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The present study continues research that takes non-serious language more seriously (Cekaite 
and Aronsson 2005) by focusing on a central second language (L2) Metaphoric Competence 
factor, Metaphor Language Play (MLP). For willing learners, MLP offers a diversity of benefits 
(Bushnell 2009; Bell 2012a) despite being one of the most challenging Metaphoric Competence 
aspects (O’Reilly and Marsden 2021). While studies provide rich descriptions of naturally occur-
ring MLP, elicitation approaches are needed to target comprehension/production of specific 
forms/meanings/usages and types of play, for example, comprehension of US sitcom humour 
(Dore 2015). With 69 advanced first-language Mandarin L2 English learners, we addressed these 
issues via an Exploratory Factor Analysis to uncover hitherto unknown relationships between 
written/spoken/receptive/productive MLP measures, and a thematic analysis of the linguistic, 
conceptual, and metalinguistic themes in learners’ MLP. The findings revealed three underlying 
MLP factors, two positively related, and a rich set of linguistic, conceptual, and metalinguistic 
themes. The implications of findings for future research and pedagogy are discussed.

Introduction

Language Play (hereafter LP), somewhat paradoxically, is a normal abnormality, a standard part 

of language characterized by deviation and manipulation of formal and contextual ‘norms’ 

(Crystal 1996, 1998; Cook 2000; Belz 2002). While play with language involves word/sound/mean-

ing manipulation, for example, ‘spill the pasta’ in a BBC report on an Italian mafioso’s secret 

disclosure (Naciscione 2020), play in (a) language involves language use to engage in playful 

games, narratives, joking, and so on (Bell 2012b). LP can concern linguistics, semantics, and/

or pragmatics (Cook 2000; Sullivan 2000), emerging for enjoyment/fun (ludic) or rehearsal/skill 

development/form learning (Lantolf 1997; Borner and Tarone 2001). As a sign of healthy existence 

and development (Crystal 1996; Cook 1997), numerous benefits await the second language (L2) 

learner willing to seriously engage in what is often regarded as a non-serious, irrelevant means 

of self-expression (Cekaite and Aronsson 2005).
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2 | Playing With Second Language Metaphor

LP is rich with metaphor and other figurative language, instances where X is treated as if it 

were in some ways Y (Low 1988). These include extensions of the literal sense of idioms (e.g. ‘I’ve 

been sitting on the fence so long my bottom is beginning to hurt’, Littlemore and Low 2006: 130), 

metaphors continued throughout an interaction (Low 1988), and other phenomena not typically 

codified in regular or specialist dictionaries but prevalent in interactions, media, popular music, 

fiction, political interviews, and other discourse domains.

In recent work operationalizing theoretically motivated descriptions of L2 Metaphoric 

Competence via a battery of written-mode tests, Metaphor Language Play (hereafter MLP and (M)

LP to denote LP-focused studies involving metaphor) emerged as one of four latent sub-compo-

nents of the wider competence for first-language (L1) Mandarin L2 English learners (O’Reilly and 

Marsden 2021). In a further study, MLP had a strong, positive relationship with vocabulary depth 

(O’Reilly and Marsden 2023). However, the generalizability of learners’ MLP abilities from writ-

ten- to spoken-mode tasks, the linguistic and conceptual nature of learners’ playful metaphor 

comprehensions/productions, and signs of metalinguistic awareness were not investigated. It is 

these facets of the MLP dimension from O’Reilly and Marsden (2021, 2023) that we further explore 

in the present study, taking a deep dive into the latent relationships between written/spoken/

receptive/productive MLP for advanced L1 Mandarin L2 English learners and their characteristic 

linguistic/conceptual/metalinguistic themes.

We begin by reviewing literature on the MLP construct, its benefits for L2 learning, elicita-

tion and naturalistic approaches, and on MLP patterns in an example of popular media, used 

to devise one of the current study’s tests. After summarizing the research gaps, questions to be 

addressed and methods, we report the results with an integrated discussion, outlining future 

research directions and tentative pedagogical implications. Finally, limitations and concluding 

remarks are provided.

Literature review

The Metaphor Language Play (MLP) construct
MLP concerns the ability to play with conventional and novel metaphor in language (Werkmann 

Horvat et al. 2022) and to creatively innovate, for example ‘you are the weakest link! [gameshow 

slogan]’ to tease a boyfriend about his university group project (Bell 2005: 202–3). (M)LP studies 

contain qualitative analyses of naturalistic learner-driven play and/or quantitative analyses of 

elicited comprehension/production of researcher-chosen play via tasks/tests.

Research using naturalistic approaches has documented the role of (M)LP in learners’ grow-

ing, personalized, multicompetence development with already-known forms (Belz 2009); their 

sociolinguistic competence development, for example, via experimentation with different voices 

(Bushnell 2009); and instances of increasingly creative play and meta-reflection, for example, a 

‘clone’ metaphor used by friends giving rise to a mini-vocabulary lesson (Bell 2005: 209–12). In 

English as a Lingua Franca research especially, corpus-based examples show speakers drawing 

from multilingual resource pools and interlocutor knowledge to perform situation-/speaker-spe-

cific MLP (Pitzl 2016).

Research using elicitation approaches targets play with specific metaphors/figurative lan-

guage. Littlemore and Low (2006), for example, identified re-literalizing for comic effect as a key 

language play opportunity, but via a small-scale study found that advanced L2 English learners 

had limited success in adapting Prodromou’s (2003) manipulated idioms to pre-specified contexts 

(e.g. adapting ‘bring home the bacon’ to a person earning a lot for their family). More recently, 

mixed-proficiency (Common European Framework of Reference/CEFR A2-C2) L1 Mandarin L2 

English learners had some success in comprehending/producing operationalizations of MLP 

as described by Littlemore/Low, but this remained a difficult competence area (O’Reilly 2017; 

O’Reilly and Marsden 2021).

Elicitation studies, also, show rich MLP development. When invoking an idiom/saying/proverb 

to close a topic, several of O’Reilly’s (2017) learners misapplied plural/third person/possessive-s 
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such as ‘[when in Rome] do as Romes do/as Rome does/do in Romes as Rome does’, indicating 

constituent/non-holistic word processing (Conklin and Schmitt 2012). While sometimes disrup-

tive (Miller 2011), L1–L2 formulaic language differences can in fact be equally communicatively 

successful. For example, when re-literalizing ‘the ball is in my court, the problem is …’, O’Reilly’s 

(2017) L1ers preferred racquet sports whereas the L2ers opted for throwing sports, football, and 

baseball; with ‘go and break a leg, in fact …’ the L1ers favoured the alliterative collocation ‘break 

both’, the L2ers ‘break two’.

As an important sub-component of elicited Metaphoric Competence, MLP seems to reside 

on the more creative end of the spectrum, positively related to latent Productive Illocutionary 

Metaphoric Competence and Topic-Vehicle Acceptability factors but not Grammatical Metaphoric 

Competence (O’Reilly and Marsden 2021). Recent research (O’Reilly and Marsden 2023) has 

revealed a strong link between MLP and Word Associates Test vocabulary depth (Read 1998), sug-

gesting both draw on a common associative thinking ability (Carroll 1993; Littlemore 2001, 2008; 

Littlemore and Low 2006). However, since these findings pertain to written-mode MLP, the nature 

of the MLP construct across written-/spoken-modes, and for higher- rather than mixed-profi-

ciency learners is unknown.

The benefits of engaging in MLP
Engaging in MLP is especially worthwhile for L2 learners. Bushnell (2009), drawing on Tarone 

(2000), argues that LP, in general, lowers affective SLA barriers (e.g. anxiety), aids memorability by 

creating strong traces/triggering associations (Craik and Lockhart 1972), affords opportunities for 

experimenting with target ‘voices’ (Bakhtin 1981), promotes interlanguage system destabilization 

and restructuring, allows for safely committing face threatening acts (see also Bell 2012b), and 

for collaborative, form-focused attention.

Bell (2012a) points to evidence of bizarre materials (McDaniel et al. 1995) and humorous images/

language (Schmidt and Williams 2001; Strick et al. 2010) aiding L2 form-meaning acquisition, her 

own study found that 16 mixed-proficiency, adult, L2 English learners had better post hoc elicited 

recall of playful rather than serious language involved in incidental reflections over eight weeks. 

