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Integrating frame semantic resources 
in EFL instruction with a focus on deliberate 
metaphor

Abstract: This article explores the intersection between metaphor research, lexicog-
raphy and language teaching/learning. It is motivated by the general recognition of 
the ubiquity of metaphor in language and the growing interest in building electronic 
repositories of figurative language, along with its inadequate representation in foreign 
language instructional materials. With a view to demonstrating how frame semantic 
resources (FrameNet and MetaNet) can be used for enhancing EFL learners’ meta-
phorical competence, this article presents a typology of frame-based tasks for raising 
learners’ awareness of deliberate metaphor. A number of tasks are designed along a 
continuum from receptive to productive and from controlled to open-ended ones in 
order to illustrate the potential of frame semantic resources to serve as flexible teach-
ing/learning tools. Findings from using these tasks in a university EFL classroom show 
that frame-aided instruction can enhance learners’ metaphorical competence as this is 
reflected in L2 written data and learners’ own perceptions. 
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1 Introduction 
Metaphor research and lexicography have a bidirectional and mutually beneficial rela-
tionship. On the one hand, many authors (van der Meer 1999; Moon 2004; Geeraerts 
2007; Adamska-Sałaciak 2008; Atkins/Rundell 2008; Kövecses/Csábi 2014; Ostermann 
2015; Xu/Lou 2015; Dalpanagioti 2018, to name just a few) have explored the relevance 
of cognitive approaches to lexicography and, in particular, the Cognitive Theory of Met-
aphor and Metonymy (initiated by Lakoff/Johnson 1980) has informed learner’s diction-
aries like MED, which includes metaphor boxes. On the other hand, dictionary use has 
contributed to metaphor research, which has employed lexicographical (corpus) tech-
niques to examine metaphors in discourse and relied on dictionaries to operationalize 
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metaphor identification procedures (like MIP/VU) with consistency and replicability 
(Deignan 2015). 

The productive relationship between lexicography and cognitive linguistics has 
given rise to a new research direction, retrieving and annotating metaphors and meton-
ymies in digital databases. Providing an overview of the trending topic of building elec-
tronic repositories of figurative language, Bolognesi/Despot (2019) describe the pro-
gress that has been made from the early metaphor-annotated datasets like the Master 
Metaphor List to the most recent digital resources like MetaNet, its sister Croatian Met-
aphor Repository (MetaNet.HR), the Córdoba Metonymy Database, the VisMet Corpus 
of Visual Metaphors, Metaphor Magnet and other web services for figurative language 
generation. This wide variety of resources illustrates the different faces of metaphor 
(conventional metaphor, which may even be invisible, and novel metaphor, which is 
creative and disruptive), the different levels at which metaphor can occur (language 
or image, thought and communication), and different methods of metaphor identifica-
tion and analysis (manual vs. automated and top-down vs. bottom-up) that complement 
each other (ibid.).

Against this background, the present study adds one more facet to the interaction 
between lexicography and metaphor research and this is the user perspective in the 
context of foreign language teaching and learning. More precisely, the teaching/ learn-
ing goal the study focuses on is raising EFL learners’ awareness of deliberate meta-
phor, i.e. metaphor used as metaphor in communication between language users (Steen 
2017). This article reports on a classroom intervention that was theoretically informed 
by Frame Semantics and utilized frame-representational lexicographic resources, Fra-
meNet and MetaNet, to enhance (upper intermediate/ advanced) EFL learners’ produc-
tive metaphorical competence. After briefly discussing these lexicographic resources 
and the concepts of ‘deliberate metaphor’ and ‘metaphorical competence’, the article 
presents a typology of frame-based tasks for raising learners’ awareness of deliberate 
metaphor. It then shifts focus from the teacher’s to the learner’s perspective and inves-
tigates the learning outcomes of the frame-aided instruction by examining the use of 
potentially deliberate metaphor in learners’ essays and by exploring learners’ percep-
tions regarding the lexicographic resources used.

2  Background: Frame semantic resources, deliberate 
metaphor and language learning

This section sets the background of the study, which brings together lexicography (Fra-
meNet and MetaNet), metaphor research (Deliberate Metaphor Theory) and language 
learning (metaphorical competence). The aim of the study is to demonstrate how frame 
semantic resources can be used for designing tasks for raising EFL learners’ awareness 
of deliberate metaphor, and whether such a frame-aided instruction can enhance learn-
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ers’ metaphorical competence as this is reflected in L2 written data and learners’ own 
perceptions. 

