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Abstract

Idioms are an integral and important component in the language, nonnatives suffer and
struggle in their use of idioms, while natives can use idioms properly. This study purposed to
examine whether Libyan undergraduate students are able to understand idiom accurately or
not. This study employed quantitative method: Méntyld’s (2004) questionnaire adopted as an
instrument used for this study. This study involved 30 Libyan undergraduate Students at
English department in Sirt university. Data analysis was done using SPSS for quantitative
data. The result of this study  found out that the respondents replied the idioms’ task
insufficiently. In other words, the participants could not understand the meanings of idioms
by proper sense .
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Introduction

Idioms have increased a lot of attention in the standard language research as a result of their
irregular nature. It usually consists of many words do not single units. In addition, to define or
describe idioms in exact terms may be difficult. For instance, Richards and Schmidt (2002: 246)
stated an idiom, as "An expression which functions as a single unit and whose meaning cannot be
worked out from its separate parts.” For example, the meaning of the idiom “a bird told me that”,
which means that “I have known this piece of information in my own way”, do not supposed
literally as if the bird was the agent. Thus, it does not give any sense, if translated lexemes
separately “bird; tell”. Whereas, it may hold a literal meaning if state as a phrase, and it gets used
in a figurative way. In other hand, it may hold a correlation between the components of idioms
and their idiomatic or figurative meaning (Al-Haddad, 1994:217). These reasons which may
affect the way of acquiring the foreign language, including idioms which researchers have
discussed it for ages.

Problem statement

Literature proposes a variety of strategies which language learners usually employ to understand
and comprehend the meanings of idioms (e.g. Fernando, C. (1994). Therefore, this study would
examine how they idioms’ can be comprehension and interpretation among students. idiom
comprehension has been a debatable subject within the field of SLA which played important role
(see e.g. Sadig, S. (2008). Therefore, this study is expected to contribute practically and
theoretically to the field of second language acquisition. Practically, it will contribute to
understanding how undergraduate Libyan students comprehend idioms and the factors which
may affect such comprehension. Idioms contribute to the fluency of speaking English, and thus
understanding the factors of comprehending idioms will help teachers and pedagogists to develop
this important area of vocabulary. Theoretically, this study will add to the literature of the second
language acquisition, and it is hoped to be reference for future students, who are apt to investigate
these areas of vocabulary and second language acquisition.

Objective of study

To examine how Libyan undergraduate students understand idiom accurately
Question of study
How accurate is the Libyan undergraduate student's comprehension of idioms¢
Previous studies

Idioms are a stimulating aspect of languages. An idiom meaning is not a total of its literal parts
and it often does not have parallels in other languages. Hence, idioms may very problematic thing
for foreign language learners to understand or use. One reason that makes learning idioms more
challenging is the inability to expect their meanings out of their lemmas or separate components,
or even out of their syntactic structure. This challenge of comprehend idioms resulted in little
attention and research in this area of idioms Al-Khawaldeh, N., Jaradat, A., Al-Momani, H., &
Bani-Khair, B. (2016). Though idioms are unquestionably important, they are tough to define or
to have an agreed-on definition. Idioms are always disputable (Mantyla 2004).

Researchers have conversed idioms from different views; some of them discussed idioms in
terms of structure, whereas, others studied idioms in terms of meaning Irujo (1986), for instance,
studied the effect of the First language of Venezuelan advanced students on producing and
comprehending the English idioms. Laufer (2000) conducted a study on Hebrew undergraduate
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students to investigate the degree of avoidance of idioms in relation to their similarity with the
native tongue. Some other studies examined idioms among nonnative speakers of English (e.g.
Lundblom, E. E., & Woods, J. J. (2012). In Arabic context, few studies were conducted to
investigate idioms. For example, Abdullah and Jackson (1998) investigated the language transfer
effect on acquiring and understanding idioms, among Syrian undergraduate students.

Even though the recently numerous research on L2 vocabulary, it seems that the issue of L2
idiom understandable has not received the due attention. For instance, it was found that the
knowledge of second learners about standard language is less than their knowledge of L2
terminology in general (Steinel et al., 2007), and they vary from first language speakers to a
significant level (e.g. Méantyld, 2005). Likewise, idioms are one of the challenges which non-
native learners face in perceiving English; they usually have issues when they cannot understand
what native speakers mean by a mass of words. In spite of such difficulty of idioms for nonnative
speakers of English, most studies regarding idioms’ understandable focused on native speakers

Few studies investigated the idioms among students. Some studies were conducted on
undergraduate students, but from the perspective of language transfer (e.g. Mahmoud, 2013).
Though, little is known about studies which investigate the characteristics of idioms and their
role in acquiring and understanding idioms. Furthermore, there is essential to study idioms from
perspective of L2 the studies on English idioms have focused on how first language speakers
comprehend them. Idioms represent beliefs of culture, social conventions, and customs. They
also constitute a central component of the language. As Yagiz and Izadpanah (2013) explained,
idioms are a main item of native-like interaction conversation; they permit a language learner to
understand views, feelings of the speakers of the English language. Thus, learning and knowing
idioms in the L2 assist to increase lexical knowledge beside comprehend values of cultural,
knowledges, and customs of the language. Due to the importance of learning idioms, it is
necessary to build second language learners’ knowledge of idioms in a systematic way. Zarei, A.
and Pour, V. (2013)

