Learning English through Popular Culture
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Introducing Advice Columns
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Learning Activity 1


Speaking and Reading

Talking about problems
A
Speaking – What’s the matter?
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B
Reading and Speaking – Text quiz
Work in a pair or small group. Look at the example text and answer the questions. Tick (() the correct answer a, b, c or d.
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1. Where might the text come from?

	a) Apple Daily
	
	c) a Manga book
	

	b) South China Morning Post
	
	d) a teenage magazine 
	


2. Who wrote the first part (“Dear Annie…”)?


	a) a 16-year-old girl
	
	c) a 40-year-old businessman
	

	b) a 25-year-old man
	
	d) a housewife
	


3. Which clues helped you to decide? (tick more than one)

	a) vocabulary
	
	c) topic
	

	b) informality
	
	d) text-type: a letter
	


4. Why is the person writing? 

	a) to give an opinion
	
	c) to entertain
	

	b) to describe an event
	
	d) to get advice
	


5. Who is the person writing to?




	a) a friend
	
	c) her / his mother
	

	b) a doctor
	
	d) an ‘agony aunt / uncle’
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	An advice column is a column in a magazine or newspaper written to help people with their problems. It is written by an advice columnist (also known as an agony aunt, or agony uncle if the columnist is male). The name "aunt" is used because the image presented is often of a woman providing comforting advice and wisdom. “Agony” describes a feeling of strong pain or a sad or difficult situation. 


6. Which picture best shows the magazine ‘agony aunt’ for this magazine?
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Learning Activity 2
Reading and Vocabulary

Typical problems

A 
Reading – What type of problem is it?

Here are some letter headings from a magazine problem page. Put each one into the correct ‘type of problem’ group in the table below (some may go in more than one group).
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Type of problem
	Heading number

	Family
	

	Body / Health
	

	Relationships / Love
	

	School
	

	Morals
(right or wrong behaviour)
	

	Money
	


B 
Vocabulary – Alliteration

Look at these problem letter headings from a magazine:
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What do you notice about the beginning sounds of the words? 

This is called ‘Alliteration’.

	Alliteration is when we use words beginning with the same (consonant) sounds. This technique is used in poetry, newspapers, adverts and songs.




Look at the example headings from Learning Activity 2A on page S26. Circle the ones that use alliteration.

C 
Vocabulary – Slang and informal language in magazines

	The problem pages in magazines often use abbreviations (shortened words), slang and informal language.




(a) Read the sentences, then work with your partner to guess what the 

underlined abbreviations mean:

1. My parents think my big bro is cleverer than me. He is 16 and I am 14.

2. I have to choose what to study at college next year. My fave subject is art but my father says I have to study something useful like business.

3. I am worried ’cause my exams are coming soon.

4. My best friend always wears really glam clothes but I can’t afford to buy such beautiful things.

5. I have a great boyfriend, but his ex is always calling him and trying to get him to be her boyfriend again.

6. I have a problem with my little sis. She is always coming into my room and playing with my stuff.

	Shortened word:
	Full word:

	1. bro
	

	2. fave
	

	3. ’cause / ’cos
	

	4. glam
	

	5. ex
	

	6. sis
	


(b) Try to guess the meaning of the slang / informal words from the context. Read the problem letter and match the underlined words with the definitions below. (You may use a dictionary if you need to.) 
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Write the definition numbers in the boxes.


	a
	 
	b
	 
	c
	 
	d
	 
	e
	 
	f
	 
	g
	 



	a.
a lad (n.) 
	1. moody / bad-tempered

	b.
to fancy somebody (v.)
	2. to be attracted to

	c.
to dump somebody (v.)
	3. slightly overweight

	d.
chubby (adj.) 
	4. to be angry

	e.
to go mad (v.)
	5. boy / young man

	f.
mates (n.pl.)
	6. to end a relationship

	g.
stroppy (adj.)
	7. friends



Learning Activity 3
Reading 

Problem page letters

Work in pairs. Read the letters from magazine advice columns that your teacher will give you. Fill in the table below.

