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Abstract 
The “College English Teaching Reform Project”, issued by the Chinese Ministry of Education aims to strengthen 
the practical English instruction and improve the English language proficiency of the college students (Ministry of 
Education, 2007). However, the problem of “naturalness” in handling English by the college students still exists 
due to imbalanced language forms and concepts between their native language (Chinese) and target language 
(English). Since metaphor was referred to as only a figure of speech and often compared with simile in high 
schools, many students do not realize that it also can be a powerful cognitive tool. In order to ascertain the 
students’ metaphor cognition competence in General English and Medical English, a metaphor cognition 
questionnaire was distributed in a class and the results obtained show that the respondents can readily recognize 
the existence of metaphors in General English and the teachers’ instruction, and they know the essential function 
of metaphors. The results further show that many respondents understand metaphors in terms of the context rather 
than the images. However, only about half of them can effectively use metaphors in their writing and speaking. 
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1. Introduction 
Metaphor accounts for about 10 per cent of everyday speech, says James Geary (2011, pp. 5–6). According to 
George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s (1980) Metaphors We Live By, metaphor is not simply a matter of word or 
linguistic expression, but of concept, of thinking of one thing in terms of another. Examples of this include when 
we talk and think about life in terms of journey, about argument in terms of war, about ideas in terms of food, about 
social organizations in terms of plants, and many more. Lakoff and Johnson claim that as the concept and activity 
are structured metaphorically, the language is structured metaphorically (1980, p.6). The cognitive theory of 
metaphor shows that the abilities of interpreting and producing metaphor in the target language are vital for 
language learning. As a ubiquitous phenomenon in language, metaphor is the motive power of the language 
system’s development and change, and a leading way to close the gap between the old and new knowledge of the 
students. For College EFL (English as a Foreign Language) students, metaphors help and enable them to recognize 
word formation rules and develop their metaphor analysis competence towards medical terms. As for teachers, it 
likens to teaching the method of fishing rather than offering the fish. Teachers should help the students master their 
Medical English by raising the level of metaphor awareness in Medical English and cultivating their metaphorical 
competence. 

Besides, metaphors can facilitate communication by using familiar concepts to describe the abstract and complex 
concepts in medicine. Metaphors can bridge the understanding between the known and the unknown. Hence, it can 
be used as an effective tool to enhance the understanding of diseases which are complex and abstract. Good 
metaphors can vividly describe a medical condition, thereby helping the patients understand their diseases and 
treatments easily.  

Therefore, it becomes essential to investigate the students’ current level of metaphoric cognition and supplement 
the general English language teaching with suitable metaphor-enriched English teaching. This research aims to 
investigate the current level of metaphor cognition ability of the first-year college students at Xinxiang Medical 
University, China. 
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2. Literature review 
2.1 Study of Metaphor 

There are several theories prevalent in the study of metaphors. Among the metaphor theories, two outstanding ones 
are Aristotle’s comparison theory and Quintilian’s substitution theory; both view metaphor as a figure of speech. 
By and by, the focus of metaphor gets transferred to the cognitive study, and Lakoff and Johnson (2003) in an 
afterword to their 1980 book, Metaphors We Live By, have come up with the conceptual metaphor theory which 
has become a dominant content in today’s study of metaphor. The key feature of the conceptual metaphor is that 
the metaphors are conceptual and are not just a function of language. These conceptual metaphors are grounded in 
our experiences. In other words, the experiences we gain in life shape the metaphors that we use to explain various 
concepts. A metaphorical thought is unavoidable in our day today life and the process is largely unconscious. 
Though abstract thoughts have a literal core, they are extended by metaphors; our understandings of them are 
deepened by metaphors. We live our very lives every day on the basis of inferences we derive through metaphors 
(Lakoff & Johnson, 2003).  

