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Abstract

Over the past thirty years, the International English Language Testing System
(IELTS) exam has served as a gateway to the English-speaking world, assisting
countless Chinese students in achieving their aspirations of studying abroad.
China, with its vast population, many of whom are seeking overseas qualifications,
is home to a multitude of IELTS learning and teaching centers. These centers offer
a diverse range of IELTS learning resources and related methodologies, with tem-
plate-oriented teaching and learning being dominant. However, the Task Response
(TR) requirements in the IELTS academic written test state that IELTS is designed
to assess students' writing ability and their level of English expression. This is an
area neglected in the templates that students use for IELTS preparation. Accord-
ingly, this paper aims to analyze significant differences in TR across various band
score levels. Firstly, it will unpack the TR requirements of the IELTS Academic
Writing Task 2. Then, it will examine the 13 sample scripts for Bands 5-7 from
the Cambridge English series books to offer insights that can enhance learning and
teaching of Task Response. The results reveal that the majority of Band 5 written
answers are a) off-topic and b) contain illogical sequences, whereas the majority
of Band 6 contain more complete, on-topic responses with acceptable logical rea-
soning, albeit with occasional unevenness in their construction. Meanwhile, Band
7 written answers feature comparatively high-quality conceptualization, structured
concisely and cohesively. Thus, they are concise, with acceptable logical reason-
ing. This result implies that current Chinese templates for IELTS writing should
be reoriented to focus on practicing and improving ideas, along with enhancing
related expressions. Lastly, the researcher recommends using idea templates that
assist students in showcasing their argumentation skills in IELTS teaching and
learning in China. Further research will be needed to explore the generalizability
and credibility of this early thesis.
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1. Background of the study

In mainland China, the instruction of academic IELTS writing skills has predominantly centered on memorizing templates
and strategies over the past thirty years, leading to a competitive environment in the expanding IELTS preparation sector.
The demand for success from students and instructors alike has fueled the widespread adoption of template-based learning
in the IELTS tutoring market. Many teachers are fully committed to developing and utilizing IELTS writing templates,
considering them core learning materials in response to the heightened competition in the sector (Yi, 2020).

Templates play a crucial role in supporting basic proficiency in IELTS writing, offering a structured framework for
students new to the exam (Wray & Pegg, 2009). These templates, involving the memorization of useful word strings, can
imitate native writing styles and assist candidates with lower language skills (Yi, 2020). However, for those with better
English proficiency, relying on templates may impede progress to an intermediate level, as replacing words can result in
essays with identical language strings, restricting writing development.

Moreover, the drawbacks of template memorization extend to challenging advanced proficiency. This practice limits
originality and critical thinking, essential for transitioning from knowledge reproduction to knowledge elaboration and
finally achieving higher IELTS scores (Slater & Braverman, 2013).

IELTS teachers in mainland China often emphasize improving grammar and vocabulary but overlook IELTS Task
Response (TR). TR's lack of clarity in rubric descriptors and insufficient training can lead to inconsistent interpretation
of TR by teachers and raters (Shaw & Falvey, 2008). This biased approach leaves some Chinese students focusing more
on grammar and vocabulary than TR preparation. Consequently, templates fall short of addressing potential writing issues
for Chinese students. Thoroughly understanding the TR criteria in academic IELTS writing would be highly beneficial
for students and teachers who rely on templates.

This study performs a comparative analysis between IELTS bands 5-7 and Chinese students’ IELTS templates, provid-
ing valuable insights to improve TR preparation strategies. It addresses a gap in TR studies by clarifying TR criteria
components and examining what the TR rubric expects and how it classifies each essay. The practical implications of this
research are essential for refining Chinese TR preparation.

2. Previous literature review

2.1 Problems with Task Response

Unclear band descriptors, especially for the Task Response (TR) section, make assessing IELTS Academic Written Task
2 challenging for examiners. Shaw and Falvey’s (2008) study using think-aloud protocols exposed that many examiners
lack confidence in evaluating TR due to uncertainties in criteria descriptions. Their findings showed a significant number
of examiners find TR more challenging, reflected in a notably higher standard deviation than other criteria. This aligns
with Cotton and Wilson’s (2011) research, emphasizing that examiners spend more time on TR than lexical resources
(LR) and grammatical range and accuracy (GRA). Cotton and Wilson (2011) highlighted that TR and CC consistently
pose challenges for examiners, and some struggle to distinguish between them. In follow-up interviews, nine trained raters
admitted that assessing TR was the most challenging judgment compared to other components. The need for clearer
instructions on TR band descriptors is evident, aligning with Weigle’s (2002) advocacy for precise scale descriptions to
improve rater clarity and consistency. Incorporating specific examples in IELTS marking training can enhance clarity and
accessibility for diverse examiners (Weigle, 2002).

