to the same idiom category), and (c) in 

different idiom categories, comprehension accuracy is also driven by the category (which 

reflects the difficulty level) of idiom under consideration 

 

Figure 5.6: Graphical representation of the % of correct responses received, across the dimensions 

of usage frequency and decomposability of idioms in different age groups 
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5.3.3.7. Analysis 7: Error analysis of responses 

In Sections 5.3.3.1 to 5.3.3.6, we had focused on the analysis of correct responses, 

i.e. the cases where the respondents (children) have been able to comprehend the idiom 

provided in the sentential context correctly. In this section, we have presented the analysis 

for error responses, which is crucial to understand the idiom comprehension process in 

children. We analysed the errors across the age groups and idiom categories to ascertain 

if either or both of these factors caused a noticeable impact on the comprehension 

accuracy. It is crucial to categorise children’s responses not as merely correct or incorrect, 

but as to analyse the particular type of error made, to investigate the comprehension 

process in greater detail. An in-depth analysis of the data from error responses helped us 

understand the possible idiom comprehension mechanisms used by children of different 

age groups, and examine if there are distinguishable phases of idiom acquisition across 

children of different age groups. 

5.3.3.7.1. Analysis 7.1: Error analysis across age and age groups of respondents 

In this section, we have focused on finding the trends in error responses across the 

age and age groups of respondents. All the error responses were categorised and 

consolidated, as presented in Table 5.13 and Table 5.14. Figure 5.7 provides a visual 

representation of the different types of errors made by children of different age groups. 

Table 5.13 – Summary of responses across age of respondents 

Age %  Correct 

%  Semantically 

related 

%  Literal 

meaning %  Out of context 

7 Years 52.50% 22.08% 20.42% 5.00% 

8 Years 51.11% 21.11% 20.28% 7.50% 

9 Years 73.86% 17.42% 5.30% 3.41% 

10 Years 74.68% 12.18% 8.65% 4.49% 

11 Years 77.98% 11.31% 7.14% 3.57% 

12 Years 84.03% 9.72% 3.70% 2.55% 

Overall 70.11% 15.07% 10.44% 4.37% 

 

Table 5.14 – Summary of responses across age groups of respondents 

Age Group %  Correct 

%  Semantically 

related 

%  Literal 

meaning %  Out of context 

7 - 8 Years 51.67% 21.50% 20.33% 6.50% 

9 - 10 years 74.31% 14.58% 7.12% 3.99% 

11 - 12 Years 81.38% 10.42% 5.21% 2.99% 
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Figure 5.7: Graphical representation of error responses in different age groups 

 

From Table 5.14 and Figure 5.7, it can be observed that the lowest age group of 

respondents in our study, which is 7-8 years (mean age 7.6), had the highest overall error 
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by children in the youngest age group of 7-8 years was choosing the paraphrase or literal 

meaning of the idioms. This error decreases in older children with a significant dip.  

This suggests that until the age of ~7-8 years, children were still following the 

literal strategy of language comprehension and following the “piece by piece elaboration 

of text understanding” as discussed by Levorato and Cacciari (1995). Literal strategy is 

the predominantly active strategy in the comprehension of idioms until the age of ~7-8 

years. On the other hand, the 21.5% selection of ‘semantically related response’ indicates 

that they took idioms as a regular expression, i.e. a part of the sentence and interpreted 
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suggests that the ‘pragmatic understanding of language’ at around the age of 7-8 years 

(mean age 7.6) is underdeveloped. This finding throws some light on another facet of 

language development, that pragmatic aspects of language are acquired later in the 

language acquisition phase. 

The age group of 9-10 years (mean age 9.54) shows a marked deviation from the 

aforementioned, and the error responses corresponding to ‘literal meaning responses’ 

drop sharply to 7%. It is an indication that children at this age are more adept at rejecting 

the literal meaning of the idioms as their cognitive age increases and language skills 

improve with more exposure to language components. This rejection of literal meaning 

indicates that the children of this age-group are in the initial stages of acquiring the 

pragmatic aspects of language.  

The results also indicated that 9-10 years (mean age 9.54), can be considered the 

‘growth spurt of idiom comprehension competence’ where children show substantial 

improvement in rejecting the literal meaning of idioms and displaying the ability to 

extract the necessary information from the context by abandoning the literal meaning. 

This phase witnesses a rapid growth in language comprehension skills in general and 

figurative language competence in particular.  

We observed a reduction in ‘out of context’ error responses in the higher age 

groups (9-10 years, and 11-12 years), probably because of the general advancement in 

language comprehension skills and ability to infer from context. The error patterns also 

indicated that ‘semantically related responses’ were the most picked responses by the 

children across age groups at 15%. This error pattern confirms that children try to infer 

the meaning of the sentences, even if they could not comprehend the meaning of the 

idioms embedded in the sentences. This error also reduces in the higher age groups, but 

the reduction is a gradual one, compared to the sharp decline in errors corresponding to 

‘literal meaning responses’. 

5.3.3.7.2. Analysis 7.2: Error analysis across idiom categories 

In this section, we have focused on finding the trends in error responses across the 

defined idiom categories. All the responses are categorised and represented in Figure 5.8, 

which provides a visual representation of the different types of errors made by children 

across the idiom categories. 
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Figure 5.8: Graphical representation of correct and error responses, across the dimensions of usage 

frequency and decomposability of idioms 

 

From Figure 5.8, we get some idea of the distribution of different types of errors 

in overall responses, but no specific trends are observed. To dig deeper, we needed to 

understand the proportion of each type of error among the error responses. We evaluated 

the proportion of different error types to understand the tendency of children to make 

certain types of errors in each idiom category. As we discussed in Section 5.3.3.5, the 

‘frequent and decomposable’ category had a much higher percentage of correct responses 

than the other categories. However, it would be worth noting that in the small percentage 

of errors made, which types of error contribute the most. Similarly, this analysis could 

help us understand the error patterns in the other idiom categories. 
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Table 5.15 – Types of error across idiom categories (errors in each category 

as a percentage of total error responses) 

Idiom Category Semantically 

related 

responses as 

% of error 

responses 

Literal 

meaning 

responses as 

% of error 

responses 

Out of context 

responses as % 

of error 

responses 

Frequent and Decomposable 29.41% 51.76% 18.82% 

Frequent and Less-Decomposable 41.13% 33.87% 25.00% 

Less-Frequent and Decomposable 53.24% 37.41% 9.35% 

Less-Frequent and Less-Decomposable 61.37% 27.90% 10.73% 

Frequent 36.36% 41.15% 22.49% 

Less-Frequent 58.33% 31.45% 10.22% 

Decomposable 44.20% 42.86% 12.95% 

Less-Decomposable 54.34% 29.97% 15.69% 

Grand Total 50.43% 34.94% 14.63% 

 

From Table 5.15, we observe that decomposable idioms are more prone to 

compositional analysis, as most literal errors (as a percentage of error responses) are 

observed for this category. While the decomposability property of idioms aids 

comprehension (discussed in Section 5.3.3.5 and Section 5.3.3.8), there is a possibility 

that children may arrive at a literal paraphrase of the idiom while attempting a 

compositional analysis. Another important insight gathered is that semantically related 

responses are higher for the less frequent idioms. A probable explanation of this 

observation could be that such idioms are less recognisable to children, leading them to 

resort to contextual information and provide an associative answer to fit the context. 

5.3.3.7.3. Analysis 7.3: Error analysis across age groups of respondents and idiom 

categories 

In this section, we have focused on finding the trends in error responses across all 

age groups and the defined idiom categories. All the responses were categorised and 

represented in Table 5.16 to Table 5.18. This analysis was done with an objective to 

understand the error patterns while considering both the factors, i.e. ‘usage frequency’ 

and ‘decomposability’, and the age groups of children. 
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Table 5.16 – Summary of responses for the age group of 7-8 years across 

idiom categories 

Category % Correct 

% Semantically 

related 

% Literal 

meaning 

% Out of 

context 

Frequent and  

Decomposable 67.33% 10.67% 17.33% 4.67% 

Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 53.33% 16.67% 21.33% 8.67% 

Less-Frequent and  

Decomposable 55.33% 22.67% 19.33% 2.67% 

Less-Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 30.67% 36.00% 23.33% 10.00% 

Decomposable 61.33% 16.67% 18.33% 3.67% 

Less-Decomposable 42.00% 26.33% 22.33% 9.33% 

Frequent 60.33% 13.67% 19.33% 6.67% 

Less-Frequent 43.00% 29.33% 21.33% 6.33% 

 

Table 5.17 – Summary of responses for the age group of 9-10 years across 

idiom categories 

Category % Correct 

% Semantically 

related 

% Literal 

meaning 

% Out of 

context 

Frequent and  

Decomposable 88.19% 2.78% 6.94% 2.08% 

Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 79.86% 11.11% 2.08% 6.94% 

Less-Frequent and  

Decomposable 72.92% 17.36% 7.64% 2.08% 

Less-Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 56.25% 27.08% 11.81% 4.86% 

Decomposable 80.56% 10.07% 7.29% 2.08% 

Less-Decomposable 68.06% 19.10% 6.94% 5.90% 

Frequent 84.03% 6.94% 4.51% 4.51% 

Less-Frequent 64.58% 22.22% 9.72% 3.47% 
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Table 5.18 – Summary of responses for the age group of 11-12 years across 

idiom categories 

Category % Correct 

% Semantically 

related 

% Literal 

meaning 

% Out of 

context 

Frequent and  

Decomposable 90.10% 2.60% 4.17% 3.13% 

Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 86.98% 5.21% 3.65% 4.17% 

Less-Frequent and  

Decomposable 82.81% 7.81% 6.25% 3.13% 

Less-Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 65.63% 26.04% 6.77% 1.56% 

Decomposable 86.46% 5.21% 5.21% 3.13% 

Less-Decomposable 76.30% 15.63% 5.21% 2.86% 

Frequent 88.54% 3.91% 3.91% 3.65% 

Less-Frequent 74.22% 16.93% 6.51% 2.34% 

 

From Table 5.16 to Table 5.18, and Figure 5.9, we draw more inferences regarding 

the comprehension of idioms by children. While the observation that ‘the errors made in 

idiom comprehension are higher in lower age groups’ holds true, we also noticed that the 

LF-LD category idioms (less-frequent and less-decomposable) are most prone to errors 

in idiom comprehension. The graph hits its peaks for the LF-LD category, and the troughs 

at the F-D category, indicating that the ‘frequent and decomposable’ (F-D) category has 

the least errors associated.  

In particular, for the LF-LD idioms, the semantically related error responses are 

the highest. This result is important as it suggests that in the absence of meaning 

transparency and exposure to the idioms, children resort to context to comprehend the 

sentence in its entirety and idioms may not get recognised at all, thereby causing errors 

in figurative comprehension. Tables 5.16 to 5.18 clearly present a drop in the literal 

meaning related errors between the age groups of 7-8 years and 9-10 years across all the 

idiom categories, while other errors show a more gradual decrease with an increase in the 

age groups. This reinforces our argument that a literal-first approach starts getting 

abandoned during the age group of 9-10 years, which we had identified as the ‘growth 

spurt of idiom comprehension competence’ in Section 5.3.3.7.1.
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Figure 5.9: Graphical representation of error responses in idiom comprehension by children, across the dimensions of usage frequency and decomposability of 

idioms in different age groups 
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Table 5.19: Consolidated responses for comprehension of each idiom, including correct responses and errors made 

S. No. Idiom 

Plausible 

Literal 

Meaning? 

Correct 

Responses 

Literal 

Meaning 

Responses 

Out of 

Context 

Responses 

Semantically 

Related 

Responses 

% Correct 

Responses 

% Literal 

Meaning 

Responses 

% Out of 

Context 

Responses 

% Semantically 

Related 

Responses 

1 ag bəbu:la hona No 75 4 1 1 92.59% 4.94% 1.23% 1.23% 

2 ãkʰõ ka t̪aɾa hona No 67 1 7 6 82.72% 1.23% 8.64% 7.41% 

3 ãkʰõ mẽ pani: bʰəɾ ana Yes 69 4 1 7 85.19% 4.94% 1.23% 8.64% 

4 asman siɾ pəɾ uʈʰana No 60 16 1 4 74.07% 19.75% 1.23% 4.94% 

5 əkl gʰas tʃəɾne dʒana No 60 4 10 7 74.07% 4.94% 12.35% 8.64% 

6 ə̃d̪ʰeɾe mẽ t̪i:ɾ tʃəlana Yes 66 11 3 1 81.48% 13.58% 3.70% 1.23% 

7 ə̃d̪ʰõ mẽ kana ɾadʒa Yes 63 8 5 5 77.78% 9.88% 6.17% 6.17% 

8 ə̃t̪im ɡʰəɽijã ɡinna No 50 11 1 19 61.73% 13.58% 1.23% 23.46% 

9 əpne pãʋ pəɾ  kulhaɽi: maɾna Yes 66 7 4 4 81.48% 8.64% 4.94% 4.94% 

10 ət̪ʰ se it̪i t̪ək  Yes 29 2 5 45 35.80% 2.47% 6.17% 55.56% 

11 tʃʰat̪i: pəɾ mu:ŋɡ d̪əlna No 34 7 3 37 41.98% 8.64% 3.70% 45.68% 

12 d̪u:d̪ʰ ka d̪ʰula hona Yes 65 4 12 0 80.25% 4.94% 14.81% 0.00% 

13 gʰoɽe betʃkəɾ sona Yes 60 5 4 12 74.07% 6.17% 4.94% 14.81% 

14 ɡud̪ɽi: ka lal hona No 46 16 1 18 56.79% 19.75% 1.23% 22.22% 

15 hat̪ʰ ɡəɾəm kəɾna Yes 49 10 8 14 60.49% 12.35% 9.88% 17.28% 

16 hat̪ʰ pi:la hona Yes 47 11 3 20 58.02% 13.58% 3.70% 24.69% 

17 hətʰeli: pəɾ səɾsõ uɡana No 45 13 2 21 55.56% 16.05% 2.47% 25.93% 

18 dʒan hət̪ʰeli: pəɾ ɾəkʰna No 64 3 0 14 79.01% 3.70% 0.00% 17.28% 

19 kʰəɾi: kʰoʈi: sunana No 68 6 1 6 83.95% 7.41% 1.23% 7.41% 

20 kʰəʈai: mẽ pəɽ dʒana No 50 17 6 8 61.73% 20.99% 7.41% 9.88% 

21 kʰu:n ka pjasa hona No 49 17 1 14 60.49% 20.99% 1.23% 17.28% 

22 kolhu: ka bəil hona No 48 16 3 14 59.26% 19.75% 3.70% 17.28% 

23 peʈ mẽ tʃu:he ku:d̪na No 70 2 1 8 86.42% 2.47% 1.23% 9.88% 

24 t̪aɾi:f ke pul bãd̪ʰna No 63 8 2 8 77.78% 9.88% 2.47% 9.88% 
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5.3.3.7.4. Analysis 7.4: Error analysis across idioms with and without plausible 

literal meanings 

In Table 5.19, we had summarised the types of responses received, both in 

absolute terms and as a percentage of the total, for each of the 24 idioms used. Apart from 

recording the responses, we investigated if the presence or absence of a plausible literal 

meaning affected the number of correct and erroneous responses. For doing such an 

analysis, we have added a column ‘plausible literal meaning’ with ‘yes’ or ‘no’ values 

tagged for each idiom in Table 5.19. Based on this tagging and the data presented in Table 

5.20, we have summarised the types of responses received for the idioms with plausible 

and implausible literal meaning in Table 5.20.  

Table 5.20: Consolidated responses for comprehension of idioms (analysis 

regarding comprehension of idioms with plausible and implausible meanings) 

Dataset % Correct 

% Literal 

meaning 

% Out of 

context 

% Semantically 

related 

Idioms with plausible 

literal meaning 69.88% 11.60% 3.29% 15.23% 

Idioms with implausible 

literal meaning 70.51% 8.50% 6.17% 14.81% 

Entire dataset  

(overall values) 70.1% 10.4% 4.4% 15.1% 

 

The analysis indicated that in the case of idioms with implausible literal meaning, 

the percentage of erroneous responses where the literal meaning was comprehended is 

marginally lower than the overall average. The reverse is true for idioms with a plausible 

literal meaning. While this could indicate that the absence of a plausible literal meaning 

encourages the language user to look for the idiomatic meaning, the numbers are too close 

to the overall average to conclude based on this data alone. This could also indicate that 

for children, idioms with such a dual representation in meaning do not create much 

confusion as the exposure towards the expression is the driving factor which facilitates 

the ease of comprehension. Lack of familiarity with the idiom may lead to consideration 

of such an expression as a ‘novel lexical item’ for children. We have explored the effect 

of the ‘usage frequency’ and ‘decomposability’ factors to establish a statistically 

significant regression model considering the factors responsible for the ease of 

comprehension in children, in Section 5.3.3.8. 
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5.3.3.8. Analysis 8: Linear Regression between comprehension accuracy and the 

factors influencing comprehension 

After the statistical analysis to summarise the data and check for trends, we also 

executed a linear regression test using the IBM SPSS Statistics tool to check for the 

statistically significant results. The summarised data and observations discussed in the 

previous sections indicated that the age group of children, years of formal education, 

semantic transparency of idioms, and usage frequency of idioms are the crucial factors to 

facilitate a better comprehension of idioms. In order to get a statistically significant result, 

and to understand which idiom property has a more significant impact, or a more marked 

effect, in the correct idiomatic comprehension, we ran the linear regression test using the 

IBM SPSS Statistics tool. The responses of the 81 respondents were aggregated over three 

distinct age groups by using Microsoft Excel PivotTables. To do the linear regression 

analysis, we used the idioms’ data aggregated across age groups, and the mean age for 

each age group calculated in Table 5.8. 

The list below indicates that the following variables were used for regression: 

1. Dependent variable: Percentage correct; this variable represents the ease of idiom 

comprehension. Higher the percentage, the more comprehensible is the idiom. 

2. Independent (predictor) variables: 

a. Decomposability index: This variable represents the transparency of 

meaning of an idiom. The higher the value, more decomposable is the 

idiom (meaning can be derived from the components). 

b. Frequency index: This variable represents the usage frequency of an 

idiom. The higher the value, the more frequently used, heard, or read is 

the idiom. 

c. Age group (average age): This variable represents the average age of the 

respondent in a given age group (calculated in Table 5.8). 
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Table 5.21 – Linear Regression between comprehension accuracy and the 

factors influencing comprehension 

  

Figure 5.10: Regression standardised residual as close approximation of normal curve 

Variables Entered/Removeda 

Model Variables Entered Variables Removed Method 

1 
Decomposability Index, Age group - Average 

Age, Frequency Index 
. Enter 

a. Dependent Variable: Percentage Correct 

b. All requested variables entered. 

 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate 

1 .851a .725 .713 .1081459 

Predictors: (Constant), Decomposability, Age group - Average Age, Frequency Index 

 

ANOVAa 

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 

Regression 2.094 3 .698 59.684 .000b 

Residual .795 68 .012   

Total 2.889 71    

a. Dependent Variable: Percentage Correct 

b. Predictors: (Constant), Decomposability Index, Age group - Average Age, Frequency Index 

 

Coefficientsa 

Model Unstandardised Coefficients Standardised 

Coefficients 

t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

1 

(Constant) -.189 .078  -2.404 .019 

Age group - Average Age .075 .008 .603 9.484 .000 

Frequency Index .171 .024 .490 7.146 .000 

Decomposability Index .099 .032 .210 3.057 .003 

a. Dependent Variable: Percentage Correct 
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In Table 5.21, we find that the Adjusted R Square statistic of this linear regression 

is high at 0.713, or 71.3%. The model is able to explain 71.3% of the variance, indicating 

that the dependent variable ‘percentage correct’ can be explained by this model, and can 

be predicted by the independent variables (decomposability index, age group - average 

age, and frequency index). Also, the above table shows that p for this regression is 0.000. 

(p < 0.05 is considered statistically significant), and therefore we conclude that the model 

developed above is statistically significant. Table 5.21 also indicates that the individual 

ps for each of the independent variables are significant (p < 0.05), and therefore we 

conclude that each of the independent variables is having a statistically significant effect 

in determining the dependent variable (% correct).  Hence, all the three factors, two 

factors related to idiom properties (decomposability and usage frequency) and one related 

to the language user (age group) decide how comprehensible an idiom would be. An 

idiom with higher usage frequency, higher decomposability, and comprehended by a 

higher age group, would have more probability of being comprehended correctly.  

Next, using the coefficients of linear regression from Table 5.21, we also 

developed the linear regression equation to quantify the effects of changes in independent 

variables (decomposability index, age group - average age, and frequency index) on the 

dependent variable ‘percentage correct’, i.e. to find the most facilitating factors for better 

comprehension. The regression equation, generated by the IBM SPSS Statistics software, 

indicates that the usage frequency of idioms is the dominating factor in aiding idiom 

comprehension.  The regression equation is based on the coefficients identified above (% 

correct variable represents the ease of idiom comprehension). As evident from the 

following equation, usage frequency has the highest impact on idiom comprehension. 

% Correct = 0.171 * Frequency Index + 0.099 * Decomposability Index  

+ 0.075 * Age group - 0.189  

 

Therefore, it can be said that the usage frequency of an idiom has a greater 

influence in facilitating correct comprehension than the decomposability. We have also 

found in our results that there was a minor difference in the percentage of correct 

responses for the ‘frequent and less-decomposable’ category (74.5%) and the ‘less-

frequent and decomposable’ (71.4%) category; the factor which seems to cause this slight 

variation is the ‘usage frequency’ variable. 
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5.4. Discussion 

In this section, we have discussed the major findings from the analysis done to 

evaluate the effect of idiom properties (usage frequency and decomposability), cognitive 

age, and academic exposure (formal education) on idiom comprehension during the idiom 

acquisition phase in children. Among the idiom acquisition studies, the Global 

Elaboration Model (GEM) seems to be more comprehensive as it emphasises the role of 

context in developmental studies and discusses the phases of development of idiomatic 

competence. Several other studies have indicated significant growth in idiom 

understanding between the age of 7-12 years (Cain et al., 2009; Levorato and Cacciari, 

1999). The results obtained in this empirical study on children seems to provide evidence 

for multiple aspects theorised by the different models in the acquisition literature. The 

results indicate that the acquisition of figurative expressions cannot be solely attributed 

to any single model or hypothesis emphasising a specific idiom property. The results of 

this study put into perspective the different hypotheses and approaches theorised by the 

Global Elaboration Hypothesis (Levorato and Cacciari, 1992, 1995, 1999), 

Decomposition Hypothesis (Gibbs, 1987, 1991), and Acquisition via Exposure 

Hypothesis (Nippold and Martin, 1989; Ezell and Goldstein, 1991).  

Our study indicates that context plays a central role in disambiguating the meaning 

of idioms which is in agreement with the GEM hypothesis. We observed that idioms’ 

processing happens in a manner similar to the standard language processing, with inputs 

from context and elaboration of the text to varying extents. The performance of the 

children in the comprehension task was better than expected, with the children being able 

to comprehend idioms with a relatively high accuracy of ~70%. To put this number into 

perspective, the feedback from the language teachers of the respondents indicated that the 

performance of children in their academic examinations, which focus on memory recall 

of the meanings of idioms, is only up to 50% on an average. The performance of children 

from even the youngest age group who could be expected to make the most 

comprehension errors is good in this task with an accuracy of ~52%, suggesting that a 

supporting context may have played an essential role in the MCQ comprehension task. 

The contextual information provides semantic support and eventually facilitates 

understanding. Such semantic support helps children integrate the meaning of the idiom 
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from the text and encourages them to “go beyond the piece-by-piece elaboration of text” 

(Levorato, 1995) and coherently derive the global meaning. 

The results indicated a marked difference in the performance between the children 

of age group 7-8 years, and those belonging to the age groups of 9-10 and 11-12 years. 

This low performance by younger children is indicative of their relatively undeveloped 

inferential skills and their inability to detect the semantic anomaly in language. These 

findings support the arguments discussed by Levorato (1995) that children of young age 

fail to draw the global meaning and coherence from the context and are inept at integrating 

the meaning owing to their basic language skills and limited world knowledge. They 

could not fetch the necessary information from the context and hence could not elaborate 

the inferences from the clues in the form of sentential context in which idioms are 

embedded. This result implies the insufficiency of language skills in the youngest age 

group to comprehend the idioms in situ and integrate the information from context.  

We observed a substantial improvement in idiom comprehension accuracy in the 

age group of 9-10 years. This significant jump specifies that accuracy in the correct 

interpretation of idiomatic meaning increases with age as children get more exposure to 

idioms. Evaluating the effect of age on idiom comprehension, we observed that children 

in the age group of 8-9 years seem to be in the phase where they realise that ‘what is said 

is not always what is meant in the most literal sense’, probably by making use of the 

increased world knowledge. According to Levorato (1995), this is the second phase of 

figurative competence and children around the age of 8 years develop the skill. Our study 

indicates a similar pattern. In our study, we found that around the age of 9 years is when 

children start suspending the literal meaning more consistently. This finding is based on 

an increase in comprehension accuracy and, more importantly, a definite decrease in the 

literal meaning error response around the age of 9 years, as detailed in Table 5.13 and 

Table 5.14. 

Our study suggests that the ‘growth spurt of idiom comprehension competence’ 

occurs around the age of approximately 9-10 years (mean age 9.54). This is the broad age 

range that records the largest increase in correct idiomatic answers. This inference is 

drawn by evaluating and comparing the performances of children falling in all the three 

age groups. The results in Table 5.22 suggest that though the age group of 11-12 years 

(in the age groups we selected for our study) demonstrated the most evolved idiom 
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comprehension skills, a remarkable improvement is observed between the age groups of 

7-8 years and 9-10 years (~24% increase) while the improvement between 9-10 years and 

11-12 years is relatively less (~7% increase). 

