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The Insider Guides to Cambridge ESOL exams 
 
Introduction 
 
There are lots of myths about English language exams.  
 
You may hear people talk about trick questions which are planted in papers to 
catch you out, how exercises are constantly recycled, how exams are made up 
in a matter of hours. 
 
Actually, the development of exams at Cambridge ESOL is a huge job. It 
involves teams of researchers and an international network of thousands of 
writers and examiners. They make sure each exam is fair and a reliable guide 
to what level candidates have reached in the skills of reading, writing, 
speaking and listening, and in their use of English. 
 
Every test is different and is designed to examine very specific skills. That’s 
why test takers can benefit from knowing more about the particular exam 
they will be sitting and what examiners are really looking for. 
 
 
In these pages you will find guides to how you can do your best in the world-
renowned English language exams provided by University of Cambridge 
ESOL Examinations. 
 
The guides provide tips on what each exam is looking for from you – as well 
as advice straight from the examiners. 
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The Insider Guides to Cambridge ESOL exams 
 
Certificate in Advanced English (CAE) 
 
Introduction  
Being successful in the Certificate in Advanced English proves you have the 
confidence to take on the English language requirements of higher study or 
work in a demanding career – such as medicine or business – using the 
English language.  
  
Someone who gains the CAE is able to participate in professional meetings 
and discussions, express opinions clearly, and understand and produce texts 
of various types, including business letters and reports. You'll be more than 
capable of following a university course taught in English. 
 
CAE has five papers: 
Reading (1 hour and 15 minutes). In this paper you’ll need to show you are 
comfortable with handling a range of texts from newspapers, magazines, 
journals, brochures etc. and textbooks, focussing on detail and structure, and 
being able to recognise different opinions and attitudes.  
 
Writing (2 hours). This involves answering 2 questions. Each answer should 
be about  – completing a series of 250 words and will be based on pieces of 
writing, such as reports, letters, reviews, proposals and articles, each aimed at 
different target readers. 
 
English in Use (1 hour and 30 minutes). This paper contains various tasks 
which test your understanding of English at word, sentence and text level, 
such as error correction, register transfer and text completion.  
 
Listening (around 45 minutes). In this paper you will need to listen to an 
audio recording and extract detailed and specific information from the spoken 
text and to understand speakers' attitudes and opinions in, for example, 
interviews, discussions, lectures and conversations. 
 
Speaking (around 15 minutes). There are four parts to this test. In some parts 
you will talk on your own and in other parts you will talk to either the 
examiner or your partner, including an interview section, individual long 
turns, a collaborative task and a discussion. You are provided with stimulus 
materials such as photographs and drawings. 
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Here’s how you can do the best you can in each paper. 
  
Reading 
         The reading paper is about your ability to deal with the texts provided - 
so don’t be tempted to use your world knowledge or personal opinions to 
answer questions!  
         Sometimes candidates read very narrowly - just a few lines before and 
after the point where the answer is - which can lead to mistakes. 
         Answer all the questions if you can - no marks are deducted for 
incorrect answers. 
  
Writing 
         Remember that in order to get a good mark at CAE level you not only 
need to write accurately but also to show you have a good range of 
vocabulary and structures at your fingertips. 
         Think carefully about whether the task requires you to persuade or 
justify your opinion and make sure you do this in your answer.  
         Don't write answers that are much longer than the 250 word limit as 
this means you might have included a lot of irrelevant material. Planning your 
answer will help you avoid this. 
  
English in Use 
         Detail is particularly important in this part of the exam, so check your 
spelling in all parts of the test. 
         Don't expect more than five of the lines to be correct in Part 3. 
         Make sure you read the surrounding context before deciding on your 
answer. 
         Don't give alternative answers for any questions. 
  
Listening 
         Use the pauses provided on the tape to read the questions and try to 
predict the answer, and also to check your answers between the first and 
second listening. 
         Don't panic in Part 2. There is plenty of time to write your answers as 
you listen. 
         It’s always better to guess at an answer than to leave a blank space on 
the answer sheet. 
  
Speaking 
         This is a chance to really show what you can do, so make the most of 
it. 
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         Don't worry if you can’t remember, or do not know, a particular word. 
Just keep going and paraphrase instead. 
         Don't arrive at a conclusion too quickly in Part 3. Take time to 
evaluate all the visuals. 
         The examiner will like to see you involve your partner in the 
conversation and create opportunities for them to speak – this will allow you 
to show off the language of interaction. 
  
More information on the CAE exam is available from 
http://www.CambridgeESOL.org 
  
 
Cambridge ESOL examiner for CAE, Ros Smith, says: 
 
“I know it’s what teachers always say, but the most important thing to 
remember is to read the question carefully.   
  
Make sure you know what kind of writing is required - is it a letter, a report - 
and who is it intended for? It will need different kinds of language if you’re 
writing to a friend or if you’re writing a business report. And make sure that 
you include everything that you’ve been asked to put in. Some questions have 
bullet points showing what you should cover. 
  
Next, write a plan. Think about how you are going to order your ideas. This 
will help you to paragraph your writing. Organisation is very important and is 
one of the things we look for when we’re marking. Make a note of any good 
ideas you have and any good phrases you might include. Check that you have 
included everything before you start to write your final draft. You’d be 
surprised how many candidates read only part of a question before they start 
to write. Or, after finishing, have a good idea and add it, with an arrow 
showing where it’s supposed to go, or write between the lines. It doesn’t 
create a good impression. 
  
Another thing that may seem obvious is – please write so we can read it! 
Remember that we read hundreds of scripts and we don’t enjoy deciphering 
difficult handwriting. 
Finally, idioms! We like to see a range of vocabulary and language, and 
idiomatic English, used appropriately will impress us. However, learning 
English idioms and putting them in, just to show you know them, doesn’t 
work. Idioms in the wrong place are worse than neutral language. 
  
Good luck!” 

http://www.CambridgeESOL.org

