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Abstract: 
 

Introduction: 

Nine to 16 year olds with developmental language disorder (DLD) tend to have 

significant difficulties with understanding and using idioms. However, research 

investigating methods to assess or improve these skills has been limited. 

 

Aims: 

1. Examine idiom skills in Typically Developing (TD) children and children with DLD. 

2. Investigate the effectiveness of idiom skills intervention delivered through 1:1 SLT 

and classroom-based sessions for children with DLD.  

 

Methods: 

Seventy-two TD children attending mainstream schools and fifty-eight children 

attending a specialist school for children with DLD completed a bespoke idiom skills 

assessment. Forty-nine of the children with DLD (aged nine-16) then received twenty 

idiom skill intervention sessions during two school terms. Following a baseline period 

of one term, twenty-five participants (aged 11-16) received 1:1 intervention for one 

term and classroom-based intervention for the next term. The other twenty-four 

participants (aged 9-16) received classroom-based followed by 1:1 intervention. 

Classroom-based intervention was delivered collaboratively by English teachers and 

SLTs during English lessons and 1:1 intervention by the participants’ usual SLT. 

Intervention was the same for both delivery methods involving a prescriptive 

powerpoint presentation and worksheet alongside discussion. All participants were 

assessed on their ability to identify, understand, explain and use idioms before and 

after each intervention, using a bespoke assessment including 48 idioms which were 

randomly assigned to three sets: 16 idioms targeted in 1:1 SLT, 16 targeted in 

classroom-based intervention and a control group of 16 idioms that were not targeted.  

 

Results and Conclusions: 

TD participants achieved higher scores than DLD participants on all aspects of testing. 

Both 1:1 SLT and classroom-based delivery methods were effective for improving 

idiom skills but there was not sufficient evidence to show that idiom skills generalised. 

Intervention can be effective for improving the idiom skills of nine-16 year olds with 

severe DLD. More research is required to investigate methods to generalise idiom skill 

components, especially receptive idiom skills.  
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Research Impact Statement: 
 
This study has clear positive findings that could have an important impact on research 

and clinical practice. Children with Developmental Language Disorder (DLD) tend to 

have difficulty developing idiom skills, including the ability to identify, interpret, explain 

and use idioms. Evidence suggests this can impact on the ability to access learning 

and engage in social conversations. Available resources for assessing idiom skills are 

limited. As part of this project, I carefully produced a comprehensive assessment to 

evaluate these skills in children with DLD. The evidence base for effective intervention 

for idiom skills in children with DLD is small and lacking in power. I designed and co-

ordinated implementation of the study intervention programme with more participants 

than previous studies, thus filling a gap in the evidence base. Results indicate that 

both 1:1 SLT and group intervention were effective. This could be used to identify the 

most economical way to allocate resources across settings that offer different 

packages of support to children with DLD. Overall, this study delivers an evidence-

based idiom skills intervention method and assessment design to measure response 

to intervention. It also specifies how to deliver this intervention method to achieve the 

most efficient and effective outcomes. It must be noted that the assessment created 

can be adjusted to make it appropriate for children from different geographical 

locations or those accessing an education curriculum different to current study 

participants. 

 

It is intended that samples of the study assessment and intervention materials will be 

available in electronic form following completion of this thesis. SLTs and teachers 

could use these to support children with DLD to improve their idiom skills and 

consequently their learning and conversational skills. This study therefore has the 

potential to have a positive impact on the social and academic outcomes and therefore 

quality of life of children with DLD. These resources could also be used by researchers 

to extend the evidence-base within this field. 

 

Researchers in this field refer to three different theories around how children learn 

idioms; the Vocabulary, Context and Global Elaboration Theories. Only a small 

number of previous studies have investigated the applicability of these theories but 

none have explored whether this may differ across participant groups such as children 
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with and without DLD. Results of the current study support the Context Theory, 

suggesting that children use the words in idioms and surrounding context to identify, 

interpret, explain and use them correctly. Findings related to theories were the same 

across both TD and DLD participant groups. This suggests that children learn idiom 

skills in the same way regardless of their underlying skills. This brings benefits to 

academia as it provides research methods and resources that could be replicated 

alongside various suggestions for future research to expand the evidence base within 

this field further. The study assessments could be used within both SLT and teaching 

disciplines to assess children with DLD and findings could be used to support these 

children. Findings of the intervention study could also have implications on the design 

of packages of therapy and the curriculum for these children. Furthermore, although 

the current study involved participants with DLD, it could be replicated across other 

populations with language difficulties such as children with ASD or moderate learning 

difficulties to find whether the resources could be used for these populations also. 

 

The key findings of this thesis have been disseminated nationally and internationally 

via professional and public platforms noted below throughout the time during which 

this PhD has been completed. These activities have helped to engage SLTs, teachers 

and members of the public in the research and increase the reach of findings. 

 

Publications  

Informed SLP Research Review: “Investigating the effectiveness of idiom intervention 

of 9-16 year-olds with developmental language disorder.” The Informed SLP February 

2020. 

 

Journal Publication: Benjamin, L., Newton, C & Ebbels, S (2019) Investigating the 

effectiveness of idiom intervention for 9-16 year olds with developmental language 

disorder. International Journal of Language and Communication Disorders, Volume 

55(2), 266-286. 

 

Courses and Workshops 

 WordsFirst  London CEN for SLTs and teaching staff, 2019 presented by 

Lucy Benjamin: 3 hour workshop on “Assessment and Intervention for Idiom 

Skills in Secondary School Aged Pupils.”  
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 Essex DLD CEN 3 hour workshop presented by Lucy Benjamin for SLTs 

and teaching staff, 2017. 3 hour workshop on ‘Assessment and Intervention for 

Idiom Skills for teachers, teaching assistants and SLTs working in special 

schools.” 

 

Current study findings have been referenced in the following courses 

presented by Susan Ebbels:  

 The Current Evidence Base for School-aged Children with DLD: Course 

delivered online to audiences in the UK, Ireland, Hong Kong, Brazil and Canada 

in 2020.  

 Investigating the effectiveness of intervention for children with DLD: Course 

delivered in person in the UK, Ireland and Spain in person in 2017, 2018 and 

2019. 

 

Presentations 

2019 

 Child Language Symposium 2019: Poster Presentation on “Figurative 

Language Intervention.”  

2018 

   UCL PhD Language and Cognition Conference Verbal Presentation on 

“Idiom Skill Intervention for 9 to 16 year-olds with ASD and DLD.” 

2017 

 RCSLT Conference verbal presentation on “Idiom Skill Intervention for 9-16  

year-olds with DLD.” 

2016  

 Surrey DLD CEN: 2 hour presentation on ‘Idiom Skills Intervention for Children 

with DLD attending mainstream primary schools.”  

 RCSLT Research Champions Event Verbal Presentation: “A Detailed 

Summary: The Figurative Language Skills of Children in Key Stages 2, 3 and 4 

with versus without Language Disorder.” 

2015 

 RCSLT Research Champions Event Poster Presentation on “Children’s 

Exposure to Figurative Language Through the National Curriculum and Popular 

Media.” 



- 8 - 
 

 Surrey DLD CEN: 1 hour verbal presentation on Children’s Exposure to 

Figurative Language. 

2014 

 RCSLT Conference 2014: Poster Presentation on “Group versus 1:1 

intervention for idiom skills: A Pilot Study.” 

 

Social Media 

2016 

 Curator for @wespeechies twitter account for one week including chairing 

the international chat. Topic: “Idiom Skills: Exposure, Assessment and 

Intervention.” 

 

In conclusion, the findings of this study have filled gaps in the evidence base for 

theories around how children learn idiom skills and methods to assess and support 

idiom skills in children with DLD. SLTs and Teachers in the field have shown interest 

in the assessment and intervention methods and are ready to start using them in their 

work with children with DLD. I look forward to continuing to share and build on the 

study findings to enable children and with DLD to reach their idiom skill potential.  
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Chapter 1: 

The Low Down: 
An Introduction to Idiom Skills and why They are Important 

for Seven to 16 year olds with Developmental Language 
Disorder. 

 
 

1.1 Introduction: What is an Idiom and who Requires Support to Understand and 

use Them? 

An idiom is a non-literal phrase such as “hold your horses,” meaning “wait” or “I’m over 

the moon” meaning “I’m delighted.” An essential part of being an effective everyday 

communicator involves understanding and using non-literal language, including idioms 

as they are commonly used in classroom conversation (Grunwell and Kerbel, 1998; 

Lazar et al., 1989) and teaching resources (Colston and Kuiper, 2002; Nippold, 2007) 

as well as daily media reports and conversation (Smith et al, 2013). Therefore, 

difficulties with understanding or using idioms can impact on children’s access to 

learning and social contexts. Developmental Language Disorder (DLD) is diagnosed 

when children fail to acquire language skills for an unknown reason. Research has 

shown that, on average, two children in every class of 30 children will experience DLD 

severe enough to hinder academic progress. Children with Developmental Language 

Disorder (DLD) have been found to have significant and persistent difficulties 

developing idiom interpretation (Kasirer and Mashal, 2011) and explanation skills 

(Grunwell and Kerbel, 1998; Norbury, 2004). Both DLD and difficulties with developing 

idiom skills have been associated with children’s ability to develop and maintain 

positive peer relationships and self-esteem (Henry et al., 1995; Conti-ramsden et al., 

2018; Reed, 2003; Donahue and Bryan, 1984; Bell and Healey, 1992; Nippold, 1991). 

Despite evidence that these difficulties exist and are likely to have an impact on the 

academic, social and emotional development of children with DLD, research exploring 

methods to evaluate and teach idiom skills has been limited. 

 

1.2  Theories Related to Idiom Skill Learning 

Having a theory of how idiom skill learning occurs is crucial for education professionals 

such as teachers and Speech and Language Therapists for formulating their approach 

to supporting idiom skill learning. They can use theories to develop methods to 
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evaluate the idiom skills of their pupils and to develop expectations around pupils’ 

idiom skills and their development of these in response to teaching methods or 

interventions. Theories are also important for researchers to be aware of when trying 

to compare and contrast findings of previous studies and when designing new 

research to contribute to the evidence base. Researchers have been exploring 

theoretical frameworks and skill sets that underpin idiom skill learning since the 1970s. 

These will be considered in more detail in Chapters 4 and 5 with a focus on how 

theories can impact on results of idiom skills assessments and the effectiveness of 

idiom skills intervention methods. Three theories have been cited regularly: 1) Context 

Theory, whereby one must use context to identify and interpret idioms (Clark, 1979; 

Winner, 1979; Clark and Schunk, 1980); 2) Vocabulary Theory, whereby one must 

learn each idiom’s fixed meaning like pieces of vocabulary (Morgan, 1979; Swinney et 

al, 1979; Libben and Titone, 2008); and 3) the Global Developmental or Elaboration 

Theory, whereby multiple underlying language, pragmatic and cognitive skills work 

together to help children interpret familiar and new idioms when presented either in 

isolation or with supportive context (Gardner et al, 1978; Reynolds and Ortony, 1980; 

Levorato and Cacciari, 1995). In the last decade published papers in this field do not 

tend to refer to theoretical frameworks. They have focussed on specific research 

questions relating to idiom difficulty rating or measures to evaluate and teach idiom 

skills rather than on how children learn idiom skills. This is likely because these 

theories are not well-established or evidenced and therefore may require to be 

referenced and tested more before they are considered routinely as part of research 

in the field of idiom skills learning. To further investigate idiom skill learning and identify 

factors that may relate to or influence this, further research is required to explore 

relationships between idiom skills and language, pragmatic and cognitive skills. 

Although Typically Developing (TD) children are able to understand and use short and 

grammatical sentences at approximately four years of age, skills required to interpret 

and use non-literal language including idiom skills develop later (Nippold, 2007). 

Evidence around the ages at which idiom skills are learnt has been gathered. The 

notion of idiom skills encompass four components: idiom identification, interpretation, 

explanation and use. The evidence available suggests that these four components of 

idiom skills typically develop gradually and continuously in the following order from the 

age of five and throughout adolescence (Caillies and Le Sourn-Bissaoui, 2013; 
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Nippold and Taylor, 2002; Grunwell and Kerbel, 1998); identify, interpret, explain and 

use.  

TD children are able to identify idioms by age seven and this skill continues to develop 

until age twelve (Nikolaenko, 2004; Spector, 1996). Five and six year-olds tend to 

interpret idioms literally and the incidence of literal interpretation gradually decreases 

up to the age of twelve (Le Sourn-Bissaoui et al., 2012; Cain et al., 2009; Caillies and 

Le Sourn-Bissaoui, 2008). For example, one study found that the number of correct 

idiom interpretations differed from chance for children aged between seven and eight 

but not earlier and the difference in scores between seven and eight year-olds was 

significant (Caillies and Le Sourn-Bissaoui, 2013). Other research suggests that idiom 

interpretation continues to improve throughout adolescence (Nippold and Taylor, 

2002), and that idiom explanation skills also develop gradually with subtle 

developments between age six and 11 (Caillies and Le Sourn-Bissaoui, 2013; 

Grunwell and Kerbel, 1998; Levorato and Cacciari, 1995). For example, children have 

been noted to give explanations which indeed are figurative and plausible but not 

correct before, in time, learning to give the correct figurative explanation (Caillies and 

Le Sourn-Bissaoui, 2013) and although raw scores on idiom comprehension and 

explanation tests have been shown to be higher in groups of 10 year-olds versus eight 

year-olds, the difference between these two groups was not significant (Abrahamsen 

and Burke-Williams, 2004). Nippold and Martin (1989) found that although there was 

a significant difference in the idiom comprehension skills of children aged 14 versus 

15, there was no significant difference in the idiom skills of children aged 16 versus 

17. This may indicate that the pattern of gradual idiom skill learning slows down, and 

possibly plateaus, by age 17. No research has investigated the ability of TD children 

to use idioms but it has been regularly noted that this idiom skill component is likely to 

develop last of the four idiom skill components. 

 

1.3     Idiom Skill Learning in Children with DLD 

Children with DLD achieve significantly lower scores on idiom skills testing than TD 

children of the same age (Whyte et al., 2011; Stothard et al., 1998; Vance and Wells, 

1994) and difficulties in this area persist throughout adolescence (Rinaldi, 2000; 

Qualls et al., 2004). Although studies involving children with DLD are limited in number 
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and by sample size, the sequence of idiom interpretation and explanation skill learning 

in DLD appears to be similar to that of TD children with interpretation skills developing 

before explanation skills (Grunwell and Kerbel, 1998; Norbury, 2004; Abrahamsen and 

Smith, 2000). However, idiom skill learning tends to be much slower in children with 

DLD and they are more likely to interpret idioms literally than TD children of the same 

age (Rinaldi, 2000; Mashal and Kasirer, 2011). 

 

1.4     Skills Related to Idiom Skills 

Researchers have focused on exploring which skills underpin idiom skill learning in 

TD children in attempts to better understand how these skills progress and how to 

support these in children with difficulties in this area. Findings of such studies can be 

used to support or refute some of the idiom skills learning theories. For example, if 

vocabulary skills are related to idiom skills then this might support the Vocabulary 

Theory but if a combination of language, pragmatic and cognitive skills are related to 

idiom skills then this might support the Global Elaboration Theory. Researchers have 

identified some profile skills that are related to the learning of idiom skills including 

receptive language, expressive language, memory, non-verbal intelligence quotient 

(NVIQ) and pragmatic skills such as Theory of Mind (ToM). It is important to note that, 

although the individual effect of these profile skills may have been investigated, they 

are likely to all influence each other. For example, reading comprehension skills are 

likely to be related to receptive language and Theory of Mind (ToM). Theoretically, it 

is interesting to investigate relationships between profile skills and idiom skills as 

results can provide further information on the patterns of learning across different skills 

and the extent to which they may positively or negatively influence each other’s 

development. The evidence relating each of these profile skills to idiom skills is 

presented and discussed below.  

 

1.4.1 Receptive Language 

Different measures of receptive language have been used to investigate the 

relationship between receptive language and idiom skills. One study (Vance and 

Wells, 1994) investigated relationships between idiom interpretation skills and 

receptive language in seven to 13 year-olds with and without DLD. Idiom skills were 

measured using an informal multiple-choice task in which the children listened to a 
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story then were asked to point to one of three line drawings to indicate the meaning of 

the idiom in the story. Receptive language skills were measured using the Clinical 

Evaluations of Language Fundamentals (CELF) (Wiig et al., 2003) receptive language 

battery which assesses comprehension of concepts, grammar and oral recall. This 

study showed that scores on tests of receptive language skills correlated strongly and 

significantly with scores on tests of idiom interpretation in the TD group only. However, 

a study by Norbury (2004) showed that the scores on tests of idiom interpretation and 

explanation in eight to 15 year-olds with language and pragmatic disorders correlated 

strongly and significantly with their scores on two different receptive language tests; 

an informal story and fact question task and the CELF Concepts and Following 

Directions (CFD) subtest. The idiom interpretation and explanation skill assessment 

involved participants listening to a story and explaining the meaning of the idiom in the 

story then hours later (three hours minimum, 24 hours maximum) listening to the story 

again and answering fact and idiom-related questions. Although both studies found a 

relationship between receptive language and idiom skills, the first study found this for 

the TD group only and not the DLD group and the second study investigated this within 

participant groups with pragmatic and language impairments only. The difference in 

findings may be due to differences in studies including the age of the participants, the 

idiom skills assessed and design of assessments used to test receptive language and 

idiom skills. Although these previous studies have investigated the individual influence 

of receptive language on idiom interpretation and explanation, no studies have 

investigated its influence on idiom identification or use. It would be interesting for future 

research to investigate the relationship between receptive language skills and the 

ability of TD children and children with DLD to identify, interpret, explain and use 

idioms. Particularly if the idiom items were ones which they are exposed through social 

or educational contexts, this would give education professionals (such as teachers 

and Speech and Language Therapists) the guidance required to identify and support 

children who may have weaknesses in one or more idiom skill components. 

 

Receptive vocabulary contributes to overall receptive language skills (Wiig et al., 2003; 

Wiig and Secord, 1991). Therefore, studies investigating relationships between idiom 

skill components and receptive vocabulary may be used to contribute towards 

arguments for the influence of receptive language on how idiom skills are learnt. Four 

studies have used similar assessments to investigate relationships between receptive 
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vocabulary and idiom skill components and have reported strong and significant 

correlations between these two skills (Norbury, 2004; Whyte et al, 2013; Joffe, Rixon 

and Hulme, 2019; Saban-Bezalel and Mashal, 2019). The vocabulary tests used in 

the studies by Norbury (2004), Whyte et al (2013) and Saban-Bazalel and Mashal 

(2019) required participants to listen to a word then point to one of four pictures that 

matches that word. Also for these studies, idiom explanation tests required 

participants to listen to a story containing an idiom then explain the meaning of the 

idiom in the story. In addition to this, Norbury (2004) carried out an idiom interpretation 

test whereby children were required to answer questions related to the idiom in the 

story and it was found that this skill also correlated highly and significantly with 

receptive language. Two other studies used slightly different assessment measures to 

most of those noted above (Joffe, Rixon and Hulme, 2019; Saban-Bezalel and Mashal, 

2019).  Receptive vocabulary was assessed using a word definition task and idiom 

interpretation was assessed using a multiple choice task. It is relevant that receptive 

vocabulary measures were different as findings indicate that regardless of how it is 

measured (using multiple choice or definition tasks), receptive vocabulary is 

consistently shown to be related to children’s idiom skills. It is relevant that idiom skill 

component assessment measures were different across studies as it shows that 

receptive vocabulary is related to more than one component of idiom skills; 

interpretation and explanation. 

 

Although reading is not a form of receptive language, the relationship between reading 

comprehension and idiom skills has been investigated for two reasons. First, 

comprehension of idioms is likely to influence reading comprehension. Second, 

children are likely to require an ability to understand what they are reading well enough 

to use contextual clues to infer the meaning of idioms. Reading comprehension is 

likely to be affected by both reading decoding and receptive language skills (Hoover 

and Gough, 1990). The relationship between idiom skills and reading comprehension 

in children has been investigated using the California Achievement Test (MacMillan et 

al., 1993), the Neale test of reading accuracy (NARA-II) (Neale, 1997), a national 

assessment named Progressive Achievement Test (PAT) (New Zealand Council 

Research, 1994) and the National Educational Development Test (NEDT) (Chicago 

Research Council, 1989), alongside informal assessments of idiom interpretation 

(Qualls et al., 2003; Qualls et al., 2004; Nippold et al., 2001) and explanation (Cain et 
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al., 2005; Martin and Nippold, 1989). Studies measured idiom interpretation skills 

using an informal written activity whereby participants read idioms either in isolation 

or embedded within short stories then answer a question relating to the idiom meaning 

using one of a choice of four answers provided (Nippold, Moran and Schwarz, 2001; 

Qualls, Brien and Blood, 2003; Qualls et al., 2004). All idiom interpretation studies 

show that reading comprehension skills are strongly and significantly related to idiom 

interpretation skills. However, two idiom interpretation studies showed that this is only 

the case when idioms are presented in context but not in isolation (Qualls et al., 2004; 

Qualls et al., 2003). It is of course important to consider that comprehension and 

reading decoding skills may also mediate this relationship, as participants can access 

and understand additional information surrounding idioms. The studies measuring 

idiom explanation skills did so also by presenting idioms in isolation or embedded 

within short stories before asking participants to explain their meaning and these also 

found a relationship between idiom and reading comprehension skills (Cain et al., 

2005; Martin and Nippold, 1989). These findings are supported by proposals made by 

authors of other studies who suggest that reading comprehension skills are related to 

idiom skills (Levorato and Cacciari, 1999; Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000). The fact that 

assessments vary in terms of their design but still produce consistent correlation 

results strengthens study conclusions that indicate reading skills are related to idiom 

interpretation and explanation skills and indeed this is logical. 

 

1.4.2 Expressive Language 

Studies have shown relationships between expressive language skills and idiom 

explanation skills in children with language and pragmatic impairments (Norbury, 

2004; Whyte et al., 2013). Although this may be expected, because explaining idioms 

involves using expressive language, some studies have investigated this. Norbury 

(2004) found a strong and significant correlation between children’s performance on 

the Test of Word Knowledge (TOWK) (Wiig and Secord, 1991) multiple meanings 

subtest (which requires children to provide two meanings for the same word such as 

bat or duck) and an informal idiom explanation assessment. Similarly, Whyte et al. 

(2013) found that expressive language skills as measured using the Comprehensive 

Assessment of Spoken Language (Carrow-Woolfolk, 1999) correlated with idiom 

explanation skills. Both studies used an idiom skill task that involved asking 



- 26 - 
 

participants to explain the meaning of an idiom after they had heard it being used in a 

story. This relationship has not been investigated using tests of idiom explanation skills 

where idioms are presented in isolation as well as or instead of alongside supportive 

context. This may be because it could be argued that most idioms do appear in context 

and so results for the isolation condition are less interesting. However, it is important 

to test across both presentation conditions to better understand the value that context 

provides for interpreting and explaining idioms. Such findings could also be used to 

test the Context Theory. As investigations across both presentation conditions have 

not been carried out, it is not clear why the relationship between expressive language 

and idiom skills found in the above studies: it may be because the same story-based 

idiom explanation assessment task was used across the idiom and language tests and 

therefore the correlation reflects the similar story comprehension and question-answer 

skills rather than a correlation between idiom and language skills. In order to identify 

whether idiom explanation is related to the ability to use context or not, it would be 

interesting to investigate the relationship between expressive language and idiom 

explanation skills using assessments whereby idioms are presented both in isolation 

and with supportive context. 

 

Although some authors have made reference to potential relationships between 

expressive vocabulary and idiom skills, no study has investigated this relationship 

systematically. Thus, the influence of expressive vocabulary on idiom skills requires 

further investigation. 

 

1.4.3 Theory of Mind 

Some researchers are interested in the relationship between ToM and idiom skills, 

and have suggested that children use the combination of inference skills and ToM 

when understanding or using idioms (Le Sourn and Bissaoui, 2008; 2012; Sahlen and 

Wagner, 1999; Saban-Bezalel and Mashal, 2019). Although both of these skills refer 

to the ability to think flexibly to come to a conclusion, they are different. ToM refers to 

the ability to be aware of the different perspectives that two different people may have 

based on their individual experiences, whereas inferencing refers to the ability to 

gather various pieces of evidence to reach a most likely conclusion. ToM is relevant 

to idiom skill learning because idiom interpretation may require children to consider 
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the perspectives of others alongside contextual clues and this is particularly important 

for less familiar and more abstract idioms. For example, if a teacher states “Harry is in 

hot water” then children need to understand that the teacher is cross and therefore 

“Harry is in trouble.” It is important to consider the different methods that have been 

used to assess ToM and idiom skills as the task and dependence on other skills 

required may influence the child’s performance and study findings. One method to 

measure ToM involves using story and question tasks that test participants’ ability to 

interpret the perspectives of story characters. Another method is to use incomplete 

picture scene tasks whereby participants see a full picture scene then part of it is 

covered up and the participant must explain how someone else would describe the 

picture scene with consideration of the parts of the picture they have not yet seen. In 

their earlier studies Le Sourn and Bissaoui used a combination of story and question 

tasks to measure ToM that they sourced from previous studies investigating ToM skills 

(Wimmer and Perner, 1983; Tager-flusberg and Sullivan, 1994; Bernard and Deleau, 

2007; Bowler, 1992). Norbury (2004) and Le Sourn and Bissaoui (2013) used two ToM 

story and question tasks developed by Sullivan et al (1994). Sahlen and Wagner 

(1999) used an incomplete picture scene task and both Joffe et al (2019) and Saban-

Bezalel and Mashal (2019) used mental state comprehension tasks whereby 

participants read a comic strip conversation then were asked a question about the 

story character’s mental state. Idiom interpretation assessments involved participants 

listening to a story containing an idiom and then answering questions about the story 

to demonstrate idiom understanding (Norbury, 2004) or selecting one from a choice of 

three interpretations of the idiom meaning (Caillies and Le Sourn-Bissaoui 2008; 2012; 

Joffe, Rixon and Hulme, 2019; Saban-Bezalel and Mashal, 2019). Idiom explanation 

assessments involved participants listening to a story and then explaining the meaning 

of the idiom in the story (Whyte et al., 2013; Norbury, 2004; Caillies and Le Sourn-

Bissaoui, 2008; 2012; 2013). Sahlen and Wagner (1999) assessed idiom 

interpretation and explanation by asking participants to watch a video scene 

containing an idiom then asking children to explain its meaning then identify which 

phrase from a choice of two defines the idiom clearly. Studies found that ToM scores 

were strongly related to idiom interpretation (Le Sourn and Bissaoui, 2008; 2012; 

Sahlen and Wagner, 1999) and explanation (Norbury, 2004; Whyte, 2013; Sahlen and 

Wagner, 1999). These findings were consistent across studies that involved TD 

children (Le Sourn and Bissaoui, 2008; 2012; Norbury, 2004) and children with a 
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diagnosis of DLD aged five to 15 years (Sahlen and Wagner, 1999; Norbury, 2004). 

There was an exception with one study which found that ToM skills correlated with 

idiom comprehension in children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) but not TD 

children (Whyte et al, 2014). This difference in findings may be due to ceiling ToM 

scores being achieved for the TD group but not in the ASD group and therefore ToM 

skills developing ahead of idiom skills in the TD group but more broadly alongside 

idiom skills in the ASD group. In this study, the relationship between ToM and idiom 

skills was shown to be consistent across assessment tasks and participant age and 

diagnostic groups. In conclusion, the majority of findings suggest that the relationship 

between ToM and idiom interpretation and explanation skills is strong for children aged 

five to 15 years old, regardless of assessments used and participant diagnosis (apart 

from ASD). 

 

1.4.4 Memory  

Although working and auditory memory skills are related to each other, they are 

different. Working memory is the ability to hold and manipulate information (Alloway 

2006). Working memory can be assessed in various ways for example by using an 

oral directions task in which children have to listen to oral commands of increasing 

length and complexity and respond by following the instruction accordingly. Auditory 

memory is the ability to store and recall information that has been received orally 

(Cusimano, 2002). Auditory memory can be measured using repetition language 

tasks, which loads on language skills, or repetition digit-based tasks, which load less 

on language skills, so this must be considered when analysing results. Therefore, 

auditory memory tasks involve listening to, then verbally repeating information, and 

working memory tasks involve listening then responding with an action or by 

completing a task. Of course these tasks don’t assess purely working memory 

although this will strongly contribute to performance on testing (Frizelle and Bishop, 

2017).  

 

Performance on tests of working memory has been shown to correlate strongly with 

performance on tasks of idiom interpretation in children with DLD (Vance and Wells, 

1994). Auditory memory, as assessed using the CELF-4 Recalling Sentences subtest 

in which children have to listen to oral sentences of increasing length and complexity 
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and repeat them verbatim, has also been shown to correlate with idiom interpretation 

as well as idiom explanation skills in participants with language and pragmatic 

impairments (Norbury, 2004). Although these relationships between idiom skill 

components and memory have been investigated by only two researchers, findings 

suggest that memory skills and/or language skills may be related to idiom skills. 

However, because of the tasks used in these studies it is not possible to say whether 

it was memory or language skills that related to idiom skills in these studies. This is an 

inherent problem of testing memory that requires further research to unpick.  

 

1.4.5 Non-verbal Intelligence Quotient 

Many studies have investigated the relationship between participants’ scores on tests 

of nonverbal intelligence (NVIQ) and idiom interpretation and explanation. NVIQ has 

been tested using matrices subtests from such as the Kaufman Brief Intelligence Test 

(KBIT) (Kaufman and Kaufman, 2004), the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children 

(WISC) (Wechsler, 1991) or the Test of Nonverbal Intelligence (Brown et al., 2010). 

Idiom interpretation has been measured by participants listening to a story containing 

an idiom then identifying the meaning of the idiom from a choice of three options 

(Caillies and Le Sourn-Bissaoui, 2008; Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000). These studies 

found contrasting results. In the Caillies and Le Sourn-Bissaoui (2008) study, 

correlations between NVIQ and idiom interpretation were strong and significant for TD 

participants but they were not in the Abrahamsen and Smith study (2000) for 

participants with DLD. However, this may be because the study by Abrahamsen and 

Smith used standard scores from different measures of NVIQ for the different 

participants. Idiom explanation skills have been measured using tasks in which 

participants listen to a story (Whyte et al., 2013; Abrahamsen and Burke-Williams, 

2004) or watch a video scene (Sahlén and Wagner, 1999) containing an idiom then 

explain the meaning of the idiom heard. Results of these studies are inconsistent. 

Studies by Abrahamsen and Burke-Williams (2004) and Whyte (2013) showed that 

NVIQ does not correlate with idiom explanation scores but the study by Sahlen and 

Wagner (1999) show that NVIQ was related to idiom explanation in populations with 

language and pragmatic impairments. This difference in findings may have been 

influenced by the design of the Sahlen and Wagner (1999) study idiom explanation 

skill assessment as it involved children watching videos which may have provided 
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participants with increased visual and auditory cues to support their response 

including character gesture, facial expression and prosody. Therefore, they were not 

relying on only idiom skills to interpret then explain the meaning of idioms. Although 

this may be considered more realistic for social interactions, these additional prompts 

are not available when reading for example. 

 

1.4.6 Analyses and Summary of Relationships 

The above studies have used correlation analyses to investigate relationships 

between single profile skills and idiom skill components. However, details of studies 

that have investigated relationships between idiom skill components and multiple 

predictor variables using other analyses are given below. Findings of these studies 

are informative because they can be used to identify which variables have the 

strongest and weakest relationships with idiom skill components. This information can 

be used to help education professionals to identify children who may have weak idiom 

skills and provide support with this. Norbury (2004) entered scores from tests of six 

profile skill predictor variables from within clinical groups (including participants with 

pragmatic and language impairments) into a Multiple Regression Analysis (MRA): 

NVIQ tested using the Wechsler Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence (WASI) (Wechsler, 

1999), auditory memory (and language) tested using the CELF-4 recalling sentences 

and concepts and following directions subtests (Wiig et al., 2003), receptive 

vocabulary tested using the British Picture Vocabulary Scales (BPVS) (Dunn et al., 

1997), age and then receptive language and ToM tested using informal story then 

question tasks. The results showed that age, receptive language and auditory memory 

were significant predictors. As the tests used for auditory memory are heavily 

influenced by language skills, these results suggest a role of receptive language in 

idiom interpretation. Another study by Saban-Bezalel and Mashal (2019) conducted 

MRA using data including age and scores on tests of receptive vocabulary, ToM and 

executive functioning gathered from two groups of participants (TD and pragmatic 

impairment). Results showed that age, receptive vocabulary and ToM were all 

significant predictors of idiom interpretation in the TD group but only receptive 

vocabulary was a significant predictor in the pragmatic impairment group. This 

supports the Vocabulary Theory as vocabulary was a predictor of idiom skills in both 

groups. A final study used binary stepwise MRA to investigate the influence of ToM 
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tested using informal story and question tasks and expressive language tested using 

a verbal aptitude scale (McCarthy, 1970) on idiom explanation skills. This study 

suggests that both ToM and expressive language contribute towards the variability in 

the idiom explanation scores of seven to nine year old participants (Cain et al, 2009). 

These findings suggest that age, receptive language, auditory memory and ToM are 

related to idiom interpretation skills in eight to fifteen year olds and ToM and 

expressive language are related to idiom explanation skills in seven to nine year-olds. 

This suggests that children rely on memory, comprehension and perspective taking 

especially when interpreting idioms and also expressive language to explain 

interpretations.  

 

More research investigating the relationships and influences of various profile skills on 

idiom skill learning in children of different ages from age seven to sixteen is required 

to further support and build on the current evidence base. Such information would help 

to distinguish further between theories related to idiom skill learning and could provide 

education professionals with information around the language, pragmatic and 

cognitive skills that are related to idiom skills before and while targeting them. No 

studies to date have investigated the relationship between receptive language, 

expressive language, receptive vocabulary, expressive vocabulary, reading 

comprehension, ToM and a combination of all four components of idiom skill 

components. Previous studies have only considered one or two components; idiom 

interpretation and/or explanation. Further investigation and testing of these 

relationships could contribute to supporting particular theories of idiom skill learning. 

If many individual skills are shown not to relate to an individual idiom skill component 

but they do relate when tested in combination (through multiple regression tests for 

example) then this would support the Global Elaboration Theory. Furthermore, more 

informative results could be obtained if idiom tests included an evaluation of idiom 

skills when idioms are presented in isolation versus alongside supportive context. 

Such evidence could be used to compare Vocabulary and Context Theories as the 

impact of context could be explored specifically. Future research could also contribute 

to arguments for or against idiom skill learning theories if investigations included 

testing then evaluating findings across all four idiom skill components separately as 

the effect of these could be compared and contrasted. It may be that one theory fits 

the learning of one idiom skill component and another fits the learning process of a 
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different idiom skill component or that one theory fits the idiom skills learning of one 

participant (diagnostic) group but not another. This means that teachers could 

differentiate the way they teach idiom skills for the particular idiom skill component 

they are targeting or for a pupil’s specific diagnosis. If such studies involved the same 

participants completing assessments at the same time, results could be compared 

directly to find which skill or combination of skills have the strongest influence on each 

idiom skill component. If a future study looked at the relationships between a range of 

profile skills and idiom skill components, when idioms are presented both in isolation 

and with supportive context, involving the same group of participants across as wide 

an age range as possible, results would provide a wealth of information valuable to 

researchers and practitioners. For example, findings could be used to provide more 

information on the reliance on context, or not, or to predict idiom skills and the 

effectiveness of particular interventions to develop these. 

 

1.5    Skills Related to Idiom Skill Learning in Children with DLD Specifically 

Results of correlation and multiple regression analyses for TD children and children 

with DLD have not been identical. For example, although receptive language, reading 

comprehension and ToM have all been shown to correlate with idiom skills in both 

groups (TD and DLD), receptive language, receptive vocabulary and non-verbal IQ 

were shown to correlate with idiom interpretation skills in TD but not DLD groups. 

Furthermore, although research has shown a correlation between auditory memory 

and interpretation skills in children with DLD, this has not been investigated in TD 

children. The reason children with DLD have difficulties developing idiom skills may 

be because other related profile skills, that may be related to idiom skills, are impaired 

in this population. Research exploring which skills are related to idiom skill component 

learning in school-aged children with DLD has been limited. The relationships 

identified through previous studies detailed above between receptive language skills 

and idiom skill components are not surprising as children must understand the words, 

language and context they hear and read before they can identify anything that seems 

unusual or interpret and explain what it might mean. Previous research suggests 

receptive language is related to idiom interpretation skills in TD children but not 

children with DLD but no study has investigated the influence of receptive language 

on all four idiom skill components. It would be useful for future researchers to 
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investigate these relationships further across all four idiom skill components in children 

with DLD to explore whether theories around idiom skill learning are the same for TD 

children compared to those with DLD.  

 

1.6    Links Between National Curriculum in England and Idiom Skills 

Although TD children and children with DLD have different strengths and weaknesses, 

they all access the same National Curriculum in England. Children with difficulties 

developing language, pragmatic or cognitive skills are likely to face some challenges 

with accessing the National Curriculum. Difficulties with idiom skills may in turn impact 

on a child’s learning at school. Reasons for this are discussed in this section. The 

demand placed on children’s idiom skills to access requirements of The National 

Curriculum for England increases as they progress through the curriculum (DfE, 

2013a,b; 2014). The National Curriculum for England English Programmes of Study 

place statutory requirements on teachers of children aged seven to nine to teach 

children to identify and understand figurative language (DfE 2013a). Teachers must 

encourage pupils aged 10 to 11 to discuss and evaluate figurative language (DfE, 

2013b) and pupils aged 14 to 16 to use a range of high-level figurative language 

across multiple contexts (DfE, 2014). English teachers of seven-16 year-olds are 

expected to teach using a range of texts including fiction texts from 19th, 20th and 21st 

century that include tales, Shakespeare plays, prose, drama and texts that encourage 

discussion around culture and thinking (DfE, 2013a; 2013b; 2014). Although no 

evidence is cited in curriculum documents, the figurative language expectations are in 

line with the limited evidence of typical idiom skill learning for seven-16 year-olds 

(Gibbs, 1994; Rinaldi, 2000; Nessi, 2006; Chan and Marinellie, 2008; Whyte et al. 

2013).  

 

Evidence also suggests that exposure to idioms increases with age through classroom 

resources (Colston and Kuiper, 2002; Nippold, 2007) and teacher-talk (Grunwell and 

Kerbel, 1998; Lazar et al., 1989). Lazar et al (1989) recorded the teacher-talk of 21 

primary mainstream school teachers in Canada each for a full day each and Grunwell 

and Kerbel (1996) recorded 18 hours of English lesson teaching in primary 

mainstream schools and language units in England. Both studies logged the figurative 

language used by teachers in this time and found that the number of idioms used 
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increased with children’s age, regardless of education setting. Lazar et al (1989) also 

found that idioms were used significantly more in teacher-talk than other figurative 

language including similes, metaphors or irony. This pattern of increasing exposure 

with age is also experienced through curriculum resource literature and text books. An 

American study by Colston and Kuiper (2002) involved random selection of five fiction 

and non-fiction books from pre and post-1950’s literature written for teaching children 

younger and older than 8 years of age and counted the number of figurative language 

expressions used per 1000 words. They found that the prevalence of figurative 

language was higher in texts targeted at children over eight years old and significantly 

higher in fiction than non-fiction texts.  

 

All previous studies investigating children’s exposure to idioms through education-

related sources have involved primary-school aged children educated using different 

curricula in the UK, America and Australia. This makes findings (that children are 

exposed to increasing numbers of idioms through teacher-talk and teaching resources 

as they progress through education) more generalisable. However, studies did not 

investigate idiom exposure to children throughout secondary education. Findings from 

the study by Colston and Kuiper (2002) may be considered limited as idiom exposure 

was examined across two categories (pre and post 1950s) instead of considering more 

specific time periods or text genres. Despite some study limitations, findings suggest 

it is likely that children are exposed to an increasing number of idioms through 

education as they grow older and that therefore children with weak idiom skills will find 

lessons increasingly challenging to access. This is particularly applicable to children 

with DLD who have been found to have significant and persistent difficulties 

developing idiom skills (Grunwell and Kerbel, 1998; Norbury, 2004).  

 

1.7    Links Between Pragmatic Language and Idiom Skills  

Idiom skills are required to access language children are exposed to at school within 

learning contexts but also within social contexts. The media that children choose to 

consume, including television programmes, internet searches and films, can influence 

the pragmatic language they understand and use (Stuart-Smith et al., 2013). Only one 

study has investigated children’s exposure to idioms through a range of media items 

and only favourite television shows were surveyed as part of this project (Grunwell 



- 35 - 
 

and Kerbel, 1996). Their findings showed that idiom exposure through media 

(television) increases as children grow older (from age seven to 11). These findings 

may be considered restricted or even irrelevant now to some because only television 

programmes were investigated and not films or online sources, such as streaming 

websites like YouTube, which are more commonly used currently. No studies have 

investigated idiom exposure through media as children get older than the age of 11 as 

their tastes in media change. According to Ofcom (2016) children aged five to 15 are 

consuming a wider range of media content than ever before with television becoming 

an increasingly important focus for family time and children independently using 

portable devices to watch YouTube clips, download films and use websites for 

research, entertainment and gaming purposes. It is therefore important that children 

are encouraged to access age-appropriate media items to support pragmatic 

language development and that the media they access is considered when 

investigating their pragmatic profiles (Ofcom, 2016). It is important that the curriculum 

resources and media which children consume is sampled when creating assessments 

and intervention resources related to pragmatic language. 

 

1.8    Summary 

Children’s idiom skills can be split into four components (identification, interpretation, 

explanation and use). These separate component skills begin to develop from the age 

of five and continue to progress through adolescence. Children with DLD require 

support to develop these idiom skills. This weakness in children with DLD is not 

surprising because idiom skills have been shown to be related to skills that are often 

impaired in this population including receptive language, receptive vocabulary, reading 

comprehension, expressive language and ToM. Although research in this field is 

limited, findings suggest that the skills related to idiom skill learning may be different 

in children with and without DLD. For example, researchers have found significant 

correlations between idiom skills and both receptive language and vocabulary skills in 

TD children but not in children with DLD (Rinaldi, 2000; Vance and Wells, 1994). 

Correspondingly, ToM has been shown to correlate with idiom skills in children with 

DLD but not in TD children (Whyte et al., 2013). Furthermore, several small studies 

on children of different ages with DLD have shown that other skills also correlate with 

idiom skills in children with DLD and not TD children; narrative skills (Grunwell and 
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Kerbel, 1998), inference skills (Levorato and Cacciari, 2013; Le Sourn-Bissaoui et al., 

2012) and working memory (Whyte et al., 2013). 

 

Previous research findings suggest that children are exposed to an increasing number 

of idioms through education and television programmes as they grow older. However, 

no research has investigated the extent to which school-aged children are exposed to 

idiomatic language when accessing the current National Curriculum for England or the 

wide range of media items currently accessed by children, all of which have undergone 

substantial transformation in the past five years. Information on the extent to which 

children depend on idiom skills to access education and media would help education 

professionals to select texts and differentiate curriculum resources and teacher-talk 

for pupils and also to be aware of media items best suited to optimising the idiom and 

pragmatic language skill development of pupils. A deeper analysis of the broad range 

of texts used to teach seven-16 year-olds using the current National Curriculum for 

England Programmes of Study for English and comparisons of idiom exposure across 

these different text genres and their target age groups would make research findings 

more relevant to English teachers. As language used in the media is current and 

correlates with topics of social conversation amongst children, this is also a relevant 

avenue to investigate with regards to children’s exposure to idioms and pragmatic 

language development. 

 

This thesis aims to investigate methods to evaluate and develop the idiom skills of 

children aged nine to sixteen with severe DLD. It will do this through development of 

a bespoke assessment to measure idiom skill components, investigation of skills 

related to idiom skill components within this participant group, and investigation of the 

effectiveness of two intervention delivery methods to improve idiom skill components. 

The thesis is composed of two key sections; the first on idiom skills assessment 

(covered in chapters 2, 3 and four) and the second on idiom skills intervention (covered 

in chapter 5).  

 

The idiom skills assessment section focuses on literature around idiom skills 

assessment, the design of a bespoke idiom skills test and results of an idiom skills 

assessment study. The aims of this section and chapters within which research 

questions are addressed are detailed below: 
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Section 1: Idiom Skills Assessment  

Chapter 2: Idiom Skills Assessment Literature Review 

 Aim: To introduce the reader to the literature around idiom skills 

assessment. 

 

Chapter 3: Assessment Design Methods 

 Aim: To produce comprehensive idiom skills assessments for seven to 16 

year-olds living in the South of England with DLD to be used to evaluate 

idiom skills and measure response to idiom skills intervention. 

This will be achieved by following the steps below:  

1. Design an assessment to encompass the following assessment features: 

a. use idioms relevant to participant age and locality,  

b. assess all four idiom skill components,  

c. balance idiom difficulty across subtests,  

d. test idioms presented in isolation and alongside context.  

2. Test the validity and reliability (test-retest and inter-scorer) of the assessment. 

 
Chapter 4: Assessment Results Chapter 

 Aim: To contribute to the current evidence around total idiom skills 

(idiom skill components combined) and individual idiom skill 

components in TD children and children with DLD by answering the 

following questions. 

a) Is there a difference in the total idiom skills and specific idiom skill components 

in TD children and children with DLD? 

b) What are the patterns of performance across the idiom skill components in each 

of the participant groups (TD and DLD)?  

c) What are the patterns of performance when idioms are presented in isolation 

versus alongside context in each participant group (TD and DLD) and is any 

effect of this the same for each group? 

d) What are the differences in patterns of performance on testing of total idiom 

skills for idioms rated as decomposable versus non-decomposable, familiar 

versus unfamiliar and flexible versus frozen in each participant group (TD and 

DLD). 
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e) What are the strengths of relationships between total idiom skills, Theory of 

Mind and language within in each participant group (TD and DLD)? 

f) Which profile language, pragmatic and cognitive skills (if any) are related to 

total idiom skills in children with DLD? 

 

The intervention section is composed of one chapter which focuses on literature 

around idiom skills intervention methods and findings of an idiom skills intervention 

study. The aims of this section and research questions addressed within it are detailed 

below: 

 

Section 2: Idiom Skills Intervention 

Chapter 5: Idiom Skills Intervention Chapter 

 Aim: To investigate the effectiveness of intervention for developing all 

four idiom skill components in nine to 16 year-old children with DLD. 

This aim will be addressed through investigation of the following five Research 

Questions: 

a)  Do participants make more progress in idiom skills during intervention than 

during a baseline period and are post-intervention scores maintained? 

b) Does intervention lead to more progress on each of the idiom skill components 

of identification, interpretation, explanation or use than during a baseline period 

and were post-intervention levels maintained? 

c) Does progress with intervention differ with 1:1 SLT versus classroom-based 

intervention? 

d)  Does idiom skill intervention lead to more progress on control idioms than 

during a baseline period and thus is generalisation of idiom skills achieved? 

e) To what extent is a child’s response to idiom skills intervention related to 

performance on tests of Recalling Sentences, ToM and baseline idiom skills? 
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Section 1: Idiom Skills Assessment 
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Chapter 2 
 

Hitting the Nail on the Head: 
An Introduction to the Assessment of Idiom Skills in Seven 

to 16 Year-olds. 
 
 

The field of idiom skills assessment is complex. A comprehensive assessment of idiom 

skills should assess all four idiom skill components and have been tested for validity 

and reliability. Participants’ performance on idiom skills assessments, and therefore 

their reported idiom skills proficiency, is influenced by a number of factors: how 

relevant idiom items are to children being assessed, the level of difficulty of the idioms 

included in the test (decomposability, familiarity and syntax), how idioms are 

presented (in isolation or alongside context) and the type of assessment task used. 

The evidence around the importance of each of the above factors for developing a 

comprehensive idiom skills assessment are discussed below. 

 

2.1 Sourcing Relevant Items  

Children are exposed to idioms through various sources including social conversation, 

teacher-talk, reading and listening curriculum resources and media sources via 

television or internet searches (DfE, 2013a and b; 2014; Colston and Kuiper, 2002; 

Grunwell and Kerbel, 1996; Lazar et al., 1989;). Similarly, the idioms we are exposed 

to can vary across different localities. Therefore, if a child in the South of England was 

assessed using an idiom skills assessment that contained idiom items sourced in 

North America, their score may not accurately reflect their ability in this area. This is 

important as, although globalisation has led to some idioms such as ‘it’s raining cats 

and dogs’ being used frequently across English speaking nations, some idioms have 

not ‘travelled’ in the same way. For example, the idiom ‘do it on the knocker’ meaning 

‘do it immediately’ is well known in Australia, but not in England. By contrast, ‘to have 

itchy feet’ meaning ‘to have a strong urge to do something different’ is well known in 

England, but not in Australia. Although no study has investigated differences in idiom 

familiarity ratings across populations from different nations, one study has compared 

the idiom skills of two “social groups”; 10-year-old African American versus “European 

American” populations when tested on their ability to interpret idioms rated as high 

versus low familiarity (Qualls and Harris, 1999). Results showed that although there 
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was no significant difference in their idiom skills for idioms rated as highly familiar, 

there was a significant difference across the groups in their ability to interpret idioms 

rated as low familiarity with the “European American” population having significantly 

higher scores for low familiarity idioms than the African American population. Idioms 

used in this study were sourced from reference books published in the 1970s and 

1980s, between 10 and 24 years before the study was conducted. Therefore, the result 

of this study may have been affected by the fact that participants had not been 

exposed to some of the idioms involved in the experiment or due to the differences in 

culture across the two populations. Similarly, the majority of researchers in the field 

have gathered idiom items either from age-appropriate television programmes and 

classroom resources (Grunwell and Kerbel, 1998; Rinaldi, 2000; Abrahamsen and 

Smith, 2000) or from idiom dictionaries local to study participants (Lundblom and 

Woods, 2012; Cain and Towse, 2008; Nippold and Taylor, 2002). However, many of 

these studies were carried out more than 10 years ago and not in England. As noted 

above, locality can impact on idiom skills. For example, if a child in England was 

assessed using an idiom skill assessment that was designed using idioms from 

samples taken in another country, their score may not accurately reflect their functional 

idiom skills. One American study used idioms that would be problematic for an English 

child including ‘to lay an egg’ meaning ‘for someone to be unsuccessful’ and ‘to eat 

crow’ meaning ‘to admit you were wrong or made a mistake’ (Abrahamsen and Smith, 

2000). These examples highlight the importance of considering the relevance of idiom 

items and familiarity data to the age, geographical location and culture of study 

participants and of reporting these clearly when sharing research studies and findings. 

This also strengthens the argument for practitioners and researchers to develop 

bespoke assessments specifically for the age and geographical location of the children 

being tested even though this may limit the longevity of any such assessment. 

 

Idiom exposure relates to the number and difficulty of idioms we hear or read. As 

mentioned in Chapter 1, the available literature shows that seven-16 year-olds are 

exposed to an increasing number of idioms through curriculum resources and teacher-

talk during lessons for children with and without DLD at primary school age (age six-

11) but no evidence exists to show whether this trend continues as they progress 

through secondary school (age 12-16). Therefore, a person’s age as well as the area 

in which they live can influence the extent to which they are exposed to particular 
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idioms and researchers have recommended assessment tasks should contain idioms 

that are relevant to participants’ age and geographical location (Grunwell and Kerbel, 

1998; Rinaldi, 2000; Qualls et al., 2003). Like other forms of figurative language, 

idioms are constantly evolving with some idioms being used across generations, some 

not being used as frequently and new idioms being introduced regularly. For example, 

the idiom ‘I’m pulling your leg’ may be frequently used in English texts written in the 

1940s to 1960s and by people born in the 1940s to 1960s, but it is not regularly used 

in texts written in the 2000s or later or by people born from the year 2000. Examples 

of idioms used frequently at present (2022) by authors and young people include ‘I’m 

gutted’ meaning disappointed, ‘I have your back’ meaning I will support you or ‘I’d like 

to throw it out there’ meaning ‘I’d like to suggest something.’ This is corroborated by 

results of one study that compared the idiom familiarity ratings of a group of adolescent 

raters with a group of adult raters which showed that familiarity ratings were 

significantly different across the two rater groups (Nippold and Rudzinski, 1993). 

