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“Rake over the coals” is an English idiom meaning to criticize, scold, or question someone very severely, because that person has made 

a mistake or done something wrong. When someone is raked over the coals, the criticism is intense rather than mild . For e xample, if an 
employee makes an expensive mistake, a manager might rake the employee over the coals. In everyday English, the expression cl early 
emphasizes the discomfort of receiving harsh criticism. 
 
The phrase creates a powerful mental picture. Hot coals suggest extreme heat, pain, and punishment, so being dragged across t hem 
would be unpleasant. Figuratively, severe criticism can feel similarly painful or humiliating. Although the expression sounds  physically 
violent, speakers use it metaphorically. Nobody is actually being placed on burning coals. Instead, in ordinary conversation,  the phrase 
describes someone facing strong verbal criticism, detailed questioning, or an angry reprimand for something t hat happened. 
 
The expression is especially common when someone is held responsible for a serious error. Imagine that a company loses an cus tomer 
because a manager ignored complaints. Senior executives might rake that manager over the coals for failing to solve the probl em. They 
could demand explanations, identify mistakes, and strongly criticize the manager’s decisions. Saying the manager was “raked o ver the 
coals” communicates more emotion than simply saying the manager was criticized.  
 
The idiom can also be used in everyday situations involving families, schools, sports, and friendships. A teenager who return s home 
hours late might be raked over the coals by worried parents. A football player who ignores the coach’s instructions could be  raked over 
the coals after the game. Similarly, a student might say, “My teacher raked me over the coals for copying another student’s h omework.” 
Each example involves strong disapproval. 
 
Grammatically, the phrase appears as “rake someone over the coals” or in the passive form “be raked over the coals.” “The dir ector 
raked the team over the coals for missing the deadline” uses the active form. “The team was raked over the coals for missing the 
deadline” expresses the situation from the team’s perspective. The phrase is expressive, making it useful in conversation, jo urnalism, 
storytelling, and workplace discussions. 
 
However, the expression should not be confused with constructive criticism. Constructive criticism is intended to help someon e improve 
and is delivered respectfully. Raking someone over the coals suggests something stronger. The speaker may be angry, disap pointed, or 
determined to emphasize the seriousness of a mistake. Such criticism may be justified, but the idiom emphasizes severity. It often 
implies that receiving the criticism was stressful, embarrassing, or emotionally difficult.  
 
In conclusion, “rake over the coals” means to criticize or reprimand someone very harshly for a mistake, failure, or unaccept able action. 
The image of hot coals gives the expression its sense of discomfort and severity. It can describe criticism from manag ers, parents, 
teachers, coaches, or anyone demanding accountability. Understanding this idiom helps English learners recognize when critici sm 
becomes especially intense. When someone says, “I was raked over the coals,” they are not describing physical puni shment. They mean 
they experienced a severe verbal reprimand that was uncomfortable and memorable.  
 
Questions for Discussion 
 

1. What does “rake over the coals” mean, and when would you use this expression? 

2. Have you ever seen someone get raked over the coals for making a serious mistake? 

3. In what situations might a manager rake an employee over the coals? 

4. Do you think raking someone over the coals is an effective way to correct mistakes? Why or why not? 

5. How is being raked over the coals different from receiving constructive criticism? 
 


