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Abstract 

With the development of technology and due to the COVID-19 Pandemic, most of the ELT courses in 

Iran have shifted to online learning since March 2020. Therefore, this study aimed to determine the 

effectiveness of four online technological tools for teaching idioms. To this aim, 106 pre-intermediate 

learners of English took part in the study. A language proficiency test was administered to them to 

ensure the homogeneity of the sample. A total number of 80 students who had been selected as the final 

participants were randomly assigned to four experimental groups: In group A, concept maps of the same 

idioms were drawn with the help of an online mind-map maker. Group B was presented with online 

flashcards which included definitions and examples of idioms. Group C received etymological 

elaboration from an online dictionary of the origins of idioms, and group D listened to online audio 

stories of all the idioms. Each group of participants received the treatment for 12 sessions and took part 

in the pretest, posttest, and delayed posttest. Results of a one-way ANOVA indicated that the most gains 

were achieved by story-telling. The findings imply implications for teachers, syllabus designers, and 

materials developers in using appropriate instructional methods for teaching idioms. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The knowledge of idioms is vital in language 

proficiency (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). They are 

ambiguous parts of languages that do not have 

established meaning, and understanding them is 

tough (Spears, 2005). There is a general con-

sensus that idioms “make up a large part of any 

discourse” (Conklin & Schmitt, 2008, p. 74) 

and are crucial factors in everyday language 

(Meunier & Granger, 2008). Corpus linguists 

have shown that idioms and other prefabricated 

phrases make up about 59% of spoken and 52% 

of written English (Erman & Warren, 2000).  

The expansion and richness of idioms appear to 

be a lifelong pursuit of people who are determined 

to fully master a language, since they represent 

a society's traditions, cultural values, essential 

characteristics, and social attitudes and norms 

(Cakir, 2011). Additionally, Nattinger and 

De Carrico (1992) regarded idioms as the most 

significant subdivision of  the lexical phenomenon 

of formulaic language. The argument is that the 

skill and capability to use formulaic language 

such as idioms is essential for those who want 

to use English like a native speaker. Therefore, 

mastering idioms along with vocabulary may 

be “just what the doctor ordered”. *Corresponding Author’s Email: 

h_soleimanis@pnu.ac.ir 
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Despite this crucial role played by idioms 

and their ubiquity in daily communication, 

teaching and learning them is notoriously tricky 

in EFL classrooms (Chen & Lai, 2013; Liu, 

2008; Rizq, 2015). There are some reasons 

accounting for EFL learners’ problems with 

idioms. First, the meanings of the individual 

words themselves are different from the meanings 

of idiomatic expressions as wholes. This in-

consistency hinders both comprehension and 

noticing in the input (Macis & Schmitt, 2017; 

Martinez & Schmitt, 2012). On the other hand, 

techniques used for teaching idioms are, in 

some cases, in the form of memorization and 

rote learning. Students are simply presented 

with a list of phrases to memorize by continuous 

repetition (Chen & Lai, 2013). This approach is 

evaluated by Chen and Lai (2013) as time-and-

effort-consuming since learners attempt to learn 

the idioms without associations or prior 

knowledge. That is why an EFL learner may 

tend to say: “Wow, it is raining heavily” while 

a native speaker would utter: “Oh, gosh! It’s 

nice weather for ducks.” One may “feel like a fish 

out of water” if they have not heard of the idiom.  

From the brief introduction, the importance 

and difficulties of teaching idioms can be 

distinguished. Therefore, finding more efficient 

ways to facilitate the development and mastering 

of L2 idioms is this article’s focus. It seems 

that, with effective web-based multimedia 

teaching and learning procedures in online 

classes, EFL students can acquire the 

knowledge to sound natural when using idioms 

(Ahmadi et al., 2020).  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Mayer’s Cognitive Theory of Multimedia 

Learning 

To date, numerous studies have investigated 

techniques and activities of teaching idioms 

(e.g., Razmjoo et al., 2016; Tezci et al., 2007; 

Zarei, 2020). However, over the past two decades, 

significant advances in web-based multimedia 

education have revolutionized the process of 

teaching language and enhancing student re-

tention of vocabulary (Soleimani, 2021). Thus, 

much of the current literature on techniques for 

teaching idioms pays particular attention to 

online multimedia instruction.  

