The Educational Review, USA, 2022, 6(11), 741-744
https://www.hillpublisher.com/journals/er/

HiLL
PUBLISHING o v

Strategies for Enhancing IELTS Candidates’
Listening and Speaking Proficiency

Lizhu Shen®”, Liliang Yu?

'Guangzhou College of Technology and Business, Guangzhou, 510850, China.

“Guangdong University of Foreign Studies, Guangzhou, 510420, China.

How to cite this paper: Lizhu Shen, Li-
liang Yu. (2022). Strategies for Enhancing
IELTS Candidates’ Listening and Speak-
ing Proficiency. The Educational Review,
USA, 6(11), 741-744.

DOI: 10.26855/er.2022.11.013

Received: October 30, 2022
Accepted: November 28, 2022
Published: December 26, 2022

Corresponding author: Lizhu Shen,
Guangzhou College of Technology and
Business, Guangzhou, 510850, China.

Abstract

According to IELTS Average Scores for Academic by Country 2021 British Coun-
cil released this year, China ranked 32" on the list with overall average of 5.8,
failing to surpass the global average of 6.2, while listening and speaking averages
for Chinese IELTS candidates came out particularly undesirable, which calls for
more effective teaching strategies to tackle the de facto problem. Accordingly,
IELTS teaching is expected to attach great importance to fostering students' profi-
ciency in language use, and the cultivation of listening and speaking ability un-
doubtedly counts in this regard. Based on cause analysis, this paper attempts to
work out strategies for enhancing students' English listening and speaking profi-

ciency in three spheres, i.e., consolidating phonetic skills, accumulating back-
ground knowledge of language & culture, and diversifying teaching design of
classroom activities. This paper basically follows the research approach of deduc-
tive reasoning and the method of case study. An classroom experiment is also in-
troduced to expound the importance of diversified teaching designs.
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1. Introduction

British Council, the organization in charge of building connections of arts and culture, education and the English
language bridging the UK and other countries, released IELTS Average Scores for Academic by Country 2021, accord-
ing to which, China ranked 32" on the list with overall average of 5.8, without surpassing the global total average of 6.2.
Meanwhile, listening and speaking averages 2021 for Chinese IELTS candidates came out rather undesirable, respec-
tively 5.9 and 5.4, lower than subtotal average of 6.5 and 6.2 (China IELTS, 2021). China's Standards of English Lan-
guage Ability launched by Chinese Ministry of Education and the National Language Commission in 2018 reinforced
the imperative of application-oriented language teaching, which manifested interwoven configuration with IELTS
grading descriptors, including more detailed descriptions, though. The standard lists pragmatic ability as an important
part of English language study (MOE, 2018). As pivotal references for English teaching, both IELTS grading descrip-
tors and the above standard largely highlight the practicability and pertinacity of English teaching, and pay attention to
the cultivation of students' English application ability. However, Chinese students remain to be perplexed with multiple
difficulties in English listening and speaking. According to the official white paper released by the British Council in
2021, the comprehensive English proficiency of IELTS candidates in Chinese mainland has been growing continuously
yet slowly in the past five years, with the overall performance less satisfying compared to the global average. Among
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which, English listening and speaking are relatively weak, showing a significant gap between the global average.
Therefore, more effective teaching strategies should be employed to tackle the de facto problem.

2. Strategies

By virtue of previous questionnaire survey and related experimental teaching for our IELTS candidates, we con-
cluded four major obstacles hampering students in promoting English listening and speaking proficiency, namely, un-
familiarity with basic phonetic rules, weakness in listening recognition, little access to background culture of English
language, and insufficient engagement in classroom activities. Based on the above, this paper hereby intends to work
out the strategies for enhancing IELTS candidates' listening and speaking proficiency from the following three dimen-
sions, i.e., consolidating phonetic skills, accumulating background knowledge of language & culture, and diversifying
teaching design for classroom activities.

2.1 Consolidating Phonetic Skills

Phonetic rules stand as a fundamental component of foreign language learning. Ferdinand de Saussure noted, "In
language, we cannot dissect the sound from the mind, nor the mind from the sound” (Ferdinand, 1965). Sound has an
ideographic function. The relations between English pronunciation and listening and speaking ability are inborn. Cor-
rect pronunciation is the premise of effective listening and speaking. When the pronunciation is improper, even the
simplest words will prevent the speaker from delivering meanings conversationally.

Students are required to have an accurate mastery of phonemes, which is necessary for language learners who do not
have an immersive language environment. The tongue position, voiced/unvoiced rules and proper pronunciation for the
44 international phonetic symbols should be demonstrated and students should be trained one by one in class to ensure
their full grasp, otherwise the later pronunciation skills will be out of the question. The training of vowels should be
further stressed among all phonetic alphabets, because the confusion of vowels directly affects the listener's under-
standing of the word (Li Suwei, 2010). For example, as mispronunciation may lead to the confusion of short vowels and
long vowels, likeship [S1p] vs sheep [fi: p]; the confusion of front vowels, like said [sed] vs sad [s&d]; and the confu-
sion of closed diphthongs and concentrated diphthongs. Such pronunciation rules should be expounded to students as
content words need to be stressed while function words weakened in a discourse. Pronunciation skills like assimilation
and omission of explosives under certain circumstances need to be straightened out. Also, spoken English uses intona-
tion to convey the speaker's emotions, attitudes and stances. Meanwhile, students are advised to record their own pro-
nunciation exercises, and replay the recording repeatedly to examine the subtle difference and work for precision, after
which, seeking for instructors’ feedback and correction.

