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ABSTRACT

Acquiring idiomatic expressions for second-language learners is a big challenge. This is particularly true for native
Mandarin Chinese speakers to learn English idiomatic expressions. The problem could be explained by culture
differences and “language transfer”. Previous research did not pay much attention to the influence of L1 on an
intermediate second-language learner’s idiomatic repertoire. Our study focuses on the extent to which knowledge of
Mandarin Chinese idioms affects the accuracy with which these speakers produce the correct translation of such idioms
into English. Inspired by Li’s study, we designed the English idiom translation-focused surveys, recruited 7 and 34
subjects in the pilot study and the actual experiment respectively, and analyzed the data by using the chi-square test.
Due to statistical insignificance, we failed to prove our hypotheses, which may be attributed largely to deficiency in the
number of the subjects. Some improvement could be done in the future including increasing the number of task takers,
assessing the actual English proficiency of the participants, and improving the question set up and the sampling method.
A possible topic of future study is the extent of the participants demonstrating traces of idiomatic transfer may be related
to two factors: (1) the discrepancies between their environment of acquiring L2 languages; (2) the difference between
the education systems.

Keywords: Idioms, idiomatic expressions, linguistic production, crosslinguistic transfer, Mandarin Chinese,
English

1. INTRODUCTION number of idioms that they can recognize [6].

Further, for second language (L2) learners who speak
Mandarin Chinese as their native language (L1),
idiomatic expressions in English may pose a special
problem, as the general cultural difference between
native Mandarin Chinese speakers and native English
speakers can give rise to a disparity in lexical usage,
including connotations [7]. Thus, apart from imported
expressions that are literally translated (e.g., “Don’t put

Idiomatic expressions are expressions in which mere
semantic aggregation of their components does not lead
to the intended interpretation [1, 2]. While they are an
indispensable component of daily communication,
idiomatic expressions are known to be difficult for
second-language learners, whether in comprehension,
retention, or production [3]. In recognition of this general
idea, both the Common European Framework of i
Reference for Languages (CEFR) and China’s Standards ?“_ your eggs in one basket” and “the last straw”),
of English Language Ability (CSE) refer to the command |d|orr_1at|c EXpressions in the_ Eng_llsh language can
of idiomatic expressions in their proficiency-level remain largely elusive unless with prior knowledge (e.g.,

descriptors [4]. Particularly, language learners who are “kick the bucket”).

if? the CEFR BI, B2, and C1 levels are partly One factor that seems to affect an L2 learner’s grasp
q‘ﬁeren_“ate‘j by the" ability _t0 comprehend ar_‘d produce of English-language idioms is “language transfer” [8, 9]
idiomatic expressions effectively [5], including by the from the L1 to the L2. Previous research suggests that
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when learners deal with idiomatic expressions cross-
linguistically, L1-to-L2 transfer is attested and ranges
from positive to negative depending on both the
proficiency of the learners and the similarity between the
corresponding idiomatic expressions in the two
languages [10-14]. Based on the findings from these
studies, we suspect that the L1 exerts significant
influence on a second-language learner’s idiomatic
repertoire, especially at the intermediate stage where the
learner has not yet acquired enough proficiency to
minimize “obvious searching for expressions” [5].

We are therefore interested in how native speakers of
Mandarin with intermediate proficiency in English may
exhibit influence from their native language (Mandarin)
in their spontaneous production of English as a second
language, with a focus on idiomatic expressions.
Specifically, in this study we focus on the extent to which
knowledge of Mandarin Chinese idioms affects the
accuracy with which these speakers produce the correct
translation of such idioms into English.

2. METHODOLOGY

2.1.Theoretical foundations

In terms of experimental approaches, we mainly took
inspiration from Li’s study [13]. It includes, crucially, a
translation task in the experiment as well as a pilot study
before the actual experiment. In the translation task,
participants were asked to translate from Chinese idioms
to English or vice versa. Meanwhile, the pilot study,
which tested the extent to which the target population
was familiar with the idioms to be used in the actual
experiment, helped the researcher eliminate a familiar
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idiom pair and ascertain the propriety of the rest of the
experimental corpus.

What was also important in Li’s study was a key
insight concerning the nature of the translation task: that
translation from Chinese to English is a “productive task
from L1 to L2” while translation from English to Chinese
is a “receptive task from L2 to L1” (p. 168) [13]. Since
our research focus is mainly on L2 production, we
decided to use Chinese text as stimuli and include a
similar kind of translation task in our main experiment.

