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| ABSTRACT

This study sought to conduct a systematic review (SR) of the author’s research program on student translators’ difficulties in
translating metaphorical and fixed expressions between English and Arabic. The corpus comprised 12 studies categorized into
3 thematic clusters: General and technical language metaphorical and fixed expressions, and human vs Al translation
weaknesses. Across the 12 studies with expressions involving impossibility, kinship (ibn/bint & Om/Abu), numeral, time,
dar/bayt, color, binomials, or word + preposition collocations, the students translated fewer than 35% correctly, left many items
on the test blank, and relied heavily on literal translation. Expressions similar in English and Arabic were easy, whereas opaque
and culture-specific expressions were difficult to translate. In the study on common names of chemical compounds, the students
translated fewer than 20% correctly and defaulted to transliteration or literal equivalents. Al outperforms students in accuracy,
but also defaults to literal translation, especially when expressions require cultural grounding or conceptual alignment. The
translation weaknesses observed across all studies reveal deeper linguistic, cognitive, and cultural factors. Student translators
rely on surface level lexical processing rather than conceptual mapping, show limited awareness of how metaphors, metonyms,
and set phrases operate in English and Arabic, and demonstrate low tolerance for ambiguity and weak inferencing skills when
confronted with opaque expressions. Cultural literacy gaps further hinder performance, as many expressions require familiarity
with religious, historical, scientific, or social references. Structural complexity (as in binomials & collocations) interacts with
semantic opacity, compounding the difficulty and affecting both meaning and syntactic accuracy. Although Al is more accurate
overall, it still struggles with conceptual alignment, often prioritizing direct lexical equivalence and producing culturally awkward
or semantically distorted translations. Overall, the corpus indicates that translation difficulties stem not from isolated linguistic
gaps but from a systemic lack of conceptual, cultural, and cognitive readiness to handle non literal meaning. The significance of
this SR lies in providing the first unified, empirically grounded account of how Arabic English student translators, and Al systems,
struggle with non literal meaning across multiple figurative domains, offering a foundation for redesigning translator training,
curriculum development, and Al assisted pedagogy.
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1. Introduction

In translation studies, the translation of metaphorical and formulaic expressions is considered one of the most challenging areas
of the discipline. Because these expressions are highly cultural, semantic, and non-literal, they require cognitive processing and
specialized transfer strategies to translate accurately (Ashuja’a, et al. 2019). The core challenge lies in their semantic opacity.
Formulaic expressions and metaphors are semantically unpredictable; and their meanings cannot be inferred by translating
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individual words'. Metaphorical expressions also require more processing time to translate when they exploit different cognitive
domains between the source and target languages. This search for cross-linguistic mental mapping often results in translation
delays, target-text uncertainty, or a significant loss of the original emotional and rhetorical (Su, 2021; Tirkkonen-Condit, 2002).

Although numerous single studies have examined the translation of metaphorical and fixed expressions across various language
pairs, most systematic reviews (SRs) in the literature exhibit a significant thematic imbalance as they primarily focus on Artificial
Intelligence (Al) and Machine Translation (MT) across macro-level applications. These include fansubbers and audio-visual
translation (Castafieda, Aguilar & Toribio, 2025); MT of texts from low-resource languages (Benito-Santiago et al., 2022). benefits
and challenges of Al translation tools in translation education (Nguyen et al., 2025); Al in clinical settings and its role in healthcare
translation (Genovese et al.,, 2024; Raido, 2024). Even within the English-Arabic language pair, SRs remain heavily skewed toward
evaluating MT software performance, procedural technicalities, and algorithmic advancements rather than human cognitive
processing, as in SRs on advancing Arabic—English MT (Sidiya et al., 2024); MT evaluation between Arabic and English 2020-2024
(Saeed, 2025); procedures and challenges in using MT in English—Arabic translation (Al Maaytah, Aalzobidy & Alwidyan, 2024;
Almaaytah & Alzobidy, 2023).

By contrast, a smaller number of SRs have examined translation studies more broadly such as students’ errors in English—Arabic
and Arabic-English translation (Al-Jarf, 2026); translation strategies for figurative language in novels (Anisa, 2026); translation
techniques of figurative expressions in novel texts (Khalaf & Moindjie, 2026); Chinese—English translation of public signs (Amenador
& Wang, 2022); film title translation (Hu, Halina & Zin, 2025); translation strategies of Arabic—Malay religious texts (Ismail et al.,
2025).

Despite the growing number of SRs on machine translation, Al-assisted translation, and figurative language in specific genres, no
SR has synthesized research on metaphorical and fixed expressions across multiple culturally loaded subtypes, including structural
patterns, formulaic expressions, expressions of impossibility, and folk chemical names. Moreover, no existing review compares
human translation (student translators) with Al translation of these culturally embedded expressions within a single, coherent
corpus of studies conducted by the same researcher. This means that the field lacks a unified, culturally grounded synthesis of
metaphorical and fixed expressions and a human—Al comparative perspective based on a consistent research program.

To fill this gap, the present study aims to conduct an SR of the author’s research program focusing on student translators’
difficulties in translating metaphorical and fixed expressions between English and Arabic. The review synthesizes findings across
multiple culturally loaded subtypes and highlights patterns in students’ strategies, errors, and cognitive challenges. Specifically,
the study seeks to answer the following questions: (i) What are the most prevalent types of errors (e.g., semantic, cultural, literal,
syntactic) committed by student translators when translating Arabic and English metaphorical and fixed expressions? (ii) What
strategies do student translators employ to overcome challenges in translating these expressions, and how successful are they?
(iii) What are the primary underlying sources of these errors (e.g., interlingual interference, cultural gaps, overgeneralization)? (iv)
How does the error profile and strategy selection of student translators compare to that of Generative Al in translating both general
and technical metaphorical expressions?

This study is significant because it provides the first systematic synthesis of a unified research program examining how student
translators handle metaphorical and fixed expressions across multiple culturally loaded subtypes in English-Arabic and Arabic—
English translation. By integrating evidence from diverse metaphorical expression types, including structural patterns, formulaic
expressions, expressions of impossibility, and common names of chemical compounds, the review offers a comprehensive account
of the linguistic, cultural, and cognitive challenges that shape students’ translation performance. The study also contributes a
unique comparative dimension by incorporating human-Al translation findings, thereby revealing how cultural opacity and
non-literal meaning are processed differently by student translators and Al systems. It goes beyond traditional error analysis to
explore the contemporary human-vs-Al translation realm. It establishes a clear benchmark showing where human cognitive and
cultural intuition still triumphs over Large Language Models (LLMs), and conversely, where Generative Al excels (such as precision
in technical/chemical fixed expressions). It contributes to the refinement of evaluation frameworks for Al translation. Collectively,
this SR advances understanding of non-literal meaning in Arabic—English and English-Arabic translation and provides an empirically
grounded foundation for improving translator training, assessment, and curriculum design.

