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Historical context 

 

The IELTS assessment is the most popular English language exam for higher education 

and migration purposes (Cambridge English, 2017a, NP). On its home page, the IELTS 

(2017b, NP) organization states that “IELTS is the high-stakes English test for study, 

migration or work.” In 2015, around 2.7 million people sat for this examination in more 

than 140 countries (Conestoga, 2017, NP).   

 

IELTS (2017d, NP) reports that citizens of the following 40 countries were the top 

“country of origin” of its examinees in 2015: 

  

Bangladesh,  Brazil, Canada, China (People's Republic of), Colombia, 

Egypt, France, Germany, Greece, Hong Kong, India, Indonesia, Iran,  

Islamic Republic of, Iraq, Italy, Japan, Jordan, Kazakhstan, Korea,  

Republic of, Kuwait, Malaysia, Mexico, Nepal, Nigeria, Oman, Pakistan, 

Philippines, Qatar, Russian Federation, Saudi Arabia, Spain, Sri Lanka, 

Taiwan, Thailand, Turkey, Ukraine, United Arab Emirates, United States of 

America, Uzbekistan, Viet Nam. 

 

Most of IELTS’s fee paying clients are citizens of ‘developing economies’ or ‘economies 

in transition’ as defined by the United Nations (United Nations, 2016, p. 160). Business 

data for ‘country of origin’ is not yet available for 2016. 
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Business model 

 

The IELTS organization is a collaborative joint venture that administers the IELTS exam. 

Table 1 summarizes the service-delivery structure of these three entities. 

 

Table 1:  

IELTS consortium partners: business model 

 

Member Status Source 

 

British Council 

 

“a public corporation  

(in accounting terms)” 

 

 

British Council 

(2017h, NP) 

 

Cambridge  

Assessment  

(Brand) 

 

A “non-teaching department of 

the University of Cambridge”  

 

Cambridge Assessment 

Group (2017a, NP) 

 

 

IDP Education  

Limited 

 

A for-profit corporation that is 

listed on the Australian Stock 

Exchange. 

 

IDP Education 

Australia  

(2017, p. 6) 
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Revenue 

 

The total annual revenue and financial surpluses/profits earned by members of the IELTS 

consortium for delivering IELTS goods and services is not disclosed in their Annual 

Financial Reports. Members of the IELTS consortium report their IELTS revenues as a 

component of a consolidated revenue item (British Council, 2017a, p. 60; Cambridge 

Assessment Group, 2015b, p. 7; IDP Education Australia, 2017, p. 17). 

 

Members of the IELTS’s consortium and their authorized agents charge registrants a 

commercial fee to sit the IELTS exam. IELTS charges a standard fee by test center 

location.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2, overleaf, shows the fees schedule in six selected countries as at March, 2017.  

This data set contains a member nation from each continent, including the Indian 

subcontinent. 

  

 

IELTS does not offer a fee waiver or a reduced fee schedule for those who live in a state 

of “income poverty” as defined by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization (2016, p. 160).  
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Table 2: 

Selected IELTS registration fees by country 

As at March 2017 

 

 

Country 

 (a) 

 

Commercial 

Fee 

(b) 

 

USD 

(c)  

 

GDP USD 

Per capita 

(b)/(c)  

 

Cost  

Per capita 

 

Ghana GHS980 $216 $1,388 15.6% 

 
India 

 
Rupees 11,300  

 

 
$173 

 
$1,587 

 
10.9% 

 
China 

 
RMB 1, 960  

 

 

 

$284 

 
$7,617 

 
3.7% 

Brazil BRL800 $277 $11,387 2.4% 

United Kingdom  GBP200 
(Immigration) 

$247 $46,461 0.5% 

 
USA 

 
USD$235 

 
$235 

 
$54,306 

 
0.4% 

 

 

Sources: 

 

British Council (2017b; 2017c; 2017g; 2017j; 2017k; IELTS, 2017c).  

 

(b) Bank of Canada (2017); (c) United Nations (2017). 
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Impartiality 

 

The Global English Language Tests Review (GELTR) aims to provide an objective 

review of the scholarly design and global administration of the IELTS examination and 

substitute global English language tests such as Pearson, TOEIC and TOEFL. This series 

aims to complement the IELTS “Research Report” series published by IELTS.  

 

Independence 

 

In contrast to IELTS’s Research Report series, the GELTR is not subject to editorial 

amendments imposed by IELTS’s employees or its affiliates. Furthermore, in contrast to 

IELTS’s Research Report series, none of the costs involved in preparing and 

disseminating the GELTR are funded by the IELTS organization or its member partners. 

