
 

Background on Listening Lesson 
• Context: Group of adult immigrant ESL students from Washington D.C.; Age: Mid 20s to 50s; 

Level:  intermediate 
 

• Learner Needs: to improve their social and professional language for job opportunities 

• Objectives/Aims:  
1. Students will reflect upon an important event that they have experienced.  
2. Students will use the simple past tense to describe an experience to a partner. 
 
• Assumptions: Students may have had higher-level jobs and experiences in their native country. 

Students may feel frustrated when taking lower-level opportunities until English fluency improves. 
Students may need practice recalling information in the past tense (when describing experiences for 
job interviews, networking and when meeting new people). 
 

• Language Analysis: Practice with simple past  (idiom sheet to review at home) 

• Anticipated Problems and Solutions: Technology may not work. I would read the transcript by 
myself or with another person if technology isn’t working. Students may finish their personal 
reflection early. Pair up students to speak with each other as soon as they finish writing. Students 
who finish sharing early can switch partners and listen to a new story. A few of the slang or casual 
terms may need to be defined: “you guys”, “cup-of-noodle” 
 

• Materials: 1. Transcript and 2. animation video of “Icing on the Cake” from Story Corps.  
Student handout and worksheets : 3. comprehension check 4. personal reflection and 5. idiom list (to 
review outside of class) 

 
• Timing/Sequencing: 1 hour 

• Assessment: Students will answer questions to demonstrate understanding of content in the sound 
recording/video. Students will respond verbally (speaking to a classmate about their experience and 
sharing answers with the class) to reflect understanding of simple past.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Lesson Plan Template 

Objectives:  
1. Students will practice listening and comprehension skills in order to reflect upon their own 
experiences. 
2. Students will use the simple past tense to describe an important experience to a partner. 
 

Stage Procedure Materials Time 

Warm up Pre-listening: 
Think back to your first job.  
What did you do? 
Share this with the person on your right and left. Ask a 
few students to share some of their first jobs (Share 
own experience working in a health food store---as a 
stocker and cashier--- if students are hesitant to 
volunteer some answers.) 

 3 mins 

Activity 1 We are going to listen to an interview between a 
mother and her daughter as they talk about a job.  
The first time we will just listen.  The second time 
we will watch an animation while listening and the 
third time you will have a transcript of the audio 
and some questions to answer.  
Listening:  
(Play video with screen turned off so there is only 
sound). After watching: What are the mother and 
daughter talking about in this interview? (The memory 
of a mother’s job after moving to the US./How the 
daughter went to the mother’s cleaning job at night.) 
 
This time we will listen and watch the video. (Play the 
video again with sound and animation.) What images 
in the animation helped us understand the interview 
more? 
 
Pass out copies of the transcript. Note how the 
transcript reflects the casual conversation. 
Look at the transcript. What is a verb? Underline or 
circle the verbs. (Give students time to do this.) Ask for 
students to identify some of the verbs. Make a list on 
the board. What tense are the verbs? (past tense) Why 
are they in the past tense? (They are talking about 
something that has already happened.) Example: 
Past: We were gardeners. Present: We are gardeners. 
Blanca says, “we were gardeners” because she is 
talking about a job she and her husband used to do. 

Interview/Animation: 
http://storycorps.org/a
nimation/the-icing-on-
the-cake/  
 
 
Working projector and 
sound equipment. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1. Transcript copies: 
http://storycorps.org/li
sten/blanca-and-
connie-alvarez/#  
with the first seven 
lines omitted because 
they were not included 
in the animation  
 

15 minutes 

Activity 2 Before we watch the video one more time let’s look at 
some questions for you to consider. Pass out the 
comprehension questions so students can read through 
them first. Play the video again and give students time 
to answer the questions.  
Post-listening:  
Students work to complete part A of the sheet and go 
over answers as a class. In reference to Q7, explain that 

2. Worksheet Part A: 
Comprehension 
 
 
 
 

10 minutes 
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an idiom (if no one knows) is an expression that has a 
different meaning than what is written. 

Activity 3/4 Go over the personal reflection/sheet B. Give examples 
for part 1. Explain part 2 and 3. (For extra challenge 
students can read their paragraph with their back to one 
another.) Students complete part B of the sheet and 
share their responses with a neighbor. Pair students 
together as they complete the sheet. 

3. Worksheet Part B: 
Personal reflection  

20 minutes 

Assessment Ask for some volunteers to share their responses. 
Collect sheets to evaluate written answers and give 
feedback before next class. 

 10 minutes 

Wrap up Share the list of English idioms for students to read 
outside of class. 

4. idioms handout 2 minutes 

    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Blanca Alvarez speaks with her daughter, 
Connie about life after immigrating to the 

United States from Mexico in 1972. 
  

 
 

Transcript: http://storycorps.org/listen/blanca-and-connie-alvarez/# 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Icing on the Cake 
 
CA: What kinds of jobs did you have since first arriving in the 
country?  
 
 
BA: We were gardeners. And we were cleaning 
offices. 
 
CA: I remember the offices. 
 
BA: You remember that? We had the night shift cleaning that’s why you know we had to take you and your 
brother. I didn’t have a babysitter. 
 