Using FrameNet and MetaNet, the study draws on Frame Semantics, a theory of 
meaning that “emphasizes the continuities between language and experience” (Petruck 
1996: 1), as it is built on the idea that the meanings of words should be interpreted 
against common backgrounds of knowledge, the ‘semantic frames’ (Fillmore 1982). A 
frame consists of specific ‘frame elements’, which are the “various participants, props, 
and other conceptual roles” involved in the schematic representation of a situation 
(Fillmore/Petruck 2003: 359). The appeal of Frame Semantics is that it connects the con-
ceptual and linguistic levels of knowledge representation. This is done in practice in 
lexicographic resources like FrameNet and MetaNet. In the Berkeley FrameNet project 
frames, frame elements and frame-to-frame relations are described, frame-evoking 
lexical units are identified,1 and corpus-derived sentences are annotated in terms of 
frame elements, phrase types, and grammatical functions (Ruppenhofer et al. 2016: 
7–8). In the MetaNet project lexical units are associated with frames, which in turn are 
associated with conceptual metaphors, and linguistic metaphors are thus modelled as 
frame-to-frame mappings. MetaNet consists of a hierarchically-organized conceptual 
metaphor repository and a metaphor identification system that detects, categorizes, 
and analyzes expressions of metaphor in large-scale text corpora (David/Matlock 2018). 
As Stickles et al. (2016) note, MetaNet “owes much to the instantiation of Frame Seman-
tics in FrameNet”, yet MetaNet frames are not based directly on FrameNet frames but 
are developed in the process of metaphor analysis (p. 172). 

The present study uses both FrameNet and MetaNet (the MetaNet Metaphor Wiki) 
not only because they are interrelated and available online, but also in order to over-
come coverage limitations and add variety to the activities and the skills developed. 
For example, the MetaNet entry for the metaphor addressing social problems is 
waging war (see Figure 1) provides the mappings between the frame elements, authen-
tic illustrative examples and a graph with related metaphors. This information can 
assist metaphor understanding in a receptive activity concerning reading a text which 
systematically uses words related to war to talk about a social problem (e.g. poverty, 
climate change, cancer, etc.). However, in a productive activity that encourages finding 
a different perspective and appropriating concepts and language through metaphor to 
communicate a message, what is useful is not a list of metaphors (or frames) but rather 
access to descriptions of frames to work with more creatively. This need is better served 
by FrameNet in a detailed and user-friendly manner, as illustrated by Figure 2 which 
provides part of the description of the Travel frame. This frame involves a traveler 
that moves from a source to a goal along a path, and is evoked by LUs such as journey, 
trip, odyssey, pilgrimage. The frame elements are highlighted in different colors in the 
frame definition and in the example sentences. The Travel frame inherits from the 

1 The lexical unit (LU, i.e. word in one of its senses) is the basic unit of description.
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Figure 1: The MetaNet entry for the metaphor addressing social problems is waging war.
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more general frame Self_motion and is inherited by the more specific frame Setting_
out. These frames could be useful in activities which take account of metaphor research 
that calls for revisiting militaristic metaphors in more positive terms without evoking 
images of death, destruction and suffering (see e.g. Demjén/Semino 2017). On the whole, 
FrameNet and MetaNet have been chosen to supplement EFL instruction because their 
scope can go beyond conventionalized uses of words.

Relevant in this respect is Deliberate Metaphor Theory, which emphasizes meta-
phor analysis at three levels: linguistic, conceptual, and communicative (Steen 2008, 
2017, 2023). Deliberate Metaphor Theory draws attention to “the intentional use of 
metaphors as metaphors between sender and addressee” (Steen 2017: 1). The central 
feature of deliberate metaphor is the prominence of the source domain in the interpre-
tation of the metaphor, with the consequent creation of a new perspective on the target 
domain.2 There are two complementary approaches to the identification of deliberate 
metaphor: the semiotic approach, which focuses on textual analysis, and the behav-
ioural approach, which investigates the processing of metaphors through think-aloud 
protocols, interviews or experiments (Steen 2023). Deliberate metaphor not only has 
triggered much theoretical discussion about the concept of “deliberateness” and its 
implications (Di Biase-Dyson/Egg 2020), but it has also received attention from compu-
tational models like the Web service Metaphor Magnet, which exploits Web fragments 
to retrieve metaphors and uses algorithms for manipulating this knowledge in order 
to understand and generate novel deliberate metaphors (Bolognesi/Despot 2019: 8). In 
essence, Deliberate Metaphor Theory brings about a shift in research focus away from 
the unobtrusive metaphors in everyday language foregrounded by Conceptual Metaphor 
Theory (Lakoff/Johnson 1980) and a refocus on deliberately created, attention-drawing 

2 In Cognitive Linguistics the terms ‘domain’ and ‘frame’ refer to the same theoretical construct, i.e. a 
concept or knowledge system; “frames combine to form domain matrices” (Croft 2009: 14).

