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CHAPTER 01

IELTS reading test
The IELTS reading test gives you three passages and forty questions in sixty minutes. That
works out at about ninety seconds a question, including the time spent finding the right part of
the text, which is why so many candidates finish the third passage in a rush or not at all.

Reading is also the paper where technique makes the biggest difference to your band. Two
candidates with the same level of English can be a full band apart simply because one of them
knows how the question types work and the other is reading every word.

What the IELTS reading test looks like
The format differs between the two modules, but the timing and the question types do not.

1  Sixty minutes, three passages
About twenty minutes each. The passages get harder as you go, so leaving the hardest until you are short of
time is a bad plan.

2  Section 3 is one long text
In General Training, Sections 1 and 2 contain several shorter texts and Section 3 is a single passage of 700
to 1000 words. Academic uses three long passages throughout.

3  Forty questions
Marked out of forty and converted to a band. There is no penalty for a wrong answer, so never leave one
blank.

4  No transfer time
Unlike listening, the reading test gives you no extra time at the end to copy answers. On paper, write them
straight onto the answer sheet.

5  General Training texts
Notices, adverts, handbooks and workplace documents in the first two sections, then one longer general
interest passage.
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6  Academic texts
Three long passages from journals, books and newspapers, written for a non-specialist reader. Denser
vocabulary and more argument.

7  Spelling counts
A correct answer spelled wrongly is marked wrong, and so is an answer longer than the word limit in the
instructions.

How to improve your IELTS reading band
Six things that move the score, in rough order of how much difference they make.

1  Stop reading everything
Skim the passage once, then scan for each answer. Reading carefully from start to finish is the single
commonest reason candidates do not finish.

2  Learn the question types
Each type has its own trap. True False Not Given punishes outside knowledge, matching headings punishes
vocabulary matching, and so on.

3  Watch the qualifying words
All, most, some, never, always, only. One of these can make an otherwise correct statement wrong, and
they are easy to read past.

4  Answer from the passage alone
Everything you know about the topic is irrelevant. The test is checking what the text says, not what is true.

5  Keep moving
If a question has taken ninety seconds, put something down and go. You can come back, and a blank costs
the same as a wrong answer.

6  Review your mistakes properly
Spend as long working out why an answer was wrong as you spent on the test. Doing more tests without
that step changes very little.

7  Read widely outside the test
Section 1 and 2 texts come from notices, handbooks and workplace documents. Reading that kind of
English in your own time builds the speed no technique can.
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8  Do not sub-vocalise
Saying the words in your head caps your speed at talking pace. Reading in short phrases rather than word by
word is faster and loses nothing.

9  Build vocabulary, not just tactics
Past about Band 6.5 the limit is usually the range of language you recognise at speed. That takes longer to
build than any strategy and matters more.

Questions about the IELTS reading test

How long is the IELTS reading test?
Sixty minutes for three passages and forty questions. There is no extra time at the end to transfer answers,
unlike the listening test.

Is IELTS reading the same for Academic and General Training?
No. The timing and question types are the same, but the texts are different. General Training uses everyday
and workplace material, Academic uses long journal-style passages.

How many questions do I need for Band 7?
It varies by test and by module, but Academic candidates typically need around 30 out of 40, and General
Training candidates rather more because the texts are easier.

Do I lose marks for wrong answers in IELTS reading?
No. There is no penalty, so always write an answer even if you are guessing.

Does spelling matter in IELTS reading?
Yes. An answer with a spelling mistake is marked wrong, even when it is clear what you meant.
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CHAPTER 02

IELTS True False Not Given questions
IELTS True False Not Given questions are the hardest question type in the reading test, and
almost all of the difficulty is in one decision: is the statement FALSE, or is it NOT GIVEN?
Candidates who understand that difference pick up marks quickly. Candidates who do not can
lose five or six marks in a single passage.

The rule itself is short. FALSE means the passage says the opposite. NOT GIVEN means the
passage does not say. The problem is that a statement can feel wrong without the passage
actually contradicting it, and that feeling is what examiners see costing marks.

True, False or Not Given: what each answer means
Every statement gets one of three answers, and each has a precise meaning.

1  TRUE
The passage says the same thing. The wording will be different, but the meaning matches completely.

2  FALSE
The passage says the opposite. There is something in the text that directly contradicts the statement.

3  NOT GIVEN
The passage does not say. The information may be true in real life, or it may seem likely, but the text does
not tell you either way.

The difference between FALSE and NOT GIVEN

1  The text
Training to become a doctor involves long hours and little pay, and many trainees do not complete the
course.

2  Trainee doctors are well paid
FALSE. The text says training involves little pay. That is the opposite of well paid, so the text contradicts the
statement.
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3  It takes a long time to become a doctor
NOT GIVEN. The text says trainees work long hours, which is about the working day, not about how many
years the qualification takes. It probably does take a long time, but the text does not say so.

4  Some trainees do not finish the qualification
TRUE. The text says many trainees do not complete the course. Different words, same meaning.

How to answer IELTS True False Not Given questions
Four habits separate candidates who score well on this question type from those who guess.

1  Find the place in the text first
The statements follow the order of the passage. Locate the part of the text the statement refers to before
you decide anything.

2  Ask whether the text contradicts it
If you cannot point to words in the passage that say the opposite, the answer is not FALSE. It is NOT GIVEN.

3  Watch the qualifying words
All, most, some, never, always, only. A statement can match the text perfectly except for one of these, and
that one word makes it FALSE.

4  Ignore what you already know
You answer from the passage alone. A statement can be completely true in the real world and still be NOT
GIVEN.

5  Do not leave any blank
There is no penalty for a wrong answer. If you are stuck between FALSE and NOT GIVEN, choose NOT
GIVEN, which is the more common of the two.

6  Use the right words
On paper, write TRUE, FALSE or NOT GIVEN, or abbreviate to T, F and NG. On the computer test you choose
the answer from a menu. In both formats, never answer YES or NO. Those belong to a different question
type and are marked wrong here.

True False Not Given and Yes No Not Given
These two question types look identical and are not, and writing the wrong words costs you the mark even
when your thinking was right.
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Also worth knowing

These two question types look identical and are not, and writing the wrong words costs you the mark even
when your thinking was right.

True / False / Not Given
Used for statements about facts and information in the passage. You are checking whether the text states
the same thing.

Answer with TRUE, FALSE or NOT GIVEN.

Yes / No / Not Given
Used for statements about the writer's opinions, views or claims. You are checking whether the writer
would agree.

Answer with YES, NO or NOT GIVEN.

Read the instructions before you start. If they ask for YES / NO / NOT GIVEN and you write TRUE, the
answer is marked wrong.

Questions about True False Not Given

What is the difference between FALSE and NOT GIVEN in IELTS?
FALSE means the passage contradicts the statement. NOT GIVEN means the passage does not mention the
information at all. If you cannot point to words in the text that say the opposite, the answer is NOT GIVEN.

Are True False Not Given answers in the same order as the passage?
Yes. The statements follow the order of the text, so if you find the answer to statement 4 before you have
found statement 3, you have gone too far and should go back.

