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Abstract. Metaphorical expressions constitute a fundamental component of 

natural language use, shaping conceptual thought, discourse strategies, and 

cultural interpretation. In English, metaphors appear not only in literary texts but 

also in everyday communication, academic discourse, and professional registers. 

Despite their ubiquity, metaphor instruction often remains marginal in foreign 

language pedagogy, resulting in learners’ difficulty in interpreting figurative 

meanings and recognizing conceptual mappings. This study explores the linguo-

methodological foundations of teaching metaphorical units in English, drawing 

upon Conceptual Metaphor Theory cognitive linguistics, and empirical studies in 

metaphor pedagogy. Through systematic analysis of scholarly literature 

published between 2000 and 2024, the study identifies key challenges learners 

face when encountering metaphors, such as cultural mismatches, literal thinking, 

limited conceptual transfer, and pragmatic misinterpretations. It further 

examines evidence-based instructional approaches—including cognitive-

semantic analysis, contrastive metaphor tasks, multimodal input, corpus-based 

examples, and guided conceptual mapping. The findings indicate that integrating 

metaphor instruction into language curricula significantly enhances learners’ 

vocabulary depth, reading comprehension, pragmatics, and intercultural 

awareness. Recommendations for teachers, curriculum developers, and materials 

designers are also provided. 
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 Introduction 

Metaphor is a core cognitive mechanism through which humans structure 

abstract concepts, organize experience, and express complex meanings. As Lakoff 

and Johnson (1980) famously argue, metaphor is not merely a stylistic device but 

“a fundamental part of the human conceptual system.” English, like all natural 

languages, relies heavily on metaphorical patterns to express emotional states, 

time, motion, argumentation, social relations, and cultural values. For example, 

metaphors such as TIME IS MONEY, ARGUMENT IS WAR, or HAPPINESS IS UP 

shape the way English speakers conceptualize their experiences and 

communicate them linguistically. 
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For foreign language learners, however, metaphorical expressions often 

present substantial challenges. These difficulties stem from several factors. First, 

metaphors are culturally embedded; conceptual mappings may not exist in the 

learners’ native language, leading to misinterpretation or literal translation. 

Second, metaphorical phrases frequently exhibit semantic opacity, making them 

difficult to deduce through standard vocabulary learning 

strategies. In traditional language teaching approaches, metaphor 

instruction has often been limited to literary analysis or idiom lists without 

providing insight into underlying conceptual structures. This leads to fragmented 

learning, where students memorize idioms individually rather than 

understanding the cognitive patterns that generate them. Recent developments 

in cognitive linguistics, however, demonstrate that explicit teaching of conceptual 

metaphors enhances comprehension, retention, and cross-cultural 

understanding. 

Given the growing emphasis on communicative competence and deeper 

vocabulary knowledge in modern curricula—including CEFR descriptors that 

highlight figurative language comprehension—the need for effective metaphor 

instruction has become increasingly evident. Teaching metaphors not only 

enriches linguistic competence but also develops intercultural awareness, as 

metaphors reflect cultural models, values, and shared experiences embedded 

within the target language community. 

Therefore, the aims of this study are: 

 to analyze the linguistic and cognitive characteristics of English 

metaphorical expressions; 

 to examine major challenges learners face in acquiring metaphorical 

meaning; 

to identify effective linguo-methodological strategies for metaphor teaching; 

to propose pedagogical recommendations grounded in empirical research. 

This article employs a systematic literature analysis methodology to 

synthesize findings across cognitive linguistics, applied linguistics, and metaphor 

pedagogy. The results contribute to a more theoretically grounded and 

pedagogically practical understanding of how metaphor instruction can be 

integrated into English language teaching. 

 

Methods 

This study employs a qualitative research design based on systematic 

literature review and conceptual synthesis, a methodology commonly applied in 
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applied linguistics and cognitive linguistics research. The research aimed to 

identify effective linguo-methodological strategies for teaching metaphorical 

expressions in English and analyze their impact on learners’ comprehension, 

retention, and intercultural understanding. 

Data Sources and Selection 

1. Studies focusing on metaphor acquisition in English as a foreign language 

(EFL/ESL) contexts; 

2. Research addressing cognitive-linguistic, pedagogical, or cross-cultural 

aspects of metaphor; 

3. Publications in English. 

Analytical Framework 

The analysis was guided by Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) (Lakoff & 

Johnson, 1980), cognitive linguistics principles, and the intercultural pragmatics 

framework. Key areas of focus included: 

Cognitive mapping and conceptual metaphor structures; 

Cultural and pragmatic constraints in metaphor interpretation; 

Pedagogical strategies for metaphor instruction. 

Thematic synthesis  was used to extract recurring patterns, including learner 

difficulties, teaching methods, and outcomes. 

