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Reading for IELTS: 

 

In the test you will be presented with various tasks: 

1. Headings; 

2. Summary (using words from a list); 

3. Summary (using words from the text); 

4. True, False, Not Given; 

5. Gap filling (using no more than 3 words from the text); 

6. Matching opinions or descriptions with names; 

7. Matching the beginning of a sentence with the ending; 

8. Labelling diagrams; 

9. Multiple choice. 

 

In all cases you need to look for either the main idea, supporting points or specific words. To be able to 

answer the questions quickly you should first read the questions carefully looking for the key words. 

Once you have done this you can then go to the text and skim through it, identifying where these key 

words are as well as possible synonyms. 

     Main ideas are usually found in either the first or last sentence of a paragraph. This is important to 

remember as this will allow you to ‘read’ the text and get a general idea of what it is about without 

having to read all the detail. Having a general idea as to where certain bits of information could be 

found will allow you to focus in on the answer without having to read everything. 

     For tasks 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9 the answers will be found in the text in the same order as the questions. 

For 6 you need to be a little careful as the opinions may be in the wrong order, but the names will be in 

the correct order. Therefore you should underline all the names that you can find in the text before 

starting to answer the question. 

 

 

1: Headings: 

 

     Headings are a basic summary of what an article or passage is about. To successfully match a heading 

with its paragraph you need to find the main idea and the supporting point of that paragraph. A lot of 

the time headings will have synonyms of the words from the text, so a good knowledge of vocabulary is 

essential. 

 

     Read this following paragraph: 

 

 
(Source: ‘Insight Into IELTS’ by Vanessa Jakeman and Clare McDowell) 

 

 



(Source: www.ecole2012.wordpress.com) 

 

Main idea: ‘Print is not dead.’ 

Supporting point: ‘worldwide expenditure in consumer magazines has doubled over the past decade.’ 

 

In other words: Magazines are not dead because they are receiving twice as much than they did ten 

years ago. 

 

The key words are: ‘not dead’ and ‘receive twice as much’. 

 

Not dead= Alive 

Magazines are receiving twice as much as they did ten years ago= magazines are doing well. 

‘Doing well’= be successful 

 

Therefore we could put the heading ‘Alive and well’ to this paragraph. 

 

     To do the task successfully you should read through the list of headings first, underlining the key 

words. Once you have done this you should go through each paragraph in order, finding the main idea 

and supporting points. If you see a certain word or any of its synonyms in a passage being repeated, 

then the heading that goes with that paragraph should have a similar word in it. 

     You may find that two headings may fit the paragraph, so it is important that you reread the heading 

carefully and check the paragraph to see which one best fits. 

 

 

2: Summary (using words from a list): 

 

     Summaries give the most important information of a text. These are usually the main ideas, points of 

views or supporting points. It is a good idea to read through the summary first and think about what 

type of word you are looking for: 

Example: Research has shown that doing everyday household tasks can 1 …………………….. the risk of 

serious disease. (Source: ‘Focus on IELTS’ by Sue O’Connel) 

 

     After ‘can’ we need a verb in its base form (infinitive without ‘to’). This means you should look 

through the list of given words and find all the verbs in their base form. You may have 2 or 3 options 

available and so you should try each possibility. In the list given the three options are: 

 Fit 

 Lessen 

 Increase 

 

The word ‘fit’ doesn’t go into the sentence meaning you have the choice between ‘lessen’ and 

‘increase’. To find out which one is the correct answer you need to look back at the text. To identify 

which part of the text is being summarised you need to look for key words. In the example above these 

are: 

 Research has shown 

 Every household tasks 

 Risk of serious diseases 
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Look at the passage that the sentence is summarising. 

 
(Source: ‘Focus on IELTS’ by Sue O’Connel) 

 

As you can see synonyms or expressions with a similar meaning have been used. 

 Research has shown= studies 

 Every household tasks= walking, stair-climbing, gardening and even ironing 

 Risk of serious diseases= heart disease and other serious illnesses 

 

The word we are looking for answers the question: household tasks can do what to the risk of serious 

diseases? The word is ‘reductions’, which means: to make less. Therefore the answer is ‘lessen’. 

     The word in the text is a noun whereas in the answer it is a verb. You need to be careful of this as in 

summaries the form of a word* may change. 

     One last point is if there is an example, find where it is in the text. Once you have done this look at 

the last question of the summary and find that in the text. The rest of the answers will be found in 

between these two parts of the text. By doing this you are focusing your reading and avoiding any 

unnecessary skimming or scanning of irrelevant parts of the text. 
*The ‘form of a word’ refers to how a word is being used; is it being used as a noun, verb, adjective or adverb. 

