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Abstract: This paper is aimed at analysing the assessment procedure for speaking
component of the high-stake test of standard repute, the International English
Language Testing System (IELTS). An attempt is made to report the test tasks/test
construct, test procedure, its rater(s) and rating criteria, reckon its strengths and in
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Introduction

In this age of competition and technological growdtwhich Morrow (1979 as cited in Fulcher,
2000) attributes “the Promised Land” (p. 69), theasurement of competence level of
individuals plays a significant role for providitigem equal opportunities and due share in every
walk of life. Our lives today therefore have beelying at large on tests of various kinds and of
their results. Tests are labeled as low or highkestaon the basis of levels at which these are
administered. We have been put on tests sincebaginning, tests at classrooms, school or at
college levels are called low-stakes tests ancethosational or international level for admission
in university or for jobs are called high-stakestse As Chalhoub-Deville & Turner, (2000)
underline that the results of these high-stakds ggnificantly influence one's life.

In regards to language testing, the IELTS, fotanse, is similarly high-stakes because the test
score is used to determine if one's English aédiaire adequate for university-level instruction
in the countries where English is the only mediuimnstruction. Moreover, whether one has
gualifications from an overseas university or nmild be one significant determinant in deciding
if he or she is offered a job or admitted to a biglevel institution.

Since its launching in 1989, IELTS has proved ftgs a test of repute in academic and
vocational English. It has been jointly ventured the University of Cambridge Local
Examinations Syndicate (UCLES), the British Courasid IDP Australia. IELTS varies in its
kinds for the purposes it is taken. IELTS generaintng format focuses on the survival skills
essential for the social purposes or for the semgnelducation, whereas, the academic format of
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the IELTS assesses preparedness to study in thislEmgedium higher education. From the
traditional four skills listening and speaking asswents for both general and academic formats
are same but reading and writing for academic foama more inclined to academic side, hence
complex as comparetd general format (details are given at appendix-The tests are task-
based, and are designed to reflect the sort ofteakdidates are likely to encounter in real life
situation. The length of IELTS is approximately 8uhs and 30 minutes. A band score is
awarded for each of the four modules on the stahdand scale ranging from 0, where the test
was not attempted, to a maximum of 9. The globaldbia calculated from the average of the
band scores of each module, and this is reportedsmale at 0.5 intervals (See appenBix-

The IELTS Speaking module involves a face-to-facdiect speaking test in the form of a short
interview of 11 to 15 minutes between the testitaltel one examiner. The examiner follows a
predefined script throughout the speaking test. inkerview is divided into three parts. In the
first section (4 to 6 minutes) candidates are asti¢dlk about themselves and their interests and
to answer questions on familiar topic areas. Insé@nd section (3 to 4 minutes) the candidates
talk about a topic suggested on a prompt card.cCBnelidate is asked to prepare for one minute
or so and then speak for between one to two minitiisa few cross questions at the end. In the
third section (4 to 5 minutes), the candidate Hmes dpportunity to discuss issues of a more
abstract nature. These issues or topics are baskdirked to part two. As the rating for
speaking test is done by one examiner howevenmyvietgs are recorded in case they need to be
double marked (follow appendix-C for details). Sprg and writing are examiner-marked
unlike to the reading and listening which are mdrkg the computer and are rated as whole
bands only: 4.0, 5.0, and 6.0. In practice thismsdaat a student has the opportunity to improve
by one or more whole bands in writing and speakhgsessment criteria for the speaking test
are based upon the following four features:

Fluency and Coherence: This refers to the test-takers’ ability to talk ihormal levels of
continuity, speech rate and effort, and to linkagl@and language together in coherent, connected
speech.

Lexical Resource: This refers to the range of vocabulary the testitadan use and how clearly
meanings and attitudes can be expressed. Thidesline range of words used and the ability to
use fillers by expressing the idea in a differeayw

Grammatical Range and Accuracy: This refers to the range of structures availabléhtotest-
taker and how accurately and appropriately s/heusanthem. Its assessment is based on the
length and complexity of utterances as well as #ffect of grammatical errors on
communication.

