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1.
Introduction
For most of us, a dictionary is a useful, if not an indispensable, part of studying another language.  While communicative approaches to language teaching may lead teachers to discourage dictionary use in the classroom (Wright 1998: 10), it is plain to all language teachers that students use dictionaries.  This being the case, the use of a monolingual learners’ dictionary (LD) is encouraged by teachers (Miller 2008), and five major English learners’ dictionaries are available in Australia.  These are the Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (CALD), the Collins COBUILD Advanced Learner's English Dictionary (COBUILD), the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (LDOCE), the Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners (MEDAL) and the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (OALD).  There is currently no specifically Australian dictionary for advanced learners of English, as the Macquarie Learners’ Dictionary (1999) is now out of print.  The other LDs mentioned above are produced in the UK for a primarily British market. Although they reflect different varieties of English, British English is given the greatest prominence, followed by American English. This is understandable, given the large numbers of speakers of these two varieties.  However, it puts those who are studying in other countries, such as Australia, at a disadvantage, as there is sometimes a mismatch in lexical items and cultural references. 
Australian English has developed over the last 200 years, but the actual term ‘Australian English’ was not used until the 1940s, when it was introduced by Mitchell (Delbridge 2001: 311).  Over the years, Australian English has become distinguishable from the varieties of English spoken by different ethnic groups within Australia and by the Aboriginal community (Collins and Blair 2001). It has been enriched by loan words from many other languages (such as Chinese, Italian and Greek), introduced via members of Australia’s multicultural community. According to Dixon, Ramson and Thomas (1980 in Moore 2001), there are also about 400 words in Australian English borrowed from 80 Aboriginal languages. Australian English is thus distinct as a variety.
The British LDs label some expressions as Australian, but since dictionaries reflect culture (Dalgish 1995) it is inevitable that an LD produced for the British English market will concentrate on British cultural items and practices. This can sometimes lead to misunderstandings for learners. Algeo (1995) gives the example of football defined in its British sense of soccer, but not recognising the different referent understood by an American (or in this case, Australian) native speaker of English. A learner in Australia will therefore not necessarily find the information they need in order to decode and encode words and expressions efficiently. 
One area that may reflect particular cultural bias is that of idioms.  The definition of the word idiom is a complex area of phraseology (see, for example, Cowie 1998, Makkai 1972, Moon 1998, Peters 2007), and is not the main focus here.   In this paper, I take the simple explanation of an idiom as a multi-word expression which is ‘more than the sum of its parts’ (Hanks 2004).  For example, the expressions carry/take coals to Newcastle and back of Bourke mean, respectively, perform a superfluous action (British English) and somewhere very remote (Australian English).  These idioms are opaque in the sense that they do not literally mean what they say.  Idioms may have varying degrees of opacity, depending on the age of the idiom and the knowledge of the speaker. They may also be used more frequently in one country than another (Moon 1998: 135). In order to communicate effectively with native speakers of English in a particular country, learners need to be able to find the meanings of idioms in their dictionaries.  
Another problem which arises is whether younger people will find the idioms in their dictionaries which are used by their peers. For the purposes of this paper, ‘younger people’ refers to the 17-22 age range, which is that most likely to be involved in higher education and therefore to use an LD (Nesi 2000).  Since vocabulary is often reflective of age and location, it is likely that idiom use will reflect the same differences. Do younger native speakers use the same idioms as older native speakers in a particular country, or are there more similarities across age groups, regardless of geography? Furthermore, it would be useful to know if speakers of one’s own age group use certain expressions, so that learners can converse with their peers and not sound like lexical dinosaurs.  If age is important, then perhaps a new dictionary label such as YOUTH, or its corollary OLDER SPEAKERS, could be introduced.  
In order to examine the relevance of the British LDs to younger learners in Australia, and these LDs’ inclusion of idioms, a survey was developed to investigate the use of a certain number of idioms by different age groups in Australia and the UK.  This paper presents some preliminary findings from the survey in terms of familiarity with three particular idioms, their correct interpretation and the frequency with which they are used by participants.
2.
Methodology