2.2.Participants

We recruited a total of 41 participants for all parts of
our study. All the participants in our study were native
Mandarin Chinese speakers whose English proficiency
was roughly at the intermediate level (CEFR B1-C1).
Seven participants were recruited in the pilot study; 34
were recruited in the experiment.

The 34 participants in the experiment belong to two
populations differentiated by their prior experience with
“internationalized education”, which we define
specifically to signify education conducted in an
institution in which English is one of the main working
languages or is the default working language.
Participants in the first population (n = 17) come from a
traditional Chinese education background with less than
1 year of internationalized education, while participants
in the second population (n = 17) have had at least one
year of internationalized education. For reference, we
have also similarly categorized the 7 participants in the
pilot study. Summary statistics pertaining to all the
participants in our study can be found in Table 1 below.

Table 1. Summary statistics of the participants in the pilot study and the experiment

Gender
n Age (mean)* Age (std. dev.)
F M Other
Internationalized 1 1 0 0 20 0
Pilot study
Traditional 6 2 2 2 21.33 2.981
Internationalized 17 1 6 0 20.47 2.329
Experiment
Traditional 17 7 10 0 19.88 0.471

* Mean ages not significantly different, according to an Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) test.

2.3.Experimental design

We basically adopted the idea of the Chinese-
stimulus translation task in Li’s study, albeit with some
changes [13]. First, in terms of question type, in order to
ensure standardization during grading, instead of free-
response (open) questions, we opted for multiple-choice
questions. In addition, in order to make it difficult for the
participants to realize the true purpose of our study, we

decided that there should be a large number of “dummy
questions” (i.e., fillers) randomly dispersed between our
target questions (i.e., our questions of interest). These
“dummy questions” should resemble those typically
found in English proficiency tests/quizzes in China and,
with their sheer frequency of occurrence in the exam,
contribute to giving our participants the general
impression (though not entirely false) that the exam
somehow tests their English proficiency.
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2.3.1.The target questions

Each target question had a textual stimulus in the
form of a Chinese idiom as well as 3 choices (also
referred to as “items”) which served as candidates for an
English translation of the idiom. For ease of reference,
we defined the following terms:

Thought-image: A word-level fragment that serves
a similar function as an “imagery,” using the Merriam-
Webster definition of “imagery” as in “mental images
[...] especially the products of imagination” [15].

Isomorphic item: an English expression that is
identical or almost identical to the Chinese idiom in
terms of thought-images; alternatively, a literal (or quasi-
literal) translation of the Chinese idiom.

Intruder item: an English expression that is similar
to (but not identical with) the Chinese idiom in terms of
thought-images.

Heteromorphic item: an English expression that is
significantly different from the Chinese idiom in terms
of thought-images.

Convergent Chinese—-English idiom pair: a pair
that consists of a Chinese idiom and an isomorphic item,
wherein the two expressions have identical or nearly
identical meanings.

Divergent Chinese—English idiom pair: a pair that
consists of a Chinese idiom and a heteromorphic item,
wherein the two expressions have identical or nearly
identical meanings.

Based on the above definitions, we further defined
the following two types of target questions:

Convergent question: atarget question in which the
Chinese idiom in a convergent Chinese-English idiom
pair serves as the translation stimulus while the 3 choices
are the English idiom in the pair, an intruder item, and a
heteromorphic item, respectively. The latter two items
should either (1) not have idiomatic meanings in English
or (2) have meanings that deviate from that of the
Chinese idiom in the pair.

Divergent question: a target question in which the
Chinese idiom in a divergent Chinese-English idiom pair
serves as the translation stimulus while the 3 choices are
the English idiom in the pair, an intruder item, and an
isomorphic item. The latter two items should either (1)
not have idiomatic meanings in English or (2) have
meanings that deviate from that of the Chinese idiom in
the pair.

2.3.2.The dummy questions

As stated before, the dummy questions should not
only resemble questions typically found in English
proficiency exams in China, but also look sufficiently
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similar to the target questions.

To achieve the first goal, we referred to our
experience as students to design questions that test on
some frequently tested grammatical and lexical
(vocabulary) knowledge. The grammatical knowledge
featured in our dummy questions includes dative
alternation [16], adjective order, past subjunctive, and
special verb argument structure transformations
including null instantiation and the resultative [16]. The
lexical knowledge featured includes spelling, synonym
disambiguation, and idiomatic expressions (though with
no overlap with the target questions).