Other studies show that L2 learners were better at deciphering comic strip/pun/riddle meanings 

when first made aware of potential double meanings (Lucas 2005; Tocalli-Beller and Swain 2007).

Usefully, MLP seems to make target language more memorable, and non-target/mislearned 

language less memorable and easier to unlearn. This is because both LP (Tarone 2005) and meta-

phor (Low 1988; Littlemore and Low 2006; Macarthur 2010) direct overt attention to form-mean-

ing-usage links, destabilize interlanguage, and prevent fossilization. However, since manipulated 

language formulas are socially riskier and more processing-intensive than unamended variants 

(e.g. formulaic sequences), learning benefits will likely appear in the longer rather than shorter 

term (Bell 2012b).

In computer-mediated communication, (M)LP affords specific opportunities for acronym and 

emoticon use, and for additional time to decipher and produce playful language compared (Bell 

2012b). In O’Reilly and Marsden's (2021) Metaphoric Competence Test Battery, an MLP-loading 

test involved producing metaphors to continue humorously cryptic, online (written-mode) chat 

(Low 1988), for example, jokingly comparing a colleague to a wizard and discussing a friend’s 

pregnancy in code.

MLP in sitcom humour
L2 learners encounter much MLP in film, television, popular music, fiction, social media (e.g. 

memes), and journalism. US/UK situation comedies (sitcoms), for example, contain many jokes 

in which a figurative expression is (mis)understood literally. This phenomenon was analysed in 

Dore’s (2015) innovative work, which combined Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), Blending 

Theory (BT), and the General Theory of Verbal Humour (GTVH) to show how the scriptwriters/

actors/directors of the US sitcom Friends playfully exploit metaphor for comedic effect and to 

reinforce the six main characters’ traits.
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4 | Playing With Second Language Metaphor

CMT (Lakoff and Johnson 1980) posits unidirectional source-to-target domain mappings to 

explain linguistic metaphors, BT supposes dynamic mental spaces in which entrenched asso-

ciations are activated and modified with the unfolding thought and discourse (Fauconnier and 

Turner 1996, 1998, 2002), while GTVH (Attardo and Raskin 1991; Attado 1994, 2001) stipulates 

that a Script Opposition parameter reveals incongruity in humour, which is resolved by a Logical 

Mechanism, only partly in the case of metaphor. Through their combined use, Dore (2015) pro-

vided a comprehensive analysis of the complexity of the metaphors, meaning shifts, and blended 

imagery within the dynamic nature of conversational humour, robust to the shortcomings of a 

single theory.

The findings revealed the ‘funny and sometimes grotesque’ (Dore 2015: 202) nature of the 

humour to establish character idiosyncrasies (e.g. Joey’s simple-mindedness and food/sex inter-

ests) and contextually insensitive behaviour (Low 1988). As Joey compares dating to sampling ice 

cream flavours, a recently divorced Ross adds a jab line, ‘I don’t know if I’m hungry or horny’, 

blending literal-figurative imagery, further exploited in Chandler’s crude punchline, ‘stay out of 

my freezer!’. Although such humour relies upon the entrenched, Western cliché of men objec-

tifying women (e.g. as food), analytically speaking, Joey’s metaphor is highly creative, exploit-

ing a blend of figurative/literal meanings and involving a lack of semantic resolution triggering 

humour.

While little is known about how L2ers might notice, comprehend, and acquire such scripted/

acted MLP, research suggests that L1 speakers more easily notice and remember bizarre, emo-

tionally laden than mundane language in soap-operas/sitcoms (Bates et al. 1980, as cited in Bell 

2012a). Vocabulary knowledge undoubtedly plays a crucial role. While O’Reilly and Marsden's 

(2023) learners’ vocabulary knowledge would, theoretically, well-equip them for MLP comprehen-

sion in films and television (cf. Webb and Rodgers 2009a, 2009b), this was not measured, and it is 

unclear how well written-mode MLP comprehension would generalize to the spoken-mode, an 

empirical question that the current study addresses.

Summary and research questions
Research has shown that MLP is a central but challenging part of L2 Metaphoric Competence. For 

willing learners, MLP offers a diversity of benefits alongside inevitable challenges. While studies 

using naturalistic approaches have provided rich MLP descriptions, by design, they do not reveal 

the extent of learners’ abilities with different forms/meanings/types of play. While recent elic-

itation studies have targeted written-mode MLP, factors underlying the MLP construct across 

written-/spoken-modes are unknown. We address these issues via two research questions (RQs):

1. What are the latent relationships between written/spoken/receptive/productive MLP 

measures for advanced L1 Mandarin L2 English learners?

2. Which linguistic/conceptual/metalinguistic themes characterize the elicited MLP?

For comparability with O’Reilly and Marsden (2021), we investigate L2 MLP in higher-proficiency 

L1 Mandarin L2 English learners rather than across L1s/L2s/L3s, and so on, which present as 

useful future research directions.

Method

All data collection materials/data/analysis scripts are available on the study’s Open Science 

Framework (OSF) page (https://osf.io/tv9eg/) and via the IRIS database (www.iris-database.org).

Participants
Participants were 69 L1 Mandarin L2 English speakers (61 females, 8 males) aged 21–35 

(M = 24.83, SD = 2.74), of ‘advanced’ proficiency having passed the criterion-referenced Test 

for English Majors (TEM) 8 (Jin and Fan 2011) in recent years.1 Most (n = 41) had completed 
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their undergraduate degree and were using English in high-school teaching (English, Art), 

English-Mandarin translation, international sales, business, administration, data analysis, or 

HR. Others (n = 23) were undertaking postgraduate study in English Education, Translation 

and Interpretation, Legal Translation, Business English, and Management. The remaining five 

graduated from their undergraduate English major degree around the time of data collection 

(June 2019).

Data collection instruments
The MLP written-mode and spoken-mode receptive and productive tests, their origin, item/

response format, scoring, and foci are summarized in Table 1.

MLP written-mode receptive and productive tests

These measures were constructed using Metaphoric Competence test items from O’Reilly and 

Marsden (2021) which (in that study) were retained after various data cleaning steps (e.g. item 

analysis) and loaded on the MLP factor. These items were designed to tap receptive and produc-

tive idiom extension/re-literalization (Littlemore and Low 2006) and receptive and productive 

metaphor continuation (Low 1988). Respective examples (current study Q2, Q7, Q4, and Q10) are 

shown in Figure 1.2

Responses to the MLP written-mode receptive test (hereafter MLP written-mode-R) were scored 

1 (successful) or 0 (unsuccessful), and to the productive test (hereafter MLP written-mode-P) 

scored 2 (successful), 1 (partially successful) or 0 (unsuccessful).3 For all written-mode tests, the 

groups of three items were preceded by instructions and an example.

All the current study’s items targeted comprehension/production of either a figurative or 

re-literalized/blended (hereafter ‘literal’) meaning. To understand the nature of successful/

less successful responses, we further coded comprehensions/productions as predominantly 

concerning a figurative or literal meaning and whether they displayed higher or lower suc-

cess. For example, Q2 in Figure 1 elicited comprehension of a literal meaning best-answer 

‘come back with a walking stick!’, scoring 1, coded ‘literal successful’ as an appropriate re-lit-

eralization of the phrase (as per the task instructions). Other options were designed as dis-

tractors, scoring 0 because of subtle issues: ‘see where you can break your leg!’ (re-literalized 

but less successful, the reason for focusing on location is unclear); ‘do the very best you can!’ 

(successful as a figurative meaning but this is not what the task elicited); and ‘do something 

that gets you injured!’ (literal but less successful, injury is already assumed, an extension 

is needed). Productive responses were coded in the same way. Given our scoring focus was 

‘communicative success’, spelling/grammar issues were not penalized in scoring provided 

the meaning could be reasonably understood, but were analysed and discussed thematically 

as evidence of MLP development (RQ2).