Moreover, this SR is part of a broader, long-term research program in which the author has produced an extensive series of SRs
and meta-analyses (MAs) across multiple domains of language education, linguistics, and pedagogy. These prior SRs have
synthesized research on social media in EFL teaching and learning (Al-Jarf, 2026a), English for art education (Al-Jarf, 2026b), EFL
reading instruction (Al-Jarf, 2026c), educational evaluation (Al-Jarf, 2026d), translation errors (Al-Jarf, 2026f), mobile-assisted
language learning (Al-Jarf, 2026g), adult reading practices (Al-Jarf, 2026h), pronunciation instruction (Al-Jarf, 2026i), Arabic reading

1 Definition and Examples of Semantic Change
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pedagogy (Al-Jarf, 2026j), grammar teaching (Al-Jarf, 2026k), electronic searching skills (Al-Jarf, 2026l), global dimensions in L1
school textbooks (Al-Jarf, 2026m), cultural learning in L2 contexts (Al-Jarf, 2026n), vocabulary learning (Al-Jarf, 20260), specific-skill
assessment (Al-Jarf, 2026p), Arabic—English transliteration (Al-Jarf, 2026q), children’'s language development (Al-Jarf, 2026r),
classroom writing enhancement (Al-Jarf, 2026s), collaborative digital learning (Al-Jarf, 2026t), distance learning during COVID-19
(2026u), mind-mapping strategies (Al-Jarf, 2026v), staffing challenges in EFL programs (Al-Jarf, 2026w), innovative word-formation
processes (Al-Jarf, 2026x), interpreting pedagogy (Al-Jarf, 2026y), listening and speaking instruction (Al-Jarf, 2026z), online videos
and podcasts for language learning (Al-Jarf, 2026aa), spelling error analysis (Al-Jarf, 2026bb), student autonomy in second
language learning (Al-Jarf, 2026¢c), Al Arabic translation (Al-Jarf, 2026dd), ESP innovation (Al-Jarf, 2026ee), LMS-supported
instruction (Al-Jarf, 2026ff), English—-Arabic language dynamics (Al-Jarf, 2026), and linguistic landscapes and signages (Al-Jarf,
2026).

Positioned within this extensive body of systematic inquiry, the current SR contributes a new and distinct dimension by synthesizing
research on metaphorical and fixed expressions in students’ translation with a focus on error types, strategies and error sources, a
domain not previously reviewed in the author's earlier SRs. It therefore extends the author's methodological tradition while
opening a new line of inquiry into weaknesses in the translation of metaphorical and fixed expressions by student translators.

2. Conceptual Framework: Defining the Figurative Spectrum

To evaluate translation performance accurately, it is essential to clarify the boundaries between formulaic expressions, fixed
expressions, and metaphorical expressions. Although these categories often overlap, each represents a distinct point on the
figurative spectrum.

Formulaic expressions?

These are fixed, multi-word phrases that native speakers retrieve from memory as single units rather than building them word-by-
word from grammar rules. They are essential for natural fluency, making up a large portion of everyday communication. These
expressions vary in form and function. They include the following: (I) Idioms and proverbs with non-literal meanings (e.g., break
the ice, bite the bullet, birds of a feather flock together). (ii) Collocations that sound natural only in specific pairings (e.g., make a
decision, heavy rain, fast asleep). (iii) Social routines and situational utterances tied to predictable contexts (e.g., Can /I leave a
message? Nice to meet you, See you later). (iv) Discourse markers that organize interaction or express stance (e.g., on the other
hand, as a matter of fact, you've got to be kidding). Formulaic expressions are stored as whole chunks. They reduce the brain's
processing load during speech, allowing for faster and smoother delivery. They also convey emotion, social tone, and intent much
better than strictly neutral, literal sentences (Van Lancker-Sidtis & Rallon, 2004).

Fixed expressions?

These are also known as phrasemes, are multi-word phrases whose components cannot be freely swapped or altered without
sounding unnatural to native speakers. These phrases function as single units of meaning. They are characterized by their word
order and specific vocabulary generally remain unchanged. Many have a transparent, literal meaning, while others act as idioms
where the overall meaning cannot be guessed from the individual words. Some allow minor changes, such as adjusting the verb
tense or pronoun (e.g., make up your mind to made up their minds)*.

Metaphorical expressions®

Metaphorical expressions describe one concept in terms of another, creating implicit comparisons without using like or as. They
map meaning from a familiar domain onto a more abstract one, enabling vivid imagery and conceptual clarity. Examples include
a heart of gold, time is money, my brain is foggy, she is a night owl. Unlike similes, which make comparisons explicit (e.g., as loud as
a zoo, metaphors assert them directly (e.g., the classroom was a zoo). Metaphors enrich discourse, make abstract ideas tangible,
and enhance memorability.

The Translation Challenge: Overlapping Opacity

Across languages, these categories frequently intersect, creating layers of semantic opacity. A fixed expression may also be
metaphorical; a formulaic sequence may carry cultural meaning that resists literal transfer. Translating such expressions between
English and Arabic requires more than lexical substitution—it demands navigating cultural, cognitive, and conceptual mappings.

2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Formulaic_language
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phraseme
4 https://www.vaia.com/en-us/explanations/english/lexis-and-semantics/fixed-expressions/
5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metaphor
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Research across linguistics, neuroscience, and Al shows that metaphors shape human thought and computational processing.
Translators must therefore choose strategically between literal equivalence, cultural adaptation, or semantic paraphrasing when
handling metaphorical content (Adiel & Ahmed, 2016).

3. Methodology

To be included in the corpus, studies had to meet three criteria: (i) the study must be authored by the author; (ii) it must examine
translation students’ difficulties in translating metaphorical and fixed expressions between English and Arabic, or compare human
and Al weaknesses in handling such expressions; and (iii) it must analyze linguistic and cultural challenges, translation strategies,
and error sources used by student translators and Al systems. These criteria ensured that the corpus represented a coherent body
of empirical research directly relevant to error analysis in figurative translation.

3.1 Study Corpus

The final corpus consists of twelve empirical studies conducted between 2016 and 2025. For analytical clarity, the studies are
grouped into three thematic clusters based on text register (general vs. technical metaphorical and fixed expressions) and
translation agents (human student translators vs. generative Al models).

Cluster 1: General Language Metaphorical and Fixed Expressions
This largest cluster comprises nine longitudinal studies investigating the translation of figurative, formulaic, and idiomatic
expressions in everyday discourse by student translators. The studies include:

1) Expressions of impossibility in Arabic and English: Unveiling students’ translation difficulties (Al-Jarf, 2024a)

2) Equivalence problems in translating ibn (son) and bint (daughter) fixed expressions to Arabic and English (Al-Jarf, 2023b)

3) Numeral-based English and Arabic formulaic expressions: cultural, linguistic and translation issues (Al-Jarf, 2023c

4) time metaphors in English and Arabic: Translation Challenges (Al-Jarf, 2023d)

5) Arabic and English dar (house) and bayt (home) expressions: linguistic, translation and cultural issues (Al-Jarf, 2022a)

6) Translation students' difficulties with English and Arabic color-based metaphorical expressions (Al-Jarf, 2019)

7) issues in translating Arabic om- and abu-expressions (Al-Jarf, 2017a)

8) translation of English and Arabic binomials by advanced and novice student translators (Al-Jarf, 2016b)

9) Undergraduate student-translators’ difficulties in translating English word + preposition collocations to Arabic (Al-Jarf,
2022g).

