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Beyond the Classroom

“Real Life” Homework Activities for ESOL Students to Practice
and Extend Their Classroom Knowledge
Introduction
As teachers we want our lessons to not only fun and engaging but also to be useful to our
students outside of class. This is especially true for ESOL teachers who have students living in
an English speaking country. For our students, knowing the language well is crucial for their
success in living in a foreign country. Our students realize this, and that is why they are in our
classes. What our students don’t always realize though, is that they need to practice their skills
outside of the classroom as often as possible.
Students who take advantage of authentic, real life opportunities to practice listening, reading,
speaking, and writing in English will progress faster than those who don’t. And students who take
notice of what causes them confusion and ask questions about those things will progress even more
quickly. For many students, however, this is easier said than done. It is our jobs as their teachers
to give them assignments that show them how to do this and to make them feel comfortable
asking questions in class that may not specifically pertain to the lesson we had planned.
The lesson ideas in this booklet were designed to help ESOL teachers encourage their students
to practice the language skills they learn in class while they are out living their “real lives.”
Some of the activities are designed to help students further think about things they are
already doing (having conversations, watching TV, reading mail, etc.), and some of the activities
are designed to simulate tasks that they may need to complete in their daily lives. The activities
are written for intermediate to advanced students but can be adapted to fit the needs of
students at other levels. The activities are intended to be done as homework (and as a way to
for the teacher to assess students’ needs for follow up lessons), but as with any assignments we
ask our students to do, it is a good idea to do examples and similar activities in class before
asking our students to complete the tasks on their own.
The “Improving Listening Skills,” “10 Tips to Improve the Way you Speak English,” and “Tips for
Improving Grammar” articles are articles that I include in a folder that I give to students when
they join the class. Depending on when the students enter the class, I either read and discuss
the articles with them, or I assign them as homework with the review questions.
I hope you find these ideas useful. Feel free to contact me with any questions or suggestions.

Lien Harris

ESOL Teacher and Coordinator
Dover Adult Learning Center
l.harris@dalc-online.org
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Listening Activities
Using a Listening Log
Encourage students to think about all the opportunities that they have to practice their
listening skills outside of class by having them fill in a Listening Log (example log can be found
in the Supplemental Materials section). These logs can then be used in class to help identify
vocabulary, grammar, and pronunciation skills that need to be further developed in class.
Using Automated Phone Systems
Many stores and services have automated phone lines that students can call to practice their
listening skills. Teachers can have students call, listen to the message, and share their thoughts
in class, or teachers can use these messages to have students complete specific tasks. Some
assignments for completing specific tasks can be found in the Supplemental Materials section.
These assignments can be repeated with different tasks.
Listening from the Middle
This is an activity adapted and excerpted from Helping ESL Students Adapt to Authentic
Listening Situations by John P. Madden. The full article and references can be found at:
http://iteslj.org/Techniques/Madden-AuthenticListening.html
Listening from the middle is a strategy-training activity based on the ideas of Mendelsohn (1994,
1995), and Anderson and Lynch (1988). The goal of the activity is to give learners strategies for
starting to listen in the middle of a conversation by quickly making inferences about the “setting,
mood, interpersonal relationships, and topic” (Mendelsohn, 1994). Listening from the middle involves
15-25 minutes of listening, note taking, and class discussion.
Listening Text
Use a recording or video clip and start with a portion from the middle, rather than at the beginning.
Listening from the middle is an adaptation of pre-listening activities designed to preview a text by
playing a portion of it, discussing it, and making predictions.
Procedure
1. Introduce the activity. The class could share times when they have had to start listening in
the middle of a conversation or broadcast in their first or second languages. Explain that the
class will be working on how to listen from the middle. Explain the importance about knowing
about the listening time and place, the speakers, their feelings, what kind of speech they are
engaged in, what the topic is, and why someone might want to listen.
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2. Tell the students they will be taking notes and discussing what they hear. Distribute the
guide on the next page to the class, or display it and have students copy it into their
notebooks. After you have tried this a few times in class, the guide can be used as a
homework assignment that can be discussed in the next class.
3. Tell the students to be ready to take notes in the “What I heard” section.
4. Play a one-minute segment from the middle of the listening clip. All of the speakers should be
heard in this portion. Students should take notes.
5. Stop the recording. Students should check their notes with a classmate.
6. Play the same one-minute segment again. Have the students check or add to their notes, and
then confer a second time with classmates.
7. As a class, discuss and fill out the displayed copy of the “What I heard” section.
8. Play the segment a third time. Then have students fill in the rest of the information. Discuss
their answers, and replay the segment if necessary. The repetitions could be omitted for
advanced listeners or to increase the context authenticity of the activity.
9. Students can confirm these predictions by hearing the entire listening selection (when the
activity is done in class. This may not be possible if it is done at home).
10. To close this activity, review the basic strategy of attuning to the listening by identifying
who is speaking and what they are saying. As homework, students could try out this approach,
and report back to class on when and where they had to listen from the middle, and how
effective they found the technique.

