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BBC Learning English 

Talk about English 

English Makeover 

Part 4 – Joao Lourenco 

 

This programme was first broadcast in 2003. 

This is not an accurate word-for-word transcript of the programme.  

  
ANNOUNCER: 

It's time for English Makeover from BBC World Service.  

In this series, learners of English from around the world tell us their language problems. And 

there's advice for them and you, from experienced teacher of English, Karen Adams.  

 

Clip: Karen Adams 

Hi, I’m Karen Adams and I’m an English language teacher and teacher trainer. The English 

Makeover learners will be telling me about their problems and well…I’ll see what I can do to 

help. 

 

ANNOUNCER: 

Our programme today starts in a central London sandwich bar, where presenter Vicki Sullivan 

met Joao – or Johnnie - Lourenco who comes from Portugal. 

 

Clip: Sandwich bar 

Customers ordering in a sandwich bar 
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Clip: Joao Lourenco 

My name is Johnnie Lourenco. I’m 50 years old. I’m from Portugal and I’m in England since 

’86. I work in a snack bar always since I've come to England. 

 

 

Vicki:   Joao’s been in London for more than fifteen years. When he first arrived, he 

spoke hardly any English. 

 

 

Clip: Vicki interviews Joao about his English language skills 

JL: I've never been in school anyway. I learn with colleagues and the English people. Just 

enough to live you know (LAUGHS) 

VICKI: Do you think people usually understand you when you speak? 

JL: Er...yes. I think so because I’ve been serving so many people and nobody made a 

complaint at all. I think it’s enough. 

VICKI: So, tell me about your typical workday.  

JL: I start at half-past-six. I start doing preparation in the kitchen and then I start serving 

people about eight o’clock, half-past-seven…eight o’ clock and then till five o’clock. 

VICKI: What kind of people come into the coffee shop?  

JL: So many people from different countries – Spanish, Brazilians, English, Italians, Japanese, 

Chinese... 

VICKI: But they’re all speaking English to you?  

JL: Most of the people they speak English you know. 

JL: Er… my spoken English is alright. Not good, it’s OK, but writing or spelling is very hard 

for me. When I’m writing I have problems with the grammar and spelling and, um, that's the 

big problem, isn't it?  
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Vicki:   Joao Lorenzo from Portugal has just been talking about his problems. After 

many years in London, his spoken English is O.K but he worries about writing, particularly 

spelling and grammar. Perhaps you have the same concerns. So what advice does teaching 

expert Karen Adams have about writing-related difficulties? 

 

 

Clip: Vicki talks to Karen Adams about Joao's language problems  

 

KAREN:  Actually, I think these are very important issues particularly for him, as he’s living in 

the UK, but for anyone who’s studying in English. Writing is often forgotten. It’s often the 

forgotten skill and we think if I can speak it doesn’t really matter if I can write, but if you’re 

living in a place where English is the native language or the first language then actually, if you 

don’t learn to write then there are lots of things that you won’t be able to do. So one of the 

things I would recommend Joao to do is actually to do a lot more reading, so you can actually 

get the flow of what written language is like. Because written language and spoken language 

are very, very, different. So, for example, if Joao wants to let’s say, open a bank account, he 

may have to write a letter to the bank. What he needs to do is to look at bank literature and 

find some vocabulary he can use when writing to the bank. Or perhaps get himself a writing 

text book which will help him write the different kinds of things he may need to write. Because 

in the end if you don’t learn to write then you’re cutting yourself off from a large area of 

expression, which you may eventually need.  

VICKI: So really, it’s not being scared to say well ‘I’m going to try to improve my writing 

skills.’ It’s easy for him to say well ‘My speaking’s ok and that’s what I need day-to-day' but in 

fact as you say writing skills can be very important and can cause great problems if he can’t do 

it properly. So really just to practise, get some textbooks, and read more to see how English 
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people write. 

KAREN: Absolutely. His next problem is spelling. And this is such a problem for so many 

students. English, as we know, is not a phonetic language. It’s actually made up of bits of lots 

of different languages. We have Greek words, we have Latin words, we have French words, 

we have German words. And we have lots of spelling rules taken from all these different 

languages. So for example, this is why we have words like ‘knight’, such as the ‘knights of 

King Arthur’ spelt K-N-I-G-H-T. The spelling and the sound bear almost no relation to each 

other.  

One thing you can do is to think about a word as a collection of syllables and try to spell each 

of the different syllables. So, for example, in the word independent, you can think of it as IN-

DEP-EN-DENT, IN-DEP-EN-DENT. So spelling each of the syllables separately rather than 

trying to remember the whole word. Another thing you can do is to look for patterns. In 

school in Britain, we’re often taught the rhyme i before e except after c. So if you have a word 

with a c followed by an i or an e, which order does it go in? I before e except after c. So the 

word receive, REC..Is it e or is it i next? CEIVE. Looking for patterns is very, very important. 

You may notice your own patterns. For example you may find a group of words that share the 

same spelling. For example we spoke about knight earlier. K-N-I-G-H-T. Think about light L-

I-G-H-T. Think about right. R-I-G-H-T. So all of these words have a similar sound and they 

have a -similar spelling. So thinking of patterns is very, very important and grouping words 

together by sound and similar spelling pattern. So those are things which Joao can do to 

actually help his spelling. 

 

 

Vicki:   Advice there from teacher, Karen Adams. Try out that advice and see if it 

works for you. And what about Joao? What did he think of Karen’s advice? 
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Clip: Vicki interviews Joao about the advice 

Joao explains how he got on with the advice. How did it work for him? He also gives his 

advice to learners. (Transcript is not available.) 

 

 

ANNOUNCER: 

And that brings us to the end of today's English Makeover. Here's a quick summary of Karen's 

advice.  

 

If you want to improve your writing, the first step is to read more. Read things related to your 

writing needs and notice the language. If it’s letters to the bank, try banking leaflets. If it’s an 

application, look at job advertisements. Get an idea of the vocabulary and style. Then buy 

yourself a writing textbook and carefully work through it.  

 

And what about English spelling? To help you remember, split words into syllables, for 

example IN-DE-PEN-DENT – independent. Look for patterns, such as I before E except after 

C, as in thief. And group words according to sound and spelling – right, light, night and sight 

all follow the same spelling pattern. 

 

Try out that advice and see if it works for you. Join the English Makeover team again next 

time, for more advice to improve your English. 