Cluster2: Technical Language Metaphorical and Fixed Expressions
This cluster includes one study focusing on specialized metaphorical and fixed expressions:

10) issues in translating common names of chemical compounds (Al-Jarf, 2022e)

Cluster 3: Human vs Al Weaknesses in Translating Metaphorical and Fixed Expressions
This cluster compares student translators with generative Al models in translating technical and abstract metaphorical and fixed
expressions:

11) Human vs Al translation of common names of chemical compounds (Al-Jarf, 2025)).
12) Translation of Arabic expressions of impossibility by Al and student-translators (Al-Jarf, 20251).

3.2 Eligibility (Inclusion & Exclusion) Criteria

Studies were included in this SR if they met the following criteria: (i) they were authored by the researcher; (ii) they investigated
the bidirectional translation of metaphorical, formulaic, or fixed expressions between English and Arabic, or provided a direct
empirical comparison of human and Generative Al performance; and (iii) they examined linguistic and cultural weaknesses,
translation strategies, and error sources using empirical, data-driven analysis (qualitative or quantitative). These criteria ensured
that the corpus represented a coherent body of research directly relevant to error analysis in figurative translation. Studies that did
not meet these criteria were excluded. Excluded studies fall into the following categories:

e Duplicate Studies such as Can ESP students use Artificial Intelligence for translating common names of chemical compounds
(Al-Jarf, 2025d); and Word+particle collocation errors in English-Arabic translation (Al-Jarf, 2009b).
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Studies on word- and sentence-level translation difficulties: challenges that undergraduate student translators face in
translating polysemes from English to Arabic and Arabic to English (Al-Jarf, 2022b); English and Arabic acronyms: Translation
aspects (Al-Jarf, 2023a); grammatical agreement errors in L1/L2 translation (Al-Jarf, 2000); interlingual pronoun errors in
English-Arabic translation (Al-Jarf, 2010a); issues in translating English and Arabic plurals (Al-Jarf, 2020); SVO word order errors
in English-Arabic translation (Al-Jarf, 2007); translation students’ difficulties with English neologisms (Al-Jarf, 201000); word +
particle collocation errors in English-Arabic translation (Al-Jarf, 2009); and multiple Arabic equivalents to English medical terms
(Al-Jarf, 2018c).

Studies on translation errors in non-academic contexts: To translate or not to translate: The Case of Arabic and foreign shop
names in Saudi Arabia (Al-Jarf, 2024c); and Pan Arab linguistic and translation errors and strategies in bilingual linguistic
landscapes (Al-Jarf, 2025k).

Studies examining Al-only performance in translating metaphorical and fixed expressions, without comparison to human
translators: Al translation of the Gaza-Israel war terminology (Al-Jarf, 2025b); translation of Arabic folk medical terms with Om
and Abu by Al (Al-Jarf, 2025m); translation of English and Arabic “sleep” terms and formulaic expressions by artificial intelligence
(Al-Jarf, 2025n); translation of zero-expressions by Microsoft Copilot and Google Translate (Al-Jarf, 20250); can artificial
intelligence translate Arabic Abu-brand names with different prompts (Al-Jarf, 2025c); Copilot vs DeepSeek’s Translation of
denotative and metonymic abu- and umm- animal and plant folk names in Arabic (Al-Jarf, 2025f); DeepSeek, Google Translate
and Copilot's translation of Arabic grammatical terms used metaphorically (Al-Jarf, 2025g; Al-Jarf, 2025h); Copilot's English
translation of contrastive emphatic negation in Arabic discourse (Al-Jarf, 2025e); translation of medical terms by Al Microsoft
Copilot and Google Translate (Al-Jarf, 2024d; Al-Jarf, 2024e); Al translation of full-text Arabic research articles: The case of
educational polysemes (Al-Jarf, 2025a); An investigation of Google’s English-Arabic translation of technical terms (Al-Jarf, 2021a);
Google Translate then and now: translations from five languages into English and Arabic (2012-2025) (Al-Jarf, 2025i); Issues in
translating English Technical Terms to Arabic by Google Translate (Al-Jarf, 2016a) and Electronic translation between Arabic and
European languages (Al-Jarf, 2012).

Studies offering translation-pedagogy guidelines: Emerging political expressions in Arab spring media with implications for
translation pedagogy (Al-Jarf, 2022c); The Gaza-Israel War Terminology: Implications for Translation Pedagogy (Al-Jarf, 2024b);
and Issues in using Twitter in interactive translation pedagogy (Al-Jarf, 2017b).

Studies on translation tools: How to use a translation memory (Al Jarf, 2011); How to use the OmegaT translation memory (Al-
Jarf, 2009a); and electronic dictionaries in translation classrooms in Saudi Arabia (Al-Jarf, 2001a).

Studies on students’ interpreting problems: English-Arabic and Arabic-English interpreting competence of undergraduate
student interpreters (Al-Jarf, 2022d); student-interpreters’ foreign proper noun pronunciation errors in English-Arabic and Arabic-
English media discourse interpreting (Al-Jarf, 2022f); effect of background knowledge on auditory comprehension in interpreting
courses (Al-Jarf, 2018a; Al-Jarf, 2018b); what instructors and students should know about interpreting problems (Al-Jarf, 2015);
(2/171 meaning transfer errors by student-interpreters (Al-Jarf, 2013).

Studies on translation assessment: critical analysis of translation tests in 18 specialized translation courses: shortcomings and
recommendations (Al-Jarf, 2021b); an analytical study of translation tests (Al-Jarf, 2003); effect of online learning on struggling
esl college writers (Al-Jarf, 2002a); issues in translation assessment (Al-Jarf, 2001b); linguistic and measurement considerations
in translation tests (Al-Jarf, 2002a); and reflections on translation assessment (Al-Jarf, 2002b).

3.3 Corpus Characteristics

The finalized synthesis corpus consists of twelve (12) closely related empirical studies spanning a longitudinal timeline from 2016
to 2025. All included studies share identical contextual settings, having been conducted by the same primary researcher within the
context of undergraduate translation programs in Saudi Arabia. The corpus exhibits high methodological homogeneity: the source
datasets are uniformly derived from written translation tasks administered to female undergraduate student translators majoring
in translation or linguistics, with the exception of the 2025 comparative cohorts which integrate text generation outputs from Large
Language Models (LLMs) like Microsoft Copilot, DeepSeek, and Google Translate. In total, the corpus evaluates over $500% student
translation protocols and an extensive array of targeted linguistic stimuli. Structurally, the corpus is divided into three distinct
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investigative domains: general figurative strings (75%), highly specialized technical nomenclatures ($8.3\%$), and explicit human-
versus-Al comparative benchmarks (16.7%).

The corpus for this SR consists of twelve studies conducted by the author over a decade, each examining a distinct category of
metaphorical or fixed expressions in English-Arabic translation. Although the expression types vary widely—ranging from
impossibility expressions, kinship metaphors (om/abu, ibn/bint), dar/bayt expressions, numeral-based formulae, color metaphors,
time metaphors, binomials, collocations, and folk chemical names, the corpus is unified by a consistent methodological orientation
and a shared focus on non-literal meaning.

