
1
ARC_B2_07_U063CEU_PC_v1.0© British Council 

Upper-intermediate
Resolving issues in a team

Celebrity balloon debate

Audio script

Good afternoon, everyone. I’m here to talk about the author J.K. Rowling. First, I’ll say something about her 
family and early life, then I’ll talk about her success at writing books and then I’ll say why she shouldn’t be 
thrown from the balloon and give some examples to justify my opinion.
J.K. Rowling or Joanne Rowling is best known as the author of the Harry Potter fantasy series. Her books 
have sold more than 400 million copies and brought happiness to millions of children and adults and, 
without a doubt, many of you here today will have read her books or enjoyed a Harry Potter film. It’s 
undeniable that she’s one of the most successful writers today.
She studied French at university and moved to London to work as a secretary for a charity, but after her 
mother died of multiple sclerosis, she replied to a newspaper advert and moved to Porto in Portugal to 
teach English. There she met Jorge Arantes, a journalist and they were married. She had a daughter, Jessica 
in 1993 but her marriage didn’t work and she moved back to the UK. She had no job and had to live on 
state welfare benefits. During this time she suffered from depression and contemplated suicide, but she 
overcame both illness and hardship and started writing. And the rest is history. She wrote seven Harry 
Potter books in total and has also written three books for adults since 2012.
She’s a person who stands up for what she believes in, so in 2000 she set up the Volant charitable Trust 
which fights against poverty and social inequality. She is also president of Gingerbread, a charity dedicated 
to one-parent families and she wrote two booklets for Comic Relief, the UK anti-poverty charity, which have 
raised £15.7million. In addition, she has donated millions of pounds to research into multiple sclerosis, 
the disease which caused her mother’s death and has also donated more than £19 million to Lumos, a 
children’s charity. 
There’s no doubt in my mind that J.K. Rowling shouldn’t be thrown out of the balloon. I’m sure you’d agree 
with me that she has brought happiness to the lives of so many through her writing as well as enduring 
suffering in her own life. There have been some difficult times in her life but she never gave up hope. Now 
that she has achieved success she has made sure that she hasn’t forgotten the people who helped her get 
where she is today – the children who read her books.
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Task

Your celebrity is Bill Gates, American (born 1955) former chief executive and chairman of 
Microsoft. Here is some information you can use in your presentation.
•	 Father was lawyer and mother was on the board of director of a bank. Became interested in 

computers at school. Richest person in the world (again) since June 2014. 
•	 Practising Catholic – raised his children as Catholics.
•	 Stepped down as CEO of Microsoft to work full time in the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation in 2000.
•	 Set up Foundation by selling Microsoft stock.
•	 It is the world’s wealthiest charitable foundation – the couple plan to eventually donate 95% of their 

wealth to charity.
•	 It tackles global problems ignored by governments and other charities, e.g. sex-trafficking, financial 

services for the poor, e.g. microloans. It works in the areas of polio eradication, the fight against AIDS, 
tuberculosis and malaria.

•	 It funds libraries and educational services in the US.
•	 ‘I have been very lucky therefore I owe it to try and reduce the inequity in the world.’ Bill Gates
What has he overcome to become successful? What has he achieved? Has he given away any 
money to charity? What does he stand for?

Your celebrity is Oprah Winfrey (born 1954), currently America’s only black billionaire. Here is some 
information you can use in your presentation.
•	 Born to an unmarried teenage mother and lived in rural poverty when she was young. Her half brother 

died of AIDS related causes and half sister died of cocaine addiction.
•	 Ran away from home at 13 after years of physical and sexual abuse, had a son at 14 who died shortly 

after birth.
•	 Worked hard at school and won a scholarship to university.
•	 Best known for the multi-award winning talk show ‘The Oprah Winfrey Show’ which was the highest 

rated programme of its kind in history.
•	 Greatest black philanthropist in American history and some say the most influential woman in the 

world.
•	 By 2012 she had given $400 million to education, personally gave $10 million to Hurricane Katrina 

victims.
•	 Oprah Winfrey Leadership Academy for girls – school in South Africa for 450 girls from poor 

backgrounds.
What has she overcome to become successful? What has she achieved? Has she given away any 
money to charity? What does she stand for?
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Your celebrity is Angelina Jolie (born 1975). Here is some information you can use in your 
presentation.
•	 Both parents were actors – she became an international star after making Lara Croft – Tomb Raider in 

2001.
•	 She was Hollywood’s highest paid actress in 2009, 2011 and 2013.
•	 Became interested in working with refugees after filming in war torn Cambodia in 2001.
•	 In 2001 donated $1 million to United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) emergency 

appeal and was named a Goodwill Ambassador.
•	 Has been on field missions meeting refugees in the Sudan, Afghanistan, Syria and Iraq.
•	 Has funded schools in Cambodia, Kenya and Afghanistan and childcare facilities in Ethiopia.
•	 Adopted one child from a Cambodia orphanage, one from an Ethiopian orphanage and another from 

a Vietnamese orphanage.
•	 Mother died of cancer. Had a double mastectomy after detecting she had a gene which made it likely 

she would contract breast cancer and made this public. This was welcomed for raising awareness 
about the condition.

