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Level:     Intermediate and above 
 
Topic:     An ex-KGB officer has been mysteriously poisoned. 
 
Language:   Vocabulary of a news report 
          
Aims:     Reading skills      –  Understanding a short news report  
       Language skills      –  Past perfect 
         Writing skills          –   Stories 

   
Materials:   Worksheet 1      –  Comprehension questions  
       Worksheet 2      – Vocabulary matching task  

Worksheet 3  –  Grammar/language focus – past perfect 
     News story       –  Available online at: 

 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/learningenglish/newsenglish/witn/2006/11/061122_litvinenko.shtml 
 
Preparation: Before the lesson, make enough copies of worksheet 2 so that there is one 

worksheet for every 4 – 5 students. Cut up the vocabulary and explanations, 
to make a matching exercise. Students also need one copy each of 
worksheets 1 and 3.    
 
 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/learningenglish/newsenglish/witn/2006/11/061122_litvinenko.shtml
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LESSON STAGES 
 

 
A  Stimulate student interest in text 
Generate interest about today’s topic by drawing a picture of a man in a bed. Ask the 
students: Why is he in bed? Play a yes/no guessing game to elicit the idea that he is in 
hospital because he has been poisoned.   
 
Ask the students: How/Why has he been poisoned? Try to get a range of suggestions, but 
don't confirm or deny any suggestions at this stage. 
 
B  Pre-teach essential vocabulary 
Elicit/present key vocabulary that students need either to understand the key points in the 
text or to understand and/or answer any questions that you'll set them later in the lesson. 
The vocabulary is from Words in the News (so you can elicit the vocabulary by using the 
explanations provided online or below).   
 
You could either pre-teach the vocabulary at this stage of the lesson or you could use the 
vocabulary building activity from further down in this lesson plan. Have students working 
together in small groups and ask them to try to match the vocabulary with the definitions.  
 
Encourage them to work with the other groups to pool their knowledge. When they have 
done as much as they can, if they have dictionaries, ask them to look up the words to check 
their answers and to find out the definitions of any words they are not sure of. If they don't 
have dictionaries, check their answers and give them help with any words they aren't sure 
of. 
 
Whichever method you use to elicit/present the vocabulary, you should then model it (say 
it clearly, highlighting the word stress) and get them to repeat the words after you. 
 
the Cold War 
the state of political tension and military competition that developed between the West and 
the Soviet Union following World War II. It did not develop into full-scale war 
 
sufficiently 
enough, as much as is needed 
 
astonishing 
very surprising, amazing 
 
to look into 
to investigate; to try to find out more about something, especially the reason for or cause of 
something 
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symptoms 
physical changes in the body that show that someone has an illness or disease 
 
to trace 
to track or follow the development of something, by working backwards from the latest 
evidence 
 
lifting the lid 
exposing or showing the truth about something 
 
public enemy number one 
a major threat or danger to public health and safety; also the criminal at the top of the 
police's list of criminals they want to catch 
 
hit list 
a list of people who are going to be murdered or acted against 
 
press conference 
an interview held for a group of news reporters by a political figure or famous person 
 
C  Written record of vocabulary 
Write the words on the board, eliciting spelling as you write. Elicit and show the word 
stress of each item and word class, if appropriate. 
Give students some time to copy the boardwork into their notebooks. 
 
Boardwork: 
 
the Cold War 
 
sufficiently 
 
astonishing 
 
to look into 
 
symptoms 
 
to trace 
 
lifting the lid 
 
public enemy number one 
 
hit list 
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press conference 
 
D  Set global questions.  
Tell the students they are going to read a text which is about a man who has been 
poisoned. 
Put these questions on the board: 
 
1. Who is the man? 
2. What has he been poisoned with? 
3  Is the identity of the poisoner mentioned in the article? 
 
Students read text the first time.  
Give them a time limit (1 - 2 minutes) to read the text quickly to find the answer to the first 
2 questions. They do not need to understand the details for each topic. 
 
E  Check answers 
Elicit students' answers. 
 
The answers are:  
1 – Alexander Litvinenko, an ex-KGB officer who has been working with the Italian 
government. 
2 – He has been poisoned with radioactive thallium. 
3 – No. 
 
F  Set specific information questions 
Hand out Worksheet 1 or use the online quiz. Students complete the worksheet to help 
them understand the text in more detail. Give them a time limit (5 - 6 minutes) to read the 
text a second time in more detail and to answer the questions.   
 
G  Check answers 
Elicit True or False answers. Direct attention to a particular paragraph if an answer is 
wrong, to try to elicit the correct answer (see worksheet 1 and answer key). 
 
H  Vocabulary consolidation/building  
Students do the vocabulary matching exercise (worksheet 2 that you cut up before the 
lesson): in small groups they match the correct word with the right definition. 
 