All studies were designed with careful attention to sampling, instrument construction, and statistical analysis, reflecting the author’s
background in educational research design and quantitative methods. The corpus includes elicited translation tests in 11 studies
and naturally occurring errors collected from student assignments and graduation projects in one study. This combination allows
for the examination of expression types that do not naturally appear in coursework (e.g. impossibility expressions, kinship
metaphors, chemical names), while also capturing authentic patterns of collocational misuse in real student writing. The corpus is
therefore characterized by: a wide semantic range of metaphorical and fixed expressions, a consistent population of undergraduate
translation students, a blend of elicited in 11 studies and naturally occurring data in one study, a high level of linguistic and cultural
specificity, and a research-driven selection of expression types chosen for their rarity, opacity, and cultural depth.

Together, these features create a corpus that is both coherent and uniquely positioned to reveal how student translators handle
complex, culturally embedded forms of non-literal meaning.

3.4 Information Sources

The information sources for this SR consist exclusively of the researcher’s published work. The corpus includes ten journal articles
and two book chapters, with two publications indexed in Scopus (one journal article and one book chapter). Because all twelve
studies are authored by the researcher, no external database search was required; the complete set of publications is already
available in the researcher’'s CV and fully indexed on her Google Scholar profile. Nevertheless, these studies are publicly accessible
through multiple academic platforms, including ResearchGate, Academia, Semantic Scholar, Scopus, Web of Science, SSRN,
WorldCat, and various international university libraries such as Harvard Library but they are not indexed in the KSU Library. This
broad availability ensures that the corpus represents a fully retrievable and verifiable body of work suitable for systematic synthesis
in the context of author-bounded SRs.

3.5 Data Extraction and Synthesis

Data extraction was guided by a structured matrix designed to systematically capture qualitative and quantitative variables across
the twelve included studies. For each study, information was extracted under four core categories aligned with the review's research
questions: (i) Bibliographic and structural attributes, including publication year, the specific linguistic target (e.g., color metaphors,
kinship expressions, chemical nomenclature), sample size (N), and translation directionality (English-Arabic or Arabic-English). (ii)
Classifications of student and Al translation errors, organized into thematic categories such as semantic distortion, cultural
misconceptualization, syntactic breakdowns, and literalism, following established error-analysis frameworks. (iii) Transfer
mechanisms employed by human and Al translators, including literal transfer, idiom substitution, paraphrasing, structural deletion,
and other strategies relevant to cross-linguistic meaning transfer. (iv) Identified causes of errors, such as interlingual interference
(L1/L2), intralingual overgeneralization, dictionary dependency, and culturally driven misinterpretation.

The synthesis followed a thematic qualitative meta-synthesis approach. Because all source studies employ uniform descriptive
error-analysis methodologies, the extracted data integrate coherently, without the statistical incompatibilities typically
encountered in heterogeneous multi-author SRs. This methodological homogeneity enables a unified synthesis of patterns across
metaphorical and fixed-expression translation.

3.6 PRISMA Flow Description

The study-screening process follows a modified Preferred Reporting Items for SRs and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) framework
adapted for author-bounded SRs. The PRISMA flow reflects the closed nature of the corpus, which consists exclusively of studies
conducted by the researcher on metaphorical and fixed expressions in English—Arabic translation. After retrieving the complete set
of research files, twelve studies met the inclusion criteria: (a) a focus on non-literal meaning, (b) empirical data derived from
undergraduate translation students, and (c) systematic analysis of translation performance.

No external studies were included, and no database searches were required, as the corpus represents a unified research program
rather than an open-ended literature review. Screening involved verifying the completeness of each study’'s materials—tests,
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assignments, coding sheets, and statistical analyses—and ensuring that each study addressed a distinct expression type without
duplication.

The final PRISMA flow can be summarized as follows: 48 records were identified from the researcher’s archive and 48 full-text
studies were assessed for eligibility; 12 studies met the inclusion criteria and were included in the final synthesis, while 36 studies
were excluded. This streamlined PRISMA structure reflects the intentional design of the corpus as a cohesive body of work
developed over multiple years, with each study contributing a unique component to the broader investigation of metaphorical
and fixed expressions in translation.

4. Results
4.1 Study Characteristics

Cluster 1: General Language Metaphorical and Fixed Expressions
1) expressions of impossibility in Arabic and English: Unveiling students’ translation difficulties. (Al-Jarf, 2024a)

Analysis of a sample of English and Arabic expressions of impossibility showed 4 categories: (i) expressions of impossibility that
are identical in form and meaning in both languages (to look for a needle in a haystack, when salt blossoms, when heaven falls on
earth); (ii) those that are similar in meaning but differ in wording (when pigs fly, on cloud nine, not in a million years); (iii) those
used in English, but have no equivalents in Arabic (when hell freezes over, dance on a land mine); and (iv) those used in Arabic but
have no equivalents in English (g5l jc (6 pg=ill 44y to show someone the stars at noon/in daylight). Responses to the elicited
translation test showed that student-translators translated fewer than 35% of the test items correctly and left many blank.
Expressions of impossibility that are similar in English and Arabic were easy to translate, whereas opaque ones (ghost of a chance,
dance on a land mine, Ju s wbsii bo juesidl guc the sun cannot be covered with a sieve; wuisdl ¢guidl o =i V ¢li] you cannot
reap grapes from thorns; clisg del> 417 LaJ when you see your ear’s lobe; 5o oglai lo (=l the eye cannot defy a n awl). English
expressions of impossibility were more difficult to translate than Arabic ones as they contained unfamiliar lexical items. The most
common translation strategies were literal translation, explanation/paraphrase, partial translation, and extraneous translation in
that order.

2) Equivalence Problems in Translating Ibn (Son) and Bint (Daughter) Fixed Expressions to Arabic and English
(Al-Jarf, 2023b)

English and Arabic general ibn (son) and bint (daughter) expressions fall into 4 categories: (i) those that are identical in form and
meaning in both languages (daughters of Eve, son of Adam); (ii) those that are similar in meaning but differ in wording (step-
daughter); (iii) those that exist in English, but have no equivalents in Arabic (daughter of Sappho); and (iv) those that exist in Arabic
but have no equivalents in English (daughter of Yemen, i.e., coffee). Specialized expressions used in medicine, computers, business
and others are exact translations in both languages (daughter company, daughter cyst, daughter isotope). Student-translators
translated fewer than 13% of the elicited Arabic test items and 12% of the elicited English test items correctly and left 75% blank.
Son and daughter expressions similar in both languages were easy to translate (like mother like daughter), whereas opaque ones
(a8l cuiy), culture-specific ones (g ol «gis iy lgul i) and those requiring a specialized background knowledge were
difficult (daughter board). Extraneous translation, paraphrase, literal translation, use of synonymes, transliteration of Arabic words,
partial translation, and giving the same translation for different expressions were the most common strategies. Translation
difficulties are due to semantic and syntactic problems that the students have.

