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Abstract: The present study investigates to what extent the effect of context is 

responsible in facilitating L2 idiom comprehension. Forty students of Italian as 

a foreign language (L1 Croatian) completed comprehension tests consisting of 

unfamiliar L2 Italian metaphorical idioms, first presented with only general 

context and then with a specific context. To date, a large number of studies have 

described and analysed factors that influence the recognition and comprehension 

of idioms in one’s native language, and in the last twenty years the same topic 

has also been investigated for L2 idiom comprehension. However, many of these 

studies differ in terms of methodology (eye-tracking, control L1 groups, 

comprehension tests), the aim of the study, and ultimately, the corpus of the 

study (processing literal vs. metaphorical recognition, unfamiliar vs. familiar 

idioms, typology of idioms). Through a carefully designed questionnaire, in this 

study we exclude all possible factors that could influence idiom comprehension 

and isolate the context factor in the results. Given that in our previous research 

(2018) we collected highly unfamiliar Italian L2 opaque idioms and idioms 

without absolute and partial formal equivalents in Croatian, such as essere al 

verde, essere in gamba, and essere nato con la camicia, we can now 

psycholinguisticaly analyse to what extent the appropriate context can infer the 

correct comprehension of Italian L2 idioms.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
As L2 learners1, we combine different strategies whenever we come 
across an unknown word/idiom or phrase. Which strategy is used more 
depends on various factors that affect L2 learners and native speakers 
differently? 

                                                 
1  Given the terminology in glotodidactics, L2 speakers are also considered 
foreign language speakers. The variety of individual linguistic and sociolinguistic 
backgrounds of participants clearly show how the strict categorisation in either 
second language learners or foreign language learners have several drawbacks.  
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Idioms are specific expressions with figurative meaning and sets of 

words with strong syntagmatic connection whose meaning usually 
cannot be or can hardly be derived by the meaning of its components. 
As native speakers, we constantly come across novel idioms, and as all 
other lexical items that are unknown to us, we acquire their meaning 
using different strategies, the main ones being exposure and context. 
We learn some of them while we are still in school, but nobody goes 
around explaining to others what each new idiom means. L2 learners, 
however, are in a different situation: independently of the didactic 
approach, they go through the process of learning meaning through an 
institutional environment.  

The most important studies in understanding and modelling the 
processing and comprehension of idioms in native language are those of 
Bobrow and Bell (1973), with their idiom-list hypothesis; Swinney and 
Cutler (1979), with the lexical representation theory; Gibbs (1980; 1984) 
and Schweigert (1986), with the direct access hypothesis; and Gibbs 
(1994) and Glucksberg (1993), who developed the composition model. 
Studies on early-age idiom comprehension are found in Cacciari and 
Levorato (2009). 

In the last fifty years, there have been different attempts to predict 
and compose an L2 comprehension model that would involve the 
interaction of different variables (factors); today, however, we still do 
not have a complete picture. Various studies involve specific variables, 
which suggest a different correlation and different degree of connection 
between them. As Cieślicka (2015) points out, many of these studies 
differ in methodology (eye tracking, control L1 groups, comprehension 
tests) or in the aim or the corpus used for the studies (literal vs. 
metaphorical recognition, familiar vs. unfamiliar, typology of idioms), 
and the results are often contradictory. For example, Suñer (2018) 
investigated sixty German foreign-language learners (L1 French) and 
tested the influence of context comprehension of metaphorical idioms 
in L2 (who differed from their L1 equivalents conceptually and formally). 
His results indicated that low performance in idiom comprehension 
tests are associated with a higher degree of conceptual and formal 
distance in correlation with the absence of context. However, the study 
also revealed that the presence of a context clearly increased the 
comprehension of conceptually different idioms. Liontas (2002) studied 
to what extent the context and the type of idiom increased L2 idiom 
comprehension in fifty-three L2 learners of Spanish, German, and 
French. Based on three different categories (identical, similar, and 
different) in relation to their syntactic, semantic, and conceptual 
similarity to the L1 equivalents, the idioms were presented with and 
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without context. The study revealed that the context increased the rate 
of correct answers in all three types of idioms, even though the identical 
ones were easiest to comprehend and the different ones more difficult. 
Türker (2016) investigated the influence and relation of context and L2 
(conceptual and linguistic) similarity to L1 on thirty-six L2 Korean 
learners (English L1). She concluded that context mainly facilitates 
comprehension in different (linguistic and conceptual) equivalents 
between L2 and L1. Cooper (1999) studied strategies used by eighteen 
L2 learners in idiom comprehension and concluded that using the 
context was the most frequent strategy in inferring the meaning of an 
idiom. In 28% of cases, the participants used context to comprehend 
their meaning. All the above-mentioned studies had very similar aims. 
However, we have narrowed down the possible factors/strategies to a 
minimum, trying to catch only context-aided idiom comprehension.   