Pronunciation: This refers to the test-takers’ ability to prodeoenprehensible utterances and to
use a range of pronunciation features to commumiceaning. Its assessment is based on how
clear the candidate is to the listener and to eR&nt his/her language is influenced by the L1.

STRENGTHSOF THE IELTS SPEAKING TEST
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One of the major strengths of IELTS speaking te$hé ongoing research on the various
aspects of test. IELTS administration recognizesniied to address concerns on test validity and
reliability, content/construct and face-validitgting and raters. Therefore, it will be absolutely
unfair to say that after its revised version inyJ@001 on the basis of the studies of Lazaraton,
(2002), the administration has just stopped iterggt for more research on the test but rather
many researchers have been encouraged to explesibitities for more improvements in the
revised version and test material keeping in vidwe ground realities vis-a-vis all the
stakeholders involved in the test. Research fromioua researchers regarding this is
commendable for example Read and Nation (2002) havestigated vocabulary use by
candidates in the IELTS speaking test by measuexigal output, variation and sophistication,
as well as the use of formulaic language, this ystegiplored the possibilities for the new
research dimension which has been addressed bynB2003) in her following study wherein
she examines the rating process in the revised $E¢deaking test and emphasizes on the need
of raters training. This is a short list from aardeal of research on IELTS speaking component
which reflects the dynamic approach of IELTS adstnaition.

Another major strength of the speaking test indinglar context is its emphasis on monitoring
and standardization, the raters training and réfication after every two years which is great
approach for maintaining the credibility and valydof the test, as validity according to Fulcher,
(2003) is not a one-time activity but rather ana@ng process. As Chalhoub-Deville & Turner
(2000) point out that IELTS differs from the Candgé exams in that published reports
recognize the need to address reliability and itglahd include information to address it. They
refer to the IELTS manuals which describe a delaibgpproach to the certification of

interviewers/assessors for the speaking test aedsréor the writing component that requires re-
certification procedures every two years. This psscof training raters they call it as a
commendable effort (for details please follow apgpeD & E at the end).

The very format of IELTS speaking test, the dinaterview is its key strength if compared to
other speaking test formats such as indirect and-deect interviews. As Ingram Wylie (1996
as cited in Brown, 2003) entail three most outstagdeatures of direct interview which are
active participants in the conversational exchawoggortunity to produce extended speech, and
candidates’ chance to respond at length. Qian (R@@Mtifies another salient characteristic of
interview which is its high authenticity throughameauthentic oral communication between the
examiner and the examinee. However, there are sonmerns over subjectivity and biasness on
the part of examiner of the test as compared teabbe semi-direct interview by computer
which might need some more investigation into fseié.

WEAKNESSES OF THE IELTS SPEAKING TEST

Since IELTS has recognized itself as the intermafidest of repute, therefore, weakness sounds
a very harsh term for the test. However, reseaschave shown some concerns over the parts of
the test either being the stakeholders themselvas neutral analysts. The list of those concerns
is given bellow:

One of the major concerns on IELTS speaking compoie pertaining to the connection
between the test score and test taker's academicrp@ance which is found inconsistent by
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some of the studies. Bayliss and Ingram (2006)tifyethe connection between the test score
and academic performance of the candidate, thailnghstudy investigated some inconsistent
results however, those might be due to other veasathat could influence the academic success
and the fact is IELTS only measure language pmficy. Lumley and O’Sullivan (2005)
endorse this point as they found that performandanguage test tasks can be influenced by a
wide range of features, which can interact unptabtlg with characteristics of individual test-
takers.

