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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 1o0f9
Censer / Censor

To remember the difference: '‘Censer' contains 'en'’ like ‘incense’. '‘Censor' ends in 'or' like many job titles (doctor,
actor), referring to the person who blocks information. 'Sensor' relates to 'sense’. All three are pronounced exactly
the same in most English dialects.

Meaning 1

sensor: a device which detects or measures a physical property (often
confused with the other two)

While not part of the primary pair, 'sensor' is a third homophone that frequently
confuses learners. It refers to technology (like a motion sensor), adding a third layer of
spelling difficulty to the same sound.

"The security light is triggered by a motion sensor."
"The car's oxygen sensor needs to be replaced."

Meaning 2

censor: an official who examines books, films, or news and suppresses parts
that are considered obscene or politically unacceptable

This is a much more common word in modern media and politics. It can be both a
noun (the person) and a verb (the action). Learners often struggle with the spelling
difference between this and its homophones.

"The government decided to censor the journalist's report to hide the scandal.”
"The film censor gave the movie an adult rating due to its violent content.”

Meaning 3

censer: a container in which incense is burned, typically during a religious
ceremony

This is a niche noun used primarily in religious or historical contexts. ESL learners
may confuse it with ‘censor’ because they sound identical, and both words involve the
idea of 'smoke' or 'hiding' something in different metaphorical ways.

"The priest swung the golden censer, filling the cathedral with thick smoke."
"Ancient rituals often involved the use of a silver censer to purify the air.”

Related: censorship; incense; sensitive; scrutinize; thimble

ESL Word Wiz | ESLWordWiz.com



ESL Word Wiz ESLWordWiz.com

ESL Word Wiz | ESLWordWiz.com



ESL Word Wiz ESLWordWiz.com

Homograph - Lesson 2 of 9
Tier

The most common confusion is between ‘tier' (level) and 'tear’ (rip or cry). Remember that 'tier* (level) always
rhymes with 'beer.' The version that rhymes with 'fire' is very rare and only refers to someone who ties something.

Meaning 1

One of several levels or layers in a series or structure.

In this common usage, 'tier' is pronounced like 'tear' (crying). ESL learners often
confuse it with 'tear' (to rip) because of the spelling, or they may not realize it refers to
vertical ranking or physical layers like a wedding cake.

"The wedding cake had three tiers decorated with white roses."
"We bought tickets for the upper tier of the stadium to get a better view."

Meaning 2

A rank or classification in a system.

This is a figurative extension of the first meaning. It is confusing because it is often
used in business or gaming (e.g., Tier 1 support' or 'Tier list") without referring to a
physical object.

"The company offers a top-tier subscription service for premium members."

"According to the new regulations, the city is now in the highest tier of lockdown."

Meaning 3

A person or thing that ties something (e.g., a shoelace tier).

This is the rare homograph form where the word is pronounced like 'tire." It is an agent
noun formed from the verb 'to tie.' Learners may see this in specific contexts and
mispronounce it as the more common ‘level' definition.

"He is a fast tier of knots, which makes him a great sailor."
"As a professional fly-tier, she creates intricate lures for fishing."

Related: layer; level; rank; stratum; tear; tire
K ;:._ Read the full lesson
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I[diom - Lesson 3 of 9

At the drop of a hat

This idiom originated from the 19th century when dropping a hat was used as a signal to start a race or a fight. It is
very common in spoken English and is almost always used to describe someone's personality or a sudden reaction.

Meaning 1

To do something immediately, without any hesitation or prior planning.

ESL learners may be confused because the literal image of a hat falling has nothing
to do with the speed or willingness of an action. They might look for a physical hat or
wonder why a hat is being dropped instead of understanding it as a signal for 'now".

"She is so helpful that she will come over to help you at the drop of a hat.”
"He's very emotional and starts crying at the drop of a hat."

Meaning 2

To do something for no significant reason or at the slightest provocation.

This nuance is confusing because it implies the action is impulsive or even unnecessary. A learner might
understand 'fast' but miss the ‘'lack of a good reason' aspect of the phrase.

"In that movie, the villain would lose his temper at the drop of a hat."
"My roommate is ready to quit her job at the drop of a hat if she gets bored."

Related: instantly; without a second thought; immediately; on a whim; promptly
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Slang - Lesson 4 0f 9

Bff

While originally popular among teenagers and children, it is now widely understood by adults. It is primarily used in
texting, social media, and informal speech. It is rarely used in formal writing or professional settings.