Should I guess if I am not sure?
Always answer. There is no penalty for a wrong answer in IELTS reading or listening. If you are stuck
between FALSE and NOT GIVEN, NOT GIVEN is the more common of the two.

Can I write T, F and NG instead of the full words?
On the paper test, yes. TRUE, FALSE and NOT GIVEN can be abbreviated to T, F and NG. On the
computer-delivered test the question is answered from a menu, so there is nothing to abbreviate. In both
formats, never answer YES or NO, which belong to a different question type.

Why do I keep answering TRUE when the answer is NOT GIVEN?
Usually because you are using knowledge from outside the passage, or because the statement sounds like a
reasonable conclusion from what the text says. IELTS tests only what is on the page. A statement can be
obviously true in real life and still be NOT GIVEN.
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How many True False Not Given questions are in the IELTS reading test?
It varies. There is no fixed number, and a test can contain none at all, but the type appears often enough
that it is worth preparing for in both the Academic and General Training modules.
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CHAPTER 03

IELTS Yes No Not Given questions
IELTS Yes No Not Given questions look almost identical to True False Not Given questions, and
candidates lose marks simply by answering with the wrong words. The two types test different
things, and the instructions tell you which one you are looking at.

The short version: True False Not Given is about facts. Yes No Not Given is about what the writer
thinks. If the passage is arguing a case rather than reporting information, expect Yes No Not
Given.

What IELTS Yes No Not Given actually asks
You are deciding whether the writer would agree with the statement, not whether the statement is factually
correct.

1  YES
The writer expresses this view. The wording will differ, but the opinion in the statement matches the opinion
in the passage.

2  NO
The writer expresses the opposite view. There is something in the passage that shows the writer would
disagree.

3  NOT GIVEN
The writer does not express a view on this. The topic may be mentioned, but the writer never says what they
think about it.

How Yes No Not Given differs from True False Not Given
Six differences worth knowing before you sit the test.

1  Facts versus opinions
True False Not Given asks whether the passage states the information. Yes No Not Given asks whether the
writer holds the view.
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2  The passage type is a clue
Yes No Not Given usually appears with argumentative or opinion writing. True False Not Given appears more
often with descriptive or factual passages.

3  Look for opinion language
Words like argues, claims, believes, suggests, maintains and it is clear that signal the writer's own position
rather than reported fact.

4  The wrong words lose the mark
If the instructions say YES / NO / NOT GIVEN and you write TRUE, the answer is marked wrong even though
the thinking was right.

5  NOT GIVEN works the same way
In both types, NOT GIVEN means the passage does not tell you. The difference is whether you are looking
for information or for a view.

6  Read the instructions twice
A single reading test can contain both question types in different sections. Check before you start each set.

Questions about Yes No Not Given

What is the difference between Yes No Not Given and True False Not Given?
True False Not Given is about facts and information in the passage. Yes No Not Given is about the writer's
opinions, views and claims. The thinking is similar, but you must answer using the words the instructions
ask for.

Can I answer TRUE in a Yes No Not Given question?
No. If the instructions ask for YES, NO or NOT GIVEN, then TRUE and FALSE are marked wrong, even if your
reasoning was correct. This is one of the easiest marks to lose in the whole reading test.

How do I know which question type I am doing?
The instructions above the questions tell you. Read them before you start each set, because a single reading
test can contain both types in different sections.

Does Yes No Not Given appear in the listening test?
No. Both Yes No Not Given and True False Not Given are reading question types. The listening test uses
multiple choice, matching, labelling, completion and short-answer questions instead.

Is NOT GIVEN the same in both question types?
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Effectively, yes. NOT GIVEN means the passage does not tell you. In True False Not Given the missing thing
is information, and in Yes No Not Given it is the writer's view.
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PRACTICE

Practice exercise
Congestion charging has been in place in several European cities for two decades now, and the results are
consistent enough that the argument should really be settled. Traffic falls, air quality improves, and the
money raised is usually spent on public transport. Yet councils elsewhere continue to hesitate, apparently
more worried about the reaction of a vocal minority of drivers than about the health of everyone else who
lives there.

The objection most often raised is that a charge penalises people on low incomes. This deserves a serious
answer rather than the dismissal it usually receives, but it is worth noting that in most cities the poorest
residents are the least likely to own a car and the most likely to live beside a congested road. A charge,
properly designed, moves costs towards those who can afford them.

None of this means the scheme is simple to introduce. The technology is expensive, the boundary is always
contentious, and cities that have rushed the process have generally regretted it.

1  Congestion charging reduces traffic in city centres.

Yes
No
Not Given

2  Councils that have not introduced charging are acting sensibly.

Yes
No
Not Given

3  The objection about low incomes is worth taking seriously.

Yes
No
Not Given

4  Congestion charging works better in large cities than small ones.

Yes
No
Not Given

5  Introducing a congestion charge is straightforward.

Yes
No
Not Given
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6  Most drivers support congestion charging once it is in place.

Yes
No
Not Given

Answers and explanations
1  YES. The writer states that traffic falls, and presents it as an established result rather than a claim under debate.

2  NO. The writer says they are apparently more worried about a vocal minority than about public health. That is
clear criticism, so the writer would disagree.

3  YES. The writer says it deserves a serious answer rather than the dismissal it usually receives.

4  NOT GIVEN. City size is never discussed. The passage compares cities that have introduced charging with those
that have not, which is a different comparison.

5  NO. The final paragraph says none of this means the scheme is simple to introduce, and lists three difficulties.

6  NOT GIVEN. The passage refers to a vocal minority of drivers objecting, but never says what drivers think after a
scheme has started.

This book is free and always will be. If you want your writing and speaking assessed as well, that is on
IELTStestONLINE, our main site.
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CHAPTER 04

IELTS matching headings questions
IELTS matching headings questions give you a list of headings and ask you to choose the right
one for each paragraph. There are always more headings than paragraphs, so some are never
used, and that is deliberate.

Candidates lose time here more than marks. Reading every paragraph in full and then testing
every heading against it is slow, and the reading test does not give you time to be slow. The
method below is faster and more accurate.

What IELTS matching headings actually asks you to do
You are identifying the main idea of a paragraph, not looking for matching words.

1  The main idea, not a detail
A heading has to cover the whole paragraph. A heading that describes only one sentence is wrong, even
when that sentence is the most memorable one.

2  More headings than paragraphs
Extra headings are included to catch candidates who match on vocabulary. Some headings will never be
used at all.

3  Headings are paraphrased
The heading almost never repeats the words of the paragraph. If it does, be suspicious: that is often the
distractor.

4  Order does not help you
Unlike most reading question types, matching headings answers do not follow the order of the passage. You
cannot use position to narrow the options.

How to answer matching headings quickly
Six steps, in this order. The order matters more than any single step.
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1  Read the headings first
Read all of them before you touch the passage, and note any that look similar to each other. Those pairs are
where the test is trying to catch you.

