BUZZWORD QUIZ
Here's a short quiz for teachers, students and anyone else for whom contemporary British culture and society is of interest and for whom English is not their first language.
Try to answer the questions, then check you answers against the dictionary-type explanations at the bottom of the page…

Can you explain the following expressions and suggest the context in which they are typically used?

1. In yer face adj

2. Fat cat n

3. Go head-to-head (with someone) vb

4. Lose the plot vb - also losing it 

5. Transparency n

6. Spin n, vb

7. Dumb(ing) down vb, n

8. Gap year n

9. Been there, done that, (got the t-shirt) excl

10. Zero tolerance n
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Here are the suggested answers to the Buzzword Quiz
1. In yer face (end of British reserve and new enthusiasm/assertiveness in public and private behaviour) also terms like 'up for it', 'upfront', 'go for it' - slogans expressing aggressive individualist ambition and self-fulfilment. In yer face started as a phrase that was used to criticise aggressive behaviour. In black American street slang, you would hear 'she was in my face' or 'get outta my face' meaning that someone was being too assertive or intrusive or pushy. Now in media-talk and casual conversation it's used almost approvingly, meaning very confident and powerful and uninhibited (and that last one is the clue - it's the British throwing off their traditional reserve and shyness).
2. Fat cat (still iconic term for UK's extreme version of unfettered free-market practices in private and public sectors) This rhyming nickname - like the slightly dated 'bigwig' or 'hotshot' - is a humorous way of describing someone who is seen as greedy and overpaid - it's almost always applied to top management in the business world: bosses, invariably male, who award themselves huge salaries and bonuses when customers and shareholders are suffering. This started with the privatisation of public utilities in the 80s under Margaret Thatcher. Now it's become a shorthand term used by the media and the public for a very real phenomenon. It's the British way of mocking something you hate but can't change…
3. Go head-to-head [perhaps combined with: get one's head round something (spoken registers only) off one's/out of one's head] (combative/competitive ethos). The image is the idea of two wrestlers, rugby or American football players, or maybe even boxers locked in single combat. It's a very macho heroic way of thinking about two people competing in a tense intimate struggle. It's not only used about actual sports, but for example about two politicians or businesspeople engaged in a tense negotiation. It's rather like 'one-on-one', another expression from American sport which has replaced the less aggressive 'one-to-one'. A rarer but even more macho version that US businessmen like is (go) mano a mano, Spanish for hand-to-hand combat…There are lots of fashionable idioms at the moment which use the head; 'get your head round something', which means to start to understand a difficult concept or complex situation, and 'to be off one's head' or 'out of one's head', both of which refer to someone who has gone crazy or has lost control.
4. Lose the plot (notion of especially those in power or experts losing control of their remits - lots of examples in politics/media/eco-issues and personal life). Become confused, not know where one is going or what you are supposed to be doing. It seems to come originally from the idea of an actor, or even a writer or director who gets lost and forgets how the story is supposed to develop. This one of many phrases which are typically used to criticise those who should know better - experts, people in power, people who are dominant in relationships. Also losing it ('it' could also be temper/control), 'he just lost it' means someone has become uncontrollably angry or agitated
5. Transparency (key concept in [pretending to be] restoring consumer/public access to decision-making) idea of 'trust' in government/business corporate ethics/sleaze/spin. I think transparency comes from interpersonal therapy, where it referred to being absolutely open and honest in relationships so that everyone involved can see where they stand, and see what other peoples' real motives are…it was taken over by management experts and nowadays it's used critically to comment on politicians or professionals who we suspect are not revealing the real reasons for what they do to us. I suppose the opposite expression is 'having a secret agenda' -now often shortened to just 'having an agenda'…
6. Spin (still a crucial buzzword, key to whole ethos of current political manipulation of media/pressure-group and single-issue backlashes) comes from sport, changing the direction of a ball by clever throwing, later spin doctor started with Clinton's media advisors, now an unelected specialist, a press advisor who massages the news…
'Stop the spin', 'too much spin and not enough substance'…the whole phenomenon arrived with New Labour in 1997 and refuses to go away. The idea that control of the media is the government's number one priority, rather than actually dealing with real issues or speaking directly to the public. The concept has taken on new poignancy with the recent death by suicide of the 'spun-against' weapons expert, Dr David Kelly, who, even on the eve of his funeral, was being damned by unattributed government briefings as 'a Walter Mitty character'.
7. Dumbing down (still current; leads into discussion of changes in media genres/globalisation of entertainment-Big Brother, etc) An Americanism - dumb traditionally means 'stupid' in colloquial American, and dumbing down means deliberately making something -either Hollywood or UK television for example, less intelligent, less demanding, more aimed at the least intelligent audience - which of course is the biggest audience. This started a few years ago in the US with movies like Dumb and Dumber, and now the term is very much associated in the UK with the competition for audience figures or ratings which results in programmes like Big Brother…the criticism is especially applied to the BBC who traditionally kept up high standards -high quality programmes rather than just going for the easiest, biggest audience…and the threat of digital television giving us (like many other countries) hundreds of entertainment-only channels with no real substance…the lingering idea that UK media and entertainment is somehow superior.
8. Gap year (UK adolescent phenomenon, leads into discussion of family/study lifestyles, Prince William in 2000 etc). This refers to taking a year off between leaving secondary education, and going on to higher education, between school and university. It's an opportunity for travel and adventure and for getting some real life experience before settling back into study and then work. Perhaps part of the new importance of this year is that British university students used traditionally to go away to study; they would leave home for the first time and attend universities in other parts of the country and this was an important transition for them. Now many continue to live at home and attend the nearest university…the phrase was given prominence when Prince William had a gap year in 2000, but more recently has unfortunately been associated with a number of tragedies, young people who have had fatal accidents or have been the victims of crime during this year off.
9. Been there, done that, (got the t-shirt)! (An exclamation or slogan redolent of smug recreational shopping/global tourism/consumerism; the phrase appeared in mid-80s, still popular) A catchphrase unwittingly testifying to the cynicism, arrogance of UK overseas tourism? A sort of chant -nearly always ironic, sarcastic, even self-mocking. It doesn't just refer literally to travel, or visiting an amusement park or entertainment centre, it now generally reflects a blasé attitude to all experiences that are easily accessed or buyable. It's the same kind of attitude that is expressed jeeringly in buzz phrases like 'That's so last year'; 'That's like so 2002'.
10. Zero tolerance [along with ground zero and usages like zero distractions] (describes new toughness in implementing policies not only crime but in the business/domestic context, etc) Began as a successful US policy on policing street crime. New toughness; Tony Blair's famous slogan; 'tough on crime and tough on the causes of crime'. Has a special irony when on drugs tolerance has just been dramatically increased! Phrases like this are part of a new atmosphere of impatience with social problems and a desire for instant solutions that satisfy public expectations -whether reasonable or not.
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