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Abstract 

The purpose of this research is to utilise the picture superiority effect and iconic pictures to help 
students study idioms and assist in memorisation. The participants consist of 12 students of 
Semester 1 from Politeknik Kuching Sarawak. The participants were studying Communicative English 
DUE10012. They were required to take an online pre-quiz on idiom usage in sentences. Afterward, 
they were interviewed about their problems faced when studying idioms. Then the participants 
underwent the intervention and a post-quiz was administered. Before taking the post-quiz the 
students answered a survey on their experience using the intervention. After taking the post-quiz 
the participants were interviewed on their experience using the intervention. Data collected from the 
interview was analysed manually taking into consideration the value, mean, and percentage based 
on the objective. The findings of the research shows that students have positive feedback about 
iconic pictures and their post-quiz scores show a general increase in their quiz scores. We hope the 
use of iconic pictures can be improved upon by conducting further research. 

Keywords: Idioms, Iconic pictures, memorization, meaning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  
Received: June 22, 2021; Accepted: September 02, 2021; Published: September 08, 2021 
© 2021 PKS. All rights reserved.  
* Corresponding author: hwahung@poliku.edu.my 



JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES AND TECHNICAL EDUCATION Special Issue 

Jurnal Sains Sosial dan Pendidikan Teknikal Isu Khas 2(1) (2021), 42-50 

 

43 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Semiotics (also called semiotic studies) is the study of sign processes (semiosis), which 
are any activity, conduct, or process that involves signs, where a sign is defined as 
anything that communicates a meaning that is not the sign itself to the sign's interpreter. 
Charles Sanders Peirce defined three categories of sign which are icon, index, and symbol. 
For our research we will use icon signs as a means to boost the learning of idioms and its 
meaning. Icon in semiotic terms is a sign that resembles the object, it shares tangible 

qualities with the object. For example, �âãä is a hand. 
 

TEACHING REFLECTION 
 
Idioms are often taught by the teacher by giving the idioms and explaining the meaning 
to the students. After students understand the idiom and its meaning, they resort to rote 
learning which is criticised by numerous academics. Cho (2010) thinks that long term 
memory of lesson cannot be formed by rote learning. Gebhard, Gunawan, and Chen (2014) 
states that remembering lengthy words in the target language requires comprehension. 
Generally, the typical L2 classroom is divided into 3 groups, advanced learners who 
comprise about 10 to 15 percent of the classroom. The second group is the average 
performers who make up 70 to 75 percent of the classroom and the weak learners who 
make up the remaining 10 to 15 percent.  
 
,� KDYH� QRWLFHG� WKH� DGYDQFHG� OHDUQHUV¶� UHWHQWLRQ� RI� WKH� QHZ� YRFDEXODU\� LV� IUHTXHQWO\�

successful and they seem to recall the new vocabulary more easily as this could be an act 
of recollecting a word that they have read in their daily lives. All I had to do to teach them 
was introduce the new vocabulary and explain their meaning in the classroom. 
 
+RZHYHU��WKH�³LQWURGXFLQJ�QHZ�YRFDE�DQG�LWV�PHDQLQJ´�PHWKRG�VHHPV�WR�EH�OHVV�HIIHFWLYH�

for the average learner. Average learners would often unsuccessfully try to recall new 
words that were taught in the classroom the week before and I as a lecturer would often 
have to repeat the lesson to bring them up to speed. Despite this, they would earnestly 
participate in the lesson and admit their mistakes in which they will try to memorize the 
new vocabulary again despite not remembering the new vocabulary by the end of the 
semester. 
 
As for the weak learners, their learning of new vocab would be more challenging. This 
situation is exacerbated by the low confidence and lack of vocabulary in the weak learners. 
They would very often sit far from the lecturer in the class, keep quiet until the end of the 
lesson. Weak students would often apologise often for their inability to learn in class, or 
they would sometimes avoid talking to the lecturer. 
 
