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PHRASEOLOGICAL OPTIMUM IN TEACHING FOREIGN 
LANGUAGES 

D. Kuzmanovska, S. Kirova, B. Ivanova, V. Mrmeska 

University "Goce Delcev" Stip (MACEDONIA) 

Abstract 
The paper is based on a research of the representation and knowledge of German phraseology, for 
which several phraseological dictionaries and dictionaries of German as a foreign language have been 
used and native speakers of German were surveyed, i.e. a total number of 1,112 German 
phraseologisms have been analyzed. 

The list of the 143 most widely used and well-known German phraseologisms for which the authors say 
that it is the “phraseological optimum” for German as a foreign language is in the focus of our research. 
Out of this, a total number of 50 most popular German phraseologisms and their equivalents in English 
are chosen for our research.  

Therefore, we will use this optimum as the starting point for our research. We will also try, by using an 
appropriate questionnaire, to find out what the state of the so-called “phraseological optimum” is with 
students studying German and English as foreign languages at the Department of German Language 
and the Department of English Language at the Faculty of Philology at the Goce Delcev University in 
Stip, R. Macedonia, with students from the first to the fourth year. 

Keywords: Phraseologism, representation, equivalence, recognizability. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
Nowadays more and more scientific articles and research are directed towards the educational process 
and to detecting their weaknesses and their timely removal to improve it. Such is the project titled 
"Supplemental instruction as a tool for improving students’ language competence at the Faculty of 
Philology" at the University "Goce Delcev" in Stip, the Republic of Macedonia, which tries to offer a 
number of interesting solutions for the detected problems occurring during foreign language teaching, 
among which one of the most creative ones is determining the so-called "phraseological optimum" 
required for students of foreign languages at the Departments of German language and literature and 
English language and literature. The question to be answered is why we need this phraseological 
optimum. 

Daß der Phraseologie für den Fremdsprachenunterricht eine besondere Bedeutung 
zukommt, dürfte außer Frage stehen. Die Befähigung zu einer auch nur begrenzten 
Kommunikation in einer Fremdsprache ist ohne eine minimale Beherrschung der 
Phraseologie nicht möglich. 

(Fleischer 1982: 32)  

The answer was given by Fleischer in 1982 when he said that phraseology is, without any doubt, of 
particular importance for foreign language teaching, and that the ability to communicate, even limited to 
a foreign language, is not possible without a minimum knowledge of phraseology. So, in 1982 he 
announced that the knowledge of the phraseological optimum is of great importance for a successful 
communication in both German and English as the two most common languages in the world, and in 
2006 a group of authors Erla Hallsteinsdottir/Monika Šajankova/Uwe Quasthoff's in their work with the 
title Phraseologisches Optimum für Deutsch als Fremdsprache, provided a tabular view of their 
research, citing 143 phraseologisms as the so-called phraseological optimum. In 2017, through our 
project, we are trying to take over a part of this table for the analysis of the so-called phraseological 
optimum and its vision in our students-learners of German and English as foreign languages. Since we 
are talking about an extensive phraseological material of 143 phraseologisms, we have tried to reduce 
it to a total of 45 phraseologisms taken from the tabular display of the phraseological optimum according 
to the criterion "known phraseologisms" that carry the index from 91 to 100 of the same table. 
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2 RESEARCH DESCRIPTION 
The aim of this paper is, above all, descriptive, that is, we insist on determining the general and dominant 
attitude of students regarding the representation of phraseology in the teaching of a foreign language. 
This research involved 50 students from the first to the fourth year from the Departments of German 
Language and Literature and English Language and Literature, the Faculty of Philology at the University 
"Goce Delcev" in Stip, the Republic of Macedonia, who voluntarily and anonymously participated in the 
survey and had the task of answering 4 questions related to each of the 45 most well-known 
phraseologisms listed as the phraseological optimum with an index of 91 to 100, indexed by the degree 
of their recognizability. Through the offered questions, the students were to express their knowledge 
and experiences related to phraseology and thus help to confirm the so-called phraseological optimum 
that would be proposed in the curricula and classes in a foreign language. The teachers who conducted 
the survey had the role of observers and were not allowed to suggest or influence students' responses 
in order to get a realistic picture of the phraseological optimum through which the place and role of 
phraseology in modern foreign language teaching could be determined. The students did not have a 
time limit, and, on average, they took about 15 minutes to answer the questions. The questionnaire 
consisted of the 50 most mentioned well-known phraseologisms listed as questions to which students 
responded according to the Likert scale method, where five attitudes were offered: 

1 DK - I don’t know this phraseologism;  
2 K- I know this phraseologism (I have heard/read it), but I don’t use it in communication; 
3 KU  - I know this phraseologism and use it (or could use it in a given context); 
4 KEU - I know the equivalent phraseologism in my mother tongue and use it; 
5 KEDU - I know the equivalent phraseologism in my mother tongue but don’t use it. 

