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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 (2017e, 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). IELTS’s 

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

 

The IELTS organization is a tripartite 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  

(2017a, 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, 2017b, p. 60; Cambridge 

Assessment Group, 2015b, p. 7; IDP Education Australia, 2017a, 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 (2017c; 2017d; 2017e; 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. 

 

Objective 
 
 
This Exposure Draft offers a constructive review of the pedagogical design of the 

listening component of IELTS’s General and Academic listening test.  

 

IELTS use the same test content and format for the General and Academic versions of its 

exam (IELTS, 2017d). 
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Lay person perspective 

 

I argue that the IELTS exam does not deliver a service that is suggestive of its name, i.e. 

an international English language test. Its listening test contains a hidden curriculum that 

goes far beyond merely examining a person’s ability to interpret audio content spoken in 

the English language. IELTS’s listening test examines a candidate’s ability to interpret 

various diagrams and models as they multitask using visual cognitive skills, writing skills 

and cognitive listening skills under strict exam conditions. 

 

A so-called ‘layperson’ who knows very little about the IELTS may note that a job 

applicant that they are interviewing was awarded a band score of 5 (mid-range) for their 

IELTS exam. This interviewer may fairly assume that the IELTS exam demonstrates that 

the interviewee has average English language listening skills. The interviewer may not 

appreciate that the interviewee may have excellent English language listening skills, but 

was disadvantaged by the many design flaws that I argue persist in IELTS’s exam.  

 

This research series does not adopt a theoretical applied linguistics academic approach to 

frame discussion. This project aims to make my discussion accessible to a wider audience 

beyond the academic domain. There are multiple stakeholders that have an interest in 

reforming the IELTS. These audiences include test-takers, college admissions officers, 

policy makers, governments, employers and IELTS’s business partners. 
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Evidence 

 

This section analyzes official IELTS exam preparation content. It also cites the opinions 

of a respected former IELTS examiner who has published more than 100 open-access 

audio-visual and textual documents about IELTS on the World Wide Web. 

 

Pedagogical design flaws 

 

I refer to the popular idiom ‘set up to fail’. This idiom may refer to a situation where it is 

very difficult for a subordinate to achieve high success, even if a worker is suitably 

qualified, highly skilled and acts in good faith. It may not necessarily convey the literal 

meaning that someone is doomed (e.g. Manzoni & Barsoux, 1998).  

 

I argue that the current design of the IELTS listening exam makes it very difficult for a 

certain percentage of listeners who possess advanced English language skills to achieve 

their required band score, even if they diligently prepare for their IELTS exam. 

 

I identify nine major design flaws in IELTS listening test. 

 

Does not replicate real life experiences 
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IELTS claim that their language examination aims create a test that is authentic, i.e., it 

replicates real life scenarios where people use language in formal and informal settings 

(Jakeman & McDowell, 2008, p. 7). To some extent IELTS achieve this objective. 

However, there are flaws in their listening task that are relatively easy to improve or 

eliminate. 

 

IELTS’s listening test does not allow examinees the opportunity to clarify what they have 

heard during the listening test. Allowing candidates to hear spoken content twice 

increases the authenticity of IELTS’s listening test as it allows a candidate to absorb the 

context of the artificial environment of a language exam setting (Taylor & Weir, 2012, 

pp. 476-477).  

 

In real life situations, it is not uncommon for native and fluent speakers of the English 

language to ask a speaker to clarify or rephrase a word, sentence, theme or argument that 

that has been spoken in the English language. There are numerous reasons why a person 

with advanced listening skills may require clarification. Examples include background 

interference and momentary losses in concentration that are normal part of human nature. 

 

IELTS does not allow test-takers to stop the listening tape and hear any section of the 

audio twice (British Council, 2017g). It is simplistic and false to argue that a listener can 

simply ignore a message that they did not understand and move onto the next question. 

Put differently, I reject the argument that test-takers can ignore the small number of 
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words that they do not hear or understand, and still score well for the content that they 

have understood.  

 

During the listening exam, candidates can never be entirely sure which parts of the audio 

align to the written questions and answer options on the exam papers. If a candidate 

mishears just one key word on the audio, they may not realize that the speaker has since 

moved onto the next question/s on the answer sheet. In effect, misunderstanding one 

small section of audio, early into the section, can cause a candidate to score zero for the 

entire listening exam because of a minor lapse in concentration or because of a 

pedagogical design flaw in IELTS’s exam content. 

 

Suggested solution: allot candidates time to hear the recording twice (Taylor & Weir, p. 

477). In its current format, IELTS listening test uses a ‘one strike and you are’ out 

format. This ‘one strike’ content review format flaw does not exist in IELT’s reading, 

writing or speaking exams. 