  
1.1.  The difference between L1 and L2 idiom comprehension  

The comprehension of idioms in L1 has been studied for decades, 
and in that time four main theories have been developed: the idiom-list 
hypothesis (Bobrow and Bell 1973), the lexical representation theory 
(Swinney and Cutler 1979), the direct access hypothesis (Gibbs 1980, 
1984; Schweigert 1986), and the Gibbs composition model (1994). The 
first model suggests literal interpretation and comprehension of idioms 
prior to figurative, but was later rejected by Gibbs’s (1980) and 
Glucksberg’s (1993) experiments, which found that participants never 
understood the literal meaning more quickly than they understood the 
figurative meaning. The second model describes idioms as long words 
that are stored in the mental lexicon together with all other words. Their 
literal and figurative meaning appear to be processed simultaneously, 
and the context determines the more fitting interpretation. In the third 
model, Gibbs (1980) states that native speakers retrieve the figurative 
meaning directly from the mental lexicon while rarely considering the 
literal meaning. This can be explained by the fact that idiom figurative 
access is completed more quickly as it does not require semantic, lexical, 
and syntactic processing for a complete linguistic analysis. The fourth 
model considers the type of compositionality of idioms confirming that 
decomposable idioms (in which the figurative and literal meanings are 
close, e.g., hit the jackpot) are processed faster than the non-
decomposable idioms (which are non-transparent, e.g. essere al verde).  

Different studies have suggested that children under the age of 9 
rarely understand the figurative meaning of idioms in their native 
language. However, Cacciari and Levorato (2009) conclude from their 
study that a rich context can increase the correct comprehension of 
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idioms even from the age of 7. The frequency of exposure of children to 
idioms, which was considered the main factor in acquisition and 
production, has now been downplayed because it has been found to 
play only a minor role and only for children who are not yet able to use 
contextual information.  

On the other hand, the processing and comprehension of L2 idioms 
seems to include many more factors than L1 idiom comprehension. One 
L2 idiom comprehension model is the parasitic hypothesis (Hall 2002), 
in which the initial referent of a new L2 vocabulary item is the 
conceptual structure of the most closely corresponding L1 word. 
Gradually, these initial L1-based representations get replaced as the 
learner establishes L2 conceptual representations and direct 
connections develop between L2 words/forms and their corresponding 
L2 concepts. The same model could also apply for idioms because 
translating the idiom literally and trying to find its native language 
equivalent seems to be a natural strategy for the L2 learner.  

Another L2 idiom comprehension model is the dual idiom 
representation model, which divides the processing model into parts 
depending on the type of idiom and its (non)decompositionality 
(prendere una cotta) and familiarity (Abel 2003). For example, non-
decomposable idioms should have separate lexical entries while 
decomposable idioms (andare a letto con le galline) can be represented 
via lexical entries of their individual constituents (constituent entries).   

Other studies, such as those of Irujo (1986a), Kellermen (1983), 
Marković (2018), and Suñer (2018), also suggest that L1 plays a role in 
L2 idiom processing especially when the idioms are absolute or near 
equivalents in both languages. 

We assume that each L2 learner will adopt the most facilitating 
strategies to arrive as quickly as possible to the correct understanding 
of an idiom. Different strategies were also confirmed by Cooper (1999), 
who explains that L2 learners use a heuristic approach to L2 idiom 
comprehension through the trial and error strategy, with the context 
being used in 28% of all the cases (and in 57% of all correctly inferred 
idiom meanings).2 

 
1.2.  Factors that influence L2 idiom comprehension 

When an L2 speaker comes across to an idiom for the first time, 
different factors can influence its comprehension.  

                                                 
2 Even though the context is usually used in parallel with other strategies, its 
relevance in interpreting can be influenced by other factors (frequency of 
exposure, type of idiom, etc.) 
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We can start with the influence of L1 linguistic background on the 

comprehension of L2 idioms. Several studies suggest that a formal and 
conceptual similarity of idioms in L2 and L1 can increase the possibility 
of a correct comprehension of an L2 idiom. However, they are always 
connected to other factors (context, frequency of use, etc.) Studies done 
by Irujo (1986), Ferreira (2008), Liontas (2002), Chen and Lai (2013), and 
Türker (2016) suggest that the cross-linguistic aspects (similarity 
between L1 and L2) have an impact on L2 idiom comprehension. Recent 
studies have confirmed this thesis. Suñer (2018) concludes in his study 
that formal and conceptual distance of idioms in two languages lead to 
the performance in L2 idiom comprehension. However, he also showed 
that the presence of a context clearly increases the comprehension of 
conceptually different idioms. On the other hand, Marković (2018) has 
found that similarity (partial equivalents) between idioms in two 
languages helps L2 learners to correctly comprehend L2 idioms in 51% 
of cases, while their difference (when equivalent idioms are different or 
when there are no equivalents) in two languages leads participants to 
the correct answer in only 21% of the cases.  