 

2.2 Idiom Difficulty 

Each idiom can be easier or more challenging to understand and use depending on 

various factors. An idiom’s difficulty can be evaluated with consideration of three 

components; its decomposability, familiarity and syntax. The context in which an idiom 

is presented (in isolation or alongside context) can also influence how difficult it is to 

understand and use. Descriptions of each of these factors, methods to rate idiom 

difficulty with consideration of each of these and why they impact on idiom difficulty 

are given below. 

 

2.2.1 Idiom Decomposability  

Idioms can be separated into two categories of decomposability: decomposable 

(sometimes labelled ‘transparent’), whereby idioms contain words that are linked to 

their literal meaning such as “it’s raining cats and dogs” or “we’re in the same boat” 

and non-decomposable (sometimes labelled ‘opaque’), whereby idioms do not contain 

words that are linked to their literal meaning such as “pull your socks up” or “you’re in 

hot water.”  
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All studies that have investigated the impact of decomposability on performance on 

idiom skill assessments have shown that performance can be significantly influenced 

by idiom decomposability (Levorato and Cacciari, 2013; Caillies and Le Sourn-

Bissaoui, 2008; 2013; Nippold and Duthie, 2003). The majority of studies have shown 

that decomposable idioms are easier for participants to understand than non-

decomposable idioms (Levorato and Cacciari, 1999; Caillies and Le Sourn-Bissaoui, 

2008; Nippold and Duthie, 2003) and also to explain (Levorato and Cacciari, 1999; 

Caillies and Le Sourn-Bissaoui, 2008; Cain et al., 2009). Other findings corroborate 

this; for example a study by Titone and Connine (1994) found that children scored 

higher on testing of decomposable than non-decomposable idioms with more correct 

and figurative interpretations for decomposable idioms and more incorrect, literal 

interpretations for non-decomposable idioms. This also suggests that participants 

were able to identify the figurative meaning of idioms and interpret them accordingly 

but this was not achieved for non-decomposable idioms. Thus, decomposability has 

an impact on the ability to identify and then interpret or explain idioms.  

 

Although judging idiom decomposability may be considered less subjective than rating 

idiom familiarity for example, it is still a subjective task. Idiom decomposability rating 

requires the contribution from a group of raters who have been trained in the ability to 

make judgements around the extent to which words within the idiom are related to its 

figurative interpretation. As part of previous studies, raters have been asked to sort 

idioms into categories of decomposable or non-decomposable (Titone and Connine, 

1994). However, as the extent to which words within an idiom can be related to their 

figurative interpretation can vary, some authors have asked raters to rate 

decomposability using three to eight-point rating scales (for example, from 1=words 

within the idiom are not related to the figurative interpretation to 8=words within the 

idiom are closely related to the figurative interpretation) (Caillies and Le Sourn-

Bissaoui, 2008; Levorato and Cacciari, 1999; Nippold and Taylor, 2002). For example, 

for the idiom “to throw [something] out” raters may feel that the word “throw” is loosely 

related to the correct interpretation “putting [something] in the bin” and rate this idiom 

as a five out of eight. Similarly, for the idiom “to lose track” raters may feel that the 

word “lose” is strongly related to the correct interpretation “to lose focus” or “not follow” 

and rate this idiom as a seven out of eight. However, for the idiom “to stick your head 

in the sand” there is not a word that is strongly related to “ignore” or “overlook” and 
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therefore they may rate this idiom as a two or three out of eight. Although idiom 

decomposability ratings do involve some objectivity and are therefore less subjective, 

ratings may still vary depending on the idiom and on the raters used. This may be why 

authors more recently have agreed that raters should be linguistically trained or a 

rating scale should be used as it may provide more reliable ratings than raters 

categorising into one of two categories (decomposable or non-decomposable).   

 

Some authors have used decomposability ratings provided as part of previous studies 

(Norbury, 2004; Cain et al., 2005; 2009; Nippold and Duthie, 2003; Qualls and Harris, 

1999). Others have gathered new ratings from adult raters (Levorato and Cacciari, 

1999; Nippold and Rudzinski, 1993; Nippold and Taylor, 2002; Caillies and Le Sourn-

Bissaoui, 2008; 2012; 2013). A handful of researchers have suggested that for 

decomposability ratings to be used in research involving child participants to be 

reliable, they must be provided by experts in children’s lexical and semantic skills to 

address any issues with subjectiveness (Levorato and Cacciari, 1999; Levorato et al., 

2004). Although no researchers have justified the target number of decomposability 

raters employed as a method to reduce subjectiveness and increase reliability of 

decomposability ratings, the number of raters used to categorise idioms as 

decomposable versus non-decomposable has varied widely across studies from 20 

raters per idiom (Levorato and Cacciari, 1999; Nippold and Rudzinski, 1993) to 56 

raters per idiom (Titone and Connine, 1994). No author has reported the need for a 

higher number of raters and some findings have suggested that such a high number 

of raters is not required to achieve higher rating reliability. For example, Titone and 

Connine repeated the same rating activities across two groups of 28 raters and trialled 

two different rating activities for each rater group (with and without literal 

interpretations). They found that ratings were consistent across different groups of 

subjects and differing instructions. Therefore, an increased number of raters does not 

affect rating reliability. It is important that future researchers continue to collect 

decomposability ratings and if raters have expert lexical and semantic skills then it 

may not be necessary to use high numbers of raters or complicated rating systems to 

achieve reliable results.  
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2.2.2 Idiom Familiarity 

In the literature, idiom exposure is referred to by using two types of ratings; idiom 

familiarity and idiom frequency. Until 1994, the majority of researchers used the term 

‘frequency’ (Winner, 1979; Swinney et al., 1979; Brinton et al., 1985; Martin and 

Nippold, 1989; Abkarian et al., 1990; Ezell and Goldstein, 1992; Nippold and 

Rudzinski, 1993). Idiom frequency refers to the number of times a group of raters rate 

that they have read or heard an idiom. Idiom familiarity is recognised as a 

psycholinguistic variable and refers to the extent to which a group of raters recognise 

an idiom (Mannle and Tomasello, 1987; Bannard and Matthews, 2008). These two 

terms are considered different as familiarity is associated with recognition and 

frequency is associated with repeated exposure. Although it is likely that these interact 

and are often used synonymously in the literature, it is important that researchers give 

careful consideration to the term they select and use in their research. 

 

It is not surprising that studies have shown that participants understand more idioms 

rated as familiar rather than unfamiliar (Qualls et al., 2004; Nippold and Taylor, 2002; 

Abrahamsen and Burke-Williams, 2004). The impact of idiom familiarity on idiom 

comprehension in different populations of children has only been investigated as part 

of one study (Qualls et al, 2004). Results showed that the gap between the ability of 

children with DLD and TD children to understand idioms decreased as idiom familiarity 

increased (Qualls et al., 2004). Therefore, idioms rated as ‘high familiarity’ may be 

considered easier to understand than idioms rated as ‘low familiarity’ for both children 

with and without DLD, but particularly for those with DLD. 

 

In the literature, five to seven-point rating scales have been employed to measure 

idiom familiarity and frequency (Nippold and Taylor, 2002; Titone and Connine, 1994; 

Tabossi et al., 2011) (for example 1=never heard/read it before to 7=very well known). 

One study compared and contrasted ratings using both descriptors and found that 

idiom familiarity and frequency ratings correlated very strongly (Popiel and MacRae, 

1988). Furthermore, in 1994 the largest study to investigate idiom descriptors was 

conducted using the ratings of 226 subjects of 171 idioms and authors used idiom 

familiarity as a descriptive category (Titone and Connine, 1994). In their paper, 

familiarity is defined (on page 250) as “the frequency with which a listener or reader 

encounters a word and the degree to which the word meaning is well known or 
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understood.” Following publication of their paper, the use of “idiom familiarity” became 

the favoured term across the literature (e.g., Grunwell and Kerbel, 1996; Abrahamsen 

and Smith, 2000; Nippold and Taylor, 2002; Qualls et al., 2004; Mashal and Kasirer, 

2011; Whyte, Nelson and Khan, 2011; Lundblom and Woods, 2012). A further 

example taken from a paper by Huber-Okrainec and Dennis (2003) that investigated 

the ability of six to 17 year-olds to comprehend familiar idioms showed that idiom 

familiarity was defined as “the frequency of which an idiom is encountered” (Huber-

Okrainec and Dennis, 2003 page 188). The descriptor “idiom familiarity” will be used 

in the remainder of this thesis because evidence suggests there is not a large 

difference between familiarity and frequency ratings and it is the descriptor that has 

been most consistently used in the more recent of the previous related and relevant 

research in this field.  

 

Authors of studies that have investigated the familiarity of idioms have faced some 

criticism because ratings are subjective and can be collected from groups of adult or 

child raters and the size of these rater groups have varied widely. Reasons for the use 

of adult versus child raters have not been made clear in the literature. Although one 

study gathered 226 adult-ratings per idiom item (Titone and Connine, 1994), other 

studies used only up to fifty adult raters to gather average familiarity ratings (Tabossi 

et al., 2011; Nippold and Taylor, 2002). The majority of studies have used university 

students or graduates to provide adult-ratings (Caillies and Le Sourn-Bissaoui, 2008; 

Titone and Connine, 1994; Tabossi et al., 2011). Only three studies known to the 

author gathered idiom familiarity ratings from children (Nippold and Taylor, 1995; 

2002; Norbury, 2004). Although most studies did not explain reasons for their choice 

of familiarity raters, one study investigating the idiom skills of children justified using 

education professionals because gathering ratings from children can be “problematic” 

and adults who work in education are “experts” in children’s knowledge (Levorato and 

Cacciari, 1999). Another study used TD children  to ensure their ratings were reliable 

but also recorded difficulties with participant recruitment (Nippold and Taylor, 2002). 

Although different justifications have been given for choice of familiarity raters, it is 

important that the choice of adult versus child rater is considered and justified by 

researchers as different raters may be suited to different study aims. For example, TD 

teenagers may be able to reflect and rate how familiar they are with idioms but 

education professionals may be best placed to rate the familiarity of idioms on the 
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behalf of children with special educational needs as the children may not be able to 

access rating scales, complete rating activities or give consistent ratings for long lists 

of idioms. Finally, although some researchers have attempted to overcome such 

issues around subjectivity by controlling for idiom familiarity by asking raters to rate a 

selection of real versus novel idioms (to investigate whether novel idioms are indeed 

rated as having lower familiarity) they have recorded limitations of using this method 

(Cain et al., 2005; 2009). Limitations included that their findings relate to idioms that 

are not real and so may be less functionally relevant to study aims and that use of 

novel idiom items may be discouraging or confusing for raters. It is important that 

future studies include a clear justification for their use of familiarity raters and clearly 

specify any recruitment criteria used.  

 

2.2.3 Idiom Syntax 

There are a number of methods to explore idiom syntax. For example, the difference 

in the mean length of utterance or sentence complexity could be considered. It is 

possible to change the syntax of a phrase for example by changing voice from active 

to passive, or a noun phrase into a verb phrase, by applying gerund nominalisation or 

by inserting an adjective or adverb into the phrase. However, making some of these 

changes to the syntax of a phrase containing an idiom may result in the idiom 

becoming nonsensical. Therefore, similar to idiom decomposability, idioms can be 

separated into two categories: syntactically frozen, whereby their syntax is fixed and 

cannot be altered versus syntactically flexible, whereby idiom syntax can be altered. 

For example, “Susan kicked the bucket” (meaning Susan died) is syntactically frozen 

because changing the syntax to passive voice (“The bucket was kicked by Susan”) or 

by inserting an adverb (“Susan quickly kicked the bucket”) would result in the idiom no 

longer retaining its figurative meaning. Conversely, “Susan spilled the beans” 

(meaning to tell a secret) is syntactically flexible because changing the syntax of this 

idiom to passive (“the beans were spilled by Susan”) or inserting an adverb (“the beans 

were carelessly spilled by Susan”) does not impact on the meaning and the extent to 

which the idiom will be understood by listeners. Therefore, idiom syntax could be 

graded through categorisation (into flexible or frozen categories) but if changes to 

idiom syntax are tried and tested as part of this categorisation then rating subjectivity 

will be reduced. 
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Previous studies that have investigated idiom syntax rating have implemented a 

seven-point rating scale to identify the extent to which an idiom changes meaning 

when its syntax is altered (for example, from 1=frozen as no syntactic alternations can 

be applied without changing the idiom meaning or making the phrase nonsensical  to 

7=flexible as all syntactic alternations can be applied and the idiomatic meaning will 

not change) (Caillies and Le Sourn-Bissaoui, 2008; Levorato and Cacciari, 1999; 

Nippold and Taylor, 2002). For example, for the idiom “Caroline rocked the boat” 

(meaning Caroline caused trouble) cannot be altered syntactically without resulting in 

the phrase being non-sensical or changing the idiom meaning: by inserting an adverb 

(“Caroline quickly rocked the boat”), by changing to passive voice (“the boat was 

rocked by Caroline”). As the idiom is more frozen than flexible, raters are likely to rate 

this idiom as a 2 or 3 out of 7. However, for the idiom “Zeeshan’s Dad will lay down 

the law” the idiom can be altered syntactically without changing the meaning of the 

idiom: by changing it to passive voice (“the law was laid down by Zeeshan’s Dad”) or 

by inserting an adverb (“Zeeshan’s Dad will firmly lay down the law”). As the idiom is 

more flexible than frozen, raters are likely to rate this idiom as a 5 or 6 out of 7. 

Although studies have involved references to examples of syntax changes, no study 

has requested that raters apply the above changes to idiom syntax for each idiom they 

rate before deciding if they make sense in their new form or not.  

 

Although many studies have referred to idiom syntax in their literature reviews and 

discussions, only two studies known to the author have collected and analysed syntax 

ratings (Gibbs and Gonzales, 1985; Tabossi et al., 2009). Both previous studies 

collected mean ratings from each of the idioms as part of the rating activity and those 

that scored an average of 1 to 4 were designated as frozen and those that scored an 

average of 4 to 7 were designated as flexible. Results showed that although most 

idioms were clearly frozen or flexible, some gained average ratings of 3 to 5 in the 

middle of the rating scale, suggesting they were more difficult to categorise. This may 

have been due to variation in opinion across individuals or because raters found the 

application of syntactic alternations challenging and therefore left a medium rating. 

One study identified the challenges involved in collecting syntax ratings due to the 

subjective nature of ratings and reported the need for raters to undertake full and 

informed analyses to gather idiom syntax ratings (Tabossi et al, 2009). Therefore, it is 
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important that syntactic alternations are provided to raters with linguistic training who 

are familiar with judging syntax or that raters are trained in applying syntactic 

alternations before carrying out syntax ratings. 

 

The influence of syntax on how difficult the idiom is to understand and use has been 

considered in the literature. Studies have indicated that syntactically frozen idioms are 

quicker to process and easier to understand than syntactically flexible idioms (Gibbs 

and Gonzales, 1985; Tabossi et al, 2009; Abrahamsen and Burke-Williams, 2004). 

Although no researchers have investigated the impact of idiom syntax on how easy or 

difficult it is to use the idiom in a sentence, it is likely that frozen idioms are easier to 

understand and use as they always appear in the same form. More research into the 

influence of idiom syntax, as well as idiom decomposability and familiarity, on idiom 

skill components is required to develop and broaden the available evidence base in 

this field. This would provide information on why each aspect of idiom difficulty may 

have an impact on how difficult idioms are to understand and use. 

 

2.2.4 Idiom Difficulty Summary 

Three previous studies have explored the idiom difficulty ratings of long lists of 

American English, French and Italian idioms (Titone and Connine, 1994; Caillies, 

2009; Tabossi, Arduino and Fanari, 2011). These involved gathering decomposability 

and familiarity ratings for between 171 and 300 idioms and one study also gathered 

idiom syntax ratings (Tabossi et al, 2011). Despite suggestions that idiom items used 

for idiom skills assessment or intervention purposes should be selected with 

consideration of relevance to the subject’s age, idioms included in these previous 

studies were selected from dictionaries published between ten and 18 years before 

the papers were published. No studies to date have gathered idiom difficulty ratings 

from a list of idioms relevant to children aged nine to 15 years old in England. It is 

important that idioms used in assessment and intervention methods are relevant to 

children so that findings produced from such investigations are functionally relevant.  

 

No study has considered the collective influence of all three aspects of idiom difficulty 

(idiom decomposability, familiarity and syntax) on children’s performance on idiom 

skills tests for any locality, including within England. Each of the three factors 
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contributing to idiom difficulty is different and may function separately, not always in 

parallel. Consequently, it is vital that the influence of each of these components is 

evaluated individually. For example, an idiom that is highly familiar and decomposable 

may be syntactically flexible and therefore more difficult to understand and use than 

an idiom that is highly decomposable, familiar but syntactically frozen. Therefore, 

syntactic complexity might affect performance. If only one or two of these aspects of 

idiom difficulty are considered, results could be misleading or incomplete and could 

result in the publication of contradictory findings across studies making it difficult for 

different studies to be compared. For example, one study controlled for effects of 

familiarity by including only low-familiarity idioms and found non-decomposable idioms 

were easier to define than decomposable idioms (Norbury, 2004). Although this 

simplified analyses, it provided a method to isolate the factor of decomposability in the 

research. Interestingly, results of another study also showed that non-decomposable 

idioms were easier to comprehend but this study did not control for idiom familiarity 

and therefore the impact of familiarity may be negligible (Abrahamsen and Burke-

Williams, 2004). Although these two studies produced the same finding, findings of a 

wider range of studies investigating the impact of idiom decomposability may vary due 

to the lack of balance of familiarity in their idiom samples.  Another study used an 

idiom skills assessment that contained an even balance of idioms rated as high versus 

low familiarity and high versus low decomposability (Cain et al., 2009). Although the 

findings indicated that participants’ performance was significantly affected by both 

familiarity and decomposability ratings, familiarity had a greater main effect on scores 

for children’s comprehension than decomposability overall (Cain et al., 2009). 

Therefore, authors concluded that an idiom that is non-decomposable and highly 

familiar is likely to be easier to understand and explain than an idiom that is non-

decomposable and less familiar. Similarly, another study showed that syntax ratings 

correlated highly with idiom familiarity but did not correlate with idiom decomposability 

(Tobassi et al, 2009). These findings suggest that idioms with frozen syntax tend to 

be highly familiar regardless of whether the idioms are decomposable or non-

decomposable. Overall, more evidence around the impact of idiom decomposability, 

familiarity and syntax ratings on performance on idiom skills assessments is required. 

It is important to have this information so that Idiom skills assessments are well-

balanced according to idiom difficulty. 
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2.3  Idiom Presentation Condition 

The Context Theory indicates that a less complex idiom, such as a highly familiar, 

decomposable and frozen idiom, will be more challenging to understand and use when 

it is presented in isolation rather than alongside supportive context. Studies have used 

assessments in which idioms are presented in isolation (Mashal and Kasirer, 2011; 

Nikolaenko, 2004; Rinaldi, 2000), within a story (Whyte et al., 2013; Nesi et al., 2006; 

Nippold and Taylor, 2002) or at the end of a story (Caillies and Le Sourn-Bissaoui, 

2013; Levorato and Cacciari, 2013; Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000). As predicted by 

the Context Theory, comparisons of children’s performance when idioms are 

presented in isolation versus alongside context have shown that their ability to interpret 

and explain idioms is significantly improved when idioms are presented alongside 

context (Cain et al., 2009; Nippold and Duthie, 2003; Norbury, 2004). This is likely 

because participants are able to use contextual clues to infer and support idiom 

interpretation and therefore explanation. For example, for the sentence “Rasheed was 

cut up because he did not get picked for the team” children can infer that because he 

was not picked for the team he might feel sad and that ‘cut up’ might mean sad, upset 

or disappointed. However, in some curriculum texts or classroom discussions and 

social situations some idioms are presented alongside context but often they are also 

presented with very little supportive context or in isolation. Therefore, it would be useful 

for assessments to test idiom skills when idioms are presented across both of these 

presentation conditions; alongside context and in isolation. 

 

A comparison of children’s idiom skills across skills components and presentation 

conditions can provide further information on other skills that may be needed to 

perform well on idiom skills assessments including reading comprehension, inference 

and vocabulary skills. For example, if a child can identify an idiom when presented in 

writing in isolation and not when presented in writing alongside context, they may have 

learnt the idiom but may not have the reading comprehension skills to identify that the 

phrase is figurative when embedded within context. Finally, if a child showed an ability 

to interpret or explain the meaning of idioms in isolation but not in context, this may 

indicate that they have learnt and can explain the meaning of the idiom but they are 

not able to interpret or explain it flexibly across multiple contexts using contextual 

clues. Results of assessments designed in a way to measure the effect of presentation 

condition could be used to indicate whether a child can identify, interpret, explain and 
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use idioms both with and without contextual support and can reveal whether they can 

use information from specific contexts to provide specific explanations. It is important 

that children can apply idiom skills across both presentation conditions because 

idioms occur both in isolation and alongside contexts in real life conversations, texts 

and in the media. Theoretically it is important to make this distinction because results 

of investigations comparing idiom skills when idioms are presented in isolation versus 

alongside context, may have implications for which idiom skill learning theory is 

supported or for which methods could be used as part of idiom skill intervention 

research. It is therefore recommended that this is considered when devising or 

evaluating results from all idiom assessments and that all idiom assessments include 

a combination of presenting idioms in isolation and within a story context. 

 

2.4  Assessment Tasks 

Although it is important that the source, difficulty and presentation of idioms are taken 

into account when selecting test items and scenarios, it is vital that idiom skill 

assessment tasks are carefully designed with consideration of underlying skills that 

can influence performance. Idiom interpretation tasks used in previous studies have 

involved children demonstrating idiom comprehension through play (Grunwell and 

Kerbel, 1998), drawing pictures of what has happened in stories containing idioms 

(Nippold and Duthie, 2003), answering questions following listening to a story 

containing idioms (Norbury, 2004; Qualls et al., 2003), multiple-choice identification of 

correct idiom meaning (Caillies and Le Sourn-Bissaoui, 2013; Rinaldi 2000) or 

matching meaning to a choice of idioms (Lundblom and Woods, 2012). Strengths and 

weaknesses of the different types of assessment task designs that have been 

employed are discussed further below.  

 

Idiom explanation tasks used in previous studies include story retelling (Levorato and 

Cacciari, 1995) and answering the question “what does that mean?” after presenting 

an idiom to them (in isolation or within a story context) (Whyte et al., 2013; Levorato 

and Cacciari, 2013; Cain et al., 2009). No idiom interpretation or explanation 

assessment task has reported controlling for the assessor’s tone of voice or use of 

gesture when presenting assessment items. This may be important as children’s 

responses have been shown to be enhanced when information is presented alongside 
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natural use of supportive gesture (Botting et al., 2010) and prosody (Carlson et al., 

2009; Schafer et al., 2000). Although some may argue that this may make stimuli more 

naturalistic, with better ecological validity perhaps, in test settings, there is an 

increased opportunity for variation in an examiner’s presentation of stimuli and 

therefore a lack of test standardisation. Therefore, an individual’s performance on 

testing may be influenced if the assessor presents stimuli with varying prosodic or 

gestural support. For example, if a teacher says “Andrew, you are on the ball today” 

with a smile and thumbs up gesture, engaging in eye contact with Andrew and using 

a happy and high-pitched voice, a child is more likely to interpret that their teacher is 

happy with their work than if the teacher said the same sentence with no gesture, eye 

contact or change in prosody.  If test manuals do not provide guidelines on the use of 

gesture and prosody then results, and thus reported proficiency in that task, may vary. 

This issue may explain differences in children’s performance on idiom assessments 

when information is presented in writing (without gesture or prosody support), through 

voice recording or adult reading (with prosody support only) and through video or in 

person (with both prosody and gesture support) (Wiig et al., 2013; Wiig, H and Secord 

1991; Thorum 1986). It is important that researchers consider this when comparing 

and contrasting research findings and designing novel assessments by providing 

assessment stimuli in writing or using voice or video recording so that the message is 

provided in the same way each time the assessment is administered. This method has 

been applied in the past for assessments of language comprehension (Gilbert, 2012), 

spelling (Clarke et al., 2015), prosody (Peppe, 2015) and integrated language and 

literacy skills (Nelson et al., 2016). 

 

Scoring procedures have also been shown to affect findings, with some studies 

scoring correct and incorrect responses only (Thorum, 1986; Vance and Wells, 1994) 

and others reflecting small steps in idiom skills learning by giving a partially correct 

score to items that are incorrect but still plausible or answers that are related to correct 

responses (Whyte et al, 2013; LeSourn and Bissaoui, 2012). Although additional 

categories such as ‘repeated or restated’ and ‘random response’ may provide 

additional information, they would not merit a score of points higher than that of an 

incorrect or literal response because these responses do not provide the assessor 

with information on a child’s gradual idiom skills learning. 
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2.5    Validity and Reliability of Tasks 

When an assessment is designed, it is appropriate and common practice to run validity 

and reliability checks to ensure that the test is fit for purpose. One method to explore 

test reliability is the test-retest reliability check whereby tests are considered more 

reliable if test and re-test scores correlate highly (Dockrell and Marshall, 2015). This 

is the method that has been used to test reliability of commonly used language 

assessments such as the CELF-4 (Wiig, Semel and Secord, 2003). A method to test 

the reliability of assessment task scoring includes inter-rater reliability which tests the 

extent to which multiple raters (or scorers) assign the same rating (or score) to 

assessment responses. This method was used to test reliability of the commonly used 

Renfew Battery assessments (Renfew, 1997). Inter-rater reliability checks are 

particularly important when assessments involve complex scoring systems or scorer 

analysis of strings of spoken language as the likelihood of error and inconsistency is 

heightened. The validity of a test can be examined by comparing a new assessment 

with an existing assessment that measures the same skill. This can be carried out by 

correlating scores on both assessments and if they correlate highly, the new 

assessment is deemed to have a higher concurrent validity than if the correlation is 

low. However, some well-established language assessments including the British 

Picture Vocabulary test (Dunn et al., 1997) have not achieved high concurrent validity 

despite achieving excellent test-retest reliability when investigated (Bishop, 2003). 

This may be because language skills are complex and each assessment may place 

different demands on a child’s strengths and weaknesses. For example, the BPVS 

has a multiple-choice design with four line drawings to choose from and some 

vocabulary within this is American such as ‘inauguration.’ This differs from some other 

standardised tests of receptive vocabulary such as the CELF-4 word classes receptive 

test where children select two words from a choice of four that “go together.” These 

two tests rely on different memory, processing and vocabulary skills and therefore it is 

not surprising that children with different underlying skill profiles may perform 

differently on testing.  

 

Despite the fact that many studies have involved the use of novel or bespoke idiom 

skills assessments in the literature, no studies have used methods to test both the 
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validity and reliability of these. However, three studies found that there was no 

correlation between participant performance on informal versus formal idiom skills 

assessments (Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000; Lundblom and Woods, 2012; Cain et al., 

2005). This lack of correlation between informal and standardised test scores may 

raise questions about the validity of informal idiom test scores. Two studies have 

provided information on inter-rater reliability through reporting percentage agreement 

(Ezell and Goldstein, 1992; Lundblom and Woods, 2012) or correlations between 

original and second-raters (Norbury, 2004). Again, issues are likely to relate to 

differences in assessment design and demands placed on the underlying skills of 

children being tested. If the idiom difficulty ratings, presentation condition or 

assessment task differ across two of the assessments being compared then it is not 

surprising that scores may not be related.  

 

Some authors have expressed concern that children with weak expressive language 

may find open-ended or narrative tasks for testing idiom explanation and use more 

challenging to complete and therefore their results may not be a true reflection of their 

idiom skill abilities (Grunwell and Kerbel, 1996). However, open-ended and narrative 

tasks were selected for the current study assessment as they provide a more valuable 

and realistic insight into children’s processing and verbal output than other closed-

ended assessment tasks such as a multiple choice task (Norbury, 2004; Nippold and 

Taylor, 2002). For example, their ability to generate a scenario or narrative in which to 

apply an idiom is tested and this is what they would be doing in real life, unstructured 

situations which may be considered a better assessment of their functional idiom skills. 

Overall, no studies have provided detailed investigation into the validity or reliability of 

novel idiom skills tests. It is important that studies assess test-retest reliability and 

inter-rater reliability, especially when using informal assessments or when scoring 

procedures are complex. 

 

Assessments (particularly those used for measuring response to intervention) should 

be designed to acknowledge steps in idiom skill learning from identifying, interpreting, 

explaining to using idioms. It may also be useful to record whether children interpret 

or use idioms literally, in a figurative way but incorrectly, or figuratively correctly, and 

also if they can identify that they do not know what response to give. This more specific 

information could help unpick the status of the child’s learning across the four idiom 
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skill components and could be used to measure their comprehension monitoring skills. 

This could be helpful when planning individual intervention. 

 

2.6   Standardised Idiom Skills Assessments 

Standardised assessments are often used instead of informal assessments as they 

are considered to provide more valid and reliable measures of the skills being tested 

and they give a clear score that can be used to compare the abilities of children of the 

same age. Although standardised assessments of idiom comprehension and 

explanation exist, they vary considerably in design and have been published without 

clear explanations of design information including how idioms were sourced and 

selected (such as consideration of idiom decomposability, familiarity and syntax), how 

idioms are presented and assessment task. The standardised idiom skill assessments 

are introduced, contrasted and evaluated below. 

 

Two standardised assessments of idiom interpretation and two standardised 

assessments of idiom explanation exist. The Assessment of Comprehension and 

Expression (ACE) (Adams et al., 2001) non-literal comprehension subtest assesses 

the idiom interpretation skills of seven-11 year olds via a test with 15 items presented 

verbally alongside pictures without context. For this test, children are asked to identify 

which picture from a choice of four matches a short idiomatic phrase. Although the 

subtest name suggests it might assess expressive idiom skills such as idiom 

explanation or use, the Test Of Word Knowledge (TOWK) (Wiig and Secord, 1991) 

figurative usage subtest is used to assess the idiom comprehension skills of five-17 

year olds via a test with 42 items presented verbally without context. For this test, 

children are asked to identify which definition from a choice of four matches a short 

idiomatic phrase. Idiom explanation skills can be assessed using The Fullerton 

Language Test of Adolescents (FLTA) (Thorum, 1986) idiom subtest which presents 

20 idiom items without context and The Test of Pragmatic Language (TOPL) (Phelps-

Terasaki, Diana, Phelps-Gunn, 2007) multiple context subtest in which some of the 

test items include presentation of idioms with supportive context. The FLTA subtest is 

standardised for participants aged 11 and older and involves an idiom being presented 

orally in isolation then the participant being asked to explain what it means. The TOPL 

subtest is standardised for participants aged six to 18 years old and involves asking 
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those completing the assessment to listen to a scenario and then explain the multiple-

meaning in the passage (i.e. the literal and figurative meanings of the passage). 

Although all of the scenarios are linked to comprehension of multiple-meaning 

phrases, only a small selection of those tested are idioms. Finally, one assessment, 

the Clinical Evaluations of Language Fundamentals-5 (CELF-5) (Wiig et al., 2013) 

figurative language subtest assesses both the idiom interpretation and explanation 

skills of eight to 21 year olds. For this test, testers present a short scenario or piece of 

dialogue containing an idiom then ask participants to explain what it means and then 

identify which phrase from a choice of four accurately provides the meaning of the 

idiom. With the exception of the ACE assessment, these standardised assessments 

were all designed and standardised in America and each has a different task design 

to test the same idiom skill components. Therefore, children with different strengths 

and weaknesses in other areas such as auditory memory, reading comprehension, 

literacy or vocabulary skills may perform differently on these different assessments. 

For example, those with weak reading comprehension may perform better on an idiom 

skills test where test items are presented orally with visual support and a multiple-

choice design than a test that presents items in a written paragraph and with open-

ended questions.  

 

2.7   Informal Idiom Skills Assessments 

Although standardised idiom skills assessment subtests are available, many 

researchers in this field tend to design their own informal assessments for the purpose 

of their studies (Qualls et al., 2004; Caillies and Le Sourn-Bissaoui, 2008; Whyte, et 

al, 2013). This has resulted in a variety of assessments being used to assess the idiom 

skills of TD children. Many justifications for not using available standardised idiom skill 

assessments or ‘reinventing the wheel’ are given in the literature. These are discussed 

below.  

 

As previously stated, it is important that idiom skill assessment items are relevant to 

the age and locality of those being tested. Some researchers have therefore chosen 

to use idiom items that were collected and rated locally to study participants so that 

the assessment was relevant to them (Whyte et al, 2011) then inserted these into 

standardised assessment designs. The FLTA idiom subtest provides functional 



- 58 - 
 

information on the ability of participants to explain the meanings of idioms identified 

as relevant in America in 1986 but may not be considered a relevant and functional 

assessment of the ability of English teenagers in the present day. This is because the 

FLTA includes idioms such as “put the cart before the horse” and “to throw your hat in 

the ring” which are unlikely to be familiar with children currently living in England. 

Aswell as considering the relevance of idiom items to study populations, researchers 

have selected test idiom items to meet study aims. For example, if the purpose is to 

assess idiom skills related to the curriculum, idiom items should be selected from 

curriculum resources and if the purpose is to assess idiom skills related to social skill 

development, idiom items should be selected from current age-appropriate media or 

conversation samples from TD children. As set lists of idiom items relevant to different 

age-groups, localities, curriculum topics and social skills are not readily available, 

researchers have been required to gather normative data to source idioms relevant to 

study populations and aims before designing assessment or intervention resources. 

The majority have gathered sets of idiom items from age-appropriate T.V. 

programmes or classroom and resource observations (Grunwell and Kerbel, 1998; 

Rinaldi, 2000; Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000) or idiom dictionaries local to study 

participants (Lundblom and Woods, 2012; Cain and Towse, 2008; Nippold and Taylor, 

2002).  

 

Idiom interpretation has been investigated most regularly within the current literature 

base. Studies that have explored idiom identification skills have tended to use multiple 

choice tasks whereby an idiom is presented verbally, sometimes alongside written 

information, and participants have been asked to identify which of three or four 

possible options is the correct interpretation of the idiom. This design of idiom 

interpretation assessment has been used to assess TD children of primary school age 

(five to 11 year-olds) (Brinton et al., 1985; Vance and Wells, 1994; Levorato and 

Cacciari, 1995; Spector, 1996; Cain et al., 2009; Caillies and Le Sourn-Bissaoui, 2008) 

and secondary school age (12 to 16 year-olds) (Rinaldi, 2000; Nippold and Taylor, 

2002; Mashal and Kasirer, 2011; Lundblom and Woods, 2012). The common three 

and four option multiple choice methods have been deemed less desirable because 

of their questionable ecological validity and difficulties choosing suitable foils as there 

is a 25 to 33% chance that a random selection will be correct (Norbury, 2004). Methods 

to remediate these issues when using multiple choice tasks include assigning strict 
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criteria to distractor items such as ensuring one is ‘non-literal and plausible but not 

correct’ or ‘literal.’ Critics have also advised that multiple-choice tasks are less 

problematic if an ‘I don’t know’ option is also available and explained to participants 

alongside encouragement to use this option if they do not know the answer (Rinaldi, 

2000; Norbury, 2004). To avoid such issues, some studies have avoided using multiple 

choice tasks and instead have used different methods to assess idiom interpretation. 

For example, studies involving six to 10 year-old participants assessed idiom 

interpretation skills through play (Kerbel and Grunwell, 1998) or by asking participants 

to identify if an idiom interpretation was correct or incorrect (Ackerman, 1982) and one 

study involving eight to 15 year-old participants assessed participants by asking them 

questions about a story that contained an idiom (Norbury, 2004).  

 

Idiom explanation skills have been most regularly assessed by telling participants a 

story then asking them to explain the meaning of an idiom used in the story (Levorato 

and Cacciari, 1995; Norbury, 2004; Caillies and Le Sourn-Bissaoui, 2008). This 

method has proved versatile and effective for assessing five to 15 year-old 

participants. Alternative methods used for five to 9 year-old participants have involved 

asking children to watch a video of themselves acting out a story containing an idiom 

then explaining what the idiom meant (Kerbel and Grunwell, 1998) and to explain the 

meaning of an idiom when it is presented in isolation (Cain, Towse and Knight, 2009). 

No studies have investigated the ability of participants to produce idioms. 

 

No standardised tests of idiom identification or production exist. Although no study has 

assessed idiom production, some have assessed idiom identification and therefore 

have had to design assessments to test this particular idiom skill component. Two 

studies have designed and used assessments of idiom identification skills as 

published tests of this skill do not exist. One involved eight to 10 year-old participants 

finding the idiom from within a short written paragraph (Spector, 1996) and the other 

involved seven to 15 year-old participants identifying which phrase from a choice of 

three phrases was an idiom (Nikolaenko, 2004). It may be worth noting that both idiom 

identification skill assessments that have been used in published literature have 

placed demands on the reading skills of participants. Analysis of the results of a 

comprehensive assessment, testing all four idiom skills, may provide information 

required to make more reliable comparisons between study findings.  
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2.8   Conclusion and Aims 

The assessment used as part of this thesis was designed with consideration of a range 

of features discussed within this chapter, and therefore should help to develop the 

evidence base relating to children’s idiom identification and use skills and will provide 

new research findings. The available literature on methods to assess idiom skills 

across the populations with language disorder is limited and assessment designs vary 

widely. This is likely associated with the complexity of idiom skills learning: each idiom 

skill component is related to a range of underlying skills, so careful planning is required 

to create idiom skill component assessments that contain idioms that children are 

exposed to. All standardised and bespoke idiom skills assessments published to date 

have assessed either idiom interpretation or explanation skills only, with the exception 

of one standardised assessment that assesses both of these skills: CELF-5 

Metalinguistic (Wiig, Semel and Secord, 2013) figurative language subtest. No study 

has assessed idiom production and this is an important gap because it is one of the 

idiom skill components. This highlights the need for an assessment of idiom skills that 

tests all four components. In addition to this, previous studies have administered idiom 

skill assessments to different participant populations and tests with different designs 

with regard to how idioms were sourced, idiom difficulty, idiom presentation condition 

and assessment task. To extend current knowledge and improve bespoke test validity, 

in this thesis I will use bespoke idiom skills tests to assess all four idiom skill 

components in specific populations then investigate the extent to which the scores 

align with standardised assessment scores. Such bespoke assessments should be 

designed carefully using samples of idioms that are relevant to the population being 

tested and that are balanced based on all attributes of idiom difficulty across subtests 

and presentation conditions. Test activities should also be complemented by a 

comprehensive scoring system that is sensitive to subtle, small steps in idiom skill 

learning and that has been subject to validity and reliability checking. The assessment 

used as part of this thesis should enable education professionals in the same locality 

to create adequately differentiated assessments that are academically and socially 

relevant to the children they teach or support to identify specific weaknesses in idiom 

skills. 
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Chapter 3: 

 
Unmuddy the Waters: Creation of the Bespoke Idiom 

Skills Test. 
 

3.1 Introduction and Aim 

Poor idiom skills are likely to impact on children’s access to education and social 

environments and this is likely to worsen as children grow older. Therefore, it is 

important that education professionals have access to a tool to identify which areas of 

idiom skills are weak so that these can be targeted through intervention. This chapter 

reports the creation of an age-appropriate, as well as socially and academically 

relevant, assessment of idiom identification, interpretation, explanation and use for 

children aged seven to 16 years old. 

 

As stated at the start of this thesis, the aim of this chapter is as follows: 

To produce comprehensive idiom skills assessments for seven to 16 year-olds 

living in the South of England with DLD to be used to evaluate idiom skills and 

measure response to idiom skills intervention. 

This will be achieved by following the steps below:  

    1. Design an assessment to encompass the following assessment features: 

a. use idioms relevant to participant age and locality,  

b. assess all four idiom skill components,  

c. balance idiom difficulty across subtests,  

d. test idioms presented in isolation and alongside context.  

    2. Test the validity and reliability (test-retest and inter-scorer) of the assessment. 

 

Full ethical approval was given for the research detailed in the subsequent chapters. 

All persons involved in providing data were provided with information sheets and 

consent forms to ensure informed consent was secured from all participants. Please 

see all information sheets and consent forms in Appendix A to E. 

 

3.2  Sourcing Relevant Idioms  

A structured idiom sourcing procedure was employed to collect three banks of idioms 

relevant to children in Key Stages 2 (age seven to 11), 3 (age 12-14) and 4 (age 15-
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16) to be used to create an idiom skills assessment. These idiom lists were rated for 

decomposability and the ratio of decomposable to non-decomposable idioms across 

each Key Stage was calculated. Full idiom lists were then shortlisted to fifty idioms, 

representative of the decomposability ratios of the full set for each Key Stage. These 

shortlists were then rated for idiom familiarity and syntax. The idioms in shortlists were 

the idiom items used in the Bespoke Idiom Skills Tests (BISTs). 

 

3.2.1 Collection of Idioms 

Idioms were collected from three different sources;  

1) National Curriculum for England resources used to deliver English programmes 

of study to seven to 16 year-olds 

2) Media popular amongst seven to 16 year-olds  

3) Teacher-talk during English lessons for seven to 16 year-olds in a specialist school 

for children with DLD.  

An idiom was identified as a non-literal phrase, excluding metaphors and proverbs.  

 

3.2.1.1 Source 1: National Curriculum for England English Programme Resources 

National Curriculum for England guidelines and the English programme of study 

recommended text lists suggest that teachers use texts from different categories of 

literature when teaching children across each Key Stage (DfE, 2013a, b; 2014). 

Categories for Key Stage 2 include traditional fairy tales, myths and legends (such as 

Grimms Fairy Tales, Robin Hood and Orchard’s book of Greek myths texts), 

contemporary tales and contemporary novels (post-1945) written by well-known 

authors (such as Roald Dahl, Enid Blyton and Michael Morpurgo). Categories for Key 

Stage 3 include a Shakespeare text, an English heritage text from pre-1914 (such as 

Frankenstein, the Sherlock Holmes books and novels by Charles Dickens), 

contemporary novels written post-1945 (such as those written by Roald Dahl, Suzanne 

Collins and J.K. Rowling). Categories for Key Stage 4 include a Shakespeare text, an 

English heritage text from pre-1914, contemporary novels (post 1945) and a play. In 

addition, some texts used in Key Stage 3 and 4 must be written by non-English authors 

and some must influence the culture and thinking of pupils (such as The Boy in the 

Striped Pyjamas by John Boyne or Refugee Boy by Benjamin Zephania). Teachers of 

Key Stage 2 and 3 are restricted by these recommendations but can exercise 
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individual preference when selecting texts from within each category. As a result, the 

texts used are likely to vary considerably across schools and English teachers. 

 

As explained above, it can be challenging to gather a representative sample of texts 

as teachers have a broad choice of texts to use to teach their classes but an attempt 

to achieve this was made to investigate idiom exposure. Key Stage 2 and 3 English 

teachers from different mainstream state schools in the South East of England were 

contacted via school Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators (SENCOs), specialist 

interest groups and Twitter. Teachers were invited to voluntarily complete electronic 

surveys. The surveys requested that English teachers identify the year group they 

work with, the region in which they work in the South East of England and list five texts 

that they use to teach each text category. Then finally they were asked the category 

of text they use most frequently. Thirty Key Stage 2 teachers and 30 Key Stage 3 

English teachers from mainstream schools identified five texts from across each text 

category that were regularly used to teach the National Curriculum for England (for 

English to children in Key Stage 2 and 3). Reponses were only collected from surveys 

that were completed in full. A different approach was used to gather information on 

Key Stage 4 texts as teachers have less choice of teaching materials and instead their 

choices are determined by exam boards. Five texts most regularly used to teach 

English to children in Key Stage 4 were therefore identified through correspondence 

with three UK GCSE exam boards (Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (AQA), 

Welsh Joint Education Committee (WJEC) and EdExcel). The responses were used 

to identify the texts used by Key Stage 4 teachers, with at least one text from each 

category.  

 

Table 3.1 displays the sets of texts selected for each Key Stage and the frequency at 

which each of the Key Stage 2 and 3 texts was reported by English Teachers. As was 

predicted (above) and may be noted from the table, there was a high level of variation 

across the teachers regarding text choice. This issue is discussed further below. 

 

Once information was gathered regarding the most popular texts, all of the texts (five 

texts across each Key Stage) were read and all of the idioms in each one were counted 

and logged. In total, 2938 idioms were logged from curriculum texts; 711 from Key 

Stage 2 texts, 1028 from Key Stage 3 texts and 1199 from Key Stage 4 texts. In 
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addition, the total number of sentences in each text was counted so that the 

percentage of sentences containing an idiom could be calculated.   

 
Table 3.1: Sets of the Texts Most Regularly Used in Mainstream School English 

   Lessons at the Time of Writing and Therefore Selected for Idiom Collection. 

Key Stage 2 Text Set Key Stage 3 Text Set Key Stage 4 Text 
set 

Traditional Tales, Myths 
and Legends: 
Grimms’ Fairy Tales 
(J. and W. Grimm) 
Reported by 27% of teachers 

Shakespeare Text: 

Macbeth 
(Shakespeare)  
Reported by 33% of teachers 

Shakespeare Text: 

Romeo and Juliet 
(Shakespeare ) 

Contemporary Tales: 
Contemporary Tales 
Compilation. 
(Various authors) 
Reported by 9% of teachers 

Pre-1914 English Heritage 
Text: 

Frankenstein  
(Mary Shelley) 
Reported by 9% of teachers 

Pre-1914 English 
Heritage Text:  

A Christmas Carol. 
(Charles Dickens) 

Contemporary Novel 1: 

James and the Giant Peach. 
(Roald Dahl) 
Reported by 3% of teachers 

Contemporary Novel 1 
(USA): 
Holes. 
(Louis Sachar) 
Reported by 18% of teachers 

Contemporary 
Novel 1 (USA): 
Of Mice and Men. 
(John Steinbeck) 

Contemporary Novel 2: 
Goodnight Mr Tom. 
(Michelle Magorian) 
Reported by 6% of teachers 

Contemporary Novel 2 
(UK):  

Stone Cold. 
(Robert Swindells) 
Reported by 7% of teachers 

Contemporary 
Novel 2 (UK): Lord 

of the Flies. 
(William Golding) 

Contemporary Novel 3: 

Kensuke’s Kingdom. 
(Michael Morpurgo) 
Reported by 6% of teachers 

Contemporary Novel 3: 

The Boy in the Striped 
Pyjamas. 
(John Boyne) 
Reported by 11% of teachers 

Play: 

Blood Brothers. 
(Willy Russell) 

 

3.2.1.2 Source 2: Popular Media 

The four types of media used in this study were identified as the most popular four 

media categories by a recent Ofcom Report (Ofcom, 2016): T.V. programmes, 

websites, YouTube clips and films. The difference between spoken and written output 

was considered as part of the data collection procedure. 

 
Electronic surveys were created to find which items (particular T.V. programmes, 

websites, YouTube clips and films) from each media category were most popular 
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amongst children in each Key Stage: 2, 3 and 4. Ninety seven-16 year-old TD children 

attending mainstream schools completed the electronic surveys anonymously about 

their media preferences. They were asked to state their age, the region in which they 

live and to list up to three favourite programmes, websites, YouTube clips and films. If 

they logged more than three, only the first three were recorded. Only surveys 

completed in full were analysed. Table 3.2 displays sets of media items selected for 

each Key Stage and the percentage of children in Key Stages 2, 3 and 4 who reported 

each of the items. 

 

Table 3.2: Media Most Frequently Cited by Mainstream School Pupils in Key 
Stages 2, 3 and 4. (Percentage of Children who Reported They Watched This 
Media Item at Least Two to Three Times per Week). 

Media 
Source and 
Sample 

Key Stage 2 Key Stage 3 Key Stage 4 

T.V.  
(15 mins per 
programme) 

1.The Simpsons  
(15%) 

1. Dance 
Mums 
(14%) 

1. Eastenders 
(23%) 

2. Sam and Cat 

(15%) 

2. Simpsons 
(11%) 

2. X-Factor 
(15%) 

3. SpongebobSquarepants 
(13%) 

3. Top Gear 
(11%) 

3. Geordie 
Shore 

(15%) 

Websites 
(10 minutes 
of author 
reading per 
site) 

1. Sumdog 
(5%) 

1. Agario 
(7%) 

1. BBC Bitesize 
(19%) 

2. Lego 
(2%) 

2. BBC Sport 
(7%) 

2. BBC Sport 
(8%) 

Internet 
Clips 
(YouTube) 
(15 minutes 
per clip type) 

1. Minecraft Tutorials 
(35%) 

1. Zoella  
(25%) 

1. Fail Vines 
(31%) 

2. Iballistic Squid 
(2%) 

2. Minecraft 
Tutorials 

(14%) 

2.Zoella 
(19%) 

3. Animal Vines 
(3%) 

4. Slowmo 
Guys 

(7%) 

3. Stand-up 

comedy 

(31%) 

Films 
(1 ½ hours of 
each) 

1. Despicable Me 
(18%) 

1. Harry Potter 
(14%) 

1. Hunger 
Games 

(15%) 

2. The Descendants 2. Inside Out 2.Billy Elliot 



- 66 - 
 

(8%) (11%) (8%) 

 
Samples were taken from a fifteen-minute section in the middle of the three most 

frequently mentioned television programmes (45 minutes total) and YouTube clips (45 

minutes total) for each Key stage. Additional samples for each Key Stage were chosen 

from 90 minutes from the two most frequently mentioned films from fifteen minutes 

into the film (180 minutes total) and 10 minutes of researcher reading from the three 

most frequently mentioned websites (30 minutes total). Although fifteen-minute 

samples were taken from most sources, only ten minutes of researcher reading time 

was used to collect idiom exposure data from websites. This was decided as it was 

felt that the author would read through websites faster than children and therefore a 

shorter collection time would be appropriate. The total time of sources for each Key 

Stage was therefore five hours. In total, 533 idioms were logged from media sources; 

161 from Key Stage 2 sources (average of 30.08 idioms per hour), 187 from Key Stage 

3 sources (average of 34.6 idioms per hour) and 185 from Key Stage 4 sources 

(average of 40.56 idioms per hour).  