 

IELTS’s listening exam replicates only two popular scenarios in real-life: phone calls and 

radio broadcasts. Nowadays, many people use audio-visual interactive communications 

such as Facetime and Skype to communicate via telephone technologies.  

 

When people speak with others via Skype, watch television/cinema and speak with others 

face-to-face they may gauge meaning from a speaker’s body language, facial expressions 
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and the physical environment. IELTS’s listening test does not replicate authentic 

experiences that its examinees encounter in educational contexts (e.g. Taylor & Weir, 

2012, p. 477) and other social and professional contexts. 

 

IELTS’s practice materials and exam content use a range of English accents to 

authenticate real life experience. These accents include Australian, New Zealand, British, 

Canadian and American pronunciations of the spoken word. I welcome this variety as it 

is an authentic replication of spoken forms of global English.  

 

I strongly suspect that some speakers who use mainstream American, Canadian and 

Australian accents on IELTS’s official audio practice tests use fake accents. Some 

speakers sound like they are native English language speakers from the South of England 

(e.g. Hertfordshire) who are faking an accent for the purposes of creating diverse exam 

preparation content. This undermines IELTS’s desire to replicate authentic use of the 

English language. 

 

The following recording sounds like a British (English) person speaking with a fake 

Australian accent: 

http://takeielts.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/audio/BC_LISTENING_Test_1.1_Audio.mp3  

Source: British Council (2017f). 
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Hybrid accents are often genuine and some people do fake accents in real-life scenarios. 

Those who seem to use fake accents in IELTS’s practice tests speak with clarity. I raise 

this possible flaw a ‘food-for-thought’ issue for IELTS to consider and do not flag this as 

an urgent problem. 

 

Suggested solution: IELTS could hire voice actors who have authentic mainstream 

regional and national accents. 

 

Hidden curriculum 

 

In a similar vein to the IELTS test a whole, IELTS’s listening component contains a 

hidden curriculum. IELTS’s listening exam extends far beyond an innocuous test of a 

person’s ability to listen to verbal content and attribute meaning to audio recordings of 

speech. 

 

I refer to video instruction on the topic of ‘IELTS listening skills’ presented by ‘IELTS 

Liz’. IELTS Liz is a globally respected online volunteer IELTS instructor. As at May 17, 

2017 she has 164, 421 subscribers to her YouTube channel (IELTS Liz, 2017).  

 

IELTS Liz (2017) 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).  

 

I concur with Liz (IELTS Liz, 2015a) that IELTS’s official listening exam practice 

resources test candidates via ten formats. These are: 

 

 “multiple choice 

 map completion 

 diagram labelling 

 form completion 

 note completion 

 flow chart completion 

 sentence completion 

 summary completion 

 short answer questions 

 table completion” (IELTS Liz, 2017). 

 

IELTS’s listening exam tests examinees’ ability to comprehend, navigate and respond to 

ten alternative forms of data display. Furthermore, they must do so under strict exam 

conditions such as the time limit imposed. As stated by Liz (2015a), IELTS’s listening 

test also tests your ability to “multitask”. 
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The author of this paper has sometimes struggled to interpret what is required of the 

diagrams that I must complete during the listening test. In all instances, I have used 

IELTS’s official exam preparation resources. In multiple instances, I have not yet gauged 

what I must do to complete the diagram at the point in time in which the audio content 

that presents the listening test material commences. 

 

The author of this paper is a native English language speaker who holds an Honors 

Degree in Education and a Graduate Certificate in Education (Teaching English as a 

Second Language) in addition to a Bachelor Degree in Commerce, a Master Degree in 

Economics and a Doctorate in Sociology. All awards were earned at English speaking 

universities. He has also been trained to teach IELTS in the Learning Skills Unit by two 

practicing IELTS examiners at an Australian university.  

 

This personal narrative aims to make the point that IELTS’s language exam is not as 

straightforward as a layperson may assume. Diagram 1 shows an example of a diagram 

extracted from an official IELTS practice test (IDP Australia, 2017b). 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 
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Authentic official IELTS exam preparation resource 
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The format of the answer sheet shown in Figure 2 is confusing. This answer sheet 

requires the reader to keep their eye on two sections of the paper, at the same time, and 

simultaneously coordinate their reading and writing skills under strict exam conditions, 

such as a time limit imposed and the opportunity to hear the audio only once. 

 

Figure 2 

Authentic official IELTS exam preparation resource 

 

“Questions 26 – 30                Page 7 of original Listening paper  

  

In what time period can the float projects help with the issues 26-30 below?      

 

A  At present  

 

B  In the near future  

  

C  In the long-term future  

  

Write the correct letter, A, B or C, next to questions 26-30.  

