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PREFACE

Idiomatic English is real English. It's the English that English-
speaking people normally use. It's the blood and guts of their language.

That's why ESL and EFL students must learn it. That’s why they
must experience idioms and use idioms— hear them, say them, write
them.

The next step is more complicated. They need to learn how idioms
“fit” spoken and written language. They need to see links between
situation and structure. They need to understand the unity between
human interaction and words, culture, and grammar.

Finally, to make ‘‘real-people English’’ theirs, students must feel
caught up in getting it. That is why my idioms appear in contexts that
not only inform and amuse but—more important—implicate students’
deeper interests and values. That is why my dialogs tell of a love-hate
relationship between a man and a woman of different background,
nationality, and race. That is why national pride, cultural preconcep-
tions, and problems of race and sex challenge students on every page.
That is why customs, values, and beliefs—of peoples everywhere—
permeate the idiom-learning process. That is why idioms appear not as
merely useful but as expressive of our human condition.
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TO THE TEACHER

Levels of Use—TOEFL 425-500.
TOEFL 500-550.

How the Book Works

What is the aim of each lesson? The Spoken and Written Mastery
of Idioms in a Variety of Contexts.

Howisit achieved? By two preparatory and six applicatory exercises,
each of which challenges students with a particular lariguage activity:

| ROLE PLAYING |, the first exercise, contextualizes five idioms in a
short, provocative dialog. Students infer the meanings of the idioms
from it.

LESSON 8: ARE AMERICANS IMPOLITE?

Mimi On the whole, Americans aren’t polite. Most of them have

bad manners.
Sam [ don’t believe it!

Mimi Well, what do you think of strangers who call you by your first
name? On Wednesday I moved into my apartment. On
Thursday the janitor came to fix the heating. Right away he
called me Anne-Marie. The next day the postman called me
Annie. Infact, two minutes after they meet me, Americans use
my first name.

Sam Butit's an American custom. They only mean to be friendly.

Mimi We are used to politeness in France. '

Sam But customs are different in your country. That's why some
American tourists think of the French as unfriendly. '
Mimi They're idiots!

|IDIOM QHECQ then defines each idiom and gives examples, syno-
nyms, antonyms, and constraints—lexical, grammatical, sociolin-

guistic.
in fact Really; in reality; actually—often used emphatically.

Hitler isn’t dead In fact, he’s alive and living in Paraguay.
Mimi didn’t believe Sam. In fact, she called him a Lar.

Equivalent: in point of fact.

be used to Be accustomed to; have the habit of + ING.

John is used to smokING cigars.
For many years Henry walked in his sleep. His wife was used to it

Contrast: used to (Lesson 13).
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SPELLING|, the third exercise, supplies paragraph-length contexts.
The no-error format guides students to good grammar and correct
spelling.

Directions: Write (or say) the appropriate idiom. Use one letter for each
blank.

get up « at first ¢« ahead of time « get on (someone’s) nerves
s of course

tense
1 9 3
Mimi makes mistakes on idioms and becomes angry. Idioms 4[&[2
L _person—

ol Kleir mle/riv/els | so she leaves bed early to study them.

[ person——

She even 4&@/& «lp at5:00 am OLf </loluriale,
she is never late with her ESL homework. She always finishes it
alhielels off Ziitmle.

4t fliit /sl Mimi didn’t do too well in Professor Smith’'s ESL
class, but after a few weeks she got A’s on her idiom tests.

{ SUBSTITUTING | calls for replacing the capitalized words with their
idiomatic equivalent and recopying the sentence correctly. It aims to
cue, channel, and sharpen idiom comprehension.

Sam left his bed late today. MMM,K__

CHOOSING Jrequires just that: choosing the idiom appropriate to the

context by means of lexical and syntactical clues.

At first Mimi came to English classdtdd#m__ but now

she’s always late.

[ COMPLETING |asks students to select the appropriate idiom, as in
choosing. They must then use their own words to complete the context,
thus preparing themselves for the freer idiomatic writing and speaking
which follows.

My boyfriend could do two things .2Z 24e game Ziames He could

UPPER INTERMEDIATE

LCONTEXTUALIZING|, with six to ten interrelated sentences,
provides enough ideas for a short talk or for one to two idiomatic
paragraphs. Without having to worry about where their next idea is
coming from, students can concentrate on how best—in their own
words—to contextualize their idioms.