The proficiency of L2 learners. Various studies suggest that a 
learner’s degree of L2 competence influences their access to the 
possible figurative meaning of idioms. This means that a lower degree 
of language competence is responsible for the accessing of a literal 
meaning (instead of a figurative one). Already in 1986, Gibbs concluded 
that the more proficient L2 learners are, the more they retrieve the 
idiomatic meaning like native speakers (holistically), generally by 
bypassing the literal meaning. L2 proficiency is clearly also responsible 
for the speaker’s ability to deduct the meaning of an idiom through 
better use of contextual understanding, or through possible connections 
with the meaning of each idiom unit.  

Another factor that can clearly influence the easier comprehension 
of idioms is the type of idiom, based on its compositionality. Gluckberg 
(1993) describes types of idioms based on their meaning. There are 
some idioms whose meaning is arbitrary and not motivated, and they 
are acquired/learnt and memorised as one unit. These idioms are not or 
are hardly decomposable (e.g., essere al verde, essere in gamba) and are 
less transparent and their meaning can hardly be deducted based on 
their constituents. On the other hand, there are other idioms that can 
be easily decomposed (e.g., acqua passata, she packed her bags); these 
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are usually more transparent to comprehend because each of the 
idiom’s units can be connected to the overall meaning of the idiom.3  

Frequency of exposure to L2 idioms should be the main factor for 
idiom comprehension. This variable should be equal for mother-tongue 
speakers as for second-language learners. However, we cannot exclude 
the impact that context has on comprehension through exposure 
(Levorato and Cacciari 2009). 

Individual factors in using different general cognitive strategies in 
idiom comprehension. These strategies are usually parallel and are 
combined with other variables that could affect the comprehension of 
idioms, such as generalisation, analogies, heuristic approach to 
processing, trial and error, or guessing strategies.  

We have already mentioned that the presence or absence of a 
supporting context can strongly affect L2 idiom comprehension. Sperber 
and Wilson (1995) state in their relevance theory that context helps 
learners of L2 to balance the cognitive effects with cognitive efforts to 
reach optimal results when inferring the meaning of an idiom. All the 
previously mentioned studies – Suñer (2018), Liontas (2002), Türker 
(2016), and Cooper (2019) – have affirmed context as a significant factor 
in facilitating L2 idiom comprehension.  

In this study, we investigate to what extent context is responsible 
for facilitating comprehension of unknown idioms in a second or foreign 
language. In our case, the subjects are Croatian native speakers who are 
students of Italian. Therefore, we adjusted the questionnaire by 
excluding all idioms that would be familiar to the participants, using only 
opaque non-decomposable Italian idioms with no structural or semantic 
similarity to their Croatian equivalents). Only in this way could we be 
sure that context was the main factor/strategy responsible in inferring 
the meaning of the L2 idiom). 

 
2. AIM OF THE STUDY AND METHODOLOGY 

The present study aims to answer the following research questions: 

                                                 
3 However, as Cieślicka (2015) also points out, these two dimensions are not 
always interchangeable, because some idioms can be transparent ‘mental 
picture motivated by the components of an idiom’ and nondecomposable 
‘none of the components literal meaning is used for overall meaning’ (e.g., jump 
the gun; levare le tende) while others can be opaque ‘mental picture is not 
clearly motivated by the idiom components’ and decomposable ‘some of the 
components literal meaning is close to the overall meaning’ (e.g., pop the 
question; un tempo da lupi).   
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1. What is the extent and impact of contextual information in inferring 

the unknown idiom comprehension (when no obvious factors are 
included)? 

2. What is the relationship between the context and level of language 
proficiency for correct idiom comprehension? 

3. Are other individual factors (strategies) involved in unknown L2 
idiom comprehension (literal interpretation of components, 
language proficiency, semantic and formal analogies, 
generalizations)? 