3) Numeral-based English and Arabic Formulaic Expressions: Cultural, Linguistic and Translation Issues (Al-Jarf,
2023c)

English and Arabic numeral-based formulaic expressions fall into 4 categories:: (i) those that are identical in form and meaning in
both languages (seventh heaven, four eyes, fifth column); (i) those that are similar in meaning but differ in wording (cats have nine
lives, high five, cloud nine); (iii) those that exist in English, but have no equivalents in Arabic; and (iv) those that exist in Arabic but
have no equivalents in English. Specialized expressions containing numerals or numerical prefixes used in business, sports, science,
politics and others are exact translations in both languages (five-power agreement, five percent rule, five tigers, tripartite alliance,
fifth wheel replace). Student-translators translated fewer than 25% of the elicited translation test items correctly and left many
blank. Numeral-based formulaic expressions similar in both languages were easy to translate, whereas opaque ones (at sixes and
sevens, double Dutch, strap); culture-specific ones (Pentateuch, Millennialism, «dsleg izo o wali sosuid | S ety S
ddgan |y i ozl Olelyy owius o, and those that require a specialized background knowledge (five C's, the big five, five pillars of
the UN, three-name paper) were difficult. Literal translation was the most common translation strategy.

4) Time metaphors in English and Arabic: Translation Challenges (Al-Jarf, 2023d)
Time metaphorical expressions containing second d4li, minute da.55, hourdelw, day e gy, year ole 4w, age, era, and epoch &8>
Al rac eternity; time o0) « 184 fall into 4 categories: (i) those that are identical in form and meaning in both languages (golden
age, around the clock); (ii) those that are similar in meaning but differ in wording (wait for ages); (iii) those that exist in English, but
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have no equivalents in Arabic (time is money); and (iv) those that exist in Arabic but have no equivalents in English (deluwdl d3J;
tremors of the day of judgment). Specialized expressions used in both languages are exact translations (Stone Age). Student-
translators translated fewer than 20% of the elicited translation test items correctly and left many blank. Time metaphorical
expressions similar in both languages were easy to translate, whereas opaque ones with an idiomatic or metonymic meaning and
culture-specific ones were difficult (g ya 3l ayle JST too old/obsolete; duau gyl (1oj insignificant people talking about crucial
issues). Those that require a specialized background knowledge (sl rosll Cretaceous Period) were difficult as well.
Numerous strategies were utilized in translating the time expression as literal translation, partial translation, paraphrase, using
synonyms and extraneous translations.

5) Arabic and English Dar (House) and Bayt (Home) Expressions: Linguistic, Translation and Cultural Issues (Al-Jarf,
2022a)

Although dar and bayt literally mean "house” and "home,” they carry a wide range of extended meanings in Arabic. They denote
family lineage (o=l 415 .woy=Jl Cuw), origin or school of thought (o8l Cuw weuddl Cuw), and appear in names of cities (oMl 1>
ww3aadl C) and historical monuments (é'wjbill 193 «oledsdl Cuw). They also refer to animal and insect dwellings (Joidl/J=U! <),
commercial and industrial entities (i 3J!l Ja gl Cuy ‘L-,lS)SlI 1> oladl 1), hotels and accommodations (O WUaJl Cuy cdsluadl |ls),
stores and restaurants (3g=Jl S Wyud! Cw), educational institutions (eSSl I wegl=dl Hls), publishers (& yoll )l5), and types of
homes (Jaile Cu «sdyy Cu). Additional uses include religious contexts (sgail jl> «ull JAT (il Cu), financial terms ((Jladl g
Slaiwdl 1), literary terminology (j=uidl Cus), metonyms (clin yosy «in wysy <l Cw), and descriptions of physical structures
(it g «droze gy «duigh)yS Cgu). Results from an elicited translation test showed that students translated fewer than 25% of
the items correctly, leaving many blank. Iltems with clear English parallels—such as courthouse and publishing house—were easier
to translate, whereas culturally embedded or metaphorical uses posed significant difficulty. Literal translation was the most
common strategy, followed by partial translation and paraphrasing.

6) Translation Students’ Difficulties with English and Arabic Color-based Metaphorical Expressions (Al-Jarf, 2019)
English and Arabic color-based metaphorical expressions fall into five categories: (i) those that are identical in form and meaning
in both languages; (ii) those that are the same in meaning but differ in form, (iii) those that are identical in form but different in
meaning; (iv) those that exist in English but have no equivalents in Arabic; and (v) those that exist in Arabic but have no equivalents
in English. Students’ responses to an elicited color-based metaphorical expressions translation test showed that the students
translated fewer than 25 % correctly and left many items blank. Color-based metaphorical expressions similar in both languages
were easy to translate such as black list, red line, green light, whereas opaque ones were difficult. Literal translation was the most
common translation strategy.

7) Issues in translating Arabic om- and abu-expressions (Al-Jarf, 2017a)

Although, "Om" and "Abu" in Arabic literally mean "mother" and "father", Om and Abu are used in some surnames, names of cities,
monuments; birds, insects, fish, animals, plants, diseases and medical conditions, brand names, in metonyms referring to animals,
metonyms with general reference, metonyms with religious reference, metonyms with a negative connotation, metonyms with a
positive connotation, and in describing physical appearance. They can mean “origin" or "best example." They are used in
collocations and idioms and in technical expression. Furthermore, an elicited translation test results showed that students
translated less than 20% correctly. Those were Arabic expressions and their English equivalents that are similar such as "mother of
invention", and "father of medicine". Many items were left blank, and literal translation was the major strategy. The study
recommended taking into consideration the connotative and idiomatic meaning, non-literal translation of names of birds, animals,
fish, plants, diseases; explanatory equivalents in transferring the meaning of metonyms; and transliterating most proper nouns.

8) Translation of English and Arabic binomials by Advanced and Novice Student Translators (Al-Jarf, 2016b)
English and Arabic binomials fall into three categories: (i) binomials that exist in English but have no equivalents in Arabic, (ii) those
that exist in Arabic but have no equivalents in English and (iii) those that exist, i.e., are similar in both languages. Translation
students’ responses to an elicited translation test showed that 62.5% of the English binomials on the test were left blank by all the
subjects” and “fewer than 20% of the responses were correct.” Transparent binomials (e.g., sooner or later — \>T ol \>lc) were
translated correctly whereas opaque or culturally embedded ones (e.g., rough and ready; Jbl Jble ; LWL Jl=l) were difficult to
translate. Advanced students responded to 35% of test items and beginners to 32.5%, with no significant differences in total scores.
Both groups struggled with binomials lacking direct equivalents, idiomatic pairs, and culturally loaded expressions. A positive
correlation (r = .37) indicated that students who performed better on English binomials also tended to perform better on the
Arabic binomial test. The most frequent strategies were literal translation, explanation/paraphrase, partial translation,
contextualized guessing, use of synonyms, reversal, and extraneous translation. Literal translation was especially common even
when an established equivalent existed (e.g., bread and butter — 81139 ju> instead of zlog iuc). Students also invented binomials
or confused them with unrelated expressions, indicating limited awareness of binomials as fixed multi-word units. Overall, the
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results demonstrate that both advanced and beginning translation students have serious difficulty comprehending and translating
binomials in both directions.

9) Undergraduate Student-Translators’ Difficulties in Translating English Word + Preposition Collocations to Arabic
(Al-Jarf, 2022g).

