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For every person who ever said,

“I never know what to say.”

This book was written for you.

WHY THIS BOOK EXISTS

A note from the author
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Over the years, I have heard the same complaints from students again and again.

“I can’t speak English well.”

“My vocabulary is too limited.”

“I understand everything but the moment I open my mouth, nothing comes out.”

And every time, I ask the same question back:

“How often do you practise?”

The answer is almost always the same.

“Not much. I don’t have anyone around me who speaks English.”

And that is the honest truth for so many learners. You can attend every lesson, study every grammar rule, and memorise every vocabulary list — but if you are not speaking out loud, you are not practising the one thing that matters most.

Speaking is a skill. And like any skill, it only develops through doing it — out loud, in your own voice, again and again.

“This book is your partner.”

It asks you questions. It gives you topics. It hands you the vocabulary and the phrases you need — and then it waits for you to answer. Out loud.

Not in your head. Not in writing. Out loud.

Speak your answers to yourself. Hear your own voice forming sentences in English. Notice where you hesitate. Notice which words come easily and which ones you have to reach for. That awareness — that moment of reaching — is where real progress happens.

Ten minutes a day, speaking out loud on your own, is worth more than you think. You are training your brain to find words under pressure. You are getting comfortable with the sound of your own voice in English. You are building the habit of speaking — and that habit is everything.

Say it out loud.

Talk to yourself.

Listen to your voice.

––––––––
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That is what this book is asking you to do. Every single time you open it.
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That is why I wrote this book.

Dee-Anne Govender

ESL Teacher & IELTS Specialist
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How to Use This Book
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This book is not a textbook. There are no model answers, no grammar exercises, and no right or wrong responses. What you will find here are tools — questions, phrases, vocabulary, and strategies — that help you walk into any conversation feeling prepared.

Each topic in this book follows the same structure, so you always know what to expect:

Warm Up

Start here. These questions are easy and personal. They help you get comfortable with the topic before going deeper. Everyone has something to say at this level.

General Questions

These questions broaden the conversation. They move from your personal experience into the world around you. This is where discussion really begins.

Scenario-Based Questions

Real-life situations that ask you to think, problem-solve, and express opinions. These are the kinds of conversations that happen at work, at social events, and in daily life.

Deeper Thinking

For when the conversation is flowing and you want to go further. These questions challenge you to think critically, consider different perspectives, and form well-structured arguments.

––––––––

[image: ]


What Else You Will Find

Throughout this book, each topic includes:


•  Useful Vocabulary — key words and expressions for that topic

•  Phrases & Idioms — natural language you can use immediately

•  Navigating the Conversation toolkit (see the front of this book) — how to acknowledge, agree, and disagree respectfully

•  What to Avoid (see the front of this book) — common mistakes that stop conversations in their tracks




––––––––
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One Golden Rule

Always practise out loud. Reading a question is not the same as answering it. The goal of this book is spoken confidence — and that only comes from actually speaking.

Tip: Use this book with a partner, in a group, or alone in front of a mirror. All three work.
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Introduction: The Art of Conversation
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Have you ever been in a room full of people and felt completely stuck? You wanted to join the conversation, to add something, to connect — but the words wouldn’t come. Or maybe you knew what you wanted to say in your head, but couldn’t quite find the English to say it.

If that sounds familiar, you are not alone. The fear of not knowing what to say — or how to say it — is one of the most common experiences for language learners. And it doesn’t matter how long you have been studying English. Speaking in real situations will always feel different from studying in a classroom.

That is exactly why this book exists.

What Makes Conversation Difficult?

Conversation is not just about vocabulary or grammar. It requires something more: the ability to think on your feet, react to what someone says, and keep ideas flowing naturally. Most people — even native speakers — find certain conversations challenging.

The difference between someone who speaks confidently and someone who freezes is rarely intelligence. It is usually preparation. Confident conversationalists have thought about topics before. They know a few phrases that help them start, continue, and navigate tricky moments. They have practised.

This book gives you that preparation.

How This Book Is Different

Most conversation books give you model dialogues to memorise or grammar patterns to practise. This book does something different. It gives you real questions about real life — the kind of questions that come up at school, at work, at social events, and in everyday situations.