Meaning 1
An abbreviation for '‘Best Friend Forever,' referring to a person's closest and most trusted companion.

ESL learners may be confused because it is an acronym pronounced as individual letters rather than a word.
Additionally, the 'Forever' part is often used figuratively; the friendship may not actually last a lifetime, but the label
signifies a high level of current intimacy.

"Sarah and | have been BFFs since kindergarten.”

"l can't go to the party without my BFF!"

Meaning 2
Used as a verb or an adjective to describe the act of being extremely close or acting like best friends.

In casual conversation, people might use it to describe a state of being (e.g., 'we are so BFF') or to describe a
sudden close bond between people, which can be grammatically confusing as it treats an acronym as a descriptor.

"They just met yesterday, but they are already acting all BFF."
"Are you two BFF now?"

Related: bestie; best friend; ride or die; buddy; pal
SHEREE  Read the full lesson
i eslwordwiz.com/words/bff
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Contranym - Lesson 50f9
Nervous

In modern conversation, 'nervous’ almost always means anxious. However, in literature or older texts, it can mean
'strong’ or 'sinewy'. Be careful not to confuse 'nervous' with ‘irritable’-while a nervous person might be jumpy, they
are primarily characterized by fear, not anger.

Meaning 1

Feeling worried, anxious, or fearful about something that might happen.

This is the most common usage. ESL learners often confuse it with ‘angry"' or 'excited' because in some languages
(like Spanish or French), similar-sounding words can mean 'annoyed' or 'agitated’ rather than just fearful.

"| feel very nervous about my job interview tomorrow."
"She was so nervous before the performance that her hands were shaking."”

Meaning 2

Possessing vigor, energy, and strength (often used in a literary or medical context).

This is the 'contranym' aspect. While the first meaning implies weakness or instability, this meaning refers to a
strong, forceful, and energetic state of the nerves or spirit. It is confusing because it describes a state of power
rather than a state of fear.

"The author's nervous style of writing is full of energy and quick movements."
"The athlete possessed a nervous energy that allowed him to react instantly to the whistle."

Meaning 3
Relating to the physical nerves or the nervous system in the body.

This is a technical/medical meaning. Learners may struggle to distinguish between the emotional state of 'being
nervous' and the biological function of the 'nervous system'.

"The doctor checked the patient's nervous system for any signs of damage."

"Nervous tissue is responsible for sending signals throughout the body."

Related: anxious; apprehensive; vigorous; neural; jittery
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Figure of Speech - Lesson 6 of 9
Diamond in the rough

The word ‘rough’ here is a noun meaning 'an unfinished or natural state.' In modern English, 'rough'’ is usually an
adjective, which can confuse learners. This phrase is often used in talent scouting, sports, and dating to describe
someone with 'hidden' value.

Meaning 1

A place or object that is high quality but is surrounded by unattractive or poor conditions.

This usage shifts from a person to a thing. Learners might not realize 'rough’ refers to the environment or the
unpolished state of the object. They might literally look for a gemstone instead of understanding it refers to hidden
value.

"That old, dusty shop is a diamond in the rough”
"you can find amazing antiques for very low prices."

Meaning 2

A person who has great potential or talent but lacks social polish, education, or refined manners.
ESL learners may be confused because the phrase uses a metaphor from geology. A 'rough’' diamond is a real
diamond that hasn't been cut or polished yet, so it looks like a common rock. In a social context, it describes
someone who is good 'on the inside' even if they seem unrefined 'on the outside.'

"He is a bit rude sometimes, but he is a diamond in the rough who works harder than anyone else."

"The young singer was a diamond in the rough"

Related: hidden gem; unpolished; potential; underdog; raw talent

EAM Read the full lesson
eslwordwiz.com/words/diamond-in-the-rough
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Multi-Meaning - Lesson 7 of 9
Term

The word 'term' is highly versatile. In math, it refers to part of an equation; in pregnancy, 'full term' means the baby is
ready to be born. Always look at the surrounding context (school, law, or conversation) to determine which meaning
is being used.

Meaning 1
The conditions under which an agreement is made (usually plural: 'terms').

Learners may not realize that 'terms' refers to the rules of a contract or the state of a relationship (e.g., ‘'on good
terms’).

"You should read the terms and conditions before signing the contract.”

"Even after the divorce, they remained on friendly terms."

Meaning 2
A fixed or limited period of time for which something lasts.

This is confusing because it can refer to many different timeframes: a school semester, a prison sentence, or a
politician's time in office.

"The president is serving his second four-year term."

