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Do you feel ‘stuck’ in the intermediate level?
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I started writing this ‘150 Really Useful English Phrases’ series because I could see that once students had studied all of the basic grammar and vocabulary and could communicate to a fairly good level they just sort of got stuck there and never really improved very much. 

The problem was that they really needed to start using and being exposed to real English that is in everyday use. However, the usual textbooks just sort of continue teaching the same boring stuff and don’t take into account that the students need to be challenged by using ‘real’ English and not just lists of grammar. 

Of course the student could just pick up an English language newspaper or watch TV but that could be a bit off-putting or intimidating if they had no guidance as to how to use the new language being introduced. This is where the ‘150 Really Useful English Phrases’ series fits in; it bridges the gap between being comfortable with beginner and lower intermediate grammar/vocabulary and being able to comfortably use normal English language books, magazines, television etc. 

This series uses interesting stories to help the student learn everyday English naturally and in a fun and engaging way. It also features easy to understand explanations and example sentences to ensure the student is guided from the intermediate to the advanced level without ever feeling confused or lost.
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How does this book help you move from intermediate to advanced English?
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Reason 1. It will help you understand everyday English by introducing 150 commonly used phrases. It also features both descriptions and examples so students can fully understand the meaning of the phrases.

Reason 2. It makes learning fun and interesting. All of the phrases are used in context in interesting short stories and articles. You can see how the phrases are actually used in everyday life.

Reason 3. It uses easy to understand English to introduce more difficult phrases. So you can improve smoothly.

Reason 4.One of the things about being an advanced speaker is that you can speak fluently on any subject. The stories are all about particular subjects and feature the phrases you will need to speak fluently on that subject.

This book is written for people who have reached the intermediate level but are finding it difficult to move forward. By studying phrases in context in a fun and interesting way you will be improving naturally and be learning English that people actually use rather than just ‘classroom English’.
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Part One

I’m not going to mince my words; I absolutely hate Reality TV. I don’t know if you have it in your country but here in England, watching it is almost a national pastime. If you don’t know what reality TV is, it’s basically a type of fly on the wall documentary (and I use ‘documentary’ in the loosest sense of the word) where you watch people going about their daily lives. However, now there are lots of different types of these shows and some of them are anything but based on reality.

Phrases:

To not mince one’s words: to say things directly. This is used when you tell the truth and do not try to be polite to make people feel better.

Example: Even though my boss seems a bit rude and never minces his words, at least you know where you stand with him.

A national pastime: this is used to describe an activity that a certain nationality is well known for. It is often used for something slightly unusual. 

Example 1: Moaning about the weather is a national pastime in Britain.

Example 2: Being overly polite is almost a national pastime in Canada.

To be a fly on the wall: the main way to use this phrase is ‘I’d love to be a fly on the wall when ......is/was happening’. This means that you would like to secretly observe a certain situation. For example, ‘I hate George, I’d love to have been a fly on the wall when he got fired’. This means that you would have liked to watch this thing happen.

Note: In the story above we used ‘fly on the wall documentary’ this is a documentary that observes the everyday life of people.

Example 1: I hear that she is going to confront her husband about the affair tonight. I’d love to be a fly on the wall when that happens.

Example 2: Recently there are more and more fly on the wall documentaries on TV. I think it’s because they are cheap to make.

In the loosest sense of the word: this means that ‘technically’ something is true but in reality things are a bit different.

Example 1: In my opinion car racing is only a sport in the loosest sense of the word, I mean even golf is more active than that.

Example 2: You could call me an American but only in the loosest sense of the word. I mean I was born there and have an American passport,  but I’ve lived my whole life in England so I consider myself to be British.

To be anything but: this means that the thing is definitely not as described. So A is the total opposite of B.

Example 1: In the advertisement it says that the film is suitable for children, but it is anything but. I mean there was lots of violence and  bad language.

Example 2: I thought the film was anything but boring, even though all the reviews said it was. I thought that it was really interesting.


Part Two

There are hundreds of different shows but as far as I can tell there are roughly only three types.

