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Level:     Intermediate and above 

Topic:     Work and business 

Aims:     Listening skills – A short talk 

         Language – ‘Downsize’ and other compound words with ‘down’ 

 
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/1720_uptodate4/page5.shtml 
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LESSON STAGES 

 
 
A 
Explain to the students that they are going to listen to a talk by Gavin Dudeney, an expert 
on the English language, and that the talk is about the way English is changing. This 
particular talk is about the word ‘downsize’. 
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 questions ‘a’, ‘b’ and ‘c’. 
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 compound words made with ‘down’. 
The final discussion uses some of the language from the lesson.
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AUDIO SCRIPTS 

 
 
Listening Section 1 
Language changes so quickly that sometimes it’s hard to keep up. I guess that’s why series 

like this come in handy! There are areas that change quicker than others: technology, 

politics, business... In technology you’ll often find lots of acronyms such as BRB (be right 

back – used in online chat), and in the worlds of business and politics you’re more likely to 

come across examples of euphemism,  aphorism and ‘political correctness’, where new 

terms are coined to hide otherwise unpleasant or controversial ideas. 

 

Who can forget such immortal phrases as, ‘greed is good’ and ‘lunch is for wimps’ – both 

coined by the Gordon Gecko character in the film Wall Street? Both expressions perfectly 

describe supposedly common aspects of corporate attitudes in the eighties, and are well-

remembered today. 

 

Listening Section 2 

And it’s from the world of business that the word downsize originated. Today, you’re most 

likely to see the word used as a euphemism for ‘firing staff’, or reducing the work force 

within a company. ‘Given current sales, we’re going to have to downsize by thirty 

percent.’ Popular opinion has it that saying this is less painful, and more acceptable, than 

saying ‘We’re going to have to fire thirty percent of the staff’. Of course the result is the 

same, but at least the person doing the ‘downsizing’ gets to feel a little more comfortable. 

 

The word seems to have originated in the automobile industry in the seventies, where oil 

prices forced companies to design smaller cars which were lighter and therefore more 

economical on petrol usage. I wouldn’t get too used to this one, though. The same people 

who use the expression seem to have decided that ‘down’ has negative connotations, so 

these days you’re just as likely to hear of a company being ‘rightsized’. Of course, if you 

lose your job, it doesn’t really matter if you’ve been downsized or rightsized! 
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ANSWER KEY 

 
 
VOCABULARY 
 

Exercise 2  

a. euphemism          an indirect way to refer to something that is not good; a way 

to pretend that something is better than it really is  

b. unpleasant          not nice 

c. corporate          connected to big business 

d. firing staff          making employees redundant, telling people they no longer 

                  have a job 

e. acceptable          considered to be reasonable or to be something that can be 

                  allowed 

f.   negative connotation   an additional meaning of a word, which is not positive 

 
LISTENING: SECTION 1 
 

Exercise 3 

a.  Technology, business and politics 

b.  i.  BRB (Be Right Back) - technology 

   ii. Greed is good – business, ‘corporate attitudes’ 

 
Exercise 4 

a.  True – ‘Language changes so quickly that sometimes it’s hard to keep up.’ 

b.  True – ‘where new terms are coined to hide otherwise unpleasant or controversial 

ideas.’ 

c.  False – ‘Both expressions … are well-remembered today.’ 
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LISTENING: SECTION 2 
 

Exercise 5 

a. DOWNSIZE 

b. Business 

c.  It means that a company makes some of its employees redundant 

 

Exercise 6 

a.  False – ‘Popular opinion has it that saying this is less painful, and more acceptable.’ 

b.  True – ‘oil prices forced companies to design smaller cars which were lighter.’ 

c.  False – ‘I wouldn’t get too used to this one, though… these days you’re just as likely 

to hear of a company being ‘rightsized’.’ 

 
 
EXTRA WORK 

VOCABULARY 
Exercise 7 
a. controversial ideas 

b. the work force  

c. economical 

 
LANGUAGE 
Exercise 8a  
a.  download  (verb): to transfer information to your computer, usually from the Internet 

b.  downmarket (adjective): cheap and of poor quality; of low standard 

c.  downpour (noun): a sudden and heavy fall of rain 

d.  downside (noun): a disadvantage or negative point  

e.  downstairs (noun): the ground floor of a building, especially a house 

f.   downhearted (adjective): sad and miserable, feeling things will not improve 

g.  downturn (noun): a decrease in economic activity, for example, a drop in sales 

h.  downfall (noun): something that causes somebody to lose a position of high status or power 
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Exercise 8b  

a.  downmarket 

b.  download 

c.  downpour 

d.  downside 

e.  downturn 

f.   downstairs 

g.  downfall 

h.  downhearted 
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WORKSHEET 1 
 

 
SPEAKING 
 
1.    Discuss these questions with your partner. 

 

a.  Do you, or have you ever, had a job?  

b.  What are/were your employers and managers like in your job? 

c. What skills do you think a good manager needs?   

d. Have you, or do you know anyone who has, ever lost a job? Why? What happened? 

e.  What is the current economic situation in your country? Are there many jobs available? Is 

there much unemployment? Is the inflation right high or low? Do you think this is a good 

time to own a business? Which business sectors are doing well, and which are finding 

things more difficult? 