 
2.1.  Participants  

Forty-two learners of Italian as a foreign language with Croatian as 
L1 participated in the study. The participants were recruited from the 
student body of the University of Zadar’s program in Italian language 
and literature. They were divided into two groups based on their level 
of L2 Italian proficiency and year of study. Group 1 was in their second 
year of the bachelor’s degree program and had Italian proficiency levels 
ranging from A2 to B1 according to the Common European Framework 
of Reference (CEFR), while Group 2 was in their first year of the master’s 
degree program, with C1 Italian proficiency level according to the CEFR. 
Over the course of the year, the participants were receiving 6 hours of 
language instruction per week in addition to specialized courses 
(linguistics and literature), which were also taught in Italian. The 
participants in Group 1 had been studying Italian for 8,8 years (on 
average, ranging from 4 to 12 years) in a non-intensive schooling 
program, while those in Group 2 had been studying Italian for 12,5 years 
(on average, ranging from 7 to 20 years), with two participants being 
early bilinguals (from ages 2 and 4). There was no obvious connection 
between the number of correctly inferred idiom meanings and the 
participants Italian language exposure over the years 4  which can be 
explained by very moderate and not demanding courses of Italian prior 
to University level.   

 
2.2.  Instruments 

In order to investigate the effects of context on idiom 
comprehension, we created the idiom comprehension test (ICT), which 
consists of 15 idiomatic expressions. All of the idioms (items) were 

                                                 
4 The foreign language programs for primary and secondary elementary schools 
and colleges in Croatia usually include two hours of language lessons per week.  
On the other hand, the University Bachelor degree starts with the Italian 
proficiency level A1 and all the courses are taught in Italian language. 
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chosen according to their non-familiarity. Only idioms unknown to the 
participants in a previous study done by Marković (2018) were used.5 
The same idioms also had to meet further criteria in order to exclude all 
the possible factors that can help infer the correct meaning of unknown 
idioms. For example, we also selected only non-decomposable idioms 
(or the ones with very high levels of non-decomposability), so we could 
exclude possible idiom comprehension through their components. 6 In 
addition, only idioms that did not have similar equivalents (absolute or 
partial equivalents in their mother tongue – Croatian) were used. In that 
way, we could exclude the possible inference of an idiom’s meaning 
through the similar equivalent in L1. By using these criteria, we were 
able to ensure that the context is the main factor/strategy responsible 
in inferring the meaning of L2 idiom.  

We created two different versions of the test with the same 15 
idiomatic expressions. Both versions were presented with the context. 
However, the first version of the test was presented with a broad 
context (ICT1)7, while the second version (ICT2) was presented with a 
specific and appropriate context. For example:  

ICT1:  
Il ragazzo pensava che suo fratello fosse nato con la camicia.  
‘The boy thought his brother was born with a silver spoon in his 
mouth.’ 
 
ICT2:  
Giovanni: Sai che ieri Toni ha vinto il Jackpot? (‘Did you know that 
Toni won the Jackpot yesterday?’) 
Franco: Ma guarda, quello è proprio nato con la camicia. (‘O dear, 
he really was born with a silver spoon in his mouth.’) 
 

2.3.  Procedure 
Before we started the test, each participant completed a short 

questionnaire about their linguistic biography (their mother tongue, 

                                                 
5 Nevertheless, some idioms in this study were known to the participants. Such 
cases were excluded from the results. 
6 The degree of idiom nondecompositionality is not absolute and may vary. The 
data we researched are at the very top of the nondecompositionality scale. 
7  In ICT1 broad or general context was used mainly for the purpose of 
naturalness. The context was structured so it could not give any semantic clue 
in inferring the meaning of the investigated idiom.  
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other foreign languages, length of study, type of bilingual, stays abroad) 
and was explained the purpose of the study.  

The participants were first asked in ICT1 to indicate the meaning of 
each idiom when presented with a broader context. Once the first 
version was completed, the participants were asked in ICT2 to indicate 
the meaning of the same idioms after being presented with the specific 
context. We compared the two versions, looking for the correct answers 
in the ICT2 (after being checked for being unknown to the participants 
from the ICT1). All the correctly inferred idiom meanings from the first 
test were excluded from the results. To receive more detailed 
information about the strategies they used and the problems they 
encountered during the comprehension test, the participants were 
asked to answer to some of the qualitative questions, such us: Which 
lexical components of idioms were not known to you? Were any parts 
of context that were not understood? How did you arrive to a certain 
answer?   

 
2.4.  Data analysis 

The quantitative part of the study included the rates of correct and 
incorrect answers. After we excluded all the correctly answered 
questions from ICT1 we compared the remaining ones with the answers 
from ICT2. Every correct answer received 1 point, while no answer or an 
incorrect answer received 0 points. To achieve a better understanding 
of other possible remaining factors or strategies used in inferring the 
idioms’ meanings, we used information from a qualitative interview. 
Some of the answers were also hyperonyms of the correct meanings 
which were taken into account, and each analysed qualitatively. The 
expression essere in gamba can indicate variations in meaning 
depending on its context. For example, the meaning of the expression 
Marco è un idraulico in gamba refers to the competences and 
capabilities of a person in a working environment, while Marco è un tipo 
in gamba refers to general positive qualities that Marco has, which can 
stretch over a great range from being likable to being intelligent.  