 

 

 

3: Summary (using words from the text): 

 

     This exercise is the same as the above except you have to use the actual words from the text. Look at 

the following sentence: 

 

Researchers have found that in developed countries happiness has not increased in line with 1 .……………. 

…………………… . 

(Source: ‘IELTS Masterclass, student’s book’ by Simon Haines and Peter May) 

 

This sentence summarises part of the following paragraph: 
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(Source: ‘IELTS Masterclass, student’s book’ by Simon Haines and Peter May) 

 

The summary is referring to the first sentence in the paragraph. The key words in the summary are: 

Researchers have found… developed countries… happiness has not increased in line with (almost the 

whole sentence). 

 Researchers have found= research findings 

 Developed countries= industrialised nations 

 Happiness has not increased in line with= happiness has not risen with 

 

     An important expression to understand is ‘in line with’, which means ‘at the same rate as’ or ‘in a 

similar way’. We need to find out is: happiness has not increased in line with what? The answer to this is 

‘average incomes’. These two words need to be added to the summary. 

 

     For those of you who have ‘IELTS Masterclass’, you will notice that the summary of the text starts at 

the seventh paragraph, there are nine in total. He summary concentrates only on the results of the 

research, which are found at the end. The rest of the text explains what previous research has found 

and why it is difficult to research happiness. Therefore it is important to look at the summary first so as 

not to waste time reading the text. 

 

 

4: True, False, Not Given: 

 

     When you answer ‘True’ it means that the statement says the same thing as the text; ‘False’ means 

that the statement says something opposite to what the text says; and ‘Not Given’ means there is no 

information in the text that is stated in the question. 

     You must be careful with words such as: every, all, none and other such quantifiers. 
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Example: 

 

 
(Source: ‘Focus on IELTS’ by Sue O’Connell) 

 

In the True, False, Not Given exercise the first question asks: 

1 Everyone who travels in space suffers from feelings of motion sickness initially. 

 

Key words: 

 Everyone= two-thirds 

 Travels in space= reaching orbit 

 Suffer= afflicts 

 Motion sickness= motion sickness 

 

The text it says: ‘Motion sickness afflicts more than two-thirds of all astronauts upon reaching orbit…’ 

 

     This sentence is very similar to what is stated in the question and so you could be tempted to put 

‘True’ as the answer. The problem is that two-thirds= 66%, which is NOT ‘everyone’, as it is stated in the 

question. Therefore the answer is: False. 

     Read the questions carefully and make sure that all key words fit with what is said in the text. 
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5: Gap filling: 

 

     In these type of questions you need to choose no more than three words from the text, but make 

sure they fit grammatically into the answer. This means you may have to change a verb into a noun and 

vice versa. 

 

Example 1: 

 

 
(Source: ‘IELTS Practice Test Plus’ by Vanessa Jakeman and Clare McDowell) 

 

Question: 

24 Topics must be based on ……………………………… . 

 

Key words: 

 Topics= Choosing a topic 

 Based on= identify (not an exact synonym, but within the context ‘first identify’ implies that the 

topic needs to be ‘based on’ something) 

 

The answer is: a real-life problem. 

 

Example 2: 

 

 
(Source: ‘IELTS Practice Test Plus’ by Vanessa Jakeman and Clare McDowell) 

 

Question: 

21 There are ………………….. types of assignments to choose from. 

 

Key words: 

Types of assignments= coursework assignments will involve… 

To choose from= or 

 

     The question is asking how many types of assignment there are. The text says that the students need 

to produce ‘an artefact OR an investigation’. This means there is a choice of two types of assignment. 

     The answer is: two. 
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6: Matching opinions or descriptions with names: 

 

     Here you will be presented with a list of names (people or places) and a list of opinions or 

descriptions.  You will need to match one with the other. The easiest thing to do is to go through the 

text underlining all the names, even if they appear more than once. Then you should read through the 

opinions or descriptions before going back to the text. Go through the names as they appear in the text 

and match them with the opinion or description. 

 

Example: 

 

 
(Source: ‘Cambridge IELTS 5’ by Cambridge University Press) 
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Brian Waldron says in the text that ‘it’s a very rare phenomenon.’ 

 

In his statement Brian Waldron is referring to: 

It= toughened glass…shattering without warning (from paragraph 1). 

Phenomenon= nickel sulphide trapped in the glass…caused the failure (from paragraph 1). 

