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Abstract 

Idioms are widely used in daily communication but are often presented as decontextualized, 

outdated lists in Chinese English as a Foreign Language (EFL) textbooks, lacking authenticity 

and hindering learning. Corpus-based materials are a possible solution to this problem, but their 

design and applicability remain unclear. This study therefore compares the effectiveness of two 

major teaching methods – the deductive Presentation-Practice-Production (PPP) and the 

inductive Data-Driven Learning (DDL) – for idiom acquisition using corpus-informed content. A 

set of high-frequency idioms featuring body parts was selected from the Corpus of 

Contemporary American English (COCA). Fifteen Year 1 English major students at an English  

Medium of Instruction (EMI) university in China participated in a one-group pretest-posttest 

experiment, experiencing both approaches. Their short-term and long-term retention were 

measured, and semi-structured interviews explored their perceptions of the two approaches. Data 

were analyzed with SPSS and qualitative methods. Quantitative results showed significant 

improvements in idiom retention under both approaches. Although the DDL group scored 

slightly higher, no statistically significant difference was found between the two methods. This 

study confirms the pedagogical value of corpus-based materials and suggests that both deductive 

and inductive approaches can be integrated to enhance idiom learning in tertiary EFL settings. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

 Idioms are frequently used to add richness to language by combining existing words in 

unique ways to create new meanings (Liontou, 2020). They are widely used in daily spoken and 

written communication. In particular, idiomatic expressions appear every 3 to 4 minutes in 

conversations and 38 times on a single page of a magazine (Xie, 2017). Therefore, idioms 

deserve greater attention in language teaching. However, idioms are often excluded from English 

textbooks and overlooked by language teachers (Mehranirad et al., 2023). Even worse, the idiom 

selection in recourse books and textbooks seems inconsistent, with highly common items 

missing while covering less frequent and more transparent ones (Liu, 2003). In Chinese English 

as a Foreign Language (EFL) contexts, most students learn the expression “raining cats and 

dogs” in junior high school, which is considered as outdated in the Cambridge Dictionary, 

causing inappropriate idiomatic language usage. 

  Corpus-based materials may be a possible solution as corpora allow material designers to 

identify the most frequent and relevant lexical patterns used in a certain language context 

(Bennett, 2026). Bennett (2026) also added that the authentic examples in corpora expose 

students to the variation of a word in meaning across genres, thus developing students’ language 

awareness and language proficiency level. Nevertheless, the effectiveness of these materials 

remains unclear since teachers may have difficult accessing corpora tools and corpus-based 

materials may become quickly outdated (Le Foll, 2024).  

Two prominent teaching approaches can be used to test the effectiveness of corpus-

informed materials: deductive and inductive approaches. The deductive approach mainly follows 

a top-down approach, starting with the explicit presentation of grammar rules or language 
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structures and moving on to specific examples and controlled practice (Varsat, 2023). As noted 

by Hsiao (2025), such deductive instruction is connected with the Presentation-Practice-

Production (PPP) model. With a clear and systematic presentation of language concepts, 

deductive instruction can help students better understand complex language structures and 

vocabulary usage. However, deductive learning may cause rote memorization (Varsat, 2023).  

On the contrary, the inductive approach follows a bottom-up approach, beginning with 

authentic examples and encouraging students to generalize the rules from the example sentences. 

Data-driven Learning (DDL), featuring inductive learning and emphasizing stronger lexical 

awareness, can be incorporated into idiom teaching by offering students opportunities to 

investigate the idiomatic expressions in corpora independently. Nevertheless, there is a critique 

of time allocation since inductive instruction requires more time for students to identify the 

language patterns (Varsat, 2023). 

1.2 Statement of Problem 

Despite the advantages of the deductive and inductive approaches discussed above, idiom 

learning in EFL classrooms remains challenging. The lack of reliable textbooks not only 

intensifies learners’ difficulty in idiom acquisition but also increases the workload of teachers to 

provide clear and systematic instruction to support learning. To address these issues, corpus-

based materials have been proposed as a potential solution. 

Nevertheless, how such materials are effectively implemented through different teaching 

approaches remains unclear. While these approaches have been studied in some areas, including 

synonym learning (Hsiao, 2025) and grammar instruction (Tzampazi, 2025), research comparing 

the effectiveness of these two approaches for Chinese EFL students learning idioms in EMI 

universities is limited.  
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1.3 Purpose of the Study 

Therefore, this study aims to address this research gap by investigating the affordances 

and limitations of these two approaches in enhancing university students’ idiom learning. 