Type one: This one is a type of competition. Basically they get a group of people together and they have to do activities to win a prize. The most famous is  called ‘Big Brother’. This is where a group of people have to live together in a house for a certain amount of time. They are complexly cut off from the outside world and have no entertainment other than to talk to each other. Usually what happens is certain small groups emerge and then  all they do is sit around gossiping about each other. Also after a while everyone gets cabin fever and starts to act up. It’s really boring to watch but people love the voyeuristic aspect of the show and get completely hooked on it.

Type two: This type is similar to the one above but it follows ‘normal people’ around in their everyday life. There is no competition aspect but it still seems fake. These people often become sort of celebrities (even though they have no real talent!) and tend to milk their 15 minutes as much as they can by doing advertisements and endorsement deals with various brands. The most popular of these shows are ‘Made in Chelsea’ which is a ‘semi-reality’ show about rich 20-somethings and ‘The Only Way is Essex’ which is basically the same thing but about poorer 20-somethings. 

Type three: This one I can just about stand. This is where they place cameras in schools or hospitals and the like, and show what life is like in this type of environment. These programmes have a bit more value as they kind of show the ‘behind the scenes’ of different situations. They are less voyeuristic and seem closer to a real documentary than the other two mentioned. The most famous is ‘One Born Every Minute’ which is about babies being born in hospitals. 

Phrases:

To be cut off from (something): to not have access to something. This often means that you have been denied access to something. Also: to be ‘cut off’ can mean that you no longer receive money etc from your family.

Example 1: The people of Bhutan are cut off from western technology.

Example 2: His parents have completely cut him off. He no longer gets any financial help from them.

To have cabin fever: to be stuck in a small area for a long period and to go a bit crazy. This often refers to an enclosed space, but not always.

Example: I liked living on that small island but I got cabin fever after a while. 

To act up: to behave a bit badly. This phrase usually refers to children’s behavior.

Example: He’s usually ok but he starts to act up if he gets too bored.

To be hooked on (something): to be addicted to something. This can mean actual addiction like ‘hooked on drugs’, or just as a way to describe an emotion like ‘hooked on selling things on Ebay’.

Example: A lot of people in that town are hooked on drugs because there is no work and nothing to do, so they start taking drugs out of desperation.

To milk something: to exploit a situation. This is when you try to get the most value as possible out of a situation. It is a bit of a negative term and means that the person is trying to get a bit too much. It is often used as the phrase:  ‘to milk something for all it’s worth’.

Example: My son was sick for a  few days but now he’s really milking it and trying to stay off school even though he’s basically feeling better.

15 minutes (of fame): this phrase was coined by Andy Warhol and means ‘temporary fame’ or fame for no real reason. It has the feeling that the person has no real talent. Note: people often just say ‘15 minutes’ and leave off the ‘of fame’.

Example 1: I hope she enjoys her 15 minutes of fame because it won’t last.

Example 2: I think that pop star’s 15 minutes are almost over, nobody is that interested in her any more.

20/30 etc-something: this means that you are between 20-29, 30-39 etc.

Example: I hate going to that bar because it’s always full of 20-somethings, it makes me feel so old.

Behind the scenes: how things actually work. What happens in the places you would not usually have access to. So for example a behind the scenes look at how a movie is made will show exactly what the makers do to produce a film.

Example 1: People always complain about the bus service but behind the scenes it takes a lot of work to keep the busses running on time.

Example 2: That documentary is a behind the scenes look at the food industry.


Part Three

Now even though I hate these shows, my family absolutely loves them and sometimes if I have nothing else to do I  watch them.  last week I was watching Made in Chelsea and it occurred to me that while this show is a complete waste of time for me, it would be brilliant for those who want to learn English. Mostly they just talk about relationships and gossip about each other, but the phrases they use and the way they speak is, on the whole, pretty natural. The problem with learning English from dramas etc is that they are all scripted so are not 100% natural, but with these ‘reality’ shows they just say whatever pops into their heads. Also if you find a show that is fun, you are more likely to want to watch it and  it won’t feel so much like studying. So there you have it; I have finally found a use for terrible ‘Reality’ TV...it turns out that is perfect for learning English with.

Phrases:

To
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