1) John didn’t like his job; it made him nervous. 2) His boss was
angry with him. 3) He said to John, “Come to-work early.” 4) John
didn’t listen. 5) Every morning he slept later and later. 6) He was
always late to work. 7) His boss fired him.

Students might say or write something like this:

ﬂ:ﬁ (i, 'EQ! GET uP fess? OF g £
. . . . . .. Lo 7 HIS

NERVES. AT FIRST fiv bada snbliy wasmed Ko

JHNEM, the final exercise, encourages students to write about,
speak about, and compare American culture with their own. It does this
by having them act as judges or as participants in a culturally
ambiguous situation. It also ties in with role playing so as to keep
newly acquired idioms “on stage.” For example, the situation de-
scribed below— connected by subject with the dialog Are Americans
Impolite—enlarges upon Mimi and Sam’s discussion of first names:

Discuss (write about) your choice, using the idioms you have just
learned.

Your ESL teacher is a 35-year-old woman, Mrs. Jane Smith. She
asks you to call her Jane. How do you feel about her request?

1. Ifeel that she wants to be my friend and I use her first name freely.

2. I know that she wants me to relax, but1 feel uneasy whenI call her
Jane.

3. I rarely use her name.

4.1 don’t call her any name at all

5.1 continue to call her “Mrs. Smith.”

Student and teacher might interact like this:

Ms. Wong Inmy previous English class, I had a similar problem: my
teacher wanted us to use her first name. I was surprised.
In fact, I was shocked. In China we think of our teacher
as a superior person. It would be impolite to use her first

name.
Teacher How did you solve your problem?

Ms. Wong I didn't call her by any name.
Teacher But why didn’t you call her “Mrs.” and her last name?

Ms. Wong Whatif she got angry at me for not doing what she asked?



Teacher [ understand your feelings.

Ms. Wong Many Americans use people’s first names right away.
On the whole, Americans are very informal compared
with us Chinese. Even though I know this, I am used to
my own customs and it's difficult to. ..

Teacher Iunderstand. Now tell me—in China were there persons
who called you by your first name but expected you to call
them by their formal name?

Ms. Wong Yes... etc

Suggestions to Make Your Life Easier

1. Have your students do their sample lesson in class. Check that
they follow directions and finish each exercise correctly. (Cuts down on
future student errors.)

2. Even if you assign an idiom lesson for homework, always read aloud
Role Playing. Then read it again, asking your students to repeat each
sentence after you. Better yet, assign students to role-play it. (Result:
Gets students started on their homework.)

3. If time permits, discuss Idiom Check. Urge students to refer to it
while they do their exercises. (Cuts down on errors.)

4. On written work students can profitably correct their own mistakes
in Spelling, Substituting, and Choosing. Simply read the correct
version aloud to them before you collect their lessons. (No need to bea
robot corrector.)

5. PEER-GROUP TEACHING: The first three or four times your
class does Completing and Contextualizing, group students into
twos or threes and let each group work out a common answer to be given
orally or written on the chalkboard. (Builds confidence in intermediates.)

6. For lower intermediate students, do Valuing orally in peer groups.
(Resist temptation: Except for grammatical corrections, STAY OUT of
the discussions.)

7. Foryou“comp’’ teachers who want your students to get in some oral
idiom practice, here’s a useful way: With student books open, read
Role Playing. Students close their books and you reread, stopping at
each place an idiom appears. Ask which idiom. THEN, with everyone
helping, have students produce the entire sentence, idiom included.
And so on. (Time required: 10 to 15 minutes.)

8. Idiom Review Exercises help students to sharpen their recall and
comprehension for upcoming tests.

9. BILEVEL TEAROUT TESTS every three lessons let you monitor
student progress.



10. Contractions and ellipses permeate real-life conversations and
Role Playing. So familiarize your students right away with CON-
TRACTIONS (see page 184) and ELLIPTICAL CONSTRUCTIONS
(see page 185).