The L2 learning conditions of the advance, average and weak learners seem to indicate 
that background knowledge of L2 use in their personal lives plays a large factor in their 
ability to learn new vocabulary in class, the advanced learners would have less or no 
problem learning new vocab as they use English every day while the opposite is true for 
the weak and average learners. This would also indicate that the explanation that is used 
in class especially explanations in English would be hard to understand or remember by 
the average or weaker L2 students.  
 
In contrast to the poor learning experience of the L2 learners in classrooms, my experience 
of teaching tuition students who are of average performance but high motivation using 
doodles, drawings notes seem to be more successful. There were three students in the 
tuition class and they are between 10 to 13 years of age. Very often these students would 
ask me to draw cartoons of collectLYH�QRXQV�RU�SKUDVDO�YHUEV�IRU�WKHP�ZKLFK�WKH\¶OO�NHHS�
in their lesson files. When quizzed on the phrasal verbs or collective nouns weeks after 
seeing the drawings the tuition students will recall the proper vocabulary with above 65% 
success rate. This quiz result seems to indicate the drawings of the new vocabulary 
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UHLQIRUFH�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�UHWHQWLRQ�RI�WKH�QHZ�YRFDEXODU\�DQG�XVLQJ�GUDZLQJV�RI�YRFDEXODU\�

might increase lesson retention in larger classrooms. 
 

RESEARCH FOCUS 
 
The focus of this research is to determine if iconic pictures can help students remember 
the individual words in idioms, as idioms are, according to Oxford Languages; a group of 
words established by usage as having a meaning not deducible from those of the individual 
words. Students often could not understand the meaning of idioms just by reading the 
idioms alone and remembering both idioms and its meaning requires memorization, a lot 
of time and practice. Very often students do not recall the individual words in the idiom. 
And they do not remember the meaning of the idiom they read/heard despite studying it 
before. 
 
,W�LV�P\�KRSH�WKDW�ZLWK�WKH�XVH�RI�LFRQLF�SLFWXUHV�WR�VXSSOHPHQW�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�LGLRP�VWXGLHV�

that their idiom memorisation and understanding would increase. 
 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE 
 
After completing this research, it is hoped that the students would be able to improve the 
memorization of the idioms and its meaning while getting better grades for their English 
tests. 

 

RESEARCH SAMPLE 
 
This research will be conducted on a group of 12 semester 1 diploma students from 
Politeknik Kuching Sarawak whom 8 are studying mechanical engineering and 4 are 
studying management courses. 7 of them are Malays, 3 are of local ethnicity and 2 are 
Chinese. 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
PROBLEM IDENTIFICATION 

 
To carry out this research, the problem statement can be established by analyzing the 
students pre quiz, interviewing the students and lecturers about their experience teaching 
and learning idioms. (Table 1). 
 
Table 1.  Data collection method 

Steps/ 
Time 

Data Collection Method Target 
Group 

Purpose 

Step 1 
Week 1 

Analyise the students 
idioms pre quiz  

Students To determine students 
understanding of idioms 

Step 2 
Week 1 

Interview students  5 students To determine the problems 
faced by students when 
studying idioms. 

Step 3 
Week 2 

 

 

Interview lecturers 
 
 
 

5 lecturers To determine the problems 
faced by lecturers when 
teaching idioms. 

 
Before administering the intervention, the students were given a 20 questions pre-quiz 
with a 30-minute time limit. The pre-quiz consists of information gap sentences where 
students are to pick a correct idiom from a box to complete the sentences. (Figure 1)  
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Figure1. CIDOS online pre-quiz 
 
INTERVIEW SECTION 

 
For this research the researchers have prepared two sets of interview questions to 
interview 5 students and 5 lecturers who have studied or taught DUE10012 course 
regarding their problems in learning and teaching idioms. Interview is a cost saving and 
expedient way to collect data.  
 