Reading Activities
Using Authentic Reading Materials
Students are surrounded by opportunities to improve their reading skills. Encourage students to
take advantage of this by assigning them to take notes about the things they read. (An example
Reading Log can be found in the Supplemental Materials section).
Students can also be assigned to bring authentic reading materials to class. These materials
might include junk mail, notes from their children’s schools, work documents, pictures of signs,
newspaper or magazine articles, addresses of websites the students often use, or anything else
that your students may need to read outside of class. Using these materials to design lessons
will help insure that students are learning things that are relevant to their lives.
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Speaking Activities
The “15 Minutes a Day Speaking Chart”
The information in the Supplemental Materials section explains the use of the “15 Minutes a
Day Speaking Chart” from the Literacy Volunteers of New Jersey. Using the chart as homework
encourages students to practice using English outside of class. It may also help them and the
teacher determine what aspects of their conversations (pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary
development, listening to a native speaker, etc.) should be focused on in class. The chart can be
used as is or can be adapted to fit the needs of individual classes or students.
Using Google Voice to Practice Leaving Voicemail Messages
Google Voice is a free service from Google that allows users to use a single phone number that
rings all of their phones, saves their voicemail online, and transcribes their voicemail to
text. One way that language teachers can use it is to set up an account as a voicemail only
service. When students call the number, their calls will be sent directly to the voice mailbox.
The teacher can give specific scenario assignments each week so that students can practice
their speaking skills. For example, the teacher could assign the students to imagine that they
will need to miss class for a couple of weeks. Their assignment is to call the Google Voice
number, and 1) tell the teacher who is calling, 2) state the reason he/she will miss class, 3) tell
the dates of the classes that will be missed. The teacher can listen to the messages and
determine what aspects should be followed up on in class. It could be a certain grammar point,
specific vocabulary that is often used in the assignment scenario, a pronunciation issue, or
anything else that presents itself. The messages can be saved and played in class, so there’s a
multitude of teaching possibilities.
Some other possible scenarios include:
 Calling to make an appointment
 Calling to make plans with a friend
 Calling to ask a question about a homework assignment
 Calling a landlord to report a problem
 Calling in sick to a job
As always, it would be helpful to practice in class before having students complete this activity
at home. Depending on their language ability, it may also be a good idea to give them specific
pieces of information that they should include when leaving their voicemail messages.
Directions for setting up a Google Voice account along with a Teacher’s Guide to Using Google
Voice can be found here:
http://billcprice.com/futureimperfect/2013/02/using-google-voice-to-collect-spoken-homework/
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Calling Amtrak to Make Reservations
See explanation under Listening Activities – Using Automated Phone Systems (assignment is in
the Supplemental Materials section)
Creating Videos
Another way to have students practice their speaking skills is to have them create video clips.
Many students have smartphones, tablets, webcams, or other devices that they can use at home
to easily create short videos that can be shared in class. These videos can be as simple or
elaborate as the students and/or teacher wants. They can also be used individually or strung
together to create a longer video to address a specific purpose.
Possible video ideas include:
 After a unit of study, have students create a video clip explaining some of the things
they learned, things they still have questions about, or have them reteach the
information so that students who join the class later in the year can watch the videos and
catch up on what they missed.
 Students can create “how to” videos to explain something of their choice.
 At the end of the school year, ask students to create short video clips giving a piece of
advice or “what you should expect” tip to next year’s students.