Different theories exist in the literature 

regarding the best uses of multimedia in com-

puter-assisted language learning. Paivio’s Dual 

Coding Theory (Paivio, 1990) and Mayer’s 

Multimedia Learning Theory (Mayer, 2001) 

have both presented a clear rationale for the use 

of pictures, videos, charts, or printed words in 

language teaching. Mayer (2001) has developed 

a model (Figure 1) that recognizes both audio-

visual and verbal-nonverbal modes. For example, 

visual information and spoken words would 

enter sensory memory through the eyes and 

ears. If some or all of the information is attended 

to, they will move to working memory as 

sounds and images that will then be coded as 

verbal and pictorial information. In fact, in the 

working memory, visual and verbal information 

is integrated with other information and with 

prior knowledge that has been retrieved from 

long-term memory. 

 

Figure 1 

Mayer’s Cognition Theory of Multimedia Learning 
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Based on his cognition theory, Mayer 

(2001) posits that multimedia instruction is a 

kind of active learning that helps language 

learners learn more deeply and allows them to 

understand the material presented. This happens 

because it involves carrying out a set of cognitive 

processes taking advantage of two separate 

channels. These processes are described as 

follows: Learners 

1. Select relevant words from the text or nar-

ration presented;  

2. Then select relevant images from the 

illustrations presented;  

3. Organize the words into a coherent verbal 

representation;  

4. And then organize the images into a 

coherent visual representation, and finally  

5. Integrate the verbal and visual representa-

tion and their prior knowledge (p. 41).  

 

Techniques for Teaching Idioms 

In response to the challenges with learning 

idioms, recent research has shown that idiomatic 

expressions must be acquired via conscious-

ness-raising and contextualization (Oakhill et 

al., 2016; Wang & Plotka, 2018). Nation and 

Meara (2002) support this point of view asserting 

that through consciousness-raising and de-

liberate learning much more concentration is 

employed than incidental learning. Besides, 

teaching idioms has been considered a part 

of vocabulary teaching during the past decades, 

and further procedures and techniques have 

emerged in teaching idioms maintaining 

that idioms must be contextualized (Tran, 

2012).  

As Maisa and Karunakaran (2013) maintain, 

utilizing particular techniques in teaching the 

idiomatic expressions can probably enable the 

learner to make meaning and recognize the 

respective language functions. Also, they believe 

that strategic and procedural teaching of idioms 

can enhance speaking skill and may motivate 

learners to hypothesize their contextualized 

senses. Idioms can be integrated into vocabulary 

instruction by involving them in practical 

techniques (Nation, 2022). The existing literature 

on different ways of teaching idioms is extensive 

and focuses mainly on making L2 learners 

interested in using and learning idioms. 

Among the techniques are definition and exem-

plification, etymological elaboration, concept 

mapping, and story-telling (Zarei, 2020).  

Concept mapping and story-telling tech-

niques are both associated with Mayer’s audio-

visual and verbal-nonverbal modes. The former 

technique integrates charts and printed words, 

and the latter contains audio and pictorial aids. 

However, learners who choose definition and 

exemplification and etymological elaboration 

for learning idioms do not benefit from two 

separate audio-visual channels.  

 

Definition and exemplification 

Research shows that techniques such as exem-

plification and definition can be used to bring 

about development in idiom knowledge if they 

are taught in context (Nunan, 1999). Data from 

several sources have identified the integration 

of technology and multimedia tools within 

online EFL classes associated with learning id-

ioms. Obermeier and Elgort (2021) compared 

the computer-assisted deliberate and contextual 

L2 idiom learning conditions. In the deliberate 

condition, Japanese learners of English studied 

idioms online on Quizlet® with an English 

definition and using flashcards. The results 

were more clearly favoring the flashcards learning 

in the deliberate condition. Learning the def-

inition of an unfamiliar idiom with flashcards 

is a simple yet effective process. Each retrieval 

strengthens the association between the idiom 

and its figurative meaning. 

 

Story-telling 

Another technique that is thought to be useful 

for idiom teaching is story-telling, which was 

investigated in a study conducted by Rohani et 

al. (2012) with 60 intermediate freshmen stud-

ying English as their major at Shahid Bahonar 

University of Kerman, Iran. The results showed 

the group that was exposed to the video-graphic 

context via story-telling outperformed the text 

group significantly. 

 

Etymological elaboration 

From the techniques, definition and exemplifi-

cation and story-telling are clear in meaning. 

However, etymological elaboration and con-

cept mapping may be vague in some cases, and 
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they are required to be defined. Associating the 

meaning of idioms with their original usage, 

which is called etymological elaboration, will 

be another way to teach idioms (Boers, 2004). 

