
62 units of vocabulary 
reference and practice 

classroom use 

Second Edition 

Intermedi 

Michael McCarthy 
Felicity O'Dell 

Experience 

Better 

ning 



CAMBRIDGE 
UNIVERSITY PRESS 

University Printing House, Cambridge CB28BS, United Kingdom 

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA 

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia 

4843/24,2nd Floor, Ansari Road, Daryaganj, Delhi - 110002, India 

79 Anson Road, 806-04/06, Singapore 079906 

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge. 

It furthers the University's mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of 
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence. 

www.cambridge.org  

Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/elt  

C Cambridge University Press 2017 

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception 

and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements, 

no reproduction of any part may take place without the written 

permission of Cambridge University Press. 

First published 2002 

Second Edition 2017 
20 19 18 17 16 15 14 13 12 11 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

Printed in Dubai by Oriental Press 

A catalogue record for this publication available from the British Library 

ISBN 978-131-6629888 Paperback 

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy 

of URLs for external or third-party Internet websites referred to in this publication, 

and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain, 

accurate or appropriate. Information regarding prices, travel timetables and other 

factual information given in this work is correct at the time of first printing but 

Cambridge University Press does not guarantee the accuracy of such information 

thereafter. 



48 

Contents 

Acknowledgements 

Using this book 

Learning about idioms 

What are idioms? 

Using your dictionary 

Idioms to talk about ... 

Happiness and sadness 

0  Anger 

0  Knowing and understanding 

0  Experience and perception 

Success and failure 

Having problems 

CB Dealing with problems 

0  Power and authority 

alStructuring and talking about arguments 

0  Conversational responses 

0  Praise and criticism 

go  Opinions on people and actions 

0  Behaviour and attitudes 

0  Reacting to what others say 

0  Danger 

0  Effort 

go  Necessity and desirability 

Probability and luck 

0  Social status 

0  Human relationships 

0  Size and position 

0  Money 

0  Work 

Speed, distance and intensity  

0  Communication 1: words and language 

0  Communication 2: expressing yourself 

0  Life and experience: proverbs 

0  Memory 

Idioms from the topic area of ... 
0 Time 1: the past and the future 

0  Time 2: clocks and frequency 

The elements 

ggp  Colour 

ggp  Clothes 

0  Games and sport 

ggp  Animals 1: describing people 

0  Animals 2: describing situations 

0  Weapons and war 

0  Food 

go  Roads 

al Houses and household objects 

Nature 

0  Boats and sailing 

0  Science, technology and machines 

0  Music and theatre 

Idioms using these keywords: 
al  Finger, thumb, hand 

Foot, heel, toe 

0  Bones, shoulder, arm, leg 

O Head 

go Face, hair, neck, chest 

go  Eyes 

co Ear, lips, mouth, nose, teeth, tongue 

go  Heart 

3 

4 

English !dims in Use Intermediate 



ea  Brain, mind, blood and guts 

go  Back 

gEp  Long 

0 Line 

0  Act, action, activity 

0  Good and bad  

go Ground 

co  Similes and idioms with like and as 

Key 

Phonemic symbols 

Index 

130 

164 

165 

2 	 English Idioms in Use Intermediate 



Acknowledgements 

Sabina Ostrowska wrote two new units for the Second Edition: Unit 35, Clothes, and Unit 46, Musk 
and theatre. The publishers would like to thank Sabina for her contribution to this edition. 

The authors and publishers acknowledge the following sources of copyright material and 
are grateful for the permissions granted. While every effort has been made, it has not always 
been possible to identify the sources of all the material used, or to trace all copyright holders. 
If any omissions are brought to our notice, we will be happy to include the appropriate 
acknowledgements on reprinting & in the next update to the digital edition, as applicable. 

Key: BL= Below Left, BR = Below Right, C= Centre, CL = Centre Left, CR = Centre Right, 
TR = Top Right, TL = Top Left. 