Writing Activities
Using Wiggio or Other Websites to Facilitate Written Communication
One of my favorite classroom tools is Wiggio.com. Wiggio is a website that allows people to
easily work in groups. Once the group has been established, members can contact the whole
group or individuals via text, email, or the feed. Group members can also set up a shared
calendar, upload documents to share, and create surveys and polls. For more information, go to
Wiggio.com.
I set up a Wiggio group for each of my classes. Whenever a new student joins the class, I send
him/her an email with a link to join the group. (Students who don’t use email don’t have to
participate. I use it as an optional form of communication). Students can then use the website
to communicate with their classmates and me in a variety of ways about any topic. My students
have used the website to let me know when they need to be absent from class, to ask questions
about things they’ve seen or heard outside of class, to share recipes, and to share and comment
on photos.
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All of these are authentic forms of writing initiated by the students. The teacher can also
initiate writing by giving particular homework assignments.
Some possible assignments:
 Post a picture and ask the students to write their comments.
 Ask students to respond to a question on a controversial topic.
 Have students post a recipe for a food from their country (written in their own words).
 Ask students to write comments about what you did in class that day.
 Have the students write about some of the things they did on the days they didn’t have class.
These assignments could also be done on a classroom Facebook page or any other class website.
“Real Life” Writing Scenarios
I encourage students to bring their outside of class writing opportunities into the class. We use
the written piece as a jumping off point to discuss the grammar and vocabulary necessary to
convey the message the writer is trying to accomplish. I’ve had students share text messages
to their bosses, emails to friends, letters to their children’s teachers, and cover letters to
prospective employers. This is a great way to address writing in an authentic way.
Even if students don’t bring in writing from their personal experiences, you can assign writing
scenarios that would mimic authentic situations for your particular students.
Some possible scenarios:
 Write an email telling the teacher you are going to miss class for a few months. (They
need to tell you when and why they will be gone. You could also have them add a P.S.
letting you know that the email is the homework assignment and not a real situation - a
good way to teach about post scripts).
 Write a note to your child’s teacher about a particular concern. Explain your concern and
ask to set up a meeting with the teacher to discuss the issue.
 Write a letter/email to someone from your country who is thinking about moving to the
United States. Give her some information that will help her make a decision.
 Write a cover letter to a prospective employer.
 Write a letter of resignation.
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Supplemental Materials
The materials in this section are meant to be used in conjunction with the lesson ideas
presented in the previous sections and can be adapted to fit the needs of your students.
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Improving Listening Skills
By Kenneth Beare, English as 2nd Language Expert
http://esl.about.com/od/englishlistening/a/listen_tips_2.htm

