
rEFLections
Vol 32, No 2, May - August 2025

1143

Metaphor Comprehension Strategies among Chinese L2 
Learners: Exploring the Impact of Varying Language 
Proficiency

LIAO LIAO DING
ANGKANA TONGPOON-PATANASORN*
Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, Khon Kaen University, Thailand
*Corresponding author email: angton@kku.ac.th 

Abstract

This study investigates the strategies employed by Thai learners of Chinese 
as a second language (L2) to comprehend metaphors, focusing on how 
language proficiency shapes their approach. Using a mixed-methods 
design, 29 participants—ranging from beginner to advanced levels—
completed metaphor interpretation tasks and provided self-reports on 
their comprehension strategies. These strategies were categorized into 
cognitive, linguistic, and contextual types, revealing distinct patterns 
associated with proficiency levels. Quantitative analysis showed that 
advanced learners more frequently used contextual cues and inferential 
reasoning, while beginners tended to rely on literal translation or random 
guess. Notably, “random guess” emerged as a significant predictor of 
comprehension, challenging traditional models that emphasize syntactic 
and semantic decoding in L2 metaphor processing. Findings suggest that 
metaphor comprehension among L2 learners involves a dynamic interplay 
of language skills, familiarity with figurative language, and adaptive 
strategy use. This study underscores the importance of targeted metaphor 
instruction in L2 education to enhance interpretative skills, especially at 
intermediate proficiency levels, where diversified strategy use becomes 
essential.
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INTRODUCTION

Metaphor, deeply rooted in human cognition, serves as a powerful tool for expressing complex 
ideas, engaging the imagination, and facilitating communication (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). By 
drawing analogies between concepts and substituting words or phrases, metaphors allow 
speakers to describe people, objects, or experiences with vivid, often unexpected attributes 
(Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). For example, in the metaphor “LOVE IS A JOURNEY,” the abstract 
concept of love is represented as a journey, where lovers are seen as companions moving 
toward a shared goal. Such figurative language is foundational to human cognition, playing a 
key role in how people think and communicate. Metaphors enrich everyday language by making 
expressions more vivid, relatable, and expressive (Lakoff, 1993; Lakoff & Turner, 1989; 
Shutova et al., 2013). Moreover, metaphor extends beyond language, shaping perception and 
understanding by creating symbolic representations that connect abstract and concrete ideas.
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The study of metaphor in second language (L2) or foreign language learning gained traction 
in the 1980s, particularly within the cognitive linguistic field, as researchers sought to 
understand how L2 learners comprehend figurative language. Unlike native speakers, who 
process metaphors intuitively, L2 learners often find conventional metaphors unfamiliar, 
requiring additional cognitive resources to interpret them (Lakoff & Turner, 1989). Successful 
metaphor comprehension in an L2 context often demands not only linguistic knowledge but 
also an understanding of cultural nuances. As Littlemore and Low (2006) observed, metaphors 
are deeply tied to cultural concepts, which play a crucial role in both learning and using an L2. 
To communicate effectively, L2 learners must navigate these cultural and conceptual nuances, 
as they impact both the appropriateness and fluency of metaphor usage. However, cultural 
and linguistic differences between an L1 and L2 can complicate metaphor comprehension, 
posing challenges for L2 learners who may lack access to native-like cultural frameworks 
(Xu & Zhao, 2014).

In formal L2 learning environments, limited exposure to the target culture can further restrict 
L2 learners’ ability to acquire metaphorical language in authentic contexts. As a result, L2 
learners may experience “negative conceptual transfer,” where L1 conceptual frameworks 
interfere with L2 comprehension (Charteris-Black, 2002). This lack of cultural grounding, 
coupled with the linguistic complexity of figurative language, can hinder learners’ ability to 
interpret metaphors accurately. Consequently, many L2 learners rely on deliberate strategies 
to navigate metaphor comprehension, a process that differs substantially from the intuitive 
metaphor processing observed in L1 speakers.