MLP-spoken-mode receptive and productive tests

These constructs were operationalized via a specially developed test (hereafter MLP-spoken-

mode-R) eliciting comprehension of a 54-s video clip from Season 1, Episode 1 (1994) of the US 

sitcom Friends, analysed by Dore (2015) and a related production test (hereafter MLP-spoken-

mode-P). Piloting revealed comprehension difficulties and participants’ wishes to include English 

subtitles, a decision which we reflect on in Discussion and Limitations. For convenience, we refer 

to this as a ‘spoken-mode’ test but make clear that it involved listening/viewing the clip, read-

ing subtitles, and demonstrating comprehension to the interviewer via speaking. MLP-spoken-

mode-P involved listening to the researcher’s questions and providing oral responses.

Table 1 shows MLP-spoken-mode-R questions, their target meaning, and scoring, which was 

developed using a rubric developed from Dore’s (2015) analysis, pilot responses, and a sample 

of main data. Q14 served only to support Q13 to ensure participants had understood the main 

meaning before proceeding and so only descriptive statistics are reported for this item; it was not 

used in composite scores or the Exploratory Factor Analyses.
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Table 1: MLP written-mode tests (adapted from O’Reilly and Marsden 2021) and spoken-mode 
tests (specially developed)

Testa Item format Target 

response 

meaningb

Scoring 

(further 

coding)c

Question (Q), test of ability to:

MLP-written-mode-R

Multiple-choice 
(four options)

Literal 1(L+), 
0(L–/F–)

Q1. Recognize extension of the literal senses of 
idiom: ‘It’s been raining cats and dogs for so long 
that…!’

Multiple-choice 
(four options)

Literal 1(L+), 
0(L–/F–)

Q2. Recognize extension of the literal senses of 
idiom: ‘Just go out and break a leg. In fact, go out 
and…!’

Multiple-choice 
(four options)

Literal 1(L+), 
0(L–/F–)

Q3. Recognize extension of the literal senses of 
idiom: ‘We were so stuck between a rock and a 
hard place that…!’

Multiple-choice 
(four options)

Figurative 1(F+), 
0(F–)

Q4. Recognize continuation of metaphors for 
pregnancy in discourse ‘So you’re telling me 
that...?’

Multiple-choice 
(four options)

Figurative 1(F+), 
0(F–)

Q5. Recognize continuation of metaphors for 
pregnancy in discourse: ‘What about gender? 
Will you...?’

Multiple-choice 
(four options)

Figurative 1(F+), 
0(F–/L+)

Q6. Recognise continuation of metaphors for 
pregnancy in discourse ‘I’m so glad to hear that 
once again you’ll be…!’

MLP-written-mode-P

Gap-fill Literal 2(L+), 
1(L–), 
0(L–/
F+/F–/N)

Q7. Produce extension of the literal senses of 
idiom: ‘He beat around the bush for so long 
that…!’

Gap-fill Literal 2(L+), 
1(L–), 
0(L–/
F+/F–/N)

Q8. Produce extension of the literal senses of 
idiom: ‘In fact, it didn’t just take the cake, it…!’

Gap-fill Literal 2(L+), 
1(L–), 
0(L–/
F+/F-/N)

Q9. Produce extension of the literal senses of 
idiom: ‘Please cross that bridge when you come 
to it. Although, since the decision seems likely, 
my advice is to…!’

Gap-fill Figurative 2(F+), 
1(L+/F–), 
0(F–/L–/N)

Q10. Produce continuation of metaphors for an 
award-winning colleague in discourse ‘I heard 
Mr Magic is due to be...?’

Gap-fill Figurative 2(F+), 
1(L+/F–), 
0(F–/L–/N)

Q11. Produce continuation of metaphors for an 
award-winning colleague in discourse: ‘Will the 
magic circle commend him for...?’

Gap-fill Figurative 2(F+), 
1(L+/F–), 
0(F–/L–/N)

Q12. Produce continuation of metaphors for an 
award-winning colleague in discourse ‘I agree, 
I’m completely…!’

MLP-spoken-mode-R (+subtitles)

Verbal 
explanation

Figurative 2(F+), 
1(F+), 
0(F–/L–)

Q13. Interpret main meaning: ‘What do you 
think is the main meaning of this conversation?’
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Finally, MLP-spoken-mode-P elicited playful productions of the same PEOPLE ARE FOOD met-

aphor and other related metaphors. The questions, their target meaning, and their scoring can 

be seen in Table 1. In a few cases where participants declined to produce a metaphor due to the 

pejorative undertones (comparing women/oneself to ice cream, as in the Friends clip), we took 

this as evidence of their awareness of a socially sensitive metaphor (Low 1988) and scored the 

non-production as 2, a communicatively successful resistance of the metaphor. Interestingly, 

such participants were generally happy to then compare friends/family members and their lives 

to foods and other entities.

Testa Item format Target 

response 

meaningb

Scoring 

(further 

coding)c

Question (Q), test of ability to:

Verbal 
explanation

Figurative 1(F+), 
0(F–/L–/N)

Q14. Interpret ice-cream metaphor: ‘Joey (one of 
the characters) talks about different flavours of 
ice cream. What does this mean?’d

Verbal 
explanation

Figurative 2(F+), 
1(F–), 
0(L+/L–/
F–/N)

Q15. Interpret spoon metaphor: ‘Joey also says 
“grab a spoon”. What does this mean?’

Verbal 
explanation

Literal 2(L+), 
1(F-/L-), 
0(F-/N)

Q16. Interpret hungry/horny joke: ‘At the end of 
the conversation, Ross says “I don’t know if I’m 
hungry or horny”. What is the meaning here?’

Verbal 
explanation

Literal 2(L+), 
1(F–/L–), 
0(F–/L-/N)

Q17. Interpret freezer joke: ‘Chandler (the other 
friend) says then “stay out of my freezer”. What 
is the meaning here?’

MLP-spoken-mode-P

Verbal production Figurative 2(F+), 
1(F–), 
0(F–/L+)

Q18 Produce suitable ice-cream-self metaphor 
‘(a) Romantically, or perhaps in your friendships, 
do you think that you are a kind of ice cream? 
Why? (b) If you are ice cream, what could you 
say about the different features (for example, 
flavour, colour, taste, price, texture)? Why?’e

Verbal production Figurative 2(F+), 
1(F–), 
0(L+)

Q19 Produce suitable other-self metaphor: ‘(a). 
Except ice cream, would you like to use anything 
else (animal, plant, accessories or anything else) 
to describe yourself (for example, I am a cat or I 
am a flower)? Why do you think in this way? (b) 
If you are a [participant’s answer], what are the 
features of it? (Material? Colour? Etc.)’e

Verbal production Figurative 2(F+), 
1(F–), 
0(F–/L+)

Q20. Produce suitable food-people metaphor: 
‘We may talk about different people as if they 
were different foods. How about your friends or 
families, what kinds of food are they? Why?’

Verbal production Figurative 2(F+), 

1(F–), 

0(F–/L+/N)

Q21. Produce suitable food-life/other metaphor: 

‘We can also talk about life as food. What kind of 

food or anything else is your life? Why?’

a-R = receptive knowledge test, -P = productive knowledge test.
bliteral = re-literalized/blended (see ‘Data collection instruments’ section).
cThis column shows further coding of comprehensions and productions within the various scores, F+ = figurative 
successful, F– = figurative less successful, L+ = literal successful, L– = literal less successful, N = no response.
dItem to ensure all participants received explanation of metaphor, not used in any analyses involving composite 
variables or the Exploratory Factor Analysis.
eQuestions (a) and (b) asked sequentially but a single score awarded.

Table 1. Continued
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8 | Playing With Second Language Metaphor

Procedure
Before main data collection, we piloted draft tests with four TEM-8 qualified participants (three 

female, one male) of similar age who were also asked to think aloud. As a result, to reduce the 

test-taker burden, MLP written-mode-R and -P test items were reduced by half, from the full 12 

used in O’Reilly and Marsden (2021) to the most highly scoring items: three receptive and three 

productive idiom extension/re-literalization items, and three receptive and three productive 

metaphor continuation items. Where unfamiliar vocabulary might have impeded MLP, several 

multiple-choice options were paraphrased (e.g. Q2. ‘crutches’ changed to ‘walking stick’) and two 

Mandarin translations added (‘wizard [男巫]’, ‘spells’ [咒语]). After the authors had discussed and 

agreed scores, an additional rater blind-scored 10 per cent (105/1035) of all non-multiple-choice 

items, with inter-score reliability showing ‘substantial’ agreement (weighted kappa = 0.85) (Landis 

and Koch 1977). The remaining disagreements were resolved through discussion.

