
 

 

 
 
 

Okay. Thank you so much for your work, for your course, and for your podcast as well because                  

I’m a big fan of your podcast. 

Ben: Super. Thank you. Thanks very much, Amina. 

INTRODUCTION 
 

[Music] 

Female Voice: You are now listening to the IELTS Podcast. Learn from tutors and ex-examiners               

who are masters of IELTS preparation. Your host, Ben Worthington. 

[Music] 

Ben: How difficult is the IELTS exam and what to expect. Hello there, IELTS Podcast listeners.                

In this tutorial, we are going to learn about the test conditions. We're going to see how best to                   
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prepare for the exam. We're going to become aware of the need for quality feedback. We're                

going to look at timing and the ability to paraphrase. 

And it's going to help you because not only are you going to improve your IELTS strategy but                  

we're also going to look at some of the other issues like why so many students are frustrated and                   

maybe even get depressed about this and about not passing the exam. We're going to specifically                

look at that near the middle of the tutorial. 

Now, as you know, my name is Ben Worthington and I used to-- well basically, I finished my                  

university course, I went to Spain, and I started teaching English and I realized that so many                 

students were struggling with the IELTS exam. So, this is why I decided to set up the podcast.                  

First of all, I was struggling with the exam as well. So, I decided to interview lots of experts                   

around the world; pronunciation experts, vocabulary experts, linguistic experts and some of their             

advice was amazing and went into the online course after being tested on students. Some advice                

turned out to be rubbish, so I threw it out, but all the best information after being tested with my                    
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students and after getting amazing results, all that information, the good stuff got put into the                

IELTS online course. 

So, this does take time and if you're in a rush and if you need to pass fast, then have a look at the                        

online course and if you sign up to the email list, you’ll also get invitations for special offers                  

such as the $5 essay correction which is ridiculously cheap. And it's just a very inexpensive way                 

to find out what your errors are and then you just work on those and just pinpointing where                  

you're going to deploy your energy and effort in the most efficient way because if you're only                 

working on your errors, then all the stuff that you're doing right you can just leave as you're                  

doing right and put all your energy where it is needed. Almost like laser focus. 

So, let's just jump into a brief description. So, as you know, this is the world's leading English                  

exam. You've got about three hours whereby you will be tested on your listening, reading,               

writing, and speaking. It's very comprehensive. Also, it's almost like an endurance run; a              

marathon for your language ability. 
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Also, one final thing; it is standardized. So, everybody gets the same types of questions and the                 

same standard of difficulty. There are students that complain like oh, IDP is easier. British               

Council is easier. Maybe they don't complain. Maybe they just note, but in theory and from my                 

experience, it is all standardized. That means that, as I said, you're going to expect the same level                  

wherever you are; the same level of questions and the same level of grading. 

And some might argue because there's humans involved with the speaking test that it could vary.                

That might be a small variance, but from my experience a student who has been taking IDP then                  

switched to British Council because they thought it was easier, more often than not, 90% of the                 

cases they end up with the same grade that they got. So, there's no need to shop around looking                   

for the easy exam center because it doesn't exist. 

Right then. So, the best way to prepare. Before we jump into the best way to prepare, we're going                   

to look at how to get a good score. We're going to look at handling time, not only exam time                    

management but we're also going to look at your pre-exam time management. That means how               
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you're preparing. And then more specifically, we're going to go into listening, writing, reading,              

and finally speaking and then paraphrasing ideally if we've got time. 

So, without further ado, let's jump into it. So, how do you get a good score? Well, sorry. The best                    

way to prepare. Sorry. We're going to look-- you need to get familiar. This is quite                

straightforward. So, look at the practice tests, look online, look at some example videos-- sample               

videos of the test so you know what to expect. 

Also, know the types of questions. In the speaking section in this tutorial, I’m going to go                 

specifically into the types of questions. Know your weaknesses. This goes back to what I was                

saying a few minutes ago. Once you know where your weak points are, you can laser focus in on                   

those and improve those rather than just generally aiming to improve your overall level which               

will take a long time. 

Penultimate point is prepare a coherent study plan. I’m going to go into more detail about this                 

later. For the reading and listening, the best practice is to do practice tests. There are more                 
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detailed techniques, but you need to start off with doing practice tests, identifying which              

questions you lose points on, and then laser focus on those. If you've got time, then you can work                   

on your overall level and we've talked about this before, but some of the best ways are to maybe                   

transcribe, maybe to mimic. There are lots of overall improvement strategies that you can use. 

