
Top 5 IELTS Mistakes: 
 
1. In General: 
 
Students perception/understanding of what the test actually is. IELTS/CELPIP/CLB/TOEFL are not 
traditional grammar school tests about how many words and lists of grammar a candidate has 
memorized. They are tests of communicative competence in daily life and/or academic situations. The 
way we understand the test has profound implications on how we prepare for it. Candidates always 
want to memorize lists and categories, when they fail to achieve the band scores they need, they go 
back and memorize more, its a ‘vicious circle that causes people to take the test over and over again 
without success. What they should actually be doing is training like an athlete for a competition or a 
musician for a performance. The way to strengthen a skill is through practice, when candidates 
memorize words, it is their memory that is getting stronger, not their English. Candidates need practical 
training programs, perfecting the execution of the steps in the procedures leads to the raising of skill 
levels. 
 
2. Writing: 
 
Here for candidates, the biggest problem is all the bad advice on the internet and in IELTS prep books. 
IELTS is  measurement tool, Studying IELTS when you should be studying English skills is like 
studying a ruler when you should be studying maths. The best writing training books are those for ESL 
writing courses or even Language Arts texts which teach the basic 5 paragraph essay model. The sure 
way to recognize bad study material is if it is teaching writing specifically for the IELTS test rather 
than standard English writing conventions. This and use of synonyms which actually ends up lowering 
writing scores rather than raising them. 
 
3. Speaking: 
 
Anyone who has studied English through university already has more than enough vocabulary to reach 
band 8 in IELTS, what they need is to increase fluency. Candidates have been memorizing vocab for 
years, what they haven’t been doing is practicing speaking. To reach band 7+ a candidates speech must 
‘flow like a river’. Take IELTS speaking part 2 for example, it is a 2 minute speech on an everyday life 
topic where the candidate must speak continuously for 2 minutes, this is very hard to do, even for 
people speaking in their native languages; the only people that do this regularly are teachers and 
politicians! If you have never practiced speaking for 2 minutes before, then no amount of vocabulary is 
going to get you to where you need to be. In general it is better for a candidate to have 10 words which 
they use skillfully rather than 100 that they use poorly. 
 
Reading: 
 
The biggest problem for candidates here is using the proper reading skills, they should not be reading 
the texts like they read a novel and then hoping to remember the info and answer questions. They 
should be using their research skills like in university when researching for a paper. Remember back to 
your uni days, sitting among a pile of reference books, You didn’t read each book from cover to cover, 
you used your analytical skills to search for the appropriate chapters/paragraphs in each book and read 
only what was necessary/appropriate for your thesis. These are the skills that should be used on the 
reading test. The average length of an article on the IELTS test is ~2000 words, however, if the 
candidate is employing the proper techniques and skills, they should only need to read ~300 of those 
2000 words. 



5. Listening: 
 
The biggest complaint candidates have here is that they don’t have enough time to think about the 
answer while they are listening to the audio track. The best advice I can give here is that the listening 
test is 50% about reading skill. Prereading questions for context, and finding key words allows the 
listener to ‘leap-frog’ ahead of the audio track and use those analytical reading skills we discussed 
earlier to analyze and anticipate probable answers. The ability so sort info in the listening text into what 
is important to pay attention to and what can be safely ignored is the key skill to success here, just as it 
is on the reading test. 
 
 
 


