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Abstract: This article examines the strategic enhancement of English language instruction in Chinese 
universities, driven by the globally recognized IELTS speaking criteria and influenced by the Hainan 
Free Trade Port policy. It investigates how these frameworks can guide university educators in aligning 
their English-speaking courses with international communication standards. The analysis highlights the 
significance of IELTS speaking criteria, which include fluency and coherence, lexical resource, 
grammatical range and accuracy, and pronunciation, as benchmarks for educational practices in the 
context of preparing students for global professional environments. Furthermore, the article discusses 
the implications of the Hainan Free Trade Port policy, which emphasizes English proficiency as a pivotal 
skill in its broader economic development plans. Through practical teaching strategies derived from 
IELTS standards and supported by policy directives, the paper proposes a model for universities to 
cultivate graduates equipped for international engagement and business. This approach not only 
enhances the employability of students but also aligns with China’s objectives of global economic 
integration and educational excellence. 
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1. Introduction  

In recent years, the imperative for effective English language instruction in Chinese universities has 
escalated, propelled by the dual forces of global communication demands and significant educational 
policies such as the Hainan Free Trade Port initiative. This policy underscores the strategic importance 
of fostering a workforce proficient in English, capable of engaging in international trade and cooperation 

[4]. The initiative is part of China’s broader strategy to open up its economy, making it essential for 
graduates to possess strong English communication skills to thrive in an increasingly interconnected 
world [1]. 

The IELTS (International English Language Testing System) speaking exam serves as a globally 
recognized benchmark for English proficiency [5]. It offers structured and objective criteria that can 
significantly inform and improve university-level English speaking instruction in China. The rigorous 
assessment framework of IELTS provides clear standards for evaluating fluency, coherence, lexical 
resource, grammatical range and accuracy, and pronunciation. These criteria not only set high standards 
for language proficiency but also offer practical insights that can be integrated into teaching 
methodologies to elevate the quality of English language education. 

This paper explores how the criteria used in IELTS speaking assessments can serve as a pedagogical 
guide for university educators to enhance their teaching methodologies, aligning English speaking 
instruction more closely with international standards. The integration of these standards is examined 
within the context of the Hainan Free Trade Port policy, which aims to transform Hainan into a globally 
influential free trade hub. This transformation necessitates a workforce well-versed in English to facilitate 
international business and trade. 

By focusing on the dual objectives of supporting the national agenda for internationalization and 
elevating the communicative competencies of university students, this paper aims to demonstrate how 
aligning educational practices with global standards can prepare graduates for successful careers in global 
markets. The following sections will delve into the specifics of the IELTS speaking criteria, propose 
practical teaching strategies inspired by these standards, and discuss the broader implications of the 
Hainan Free Trade Port policy on language education in China. By bridging the gap between international 
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proficiency standards and local educational practices, this article contributes to the discourse on 
optimizing English language instruction at the tertiary level, ensuring it is both comprehensive and 
pragmatic. Through this comprehensive analysis, the paper aims to provide a roadmap for integrating 
international language proficiency standards into Chinese higher education, thereby enhancing the global 
competitiveness of Chinese graduates and supporting China’s broader economic and strategic goals. 

2. IELTS Speaking Criteria: Insights for University Instruction 

The IELTS speaking test is designed to assess the spoken English skills of the candidates over three 
distinct parts: an introduction and interview, a long turn where the candidate speaks on a given topic, and 
a two-way discussion related to the topic in Part 2. The evaluation focuses on four key criteria 
(https://ielts.idp.com): fluency and coherence, lexical resource, grammatical range and accuracy, and 
pronunciation [3]. Each of these criteria offers valuable insights into the elements of spoken language that 
are crucial for effective communication and are thus highly relevant to university teaching. 

2.1. Fluency and Coherence 

Fluency involves the ability to speak at length with natural pacing and minimal hesitation. Coherence 
pertains to the logical sequencing and clarity of expression, enabling listeners to follow the speaker’s 
ideas easily. In the university context, instructors can use these metrics to help students articulate their 
thoughts more confidently and in a structured manner. For example, activities like impromptu speeches 
on familiar topics can encourage students to think and speak quickly, promoting fluency. Structured 
debates and group discussions can help students practice organizing their thoughts coherently and 
expressing them without prolonged pauses. These exercises not only improve speaking skills but also 
enhance critical thinking and the ability to argue logically. 

2.2. Lexical Resource 

The lexical resource criterion assesses a candidate’s ability to use a wide range of vocabulary 
appropriately and effectively. In academic settings, a rich lexical resource enables students to express 
complex ideas clearly and avoid repetition by using synonyms and paraphrases. Educators can enhance 
students' vocabulary through thematic readings that introduce specialized terms within a context. 
Activities such as word association games, vocabulary quizzes, and creative writing tasks can further 
help students integrate new words into their active vocabulary. For instance, storytelling or creating 
presentations on research findings allows students to practice using advanced vocabulary in meaningful 
ways, enhancing their overall language proficiency. 

