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Introduction

This workbook can be used on its own or in conjunction with the Collins COBUILD
Dictionary of Idioms. The Idioms Workbook practises 250 of the most important idioms
common to both British English and American English. Idioms such as It’s raining cats
and dogs are not included in this workbook as they are not very common.

About idioms

Why use idioms?

Idioms exist in all languages. They form an important part of everyone's vocabulary and
are used both in formal and informal language. They are, however, much more common in
informal, spoken English. They should not be confused with slang, which is very often
inappropriate in certain social situations.

We use idioms:

4 to be amusing or witty

# to play with words

# to be different

@ to put other people at easc, even in the most formal situations
# to express something which other words do not quite express
4 to communicate more clearly, more visually

Understanding idioms

Many idioms are casy to understand. For example: ‘There’s no smoke without fire! If vou
understand ‘smoke}‘without) and ‘fire} there's a very good chance vou'll understand the
figurative meaning of the idiom. Other idioms, such as ‘ike looking for a needle in a
haystack, may be more difhicult to understand because of their low frequency vocabulary,

Many English idioms can be translated into other languages almost word for word; many
others can be casily understood because the meaning is translatable, but not the words.
Other idioms can be impossible to translate: these are often idioms which express cultural
concepts.
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Grammar and idioms

The most common grammatical patterns in idioms are the following:

1 Verb + noun
Example: face the music (Unit 23)
2 Adjective + noun
Example: red tape (Unit 16)
3 Prepositional idioms
Example: at loggerheads (Unit 18)
4 Combinations of the above
Example: bang your head against a brick wall (Unit 20)

Origins of idioms

A word of warning. Phrases become idioms when they are not used with their original
literal meaning. Native speakers will often play with the double meanings, literal and
figurative, to make an amusing comment. Consider just a few of the areas these idioms
derive from.

‘Eurotunnel, understandably, is much happier than the ferry companies, given projections
which suggest it will leave them high and dry!

If someone leaves you high and dry, they leave vou in a difficult situation and vou are unable
to do anything about it.

This idiom originally applied to ships, which were literally left high and dry when the tide
went out. The writer of the above example knows the origin of the idiom and undoubtedly
used it here deliberately to talk about ferry companies.

Here is a list of common origins which you will come across frequently in this book:

The Sea and Navy
The Army

Domestic Life
Farming and Animals
Sports and Games
Parts of the Body

vii



Introduction

About the Idioms Workbook

Units

There are 30 units of material. Unit 1 is an introductory unit about idioms. The following
27 units organise idioms by meaning such as Information, Success and Failure, Progress,
etc. Contrasting idioms are presented in the same unit. This allows you to build up a
greater understanding of the exact meaning of each idiom,

“The subject-matter of idioms is human life... prudent and foolish conduct, success and
failure and above all human relations? Logan Pearsall-Smith (1925)

The idioms practised in units 1-28 are common to all parts of the English speaking world.
Regional variations are noted in the Language Comment in each unit. For example, 4 storm
n a teacup, (British English) is practised in Unit 4, whereas a tempest in a teapot, (American
English) is noted in a Language Comment. Idioms which may not be internationally
understandable are taught in Unit 29 (British English), and Unit 30 (American Fnglish).

Unit Exercises

There are from six to twelve idioms per unit. Fach unit starts with a list of the idioms you
will be studying, followed by an example sentence of each idiom. T'he Language
Comment highlights similar or related idioms, explains difficult vocabulary, and draws
your attention to any grammatical or usage restrictions.

The first exercise in most units asks vou to complete the definitions of some of the idioms
in the unit. Subsequent excrcises involve choosing the idiom that best fits a gapped
sentence. Where no alternatives are given, you should pay particular attention to the form
of the verb. In Jokes and Quotes, vou are asked to match the two halves of ‘bad’ jokes or
quotations from famous people. One of the last exercises in each unit covers the variations
in particular idioms. This may be: a change of verb, noun, etc; the omission of a word; the
addition of a word; a singular to plural change; or a change from active to passive.

