
STAGE 4Unit focus: British Inventions
Text focus: Information Text

The Telephone
It’s hard to look around nowadays and not see a telephone. They’ve become so much a part of our 

lives that it’s rare to fi nd an adult without one. It’s perhaps hard to imagine, then, that only 150 

years ago, nobody in the world had one. Unti l Alexander Bell invented his fi rst phone in 1876, most 

people communicated with writt en lett ers. 

Bell started his work towards a working phone in 1871. He created the harmonic telegraph fi rst. 

This allowed multi ple messages to be sent over a wire at the same ti me. This was important 

because people needed to be able to have a two-way conversati on on the telephone. At this point, 

it was only electrical signals that could be transmitt ed. Nobody had found a way to convert sound 

into an electrical signal. 

It took unti l 1875 for Bell to build a device to convert sound. He worked alongside his partner 

Thomas Watson. This meant that sounds could be sent over Bell’s telegraph for the fi rst ti me. 

Other inventors around the world were also working on the idea of the telephone at the same 

ti me. It is thought that Alexander Bell sprinted to the patent offi  ce to make sure he registered his 

concept in ti me. 

The fi rst patent for the telephone was fi nally secured in 1876 by Alexander Bell. At that point, he 

sti ll hadn’t made a working phone call. The fi rst-ever telephone call was made a few days later 

using the new technology. Bell called through to his assistant in another room and said, “Mr. 

Watson, come here. I want you.” This was the fi rst ti me that a human voice had been transmitt ed.

Even though the design for a working telephone was completed well before the end of the 1800s, 

they didn’t appear in people’s homes unti l the 1930s. Even then, it was only wealthy people who 

could aff ord a phone line to their house. Most people relied on public phone boxes. It wasn’t 

unti l the 1960s that people began to get telephones in their homes. The inventi on of the cordless 

telephone that allowed people to move around the house didn’t arrive unti l the 1980s. 

Hot on the heels of the cordless phone came the fi rst mobile phone. Motorola launched the 

all resources ©2020 Literacy Shed 

http://www.literacyshedplus.com



all resources ©2020 Literacy Shed 

http://www.literacyshedplus.com

DynaTAC in 1984. It soon became a signal of wealth, which was not surprising - it cost roughly 

£10,000 in today’s money. It weighed approximately 1kg (about the same as a bottle of water) and 

was nicknamed ‘The Brick’. 

The first mobile networks in the UK came in 1982. The government gave the contracts to Cellnet 

and Vodafone. Both systems launched in 1985. The original plan was to get roughly 20,000 

subscribers each. To their surprise, they had over half a million within three years, and their 

network covered 90% of the country!

Most of the things we associate with mobile phones now, such as text messages, didn’t 

become popular until the 1990s. The first Internet-enabled mobile phone was the Nokia 9000 

Communicator. It was released in 1996. It is now estimated that 94% of adults in the UK own a 

mobile phone.

RETRIEVAL FOCUS
1. In what year was the first telephone invented? 

2. When did Bell first create a device to convert sound to an electrical signal?

3. Who received the first telephone call?

4. Which companies built the first mobile phone networks in the UK?

5. What was the name of the first mobile phone?

VIPERS QUESTIONS
V Find a word in the text that means something had been “sent”.

I Why was the first mobile phone only for rich people?

S What did Bell have to create before he could make a working telephone?

V Which word tells you that Bell was in a rush to get a patent at the office?

P How do you think mobile phones will change in the future to make it easier to 
communicate with people?



Answers:

1. 1876

2. 1875

3. Thomas Watson

4. Cellnet and Vodafone

5. DynaTAC

V: Transmitted

I: It cost £10,000 in today’s money

S: A device to convert sound to a signal

V: Sprinted
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