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Annotation: Idiomatic expressions constitute an essential part of natural language use;
however, they remain one of the most challenging aspects of second language acquisition.
This article investigates the cognitive and linguistic factors influencing idiom comprehension
among learners of English as a Foreign Language (EFL). Drawing on psycholinguistic and
cognitive linguistic theories, the study examines how working memory, conceptual metaphor
awareness, language proficiency, vocabulary knowledge, idiom transparency, and first
language transfer affect learners’ ability to interpret English idioms. The analysis reveals
that idiom comprehension is a multifaceted process shaped by the interaction of cognitive
capacities and linguistic competence. The findings suggest that linguistic proficiency and
metaphor awareness play a particularly significant role in successful idiom processing. The
study concludes with pedagogical implications for improving idiom instruction in EFL
contexts.
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AHHOTaHI/lH: Houomamuueckue BbIPAINCEHUA  ABJIAIOMCA HeOMmvbeMaAeMOU Yacmbvlo
ecmecmeerHHoco A3blKd, O0OHAKO OCMAOMCsl OOHOU U3 CAMbBIX CAOICHBLIX MeM npu usy4yeHuu
6MOpoco A3blKA. B oaunou cmamve ucmedyiomc;z KOCHUMUBHblE U JIUHZBUCMIUYECKUe
Gdaxmopwl, erudlOwWUe HA NOHUMAHUE UOUOM CPeOUu UZYYAIOUWUX AHRIULCKUL SA3bIK KAK
unocmpanunwii  (EFL).  Onupasce ma  ncuxonunesucmuyeckue U KOSHUMUBHO-
JUHZBUCMUYEeCKUe meopuu, uccneoosamue anaaiusupyem, KdK pa6oqaﬂ namiameo,
0CBEOOMIEHHOCIL O KOHYENMYalbHblX Memaghopax, ypoeeHs 81a0eHUsl A3bIKOM, CLO8APHbILL
3anac, npo3pavrHocmos uouom u eiusAHue pOdHOZO SA3bIKA CKA3bIBAIOMCS. HA CNOCOOHOCMU
ydawuxcia uHmepnpemuposeambs anenuicKue UouomMamudecKue BbIPAINCEHUAL. Ananus
noxasvigaem, umo NOHUMAHUE UOUOM — DMO MHO2S0SPAHHBIU npoyecc, Gopmupyemvlii
g3aumooeticmeuemM KOSHUMUBHBIX CROCOOHOCMeEN U JUH2EUCUYECKOU KomnemerHyuu.
P€3yﬂbman’Zbl uccneoo8anus yKasslearwom, umo YypO6€Hb SA3bIKOBOU NOO20MOBKU U
0CBEOOMIEHHOCIL O Memagopax usparom 0coOeHHO BANCHYIO POJib 8 YCReuHou obpabomke
uouom. B cmamwve maxoice paccmampusaromcs neoacocuvecKue peKOMeHdauuu no
yayuuenuro ooyuenusn uouomam 6 konmexcme EFL.

KuaroueBble cjoBa: nonumanue LlOMOM, KOZcHUmMuU6HblE ¢aKm0pbl, JAUHS8UCMUYEeCKUEe
Gaxmopwl, usyuarougue aHeIUUCKULL s36IK KAK UHOCMPAHHBLU, PUeypaibHblil A3bIK
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Introduction

Idiomatic expressions are a defining feature of natural language and play a crucial role
in achieving fluency and communicative competence. Native speakers frequently use idioms
in both spoken and written discourse, often without conscious awareness of their figurative
nature. For learners of English as a Foreign Language (EFL), however, idioms present
considerable difficulties due to their semantic opacity, cultural specificity, and non-
compositional meaning.

Despite advanced grammatical knowledge and a wide vocabulary range, many EFL
learners struggle to interpret idiomatic expressions accurately. This challenge arises because
the meaning of idioms cannot always be inferred from the literal meanings of their individual
components. As a result, idiom comprehension requires not only linguistic knowledge but
also cognitive processing abilities and cultural awareness.

In recent years, research in psycholinguistics and cognitive linguistics has increasingly
focused on the mental mechanisms underlying figurative language processing. Studies
comparing native and non-native speakers suggest that EFL learners process idioms
differently, often relying on literal interpretation strategies and experiencing slower
processing times. However, less attention has been paid to the specific cognitive and linguistic
factors that influence idiom comprehension within EFL populations.

The present article aims to address this gap by examining the key cognitive and
linguistic factors that affect idiom comprehension among EFL learners. By integrating
insights from cognitive psychology, linguistics, and second language acquisition, the study
seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of how EFL learners process idiomatic
expressions and how this process can be supported through effective pedagogical practices.

Theoretical Background. Idiom Comprehension in  Psycholinguistics. In
psycholinguistic research, idioms are commonly defined as fixed multi-word expressions
whose overall meaning cannot be fully derived from the meanings of their individual
components. Traditional approaches viewed idioms as lexicalized units stored holistically in
the mental lexicon. According to this view, idioms are retrieved as single entries without
internal semantic analysis.

