English idioms

English idioms, proverbs, and expressions are an important part of everyday English. They come up all
the time in both written and spoken English. Because idioms don't always make sense literally, you'll
need to familiarize yourself with the meaning and usage of each idiom. You can do a Google search to
find examples of each one in use. It may seem like a lot of work, but learning idioms is fun, especially
when you compare English idioms to the idioms in your own language.

Common English idioms

These English idioms are extremely common in everyday conversation in the United States. You will hear
them in movies and TV shows and can use them to make your communication in English smoother.

Idiom Meaning Usage
A blessing in disguise a good thing that seemed bad at first as partof a
sentence
A dime a dozen Something common as part of a
sentence
Beat around the bush Avoid saying what you mean, usually because it | as partof a
is uncomfortable sentence
Better late than never Better to arrive late than not to come at all by itself
Bite the bullet To get something over with because it is as partof a
inevitable sentence
Break a leg Wishing someone good luck by itself
Call it a day Stop working on something as partof a
sentence
Cut somebody some slack Don't be so critical as partof a
sentence
Cutting corners Doing something poorly in order to save time as partof a
or money sentence
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Idiom

Easy does it

Get out of hand

Get your act together

Give someone the benefit of

the doubt

Go back to the drawing board

Hang in there

Hit the sack

It's not rocket science

Let someone off the hook

Make a long story short

Miss the boat

No pain, no gain

On the ball

Meaning

Slow down

Get out of control

Work better or leave

Trust what someone says

Start over

Don't give up

Go to sleep

It's not complicated

To not hold someone responsible for
something

Tell something briefly

It's too late

You have to work for what you want

Doing a good job

Usage

by itself

as partof a
sentence

by itself

as partof a
sentence

as partof a
sentence

by itself

as partof a
sentence

by itself

as partof a
sentence

as partof a
sentence

as part of a
sentence

by itself

as partof a
sentence
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Idiom

Pull someone's leg

Pull yourself together

So far so good

Speak of the devil

That's the last straw

The best of both worlds

Time flies when you're having
fun

To get bent out of shape

To make matters worse

Under the weather

We'll cross that bridge when
we come to it

Wrap your head around
something

You can say that again

Meaning

To joke with someone

Calm down

Things are going well so far

The person we were just talking about showed
up!

My patience has run out

An ideal situation

You don't notice how long something lasts

when it's fun

To get upset

Make a problem worse

Sick

Let's not talk about that problem right now

Understand something complicated

That's true, | agree

Usage

as partof a
sentence

by itself

by itself

by itself

by itself

as partof a
sentence

by itself

as part of a
sentence

as partof a
sentence

as partof a
sentence

by itself

as partof a
sentence

by itself
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Idiom

Your guess is as good as mine

Meaning

| have no idea

Slightly less common English idioms & expressions

Usage

by itself

These English idioms are used quite regularly in Canada. You may not hear them every day, but they will
be very familiar to any native English speaker. You can be confident using any of them when the context

is appropriate.

Idiom

A perfect storm

A picture is worth 1000 words

Actions speak louder than words

Add insult to injury

Bite off more than you can chew

Break the ice

By the skin of your teeth

Costs anarmand a leg

Do unto others as you would
have them do unto you

Meaning

the worst possible situation

Better to show than tell

Believe what people do and not what they say

To make a bad situation worse

Take on a project that you cannot finish

Make people feel more comfortable

Just barely

Very expensive

Treat people fairly. Also known as "The Golden
Rule"

Usage

as partof a
sentence

by itself

by itself

as partof a
sentence

as partof a
sentence

as part of a
sentence

as partof a
sentence

as partof a
sentence

by itself
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Idiom

Don't count your chickens before
they hatch

Don't give up your day job

Every cloud has a silver lining

Get a taste of your own medicine

Give someone the cold shoulder

Go on a wild goose chase

Good things come to those who
wait

Hit the nail on the head

Ignorance is bliss

It takes one to know one

It's a piece of cake

It's raining cats and dogs

Let the cat out of the bag

Live and learn

Meaning

Don't count on something good happening
until it's happened.

You're not very good at this

Good things come after bad things

Get treated the way you've been treating
others (negative)

Ignore someone

To do something pointless

Be patient

Get something exactly right

You're better off not knowing

You're just as bad as | am

It's easy

It's raining hard

Give away a secret

| made a mistake

Usage

by itself

by itself

by itself

as partof a
sentence

as partof a
sentence

as partof a
sentence

by itself

by itself

by itself

by itself

by itself

by itself

as partof a
sentence

by itself
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Idiom

On thin ice

Once in a blue moon

Play devil's advocate

Rain on someone's parade

Saving for a rainy day

Slow and steady wins the race

Spill the beans

Take a rain check

Take it with a grain of salt

The ball is in your court

The best thing since sliced bread

The devil is in the details

Meaning

On probation. If you make another mistake,

there will be trouble.

