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Level:     Intermediate and above 

Topic:     Personal abilities/skills 

Aims:     Listening skills – A short talk 

         Language – ‘Clueless’ and other words with ‘-less’ 

 
Materials:  Worksheet 1       –  Introductory speaking and vocabulary exercises,  

Listening section 1 

         Worksheet 2       –  Listening section 2 

         Worksheet 3       –  Extra work: Vocabulary, language and discussion 

         Audio script        –  Available in teacher’s notes 

         Recording of the talk  –  Available online at bbclearningenglish.com 

 

 
This plan was downloaded from: 
 
http://www.bbclearningenglish.com/radio/specials/1130_uptodate2/page3.shtml 

http://www.bbclearningenglish.com/radio/specials/1130_uptodate2/page3.shtml
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LESSON STAGES 

 
 
A 
Explain to the students that they are going to listen to a talk by Professor David Crystal, an 
expert on the English language, and that the talk is about the way English is changing. This 
particular talk is about the word ‘clueless’. 
 
B 
Hand out Student Worksheet 1. Students do Speaking, Exercise 1 in small groups or 
pairs. Before the students do this activity, make sure you carefully show them what to do. 
They will probably need 5 minutes to prepare their ideas before they compare with a 
partner. 
 
C 
Students do Vocabulary, Exercise 2 - without dictionaries at first. 
Practise the pronunciation of the vocabulary, as they will hear it in the talk. 
 
D 
Students read Listening: Section 1, Exercise 3 and then listen to Section 1 of the talk. 
They answer question ‘a’. 
 
Students listen again and do Listening: Section 1, Exercise 4. 
 
E 
Hand out Student Worksheet 2 
Students read Listening: Section 2, Exercise 5 and then listen to Section 2 of the talk. 
They answer question ‘a‘. 
 
F 
Students try to answer Listening: Section 2, Exercise 6. They listen again to Section 2 to 
check/complete their answers. 
 
G 
If you wish to do some extra work with the class, hand out Student Worksheet 3 
 
For the vocabulary exercise, give the students copies of the audio script and play the 
complete talk as they read. 
 
The language work focuses on other adjectives which contain the suffix ‘-less’.  
 
The final discussion activity is connected to the language work, using the adjectives from 
the lesson.
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AUDIO SCRIPTS 

 
 
 
Listening Section 1 
 
 
Clueless. I’m clueless. He’s clueless. She’s clueless. I mean, it’s literally a clue less, that 

is, a clue in the sense of a piece of information or evidence used by police in solving a 

crime, that’s where the word started years ago. And then it became rather more general, 

meaning any facts about solving a problem – in phrases like, you know, ‘clues about the 

past’, ‘have we got any clues about the past?’ – in archaeology exploration, for example. 

And then earlier, there was a usage in idiom, you know, ‘I haven’t got a clue’ – I’ve got no 

idea, I can’t think what’s happening. So it has this kind of informal sense, the word ‘clue’, 

which goes back quite a long time, meaning having no knowledge or understanding or 

ability.  

 

Listening Section 2 

 

It’s a much milder word, clueless, than stupid. Stupid is quite strong – ‘you’re stupid’ is 

stronger than ‘you’re clueless!’ Clueless is more - you’re absent minded, you’re scatty, 

you could probably do it if you kept your mind on it – it’s that kind of usage, isn’t it? A 

much milder concept.  

 

Usage spread when it became the name of a 1995 film, loosely based on Jane Austen’s 

Emma – it was called Clueless. It’s often intensified too – ‘I’m totally clueless!’ I heard 

somebody say the other day ‘I’m totally clueless when it comes to grammar’. Well, I’m 

not totally clueless when it comes to grammar, but I have to say, I am totally clueless when 

it comes to cooking – I can do toast, and that’s about it! 
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ANSWER KEY 

 
 
VOCABULARY 
 
Exercise 2  

a. evidence         facts or signs which show that something is true 

b. archaeology       the study of ancient civilisations 

c. milder   less strong or powerful 

d. absent minded     forgetful and lacking in concentration 

e. concept   a general idea or principle 

f.   intensified        made stronger or more powerful 

 
LISTENING: SECTION 1 
 
Exercise 3 

a. Clueless does NOT mean... 

iii.  I don’t like something     iv.  I don’t want to do something 

 
Exercise 4 

a. True – clues are used by the police ‘in solving a crime’. 

b. False – ‘and then it became rather more general, meaning any facts solving a problem.’ 

c.  True – ‘a usage in idiom...this kind of informal sense...meaning having no knowledge’ 

 
LISTENING: SECTION 2 
 
Exercise 5 

a.  Stupid 

b.  Use words like ‘totally’ before it. 