Table 5.22 – Substantial increase in accuracy of responses at the age of 8-9 years 

Summary of correct interpretation 

w.r.t. Age 

 Summary of correct interpretation 

w.r.t. Age Groups 

 

Age % Correct 

7 52.50% 

8 51.11% 

9 73.86% 

10 74.68% 

11 77.98% 

12 84.03% 

Overall 70.11% 
 

 
Age Group % Correct  

7 – 8 51.67% 

9 – 10 74.31% 

11 – 12 81.38% 

Overall 70.11% 

 

 

An analysis of the errors made by children gives us further insights into their 

approach towards idiom comprehension. Younger children (7-8 years) had contributed to 

the highest overall error percentage and picked almost the same ratio of errors categorised 

as ‘semantically related responses’ (at 21.5%) and literal meaning responses’ (at 20.33%). 

The low performance in the task and choosing the literal response again strengthens our 

argument that young children lack the awareness to draw inferences from contextual 

clues. This assessment also indicates that their figurative competence is under 

development, and literal strategy is the predominantly active strategy in the 

comprehension of idioms.  

The developmental trend in idiom competency across age indicates the supremacy 

of literalness in idiom comprehension around 7-8 years, which gradually gives way to a 

more figurative assessment around the age of 9-10 years. The overall error patterns in 

children indicated a tendency to pick the ‘semantically related responses’ across all age 

groups (at 15%) and reduction in ‘literal responses’ as the cognitive age increases. This 

pattern suggests that, as the age advances, the cognitive ability increases to find coherence 

in the text (ability to search the global meaning from the context) even though the 

meaning of the idioms are not detected. This further suggests that an advanced age group 

could process the information provided in the text containing the idioms and succeed in 



233 

 

achieving the semantic information from the context. The developmental trends observed 

in this study were aligned with the phases discussed by Levorato (1995). The initial stage 

of figurative comprehension comprises a piece-by-piece elaboration strategy, where 

children tend to infer the idiomatic meaning through the literal meaning of idioms. The 

GEM model also discussed an overlap of these phases and suggested that they are not 

strictly sequential; they may co-occur. Our study has indicated that not all the advanced 

age groups could interpret all the idioms in the same manner as language skills vary even 

in the same age group, and the idiom properties also play an essential role. 

The other variable in our study was the Grade (class) of respondents, which 

defined the impact of formal education (exposure through classroom learning) on idiom 

comprehension skills. The Exposure Hypothesis suggests that exposure to idioms in a 

child’s linguistic environment is vital in learning the idioms. Hence, the acquisition, 

according to this model, happens in a rote manner. To investigate this aspect, we 

summarised the performance of the children across the age groups and the grades (years 

of formal education), and the observations seem to be aligned with the Exposure 

Hypothesis.  

From the data gathered in our study, it is quite evident that education does improve 

the idiom comprehension competence of children. The grade-wise analysis of 

comprehension performance shows a gradual and consistent increase in the accuracy of 

idioms’ interpretation. The performance in idiom comprehension for Grade III students 

was observed to be at 51.3% accuracy, Grade IV at 68.33%, Grade V at 74.54%, Grade 

VI at 80.21%, and Grade VII at 84.72%. These results show that as children’s cognitive 

ability and exposure to idioms increases through a structured academic curriculum, the 

skill to interpret idiomatic language gets enhanced. Hence, it can be concluded that the 

exposure to figurative language plays a vital role in the development of figurative 

competence in children. 

We analysed the idiom comprehension across the idiom categories defined on the 

dimensions of ‘usage frequency’ and ‘compositionality’. In the overall dataset, the F-D 

(frequent and decomposable) category was comprehended better (at 82% correct) than all 

the other categories (overall 70% accuracy). The least percentage of correct responses 

was marked for LF-LD (less-frequent and less-decomposable), which was at only 52% 

correct.  We find a similar percentage of correct responses for both the ‘frequent and less-
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decomposable’ and the ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ categories (74% and 72% 

respectively). The results from our study also establish that the performance for idiomatic 

comprehension increases with an increase in the usage frequency and meaning 

transparency. Usage frequency (p = 0.000), decomposability (p = 0.003), and age group 

of children (p = 0.000) are statistically significant factors for accurate idiom 

comprehension, as observed through the linear regression analysis (Table 5.21). 

Overall, we observed the highest percentage of semantically related error 

responses for LF-LD (less-frequent and less-decomposable) idioms. This result is 

significant as it suggests that in the absence of meaning transparency and exposure to the 

idioms, children resort to context to comprehend the sentence in its entirety and idioms 

may not get recognised at all, thereby causing errors in figurative comprehension. The 

observations from this study also lead us to believe that children tend to comprehend the 

meaning of the ‘less-frequent and less-decomposable’ idioms in a rote manner. The 

meanings of such idioms are likely to be achieved like any other learnt phrases, resulting 

in a direct memory retrieval of meanings as the primary comprehension strategy. The 

results also suggested that less ‘literal responses’ errors were recorded for frequent idioms 

compared to the less frequent ones.  

Usage frequency of an idiom was found to be the most dominant factor in 

facilitating idiom comprehension. Idioms that are more frequently encountered by a child 

in their linguistic environment through written or spoken forms of language tend to be 

comprehended better. The compositionality of idioms also seems to enhance the 

comprehension of idioms, which qualifies the argument that idioms also undergo 

compositional analysis like literal language. Our study shows that children attempted a 

compositional analysis while comprehending idioms, thereby being able to comprehend 

idioms with higher meaning transparency in a more accurate manner. The performance 

dropped when the idioms were ‘less-frequent and less-decomposable’ (lowest 

comprehension accuracy was observed for the age group of 7-8 years and LF-LD category 

at 30.67%). The decomposable idioms (77% accuracy) in our study were comprehended 

better than the less-decomposable ones (63% accuracy) for all the age groups. Hence, the 

results support the Idiom Decomposition Hypothesis (Gibbs et al., 1989) as well.  
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An interesting observation was that the category of idiom under consideration is 

a crucial factor, as we found even the younger children being able to comprehend the 

‘frequent and decomposable’ idioms more successfully than the older children attempting 

to comprehend the ‘less-frequent and less-decomposable’ idioms. We also observed that 

even for the youngest age group (7-8 years), the frequently used idioms were 

comprehended better (60.33% accuracy) than the less frequent ones (43% accuracy). 

From the error analysis, we observed that more ‘literal responses’ were observed in 

decomposable categories, hinting that the children are attempting a compositional 

analysis for idioms having high compositionality. Therefore, we propose that these 

linguistic dimensions (usage frequency and compositionality) are the crucial factors that 

need to be considered in the idiom acquisition studies. We have explored these aspects 

further for the idiom production competence in Chapter 6, where we have conducted 

idiom production tasks on children. 

5.4.1. The model for idiom comprehension 

Through this empirical study, we have analysed the idiom properties which guide 

the idiom comprehension process in children and can be represented through a 

comprehensive model. The present idiom comprehension study has discussed the effect 

of idiom properties as well as the influence of supportive context and the cognitive ability 

of children (determined by age group and academic exposure) to comprehend the 

different categories of idioms. Based on the insights gained from this study, we have 

framed an idiom comprehension model for children.  

Figure 5.11 captures some of the insights gained in a simplistic and pictorial 

representation, underlining the improvement observed in ease of comprehension of 

idiomatic expressions around the two critical linguistic dimensions: the ‘frequency of 

usage’ and ‘decomposability’. This model represents that idioms can be broadly 

characterised into four categories. As the usage frequency and decomposability properties 

become more dominant for certain types of idioms, the ease with which an idiom can be 

comprehended correctly also increases, and vice versa is also true. The ease of 

understanding idioms is closely associated with the variance in the categories of idioms. 

The most challenging idioms for a child would be the ‘less-frequent and less-

decomposable’ category idioms. The easier ones are those which are used more 

frequently in children’s linguistic environment and where the idiomatic meaning is easily 
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decipherable from the idioms’ conventional form through compositional analysis or 

metaphoric extension.   

The learners’ language skills and reading ability also determines the successful 

interpretation of idioms while building coherence with the context. The comprehension 

skills of the language learners determine the ease of comprehending idioms as it will be 

easy for learners with good reading skills to infer the meaning from the linguistic 

boundaries in which the idioms occur. A supportive context is not a one-way aid to idiom 

comprehension; rather, it is a two-way interaction where children first attempt to infer the 

idiomatic meaning from context and then integrate it into the context to accomplish a 

coherent fitment.  

 

Figure 5.11: A Comprehensive Model of Idiom Comprehension 
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5.5. Summary 

This chapter discussed the empirical studies on children and provided insights into 

the factors that aid and impede idiom comprehension. We applied the learnings from the 

empirical study on adults (Chapter 4) to ascertain the attributes which may affect idiom 

comprehension, and found usage frequency, compositionality, and age group of the 

children to be the key factors. Across all categories, the most consistent result was that 

the accuracy of idiom comprehension increases with an increase in age group and grade 

(years of formal education) of the children as the cognitive ability increases, and with an 

increase in idioms’ usage frequency and decomposability. Our study resulted in insights 

regarding the comprehension of idioms across the linguistic dimensions of usage 

frequency and compositionality, and we found both these to be aiding comprehension 

with usage frequency being the dominant factor. We also did error analysis and found 

that the younger children (7-8 years) had the highest overall error percentage indicating 

their figurative competency is under the process of development, and literal strategy is 

the predominantly active strategy in the comprehension of idioms at this age. The ‘growth 

spurt of idiom comprehension competence’ occurs around the age of approximately 9-10 

years (mean age 9.54) where a substantial increase in idiom comprehension accuracy is 

observed.  In the next chapter (Chapter 6), we have presented the empirical study 

conducted on children to understand the production of idioms by children in the categories 

identified.  
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Chapter 6: Insights on Production of Hindi Idioms by 

Children 

 

6.1. Introduction 

In this chapter, we have explored the production of idioms by children through an 

empirical study consisting of two production tasks, and compared the performance of 

children in these tasks. We explored multiple aspects of idiom production, viz. the 

interaction with context, access and recall of idioms, and production of relevant idioms 

as warranted by the communicative goal. As a part of this study, apart from consolidating 

and analysing the correct responses, we have also analysed the errors made by children 

in performing these production tasks. The error analysis enabled us to objectively assess 

the different complexities encountered and strategies adopted by children while 

producing idioms. Additionally, we compared the performance of children between the 

comprehension and production tasks to identify if there is a discernible transition through 

distinct stages in the process of idiom acquisition.  

The present chapter is organised as follows. In Section 6.2, we have recapitulated the 

key takeaways from the relevant research related to idiom production by children. In 

Sections 6.3 and 6.4, we have discussed the objectives and methodology of this study in 

detail. We have presented the analysis done, results obtained along with a discussion on 

the implications, and proposed a model for idiom production in children in Sections 6.5 

and 6.6. The study is summarised in Section 6.7. 

 

6.2. A quick recapitulation of the discussion on idiom production done 

in Chapter 2 

As discussed in Chapter 2, Levorato et al. (1989, 1992, 1993, 1995, 2002) 

published several papers which elaborately discussed idiomatic competence in children. 

The proposed GEM model (Levorato and Cacciari, 1989) for idiom acquisition 

highlighted the importance of ‘context’ in idiom comprehension and projected phases of 

idiom acquisition in children.  The GEM model conveyed that production of idioms at 

the age of 7 years is more difficult compared to the comprehension of idioms. One 



239 

 

significant proposition of this model was that production skill is acquired relatively later 

than the comprehension skill by a child in the idiom acquisition phase.  

The GEM model put emphasis on the four developmental phases in idiom 

acquisition. According to this theory, ‘phase 1’ lasts approximately up to the age of 7 

years, and the strategy adopted in this phase is the piece-by-piece elaboration of the text. 

In ‘phase 2’, children searching for clues to interpret the idioms. ‘Phase 3’ is the 

realisation stage where children start understanding that the same communicative purpose 

can be stated through different modes: literally, figuratively, or ironically. ‘Phase 4’ is the 

final stage, where the ability to produce and use idioms in different situations is achieved.  

On the contrary, ‘Acquisition via Exposure Hypothesis’ (Nippold and Martin, 

1989; Ezell and Goldstein, 1991) stressed the ‘frequency of exposure to idioms’ in 

acquisition and comprehension. Levorato and Cacciari (1989, 1992) had been critical of 

the ‘Acquisition via Exposure Hypothesis’ and believed that usage-frequency or exposure 

has a limited role in the acquisition of idioms; frequency only facilitates the meaning 

since it functions locally in the expression. They further added that it is the context that 

has a significant role in idiom comprehension because it helps the child to suppress the 

quest to look for literalness in an expression. They proposed that since contextual 

information acts globally around the sentence, therefore it prevents the child from 

interpreting an idiom literally in a rich, informative context.  

Studies on children acquiring figurative language have shown that children 

interpret idioms literally at the age of 9-10 years if the idioms are not presented in an 

information-rich context. More importantly, Levorato and Cacciari (1992) acknowledged 

the role of frequency in the production of idioms. They used the completion task (‘fill in 

the blanks’) as the methodology to arrive at this result. The target idioms in this task 

appeared towards the end of the sentence where the first two words (of the idioms used) 

were given as a hint, and children were asked to complete the sentence using those words. 

Their study argued that “a child can produce familiar idioms more correctly than the non-

familiar ones”. 
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6.3. Objective 

Through this empirical study, we aim to explore the development of children’s skill 

or ability to produce idioms during their language development phase. We also attempt 

to understand the impact of idioms’ properties like compositionality and usage frequency 

(and meaning familiarity), cognitive age of the children, and formal education (class or 

grade) in idiom production. The study aims to understand the stages of idiom acquisition 

in children by comparing the performance of children in production tasks with their 

performance in comprehension task (Chapter 5). Another objective of production tasks 

was to explore if the recall and production for idioms are better if the idiom or its meaning 

is conveyed through an image that presents a context, concept, or emotion.  For a smaller 

set of idioms, we used a sentence completion task to understand the production of idioms 

when children are presented with a minimal sentential context. Furthermore, we aim to 

study the errors made by children during idiom production. The error analysis can provide 

us with valuable insights into the crucial decision-making process and the outcome 

delivered by children to go beyond the literal rule of a language and start recognising the 

figurative aspects. 

6.4. Methodology 

6.4.1. Design 

This empirical study was executed in the form of a controlled experiment through 

two tasks: the ‘picture identification’ task and the ‘fill in the blanks’ task. The first task 

was the ‘picture identification’ task which required the children to identify the idiom 

represented by an image. The second task was the ‘fill in the blanks’ task which required 

children to complete each incomplete sentence presented to them using an appropriate 

idiom. These tasks also assessed the cognitive maturity of children, as they warranted a 

complex mental activity which involved a quick understanding of the stimulus presented, 

and then getting involved in a cognitive process of recall and production of the 

appropriate idioms. In Sections 6.4.1.1 and 6.4.1.2, we have explained the tasks in detail 

along with the rationale behind choosing these tasks for the idiom production study on 

children. We have provided the details of the participants and idioms used in Sections 

6.4.2 and Section 6.4.4.2 respectively. 
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6.4.1.1. Picture Identification task 

Multiple studies have suggested that language learners can develop and improve 

their understanding of concepts by learning through visual mediums. In idiom studies, 

scholars have used picture tasks essentially to test the comprehension aspect of idiom 

acquisition, by adding a supporting story (context) to the pictures and providing options 

to pick (guided selection). These experiments are designed using closed-ended questions 

that guide interpretation or comprehension skills but limit the production outcomes. 

As language usage scenarios tend to be fluid or dynamic, we designed this task to 

be open-ended and allowed the subjects to provide multiple responses for each image, as 

deemed appropriate by the respondents.  Therefore, this method was suitable to analyse 

and accommodate those responses also where children were unable to produce the exact 

target idioms but did attempt a metaphorical route and produced figurative answers 

(displayed figurative competency). Such an analysis can eventually add to the assessment 

of recall and production of idioms and can define the structural orientation of the minds 

of children. 

We used the images representing the target idioms without any supporting text or 

story (context), assuming the picture stimulus would generate the imagery (schema) for 

children to perceive the information and construct a structure to the knowledge gained 

through shapes, frequent patterns, uniformity of actions, perceptions, etc. The other 

reason for choosing a visual medium was to explore if images can be a good medium to 

link the idioms to concepts, which can aid in the idiom recall and production processes, 

eventually leading to the production of the expected target idiom(s).  

One of the considerations for choosing this task and colourful images was that it 

could help in engaging the students better by holding on to their attention throughout this 

complex cognitive activity. We had to be mindful that any disinterest in the activity can 

cause huge errors. Keeping the task interesting for young children (with understandably 

short attention span) was as essential as any other aspect of this study. For the ‘picture 

identification’ task, the booklet contained images matching the target idioms along with 

sufficient space to enter their response(s). To ensure clarity, each page in the section for 

the ‘picture identification’ task contained only two or three images. We provided enough 

space in the test booklet to allow multiple responses for each image (if multiple idioms 

could explain the image under consideration). The images were presented for idioms 
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across the different idiom categories in a randomised order. Each image provided in the 

booklet (representing a specific idiom) was chosen carefully, considering the age of the 

children and fitment for providing certain clues to children to enable them to identify the 

corresponding target idioms unambiguously. The idioms presented for the picture 

identification task were intentionally randomised in the test booklet so that idioms of the 

same category do not appear together (to avoid any bias).  

A careful selection of images for this task was made to include different types of 

image representations. For some idioms, we used images that depicted the idiomatic 

meaning, while for others, a metaphorical representation was chosen. For another set of 

idioms, images that represented the idioms in their pure lexical form by depicting the 

literal meanings of idioms were chosen. The reason for choosing these variations was to 

encourage the respondents to analyse each idiom in isolation. Additionally, for a few 

idioms, the idiomatic meaning appeared to be a more feasible representation or the closet 

stimulus for idiom recognition. In contrast, their lexical representation (form) was thought 

to be the closet stimulus or more identifiable for idiom recognition for another set of 

idioms. Along with this, most of the images selected contained one or more clues 

representing the keywords of target idioms.  Two samples used in this task are mentioned 

below for purposes of illustration in Table 6.1. 

Table 6.1: Samples of idioms used for the ‘picture identification’ task 

S. No. Image (stimulus) Target Idiom and Explanation 

1 

 

Idiom:   आँखों  में पानी    भर   आना 
       ãkʰõ  mẽ pani: bʰəɾ ana 
 

Literal Meaning: Water filled in eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To become very emotional 

Idiom Category: Less-Frequent and Decomposable 

 

Image Association: Lexical Representation + Emotion 

The image shows a tear-drop rolling out from the eyes of a 

person, which corresponds to the literal form of this idiom. 

Also, the image can be perceived to denote an emotional state of 

a person, hence relatable to the concept of sorrow. 

 

Keywords: ‘tears’ (ãkʰõ), ‘eyes’ (pani:) 
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2 

 

Idiom:    आग बबूला   होना 
              ag  bəbu:la hona 

 

Literal Meaning: To be fire boil 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely angry 

Idiom Category: Frequent and Decomposable 

 

Image Association: Idiomatic Meaning Representation + 

Concept 

The image denotes extreme anger through the gesture of closed 

eyes, grinding teeth, and tightly closed fist. The flames behind 

the boy represents the intensity of anger. Intensity of extreme 

anger is metaphorically relatable to the concept of FIRE 

(conceptual metaphor). 

 

Keyword: ‘fire’ (ag)  

 

6.4.1.2. Fill in the Blanks task 

The second task presented to children was the ‘fill in the blanks’ task, where the 

children were required to complete the sentences presented to them using idioms. For the 

‘fill in the blanks’ task, in order to control the influence of context, a minimal sentential 

context was provided in the form of similarly structured and short sentences. There were 

some considerations made for having this as one of the production tasks. We wanted to 

conduct the production tasks for the same twenty-four idioms which were used in the 

comprehension task on children (Chapter 5) so that we could compare the comprehension 

and production abilities to a certain extent. However, representing some idioms through 

a picture would either not be feasible, or could have caused ambiguity, thereby causing 

an error in the experiment. An unambiguous representation of this would be challenging 

to achieve and could cause errors, considering that our subjects were children of a very 

young age.   

For example, let us consider the idiom ‘dʒan hət̪ʰeli: pəɾ ɾəkʰna’ (literal 

meaning: ‘to keep life on the palm of the hand’; figurative meaning: ‘to perform a very 

risky or daring act’). This idiom’s literal meaning, i.e. the picture of a man holding life 

(or a symbol of life) on his palm, would not have made sense. On the contrary, denoting 

this idiom’s idiomatic meaning through an image could have led to ambiguity, as an 

image of someone risking his life could be perceived as ‘angry’, ‘dangerous’, ‘stupid’, or 

even ‘reckless’. Either way of representation, i.e. through the idiom’s literal meaning or 
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through the figurative meaning, would have failed to pull the responses from our target 

set. Hence, we chose a sentential context through the ‘fill in the blanks’ task for such 

idioms. Another reason for choosing this task was to investigate the production 

capabilities of children using more than one stimulus or medium and compare the 

performances. 

For the ‘fill in the blanks’ task, the booklet contained eight incomplete sentences 

with the blanks highlighted using underlined spaces, to be filled in using the appropriate 

target idioms. For this task, we constructed sentences in a way where the sentences could 

be completed using the target idioms in their appropriate form and with proper fitment in 

the context. The first word of the target idiom was provided as a clue and was underlined, 

and the remaining constituents were to be filled in by the respondents in the underlined 

blank spaces. Since that first word of the target idiom was provided, it limited the scope 

to only a few options where the conventional forms of idioms were designed to be the 

best fit.  

Two items from this task are reproduced here for the purposes of illustration. 

Complete details (all idioms) are available in Appendix 4.  

1. mənsa ke hat̪ʰõ se guldasta giɾ ke ʈu:ʈ gəja. uski: malkin ne 

use kʰəɾi:________________________.   

The vase fell down from the hands of Mansa and broke. Her master told her 

harsh________________________  .           

 

2. sena ke jawan bʰaɾət̪ ki: ɾəkʂa ke lije dʒan         t̪aijaɾ 

ɾəht̪e hãi. 

Soldiers of the army, for protecting India, are ready to _________      ______   

life. 

The idioms ‘kʰəɾi: kʰoʈi: sunana’ and ‘dʒan hət̪ʰeli: pəɾ ɾəkʰna’ 

are the target idioms (for items 1 and 2 above) where the first word of the respective 

idioms (‘kʰəɾi:’ and ‘dʒan’) was provided.  
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6.4.2. Participants 

A total number of 60 students in the age group of 8 to 13 years were selected to 

participate in this study. All the respondents were students in Grades IV to VII at 

Woodbine Modern School (CBSE curriculum), Darbhanga, India. All the respondents 

were multilingual having Hindi as their mother tongue, belonged to middle and lower-

middle socioeconomic status, and were from a semi-urban societal setting. The 

respondents’ profile is shown below in Table 6.2 and Table 6.3. 

Table 6.2 – Respondent profile vs. gender of respondents 

Gender # of Respondents 

F 24 

M 36 

Overall 60 

 

Table 6.3 - Respondent profile vs. grade, age, and age group of respondents 

Class (Grade) 
Age Group 

(years) 
Age (years) # of Respondents 

Grade IV 

8-9 Years 
8 Years 3 

9 Years 4 

10-11 Years 
10 Years 6 

11 Years 3 

12-13 Years 12 Years 1 

Grade V 
10-11 Years 

10 Years 6 

11 Years 6 

12-13 Years 12 Years 5 

Grade VI 

10-11 Years 
10 Years 3 

11 Years 4 

12-13 Years 
12 Years 4 

13 Years 1 

Grade VII 

10-11 Years 
10 Years 1 

11 Years 1 

12-13 Years 
12 Years 6 

13 Years 6 

 

In Figure 6.1, we have represented the participants’ information in the chart for a 

better visual representation of the respondent sample on which the production tasks were 

conducted. 
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Figure 6.1 - Respondent profile vs. gender, grade, age, and age group 

  

24, 40%

36, 60%

# of Respondents vs. Gender

F M

17, 29%

17, 28%

12, 20%

14, 23%

# of Respondents vs. Grade

Class 4 Class 5 Class 6 Class 7

3, 5%

4, 7%

16, 27%

14, 23%

16, 27%

7, 11%

# of Respondents vs. Age

8 Years 9 Years 10 Years

11 Years 12 Years 13 Years

7, 12%

30, 50%

23, 38%

# of Respondents vs. Age Group

8 to 9 Years 10 to 11 Years 12 to 13 Years
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6.4.3. Method 

The production tasks were conducted, after a month’s gap, on the same set of 

students who had participated in the comprehension tasks, excluding the Grade III 

students. The deliberate exclusion of Grade III students was done because production 

tasks need a higher level of language skills which children at the age groups in Grade III 

may not have. The respective class teachers were consulted to understand the language 

skills and children’s exposure to idioms in their respective grades to make this choice. 

Studies by Levorato (1992, 1995) had also pointed out that the production tasks are of a 

higher difficulty level than the comprehension tasks. Additionally, we had observed in 

Chapter 5 that the performance of Grade III students was also the lowest in the 

comprehension task conducted by us (50% correct compared to the overall average of 

70%) indicating that they are at an initial stage of idiom acquisition.  

Once the overall group of respondents was identified, it was divided into batches 

of four to seven participants, such that each batch had all members from the same class 

or grade. The experiment was carried out in a quiet room in the school premises, with 

sufficient time allocation to finish the task (by not keeping this activity time-bound). At 

the beginning of each session for the batch of participants, both tasks were explained 

verbally to all the participants. After explaining the tasks, quick demonstrations of both 

tasks were carried out by using a sample image and a sample sentence. These 

demonstrations were done to ensure that the participants understood the tasks completely 

before attempting them.  

