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ORIGINALNI NAU NI RAD

1. Introduction 1

L
ike many other linguistic concepts, 
metaphor has proven to be a useful 
tool in the field of foreign language 

learning. Its potential was elaborated by 
Lazar (1996), who claims that figurative 
meaning, which is inevitable in native 
speakers’ lexicon, enables them to un-

1 The paper is the result of research conducted 
within project no. 178002 “Languages and cul-
tures in time and space” funded by the Ministry 
of Education and Science of Republic Serbia.

derstand and produce metaphorical expre-
ssions. Furthermore, she asserts that this is 
also a skill of great importance for foreign 
language learners, who should be able to 
deal with metaphoricity as their knowl-
edge of the foreign language grows, devel-
ops and spreads. In a similar vein, Little-
more (2001) states that the introduction of 
metaphorical input in the foreign language 
classroom improves the linguistic pro-
duction of foreign language learners, and 
generally increases communicative com-
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DEVELOPING METAPHORICAL 

STRATEGIC COMPETENCE: 

GROUPING STRATEGY1

Abstract: Metaphorical vocabulary of the English language is often problematic for 
EFL students in terms of both their receptive and productive skills. One possible way of 
overcoming this difficulty is conscious development of learning strategies, which aid 
comprehension and production and lead to the autonomy of students. In order to ascertain 
the repertoire of strategies students use when coping with metaphorical meaning, research 
was conducted at the Department of English at the Faculty of Philosophy in Novi Sad. The 
research lasted for one semester and was organised as follows: at the beginning of the 
academic year, the students who participated in the research (experimental group, N=20; 
control group, N=20), took the first test which comprised a variety of exercises intended 
to elicit metaphorical thinking. This was followed by an interview with volunteers 
(N=10+10). After one semester, during which both the experimental and control group 
attended the same classes with the same syllabus, the only difference being the structured 
input presented to the experimental group, both groups took the second test and 
participated in the interview. The qualitative analysis of the interviews was aimed at 
ascertaining the scope of strategies students use when dealing with metaphors, so this 
paper focuses on one of the established strategies – grouping. This strategy is based on 
students’ ability to see the common denominator among different lexemes and phrases, 
which helps them identify the metaphor behind groups of words that, in turn, enables 
them both to understand the metaphorical meanings and to memorise them. This paper 
will demonstrate how, in time, the differences between the experimental and control 
groups grow larger and how, consequently, the development of strategic metaphorical 
competence results in students’ autonomy.
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petence since learners gradually become 
more successful at understanding meta-
phorical expressions in the foreign lan-
guage. 

As learners do not have the compe-
tence of native speakers, they will not al-
ways be able to process Þ gurative mean-
ings in the same way. Instead, they will 
surely beneÞ t from the analytical, ‘enquir-
ing’ approach called Þ gurative thinking 
(Littlemore and Low 2006). It is deÞ ned as 
“the use of a query routine which assumes 
that an unknown expression might be Þ gu-
rative, or which asks what the implications 
of using a Þ gurative expression might be” 
(Littlemore and Low 2006: 6). In other 
words, when non-native speakers encoun-
ter words or phrases they do not under-
stand, they necessarily have to slow down 
if reading, or engage in an extensive pro-
cess of online analysis if listening, and ask 
themselves a series of questions which will 
help them decipher the unknown segment 
of the sentence. 

In order for non-native speakers to be 
able to understand Þ gurative meaning, 
two di  erent elements have to be connect-
ed and several inferences have to be made, 
whereby the decoding process includes 
discovering how the source domain and 
the target domain are interconnected. It is 
clear that foreign language learners have a 
di   cult task to tackle and that they cannot 
achieve success without help from the 
teacher. There is general consent that for-
eign language teaching should focus on 
raising metaphor awareness by making 
students realise that metaphor is not just a 
poetic form, but a pervasive linguistic and 
conceptual mechanism. As with any theo-
retical linguistic construct introduced in 
foreign language teaching, the question 
arises: how much exposure to theory will 
beneÞ t the students? Littlemore (2004) 
shows that the theory-based approach 
clutters the teaching process with unnec-
essary information, especially when learn-
ers lack specialised linguistic knowledge; 

and that the practice-based inductive ap-
proach is more appealing to foreign lan-
guage students, who correspondingly 
achieve a deeper understanding of meta-
phors. 