  

26 El Niño     …………………  
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27 Global warming    …………………  

  

28 Naval rescues    …………………  

  

29 Sustainable fishing practices  …………………  

  

30 Crop selection    …………………” 

 

Source: IDP Australia (2017b) 

 

Suggested solution: IELTS should remove diagram interpretations from its listening test 

and adopt an exclusive multiple choice format. 

 

Insufficient time to read the section  

 

I concur with IELTS Liz (2015) that there is insufficient reading time allotted to 

candidates to read the answer sheet (e.g. maps, tables, diagrams and blank answer 

sections) prior to the commencement of the audio examination. 

 

Suggested solution: IELTS may extend the reading time by approximately 100%. 
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Fast sequencing 

 

I concur with IELTS Liz (2015) that some of the answers that the reader hears in the 

audio content appear in rapid succession. I argue that this this is not fair. Test-takers are 

required to multitask their reading, writing and listening skills simultaneously. 

Furthermore, as IELTS are aware, most of their test-takers do not speak English as a first 

language. 

 

Suggested solution: IELTS should avoid answers that appear in rapid sequence. 

 

Counting words 

 

A content analysis of discussion posted online by former IELTS test-takers who post 

comments under IELTS Liz’s YouTube presentations (e.g. see IELTS Liz, 2015a) 

confirms that many examinees remain confused about references to the use of numbers in 

listening questions.  

 

For example, I cite this text verbatim from an official IELTS practice test: 

 

“Sample Listening A: Questions                                                

SECTION 3  Questions 21 – 30  

Questions 21 and 22                Page 5 of original Listening paper  
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Complete the notes below.  

Write NO MORE THAN THREE WORDS AND/OR A NUMBER [emphasis 

added] for each answer.” 

 

Some students confuse the notion of a ‘numeral’ with the notion of a ‘number’. The 

number ‘50’ contains two numerals: a ‘5’ and a ‘0’. 

 

Suggested solution: IELTS could switch all response options to a multiple-choice format. 

This would remove confusion as examinee’s only need to circle the response that they 

identify as correct, rather than constantly remaining in a state of doubt about whether 

their response satisfies written instructions that are slightly ambiguous. 

 

Too many acceptable options shown in official practice tests 

 

It is reasonable for IELTS to assume that test-takers will consult official practice 

materials prior to their exam. These materials are freely available via websites owned by 

the British Council, IELTS and IDP Australia (e.g. IDP Australia, 2017b).  

 

I rate the quantity of free materials that are made available online as borderline adequate. 

I call for IELTS to double the amount of free practice materials made available online to 

increase to at least double to what is currently available. The IELTS consortium claim 

charitable status and most of their fee-paying clients are citizens of developing nations. 
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A review of the official free exam practice materials shows that many alternative answers 

are acceptable for certain responses. On one hand, this situation may be seen to empower 

the test-taker. The inclusion of multiple correct answers recognizes that there is often 

more than one way to correctly state an answer using the English language. For example 

the time seven o’clock in the morning may be written as 7am or 7 a.m. or seven am etc. 

 

On the other hand, displaying multiple acceptable answers in exam practice material may 

confuse test-takers – most of whom do not speak English as a first language. Some test-

takers may feel overwhelmed by the fact that they can sometimes offer multiple 

responses that are equally correct. 

 

The following set of texts are a verbatim extract from an official IELTS practice test. 

 

“Sample Listening A: Answer Key  

 

21  cigar  

22  13 (different) countries  

23  (is) activated  

24  (average) (around/about/approximately) 50 kilometres/kilometers  

25  (water/ocean/sea) temperature / change(s) in temperature / (water/ocean/sea) 

temperature change(s) /  temperature of water/ocean/sea” 
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Source: IDP Australia (2017b) 

 

“Listening sample task – Form completion (to be used with IELTS Listening Recording 

1)  

Answers:  

  

1   Mkere  

  

2   Westall  

  

3          BS8 9PU   

  

4   0.75 m/metre(s)/meter(s) (wide) / three(-)quarter(s) (of) (a) metre/meter (wide) /     

¾ m (wide) / 75 cm(s) (wide)  

  

5  0.5 m/metre(s)/meter(s) (high/deep) / (a) half (a) metre/meter (high/deep) /  ½ m 

(high/deep) / 50 cm(s) (high/deep)  

  

6 & 7  in either order  (some) books  (some) toys  

  

8   1,700” 
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Confusion caused by multiple acceptable answers can be removed if a multiple-choice 

format is used that clearly has only one correct answer. For example please consider this 

illustration example: 

 

Transcript [Mary]: I have a meeting tomorrow with a nun at half past 7 in the 

morning. 

 

Multiple choice question. 

 

  At what time is Mary’s meeting? 