 

Evidence 

 

I refer to the open-access website owned and managed by ‘IELTS Liz’. IELTS Liz is a 

globally respected online volunteer IELTS instructor. As at March, 2017 she has 144, 300 

subscribers to her YouTube channel (IELTS Liz, YouTube, 2017, NP).  

 

IELTS Liz (2017, NP) informs her audience “I completed my IELTS examiner training in 

2008”. This certification was earned three years after IELTS completed its last major 
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overhaul of its English language exam. Between 2001 and 2005, IELTS conducted the 

“IELTS Writing Project” (Taylor & Weir, 2012, p. 3). 

 

According to IELTS Liz (2017, NP) “There are only minimal differences between 

IELTS’s General writing task 2 and its Academic task 2.  

 

Table 3, overleaf, summarizes the major similarities and minor differences between the 

General and Academic versions of the writing task 2 component of the IELTS. 

  



8 

Table 3:  

Comparing the General and Academic 

 Writing Task 2 essay questions 

Comparison criteria Similarity/difference 

Essay question difficulty Similar 
 
The General question is often written in a way that 
is clearer and easier to understand. 
 

Topics for essay Similar 
 
General questions tend to focus on common issues.  
 
The Academic test examines a wider range of 
topics. 
 

Essay types  Same  
 
You could receive a: 
 

• Opinion essay 

• Discussion essay 

• Advantage/disadvantage essay 

• Solution essay  

• Direct question essay 
 

Marking and scoring Same 

IELTS essay writing techniques Same 

Essay length and timing Same 
 

Source: IELTS Liz (2017, NP) 
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Table 4, overleaf, cites two official exam preparation resources for the General and 

Academic versions of the IELTS exam. This data set illustrates the breadth of general 

knowledge required for writing task 2 for both versions of the IELTS. It also illustrates 

the strong similarities between each version of this exam. 
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Table 4:  

Comparing the General and Academic Writing Task 2 essay questions: 

Official open-access exam preparation questions 

General version Academic version 

Education (sub-field: Children) 

“Some people believe that teaching children 
at home is best for a child’s development 
while others think that it is important for 
children to go to school. 

Discuss the advantages of both methods and 
give your own opinion. 

Give reasons for your answer and include 
any relevant examples from your own 
knowledge or experience. 

Write at least 250 words.” 

British Council (2017f) 

Society (subfield: Moral philosophy) 

A person’s worth nowadays seems to be judged 
according to social status and material 
possessions. Old-fashioned values, such as 
honour, kindness and trust, no longer seem 
important. 

To what extent do you agree or disagree with 
this opinion? 

Give reasons for your answer and include any 
relevant examples from your own knowledge or 
experience. 

Write at least 250 words.” 

British Council (2017f) 

Government (subfield: Social Policy) 

 
“The care of old people is a growing 
problem. Some say the government should 
care for old people. Others say that it is the 
family’s responsibility. Discuss both these 
views and give your own opinion.” 
 

Write at least 250 words.” 

 

Cambridge English (2017b) 

Government (subfield: Public Policy) 
 
“The  threat  of  nuclear  weapons  maintains  
world  peace.  Nuclear  power  provides  cheap  
and  clean energy. The benefits of nuclear 
technology far outweigh the disadvantages. To 
what extent do you agree or disagree? Give 
reasons for your answer and include any relevant 
examples from your knowledge or experience. 
 

Write at least 250 words.” 

Cambridge English (2017a) 
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Pedagogy 

 

I argue that the IELTS exam is severely flawed because it does not provide a single 

comprehensive curriculum document or a syllabus that informs future test-takers of a 

menu of topics that examinees may be required to discuss in the exam. Examinees may 

be subjected to a general knowledge examination on an extremely broad range of topics 

from specialist sub-fields within Arts and Sciences disciplines. 

 

I refer to public access web content uploaded by ‘IELTS Liz’ on her IELTS training 

website. IELTS Liz (2017, NP) classifies her open-access collection of 100 authentic 

IELTS exam preparation resources for writing task 1 into the following 19 categories: 

 

“Common IELTS Essay Questions 
 
 
IELTS essay questions divided by topic 
 
 

Art (5 essay questions) 

Business & Money (17 essay questions) 

Communication & Personality (17 essay questions) 

Crime & Punishment (12 essay questions) 

Education (17 essay questions) 

Environment (12 essay questions) 

Family & Children (8 essay questions) 

Food & Diet (8 essay questions) 



12 

Government (6 essay questions) 

Health (9 essay questions) 

Media & Advertising (12 essay questions) 

Reading (5 essay questions) 

Society (10 essay questions) 

Space exploration (3 essay questions) 

Sport & Exercise (6 essay questions) 

Technology (6 essay questions) 

Tourism (6 essay questions) 

Transport (7 essay questions) 

Work (16 essay questions)” 

 

Most examinees who sit the IELTS exam do not speak English as a first language and are 

not from Western countries that administer the IELTS exam, i.e., Australia and the 

United Kingdom (IELTS, 2017d). It is therefore essential that IELTS develops a new 

topic variable that is fair and accessible for those from diverse linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds (e.g. Uysal, 2009, p. 316).  