2.1. Compilation of an idiom list 

In order to construct a questionnaire, a collection of idioms was made from the British LDs and the Macquarie Learner’s Dictionary. The idioms which seemed to lend themselves to readily identifiable categories were those whose origin could be defined as Biblical (e.g. a wolf in sheep’s clothing), literary/historical (e.g. brave new world), distinctively British (e.g. carry/take coals to Newcastle), distinctively Australian (e.g. back of Bourke) or old-fashioned in reference (e.g. spend a penny).  Idioms that were in at least two of the LDs were included in the survey. In the case of distinctively Australian idioms, one appearance in the LDs was enough to warrant inclusion.  This exception was made so that Australian idioms would be represented in the list to balance the British expressions.  In some cases, the cultural relevance of an idiom applied to both the UK and Australia, as with coals to Newcastle (Newcastle is a coal-mining area in both Australia and the UK). The total of the idioms meeting the requirements for inclusion was 84.  This list was divided into six parts so that each survey contained a total of just 14 idioms, to reduce questionnaire fatigue (Baker 2003). Each survey contained questions on Biblical, literary, UK, Australian and older idioms, in that order.
2.2. Formulation of questionnaire  based on these idioms
A survey was chosen to gain information about  particular groups of native English-speaking  participants (Tull and Hawkins 1987 in Baker 2003: 345). An online format was used to reach more people, using the Survey Monkey program which was available at work.  The participants were divided as far as possible into six different groups and each person was sent a link to one of the six surveys.  At the end of each survey participants were invited to complete the next. An invitation was also given to enter a free draw to win an iPod. Participants’ responses remained anonymous at all times.  

In line with research advice (Miller and Salkind 2002; Baker 2003), the language used in the questions was kept simple to cater for the wide range of ages and linguistic aptitude of anticipated participants.  It was stressed that there were no right or wrong answers to the questions, and that not knowing an answer also provided valuable information, as an overall knowledge of a certain idiom by a particular group was part of the research.  

Each survey started with questions designed to provide demographic information.  This section differed for the UK and Australia, as multiple choice questions about place of residence and school qualifications had to be varied to match the participant’s country. The most important data in this section related to age groups, divided into 17-22, 23-30, 31-40, 41-60 and 61+.  An under 16 group was also added, to cater for younger participants in schools, but the findings for this group are not included in this paper, which concentrates on those of general university age and upwards. 
In order to elicit idioms from participants, a dual picture and word prompt was used. For example, a picture of a clock with wings (see Figure 1) was accompanied by the question, ‘What idiom(s) using the word “time” does this picture make you think of?’.  This aimed to elicit as many idioms as possible, rather than just one ‘correct’ answer.  On the next page of the questionnaire, a suggested answer was given.  In this case, the answer was ‘Time flies’.  
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Figure 1: Illustration for the idiom time flies
In case the written and pictorial prompt were insufficient, participants were then asked if they had heard the idiom before, and if so, where they had heard it.  Next, they were asked if this reminded them of any other idioms and if so, to specify.  Then multiple choice questions were given to see whether the participants knew the meaning of the idiom.  Open-ended questions were thus kept to a minimum, making the survey easier to complete (Miller and Salkind 2002). Although it is hard to test for memory (Baker 2003: 347), the survey aimed to discover which idioms were familiar to participants, so in this sense there were no right or wrong answers. Since the definition of the term ‘idiom’ is so complex, and participants could not be expected to understand all the word’s intricacies, answers recorded from participants included proverbs and other multi-word expressions as well as idioms.
The next question referred to the frequency of use of the idiom, with five choices given: never, almost never, sometimes, often, very often.  This question was based on adverbs of frequency, and used a Likert scale of five points.  However, the possible responses ‘Never, almost never, sometimes, often, very often’ could have been ambiguous, since, as Baker (2003: 349) points out, ‘often’ can mean different things to different people. It was, however, hard to determine a suitable scale, given that it was impossible to judge the frequency with which the idioms might be used (although Moon’s 1998 research suggests that most idioms occur very infrequently, at fewer than one per million words) and that participants would not necessarily be aware of their own frequency of use. Baker (2003: 363) admits that in some cases a verbal frequency scale such as ‘never, seldom, sometimes, often, always’ may be the easiest choice.