2.3. Grammatical Range and Accuracy 

This criterion focuses on the use of diverse grammatical structures accurately, reflecting a speaker's 
language proficiency. University instructors can support students in expanding their grammatical 
knowledge by incorporating complex and varied sentence structures into speaking exercises. This could 
be facilitated through sentence transformation exercises, where students rephrase sentences using 
different grammatical structures, and error correction tasks that help students identify and correct their 
mistakes. Peer feedback sessions focusing on spoken grammar can also be beneficial, as they encourage 
collaborative learning and provide opportunities for students to learn from each other’s strengths and 
weaknesses. 

2.4. Pronunciation 

Pronunciation is not just about accuracy but also about being easily understood by global English 
speakers. This aspect of speaking can be improved through phonetic drills, intonation pattern exercises, 
and practice with stress and rhythm in sentences. Incorporating technologies such as speech analysis 
software can provide immediate feedback, helping students self-correct and adjust their pronunciation in 
real-time. Additionally, listening and repeating exercises, minimal pair drills, and practicing tongue 
twisters can improve students’ articulation and clarity. Exposure to various English accents through 
authentic listening materials, such as podcasts and TED Talks, can also help students adapt their 
pronunciation for better comprehensibility in international settings. 

By integrating these IELTS speaking criteria into university instruction, educators can develop a more 
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effective and comprehensive approach to teaching spoken English, ensuring that students are well-
prepared for both academic and professional communication. 

3. Teaching Strategies Inspired by IELTS 

Adapting IELTS speaking criteria into university teaching requires innovative approaches that engage 
students in active and meaningful communication practices. Here are several strategies that can be 
directly derived from the IELTS speaking criteria, tailored to enhance the spoken English proficiency of 
university students [5]. 

3.1. Simulation of IELTS Speaking Tests 

One of the most direct ways to utilize the IELTS criteria in university settings is through the 
simulation of IELTS speaking tests. This can be structured as regular classroom activities where students 
participate in mock speaking tests, modeled closely after the IELTS format. These simulations should 
cover the three parts of the IELTS speaking section: an introduction and interview, a long turn where the 
candidate speaks on a given topic, and a two-way discussion related to the topic in Part 2. Recordings of 
these sessions can be used for subsequent analysis and feedback. This exercise not only familiarizes 
students with the test format but also allows them to actively work on fluency, vocabulary, grammar, and 
pronunciation in a controlled and measurable manner. 

3.2. Collaborative Speaking Activities 

To enhance fluency and coherence, educators can design collaborative speaking activities that require 
students to work in pairs or small groups. Tasks such as role-playing, problem-solving discussions, and 
project-based tasks encourage spontaneous use of language and help students practice organizing their 
thoughts in real-time. Role-playing activities can simulate real-life situations where students must use 
English to navigate scenarios, while problem-solving discussions encourage them to articulate their 
reasoning and negotiate with peers. Project-based tasks can culminate in presentations or group reports, 
fostering both individual and collaborative communication skills. These activities promote not only 
language fluency but also the ability to argue or discuss topics logically and coherently, aligning with the 
IELTS criteria of fluency and coherence. 

3.3. Vocabulary Expansion Workshops 

Vocabulary development can be targeted through themed workshops where students explore various 
topics—ranging from technology and science to culture and art—and learn relevant vocabulary. These 
workshops can include activities such as word association games, vocabulary quizzes, and creative 
writing tasks that encourage the use of new words in different contexts. Teachers can further stimulate 
vocabulary usage by introducing occasional 'word of the day' challenges related to current global events 
or academic content. Additionally, incorporating extensive reading assignments and encouraging 
students to keep vocabulary journals can help reinforce new words and phrases, enhancing their lexical 
resource, which is crucial for achieving higher IELTS band scores [6]. 

3.4. Grammar Clinics 

Regular grammar clinics can be organized to address common grammatical errors and to introduce 
advanced grammatical structures typically used in higher-level communications. These clinics could 
provide mini-lessons on specific grammatical issues, such as the use of complex sentences, conditionals, 
and passive voice. Practice sessions where students reformulate sentences, engage in peer-teaching, and 
receive instant corrective feedback can help solidify their understanding and application of these 
structures. For instance, error correction tasks can involve students identifying and correcting mistakes 
in provided sentences, while peer feedback sessions can offer collaborative learning opportunities where 
students critique each other's spoken grammar. 

3.5. Pronunciation and Accent Reduction Sessions 

Considering the global context in which English is used, accent reduction and clear pronunciation are 
crucial. Pronunciation sessions can focus on the phonetic aspects of English, including intonation, stress, 
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and rhythm. Utilizing tools like speech analysis software or online pronunciation platforms can provide 
students with objective feedback and allow for tailored pronunciation drills. Activities can include 
listening and repeating exercises, minimal pair drills, and practicing tongue twisters to improve 
articulation. Additionally, integrating authentic listening materials, such as podcasts or TED Talks, can 
expose students to various accents and speaking styles, enhancing their overall pronunciation and 
comprehensibility. 

