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Abstract 

IN WHAT WAYS CAN LEARNING THE IELTS SPEAKING STRATEGIES OR SKILLS 

HELP THE CHINESE CANDIDATES PREPARE FOR THE IELTS SPEAKING TEST 

BETTER? 

Chi Peng 

Under the Supervision of Dr. Madelon Kohler-Busch 

    This paper reviews some literature materials about some effective verbal and nonverbal 

strategies working for the candidates’ improvement of their IELTS speaking scores, also explains 

why these strategies or skills can affect their scores. Based on the effectiveness of these speaking 

skills, this paper finds out some methods to help the Chinese IELTS candidates prepare for their 

IELTS speaking test and then analyzes how they can get a higher score using these methods. 

Because Chinese IELTS education still fails to pay sufficient attention to the speaking skills 

teaching, I hope my paper, more or less, can arouse Chinese candidates’ awareness of learning 

strategy when preparing for their speaking test.  
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Chapter I Introduction 

 

  Today, studying abroad enjoys a great popularity in China. It is important to pass the 

international language examination before receiving the admission to overseas colleges. According 

to the data collected from the (CIOA) Cambridge IELTS Official Authority (www. ielts. Org), the 

candidates attending a training school have much better performances for the IELTS scores than 

those who prepare by themselves. 

  From my teaching experience, as an IELTS speaking trainer, we teach our students some 

speaking strategies or skills to help them prepare for the IELTS speaking test more efficiently. It 

turns out that students learning these strategies are much more likely to perform well for their 

speaking scores. 

  Based on the issue mentioned above, this paper is written to figure out in what ways learning 

the IELTS speaking strategies or skills can help the Chinese candidates prepare for the IELTS 

speaking test better, as well as how exactly and to what extent the IELTS speaking strategies or 

skills can help them. 

Statement of the Problem 

  Some Chinese candidates could have some troubles passing the IELTS exams because they 

lack the knowledge of some exam skills, including their speaking test. 

  It is not quite clear that if they had learned the skills or strategies, to what extent they would 

make better progress in their test.  

Definitions of Terms 

IELTS Speaking Part 1: during the first part of IELTS speaking, the candidate and the examiner 

introduce themselves. Candidates then answer general questions about themselves, their home, 

family, job, their interests and a wide range of similar familiar topic areas. This part lasts between 
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four and five minutes (University of Cambridge ESOL Examination, 2011).  

IELTS Speaking Part 2: the candidate is given a task card with prompts and is asked to talk on a 

particular topic. The candidate has one minute to prepare and can take some notes, if he or she 

wishes, before speaking for between one and two minutes. The examiner then asks one or two 

questions on the same topic (University of Cambridge ESOL Examination, 2011). 

IELTS Speaking Part 3: the examiner and the candidate engage in a discussion of more abstract 

issues, which are thematically linked to the topic in Part 2. The discussion lasts between four and 

five minutes (University of Cambridge ESOL Examination, 2011). 

Purpose of the Study 

  The purpose of this study is to help the Chinse candidates have a better understanding of 

specific skills and strategies for their IELTS speaking test and make them aware how these skills 

work for their exam preparation.  

Significance of the Study 

  The significance of the study is to help the Chinse IELTS training schools teach the candidates 

specific skills and strategies and therefore, improve the candidates’ speaking scores, as well as 

update the teaching methods according to the result of my research.  

Methodology 

  I will research monographs, articles and papers from the library database of my school and 

then answer the questions below: 

 What are effective verbal strategies or skills which could be used by the Chinese 

candidates in IELTS speaking test and why these strategies or skills possibly affect the 

candidate’s score? 
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 What are effective nonverbal strategies or skills which could be used by the Chinese 

candidates in IELTS speaking test and why these strategies or skills possibly affect the 

candidate’s score? 

 Is mastering the strategies or skills the only method for obtaining a higher score? 
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Chapter II Review of Literature 

  Since 2002, the International English Language Testing System (IELTS) has been named by 

University Grants Committee (UGC) as the most common assessment for the worldwide 

candidates’ English proficiency (Gan Zhengdong, 2009), and according to Judith Wilson (2010), 

“The test is now taken by well over a million candidates per year worldwide and is recognized in 

120 countries. It is not only used as an entry requirement to demonstrate English language 

proficiency for universities in the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, and the 

United States but also as a requirement for immigration to Canada, Australia, and New Zealand” 

(p.219).  