Another concern is raised by Issitt (2008) that Hpeaking component of the IELTS test
probably provokes more anxiety than the paper @esti As the test takers’ are examined
individually and they have to perform in a shomhéi often after having waited nervously for
their appointment. It seems reasonable that catedidabuld easily underperform if they let the
situation frustrate them. It is indeed a genuinatihat needs to be investigated.

Cronjé (2009) shows concern over the cultural cainds of the test takers and examiners. He
suspects that if test-takers cannot express wéfidianguage of the assessor, and if the assessor
is not familiar with the cultural constraints withwhich students operate, it is difficult for the
assessor to collect evidence of adequate perfoend&ucthermore, he inquires that “How could
we assess fairly a group of students with whom wlendt share a common first language, or a
common culture? Or more concisely, how did therutsors and students create common
understanding across language and cultural ba?rigs 70).

Cronjé (2009) has another concern regarding thterieri scales used for rating Writing and
Speaking in IELTS. He identifies that the infornoatiregarding these two components on rating
as provided are insufficient and the informationhmw ratings are converted to band scores is
missing. Such information, he believes, is impdrtantest-users and helps in the interpretation
of the ratings obtained (see appendix-F for thaitidt

Khan (2006) has raised serious concerns over thmezit of biasness in IELTS speaking
assessment. In her study from Bangladesh contexthak investigated and assessed that the
IELTS speaking test has subtle cultural biases dddxtin its structure, vocabulary patterns and
methodology, background knowledge and vocabularyoba the test-takers’ range of
experience and exposure. She further validatepdiat by citing Skehan (2004) who states that
it is possible to identify positive and negativettas in any oral performance. According to him
‘familiar tasks’ achieve ‘greater accuracy. Moregvee states that “task difficulty relates to a
number of factors including abstract or unfamiliaformation and complex retrieval” (p. 75).
The same could be true for India and Pakistan wtereeducation system is almost the similar
as identified in Bangladesh, so the test-takenettoo face the same cultural constrains and their
result have been heavily affected. This raises ssen@us concerns over construct validity of
the test. For Morrow, (1982 as cited in FulchelQ20he key criterion in identifying a good test
is that it looks like a good one, the input appdarde authentic, and the task or item type
mirrors an act of communication in the real world.

One more concern on the revised IELTS speakingpoment is that it follows a predefined
script for the test interview which makes it lessnenunicative. As the examiner follows a

Copyright © International Journal of English and Education www.ijee.org



International Journal of English and Educationjjl

ISSN: 2278-4012, Volume:2, Issue:3, JULY 2013

structured format for the interview, test-takers dot get enough opportunity to express
themselves fully and as result their performanaghinibe affected overall.

Only one rater for IELTS speaking component makesore subjective and suspects an element
of biasness on the part of examiner. Subjectivityspeaking assessment has been historically
treated as contentious factor. Therefore, it igested that the conditional second rater may be
made compulsory in IELTS speaking, which would Hertincrease its credibility and remove
the concerns of test takers. Myself being a tdastrtaf IELTS have the same experience. In my
first attempt, my score in speaking component wasdh(8) and in my second attempt | met a
very elderly examiner, her complex interviewer-styghade me nervous during the test and as
result my score for speaking went down from presi8uto 7. Brown (2003) too in this regard
has therefore emphasized the need for more exatnaieing.

CONCLUSION

To sum up, due to the growing demand of communieatompetence in the world of work and
academics, speaking skill will receive a larger soea of attention from the educational
community, within the next decade. The speaking pmment of IELTS certainly sets a
benchmark in speaking assessment. However, thetrstedies have shown some concerns
mainly pertaining to the cultural constraints armhstruct validity, interviewers’ styles, and
number of rater (s) for the test, structured ineaty subjective and biased factors in interview
which needs some more investigation to increastidurthe validity of the test. | being the
stakeholder (test-taker) in the IELTS wish and htize the information contained here will be
of use to those individuals charged with the respmlity of developing a program of assessing
IELTS speaking.
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APPENDICES

Appendix (A)

Listening

Tirmve: approximatehy 30 miinutes

Candidates listen o a number of mrecornded
Texts. These include a mibxiuare of
mornologues and  conversations and featurs
a variety of Englfish accents and dialects.