Figure 2: Part of FrameNet’s [Travel] frame description.
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metaphors typical of studies before Conceptual Metaphor Theory (Di Biase-Dyson/Egg 
2020: 3). However, this time metaphors are not considered to be isolated instances of 
creative acts aiming at embellishing literal forms of expression, but rather they serve 
communicative functions in discourse.

Metaphor is relevant to language learning and metaphorical competence is a core 
ability for L2 learners, as it can contribute to all areas of communicative competence, 
including grammatical, textual, illocutionary, sociolinguistic, and strategic competence 
(Littlemore/Low 2006). Metaphorical competence generally refers to “the comprehen-
sion, awareness, and retention of metaphor in speaking, writing, reading and/or lis-
tening” (O’Reilly/Marsen 2021: 26). Although metaphor is a common phenomenon in 
everyday language and an intrinsic part of thought and communication, it is still not 
well represented in the Common European Framework of References for Languages 
(CEFR) or in textbooks (MacArthur 2017: 418; Nacey 2017: 510; Ahlgren/Golden/Mag-
nusson 2021: 197). Finding ways to develop learners’ metaphorical competence is 
still an open question and has stimulated the classroom intervention reported in this 
article. In designing and implementing tasks that enhance L2 metaphorical compe-
tence, we take account of previous studies that explore the use of online lexicographic 
tools for this purpose. For example, in the context of teaching Spanish as a foreign 
language Jódar-Sánchez (2019) outlines preliminary ideas on how FrameNet and 
MetaNet could be used in activities that ask learners to identify metaphors in example 
sentences and to discover frame element mappings between source and target frames. 
Similarly, Campoy-Cubillo/Esbrí-Blasco (2022) present dictionary-based tasks on figu-
rative language following a cognitive-semantic approach; their tasks focus on idioms 
and use online dictionaries to promote students’ learning of both and understanding 
of metaphorical language. Against this background, we set out to explore the pedagog-
ical potential of frame semantic resources in enhancing EFL learners’ metaphorical 
competence by proposing a more comprehensive framework for designing tasks and 
by shifting the focus beyond conventionalized metaphorical uses of individual lexical 
items and idioms.

3  Designing frame-based tasks for raising learners’ 
awareness of deliberate metaphor

This section aims to bridge the gap between theory and practice by proposing a flexible 
framework for designing contextualized tasks that raise learners’ awareness of deliber-
ate metaphor. In the proposed frame-based tasks learners’ attention is explicitly drawn 
to metaphorical language use in natural discourse, and frame semantic resources (Fra-
meNet and MetaNet) play a key role in their design and implementation. To illustrate 
the potential of these resources for metaphor instruction, Table 1 provides sample tasks 
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that concern both receptive and productive language use and activate different learn-
ing processes ranging from bottom-up to top-down strategies in reading and from con-
trolled to guided to free practice in writing. 

The tasks were developed and implemented in a university EFL course for first-
year students majoring in English. The course aimed at developing students’ EFL skills 
through a focus on the descriptive/narrative genre. The students’ level of proficiency in 
English was B2+/C1 (CEFR), as measured by the Oxford Placement Test, and they were 
familiar with online learner’s dictionaries. They did not receive prior (decontextual-
ized) training in the use of FrameNet or MetaNet, but rather the tools were introduced 
in the context of the tasks at hand. The tasks were part of a series of pilot lessons that 
integrated Frame Semantics with Task-Based Language Teaching in order to raise learn-
ers’ awareness of not only the form and meaning of metaphors but also, most impor-
tantly, their use in discourse. Presenting details about the proposed frame-inspired task-
based approach to metaphor teaching and learning lies outside the scope of this paper; 
for an overview see previous work (Dalpanagioti 2021; 2022; 2023), which justifies the 
compatibility of the two models combined, points out what each model can gain from 
this integration, provides illustrative lesson plans, and presents preliminary findings 
about the effectiveness of the approach. What this paper focuses on is the central role 
of the frame semantic resources in this approach. This is demonstrated through the 
sample tasks in Table 1, which have been taken from different teaching units on topics 
such as life stories, film/book reviews, experiences of illness and disease, natural disas-
ters, iconic monuments, and climate change.

