
1 

 
The Free School 

http://www.thefreeschool.education/language-tests-review.html      

 

Global English Language Tests Review Series 

 

 

IELTS speaking questions:  

Non-universal content, hidden curriculum and the absence of choice  

 

Exposure Draft Number 4  

March, 2017 

 

 

Jay Jericho D.Soc.Sc Syd 

 

jay@thefreeschool.education 

 

 

IELTS Review Series 

 

 

This document is the fourth exposure draft in a series that conducts a critical review of 

the International English Language Testing System (IELTS) and other global language 

tests. The scope of this project discusses the pedagogical design and the administrative 

regime of global English language examinations such as the IELTS. 



2 

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). Business 

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

 



3 

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 

(2017f, 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; 2017h; 2017i; 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 discusses two myths about the speaking component of the IELTS:  

 

● That this test only assesses a person’s English language abilities; 

 

● That the content is culturally neutral, i.e., it is global in outlook. 
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This exposure draft analyzes primary evidence to show that the content of the IELTS 

speaking test questions favors persons from developing countries. Furthermore, it also 

tests a person’s general knowledge and critical thinking skills under strict examination 

conditions.  

 

Myth 

 

The IELTS organization explicitly claims that the IELTS is a global English language 

test. It does not recognize that this global English language exam aims to do more than 

test a person’s English language skills: 

 

“The International English Language Testing System (IELTS) is widely 

recognised as a reliable means of assessing the English language ability of 

candidates who need to study or work where English is the language of 

communication.” (Cambridge University Press, 2016, p. 1) 

 

The IELTS organization implicitly claims that the IELTS exam is an international 

English language test. This argument is evident from the name of this examination, i.e., 

the “International English Language Testing System”.  
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Format 

 

 

The structure, format and marking scheme for the General and Academic version of 

IELTS’s speaking exams are identical. 

 

“Test format – Speaking  

 

11–14 minutes 

 

The speaking component assesses your use of spoken English. Every test is recorded. 

 

Part 1 - the examiner will ask you general questions about yourself and a range of 

familiar topics, such as home, family, work, studies and interests. This part lasts between 

four and five minutes. 

 

Part 2 - you will be given a card which asks you to talk about a particular topic. You will 

have one minute to prepare before speaking for up to two minutes. The examiner will 

then ask one or two questions on the same topic. 

 

Part 3 - you will be asked further questions about the topic in Part 2. These will give you 

the opportunity to discuss more abstract ideas and issues. This part of the test lasts 

between four and five minutes.” (IELTS, 2017d) 

 

Background to the problem 

 

 

Dr. Jay Jericho holds an Honors Degree in Education and a Graduate Certificate in 

Education (Teaching English as a Second Language) from the University of Tasmania. 

He also holds degrees in Commerce, Economics and a Doctorate in Sociology from the 

University of Sydney. 
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The author of this document has previously received formal IELTS training by two 

practicing IELTS examiners when he was employed as a learning skills tutor at an 

Australian university. In this capacity, he tutored IELTS’s registrants (including those 

who had previously sat for an IELTS exam) at an accredited Australian University based 

at its Sydney International Campus. He has also taught IELTS as an English Language 

Program Manager at a Registered Training Organization (RTO) in New Zealand. He has 

also taught IELTS privately on a volunteer basis in Australia and New Zealand.  

 

 

A personal narrative 

 

 

The experiences that I discuss below are honest personal anecdotes. Readers may reflect 

on their own experiences and logic and form their own conclusions. The intention of this 

exposure draft aims to encourage those who have been involved with IELTS to discuss 

their unique personal experiences so that data may be collected and analyzed in a 

systematic and scientific manner. 

 

I have taught IELTS since 2010. During this time, I have taught IELTS to a number of 

candidates whose advanced English language skills have been independently verified by 

credible educational institutions. Examples of these candidates include adults who have 

spent their entire life living in a country where English is an official language or the 

official language. Furthermore, these persons have also completed high school and 

university studies that were conducted mostly or exclusively via the English language.    
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I have personally encountered advanced English language speakers who are university 

graduates from an English speaking university struggle to answer multiple sub-parts of 

official IELTS speaking exam practice questions. In multiple instances, these students 

remained silent when I have asked them a question during a mock exam, using official 

IELTS exam practice resources under exam conditions. 