    Therefore, it is clear that IELTS, possibly the world's most popular English proficiency test 

for higher education and global migration, has created a record of two million tests taken 

worldwide in the last 12 months (Business Recorder, 2013), and more importantly, currently, 

IELTS is chosen by a wide range of exam-takers from all walks of life, including more than 8,000 

educational institutions, employers, professional associations and governments in 135 countries as 

well as over 3,000 institutions and programs in the US (Business Recorder, 2013). 

    However, in the Cambridge IELTS Official Authority Website (www.ielts.org, 2016), an 

official report stated that the average speaking scores of Chinese candidates were 5.4, only ranking 

33th among the top 40 participating countries, and, much worse, within the 4 parts of IELTS exam 

(listening, reading, speaking, and writing), Chinese students have the second worst performance 

for their speaking test (www.ielts.org, 2016). This fact reflects that it is extremely urgent for 

Chinese candidates to improve their speaking ability. Keivan Zahedi and Saeedeh Shamsaee (2012) 

point out that in addition to their language competence, some non-language competence, including 

some speaking strategies and testing skills, are conducive to raise the scores of the speaking test. 

http://www.ielts.org/
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Based on the advantage and necessity of non-language competence, this literature review discusses 

how exactly these strategies or skills lead to the different speaking test results by addressing the 

following questions: 

1, what are effective verbal strategies or skills which could be used by the Chinese candidates in 

IELTS speaking test and why these strategies or skills possibly affect the candidate’s score? 

2, what are effective nonverbal strategies or skills which could be used by the Chinese candidates 

in IELTS speaking test and why these strategies or skills possibly affect the candidate’s score? 

3, is mastering the strategies or skills the only method for obtaining a higher score? 

 

What are effective verbal strategies or skills which could be used by the Chinese candidates 

in IELTS speaking test and why these strategies or skills possibly affect the candidate’s 

score? 

    As Keivan Zahedi and Saeedeh Shamsaee (2012) mention in their research, obtaining high 

scores for speaking test is not only dependent on to what extent a candidate can use some particular 

skills, but also whether the candidate’s speaking skills are appropriate and to what degrees they 

can meet the exam criteria. And as the Cambridge IELTS Official Authority Website 

(www.ielts.org, 2016) reported, the reason why most Chinese candidates have troubles passing 

their speaking test is that they only focus on memorizing some sentences patterns or some standard 

answer keys in some publicly available IELTS tutorials, which indicates that the Chinese 

candidates are really aware of some strategies for speaking preparation, but unfortunately are 

ineffective in implementing these.  

    The first speaking approach the Chinese candidates could use is: “a framework for answering 

examiner questions” (Steve Issitt, 2007, p.133), namely, candidates should establish an answering 
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framework for each question before answering. Based on that, Steve Issitt (2007) names two 

reasons for the effectiveness of this tactic, firstly, in accordance with marking criteria, without a 

pre-framework in mind, candidates usually cannot avoid hesitation, repetition and pause during 

speaking, which definitely leaves a negative impression to the assessor. Secondly, IELTS is 

working on academic contexts, candidates are expected to convey academic perspectives, and 

thereby it’s inappropriate for them to use the register of everyday speech. Instead, an academic 

framework before answering acts as a necessity for fluent and effective communication. More 

importantly, Issitt (2007) also emphasizes that the most effective answering framework should be 

connected with a wide range of different academic fields such as social, cultural, economic, 

political, philosophical, psychological, historical, and linguistic fields. This skill works for making 

the candidates comfortable, usually in an 11-15 minute long conversation because they can come 

up with a great deal of ideas using these academic perspective. Once they have enough ideas 

contributing to a continuous conversation, undoubtedly they will feel their confidence growing 

during the test time (Steve Issitt, 2007).  

    On the other hand, apart from the framework, some utterance skills are also contributive to 

speaking test preparation. Sara Namdar and Mohammad Sadegh Bagheri (2012) has come up with 

three tactics: Circumlocution, Appeal for assistance, and Time-stalling devices help to compensate 

the underperformance of the candidates. According to Namdar and Bagheri (2012), the 

professional examiners focus on: “what speakers can do with the language and their level of control 

over the language, not necessarily what they know about the language” (p.151), thus candidates 

need a tool for their successful communication, namely communication strategy. Many years ago, 

Canale and Swain (1980) stated a similar viewpoint, that communication strategies can be used to 

compensate for the candidates’ lack of language competence and weak present performance, 
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including breakdown in communication: pause, repetition, hesitation and so forth.  

