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Idioms are used more by native English speakers, and it cannot be easy to 

learn and understand their meanings without understanding the proper context for 

which they are used. The main reason is that the meaning of an idiom is not always 

obvious or literal. The flexibility and appropriate use of idioms by non-native 

English speakers is also a key indicator of fluency, mainly in spoken English. 

Teach idioms related to the topic or theme of the lesson 

The English language is rich in idioms so there is a variety to choose from. To 

introduce idioms in your ESL classroom, select a couple of them that are related to 

the topic or theme of the lesson. A suggested progression for learning English idioms 

is between 5 to 10 idioms per lesson depending on the level and age that you are 

teaching. For example, you can teach 5 to 10 idioms inspired by animals, family, 

time, sports, weather and more. If you’re not sure where to start, topic-related idioms 

lists are easily accessible on the Internet. Depending on the textbook your school 

uses, you may find idioms in there as well. Let us look at the topic of weather, for 

example. Some idioms related to this theme include: 

- It’s a breeze 
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- Come rain or shine 

- Take a rain check 

- Under the weather 

Connecting idioms to the topic of the theme or lesson, allows us to better 

organize the idioms that we include in our lessons. It also helps the students to 

remember them better if the idioms are based on a specific theme. 

Using authentic examples of idioms in context.Many native English speakers, 

especially when they converse among themselves use idioms, informal colloquial 

expressions, and slang. As a result, one problem that you might encounter while 

teaching idioms is finding authentic examples to explain what idioms mean and how 

they are used in real life. Video clips from TV shows, interviews, and even songs 

can be a great resource for introducing how idioms are used in everyday life. Play 

the clips and do a gap-fill activity to listen for any idioms, or you can also do a 

matching activity where students listen and use what they hear to match the idioms 

with the definitions. You can even include these clips as part of a game. Please refer 

to the next section of the article for some game suggestions. While these resources 

are widely available on the Internet, they may take some time to compile. Before 

teaching your list, take some time to prepare your online resources and save them 

for later use. 

Another way to obtain genuine examples is by getting students to search newspapers 

or even magazines. This activity idea is a great way to introduce idioms to students 

for the first time. Depending on your students’ level, select articles that contain 

examples of idioms and get them to do a ‘treasure hunt.’ Students can work in pairs 

or in small groups to find the idioms on your list. To help them to complete the task, 

you can give the meanings as clues.  
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You can either project or write the clues on the board or give them a separate 

worksheet to help them search for the idioms in the text. 

If you have access to resources like electronic devices or a computer lab, you can 

also put your students to work by getting them to search for the meaning and 

examples of their use. Write the list of idioms on the board and challenge students 

to find meanings for the idioms you are teaching that day. Another option would be 

to give 2-3 idioms to a pair of students and get them to teach the meanings of each 

idiom to the class after doing a bit of research. Several studies have shown that the 

more time and effort given in actively learning something correlates with how much 

students retain. 

Practicing idioms in speaking and writing activities.After introducing the list of 

idioms to your students, you can facilitate speaking and writing activities that can 

help them to understand the usage and appropriate context for when to use the idioms 

learned in class. 

Many teachers love to include dialogues or skits in their lesson plans. If you have an 

outgoing or lively class, this activity can keep your students engaged. To set an 

example, prepare a short 1 to 2-minute dialogue as a gap-fill activity. After doing 

the gap-fill as a class, you can model the dialogue with a volunteer, or get two 

students to act it out. Give students some time to create their own 1 to 2-minute 

dialogues in pairs and give them the option of using any idioms from the list. 

Dialogues are a great way of getting students to practice using the vocabulary in 

context. Even if your class is not particularly outgoing, you can also use this activity 

to encourage your students to get out of their shells or try something outside of their 

comfort zone. As a follow-up to the previous activity, you can facilitate group 

discussions by using the idioms in conversation questions. Prepare a few questions 

which contain the idioms and put the students in pairs or small groups so that they 

can practice using them in a discussion. 
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These questions can also be used to conduct surveys, wherein students are 

encouraged to get out of their seats and speak with different people in the class. This 

works especially well for older learners. It would be best to model this activity before 

getting students to do it on their own. A little bit of preparation can give students 

confidence, so make sure to give your students ample time to think about their 

answers before getting them to express their ideas to their peers. Let us use the 

weather-related idiom list above as an example: 

- What is something that you consider to be a breeze? 

- What is something that you would do come rain or shine? 

- Was there ever a time that you had to take a rain check? Why? 

- Have you ever felt under the weather? Share your experience. 

To sum up, the English language is dynamic and always changing, and we can see 

that with the use of idioms. Depending on the context, some idioms are considered 

old-fashioned, while others are current and relevant. As teachers, we can use idioms 

for teachable moments like talking about which expressions are currently or 

frequently used by speakers in the country in which we are teaching. Try to add a 

few idioms as part of a mini-lesson or as an engaging activity by using any of the 

methods above to help your students build a more different vocabulary, and to 

develop a more flexible range and use of the English language. 
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