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Level:     Intermediate and above 

Topic:     Decisive moments 

Aims:     Listening skills – A short talk 

         Language – ‘Tipping point’ and other similar compound nouns 

 
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: 
 
bbclearningenglish.com/radio/specials/1130_uptodate2/page2.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 phrase ‘tipping point’. 
 
B 
Hand out Student Worksheet 1. Students do Speaking, Exercise 1 in small groups or 
pairs.  
 
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 questions ‘a’ and ‘b’. 
 
 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 similarly-formed compound nouns 
 
The final discussion uses the language from the lesson. 
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AUDIO SCRIPTS 

 
 
 
Listening Section 1 
 
 
Tipping point. The point of no return. The point at which something tips over into a new 

state, or something becomes dramatically more common – ‘something has reached the 

tipping point’. The idea started in physics where a small amount of weight added to an 

object in a balance causes it to topple over, you know, add a little bit and it’s alright, add a 

bit more and it’s alright, add a bit more and it’s alright, and then suddenly, whomph! – 

over it goes. That is the tipping point.  

 

So it started in hard science, but then it was taken over by sociology and popular 

psychology. Malcolm Gladwell wrote a bestseller in 2000 called The Tipping Point: How 

Little Things Can Make a Big Difference. And it became a very attractive notion and 

everybody suddenly started using this phrase.  

 
 
Listening Section 2 

 

And you hear it a lot in the news now, when suddenly something causes a fuss. For 

instance, people talk about the build up of immigrants in a country being steady and then 

suddenly, there’s some panic because there’s trouble somewhere, and they say ‘we’ve 

reached the tipping point’. 

 

I guess I’ve heard it most often recently in relation to global warming. Global warming 

seems to have reached ‘the tipping point’, at least as far as the mind set of many people is 

concerned. In fact, it’s used so often these days that it’s almost a cliché. It’s as if ‘tipping 

point’ has reached its tipping point! 
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ANSWER KEY 

 
 
VOCABULARY 
 
Exercise 2  

a. a balance       a device which is used to weigh things 

b. to topple over    to collapse to the floor; to fall over 

c. sociology       the study of human society  

d. to cause a fuss   to generate a controversy; to make people angry or agitated    

e. immigrants     people who come to live in a new country 

f.   a cliché        an expression or phrase that has been used so often before that it   

                now seems tired and unoriginal 

 
LISTENING: SECTION 1 
 
Exercise 3 

a.  iii.   tipping point 

b.  ii.    a time when an important new stage is reached in a process   

(‘The point of no return. The point at which something tips over into a new state, or 

something becomes dramatically more common.’) 

Exercise 4 

a.  False – ‘The idea started in physics where a small amount of weight added to an 

         object in a balance causes it to topple over’ 

b.  True – ‘add a little bit and it’s alright, add a bit more and it’s alright, add a bit more 

and it’s alright, and then suddenly, whomph! – over it goes.’ 

c.  True – ‘Malcolm Gladwell wrote a bestseller in 2000 called The Tipping Point: How 

        Little Things Can Make a Big Difference.’ 

 

LISTENING: SECTION 2 
 
Exercise 5 

a.  In the news 
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Exercise 6 

a. True– ‘People talk about the build up of immigrants in a country being steady and then 

       suddenly, there’s some panic because there’s trouble somewhere.’ 

b. False – ‘Global warming seems to have reached ‘the tipping point’, at least as far as the 

       mind set of many people is concerned.’ 

c.  True – ‘it’s used so often these days that it’s almost a cliché. It’s as if ‘tipping point’ 

       has reached its tipping point!’ 
 

EXTRA WORK 

 
VOCABULARY 
 
Exercise 7 
 
a. a little bit 

b. notion 

c. the build up 

 
LANGUAGE 
 
Exercise 8a  
  

a.  I had my first driving lesson today. I was so nervous I nearly crashed the car! 

b.  I’m thirsty. Is there a vending machine at the station so I can get a drink? 

c.  I’ve got a diving lesson at the local swimming pool today. 

d.  I usually use the running machines at the gym. 

e.  I got a speeding fine for going too fast on the motorway. 

f.   I went on a special training course last week to learn how to design a website. 

g.  What are the bank’s opening hours? Is it closed on Saturdays? 

h.  I don’t have time to read, so I listen to talking books when I’m driving to work. 

i.   Is there a waiting room at the station? The train’s delayed so I’d like to sit down in the 

   warm. 

j.   I’m going on a walking holiday in the Swiss Alps this summer.
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WORKSHEET 1 
 

