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WHAT ARE IDIOMS?

To begin with, we should understand what an idiom means. For this, we found the various definitions in different paper dictionaries and on the Internet:

1. “What is an idiom? Perhaps the shortest meaningful answer to that question would be ‘a phrase that behaves like a word’.” (1)
2. “An expression whose meaning is different from the meaning of the individual words.”(2)

3. “IDIOM, or IDIOMATIC EXPRESSION – a functionally fixed word combination equivalent to one word and possessing the quality of semantic integrity” (3)

4.  “An idiom is a commonly used expression whose meaning does not relate to the literal meaning of its words.” (16)
5. “An idiom is multiword construction that: is a semantic unit whose meaning cannot be deduced from the meanings of its constituents, and has a non-productive syntactic structure.” (17)
6. “An idiom (also called idiomatic expression) is an expression, or word, or phrase that has a figurative meaning conventionally understood by native speakers.” (14)
7. “An idiom is a phrase or a fixed expression that has a figurative, or sometimes literal, meaning.” (13)
8. “The Idiom is when an expression is losing its literal meaning and takes on a special meaning, often not even associated with the meaning of the individual words in the phrase.” (19)
We think that the 1st and 4th definitions are the most correct, because their description is easier to understand among other and at the same time, they are very exact. John Ayto who is the author of Oxford Dictionary of English Idioms wrote that people “are used to thinking of words as the lowest common denominators of meaning” (1) which means that we normally use single words to convey a single meaning and forget that there are longer inseparable units of language or speech. It is true that we often (although not always) use words to their literal meaning, but we do not use idioms the same way. If idioms are translated literally word for word, they become as a set of obscure words and make little or no sense. So, we understand that idioms have fixity of the elements, and only native speakers or people who learn idioms can understand them. Thus, the main characteristic of an idiom is semantic opaqueness, and the other is that “the elements (words) of which they are made up are less firmly fixed and in most cases there is little or no leeway for changing them.” (1) 

Each of the eight above-mentioned sources has what unites them: idioms have their own specific meaning and if literally translated, they are like a set of incomprehensible words or, simply said, gibberish. We can conclude that for learning the meaning of common idioms assistance of dictionaries would be required of which there are many types, e.g. paper, electronic, or online dictionaries. In this work, we mainly used two dictionaries. The first is the paper Oxford Dictionary of English Idioms, published in 2010. We have chosen this dictionary because it is modern enough and includes not only the meaning of the idioms, but the origin and other interesting facts about an idiom. The second dictionary is the online Cambridge Dictionary | Free English Dictionary, Translations and Thesaurus at http://dictionary.cambridge.org because it shows the latest data of the English idioms and shows the information whether this or that idiom is mainly used in American, Australian, or other variety of English. However, a few idioms could not be found in the above-mentioned two dictionaries, and we had to look them up on other web sites where we found details about both the exact meaning of an idiom and its origin, which cannot but be a very interesting topic by itself.
THE ORIGIN OF ENGLISH IDIOMS
In the previous part, we explained what idioms mean. This part is going to be about the origin of the English idioms in general and some American idioms.In fact,English idioms had completely different origins. Some people might say an association with the situation and other people began to use this phrase in everyday speech. We would like to tell you about the origin of English idioms that seem to us the most interesting.
To begin with, the idiom "raining cats and dogs" means heavy rain. There are many hypotheses about the origin of this idiom. Let us develop on one of these hypotheses. In the 16thcentury rooftops were covered with a thick layer of straw. Cats, dogs and other little animals liked those places. On rainy days they would slip and fall down, and thus the British began to associate heavy rain with falling cats and dogs (11).

"To face the music" means to pay for the debts. The history of this idiom is as follows: in the British army court was accompanied by an orchestra. The accused had to listen to the verdict and the sounds of drums (11).

"Wear one's heart on one's sleeve" means can't restrain emotions. In the Middle Age knights’ loverstied a ribbon on the sleeve of the knights (11).
Many idioms appeared from literature:“Mad as a hatter” refers to someone who is completely crazy.This is an interesting one. "Hatter" is the character of tale "Alice in Wonderland" by Lewis Carrol. The expression has its origins in the effects of the chronic mercury poisoning commonly experienced by 18th and 19th century hat manufacturers owing to the use of mercurous nitrate in felt hats (11).
Also an important source of the origin of idioms is the Bible. “To extend the olive branch” is to take steps towards achieving peace with an enemy (or simply someone with whom you have fallen out).This expression has biblical origins, and was seen as an emblem of peace. In Genesis, a dove brings an olive branch to Noah to indicate that God’s anger had died down and the flood waters had abated (11).

"Barking up the wrong tree" refers to the person who made the mistake.The saying refers to a dog barking at the bottom of a tree under the mistaken impression that its quarry is up it, suggesting that the phrase has its origins in hunting. The earliest known uses of the phrase date back to the early 19th century (11).

A huge number of idioms come from the works of the famous writer William Shakespeare:"A sea change" means a radical change or transformation.Shakespeare's usage incorporates the current meaning, that is, a radical change. He also made the expression richer by alluding to the literal meaning of 'a change that is brought about by the sea'."A fool's paradise" means a state of happiness based on false hope (7).
See below the list of only a few idioms originating from Shakespeare works. As the British actor Rob Brydon says, "Shakespeare coined so many new phrases, that over the years they have become pervasive in the English language - we no longer recognise them as lines from plays at all." (15) 

Salad days

It's Greek to me
More in sorrow than in anger
Wish is father to the thought
Vanish into thin air

Laugh yourself into stitches
Tongue-tied
Tower of strength 
Seen better days

Too much of a good thing

Fool’s paradise

Truth will out

Good riddance

Etc.