Finally the participants were asked to tick boxes indicating in which situations they would use the idiom.  This information, and the situations in which they heard the idiom, is not reported in this paper, which concentrates on familiarity, interpretation and frequency.
The total number of participants studied for this paper was 637 (452 in the UK and 185 in Australia).  It is anticipated that the final number will be higher, with further recruitment particularly in the 17-22 age range in Australia.

2.3. Recruitment of participants

Several hundred participants were recruited by information posted on the British website World Wide Words and articles in Australian Style and the Australian electronic magazine Bonzer.    In order to recruit a younger age group, school principals were contacted in Australia and the UK.  Eight schools in North Yorkshire responded,  resulting in 244 responses to the survey among the UK 17-22 age group at the time of writing this paper (October 2008).  There were only 53 responses in this age group in Australia at this stage.
The survey was designed to be done by any native speaker of English resident in the UK or Australia.  This included those who had been born in one of the two locations to migrant parents, since, as Kiesling notes (2001), there is little difference in the way second and first generation children learn a language.

2.4. Idioms in this paper
This paper will concentrate on three idioms from the first survey: the Biblical idiom a wolf in sheep’s clothing (somebody who is deceitful); the Australian idiom back of Bourke (somewhere which is very isolated and remote); and the British idiom carry/take coals to Newcastle (perform a superfluous action). The dictionary editions referred to are those which were personally available to me in October 2008.
A wolf in sheep’s clothing first appears in the 1382 Wycliffe translation of the Bible into English (referring to the New Testament verse Matthew 7:15), but was probably popularised by the King James Version of the Bible published in 1611, which was based on a sixteenth century translation by William Tyndale.  The idiom appears in CALD3, OALD7 and MEDAL2, indicating that it is a relatively well known expression.
The Macquarie Dictionary (2008) defines the back of Bourke: “Colloquial any remote place, especially in the outback: the city or the back of Bourke. [Phrase Origin: Australian English (1890s); the town of Bourke being long regarded as standing on the edge of the outback, which is said to stretch away inland from the western bank of the Darling] [named after Sir Richard Bourke1].”  This idiom is included only in OALD7 and MEDAL2, which suggests it is less well known in the UK.
Coals to Newcastle appears with either carry or take as the collocating verb. Carry coals to Newcastle has a first citation of 1661 in Thomas Fuller's 1661 The history of the worthies of England: "To carry Coals to Newcastle, that is to do what was done before; or to busy one's self in a needless imployment" (Oxford English Dictionary).  Carry/Take coals to Newcastle appears in CALD3, LDOCE, OALD7 and MEDAL2, suggesting that it would be the most widely used of the three idioms in this paper.
3.
Preliminary findings

The findings below relate to the survey answers collected between March and the end of September 2008.  The familiarity of each idiom will be discussed in relation to age group and country, followed by correctness of meaning and frequency of use. Other idioms elicited will also be included.
3.1. A wolf in sheep’s clothing
This was the most familiar of the three idioms, although it appeared in only three of the LDs.  An average of 79% of participants claimed to have heard the idiom before.