And finally-- I made a mistake. It wasn't the penultimate one. And finally, check your progress.                

Keep an eye on your progress and make sure you're getting that feedback because without that                

feedback, it might sound a little bit blunt, but it's like running through a forest with a blindfold                  

on. You just don't know where you're going and that goes for the reading, speaking-- it goes for                  

every single section. Get feedback. It's the fastest way to improve. Without that feedback, it's               

going to be a long and painful road for you. 

Now then, let's jump in to how to get a good score. Now, the most common result is between 5.5                    

and 6.5 and this is equivalent to B2 level and it basically means that if you are a B2 or between                     
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5.5 and 6.5, then you are an independent language user and you are more capable of                

understanding and being understood in most contexts with little difficulty. 

However, that sometimes is not good enough because if we're aiming for a 7 which is the most                  

commonly desired, then you need to aim above that. And that's what most universities or               

colleges will ask for is a 7. So, what does it take to get a 7? Obviously, a lot of preparation                     

especially if you’re around a 6.5 which seems to be the most common. 

Now, I’m saying a lot of preparation because going from 6 to 6.5 from my experience is                 

considerably easier than going from 6.5 to 7. It's not like a linear scale and this is what frustrates                   

a lot of students. So, be aware of that. The jump from 6 to 6.5 is much easier than 6.5 to 7 and I                        

honestly believe it gets progressively even more difficult. So, for the jump from 7 to 7.5 it's more                  

than likely harder than the 6.5 to 7 and so on and so forth all the way up to band 9. 

Now, when you are looking for your practice material, go to the official website. Go to ielts.org                 

and try and get those practice exams or the Cambridge books as well. Those are the best sources.                  
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Cambridge are the ones who write the exam for IELTS IDP, British Council, so they are going to                  

put out official authentic material and from my experience, apparently the Cambridge books are              

usually slightly more challenging than the exam. So, that's good news. If you're getting the target                

score you want with that Cambridge exam, then you're in good step. You're in good company to                 

get your target band. 

Now then, next section. Why do IELTS test takers make it more difficult for themselves? Well,                

the first area that I see day in day out from numerous emails practically-- I wouldn't say every                  

day, but at least every couple of days is like help! I’ve got my exam in 10 days. I’ve got my                     

exam tomorrow. Can you give me this exam feedback? Can you correct my essay? Can you give                 

me the speaking feedback? And these are the types of students who are probably going to be                 

taking IELTS again and again and again and making the British Council and the IDP a lot of                  

money in the progress. 
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Now, none of us want to do this. The way you can avoid this is by basically just taking a                    

methodical approach to this. May be setting out a schedule, deciding what you're going to do for                 

each of those study sessions. As I said before, identifying your weak points and allocating those                

weak points to those study sessions. 

And when you join the online course, we have a free like spreadsheet which helps you organize                 

yourself. I think there is a saying in the UK or in the U.S. actually it's PPPP; proper planning                   

prevents poor performance and it's so true for the IELTS exam, but I know life can get in the                   

way and it's difficult to keep that schedule. 

I also know of other students that will just say okay, I’m taking two months off studying. I’m                  

taking two months off work. IELTS is just going to be my sole focus. If you have that luxury,                   

take it. Ideally, you want to take the IELTS test once. So, get it first time. Move on with your life                     

and go for that university place, go for that immigration invitation from Canada or Australia or                

get that doctor's position in the UK or wherever. But I also know that a lot of us are working nine                     
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till five or maybe working in a restaurant or whatever. In that case, then proper planning is even                  

more important and I think a routine is good for this. 

Set up an hour every morning or every evening or in your lunch break. Do a practice test. And if                    

you listen to the success stories, you will find that more often than not-- I’d say about 90% of                   

those successful students either had a strict routine; maybe a reading test every day, for example,                

or they sort of like made use of a holiday they had. So, it's like okay, I’ve got enough money in                     

the bank. I’m just going to use this holiday to prepare; eight hours a day to prepare for IELTS. 

Or I know that I’m going to need IELTS next September. I’ve got the Easter holidays coming up.                  