As defined by Liu (2008), contextualizing 

idiomatic expressions with the conceptualization 

of their formation and origination is called etymo-

logical elaboration. Baleghizadeh and Mohammad 

Bagheri (2012) illustrated that etymological 

elaboration had a substantial impact on inter-

mediate level EFL students’ comprehension 

and retention. In the Japanese EFL context, 

Vasiljevic (2015) conducted a study with 36 

first-year university students (22 females and 

14 males) on the impact of etymological 

elaboration on the learners’ comprehension of 

idioms. Imagery-based technology was used for 

teaching English idioms. Etymology was found 

to promote the retention of idiom meaning. 

 

Concept mapping 

Concept mapping, which was first developed 

by Novak (1991), has been identified as ‘met-

acognitive resources’ that enable learners to 

emphasize what they know via the visual 

representation of meanings and associations 

between concepts (Mintzes et al., 2005). In 

addition, Chularut and DeBacker (2004) 

suggested that concept mapping is “a tool to 

represent the interrelationships among concepts 

in an integrated, hierarchical manner” (p. 249). 

Actually, a concept map is a visual means for 

structuring and showing expertise, and it is 

applied as an adjunct for learning and teaching 

idioms (Stoica et al., 2011). In the area of 

vocabulary teaching, several authors have 

considered the effects of using electronic 

concept maps. Al-Jarf (2009) carried out a 

number of investigations into the efficacy of 

mind-mapping software in helping EFL 

freshman students understand, retain, apply, 

and relate terms that share the same root. 

Kim and Kim (2012) used digital mind maps 

to assess their effectiveness in improving 

vocabulary learning outcomes of students in 

elementary school. The findings showed that 

the mind maps helped students to find and 

memorize vocabulary rapidly. In a study that 

set out to determine the effectiveness of e-mind 

mapping on learning Arabic vocabulary in 

Kuwait, Alwattar and Al-Balhan (2018) also 

demonstrated that when sixth-grade students 

used electronic mind-mapping strategies, their 

level of achievement in vocabulary skills in-

creased. In the same vein, in the Iranian context, 

Salehi and Soola (2018) examined the effec-

tiveness of mind maps on learning idioms by 

sixty female Iranian EFL learners. The findings 

suggested the positive effects of utilizing mind 

maps on learning idioms.  

Very few investigations of the effectiveness 

of different idiom learning techniques (compar-

atively in a study) on learning and retention of 

idiomatic expressions in an online EFL context 

like Iran have been undertaken. Research in 

idiom learning and retention with the help of 

online technology tools is underexplored. In 

addition to the restricted number of studies 

conducted in the realm of idiom learning and 

teaching, the effect of definition, concept 

mapping, story-telling, and etymological 

elaboration on EFL learners’ idiom learning 

has not been investigated in one study. In addi-

tion, although L2 learners need to learn how 

to use idioms naturally and fluently, a large 

number of research studies have been conducted 

on understanding idioms (e.g., Abolfazli 

Khonbi & Sadeghi, 2017; Haghshenas & 

Hashemian, 2016; Hung, 2010). In fact, 

there is still a paucity of research in this 

field, and this study attempts to shed light on 

the idiom teaching techniques for Iranian EFL 

teachers. 

Due to the importance of idioms and the 

influential roles of some teaching techniques 

in overcoming difficult areas such as idioms 

and given the widespread use of technology 

for remote learning after the outbreak of 

Covid-19 in March 2020, the current study 

aimed at determining which techniques of 

teaching idioms such as definition and exem-

plification, concept mapping, story-telling, 

and etymological elaboration can help learners 

best in the practice of learning idiomatic lan-

guage in online EFL classes. In other words, 

the current study tried to compare the effect of 

different web-based techniques of teaching 

idioms on improving the performance of Iranian 

EFL learners in using idioms in order to answer 

the research question posed in our study: Which 
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web-based idiom teaching technique is the most 

effective in comprehension and retention of 

idioms by pre-intermediate proficiency Iranian 

learners of English: definition and exemplification, 

etymological elaboration, concept mapping, 

and story-telling?  