	
	Letter 1
	Letter 2
	Letter 3
	Letter 4
	Letter 5

	Who is writing? (e.g. boy / girl)


	
	
	
	
	

	Type of problem?
(e.g. family /

school)
	
	
	
	
	

	How does the writer feel?

	
	
	
	
	


Advice-seeking Letters

Learning Activity 1
Speaking

What do you think?

Look at the five problem letters from the previous activity. Finish the sentences below with the number of the problem letter. Tell your partner.





Learning Activity 2
Reading, Writing and Speaking
A 
Reading – A typical problem letter structure

B 
Speaking – Brainstorming ideas

Choose one picture (a-h) from Learning Activity 1A on S24 (Talking about problems) and write a short description of the problem.

· Who is the writer?

· What is the problem?

· How does s/he feel? 

C 
Writing – First draft of a problem letter
Individually, write a short letter to the agony aunt (try to write at least 50 words) and remember to use this general structure:

1. Introduction to writer and problem
2. Explain feelings
3. Give further details of the problem and its effects
4. Final summary of feelings and conclusion
5. Request for help / advice
6. False name signature (try to use the same first letter for each word, e.g. Worried Winnie; Anxious in Aberdeen)
D
Speaking – Problems role-play

Work in a pair. Your teacher will give you one of the five advice letters. Each letter has two (or more) characters involved in the problem. Choose a character each and prepare what you will say (write notes) and then practise your role-play together.

Things to think about for the role-play:

                        Advice-giving Letters


     Learning Activity 1


     Writing and Peer Assessment



     Alliteration

Look at the first draft problem letter you wrote and think of a suitable heading. Remember, magazine headings are usually short (three or four words only) and often use alliteration (words beginning with the same sound / letter, e.g. Bully Big Brother, Teacher Trouble).
Compare your heading with your partner’s and tell them your opinion of their heading using the sentence starters in the boxes.

	Your letter heading
needs to

…………………………

(e.g. be shorter, be more exciting, use alliteration)
	Your letter heading is

…………………………

(positive / negative adjective)
	Next time, try to

…………………………



Learning Activity 2
Reading and Text Analysis

An advice-giving letter

Here is a problem letter with the agony aunt’s reply. Label each part of the reply using the comments from the next page (a-e). Write the letter on the small line. The first one has been done for you.
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Learning Activity 3
Grammar and Speaking

Ways of giving advice

A
Grammar and Vocabulary – Language for giving advice
All the sentences below are used to make suggestions and give advice, but how are they formed?  Do the sentences below use:

(1) an imperative (2) a modal verb or (3) a question form?

Write the number (1), (2) or (3) and underline key words or punctuation.  The first one has already been done for you. 


a. 
You could try talking to her. (2)


b. 
How about discussing it with your parents?


c.
Do some sport.


d. 
Have you tried going to after-school tutorials?


e. 
You may find it helpful to ask your friend what she thinks.


f. 
It might be a good idea to meet some new friends.


g. 
Perhaps you should speak to your teacher.


h. 
Eat more healthily.


i. 
Why don’t you join a sports team?


j. 
Talk to your doctor about it.

B
Speaking – Sentence stress in advice-giving phrases
Practise saying the phrases with your partner. Because you’re speaking, think about the stressed words or syllables.  Here’s an example:




    Learning Activity 4


    Writing



    An advice-giving reply letter

Can you remember the guidelines for the structure of an advice-giving reply letter?

Fill in the missing words in the sentences below.

	An advice-giving reply letter usually follows this structure:

1. Repeating description of ______________ / a reassuring ____________ / information.

2. _______________ / advice using ___________ verbs.

3. Instruction using an ______________________.

4. Conclusion and ________________ of advice given.

5. Signing off in a ___________________ and encouraging way.

*The order of 2 and 3 above can be changed around.




Now your teacher will give you instructions for writing an advice-giving letter to answer some of the problems you and your classmates wrote about in your first drafts.
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What problem does each picture show? Discuss the problems with your partner.





Who would you talk to if you had one of these problems?