2.2 Metaphors in Medicine 

In the existing research, much of the medical language is built around metaphors both in oral (Roche, 2002; Gibbs 
and Franks, 2002; Semino, 2004; Pena and Andrade-Filho, 2010; Zumla, 2012) and written usage (Knudsen, 2005; 
Calsamiglia & van Dijk, 2004; Divasson & León, 2006). Although metaphors are pervasive in our languages, not 
much attention is paid to metaphors in medicine, let alone applying metaphors to Medical English instruction. 
There are quite a few important reasons for including metaphor oriented instruction in Medical English. First, 
metaphor is an important way of language generation, as well as a way to develop word meanings. Second, when 
communicating with patients, medical students often have problems in using and comprehending metaphors. 
Using metaphors may help them become good communicators in clinical practice (Sontag, 1978; Reisfield and 
Wilson, 2004; Vyjeyanthi, 2008; Casarett, 2010). As Anatole Broyard describes, “metaphors may be as necessary 
to illness as they are to literature, as comforting to the patient as his own bathrobe and slippers.” (1990, p.206). It is 
quite certain that metaphors can bring forth empathy between the doctors and patients which is one of the vital 
elements of communication for proper health care.  

3. Research Method  
This research adopts the qualitative research to investigate the metaphoric cognition ability of medical students via 
a Metaphor Cognition Questionnaire. It is a modification of Wei Yaozhang’s questionnaire, investigating the 
influence of cognitive competence of the students in understanding and generating metaphors (Wei, 2007). There 
are three parts and the participants are required to complete them within 60 minutes. At the very beginning of the 
test, there is a rubric in native language, that is, Chinese, briefly explaining through simple examples what a 
metaphor is. The first part consists of the demographic information of the respondents. Part two consists of 10 
items referring to their identification and understanding of metaphors in General English. Part three is composed of 
8 items which refer to the understanding of medical metaphors. Since the purpose of the research is to learn about 
the participants’ understanding of metaphors, the five-point Likert scale is truncated into 4 categories to eliminate 
the “neutral” option in a “forced choice” survey scale. The four scales are: strongly disagree (SD), disagree (D), 
agree (A) and strongly agree (SA). Numbers are assigned to these four scales, namely, 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = 
disagree, 3 = agree, and 4 = strongly agree. The participants are required to choose one of these, based on their 
understanding. The data is analyzed with SPSS (22.0). 

4. Findings 
The Metaphoric Cognition Questionnaire was distributed to 150 first-year college students of the researcher’s class. 
All these students major in Clinical Medicine. 144 of them returned the completed questionnaires, pegging the 
recovery rate at 96%. The Demographic information for this questionnaire is presented as follows: 

4.1 Demographic Profile of Respondents 

The demographic information of 144 respondents includes age, gender, major and NCEE scores. The age of the 
144 respondents is shown in Table1.  
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Table 1. Age of Respondents  

Age Frequency Percentage  
17  81  56.3 
18 42  29.1 
19 15  10.4 
20 3  2.1 
21  3  2.1 
Total 144  100.0 

From Table 1, it is evident that students in the 17 year old age group form the majority (56.3%). There are 42 
eighteen year olds (29.1%), 15 nineteen year olds (10.4%), 3 twenty year olds and 3 twentyone year olds (both 
3.1%).  

Gender categorization is given in Table 2:  

Table 2. Gender of Respondents  

Gender Frequency  Percentage   

Male  62  43.1 

Female   82  56.9 

Total 144  100.0 

Of the 144 respondents, 82 respondents (56.9%) are females and 62 respondents (43.1%) are males.  

The percentage details of the achievement of the students in English are given in Table 3.     

Table 3. English Achievement of Respondents  

English Achievement  (NCEE English score)  Questionnaire 

Score Group Frequency  Percentage   

< 90   5  3.5 

90-100  6  4.2 

101-110 21  14.6 

111-120 37  25.7 

121-130  58  40.3 

> 130 17  11.8 

Total  144  100.0 

Note. NCEE=National College Entrance Examination. The full score of NCEE is 150. 