Based on the interview analysis of the 5 students and 5 lecturers whom have studied or 
taught idioms for DUE10012 it was discovered there are 3 themes: 
 

7KHPH���7KH�LGLRPV¶�PHDQLQJ�FDQQRW�EH�GHGXFHG�IURP�UHDGLQJ�WKH�ZRUGV�WKDW�PDNH�XS�

the idioms factor. 

 

When asked if the students had any difficulty learning idioms, student C mentioned she 
has faced difficulty as the meaning of the idioms is not reflected on the words that make 
up the idiom: 
 
³,WV�QRW�EHFDXVH�,�FDQ¶W�UHPHPEHU�WKH�LGLRPV��,�FDQ�UHPHPEHU�VRPH�EXW�LW�LV�KDUG�WR�

remember the idioms if the meaning and idioms is too XQUHODWHG�´�(Student C) 
 

,Q�OLQH�ZLWK�WKDW��6WXGHQW�/�PHQWLRQHG��WKH�LGLRPV¶�PHDQLQJ�DUH�KDUGHU�WR�UHPHPEHU�LI�WKH�

words are not similar to what they speak in Malay: 
 
³>6D\D@7DN�LQJDW�VDQJDWOD>LGLRP�\DQJ�GLEHODMDU@�6D\D�GDSDW�LQJDW�PDNVXG�LGLRP�LWX�

kalau ia hampir sama macam bahasa yang kita biasa pakai. Contohnya Kick the 

EXFNHW��GHNDW�VLQL�NDPL�FDNDS�PDVXN�JRO�PDNVXGQ\D�PDWL�´�(Student L) 
 
Theme2: The notes are too dry and wordy factor. 
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Student D mentioned that her form 5 notes for idioms was a thick booklet with idioms and 
its meaning. We asked her if she remembered the idioms in the notes, she said no. Student 
A mentioned she did not remember the idioms in the online notes which consists of mostly 
words. They mentioned the notes are hard to study because there are just too many words. 
Student K said she had to translate the English words in the idioms and its meaning into 
her native tongue to study them. Student A has this to say: 
 
³,�GRQ¶W�OLNH�OHDUQLQJ�WKH�LGLRP�QRWHV�EHFDXVH�LW�LV�WRR�ZRUG\�´��6WXGHQW�A) 
 

Theme3: The Idioms are not often used factor 

 

When asked if the students used idioms in their daily lives. Only two said they used idioms 
in their everyday conversations. These students spoke English with their friends as 
mentioned by student I: 
 
³,�XVHG�LGLRPV�ZKHQ�WDONLQJ�ZLWK�P\�IULHQGV��,�VSHDN�0DOD\�ZKHQ�,�DP�DW�KRPH�´ 

 

Some students had to resort to using Google translate to translate the words in the idioms 
itself: 
 
³���,¶OO�XVH�*RRJOH�WUDQVODWH�WR�WUDQVODWH�WKH�LGLRP�ILUVW��DQG�WKHQ�,�ZRXOG� find the idioms 

PHDQLQJ�RQ�WKH�LQWHUQHW��,I�L�FDQ¶W�ILQG�WKH�PHDQLQJ�LQ�0DQGDULQ�,�ZLOO�XVH�*RRJOH�WUDQVODWH�

WR�WUDQVODWH�WKH�PHDQLQJ�LQ�WKH�QRWHV�´ (Student K) 
 
This problem is also deduced by 4 of 5 the five lecturers I interviewed: 
 
³5HVHDUFKHU��'R�WKH�VWXGHQWV�KDYH�SUREOHPV�UHPHPEHULQJ�WKH�LGLRPV�DQG�WKHLU�PHDQLQJ" 

Teacher 1: Yes they do. 

Researcher: What causes the problems? 

7HDFKHU����7KH\�VHOGRP�XVH�LGLRPV�LQ�WKHLU�GDLO\�OLYHV�,�JXHVV�´ 

 

³5HVHDUFKHU��'LG�WKH�VWXGHQWV�KDG�DQ\�SUREOems memorising the idiom and its meaning? 