After we were absolutely convinced that the participants understood the tasks, we 

provided them the test booklets containing the instructions, images (for the ‘picture 

identification’ task), and incomplete sentences (for the ‘fill in the blanks’ task). The 

participants were asked to mark the responses on the provided booklet and return the 

booklet after the activity was completed. Restricting each batch’s size to 4 to 7 

participants was to ensure a proper understanding and controlled execution of the task 

enabled by the small size of the batch. Bearing in mind the very reasonable time 

constraints on the available time of students, and with permission from the school’s 

management, the production study was done on only one batch in a day, and it took a total 

of 12 working days to be completed. 
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6.4.4. Material 

6.4.4.1. Test booklet 

A single test booklet containing instructions and questions pertaining to both the 

production tasks was used for this study. Each respondent was provided with a copy of 

the same booklet. We reused the twenty-four idioms (used across the four idiom 

categories in the previous idiom comprehension study on children) for the two production 

tasks in this study. Sixteen idioms were used for the ‘picture identification’ task, and the 

remaining eight idioms were used for the ‘fill in the blanks’ task. The booklet contained 

questions capturing the language proficiency information, instructions, and questions 

corresponding to the two production tasks. The test booklet started with questions 

capturing the language proficiency of the participants to ensure that they were from the 

same region, and had a similar language exposure. The information sought from the 

respondents was ‘name’, ‘age’, ‘gender’, ‘class/grade’, ‘years of education’, ‘native 

place’, and ‘place of longest stay’. We also confirmed with the participants if Hindi was 

their mother tongue by asking the language they use to communicate with their family 

members. We checked if they had any challenges in understanding and communicating 

in Hindi, and if they also knew any other languages apart from Hindi. The complete 

booklet with all instructions and both tasks is provided in Appendix 4. 

6.4.4.2. Idioms used 

Table 6.4: Idioms used for the ‘picture identification’ task 

S. No. Image (stimulus) Target Idiom and Explanation 

1 

 

Idiom: आँखों    में   पानी     भर    आना 
            ãkʰõ   mẽ  pani:  bʰəɾ  ana 

 

Literal Meaning: Water filled in eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To become very emotional 

Idiom Category: Less-Frequent and Decomposable 

 

Image Association: Lexical Representation + Emotion 

The image shows a tear-drop rolling out from the eyes of a 

person, which corresponds to the literal form of this idiom. 

Also, the image can be perceived to denote an emotional state 

of a person, hence relatable to the concept of sorrow. 

 

Keywords: ‘tears’ (ãkʰõ), ‘eyes’ (pani:) 
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2 

 

Idiom:    आग  बबूला       होना 
              ag  bəbu:la   hona 

 

Literal Meaning: To be fire boil 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely angry 

Idiom Category: Frequent and Decomposable 

 

Image Association: Idiomatic Meaning Representation + 

Concept 

The image denotes extreme anger through the gesture of closed 

eyes, grinding teeth, and tightly closed fist. The flames behind 

the boy represent the intensity of anger. Intensity of extreme 

anger is metaphorically relatable to the concept of FIRE 

(conceptual metaphor). 

 

Keyword: ‘fire’ (ag)  

3 

 

Idiom:    तारीफ़      के    पुल     बांधना 
              t̪aɾi:f  ke  pul   band̪ʰəna 

 

Literal Meaning: To tie bridges of praise 

Figurative Meaning: To praise someone generously 

Idiom Category: Frequent and Decomposable 

 

Image Association: Idiomatic Meaning Representation  

The image depicts a man who is being praised by his 

colleagues. Praise is represented by the action of clapping and 

appreciative gestures by the people surrounding him.  

Keyword: ‘praise’ (t̪aɾi:f ) 

4 

 

Idiom:    हाथ   पीला     होना 
              hat̪ʰ pi:la   hona 

 

Literal Meaning: Hands being yellow 

Figurative Meaning: To get married 

Idiom Category: Frequent and Less-Decomposable 

 

Image Association: Idiomatic Meaning Representation + 

Lexical Representation 

The image represents a marriage ceremony with ‘haldi’ being 

applied, and ‘mehndi’ present on the hands of ladies. Both 

‘mehndi’(henna) and ‘haldi’(turmeric) are culturally associated 

with marriages in India. The colour ‘yellow’ is highlighted in 

the image. 

 

Keywords: ‘hand’ (hat̪ʰ), ‘yellow’ (pi:la) 
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5 

 

Idiom:    अपने    पांव    पर    कुल्हाड़ी       मारना 
              əpne   pãʋ   pəɾ  kulhaɽi:  maɾna 

 

Literal Meaning: To strike axe on one’s own foot 

Figurative Meaning: To cause harm to oneself / To act stupidly 

causing harm to oneself 

Idiom Category: Frequent and Decomposable 

 

Image Association: Lexical Representation 

The image depicts a person ready to hit his own foot with an 

axe, hence causing harm to himself. The swing and motion of 

the axe (striking his own foot) is indicated using the directional 

arrows. 

 

Keywords: ‘axe’ (kulhaɽi:), ‘foot’ (pãʋ), ‘strike’ 

(maɾna) 

6 

 

Idiom:      आँखों    का   तारा     होना 
       ãkʰõ   ka  t̪aɾa   hona 

 

Literal Meaning: To be the star of eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To be very dear to someone 

Idiom Category:  Less-Frequent and Decomposable 

 

Image Association: Idiomatic Meaning Representation 

The image depicts a mother lovingly holding a child, denoting 

extreme affection (motherly love). 

 

Keyword: None (Image is metaphorical in nature) 

7 

 

Idiom:      आसमान मसर पर उठाना 
       asman siɾ pəɾ uʈʰana 

 

Literal Meaning: To lift sky on head 

Figurative Meaning: To create a huge ruckus 

Idiom Category:  Frequent and Less-Decomposable 

 

Image Association: Lexical Representation 

The image shows a man lifting sky (clouds which represent 

sky) over his head, and shouting aloud. 

 

Keywords: ‘sky’ (asman), ‘head’ (siɾ) 

8 

 

Idiom:   हाथ     गरम    करना 
       hat̪ʰ  ɡəɾəm  kəɾna 

 

Literal Meaning: To heat hand 

Figurative Meaning: To bribe someone 

Idiom Category:  Less-Frequent and Less-Decomposable 

 

Image Association: Idiomatic Meaning Representation 
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The image shows two businessmen exchanging cash and 

shaking hand which denotes a monetary cash transaction along 

with a gesture of agreement, which can be perceived as an act 

of giving bribe. 

 

Keyword: ‘hand’ (hat̪ʰ)   

9 

 

Idiom:   अंधों   में   काना     राजा 
             ə̃d̪ʰõ  mẽ  kana  ɾadʒa 

 

Literal Meaning: One-eyed person being king among blind 

people 

Figurative Meaning: Less qualified person being the most 

prominent among a group of unqualified persons 

Idiom Category: Frequent and Decomposable 

 

Image Association:  Lexical Representation 

The image shows multiple faces wearing black goggles hinting 

that these persons are blind. Only one face is wearing an eye-

patch on one eye, while the other eye is uncovered and 

supposedly functional, hence denoting a one-eyed person. The 

one-eyed person is wearing a crown, like a king, and is 

smiling, while all the blind persons are having neutral facial 

expressions. This image can be perceived of a scenario where a 

one-eyed person is the ruler or king among all blind persons.  

 

Keyword: ‘blind persons’ (ə̃d̪ʰõ), ‘one-eyed 

person’(kana), ‘king’(ɾadʒa) 

10 

 

Idiom:    पेट   में   चूहे       कूदना 
       peʈ  mẽ  tʃu:he ku:d̪na 

 

Literal Meaning: To have mice jumping in stomach 

Figurative Meaning: To be very hungry 

Idiom Category: Frequent and Less-Decomposable 

 

Image Association: Idiomatic Meaning Representation 

The image shows a child who is having a meal, and is enjoying 

it because he is probably hungry - children generally relate 

food with hunger. The image of mice in a thought-bubble 

provides further clues. 

 

Keyword: ‘mice’ (tʃu:he) 

11 

 

Idiom:   अंछतम     घड़ड़याँ     गगनना 
             ə̃t̪im   ɡʰəɽijã  ɡinna 

 

Literal Meaning: To count last days 

Figurative Meaning: To be on the verge of death 

Idiom Category: Less-Frequent and Decomposable 
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Image Association: Idiomatic Meaning Representation 

The image shows a man lying on a bed with his eyes closed, 

surrounded by many worried-looking persons, and a doctor 

monitoring his pulse. This can be perceived as the image of a 

sick man who is on his death-bed and is surrounded by his 

well-wishers. 

 

Keyword: ‘last’ (ə̃t̪im) 

12 

 

Idiom: घोड़े       बेचकर   सोना 
           gʰoɽe  betʃkəɾ sona 

 

Literal Meaning: To sleep after selling horses 

Figurative Meaning: To sleep peacefully / To have a deep 

sleep 

Idiom Category: Frequent and Less-Decomposable 

 

Image Association: Idiomatic Meaning Representation  

The image shows a person who is snoring heavily. and seems 

to be in a state of deep sleep. 

 

Keyword: ‘sleep’ (sona) 

13 

 

Idiom : अक्ल   घास    चरन े   जाना 
      əkl   gʰas  tʃəɾne dʒana 

 

Literal Meaning: To have mind gone for grazing grass 

Figurative Meaning: To lose logical understanding or common 

sense 

Idiom Category: Frequent and Less-Decomposable 

 

Image Association: Idiomatic Meaning Representation + 

Lexical Representation 

The image shows a donkey grazing grass. In the Indian cultural 

context, a foolish person is typically referred to as, or 

compared with, a donkey. The pictorial representation tries to 

relate to the lexical form of idiom (grazing grass), and at the 

same time metaphorically represents stupidity through the 

symbolism of a donkey. 

 

Keyword: ‘grass’ (gʰas), ‘grazing’ (tʃəɾne) 

14 

 

Idiom :  अांधेरे     में  तीर   चलाना 
      ə̃d̪ʰeɾe mẽ t̪i:ɾ tʃəlana 

 

Literal Meaning:  To shoot arrows in the dark 

Figurative Meaning: To make a wild guess 

Idiom Category: Frequent and Decomposable 

 

Image Association: Idiomatic Meaning Representation + 

Lexical Representation 
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The image shows a blindfolded person shooting multiple 

arrows at a practice-range, with most shots missing the target. 

Making attempts to hit the target while being blindfolded can 

be compared to making wild guesses, most of which are likely 

to be incorrect (missing the target), with only sheer luck 

making it possible for any guess to be actually right (arrow 

hitting the target). 

 

Keywords:  ‘arrow’ (t̪i:ɾ) , ‘ shooting’ (tʃəlana) 

15 

 

Idiom:    खून      का   प्यासा   होना 
                   kʰu:n  ka  pəjasa hona 

 

Literal Meaning: To be thirsty for blood 

Figurative Meaning: To intend to harm or kill someone 

Idiom Category: Less-Frequent and Decomposable 

 

Image Association: Idiomatic Meaning Representation  

The image shows two soldiers fighting very intensely, 

depicting an intent to seriously harm each other. The subtle 

imagery of blood suggests the severity of this fight, and also 

provides a hint of extreme enmity. 

Keyword:  ‘blood’ (kʰu:n) 

16 

 

Idiom :  कोल्हू    का  बैल  होना 
              kolhu: ka bəil hona 

 

Literal Meaning: To be the ox which is used to draw out water 

from well 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely hard working/ To do 

inconsiderate amount of work 

 

Idiom Category: Less-Frequent and Decomposable 

Image Association: Lexical Representation 

The image depicts an ox working a machine (kolhu:) which 

is generally used in villages for extremely labour-intensive 

tasks like drawing out oil from raw-material, or to fetch water 

from a well for irrigation purposes. The image hence denotes a 

very hard worker (ox). 

 
Keyword: ‘machine’(kolhu:), ‘ox’ (bail) 
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Table 6.5: Idioms used for the ‘fill in the blanks’ task 

S. No. Idioms Idiom Category 

1 खरी खोटी सुनाना 
kʰəɾi: kʰoʈi: sunana 

Literal Meaning: To make one hear raw (unfiltered) and defected 

Figurative Meaning: To scold someone 

Frequent and 

Decomposable 

2 जान हथेली पर रखना 
dʒan hət̪ʰeli: pəɾ ɾəkʰna 

Literal Meaning: To keep life on the palm of the hand 

Figurative Meaning: To perform a very risky or daring act 

Less-Frequent and 

Decomposable 

3 दधू का धुला  होना 
d̪u:d̪ʰ ka d̪ʰula hona 

Literal Meaning: To be washed with milk 

Figurative Meaning: To be very pure / To act like a very pure and 

ethical person 

Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

4 अथ से इछत तक 
ət̪ʰ se it̪i t̪ək 

Literal Meaning: From start to finish 

Figurative Meaning: From start to finish 

Less-Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

5 िाती पर मूंग दलना 
tʃʰat̪i: pəɾ mu:ŋɡ d̪əlna 

Literal Meaning: To grind gram pulses on someone’s chest 

Figurative Meaning: To trouble someone incessantly 

Less-Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

6 गुदड़ी का लाल होना 
ɡud̪ɽi: ka lal hona 

Literal Meaning: Worn out clothes becoming red 

Figurative Meaning: To be an extraordinary person born in a poor 

family or locality 

Less-Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

7 हथेली पर सरसों उगाना 
hətʰeli: pəɾ səɾsõ uɡana 

Literal Meaning: To grow mustard on the palm of one’s hand 

Figurative Meaning: To attempt an impossible task 

Less-Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

8 खटाई में पड़ जाना 
kʰəʈai: mẽ pəɽ dʒana  

Literal Meaning: To fall into sourness 

Figurative Meaning: Some task or work getting stuck because of 

some obstacles 

Less-Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 
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6.5. Analysis and Results 

In this section, we have analysed the responses for the ‘picture identification’ and 

the ‘fill in the blanks’ tasks across different age groups, grades, and idiom categories. To 

analyse the overall data, we summarised the responses of 60 respondents in the production 

of the 24 target idioms selected across the 4 idiom categories. The analysis of responses 

was done together (consolidated) for both the tasks, as well as separately for each task - 

the ‘picture identification’ task with responses corresponding to the sixteen idioms used, 

and the ‘fill in the blanks’ task with responses corresponding to the eight idioms used. As 

the participants of both the tasks (‘picture identification’ and ‘fill in the blanks’) were the 

same, we were also able to compare the performances in these two tasks, by drawing a 

parallel or baselining the analysis with the comprehension tasks. The objective of this 

baselining analysis was to be able to compare the performance of children across idiom 

categories in the production and comprehension tasks. This approach enabled us to 

analyse the performance of children while accounting for the varying difficulty levels in 

the idiom categories and the tasks. The rationale, approach, and observations are 

explicated in Section 6.5.2.  

We consolidated the responses using Microsoft Excel and Excel PivotTables. 

Apart from the correct responses, data corresponding to the error responses was also 

collated for analysis. We have used tables and charts to represent the summarised data for 

both the tasks for easy comparison. In Sections 6.5.1 to 6.5.6, we have focused only on 

the ‘correct responses’ for the two tasks and idioms under consideration, across the 

variables of age, grade, age group, and idiom categories, as a percentage of overall 

responses in the dataset. Error analysis (analysis of incorrect responses) is presented in 

Section 6.5.7. In Section 6.5.8, we have presented the findings of the linear regression 

test to check for statistically significant results using the IBM SPSS Statistics tool. 

6.5.1. Analysis 1: Understanding the production accuracy across overall idiom 

dataset  

In Table 6.6, we have presented the summary of all the correct responses by the 

respondents (in both the tasks across all 24 idioms). The purpose of this summarisation 

was to develop an understanding of the entire data set and present an overview of the 

production accuracy for each idiom, which was a prerequisite for further detailed analysis. 
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Table 6.6: Production tasks - summary of correct responses 

S. 

No. 

Target Idiom Target Idiom 

Category 

Task % of Correct 

Responses 

1 आग बबूला होना 
ag bəbu:la hona 

Literal Meaning: To be fire boil 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely angry 

Frequent and 

Decomposable 

Picture 

Identification  

90.00% 

2 अांधेरे में तीर चलाना  
ə̃d̪ʰeɾe mẽ t̪i:ɾ tʃəlana 

Literal Meaning:  To shoot arrows in the dark 

Figurative Meaning: To make a wild guess 

Frequent and 

Decomposable 

Picture 

Identification  

16.67% 

3 अंधों में काना राजा 
ə̃d̪ʰõ mẽ kana ɾadʒa 

Literal Meaning: One-eyed person being king 

among blind people 

Figurative Meaning: Less qualified person 

being the most prominent among a group of 

unqualified persons 

Frequent and 

Decomposable 

Picture 

Identification  

28.33% 

4 अपने  पांव  पर  कुल्हाड़ी  मारना 
əpne pãʋ pəɾ kulhaɽi: maɾna 

Literal Meaning: To strike axe on one’s own 

foot 

Figurative Meaning: To cause harm to oneself 

/ To act stupidly causing harm to oneself 

Frequent and 

Decomposable 

Picture 

Identification  

86.67% 

5 खरी खोटी सुनाना 
kʰəɾi: kʰoʈi: sunana 

Literal Meaning: To make one hear raw 

(unfiltered) and defected 

Figurative Meaning: To scold someone 

Frequent and 

Decomposable 

Fill in the 

Blanks  

51.67% 

6 तारीफ़ के पुल बांधना 
t̪aɾi:f ke pul bãd̪ʰna 

Literal Meaning: To tie bridges of praise 

Figurative Meaning: To praise someone 

generously 

Frequent and 

Decomposable 

Picture 

Identification  

8.33% 

7 आसमान मसर पर उठाना  
asman siɾ pəɾ uʈʰana 

Literal Meaning: To lift sky on head 

Figurative Meaning: To create a huge ruckus 

Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

Picture 

Identification  

40.00% 

8 अक्ल घास चरन ेजाना 
əkl gʰas tʃəɾne dʒana 

Literal Meaning: To have mind gone for 

grazing grass 

Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

Picture 

Identification 

20.00% 
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Figurative Meaning: To lose logical 

understanding or common sense 

9 दधू का धुला  होना 
d̪u:d̪ʰ ka d̪ʰula hona 

Literal Meaning: To be washed with milk 

Figurative Meaning: To be very pure / To act 

like a very pure and ethical person 

Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

Fill in the 

Blanks 

56.67% 

10 घोड़े बेचकर सोना 
gʰoɽe betʃkəɾ sona 

Literal Meaning: To sleep after selling horses 

Figurative Meaning: To sleep peacefully / To 

have a deep sleep 

Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

Picture 

Identification  

71.67% 

11 हाथ  पीला होना 
hat̪ʰ pi:la hona 

Literal Meaning: Hands being yellow 

Figurative Meaning: To get married 

Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

Picture 

Identification  

46.67% 

12 पेट में चूहे कूदना 
peʈ mẽ tʃu:he ku:d̪na 

Literal Meaning: To have mice jumping in 

stomach 

Figurative Meaning: To be very hungry 

Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

Picture 

Identification  

93.33% 

13 आँखों का तारा होना 
ãkʰõ ka t̪aɾa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be the star of eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To be very dear to 

someone 

Less-Frequent and  

Decomposable 

Picture 

Identification  

71.67% 

14 आँखों में पानी भर आना 
ãkʰõ mẽ pani: bʰəɾ ana 

Literal Meaning: Water filled in eyes 

Figurative Meaning: To become very 

emotional 

Less-Frequent and  

Decomposable 

Picture 

Identification  

35.00% 

15 अंछतम घड़ड़याँ गगनना 
ə̃t̪im ɡʰəɽijã ɡinna 

Literal Meaning: To count last days 

Figurative Meaning: To be on the verge of 

death 

Less-Frequent and  

Decomposable 

Picture 

Identification  

21.67% 

16 जान हथेली पर रखना 
dʒan hət̪ʰeli: pəɾ ɾəkʰna 

Literal Meaning: To keep life on the palm of 

the hand 

Figurative Meaning: To perform a very risky 

or daring act 

Less-Frequent and  

Decomposable 

Fill in the 

Blanks 

20.00% 
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17 खून का प्यासा होना 
kʰu:n ka pjasa hona 

Literal Meaning: To be thirsty for blood 

Figurative Meaning: To intend to harm or kill 

someone 

Less-Frequent and  

Decomposable 

Picture 

Identification  

20.00% 

18 कोल्हू का बैल होना 
kolhu: ka bəil hona 

Literal Meaning: To be the ox which is used to 

draw out water from well 

Figurative Meaning: To be extremely hard 

working/ To do inconsiderate amount of work 

Less-Frequent and  

Decomposable 

Picture 

Identification  

20.00% 

19 अथ से इछत तक 
ət̪ʰ se it̪i t̪ək  

Literal Meaning: From start to finish 

Figurative Meaning: From start to finish 

Less-Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

Fill in the 

Blanks  

3.33% 

20 िाती पर मूंग दलना 
tʃʰat̪i: pəɾ mu:ŋɡ d̪əlna 

Literal Meaning: To grind gram pulses on 

someone’s chest 

Figurative Meaning: To trouble someone 

incessantly 

Less-Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

Fill in the 

Blanks  

5.00% 

21 गुदड़ी का लाल होना 
ɡud̪ɽi: ka lal hona 

Literal Meaning: Worn out clothes becoming 

red 

Figurative Meaning: To be an extraordinary 

person born in a poor family or locality 

Less-Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

Fill in the 

Blanks  

6.67% 

22 हाथ गरम करना 
hat̪ʰ ɡəɾəm kəɾna 

Literal Meaning: To heat hand 

Figurative Meaning: To bribe someone 

Less-Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

Picture 

Identification  

5.00% 

23 हथेली पर सरसों उगाना 
hətʰeli: pəɾ səɾsõ uɡana 

Literal Meaning: To grow mustard on the palm 

of one’s hand 

Figurative Meaning: To attempt an impossible 

task 

Less-Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

Fill in the 

Blanks  

3.33% 

24 खटाई में पड़ जाना 
kʰəʈai: mẽ pəɽ dʒana  

Literal Meaning: To fall into sourness 

Figurative Meaning: Some task or work 

getting stuck because of some obstacles 

Less-Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

Fill in the 

Blanks  

8.33% 
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The overall % of correct responses for both the production tasks was 34.58%. For 

the picture identification task, the percentage of correct responses was 42.19%. For the 

fill in the blanks task, the percentage of correct responses was only 19.38%. As both the 

tasks in this empirical study were open-ended production tasks, we made sure to account 

for cases where children did not produce the exact target idiom but were able to respond 

with another idiom that exactly or closely matched the production stimulus presented.  

For example, for the idiom ‘kʰu:n ka pjasa hona’ (literal meaning: ‘to be 

thirsty for blood’, figurative meaning: ‘to intend to harm or kill someone’), we presented 

the image stimulus of two soldiers fighting intensely (Table 6.2). Apart from the exact 

target idiom, the respondents also produced idioms such as ‘d̪ãt̪ kʰəʈʈe kəɾna’ (literal 

meaning: ‘to make teeth sour’, figurative meaning: ‘to defeat someone comprehensively’) 

and ‘ĩ:ʈ ka dʒəʋab pət̪t̪ʰəɾ se d̪ena’ (literal meaning: ‘to give reply for brick by 

stone’, figurative meaning: ‘to give a strong reply to an aggressor’). Both these responses 

were considered correct because they fulfilled the criteria of respondents being able to 

process the stimulus and produce a relevant idiom, in this case for ‘an intense fight’, 

‘revenge’, or ‘counterattack’. 

The most correctly identified idiom was from the ‘frequent and less-

decomposable’ category: ‘peʈ mẽ tʃu:he ku:d̪na’ (literal meaning: ‘to have mice 

jumping in stomach’, figurative meaning: ‘to be very hungry’), with the production 

accuracy at 93.33%. The least correctly identified idioms were: ‘hətʰeli: pəɾ səɾsõ 

uɡana’ (literal meaning: ‘to grow mustard on the palm of one’s hand’, figurative 

meaning: ‘to attempt an impossible task’), and ‘ət̪ʰ se it̪i t̪ək’ (literal meaning: 

‘from start to finish’, figurative meaning: ‘from start to finish’), with the production 

accuracy for both at 3.33%. Both these idioms were from the ‘less-frequent and less-

decomposable’ category. 

Another observation of significance was that the children performed better in the 

‘picture identification’ task than the ‘fill in the blanks’ task. However, this observation 

could not be concluded without a baselining analysis with the comprehension task. We 

have discussed this further in Section 6.5.2. We have analysed the entire data set further 

against the different respondent demographic parameters (age, age group, and years of 

formal education), and idiom properties (usage frequency and decomposability) in 

Sections 6.5.3 to 6.5.7. 
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6.5.2. Analysis 2: Comparing the performance of children across both production 

tasks through baselining 

An essential aspect of this study was to understand how the performance of 

children in producing idioms varies when the stimulus or production scenario is presented 

in the form of an image or a picture, and when the stimulus is a minimal context provided 

in the incomplete sentences presented. This analysis had practical implications in 

improving the language teaching methodology for children, and hence was central to our 

study. Also, by comparing the children’s performance in the comprehension and 

production tasks, we were able to build an understanding of the stages of development of 

idiomatic competence. 

As observed from Table 6.7, a direct comparison of the performance of children 

across the two production tasks would be erroneous, because different categories of 

idioms dominated the two production tasks, thereby changing the difficulty level of 

idioms. Therefore, any direct comparative assessments regarding the performance of 

children in these two production tasks can be made only after accounting for the variations 

caused by the factor ‘differences in the difficulty level of idioms’. The reason for 

distributing the idioms across both the production tasks has been discussed as part of the 

methodology considerations discussed in Sections 6.4.1.1 and 6.4.1.2. 