2.2 Inconsistent TR marking behaviours from raters using official band descriptors

Inconsistent TR marking behaviors by raters, using official band descriptors, pose challenges. Researchers found that
assessors often evaluate candidates’ scripts holistically rather than following the expected analytical approach. Analytical
scoring schemes, like the IELTS scale, aim to enhance validity across TR, CC, LR, and GRA criteria. However, raters
often bring their own theories into evaluation despite prior training, introducing variations in their comprehension of scale
criteria. This reliance on personal feelings can lead to uncertainty, affecting the reliability of analytical rating scales.
Additionally, raters may introduce additional scales, like argument structure, deviating from IELTS band descriptor guide-
lines. This hidden agenda in marking can create an uneven playing field, favoring candidates familiar with implicit ex-
pectations. Coffin (2004) suggests revisiting the IELTS scoring rubric instructions and innovating rater training to address
these issues, as the current guidelines lack clarity on important variables like argument structure.

The official IELTS band descriptors for TR exhibit ambiguity, providing unclear instructions. Despite professional
rater training, there is a persistent tendency among raters to use distinct marking approaches. Shared interpretations of
rating descriptors may not be precisely understood due to diverse raters’ past experiences, subconscious expectations, and
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subjective preferences.

In contrast, raters prefer assessing CC, GRA, and LR as these lend themselves to a simpler and more transparent eval-
uation process. Unfortunately, this preference negatively impacts IELTS learning and teaching, where instructors and
students focus on linguistic elements due to clearer instructions, unlike the somewhat ambiguous guidelines provided for
TR section preparation.

2.3 Templates in Mainland China

Templates are pre-written essays designed to emulate academic language, incorporating high-frequency vocabulary and
sentence structures (Mickan, 2003). These essay skeletons, created by Chinese IELTS tutors, serve as a learning tool for
Chinese students who use them for memorization and imitation (Yi, 2020). A quick search on the Chinese search engine
Baidu, equivalent to Google, provides students with easy access to a variety of templates, including those achieving Band
6 and Band 7 scores. Some templates, like the ‘gold standard’, claim universality across different writing examination
topics.

2.4 The rationale for forming analytic measures: TR analytical framework

In essay writing, task response theoretically encompasses the core elements of idea quality, idea development, and idea
organization, where idea quality involves ensuring the response’s relevance, originality, and depth; idea development is
regarded as crafting topic sentences and supporting details; and idea organization, often referred to as logical reasoning,
plays a crucial role in maintaining a coherent and compelling structure (He & Shi, 2012). This study accordingly focuses
on generating, organizing, and interpreting ideas as the TR analytical framework in IELTS Task 2 academic writing.

2.5 What TR should target, as specified in the Task 2 assessment criteria

The key focus for the IELTS Task 2 assessment is TR, crucial for raters. Originally established in 1995, the criteria cover
arguments, ideas, and evidence; communicative quality; and vocabulary and syntax structure (Shaw & Falvey, 2008).
However, interpretations vary, causing diverse assessments. Clear instructions are essential for consistency.

In 2005, a revised criteria set introduced four dimensions: task response, coherence and cohesion, lexical resources,
and grammatical range and accuracy, improving validity (Banerjee, Franceschina, & Smith, 2007). Comparing old and
new criteria, the updated Task Response aligns with evaluating arguments, ideas, and evidence.

2.6 How the Task Response scale is interpreted through IELTS assessment criteria

Shaw and Falvey’s research underscores that the updated band descriptors for TR in the rating scale should focus on the
quality and adequacy of the task response (Shaw & Falvey, 2008). The rubric descriptors highlight three essential aspects:
addressing the full task, presenting a viewpoint clearly, and developing a viewpoint fully and logically (IELTS, 2023).

2.6.1 First analytical measurer—Unpacking Task Response: ‘addressing all the parts’

‘Addressing all parts’ holds utmost importance as it aligns with students’ primary writing aim. Weigle, an expert with
extensive ESL writing and teaching experience, identifies three common issues impacting students’ TR performance:
straying off-topic, relying on memorized answers, and providing incomplete responses (Weigle, 2002).

2.6.2 Second analytical measurer—Unpacking Task Response: ‘presenting a clear position’
Logic skills, encompassing logical organization and progression, are essential for presenting a clear position amid clus-
tered ideas. In written performance activities, two logic levels—macro and micro—are involved (Grabe & Kaplan, 2014).