Teacher 2: Yes. 

5HVHDUFKHU��:KDW�GLG�WKH\�VD\�ZDV�WKH�FDXVH�PD¶DP" 

Teacher 2: Unless we make them use it in daily conversation every time during class cause 

WKH\�GLGQ¶W�XVH�WKHP«�7KDW¶V�ZK\�FDQ¶W�UHPHPEHU��$OVR�FDQnot give a lot at a time, max 

MXVW���´ 

 
From the data collected from the interview it can be concluded that among the problems 
faced by the students is they cannot recall some of the idioms and their meaning. This is 
caused by the meaning of the idiom being not deducible from the words in the idiom, the 
idioms not being similar to their native tongue which causes them to not have a point of 
reference for recollection and addition to this, the students were given wordy notes with 
no pictures which bores the students and makes the learning process tedious.  
 
From this finding we hope that by supplementing their learning with iconic pictures the 
students will show signs of better idiom lesson retention. 
 
7KH�JUDGHV�IURP�WKH�VWXGHQWV¶�TXL]�ZLOO�EH�DQDO\]HG�DQG�Fompared to a similar idiom post-
quiz after the intervention is administered. The intervention is administered a month after 
the idiom pre-quiz. (Figure 2) (Figure 3) 
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Figure 2. CIDOS iconic pictures 
 

 
Figure 3. CIDOS iconic pictures 
 
PLANNING AND EXECUTION OF INTERVENTION 

 
This research aims to use the picture superiority effect which is the phenomena of pictures 
being more easily remembered than words in improving students learning of idioms. This 
effect was verified in multiple experiments utilizing various methods. According to Yuille, 
-RKQ� &�� ������� ³KXPDQ� PHPRU\� LV� H[WUHPHO\� VHQVLWLYH� WR� WKH� V\PEROLF� PRGDOLW\� RI�

SUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�HYHQW�LQIRUPDWLRQ´�(LWHO�DQG�6FKHLWHU (2015) notes students can construct 
a mental model when they see a picture preceding a text so that no further model 
construction is necessary when processing the text. Salmerón, Baccino, Cañas, Madrid, 
and Fajardo (2009) affirms this stating that showing a picture before a text is helpful for 
the learning process of students with minimal knowledge of subject matter. In addition to 
using the picture superiority effect, we are also trying to solve the problem of memorizing 
the individual words that make up an idiom as this is a difficulty faced by many students. 
To do that we will utilize iconic pictures which are images resembling the words in the 
idioms as shown in the pictures above (Figure 2, Figure 3) 
 
For the intervention the students will read slides of 20 picture idioms and the slides must 
be read entirely before the students can take the post quiz. A survey must also be 
completed before the students can take the post-quiz. 
 
SURVEY 
 
In addition to having the 12 sample students answer the survey, the pre quiz, post quiz 
and intervention and survey was also administered to 68 other students. After going 
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through the intervention, the students then answer a 6-item questionnaire with 3 of the 
items responded with 4-point Likert scale while 3 questions are open ended (Table 2): 
 

Table 2.  Items from questionnaire  

Item   Mean score 
The pictures were interesting.   3.60/4 
The pictures help me understand the idiom.  3.49/4 
The pictures help me remember the idiom.  3.38/4 

 
Table 2 shows the students generally have a positive response to the intervention with 
most of them finding the pictures interesting with a mean score of 3.60. The students 
also found the pictures in the intervention helped them understand and remember the 
idiom with a mean score of 3.49 and 3.38 respectively. 