Given these cultural and cognitive challenges, effective metaphor comprehension in L2 
learning contexts often hinges on targeted strategy use. Research into strategy use for L2 
figurative language began with Cooper (1999), who analyzed strategies that English as a Second 
Language (ESL) learners use to interpret idioms. While idioms typically have fixed meanings, 
metaphors are often more flexible and require adaptive, interpretive strategies (Burbules et 
al., 1989). Understanding these strategies is crucial for developing a comprehensive model of 
L2 figurative language processing. Although several studies (e.g., Cooper, 1999; Su & Chen, 
2020; Xu & Zhao, 2014) have explored strategy use among English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 
or ESL learners, few studies have focused on learners of languages with significantly different 
linguistic and cultural structures, such as Chinese. This gap highlights the need for research 
into metaphor comprehension strategies among Chinese L2 learners at various proficiency 
levels, as Chinese presents unique challenges in metaphor comprehension due to its distinct 
cultural and linguistic context.

This study is significant in advancing understanding of metaphor comprehension strategies 
among L2 learners of Chinese, a language rich with culturally embedded metaphors distinct 
from those found in English. By identifying how strategy use varies by proficiency level, this 
research provides insights into the cognitive and cultural factors that shape L2 learners’ 
comprehension. Practically, these findings have implications for L2 instruction, suggesting ways 
to enhance learners’ metaphor comprehension and communicative competence through 
targeted strategy training.
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Accordingly, this study aims to explore the metaphor comprehension strategies used by 
Chinese L2 learners with different proficiency levels and to examine variations in strategy use 
across these groups. Three research questions guide this investigation: 1) What strategies do 
L2 Chinese learners with varying proficiency levels use for metaphor comprehension? 2) Are 
there discernible differences in strategy use among different proficiency levels, and if so, how 
do these differences manifest? 3) Which strategies significantly contribute to successful 
metaphor comprehension in Chinese as an L2?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Theories of L1 metaphor comprehension

Various models have been developed to explain metaphor comprehension in first language 
(L1) contexts, each providing valuable insights into how metaphors are processed. Conceptual 
Metaphor Theory (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980) posits that metaphor comprehension involves 
mapping abstract concepts onto concrete experiences through structured correspondences 
between a source and target domain. However, this model has been critiqued for its reliance 
on unidirectional mappings and limited consideration of context, which can influence 
interpretation by aligning conceptual frameworks to suit specific situations. In contrast, the 
Class-inclusion Model (Glucksberg & Keysar, 1990) proposes a context-sensitive, symmetric 
integration process, where source and target domains converge within an overarching category. 
Although this model allows for flexibility, it does not fully address the context-specific 
inferences required in complex metaphor interpretation.

Relevance Theory (Sperber & Wilson, 2008) attempts to address these limitations by 
emphasizing that contextual cues shape an ad hoc concept within a metaphorical utterance, 
thus enabling a dynamic, context-dependent interpretation. However, this model may 
oversimplify conventional metaphors, which often draw on established conceptual mappings 
and shared cultural frameworks that are not entirely context-dependent. To account for 
conventionality, the Career of Metaphor Theory (Gentner & Bowdle, 2001) integrates mapping 
and matching mechanisms, explaining how novel metaphors become conventional over time. 
For instance, “foot of a mountain” initially requires relational comparison but eventually 
becomes a fixed expression. This model, however, struggles with metaphors that retain both 
conventional and novel meanings or are reinterpreted in new contexts. Meanwhile, the Graded 
Salience Hypothesis (Giora, 1997) suggests that metaphor interpretation is influenced by 
the salience of a word’s meaning—whether literal or metaphorical—which depends on its 
familiarity and relevance in a given context.

These L1 models assume shared conceptual knowledge and intuitive metaphor processing, 
which may not apply to L2 learners, who often lack such automatic connections. Consequently, 
L1 models may not fully capture the deliberate and strategic processes used by L2 learners to 
interpret metaphors, especially those from culturally distinct backgrounds.
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L2 metaphor comprehension

Research on L2 metaphor comprehension strategies is still emerging, with studies providing 
varying insights into how learners at different proficiency levels navigate metaphorical language. 
Xu and Zhao (2014) examined Chinese EFL learners and found that higher-proficiency learners 
relied more heavily on L2-specific knowledge, while lower-proficiency learners used strategies 
such as L1 knowledge, mental imagery, guessing, and structural analysis. However, both 
proficiency groups showed a similar preference for sentence context and literal interpretation 
as core strategies, suggesting some universal tendencies across levels. Limitations in their 
study, including time constraints, may have restricted participants’ ability to fully articulate 
their cognitive processes, indicating a need for less restrictive designs in future studies. Building 
on this foundation, Su and Chen (2020) also investigated Chinese EFL learners, using translation 
tasks and retrospective interviews to identify strategies such as embodied simulation, sentence 
context, and encyclopedic knowledge. While these findings enrich our understanding of L2 
metaphor comprehension, the retrospective interviews may have influenced participants’ 
strategy reports, highlighting the potential benefit of real-time data collection methods for 
capturing authentic cognitive processes.