Does this situation seem familiar to you? Your English is progressing well, the grammar is now familiar,
the reading comprehension is no problem, you are communicating quite fluently, but: Listening is STILL a
problem!
First of all, remember that you are not alone. Listening comprehension is probably the most difficult
task (noun=exercise, job) for almost all learners of English as a foreign language. So, now you know you
are not alone....! OK. The most important thing is to listen, and that means as often as possible. The next
step is to find listening resources. This is where the Internet really comes in handy (idiom = to be
useful) as a tool for English students.
Strategies
Once you have begun to listen on a regular basis, you might still be frustrated (adjective=upset) by
limited understanding. What should you do?
Here is some of the advice I give my students:
 Accept the fact that you are not going to understand everything.
 Keep cool (idiom=stay relaxed) when you do not understand - even if you continue to not
understand for a long time.
 Do not translate into your native language (synonym=mother tongue).
 Listen for the gist (noun=general idea) of the conversation. Don't concentrate on detail until you
have understood the main ideas.
I remember the problems I had in understanding spoken German when I first went to Germany. In the
beginning, when I didn't understand a word, I insisted on translating it in my mind. This approach
(synonym=method) usually resulted in confusion. Then, after the first six months, I discovered two
extremely important facts; Firstly, translating creates a barrier (noun=wall, separation) between the
listener and the speaker. Secondly, most people repeat themselves constantly. By remaining calm
(adjective=relaxed), I noticed that - even if I spaced out (idiom=to not pay attention) I could usually
understand what the speaker had said. I had discovered some of the most important things about
listening comprehension:
Translating creates a barrier between yourself and the person who is speaking
While you are listening to another person speaking a foreign language (English in this case), the
temptation is to immediately translate into your native language. This temptation becomes much stronger
when you hear a word you don't understand. This is only natural as we want to understand everything
that is said. However, when you translate into your native language, you are taking the focus of your
attention away from the speaker and concentrating on the translation process taking place in your brain.
This would be fine if you could put the speaker on hold (phrasal verb=to make a person wait). In real life
however, the person continues talking while you translate. This situation obviously leads to less -not
more- understanding. I have discovered that translation leads to a kind of block (noun=no movement or
activity) in my brain which sometimes doesn't allow me to understand anything at all!

Most people repeat themselves
Think for a moment about your friends, family and colleagues. When they speak in your native tongue, do
they repeat themselves? I don't mean literally (adverb=word for word), I mean the general idea. If they
are like most people I have met, they probably do. That means that whenever you listen to someone
speaking, it is very likely (adjective=probable) that he/she will repeat the information, giving you a
second, third or even fourth chance to understand what has been said.
By remaining calm, allowing yourself to not understand, and not translating while listening, your brain is
free to concentrate on the most important thing: Understanding English in English.
Tips
 Listen to something you enjoy.
Probably the greatest advantage about using the Internet to improve your listening skills is that you can
choose what you would like to listen to and how many times you would like to listen to it. By listening to
something you enjoy, you are also likely to know a lot more of the vocabulary required!
Listen for Keywords
Use keywords (noun=principal words) or key phrases to help you understand the general ideas. If you
understand "New York", "business trip", "last year" you can assume (verb=to take for granted, suppose)
that the person is speaking about a business trip to New York last year. This may seem obvious to you,
but remember that understanding the main idea will help you to understand the detail as the person
continues to speak.


Listen for Context
Let's imagine that your English speaking friend says "...I bought this great tuner at JR's. It was really
cheap and now I can finally listen to National Public Radio broadcasts." You don't understand what a
tuner is. If you focus on the word tuner you might become frustrated. However, if you think in context
(noun=the situation explained during the conversation) you probably will understand. For example; bought
is the past of buy, listen is no problem and radio is obvious. Now you understand: He bought something the tuner - to listen to the radio. A tuner must be a kind of radio! This is a simple example but it
demonstrates what you need to focus on: Not the word that you don't understand, but the words you do
understand.


Summary
It might seem to you that my ideas on how to listen encourage you to not understand everything. This is
absolutely correct. One hundred percent understanding is something to work towards (phrasal verb=to
have as a goal, a plan for the future) and not to expect of yourself now. Listening needs a great amount
of practice and patience. Allow yourself the luxury of not becoming nervous when you do not understand,
and you will be surprised by how quickly you do begin to understand. Listening often is the most
important way to improve your listening skills. Enjoy the listening possibilities offered by the Internet
and remember relax.