What has she overcome to become successful? What has she achieved? Has she given away any 
money to charity? What does she stand for?

Your famous person is the physicist and cosmologist Stephen Hawking (1942-2018). Here is some 
information you can use in your presentation.

• Director of Research at the Centre for Theoretical Cosmology at the University of Cambridge. Family 
weren’t wealthy but struggled hard to give him a good education. Family were all intellectuals and 
had the reputation of being slightly ‘strange’. Took his fifirst degree in Oxford University, then went to 
Cambridge to do a Ph.D. Stayed there.

• Aged 21, Hawking was diagnosed with an early-onset slow-progressing form of motor neurone 
disease that gradually, over decades, paralysed him.  He was given a life expectancy of two years 
when it was diagnosed, but died aged 76. Later in life, he communicated through a speech generation 
device.

• He published important works on general relativity, quantum gravity, black holes and the Big Bang 
Theory.

• Wrote books to popularise science e.g. A Brief History of Time was on the Sunday Times best selling 
list for 237 weeks, which was a record.

• He participated in a zero gravity flflight in the Vomit Comet to show the potential of people with 
disabilities.

What did he overcome to become successful? What did he achieve? Did he give away any 
money to charity? What did he stand for?
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Your famous person is Sir Tim Berners Lee (born 1955), inventor of the World Wide Web. Here is 
some information you could use to help you in your presentation.
•	 Put first website online in 1991 while working at CERN (European Organisation for Nuclear Research) 

in Switzerland. Both parents worked on the first commercially available computer. Took a degree in 
physics at Oxford University and worked in CERN, then moved to MIT (Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology).

•	 Famously said ‘This is for everyone’, i.e. there are no patents or royalties for using the World Wide Web 
– it is free to everyone.

•	 Is director of the World Wide Web Consortium which oversees the Web’s continued development and 
senior researcher at MIT computer science and Artificial Intelligence Laboratory.

•	 Knighted in 2004.
•	 Involved in the World Wide Web Foundation which works to ‘advance the web to empower humanity 

by launching transformative programs that build local capacity to leverage the web as a medium for 
positive change.’

•	 Works with the Alliance for affordable Internet making access to the World Wide Web more affordable 
to people in the developing world.

What has he overcome to become successful? What has he achieved? Has he given away any 
money to charity? What does he stand for?

Your celebrity is Bono (born 1960), lead singer with the band U2. Here is some information to help 
you.
•	 Irish singer, songwriter, musician, businessman, philanthropist and practising Christian. Born to 

working class family in Dublin, Ireland, and formed U2 with school friends. Mother died when he was 
14. U2 have sold more than 150 million records and won more Grammy awards than any other band.

•	 With Bob Geldof, organised the Live 8 concerts simultaneously in South Africa and G8 countries to 
raise millions for charity work in Africa – to fight poverty, raise awareness of problems of AIDS and 
third world debt relief.

•	 Brings together powerful allies, e.g. world leaders such as the Pope, Presidents of US, Nelson Mandela 
to promote humanitarian relief projects.

•	 Named the most politically-effective celebrity of all time.
What has he overcome to become successful? What has he achieved? Has he given away any 
money to charity? What does he stand for?
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Your celebrity is John Bon Jovi, (born 1962), singer. Here is some information to help you.
•	 Singer-songwriter of the group Bon Jovi, actor and philanthropist and one of the world’s best-selling 

music artists. Mother a florist, father a barber. Made his first record in his cousin’s recording studio. 
Has sold more than 100 million records.

•	 Founder of the Jon Bon Jovi Soul Foundation which was founded in 2006 to combat issues that force 
families and individuals into economic despair.

•	 Has worked on behalf of the American Red Cross, and groups which support children with AIDS. 
•	 Has been raising awareness with Habitat for Humanity since 2005 when he provided money to build 

six homes in Philadelphia.
•	 In 2006 made a $1 million dollar donation to build 28 homes for low-income families and in 2005 

donated $1 million to Oprah Winfrey’s charity.
•	 In 2011 opened the JBJ Soul Kitchen, a community restaurant where patrons pay what they can afford 

for their meal, either with money or volunteering work.
What has he overcome to become successful? What has he achieved? Has he given away any 
money to charity? What does he stand for?

Your celebrity is George Clooney (born 1961), actor, director and screenwriter. Here is some 
information you could use in your presentation.
•	 Gained fame through his role as Dr Doug Ross in the medical drama ER, from 1994 to 1999 and 

received two Emmy Award nominations.
•	 Involved with ‘Not on our Watch’ project, an organisation that focuses global attention to stop and 

prevent mass atrocities. In 2010 he organised a telethon which collected donations for the 2010 Haiti 
earthquake victims.

•	 Spent ten days in Sudan and Chad in 2006 to make a TV film called A Journey to Darfur highlighting 
the situation of Darfur’s refugees.

•	 In 2007 he wrote a letter to German chancellor Angela Merkel calling on the European Union to take 
action in the region of Darfur and was co-executor of a documentary called Sand and Sorrow on the 
Darfur crisis.

•	 He is a UN messenger of Peace.
What has he overcome to become successful? What has he achieved? Has he given away any 
money to charity? What does he stand for?


