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The British Council building in Korea is a hive of activity as we
wait to see Mark Howard, the director of English Language
Services; Children rush off to basic English classes as we walk
towards his office. However, we are here today largely to talk
about IELTS in Korea and the British Council's role in pro—
moting it.

We start with a brief chat about living in Korea, Mark has lived
there for three vears with his familv, and he enthuses about the
emphasis that Korean families place on education. This has
certainly made his stay more pleasurable given the British
Council's emphasis on education. Having voung children, the
safety of Seoul considering its huge size was also a big draw—
card. His role at the British Council focuses mainly on lan—
auage leaming but the British Council itself has a much
broader role in helping exchange art and culture between
Great Britain and Korea. The efforts of the British council
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have aided several Korean acts to appear at the Edinburgh
arts festival and thus gain worldwide recoanition.

The British Council organisation has been in existence since
the 1930s and first appeared in Korea in 1973%and while after
of its foundation in Korea, [ELTS first took place in 1959..
IELTS is the world's largest Endlish testing sustem with over
one million students sitting the IELTS test each vear.
However, in Korea, it pales in comparison with the number of
students taking TOEFL and TOEIC — a situation Mark
understands but one that makes his job a bit more difficult.
However, through hard work [ELTS has secured a moderate
share of the market with around 26,000 Koreans taking the
test in 2008. So how can [ELTS fit in a market so dominated
by TOEFL? According to Mark, IELTS has several advan—
tages. Firstly, the I in IELTS stands for Intemational and the
[ELTS test is designed to be a trulv intemational test with a
varlety of accents and spellings from the US, Britain, Australia
and New Zealand being fested and accepted. Secondly, the
key difference is in the face to face discussion with the exam—
iners. This, Mark savs, is designed to be just like the real world
where dialogue takes place between two people. Therefore
[ELTS tests a student's ability to communicate, not just beat
the test.

Some people have raised concems about the speaking test,
mainly to do with the length of the test. We put it to Mark to
explain whether he thought 15 minutes was sufficient to
determine someone's English speaking ability. Mark agreed
that the longer someone talked for, the better understanding
the examiner would have for their communication ability,
however, this has to be balanced with practicality. A longer
test would cost more and would be very discouraging for a
person at [ELTS level 5.0 or below. Mark also testified to the
rigorous marking procedure that assessors have to follow.
People who wish to be an IELTS tester must have achieved a
level 9.0 in IELTS, have an undergraduate dearee, a recog—
nised TESOL certificate and a minimum of three vears'
teaching experience pogt full—time TESOL program . On top
of this, the testers are checked reqularly to ensure that thev are
meeting the marking standards demanded. These tests are
strict in order to assure students that their results are going to
be as accurate as possible.

So what is in the future for IELTS in Korea? There are no
changes planned for the test itself but the old 90 dav stand—
down period between tests has been lifted. So now, if vou feel
vou have had a bad dav during vour [ELTS test, you don't
have to wait three months to retake the test. Mark also hopes
that [ELTS will gain a greater market share in Korea. [ELTS is
already accepted in many top universities in the US, including
all the v league schools. It just needs more recognition in
Korea. To boost the recognition of I[ELTS, the British Council
has been working with the govemment and business in Korea
trving to gain acceptance for the qualification in schools and
companies. It will be a tough road but the British Council is
committed to improving the English language ability of
Koreans.

— Mark Howard

Director of English Lanauage Services

British Council, 4F Hungkuk Life Insurance Building
226 Shinmunno 1—ga, Jongno—gu, Seoul, Korea

( Interviewed by O] =&, Liam Heppleston )
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