10 Tips to Improve the Way you Speak English
adapted from: http://www.rediff.com/getahead/2005/sep/02accent.htm
by Anita D'Souza

i. Observe the mouth movements of those who speak English well and try to imitate them.
When you are watching television, observe the mouth movements of the speakers. Repeat what
they are saying, while imitating the intonation and rhythm of their speech.
ii. Until you learn the correct intonation and rhythm of English, slow your speech down.
If you speak too quickly, and with the wrong intonation and rhythm, native speakers will have a
hard time understanding you.
Don't worry about your listener getting impatient with your slow speech -- it is more important
that everything you say be understood.
iii. Listen to the 'music' of English.
Do not use the 'music' of your native language when you speak English. Each language has its own
way of 'singing'.
iv. Use the dictionary or internet to help with pronunciation.
Look up the correct pronunciation of words that are hard for you to say.
v. Make a list of frequently used words that you find difficult to pronounce and ask
someone who speaks the language well to pronounce them for you.
Record these words, listen to them and practice saying them. Listen and read at the same time.
vi. Buy or borrow (from the library) audio books.
Record yourself reading some sections of the book. Compare the sound of your English with that
of the person reading the audio book.
vii. Pronounce the ending of each word.
Pay special attention to 'S' and 'ED' endings. This will help you strengthen the mouth muscles
that you use when you speak English.
viii. Read aloud in English for 15-20 minutes every day.
Research has shown it takes about three months of daily practice to develop strong mouth
muscles for speaking a new language.
ix. Record your own voice and listen for pronunciation mistakes.
Many people hate to hear the sound of their voice and avoid listening to themselves speak.
However, this is a very important exercise because doing it will help you become conscious of
the mistakes you are making.

x. Be patient.
You can change the way you speak but it won't happen overnight. People often expect instant
results and give up too soon. You can change the way you sound if you are willing to put some
effort into it.
Books to help you improve your English
 Essential English Grammar by Murphy (Cambridge)
 Spoken English by R K Bansal and J B Harrison
 Pronounce It Perfectly In English (book and three audio cassettes) by Jean Yates,
Barrons Educational Series
 English Pronunciation For International Students by Paulette Wainless Dale, Lillian Poms
Anita D'Souza is an MBA in Human Resources from the Welingkar's Institute of
Management Studies, Mumbai University. She has 10 years of work experience and is
currently a Corporate Trainer and Instructional Designer with Godrej Lawkim ITES
division.

Tips for Improving Grammar
Excerpted and Adapted from http://www.wikihow.com/Improve-Your-Grammar
Identify common mistakes. People who speak the same language often make the same mistakes
in English grammar. For example, many Russian speakers have trouble using "a" and "the" in
English. Find out what grammar points are often difficult for speakers of your native language.
Pay extra attention to learning those grammar points.
Pay close attention to grammar when you read English. When you're trying to learn correct
English grammar, it's not enough to understand general idea of what you read. You'll need to
understand exactly why each sentence is written that way. When you read a sentence, ask
yourself if you can make similar sentences. If you can't or you're not sure, find text book
exercises for those grammar points and practice.
Read and practice. The more you read, the better you get with your vocabulary. It improves
grammar too. If possible, read aloud. If you dislike grammar books, try the 'parrot method.'
This refers to listening and repeating things as many times as possible, so it becomes natural
for you to say it that way.
Ask native speakers for advice. If you know any native English speakers, ask if they could
check some of your writing now and then. If there are no native English speakers near you, look
online for language-learning forums or language-exchange sites. Just remember if the native
speaker is not a teacher, he or she may not be able to explain grammar rules.

Reading Comprehension Questions
Improving Listening Skills
1. What word means “the general idea of something”?
2. What idiom means “to be useful”?
3. What does the author say about translating while you are listening?

10 Tips to Improve the Way You Speak English
1. What is one thing you should do when you are still learning the “sounds” of English?
2. What are 3 ways you can practice your pronunciation?

Other Tips for Improving Grammar
1. What is grammar?
2. What is one way you can improve your grammar?
3. What should you do when you are reading if you want to improve your grammar?

Listening Log
Directions: Listen to something in English. It can be a conversation, a radio program, a TV show, a movie, an online video, or
anything else. When you are finished listening, fill in the following form.

Date

Type of Listening

Summary of What I Heard

Questions (about meaning,
vocabulary, grammar, etc.)

Things I heard that we
have discussed in class
(verb tenses, vocabulary words,
idioms, etc.)