Photographs 

All the photographs are sourced from Getty Images. 

p. 10: PhotoAlto/Sandro Di Carlo Darsa/Brand X Pictures/Getty Images Plus; p.12: Klubovy/iStock/ 
Getty Images Plus; p. 20: PhotoAlto/Michele Constantini/PhotoAlto Agency RF Collections; p. 22: 
Jason Home/Blend Images; p. 26: Blend Images -JGI/Jamie Grill/Brand X Pictures; p. 30: Tetra 
Images; p.38: Ma-Ke/iStock/Getty Images Plus; p. 40 (CR) & p.40 (CL): Michael Blann/Iconica; p. 40 
(TL): Image Source; p.40 (C): Peathegee Inc/Blend Images; p.40 (BL): lzusek/E+; p.40 (TR): Nick 
Dolding/Iconica; p.40 (BR): Drbimages/iStock/Getty Images Plus; p.41: Ryuhei Shindo/DigitalVision; 
p. 44: James Kang/EyeEm; p.49: Hero Images; p.54 (TL) & p.74 (photo 3): Shannon Fagan/The 
Image Bank; p.54 (TR): BJI/Lane Oatey; p.54 (BL) & p.75 (photo 2): Jamie Grill; p. 54 (C): Mark 
Scott/The Image Bank; p.54 (BR): DreamPictures/Vstock/Blend Images; p.55: FangXiaNuo/E+; 
p.74 (photo 1): Daly and Newton/OJO Images; p.74 (photo 2): Compassionate Eye Foundation/ 
DigitalVision; p. 74 (photo 4): Rick Gomez/Blend Images/Getty Images Plus; p. 74 (photo 5): yogi 
Studio/DigitalVision; p.74 (pocket): Peter Dazeley/Photographer's Choice; p.75 (photo 1): Robert 
Chlopas/iStock/Getty Images Plus; p.75 (photo 3): AnnBaldwin/iStock/Getty Images Plus; p.75 
(photo 4): Gary Waters/Ikon Images; p. 75 (photo 5): pidjoe/E+; p. 88 (TR): matto353/i5tock/Getty 
Images Plus; p. 88 (CR): Peter Chadwick LRPS/Moment; p. 97 (photo 1): Fgorgun/E+/Getty Images; 
p. 97 (photo 2): Caiaimage/Paul Bradbury/0J0+; p. 97 (photo 3): roibu/iStock/Getty Images Plus; 
p. 97 (photo 4): Duc Francoise/Sygma; p. 97 (photo 5), ranplett/E+; p. 104: Michael Blann/Stone; 
p. 106: Rob Lewine; p. 120: Tetra Images; p. 124: wasantistock/istock/Getty Images Plus. 

Illustrations 

Christopher Flint (Lemonade Illustration): pp. 14, 17, 53, 101 and 125; 419 Ludmila (KJA Artists): 
pp. 10, 13, 29, 35, 51, 54, 65, 80, 86, 95 and 107; John Lund (Beehive Illustration): pp. 8, 11, 25, 31, 
36, 55, 69 and 81; Katie Mac (NB Illustration): pp. 22, 23, 33, 47, 63, 77, 105, 112, 114 and 118; 302 
Martina (KJA Artists): pp. 21, 39, 71, 89,108 and 127. 

English Idioms in Use Intermediate 



Using this book 

Why was this book written? 

It was written to help you improve your knowledge of idioms in English. Idioms are fixed expressions 
whose meaning is not immediately obvious from looking at the individual words in the idiom. You 
will come across a great many idioms when you listen to and read English. So it is important that you 
learn about the meanings of idioms and about how they are used. You can use this book either with a 
teacher or for self-study. 

We wanted to encourage language learners to have a balanced approach to idioms in English. 
Sometimes in the past, teachers used to argue that it was a waste of time for learners to study idioms 
as they might start using them in an inaccurate or unsuitable way. But idioms are in such widespread 
use that it is inappropriate to ignore them. This book focuses just on those idioms which the modern 
student needs to know and it aims to provide the information and practice which will help you 
understand and use them correctly. 

How were the idioms in the book selected? 

There are a great many idioms in English, but some of them sound rather old-fashioned or are 
not very widely used. The idioms which are worked on in this book were mainly selected from 
those identified as significant based on computer searches of huge language databases: the 
CANCODE corpus of spoken English, developed at the University of Nottingham in association with 
Cambridge University Press, and the Cambridge International Corpus of written and spoken English 
(now known as the Cambridge International Corpus). These databases show us how the idioms have 
actually been used by native speakers of English in conversations, newspapers, novels, and many 
other contexts. The idioms selected are all also to be found in the Cambridge Advanced Learner's 

Dictionary 4th Edition where additional examples and usage notes will also be found. You can search 
this dictionary online by going to the following website: 
http://dictionary.cambridge.org  

How is the book organised? 

The book has 62 two-page units. The left-hand page presents the idioms that are worked on in the 
unit. You will usually find an explanation of the meaning of each idiom, an example of it in use and, 
where appropriate, any special notes about its usage. The right-hand page checks that you have 
understood the information on the left-hand page by giving you a series of exercises that practise the 
material just presented. The exercises pay particular attention to checking your understanding of the 
idioms and how they are used because this is more important for most learners than being able to 

actively use the idioms. 