Table 6.7: Production tasks – distribution of idioms 

Task 

Frequent and  

Decomposable 

Category (F-D) 

Less-Frequent and  

Decomposable 

Category (LF-D) 

Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

Category (F-LD) 

Less-Frequent and  

Less-Decomposable 

Category (LF-LD) 

Picture 

Identification 

Task 5 Idioms 5 Idioms 5 Idioms 1 Idiom 

Fill in the  

Blanks Task 1 Idiom 1 Idiom 1 Idiom 5 Idioms 
 

The sets of idioms on which either of the production tasks was conducted were 

mutually exclusive, i.e. no idiom was repeated across the two production tasks. Hence, to 

be able to make a valid comparison, we had to first establish a baseline for each idiom, 

and the performance of children in the comprehension tasks served as the reference on 

which the relative performance in these production tasks could be compared. This 

approach is outlined in Figure 6.2. First, we compared the performances of children 
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corresponding to each of the 16 idioms used in the ‘picture identification’ task and the 

performance for the same set of idioms in the comprehension task. Second, we compared 

the performances of children corresponding to the 8 idioms used in the ‘fill in the blanks’ 

task and the performance for the same set of idioms in the comprehension task. Baselining 

in such a way helped us compare, on an average, the performance of children across both 

the production tasks. 

 

Figure 6.2 – Baselining wrt comprehension task 

 

As per the baselining approach discussed earlier, in Table 6.8 we have 

summarised the performance data for each of the 24 idioms in the respective tasks. As 

evident, the performance in production tasks can be seen to be lower than comprehension 

task consistently except for 2 idioms used in the ‘picture identification’ task (‘əpne pãʋ 

pəɾ kulhaɽi: maɾna’ and ‘peʈ mẽ tʃu:he ku:d̪na’) where the image stimulus 

seemed to enhance the memory retrieval to a greater extent. Table 6.8 presents the data 

for each of the 24 idioms, and in Table 6.9, we have averaged the performance data for 

the entire dataset of the responses across 24 idioms, 3 tasks, and 141 respondents. In our 

empirical studies, although the children chosen for production tasks were one year older 

than the children who participated in the comprehension task (MCQ), an overall reduction 

in performance of ~35% is observed in idiom production when compared with idiom 

comprehension.  

Baseline: Comprehension task as reference across all the 24 idioms 
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Table 6.8: Performance wrt each idiom in Production and Comprehension Tasks 

S. 

No. Idioms Category 

% Correct 

in the 

Comprehe-

nsion 

(MCQ) 

Task 

Production 

Task 

% Correct 

in the 

Production 

Task 

Decrement in % 

Correct for 

Production Task 

when compared 

with the 

Comprehension 

(MCQ) Task 

1 ag bəbu:la hona F-D 92.59% 

Picture 

Identification 90.00% 2.59% 

2 

ə̃d̪ʰeɾe mẽ t̪i:ɾ 

tʃəlana F-D 81.48% 

Picture 

Identification 16.67% 64.81% 

3 

ə̃d̪ʰõ mẽ kana 

ɾadʒa F-D 77.78% 

Picture 

Identification 28.33% 49.44% 

4 

əpne pãʋ  pəɾ  

kulhaɽi: maɾna F-D 81.48% 

Picture 

Identification 86.67% -5.19% 

5 

kʰəɾi: kʰoʈi: 

sunana F-D 83.95% 

Fill in the 

Blanks 51.67% 32.28% 

6 

t̪aɾi:f ke pul 

bãd̪ʰna F-D 77.78% 

Picture 

Identification 8.33% 69.44% 

7 

asman siɾ pəɾ 

uʈʰana F-LD 74.07% 

Picture 

Identification 40.00% 34.07% 

8 

d̪u:d̪ʰ ka d̪ʰula 

hona hona F-LD 80.25% 

Fill in the 

Blanks 56.67% 23.58% 

9 

gʰoɽe betʃkəɾ 

sona F-LD 74.07% 

Picture 

Identification 71.67% 2.41% 

10 hat̪ʰ pi:la hona F-LD 58.02% 

Picture 

Identification 46.67% 11.36% 

11 

peʈ mẽ tʃu:he 

ku:d̪na F-LD 86.42% 

Picture 

Identification 93.33% -6.91% 

12 

əkl gʰas tʃəɾne 

dʒana F-LD 74.07% 

Picture 

Identification 20.00% 54.07% 

13 ãkʰõ ka t̪aɾa hona LF-D 82.72% 

Picture 

Identification 71.67% 11.05% 

14 

ãkʰõ mẽ pani: 

bʰəɾ ana LF-D 85.19% 

Picture 

Identification 35.00% 50.19% 

15 

ə̃t̪im ɡʰəɽijã 

ɡinna LF-D 61.73% 

Picture 

Identification 21.67% 40.06% 

16 

dʒan hət̪ʰeli: pəɾ 

ɾəkʰna LF-D 79.01% 

Fill in the 

Blanks 20.00% 59.01% 

17 

kʰu:n ka pjasa 

hona LF-D 60.49% 

Picture 

Identification 20.00% 40.49% 

18 

kolhu: ka bəil 

hona LF-D 59.26% 

Picture 

Identification 20.00% 39.26% 

19 

kʰəʈai: mẽ pəɽ 

dʒana LF-LD 61.73% 

Fill in the 

Blanks 8.33% 53.40% 
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20 ət̪ʰ se it̪i t̪ək LF-LD 35.80% 

Fill in the 

Blanks 3.33% 32.47% 

21 

tʃʰat̪i: pəɾ mu:ŋɡ 

d̪əlna LF-LD 41.98% 

Fill in the 

Blanks 5.00% 36.98% 

22 

ɡud̪ɽi: ka lal 

hona LF-LD 56.79% 

Fill in the 

Blanks 6.67% 50.12% 

23 hat̪ʰ ɡəɾəm kəɾna LF-LD 60.49% 

Picture 

Identification 5.00% 55.49% 

24 

hətʰeli: pəɾ 

səɾsõ uɡana LF-LD 55.56% 

Fill in the 

Blanks 3.33% 52.22% 

 

Table 6.9: Overall performance in Production Tasks vs Comprehension Task 

# Comparison Decrement in % Correct 

1 Comprehension vs Production Tasks (all idioms) 35.53% 

2 Comprehension vs Picture Identification Task (all idioms) 32.04% 

3 Comprehension vs Fill in the Blanks Task (all idioms) 42.51% 

4 Picture Identification Task vs Fill in the Blanks Task (all idioms) 10.47% 

5 Comprehension vs Production Tasks (F-D idioms) 35.56% 

6 Comprehension vs Production Tasks (F-LD idioms) 19.76% 

7 Comprehension vs Production Tasks (LF-D idioms) 40.01% 

8 Comprehension vs Production Tasks (LF-LD idioms) 46.78% 

9 Comprehension vs Production Tasks (F idioms) 27.66% 

10 Comprehension vs Production Tasks (LF idioms) 43.40% 

11 Comprehension vs Production Tasks (D idioms) 37.79% 

12 Comprehension vs Production Tasks (LD idioms) 33.27% 

From Table 6.9, we observed that there is a ~35% dip in the accuracy of idiom 

production as compared with idiom comprehension. The dip in performance in production 

tasks suggested that idiom comprehension skills precede the idiom production skills in 

figurative language acquisition. The overall reduction in performance was ~32% in the 

picture identification task when compared to the idiom comprehension (MCQ) task, while 

it was ~42% in the ‘fill in the blanks’ task. This metric indicates that overall, children 

seem to have performed better (with ~10% higher accuracy) in the ‘picture identification’ 

task when compared with the ‘fill in the blanks’ task. This is an important finding, as the 
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image/picture stimulus being a better stimulus for idiom production can be used as an 

important tool in classroom-teaching methodologies for teaching idioms to children. 

Denoting an idiom through an image may help building multiple associations. This can 

help in linking the domain of knowledge to the abstract concepts which needs to be 

tailored based on the idiom being taught. The role for usage frequency in idiom 

production (across both tasks) is also visibly obvious from Table 6.9, as we find that 

‘frequent’ category idioms were produced ~16% better than the ‘less-frequent’ category 

idioms. A similar significant reduction was not observed for the decomposability factor. 

We have explored this further in Section 6.5.5. 

6.5.3. Analysis 3: Summary of correct responses vs. grade of respondents 

For this section of the analysis, we have explored the production accuracy 

corresponding to different grades. The grade or class of a respondent reflects the years of 

formal education. Students in higher grades have enhanced language skills and higher 

exposure to idioms through a structured academic curriculum. While the formal 

introduction to idioms happens as early as Grade III, the respondents in this study were 

chosen from Grade IV to Grade VII. Table 6.10 shows the production accuracy of idioms 

in both the production tasks by children across the different grades. 

Table 6.10: Production tasks - summary of correct responses wrt grade 

Grades 

% of correct idioms identified 

Overall – Both Production 

Tasks 

Picture Identification 

Task Fill in the Blanks Task 

IV 24.02% 30.88% 10.29% 

V 32.35% 39.71% 17.65% 

VI 38.89% 46.88% 22.92% 

VII 46.43% 54.91% 29.46% 

Overall 34.58% 42.19% 19.38% 
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Figure 6.3 - % Correct vs Grade of respondents (Formal Education) 

As observed in Table 6.10 and Figure 6.3, the percentage of correct responses 

increases steadily with the increase in the years of formal education. This pattern is seen 

irrespective of the production task used, and hence clearly emphasizes the role of formal 

education in the idiom acquisition process. The increase in idiom production competency 

(reflected by % of correct responses) is almost linear. It hints towards a gradual effect of 

formal education on idiom production competency, probably because the children chosen 

in this study are still in the formative years of their idiomatic competency development.  

6.5.4. Analysis 4: Summary of correct responses vs. age and age groups of 

respondents 

For this section of the analysis, we have looked at the production competency of 

children corresponding to their age and age groups, with the age factor accounting for 

cognitive maturity and higher exposure to language in their surrounding linguistic 

environment. We have considered the usage frequency of idioms as a separate 

independent variable for further analysis in the later sections of this chapter. The 

respondents in this study were from the age of 8 to 13 years (which are the formative 

years of idiomatic competency as discussed in idiom literature). 
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Table 6.11: Production tasks - summary of correct responses wrt age 

Age (Years) 

% of Correct idioms identified 

Overall – Both 

Production Tasks 

Picture Identification 

Task Fill in the Blanks Task 

8 Years 29.17% 39.58% 8.33% 

9 Years 16.67% 21.88% 6.25% 

10 Years 27.08% 33.98% 13.28% 

11 Years 39.58% 50.00% 18.75% 

12 Years 36.72% 42.58% 25.00% 

13 Years 49.40% 57.14% 33.93% 

Overall 34.58% 42.19% 19.38% 

 

Table 6.11 shows the distribution of correct responses in both the production 

tasks, calculated by summing up all the correct responses of children belonging to the 

particular age/age group, and dividing the sum by total responses in the age/age group. 

As observed from Table 6.11 and Figure 6.4, the development of production competency 

of idioms increases overall, but does not show a uniformly increasing trend for each age. 

 

Figure 6.4 - % Correct vs Age (in years) of respondents 
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In general, the pattern seems to be that there is an increase in the production 

competency as the age increases. However, the data also suggests that this dependence is 

not exact. Both the magnitude and direction of increase seem to change for specific ages, 

for example, at the age of ‘9 years’ and ‘12 years’. Therefore, to eliminate any incorrect 

observations, having a secondary look at the data by categorising the children into specific 

age groups was needed. Table 6.12 and Figure 6.5 present the distribution of respondents 

across the different age groups identified for the purpose of analysis. 

Table 6.12: Age groups of respondents 

Age 
Group 

Age Respondents Total  

8 Years 
to   9 
Years 

8 Years 3 
7 

9 Years 4 

10 Years 
to 11 
Years 

10 Years 16 
30 

11 Years 14 

12 Years 
to 13 
Years 

12 Years 16 
23 

13 Years 7 
 

 

Figure 6.5 - % Correct vs age group of 

respondents 

Table 6.13: Production tasks - summary of correct responses wrt age group 

Age (Years) 

% of Correct idioms identified 

Overall – Both 

Production Tasks 

Picture Identification 

Task 
Fill in the Blanks Task 

8 - 9 Years 22.02% 29.46% 7.14% 

10 - 11 Years 32.92% 41.46% 15.83% 

12 - 13 Years 40.58% 47.01% 27.72% 

Overall 34.58% 42.19% 19.38% 

 

As observed from Table 6.13, the development of production competency of 

idioms (measured through ‘% correct’) definitely shows a consistently increasing trend 

across the age groups, as expected. A few important patterns seem to be emerging from 

this data. Across all the age groups, the use of an image seems to facilitate the idiom-

production more than a sentential context stimulus, as overall levels of correctness are 
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high for image stimulus. This finding reinforces the argument made in Section 6.5.2 that 

the children performed better in the ‘picture identification’ task when compared with the 

‘fill in the blanks’ task.  

 

Figure 6.6 - % Correct vs Age Group (in Years) of respondents 
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6.5.5. Analysis 5: Summary of correct responses vs. categories of idioms 

For this section of the analysis, we have looked at the production competency of 

children corresponding to the categories of idioms, for the 24 idioms presented in both 

the production tasks. As mentioned previously, there were 6 idioms from each of the 4 

categories, i.e. ‘frequent and decomposable’ (F-D), ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ 

(LF-D), ‘frequent and less-decomposable’ (F-LD), and ‘less-frequent and less-

decomposable’ (LF-LD). The analysis includes the calculation of idiom production 

accuracy (% correct) for idioms across all the established idiom categories on the 

dimensions of ‘usage frequency’ and ‘decomposability’. 

Table 6.14: Production tasks - summary of correct responses wrt idiom categories 

Idiom Category 

% of Correct idioms identified 

Overall – Both 

Production Tasks 

Picture 

Identification Task 

Fill in the Blanks 

Task 

Frequent,  

Decomposable (F-D) 46.94% 46.00% 51.67%9 

Frequent,  

Less-Decomposable (F-LD) 54.72% 54.33% 56.67% 

Less-Frequent,  

Decomposable (LF-D) 31.39% 33.67% 20.00% 

Less-Frequent,  

Less-Decomposable (LF-LD) 5.28% 5.00% 5.33% 

All Frequent  

(F-D and F-LD) 50.83% 50.17% 54.17% 

All Decomposable  

(F-D and LF-D) 39.17% 39.83% 35.83% 

All Less-Frequent 

(LF-D and LF-LD) 18.33% 28.89% 7.78% 

All Less-Decomposable  

(F-LD and LF-LD) 30.00% 46.11% 13.89% 

Overall 34.58% 42.19% 19.38% 

Table 6.14 shows the percentage of correct responses across the categories and 

the tasks.  It is evident that for both the production tasks combined, children were able to 

 
9 For the analysis corresponding to the idiom categories, it is essential to understand the distribution of 

idioms across both tasks, as mentioned in Table 6.7. The picture identification task used five idioms each 

from F-D, F-LD, and LF-D categories and one idiom from LF-LD category. Conversely, the fill in the 

blanks task used five idioms from LF-LD category, and one each from F-D, F-LD, and LF-D categories. 

As one idiom should not be considered a representative of a category, in Table 6.14 we have struck-out 

the % values for LF-LD category in picture identification task, and the F-D, F-LD, and LF-D categories 

in fill in the blanks task. We have not used these specific % values anywhere in this analysis. However, 

all responses and data-points are considered valid for the analysis of overall data (both production tasks’ 

combined), as all 6 idioms each from the 4 categories were used in both the production tasks combined. 
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produce the frequent idioms with more accuracy. Frequent idioms were produced 

correctly for ~51% of responses, while the less frequent idioms were produced correctly 

for only ~18% of responses. F-D (~ 47% correct), and F-LD (~ 55% correct) idiom 

categories were produced with higher accuracy levels. A reduction in frequency across 

the idiom categories, with the decomposability factor being controlled, causes a 

significant decrement, with values of idiom production accuracy observed as: F-D: ~47%, 

LF-D: ~31% which indicates a 16% decrement, and F-LD: ~54%, LF-LD: ~5% which 

indicates a 49% decrement. 

The impact of decomposability does not seem to be substantial and leaves 

sufficient room for ambiguity. Decomposable idioms were produced correctly for ~39% 

of responses, while the less decomposable idioms are produced correctly for ~30% of 

responses. However, a reduction in decomposability across the idiom categories, with the 

frequency factor being controlled, does not provide any trend of consistent change in the 

production competency, as reflected through the following correctness values: F-D: 

~47%, F-LD: ~54% which indicates a 7% increment, and LF-D: ~31%, LF-LD: ~5% 

which indicates a 26% decrement. This aspect can be understood considering the nature 

of the idiom decomposability property, that it comes into play when analysing an idiom 

during the comprehension process, and may not be contributing to the idiom production, 

except for a probably marginal relationship that the more decomposable idiom category 

tends to be considered ‘easier’ and hence such idioms are likely to be used or produced 

more. However, as we had established in the previous idiom comprehension tasks in 

Chapter 5, decomposability is not directly correlated, with a statistical significance, to the 

meaning familiarity or usage frequency of idioms. 

The overall result of this analysis is different from that for the comprehension 

task, with the critical difference being that the usage frequency seems to be playing a 

much more significant role in the production of idioms than the compositionality or 

decomposability property of idioms. For the comprehension tasks, the % correct of the 

‘frequent and less-decomposable’ and the ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ categories 

were similar, which is not the case here, with a substantial difference observed (F-LD: 

~54%, LF-D: ~31% - it indicates a 23% difference). The accuracy of responses was the 

least for the ‘less-frequent and less-decomposable’ (LF-LD) category at approximately 

5%. It indicates that, like comprehension, idiom production also becomes relatively more 

difficult for idioms in the ‘less-frequent and less-decomposable’ (LF-LD) category which 
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has a disadvantage on each of the factors: usage frequency and compositionality. This 

finding is consistent across both the empirical studies, and this category seems to be the 

most challenging idiom category for comprehension as well as production by children. 

It could be inferred from this study that, the principal mechanism for idiom 

production could be memory recall of the idiom after identifying the context (in this case 

a picture or sentence) in which it was planned to be used, and hence usage frequency of 

an idiom would be a driving factor behind the correct idiom usage. Higher usage 

frequency would mean that the idioms are more easily produced (or recalled) in linguistic 

environments where children are frequently encountering those idioms, for example, if 

the family members use idioms in the daily conversation scenarios, or if idioms are more 

frequently encountered in books, televisions, or social media. 

6.5.6. Analysis 6: Summary of correct responses vs. categories of idioms and age 

groups of respondents 

For understanding the idiom production patterns in children at different stages of 

their growth, while also accounting for the different categories of idioms, we summarised 

the data corresponding to all responses in their respective idiom categories and age groups 

of children in Table 6.15 and Figure 6.7. It can be observed that the respondents of higher 

age groups performed better, and idioms that are more frequently used tend to be 

produced with a higher accuracy. Overall, the F-LD category seems to be produced better 

than the remaining categories of idioms across all age groups, except for the age group of 

10-11 years which shows a minor (1%) deviation. That deviation is also explained later 

in error analysis, as we see an increased percentage of metaphorical error responses for 

this age group. The probable reason for better performance could be that the F-LD 

category idioms are produced like long words or learnt phrases that generally undergo a 

recall process.  

These findings also reinforce that when an image is presented as the stimulus, the 

idiom production seems to be better across all age groups. Current idiom-teaching 

methods make less use of the picture-based or concept-based idiom identification which 

could have a greater overall impact on the idiom production competency. Teaching a set 

of idioms which denote similar concepts together, and explaining the concept through 

pictures could lead to better idiom production and learning in all age groups.  
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Table 6.15: Production tasks - summary of correct responses wrt age groups of 

respondents and idiom categories 

Age Group Idiom 

Category 

Overall (Both 

Production Tasks) 

% Correct  

Picture 

Identification  

% Correct 

Fill in the Blanks 

% Correct 

8 to 9 Years 

F-D 28.57% 31.43% 14.29% 

F-LD 33.33% 34.29% 28.57% 

LF-D 23.81% 28.57% 0.00% 

LF-LD 2.38% 0.00% 2.86% 

10 to 11 Years 

F-D 47.78% 48.00% 46.67% 

F-LD 46.67% 46.67% 46.67% 

LF-D 32.78% 36.00% 16.67% 

LF-LD 4.44% 10.00% 3.33% 

12 to 13 Years 

F-D 51.45% 47.83% 69.57% 

F-LD 71.74% 70.43% 78.26% 

LF-D 31.88% 32.17% 30.43% 

LF-LD 7.25% 0.00% 8.70% 

 

 

Figure 6.7 - Production tasks - summary of correct responses wrt age groups of respondents and 

idiom categories 
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6.5.7. Analysis 7: Error analysis of responses 

We analysed the errors made in the production tasks in order to get additional 

insights into the development of idiom production competence of children during their 

language acquisition phase. This error analysis helped us to understand how children 

process the linguistic information and perceive the figurative language. We consolidated 

the types of errors made, and checked if any trends emerged for the idioms of different 

categories. The error analysis helped us understand the types of errors made by children 

of different age groups and uncover any underlying themes.  

6.5.7.1. Categorisation of responses for picture identification task: 

The responses received for the picture identification task were classified into the 

following categories. 

1. Correct idioms produced – We have considered those responses as ‘correct’, where 

the exact target idiom was produced, or an equivalent alternate idiom was produced 

which was apt for the pictorial context depicted in the image. 

Example:  

• Target idiom: ‘kolhu: ka bəil hona’ (literal meaning: ‘to be the ox which 

is used to draw out water from well’; figurative meaning: ‘to be extremely 

hard working’) 

• Equivalent alternate idiom provided in response: ‘kʰu:n  pəsi:na ek 

kəɾna’ (literal meaning: ‘to do blood and sweat one’; figurative meaning: ‘to 

work extremely hard’) 

2. Incorrect metaphorical or figurative responses – In this category, we have classified 

those error responses where a different idiom or metaphorical response, not apt for 

the image stimulus provided or unfitting the pictorial context, was produced. 

Example:  

• Target idiom: ‘kolhu: ka bəil hona’ (literal meaning: ‘to be the ox which 

is used to draw out water from well’; figurative meaning: ‘to be extremely 

hard working’) 

• Metaphorical response provided: ‘mehnət̪ ka pʰəl mi:ʈʰa hona’ 

(meaning: ‘hard work leads to sweet results’; ‘sweet’ stands for ‘good’) 
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3. Contextual interpretation and non-idiomatic responses – In this category, we have 

classified those error responses which were non-figurative and were based on 

inferences drawn from the pictorial context: 

i. Responses with idiom’s meaning identified from the pictorial context – For 

the responses in this error category, the respondents understood the idiom 

being presented in the image stimulus, but were unable to recall and produce 

the idiom itself, therefore just responded with the idiom’s meaning. 

Example:  

▪ Target idiom: ‘kolhu: ka bəil hona’ (literal meaning: ‘to be the 

ox which is used to draw out water from well’; figurative meaning: ‘to 

be extremely hard working’)  

▪ Idiom’s meaning identified in the response: ‘bəhu:t̪ mehnət̪ 

kəɾna’ (meaning: ‘to work extremely hard’) 

ii. Responses representing the literal interpretation of the image provided – In 

this error category, the respondent responded with a literal description of the 

scenario depicted in the image. 

Example:  

▪ Target idiom: ‘ə̃d̪ʰeɾe mẽ t̪i:ɾ tʃəlana’ (literal meaning:  ‘to 

shoot arrows in dark’; figurative meaning: ‘to make a wild guess’) 

▪ Literal interpretation of the image in the response:  ‘bina d̪ekʰe 

t̪i:ɾ tʃəlana’ (meaning: ‘to shoot arrow without seeing’) 

4. Out of context responses – In this category, we have classified those error responses 

which were completely irrelevant to the image presented, or the respondent did not 

provide any response for the image stimulus. 

Example:  

• Out of context response - Target idiom:  ‘əkl gʰas tʃəɾne dʒana’ literal 

meaning: ‘to have mind gone for grazing grass’; figurative meaning: ‘to lose 

logical understanding or common sense’ 

• Response provided: ‘ulʈa kam kəɾna’ (meaning: ‘to do opposite action’) 
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6.5.7.2. Categorisation of responses for fill in the blanks task: 

1. Correct idioms produced – We have considered those responses as ‘correct’, where 

the sentences were completed with the exact target idiom or an equivalent alternate 

idiom which was apt as per the context in the incomplete sentence. 

Example:  

o Target idiom: ‘dʒan hət̪ʰeli: pəɾ ɾəkʰna’ (literal meaning: ‘to keep 

life on the palm of the hand’; figurative meaning: ‘to perform a very risky or 

daring act’) 

o Equivalent alternate idiom provided in response: ‘dʒan ki: badʒi: 

ləgana’ (literal meaning: ‘to bet on one’s life’; figurative meaning: ‘to 

perform a very risky or daring act’) 

 

2. Incorrect metaphorical or figurative responses - In this category, we have classified 

those error responses where sentences were completed using an incorrect idiom 

(unsuitable to the context) or with a figurative or metaphorical response. 

Example:  

o Target idiom: ‘tʃʰat̪i: pəɾ mu:ŋɡ d̪əlna’ (literal meaning: ‘to grind 

gram pulses on someone’s chest’; figurative meaning: ‘to trouble someone 

incessantly’) 

o Metaphorical response provided: ‘tʃʰat̪i: pəɾ bʰaɾ ɾəkʰna’ (meaning: 

‘to put weight on one’s chest’; ‘weight’ stands for ‘worry’) 

 

3. Contextual interpretation and non-idiomatic responses – In this category, we have 

classified those error responses where the sentences were completed in a literal 

manner. The literal completion was done based on a shallow understanding of context 

and using the first word of the target idiom (which was provided as a cue). 