 
OPEN ENDED QUESTIONS  
 
When asked what they liked about the intervention the survey shows that 69% of the 
students found the intervention interesting, fun and or attractive. However, only 27.9% 
VDLG�WKH�LQWHUYHQWLRQ�KHOSV�ZLWK�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI�LGLRP�EXW�WKLV�GRHVQ¶W�PHDQ�

the majorit\�GLGQ¶W�JDLQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�IURP�WKH�LQWHUYHQWLRQ�DV�7DEOH���VKRZV��2QO\����
of the students mentioned the intervention helps with idiom memorization but this also 
GRHVQ¶W�PHDQ�WKH�PDMRULW\�GLGQ¶W�ILQG�WKH�LQWHUYHQWLRQ�KHOSIXO�ZLWK�PHPRUL]DWLRQ�VKRZQ�LQ�

table 2. When asked what they dislike about the intervention 82.3% of the students said 
there is nothing they dislike however 9 students found the pictures confusing, 3 students 
IRXQG�WKH�SLFWXUHV�KDUG�WR�UHPHPEHU�DQG���VWXGHQWV�GLGQ¶W�OLNH�WKH�RQOLQH�VOLGH�Qavigation, 
and or the slide was not downloadable for local storage (Table 3). 
  
Table 3.  Open ended questions from questionnaire 

No. Item  Number of students 
4 What do you like about the Notes?  

Interesting/fun/attractive 47/68  
Understanding 19/68  
Remember 2/68 

5 What do you dislike about the Notes?  
Confusing/don't understand 9/68  
complicated 1/68  
deep meaning 2/68  
figurative meaning 1/68  
hard to remember 3/68  
Gambar kurang menarik/color 2/68  
Nothing 56/68  
Ergonomics 2/68 

6 Any suggestion for improvement? 

 More idioms 5/68 

 examples/clearer explanation 3/68 

 flash card Gaming 1/68 

 video/music 3/68 

 Gambar lebih gah 1/68 
  Bilingual 1/68 

 
REFLECTION  
 
The students were amused by the pictures in the slides and they say it is very eye catching 
due to the colors and funny drawings. However, they found the navigation buttons below 
un-user friendly as they could not navigate to the specific slide without pressing the next 
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button multiple times and most students had a problem accessing the post-quiz as they 
tried to skip some of the slides or survey.  
 

RESULTS 

 

After reading the iconic pictures all the students exhibited improvements in their post-quiz 
as compared to the pre-quiz. 
 
Table 4.  Students pre-quiz, post-quiz results 

No Students Name 
Pre-Quiz 
score 

Post-Quiz 
score 

% Improvement 

1 Student A 8.21/10 9.00/10 7.9 

2 Student B 7.18/10 9.00/10 18.2 

3 Student C 4.62/10 8.00/10 33.8 

4 Student D 5.38/10 7.50/10 21.2 

5 Student E 6.41/10 6.50/10 0.9 

6 Student F 3.08/10 6.50/10 34.2 

7 Student G 3.59/10 5.00/10 14.1 

8 Student H 4.10/10 4.50/10 4 

9 Student I 7.95/10 8.00/10 0.5 

10 Student J 5.13/10 6.00/10 8.7 

11 Student K 2.31/10 5.50/10 31.9 

12 Student L 2.56/10 4.50/10 19.4 

 
STUDENTS POST QUIZ INTERVIEW 
 
After the post-test the students were interviewed again on their perception of the 
intervention. All students agree the pictures help with memorizing the individual words in 
WKH�LGLRP��WKLV�LV�UHIOHFWHG�LQ�VWXGHQWV�$�&�'�DQG�+¶V�LQWHUYLHZ� 
 

³5HVHDUFKHU��'R�WKH�SLFWXUHV�KHOS�\RX�ZLWK�PHPRUL]LQJ�WKH�LGLRPV"´ 
³6WXGHQW�$� Yes, it helps memorize individual words because images represent each word 

in idioms so I FDQ�SLFWXUH�LQ�P\�PLQG�´ 

³6WXGHQW�&��<HV��WKH�SLFWXUH�UHODWHG�WR�LGLRP�ZRUGV�� 

³6WXGHQW�'��<HV��HDV\�WR�UHPHPEHU�EHFDXVH�RI�SLFWXUH�LV�UHODWHG�WR�ZRUGV�LQ�WKH�LGLRP��

doesn't really help with remembering meaning because the meaning of pictures can be 

confuVLQJ�´ 

³6WXGHQW�+��<HV��WKH�SLFWXUHV�UHPLQG�HDFK�ZRUG�LQ�LGLRP�´ 

  
However, only 6 of the students strongly believe the images help with memorizing the 
idioms meanings, according to them the meaning of the idioms is more memorable if the 
pictures illustrate the meaning clearly. Students B and C says the meaning of the idioms 
are harder to remember if the meaning cannot be deduced from the idiom: 
 