From a macro perspective, an essay comprises three major components: introduction, body, and conclusion. Arguments
within essays consist of claims supported by reasons, backed by evidence. It involves more than restating claims and
reasons; rather, it requires supporting, modifying, or defending positions accordingly (Crowhurst, 1990). An argumenta-
tion generally includes four components: claim, reason, support, and warrant.

On the micro level, students should focus on translating their ideas into a paragraph. The logical organization should
be apt for an argument text, considering both inter- and intra-paragraph relationships and the overall structure (Grabe &
Kaplan, 2014). A well-written paragraph consists of five elements: a topic sentence, supporting sentences, a concluding
sentence, unity, and coherence. These interconnected elements collectively underpin an excellent essay (Oshima & Hogue,
2007).

2.6.3 Third analytical measurer—Unpacking Task Response: ‘presenting, extending and supporting main ideas’
Logical reasoning is crucial for effective communication in writing (Henderson & Moran, 2010). In essays, candidates
should express, extend, and support ideas comprehensively, consistently, and logically, with logic and reason forming the
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foundation of a well-argued essay (Henderson & Moran, 2010). Traditional types of logical reasoning include deductive,
inductive, and fallacious reasoning (Henderson & Moran, 2010).

Examining logical processes involves analyzing argument structures like serial, linked, convergent, and divergent rea-
soning (Henkemans, 2000; Hitchcock, 2017). Serial reasoning sequences premises linearly, linked reasoning organizes
them horizontally, convergent reasoning supports the central position individually but collaboratively, and divergent rea-
soning operates vice versa. Expert writers manipulate complex structures, combining typical forms to condense their logic
in writing (Henkemans, 2000).

3. Research Methods
3.1 Corpus Design

Qualitative methods allow inquiry into selected issues, with careful attention to detail (Heigham & Croker, 2009). Spe-
cifically, the criterion-based selection and text-based analysis, underpinned by a qualitative methodology, is adopted in
this research study for documenting written textual features in response to TR across IELTS band levels from 5, 6, and 7.
All the selected representative texts in the data system are categorized accordingly, so as to have an in-depth analytical
framework through which to examine scripts’ textuality or the characteristics inherent in each band level from 5, 6, and
7, then to distinguish similar or distinctive major characteristics among them. The overall design framework is demon-

strated, in Figure 1.
Select
Decide revelent

Focus whatdata  @nd

to collect purposefu
Determin research | sample
eresearch  duestion
purpose

Figure 1. Steps for design alignment.

The researcher extracts written scripts from the official Cambridge English IELTS book collection through purposeful
sampling. Published annually by Cambridge University Press, the book is a crucial resource for IELTS preparation, grant-
ing permission for teachers to make copies. Popular in China, it is considered essential for IELTS preparation. Sampling
from this series enhances the research’s validity due to its widespread impact.

Each book in the Cambridge IELTS series consists of four retired authentic tests with answers. At the end of each book,
there are sample answers to writing tasks provided by both candidates and examiners. Examiners’ model answers serve
as guides for students, while candidate-written samples illustrate scoring standards. The study’s focus lies in extracting
candidates’ written samples and their corresponding scores from the 14 books in the Cambridge English IELTS series.
To streamline the analysis, examiner model answers deemed irrelevant are excluded.

3.2 Data collection

Originally planning for equal representation at band levels 5, 6, and 7, the researcher encountered an uneven distribution
in the Cambridge books. With only five level 6 scripts and four each for levels 5 and 7 across books 1-14, a total of 13
scripts were available. Due to the small sample size, the researcher manually reconciled the dataset. Test takers” anonym-
ity was maintained on the Candidate Information Sheet, preventing access to detailed information. Table 1 summarizes
the script levels in this research corpus.

Table 1. Summary of the data corpus

IELTS Band Levels Sources of written scripts Number of scripts in- Academic written module Background
investigated (Cambridge-C/ Test-T) cluded tasks data

Band 5 5172-;42//%1112-2_24 4 Task 2 Not reported

Band 6 ClZTﬁI:Lllé'(r:?? /Tglﬂ 4 5 Task 2 Not reported

Band 7 gf;%//%lll‘;[—rgl 4 Task 2 Not reported
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3.3 Analytical construction

In this research, the qualitative analysis used the written texts as the main study materials to execute the related analysis
on the basis of theoretical presuppositions and predefined analytical measures. With reference to the analytical procedure,
the researcher applied predefined analytical measures to examine the IELTS written scripts that scored in bands 5, 6, and
7.