Listening Practice
Using an Automated Phone Message
Assignment: Calling Butternut Farm
Directions:
Imagine that you want to go fruit picking at Butternut Farm. You decide to call to see what kinds
of fruit are available to pick today.
1. Read all of the directions and questions first. This will help you understand what you will
need to do when you call. You will not have to speak to anyone. You will just practice
listening for information.
2. Call (603) 335-4705. This is Butternut Farm in Farmington, NH. You will hear an
automated message. Listen to the whole message.
Answer the following questions. You may need to call the farm again.
1.

What kinds of fruit can be picked today? ___________________________________

2. What were some of the prices per pound that you heard? Write the price and what kind
of fruit it is for. ____________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
3. What should you do if you want to order a pie or ask a question? ________________
__________________________________________________________________
4. Were there any words or phrases that you heard that you did not understand? If so,
what were they? _____________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
5. Where could you get more information about the farm?________________________
__________________________________________________________________

Listening Practice
Using an Automated Phone Message
Assignment: Calling Home Depot
Directions:
Imagine that you want a new lamp for your living room. You found a lamp online at
HomeDepot.com that you like, but you would like to buy it at the store. You call to find out if
they have it at the Somersworth store.
1. Read all of the directions and questions first. This will help you understand what you will
need to do when you call. You will not have to speak to anyone. You will just practice
getting to the correct department.
2. Call (603) 692-0007. This is the Somersworth Home Depot. You will hear an automated
message. Listen to the whole message.
3. Press the number that will allow you to hear the message again.
4. Press the number that will get you to the store department list.
5. Press the number/numbers that will get you to the correct department.
6. You can hang up before an associate answers, or you can practice your speaking by asking
him or her a question.
Answer the following questions. You may need to call the store again.
1. What number should you press to hear the message again? __________________________
2. What number did you press to hear the store department list? _______________________
3. What number or numbers did you press to get to the correct department? ______________
4. Were there any words or phrases that you heard that you did not understand? If so, what
were they? _____________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
5. What could you do if you weren’t sure which department you needed to speak to?
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________

Listening and Speaking Practice
Using an Automated Phone Message
Assignment: Calling Amtrak
Directions:
Imagine that you want to take a trip to Washington D.C., and you plan to take the train. You are
having trouble finding information online, so you decide to call to book your reservation.
1. Read all of the directions and questions first. This will help you understand what you will
need to do when you call. You will not have to speak to a person. It is an automated system.
2. Call 1- 800-USA-RAIL (1-800-872-7245). This is the automated reservations and
customer service number for Amtrak. You will hear an automated message. Listen to the
message and when prompted, give the information that will allow you to book your trip.
Ticket Information:
You would like to buy a one-way ticket from Dover, NH to Washington, D.C. You can choose the
date and the time of your departure. Once you have heard a choice for your ticket, you can hang
up the phone.
Answer the following questions. You may need to call again.
1. What word should you say to make a reservation?__________________________________
2. What does the agent say about trains that have connections through Boston North Station and
Boston South (Back Bay) Station? ____________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
3. When the agent gives you a train choice, what should you say to find out the price of the
ticket? ____________________________________________________________
4. Were there any words or phrases that you heard that you did not understand? If so, what
were they? ___________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
5. Did you have any problems with the automated system? If so, tell about them.
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Middle Listening Notes

Directions:
Starting from the middle, listen to a conversation, TV show, radio show, audio book, or anything else
you can think of. Then write the following information.
NOTES: What I heard:
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Type of Listening: ____________________________________________________________
Topic: _____________________________________________________________________
Why Someone Might Listen to This: ______________________________________________
1. What I think happened before I started listening:
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________

2. What I think happened after I stopped listening:
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________

3. What other information were you able to figure out from listening to the speakers?

________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________

Reading Log
Directions: Read something in English. It can be a piece of mail, a magazine, a note from your child’s school, a street sign, or anything
else. When you are finished reading, fill in the following form.

Date

Type of Reading

Purpose of the
Item I Read

Questions (about meaning, vocabulary,
grammar, etc.)

Things I noticed that we have
discussed in class (verb tenses,
vocabulary words, idioms, etc.)