Main data collection took place in June 2019 in individual, synchronous online sessions. To 

control for possible order effects, three groups of 23 participants, balanced for TEM-8 score and 

gender, completed MLP written-mode -R and -P, MLP-spoken-mode-R and -P and a third task not 

relevant to the current study’s RQs (Yan 2019) in different orders.

MLP written-mode-R and -P were completed online via Qualtrics link. The Friends clip was 

emailed, participants viewed it, and answered an ice-breaker question about whether they had 

seen/liked the series, followed by main questions. Participants watched the clip a second time 

before proceeding to MLP-spoken-mode-P. Here, if the same metaphor was repeated, this was 

credited only once. If participants could not think of an answer the researcher prompted with 

ideas; in only 2 out of 276 responses (0.7 per cent), a participant was unable to think of any met-

aphor. Participants did not generally receive feedback, but in a few cases (13/276 responses, 4.7 

per cent), the researcher confirmed the answer to motivate and allay apparent concerns, minor 

interventions unlikely to have impacted on substantive findings. Participants were thanked and 

emailed feedback to support their future English learning.

Data analysis
Data were analysed using R programming language (R Core Team 2022) with various packages/

scripts and Microsoft Excel.

Figure 1: Examples of MLP written-mode test items. Receptive and productive items are shown on the 
top and bottom row, respectively, idiom extension and metaphor continuation on the left and right side, 
respectively.
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First, MLP written-mode-R and -P responses were downloaded into MS Excel and audio-re-

corded MLP-spoken-mode-R and -P responses were transcribed verbatim with square paren-

theses indicating the researcher’s dialogue. To address RQ1, descriptive statistics of item and 

composite scores are first reported to summarize areas of ease/difficulty in the measures var-

iables and contextualize subsequent analyses, followed by an Exploratory Factor Analysis to 

uncover latent MLP relationships between measured variables (Loewen and Gonulal 2015). In 

other words, we first sought to understand where participants were succeeding/struggling on 

the various tasks before discovering the underlying competences that were, to varying degrees, 

responsible for this. Exploratory Factor Analysis was chosen in favour of a Rasch-family approach 

(Knoch and McNamara 2015), since simulation studies have shown factor analytic approaches 

excel at identifying multiple factors where the objectives align with ours, namely, to explore the 

underlying concepts that items are measuring (Chen et al. 2014a), where there is no prior knowl-

edge of a dominant factor (Chen et al. 2014b), and in cases where only small correlations between 

factors exist (Smith 1996, cf. Christensen et al. 2012).4

Before the factor analysis, we imputed 2/1449 (0.1 per cent) missing scores where Q20 was 

skipped, using the MICE package in R (see Supplementary material). Following methodological 

guidance (Field 2013), four variables with Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin values below 0.5 (Qs4–6, 18) were 

removed to maximize data factorability, resulting in a 16-variable correlation matrix, adequate 

for factor analysis by various preliminary and post hoc indicators (see Supplementary material).

For the main Exploratory Factor Analysis, we retained a three-factor solution as the most 

parsimonious/informative model, balancing stricter and more liberal factor retention criteria 

(Loewen and Gonulal 2015; Plonsky and Gonulal 2015; O’Reilly and Marsden 2021). Principal axis 

factoring, entailing no distributional assumptions, mitigated the impact of uni- and multivariate 

nonnormality (Fabrigar et al. 1999), while Direct Oblimin (oblique) rotation accounted for possible 

interrelatedness between factors. As in O’Reilly and Marsden (2021) factor loadings above 0.32 

were interpreted (Tabachnik and Fidell 2013), and when interpreting factors we carefully consid-

ered the ability each loading item was measuring and looked closely at pattern matrix loading 

strengths and the likely replicability/stability of factors as indicated by the lower 95 per cent con-

fidence interval of 5,000 bootstrap resamples (Zientek and Thompson 2007) (see Supplementary 

Table S1).

Item-within-factor internal consistency was estimated using ordinal omega (ω) due to ordi-

nal data, item-test construct relationship variation (congeneric scales), and the equal weighting 

of items in overall test score calculation (McNeish 2018; see also O’Reilly and Marsden 2021). 

Estimates were interpreted in relation to those obtained from the Metaphoric Competence 

Test Battery (O’Reilly and Marsden 2021) and a methodological synthesis of instrument relia-

bility in L2 research (Plonsky and Derrick 2016). Given these checks, and since all instruments 

were piloted and written-mode items sourced from the optimized MC Test Battery (O’Reilly and 

Marsden 2021), we did not employ an item analysis approach in the current study. Thus, indica-

tions of item ease/difficulty are provided by the various descriptive statistics.

To address RQ2 all 1,449 comprehensions/productions were thematically analysed (Cohen et 

al. 2017) via coding for ‘elicited_meaning [of the item]’ (figurative, literal), ‘response_code’ (fig-

urative successful, figurative less successful, literal successful, or literal less successful), and 

‘theme’ (a description of linguistic/conceptual/metalinguistic properties), with accompanying 

‘notes’ (explanation of the score or theme). In the ‘Results and Discussion’ section key themes 

and examples are reported with supporting frequencies/proportions (for the full set of results, 

see Supplementary Table S2).5

Results and discussion

For readability and concision, we present results for RQ1 and RQ2 with integrated discussions 

in this section. Shifts from results to discussion are indicated by the presence of interpretations, 

comparisons with previous research, and citations.
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RQ1: Latent relationships between learners’ written/spoken/receptive/
productive MLP
Figure 2 (top plot) shows that participants’ (Ps’) MLP-spoken-mode-P scores were highest 

(M = 70.6, SD = 20.1), that is, they overall excelled at verbally generating playful comparisons 

involving conceptual mappings and elaborations anchored in one main metaphor, for example,  

‘[Q20] my boyfriend [is like] a durian because … (P11)’. This is unsurprisingly given that MLP-

spoken-mode-P items (Qs18–21) elicited relatively straightforward X-is-Y-because-Z for-

mations rather than complex re-literalizations (cf. Qs1–3, 7–9, 16–17), the richness of food 

imagery, and the personal nature of MLP-spoken-mode-P items compared with others involv-

ing (unknown) characters. Overall scores for MLP written-mode-R (M = 47.6, SD = 21.1), 

MLP written-mode-P items (M = 45.4, SD = 28.7), and MLP-spoken-mode-R items (M = 41.7, 

SD = 23.7) were notably lower.

Figure 2: Both plots: N = 69, x-axis = item (see also Table 1). Top plot: At the top, left to right, overall MLP 
written-mode-R (receptive) and -P (productive), and MLP-spoken-mode-R (receptive) and -P (productive) 
mean scores (standard deviations) excluding Q14, y-axis = mean item difficulties as percentage scores with 
standard deviations (black bars); Bottom plot: y-axis = MLP counts per response type for items eliciting 
target figurative (F) or literal (i.e. re-literalized/blended) (L) meaning comprehension/production, all 
responses assigned one of four codes (see legend and ‘Data collection instruments’ section).
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Concerning individual items, excluding Q14, scores were highest for Q6-[extending the 

family]-W-R (M = 84.1, SD = 36.9) and high for receptive metaphor continuation items (Qs4–6) 

generally, perhaps due to well-known imagery linked to pregnancy (‘bun in the oven’, ‘pink or 

blue’). For these items, the current study’s advanced learners were better able to select the most 

successful option and reject distractors compared with mixed-proficiency learners in previous 

research (O’Reilly 2017). Taken together, these points are useful in pinpointing areas of relative 

ease for different levels of learner, before any pedagogical intervention has taken place, and thus, 

for identifying the most accessible types of MLP for English language teaching (Macarthur 2010).