This is the only study in the corpus based on naturalistic data rather than elicited tests. Analysis of a corpus of faulty word+
preposition collocations was extracted from students-translators’ graduation projects showed the following: (i) cases were the
Arabic word + preposition collocations match those of their English equivalents in form and meaning (depend on Jaisy
wle,apologize for/toge/J jiisy, interested iny aigo) ; (ii) cases where a preposition is used in the English collocation but no
preposition is used in the Arabic equivalent (wait for JAiy); (i) cases where an Arabic preposition is used after a word but no such
preposition is used in their English equivalent (gave him tea slidl dJ 0138, offered him a proposalzl,isl alde oyc,stopped
participating &,Liwel| ;c 0847, lack something J| jaiay). Data analysis indicated that in 84% of the errors, the students substituted
a preposition by a faulty one; in 13%, they added a preposition after an Arabic word that does not require a preposition; and in
3% they deleted a preposition from a translation that requires use of a preposition. In addition, 19% of the errors were interlingual
(transfer errors from English) and 81% were intralingual due to inadequate competence in L1 (Arabic). 44% were extraneous errors,
21% were due to ignorance of Arabic language rules of preposition use and 18% were due to faulty common use of the preposition
in the students’ local dialect. 86% were syntactic; 11% were semantic and 3% were stylistic errors.

Cluster 2: Technical Language Metaphorical and Fixed Expressions

10) Issues in Translating English and Arabic Common Names of Chemical Compounds by Student-Translators in Saudi

Arabia (Al-Jarf, 2022e)

A contrastive analysis of English and Arabic common names revealed several types of Arabic equivalents such as: (1) pure Arabic
equivalents (Acetic Acid: Vinegar 2); (J=JI) borrowings (Ferric Oxide: hematite 3); (Cuilougll) Arabized (naturalized) equivalents
(Potassium Carbonate: Potash 4); (uligdl) semi-borrowed (Sodium Hydroxide: caustic soda 5 lygall); (4g&Jl) (5) multiple
equivalents (Ammonium Chloride: ammonia 6); (j> Ll ‘Lg.igoill) calques (English salt 7); (sju=iVl alaJl) neologism (Lactic Acid
el yoes); and (8) old names (Red Antimony y=4jj). Elicited test results showed that student-translators have difficulty translating
English chemical common names to Arabic. They only gave correct responses to fewer than 20% of the test items; and 55% were
blank responses. Their most common translation strategies were transliteration of the English name and literal translation. The
students reported that they are not familiar with most of the English and Arabic chemical common names.

Cluster 3: Human vs Al Weaknesses in Translating Metaphorical and Fixed Expressions
11) Human vs Al translation of common names of chemical compounds: A comparative study (Al-Jarf, 2025j).

In Al-Jarf (2022), undergraduate student-translators had difficulty translating English common names of chemical compounds
(CNCC) to Arabic. They gave correct responses to fewer than 20% of the test items and left 55% blank. Their most common
translation strategy was literal translation and transliteration of English names. The students reported that they are not familiar
with most of the English and Arabic chemical compound names. In Al-Jarf (2025i), two samples of English and Arabic common
names of chemical compounds (CNCC) were translated by Microsoft Copilot (MC). Results demonstrated that MC translated 72%
of the CNCC in the sample correctly. It gave more Arabic-English than English-Arabic correct equivalents (40% & 32% respectively).
It gave more correct equivalents when | specified the domain and when | asked for all the equivalents that MC knows. MC gave
literal word-for-word translation to terms as (Lunar caustic > $yedll g8l (Laadl Wlyi); transliteration (Stearic acid > oo
el yutud| instead of gouidl oo a faulty derivative (Chlorinating powder > glSil §g=uwwe instead of 8)gISJl §g=ure) and
explanation (Ammonia liquor LigoVl Jilw). Although some English chemical compounds have multiple Arabic equivalents, MC
gave only one unless prompted to give all. Even though MC is characterized by breadth of knowledge of English and Arabic
chemical terminology and quick access to each term and in which context(s) it is used, in few cases, it failed to match the English
chemical compound name with its Arabic equivalent and vice versa. Since translation-students’ knowledge of CNCC is limited, they
are advised to specify the kind of terms to be translated and to ask Al to give as many equivalents as possible. They should give
Al the context, nuance, and direction so that it matches the term with its correct equivalent.

12) Translation of Arabic expressions of impossibility by Al and student-translators: A comparative study (Al-Jarf,
20251).

This study compares the difficulties that Artificial Intelligence (Al) and student-translators have in translating expressions of
impossibility (Els). A sample of English and Arabic Els was collected and translated by Microsoft Copilot (MC) and undergraduate
student translators (Al-Jarf, 2024). Data analysis showed that Arabic-English translation was easier for MC than English-Arabic
translation. MC mostly gave literal word-for-word translation (once in a blue moon &Vl yadll 6 8519 8y0 instead of b b0
diull (w8 8y0/ya=ll), which sometimes sounded meaningless and culturally awkward. The students translated fewer than 35% of
the Els correctly, compared to by 52% correct translations by MC. They left many blank. Expressions similar in both languages were
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easy to translate, whereas opaque expressions were more difficult (near the knuckle, ghost of a chance, dance on a land mine).
Both MC and students gave more correct Arabic-English than English-Arabic translations. The most common translation strategy
used by both was word-for-word translation. Paraphrase/explanation, partial, and extraneous translation were the most frequently
used strategies by students. MC did not leave any expressions blank. Translation errors by students were due to lack of mastery of
English, limited exposure to English idioms and proverbs, unfamiliar words, lack of background knowledge, cultural gaps, and
inadequate translation competence. Although MC can explain the underlying meaning on an El, it cannot make conceptual
alignment because MC translation models prioritize direct linguistic accuracy, i.e., word-for-word translation, over natural, culturally
adapted phrasing.

5. Discussion

5.1 Meta-Conclusion

Across the twelve studies, a clear and consistent pattern emerges: student translators struggle profoundly with metaphorical and
fixed expressions across all semantic, cultural, and structural subtypes. Whether the expressions involve impossibility expressions,
kinship-based metaphors (ibn/bint & Om/Abu), numeral-based formulaic expressions, time metaphors, dar/bayt expressions, color
metaphors, binomials, or word + preposition collocations, the findings converge on the same conclusion: students translate fewer
than 35% correctly, leave large items on the test blank, and rely heavily on literal translation. The studies also show that expressions
similar in both English and Arabic are consistently easy, while opaque, culture-specific, or specialized expressions are consistently
difficult. This pattern holds across all clusters and all expression types. In the technical domain, the study on common names of
chemical compounds confirms that students translate fewer than 20% correctly and default to transliteration or literal equivalents.
Finally, the comparative studies demonstrate that Al outperforms students in accuracy, but Al also defaults to literal translation,
especially when expressions require cultural grounding or conceptual alignment.

Overall, the corpus reveals a unified meta-conclusion: non-literal meaning, whether metaphorical, formulaic, cultural, or technical—
poses a persistent, cross-domain challenge for student translators, and neither human nor Al translation models fully resolve the
cultural opacity embedded in these expressions.