Memory is aided by links, connections, and images. We remember unusual things much
more easily than ‘normal’ things. In all units, in the final memorization exercise with an
elephant symbol beside it, vou should attempt to draw a picture of each of the idioms in
the unit. It doesn't matter if you're completely useless at drawing, so am I. In a sense, the
worse you are the better it will be, as you are more likely to remember something which is
strange, ridiculous, impossible, or amusing. Whenever vou see the elephant symbol, you
will also see a drawing of one of the idioms in the unit to help you get started. You can
photocopy the formatted page at the back of the book, on page 188, for your drawings. If
even bad drawings are impossible for vou, you could try and write some sentences which
include the idioms in a memorable way. But betore you do this, please try the drawings as
one of the common features of most idioms is that they are visual.
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Revision Exercises

‘These exercises have been written to revise the whole book. We therefore recommend vou
do them after you have completed all of the units.

Group Exercises

These are for study ing English in a class. If vou are not in a class, work with a friend if
possible.

Answer Key
"This section provides the answers to all the exercises in this workbook.

I'hope you have as much fun using the Collins COBUILD Idioms Workbook as I had
writing it!
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All About Idioms

A Meanings and idioms

The idioms in this book are organised in categorics of meaning. To familiarise vourself
with this system, match the follow ing idioms with the categories of meaning.

Idioms Categories of Meaning
1 the ball is in vour court A Iisagreement

2 set the ball rolling B Safen and risk

3 sweep something under the carpet C Decisions

4 not see eye to eye with somcone D Starting and stopping
5 putall your eggs in one basker E Revealing and hiding

B Variations in idioms

Many idioms are fixed and the words which make them up cannot be changed. Sometimes,
however, you have a choice of words.

a lot of water has flowed gone passed under beneath the bridge

There are at least 10 possible combinations with this idiom, more if you include shortened
forms: “That’s (all) (water) under the bridge’

Towards the end of each unit there is an exercise on common variations. These variations
are:

[exical Variations Grammatical Variations
A verb change H active to passive

B noun change I singular to plural

C preposition change ] plural to singular

D used as an adjective K negative to positive

E used asanoun I. positive to negative

F word(s) removed

G word(s) added
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All About Idioms

1 Look at the following examples for the idiom pull someone’s leg and martch them
with the variations on the previous page. There is only one possible variation
for each example. The first one has been done for you.

If you pull sumeone’s leg, vou tease them about something, for example by telling them
something which is not true. He’s always pulling my leg.

Examples Answers

1 Tthink you were having vour leg pulled this morning. L
2 Watch out for him, he’s aleg-puller.
3 Heloves to pull people’slegs.
4 Is he serious or just pulling our legs?

5 Thisisnotaleg-pull.
6 I'm bound to get my leg pulled about this.

2 Match the following examples for the idiom jump on the bandwagon with the
variations on the previous page. Examples 5-7 have more than one of the
variations mentioned above. The first example has been done for you.

If you say that someone, especially a politician, has jumped on the bandwagon, vou
disapprove of their involvement in an activity or movement, because you think that they
are not strictly interested in it, but are involved in it because it is likely to succeed or it is
fashionable.

Examples Answers
\ .. A I
1 It seems that every few months there’s a new nutritional bandwagon you .7 L5
can climb on.

2 They came on the bandwagon atter three other important computer retail
groups agreed to become Apple dealers.

3 They're predictable in jumping on bandwagons.
4 Bandwagon-jumping is not always bad.
5 Thorn EMI and hotels group Forte joined the bandwagon,

6 In saying that, Clinton is climbing aboard a bandwagon which already has ... .
considerable momentum in the US.

7 Isee that Jane Gordon has hurled herself upon that already overloaded ... ..
bandwagon by criticising the money paid to our Members of Parliament.