 

3.2.1.3 Source 3: Teacher-talk during English Lessons for Children with DLD 

Teacher-talk refers to the language used by teachers when they are talking and not 

reading or referencing curriculum resources during lessons. Teacher-talk observations 

were carried out during lessons teaching children with DLD in a school specialising in 

DLD. Therefore, although idioms collected from curriculum texts and media sources 

represent the idioms that TD children are exposed to, teacher-talk idioms represent 

idioms that children with DLD in one particular special school are exposed to. This is 

the school that was involved in the intervention section of this thesis, as reported in 

Chapter 5. These samples were used because although children with DLD will be 

exposed to the same media and curriculum resources as children at mainstream 

schools, the way in which teachers use the resources and teach during lessons may 

well be different. The overall sample of idioms collected therefore represents those 

that seven to 16-year-olds with DLD are exposed to. This means that idioms will be 

more applicable to children with DLD who attend specialist schools and particularly 

that school, but not necessarily for those that attend mainstream education settings.  
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Eighteen professionals participated in teacher-talk observations in the school: ten 

speech and language therapists (SLTs) observed English lessons delivered by eight 

English teachers (ETs). A workshop was provided to the SLTs during which the 

definition of an idiom was given with comparisons of idioms alongside other forms of 

figurative language. Then the SLTs were given the opportunity to practise using an 

observation form to log idioms used during short periods of simulated teacher-talk, 

compare and discuss what they found and ask questions about the observation 

process. Following this workshop, SLTs were asked to record in writing every idiom a 

teacher used during a thirty-minute time period of English lessons, during teacher-talk 

(and not when reading or referencing from curriculum resources). Observations of 12 

different classes were carried out: two classes of children in Key Stage 2 and two 

classes of children in each year group in Key Stage 3 (Year 7, 8 and 9) and Key Stage 

4 (Year 10 and 11). There was a “higher ability” class and a “lower ability” class in 

each year group. Sessions observed were randomly selected by pulling a lesson 

number per week out of a hat and observations started at least fifteen minutes into a 

lesson so that the lesson was set up and in progress for the observation. In total, five 

hours of teacher-talk were collected from Key Stage 2, 12½ hours from Key Stage 3 

and 10 hours from Key Stage 4. Although eight teachers were involved in the teacher-

talk observations, two of these teachers taught more than one class, across more than 

one Key Stage. All idioms used in teacher-talk observations were logged. In total, 190 

idioms were logged; three from Key Stage 2 lessons (0.42 idioms per hour), 112 from 

Key Stage 3 lessons (8.32 idioms per hour) and 75 from Key Stage 4 lessons (7.43 

idioms per hour). It must be noted that there was a similar number of idioms used per 

hour across Key Stages and that the number of idioms per hour children were exposed 

to through teacher-talk was much lower than the number of idioms per hour children 

were exposed to through media sources. This is not surprising as teacher-talk was 

taken from a special school for children with severe DLD and therefore teachers are 

trained to simplify language to make lessons more accessible for these children. Media 

sources on the other hand are produced to suit the interests of children and with less 

consideration of their language or learning levels. 

 

3.2.1.4 Full Idiom Sample 
As a result of collecting idioms from three different sources, a large sample of idioms 

was collated for each Key Stage. The total number of idioms collected from across all 
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three sources was 886 for Key Stage 2, 1276 for Key Stage 3 and 1442 for Key Stage 

4. The range in the number of idioms children in Key Stages 2, 3 and 4 are exposed 

to through curriculum texts, media pieces and teacher-talk during lessons for children 

with DLD are presented in Appendix F. The number of idioms children were exposed 

to across all three sources tended to be higher for older than younger children.  

 

3.2.2 Shortlisting and Idiom Difficulty Rating Procedure 

In total, 3604 different idioms were collected across the three sources. The objective 

was to reduce these to three shortlists (one for each Key Stage) of 50 educationally 

and socially relevant idioms for professionals working with seven to 16 year-olds in 

the South of England to use as part of assessment and intervention resources. All 

idioms were rated for decomposability then shortlisted to 50 idioms for each Key 

Stage; 30 idioms were taken from texts, 10 from media items and 10 from teacher-talk 

observations. These shortlisted 50 idioms for each Key Stage were then rated for 

idiom familiarity and syntax. Each Key Stage specific shortlist of idiom items was used 

within the Bespoke Idiom Skills Tests (BISTs) created for each Key Stage. The idiom 

difficulty rating procedures described below were followed to ensure that idiom 

shortlists were rated for all three aspects of idiom difficulty (idiom decomposability, 

familiarity and syntax).  

 

3.2.2.1 Decomposability Rating 

As described above (section 3.2), all idioms were rated as decomposable (containing 

words that link to the idiom meaning, such as “to stick together”) or non-decomposable 

(not containing words that link to their meaning, such as “you are skating on thin ice”) 

by the author. It was decided to rate the full lists for decomposability only for feasibility 

reasons as this is the measure that the majority of previous studies have used and 

because decomposability categories could be provided by the author and second-

raters, without requirement to use a rating scale or ratings from a larger number of 

raters or raters with specific skills (as per familiarity and syntax ratings). All 3604 of 

these idioms were coded according to source (text, media or teacher-talk) and 

decomposability (decomposable or non-decomposable). This coding procedure was 

employed in an attempt to make the rating as blind and shortlisting as random as 

possible. The ratio of decomposable to non-decomposable idioms across the long list 

for each of the three sources (texts, media and teacher-talk) was calculated and then 
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the representative number of each decomposability type was selected at random from 

each source to the closest 10. For example, 60% of the idioms used in Key Stage 4 

media items were decomposable and 40% were non-decomposable so six 

decomposable and four non-decomposable idioms were selected from the full list of 

media items for the shortlist. A total of ten idioms were selected across the four media 

sources in total and the overall ratio of those selected matched the ratio in the full list 

(6:4). There was one exception to this method; as the Key Stage 2 teacher-talk sample 

contained only three idioms, the remaining seven were taken from surplus curriculum 

text item lists. Each Key Stage-specific final list of 50 idioms contained at least two 

idioms from each original source (all five texts, all teacher-talk observations and all 

four media pieces).  

 

The shortlists of idioms were then re-rated by four SLTs and one English Teacher. As 

explained in Chapter 2 (Section 2.2.1), previous studies have used between 20 and 

56 raters to rate the decomposability of 20 idioms (Nippold and Rudzinski, 1993; 

Titone and Connine 1994; Nippold & Taylor 2002). Although the current study used 

only five decomposability raters, this was considered sufficient as previous studies 

have shown that a high number of decomposability raters is not vital to rating reliability 

(Libben and Titone, 2008). In addition, as explained previously, researchers have 

suggested that decomposability raters should be experts in children’s lexical and 

semantic levels of knowledge and this was achieved for the current study as all five 

raters were SLTs or English teachers (Levorato and Cacciari, 1999; Qualls et al, 2003; 

Levorato et al., 2004).  

 

Decomposability ratings across the full sets of idioms (3604 idioms in total) and 

shortlists for each Key Stage will be presented below followed by the familiarity and 

syntax ratings gathered from the three shortlists of 50 idioms for each Key Stage (150 

idioms in total). Each aspect of idiom difficulty was recorded for the shortlist across 

each Key Stage then these ratios were matched as closely as possible across the 

assessment subtests. Ratios of each idiom difficulty overall, with sources and Key 

Stages combined are presented in Table 3.3. 

 

Table 3.3: Ratios of the Numbers of Decomposable and Non-decomposable 
Idioms in Idiom Longlists and Shortlists Across Each Key Stage. 
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Key Stage 2 Key Stage 3 Key Stage 4 Overall 

Long Short Long Short Long Short Long Short 

531:356 

(60:40) 

31:19 

(62:38) 

718:567 

(56:44) 

28:22 

(56:44) 

732:726 

(50:50) 

23:27 

(46:54) 

1981:1649 

(55:45) 

82:68 

(55:45) 

Key: Total number ratios presented above and percentage ratios in brackets below. 

 

3.2.2.2 Familiarity Rating 

Fifty familiarity raters were asked to use a scale to rate how familiar they felt the 

shortlisted idioms were to children aged seven to 11, 12 to 14 and 15 to 16. For 

example, if they work with children in Key Stage 3 then they were asked to complete 

familiarity ratings for the idiom list for children aged 12 to 14. As per previous studies 

(Qualls et al, 2003; Levorato & Cacciari 1999) university graduate professionals who 

currently work in the education of seven to 16 year olds were selected to carry out 

idiom familiarity ratings as they were considered most able to give an evaluation of 

how familiar children aged seven to 16 would be with these idioms. The survey asked 

that raters use a four-point likert scale to rate each idiom as one of the following with 

the consideration of children in the Key Stage they work with:  

1. Children have never heard of it. 

2. Children have heard of/read it but do not see/hear it regularly. 

3. Children hear/read it at least once per month. 

4. Children hear/read it at least once per week. 

 

Examples of the questionnaires are given in Appendix G.  Mean familiarity ratings 

were calculated for each idiom and rounded up or down to the nearest whole number 

to receive a final rating. Items that were rated as 1 and 2 were categorised as having 

low familiarity and items rated as 3 or 4 were categorised as having high familiarity. 

This rating method, whereby an average rating is found and an idiom is categorised 

accordingly, is similar to those used in previous studies that have categorised idiom 

syntax ratings (Gibbs and Gonzales, 1985; Tabossi et al., 2009). The distribution of 

idioms rated as high and low familiarity within the shortlist was calculated. Surprisingly, 

more idioms received a rating of low rather than high familiarity across all Key Stages. 

Reasons for this are discussed below. The results are presented in Table 3.4. 
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Table 3.4: Ratio of Numbers of Idioms Rated as Low versus High Familiarity (%). 

Key Stage 2 Key Stage 3 Key Stage 4 Overall. 

32:18 
(64:36) 

40:10 
(80:20) 

47:3 
( 94:6) 

119:31 
(79:21) 

Key: Total number ratios presented above and percentage ratios in brackets below. 

 

3.2.2.3 Syntax Rating 

Although a previous study has investigated idiom syntax through use of rating scales 

to show how frozen or flexible an idiom’s syntax is (Gibbs and Gonzales, 1985), the 

influence of idiom syntax on how difficult an idiom is to understand or use has not been 

investigated. Previous studies have recommended using syntax raters who are 

familiar with judging syntax and applying syntactic alternations (as described in 

Chapter 2) but have reported difficulties gathering raters with these skills (Tabossi et 

al, 2009). This may be because it can be challenging to apply syntactic alternations 

and ratings tend to be highly variable. Therefore, raters with linguistic training were 

sought for the current study. Instead of using a rating scale as in previous studies, 

syntax raters were asked to judge whether idiomatic meaning of a sentence was 

maintained, altered or made nonsensical when each of four syntactic alternations were 

applied for all idioms where this was possible; change from active to passive voice, an 

adverb was inserted, a particle was moved and gerund nominalisation was applied. 

For example, for the idiomatic sentence “Her father is laying down the law,” the 

sentence was changed to passive voice (“The law is laid down by her father”), an 

adverb was inserted (“Her father is confidently laying down the law.”), a particle was 

moved (“Her father is laying the law down.”) and gerund nominalisation was applied 

(“Her father’s laying down the law was fair.”) (See Appendix H). All original idiomatic 

sentences gained a score of 0, 1, 2, 3 or 4 depending on how many alternations could 

be applied without losing the figurative meaning. As per methods used in previous 

studies involving syntax ratings, the average scores were collected for each idiom 

across the four raters (Gibbs et al, 1989; Tabossi et al , 2009). Again, in line with 

methods used in previous studies, all idioms that scored an average of 0, 1 or 2 were 

rated as ‘frozen’ and all sentences that scored an average of 3 or 4 were rated as 

‘flexible.’ The distribution of syntactically flexible and frozen idioms in the idiom shortlist 

was calculated. Results were in line with findings from previous studies with more 

frozen than flexible idioms for lists across all Key Stages. The results are presented in 

Table 3.5. 
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Table 3.5: Ratio of Numbers of Idioms Rated as Frozen versus Flexible Across 
Key Stages (%). 

Key Stage 2 Key Stage 3 Key Stage 4 Overall No. 

35:15 
(70:30) 

29:21 
(58:42) 

29:21 
(58:42) 

93:57 
(62:38) 

    

3.2.3 Idiom Difficulty Ratings 
 

This is the first study to have gathered samples of idioms that children are exposed to 

between the age of seven to 16 and then create shortlists of fifty idioms rated for 

difficulty for each Educational Key Stage.  Appendix I lists all idioms with their ratings 

across all three aspects of idiom difficulty. Interestingly, the ratio of each type or 

classification of idiom difficulty (e.g. decomposable:non-decomposable or 

frozen:flexible) was different across each aspect of idiom difficulty. This suggests that 

each of the aspects of idiom difficulty occur separately and do not become more 

complex in parallel and highlights the importance of considering the impact of each 

aspect of idiom difficulty separately. In addition to this, the ratio of idioms of each 

difficulty rating within an assessment can have implications on the way in which 

assessment results can be interpreted. Therefore, if one assessment has a high 

proportion of decomposable (rather than non-decomoposable) and syntactically 

frozen (rather than flexible) idioms and another has a high proportion of non-

decomposable and flexible idioms for example, participants may score differently on 

testing. These differences in idiom samples should be considered when interpreting 

results. In the current study, there are 50% more idioms rated as less familiar (than 

highly familiar) and this is considered when interpreting results in the Assessment 

Results Chapter (Chapter 4). 

 

3.3  Creation of The Bespoke Idiom Skills Test  

In this section the balance of idiom items across subtests, design of subtest tasks used 

within the BISTs and scoring procedures are described, as well as the process 

followed to pilot and produce final versions of each of the three Key Stage specific 

BISTs. 

 

3.3.1 Balancing Idioms Across Subtests and Presentation Conditions within Each 
Key Stage Specific BIST  
 

As explained in the introduction (Chapter 1, section 1.2), idiom skills include four 

components: idiom identification, interpretation, explanation and use. As also detailed 
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in the introduction (Chapter 2, section 2.3) it is important to assess idiom skills when 

idioms are presented both in isolation and within supportive contexts. Each Key Stage 

specific idiom shortlist contained 50 idioms. Of these, 48 idioms were used in the BIST 

test items and the remaining two idioms were used in trial tasks. Twelve idioms were 

assigned to four different subtests designed to assess each of the four components of 

idiom skill and half of each of these sets of 12 idioms (six idioms) were presented 

alongside supportive context first then the other half (six idioms) were presented in 

isolation. A visual description of this method is shown in Figure 3.1 and the final item 

allocation is described in more detail below. 

 

Figure 3.1: Idiom Item Allocation to Assessment Subtests and Presentation 
Conditions (Context Versus Isolation).  

 



- 74 - 
 

3.3.2 Balancing Idioms Across BIST Subtests  

The full Key Stage specific idiom shortlists (50 idiom items per Key Stage) were 

carefully assigned according to idiom difficulty ratings across the four subtests 

(Identification, Interpretation, Explanation and Use) in an attempt to balance idiom 

difficulty as well as possible across subtests. The priorities for this assessment were 

to include idioms that were educationally and socially relevant and to balance these 

according to idiom difficulty across subtests relating to each of the four components of 

idiom skill. Although it would be ideal to also balance idioms across presentation 

conditions within subtests, this was not a focus of the current assessment design. As 

stated above, Appendix I lists the decomposability, familiarity and syntax ratings of 

each idiom in the three BIST assessments. As noted above, all aspects of idiom 

difficulty occur separately, not in parallel (Cain et al, 2009). For example, some idioms 

are rated as highly familiar, non-decomposable and flexible and others and others are 

highly familiar, non-decomposable and frozen. As the shortlists contained only fifty 

idioms, it was not possible to match the difficulty of idioms from the shortlist across 

each BIST subtest but the best possible balance within a target boundary of +/-10% 

of shortlist ratios was made. This was completed to ensure that idiom difficulty did not 

influence performance on particular subtests. Idiom item balancing was achieved by 

using the ratio of each idiom type across each aspect of idiom difficulty 

(decomposable:non-decomposable, low-familiarity:high-familiarity, frozen:flexible) 

then balancing idioms across eight groups to best match these ratios across as closely 

as possible. Table 3.6 shows how idioms were balanced across subtests.  

 

Table 3.6: Balance of Percentage of Each Idiom Difficulty Component Across 
BIST Subtests. 

Key 
Stage 

Difficulty 
Component 

Percentage 
in shortlist 

(%) 

Percentage in Each Subtest (%) 

1: 
Identify 

2:  
Interpret 

3: 
Explain 

4:  
Use 

2 Decomposable:Non-
decomposable 62:38 67:33 67:33 67:33 58:42 

High:LowFamiliarity 36:64 33:67 42:58 33:67 42:58 
Frozen: 

Flexible Syntax 70:30 67:33 83:17 50:50 58:42 
3 Decomposable:Non-

decomposable 56:44 50:50 67:33 50:50 50:50 
High:LowFamiliarity 20:80 17:83 33:67 33:67 8:92 

Frozen:Flexible 
Syntax 58:42 58:42 58:42 67:33 58:42 
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4 Decomposable:Non-
decomposable 46:54 42:58 50:50 34:66 42:58 

High:LowFamiliarity 6:94 8:92 8:92 33:67 0:100 
Frozen:Flexible 

Syntax 58:42 67:33 42:58 50:50 58:42 

Overall 
(All Key 
Stages) 

Decomposable:Non-
decomposable 55:45 53:47 61:39 50:50 50:50 

High:LowFamiliarity 21:79 19:81 28:72 33:67 17:83 

Frozen:Flexible 
Syntax 62:38 64:36 61:39 56:44 58:42 

Difficulty component was over-represented by more than 10% of shortlist idiom rating.  

 

Although a best possible fit was achieved, idiom difficulty ratios within target 

boundaries (+/- 10%) were not always met across subtests. Reasons for over- and 

under-representation of idioms with particular idiom difficulty can be explained. For 

example, target ratios for high and low familiarity idioms were not met for some Key 

Stage 3 and 4 BIST subtests because there were not as many idioms rated as high 

familiarity (10 idioms for the Key Stage 3 sample and three idioms for the Key Stage 

4 sample) as there were for those rated as low familiarity (40 idioms for the Key Stage 

3 sample and 47 idioms for the Key Stage 4 sample). Similarly, although the proportion 

of flexible and frozen idioms in the Key Stage 4 idiom sample was closer to an even 

balance, targets for frozen and flexible idioms were not met for the Key Stage 4 BIST. 

This was a product of the fact that each individual idiom has a combination of three 

idiom difficulty ratings (decomposability, familiarity and syntax) and therefore it was 

not always possible to meet targets for all components of idiom difficulty. Finally, 

targets for frozen and flexible idioms were also not met for the Key Stage 2 BIST and 

this was due to a combination of issues with the number of each type of idiom available 

and the combination of idiom difficulty components across idioms. As previously 

noted, where targets were not met, the best possible fit was achieved. Imbalances in 

idiom difficulty ratings between full shortlist ratios and ratios across subtests are 

reported and accounted for when interpreting results within thesis chapters relating to 

assessment (Chapter 4) and intervention (Chapter 5).  

 

 

3.3.3 Balancing Idioms Across Presentation Conditions 

Idiom items of each difficulty rating were balanced as evenly as possible across 

presentation conditions (isolation and alongside context) in the BIST assessments. 

For the same reasons as those explained above (3.1.1) it wasn’t possible to balance 
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all idioms equally across presentation conditions within each Key Stage specific BIST 

but the best possible balance within a target boundary of +/-10% was made. This was 

completed to ensure idiom difficulty did not influence performance within a particular 

presentation condition. Idiom item balancing was achieved by using the ratio of each 

idiom type across each aspect of idiom difficulty (decomposable:non-decomposable, 

low:high familiarity, frozen:flexible) then balancing idioms across two groups to best 

match these ratios as closely as possible in the isolation and context presentation 

conditions. Table 3.7 shows how idioms were balanced across presentation conditions 

for each Key Stage specific BIST and overall (Key Stages combined). 

 

Table 3.7: Number of Each Idiom Difficulty Type Across BIST Presentation 
Conditions and the Significance of the Difference in the Number of Each Idiom 
Type Across These Conditions.  

Key Stage Difficulty Type Presentation Condition Difference Between 
Conditions  
(Chi-square) 

Isolation Context 

2 Decomposable 14 16 2(15,9) = 0.3556,  
p = .551 Non-decomposable 10 8 

High Familiarity 10 8 2(9,15) = 0.356,  
p = .551 Low Familiarity 14 16 

Frozen 16 15 2(16,9) = 0.091,  
p = .763 Flexible 8 9 

3 Decomposable 15 12 2(13.5, 10.5) = 0.762,  
p = .383 Non-decomposable 9 12 

High Familiarity 5 5 No difference 

(2(5, 19) = 0, p = 1) Low Familiarity 19 19 

Frozen 16 14 2(10.71,14.29) = 0.170, 
p = .680 Flexible 8 10 

4 Decomposable 11 10 2(10.71,14.29) = 0.170, 
p = .680 Non-decomposable 13 15 

High Familiarity 1 3 2(2,22) = 1.09,  
p = .296 Low Familiarity 23 21 

Frozen 11 15 2(13,11) = 1.343,  
p = .247 Flexible 13 9 

Overall 
(All Key 
Stage 
BISTS 
combined) 

Decomposable 38 40 2(39.27,33.73) = 0.179, 
p = .672 Non-decomposable 35 32 

High Familiarity 16 16 No difference 

(2(16,56) = 0, p = 1) Low Familiarity 56 56 

Frozen 44 43 2(43.5, 28.5) = 0.029,  
p = .865. Flexible 28 29 

 

In order to identify whether the differences in numbers of each of the two different 

types of idioms (decomposable and non-decomposable, high and low familiarity and 
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frozen and flexible) varies with presentation condition (isolation and context), a Chi-

square test was administered using the number of idioms of each type in each 

presentation condition (not percentages). Results showed differences in idiom types 

were not significant for any idiom type in any Key Stage or overall and that there is no 

association between idiom type and presentation condition. Therefore, differences 

across each presentation condition require no further analysis at this point. 

 

3.3.4 Stimuli Scenarios 

Once idiom shortlists were balanced as best possible across BIST subtests for each 

Key Stage specific BIST, an investigation into topics of interest was made to ensure 

that stimuli in the BIST subtests were relevant and motivating to the children targeted 

for each test. A close-ended ‘likes and interests’ questionnaire was used to determine 

popular themes. It presented an area of interest alongside a child-friendly three-point 

likert scale. Areas of interest included sports, fairy tales, sci-fi, history, all about me 

and animals. Full examples of Key Stage-specific questionnaires with likert scales are 

given in Appendix J. 

 

The questionnaire was piloted on 12 typically developing (TD) children attending 

mainstream schools aged seven to 16 (four from each Key Stage) to check if the 

questionnaire format was easy for children of each age group to follow and complete 

independently and that the author had not omitted any areas of interest. Completion 

of the pilot informed the author of some terminology and phrasing that may be better 

understood by seven to 16 year-olds with DLD such as changing ‘sci-fi’ to ‘science, 

space and aliens.’ Participants also highlighted some areas that should be added or 

removed from the questionnaires. For example, the Key Stage 4 participants (age 15-

16) suggested that the interest area ‘make believe and fairy tales’ was removed and 

replaced with ‘politics.’ As a result of the information gathered from the pilot 

questionnaire, two separate questionnaires were created for Key Stages 2 and 3 

combined and Key Stage 4 with categories, language and visual support relevant to 

the two groups and an option to add any other interests that may have been missed.  

 

Seventy-one seven to 16 year olds with DLD completed the final ‘likes and interests’ 

questionnaires; 10 children in Key Stage 2 (age seven-11), 38 children in Key Stage 

3 (age 12-14) and 23 in Key Stage 4 (age 15-16). The majority of these children and 



- 78 - 
 

young people then continued to participate in the intervention part of the study 

(reported in chapter 5). Areas of interest that were rated as ‘really like’ were awarded 

a score of two points, those rated as ‘OK’ were awarded one point and those rated 

‘don’t like’ no points. All of the points across all of the participants were added up and 

each area of interest was awarded a total score. The areas of interest across each 

Key Stage were then ranked in order of highest to lowest score. Although the total 

scores for each area relate to the number of scenarios included on that theme, they 

do not match exactly as the idioms did not always relate well to a wide range of 

themes. For example, it was decided not to use ‘fairy tale’ themes as children may not 

be familiar with tale characters or myths. The raw scores and the number of test 

scenarios for each area of interest across each Key Stage are shown in Table 3.8. 

 

Table 3.8: Areas of Interest Ranked in Order Across Key Stages 2, 3 and 4. 

 Area of Interest Total Score No.  of test scenarios with this theme 

Rank Key Stage 2 (n = 10) 

1 About me 17 10 

2 Sci-fi 17 5 

3 Sport 14 4 

4 Friendships 14 4 

5 Fairy tales 12 0 

6 Animals and 

nature 

11 

1 

7 Action 10 0 

8 History 10 0 

 Key Stage 3 (n = 38) 

 Area of Interest Total Score No.  of test scenarios with this theme 

1 About me 61 10 

2 Animals and 

nature 

57 

2 

3 Relationships 56 6 

4 History 55 3 

5 Sport 54 3 

6 Action 50 0 

7 Sci-fi 49 0 

8 Fairy tales 27 0 

 Key Stage 4 (n = 23) 

 Area of interest Total Score No.  of test scenarios with this theme 

1 Relationships 50 9 

2 Nature 43 3 
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3 About Me 43 7 

4 Sport 42 4 

5 History 42 1 

6 Action 40 0 

7 Sci-fi 37 0 

8 Politics  31 0 

 

3.3.5 Individual Subtest Design and Procedure 

The BIST was presented via a Powerpoint presentation. All scenarios presenting 

stimuli in context were short (five sentences maximum), contained high-frequency 

vocabulary and information was presented in writing along with a recorded voice on 

the presentation slides. The voice recording used natural intonation that matched the 

scenario and was not over-emphasised for idiomatic or non-idiomatic items. Tasks 

were presented in writing alongside voice recordings because this is representative of 

how tasks are regularly presented in classrooms for children with DLD. Another reason 

for this presentation method is because, as mentioned above, this design does not 

disadvantage children who have weak literacy or memory skills and it standardises 

stimuli presentation so that responses are less likely to be influenced by the assessor’s 

nonverbal communication. A Powerpoint presentation was chosen as this programme 

is easy to use and therefore can be navigated at the same time as completing the 

paper score form. Picture support was not provided as it was considered not to be as 

in line with real life contexts in which idioms are presented.  

 

The BIST begins with a short introduction to idioms including a definition of idioms and 

some age-appropriate examples. The slide content, which is introduced one slide at a 

time, and explanation for these are given below. 

 

First it asks “Do you know what an idiom is?”  

This gives the child and tester an opportunity to introduce the topic of the assessment 

and explore any misconceptions that the child may introduce. 

 

Second it says “This activity is all about idioms. An idiom is a strange expression 

people use sometimes when they don’t mean exactly what they say. For example, 

your teachers might say “You are a superstar!” They don’t mean you are a star in the 

sky. They mean you have done some really good work. Do you understand?” 

This gives the child an example and an opportunity to discuss this with the tester. 
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Finally, it says “Now we are going to talk about some different idioms. Don’t worry if 

you don’t know what some of them mean. Let’s try it out.” 

 

Each subtest has one practice demonstration item with the opportunity for feedback 

on the child’s response from the assessor. Receptive skills (idiom identification and 

interpretation) are assessed using multiple-choice tasks and expressive skills 

(explanation and use) are assessed using open-ended tasks. The multiple-choice task 

design was selected for the receptive idiom skill subtests as it places less demand on 

other skills such as memory, language and artistic abilities than tasks that involve 

answering questions related to the idiom in a story (Norbury, 2004; Qualls et al., 2003), 

drawing pictures of the idiom in the story (Nippold and Duthie, 2003) or retelling a story 

containing an idiom in their own words (Levorato and Cacciari 1995). This design was 

also considered more age appropriate for the target participant age group than 

demonstrating interpretation skills through play with props (Grunwell and Kerbel, 

1998). The BIST multiple-choice subtests provide four response categories; the 

correct idiom, a plausible figurative but incorrect interpretation of the idiom, a literal 

phrase or translation and an option to indicate that the participant does not know the 

answer, presented in a different, random order for each assessment item. A plausible 

figurative interpretation was defined as a non-literal interpretation of an idiom that 

could make sense given the context in which it was used. For example, they may 

interpret ‘Ennis washed his hands of his science project’ as ‘Ennis forgot to do his 

science project.’ Although this is a figurative interpretation and not a literal 

interpretation, it is still incorrect. The presence of an ‘I don’t know’ option gives 

participants the opportunity to indicate when they do not know rather than guessing a 

response. This also should reduce the risk of participants guessing responses and 

having 25% chance of answering correctly for multiple choice subtests. Examples of 

assessment stimuli and response options for the identification and interpretation 

subtests are given in Tables 3.9 and 3.10. Examples of the way the stimuli are 

presented to participants are given in Figure 3.2. 

 

Table 3.9: Idiom Identification Subtest Task and Multiple-Choice Scoring 
Example: 

Stimulus Correct 
idiomatic 

Plausible 
idiomatic 

Literal 
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Identify with context: 

Katy and Mel were horse riding. It began 

raining cats and dogs. They ran inside and 

drank some hot chocolate. 

It began 

raining 

cats and 

dogs. 

Katy and 

Mel were 

horse 

riding. 

They ran 

inside. 

Identify without context. 

No story provided. 

I must fly. I’m going 

now. 

I am going on 

an airplane. 

 

Table 3.10: Idiom Interpretation Subtest Test and Multiple Choice Scoring 
Example: 

Stimulus Correct 

idiomatic 

Plausible 

idiomatic 

Literal 

Comprehend with context: 

Jo kicked the football. It smashed a window. 

Daniel laughed. A policeman walked towards 

Jo. Daniel said “A policeman is coming. Brace 

yourself Jo.” 

What does ‘brace yourself’ mean? 

 

Get ready. Run 

away. 

Put your 

brace on. 

Comprehend without context. 

What does ‘Susan is wiped out’ mean? 

Susan is 

exhausted. 

Susan is 

clean. 

Susan is 

invisible. 

 
Figure 3.2: Screenshot Examples of Subtest Test Items. 
 

Identification with context 

(Subtest 1 Context Condition) 

 

Identification in isolation 

(Subtest 1 Isolation Condition) 

 
 

Interpretation with context 

(Subtest 2 Context Condition) 

 

Interpretation in isolation 

(Subtest 2 Isolation Condition) 
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Children or the tester can click on this symbol to hear the text read aloud. 

 

An open-ended task design was adopted for the idiom explanation and use subtests. 

The child is first presented with a scenario and then asked either to explain what the 

idiom means or to use it. This means of response was chosen because it was 

considered representative of what may be asked of target participants in real life 

situations. For example, in the classroom it is likely that a task may involve pupils 

explaining the meaning of an idiom in a text or being asked to use an idiom as part of 

a descriptive writing task. Equally, as part of a social activity, a friend may ask the 

participant to explain the meaning of an idiom or the participant may wish to use an 

idiom when communicating informally with peers. For example, in the classroom a 

teacher might ask “The main character was burying his head in the sand. What does 

that mean?” or in a social situation a friend might say “are you gutted because Chelsea 

didn’t score?” Figure 3.3 gives an example of what these subtest items look like on a 

computer screen. 

 

Figure 3.3: Screenshot Examples of Subtest Test Items. 

Explanation with context 

(Subtest 3 Context Condition) 

 

Explanation in isolation 

(Subtest 3 Isolation Condition) 

 
 

Use with context 

(Subtest 4 Context Condition) 

 

Use in isolation 

(Subtest 4 isolation condition) 
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 Children or the tester can click on this symbol to hear the text read aloud. 

For the explanation subtest, participants answer the question “What does the idiom 

mean?” (after it has been presented with supportive context or in isolation). For the 

use subtest participants are asked to use the idiom presented (either with supportive 

context or in isolation) in a story. For the explanation and use subtests, participants 

also have the option to respond “I don’t know” if they are unable to generate a 

response. Examples of assessment stimuli and some examples of responses that 

would be scored as correct, plausible or literal for the idiom explanation and use 

subtests are given in Tables 3.11 and 3.12.  

 

Table 3.11: Idiom Explanation Subtest Test and Example Responses Across 

Each Score Category. 

Stimulus Correct idiomatic Plausible 
idiomatic 

Literal 

Explain with context: 
Nathan answered three questions 
correctly. He put his hand up again. 
His teacher said “Wow, you’re on fire!” 
What does ‘you’re on fire’ mean? 

You are doing 
incredible/amazing 
work. 
Big compliment / 
well done. 

He is 
working 
hard. He is 
good at 
this work. 

You are 
on fire / 
burning. 
 

Explain without context. 
What does ‘I will drop in’ mean? 

I will visit quickly. 
A short visit. 

I will 
deliver 
something. 

I will fall 
over / out 
of the 
sky. 

 

Table 3.12: Idiom Use Subtest Test and Example Responses Across Each Score 

Category. 

Stimulus Correct 
idiomatic 

Plausible 
idiomatic 

Literal 

Use ‘keep up’ in your own sentence or 
story.  
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Use with context: 
Jack and Toby went shopping to buy 
their friend Neil a gift. They only had 
20 minutes so they had to hurry.  
Tell this story using the idiom “to step 
on it.”  

Jack and Toby 
didn’t have much 
time so they had 
to step on it. 

Jack and Toby 
finally found a 
gift. They 
stepped on it. 

Jack 
stepped 
on the 
present. 

Use without context. 
Use this idiom in a short story. 
“They pulled it off.” 

The robber 
wanted to rob the 
bank. He pulled it 
off. 

Martin wanted 
to see the new 
Bond film. He 
pulled it off.  

Amy 
pulled off 
Andrew’s 
hat. 

 

The BIST tests were designed to be completed in full (all subtests) and to last 

approximately 45 minutes either in one session or over two sessions. Three tests of 

the same design were created but with idioms and scenarios relevant to children from 

each Key Stage age group.  

3.3.6 Scoring Procedures 

A composite scoring procedure was applied to all four subtests and was designed to 

gather information on participants’ ability to distinguish between literal, plausible 

idiomatic and correct idiomatic language and the relative performance of this across 

different BIST subtests. As noted above, BIST responses for  idiom identification could 

be sorted into three categories: I don’t know or incorrect responses score 0 and correct 

responses score 1. BIST responses for the idiom interpretation, explanation and use 

subtests could be sorted into four categories, each receiving different scoring: literal 

and “I don’t know” responses score 0, plausible figurative responses score 1 and 

correct responses score 2. Final scores were converted to percentages to allow for 

direct comparison of scores across all four subtests because the total raw score for 

subtest 1 was 12 but the total raw score for subtests 2 to 4 was 24. Children are given 

some credit for an incorrect but plausible answer because this highlights development 

from a literal understanding or use to a figurative understanding or use, but just that 

the level of this has not yet matured to a correct figurative understanding or use. As 

mentioned above, the “I don’t know” option was used to limit the potential for 

participants to guess a multiple-choice answer but also to allow researchers or 

assessors to measure participants’ awareness of their own idiom skills.  Similar 

composite scoring procedures have been used in previous studies (Mashal and 

Kasirer, 2011; Lundblom and Woods, 2012; Whyte, Nelson and Scherf, 2013).  The 

scoring of an item was not negatively impacted if a participant used incorrect grammar, 
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made phonological errors or required a few explanations to convey their message 

clearly. 

 

3.3.7 Pilot Study 

The BIST was piloted to find whether the presentation and scoring procedures worked 

or whether some adjustments were required. Six speech and language therapy 

student volunteers were recruited to administer pilot BIST assessments. Following 

creation of each of the three Key-Stage-specific BISTs the tests were piloted on three 

TD children attending mainstream schools from each Key Stage age group (nine TD 

participants in total): Key Stage 2 testing involved three children aged 8;4 to 10;7, Key 

Stage 3 testing involved three children aged 11;7 to 14;2 and Key Stage 4 testing 

involved three adolescents aged 15;6 to 16;0. After carrying out the assessment, they 

were asked if there was anything they did or did not like about the test. The participants 

reported that they liked that the scenarios were age appropriate and engaging. 

Although they liked that the test was presented on a computer and was simple to work 

through independently, they did not like that the voice recordings commenced 

automatically on new slides and they stated that they would prefer to have some 

feedback during the testing. As a result of this, a listen button was added to slides so 

that future participants could choose when they are ready to listen to the voice 

recordings instead of them playing automatically. Also, a symbol was added to the 

introduction and practice slides to indicate an opportunity for assessors to give 

participants feedback on their responses to practice items.  

 

The pilot TD children from Key Stage 2 and 3 performed well on testing, achieving 

between 80-100% on all four subtests and the TD adolescents from Key Stage 4 all 

achieved 100% on the identification and interpretation subtests and 70-85% on the 

explanation and use subtests. This performance was as expected for TD children as 

literature suggests that idiom skills are developed by age 12 (Key Stage 3) in TD 

children (Kerbel and Grunwell, 1998; Nikolaenko, 2004; Caillies and Le Sourn-

Bissaoui, 2008). Following positive feedback from testers and score checking 

(described in further detail below), this pilot did not prompt any changes to the test or 

test administration and no idiom items or story scenarios were changed following the 

pilot assessment.  
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3.4 Reliability and Validity Tests 

The various tests of reliability and validity conducted during the process of designing 

the BIST tests are explained in this section. 

 

Given that many analyses were conducted as part of reliability and validity testing 

there was an increased chance of finding spurious significant results. Therefore, in 

order to reduce the effects of multiple comparisons, a False Discovery Rate (FDR) 

(Benajmini and Hochberg, 1995) calculation was used. Results providing p values 

include those gathered from the following analyses: Fleiss’ Kappa and a Cronbach’s 

alpha and Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC) analyses used to investigate inter-

scorer reliability, a Pearson’s Bivariate correlation for evaluating test-retest reliability 

and Spearman’s-rho correlations for testing concurrent validity. All p-values reported 

have been corrected by the FDR calculation (q = .050). 

 

3.4.1 Shortlist Idiom Decomposability Rating Inter-Rater Reliability 

As explained above, the long lists of idioms for each Key Stage were rated for 

decomposability by the author and then they were shortlisted and re-rated by five 

additional raters then balanced according to the ratio of decomposable to non-

decomposable idioms in each long list. Inter-rater reliability checks were conducted to 

test the reliability of idiom decomposability ratings. For example, if one rater rated an 

idiom as decomposable but the other five raters rated the same idiom as non-

decomposable then 83.33% agreement would be reached for that idiom. A final 

agreement rating was calculated for the whole shortlist of idioms across each Key 

Stage. Ratings reached over 95% agreement overall (95.13% for Key Stage 2, 98.35% 

for Key Stage 3 and 96.90% for Key Stage 4). As rating involved five raters giving 

categorical ratings, an additional Fleiss’ Kappa analysis was used to test inter-rater 

reliability statistically to ascertain if there was agreement between decomposability 

raters’ judgement on whether each idiom was decomposable or non-decomposable. 

Fleiss’ Kappa showed that there was moderate agreement between raters’ 

judgements, K = .484 (95%CI, .454 to .514), p < .005 (McHugh, 2012). 
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3.4.2 Pilot Scoring Procedure Inter-Rater Reliability Checks  

During the pilot testing, all tests were scored by the author and re-scored by an 

independent scorer to test for inter-rater reliability. This method has been used as part 

of previous studies because it identifies the consistency of the administration of 

scoring procedures across scorers (Ackerman, 1982; Levorato, and Cacciari, 1995; 

Lundblom and Woods, 2012). The pilot test items reached 98% agreement as the two 

raters agreed on 98% of the participant score categories given for individual test items. 

As the variable being compared was continuous and involved only two raters, a 

Cronbach’s alpha analysis was run to determine if there was an agreement between 

the two scorers. There was a ‘moderate’ agreement between the three scorers overall 

(k = .641, p < .001) (George and Mallery, 2003). 

 

3.4.3 BIST Reliability Testing 

BISTs administered on all participants as part of the current study were also subjected 

to reliability testing. The reliability of the BISTs themselves were tested via two 

procedures: all tests were tested for inter-scorer reliability and 20% of participants 

were checked for participant test-retest reliability. Six speech and language therapy 

student volunteers completed BIST assessments on 53 seven to 16 year-old 

participants (time point one scores are reported in chapter 4) and then completed re-

tests on 20% of these participants (these results are not used or reported in chapters 

4 or 5). The student volunteers also completed all re-scoring tasks across Key Stage 

and participant groups. All five assessors received a one-hour training workshop to 

introduce them to the BIST administration, initial scoring and re-scoring procedures. 

These assessors were all unfamiliar to the participating children as they had not met 

them before. 

 

3.4.3.1 Inter-scorer Reliability 

Inter-scorer reliability checks were performed on all score-forms. The assessors (or 

scorers) shared original test and re-rest score forms. As per the pilot testing, to test 

the reliability of the BIST scoring procedure, all responses for all BIST subtests were 

scored by an original assessor then by a second scorer who was blind to the 

assessment time point (test or re-test). Scores were confirmed (logged and not 

changed or questioned) for items that were scored identically by both scorers. Any 
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items for which there was disagreement between the original and second scorers were 

re-scored by a third scorer. Any items that were assigned to the same category by at 

least two out of three scorers received the score category of the majority and only 66% 

agreement was logged. However, the remaining items that did not reach an agreement 

between a minimum of two scorers remained with original scorer scoring and this item 

was logged as a disagreement. The overall percentage agreement between scorers 1 

and 2 for each Key Stage is given in Table 3.13. The disagreement was minimal and 

disagreements were all associated with the difference between responses categorised 

as plausible figurative versus correct, contributing towards arguments to justify the 

importance of the inclusion of this score category. For example, the idiom “to be on a 

roll” was explained by one participant as “doing something he can’t stop because he 

is on a roll.” This was scored as plausible by scorers one and three and correct by 

scorer two. The scorer who rated plausible recorded that this response was insufficient 

as the participant did not state that someone had made a good start on a task or was 

almost finished. Similarly, the idiom “to wash your hands of something” was explained 

by a participant as “to stop doing it.” This was scored as correct by scorers one and 

three but as plausible by scorer two. The scorer who scored ‘plausible’ recorded that 

this response was insufficient as the participant did not state that the person had ‘quit’ 

or stopped something forever. Following the second and third rating, score sets 

achieved at least 99% agreement between scorers across each Key Stage. Although 

this percentage agreement analysis method has been used to report on inter-scorer 

agreement in similar previous studies, it was decided that a statistical measure of inter-

scorer agreement would further substantiate findings. As there were three raters 

involved in ratings, and overall scores were used for analysis instead of scores for 

each individual BIST item, an Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC) analysis was run 

for each Key Stage to determine the level of agreement between the three scorers. A 

‘good’ degree of agreement was found between the three scorers overall. For all Key 

Stages combined, the ICC measure was .731 with a 95% confidence interval from 

.269 to .645 (F(60, 120) = 4.74, p < .001) (McGraw and Wong, 1996). The level of 

agreement across Key Stages is shown in Table 3.13.  

 

Table 3.13: Re-rater Agreement Following Second and Third Rating. 

Key 
Stage 

Agreement between 
raters 1 and 2 (%) 

Final agreement  
rating (%) 

Intraclass 
Correlation  
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2 98.80% 100% .70 (moderate) 

3 98.93% 99.87% .77 (good) 

4 98.44% 99.79% .69 (moderate) 

 

3.4.3.2 Test-Retest Reliability 

It is particularly important to investigate test-retest reliability when introducing new 

assessments or procedures which will be administered on several occasions to 

measure response to intervention (Dockrell and Marshall, 2015). Such investigations 

can be used to ensure that test scores at each testing time point are reliable and that 

changes in scores between testing time points are due to progress due to maturation 

or response to intervention rather than a practice effect or high variability of scores. 

As only children with DLD were involved in the intervention part of this study (see 

Chapter 5), test-retest reliability was investigated for the DLD group only. As per 

previous studies, test and re-test scores were correlated and correlation coefficient 

scores were used to identify how strongly the scores correlate and therefore the 

strength of each of the BIST’s test-retest reliability (Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000; Le 

Sourn-Bissaoui et al., 2012). As part of the main assessment and intervention parts of 

the study (see Chapters 4 and 5), the BISTs were administered to 53 seven to 16 year 

olds with DLD. Re-testing was administered between three to six weeks after this initial 

assessment to at least 20% of main study participants from each Key Stage within the 

DLD groups: three children aged eight, nine and 10 from the Key Stage 2 group (33% 

of the total Key Stage 2 participant population), seven children aged 10, 11, 12 and 

13 from the Key Stage 3 group (21% of the total Key Stage 3 participant population 

sample) and six children aged 14 and 15 from the Key Stage 4 group (31% of the total 

Key Stage 4 participant population sample). This re-testing was for the purpose of 

reliability checking so was in addition to repeated measures testing administered and 

detailed in Chapter 5. The participants who were re-tested were selected at random 

by an assessor. The overall scores at each time point were logged following inter-

scorer reliability checking and tested for normality via the Shapiro-Wilk test of 

normality. These showed the score sets to be normally distributed overall for test (p = 

.318) and retest (p = .480) score sets. A Pearson’s bivariate correlation was conducted 

to assess the relationship between test and re-test score sets. Results showed that 

the original and re-test scores across all Key Stages correlated strongly and 
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significantly (r = .81; p = .008). This is comparable to some published standardised 

assessments such as the CELF-4 (r = .71-.86 across subtests) and the Test of 

Reception of Grammar (r = .88). The correlation shows that children who scored low 

one time tended to score low again a second time, which supports an argument for 

reliability of the test. The difference in scores is presented in Table 3.14. Paired 

samples t-tests revealed these differences were not significant for participants in Key 

Stages 2 (p = .721, d = .38), 3 (p = .658, d = .26) or 4 (p = .257, d = .70) although the 

effect size for the Key Stage 4 group was large. Therefore, the (non-significant) 

increase in score from test to re-test may be attributed to a practice effect and shows 

the need for a baseline period to control for change due to practice when using these 

tests for an intervention study.  

 

Table 3.14: Test to Re-test Score and Change Data and Correlation Between 
These. 
Key 
Stage 

No. Of 
Participants 

Test 1 
Mean (SD) 

Re-test 
Mean (SD) 

Change Score 
Mean (SD) 

Correlation 
Test-Retest (r) 

2 3 31.33  
(12.66) 

35.33 
(12.90) 

4.26 
(1.00) 

1.00 

3 7 40.29 
(11.09) 

37.29 
(13.54) 

-3.02 
(7.64) 

.81 

4 6 34.17 
(11.99) 

41.17 
(7.73) 

7.69 
(7.43) 

.76 

Overall 16 35.26 
(4.58) 

38.13 
(2.93) 

2.67 
(5.13) 

.81 

 
Figure 3.4 presents a scatterplot showing the scores of all participants across each 

Key Stage. This shows that although there are no significant test-retest differences for 

any of the Key Stage groups overall even though there was more variation within the 

Key Stage 2 and 3 groups than in the Key Stage 4 group and the direction of the 

difference was not uniform. 

 
Figure 3.4: Scatterplot Showing Test 1 and Re-test Scores for all participants in 
all Key Stages. 
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Overall, results show that the BISTs are reliable measures as test and re-test scores 

correlated significantly and there was no significant difference between these in any 

Key Stage group for all three BISTs.  

3.4.4 BIST Validity Testing 

Once the BISTs had been piloted and the final version confirmed, seven to 16 year 

old participants with severe DLD began the assessment process and their scores were 

used to explore the validity of the BISTs. The inclusion criteria and BIST scores of 

these children with DLD are reported and discussed in Chapter 4 as the purpose of 

this section of this chapter is to explore the validity of the BISTs. Participants 

completed a range of idiom skills assessments including the BIST and a battery of 

standardised assessment idiom skills subtests relevant to their age (See Table 3.15 

below).  

 

Table 3.15: List of Standardised Idiom Skill and Bespoke Idiom Skill Test (BIST) 
Subtests used to Test Each Component of Idiom Skills for Children of Different 
Ages. 

Component 
of Idiom Skill 

Standardised Idiom Skills Subtests BIST Subtests 

Idiom 
Identification 

None. Identification 
subtest. All ages. 
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Idiom 
Interpretation  

Assessment of Comprehension and 
Expression (ACE) Nonliteral comprehension 
subtest. Age 7-8;11. 

Interpretation 
subtest. All ages. 

Clinical Evaluation of Language 
Fundamentals Edition 5 (CELF-5) figurative 
language subtest. Age 8+. 

Test of Word Knowledge (TOWK) Figurative 
Usage subtest. Age 8+. 

Idiom 
Explanation  

CELF-5 open-ended section of the Figurative 
Language subtest. Age 8+. 

Explanation 
Subtest. All ages. 

Fullerton Language Test for Adolescents 
(FLTA) idiom subtest  (Thorum, 1986). Age 
11+. 

Idiom Use None. Use subtest.  
All ages. 

 
 

  

Validity assessments were carried out in order to ensure that the BISTs provide 

accurate information that can be applied to help support the idiom skill learning of 

young people with DLD. This involved testing for correlations between scores 

achieved by the same group of participants on the BIST tests and raw scores from 

standardised idiom skill assessments.   

 

3.4.4.1 Tests for Normality 

All data were checked for normality using Shapiro-Wilk testing. For the Key Stage 2 

score sets, all sets were normally distributed apart from the BIST Use, TOWK and 

CELF-5 subtests. For the Key Stage 3 score sets, all sets were normally distributed 

apart from the BIST Use, CELF-5 Comprehension and FLTA subtests. For the Key 

Stage 4 score sets, all sets were normally distributed apart from the BIST 

Interpretation and FLTA subtests. The lack of normal distribution found across all of 

these score sets from Key Stage 2 and 3 participants and for the FLTA score set for 

Key Stage 4 participants can be attributed to floor effects. However, for the Key Stage 

4 participants, the lack of normal distribution found for the BIST interpretation score 

set, was because a bimodal distribution was found with a large proportion of 

participants (36.8%) scoring between 50 and 60% and another large proportion (42%) 

scoring between 80 and 100%. This means that parametric correlation analyses would 

not provide valid correlation results for all of these subtests so non-parametric 

Spearman Correlation testing was used to find the strength and significance of 
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correlations between scores across subtests. The distribution of this score set was 

also considered for subsequent analyses as part of Chapters 4 and 5. 

 

3.4.4.2 Concurrent Validity 

Concurrent validity was examined by investigating the correlations between 

standardised and bespoke tests of idiom interpretation and explanation across each 

individual Key Stage. Although conducting correlations within Key Stages means 

findings have less power, it reflects relationships between score sets without the 

influence of changes in testing as children grow older. This is especially relevant 

because the BIST assessments were differentiated across Key Stages. The ACE non-

literal comprehension, CELF-5 figurative language interpretation and explanation, 

TOWK figurative usage, FLTA idiom and BIST interpretation and explanation subtests 

were the tests included in these analyses. Table 3.16 contains the correlations 

between raw scores achieved by participants with DLD on standardised and BIST 

subtests.  

 

 

Table 3.16: Spearman’s Correlations Between Participants’ Raw Scores on 
Standardised Test Subtests of Idiom Skill Components and Corresponding BIST 
subtests.  

 Correlation  

 Key Stage 2 Key Stage 3 Key Stage 4 

ACE Non-literal Comprehension 
Subtest (Idiom Interpretation) and 
BIST Idiom Interpretation Subtest 

.594 
(p = .299) 

  

TOWK Figurative Usage Subtest 
(Idiom interpretation score)  
and BIST Idiom Interpretation 
Subtest 

.628 
(p = .299) 

.222 
(p = .492) 

.033 
(p = .894) 

CELF-5 Idiom Figurative Language 
Subtest (Interpretation Score)   
and BIST Idiom Interpretation 
Subtest 

.312 
(p = .673) 

.077 
(p = .686) 

.269 
(p = .492) 

CELF-5 Idiom Figurative Language 
Subtest (Explanation Score)  
and BIST Idiom Explanation Subtest 

.690* 
(p = .299) 

.125 
(p = .740) 

.084 
(p = .866) 

FLTA Idiom Subtest (Explanation 
score) and BIST Idiom Explanation 
Subtest 

 .038 
(p = .894) 

.292 
(p = .492) 

*Significant before FDR correction.  
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No correlations between raw scores on standardised versus raw scores on 

corresponding BIST subtests were significant after the FDR Correction was applied. 

This is not too surprising as great variation of assessment design exists across 

standardised assessments (as explained in Chapter 2 Section 2.6). This suggests that 

the concurrent validity of the BIST subtests is weak but some reasons for this can be 

suggested. One reason for this might be because the BIST and standardised idiom 

skills tests were designed for different purposes and may therefore yield different 

distributions of performance. The BIST tests were designed to measure response to 

intervention and therefore a fairly normal distribution of scores for children with 

impaired skills in this area (e.g. children with DLD) is desirable and a ceiling effect is 

expected for children who do not have impaired skills in this area (e.g. TD children). 

