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Speaking: 
 

The four criteria on which you will be marked are: 

 Fluency and coherence 

 Lexical resource 

 Grammatical range and accuracy 

 Pronunciation 

 

Explanation: 

 

Fluency and coherence: This refers to how native like your speed of speech is and how well 

you can express your ideas. You will lose points if you hesitate too much or construct your 

speech in an illogical way. 

 

Lexical resource: You should try to use a range of vocabulary and avoid using the same words 

all the time, e.g. don‟t use the word „big‟ all the time, use „large‟, „huge‟, „good-sized‟ or any 

other synonyms you know of. 

 

Grammatical range and accuracy: Here the examiner is checking to see if you are able to use 

simple and complex sentence structures and whether you are using them correctly. 

 

Pronunciation: Here you are marked on your ability to pronounce words in English and how 

easy you are understood. Both British and American pronunciations are accepted. 

 

 

The first part of the test will be a conversation between you and the examiner about a general 

topic. You should answer the question and give extra information. 

 

Example: 

Examiner: “What do you like doing on weekends?” 

You: “On Saturdays I usually go out to a café or cinema with my family. And on Sundays I will 

either do some house work or watch football on the telly.” 

Examiner: What type of films do you like?” 

You: “I enjoy watching sci-fi or fantasy films as they take you away from reality, but I can‟t do 

this often because my wife absolutely hates these. 

Examiner: “So what does your wife like watching?” 

… 

 

As you can see the interviewee answers the question and adds information which the examiner 

will then use to ask the next question. This part will go on for 4 to 5 minutes. Here the examiner 

is seeing if you are able to have an everyday conversation. Do not go into a monologue as this is 

what you will do in part 2. 
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In part 2 of the test you will be given a card with three or four points that you must talk about. 

You will have one minute to prepare your answer and then 2 to 3 minutes to speak. 

 

Example: 

Describe a room in your home that you like best. 

You should say: 

What memories you have of it, 

What it looks like, 

What happens there. 

 

Response: 

 

     The room in our house I like best is our kitchen. Perhaps the kitchen is the most important 

room in many houses, but it is particularly so in our house because it‟s not only the place where 

we cook and eat, but it‟s also the place where family and friends come together. 

     I have so many happy memories of times spent there: ordinary daily events such as making 

breakfast on dark, cold winter mornings for children who are cross and sleepy, before sending 

them off to school; or special occasions such as homecomings or cooking Christmas dinner. 

Whenever we have a party, people gravitate with their drinks to the kitchen. It always ends up 

the noisiest room in the house. 

     So what does this special room look like? It‟s quite big, but not huge. It‟s big enough to have 

a good-sized rectangular table in the centre, which is the focal point of the room. There is a large 

window above the sink, looking out onto two apple trees in the garden. There‟s a big, old 

cooking stove at one end, and at the other end a wall with a huge notice board which tells the 

story of our lives, past, present, and future: a school photo of the kids; a postcard from Auntie 

Nancy, whose family have all emigrated to Australia; the menu from a take-away Chinese 

restaurant; an invitation to a wedding we are going to next Saturday; a letter from a friend we 

haven‟t seen for years. All our world is there for everyone to read! 

     The front door is seldom used in our house, only by strangers. All our friends use the back 

door which means they come straight into the kitchen and join in whatever is happening there. 

The kettle goes on immediately and then we all sit round the table, drinking tea and putting the 

world to rights! Without doubt some of the happiest times of my life have been spent in our 

kitchen. 

(taken from Headway intermediate, 328 words) 

 

The average native speaker can say between 290 and 360 words in 2 minutes depending on how 

well their speech is prepared. For those taking the IELTS exam I would recommend using 

between 300 and 330 to get a high score. 

 

This is a very good example for many reasons. 

     Firstly, each paragraph begins with a main idea, indicating to the examiner that each part of 

the task is being addressed (see the red highlighted parts). The talk finishes with a short summary 

of the whole passage. 