The youngest group were least familiar with the expression, with an average of 50% claiming prior knowledge of the expression in contrast to between 85% and 87% for the other groups (see Figure 2).
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 Figure 2: Familiarity with a wolf in sheep’s clothing for combined UK and 

    
Australian participants by age group
Australian participants appeared to be more familiar with the expression overall, although this was partially balanced by a larger number of unmarked responses in the UK group (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3: Familiarity with a wolf in sheep’s clothing for combined 
age groups 

    
by country
Although fewer of the younger age group claimed prior knowledge of the idiom, this did not prevent 67 % of this age group (as an average of both the UK and Australia) from allocating it a correct meaning, compared to about 78% of the other groups (see Figure 4).  This may indicate that the meaning of the idiom was fairly transparent, particularly when given a picture as a context.  Overall, correct answers were given by 74% of participants.
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Figure 4: Correct responses to a wolf in sheep’s clothing by age group and 


    
country
It was apparent from the answers that the idiom was used more frequently in the older age groups, with 58% of the 41-60s using it ‘sometimes’ compared to 15% of the youngest group (see Figure 5).
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Figure 5: Frequency of use of a wolf in sheep’s clothing for combined UK and 


Australian participants by age group
The idiom most commonly prompted by a wolf in sheep’s clothing was the boy who cried wolf (66 instances, with 46 of these in the UK 17-22 age group), with variants such as cry wolf (97 instances spread over ages and countries); don’t/never cry wolf (16 instances, with 12 from the UK 17-22 age group); and you have cried/he will cry wolf once too often (2 instances from the UK 41-60 age group). Mutton dressed as lamb was the next highest suggestion, with 47 instances.  Keep the wolf from the door appeared 40 times, with the highest use in the UK 41-60 age group. Wolf down your food had 22 instances and a sheep in wolf’s clothing also had 22.  It is not evident whether this latter was a mistake or has entered the language in both Australia and the UK as an idiom in its own right.  Among the more creative entries were never judge a wolf by its cover; he’s a wolf, that’s what wolves do; and woofer in tweeter’s clothing (this last was referred to by the participant as originating in a 1972 rock album by the group Sparks).  These final three idioms had only one instance each, and cannot be taken as being established, but they are evidence of the creativity necessary to coin new expressions by adapting existing forms. 
3.2 Back of Bourke
This Australian idiom was the least familiar of the three to all the participants (see Figure 6), reflecting its low inclusion in the LDs (it appeared only in OALD7 and MEDAL2). Overall, only 29% of participants had heard the expression before.  Those who were familiar with the idiom were mostly in the older age groups (41-61+). Of the Australians, only 2% in the 17-22 group were familiar with the expression, increasing across the groups to 89% for those aged over 61.
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Figure 6: Familiarity with back of Bourke for combined UK and 

    

   
Australian participants by age group
Country of residence was a deciding factor in familiarity, with many more positive answers from the Australian than the UK participants (see Figure 7). On average, 56% of Australian participants had heard the expression before, compared to 2.5% of UK participants.
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Figure 7: Familiarity with back of Bourke for combined age groups by country
This idiom proved harder to understand, with an average of only 53% correct responses overall.  However, 32% of UK participants gave correct responses, although only 2.5% had heard the idiom before. The Australians had an average correct response of 73%, but only 45% of the Australian 17-22 age group gave a correct answer compared with 93% in the Australian 61+ age group (see Figure 8). Again, only 2% of the younger age group in Australia had heard the idiom before, which means they were guessing the correct answer and finding it hard to do so.
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Figure 8: Correct responses to back of Bourke by age group and country
Since this idiom was less familiar, it is not surprising that the answer ‘never’ and failure to give an answer were the most common responses as regards frequency of use (see Figure 9). The highest frequency was ‘sometimes’, given by 22% of the 61+ group, most of whom were Australian participants.
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Figure 9: Frequency of use of back of Bourke for combined UK and Australian 

   
participants by age group
This idiom prompted fewer suggestions than a wolf in sheep’s clothing. The most popular alternative was back of beyond, given by 54 participants, 40 of whom were in the UK. The next most common was an idiom with a similar meaning,  beyond the black stump, given by 53 participants, all but 3 of whom were in the 41-61+ groups in Australia.  Other suggestions included variations on woop woop, as in out in woop woop (11 instances);  back of woop woop (3 instances); as far away as woop woop (1 instance); and gone to Ernawoopwoop (1 instance). All these were made by Australian participants. The Macquarie Dictionary defines woop woop as “an imaginary remote and insignificant town”.
3.3. Carry/take coals to Newcastle