 

METHODOLOGY 

Participants 

The preliminary participants included 106 

pre-intermediate EFL female students in lan-

guage centers of Karaj aged 29 to 32. They 

were homogenized in terms of their English 

language level. All the participants took the 

placement test, and those with scores more 

than one Standard Deviations (SD) above and 

below the mean (M = 17.20) were chosen as 

the final participants. The outcome was 84 

EFL female students, out of whom 80 were 

selected to be divided into four equal 20-

participant groups. 

 

Online Learning Environment 

This study was conducted from September 

2022 to December 2022 in language centers of 

Karaj, Iran. Classes were hosted on BigBlue-

Button (https://bigbluebutton.org/). This online 

teaching platform allows the instructors and 

learners to use a multi-user whiteboard, 

breakout rooms, public and private chat, polling, 

shared notes, audios, webcams, slides, and 

screen sharing. Participants were in 5 intact 

classes chosen after the results of the placement 

test via non-random sampling.   

 

Instruments and Materials 

The idiom coursebook 

In this study, the book “Can You Believe It? 

(Book 2)” written by Huizenga (2000), was 

chosen to teach the idioms. This book combines 

a holistic approach to reading with a thorough 

treatment of high-frequency idioms, phrasal 

verbs, and fixed expressions. It is the last one of 

the three-part series and is written for pre-inter-

mediate level students. This book contains 

idioms embedded in true life stories from 

around the world, which seemed to capture 

students' interests. The idioms are printed in 

bold, and their definitions are given at the end 

of each story.  

Nelson English Language Test 

Nelson Language Proficiency Test (400 A) was 

administered to ensure the homogeneity of the 

participants. In this test, there are 50 multiple-

choice items organized into four parts – gram-

mar (two sections), vocabulary, and reading 

comprehension. The time allotted for the test is 

40 minutes. In 1976, the reliability of Nelson 

proficiency test was reported to be 0.87 (Fowler 

& Coe, 1976). 

 

The idiom tests 

A test was devised to monitor the participants' 

metaphorical competence in the form of idiomatic 

expression comprehension. This test included 

40 multiple-choice items originating from the 

covered idioms during the treatment stage. 

Each item was given 1 point, and the time 

allotted for the test was 40 minutes. This test 

required the participants to choose the meaning 

of idioms from the given options. It was piloted 

to verify whether the wording and clarity of the 

test caused any problems for the respondents. 

This researcher-made idiom test was used as the 

pretest before the treatment and as the posttest 

after the treatment. However, the order of the 

questions and choices were altered in the post-

test to eradicate the possibility of test practice 

effect as far as possible. The calculated reliability 

of the test through Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.89, 

which showed the high reliability of the test. In 

terms of validation, the test was judged by five 

experts in the field of English language 

teaching. Supported by V Aiken’s (1985) index 

of 0.88–1.00, the content validity was good.  

 

Procedures 

The following procedures were employed in 

order to collect the essential data in the present 

study. First, Nelson English Language Profi-

ciency Test 400 A was administered online to 

choose participants at similar proficiency levels 

two weeks before the onset of the treatment. 

After that, the chosen idioms were utilized as a 

pretest one week prior to the experiment. Then, 

the participants attending conversation classes 

on BigBlueButton were randomly assigned to 

four experimental groups. In all groups, the 

students were first presented with idioms from 

the book “Can You Believe It? Book 2”. In 
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class A, concept maps of the idioms were drawn 

by teachers and students with the help of 

MindMup®, an online mind-map maker 

(https://www.mindmup.com), based on partic-

ular themes such as animals or colors. They got 

this through screen sharing. In class B, definitions 

and examples of the idioms, taken from American 

Heritage Dictionary of Idioms, were imported 

into Cram®, a web-based flashcard maker 

(https://www.cram.com/flashcards/create). The 

participants were given the link to the online 

flashcards. There they could learn, memorize, 

and test the idioms. In class C, the teacher 

introduced the idioms elaborating on their 

etymology using A Dictionary of the Origins of 

English Idioms (https://www.idioms.online), 

and in class D, for each idiom, online audio 

stories were played using A Dictionary of the 

Stories of English Idioms. 

The treatment lasted for 12 sessions in a 

two-month period. Eight idioms were taught in 

each session. In other words, a total of 96 idi-

oms were taught in these treatment sessions for 

each group. Beside the homogeneity test, three 

tests as pretest, posttest, and delayed posttest 

were also given to the participants under study. 

It is worth mentioning that the pretest was ad-

ministrated one week before the onset of the 

study, and the posttest was administrated one 

week after the treatment, whereas the delayed 

one was used four weeks after the treatment.  