The recording is eard onlty once, and
candidates are giwven time to read the
gquestions and wirite doswvwn thaeir answers.

Accademic Reading
Time: 60 minutes

General Training
Reading
Tirme: 60 minutes

meaclirmeg

tasks. Teoxt
e boolkcs,
curmals and

They are talken from sources
=2 | I as mews s oaers,

adchver tisermuen - I

manuals and books, and test
the candidate™s ability o

sontains a detailed
SancgurTienit

iryforrm The test
imclude: omne lomnoer teosdt,
wwihich is descriptive rativer
than argumentative.

Academic WWriting

Tirme: 60 minutes

General Training
wWriting

Time: &0 minutes

The first task reguires
candicdates o write a letber
rmaterial found im a chart, of at least 150
or diagram and
rates their ability to
imformation and G

ashkir fior inforrmation,

W the second task,
anddiciatas w x short
any of el | = S5O worcks:
response o = aitermeni
stHomn They are
errronsSirats
o present a position,
nsiruct an arguneent amnd

essany of
a statermer
or curestiion. They are
= e ted o dermonsitrate an
Aty t presaent a poe
COoOnNnsStirnuct an argurment arec
discuss abstract issues

Speaking
Tirmeez 1114 minutes

The test is a face-to-face interview.
Candidaltes are assessed on thelr use of

spoken English to answer short guestions,
o speak at length on a familar topic, and
also to interact with the escamuinen
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The IELTS nine-band scale

9 Expert user

Has fully operational command of the language: appropriate, accurate and fluent with
complete understanding.

8 Very good user

Has fully operational command of the language with only occasional unsystematic
inaccuracies and inappropriacies. Misunderstandings may occur in unfamiliar situations.
Handles complex detailed argumentation well.

7 Good user

Has operational command of the language, though with occasional inaccuracies,
inappropriacies and misunderstandings in some situations. Generally handles complex
language well and understands detailed reasoning.

6 Competent user

Has generally effective command of the language despite some inaccuracies,
inappropriacies and misunderstandings. Can use and understand fairly complex language,
particularly in familiar situations.

5 Modest user

Has partial command of the language, coping with overall meaning in most situations,
though is likely to make many mistakes. Should be able to handle basic communication in
own field.

4 Limited user

Basic competence is limited to familiar situations. Has frequent problems in understanding
and expression. |s not able to use complex language.

3 Extremely limited user

Conveys and understands only general meaning in very familiar situations. Frequent
breakdowns in communication occur.

2 Intermittent user

MNo real communication is possible except for the most basic information using isolated
words or short formulae in familiar situations and to meet immediate needs. Has great
difficulty understanding spoken and written English.

1 Non user

Essentially has no ability to use the language beyond possibly a few isolated words.

0 Did not attempt the test

No assessable information provided.
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Appendix (C)

IELTS Speaking
test — key points

= Face-to-face, one-on-one interview
= 3 parts: Part 1 — Introduction and interview
Part 2 — Individual long turn
Part 3 — Two-way discussion
= 11-14 minutes long
Features:
Contains a variety of tasks accessible
to all levels and backgrounds
Includes assessment of social survival skills
All tests recorded for gquality control
purposes
Achieves high reliability
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Appendix (D)

Recruitment
& Induction

'

Training &
Certification

Year 2 Year 1

Standardisation &

Recertification Monitoring

)

Examiner
Administration
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Appendix (E)

Commissioning of
Material for Question
Papers

Pre-editing and
Editing of Material

Pretest Construction

ejection or

Revision of Material Pretesting

Pretest Review
Banking of Material
Standards Fixing
Live Test

Construction and
Grading

Live Test Release

The question paper production process for IELTS
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