 
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Three questions were addressed in the study. The first and the main 
question was, what is the extent and impact of contextual information 
in inferring an unknown idiom’s sense (when no obvious factors are 
included)? Out of 630 possible answers in the ICT1 (idioms with general 
context) only 12% were correct, a result which shows the participant’s 
familiarity with the idioms presented. On the other hand, when 
presented with more specific context (ICT2), the participants managed 
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to infer the correct idiom meaning in 48% of the cases (out of 551 possible 
answers). These results strongly confirm the correlation between context 
and L2 idiom comprehension (see Chart 1. and Table 1.) 
 

 
Chart 1. Percentage of correctly inferred idioms of ICT1 and ICT28 

 
 

Idiom ICT1 
correct 

ICT2 
possible 
answers 
(42 - ICT1 
correct) 

ICT2 
correct 

(without 
ICT1 

correct) 

% of 
correct 

ICT2 
answer

s 

essere al verde 8 34 20 58,82 

essere in gamba 8 34 23 67,64 

prendere in giro 34 8 5 62,5 

fare la pelle 0 42 3 7,14 

attacare un bottone 0 42 14 33,33 
essere nato con la 
camicia 11 31 29 93,55 

avere la luna storta 0 42 13 30,95 

perdere le staffe 0 42 30 71,42 

andare a gonfie vele 4 38 31 81,58 

prendersi una cotta 4 38 29 76,31 

ingoiare il rospo 0 42 9 21,42 

                                                 
8 42 participants * 15 idioms = 630 possible answers (ICT1) 
630 total possible answers - 79 ICT1 correct known answers = 551 possible 
answers (ICT2) 
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andare a monte 4 38 23 60,52 

sputare il rospo 1 41 12 29,26 

fare quattro passi 5 37 24 64,86 

prendere un granchio 0 42 3 7,14 

TOTAL 
79 (out of 

630) 551 
268 (out 
of 551)  

% 12,50%  48,63%  
Table 1. Total idiom comprehension through ICT1 and ICT2 

 
When these results are compared with those of Cooper’s (1999: 

246) study, in which 28% of the answers were inferred correctly through 
context (being the strategy most used by L2 learners), we can see how 
the percentage is much higher when we have no other obvious strategy 
(L1 formal equivalence, literal meaning, conceptual transparency of the 
components) to be used other than the context. Studies like Ferreira’s 
(2008), which have diminished the importance of context in L2 
comprehension arguing that learners use analogies and associations 
based on their embodied experience (like the concept of physical 
motion to understand the expression of time) rather than using the 
contextual clues have been mainly disproved by our study. This might 
be true for other types of idioms other than opaque ones.9 Even Suñer 
(2018: 509) indicates the possibility that the different contexts 
presented in the comprehension tests were not equally useful or 
supportive to inferring the meaning. This was also the case in Türker’s 
(2016) study, as he demonstrated that differences in the length of 
contextual information play an important role. Even though we took 
into consideration the appropriate and specific context for ICT2, trying 
to specify it with different contextual clues, we noticed that some of 
them were not specific enough. For example, fare la pelle, ingoiare il 
rospo, and prendere un granchio have all been very difficult to 
comprehend even within the appropriate context (inferred correctly 
from 0% to 25% especially in the lower language proficiency group). 

Regarding the second question, which concerned the relationship 
between context and level of language proficiency for correct idiom 
comprehension, the results show a correlation between L2 higher 
proficiency level and better performance at L2 idiom comprehension 
(see Table 2.). The difference between the two group’s proficiency levels 

                                                 
9 Few answers were indicative of using these types of strategies. However, the 
meaning inferred was incorrect because the analogy or association was usually 
connected only with one idiom component. 
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also has been indicated by the results of ICT1 (the test with general 
context). The results show that only 8.9% of idioms were correctly 
comprehended with broad context by the lower-proficiency L2 learners 
(G1) and 15% by the higher-level L2 learners (G2). Presented with ICT2 
(the test with appropriate context), the more proficient group (G2) 
inferred the meaning correctly in 57,5% of the cases, while the less 
proficient group (G1) in 40,44% of the cases. 