Although this idiom appears in four of the LDs, it seemed to be less familiar to participants than a wolf in sheep’s clothing, with an average familiarity level of 44%.  Only 5% of 17-22 year olds claimed familiarity, rising over the age groups to 78% of those in the 61+ group. 
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Figure 10: Familiarity with carry/take coals to Newcastle for combined UK 

    
and Australian participants by age group
This British idiom appeared to be more familiar to Australian than UK participants (see Figure 11), but again this should be counter-balanced by the large ‘no response’ rate from the UK (43%).
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Figure 11: Familiarity with carry/take coals to Newcastle for combined age 

    
groups by country
The correct interpretation of this idiom increased by age group in Australia but not in the UK (see Figure 12).  In the UK, an average of 33% participants did not answer the question. It is impossible to tell from this whether they did not know the answer or were getting tired of responding as they neared the end of the survey. However, the figures are surprising in their suggestion that the idiom is better known in Australia than the UK. An average of 60% of participants gave the correct meaning of this idiom.
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Figure 12: Correct responses to carry/take coals to Newcastle by age group 

     
and country
As with the other idioms, it appears that the 41-61+ age groups use the idiom more frequently than the younger participants, with 34% of the 41-60s  and 39% of the 61+ group claiming to use the idiom ‘sometimes’, contrasting with an average of 5% for the other three groups (see Figure 13).
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Figure 13: Frequency of use of carry/take coals to Newcastle for combined 

     
UK and Australian participants by age group
Other idioms suggested by participants in response to this prompt were the variations sell ice (19 instances, 15 of which were from Australia), fridges (11 instances, 8 from Australia), snow (7 instances), icebergs (1 instance) and icecream (1 instance) to Eskimos. Also popular were sell sand to the Arabs (6 instances); sell sand to the Sahara (2 instances); and tea to China (4 instances). Another common idiom was teach your grandmother/granny to suck eggs (9 instances, 8 of which were from the UK).  These suggestions were made by participants in both locations, but none of them was made by the17-22 age group.
Discussion
From the preliminary findings, it is apparent that a wolf in sheep’s clothing was the most familiar of the three idioms, followed by the British coals to Newcastle and finally the Australian back of Bourke.  Although I cannot support the prevalence of these idioms by corpus evidence, a Google Internet search resulted in 414,000 hits for wolf in sheep’s clothing,  72,000 for coals to Newcastle alone (with 12,300 for carry coals to Newcastle and 1140 for take coals to Newcastle), and 11,100 for back of Bourke, reflecting the order of familiarity of these idioms to the survey participants.  In all comparisons, the 17-22 age group were the least familiar with the three idioms, indicating that there is a difference in idiom usage between different age groups regardless of country.