Starting with the receptive tasks, they involve learners in the close deliberate study 
of short texts (intensive reading) and aim to stimulate ‘noticing’, the first cognitive 
process encouraging learning (Nation 2013). Tasks (a)–(d) provide extracts from web 
articles3 and call learners to notice that they pivot on potentially deliberate metaphor at 
the levels of language, thought, and communication. Following a bottom-up procedure, 
in tasks (a)–(b) learners need to focus on the highlighted words in the texts and identify 
the frames they evoke in the particular context. There are variations on the way this 
can be done using FrameNet. We can ask learners either to first guess and then check 
their answers against frame definitions (task a) or to look up the words using FrameN-
et’s search box and choose the most appropriate frame by comparing contextual clues 
to frame definitions (task b). In any case, learners become aware that words referring 
to physical motion or force are used metaphorically in the texts to refer to a hurricane 
(task a) or a movie (task b). MetaNet is then used to link the linguistic with the concep-
tual dimension of metaphor; once again learners may either first guess the underlying 
metaphor and then reinforce their answer by finding more examples in the relevant 

3 The authentic L2 texts were checked for the level of proficiency they are suitable for by means of the 
Text Analyzer.
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MetaNet entries (task a) or first read relevant metaphor entries and then relate them to 
the context at hand (task b). During this inductive procedure of identifying source and 
target frames, the teacher’s role is to guide learners step by step and offer simplified 
information – e.g. about concepts such as ‘frame’ (a situation with specific participants) 
and ‘mapping’ (correspondence), the typical representation of metaphor (target frame 
is source frame), the components of the resources – gradually when it becomes neces-
sary without overwhelming them with technical terms or details. At a discoursal level, 
learners are encouraged to notice the recurrent (and hence potentially deliberate) use 
of the same source frames for creating vivid images and textual cohesion.

A top-down procedure is used in tasks (c)–(d). Learners first get an overall picture 
of the metaphors underlying the texts at hand and consider the conceptual mappings 
between the elements of the source and target frames using MetaNet. Metaphor-related 
words are not highlighted in the texts, but rather learners are asked to trace them, 
thus seeing how metaphor in thought is expressed in language. What grabs learners’ 
attention –and makes the tasks manageable– is the fact that several words in consec-
utive sentences activate the same source frame (person in task c and war in task d) to 
describe the same target frame (clock tower in task c and climate change in task d). 
Learners are guided to realize that the metaphor which runs through the whole text 
creates an effect at the level of communication; it builds an evocative image and makes 
the text more emotionally resonant.

Moving to productive tasks, learners get practice in retrieving metaphor-related 
words and phrases and gradually creating their own extended metaphors to express 
messages. Tasks (e)–(j) are organized along a continuum from those that involve a great 
deal of teacher control to those that involve more learner choice. For instance, (e)–(f) 
are completion activities which can serve as the first step towards bringing receptive 
metaphors into productive use. To find what is missing from existing, authentic texts, 
learners need to extend the use of a metaphor over consecutive clauses in task (e) or 
different parts of a longer text in task (f). Such language-focused learning activities typ-
ically provide a high degree of success to learners, who thus gain confidence in retriev-
ing information (frame-evoking words and their usage patterns) from FrameNet and 
MetaNet. 

Collaborative guided activities aim to bridge the gap between restricted and free, 
creative expression in L2 by opening up more options and search paths. For example, 
building on task (f), task (g) calls learners to work in pairs and use a different source 
frame to write a hopeful quote to inspire people who experience a chronic disease. 
Scaffolding takes various forms, such as interacting with peers, finding naturally-occur-
ring texts to use as models, getting hints for metaphors, using FrameNet as a source of 
relevant lexical items (and corpus-derived examples) to choose from and use in context. 
However, as tasks become more open and student-directed, the limitations of frame 
semantic resources in terms of coverage become evident. For example, learners may 
not find MetaNet entries for metaphors they have in mind and wish to use in their text. 
This limitation, which is due to the ongoing nature of the project, serves as a spring-
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board for designing a different type of guided activity which is illustrated by task (h). 
Building on task (d), which familiarized learners with the metaphor addressing social 
problems is waging war at the textual and conceptual level, task (h) involves them 
in compiling an entry for another metaphor encountered in texts but not included in 
MetaNet.4 Step-by-step instructions (e.g. deciding on frames, selecting authentic illustra-
tive examples, identifying frame mappings) are provided to scaffold this inquiry-based 
learning activity that helps learners in how to work as writers to structure their texts 
on an extended metaphor.