The standardised tests however were designed to identify children with difficulties and 

therefore a normal distribution of scores for children with TD is desirable and lower 

scores are expected for children who have impaired skills in these areas (e.g. children 

with DLD). In addition, as explained in Chapter 2, all standardised idiom skill tests are 

different; they use different idiom items and tasks, different idiom skills are tested and 

idioms are presented across different presentation conditions. Although some idiom 

interpretation subtests use multiple-choice tasks, the amount of support varies 

between tests: the ACE and CELF-5 tasks provide supportive context and the ACE 

provides visual support whereas the BIST tests present only half of the idiom items 

alongside supportive context and does not provide visual support. Furthermore, the 

TOWK and CELF-5 multiple-choice items contain a combination of figurative and 

literal interpretations as part of their multiple-choice options but the BIST tests present 

the same choices each time; one correct idiomatic response, one plausible figurative 

response, one literal response and an ‘I don’t know’ response. Similarly, although the 

CELF-5, FLTA and BIST idiom explanation subtests involved participants answering 

open-ended questions, they vary in terms of the amount of context provided: the 

CELF-5 presents all items with supportive context, the FLTA presents all items in 

isolation and the BIST tests present half of the items with supportive context and half 

in isolation. Additionally, no standardised assessment manual has detailed the 

sourcing or relevance of idiom items to the target group of children or the consideration 

of idiom difficulty when selecting test items. For example, no test presents a list of 

idiom items alongside their source and idiom difficulty ratings. This could impact on 

children’s exposure to or familiarity with idioms and also their performance on 
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particular test items or sections. Finally, the TOWK, CELF-5 and FLTA test scoring 

procedures have discontinue rules which means that not all children had the 

opportunity to attempt all test items and as a result may have achieved a lower score. 

This is particularly relevant as score sets were not normally distributed for the TOWK 

in Key Stage 2 participants, the CELF-5 in Key Stage 2 and 3 participants and the 

FLTA in Key Stage 3 and 4 participants. If they had completed all items then it may be 

that they would have scored higher and their scores may have correlated with the 

BIST subtest scores. 

 

As we know that idiom assessment design and presentation condition are likely to 

impact on performance on testing (see Chapter 2), it is not surprising that participants’ 

scores do not correlate across tests of the same idiom skill and that current study 

results do not suggest that BISTs achieve sufficient concurrent validity. However, 

given that the BISTs have been designed with careful consideration of the four 

features believed to influence performance on idiom skills tests (relevance of idiom 

items to subjects, idiom difficulty ratings, assessment task and presentation condition, 

see Chapter 2) of idiom skill tests that are likely to impact on performance, the BISTs 

are to be considered as having sufficient construct, content and face validity. Overall, 

the BISTs can be considered as valid measures of idiom skills that aim to be sensitive 

to changes with intervention in children with DLD. 

 

3.5 Summary 

The aim of this chapter was to detail the development of a test to evaluate idiom skills 

in children aged seven to 16 years old. An assessment for this purpose that 

encompasses the following assessment features was designed; use of idioms relevant 

to subject age and locality, assesses all four idiom skill components, balances idiom 

difficulty across subtests and tests idioms presented both with and without supportive 

context. Banks of 50 idioms relevant to children aged seven to 11, 12 to 14 and 15 to 

16 were used in this comprehensive idiom skills assessment design template. The 

assessments were piloted and aspects of these were tested for validity and reliability. 

The BIST will be used as a key outcome measure for the remainder of this thesis, in 

particular for measuring changes in idiom skills in response to idiom skills intervention 

as described in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 4 
Getting the Ducks in a Row: 

Assessment Results 
 

4.1  Introduction and Research Questions 
Research into the idiom skills of children with Developmental Language Disorder 

(DLD) and typical development (TD) has been limited with a small number of low 

power studies. As reported in Chapter 2, previous studies have shown that idiom skill 

components develop gradually from age five and this continues throughout 

adolescence. Idiom skill components develop in the following sequence: idiom 

identification, interpretation, explanation then use. Finally, these idiom skill 

components have been shown to be related to children’s profile language, pragmatic 

and cognitive skills including receptive and expressive language, receptive and 

expressive vocabulary, memory, reading comprehension, Theory of Mind (ToM) and 

non-verbal IQ. This chapter will focus on exploring performance of TD children and 

children with DLD on a comprehensive test of idiom skills. Previous studies have 

shown that children with DLD tend to perform significantly worse on tests of idiom skill 

components than TD children. Some evidence suggests that this disparity may be 

related to weaknesses in related profile skills. Findings of research investigating 

scores on assessments of idiom skill components and how these are related to 

underlying profile skills can be used to support or refute theories around how children 

learn idiom skills. Current study results will be considered alongside previous study 

findings. 

 

4.1.1 Exploring Application of Idiom Skills Learning Theories 

Three theoretical frameworks used in the literature to provide an account of idiom skill 

learning were introduced in Chapter 1. These are the Vocabulary Theory, which 

predicts that one must learn each idiom’s fixed meaning like a piece of vocabulary 

(Morgan, 1979; Swinney et al., 1979); the Context Theory, which predicts that one 

must use context to identify and interpret idioms (Clark, 1979; Winner, 1979; Clark and 

Schunk, 1980); and the Global Elaboration Theory, which predicts that children rely 

on a range of skills (including both vocabulary and context skills) to identify and 

interpret idioms when they are presented either in isolation or alongside supportive 

context (Gardner et al, 1978; Reynolds and Ortony, 1980; Levorato and Cacciari, 
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1995; Bohrn et al, 2012). The above rationales for each theory have been supported 

by evidence from various studies. Evidence to support and refute each theory is 

discussed in more detail below.  

 

Research studies investigating skills related to idiom skill components are useful for 

supporting or rejecting these theories around how children learn idiom skill 

components. For example, any research that indicates a relationship between 

vocabulary and idiom skill components would support the Vocabulary Theory and any 

research that suggests relationships exist between scores on tests of idiom skill 

components and tests of skills that require attention to context such as ToM, inference 

or reading comprehension would support the Context Theory. Finally, research 

showing that multiple profile skill measures (such as vocabulary and ToM) correlate 

with measures of idiom skill components would support the Global Elaboration Theory. 

Such evidence would be useful, as education professionals could use this information 

to identify children who are likely to have weak idiom skills (in advance of assessing 

them or providing therapy) and make more informed decisions around which 

intervention methods could be used to support these children. Such findings may also 

indicate which idiom skill component to assess or teach first or last. 

 

Research investigating factors that effect performance across tests of separate idiom 

skill components and their relationship with profile skills could also be useful when 

designing assessments and intervention methods. Key data that can be used to 

explore possible effects on performance include idiom difficulty (decomposability, 

familiarity and syntax) and presentation condition (isolation or alongside context). A 

summary of the predictions for each theory is presented in Table 4.1 but these 

predictions must be considered in combination rather than separately. For example, 

the Vocabulary Theory would predict that children will achieve higher scores for idiom 

items that are frozen than flexible and idioms that are more familiar than novel. This is 

because frozen idioms do not change syntactic form across contexts and therefore 

are more like a semantic unit rather than a syntactic structure that changes across 

tense and voice for example. Furthermore, as previous studies have shown that 

children are better able to comprehend and retrieve vocabulary that is more familiar to 

them, we would also expect children to achieve higher scores for idioms that have 

been rated as high rather than low familiarity (Bannard and Matthews, 2008; Mehrpour 
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and Rahimi, 2010). In addition, the Context Theory predicts that children will achieve 

higher scores on idiom items presented alongside context rather than in isolation and 

for idioms rated as decomposable rather than non-decomposable. This is because 

decomposable idioms contain words related to their literal meaning and therefore 

context can be used to infer what they mean. However, it must be noted that these 

findings are not mutually exclusive so can co-occur. Therefore, some studies may 

report several of these findings at once and could be argued to support or refute more 

than one theory. Although research findings related to performance on testing can be 

used to test theories around idiom skills learning, it is vital that factors that may 

influence performance and results of research studies are carefully considered before 

stating support of a theory and that research is continued to gather more robust 

evidence.  

 

Table 4.1: Summary of the Predictions of Each Idiom Skill Learning Theory. 

Theory Decomposability Familiarity Syntax Presentation 
Condition 

Related 
Skills 

Vocabulary NA High> low Frozen> 
Flexible 

NA Vocabulary 

Context Decomposable>  
Non-
decomposable 

NA NA Context> 
Isolation 

ToM, 
Reading 
Compre-
hension, 
Inferencing 

Global 
Elaboration 

N/A N/A N/A N/A Combination 
of language, 
pragmatic 
and 
cognitive 
skills 

Key: > :higher scores obtained for idioms of one difficulty rating category than another 
       NA indicates it is not possible to extrapolate a prediction related to this variable. 
 

An examination of previous study designs and findings can be used to suggest key 

factors to test in order to yield results to distinguish between theories. These include 

investigating profile skills related to idiom skill components, comparing idiom skills 

performance when idioms are presented in isolation versus alongside context and 

comparing performance when idiom items have different difficulty ratings 

(decomposability, familiarity and syntax). Table 4.2 presents findings of previous 

research studies investigating performance on tests of idiom skill components and 
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relationships between these and performance on tests of profile skills and identifies 

which theory these would support. The table is followed by some discussion of the 

results and implications of these on the support for particular idiom skills learning 

theories. 
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Table 4.2: Previous Research Study Findings and Learning Theory These Support. 
 

Research Study Difficulty Ratings  
(no studies looked at syntax) 

Presentation 
Condition 

Related Profile Skills Theory/theories 
supported by 
this evidence Familiarity Decomposability 

Cain et al, 2005 High familiarity > low 
familiarity (novel) 
 

Difference not 
investigated 

Isolation > Context Age, ToM & expressive language Vocabulary & 
Global Elab. 

Cain et al, 2009 Difference not 
investigated 
 

Decomposable > 
Non-decomposable 

Context > Isolation Not investigated Vocabulary & 
Context 

Whyte et al, 2013 High familiarity > low 
familiarity 
 

Non-decomposable> 
Decomposable 

All idioms presented 
in context 

ASD and TD groups: Vocabulary 
& syntax. ASD group: ToM. 

All three 
theories 

Norbury, 2004 Only low familiarity 
idioms used 

Non-decomposable> 
Decomposable 

Context > Isolation 
 

Sentence processing, Receptive 
language 

Context & 
Vocabulary 

Qualls et al, 2003 High familiarity > low 
familiarity 
 

Idiom decomposability 
not investigated 

Context > Isolation Reading Comprehension, 
Receptive Language 

Vocabulary & 
Context 

Nippold and 
Duthie, 2003 

Only high familiarity 
idioms used 
 

Non-decomposable> 
Decomposable 

All idioms presented 
in context 

Not investigated Vocabulary 

Le Sourn Bissaoui 
et al, 2012 

Only low familiarity 
idioms used 

Decomposable > Non-
decomposable 

Difference not 
investigated 

Combination of Expressive 
Language, Vocabulary &ToM 

All three 
theories 

Le Sourn Bissaoui, 
2008 

Only low familiarity 
idioms used 
 

Decomposable > Non-
decomposable 

All idioms presented 
in context 

Age, ToM, Expressive language. Context & 
Global Elab. 

Burke Williams & 
Abrahamsen, 2004 

Familiarity not 
investigated 
 

Non-decomposable> 
Decomposable 

All idioms presented 
in context 

Not investigated Vocabulary 

Qualls et al, 2004 No difference in high 
and low familiarity 
 

Idiom decomposability 
not considered 

All idioms presented 
in context 

Reading ability Context  

Le Sourn Bissaoui 
et al, 2013 

Only high familiarity 
idioms used 
 

Only non-
decomposable idioms  

All idioms presented 
in context 

Expressive language &ToM Context & 
Global Elab. 

Key: > :higher scores were obtained for idioms of one difficulty rating category than another.  Bold Cells: effect of idiom type or presentation condition 
significant. Grey Cells: Only one idiom type or presentation condition was used (and therefore it was not possible to compare effects of each). 
Dotted underline: Evidence to support Vocabulary Theory. Dashed underline: Evidence to support Context Theory. Zigzag underline: Evidence to 
Support Global Elaboration Theory. 
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As can be seen in Table 4.2, idiom skills assessment studies with different designs have 

yielded different results that could be used to support all three idiom skills learning 

theories, and in some cases findings support more than one theory. Therefore, it is not 

clear which theory is best supported. The strength of evidence is discussed below with 

examples and consideration of the quality of the studies. For example, Cain et al (2005) 

compared performance on idiom explanation tests when familiar and novel idioms rated 

as decomposable and non-decomposable were presented in isolation and alongside 

context. This study showed that higher scores were achieved when idioms were 

presented in isolation and when idioms were more familiar and decomposable. As the 

presence of context was not shown to positively affect performance on testing and higher 

scores were achieved when idioms were familiar rather than novel, findings of this study 

support the Vocabulary Theory. However, findings also showed that performance was 

related to ToM and expressive language, which supports the Global Elaboration Theory. 

Similarly, Qualls et al (2003) compared performance on idiom interpretation tests when 

idioms rated as high and low familiarity were presented in both isolation and alongside 

context and then the relationships between idiom interpretation and receptive language 

and reading comprehension were investigated. Higher scores were achieved when 

idioms were presented in context rather than isolation, which supports the Context 

Theory. Higher scores were also noted when idioms were more familiar to participants, 

which supports the Vocabulary Theory. However, idiom interpretation was related to both 

receptive language and reading comprehension when idioms were presented alongside 

context but not in isolation, which supports the Global Elaboration Theory. The differing 

results of all of the above studies and hence the fact that they appear to support different, 

multiple theories is likely due to differences in the aforementioned factors that can 

influence performance on tests of idiom skills; the specific idiom skills component tested, 

test presentation condition (isolation versus alongside context) and idiom difficulty ratings 

(decomposability, familiarity and syntax). It must however be noted that although the 

quality of both of the studies discussed above was high, the first had more rigorous 

inclusion criteria and purposefully included children from a wider range of cultural and 

socio-economic status groups. Therefore, the findings of the first study may be 

considered more generalisable.  

 

As was noted in Chapter 3, although some factors related to study and assessment 

design have been noted to affect participant performance, some studies with identical 
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controlling for assessment difficulty type (familiarity and decomoposability) and 

presentation condition aswell as having similar assessment designs have also produced 

results that support different idiom skills learning theories. For example, the study by 

Cain et al (2005) involving seven to 12 year-olds completing an idiom explanation skill 

assessment, that included idioms with different familiarity and decomposability ratings 

presented in isolation and alongside context, produced findings supporting the 

Vocabulary and Global Elaboration Theories. In contrast, a later study by Cain et al 

(2009) involving nine year olds that used the same assessment idioms (balanced for 

idiom difficulty across the two presentation conditions) design factors but to assess idiom 

interpretation, showed that participants scored higher when idioms were presented 

alongside context rather than in isolation, supporting the Context Theory. The idiom items 

and scenarios were the same but the first study asked participants to explain the meaning 

of the idiom presented and the second asked participants to identify the meaning of the 

idiom from a choice of four. Conclusions of these two studies are not the same. The key 

differences across these two studies were the age of participants, the idiom skill 

component being measured (interpretation or explanation) and the factors which were 

controlled for. Age may have an impact on how children demonstrate idiom skills, as age 

is related to exposure and therefore familiarity with idiom items and also because related 

language, pragmatic and cognitive skills are likely to develop as children grow older, 

providing more support to aid idiom skills. The idiom skill component being measured 

and skills related to this are highly likely to affect performance and thus the idiom skill 

learning theory supported. For example, it is probable that vocabulary and the ability to 

use context are related to idiom interpretation skills and this is why children might achieve 

higher scores on idiom interpretation tests when idioms are presented in context (rather 

than in isolation) but the same may not be found when idiom explanation skills are tested. 

This highlights the importance of researchers investigating idiom skill learning theories 

assessing across all four idiom skill components.  

 

Idiom skills learning theories will be further investigated as part of the current study. This 

will be achieved by testing idiom skills using the BISTs, which contains idiom item rated 

for idiom difficulty (decomposability, familiarity and syntax) and an even split of items 

presented in isolation versus alongside context within each subtest in groups of 

participants aged seven to 16 with typical language development and DLD. Correlations 

will be carried out using BIST scores and scores on tests of language, pragmatic and 
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cognitive skills to investigate relationships between these skills and idiom skills. Results 

will be used to gather more evidence around factors that are related to idiom skills 

learning and performance on testing of idiom skill components. The reasons for any 

differences in performance on idiom skill components in each of the participant groups 

(TD and DLD) will be unpicked by investigating whether idiom difficulty or presentation 

condition have the same effect on performance on tests of idiom skill components in 

each participant group. Any language, pragmatic or cognitive skills related to idiom skills 

in each participant group or age group could also be used to identify skills related to idiom 

skill components and age ranges. The extent to which the findings support theories will 

be considered. There is reason to expect differences between the two participant groups 

with respect to profile skills related to idiom skill components. As explained in Chapter 1, 

previous studies have shown that the following skills are related to idiom skill components 

in children with DLD but not TD children: ToM (Whyte et al., 2013), narrative skills 

(Grunwell and Kerbel, 1998), inference skills (Levorato and Cacciari, 2013; Le Sourn-

Bissaoui et al., 2012) and working memory (Whyte et al., 2013). Correspondingly, 

previous studies have shown that the following skills are related to idiom skill components 

in TD children but not in children with DLD: receptive language and vocabulary skills 

(Rinaldi, 2000; Vance and Wells, 1994). Any theory identified in research may be relevant 

to one group but not the other due to differences in underlying profile skills. For example, 

TD children may have the skills and ability to learn idioms as semantic units but children 

with DLD may instead also rely on context to learn idioms. Similarly, if the current study 

indicates that ToM and inference skills are related to idiom skill components in the DLD 

group but not the TD group then this may suggest that the Context Theory is applicable 

to the DLD group but not the TD group.  

 

The current study could provide more evidence to suggest whether having language 

difficulties such as those experienced by children with DLD, has an impact on the 

learning of idiom skill components and performance on testing of these skills. It would be 

unusual for a theory to apply to one group but not another but investigating this could be 

informative. This could be used to inform education professionals of whether the learning 

of idiom skill components should be assessed in the same way and supported through 

the same intervention methods for children from different participant groups. For 

example, ToM may be a crucial underlying skill for learning idioms in the TD group but 

not in the DLD group and receptive vocabulary may be a vital underlying skill for learning 
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idioms in the DLD group but not in the TD group. Therefore, when designing intervention 

for children with DLD, we may be careful to consider their receptive language skills first. 

An investigation into each participant group could inform those designing assessment 

and intervention methods for children from each group. For example, whether idiom skill 

components are most effectively taught directly or with the support of another underlying 

profile skill such as receptive vocabulary or reading comprehension. 

 

4.1.2 Research Questions  

This chapter sets out to address the following key aim: To contribute to the current 

evidence around idiom skill components and total idiom skills in TD children and children 

with DLD. The Research Questions to address the key aim and hypotheses for each are 

given below: 

 

Research Question 1:  

Is there a difference in the total idiom skills and specific idiom skill components between 

TD children and children with DLD? 

Hypothesis: Previous study findings (Whyte et al., 2011; Stothard et al., 1998; Vance 

and Wells, 1994) suggest that there will be a difference in idiom skills between the two 

participant groups. 

 

Research Question 2: 

What are the patterns of performance across the idiom skill components in each of the 

participant groups (TD and DLD)?  

Hypothesis: Previous studies suggest that although children with DLD have weaker 

skills across all idiom skill components than TD children, the patterns of performance in 

these areas are not different (Grunwell and Kerbel, 1998; Norbury, 2004; Abrahamsen 

and Smith, 2000). Patterns of  performance on tests of idiom skill components are likely 

to be similar in both the TD and DLD groups despite the DLD group developing the skills 

at a slower rate, possibly because some related skills also develop slower in this group 

than the TD group and children with DLD are more likely to interpret idioms literally 

(Rinaldi, 2000; Mashal and Kasirer, 2011). 

 

Research Question 3: 
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What are the patterns of performance when idioms are presented in isolation versus 

alongside context in each participant group (TD and DLD) and is any effect of this the 

same for each group? 

Hypotheses: The Vocabulary Theory would predict that context will not affect 

performance, but the Context Theory would predict that context will affect performance. 

If relationships between multiple underlying skills and idiom skills are related then the 

Global Elaboration Theory is supported. Results can be used to evaluate which theory 

best accounts for the results within each participant group.  

Research Question 4: 

What are the differences in patterns of performance on testing of total idiom skills for 

idioms rated as decomposable versus non-decomposable, familiar versus unfamiliar and 

flexible versus frozen in each participant group (TD and DLD). 

Hypotheses: If results are in line with the Vocabulary Theory then higher scores will be 

achieved for test items involving idioms rated as highly familiar and/or frozen and there 

will be no difference between decomposable or non-decomposable idioms. If results are 

in line with the Context Theory then higher scores will be achieved on idioms rated as 

decomposable and idiom familiarity and syntax ratings will not influence test scores. 

Results for this Research Question cannot be used to suggest which results would be 

predicted if the Global Elaboration Theory was applied as this theory is built upon skills 

related to idiom skill components, not idiom difficulty. Results from each participant group 

can be used to find which theory aligns with best with each group. 

 

Research Question 5: 

What are the strengths of relationships between total idiom skills, Theory of Mind and 

language within in each participant group (TD and DLD)? 

Hypotheses: If findings show that both language and ToM skills correlate with total idiom 

skills then the Global Elaboration Theory will be supported. If only vocabulary correlates 

with idiom skills then the Vocabulary Theory is supported but if idiom skills correlate with 

skills related to the use of context such as ToM then the Context Theory is supported. 

 

Research Question 6: 

Which profile language, pragmatic and cognitive skills (if any) are related to total idiom 

skills in children with DLD? 
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Hypotheses: This builds on results of Research Question 5 for the DLD group only. If 

measures of vocabulary correlate with total idiom skills then the Vocabulary Theory is 

supported but if measures related to use of context such as ToM correlate with overall 

idiom skills and measures related to vocabulary alone do not then the Context Theory is 

supported. Finally, if findings (of Research Questions 5 and 6) show that a combination 

of language, pragmatic and/or cognitive skills will correlate with total idiom skills then 

results will support the Global Elaboration Theory. 

4.2 Method 

This study followed a combined between and within-participants design to compare the 

scores achieved on tests of idiom skill components by participants with typical and 

disordered language skills. Between participants analyses were used to investigate the 

differences between TD versus DLD children. Within participants analyses were then 

used to investigate patterns of performance on idiom skill components, idioms presented 

in isolation versus context and idioms with different ratings of idiom difficulty 

(decomposability, familiarity and syntax) within the TD and DLD groups. The relative 

abilities in these in each participant group are reported and then correlations involving 

more measures of underlying language, pragmatic and cognitive profile skills were 

conducted within the DLD group only. As the DLD group was involved in the intervention 

study (Chapter 5), a broader range of profile assessments were administered to this 

group.  

 

4.2.1 Participants 

Seventy-two TD children were recruited from mainstream schools in the South East of 

England: 24 children in each of the education Key Stages 2, 3 and 4 and included 

children in every year group within each Key Stage. None of these TD children had 

diagnoses related to language, cognitive or pragmatic skills such as dyslexia, autism or 

DLD, or received additional support to access the curriculum. Their appropriateness for 

inclusion was screened through collection of information from school staff and 

administration of the Recalling Sentences subtest taken from the standardised Clinical 

Evaluations of Language Fundamentals test-4 (CELF-4) (Wiig, Semel and Secord, 

2003). This was selected because it is a standardised assessment of sentence repetition 

which has been shown to provide a strong and reliable reflection of underlying language 

difficulties as this ability is frequently impaired in children with DLD (Everitt et al, 2013; 
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Klem et al., 2015). All TD participants had standard scores over 80 but if any did not 

(score at least a standard score of 80) then they would have been excluded.  Figure 4.1 

shows the process of recruitment that was employed with details of final numbers of TD 

participants recruited in each Key Stage. 

 
Figure 4.1: Flow Chart Outlining Recruitment and Inclusion of Typically 
Developing Participants 

 
 

Sixty-two participants with DLD were recruited from a single specialist school for children 

with severe DLD across three Key Stage groups; nine Key Stage 2, 33 Key Stage 3 and 

20 Key Stage 4 participants. These children completed the following language subtests 

from the CELF-4 assessment to provide a profile of their language abilities and to confirm 

their diagnosis of DLD; Recalling Sentences, Formulated Sentences, Word Classes and 

Understanding Spoken Paragraphs. As noted above, this range of CELF-4 subtests was 

not administered to the TD children. They also completed the receptive and expressive 

vocabulary assessments from the Test of Word Knowledge assessment (Wiig, H and 

Secord, 1991). These subtests were selected as they provide a comprehensive and 

standardised summary of children’s language skills and they can be administered to 

children across the age group of children recruited (age nine to 16), allowing for direct 

comparison of scores across Key Stages if required. Participants with a mean standard 

score across these six subtests of below 80 (1.5 standard deviations below mean) were 

included as this indicated that they had language difficulties. It was planned that any 

participants with average standard scores lower than 60 would be excluded as it would 
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be likely that they would have priorities other than idiom skill development, but no 

exclusions for this reason were made. Figure 4.2 shows the process of recruitment with 

details of final numbers of participants recruited. Fifty-eight children with DLD participated 

in the study. 

 

Figure 4.2: Flow Chart Outlining Recruitment, Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria for 
Participants with Developmental Language Disorder. 

 
 

Table 4.3 shows key participant details across the TD and DLD groups for each individual 

Key Stage and overall. The number of participants within the TD group was balanced 

across Key Stage groups and included children from the full age range for each Key 

Stage. The number of children within each Key Stage varied in the DLD group with a 

relatively small number of participants in the Key Stage 2 group (n = 9) and a relatively 

high number of participants in the Key Stage 3 group (n = 30). This difference in numbers 

is proportionate to the numbers on the school roll. For example, only 12 children attended 

the school within the Key Stage 2 age group versus 51 within the Key Stage 3 age group. 

In addition, not all participants were suitable for inclusion in this research due to reasons 

such as having other assessment or intervention priorities or a lack of consent to 

participate in the study. Similarly, the range in age of participants in Key Stage groups 

within the DLD diagnostic group was not as wide as it could be. Differences in age, 

Recalling Sentences and ToM scores are also presented in Table 4.3. These figures 
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show that the groups do differ with regards to language and ToM abilities, with the TD 

children scoring higher than the children with DLD. Due to the recruitment and inclusion 

criteria used, we would expect the DLD group to score lower than the TD group on 

language testing but it is interesting to see that the same is true for ToM testing. Despite 

some effect sizes being moderate, there was no significant difference in the age of 

children in the DLD versus TD groups within each Key Stage and overall (Key Stages 

combined). Note also that in most cases, the participants with DLD are older on average 

so age cannot account for any differences when the DLD group score lower.  

 
Table 4.3: Key Participant Details and the Significance of Difference in these 
Across Participant Groups as Shown in the Final “Difference” Column.  

Key 
Stage Key Details TD DLD 

Difference  
(p, d) 

2 

 
 

No. Participants 24 9  

Mean Age (SD months) 
Range  

9;8 (15.04) 
7;5 - 11;10  

10;3 (5.36) 
9;8 - 10;10  

p = .13 
d = .55 

Mean Recalling Sentences 
Standard Score (SD) 
Range  

106.88(13.42)
80-135  

63.89 (10.24) 
55-80  

 
p < .001  
d = .3.50 

Mean ToM Score (%)(SD) 
Range  

85 (13) 
0-50  

27.96 (22.18) 
50.0-91.67  

p < .001 
d = 3.70 

3 
 

 
 

 

No. Participants 24 30  

Mean Age (SD months) 
Range  

12;7 (13.88) 
10;10-14.5  

12;10 (8.71) 
11;2-13;10  

p = .16 
d = .27 

Mean Recalling Sentences 
Standard Score (SD) 
Range  

110 (11.70) 
90-135  

62.5 (9.54) 
55-85  

 
p < .001  
d = 4.59 

Mean ToM Score (%)(SD) 
Range  

79.86 (8.33)   
0-75 

36.5 (32.03) 
58.33-91.67  

p < .001 
d = 1.80 

4 
 
 
 

 
 

No. Participants 24 19  

Mean Age (SD months) 
Range  

15;3 (9.85) 
13;11-16;10  

14;11 (5.0) 
14;5-15;10  

p = .10 
d = .51 

Mean Recalling Sentences 
Standard Score (SD) 
Range  

 
106.67 (8.3) 
90-120 

 
60.00 (8.66) 
50-80  

 
p < .001 
d = 2.51 

Mean ToM Score (%) (SD) 
Range  

90.28 (7.23) 
0-75  

61.05 (22.55) 
83.33-100  

p < .001 
d = 3.73 

All 
 
 

 

No. Participants 72 58  

Mean Age (SD months) 
Range  

12;6 (30.78) 
7;5-16;10  

13;0 (20.74) 
9;8 -15;10  

p = .60 
d = .23 

Mean Recalling Sentences 
Standard Score (SD) 
Range 

 
107.85 (11.28) 
80-135  

 
61.90 (9.31) 
55-85  

 
p < .001 
d = 4.43 

Mean ToM Score (%)(SD) 
Range  

80.32 (14.42) 
0-75  

39.89 (25.71) 
50-100  

p < .001 
d = 2.01 
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4.2.2 Measures 

All participants completed the following three assessments: The Bespoke Idiom Skill Test 

(BIST) (See Chapter 3), the recalling sentences subtest from the CELF-4 (Wiig, Semel 

and Secord, 2003) (also used to identify suitable participants) and the Strange Stories 

ToM assessment (Happe, 1994). As described in Chapter 3, the BIST assessments were 

designed for the purpose of this study as they assess all four components of idiom skills 

(idiom identification, interpretation, explanation and use), when idioms are presented 

both in isolation and alongside supportive context and consist of differentiated tests for 

children across the three educational Key Stage age groups (Key Stage 2 (age seven-

11), Key Stage 3 (age 11-14) and Key Stage 4 (age 14-16)). As explained in Chapter 1 

(section 1.5), ToM skills have been shown to relate to idiom interpretation and 

explanation in both TD and DLD populations. To investigate this further, the Strange 

Stories ToM assessment was selected as it was designed to test real-life ToM skills by 

asking participants to interpret the intentions and perspectives of characters presented 

in short real-life story scenarios without visual support and it has been used in previous 

studies in the field (Dennis, Lazenby and Lockyer, 2001; Whyte, Nelson and Scherf, 

2013). This is important as it means that findings can be compared to those of previous 

studies. Participants with DLD completed the above assessments and also further testing 

of their idiom, language, cognitive and pragmatic skills. Although previous studies have 

used multiple measures for scores on tests tapping similar skills then combined these 

scores by using composite or z-scores (Norbury, 2004), single subtests (that produced 

single raw scores) were selected to measure each skill investigated as part of this study. 

This was decided as each subtest was designed to provide a valuable and balanced 

contribution separately. 

 

All assessments were administered by the author, SLTs and or speech and language 

therapy students in a one to one situation in a familiar, quiet space at the participant’s 

school or at their home as preferred by their parents. No assessment session lasted 

longer than one hour. For the children with DLD, the standardised language assessment 

subtests were administered by SLTs who worked at the specialist school for children with 

DLD and the ToM and the standardised and bespoke idiom skill component tests were 

administered and scored by four SLT students who were trained in testing procedures. 

These students were unfamiliar to the participating children from both groups (TD and 
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DLD). The details of the tests administered to TD children and children with DLD are 

given in Table 4.4. 

 

Table 4.4: Components of Skill Profile Test Battery Administered to Participants. 
 

Participant 
Group 

Skill Assessment Component and Source 

TD and DLD Idiom Skills Bespoke Idiom Skills Tests (BISTs)  

TD and DLD Recalling 
Sentences 

Clinical Evaluation of Language 
Fundamentals-4th Edition (CELF-4) (Wiig, 
Semel and Secord, 2003) Recalling Sentences 
Subtest 

TD and DLD ToM Strange stories Test (Happe, 1994). 

DLD Receptive 
Language 

CELF-4 Word Classes Receptive Subtest  

DLD Expressive 
Language 

CELF-4 Formulated sentences  

DLD Receptive 
Vocabulary 

Test of Word Knowledge (TOWK) (Wiig and 
Secord, 1991) Receptive Vocabulary Subtest 

DLD Expressive 
Vocabulary 

TOWK Expressive Vocabulary subtest. 

DLD Reading 
Comprehension 

Wide Range Achievement Test (WRAT) 
(Wilkinson and Robertson, 2006) 

DLD Non-verbal 
Intelligence 
Quotient (IQ) 

Wide Range Intelligence Test (WRIT) Matrices 
Subtest (Sheslow et al., 2000). 

 

The additional tests conducted on children with DLD were selected based on previous 

evidence of the relationships of the skills tested with idiom skill components (See chapter 

1 section 6) and because they offer a range of subtest scores that are comparable to 

each other as they were standardised on the same age range. CELF-4 subtests were 

selected because they provided a standard score for participants across the full 

participant age range (nine to sixteen) so that the same full set of scores could be 

compared across participants and participant age groups. For example, the Word 

Classes receptive subtest was selected as a receptive language measure because it can 

be used to provide standardised scores for children aged nine to 16 years old whereas 

other subtests that contribute to the CELF-4 Receptive Language index score can only 

be administered to children within certain age restrictions (e.g. the Concepts and 

Following Directions subtest can be used to assess children up to the age of 12 only. 

The Test of Word Knowledge (TOWK) was chosen because it offers tests of both 

receptive and expressive vocabulary that are comparable as they were standardised on 



 

112 
 

the same population sample which covered the age range required for this study. It is 

important in the context of this study that score sets for expressive and receptive 

vocabulary can be compared directly as previous studies have found relationships 

between idiom interpretation and explanation skills and receptive vocabulary but not 

expressive vocabulary and choosing two subtests from the same test can eliminate 

factors such as the assessment standardisation population sample from influencing 

scores. All skill profile assessments were standardised with the exception of the ToM 

measure, which was selected due to its appropriacy for the participant age range and its 

use in previous relevant studies (Whyte et al. 2013; White et al. 2009; Dennis et al. 2001). 

Therefore, for all tests (apart from the BIST tests), all participants were tested on the 

same items and hence the raw scores are comparable. The total score for the BISTs was 

used as a measure of total idiom skills. However, because the items varied between age 

groups, the raw scores across Key Stages are not comparable. 

 

To reduce the amount of time that participants with DLD would be withdrawn from 

lessons and to overcome test-retest validity issues, scores from any standardised 

assessment subtests that had been completed in the 12 months preceding the start of 

the study were used and not repeated. The language, ToM, IQ and reading assessments 

were carried out first followed by the Bespoke Idiom Skill Tests (BISTs) second, and no 

testing exceeded two hours in total. 

 

4.2.2.1 Reliability of Informal Measures 

A randomly selected 80% of all Strange Stories and BIST score forms were subject to 

inter-rater reliability checking because they are not standardised tests. The reliability of 

scoring for the BISTs is reported in Chapter 3. All original responses for the Strange 

Stories test were recorded by an original rater then re-scored by a blind second-rater. 

Items that were scored the same by both raters received that score. This occurred for 

98% of the test items overall. Any items for which there was disagreement between 

original and second raters were re-rated by third-rater. Any items that received the same 

score by two out of the three raters received the score category of the majority. However, 

the remaining items that did not reach an agreement between a minimum of two out of 

three raters remained with original author’s scoring and this item was logged as a 

disagreement overall. A Cohen’s k analysis was run to determine the level of agreement 
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between raters for the Strange Stories testing scoring. There was a strong difference 

from chance agreement between the three raters overall (k = .95). 

4.3 Results 

Results for each Research Question are given in sequence below. Given the increased 

chance of finding spurious significant results with a high number of multiple comparisons, 

analyses were restricted to those required to answer the specific Research Questions 

posed and a False Discovery Rate (FDR; Benjamini and Hochber, 1996) calculation was 

used. All p-values reported within this chapter have been corrected by the FDR 

calculation (q = .05). The first Research Question investigates any differences in 

performance in each idiom skill component in TD versus DLD participants within each 

Key Stage using between participants analyses. Due to results for the first Research 

Question (reported below) showing that there are significant differences between TD and 

DLD groups for all Key Stages, differences between participant (TD and DLD) groups 

were not investigated as part of subsequent Research Questions. Research Questions 

2 to 6 therefore use within participants analyses to investigate the patterns of 

performance within each participant group with all Key Stages combined. Another reason 

to conduct analyses in this way was to reduce the chances of finding spurious significant 

results if more comparisons were made within each of the Key Stage groups and to 

increase the group sizes, which increases power, as Key Stage groups were combined. 

 

4.3.1 Data Sets 

4.3.1.1 Tests of Normality 

Before conducting analyses to tackle Research Questions, the data sets were tested for 

normality to decide whether to carry out parametric or non-parametric analyses. As data 

sets were small, Shapiro-Wilk tests of normality were used. When one or both of the 

score sets being compared were not normally distributed, non-parametric tests were 

used. 

 

4.3.2 Research Question 1: Is There a Difference in the Total Idiom Skills and Idiom 

Skill Components of TD Children and Children with DLD?  
 

Between participant group (TD versus DLD) analyses using parametric independent 

samples t-tests or non-parametric Mann-Whitney tests were conducted for each Key 

Stage group separately. Scores across Key Stages couldn’t be combined as the BIST 
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tests were different for each Key Stage and the two groups (TD and DLD Key Stage 2, 

3 and 4 groups) had different numbers of children in each Key Stage. The scores for TD 

and DLD groups for measures of total idiom skills are presented in Figure 4.3. 

Figure 4.3: Total Idiom Skills Score Sets across DLD and TD Groups. 

 

Visual inspection of the boxplot in Figure 4.3 indicates a difference in total idiom skills 

between the two participant groups across all three Key Stages. The range of scores in 

the DLD group is also much larger than for the TD group, showing wider variation in 

performance in the DLD group. For each Key Stage; there was a large and statistically 

significant difference between the two groups (TD and DLD); Key Stage 2: t(9,30) = 6.67, 

p < .001, d = 3.70; Key Stage 3: t(42,54) = 8.04, p < .001, d = 2.08; Key Stage 4: U = 

44.00, p < .001, d = 2.05. This shows that the DLD group have significantly weaker total 

idiom skills than the TD group in all three Key stages. 
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Figure 4.4: Idiom Identification, Interpretation, Explanation and Use Score Sets 
across DLD and TD Groups.  

 

Idiom Identification Idiom Interpretation 

 
 

Idiom Explanation Idiom Use 

  

The scores for TD and DLD groups for measures of each of the idiom skill components 

are presented in Figure 4.4. There was a statistically significant difference in scores 

between the TD and DLD groups across all three Key Stages for all idiom skill subtests 

and all of these differences were moderate or large;  

Idiom identification  

 Key Stage 2: U = 23.50, p < .001, d = 2.71  

 Key Stage 3: U = 82.50, p < .001, d = 1.60  

 Key Stage 4: U = 22.00, p < .001, d =  2.24 

Idiom interpretation 

 Key Stage 2: U = 5.0, p < .001, d = 3.08 
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 Key Stage 3: U = 90.0, p < .001, d = 1.61  

 Key Stage 4: U = 32.0, p < .001, d = 1.61 

Idiom explanation 

 Key Stage 2: t(15,88) = 7.43, p < .001, d = 2.19 

 Key Stage 3: t(51,88)= 10.77, p < .001, d = 2.95  

 Key Stage 4: t(3,87) = 9.94, p < .001, d = 3.43  

Idiom use:  

 Key Stage 2: U = 0.0, p < .001, d = 5.09 

 Key Stage 3: t(51,96) = 11.04, p < .001, d = 2.73 

 Key Stage 4: U= 41.0, p < .001, d =2.49 

There appears to be a wide range of scores for all subtests in the DLD group but in the 

TD group score sets are generally higher with less variation and more ceiling effects, 

especially in the receptive component subtests. These results show that the DLD group 

have significantly weaker skills across all idiom skill components, than the TD group.  

Overall, the results of Research Question 1 showed there were significant differences 

between the two groups (TD and DLD) for all Key Stages and all idiom skill component 

subtests.  

As previously noted, although BIST assessments were differentiated for each Key Stage, 

Key Stage groups can be combined when making within-participants analyses (within 

the DLD or TD group and not comparing these). So, for Research Questions 2, 3 and 4, 

patterns of performance within each participant group were investigated with Key Stage 

groups combined, as these Research Questions aim to address patterns of performance. 

These were investigated within groups rather than directly comparing scores across 

participant or Key Stage groups. This also meant decreasing the number of analyses 

required thus increasing the power. 

4.3.3 Research Question 2: What are the Patterns of Performance Across Idiom Skill 
Components in Each of the Participant Groups (TD and DLD)? 

 

The scores across the four BIST subtests are presented, analysed and discussed within 

each participant group below. As a number of score sets were not normally distributed 

within both the TD and DLD groups (idiom identification, interpretation and use), non-
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parametric Friedman Tests were used to investigate the effect of the BIST subtest on 

performance and consequent differences between the four idiom skill components for 

each group. Figure 4.5 presents the scores within the DLD group (all Key Stages 

combined). 

 

Figure 4.5: Scores on BIST Subtests for the DLD group. 

 

 

Visual inspection suggests that scores on idiom identification and interpretation subtests 

are highest followed by scores on the idiom explanation then use subtest. The Friedman 

Test showed a statistically significant difference between the four BIST subtests (X2(3) = 

125.4, p < .001). The various differences in scores for all pairs of BIST subtests were 

explored using Wilcoxon’s Signed Rank comparisons. These results are presented in 

Table 4.5 below. 

 

Table 4.5: Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test Results Showing the Significance of 
Difference Between Score Sets Across Pairs of BIST Subtests Within the DLD 
Participant Group.  

Identify vs 
interpret 

Identify vs 
Explain 

Identify 
vs Use 

Interpret  
vs Explain 

Interpret 
vs Use 

Explain vs  
Use 

Z = 1.308 
p = .379 

Z = 6.383 
p < .001 

Z = 6.451 
p < .001 

Z = 6.570 
p < .001 

Z = 6.456 
p <. 001 

Z = 2.442 
p = .103 

Bold and highlighted green show correlation is significant at the p = <.05 level following 
FDR correction. 
 

These results show significant differences between the receptive (identification and 

interpretation) and expressive (explanation and use) idiom skill components where 
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interpretation and identification (which did not differ from each other) had higher scores 

than explanation and use (which also did not differ from each other).   

 

Scores within the TD group are presented in Figure 4.6 below. 

 

Figure 4.6: Boxplot Showing Scores on BIST Subtests for the TD group. 

 

 

Visual inspection of the boxplot suggests that, as for the DLD group, scores on idiom 

identification and interpretation subtests are higher than those on the idiom use and 

explanation subtests. A non-parametric Friedman Test revealed a statistically significant 

difference across BIST score sets within the TD group (X2(3) = 105.49, p < .001). 

Wilcoxon’s Signed Rank comparisons were then conducted for all pairs of BIST subtests 

to investigate differences in scores between subtests. These results are presented in 

Table 4.6. 

 

Table 4.6: Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test Results Showing the Significance of 
Difference Between Score Sets Across Pairs of BIST Subtests Within the TD 
Group. 

Identify vs 
interpret 

Identify vs 
Explain 

Identify vs 
Use 

Interpret  
vs Explain 

Interpret 
vs Use 

Explain vs  
Use 

Z = 1.06 
p = .440 

Z = 7.02 
p < .001 

Z = 6.25 
p < .001 

Z = 6.52 
p < .001 

Z = 6.03 
p < .001 

Z = 1.66 
p = .274 

Bold and highlighted green show correlation is significant at the p = <.05 level following 

FDR correction. 
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Results for the TD group show the same pattern as the DLD group; participants scored 

higher on the identification and interpretation subtests, with no significant difference 

between them, than on the explanation and use subtests, which also do not differ 

significantly. 

 

Overall, results of Research Question 2 show that the patterns of performance across 

idiom skill subtests are the same for both groups. 

 

4.3.4 Research Question 3: What are the Patterns of Performance when Idioms are 
Presented in Isolation Versus Alongside Context in Each Participant Group (TD and 
DLD) and is the Effect of this the Same for Each? 
 
The score for idioms in each presentation condition was calculated by finding the sum 

(total) of correct responses for BIST items presented alongside context versus presented 

in isolation. Comparisons of score sets for items presented within each of the two 

presentation conditions overall and for each BIST subtest was conducted for each 

participant group (TD and DLD) (using t-test or non-parametric Wilcoxon signed rank 

tests for any score sets which were not normally distributed).  Results for the DLD group 

are presented in Table 4.7 and results for the TD group are presented in Table 4.8. 

 

Table 4.7: Scores for Idiom Items Presented in Isolation and Alongside Context for 
Each BIST Subtest and the Difference in These Within the DLD Group.  

Subtest Presentation 
Condition 

Median Range Mean (SD) Difference  
(t/Z, p values) 

Identification Context  83.33 0 -100 72.26 (30.07) Z = 4.15 
p < .001 Isolation  50.00 0-100 52.29 (29.18) 

Interpretation Context 71.00 16.67-
100 

68.83 (23.60) Z = 2.50  
p = .193 

Isolation 66.67 0-100 59.78 (27.32) 
Explanation Context  33.33 0-91.70 35.06 (20.52) Z = 3.73  

p < .001 Isolation 25.00 0-75.00 24.43 (18.33) 
Use Context 20.83 0-91.67 31.32 (31.96) Z = 4.156  

p < .001 Isolation 4.17 0-83.00 15.23 (20.36) 
Total BIST 
score 

Context 54.17 4.17-
93.75 

51.94 (20.22) t = 8.36 (57), p 
< .001, d =.62 

Isolation 37.5 0-79 38.33 (17.90) 
Bold shows difference is significant at the p=<.05 level following FDR correction. 
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Table 4.8: Scores for Idiom Items Presented in Isolation and Alongside Context for 
Each Subtest Within the TD Group. 

Subtest Presentation 
Condition 

Median Range Mean (SD) Difference 
(Z, p value) 

Identification Context 100 66.67-
100 

95.83  
(8.73) 

Z = 2.312,  
p = .108 

Isolation 100 50.00-
100 

92.13  
(12.18) 

Interpretation Context 100 41.67-
100 

93.40 
(11.78) 

Z = .651,  
p = .683 

Isolation 91.67 58.33-
100 

92.59 
(9.34) 

Explanation Context 83.33 25.00-
100 

78.01  
(19.84) 

Z = 3.41, 
 p < .001 

Isolation 66.67 41.67-
100 

70.25  
(16.12) 

Use Context 91.67 33.33-
100 

84.26  
(17.83) 

Z = 4.34,  
p < .001 

Isolation 75.00 0-100 70.60  (24.26) 
Total BIST 
score 

Context 94.25 45.83-
87.5 

90.36  
(11.42) 

Z = 4.54,  
p < .001 

Isolation 84.32 47.92-
85.42 

83.19  
(11.25) 

Bold shows difference is significant at the p=<.05 level following FDR correction. 

 

The distribution of idioms across presentation conditions within the BIST assessments 

and overall (Key Stages combined) is detailed in Chapter 3. As the number and difficulty 

of idiom items were balanced across presentation conditions overall, results should not 

be affected by idiom item difficulty.  

 

Overall, results show that for both participant groups (TD and DLD); scores were higher 

for idiom items presented alongside context than in isolation in total (subtests combined) 

and for all subtests apart from the interpretation subtest in both groups and the 

identification subtest in the TD group. Therefore, context tended to assist performance 

when tasks were more challenging. The DLD group scores were lower and wider ranging 

and there was a greater difference between the means for the two presentation 

conditions.  

 

4.3.5 Research Question 4: What are the Differences in Patterns of Performance on 
Testing of Total Idiom Skills for Idioms Rated as Decomposable versus Non-
decomposable, High Versus low Familiarity and Flexible Versus Frozen in Each 
Participant Group (TD and DLD)? 
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The percentage correct for all decomposable, non-decomposable, high familiarity, low 

familiarity, frozen and flexible idiom items in the BIST assessments across all subtests 

were recorded for each participant. When these scores were analysed for normality, the 

following score sets were not normally distributed: high familiarity idioms in both TD and 

DLD groups and flexible idioms in the DLD group. Therefore, it was not possible to 

conduct an ANOVA to achieve a deeper investigation of results. Comparisons of score 

sets for each aspect of idiom difficulty within each participant group were conducted to 

investigate whether there were any significant differences within the three aspects of 

idiom difficulty.  

 

The distribution of idioms of each type (decomposable, non-decomposable, high 

familiarity, low familiarity, flexible and frozen) within BIST assessments is detailed in 

Chapter 3 and presented in Appendix I. It must be noted again that there was a low 

number of high familiarity idioms. Scores for idiom items rated as decomposable, non-

decomposable, high and low familiarity, frozen and flexible within the DLD group are 

presented in Table 4.9. 

 
Table 4.9: Scores for Idiom Items Rated as Decomposable, Non-decomposable, 
High Familiarity, Low Familiarity, Frozen and Flexible in the DLD Group.  

DLD Group Mean Score (%) (SD) Statistical Difference (t/U) 

Decomposable 41.17 (18.68) t(57) = 3.97, p<.001  

Non-decomposable 35.34 (16.55) 
High Familiarity 28.77 (24.11) U = 856.50, p<.001 

 Low Familiarity 55.08 (28.96) 
Frozen 38.32 (16.91) U = 1332.50, p=.185 

 Flexible 31.82 (19.62) 

Bold shows difference is significant at the p=<.05 level following FDR correction. 
 

Scores for the TD group are presented in Table 4.10.  

 

Table 4.10: Scores for Idiom Items Rated as Decomposable, Non-decomposable, 
High Familiarity, Low Familiarity, Frozen and Flexible in the TD Group.  

TD Group Mean Score (%) (SD) p value 

Decomposable 81.94 (10.41) t(71) = 5.994, p<.001  

Non-decomposable 74.71 (13.32) 

High Familiarity 60.40 (34.93) U = 2098.50, p<.001 
 Low Familiarity 77.95 (10.98) 

Frozen 81.67 (12.21) U = 2258.50, p=.435 
 Flexible 79.08 (10.68 

Bold show difference is significant at the p=<.05 level following FDR correction. 



 

122 
 

 
Overall, results show the same pattern of performance across the two participant groups; 

higher scores for decomposable than non-decomposable idioms, low familiarity than high 

familiarity idioms and no difference in scores for idioms with flexible versus frozen syntax. 

 

4.3.6 Research Question 5: What are the Strengths of Relationships Between Total 
Idiom Skills, Theory of Mind and Language Skills Within Each Participant Group (TD 
and DLD)? 

Research Questions 5 and 6 aim to investigate strengths of relationships between idiom 

skills and other potentially related skills. The BIST raw scores were not directly 

comparable overall (Key Stages combined) so analyses were conducted for each Key 

Stage (2, 3 and 4) and participant group (TD and DLD). The total BIST scores were used 

in these analyses rather than repeating analyses for each idiom skill component. Thus 

reducing the number of multiple comparisons and lessening the risk of incurring a type 1 

error. For Research Question 5, the relationships between total idiom skills and recalling 

sentences and ToM skills as well as age (in months) were investigated within each Key 

Stage group (2, 3 and 4) and participant group (TD and DLD) using correlation analyses. 

For Research Question 6, the relationships between total idiom skills and expressive 

language, receptive language, expressive vocabulary, receptive vocabulary, IQ and 

reading comprehension were investigated within each Key Stage group in the DLD 

participant group only. 

With respect to Research Question 5, results for the DLD group are presented in Table 

4.11 and show that the total idiom skills score does not correlate strongly or significantly 

with age, ToM or recalling sentences within any Key Stage group.  

 

Table 4.11: Correlations Between Total Idiom Skills and age, Language (as 
Measured Using the Recalling Sentences Test) and Theory of Mind (ToM) Within 
the DLD Group. 