 

Column1 
G1 (lower prof. 
group) 

G2 (higher prof. 
group)  

No. of participants 23 19 
Mean length of stud. It. 
lan. 8,8 12,5 
ICT1 correct 31 (out of 345) 45 (out of 285) 
% of ICT1 correct 9% 15,80% 
ICT2 correct by context 127 (out of 314) 138 (out of 240) 
% of ICT2 correct by 
context 40,44% 57,50% 

Table 2. Correlation between language proficiency level and correctly inferred 
idiom comprehension10 

 
This difference of 17% can be explained by the lower language 

competence in understanding the meaning of some idiom components. 
The participants of Group 1 indicated that, when an idiom component – 
such as rospo ‘toad’ or granchio ‘crab’ etc. – was not known to them, 
they did not try to guess the meaning. On the other hand, there was no 
difference between the two groups in using the guessing strategy in 
general and presenting the incorrect answer in circa 17% of the cases. 
We can conclude that the more proficient language level brings students 
to use context more when inferring the meaning of an idiom. However, 
we must also agree with Azuma and Littlemore (2010), Azuma (2009), 
and Liontas (2002) when they state that L2 learners basically use pure 
guessing by context (at all levels), even though the strategy often leads 
to misinterpretation (Boers 2000), in our case in both groups in 17% of 

                                                 
10 Two groups ended having different no. of participants due to larger groups at 
Bachelor level. 
ICT1 (G1) had 23 participants * 15 = 345 possible answers 
ICT1 (G2) had 19 participants * 15 = 285 possible answers 
ICT2 (G1) 314 possible answers (345-31 ICT1 correct) 
ICT2 (G2) 240 possible answers (285-45 ICT1 correct) 
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cases. There is another indicator of difference between the two groups. 
In G1 we find at least 5 participants in ICT2 that haven't reached the 30% 
of correct idiom comprehension, while in G2 the minimum of correct 
answers in ICT2 was more than 30% for each participant and the max. 
were generally much higher.  

The third question concerned other possible individual factors 
(strategies) involved in unknown L2 idiom comprehension (literal 
interpretation of components, language proficiency, semantic and 
formal analogies, generalizations). We have found that Group 2 in 29% 
of the cases generalised the meaning, presenting answers with wider 
meaning or hyperonyms, while Group 1 used this strategy in only 7% of 
the cases. In this case, the results clearly support studies which indicate 
that general cognitive strategies are always involved and at all levels, but 
there is a tendency for them to be used differently depending on the L2 
proficiency level. For example, the idiom essere in gamba, which in 
general means ‘very capable, on top of things’ was interpreted very 
often as ‘good (girl)’ and andare a gonfie vele ‘full sail ahead’ was 
interpreted also often as ‘going well’ or ‘better’. We have also noticed 
that Group 1 used the literal meaning of components to infer the 
meaning in many cases (clearly inferring the wrong meaning, as the 
idioms were very opaque). For example, the idiom essere al verde ‘being 
broke’ was incorrectly interpreted as ‘being young’ by several 
participants who connected the component verde ‘green’ with the 
general figurative meaning of green ‘young, inexperienced’; or the idiom 
attaccare (un) bottone a qualcuno ‘to bore somebody’ was interpreted 
as ‘to hook up with somebody’ based on the component attaccare ‘to 
stick, to hook up’;  andare a monte ‘to ruin, to blow up’ was interpreted 
by some participants as ‘to go high’ due to the component monte 
‘mountain’; and fare quattro passi ‘to go for a little walk’ was interpreted 
as ‘to do four rounds’, again based on the component ‘four’ and 
passi,’steps’. In Group 2 this was never the case. 11  These results 
correspond to Gibbs’ (1986) research which indicate that lower degree 
of language competence is responsible for accessing the literal meaning 
(instead of a figurative one), while more proficient L2 learners try to 
retrieve the idiomatic meaning more like native speakers (holistically), 
generally by bypassing the literal meaning.  

                                                 
11 Gioria (1999) states that L2 learners first focus their attention on the literal 
meaning, and then make use of contextual clues. In our study, we have received 
the opposite results from G2. Even when contextual clues were not clear 
enough for them to interpret the meaning, the participants never used the 
literal meaning to infer the correct answer.  
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4. CONCLUSION 

What we tried to present is that, even though different strategies 
are used at the same time (as we stated before) when an L2 learner 
comes across a completely unknown idiom and when transparency and 
its decompositionality are at the lowest level, context plays a significant 
(if not the only) role in correct idiom comprehension. We can say that 
the L1 model of idiom comprehension should apply in these types of 
idioms of L2 – in contradiction to Cooper’s (1999) thesis that the L2 
idiom comprehension is different from L1 – because the strategies are 
much more restricted when idioms are opaque, not decomposable, and 
with no other language equivalent to refer to. Therefore, as with L1 
idiom comprehension in children, frequency of exposure and context 
play a significant role (Levorato and Cacciari 2009) in the second 
language as well, but when we tested unfamiliar L2 idioms, context 
turned out to be by far the main factor in their comprehension. 