More recent models, however, propose a more dynamic processing mechanism. The
Dual-Route Model suggests that idioms can be processed through both literal and figurative
routes, depending on contextual cues and familiarity. Similarly, the Direct Access Hypothesis
argues that the figurative meaning of an idiom can be accessed directly without prior
activation of the literal meaning, particularly for highly familiar idioms.

For EFL learners, idiom processing is often less automatic. Research indicates that non-
native speakers tend to activate the literal meanings of idiom components before arriving at
the figurative interpretation, which results in slower and less accurate comprehension. This
difference highlights the importance of cognitive and linguistic resources in idiom processing.

Cognitive Factors Influencing Idiom Comprehension. Cognitive factors play a crucial
role in the comprehension of figurative language. One of the most significant cognitive
variables is working memory, which enables learners to temporarily store and manipulate
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linguistic information during comprehension. Idioms often require the integration of
contextual clues with stored semantic knowledge, placing a high demand on working memory
capacity.

Another important factor is conceptual metaphor awareness. According to cognitive
linguistic theory, many idioms are motivated by underlying conceptual metaphors (e.g.,
ANGER IS HEAT). Learners who are aware of these metaphorical mappings are better able
to infer idiomatic meanings, particularly when encountering unfamiliar expressions.

Cognitive flexibility and inferencing ability also contribute to idiom comprehension.
Learners who can shift between literal and figurative interpretations and draw inferences from
context are more successful in understanding idiomatic language. Additionally, background
knowledge and processing speed influence how efficiently learners can access and integrate
idiomatic meanings.

Linguistic Factors in EFL Idiom Comprehension. In addition to cognitive abilities,
linguistic factors significantly affect idiom comprehension. Language proficiency is one of
the strongest predictors of idiomatic competence. Advanced learners generally demonstrate
greater accuracy and speed in idiom interpretation compared to lower-level learners.

Vocabulary size and depth of lexical knowledge also play a critical role. A rich
vocabulary allows learners to recognize idiom components and relate them to known semantic
fields, facilitating figurative interpretation. Furthermore, frequency of exposure to idioms in
authentic contexts enhances familiarity and supports automatization.

Another key linguistic factor is idiom transparency. Transparent idioms, whose
figurative meanings are closely related to their literal meanings, are easier for EFL learners
to understand than opaque idioms with arbitrary meanings. Finally, first language (L1)
transfer can either facilitate or hinder idiom comprehension, depending on whether similar
idiomatic expressions exist in the learner’s native language.

Methodology. Participants. The study focuses on EFL learners at intermediate and
upper-intermediate proficiency levels. Participants are adult learners who have received
formal English instruction for at least five years. This proficiency range was selected to ensure
sufficient linguistic competence while still allowing for observable differences in idiom
comprehension.

Instruments. Data are collected through a set of idiom comprehension tasks, including:

1. Multiple-choice idiom interpretation tests
2. Context-based idiom inference tasks
3. Literal versus figurative meaning recognition exercises

These instruments are designed to assess both accuracy and processing strategies.

Procedure and Data Analysis. Participants complete the tasks under controlled
conditions. Responses are analyzed using quantitative methods to identify patterns related to
cognitive and linguistic variables. Qualitative analysis is also employed to examine common
error types and interpretation strategies.

Results and Discussion. The analysis indicates that idiom comprehension among EFL
learners is influenced by a combination of cognitive and linguistic factors. Learners with
higher language proficiency and greater vocabulary knowledge demonstrate significantly

451



{0

“Strategic Directions of Science Development and International Best Practices”
International scientific online conference

(o

better performance across all tasks. Conceptual metaphor awareness emerges as a particularly
strong predictor of successful idiom interpretation, supporting cognitive linguistic theories.

Working memory capacity is closely associated with performance on context-based
inference tasks, suggesting that cognitive resources are essential for integrating contextual
information. In contrast, learners with limited exposure to idiomatic language rely heavily on
literal interpretation, leading to misunderstanding, especially with opaque idioms.

These findings are consistent with previous research on native and non-native idiom
processing and highlight the interactive nature of cognitive and linguistic influences.

Pedagogical Implications. The results of this study have important implications for EFL
instruction. Idioms should not be taught as isolated lexical items but rather within meaningful
contexts that activate conceptual metaphors. Explicit instruction on metaphorical mappings
can enhance learners’ cognitive awareness and facilitate comprehension.

Teachers are encouraged to incorporate authentic materials, such as films and
conversational texts, to increase exposure to idiomatic language. Additionally, activities that
promote inferencing and cognitive flexibility can support learners in developing figurative
competence.

Conclusion

This article has examined the cognitive and linguistic factors influencing idiom
comprehension in EFL learners. The findings demonstrate that idiom processing is a complex
cognitive-linguistic phenomenon shaped by working memory, metaphor awareness, language
proficiency, vocabulary knowledge, and idiom transparency. Understanding these factors can
inform more effective teaching strategies and contribute to improved figurative language
competence among EFL learners.

Future research may explore experimental designs and cross-linguistic comparisons to
further investigate idiom processing mechanisms.
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