 

In its current form, the writing task imposes excessive demands on non-native English 

language speakers. IELTS markets itself as an international English language test. In 

reality, writing task 2 examines a candidate’s general knowledge and critical thinking 

skills on virtually any contemporary social issue or scientific problem and does so from a 

Western perspective.  
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At present, IELTS does not publish an open-access curriculum document or syllabus that 

specify a selected range of topics that may appear in its exams in a general sense, or 

during a defined period such as a particular calendar year (e.g., British Council, 2017i, 

NP). This absence of a public guideline document that outlines topic variables makes it 

extremely difficult for those who plan to sit for the IELTS exam to devise a strategy to 

prepare for writing task 2. 

 

Pedagogy 

 

 

I argue that IELTS should not impose a hidden curriculum on its ‘customers’ that is not 

supported by a curriculum document/syllabus for the following reasons: 

 

 

● Pedagogical practices 

 

● Emotional health 

 

● Ethical considerations. 

 

 

The written and spoken components of the IELTS Academic and IELTS General exams 

are the most subjective parts of this assessment. It is possible for any person to assess 

their reading and listening skills at home. Official IELTS exam practice resources 

provide exact answers for reading and listening questions (British Council, 2017i, NP). 
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It is extremely difficult for students to prepare fully for any exam if the examiners use a 

marking system that is not disclosed in full and in a timely manner (e.g. Reynolds-

Keefer, 2010, pp. 4 & 6). This lack of transparency in turn may increase the anxiety 

levels of those required to prepare for an academic assessment.  

 

The lack of a syllabus to guide instructors and students to prepare for the IELTS exam is 

problematic. As argued by IELTS researcher Qinglan Yu (2014, p. 26) 

 

Appropriate IELTS learning materials will play a very important role in 
classroom learning. Scientific teaching materials will change the current exercise-
dominated classroom, increase learner's interest, accelerate teacher student 
interactions, optimize learning efficiency and virtually improve their performance 
in real test. Generally, in joint education program, to prepare students with best 
designed teaching materials, professional teachers should form a panel to select 
from existing teaching materials, including those imported from abroad, re-
arrange them according to a specific syllabus [emphasis added], whether a 
function-notional, or a task-based, or more possible, a communicative syllabus. 
 
 
 

I argue that IELTS should switch their writing task 2 format from a critical general 

knowledge scholastic format to one that focuses on basic “communication competence” 

(e.g. Uysal, 2009, p. 318) skills required of academic scholars, working professionals and 

private citizens who engage using the English language. This modification would morph 

the IELTS writing task 2 into a system that is more reflective of society-at-large. 

 

The use of secretive business practices in educational settings defies the spirit of fairness, 

transparency and accountability which the public expects from educational service 
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providers who trade in the exchange of truth and knowledge (e.g. Hong & Walsh, 2009). 

Furthermore, the use of secretive business practices does not reflect a customer-oriented 

service delivery model. Such practices are indicative of a monopoly business model 

whereby one party aims to preserve its dominance as the gatekeeper of knowledge in a 

narrow field (e.g. Zoellner, 2014), such as English language testing.  

 

 

For comment 

 

 

I welcome members of the public to provide constructive feedback on this exposure draft. 

You may provide feedback in confidence or request to have this uploaded on the School’s 

website or GELTR’s website. 

 
Initial distribution list 
 

 

 

IELTS instructors; 

IELTS stakeholders (global); 

Former IELTS test-takers; 

IELTS registrants; 

IELTS research academics; 

Former IELTS staff; 

IELTS staff; 

Education Minister, Canada. 

Education Minister, United Kingdom. 
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Accessed 12 March 2017. 

 

–––––– (2017b), China, 
 <http://takeielts.britishcouncil.org/locations/china>. Accessed 12 March 2017. 
 

–––––– (2017c), IELTS Application: Check Test Availability (Brazil), 

<https://ielts.britishcouncil.org/CheckAvailability.aspx>. Accessed 12 March 2017. 

 

–––––– (2017d),  IELTS Speaking band descriptors (public version), 
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