    In terms of the reason why those three tactics work for getting high scores in the IELTS 

speaking test, Namdar and Bagheri (2012) give this explanation that Circumlocution works for 

those “second/foreign language learners when expressing themselves but lacking the exact 

vocabulary” (p.151), thus, using the strategy of Circumlocution can make up for Chinese 

candidates’ language inadequacy to some extent. Besides, Appeal for assistance, as Namdar and 

Bagheri (2012) propose, is to bravely admit some language weakness facing some strong 

challenges, instead of hesitating for quite a while and repeating some useless broken sentences, so 

candidates can bravely and honestly ask the assessors: “I don’t really get the meaning, how to put 

it in English? I can’t follow you, sorry. Could you please paraphrase your question in a simpler 

way” to avoid some language disfluency. Lastly, time-stalling devices mean some useful and 

acceptable hesitation, say, hum….that is a really tricky question, let me think for a while, 

hum…could you give me two seconds to answer such a tough question etc. (Sara Namdar and 

Mohammad Sadegh Bagheri, 2012).   

    Besides, Thomas (2013) once identified a unique and representative skill for facilitating 

IELTS speaking scores, the “sample transcription” method (p.22). His theory is based on the 

requirement of IELTS marking criteria and it reinforces the opinion of Issitt (2007) that candidates 

should make sure every effort they make effectively meets the criteria and learn how to make use 

of the criteria for the benefit of their scores. More specifically, in order to modify their speaking 

with the help of these criteria, Thomas Stones (2013) suggested, that students should transcribe 

what they said during the speaking test into a written version, and then correct and polish some 

mistakes with the help of teachers, after which, the candidates learn from their correction and make 

progress, then attend the same test again, which has been proved that these candidates precisely 
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have a great and obvious improvement after this “transcription” method.  

    Since the candidates are aware of the necessity of “transcription”, it doesn’t make sense if 

they just record what they want to express without practice, as John Walsh (2010) claimed, group 

practice and discussion helps to facilitate the candidates’ level of speaking fluency and coherence, 

and also familiarizes them with the speaking situations for both academic and real life. He also 

emphasizes that during the discussion, candidates can debate with each other, and in the process, 

the candidates participate in the argument and discussion actively depending on their own language 

ability, and they develop their opinion on a range of matters, without teacher involvement” (John 

Walsh, 2010). After the discussion or practice, the instructor would direct and modify their oral 

output so that the candidates can make progress in their speaking. Hamed Ghaemi (2012) 

reinforces this suggestion; he proposes that oral interaction should be highlighted for improving 

speaking scores and candidates should interact in a meaningful context, enhancing their input and 

output simultaneously. More importantly, Hamed Ghaemi (2012) compares the speaking practice 

with the use of current telecommunication systems. He points out that Audio or Voice 

Conferencing is beneficial for candidates to prepare for the IELTS speaking test well, as he reports, 

that students meet in small face-to-face groups, connect with each other rather than as individuals, 

then they use the telephone to interact in a long-distance learning environment (Hamed Ghaemi, 

2012). His findings are, that the candidates using the Audio or Voice Conferencing really 

outperformed those with traditional practice methods. Therefore, if combining the transcription 

method with Hamed’s conferencing practice method, a much more effective and optimized IELTS 

speaking strategy will be identified and feasible for the Chinese candidates.       

What are effective nonverbal strategies or skills which could be used by the Chinese 

candidates in IELTS speaking test and why these strategies or skills possibly affect the 
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candidate’s score? 

    As early as 1981, Schneider (1981) claimed that verbal and nonverbal tactics both work for 

the interview settings of IELTS. Actually, IELTS is just one type of language examination. Talking 

about exams in general, apart from the verbal skills, strategies, and tips I mentioned above, 

candidates also have to get familiar with the patterns and the sorts of questions of a particular test; 

that way, candidates stand a chance to fully develop their potential (Judith Wilson, 2010).  

    In addition, the first impression really matters for the IELTS speaking exam, which is an 

interview pattern, Sara Namdar and Mohammad Sadegh Bagheri (2012) point out, that the first 

impression is composed of “appearance, facial expression, eye contact, posture” (p.151). Thereby, 

in their research, they have confirmed the effectiveness of nonverbal impression strategies, say, 

smiling, eyes contact, gestures and nodding, which helps to leave a good impression and benefits 

the candidate’s scores. (Sara Namdar and Mohammad Sadegh Bagheri, 2012). Issitt (2007) also 

supports this viewpoint; he emphasizes the importance of self-confidence when candidates take 

the IELTS exam. He also points out that fear and anxiety are the most terrifying threat for one’s 

speaking exam, and it will be tougher to get a high score if speaking under great pressure. To deal 

with this problem, he suggests that “if you often speak in front of people, then speaking in the 

exam room should be much easier.” “And remember the examiner wants you to succeed, not to 

fail” (p.133). Therefore, Chinese candidates should practice their ability to speak publicly to 

enhance their confidence and leave the exam with a positive impression for their nonverbal 

speaking preparation.  