In their detailed account of the induc-
tive approach, Littlemore and Low (2006: 
24-25) show that basic questions regarding 
the appearance, function or position of an 
entity can greatly help students to grasp 
the metaphorical meanings of words and 
phrases in the foreign language, especially 
in simple transfers of meaning. Other ex-
pressions, however, will remain unknown, 
often because students do not know the 
basic meaning of the word, or because the 
word itself is archaic or obsolete. The que-
ry routine includes simple, direct ques-
tions concerning the basic meaning of the 
words, and can point the students in the 
right direction. In addition, such questions 
can also trigger deeper understanding and 
information processing, during which stu-
dents actively tackle the given topic, ask 
questions and make meaningful connec-
tions with other topics.

Radi -Bojani  (2012: 158-160) de-
scribes in detail how Þ rst-year English lan-
guage students process metaphorical 
meanings found under the umbrella meta-
phor PEOPLE ARE ANIMALS, showing that 
they rely on di  erent kinds of information 
when trying to understand the said Þ gura-
tive meanings. In the case of animal meta-
phors, the students primarily focused on 
animal behaviour, which, in combination 
with extralinguistic knowledge, o  ered 
plausible explanations for the transfer of 
meaning. For instance, the phrasal verb 
monkey around was interpreted as playful 
behaviour similar to monkeys’, whereas a 
shy, quiet woman dominated by her moth-
er was described as mousy. This leads to a 
conclusion that sometimes query routines 
need to be modiÞ ed or extended, in ac-
cordance with the metaphor in question 
and very often, metaphorical meanings 
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have to be processed with encyclopedic 
meanings in mind. 

Generally, this approach helps stu-
dents integrate the new meaning(s) of the 
word with the existing knowledge. Fur-
thermore, it enhances the learning process 
and aids the retention of new information, 
ultimately resulting in students gradually 
achieving learner autonomy. To conclude, 
this method of vocabulary acquisition does 
not aim to replace other methods as a sepa-
rate, special programme. Instead, it is sup-
posed to be integrated with other ap-
proaches in foreign language teaching in 
order for both students and teachers to 
achieve better results (Boers 2000). 

2. Language learning strategies

Another Þ eld in foreign language 
teaching, whose aims include achieving 
greater student autonomy, is the Þ eld of 
language learning strategies. This concept 
has become highly inß uential and wide-
spread in foreign language acquisition be-
cause of the inß uence of the cognitive the-
ory of language learning, which maintains 
that language learning strategies are one of 
the most important cognitive processes in 
foreign language acquisition (Pavi i  Taka  
2008: 26). An explanation of how language 
learning strategies contribute to language 
acquisition and retention must include a 
whole range of variables, from the social 
and cultural contexts to di  erent factors 
that inß uence the choice and use of strate-
gies. In any case, this approach sees foreign 
language students as active participants in 
the teaching process and as individuals 
who use a variety of mental strategies to 
organise the foreign language system (Wil-
liams and Burden 2001). 

While using strategies, students se-
lect, acquire, organise and integrate new 
information (Weinstein and Mayer 1986). 
Therefore, it is considered that learning 
strategies which activate mental processes 
are more e   cient and can become auto-
matised following frequent use (O’Malley 

and Chamot 1990). Complex cognitive 
skills like language learning strategies can 
be taught and learnt, which is a clear indi-
cation of their signiÞ cance in the general 
e  ort to improve language learning. In the 
wider context of foreign language learning, 
this is a strand of the Language Awareness 
Movement, which is described by Boers 
(2000: 554) as a “broader pedagogical 
movement (...), where language learners 
are encouraged not only to perform in a 
language, but also to reß ect upon its use 
and characteristics“. Furthermore, Carter 
(2003: 64) asserts that this approach leads 
to “the development in learners of an en-
hanced consciousness of and sensitivity to 
the forms and functions of language”, 
which ultimately results in the positive 
changes of students’ attitudes towards lan-
guage and learning, especially because stu-
dents are active participants in the process 
(Radi -Bojani  2008: 416). Carter (2003: 
65) concludes:

“Initial research in language awareness has shown 
increased motivation resulting from activities, es-
pecially task-based activities, which foster the 
learner’s involvement by promoting the inductive 
learning of language rules, which allows learners 
time and space to develop their own a  ective and 
experiential responses to the language, especially 
to its contextual meanings and e  ects”. 

This leads to the following conclu-
sions: (1) language learning strategies are a 
conscious e  ort made by students, who in-
vest time and energy into the language 
learning process, thus taking control over 
their own learning, which helps them build 
self-conÞ dence; (2) strategies inß uence 
the success of the learning process, which 
becomes evident very quickly and students 
get conÞ rmation that their e  ort is well-
invested; (3) strategies are one of the as-
pects of individual learner di  erences be-
cause di  erent students will use di  erent 
sets of strategies, depending on their per-
sonalities and educational backgrounds; 
(4) strategies are thought to be very prone 
to changes, since they can be learnt and 
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practiced until they become automatised, 
i.e. until students become proÞ cient and 
fast in their use. 

This paper speciÞ cally discusses how 
students use one particular strategy, the 
strategy of grouping, when they encounter 
metaphorical vocabulary. This strategy re-
lies on “classifying words, terminology, or 
concepts according to their attributes or 
meaning” (O’Malley and Chamot 1990: 
119), or more precisely, “classifying or re-
classifying what is heard or read into 
meaningful groups, thus reducing the 
number of unrelated elements. It some-
times involves labeling the groups, as well” 
(Oxford 1990: 58). All in all, the ability to 
notice a common denominator among a 
group of words or phrases is important in 
so far that it aids the retention of the items 
in this group and helps students deduce a 
general meaning or a general sense that 
binds the words together. 

3. Research methodology

Since the research aims at investigat-
ing the use and changes in the use of the 
strategy of grouping with foreign language 
students, useful data cannot be collected 
through statistical analysis of test results, 
because the human conceptual system 
cannot be observed externally. For that 
reason the research relies on the naturalis-
tic paradigm, which focuses on the behav-
iour of people in their natural surround-
ings (Tullis Owen 2008). One of the main 
tenets of this paradigm is that reality is 
subjective and socially conditioned (Lin-
coln and Guba 1985: 24-32), and that hu-
man communication should therefore be 
observed in its natural setting. Context is 
essential, with genuine knowledge about 
human interaction or mental processes 
best acquired not in controlled laboratory 
conditions, but in everyday settings, (Eis-
ner 1991: 32-33). 

Data collection in naturalistic re-
search implies face-to-face interaction be-
tween researcher and informants. The re-

searcher is considered to be the most im-
portant instrument in data collection, 
which can be conducted by observation (in 
which researchers make notes about what 
they see) or by questionnaires and inter-
views (in which researchers make notes 
about what informants tell them).  Quali-
tative interviews are considered to be one 
of the most e  ective qualitative methods, 
because the richness and depth of infor-
mation obtained. They can be structured, 
semi-structured or unstructured, but all of 
them are open because informants can re-
ply to the questions in any way they want 
and can talk for as long as they want 
(Schensul 2008). 

The research presented in this article 
lasted for one semester and was organised 
as follows: two groups of twenty students 
Þ lled in consent forms agreeing to partici-
pate in the research and did a test, which 
established the homogeneity of the re-
search sample. After that, one group was 
designated as an experimental group, the 
other as a control group. Both groups at-
tended the same English language classes 
at the B2 level of the CEFR, using the same 
coursebook with the same teacher. The 
only di  erence was that the experimental 
group was given structured metaphorical 
input during this one semester, which fol-
lowed all the tenets of the inductive ap-
proach. After this semester came another 
test. Both tests consisted of a variety of 
tasks intended to elicit metaphorical 
thinking and strategy use, which were then 
reported by the students and recorded 
during the interviews. All interviews were 
done in Serbian, the students’ native lan-
guage, because they did not have to con-
centrate on accuracy when speaking Eng-
lish and could focus their undivided atten-
tion solely on their mental processes. 