Table 1 concludes with tasks that aim to increase the fluency with which learners 
can deliberately use metaphor to communicate a message. Tasks (i)–(j) involve learners 
in production of larger amounts of coherent text and more autonomous use of frame 
semantic resources. Learners may exploit conventional metaphors (task i) or employ 
a new perspective to revisit a conventional metaphor (task j); yet, in both cases atten-
tion is drawn to the communicative functions of deliberate metaphor such as reconcep-
tualising a target phenomenon, highlighting/ hiding some of its aspects, and evoking 
 feelings. 

On the whole, frame semantic resources seem to be flexible tools that can be 
exploited in metaphor-related tasks in various ways to promote discovery learning 
and critical thinking. FrameNet and MetaNet have been integrated directly and explic-
itly, in a simple or more sophisticated manner, in a number of tasks organized along a 
continuum from receptive to productive and from controlled to open-ended ones. This 
continuum can be extended on both ends to cater for the needs and skills of different 
learners. At one end, in line with indirect Data-Driven Learning, teachers could use 
frame semantic resources implicitly to design similar (but simplified) metaphor-related 
tasks without asking learners to act as researchers. At the other end, tasks could become 
more challenging (and technical) by involving learners in more elaborate look-ups com-
bining frame semantic resources and learner’s dictionaries, onomasiological and sema-
siological trajectories. In an attempt to strike a balance, Table 1 has focused on integrat-
ing frame semantic resources in metaphor-related tasks that combine meaning-focused 
input, language-focused learning, meaning-focused output and fluency development 
(Nation 2013: 591).

4 Collaborative compilation of dictionary entries seems to be an emerging learning tool that can be used 
for promoting awareness of different aspects of language (see e.g. Caruso 2024).
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4  Classroom implementation: Learning outcomes 
and perceptions

4.1 Learning outcomes: productive metaphorical competence

Teaching materials designed along these lines are expected to enhance learners’ met-
aphorical competence. In order to investigate the learners’ perspective in practice, we 
focus on one aspect of metaphorical competence, productive metaphorical compe-
tence, and investigate the use of potentially deliberate metaphor in learners’ essays. In 
the context of the university EFL course described in section 3, we collected students’ 
descriptive/narrative essays on the same topic at the end of two different semesters; one 
group of 20 students had received prior frame-aided instruction through the activities 
discussed in section 3, while the other group (of 20 students) had not. A corpus was thus 
compiled, consisting of 40 student texts written as an in-class exam, with no access to 
any kind of dictionary, in response to the prompt: “Write a story including the following 
words: The once bustling city was eerily still and dark. Give your story a title”.

The tool used for identifying potentially deliberate metaphor in this learner corpus 
is the Deliberate Metaphor Identification Procedure (DMIP), a method for the system-
atic and reliable analysis of deliberate metaphor in language data (Reijnierse et al. 
2018). DMIP is built on MIPVU (Metaphor Identification Procedure Vrije Universiteit), 
which is a step-by-step protocol for identifying metaphor-related words (MRWs) in dis-
course (Steen et al. 2010). In brief, the MIPVU-protocol requires the analyst to work in 
the following way: (1) to read the text to get a general understanding of the meaning; (2) 
to determine the lexical units (LUs) in the text;5 (3) to establish contextual meaning for 
each LU; to establish a more basic contemporary meaning for each LU; to decide whether 
the contextual meaning is sufficiently distinct from and has some form of similarity to 
the basic meaning;6 (4) if the response is affirmative, the LU is marked as metaphorical 
(MRW), and more precisely as “indirect” metaphor. The MIPVU-protocol differentiates 
“indirect” metaphor from “direct” metaphor. In the former case, the indirect use of a 
word “may potentially be explained by some form of cross-domain mapping from a 
more basic meaning of that word”, while in the latter case “an underlying cross-domain 
mapping is triggered through ‘direct’ language use, where there is no contrast between 
the basic and contextual senses” but there is often an explicit signal (metaphor flag) 
such as like, as, seem, etc. (Steen et al. 2010: 25–26). After MRWs are identified by apply-
ing MIPVU, DMIP sets out to determine the communicative value of each MRW as either 