 

Data Analysis Procedure 

Shapiro Wilks test showed that the data were 

normally distributed. Thus, a parametric test, a 

one-way Analysis of Variance, was run to 

answer the research question, that is, to see 

which web-based techniques of teaching idioms 

can help EFL learners most to perform better in 

the comprehension and retention of idioms. The 

reason for running ANOVA was also the exist-

ence of more than two groups in the treatment. 

Definitions and examples, concept mapping, 

story-telling, and etymological elaboration 

techniques were the independent variables, and 

comprehension and retention of idioms was the 

dependent variable. 

 

RESULTS 

There were two sets of quantitative data col-

lected in the study. In particular, the pretest 

scores of the participants were obtained to 

assess a set of the least-known idioms for 

subsequent learning activities. The posttest 

scores were utilized to determine the degree 

of idiom learning through four different tech-

niques. Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics 

for the pretest. 

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics for Pretest 
Groups N Range Min Max M Std. Error SD Variance 

Concept-mapping 20 7.00 3.00 10.00 7.15 .514 2.30 5.29 

Definition 20 4.00 5.00 9.00 7.12 .311 1.30 1.90 

Etymology 20 6.00 4.00 10.00 7.10 .434 1.90 3.70 

Story-telling 20 7.00 3.00 10.00 7.13 .414 1.80 3.40 

According to Table 1, the mean of Class A’s 

pretest scores was 7.15, and the mean of Class 

B’s pretest scores was 7.12. The mean of Class 

C’s pretest scores was 7.10, and the mean of 

Class D’s pretest scores was 7.13. Table 2 

examines the significance of these differences 

between the groups. As Table 2 shows, there 

was no significant difference in idiom 

knowledge among the groups at the onset of the 

treatment. 

Table 2 

ANOVA Results of Pretest 
Sig F Mean Square df Sum of Squares Pretest Scores 

.47 1.10 7.11 03 09.45 Between Groups 

  1.94 76 83.50 Within Groups 

   79 89.95 Total 

Dependent Variable: Pretest 

 

https://www.mindmup.com/
https://www.cram.com/flashcards/create
https://www.idioms.online/
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As it is displayed in Table 2, the significance 

of these differences was bigger than 0.05, 

which means that all groups were almost the 

same. In other words, there was a non-signifi-

cant difference in the learners’ performances in 

the pretest. After the pretest, different tech-

niques of teaching idioms were given to each 

class as the treatment. After the treatment, the 

posttest, which the same researcher-made idiom 

test, was administered to the learners. It is note-

worthy that the sequence of the questions and 

choices was altered in the posttest to eliminate 

the practice effect. Table 3 shows the descriptive 

statistics for the posttest. 

Table 3 

Descriptive Statistics for the Immediate Posttest 

Groups N Range Min Max M Std. Error SD Variance 

Concept-mapping 20 08.00 16.00 24.00 20.6 .563 2.52 06.3 

Definition 20 10.00 18.00 28.00 22.8 .701 3.13 09.8 

Etymology 20 16.00 20.00 36.00 25.9 1.04 4.65 21.6 

Story-telling 20 10.00 30.00 40.00 34.7 .585 2.61 06.8 

As illustrated in Table 3, the mean of Class 

A (concept-mapping group) in posttest was 

20.6, and the mean of Class B (definition and 

exemplification) was 22.8. The mean of Class 

C (etymological group) in the posttest was 25.9, 

and the mean of Class D's posttest scores (story-

telling group) was 34.7. Now, the significance 

of these differences in the posttest was exam-

ined. There was homogeneity of variances, as 

assessed by the Levene's test for equality of 

variances, p = .15. Thus, the assumption of 

homogeneity of variances was not violated. 

In order to explain which of the techniques used 

for idiom instruction in the short run was the most 

efficient technique, a one-way between-groups 

ANOVA was conducted for the comparison of 

the posttest scores of the four groups. As Table 4 

shows, there was a statistically significant dif-

ference among the four groups after the posttest 

of idiom in the short run, F (3, 76) = 17.12, p = .00. 

Table 4  

Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 
Sig F Mean Square df Sum of Squares Posttest Scores 

.000 17.12 127.30 3 329.10 Between Groups  

  7.31 76 421.20 Within Groups  

   79 678.35 Total  

Dependent Variable: Immediate Posttest 

 

Table 5 

Results of Post Hoc in the Short Run 

Posttest Scores Tukey HSD 
 

(I) Group 1 
(J) Group1 

Mean 

Difference 

(I-J) 

Std. 