4. Strategy of grouping 

During the Þ rst interview it was es-
tablished that the students used the strat-
egy of grouping even though it was not 
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used spontaneously. This use was either re-
quired in the formulation of the task in the 
test or the students were led during the in-
terview by the author. Since the Þ rst test 
comprised three exercises whereby each 
had an underlying metaphor, i.e. the com-
mon denominator, it was interesting to ob-
serve and investigate how many students 
would actually be able to notice this and 
group metaphorical expressions accord-
ingly, especially without any instruction or 
guidance. As it turns out, very few students 
were able to use the strategy of grouping 
autonomously (see example 1 below). 

(1) 

Author: When you look at all those adjectives in 
the box, do you happen to see what they all have 
in common? 

S7-E1: Weather. 

Author: Have you just noticed that now, or earlier, 
while you were doing the task? 

S7-E1: Well, I saw earlier that it’s all … cold … that’s 
what I saw. 

Most of the other students from both 
groups were able to see the connecting fac-
tor for all the metaphorical expressions 
only after the author had asked them one 
or more questions, which gradually led the 
students to see the binding element (see 
examples 2 and 3 below). 

(2)

Author: Why don’t you try to find one key word in 
each of these questions? One word that would 
foremost influence the answer you wrote down.  

S5-K1: Aha, OK, I see. In the first question, it’s 
head, in the second it’s foot, in the third it’s heart, 
mouth and nose. Well, the key word is man. 

(3)

Author: Well, what was most important for me in 
the task were the adjectives. These adjectives are 
also connected somehow, with one common 
meaning. Can you see what it is? 

S8-E1: Well, I don’t know, it all seemed to me to be 
connected with emotions and some traits, so 
something that is, I would say, abstract, but… 

Author: Try to cover column B with your hand. 
Just read the adjectives. 

S8-E1: Breezy, cold, dull, foggiest, frosty, hazy, icy, 
stormy, sunny, warm.

Author: What do they remind you of if you’re not 
thinking about nouns?

S8-E1: Well, maybe it’s… some states or conditions. 
Although this is similar to gradation, from one to 
the other.

Author: There is no particular order, the adjectives 
are put in the box randomly. 

S8-E1: Well .... they all related to weather.

What can be concluded on the basis 
of the qualitative analysis of the interviews 
at the beginning of the research is that stu-
dents from both the experimental and 
control groups were equally unskilled 
when using the strategy of grouping, which 
conÞ rms the initial homogeneity of the 
sample, important for establishing the va-
lidity of results at the end of the research. 
Furthermore, interviews show that the 
students are not very proÞ cient at query 
routines and cannot easily apply the stra-
tegy of grouping; the query routine in this 
case is primarily performed by the inter-
viewer/ researcher. The students merely 
answered the questions that were posed 
and this helped them arrive at correct an-
swers and recognise the overarching meta-
phor. In other words, the students cannot 
be considered to be autonomous, inde-
pendent learners who conÞ dently and 
without help process Þ gurative meanings. 

If the second round of interviews con-
ducted after the input period is analysed, 
the following can be established: (1) both 
groups of students were found to be using 
the strategy during the interview; (2) only 
the students from the experimental group 
reported that they also used the strategy of 
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grouping while doing the exercises in the 
test. This is clear evidence that the struc-
tured metaphorical input in the experi-
mental group led to the internalisation of 
the strategy of grouping, which increased 
the autonomy of students and improved 
their test results. To illustrate the claims 
regarding the analysis of the second inter-
view, a few examples will be presented and 
considered below. 