There are no scripted answers here. That is intentional. The goal is not to teach you what to say — it is to help you find your own voice in English.

A Note on Confidence

Confidence does not come before speaking. It comes from speaking. Every awkward moment, every hesitation, every time you searched for a word and found it — that is progress. This book is designed to give you thousands of those moments in a safe, structured way.

The topics in this book cover everything from lighthearted everyday life to deep social questions. Some will feel easy. Others will challenge you. That range is deliberate — because real conversation doesn’t follow a fixed level.

“The goal is not to speak perfectly. The goal is to speak.”

Now turn the page. Your next great conversation starts here.

YOUR TOOLKIT
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Conversation Boundaries
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Topics that can make people uncomfortable — and how to navigate them with respect

Every culture has topics that are considered too personal, too sensitive, or simply impolite to raise with someone you do not know well. In English-speaking social and professional contexts, these boundaries are often unspoken — which means you may cross them without even realising it.

This is not about being dishonest or avoiding real conversation. It is about reading the room, respecting people’s comfort, and understanding that some topics require trust before they belong in a conversation.

Think of this as your social guide to knowing what to hold back — at least until you know someone better. Keep this page in mind throughout every conversation in this book.

⚠️  Politics


Why to avoid it:  Political beliefs are deeply personal and often strongly held. What feels like a reasonable opinion to you may feel like an attack to someone else. Political conversations can quickly become arguments, create lasting tension, and make people feel judged or unsafe — especially in work or educational settings.

If it comes up, try:  ‘I’m not really one for political debates, but I’d love to hear your thoughts on [related non-political topic].’ If someone raises it directly, you can listen respectfully without sharing your own position.



⚠️  Religion and Faith


Why to avoid it:  A person’s faith — or lack of it — is one of the most intimate parts of their identity. Questioning, challenging, or even expressing surprise at someone’s beliefs can feel deeply disrespectful, even if that was not your intention. This includes assuming someone follows a religion, or that they do not.

If it comes up, try:  ‘I find it really interesting how different people approach that — I wouldn’t want to make assumptions.’ Genuine curiosity is fine; judgement is not.



⚠️  Someone’s Body, Weight, or Appearance


Why to avoid it:  Commenting on someone’s body — even positively — can cause serious harm. Telling someone they look like they’ve lost weight, gained weight, look tired, or look different from before puts their body under discussion without their permission. People may be dealing with illness, grief, eating disorders, or simply living their life. Their body is not a topic for conversation.

If it comes up, try:  If you want to compliment someone, focus on something they have chosen — their energy, their smile, something they are wearing. Never comment on size, weight, or physical changes.



⚠️  Sexuality and Gender Identity


Why to avoid it:  A person’s sexual orientation and gender identity are entirely their own to share or not share, in their own time and on their own terms. Asking someone if they are gay, why they look a certain way, or making assumptions about their identity can be deeply hurtful and is considered intrusive in most English-speaking contexts.

If it comes up, try:  Use inclusive language. Avoid assumptions. If someone shares something about their identity, receive it naturally and without over-reacting in either direction.



⚠️  Money, Salary, and Financial Situation


Why to avoid it:  In many cultures, asking how much someone earns, how much something cost, or commenting on someone’s financial situation is considered very rude. It puts people in an uncomfortable position and can make them feel judged, embarrassed, or pressured.

If it comes up, try:  ‘I’m trying to figure out what’s reasonable for my budget — would you say it’s affordable generally?’ is much softer than asking directly what someone paid or earns.



⚠️  Age


Why to avoid it:  Asking someone how old they are, especially a woman, or making comments about ageing can feel rude in many English-speaking contexts. Age is often tied to insecurities and social pressures that make it an unwelcome topic unless the person raises it themselves.

If it comes up, try:  If age comes up naturally in conversation, follow the other person’s lead. Never guess someone’s age out loud.



⚠️  Relationship Status, Marriage, and Children


Why to avoid it:  Asking someone why they are not married, when they are having children, or why they do not have children can be deeply painful. You do not know what someone is going through — infertility, loss, a difficult relationship, or simply a personal choice. These questions feel intrusive even when they come from a kind place.