    When it comes to the reason why the first impression matters in IELTS speaking exams, 

according to Peters and Lievens (2006), a great deal of studies have proven that the positive first 

impression is also related closely with the examiner’s assessment of the candidate’s interaction or 
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communication. Although it cannot magnify candidates’ speaking ability or reshape the whole 

assessments of a speaking performance, “what applicants say and do in an interview affect[s] their 

performance and consequently the interviewers’ evaluations of them” (Sara Namdar and 

Mohammad Sadegh Bagheri, 2012, p.151). Furthermore, Kondo and Ying Ling (2004) have 

concluded, that with great confidence, candidates will be motivated to take the speaking 

conversation more positively, instead of bringing to it a nervous or anxious enhancer, which is in 

line with what Issitt (2007) points out. In his research, he has concluded ten tips for how confidence 

works for the speaking performance, in which, the major tips are: Self-believe in progress, using 

nonverbal skills to tap individual potential, taking IELTS as a showcase in front of examiner and 

holding a positive attitude during the exam. From this perspective, confidence building is a 

prerequisite for IELTS speaking scores’ improvement. 

    Besides, taking advantage of social networking also serves as a brand new way for the 

improvement of IELTS scores. As Zeeshan Shahid (2016) puts forward, some native networking 

software could be used as a tool for candidates to practice their language, and he notes Facebook 

as one example in his paper; the use of Facebook can “spur learning for the module of the IELTS 

and create a healthy group-working environment” (p.9). The key to learning language is to get 

immersed in the native settings, and if possible, the candidates can use the native networking 

software, which is popular among English-speaking countries, to familiarize the native’s speaking 

style, vocabulary utilization and sentences patterns; in other words, they need to learn from native 

speakers via the local social networking.  

    As Beuchot and Bullen (2005) mentioned, social networking software can facilitate the 

candidates’ motivation of learning and creating a platform for group mutual learning. Also, a face-

to-face interaction can be established by the online social networking and make the candidates 
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partake in the immersive communication settings, through which, the candidates can learn from 

each other to improve their speaking competence without any time and space barriers (Armstrong 

& Franklin, 2008). More importantly, Salmon (2000) points out that one merit of online social 

networking is to decrease the fear of sociality and engage in positive communication owing to the 

fact that social networking is dynamic and popular.  

 

Is mastering the strategies or skills the only method for obtaining a higher score? 

    Even though the speaking test acts as one part of IELTS language competence exam, it works 

with other three parts to build up one English learner’s language competence. According to Keivan 

Zahedi and Saeedeh Shamsaee (2012), there is a strong connection between IELTS speaking scores 

and listening, reading and writing: the IELTS four parts can affect each other, they can and further 

each other, but, they can also limit each other. In this viewpoint, speaking is related to the general 

proficiency. Therefore, solely focusing on speaking improvements or looking for speaking 

strategies and skills, Chinese candidates can also optimize their speaking via enhancing their other 

3 IELTS aspects, listening, reading and writing. This view also corresponds to IELTS biggest 

counterpart, the TOEFL iBT (Test of English as a Foreign Language, 2014). The spirit of this 

international English exam is to integrate speaking with reading, listening and writing, making 

sure the candidates have good control of English language flexibly in different academic situations. 

The research of Keivan Zahedi and Saeedeh Shamsaee (2012) found that the candidates with 

higher scores for other parts of IELTS are able to perform much better in speaking test than those 

only focusing on speaking parts, which they call “correlation coefficient” (p.272). In short, the 

candidates were able to develop the whole picture of language in their IELTS test, namely, 

“integrated skills” and consider it as a more effective but not efficient way to get higher scores in 
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that it takes more time and longer-period exam preparation ( Keivan Zahedi and Saeedeh Shamsaee 

2012).   

    On the other hand, the candidate’s personality also has some connection to their IELTS 

speaking performance, claim Marzieh Souzandehfar, Seyyed Mohammad Ali Soozandehfar, Mitra 

Farsi, and Maryam Sharif (2014). They observed, that “extroverted learners will do better in 

acquiring basic interpersonal communication skills”; and “introverted learners will do better at 

developing cognitive academic language ability” (p.2160); they state that the extroverted 

candidates have “more opportunities to practice, more input, and more success in communicating. 