Don't worry: not all idioms allow this much variartion!
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Unue 1

C British English and American English

Idioms which may not be internationally understandable are practised in Unit 29 and Unit

30. Some idioms are internationally understandable but have a lexical difference.

1 Below is a list of British idioms practised in various units in this book. The
words in bold italic are different in American English. See if you can find their
American English equivalents.

(

rope bag teapot on beat tempest edgewise (monkey)wrench forest

British

! flog a dead horse

5

3

D Grammar and idioms

Some idioms have grammatical restrictions. Others have usage restrictions, which means

throw a spanner in the works

go off ar a tangent

leave someone holding the baby
not see the wood for the trees

a storm in a teacup

at the end of one’s tether

get a word in edgeways

American

that they are most commonly used in a particular grammatical form. The three most

common problem areas for learners are;

negative or positive

1 Negative and positive

Maost idioms can be used in both a positive and a negative way, some are restricted to one
or the other, and others are more commonly used in one of the two ways. The idiom make

singular or plural

active or passne

headway is more commonly used in a positive way.

Look at the following examples for the idiom make headway and say whether they are used

in a positive or negative way.
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If you make headway, you make progress in the thing you are trying to achieve.

1 The psychiatrist didn’t make much headway.

2 The Democrats have made significant headway.

3 So we are making headway.

4 Have the police made any headway?

5 He suggested in fact that they were making little headway.

6 He said he is not disappointed at the failure to make headway towards resolving

differences.

7 But he never made much headway.

8 But he made no headway on this while he was in Moscow last week.
9 He said they had made real headway.
10 It makes it easier for beginners at the game to make some headway.

POSIEIVE: ..ot Negathve: ...

2 Singular and plural

Sort the following idioms into two groups according to whether the underlined noun is in
the singular or plural.

stick to your guns

the icing on the cake
from the horse's mouth
at your ﬁngcr_ti_fn

smell a rat

[ R R

with flying colours
The idioms above do not allow any singular plural change. This means that you can’t sa
*1 smell rats.* Many idioms, however, can be used in both the singular and plural form,
though they are often more common in one or the other.

3 Active and passive

Although many idioms cannot be used in the passive, many others are frequently used in
this way. Look at these examples for the idiom nip in the bud and decide which ones are in

the passive.

If you nip something in the bud, especially something bad, vou stop it at an carh stage
before it can develop into something worse.
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Ul 1

“T'hat’s another disgraceful thing which has to be nipped in the bud’
“T'here’s no reason why that shouldn't have been nipped in the bud a long time ago!

]
2
3 ‘I managed to nip that in the bud’
4 ‘Td like to nip it in the bud!

5

She thought she had nipped the problem in the bud but instead Stanleyv became

increasingly rude at school,
6 It has to be nipped in the bud.

ANSWET: (i R

E Humour and idioms

Jokes often depend on knowing the literal meanings of the words used in idioms. Here are

a few examples,

Match each joke to each pair of definitions. Fach pair contains one literal and one

metaphorical definition,

Jokes Definttions

1 ‘Do you know the joke about Al
the swimming pool?”
‘No, I don’t!

‘Don’t worry, you'd be out of 2
yourdepth!
2 *How do you start a flca B 1
circus?
‘From scratch! 2
3 ['haven’t been able to tell a C1

joke for weeks, I'm at my wits'
end.

I~

Ifvou.... < e dourself, vou rub vour
fingernails against vour skin because it is
itching.

Ifvoustart ... , You create something
completely new, rather than adding to
something that already exists.

................... is the abiliy to use words or ideas in
an amusing, clever, and imaginative way.

If vou say thatyouare ... your
.................... vou are very worried and desperate
about something and you do not know what to
do about it

Ifyouare ... VOUT e, L vou feel
anxious and inadequate because vou have to
deal with a situation or subject which you know
very little about.

Ifyouare ... .. your.... L, youare in water
that is deeper than yvou are tall, with the result
that you cannot stand up with vour head above
water.



