
processing skills and children’s idiom comprehension 

46 

Appendix One. Idioms used in the current study 

 

Transparent Familiar  Mean component 

rating 

Transparent Novel Mean component 

rating 

to get away with murder 4.00 to be caught between two fires 3.79 

to leave (somebody) out in the cold 3.67 to run around like scalded pigs 3.54 

to skate on thin ice 3.63 for good hunger there is no hard bread 3.42 

to rock the boat 3.58 to drown in a glass of water 3.08 

one’s bark is worse than one’s bite 3.39 to shoot sparrows with canons 3.08 

to cross swords with someone 3.38 to try to make a hole in water 3.04 

Opaque Familiar  Opaque Novel  

to carry a torch 2.79 the turtle is shrouded 2.25 

to go to pot 2.66 to eat the leaf 2.13 

to throw in the towel 2.54 to pet the horse first 2.11 

to be wet behind the ears 2.50 to be at the green 1.83 

to beat about the bush 2.42 to have salt in your pumpkin 1.83 
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to take the biscuit 2.42 to whistle in your thumb 1.63 

 

Note. Mean component ratings taken from Cain et al. (2005), in which undergraduate students rated the extent to which individual words 

or phrases, e.g. ‘to skate on’, ‘thin ice’ contributed to the figurative meaning (provided) of each idiom on a 5 point scale. Higher scores 

indicate a higher contribution and greater transparency.  
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Footnotes 

 
                                                

1 We use familiar idioms to refer to those that are common in British English, although this and other work indicates 
that these idioms were not fully known to this age group. In our original selection work (reported in detail in Cain et al., 
2005) ‘recognition’ scores from our participants indicated that 8-year-olds had not heard the novel transparent or novel 
opaque idioms before (Ms = .43 and .14, out of 6, respectively). In a subsequent study, we obtained familiarity ratings from 
16 native British-English speakers adults for the 24 idioms. No variants for novel idioms were reported. The two sets of real 
idioms (transparent and opaque) did not differ in their familiarity ratings, neither did the two sets of novel idioms: ps > .10, 
but all other contrasts were significant. Mean scores were real transparent = 2.4, real opaque = 2.8, novel transparent = 6.7, 
novel opaque = 6.8. Full details are reported in Cain and Towse (in press). 
 
2 In England, school entry and Year Group is based on age. Children are only held back or advanced a year in extremely exceptional 
circumstances and this was not the case for any of the children in this study. Hence, all of the children in Year 3 had their eighth birthday 
during that school academic year and had experienced the same number of years in formal education.  
3 The school did not provide age data for this study, but all children were in the same Year Group and none had been held 
back a year.   
4 Some answer booklets were left incomplete and these were not included in the analysis, leaving 22 children in the older age 
group.  