Error 
Sig 

95% Confidence 

Interval 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

Story-telling  

Etymology 5.8 2.1 .04 -10.4 6.51 

Definition  7.8* 2.2 .00 7.5 9.56 

Concept map 9.6* 2.2 .00 -.23 6.70 

Etymology  

Story-telling 5.8 2.1 .04 6.51 -10.4 

Definition -3.1 2.3 .03 -4.54 5.56 

Concept map 9.1* 2.2 .00 .64 5.39 

Definition 

Story-telling  7.8* 2.2 .00 9.56 7.54 

Etymology  -3.1 2.3 .03 5.56 -.54 

Concept map 4.1 2.7 .03 7.09 -4.54 

Concept map 

Definition  4.1 2.7 .03 -4.54 7.09 

Story-telling  9.6* 2.2 .00 6.70 -.23 

Etymology  9.1* 2.2 .00 5.39 .64 

* The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level. 



136                                                                              Effectiveness of Web-based Tools in Learning Idiomatic Expressions: … 

  

To find out where exactly the differences 

among the four groups lay, the Tukey post-hoc 

test was conducted. Table 5 examines the 

significance of the differences among the 

learners in four classes in idiom learning in the 

short run from the pretest to the immediate 

posttest. 

According to Table 5, the significance of 

these differences in the groups’ scores in the 

immediate posttest was less than 0.05, which 

means that there was a significant difference in 

the learners’ performances in idiom learning in 

the immediate posttest. By comparing pre- and 

posttests, the researchers could see what partic-

ipants actually learned from the techniques that 

were used in each class. As shown in Table 5, 

since p-values were less than alpha, there were 

significant differences between the means of 

the pretest and posttest scores in all four classes, 

which reveals the effectiveness of the treat-

ments used for the classes. Moreover, the 

performance of students in classes A, B, C, and 

D increased based on the mean differences 

from the pretest to the posttest. Therefore, it 

can be concluded that first story-telling, 

second etymological elaboration, third defini-

tions, and finally, concept-mapping helped EFL 

learners outperform in learning idioms. 

The present study aimed to discover the 

roles of different modes of teaching techniques 

on idiom retention of EFL learners in the long 

term; then, a delayed posttest was run to the 

groups under study. Table 6 shows the descriptive 

statistics of the delayed posttest. 

Table 6  

Descriptive Statistics for the Delayed Posttest 

Groups N Range Min Max M Std. Error SD Variance 

Concept-mapping 20 10.00 14.00 22.00 18.4 .459 2.52 6.0 

Definition 20 12.00 16.00 24.00 21.1 .711 3.02 8.4 

Etymology 20 16.00 18.00 32.00 24.8 1.49 4.39 19.3 

D) Story-telling 20 16.00 30.00 38.00 33.5 .506 2.87 5.8 

According to Table 6, the mean of Class 

A's posttest scores was 18.4, and the mean of 

Class B’s posttest scores was 21.1. The mean 

of Class C's posttest scores was 24.8, and the 

mean of Class D's posttest scores was 33.5. 

Now, the significance of these differences in 

the delayed posttest was examined. The 

value of significance according to Levene’s 

test of equality of variances was p = .14. It 

shows that the assumption of homogeneity 

of variances in delayed posttest was not vio-

lated. As Table 7 shows, there were statisti-

cally significant differences among the four 

groups after delayed posttest of idiom in the 

long run, F (3, 76) = 15.04, P = .00.  

Table 8 examines the significance of 

these differences between the learners in 

the four classes in idiom learning in the long 

run (one month after treatment) in idiom re-

tention. 

 

Table 7 

Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 

Sig F Mean Square df Sum of Squares Delayed Scores 

.000 15.04 124.24 3 314.90 Between Groups  

  7.51 76 416.30 Within Groups  

   79 692.40 Total  

Dependent Variable: Delayed Posttest 
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Table 8 

Results of Post Hoc in the Long Run 

Posttest Scores  

Tukey HSD 

 

(I) Group1 

(J) Group1 
Mean Dif-

ference (I-J) 

Std.  

Error 
Sig. 

