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​Introduction
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Welcome to this book designed to help you expand your knowledge of idioms, expressions and phrases in American English. My goal is to help you expand your vocabulary and to be able to speak and write more fluently. 

Let's face it, idioms can be difficult to master, even for the best students. In this book, you'll find hundreds of English idioms and phrases that are used in boardrooms, over a meal, and with friends and family around the world. 

The best way to learn new vocabulary is in context. That's why each idiom comes with some example sentences. You'll also find a simple explanation in plain English for each one as well as the origin of the idiom if it's known.

To get the most bang for your buck, be sure to do the following: 


−  Review frequently.

−  Use each idiom or phrase in real life as soon as possible. 

−  Don't be nervous about making mistakes. That's how you'll get better at English!

−  Consider studying with a friend to help each other stay motivated. 


Good luck and I wish you well on your journey to becoming more proficient with idioms in American English. 
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​About the Author: Jackie Bolen
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I taught English in South Korea for 10 years to every level and type of student. I've taught every age from kindergarten kids to adults. Most of my time has centered around teaching at two universities: five years at a science and engineering school in Cheonan, and four years at a major university in Busan where I taught upper-level classes for students majoring in English. In my spare time, you can usually find me outside surfing, biking, hiking, or snowshoeing. I now live in Vancouver, Canada.

In case you were wondering what my academic qualifications are, I hold a Master of Arts in Psychology. During my time in Korea, I completed both the Cambridge CELTA and DELTA certification programs. With the combination of almost ten years teaching ESL/EFL learners of all ages and levels, and the more formal teaching qualifications I've obtained, I have a solid foundation on which to offer advice to English learners. 

I truly hope that you find this book useful. I would love it if you sent me an email with any questions or feedback that you might have.

Jackie Bolen (www.jackiebolen.com)

Twitter: @bolen_jackie

Email: jb.business.online@gmail.com

You might also be interested in this book: Advanced English Conversation Dialogues. It has hundreds of helpful phrases and expressions that can be used in a wide variety of situations. Learn to speak more fluently in American English.
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​An Introduction to the IELTS Speaking Test 

[image: ]


The IELTS speaking test is the same, whether you choose the general or academic version of the test. It's face-to-face with a real person, as opposed to some other English proficiency tests where you speak into a voice recorder. However, each IELTS speaking test is recorded to ensure quality control.

The test takes 11-14 minutes and consists of 3 parts: 

	Part 1: The first set consists of general questions about where you work, study or live. There will be two other question sets after that on personal topics such as clothing, holidays, food, etc. It takes 4-5 minutes and will consist of approximately 12 questions in total. 

	Part 2: Speaking for 1-2 minutes about a topic that will be given to you. You will have 1 minute of preparation time. There may be one short follow-up question.

	Part 3: A 4-5 minute discussion that goes into greater depth about the topic from part 2. The examiner has freedom to ask follow-up questions based on your answers. The discussion will be about general ideas and not personal ones (like in part 1). Think of this section as more of a 2-way dialogue with the examiner. 


The speaking and listening portions of the test are the same, whether you choose the general or academic version of it. It's the reading and writing portions that are different. Be sure to check closely which test is required for whatever purpose you're taking the test for. The general test is usually required for immigration purposes while the academic one is most often required for college entrance. 
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​How is the IELTS Speaking Test Graded? 
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You will be graded on four things: 

	Fluency and coherence: How quickly you speak, without pauses or repeating yourself. Is the previous thought connected to the next one and how do you finish off what you're saying? 

	Lexical resources (vocabulary): To score at the band 7 level, or above, you'll need to be able to speak about all the topics on the test with precision, as well as use things like collocations (words that occur together more often than by random chance), idioms, slang, and phrasal verbs. This book will focus on helping you with this! 

	Grammatical range and accuracy: To score at the highest levels, you'll need to be able to form a variety of simple and complex sentences accurately. The keys are to use a variety of sentence types and to make few errors. 

	Pronunciation: You'll need to be able to be understood very easily, without any effort on the part of the examiner. Plus, you'll have to put emphasize on the correct words within a sentence and also within a longer speaking turn. 
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​Tips for Getting a Higher Score on IELTS Speaking
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For most proficient English speakers, getting a band 7 or 8 on the IELTS speaking test is a very achievable goal. Here are a few tips for getting there!

	One of the keys is striking a balance between giving enough detail in your answers to develop topics fully and not talking too much. The examiner has a prescribed set of questions that they need to get through within a strict time limit. Pause when you're done with your thought. The examiner will ask another question. 

	Don't feel the need to keep talking, and talking, and talking, and talking. This is not how this test works and you will not get a higher score just because you are able to talk endlessly. This can hurt you if you begin to repeat yourself. 

	Don't repeat yourself but do connect the things you say in an organized way with the use of discourse markers: as I previously mentioned, firstly, after that, finally, etc.

	Being able to paraphrase and summarize things is quite important for the test. Aim for a balance between giving some details and also giving a summary or overview of things. 

	Do NOT attempt to memorize anything for this test. You will get penalized very heavily for this and it is a waste of time. There are so many questions each year that even if you were to find out some of them, it's impossible to memorize that many answers. 

	Use idioms, phrasal verbs, slang (appropriate!), collocations, etc. Not using idiomatic language will make it difficult to score above a Band 6. 

	Aim to use precise words to describe something, instead of words like “thing, stuff, like that.” This shows that you don't have a large vocabulary, or can't access it when needed. Avoid filler words that don't have any meaning. 