 

A) 6.15 pm 

B) 7.30 am 

C) Noon 

D) 7.30 pm 

 

Phonemic awareness 

 

IELTS Liz (2015b) claims that IELTS design parts of their listening test in a way that 

purposefully aims to “test” candidates by frequently referring to numbers that are tens 

and teens in the audio exam content.  
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“And of course, IELTS know all the problems that many students have with 

numbers in English … So IELTS often [emphasis added] give you those 

[paired tens and teens] numbers in the test”. 

 

The notion of ‘paired tens and teens’ refers to numbers that have closely matching 

phonological structures. Examples of paired tens and teens are: 

 

Thirteen and thirty 

Fifteen and fifty 

Eighteen and eighty.  

 

I am concerned that a highly respected former IELTS examiner claims that IELTS 

frequently use spoken words that are known to confuse test-takers and they do so 

purposefully.  

 

IELTS should never act in a way that aims to trick test-takers. For the record, I note that 

such claims have never been verified and I have quoted IETLS Liz without contacting her 

for clarification or comment. 
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Compound words 

 

IELTS’s official practice materials sometimes require candidates to write responses that 

may be written a single compound word (e.g. part-time) or as two words (e.g. part time).  

For example: 

 

“Listening sample task – Sentence completion (to be used with IELTS Listening 

Recording 4)  

 

Answers:  

27 motivation  

28 time(-)management [emphasis added] 

29  modules  

30  summer school(s)” 

 

IELTS impose a maximum word count on all written answers in the listening test. The 

inclusion of answers that may be written as compound words or as multiple words may 

confuse test-takers insofar as they are unsure how to stay within the word limit imposed 

on written answers. 

 

Suggested solution: IELTS should avoid answers that may be written as compound words 

(which count as one word) or as multiple words.  
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Assessment 

 

IELTS’s assessment is not transparent (Jericho, 2017). This is problematic for all test 

components because it makes it difficult for test-takers to earn credit where credit is due. 

It also makes it difficult for external reviewers, who are not on IELTS’s payroll, to offer 

honest, constructive, impartial advice about how IELTS can improve its ‘behind closed 

doors’ assessment procedures. 

 

According to IELTS Liz (2015a), “if you spell a word incorrectly you will be marked 

wrong”. IELTS do not award half marks for partially complete answers in the listening 

test. For example, there may be one letter missing from the word, such as a test-taker 

providing the answer ‘environmentlly’ instead of ‘environmentally’.  

 

Referring to the example above of ‘environmentally’ – in this hypothetical scenario, the 

candidate has scribed 14 letters (environmentlly) of 15, i.e. the correct answer 

(environmentally). Furthermore, these 14 letters are in correct sequence. It is obvious that 

the candidate has heard and understood audio content. Although the candidate is 93.3% 

correct, IELTS award a score of zero (0/1) for such as response. 

  

As IELTS does not award fractional marks, it is possible for a test-taker to score zero for 

the listening exam solely because of their spelling skills. Spelling skills should be 

examined only during IELTS’s writing tests.  
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To illustrate this argument, please consider the data shown in Table 3.  

 

Table 3: 

Understating a candidate’s true examination performance 

Correct answer Actual answer Score 

Generalize/Generalise Generaliz 0 

Candy shop Kandy shop 0 

Over the bridge Over the bridges 0 

515 people 550 people 0 

Total score  0 

 

Analysis of data shown in Table 3 shows how a candidate may score zero out of four for 

that sub-component of the listening test. A lay person reading another person’s IELTS 

Test Report Form may conclude that the test-taker is unable to comprehend any aspects 

of spoken English. 

 

Pencil 

 

I do not support IELTS’s policy that requires all candidates must use pencil for any part 

of the test, especially listening (British Council, 2017g). My grave concerns with this 

issue are the topic of discussion in Exposure Draft 9 (forthcoming). 
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Conclusion 
 
 
I argue that IELTS should switch to an exclusive multiple choice format for its listening 

test. Furthermore, it should allow candidates the opportunity to stop the recording and/or 

hear the audio content twice. IELTS’s listening test in its current format lacks 

authenticity and is a ‘one-strike’ format. These design flaws are of concern. IELTS is a 

very high-stakes test. Some examinees do not have sufficient funds to sit the IELTS exam 

a second time to navigate the design flaws that they witnessed during their first sitting. 

 
 
The use of multiple choice testing will alleviate test-takers of the need to focus on their 

spelling and grammar skills during a listening exercise. This change will simplify 

IELTS’s listening test from its current state which requires complex cognitive 

multitasking.  

  
For comment 
 
 
I welcome members of the public to provide feedback on this exposure draft. You may 

provide this feedback in confidence or request to have this uploaded online. 

 
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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