 

Exercise 6 

a. True – ‘absent minded...you could do it if you kept your mind on it.’ 

b. False – ‘Usage spread when it became the name of a 1995 film...called Clueless.’ 

c. True – ‘I’m totally clueless when it comes to cooking.’ 
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EXTRA WORK 

 
VOCABULARY 
 
Exercise 7 
 
a. idiom 

b. scatty 

c. based on 

 
LANGUAGE 
 
Exercise 8a  
 
a. worthless 

b. pointless 

c. cashless 

d. tactless 

e. painless 

f.  powerless 

g. homeless 

h. careless
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WORKSHEET 1 
 

 
SPEAKING 
 
1. a. How good are you at the different things listed below? Give yourself a mark 

between 1 and 5. 

1 = I am very good at this. I have no problem doing this. I know a lot about this 

4 = I am good at this. I know quite a lot about this. 

3 = I am okay at this, but I sometimes make mistakes etc. 

4 = I am not very good at this. I don’t know much about this. 

5 = I am terrible at this. I know nothing about this. 

 

Cooking      Driving    Playing a musical instrument    Mathematics 

Swimming    Painting    Computer programming       English grammar 

Dancing      Football    Using digital technology       World politics  

Tennis       Typing     Remembering things for exams  World geography 

 

b. Compare your ideas with a partner. Are you similar or different? Which things do you 

wish you were better at? 

 

VOCABULARY 
 
2. Match these words and phrases to their definitions. 
 
a. evidence    the study of ancient civilisations and cultures 

b. archaeology   a general idea or principle 

c. milder facts or signs which show that something is true 

d. absent minded made stronger or more powerful   

e. concept less strong or powerful 

f.  intensified  forgetful and lacking in concentration 
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LISTENING SECTION 1 
 
 
3. Now, listen to Professor Crystal talking about the use of the word ‘clueless’ in 

English and answer this question. 

 

a.  Which of these meanings does clueless NOT have? 

 

i.   I don’t know much about something 

ii.  I can’t do something 

iii.  I don’t like something 

iv.  I don’t want to do something 

v.  I don’t understand something 

 

4. Listen to Section 1 again and decide if the following statements are true or 

false, according to Professor Crystal. 

 
a. Generally, the police hope to find clues at a crime scene. 

b. The word ‘clue’ has always had a very specific meaning and use. 

c. ‘I haven’t got a clue’ is not used in formal situations.
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WORKSHEET 2 

 
 
 

LISTENING SECTION 2 

 

5. Listen to Section 2 of the talk and answer these questions. 

 

a.  Which word has a stronger negative meaning than clueless? 

b.  How can you make the word ‘clueless’ stronger? 

 

6. Listen again to Section 2. Are the following sentences true or false? 

 

a. The modern use of ‘clueless’ includes a feeling of forgetfulness. 

b. The publication of the book ‘Emma’, by Jane Austen, made ‘clueless’ more popular. 

c. Professor Crystal is not the best person to ask to cook dinner. 
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WORKSHEET 3 - EXTRA WORK 

 
 
 
VOCABULARY 
 
7. Find the phrases in the text that have the following meanings. 

 

a. an informal or metaphorical phrase 

b. absent minded, impractical, lacking in concentration 

c. when a new idea or product is developed from an older or different one 

 

LANGUAGE 
 
8  There are many adjectives that use the suffix ‘-less’ to mean ‘without’. Choose 

the best adjective for each sentence below. 

 

a. You bought that picture for £1000? But it’s rubbish, it’s absolutely worthless/ceaseless. 

b. Let’s get a taxi. It’s fearless/pointless waiting for a bus, they never come. 

c. We’ll soon live in a hopeless/cashless society as everyone has credit cards. 

d. I can’t believe he has asked her about her ex-husband. He’s so tactless/meaningless! 

e. Don’t worry, you won’t feel a thing when I pull the tooth out. It’s a painless/useless 

operation. 

f.  When the police arrested me I was powerless/needless. I couldn’t do anything. 

g. There are many homeless/thankless people who have to sleep on the streets. 

h. He is a careless/thoughtless writer. He keeps making simple grammar mistakes. 
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DISCUSSION 

 

9. Discuss these questions with your partner.  

 

a.  In your city or country, are there many homeless people? How does your society try to 

help them? 

b.  Do you think we will soon have a cashless society? Why/why not? 

c.  Do you know anyone who is often tactless or thoughtless? 

d.  Do you think any of the following things are pointless? Why/why not? 

 

   Voting in elections                  Saving money      

   Playing computer games              Watching football    

Spending money on expensive clothes     Getting married     

Giving money to homeless people        Reading celebrity gossip 

Studying art at school                Studying music at school 

 

e.  What are you useless at? 

f.   Have you ever felt helpless or powerless in a difficult situation? 

 

 

 

 
 