It is important to note that most studies on L2 metaphor comprehension have concentrated 
on English learners, leaving significant gaps in understanding strategies used by learners of 
languages with different linguistic and cultural frameworks, such as Chinese. Addressing this 
gap, Wu et al. (2021) investigated Thai and Malay learners of Chinese and identified diverse 
strategies, including literal interpretation, grammar analysis, random guess, and associative 
analogy. Although sentence context and word meaning interpretation were effective, general 
knowledge was less successful, illustrating the complexity of metaphor comprehension in 
Chinese as an L2. This study emphasizes the challenges of metaphor comprehension in a 
culturally distinct language and reinforces the need for further research into strategy use across 
varying proficiency levels. Together, these studies indicate a progression toward understanding 
L2 metaphor comprehension as a multi-faceted process influenced by proficiency, linguistic 
background, and strategy selection, and they call for more nuanced, cross-linguistic investigations 
to develop a comprehensive model of metaphor processing in L2 learners.

Metaphoric competence in L2

Metaphoric competence, the ability to recognize and use metaphors effectively, is essential 
for L2 proficiency, as it enhances communicative effectiveness and cultural understanding 
(Danesi, 1992; Littlemore, 2001). This skill facilitates more native-like communication, 
especially among intermediate and advanced learners (Hashemian & Nezhad, 2007; Yao, 2019). 
However, recent studies have yielded mixed results on the relationship between L2 proficiency 
and metaphor comprehension. Zhang (2017) found a positive correlation between proficiency 
and metaphor comprehension, while Yao (2019) observed a moderate correlation, noting that 
proficiency’s impact diminishes at higher levels. Shao (2021) reported that high-proficiency 
learners exhibited stronger metaphorical competence than low-proficiency learners, yet both 
groups demonstrated low overall comprehension levels, indicating that factors beyond 
proficiency may influence metaphoric competence. Collectively, these studies suggest that 
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while proficiency plays a role, it is not the sole determinant of L2 metaphor comprehension. 
Strategic skills and cultural knowledge are also critical, underscoring the need for further 
research to clarify these relationships and to develop instructional practices that support 
comprehensive metaphor comprehension among L2 learners.

METHOD

The present study was part of the main study on metaphor comprehension and processing 
among L2 learners of Chinese, and it presented the preliminary findings of the main study. 

Participants

Participants were recruited from an undergraduate Chinese language program at a university 
in China. Selection criteria required that participants were enrolled in a Chinese major and 
had completed at least one semester, ensuring a minimum level of language exposure. 
Recruitment was conducted through classroom announcements and university posters, inviting 
students to voluntarily participate in the study. A demographic questionnaire was used to 
gather background information, including gender, L1, age, field of study, Chinese proficiency 
level, and length of study in China.

The final sample consisted of 29 undergraduates majoring in Chinese, with detailed 
demographic data provided in Appendix A. As shown in Table 1, 76% of participants were 
female (N = 22) and 24% were male (N = 7). The majority were native Thai speakers (N = 19, 
66%), followed by speakers of Kinyarwanda (N = 4, 14%), Vietnamese (N = 3, 10%), Lao (N = 1, 
3%), Indonesian (N = 1, 3%), and Mongolian (N = 1, 3%). The participants’ average age was 
21.5 years. Based on their Chinese Proficiency Test (HSK) scores, participants were divided into 
three proficiency groups: low proficiency (N = 10, 34%) for those at HSK Level 4, intermediate 
proficiency (N = 9, 31%) at HSK Level 5, and advanced proficiency (N = 10, 34%) at HSK Level 
6. Most participants (N = 21, 72%) had studied in China for two years or more, while a smaller 
group (N = 8, 28%) had studied in China for at least one year but less than two years.