The guessing strategy of trial and error is also present, but this is 
usually combined with generalization of the meaning in the higher 
proficiency level of L2 (often resulting in a broader but correct answer), 
while the lower-proficiency learners of L2 combine guessing with the 
literal meaning of components (arriving at the wrong answer).  

As L2 learners, we continuously come across different types of 
idioms, and the non-transparent ones are usually as frequent as the 
other types. Our study has shown that when a non-decomposable idiom 
is put in a specific and appropriate context, it can be inferred in almost 
half of the cases and consequently can be acquired with ease by 
learners. Therefore, to help L2 learners to achieve good comprehension 
and master these types of idioms, instructional materials and teaching 
techniques need to be focused on appropriate and specific context. 
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VAŽNOST KONTEKSTA U PREPOZNAVANJU ZNAČENJA NEPOZNATIH  
FRAZEMA U DRUGOM ILI STRANOM JEZIKU 

 
Cilj istraživanja bio je utvrditi u kojoj mjeri kontekst može utjecati na 
prepoznavanje značenja nepoznatih frazema kod učenja stranog ili drugog 
jezika. Radom se prvenstveno pokušava psiholingvistički prodrijeti u 
razumijevanje utjecaja ili udjela utjecaja konteksta na prepoznavanje značenja.  
Budući da je potrebno odvojiti sve ostale čimbenike koji bi mogli utjecati na 
prepoznavanje značenja, te izdvojiti rezultate samo za kontekst, bilo je 
potrebno precizno osmisliti upitnik u kojem bi se svi ostali čimbenici mogli 
isključiti. Prvenstveno se to odnosi na iste apsolutne ili parcijalne ekvivalente i 
u hrvatskom jeziku, te na providnije frazeme koji svojim literarnim značenjem u  
sastavnicama mogu navesti ispitanika na prepoznavanje značenja. S obzirom da 
je u prijašnjim radovima Marković (2018) ispitala poznatost odnosno 
nepoznatost određenih frazema izdvojeni su frazemi koji su prema tome 
istraživanju a) nepoznati, b) neprovidni, c) nemaju apsolutnog ili parcijalnog 
ekvivalenta i u hrvatskom jeziku npr. essere al verde, essere in gamba. Osim 
kvantitativnog ispitivanja preko upitnika vršilo se i kvalitativno ispitivanje 
svakog pojedinog ispitanika kako bi se dobio uvid u razloge i motivacije za 
njegovo prepoznavanje ili neprepoznavanje frazema. Rezultati su pokazali kako 
je kontekst najvažniji čimbenik u prepoznavanju točnog značenja neprovidnog i 
nekompozicionalnog frazema (u čak 50% slučajeva). Razine jezične 
kompetencije ispitanika imale su nešto utjecaja na točno prepoznavanje 
značenja, no njihova se razlika u prepoznavanju frazema očitovala prvenstveno 
u upotrebi različitih tipova kognitivnih strategija. Skupina s boljim poznavanjem 
jezika bila je sklonija generalizaciji u značenju i koristila često hiperonime, dok 
je druga skupina s nešto manjim poznavanjem jezika učestalo koristila 
komponente frazema kako bi došla do značenja (iako uvijek netočnog), što u 
prvoj skupini nikad nije bio slučaj.  
 
Ključne riječi: Idiomi, kontekst, razumijevanje, prepoznavanje, talijanski L2 
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APPENDIX A 
Idiom Comprehension Test 1 (ICT1) 

1. Giorgio non è andato via soltanto perché era al verde. ‘to be broke’ 
2. Non c'era dubbio che Maria era veramente in gamba.  ‘great, 

capable, intelligent’ 
3. Marco non capiva perché tutti lo prendevano in giro. ‘make fun of, 

tease’ 
4. Gli hanno fatto la pelle perché parlava con voi.   ‘to skin alive, to kill’ 
5. Ho cercato di attaccare un bottone a lei.  ‘talk endlessly to, to bore 

somebody’ 
6. Il ragazzo pensava che suo fratello fosse nato con la camicia.  ‘to be 

born with a silver spoon in one's mouth’ 
7. Sembra che qualcuno abbia la luna storta. ‘to be in a bad mood’  
8. E, sopra ogni cosa, non perdere le staffe.  ‘to boil over’ 
9. Direi che tutto va a gonfie vele.    ‘to go very well’ 
10.  Mi sono presa proprio una bella cotta.   ‘to fall for somebody’ 
11. Ho paura che tu debba ingoiare il rospo stavolta. ‘to swallow a bitter 

pill’   
12. Ieri Mario mi ha detto che il progetto è andato a monte. ‘to blow up’ 
13. Farai meglio a sputare il rospo.    ‘to get something off one's 

chest’   
14. Devo andare a fare quattro passi.    ‘to go for a little walk’ 
15. Oggi ho proprio preso un granchio.   ‘to make a blunder’     

 
 
 
APPENDIX B  
Idiom Comprehension Test 2 (ICT2) 

1. essere al verde ‘to be broke’ 
ICT2 
Due amici parlano.  
Marco: Franco dove andate in vacanza quest' anno?  
Franco: Ma che vacanze, sono completamente al verde:. 
 