Rarely

To argue the opposite, just for the sake of

argument

To spoil something

Saving money for later

Reliability is more important than speed

Give away a secret

Postpone a plan

Don’t take it too seriously

It's your decision

A really good invention

It looks good from a distance, but when you
look closer, there are problems

Usage

as partof a
sentence

as partof a
sentence

as partof a
sentence

as partof a
sentence

as partof a
sentence

by itself

as partof a
sentence

as partof a
sentence

as part of a
sentence

by itself

as partof a
sentence

by itself
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Idiom Meaning Usage
The early bird gets the worm The first people who arrive will get the best by itself
stuff
The elephant in the room The big issue, the problem people are avoiding | as part of a
sentence
The whole nine yards Everything, all the way. as part of a
sentence
There are other fish in the sea It's ok to miss this opportunity. Others will by itself
arise.
There's a method to his madness | He seems crazy but actually he's clever by itself
There's no such thing as a free Nothing is entirely free by itself
lunch
Throw caution to the wind Take a risk as partof a
sentence
You can't have your cake and eat | You can't have everything by itself
it too
You can't judge a book by its This person or thing may look bad, but it's by itself

cover

good inside

Familiar English idioms & proverbs

These English idioms and proverbs are familiar and easily understood by native English speakers, but
they are not usually used in everyday conversation. If you haven't mastered the more frequent idioms
above yet, they are a better place to start, but if you're already familiar with those expressions, the
idioms below will further spice up your English.
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Idiom

A snowball effect

A snowball's chance in hell

An apple a day keeps the doctor away

As right as rain

Burn bridges

Calm before the storm

Come rain or shine

Curiosity killed the cat

Fit as a fiddle

Get a second wind

Get wind of something

Have your head in the clouds

Meaning

Events have momentum and build upon
each other

No chance at all

Apples are good for you

Perfect

Destroy relationships

Something bad is coming, but right now

it's calm

No matter what

Stop asking questions

In good health

Have more energy after having been

tired

Hear news of something secret

Not be concentrating

Usage

as part of a
sentence

as part of a
sentence

by itself

as part of a
sentence

as partof a
sentence

as part of a
sentence

as part of a
sentence

by itself

as part of a
sentence

as part of a
sentence

as part of a
sentence

as part of a
sentence
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Idiom

Hear something straight from the
horse's mouth

He's off his rocker

He's sitting on the fence

It is always darkest before the dawn

It takes two to tango

Jump on the bandwagon

Leave no stone unturned

Let sleeping dogs lie

Like riding a bicycle

Like two peas in a pod

On cloud nine

Once bitten, twice shy

Out of the frying pan and into the fire

Meaning

Hear something from the person
involved

He's crazy

He can't make up his mind

Things are going to get better

One person alone isn't responsible. Both
people are involved.

Follow a trend, do what everyone else is

doing

Look everywhere

Stop discussing an issue

Something you never forget how to do

They're always together

Very happy

You're more cautious when you've been

hurt before

Things are going from bad to worse

Usage

as part of a
sentence

by itself

by itself

by itself

by itself

as part of a
sentence

as part of a
sentence

as part of a
sentence

as part of a
sentence

as part of a
sentence

as part of a
sentence

by itself

by itself
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Idiom

Run like the wind

Shape up or ship out

That ship has sailed

There are clouds on the horizon

Those who live in glass houses
shouldn't throw stones

Through thick and thin

Time is money

Waste not, want not

We see eye to eye

Weather the storm

When it rains, it pours

You can catch more flies with honey
than you can with vinegar

You can lead a horse to water, but you
can't make him drink

Meaning

Run fast

Work better or leave

It's too late

Trouble is coming

People who are morally questionable
shouldn't criticize others

In good times and in bad times

Work quickly

Don't waste things and you'll always
have enough

We agree

Go through something difficult

Everything is going wrong at once

You'll get what you want by being nice

You can't force someone to make the
right decision

Usage

as part of a
sentence

by itself

by itself

by itself

by itself

as part of a
sentence

by itself

by itself

by itself

as part of a
sentence

by itself

by itself

by itself
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