The units are organised in three sections: 

Idioms to talk about ... which groups idioms according to the topic area that they are used to talk 

about. Thus, be snowed under [have an enormous amount of work to do] is included in Unit 25, 
Work. 

Idioms from the topic area of... which groups idioms according to the image they are based on. Thus, 

hit the roof [react in a very angry way] is included in Unit 42, Houses and household objects. 

Idioms using these keywords which groups idioms according to keywords in them. For example, Unit 
50 deals with a set of idioms based on the word head. 

The book also has a key to all the exercises and an index which lists the 1,000 idioms we deal with 
and indicates the units where they can each be found. 
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managing with something that 
isn't as good as you would like 

3  give something a try (informal) 
make an effort to understand or to 
deal with a problem or situation 
to protect himself 
even though it 
might not be 
necessary 
try to discover 
the truth about 
something 

9 	Dealing with problems 

Trying to solve a problem 

Rafael needed a bookcase. He had been making do' with 
planks of wood on bricks, but he wanted something nicer 
now. His sister, Ana, suggested buying a self-assembly 
bookcase where the pieces came in a flat pack for him to 
put together himself. Rafael knew he wasn't much good at 
that sort of thing, but he decided to give it a shot/whirl. 
When he opened the pack, it all looked very confusing, but 

he was determined to get to grips with' it. 

l

After a couple of hours, he had something that 
looked a bit like a bookcase but was rather 
wobbly. To be on the safe side°, he asked 
Ana to check it for him. 'There's something not 

quite right about this,' she said. 'I think 
we'd better get to the bottom of it 
before you put your books on it.' 

A 

B 

C 

Light and understanding 

The recent release of fifty-year-old documents has shed a great 

deal of light on the political crises of the 1950s. Some unexpected 

information about the government of the day has been brought to 

light and some surprising facts about the politicians of the time have 

also come to light. 

The concept of light is often used to represent mental illumination or understanding. The idiom 
bring something to light (usually used in the passive - see above) means to discover facts that 
were previously unknown. Often, though not always, these facts are about something bad or 
illegal. Come to light gives a similar idea of unknown facts becoming known. Shed/Throw light 
on something means to help people understand a situation. 

It's been a very difficult year, but at last I feel l can see the light at the end of the tunnel. 
[something makes you believe that a difficult and unpleasant situation is coming to an end] 

The problem's over 
The Democratic Party is behaving as if victory was already in the bag. [certain to be achieved 
(informal)] 

I was in despair until Chris turned up - the answer to my prayers. [something or someone that you 
have needed for a longtime] 

I want to wave a magic wand and make things better. [find an easy way to solve a problem] 

I've got to tie up a few loose ends before I go on holiday. [deal with the last few things that need to 
be done before something is completed] 

Once Sara explains why she acted as she did, everything will fall into place. [be understood or 
go well] 

After the flood, it took us some time to pick up the pieces. [try to return to normal] 
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Exercises 

26.1 Put the idioms in the box into two groups: those focusing on time and those focusing on place. 
You can use one idiom for both. 

all over the place 	by leaps and bounds 	drag your feet 	fast and furious 
get a move on 	left, right and centre 	on the spot 	step by step 	the word spread 

26.2 Match the beginning of each sentence with its ending. 

1 Juan is making progress by 	 El 	a a joke. 

2 Excitement is at 	 b step. 

3 Within minutes the fire brigade was on 	E 	c the run. 

4 The situation has gone beyond 	 d the place. 

5 The holiday got off to 	 e fever pitch. 

6 I looked for you all over 	 El 	f the spot. 

7 The film is about two men on 	 El 	g a flying start. 

8 I'll take you through it step by 	 111 	h leaps and bounds. 

26.3  Choose the correct answer. 

1 Grandma is recovering.... 
a) left, right and centre 	b) step by step 	c) all over the place 

2 My first day at work.... 
a) was at fever pitch 	b) kept track 	 c) got off to a flying start 

3 Why are you ... ? 
a) dragging your heels 	b) getting a move on 	c) going beyond a joke 

4 When I arrived at Freya's house, preparations for the party were .... 
a) in full swing 	 b) getting a move on 	c) dragging their heels 

5 The football match was .... 
a) fast and furious 	b) on the spot 	c) in leaps and bounds 

26.4 Answer these questions. 

1 Would you be pleased if your English teacher said you were making progress by leaps 
and bounds? 

2 Would you be pleased if you were told that your behaviour at work had gone beyond a joke? 
3 What would you be expected to do if you were told to get a move on? 
4 Is it athletes who spend life on the run? 
5 Do you drag your feet when you are ill? 
6 What kind of films tend to be fast and furious? 
7 Would you be pleased if a party of yours got off to a flying start? 
8 What can you do to help yourself keep track of all your appointments and other commitments? 
9 If things are all over the place in a room, what does the room look like? 

