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‘Some topics are just so English and middle-class!’: Topic-related issues in an 
international speaking test 
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In this talk I will be looking at the issue of topics in the IELTS speaking test drawing on two 
different studies. The first small-scale study (Khabbazbashi, 2017) focuses on the impact of 
topics and candidates’ background knowledge of topics on performance scores both at the test 
level and at task level. The second study (Inoue, Khabbazbashi, Lam, and Nakatsuhara, 2019) is 
a large-scale project with over 1200 IELTS speaking examiners exploring their views on different 
aspects of the test and I will be focusing on how they perceived the appropriateness of topics in 
terms of candidates’ cultural background, gender, age, and interests. Findings from the score 
data suggested that while topics and background knowledge of topics have a systematic effect 
on performance, these failed to translated into practical significance. Findings from the 
thematic analysis of examiner interviews, on the other hand, suggested a potentially negative 