I  Check answers  
Elicit answers. If an answer is wrong, ask other students to try to elicit the correct answer. 
 
J  Grammar focus: past perfect 
Get the students to decide (from memory: they can check in the text later) if the following 
events happened at or around the time of the poisoning, or if they happened before the 
poisoning. 
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Both men were threatened by emails (before) 
Mario Scaramella warned Mr Litvinenko that his life might be in danger (before) 
They met in a Sushi bar (same day as the poisoning) 
Mr Scaramella recognised the symptoms of poisoning (same day as the poisoning) 
Lots of people wanted to kill Mr Litvinenko (before and during the poisoning) 
Mr Scaramella and Mr Litvinenko worked with the Italian government (before) 
Mr Scaramella and Mr Litvinenko were threatened (before) 
Mr Scaramella said that an Italian senator was also on the hit list (same day as the 
poisoning, or possibly later) 
  
Give students a few minutes to check their answers in the text, if necessary. Then ask 
students how they can show in English that one event in the past happened before another 
event in the past. One obvious way to do this is to use past simple with chronological 
(time) order, and linking words like 'first', 'next', 'then', 'after that' etc, 
 
We can also use past perfect to show the order of events in the past, or to give background 
or contextual information, which is often necessary in news stories. Direct the students to 
the first sentence of the introductory paragraph, and ask them to identify and analyse the 
tenses and time references: 
 
'An Italian academic who met Alexander Litvinenko after he'd been poisoned, said both 
men had been threatened by E-mails several days before.' 
 
There are 3 events in this sentence: a meeting, a poisoning and the threats.  The poisoning 
and the threats happened before the meeting, but they are mentioned in the text after the 
meeting is mentioned. The real order of events is made clear by using past perfect and time 
markers. 
 
The past perfect (active voice) is formed by using subject + had + past participle. 
The past perfect (passive voice) is formed by using subject + had + been + past 
participle. 
 
Get the students to find and analyse further examples of past perfect. In this text, there are 
some instances of past perfect being used on its own, without an event in the simple past to 
relate it to. This is because the poisoning is the theme of the text, and it is assumed that the 
reader knows that the past perfect locates the action it describes in a time prior to the 
poisoning.   
 
Introduction: 'Mario Scaramella… had met the former KGB officer…'  
 
Paragraph 2: 'Mr Scaramella says he was not told who Mr Litvinenko had been with prior 
to their meeting…' 
 
Paragraph 3: 'The two had worked closely with an Italian parliamentary inquiry…' 
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Paragraph 3: 'And the two had been threatened before.' 
 
Paragraph 3: '…the Italian senator Paolo Guzzanti… was also on this hit list…  He'd 
clearly not been told before.' 
 
Hand out Worksheet 3 which focuses on past perfect. Students have to fill the gaps by 
writing either the past simple or past perfect form of the verbs.   
 
K  Check answers  
If an answer is wrong, ask other students to try to elicit the correct answer (see worksheet 
3 and answer key). 
 
L  Follow-up activity: Writing  
Tell students that James eventually left the secret service and went back home. Ask them 
to think of some more things that happened to him before he went home, and write key 
vocabulary on the whiteboard. Then tell students that James decided to write a book about 
his experiences as a spy. Put students into pairs and tell them that they are going to write 
one of the chapters of the book. Give them the first line of the chapter (dictate it or write it 
on the board):   
 
It was a dark night. The building was silent. The door swung open where I had broken the 
lock, I had photographed the secret papers as instructed and now I had to get out fast. 
Suddenly I realised I was not alone… 
 
Set a time limit for writing (or get them to finish their piece for homework). Encourage the 
use of the past perfect where appropriate. When students have finished, invite a few of 
them to read their stories to the class. 
 
M  Feedback 
Give praise for content and correct language. 
Give feedback on incorrect language you saw. You could write some example phrases or 
sentences on the board and elicit from students which ones are correct and which ones are 
wrong and why. 
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STUDENT WORKSHEET 1 
 

 
COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS 

Are the following sentences true or false? 

1.  Aleksandr Litvinenko sent Mario Scaramella a worrying email. 
 

 T/F 

2.  Mr Scaramella did not know who Mr Litvinenko had been with before 
he came to the Sushi bar. 

 

 T/F 

3.  Radioactive material is rarely used in public life in Russia. 
 

 T/F 

4.  Mr Litvinenko had worked very hard to keep the activities of the KGB 
a secret. 

 

 T/F 

5.  Mr Litvinenko was known as public enemy number one. 
 

 T/F 

6.  Paolo Guzzanti wanted to kill Mr Litvinenko. 
 

 T/F 

 

 
 
 



BBC Learning English – Words in the News 
 
Royal letter for sale – 25 October 2006 
 

 
 

© BBC Learning English 
 

bbclearningenglish.com 

 
 

 

STUDENT WORKSHEET 2 
 

 
VOCABULARY 
 
Match these words and phrases to their definitions. 
 
