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Mastering Idioms & Phrases
Advanced Lexical Semantics and Exam Strategies

1 Introduction to Idiomatic Expressions

An idiom is a phrase or expression whose meaning cannot be understood from the literal
definitions of its individual words. In competitive examinations, mastery of idioms is essential
for reading comprehension, verbal ability, and descriptive writing.

Core Linguistic Principle:
Literal Meaning ̸= Idiomatic Meaning Understand-
ing the etymology unlocks permanent retention.

2 High-Frequency Exam Idioms

Here is a curated list of elite-tier idioms categorized by thematic domains frequently tested in
examinations.

2.1 1. Business & Decision Making

Back to the Drawing Board

Meaning: To start planning something all over again because a previous attempt failed.
Example: Since our initial marketing strategy yielded zero conversion, it is time to go
back to the drawing board.

The Ball is in Your Court

Meaning: It is up to you to make the next decision or step.
Example: We have offered our final terms; now the ball is in your court to accept or
decline.

2.2 2. Action & Effort

Burn the Midnight Oil

Meaning: To work or study late into the night.
Example: To secure top ranks in the civil services exam, aspirants must be willing to burn
the midnight oil.

Bite the Bullet

Meaning: To endure a painful or difficult situation that is unavoidable.
Example: Faced with mounting losses, the firm had to bite the bullet and downsize its
workforce.
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3 Etymological Roots & Memory Hacks

Memorizing idioms through root visualization drastically enhances cognitive recall. Consider
the phrase ”Achilles’ Heel” (a vulnerable point despite overall strength). Rooted in Greek
mythology, remembering the dipping of Achilles in the River Styx prevents confusion with other
anatomical idioms.

4 Strategic Approach for MCQ Exams

1. Contextual Inference: Always read the surrounding two sentences. Authors often drop
contextual synonyms or antonyms.

2. Elimination of Literal Traps: Examiners frequently provide options containing the
literal meaning of the constituent words. Eliminate these immediately.

3. Grammatical Consistency: Idioms maintain strict structural rigidity. Changing prepo-
sitions (e.g., in lieu of vs. on lieu of ) invalidates the expression.
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