If it comes up, try:  Wait for someone to share this information. If they do, engage warmly. If they do not, that is their choice and it deserves respect.



⚠️  Health and Medical Issues


Why to avoid it:  Unless someone brings it up themselves, a person’s health is private. Asking why someone looks unwell, whether they are pregnant, or commenting on a visible condition or disability makes people feel reduced to their physical situation. It is almost always unwelcome.

If it comes up, try:  If someone mentions a health issue, listen and show empathy. Do not probe for details they have not offered. Never speculate about someone’s health out loud.



⚠️  Race, Ethnicity, and Nationality


Why to avoid it:  Questions like ‘Where are you really from?’, assumptions about someone’s background, or generalisations about what people from a certain place are like — even when meant curiously — can feel othering, reductive, and offensive. People are individuals, not representatives of their ethnicity or country.

If it comes up, try:  If someone’s background comes up naturally, let them guide the conversation. Never assume. Never generalise. And never suggest someone does not truly belong somewhere because of how they look.



⚠️  Immigration Status


Why to avoid it:  This is an extremely sensitive topic that can carry legal, emotional, and safety implications for the person you are asking. It is never appropriate to ask someone about their immigration or visa status in a social or casual professional context.

If it comes up, try:  Do not ask. If someone shares this information with you, treat it with discretion and care.



How to Redirect a Conversation Gracefully

If a conversation moves into territory that feels uncomfortable — either for you or for someone else — you do not need to make it dramatic. A gentle redirect is always available.

💬  “That’s quite personal — I’d rather not go there if that’s okay.”

💬  “I’m not sure I know enough about that to have a strong opinion.”

💬  “I tend to keep that kind of thing private, but I’m happy to talk about...”

💬  “That’s a big topic — what made you think of it?”

💬  “I’d rather not speak for everyone on that one.”

💬  “Can we come back to that? I’d love to hear more about what you were saying earlier.”

––––––––
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A final thought:  Respecting boundaries is not the same as avoiding real conversation. The best conversations are honest, deep, and sometimes challenging. The difference is that they happen with permission — when both people feel safe enough to go there together.

PART 1

Knowing Yourself

Personal reflection, inner life, and self-expression

TOPIC 1
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Talking About Your Hobbies
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📖  Before you begin — revisit your Navigating the Conversation toolkit at the front of this book.

📖  Vocabulary

Learn these words before the discussion. Try to use at least three in your answers.

leisure time  —  free time when you are not working or studying

pastime  —  an activity you enjoy doing regularly in your free time

pursue  —  to follow or continue doing something with effort

unwind  —  to relax and reduce stress after a busy period

creative outlet  —  an activity that allows you to express yourself

commitment  —  the time and energy you give to something regularly

well-rounded  —  having a range of different skills and interests

dedicate time to  —  to set aside time specifically for one activity

💡  Idioms & Expressions

Each expression includes its meaning and a topic-specific example sentence.

“I’ve been into it for years.”


🔹 Meaning:  I have been interested in it for a long time.

💬 Example:  “I’ve been into photography for years — what started as a casual interest became something I really can’t imagine my weekends without.”



“I picked it up a few years ago.”


🔹 Meaning:  I started learning it, often casually or by chance.

💬 Example:  “I picked up cooking a few years ago during lockdown and what surprised me was how quickly it became my favourite way to relax.”



“It’s my way of switching off.”


🔹 Meaning:  It helps me mentally disconnect from stress and responsibilities.

💬 Example:  “Running is my way of switching off — the moment I put my headphones in and step outside, work completely disappears from my mind.”



“It keeps me sane.”


🔹 Meaning:  It helps me stay calm, balanced, and mentally well. (informal)

💬 Example:  “With everything going on at work, having my hobby keeps me sane — it’s the one part of the day that’s completely mine.”



“I do it to clear my head.”


🔹 Meaning:  I do it to stop overthinking and feel mentally refreshed.

💬 Example:  “Whenever I feel overwhelmed, I pick up my sketchbook and draw for an hour — I do it purely to clear my head, not to create anything perfect.”



“I lost interest after a while.”


🔹 Meaning:  I stopped enjoying it over time and gradually moved away from it.