5 The lexical unit (LU) is the unit of analysis in MIPVU and does not always correspond to the or-
thographic word; this is the case, for instance, for phrasal verbs and multiword expressions (see Steen 
et al. 2010: 26–32).
6 MIPVU prescribes the use of specific English learner’s dictionaries for determining LUs and establish-
ing contextual and basic meanings. LDOCE was used in the present study.
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deliberate or non-deliberate cross-domain comparison by posing the question “Is the 
source domain of the MRW part of the referential meaning of the utterance in which the 
MRW is used?” If the answer is affirmative, the MRW is coded as potentially deliberate 
(Reijnierse et al. 2018: 136–137). The presence of the source domain in the referential 
meaning of an utterance can be determined by looking for co-textual cues that point, 
for example, to a direct metaphor, a novel (indirect) metaphor, an extended metaphor 
or a recurrent metaphor (Reijnierse et al. 2020). These types of potentially deliberate 
metaphor are discussed in this section in relation to extracts from the student texts 
provided in Table 2.

Table 2 aims to show the differences between the student texts produced without 
prior frame-aided instruction (ST1–20) and those produced with prior frame-aided 
instruction (ST21–40). It presents the properties of each individual text because the 
focus of the analysis is qualitative. Yet, what is striking from a quantitative perspective 
is the difference in the overall amount of metaphor (and potentially deliberate met-
aphor in particular) used in the two groups of student texts. Metaphor density – cal-
culated as “the number of metaphors per total number of lexical units in the sample” 
(Nacey et al. 2019: 43) – is significantly higher in the second group of texts than in the 
first one.7 Similarly, the number of potentially deliberate MRWs is considerably higher 
in the second group of texts; more precisely, out of 507 MRWs in ST21–40, 190 were 
identified as potentially deliberate (37.4%), whereas out of 269 MRWs in ST1–20, 37 
were identified as potentially deliberate (13.7%). From a qualitative perspective, it is 
important to spot the differences in the types of potentially deliberate MRWs found in 
the two groups of texts. These are illustrated by means of sample extracts from each 
student text, where only potentially deliberate MRWs are marked using the following 
codes: indirect metaphor; direct metaphor; metaphor flag.8

The metaphor type observed most frequently in both groups of texts is the use of 
similes signalled by a metaphor flag (e.g. like, as if, as, resemble, call, seem). These are 
instances of direct metaphor; they form a deviation from the topic under discussion 
(most of the times, description of a city) and explicitly instruct the recipient to set up a 
cross-domain comparison between the referents of the words in the text. Because of the 

7 In the first group of student texts (ST1–20) the average metaphor density is 3.2%, ranging from a 
minimum of 1.2% to a maximum of 4.2%, with a standard deviation of 0.79%. In the second group of 
texts (ST21–40) the average metaphor density is 6.7%, ranging from 3.2% to 13.5%, with a standard de-
viation of 2.3%. If we compare these metaphor densities to figures reported in previous research for L1 
English texts of similar genre – e.g. Steen et al. (2010: 195) report metaphor densities of 10.8% for fiction 
and 15.3% for news in the British National Corpus) – we realize the importance of metaphor-related 
 instruction.
8 In this small-scale study metaphor codings were provided by only one researcher, who is however a 
certified participant of the VU winter school Finding Metaphors – The Pragglejaz Experience.
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sudden (and signalled) introduction of referents from an external source domain (e.g. 
rainbow, horror movie, hell, hive), these metaphors stand out as metaphors and can be 
seen as manifestations of potentially deliberate metaphor in language use. Following 
MIPVU (Steen et al. 2010: 57), all content words that are part of a topically incongruous 
stretch of text are marked as direct MRWs. We can thus notice that the source domain is 
used more elaborately in the second group of texts; for instance, this is evident when we 
compare the isolated references to a horror movie in ST4 and ST5 to the horror movie 
scenarios created in ST21 and ST29. An interesting case of direct metaphor is found in 
ST34, where an earthquake is referred to as a monster, but the topic shift (and cross-do-
main mapping) is not signalled with a metaphor flag.

