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INTRODUCTION
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An essential part of being human is how we communicate. We express our thoughts, desires, feelings, ideas, and opinions with verbal and non-verbal communication. Even though non-verbal communication—like body language and gestures—is important because it can change the meaning of words, the real challenge is the language we use in verbal communication. 

One of the most challenging parts of learning a new language is deciphering the meaning of idioms, expressions, phrases, and slang. These linguistic elements can convey multiple meanings depending on the context in which they are used. It can be daunting at first, but with enough understanding of the meaning, origin, and tone of use it will become a natural part of speaking. All you need is some time and, as always, practice makes perfect.

Idioms, with their figurative meanings, bring color and imagery to our languages. They often reflect cultural experiences and offer a glimpse into the collective wisdom of a society. The Merriam-Webster (n.d.-k, para. 1) dictionary defines an idiom as "an expression in the usage of a language that is peculiar to itself either in having a meaning that cannot be derived from the conjoined meanings of its elements or in its grammatically atypical use of words." 

Expressions, on the other hand, provide concise and powerful ways to convey ideas and emotions. They are clusters of words with a definite meaning to a specific language, while sayings (or proverbs) are cultural wisdom passed down through generations.

Slang is a dynamic and ever-evolving art of language that reflects the trends, attitudes, and social dynamics of different groups. It can be both a marker of identity and a way to connect with others. While some slang terms may fade away as quickly as they emerged, others endure and become part of our lexicon, spanning generations and crossing cultural boundaries. The Britannica Dictionary ("Slang," n.d.) defines slang as "words that are not considered part of the standard vocabulary of a language and that are used very informally in speech, especially by a particular group of people." 

Social Media has made it possible for these linguistic elements to be shared across languages and cultures. In rare cases, they can be translated into different languages to convey the same message.

The information within these pages will clarify the meaning, origin, and history of idioms, expressions, and slang. It will help you understand the meaning and show you how to use them in conversations, with a fun quiz to top things off. Some of the true origins of idioms, expressions, or slang we will be exploring have been lost to time or are caught in a debate between linguists, but most of them will be entertaining or interesting. These origins reflect the journey language walks beside humans, and shows the enduring nature of culture throughout time and history.

Rather than biting off more than you can chew or playing it by ear to figure out the meanings of American Idioms by yourself, cut some corners and let these pages guide you to the bottom line of it all. This is a user-friendly method to bite the bullet, get in the zone and be on the same wavelength as your peers when it comes to understanding and using idioms and expressions correctly. Let's go the extra mile, take the bull by the horns, and geek out in the fascinating world of American idioms. 

Here we go!

​​​​CHAPTER 1: 
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Everyday Conversations—Idioms in Daily Discourse
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“Don't bite off more than you can chew because nobody looks attractive spitting it back out.” 

–Carroll Bryant
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​BARKING UP THE WRONG TREE
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Meaning

Accusing the wrong person or pursuing a false or mistaken idea. (Expression)

Origin and History

The idiom barking up the wrong tree originates from the early 19th century in the United States. It comes from the practice of hunting with dogs, where a hunting dog might mistakenly believe that the prey (often a raccoon or squirrel) is up a specific tree when in fact it has escaped to another. The expression metaphorically suggests that someone is mistaken or looking in the wrong place for answers or solutions.

Usage and Examples

This idiom is used to indicate that someone is off track in their thinking or actions, focusing their efforts in the wrong direction, or accusing someone without proper reason. It is often used in a corrective but informal manner:


●  "If you think I'm the one who forgot to send the email, you're barking up the wrong tree."

●  "Trying to solve the issue by rebooting the computer again and again? You're barking up the wrong tree; the problem is with the software, not the hardware."

●  "Blaming the customer service team for the product flaws is like barking up the wrong tree. The issue lies in manufacturing."



Similar Phrases or Idioms


●  On the wrong track.

●  Off base.