11. LOG SHEET OF IDIOMATIC ENGLISH. Ask your students to
keep a “log” of what they’re hearing and what they’re saying outside
ESL class. The better they keep their log, the more real English
becomes to them. (See page 195)

12. Students write their own DIALOGS—idiomatic give-and-take on
American life. They then take turns role playing. (Videotape your
students if you can.)

13. GAMES

a. Bingo:

Make a ditto master of a large bingo grid with 16 or 25 squares (4 X4
or 5 X 5) and run off copies. Pass out copies of this empty grid to your
students. ‘

Dictate 25 idioms (or a mix of idioms and other new vocabulary
covered in class) to your students. They are to write the words on the
grid in random order-that is, each grid should have the same words but
in different squares. (If everybody had exactly the same order of words, -
everybody would get “bingo” at the same time.)

After you have dictated all the words and students have written them
in their grids, you are ready to play the game. Give a paraphrase of each
idiom or other word, either by itself or in the context of a sentence.
Students must recognize the idiom from the paraphrase and mark it on
their grids.

The first student to have five marks in a row {or four, if you're playing
with 16-square grids) is the winner. He or she calls ““ bingo!”” and wins a
prize, such as a ballpoint pen, or a paperback.



b. Concentration:
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Use a large piece of paperboard or butcher paper for this. Mark off
16 or more squares, with space between squares. In the space between,
mark each square with a number, a letter, a recognizable symbol, or
some combination.

You will need half as many idioms as squares: that is, if you have 16
squares, choose 8 idioms; if you have 20 squares, choose 10 idioms; etc.
Write these idioms, one each, on cards that will fit into the squares you
have marked off on your large piece of paper. Then take an equal
number of new cards and write paraphrases of these idioms on them.

Put your cards— half of them idioms, half of them paraphrases—in
the squares you have marked off, in totally random order, face down.

Students are divided into teams. They take turns guessing which two
oumbers will make an idiom-definition pair. When a guess has been
made, the two numbered cards are turned face up so that the class can
see if they make a pair. If they do match, a point is given to that team
and they get another turn. If the cards don't match, they are again
turned face down, and the other team has a turn guessing which
numbers might make a pair. .

As the game progresses, students with good concentration will
remember the location of idioms and paraphrases revealed during
wrong guesses and will be able to match them for right guesses. Each
student should have his or her own turn at guessing, but they may be
prompted by other team members.

This can be a game of great excitement, hilarity, and general
camaraderie, particularly with chewing gum ‘‘ prizes” for all. It's a good
Friday or ‘‘just-before-holiday”” game,



¢. Tice-Tac-Toe:

This brings much the same response as Concentration but requires
somewhat more strategy and is recommended as a more ““advanced”
game.

Row 1 — X

Row 2 —

Row 3 — O

1 1 )
Column Column Column
1 2 3

Draw a tic-tac-toe grid on the board—a large one. Mark the rows
“Row 1—Row 2-—Row 3” and the columns * Column 1—Column 2—
Column 3.” Be sure everyone can identify the squares within the grid
(as in the “top row, middle column” or “row 1, column 2.”

Play a regular game of tic-tac-toe with the class—them against you.
They tell you where to mark their X; you mark your own O. Or have two
students play but tell you where to draw the X’s and O’s while the class
watches,

When the dynamics of the game are understood, you are ready to
“plugin” the idioms. Take nine cards, each of which has the paraphrase
of one idiom written on it. Put one card in each square of the tic-tac-toe
grid. (You can make it harder by putting the cards face down, so
students have less time to figure them out.)

Divide the class into team X and team O. Each team has only one
turn to direct you, until all members have had a turn (though members
of the same team can help each other).

When a team member tells you which square to mark with X or O, he )
or she must first correctly perform the task of that square—in this case,
correctly stating the idiom when given the paraphrase. Or you might
want to have the idiom on the card, and ask the student to use it
correctly in a sentence. (This is harder.)

If the student performs the task correctly, remove the card and place
X or O in that square.

If the student does not do the task correctly, it becomes the other
team’s turn. They may choose to work on the same square, or choose a
different one. ,

This becomes quite exciting when several squares are marked, and
there is one crucial square remaining to determine which team will get
the three-in-a-row to win. I have had games where a crucial task was
botched several times in succession as the turn traded back and forth
between teams and the tension mounted.