4. Analysis of results

4.1 Textual features of IELTS writing templates

The templates selected are from the book “IELTS Templates - Easy to Learn and Easy to Pass,” published by Waterpub
in Beijing, China (Hongru, 2014). These extracts highlight textual features of IELTS templates, showing clear essay
structures with topic sentences in each paragraph, accompanied by relevant translations. Figure 2 reveals a simple yet not
informative essay structure in these templates.

Everyone wants to be ’ B (o
much more popular. The benefits of ~ are numerous; it
is especially beneficial for

People today are . Toavoid | we should

However, _

In short, if done correctly, . It will become an

important part of our life.
Figure 2. Chinese IELTS writing templates.
4.2 Summary of task response features for band 5-7 scripts

4.2.1 Address the task (public band descriptors and findings)
The off-topic finding from addressing the task is slightly different from the public band descriptors for bands 5-7. Nev-
ertheless, the off-topic issue in Band 5 is not marked in Band 5 in the public versions of the rubric. The off-topic issue is
noted in the Band 3 descriptors. For example, in Band 3, the rubric band descriptors note that the essay presents a few
ideas, which are largely underdeveloped and irrelevant. However, Band 5 states, presents some main limited ideas. More-
over, for the answer incompleteness findings in Band 7, the rubric requires students’ answers to be even, not only answer-
ing all; whereas, in Band 7, the public descriptors require students to address all parts of the task. Accordingly, we can
see that rubric illustrations might need more explicit illustrations or clearer expressions.

This is aligned with Shaw and Falvey’s (2008) paper. They reported that IELTS markers are less confident with their
marking of TR in particular, on account of its vague rubric illustrations.

4.2.2 Express a clear position (public band descriptors and findings)
After comparing the findings on expressing a clear position with public band descriptors 5-7, we could see that these
Band 5-7 descriptors’ illustrations lack explicit wording, expression, or examples. The findings express a clear position,
with full explanations of TS and SS, showing that the Band 5-7 descriptors merely noted that for Band 5- the development
is not always clear; for Band 6- the development may become unclear, and for band 7- there is a clear response throughout.
It is therefore a vague illustration and, evidently, related findings with more detailed examples would provide good,
supplementary materials to the band descriptors themselves.

This finding accords with Lumely’s (2002) report that trained raters use their own feelings and values to mark. Lumely
calls for more helpful examples to be offered in future training and marking.

4.2.3 Present, extend, and support main ideas (public band descriptors and findings)
The findings revealed that students might score higher, such as in Band 7, with better logical reasoning and without
obvious fallacies. However, we cannot see either of these expressed in the public band descriptor illustrations, neither in
TR nor CC.

This section of the findings is similar to Cotton and Willson’s (2008) paper. They found that CC and TR were over-
lapped components, which are hard for examiners to distinguish when applying the marking. In some cases, examiners
may use their own marking preferences rather than those of the IELTS board as a form of interpretation of the rubric.
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Table 2. Summary TR features for band 5, 6, 7 scripts

Measure Band 5 de- - Band 6 de- - . -
components scriptors Band 5 findings scriptors Band 6 findings Band 7 descriptors Band 7 findings
Addresses the . Off-topic Addresses all
Address the task only par- . Lack of full ar- parts of the task . On topic . On topic
task tially; the for- gument although some . Argument (body | e Addresses all . Com F;ete with
(Topic/ com- mat maybe in- ° No conclusion parts maybe more | section of the essay) is | parts of the task rough evenngss
pleteness) appropriate in . Lower than word | fully covered than | uneven 9
places limit others
g . . 4 or 5 paragraphs
Express a Expressesapo- | e 5-6 paragraphs ° 3.5 paragraphs in in total, mainly around 4
" o . . Presents a rele- total, mainly 4 R
clear position sition but the in total, mainly around 5 L X . TS: clear and
(Macro struc- development is . TS: no control- vant position alt- ° TS: . clear and . Presents a | comprehensive
. ’ hough the conclu- | comprehensive but not - . .
ture- overall not always clear | ling idea . clear position through- | e SS:  brief and
. sions may be- condensed Ny .
paragraphs) and there . SS: hollow- no . out the response supportive details some-
] . . come unclear or . SS: comprehen- . :
(Micro struc- maybe no con- details/ no explanation/ o . p . times underpinned by
) h - repetitive sive with occasional .
ture- TS; SS) clusions drawn no valid examples P useful and appropriate
overlapping issues N
details
Present, ex-
tend and sup- Prgse_nt some . . Presents, ex- | e RA-Induction
] main ideas but . RA- Deduction - .
port main these are lim- Presents relevant and induction. mainl tends and supports | and deduction, mainly
ideas . . RA- Induction main ideas but . y main ideas, but there | around induction
] ited and not . ; around deduction
Reasoning sufficiently de- ° LS- Link some may be in- . LS Link con- | ma&Y be a tendency to | e LS- Convergent,
approach-RA . F- RH/FC/CS adequately devel- L over-generalise and/or | serial, link
: veloped; there vergence and divergence Lo .
Logical maybe irrele- oped/unclear . F-CR supporting ideas may | e F- No obvious
structure-LS Y . lack focus fallacy
vant detail
Fallacy-F