●  Chasing shadows.
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BITE OFF MORE THAN YOU CAN CHEW
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Meaning

To take on a task, situation, or project that will require more than you can handle or manage; overestimating your ability or capacity to handle a certain situation or task. (Idiom)

​

Origin and History

Biting off more than you can chew seems to have been derived from the literal sense of taking a bigger bite than you are capable of chewing. The idiom could also have emerged during the early 1800s, when it was common to chew whole tobacco cakes in Western America. The idiom has connections to the concept of greed and stupidity overshadowing common sense. The idiom was first used in print around the 1870s (“Bite Off More,” n.d.).

​

Usage and Examples

This idiom is often used as a warning to others not to overcommit themselves and take on more than they need to. It is also a way to express your own fear of possible failure because you have too much going on. It’s usually used in a negative tone unless it is used to warn someone to protect them:


●  "I want to warn you not to bite off more than you can chew at the moment. Your physical and mental well-being is more important."

●  "I will be biting off more than I can chew if I agree to run the charity auction, too." 

●  "Do you think she will be able to do this?" Sally asked. "No, I think she bit off more than she can chew."


​

Similar Phrases or Idioms


●  Get in over one's head.

●  Spread yourself too thin.
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​BREAK THE ICE
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Meaning

To initiate social interactions or conversation in a social setting. (Expression)

Origin and History

The idiom break the ice originates from the days of maritime navigation in colder regions where ships would literally break the ice to move forward or to allow other ships to pass through. Metaphorically, it came to mean making a start in overcoming the initial stiffness or formality in social situations. The term has been used in English literature since at least the 17th century, indicating its long-standing use in describing efforts to ease social tension.

Usage and Examples

Break the ice is often used in contexts where someone needs to initiate conversation or activities to reduce awkwardness or to encourage people to start talking and interacting more freely. It is particularly relevant in networking events, parties, meetings, or any scenario where people might feel uncomfortable or shy at the beginning:


●  "To break the ice at the start of the conference, we played a quick icebreaker game."

●  "He told a funny joke to break the ice, and soon everyone was laughing and talking."

●  "Can you help me think of a way to break the ice? I'm really nervous about meeting her family for the first time."



Similar Phrases or Idioms


●  Warm up to.

●  Get the ball rolling.

●  Loosen up.
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CUTTING CORNERS
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Meaning

Taking shortcuts or bypassing the correct procedures or steps to save time, effort, and money; implies the shortcuts may compromise the quality or integrity of the task or the outcome. (Idiom)

​

Origin and History

The origin of cutting corners can be traced back to the 1800s and is related to rounding a corner closer than usual in an attempt to shorten the journey. The idiom, regularly used by hunters, appeared in Letters on the Management of Hounds, written by Knightley William Horlock in 1852, where he discussed the way horse riders followed the hounds. The origin of this idiom seems to be rooted in the driving practices of the late 1800s. This idiom is associated with the idea that cutting corners results in spending more time and money to fix the corners you cut, and it impacts the quality of the work negatively (NoSweatShakespeare, 2022).

​Usage and Examples

This idiom is used in a negative and cautionary tone. It is widely associated with entities lowering their standards and omitting steps to save money or increase productivity:


●  “By cutting corners, the company has increased its productivity, but lost its safety rating, and the quality of its products went downhill.”

●  "He wouldn't have to rebuild the fence if he didn't cut corners."

●  "If I didn't buy those cheap hard hats, I wouldn't have a concussion. Cutting corners has caused me to lose money on medical bills instead of saving money."


​

Similar Phrases or Idioms


●  Shortchanging.

●  Taking the easy way out.
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GET A GRIP
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Meaning

To gain control of one's emotions, thoughts, or behavior, especially in a challenging situation; implies the need to calm down, focus, and regain composure. (Expression)

​Origin and History

Initially, get a grip was only used in its literal sense of physical control, but during the late 19th century it evolved. In the 1940s, it was used in the military and meant that you should put in the necessary effort in the task at hand, and years later it was used as college slang to say you need to pay attention (“Cut Corners,” n.d.). It has become a common expression in everyday language and also appears in various forms of media including books, movies, and television shows.