I’m going to just dedicate all my Easter holidays and then every Wednesday and Monday and                

Sunday to preparing for the IELTS. So, it really needs focus especially if you're going for a band                  

jump i.e. from 6 to 7 or as we said before 6.5 to 7. 

Exam time management. Now, the skills you need for the exam time management, I’m not                

going to go specifically into each exam, but as you know, you have very short breaks between                 
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each section. The reading test, the listening; all of these they require a very high level of focus. I                   

think it was Vinod I was speaking to a couple of weeks ago who talked about developing his                  

focus skills by doubling up on his meditation and his yoga. I know another student who                

improved their speaking skills overcame being nervous by doing breathing exercises while she             

was waiting to be called in for her speaking exam. 

So, I think the most intelligent way to attack this is to find out where you're going to be losing                    

time and find out a strategy that works for you and test that strategy. Don't just go in there, do a                     

yoga class before the before the speaking, and then hope that you're not going to be nervous.                 

Find a strategy. Do the yoga class a few weeks beforehand or do your meditation a few weeks                  

beforehand. If you find out that it relaxes you, super. If you find out it doesn't have any effect,                   

then try another strategy. 

You've got to find out what works for you and this can be the frustrating part because you will                   

hear myself and other IELTS experts saying do this, do this, do this and sometimes it might not                  
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work for you and that's why you have to test it and then find out. And that's the case especially                    

for the listening, for the reading, and for the speaking. 

With the writing, it's probably slightly more different because it's more formulaic and that's why               

in the course we've got a set strategy for you to follow. And in that case, more often than not you                     

follow that strategy you're going to win. You're going to get that band score. And also, getting                 

the feedback which is included in the course is also going to help you accelerate your progress. 

Now, let's jump into the listening. You've got about 30 minutes to answer 40 questions. You only                 

hear the recordings once. You only hear the recordings once. So, it's quite unique with this exam.                 

Also, as you probably know, these sections are getting more difficult. Each section gets slightly               

more difficult than the last one. 

They also follow each other. The sections follow each other, so it's quite brief. You've got to                 

keep going and this is where your focus levels, your concentration skills come into play. Can you                 

maintain full concentration all the way through the exam? I remember one student he was telling                
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me that he took the exam in Australia in a basement and it was really warm. So, they opened up                    

the windows and just as they were doing the listening exam, there was a baby in a pram-- the                   

mother outside and the baby screaming and it made the whole listening exam much more               

difficult. 

Now, in this case, this is probably the outlier. This is probably the exception because I was                 

saying it was standardized before, but there are certain situational factors that might come into               

place. So, obviously you're not going to wait until the end of summer to take your exam, but try                   

and aim-- if you've got this luxury of choice, possibly go for a test center that uses headphones                  

rather than the traditional speaker and in a hall with the echo with windows open. 

Now then, going back to the listening exam. Just test these tips. Do not take them as gospel.                  

That's just a phrase we say which means take it with a pinch of salt which means test this advice                    

first because there's lots of different strategies. 
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The general one is to read the questions before each section. So, you need to improve your                 

reading skills. Aim to answer all the questions because you do not lose points for wrong marks.                 

So, give it a shot anyway. There's a chance it could be right. So, answer all the questions. And                   

remember just to briefly review your work afterwards and to avoid such errors such as the                

spelling. 

Now, moving on to the reading. 40 questions 60 minutes. Another very difficult feat especially if                

you've never ever prepared for this. This is why native English speakers fail this test because it's                 

more than language skills. Let me repeat that. It's more than language skills. Now, we're talking                

about exam skills. A native English speaker like myself will struggle doing-- sorry. A normal               

native English speaker just walking in off the street and doing a reading exam is not going to get                   

a band 9 because they do not have the exam skills, all right? 

So, just make a note of this. You've got your language skills and you've got your exam skills.                  

You need to work on both of them and this goes back to what I was saying earlier about                   
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identifying the specific areas that you're going to work on and which direction, which strategy               

you're going to use. Are you going to work overall? If you've got the time, you can maybe work                   

on overall improvement of your language skills, but if you're pushed for time, maybe you need to                 

go a little bit more focused. 

Now then, for the reading. Again, this is general advice that you need to test see if it works for                    

you and then and only then deploy this advice in your exam, but generally speaking, a variation                 

of this advice works. This is the standard sort of like standard procedure. So, let's go. 