Moreover, it explores how to guide English teachers to design pedagogical materials for teaching 

idioms. Specifically, the research questions (RQs) are formulated as follows:  

1) How can idiom-teaching materials be designed to support classroom implementation and 

pedagogical goals of English language teachers?  

2) To what extent do inductive approaches to English language learning improve idiom 

retention and usage compared to deductive approaches among EMI university students? 

3) What are university students’ attitudes towards the usefulness and engagement of inductive 

versus deductive approaches in idiom learning tasks?  

This research was conducted at an English Medium Instruction (EMI) university in 

China, utilizing quantitative and qualitative research methods. Participants included freshmen 

with limited knowledge about corpus linguistics and idioms in the English major. Specifically, a 

one-group pretest-posttest design was carried out to examine the impact of these two approaches 

on the short-term and long-term retention and usage of idioms among university students. 

Additionally, semi-structured interviews were employed to gain students’ attitudes towards these 

two approaches and the corpus-based materials. 

1.4 Value of the Study 

 The present study provides valuable information about how PPP and DDL perform 

differently in promoting effective idioms learning among Chinese university students. It shows 

significance from three perspectives. For teachers, it offers guidance on preparing lesson 

materials to support effective idiom learning. Secondly, it empowers students to select the most 
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appropriate learning technique to strengthen their lexical resources and word knowledge. Finally, 

for researchers, it compares the learning outcomes of deductive and inductive approaches as well 

as explores students’ perception of these two approaches, bridging a gap in comparative studies 

between different instructional methods in idiom teaching settings. 
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2. Literature Review 

This section reviews existing literature under sub-themes, laying a foundation for 

understanding the principles of corpus-based materials design as well as the applications of deductive 

and inductive approaches, especially PPP and DDL in language acquisition. 

2.1 Idioms 

Idioms refer to phrases whose meanings are not transparent and cannot be easily 

interpreted from their literal meanings (O’Keeffe et al., 2007). Despite its semantic opacity, 

idiom acquisition is still of great pedagogical value since it contributes to the overall 

comprehension of language and effective interpersonal communication (Aridasarie & Tabiati, 

2022). In Chinese EFL classrooms, however, students struggle with idiom learning because of 

the syntactic and lexical flexibility, the distinct pragmatic features, and the limited exposure to 

the socio-cultural practice regarding idiom usage (O’Keeffe et al., 2007; Zhao, 2024).  

Considering these issues, the following sub-themes will examine relevant studies of 

corpus-informed materials, PPP, and DDL in language education to understand their applications 

in idiom acquisition in the university EFL context. 

2.2 Corpus-based Materials Design 

The authentic example sentences in corpora reflect different usages of a certain word or 

phrase in different genres and different language varieties. By analyzing the concordance lines, 

material designers can identify the frequency level of vocabulary, collocations, and grammar 

structures (Bennett, 2026), as well as explore the linguistic distribution and discourse features 

(Friginal & Prado, 2025). This process helps them select the most common and relevant 

language patterns for textbooks or reference books, thereby ensuring the quality and authenticity 

of these resources. Accordingly, teachers can use corpora in designing direct corpus-based 

activities in which corpus data is presented explicitly to learners or indirect corpus-informed 
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activities where corpus data are used by teachers to inform pedagogical materials design (Farr & 

O’Keeffe, 2019; Friginal & Prado, 2025).  

2.3 Deductive Approach 

2.3.1 Core Principle 

 According to Varsat (2023), in deductive learning, students are exposed to the explicit 

language rules and principles and then examples and exercises. Guided by a top-down approach, 

deductive instruction provides systematic explanations for students to better understand the 

complex language structures and lay a foundation for advanced learning. Nonetheless, Varsat 

(2023) also mentions some limitations of this approach. It may lead to rote memorization, which 

means students memorize the spelling and meaning of target terms mechanically without 

internalizing how the grammar or vocabulary is used in real-world contexts. Additionally, 

students may find it boring to listen to the grammar rules passively and finish the language 

exercises, decreasing their learning interest.  

 As one of the main teaching approaches related to deductive learning (Hsiao, 2025), the 

PPP model can be implemented in idiom learning because of its clear and organized presentation 

of language concepts and vocabulary usage rules. 