 

Total  Idiom Skills Age ToM Language (Recalling Sentences) 

Key Stage 2 DLD 
(n = 9) 

r = .136 
(p = .826) 

r = .054 
(p = .879) 

r = .642 
(p = .103) 

Key Stage 3 DLD 
(n = 30) 

r = .017 
(p = .233)  

r = .115 
(p = .696) 

r = .225 
(p = .318) 

Key Stage 4 DLD 
(n = 19) 

r = .469 
(p = .170) 

r = .328 
(p = .219) 

r = .113 
(p = .833) 
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Results for the TD group are presented in Table 4.12 and as for the DLD group, show 

that age, ToM and recalling sentences skills do not correlate with total idiom skills for any 

Key Stage. 

 

Table 4.12: Correlations Between Total Idiom Skills and age, Recalling Sentences 
and ToM Within the TD Group. 

 
Overall, no significant correlations were found between total idiom skills and age, 

recalling sentences or ToM within either the TD or DLD groups.  

 

4.3.7 Research Question 6: Which Profile Language, Pragmatic and Cognitive Skills 

(if any) are Related to Total Idiom Skills in Children with DLD? 
 

Correlations between age, recalling sentences and ToM in both the TD and DLD 

participant groups were explored as part of Research Question 5. Correlations with 

additional tests were carried out for the DLD group, as this is the group who require 

support to develop idiom skills and these findings may provide insight into methods to do 

so. The relationships between total idiom skills and a further six profile skill variables 

(expressive language, receptive language, expressive vocabulary, receptive vocabulary, 

non-verbal IQ and reading comprehension) were investigated for children from the DLD 

group. As per analyses for Research Question 5, as each BIST was different, 

investigations were carried out within each Key Stage. As previously noted, analyses 

were conducted using the total BIST percentage score for total idiom skills and raw 

scores for each of the standardised tests (see Table 4.3). Expressive vocabulary in the 

Key Stage 2 group was not normally distributed. 

Spearman’s-rho correlation tests were used when one or both of the variables being 

correlated were not normally distributed, otherwise Pearson’s correlations were used. 

Results are presented in Table 4.13.  

Total  Idiom Skills Age ToM Language (Recalling Sentences) 

Key Stage 2 TD 
(n = 24) 

r = .584 
(p = .062) 

r = .419 
(p = .148) 

r = .118 
(p = .848) 

Key Stage 3 TD 
(n = 24) 

r = .460 
(p = .185) 

r = .375 
(p = .185) 

r = .504 
(p = .105) 

Key Stage 4 TD 
(n = 24) 

r = .617 
(p = .051) 

r = .225 
(p = .477) 

r = .151 
(p = .683)   
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Table 4.13: Correlations Between Scores on Tests for Total Idiom Skills and 
Language, Pragmatic and Cognitive Profile Skills for children with DLD. 

Profile Skill Key Stage 2 Key Stage 3 Key Stage 4 

Expressive Language  
(CELF-4 Formulated Sentences) 

r=.489 
p=.826 

r=.226 
p=.373 

r=.022 
p=.833 

Receptive Language  
(CELF-4 Word Classes 
Receptive) 

r=.093 
p=.937 

r=.364 
p=.153 

r=.044 
p=842 

Expressive Vocabulary  
(TOWK Expressive Vocabulary 
Subtest) 

rs=.250 
p=.696 

r=.286 
p=.219 

r=.240 
p=.440 

Receptive Vocabulary  
(TOWK Receptive Vocabulary 
Subtest) 

r=.034 
p=.942 

r=.120 
p=.696 

r=.537 
p=.157 

IQ  
(WRIT Matrices Subtest) 

r=.283 
p=.878 

r=.240 
p=.391 

r=.217 
p=.379 

Reading Comprehension  
(WRAT Reading Comprehension 
subtest) 

r=.686 
p=.103 

r=.124 
p=.683 

r=.089 
p=.826 

 
Overall, results of Research Question 6 show that no relationships exist between total 

idiom skills and expressive language, receptive language, expressive vocabulary, 

receptive vocabulary, IQ or reading comprehension within any Key Stage group within 

the DLD group. 

4.4 Discussion  

The key findings of this study are that the TD participants scored significantly higher than 

DLD participants on tests of idiom skill components across all age groups and the 

patterns of performance across these tests were similar across the groups; participants 

achieved higher scores on receptive (identification and interpretation) than expressive 

(explanation and use) idiom skills subtests and total BIST scores were affected by the 

presence of context, idiom decomposability and idiom familiarity but idiom syntax had no 

effect. Furthermore, no significant correlations were found between total idiom skills and 

any underlying skill investigated in either participant group. These findings and their 

implications for clinical practice and theories of idiom skill learning will be discussed 

below.  
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4.4.1 Performance on Idiom Skill Component Subtests in TD and DLD Groups 

Findings of the current study show that significant differences in idiom skill performance 

exist between the TD and DLD participant groups and that this pattern is the same for all 

idiom skill subtests within all age groups tested. These results are in line with those of 

previous studies that have shown significant differences in scores on tests of idiom 

interpretation and explanation in children with versus without typical language 

development (Grunwell and Kerbel, 1998; Rinaldi, 2000; Burke Williams and 

Abrahamsen, 2004; Norbury, 2004; Qualls et al, 2004) and contribute novel findings 

following the same pattern for idiom identification and use. Although idiom skills draw on 

a number of different abilities, we would expect language ability to be a main contributing 

factor. As children with DLD have impaired language skills the consistency of findings 

across studies and idiom skill components is not surprising. These findings show that 

children with DLD have weaker idiom skills across all idiom skill components than TD 

children regardless of their age. Therefore, children with DLD are likely to require 

intervention to address all four idiom skill components. This will be addressed in Chapter 

5. 

 

4.4.2 Performance on Tests of Receptive and Expressive Idiom Skill Components 

As stated above, children performed better on tests of receptive (idiom identification and 

interpretation) than expressive (idiom explanation and use) idiom skills. This may have 

been influenced by the design of the subtests. The BIST receptive subtests followed a 

multiple-choice design and required non-verbal responses. Therefore, some may 

suggest there was a 25% chance that they would select the correct response if they did 

guess. However, as explained in Chapter 3, the chance of guessing was controlled for 

as there was an ‘I don’t know’ option which participants were encouraged to use instead 

of guessing responses. The expressive subtests however involved participants 

responding to open-ended questions and required verbal responses. Therefore, 

expressive subtests placed more demands on idiom meaning recall, verbal reasoning, 

auditory memory and narrative skills, as well as imagination. As expressive subtests 

placed more demands on a range of language skills, it was not surprising that children 

performed better on receptive than expressive subtests. In addition, previous studies 

have shown that receptive language skills generally are more advanced than expressive 

language skills in TD children (Fenson et al, 1994) and that idiom interpretation skills are 
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stronger than idiom explanation skills (Grunwell and Kerbel, 1998; Abrahamsen and 

Smith, 2000). Given the consistency of findings showing stronger receptive (as measured 

by testing idiom interpretation) than expressive (as measured by testing explanation 

skills) idiom skills across previous studies, the novel current study showing the same 

pattern is not surprising.  

 

To expand the evidence base around differences in receptive and expressive idiom skill 

components in children with DLD, future research should involve assessing children from 

across different settings and children with different language profiles. This would highlight 

whether this pattern is the same across different groups of children with DLD. This was 

not investigated as part of the current study. The impact of underlying profile skills when 

assessing idiom skills, and providing intervention to improve areas of weakness, are a 

part of the current study and are discussed further in section 4.4.5. It may also be 

interesting for future researchers to explore methods other than multiple-choice tasks to 

assess receptive idiom skills that increase demands on underlying skills and tasks to 

assess expressive idiom skills that decrease demands on underlying skills. For example, 

receptive idiom skills could be tested through play, open-ended tasks and use of video 

clips involving dialogue using idioms followed by questioning or conversation tasks. 

Expressive idiom skills could be tested alongside visual support or scaffolding for 

narrative tasks. Such adaptations might make scores across receptive and expressive 

subtests easier to compare directly and reduce influence of demands on task 

performance.  

 

4.4.3 Performance Across Different Presentation Conditions  

Previous research has shown that the effect of presentation condition is different across 

receptive and expressive subtests, with context playing a more supportive role in idiom 

interpretation than idiom explanation tests (Cain et al, 2005; Cain et al, 2009). Therefore, 

the impact of presentation condition was further investigated as part of the current study. 

Inferencing relies on the ability to draw on contextual information and skills such as 

comprehension, syntax and vocabulary (Botting and Adams, 2005). It is therefore not 

surprising that children with DLD demonstrate poor inferencing skills (Lucas and Norbury, 

2015). Evidence from studies on TD children shows that the presence of context supports 

inference skills (Nippold and Martin, 1989; Nippold and Taylor, 1995; Levorato and 



 

127 
 

Cacciari, 1999). One might therefore presume that the performance of children with DLD 

on testing of idiom skills, especially receptive idiom skills, could be improved by 

presenting idioms alongside supportive context. However, as inferencing relies on a 

number of skills that are generally impaired in children with DLD (e.g. listening or reading 

skills, attention, receptive language, use of contextual clues), using context to inference 

is likely to place high demands on children’s processing skills and therefore be especially 

challenging for these children. It may consequently be predicted that drawing on context 

to identify or interpret idioms and using context to explain or use idioms may be too 

complex a task for children with DLD. The current study results showed that children in 

both groups performed better when idioms were presented alongside context rather than 

in isolation but that idiom skills did not actually correlate with receptive language skills so 

this may not be the underlying skill influencing performance. However, when findings 

were investigated within each idiom skill component, there was no effect of context on 

performance on tests of idiom interpretation for either group (TD and DLD) or the test of 

idiom identification for the DLD group. This difference in findings across receptive and 

expressive subtests may be due to ceiling effects, especially in the TD group, as well as 

differences in the design of each subtest. For example, children may rely less on context 

for receptive subtests if they use the content within multiple-choice options to select or 

terminate responses. Similarly, the difference in results showing that context affected 

performance on the identification subtest in the DLD but not the TD group may be due to 

the TD group having mastered idiom identification so the presence of context doesn’t 

support any further or to enough of an extent to make the difference between items 

across each presentation condition significant. These findings are useful as they show 

that children with DLD do not use context to identify or interpret idioms but can indeed 

use context to explain and use idioms. This is also interesting when considered alongside 

the finding that children performed better on receptive than expressive idiom skills tests 

(see section 4.4.2). It suggests that even when children’s performance on expressive 

subtests was improved by the presence of context, their performance was still 

significantly worse than on receptive subtests. This further highlights the discrepancy 

between receptive and expressive idiom skills in children with DLD and the indication 

that context supports idiom skills when tasks are challenging. To build on the current 

study findings, future research could investigate the effect of context within children with 

different underlying skill profiles to further explore which children might be able to use 

context and which may not. As previously noted, it would be useful to find if the same 
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results with respect to the effects of context are produced when different tests of 

receptive idiom skills are employed, such as using play-based or reading comprehension 

tasks rather than multiple-choice tasks. If there was less difference in the demands 

placed on children when completing receptive versus expressive idiom skills tests for 

example, results relating to their use of context to enhance performance on different 

tasks may differ to those produced by the current study. 

 

4.4.4 Performance Across Test Items with Different Idiom Difficulty Ratings 

The current study shows that participants’ performance on the BIST was affected by 

idiom decomposability with higher scores achieved for test items involving 

decomposable idioms rather than non-decomposable idioms. The influence of idiom 

decomposability on children’s performance on idiom skill testing was unclear from 

previous studies (see Table 4.2). For example, some studies have found idiom 

decomposability does affect performance on testing of idiom skills (Caillies and Le Sourn-

Bissaoui, 2008; Burke-Williams and Abrahamsen, 2004; Cain et al., 2009) but others 

have found it does not (Nippold and Duthie, 2003; Whyte et al, 2013; Norbury, 2004). 

Differences in findings across studies may be related to the outcome measures used. 

Previous studies involving measures of idiom interpretation produced findings in line with 

the current study (higher scores for decomposable than non-decomposable idioms) 

(Caillies and Le Sourn-Bissaoui, 2008; Cain et al., 2009). However, studies which 

produced contradictory findings (higher scores for non-decomposable than 

decomposable idioms within idiom explanation tests) measured idiom explanation skills 

only (Whyte et al, 2013; Norbury, 2004; Burke-Williams and Abrahamsen, 2004). 

Therefore, previous study results suggest that idiom decomposability affects idiom 

interpretation and idiom explanation skills in different ways. The difference in findings 

across studies using different idiom skills measures may be due to idiom explanation 

tasks involving high familiarity idioms only, removing reliance on the need to decompose 

idioms to help perform tasks (Norbury, 2004) or the presentation of idioms in short written 

paragraphs allowed participants more time to process information slowly and use context 

to support idiom explanation (Burke-Williams and Abrahamsen, 2005). Therefore, the 

effects of context may outweigh the effects of decomposability. Although the current 

study involved controlling for context, a decomposability effect was still found with 

participants scoring higher on test items involving decomposable than non-



 

129 
 

decomposable idioms. This may suggest that decomposability has a stronger influence 

on performance on tests of idiom skills than presentation condition.  

 

Familiarity has been shown to have a strong effect on the performance of adults and 

children both with and without language disorders on tests of vocabulary and language 

(Zens, Gillon and Moran, 2009; Riches, Tomassello and Conti-Ramsden, 2005; Bannard 

and Matthews, 2008; Gray and Brinkley, 2011). Results of the current study (showing 

higher scores were achieved for idioms rated as low rather than high familiarity) are not 

in line with these previous study findings or previous idiom skills studies which have 

found the opposite; children perform better on idiom tasks when idioms are highly familiar 

rather than novel or less familiar (Qualls et al., 2004; Nippold and Taylor, 2002; 

Abrahamsen and Burke-Williams, 2004). Although the familiarity rating scale and choice 

of raters were selected to suit the current study aims, these may be reasons contributing 

to contradictions found across previous and current study findings. The rating scale used 

was split to provide binary ratings (high or low familiarity) rather than taking into account 

the wider range of ratings collected by the rating scale and adults rated on behalf of 

children rather than children completing the ratings themselves. This may be why more 

idioms were assigned low than high familiarity ratings (see Chapter 3 tables 3.4 and 3.6 

Appendix H) and the consequence of that was that idiom familiarity could not be evenly 

balanced across subtests. This is different from other studies as the number (or ratio) of 

idioms from each familiarity category was allocated in the current study according the 

original longlist sample of idioms rather than balanced by number, as was used in 

previous studies (Qualls et al., 2004; Nippold and Taylor, 2002; Abrahamsen and Burke-

Williams, 2004). For example, when previous studies used 50% high and 50% low 

familiarity idioms, the current study used 42% high and 58% low familiarity idioms in the 

Key Stage 2, 33% high and 67% low familiarity idioms in the Key Stage 3 and 8% high 

and 92% low familiarity idioms in the Key Stage 4 BIST Interpretation subtest, all in line 

with ratios found in original idiom longlist source samples (See Chapter 3). This could 

influence results because there were many more idioms rated as low rather than high 

familiarity and therefore a balanced assessment across both idiom difficulty types was 

not made. Another key difference to methods used in similar previous studies was that 

the current study used adult raters who were experienced in working with children to rate 

idiom familiarity on behalf of children. For example, one previous study gathered idiom 

familiarity ratings from adolescents and adults using rating scales (Titone and Connine, 
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1994; Tabossi et al, 2001; Qualls et al, 2004) and others have used child raters and five 

point rating scales (Nippold and Taylor, 1995; 2002; Norbury, 2004). A study by Nippold 

and Rudzinski (1993) found a significant difference in idiom familiarity ratings when they 

were gathered from adults versus adolescents. Although this 1993 study did not use 

adults who were experienced in working with children, which should reduce differences 

in ratings gathered between the two groups, these results do identify the differences in 

raters as a possible factor that may be contributing towards the results of the current 

study. With these reflections in mind, findings related to idiom familiarity are to be 

considered with caution and not robust enough to contribute towards support of theories 

around how children learn idioms. To rectify this issue within future research, idiom 

familiarity ratings should be collected using a rating scale taking into account the extent 

to which an idiom is familiar or not and these should be completed by raters of the same 

age as those for whom an idiom skills test is to be administered. This was not completed 

for the current study as there was not time to gather ratings from participants in the TD 

group and it was not possible to gather enough volunteer child-raters. In addition, it was 

not believed that children within the DLD group would have capacity to complete idiom 

rating tasks as they may find it challenging to understand the task instructions and rating 

scale categories. In addition, they may not know the idioms so may not be able to rate 

them. Another method to overcome these issues would be to collect familiarity ratings 

for a higher number of idioms then select an even number of idioms from this long list 

rated as high and low familiarity to use in an assessment. Application of such methods 

would increase the validity and reliability of idiom items and idioms rated as high and low 

familiarity could be balanced across subtests then the effect of these compared directly. 

 

Previous studies have shown that syntactically frozen idioms are easier to interpret and 

explain than flexible idioms in children with and without learning difficulties (Gibbs, 1987; 

Abrahamsen and Burke-Williams, 2004). The current study found no significant 

difference in scores for idioms rated as having frozen versus flexible syntax overall in 

either participant group. Although previous studies involved tests where all idioms were 

presented alongside supportive context and the current study presented half of the 

idioms alongside context and half in isolation, this is not likely to have affected results 

because the number of frozen and flexible idioms were balanced as closely as possible 

across the two presentation conditions overall in the current study. Furthermore, although 

current study findings showed that children performed better when idiom items were 
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decomposable rather than non-decomposable, it is unlikely that the decomposability of 

idioms affected results because the number of frozen-decomposable and frozen-non-

decomposable as well as flexible-decomposable and flexible-non-decomposable idioms 

were balanced well within each BIST. Reasons for differences in findings across previous 

studies and the current study with regards to the effect of idiom syntax on test 

performance are not clear but could be clarified through further studies investigating this 

in future. One factor to consider in more depth in future is the combined effect of idiom 

familiarity as well as decomposability and syntax. This has not been explored as part of 

previous studies. Results of the current study do however suggest that idiom syntax is 

not an important factor to consider when planning intervention therefore it was not taken 

into account when planning intervention methods in Chapter 5. 

 

4.4.3 Investigating Possible Relationships Between Profile and Idiom Skills 

There were no significant relationships between total idiom skills and any underlying skill 

tested in any age group regardless of participant group (TD or DLD). This finding is 

surprising as previous studies have found relationships between idiom skills and various 

profile language, pragmatic and cognitive skills and one might expect that scores on 

language loaded tasks especially would correlate with scores on tests of idiom skills. It 

is most likely that the reason for a lack of consistency across current and previous study 

findings is related to low power. The BISTs were differentiated in an attempt to ensure 

they were relevant to the academic and social development of participants and sensitive 

enough to measure changes in idiom skill components over time, especially when 

children receive idiom skills intervention. Therefore it was essential to split analyses by 

Key Stage group and this impacted negatively on the power. Notably, r values for the 

larger TD groups were moderate but r values for the smaller Key Stage 2 and 4 groups 

were weaker. Therefore, while the assessment design fitted the purpose of the 

intervention study (Chapter 5) it did not suit this particular part of the investigation. 

Methods to mitigate issues with this study design and the impact of this on findings in 

future research are discussed below. The power of the study could be improved by using 

one assessment that could be administered to children across all three Key Stage age 

groups, eliminating the need to split by Key Stage group when conducting analyses. If it 

had been possible to increase the power of the study (for example by increasing 

participant numbers or combining the BISTs into one test) a significant effect may have 
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been more likely. However, as previously noted, although combining results across Key 

Stages would be helpful when analysing relationships between idiom skill components 

and profile skills, it would not be as practical for measuring response to intervention within 

each Key Stage group, which was the key purpose of the design of the BISTs. Another 

disadvantage of creating one BIST would be that the test would need to be much longer. 

It therefore would not have been suitable for use in the intervention study (Chapter 5) as 

children would have to complete assessments over a longer time period. In the same 

vein, the current study used a measure of total idiom skills (scores combined from across 

four idiom skills component subtests) to capture abilities across all four idiom skill 

components. However, combining scores in this way may mean that scores reflect a 

balance of scores across idiom skills component subtests and not the range of ability 

within each component. As current study findings show that children’s performance is 

different across tests of receptive and expressive idiom skill components, it would be 

useful for relationships between profile skills and tests of receptive and expressive idiom 

skill components to be investigated and compared rather than using a measure of total 

idiom skills. For example, we might expect that receptive profile tests such as tests of 

vocabulary or reading comprehension correlate with receptive idiom skill components 

and not expressive idiom skill components. This could help to reveal the extent to which 

particular profile skills are related to idiom skill components within particular diagnostic 

groups. Findings of such investigations could be used to inform researchers of idiom 

skills intervention resources which may have different success for children with different 

language profiles. However, as this would involve detailed analyses and multiple 

correlations, such investigations should be made as part of a specific study to investigate 

such relationships in children with and without typical language development rather than 

as part of other assessment or intervention studies. 

 

4.4.4 Application of Idiom Skills Learning Theoretical Frameworks 

Current study results have implications for theories of idiom skill learning. Findings will 

be discussed with consideration of the following theories: The Vocabulary Theory, 

whereby one must learn each idiom’s fixed meaning like pieces of vocabulary; the 

Context Theory, whereby one must use context to identify and interpret idioms; and the 

Global Elaboration Theory, which involves a range of language, pragmatic and cognitive 

skills working together to help children learn idiom skill components.  
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In the current study TD children performed better on tests of idiom skill components 

regardless of their age or the idiom skill component being tested. Children in both 

participant groups (TD and DLD) performed better on tests of receptive (identification 

and interpretation) than expressive (explanation and use) idiom skill components and 

achieved higher scores for test items that were presented alongside context than in 

isolation and decomposable than non-decomposable. These findings can be used to 

support or refute theories around how children learn idiom skills. Although relationships 

between idiom skills and underlying profile skills and the effects of idiom familiarity (high 

or low familiarity) and syntax (flexible or frozen) were explored as part of the current 

study, there were limitations to these investigations and therefore findings related to 

these areas cannot be used to support or refute theories around how children learn idiom 

skills. Table 4.14 presents the predictions of each idiom skill learning theory alongside 

findings of the current study.  

 

Table 4.14: Summary of the Predictions of Each Idiom Skill Learning Theory and 
Findings of the Current Study. 

Theory Decomposability Familiarity Syntax Presentation 
Condition 

Related 
Skills 

Vocabulary NA High> low Frozen> 
Flexible 

NA Vocabulary 

Context Decomposable>  
Non-
decomposable 

NA NA Context> 
Isolation 

ToM, 
Reading 
Comprehe-
nsion, 
Inference 

Global 
Elaboration 

NA NA NA NA Combinat-
ion of 
language, 
pragmatic 
and 
cognitive 
skills 

Current 
study 

Decomposable >  
Non-
decomposable 

Low > high No 
differen
ce 

Context> 
Isolation 

None 

 

Results support the Context Theory best because performance was enhanced when 

children were able to use context and relate words within idioms to their meaning. In 

future, more investigations into correlations between idiom skill components and other 

skills in children with and without typical language development could be used to further 
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support theories for how children learn idioms and differences in these across participant 

groups. For example, if scores on tests of narrative skills or expressive vocabulary 

correlate with scores on tests of idiom use within a particular group, this may suggest 

these skills are required to learn how to use idioms. These findings could be used to 

design research to continue to investigate idiom skills learning theories and to design 

methods for idiom skills intervention. For example, having stronger narrative skills may 

mean that children are better able to generate scenarios within which to use idioms and 

having stronger expressive vocabulary skills may mean that children are better able to 

access and use the range of vocabulary that idioms are composed of.  

 

4.4.5 Clinical Implications 

Results of this study can be used to inform practice for teachers and speech and 

language therapists who work with children and adolescents with DLD who may require 

support to develop their idiom skills.  

 

The first key finding showed that children with DLD achieve significantly lower scores on 

tests of all four idiom skill components than TD children. Having knowledge of these 

findings will make professionals aware of the relevance of targeting both receptive 

(identification and interpretation) and expressive (explanation and use) idiom skill  

components when working with children with DLD.  

 

Children in both groups (TD and DLD) achieved higher scores on tests of receptive than 

expressive idiom skills and their performance on testing overall improved when idiom 

items were decomposable rather than non-decomposable and presented alongside 

context rather than in isolation. Findings could be used to inform idiom assessment 

methods and intervention. For example, the finding showing the difference in receptive 

and expressive skills implies that intervention research should involve assessing then 

addressing each individual idiom skill component individually rather than collectively. 

This would help to identify particular areas of difficulty. Furthermore, findings related to 

idiom type (decomposable versus non-decomposable) and presentation condition 

(alongside context versus in isolation) suggest that assessments used in future research 

studies should include idioms with different decomposability presented both in isolation 

and alongside context, rather than assessing only idioms that are only decomposable or 
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presented in isolation for example. There is a current debate around which of two 

intervention approaches should be implemented to optimise effects of intervention. The 

complexity approach (targeting the more complex tasks and assuming lower level skills 

develop as a consequence) has been shown to be effective for improving vocabulary 

and grammatical skills and generalising skills from complex to easier tasks (D’souza, 

D’souza and Karmiloff-Smith, 2017; Dehaene-Lambertz and Spelke, 2015; Van Horne, 

2018)). In contrast, research exploring the stepwise approach (targeting easier tasks 

before gradually increasing task complexity) has highlighted the positive influence that 

success during early stages of intervention can have on self-esteem and that this 

intervention approach is particularly effective in older children and adolescents with DLD 

(Wadman, Durkin and Conti-Ramsden, 2008; Durkin et al., 2017 Rvachew and Nowak, 

2001; Weiler, 2018). The effectiveness of the complexity approach could be investigated 

through intervention studies that target expressive idiom skills using non-decomposable 

idioms and idioms presented in isolation. The stepwise approach could be explored 

through testing the effectiveness of interventions using a combination of decomposable 

and non-decomposable idioms presented across both presentation conditions but 

starting with decomposable idioms presented in context as part of receptive tasks then 

moving towards non-decomposable idioms in isolation and expressive tasks. This way, 

children should experience success early in intervention, develop confidence in their 

idiom skills and consequently be more likely to achieve intervention targets.  

 

4.4.6 Limitations  

As discussed above, some of the current study findings must be considered carefully 

alongside understanding of study limitations. The power of the study could have been 

improved with a higher number of participants, particularly for the DLD groups. This issue 

was confounded by the fact that the BISTs were designed to be Key Stage specific and 

therefore scores could not be combined across Key Stages for between-participant 

analyses (Research Questions 1, 5 and 6). In addition, due to the need to conduct a high 

number of comparisons for current study analyses, increasing the risk of a type 1 error, 

an FDR correction was used to control for potential spurious effects. To reduce the 

number of comparisons made, idiom skill component subtests scores were combined to 

create a ‘total idiom score’ of analyses as part of Research Questions 4, 5 and 6. There 

was an implication of combining idiom skill component subtest scores as they do not 
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differentiate between each of the four idiom skill components, which is particularly 

relevant given that current study results showed a significant difference in performance 

of receptive and expressive idiom skills tests which are combined to create this total 

idiom skill score. This does limit findings where idiom skills component scores were 

combined. Finally, limitations related to idiom familiarity ratings are identified above and 

future research into this can be improved by gathering ratings using child-raters and 

possibly a wider idiom familiarity rating scale. In addition, although for the current study 

we aimed for the familiarity of idioms in the test to reflect the familiarity of idioms children 

are exposed to socially and academically, comparisons would be more straightforward if 

the familiarity ratings were balanced evenly across subtests. 

4.5 Conclusions 

Findings from the current study provide useful theoretical and clinical implications as well 

as directions for future research into idiom skill assessment and intervention. Typically 

developing children performed better than children with DLD across all areas of testing 

and patterns of performance within each of these groups were similar with higher scores 

achieved for decomposable idioms and idioms presented alongside context rather than 

in isolation. Current study findings support the Context Theory which suggests that 

children use context and the words within idioms to help them to identify, explain and use 

idioms. The findings indicate that all four idiom skill components should be considered 

when setting idiom skills learning targets in children with DLD.  As part of the current 

study, such an assessment has been designed and will be used to measure response to 

intervention and to investigate intervention methods that are most effective for achieving 

progress. Chapter 5 investigates the effectiveness of intervention for developing the 

idiom skills of seven to 16 year-olds with DLD. The intervention sessions address all four 

idiom skill components with decomposable and non-decomposable idioms presented 

both alongside context and in isolation. 
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Section 2: Idiom Skills Intervention 
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Chapter 5: 

The Plan of Attack: Effectiveness of Idiom Skills Intervention 
for Seven to 16 year-old Children with DLD: 1:1 SLT Versus 

Classroom-based Intervention. 
 

5.1       Introduction 

Although a wealth of established published evidence suggests that children with 

Developmental Language Disorder (DLD) require support to develop idiom skill 

components (Whyte et al., 2013; Norbury, 2004; Grunwell and Kerbel, 1998; Nippold, 

1991) only five, small intervention studies targeting children’s idiom skill components 

exist (Ezell and Goldstein, 1992; Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000; Whyte et al., 2011; 

Lundblom and Woods, 2012; Mashal and Kasirer, 2011). Their findings are discussed 

below. Overall, these studies demonstrate that intervention focussing on idioms can be 

effective. Idiom skills have also been targeted as a small part of larger manualised 

intervention studies (Joffe, Rixon and Hulme, 2019; Adams et al., 2001; Lopata et al., 

2010) but no specific information on idiom skills intervention methods has been published 

as part of such research and so these are not reported as part of literature reviews given 

below. Previous intervention studies (see Table 5.1) found that idiom skills intervention 

was effective for participants from across different age and diagnostic groups. However, 

some complex differences between methodologies, in particular study designs, 

population samples and intervention methods used, have impacted on the quality and 

comparability of findings and the extent to which they can be applied clinically. For 

example, one study investigated the effectiveness of using mind maps to develop idiom 

interpretation in 12 to 15 year olds from two participant groups with diagnoses of Autism 

or DLD (Mashal and Kasirer, 2011). Another investigated the effectiveness of role play 

and discussion to develop idiom interpretation and explanation skills in seven to 11 year 

olds with DLD and Moderate Learning Difficulties (MLD) (Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000). 

Table 5.1 details key information related to previous studies and discussions around the 

designs of these are given below. 
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Table 5.1: Summary of Idiom Intervention Studies. 

 Targeted Participants                    Outcome Measures      Intervention 
Study Idiom Skill Number, Age, 

Diagnosis(Dx) 
Assessment  

Task 
Timing Intervention  

Method 
Experimental 

Control 

Abrahamsen 
and Smith, 
2000 

Explanation N=8 
Gender unknown 

Age 9-11 
Dx: DLD 

16 idioms presented in 
isolation and story 
contexts then child 

asked to explain their 
meanings. 

 

Directly pre and 
post intervention. 

Computer versus Classroom 
intervention study. 

Classroom: role play, discussion 
and worksheet.  

1:1: practise explaining and 
using idioms for personal 

idiomatic and literal contexts 
 
 

Baseline 
period and 

maintenance 
periods. 

Whyte et al, 
2011 

Interpretation 
and 

explanation 

N=10 

(9m:1f) 
Age 7-12 
Dx: ASD 

26 highly familiar idioms 
presented in context: a) 
explain their meanings 

b) match idioms to 
definitions. 

 

Directly pre, post 
and delayed 

post-intervention 
(10-22days). 

 

Group: story then discussion.  
1:1: personalised worksheet 

then provider gave 
individualised feedback. 

 

Idiom items 
for 1:1 vs 
classroom 

intervention. 

Ezell and 
Goldstein, 
1992 

Interpretation N=4 
(2m:2f) 
Age 9 

Dx: MLD 

20 literal and idiomatic 
stories with pictorial 4 
option multiple-choice 

task. 
 

Weekly testing 
over 30 weeks: 
(3 baseline,24 
intervention, 3 
maintenance) 

 
 

Discussion following matching 
idiomatic and literal phrases to 

pictures. 

Untreated, 
control idiom 

items. 

Lundblom 
and Woods, 
2012 

Interpretation N=4 
(0m:4f) 
Age12 

Dx: TD, weak 
readers 

30 idiom meanings 
presented 4 option 

written multiple-choice 
task to choose the 
idiom to match the 

meaning. 

Ongoing: tested 
weekly over 17 

weeks (4 
baseline, 9 

intervention, 4 
maintenance) 

Classroom wide peer tutoring: 
Teacher introduced idiom 

through role play. Pairs took 
turns to read stories, explain 

idioms then discuss. Teachers 
modelled idiom skills and gave 

feedback. 
 

 

Untreated, 
control idiom 

items. 

Mashal and 
Kasirer, 2011 

Interpretation N=40 
Gender unknown 

Age 12-15 
Dx: 20 ASD, 20 

MLD 

20 familiar idioms 
presented in isolation 
with written 4 option 
multiple-choice task. 

Directly pre and 
one month post  

intervention. 
 

Mind map idioms and discuss 
semantic links for each idiom 
presented across 10 contexts. 

Baseline and 
maintenance 

periods. 
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                       Intervention  (Continued)                                                       Results 

Study Delivery  Total Time             Post-intervention Maintenance Generalisation 

Abrahamsen 
and Smith, 
2000 

Combined 
1 to 1 and 
classroom 

Class: 4 
hours.  

 

1 to 1: 2 
hours 

 

Post-intervention scores 
significantly higher than pre-
intervention scores for both 

delivery methods. No significant 
difference between them. 

 
 

Not investigated. 
 
 
 
 
 

Not investigated. 
 

Whyte et al, 
2011 

Combined 
1 to 1 and 

group  
 

27 hours 
total 

Post-intervention scores 
significantly higher than pre-

intervention scores for treated 
idiom items. Control items not 

tested directly post-intervention. 
 

Maintenance test scores 
significantly higher than 
pre-intervention scores. 
(administered 10 days-3 
weeks post-intervention) 

 

Targeted item scores 
significantly higher than 
control item scores at 

maintenance testing time 
point. 

Ezell and 
Goldstein, 
1992 

1 to 1 12.5 
hours 

Visual analysis of graphs shows 
higher scores during post-
intervention than baseline 

period but significance was not 
tested. 

Visual analysis of weekly 
post-intervention graph 

shows steady scores but 
significance wasn’t 

tested. 
 

Analysis of scores when 
idioms were presented in 

familiar and novel 
contexts shows 

improvement but 
significance wasn’t tested. 

 
 

Lundblom 
and Woods, 
2012 

classroom  5 hours Visual analysis of graph shows 
higher scores post-intervention 

than at baseline but significance 
was not tested. 

 

Visual analysis of graph 
shows steady scores 
post-intervention but 
significance wasn’t 
tested. 
 
 

Not investigated 

Mashal and 
Kasirer, 
2011 
 

Group  2 hours Significant effect of time overall 
(both participant groups) for 

targeted and control score sets 
as scores were significantly 

higher post-intervention. 

Progress was maintained 
one month post-

intervention on targeted 
and control items for both 

groups. 
 

Control items were not 
improved for the ASD 
group but significantly 
improved for the MLD 

group. 
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Although the differences highlighted above mean it is challenging to compare and 

contrast findings, study results can be used to inform the hypotheses of which idiom 

intervention methods are effective. For example, researchers have drawn on idiom 

skills assessment results and related evidence to make the following prediction around 

the best way to develop idiom skills: expose children to idioms one at a time across 

multiple scenarios and encourage discussion around the usefulness of context 

(Nippold, 2007; Levorato and Cacciari, 2013; Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000). 

 

5.1.1 Variation in Study Design Across Idiom Skill Intervention Studies 

Methodological designs have been noted to impact on the robustness of findings and 

therefore the extent to which these are relevant to SLTs. Both between-subject (Ezell 

and Goldstein, 1992; Lundblom and Woods, 2012; Mashal and Kasirer, 2011) and 

within-subject (Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000; Whyte et al., 2011) multiple-baseline 

study designs have been implemented. Although it is important that methods such as 

inclusion criteria are used to balance participants across groups in between-subject 

design studies, this was not always implemented (Ezell and Goldstein, 1992; 

Lundblom and Woods, 2012). Similarly, it is important that studies with more than one 

group of participants or idioms explain methods used to allocate or balance these 

across two groups. This has not been explained in some published idiom skills 

intervention studies (Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000; Whyte et al., 2011). Random 

allocation of idiom items to assessments and intervention sets and assessment 

scoring reliability checking has only been administered as part of some studies (Ezell 

and Goldstein, 1992; Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000; Lundblom and Woods, 2012). 

Study testing conditions have differed as control instructions, time limits, environments 

and familiarity of testers have varied. Finally, instead of control participant populations, 

control idiom items from informal (Ezell and Goldstein, 1992; Whyte et al., 2011; 

Mashal and Kasirer, 2011) or standardised idiom assessments (Abrahamsen and 

Smith, 2000; Lundblom and Woods, 2012) have been used. Although standardised 

assessments are regularly considered the most valid and reliable measures, the idiom 

items they contain may not be appropriate control items as they are likely collected 

from a different source (such as a different locality, from social or academic sources 

or from a different time point) from intervention items and this introduces variables that 

may impact on study findings. As study designs vary widely, the type and quality of 
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research designs must be considered when SLTs read and appraise literature or 

replicate interventions. Study designs that use randomisation and reliability checks as 

well as strict participant and idiom item inclusion criteria for intervention and control 

groups are considered higher quality. 

 

5.1.2 Different Clinical Populations 

The study by Abrahamsen and Smith (2000) is most relevant to the current study as it 

is the only one which included participants with a diagnosis of DLD as well as 

comparing the effectiveness of two idiom intervention methods, each delivered during 

an eight week intervention block: computer-based intervention delivered in a 1:1 

situation and classroom-based group intervention. Results revealed that children with 

DLD learnt idiom explanation skills through both types of intervention, but that 1:1 

computer-based intervention appeared to be more effective than classroom-based 

intervention. However, conclusions that can be drawn from this study are hindered by 

limitations in study design. The study lacked application of an experimental control; 

although different sets of idioms were targeted during each of the two eight week 

intervention blocks, both blocks were delivered concurrently. The two blocks also 

differed in terms of dosage (eight 15-minute computer-based 1:1 sessions versus 

eight 30-minute classroom-based sessions), materials and procedures (the computer 

programme involved a structured procedure with explicit teaching with links to 

personal experiences of idioms whereas the classroom-based sessions were more 

child-led with discussion, role play and worksheet activities). These design flaws mean 

that the unique influence of each intervention cannot be disentangled. The study 

findings are further weakened due to the study’s limited sample size (nine children) 

and a lack of maintenance and generalisation measures. In addition, participants were 

from a small age range (nine-11 years) which means that findings are less 

generalisable. This study involved no measure of the ability to identify, interpret or use 

idioms and even though idiom explanation skills were measured this did not include 

presenting idioms within stories. Thus, while this study provides some information 

around intervention to develop idiom explanation skills for children with DLD, this 

chapter presents a study investigating the effectiveness of different intervention 

delivery methods for developing all four idiom skill components in children with DLD, 
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across a wider age range during which idiom skill components typically develop (seven 

to 16 years). 

 

Other intervention studies detailed in Table 5.1 have involved different clinical 

populations; Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) (Whyte et al, 2011), Moderate Learning 

Difficulties (MLD) (Ezell and Goldstein, 1992), typically developing (TD) children with 

weak reading skills (Lundblom and Woods, 2012) and both children with MLD and 

ASD (Mashal and Kasirer, 2011). Populations have included seven to 18 year olds 

from primary (Ezell and Goldstein, 1992; Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000; Whyte et al, 

2011) and secondary schools (Mashal and Kasirer, 2011; Lundblom and Woods, 

2012). Key findings from these other studies are given in Table 5.1 and these are 

discussed below. These findings help identify further factors that need to be 

considered when designing idiom skills interventions in future. 

 

5.1.3 Intervention Outcome Measures 

Previous studies have used tests of idiom interpretation (Ezell and Goldstein, 1992; 

Whyte et al,  2011; Lundblom and Woods, 2012; Kasirer and Mashal, 2011) and 

explanation (Whyte et al, 2011; Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000) to measure the 

effectiveness of idiom skills interventions and they have produced positive results (see 

Table 5.1). No previous studies have involved assessments of idiom identification or 

use. Use of different outcome measures present different challenges when interpreting 

results, especially across participant populations. For example, although two previous 

studies involved measuring idiom interpretation skills of participants with ASD, one 

presented idioms verbally in stories (not in writing or alongside writing) then children 

matched idioms to definitions (Whyte et al, 2011) and the other presented idioms in a 

written booklet and children matched them to one from a choice of four definitions. It 

is likely that participants with weaker language or memory would perform worse on 

the story listening task and that participants with literacy difficulties would perform 

worse on the written task. It is important that the profile of participants is considered 

when planning assessments and that the same assessments are used across studies 

involving the same participant populations to improve the replicability, validity and 

comparability of results.  
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Many outcome measures that have been used in studies lack adequate testing of 

reliability and validity. It is especially important to consider assessment validity and 

reliability when comparing idiom skills intervention study findings. Informal idiom skills 

assessment scoring procedures and use of tests to check result reliability have varied 

considerably. No intervention studies used methods to validate informal assessments 

but three studies found no correlation between participant performance on informal 

versus formal assessments (Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000; Lundblom and Woods, 

2012; Cain et al., 2005). This lack of correlation between informal and standardised 

test scores may lead some readers to suggest informal test scores are invalid or 

unreliable. However, after investigation, some of the reasons for a lack of correlation 

can be explained. For example, the Abrahamsen and Smith study (2000) looked at 

relationships between scores on the TLC-E figurative language subtest (Wiig and 

Secord, 1989) and an informal multiple-choice idiom interpretation test. Although both 

present idioms alongside context, the TLC-E subtest asks participants to explain the 

meaning of the idiom and the informal idiom interpretation task asks participants to 

identify which one of three given meanings matches the idiom in the story. Therefore, 

the tasks and idiom skill components being tested are different which likely contributes 

to why scores were not related. The validity and reliability of assessments can be 

complicated further when the same assessment is used across groups of participants 

of different ages or diagnoses. If assessments used to measure the effectiveness of 

idiom skills intervention were administered following validity and reliability checking, 

the integrity of study findings would be improved. As introduced in Chapter 3 (section 

3.4.4.2), the study reported in this thesis also investigates concurrent validity using 

standardised assessment tasks that match BIST subtest idiom skill components and 

designs as best possible. As discussed in Chapter 3 and 4, although the BIST was 

designed with careful validity and reliability checks, the correlations with standardised 

tests were decidedly underwhelming. Therefore, although scores may be considered 

relatively valid and reliable, the lack of correlation with standardised tests should be 

acknowledged when considering using the BIST as a measure of idiom skills. Idiom 

skill component assessments used to measure effectiveness of idiom skills 

interventions have been appraised with consideration of assessment features noted 

previously (see Chapter 2): idiom sourcing, difficulty (decomposability, familiarity and 

syntax), presentation condition (with and without supportive context) and assessment 

task. It is important to consider these factors when planning intervention and outcome 
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measure methods because they can have an impact on the extent to which learnt skills 

can be practically applied or used functionally. For example, if intervention focuses on 

teaching only decomposable idioms selected from a list created more than two 

decades ago, results of the intervention may not reflect children’s’ functional ability to 

apply idiom skills to the full range of idioms they will be exposed to at present. Although 

some intervention studies have sourced idioms for testing materials from available 

idiom skills resources (Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000; Lundblom and Woods, 2012) or 

previous study idiom lists (Whyte et al, 2011), they were not always relevant to 

participant age groups or localities. No author has reported consideration of idiom 

decomposability when selecting idioms for assessment as part of intervention studies. 

Only one intervention study reported the frequency of idiom items and it shortlisted 

only high-frequency idioms (Whyte et al, 2011). All outcome measures for primary 

school children presented idioms within a story context (Ezell and Goldstein, 1992; 

Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000; Whyte et al, 2011) and all assessments for secondary 

school children presented idioms in isolation (Mashal and Kasirer, 2011; Lundblom 

and Woods, 2012). Multiple-choice assessments were administered verbally with 

visual support (Ezell and Goldstein, 1992), without visual support (Lundblom and 

Woods, 2012) or in writing (Mashal and Kasirer, 2011). All studies used informal 

assessments to measure outcomes and two studies used formal idiom skills 

assessments as a control measure (Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000; Lundblom and 

Woods, 2012). If idiom item sourcing, the balance of idiom difficulty (familiarity, 

decomposability and syntax) and presentation condition (isolation and alongside 

context) across intervention target and control assessment items was explained, it 

would be easier for readers to compare and contrast assessment tasks and study 

findings. It must be noted that these factors should be considered when selecting 

intervention items so that intervention items are relevant and can be generalised to 

idioms across different presentation conditions and idioms with varying levels of 

difficulty.  

 

Finally, the timing and frequency of outcome measure administration must be 

considered when interpreting intervention study findings. Two idiom skills intervention 

studies administered assessments weekly for three weeks pre-intervention as a 

baseline measure and once post-intervention as a measure of progress to children 

with MLD and DLD (Ezell and Goldstein, 1992; Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000). This 
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design enables researchers to consider the influence of natural maturation and 

practice effects on participant performance. As previously mentioned, Abrahamsen 

and Smith (2000) delivered two idiom skill interventions to all participants at the same 

time i.e. participants received one 1:1 SLT session and one group session each week. 

Therefore, as they did not administer intervention separately then measure the 

influence of one intervention on the other or the combined effect of the interventions, 

the influence of maturation versus the different interventions was not investigated. Two 

intervention studies administered assessments once pre and up to one-month post-

intervention on TD children with weak reading skills (Lundblom and Woods, 2012) and 

Pragmatic Impairment (Whyte et al., 2011; Mashal and Kasirer, 2011) and neither 

involved use of a control measure such as a control idiom set or participant group. As 

there was no control measure and post-intervention assessments were delayed, it is 

unknown whether score changes result from the influence of natural maturation, 

intervention or both. A baseline period was also not completed which would have also 

helped to interpret the results and their impact. If assessments were carried out pre, 

post and delayed post-intervention alongside use of a control idiom set or participant 

group, the validity and clarity of findings may have been improved. An article by Ebbels 

(2017) reviews study designs used as part of a range of language interventions. One 

of the study’s key conclusions is the value of using both baseline and maintenance 

periods alongside more traditional pre and post-intervention assessment measures in 

repeated measures design studies. They also state that investigating changes in 

scores between repeated outcome measure time points can help identify whether 

changes in scores may be due to natural maturation or effective interventions and 

whether any progress made can be maintained in the longer-term (Ebbels, 2017). 

 

5.1.4 Idiom Skills Intervention Methods 

All published studies of idiom intervention for seven to 16 year olds with different 

diagnoses including DLD have reported positive results for understanding and 

explaining idioms, regardless of the method of intervention or approach. Intervention 

methods focussing on idiom interpretation skills in primary school-aged children 

involved teaching individual idioms through repetitive, short, interactive and structured 

activities, such as story and discussion tasks or definition and picture matching games 

(Ezell and Goldstein, 1992; Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000; Whyte et al, 2011). Authors 
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have noted that in order to consolidate idiom interpretation skills, it is important to 

teach idiom meanings across multiple, real-life contexts (Abrahamsen and Smith, 

2000) and to encourage children to express individual experiences of idioms through 

worksheet questions, drawing or role-play (Whyte et al, 2011). Intervention 

approaches for secondary school-aged populations have placed more demand on 

independent reading, writing and inference skills and encouraged flexible and 

divergent thinking rather than structured idiom definition learning. Teachers 

successfully taught idioms to small groups of secondary school aged children through 

small group and paired intervention sessions using mind mapping and peer tutoring 

strategies alongside story and question tasks and corrective feedback methods 

(Mashal and Kasirer, 2011; Lundblom and Woods, 2012).  

 

Researchers have investigated the effectiveness of direct individual (Ezell and 

Goldstein, 1992) and group (Whyte et al., 2011; Mashal and Kasirer, 2011; Lundblom 

and Woods, 2012) idiom skills intervention delivery methods. All intervention methods 

investigated have involved providing sessions more than once per week but total 

intervention dosage has varied significantly. One idiom skills intervention that has 

been shown to be both effective and cost-effective, is group story-telling with story 

discussion followed by individual worksheet consolidation activities (Whyte et al, 

2011). We used details within research articles to calculate the number of minutes 

taken to learn one idiom as part of each intervention method. Children with Pragmatic 

Impairment learnt one idiom per 42 minutes of intervention delivered by one non-

professional provider via this method (Whyte et al, 2011). However, a study providing 

similar group intervention through a classroom teacher to children within the same age 

range with DLD yielded much less effective results with one idiom learnt per 101 

minutes of intervention (Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000). The difference may be due to 

the participant population, provider or idiom items selected. Abrahamsen and Smith 

(2000) compared classroom role-play and worksheet consolidation intervention with 

structured individual definition teaching intervention for the same group of children with 

DLD. Although both interventions resulted in significantly more idioms being 

understood post-intervention than pre-intervention and more idioms were taught in 

less time to children receiving individual intervention, the classroom intervention was 

considered most economically efficient as more children were treated using less 

provider time. Overall, more research into the effectiveness and cost-effectiveness of 
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intervention methods delivered by different providers for individual and groups of 

participants across populations with DLD, Pragmatic Impairment and MLD is required 

to substantiate this claim. 

 

5.1.4.1 One to One SLT Versus Classroom Based intervention 

Previous studies indicate that 1:1, group, classroom-based and a combination of these 

intervention delivery methods are effective for improving idiom skill components. 

However, no study has investigated the effectiveness of intervention delivered through 

1:1 SLT sessions compared with classroom sessions exclusively. Direct 1:1 SLT 

intervention may be most effective for building foundation idiom skills because children 

are given more opportunities to express themselves and receive individual feedback. 

Alternatively, classroom-based intervention may be most effective as children might 

be more motivated to learn with their peers and consolidate skills through watching 

others during group activities such as role play. Although the effectiveness of 1:1 

versus collaborative (SLT and teacher) classroom-based idiom skills intervention has 

not been investigated within the idiom skills intervention field, results of a study 

investigating vocabulary intervention showed that classroom-based intervention that 

was collaboratively led by a SLT and an English teacher was more effective than 1:1 

SLT intervention (Throneburg et al., 1995). Other previous studies focusing on using 

a manualised approach to address other areas of language found that group-based 

interventions were more cost effective, due to little difference between the 

effectiveness of 1:1 SLT and group-based interventions (Boyle et al., 2009; Dickson 

et al., 2009). The effectiveness of 1:1 SLT and classroom-based (group) intervention 

is investigated as part of the current study and the efficiency of each delivery method 

is discussed. Such investigations inform educational professionals, such as teachers 

and Speech and Language Therapists and service managers, of methods to provide 

effective and cost-effective services when resources or staffing are limited, which is 

highly relevant in the current climate when services are being asked to demonstrate 

the impact of and justify their service models (Gadhok, Myose and Farrell, 2018). It is 

also important for researchers to be aware of this agenda so that they can plan 

research studies in a way that allows exploration of which delivery methods are most 

effective and efficient.  
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5.1.5 Maintenance and Generalisation 

Maintenance of improved idiom skills was reportedly achieved in all published studies 

that investigated this (Ezell and Goldstein, 1992; Whyte et al, 2011; Mashal and 

Kasirer, 2011; Lundblom and Woods, 2011). However, this was measured using only 

visual analysis of graphs in two studies (Ezell and Goldstein, 1991; Lundblom and 

Woods, 2012) and one study administered maintenance assessments after a short 

break of between ten days and three weeks after completion of intervention (Whyte et 

al, 2011). This limits conclusions which can be drawn about longer-term maintenance 

of any improvements.  

 

As all idioms are constructed differently and can be interpreted in different ways across 

multiple contexts, it cannot necessarily to be expected that idiom skill components will 

generalise to novel idioms or across different scenarios. Three previous studies 

investigated the generalisation of idiom interpretation skills but findings were mixed 

across participant populations; generalisation of targeted idioms to novel stories was 

achieved for children with MLD (Mashal and Kasirer, 2011) but not for children with 

ASD (Whyte et al., 2011; Mashal and Kasirer, 2011) and generalisation to novel idioms 

as measured using a definition and idiom matching task was shown in children with 

MLD (Ezell and Goldstein, 1992). One study investigated generalisation of idiom 

explanation skills and found that generalisation to novel idiom items was not shown in 

participants with ASD (Whyte et al, 2011). However, results of some of these studies 

must be considered with caution because of limitations in experimental design. For 

example, although one study used sets of treated and control idiom items, 

experimental control was lost because participants made similar progress on both sets 

(Mashal and Kasirer, 2011). These findings suggest that children with MLD may have 

a greater ability to generalise idiom skill components than children with ASD but more 

investigation into this, and the ability of children with DLD to generalise idiom skills, is 

required. 

