
Idioms are a form of figurative language in which words acquire meanings that can't be figured out
by referring to a dictionary.  They have meanings that are understood by people who speak that
language, but are very hard to understand for people who don't speak that language. If we had to
define an idiom, we would say:

An idiom is a set expression of two or more words that means
something other than the literal meanings of its individual words.

Idioms comes from many different sources. It can be fun to try and discover the source of an idiom
when you encounter it because it tells you something about the beliefs and culture in which it is
used. Some sources for idioms include:
- Proverbs and adages- short and pithy sayings that express some traditionally held truth
- Cliches- overused expressions or ideas
- Customs and traditions- practices and ways of life in different cultures
- Ancient fables and myths
- Famous authors and books, including Shakespeare and the Bible
- Slang- informal language or “street talk”
- Folk sayings or folk wisdom



idiom example meaning

cool as a cucumber
“Nora felt cool as a cucumber when she

walked up to the stage to receive the
writing award.”

Cool as a cucumber means “very calm, not nervous or
emotional”. Back in the 1500’s,  it was used as an
expression to describe calm and composed people.
When thermometers were invented, scientists could
show that cucumbers are actually 20 degrees cooler
inside than the temp of the outside air.

get something off
your chest

“After borrowing his sister’s bicycle without
asking, Earle felt like he needed to get

something off his chest.”

From the eighteenth century on, writers talked about
duties, delays, other negative things as "weighing"
upon people or their spirits.

no rest for the
wicked

“Walter should have known better than to
spend his entire paycheck on playing poker.
Now his kids don’t have shoes for school. Oh

well, no rest for the wicked, right?”

No rest for the wicked  suggests that people doing
bad things are always hard at work either doing more
bad things or covering up the ones they have already
done. It was originally expressed as 'no peace for the
wicked' and refers to the eternal torment of Hell that
awaited sinners as described in the Bible - Isaiah 57.

not playing with a
full deck

“That man just threw a lit cigarette into the
trash can! He must not be playing with a full

deck.”

Saying that someone is not playing with a full deck
means that they are lacking intelligence or common
sense. The expression comes from card games

bury the hatchet
“I’m tired of arguing about politics and

government. Let’s agree to bury the hatchet
and play tennis instead.”

To bury the hatchet is to “settle differences with an
enemy or adversary”. The expression comes from the
native American custom of burying a hatchet by chiefs
of native tribes when they came to an agreement on
something or ceased hostilities.

Catch 22

Trying to decide whether to spend his
money on ice cream or a juice put Minnow
in a Catch 22 situation because ice cream

always made him very thirsty.

A Catch 22 is a paradox in which the attempt to
escape makes escape impossible. It describes a
lose-lose situation, one in which you’re damned if you
do, damned if you don’t. The expression comes from
the title of a fiction book by Joseph Heller. The
paradox is presented as the trap that confined
members of the US Air Force. In logical terms the
'catch' was that, by applying for exemption from highly
dangerous bombing missions on the grounds of
insanity, the applicant proved himself to be sane (after
all, that's what any sane person would do). If anyone
applied to fly they would be considered insane. Either
way; sane or insane, they were sent on the missions.

Van Gogh’s ear for
music

“At the piano recital, it became clear that
Sylvester had Van Gogh’s ear for music.”

Having Van Gogh’s ear for music is another way of
saying someone is “tone deaf”. The expression comes
from



activity: illustrating idioms

Illustrate the idioms in the boxes provided below. Try to illustrate their literal meaning as opposed
to their figurative one. For example, if the idiom is “a wolf in sheep’s clothing”, you might draw a wolf
with white fuzzy sheep fur around its body.

“a barrel of laughs” “break a leg”

“take a bull by the horns” “hold your horses”



For more examples of illustrated idioms by other kids, visit www.idiomsbykids.com.

More idioms to explore, use, or illustrate:
bury the hatchet
burn your bridges
butterfingers
by hook or by crook
by leaps and bounds
cash cow
cat got your tongue
catch 22
c’est la vie
cool your heels
count your eggs before  they hatch
dressed to the nines
drop in the bucket
ear to the ground
even a blind pig can find an acorn
exit stage left
eye candy
fair shake
feeling his oats
fifth wheel
flash in the pan
for a song
get off your soap box
get this show on the road
give the benefit of the doubt
go with the flow
got the blues
half-baked
happy as a box of birds
have a clue
have a hitch in your getalong
have a looksee
hazard a guess
head honcho
head in the clouds
highfalutin
wear out your welcome

in a pickle
in the doghouse
in two shakes of a lamb’s tail
it’s a dilly
it’s a toss-up
it’s in the bag
jig is up
jog your memory
jump at the chance
just ducky
keep a lid on it
keep a stiff upper lip
keep on trucking
keep the ball rolling
keep up with the Joneses
keep your nose clean
kit and caboodle
kowtow
lap of luxury
larger than life
laugh up your sleeve
lead pipe cinch
laundered money
learn the lingo
leave no stone unturned
lesser lights
let sleeping dogs lie
level with you
like a broken record
lily-livered
like it or lump it
like a chicken on a June bug
lion’s share
lo and behold
local yokel
lose your marbles
low on the totem pole

mad as a hatter
make a mountain out of a mole hill
malarkey
mind your p’s and q’s
month of Sundays
mum’s the word
navel-gazing
nip it in the bud
no dice
no rest for the wicked
not for all the tea in China
on pins and needles
on the QT
out of your gourd
pecking order
put the cart before the horse
play second fiddle
pushing up daisies
red herring
rob Peter to pay Paul
run the gauntlet
see a man about a dog
set in her ways
set the world on fire
shuck on down to the fraidy hole
slap my fro
take a gander
that’s a corker
talk is big
TGIF
that’s the way the cookie crumbles
the dickens you say
the fifth column
the living daylights
tit for tat
toe the line
unsung hero

http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.idiomsbykids.com%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNEotGpfPTV_Zcdwj_Rcx0-jdUmqvg


Idiom ID Activity

Read the paragraph (the beginning of a story) below and underline all the idioms you find. Then
rewrite the paragraph by removing all the idioms and replacing them with words or phrases so that
they still mean the same thing and make sense.

Having the only bright silver tail in the forest is either a stroke of fortune or a humdinger. It
all depends on how you look at it. Of course, Stella wanted to see the bright side of everything,
especially her unique, silver tail. So when one of the blue-speckled horse lizards strode up to her
with a broad smirk, Stella tried to ignore the butterflies in her stomach. She reminded herself that
no one paid any mind to her silver tail because everyone was too preoccupied with the threat of
Progress- the kind of Progress that tears down forests to build cheap, decadent student housing
blocks.

Now add another paragraph of your own to explain what happens next in Stella’s life. Try to use at
least four new idioms in your paragraph. And be sure to have fun as you write!