Example:  

o Target idiom: ‘tʃʰat̪i: pəɾ mu:ŋɡ d̪əlna’ (literal meaning: ‘to grind 

gram pulses on someone’s chest’; figurative meaning: ‘to trouble someone 

incessantly’) 

o Contextual completion in the response provided: ‘tʃʰat̪i: pəɾ lat̪ 

maɾna’ (meaning: ‘to kick on one’s chest’) 
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4. Out of context responses – In this category, we have classified those error responses 

which were completely irrelevant to the sentence (context) presented, or the 

respondent did not provide any response. 

Example: 

o Target idiom: ‘kʰəʈai: mẽ pəɽ dʒana’ (literal meaning: ‘to fall into 

sourness’; figurative meaning: ‘some task or work getting stuck because of 

some obstacles’) 

o Out of context response provided: ‘kʰəʈai: se uɽ gəja’ (meaning: ‘to 

fly with sourness/cot’) 

6.5.7.3. Analysing the errors to ascertain the phases of figurative competence 

development 

The types of errors made by children in idiom production offered us some insights 

regarding the developmental process of figurative language. These errors reflected the 

magnitude of the difficulties faced by children in producing idioms. The error analysis 

also helped us to understand the transition between certain stages in children, on the key 

aspects of extracting the necessary information from context and producing apt idioms. 

Across both tasks:  

• A correct idiomatic response indicates that the children were able to process the 

linguistic context (through the image or sentential context), make a judgement that a 

figurative completion is feasible in the context provided, and retrieve an apt idiom 

which fits suitably in its conventional form and meaning into the context provided.  

• Incorrect metaphorical or figurative responses indicate that children have developed 

the ability to go beyond a literal analysis; however, they are limited by an inability to 

retrieve certain idioms in their conventional forms. This error indicates that the 

children’s mind has evolved to acknowledge the need for a figurative completion.  

• Literal completions, which were observed more in children of lower age groups and 

grades, indicate children’s inability to absorb all the contextual information and a 

tendency to process the stimulus (image or sentential context) in a literal manner. 

Such responses could result from the inability to understand the semantic ambiguity 

and the context presented, with the inertia of using literal forms of language hindering 

a figurative completion. 



277 

 

A ‘metaphorical response’ error indicates the presence of a higher figurative 

ability than a ‘literal interpretation’ error or an ‘out of context’ error. An ‘out of context’ 

response indicates the inability to process the context or use even the literal phrases to 

satisfy the context and hence is considered to be at the lowest rung of the language skill. 

Based on the types of errors made, we have presented the transition between different 

stages of idiom production competence in Figure 6.8.  

Any child in the language acquisition phase can make all of these errors for 

different idioms. The model proposed in Figure 6.8 does not suggest that a child will 

produce a specific type of error for all idioms. On the contrary, this analysis examines the 

tendency of children of a particular age group to produce certain types of errors, hence 

underlining their conceptual system and cognitive growth. 

 

Figure 6.8 - Production tasks - errors associated with development of figurative competence 
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6.5.7.4. Error analysis of responses across both production tasks 

In this section, we have looked at the errors made by respondents for both the 

tasks, categorised under the error categories defined in Section 6.5.7.1 and Section 

6.5.7.2. 

Table 6.16: Error analysis of responses across both production tasks 

Task 

% of incorrect 

metaphorical 

responses 

% of contextual interpretation and 

non-idiomatic responses 

% of out of 

context 

responses 

% of responses 

with idiom’s 

meaning 

identified from 

the pictorial 

context 

% of responses 

as literal 

interpretation 

of the image 

provided 

Picture 

Identification 6.15% 7.92% 35.31% 8.44% 

Fill in the 

Blanks 20.21% 18.75% 41.67% 

From Table 6.16, it can be observed that the highest % of errors for the picture 

identification task was ‘contextual interpretation and non-idiomatic responses’, i.e. 

responses containing a literal description of the image context or the idiomatic meaning 

using the context provided. This error is at ~43.2% for the picture identification task and 

~18.7% for the fill in the blanks task. For the fill in the blanks task, the highest overall 

error ~41.7% was observed for the ‘out of context’ responses. 

For idiom production, there are two essential aspects: (a) to process the contextual 

information (an emotion, situation, or concept) in order to prepare a suitable thought to 

express, and (b) to be able to retrieve an apt idiom to express the intended thought and 

achieve the communicative goal. The image stimulus seemed to help in idiom production 

with the first part, which could be seen from a larger number of responses under 

‘contextual interpretation and non-idiomatic responses’. On the other hand, the large 

number of ‘out of context’ errors in the ‘fill in the blanks’ task indicated that children 

found it more difficult in this task to even process the context in order to produce the right 

idioms. This gives us an important insight that the picture stimulus provided certain clues 

and probably helped in generating schemas to conceptualise the idioms presented in the 

image, thereby aiding figurative production to an extent in even the cases where the 

correct idiom was not produced. The incomplete sentence stimulus could not provide 
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enough information to enable the generation of such schemas. This insight can be applied 

to enhance the teaching methodologies, where the application of image stimulus can help 

create a better learning environment for children learning idioms. 

6.5.7.5. Error analysis of responses across the grade (class) of respondents 

In this section, we have analysed the errors made by respondents for both the 

production tasks across the grade (or class) of respondents, which represents the academic 

exposure through classroom learning. The different types of error responses are calculated 

across respondents of each grade and presented in Table 6.17 and Table 6.18. 

Table 6.17: Picture identification task - summary of error responses wrt grade 

Grades 

Error 

responses 

(total) as % of 

overall 

responses 

% of 

incorrect 

metaphorical 

responses 

% of contextual interpretation and 

non-idiomatic responses 

% of out of 

context 

responses 

% of responses 

with idiom’s 

meaning 

identified from 

the pictorial 

context 

% of responses 

as literal 

interpretation of 

the image 

provided 

IV 69.12% 2.21% 8.46% 51.10% 7.35% 

V 60.29% 3.68% 8.46% 38.60% 9.56% 

VI 53.13% 10.42% 7.81% 25.52% 9.38% 

VII 45.09% 10.27% 6.70% 20.54% 7.59% 

Overall 57.81% 6.15% 7.92% 35.31% 8.44% 

 

Table 6.18: Fill in the blanks task - summary of error responses wrt grade 

Grades 

Error responses 

(total) as % of 

overall responses  

% of incorrect 

metaphorical 

responses 

% of contextual 

interpretation and 

non-idiomatic 

responses 

% of out of context 

responses 

IV 89.71% 17.65% 23.53% 48.53% 

V 82.35% 25.74% 13.97% 42.65% 

VI 77.08% 22.92% 18.75% 35.42% 

VII 70.54% 14.29% 18.75% 37.50% 

Overall 80.63% 20.21% 18.75% 41.67% 

 

Students in higher grades have a higher exposure to idioms through a structured 

academic curriculum and can be expected to produce idioms with higher accuracy (% 
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correct). Tables 6.17 and 6.18 establish that children in higher grades made fewer errors 

in both the production tasks, most likely because they have higher exposure to idioms and 

comparatively better language skills. It is an intuitive outcome that formal education does 

contribute to building the idiom production competency.  

A comparative assessment of both the tasks suggests that errors made in the ‘fill 

in the blanks’ task were much higher than those made in the ‘picture identification’ task 

across all grades of respondents. This was found to be true both in terms of the absolute 

percentage of error responses and the types of error responses as defined in Section 

6.5.7.3. More ‘out of context’ and ‘contextual interpretation’ errors were observed for the 

‘fill in the blanks’ task across children of all the grades (Grade IV to Grade VII). 

 

Figure 6.9 - Production tasks - summary of errors observed wrt the grades of respondents 
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We have also evaluated the proportion of different error types (among the error 

responses) to understand the tendency of children to make certain types of errors. This 

analysis helped us to investigate if the proportion of errors shows any specific trend for 

the children belonging to different grades. The percentage values are presented in Table 

6.19 and Table 6.20, where we calculated and compared the proportion of error responses 

under each error category (error responses of a particular error category divided by the 

total error responses for all respondents in that grade). 

Table 6.19: Picture identification task - Proportion of different types of 

error corresponding to grade of respondents 

Grades 

Error 

responses 

(total) as % 

of overall 

responses 

Incorrect 

metaphorical 

responses as 

% of total 

error 

responses 

Contextual interpretation and non-

idiomatic responses as % of total error 

responses 

Out of 

context 

responses as 

% of total 

error 

responses 

Responses with 

idiom’s meaning 

identified from the 

pictorial context as 

% of total error 

responses 

Literal 

interpretation of 

the image provided 

as % of total error 

responses 

IV 69.12% 3.19% 12.23% 73.94% 10.64% 

V 60.29% 6.10% 14.02% 64.02% 15.85% 

VI 53.13% 19.61% 14.71% 48.04% 17.65% 

VII 45.09% 22.77% 14.85% 45.54% 16.83% 

Overall 57.81% 10.63% 13.69% 61.08% 14.59% 

 

Table 6.20: Fill in the blanks task - Proportion of different types of error 

corresponding to grade of respondents 

Grades 

Error responses 

(total) as % of 

overall responses  

Incorrect 

metaphorical 

responses as % of 

total error 

responses 

Contextual 

interpretation and 

non-idiomatic 

responses as % of 

total error 

responses 

Out of context 

responses as % of 

total error 

responses 

IV 89.71% 19.67% 26.23% 54.10% 

V 82.35% 31.25% 16.96% 51.79% 

VI 77.08% 29.73% 24.32% 45.95% 

VII 70.54% 20.25% 26.58% 53.16% 

Overall 80.63% 25.06% 23.26% 51.68% 

 

Tables 6.19 and 6.20 indicate that, although the severity and number of error 

responses reduced with an increase in grade, the proportion of ‘out of context’ errors to 
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other kinds of errors remained similar in each grade of respondents. This percentage was 

close to the overall average of ~14% for the picture identification task, and ~52% for the 

fill in the blanks task.  

The metaphorical error responses seem to increase steadily across grades for the 

‘picture identification’ task, hinting that more children of higher grades are attempting to 

produce an idiomatic response even if they do not eventually succeed in producing the 

target idiom. Such errors indicate an awareness of the figurative aspects of language and 

the prevalence of some issues in retrieving the apt idiom. This steady increase was not 

observed for the ‘fill in the blanks’ task.  

For the contextual interpretation and non-idiomatic error responses, the ‘picture 

identification’ task shows a consistent decline only for ‘literal interpretation’ errors as the 

grade of respondents increases. This analysis reconfirms that the children of higher grades 

are at a higher level of figurative competence, measured not only by their correct 

responses, but also by the larger number of metaphorical error responses and a decline in 

the literal response errors. Another possible inference could be that the pictures as a 

stimulus or a learning medium do not lose relevance in children of higher grades, as the 

increase in metaphorical errors was noticed only in the picture identification task.  

The overall proportion of errors under ‘out of context’ and ‘contextual 

interpretation’ responses does not show any trend, i.e. no consistent increase or decrease 

across grades was observed. It indicates that these errors seem to stem from the nature of 

the task stimulus, or the difficult level of idiom category, rather than the level or years of 

formal education of the respondent. While the overall error responses decrease as the 

respondents’ grade increases, the proportion of these errors remains similar across the 

grades. This reemphasises the importance of the stimulus used in teaching methodologies.  

6.5.7.6. Error analysis of responses wrt age groups 

In this section, we have analysed the errors made by respondents for both the 

production tasks across the age groups of respondents, with the age group aspect 

accounting for children’s cognitive maturity and expansion of their linguistic ability 

(language skills). The different types of error responses are calculated across respondents 

of each age group and presented in Table 6.21 and Table 6.22.  
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Table 6.21: Picture identification task - summary of error responses wrt age group 

Age Group 

(Years) 

Error 

responses 

(total) as % 

of overall 

responses 

% of incorrect 

metaphorical 

responses 

% of contextual interpretation 

and non-idiomatic responses 

% of out of 

context 

responses 

% of responses 

with idiom’s 

meaning 

identified from 

the pictorial 

context 

% of responses 

as literal 

interpretation 

of the image 

provided 

8 - 9 Years 70.54% 1.79% 7.14% 52.68% 8.93% 

10 - 11 Years 58.54% 4.38% 8.96% 37.50% 7.71% 

12 - 13 Years 52.99% 9.78% 6.79% 27.17% 9.24% 

Overall 57.81% 6.15% 7.92% 35.31% 8.44% 

Table 6.22: Fill in the blanks task - summary of error responses wrt age group 

Age Group 

(Years) 

Error responses 

(total) as % of 

overall responses 

% of incorrect 

metaphorical 

responses 

% of contextual 

interpretation 

and non-

idiomatic 

responses 

% of out of context 

responses 

8 - 9 Years 92.86% 16.07% 28.57% 48.21% 

10 - 11 Years 84.17% 24.17% 17.50% 42.50% 

12 - 13 Years 72.28% 16.30% 17.39% 38.59% 

Overall 80.63% 20.21% 18.75% 41.67% 

 

 

Figure 6.10 - Production tasks - summary of errors observed wrt the age groups of respondents 
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Tables 6.21 and 6.22 indicate that fewer errors were made by children of higher 

age groups. The difficulty in idiom production seems more apparent in younger children. 

This is evident as the overall percentage of error responses in children of the youngest 

age group (8-9 years) is the highest and the percentage of incorrect metaphorical 

responses is the lowest. It indicates that children of this age group have difficulty not only 

in producing the target idiom but also in producing even an incorrect figurative response, 

i.e. they resort to producing literal expressions even when they understand the context to 

some extent.  

Another consistent finding is that, for each age group, the image stimulus seems 

to have aided idiom production. Errors made in the ‘fill in the blanks’ task were much 

higher than those made in the ‘picture identification’ task. As evident from Figure 6.10, 

‘out of context’ responses seem to be considerably higher for the ‘fill in the blanks’ task, 

but do not seem to vary a lot among the age groups in a particular task.  

Similar to the analysis of error response across the grade of respondents in Section 

6.5.7.5, we evaluated and compared the proportion of error responses under each error 

category across age groups (error responses of a particular error category divided by the 

total error responses for all respondents in that age group). 

Table 6.23: Picture identification task - Proportion of different types of 

error corresponding to age groups of respondents 

Age Group 

(Years) 

Error 

responses 

(total) as % of 

overall 

responses 

Incorrect 

metaphorical 

responses as 

% of total 

error 

responses 

Contextual interpretation and non-

idiomatic responses as % of total 

error responses 

Out of context 

responses as % 

of total error 

responses 

Responses with 

idiom’s meaning 

identified from 

the pictorial 

context as % of 

total error 

responses 

Literal 

interpretation of 

the image 

provided as % of 

total error 

responses 

8 - 9 Years 70.54% 2.53% 10.13% 74.68% 12.66% 

10 - 11 Years 58.54% 7.47% 15.30% 64.06% 13.17% 

12 - 13 Years 52.99% 18.46% 12.82% 51.28% 17.44% 

Overall 57.81% 10.63% 13.69% 61.08% 14.59% 
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Table 6.24: Fill in the blanks task - Proportion of different types of error 

corresponding to age groups of respondents 

Age Group 

(Years) 

Error responses 

(total) as % of 

overall responses  

Incorrect 

metaphorical 

responses as % of 

total error 

responses 

Contextual 

interpretation and 

non-idiomatic 

responses as % of 

total error 

responses 

Out of context 

responses as % of 

total error 

responses 

8 - 9 Years 92.86% 17.31% 30.77% 51.92% 

10 - 11 Years 84.17% 28.71% 20.79% 50.50% 

12 - 13 Years 72.28% 22.56% 24.06% 53.38% 

Overall 80.63% 25.06% 23.26% 51.68% 

 

From Table 6.23 and Table 6.24, it can be observed that the dominant errors in 

the ‘picture identification’ task were the ‘literal interpretation’ errors, while that in the 

‘fill in the blanks’ task were the ‘out of context’ errors. This shows that idioms’ 

production is an advanced skill, and children in their language acquisition phase may have 

not built a rich functional repository or vocabulary of many idioms. The percentage of 

‘out of context’ responses as a proportion of the total error responses remains similar 

across all age groups; close to the overall average of ~14% for the ‘picture identification’ 

task and ~52% for the ‘fill in the blanks’ task. This establishes that these errors seem to 

be because of the difference in task stimulus (pictorial representation versus incomplete 

sentence). The difference in task stimulus can cause a variation in results. 

Similar to the analysis for errors across the grades of respondents, the analysis 

across age groups also shows that the metaphorical error responses increase steadily over 

age groups for the ‘picture identification’ task. The possible reason is that images 

facilitate identification and recall across all age groups, including the advanced age 

groups, which could not be achieved through the incomplete sentences. An increase in 

the percentage of correct responses as well as the metaphorical error responses for the 

‘picture identification’ task indicates that children of higher age groups are demonstrating 

a strong tendency to produce more figurative responses (correct or incorrect). This finding 

argues against the present idiom teaching approach followed in classroom teaching, 

which emphasises teaching through images only for younger children, that too for only a 

few idioms and as an ancillary help. For the ‘fill in the blanks’ task, although the 

percentage of correct responses showed an increase from the age group of 10-11 years to 
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12-13 years, the proportion of metaphorical error responses showed a slight decrease in 

this transition. This could be because, for this task, the transition from the age group of 

10-11 years to 12-13 years recorded a higher increase in the percentage of correct 

idiomatic responses with more successful recalls leading to more idiom production 

accuracy and less metaphorical errors. At the age of 12-13 years, the efficiency of idiom 

production is higher than the lower age groups. 

6.5.7.7. Error analysis of responses wrt idiom categories 

In this section, we have looked at the error responses and considered all the types 

of errors made by respondents across idiom categories. The analysis of the correct 

responses presented in Section 6.5.5 and Section 6.5.6 had already established that the 

idioms belonging to more frequent categories (F-D and F-LD) are less prone to error 

responses, and the respondents of higher age groups performed better across all idiom 

categories. This section adds to these findings and elaborates the types of error responses 

in each category of idioms. The different types of errors in the responses are consolidated 

in Table 6.25 and Figure 6.11. In addition to the four categories across the dimensions of 

‘usage frequency’ and ‘decomposability’, we have also consolidated the responses on 

each of these dimensions individually.  

Table 6.25: Production tasks - summary of error responses wrt idiom categories 

Idiom 

Category 

Error responses 

(total) as % of 

overall responses 

% of incorrect 

metaphorical 

responses 

% of contextual 

interpretation and 

non-idiomatic 

responses 

% of out of 

context responses 

F-D 53.06% 5.00% 34.17% 13.89% 

F-LD 45.28% 5.56% 31.11% 8.61% 

LF-D 68.61% 11.67% 48.89% 8.06% 

LF-LD 94.72% 21.11% 26.11% 47.50% 

F 49.17% 5.28% 32.64% 11.25% 

D 60.83% 8.33% 41.53% 10.97% 

LF 81.67% 16.39% 37.50% 27.78% 

LD  70.00% 13.33% 28.61% 28.06% 
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Figure 6.11 - Production tasks - summary of errors observed wrt the idiom categories 
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On further examination, we found that apart from resulting in the highest overall 

percentage of errors, the highest percentage of ‘out of context response errors’ was also 

observed for the LF-LD category idioms. Compared to the other categories, the errors 

observed for this category were distinctly high and could be attributed to this category 

being most difficult to acquire, as a similar finding was recorded for comprehension tasks. 

Except for the LF-LD category, errors in the remaining idiom categories seem to be 

predominantly of the type ‘contextual interpretation and non-idiomatic responses’. This 

type of error suggests that children were able to process the context through the stimulus 

presented but resorted to a literal response or description of the image context as part of 

regular language processing. They could not produce the target idioms or even an 

incorrect figurative response because of less exposure to world knowledge, and limited 

development of idiom vocabulary and figurative competence. 

In Figure 6.12, we have summarised the types of errors produced by children of 

each age group across the idiom categories. The youngest age group (8-9 years) made the 

most ‘out of context’ errors for the LF-LD idiom category, while the metaphorical 

responses were the lowest in this age group, indicating an undeveloped figurative 

language competence. All the three age groups follow a similar trend-line of idiom 

production errors, with the only notable exception being that the children in the age group 

of ‘10 to 11 years’ made the highest ‘incorrect metaphorical responses’ error, as compared 

to the other age groups. This reinforces our argument that this is the age group where 

figurative competence increases rapidly, as also observed in Section 6.5.4. Across all age 

groups and among all idiom categories, most metaphorical and ‘out of context’ errors 

were observed in the LF-LD category idioms. 
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Figure 6.12 - Production tasks - summary of errors wrt the idiom categories and age groups 
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6.5.8. Analysis 8: Linear Regression between production accuracy, usage 

frequency, decomposability, and age groups of respondents 

While the analysis of correct and erroneous responses to the production task gave 

us valuable insights into possible trends in the idiom production process, we also executed 

a linear regression test using the IBM SPSS Statistics tool to check for the statistically 

significant results. The observations discussed in Sections 6.5.2 to 6.5.7 indicate the 

advantage of age, years of formal education, and usage frequency of idioms as the crucial 

factors to facilitate idiom production. As mentioned in Section 6.5.5, decomposability 

(semantic transparency) of idioms did not seem to influence idiom production accuracy. 

To execute the linear regression test using the IBM SPSS Statistics tool, we aggregated 

the responses of the 60 respondents over the three distinct age groups using Microsoft 

Excel PivotTables. The mean age for each age group was calculated in Table 6.26. We 

used the same formula to quantify the age group variable as used in Chapter 5 to analyse 

responses to the comprehension task, i.e. by taking the weighted mean of the individuals’ 

ages in the groups identified. 

Average Age of Respondent in an age group = 

(Lower Age of the Age Group * Count of subjects with the corresponding age + 

Higher Age of the Age Group * Count of subjects with the corresponding age) / 

(Total count of subjects with the corresponding age group) 

 

Table 6.26: Age groups of respondents 

Age Group Age Respondents Total Respondents Average Age 

8 Years to 9 Years 
8 Years 3 

7 8.57 
9 Years 4 

10 Years to 11 Years 
10 Years 16 

30 10.47 
11 Years 14 

12 Years to 13 Years 
12 Years 16 

23 12.30 
13 Years 7 

 

To understand the impact of idiom properties on idiom production, we executed 

the first linear regression test between production accuracy (measured by the percentage 

of correct responses), idiom properties of usage frequency and decomposability, and the 

mean ages of each age groups as identified and listed under Table 6.26. 
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Following variables were used for regression: 

1. Dependent variable: Percentage of correct responses; this variable represents the 

accuracy of idiom production. The higher the percentage, the more accurately an 

idiom was produced. 

2. Independent (predictor) variables: 

a. Decomposability index: This variable represents the meaning transparency of 

an idiom. The higher the value, the more decomposable is the idiom (meaning 

can be derived from the components). 

b. Usage Frequency index: This variable represents the usage frequency of an 

idiom. The higher the value, the more frequently used, heard, or read is the 

idiom. 

c. Age group (age group): This variable represents the average age of the 

respondent in a given age group (calculated in Table 6.26). 

 
Table 6.27: Linear Regression between production accuracy, usage frequency, 

decomposability, and age groups of respondents 

Variables Entered/Removeda 

Model Variables Entered Variables Removed Method 

1 

Average Age, Decomposability Index, Usage 

Frequency Indexb . Enter 

a. Dependent Variable: % of Correct idioms produced 

b. All requested variables entered. 

 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate 

1 .657a .431 .406 23.70458% 

a. Predictors: (Constant), Average Age, Decomposability Index , Usage Frequency Index  

 

ANOVAa 

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 

Regression 28991.323 3 9663.774 17.198 .000b 

Residual 38209.675 68 561.907   

Total 67200.998 71    

a. Dependent Variable: % of Correct idioms produced 

b. Predictors: (Constant), Average Age, Decomposability Index, Usage Frequency Index  
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Coefficientsa 

Model 

Unstandardized Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

1 

(Constant) -42.625 19.746  -2.159 .034 

Usage Frequency Index  32.753 5.196 .618 6.304 .000 

Decomposability Index  -2.076 6.971 -.029 -.298 .767 

Average Age 4.980 1.834 .248 2.714 .008 

a. Dependent Variable: % of correct idioms produced 

 

From Table 6.27, we observe that p for this regression is 0.000. As p < 0.05 is 

considered statistically significant, we conclude that the linear regression model 

developed above is statistically significant. Also, the Adjusted R Square statistic of this 

linear regression is 0.406, i.e. the linear regression model is able to explain ~40% of the 

variance, which again suggests that the model is able to explain the variance in the 

production accuracy. The individual ps for the usage frequency index and the average age 

are 0.000 and 0.008 respectively, which are both less than 0.05. Hence, these factors are 

statistically significant.  

However, p for the decomposability index is 0.767, and hence this factor is not 

significant. Therefore, idiom production cannot be said to be influenced by the degree of 

decomposability of the idiom. In fact, the fitment of the linear regression model should 

benefit by eliminating the decomposability index as an independent variable. Therefore, 

we tested the linear regression model again with the dependent variable ‘percentage 

correct’ and the independent variables as ‘average age’ and ‘usage frequency’. The result 

of this linear regression is listed under Table 6.28. 