 

5.1.6 Predicting Response to Idiom Skills Intervention 

As described in Chapter 1, findings of previous studies suggest that eight underlying 

skills are related to learning idiom skills:  

 Receptive language (Vance and Wells 1994; Le Sourn-Bissaoui et al. 2012; 

Norbury 2004). 
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 Expressive language (Norbury 2004; Caillies and Le Sourn-Bissaoui, 2008; 

Whyte et al., 2013). 

 Receptive vocabulary (Rinaldi, 2000; Whyte et al., 2013; Joffe, Rixon and 

Hulme, 2019). 

 Expressive vocabulary (Rinaldi, 2000; Dennis, Lazenby and Lockyer, 2001; 

Cain, Towse and Knight, 2009). 

 Reading ability (Cain et al., 2009; Qualls et al., 2004). 

 ToM (Norbury, 2004; Le Sourn-Bissaoui et al., 2012; Caillies and Le Sourn-

Bissaoui, 2013; Joffe, Rixon and Hulme, 2019). 

 Memory (Nippold et al, 2003; Vance and Wells, 1994; Norbury, 2004). 

 Academic learning and IQ (Caillies and Le Sourn-Bissaoui 2008; Sahlén and 

Wagner 1999).  

 

A limited number of studies have investigated which of these skills are key to high 

proficiency of idiom skill components on testing and found links to language (Norbury, 

2004; Le Sourn-Bissaoui et al., 2013), language processing (Norbury, 2004) and ToM 

(Le Sourn-Bissaoui et al., 2012). These previous study findings suggest such a range 

of language, pragmatic and cognitive skills may be necessary for idiom skill 

component learning across different participant groups. 

 

5.1.6.1 Predictors of Response to Language Intervention 

The extent to which various profile language, pragmatic and cognitive skills can be 

used to predict response to idiom intervention has not been investigated. However, 

some studies have investigated potential methods for predicting response to other 

areas of language intervention and found that scores on the Children’s 

Communication Checklist (Bishop, 2003) use of context, nonverbal communication 

and coherence sections predicted response to pragmatic language intervention for 

children with ASD and associated language difficulties (Parsons et al, 2019).  

 

Other studies have investigated factors that can predict response to intervention 

methods targeting academic skills. Two studies have investigated predictors of school-

age academic achievement (Clarke et al, 2013; Miller et al., 2017). One investigated 

the extent to which intelligence quotient, communication, social skills and ASD 

symptoms at pre-school age predict the response of children with ASD to school 
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teaching, as measured through academic achievement at school age (Miller et al, 

2017). Findings of the other intervention study showed that IQ predicted overall 

academic achievement and language predicted later reading comprehension skills, 

suggesting that intervention on language skills in the preschool period may have a 

meaningful impact on later academic functioning (Clarke et al, 2010). A third study has 

investigated predictors of reading skills in children with ASD (Johnels et al, 2018). 

Results of this study suggest that phonological skills can predict word reading skills 

and reading comprehension can predict oral language skills. However, as the 

presence of the involvement of any other factors, such as receptive language or IQ 

which were not reported, findings cannot be used to suggest that reading ability is a 

predictor for verbal language skills or that supporting reading comprehension could 

help to support oral language skill development in children with ASD. The available 

evidence shows that there is a limited number of previous studies that have 

investigated predictors of progress in response to different interventions and none of 

these are in the field of intervention for idiom skills. In addition, the studies involving 

different and specific predictors or intervention methods, have some noteworthy 

limitations. For example, none used a control or reported investigation for the influence 

of additional factors within results sections. The current study investigates predictors 

of response to idiom skills intervention and findings could help to expand the field of 

evidence around idiom skills intervention, direct intervention methods and especially 

inform education professionals of how to differentiate interventions to suit particularly 

weak idiom skill components in children with weak idiom skills. 

 

5.1.7 Summary and Aims  

In summary, the evidence around the effectiveness of various interventions to 

develop, maintain and generalise idiom skill components is limited, especially for 

children with DLD. The gaps in the evidence base which need addressing are: whether 

idiom skill intervention is effective for progressing, maintaining and generalising idiom 

skills overall and if a 1:1 SLT, classroom-based or combined intervention delivery 

method is most effective. No idiom skills intervention studies known to the author have 

involved participants with DLD across the full age range during which idiom skill 

components typically develop (age seven-16 years old) or have investigated the effect 

of intervention on all four components of idiom skills (idiom identification, 
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interpretation, explanation and use). It is important to gather results of children across 

the whole age range because these can provide information on learning of idiom skill 

components over time. Alternatively, this could be achieved through multiple studies 

with smaller age ranges but if this was the case all studies should use similar outcome 

measures and participant inclusion criteria for different age groups. It is important to 

investigate the effects of intervention on all four idiom skill components because this 

will provide more information around overall idiom skills learning and patterns of 

learning across components during each age group. This information can be used to 

identify intervention methods that are effective for improving specific idiom skill 

components or not and could help identify adaptations that may be required to make 

them more effective for improving other idiom skill components. Furthermore, no 

studies have investigated the extent to which learning from intervention on targeted 

idioms can be generalised to novel idioms and contexts. To extend current knowledge 

and provide findings that are more comparable with other research findings, the 

current study has been designed using the current evidence base and careful 

consideration of what study design, intervention methods and outcome measures to 

use. Findings of the current study should therefore provide help for practitioners to 

target and monitor progression of specific idiom skills weaknesses. If practitioners 

were equipped with the adequate information and resources, children with DLD could 

be better supported to access and engage with age appropriate educational resources 

and social situations. 

 

This chapter aims to investigate the effectiveness of intervention for developing 

all four idiom skill components in nine to 16 year-old children with DLD. Although 

previously reported literature has been related to children aged seven and older, the 

youngest children recruited as part of this intervention study were aged 9. This is why 

the research questions below relate to children aged nine to 16 and not seven to 16.  

The above aim will be addressed through investigation of the following five research 

questions: 

 

Research Question 1: Do participants make more progress in idiom skills during 

intervention than during a baseline period and are post-intervention scores 

maintained? 
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Hypothesis: Previous studies suggest that little progress will be made during the 

baseline period but progress will be made in response to both intervention blocks. 

Rationale: The intervention will be effective because previous studies have found that 

similar methods have been effective for participants within different age (Key Stages 

2, 3 and 4) and diagnostic (DLD and TD) groups. 

 

Research Question 2: Does intervention lead to more progress on each of the idiom 

skill components of identification, interpretation, explanation or use than during a 

baseline period and were post-intervention levels maintained? 

Hypothesis: Although previous studies do not report on the effectiveness of 

interventions for developing idiom identification and use skills, previous research 

findings do suggest that idiom interpretation and explanation skills will progress. 

Intervention methods selected as part of the current study are designed to help 

improve all four of these idiom skill components. 

Rationale: It is important to investigate this in order to find whether particular idiom 

skill components do or do not respond to intervention. 

 

Research Question 3: Does progress with intervention differ with 1:1 SLT versus 

classroom-based intervention? 

Hypothesis: Previous studies suggest that idiom interpretation and explanation skills 

will progress in response to both intervention delivery methods. 

Rationale: Previous study findings suggest that both intervention delivery methods 

can be effective but that 1:1 SLT intervention may be more effective for progress but 

classroom-based intervention may be more efficient or cost-effective. It is important to 

determine which delivery method results in progress following least input, as this will 

inform service managers of the most efficient therapy packages to provide. 

 

Research Question 4: Does idiom skill intervention lead to more progress on control 

idioms than during a baseline period and thus is generalisation of idiom skills 

achieved? 

Hypothesis: Although no previous studies have investigated progress or 

generalisation of idiom identification or use, previous findings in this area suggest that 

progress on interpretation and explanation of taught idioms does not generalise to 

untaught idioms. 
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Rationale: It would be interesting to investigate this to find if idiom skills can generalise 

to untaught idioms within the DLD population. This would provide novel evidence to 

the field and could add value to intervention methods as progress would reach further 

than just targeted items. 

 

Research Question 5: To what extent is a child’s response to idiom skills intervention 

related to performance on tests of Recalling Sentences, ToM and baseline idiom 

skills? 

Hypothesis: Previous studies have found relationships between scores on tests of 

idiom skills and tests of language, receptive vocabulary and Theory of Mind. 

Rationale: The Global Elaboration theory of idiom skill learning and previous study 

findings indicate that a range of language, pragmatic and cognitive skills may be 

related to idiom skill learning. However, the extent to which these skills can be used 

to predict response to idiom skills intervention has not been investigated. Findings 

would be useful to SLTs and education professionals for identifying children with 

particular underlying skill profiles who may and may not respond to idiom skills 

intervention. 
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5.2 Methodology 

5.2.1. Study Design  

This study used a within-participants design whereby participants were assessed 

across five time points, in between which were four periods of interest: baseline period, 

intervention block 1, intervention block 2, maintenance period. A summary of the times 

when assessments and interventions were administered is shown in Figure 5.1.   

 

Figure 5.1: Timeline Including Idiom Skills Intervention and Repeated 
Assessments.  
 

 

 

At time point 1, a battery of language, pragmatic and cognitive assessments was 

administered to ensure participants met inclusion criteria. Standardised idiom skill 

assessments were administered at time point 1 and time point 5 to measure changes 

to standardised test scores pre- and post-intervention (using only the standardised 

assessments suitable for their age; see Table 5.2). The Bespoke Idiom Skills Test 

(described in Chapter 3) measured idiom skills, with idioms presented in isolation and 

alongside context across each of the four subtests, at each time point 1 to 5.  
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Table 5.2: List of Standardised Idiom Assessments.  

 Assessment and Source Participants 

 1. Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals-5 

(CELF-5) Figurative Language Skills subtesta 

2. TOWK Figurative Usage Subtestb 

3. Assessment of Comprehension and Expression 

(ACE) Non-literal Comprehension Test subtestc 

4. Fullerton Language Test for Adolescents (FLTA) 

Idiom subtestd 

All 

 

All 

Age 9-11 

 

Age 11+ 

a(Wiig et al., 2013), b(Wiig and Secord, 1991), c(Adams et al., 2001), d(Thorum, 

1986) 

 

All assessments were administered by nine SLT students recruited for different stages 

of the study who were unfamiliar with the participating children and blind to the 

participant intervention groups and assessment time points.  

 

5.2.2 Participants  

Forty-nine participants were recruited from the sixty-two participants with DLD 

involved in Chapter 4. Not all participants included in Chapter 4 investigations met 

criteria to be included in the interventions detailed within this chapter. This is because 

results of assessments administered in Chapter 4 showed that some children 

achieved scores on language and idiom skill component testing that were too high, 

suggesting they did not have severe DLD and/or difficulties with idiom skill learning, 

or too low, suggesting that other language targets may be more suitable than idiom 

skill component targets for those children at that time. Particular inclusion criteria are 

detailed below. All participants achieved an average core language index of between 

60 (2.5 standard deviations below mean) and 80 (1.5 standard deviations below mean) 

on the Clinical Evaluations of Language Fundamentals version 4 (CELF-4) (Wiig et 

al., 2003). This remained relevant to inclusion criteria for involvement in this 

intervention study because these score ranges indicate that while these participants 

had language difficulties (<80 standard score), foundation language skills were not 

considered a higher priority for therapy than idiom skills intervention (which would 

probably be the case for those with scores below 60). Of those children with DLD only 

introduced in Chapter 4 whose average standard score on the standardised idiom skill 
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subtests listed in Table 5.2 was between 55 (3 standard deviations below average) 

and 80 were included in the current chapter intervention as this indicated a weakness 

in idiom skills. However, if a child had a standard score of over 80 on any of these 

standardised tests, they were not included in the current chapter study. Finally, 

another inclusion ctiterion was completion of a Bespoke Idiom Skills Test (described 

in considerable detail in Chapter 3). Children who achieved between 5 and 70% on 

this test were included in the intervention study. 70% was chosen as the cut-off in 

order to avoid ceiling effects. Although the literature suggests that idiom skill 

development begins at age five in TD children, the youngest participants recruited 

were aged nine. This was because idiom skill intervention was not seen as a priority 

for any children aged younger than nine attending the participating school at the time 

of recruitment for this project. All participants were receiving regular direct speech and 

language therapy.  Participants were recruited from each of the three education Key 

Stages; nine participants from Key Stage 2 (age seven-11), 25 participants from Key 

Stage 3 (age 11-14) and 15 participants from Key Stage 4 (age 14-16) based on the 

inclusion criteria explained above and summarised in Figure 5.2.  

 

Figure 5.2: Flow Chart Demonstrating Participant Recruitment, Inclusion and 
Exclusion Criteria. 
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Key: * indicates aspects of inclusion criteria that mirror those used for inclusion in 
Chapter 4 investigations. 
Seven English teachers and nine SLTs participated in the study. The teachers had an 

average experience of 22.7 years teaching each (range three-30 years) and an 

average of 10.6 years’ experience teaching children with DLD (range two-22). All 

agreed to incorporate the collaborative idiom intervention into 10 of their English 

lessons for 30 minutes during one lesson each week over one school term. The SLTs 

agreed to provide 1:1 idiom intervention in the other term to participants on their 

caseload. All participants were set in English classes of up to 10 pupils. Although not 

all children in each English class were participants in the project, they all received the 

classroom intervention. The English classes were assigned to two larger participant 

groups (intervention group A and intervention group B). The two groups were balanced 

as well as possible according to number, age and gender. Each large group of 

participants was allocated to an intervention order: Classroom then 1:1 SLT 

intervention or the reverse. The numbers, genders and average ages of groups of 

participants in each participant group are shown in Table 5.3. 

 

Table 5.3: Distribution of Participants Across Two Intervention Groups.  

Intervention group Key Stage 

 

No. Participants 

(male:female) 

Mean 

Age 

No. 

Classes 

No.  

Teachers 

Classroom 

intervention first 

2 9 (7:2) 10;3 1 2 

3 9 (3:6) 12;4 2 2 

4 6 (5:1) 15;0 2 2 

Total 24 (14:9) 12;4 5 6 
 

1:1 SLT intervention 

first 

2 0 N/A 0 0 

3 16 (11:5) 12;11 3 2 

4 9 (4:5) 14;11 2 2 

Total 25(15:0) 13;7 5 4 

 

A power analysis was administered based on reported effect sizes of other intervention 

studies. For example, Abrahamsen and Smith (2000) found an effect size of d = 1.21 

and Lundblom and Woods (2012), an effect size of d = 1.53. With two groups of 24 

and 25 and similar effect sizes to these studies, power of the current study would be 

98.5% or 99.99%. Thus, the participant group sizes for this intervention study are 
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adequate. The smallest effect size that could be detectable with 80% power for a study 

with 49 participants is 0.378. This is acceptable as many education language 

interventions have effect sizes of between 0.3 and 0.4 (Hattie, 2009). 

 

5.2.3 Intervention Procedures and Materials 

The intervention followed a prescriptive, structured approach. English teachers and 

SLTs were provided with a set of 16 idioms per school term of intervention. Each set 

of 16 idiom items (one set for each intervention term and a non-targeted set), were 

taken from the BIST with four idiom items taken from each BIST subtest. The idioms 

in each set for each Key Stage are detailed in Appendix K. English teachers and SLTs 

were provided with an Interactive  PowerPoint presentation, poster and worksheet 

linked to each of the 16 idioms. The presentation was used to guide teachers and 

SLTs through a session in which children were asked to identify, interpret, explain and 

use 16 targeted idioms. Each idiom was introduced using presentation slides in the 

same format which included pictorial demonstrations of the idioms used across 

multiple scenarios with scaffolding which was gradually reduced as participants 

progressed through the presentation (See Appendix G). The presentation was 

designed to be visually appealing and interactive to encourage participant motivation 

and to reduce dependence on the SLT to explain when answers were correct or 

incorrect and instead to focus on providing individualised feedback. The worksheet 

had space for participants to note the meaning of the targeted idiom in their own words 

and in a picture as well as record when they might use the idiom in future and their 

responses to discussion points such as ‘when did you stick your head in the sand?’ or 

‘have you ever been in a pickle?’ (See Appendix H). The posters provided a picture of 

the idiom, its definition and examples of its use across three scenarios (See Appendix 

I). Within each Key Stage, all participants targeted the same 32 idiom items (16 in 

classroom and 16 in 1:1 SLT sessions), regardless of their performance on the BIST. 

One new idiom was taught per session (ten in total) and the six additional idioms were 

taught during these sessions through example, consolidation and worksheet activities.  

 

5.2.3.1 SLT Intervention Provided During 1:1 Sessions 

One-to-one direct SLT intervention was delivered by each participant’s usual SLT 

through ten 30-minute sessions during the allocated 10-week SLT intervention term. 
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It was recommended that SLT session activities were differentiated to suit the 

children’s individual interests. To monitor fidelity, the researcher communicated with 

SLTs on a weekly basis and watched a video of a randomly-selected session and 

evaluated their use of resources, questioning, modelling and feedback. During the 

term when participants were not receiving 1:1 SLT idiom skills intervention, they 

received 1:1 SLT intervention targeting speech and language skills unrelated to 

figurative language, for example, speech sounds, vocabulary or grammar. 

 

5.2.3.2 Classroom-based Intervention 

Classroom-based intervention was jointly delivered by the participants’ usual English 

teacher and SLT through collaborative support in English lessons. The class teacher 

and SLT met on a weekly basis for 30 minutes to collaboratively plan incorporation of 

idiom skills intervention resources into English lessons.  

 

Before delivering the intervention, SLTs and English teachers attended a one-hour 

demonstration and discussion session to observe and discuss how to differentiate and 

individualise idiom skills intervention resources for each participant in their class and 

how to respond when a participant was incorrect. When participants were incorrect, 

intervention providers explained this and then explored incorrect idiom interpretation, 

explanation or use by asking questions to highlight contextual cues and using answers 

to model correct responses. For example, for the sentence “Max the dog was barking 

then Jack asked him to keep it down,” intervention providers may have asked “how 

does Jack feel?”, “who was Jack talking to?” or “what does Jack want the dog to do?” 

Providers used information gathered from questions to model inferencing and 

generation of a correct response and participants were praised for changing or 

correcting their responses.  

 

To monitor fidelity, the author read collaborative logs throughout the intervention 

period and, as per the 1:1 SLT delivery method, communicated with the intervention 

providers (SLT and English teacher pairs) on a weekly basis and also watched a video 

of a randomly-selected lesson to check that resources were delivered in the correct 

order (Powerpoint, worksheet then poster) and monitor providers’ feedback to 

participants. Although classroom-based and 1:1 SLT intervention providers agreed to 
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follow the prescriptive intervention as per the provided protocol, the author 

communicated openly with them during the intervention period. Of all of the idioms to 

be targeted, 92% were taught to participants in classroom sessions and 98% in 1:1 

SLT sessions.  

 

5.2.4 Attendance 

Participant attendance was recorded by English teachers and/or SLTs during each 

intervention term. Overall there was an attendance rate of 97% for classroom sessions 

and 94% for 1:1 SLT sessions.  

 

5.3 Results  

Given the complex design of the study and the increased chance of finding spurious 

significant results, analyses were restricted to those needed to answer the specific 

research questions posed. Furthermore, in order to reduce the effects of multiple 

comparisons, a False Discovery Rate (FDR) (Benajmini and Hochberg, 1995) 

calculation was used. All p-values reported following the first and main ANOVA have 

been corrected by the FDR calculation (q = 0.032).  

 

5.3.1 Research Question 1: Do Participants Make Progress in Idiom Skills During 
Intervention and are Post-intervention Scores Maintained?                                                                                                       
 

The mean BIST scores achieved by participants for each idiom set at each time point 

are shown in Figure 5.3. During each of these intervention blocks, half of participants 

were taught the 1:1 SLT set and the other half were taught the class set. Half of the 

participants received 1:1 SLT then class intervention and the other half received class 

then 1:1 SLT intervention. Visual inspection of this graph indicates scores remained 

steady during the baseline and maintenance periods (time one to two and time four to 

five) but increased during intervention blocks one and two (from time two to three and 

from time three to four), especially for the sets targeted through 1:1 SLT and class 

intervention delivery methods.  
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Figure 5.3 Average BIST Score for Idioms Targeted in SLT Sessions, Classroom 

Sessions and Untargeted Idioms at Time Points 1 to 5 

 
 

To investigate the effectiveness of intervention for improving scores on testing, scores 

for period during which intervention was delivered were analysed; from time point 2 to 

time point 4. Results of an initial three way ANOVA investigating effects of time (pre 

intervention at time point 2, post intervention block 1 at time point 3 and post-

intervention block 2 at time point 4) on scores for each idiom set (targeted in 1:1 SLT 

sessions, targeted in classroom sessions and untargeted) showed a significant effect 

of time (F(2, 432) = 53.646, p < .001) but no effect of idiom set (F(2, 432)=2.536, p = 

.172). Results also showed a significant interaction between time and idiom set (F(4, 

432) = 3.153, p = .036). These results demonstrate that idiom skill scores improved 

significantly over time but that there were significant differences between the idiom 

sets over time.  

 

One-way ANOVAs investigating differences for each idiom set separately across the 

three time points also showed a main effect of time for all three sets; idioms targeted 

in SLT sessions (F(2, 144) = 26.986, p < .001); idioms targeted in class sessions (F(2, 

144) = 25.482, p < .001); untargeted idioms (F(2, 144) = 5.449, p = .014). The scores 

for all idiom sets improved between time points 2 and 4 (following both blocks of 
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intervention); idioms targeted in SLT sessions (p < .001, d = 1.67); idioms targeted in 

class sessions (p < .001, d = 1.51); untargeted idioms in  (p = .008, d = .69). This 

shows that scores for all sets improved following two blocks of intervention for the 

targeted sets even though only half of the participants received therapy teaching these 

during each block.  

 

To investigate the influence of individual intervention blocks, t-tests were repeated for 

each idiom set during each block of intervention (block one between time points two 

and three and block 2 between time points three and four). Results showed that scores 

for targeted idioms improved during each individual intervention block but untargeted 

idioms did not; SLT idiom set block 1 (p < .001, d = .96) and block 2 (p = .032, d = 

.50), classroom idiom set block 1 (p < .001, d = .90) and block 2 (p = .024, d = .56) 

and untargeted idiom set block 1 (p = .187, d = .36) and block 2 (p = .219, d = .33). It 

is likely that this reflects the fact that half of the participants had received therapy 

teaching the two sets of targeted idioms. Therefore, while untargeted idioms improved 

after two blocks of intervention targeted idioms improved after only one block. 

 

To investigate further differences between idiom sets, additional post-hoc t-tests 

comparing these at each of the three time points were conducted. Comparison of the 

two targeted sets showed no difference in scores between sets at any of the time 

points; time point 2 directly pre-intervention (p = .829, d = .03), at time point 3 between 

intervention blocks (p = .746, d = .08) or at time point 4 post-intervention (p = .689, d 

= .08). The differences between targeted and untargeted idiom sets were then 

investigated at each time point. Before intervention, scores on the untargeted set were 

significantly higher than the sets targeted in both 1:1 SLT (p = .012, d = .31) and 

classroom sessions (p = .036, d = .27). However, following intervention this changed 

and there was a difference in scores between targeted and untargeted sets after 

intervention block 1 (SLT: (p = .012, d = .37); Class (p = .036 d = .31) with higher 

scores for the targeted than untargeted sets. After intervention block 2, scores were 

significantly higher again for targeted sets than untargeted sets: SLT (p < .001, d = 

.65); Class: p < .001, d = .57). Therefore, pre-intervention scores for the untargeted 

idiom set were significantly higher than the targeted idiom sets but this reversed post-

intervention as scores for targeted idiom sets improved more than those for untargeted 

sets. Inspection of line graphs showing change in scores over time demonstrates 
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improvement rather than a deterioration in all score sets over time and that participants 

do indeed make progress in idiom skills during intervention.  

 

The mean BIST scores achieved by participants for idioms targeted in the first 

intervention block, the second intervention block and untargeted idioms at each time 

point are shown in Figure 5.4. During each of these intervention blocks, half of the 

idioms targeted were taught during 1:1 SLT sessions and the other half of the idioms 

were taught during classroom-based sessions. Therefore, this figure shows the 

response to intervention method but the relative influence of the two delivery methods 

(1:1 SLT and classroom-based sessions) is not captured. This is investigated as part 

of the results for Research Question 3 below. Visual inspection of this graph indicates 

scores remained steady during the baseline and maintenance periods (time one to 

two and time four to five) but increased during intervention blocks one and two (from 

time two to three and from time three to four), especially for the idioms targeted in 

each block.  

 

Figure 5.4 Average BIST Score for Idioms Targeted in Block 1, Block 2 and 

Untargeted Idioms at Time Points 1 to 5 
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A second ANOVA was conducted to further explore the interaction between time and 

idiom set and the effectiveness of intervention blocks for learning targeted idiom items. 

The previous ANOVA does not take into account when idioms were targeted. This 

additional analysis was conducted because it shows the difference in scores items 

when they were and were not targeted, regardless of which intervention delivery 

method they received. The differences in effects of the order of delivery across the 

two intervention groups is investigated in the results for Research Question 3 below. 

This ANOVA analysed data across the same three time points (pre intervention block 

1, post-intervention block 1 and post-intervention block 2) as the first ANOVA. 

However in this analysis the BIST score sets were divided into untargeted vs targeted 

in block 1 vs block 2 (regardless of intervention method). Results showed main effects 

of idiom score set (F(2, 432) = 6.192, p = .012) and time (F(2, 432) = 56.268, p < .001), 

as well as a significant interaction between time and idiom score set (F(4, 432) = 6.82, 

p < .001). These results, and inspection of line graphs showing scores over time, 

demonstrate that idiom skill scores improved significantly over time but there were 

significant differences between the score sets.  

 

One-way ANOVAs investigating the effect of time on each idiom score set separately 

show a main effect of time for all three sets; idioms targeted in intervention block 1 

(F(2, 144) = 28.630, p < .001); idioms targeted in intervention block 2 (F(2, 144) = 

35.438, p < .001); untargeted idioms (F(2, 144) = 5.449, p = .019). Post-hoc t-tests 

were conducted to find if there was an improvement in scores for each set following 

each intervention block. For the idioms targeted in block 1, scores improved 

significantly during the block when they were targeted (p < .001, d = 1.33) but not 

during the block when they were not targeted (p = .812, d = .06). For the idioms 

targeted in block 2 scores improved significantly during both blocks: block 1 (p = .025, 

d = .55); block 2 (p < .001, d = 1.09). Finally, scores for the untargeted idiom set did 

not improve during either block: block 1 (p = .089, d = 35); block 2 (p = .116, d = .32). 

These results show that intervention was effective for achieving progress on targeted 

idiom sets. Although there was significant difference in scores for the untargeted idiom 

set from pre to post-intervention, there was not a significant difference following each 

of the individual blocks of therapy. In contrast, both targeted sets showed a significant 

difference in scores after both block 1 and block 2. The result, as confirmed through 
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analysis of line graphs, is that post-intervention the scores on both targeted sets are 

significantly higher than the untargeted set. 

 

Further post-hoc t-tests comparing the idiom sets at each time point were conducted. 

Results for time point 2 pre-intervention showed that performance on the untargeted 

set was almost significantly better than the sets targeted in block 1 (p = .063, d = .24) 

and significantly better than the sets targeted in block 2 (p = .012, d = .33) but there 

was no significant difference in scores for the two sets of targeted idioms (p = .704, d 

= .06). At time point 3 post-intervention block 1 scores for idioms targeted during block 

1 (which had just been targeted) were significantly higher than for those targeted in 

block 2 (which had not been targeted yet) (p < 001, d = .89) and also significantly 

higher than untargeted idioms (p < .001, d = .79) but there was no difference in idioms 

targeted in block 2 and untargeted idioms (p = .354, d = .12). Finally, by time point 4 

(post intervention block 2), there was no difference in scores between idioms targeted 

in blocks 1 and 2 (p = .746, d = .05) but both were significantly higher than the 

untargeted set (block 1: p < .001, d = .55; block 2: p < .001, d = .65).  

 

To establish whether post-intervention levels were maintained, a t-test compared 

scores during the maintenance period at time point four and five. There was no 

significant change for any of the idiom sets; idioms targeted in 1:1 SLT sessions (p = 

.689, d = .14), idioms targeted in class sessions (p = .957, d = .01) and untargeted 

idioms (p = .697, d = .13). This shows post-intervention levels were maintained for 

three months, but scores did not improve further. 

 

5.3.2 Research Question 2: Does Intervention Lead to More Progress on Each of the 
Idiom Skill Components (Identification, Interpretation, Explanation or Use) Than 
During a Baseline Period and Were Post-intervention Levels Maintained? 
 

The previous analyses combined the four idiom skills, but here we consider the 

individual skills with all idiom items (targeted and nontargeted) regardless of when 

they were targeted. Mean scores across BIST subtests and time are shown in Figure 

5.5. Visual inspection indicates greater progress during intervention than during the 

baseline period. 
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Figure 5.5: Average Score at Each Time Point Across Each of the Four BIST 

Subtests. 

 

 
 

Four repeated measures analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were conducted using the 

change score for each BIST subtest (including all idioms), one for each subtest 

(identification, interpretation, explanation and use) with one within-participant variable: 

time (baseline period, intervention block 1, intervention block 2). Results showed no 

significant effect of time for the identification, F(1.79, 38.30) = 3.17, p = .069, ɳp
2 = 

0.62 or interpretation, F(1.75, 43.20) = 1.73, p = .226, ɳp
2 = .035 subtests. There was 

however a significant effect of time for the explanation, F(1.70, 216.38) = 11.93, p < 

.001, ɳp
2 = .199 and use subtests, F(1.63, 436.55) = 9.02, p = .001, ɳp

2 = 1.58. Planned 

comparisons for these showed greater progress during both intervention blocks than 

during the baseline period (Explanation: Intervention Block 1: p < .001, d = 1.01; 

Intervention Block 2: p < .001, d = 0.96; Use: Intervention Block 1: p = .001, d = 0.68; 

Intervention Block 2: p = .001, d = 0.50).  
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5.3.3 Research Question 3: Does Progress with Intervention Differ with 1:1 SLT 
Versus Classroom-based Intervention? 
 

Results of Research Questions 1 and 2 show that significant progress was made 

overall and for idiom explanation and use skills. However, for Research Question 1 

the first analysis separated class and 1:1 SLT idiom sets but did not investigate the 

time during which the intervention was provided. The second analysis for Research 

Question 1 and the Research Question 2 analyses combined class and 1:1 SLT 

intervention delivery methods rather than looking at the effects of each of these in 

isolation. For Research Question 3 I split analyses by intervention delivery method 

and order (SLT then Class intervention or vise versa) to allow for comparison of 

progress made in response to each of the two intervention delivery methods (SLT and 

Classroom-based) and when they were delivered (during the first or second block of 

intervention). Figure 5.6 presents the average score of idioms targeted during 1:1 SLT 

sessions, Class-based sessions and untargeted idioms during the whole intervention 

period (pre-intervention block 1, pre-intervention block 2 and post-intervention block 

2) for each participant group (SLT then Classroom intervention and Classroom then 

SLT intervention). 

 

An ANOVA investigating effects of time (five timepoints: pre-baseline period at time 

point 1, pre-intervention block 1 at time point 2, pre-intervention block 2 at time point 

3, post-intervention at time point 4 and post-maintenance period at time point 5) on 

scores for each idiom set (targeted through SLT sessions, targeted through classroom 

sessions and untargeted idioms) was conducted for each participant group (those who 

received SLT then Class intervention and those who received Class then SLT 

intervention).  
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Figure 5.6: Average Score for Each Idiom Set at Time Points 1 to 5 for Each 

Idiom Set for Each Participant Group. 
 

SLT then Class Group

 
 

 

Class then SLT Group  
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Results of the ANOVA for the group who received SLT then Class intervention showed 

a main effect of time (F(4, 360) = 64.170, p < .001) and idiom set (F(2, 360) = 8.618, 

p < .001). Results also showed a significant interaction between time and idiom set 

(F(8, 360) = 5.236, p < .001). These results demonstrate that idiom skill scores 

improved significantly over time. The nature of the interaction between time and set 

are investigated further below. 

 

One-way ANOVAs investigating the effect of time on each idiom set showed a main 

effect of time for targeted sets: SLT set (F(4, 115) = 14.247, p < .001) and Class set 

(F(2, 115) = 9.440, p < .001) and no effect of time for the untargeted set (F(4, 115) = 

2.534, p = .185). This shows that there was a change in targeted idioms over the whole 

study period but the change was not significant for the untargeted idioms. The nature 

difference in scores for these targeted sets over the period of time when intervention 

was delivered was investigated through planned comparisons and visual inspection of 

graphs presented above (Figure 5.6).  

 

Planned t-test comparisons investigating the scores from time point 1 (pre-baseline 

period) to time point 2 (pre-intervention), time point 2 to time point 3 (post-intervention 

block 1) and then time point 3 to time point 4 (post-intervention) were conducted to 

investigate differences in scores on each of the targeted idiom sets following each 

individual block of intervention. The pre-baseline time point (time point 1) was included 

in this analysis so that differences in scores following intervention and following no 

education or intervention could be contrasted. This can contribute towards 

investigations into whether generalisation was achieved to idiom sets that were not 

targeted during each block. However, reasons around why these results should be 

interpreted with caution are discussed further in the discussion below. There was no 

significant difference in scores for both the targeted sets from time point 1 (pre-

baseline) to time point 2 (pre-intervention block 1): SLT set (p = .695, d = .16); Class 

set (p = .695, d = .21). There was a significant increase in scores for both the SLT set 

when it was targeted during block 1 (from time point 2 to 3) (p < .001, d = .76) and the 

Class set when it was targeted in block 2 (from time point 3 to 4) (p < .001, d = 1.20). 

Although there was a significant improvement in scores for the Class set when it was 

not targeted during block 1 (from time point 2 to 3) (p < .001, d = 1.09), there was no 
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significant difference in scores for the SLT set when it wasn’t targeted during block 2 

(from time point 3 to 4) (p = .753, d = .12).  

 

Finally, to investigate the interaction between time and set further, one-way ANOVAs 

exploring the effect of set at each time point were conducted. Results showed that 

although there was not a significant difference in score sets at time points 1 (F(2, 72) 

= .757, p = .695) and 2 (F(2, 72) = 1.868, p = .446) before intervention was delivered 

and time point 4 following the second block of intervention (F(2, 72) = 3.750, p = .147), 

there was a difference in score sets at time point 3 following the first block of 

intervention (F(2, 72) = 18.572, p < .001). Planned t-tests showed that at time point 3, 

following intervention block 1 where SLT sessions were delivered, the SLT score set 

was significantly different than the class (p < .001, d = 1.53) and untargeted (p < .001, 

d = 1.71) score set and there was no significant difference between these two 

untargeted sets at this time point (p = .899, d = .05). Results also show that at time 

point 4, following intervention block 2 when Class sessions were delivered, there was 

no significant difference in the scores between the class set and sets that were not 

targeted: SLT set (p = .899, d = .04) and untargeted set (p = .147, d = .64). There also 

was no significant difference in the SLT and untargeted score sets at time point 4 (p = 

.147, d = .58). Overall, findings show that for the group that received SLT then Class 

intervention, both intervention delivery methods were effective for improving scores 

for targeted idioms. Analysis of the data for the group who received Class then SLT 

intervention is required to further investigate whether generalisation was achieved, 

and if so if it was due to the timing of intervention (block 1 or block 2) or the intervention 

delivery method (Intervention delivered through SLT or Class sessions). 

 

Results of the ANOVA for the group who received Class then SLT intervention showed 

a main effect of time (F(4, 345) = 22.126, p < .001) but not idiom set (F(2, 345) = 1.779, 

p = .446). Results also showed no significant interaction between time and idiom set 

(F(8, 345) = 1.676, p = .361). These results demonstrate that although idiom skill 

scores change over time there was no difference in this across idiom sets.  

 

One-way ANOVAs investigating the effect of time on each idiom set showed a main 

effect of time for all sets: SLT set (F(4, 120) = 41.105, p < .001), Class set (F(4, 120) 

= 25.843, p < .001) and untargeted set (F(4, 120) = 7.351, p < .001). This shows that 
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there was a change in all idiom sets over the study time period. The nature of the 

change in each of the score sets during the study period was investigated through 

planned comparisons. 

 

Planned t-test comparisons investigating the scores from time point 1 (pre-baseline 

period) to time point 2 (pre-intervention), time point 2 to time point 3 (post-intervention 

block 1) and then time point 3 to time point 4 (post-intervention) were conducted to 

investigate differences in scores on each of the targeted idiom sets following each 

individual block of intervention. As noted in the analyses above, for the group that 

received SLT then class intervention, the pre-baseline time point (time point 1) was 

included in this analysis. There was no significant difference in scores for any of the 

sets from time point 1 (pre-baseline) to time point 2 (pre-intervention block 1): SLT set 

(p = .695, d = .18), Class set (p = .695, d = .22) and untargeted set (p = .695, d = .16). 

There was a significant increase in scores for both the Class set when it was targeted 

during block 1 (from time point 2 to 3) (p = .054, d = .85) and the SLT set when it was 

targeted in block 2 (from time point 3 to 4) (p < .001, d = 1.22). There was no significant 

difference in scores for any of the sets over time periods when they were not targeted: 

The SLT set during block 1 (time 2 to 3) (p = .695, d = .26), the Class Set during block 

2 (time 3 to 4) (p = .695, d = .20) and the untargeted set during block 1 (p = .699, d = 

.19) and block 2 (p = .446, d = .31). Therefore, there was a significant improvement in 

all sets during blocks when they were targeted but also for the untargeted set overall, 

following two blocks of intervention.  

 

Results of the above analyses show that both SLT and Class intervention delivery 

methods are effective for improving idiom skills for targeted sets of idioms. Results 

also indicate that a first block of intervention may be more effective than a second as 

SLT intervention was effective for improving scores on both targeted and untargeted 

idiom sets when SLT intervention was delivered during the first block but not the 

second. 

 

As the baseline period (time point 1 to 2) was included in the analyses, it is possible 

to differentiate between generalisation and non-specific effects. There are some 

results that indicate that generalisation of idiom skills was achieved; For the group that 

received Class then SLT intervention, scores for the untargeted idiom set improved 
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following intervention overall (two consecutive therapy blocks) and for the group that 

received SLT then class intervention the Class idiom set improved when it was not 

targeted (following intervention block 1). This is investigated further as part of 

Research Question 4 below. 

 

5.3.4 Research Question 4: Does Intervention Lead to More Progress on 

Untargeted Idioms than During a Baseline Period and Thus is Generalisation of 
Idiom Skills Achieved? 
The BIST scores across each subtest and time on just the untargeted idiom set are 

shown in Figure 5.7. Visual inspection indicates more progress during intervention 

blocks than during the baseline period on explanation and use subtests. Results of the 

first ANOVA conducted in Research Question 1 show that scores for the untargeted 

idiom set improved significantly during the entire intervention period but not during 

individual intervention blocks 1 or 2. The reason for this progress is unknown and 

could be due to generalisation, practice effects or maturation.  

 

Figure 5.7: Average Score for the Untargeted Idiom Set at Time Points 1 to 5 
Across all Four Subtests. 

 
 

Results of the first ANOVA reported in Research Question 1 showed that scores for 

the untargeted idiom set changed significantly from time point 2 (pre-intervention) to 

time point 4 (post-intervention), suggesting that generalisation was achieved following 
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two consecutive blocks of intervention. However, it could be argued that this 

improvement in scores is a result of a practice effect rather than generalisation. 

Limitations related to the timing of the baseline period are noted in more details in the 

discussion below and these must be considered alongside the following analysis. 

However, the extent to which the change in scores on the untargeted idiom set could 

be attributed to generalisation was checked through planned comparisons comparing 

the change in scores during this baseline period and each block of intervention using 

paired t-tests. Results showed that progress made during the baseline period was not 

different from progress made during intervention block 1 (p = .853, d = .06), block 2 (p 

= .746, d = .13) or both combined (p = .310, d = .44). Therefore, analyses show that 

there was no effect of intervention and thus generalisation was not achieved overall. 

 

Generalisation was then investigated for each of the four BIST subtests. Four repeated 

ANOVAs were conducted on the change in scores only for the untargeted idiom set of 

the BIST across the four subtests with one within-participant variable: time (across 

baseline and intervention periods). These showed that in fact there was no significant 

main effect of time for any of the subtests: identification F(2, 47) = .013, p = .987, ɳp
2 

= .001), interpretation (F(1.74, 15.88) = .02, p = .987, ɳp
2 = .000), explanation  F(1.71, 

1285.82) = 3.39, p = .054, ɳp
2 = .066) and use F(1.48, 1988.93) = 2.23, p = .165, ɳp

2 = 

.044). This indicates that progress and therefore generalisation was not achieved for 

untargeted idioms overall or for individual subtests. 

 

Another method to investigate generalisation of idiom skills is to explore the scores on 

standardised tests of idiom skills administered at time points 1 and 5 (although we 

acknowledge there is no experimental control for these measures). None of the idioms 

used in the BIST are present in these tests. Sets of paired samples t-tests investigated 

the difference between pre and post-intervention scores on the CELF-5 figurative 

language, TOWK figurative usage and FLTA idiom subtests and showed significant 

progress in idiom interpretation (p < .001, d = 0.77) and explanation (p < .001, d = 

0.53) skills as measured using the CELF-5 and idiom interpretation (p < .001, d = 0.53) 

as measured using the TOWK. However no significant progress was found in idiom 

explanation as measured using the FLTA (p = .705, d = 0.38).  It was not possible to 

investigate the change in scores on standardised tests of idiom identification and use 

skills as no such tests for these skills exist. 
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5.3.5 Research Question 5: To What Extent can a Child’s Response to Idiom Skills 
Intervention be Predicted Using Age, Recalling Sentences, Theory of mind and 
Baseline Total BIST Data? 

 
The relationships between response to idiom skills intervention and the following 

variables were explored; age, time point 1 recalling sentences, receptive vocabulary 

and BIST. Response to intervention score was measured using the change in score 

from time point 2 (directly pre-intervention) to time point 5 (post-maintenance period), 

data from time point 1 was taken for measures of age, Recalling Sentences, Receptive 

Vocabulary and Theory of Mind and the time point 2 BIST score was used as a 

measure of pre-intervention idiom skills. There was no significant difference between 

these score sets at time point 1 and 2 for any Key Stage or overall. It was decided to 

use the time point 2 BIST data as a measure of pre-intervention as this was the 

assessment measure conducted directly pre-intervention rather than at the start of the 

baseline period. Time point 1 data was used for other pre-intervention measures 

because this was the only time point they were administered. Complete data sets 

across the six variables were obtained for all 49 participants in the idiom skills 

intervention. Table 5.4 shows the results of correlation analyses of response to idiom 

skills intervention and the other variables. Data were analysed with all Key Stages and 

BIST Subtests combined. Results showed that none of the variables correlated with 

response to idiom skills intervention. However, the negative correlation between the 

pre-intervention BIST score and response to intervention (change score) approached 

significance, indicating perhaps that those with more potential for progress showed 

more change.  

 

Table 5.4: Correlations Between Independent Variables and Response to 
Intervention. 

Response to 
Intervention 

Age Theory 
of Mind 

Recalling 
Sentences 

Receptive 
Vocabulary 

Time 2 BIST 
Score 

Overall .-.089 
p=.542 

.000 
p=.999 

-.223 
p=.123 

-.006 
p=.969 

-.276 
p=.055 

 

 

5.4 Discussion  
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This study aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of an intervention designed explicitly to 

improve idiom skills in 49 nine to 16 year olds with DLD. A secondary aim was to 

explore the effectiveness of this method when delivered through 1:1 SLT and 

classroom-based sessions. The results showed that intervention was effective for 

improving idiom skills when delivered through both 1:1 SLT and classroom-based 

sessions. When considering each of the four individual idiom skills, intervention 

improved idiom explanation and use but not idiom identification and interpretation. 

Improvements in idiom skills did not appear to consistently generalise to untaught 

idioms as measured using idiom sets that were not targeted during intervention blocks. 
 

5.4.1 Research Question 1: Effectiveness of Intervention Overall 
This is only the second study known to the author to investigate the effectiveness of 

idiom intervention for children with DLD. The previous study with children with DLD 

(Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000) should be interpreted with caution due to a lack of 

control in its study design. In the current study, scores on targeted idiom sets improved 

during each intervention block. Absence of difference in scores from pre to post the  

baseline and maintenance periods suggest that a practice effect does not account for 

the progress seen with intervention. However, this needs to be investigated further as 

part of future studies with baseline periods during a school term and not during the 

holidays. This is because a period of time when children are attending school is not 

directly comparable to a period of time when children are not attending school. 

 

5.4.2 Research Question 2: Progress Across Specific Idiom Skill Components 
This is the first idiom skills intervention study with any population to measure the 

effectiveness of intervention for all four idiom skill components: identification, 

interpretation, explanation and use. No previous studies have considered idiom 

identification or use skills; only explanation (Whyte et al, 2000; Abrahamsen and 

Smith, 2000) and/or interpretation (Ezell and Goldstein, 1989; Mashal and Kasirer, 

2011; Lundblom and Woods, 2012, Whyte et al., 2011) where they all found positive 

effects. Results of the current study showed that idiom intervention was effective for 

improving idiom explanation and use (expressive) skills but not idiom identification and 

interpretation (receptive) skills. Thus, current study findings contrast with previous 

studies with respect to interpretation skills. This may be due to key differences 

between this study and previous studies in terms of experimental design, nature of the 

participants, outcome measures and/or intervention methods. 



 

 - 177 - 

 

The design of the BIST could have also led to the different pattern of the results on 

the different skills as questions on the identification and interpretation subtests are 

multiple-choice and the explanation and use subtests are open-ended. This could 

have resulted in higher identification and interpretation scores pre-intervention with 

less potential for progress. However, while there did appear to be a ceiling effect for 

the identification subtest (the percentage of participants scoring between 90 to 100% 

increased from 8% pre-intervention to 26% post-intervention), this did not appear to 

be the case for the interpretation subtest (only 2% scored at ceiling pre-intervention 

and 6% post-intervention).  

 

Some previous studies used outcome measures that may be considered easier for 

showing progress as they were more directly related to intervention activities. For 

example, one involved matching an idiom to one of three picture scenes (Ezell and 

Goldstein, 1992) or definitions in one scenario only, as taught during intervention 

sessions (Lundblom and Woods, 2012; Mashal and Kasirer, 2011). The current study 

used an idiom interpretation assessment that assessed skills using stimuli presented 

across multiple contexts and matching to a choice of three carefully controlled options 

that included literal, plausible and figurative interpretations. Although differences 

between these answer categories were not analysed statistically, the application of 

these categories means that scores may reflect participants’ stages of idiom skills 

learning. This is discussed further below (section 5.4.6).  This design may be 

considered more challenging than assessments used in previous studies as it requires 

flexible thinking across multiple scenarios and for participants to process the language 

given rather than use pictures to aid interpretation. There were some differences 

between intervention methods used for this study compared to previous studies. The 

intervention involved participants discussing the meaning of target idioms across ten 

different scenarios and receiving feedback on their own explanations, allowing 

participants to reflect on their answers and practise using idioms flexibly across 

multiple contexts.  

 

Previous studies have successfully used a range of very structured intervention 

activities and strategies which were not used in the current study including highlighting 

non-literal language in written narrative (Qualls, 2004), idiom drill worksheets 
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(Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000; Whyte et al, 2011), group role play with discussion 

(Ezell and Goldstein, 1992; Abrahamsen and Smith, 2000), strategies to practise using 

contextual cues to interpret idioms and increasing the participant’s exposure to the 

idiom in a range of scenarios through discussion and simulation (Lundbloom and 

Woods, 2012). The current study found that the combination of using a presentation 

with an interactive component to introduce target idioms and practise idiom skills 

across different scenarios, a worksheet to personalise learning and poster activities to 

consolidate skills was valuable. This combination allowed for explicit teaching and 

interactive practice of skills (Powerpoint presentation), personalisation of learning and 

discussion (worksheet) and consolidation across multiple scenarios (poster).  

 

It would be interesting to investigate the effectiveness of the different approaches used 

in previous research further, both in isolation and combination to find which 

intervention methods have the greatest influence on the idiom interpretation learning 

skills. Such findings would be beneficial for training SLTs and teachers in how to teach 

idiom skills. All previous studies in this area taught targeted idioms verbatim and in 

one presentation context (either in isolation or within one particular story context) 

rather than encouraging participants to use cues to interpret idioms across multiple 

story scenarios. For example, the idiom “to turn over a new leaf” may be interpreted 

and explained differently when presented across the following two story scenarios; 

“Jamie stole a laptop from the shop so he needs to turn over a new leaf” versus “Jamie 

ate three doughnuts and had a cheese burger so he needs to turn over a new leaf.” In 

one scenario it may mean “Jamie needs to stop stealing and pay for the items he 

wants” and in the other scenario it means “Jamie should stop eating unhealthy food 

and eat some healthy food instead.” It is possible that in order for nine to 16 year-olds 

with DLD to develop the interpretation skills to a level required to process idioms in 

spoken and written language correctly across multiple scenarios without visual 

support, a dosage of intervention larger than 10 sessions may be required. 

 

5.4.3 Research Question 3: 1:1 SLT versus Classroom-based Intervention 
Both 1:1 SLT and classroom-based intervention delivery methods were effective for 

developing idiom skills overall. The study by Abrahamsen and Smith (2000) is key for 

comparison to the current study as it involved participants with DLD and both 1:1 and 

classroom-based intervention. In contrast to the current study, they concluded that 
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classroom intervention was more effective than 1:1 computer intervention. These 

results, alongside the results of the current study, may be used to suggest that 1:1 

computer intervention is not as effective as 1:1 SLT intervention. However, that may 

not be accurate as the two 1:1 delivery methods were different in other ways; the 1:1 

computer intervention used in the study by Abrahamsen and Smith (2000) was 

prescriptive and involved introducing an idiom, reading a definition and then the 

participant was tasked to think of an experience to relate to this idiom (for example 

think of a time they went on a wild goose chase). The current study intervention 

method first required participants to identify then interpret an idiom in a given scenario. 

After this they practised explaining and using the same target idiom across ten 

scenarios while receiving feedback and discussion with the therapist. Therefore, it may 

be that having the opportunity to receive feedback and discussion then practise 

different idiom skills across multiple scenarios was the aspect of intervention that 

resulted in progress on idiom skill testing here. The conclusion that the Abrahamsen 

and Smith (2000) study intervention was effective was based on pre versus post-

intervention tests with no control for non-specific effects such as maturation or practice 

effects. Both 1:1 computer and classroom intervention delivery methods were 

provided during the same time frame, so they may have impacted on each other. The 

difference between the progress made with the two interventions was not tested 

directly but inferred from a significant interaction between time and intervention 

method for idioms tested in isolation (but not with a story context), which may be 

considered as an inappropriate use of parametric analyses as all participants scored 

zero pre-intervention. In addition, the two interventions differed in ways other than just 

the method of delivery: classroom intervention involved a higher dosage (30 minutes 

per week) than 1:1 computer intervention (15 minutes per week) and the intervention 

methods and providers were different; the classroom-based intervention sessions 

involved discussion and role play and the shorter 1:1 intervention sessions involved 

idiom and meaning matching games. Abrahamsen and Smith (2000) hypothesised 

that classroom sessions were more effective because they were longer and provided 

opportunities to contrast and investigate literal and figurative meanings suggested by 

different pupils in the class. In contrast, they suggested 1:1 sessions were not as fun 

and interactive and therefore not as motivating for pupils.  
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The current study eliminated many of the above issues by targeting idioms through 

both 1:1 SLT and Classroom-based delivery methods which differed minimally from 

each other, except for the method of delivery. The difference in score sets targeted 

through SLT and Classroom-based sessions from pre to post intervention periods was 

also investigated. As data in this study were normally distributed, this allowed for 

parametric analyses. In addition, we included a baseline period to provide control for 

maturation and practice effects. Thus results of the current study provide a stronger 

test of the relative effectiveness of the two delivery methods; the amount of progress 

was not significantly influenced by the delivery method. Overall, these findings suggest 

that the most cost efficient way to address idiom skills would be to teach them through 

classroom-based intervention as this would require less therapy provider time as 

children would be seen as a group and wouldn’t result in a significantly worse outcome. 