Analysis of item ease/difficulty by target meaning revealed several nuances. In the writ-

ten-mode, where items elicited a target literal meaning (Figure 2, bottom plot), producing idiom 

re-literalizations (Qs7–9) was easiest (21–28/69 ‘literal successful’ productions) and, interestingly, 

comprehending them (Qs1–3) most difficult (10–17/69 ‘literal successful’ selections), a finding in 

line with previous research (O’Reilly and Marsden 2021). In the spoken-mode, comprehension 

of the re-literalized meanings (Dore 2015) in Q17-stay out of my freezer-S-R and Q16-hungry or 

horny-S-R was particularly challenging (3/69 and 7/69 ‘literal successful’ responses, respectively) 

whereas target figurative meanings, producing metaphor continuations (Qs10–12) was most dif-

ficult (16–26/69 ‘figurative successful’).

Turning to the latent dimensions, the Exploratory Factor Analysis pattern matrix (Figure 3) 

shows a three-factor solution for the 16 variables, explaining 36 per cent total variance, 8–20 per 

cent variance for individual factors.

The factors indicate three underlying MLP skill areas. Factor 1 (ordinal ω = 0.94) was named 

‘Idiom Re-literalization in Written Tasks’ since its five loadings concerned receptive/productive 

idiom re-literalization (O’Reilly and Marsden 2021). Factor 2 (ordinal ω = 0.71) was named ‘MLP 

(Comprehension) in Spoken Dialogue’ since its five loadings predominantly concerned recep-

tive spoken-mode items. Factor 3 (Spearman-Brown coefficient = 0.65, see Eisinga et al. 2013) was 

named ‘Metaphor Continuation in Written Interaction’ since its two loadings concerned produc-

tive knowledge of metaphor continued throughout a written discourse (O’Reilly and Marsden 

2021). The lower bound 95 per cent confidence intervals from bootstrap loadings were positive 

(>0) for most (10/12) loadings indicating a stable and likely replicable solution (Zientek and 

Thompson 2007), particularly for factor 1, for which all lower bounds were also above .32.6

Two main substantive findings emerge from the Exploratory Factor Analysis. First, within 

our set of written/spoken/receptive/productive MLP measures, written-mode idiom extension/

re-literalization and metaphoric continuation load on different (but related) factors, whereas 

in previous research, they were shown to both relate to an MLP factor within wider Metaphoric 

Competence (O’Reilly and Marsden 2021). This suggests distinct MLP abilities falling within the 

same general Metaphoric Competence area of MLP. Since vocabulary depth is a strong predictor 

of overall MLP (O’Reilly and Marsden 2023), future research here might explore the extent to 

which its explanatory power extends to the three MLP factors identified.

Second, the current study’s three MLP factors generally affirm a distinction between written-/

spoken-modes and receptive/productive knowledge. However, modes were more disparate since 

the two written-mode factors (Idiom Re-literalization in Written Tasks and Metaphor Continuation 

in Written Interaction) were positively correlated, but neither related to MLP (Comprehension) in 

Spoken Dialogue. Only Metaphor Continuation in Written Interaction was completely homoge-

nous with respect to receptive/productive knowledge, suggesting high relatedness of these two 

knowledge types. By implication, executing one’s associative thinking abilities (Littlemore 2001; 

Littlemore and Low 2006; Littlemore 2008; O’Reilly and Marsden 2023) during more fluid, work-

ing memory-intensive spoken-mode MLP does not seem to relate well to doing so with more 

static, less working memory-burdening written MLP, and vice versa (O’Reilly and Marsden 2021). 

However, these points require corroboration, since differences between the current study’s writ-

ten-/spoken-mode item foci and the use of subtitles in MLP-spoken-mode-R test complicate a 

neat interpretation.
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12 | Playing With Second Language Metaphor

Methodologically, MLP item-within-factor internal consistency was reasonable (Mdn = 0.71, 

IQR = 0.15), above the 25th percentile of 23 estimates from L2 Metaphoric Competence research 

(0.69), equivalent to the median of 14 Metaphoric Competence tests (0.71) and 25th percentile of 

four subsequent Metaphoric Competence factors reported in O’Reilly and Marsden (2021), but 

just below the 25th percentile from a methodological synthesis of 1323 estimates in L2 research 

(0.74) reported in Plonsky and Derrick (2016). This finding further supports the notion that 

Metaphoric Competence measures show comparatively high measurement reliability variability 

compared to the wider L2 field.

RQ2: Linguistic, conceptual, and metalinguistic themes in learners’ MLP
In this section, we present a selection of the most salient linguistic, conceptual, and metalin-

guistic themes in the response data with supporting examples. For a bird’s eye view of the the-

matic analysis, including frequencies/percentages of themes grouped by score, response code, 

and item, readers are referred to Supplementary Table S2.7

Factor 1: Idiom Re-Literalization in Written Tasks

This factor was most strongly marked by the Q8-take the cake_W_P loading (0.86), for which 41 

per cent (28/69) of productions scored 2/2, 4 per cent (3/69) scored 1/2, and 55 per cent (38/69) 

scored 0/2. Most successful productions were characterized by their invoking of a humorous, 

Figure 3: Diagram of MLP factors with loadings <.32, Direct Oblimin rotated (36 per cent total variance 
explained), PA1 = factor 1 (20 per cent), PA2 = factor 2 (8 per cent), PA3 = factor 3 (8 per cent), W/S = writing/
speaking, R/P = receptive/productive, fig/lit = predominantly figurative/literal meaning elicited.
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hyperbolic re-literalized situation effect, for example: [his comment, didn’t just take the cake it] 

‘ruined the whole party (P12)’, ‘won a dessert shop (P63)’, ‘made a mess of the table (P69)’. P12 and 

P69’s extensions both use disaster, whereas P63 adopts a more unusual play with the idiom’s 

potentially positive meaning (i.e. the best/worst of its kind). The going-one-step-further theme 

employed both food: ‘took the cake away (P3)’, ‘takes all the desserts (P13)’, ‘also took the champagne 

and flowers (P34)’; and objects: ‘took the candles (P18)’, ‘take the cake pan, too (P21)’, ‘even took the 

box as well (P66)’. At the linguistic level, while 20/28 of the successful responses were grammati-

cal given the stimuli, 8/28 were ungrammatical, containing a present tense verb form with third 

person -s: ‘takes (P13, P43)’, ‘robs (P19)’; without third person-s: ‘take (P21, P23, P50)’; an incorrect 

regular -ed: ‘lighted (P45)’; and a misspelling of eat/ate: ‘eta (P68)’, difficulties likely explained by 

the typological distance between English and Chinese (Murakami and Alexopoulou 2016).

For Q7-beat around bush_W_P, another strong loading item (0.73), 30 per cent (21/69) of pro-

ductions scored 2/2, 10 per cent (7/69) 1/2, and 59 per cent (41/68) 0/2. Most successful extensions 

played with an environmental effect on the bush and surroundings, on occasion with opposite 

but equally successful meanings of fright and curiosity/hunting: [he beat around the bush for so 

long that] ‘all animals in the bush run away (P17)’ versus ‘he just attracted wild animals (P42)’. Other 

successful responses were character-effect focused: ‘he almost broke his stick (P12)’, ‘he was dizzy 

(P23)’, and ‘he can not walk anymore (P43)’. Linguistically, differences in correct/incorrect tense are 

observable in P12’s and P23’s versus P43’s responses.

With Idiom Re-literalization in Written Tasks productive items (Q7–9), partially successful 

responses (scoring 1/2) were consistently infrequent compared with successful or unsuccess-

ful responses, suggesting something of a polarization of productive knowledge on this factor. 

Partially successful productions were somewhat logical with unclear aspects, as in: [Q8 … his 

comment] ‘cut into the point (P25)’, where the (literal or figurative?) point confuses what might 

have been intended as cutting into the cake; ‘is the cake (P32)’, where the significance of the com-

ment becoming the cake is unclear; and ‘lit fiweworks (P65)’, where it is unclear whether fireworks 

or candles were intended.

Unsuccessful productive item responses were most commonly extensions that successfully 

extended the figurative (not literal) sense: [Q7] ‘he don’t want to tell me the answer clearly (P27)’ 

and ‘no one gets his idea (P10)’. Following that were responses that less successfully extended the 

figurative sense: [Q7] ‘everyone understands him (P14)’ and ‘we all understand his meaning (P24)’; 

and indecipherable extensions of literal meanings: [Q7] ‘he hid himself for a long time (P25)’, the 

reason why being unclear, and ‘he forgot his prey (P38)’, where the character’s reason for hunting 

is unclear. Here, P22 repeated part of the item stimulus (the original idiom): [Q7] ‘He is unwillig to 

answer, and just beat arond the bush (P22)’, a strategy evident in their other idiom extensions, for 

example, Q9-cross that bridge_W_P (factor loading 0.56), ‘I worry, you can handle this when you 

cross the bridge when you come to it (P22)’.