 
1.  

the Cold War 
 

 
A. 

 
physical changes in the body that show that someone 
has an illness or disease 
 

 
2. 

 
sufficiently 
 

 
B. 

 
very surprising, amazing 
 

 
3.  

astonishing 
 

 
C. 

 
an interview held for a group of news reporters by a 
political figure or famous person 
 

 
4.  

to look into 
 

 
D. 

 
to track or follow the development of something, by 
working backwards from the latest evidence 
 

 
5.  

symptoms 
 

 
E. 

a major threat or danger to public health and safety; 
also the criminal at the top of the police's list of 
criminals they want to catch 
 

 
6. 

 
to trace 
 

 
F. 

 
enough, as much as is needed 
 

 
7.  

lifting the lid 
 

 
G. 

 
to investigate; to try to find out more about something, 
especially the reason for or cause of something 
 

 
8. 

 
public enemy 
number one 
 

 
H. 

 
a list of people who are going to be murdered or acted 
against 
 

 
9. hit list 

 

 
I. 

the state of political tension and military competition 
that developed between the West and the Soviet Union 
following World War II. It did not develop into full-
scale war 
 

 
10.

 
press conference 
 

 
J. 

 
exposing or showing the truth about something 
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STUDENT WORKSHEET 3  

 
 

GRAMMAR FOCUS – Past perfect 

Fill the gaps with the correct form of the verb. Use either past simple or past perfect 
tense. The verbs may be either active or passive. Sometimes more than one answer is 
possible 
 
A Reluctant Spy 
 
James (1) _______________ (work) in an office before he (2) _______________ 

(become) a spy. He (3) _______________ (recruit) for the KLF's special training 

programme in March last year. He (4) _______________ never _______________ (hold) 

a gun before, but with a little training he (5) _______________ (begin) to feel confident. 

James (6) _______________ (send) on his first assignment 3 weeks after he (7) 

_______________ (complete) his basic training. He (8) _______________ (warn) to 

expect danger, and he certainly (9) _______________ (get) it. After 6 weeks on the job, he 

(10) _______________ shoot), somebody (11) _______________ (try) to poison him, and 

his wallet (12) _______________ (steal). He (13) _______________ (spend) 3 weeks in 

hospital before deciding that he (14) _______________ (have) enough.  He (15) 

_______________ (take) the next flight home and (16) _______________ (ask) for a 

meeting with his boss. He (17) _______________ (decide) to offer his resignation as soon 

as possible. Unfortunately, he (18) _______________(be) late for the meeting, and by the 

time he (19) _______________ (arrive), the boss (20) _______________ (give) the 

instructions for the next mission. James is now working on his second mission. He (21) 

_______________ (write) to me last week to say that he is in hospital again! 
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ANSWER KEY 
 

 
STUDENT WORKSHEET 1 
1.  False – Paragraph 1 of the written text says, 'Mr Scaramella has no idea who sent him 
the message…' 
 
2.  True – Paragraph 2 says, 'Mr Scaramella says he was not told who Mr Litvinenko had 
been with prior to their meeting...' 
 
3.  False - Paragraph 2 says, 'Radioactive material was often used by the FSB to trace 
Mafia money in Russia.' 
 
4.  False – Paragraph 3 says 'the two had worked closely with an Italian parliamentary 
inquiry lifting the lid on former KGB spies and their activities.' 
 
5. False – Paragraph 3 says, 'Mr Litvinenko was a friend of the Chechens, said Mr 
Scaramella, public enemy number one.' 
 
6. False – Paragraph 3 says 'Paolo Guzzanti … was also on this hit list.' 
 
 
STUDENT WORKSHEET 2 
1. I      2. F     3. B     4. G      5. A    
6.  D     7. J     8. E     9. H      10. C 
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STUDENT WORKSHEET 3 
 
A Reluctant Spy 
 
James (1) had worked / worked in an office before he (2) became a spy. He (3) was 

recruited for the KLF's special training programme in March last year. He (4) had never 

held a gun before, but with a little training he (5) began to feel confident. James (6) was 

sent on his first assignment 3 weeks after he (7) had completed / completed his basic 

training. He (8) had been warned / was warned to expect danger, and he certainly (9) got 

it. After 6 weeks on the job, he (10) had been shot, somebody (11) had tried to poison 

him, and his wallet (12) had been stolen. He (13) spent 3 weeks in hospital before 

deciding that he (14) had had enough.  He (15) took the next flight home and (16) asked 

for a meeting with his boss. He (17) had decided to offer his resignation as soon as 

possible. Unfortunately, he (18) was late for the meeting, and by the time he (19) arrived, 

the boss (20) had given the instructions for the next mission. James is now working on his 

second mission. He (21) wrote to me last week to say that he is in hospital again! 

 
 

 