 

Exam preparation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Official exams 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some students have told me that they remained silent because the question/s requires 

them to discuss a topic that they have never been exposed to. These include references 

to objects, places, environmental landscapes, natural phenomena, living beings, 

thoughts, personal experiences, ideas, occupations and other social constructions that 

do not exist in their homeland or their place of residence. 

 

 

Multiple students have told me that they remained silent in response to one or more 

questions that an examiner put forward during an official IELTS exam. When I have 

asked them why they remained silent, most students explained to me that one or more 

exam questions required them to discuss a topic that they have never been exposed to, 

such as references to objects, ideas, human positions (e.g. work roles) and other social 

constructions that do not exist in their homeland or their place of residence. 
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Problem overview 

 

There are three main problems with the pedagogical design of the IELTS speaking test.  

 

Core problem 1: Not a universal test 

 

The IELTS speaking test is not universal as it favors those who live in developed 

economies. 

 

Persons who have not spent many years living in a developed country such as Canada or 

Japan may struggle to grasp the topics they are required to discuss under strict exam 

conditions. This document shows how candidates may be required to discuss issues such 

as modern housing arrangements and digital media that do not exist in isolated 

communities such as Indigenous townships and Indigenous nations. 

 

Core problem 2: Authenticity 

 

The IELTS speaking test does not replicate real-life conditions that most people 

experience in the social, educational and work spheres of society where choices abound. 

The speaking component of the IELTS exam denies examinees choice. Candidates may 

be required to discuss topics that have no relevance whatsoever to their lifestyle, life-

course and their English language abilities.  
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Core problem 3: Hidden curriculum and absent syllabus 

 

The IELTS speaking test is not a pure English language exam that only assesses a 

candidate’s English language speaking skills. Examinee’s are required to think and speak 

critically and may be examined on virtually any topic that relates to specialist fields 

within Arts and Sciences disciplines. IELTS do not publish a curriculum or syllabus 

document that narrows the field of questions that a candidate may be required to discuss. 

 

Eleven distinct pedagogical design flaws 

 

 

My preliminary research identifies eleven pedagogical design flaws that persist in 

IELTS’s official exam practice resources. IELTS have stated publicly that their official 

exam practice resources aim to replicate the types of questions that appear in official 

exams (Cambridge University Press, 2016, p. 4). It is difficult to know if official IELTS 

exam practice materials are partial or complete replicas of prior IELTS exams as IELTS 

does not publicly disclose this information. 

 

I speculate that multiple persons who have undertaken an IELTS exam have experienced 

exam testing bias for reasons that are not their fault. Put differently, on the balance of 

probabilities, multiple design flaws that persist in IELTS’s speaking exam are 

disadvantaging some, most or all test takers to varying degrees.  
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Data/evidence 

 

 

Tables 3, 4 and 5 in this document list two sample questions from speaking parts 1, 2 and 

3. These questions have been copied verbatim from the following source: 

 

Cambridge University Press (2016), Cambridge English: IELTS 11 Academic, 

Cambridgeshire, England: Cambridge University Press. 

 

 

The inclusion of these data tables aims to serve two purposes. The first intention is to 

show that there is multiple pedagogical design flaws that persist in IELTS’s official exam 

practice resources. Furthermore, these design flaws exist in: 

 

 

● Each section of the exam, i.e., speaking parts 1, 2 and 3; 

 

● All four practice exams published in each of IELTS’s exam practice series. 

 

 

To demonstrate that these problems exist in official exam preparation resources published 

prior to 2016, I list examples in this section that appear in official IELTS exam 

preparation commercial publications dated prior to 2016. 
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Problem 1: A premise is built into the question 

 

 

Practice test 3, part 2 

 

 

Describe a child that you know. You should say who this child is and how often you see 

him or her. 

 

(Cambridge University Press, 2016, p. 79) 

 

This question assumes that the candidate knows a child. This question also assumes that 

the examinee sees this child in person or via virtual reality media such as Skype.  

 

 

Problem 2: Hidden curriculum - general knowledge 

 

 

Practice test 1, part 3 

 

What kind of jobs have the highest salary in your country? Why is this? 

 

(Cambridge University Press, 2016, p. 32) 

 

This question unfairly assumes that the candidate is aware of economic data and can also 

offer a logical explanation that explains economic data related to their home country. 
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Problem 3: Hidden curriculum - critical thinking and argument 

 

 

Practice test 1, part 3 

 

Some people say it would be better for society if everyone got the same salary. What do 

you think about that? Why? 