Methodology

quantitative research design was employed in this study. A questionnaire as a quantitative tool
was used in the study. A quantitative approach can be suitable for this research as the data are
showed in figures. It is recognized that a quantitative design depends on statistical data (Strauss
and Corbin, 1990. Thirty (30) Libyan undergraduate students from Sirt university, and who are
studying English at education department, constitute the sampling of the current research. To
control for the proficiency level, only students who are in semester 7 and 8 would be selected.
Thus, sampling in this research is purposive one. Purposive sampling, refers to the deliberate
selection of place, people, or events for the vital data they can give that cannot be gotten as well
from other choices (Teddlie, C. and Yu, F. (2007). Purposive sampling includes sampling to
reach characterizes or comparability, sampling special or abnormal cases, serial sampling, and
sampling using numerous purposive systems., an idiom questionnaire adapted from the Méntyld’s
(2004) questionnaire, which was focus with the knowledge of idioms, would constitute the
instrument of the study. SPSS would be used to analyze the questionnaire statistically

Findings
Comprehensibility of Idioms

The current study was to examine how English Libyan undergraduate understand the meanings
of English idioms. To address such an objective, a 36- item- questionnaire was used, whereby the
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participants were asked to select accurate meanings for 36 idioms, and for some idioms show one
or two correct answers subsequently there were idioms with several meanings. In this section of
the study, the participants were assumed one point for each accurate answer. Then, each subject’s
total score was calculated (with the maximum being 56 points). To measure central tendency,
mean was used.

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics
N Min [Max |Mean [Std. Deviation [Skewness |Kurtosis

\VVAR00002 30 15.00 [23.00 [23.1200 |3.13324 -.162 |.364 |-.368 |.733
VValid N (listwise) |30

As seen from the table, the data or the scores are normally distributed since the skewness and
kurtosis ( -.162, -.364, respectively) values fall between -2 and +2. However, as seen from table,
students on average did poorly (M= 23.00, SD= 3.13) in answering the idioms’ questionnaire. In
addition, the maximum score was 23 out of 56, and the minimum score was 15 out of 56. This
conveys poor performance among Libyan undergraduate language learners. This is in line with
the literature that showed that native and nonnative speakers of English face problems in
understanding idioms. For example, Hussein, Khanji, and Makhzoomy (2000) found that Saudi
students did very poorly in understanding idioms. Similarly, Mantyla (2004) found that idioms
were fairly difficult for the Finnish subjects in his study. The findings are similar with literature
in general (e.g. Abdullah & Jackson, 1998; Bulut & Celik-Yazici, 2004; Cakir, 2011; Irujo,
1986).

As explained above, this study revealed that the Libyan respondents did poorly in the idioms’
task. The major finding was that L1 made a negative effect on students’ comprehension of the
idioms in case the idiom does not have an equivalent in the student’s L1. However, L1 was found
to have positive effect if the idioms have an equal in the student’s L1.

Conclusion and Discussion

Idioms occur in oral as well as written language daily. They also color the language and make it
sound natural. The study presented that the Libyan representers  did poorly in the idioms’ task.
Conversely, the respondent's inability to understand the meanings of idioms correctly. This
reflects the poor performance among Libyan language learners, which is due to the hard nature of
idioms. This is in line with the literature that showed that native and nonnative speakers of
English face problems in understanding idioms. the students’ inability to comprehend idioms can
be ascribed to their lack of pragmatic competence. Language users. Generally, may reveal
grammatical competence, whereas they lack the ability to use language properly, which is
pragmatic competence. Idioms are, in nature, very complex because they mostly have a literal
meaning as well as figurative meaning. This makes them so difficult to be understood.

Zarei, A. and Pour, V. (2013revealed those Arab learners of English face difficulties in
understanding English idioms due to three main reasons. First, the grammatical and semantic
nature of idioms, which cause difficulty for both natives as well as nonnatives. They, thus,
propose learning idioms as chunks rather than in terms of their constituent parts. Second, Arab
EFL learners mostly avoid using English idioms, and prefer using long words, usually of Latin
origin which isolate them as foreigners. Third, idioms are related to culture. Therefore acquiring
idioms requires understanding culture, as well.
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Moreover, metaphor city varies in terms of degree from one metaphor to another; idioms may
also differ in form and convey numerous meanings. All these factors make idioms challenging
for L2 learners. Nevertheless, due to the importance of idioms as integral part of the language, L2
learners should attempt to overcome such problems. Without understanding of idioms, L2 users
may encounter difficulty in terms of language proficiency.

According to the result of this study, it is suggested that teachers should include idioms and
explain them while the teaching at classroom. For upcoming studies should examine the
relationship between proficiency level and idioms’ comprehension scores. It is also
recommended that future studies cover other variable to be examine such as age or motivation
among students. The research also could be distributed on a larger size sampling. It is additional
suggested that other methodologies could be designed in doing similar studies. For instance,
including loud-out procedures could assist to comprehend how learners perceive the trouble in
understanding idioms.
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