2.2.2 Presentation-Practice-Production Model 

 According to Richards and Rodgers (2014), PPP is a teaching method grounded in 

structuralism and behaviorist learning theory, stressing the teaching of vocabulary and grammar. 

In classroom practice, the Presentation–Practice–Production lesson format (Moonasar, 2013; 

Richards & Rodgers, 2014) is systematically followed. Moonasar (2013) further divides this PPP 

format into two categories: productive skill based (see Figure 1) and receptive skill based PPP 

lesson plans (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 1 

Productive Skill Based PPP Lesson Plan 

  

Figure 2 

Receptive Skill Based PPP Lesson Plan 

  

Moonasar (2013) also explains the differences between these two types of PPP formats. 

In the productive one, the lessons focus on exploring language through reading or speaking 

practice. Specifically, the teacher first begins the class by presenting new target linguistic 

patterns in a situational context such as a story or a daily dialogue. Subsequently, students are 

asked to complete the controlled practice such as gap-filling or cloze activities, which empowers 

students to use the target sentence pattern automatically. Finally, students need to finish 

productive language tasks such as role-play using the target lexical items. Nevertheless, in 

receptive skill based PPP lesson plans, the classes emphasize more on the practice phase to 

enhance students’ ability to identify and comprehend information, thus strengthening their 

receptive skills, namely listening and reading.  
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In Harris and Leeming’s (2021) as well as Tzampazi (2025)’s studies, the majority of 

students showed preference for the PPP model due to its clear and explicit explanation as well as 

the ease of language tasks. This phenomenon may stem from their previous learning experiences 

and their preference for a smoother task completion process. However, PPP may affect learners’ 

active involvement in the learning process and the development of higher-order thinking abilities 

among students. 

2.4 Inductive Approach 

2.41 Core Principle 

 As noted by Varsat (2023), in inductive instruction, students are presented with authentic 

examples or language contexts first and are encouraged to deduce language rules from the 

examples. Following the bottom-up approach, students are exposed to the real-world usage of 

target knowledge through discovery learning and hands-on activities, which contributes to active 

participation in language tasks and enhances their critical thinking abilities. However, Varsat 

(2023) also mentions that this approach brings some limitations. Due to the less structured lesson 

format compared to the deductive approach, students may get confused more easily and it 

requires more time for students to identify the patterns and generalize the rules. Furthermore, 

teachers have limited access to reliable authentic materials.  

2.4.2 Data-Driven Learning 

Data-Driven Learning (DDL) is defined as “an inductive, discovery-based approach to 

learning in which students work out rules or probabilities from the examples provided” by 

Flowerdew (2012, p. 197). In classroom practice, corpora, defined as “a collection of naturally-

occurring language text” (Sinclair, 1991, p. 171), provide opportunities for students to search for 

target expressions, conduct frequency analysis and expose them to the cultural aspects of 
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language in authentic contexts via concordance lines (O’Keeffe et al., 2007; Boulton & 

Vyatkina, 2023).  Rather than being passively exposed to textbook examples, students actively 

analyze how specific words or phrases are used across genres. Such interaction assists students in 

grasping the target lexical items, improves learner engagement, and strengthens learner 

autonomy (O’Keeffe et al., 2007). As noted by Boulton and Vyatkina (2023), DDL has also 

gained recognition in higher education settings, particularly for English for Academic Purposes, 

and has contributed to increased learner motivation and vocabulary acquisition. 

Specifically, DDL offers various advantages when applied to idiom teaching. Firstly, it 

offers learners opportunities to view the actual use of idiomatic expressions in different genres to 

bridge the gap caused by limited access to the socio-cultural contexts (Liu, 2003; O’Keeffe et al., 

2007). Additionally, unlike conventional teaching materials that depend on intuition-based idiom 

selection, causing the inclusion of unusual idioms while excluding regularly used ones (Liu, 

2003), DDL enables the instructor and students to evaluate how commonly used idioms function 

in real-life scenarios. Based on these issues, there are critiques commenting on the great time 

demand for teachers to prepare adequate resources to support learning (Tsai, 2019) and for 

students to identify the language patterns using corpora (Varsat, 2023). 

Overall, DDL shows strong potential for enhancing idiom learning. However, factors 

such as professional teacher training and time constraints may affect its effectiveness. 