💬 Example:  “I used to play chess competitively but lost interest after a while — once it stopped feeling like fun and started feeling like pressure, I stepped away.”



☀️  Warm Up

Start here. These questions are easy and personal — there are no wrong answers.


	What are your hobbies?

	How long have you had these hobbies?

	Did someone introduce you to them, or did you discover them yourself?

	Do you prefer relaxing hobbies or active ones? Why?

	How often do you do your hobbies?

	What is your favourite hobby and why?



💬  General Questions


	Do you think hobbies are important in life? Why or why not?

	What happens if someone has no hobbies at all?

	Do you have enough time for your hobbies? What makes it difficult?

	Do hobbies help reduce stress? Which ones work best for relaxation?

	Can hobbies make you more productive at work or in your studies?

	What hobbies are popular in your country? Why do you think that is?

	Do people prefer group hobbies or solo hobbies? What are the advantages of each?

	Are hobbies different for children and adults? How do they change with age?

	Does social media influence people’s hobbies? Can that be positive or negative?



🎭  Scenario-Based Questions

Scenario 1

Your friend wants to try a new hobby but keeps saying they don’t have time. They spend most evenings watching TV.


	What advice would you give them?

	Do you think ‘no time’ is always the real reason?

	How can small changes in routine make space for a hobby?



Scenario 2

You have always wanted to learn a new skill — a language, an instrument, or a sport — but you have never started.


	What has stopped you?

	What would be the first small step you could take?

	How would your life be different if you started today?



Scenario 3

Someone you have just met tells you their hobby is something you find boring or unusual.


	How would you respond without being rude?

	What questions could you ask to show genuine interest?

	Do you think all hobbies deserve equal respect?



🧠  Deeper Thinking


	Can a hobby become a job? Should it? What are the risks?

	Do you think society puts too much pressure on people to be productive even in their free time?

	Is it possible to be truly happy without any personal interests or passions outside of work?

	How do hobbies shape a person’s identity and sense of self?

	Is there a difference between a hobby and an addiction? Where is the line?

	Will technology and AI change the way people spend their leisure time in the future?



TOPIC 2
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Talking About Personal Goals
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📖  Before you begin — revisit your Navigating the Conversation toolkit at the front of this book.

📖  Vocabulary

aspiration  —  a strong hope or ambition to achieve something

milestone  —  an important stage or achievement along the way to a goal

short-term goal  —  something you want to achieve in the near future

long-term goal  —  something you are working towards over months or years

motivation  —  the reason or desire that drives you to do something

setback  —  a problem or difficulty that slows your progress

prioritise  —  to decide what is most important and focus on that first

accountability  —  being responsible for your actions and following through on commitments

💡  Idioms & Expressions

Each expression includes its meaning and a topic-specific example sentence.

“I’m working towards it.”


🔹 Meaning:  I am making active progress in the direction of a goal.

💬 Example:  “I’m working towards becoming fluent in English — it takes consistency, but every conversation I have feels like a small step forward.”



“It’s easier said than done.”


🔹 Meaning:  Something sounds simple as advice but is actually quite difficult in practice.

💬 Example:  “Setting goals and sticking to them is easier said than done — the hardest part isn’t deciding what you want, it’s staying motivated when life gets in the way.”



“I’m taking it one step at a time.”


🔹 Meaning:  I am making slow, steady progress without overwhelming myself.

💬 Example:  “My goal feels huge — finishing a qualification while working full time — so I’m taking it one step at a time and focusing on one module instead of the whole picture.”



“I keep losing motivation.”


🔹 Meaning:  I find it difficult to stay enthusiastic and consistent over time.

💬 Example:  “I set a goal to exercise every day in January and I keep losing motivation by the second week — I think I need a different strategy.”



“I’m holding myself accountable.”


🔹 Meaning:  I am making sure I follow through on my own commitments without needing external pressure.

💬 Example:  “I tell a friend my weekly goal every Sunday — I’m holding myself accountable because I know I work harder when someone else knows what I’m aiming for.”



“The goal keeps moving.”


🔹 Meaning:  Every time you get close, the target seems to shift further away.