2. essere in gamba ‘great, capable, intelligent’ 
ICT2 
Due signore conversano.  
Bruna: Maria, ho sentito che tuo Franco si sposa? Che bella notizia.  
Maria: Si, sono molto contenta perché Laura è proprio una ragazza in 
gamba e intelligente.  
 

3. prendere in giro ‘make fun of, tease’ 
ICT2 
Dalla scuola correva a casa con occhi pieni di lacrime e non capiva 
perché tutti lo  prendevano in giro.  
 

https://it.bab.la/dizionario/inglese-italiano/get-something-off-one-s-chest
https://it.bab.la/dizionario/inglese-italiano/get-something-off-one-s-chest
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4. fare la pelle a qualcuno ‘to skin alive, to kill’ 

ICT2 
Io ho solo sentito degli spari, ho pensato che volessero fare la pelle 
a qualche poveretto. 
 

5. attaccare (un) bottone ‘talk endlessly to, to bore somebody’ 
ICT2 
Franca: Siete uscite ieri sera? Com'è andata?  
Giorgia: Era un successo, soltanto che alla fine  è venuto Guido e mi 
ha attaccato un bottone per un' intera ora. 
 

6. nascere con la camicia ‘to be born with a silver spoon in one's 
mouth’ 
ICT2 
Giovanni: Sai che ieri Toni ha vinto il Jackpot?  
Franco: Ma guarda, quello è proprio nato con la camicia. 
 

7. avere la luna storta ‘to be in a bad mood’ 
ICT2 
Dopo aver litigato con la fidanzata Giorgio parla con sua sorella 
Fiorella.  
Fiorella: Ma è una cosa grave?  
Giorgio: Era una stupidaggine. Oggi ha proprio la luna storta. 
 

8. perdere le staffe ‘to boil over’ 
ICT2 
Mario infuriato gridava a Sabina. Lei, con pazienza, senza perdere le 
staffe gli disse di calmarsi perché anche lei ha avuto una giornata 
pesante. 
 

9. andare a gonfie vele ‘to go very well’ 
ICT2 
Jack ha aperto un negozio. Dopo un periodo difficile, gli affari ben 
presto cominciarono ad andare a gonfie vele. 
 

10.  prendersi una cotta ‘to fall for somebody’ 
ICT2 
Stavo di fronte a lui. Non potevo pensare, non potevo parlare, non 
potevo respirare perché il cuore mi batteva mille all'ora. In quel 
momento ho capito di aver preso una cotta per lui.   
 

11.  ingoiare il rospo ‘to swallow a bitter pill’ 
ICT2 
Simona ha avuto una discussione con il suo capo. La collega di lavoro 
Cristina cerca di darle dei suggerimenti. Cristina: Penso, che questa 
volta tu debba ingoiare il rospo, sennò finisci per strada.  
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12. andare a monte ‘to blow up’ 
ICT2 
Mauro era molto preoccupato. Proprio adesso il capo gli ha detto che 
per colpa sua era andato a monte l'intero progetto. 
 

13.  sputare il rospo ‘to get something off one's chest’ 
ICT2 
Vilma: Jonas cos'hai? 
Jonas: Nulla, lasciamo perdere.  
Vilma: Non sei mai stato bravo a nascondere le cose, sputa il rospo. 
Jonas: Ma no, è solo stanchezza.  
 

14. fare quattro passi ‘to go for a little walk’ 
ICT2 
Feci una rapida doccia e la colazione, e poi uscii a fare quattro passi 
nel parco vicino. 
  

15. prendere un granchio ‘to make a blunder’ 
ICT2 
Marco è andato a fare un’intervista di lavoro.  
Mamma: Com’è andata Marco?  
Marco: Non chiedermelo neanche! Mi hanno chiesto di fare una 
presentazione ed io completamente in trance non potevo dire 
neanche una parola. Ho proprio preso un granchio! 

 

https://it.bab.la/dizionario/inglese-italiano/get-something-off-one-s-chest