(p.2160), and by contrast, “introverted learners typically enjoy more academic success, perhaps 

because they spend more time reading and writing” (p.2160). Based on this view, in terms of the 

speaking test, candidates with extroverted personalities tend to have a better performance in their 

speaking test. We can hold this to mean that perhaps candidates should behave more extrovertly, 

communicating more and inputting more, in order to benefit their speaking performance for their 

IELTS test. 

    Summary     

    In conclusion, the verbal effective strategies or skills for Chinese candidates could include: 

framework method, utterance skills (Circumlocution, Appeal for assistance, and Time-stalling 

devices) as well as the “sample transcription” method, working with practice tips. Nonverbal 

effective strategies or skills are composed of the familiarity of the exam question patterns, first 

impression establishment and the full use of social networking. However, recommending these 

verbal and nonverbal skills and tactics is not the only way for candidates to improve their speaking 

scores because speaking is an integrated performance corresponding with listening, reading and 

writing, which can, in different ways, benefit speaking together and enable candidates to perform 
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well. Besides, speaking successfully is also in accordance with the candidates’ personality, a more 

extroverted character, which contributes to the success of candidates becoming a good test-taker 

for speaking English.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter III Conclusions and Recommendations 

  Since 1989, when IELTS had been introduced to China, together with an overseas studying 
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requirement, Chinese English learners have discovered a relatively unbiased way to assess their 

English language competence. But during the past 28 years, the Chinese candidates indeed have 

been performing weakly in the speaking part of this exam compared with other non-English 

speaking countries. Although Chinese IELTS candidates are continuously seeking some methods 

to help them prepare for the speaking test more effectively and obtain higher scores, there are still 

no systematic techniques available for them or offering them some scientific and proven tips to 

follow.  

  For this reason, this paper aims to figure out some effective ways which can help the Chinese 

candidates prepare for their speaking test better; and why these methods are conducive to their 

score improvement. Based on the review of literature, these effective ways can be categorized into 

three aspects, 1) some verbal effective strategies or skills, such as framework method, utterance 

skills (Circumlocution, Appeal for assistance, and Time-stalling devices) as well as “sample 

transcription” method, working with practice tips; 2) some nonverbal effective strategies or skills, 

including the familiarity of the exam question patterns, first impression establishment and the full 

use of social networking; 3) full development and personality nurture.  

    As for the question, in what ways learning these strategies or skills works for the Chinese 

candidates’ speaking preparation, according to my research, I can draw the following conclusions: 

1) the “framework” method could guarantee the sufficient content of speaking and enable the 

candidates to handle a continuous speaking conversation; utterance skills can compensate for 

conversation breakdown as well as language inadequacy; meanwhile, “sample transcription” 

method serves to polish their speaking and identify some oral mistakes. 2) The familiarity of the 

exam question patterns and first impression establishment promote to fully tap the candidates’ 

potential and support the growth of their confidence during the test. In addition, making full using 



 

 

15 

 

of social networking immerses the candidates in the native language settings. 3) Combining the 

speaking improvement with strengthening the other three aspects of IELTS creates a win-win effect 

for language learning in that each part of IELTS can further each other. Additionally, with 

cultivating an extroverted character, Chinese candidates are exposed to more chances and 

situations for enhancing their speaking.  

    Therefore, the Chinese candidates are more likely to have a better preparation for their IELTS 

speaking test if improving and practicing themselves the three different strategies or skills.  

  In the future, I hope more and more research can be conducted to discover other effective 

techniques for different parts of IELTS, reading, listening and writing, and that they will be verified 

to be effective. I hope all the Chinese candidates can put these skills successfully into practice in 

the real IELTS test.  
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Appendix: The IELTS Speaking Assessment Criteria 
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Fluency and coherence 

Talk with normal levels of continuity, rate and effort ... link ideas and language together to from 

coherent, connected speech. The key indicators of fluency are speech rate and speech continuity. 

The key indicators of coherence are logical sequencing of sentences, clear marking of stages in a 

discussion and the use of cohesive devices within and between sentences. 

Lexical resource  

The range of vocabulary the candidate can use. The precision with which the meanings and 

attitudes can be expressed. The key indicators are the variety of words used, (their) adequacy and 

appropriacy, and the ability to circumlocution without noticeable hesitation. 

Grammatical range and accuracy 

The key indicators of grammatical range are the length and complexity of the spoken sentences, 

the appropriate use of subordinate clauses, the range of sentence structures .The key indicators of 

grammatical accuracy are the number of grammatical errors in a given amount of speech, the 

communicative effect of the error. 

Pronunciation 

  The key indicators will be the amount of strain caused to the listener, the amount of speech, 

which is unintelligible, the noticeability of influence. 

 