5.2 Meta-Interpretation

The consistent translation weaknesses observed across all studies point to deeper linguistic, cognitive, and cultural factors shaping
translation performance. First, the dominance of literal translation across all expression types suggests that students rely on
surface-level lexical processing rather than conceptual mapping. This indicates limited awareness of how metaphor, metonym, and
set-phrases operate in English and Arabic. The high percentage of blank responses further implies low tolerance for ambiguity and
limited inferencing skills when confronted with opaque expressions. Second, the difficulty with culture-specific expressions—
whether impossibility expressions, om/abu expressions, or common names of chemical compounds—reveals a gap in students’
cultural literacy and background knowledge. Many expressions require familiarity with religious, historical, scientific, or social
references that students do not possess. Third, the studies show that structural complexity (as in binomials or collocations) interacts
with semantic opacity, producing compounded difficulty. Students struggle not only with meaning but also with syntactic patterns
that differ between English and Arabic. Fourth, the comparative studies show that Al systems, while more accurate overall, still fail
to achieve conceptual alignment. Al tends to prioritize direct lexical equivalence, producing culturally awkward or semantically
distorted translations. This confirms that cultural metaphor processing remains a human-dependent skill, even when Al is involved.
Taken together, the corpus suggests that translation difficulties stem not from isolated linguistic gaps but from a systemic lack of
conceptual, cultural, and cognitive readiness to handle non-literal meaning.

5.3 Cross-Cutting Insights

Across all clusters, several cross-cutting insights emerge that unify the findings of the twelve studies: (i) Cultural opacity is the
strongest predictor of difficulty. Expressions tied to cultural knowledge—religion, history, idioms, social practices, or folk
terminology—consistently produce the lowest accuracy rates. (ii) Literal translation is the default strategy for both students and
Al. This strategy succeeds only when expressions are similar in both languages; otherwise, it leads to semantic distortion or cultural
awkwardness. (iii) Blank responses are a recurring phenomenon, indicating cognitive overload and lack of inferencing strategies.
(iv) Similarity facilitates accuracy. When expressions share form and meaning across English and Arabic, students perform well;
when they diverge, performance drops sharply. (v) Specialized knowledge gaps (e.g., scientific, religious, historical) significantly
hinder translation accuracy across all expression types. (vi) Al advantages and limitations coexist. Al is faster and more accurate
overall but fails to capture cultural nuance without explicit prompting. (vii) Non-literal meaning is multidimensional. The corpus
shows that metaphorical and fixed expressions are not a single category but a constellation of subtypes—structural, cultural, lexical,
technical—each requiring different cognitive and linguistic skills. (viii) Pedagogical implications are consistent across studies:
students need explicit training in conceptual metaphor theory, cultural literacy, inferencing strategies, and contrastive analysis.
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5.4 Implications

The findings across the twelve studies carry several important implications for translation pedagogy, curriculum design, translator
training, and the integration of Al tools in educational contexts. First, explicit instruction in non-literal meaning is essential.
Students’ persistent reliance on literal translation across all expression types indicates the need for structured training in metaphor,
metonym, idiomatic and formulaic expressions in both English and Arabic. Contrastive cultural awareness must be embedded in
translation courses. Difficulties with culture-specific expressions—such as impossibility expressions, om/abu expressions, and folk
chemical names—show that students require systematic exposure to cultural references, historical contexts, and domain-specific
knowledge. Inferencing and cognitive strategies should be explicitly taught. High rates of blank responses reveal that students
need training in guessing meaning, using context, and applying conceptual mapping rather than abandoning the task.

Second, curriculum redesign is needed to include diverse categories of metaphorical and fixed expressions. Current curricula
appear to underrepresent non-literal meaning, despite its centrality in real-world translation. Assessment practices should
incorporate tasks that evaluate students’ ability to translate opaque, culturally loaded expressions—not only literal or technical
texts. Domain-specific modules (e.g., scientific, religious, historical, legal) are necessary, as many errors stem from lack of
background knowledge rather than linguistic weakness alone.

Implications for Al Integration

Third, guided use of Al tools can support student translators, but only when accompanied by explicit prompting strategies. The
comparative studies show that Al performs better when the user specifies domain, context, and required equivalents. Al cannot
replace cultural reasoning. Although Al outperforms students in accuracy, it still defaults to literal translation for metaphorical and
culturally embedded expressions. This highlights the need for human oversight and cultural interpretation. Al as a diagnostic tool:
educators can use Al outputs to help students compare strategies, identify literal distortions, and understand how meaning shifts
across languages.

Fourth, there is a need for longitudinal studies: the consistent patterns across a decade suggest the value of tracking how students’
metaphor-translation competence develops over time. Expansion of expression types: future research can explore additional
categories such as legal metaphors, religious metaphors, political formulae, and social media expressions. Human—-Al comparative
frameworks should be further developed, as the corpus shows that both humans and Al struggle—but in different ways.

Finally, conceptual metaphor training is crucial for improving students’ ability to map meaning across cognitive domains. Cultural
literacy enhancement is necessary to reduce errors stemming from unfamiliarity with cultural references. Strategic flexibility must
be cultivated so students can move beyond literal translation and choose paraphrase, explanation, or culturally adapted equivalents
when needed.

5.5 Positioning This SR Within the Global Metaphorical and Fixed Expressions Translation SRs

Within the global landscape of SRs on figurative language and non-literal meaning, this SR occupies a distinct and previously
unaddressed position. Existing SRs on metaphorical or figurative translation—such as figurative language in novels (Anisa, 2026),
figurative expressions in narrative texts (Khalaf & Moindjie, 2026), and public signs (Amenador & Wang, 2022), tend to focus on
single genres, single expression types, or single translation contexts. These reviews typically examine metaphor or formulaic
expressions within literary, audiovisual, or public communication domains, and they do not integrate multiple subtypes of
metaphorical and fixed expressions within a unified analytical framework. In contrast, the present SR synthesizes a broad,
multi-category corpus that spans culturally embedded metaphors, structural formulaic expressions, kinship-based metaphors,
numeral-based expressions, binomials, collocations, color metaphors, time metaphors, and common names of chemical
compounds. This breadth positions the study as the first SR to treat metaphorical and fixed expressions not as isolated phenomena
but as an interconnected system of non-literal meaning across English and Arabic.

Furthermore, unlike global SRs that rely on heterogeneous studies produced by multiple researchers, this SR is grounded in an
author-bounded research program, allowing for a level of conceptual coherence, methodological consistency, and cross-study
comparability that is rarely achievable in broader reviews. This coherence enables the identification of recurring patterns in student
translators’ performance across expression types—patterns that global SRs, with their fragmented datasets, cannot easily capture.
Finally, this SR introduces a dimension absent from all existing metaphor-translation reviews: a human—Al comparative component,
as seen in the studies on Al vs student translation of chemical names and Al vs student translation of impossibility expressions. No
global SR to date has examined how Al systems handle metaphorical and fixed expressions relative to human translators, nor how
cultural opacity affects both.
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Taken together, this SR extends the global literature by offering: a multi-category synthesis of metaphorical and fixed expressions,
a culturally grounded Arabic-English perspective, a methodologically unified corpus, and a human—-Al comparative lens absent
from all prior SRs. Thus, this study not only fills a gap in the global SR landscape but also reframes how metaphorical and fixed
expressions can be systematically reviewed across languages, cultures, and translation modalities.