2  Read the first and last sentence
In most academic writing the main idea sits in the first sentence, and sometimes in the last. Read those two
before reading the middle.

3  Say the paragraph in your own words
Before you look at the heading list again, put the paragraph into one short sentence in your head. Then find
the heading closest to your sentence.

4  Cross out as you go
Each heading is used once. Removing used headings makes every later paragraph easier and faster.

5  Leave the difficult ones
If two headings both seem to fit, move on and come back. The other paragraphs will remove one of them for
you.

6  Check the whole paragraph
Before you commit, make sure the heading covers the end of the paragraph as well as the beginning.
Paragraphs that change direction halfway are a common trap.

Questions about matching headings

Why are there more headings than paragraphs in IELTS?
The extra headings are distractors. They usually repeat words from the passage without describing the main
idea, so candidates who match on vocabulary rather than meaning choose them.

Are matching headings answers in the same order as the passage?
No. This is one of the few IELTS reading question types where the answers do not follow the order of the
text, so you cannot use position to narrow your options.

Should I read the whole paragraph?
Not at first. Read the first and last sentences, decide what the paragraph is mainly about, then check the
middle only if two headings still seem possible.

Can a heading be used twice?
No. Each heading is used once at most, which is why crossing out headings as you use them makes the later
paragraphs faster.
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What if two headings both seem to fit?
Leave that paragraph and come back to it. Answering the others will usually remove one of the two options
for you.
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PRACTICE

Practice exercise
ATrams disappeared from most British and Australasian cities between the 1930s and the 1960s. They
were seen as slow, inflexible and an obstacle to the private car, which was then still regarded as the
transport of the future. Track was lifted, depots were sold, and within a generation almost nothing
remained.

BThe reasoning behind those closures now looks weak. Buses were assumed to be cheaper because the
vehicles cost less, but the calculation ignored how long a tram lasts, how many passengers it carries and
how little of the road space it needs per person moved. On the measures that matter, the tram was the
cheaper option all along.

CReintroducing a system is a different matter from never having closed one. Laying new track through a city
that has since built over the old routes is expensive and disruptive, and several recent schemes have run far
beyond their original budgets. Cities considering a network should expect the first line to cost more and take
longer than promised.

DNone of that has stopped them. Networks have opened or reopened in dozens of cities over the last thirty
years, and passenger numbers have generally exceeded forecasts. Where a line has been built, the
argument tends to end: the complaints during construction are rarely heard again once the service is
running.

Headings i  A costly and difficult process ii  Why the original decision was wrong iii  How trams work iv 
Success despite the obstacles v  The end of an era vi  Competition from the railways

1  Paragraph A

i
ii
iii
iv
v
vi

2  Paragraph B

i
ii
iii
iv
v
vi
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3  Paragraph C

i
ii
iii
iv
v
vi

4  Paragraph D

i
ii
iii
iv
v
vi

Answers and explanations
1  v, The end of an era. The paragraph is entirely about closure and disappearance. Heading vi mentions railways,
which are never discussed.

2  ii, Why the original decision was wrong. The whole paragraph argues that the reasoning behind the closures
does not stand up.

3  i, A costly and difficult process. Expense, disruption and overrunning budgets are the subject from start to
finish.

4  iv, Success despite the obstacles. None of that has stopped them refers back to the difficulties in C, and the
rest of the paragraph is about how well the new lines have done.

Practising is not the same as measuring. IELTStestONLINE keeps every score you record in one place and
estimates your overall band as it changes.
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CHAPTER 05

Skimming and scanning in IELTS reading
Skimming and scanning in IELTS reading are two separate skills that candidates often treat as
one. Skimming means reading quickly to get the general idea. Scanning means searching for one
specific piece of information and ignoring everything else.

You need both, at different moments, and the commonest reason candidates do not finish the
reading test in sixty minutes is that they do neither. They read the passage carefully from
beginning to end, which is the one approach the test does not allow time for.

Skimming and scanning are not the same thing
Using the wrong one at the wrong moment wastes as much time as reading everything.

1  Skimming
Moving quickly over the whole text to find out what it is about and how it is organised. Your eyes travel
across every paragraph but you are not reading every word. Takes two or three minutes for a full passage.

2  Scanning
Searching for one thing: a name, a date, a number, a specific term. You ignore everything that is not it. Your
eyes move down the page rather than across the lines.

3  When to skim
You skim once, at the beginning, before you read the questions. You are building a map of the passage so
that you know roughly where each part is.

4  When to scan
For every question that contains something findable, such as a name, a year, a figure or an unusual word.
Scanning takes you to the right paragraph in seconds.

5  When to read properly
Only after skimming and scanning have taken you to the right two or three sentences. Then read those
slowly and carefully.
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6  What never works
Reading the passage carefully from start to finish before looking at the questions. There is not enough time,
and you will have forgotten most of it by the time you need it.

Using skimming and scanning in IELTS reading, step by step
A sequence that fits inside twenty minutes per passage.

1  Skim first, once
Two minutes. Read the title, the first sentence of each paragraph and the last sentence of the passage. Do
not stop for words you do not know.

2  Read the questions next
Now that you have a map, the questions will tell you what to look for and roughly where it will be.

3  Underline what is findable
In each question, mark the word most likely to appear in the text unchanged: a proper noun, a number, a
date, a technical term.

4  Scan for that word
Move your eyes down the page looking only for that one thing. Do not read the sentences you pass.

5  Read the sentences around it
When you find it, read the sentence before, the sentence itself and the sentence after. The answer is almost
always in those three.

6  Move on when stuck
If ninety seconds have gone on one question, put an answer and go. A question you leave blank is worth the
same as one you get wrong, and you can come back.

Questions about skimming and scanning

What is the difference between skimming and scanning?
Skimming means reading quickly over a whole text to get the general idea and see how it is organised.
Scanning means searching for one specific piece of information and ignoring everything else.

Should I read the IELTS passage before the questions?
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Skim it, once, for about two minutes. Do not read it carefully. Reading the whole passage properly before
you see the questions is the commonest reason candidates run out of time.

How long should I spend on each reading passage?
About twenty minutes each, for three passages in sixty minutes. There is no extra time at the end of the
reading test to copy answers, so write them in the right place as you go.

How can I read faster for IELTS?
Speed in IELTS comes from reading less, not from reading faster. Skimming and scanning let you skip most
of the passage and read carefully only the two or three sentences that contain the answer.

Is it a problem if I do not know some of the words?
Usually not. You are not required to understand every word, and stopping at unknown vocabulary is one of
the main things that slows candidates down.
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PRACTICE

Practice exercise
The Auckland Harbour Bridge opened in May 1959, connecting the city centre to the North Shore for the
first time by road. The original structure carried four lanes and was designed by the British firm Freeman
Fox and Partners, who had also worked on the Sydney Harbour Bridge three decades earlier.

Demand was badly underestimated. Traffic in the first year exceeded the forecast for 1970, and by the early
1960s the bridge was already congested at peak times. Two additional lanes were added on each side
between 1968 and 1969, manufactured in Japan and lifted into place in sections. Aucklanders promptly
nicknamed the additions the Nippon clip-ons.