In sum, while many participants had a good conceptual knowledge of the boundaries of cre-

ative acceptability (Low 1988), with productive MLP generally, the variability of phraseological 

proficiency/linguistic accuracy is notable (Philip 2010). These findings extend previous research 

on learner malformations with collocations (Miller 2011) and idioms (Philip 2010), providing 

evidence of grammatical inaccuracy in otherwise successful creative idiom extensions/re-liter-

alizations and the nature of inaccuracies, which for these learners mostly concerned stimuli-re-

sponse tense agreement, likely attributable, in part, to cross-linguistic influence (Murakami and 

Alexopoulou 2016). These points suggest that pedagogical activities aimed at developing learners’ 

MLP should pay sufficient attention to both conceptual creativity and linguistic accuracy (Boers 

2000; Philip 2010) to maximize (figurative) interlanguage destabilization, fossilization prevention, 

and more holistic competence development (Tarone 2005; Macarthur 2010; Bell 2012a, 2012b).

Idiom Re-literalization in Written Tasks also comprised two receptive items, Q3-rock and hard 

place_W_R (factor loading 0.78) and Q2-break a leg_W_R (factor loading 0.67). Two trends emerge 

when these (advanced) participants’ responses are compared with mixed-proficiency learners 

from previous research who completed these same items (O’Reilly 2017; O’Reilly and Marsden 

D
o
w

n
lo

a
d
e
d
 fro

m
 h

ttp
s
://a

c
a
d
e
m

ic
.o

u
p
.c

o
m

/a
p
p
lij/a

d
v
a
n
c
e
-a

rtic
le

/d
o
i/1

0
.1

0
9
3
/a

p
p
lin

/a
m

a
d
0
6
7
/7

4
4
4
9
4
1
 b

y
 J

 B
 M

o
rre

ll L
ib

ra
ry

, U
n
iv

e
rs

ity
 o

f Y
o
rk

 u
s
e
r o

n
 1

8
 D

e
c
e
m

b
e
r 2

0
2
3



14 | Playing With Second Language Metaphor

2021). First, and somewhat confusingly, our participants were more easily lured from the success-

ful re-literalization extension, best answer by the figurative successful distractor: for Q3-rock and 

hard place_W_R, 68 per cent (our study) versus 38 per cent (in previous research) selected ‘we 

were getting very worried!’, for Q2-break a leg_W_R, 74 per cent versus 43 per cent selected ‘do the 

very best you can!’. This may be because the current study’s learners had stronger form-meaning 

idiom knowledge links, drawing them to the idiom’s salient/figurative meaning. Alternatively, our 

participants may have been less attentive to the instruction example re-literalization compared 

with learners completing this test within the Metaphoric Competence Test Battery (O’Reilly 

2017; O’Reilly and Marsden 2021), treating the task as spot-the-idiom-meaning (O’Reilly 2017). 

However, given the numerous attempted idiom re-literalizations in production (Qs7–9), it may 

be that compared with multiple-choice, the limited-production gap-fill enables and encourages 

more risk-taking with this kind of MLP.

Second, our participants were comparatively better at rejecting the two less successful re-lit-

eralization distractors than in previous research: for Q3-rock and hard place_W_R, 6 per cent ver-

sus 7 per cent selected ‘we were falling into the ground!’ and 1 per cent versus 9 per cent ‘our feet 

were going soft!’ (total 7 per cent vs. 16 per cent), for Q2-break a leg_W_R, 4 per cent versus 7 per 

cent selected ‘see where you can break your leg!’ and 1 per cent versus 11 per cent ‘do something 

that gets you injured!’ (total 6 per cent [rounded] vs 18 per cent). Since idiom re-literalizations 

reside on the novel/non-stock phrase end of the spectrum (O’Reilly and Marsden 2021), guesses 

at appropriately creative MLP (Low 1988) probably reflect successful associative and figurative 

thinking (Littlemore 2001; Littlemore and Low 2006; Littlemore 2008; O’Reilly and Marsden 2023). 

However, further research is needed to ascertain such cognitive processes and the wider question 

of how learners develop knowledge of creative acceptability boundaries.

Despite the challenges of receptive re-literalization, the multiple-choice items have poten-

tial pedagogical uses and benefits. For example, because form recognition offers learners the 

opportunity to analyse different options, all else being equal this format should, theoretically, 

be easier than explain-the-meaning/meaning recall (Laufer and Goldstein 2004) and promote 

deep processing (Craik and Lockhart 1972), a consideration that practitioners might bear in mind 

when navigating MLP with underconfident learners. Also, compared with open gap-fill/limited 

production, multiple-choice gives learners and teachers MLP content/input to work with before 

progressing to less restricted tasks, which could pose problems if administered prematurely in 

the learning sequence (Low 1988). Furthermore, distractors such as those discussed above help 

pinpoint where learners struggle in rejecting less successful language and enable rich and stim-

ulating classroom discussion about what makes for ‘good/bad’ MLP from general and local L2 

English, ELF, and multilingual perspectives (Pitzl 2016). Although learners sometimes inadvert-

ently (mis)acquire less successful metaphorical language input (e.g., Boers et al. 2014), negative 

evidence of non-target-like MLP is key to helping learners notice and develop knowledge of what 

speakers of the target variety tend not to say (Low 1988; Trahey and White 1993).

Factor 2: MLP (Comprehension) in Spoken Dialogue

This factor was most strongly marked by the Q16-hungry or horny_S_R loading (0.61). Only 10 per 

cent (7/69) of participants successfully comprehended Ross’s joking figurative/literal ice cream-dat-

ing imagery conflation, for example: ‘it might be I’m hungry because talking about food using food as 

a metaphor but the horny part because I think … there’s kind of like a picture in Ross’ mind instead 

of ice cream he’s thinking of different things he can do with them [women] (P68)’.

Most partially successful interpretations scoring 1/2 (67 per cent, 46/69) focused exclusively on 

the figurative meaning of the metaphor (physical/romantic attraction to women), in particular 

on Ross’ anxiety/uncertainty about what to do, as in: ‘maybe he just don’t know whether he needs 

women right now (P4)’. Conversely, other responses identified Ross’ plan going forward, for exam-

ple: ‘hmm maybe he’s eager to date or to marry a new wife or girlfriend (P38)’. One response, describ-

ing Ross as looking back rather than forward, contained a possible strategic coinage for ‘ex-wife’, 

‘he cannot forget the pre-wife (P1)’. Just one participant focused exclusively on the literal meaning 
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of ice cream as food, ‘… since his friend been talking so many flavours of ice cream he think about 

flavour maybe I should think some ice cream now (P64)’. Unsuccessful responses, scoring 0/2 (22 

per cent, 15/69), showed clearly unsuccessful comprehension, for example: ‘I’m hungry or horny I 

think it looks like a good guy I think (P23)’.

Just 4 per cent (3/69) of participants successfully comprehended another key loading item, 

Q17-stay out of my freezer_S_R (0.45), offering tentative explanations: ‘… Ross will … how to say, 

can treat the freezer like a lady (P28)’, ‘… maybe he did something sexual when he opens the fridge, so 

it’s kind of humour’s way to encourage Ross or make the situation less embarrassed (P34)’ in which a 

pragmatic inference is also offered, and ‘… maybe … he says stay away with my freezer it’s like stay 

away from me, I’m not your ice cream (P63)’. After discussion between scorers, P63’s interpretation 

was deemed successful because they recognized the implied threat to Chandler and his interests 

more generally (cf. Dore 2015).

