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How your exam is scored

While the spoken part of the IELTS exam has three stages and it’s important to do
well in all the three parts, the examiner has a specific set of criteria by which they give
you a score. The more familiar you are with these four criteria, the more accurately
you can analyse your strengths and weaknesses. These four criteria are equally

important — so pay attention to all of them.

Pronunciation: Students don’t necessarily need to speak perfect “American” or “Brit-
ish” English to score well, but must avoid obvious “Chinese” pronunciation tenden-
cies. Pronunciation is actually a general term that includes such related phonetic is-
sues as: mastering the phonetic alphabet ( 21 & #r. ), differentiating between words
with similar pronunciation (Example: full / fool; thin / thing; ship / sheep), correct syl-
lable stress ( #3211 H 3 , Example: WAtermelon, ifii 4~ /& waterMElon), contextual
word stress ( {F 41 ¥ H 3 |8 ¥ {7 # 7F , Example: The weather today is GORGEOUS),
intonation ( iZi ) and connected speech( i%i% ). Students should also bear in mind
that one of the keys to more standard and clearer pronunciation is speaking slower,

not faster.

Grammar: There are two aspects to grammar that students must pay attention to
in the IELTS exam. The first goes without saying: Students must avoid grammatical
and syntax-related ( i& %)% )errors. (Incorrect: He often sits on his computer. fi%5%;
Ak 3l |, Correct: He spends a lot of time on the computer. fth £ 75 F H i, )
The second is that students must demonstrate an ability to use a variety of sentence

structures of varying degrees of difficulty. If one makes few or even no grammatical



mistakes but only uses short and comparatively simple sentences it will be hard
to get a high score. (Example: | think that basketball is a good sport. — correct but
too simplistic) If, on the other hand, one tries too hard to use complex sentence
structures, when simpler ones would do, and complicates the content so that it is
difficult to understand or becomes awkward, it will also adversely affect one’s overall
score. Ideally, students should combine both short and simple sentence structures
with more complex and longer structures to achieve a natural effect.

Vocabulary: As with grammar, it is important to be able to use a variety of words
and show the examiner that you have a wide range of vocabulary at your disposal.
Students should avoid certain words that, for some reason or another, seem to be
overused among Chinese students’ speaking English: interesting, good, nice, lovely,
etc. A second and perhaps even more important consideration when choosing words
is accuracy. Many students have a tendency to use words that are very general, words
which can be used in a variety of situations. Example: My hometown is very beautiful.
The problem with a sentence like this is that the word beautiful doesn’t demonstrate
a high-level mastery of vocabulary. It's not wrong; it’s just a missed opportunity to
use a more precise word and thus score better. Example: My hometown is full of lush
parks and has a peaceful lake in the city-centre. Not only does a sentence like this
provide more detail (parks, lake) but the adjectives (lush, peaceful) make it precise
and strong.

Fluency: Fluency can only come when one has achieved a certain degree of function-
ality (G&H#E77) in the above three criteria: pronunciation, grammar and vocabulary.
Essentially, fluency is the measure of how smoothly your language comes across.
There are several key elements to achieve fluency. First, you must learn to develop
and expand on your ideas: Don’t simply list things or give one-dimensional sen-
tences. Example: Q: Do you like Western food? A: Yes, | like it very much. Instead, stu-
dents must learn to elaborate and give details. Example: A: Yes, | like a lot of Western
food. | especially love steak, salad and pizza. | like Western food because it's often
light, healthy and easy to make. Another key to fluency is the ability to link your sen-
tences, and thereby connect your ideas together into one coherent piece. Example: First
of all ... Secondly ... and moreover . .. A third, and often neglected, key to achieving
fluency is speed and rhythm. Many students think that by speaking faster they will



impress the examiner and achieve fluency, when in fact, the opposite is usually true.
By controlling one’s speed and even slowing down a bit, students give themselves
more time to think, which in turn allows them to expand their ideas and thus achieve
a more fluent, natural feel. The goal is to think and speak at the same time: slowing
down a bit helps most students achieve this aim.

Keys for succeeding in each stage

While it’s important to understand what the examiner is looking for specifically in
terms of language usage, it's equally necessary to understand the characteristics
and requirements for each stage of the exam in order to do well. All three parts of
the exam are equally important, but it should be noted that most students have the
greatest difficulty with stages two and three. Here are some important tips for doing
well.