 

Key words: 

Rare= not often, unusual. 

Phenomenon= nickel sulphide failure 

 

The answer is: G, claims that nickel sulphide failure is very unusual. 

 

 

7: Matching the beginning of a sentence with the ending: 

 

     In this type of question you will be given the beginning of a sentence and you will have to match it up 

with an ending that will be given in a box below. First you should read the beginning of the sentence 

carefully, underlining key words. Then look at how the sentence this part ends. If it ends with a modal 

verb, then the ending should start with a verb in its base form; or if it is an article, then the ending could 

either begin with an adjective or a noun. 

 

     Look at the following: 

 

 
(Source: ‘IELTS Practice Test Plus’ by Vanessa Jakeman and Clare McDowell) 
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Question 38: 

Following the construction of the Tavanasa Bridge, Maillart failed to… 

 

     As you can see, each question ends with ‘to’. This means that the following word must be a verb in its 

base form, the ‘to’ of the infinitive is already given. As each possibility begins with a base form of a verb, 

you need to think about the meaning of the sentence. 

     The sentence begins by saying: ‘Following the construction of the Tavanasa Bridge…’ This means: 

After the bridge was built… . Therefore answers ‘D, F and G’ are not possible. 

 Answer ‘D’ is not possible because the bridge is already finished and so why would he need to 

reduce the weight after the end of the project? 

 Answer ‘F’ is not possible because ‘capitalise’ means ‘to use something to your advantage’. 

Since the bridge was finished we can assume that he did use ‘the terrain’ well; or why was it a 

failure only after the bridge was built and not throughout the project? 

 Answer ‘G’ is not possible because why would Maillart want to improve the appearance of the 

bridge after the end of the project and not in the designing stage? 

 

          ‘A’ and ‘E’ do give meaning to the sentence depending on what the context is in the article, but as 

an initial guess I would say that ‘B’ and ‘C’ are a better choice. 

 

Key words: 

Following the construction= There are no words in the text meaning ‘following the construction’, but 

this can be understood from the text. ‘Publicity’ and ‘aesthetic objections’ would only be made once the 

bridge was finished. 

Maillart failed= was unable 

 

 
 

     The text says: ‘Maillart… was unable towin any more bridge projects.’ Therefore ‘C’ is the answer. 
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8. Labelling diagrams: 

 

      Labelling diagrams involves looking at a picture and naming the different parts shown, using no more 

than 3 words from the text. You should look carefully at what parts of the diagram you are being asked 

to name and make sure you notice the order in which the questions are placed on it. The answers will be 

found in the text in the same order as the question numbers (i.e. question 1 will be first, then 2 and so 

on). Also make sure you look at the information provided, such as ‘supporting arms in the diagram 

bellow, as this may help you find the answers to the questions. 

 

 
(Source: ‘IELTS Masterclass’ by Simon Haines and Peter May) 

 

     In the article you need to find a passage that describes what a satellite dish looks like. The clues 

‘support arms’ and ‘elevation structure’ are added to help you do this. Therefore you should skim the 

text looking for these words. 

 

 
 

     The key words are underlined in red, so the answers to questions 1-4 must be in this paragraph. 

 



(Source: www.ecole2012.wordpress.com) 

9. Multiple choice: 

 

     In IELTS you may be given a choice of 4 possible answers. You should read the question carefully and 

the choice of answers you have been presented. Once you have done this look for the key words from 

the question in the text. This type of question is usually used when you need to find someone’s opinion 

or if you need to make a reference (i.e. understand something that is not directly stated in the text). 

 

Look at the example bellow: 

 

11. In Tarkovsky’s opinion, the attraction of the cinema is that it 

 

A. Aims to impress its audience. 

B. Tells stories better than books. 

C. Illustrates the passing of time. 

D. Describes familiar events. 

 

Key words: 

Tarkovsky’s opinion= For Trakovsky… 

Attraction of cinema= the key to that magic… 

 

Paragraph D: … For Tarkovsky, the key to that magic was the way in which cinema created a dynamic 

image of the real flow of events. A still picture could only imply the existence of time, while time in a 

novel passed at the whim of the reader. But cinema, the real, objective flow of time was captured. 

(Source: ‘Cambridge IELTS test 6’) 

 

     Options ‘A, B and D’ are not possible because the passage has no information about the ‘aims to 

impress’, ‘telling stories’ or ‘familiar events’. It does say that ‘cinema(‘s) objective flow of time was 

captured’. ‘Captured’ in this context means: illustrated (shown). Therefore ‘C’ is the answer. 