2.5 Deductive and Inductive Approaches in Higher Education: Implications for Idiom 

Retention 

 Based on the key concepts above, this sub-theme examines the impact of the deductive 

and inductive approaches on idiom retention in higher education contexts. Research in higher 

education settings suggests that both deductive and inductive approaches can facilitate 
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vocabulary acquisition and retention. For example, Lee and Lin (2019) pointed out that these two 

approaches were equally effective, with the word knowledge of undergraduate EFL learners 

generally moving to a higher level from pre-test to immediate post-test and generally remaining 

at the same level from the immediate post-test to the delayed post-test.  

 However, existing studies indicate that these two approaches may support different 

aspects of lexical knowledge. While deductive instruction is more effective in facilitating 

definitional knowledge (Tsai, 2019), the inductive approach has been found to better improve the 

retention of collocation and support contextualized language use because students are allowed to 

decode the corpus data (Tsai, 2019) as well as engage in the language feature identification and 

processing (Hsiao, 2025). Mehranirad et al. (2023) further illustrated that non-native English 

learners show great preference for the inductive teaching approach. Particularly, they emphasize 

the usefulness of the guessing activities and the contextual cues for memorizing idiomatic 

expressions.  

Therefore, the effectiveness of deductive and inductive approaches may depend on the 

type of target linguistic knowledge, highlighting the need for systematic research in idiom 

retention in the EFL university. 
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3. Methodology  

3.1 Research Design 

The current investigation employed a mixed methodology, combining a  

quasi-experiment and interviews. The quasi-experiment addresses RQ1 and RQ2 by designing 

corpus-based materials for experiment intervention and quantifying the changes in the 

participants’ scores between pre-test and post-test, while interviews provide qualitative insights 

for RQ3. Specifically, for the first RQ, idioms were selected according to the frequency level and 

corresponding materials were developed, including PowerPoint slides and a worksheet. To 

answer the second RQ, a one-group pretest-posttest experiment, in which one group of students 

received the Presentation-Practice-Production instruction for half an hour and then they engaged 

in the DDL lesson within the same timeframe, was conducted since it will provide useful 

information for the cause-and-effect relationship (Dörnyei, 2007).  To address RQ two, semi-

structured interviews were carried out to explore how they view the usefulness and engagement 

of PPP and DDL as well as the effectiveness of idiom-teaching materials. As mentioned by 

Adams (2015), semi-structured interviews are the best ways to gain participants’ perceptions, 

and they can help the researchers get some deep insights out of anticipation.  

3.2 Participants 

This study was carried out in an EMI university in China, and the participants were 

selected from the course Foundations of Language Studies, which is a major required course for 

the freshmen in the English major at this EMI university. The students enrolled in this course had 

limited knowledge about idioms and English corpora, increasing the internal validity of the 

current research. Due to the difficulty of recruiting students who were available and willing to 

participate, only fifteen participants were selected.  
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3.3 Instruments 

3.3.1 Experiment 

 For the idiom selection, the parts of the body, as an idiom-rich topic was chosen 

(Liontou, 2020). Moreover, the idioms of this study were extracted from the Corpus of 

Contemporary American English (COCA) due to its large collection of authentic texts. 

According to Sinclair’s (2004) study of the naked eye, a certain pattern of the idiom will be 

identified first in the concordance lines after the Key Word in Context (KWIC) search and then 

the collocation search will be conducted to ensure the selected idioms are commonly used among 

native speakers. For example, after a KWIC search of eye, two idioms “turn a blind eye” and 

“keep a close eye” were identified, following the pattern of “verb + determiner + adjective + 

eye”. To prove the frequency of these idioms, a collocation search was implemented. From the 

frequency list, the verbs keep and catch were identified. After checking the concordances of 

these two verbs, the idioms “keep a close eye on” and “catch one’s eye” were selected. Based on 

the same selection framework, six more idioms “stick one’s nose in”, “thumb one’s nose at”, “get 

one’s foot in the door”, “pull one’s foot down”, “break a leg”, and “pull one’s leg” were chosen. 

 For the one-group pretest-posttest experiment, a pre-test was designed to evaluate 

participants’ familiarity with these eight idioms. Three similar test papers were designed to 

examine the short-term and long-term retention and usage of idioms. Both questions were similar 

in topic (body parts) and in the same question type to ensure consistency in assessing retention. 