³5HVHDUFKHU��'R�WKH�SLFWXUHV�KHOS�\RX�ZLWK�PHPRUL]LQJ�WKH�LGLRPV¶�PHDQLQJ"´ 

³6WXGHQW�%��>WKH�SLFWXUHV@�helps with understanding meaning if they illustrate meaning. 
³6WXGHQW�&��$�OLWWOH�KHOS�ZLWK�UHPHPEHULQJ�WKH�PHDQLQJ��WKH�PHDQLQJ�LV�QRW�UHDOO\�WLHG�WR�

WKH�SLFWXUHV��:RUVH�LI�PHDQLQJ�LV�QRW�VDPH�DV�WKH�LGLRP�´ 

 
Students D and L are confused with some of the LGLRP¶V�PHDQLQJV�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�WKH�SLFWXUHV�
in the intervention: 

 
³5HVHDUFKHU��'R�WKH�SLFWXUHV�KHOS�\RX�ZLWK�PHPRUL]LQJ�WKH�LGLRPV¶�PHDQLQJ"´ 
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³6WXGHQW�'��Doesn't really help with reinforcing meaning because the meaning of pictures 
FDQ�EH�FRQIXVLQJ�´ 
³6WXGHQW�/��6RPH�RI�WKHP�KHOSV�EXW�VRPH�GRHVQ¶W�KHOS��0D\EH�LW�LV�EHFDXVH�,�GLG�QRW�WU\�

WR�XQGHUVWDQG�LW�FDUHIXOO\�´ 
 

ACTION RESEARCH REFLECTION 
 

After the intervention was administered, it was found the students generally exhibit 
improvements with varying degrees of increment. The students found the pictures eye 
catching and it helped them to remember the idiom better however some students found 
WKH� LPDJHV¶� PHDQLQJ� DPELJXRXV� DQG� VRPH� VWXGHQWV� VXJJHVWHG� SXWWLQJ� H[DPSOHV� RI�

sentence usage to clarify the meaning of the idioms. Furthermore, some students also 
suggesting gamifying the notes to allow students to practice usage and reinforce 
memorization. In addition, some students also encourage the researchers to make more 
icon pictures of idioms to increase the idioms taught in this manner. We feel happy with 
the results, and we look forward to improving the lesson delivery method of this invention 
and we also look forward to get more feedback from more students for quality 
improvement. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Based on the actLRQ�UHVHDUFK�ZH¶YH�FRQGXFWHG�LW�FDQ�EH�FRQFOXGHG�WKDW�WKH�LFRQLF�SLFWXUHV�
KHOS�ZLWK�VWXGHQWV¶�UHFROOHFWLRQ�RI�WKH�LGLRPV�WR�DQVZHU�WKH�LGLRP�TXL]��+RZHYHU��LW�UHPDLQV�

to be seen if the retention will last after a long period. The students do find the iconic 
pictures interesting, and it increases their motivation to learn idioms. Despite the positive 
effect of the iconic pictures on idiom recollection, they still have the weakness of being 
open to interpretation when it comes to their meaning. This was remedied by putting the 
meaning below the pictures. Despite being given the meaning below the pictures, the 
students who have below average command of English needs sentence examples for 
clarification. Other students also suggested gamification (example: match the iconic 
pictures with the idioms). We hope to be able to make improvements on this intervention 
and conduct further research on its effects on long term retention. 
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