Table 6.28: Linear Regression between production accuracy, usage frequency, and 

age groups of respondents 

 

Variables Entered/Removeda 

Model Variables Entered Variables Removed Method 

1 Average Age, Usage Frequency Index . Enter 

a. Dependent Variable: % of Correct idioms produced 

b. All requested variables entered. 
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Model Summary 

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate 

1 .656a .431 .414 23.54752% 

a. Predictors: (Constant), Average Age, Usage Frequency Index 

 

ANOVAa 

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 

Regression 28941.480 2 14470.740 26.098 .000b 

Residual 38259.518 69 554.486   

Total 67200.998 71    

a. Dependent Variable: % of Correct idioms produced 

b. Predictors: (Constant), Average Age, Usage Frequency Index 

 

Coefficientsa 

Model 

Unstandardized Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

1 

(Constant) -43.132 19.542  -2.207 .031 

Usage Frequency Index  32.195 4.814 .608 6.688 .000 

Average Age 4.980 1.822 .248 2.733 .008 

a. Dependent Variable: % of Correct idioms produced 

 

From Table 6.28, we observe that p for this linear regression model is 0.000 and 

hence is statistically significant. Also, the Adjusted R Square statistic of this linear 

regression is 0.414, i.e.  the linear regression model is able to explain ~41.4% of the 

variance, which is a slight increase from the previous model and indicates a better fitment. 

The individual ps for the usage frequency index and the average age are 0.000 and 0.008 

respectively. Hence, the two factors, one factor related to idiom properties (usage 

frequency) and one related to the language user (age group) decisively influence the idiom 

production competency in children. An idiom with higher usage frequency (more 

frequently used or encountered in written or spoken language scenarios), and produced 
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by a higher age group, would have more probability of being produced correctly. Using 

the linear regression coefficients from Table 6.28, we also developed the linear regression 

equation to quantify the effects of changes in the independent variables (age group - 

average age, and frequency index) on the dependent variable ‘percentage correct’, i.e. to 

find the most facilitating factor for better production.  

% Correct = 32.195 * Usage Frequency Index + 4.980 * Age group - 43.132 

As evident from the linear regression equation, usage frequency has the highest 

impact on the accuracy of idiom production. A possible application of this insight could 

be that a higher frequency of usage of idioms can help boost idiom production even for 

younger children. 

 

6.6. Discussion 

The idiom production study on children provided us with insights into the 

acquisition of idioms and phases of growth in children’s figurative competence. The 

observations of this study help put into perspective the challenges faced by children in 

producing the idioms belonging to different categories. The results indicate that the 

acquisition of idioms cannot be solely attributed to a single factor of age, exposure to 

idioms, or idiom properties, but is influenced by each of these factors, along with the 

medium of teaching idioms. The error analysis across both the production tasks also 

helped us derive insights into the challenges children face in idiom production and their 

progress in idiom acquisition and figurative language development. The dominance of 

particular types of errors in certain age groups or grades of children provided us with 

valuable insights into their current stage in figurative language development and the 

processes involved in conceptualising figurative language and step-by-step development 

of the figurative competence. 

The results obtained by this empirical study tend to agree with the theories on 

idiom acquisition which hypothesise that production skills are acquired later than 

comprehension skills. Multiple observations reinforce this argument. First, in a direct 

comparison with the comprehension study, we find that the overall performance of 

children in production tasks was close to 34.6% (accuracy of idiom production), while in 

comprehension task, it was close to 70.1% (accuracy of idiom comprehension). This 

result was observed despite slightly modifying the participants’ list by choosing children 
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of higher age; comprehension study was done on children from Grade III to Grade VII 

(ages 7 to 12 years) while the production task was done on children from Grade IV to 

Grade VII (ages 8 to 13 years). Second, the ‘growth spurt of idiom production 

competence’, or the age group which showed the biggest improvement in idiom 

production was noticed in the age group of 10-11 years, while the ‘growth spurt of idiom 

comprehension competence’ was around 9-10 years. This finding reinforces our argument 

that the development of idiom production competence trails the development of idiom 

comprehension competence by approximately 1 to 2 years, with all other factors of 

education, linguistic exposure, academic environment, socio-economic status, and 

cultural surroundings remaining the same. Third, from the error analysis, we observed 

that children of the same age or grade made more errors for idiom production tasks than 

the idiom comprehension tasks.  

In the two production tasks conducted, the stimuli used were different and the 

idioms used were mutually exclusive, as presented in Table 6.7. Therefore, by baselining 

them with comprehension tasks (explained in detail in Section 6.5.2), we compared the 

performance of children in these two production tasks. Results indicate that children were 

able to produce idioms more accurately in the ‘picture identification’ task where the 

stimulus for producing idiom was a pictorial representation of the idiom or its meaning. 

As explained through the baselining approach and captured in Table 6.9, the performance 

of children was ~10% higher in the ‘picture identification’ task than the ‘fill in the blanks’ 

task. In the ‘fill in the blanks’ task, the errors made consisted of significantly more ‘out 

of context’ responses (Table 6.16 indicates that children made approximately 33% more 

‘out of context’ errors in this task). The errors of the type’ contextual interpretation and 

non-idiomatic responses’ were higher in the ‘picture identification’ task, indicating that 

children can better process this stimulus to absorb the information from context, but failed 

to recall the apt idioms. This finding has significant applications in designing the idiom 

teaching material and methodology. 

The accuracy of idiom production showed an overall increase with age; older 

children (age 13 years) performed better than children of all other ages in both idiom 

production tasks. However, there was no consistent trend of idiom production 

competence development observed in the transition from one age to another, particularly 

in the transition between 8 years to 9 years and 11 years to 12 years. The analysis done 

on age groups of respondents showed a consistently increasing trend of idiom production 
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accuracy across the age groups. The oldest age group (12-13 years) could produce idioms 

with an accuracy of ~41%, while the accuracy was only at ~22% for the youngest age 

group (8-9 years). The effect of age group on idiom production was reviewed through a 

linear regression analysis, which confirmed that ‘age group of respondents’ was a 

statistically significant factor (p = 0.008). 

The growth of idiom production competence in picture identification task shows 

more increase between the age groups of 8-9 and 10-11 years while being the steepest 

around the age of 10-11 years (~12%). In ‘fill in the blanks’, idiom production accuracy 

increased more steeply between the age groups of 10-11 and 12-13 years (~12% increase). 

This result indicates that by the age of ~11 years, children develop the competence of 

producing idioms but may face challenges if an insufficient stimulus or context is 

encountered or if the idiom category is more challenging (less familiar). Therefore, we 

observed a delayed increase in production accuracy in the ‘fill in the blanks’ task. The 

production accuracy for the age group of 12-13 years in the ‘picture identification’ task 

was ~20% higher than the ‘fill in the blanks’ task. The most plausible explanation is that 

images facilitate absorption of information from context and recall across all age groups 

(including the advanced ones), which could not be achieved through incomplete 

sentences, indicating that the picture stimulus did not lose relevance for children of higher 

ages and age groups. Another reason could be more difficult (LF-LD category) idioms 

used for the ‘fill in the blanks’ task. 

Among all the age groups, the youngest age group of children (8-9 years) made 

the most errors (~71% in the ‘picture identification’ task and ~93% in the ‘fill in the 

blanks’ task). In ‘fill in the blanks’ task, for the youngest age group, the dominant error 

was ‘out of context’ responses (~48%), indicating a shallow understanding of the context 

and an incongruent completion of the sentences. For the same age group, the other 

dominant error which was found in the ‘picture identification’ task was ‘literal 

interpretation of the image’ (~53%), which indicated a partial understanding of the 

context and an inability to produce figurative forms resulting in a literal description of the 

task stimulus. The literal description of images meant that children had processed the 

context depicted through the pictorial representation. However, they lack either the 

awareness of semantic ambiguity in language, or the competence to produce figurative 

expressions. This could be further verified by observing that the proportion of incorrect 

metaphorical responses among the error responses was the lowest in this age group. 
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The age group of 10-11 years showed the highest increase in the overall 

percentage of correct responses for the ‘picture identification’ task. In the ‘fill in the 

blanks’ task, this age group indicated the highest proportion of ‘metaphorical errors’ 

along with a steady increase in correct responses. Therefore, across both tasks, this seems 

to be the phase where children get more adept at the production of idioms and other 

figurative forms. This can be referred to as the ‘growth spurt of idiom production 

competence’, which marks a suspension of literal production strategies and the 

development of an ability to gather more information from context to attempt the 

production of idioms. The proportion of metaphorical error responses increased steadily, 

along with an increase in the correct responses, over age groups for the ‘picture 

identification’ task. This result suggests an increase in awareness of the figurative forms 

and the development phase of idiomatic competence. The ‘metaphorical errors’ indicated 

that the respondents absorbed the information from context and tried to produce a 

figurative response but probably were limited by their idiom vocabulary to produce the 

idioms in their conventional forms. An increase in ‘metaphorical errors’ suggests that 

pictorial representation is a more reliable tool to encourage figurative production, even 

for the cases where the vocabulary of children limits them from producing apt idioms.  

The oldest age group (12-13 years), as expected, reported the least errors in idiom 

production and the lowest proportion of ‘literal interpretation’ errors. This group seems 

to be in a more evolved stage of figurative competence but still shows a better 

performance in the ‘picture identification’ task than the ‘fill in the blanks’ task. 

Interestingly, in each of the production tasks, the proportion of ‘out of context’ responses 

among the error responses remain similar across all age groups, close to the overall 

average of ~15% for the ‘picture identification’ task and ~51% for the ‘fill in the blanks’ 

task. This result is counterintuitive and suggests that there are scenarios in each age group 

across both tasks where children are unable to process the context at all. Therefore, it can 

be assumed that some language scenarios and idioms would be considered difficult to all 

age groups; the improvements in idiom production in all age groups should be targeted to 

be achieved through richer context and improved teaching or communication mediums 

of pictures, videos, stories, etc. 

Apart from age groups, another factor reviewed was the effect of formal education 

or academic exposure in boosting idiom production. Across both the production tasks, a 

consistent finding was that idiom production accuracy increased in students of a higher 
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grade. The academic exposure does seem to benefit children by helping them build a good 

repository of idioms from which a recall can happen as per the communication need. The 

increase in production accuracy across grades is almost linear, thereby suggesting a 

steady growth of the language skills and figurative competence in general and idiomatic 

competence in particular.  

The current teaching methods adopt picture-based teaching more consistently for 

lower grades, implying younger children. However, our results suggest that the picture 

stimulus did not lose relevance for children of higher grades, as the performance of 

children from even the highest grade (Grade VII) was ~25% better in the ‘picture 

identification’ task. Across all grades, children performed ~20% to ~25% better when the 

stimulus was in the form of a pictorial representation, as observed in Figure 6.3. Similar 

to the trend seen across age groups, the proportion of ‘metaphorical error’ responses 

increased consistently across grades in the ‘picture identification’ task. While the overall 

error responses were definitely higher in children of lower grades, the proportion of 

different types of error among the error responses suggested that picture stimulus aided 

better absorption of context. 

Among the idiom categories defined on the dimensions of usage frequency and 

decomposability, we found that the categories comprising of frequently used idioms (F-

D, F-LD, and all frequent) recorded higher idiom production accuracy than the other 

categories (LF-D, LF-LD, and all less-frequent). The usage frequency seems to aid idiom 

production significantly. A reduction in frequency across the idiom categories, with the 

decomposability factor being controlled, causes a significant decrement, with values of 

% correct observed as: F-D: ~47%, LF-D: ~31%, which indicates a 16% decrement, and 

F-LD: ~54%, LF-LD: ~5%, which indicates a 49% decrement. This finding was 

substantiated through linear regression analysis, which confirmed usage frequency as a 

statistically significant factor (p = 0.000). The error responses across categories show that 

the most metaphorical errors were produced for the LF-LD category (across all age groups 

at ~21% and age group 10-11 years at ~25%) indicating that such expressions have 

irregular structures and are therefore recognised as non-literal forms of language. 

The role of decomposability was ambiguous, as a decrease in decomposability did 

not necessarily cause a dip in idiom production as noted in idiom production accuracy 

values: F-D: ~47%, F-LD: ~54% which indicates a 7% increment, and LF-D: ~31%, LF-
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LD: ~5% which indicates a 26% decrement. In fact, the F-LD category seems to be most 

conducive for idiom production across all the respondents and even for the youngest age 

group. The LF-LD category was found to be the most challenging idiom category for 

comprehension and production, as evident from the least correct responses and the most 

‘out of context’ errors. It may appear that the idioms being less decomposable was a 

hindrance to idiom production; however, this could also be attributed to the low usage 

frequency values for idioms in this category. The linear regression test confirmed that 

decomposability was not a statistically significant factor (p = 0.767) for idiom production. 

The idiom properties of usage frequency and decomposability were different in 

the idiom production study than the idiom comprehension study. For idiom 

comprehension, both were found to be statistically significant factors with a slight 

advantage to usage frequency. On the contrary, for idiom production, usage frequency is 

the dominant driver of idiom production. Decomposability is a non-significant factor; its 

role, at best, can be described as a passive contributor (based on the slight increase in 

production accuracy for decomposable idioms). The similarities in comprehension and 

production study were that: (a) age group of respondents and usage frequency were found 

to be statistically significant factors in both studies, (b) both studies observed a growth 

spurt phase in idiomatic competence, (c) LF-LD category was found to be the most 

challenging and prone to more errors, and (d) older children displayed a better figurative 

understanding (apart from more correct responses). 

6.6.1. The model for idiom production 

Based on the insights from the two idiom production tasks, we propose a model 

that explains the influence of idiom properties on idiom production by children. Along 

with idiom properties, the model also accounts for the growth in production competence 

with an increase in the age of children. By factoring in children’s cognitive ability 

(determined by age group and academic exposure) and integrating the role of usage 

frequency and stimulus effect, the model illustrates the influence of these variables on 

idiom production for different categories of idioms. 

Figure 6.13 presents the idiom production model in a simplistic and pictorial 

representation, underlining the improvement observed in ease of production of idiomatic 

expressions around the two critical linguistic dimensions: the ‘frequency of usage’ and 

‘decomposability’, keeping the role of age, stimulus, and academic exposure to idioms 
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(formal education) as an integral unit or a common facilitating factor. This model 

represents that, idioms can be broadly characterised into four categories and the 

probability of correct recall relies heavily on familiarity with idioms. Unlike idiom 

comprehension, decomposability has a minimal effect on idioms’ production, and usage 

frequency becomes a more dominant influence on recall processes in communication. 

The variance in idioms’ categories determines the ease in production of idioms leading 

to the ‘less-frequent and less-decomposable’ category idioms to be the most challenging 

idioms for a child. The easier ones are those which are used more frequently in children’s 

linguistic environment and easy to recall.   

The effect of task stimulus has emerged as an important factor with many practical 

applications in teaching idioms. The stimulus or medium of teaching idioms also helps 

children build a better idiom vocabulary and achieve better production skills. The 

learners’ academic exposure also determines the successful production of idioms, as it is 

directly linked to a gradual exposure to a larger number of idioms, therefore, enabling the 

creation of a rich idiom vocabulary at a child’s disposal. 

 

Figure 6.13: A Comprehensive Model of Idiom Production 
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6.7. Summary 

This chapter discussed the production tasks on children and provided insights into 

the factors which enhance the accuracy of idioms produced by children in their language 

acquisition phase. Across all idiom categories and age groups of respondents, the most 

consistent result was that idiom production accuracy increases as the usage frequency of 

idiom increases, and with an increase in age group and grade (years of formal education) 

of the children. For enhancing idiom production in children, the picture stimulus seems 

to be more effective than the incomplete sentence stimulus with a consistently higher 

percentage of correct responses and more figurative error responses. This is an important 

finding with substantial practical applications in designing teaching methodologies and 

content for teaching idioms to children. Also, we observed that idioms’ compositionality 

property, which plays a significant role in idiom comprehension, is not a significant factor 

in idiom production. We also found that the younger children (8-9 years) had the highest 

overall errors and the most ‘out of context’ and ‘literal’ errors, indicating their figurative 

competency is in a nascent stage. From the errors made overall, we could conclude that 

the production of literal phrases was the most frequently used backup strategy by children 

in cases where they could not produce the correct idioms. 

In the next chapter (Chapter 7), we have presented the overall conclusion of the 

thesis, covering the essential aspects and practical applications of this work, and outlining 

the future direction of work in this area of idiom acquisition.  
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Chapter 7: Findings and Conclusions 

7.1. Introduction 

In this chapter, we have summarised the essential aspects of this work on idioms, 

including its applicability in idiom teaching methodologies and outlined the directions for 

future research. We have discussed the insights gathered on the development of idiom 

comprehension and production skills in children, and the claims of the studies we 

conducted on native adult speakers of the Hindi language. Based on the findings of our 

studies, we have proposed a comprehensive model of idiom comprehension and 

production with due emphasis placed on the idiom properties that play a major role in 

idiom comprehension. The evidence collected from both comprehension and production 

studies is consolidated and compared to propose the practical application of our ‘idiom 

comprehension and production model’ which can be applied in teaching idioms in the 

classroom. We have suggested the adoption of certain teaching techniques by the 

language teachers for teaching idioms to the children in different grades and age groups. 

This chapter is organised as follows. In Section 7.2, we have summarised the work 

to identify the different idiom categories or types of idioms based on the properties of 

compositionality and usage frequency (and meaning familiarity). In this section, we have 

also highlighted the key findings from the idiom comprehension study on adult native 

speakers, which was a preliminary but significant part of our work. In Section 7.3, we 

have presented the findings of the idiom comprehension study on children. Similarly, the 

results and discussion related to idiom production tasks conducted on children are 

explained in brief in Section 7.4. In Section 7.5, we have discussed a comprehensive 

model of development of idiomatic competence in children, which can explain essential 

aspects of idiom comprehension and production skills. In Section 7.6, we have elaborated 

the practical applications of this model in classroom teaching. Finally, in Section 7.7, we 

have listed the potential areas of idiom research which could be interesting avenues to 

explore, but were beyond the scope of this work. 
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7.2. Categorisation of idioms, and the effect of idiom properties on 

idiom comprehension 

In preparation for this work, we provided an overview and did an extensive review 

of existing literature on idioms in Chapters 1 and 2 explaining the definitions, properties, 

processing, comprehension, production, and acquisition of idioms and other figurative 

forms of language. We explained the existing theories and hypotheses proposed by 

linguists on the different aspects and properties of idioms that influence the 

comprehension and processing of idioms. In Section 4.2, we discussed the gap in idiom 

literature and some of the areas that could be accounted for in a complete comprehensive 

model.  

Most of the research and studies on the comprehension of idioms have 

concentrated largely on any one of the linguistic dimensions or properties of idioms, i.e. 

either compositionality, frozenness, usage frequency, or meaning familiarity has been the 

underlying area of emphasis in each theory in idiom literature. These studies have 

analysed the effect of these dimensions on the comprehension process individually; hence 

the corresponding idiom comprehension models are also based on one of these 

dimensions. We believe that a one-dimensional study on idioms, and defining a 

comprehension model in such a manner, may not be sufficient as multiple dimensions or 

properties of idioms could be simultaneously influencing the idiom comprehension 

processes. The argument behind such a statement is that idioms are a complex linguistic 

unit and can simultaneously display multiple properties to varying degrees or associate 

with a few of these very strongly. For example, a decomposable idiom may have a certain 

amount of compositionality and the corresponding degree of frozenness associated with 

the dominating property defining the idiom type. Idioms that strongly associate with any 

single idiom property, e.g. compositionality maybe only considered an ideal world 

scenario. The studies designed in this thesis were based on these impressions. 

7.2.1. Categorisation of idioms 

We categorised idioms based on three idiom properties, i.e. their semantic 

dimensions integrating the compositionality aspect, a dimension accounting for the 

frequency of usage of those idioms, and another dimension accounting for the familiarity 

of language users with the correct figurative meanings of those idioms. Compositionality 
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is generally an aspect associated with all idioms; no idiom can be considered entirely 

compositional or otherwise. The relationship between idioms’ literal meaning and 

figurative meanings varies across idioms.  Therefore, instead of tagging idioms as 

‘completely decomposable’ or ‘completely non-decomposable’ which are just the two 

ideal extremes and do not really exist, we referred to idioms as being less or more 

decomposable, with the tasks and the implicit comparison done on a 5-point zero-mean 

scale. A similar premise was used for classifying idioms based on usage frequency, where 

less or more frequent are a better representation of the prevalence of idioms in regular 

discourse.  

To quantify and compare the magnitudes of these idiom properties, the 

corresponding indices were defined. The indices were then calculated by analysing the 

responses obtained for 100 idioms in the dataset, by 72 native speakers, on 5-point Likert 

scales. A thorough analysis of the responses for this empirical study revealed a strong 

correlation (Section 4.3.3.3) between idioms’ usage frequency and meaning familiarity.  

The relationship between these properties supports an empirical argument that the usage 

frequency of an idiom is directly dependent on how familiar its meaning is to speakers of 

the language, and vice versa is also true, establishing that the usage frequency parameter 

inherently accounts for meaning familiarity aspect as well. Hence, we considered only 

usage frequency and compositionality as the two parameters which may have a significant 

influence on idiom comprehension.  

We shortlisted idioms by classifications along the axes-dimensions defined by 

these indices, higher and lower ranges of the indices representing usage frequency and 

compositionality. The indices were then used to compare and analyse their effect in the 

comprehension process of idioms in adult native Hindi speakers. The idioms used in our 

study were then categorised based on these two linguistic dimensions, through the 

computed values of the usage frequency index and the decomposability index. These 

resulted in four categories: ‘frequent and decomposable’ idioms, ‘frequent and less-

decomposable’ idioms, ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ idioms, and ‘less-frequent and 

less-decomposable’ idioms.  

This experiment also helped us shortlist the six most representative idioms in each 

category (Section 4.4.2.4), which were then used for the empirical studies on children. 

The four distinct categories of idioms were investigated to study the effect of 
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compositionality and usage frequency in idiom comprehension process in adult native 

speakers. The role of the literal meaning of an idiom, i.e. the tendency of a language user 

to retrieve and process the literal meaning during idiom comprehension process, was also 

studied to understand how this factor may or may not affect the comprehension process 

of different categories of idioms. In a brief study, we also investigated the existence of a 

‘recognition point’ in an idiom, which helped us gather insights into the predictability 

property of idioms. 

7.2.2. Role of compositionality and usage frequency of idioms in their 

comprehension 

We presented arguments based on the empirical data favouring a varied pattern of 

comprehension behaviours involved in comprehending idioms exhibiting different 

properties (Section 4.4.2).  In the preliminary study on adults, we found that idioms 

exhibiting higher usage frequency were typically associated with higher meaning 

familiarity, and this was found to be a statistically significant result. This strong 

correlation indicates that ease of comprehension increases for frequently known, heard, 

and used idioms. Further linear regression analysis helped us to investigate the effect of 

usage frequency and compositionality on the comprehension of idioms in the defined 

idiom categories. 

We found a strong negative correlation between the meaning familiarity index and 

the literal meaning identification index for highly frequent idioms. This result implies 

that, for very frequent idioms, adult native speakers of Hindi do not analyse the literal 

meaning during the idiom comprehension process. For a very frequently used or 

encountered idiom, the literal meaning may not be considered by language users during 

idiom comprehension. A likely explanation is that frequent idioms may have only one 

representation of meaning in the mental lexicon, which is the figurative meaning. 

Additionally, even if such frequently used idioms are decomposable, they may not 

undergo a compositional analysis during the process of idiom comprehension; instead, a 

process of direct memory recall could be involved in retrieving their meanings. 

The responses in the case of ‘less-frequent and decomposable’ idioms indicated 

that speakers attempted to analyse the idioms’ literal meaning, leading to an observation 

that language users use literal meaning as a cue for such cases. For the LF-D category 

idioms, the idiom phrases undergo a compositional analysis during idiom comprehension, 
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thereby allowing the deduction of their idiomatic meanings. Hence, the literal meaning 

of an idiom becomes relevant only if it is less frequently used, or the idiom’s meaning is 

relatively unknown to the language user. The analysis also suggested that a higher degree 

of compositionality of an idiom does not automatically lead to a conclusion that it will be 

more frequently used by native speakers, or the meaning of such idioms would be more 

widely known to native speakers. The results of this analysis also lead us to hypothesize 

that usage frequency and meaning familiarity are more critical factors than 

decomposability for idiom comprehension. 

7.2.3. Unique point of identification 

Another finding of this empirical study is that ‘a unique point of identification’ 

exists for most idioms, where native speakers recognise a phrase as an idiom. The results 

indicate that, for most idioms, speakers do not even read the complete phrase to recognise 

it as an idiom even though idioms were not embedded in a sentential context. We 

conclude from this result that ‘point of idiom identification’ can be a factor responsible 

for triggering the idiomatic meaning and all idioms carry a certain degree of predictability 

effect in their lexical construction. The more predictable idioms were also found to be 

more familiar to the native speakers. Although we have not gone into the details of 

comprehension mechanisms in adults, the learnings, and insights from this study on adults 

drive us to delve into more details and focus on integral properties of idioms in unity. The 

empirical studies on comprehension and production skills in the language developmental 

age of children, therefore, comprised of a mixed bag of distinct categories of idioms 

displaying different properties. 

7.3. Comprehension of idioms by children having Hindi as their L1 

language 

To study the idiom comprehension patterns in children, we conducted an MCQ 

task where idioms were presented in a sentential context. This empirical study examined 

the comprehension strategies adopted by children to reach the figurative meaning for 

different categories of idioms defined over the linguistic dimensions of decomposability 

and usage frequency. This cross-sectional study was conducted on a total of 81 

participants across the ages of 7 to 12 years, with the analysis of responses done for the 

age groups of 7-8 years, 9-10 years, and 11-12 years. 
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The results of our empirical study address the salient points brought up in multiple 

studies on idiom acquisition (Levorato and Cacciari, 1992, 1995, 1999; Cacciari and 

Levorato, 1998; Nippold and Martin, 1989; Cain et al., 2005), and shows similar trends 

of idiom comprehension skills and development of idiom competence. Our study 

concludes that idiom comprehension relies heavily on the exposure to idioms (usage 

frequency), meaning transparency (decomposability), supportive context, and the 

cognitive age and language skills of children.   