💬 Example:  “I feel like no matter how much progress I make with my goals, the goal keeps moving — I reach one target and immediately feel like it wasn’t enough.”



☀️  Warm Up


	Do you usually set personal goals? Why or why not?

	What is one goal you would like to achieve this year?

	Do you prefer short-term goals or long-term goals? Why?

	Do you write your goals down or keep them in your mind?

	Who or what inspires you to set goals?

	Have you ever achieved a goal you are really proud of?



💬  General Questions


	How do people usually plan and work towards their goals?

	Is it helpful to break a big goal into smaller steps? Why?

	How can people stay motivated while working towards something long-term?

	Do deadlines help people achieve their goals? Why or why not?

	Should people share their goals with others? What are the advantages and disadvantages?

	How can technology help people track and reach their goals?

	What problems might stop someone from achieving their goals?

	Do people sometimes set unrealistic goals? What happens when they do?



🎭  Scenario-Based Questions

Scenario 1

You want to learn a new skill but you don’t have much free time. Every week passes and you still haven’t started.


	How would you organise your schedule?

	What small steps could help you make progress?

	Is waiting for the ‘right time’ ever a good strategy?



Scenario 2

Your friend has a big goal but feels discouraged and is thinking about giving up.


	What advice would you give them?

	How can you help them stay motivated?

	Does everyone need support from others to achieve their goals?



Scenario 3

You have two important goals but not enough time to focus on both.


	How would you decide which one to prioritise?

	Is it better to focus on one goal or work on several at once?

	What would you do if both felt equally important?



🧠  Deeper Thinking


	Why do some people achieve their goals while others with the same abilities do not?

	Do you think having clear goals makes people happier or more stressed?

	How do cultural values influence the kinds of goals people set?

	Should parents set goals for their children, or let them find their own direction?

	Are financial goals more important than personal happiness goals? Can the two coexist?

	How might people’s goals change as they grow older?



TOPIC 3
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My Dream Day Off
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📖  Before you begin — revisit your Navigating the Conversation toolkit at the front of this book.

📖  Vocabulary

recharge  —  to rest and recover your energy after a period of hard work

spontaneous  —  done without planning, on impulse, in the moment

indulge  —  to allow yourself to enjoy something pleasurable without guilt

rejuvenate  —  to make yourself feel fresh and full of energy again

switch off  —  to mentally disconnect from work and responsibilities

quality time  —  time spent doing meaningful things with people you care about

burnout  —  extreme tiredness caused by too much work over a long period

solitude  —  the state of being alone, often in a peaceful and enjoyable way

💡  Idioms & Expressions

Each expression includes its meaning and a topic-specific example sentence.

“I’d love nothing more than to...”


🔹 Meaning:  My ideal situation would be exactly this.

💬 Example:  “On my dream day off, I’d love nothing more than to wake up with no alarm, make a slow breakfast, and spend the morning reading with no interruptions.”



“No agenda, no alarm clock.”


🔹 Meaning:  No plans, no schedule — complete freedom for the day.

💬 Example:  “My perfect day off is simple — no agenda, no alarm clock, just complete freedom to do whatever feels right in the moment.”



“I’d go with the flow.”


🔹 Meaning:  I would not plan anything and just see what happens naturally.

💬 Example:  “I wouldn’t plan my day off at all — I’d go with the flow and let the day take me wherever it goes, which is something I almost never allow myself to do.”



“A chance to recharge my batteries.”


🔹 Meaning:  An opportunity to rest and recover energy completely.

💬 Example:  “After five long working days, a full day off is exactly what I need — a proper chance to recharge my batteries before the next week begins.”



“I’d treat myself to...”


🔹 Meaning:  I would do something special or indulgent just for myself.

💬 Example:  “On my dream day off, I’d treat myself to a long, unhurried lunch at a restaurant I’ve been wanting to try, with no phone on the table.”



“Completely off the grid.”


🔹 Meaning:  Totally disconnected from technology, social media, and work.

💬 Example:  “My ideal day off would mean being completely off the grid — no emails, no notifications, no checking what everyone else is doing online.”



☀️  Warm Up


	How often do you have a full day off?

	What do you usually do on your day off?