For analyzing the English Achievement, 144 respondents were required to write down the marks they scored in the 
National College Entrance Exam (NCEE), English. They are divided into six groups. The 121-130 group is the 
largest with 40.3%; the 111-120 group is the second with 25.7%; the 101-110 group is 14.6%; the above 130 group 
is 11.8%; the 90-100 group is 4.2%, and the smallest less than 90 group is 3.5%. From the percentage data, it is 
evident that the scores in English of the 111-120 group and the 121-130 group total 66%, which points to the fact 
that their English level is relatively good. 
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4.2 Part 1: Metaphoric Cognition 

Table 4. Percentage of Items on Metaphor Identification  

Items SD D A SA

(%) (%) (%) (%)
1. I know that there are many metaphors in general English. 6.2 25.0 52.1 16.7
2. I know that metaphors in English articles can make language more    
vivid.  

2.8 6.3 45.1 45.8

3. I find teachers always use metaphors in their instruction. 7.6 66.7 22.9 2.8
4. I know that some conceptual metaphors in English are different from 
those in Chinese. 

2.8 19.4 50.7 27.1

5. I know that some metaphorical expressions in English are different 
from those in Chinese.  

0.7 16.0 53.5 29.9

6. The image of the compared object will immediately flash in my 
mind when I find metaphors.  

13.2 47.9 29.9 9.0

7. I will understand metaphors in the context of the texts. 2.1 16.0 52.1 29.9
8. I will consciously apply metaphors which I have learned in the 
classroom to my writing.  

11.1 54.9 31.2 2.8

9. When communicating with English native speakers in English, I 
often discuss metaphors with them.  

35.4 52.8 8.3 3.5

10. I often try to express my ideas new metaphors. 13.2 50.7 29.9 6.3

Note. SD=Strongly Disagree, D= Disagree, A= Agree, SA=Strongly Agree. 

Question 1 shows that 68.8% of the respondents know that there are many metaphors in general English and 31.2% 
respondents do not know about it, which indicates the majority of respondents know the existence of metaphors. 
Question 2 refers to the function of metaphors. 90.9% of the respondents affirm that they are aware of the 
occurrence of metaphors while only 9.1% disagree. Question 3 refers to the teacher’s usage of metaphors. 25.7% 
of the respondents think their teachers always use metaphors in their teaching, while 74.3% of the respondents 
disagree. This shows quite a different view on teachers’ use of metaphors in teaching. Question 4 and 5 relate to the 
difference between English metaphors and Chinese metaphors. 77.8% of the respondents are aware of the 
difference while 22.2% are not. As for metaphorical expressions, 83.4% of the respondents are aware of the 
difference while 16.6% are not. Question 6 and 7 deal with the understanding approaches of metaphors. 38.9% of 
the respondents can associate the images of compared objects, while 61.1% cannot. 82% of the respondents 
understand metaphors in the context of the texts, while only 18% do not. Comparing question 6 and 7, it may be 
found that the respondents are more likely to understand metaphors through context rather than through the images. 
Question 8, 9 and 10 relate to the application of metaphors. Although the respondents think that metaphors are 
important and commonplace in daily life, more than half of the respondents do not use it in their writing and 
speaking. 66% of the respondents do not use metaphors in their writing and 88.2% of them do not use metaphors to 
communicate with the English native speakers. 63.9% of them do not think of creating new metaphors to express 
their ideas. The following figure is the histogram of the percentage of students’ metaphoric cognition:  
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Figure 1. Percentage of items on metaphoric cognition 
In brief, the results show that the respondents are well aware of the existence of metaphors in General English and 
the teaching in classes, and they understand the essential function of metaphors, in the process of understanding. It 
is to be noted that most of the respondents understand it in terms of the context rather than the images. However, 
about half of them are capable of using metaphors in their writing and speaking. 

4.3 Metaphor and Medical Metaphor 

Table 5. Percentage of Items on Metaphors and Medical English 

Items SD D A SA

(%) (%) (%) (%)
11. I know that there are many metaphors in medical English. 14.6 48.6 25.0 11.8

12. I am sensitive to metaphors in the articles in medical journals.   20.8 63.9 11.1 4.2

13. I know that metaphors help me to memorize medical words.  4.2 19.4 58.3 18.1

14. Metaphors help me to understand the medical terms.   2.1 17.4 53.5 27.1

15. Metaphorical expressions help me to understand the illness. 0.7 16.0 54.2 29.2

16. I think it is interesting to understand medical articles from the 
perspective of metaphors.   

2.1 14.6 46.5 36.8

17. I realize that using metaphors can express the phenomenon that 
some non-metaphorical languages cannot express.  

1.4 9.0 51.4 38.2

18. I will use metaphors to explain conditions of illness to my patients 
in future.   

6.3 11.8 56.9 25.0

Note. SD=Strongly Disagree, D= Disagree, A= Agree, SA=Strongly Agree. 

