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IELTS test preparation and EAP writing: Connecting the dots
The increased popularity of the IELTS test, especially in China, means that students often arrive in English medium tertiary institutions with test information that is inaccurate and strategies that are inappropriate. This is counter-productive to their development as academic writers. As teachers of academic writing, we need to show students that there is no disconnect between improving their IELTS test score and developing university level writing skills.  Skills for IELTS are, in fact, the preliminary step in a continuum that ends in competent academic writing.
The IELTS Writing task 1 is an information transfer task. Candidates are provided with information in graphical format, most typically data, and they must describe this, noting its most salient points.
Sample Task 1
The following bar chart shows how many primary-school-age children attended school in different regions in 2006. 
Summarise the information by selecting and reporting the main features, and making comparisons where relevant.

Primary school net enrolment rate by region in 2006
SOURCE: http://www.childinfo.org/education.html



Skills needed for task 1:
· understand the data
· identify the salient information
· make generalizations (i.e. the overview sentence)
· classify?
· compare?

Suggested overview?  


Suggested classification?




According to research, data-driven writing, especially in the sciences, requires commentary rather then description. A data commentary has a 3-part move structure (Swales & Feak).

	Move:
	IELTS data description
	Data commentary

	1. locate the results

	
yes
	
yes

	2. report main findings and compare if appropriate

	
yes
	
yes

	3. account for the findings

	no
	yes


 
Transitioning from an IELTS task  >>> Academic Task
Most of the data driven tasks used in IELTS preparation have the potential for analysis and by exploiting that we can best integrate IELTS preparation in an EAP curriculum. Once the IELTS data description has been planned or even written, students can be encouraged to ask the questions that go beyond the IELTS rubric i.e. reach out to their critical intelligence:

Ask questions that are both factual and analytical:
· What are the countries in Sub-Saharan Africa?
· What are their socio-political differences?
· Have some countries been more successful than others in raising elementary enrollment? Why?
· Is enrollment gender balanced?
· What are the major obstacles to enrollment?
· Are these obstacles mainly economic or cultural?
· What is being done to increase enrollment? How effective are these efforts? etc etc

Assign a research essay that will narrow the focus and require data commentary. 
For example:

•Choose one or two countries in sub-Saharan Africa, explain the low primary enrollment rate and evaluate the efforts being made to increase it.

•Choose one country in two different regions and compare the progress each has made in increasing primary enrollment.

New skills might include:
· Develop arguments
· Integrate sources
· Analyse causes/results
· Evaluate information
· Make predictions based on evidence
· Explain anomalies

Recommendation: Situate IELTS preparation within EAP and make their relationship explicit

IELTS Prep -------------------------------------------------University writing

“The necessary restrictions of the IELTS tasks as a representation of academic writing suggests that learners will need to pass beyond the immediate requirements of the test if they are to be adequately prepared for academic study. If learners are aware of the limitations of IELTS in this regard, they will be able to make better informed choices about how to prepare themselves for university study. IELTS should not be the only element in this preparation.” --Anthony Green
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