95% Confidence Interval 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

Story-telling  

Etymology 6.30 2.10 .07 -10.32 5.43 

Definition 7.14* 2.13 .00 7.45 10.75 

Concept map 8.99* 2.13 .00 -.21 6.96 

Etymology  

Story-telling 6.30 2.10 .07 5.43 -10.32 

Definition -4.10 2.39 .06 -3.45 5.55 

Concept map 8.97* 2.13 .00 .64 5.38 

Definition 

Story-telling 7.14* 2.13 .00 10.75 7.45 

Etymology -4.10 2.39 .06 5.55 -3.45 

Concept map 4.71 2.34 .05 7.00 4.4 

Concept map 

Definition -4.74 2.64 .05 4.4 7.00 

Story-telling 8.99* 2.19 .00 6.96 -.21 

Etymology 8.97* 2.19 .00 5.38 .64 

*The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level. 

According to Table 8, in the long run, the 

significance of these differences in some of the 

groups in idiom retention was less than 0.05, 

which means that there were significant differ-

ences in the learners’ performances in the 

delayed posttest between some of the groups. 

Based on the multiple comparisons as well as 

the mean comparisons, it can be inferred that in 

idiom retention, the order of scores from high 

to low was as follows: story-telling, etymolog-

ical elaboration, definitions, and concept map. 

Very similar to the results obtained from the 

immediate posttest, the influence of the four 

techniques was the same in idiom retention, and 

the techniques helped EFL learners outperform 

in idiom retention in the long run. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The present study attempted to investigate 

which of the four different web-based tech-

niques of teaching idiomatic language (defi-

nitions, concept mapping, story-telling, and 

etymological elaboration as the independent 

variables) has the most effect on Iranian EFL 

learners’ idiom comprehension and retention 

(as dependent variable). As indicated by the 

results, both in the short and long runs, story-

telling on the online learning platform and 

with the help of online audio stories had a sig-

nificant effect on EFL learners’ idiom learn-

ing and retention of it and was found to be the 

most effective technique in increasing learners’ 

comprehension of idioms across time.  

The findings were in line with Meri-Yilan’s 

(2020) research findings in a digital task-based 

classroom stating that story-telling is an efficient 

teaching technique for nonnative instructors, 

and it could significantly improve learners’ 

speaking abilities. Hamid Zade and 

Mohamadi Zanozaq (2018) comparatively 

studied the effect of storytelling and text recon-

struction on Iranian learners' comprehension of 

Idiomatic expressions. They reported that 

storytelling facilitated the process of learning 

idioms. It had significantly positive effects on 

learners' comprehension of idioms. This 

improvement may be due to the fact that such 

rhetorical techniques as story-telling can keep 

the learners motivated and interested in following 

the story, sharing their feelings, and consequently 

being involved in the learning process. This 

happens because story-telling is replete with 

elements that create apt conditions for deep 

involvement (Amin Afshar & Mojavezi, 2017), 

expose the learners to new language, promote 

their motivation and willingness to involve in 

different tasks, and pave the ground for acquiring 

the target language unconsciously and almost 

effortlessly (Kirsch, 2016). Another justifica-

tion for the effect of story-telling can be the 

influential role of pushed input that assists 

learners in developing a reading habit which 
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can give them the experience they need in com-

municating their ideas and producing sentences 

in the form of stories using the instructed idioms 

(Kirsch, 2016). In fact, some researchers have 

found that the weakest learners are often the 

most adept at story-telling (e.g., Miller & 

Pennycuff, 2008; Sneddon, 2008). Therefore, 

this technique helps students to know how 

idioms are employed in real-life like concepts.  

Furthermore, Mayer's (2001) multimedia 

and modality principles can justify this result. 

Mayer (2001) suggested that information 

should be presented in both words and pic-

tures/audio/video instead of in words only 

(multimedia principle). His modality principle 

recommends presenting words as narration 

instead of on-screen text. Story-telling tech-

nique for teaching idioms contains audio-visual 

aids, and idioms are presented as narration. 

Nevertheless, the results of the current study in 

terms of the effectiveness of story-telling tech-

nique on idiom comprehension and retention 

are in conflict with a number of studies, which 

confirmed the noteworthy role of etymological 

elaboration in idiom comprehension in compar-

ison to story-telling (Bagheri & Fazel, 2010; 

Baleghizadeh & Mohammad Bagheri, 2012; 

Boers et al., 2007). One explanation for the 

conflict can be the learners’ level of 

knowledge.  