To achieve the second goal, i.e., resemblance to the
target questions in the formal aspect, we used in the
dummy questions a similar Chinese-to-English
translation prompt and similarly offered 3 choices per
Chinese stimulus.

2.4.Time limit

Then it comes the question of time limit. We needed
to make sure that participants would not be overwhelmed
by fatigue or loss of focus anywhere during the
experiment, while leaving enough time for them to react
to the stimuli and answer the questions (and not, for
example, guess randomly due to lack of time). It seems
that approximately the first 15 minutes into a series of
tasks is a period in which attention may be kept (personal
experience; personal communication), even though it is
disputed how long exactly this time limit should be [17].
Moreover, data from Hurtado’s experiment illustrates
that when an action was done by a user to an item (e.g.,
a user clicks on a product on an ecommerce site), the
users spent a total of 195,745 seconds interacting with
6,041 items — i.e., the average attention span spent on an
item per user was 32.5 seconds [18]. Further, results from
Huang et al.’s experiment on primary school students,
middle school students and undergraduates demonstrate
that attention span was positively correlated with age
[19].

Therefore, we decided that 12 minutes was a good
upper limit such that the participants in our study — the
majority of whose age would correspond to the
“undergraduates” group in the Huang et al.’s study —
would be able to maintain their attention during the entire
exam [19].

2.5.1diom selection

The Chinese idioms used in this study were drawn
from various sources, including, importantly, a Chinese-
English bilingual idiom dictionary and the corpus of
idiom pairs used in Li’s study [13, 20]. Although in
general we picked different idioms for the pilot study and
the experiment respectively, we controlled their usage
frequency within a narrow range (900-1100), as

610



ATLANTIS

PRESS

indicated by the BLCU corpus used by us [21], which
with its “up to ten billion characters” of textual data
mainly in Chinese (p. 93), is what we believe to be a
suitable reference for the actual usage frequencies of the
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Chinese idioms. The list of idioms that we used for both
the pilot study and the actual experiment is given below
in Table 2:

Table 2. List of idioms used in the study

Idioms* Literal translation Idiomatic translation** Frequency*** Notet
baishougjijia build a house with bare ‘start from scratch’ (1) 1077 p
hands
kailvdeng turn on the green ‘give the green light' (2) 1022 P/E
light
zhishangtanbing talk about warfare ‘fight only on paper’ (1) 947 E
on paper ‘theory without practice’ (4)
huolinghuoxian vivid as if alive ‘come to life’ (1) 902 E
duanzhangquyi take a meaning out ‘garble a statement’ (1) 1006 E
of its context
anranshise lose color and ‘fall into the shade’ (1) 992 P/E
become dark/dim
yimingjingren once (the bird) cries, ‘make a great coup’ (1) 995 E
it surprises everyone
renyunyiyun say what others say ‘follow the herd’ (4) 1050 E
guzhuyizhi bid the last bit that ‘send the helve after the 1056 P/E
you have hatchet’ (3)

*Chinese idioms here are spelt in Pinyin.

**Qther translations also possible.

Idiomatic translation sources: (1) = [20]; (2) = [13]; (3) = [22]; (4) = the authors of this paper.

*** This is the sum of the frequencies of all variants of each Chinese idiom that we could think of. E.g., for “kailvdeng’
(‘give the green light’) there are at least four variants possible: “kailvdeng”, “kai...Ivdeng”,

1)

LENT

lianglvdeng”, and

“liang...lvdeng”. It needs to be noted that for the specific case of “kailvdeng” (‘give the green light’) (and its variants),
we excluded occurrences in which the literal meaning (i.e., the traffic light) was evidently the intended interpretation.

1 P = included in the pilot study; E = included in the experiment.

2.6.Pilot study

In order to know how well our initial experimental
designs would work, we conducted a pilot study. The
aforementioned 7 participants were recruited to finish the
pilot exam, which we deliberately named “English-Level
Quiz”, on the online survey platform Wenjuanxing. They
were requested to fill in some background information,
finish the exam section in 720 seconds and take part in a
post-exam interview.

