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CHAPTER 1

Introduction to the IELTS Speaking Test

The Speaking Test is the last of your IELTS Examination tests. It consists of
an interview. Your interview will take place either in the afternoon of the same day
of the other tests, or the day after.

When you arrive, in the morning of the Listening, Reading and Writing tests,
you will be given a slip of paper. On it, you will find the time and date of your
interview together with your candidate number. '

After completing the Listening, Reading and Writing tests, check on the board to
make sure that your time and date have not been changed. This sometimes happens, in
order to accommodate candidates from out of town who need to return home.

Your Examiner

Your examiner is an experienced certified teacher of English as a second lan-
guage, who has received a weekend of training as an IELTS examiner and passed
an evaluation test.

Examiners are usually friendly and wish to make the candidate feel at ease.

The Examiner’s Accent

In theory your examiner can be of any nationality. This means that accents
can vary. Usually, you will hear a British or Australian accent but there are also
American, Canadian and even Indian examiners.
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As for your own accent, vou need not worry about that. If you are Chinese,
you are expected to have a Chinese accent and that is as fine as a German or French
accent. Pronunciation may make a difference, but not the accent.

Dealing with Nervousness

One of the responsibilities of the examiner is to “elicit your best performance”.
Elicit means to bring out. That is to say that the examiner is expected to put you in
a situation where you can show the best of your ability. Therefore, he or she will
be friendly and will try to make you feel at ease.

Of course, you will probably still be a little nervous. If you are too nervous,
the examiner may ask you whether you want to wait a minute before starting, so
that you have time to relax.

On the other hand, if you go to the interview well ahead of your appointment
time, you may find that the boredom of waiting will make you less nervous so that,
when you are called, your reaction will be “Finally! ” rather than “Oh, my God,
it’s my turn...”

In any event, you will see that when the interview starts, you will quickly for-
get how nervous you were.

If you are lucky and your examiner is a new one (it often happens) he/she
may be even more nervous than you . ..

Interview Recording

Your interview is recorded. The reason is to check the examiner, not you. If
there is too big a difference between your Speaking mark and your mark for the
other tests, the tape with your interview will be given to another examiner for re-

evaluation.

The second examiner will not be aware of your mark and will evaluate your
performance by listening to the tape of your interview. From the experience of this
ex-examiner, most often, this is to the advantage of the candidate.

The Interview

The interview should last more or less 12 to 15 minutes. It is divided in three
parts.
2



In Part 1 you will answer general questions about yourself, your home or fami-
ly, your work or studies, your interests or any of the other current topics.

Topics are changed on a regular basis and it is impossible to predict what topics
you will be asked to answer questions about.

This part of the interview is the most formal. You will notice that the examin-
er actually reads questions to you from a list of possible questions. This does little to
help create a relaxed atmosphere, but there is nothing that you can do about it.

In this part of the interview, if you have trouble understanding the question,
the examiner will repeat. But, if you continue not understanding, the examiner
may just move on to another question.

In Part 2 you will be given another topic as described in a cue card. But this
time you will not be asked questions. Instead, you ‘will have to deliver a short
speech on that topic.

You will have to speak for between one and two minutes and will have one
minute to prepare before you start speaking. Together with your cue card, contain-
ing the details of your topic, the examiner will give you a piece of paper and a pencil
so that you can take notes before you start speaking.

While giving you your cue card, the examiner will say: “You will have to
speak for one to two minutes, so don’t worry if | interrupt you. ” This means that
you should not think that there was a problem with your performance if you are in-
terrupted.

On the other hand, the examiner will not just tell you to stop. Rather, he/she
will ask you a question that is meant to conclude what you are saying.

In Part 3 the examiner will engage you in a discussion on issues related to the

topic presentation in Part 2.

This part of the interview is more relaxed than the initial one. Now, it will be
more like having an informal chat. Unlike Part 1, during this phase of the inter-
view, if you have trouble understanding the question, the examiner will help you
with it by asking the same question in a simpler way.

We will later look closely at the details of each part.

Each part of the interview should last four or five minutes. The length of the
interview, though, is really relative to how quick or slow a particular examiner is.
Do not worry, therefore, if you think that the interview was too long or too short.



CHAPTER 2

Marking Criteria

The purpose of the Speaking Test is to assess how well you can communicate
effectively in English. Your performance will be evaluated on the basis of :

1. Fluency and coherence
(Does your language flow and does it communicate accurately?)

2. Lexical resources
(How good is your vocabulary?)

3. Grammatical range and accuracy
(How well do you use grammar?)

4. Pronunciation
(How easy is it to understand your speech?)

You are, of course, not expected to be perfect. If that were the case, you
could be an IELTS examiner yourself.

Fluency and Coherence

Fluency has to do with whether your discourse flows. Starting a sentence and
stopping and then starting again is not a good example of fluency. Hesitating and
stopping to think about the next word is also not a good example of fluency.

It is better to carry on speaking even if you make mistakes. Do not come back
to what you have already said just in order to correct your mistakes. In communica-
tion, fluency is more important than accuracy, as long as you are understood.

4



For what concerns coherence, that has to do with whether what you are say-

ing is properly organized and you do not jump from one thing to another and then
another and then back.

Lexical Resources (Vocabulary)

In speaking, your examiner cannot guess how many words you know and how
large your vocabulary is. All the examiner can assess is whether you use words ap-
propriately, together with your ability to not always repeat the same words.

You can avoid repetitions by using pronouns, synonyms and descriptive phras-
es. An example of a descriptive phrase could be “the place where I live” in order to
avoid repetition of “house” or “apartment” .

Yet, in speaking, unlike writing, some repetition can be accepted.

Candidates who have the habit of memorizing the vocabulary are the ones who
have most trouble in using words appropriately. Often, instead of a word, they use
another that sounds or looks similar but means something that does not fit in the
discourse at all.

Try to speak in a normal simple way, without trying to use difficult words that
you think will impress the examiner with your vocabulary. The examiner will not
be impressed by big words, especially if used incorrectly.

Grammatical Range and Accuracy

The most important thing, in speaking, is communication. A properly struc-
tured sentence communicates better than one that is full of grammatical mistakes.
Chinese candidates tend to think that they know grammar. This may be possible
but, for the most part, they do not know how to use it.

For this reason, it will be a very good idea for you to study the Grammar
Points in the Common Problems with Chinese Candidates chapter.

In the end, of course, you are expected to make mistakes.

Mistakes that make understanding more difficult or even impossible will cost
you. Also mistakes that are habitual, that you repeat over and over, will cost you.

But mistakes that do not interfere with understanding are not considered too

serious.



Pronunciation

The examiner will want to see how easily your language is understood.

Usually, examiners in China are familiar with Chinese pronunciation and they
understand you quite easily. In assessing your pronunciation, though, the examiner
must take into consideration how well someone who is not familiar with Chinese ac-
cents would understand you.

There is very little, if anything, that you can do in order to improve your pro-
nunciation in a short time. Your pronunciation can only improve with long exposure
and practice.

Scores

Your IELTS band (score) will be reported as a whole number with no deci-
mals. That is to say that you cannot be marked as a 6.5 or a 5.5. You will either
bea5, orabora?7,etc.

We will later look more closely at each part of the interview.
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