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ABSTRACT

An Analysis of the Understanding of Korean Idiomatic Expressions
and the Proposal of a New Teaching Method

— Based on the Survey of Chinese Learners of Korean Language —

Jung, Eun Mi
Department of Korean Language and Literature

Graduate School of SungShin Women’s University

It is a very important dimension of Korean language education to develop
an efficient and effective method of teaching Korean idiomatic expressions
(simply idioms) to those who learn Korean. Korean idiomatic expressions
are everyday expressions that reflect, and have been influenced by, Korean
culture and history; thus, the fact that Korean language learners understand
Korean idiomatic expressions and use them appropriately in everyday life
means that they possesses a good command of Korean. In this regard, this
study aims at (i) analyzing factors affecting the understanding of Korean
idiomatic expressions from the Korean language learners’ point of view and
(ii) proposing a new efficient and effective method of teaching Korean
idiomatic expressions and thereby contributing to the development of
Korean language education textbooks.

The analyses and key findings of this study are as follows. First, I
analyze Korean idiomatic expressions being taught by major Korean
universities’ language institutes by examining five major universities’
Korean language textbooks. From the analysis, I find that idiomatic
expressions make up only a small part of the whole of those textbooks. I

also find that in the beginner-level textbooks, the difficulty level of Korean
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idioms being taught is consistent across universities, but that in the
intermediate- and advanced-level textbooks, the difficulty level and the
number of Korean idioms being taught differ greatly across universities.
Second, 1 survey a group of Korean language learners on the
understanding of Korean idiomatic expressions with a goal to set up a new
criterion for classifying the difficulty level of Korean idiomatic expressions.
Specifically, I survey two hundred Chinese learners of Korean language on
the understanding of one hundred Korean idiomatic expressions chosen
carefully. From the analysis of the survey, I find that the understanding of
component words that comprise a particular idiom plays a statistically
significant role in the understanding of the meaning of the whole idiom.
This result tells us that there is a limit to what learners can understand
and use Korean idiomatic expressions unless they understand component
words that comprise idioms. This is usually not the case for native
speakers who use idioms frequently in everyday life and thus know the
meaning of idioms even though they don’t know the exact meaning of
component words that comprise idioms. This aspect highlights the
difference in learning idiomatic expressions between native speakers and
foreign language learners. For Korean language learners who are lack of
knowledge on Korean culture and history and who do not use idioms
frequently in everyday life, it is recommended to learn component words
that comprise idioms before they learn the full meaning of particular
idioms.

Third, I examine what socio-demographic characteristics of Korean learners
affect the extent to which they understand Korean idiomatic expressions.
From the analysis, I find that the age and level of the learners are
statistically significant factors, whereas the gender of learners and the
length of their staying in Korea and learning Korean are not statistically
significant factors.

Fourth, with a goal to propose an effective and efficient method of

teaching Korean idiomatic expressions to foreign learners, I first evaluate
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the difficulty level of one hundred idioms that I use in our survey. The
majority of existing literature classifies the difficulty level of an idiom
based on the usage frequency and the degree of semantic transparency. In
the current study, however, I classify the difficulty level of an idiom based
on the difficulty level of component words—easy, medium, and difficult—
and the degree of semantic transparency —semi-transparent, semi-opaque,
and opaque—because I put an emphasis on the question of whether it is
required or essential for foreign learners to know the meaning of
component words to understand the meaning of an idiom. Based on our
new criterion, idioms of a (easy words, semantically semi-transparent)
combination are classified into the beginners’ level; idioms either of a (easy
or medium words, semantically semi-opaque) combination or of a (medium
words, semantically semi-transparent or semi-opaque) combination are
classified into the intermediate level; idioms of the remaining combinations
are classified into the advanced level. Proposing this new criterion for
classifying idioms into different difficulty levels is another important
contribution of this study.

Fifth, and finally, I propose an effective and efficient method of teaching
Korean idiomatic expressions to foreign learners based on the three-stage
model of Bernard Seal (1991) and our new criterion for classifying the
difficulty level of idioms. The proposed teaching method consists of four
stages: introduction, validation exercise, integrative applications, and
summary stages. The teaching contents of each stage should be
appropriately chosen depending on the difficulty level of idioms being
taught. In summary, idioms being taught to each level of learners should
be selected appropriately based on the difficulty level of component words
and the degree of semantic transparency, and teaching should focus on the
meaning of component words for beginners, on the applications in various
contextual situations for intermediate-level learners, and on the cultural and
historical background for advanced-level learners.

For foreigners who wish to have a good command of Korean, it is
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essential to learn and use Korean idiomatic expressions in an appropriate
manner. Korean idiomatic expressions are mostly unique to Korean culture
and history and thus teaching idiomatic expressions require different
approaches from teaching words. The results of this study suggest that I
need to put forth a multilateral effort into developing an effective and
efficient method of teaching Korean idiomatic expressions to those who
learn Korean. Specifically, this study sets up a new criterion for classifying
the difficulty level of Korean idiomatic expressions and provides a basis for
new efficient and effective methods of teaching idiomatic expressions.

This study is not free from limitations. The major limitation may stem
from the list of one hundred idioms used in the survey of this study. The
selection of 100 idioms is somewhat arbitrary since they are taken
‘randomly’ from the pool of idioms of the existing Iliterature and
university-level textbooks I examined. As such, it should be noted that the
100 idioms used in this study are not representative of idioms that Korean

learners should learn.
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