The bridge now carries around 170,000 vehicles a day. Proposals for a second crossing have been made
repeatedly since the 1980s, and a walking and cycling path has been proposed and abandoned more than
once, most recently in 2021.

1  In which year did the bridge open?

1949
1959
1968
1970

2  How many lanes did the original bridge carry?

Two
Four
Six
Eight

3  Where were the additional lanes made?

Britain
Australia
Japan
New Zealand

4  How many vehicles use the bridge each day?

17,000
70,000
170,000
1,700,000
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5  When was a walking and cycling path most recently abandoned?

1968
1980
2021
1959

Answers and explanations
1  1959. Scanning for a four-digit number takes you straight to the first sentence. There is no need to read anything
else in that paragraph.

2  Four. The word lanes appears twice in the passage, so scan for it and check which sentence refers to the original
structure.

3  Japan. A country name is a proper noun, which makes it one of the fastest things to scan for. Britain and Sydney
appear too, which is why you check the sentence rather than the word.

4  170,000. Numbers with commas stand out on the page. Note that the question asks per day, and the passage
says a day, so the match is exact.

5  2021. The final sentence. Scanning from the bottom upwards is often faster when a question refers to
something recent.

You can mark this exercise yourself because reading has right answers. Writing and speaking do not, which
is what full membership on IELTStestONLINE is for.
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CHAPTER 06

IELTS summary completion questions
IELTS summary completion gives you a short summary of part of the passage with words
removed, and asks you to fill the gaps. It appears in both the reading and listening tests, and it
rewards grammar as much as comprehension.

There are two versions. In one you take the words from the passage, within a word limit. In the
other you choose from a list of options, which is usually longer than the number of gaps.

The two kinds of IELTS summary completion
The instructions tell you which one you have, and the method is different for each.

1  From the passage
A word limit applies, usually one to three words, and the words must come from the text exactly as written.
Spelling counts.

2  From a word list
You choose from options A to H or similar. There are always more options than gaps, and the extras are
usually near-synonyms.

3  The summary covers part of the text
Rarely the whole passage. Work out which section it summarises before you start, because everything you
need is in that part.

4  Gaps follow the order of the text
Unlike matching headings, summary completion answers appear in the order of the passage, so each
answer is after the last one.

5  The grammar decides it
A gap after an article needs a noun. A gap after to needs a verb. This alone rules out most wrong options
before you read anything.

6  Paraphrase everywhere
The summary will not repeat the passage's wording. You are matching meaning, then supplying the exact
word the text used.
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How to answer IELTS summary completion
Six steps. The first two happen before you look at the passage at all.

1  Read the whole summary first
Read it through without stopping at the gaps. Knowing what the summary is about tells you which part of
the passage to work in.

2  Predict the word class for each gap
Noun, verb, adjective, number. Read the words either side of the gap and decide before you search. It
halves the work.

3  Find the matching section
Scan the passage for a name, number or unusual term from the summary. That locates the paragraph the
summary is built from.

4  Work in order
The answers come in sequence, so once you have found gap 2, gap 3 is later in the text. Never search the
whole passage again.

5  Check the sentence reads correctly
Put your answer in and read the sentence. If the grammar is wrong, the answer is wrong, even when the
meaning feels right.

6  Stay inside the word limit
No more than two words means two. Copy from the passage rather than adjusting the word to fit.

Questions about summary completion

Are IELTS summary completion answers in the order of the passage?
Yes. The gaps follow the order of the text, so once you have found one answer the next is later in the
passage. This makes it one of the faster question types.

Can I change the form of the word?
Not when you are taking words from the passage. The answer must appear in the text exactly as you write it,
so if the grammar does not fit, you have the wrong word.

What if there are more options than gaps?
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That is normal in the word-list version. The extra options are usually near-synonyms of the right answers,
included to catch candidates matching on meaning alone.

Does summary completion appear in the listening test?
Yes. The same question type is used in listening, with the added difficulty that the recording is played once
only.

How do I know which part of the passage the summary covers?
Scan for a name, number or unusual term that appears in the summary. Summaries normally cover one or
two paragraphs, not the whole text.
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PRACTICE

Practice exercise
Amid growing social and political pressure to give up, there is at last some good news for smokers.
Research presented to the European Society of Cardiology suggests that two glasses of red wine contain
enough beneficial chemicals to suspend the damage that one cigarette does to the functioning of the
arteries.

The findings do not, of course, suggest that drinking red wine allows anyone to smoke freely, and they are a
long way from any drug capable of reversing the harm done by long-term smoking.

The health effects associated with red wine are not new. The Romans and the Greeks both regarded it as a
form of medicine, possibly because of the abundance of polyphenols, naturally occurring chemicals that
have a cleansing effect on the arteries.

Summary Despite increasing (1) ______ pressure to quit, there is good news for smokers. Research
presented to the European Society of Cardiology states that two glasses of red wine contain enough
beneficial (2) ______ to suspend the negative impact that one (3) ______ has on the arteries. The (4)
______ do not suggest that red wine allows unlimited smoking. Red wine's reputation is old: the Romans
and the (5) ______ treated it as medicine.

1  Gap 1

social
medical
financial
legal

2  Gap 2

glasses
chemicals
effects
polyphenols

3  Gap 3

glass
drink
cigarette
artery

4  Gap 4

researchers
findings
Romans
arteries
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5  Gap 5

Greeks
Egyptians
doctors
polyphenols

Answers and explanations
1  social. The passage says social and political pressure. The gap sits before pressure and needs an adjective,
which rules out most alternatives before you even search.

2  chemicals. Beneficial chemicals appears directly in the text. Polyphenols are chemicals, but they appear in a
different paragraph and are not what this sentence says.

3  cigarette. The damage that one cigarette does. The word one before the gap tells you a singular countable noun
is needed.

4  findings. The passage says the findings do not suggest. Researchers would make sense in English but is not the
word used, and summary completion requires the writer's word.

5  Greeks. The Romans and the Greeks both regarded it as medicine. Note that the answers have appeared in the
order of the passage throughout.

Getting these right is one thing. Knowing which question types you lose marks on across a whole test is
another, and it is what IELTStestONLINE tracks for you.
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CHAPTER 07

IELTS sentence completion questions
IELTS sentence completion gives you separate sentences with a gap in each, to be filled with
words taken from the passage. It appears in reading and listening, and it is one of the question
types where preparation pays back immediately.

The key point is that the completed sentence has to be grammatically correct as well as true.
Candidates who find the right idea but the wrong form of the word still lose the mark.

What IELTS sentence completion is testing
Two things at once: whether you found the information, and whether you can fit it into English.

1  Words from the passage
The answer must come from the text, in the form it appears there. You cannot substitute a synonym of your
own.

2  A word limit applies
Usually one, two or three words. Going over the limit makes a correct answer wrong, so count before you
move on.

3  The sentences follow the text
Answers appear in the order of the passage, which means each answer is somewhere after the last one you
found.