      

 

VOCABULARY 
 
 
2.    Match these words and phrases to their definitions. 
 
 
a. euphemism  connected to big business 

b. unpleasant considered to be reasonable or to be something that can be 

allowed 

c. corporate   an additional meaning of a word, which is not positive 

d. firing staff an indirect way to refer to something that is not good; a way 

to pretend that something is better than it really is  

e. acceptable  making employees redundant; telling people they no longer 

have a job 

f.  negative connotation  not nice  
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LISTENING SECTION 1 
 
3.  Now, listen to Gavin Dudeney talking about language change in English and answer 

these questions. 

 

a.  Which three areas of life and society does Gavin say experience rapid language 

change? 

 

b.  Which areas do the following words/phrases come from? 

       i.  BRB (Be Right Back) 

       ii. Greed is good 

 

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

false, according to Gavin Dudeney. 

 
a. It is difficult to follow much language change because it happens so fast. 

b. Many new words are created to avoid talking directly about a difficult or negative situation 

or action. 

c. Phrases from older films such as Wall Street have now been generally forgotten.
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WORKSHEET 2 

 
 
 

LISTENING SECTION 2 

5.    In the second part of the talk, Gavin introduces the new word. Listen to 

Section 2 of the talk and answer this question. 

 

a. How do you think the new word is spelt? 

b. Which area of life and society does it come from – technology, business or politics? 

c.  What does the word mean, nowadays?   

 

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

 

a. Using the word is a more effective and clearer way to give the bad news. 

b. Originally, the word was related to changes in design rather than employment. 

c. Gavin thinks the word will be widely used for a long time. 
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WORKSHEET 3 - EXTRA WORK 

 
 
 
VOCABULARY 

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

a.  something which people disagree about or which causes arguments 

b. the staff, or employees, of a company 

c. being more efficient in the use of a resource, such as money or energy 

 

LANGUAGE 

8a. Downsize is a compound word, in this case it is a verb, which means it is made by 

combining two words: down and size. Make other compound words with down by 

using the words in the box and considering the definitions given below. 

 

          turn  stairs  load   fall  side  pour  hearted   market 

 

a.  down_____  (verb): to transfer information to your computer, usually from the Internet 

b.  down_____ (adjective): cheap and of poor quality; of low standard 

c.  down_____ (noun): a sudden and heavy fall of rain 

d.  down_____ (noun): a disadvantage or negative point  

e.  down_____ (noun): the ground floor of a building, especially a house 

f.   down_____ (adjective): sad and miserable, feeling things will not improve 

g.  down_____ (noun): a decrease in economic activity, for example, a drop in sales 

h.  down_____ (noun): something that causes somebody to lose a position of high status or power 
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8b  Use the words from exercise 8a to complete the sentences below. You may need 

to be careful with your grammar. 

a.  This newspaper has gone really ________ recently. It just has stories about celebrities 

and sports gossip. 

b.  I often ________ stuff from the BBC Learning English Website. Then I can listen to it 

whenever I want. 

c.  What a ________! I didn’t have an umbrella so I got soaked. 

d.  There’s one ________ to your plan. It means we have to fire many employees. Are 

there really no other options? 

e.  Due to the ________ in business, we have to downsize. 

f.   Sam, when you go ________ could you check that I locked the front door? 

g.  Greed is often the _______ for many politicians. Once in power, they want more of 

everything, and then people turn against them. 

h.  Don’t be so ________. You’ll meet someone else soon, and she will be even lovelier. 

 

Discussion 

 

9.  Discuss these questions with your partner. 

 

a.  If you are feeling downhearted, what do you do to cheer yourself up? Or how do you 

   try to cheer up friends who are downhearted? 

b.  Are there many downmarket newspapers and TV programmes in your country? Do 

   you prefer to read a downmarket or an upmarket newspaper? 

c. Has your country experienced an economic downturn recently? What were the causes and 

effects of that? 

d.  When were you last caught in a downpour without an umbrella? 

e.  Has money, or a secret relationship, been the downfall for any politicians in your 

   country? 

f.   What are the downsides of living in a city compared to the downsides of living in the 

   countryside? 

g.  Have you ever worked for a company that had to downsize? Did you lose your job? 