Table 1
Participants’ demographic information
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Materials

A metaphorical test was used to assess Chinese metaphor comprehension and the strategies 
employed. Initially, 40 metaphor expressions, covering a range of conventional source domains, 
were adapted from a Chinese metaphor dictionary (Su, 2009) and previous studies (Xu & Zhao, 
2014; Zhang, 2016). Each expression was accompanied by a short contextual description 
derived from an online Chinese corpus to aid comprehension. The sentences were modified 
slightly to align with participants’ Chinese proficiency, ensuring that sentence complexity was 
appropriate for their language level.

The metaphorical sentences were further evaluated for metaphorical degree, acceptability, 
and usability, following the methodology of Xu and Zhao (2014). First, two native Chinese 
language experts independently rated the metaphorical degree of each sentence on a 5-point 
Likert scale: 5 – highly metaphorical, 4 – moderately metaphorical, 3 – uncertain, 2 – mildly 
metaphorical, and 1 – non-metaphorical. Sentences with an average score below 3 were 
excluded from further analysis, resulting in the removal of six sentences that did not meet the 
metaphorical threshold.

Next, the acceptability and usability of the remaining sentences were rated using a 3-point 
Likert scale. For acceptability: 3 – acceptable, 2 – uncertain, and 1 – unacceptable; and for 
usability: 3 – frequently used, 2 – occasionally used, and 1 – rarely used. Nine sentences 
scoring below an average of 2.5 for acceptability or 2.0 for usability were removed. In total, 
25 items were retained, randomized for the formal test, and verified for metaphorical meanings 
using authoritative Chinese dictionaries. Test reliability, assessed using Cronbach’s α, yielded 
a coefficient of .72, indicating satisfactory internal consistency.

Data collection

During the recruitment stage, the participants received a consent form along with an 
information sheet detailing the study’s objectives, procedures, and data collection requirements. 
Only those who provided informed consent were included in the study. After recruitment, the 
participants attended an online training session via Zoom, where the study’s purpose and data 
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collection procedures were further clarified. In this session, the participants completed a 
sample metaphorical test and received instructions on how to type their interpretations of 
each target metaphor and their reasoning. Typing responses, rather than handwriting, was 
selected to reduce the cognitive load of recalling Chinese character forms, allowing the 
participants to focus on providing direct and immediate responses.

Following training, the main metaphorical test was administered without time constraints, 
allowing participants ample time for comprehensive responses. On average, participants took 
approximately 54 minutes to complete the test. Responses were not limited by word count, 
providing participants flexibility to elaborate, which allowed for variation in response length 
and depth based on individual engagement and interpretation strategies. To facilitate 
systematic data collection, the metaphorical test was hosted on the Sojump platform, with a 
secure link distributed to all the participants, who were instructed to access the link and 
submit their answers online.

The participants’ responses on metaphor comprehension were assessed twice by the main 
researcher, with a two-week interval between assessments to ensure reliability, following 
the recommendations of Bagheri and Yamini (2020). The responses were scored based on 
predetermined standard answers, with one point awarded for each correct answer and zero 
points for incorrect answers. Intra-rater reliability was calculated using Pearson correlation, 
yielding a high consistency value of .87.

Data analysis

To address the first research question on the strategies employed by the participants, a 
combined deductive and inductive approach was used. The primary analysis applied a deductive 
coding scheme (see Table 2), developed from established comprehension strategies identified 
in previous research (Su & Chen, 2020; Wu et al., 2021; Xu & Zhao, 2014). The coding scheme 
categorized strategies into knowledge-based sources (L1 knowledge, L2 knowledge, and literal 
translation) and inferential strategies (sentence context, random guess, and psychological 
imagery).

Table 2
A coding scheme of metaphor comprehension strategies
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An inductive approach was incorporated to ensure a comprehensive analysis by examining the 
participants’ responses for any deviations from predefined categories. Following Thomas’s 
(2006) general inductive method, the responses were iteratively reviewed to ensure alignment 
with the existing coding scheme and to identify any significant patterns that might otherwise 
be overlooked. Using this approach, participants’ explanations of how they interpreted 
metaphor meanings were independently coded by two coders. The first coder was the study’s 
lead author, while the second coder, a native Chinese speaker and PhD candidate in Chinese 
Studies, underwent extensive training in applying the coding scheme. During the training, both 
coders practiced coding sample responses and discussed any discrepancies to reach a consensus. 
After completing the training, the coders independently coded a 30% sample of responses 
without any discussion during this phase to assess inter-coder reliability (Mackey & Gass, 2021). 
This coding process resulted in a high agreement rate of 92.7%, indicating strong consistency 
and reliability in the coding procedure.

Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS version 28. To address the second research 
question on differences in strategy use across proficiency levels, a Kruskal-Wallis H test 
compared the number of strategies used by each proficiency group. For the third research 
question, examining the impact of Chinese proficiency on metaphor comprehension, a multiple 
linear regression analysis was performed.

RESULTS

Q1: What strategies do L2 Chinese learners with different proficiency levels employ for 
metaphor comprehension?

Types of strategies

In this study, all responses were effectively captured by the existing coding categories, with 
no new strategies identified. Table 3 presents six strategies – L1 knowledge, L2 knowledge, 
literal translation, random guess, sentence context, and psychological imagery – each illustrated 
with examples.
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Table 3
Metaphor comprehension strategies employed by L2 Chinese learners

Strategies by frequency of use

A total of 801 strategies were obtained from all three proficiency levels. Table 4 provides 
a rank-ordered analysis of comprehension strategies according to frequency of use. The most 
frequently employed strategy was sentence context (F = 334, 41.7%), followed by literal 
translation (F = 212, 26.5%), random guess (F = 93, 11.6%), and L2 knowledge (F = 89, 11.1%). 
The least utilized ones were psychological imagery (F = 49, 6.1%) and L1 knowledge (F = 24, 
3.0%). This distribution highlights a predominant reliance on sentence context and literal 
translation, with comparatively lower use of imagery and L1-based strategies.
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Table 4
The usage frequency of each strategy in metaphor comprehension

Strategy co-occurrence

Out of the 725 responses, strategy co-occurrence, indicating the simultaneous utilization of 
two or more resources during processing, was identified 73 times. This led to six types of 
strategy combinations in metaphor comprehension, with the respective numbers and 
percentages detailed in Table 5.  The most frequently employed combination was sentence 
context and literal translation (F = 44, 60.3%), followed by sentence context and psychological 
imagery (F = 12, 16.4%), and literal translation and psychological imagery (F = 10, 13.7%). 
Combinations of literal translation and L2 knowledge, sentence context and L2 knowledge, as 
well as sentence context, literal translation and psychological imagery were the least 
frequently used strategies (F = 1, 1.4%).

Table 5
Combinations of strategy co-occurrence
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Q2: Are there differences in strategy use among the three groups? If so, how do these 
differences manifest?

According to Table 6, the low-proficiency group utilized a total of 276 strategies. The most 
commonly employed strategies were sentence context (F = 142, 51.4%) and literal translation 
(F = 63, 22.8%), while L1 knowledge (F = 4, 1.4%) and L2 knowledge (F = 3, 1.1%) were the 
least utilized. Within the intermediate-proficiency group, 247 strategies were used. The most 
frequently employed strategies were sentence context (F = 107, 43.3%) and literal translation 
(F = 72, 29.1%), while the least utilized strategy was L1 knowledge (F = 3, 1.2%). In the 
advanced-proficiency group, 279 strategies were observed. Sentence context (F = 87, 31.4%) 
and literal translation (F = 77, 27.8%) remained the dominant strategies, while L1 knowledge 
(F = 17, 6.1%) and psychological imagery (F = 13, 4.7%) were the least employed.

Table 6
The usage frequency of strategies by groups

A Kruskal-Wallis H test was conducted to compare the overall use of strategies among the 
three proficiency levels. Table 7 shows there are no statistical differences in the utilization of 
strategies among three proficiency groups, indicated by χ² (2) =0.059, p = .971 > .05, signifying 
that regardless of their proficiency level, all learners tend to employ a wide range of strategies 
to a similar extent when comprehending metaphors.