 

(Cambridge University Press, 2016, p. 32) 

 

This question goes well beyond testing a person’s English speaking ability. The candidate 

is required to offer an opinion, which may not necessarily be their own, on a topic that 

concerns political economy concepts such as free market capitalism, planned economies 

and Marxist political thought. 

 

 

Problem 4: Lack of universality 

 

 

Practice test 2, part 2 

 

Describe a shop near where you live that you sometimes use.  

 

(Cambridge University Press, 2016, p. 56) 
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Some persons do not live near a shop and therefore do not frequent any shops as browsers 

or as customers. An example may include those who live hunter-gatherer lifestyles and 

do not participate in a barter or cash economy. 

 

 

Problem 5: ‘Mindreading’ the national, regional or global consensus 

 

 

Practice test 2, part 3  

 

Why do some people want to start their own business? 

 

(Cambridge University Press, 2016, p. 56) 

 

This question requires the candidate to best guess the motives of masses of people. The 

question does not state the time and place parameters that the candidate is required to 

discuss. It appears that the candidate is required to ‘mind read’ the motives of humankind 

at large. 

 

 

Problem 6 – Forecasting human behavior on a mass scale 

 

 

Practice test 3, part 3 

 

How do you think children’s activities will change in the future? 
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(Cambridge University Press, 2016, p. 79) 

 

This question requires candidates to speculate about factors that are not known. Many 

esteemed social sciences research scholars do not speculate about future unknowns. It is 

difficult to predict the future due to the large number of variables and factors involved in 

forecasting human behavior (e.g. Goldthorpe, 2001; Taleb et al., 2009).  

 

 

Problem 7: Vast extent of questions with no supporting syllabus document  

 

 

Practice test 1, part 3  

 

Why do people choose to become teachers?  

 

(Jakeman & McDowell, 2015, p. 28) 

 

It is most unfair for IELTS’s examinees to be required to know or speculate about facts 

related to the teaching profession if the requirement to know about this profession is not 

listed in a syllabus document. There are hundreds of professions. Examples include 

electricians, politicians, musicians, truck drivers and nurses. It appears that IELTS 

expects an examinee to have an opinion on any profession during the speaking exam. 
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Problem 8: Deeply personal questions  

 

 

Do you think that owning lots of things makes people happy? Why? 

 

Test 4, part 3 

 

(Cambridge University Press, 2016, p. 103) 

 

This question asks about a candidate’s attitudes towards materialism. This question is 

deeply personal. A candidate’s inability or refusal to respond to such deeply personal 

questions may have nothing to do with their lack of English language speaking skills. 

 

 

Problem 9 - Logical incoherence 

 

 

Practice test 3, part 1  

 

Do you enjoy travelling? 

 

Have you done much travelling? 

 

(Cambridge University Press, 2016, p. 79) 
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The sequence in this question is not logical. This example is not an isolated incident in 

the IELTS series. The first question requires a ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘neutral’ response, or a 

sensible alternative answer such as ‘I am not sure because …’  

 

The second question may contradict the first question. The examinee may never have 

travelled anywhere. If a candidate has never travelled, it is illogical to ask them if they 

enjoy doing something that they have never experienced. 

 

 

Problem 10 – using abbreviations that are not defined 

 

 

Test 1, part 1 

 

 

Do you watch cooking programs on TV? [why/why not?] 

 

 

(Cambridge University Press, 2016, p. 32) 

 

 

IELTS’s assessment rubrics impose high English language grammar standards on those 

who sit this scholastic exam. It is unfair to assume that a person who does not speak 

English as a first language will know what is meant by the acronym ‘TV’. The examiner 

should use the formal English language word ‘television’ in the question. 
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Problem 11 - Poor grammar 

 

 

Test 4, part 3 

 

Are there any benefits to society of people wanting to get new possessions? 

 

(Cambridge University Press, 2016, p. 103) 

 

The grammar in this question is flawed. This is not an isolated case in the Cambridge 

IELTS series. A correct way to state this question is as follows: 

 

Are there any benefits to society that are realized from people wanting to get new 

possessions? 

 

Alternatively, a better way to restate this question is as follows: 

 

Are there any benefits to society that are realized from people wanting to 

acquire/purchase new possessions? 
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Choice 

 

 

Most students who take the IELTS exam do not speak English as a first language (IELTS, 

2017e). Writing English language, examinations is not a simple process and no system 

will ever be perfect. Achieving universality in a set of questions is near-impossible.  