For this item’s unsuccessful responses, comprising 58 per cent (40/69), the most common 

theme was participants’ explicit recognition of their non-understanding. Where an interpreta-

tion was attempted, there was some evidence of figurative thinking around individual lexical 

components (Littlemore and Low 2006), for example, ‘a freezer is used for storing ice cream so out 

my freezer means just like I can eat them, right? Maybe means he doesn’t like those women, that ice 

cream, their understandings of that, the one is that’s not my favourite ice creams I put them away I 

don’t like them, the second is they are out of the freezer they will come to my mouth (P2)’. Here, P2 

first links ‘freezer’ and ‘out’ to posit ice cream ready for consumption, offering the alternative 

misinterpretation that Chandler dislikes a particular kind woman or ice cream, before returning 

to the incorrect notion of ice cream ready for consumption.

The central pedagogical implication arising from these observations is for educators to help 

L2 learners become aware of the possibility of concurrent, interacting, and blended meanings 

when navigating sitcom humour (à la Lucas 2005; Tocalli-Beller and Swain 2007) to enable sub-

sequent form-meaning comprehension and uptake (McDaniel et al. 1995; Schmidt and Williams 

2001; Strick et al. 2010). If learners can notice and comprehend MLP in real-world language, this 

may promote increased risk-taking in their production. Although some learning gains have been 

observed following awareness-raising interventions directing attention to the conceptual under-

pinnings and etymological elaboration of phrasal verbs, unamended idioms, and collocations 

(Boers 2000; Boers et al. 2007), the extent to which such approaches might help MLP develop is 

unknown. While researchers are generally suspicious of ‘magic bullet’ teaching/learning solu-

tions to Metaphoric Competence development (Macarthur 2010: 158; see also Nacey 2013), the 

above strands of literature and current data provide a basis for identifying, testing, and refining 

ways of improving MLP.

As a possible pedagogical application of MLP (Comprehension) in Spoken Dialogue items, 

a teacher might, for example, use the Friends clip as the key language input and basis for a 

lesson on the topic of ‘break-ups’. For higher-proficiency learners, the lesson could progress 

from a lead-in/brainstorming of romantic break-up vocabulary to listening/viewing the clip 

for gist (slowed down or with subtitles, if appropriate), and then for specific information to 

unpack the various metaphor components (e.g. providing the current study’s successful and 

unsuccessful responses on what ice cream flavours stand for as multiple-choice options), to 

freer practice. In the latter stage, small groups might be assigned/choose an idiom (e.g. plenty 

more fish in the sea, every cloud has a silver lining) and fictional characters, and pre-plan/

improvise a dialogue in which they must playfully extend the idiom to console a friend expe-

riencing a break-up (e.g. ‘… the sea is a big place!’), who does not want to move on (‘… there’s 

only one fish for me!’).

Another pedagogically relevant theme in this factor’s response data was the various metalan-

guage. One way this could be seen is in how participants refer to metaphor itself, either explicitly 

‘metaphor (P68)’, or via other means such as ‘the deeper meaning (P19)’ and a ‘rhetoric device 

(P20)’. Another manifestation of metalanguage, seen in Q13-main meaning_S_R (0.36) responses, 

was in how participants explained the workings of the metaphor in question. Here, the source 
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(ICE-CREAM) and target (DATING) link was explained using a range of terminology for indirect 

metaphor/simile/comparison: ‘compare the woman to different flavours (P43)’, ‘women is just like 

ice cream (P16)’, ‘taking … the flavour of ice cream as an example to tell this man that there are so 

many women in the world (P1)’. Other main meaning interpretations specified the term ‘meta-

phor’: ‘I think Joey is trying to tell something about the men and women in the relationship by using 

the metaphor of the ice cream flavours (P15)’; used X is/means Y formulations: ‘different flavours 

means different kinds of women (P50)’; and even the characters’ metaphor itself: ‘two of his friends 

may be talking to him and to encourage him to go out from his divorce because there’s many flavours, 

many other women for him not just her ex (P56)’. Metalanguage, however, was not always success-

fully recalled: ‘[Q16-hungry or horny_S_R] it’s kind of similar English similation, assimilation I forgot 

the terminology (P37)’.

These points have several implications for explicit MLP instruction and presentation, where 

educators/materials designers may have pre-conceived ideas about the most accessible and 

helpful terminology to prescribe or employ. The data show that although some learners explicitly 

talk about metaphor as ‘metaphor’, others use different, more personalized metalanguage to 

conceptualize this phenomenon. While previous (M)LP research has shown how learners nego-

tiate new vocabulary meanings with interlocutors during language-related episodes (Bell 2005; 

Pitzl 2016), the current study provides insights into how learners react to and conceptualize MLP 

input without interlocutor assistance. For educators, the key consideration is finding an appro-

priate balance between helping learners talk about language in ways that work for them and 

teaching more widely recognized metalanguage and terminology. Here, further research could 

usefully draw on methodologies used to elicit and investigate metaphor in educational discourse 

(Cameron 2003; Wan and Low 2015) to explore practice and attitude towards metalanguage vari-

eties and their helpfulness for different learning facets.

Factor 3: Metaphor Continuation in Written Interaction

Interestingly, this factor explained the same amount of variance as MLP (Comprehension) in Spoken 

Dialogue but contained only two substantial loadings, Q12-Im completely_W_P (0.84) and Q11-magic 

circle commend him for_W_P (0.46). For Q12-Im completely_W_P, 35 per cent (24/69) of productions 

successfully continued the dialogue’s figurative meaning, most focusing on the effect on the narra-

tor: ‘under his spell (P5)’, ‘surprised (P6)’, ‘enchanted (P10, P34, P36, P67)’. One deferential production 

referenced Harry Potter: ‘a muggle comparing with him (P50)’; and a few productions conveyed sup-

portiveness, for example, ‘convinced that he deserves this magic award (P47)’.

Qualitatively, Q11-magic circle commend him for_W_P productions depicted work-related 

performance via specific spells: ‘his flying magic spell? (P18)’; magical achievement, ‘his magical 

achievement? (P3)’; performance, ‘his great performance in the show? (P13)’; or fighting danger, 

‘defeating monsters (P34)’. Less successful productions, scoring 1/2, invoked vaguer figurative 

meanings: ‘miracle (P12)’; a person/position rather than achievement, ‘Harry Porter (P50)’; a met-

aphorical prize rather than achievement, ‘the treasure of the kingdom (P60)’; or spells generally 

‘his spells (P4)’. A minority of partially successful productions conveyed a potentially figurative or 

literal meaning, as in ‘the award? (P2)’.

In the 20 per cent (14/69) responses scoring 0, the most common reason for this was that no 

response was attempted. Where an attempt was made, unsuccessful productions were either 

indecipherable, outside, or counter to the scope of possible meanings, for example, ‘the best pol-

icy? His honesty? (P37)’ which, if a creative rehash of ‘honesty is the best policy’, would not fit 

the context; ‘Improvement (P8)’ which jars with the achievement theme; and ‘a long time? (P24)’, 

where the significance of commending someone for a long time is unclear.

Compared with O’Reilly (2017), the Q12-Im completely_W_P data show proportionately fewer 

successful or unsuccessful productions and more partially successful productions, with 35 per 

cent versus 43 per cent scoring 2, 45 per cent versus 13 per cent scoring 1, and 20 per cent versus 

45 per cent scoring 0. Q11-magic circle commend him for_W_P had just 23 per cent (16/69) suc-

cessful productions scoring 2/2, although the current study’s participants outperformed those 
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in O’Reilly (2017), with 23 per cent versus 13 per cent scoring 2, 43 per cent versus 36 per cent 

scoring 1, and 33 per cent versus 52 per cent scoring 0. Taken together, these findings suggest that 

more advanced overall language proficiency seems to be accompanied by improvements at the 

bottom end, specifically, a shift from unsuccessful to partially successful Metaphor Continuation 

in Written Interaction. However, the general trajectory in this MLP area could be better under-

stood via further, longitudinal (within-participants) research.

Limitations

As an investigation scoping elicited, rather than naturalistic, MLP across modes/knowledges, it is 

unclear whether findings would reliably predict the quantity/quality of MLP in everyday, non-re-

search discourse. Similarly, the extent to which findings generalize from the MLP types studied 

(idiom re-literalization, metaphor continuation etc.) to others (e.g. puns, teasing) is unknown. 

Analysis of MLP-spoken-mode-P responses was restricted to scoring for overall quality and cod-

ing for linguistic/conceptual/metalinguistic characteristics, meaning that parallels with research 

on fluid intelligence dimensions such as the number, originality, and speed of metaphor produc-

tions (cf. Johnson and Rosano 1993; Littlemore 2001), although intriguing, are not possible.