"The autumn term at the university starts in September.”

Meaning 3
A specific word or phrase used in a particular subject or activity.

ESL learners often confuse this with ‘word." While all terms are words, 'term' implies a specialized vocabulary used
in fields like medicine, law, or technology.

"The doctor used a medical term that | didn't understand."

"Please define the term 'inflation’ in your own words."

Related: terminology; semester; duration; phrase; conditions

Wil Read the full lesson
eslwordwiz.com/words/term
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Euphemism - Lesson 8 of 9
Vertically gifted

This phrase is part of a trend in English where ‘challenged’ or 'gifted' is added to an adverb to create a 'politically
correct' or humorous description. It is rarely used in formal medical or scientific contexts; it is mostly used in social
settings to be playful or to avoid using the simple word 'tall'.

Meaning 1

A polite, humorous, or indirect way of describing someone who is very tall.

ESL learners may be confused because 'gifted' usually refers to intelligence or talent. They might literally interpret
this as someone who has a special talent related to vertical movement (like jumping) rather than a physical
description of height.

"At seven feet tall, he is certainly vertically gifted."
"Being vertically gifted makes it much easier to reach the top shelves in the grocery store.”

Meaning 2

Occasionally used ironically or sarcastically to describe someone who is very short (though 'vertically
challenged' is the more common euphemism for short stature).

The use of 'gifted' can be confusing when used sarcastically. If a learner hears this applied to a short person, they
may not understand that the speaker is using irony to highlight the person's lack of height.

"I'm not short"

"I'm just less vertically gifted than the rest of my family."
Related: vertically challenged; stature; lofty; towering; altitudinous

I8 Read the full lesson
{ eslwordwiz.com/words/vertically-gifted
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Phrasal Verb - Lesson 9 of 9

Make up for

Inseparable. Often used with ‘for'.

Meaning 1
To compensate for a mistake, loss, or disadvantage.
The phrase sounds like creating something to replace a loss, which confuses learners.

"He bought her flowers to make up for forgetting her birthday."
"The extra pay will help make up for the overtime we missed."

Related: compensate; make amends

A Read the full lesson
: eslwordwiz.com/words/make-up-for
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Quick Quiz

Circle the best answer for each question.
Name: Date:

1. Which sentence uses 'at the drop of a hat' correctly according to this definition: To do something
immediately, without any hesitation or prior planning.?

A. She was very proud of her new outfit and showed it off on a whim to the crowd.

B. If you need a ride to the airport, just call Mark; he s willing to help at the drop of a hat.
C. The wind was so strong that it blew my umbrella away at the drop of a hat.

D. | carefully researched the best laptop for months before buying one at the drop of a hat.

2. Which sentence uses 'Bff' correctly according to this definition: An abbreviation for '‘Best Friend
Forever,' referring to a person's closest and most trusted companion?

A. The CEO and the project manager work closely together, so they are the Bff of the company.
B. After the promotion, John decided to Bff the new office policies to his team.

C. I can tell Chloe everything because she s been my Bff since we were five years old.

D. I met a Bff at the park today while walking my dog, and we talked for five minutes.

3. Which sentence uses 'make up for' correctly according to this definition: To compensate for a mistake,
loss, or disadvantage?

A. The long, sunny weekend helped to make up for the rainy start to our vacation.

B. He needs to make up for a new story because he lost his original notebook.

C. After the argument, he decided to compensate his apology by writing a long letter.

D. Before the party started, she had to make up for her face with expensive cosmetics.

4. Which sentence uses 'tier' correctly according to this definition: One of several levels or layers in a
series or structure?

A. The stadium has a lower and upper tier, providing a great view for all fans.

B. She had a small tier running down her cheek when she heard the sad news.

C. After the long hike, I felt a heavy tier in my legs and needed to sit down.

D. I need to tier my shoelaces before | trip over them during the race.

5. Which sentence uses 'Diamond in the Rough' correctly according to this definition: A person who has
great potential or talent but lacks social polish, education, or refined manners?
A. She was a diamond in the rough during the race, finishing first even though she started at the
back.
B. The diamond in the rough manager fired everyone because he wanted to start the project again.
C. The new cafe is a diamond in the rough because it is located in a very old and ugly building.
D. The candidate is a real diamond in the rough; he has brilliant ideas, though he needs to improve
his professional etiquette.
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6. Which sentence uses 'term' correctly according to this definition: A specific word or phrase used in a
particular subject or activity?

