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I’m teaching an IELTS prep class. 
I need to stick to the book. 

Sound familiar?



Washback

The effect (positive or negative) exams
have on learners, teachers and classrooms.

It can lead to...
anxiety, embarrassment, guilt, shame, anger.



Contents

Current landscape: concerns and

potential benefits

1.

Balancing coursebooks and real-world

relevance
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Exams



Answer on Mentimeter!

Question: 
What do learners need from English

exam preparation courses?



Question: 
What resources can help them?

Answer on Mentimeter!



Digital Media

Video

Gamified
activities

Authentic
materials

Audio-visual and digital material

Engagement



Audio-visual and digital material

Video

Multisensory

FamiliarContext forward
large peritext
visuals assist comprehension

visual
auditory

learners’ have high
video literacy 



Audio-visual and digital material

Authentic material

Real world situations

News

Human interest



Concerns Benefits
exam relevancy

integration with
coursebook

high context language use

authentic and interactive

connects to learners’
interests, experience and
motivations beyond the exam

progression

mitigate negative washback

Potential benefits



Exam relevancy
Running isn’t soccer

Exam prep isn’t just practice exams



Balancing coursebooks and
real-world relevance



Familiarity

Progression

Structure
everyday, academic,

professional, personal

ability to
communicate

Role of exam coursebooks

Coursebooks Practical
language needs

Contexts



Digital Media

Digital media’s real-life relevance

interests experiences

timely
context
forward

tech

travel

film & tv food

nature

visuals

identities

that day

cultures

age groups

perspectives

that week

that month

audio



Digital media’s real-life relevance



Hypertext
literarcy 

Multimedia
literacy

Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL)

Interactivity

Audio

Dematerialisation
and virtuality

Multiple authorship
and multivocality*

Intertextuality

Multilinearity* Video

Text

Animation

Images



Digital media’s real-life relevance
Interactivity

Text / audio

Images

Intertextuality

Virtuality



Principles for
effective intergration



Principles for effective intergration

Focus on HOTS1.

Build contextual language awareness2.

Develop lexical storage3.

Encourage autonomous learning4.



Principles for effective intergration

Create
Evaluate

Analyze

Apply
Understand

Remember

Higher Order
Thinking Skills

(HOTS)



Higher order
thinking

skills

Analyzing

Evaluating

Creating

HOTS

Create a podcast/skit/essay...
Debate/collaborate/test

Is this right/good?
Are there any issues?

How does this relate to...
Is this similar to something else?



Higher
order

thinking
skills

Analyzing

Evaluating

Creating

HOTS

Where is it not appropriate
to use your phone?

Do you agree with the ban?

a talk show style podcast
discussing the ban

Create:



Higher
order

thinking
skills

Analyzing

Evaluating

Creating

HOTS

Where is it not appropriate
to use your phone?

Do you agree with the ban?

Some people believe extensive smartphone
use has had a negative effect on social
relationships. Do you agree or disagree?

a talk show style podcast
discussing the ban or

an essay responding to this prompt
Create:



Higher
order

thinking
skills

Analyzing

Evaluating

Creating

HOTS



Better
 vocab 

retention

Gamified
digital

activities

Context
forward
material 

Parts of
speech

Phrases

Sentence
structure

Info
ordering

Contextualized language awareness

Practice

Test
tasks

Flash
cards

Creative
tasksVideo

Articles



Context
forward
material 

Video

Articles

Contextualized language awareness



Contextualized language awareness

smartphone
ban

highlights growing
concerns 

possible bad social
relations

picturesque town
attracted attention

scrolling in public

goal: meaningful
social contact

scientific studies:

bad posture

sight problems

muscle fatigue

social relationships?

Seine-Port



Context
forward
material 

Video

Articles

Contextualized language awareness



Gamified
digital

activities

Parts of
speech

Phrases

Sentence
structure

Info
ordering

Lexical store development
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Gamified
digital

activities

Parts of
speech

Phrases

Sentence
structure

Info
ordering

Lexical store development



Practice

Test
tasks

Flash
cards

Creative
tasks

Lexical store development

 Create a podcast / skit / essay / debate /etc.



Autonomous learning

are designed to be user friendly

give learners agency

Digital resources...

help learners follow their interests



Give your learner choices

Closed choice example



Open choice example

Give your learner choices

Collaborate with the learner to choose a topic.

Research a topic

Guide the learner to make short list of useful
sources using skimming skills.

Read the sources discussing as you go.

Make a productive task such as a giving a
presentation or writing an article about the topic.



Note: this is perfect for a flipped classroom approach!

Autonomous learning



Sample activities
from Sensations
English



Productive skills



Productive skills: speaking

Watch Discuss Practice

What was the video
about?

Who made the project
and why?

Do you like the murals?
Why / why not?

Learners alternate
roleplaying a test taker
and an examiner.

The examiner asks
questions about the test
taker’s opinions on art
and government art
projects.



Productive skills: writing

Read Discuss Practice

What is the article about?

Why did the town ban
phones? How?

Learners write a response
to an essay prompt.

Do you think this ban is
positive for society or
negative? Why / why not?

Some people believe that
smartphones are destroying
social interaction today.

Do you agree or disagree?



Receptive skills



Receptive skills

Read / Listen Quiz CreationQuestions

Introduce different
question types from
the test.

Learners answer
questions as they
read / listen.

In small groups,
learners create a quiz
using different
question types.

Groups swap quizzes
and resources.

True/false/not
given
Note completion
Matching
Short answer
etc.

Learners choose their
own resource.



Using digital games



Using digital games

projected (whole class,
teams or individual)

on phones

on individual or
shared computers

Outside of classIn class

 vocab

grammar

listening

reading

writing

practising CALL
(computer assisted
language learning)

analysing students’
strengths and
weaknesses

pre class prep



Using digital games



Summary

Running isn’t
just football,

test prep isn’t
just testing

DM helps with
washback

Focus on HOTS,
context, lexical store

development, and
autonomous

learning
Digital material as
inciting a topic for

test practice



Any questions?



Email: gnvbsmith@gmail.com

LinkedIn: Gerald Smith, EL teacher and journalist
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