Across all the 81 respondents from different age groups and grades (formal 

education), we obtained more than 70% correct responses. Such a high comprehension 

accuracy indicates that the supporting sentential environment (context) could have played 

an essential role in idiom comprehension; it seems to be aligned with the GEM model’s 

findings, which emphasised the importance of context in idiom comprehension.  The 

children’s cognitive age was noticed to be a crucial factor in determining the 

comprehension accuracy of idioms; the older age groups performed the task with more 

accuracy as compared to the youngest age group (7-8 years).  

Across all categories, the most consistent result was that the accuracy of idiom 

comprehension increases with an increase in age group and grade (years of formal 

education) of the children as the cognitive ability increases. Our results indicate that the 

accuracy of idiom comprehension in younger children was close to 51%, which was far 

lesser than the other two groups (9-10 years at ~74% accuracy, and 11-12 years at ~81% 

accuracy). The effect of age was also noticed in the comprehension pattern on the defined 

categories of idioms. While in general it was established that older children interpret 

idioms more successfully than younger children, the category of idiom under 

consideration emerged as another critical factor. To illustrate this point, we noted that the 

children from the youngest age group (7-8 years) attempting to comprehend the ‘frequent 

and decomposable’ category idioms had more success than the older children (11-12 

years) attempting to comprehend the ‘less-frequent and less-decomposable’ category 

idioms. 

We found that the idioms which were ‘frequent and decomposable’ in nature were 

comprehended significantly better than the ‘less-frequent and less-decomposable’ idiom 

category. An analysis of children’s performance asserted that the idioms of FD category 

(frequent and decomposable) were comprehended with ~82% correctness, which was 
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higher than all the other categories. The least percentage of correct responses were 

recorded for LF-LD category (less-frequent and less-decomposable), which was at only 

52% correct.  Idioms belonging to F-LD (frequent and less-decomposable) and LF-D 

(less-frequent and decomposable) categories showed similar comprehension accuracy 

levels at 74% and 72% respectively, suggesting that the influence of each of these factors 

facilitates the comprehension of idioms.  

Idioms that are more frequently encountered by a child in their linguistic 

environment through written or spoken forms of language tend to be comprehended 

better. Also, it is apparent that children do attempt a compositional analysis, thereby being 

able to comprehend idioms with higher meaning transparency in a more accurate manner. 

For instance, for the youngest age group (7-8 years), the frequently used idioms were 

comprehended better (60.33% accuracy) than the less-frequent ones (43% accuracy), and 

decomposable idioms (61% accuracy) were comprehended better than the non-

decomposable ones (42% accuracy). Further, with the help of linear regression analysis, 

we established that usage frequency, decomposability, and age group of respondents are 

statistically significant factors that aid comprehension, and usage frequency plays a more 

prominent role than decomposability in facilitating the comprehension of idioms. 

The analysis of the error patterns indicated that younger children (7-8 years) 

contributed to the highest overall error % in their responses. We noticed that ‘semantically 

related responses’ were the most picked responses by the children (15%). This error 

pattern confirms that children try to infer the meaning of the sentences, even if they could 

not comprehend the meaning of the idioms embedded in the sentences. The youngest age 

group (7-8 years) picked almost the same ratio of two error categories, ‘semantically 

related responses’ at 21.5% and ‘literal meaning responses’ at 20.33%.  

The aforementioned findings suggest that until around the age of 7-8 years, the 

predominantly active strategy is to follow the literal strategy of language comprehension 

even for idiom comprehension, i.e. to follow the ‘piece by piece elaboration of text 

understanding’. The pragmatic understanding of language till around 8 years is still in a 

nascent stage. Children start adopting a literal suspension strategy from the age of 8 years 

to 9 years where the literal meaning is discarded more consistently, and 9-10 years can 

be considered technically as the ‘growth spurt of idiom comprehension competence’ 

where children show a marked improvement in idiom comprehension. This empirical 
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study concludes that multiple factors like exposure (usage frequency of idioms in the 

children’s linguistic environment and familiarity with the meanings of idioms), 

compositionality, age group, and formal education collectively help children comprehend 

idioms accurately. 

 

7.4. Production of idioms by children having Hindi as their L1 language 

We conducted two production tasks to explore the idiom production patterns in 

children: a ‘picture identification’ task and a ‘fill in the blanks’ task. The ‘picture 

identification’ task was conducted to analyse idiom production competence of children 

when presented with a picture as the stimulus, while the ‘fill in the blanks’ task used 

incomplete sentence stimulus to test the ability of children to produce an apt idiom. This 

study was conducted on 60 children; most of these children were the ones who had 

participated in the comprehension study except for the replacement of Grade III 

respondents with Grade VII respondents and respondents of age 7 years with respondents 

of age 13 years. The respondents for this study were in the age group of 8 to 13 years and 

from Grade IV to Grade VII, and the responses were analysed for the age groups of 8-9 

years, 10-11 years, and 12-13 years. 

The results obtained from this empirical study suggest that idiom production skills 

are developed later than comprehension skills in the course of idiom acquisition. The 

possession of good idiom production skills indicates a higher maturity in figurative 

language understanding, as the idiom production process involves an assessment of 

context, a deeper understanding of the communication goal (e.g. the intensity of emotion), 

and the ability to recall and use the apt idiom.  

Idiom production accuracy is highly correlated with the children’s age; advanced 

age groups are likely to demonstrate more proficiency in producing idioms correctly. The 

increase in idiom production competence varies across age groups. Academic exposure 

to idioms also boosts the idiom production competence, as observed from our study that 

children of higher grades performed consistently better in producing more idioms and 

responding with more figurative responses even in cases where they do not succeed in 

recalling the right idiom. Advancement in the age of children adds to more awareness of 

and exposure to the figurative forms and therefore strengthens their competence to 

produce idioms. The oldest age group performed better than the younger age group and 
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produced fewer error responses with an addition of more figurative responses in both the 

production tasks (Section 6.5.7.6). The ‘literal error’ also decreased with the advancement 

of age and grade of the children. The most noticeable improvement in idiom production 

was visible in the age group 10-11 years, while the spike in performance in idiom 

comprehension was observed in the age around 9-10 years. This trailing effect determined 

that the production of idioms in children is succeeding in the comprehension of idioms. 

The idiom production skill was found to be a difficult fort to conquer, as reflected through 

a higher percentage of error responses compared to idiom comprehension. 

The use of pictorial representation as the context in our experiment design was 

found to be more effective than the text-based context in the ‘fill in the blanks’ task. After 

adjusting for variations caused by idioms of different difficulty levels (through a 

benchmarking analysis with the comprehension task), we concluded that children 

performed with an increased accuracy (~10% higher) in the ‘picture identification’ task 

than the ‘fill in the blanks’ task. Hence, pictorial or image stimulus seems to enhance the 

accuracy of idiom production, probably by helping the children to assimilate the context, 

and aid the recall processes necessary for idiom production. 

Our study firmly establishes that idiom production is highly reliant on the usage 

frequency, and therefore the meaning familiarity, of idioms. Usage frequency has a 

dominant effect on idiom production. Decomposability of idioms is not a significant 

factor affecting idiom production. The stimuli for idiom production also play a role in 

determining the accuracy of idiom production by children of different age groups and 

grades, along with the idioms properties of semantic analysability (decomposability or 

meaning transparency) and usage frequency (meaning familiarity). The idiom categories 

containing more frequently used idioms (F-D and F-LD) were produced with the least 

errors across all the other categories. The most difficult, across all the categories, was the 

‘less-frequent and less-decomposable’ (LF-LD), as both the dimensions are unfavourable. 

The decomposability factor provides an advantage in idiom comprehension to the age 

groups, especially the older children; however, this property of idiom has a very limited 

influence and can at best be considered a passive contributor in idioms’ production.  

For all the age groups and all the categories of idioms, a picture stimulus provided 

a less erroneous response. Even the children of the oldest age group used for the study 

(12-13 years) showed evidence of benefitting from the visual stimuli. Therefore, it is 
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proposed to include more pictorial-based teaching for idioms and other figurative forms 

across all age groups, rather than phasing them out for older children. Teaching a group 

of idioms which can be associated with a mental imagery (concept), and representing such 

idioms through picture stimulus, can lead to better idiom production skills and a good 

vocabulary of idioms. 

7.5. Development of idiomatic competence in children 

This section presents the outcome of the idiom comprehension and production 

studies conducted on children, discusses the importance of context, presents our view on 

the debate around the activation priority of literal meaning for idioms, defines the phases 

of development of idiom competence, and attempts to correlate the approximate ages of 

children when these phases or levels are realised. It can be concluded that the idiom 

acquisition process in children is similar to the development of regular language skills, 

i.e., the development of figurative language follows a process similar to language 

development in general. Building expertise in the nonliteral forms of language warrants 

deployment of the same processes and strategies that are required to understand the literal 

forms. The comprehension and production of idioms develop gradually with cognitive 

maturity.  

The results of our study support Levorato’s theory (1995) of idiomatic 

competence development in defined phases. Definite trends emerge from the idiom 

comprehension and production studies that we conducted, highlighting a gradual 

transition from the adoption of literal strategies in young children to progressively higher 

levels of idiomatic competence in older children. It is worth mentioning that these phases 

or levels are not exact watertight compartments. Rather, the transitions across idiom 

competence phases are gradual, with blurred boundaries leading to reasonable overlaps. 

Furthermore, the phases and findings are theorised to be applicable for the children 

population in general and may vary across specific samples or individual cases of 

children. 

In the early stages of a child’s development, until the age of 8 years, literal 

interpretation and literal production strategies are dominant. This phase can be termed as 

‘Level 1’ of idiom acquisition, where a literal strategy to process the text word by word 

dominates the processing of idiomatic expressions.  
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In the next phase, children start developing awareness to understand the 

incongruency between ‘what is said and what is meant’ in an idiom. Our study indicates 

that from the age of 8 to 9 years, this realisation is more consistently observed and applied 

by children leading to less literal interpretation errors in this age group, which can be 

considered ‘Level 2’ of the idiom acquisition phase. Further evidence of literal suspension 

in the age of 8 to 9 years is provided through the enhanced idiomatic and figurative 

comprehension skills in the immediately senior age group (9-10 years), as mentioned 

below. 

The age group of 9-10 years shows a high accuracy of idiom comprehension and 

a reduction in the literal errors made by children, and therefore can be considered as 

‘growth spurt of idiom comprehension competence’, where the children can recognise 

and accept the conventional forms and meaning of idioms more consistently. However, 

the production competence in this phase is still under development with a high percentage 

of error responses. This age group can be considered to be in ‘Level 3’ of the idiom 

acquisition phase, characterised by a developed idiom comprehension competence and 

basic production competence. ‘Level 3’ can be considered the phase where children 

consistently realise the existence of figurative forms and creative aspects of language. 

The idiom production competence trails the comprehension competence, as evident from 

the data collected in Chapter 6 (idiom production study on children).  

The age group of 10-11 years is the ‘growth spurt of idiom production 

competence’ and witnesses considerably lower errors in idiom production and a tendency 

to respond with figurative or metaphorical expressions even if the idiom recall fails. This 

phase of ‘Level 4’ is characterised by a growth spurt in idiom production competence and 

a steady linear increase in comprehension competence.  

Post the age of 11 years, both idiom comprehension and production competence 

grow beyond an inflection point of idiom acquisition. The competence beyond 11 years 

grows with more exposure to idioms and with academic or formal education in a linear 

progressive manner. It would be safe to assume that the cognitive age of children becomes 

a secondary factor, and the key driver to further growth of idiomatic competence beyond 

this age would be the linguistic surrounding of the child. This phase can be considered to 

be the ‘Level 5’ of idiomatic competence. These phases are represented in Figure 7.1. 
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Figure 7.1: Phases of idiomatic competence and the corresponding age of children (approximate) 

 

Our study has supported that familiarity facilitates the comprehension and 

production of idioms in idiom development. This proposition partially supports the GEM 

model, which objected to the familiarity aspect in idiom comprehension because it 

believed that familiarity facilitates the production but not comprehension. The GEM 

model strongly supported the influence of context in idiom comprehension. We have 

found that frequency of usage influences majorly in both the aspects of idiom acquisition. 

We have established in our study that, due to the varied nature of idioms, a less-

decomposable category relies heavily on the usage frequency, and it is likely to be 

acquired in the rote manner, which is also the contention of the GEM model. Our study 

projects that context, frequency of usage, and decomposability play a crucial role in idiom 

comprehension. However, decomposability does not seem to play a significant role in 

idiom production.  
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There are numerous debates on the priority and activation of literal mode while 

comprehending idiomatic expressions. Some studies suggest that the literal mode gets 

activated first, and only because of the literal meaning being a misfit in the context, the 

figurative mode gets pursued as an afterthought. This assertion can be validated by 

looking at the studies and data collected on idiom acquisition in children. The empirical 

studies conducted as a part of this work suggest that younger children are inclined towards 

literal errors in idiom comprehension and production. This tendency to make more literal 

errors while comprehending idioms indicates a primary strategy to process the 

information of the linguistic string in a piece-by-piece manner, i.e., they try to integrate 

the meaning of each constituent rather than looking at the expression as a whole.  

With more exposure to world knowledge and cognitive maturity, i.e., for older 

children, piece-by-piece analysis no longer remains the primary tool for idiom 

comprehension. Hence, older children start integrating the meaning of the sentences 

globally and extracting more information from the context to arrive at the idiomatic 

meaning, while also checking for the fitment of the idiom in the surrounding context (to-

and-fro interaction with context). This advancement happens in phases, similar to the 

regular language development phases. The children develop the ability to understand the 

additional sense of words and expressions, as they develop their knowledge and go 

beyond the literal referential strategy. They start using the contextual clues and start 

integrating the idioms’ lexical and semantic information from the sentence, and finally 

start realising that certain linguistic forms are conventional and such lexical forms are a 

ubiquitous part of human language. The addition of these idioms to children’s vocabulary 

helps in their recall in the appropriate communication scenarios, thereby enhancing the 

idiom production competence. The realisation of figurative forms and the subsequent 

addition of idioms in one’s vocabulary are the critical idiom acquisition steps. 

7.6. Practical applications of this study  

In this section and subsequent subsections, we have discussed the shortcomings 

of current idiom teaching methodologies in schools and our suggestions to improve them 

by the practical application of this work in designing the teaching material. Recent studies 

in psycholinguistics and speech production have led many scholars to believe that early 

exposure to and learning of figurative language and idiomatic expressions are essential 

for language learners. The knowledge of these phrases helps in language comprehension 
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and eases production, thereby allowing language learners to communicate more clearly 

and confidently. The exposure to figurative expressions improves comprehension skills 

and nurtures the creative aspect of the mind, thereby providing an impetus to build 

analytical and reasoning skills. From a language development perspective, it is 

undeniable that idioms’ varied nature causes difficulty for language learners and may lead 

to erroneous interpretations. Enriching the vocabulary of children and second language 

learners by the addition of the right types of idioms is a challenging task.  

In Section 7.6.1, we have discussed the shortcomings of current idiom teaching 

methodologies in schools. In Section 7.6.2, we have presented the ways in which the 

insights gathered from our study can be applied to improve the teaching material and 

methodologies. In Section 7.6.3, we have explained how a suitable sampling of idioms 

and their representation should be done for children of different grades and age groups. 

7.6.1. Gaps observed in material and methodologies used in schools for teaching 

Hindi idioms 

To understand the scope of improvement in the idiom teaching methodologies in 

children, we looked into the teaching materials, including the prescribed textbooks and 

practice exercises used to teach Hindi idioms in the CBSE curriculum from Class III to 

Class VII. We have presented the Hindi grammar books, prescribed for Class III to Class 

VII which were reviewed to identify the gaps, in Table 7.1. 

Table 7.1: Hindi grammar books (prescribed for Class III to Class VII) reviewed 

to identify the gaps in current idiom teaching methods. 

Class Books Reviewed 

III Naveen Hindi Vyakaran Tatha Rachna (Part 3) 

Hindi Vyakaran Sudha (3) 

IV Naveen Hindi Vyakaran Tatha Rachna (Part 4) 

Hindi Vyakaran Sudha (4) 

V Naveen Hindi Vyakaran Tatha Rachna (Part 5) 

Hindi Vyakaran Sudha (5) 

VI Vyakaran Nidhi (6) 

Naveen Madhyamik Vyyakaran Evam Rachna (6) 

VII Vyakaran Nidhi (7) 

Naveen Madhyamik Vyyakaran Evam Rachna (7) 
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We observed that the current school curriculum does not give much importance 

to the figurative expressions and the phenomena of idiomaticity, and these expressions 

are taught as just another grammar topic in the curriculum. Multiple practical issues are 

not addressed when idioms are introduced to children, nor the materials are designed 

scientifically to make the learning process easy as well as enjoyable.  

One of the most evident gaps observed was that the definitions of idioms 

presented to children in these textbooks were vague, referring to idioms as expressions 

that have special meanings. While this is true, it is not a sufficient definition, as all 

figurative forms of language follow this. The relevance of conceptual mapping, 

metaphoricity, culture, convention, as well as the idioms’ properties, e.g. 

compositionality, frozenness, etc. are not explained (even in a simplistic manner). Most 

idioms are taught individually by just listing the idioms along with their meaning. The 

children are encouraged to memorise the idioms and their meanings, and there is no focus 

on developing language skills and cultural awareness. Currently, there is no assertion in 

idiom teaching that not all idioms carry a random relationship in their literal form (idioms’ 

constituents) and the figurative meaning; rather, many idioms may have predictable 

meanings which can be inferred either through a metaphorical extension, or through 

compositional analysis, or through a cultural reference. These strategies can make the 

idioms more relatable for children, and hence actually contribute to their using such 

figurative forms more frequently. 

It is a general teaching practice in classrooms to recall the meaning and construct 

sentences from the idioms as a part of the learning process even for small children. Such 

teaching methods rely heavily on rote learning of the meaning of a small set of idioms. 

Apart from this, the practice exercises also reiterate this narrow definition of idioms, 

without really contributing much to the understanding of idioms and improvement of 

language skills. These teaching practices may not be the best approach and may produce 

poor comprehenders, as such methods do not enhance children’s comprehension and 

language skills. 

The teaching practices of idioms also do not involve the comprehension aspects 

very effectively. Even when the first introduction of idioms happens to children in Class 

III, the working exercises involve remembering and repeating the idioms and their 

meanings, and using them in a sentence, which is in essence a production task. The first 
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step of recognising and comprehending the meaning of idioms is completely ignored. 

However, our work and multiple other studies indicate that comprehension always 

precedes production; hence the absence of exercises to identify idioms in a given sentence 

(absence of a comprehension task) is a major gap in idiom teaching, and hence this 

discourages the use of idioms. A review of idioms used in the Hindi grammar textbooks 

(Table 7.1) shows that the sets of idioms chosen for teaching are generally chosen 

arbitrarily without considering their form and linguistic dimensions (like semantic 

transparency and usage frequency) or grouping of idioms denoting similar concepts.  

Moreover, prescribed textbooks and even language teachers introduce idioms in 

a superficial manner with a limited focus, insufficient resources, and severe time 

constraints. Hindi idioms are often taught as a part of the Hindi grammar syllabus towards 

the end of the term, and a maximum of only two to four classes are dedicated to their 

teaching. 

Another issue in teaching methods is that they are generic across age groups and 

are neither entertaining nor age-appropriate to capture the interest and attention of young 

children. An area of improvement is the use of different kinds of stimulus to make the 

learning process more relevant to the age group of children being taught. For example, 

for the idioms taught from Class III to Class VII, on an average only one out of twenty 

idioms was depicted in the form of a picture, that too for representational purposes. For 

other idioms, only meaning and sample usage in a sentence were presented. In summary, 

we noticed that such a vital language component is taught a bit superficially in schools 

with a quixotic and unscientific approach; there is much scope of improvement in idiom 

teaching in schools. For making the learning process more effective and enjoyable, a 

different approach should be used.  

7.6.2. Application of the current work in improving the material and 

methodologies used in schools for teaching Hindi idioms 

As explained in Section 7.6.1, the idiom teaching methodologies and material 

require a reform. The introduction of idioms in classroom teaching should be effective 

and practical. There is much potential to improve the teaching methods using concept 

association, explaining culturally motivated idioms, citing examples of body-part idioms, 

etc. It is important to make children aware of the rules and patterns that can facilitate 

idiom comprehension. The teaching methods and material should account for different 
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aspects of idioms and the learning patterns of children in different grades and age groups. 

The insights from the idiom comprehension and production studies on children have 

helped us construct a practical approach towards idiom learning, as per the children’s 

cognitive ability (in different age groups or grades). We have explained our suggestions 

and the rationale behind them in the following subsections. 

7.6.2.1. Developing material as per children’s cognitive maturity 

Our study has indicated that development of figurative language in children 

happens in phases, and gets evolved as the children’s cognitive maturity develops, i.e. as 

they acquire more world knowledge. As discussed in this thesis, we have observed that 

different age groups have reacted differently to the comprehension and production tasks.  

The data shows instances of improvement in idiom comprehension and production 

with advancement in age, starting with an ability to avoid analysing the language literally 

when they come across an idiom or a figurative expression. This phase in language 

development is marked as the commencement of figurative competence where children 

start realising that language has some ambiguities in various linguistic forms and their 

meanings. Classroom teaching should incorporate such insights and develop materials 

and teaching practices according to the child’s cognitive maturity. 

Exercises relating to all the aspects: idiom recognition, comprehension, and 

production should be utilised in idiom teaching for all age groups. For younger children, 

the focus should be on identifying and comprehending such figurative forms, and 

gradually in subsequent grades, the production of idioms should be taken up. Idioms 

which are transparent and frequent should be introduced in younger children, while 

slowly increasing the complexity of idioms taught by choosing idioms that are opaque, 

frozen, and not very frequent, in higher age groups and grades.  

Identification and comprehension of idioms in the usual scenarios of reading, 

listening, and conversing (i.e. during the daily language use) is one facet of the figurative 

language competency. Another extremely critical aspect is the ability to use idioms for 

communicating more effectively; to name a few use-cases: to provide emphasis, present 

abstract concepts, and vividly describe one’s emotions. Therefore, exercises guiding the 

recognition, comprehension, and production should be the focus of idiom teaching in the 

classroom in different classes or grades. 
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7.6.2.2. Developing a good reading skill to increase exposure to idioms 

The comprehension skills of children vary across age groups and hence to 

maximise idiom learning, a good reading skill should be developed first. The objective 

should be to increase exposure to idioms without necessarily forcing children to memorise 

each idiom’s meaning. Our empirical study has highlighted that the contextual clues lead 

to a good comprehension of idioms; therefore, children should be encouraged right from 

the beginning to draw contextual and lexical clues. Exercises should be designed to cover 

both these aspects and hence promote the active participation of the language learners. 

Inclusion of idiom comprehension tasks in younger grades and age groups is particularly 

important. Embedding the idiom in a story, and then asking the children to identify the 

idiom and its meaning from the context provided in the story, is one of the possible ways 

to build up the reading skills in general, and idiom comprehension skills in particular. 

Idiom teaching should be supported using appropriate and deliberate inclusion of idioms 

in the curriculum designed for the Hindi literature textbooks (embedding idioms in the 

text of the chapters), apart from introducing a set of idioms in the Hindi grammar 

textbooks. 

7.6.2.3. Use of concept-based teaching 

An improvement in the current idiom teaching methodologies can be achieved 

through concept-based teaching. A set of idioms may be taught together, along with an 

explanation of the underlying concept (or emotion, in case the idiom represents emotions 

like ‘anger’, ‘happiness’, etc.) associated metaphorically to its meaning. In some idioms, 

associating and deriving meaning requires a cross-domain mapping in the conceptual 

system through conceptual metaphors between the concrete and abstract concept. Such a 

cognitive mechanism is a natural process where conceptual metaphors act as a linking 

thread between the two conceptual domains. Therefore, concept-association to derive the 

figurative meaning would improve the understanding to comprehend and produce idioms 

more effectively and as relevant during language use.  

The linking threads, or the ‘conceptual metaphors’, motivate the meaning of many 

idioms. If meaning association is explained to children through conceptual metaphors, it 

can ease the understanding of idioms and enable them to use more idioms motivated by 

the same underlying mental images. We can understand this thought briefly through few 
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examples from Hindi idioms where each idiom is motivated by the same underlying 

conceptual metaphor ‘ANGER IS FIRE’ and ‘MIND IS CONTAINER’ (capital letters 

denote the concepts). The data shows that the domain of fire helps to understand the 

domain of anger. Anger is comprehended through, and hence can be associated with, the 

concept of fire as can be seen from the following idioms: 

a) gəɾəm d̪imag hona  

Literal meaning: ‘to be hot headed’, Figurative meaning: ‘to be short tempered’ 

b) ag bəbu:la hona 

Literal meaning: ‘to be fire boil’, Figurative meaning: ‘to be extremely angry’ 

c) kʰu:n kʰəulna  

Literal meaning: ‘boiling of blood’, Figurative meaning: ‘to become very angry’ 

d) əŋgaɾe ugəlna  

Literal meaning: ‘to vomit hot charcoal’, Figurative meaning: ‘to say harsh 

words in anger’ 

e) ãkʰẽ lal pi:li: kəɾna 

Literal meaning: ‘to make eyes red and yellow’, Figurative meaning: ‘to show 

anger’ 

The instructions to understand such expressions would be to derive the meaning 

by analysing their connections through the metaphorical links. For example, the idiom 

‘ag bəbu:la hona’ conveys the meaning of being ‘extremely angry’ can be understood 

by realising the metaphorical association that ‘mind’ is a container and ‘anger’ is the heat 

generated in the container. These metaphorical senses could be explained as the emotion 

of anger generates the heat (anger) in the container (mind), and this heat raises the 

temperature with the emotion getting stronger. When a person gets extremely angry, the 

container fails to hold the heat inside, and it rushes out and showing a physiological 

change in colour of the face or eyes, or through verbal spat (emotional outburst). The 

domain of fire can also constitute words like ‘burn’, ‘heat’, ‘boil’, ‘spark’, ‘flame’ etc. 