Furthermore, all the sentences were adapted from COCA to ensure authenticity. Participants 

were required to answer the questions via Wordwall, an online platform for teachers to design 

games for educational purposes without coding (Safitri et al., 2022), by scanning the QR code 

and dragging the words to complete the sentences. 
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 For intervention, two types of instructional materials were created: a presentation slide 

(see Appendix A) and a worksheet (see Appendix B). The slide was provided for the PPP group 

for explicit explanation and visualization of idioms following Moonasar’s (2013) productive skill 

based lesson format, while the DDL group was provided with a worksheet to guide participants 

through discovery learning using COCA. 

 A pilot test was conducted with two students sharing a similar background with the 

participants to validate the material design and check the time control. 

3.3.2 Interview protocols 

A semi-structured interview protocol, covering four aspects: prior experience, 

overall perceptions, advantages and disadvantages of these two approaches, and corpus-based 

materials evaluation, was designed to gain insights from participants about their perceptions of 

PPP and DDL in helping idiom retention. 

 The interview questions were also pilot tested to ensure the expected information could 

be gathered, enhancing the validity of the study (In, 2017). 

3.4 Procedures 

To begin with, a pretest was conducted. Participants were asked to write down the 

definitions in their own words within 10 minutes, during which the researcher monitored the 

process. After the pretest, the intervention was conducted in a classroom, with each lesson 

lasting about half an hour. The students first attended a teacher-centered lecture, where they 

listened to the teacher’s explanations and finished the controlled exercise. Subsequently, the 

students conducted the discovery learning guided by the worksheet (see Appendix B) using 

COCA. Afterwards, participants took an immediate posttest and a delayed posttest after two 

weeks with the same format. 
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 Based on the immediate post-test scores, three participants were selected: one who 

performed better in PPP than in DDL (Participant I), one who performed better in DDL 

(Participant A) and one with average performance (Participant J). The interviews, lasting about 

15 minutes, were audio recorded. The interviews were conducted in Mandarin. The audio was 

transcribed into Mandarin and translated into English. The transcripts were sent to interviewees 

for them to check whether they want to add some comments, increasing the reliability of the 

interviews (In, 2017). 

3.5 Data Analysis 

3.5.1 Quantitative Data 

The immediate and delayed post-test responses were recorded and converted into 

spreadsheets. After that, all the data was converted to SPSS. Subsequently, the 2 × 2 repeated-

measures ANOVA, a data analysis method targeted on a person or a group of people receiving 

all experimental conditions (Field, 2009), was conducted to examine the effects of the teaching 

approach (PPP vs. DDL) and time (pre-test vs. immediate post-test and pre-test vs. delayed post-

test) on students’ idiom acquisition. This analysis aimed to investigate: a) the overall progress of 

learners over time, b) differences between deductive and inductive approaches in facilitating 

short-term and long-term idiom retention, and c) whether these two approaches resulted in 

different degrees of improvement. 

3.5.2 Qualitative Data 

After transcription and translation, the thematic analysis method raised by Braun and 

Clarke (2023) was utilized to explore RQ3. The data were analyzed via ATLAS.ti 25, a 

professional qualitative data analysis software. To be specific, after familiarizing with the data, 
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the researcher identified and assigned codes to the phrases or sentences that were related to RQ3. 

Subsequently, codes sharing with similar patterns were categorized into sub-themes and themes.  
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4. Findings 

4.1 Effectiveness of deductive and inductive approaches on idiom retention 

Firstly, the descriptive statistics were calculated (see Figure 3). Students’ mean scores in 

the PPP group increased from 1.47 in the pre-test to 3.53 in the immediate post-test. Similarly, 

the mean score in the DDL group increased from 0.33 to 3.27, indicating the positive impact of 

both approaches on the improvement in short-term retention. Secondly, a paired-samples t-test 

was conducted to examine whether the two idiom sets differed at the pre-test (see Figure 4). The 

result revealed a significant difference, p < .001, indicating that students were significantly more 

familiar with the idioms related to the eye and nose before the PPP intervention. Therefore, 

subsequent analyses focused on learning gains rather than raw post-test scores. Gain scores were 

calculated by subtracting pre-test scores from post-test scores. A 2 × 2 repeated-measures 

ANOVA (see Figure 5) revealed a significant main effect of Time, p < .001, partial η² = .92, 

suggesting that students’ idiom scores increased significantly from pre-test to immediate post-

test. A significant main effect of Method was also found, p = .005, partial η² = .44. To further 

examine short-term learning outcomes, a paired-samples t-test for the gain scores was carried out 

(see Figure 6). Results demonstrate that although the DDL condition produced higher mean gains 

(M = 2.93) than the PPP condition (M = 2.07), this difference did not reach statistical 

significance (p = .103).  