- Things to remember in Stage One

i) Relax during the introduction — The examiner will begin with some “small
talk” and the student needn’t give a formal answer here. The examiner wants
you to relax and feel comfortable, so seize the chance.

iy  Use complete sentences — One of the most common mistakes in the first stage
is that students don’t begin responses with complete sentences. It's good to be
relaxed, but because it's an exam, your answers must be grammatically correct,
complete sentences and not overly casual.

iiii Develop your answers — Remember that your answers should be 20-25
seconds in length during this stage, or about 3-4 sentences. Many students fail
to give enough detail during Stage One, which affects fluency.

iv)  Be personal — The questions in the first stage are all quite personal — things
the student has personally experienced. Therefore, it's important to give
detailed, personal examples for a more natural response.

v)  Grammar issues — While the questions in Stage One aren’t complicated,
students often make basic grammar mistakes. Especially pay attention to verb
tense, verb-subject agreement and countable vs. uncountable nouns.

Things to remember in Stage Two

i) Make good use of your preparation time — Your one minute should be used in




ii)

iii)

iv)

the following way: 10 seconds to read the card; 10 seconds to decide what you
will talk about; 40 seconds to make notes. |
Effective notes — Your notes should be numbered and in an easy to read point-
form (no need to write complete sentences). You can look down at your notes
as you speak. Also, remember to write big enough so that you can glance down
and get the main points quickly.

Describing — One of the key skills for doing well in Stage Two is the ability to
describe something or someone in detail. Effective describing is NOT just listing
examples; it involves explaining characteristics and processes. Be as specific
and vivid as possible.

Time management — Aim to speak for about 90 seconds. If you speak the full
two minutes, your answer is likely to be either incomplete (run out of time) or
repetitive (waiting for the examiner to say “stop”). If you speak for less than one
minute, it will negatively impact your score. Doing several mock exams before
the real test is a good way to get comfortable with time management.

Things to remember in Stage Three

i)

ii)

iiii)

iv)

v)

Sufficient length — Your answers in this stage must be well-developed and
around 40 seconds in length; roughly twice as long as in Stage One.

Have an opinion — It’s important to take a position on various issues during
this stage. You are expected to do more than just point out two sides of an
issue — you must analyse and articulate a position, something many students
have trouble with.

Logic — It’s not just enough to have an opinion. A complete and well-rounded
answer in this stage means a reasonable and logical answer. Students must
provide sufficient details, reasons and examples to support their opinions. Here,
students must get used to the following pattern: opinion + detail / example 1 +
detail / example 2, 3 + therefore my opinion is . . .= logical response.

Linking ideas — It's especially important during this stage to use connectives
(ZER 5] ) to make your answers more fluent and logical. .

Speed — Don’t speak too fast. In this stage it's very important to give yourself
time to think as you speak. By speaking slowly you can collect your thoughts
and express them in an organised fashion. Moreover, you are likely to speak
more clearly and fluently.
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Introductions
E: My name is Kirk and what's your name?
S: My name is Lili. You can call me Lili.

E: OK, can | see your student identification?
S: All right.

E: Thank you. And where do you come from?
S: I'm from Hubei province; it's a little hot in summer.

Stage One

OK, Let's begin. | would like to begin by talking about age. When do people get
married in your country?

Our country, people always...woman get married maybe 22 or 24. I'm sorry,
I'm not sure yet, maybe man in 22.

The first impression is that the student’s response is a bit short. Also, the grammar is
an issue. For a better answer, the student could point out different trends between
urban and rural areas. Making comparisons is a good way to expand your answer and
add quality to your response, both necessary for a higher score.
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Well, in our country it varies quite a bit. In the past, men and women tended to marry
between the ages of 22 and 25, but now | think people are getting married later.
Some people don’t even get married at all.

E: And when do people usually learn to drive in your country?
S: | think...learn to drive?...Oh, we shouldn’t learn to drive after we are 18 years
old.

The student pauses here and shows some hesitation, which is often a sign of
poor vocabulary—struggling to find the correct word. It needs to be developed.
The student might mention the legal driving age and then expand the answer by
adding:

i) ifit'sagood or bad idea

ii)  if most people look forward to driving

iii) differences between trends in the past and present.

i% . shouldn’t learn to drive after we are 18 (18 % LAJ5 A1 iZH %)

iE . arelegally not allowed to drive before 18 (¥ LK , 18 % Z HiA R4 42)

E: OK, and at what age can people legally buy alcohol in your country?