	It's easy to repeat words as a kind of filler (the author of this book says, “like” way too much!) when speaking. However, this should be avoided. Look on Google for some sample IELTS speaking test questions and then record yourself answering them to see if there are words that you use too often. Like is the most common one of these kinds of words but there are lots more. 

	Use a mix of complex and simple sentences. Even if you use simple sentences perfectly, it will make it difficult to score above a Band 5. 

	Finish off your thoughts in an appropriate way. Ending most sentences with: like that, that's why, that's it, or something similar will make it difficult to score above a band 6. 

	Show your personality. Emphasize key things in what you're saying and don't be scared to show your opinion about something. The examiner is only grading you on your English ability, not on your opinions about a topic. 

	Using humour or telling a (short!) funny story about something is great. It's a nice way to show that you know English quite well if you're able to do this. 

	For part 3, don't get personal. This section is designed to test your ability to talk about general ideas and thoughts which is more difficult to do than talking about personal things. This is the section where candidates can set themselves apart and have a chance to use higher-level vocabulary and grammatical constructions. 
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​How Difficult is it to Score Band 9? 
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It's quite difficult (though not impossible) for non-native English speakers to achieve a band 9 on the IELTS speaking test. There are people who have been learning English as a second language (most Europeans for example) since they were a young child and they also have a first language that is similar to English. For these people, it may be achievable. 

Or, there are some people who moved to an English speaking country when they were young who may be able to get this score. Or, those who did a large part of their education in English.

However, being a native English speaker doesn't automatically mean that you'll be able to get a 9. It's not that easy to do! To do that, you'll also need to do the following: 


−  Develop topics fully and at length.

−  Connect thoughts, without repetition. 

−  Only have pauses that are related to forming an opinion about something, for example and not searching for a word (no pauses in the middle of sentences).

−  Use a large range of very precise language, including things like idioms.

−  Speak fluently, essentially without grammatical errors. 

−  Be understood easily, without any effort on the part of the examiner. 

−  Avoid the use of filler words (this is what even native speakers may struggle with). 


The good news is that there is almost no reason why someone would need to get a 9 on this test. For educational, immigration, employment or other purposes, I don't know of any of them that would require getting a 9! So, don't worry about it. Scoring a 7 or 8 on the speaking test is a far more achievable goal and should be acceptable in almost all cases. 
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​A bee in my bonnet
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Meaning: A certain, specific issue that is annoying someone.

Origin: First seen in the 1500s. Came from the Scottish idiom, “A head full of bees.” It's evident how annoying a bee buzzing around in your hat (bonnet) would be.

Example IELTS question: Describe a time when two of your friends or family members had a conflict. 

Possible answer: Well, my sister and my dad are always fighting. My sister is messy and my dad has a bee in his bonnet about the house always being organized. It leads to a lot of conflict between them. 
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​Add insult to Injury
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Meaning: Make something already bad worse. For example, a guy fell off his bike but then a car ran over his foot.

Origin: Possibly from the ancient Roman fable of a bald man and a fly. The man tried to crush a fly on his head but used too much force and hurt himself too.

Example IELTS question: Do you like your job? 

Possible answer: It pays well but there are some negatives. For example, I often have to work overtime on the weekends. To add insult to injury, it's usually not paid. 
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​A dime a dozen
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Meaning: Something that is very common; not special.

Origin: First seen in the early 1800s when you could often buy a dozen (12) things for $0.10 (a dime). 

Example IELTS question: Is marketing a popular job in your country? 

Possible answer: Yes, for sure. Marketing and PR people are a dime a dozen in all of Europe. It can be quite difficult for them to get jobs unless they have some sort of specialized skill like paid advertising. 
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​A hard nut to crack (A tough nut to crack)
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Meaning: Someone who is difficult to get to know.

Origin: Used since the 1700s. Refers to how it's not easy to open a nut because of the hard shell. Depending on the nut, it's not possible to do it without a special tool.

Example IELTS question: Can you describe your best friend? 

Possible answer: Sure, her name is Cindy and we've known each other for 10 years now. She's a tough nut to crack when you first meet her, but after a while, she warms up and is very generous and loyal. 
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​Ahead of the pack
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Meaning: To be ahead of other people or companies trying to do a similar thing.

Origin: “Pack” has been used to refer to a group of people since the 1400s. Or, it could be a reference to pack animals like dogs that have a leader that goes near the front. 

Example IELTS question: What's your favourite website? 

Possible answer: I often check out techcrunch.com. I love to be ahead of the pack when it comes to technology and I usually have the latest gadget. It can be quite an expensive hobby though! 
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​A lot on my plate
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Meaning: Many responsibilities.

Origin: First used in the 1900s. Refers to a plate that's heaping full of food and difficult to balance when carrying it to a table. Now, imagine those are your responsibilities! 

Example IELTS question: What do you usually do in the evenings? 

Possible answer: Well, I have a lot on my plate with two young children at home so evenings are usually spent making dinner, cleaning up, doing laundry and putting them to bed. All the chores that need to get done in a busy household. After that stuff is done, I'm usually tired so I just watch some Netflix for a couple of hours. 
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​An apple a day keeps the doctor away
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Meaning: Eating healthy keeps you from getting sick.

Origin: First seen in the late 1800s to early 1900s in Wales. In old English, an apple could refer to any round fruit so it may be related to the fact that healthy eating is vital for good health. 

Example IELTS question: Do you have a healthy diet? 

Possible answer: In general, I think I eat a reasonably healthy diet. My mom always used to say something similar to, “An apple a day keeps the doctor away.” As I've gotten older, I've started to see how true that is!
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