Finally, delayed post-test data were analyzed to examine long-term retention effects. 

Figure 7 shows that the DDL condition resulted in higher mean gain scores (M = 2.07) than the 

PPP condition (M = 1.13), suggesting a potential advantage of DDL in promoting longer-term 

retention. However, this difference did not reach statistical significance (p = .053). Likewise, the 

repeated-measures ANOVA revealed a marginally non-significant Method × Time interaction 
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effect (p = .053), indicating that while both approaches led to sustained learning gains over time, 

there is no statistically significant difference in retention between the two approaches. 

Figure 3 

Descriptive Statistics 

 

Figure 4 

Paired-samples T-test Result (Pre-test) 

 

Figure 5 

2 × 2 repeated-measures ANOVA Result (Immediate Post-test) 
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Figure 6 

Paired-samples T-test Result (Immediate Post-test) 

 

Figure 7 

Paired-samples T-test Result (Delayed Post-test) 

 

Figure 8 

2 × 2 repeated-measures ANOVA Result (Delayed Post-test) 
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4.2 Learner’s perspectives on the two teaching approaches 

Similar to Harris and Lemming’s (2021) study, learners generally showed a preference to 

the deductive approach. Two participants mentioned its positive effect on retention. 

I think the learning effect of the first half (PPP) of the class was better for me… As for 

the reason, I think it is mainly because there was a lot of repetition. Whether in the 

explanation, in the dialogues, or in the practice activities, we kept saying and using the 

expressions repeatedly. Because of this repetition, the idioms may form a relatively deep 

impression in the brain. (Participant I) 

In the short term, I think the first one (PPP) is more impressive. Because once I knew this 

idiom, the teacher could tell me what it meant. So compared to figuring out the meaning 

on my own, the first method in the short term will definitely make me remember the 

idiom a little deeper. (Participant J) 
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When it comes to the inductive approach, one participant confirmed its effectiveness on 

long-term retention, which is consistent with Tsai’s (2019) research that contextualized language 

usage helped students memorize the vocabulary. 

But if in the long term, maybe if I, if I really do the action of figuring out the meaning on 

my own, I may remember the meaning of what I know more deeply. (Participant J) 

4.3 Learner’s perspectives on the corpus-based materials 

Learners acknowledged the usefulness of example sentences in the PowerPoint slides and 

worksheets in enhancing their understanding of the meaning and usage of the idioms.  

So when there is a conversation, it seems to give me a situation that allows me to better  

understand when and what situation I am facing. You can use that idiom and you won’t  

make a mistake.  (Participant J) 

However, learners also mentioned some challenges when using the corpus-based 

materials, including cognitive load and contextual variability. 

Another form is the worksheet that was given to us. I think for some people it might 

create a kind of laziness, because they may not feel motivated to do it or may not like this 

kind of plain text. (Participant A) 

I remembered that for some texts, I read for a long time before I realized what they were 

about—for example, one was about marriage. Then others were about things like biology, 

so sometimes it was quite difficult to guess. (Participant I) 
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5. Conclusion 

The present study explored the effects of deductive and inductive approaches on 

university students’ idiom learning using corpus-based materials. The findings indicate that both 

approaches resulted in significant improvements in students’ idiom retention in both short-term 

and long-term memory. While the DDL condition showed a tendency toward greater learning 

gains, especially in long-term retention, no statistically significant difference was found.  

These results resonate with previous research suggesting that both deductive and 

inductive instruction can support lexical development (Lee & Lin, 2019; Mehranirad et al., 

2023). The positive outcomes in both conditions may be attributed to structured input and 

explicit instruction in the PPP lesson (Varsat, 2023), as well as meaning and lexical pattern 

identification in the DDL intervention as discovery learning can improve retention (Bruner, 

1961). The slight advantage observed in the DDL condition aligns with claims that inductive 

learning may better support context-dependent lexical knowledge (Tsai, 2019), which is 

particularly relevant to idiom acquisition. 

From a pedagogical perspective, the findings suggest that teachers may benefit from 

integrating corpus-based materials and both approaches when teaching idioms. However, 

attention should be paid to potential challenges such as increased cognitive load and context 

ambiguity, which may require extensive training on task design. 