Students gave answers to each question, which were subsequently calculated. This research was 
conducted in order to determine the so-called phraseological optimum to help learners of foreign 
languages, in our case German and English, in R. Macedonia and get a clear picture of the most 
represented and well-known German and English phraseologisms that each connoisseur of these two 
foreign languages should have in his/her vocabulary. This research is just one part of a more elaborate 
project dedicated to phraseology in general, but in this paper, we try to give an overview of the obtained 
initial results of field research and dedicated to phraseology in the direction of improving the language 
competences of the learners of these foreign languages in the Republic of Macedonia. The goal is to 
identify the weaknesses or the advantages of this phenomenon in the teaching process and to take 
concrete steps for their improvement. 

3 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The following table presents the statistical data resulting from the processing of data obtained from the 
students’ questionnaires: 

Table 1. Questionnaire in German language. 

 K DK KU KEU KEDU 
1. auf Anhieb 80,5% 5,5% 14% / / 
2. jn/etw. im Auge haben 91% / 5% 4% / 
3. jn/etw. aus den Augen verlieren 35% 10% 20% 35% / 
4. Bescheid wissen 91% / 5% 4% / 
5. unter Dach und Fach sein 75% / 15% 10% / 
6. jn. um die Ecke bringen 10% 5% 20% 10% 55% 
7. etw. auf Eis legen 75% / 15% 10% / 
8. etw. auf eigene Faust tun 35% 45% 10% 10% / 
9. jm. auf den Fersen bleiben/sein 55% 25% / 15% 5% 
10. jm. auf die Finger sehen 75% / 15% 10% / 
11. etw. in den Griff bekommen 91% / 5% 4% / 
12.  im Großen und Ganzen 91% / 5% 4% / 
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13. etw. auf den Grund gehen 25% 15% 5% 45% 10% 
14. jm. um den Hals fallen 75% / 15% 10% / 
15. alle Hände voll zu tun haben 80,5% 5,5% 14% / / 
16. etw. in die Hand nehmen 91% / 5% 4% / 
17. klar auf die Hand liegen 35% 10% 20% 35% / 
18. jm. am Herzen liegen 75% / 15% 10% / 
19.  von ganzem Herz 35% 10% 20% 35% / 
20.  auf heiterem Himmel 25% 15% 5% 45% 10% 
21. nach langem Hin und Her 75% / 15% 10% / 
22. etw/jn in Kauf nehmen 91% / 5% 4% / 
23. auf der Kippe stehen 65% 5% 10% 5% 15% 
24. sich über etw. im Klaren sein 10% 5% 20% 10% 55% 
25. sich etw. durch den Kopf gehen lassen 91% / 5% 4% / 
26. sich etw. in den Kopf setzen 35% 45% 10% 10% / 
27. auf dem Laufenden sein 80,5% 5,5% 14% / / 
28. hinter/auf dem Mond leben 75% / 15% 10% / 
29. jm auf die Nerven fallen/gehen 75% / 15% 10% / 
30.  die Nase voll haben 20% 15% / / 65% 
31. Pech haben 91% / 5% 4% / 
32. etw. auf die Punkt bringen 91% / 5% 4% / 
33. jn zur Rede stellen 75% / 15% 10% / 
34. an der Reihe sein 91% / 5% 4% / 
35. eine große Rolle spielen 91% / 5% 4% / 
36. aus der Reihe tanzen 35% 45% 10% 10% / 
37. über die Runden kommen 75% / 15% 10% / 
38. Schlange stehen 75% / 15% 10% / 
39. schwarz auf weiß haben 91% / 5% 4% / 
40.  in den Sternen stehen 75% / 15% 10% / 
41. jn im Stich lassen 15% / 25% 40% 20% 
42. Tag und Nacht 100% / 5% 4% / 
43. jm über den Weg laufen  35% 10% 20% 35% / 
44. das letzte Wort haben 91% / 5% 4% 10% 
45. zwischen den Zeilen lesen 75% / 15% 10% / 

4 CONCLUSION 
Analyzing students’ responses in the research, we can conclude that our students, German and English 
language learners, as two of the most widely used foreign languages, are aware of the importance of 
phraseology in the process of learning a foreign language and, accordingly, try to gain more additional 
information about them from their teachers, the Internet and dictionaries. This study gives us a clear 
picture of the presence or, rather, of the insufficient representation of phraseology in foreign language 
teaching and in foreign language textbooks. We can freely state that foreign language teachers are 
those who try to complement students' knowledge of phraseology through their additional engagement, 
which is commendable when it comes to such a kind of characteristic language category. As additional 
conclusions based on this research we present the following: 

• students are interested in studying phraseology as an important communication tool; 

• there is no sufficient representation of phraseologisms in foreign language textbooks; 
• a greater level of knowledge of phraseology is the merit of the individual additional engagement 

of the teacher; 
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• an appropriate approach is needed in relation to phraseologsms in the teaching process, as well 
as developing appropriate techniques for their successful implementation in the teaching process 
in order to facilitate students’ acquisition of these phraseologisms.  

The answers provided by the surveyed students give us hope that there is an interest in studying 
phraseology in the teaching of a foreign language, in their inclusion in the curricula envisaged by the 
Bureau for the Development of Education, in order to emphasize their importance in the process of 
everyday communication and find a more serious approach to their study. 
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