This is discussed further in Chapter 6. 

 

5.4.4 Research Question 4: Generalisation of Idiom Skills 
Previous studies have failed to find evidence of generalisation of idiom skills, apart 

from in one participant group with a MLD diagnosis (Mahal and Kasirer, 2011), so we 

expected that participants in the current study would not show generalisation of idiom 

skills. Results of the first ANOVA reported in Research Question 1  show that, although 

significant progress was not achieved following either one of the individual intervention 

blocks, there was an improvement in scores on the untargeted idiom set from pre to 

post both intervention blocks. However, a comparison of scores for untargeted items 

during the baseline and intervention periods shows that generalisation was not 

achieved for each block or both combined. Therefore, generalisation was not achieved 

overall (all subtests combined). Although visual inspection of Figure 5.7 indicated 

possible generalisation to interpretation and use of untargeted idioms, the difference 

between time periods was only marginally significant or not significant and effect sizes 

were small. There was some indication that generalisation of skills to the untargeted 

set was achieved when SLT intervention was delivered during intervention block 1. 

However, it was not achieved when SLT intervention was delivered during intervention 

block 2 or when Classroom-based intervention was delivered during intervention block 

1. Therefore, further investigation into the effect of intervention block timing (first or 

second) and delivery method (SLT or Classroom- based) is required to conclude that 

generalisation can consistently be achieved. Scores on standardised idiom tests 
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differed significantly pre and post-intervention indicating generalisation of idiom 

interpretation and explanation skills. Nevertheless, the lack of experimental control on 

these measures means we must be cautious in this interpretation. It would also be 

interesting to test generalisation using various assessment tasks. For example, 

presenting targeted and novel idioms across multiple novel story scenarios and 

contexts, including contexts related to curriculum topics and popular media items, 

would provide more information on children’s ability to identify, interpret, explain and 

use idioms they read and hear about when they are learning at school and accessing 

age-appropriate media. Thus, the focus of assessing generalisation of skills may be 

on the functional impact of the intervention rather than on underlying impairment 

related weaknesses.  

 

5.4.5 Research Question 5: Predicting Response to Idiom Skills Intervention 

The current study is the first study that has investigated variables that may predict 

response to idiom skills intervention. Results showed that no variable included in the 

analysis correlated strongly or significantly with response to idiom skills intervention. 

This suggests that Theory of Mind and receptive vocabulary have no effect on 

progress. In addition, the negative correlations between response to idiom skills 

intervention and both pre-intervention BIST scores and tests of recalling sentences 

were not significant. As these negative correlations were not significant and effect 

sizes were small, larger studies would be required to confirm or disconfirm this 

indication. Finally, although previous studies have found relationships between the 

following variables and response to language, pragmatic or academic skill 

intervention, these were not investigated as part of the current study; non-verbal 

communication and coherence (Parsons et al, 2019), metacognitive skills (Poll et al, 

2017) and reading ability (Johnels et al, 2018). It may be that response to idiom skills 

intervention may be related to some of these variables and these should be 

investigated further in future. 

 

5.4.6 Limitations and Future Directions  

One of the main limitations of this intervention study design is that the idiom sets 

targeted in 1:1 SLT intervention and in classroom-based intervention remained 

constant across participants and therefore it is possible that differences in results 
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across classroom and 1:1 SLT are due to variation in the idioms in the sets rather than 

delivery method. If the idioms had been counterbalanced across the intervention 

delivery methods this potential confound would have been avoided. However, it must 

be noted that idioms were balanced according to idiom difficulty (familiarity, 

decomposability and syntax) across idiom intervention sets (1:1 SLT, Classroom-

based and untargeted) with the aim of minimising the effects of stimuli set on results. 

Nevertheless, counterbalancing should be used in future studies to eliminate this 

confound. A second key limitation is related to the fact that the baseline period took 

place during the school holidays and therefore requires cautious interpretation as it is 

not directly comparable to a school term, which is when the intervention blocks were 

provided. The impact of this is discussed further in Chapter 6. 

Following implementation of this intervention study, some future directions can be 

suggested for any researchers who may wish to replicate the study. Although this 

study shows that it is possible to teach idiom skills, it did not provide enough 

convincing evidence of generalisation to untargeted idioms as progress on untargeted 

idioms did not differ to progress made during the baseline period. Given that this study 

targeted the teaching of thirty-two idioms but there are over six thousand idioms in the 

Oxford Dictionary for Current Idiomatic English (Ayto, 2010), some consideration is 

required around how intervention may need to be adapted in order to produce 

improvements in generalisable idiom skills and the extent to which this can be 

transferred to functional language skills. In order to improve generalisation, we 

recommend incorporating more activities using multiple scenarios to practise reading 

comprehension and inference skills as part of future idiom skills intervention 

programmes. With this in mind, further research into the comparison of the number of 

responses logged as ‘incorrect’ versus ‘don’t know’, and an error analysis of those 

logged as ‘incorrect’, may provide insight into whether children are able to learn the 

difference between not knowing how to interpret an idiom and incorrect or plausible 

responses. 

 

5.4.7 Conclusions 

The study reported in this chapter has provided novel information to fill gaps in the 

current evidence base: idiom intervention involving discussion and practice of idiom 

skills across multiple scenarios and contexts as delivered through 1:1 SLT and 
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classroom-based methods is effective for developing and maintaining the ability of 

nine to16 year olds with DLD to explain and use idioms.  This information can be used 

to direct future research to continue to expand and strengthen the evidence base in 

this field. We hope the findings of the study will also help SLTs and teachers evaluate 

and support the development of idiom skills in children and young people with DLD, 

thus improving their access to age appropriate curriculum resources and teaching as 

well as popular media.  
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Chapter 6: 

The Cherry on the Top: Discussion of Thesis Limitations 
and Future Directions 

 

6.1 Study Key Aims and Summary of Findings 

This thesis was motivated by a lack of convincing evidence as to whether existing 

assessment and intervention resources are effective for evaluating and supporting the 

ability of children with Developmental Language Disorder (DLD) to understand and 

use idioms. Reasons for this deficit include inconsistency across assessment and 

intervention designs and low power of studies, especially those exploring idiom skills 

within the DLD population. The research described in this thesis was designed to 

address two key aims. The first aim was to examine idiom skills in Typically Developing 

(TD) children and children with DLD. This was achieved by comparing performance of 

each participant group (TD and DLD) on each of four idiom skill components (idiom 

identification, interpretation, explanation and use) within three different age ranges 

(seven to 11, 12 to 14 and 15 to 16). The relationships between idiom skills and 

linguistic, pragmatic and cognitive skills within each participant group were also 

investigated. Findings from these investigations were used to inform the design of an 

intervention method for children with DLD with weaknesses in idiom skills. The second 

aim was then to investigate the effectiveness of idiom skills intervention delivered 

through 1:1 SLT and classroom-based sessions for children with DLD.  

 

6.2 BIST Design  
As detailed in Chapter 3, a bespoke idiom skills test (BIST) was used as the key 

outcome measure in both the assessment (Chapter 4) and intervention (Chapter 5) 

studies.  The BIST is composed of four subtests, each presenting idioms of varying 

difficulty alongside context and in isolation, and these tests were differentiated to 

evaluate the idiom skills of children from three different age ranges. As described in 

detail in Chapter 3, BISTs were differentiated by using idioms children were exposed 

to through learning and social contexts and by matching idiom difficulty ratings in idiom 

samples collected to the sample shortlisted for use in each age group-specific BIST. 

This process was followed to make the assessment more relevant and engaging for 

children from different age groups and so that it could be used to measure response 
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to intervention resources that were also differentiated to suit children of different ages, 

with different exposure to idioms. This was intended to achieve sufficient content 

validity for each individual BIST. However, although this design suited the practical 

aspects of this study, it had a negative impact on data analysability and consequently 

the power of findings. The limitations and complexity of the BIST design had 

implications on the some aspects of validity of the BIST and on the interpretation of 

results of both the assessment and intervention studies. These implications and 

suggestions of how to overcome these in future are discussed below. 

 

As the BISTs were differentiated for each age group, analyses were conducted within 

each of the three age groups when required and not with all participants combined. 

This reduced power as the participant groups were small and three sets of analyses 

were conducted instead of one, increasing both the rate of multiple comparisons and 

the risk of spurious effects. When data was analysed for each of the four BIST 

subtests, each of the two presentation conditions (alongside context and isolation) and 

for idiom difficulty (idiom decomposability, familiarity and syntax) power was reduced 

further. Although the multiple comparisons were accounted for by applying a FDR 

correction it would have been ideal to have fewer analyses. Some suggestions can be 

made to improve the BIST design so that, if the BIST is used in future studies, analyses 

can be simplified and consequently produce more powerful findings. If one BIST was 

administered to all participants, across the full age range, one larger data set (instead 

of three smaller sets) could have been collected for each participant group (TD and 

DLD). Future researchers must be mindful that such an assessment would likely be 

longer than the BIST used in this thesis if it is to be relevant to the social and learning 

contexts of children across the full age range and this diluted differentiation may also 

have a negative impact on the content validity of the test. One way to manage this 

would be to include items children are exposed to through only one context rather than 

both academic and social contexts or to assess using idioms that occurred across all 

age groups. Another method to reduce the complexity of the analyses would be for 

the BIST to have fewer subtests. Findings of this study show there is no significant 

difference in scores on tests of receptive (identification versus interpretation) subtests 

or expressive (explanation versus use) subtests, but there is a significant difference in 

scores on receptive versus expressive subtests (identification and interpretation 

versus explanation and use subtests). Therefore, findings of the current study suggest 
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that it would be appropriate to simplify idiom skills assessments by having two subtests 

instead of four; one receptive subtest and one expressive subtest.  

 

In addition to reducing the number of subtests and differentiation, results of this thesis 

provide evidence that the influence of idiom difficulty need not be as complex in future 

studies either. The three BISTs were differentiated according to components of idiom 

difficulty (idiom decomposability, familiarity and syntax). Therefore, the influence of 

these on test performance as measured using raw scores needed to be analysed 

within each Key Stage. Again, this meant data was split into three smaller data sets 

(for each age group) for analyses. Results reported in this thesis showed that 

children’s performance was influenced by the decomposability of test idiom items but 

not by the syntax of the idiom items with test items involving decomposable scoring 

higher than non-decomposable idioms. Therefore, although it is necessary to consider 

idiom decomposability ratings when designing an idiom skills test or selecting test 

items, it may not be important to consider idiom syntax. Findings related to idiom 

familiarity were also produced but due to limitations discussed in detail in Chapter 3, 

familiarity ratings gathered were not considered to be valid so clear conclusions could 

not be drawn. The familiarity rating tasks used within this thesis were considered too 

complicated for children within the target age range to complete (age seven to 16). To 

mitigate this, adult raters who work with children within the target age ranges (Key 

Stage 2, 3 and 4) were recruited and asked to rate idioms based on their perception 

of children’s familiarity with idioms. Results showed that more idioms were rated as 

low rather than high familiarity. This was surprising as idioms were selected from 

curriculum and media sources that children are exposed to. This finding may be the 

result of a flaw in the design of the rating task or adults’ perception of children’s idiom 

familiarity. This compromised the validity of the BIST and influenced the findings 

produced in the assessment study (Chapter 4); children in both groups (TD and DLD) 

scored higher for idiom items rated as low rather than high familiarity. Therefore, 

results indicate that the familiarity ratings that are provided by children and those by 

adults on behalf of children are not related. In addition to contradicting findings around 

familiarity of idioms, these findings are also inconsistent with findings in other fields 

such as vocabulary which show that familiarity usually supports skills (Gray, 2005; 

Kurnaz, 2016). Although it may be challenging to recruit the number of child raters 

required to complete such long and complicated idiom familiarity rating task, issues 
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related to idiom familiarity ratings could be overcome by recruiting TD children the 

same age as those targeted for assessment to rate idioms for familiarity. Ratings 

gathered as part of this study were not highly variable, with idioms generally rated as 

1-2 (low familiarity) or 3-4 (high familiarity). Therefore, the rating task could be 

simplified to a binary rather than four point rating scale which may be easier for child-

raters to understand. Consequently, more valid familiarity ratings could be collected 

from children and used to create a single BIST with improved validity.  

 

As well as splitting analyses based on differentiated BISTs, BIST subtest and idiom 

difficulty, some analyses were also split according to idiom presentation condition. 

Chapter 4 results demonstrate that both idiom difficulty and the condition within which 

idioms are presented can influence scores on testing with decomposable idiom items 

presented alongside context scoring higher than non-decomposable idioms presented 

in isolation. As described in Chapter 3, the BISTs presented half of the idioms 

alongside context and half in isolation. This allowed an investigation into the influence 

of the presence of context on participants’ performance on testing. Findings support 

the Context Theory as higher scores were achieved for idioms presented alongside 

context than in isolation, showing that children use context to support their idiom skills. 

However, it may be argued that, as idioms tend to be used alongside context, one way 

to reduce the complexity of the test would be to present idioms only alongside context. 

If all idioms were presented alongside context, this would simplify the assessment and 

again reduce the number of comparisons required, which would improve study power. 

It must however be noted that the intervention method involved teaching idioms 

alongside context only, not in isolation. The analyses didn’t investigate progress made 

on idioms presented in each presentation condition from pre to post-intervention as 

this would not contribute to the evaluation of the intervention. It is recommended that 

future researchers present all idioms alongside context or present the same idiom 

items across both presentation conditions to directly compare the effect of 

presentation condition on performance.  

 

Some attempts were made to mitigate issues around multiple comparisons related to 

the complexity of the BIST design. To reduce multiple comparisons made during 

analysis, some investigations involved in this thesis were conducted using total BIST 

score instead of splitting by subtest, which sometimes would have been preferable. 
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For example, relationships between scores on the BIST and pragmatic, language and 

cognitive skills had to be investigated within each age group and with total idiom skills 

instead of splitting by subtests. Although r values for these correlations showed 

moderate to strong relationships, correlations were not significant. These findings 

were not in line with those of previous studies that have found strong relationships 

between idiom skills and underlying pragmatic, language and cognitive skills. One 

reason conventional levels of significance weren’t reached was likely due to a 

combination of these issues related to power; group sizes were small and total idiom 

scores were used instead of subtest scores. A second example is that to manage the 

variation in the difficulty of idioms across the differentiated BISTs and subtests within 

these, total BIST percentage scores (with subtests combined) were collected for all 

participants. This meant that all age groups could be combined and analysed through 

within-participants analyses. Although this allowed investigation into the general 

influence of idiom difficulty on overall performance on BIST testing, the influence of 

subtest and age group could not be explored. Some slight alterations to the BIST 

design would allow collection of more robust data that could be used as part of more 

in-depth investigations. It is recommended that a large sample of idioms are rated for 

both decomposability and familiarity to allow for allocation of an even number of high 

versus low familiarity and decomposable versus non-decomposable items across 

subtests. If idiom decomposability and familiarity were balanced across subtests, 

scores would not be skewed by differences in ratio of idiom difficulty rating in each 

subtest. This method would provide the data required to directly compare the influence 

of idiom decomposability and familiarity on performance on each subtest, rather than 

for all subtests combined. Such findings would provide further evidence to support or 

refute the Context and Vocabulary Theories. If higher scores are achieved when 

idioms are familiar but decomposability does not have a strong influence on scores 

then the Vocabulary Theory would be supported. If higher scores are achieved when 

idioms are decomposable rather than non-decomposable but familiarity does not have 

a strong influence on performance on testing then the Context Theory would be 

supported.  

 

In summary, the complex design of the BISTs suited the aims of the current study and 

resulted in some key, novel findings. The test was suitable for investigating the 

differences in idiom skills between children with DLD and TD children, it measured 
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response to idiom skills intervention for children with DLD and was suitable for clinical 

use. Novel findings produced include evidence of the importance of assessing and 

analysing results of both receptive and expressive idiom skills separately, the 

influence of idiom decomposability but not syntax on idiom skill test performance and 

the negative impact that using adults to rate idiom familiarity on behalf of children can 

have on the validity of idiom familiarity ratings. However, with some further work as 

part of a future study, it would be possible to produce a version of a BIST which is less 

complex, more powerful, more sensitive and generates more normally distributed 

data. This could be achieved if initially Typically Developing children aged seven to 16 

were all tested on a single version of the BIST containing a larger number of idiom 

items that were randomly selected from sources (academic, social or both). The BIST 

would be composed of only two subtests (receptive and expressive subtests) with all 

idioms presented alongside context and an even number of idioms rated as 

decomposable versus non-decomposable balanced across each subtest. I would 

propose that, following collection of valid idiom familiarity ratings, idiom familiarity is 

also balanced across subtests and the influence of this on test scores is explored. If 

these adjustments were made, scores on testing of each item could be analysed using 

a method such as item response theory (McEldoon, Cho and Rittle-Johnson, 2012) or 

Rasch modelling (Boone, 2016) to systematically shortlist idioms to be included in a 

smaller, final version of BIST. This means that researchers could use empirical data 

to shortlist idioms based on difficulty and then eventually use the smaller, final BIST 

to assess children with DLD. As a consequence of simplifying analysis and reducing 

the number of comparisons overall, researchers could produce more powerful study 

findings and/or conduct more analyses than were possible as part of the current study. 

For example, the relationships between language, pragmatic and cognitive skills and 

both receptive and expressive idiom skills could be investigated and the influence on 

idiom familiarity and decomposability on performance on receptive and expressive 

subtests could be explored. This would likely yield more significant and valid results 

than the current study as a significant difference in receptive and expressive idiom 

skills was found. Results of such analyses could help to identify which skills are related 

to receptive and expressive tasks so could help to inform intervention strategies and 

resources. Findings of such investigations could also provide further evidence to 

support or refute the Context, Vocabulary and Global Elaboration Theories of idiom 

skill learning. 
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6.3 Intervention Study Design 
As a consequence of the complexity of the BIST design, the analysis and interpretation 

of intervention study results were also affected. These were further impacted by 

confounds related to the intervention study design. Interpretations of results from the 

intervention study will be discussed below with careful consideration of these 

limitations and how they can be overcome in future research. 

 

Various controls were put in place for the current study including a baseline period, an 

untargeted idiom set to test for generalisation, participants were randomly allocated to 

groups for intervention and various reliability checks, blind assessors were used and 

the same intervention method was delivered across the two intervention providers. 

There were five testing points which allowed for control baseline and maintenance 

periods. This meant that change in scores made during intervention time periods could 

be compared to changes in scores made during baseline and maintenance periods to 

compare any progress made in response to intervention to progress made due to 

maturation and/or practice effects. All BIST idiom items were coded according to 

difficulty rating and then balanced across targeted and untargeted idiom intervention 

sets. This meant that the untargeted idiom set could be used as a measure of 

generalisation of idiom skills. Classes of participants were randomly allocated to 

intervention groups (SLT then Class-based intervention or vice versa) and participants 

were randomly selected from each year group to complete an additional assessment 

as test-retest reliability checks. This was done to improve the reliability of findings. 

Furthermore, to reduce bias, those administering assessments were blind to 

assessment time points and whether participants had received intervention or not. The 

study was designed with consideration of these controls to ensure intervention study 

findings were robust and reliable. 

 

A randomised control trial (RCT) is recognised as the gold standard for intervention 

study design. RCTs involve at comparing intervention to no intervention or two 

interventions to each other using participants who have been randomly assigned to 

participant groups and providers of assessment and intervention who are blind to 

groups. Although many controls were considered and implemented as part of the 

intervention study reported within this thesis, there were some limitations to these 
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which impact on the reliability of study findings. These limitations and suggestions of 

how to mitigate these in future research are described below. 

 

Although the use of the baseline and maintenance periods was effective for 

implementing the intervention study within a school during one school year, the 

baseline period fell during the school Summer holidays when children were not 

receiving SLT intervention or schooling. This means that children received no 

intervention or education during the baseline period. If the baseline period was during 

a school term then children would have been receiving education but not intervention. 

Both of these baseline periods can be used to control for practice effects and 

maturation when investigating differences in progress made during intervention versus 

baseline periods. However, the use of a baseline period during a school term produces 

stronger conclusions about the effectiveness of the intervention. Therefore, 

unfortunately the time period used as part of investigations for this thesis cannot be 

considered the most suitable baseline or control period to use to compare with 

intervention time periods, when children were receiving SLT support and education. I 

recommend that future researchers use control baseline and maintenance periods but 

that these occur during time periods comparable to when participants receive 

intervention. For example, all during school terms or all during school holidays such 

as the baseline taking place during the Autumn term, intervention during Spring term 

and maintenance period during the Summer term. This would mean that intervention 

could only be provided during one school term, which may not be sufficient for many 

intervention study designs. A solution for researchers who wish to conduct research 

alongside education during an academic year is to have a control group of children. 

However, the current study included intervention delivered within class groups in a 

small school and this design would mean having control classes. In conclusion, in 

order to achieve this standard as part of the current study design, a large cluster RCT 

would have been required involving more classes of pupils across the full participant 

age range. 

 

Although the intervention study detailed within this thesis involved two targeted idiom 

sets and one untargeted idiom set, which was used as a control and generalisation 

measure,  these idiom sets were not counterbalanced across participant intervention 

groups. Therefore, the change in scores made can’t be attributed to the intervention 
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delivery method or generalisation exclusively and instead could be related to 

differences in the idiom sets. I would recommend that future researchers counter-

balance targeted and control idiom items across participant groups receiving 

intervention to mitigate this. This study did not include a control participant group, who 

were assessed but did not receive intervention. This meant that all participants 

received two blocks of intervention (both 1:1 SLT and classroom). Their progress 

therefore could not be compared to a group of participants who did not receive 

intervention and therefore it may be argued that, although unlikely, children may have 

made progress or learning in response to other teaching received through school. 

 

Although the intervention method implemented as part of the intervention study 

detailed within this thesis was carefully planned, some issues with the intervention 

method have been identified. The intervention method used and limitations related to 

these are reported below with some suggestions around how to overcome these in 

future research.  

 

The intervention method used as part of the intervention study detailed in this thesis, 

was informed  by findings gathered from previous studies and the assessment results 

from the current study (Chapter 4). The latter showed that children performed better 

on receptive (idiom identification and interpretation) than expressive (idiom 

explanation and use) subtests and that children were able to use context and words 

within idioms to enhance their responses and performance on testing. Consequently, 

the intervention method detailed in Chapter 5 introduced each target idiom within a 

scenario and required children to complete non-verbal tasks where they used context 

and words within the idiom to identify then interpret the idiomatic phrase. Following 

this, children practised verbal tasks where they explained and used target idiomatic 

phrases across ten different scenarios. During 1:1 SLT sessions, each participant 

completed all tasks individually and during classroom-based sessions participants all 

completed non-verbal receptive tasks then took turns to complete verbal expressive 

tasks and observe each other doing so. When findings were explored within idiom skill 

components, participants made more progress on expressive than receptive idiom 

skills. Previous studies involving participants with language difficulties show that 

verbal participation is helpful because it can facilitate engagement with therapy and 
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response to intervention (Van Nijnatten, and Van Doorn, 2014; Verschuur et al, 2017). 

Therefore, it is likely that verbal participation contributed to the success of intervention 

method implemented as part of this study. It is therefore recommended that teachers 

and SLTs include verbal participation when working with children with weak idiom skills 

and future researchers should consider this strategy when designing intervention 

methods, especially for addressing idiom identification or interpretation skills.  

 

Although the intervention method adopted was successful for achieving progress in 

response to intervention for targeted items overall and for expressive idiom skills 

(idiom explanation and use), it did not result in progress for receptive idiom skills 

(idiom identification or interpretation) or untargeted idioms for single blocks of 

intervention. As noted in Chapter 5, there is not sufficient evidence to show that skills 

generalised to untargeted idioms. The lack of generalisation may be because the 

intervention involved teaching only one target idiom item per intervention session 

rather than practising using inferencing to identify, interpret, explain and use a range 

of different idioms across different scenarios during each session. Results could be 

enhanced if future researchers present a range of idioms, rather than individual target 

idioms, within individual sessions across multiple scenarios. Generalisation to novel 

idiom items has been observed in only one previous study (Whyte, 2011) which also 

taught one target idiom per session but participants had ASD, not DLD. It may be that 

these participants achieved generalisation because their language difficulties were 

not as profound as studies involving participants with DLD or because they hadn’t 

realised they needed to consider non-literal meanings but once they learned that they 

needed to then they could generalise this skill. The intervention itself could also be 

adapted further to better support improvement of receptive idiom skills. Similar 

intervention studies have shown that intervention methods involving questioning and 

discussion around the meaning of various non-literal phrases within short narratives 

is effective for improving inferential comprehension in children with DLD (Desmarais 

et al, 2013; Van Kleeck et al, 2006; Dawes et al, 2018). Therefore, future work could 

investigate the effectiveness of idiom intervention for improving receptive idiom skills 

and generalising idiom skills to new idiom items within intervention sessions. It could 

also adopt a narrative questioning and discussion approach when doing so. For 

example, participants could read or listen to a narrative containing idioms and the SLT 

(or other intervention provider) could ask questions to facilitate the identification and 
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interpretation of these idioms then provide feedback on how the participant explains 

the idiom using context within the narrative or uses the idiom within a new context. 

Another adaption to the intervention method to improve receptive idiom skills and 

generalisation include introducing a target idiom each session but then also 

completing tasks using a pool of additional idioms to practise inferencing and reading 

or listening comprehension skills. The method used within this thesis was prescriptive 

as intervention was led by a powerpoint presentation and materials were provided, 

leaving less scope for SLTs and teachers to provide different intervention methods. 

The adaptations suggested above would require more training for intervention 

providers which would focus on open questioning and the need to devise inferencing 

and comprehension monitoring tasks for example. 

 

A synthesis of all findings suggests that intervention methods may be more effective 

if all tasks required verbal participation and a range of idioms is presented across 

different scenarios when practising receptive and expressive idiom skills. For 

example, children could be asked to say the target idiom aloud, then discuss what 

makes the phrase idiomatic and why the phrase should not be interpreted literally 

before practising how to interpret, explain and use idioms across multiple scenarios. 

Such verbal participation and opportunities to apply skills to novel idioms is likely to 

help children to engage in therapy activities and to facilitate discussions between 

children and intervention providers around any misunderstandings related to idioms 

or incorrect idiom use. This also will help intervention providers to give specific, 

individualised feedback to children and make therapy more meaningful for individuals. 

6.4 Wider Implications and Future Directions 

The National Health Service has been under significant financial pressure, especially 

over the past decade, which has led to resources being stretched and a need for 

increased efficiency of services (Lafond et al, 2016; Murray et al, 2016). Therefore, 

attention to research and focus on providing affordable or evidence-based 

interventions has increased.  

 

Results of the study presented in Chapter 5 indicate that although both the 1:1 SLT 

and classroom-based intervention delivery methods were effective, classroom-based 

intervention was perhaps more efficient as it required less intervention provider time. 
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This is a valuable finding, particularly within the current climate, as it demonstrates 

how this effective intervention can be delivered efficiently. It must however be noted 

that participants were based in only one school which limits the generalisability of the 

findings to other settings, especially those where the implementation of this model of 

delivery would be more difficult. For example, most schools, including specialist 

settings for DLD, do not educate children in English classes of only ten pupils and do 

not offer children Speech and Language Therapy through a combination of 1:1, group 

and classroom-based support. Therefore, although the study was designed to be an 

effectiveness study, the setting in which the intervention was delivered was relatively 

unique, and consequently it may instead be considered an efficacy study. This lack of 

generalisability to different settings must be considered if methods were to be 

replicated as an effectiveness study in less specialist settings especially if the success 

of each delivery method is to be compared.  

 

Results of the intervention study (Chapter 5) showed that the intervention method used 

was effective when delivered in a specialist setting through two different SLT delivery 

methods. Findings of future similar studies could increase the generalisability of 

findings and establish whether results can indeed be replicated across different 

settings. Previous studies have shown that Teaching Assistants providing therapy 

under supervision of SLTs (Boyle et al, 2009; Mercow et al, 2010) and SLTs providing 

teletherapy (Pennington, 2019) are both effective methods for providing Speech and 

Language Therapy to children. Therefore, it is possible that the intervention in this 

thesis could be delivered by a trained Teaching Assistant or teacher under the 

supervision of a SLT. Methods that involve using classroom staff may be considered 

most attractive as this is more cost-effective than paying for additional, specialist or 

external staff. Furthermore, sessions that can be provided remotely, especially to 

groups of children, may be an efficient option and therefore particularly attractive. As 

the intervention used as part of the current study involved use of a Powerpoint 

Presentation and discussion, it would not be challenging to deliver this intervention 

remotely. 

 

This study may be considered the first step of more in-depth and powerful 

investigations into idiom skills assessments and interventions for children with DLD 

and a platform to design future studies. Findings of the current and similar future 
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studies could be used to support children with DLD to better access learning and social 

contexts. 

6.5 Conclusion 

This thesis shows that children with DLD have weaker idiom skills than TD children 

(Chapter 4). Therefore, this is an important area to focus future research. The findings 

of this thesis demonstrate that idiom skills intervention involving presenting idiom 

items across multiple scenarios can be effective for children with DLD (Chapter 5). 

Reflections on the limitations of the assessment, intervention method and study 

designs have been noted and recommendations around how to improve these in 

future research have been provided.  I hope the findings and learning points produced 

as a result of conducting this study will help researchers to continue to explore the 

field of idiom skills assessments and interventions for children with DLD. Furthermore, 

I hope that SLTs and teachers use study findings to support the assessment and 

development of idiom skills in children and young people with DLD. This would 

improve children’s access to age appropriate curriculum resources and teaching as 

well as popular media.  
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Appendix A: Parent Information Sheet (Mainstream Children). 
DEVELOPMENTAL SCIENCE 
DIVISION OF LANGUAGE AND COGNITION 

 

Information Sheet for Parents/Guardians 
 

Title of Study:  All singing, all dancing: Investigating idiom knowledge and skills in children with 

Developmental Language Impairment. 
 

This study has been approved by the UCL Research Ethics Committee. Project ID Number: 6427/001 
 

Researcher: Lucy Nicoll, Moor House School and University College London.  

Supervisors:  Dr Caroline Newton, University College London 

  Dr Susan Ebbels, Moor House School 
 

Contact Details:  Moor House School, Mill Lane, Hurst Green, Surrey, RH8 9AQ. 

   Email:         

Phone:  
 

I would like to invite you and your child to participate in my research project. You should only 

participate if you want to; choosing not to take part will not disadvantage you or your child in any way. 

If you do take part, you will be free to withdraw from the study at any time, without being asked why. 

Before you decide whether you want to take part, please read the following information carefully. 

Please ask me anything that is not clear or if you would like any more information. 
 

Details of the Research Project 

An idiom is a non-literal phrase such as “pull your socks up” and “it’s raining cats and dogs.” Idiom skills 

include the ability to understand, explain and use idioms. Idioms are used increasingly across the 

National Curriculum resources as children progress through junior and secondary school and children’s 

idiom skills have been positively linked with academic attainment.  
 

I am inviting parents/guardians of typically developing 9 to 16 year old children from English-speaking 

families to take part in this study. The main aim of the study is to develop methods to assess and 

support development of idiom skills of 9 to 16 year old children with developmental language 

impairment. To do this, I need to include typically developing children as well as children with 

developmental language impairments in the study.  This way, I can contrast the idiom skills of typically 

developing children with the idiom skills of children with developmental language impairments.  

 



 

This project has been approved by the UCL Research Ethics Committee (reference no.: 6427/001). The investigator carrying out the 
research has undergone a satisfactory criminal records check. The project is also registered with the UCL Data Protection Officer in 
compliance with the Data Protection Act 1998.  

What will happen if I decide to take part? 

If you decide to take part, you will be given two consent forms; one for yourself and one for your child’s 

participation. Next, I will test your child and request that your child’s school shares his/her National 

Curriculum Levels with me (e.g. Level 2B for reading) and information on additional support, if any, 

that your child receives at school (e.g. Speech and Language Therapy). The assessment activities will 

be conducted on only one occasion at a location convenient for you, either at your child’s school or if 

you prefer, at your home. If you choose for the assessment to take place at school, we will consult with 

your child’s teacher about the timing of the testing sessions so that these do not interfere with your 

child’s learning. 

 

During the assessment, your child will be asked to select the correct idiom definition from a choice of 

idioms, explain the meaning of idioms and retell stories using idioms. Your child will also complete 

short language assessment. The assessment session will last approximately one hour. There will be 

opportunities to take breaks during the assessment session so that your child does no get tired.  

 

If you give consent, the sessions will be filmed to allow for in-depth analysis and for the videos to be 

used as part of academic or professional training for audiences interested in education and Speech and 

Language Therapy. If you do not give consent, sessions will not be filmed. 

 

What will happen with the data and results of the study? 

All data will be collected and stored securely and anonymously in accordance with the Data Protection 

Act 1998. No information saved will have your name or your child’s name on it and it will be kept 

confidential. Only the researchers listed above will have access to the information. If video recordings 

are made, they will be destroyed unless you have consented to your child’s recordings being kept for 

future analysis or academic or professional training.  

 

When the study is complete, we will write a report on the findings and you will be offered a copy of 

this report should you wish to have one. We will also offer to discuss the results of the study with you 

and other participating families at your child’s school which you will be invited to attend if you wish.  

 

The research will contribute to the understanding of typical language development, which then in turn 

will contribute to us helping to develop and improve language intervention programmes for children 

with developmental language impairments.  

 

If you are happy for your child to take part, please sign the first part of the consent form attached. If 

you are also happy for your child’s responses to be video recorded, to assist with scoring analysis 

and future professional training, please sign the second part of the consent form attached. 

 

Thank you very much for your interest and co-operation.



Development Science Research Department 
University College London Chandler House  2 Wakefield Street London WC1N 1PF 
Tel: +44 (0)20 7679 4222  Fax: +44 (0)20 7713 0861 

  
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/psychlangsci/research/dev-sci 

 

 

Appendix B: Consent Form for Parents (Mainstream Children)  
DEVELOPMENTAL SCIENCE 
DIVISION OF LANGUAGE AND COGNITION 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Informed Consent Form 
 

Title of Study:  All singing, all dancing: Investigating idiom knowledge and skills in children with 

Developmental Language Impairment. 

This study has been approved by the UCL Research Ethics Committee. Project ID Number: 6427/001. 

 

Thank you for your interest in taking part in this research. Before you agree to take part, the person 

organizing the research must explain the project to you. If you have any queries after reading the 

information sheet, please ask the researcher before you decide whether or not to take part. You will be 

given a copy of this Consent From to keep and refer to at any time. 

 

I, ___________________  am the parent/guardian (please delete)  of  __________________ (child). 

 

Date of Birth: _____________          School: ________________________________  

 

Consent part 1: I give consent for my child take part in the project. 
 

 I understand that at any point during the research, if I decide that I no longer wish for my child to 

participate in this project, I can notify the researcher involved and be withdrawn from it immediately. 

This will not affect the standard of education that my child receives. 

 I understand that the results of the tests will contribute to a report. Confidentiality and anonymity will 

be maintained and it will not be possible to identify my child from any publications. 

 I agree to and understand that my child’s non-personal research data may be used by others for 

future research. This data will be treated as strictly confidential and handled in accordance with the 

Data Protection Act 1998. 

 

Signed:__________________________________________    Date: ___________________



Development Science Research Department 
University College London Chandler House  2 Wakefield Street London WC1N 1PF 
Tel: +44 (0)20 7679 4222  Fax: +44 (0)20 7713 0861 

  
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/psychlangsci/research/dev-sci 

 

 

 

Consent part 2: I give consent for researchers to video record experiment activities to support 

with scoring and future academic and professional training purposes. 

 

Tick one box (☐) only to indicate the statement you agree with:- 

 

1. Yes, I am happy for my child’s activities to be video recorded & stored safely 

and securely and I am happy for the recordings to be played to others for 

academic or training purposes. For example, at lectures or conferences to 

audiences interested in Speech and Language Therapy and Education and will 

not be available in the public domain. ☐ 

 

2. Yes, I am happy for my child’s activities to be video recorded & stored safely 

and securely but no, I do not agree to the recording being played to others for 

academic or training purposes. ☐ 

 

3. No, I am not happy for my child’s activities to be video recorded and stored 

safely and securely but I am happy for them to take part in the experiment, as I 

have indicated in part 1 of the consent form. ☐ 

 

Signed:_________________________________________    Date: ___________________ 

 

 
 
 

Thank you again for your interest and co-operation. 
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research has undergone a satisfactory criminal records check. The project is also registered with the UCL Data Protection Officer in 
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Appendix C: Child Participant Consent Form (Mainstream and DLD Children) 

 

 
            We are doing a project on tricky words and phrases. 

 

 
 

We would like you to help us. 
 

We will do some activities with you where we will ask you to listen to stories and then 
ask you some questions about words and phrases in them.  We will also ask you to tell 
us some stories and about some words and phrases. 
 

Are you happy to join in and help us? 
 

                    Yes                                                                No 
 

    
Are you happy for us to film the activities so that other adults and children can 
learn about tricky words and phrases too?                   
                    Yes                                                                 No 

 

     
 

 

Name: ___________________________________   Date: ____________ 
 

Age: _________________                                               Class/Year Group: _______________  

 
Idiom Project: Participant Consent Form 

 
 

Developmental Science 
Division of Language and Cognition.  



 

This project has been approved by the UCL Research Ethics Committee (reference no.: 6427/001). The investigator carrying out the 
research has undergone a satisfactory criminal records check. The project is also registered with the UCL Data Protection Officer in 
compliance with the Data Protection Act 1998.  

 

Appendix D: Parent Information Sheet (DLD Children). 
 
DEVELOPMENTAL SCIENCE 
DIVISION OF LANGUAGE AND COGNITION 

 

Information Sheet for Parents/Guardians 
 
Title of Study:  All singing, all dancing: Investigating idiom knowledge and skills in children with 

Developmental Language Impairment. 
 
This study has been approved by the UCL Research Ethics Committee. Project ID Number: 6427/001 
 
Researcher: Lucy Nicoll, Moor House School and College (MHS&C) and University College London (UCL).  
Supervisors:  Dr Caroline Newton, University College London (UCL). 
  Dr Susan Ebbels, Moor House School and College (MHS&C). 
 
Contact Details:  Moor House School, Mill Lane, Hurst Green, Surrey, RH8 9AQ. 
   Email:         

Phone:  
 
I would like to invite your child to participate in a research project I am carrying out as part of my PhD at UCL. 
You should only participate if you want to; choosing not to take part will not disadvantage you or your child in 
any way. If you do take part, you will be free to withdraw from the project at any time, without being asked why. 
Before you decide whether you want to take part, please read the following information carefully. Please ask 
me anything that is not clear or if you would like any more information using the contact details above. 
 
What is the purpose of the study? 
I am inviting Moor House School pupils aged 7 to 16 years old to take part in this UCL PhD study, which is about 
understanding and producing idioms. An idiom is a non-literal phrase such as “pull your socks up” and “it’s 
raining cats and dogs.” Idiom skills include the ability to understand, explain and use idioms. Idioms are used 
increasingly across National Curriculum resources as children progress through junior and secondary school and 
children’s idiom skills have been positively linked with academic attainment.  
 
The main aim of the project is to develop methods to assess and support the development of idiom skills in 7 to 
16 year old children with language impairments. To do this, I need to monitor the progression of idiom skills in 
children with language impairments over a one year period (Summer 2016 to Summer 2017) while they access 
idiom intervention as part of their speech and language therapy sessions and taught English lessons. 
 
What exactly will it involve? 
If you decide to take part, you will be given two UCL consent forms; one for yourself and one for your child.  
 
Information on your child’s language and learning scores will be collected from your child’s history to inform the 
researchers of your child’s profile of strengths and weaknesses so that intervention sessions can be devised with 



 

This project has been approved by the UCL Research Ethics Committee (reference no.: 6427/001). The investigator carrying out the 
research has undergone a satisfactory criminal records check. The project is also registered with the UCL Data Protection Officer in 
compliance with the Data Protection Act 1998.  

this in consideration. You will also be asked to complete a questionnaire to inform researchers of your idiom use 
and how you explain idioms to your child if they ask. Some additional testing may be required if limited 
information is available at present. If new information is gathered, this will be noted in your child’s school 
information file. 
 
Between Summer Term 2016 and Summer Term 2017, your child will receive their usual Speech and Language 
Therapy sessions.  

 For one term (Autumn 2016 or Spring 2017), one of your child’s Speech and Language Therapy targets will 
be to develop their idiom skills. They will receive 30 minutes of one to one support for this from their Speech 
and Language Therapist during the term.  

 During another term (Autumn 2016 or Spring 2017), your child’s English Teacher will support their idiom 
skill development through use of new strategies and curriculum-linked resources.  

 In Summer term 2017 , your child will receive their usual package of care with no additional planned support 
of their idiom skills.  

 
In the first week of term (September 2016), if you give consent for filming, your child may be video-recorded 
during one structured English lesson involving idioms. This will allow me to gather information on your child’s 
responses when exposed to idioms in the classroom setting, and explore the impact that idioms have on the 
ability of your child and other children with language impairment to access and perform in lessons involving 
idioms. Information on your child’s language and learning scores will be collected from your child’s history to 
inform the researchers of your child’s profile of strengths and weaknesses so that intervention sessions can be 
devised with this in consideration. At the end of the academic year 2016-2017, your child will be filmed for a 
second time during a structured English lesson involving idioms to gather information around differences in their 
abilities following the support they have received.  
 
Your child’s idiom skills will be monitored throughout the year by completion of a set of idiom assessment 
activities before and after each block of intervention (five times in total during the one year project time frame). 
During the assessments, your child will be asked to select the correct idiom definition from a choice of idioms, 
explain the meaning of idioms and retell stories using idioms. The assessment will last approximately thirty 
minutes, the usual amount of time required to assess and evaluate targets each term. There will be opportunities 
to take breaks during the assessment session so that your child does not get tired. This project will not require 
your child to do anything extra or miss any extra lessons. 
 
Who will be working with the children? 
The main researcher for this project is Lucy Nicoll, a Speech and Language Therapist at Moor House School and 
College who is currently undertaking a PhD at University College London. SLTs and SLT students who are familiar 
with your child will carry out the assessment and your child’s usual SLT will carry out therapy under supervision 
from Lucy Nicoll and Lucy’s supervisors at UCL. 
 
What are the possible benefits of taking part? 
We hope that the therapy itself will be beneficial for your child: their ability to identify, understand, explain and 
use idioms is expected to improve. In addition, assessment findings will contribute to information on their skills 
and progress. 
 
What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 
There are no potential adverse effects or risks for any children taking part in the study.  
 
What will happen to the information we collect? 
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All data will be collected and stored securely and anonymously in accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998. 
Information collected will not have your name or your child’s name on it and it will be kept confidential. Only 
the researchers listed above will have access to the information.  
 
If you give consent, some sessions may be filmed to allow for in-depth analysis of your child’s responses and for 
the videos to be used as part of academic or professional training for audiences interested in education and 
Speech and Language Therapy. For example, videos may be used in teacher or SLT training to give a clear and 
real example of the types of difficulties children can have with understanding, explaining or using idioms in the 
classroom or examples of how best to support children when they experience such difficulties.  If video 
recordings are made, they will be destroyed after five years unless you have consented to your child’s recordings 
being kept for future analysis and/or academic or professional training. If you wish to discuss or place any 
particular restrictions on filming, please contact Lucy using the contact details provided to arrange this. 
 
When the study is complete, we will write a report on the findings and you will be offered a copy of this report 
should you wish to have one. We will also offer to discuss the results of the study with you and other 
participating families at your child’s school which you will be invited to attend if you wish. Results of the study 
will be published but no child will be identifiable from the published material. 
 
Giving consent 
We would be very grateful if you would be willing for your child to participate in this UCL study. If so, please sign 
the first part of the consent form attached. If you are also happy for your child’s responses to be video 
recorded, to assist with scoring analysis and future professional training, please sign the second part of the 
consent form attached. We will also ask your child if they are willing to take part in the study. We will only 
include children whose parents give permission and who themselves are happy to join in the sessions. However, 
if your child at any point during the testing feels that he/she no longer wants to continue, the session would be 
stopped and he/she will rejoin his/her class. Choosing not to take part will not disadvantage your child in any 
way. Even if you agree to your child taking part in the study, you can change your mind and withdraw them from 
the study at any point without giving a reason.  
 
Contacting us 
If you have any questions about the study please do not hesitate to contact me on the telephone number or 
email address given above, or you can talk to your child’s teacher or speech and language therapist. 
 
 

Thank you very much for your interest and co-operation



Development Science Research Department 
University College London Chandler House  2 Wakefield Street London WC1N 1PF 
Tel: +44 (0)20 7679 4222  Fax: +44 (0)20 7713 0861 

  
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/psychlangsci/research/dev-sci 

 

 

Appendix E: Consent Form for Parents (DLD Children) 
 

DEVELOPMENTAL SCIENCE 
DIVISION OF LANGUAGE AND COGNITION 

 
 
 
 
 

Informed Consent Form 
 

Title of Study:  All singing, all dancing: Investigating idiom knowledge and skills in children with Developmental 

Language Impairment. 
 

This study has been approved by the UCL Research Ethics Committee. Project ID Number: 6427/001 
 

Thank you for your interest in taking part in this research. Before you agree to take part, the person organising the 

research must explain the project to you through an information sheet or conversation. If you have any queries after 

reading the information sheet, please ask Lucy Nicoll before you decide whether or not to take part. You will be given 

a copy of this Consent Form to keep and refer to at any time. 
 

If you would prefer, you can email your SLT to confirm your name, your relationship to the child involved, your 

child’s name and details of the consent you wish to give to part 1 and 2. 

 

I, ______________________________  parent/guardian of  __________________________ (child). 
 

Consent part 1: Project participation 
 

confirm that I have  

 read the invitation to participate and understand what the study involves,  

 had the opportunity to ask questions and received satisfactory answers to all questions. 

 I understand that at any point during the research,.  
 

I understand that 

 the results of the research will contribute to a report, and may be published in peer-

reviewed journals and in presentations at academic conferences. Confidentiality and 

anonymity will be maintained and it will not be possible to identify my child in any 

publication 

 if I decide that I no longer wish for my child to participate in this project, I can notify the 

researcher involved and be withdrawn from it immediately, and without penalty 

 all data will be treated as strictly confidential and handled in accordance with the Data 

Protection Act 1998. 
 
 

        Signed:                                                                                      Date:  
  

    Relation to child in the case of a guardian:_______________________________________ 
 

    Phone number (not obligatory):________________________________________________ 
 

    E-mail address (not obligatory):________________________________________________ 

Please turn over/see next page 



 

 

 

 

Consent part 2: Video recordings 

 

Tick one box () only to indicate the statement you agree with:- 

 

4. Yes, I am happy for my child’s activities to be video recorded and stored safely and securely and I 

am happy for the recordings to be played to others for academic or training purposes (for 

example, at lectures or conferences to audiences interested in speech and language therapy and 

education), but will not be available in the public domain. ☐ ☐ 

 

5. Yes, I am happy for my child’s activities to be video recorded and stored safely and securely for 

five years but I do not agree to the recording being played to others for academic or training 

purposes. ☐ ☐ 

 

6. No, I am not happy for my child’s activities to be video recorded but I am happy for them to take 

part in the rest of the project, as I have indicated in part 1 of the consent form. ☐ ☐ 

 

        Signed:                                                                                      Date:  

 

 

Thank you very much for your interest in the project  

and completion of this consent form. 



 

 

Appendix F The Number of Idioms and Percentage of Sentences Containing 
Idioms or Idioms per Hour Across Each Individual Source. 

 

Key 
Stage 

Curriculum Text No. 
Sentences 

No. 
idioms 

Sentences  
containing idioms 
(%) 

2 Grimms Fairy Tales 851 29 3.4 
Contemporary Tales 468 13 2.8 
James and the Giant 
Peach 

2705 128 4.7 

Goodnight Mr Tom 8366 365 3.3 
Kensuke’s Kingdom 2771 178 6.4 

3 MacBeth 1530 119 7.8 
Frankenstein  4655 203 4.4 
Holes 5247 275 5.2 
Stone Cold 3047 204 6.7 
The Boy in the Striped 
Pyjamas 

5247 227 4.3 

4 Romeo and Juliet 2729 117 4.3 
A Christmas Carol 2339 167 7.1 
Of Mice and Men 4378 321 7.3 
Lord of the Flies 7830 455 5.8 
Blood Brothers 3036 137 4.5 

 Media Source Media Item No.  
idioms 

Idioms  
per hour 

2 T.V Programmes Simpsons  12 48 
Sam and Cat 12 48 
SpongebobSquarepants 12 48 

Websites Sumdog 5 20 
Lego 2 8 

Youtube Clips Minecraft Tutorials 22 88 
Iballistic Squid 8 32 
Animal Vines 3 12 

Films Despicable Me 34 22.7 
The  
Descendants 

60 40 

3 T.V. Programmes Dance Mums 14 84 
Simpsons 12 48 
Top Gear 8 32 

Websites Agario 1 6 
BBC Sport 6 36 

YouTube Clips Zoella  9 36 
Minecraft Tutorials 22 88 
Slowmo Guys 4 16 

Films Harry Potter 75 42.9 
Inside Out 36 16.6 

4 T.V Programmes Eastenders 17 68 
X-Factor 27 108 
Geordie Shore 21 84 



 

 

Websites BBC Bitesize 3 18 
BBC Sport 6 36 

Youtube Clips Fail Vines 2 8 
Zoella 9 36 
Stand-up comedy 17 68 

Films Hunger Games 35 70 
Billy Elliot 48 26.2 

 Teacher-talk Class No.  
idioms 

Idioms  
per hour 

2 Key Stage 2 Class 3 0.6 

3 Year 7 Low Level 3 1.2 
Year 7 High Level 13 5.2 
Year 8 Low Level 7 2.8 
Year 8 High Level 13 5.2 
Year 9 Low Level 7 2.8 
Year 9 High Level 18 7.2 

4 Year 10 Low Level 15 6 
Year 10 GCSE High Level 32 12.8 
Year 11 Low Level 6 2.4 
Year 11 GCSE High Level 7 4.7 



 

 

Appendix G Idiom Familiarity Rating Exercise 

 
The idioms featured in the following rating activity have been taken from three sources; texts that are commonly used to teach English 
to pupils in Key Stage 2, teacher-talk classroom surveys to note idioms used by English teachers when teaching English to Key Stage 
2 pupils and a collection of films, websites and television programmes that are currently popular amongst pupils in Key Stage 2. 
 
Please read each idiom example and then tick under the comments that best match your feelings around how familiar each idiom 
would be to the children you work with. If you have any questions, please ask the researcher via the mediums provided above. 

1. Children have never heard of it. 

2. Children have heard of/read it but do not see/hear it regularly. 

3. Children hear/read it at least once per month. 

4. Children hear/read it at least once per week. 

 
Idiom Item 

Some literal links or definitions 
of idioms are given in brackets 
to reduce ambiguity. 

Familiarity Rating (from the perspective of the children you work with in Key Stage 2) 

1 2 3 4 

Children have 
never heard of it. 

Children have heard of/read it 
but do not see/hear it regularly. 

Children hear/read it at 
least once per month. 