Although there was little evidence that the different age groups used any of the idioms ‘often’ or ‘very often’, it was apparent that the ‘sometimes’ response was greater in the 41-60 and 61+ groups than in the younger age ranges.  This may mean that the younger groups either use these particular idioms less often, or use idioms generally less frequently than the older groups. Although innovative idioms in the 17-22 age group have not yet emerged, other than what appear to be nonce-forms (as in never judge a wolf by its cover), it is hoped that any new idioms will be evident in the final analysis of the six surveys.
Correct responses to the meaning of the idioms increased with age, with the exception of the large number of correct UK17-22 year old responses to carry/take coals to Newcastle. On average, Australian participants gave more correct answers than UK participants. This may be balanced by the larger ‘no response’ rate from the UK, and the fact that more of the younger age group were represented in the UK, accounting for 54% of the UK answers compared to 29% of the Australian answers.  Since more of the older groups generally gave correct answers compared to the younger groups, this may have influenced the results. Correct responses may also reflect the participants’ ability to guess the correct answer. Nevertheless, they also indicate the relative opacity of the idioms, with wolf in sheep’s clothing proving the least opaque (74% average correct responses), followed by carry/take coals to Newcastle (60%) and finally back of Bourke (53%). These findings suggest that context is often insufficient as a guide to understanding, and idioms and their meanings do indeed need to be included in LDs.
Idiom use also varies between countries.  While some idioms are used in both Australia and the UK, those with a clearly Australian origin may have their use restricted to Australia and are therefore less likely to be included in the British LDs. An Australian LD, an Internet site, or an appendix or CD-Rom attached to a British LD could address this lacuna.
Limitations

At the time of writing (October 2008) the survey is unfinished, with the final date for participation set at 31 December 2008.  It is hoped that by that date there will be many more participants in the 17-22 age range in Australia, enabling a better comparison with this age range in the UK and between this age range and the older age groups.
Recommendations
Ideally, the survey could be refined, based on the idioms suggested by the participants, and new questions set using this extended list of idioms.   Several participants would also have liked to compare the use of these idioms in other English-speaking countries, such as the USA or South Africa, and this would prove a useful sequel to the present study.
A further invaluable project, though one that would be admittedly hard to resource and carry out, would be the establishing of corpora based on the spoken English of the 17-22 age group in Australia and the UK, and the English used in lectures conducted in Australia. Such corpora would indicate, among other things, the rate of idiom use by younger people and in a university setting.  The collection of such material would, however, be a mammoth task, and the finding of idioms within the corpora would also be complicated, given that computer identification of idioms in a corpus is problematic (Moon 1998: 51). 
Conclusion

Although the survey is still incomplete, the preliminary findings do suggest that younger people do not always recognise or use the same idioms as older people.  This is true despite the geographical location, and indicates that there may be more commonality in idiom use, or the lack of it, within age groups rather than within countries. Language learners could be made aware of this fact by a label in their LD indicating which age group is more likely to use which expression.
The familiarity with and use of back of Bourke in Australia suggest that there is a need to include more Australian idioms in LDs designed for the Australian market.  While these idioms would not necessarily be useful in other English-speaking countries, such as the UK, it might be possible to include such information in an appendix or on a CD-Rom or website. That way, relevant markets could be targeted with less overall expense.  Although it is apparent that the younger age group did not know the idiom back of Bourke, regardless of whether they lived in Australia or the UK, inclusion of the idiom in an LD would still  be useful for decoding purposes. 
While correct interpretation of the idioms varied, the maximum average rate of correctness was only 74% (for a wolf in sheep’s clothing). This indicates that idioms are often opaque and cannot always be deduced from context. LDs could therefore contribute to learners’ decoding by including more idioms in their entries.
It is true that idioms do not occur frequently in native speakers’ writing or speech. For each of the three idioms in this study, the highest average rate of use was ‘sometimes’, and this rate increased with age.  The 17-22 age group generally used these particular idioms ‘never’ or ‘almost never’. Nonetheless, the fact that these idioms are still used and are not always easy to understand suggests that language learners could feel excluded from the social environment which they inhabit if they do not have a suitable lexicographical resource for effective decoding.
While users can of course search for idioms in specific idiom dictionaries, it is not always apparent that a collection of words is in fact an idiom. The majority of people, when searching for a word or expression, will look in their general-purpose dictionary or LD.  For most students, an LD represents a major but worthwhile expenditure, and finding as much information there as possible is a necessity.  With this in mind, there is an ongoing challenge to publishers to meet the developing needs of differing markets in increasingly creative ways.
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