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Note: Illustrations appear only on meanings where a picture genuinely helps ESL/ELL learners grasp the word. Abstract or
context-dependent meanings are intentionally shown as text only.

Homophone  ·  Lesson 1 of 9

To / Two / Too
Core confusing trio for many languages.

Meaning 1
To: a common preposition or part of a verb.
This very short word appears in many sentences and sounds exactly like 'two' and 'too', which makes listening and
spelling difficult.
"We walk to school every day."
"I want to talk to you later."

Meaning 2
Too: also or more than enough.
This word adds the idea of 'also' or 'excess', but the sound is the same as the others, so context is the only clue.
"I am tired too."
"The coffee is too hot to drink."

Read the full lesson
eslwordwiz.com/words/to-two-too
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Homograph  ·  Lesson 2 of 9

Conflict
Remember the 'Noun-1st, Verb-2nd' rule for two-syllable homographs. If you are naming the problem, say CON-flict.
If you are describing the action of clashing, say con-FLICT.

Meaning 1
A verb meaning to be incompatible, to clash, or to happen at the same time in a way that is not possible.
As a verb, the stress shifts to the second syllable (con-FLICT). This change in pronunciation is a common source of
confusion for non-native speakers who may use the noun pronunciation for the action.
"My work schedule will conflict with my evening classes."
"The witness's story seems to conflict with the evidence found at the scene."

Meaning 2
A noun meaning a serious disagreement, argument, or physical fight between people or groups.
As a noun, the stress is on the first syllable (CON-flict). ESL learners often struggle with shifting the stress based on
the word's grammatical function.
"The two countries are trying to resolve their border conflict."
"There was a conflict between the two coworkers regarding the project deadline."

Meaning 3
A psychological state of being unsure or having opposing feelings (Internal Conflict).
This usage can be confusing because it describes a mental state rather than a physical fight or a scheduling error,
yet it still functions as a noun.
"He felt a great deal of inner conflict about whether to tell the truth."
"The character's conflict in the movie was between his duty and his family."

Related: clash; dispute; incompatible; struggle; discord

Read the full lesson
eslwordwiz.com/words/conflict
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Idiom  ·  Lesson 3 of 9

The cherry on top
Also phrased as 'the cherry on the sundae'.

Meaning 1
An extra benefit or feature that makes a good situation even better.
Imagine an ice cream sundae. It's already good, but the cherry makes it perfect. It can also be used sarcastically.
"I got the promotion, and the new office is just the cherry on top."
"The concert was amazing, and getting to meet the band was the cherry on top."

Meaning 2
The final negative thing that makes a bad situation worse (Sarcastic).
When used sarcastically, it implies one more annoying thing happened.
"My car broke down, and then it started raining-that was the cherry on top."

Related: bonus; extra; final touch; addition

Read the full lesson
eslwordwiz.com/words/the-cherry-on-top
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Slang  ·  Lesson 4 of 9

Irl / In real life
Crucial for distinguishing between digital interactions and physical ones.

Meaning 1
Something that happens in person, rather than on the internet or on social media.
Learners may see this acronym online and not know it is pronounced by its letters or as the full phrase.
"We've been friends online for years, but we finally met IRL yesterday."
"He looks much taller IRL than he does in his profile picture."

Related: Off-line; In person; Local

Read the full lesson
eslwordwiz.com/words/irl-in-real-life
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Contranym  ·  Lesson 5 of 9

Quite
The meaning of 'quite' often depends on the adjective it modifies and the speaker's accent. With 'ungradable'
adjectives (like 'dead', 'impossible', or 'sure'), it means 'completely.' With 'gradable' adjectives (like 'good', 'tall', or
'warm'), it usually means 'moderately.' In American English, it is more frequently used to mean 'very,' while in British
English, it is more frequently used to mean 'somewhat.'

Meaning 1
Completely, entirely, or to the fullest extent.
In this context, 'quite' acts as a maximizer. It means 100%. ESL learners often confuse this with the moderate
meaning, leading to misunderstandings about the intensity of a statement.
"I am quite sure that I locked the door before we left."
"The two sisters are quite different from one another."