By incorporating these strategies into university English instruction, educators can significantly 
enhance their students' spoken English proficiency, aligning with international standards like those set 
by the IELTS. This comprehensive approach not only prepares students for the IELTS exam but also 
equips them with the communication skills necessary for success in a globalized world. 

4. The Role of the Hainan Free Trade Port Policy in English Language Education 

The Hainan Free Trade Port policy, announced as part of China's broader strategic plan to open up 
its economy, includes significant educational reforms aimed at enhancing English language proficiency 
to meet international business and trade requirements. This policy serves not only as an economic 
initiative but also as a transformative educational mandate that positions English language skills as 
crucial to professional success in the global market [2]. 

4.1. Aligning Educational Objectives with Economic Goals 

The Hainan Free Trade Port is envisaged to be a hub for international trade and business, necessitating 
a workforce proficient in English. This requirement aligns with the need to incorporate high standards of 
English language training in university curricula, akin to the benchmarks set by IELTS. By improving 
English language instruction to meet these standards, universities can ensure that graduates are not only 
proficient in English but also equipped with the communicative competencies required in international 
settings. This alignment ensures that educational goals directly support the economic objectives of the 
Free Trade Port, fostering a globally competitive workforce. 

4.2. Curriculum Enhancement and International Collaboration 

To leverage the benefits of the Free Trade Port policy, universities are encouraged to enhance their 
English language curricula by integrating more comprehensive and practical language training modules. 
This may involve collaboration with international universities and institutions to adopt best practices in 
language education and to offer joint programs that provide both local and international exposure to 
students. Such collaborations can enrich the learning experience by introducing students to diverse 
linguistic and cultural contexts, thereby preparing them for the complexities of global business 
communications. For instance, exchange programs and dual-degree options can immerse students in 
different educational environments, enhancing their adaptability and cultural intelligence. 

4.3. Investment in Language Education Infrastructure 

The policy also suggests increased investment in language education infrastructure, including state-
of-the-art language labs, digital learning tools, and access to global language learning resources. These 
investments aim to create an environment that supports immersive and interactive language learning. 
Advanced language labs can provide students with tools to practice their listening and speaking skills in 
simulated real-world scenarios, while digital resources can offer extensive libraries of interactive content 
tailored to various proficiency levels. Access to global language learning platforms can also expose 
students to native speakers and real-time feedback, enhancing their overall language acquisition process. 

4.4. Focus on Professional Development 

In addition to curriculum enhancements, there is a focus on the professional development of language 
instructors. By providing teachers with the training and resources needed to effectively implement 
advanced language teaching methodologies, the policy ensures that the quality of instruction meets 
international standards. Professional development programs might include workshops on IELTS training, 
certification courses in advanced language teaching techniques, and opportunities for teachers to observe 
and collaborate with international peers. These initiatives not only improve teachers' pedagogical skills 
but also ensure that they stay updated with the latest developments in language education, thereby 
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enhancing their effectiveness in the classroom. 

By addressing these four key areas, the Hainan Free Trade Port policy aims to significantly enhance 
the English language proficiency of Chinese university graduates, aligning educational outcomes with 
the demands of the global economy and ensuring that the workforce is well-prepared for international 
trade and cooperation. 

5. Conclusion  

The integration of IELTS speaking criteria into university-level English instruction in China 
represents a strategic response to the global demands of communication and the specific economic 
ambitions outlined in the Hainan Free Trade Port policy. This article has explored how the structured 
approach of IELTS speaking assessments provides a valuable framework for enhancing English language 
teaching, making it more relevant, comprehensive, and aligned with international standards. The Hainan 
Free Trade Port policy catalyzes significant educational reforms, positioning English proficiency as a 
key component of China’s broader economic and internationalization strategies. By aligning educational 
objectives with economic goals, the policy not only enhances the employability of graduates in 
international markets but also ensures that the educational system contributes effectively to the nation's 
global economic engagements. 

This alignment involves curriculum enhancements, increased investment in language education 
infrastructure, and a focus on the professional development of educators. These elements are crucial for 
creating a conducive learning environment that fosters high-level English language skills. Additionally, 
the practical teaching strategies inspired by IELTS criteria—such as simulation of speaking tests, 
collaborative speaking activities, and pronunciation sessions—equip students with the necessary skills 
to excel in real-world communication scenarios. 

In conclusion, as China continues to open its economy and expand its global footprint, the need for a 
proficient English-speaking workforce becomes increasingly critical. The Hainan Free Trade Port policy 
provides a unique opportunity to advance English language education in alignment with these goals. By 
adopting international language education standards and enhancing teaching methodologies, Chinese 
universities can ensure their graduates are not only competitive in the global market but are also key 
contributors to the country’s international trade and business successes. This strategic integration of 
language education and economic policy exemplifies how targeted educational reforms can support 
broader national objectives, ultimately fostering a globally competent and linguistically proficient 
workforce that drives economic growth and international collaboration. 
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