10 If feelings reach fever pitch, how are people probably feeling? 
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Exercises 

36.1 Which idioms do these pictures make you think of? 

1 	 3 

3 

7 

4 

a 

16 

11 

15 

36.2  Match the beginning of each sentence on the left with its ending on the right. 

1 If you play your cards right, 	 a off their own bat. 

2 When the chips are down, 	 b would be your best bet. 

3 The ball is in their court, 	 c others will soon follow suit. 

4 If you sign the contract, 	 d we decided to go away for the weekend. 

5 On the spur of the moment 	 e sowe'llhavetowaitand seewhattheydo. 

6 The children picked me some flowers 	 f you learn who your real friends am. 

7 Going by train rather than bus or car 	 g you should get an invitation to her party. 

36.3  Complete each sentence with an idiom from the box. 

a level playing field put his cards on the table follow suit call his bluff off his own bat 
on the ball on the cards pass the buck start the ball rolling threw us a curveball 

1 Let's ask Pete for advice - he's usually 
2 The government always tries to 	 . when there are econowic 

problems, saying the previous regime is to blame. 
3 I'd like you each to tell us why you have decided to do a creative writing course; Marie, would 

you 	 . , please? 
4 Applicants all have to agree to the same conditions for the interview in order to 

ensure 
5 No one asked him to help - he did it . 
6 If you keep your things tidy, the others may. 
7 It is still 	 that I'll get a contract for the job. 
8 He's been very frank and has 	 ; now we'll have to do the same_ 
9 He claims he can speak fluent Japanese; let's 	 and invite 

him to dinner with our Japanese guests. 
10 The manager 	 when he told us that our budget would be cut next year. 

Over to 

Can you find any idioms related to your favourite sport or game? You might be able to find some 
by looking up keywords relating to that sport or game in a good English-English dictionary or a 
dictionary of idioms. For example, if you are interested in horse-riding, you might look up horse, 
saddle, reins. 
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32.3  1 from scratch 
2 once in a lifetime 
3 once and for all 
4 from time to time 
5 work against the clock 
6 nine times out of ten 

32.4  Possible answers: 

Check your answers with your teacher or another good speaker of English if you are not sure whether 
they are correct or not. 
1 I'd lost the notes for my essay, so I had to start from scratch. 
2 When I was offered the chance to study in the USA, I knew such an opportunity would come along 

only once in a lifetime. 
3 The government should do something to solve the problem of illegal drugs once 

and for all. 
4 I see my cousins from time to time, but not regularly. 
5 Rescue teams are working against the clock to search for survivors of the earthquake. 
6 Nine times out of ten if I buy something one day, I'll see the same thing cheaper in another shop 

the very next day. 

32.5 	1 B: Well, off and on. (Or, slightly more formally, from time to time.) 
2 B: No, I think we should do it now, once and for all. 
3 B: Well, we can try, but nine times out of ten he's too busy to meet anyone. 
4 B: Well, we'll just have to work against the clock to get it finished by then. 
5 B: No, I've had enough. Let's call it a day. 

Unit 33 
33.1 1 f 	 5 I, 

2 h 	 6 g 
3 a 	 7 c 
4 e 	 8 d 

33.2 1 You'll be fine working for someone like that - he's the salt of the earth. 
2 Unfortunately, my advice fell on stony ground. 
3 Unfortunately, her angry words have only added fuel to the fire/flames. 
4 I think Rosie must be in hot water - the boss has asked to see her at once. 
5 Noah is really out of his depth in his new job. 
6 Spreading rumours like that is playing with fire. 
7 Pluck a number out of the air and multiply it by 3. 
8 The police were unable to run the escaped convicts to ground. 

33.3 	1 The news of their divorce spread like wildfire. 
2 I'm between the devil and the deep blue sea. 
3 Them is no smoke without fire. 
4 Don't say anything in the heat of the moment. 
5 I hate the way he blows hot and cold. 
6 I was thrown in at the deep end when I started university. 

33.4  1 play with fire 
2 pluck a number out of the air 
3 a drop in the ocean 

33.5 You may give slightly different answers here, but basically earth seems to represent being practical 
and natural, air seems to represent vagueness and uncertainty, water seems to represent difficulty 
and fire seems to represent anger or passion. 
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