2.2 Accumulating Background Culture of English language

Along the process of IELTS teaching, guiding students to attach importance to the difference between the languages
and cultures of English and Chinese can invite a more precise understanding of the core of English language and help
students to improve their intuitive listening and speaking (Chen Yan, 2019). Language is the carrier of culture, and any
language has its own historical process of generation, development, migration and continuous evolution. Understanding
this process can greatly expand and deepen students' experience and cognition of language. In daily teaching, some vo-
cabulary, sentence patterns and spoken English can be continuously permeated to inspire students to cultivate their in-
terest in language and culture. In the process of vocabulary building, the word origin can be traced to acquire better un-
derstanding and memorization. For instance, when referring to the "water"-related expressions, instructors can resort to
the "sapir-whorf hypothesis", which claims the culture of a nation has a broad and profound influence on its language.
As Britain is an island nation surrounded by the sea, the British have always had a deep emotional connection to the
ocean, water or boat. Under the influence of marine culture, there are many relevant idioms in English, like "water un-
der the bridge", "doesn't hold water", "above water", "in the same boat”, "all at sea", etc., which are subject to being
misinterpreted literally without knowing their origin. Through vertical historical and cultural information exploration
and horizontal knowledge migration, instructors can lead students to improve the authenticity and accuracy of their
IELTS listening and speaking.

In addition, students are recommended to read extensively to enrich their cultural background knowledge. Stories
from Greek and Roman Mythology and Bible come as a good choice in that sense. IELTS teaching in colleges and uni-
versities is different from usual college English teaching, because other than facilitating sino-foreign cooperative majors
to pass the test before studying abroad, it should enable students to adapt to the environment and fit into the culture as
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soon as possible after going abroad (Shang Ying, 2022). Thus, it is also advisable to appreciate western classic films
and popular television programs on a regular basis, so as to get acquainted with English allusions and cultivate English
thinking.

2.3 Diversifying Teaching Designs for Classroom Activities

Rich and interesting in-classroom listening and speaking activities can often harvest unexpected results, the students’
learning passion stimulated by which is often extended from inside classroom to outside, and vice versa, presenting a
virtuous cycle. Listening and speaking teaching can employ varied forms of activities, as can be selected according to
different topics. Usually, Single-person activity (individual work) can be proceeded in impromptu speech, prepared
speech, news item sharing, story telling, etc.; The two-person activity (pair work) may involve film and TV drama dub-
bing, interview, role playing, etc.; Group activity (group work) usually includes debate, panel seminar, costume play,
brainstorming, story relay and so forth. Different modes of activities can be carried out alternately every week, which
helps students refresh keep enthusiasm, thus to maximize the effect of listening and speaking practice.

Topic choice should be diversified as well, in which sense, students' own interest and certain trending social topics
can be taken into consideration to invite their active thinking. Many debate topics we prefer to use in class fall into that
category, such as "Should it be accepted for students getting married during college days?”; “Is it rational for so many
undergraduates to take part in recruitment exam for public servants right upon graduation?”; “Should the same sex mar-
riage be legalized in China?",etc. In such debates, where interest is aroused and attention is drawn, students are more
willing to share their personal views with great enthusiasm and engage in the communication to a full extent. Mean-
while, in order to detect flaws of the other party for refutation and effectively defend themselves along the entire debate
process, they tend to utilize their audio and oral English proficiency most intensively, thus the training value of such
tasks is self-evident.

The diversified designs for in-class listening and speaking activities can help to cultivate the students' divergent
thinking and innovative interaction, further to stimulate their language potential. In one of our experimental classes,
students are divided into four groups and are required to relay a story within their group after the instructor dictates the
scenario. Each group member takes turn and perfects the story by seat order. Five minutes later the last student in each
group utters their version of story. Though the endings of their stories vary, all feature certain novel and unique plot,
sparking with inspiration and great fun. Undoubtedly, it is the result of students' full engagement in classroom activities
with large amount of passion and concentration. Participating in such listening and speaking training activities, students
being both tensed and excited, can give full play to their imagination, mobilize language knowledge reserve, activate
listening and speaking skills, and thus invite noticeable training effect.

3. Conclusion

Listening and speaking serves as an important part of language use, but it is exactly the weak link in Chinese stu-
dents' English learning and IELTS performance. Based on cause analysis, this paper discusses the strategies to improve
the students' listening and speaking proficiency from various aspects, and provides teaching practice cases to prove its
feasibility. In addition, from the perspective of language acquisition process, language acquisition is a skill, which re-
quires continuous practice to master. IELTS instructors are advised to encourage students to seize every opportunity to
create an immersive environment, either using mobile phone applications or finding regular practice partners, thus to
eventually improve their practical applied ability of English language.
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