In this study, etymological elaboration that 

was carried out with the help of an online 

dictionary of the origins of idioms can also 

be interpreted as a crucial technique in in-

creasing idiom comprehension in online 

learning environments. Comprehending and 

retaining idioms through etymological elabora-

tion is not yet known. Conceptual Metaphor 

Theory (Boers, 2001) supports the findings, 

suggesting that idioms are not simply se-

quences of words with an abstract meaning. 

Instead, their meaning can be attributed back to 

a particular scene describing the first context 

from which the idiom was extracted (etymological 

elaboration). Furthermore, historical back-

grounds can be a useful asset for associating 

and anchoring the idioms with the learners’ pre-

vious knowledge. 

Instructing the idioms through definition 

and exemplification cards as well as concept 

mapping via an online mind-map maker 

demonstrated less effect on students' enhance-

ment of idioms comprehension compared with 

story-telling and etymological elaboration. The 

reason might be the learners’ involvement 

which can be conducive to more participation 

and thus a more robust association, whereas in 

definitions, exemplifications, and concept map-

ping, the interplay between the class instruction 

and the world or cultural knowledge is probably 

weaker and students’ involvement may be less 

likely to occur.  

 

CONCLUSION 

The findings showed that EFL learners performed 

better in comprehending and remembering 

idiomatic expressions in both short and long 

runs. First, story-telling, second, etymological 

elaboration, third, definitions, and fourth, 

concept mapping were the techniques of teaching 

idioms that can respectively contribute to better 

performance in the comprehension and reten-

tion of idioms. In online classes, listening to 

online audio stories of idioms was indicated as 

the most efficacious technique of idiom teaching. 

The possible reasons for this finding include the 

proceeding points. First, story-telling can create 

a crucial interplay between contextualization 

and the perception of different types of idioms 

in the instructional context. Second, it can lead 

to learners’ involvement, which can be condu-

cive to more participation and thus a stronger 

association while teaching the students not only 

language and vocabulary, but teaching world 

knowledge and cultural awareness. Third, 

story-telling can be regarded as a fundamental 

technique for sharing knowledge among students 

as it allows learners to be altered with regard 

to time and place and helps them to know how 

idioms are used in real-life like concepts. Finally, 

by igniting the learners’ imagination, this peda-

gogical tool technique lets them take the 

driver’s seat to talk and interact with others so 

as to complete the task; thus, it can build language 

community within a classroom through social 

interaction. 

The findings of the present study imply 

implications for teachers, course designers, and 

materials developers in utilizing appropriate 

instructional tasks and techniques for teaching 
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idioms. The main implication of this study for 

language teachers is that by being aware of 

efficacious techniques in teaching idioms 

adapted and applied to online classes, in-

structors may put them into practice to supply 

students with more idiom instruction in virtual 

learning environments. Teachers of pre-inter-

mediate proficiency learners can make the 

instruction of idioms more exciting and effective 

by letting them listen to online short stories 

that teach the idioms in context. The web-

based short stories for teaching idioms provide 

learners with opportunities to listen, read, and 

learn the idiomatic language. Accordingly, 

based on the findings, teachers must make sure 

they integrate technological tools into their 

idiom lesson planning, and teaching idioms 

through digital story-telling should take priority 

over providing just definitions and examples as 

well as concept mapping. The findings can also 

be helpful for course designers in designing 

tasks for teaching idioms that are based on 

stories and audio-visual elements. Designing 

syllabi and materials for online classes with 

such techniques can help provide mentors with 

new insights for the odyssey of teaching idioms 

in a more interactive fashion and make idiom 

learning a less demanding task. 

It should be noted that there were certain 

limitations in this study including age, gender, 

and other intervening factors that may not have 

been properly controlled. Thus, the findings are 

generalizable only to similar contexts. Age and 

gender, which have not been taken into account 

in this study, are two integral variables when it 

comes to language learning context. These lim-

itations call for further research with a larger 

population pool from various teaching contexts 

to delve deeply into how different web-based 

tools can affect idiom learning and retention.  

Further studies should continue exploring 

our topic. Production of the idioms by L2 learn-

ers being instructed in online protocols is an-

other crucial factor that can be investigated 

through the above-mentioned techniques to see 

which of them can be more useful in enhancing 

students’ use of idioms in speaking and writing, 

especially with students at different levels of 

proficiency. Also, further study can be carried 

out to probe the effect of the techniques on the 

chunks and collocations as a group of words 

that are taken as single entities. Further research 

can be done to study the effectiveness of story-

telling techniques on idiom learning via online 

protocols and interviews with the learners 

under study. 
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