CA: I have memories of running into everyone’s office and eating candy from their candy dishes. I remember 
being with my brother in our pajamas with the little plastic feet. And I also remember you would always buy us a 
cup-of-noodle from the vending machine, like a snack, and then put us to bed on people’s office couches and 
then you’d carry us to the car when you guys were done cleaning the offices. I remember that. Did they ever 
know? Did your bosses ever know that you took your kids? 
 
BA: No, I don’t think so. 
 
CA: Is there anything that you’ve never told me but want to tell me now? 
 
BA: When we first came here we went through a lot of things like not eating… 
 
CA: Oh… 
 
BA: I guess for 6 months your father lost his job but we never told you that. 
 
CA: I do remember a lot of beans. Bean tacos.  
 
BA: But when you ask us why the same thing… remember? 
 
CA: Yeah yeah. 
 
BA: I didn’t want to tell you why. 
 
CA: If you could do everything again would you raise me differently? 
 
BA: I would dedicate more time I guess. You know, I was so busy going to school too that I guess I neglected 
you a little bit. 
 
CA: No. For me watching you go to school with 2 kids and trying to make ends meet that was the biggest 
inspiration for me to finish college. I thought there’s nothing that could stand in my way that didn’t stand in 
yours more. So. It’s the most importing thing for me having gone to college and I feel like anything I do from 
here on out is ok because I’ve already achieved my dream. Everything else is icing on the cake. 
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NAME: _________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Worksheet A: Comprehension 
 

1. Match the characters: 
Blanca      the daughter 
Connie      the mother 
 
 
2. Connie remembers that her mother worked as a: 

 
a. gardener  b. cake decorator  c. office cleaner 

 
 
 

3. Why did Connie’s parents take her and her brother to the office? 
 

a. to help with cleaning       b. they didn’t have a babysitter  c. the family lived at the office 
 
 

 
4. List two memories Connie had when she went to the offices with her parents: 
a.  

__________________________________________________________________________ 
b.  __________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

5. What secret did Blanca not tell Connie until the interview? 
 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
6. What did Connie learn from her mother, Blanca? 

 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
7. Why do you think the title of this interview is called, “Icing on the Cake”? 

 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
8. How do you think Blanca felt at the end of this interview? Why? 

 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
NAME: _________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Worksheet Part B: Personal Reflection  
 

1. List a few important experiences that led to where you are now. 
(You may want to consider the timeline you completed last class.) 
 

Important experiences in the past: 
Example:  I moved to Washington, DC last year. 

a.  
 

b.  
 

c.  
 
 

2. Using the past tense, write a paragraph about one of the events listed above. 
 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Pair up with someone else who is finished and tell them what you have written.  
Listen carefully to their story and then share your own. 
 
A. What experience did your partner talk about? 

 
 

B. What is your response? What do you think about what your partner said? 
 
 

C. Ask your partner a question about their experience. What did you ask? 
 



 

 

Idiom- an expression that has a different 
meaning than what is written. 
 
Examples: 
 

Icing on the cake 
Meaning: Adding extra to something that is really good  
OR 
adding extra negativity to something that is bad 
 

The ball is in your court 
Meaning: It’s your turn to make a decision 
 

The best thing since sliced bread 
Meaning: A great idea 
 

Blessing in disguise  
Meaning: Something good that did not seem good at first 
 

Fat chance or Slim chance 
Meaning: Not likely to happen 
 

Spill the beans 
Meaning: To tell a secret 
 
*Do you have an example of an idiom from your native language? 
 
 
*What does it mean? 
 
 
 
 



 

10 Common Colorful Idioms 
 
Colorful idioms are everywhere! Here is a list of ten common colorful idioms, but this is just the beginning! 
There are so many more that are used in everyday English. 

1. Out of the blue- randomly, without warning, surprisingly 
Example: “That storm came out of the blue and I didn’t have an umbrella!” 

2. Green with envy- to be very jealous, envious 
Example: “Katie was green with envy when she saw you got a new car for your birthday.” 

3. Gray area- something that is unclear, undefined 
Example: The issue of allowing mobile phones in the classroom is a gray area right now- it could go either way. 

4. Caught red-handed- to catch someone in the act of doing 
something 
Example: “He was caught red-handed while stealing those candy bars.” 

5. Green thumb- to be skilled at gardening 
Example: “My mother has a green thumb- she can make anything grow!” 

6. Black sheep- to be the outcast, odd one out, unlike the others 
Example: “Rachel is the black sheep in the family because she is an artist whereas everyone else is an economist.” 

7. Once in a blue moon- very rarely 
Example: “Once in a blue moon you will see that mean professor smile.” 

8. Take the red eye- a late night flight that arrives early in the morning 
Example: “I took the red eye from California to New York last night and now I am exhausted.” 

9. Tickled pink- to be extremely pleased 
Example: “Your grandma was tickled pink that you called on her birthday!” 

10. White lie- a small lie that is told to be polite or avoid hurting someone’s feelings 
Example: “I didn’t like her dress, but I told a white lie because I didn’t want to offend her. 

 
 
 
 
Compiled by Jessica Weeg  at Voxy.com https://voxy.com/blog/index.php/2012/09/10-common-colorful-
idioms/ 
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