4  Grammar has to work
Read the completed sentence back. If it does not make sense grammatically, you have taken the wrong
words from the right place.

5  The sentence is paraphrased
The stem will not use the passage's wording. You are matching an idea, then supplying the exact words the
writer used.

6  Distractors sit nearby
The wrong answer is often in the same sentence as the right one. Reading the whole sentence, not just
around the keyword, prevents this.
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How to answer IELTS sentence completion
Six steps, and the second one does most of the work.

1  Underline the findable word
In each stem, mark the proper noun, number or unusual term most likely to appear in the passage
unchanged. That is your scanning target.

2  Predict what kind of word is missing
Look at the words either side of the gap. After an article you need a noun. After a preposition, usually a
noun. After to, often a verb.

3  Scan for the target
Move down the page looking only for that word, and do not read the sentences you pass over.

4  Read the whole sentence
When you find it, read the entire sentence and the one after. The answer is often a few words further on
than you expect.

5  Fit and check
Put your words into the stem and read it aloud in your head. Wrong grammar means wrong answer.

6  Count the words
Then move on. Do not spend a fourth minute deciding whether a hyphenated word counts; write it and go.

Questions about sentence completion

Do sentence completion answers follow the order of the passage?
Yes. The answers appear in the order of the text, so each one is later in the passage than the last. If you find
a later answer first, you have missed one.

Can I change the word to fit the grammar?
No. The answer must appear in the passage exactly as you write it. If the grammar does not work, you have
chosen the wrong words rather than the wrong form.

How many words can I write?
Whatever the instruction line says, usually one, two or three. Going over the limit makes a correct answer
wrong, so count every time.

What is the difference between sentence completion and summary completion?
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Sentence completion gives you separate sentences, each with its own gap. Summary completion gives you
a connected paragraph summarising part of the passage.

Why is the wrong answer often next to the right one?
Because that is where it catches most people. Reading the whole sentence, rather than the few words
around your keyword, is the reliable defence.
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PRACTICE

Practice exercise
The adult education programme returns next month, and this year the courses will run for ten weeks rather
than the usual eight. Classes are capped at eight students, which is lower than in previous years but has
been kept deliberately small after feedback about the size of last year's groups.

The cost of each course depends on income, and anyone receiving a benefit pays a reduced rate. Those
interested should contact Mike Edwards on the number below, and note that all evening courses will be
held at the town hall rather than at the college, which is being refurbished.

1  Courses will run for ______ .

eight weeks
ten weeks
next month
a year

2  There is a maximum of ______ students per class.

eight
ten
a few
not stated

3  The cost of a course depends on ______ .

the course
income
the town hall
attendance

4  Those interested should contact ______ Edwards.

Mr
Mike
the college
the town hall

5  Evening courses will be held at the ______ .

college
town hall
adult education centre
not stated

Answers and explanations
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1  ten weeks. The passage contrasts ten weeks with the usual eight, and the distractor sits in the same sentence
as the answer.

2  eight. Classes are capped at eight students. Note that eight also appears as the old course length, which is why
reading the whole sentence matters.

3  income. One word, taken directly. The gap follows on, so a noun is needed, which rules out most alternatives
before you search.

4  Mike. The gap sits before a surname, so a first name is the only thing that fits grammatically. Mr appears
nowhere in the passage and cannot be invented.

5  town hall. The college is named in the same sentence but is the place the classes are not being held, which is
the classic distractor.

Explanations tell you why an answer was wrong. They cannot tell you what band your writing would get.
IELTStestONLINE assesses that against the four criteria, as often as you like.
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CHAPTER 08

IELTS short answer questions in reading
IELTS short answer questions ask you to answer in one, two or three words, or a number, taken
from the passage. They are among the most winnable marks in the reading test and among the
easiest to throw away.

Almost every mark lost here is lost on a technicality rather than on comprehension: one word
too many, a spelling slip, or an answer put into the candidate's own words instead of the
writer's.

What the word limits in IELTS short answer questions mean
The instruction line is doing more work than most candidates realise. Read it before the questions.

1  NO MORE THAN TWO WORDS
One or two words. Three is marked wrong even if the two correct words are among them. One word is fine if
it answers the question.

2  NO MORE THAN TWO WORDS OR A NUMBER
At least one answer in the set will be a number on its own. That is a useful hint about what to look for.

3  NO MORE THAN TWO WORDS AND / OR A NUMBER
At least one answer will combine a number with a word, such as 20 kilometres or 1959.

4  NO MORE THAN ONE WORD
Every answer is a single word. If your answer needs two, you have the wrong answer.

5  Hyphens and articles
A hyphenated word normally counts as one. A, an and the count as words, so drop them unless the answer
needs them.

6  Take the words from the text
Answers must use the writer's words, not yours. A correct idea expressed in your own words scores nothing.

How to answer IELTS short answer questions
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Six habits that turn understanding into marks.

1  Read the instruction line first
Before the questions. The word limit changes what a correct answer looks like, and it is printed once, above
the set.

2  Use the question word
Who wants a person or an organisation. When wants a time or a date. How many wants a number. That tells
you what to scan for.

3  Scan, do not read
Find the proper noun, number or unusual term from the question, then read only the sentence it sits in and
the one after it.

4  Answer the question asked
Where is not the same as why. Candidates find the right sentence and then lift the wrong part of it.

5  Count your words
Every time. This is the commonest way a correct answer is marked wrong in the whole reading test.

6  Check your spelling
A misspelled answer is wrong, even when the examiner can see what you meant. Copy from the passage
rather than from memory.

Questions about short answer questions

What does NO MORE THAN THREE WORDS mean in IELTS?
Your answer can be one, two or three words, but not four. An answer longer than the limit is marked wrong
even if it contains the correct words.

Do articles count as words in IELTS?
Yes. A, an and the each count as a word, so leave them out unless the answer does not make sense without
them.

Does a hyphenated word count as one word?
Normally yes. A hyphenated compound such as well-known is usually treated as a single word, but avoid
relying on it if you can answer within the limit without one.

Can I use my own words in short answer questions?

https://www.ieltsforfree.com/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=header


IELTSforFREE.com The IELTS Reading Test

Free IELTS preparation, with no signup and no payment 37

No. Answers must be taken from the passage. An answer that means the right thing but uses different
words does not score.

Does spelling matter in IELTS short answer questions?
Yes. A misspelled answer is marked wrong, which is why you should copy the word from the passage rather
than write it from memory.
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PRACTICE

Practice exercise
The heat at the centre of the earth is contained by large plates that float on molten rock. Where these
tectonic plates meet, heat escapes through fissures, sometimes as volcanic eruption. There are, however,
advantages to living near a plate boundary.

New Zealand sits on the border of two plates and has a great deal of geothermal activity, most of it in the
form of heated water rather than molten rock. This has allowed the country to develop spas and hot pool
resorts, the best known of them around Rotorua and Taupo.

Rotorua has acquired the nickname RotoVegas, because like Las Vegas it draws very large numbers of
international visitors each year. Most commercial tours of the North Island include at least a day there, and
the drive from Auckland takes about three hours.

