
 
 

Choosing Words 
That Deepen Meaning 

Lesson 3 
Where Did That Come From?:Where Did That Come From?:Where Did That Come From?:Where Did That Come From?:    
The English language is riddled with idioms, such as “once in a blue moon” and “raining cats and 
dogs,” whose origins are a mystery to most of us.  Wordsmiths have collected these interesting word-
choice treasures over the years and put them onto websites and into books.  Idioms are something 
that writers should be familiar with, because people use them all the time in natural conversation—
shouldn’t our writing be like the way people actually communicate? 
 
What do I do:What do I do:What do I do:What do I do:    
1. Take a look at the list of idioms below.   
2. See if you can add five or six more to the list. 
3. Try to find out the definitions for all of them. 
4. Use the internet to help you find the origin (where they come from) for at least ten of them.   
 

A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.  Make no bones about it. 
A chip on your shoulder.    Mum’s the word. 
A dime a dozen.      Nest egg. 
A penny saved is a penny earned.     New York minute. 
A piece of cake.      Not playing with a full deck. 
A taste of your own medicine.    Off the record. 
All Greek to me.      Off on the right foot. 
Back seat driver.     On pins and needles. 
Barking up the wrong tree.    Pass the buck. 
Blood is thicker than water.    Pedal to the metal.   
Break a leg.      Pulling your leg. 
Close but no cigar.     Put a sock in it. 
Down to the wire.     Raining cats and dogs. 
Everything but the kitchen sink.   Rise and shine. 
Flip the bird.      Rome wasn’t built in a day. 
From rags to riches.     Saved by the bell. 
Get up on the wrong side of the bed.   Scapegoat. 
Go out on a limb.     Smell a rat. 
Have an axe to grind.     Southpaw. 
Hit the nail on the head.    The whole nine yards. 
Hold your horses.     Tie the knot. 
Icing on the cake.     Tongue in cheek. 
Jaywalk.      Under the weather. 
Kick the bucket.      Use your melon. 
Knock on wood.      Variety is the spice of life. 
Long in the tooth.     Wear your heart on your sleeve.   
Loose cannon      X marks the spot 
 