Table 7
Kruskal-Wallis H test results for overall strategy use among proficiency groups
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Also, a Kruskal-Wallis H test was conducted to compare the frequency usage of six strategies 
among the three groups. The results, as presented in Table 8, revealed no significant differences 
among the proficiency groups for various strategies. For sentence context, χ² (2) = 5.380, 
p = .068 > .05, indicating that the frequency of its usage is consistent across the proficiency 
groups and not significantly influenced by the learners' language proficiency. The same pattern 
was observed for literal translation (χ² (2) = .478, p = .787 > .05); L1 knowledge (χ² (2) = 4.311, 
p = .116 > .05), L2 knowledge (χ² (2) = 5.146, p = .076 > .05), random guess (χ² (2) = .992, 
p = .609 > .05), and psychology imagery (χ² (2) = 1.654, p = .437 > .05). This uniformity in 
strategy utilization suggests that the usage frequency of these strategies remains consistent 
across the three proficiency groups.

Table 8
Kruskal-Wallis H test results for six strategies among proficiency groups

Overall, the use of all six strategies showed no significant differences among high-, intermediate-, 
and low-proficiency groups, suggesting that factors beyond language proficiency may influence 
metaphor comprehension. Sentence context and literal translation emerged as the most 
frequently used strategies across all groups while psychological imagery and L1 knowledge 
were the least utilized. Although some minor variations were observed – specifically, the 
low-proficiency group showed limited use of L1 and L2 knowledge strategies, and the 
intermediate-proficiency group displayed a similar trend with L1 knowledge – these differences 
did not reach statistical significance. Notably, advanced-proficiency participants exhibited 
a relatively higher usage of the L1 knowledge strategy but used psychological imagery less 
frequently. Moreover, strategy co-occurrence analysis highlighted the prevalence of 
combinations involving sentence context and literal translation, underscoring their central 
role in metaphor comprehension strategies across all proficiency levels.
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Q3: Which strategies employed by Chinese L2 learners significantly contribute to the 
comprehension of L2 metaphors?

A multiple linear regression analysis was run to predict whether proficiency levels and strategies 
contributed to learners’ L2 metaphor comprehension. As seen in Table 9, the results showed 
a significant model, F (7, 717) = 18.85, p < .001, R2 = .16. The significant predictors contributing 
to the comprehension of L2 metaphors included Chinese proficiency (t = 7.23, p < .001), 
sentence context (t = 2.15, p (.032) < .05), L2 knowledge (t = 2.520, p (.012) < .05), and random 
guess (t = 2.764, p (.006) < .01), but literal translation (t = .813, p (.416) > .05), L1 knowledge 
(t = .924, p (.356) >.05), and psychological imagery (t = 1.369, p (.171) > .05) were not. As such, 
learners with high language proficiency who made effective use of sentence context, L2 
knowledge, and random guess tended to have a better grasp of metaphors while strategies of 
literal translation, L1 knowledge, and psychological imagery did not significantly contribute to 
participants’ ability to comprehend metaphors.

Table 9
Multiple linear regression results for factors affecting metaphor comprehension

Model Summary

a. Predictors: (Constant), group, SC, LT, FK, SK, RG, PI

ANOVAa

a. Dependent Variable: Comprehension
b. Predictors: (Constant), proficiency, SC, LT, FK, SK, RG, PI

Coefficientsa

a. Dependent Variable: comprehension
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DISCUSSIONS

The current study identified six metaphor comprehension strategies used by L2 Chinese 
learners: sentence context, literal translation, L1 knowledge, L2 knowledge, random guess, 
and psychological imagery. The frequency of strategy use did not significantly vary across 
proficiency groups, suggesting these strategies are commonly employed regardless of 
proficiency level. This finding aligns with Wu et al. (2021), who observed a similar diversification 
in strategy use among L2 Chinese learners.

Of the six strategies, sentence context and literal translation were the most frequently used, 
consistent with previous studies (Ranong, 2014; Xu & Zhao, 2014). Sentence context, as the 
most common strategy, aids comprehension by leveraging linguistic forms embedded within 
phrases, sentences, and texts. However, despite increased proficiency, L2 learners often lack 
native-like sociocultural knowledge, leading to reliance on literal interpretation. Semantic cues 
related to the metaphor’s ground assist learners in differentiating between figurative and 
literal meanings, promoting a holistic comprehension approach (Cieślicka, 2015; Columbus 
et al., 2015; Gildea & Glucksberg, 1983). These findings underscore the crucial role of context 
in managing conflicts between literal and metaphorical interpretations, facilitating a broader 
semantic understanding.