     Secondly, there is coherence in the way the speaker has organised their speech. The first 

paragraph finishes with the phrase: „but it‟s also the place where family and friends come 

together.‟ The following paragraph continues with this theme of friends and family coming 
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together, the „special occasions‟ (see the green highlights). The orange highlights are details 

about what happens during breakfast and parties. 

The rest of the passage then goes on to other themes. The themes go: A,A,B,C; should the 

second and third paragraphs be changed this would create a rhythm of: A,B,A,C, which is not 

coherent. 

     Thirdly, look at the first two lines of paragraph 3. You will notice that the speaker has used 4 

synonyms rather than repeat the same word (see the blue highlights). This shows that the speaker 

has good vocabulary and avoids the tedious repetition of vocabulary. 

     Lastly, the person has used some words and expressions which are a bit unusual for non 

native speakers of English (see the underlined words). Also the language they have used is not 

very complex meaning you don‟t need to speak like Shakespeare or Charles Dickens to get a 

high score. This example would get a 9 in the IELTS test. 

     Usually when speaking and writing statements are short sentences (simple grammatical 

structures) and examples and explanations are longer sentences (complex grammatical 

structures). Statements are used to introduce ideas, usually at the beginning of a paragraph. The 

example above begins each paragraph with a short sentence and the uses longer ones to give 

reasons, explanations or examples. 

 

 

In the third part of the test the examiner will ask questions related to part 2. You should answer 

the questions by giving a detailed explanation. 

Taking the theme above of „your favourite room‟, the examiner could ask the following 

questions: 

Do you think it is better to buy or rent a house or a flat? 

Do you think it is normal to own more than one home? 

Would you like to live in an old people‟s home? 

Do you agree with the expression „my home is my castle‟? 

 

An example answer to the first question is: 

 

     I believe the owning a home is better than renting. This is because the money you spend on a 

rent is wasted in that you are just giving it to someone. Even if you have to get a mortgage to buy 

a home, you will recoup the money should you sell it. Also, after you have repaid the bank, you 

will be saving this money. 

 

     As you can see, the first sentence answers the question and the other two are providing details 

as to why I think buying a home is better than renting. 

 

     To prepare for the test you should look through your IELTS books or on internet for a variety 

of themes and do some research into them. You may be asked about your favourite advert on 

TV, but the adverts in your country may not be good. You can go onto www.youtube.com and 

watch some and choose the one you like. 

     Another problem may be that you are asked to talk about a book you have read. Should you 

dislike reading, this will be a problem. What you can do is think of a film that was originally a 

book (e.g.: „The lord of the rings‟, „Harry Potter‟) and imagine that you read it. The only trap to 

http://www.youtube.com/
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avoid is if you are asked to say: „what did you like about it‟ and you answer: “the special 

effects.” 

     One last point is do NOT learn your answers by heart. Firstly, there are many different 

questions you may have and preparing a text for each one is time consuming. If you do get a 

theme you have prepared for, it may not be exactly what you had prepared for. Secondly, the 

examiner will notice the difference between your level of English in parts 1 and 3 compared to 

part 2. What I mean is if you make no mistakes and have a rich vocabulary in part 2 but make 

many mistakes in parts 1 and 3, then the examiner will be suspicious and will mark you down. 

 

     The way to prepare is to find a list of possible topics (I have a list of around 50) and to go 

through them, thinking of how you could develop the theme. When you get into the test, you will 

have one minute to change one or two points if need be. 

 

     A few myths that I have heard of are: 

The examiner will mark me down if he disagrees with my point of view; 

The exam is easier in different countries; 

 

Both of these are not true. The examiner will only mark you down if YOU have not made your 

views clear or have not explained them clearly. The questions may be harder in the third section, 

but only if the examiner thinks your level of English is good enough to cope. The examiner is 

testing to see how good your level is. Therefore it may only seem easier in some countries as 

there level is low. 

The IELTS test is written by the University of Cambridge ESOL Examinations and so therefore 

the standard is the same wherever you go. 