1) Review all the question types. Which ones cost you points? Which ones cost you time? And                 

then focus on doing only those question types. I’ve said this a million times. 2) This is obvious.                  

Practice as much as possible reading. Ideally, you want to include reading in a daily habit and get                  

one of those turn pager books. 

Turn pager books are the addictive ones that just keep you reading and reading and reading.                

Don't get a book that is a challenge to read. You want one that draws you in, that gets you                    
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addicted and so you keep on reading. This way it's much easier to include it into your routine or                   

to make it become a habit. 

Now, when we're talking about reading, there are a few different skills. There is skimming, there                

is scanning for information, active reading and you need to become aware and just see which one                 

works best. As I said, some students like to read the text first and then jump into the questions.                   

Other students like to read the questions first and then jump into the text. The only answer for                  

this is see what works for you. Don't take any expert's advice as gospel. A nice little idiomatic                  

expression there which means don't follow it blindly. Test it for yourself first or take it with a                  

pinch of salt. 

Next: build up your reading speed. You do need to be able to read fast and it basically can be                    

improved. Very, very briefly, I’ll explain. You just read-- instead of reading word by word, read                

three words at a time. Change your eye gaze and try to include three words at a time and bounce                    

from one three-word cluster to the next three-word cluster to the next three-word cluster. 

© IELTSPodcast.com / B.Worthington / BW English Services. 2020. All Rights Reserved. 
How Difficult is the IELTS Exam? 

IELTS Online Course - Jump to Band 7 or it's Free!  

IELTS Essay Correction Service 

Click here for IELTS Materials (free) 

https://www.ieltspodcast.com/?utm_source=blog_transcript&utm_medium=weekly&utm_term=&utm_content=&utm_campaign=post395
https://www.ieltspodcast.com/ielts-preparation/how-difficult-is-ielts/?utm_source=blog_transcript&utm_medium=weekly&utm_term=&utm_content=&utm_campaign=post395
https://www.ieltspodcast.com/ielts-preparation/how-difficult-is-ielts/?utm_source=blog_transcript&utm_medium=weekly&utm_term=&utm_content=&utm_campaign=post395
https://www.ieltspodcast.com/online-ielts-course/?utm_source=blog_transcript&utm_medium=weekly&utm_term=&utm_content=&utm_campaign=post395
https://www.ieltspodcast.com/essay-correction-service/?utm_source=blog_transcript&utm_medium=weekly&utm_term=&utm_content=&utm_campaign=post395
https://www.ieltspodcast.com/sign/?utm_source=blog_transcript&utm_medium=weekly&utm_term=&utm_content=&utm_campaign=post395


 

 

 
 
 

There is a great post about this by Tim Ferriss. If you want to search online, just put Tim Ferriss                    

speed reading. And this is one of those skills that you can definitely develop, but it does take                  

slightly longer than say-- you can't just learn it in one hour. You learn it and then you start using                    

it for quite a few reading sessions and then it starts to become part of your reading skills. 

Now, active reading. What does that mean? It basically means underlining, highlighting, circling,             

adding notes. This is definitely a useful skill to take-- to adopt sorry. Now then, one final point                  

before we move on to the writing. You do not have to understand every single word. Try to see                   

them in context. More often than not, you can guess a word just by the context and the                  

surrounding words around it. I’m not going to go into that in any more detail. It's quite                 

self-explanatory, but just don't stress if you do not understand a single word out of a text. 

Writing. Now, for many people, writing is the hardest part. As you know, we've got the                

Academic and we've got the General. In the Academic, you are expected to write in a slightly                 
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more academic fashion, obviously and in the General, it is a little bit more relaxed, but we                 

always teach the same. 

Even if you're taking the General training exam, the difference is so small you might as well play                  

safe and go for the more academic style than the slightly relaxed or the slightly lesser academic                 

style that is acceptable because you lose points by being a little bit more relaxed in the                 

Academic. It's difficult to sort of like distinguish between both, but if you write at the most                 

academic way possible for both exams, you are definitely not going to lose points. 