Literal translation, another prominent strategy, highlights how learners often activate literal 
meanings first, as these meanings are more accessible in their mental lexicon. This is consistent 
with the Literal Salience Model, which suggests that literal meanings of idiom components are 
often more salient due to their established presence in learners' lexicons (Cieślicka, 2015; 
Giora, 1997). Charteris-Black (2002) further notes that L2 learners tend to interpret unfamiliar 
expressions literally, rather than drawing on pragmatic understanding.

Interestingly, L1 knowledge was the least used strategy among low- and intermediate- 
proficiency learners but was more common among advanced learners, supporting Language 
Transfer Theory (Selinker, 1969). As learners progress, they draw on L2-specific resources, 
reducing L1 interference in metaphor comprehension. Advanced learners more confidently 
integrate L1 and L2 knowledge, often recognizing similar phrases across languages and utilizing 
L1 cultural cues for improved comprehension (Singhal, 2001; Yule, 1996). Familiarity with 
L2 culture fosters more accurate interpretations, while reliance on L1 culture may lead to 
misinterpretations (Erten & Razi, 2009).

The study found no significant reduction in sentence context and random guess as proficiency 
increased, though proficiency seemed to correlate with reduced reliance on compensatory 
strategies like random guess. Low-proficiency learners often resorted to random guesses and 
psychological imagery, which helped fill gaps in linguistic and cultural knowledge. Advanced 
learners, however, utilized L2 knowledge to enhance accuracy, suggesting a developmental 
trend where proficiency reduces reliance on guessing strategies (Xu & Zhao, 2014).

While most findings align with prior research, a notable exception is the absence of syntactic 
analysis as a strategy, which contrasts with Xu and Zhao (2014) and Wu et al. (2021). This may 
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be because syntactic analysis is context-specific, relevant only in limited situations, or because 
participants lacked the grammatical expertise needed for this approach. Wu et al. (2021) found 
that learners use syntactic analysis only when confident in its application, potentially explaining 
its omission in this study.

Chinese proficiency significantly enhanced metaphor comprehension accuracy, which aligns 
with prior findings (Ranong, 2014; Yao, 2019; Zhang, 2017). Higher proficiency learners 
demonstrated a better grasp of cultural nuances, contributing to greater metaphor 
comprehension precision (Xu & Zhao, 2014). However, this result contrasts with Wu (2014), 
who found no significant relationship between proficiency and L2 idiom processing. These 
discrepancies may stem from differences in study design, such as varying proficiency grouping 
methods, as prior studies utilized a range of measures, including placement tests, grade levels, 
and vocabulary tests (Ranong, 2014; Xu & Zhao, 2014; Yao, 2019; Zhang, 2017).

Moreover, sentence context significantly influenced metaphor comprehension, consistent with 
previous findings that emphasize context as a compensatory tool for cultural and linguistic 
gaps in L2 learners (Wu et al., 2021; Xu & Zhao, 2014). Similarly, L2 knowledge was a critical 
factor in comprehension accuracy, as familiarity with Chinese language and culture allowed 
learners to navigate metaphors effectively, highlighting the embedded cultural nuances of 
Chinese metaphors (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980).

Contrary to expectations, literal meaning did not significantly contribute to accurate metaphor 
interpretation. Consistent with Xu and Zhao (2014), the participants’ limited cultural or 
linguistic knowledge may have hindered effective metaphor comprehension, despite 
understanding the inadequacy of literal interpretations. Additionally, neither literal translation 
nor L1 knowledge significantly affected accuracy, diverging from Wu et al. (2021), where both 
were key contributors. This discrepancy may result from differences in participant’s language 
proficiency; Wu et al.’s participants had advanced proficiency, enabling a nuanced understanding 
of literal and metaphorical meanings.

Unexpectedly, random guess emerged as a significant predictor of comprehension, suggesting 
that random guesses may sometimes be informed by subtle linguistic or contextual cues (Wu 
et al., 2021). In this study, participants occasionally arrived correct interpretations without 
articulating the rationale, which may explain why random guess contributed to comprehension. 
Some participants noted that they could sense a metaphor’s meaning even if they could not 
explain it fully.

