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INTRODUCTION

The Daily Warm-Ups series is a wonderful way to turn extra classroom minutes into valuable learning 
time. The 180 quick activities – consisting of one commonly-used English phrase – review, practise and 
teach common English idioms. With these brief activities students will explain common idioms with 
the help of everyday scenarios, from a friend “lending a hand” when moving out of home, to your dog 
being given a “clean bill of health” by the vet. If students have not come across an idiom before, the 
scenario should help them to figure out and explain what the idiom means. 

Daily Warm-Ups are easy-to-use activities. Make them into laminated cards for student use. You may 
want to use he activities as a test on English vocabulary that is built and acquired over time. 

They may be used at the very beginning of class to get students into learning mode, near the end of 
class to make good educational use of that transitional time to shift gears between lessons – or whenever 
else you wish. The activities would also be ideal for gifted learning students to complete when they 
finish other work early. However you choose to use them, Daily Warm-Ups are a convenient and useful 
supplement to your regular lesson plans. Make every minute of your class time count!
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to bark up the wrong treeto bark up the wrong tree
Mr Gibbons approached Susan’s desk with a frown on his face. “Look at this 
report,” he growled. “It has missing pages and coffee stains, and the maths is 
wrong. How can I send this to the board of directors? Who’s responsible for 
this?” he asked.

“I’m not sure, but I can try to find out for you,” replied Susan in a calm voice.

“Don’t bother,” said Mr Gibbons angrily. “I know. It’s that part-time administrative assistant. This 
is what happens when you give people jobs they’re not ready to do.” He stomped into his office and 
slammed the door.

Susan told a co-worker about the report. When her co-worker asked who really did the report, Susan 
explained that Mr Gibbons’s assistant, Tom, had done the report. Mr Gibbons was barking up the 
wrong tree.

What do you think Susan meant when she said Mr Gibbons was barking up the wrong tree?

What can you do to avoid making this type of mistake?

to badger someoneto badger someone

Two girls were walking home from school. One asked 
the other, “Have you tried out the new board game 
you got for your birthday?”

“No, not yet,” replied the girl.

“Why not? Your birthday was two months ago!” the 
other girl exclaimed.

“Well, I lent it to my brother. He was really eager to try it out, so I gave it to 
him. He played with it for a while, but now he’s tired of it,” said the girl.

“If he’s tired of it, why doesn’t he just give it back to you?” asked the other 
girl.“That’s the way my brother is. He never returns anything he borrows. I 
have to ask him again and again before I get anything back. If you want to 
try it out, I will have to badger him for it.”

What do you think the girl meant by saying she will have to badger 
her brother for the game? Have you ever had to badger someone? 

Explain.
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a bull in a china shopa bull in a china shop
Maria welcomed the visitors as they came to the door. Today was her father’s 
birthday, and she was having a party for him. When it was time for her father 
to open his presents, she handed him the packages one by one. Her father 
made a favourable comment about each present and thanked the guests for 
their thoughtfulness. Everyone thought the presents were wonderful – except 
Uncle Mario.

“What a silly gift,” he said when one box was opened. “That looks very cheap,” he said after seeing 
the contents of another box. He made similar comments for all the gifts.

When the party was over, Maria told her father she was sorry she had invited Uncle Mario to his 
party. When her father asked why, she replied, “He’s like a bull in a china shop.”

What did Maria mean by saying Uncle Mario is like a bull in a china shop?

What is the best way to deal with people like this?

one’s bark is worse than one’s biteone’s bark is worse than one’s bite
Ms Healy, the school librarian, stormed out of her 
office. She saw the startled expressions on the faces 
of students who, moments before, had been chatting, 
giggling and talking on their phones.

“This is a library! People are trying to read! If I have 
to speak to you again, you will all get detention!” Ms 

Healy marched back to her desk.

One new student looked nervous as the noise level began to rise again.

“Don’t worry,” a classmate reassured him. “Her bark is worse than her bite.”

What did the classmate mean by describing Ms Healy’s bark as being 
worse than her bite?

Do you know anyone whose bark is worse than their bite? What is the 
best way to deal with this kind of person?
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a cash cowa cash cow
The business marketing class at the secondary school wanted to run a 
business as a class project. After much debate, they decided to run a food stall 
in the evening hours when the school building was used for adult education 
classes.

The marketing students sold fruit, sandwiches, chocolate bars, soft drink, 
chewing gum and chips. The evening students who did not have time for dinner found the food a 
quick substitute for a missed meal. Many other evening students were tempted by the snacks during 
class breaks.

The food stall did big business every night. At the end of the semester, the marketing students added 
up their profits and found they had done well. Their teacher complimented the class on a project 
that had become a cash cow.

What did the teacher mean by saying the food stall was a cash cow?

Do you know of any businesses in your area that are cash cows? What are they?

to buy a pig in a poketo buy a pig in a poke

Ron was reading the classified ads in the newspaper 
and found one that advertised a diamond ring. “Oh, 
this is perfect!” he exclaimed. “This is just what I’ve 
been looking for to give to my girlfriend. And the 
price is right, too!”

“Could I see that ad?” asked his friend Brett.

Brett read the ad and then turned to Ron. “This is too good to be true – 
such a big diamond for such a small price! How do you know that this is a 
genuine stone? All you have is the word of the seller.”

“Oh, I’m sure the person who is selling the ring wouldn’t lie about the value. 
The ad says this person must sell because he needs cash,” replied Ron.

“I don’t know,” said Brett. “I would not want to buy a pig in a poke.”

What do you think Bob meant by the phrase buying a pig in a poke? 

Have you ever bought a pig in a poke? What was it? Were you satisfied 
with your purchase? Explain.

5

6

© 2011 Hawker Brownlow Education • WAL8655



4 WAL8655 • © 2011 Hawker Brownlow Education

© 2011 Hawker Brownlow Education • WAL8655

a catnapa catnap
When I walked up the stairs of my grandmother’s house, I noticed she was 
asleep in the rocking chair on the porch. She looked so relaxed that I hated to 
wake her. I turned around and started down the stairs.

“Bill, where are you going?” asked my grandmother.

“Back home. You were asleep, and I didn’t want to wake you,” I replied.

“Nonsense. I wasn’t asleep. I was just taking a little catnap. Come in and let’s talk. I’ll put the kettle 
on for some tea,” said Grandmother. She got up from the rocking chair and held the door open for me. 
“You know how much I look forward to your visits.”

 What did Bill’s grandmother mean by saying she was taking a little catnap?

Is there any time when taking a catnap might not be appropriate?

cat’s got one’s tonguecat’s got one’s tongue
Two girls were playing in the park when they noticed 
a little boy sitting by himself on a park bench 
bouncing a ball. The two girls ran over to him, and 
one of them said, “Hello. What’s your name?”

But the boy did not say anything. He just continued 
bouncing his ball. “I said, what’s your name?” repeated the little girl. The 
little boy said nothing.

“Maybe he doesn’t speak English,” said the other girl. She turned to the 
little boy and asked, “Do you speak English?” The little boy nodded but 
said nothing.

“Would you like us to play with you?” asked the first girl. There was still no 
answer from the boy.

“Where do you live?” asked the second girl. The boy just smiled at her but 
gave no answer. “Maybe the cat’s got his tongue,” said the first girl.

What do you think the girl meant when she said the cat’s got his 
tongue?

How do you think people who have this problem can overcome it?
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