The pilot exam section that we designed took center
stage. This section included 28 questions. 4 questions
were target questions, including 2 divergent questions

and 2 convergent questions. The other 24 questions were
dummy questions, including 8 grammar questions, 15
vocabulary questions and 1 question on the interface
between grammar and vocabulary (see Appendix A for
details). The order of all questions and the order of all the
choices were randomized for each participant.

In the post-exam interview, we asked each participant
5 pre-written open questions via WeChat to get a sense
of how the participants thought of our prototype exam.
Below are the questions that we asked, originally in
Mandarin Chinese, but here rendered into their English
translations for the reader’s convenience:

How do you feel about the volume of questions?
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Do you think the time was tight?

How do you feel about the difficulty of the questions?
Any other suggestions for our exam?

What are the 3 questions that impressed you the most?

The responses from the participants indicated that the
timing of the exam was clearly in excess, while the exam
questions were generally of moderate difficulty, and the
dummy questions mostly distracted their attention away
from the target questions.
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2.7.The experiment

2.7.1.General setup

Based on the participants’ performance and feedback
in the pilot study, we revised the setup of the experiment.
An overview of the differences between the pilot study
and the experiment is summarized in Table 3 below:

Table 3. Comparison between the pilot study and the experiment

Pilot study Experiment
Time limit 720 seconds for all questions 10 seconds per question*
Are participants allowed to
) ) Yes No*
return to previous questions?
Total number of questions 28 32
Number of target questions 4 8
Divergent questions 2 4
in which
Convergent questions 2 4
Number of dummy questions 24 24**
Randomization of order of
) ) Yes Yes
all questions and choices
Interview/Survey format Interview; all open Q's Survey; some MCQ'st

* In the experiment, the participants had to complete each question in 10 seconds. They could not skip a question
unless they end up making no choice within the 10-second window, by the end of which the system automatically skips

to the next question.

** The individual dummy questions in the experiment were identical to those in the pilot study.

T MCQ’s = Multiple-choice questions.
2.7.2.Hypotheses

If the accuracy of Chinese-to-English idiom
translations by native speakers of Mandarin Chinese
(with English at around intermediate level) is indeed
affected by their knowledge of Mandarin Chinese idioms,
then the mean frequency at which the speakers choose
the isomorphic items in the target questions will be
significantly larger than the null value (e.g., one third)
that assumes random guessing.

A difference in educational experience (specifically,
less than one year vs. at least one year of
internationalized education) will also be manifested in a
difference in performance for the two populations
studied.

2.7.3.Procedure

We used the Wenjuanxing platform again, changing
the name of the exam slightly to “English Ability Quiz”.
All the participants were asked to fill in the background
information, answer the questions in the exam section
(see Appendix B for details), and complete a short survey
attached to the end of the exam section, instead of a
separate interview as used in the pilot study.

Below are the survey questions in the experiment,
which were originally asked in Mandarin Chinese, but
have been rendered into their English translations for the
reader’s convenience. The first three questions were
multiple-choice.

What do you think of the number of questions? (Too
few / okay / too many)
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How do you feel about the time setting of this exam?
(Too short / okay / too long)

What do you think of the difficulty of the questions?
(Too easy / okay / too hard)

Which three questions were the most memorable?
Did you use exam tricks? Please give examples.

What suggestions do you have for our question
design?

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1.Survey results

The responses from the survey suggest that our final
experimental design was generally acceptable for both
the Internationalized and Traditional participants, and
that the exam was appropriate in terms of time limit,
number of questions, and difficulty. Importantly, the
responses to the recall question (No. 4 in the list above)
show that the target questions could not be easily recalled.
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This indicates that the dummy questions were still
relatively successful, despite the change in question
proportion resulting from the increase in the number of
target questions, compared to that in the pilot study.
Responses to the question on exam trick usage (No. 5 in
the list above) will be discussed in §4 “Conclusion”
below.

3.2.Data analysis

Below are some summary statistics (Table 4 and
Table 5) for the participants’ performance in the
experiment. In contrast to our processing of the survey
results (all survey questions were answered by every
participant and counted), for the exam section we
excluded invalid responses, i.e., those from participants
(Traditional n = 2; Internationalized n = 2) who did not
finish all the eight target questions. We assume that this
incompletion might have been owing to the time
constraint, the participants’ limited vocabulary range, or
their indecisions between idiomatic expressions with
comparable thought-images.