4.3 Templates features compared with script features for bands 5, 6, and 7

The researcher used the mentioned analytical measures to examine selected templates. However, as the templates only
offer a writing skeleton, unpacking them for analysis is unnecessary and impossible. Instead, the results were briefly
presented by comparing the textual features of written scripts from bands 5, 6, and 7 with the templates. Chinese IELTS
templates reflect band 6 and 7 essay structures, as each template is designed with four paragraphs, mirroring the features
of band 6 and 7 essays.

5. Discussions and suggestions
5.1 What are the templates’ textual features compared with the IELTS band 5-7 scripts?

Chinese IELTS templates’ textual features encompass three key elements: the essay structure, topic sentences for each
paragraph, and related translations. Chinese IELTS templates feature Band 6 and 7 essay structures, as each essay template
is designed to incorporate four paragraphs, which echoes a key feature of Band 6 and 7 essays.

This finding confirms Wray and Pegg’s findings from 2009, in their research into the effect of memorized learning on
the writing scores of Chinese IELTS test-takers. Wray and Pegg (2009) found a commonality of Chinese students’ scripts
was that their essays had a hollow structure when examiners undertook closer examination. Those essays featuring essay
skeleton marking words were found to lack substance (Wray & Pegg, 2009 p.203). Such essays do not show logical
consistency, and lack credibility, due to the lack of understanding of the topic shown, coupled with a lack of direct, topical
vocabulary.

This paper’s findings, in terms of templates’ features, reflect and amplify Wray and Pegg’s 2009 findings. This paper
responds to the question as to why Chinese students’ memorised materials were similar; looking beautiful without holding
any water. The reason is that template learning and teaching can help students imitate Band 6 or Band 7 essay structure
and tone; however, when examiners read more closely, the essay content and quality are similar to Band 5 essays.

5.2 Towhat extent can IELTS templates enhance TR preparation of IELTS writing for Chinese students?

Templates are useful for helping to organise their ideas quickly. It is inevitable that students will apply transition words
and phrases in their IELTS essay; nevertheless, students face some potential risks if they pay more attention to memoriz-
ing the templates than answering the question with their own good ideas. The templates are not recipes for success in the
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writing section of IELTS. The templates do not help the students to achieve a high score: they have one function, to help
students organize their ideas. In the end, students’ scores will depend on how good his or her answer is; how good his or
her inter- and intra-logical structure is; and how effectively s/he chooses the language through which to express their
ideas, not simply how their memorised ideas are organised. Thus, students should spend more time accumulating good
evidence of different writing topics and then develop related topic vocabulary. They also need to practice their logical
skills, to present, express and develop their real, personalized ideas.

6. Suggestions for template practice of IELTS writing task 2
6.1 Teaching methodology in terms of TR IELTS written task 2

It is important to recognise that teachers should consider practicing how to do ideas generation, to do ideas distribution,
and to do ideas transformations when teaching TR preparation. More importantly, they should focus on keeping the whole
essay consistently on the right track, namely by being brief and to the point.

Teachers’ beliefs and professional IELTS content knowledge can contribute to designing appropriate strategies for
showing IELTS content, motivating students about content, and selecting and transforming content in a manner that makes
it accessible to students (Chappell, Bodis, & Jackson, 2015). Likewise, the previous Chinese teaching methodology of
IELTS templates, in the light of “how to write an essay and how to write an English essay”, should be shifted to idea-
based template teaching.

6.2 Chinese templates development and innovation

Aligned with the above findings, Chinese IELTS templates cannot satisfy students’ learning needs, and the best practice

to enhance IELTS writing for Chinese students should be the following:

® Templates for ideas generation: teachers should design templates making idea archive files where students can de-
velop and brainstorm their ideas. (To practice generating ideas)

® Templates for ideas distribution: teachers should design templates for logical grouping or dividing ideas practice,
which could improve the students’ ability to outline and classify main and sub-ideas. (To practice logical reasoning)

® Templates for putting ideas into TS/SS: teachers should scaffold transforming ideas into language, by making ideas
into topic sentences, supporting sentences, and details, with concrete structures, keeping lessons simple and potent.
(To practice putting thoughts into English)
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