Nevertheless, this study has some limitations. The sample size was relatively small, 

which may limit the generalizability of the results to a larger population. Additionally, the 

research context is an EMI university, which may not fully represent the wide range of students 

in different cultural backgrounds and educational contexts learning idioms.  
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Appendix A 

Presentation Slides for Intervention (PPP) 
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Appendix B 

Worksheet for Intervention (DDL) 

Step Up: Idioms with Leg and Foot 

 

Some of these activities are adapted from Liontou (2020), The effect of Data-Driven Learning 

Activities on young EFL learners’ processing of English idioms. 

• Do not look at an online vocabulary book or dictionary! Towards the end of the class, 

you may be asked to present and share your findings with other members of the class. 

 

First, follow the manual “How to register for COCA” and register at https://www.english-

corpora.org/. 

 

I. Key-Word-in-Context Task 

a) Go to http://english-corpora.org. 

b) Choose COCA. 

c) Click on the + symbol above the search box and choose a Collocates search. 

e) Type “foot” in the first search box and “put” in the second search box.  

f) Click on the number “2” on the left of the blue box and set the span as “2”. 

g) Click on “Find collocates” to begin your search. 

 

h) Look at the concordance lines containing the idiom “put one’s foot down”. 

i) Guess the meaning of the idiom “put one’s foot down” and write down in the chart below 

(e.g., 3, 4, 5, 7, 10, 13). 

http://english-corpora.org/


               37 

 

j) Type “foot” in the first search box and “get” in the second search box. Click on the number 

“2” on the left of the blue box and set the span as “2”. Look at the concordance lines 

containing the idiom “get one’s foot in the door”. Guess its meaning and match each idiom 

with the correct definition (A-D) in the chart below. 

k) Type “leg” in the first search box and “break” in the second search box. Click on the 

number “2” on the left of the blue box and set the span as “2”. Look at the concordance lines 

containing the idiom “break a leg”. Guess its meaning and match each idiom with the correct 

definition (A-D) in the chart below. 

l) Type “leg” in the first search box and “pull” in the second search box. Click on the number 

“2” on the left of the blue box and set the span as “2”. Look at the concordance lines 

containing the idiom “pull one’s leg”. Guess its meaning and match each idiom with the 

correct definition (A-D) in the chart below. 

 

Idiom Definition 

Put one’s foot down  

 

 

Get one’s foot in the door  

 

 

Break a leg  

 

 

Pull one’s leg  
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II. Corpus-based domino cards 

a) The sentences below were extracted from COCA. 

b) Work in Pairs. Match the sentence fragments on the left side (A-D) with those on the right 

side (E-H) to form a complete and meaningful sentence. 

c) When you finish, check your answers and be ready to share them with other members in 

class. 

A. Uh, Professor Adams. Your class has 

nothing to do with why I wrote The Book. I 

know all this fundamental stuff already. I 

need the credits to graduate. 

E. Really broke my heart that she cried 

because she couldn’t “shop” at the holiday 

bazaar because she just wanted to get me 

something for Christmas. 

B. We’re stronger together than alone. Be 

anything but quiet, indeed -- and you, 

m’dear, will be “astonishing” on Saturday! If 

the tears come, so be it -- just be honest and 

true.  

 F. I know. I’m pulling your leg. I enjoyed 

your work so much, I took the liberty of 

passing it on to a publisher friend of mine in 

New York. 

C. “Seasonal jobs are a great way to get 

a foot in the door and often have the 

potential to turn into permanent, full-time 

employment,” says Anna Sidana, a vice 

president at Simply Hired. 

G. Sara Sutton Fell, CEO and founder of 

Flexjobs, agrees. She says any time you’re 

hired by a company -- even if it’s for a 

temporary role -- you have the opportunity 

to create a good working relationship with 

people there. 

D. I get so frustrated that they get the kids 

hyped about little cheerleading, book fairs, 

Christmas bazaars -- all this stuff that costs 

money -- and how disappointed my kid is 

when I just have to put my foot down and 

tell her we can’t swing it. 

H. You’ll be spreading joy to so many 

people just by sharing your message. It’s 

going to be an incredible experience. Break 

a leg! 

 

And finally… 

Finished before the end of class? Wow, that was so fast! Spend your extra time preparing to 

share your findings with your peers 😊 

 

Thank you! 

A. To wish someone good luck 

B. To use your authority to stop something happening 

C. To tell someone something that is not true (as a way of joking with the person) 

D. To enter a business or organization at a low level, but with a chance of being more 

successful in the future 
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