S: Also at 18 years old and sometimes our children maybe go to supermarket to

buy alcohol but maybe are for the father.

Once again the response is too short (only one sentence) and there are some gram-

mar issues.

i®: Also at 18 years old... (incomplete)

iE : Again, the legal drinking age in China is 18... (complete)

i : our children (unclear—sounds like the student and her husband’s children)
iE - Chinese children / youth

Also, the use of the word “maybe” makes it sound like the student is not sure and us-
ing the word twice in the same sentence is repetitive.
Instead of saying “maybe” twice, the student might use one of the following:
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likely may

might perhaps
possibly probably
in some cases / situations a common situation is generally speaking

be possible under some conditions

E: OK.And let's talk about another topic—ambitions. What's your main ambition in life?
S: | want to be a teacher and | want to go abroad and for my future study and
then back for music education.

Instead of using the word “and” three times in a sentence, the student should develop
the response into several sentences as well as provide some details for a more com-
plete answer.

i%: ...backfor music education.

IE: ...come back to China to do a degree in music.

*

Well actually | have several ambitions. | think in the future | would like to be a teacher
because it's a meaningful job. But | would also like to go abroad to further my educa-
tion and gain a better understanding of foreign cultures. And thirdly, | would like to
take a degree in music, because | think that by studying music you can learn how to

appreciate beauty.

E: Do you think you'll achieve your ambition?
S: Yeah, | think I...

In this instance the student takes too long to respond, so the examiner moves on to the
next question. There are three possible ways of answering this question. One way is to
say “yes” and then give reasons why. The second is to say “no” and then outline the ma-
jor challenges against achieving one’s ambitions. The third option would be to answer
with, “It's hard to say ("4 .” and then illustrate both the reasons for and challenges
against achieving the previously stated ambition.
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6 E: And do you think you are an ambitious person?
- S: No, | don't think so. That's | want to be a teacher. | don't want to have much

money and something else.

The student might be confused by the word “ambitious (% #.> / BF.0AY) " which is ac-
tually neutral (f#££9) . It does not necessarily have any negative meaning (2 %) unlike
the word “aggressive ({R B, B7K#Y) ~.

H % FH ¥

: That's | want to be a teacher.

: That's why | want to be a teacher.

. 1 don't want to have much money and something else. (means you want to be poor)
: Money is not everything. (means money is important, but not the most important

thing in life)

OK, and is it always good to be ambitious?

Um. | think it's hard to talk that. Maybe if one person is an ambitious person,
she can do many things than others and she can be very successful. Maybe
that someone else are not ambitious people and they maybe have a peace
mind.

The student makes a better effort at expanding the answer, but grammar remains a

problem,

iy

LELE LR

hard to talk that

hard to talk about / hard to say

if one person

if one / if a person

Maybe that someone else are not ambitious...
While perhaps some people are not ambitious...

. have a peace mind (“peace” is a noun; the adjective form is “peaceful” but in Eng-

lish we wouldn’t say “have a peaceful mind”)

: have a more stress-free life / have less pressure

What do you see yourself doing in five or ten years?
Maybe | can achieve my ambition to be a teacher or also a student.
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The student would do better to expand her answer by giving more details. She could,
for example, talk about: .

i)  where she plans to teach

ii)  what kind of school she intends to teach in

iii)  why she wants to teach.
Also, she could talk about non-work related issues such as whether or not she will be
married, will live in China or abroad, etc.

6 E: And let's talk about another topic—food and cooking. What's your favourite
. food or meal?

S: Oh, it's cake. | like cake very much.

At this point it is becoming clear that the student’s short answers are negatively affect-
ing her fluency. Again, she should provide more details about what kind of cake she
likes, if she likes other sweet things, how often she eats cake, etc. By adding other such
things, you are NOT going to off-topic; you are expected to do this to add depth to your
answer.

Q E: Do you fike to cook?
~f S: No, although I'm a girl, | don’t know how to cook.