However, some idioms, which at first glance seem to be Shakespearean, actually have the American origin. Take the popular idiom “Break a leg!” which is “said to actors for good luck before they go on stage, especially on an opening night” (7) and which in the Cambridge online English dictionary has a broader meaning, namely “used for wishing someone good luck, especially before a performance” (4). It is probably hard to believe that “the term originates in the American theatre in the 20th century and all the earliest references to its use are from US sources” (7), but its true. The British idiom consisting of the same words but having a completely different meaning is no longer in use (7).
To sum up, idioms originate from different sources the vastest from which are the Bible, literature, theatre, certain historic situations and other, although still the origin of many idioms is a mystery to us.

Modern American Idioms

Since we are interested in exploring modern real-life English idioms, we compiled a questionnaire on this topic and sent it to the teacher from the United States, who responded to us and also sent us back the answers of her high-school students aged 16-17. All in all, there are 12 students who have participated in the survey, and below we consider the most interesting answers of all.
Our first question was about the definition of an idiom, “Do you know what idioms are? If you know would you please tell us how you understand this in your own words.” It is an important and interesting fact that all the respondents wrote “yes”. Their own  definitions seemed to us even more interesting. That is why we have decided to list them here:

· An expression that has a different meaning than what the actual words mean.

· Idioms are expressions that aren't intended to be taken literally.

· Idioms are phrases that mean something other than what they say literally.

· Idioms are expressions that have a different meaning than what is said. They are mostly originated by location. Such as this, Americans do not have the same expressions that Russians have.

· Idioms are commonly used words combined into phrases that are typically used to describe certain situations or express emotions. 

· I think of an idiom as just an old saying that really would not make sense to other countries at first glance. We just use them as "clever" ways to say something rather than being to straightforward.

· We teach idioms as a literary terms which we loosely define as a phrase that you cannot take each word literally. It falls under the umbrella of figurative language. <…>There are lots of idioms that we use as euphemisms in order to soften hard subjects like death (kicked the bucket, bought the farm). (The teacher’s answer)

To sum up, we can distinguish several characteristics of idioms from the given definitions, that is:

· idioms must not be understood literally as a set of their component words, so using idioms is a way to say something in a non-direct way

· idioms are phrases whose components normally cannot be changed

· idioms differ by location

· idioms are used not only to describe a situation but also to express emotions

In its turn, from the above-written characteristics we can again conclude that it is very important for learners of English (like us) to be familiar with the English idioms. We can suggest several ways of becoming familiar with them. First, there are many idioms given in the school curriculum in Spotlight student’s books for the 8th-form students. Second, there are lots of English and English-Russian paper, electronic and Internet dictionaries that provide them. Third, you should get in contact with native speakers of English and not be shy to ask about the idioms and try using them yourself while speaking or writing in English!

As to the other questions from our questionnaire, they were about the frequently used and favourite idioms. Based on the answers to this part, we have made a list of common American idioms which you can see below. We have added the definitions from different dictionaries. It is worth mentioning that many definitions have not been found in paper dictionaries, that is why we had to look them up on the Internet where you can find the most modern dictionaries with the new words. Still we had to surf the Internet to learn the meaning of some idioms like “Look what the cat dragged in!” and others. It means that the material we have received is new and it cannot be found in even the most modern English dictionaries although we consider that it must be included in them. The two dictionaries we referred to the most often to check the meaning, register or style, origin or any other interesting facts about the idioms have been John Ayto’s Oxford Dictionary of English Idioms (1) and Cambridge Dictionary | Free English Dictionary, Translations and Thesaurus at http://dictionary.cambridge.org (4) since these two dictionaries appear to be the fullest and the most modern dictionaries.The full list of the common idioms that the American teacher and her students have sent us with can be seen in the full text of the work.
As a result, some of the American idioms we were sent cannot be found in dictionaries. Most of the idioms are informal. Some originate from songs. Some are marked as British in the dictionaries although the Americans use them. Some are purely American and are not used by British English native speakers.
CONCLUSION

To conclude, this research has included considerable work on the English idioms and this has had the following important results.

First, a clear and exact definition of an idiom has been given: an idiom is a commonly used set phrase or expression that has a special meaning as a whole, and must not be understood literally word for word.

Second, the most important characteristics of an idiom have been distinguished as follows:

· idioms have figurative, or metaphorical, meaning

· idioms are set phrases whose components normally cannot be changed

· idioms differ by location

· idioms are used not only to describe a situation but also to express certain emotions

Third, the origin of the English (and American, in particular) idioms has been studied and it is found that two of the popular sources of idioms are plays by Shakespeare and popular songs.

Fourth, a list of modern American idioms has been compiled. See it on pp. 8-13. Some of them (for example, deck the halls, look what the cat dragged in, cry me a river) cannot be seen in the dictionaries which proves our hypotheses.
Fifth, we have designed and printed a mini-dictionary of modern American idioms (see Appendix).
Sixth, several ways of effective learning of the English idioms have been suggested:

· Study English at school well! There are many idioms given in the school curriculum in Spotlight student’s books. 

· Use English and English-Russian paper, electronic and Internet dictionaries! 

· Listen to the songs by native English speakers! 
· Come in contact with native speakers of English! Don’t be shy to ask about the idioms and try using them yourself while speaking or writing in English!

We believe that this work and its results can be useful not only for students of our school or town, but also for any other motivated English learners because it provides the latest data on the common American idioms which cannot be found in one paper, electronic or even online dictionary.
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