The winning team, of course, is the one who first gets three X’sor O's
n a row.



xiv

d. Relays:

Recognition Relay: Make a list of 20 to 25 idioms, or mix idioms and
other vocabulary. Then make a second list of the same words, in
different order. If possible, write these two lists on the blackboard
before class, or during a class break, or write them on sheets of butcher
paper to tape on the board at the proper time.

Divide the class into two teams, and mark a starting line behind
which they must stand. Then read out the words to them, one at a time,
in random order. As you say a word, a member of each team races to
that team’s list (two lists, remember? one for each team) on the board
and draws a line through the word. (Remember, the words are in
different order on each list) Team members may help each other by
calling “up,” “down,” etc., but it must be in English.

The first student to find the word on the list and cross it out wins a
point for his or her team. It's a good idea to appoint a student to watch
closely to see who actually makes it first—you may be distracted by the
enthusiasm of your class.

When you read out the next word, a new member of each team should
come to the board, and so on, until all members have had their chance.
If your students’ motor abilities vary widely because of age or handicap,
you may want to line up each team beforehand, so that you can match
their abilities before the competition starts. If you have just one
student whose abilities are very different from the others’, you could
appoint that person scorekeeper or judge of who gets each point.

Another idea, one which “tones down” this rather boisterous
competition, is to have contestants walk to the board and pick up the
chalk before you read the words for them to mark off,

I have described this as a two-team competition. Of course, you can
have as many teams as you have patience to make lists for and attention
to keep track of. More teams means more turns and more practice for
each student.

Conversion Relay: Again, two teams. They take turns running up to
the front, taking a slip of paper with a paraphrase, converting the
paraphrase to an idiom. If one team misses (in this game, they go
alternately, not simultaneously) the other gets a chance at that
paraphrase, plus the next one, which is their official turn. Keep score.

Usage Relay: Same as conversion relay, but students get slips of
paper with idioms and must put them into appropriate sentences.

e Card Match-up Competition:

Students are on their feet, ready to move around. Half of them are
given a card with an idiom written on it; the other half have a paraphrase
or a sentence with a blank where the idiom should go.

Students must mix and find their partner with the corresponding
card. You can make this a race or a sociable mixer. Good icebreaker for
new classes, ’



TO THE STUDENT

What Is an Idiom?

Combine two or more words to say something and maybe you have an
idiom. If you can’t understand its meaning from its individual words,
then, for sure, you have an idiom. In time is an idiom. So is on time. .

Are There Different Kinds of Idioms?

There sure are. There are idioms that act like adverbs (in time, on.
time), others like verbs (get on, get off) and some like nouns (run-in
as in I had a run-in with my boss).

Why Study Idioms That I Already Know?

Because you don’t really know them. You only recognize them. Fot
example, you probably recognize in time and on time. But can you tell
the difference between them? Can you use them correctly in sentences?

No? Then it's like having 4 car in the garage but not knowing how to
drive it.

In short, unused knowledge cannot help you. That is why The New
Idioms in Action makes you USE, USE, USE your everyday idioms. So
do its exercises carefully and soon you will-—

1. Speak and write many of the most frequent (and useful) idioms in

the English language.

2. Sound less like a book and more like a human being

3. Use your English better and better.

Study Aids -

1. A Correction Guide to help you understand and correct your idiom
mistakes.

2. A Log Sheet of Idiomatic Usage for idioms you hear or speak outside
ESL class.

3. An Index to tell you which lesson contains which idiom.

4. A Lexicon to list the meaning of each idiom, a sentence exemplifying
that meaning, and sometimes a second sentence for exemplifying
another frequent meaning.

5. A List of Contractions to help you to make your English sound
natural, not stiff. '

6. A List of Elliptical Constructions to show you how to *shorten”
sentences. ' )

7. Idiom Review Exercises to help you to spell your idioms correctly and
understand them better. Use them just before idiom tests.

8. Names and Nicknames to help you and Americans to be friends.



xvi
Fun Things

1. Colorful Sayings come at the end of every lesson. They’'re just for
- you. Enjoy them. Laugh at them. Can you think of similar expres-
gions in your native language?
2. Games. There are seven idiom games. Ask your teacher about
playing them in class. What a fun way to learn!
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