1  What floats on molten rock?

Tectonic plates
Large plates
The earth
Fissures

2  How many plates does New Zealand sit on the border of?

One
Two
Three
Not stated

3  In what form does most of New Zealand's geothermal activity appear?

Molten rock
Volcanic eruption
Heated water
Hot pools

4  What nickname has Rotorua acquired?

Las Vegas
RotoVegas
Taupo
North Island

5  How long does the drive from Auckland take?

One day
Two hours
Three hours
Not stated
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Answers and explanations
1  Large plates. The first sentence says large plates that float on molten rock. Tectonic plates appears in the next
sentence and is tempting, but the question asks what floats, and that is the phrase used there.

2  Two. The question word how many tells you to expect a number, which makes it fast to scan for.

3  Heated water. The passage contrasts heated water with molten rock. Hot pools are what was built from it, not
the form the activity takes.

4  RotoVegas. One word, taken directly from the text. Writing Las Vegas would be lifting the wrong part of the
sentence.

5  Three hours. Two words, within the limit. At least a day refers to how long tours spend in Rotorua, not to the
drive.

This book is free and always will be. If you want your writing and speaking assessed as well, that is on
IELTStestONLINE, our main site.
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CHAPTER 09

IELTS classifying questions in reading
IELTS classifying questions give you a short list of categories, usually three to five, and a set of
statements. Your job is to decide which category each statement belongs to and write the
corresponding letter.

They look easy and they are not. Every category is discussed somewhere in the passage, the
wording never matches, and the answers do not follow the order of the text, so you cannot use
position to help you.

How IELTS classifying questions are set out
A short list of options, then statements to sort into them.

1  The categories
Usually three to five: countries, companies, people, time periods, products. They are given as A, B, C and so
on.

2  The statements
Each one describes something you must attribute to one category. There are normally more statements
than categories, so options repeat.

3  The answer is a letter
You write A, B or C. Writing the name of the category instead is marked wrong, even when it is obviously
correct.

4  Not every option is used
Some categories may not apply to any statement, so do not assume all of them appear in the answers.

5  Order does not help
Like matching headings, the answers are not in the order of the passage. Work statement by statement
instead.

6  Options can repeat
Unlike matching headings, the same letter can be the answer more than once. Never rule one out because
you have used it.
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How to answer IELTS classifying questions
Six steps, and the third is where most marks are won.

1  Read the categories first
Before the statements and before the passage. Knowing you are sorting by country, or by decade, changes
what you look for.

2  Find where each category is discussed
Scan the passage for the category names and mark them. Now you know which paragraph each answer will
come from.

3  Expect paraphrase, not repetition
A statement saying attitudes are traditional might appear in the text as it has been done for many
generations. If the words match exactly, be suspicious.

4  Watch the reference words
The passage often says he states that or the company argues. You have to backtrack to work out who he or
the company is, and that is where marks are lost.

5  Do not carry information across
Something true of one category is not automatically false for another. Judge each statement only against
what the text says about that option.

6  Write the letter
A, B or C, in the box. Every year candidates write the full category name and lose the mark for it.

Questions about classifying questions

What are classifying questions in IELTS reading?
You are given a short list of categories, usually three to five, and a set of statements. You decide which
category each statement belongs to and write the corresponding letter.

Can I write the category name instead of the letter?
No. If the instructions ask for a letter, writing the name is marked wrong even when the answer is clearly
correct.

Can the same letter be used more than once?
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Yes. Unlike matching headings, options in classifying questions repeat, so never rule out a letter because
you have already used it.

Are classifying answers in the order of the passage?
No. You cannot use position to narrow your options, so work statement by statement and scan for the
category each time.

What is the difference between classifying and matching questions?
They are close relatives. Classifying sorts statements into a fixed set of categories that can repeat. Matching
pairs items with features or paragraphs, often without repetition.
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PRACTICE

Practice exercise
A national airline is not simply the means by which visitors travel to a country. It is often treated as the flag
of that country, and travellers' impressions of the airline colour their impressions of the place itself.
Governments understand this, which is why so many of them continue to subsidise a carrier that would
struggle to survive on commercial terms alone.

A Australia's Qantas has built its reputation on safety and on advertising aimed as much at Australians as at
visitors. Its long-running campaigns are better known at home than abroad, and the airline is frequently
cited in surveys of the world's safest carriers. It has never been state-owned in the modern era.

B Singapore Airlines took a different route, concentrating on service and on a single recognisable
cabin-crew image that has been used with little change for decades. The government holds a majority stake
through an investment company, and the airline is routinely used in campaigns to promote the country as a
destination.

C Air New Zealand has leaned on humour, producing safety videos that are watched millions of times online
by people who will never board the aircraft. The government took a controlling stake during a financial crisis
and has retained it since.

1  This airline is majority owned by the government through an investment company.

A
B
C

2  Its advertising is better known domestically than internationally.

A
B
C

3  It is known for a consistent visual identity among cabin staff.

A
B
C

4  Its marketing reaches an audience far beyond its own passengers.

A
B
C
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5  It has remained in private hands.

A
B
C

6  It appears in official campaigns promoting the country to tourists.

A
B
C

Answers and explanations
1  B, Singapore Airlines. The passage says the government holds a majority stake through an investment
company. Air New Zealand is also state-controlled, but through a crisis stake rather than an investment company,
so the detail decides it.

2  A, Qantas. Better known at home than abroad is a paraphrase of domestically rather than internationally.

3  B, Singapore Airlines. A single recognisable cabin-crew image used with little change for decades.

4  C, Air New Zealand. Watched millions of times online by people who will never board the aircraft. Note the
paraphrase: beyond its own passengers is never stated in those words.

5  A, Qantas. It has never been state-owned in the modern era. The other two both describe government stakes.

6  B, Singapore Airlines. Routinely used in campaigns to promote the country as a destination. Air New Zealand's
videos are marketing by the airline, not by the country.

Practising is not the same as measuring. IELTStestONLINE keeps every score you record in one place and
estimates your overall band as it changes.
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CHAPTER 10

Paraphrasing in IELTS reading
Paraphrasing in IELTS reading is not a question type. It is the mechanism behind all of them.
Every question is a rewritten version of something in the passage, and the test is checking
whether you can recognise the same idea in different words.

This is why matching words does not work. If a question repeats a phrase from the text exactly,
that is usually the distractor. The answer is almost always somewhere the wording has changed.

The four ways IELTS reading paraphrases a sentence
Once you recognise the pattern, you stop looking for words and start looking for meaning.

1  Different vocabulary
The simplest kind. Yet the reality is nowhere near as appealing becomes the truth, however, is far less
attractive. Every content word has changed.

2  A different word family
Our cities are becoming increasingly polluted becomes pollution is increasing in our cities. Same root,
different part of speech, different sentence shape.

3  A changed structure
Active becomes passive, a clause becomes a phrase, two sentences become one. The words may survive
while the grammar does not.

4  A negative flipped
Not unusual means usual. It is highly unlikely means probably will not. This one catches more candidates
than the other three together.