One of the tasks from the test tackled 
the issue of orientational metaphors, more 
precisely the metaphor GOOD IS UP / BAD 
IS DOWN, with its realisations in the form 
of metaphorical expressions like lift the 
spirits, be on the way up, bottom of pile, fall 
from power, which could be grouped into 
two groups, ‘positive and up’ and ‘negative 
and down’, for easier understanding and 
use. However, not all the interviewed stu-
dents were able to spot the common de-
nominator and elaborate on it. In example 
(4) it can be seen that a student from the 
experimental group uses the strategy of 
grouping quite easily and even o  ers three 
groups of expressions (‘at the bottom’, ‘on 
your way up’, ‘on top’), and the author asks 
very few questions and needs to o  er very 
little guidance. 

(4)

Author: Now, if you had to group all these expres-
sions into two groups, how would you do that?

S4-E2: Well, ups and downs. That’s how I saw it. 
Be down in the dumps and bottom of the pile 
would be when you have reached the bottom.  

Author: Good. 

S4-E2: And there are, sort of, three groups: when 
you are climbing and you are at the top, when you 
have totally made it in life, achieved your life 
goals. So, when you’re at the bottom, when you’re 
climbing and when you’re on top – a path in life, I 
would say. 

Author: Good. How is that connected with some-
thing being up and something being down? I 
mean, physically up and down, like the light bulbs 
above us and the carpet under our feet. 

S4-E2: Well, everything that is down is somehow 
subordinate. For example, you are walking on the 
ß oor, so it’s … And everything that is more beauti-
ful and pure is higher up, elevated. Unknown to 
us. And we always fantasise about something that 
is higher up, that we can’t see. So we idealise what 
is higher up. It’s all great, and the things lower 
down we can reach so they’re not so interesting 
for us. 

On the other hand, example (5) illus-
trates an answer typical of the control 
group, where the author asks a whole range 
of questions intended to lead the student 
towards the strategy of grouping, yet the 
student fails to notice the vertical dimen-
sion (up and down). Instead, the only pos-
sible grouping of the expressions from the 
task that the student o  ers are two very 
general groups of positive and negative 
meanings. 

(5)

Author: If you found this task in a book and it 
said: Put all these expressions into di  erent 
groups according to their meanings, how would 
you group them?

S7-K2: … Well, maybe some positive and negative 
ones. For example, this feel low …

Author: Ok, let’s try this. Don’t tell me what they 
mean, just list positive and negative ones. 

S7-K2: Well, maybe with some feelings. For exam-
ple, I don’t know, well, yeah. Like positive and 
negative. Well, that. 

Author: OK, try and list all those phrases that 
you’d put in the positive group and all those in the 
negative group. 

S7-K2: The positive ones are lift the spirits, be on 
the way up, rising star, rise to the top and up and 
coming. And maybe move up the ladder. 

Author: OK. And negative?

S7-K2: The negative ones are bottom of the pile, 
fall from power, feel low and be down in the dumps. 

Author: Good, excellent, really good. Can you per-
haps see what all these phrases in the positive 
group have in common and also all the phrases in 
the negative group?
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S7-K2: Well, I don’t know, maybe it’s, maybe they 
all represent some emotions, or not really emo-
tions but the states in which people can be found. 

When analysing the query routines 
the students from both groups employed, 
it can be noticed that the control group 
again showed a fairly high level of depend-
ence on the questions of the interviewer/ 
researcher, and sometimes even these 
questions were not enough for them to 
fully process metaphorical meanings and 
utilise the strategy of grouping. 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion it can be established 
that the progress of the experimental 
group is evident, not only through the test 
results, but also much more from the ana-
lysis of the second round of interviews. 
Namely, it was established that the experi-
mental group used the strategy of group-
ing both during the test and during the 
interview with an increased sense of aware-
ness and with an increased autonomy, un-
like the control group students, who con-
tinued to rely on the guidance and ques-
tions posed by the author during the inter-
view. 

This clearly shows that the strategy of 
grouping was internalised after one semes-
ter of structured metaphorical input, 
which brought students from the experi-
mental group one step closer to learning 
autonomy and successful, independent ac-
tion during the comprehension and, con-
sequently, use of metaphorical English vo-
cabulary. 
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