A second area of limitation concerns the effectiveness of the spoken-mode MLP tests. As 

noted, MLP-spoken-mode-R required the use of subtitles (written input) alongside aural/visual 

input, and so the extent of participants’ reliance on either input is unclear. MLP-spoken-mode-P 

responses were elicited in a relatively relaxed, online interview rather than in-person exami-

nation/test conditions (cf. Littlemore 2001), which was likely conducive to participants reveal-

ing their true MLP abilities and boundaries of knowledge (Low 1988). However, despite several 

rich productions, MLP-spoken-mode-P items had mixed success in drawing participants away 

from to-the-point, task-focused responses to more creative, extended MLP, a reminder that 

even elicitation approaches do not always perfectly tap the intended construct. In future, MLP 

researchers might harness the combined strengths of elicited and naturalistic approaches where 

time/resources allow (O’Reilly and Marsden 2021), for example, a naturally observed instance of 

learner MLP used as the basis for a conversation with further, researcher-led MLP input.

A third set of limitations concern methodology. Overall, the robustness of the Exploratory 

Factor Analysis in providing insights into the elicited MLP construct is attested to via the homo-

geneity of participants, controlled procedure, preliminary and post hoc adequacy, and com-

parability of variance explained with previous L2 Metaphoric Competence modelling (O’Reilly 

and Marsden 2021). Nevertheless, we recognize that our sample size would be located on the 

lower end of those synthesized from 51 L2 studies using Exploratory Factor Analysis (Plonsky 

and Gonulal 2015), and so encourage researchers extending the current enquiry to strive for 

larger pools of participants where practical, which would also enable modelling of a wider range 

of parameters (see Note 4). Although Principal Axis Factoring (used on account of multivariate 

nonnormality) typically generates a hypothesis for future testing but limits conclusions to the 

sample rather than offering generalizations to the population (cf. Maximum-Likelihood, see Field 

2013), the bootstrap factor loadings offered some insight into the stability of the solution from an 

internal replicability perspective (Zientek and Thompson 2007). Nevertheless, further investiga-

tion involving external replication of various kinds (e.g. close, partial, approximate, conceptual, 

see Porte and McManus 2019) is key to understanding the generalizability of the current study’s 

findings to different MLP and learner types, and the role of MLP within metaphoric and broader 

language competences (O’Reilly and Marsden 2023).

Another methodological issue concerns reactions to the gender-sensitive ice cream metaphor 

(Low 1988), which may have been shaped by the predominantly female sample and interviewer 

(female, the second author). Seemingly, the social sensitivity of the metaphor diminished when 

the target of the metaphor shifted from the participant themselves to their friends/family, but 

further research is needed to understand the complexities of how, when, and why such meta-

phors prompt adverse reactions, at both the group and individual level.
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A final issue concerns the need to remove three receptive metaphor continuation variables 

(Qs4–6) and one MLP in spoken production variable (Q18) to improve correlation compactness 

and the likelihood of distinct, reliable factors (Field 2013). Hence, the Exploratory Factor Analysis 

and subsequent analysis of linguistic/conceptual/metalinguistic themes focused on most (16/21) 

but not all, of the measured MLP variables. While further enquiry is needed to understand 

whether the diminished factorability from these four variables is sample- or construct-specific, 

we encourage researchers to make such data available as a move towards better reporting in this 

area (Plonsky and Gonulal 2015), and to scrutinize and, where necessary, take steps to maximize 

data factorability and the informativeness of models.

Conclusion

The current study offers new insights into the L2 MLP construct for advanced L1 Mandarin 

L2 English learners via a combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches and draw-

ing on previous research into (M)LP and Metaphoric Competence more generally. We have 

provided evidence of the relative ease/difficulty of different MLP tasks, the latent interre-

latedness of MLP modes/knowledges, and a systematic characterization of the linguistic/

conceptual/metalinguistic themes underpinning learners’ MLP. While the findings may be of 

primary relevance to readers with an interest in the MLP construct, where relevant, potential 

pedagogical implications have been provided for those interested in MLP in ELT, who may 

wish to adapt some of the items to classroom tasks and/or obtain an approximate measure 

of their learners’ MLP abilities. However, as a nonintervention study, where implications for 

pedagogy are discussed, these must remain tentative. Going forward, we hope that the sub-

stantive findings, availability of data/materials, and teaching implications assist researchers, 

educators, and learners to continue taking so-called non-serious language more seriously 

(Cekaite and Aronsson 2005).

Notes on contributors

David O’Reilly is a Lecturer in Education (University of York). His research investigates L1/L2 met-

aphoric competence, vocabulary knowledge, language testing/development, and language play. 

David was the RaAM Early Career Research Paper Prize 2021 winner for his article ‘Eliciting and 

measuring L2 metaphoric competence: Three decades on from Low (1988)’ published in Applied 

Linguistics. He is involved in research projects on L2 grammar processing and promoting Open 

Research and is Metaphor and the Social World Review Editor. Address for correspondence: Centre for 

Advanced Studies in Language and Education, Department of Education, University of York, York 

YO10 5DD, UK. <david.oreilly@york.ac.uk>

Luling Yan is a Mandarin Immersion Class Teacher in Kensington Elementary School 

(North Carolina, USA). Having attained an MA in Applied Linguistics for English Language 

Teaching (University of York, 2019), she is completing Teach Now and Foundations of 

Mathematics teacher training programmes at Morland University. Luling has presented at 

the Chinese Language Teachers Association conference and hosted workshops for teachers 

on student-centred teaching strategies. She was a 2023 Participate Learning Teacher of the 
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Notes
1 Participants had been learning English for 10–18 years and had passed TEM-8 in the years 2019–2013 (n = 9, 19, 
3, 23, 6, 5, 2, respectively) and 2010 (n = 2), as a group averaging a high ‘pass’ score (M = 68.01, SD = 7.18), n = 50 
scoring 60–69/‘pass’, n = 13 scoring 70–79/‘good’, n = 6 scoring ≥80/‘excellent’.
2 In O’Reilly and Marsden (2021), Test 9_Metaphor continuation-R did not strongly load on the latent MLP factor. 
However, since it was devised/refined to tap comprehension of a playful aspect of metaphor use (Low 1988; 
O’Reilly 2017; O’Reilly and Marsden 2021) in the current study, it was selected as a natural counterpart to the 
corresponding productive test.
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3 We introduced one amendment to O’Reilly and Marsden's (2021) metaphor continuation production scoring 
rubric, allowing potentially literal responses to score 1 (partially successful) rather than harshly restricting 
them to 0 (unsuccessful).
4 As an early endeavour in L2 MLP modelling, the current study employed Exploratory Factor Analysis as a 
straightforward and familiar way of exploring multidimensionality, allowing for comparisons with O’Reilly 
and Marsden (2021), and laying the foundation for further MLP construct research and studies with an MLP 
test refinement focus. The use of bootstrapping offered an indication of the stability/internal replicability 
of the various item-factor loadings. In future research, where study design allows, we would advocate more 
advanced approaches such as exploratory and confirmatory multidimensional IRT (Reckase 2009) in favour 
of those grounded in classic test theory, since these offer a highly flexible and robust means of investigating 
dimensionality and various test item properties (e.g. difficulty, discriminability), although stable parameter 
estimation would require larger samples sizes than were possible in the current study (Immekus et al. 2019).
5 For readers interested in cross-referencing these examples with participants’ performance on the different 
MLP factors, Supplementary Table S3 provides factor scores calculated using Thurstone’s (1935) regression 
method to permit possible interrelatedness (Field 2009), with corresponding participant ranks.
6 Two items had negative 95 per cent confidence interval lower bounds: Factor 2—Q13_main_meaning_S_R_fig 
(0.36 [–0.01, 0.73]), and factor 3—Q11_magic_circule_commend_him_for_W_P_fig (0.46 [–0.11, 1.03]), but since 
these were close to 0 and the majority of resamples were positive, these loadings were also deemed to be 
relatively stable.
7 We are grateful to an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion and the ‘bird’s eye view’ metaphor.
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