	Do you prefer relaxing at home or going out? Why?

	Do you like spending your day off alone or with others?

	What makes a day off feel truly special?

	Do you plan your days off or prefer to be spontaneous?



💬  General Questions


	What would your ideal day off look like from morning to night?

	Would your dream day off be busy or completely relaxing? Why?

	Do you think people today truly know how to rest?

	How does a good day off affect your productivity the following week?

	Do different age groups enjoy different kinds of days off? How?

	Why is it important for people to take regular breaks from work?

	Is relaxation different for introverts and extroverts? How?

	Why do some people feel guilty when they are not being productive?



🎭  Scenario-Based Questions

Scenario 1

You finally have a full day off, but a friend calls and wants to spend the day with you. You were looking forward to being alone.


	What would you do?

	How would you handle this without hurting your friend’s feelings?

	Do you think it is okay to want time alone?



Scenario 2

You have a day off but keep checking your work emails and messages. You cannot seem to truly switch off.


	Why do some people find it difficult to disconnect from work?

	What practical steps could help?

	Do you think this is becoming more common? Why?



Scenario 3

You have one day off and a limited budget. You want it to feel special but cannot afford anything expensive.


	What would you do?

	Can a day off be meaningful without spending money?

	What free activities make you feel genuinely refreshed?



🧠  Deeper Thinking


	Do you think modern lifestyles allow people to relax properly? Why or why not?

	Why do some people feel guilty when they are not working or being productive?

	Is the concept of a ‘day off’ becoming outdated in today’s always-connected world?

	How can people achieve a healthier work-life balance in practical terms?

	Do you think future generations will have more or less free time? Why?



TOPIC 4
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What Do Dreams Mean?
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📖  Before you begin — revisit your Navigating the Conversation toolkit at the front of this book.

📖  Vocabulary

subconscious  —  the part of your mind that influences behaviour without full awareness

recurring dream  —  a dream that happens again and again over time

nightmare  —  a frightening or very unpleasant dream

interpret  —  to explain or understand the meaning of something

symbolism  —  using objects or images to represent deeper ideas or feelings

vivid  —  extremely clear and detailed, almost like reality

lucid dreaming  —  being aware that you are dreaming while the dream is happening

anxiety  —  a feeling of worry or unease, often appearing in dream imagery

💡  Idioms & Expressions

Each expression includes its meaning and a topic-specific example sentence.

“It felt so real.”


🔹 Meaning:  The dream seemed like it was actually happening, not imaginary at all.

💬 Example:  “I dreamed I was back at school, completely unprepared for an exam, and it felt so real that I woke up with my heart racing and checked my phone to confirm the date.”



“I woke up in a cold sweat.”


🔹 Meaning:  I woke up suddenly feeling frightened, with my body sweating from stress or fear.

💬 Example:  “I had a nightmare about being chased through an empty city and I woke up in a cold sweat at two in the morning, completely unable to go back to sleep.”



“It’s been playing on my mind.”


🔹 Meaning:  I keep thinking about it and cannot stop, even when I want to.

💬 Example:  “I had a strange, unsettling dream three nights ago and it’s been playing on my mind ever since — I can’t figure out what it was trying to tell me.”



“Take it with a pinch of salt.”


🔹 Meaning:  Do not take something too seriously or believe it too literally.

💬 Example:  “I looked up what my dream supposedly meant in a dream dictionary online, but I’d take it with a pinch of salt — not everything has a deep hidden meaning.”



“A window into the subconscious.”


🔹 Meaning:  Something that reveals hidden thoughts or feelings you were not aware of.

💬 Example:  “Some psychologists believe that recurring dreams are a window into the subconscious — a way of processing emotions you haven’t dealt with while you’re awake.”



“I can’t make sense of it.”


🔹 Meaning:  I cannot understand the meaning or logic of something confusing.

💬 Example:  “The dream involved strangers in familiar places and a conversation that made no sense — I’ve thought about it for days and I still can’t make sense of it.”



☀️  Warm Up


	Do you usually remember your dreams?

	Have you ever had a very strange or funny dream?

	Do you think dreams have meanings? Why or why not?

	Have you ever had the same dream more than once?
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