While in the first group of texts potentially deliberate MRWs are almost exclusively 
direct metaphors, in the second one a number of indirect metaphors are also identi-
fied. In indirect metaphor a cross-domain mapping is not triggered through direct lan-
guage use but through a contrast between the contextual and a more basic meaning 
of a word (Steen et al. 2010). In some cases, the contextual (target domain) meaning 
is not available in dictionaries and the MRWs are considered novel, and hence poten-
tially deliberate, since they introduce a new perspective to the target domain. Consider, 
for example, hive, bee, stinger in ST31, ST37 and ST40; their contextual meaning (about 
citizens) is not conventionalised in dictionaries, yet is sufficiently distinct from their 
basic meaning (about bees) and the two meanings are related by comparison (i.e. we 
understand human behaviour in terms of bee behaviour). In most cases, however, 
there is a conventionalised target-domain meaning available in dictionaries, and the 
reason why indirect MRWs are considered potentially deliberate is that they form part 
of an extended metaphor; consider, for instance, the first sentence in ST32 and ST35, 
where the same source-target domain mapping stretches over two or more consecutive 
clauses. When words relating to the same source domain appear in different parts of 
the text (not necessarily consecutive clauses), there is a recurrent metaphor (Reijnierse 
et al. 2020: 30). This type of potentially deliberate metaphor is found only in the second 
group of texts (e.g. ST27, ST31, ST32, ST35, ST37, ST40). 

On the whole, despite individual variations, there is a clear difference between 
the two groups of student texts. The use of potentially deliberate metaphor is both 
quantitatively and qualitatively restricted in the essays produced without prior frame-
aided instruction. By contrast, the essays produced by the students who had attended 
the intervention programme exhibit a variety of potentially deliberate metaphors that 
make the description more vivid, grab the reader’s attention and create textual cohe-
sion. This is often evident even in the title of the text; consider, for example, the titles: 
“A journey like a movie” in ST21, “The invisible enemy” in ST32, “Europe’s dead hive” 
in ST40. In half of the essays the title underscores the intentional nature of the compar-
isons and the deliberate use of metaphor as a discursive framework, providing more 
convincing evidence of learners’ increased metaphorical competence.
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4.2 Learners’ perceptions

At the end of the course, the students who attended the frame-aided instruction 
were engaged in a follow-up focus group, where they shared their views about the 
 metaphor-related tasks and the resources used. The students were split in four groups 
and each focus group session was conducted online via Zoom and lasted approximately 
30 minutes. The discussion was structured in three parts: (a) awareness of the elements 
of a successful description/narrative, (b) preferences of tasks, and (c) reflections upon 
the use of FrameNet and MetaNet (advantages, disadvantages, suggestions). 

In the first part of the discussion, the elements of a successful description/narrative 
that learners mentioned most frequently were narrative structure, wide variety of col-
locations and appropriate tenses, while they made special reference to the use of meta-
phor to connect diverse images, create a vivid effect and add coherence to their text. In 
the second part of the discussion, the students agreed that they liked most the tasks that 
involved them in pair or group work with a view to producing a text on an interesting 
topic (e.g. see tasks g and i in Table 1). On the other hand, they could not agree on a task 
that they particularly disliked, but some of them (7/20) reported not feeling comfortable 
with the attention to metalinguistic and metalexicographic knowledge in tasks like (h) 
in Table 1.

The third part of the discussion revealed learners’ perceptions of the lexicographic 
resources they were introduced to. As expected, they reported that it was easier for 
them to use FrameNet and MetaNet in receptive rather than productive tasks. That is 
why tasks that worked well in all pilot lessons were those in which students used Fra-
meNet to identify the frames evoked by several items in an authentic text and MetaNet 
to understand the metaphor that runs through the whole text (e.g. see tasks a–d in 
Table 1). Similarly, they enjoyed matching activities (like task e), while they sometimes 
struggled with gap-filling activities (like task f) because they felt the need to consult 
conventional dictionaries in addition to the frame semantic tools in order to find defini-
tions and collocations. What was even more difficult for students was the more autono-
mous use of these tools in activities that involved them in production (e.g. see tasks g–j), 
but at the same time this is what they felt was really new and useful for improving their 
language skills. By way of illustration, some comments pointing out the usefulness of 
the resources to them are reproduced “as is” below.

 – FrameNet helps us get ideas about the situation we wish to describe and find more 
relevant words.