​

Usage and Examples

It is often used to urge someone to calm down and regain control over their emotions; it encourages them to regain their composure. It is mostly used in a firm or assertive tone. It could be perceived as positive or negative:


●  "Get a grip! We need to figure out what is going on to fix the problem. Let's start from the beginning,"

●  "I need to get a grip or I won't be able to do this presentation in front of the whole school today!"

●  "He needs to get a grip on himself and tell us what happened so that we can help him"


​

Similar Phrases or Idioms


●  Get a handle on it.

●  Pull yourself together.
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HOLD YOUR HORSES
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Meaning

To tell someone to be patient, calm down, or wait before taking action or making a decision; encourages restraint and caution. (Idiom)

​

Origin and History

Hold your horses is believed to have originated from the practice of controlling horses and dates back to the early 19th century. When horses are eager to move forward, riders or handlers need to hold them back by gripping the reins tightly to stop or slow them down. Over time, the idiom evolved to convey the idea of restraining oneself or slowing down (Osmond, 2023d).

​

Usage and Examples

The idiom is used in a somewhat light-hearted or cautionary tone, depending on the context:


●  "Hold your horses, we're not ready to leave yet."

●  "I got excited about the job offer, but my friend told me to hold my horses and think it through."

●  "If you're planning to buy a new car, hold your horses until you've saved enough money."


​

Similar Phrases or Idioms


●  Wait your turn.

●  Take a step back.
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​KEEP A LID ON IT 
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Meaning

To maintain secrecy, or contain the spread or disclosure of emotions and information. (Idiom)

​

Origin and History

The origin of keep a lid on it is not clear, but it is believed to have originated from the idea of keeping a lid on a container to prevent the contents from spilling. The concept was then metaphorically applied to controlling information or emotions (“Keep/Put,” n.d.).

​

Usage and Examples

Keep a lid on it is typically used in a directive or instructive tone, emphasizing the need for restraint or secrecy: 


●  "I know you're excited about the surprise party, but please keep a lid on it until the day arrives."

●  "He couldn't keep a lid on his anger and ended up shouting at his colleagues during the meeting."

●  "If we want to avoid a scandal, we need to keep a lid on the information leak and handle it discreetly."


​

Similar Phrases or Idioms


●  Keep it hush-hush.


​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

MAKE A BEE-LINE
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Meaning

To go directly or quickly toward something or someone without any detours or delays; a focused and direct approach. (Idiom)

​

Origin and History

The origin of make a bee-line can be traced back to the behavior of bees, who are known for their efficient and direct flight patterns between flowers and their hive. The idiom originated from the observation of bees' direct flight and was later used metaphorically to describe a person's direct and purposeful movement. It originated in the United States, and was first used in print in 1808 (Martin, n.d.-g).

​

Usage and Examples

The idiom is used in a literal or figurative sense, indicating a sense of urgency or purpose:


●  "She made a bee-line for the chocolate aisle when they announced a flash sale on chocolate eggs."

●  "He made a bee-line to the bookstore as soon as he heard his favorite author was doing a book signing."

●  "Tomorrow, I'll make a bee-line to the reception desk to inquire about the job opening."


​

Similar Phrases or Idioms


●  Go straight for it.

●  Cut to the chase.
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SWEEP IT UNDER THE RUG 
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Meaning

To hide, ignore, or conceal a problem or issue instead of addressing it directly; an attempt to avoid dealing with the consequences or to keep something secret or out of public attention. (Idiom)

​

Origin and History

The origin is unclear, but it is believed to have originated from the physical act of sweeping dirt or debris under a rug to hide it from view, but the dirt is still there. It became a metaphorical expression referring to the act of concealing or ignoring something undesirable in the early 1900s (“Sweep Something,” 2022).

​

Usage and Examples

The idiom can be used in a serious, frustrated, humorous, and ironic tone: 


●  "The company decided to sweep the allegations of corruption under the rug to protect its reputation."

●  "I can't believe they're trying to sweep their mistakes under the rug again. It's time to address the issues head-on."

●  "He always tries to sweep his problems under the rug, but sooner or later, they catch up with him."


​

Similar Phrases or Idioms


●  Turn a blind eye.
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