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Answering Machine

Time Frame:  

Approximately 30 minutes

Materials Needed:
  
• A cassette recording done by a native speaker(s) (it is best if the   

 students hear 3-4 different voices on the recording)

• A handout on which students can record their comprehension of the   
messages (see sample phone message forms for French, German, and 
Spanish provided).

Description of Task:

Pre-listening:  

Teacher engages students in discussion (in English) of the kinds of 
messages people leave on answering machines to help them predict the 
language they will hear.

During listening:

Students will listen to a cassette tape recording of a typical message that 
one would find on an answering machine. Following the ‘beep’ will be 3-4 
different messages that people have left on this answering machine.  The 
students are to fill in the telephone message forms in the target language 
with the information they hear (the date and time of the message, the name 
of the caller, the name of the person for whom the message is intended, 
the phone number to be called, etc.).  The content of the messages can be 
varied so that different categories of the form need completion for different 
messages.  Alternatively, the teacher can ask students to write down the 
“who, what, where, when, and why” of the messages.  The first time that 
the cassette is played students should just listen to the entire recording.  

THEME:   Soci Al  AcTiviT ieS

LANGUAGE:   A Ny

STANDARDS(S ) : 	 COMMuNicATioN      culTureS      coMpAriSoNS

                1 . 2        2 . 1                  4 . 2

Level:   
Intermediate-Low

Purpose: 
To listen for specific information

Communicative 
Function(s):   
Referential:  Understanding 

messages

Language Structure(s):  
Past and future tenses, com-

mands, questions

Cultural Aspects:
Compare and contrast phone 

usage; types of messages left on 

machines

Modalities:  
Listening 

Writing

© 2006, Regents of the University of Minnesota. See final page for full copyright information.



NOTES

   p .  232    An swe r i n g  Mach i n e

The second time through they should write the information that they 
understand onto the handout. The tape may be stopped after each message.

Follow-up Discussion:

It may be interesting to discuss with students (in English unless advanced) 
the cultural issues surrounding answering machines.  Why have these 
machines (and variations on them, such as voice mail, beepers, and cell 
phones) become so much a part of life in the U.S.?  What aspects of U.S. 
society have contributed to their popularity?  Is this the case in the target 
culture(s)?  If not, why not? 

Assessment:  

The information that the students wrote should match the information that 
is on the recording.

extensions:

Suggestions for adapting the task for various levels:

For beginning levels:  Students can record the information they hear in 
English.  Students can be given fewer messages to listen to and/or fewer 
pieces of information.  They can also have the tape replayed as many times 
as necessary.
 
For advanced levels:  The messages can be made increasingly more complex.

Other extensions:

•  Students could turn this into a speaking exercise by recording their 
own personal answering machine message.  They could also write 3-
4 different messages that one might leave on an answering machine.  
Another option might be for the students to record an answer to one of 
the messages that was left on the original recording.

•  Students can be assigned to a “telephone tree.”  The first student listens 
to a recorded message on the answering machine (e.g., A flood has 
destroyed your school.  There will be no classes until further notice.  
The number to call for more information is_______________).  As part 
of the assigned “telephone tree” that person must then relay the message 
to the next person on the tree.
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•  Assuming that the messages left on the machine were all left for the 
same person and assuming that the messages provided some interesting, 
creative, possibly even mysterious information, students could write a 
short creative story about this imaginary person and share their stories 
with the class.

Cultural extensions:

•  Students can e-mail students in the target culture to inquire about 
attitudes and practices with phone usage.  For example, does call-
waiting or caller-ID exist?  Are cell phones popular? (Other questions 
related to the follow-up discussion above can be posed.)

•  French teachers might play the “Cajun Telephone Stomp” for students.  
As a class or in small groups, students could discuss the song in terms 
of its style, content, and cultural aspects.  The teacher may want to 
present a brief history of Cajun culture and music.  

references and resources:

“Cajun Telephone Stomp” song from the CD titled Cajun Conja by 
Beausoleil, courtesy of Michael Doucit /RhinoRecords and Orange Sunrise/
Dosay Publishing.  

reflections:
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