A. The legal term for this type of contract is quite complex for most people.

B. She signed the document because she agreed with every term and condition.
C. He was elected to serve a four-year term as the club president.

D. The students are busy studying for their final exams at the end of the term.

7. Which sentence uses 'vertically gifted' correctly according to this definition: A polite, humorous, or
indirect way of describing someone who is very tall?

A. The project was vertically gifted because it received a high amount of funding from the
government.

B. The skyscraper is a vertically gifted building that dominates the city skyline.

C. She had to use a stool to reach the top shelf because she is somewhat vertically gifted.

D. The basketball scout noticed the teenager immediately, as he was quite vertically gifted
compared to his peers.

8. Which sentence uses 'nervous’' correctly according to this definition: Feeling worried, anxious, or fearful
about something that might happen?

A. The patient suffered from a nervous condition affecting his spinal cord.

B. She was so nervous that she won the race by a very large margin.

C. | always get nervous before | have to give a presentation in front of the class.
D. The athlete gave a nervous performance, showing great strength and energy.

9. Which sentence uses 'censer' correctly according to this definition: censer: a container in which
incense is burned, typically during a religious ceremony?

A. The museum display featured an ancient censer used for storing cold drinking water.

B. During the service, the priest swung the silver censer to spread a sweet-smelling smoke.

C. The government decided to censer the film because of its violent content.

D. | used a censer to measure the exact temperature of the room.
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Quiz
Approved multiple-choice items for today. Answer key on the next page.

1. Which sentence uses 'at the drop of a hat' correctly according to this definition: To do something
immediately, without any hesitation or prior planning.?

A. She was very proud of her new outfit and showed it off on a whim to the crowd.

B. If you need a ride to the airport, just call Mark; he s willing to help at the drop of a hat.

C. The wind was so strong that it blew my umbrella away at the drop of a hat.

D. | carefully researched the best laptop for months before buying one at the drop of a hat.

Target: at the drop of a hat - CEFR B1

2. Which sentence uses 'Bff' correctly according to this definition: An abbreviation for 'Best Friend
Forever,' referring to a person’'s closest and most trusted companion?

A. The CEO and the project manager work closely together, so they are the Bff of the company.

B. After the promotion, John decided to Bff the new office policies to his team.

C. I can tell Chloe everything because she s been my Bff since we were five years old.

D. I met a Bff at the park today while walking my dog, and we talked for five minutes.

Target: Bff - CEFR Bl

3. Which sentence uses 'make up for' correctly according to this definition: To compensate for a mistake,
loss, or disadvantage?

A. The long, sunny weekend helped to make up for the rainy start to our vacation.

B. He needs to make up for a new story because he lost his original notebook.

C. After the argument, he decided to compensate his apology by writing a long letter.

D. Before the party started, she had to make up for her face with expensive cosmetics.

Target: make up for - CEFR B1

4. Which sentence uses 'tier' correctly according to this definition: One of several levels or layers in a
series or structure?

A. The stadium has a lower and upper tier, providing a great view for all fans.

B. She had a small tier running down her cheek when she heard the sad news.

C. After the long hike, | felt a heavy tier in my legs and needed to sit down.

D. I need to tier my shoelaces before | trip over them during the race.

Target: Tier - CEFR B1

5. Which sentence uses 'Diamond in the Rough' correctly according to this definition: A person who has
great potential or talent but lacks social polish, education, or refined manners?
A. She was a diamond in the rough during the race, finishing first even though she started at the
back.
B. The diamond in the rough manager fired everyone because he wanted to start the project again.
C. The new cafe is a diamond in the rough because it is located in a very old and ugly building.
D. The candidate is a real diamond in the rough; he has brilliant ideas, though he needs to improve
his professional etiquette.
Target: Diamond in the Rough - CEFR Bl



6. Which sentence uses 'term' correctly according to this definition: A specific word or phrase used in a
particular subject or activity?

A. The legal term for this type of contract is quite complex for most people.

B. She signed the document because she agreed with every term and condition.

C. He was elected to serve a four-year term as the club president.

D. The students are busy studying for their final exams at the end of the term.

Target: term - CEFR B1

7. Which sentence uses 'vertically gifted' correctly according to this definition: A polite, humorous, or
indirect way of describing someone who is very tall?
A. The project was vertically gifted because it received a high amount of funding from the
government.
B. The skyscraper is a vertically gifted building that dominates the city skyline.
C. She had to use a stool to reach the top shelf because she is somewhat vertically gifted.
D. The basketball scout noticed the teenager immediately, as he was quite vertically gifted
compared to his peers.
Target: vertically gifted - CEFR B1

8. Which sentence uses 'nervous’ correctly according to this definition: Feeling worried, anxious, or fearful
about something that might happen?