Question 11 and 12 relate to the respondents’ cognition of medical metaphors. Question 11 shows that only 36.8% 
of the respondents know that there are many metaphors in Medical English, compared to 78.8% of the respondents 
of General English. It obviously indicates that a smaller number of respondents know the existence of medical 
metaphors. Question 12 shows that only 15.3% respondents are sensitive to medical metaphors, which implies that 
84.7% of the respondents cannot identify medical metaphors. Question 13 to 17 relate to the functions of medical 
metaphors. 86.4% of the respondents know that metaphors contribute to the clear understanding of medical words. 
80.7% of the respondents believe it contributes to memorizing medical words, 86.2% respondents affirm that it 
helps to understand the illness, 79.6% respondents think it is an interesting approach to understand the medical 
articles, and 83.3% respondents believe a metaphor can well express a phenomenon which some non-metaphorical 
one cannot. Question 18 deals with the future application of metaphors in explaining conditions of illness to 
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patients. 81.9% of the respondents have chosen to apply it in future which fact implies that most of the respondents 
have realized the importance of metaphors. 

The following figure is the histogram of the percentage of students’ cognition of medical metaphors:  

 

Figure 2. Percentage of Items on Medical Metaphors 

In brief, comparing with 78.8% respondents who know there are many metaphors in general English, only 36.8% 
respondents know of metaphors in medical English. Besides, only 15.3% respondents are sensitive to medical 
metaphors, a fact which indicates their ignorance of metaphor usage in Medical English. Although nearly a half of 
the respondents are not familiar with medical metaphors, they have confirmed the role of metaphors in 
understanding and memorizing medical words and diseases. 81.9% respondents assure that they will use 
metaphors while communicating in their future careers. 

5. Conclusion 
123 of the 144 respondents are 17 and 18 years old and they are 85.4% of the total respondents. For the National 
College Entrance Examination the maximum mark is 150. 58 respondents (40.3%) are in 121-130 score level 
which forms the largest percentage of all the six score levels. 37 respondents (25.7%) are in 111-120 score level. 
Both these two groups together are 66% of all the respondents which means their English level are relatively good.  

However, as for their cognition level of general metaphors, the respondents showed their disagreement with some 
items. On the one hand, 78.8% of the respondents know that there are many metaphors in general English. On the 
other hand, 74.3% of the respondents hold the view that teachers do not always use metaphors in their teaching. 
61.1% of the respondents cannot associate the image of the compared object when they come across a metaphor. 
66% respondents will not consciously apply metaphors which they have learned in the classroom to their writing. 
88.2% respondents do not use metaphors frequently when they communicate in English with native English 
speakers. 63.9% respondents do not often try to express their ideas by using new metaphors. For the cognition of 
medical metaphors, 63.2% respondents do not know the pervasive existence of metaphors in Medical English. 
84.7% respondents are not sensitive to metaphors in the medical journals. However, respondents have confirmed 
the significance of metaphors in understanding and memorizing medical terms, and diseases. 81.9% respondents 
will use metaphors to explain the conditions of their illness to patients in future.  

In conclusion, the metaphor-based instruction should be implemented in EFL curricula, providing medical 
students with an appropriate approach in order to improve their English proficiency (Danesi, 1992; Kecskes, 2006), 
to increase their skills in the interpretation of metaphors (Johnson & Rosano, 1993; Kanthan & Mills, 2006) and to 
read and evaluate medical literature and answer their patients’ queries (Mungra, 2007; Shokoui & Isazadeh, 2009). 
The researcher identified the importance of metaphor-based instruction from the results of questionnaire and will 
implement it in future.  
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