Finally, the study found that participants engaged in both single and co-occurring strategy use, 
echoing previous research (Wu et al., 2019; Xu & Zhao, 2014). Analysis of strategy co-occurrence 
revealed that sentence context, literal translation, and psychological imagery often appeared 
in combination, with sentence context and literal interpretation typically initiating the 
sequence. Consistent with Wu et al. (2021), psychological imagery was used later in strategy 
sequences, reflecting a dynamic interaction between cues in the metaphor comprehension 
process. This sequential strategy use aligns with the Competition Model (Li & MacWhinney, 
2013), where learners prioritize salient cues, such as sentence context, to activate complementary 
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strategies for accurate interpretation. This model suggests that L2 learners adaptively transfer 
cue strengths from L1 to establish an independent L2 comprehension system (Green, 1993; 
Liu, 2009), and their use of literal interpretation, psychological imagery, and L2 knowledge 
highlights the adaptable nature of cue competition in effective metaphor comprehension.

CONCLUSIONS

This study examined metaphor comprehension strategies among L2 Chinese learners at various 
proficiency levels, exploring how proficiency impacts strategy use and comprehension accuracy. 
Findings indicate that learners across proficiency levels use a diverse range of strategies, with 
sentence context and literal translation emerging as the most dominant strategies. L1 knowledge 
is the least utilized, especially among low- and intermediate-level learners. Additionally, 
metaphor comprehension positively correlates with L2 proficiency, with higher proficiency 
leading to greater accuracy. Sentence context, L2 knowledge, and random guess contribute 
significantly to comprehension precision, while other strategies show limited effects. The study 
also identifies common co-occurring strategies, with sentence context, literal translation, and 
psychological imagery functioning as initial or sequentially triggered strategies. These findings 
support the Competition Model (Li & MacWhinney, 2013), as learners prioritize prominent 
cues (e.g., sentence context) to activate other strategies, promoting accurate interpretation. 
The observed trend that proficiency benefits metaphor comprehension but diminishes in 
impact at advanced levels adds valuable insight into L2 metaphor processing and has practical 
implications for language educators.

IMPLICATIONS

The study suggests several implications for L2 Chinese language pedagogy. Emphasizing 
sentence context and literal translation as foundational strategies across proficiency levels 
could enhance comprehension. An integrated approach to strategy training—encouraging the 
use of contextual, linguistic, and cultural cues—may benefit all learners. Given the similar 
strategy usage patterns across proficiency levels, instructional practices should aim to cultivate 
flexibility in strategy use, enhancing learners’ ability to select and apply the most suitable 
strategies based on context. This adaptive approach could help learners develop versatile 
metaphor comprehension skills, ultimately fostering a more nuanced understanding of Chinese 
language metaphors. Additionally, the link between higher Chinese proficiency and improved 
comprehension accuracy underscores the importance of combining metaphor training with 
overall language proficiency development, as more advanced language skills facilitate more 
precise metaphor interpretation. Language educators are encouraged to include culturally rich 
materials that bridge the gap between literal and figurative meanings, promoting learners’ 
ability to recognize and interpret culturally embedded metaphors accurately.
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LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

While this study provides valuable insights into metaphor comprehension strategies among 
L2 Chinese learners, certain limitations should be considered to inform future research 
directions. First, the study’s relatively small sample size may limit the generalizability of the 
findings. Expanding the sample in future studies could help validate these results across a 
broader population. Additionally, participants came from diverse L1 backgrounds, which, while 
reflective of real-world language diversity, may introduce subtle variations in metaphor 
comprehension. Future research might explore these differences further by incorporating 
more homogenous L1 backgrounds or by examining specific influences of varied L1 cultural 
frameworks. The requirement for participants to respond in Chinese, though designed to assess 
language-specific comprehension, may have posed challenges for lower-proficiency learners 
in expressing their full understanding. Allowing responses in both the target language and 
learners' L1 could yield a more nuanced view of their metaphor interpretation processes across 
proficiency levels.

Furthermore, the study includes “synonymous substitution” within the L2 knowledge strategy 
category. Future research could further investigate this strategy’s role in metaphor 
comprehension to ensure its relevance and clarify its impact. Finally, employing qualitative 
methods such as think-aloud protocols or follow-up interviews could offer additional insights 
into the cognitive processes and rationale behind participants’ strategy choices. Such approaches 
would provide a richer understanding of metaphor processing dynamics, helping to inform 
both theoretical models and instructional practices for L2 metaphor comprehension.
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Appendix A
Background of participants
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Appendix B
Chinese metaphorical test items for assessing comprehension
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