Meaning 2
To a certain degree; moderately or 'fairly'.
In British English especially, 'quite' often weakens an adjective rather than strengthening it. It suggests 'somewhat'
but not 'very,' which is the opposite of its other definition.
"The movie was quite good, but it wasn't the best I've seen."
"It is quite cold outside, so you might want a light jacket."

Meaning 3
An exclamation used to express agreement.
Used as a standalone response (mostly in British English), it functions like 'I agree' or 'Indeed.' Learners may find it
confusing when it is used as a sentence on its own.
"'It's a very complicated situation.' 'Quite.'"
"'We must ensure this never happens again.' 'Quite so.'"

Related: fairly; rather; completely; entirely; somewhat

Read the full lesson
eslwordwiz.com/words/quite
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Figure of Speech  ·  Lesson 6 of 9

Grasp at straws
This phrase is often used in a negative or critical way to describe someone who is being unrealistic. It is similar to
the idiom 'clutching at straws.' The 'straw' represents something weak, thin, and incapable of supporting weight.

Meaning 1
To make a desperate attempt to find a solution or a reason when none are available.
ESL learners may take this literally and imagine someone physically reaching for dried stalks of grain. The confusion
lies in the metaphor: a drowning person would try to grab anything to stay afloat, even something as flimsy and
useless as a piece of straw.
"The lawyer had no evidence to prove his client's innocence, so he started grasping at straws by questioning the weather
reports."
"When her car wouldn't start, she began grasping at straws, hoping that simply cleaning the windows would somehow fix the
engine."

Meaning 2
To try to find a reason to continue believing in something that is clearly failing or untrue.
This usage is confusing because it describes a mental state rather than an action. It implies that the person is being
irrational or illogical because they are afraid to face the truth.
"He is just grasping at straws if he thinks his boss will give him a promotion after he missed the deadline."
"The scientists were grasping at straws to explain the failed experiment before they finally admitted their theory was wrong."

Related: desperate; futile; last resort; clutching at straws; hail mary

Read the full lesson
eslwordwiz.com/words/grasp-at-straws
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Multi-Meaning  ·  Lesson 7 of 9

Staff
Do not confuse 'staff' (workers) with 'stuff' (things). The pronunciation is very different.

Meaning 1
A long stick used as a support when walking or as a weapon.
Usually found in fantasy stories (wizards) or hiking contexts.
"The old man leaned heavily on his wooden staff."
"Gandalf uses a magic staff to cast spells."

Meaning 2
The group of people who work for an organization.
A collective noun. In American English, it takes a singular verb; in British English, it can be plural.
"The school staff is meeting to discuss the new schedule."
"We have over 50 members of staff in this office."

Meaning 3
The five lines on which music is written.
Technical music term. Also called a 'stave' in British English.
"The notes are written clearly on the musical staff."
"Each staff begins with a clef."

Related: employees; stick; notation; personnel

Read the full lesson
eslwordwiz.com/words/staff
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Euphemism  ·  Lesson 8 of 9

To go south
Commonly used in business and casual conversation to describe situations getting worse.

Meaning 1
To fail, decline, or deteriorate quickly.
ESL learners might think this refers to travel or geography. It is a metaphor for a graph line moving downward
towards the bottom (south) of a map.
"Our business plans started to go south after the market crashed."
"The holiday dinner went south when they started arguing about politics."

Related: deteriorate; fall apart; tank

Read the full lesson
eslwordwiz.com/words/to-go-south
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Phrasal Verb  ·  Lesson 9 of 9

Look forward to
Inseparable. Always followed by noun or -ing form.

Meaning 1
To anticipate something with pleasure.
'Forward to' is confusing as it seems directional.
"I'm looking forward to the weekend."
"She looks forward to her vacation every year."

Related: anticipate; await eagerly

Read the full lesson
eslwordwiz.com/words/look-forward-to
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