5  Why exact matches are traps
Question writers know candidates scan for identical words, so the same phrase often appears in a sentence
that does not answer the question.

6  Where it appears
Every question type. True False Not Given, matching headings, completion, short answer. There is no part of
the reading test where this is not being tested.
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How to work with paraphrasing in IELTS reading
Six habits that turn this from a weakness into an advantage.

1  Reword the question before you search
Before you look at the passage, think how else the question could have been said. You are then scanning for
two or three possibilities rather than one.

2  Scan for what cannot change
Names, numbers, dates and technical terms are rarely paraphrased. Those are your anchors; everything
around them will have been rewritten.

3  Distrust the exact match
If a phrase from the question appears word for word in the passage, read that sentence carefully before
accepting it. It is often deliberately placed.

4  Check the whole meaning
A paraphrase has to match completely. Occasionally is not sometimes-ish; it is a specific quantity, and
ignoring it turns a right answer into a wrong one.

5  Watch for hidden negatives
Not unlike, far from certain, hardly ever, it is a misconception that. Read these twice; the meaning is the
opposite of the surface.

6  Build synonym sets as you study
Increase, rise, grow, climb, surge. Reduce, fall, decline, drop, ease. This is the vocabulary work that actually
moves a reading band.

Questions about paraphrasing in IELTS reading

What is paraphrasing in IELTS reading?
It means expressing the same idea in different words. Every IELTS reading question is a paraphrase of
something in the passage, which is why searching for identical words rarely finds the answer.

What are parallel expressions in IELTS?
Two sentences with the same meaning built from different vocabulary, a different word family or a different
grammatical structure. Parallel expression is another name for paraphrase.

If the exact words appear in the passage, is that the answer?
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Often not. Question writers place exact matches in sentences that do not answer the question, because
they know candidates scan for identical wording.

How do I get better at spotting paraphrases?
Build synonym sets around the ideas IELTS uses most, such as increase, decrease, cause and effect, and
read your wrong answers to see which rewording defeated you.

Does paraphrasing matter in IELTS writing too?
Yes, and differently. In reading you recognise it; in writing you produce it, particularly when rewording the
question in your introduction rather than copying it.
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PRACTICE

Practice exercise
There is a dark corporate conspiracy at work in the petroleum industry. On television and in the media we
are constantly bombarded with images of green trees, promised a fuel that is ninety-seven per cent cleaner
than ever before, and told we are heading towards a healthier future.

Yet the reality is nowhere near as appealing. Our cities are becoming increasingly polluted as the number of
cars continues to rise and petrol emissions show no sign of easing. Much like car manufacturers, who
market their products under the image of freedom and independence, we are being sold a fantasy which
simply does not hold true.

1  Who is responsible for the shadowy scheme of selling dreams rather than the truth?

Car manufacturers
The petroleum industry
Television
The media

2  Who sells their product as a symbol of independence?

The petroleum industry
The media
Car manufacturers
Cities

3  Pollution in cities is described as

falling
stable
rising
not mentioned

4  What does the passage say about petrol emissions?

They are decreasing
They are not decreasing
They have stopped
They are being measured

5  The overall message of the advertising is described as

accurate
exaggerated but true
untrue
difficult to judge

https://www.ieltsforfree.com/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=header


IELTSforFREE.com The IELTS Reading Test

Free IELTS preparation, with no signup and no payment 49

Answers and explanations
1  The petroleum industry. Almost every word changed: dark became shadowy, conspiracy became scheme, sold
a fantasy became selling dreams, and does not hold true became rather than the truth.

2  Car manufacturers. This one is easier, because the word independence appears in both the question and the
passage. Even so, symbol has been changed to image of, so you still cannot match the whole phrase.

3  Rising. The passage says becoming increasingly polluted, a different word family from the noun pollution and
the verb rising.

4  They are not decreasing. Show no sign of easing is a negative construction meaning not falling. This is the kind
of phrasing that produces wrong answers from candidates who understood every word.

5  Untrue. A fantasy which simply does not hold true. Note there is no single word in the passage meaning untrue,
so word matching cannot find this one.

You can mark this exercise yourself because reading has right answers. Writing and speaking do not, which
is what full membership on IELTStestONLINE is for.
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CHAPTER 11

Reference words in IELTS reading
Reference words in IELTS reading are the small words that stand in for something already
mentioned: it, they, this, these, those, such, the former. Writers use them to avoid repetition,
and IELTS uses them because following them requires real understanding.

They matter more than their size suggests. When a question asks who said something and the
passage says he argues that, the answer is not in that sentence at all. It is wherever he was last
named.

Why reference words in IELTS reading cause trouble
A sentence can contain the answer and still not name it.

1  They replace repetition
A university education should be available to everyone as this will help with employment. This stands in for
a university education, which is why the sentence is not clumsy.

2  They can point a long way back
A reference word usually refers to the previous sentence, but not always. Some point back two or three
sentences, or to a whole idea rather than a single noun.

3  Subject and object forms differ
They find courses difficult, but courses are difficult for them. Same people, different word, because one is
the subject and one is the object.

4  These and such point at groups
These factors, such schemes, those countries. They gather up several things mentioned earlier, and you
have to work out exactly which ones.

5  The former and the latter
The former is the first of two things mentioned, the latter is the second. Getting these the wrong way round
reverses your answer completely.
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6  Questions exploit them
Classifying and matching questions often hide the answer behind a reference word, so the name you are
looking for appears nowhere near the statement.

How to work out what a reference word points to
Six checks, and the last one settles almost every doubtful case.

1  Look backwards, not forwards
Reference words almost always refer to something already written. Start at the word and read back, not on.

2  Match singular to singular
It and this replace one thing. They, these and those replace more than one. That alone rules out half the
possibilities.

3  Ask what makes sense
Grammar narrows it; meaning decides it. If two nouns both fit grammatically, only one of them will make
sense in the sentence.

4  Watch for whole-idea reference
This does not always replace a noun. It can replace an entire previous sentence, particularly after a full
stop.

5  Track people carefully
In passages quoting several researchers, he and she can shift between them. Mark each name as you meet
it so you never have to reread.

6  Substitute and read it back
Replace the reference word with what you think it means and read the sentence. If it reads naturally and
stays true, you have it right.

Questions about reference words

What are reference words in IELTS reading?
Small words that stand in for something already mentioned, such as it, they, this, these, those, such, the
former and the latter. They let a writer avoid repetition.

Do reference words point forwards or backwards?
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Almost always backwards, to something already written. Start at the reference word and read back rather
than on.

What is the difference between the former and the latter?
The former is the first of two things mentioned, the latter is the second. Confusing them reverses your
answer, so check which was named first.

Can this refer to a whole sentence?
Yes. This and that often replace an entire idea rather than a single noun, particularly at the start of a
sentence.

How do I check I have the right one?
Replace the reference word with what you think it means and read the sentence back. If it reads naturally
and remains true, you have it.
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PRACTICE

Practice exercise
New Zealand is becoming an increasingly popular destination for overseas visitors. It attracts tourists and
people on business, but the vast majority come as students.