D

The response, “although 'm a girl, | don’t know how to cook (BRREANL#IL.BE

RAMIE EAMIR) " doesn't fit Western logic. In Western culture it would not be as-

sumed (8 2448 ) that women know how to cook and men don't.

iR . although I'm a girl, | don’t know how to cook (illogical connection)

iE: like many other young girls in China these days, I'm not that interested in cooking
+ reasons = logical answer

@ E: OK, all right, and who usually cooks in your home?
- S: My father. Maybe some families there are one’s mother to be a cooker, but in
my family it's father.
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The first sentence of any response in Stage One, no matter how simple, should be a com-
plete sentence.

i®: My father. (incomplete)

1E: Generally speaking, my father does most of the cooking in our home. (complete)
Another obvious error in this response is the mispronunciation of the word “cook (f#fz , J&f
Jifi) ”. Many Chinese students add an [A] or [8] sound at the end of words.

iy [8] & W (o] &

tall [to:1] taller ['to:la]

sick [sik] sicker ['sika]

give [giv] giver ['giva]

work [wa:k] worker ['wa:ka]
smoke [smauk] smoker ['smauka]

E: - Is food expensive in your country?
S: No, | don't think it's expensive, maybe we have money, but maybe somebody
else thinks it is expensive.

AW

Again, the sentence needs to be developed to avoid repetition and give a more com-
plete response. The student should also point out that while she personally doesn't find
it expensive to buy food, others might. Also, she could mention that the price of food
varies a lot within China. As mentioned above, this sort of comparison shows sophisti-

cation and will result in a higher overall score.

The food in some restaurants in China is dirt-cheap (JE% {8 B # , 48 1 3 —FEBEATAY)
while some restaurants are really decadent and have outrageous prices...

rock bottom price—very cheap

(price of something is) through the roof—very expensive
pay through the teeth—pay a lot for

pay dearly for (something)—pay a lot of
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practically giving (something) away—very cheap

E: OK, and finally, are there any kinds of food you do not like?
S: Fried food | think...because it's bad for health.

As mentioned above, the student needs to use complete sentences and provide more
details. “Fried food” is very general and it is always wise to be as specific as possible. The
student might give examples such as: fried chicken, hamburgers, French fries, fast food
etc.

i®: it's bad for health

iE: it's bad for my / one’s health

detest don’t care for
disagreeable feel repulsion for / towards
disgust have / feel a great repugnance to
dislike hold...in abomination
loathe not a fan of
reject not fond of
be abhorrent of not wild about
can’t stand take a dislike to
Stage Two &

E: OK, let's stop here for Stage One and move on to Stage Two. | would like to
give you a piece of paper. OK, I'm just going to prepare the topic for you. I'd
like you to tell me about a city you've visited. You can take a look at this card
for one minute and make notes. You have one minute to prepare.

Tell me about a city you have visited.
You should say:
where the city is located and when you went there

what people can see and do in this city
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why the city is unique / well-known
and explain why your visit to this city was memorable.

One minute later...

E: OK, and please begin talking now.

S: OK, | had gone to Yichang city in Hubei province, you know Yichang? Yes, it's
a very beautiful city and in Yichang there is great bar named San Xia bar, and
in there, it has beautiful views and good person and even | find my boyfriend,
and then | met his family members: his father, his mother, and grandpa, grand-
mother, yeah, a lot of people, and also a lot of comfort thing, then they gave
me delicious food and beautiful clothes. | think I'm not in the city not just be-
cause the delicious food and cloth, and even not the person who are very kind
I just love the city with the beautiful views and person and something else.

Grammar and a seemingly limited vocabulary prevent this student from doing as well
in this section as she might. Again, words like “beautiful” are general and overused
as the student uses the word to describe both the city and the views and the clothes.
Instead of saying, “find my boyfriend (£ 2| 3 (¥ 55 J &) " the student should use the
word “meet / met (GAiR) ". Also, students should avoid words like, “something else” at
the end of a sentence, as that basically tells the examiner. you have run out of ideas.
Grammar issues include “good person” which should be “good / friendly people” — a
mistake made more than once here. Also, notice how the student mispronounces the

word “clothes” [klaudz): a commonly mispronounced word among Chinese students.

Scenery — green, picturesque, magnificent, peaceful, breath-taking, calm, hustle and
bustle

Food — savory, mouth-watering, tasty, yummy, home-style

People — easy-going, outgoing, warm-hearted, down-to-earth, approachable

E: Al right, thanks. Let's go on to Part Three then.