Now, for Task 2 as you know, it's going to be an argumentative essay. Now, this is a very good                    

example of exam skills. Now, we want to break down the whole process. I’m going to do it very,                   

very briefly. In the course, we go into this in much detail, but if you can break it down the whole                     

process-- I’m not just looking at the text and writing. You've got to break it down to much, much                   

granular levels. What does this mean? 
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Well, having a strategy and finding out which parts or becoming aware of which parts cost you                 

points. For example, in the course, we teach look at the question, classify the question, break it                 

down into headings for your paragraph, build your paragraph following the structure, and then--              

sorry. Brainstorm ideas before that and then drop those ideas into the framework. 

Now, if you're doing the course and maybe you've got a stopwatch in front of you, but if you're                   

doing a course, you're aware of all the steps to take and then you can start being aware-- It's like                    

oh, I’m spending too much time on step no. 3 and then you can isolate that-- now that you've                   

identified it, you can isolate it, focus on step no. 3 which might be organizing your ideas. 

Now, for Task 1, you're going to be either writing a letter if you're doing the General or you're                   

going to be describing a graph-- well, a graphical object. It could be a flowchart, pie chart, bar                  

chart, line chart, whatever. I’m not going to go into that in much detail now because we're                 

running out of time. So, Task 1 you read the question-- 
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For Task 1 for the General, it's quite straightforward. I think this is slightly easier. You've got set                  

phrases. If you search for IELTS Podcast General Task 1 samples, you'll find lots and lots of                 

General sample one essays and underneath, there's a whole sort of like collection of phrases. I’m                

writing this letter with regards to… Please find my CV attached. Don't hesitate to contact me.                

Copy-paste sentences; very, very useful, expected from you in the General exam. 

Now, with the Task 2 as I said, it's much more difficult, but you want to-- just one last thing.                    

You want to probably attack Task 2 first because this is going to represent the bulk of your                  

points and one final tip that can definitely improve your score-- this is a no-brainer-- but check                 

your work. Don't just check your work looking for spelling mistakes. Check your work for               

mistakes you've made in previous essays. 

How do you know which mistakes you've made in previous essays? Because you've been a smart                

cookie. You've been a smart cookie and you sent your essay off to get some feedback, to get                  
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corrected. So, you know that third person singular is a problem area and so you're going to focus                  

in your essay for third person singular and go correct those mistakes. 

Now, before we jump into the vocabulary and paraphrasing, we're going to look at the speaking.                

Very, very briefly Part 1. Relax. Easy questions. Examiner is getting to know you. He’s going to                 

ask you straightforward questions. Do you study? Do your work? Use this time to get               

accustomed to the situation. Relax. Smile. Back straight. Formal. 

If you have problems looking at the examiner in the eye, then just look at the space between their                   

eyebrows, but find out where your problem is. Is it accuracy? Is it fluency? Is it vocabulary? Is it                   

pronunciation? Get feedback and then work on those specific areas. 

In our new speaking feedback service, not only do we listen to-- we send you the cue card or the                    

Task 1 or the Part 1 questions and then you send in your recording. We listen to it and then we                     

say okay. Sarah, you have a pronunciation issue. Do these exercises and you'll see an               

improvement and then answer this cue card and send us in your answer. So, very similar to the                  
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writing where we say you've got this problem, this problem, this problem, but this is fine. Work                 

on these areas. Do these exercises and then send us in another essay or another cue card answer. 

Let's just have a look at a typical cue card. Describe the person in your family who you admire.                   

You should say what his or her relationship is to you, what he or she has done in your life, and                     

what they do now. So, this one is clearly wanting you to use your tenses. There are a few                   

different changes there. We've got the present, we've got the past, and we've got the present                

again. 

Now, you need to use your 60 seconds wisely. Again, in the course, we talk about making a mind                   

map to brainstorm ideas then you number those ideas and then you work through those numbers.                

Also, there are lots of like little nuggets of advice like certain structures you can use. And again,                  

you test these out before using them. Some of them you can use straight off. Super easy. But a                   

few of them you probably want to test out before using them. 
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That's why we've got the speaking feedback service. So, we not only give you the advice. We tell                  

you to use the advice and then we give you feedback on the advice we've given and that you've                   

implemented, all right? 

Now, as I said, you’ve got those 60 seconds. You want to organize your talk. You want to                  

brainstorm it. You want to start including different strategies or structures that you've learned in               

your preparation and then you're going to talk for two minutes. When you do start talking, here's                 

a little tip. Remember just to use a little bit of structure. So, I would like to tell you about a                     

family member I admire. 