Mostly from Asian countries, they stay for anything from a few weeks to several years, studying at language
schools, colleges and universities. New Zealand can offer good homestay accommodation, a clean
environment and a reasonable cost of tuition.

These factors attract an ever-increasing number of overseas students, accounting for millions of dollars in
revenue. Two agencies monitor the sector: one inspects the schools themselves, the other handles student
complaints. The latter receives several hundred cases a year.

1  It refers to

overseas visitors
New Zealand
a popular destination
business

2  They refers to

Asian countries
tourists and business people
students
universities

3  These factors refers to

accommodation, environment and tuition cost
schools, colleges and universities
increasing student numbers
tourists and business visitors

4  The latter refers to

the agency that inspects schools
the agency that handles complaints
both agencies
overseas students

5  Which reference word could replace Professor Edwards in a following sentence?

It
They
He
Those
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Answers and explanations
1  New Zealand. Substitute and read it back: New Zealand attracts tourists and people on business. A popular
destination is grammatically possible but is a description of New Zealand rather than the thing doing the attracting.

2  Students. The previous sentence ends with the vast majority come as students, and it is the students who stay
for weeks or years. Asian countries is the nearest plural noun, which is exactly why it is offered.

3  Accommodation, environment and tuition cost. These gathers up the three things listed in the sentence
immediately before, not the list two sentences earlier.

4  The agency that handles complaints. The latter means the second of two things mentioned. The former would
have been the inspecting agency.

5  He. One person, so a singular pronoun. This is the same skill in reverse, and it is worth practising both directions.

Getting these right is one thing. Knowing which question types you lose marks on across a whole test is
another, and it is what IELTStestONLINE tracks for you.
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CHAPTER 12

IELTS reading vocabulary in context
IELTS reading vocabulary in context is the skill of working out what a sentence means without
understanding every word in it. You will meet words you do not know in every reading test, and
you are not expected to know them.

The harder problem is not unknown vocabulary at all. It is indirect sentences: constructions
where every word is familiar and the meaning is still not immediately clear, usually because a
negative or a comparison has been buried in the phrasing.

Why IELTS reading vocabulary in context is difficult
Six constructions that mean the opposite of how they first read.

1  Double negatives
Not unusual means usual. Not unlike means similar to. The two negatives cancel, and candidates reading
quickly take the surface meaning.

2  It is a misconception that
Everything after this phrase is false. It is a popular misconception that chocolate causes spots means
chocolate does not cause spots.

3  Highly unlikely
Means probably will not, not will not. The difference matters in True False Not Given, where certainty is the
whole question.

4  This, however, is a mistake
Refers back and reverses the previous sentence. Most people think it is the capital. This, however, is a
mistake means it is not the capital.

5  Nothing like
Public healthcare has nothing like the resources of private healthcare means it has far fewer, not that the
resources are different in kind.

6  One thing that is not true
Everything following is false. Reading past this opening turns a correct understanding into a wrong answer.
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How to handle unknown words in IELTS reading
Six steps, and the first one saves the most time.

1  Decide whether you need it
Most unknown words are not in the answer. Read to the end of the sentence before you stop, and carry on if
the meaning is clear enough.

2  Use the sentence around it
Context usually gives you enough. If a word sits in a list of things that are all negative, it is negative too, and
that is often all you need.

3  Look at the word parts
Prefixes and suffixes carry meaning. Un, dis, mis and in reverse; tion, ment and ness make nouns; able and
ive make adjectives.

4  Work out the word class
Even if you cannot get the meaning, knowing whether it is a noun, verb or adjective often tells you enough to
answer the question.

5  Read negatives twice
Any sentence containing not with a negative adjective needs a second reading. This is where confident
readers lose marks.

6  Never use outside knowledge
When a sentence is unclear, candidates fall back on what they believe is true. The answer must come from
the passage, however reasonable your assumption is.

Questions about vocabulary in IELTS reading

Do I need to understand every word in an IELTS reading passage?
No, and you are not expected to. Most unknown words are not in any answer. Read to the end of the
sentence before deciding whether a word matters.

How do I work out the meaning of an unknown word?
Use the sentence around it, look at prefixes and suffixes, and work out the word class. Often knowing
whether a word is positive or negative is enough to answer.

What is a double negative in IELTS reading?
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A construction where two negatives cancel, such as not unusual meaning usual, or not unlike meaning
similar to. They are common in academic writing and easy to misread.

Can I use a dictionary in the IELTS test?
No. Dictionaries are not permitted in any part of the test, which is why working out meaning from context is
a skill worth practising.

Why do I get questions wrong when I understood the passage?
Usually because of an indirect construction: a buried negative, a comparison of quantity, or a sentence that
reverses the one before it.

https://www.ieltsforfree.com/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=header


IELTSforFREE.com The IELTS Reading Test

Free IELTS preparation, with no signup and no payment 58

PRACTICE

Practice exercise
Every sentence below contains a construction that reverses or qualifies its surface meaning.

Read each one twice. Identify the negative or the comparison, work out what it applies to, then choose the
option that says the same thing in plain terms.

In the real test these appear inside long passages, where they are much easier to read past.

1  One thing that is not true about the region is that the weather is always bad.

The weather is never bad
The weather is always bad
The weather is sometimes good
The weather is unpredictable

2  Most people think it is the capital. This, however, is a common mistake.

It is the capital
It is not the capital
It is not the biggest city
The capital is unknown

3  It is highly unlikely that the government will reduce taxes.

Taxes are likely to increase
The government will reduce taxes
Taxes probably will not be reduced
Taxes will definitely stay the same

4  It is a popular misconception that chocolate causes spots.

Spots are caused by chocolate
Most people are unaware chocolate causes spots
Spots are not caused by chocolate
Chocolate causes other problems

5  It is not unusual for people here to eat their main meal at midday.

People rarely eat at midday
People commonly eat at midday
People find midday meals strange
Midday meals are compulsory
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6  Public healthcare has nothing like the resources available to private healthcare.

Public healthcare has more resources
The resources are of a different type
Public healthcare has far fewer resources
Both have similar resources

Answers and explanations
1  The weather is sometimes good. Not true and always bad cancel to give sometimes good. Never bad goes too
far, which is exactly the trap.

2  It is not the capital. This refers back to the belief in the previous sentence, and calling it a mistake reverses it.

3  Taxes probably will not be reduced. Unlikely is not the same as will not, and nothing is said about increases.
Both wrong options overstate the certainty.

4  Spots are not caused by chocolate. A misconception is a widely held false belief, so everything that follows the
phrase is untrue.

5  People commonly eat at midday. Not unusual is a double negative meaning usual, and it reads as the opposite
at speed.

6  Public healthcare has far fewer resources. Nothing like is a comparison of quantity, not of kind, which is what
option B is offered to catch.

Explanations tell you why an answer was wrong. They cannot tell you what band your writing would get.
IELTStestONLINE assesses that against the four criteria, as often as you like.
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