Therefore, children can be explained that these domains may conceptually motivate such 

words used in the idioms.  
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Hence, teaching using a simplified view of these conceptual metaphors, which 

function as a connecting element between an abstract domain (anger) and a physical 

domain (fire), can be a more effective way for children to learn more idioms while 

understanding and associating the meaning with the concept. Once such a mapping is 

explained, and with due practice and exposure to multiple such concept-idiom mappings, 

a child’s idiom comprehension skills would increase along with an increase in the chances 

of producing idioms, as the child possesses an enriched repository of idioms. Enriching 

the vocabulary of children, through the learning of multiple idioms denoting the same 

concept, would help in the production of idioms. Another way to enhance the production 

skills would be to design tasks where children are encouraged to produce multiple idioms 

to describe a particular concept or emotion.  

The present study has also indicated that older children tend to give figurative 

responses even if they could not recall the appropriate idioms. This tendency of figurative 

completion indicates that such children have developed a fundamental conceptual 

strategy for interpretation and appreciate the existence and prevalence of figurative 

language forms. Therefore, idioms with a metaphorical or metonymic base need to be 

identified as such, and teachers can guide students to use metaphorical links as an 

interpretational strategy. 

7.6.2.4. Use of pictures or videos to capture the attention and do effective 

understanding of the meaning 

We have already mentioned that comprehension and production skills vary in 

children, and we have criticised the monotonous teaching practices in the classroom. To 

provide a better solution to both these issues, we propose pictorial-based learning, 

especially for young children. This suggestion is corroborated by our study, which 

indicated idiom production was more effective when an image was used as a stimulus, 

than an incomplete sentential context (fill in the blanks). Secondly, our study showed that 

there is a gradual development of figurative competency in children as their cognitive 

maturity increases. This transition is gradual: from adopting a predominantly literal 

strategy to being more adept at figurative interpretation. There are higher chances of 

literal interpretation error until the age of approximately eight years. Having a pictorial 

or image representation helps young children absorb the context better and boosts the 

mind’s figurative faculties as imagination plays a central role in cognition. 
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Learning using visual input to introduce an object is a familiar tool for young 

children to learn many common words through the visual medium. Symbolic learning 

activities are more effective than text-based activities, considering the short attention span 

of young children. Activities, where animated pictures and videos are used, will keep the 

children engrossed and encourage more attention and participation in the class. Therefore, 

such activities can be used to improve both the comprehension and production aspects. 

In slightly advanced age groups, images depicting both literal and figurative meaning and 

exercises may help differentiate between the lexical ambiguities of language and 

encourage them to realise such differences. Such activities will help children draw 

inferences from the context and recognise, understand, and produce such expressions. 

7.6.2.5. Explain the use of compositionality to relate the idiomatic meaning with 

the literal meaning 

The current curriculums that revolve around memorisation of idioms enable only 

the recognition of such structures, that too only for the memorised idioms. Some idioms 

represent abstract concepts or emotions which are often not feasible to represent through 

pictures due to the difficulty in their unambiguous representation in, and identification 

from, the picture. In such cases, the aspect of decomposability can be considered to 

educate the children to arrive at the meaning of more decomposable idioms. Less 

decomposable idioms can be taught by presenting multiple sentences which provide the 

context. These activities can help children be more comfortable comprehending even new 

idioms that they encounter in spoken or written forms of language use, thereby indicating 

the development of figurative competency. 

7.6.2.6. Selecting the right set of idioms for classroom teaching: 

The decision making in choosing an accurate sample of idioms for children is a 

difficult task, but the approach discussed in this section may reduce this difficulty. Based 

on the findings of our study, we have provided recommendations in this section regarding 

the selection of apt idioms for children at different stages of cognitive maturity, being at 

different ages or having different levels of formal education. The empirical studies on 

idiom comprehension and production provide useful information for designing the 

teaching methodology, teaching materials, and practice exercises. Another important 

aspect is identifying which idioms should be taught at which level, i.e. if there is a 
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particular idiom property or different criteria that can be used to identify the right idioms 

to be taught at introductory and advanced phases of idiom learning. 

We observed that factors like ‘compositionality (or meaning transparency)’ and 

‘usage frequency’ aid in the comprehension of idioms. For the production of idioms, 

‘usage frequency’ plays a more significant role. However, across all tasks, we found that 

‘frequent decomposable’ category idioms were better comprehended and produced than 

‘less-frequent and less-decomposable’ category idioms. Therefore, these two dimensions 

should be adequately examined by measuring and scanning the selected set of idioms on 

the degree of frequency and decomposability through tests. Many idioms are not 

transparent but are frequent in the linguistic environment (more frequently used, heard, 

or read), and such idioms can be comprehended easily because of the familiarity with the 

expression and its usual appearance in a particular context. On the other hand, 

decomposable or transparent idioms are easy to explain because their lexical form and 

figurative meanings are related. 

Another aspect of idioms’ selection procedure should be age appropriateness, 

where idioms should match the children’s vocabulary. The selection procedure should 

also involve the initial inclusion of idioms with simple grammatical forms and meanings 

at the introductory levels, and the introduction of idioms denoting complex concepts in 

higher age groups and grades. Body-part idioms, or idioms related to simple concepts, 

emotions, and experiences, which a child can relate with, could be considered suitable for 

selection, particularly for the lower age groups and class (grade).  

7.6.2.7. Possible approaches and material designs for teaching idioms to children 

in different grades 

As explained in Section 7.6.1, there is an immense scope of improvement in 

teaching methodology and materials. Rote learning, recalling the meaning of idioms, or 

matching idioms with their meaning, is not sufficient as they focus only on recognition 

and memory recall of idioms and do not necessarily enhance the figurative competence 

of children. Idioms should be introduced as expressions, a particular combination of 

words, which are used to convey simple messages in a clever way to add emphasis, wit, 

humour, or certain emotions. These expressions have special (figurative) meanings which 

are different from their literal meanings, however, are not completely arbitrary, and can 

be linked if we use our imagination and understand some associations (e.g. ‘fire’ and 
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‘anger’). The idioms then should be explained using a concept-based teaching method 

(discussed in detail in Section 7.6.2.3) along with relevant examples and comprehension-

based activities which make good use of a story or pictorial context. 

Curriculum-design decisions cannot be made generically; rather, these decisions 

should be made post considerable deliberation on different aspects like the age group of 

children, their current language skills and cognitive growth phase, and the types or 

categories of idiom to be included. Hence, we have proposed a few teaching activities 

and exercises for comprehension (which includes identification and understanding) and 

production of idioms. The recommendations made here are meant to be a few threads to 

explore by the curriculum design experts, and hence are a starting point to plan and 

approach the much-needed changes. We have suggested the idiom teaching 

methodologies and materials in this section and grouped them into basic, intermediate, 

and advanced levels. In Table 7.2, we have mapped the right complexity levels to the 

corresponding class or grade and age groups of children. 

 

7.6.2.7.1. Proposed teaching methods, activities, and practice exercises for 

developing the idiom comprehension competence 

1) Basic complexity level: At the basic level of idiom comprehension, the teaching 

methods and practice exercises emphasise the identification of idioms and the 

understanding of their figurative meanings. These methods and exercises should 

predominantly contain ‘frequent and decomposable’ idioms, and a relatively smaller 

number of idioms from the remaining categories. The idioms’ meaning association 

exercises help children understand the idiom’s meaning using visual clues and 

appropriate sentential context. The meaning of the idiom(s) can be listed for reference 

as a footnote or at the end of each exercise listed below as a secondary consideration.  

 

Recommended Teaching Methods: 

a. Teaching Method 1: The idioms are presented in short, interesting stories, with 

one idiom embedded in each story. Each story is accompanied by a picture that 

represents the idiom or its figurative meaning. Children are encouraged to read 

the text, and identify and highlight the idiom in the provided text. The visual 

medium helps to reinforce the learning, as the meaning of the idiom is explained 
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by the teacher. Finally, the children are asked to look up the idioms and understand 

the meanings provided in the footnote. 

b. Teaching Method 2: Children are explained that each concept or emotion could 

be associated with one or multiple idioms. Different idioms denoting identical 

concepts are listed together, along with their sample usage in a simple sentence, 

and images that represent the idioms or their figurative meaning. Up to five 

concepts and emotions could be taught at the basic level, e.g. ‘anger’, ‘happiness’, 

‘sorrow, ‘patriotism’, etc. Children can look up the meanings later, but more 

significance is given to the concept or emotion an idiom conveys. 

 

Recommended Practice Exercises: 

a. Practice Exercise 1: The idioms are presented in sentences, with each sentence 

containing one idiom and a picture representing each idiom (which acts as a clue). 

Children are encouraged to read the sentences, and to highlight the phrase they 

feel is an idiom. After completing this exercise, the meanings of the idioms are 

explained by the teacher.  Due emphasis is provided to drawing inferences from 

the sentential context and associating the idioms with the pictures presented. 

b. Practice Exercise 2: Multiple idioms are presented in a random order, along with 

a list of concepts, e.g. ‘anger’, to which these idioms can be possibly matched. 

Children are asked to match the idioms with the concepts listed, thereby 

establishing that one concept can be represented through multiple idioms. The 

related idioms are listed together along with their meanings and the concept they 

represent at the end of the exercise, for children to refer to them later. 

 

2) Intermediate complexity level: At the intermediate level of idiom comprehension, the 

teaching methods and practice exercises emphasise the identification of idioms along 

with their meanings, association with visual clues and concepts, and use of the 

sentential context and MCQ tasks to help children understand and strongly associate 

with the idiom’s meaning. These methods and exercises should predominantly 

contain a varied mix of ‘frequent and decomposable’, ‘less-frequent and 

decomposable’, and ‘frequent and less-decomposable’ categories of idioms. The 

material may contain a relatively smaller number of idioms from the ‘less-frequent 

and less-decomposable’ category. The meaning of the idiom(s) can be listed for 
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reference as a footnote or at the end of each exercise listed below as a secondary 

consideration. 

 

Recommended Teaching Methods: 

a. Teaching Method 1: The children are presented with short, interesting stories 

containing multiple idioms in each story. The page design is such that pictures 

representing each idiom appear alongside the text. Children are encouraged to 

read the text and identify and highlight the idioms. During this reading activity, 

the teachers help the children understand how the meaning can be deciphered from 

the context presented. The teacher explains the meaning of each idiom, and the 

children are also asked to go through the meanings provided in the footnote. 

b. Teaching Method 2: Enhancement of Teaching Method 2 from basic complexity 

level with the introduction of more idioms and concepts. 

 

Recommended Practice Exercises: 

a. Practice Exercise 1: The children are presented with short, interesting stories 

containing multiple idioms and the corresponding pictures in each story. The 

complexity and type of idioms are varied by choosing idioms from different 

categories. Children are asked to identify and highlight the phrases in the text they 

feel are idioms and replace the identified idioms with the corresponding idiomatic 

meanings using the contextual information for guidance. Once the exercise is 

completed, children are asked to compare the meanings they have deciphered with 

the meanings of the idioms provided for reference at the end. 

b. Practice Exercise 2: Enhancement of Practice Exercise 2 from basic complexity 

level with the introduction of more idioms and concepts 

c. Practice Exercise 3: Idioms of the mentioned categories are presented in a suitable 

context (which can be a short paragraph). Each paragraph contains one idiom to 

be comprehended and is followed by four choices out of which there is one choice 

representing the idiom’s correct meaning. The three incorrect choices could be 

designed as: the literal meaning of the idiom, a literal phrase which satisfies the 

context but is not the right meaning of the idiom, and a completely random phrase 

which does not fit the context provided. Children are asked to select the choice 

which represents the correct meaning of the idiom. Once the exercise is 
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completed, children are asked to compare the meanings they have selected with 

the meanings of the idioms provided for reference at the end. 

 

3) Advanced complexity level: At the advanced level of comprehension activities, we 

design the activities around a varied and larger mix of idioms, but most importantly 

containing more idioms from the ‘less-frequent and less-decomposable’ category. 

Emphasis is on identifying multiple idioms along with their meanings without the aid 

of any visual clues. Sentential context and association with concept or emotion 

become the vital tools considering that children have higher exposure to idioms and 

cognitive maturity at this level.  

 

Recommended Teaching Methods: 

a. Teaching Method 1: Enhancement of Teaching Method 1 from intermediate 

complexity level with the removal of visual aids (pictures). 

b. Teaching Method 2: Enhancement of Teaching Method 2 from basic complexity 

level with the introduction of more idioms and idioms containing embodied 

experience and denote abstract concepts like hate, fear, patriotism etc. 

c. Teaching Method 3: A brief introduction to the properties of compositionality 

(transparency) and metaphoricity, which can assist in comprehension as children 

can attempt to infer the meaning of the idioms from their constituents. Other 

aspects like the origins of some idioms and cultural references can also be 

explained to the students to develop an understanding of figurative language. 

Mapping of idioms to their meaning through metaphors, metonymy etc. can also 

be explained. 

 

Recommended Practice Exercises: 

a. Practice Exercise 1: Long stories, essays, and articles with a mix of idioms in the 

text (focus being on the ‘less-frequent and less-decomposable’ idioms), where the 

idioms are embedded in a fitting context. Children are encouraged to read the text, 

identify, and highlight the idioms, associate them with the context presented, and 

replace the idioms with the corresponding idiomatic meanings. 

b. Practice Exercise 2: Enhancement of Practice Exercise 2 from basic complexity 

level with the introduction of more idioms. 
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c. Practice Exercise 3: Enhancement of Practice Exercise 3 from intermediate 

complexity level with the introduction of more idioms and the corresponding 

MCQ choices. 

d. Practice Exercise 4: Independent sentences, with each sentence containing an 

idiom from all categories, with a higher number of less decomposable idioms. 

Children are asked to rephrase the sentence without using the idiom (while 

retaining the meaning). 

e. Practice Exercise 5: A speech or audio/video clip containing a mix of idioms is 

played, where the idioms are embedded in a fitting context. Children are 

encouraged to listen to the audio/video clip and note down the idioms. After the 

audio clip is played completely, children are encouraged to write down the 

meanings of the idioms identified. 

 

7.6.2.7.2. Proposed teaching methods, activities, and practice exercises for 

developing the idiom production competence: 

1) Basic complexity level: At the basic level of idiom production, the teaching methods 

and practice exercises should put emphasis on idiom production, when prompted 

through a context and supporting visual clue. The idioms used will be similar to those 

used in comprehension-related activities and material at the basic level. 

 

Recommended Practice Exercises: 

a. Practice Exercise 1: Short stories are presented to children, with an aptly placed 

blank space in each story where an idiom should be filled. Children are 

encouraged to read the text to understand the context provided. A picture 

representing the idiom, or its figurative meaning and the first word of the 

appropriate idiom are provided as clues. With guidance from context and image 

and hints from the teacher, children are asked to fill the blank with an appropriate 

idiom. 

b. Practice Exercise 2: Images of body parts like ‘eyes’, ‘ears’, ‘nose’, etc. are 

provided. Children are asked to produce idioms related to the corresponding body 

parts. 

c. Practice Exercise 3: Children are presented a few idioms and are required to use 

them appropriately in sentences. 
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2) Intermediate complexity level: Higher complexity than basic level because of the 

addition of more idioms, concepts, with a limited use of context. The idioms used will 

be similar to those used in comprehension-related activities and material at the 

intermediate level. 

 

Recommended Practice Exercises: 

a. Practice Exercise 1: Enhancement of Practice Exercise 1 from basic complexity 

level with the usage of short sentences instead of stories to provide context. 

b. Practice Exercise 2: Enhancement of Practice Exercise 2 from basic complexity 

level with the introduction of more images and idioms. 

c. Practice Exercise 3: Enhancement of Practice Exercise 3 from basic complexity 

level with the introduction of more idioms. 

d. Practice Exercise 4: Children are presented a sentence containing an idiom. 

Children are explained that each concept or emotion (e.g. anger, happiness, 

sorrow, etc.)  could be associated with one or multiple idioms. Children are asked 

to replace the idiom with another idiom. 

e. Practice Exercise 5: Children are divided into groups. While one group is asked 

to enact an emotion or concept, the other group needs to produce an idiom that 

represents the emotion or concept conveyed. 

 

3) Advanced complexity level: Higher complexity than intermediate level because of the 

addition of more idioms denoting complex concepts (e.g. ‘bribery’, ‘taboos’, etc.) , 

with a limited use of context. The idioms used will be similar to those used in 

comprehension-related activities and material at the advanced level. 

 

Recommended Practice Exercises: 

a. Practice Exercise 1: Enhancement of Practice Exercise 1 from intermediate 

complexity level without providing any clue words or images. 

b. Practice Exercise 2: Children are provided pictures representing a few idioms or 

their meaning, and asked to identify the corresponding idioms. Children are 

encouraged to build stories out of these idioms. 

c. Practice Exercise 3: Enhancement of Practice Exercise 3 from intermediate 

complexity level with the introduction of more idioms. 
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d. Practice Exercise 4: Children are asked to think of a few idioms with a valid literal 

meaning. For these idioms, children are then asked to create stories or dialogues 

in which the literal use of the idioms creates a misunderstanding.  

e. Practice Exercise 5: A few emotions and concepts are listed along with the 

corresponding images to represent them, e.g. ‘anger’, ‘happiness’, ‘jealousy’, 

‘patriotism’, ‘bribery’, etc. Children are asked to produce appropriate idioms 

which convey these emotions. 

 

7.6.2.7.3. Mapping the teaching materials and teaching exercises to class (grade) 

and age groups of children 

After identifying the teaching materials and practice exercises at each complexity 

level, a natural next step from our study was to assign these to the right age group and 

class of students. We have mapped the class (grade) and age groups of children with the 

recommended complexity levels for idiom learning in Table 7.2. For younger children in 

a lower class (grade), we suggest basic to intermediate idiom comprehension levels and 

basic idiom production levels. The gradual transition to higher complexity levels for both 

comprehension and production is suggested for children of higher age groups and grades 

(classes). Table 7.2 explains our recommendation as a broad guideline. This can be further 

refined and elaborated during the curriculum design of these academic courses. 

 

Table 7.2: Idiom teaching methodologies proposed for Class III to Class VII 

(and the corresponding age groups) 

Class 

Age group (indicative of 

the general population) 

Complexity level of 

teaching material for 

idiom comprehension 

Complexity level of 

teaching material for 

idiom production 

Class III 7 years to 9 years Basic Basic 

Class IV 8 years to 10 years Intermediate Basic 

Class V 9 years to 11 years Intermediate Intermediate 

Class VI 10 years to 12 years Advanced Intermediate 

Class VII + 11 years to 13 years + Advanced Advanced 
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7.7. Future directions 

Idioms are one of the most intricate components of human language. Compared 

to the non-figurative forms of language, a different skill set is required to comprehend 

and produce idioms correctly. Moreover, idiom comprehension and production may also 

become more challenging as per the cognitive and linguistic demands of the situation and 

communication objective. Figurative development also depends on the language skills of 

children, which enable the extraction of information from the surrounding context and 

facilitate the semantic analysis of idioms. The cognitive ability to draw inference from 

context and the degree of familiarity of certain idioms in their linguistic environment 

could show huge variations across children of different socio-economic, cultural, and 

educational backgrounds. Figurative development may happen in phases that could be 

considered stages of growth with fuzzy boundaries and transitions instead of strictly 

defined watertight compartments. Therefore, further investigation is required to study the 

development of figurative competency. 

The present work aimed at studying the comprehension and production patterns 

of idioms in children during their idiom acquisition phase in the age group of 7-13 years. 

Enhancements to the idiom comprehension and production model can be made by 

investigating the processing of idioms in younger children. The present work did not aim 

to cover the processing aids and impediments, and therefore further research is needed to 

explore the idioms’ representational status. Studies based on response time experiments 

can be an extension of the present work to help understand the processing of idioms of 

different categories, having different dominant linguistic dimensions. A limitation of the 

present work is that we have not considered the structural properties of idioms. The 

insights gathered from this study could be applied further to investigate the flexibility and 

fixedness aspects of idioms. 

Although the present work is concerned primarily with idiomatic competency in 

a developmental concept system, an account consistent with the claims of the proposed 

model in a developed concept system is implicit. This assumption can be validated by 

designing studies on adult speakers who are second language learners. The second 

language learners would be an interesting group to explore because they may have 

sufficient cognitive maturity and understanding of concepts and figurative language in 
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their primary language but still may struggle to use idioms of the second language they 

are learning. 

Comparative empirical studies on children with and without learning disabilities 

can be explored to understand the concept system in both types of children. These 

comparative studies should comprise different tasks to test the comprehension and 

production of idioms in different categories. Finally, sign language use is a potential 

resource for investigating the development of figurative language. An empirical 

investigation of polysemous and metaphorical usage in sign language processing would 

be of significance in this context.  

Another scope of development on this work would be to test the existence of 

mental images of idioms in children. Such an elaborate study can determine if idioms’ 

figurative meanings are motivated by various conceptual metaphors claimed to exist 

independently as a part of our conceptual system. The objective of such a study could be 

to refine the teaching methods through conceptual metaphor and image-schema based 

approaches. 

The implication of the present work is to incorporate the insights into the academic 

curriculum by considering semantic properties and usage frequency (increased exposure 

to idioms) in teaching and not just relying on rote learning. The study encourages the use 

of various practical teaching approaches like information-rich visual aids, stories etc., for 

productive learning. However, these insights need to be applied and elaborated during the 

curriculum design of the academic courses and material for teaching idioms to children. 
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Appendices 

In this section, we have included all the survey forms and test booklets used in all 

the four empirical studies. Following are the snapshots of the PDF file exported from the 

SurveyMonkey tool. 

Appendix 1: Questionnaire used for ‘meaning familiarity’, ‘usage 

frequency’, and ‘decomposability’ tasks on adults 

Appendix 1 – Instructions, and questions to gather information on 

respondents’ language exposure and proficiency 
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Appendix 1 - First set of 50 idioms with instructions for ‘meaning familiarity’, 

‘usage frequency’, and ‘decomposability’ tasks 
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Appendix 1- Second set of 50 idioms with instructions for ‘meaning familiarity’, 

‘usage frequency’, and ‘decomposability’ tasks 

 



373 

 



374 

 



375 

 



376 

 



377 

 



378 

 



379 

 



380 

 



381 

 



382 

 



383 

 



384 

 



385 

 

  



386 

 

Appendix 2: Questionnaire used for ‘decomposability’, ‘the role of 

literal meaning’, and ‘point of idiom identification’ tasks on adults 

Appendix 2 – Instructions, and questions to gather information on 

respondents’ language exposure and proficiency 
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Appendix 2 – Instructions, and questions used for the ‘decomposability test’ 
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Appendix 2 – Instructions, and questions used for the ‘role of literal meaning’ task 
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Appendix 2 – Instructions, and questions used for the ‘point of idiom 

identification’ task 
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Appendix 3: Test Booklet used for comprehension task on children 
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Appendix 4: Test Booklet used for production tasks on children 

 



417 

 



418 

 



419 

 



420 

 



421 

 



422 

 



423 

 

 



424 

 

 

 

  



425 

 

Publications 

1. Hena, S. (2020). Exploring the comprehension of idioms: A study on Hindi speaking 

children of age-group 7 to 12 years. In Khan, T. (ed.) Trends in Applied Linguistics 

and Language in Use. Mysore: CIIL. 70-83.  (ISBN No: 978-81-946499-9-1) 

(The cover page, initial pages denoting the ISBN No. and contents, and the first two 

pages of the chapter are enclosed herewith.) 

 

 

 

 

 



426 

 

  

  



427 

 

 



428 

 

 



429 

 

 

 



430 

 

2. Hena, S. (2020). Determining the properties of Hindi idioms which facilitate 

comprehension. In Khan, T. (ed.) Indradhanush of ideas in Language, Literature and 

Translation: A Festschrift in Honour of Prof. Panchanan Mohanty. Munich, 

Germany: Lincom Europa, 186-202. (ISBN No: 9783969390276) 

(The cover page which includes the ISBN No., the initial page denoting contents, and 

the first two pages of the chapter are enclosed herewith.) 

 



431 

 



432 

 



433 

 

  



434 

 

3. Hena, S. (2019). Understanding the Cognitive Mechanisms Responsible for 

Interpretation of Idioms in Hindi-Urdu. Language in India, 19(1), 301-309. (ISSN 

No: 1930-2940) 

(The first two pages of the paper which include the ISSN No. are enclosed herewith.) 

 



435 

 

  



436 

 

Presentations 

 

1. Hena, S. (2018, December 5-7). Exploring the comprehension of idioms: A study on 

Hindi speaking children (age-group 7 to 12 years). 40th International Conference of 

Linguistic Society of India. Organized by Central Institute of Indian Languages 

(CIIL), Mysore, India. (International) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



437 

 

2. Hena, S. (2014, February 6-8). Do gender differences affect men and women language 

use? An Empirical Study. 30th South Asian Languages Analysis Roundtable. 

Organized by Centre for Applied Linguistics and Translation Studies (CALTS), 

University of Hyderabad, Hyderabad, in collaboration with Central Institute of Indian 

Languages (CIIL), Mysore, India. (International) 

 

 

 

 

  



438 

 

Originality Report (Similarity Verification Report) 

 
The report on the plagiarism statistics for this thesis from the Indira Gandhi Memorial 

Library, University of Hyderabad is enclosed herewith. 

 

 

 



439 

 

 

 



440 

 



441 

 



442 

 



443 

 



444 

 



445 

 



446 

 



447 

 



448 

 



449 

 



450 

 



451 

 



452 

 

 



453 

 

 



454 

 

 

 

 


