
Have you ever heard a sports commentator say a player has an “ace up their sleeve” during a match? If you’re
learning English or just curious about idioms, this phrase can sound mysterious at first. It comes from the world of
cards and casinos but is now widely used in everyday English, including sports commentary and workplace
conversations.

Today, we’ll explore what “ace up sleeve sports” means, why commentators love this idiom, and how you can
spot the difference between literal and figurative language in idioms. We’ll also mention helpful tools like MrQ
online slots and the VOA Learning English website, so you can practice idioms in context. Plus, we’ll explain a
common mistake: many learners expect idioms to include prices or exact amounts — spoiler alert, they don’t!

What Does "Ace Up Their Sleeve" Literally Mean?
Picture a card game where players hide cards inside their sleeves to cheat or gain an advantage. The phrase “ace
up their sleeve” literally means holding an ace card concealed, to be used at the right moment to win.

The "ace" is the highest or one of the highest-value cards in many games, so having one hidden means you have a
tactical surprise. This literal image helps explain the idiom’s figurative meaning.

Literal vs Figurative Meaning:

Literal Meaning Figurative Meaning Hiding the ace card in your sleeve during a card game to cheat or win. Having
a secret plan, idea, or advantage ready to use at the right moment.

When it sounds weird: The idiom is almost never used literally in everyday English—if someone says “I have an ace
up my sleeve,” they usually mean a clever plan, not an actual card.

Why Do Sports Commentators Use This Idiom?
In sports, players and coaches often keep strategies or moves secret until the perfect moment. Commentators use
“ace up their sleeve” to describe this surprise element — a move that can change the game’s outcome.

For example, in tennis, if a player suddenly switches to a powerful serve after a match of defensive play, a
commentator might say:

Commentator 1: "Looks like she had an ace up her sleeve with that unexpected serve!"

This means the player saved this potent tactic to surprise the opponent.

Tactical Surprise in Sports

It emphasizes secrecy and timing.

Usually positive — suggests clever thinking and advantage.

Casual tone — often heard in TV commentary, radio, and sports podcasts.

Common Idioms from Casinos and Cards in Everyday English
“Ace up their sleeve” is part of a group of idioms originating from gambling and card games. Even if you don’t play
cards, these phrases spice up English conversations and writing.

Play your cards right: To act cleverly to get a good result.



Call someone's bluff: To challenge someone to prove their claim is true.

Hold all the aces: To be in complete control of a situation.

Learning these idioms helps you understand not only sports commentary but everyday conversations. For
example, in the office, someone might say:

Manager: "If we play our cards right, we can secure this client by the end of the month."

When it sounds weird: Don’t use casino idioms in very formal https://englishrulebook.com/from-jackpot-to-wild-
card-casino-expressions-used-in-everyday-english/ writing or speeches — they are informal and casual, so stick to
formal vocabulary in business emails or academic papers.

How to Use Context to Decode & Use Idioms
Context is king for idioms. If you hear “ace up their sleeve” during a sports broadcast, you can guess it means a
secret tactic — because it fits the game situation.

Here’s a quick example dialogue to show how context reveals meaning:

Alex: Did you see that move? It was unexpected!

Luis: Yeah, the coach definitely had an ace up his sleeve for the final minutes.

Without knowing about cards or casinos, it might be confusing. But because they’re watching a game, it’s clear
they mean a surprise strategy.

https://englishrulebook.com/from-jackpot-to-wild-card-casino-expressions-used-in-everyday-english/
https://englishrulebook.com/from-jackpot-to-wild-card-casino-expressions-used-in-everyday-english/


Casual vs Formal Tone: Where Does "Ace Up Their Sleeve" Fit?
This idiom is typically casual to semi-formal — perfect for TV commentary, conversations, and workplace chats.
It rarely appears in very formal writing, like reports or official documents.

Situation Use "ace up their sleeve" Alternative for Formal TV sports commentary Yes (casual, engaging) Not
needed Business meeting (informal) Yes, if tone allows “Secret advantage” or “strategic plan” Academic writing No
(too casual) “Tactical measure” or “prepared strategy”

When it sounds weird: Avoid idioms like this when you want a clear, literal meaning or when writing or speaking
very formally.

Learn and Practice with VOA Learning English and MrQ
If you want to hear idioms like “ace up their sleeve” in natural speech, check out the VOA Learning English
website. They have well-paced news and stories with idiomatic expressions, ideal for ESL learners.

For a fun way to remember casino-related idioms, try online casino games like MrQ online slots. You’ll see card
suits, aces, and other symbols, helping you connect idioms to their origins. (Remember, though, real money
amounts and prizes are not the focus here—idioms don’t come with prices!)

Common Mistake: Expecting Prices or Numbers in Idioms
Beginners sometimes expect idioms from casino or card vocabulary to talk about money, prices, or bet amounts.
For example, they ask if “ace up their sleeve” shows some winning amount or value.

Important: Idioms like this represent ideas or attitudes, NOT prices. Even in casino games or slots, phrases like
“ace up their sleeve” are about tactics, not actual money values.

Summary: Key Points About "Ace Up Their Sleeve"

1. Originally from card games—hiding an ace for a surprise win.



2. Figuratively means a secret advantage or surprise tactic in sports and life.

3. Popular among sports commentators to describe unexpected moves.

4. Casual or semi-formal in tone; avoid in very formal settings.

5. Context helps decode meaning — listen to how it’s used around you.

6. Use resources like VOA Learning English to hear natural idioms and MrQ online slots to connect with the
phrase’s gambling roots.

7. Don’t expect idioms to give specific prices or numerical values!

Thanks for Reading!
Next time you hear a sports commentator say a player “has an ace up their sleeve,” you’ll know exactly what they
mean—a clever, tactical surprise ready to change the game. Keep practicing idioms in context to sound more
natural in English, and remember: idioms add flavor, so don’t be afraid to use them where appropriate!