 

I argue that IELTS can significantly improve their examination by offering a range of 

questions that allow a candidate to talk about a topic in a general sense, rather than being 

‘forced’ to discuss a specific topic that may have no relevance to their life-course and 

homeland. These questions be written down on paper and the candidate could be allotted 

one minute to select a set of questions that caters for their unique life course. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I argue that the current format of the IELTS exam is unfair as it requires some, most 

or all candidates to improvise to some degree in order to respond to exam questions.  

 

This pedagogical design flaw transforms the IELTS exam into a test of a person’s 

creative imagination when using the English language under strict exam conditions.  

 

This in turn severely undermines the ‘authentic’ experience that IELTS aims to 

replicate in its global English language exam. 
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Table 3: 

IELTS General and Academic Speaking Part 1 

 

 

Question 

 

Tell me about your best friend at school. 

 

Cambridge University Press (2016, p. 56) 

 

 

Question 

 

When you visit other places, do you take 

photos or buy postcards? 

 

Cambridge University Press (2016, p. 79) 
 

 

Pedagogical problem 

 

There are two premises built into the 

question that might not be true of the 

lifestyle for some, most or all examinees. 

 

Premise 1: the examinee went to school. 

 

Premise 2: the examinee has a best friend. 

 

 

Pedagogical problem 

 

There are two premises built into the 

question that might not be true of the 

lifestyle for some, most or all examinees. 

 

Premise 1: the examinee has left their 

place of residence and/or their hometown. 

 

Premise 2: the examinee has visited 

multiple places away from their place of 

resident and/or their hometown. 

 

Possible alternative 

 

1. Offer a choice of questions. 

 

2. Invite the candidate to talk about any 

persons that they know from any context. 

 

Possible alternative 

 

1. Offer a choice of questions. 

 

2. Invite the candidate to talk about their 

perceptions of a place they have visited or 

plan to visit at any time in the future. 
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Table 4: 

IELTS General and Academic Speaking Part 2 

 

 

Question 

 

Describe a day when you thought the 

weather was perfect and explain why you 

thought the weather was perfect on this day. 

 

Cambridge University Press (2016, p. 32) 

 

 

Question 

 

Describe a TV documentary that you 

watched that was particularly interesting. 

 
 

Cambridge University Press (2016, p. 102) 
 

 

Pedagogical problem 

 

There are two premises built into the 

question that might not be true of the 

experiences of some, most or all examinees. 

 

Premise 1: the examinee thought that a day 

was perfect. 

 

Premise 2: there is a reason why an 

examinee thought that a day was perfect. 

 

 

Pedagogical problem 

 

There are two premises built into the 

question that might not be true of the 

lifestyle for some, most or all examinees. 

 

Premise 1: the examinee has watched a 

television documentary. 

 

Premise 2: the examinee found a television 

documentary interesting. 

 

Possible alternative 

 

1. Offer a choice of questions. 

 

2. Invite the candidate to talk about their 

experience of any type of weather. 

 

Possible alternative 

 

1. Offer a choice of questions. 

 

2. Invite the candidate to talk about their 

opinion about any type of media. 
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Table 5: 

IELTS General and Academic Speaking Part 3 

 

 

Question 

 

What do you think are the advantages of 

living in a house rather than an apartment? 

 

Cambridge University Press (2016, p. 32) 

 

 

Question 

 

What types of weather do people in your 

country dislike most? Why is that? 
 
 

Cambridge University Press (2016, p. 79) 
 

 

Pedagogical problem 

 

This question lacks universality. Not all 

persons live in regions where there are 

houses and apartments. Examples include 

inhabitants of indigenous nations and 

regions. Some of these people have never 

been exposed to houses and apartments.  

 

 

Pedagogical problem 

 

This question unfairly assumes that a 

candidate has been exposed to the 

dominant mindset that prevails in their 

country of residence. Such questions are 

tantamount to ‘mindreading’ or best- 

guessing topic data that some, most or all 

candidates have never been exposed to. 

 

Possible alternative 

 

1. Offer a choice of questions. 

 

2. Invite the candidate to talk about their 

opinion on any type of housing. 

 

Possible alternative 

 

1. Offer a choice of questions. 

 

2. Invite the candidate to talk about their 

personal opinion about any type of 

weather that they have witnessed in their 

country of residence. 
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For comment 

 

 

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

You may provide this 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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