5.6 How This SR Connects to the Author’s Previous SRs

Across the author's extensive body of SRs, this SR aligns with a long-standing research trajectory that synthesizes coherent sets of
studies across diverse linguistic, pedagogical, technological, and sociocultural domains. Previous SRs have examined areas such as
translation errors, Al translation quality, transliteration, interpreting pedagogy, vocabulary, grammar, reading instruction, social
media in EFL, mobile-assisted learning, and many other domains.

Within this broader program, the present SR introduces a new thematic focus not previously synthesized: the translation of
metaphorical and fixed expressions as a unified system of non-literal meaning. While earlier SRs addressed linguistic skills,
pedagogical practices, or translation performance, none examined semantic opacity, cultural load, and conceptual mapping across
multiple expression types in English-Arabic translation.

This SR also extends the author's translation-focused reviews by shifting from surface-level linguistic errors to deep-structure
meaning processing, integrating cultural metaphors, structural formulaic expressions, kinship-based metaphors, numeral-based
expressions, color metaphors, time metaphors, binomials, collocations, and folk chemical names within a single conceptual
framework.

Methodologically, this SR continues the author’s signature approach of author-bounded systematic synthesis, which provides
conceptual coherence, comparable data structures, and unified analytical categories across studies. This continuity strengthens the
methodological contribution established in earlier SRs that synthesized the author’s research on reading, vocabulary, grammar,
assessment, cultural learning, and Al translation.

A further contribution of this SR is the introduction of a human—Al comparative dimension, a feature not present in earlier reviews.
By analyzing how Al and student translators handle culturally loaded metaphorical and fixed expressions, this SR expands the
author’s research program into the intersection of translation studies, cognitive linguistics, cultural semantics, and Al-assisted
translation.

Overall, this SR integrates seamlessly into the author’s broader scholarly agenda while adding a new semantic-cognitive layer, a
new comparative perspective, and a new thematic domain that enriches the cumulative understanding of translation competence
and non-literal meaning in English—-Arabic contexts.

5.7 Limitations

These boundaries clarify the scope of the evidence and highlight opportunities for future research to expand participant groups,
diversify data, and explore additional translation contexts.

Although this SR offers a coherent synthesis of twelve studies on metaphorical and fixed expressions within a unified research
program, the following limitations should be acknowledged:

(i) The review is based exclusively on studies conducted by a single researcher. While this ensures methodological and conceptual
coherence, it limits the diversity of theoretical perspectives, research designs, and analytical approaches that might emerge from
multi-author or cross-institutional studies.

(i) The included studies provide cross-sectional snapshots of student performance rather than longitudinal evidence.
Consequently, the review does not trace how metaphor-translation competence develops over time or how instructional
interventions shape long-term learning trajectories.

(iii) Although the corpus covers a wide range of metaphorical and formulaic expression types not previously examined in the
literature, it does not include metaphorical expressions built around defeatist expressions, love-related metaphors (e.g., my eye,
my heart, my soul, my life, my lifetime), body-part terms (e.g., eye, head, heart), everyday object pairs (pen and notebook; pen and
paper), kinship expressions (brother, sister), possessive particles (dhd, dhat, dhawat), or figurative uses of animal names, plant
names, flowers, vegetables, and place names containing head or mountain, honorific titles (prince, sheikh), and metaphors related
to water or life and death.
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(iv) Eleven of the twelve studies rely on elicited translation tests rather than naturalistic data. This design choice was necessary
because highly specialized expressions—such as kinship-based metaphors, dar/bayt expressions, impossibility expressions,
numeral-based formulaic expressions, color metaphors, binomials, and chemical compound names—rarely appear in students’
assignments or graduation projects. However, elicited tests may not fully reflect real-world translation contexts.

(v) Only two studies in the corpus examine human vs Al comparative performance translation weaknesses. Both rely on a single Al
model (Microsoft Copilot). Findings may vary across other Al systems (ChatGPT, Gemini, DeepSeek ... etc.), prompting strategies,
model architectures, or future updates, which limits the generalizability of the Al-related results.

These boundaries clarify the scope of the evidence and highlight opportunities for future research to expand participant groups,
diversify data sources, incorporate additional genres, and explore broader translation contexts.

6. Recommendations & Directions for Future Research

Based on the synthesis of the twelve studies, the following recommendations are offered for enhancing translation pedagogy,
strengthening student competence, and expanding future research on metaphorical and fixed expressions:

e Translation programs should incorporate structured instruction on metaphor, metonyms, idiomatic and formulaic expressions.
Students need guided exposure to how figurative meaning operates in English and Arabic. Since many errors stem from
cultural unfamiliarity, translation courses should integrate cultural background knowledge related to kinship metaphors,
impossibility expressions, color symbolism, time metaphors, and other culturally embedded forms. Students should be trained
to move beyond literal translation and to use paraphrase, explanation, conceptual mapping, and culturally adapted equivalents
when needed. For specialized categories such as chemical names, numeral-based expressions, and technical metaphors,
targeted modules can help students acquire the necessary background knowledge.

e  Future studies may explore additional categories of metaphorical and fixed expressions, such as legal metaphors, political
metaphors, religious formulae, or social-media-based figurative language. Research could examine how students mentally
process opaque expressions, what cues they rely on, and how they make sense of unfamiliar figurative forms.

e Al-human comparative studies Building on the two Al-related studies in the corpus, future work may compare different Al
systems, prompting strategies, or hybrid human-Al workflows to understand how figurative meaning is handled
computationally.

e  Studies may investigate how instructional interventions, such as metaphor workshops, cultural modules, or guided translation
tasks, affect student performance in real classroom settings.

e Larger corpora of authentic student translations, assignments, and projects may reveal additional patterns of difficulty beyond
those captured through tests.

These recommendations aim to strengthen translation pedagogy and open new avenues for research on figurative and culturally
loaded expressions in English—Arabic translation.

7. Conclusion

This SR synthesizes twelve studies that collectively illuminate the challenges student translators face when dealing with
metaphorical and fixed expressions across a wide range of semantic, cultural, and structural categories. Despite the diversity of
expression types—impossibility expressions, kinship metaphors, numeral-based formulae, time metaphors, color metaphors,
binomials, collocations, dar/bayt expressions, om/abu expressions, and folk chemical names—the findings converge on a
consistent pattern: students struggle most with opaque, culture-specific, and specialized expressions, and rely heavily on literal
translation. The review highlights the importance of cultural literacy, conceptual mapping, and domain knowledge in achieving
accurate translation of non-literal meaning. It also shows that Al systems, while outperforming students in accuracy, still default to
literal rendering and require explicit prompting to produce culturally appropriate equivalents. By integrating these studies into a
unified analytical framework, this review contributes a comprehensive understanding of how English—Arabic translators handle
figurative and fixed expressions, and identifies pedagogical and research pathways for strengthening translation competence. The
findings reaffirm the need for explicit instruction, cultural grounding, and strategic flexibility in translation training, and open new
directions for future inquiry into the cognitive and cultural dimensions of figurative language translation.
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