Children hear/read it at 
least once per week. 

E.g. To lose track.  
(don’t understand). 

    

E.g. To throw something out. 
(to put it in the bin). 

    

E.g. To catch your eye.  
(see something and like it). 

    

This was repeated for all idioms in Key Stage 2. The same format was used for processionals working with children in Key Stages 3 
and 4. Please see Appendix 3 for the full list of idioms included in these familiarity rated activities 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Appendix H Idiom Syntax Rating Scales 
 
Activity Instructions 
Idioms can be frozen or flexible. They are flexible if they can be changed syntactically in 4 ways: active/passive, adverb insertion, 
particle movement and normalisation (gerund and action). Below is a list of 50 idioms and examples of them re-written using each 
of the syntax changes.  
Open up this document and also the syntax rating spreadsheet excel document. Find the spreadsheet page that matches this 
document (Key Stage 2, Key Stage 3 or Key Stage 4). Please read each of the sentences in the table below and rate them in the 
matching colour coded columns in the syntax rating spreadsheet as 1, 2, 3 or 4 according to the below rating scale: 
1: It changes the meaning and makes no sense. 
2: it changes the meaning and doesn’t make sense when said in this way. 
3: It doesn’t change the meaning but it requires some time to process. 
4: It doesn’t change the meaning and makes sense. 
An example is below but if it is not clear, ask Lucy to demonstrate. Sentences highlighted red could not be written in the specified 
form so should be rated as 1. Please note that the ratings are subjective so are not correct or incorrect. 
 
Rating Activity Example: 

Idiom Active/passive –  Adverb insertion Particle 
movement  

Gerund 
nominalisation –  

Rating 

Example: Her 
Father is laying 
down the law. 
 
Example: Jess will 
bite off more than 
she can chew. 
 

The law will be laid down 
by her Father.   
 
 
Her bite is more than can 
be chewed by Jess.x 

Her Father will 
quickly lay down 
the law if she is 
home late.   
 
Jess will 
ambitiously bite off 
more than she can 
chew. 

Her Father will lay 
the law down if she 
goes wild.   
 
Jess will bite more 
off than she can 
chew.   

Her Father’s laying 
down the law 
prevented her from 
going to the party.   
 
Jess’ biting off more 
than she can chew 
made her stressed.   

4/4 
 
 
 
 
3/4 
 

Example: Jenny 
will turn over a 
new leaf. 

The leaf will be turned over 
by Jenny. X 
 

Jenny will quickly 
turn over a new 

Jenny will turn a 
new leaf over if 
she gets caught. X 

Jenny’s turning over 
a new leaf helped 
her get a job.   

2/4 
 
 



 

 

 
 
Example: Susan 
will kick the bucket 
if they argue. 
 

The bucket will be kicked 
by Susan if they argue. X 

leaf if she gets 
caught.   
 
Susan will quickly 
kick the bucket if 
they argue. X 

 
Susan will bucket 
the kick if they 
argue. X-no 
particle. 

 
Susan’s kicking of 
the bucket was due 
to the argument. X 

 
0/4 

 
Key Stage 2 Idiom Syntax Rating List 
 

Idiom Active/passive –  Adverb insertion Particle 
movement  

Gerund 
nominalisation –  

Rating 

Example: Her 
Father is laying 
down the law. 
 
 
Example: Jess will 
bite off more than 
she can chew. 
 

 
The law will be laid down 
by her Father.   
 
 
 
Her bite is more than can 
be chewed by Jess.x 

 
Her Father will 
quickly lay down 
the law if she is 
home late.   
 
Jess will 
ambitiously bite off 
more than she can 
chew. 

 
Her Father will 
lay the law down 
if she goes wild.   
 
 
Jess will bite 
more off than she 
can chew.   

 
Her Father’s laying 
down the law 
prevented her from 
going to the party.   
 
Jess’ biting off more 
than she can chew 
made her stressed.   

4/4 
 
 
 
 
 
3/4 
 

Example: Jenny will 
turn over a new leaf. 
 
 
Example: Susan will 
kick the bucket if 
they argue. 
 

 
 
The leaf will be turned 
over by Jenny. X 
 
 
The bucket will be kicked 
by Susan if they argue. X 

 
Jenny will quickly 
turn over a new 
leaf if she gets 
caught.   
 
Susan will quickly 
kick the bucket if 
they argue. X 

 
Jenny will turn a 
new leaf over if 
she gets caught. 
X 
 
Susan will bucket 
the kick if they 
argue. X-no 
particle. 

 
Jenny’s turning over a 
new leaf helped her 
get a job.  
 
 
Susan’s kicking of the 
bucket was due to the 
argument. X 

2/4 
 
 
 
 
 
0/4 



 

 

Steven fired 
Susan. (lose job) 
 

Susan was fired by 
Steven.   

Steven carelessly 
fired Susan. 

Steven Susan 
fired. X – no 
particle. 

Steven’s firing of 
Susan stopped her 
from working. 

 

Josh picked himself 
up.   
(make yourself feel 
better) 

Josh was picked up by 
himself.  X 

Josh reluctantly 
picked himself 
up.   

Josh picked up 
himself.  

Josh’s picking himself 
up helped him move 
on.  

 

Mrs Marr told the 
children to keep it 
down.  (be quieter). 
 

The children were told to 
keep it down by Mrs 
Marr.  

Mrs Marr loudly 
told the children to 
keep it down. 

Mrs Marr told the 
children to down 
keep it.  

Mrs Marr’s telling the 
children to keep it 
down worked.  

 

Lucy told Rita to get 
over it.  
(stop worrying) 

Rita was told to get over it 
by Lucy.  

Lucy sharply told 
Rita to get over it.  

Lucy told Rita to 
over it get.  

Lucy’s telling Rita to 
get over it helped Rita.  

 

Daniel was strung 
out by the 
test.  (worried)  
 

The test strung Daniel 
out.   

Daniel was 
exceptionally 
strung out by the 
test. 

Daniel was out 
strung by the test.  

Daniel’s strung out-
ness was due to the 
test. – no ing. X 

 

Charlotte told Toby 
to brace himself. 
(get ready) 

Toby was told by to brace 
himself by Charlotte.  

Charlotte excitedly 
told Toby to brace 
himself.  

Charlotte told 
Toby to himself 
brace.  

Charlotte’s telling Toby 
to brace himself 
helped.  

 

Jerome told Kerry 
she couldn't turn 
back.  (can’t change 
her mind) 

Kerry was told she 
couldn't turn back by 
Jerome.  

Jerome 
playfully told Kerry 
she couldn't turn 
back. 

Jerome told Kerry 
she couldn’t back 
turn.  

Jerome ‘s telling Kelly 
she  couldn’t turn back 
helped her. 

 

Ayaan stood up to 
Jacob.  
(asserted himself) 

Jacob was stood up to by 
Ayaan.  

 Ayaan bravely 
stood up to Jacob.  

Ayaan up stood 
to Jacob.  

Ayaan’s standing up to 
Jacob was enough to 
make him stop. 

 

Sarah told Caroline 
her hands were 
full.  (Sarah is too 
busy) 

Caroline was told the 
hands were full by Sarah.  

Sarah told 
Caroline sadly that 
her hands were 
full.   

Sarah told 
Caroline her 
hands full were. X 
no particle. 

Sarah’s telling Caroline 
her hands were full 
solved the problem.  

 



 

 

The chocolate cake 
caught my eye. (To 
like the look of it) 

My eye was caught by the 
chocolate cake.  

The chocolate 
cake eagerly 
caught my eye.  

The chocolate 
cake my eye 
caught. No P.  

The chocolate cake’s 
catching my eye was 
shocking.  

 

Thomas kept his 
eye on the ball. 
(keep watching)   

The ball was kept on 
Thomas' eye by Thomas.   

Thomas nervously 
kept his eye on the 
ball.  

Thomas kept on 
his eye the ball.  

Thomas’ keeping his 
eye on the ball helped 
him win.  

 

Katie dropped off 
the tennis 
raquet.     (to deliver 
it) 

The tennis racquet was 
dropped off by Katie.  

Katie quickly 
dropped  off the 
tennis racket 
yesterday. 

Katie quickly 
dropped the 
tennis raquet off . 

Katie’s dropping off of 
the tennis raquet 
helped.  

 

Todd picked up the 
violin.   
(to learn it) 

The violin was picked up 
by Todd.  

Todd quickly 
picked up the 
violin.  

No P.  Todd’s picking up of 
the violin was 
impressive.  

 

The teacher said to 
the children "all 
hands on deck."  (all 
help together) 
 
 

"All hands on deck" was 
said to the children by the 
teacher.   

The teacher said 
to the children "I 
need to see all of 
your hands eagerly 
on deck."  

The teacher said 
to the children 
“on deck all 
hands!”  

The teacher’s saying 
“all hands on deck” 
didn’t make him do it. 
No ing in the idiom 
phrase.  

 

Max joined in with 
Faye and John.   (to 
do it together) 

Faye and John were 
joined in with by Max.  

Max joined in 
happily with Faye 
and John.  

Max in joined with 
Faye and John.  

Max’s joining in with 
Faye and John was 
excellent.  

 

Elizabeth hitched a 
lift with Edith.   
(travelled in the car 
together) 

Edith was hitched a lift by 
Elizabeth.  

Elizabeth 
hesitantly hitched 
a lift with Edith.  

Elizabeth a lift 
hitched with 
Edith. X no 
Particle. 

Elizabeth’s hitching a 
lift with Edith was wise.  

 

The run wiped 
Robert out.  
(exhausted him) 

Robert was wiped out by 
his run.       

Robert felt totally 
wiped out.  

The run out 
wiped Robert.  

Robert’s wiping out by 
the run was not 
surprising.  

 

The maths 
questions put 
Isabelle in a 

Isabelle was put in a 
pickle by the maths 
question.   

Isabelle is terribly 
in a pickle.  

The maths 
questions put 

Isabelle’s being in a 
pickle by the maths 
questions was hard. 

 



 

 

pickle. (made her 
confused) 

Isabella a pickle 
in.  

Nelly talked 
Zara out of being 
naughty. 
(persuaded her) 

Zara was talked out of 
being naughty by Nelly.  

Nelly talked Zara 
cleverly out of 
being naughty.  

Nelly talked out 
Zara of being 
naughty.  

Nelly’s talking Zara out 
of being naughty was 
good.  

 

Stephanie gave 
Jessica a hand. 
(helped her) 

A hand was given to 
Jessica by Stephanie.  

Stephanie give 
Jessica a helpful 
hand.  

Stephanie gave a 
hand to Jessica.  

Stephanie’s giving 
Jessica a hand was 
wonderful.  

 

Elliot was all over 
the pub quiz.  
(to do really well) 

The pub quiz was all over 
by Elliot.  

Elliot was 
unashamedly all 
over the pub quiz.  

Elliot was the pub 
quiz all over.  

Elliot’s being all over 
the pub quiz was 
impressive.  

 

Zeeshan caught a 
cold from Freddie. 
(to become ill) 

Freddie's cold was caught 
by Zeeshan.  

Zeehan sadly 
caught a cold from 
Freddie.  

No Particle Zeeshan’s catching of 
a cold from Freddy 
was bad luck.  

 

Amy’s Mum said 
Amy must stick with 
Lily at the theme 
park. (stay together) 

Amy was told to stick with 
Lily at the theme park by 
her Mum. 

Amy's Mum said 
Amy must 
consciously stick 
with Lily at the 
theme park. 

Amy’s Mum said 
Amy must with 
Lily stick at the 
theme park.  

Amy’s Mum’s saying 
Amy must stick with 
Lily at the theme park 
was fair.  

 

Gary was pulling 
David's leg.  
(joking with him) 

David's leg was pulled by 
Gary.  

Gary was 
awkwardly pulling 
David's leg.  

Gary was leg 
pulling David. No 
Particle 

Zaheed’s pulling of 
David’s leg was 
uncalled for.  

 

Zaheed must fly to 
get to the airport on 
time. (must go 
quickly) 

To get to the airport on 
time Zaheed must fly.  

Zaheed must fly 
recklessly to get to 
the airport on time.
  

Zaheed fly must 
to get to the 
airport. No 
Particle. 

Zaheed’s flying to the 
airport meant he got 
there on time.  

 

Dean said it is water 
under the bridge to 
Katrina. (forgiven) 
 

It is water under the 
bridge was said by Dean 
to Katrina.  

Dean gracefully 
said it is water 
under the bridge to 
Katrina.  

Dean said it is 
water the bridge 
under to Katrina.  

No ing in the idiom.   



 

 

Lucy lost track of 
the storyline.  
(not follow it/be 
confused) 

The storyline was lost 
track of by Lucy. 

Lucy carelessly 
lost track of the 
storyline.  

Lucy lost the 
storyline track.  

Lucy’s losing track of 
the storyline didn’t 
help!  

 

The living room is 
starting to take 
shape. (getting 
better/looking good) 

To take shape the living 
room is starting.  

The living room is 
slowly starting to 
take shape.  

The living room 
shape is starting 
to take.  

The living room’s 
starting to take shape 
made a difference to 
her mood.  

 

Eleanor told Jim that 
it was the last 
straw. (last chance) 

Jim was told it was the 
last straw by Eleanor. 

Eleanor told Jim 
hastily that it was 
the last straw.  

Eleanor told Jim 
that the last straw 
it was.  

Eleanor’s telling Jim 
that it was the last 
straw was bold!  

 

Angus was staring 
into space. 
(day dreaming) 

Space was being stared 
into by Angus. 

Angus was lazily 
staring into space. 

Angus was into 
space staring.  

Angus’ staring into 
space did not help.  

 

Moyo was full of 
beans. (excitable) 
 

The beans were full of by 
Moyo.  

Moyo was 
extremely full of 
beans.  

No Particle.  Moyo’s full of beans-
ness – doesn’t work.  

 

George will pick 
Sarah up on 
Saturday. (collect 
her) 

On Saturday Sarah will be 
picked up by George.  

George will half-
heartedly pick 
Sarah up on 
Saturday.  

George will pick 
up Sarah on 
Saturday.  

George’s picking up 
Sarah made him feel 
happy.  

 

Laura will drop in to 
Kay's house on 
Thursday. (visit) 
 

On Thursday, Kyle's 
house will be dropped into 
by Laura.  

Laura will drop into 
Kay's house 
surprisingly on 
Thursday.  

Laura will drop on 
Kay’s house into 
Thursday.  

Laura’s dropping in to 
Kay’s house on 
Thursday will be nice.  

 

Ken said that Joy is 
a barrel of 
laughs. (funny) 

That Joy is a barrel of 
laughs was said by Ken.  

Ken said that Joy 
is rather a barrel of 
laughs. 

Ken said that Joy 
is a laughs of 
barrel.  

Ken’s saying that Joy 
is a barrel of laughs 
was kind. 

 

John told Sandy to 
have a think.  
(think carefully) 

Sandy was told to 
have  think by John.  

John told Sandy to 
carefully have a 
think.  

John told Sandy 
to think have a.  

John’s telling Sandy to 
have a think was wise.  

 



 

 

Chris told Jess to 
wipe that look off 
her face. (change 
your expression) 

Jess was told to wipe that 
look off her face by Chris.  

Chris told Jess to 
quietly wipe that 
look off her face. 

Chris told Jess to 
wipe that off her 
face look.  

Chris’ telling Jess to 
wipe that look off her 
face was mean.  

 

The year 4 children 
tucked in to their 
dinner. (started 
eating) 

The dinner was tucked 
into by the year 4 children. 

The year 4 
children briskly 
tucked into their 
dinner. 

The year 4 
children tucked 
their dinner into. 

They year 4 children’s 
tucking Xinto their 
dinner was deserved. 

 

Seb made a dash 
for the 
train.  (rushed) 

The train was made a 
dash for by Seb. 

Seb made a dash 
hurriedly for the 
train. 

Seb made dash a 
for the train – no 
Particle 

Seb’s making a dash 
for the train made him 
arrive on time. 

 

The secretary asked 
Molly to hang on for 
a minute. 
(wait) 

For a minute Molly was 
asked to hold on by the 
secretary.  

The secretary 
asked Molly to 
patiently hang on 
for a minute. 

The secretary 
asked Molly to on 
hang for a 
minute.  

The secretary’s asking 
Molly to hang on for a 
minute was not an 
issue.  

 

Hermione has 
Holly's back. 
(to support and 
defend someone) 

Holly's back is had by 
Hermione.  

Hermione loyally 
has Holly's back. 

Hermione has 
back Holly’s – no 
Particle. 

Hermione’s having 
Holly’s back helps 
Holly’s confidence.  

 

Alice threw out the 
old toys. 
(put them in the bin) 

The old toys were thrown 
out by Alice. 

Alice sadly threw 
out the old toys. 

Alice out threw 
the old toys.  

Alice’s throwing out the 
old toys was frugle.  

 

Kimberly was 
sticking her nose in 
to Jeffery's 
business. (be 
nosey) 
 

Into Jerrfy's business Kim 
was sticking her nose.  

Kimberly was 
absentmindedly 
sticking her nose 
into Jeffry's 
business.  

Kimberly was 
sticking in her 
nose to Jerry’s 
business.  

Kimberly’s sticking her 
nose into Jeffry’s 
business was 
inappropriate.  

 

Charlie was keeping 
up with Harry. 
(continuing at the 
same pace) 

Harry was being kept up 
with by Charlie. 

Charlie was easily 
keeping up with 
Harry. 

Charlie was up 
keeping with 
Harry.  

Charlie’s keeping up 
with Harry was 
impressive.  

 



 

 

The coach told Mrs 
Makin that Albert 
was on fire this 
morning!  
(doing well) 

Mrs Makin was told that 
Albert was on fire this 
morning by the coach. 

The coach told Mrs 
Makin that Albert 
was impressively 
on fire this 
morning. 

The coach told 
Mrs Makin that 
Albert was fire on 
this morning – no 
Particle. 

The coach’s telling Mrs 
Makin that Albert was 
on fire this morning 
was pleasing.  

 

The fireman told the 
citizens to stay put. 
(wait) 

The citizens were told to 
stay put by the fireman. 

The fireman told 
the citizens to 
wisely stay put. 

The fireman told 
the citizens to put 
stay. No Particle  

The fireman’s telling 
the citizens to stay put 
was wise. 

 

Mrs Taylor left the 
show in Mrs Nicoll's 
hands. (her 
responsibility) 
 

The show was left in Mrs 
Nicoll's hands by Mrs 
Taylor. 

Mrs Taylor 
ruthlessly left the 
show in Mrs 
Nicoll's hands. 

Mrs Taylor left 
the show Mrs 
Nicoll’s hands in. 
No particle.  

Mrs Taylor’s leaving 
the show in Mrs 
Nicoll’s hands worked 
out fine!  

 

Joel told Laurence 
that time flies during 
sports day. (time 
goes fast) 

Laurence was told that 
time flies on sports day by 
Joel. 

Joel told Laurence 
that time really 
flies during sports 
day. 

No particle.  Joe’s telling Laurence 
that time flies during 
sports day helped 

 

Chloe told Kirsty to 
forget it. 
(don’t think about it 
anymore) 

Kirsty was told to forget it 
by Chloe. 

Chloe told Kirsty to 
gracefully forget it. 

Chloe told Kirsty 
to it forget. No 
particle.  

Chloe’s telling Kirsty to 
forget it made Kirsty 
angry. 

 

Polly asked Mr 
Walton to speak up. 
(speak louder) 

Mr Walton was asked to 
speak up by Polly. 

Polly asked Mr 
Walton to stylishly 
speak up. 

Polly asked Mrs 
Walton to up 
speak. No 
particle. 

Polly’s asking Mr 
Walton to speak up 
helped us. 

 

Ethan couldn't buy 
the car because he 
is broke. (he has no 
money) 

The car could not be 
bought by Ethan because 
he is broke. – no object. 

Ethan couldn't buy 
the car because he 
is extremely broke. 

Ethan couldn’t 
buy the car 
because he broke 
is. No particle.  

Ethan’s being broke 
meant he couldn’t buy 
the car.  

 

 
 
 



 

 

 
Key Stage 3 Idiom Syntax Rating List 

Idiom Active/passive  Adverb insertion Particle 
movement  

Gerund 
nominalisation –  

Rating 

Carole must step on 
it. 

It must be stepped on 
by Carole.  

Carole must quickly 
step on it.  

Carole must on 
it step.  

Carole’s stepping on it 
was crucial.  

 

I have your back 
 

Your back is had by me.  I happily have your 
back.  

Your back I 
have. 

Me having your back 
made the difference.  

 

Elise is sticking her 
head in the sand. 
 

Her head was stuck in 
the sand by Elise. 

Elise is reluctantly 
sticking her head in 
the sand. 

Elise is in the 
sand sticking his 
head.  

Elise’s sticking her 
head in the sand didn’t 
help.   

 

I’m just throwing it 
out there 
 

It was thrown out there 
by me.  

I’m just casually 
throwing it out there. 

I’m just out 
there throwing 
it. 

Hazel’s throwing it out 
there was a good idea.   

 

You get that idea 
out of your head 
 

The idea was got (put) 
out of your head by you.  

Get that idea quickly 
out of your head. 

You get out of 
your head that 
idea.  

Kim’s getting the idea 
out of her head was 
hard. 

 

Alan caught Zima. 
 

Zima was caught by 
Alan. 

Alan luckily caught 
Zima. 

No preposition. Alan’s catching Zima 
was unfortunate.  

 

Keel is taking his 
time. 

His time was taken by 
Keel. 

Keel is carefully 
taking his time.  

No preposition. Keel’s taking his time 
helped.  

 

Jared is sleeping on 
it. 

It will be slept on by 
Jared. 

Jared is wisely 
sleeping on it.  

On it Jared is 
sleeping. 

Jared’s sleeping on it 
gave us time.  

 

Mum is talking 
Kirsty through it. 
 
 

Kirsty was talked 
through it by Mum.  

Mum is slowly talking 
Kirsty through it. 

Through it Mum 
is talking Kirsty.  

Mum’s talking it 
through with Kirsty 
helped her to 
understand.  

 

Jason burst Kerry’s 
bubble. 
 

Kerry’s bubble was 
burst by Jason.  

Jason happily burst 
Kerry’s bubble.  

Kerry’s bubble 
Jason burst.  

Jason’s bursting of 
Kerry’s bubble was 
mean.  

 

James wrapped it 
up.  

It was wrapped up by 
james.  

James quickly 
wrapped it up. 

It up James 
wrapped.  

James’ wrapping it up 
was quick. 

 



 

 

Maeva is going 
ahead. 

No object. Maeva is confidently 
going ahead. 

Ahead Maeva is 
going.  

Maeva’s going ahead 
was brave.  

 

Riva is up and 
running. 

No object. Riva is happily up 
and running. 

Up and running 
is Riva. 

Riva’s being up and 
running was good  

 

Prudence is on a 
roll. 
 

No verb. Predence is un-
believeably on a roll.  

On a roll 
Prudence is.  

Prudence’s being on a 
roll was positive.  

 

Chris is in the wrong 
 

No verb. Chris is sadly in the 
wrong.  

In the wrong is 
Chris.  

Chris’s being in the 
wrong didn’t help.  

 

Harry split up with 
Sally.  

Sally was split up with 
by Harry. 

Harry split up with 
Sally stupidly. 

Up with Sally 
Harry split. 

Harry’s splitting up with 
Sally was sad.  

 

Josh kept name 
dropping rugby 
players. 

The rugby players 
names were dropped by 
Josh.  

Josh kept loudly 
name dropping rugby 
players. 

No preposition. Josh’s name dropping 
was annoying.  

 

Liz is waiting a 
second. 

A second was waited by 
Liz.  

Lis is angrily waiting a 
second. 

Waiting a 
second is Liz. 

Liz’s waiting a second 
was bad.  

 

Craig is listening up 
 

No object. Craig is eagerly 
listening up. 

Up listening is 
Craig.  

Craig’s listening up 
helped him to learn.  

 

Yas must let it go 
 

It must be let go of by 
Yas. 

Yas must happily let it 
go. 

It go Yas must 
let.  

Yas’ letting it go 
helped us all.  

 

Mrs H must cut the 
lesson short.  
 

The lesson was cut 
short by Mrs H.  

Mrs H must slyly cut 
the lesson short. 

The lesson 
short Mrs H 
must cut. 

Mrs H’s cutting the 
lesson short shocked 
us.  

 

Rodrigo topped the 
class maths score. 
 

The class maths score 
was topped by Rodrigo.  

Rodrigo topped the 
class maths score 
excitedly. 

No preposition. Rodrigo’s topping the 
class maths score was 
deserved. 

 

Reece is holding his 
tongue. 

The tongue was held by 
Reece.  

Reece is reluctantly 
holding his tongue. 

No Preposition. Reece’s holding his 
tongue was surprising.  

 

Elisa washed her 
hands of it. 
 

It was washed off the 
hands by Elisa.  

Elisa confidently 
washed her hands of 
it.  

Of it Elisha 
washed her 
hands. 

Elise’s washing her 
hands of it was clever.  

 



 

 

Cameron is coming 
forward. 
 

No object. Cameron is 
sheepishly coming 
forward. 

Forward 
Cameron is 
coming.  

Cameron’s coming 
forward changed the 
course of the trial.  

 

The task is in Lexi’s 
hands. 

No verb. The task is in Lexi’s 
hands sadly.  

In Lexi’s hands 
is the task.  

The task being in 
Lexi’s hands helped.  

 

Olivia is catching 
George’s eye.  
 

Georges eye was 
caught by Olivia.  

Olivia is catching 
George’s eye 
eagerly.  

No preposition. Olivia’s catching 
George’s eye was the 
start of it.  

 

Mrs Will keeps 
putting Ewan on the 
spot. 

Ewan was put on the 
spot by Mrs Will.  

Mrs Will keeps 
putting Ewan on the 
spot slyly.  

On the spot Mrs 
Wills keeps 
putting Ewan.  

Mrs Will’s keeping 
putting Ewan on the 
spot was irritating.  

 

Brandon isn’t 
keeping up with 
Kim. 
 

Kim was not kept up 
with by Brandon.  

Brandon isn’t keeping 
up with Kim easily.  

Up with Kim 
Brandon isn’t 
keeping.  

Brandon’s not keeping 
up with Kim was 
difficult for him to 
stomach.  

 

Scarlett is keeping 
her hands off the 
chocolate cake. 
 

The cake is keeping the 
hands off by Scarlett.  

Scarlett is keeping 
her hands off the 
chocolate cake 
bravely.  

Off the cake 
Scarlett is 
keeping her 
hands off.  

Scarlett’s keeping her 
hands of the cake was 
impressive.  

 

Isla is staring into 
space. 

Space was stared into 
by Isla.  

Isla is staring into 
space dozily.  

Into space Isla 
is staring.  

Isla’s staring into 
space was infuriating. 

 

Reema was 
wrapped up in the 
story. 
 

The story was wrapped 
up in by Reema.  

Reema was wrapped 
up in a story 
convincingly.  

Up in the story 
reema was 
wrapped.  

Reema’s being 
wrapped up in the 
story meant she was 
distracted.  

 

Jaris is in the same 
boat as Amy. 
 
 

No verb. Jaris is sadly in the 
same boat as Amy. 

In the same 
boat as Amy is 
Jaris.  

Jaris’ being in the 
same boat as Amy 
helped him to 
empathise. 

 

Nuzrat is kicking 
William out. 
 

William is being kicked 
out by Nuzrat.  

Nuzrat is bravely 
kicking William out.  

Out Nuzrat is 
kicking William.  

Nuzrat’s kicking 
William of the team 
was cruel.  

 



 

 

Connie is tearing 
herself away from 
her ipad.  

Her ipad is tearing 
herself away by Connie.  

Connie is tearing 
herself away from her 
ipad reluctantly.  

Away from her 
ipad Connie is 
tearing herself.  

Connie’s tearing 
herself away from her 
ipad was impressive.  

 

Monty is winding 
Alec up.  
 

Alec is being wound up 
by Monty.  

Monty is winding Alec 
up intensely.  

Up Monty is 
winding Alex.  

Monty’s winding Alec 
up started the 
argument.  

 

Natasha is dropping 
off (sleep).  
 

No object. Natasha is slowly 
dropping off. 

Off Natasha is 
dropping.  

Natasha’s dropping off 
to sleep lost us the 
game.  

 

Rose is pulling off 
the prank. 

The prank was pulled off 
by Rose.  

Rose is pulling off the 
prank excellently. 

Off the prank 
rose is pulling.  

Rose’s pulling off the 
prank was a miracle.  

 

Archie is keeping an 
eye on Hayden.  
 

Hayden was kept and 
eye on by Archie.  

Archie is keenly 
keeping an eye on 
Hayden. 

On Hayden 
Archie is 
keeping an eye.  

Archie’s keeping an 
eye on Hayden helped 
us win the game.  

 

Ava is getting over 
what Grace said. 
 

What Grace said is 
getting over by Ava.  

Ava is fiercely getting 
over what Grace said.  

Over what 
Grace said Ava 
is getting.  

Av’s getting over what 
Grace said was key to 
her recovery.  

 

Mr B is giving Luca 
a talking to. 
 

Luca was given a talking 
to by Mr B. 

Mr B is giving Luca a 
talking to strictly.  

Luca a talking to 
Mr B is giving.  

Mr B’s giving Luca a 
talking to helped him to 
realise his flaws.  

 

Priya is hanging in 
there. 
 

No object. Priya is hanging in 
there bravely.  

In therePriya is 
hanging 

Priya’s hanging in 
there was crucial to us 
winning.  

 

Mum is putting her 
foot in it. 

In it mum the foot is put 
by Mum.  

Mum is putting her 
foot in it unkindly.  

In it mum is 
putting her foot.  

Mum’s putting her foot 
in it was unfortunate.  

 

Henry is fixing his 
eyes on Leo. 
 

The eyes were fixed on 
Leo by Henry. 

Henry is fixing his 
eyes on Leo eagerly.  

On Leo Henry is 
fixing his eyes.  

Henry’s fixing his eyes 
on Leo was 
intimidating. 

 

Violet is handing the 
book to Keira. 
 

The book was handed 
to Keira by Violet.  

Violet is handing the 
book to Keira kindly.  

To Keira Violet 
is handing the 
book. 

Violet’s handing the 
book to keira was what 
started their friendship.  

 



 

 

Grace is keeping 
her mouth shut.  
 

Her mouth was kept 
shut by Grace.  

Grace is keeping her 
mouth shut cleverly.  

No preposition. Grace;s keeping her 
mouth shut helped 
them to move on.  

 

Lyndsey can see 
through Holly. 
 

Holly was seen through 
by Lyndsey. 

Lyndsey can see 
through Holly 
flawlessly.  

Through Holly 
Lyndsey can 
see.  

Lyndsey’s seeing 
through Holly is telling.  

 

Callum is putting his 
feet up.  
 

The feet are being put 
up by Callum.  

Callum is putting his 
feet up happily.  

Up Callum is 
putting his feet.  

Callum putting his feet 
up was relaxing for 
him.  

 

I must fly to the 
station. 

No object. I must fly quickly.  To the station I 
must fly.  

MY flying to the station 
was wise.  

 

Issac is freshening 
up. 

No object. Issac is freshening up 
quickly.  

Up Issac is 
freshening.  

Issac’s freshening up 
was a good idea.  

 

 
Key Stage 4 Idiom Syntax Rating List 

Idiom Active/passive  Adverb insertion Particle 
movement  

Gerund 
nominalisation  

Rating 

The roof caved in. 
 

No Object.  The roof quickly 
caved in.  

The roof in 
caved.  

The caving in of the 
roof was terrifying.  

 

Katie is throwing it 
out there. 
 

It is thrown out there by 
Katie.  

Katie is eagerly 
throwing it out there.  

Katie is out 
there throwing 
it.  

Katie’s throwing it out 
there that we could go 
swimming was great!  

 

Alexis doesn’t have 
a leg to stand on. 
 

No object  Alexis really doesn’t 
have a leg to stand 
on.  

Alexis doesn’t 
have a leg to on 
stand.  

Alex’s not having a leg 
to stand on didn’t help.  

 

Emily is sticking her 
head in the stand. 
 

Emily’s head is stuck in 
the sand by Emily.  

Emily is nervously 
sticking her head in 
the sand.  

Emily is sticking 
in the sand her 
head.  

Emily’s sticking her 
head in the sand didn’t 
help.  

 

Nevil must step 
carefully. 
 

No object.  Nevil must cautiously 
step carefully.  

Nevil must 
carefully step. 
No Preposition.  

Nevil’s stepping 
carefully was crucial to 
his safety.  

 



 

 

Janice is always 
behind Timothy. 
 

Janice is always behind 
by Timothy.  

Janice is always 
enthusiastically 
behind Timothy.  

Jamice is 
behind Timothy 
always.  

Janice’s being behind 
Timothy was helpful.  

 

Andy keeps taking 
his eyes off the ball. 
 

His eyes were taken off 
the ball by Andy.  

Andy keeps 
carelessly taking his 
eyes off the ball.  

Andy keeps 
taking his eyes 
the ball off.  

Andy’s taking his eyes 
off the ball is what is 
making him fail. 

 

Kerys is putting her 
own stamp on it. 
 

Her own stamp is being 
put on it by Kerys.  

Kerys is excitedly 
putting her own 
stamp on it.  

Kerys is putting 
her own on it 
stamp.  

Kerys’ putting her own 
stamp on it made it 
original.  

 

We are on the same 
page (we are in a 
similar situation) 

No object.  We are always on the 
same page.  

We are on the 
page same.  

Us being on the same 
page was 
unintentional.  

 

This is the last 
hurdle (last 
challenge) 

No object.  No verb.  No preposition.  This being the last 
hurdle is a relief.  

 

Bridgette is fighting a 
losing battle. 
 

The losing battle is 
being fought by 
Bridgette. 

Bridgette is tirelessly 
fighting a losing 
battle.  

Bridgette is a 
losing battle 
fighting.  

Bridgette’s fighting of a 
losing battle made her 
break down!  

 

Claudia is on fire. 
(doing well) 
 

No object. Claudia is 
accidentally on fire.  

Claudia is fire 
on.  

Claudia’s being on fire 
was what won her the 
game.  

 

Amy gave Charlie 
the eye.  
 

The eye was given to 
Charlie by Amy.  

Amy eagerly gave 
Charlie the eye.  

Amy gave the 
eye to Charlie.  

Amy’s giving the eye to 
Charlie got her into 
trouble.  

 

Todd picked up the 
violin. 

The violin was picked up 
by Todd.  

Todd quickly picked 
up the violin.  

Todd up picked 
the violin.  

Todd’s picking up of 
the violin was fast.  

 

Jack passed the 
buck to Andy. 
 

Andy was passed the 
buck by Jack.  

Jack impatiently 
passed the buck to 
Andy.  

Jack the buck 
passed to Andy.  

Jack’s passing the 
buck to Andy was 
unfair.  

 

Hector must cut his 
news short. 

The news was cut short 
by Hector.  

Hector rarely cuts his 
news short.  

Hector short cut 
his news.  

Hector’s cutting the 
story short was useful. 

 



 

 

Matt gave Jen a 
hand. 
 

Jen was given a hand 
by Matt.  

Matt finally gave Jen 
a hand.  

Matt gave a 
hand to Jen.  

Matt’s giving Jen a 
hand made her fall in 
love.  

 

James must stand 
back from the 
situation. 

No object.  James must 
completely stand 
back.  

James must 
back stand.  

James’ standing back 
helped Jane express 
herself.  

 

Hannah feels left out 
on a limb (left out)  
 

No object.  Hannah is completely 
left out on a limb.  

Hannah feels 
out left on a 
limb.  

Hannah’s being left out 
on a limb made her 
feel sad.  

 

Cameron got carried 
away during the 
game. 

Cameron was carried 
away by the game.  

Cameron got totally    
carried away by the 
game.  

Cameron got 
away carried by 
the game.  

Cameron’s getting 
carried away is what 
lost him his place.  

 

Emma must keep 
her hair on!  
 

Emma’s hair was kept 
on by her.  

Emma must always 
keep her hair on.  

Emma must 
keep on her 
hair.  

Emma’s keeping her 
hair on was the reason 
she survived.  

 

Gary was pulling 
David's leg.  
(joking with him) 

David's leg was pulled 
by Gary.  

Gary was awkwardly 
pulling David's leg.  

Gary was leg 
pulling David. 
No P. 

Zaheed’s pulling of 
David’s leg was 
uncalled for. 

 

Grace will wash her 
hands of the 
competition (forget 
it). 

The competition will be 
washed off the hands of 
Grace by Grace.  

Grace will carelessly 
wash her hands of 
the competition.  

Grace will of the 
competition 
wash her hands.  

Grace’s washing her 
hands of the 
competition was a 
good decision.  

 

Sebastian is too big 
for his boots 
(arrogant) 

For the boots Sebastian 
is too big.  

Sebastian is always 
too big for his boots.  

Sebastian is for 
his boots too 
big.  

Sebastian’s being too 
big for his boots is a 
weakness.  

 

It’s on me (I’ll pay) 
 

On me it is.  It’s rarely on me.  It’s me on.  It being on me is a 
change.  

 

Marcel twigged it 
(work out the joke). 

It was twigged by 
Marcel.  

Marcel never twigs it!  Marcel it 
twigged.  

Marcel’s twigging it 
was funny.  

 

Do you catch my 
drift? (understand 
me?) 

Was my drift caught by 
you?  

Do you normally 
catch my drift?  

Do you my drift 
catch?  

Your catching my drift 
is important.  

 



 

 

Alexis is on a wild 
goose chase  

On a wild goose chase 
AleXis is on.  

Alexis is usually on a 
wild goose chase.   

Alexis is a wild 
goose chase on.  

Alexis’ being on a wild 
goose chase is tiring.  

 

Zaheed must fly to 
get to the airport on 
time. (must go 
quickly) 

To get to the airport on 
time Zaheed must fly.  

Zaheed must fly 
recklessly to get to 
the airport on time.  

Zaheed fly must 
to get to the 
airport. No P  

Zaheed’s flying to the 
airport meant he got 
there on time.  

 

Jess is trying to keep 
a straight face. 
 
 

A straight face is trying 
to be kept by Jess.  

Jess is trying intently 
to keep a straight 
face.  

Jess is trying a 
straight face to 
keep.  

Jess’s trying to keep a 
straight face was 
challenging for her.  

 

Dan walked out on 
Tina. 
 

Tina was walked out on 
by Dan.  

Dan unfairly walked 
out on Tina.  

Dan on Tina 
walked out.  

Dan’s walking out on 
Tina was cruel.   

 

Becky is burnt out 
(exhausted) 

No object.  Becky is incredibly 
burnt out.  

Becky is out 
burnt.  

Becky’s burning out is 
not surprising.  

 

Mum is keeping the 
peace. 

The peace is being kept 
by Mum.  

Mum is skilfully 
keeping the peace.  

Mum the peace 
is keeping.  

Mum’s keeping of the 
peace was helpful.  

 

Paul was cut up 
(upset) 

No object.  Paul was 
inconsolably cut up.  

Paul was up cut.  Paul’s cutting up was 
upsetting.  

 

Nikeesha was 
stirring the situation 
up (cause problems) 

The situation was stirred 
up by Nikeesha.  

Nikeesha was slyly 
stirring the situation 
up.  

Nikeesha was 
up stirring the 
situation.  

Nikeesha’s stirring up 
of the situation was 
mean.  

 

Jimmy will shed light 
on this. 
 

The light will be shed on 
this by Jimmy.  

Jimmy will kindly 
shed light on this.  

Jimmy will on 
this shed light.  

Jimmy’s shedding light 
on this helped me to 
understand.  

 

Carlos will give 
Henry a piece of his 
mind. 

A piece of Carlos’ mind 
will be given to Henry by 
Carlos.  

Carlos will impatiently 
give Henry a piece of 
his mind.  

Carlos will give 
to Henry a piece 
of his mind.  

Carlos’ giving Henry a 
piece of his mind was 
brave.  

 

Gavin will get his 
thoughts together. 
 
 

The thoughts will be got 
together by Gavin.  

Gavin will slowly get 
his thoughts together.  

Gavin will 
together get his 
thoughts.  

Gavin getting his 
thoughts together will 
help him to make a 
decision.  

 



 

 

 

It’s all in Kelly’s 
hands.  

In Kelly’s hands it is all 
in.  

It’s all precariously in 
Kirsty’s hands. 

It’s all hands in 
Kelly’s. 

It all being in Kirsty’s 
hands is terrifying.  

 

Kirsty will crack a 
joke. 

A joke will be cracked 
by Kirsty.  

Kirsty will cleverly 
crack a joke.  

Kirsty will a joke 
crack.  

Kirsty’s cracking a joke 
will break the ice.  

 

Steven fired 
Susan. (lose job) 
 
 

Susan was fired by 
Steven.   

Steven carelessly 
fired Susan. 

Steven Susan 
fired. No particle 

Steven’s firing of 
Susan stopped her 
from working. 

 

Amelia will turn her  
back on Lewis. 
 

Amelia’s back will turn 
on Lewis by Amelia.  

Amelia will soon turn 
her back on Lewis.  

Amelia will on 
Lewis turn her 
back.  

Amelia’s turning her 
back on Lewis was 
unkind.  

 

Nicole bust a gut. 
 
 

A gut was bust by 
Nicole.  

Nicole always busts a 
gut.  

Nicole a gut 
busts.  

Nicole’s busting a gut 
shows she is 
determined.  

 

Jake is in hot water 
 

In hot water jake is.  Jake is in very hot 
water.  

Jake is hot 
water in.  

Jake’s being in hot 
water was risky.  

 

Kevin will keep his 
distance from 
Burgette. 
 

Distance from Burgette 
will be kept by Kevin.  

Kevin will carefully 
keep his distance 
from Burgette.  

Kevin will from 
Burgette keep 
his distance.  

Kevin’s keeping his 
distance from Burgette 
was wise.  

 

Stella has a chip on 
her shoulder. 
 

A chip is on the 
shoulder of Stella. 

Stella always has a 
chip on her shoulder.  

Stella has on 
her shoulder a 
chip.  

Stella’s having a chip 
on her shoulder makes 
her bitter.  

 

Simon has his eye 
on Dermot. 
 

Simon’s eye was kept 
on Dermot by Simon.  

Simon has his eye 
keenly on Dermot.  

Simon has on 
his eye Dermot.  

Simon’s having his eye 
on  Dermot made 
Dermot try hard. 

 

Zara will talk Keir out 
of buying a puppy. 
 

Keir was talked out of 
buying a puppy by Zara.  

Zara will selfishly talk 
Keir ou of buying a 
puppy.  

Zara will talk out 
Keir of buying a 
puppy.  

Zara’s talking Keir out 
of buying a puppy was 
selfish.  

 



 

 

The coach will kick 
you out. 
 
 

You will be kicked out 
by the coach. 

The coach will quickly 
kick you out. 

The coach will 
you out kick 
you. 

The coaches kicking 
you out will knock your 
confidence.  

 

Max will pass the 
word round. 
 
 

The word will be passed 
round by Max. 

Max will kindly pass 
the word round. 

Maxx will the 
word pass 
round.  

Max’s passing the 
word round was 
helpful.  

 



 

 

Appendix I:  Ratings of Idiom Difficulty (decomposability, familiarity and 
syntax) for all Idioms Across Each BIST Subtest and Presentation Condition. 
 

Key Stage 2 

Subtest Condition Idiom 
 

*Idiom  Difficulty 

D N H L Fr Fl 

1 Context you're pulling my leg        

keep it down       

to pick something up       

this is the last straw       

it's starting to take shape       

to stick your nose in       

Isolation to throw something out       

All hands on deck       

to be strung out       

to catch your eye        

I must fly       

time flies       

2 Context to brace yourself       

tuck in        

get over it       

to hitch a lift       

Everyone join in       

stay put       

Isolation don't take your eyes off it       

to feel wiped out       

to catch a cold  
     

to have a think       

forget it  
     

to be in a pickle       

3 Context you're on fire today       

to pick someone up       

you can't turn back now       

to have your hands full       

to talk someone out of something       

to pick yourself up        

Isolation it's in your hands now       

To be fired       

to drop in        

he is a barrel of laughs       

to be broke       



 

 

give me a hand        

4 Context to drop an item off       

to lose track       

it's water under the bridge        

to make a dash for something       

speak up       

wipe that look off your face       

Isolation to stand up to someone       

you're all over it       

hang on        

to have someone’s back       

to keep up       

to stick together       

*Key: D=Decomposable, N=Non-decomposable, L=Low Familiarity, H= Familiarity, 

Fr=Frozen syntax, Fl=Flexible Syntax. 

 

Key Stage 3 

Subtest Condition Idiom Idiom  Difficulty 

   D N H L Fr Fl 

1 Context I have your back       

Tear yourself away        

To catch someone       

To come forward        

Let it go       

To get over it       

Isolation Stick your head in the sand       

To kick someone out       

To wash your hands of it       

Get that idea out of your head       

Hang in there        

put your feet up       

2 Context To burst your bubble       

To be in the wrong       

Listen up       

Catch your eye        

To wind someone up        

Put your foot in it       

Isolation Talk me through it       

To top something       

Put you on the spot  
      

Keep an eye on        



 

 

I must fly 
      

to freshen up       

3 Context Just throwing it out there       

To go ahead       

Its in your hands       

Keep up       

To have a talking to       

To see through someone        

Isolation Take your time       

To be off and running       

Hands off       

To be wrapped up in something        

To fix your eyes on it       

To keep your mouth shut        

4 Context Sleep on it       

You’re on a roll       

To be in the same boat       

To stare into space       

To hold your tongue       

Pull it off       

Isolation Hand it to me        

To name drop       

Drop off        

Wait a second       

To split up        

Step on it       

*Key: D=Decomposable, N=Non-decomposable, L=Low Familiarity, H=High 

Familiarity, Fr=Frozen syntax, Fl=Flexible Syntax. 
 

Key Stage 4 

Subtest Condition 

Idiom 

*Idiom Difficulty 

D N H L Fr Fl 

1 Context You are on fire        

To cave in       

You must step carefully       

Walked out on me       

To pick something up        

It’s all in his hands        

Isolation Out on a limb        

A wild goose chase        

Big for your boots        



 

 

Give someone a hand       

To stir something up        

To talk you out of something       

2 Context Don’t have a leg to stand on       

To be behind someone        

To keep the peace       

To be carried away       

To twig it        

Crack a joke       

Isolation This is the last hurdle        

To give someone the eye        

I must fly  
      

Stand back       

To shed light on this  
      

Pass the word round       

3 Context To take your eyes off something       

Wash your hands of it        

He is burnt out        

Just throwing it out there       

Bust a gut        

To keep your distance        

Isolation pulling your leg       

Stick your head in the sand       

put your own stamp on it       

Keep a straight face       

He was cut up        

Got my eye on you        

4 Context To fight a losing battle       

In hot water       

It’s on me        

Chip on his shoulder       

Kick you out        

To turn your back on someone       

Isolation We are on the same page        

To pass the buck       

Catch my drift        

Get his thoughts together       

To fire you       

Cut something short       

*Key: D=Decomposable, N=Non-decomposable, L=Low Familiarity,  

H=High Familiarity, Fr=Frozen syntax, Fl=Flexible Syntax. 



 

 

Appendix J Full Likes and Interests Questionnaires 
 

Questionnaire 1: Key Stage 2 and 3. 

What activities do you like? 

Name: ____________   Date of Birth: _____   Age: _____    Date: ______________ 

This questionnaire will tell your Teachers and Speech and Language Therapists which 

types of activities and stories you like the most. Please do this with your Speech and 

Language Therapist. 

Activity 
 

 

I really like it. 

 

 

It’s OK. 

 

 

I don’t like it. 
 

 

Sports. 

   

 

 

Make believe and fairy tales. 

   

 

 

Science, space and aliens. 

   

 

Friends and relationships. 

   

 

 

History. 

   

 

 

About me and people I know. 

   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

War and action. 

   

 

 

Animals and nature. 

   

 

Did we miss any? Please write them here if we did. 

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Questionnaire 2: Key Stage 4. 

 

What activities do you like? 

Name: _________________      Date of Birth: _____   Age: _____    Date: __________ 

This questionnaire will tell your Teachers and Speech and Language Therapists which 

types of activities and stories you like the most. Please do this with your Speech and 

Language Therapist. 

Activity 
 

 
I really like it. 

 

 
It’s OK. 

 

 
I don’t like it. 

 

 
Sports. 

   

 

 
Politics and Modern Studies. 

   

 

 
Science, space and aliens. 

   

 

 
Friends and relationships. 

   

 

 
History. 

   

 

 
About me and people I know. 

   

 

   



 

 

War and action. 
 

 
Animals and nature. 

   

 

Did we miss any? Please write them here if we did. 

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________. 

 

 

 



 

 

Appendix K: List of Idiom Items for Each Idiom Set in Each Key Stage 
 

Key Stage  

Classroom Intervention 

 

1:1 SLT Intervention 

 

Control Idiom Set 

 

2 you're pulling my leg 

this is the last straw 

to throw something out 

I must fly 

tuck in  

to hitch a lift 

to feel wiped out 

to have a think 

you can't turn back now 

to have your hands full 

it's in your hands now 

he is a barrel of laughs 

to drop an item off 

to lose track 

to stand up to someone 

hang on  

keep it down 

it's starting to take shape 

to catch your eye 

time flies 

to brace yourself 

Everyone join in 

don't take your eyes off it 

to catch a cold 

to pick someone up 

Talk him out of it 

to drop in  

to be broke 

speak up 

wipe that look off your face 

you're all over it 

to have someone’s back 

to pick something up  

to stick your nose in 

to be strung out 

All hands on deck 

get over it 

stay put 

forget it 

to be in a pickle 

you're on fire today 

to pick yourself up  

To be fired 

give me a hand 

its water under the bridge 

to make a dash 

to keep up 

to stick together 

3 I have your back 

Tear yourself away 

Wash your hands of it 

put your feet up 

To burst your bubble 

Listen up 

To catch someone 

To come forward 

To kick someone out 

Get the idea out of your head 

Put your foot in it 

To wind someone up 

Let it go 

To get over it/something 

Stick your head in the sand 

Hang in there  

To be in the wrong 

Catch your eye  



 

 

To top something 

Put you on the spot 

To go ahead 

Its in your hands 

Take your time 

Hands off 

Hand it to me 

Drop off (sleep) 

To be in the same boat 

To stare into space 

Talk me through it 

I must fly 

Keep up 

To have a talking to 

You’re off and running 

To fix your eyes on it 

To name drop 

Step on it 

To hold your tongue 

Pull it off 

Keep an eye on  

to freshen up 

Just throwing it out there 

To see through someone 

To be wrapped up in something 

To keep your mouth shut 

To split up 

Wait a second 

Sleep on it 

You’re on a roll 

4 You are on fire 

You must step carefully 

A wild goose chase  

Give someone a hand 

To twig it 

To be behind someone 

This is the last hurdle  

Give someone the eye  

To take your eyes off it 

Wash your hands of it 

Stick your head in the sand 

Keep a straight face 

To fight a losing battle 

You're in hot water 

Catch my drift 

Get his thoughts together 

To pick something up 

It’s all in his hands 

To stir something up  

To talk you out of something 

Don’t have a leg to stand on 

Crack a joke 

I must fly  

Pass the word round 

Just throwing it out there 

Bust a gut 

He was cut up 

Got my eye on you  

Chip on his shoulder 

Kick you out  

We are on the same page 

Cut something short 

To cave in 

Walked out on me 

Out on a limb 

Big for your boots  

To be carried away 

To keep the peace 

To shed light on this  

Stand back 

He is burnt out  

To keep your distance  

pulling your leg 

put your own stamp on it 

It’s on me  

To turn your back on someone  

To pass the buck 

To fire you 



 

 

Appendix L Example of Powerpoint Presentation Slides 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

Appendix M Example of Idiom Intervention Session Worksheet Activity 

 

 



 

 

Appendix N: Example of Idiom Intervention Session Poster 
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