 – FrameNet categorizes, colours, structures the lesson and our thought process.
 – I used FrameNet in a poetry course to understand the connection between two ele-

ments.
 – MetaNet clarifies metaphor; I would use it outside classroom to organize my 

thoughts.
 – MetaNet gives us food for thought; it can help us understand hidden meanings in 

texts and create new metaphors in our texts.
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However, disadvantages were also reported and mainly concern difficulties in navi-
gation and limited content. More precisely, they found the structure of the websites 
complicated, they could not always find the lexical items they needed in FrameNet, and 
they felt that it was not easy to work with MetaNet because there are few examples. 
Based on their (limited) experience with FrameNet and MetaNet, the students made 
some suggestions for their improvement as learning tools. Their suggestions point to 
the following considerations:

 – creating a simplified learner-friendly interface (e.g. with instructions for users and 
tutorial videos)

 – adding more content (e.g. more lexical items in FrameNet, more metaphors and 
usage examples in MetaNet)

 – linking frame-semantic resources with conventional dictionaries (e.g. hyperlinks to 
English learner’s dictionaries, and in particular the definitions, collocation boxes 
and usage examples)

 – giving learners the opportunity to add their own entries to these resources (thus 
promoting learner involvement and autonomy).

On the whole, as a qualitative research tool, focus groups provide the opportunity to 
gather a variety of experiences and gain a better understanding of learners’ attitudes. 
Enthusiastic voices were heard underlining the potential for teamwork, creativity, 
diversity and critical thinking, but some conservative responses were also expressed as 
a result of being overwhelmed by metaphor or the tools they were unfamiliar with. In 
any case, all students agreed that they became aware of a creative linguistic resource 
(deliberate metaphor) and two lexicographic resources (FrameNet and MetaNet), which 
they could use according to their own needs and desires.

5 Conclusion
The aim of this article was to integrate theoretical insights from metaphor research and 
relevant lexicographic resources into EFL teaching and learning. A number of frame-
based tasks were presented along a continuum from receptive to productive and from 
controlled to open-ended ones in order to demonstrate how frame semantic resources 
(FrameNet and MetaNet) can be used for enhancing EFL learners’ metaphorical com-
petence. The tasks were implemented in a university EFL course in order to investigate 
their effectiveness. Findings were discussed based on (a) the comparative analysis of 
metaphor use in learners’ essays produced with and without prior frame-aided instruc-
tion, and (b) the examination of learners’ perceptions through focus groups. Both learn-
ers’ performance in metaphor production and their attitudes provided overall positive 
feedback about frame-aided instruction.
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This exploratory study can serve as a starting point for generating and implement-
ing frame-based teaching materials for metaphor-related or other purposes. However, 
in designing tasks using FrameNet and MetaNet, a difficulty which is expected to be 
encountered is related to the coverage of these frame semantic tools. Both FrameNet 
and MetaNet are ongoing projects and, since there is yet no complete inventory of 
frames, frame-evoking lexical units, realization patterns, frame relations, metaphors, 
source-target frame mappings, examples, etc., we may not find all the information we 
need for a communicative task-based lesson. Furthermore, since these lexicographic 
tools are not primarily designed for foreign language teaching, they do not organize 
information in terms of criteria useful to lesson planning (e.g. level of proficiency, fre-
quency).

Despite these limitations, the tasks presented in this study show that frame seman-
tic resources are flexible tools that can be exploited in various ways to develop language 
awareness along with dictionary skills. Taking account of advanced learners’ needs, 
we integrated FrameNet and MetaNet directly and explicitly in metaphor-related tasks 
promoting discovery learning and critical thinking. However, these online encyclope-
dic repositories of knowledge could also be used implicitly by teachers to inform their 
instructional practices and decisions without asking learners to act as researchers. 
Viewing frame-aided instruction in terms of a continuum, teachers could adapt the use 
of frame semantic resources to the level and needs of their students and plan the neces-
sary scaffolding for learning. To reinforce the pedagogical potential of these resources, 
future research could explore ways of making them more accessible and attractive to 
both teachers and learners. For example, frame-evoking items could be linked to words 
and phrases in CEFR-informed reference sources like the English Vocabulary Profile, 
simplified versions of the original frame semantic resources could be created (e.g. sim-
ilarly to the G-FOL project for learners of German), and a bank of tasks could be linked 
to frames and metaphors. 

Data availability: Data will be made available on request.
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