 
SPEAKING 
 

1.    Discuss these questions with your partner. 

 

a.  Imagine you are trying to study at home in the afternoon, but your neighbours are 

   getting noisy. At what point would you go and ask them to be quiet, or give up 

   studying at home and go to the library instead? You can hear your neighbours talking 

   on their balcony; you can hear their television; your neighbours play music loudly;   

   your neighbours start dancing and singing to the music; twenty friends arrive at your  

   neighbour’s house for the party! 

b.  You are a fifteen-minute walk from your home. You decide to catch a bus because it 

   is raining. How long would you wait before you walked anyway? 5, 10, 15, 20, 30 or  

   more than 30 minutes? 

c.  At what point would you complain to the manager of a restaurant? The waiter doesn’t 

   take your order for 30 minutes; your starter is cold; your main dish is tasteless; there  

   is a hair in your dessert; the bill is wrong 

 

VOCABULARY 
 
2.    Match these words and phrases to their definitions. 
 
a. a balance   the study of human society   

b. to topple over  to generate a controversy; to make people angry or agitated 

c. sociology  people who come to live in a new country 

d. to cause a fuss  a device which is used to weigh things 

e. immigrants an expression or phrase that has been used so often before 

that it now seems tired and unoriginal 

f.  a cliché to collapse to the floor; to fall over 
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LISTENING SECTION 1 
 
 
3.  Now, listen to Professor Crystal talking about the use of the word ‘peeps’ in 

English and answer these questions. 

 

a.  Which word or phrase does Professor Crystal discuss? 

 

      i.    tapping ploy 

      ii.   tipping paint 

      iii.   tipping point 

      iv   typing point 

 

b.  We use this phrase to describe…  

      i.    a time when a process of change can be stopped. 

      ii.   a time when an important new stage is reached in a process.   

 

 

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

false, according to Professor Crystal. 

 
a. The phrase was used first to talk about chemical changes in science. 

b. Professor Crystal’s scientific example shows that ‘the tipping point’ is approached 

gradually. 

c. The phrase was used in the title of a popular book. 
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WORKSHEET 2 

 
 
 

LISTENING SECTION 2 

 

5.    Listen to Section 2 of the talk and answer this question. 

 

a. In which general area of life is the phrase often used? 

 

 

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

 

a. The immigration example shows ‘tipping point’ describing a situation which has 

 become a problem. 

b. Most people’s view of global warming has not changed significantly recently. 

c. Professor Crystal thinks that ‘tipping point’ has been over-used and may not be a 

useful phrase for much longer. 
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WORKSHEET 3 - EXTRA WORK 

 
 
 
VOCABULARY 

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

a.  a small amount 

b. idea or concept 

c. the increase in size or number of something 

 

LANGUAGE 

8a. There are many compound nouns that combine an –ing form of a verb with 

another noun, like tipping point and washing machine. Use the –ing forms to 

complete the sentences below. 

 

      Driving   Swimming   Vending   Opening   Walking 
 
      Talking   Running    Training   Waiting    Speeding  
 

   
 
a.  I had my first ______ lesson today. I was so nervous I nearly crashed the car! 

b.  I’m thirsty. Is there a ______ machine at the station so I can get a drink? 

c.  I’ve got a diving lesson at the local ______ pool today. 

d.  I usually use the ______ machines at the gym. 

e.  I got a ______ fine for going too fast on the motorway. 

f.   I had a special ______ course last week to learn how to design a website. 

g.  What are the bank’s ______ hours? Is it closed on Saturdays? 

h.  I don’t have time to read, so I listen to ______ books when I’m driving to work. 

i.   Is there a _____ room at the station? The train’s delayed, so I’d like to sit down in the 

   warm. 

j.   I’m going on a ______ holiday in the Swiss Alps this summer. 
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DISCUSSION 

 

9.  Discuss these questions with your partner. 

 

a.  Have you learnt to drive? Did you have any funny or difficult moments during your 

   driving lessons? 

b.  What are the speed limits in your country? Do you know what the typical speeding 

fines are? 

c. How do you feel when you are sitting in the dentist’s waiting room? 

d.  Have you ever been on a special training course? What can you remember from it? 

e. Have you ever listened to a talking book? 

f. What are the opening hours of banks in your country? Do you think they are long 

enough? What about museums and shops? 

g. Have you ever used a running machine? What do you think of them? Do you think 

people should just go running outside? 

h. What kind of things do you often buy from vending machines? 

i.  Have you ever been on a walking holiday in the mountains? 

j. Have you got a local swimming pool? Do you often go there? 