Table 4. Summary statistics for the participants’ performance in all target questions*

Mean % Mean % Mean %

isomorphic intruder heteromorphic
Traditional (n = 15) 25.00% 25.00% 50.00%
Internationalized (n = 15) 20.83% 36.67% 42 .50%
Pooled population (n = 30) 22.92% 30.83% 46.25%

*Invalid responses not counted.

Table 5. Summary statistics for the participants’ performance, sorted by question type*

Mean % isomorphic Mean % intruder Mean % heteromorphic
Traditional in C 31.67% 28.33% 40.00%
Internationalized in C 28.33% 46.67% 25.00%
Traditional in D 18.33% 21.67% 60.00%
Internationalized in D 13.33% 26.67% 60.00%

*Invalid responses not counted.

The data suggest that the participants generally had
the inclination to choose the heteromorphic items over
either the isomorphic or the intruder items. Meanwhile,
both two groups demonstrated a stronger inclination to
choose the isomorphic or intruder item when faced with
convergent questions.

As for our first and initial hypothesis, we applied the
ordinary two-tailed one-proportion test (based on a
normal sampling distribution) at the significance level of
0.05. Using piso = 22.92% (from the pooled population),
we arrived at a p-value of 0.2266 > 0.05. We concluded

that there is no evidence substantial enough to support
the claim that the mean frequency at which the speakers
choose the isomorphic items in the target questions is
significantly different from random guesswork.

The second hypothesis, regarding differences of
educational  experiences  causing  differences in
performance among the two populations, was also
evaluated by using the chi-square test of homogeneity. The
“Chi-Square Calculator” [23] returned a p-value of 0.7869 >
0.05 (df = 2, y2 = 0.4794), which suggests that the
differences in performance were statistically insignificant.
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4. CONCLUSION

Due to the statistical insignificance, we cannot prove
our hypotheses. However, some improvement could be
done in our study and it could give suggestions on
subsequent studies. First, the aforementioned statistical
insignificance may be attributed largely to a deficiency
in the number of test takers. The limited sample led to a
high standard error, i.e., high uncertainty, as shown by a
high p-value. In addition, our calculation process
regarding the assessment of the two hypotheses was
somewhat limited, owing to our relative deficiency in
applying more sophisticated statistical methods in the
analysis.

Further, our experiment could be improved by means
of assessing the actual English proficiency of the
participants to minimize discrepancies in English
proficiency among each group, thereby potentially
arriving at more consistent and significant tendencies.
This could be achieved by involving a formal pre-test
(instead of a simple self-diagnosis) to ensure that the
participants from each group have English language
skills in accordance with our criterion of “intermediate”
[14]. Sadly, at the current stage, we do not yet have
adequate resources to construct a test that can accurately
evaluate the participants’ English proficiency.

With respect to our question setup, we have to
confess that the complexity of the target questions turns
out to be not quite consistent, since our selection of
intruders could contain thought-images ranging from
somewhat similar to largely different compared to the
correct answer (heteromorphic for divergent questions;
isomorphic for convergent questions). This can be
improved in terms of dividing questions into different
difficulties based on the “trickiness” (distracting effect)
of the intruder items. A comparison of the roles that the
intruders play in each kind of questions may also be a
focus of future analysis.

Also, we have realized that we used convenience
sampling [24] in our choice of participants, for the sake
of saving cost and time. However, this may easily have
undermined the representativeness of our sample. For
instance, all the 41 participants in our study were friends
or acquaintances of one of the researchers, and the
Traditional group of participants mostly came from the
same region in China.

Finally, we present a specific suggestion concerning
a possible topic of future studies. We have identified a
potential difference between the performance of the
Traditional and Internationalized participants in the
convergent questions; in addition, we have noticed that
the survey question on “exam tricks used” (Question No.
5) returned several responses related to language
intuitions or similar concepts particularly among
Internationalized participants, whereas Chinese-style
exam tricks, such as choosing the longest or the shortest
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item, were more often cited by the Traditional
participants. Therefore, we suspect that the extent of the
participants demonstrating traces of idiomatic transfer
may be related to two factors: (1) the discrepancies
between their environment of acquiring L2 languages (in
this study, English); (2) the difference between the
education systems, since specific tactics (exam tricks)
have often been introduced or even recommended to
learners in China for tackling with multiple-choice
questions. We believe that a fuller explanation of how
these two factors could exert influence requires further
research using more rigorous and systematic approaches.
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