Dear Annie


How can I make a guy notice me? There is a guy I like at my school but there are lots of other girls who like him. What should I do so he notices me?


Invisible in Tuen Mun





Dear Invisible


Getting a popular guy to like you is always difficult - and often not worth the heartache. If you’re lucky enough to get him, there are always plenty of other girls trying to steal him away. However, one good way is to chat with his mates. Then, when your cute boy comes by, it’s much easier to connect ‘cause you’re already hanging out with his friends. It might not totally succeed of course, but at least it is good practice getting comfortable talking to boys. 


Good luck!


Annie








An advice column is a column at a magazine or newspaper written by an advice columnist (colloquially known as an agony aunt, or agony uncle if the columnist is a male). The image presented was originally of an older woman providing comforting advice and 


maternal wisdom, hence the name "aunt".             (www.en.wikipedia.org)
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An advice column is a column at a magazine or newspaper written by an advice columnist (colloquially known as an agony aunt, or agony uncle if the columnist is a male). The image presented was originally of an older woman providing comforting advice and 


maternal wisdom, hence the name "aunt".             (www.en.wikipedia.org)
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Mum’s new man





Worried I’m too fat





I love my teacher





Tired all the time





My friend’s a thief





Dating disaster





His bro beats him up





Will I ever grow?





Secret smoker





I want a boyfriend





Exam stress





My mates are richer than me





  1





2





3





4





5





6





 7





 8





9





10





11





12





Teacher Trouble





Bully Big Brother





Friends have forgotten me





Dear Agony Aunt Annie


There’s a lad in my class who was my boyfriend until last week. I fancied him for about six months, then he asked me to be his girlfriend. We were together for about 3 months. Then he dumped me because he said I was too chubby, even though I think I am quite thin. I went mad when he dumped me but my mates all told me to forget about him. I don’t know what to do now ’cause every time I try to talk to him he’s really stroppy. Please help me!





�
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The problem I’m most likely to have is in letter number…











The problem I’m least likely to have is in letter number…











The easiest problem to solve is in letter number…








The most difficult problem to solve is in letter number…








The most unusual problem is in letter number…








The most understandable problem is in letter number…








I know someone who has had the same problem as letter …





The person I’d most like to help is the one in letter… number…





�





I’m in Secondary 5 and my exams are coming soon. I’m really stressed about it all. I can’t sleep and I always feel sick before going to school.





I know I’m going to fail. I just feel so useless. Can you help me?





Worried Winnie, Yuen Long





1. Introduction to letter writer & background of problem














2.Writer’s feelings





3. Further details of problem





4. Further feelings & conclusion





5. Request for help / advice





6. Signature: usually a false name summarising the writer’s feelings / problem





How about discussing it with your parents?





Do they both know there is a problem?








What is the relationship between the characters?





What kind of person is your character? How will s/he react to what the other person says? (e.g. will s/he be angry / surprised / upset?)











How does your character feel?











�











Dear Winnie








First of all, it is quite natural to feel anxious about big events like this, so talk to your mates and you will find out you are not the only one who’s worried.


	(a)


You could have a chat with your favourite teacher about it and maybe s/he�can help you to make a study plan so that you feel in control.	___





Of course, it is an important time, but take time off to do things that you enjoy, like spending time with mates, going to the cinema or doing sports.___





Spending some time relaxing will help you to feel refreshed for studying and will help you to sleep better too. 	___





Good luck!	___								     										     ____   ___  ___





I’m in Secondary 5 and my exams are coming soon. I’m really stressed about it. I can’t sleep and I feel sick every day before I go to school. My father really wants me to get good results but I know I’m going to fail. I just feel so useless. Can you help me?


Worried Winnie, Yuen Long





b. Instruction using an imperative (e.g. do…)





c. Signing off in a friendly way with encouragement





d. Suggestion / Advice using modal verbs (e.g. could / must)





e. Conclusion & explanation of advice given (reasons)





a) Description of problem / reassuring comment (e.g. don’t worry it’s OK to feel this way…) / information (e.g. most teenagers have this problem…)
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