A. The patient suffered from a nervous condition affecting his spinal cord.

B. She was so nervous that she won the race by a very large margin.

C. | always get nervous before | have to give a presentation in front of the class.

D. The athlete gave a nervous performance, showing great strength and energy.

Target: Nervous - CEFR Bl

9. Which sentence uses 'censer' correctly according to this definition: censer: a container in which
incense is burned, typically during a religious ceremony?

A. The museum display featured an ancient censer used for storing cold drinking water.

B. During the service, the priest swung the silver censer to spread a sweet-smelling smoke.

C. The government decided to censer the film because of its violent content.

D. | used a censer to measure the exact temperature of the room.

Target: censer / censor - CEFR Bl



Answer Key

1. B. If you need aride to the airport, just call Mark; he s willing to help at the drop of a hat.

w

N
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©

the correct answer ( If you need a ride to the airport, just call Mark; he s w) is correct because Mark is willing
to help immediately without hesitation. B uses the idiom literally/incorrectly. C describes a planned action,
which contradicts the definition. D uses a confusable phrase but does not contain the target idiom.

. C. I can tell Chloe everything because she s been my Bff since we were five years old.

the correct answer ( | can tell Chloe everything because she s been my Bff sin ) correctly uses 'Bff' to describe
a long-term, trusted companion. A is too formal for slang, B describes a casual acquaintance rather than a
‘forever friend, and D incorrectly uses the word as a verb.

. A. The long, sunny weekend helped to make up for the rainy start to our vacation.

the correct answer ( The long, sunny weekend helped to make up for the rainy s ) is correct because the good
weather compensates for the loss of the rainy days. a distractor ( Before the party started, she had to make up
for her face ) confuses it with ‘apply makeup'; a distractor ( After the argument, he decided to compensate his
apology ) uses ‘compensate’ incorrectly in this context; a distractor ( He needs to make up for a new story
because he lost his 0 ) uses 'make up' in the sense of 'inventing' a story.

. A. The stadium has a lower and upper tier, providing a great view for all fans.

the correct answer ( The stadium has a lower and upper tier, providing a great ) is correct because it uses 'tier'
to describe a physical level in a structure. A uses 'tier' instead of 'tire’ (fatigue), C uses the spelling for ‘tear’
(crying), and D uses it as a verb instead of 'tie'.

. D. The candidate is a real diamond in the rough; he has brilliant ideas, though he needs to

improve his professional etiquette.

the correct answer ( The candidate is a real diamond in the rough; he has bril ) is correct because it describes
a person with talent who lacks social 'polish’ (etiquette). a distractor ( The new cafe is a diamond in the rough
because it is loca ) describes a place (hidden gem), C describes an underdog/winner, and D wrongly
associates the term with being harsh or aggressive.

. The legal term for this type of contract is quite complex for most people.

the correct answer ( The legal term for this type of contract is quite complex ) refers to a specific word used in
law. B refers to a period of time in a school year, C refers to a requirement in an agreement, and D refers to a
specific period of office.

. The basketball scout noticed the teenager immediately, as he was quite vertically gifted

compared to his peers.

the correct answer ( The basketball scout noticed the teenager immediately, as ) correctly uses the term as a
humorous euphemism for being tall. a distractor ( She had to use a stool to reach the top shelf because she )
describes someone short (which would be 'vertically challenged'). a distractor ( The project was vertically
gifted because it received a h ) and D misuse the term for funding or architecture, where it does not apply.

. C. l always get nervous before | have to give a presentation in front of the class.

the correct answer ( | always get nervous before | have to give a presentation ) correctly describes the feeling
of anxiety before a stressful event. a distractor ( The patient suffered from a nervous condition affecting h )
refers to the biological nervous system; a distractor ( The athlete gave a nervous performance, showing great
str ) confuses the target with 'vigorous'; a distractor ( She was so nervous that she won the race by a very
large ) uses the word in a context where it contradicts the outcome.

. B. During the service, the priest swung the silver censer to spread a sweet-smelling smoke.

The correct answer uses ‘censer' as a vessel for burning incense. Distractor 1 uses 'censer' where the writer
intended 'censor' (to remove or suppress content), a homophone confusion. Distractor 2 confuses ‘censer' with
'sensor' (a device for measuring temperature). Distractor 3 describes a water-storage container, not an



incense burner.