Results 

The analysis revealed several key findings regarding learners’ challenges 

with metaphorical expressions and effective instructional strategies. 

Challenges in Learning English Metaphors 

1. Literal Interpretation: Learners often interpret metaphorical phrases 

literally, failing to grasp figurative meaning. 

2. Cultural Mismatches: Conceptual metaphors embedded in English may not 

correspond to learners’ native language schemas.  For instance, “Time is money” 

may be confusing for learners from cultures with different perceptions of time. 

3. Limited Transfer: Learners struggle to apply metaphorical knowledge 

across contexts, such as reading comprehension, speaking, or idiomatic usage. 

4. Pragmatic Misunderstanding: Misinterpretation of metaphors can lead to 

communicative failures, particularly in humor, argumentation, or persuasion 

(Boers & Lindstromberg, 2008). 

Effective Linguo-Methodological Strategies 

The literature identified four major groups of strategies for teaching 

metaphors in EFL/ESL contexts: 

1. Cognitive-Semantic Analysis 
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Teaching underlying conceptual mappings (e.g., ARGUMENT IS WAR, 

HAPPINESS IS UP). 

Helps learners understand why metaphors convey specific meanings. 

2. Contrastive Metaphor Tasks 

Comparing English metaphors with learners’ native language equivalents. 

Encourages cross-cultural reflection and reduces literal misinterpretation. 

3. Multimodal and Corpus-Based Input 

Using authentic texts, videos, and corpora to illustrate metaphor usage in 

context. 

Enhances pragmatic understanding and contextual vocabulary retention. 

4. Guided Conceptual Mapping Activities 

Learners visually map relationships between source and target domains of 

metaphors. 

Supports deep cognitive processing and memory consolidation. 

Outcomes of Metaphor Instruction 

Improved Vocabulary Depth: Learners develop nuanced understanding of 

words and idiomatic expressions. 

Enhanced Reading Comprehension: Students interpret figurative language 

more accurately in texts. 

Better Pragmatic Skills: Learners produce culturally and contextually 

appropriate metaphors. 

Intercultural Awareness: Students understand how metaphors reflect 

cultural values and thought patterns. 

 Discussion 

The results of this study highlight that metaphorical expressions, though 

ubiquitous in English, present persistent challenges for EFL learners. The findings 

align with previous research indicating that literal interpretation, cultural 

mismatches, and limited transfer across contexts hinder learners’ comprehension 

and communicative competence. Cognitive processing of metaphors is not solely 

a linguistic task but also a culturally mediated cognitive activity, requiring 

learners to recognize both conceptual structures and pragmatic functions. 

Effective teaching strategies integrate cognitive, contrastive, multimodal, 

and conceptual mapping approaches, ensuring that learners acquire not only the 

semantic meaning of metaphors but also their cultural and pragmatic significance. 

The combination of these strategies allows for a deeper understanding of 

figurative language, improves retention, and fosters learners’ ability to apply 

metaphorical knowledge in authentic communication. This is consistent with 
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Boers & Lindstromberg’s  assertion that contextually rich, cognitively engaging 

activities enhance metaphor acquisition and usage. 

Moreover, cross-cultural comparisons and guided conceptual mapping 

cultivate intercultural awareness, as learners reflect on differences and 

similarities between their own cultural schemas and those embedded in English 

metaphors. This process strengthens learners’ ability to negotiate meaning in 

intercultural contexts, supporting the development of communicative 

competence beyond lexical knowledge. The study underscores the pedagogical 

implication that metaphor instruction should be systematically embedded in 

language curricula, rather than treated as an optional or peripheral activity. By 

integrating metaphorical expressions into vocabulary teaching, reading, 

speaking, and writing tasks, educators can provide learners with comprehensive 

exposure to figurative language in context. 

Conclusion 

This study examined the linguo-methodological foundations of teaching 

English metaphorical expressions and identified strategies to enhance learners’ 

comprehension, retention, and intercultural understanding. The main 

conclusions are as follows: 

1. Learner Challenges: Literal interpretation, cultural mismatches, and 

limited pragmatic transfer remain significant obstacles in metaphor acquisition. 

2. Effective Strategies: Cognitive-semantic analysis, contrastive tasks, 

multimodal input, and guided conceptual mapping are empirically supported 

methods that improve learners’ metaphor comprehension and usage. 

3. Pedagogical Implications: Metaphor instruction should be integrated 

across the curriculum, emphasizing both conceptual understanding and cultural 

awareness to develop learners’ linguistic and intercultural competence. 

In conclusion, systematic metaphor instruction contributes not only to 

vocabulary and reading comprehension but also to learners’ cognitive and 

cultural literacy, preparing them for authentic communication in English. 

Curriculum developers, teachers, and materials designers are encouraged to 

adopt these strategies to foster deeper understanding of figurative language in 

EFL/ESL contexts. 
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