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International	students	are	typically	admitted	to	pre-sessional	programmes	on	the	basis	of	
an	IELTS	score.	However,	in	recognition	of	the	IELTS	test’s	limitations	as	a	predictor	of	
academic	achievement	(Alexander	et	al.,	2008,	308;	Banerjee	and	Wall,	2006;	de	Chazal,	
2014),	such	programmes	seek	to	develop	a	more	specifically	academic	skillset.	This	
presentation	examines	students’	own	perceptions	of	the	transitions	they	make	from	IELTS	
candidate	to	pre-sessional	student	to	integrated	member	of	the	English-speaking	academic	
community.

1.	INTRODUCTION

2.	METHOD

5.	PERCEPTIONS	OF	IMPROVEMENT	&	ONGOING	DIFFICULTY

6.	DIFFERENCES	BETWEEN	IELTS	&	PRE-SESSIONAL	LISTENING

Except	at	the	high	and	low	ends	of	the	spectrum,	there	was	little	correlation	between	
listening	scores	in	IELTS	and	in	the	pre-sessional	exit	test	(see	charts	below).	The	students’	
generally	low	estimation	of	their	listening	skills,	along	with	these	scattershot	results,	have	
led	us	to	re-evaluate	the	validity	of	our	assessment	and	to	consider	how	to	better	scaffold	
listening	in	class.	But	it	also	exposes	the	transitional	gulf	between	IELTS	and	academia.

8.REFERENCES

7.	CONCLUSION

The	study	draws	upon	a	research	project	undertaken	with	my	University	College	Dublin	
Applied	Language	Centre	colleague	Dr	Anna	Nunan during	summer	2016.	As	part	of	‘The	
ALC	Pre-sessional	Language	Programme	– student	progress,	perceptions,	and	gains’,	five-
and	ten-week	pre-sessional	students	completed	questionnaires	at	the	start	and	end	of	
their	programmes.	Several	students	also	participated	in	pre- and	post-programme	
interviews.	Initially,	students	were	asked	about	their	previous	experiences	of	learning	
English,	their	perceived	level,	and	their	expectations	of	the	programme.	Post-programme,	
they	were	asked	what	they	felt	they	had	achieved,	what	they	needed	to	improve,	and	
what	they	still	found	difficult.	Questions	were	open-ended,	but	clear	patterns	emerged.	
Around	85%	of	the	students	were	Chinese;	of	the	rest,	around	12%	were	Saudi	Arabian	
and	3%	of	other	nationalities.		
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3.	STUDENT	EXPECTATIONS	OF	THE	COURSE

The	following	chart	illustrates	students’	responses	to	the	question	‘What	do	you	expect	to	
gain	from	the	programme?’	Many	students	identified	more	than	one	area	of	expected	
progress.	Unless	an	academic	context	was	specified,	broad	comments	about	improving	
English	skills	were	interpreted	as	referring	to	general	English.
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What	do	you	expect	to	gain	from	this	programme?	

It	is	clear	that	most	students	understood	that	the	programme	would	be	as	much	about	
acquiring	academic	skills	as	conventional	language	development,	but	many	also	
expected	a	high	degree	of	traditional	vocabulary	and	grammar	input.

4.	IELTS	AND	ACADEMIC	STUDY:		STUDENT	RESPONSES

Students	generally	treated	their	IELTS	scores	with	a	degree	of	scepticism.	They	
appreciated	that	the	high	stakes	of	IELTS	could	create	washback	in	teaching.	
Nonetheless,	some	argued	for	the	test’s	value	in	preparing	them	for	more	rigorous	and	
extensive	academic	study.	

These	comments,	from	interviews,	are	reported	exactly	as	transcribed.	

a) ‘the	[IELTS]	course	will	teach	you	how	to	deal	with	the	exam…	but	it’s	not	your	
really	level	of	English.	Maybe	you	can	get	5.5	very	easily	after	training	…	but	…	
actually	your	level	is	not	5.5…	maybe	will	do	a	lot	of	problem	in	your	study’	

b) ‘When	I	enter	the	IELTS	I	start	to	learn	academic	vocabulary,	how	to	read	passage,	
how	to	write.	I	know	it’s	not	the	real	good	academic	writing	but	at	least	I	had	a	
background	before	I	enter	the	pre-sessional	course…’

c) ‘They	[teachers	in	China]	only	taught	me	the	skills	to	take	an	exam.	I	feel	very	
disappointed	with	that.’	

Post-programme,	many	students	identified	several	areas	of	perceived	improvement	and	
ongoing	difficulty.	Some	who	felt	that	they	had	improved	in	listening	and	writing	also	felt	
they	had	ongoing	problems	in	these	areas.	
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Ongoing	Difficulty

It	is	likely	that	the	high	number	of	students	reporting	ongoing	listening	difficulties	was	
influenced	by	an	exit	test	in	which	many	had	struggled	to	follow	a	fast-paced	lecture.	
Nonetheless,	this	may	also	expose	the	over-reliance	of	some	students	on	‘test-wise	
strategies’	(Field,	2012,	430)	in	the	IELTS	listening	paper.	

Pre-sessional	exit	test	
scores	for	students	with		
IELTS	Listening	Score	5.5	

A A- B+ B B- C+
C C- D+ D D- E-

Pre-sessional	exit	test	scores	
for	students	with		IELTS	
Listening	Score	6.0

A A- B+ B B- C+
C C- D+ D D- E

Pre-sessional	exit	test	
scores	for	students	with		
IELTS	Listening	Score	6.5	

A- B+ B B-
C C- D D-

Ultimately,	these	student	responses	will	be	analysed	in	detail	alongside	IELTS	scores	on	
entry	and	exit	test	results	(and	hopefully,	in	due	course,	alongside	their	progress	in	their	
full	degree	programmes).	The	findings	will	be	used	to	inform	programme	development	
and	assessment.	For	the	time	being,	they	suggest	a	recognition	among	most	students	that	
IELTS	is	just	a	step	in	a	larger	process	and	that	their	language	development	will	continue	
after	completion	of	the	pre-sessional	programme.	
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