Not only will this give you a little bit of breathing space so to speak, but it's just structure. It's                    

much better than jumping in and saying my Uncle Bob is a farmer and he works a lot of hours                    

every single week. It's a difficult job. It's like hey, do you admire this or why are you talking                   

about your Uncle Bob? But if you just phrase it differently, if you just start off with an indication                   
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about what you're going to talk about-- I would like to tell you about a family member I admire.                   

Straightforward. We all know what's happening now and there's no strain for the examiner. 

And then likewise at the end, you do exactly the same. And that's my small presentation about a                  

family member I admire the most. Thank you for listening. It sounds so much more polite. The                 

examiner knows that you've finished. You're making the examiner's job easier and that's quite a               

key factor there as well. 

This is another one of those tips. And it's difficult to incorporate and to memorize all these tips.                  

That's why it's so valuable to get used to them and to make it automatic. And there's a thousand--                   

not a thousand. That's a small exaggeration, but there's definitely tens of more tips in the online                 

course especially for Part 3 which is essential for the band 7s and the band 8 students. 

Now then, vocabulary and paraphrasing. This is one of those skills that's going to be invaluable                

and if you've got the luxury of time i.e. you know you're going to take your exam in three                   
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months’ time, then you really want to dive into paraphrasing. Paraphrasing just means taking one               

sentence and saying the same information, but using different words or a different structure. 

Now, in the actual post on IELTS Podcast, we have a sample of a listening test and we've got a                    

whole demonstration there about how paraphrasing can be used. I don't want to go into it right                 

now and perhaps I’ll do a whole tutorial about it in another one, but right now we're just running                   

out of time, so I’m going to call it a day. 

And before we finish, I want to say thank you for listening. And if you are struggling, remember                  

you can sign up for material. Just go to ieltspodcast.com/sign and there once you sign up, we'll                 

give you a free eBook with a whole list of synonyms which will definitely help you with the                  

listening and the reading and also improve your vocabulary. We'll give you band 9 sample               

essays. There's just a massive eBook there and a ton of free IELTS materials. 

Likewise, you can also check the App Store. Go to Google Play or the Apple iTunes App Store                  

and just put Ben Worthington IELTS. You can get our apps there where you get the transcript.                 

© IELTSPodcast.com / B.Worthington / BW English Services. 2020. All Rights Reserved. 
How Difficult is the IELTS Exam? 

IELTS Online Course - Jump to Band 7 or it's Free!  

IELTS Essay Correction Service 

Click here for IELTS Materials (free) 

https://www.ieltspodcast.com/?utm_source=blog_transcript&utm_medium=weekly&utm_term=&utm_content=&utm_campaign=post395
https://www.ieltspodcast.com/ielts-preparation/how-difficult-is-ielts/?utm_source=blog_transcript&utm_medium=weekly&utm_term=&utm_content=&utm_campaign=post395
http://ieltspodcast.com/sign
https://www.ieltspodcast.com/category/reading/
https://www.ieltspodcast.com/ielts-preparation/how-difficult-is-ielts/?utm_source=blog_transcript&utm_medium=weekly&utm_term=&utm_content=&utm_campaign=post395
https://www.ieltspodcast.com/online-ielts-course/?utm_source=blog_transcript&utm_medium=weekly&utm_term=&utm_content=&utm_campaign=post395
https://www.ieltspodcast.com/essay-correction-service/?utm_source=blog_transcript&utm_medium=weekly&utm_term=&utm_content=&utm_campaign=post395
https://www.ieltspodcast.com/sign/?utm_source=blog_transcript&utm_medium=weekly&utm_term=&utm_content=&utm_campaign=post395


 

 

 
 
 

You can get new podcasts. You can get more IELTS materials. And this will all help you                 

accelerate your learning. 

And remember as well we've got the Jump to Band 7 or It's Free course. We're having so much                   

success with that and in a few weeks probably next week, we're going to be listening to some                  

inspiring success story from a student. 

So, have a great day. Remember to keep moving and if you are frustrated, you are depressed with                  

your IELTS and your IELTS scores, then get in contact. We'd love to help you. That's exactly                 

what we are set up to do. So, take care and good luck with your exam. 

[Music] 

Female Voice: Thanks for listening to ieltspodcast.com  
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