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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 
 
First Certificate in English (FCE) 
 
Introduction 
Gaining a First Certificate in English (FCE) shows you have reached an 
‘intermediate’ level with your English language learning.  
 
That means you are likely to have good enough skills to use English as part of 
your job. So it will be ideal for working in the tourism industry or for clerical, 
secretarial and managerial jobs in organisations where there is contact with 
English speakers. The FCE is also a qualification that can help you study 
abroad for vocational training courses. 
 
Examiners expect someone sitting the FCE to be able to deal with routine 
letters and telephone enquiries, and be able to read simple textbooks and 
articles. 
 
FCE has five papers: 
Reading (1 hour 15 minutes). This paper tests how you read and understand 
texts taken from fiction and non-fiction books, journals, newspapers and 
magazines. 
 
Writing (1 hour 30 minutes). In this paper, you will be asked to write non-
specialised pieces like letters, articles, reports, compositions and reviews of 
120-180 words. 
 
Use of English (1 hour 15 minutes). This paper tests your knowledge of how 
the English language works, at word, sentence and text level. 
 
Listening (about 40 minutes). In this test, you listen to an audio recording of, 
for example, interviews, discussions, lectures and everyday conversations. 
The test focuses on how well you can understand things like the gist of the 
conversation, specific information, the speaker’s feelings, attitudes and 
opinions, etc. 
 
Speaking (14 minutes). There are four parts to this test.  In one part you will 
talk on your own and in other parts you will talk to either the examiner or 
your partner. 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 
         Quite often candidates will try to ‘word-spot’ where they choose an 
answer on the basis of a word having been used in the text and the question. 
This isn’t a guarantee it’ll be right. 
         Don't be put off by vocabulary which is new to you. Examiners don’t 
expect you to understand every single word. The text will probably become 
much clearer by reading a bit more. 
         Remember that if a multiple choice question is an incomplete sentence, 
the whole sentence must match the text, not just the phrases in the options. 
These phrases may be true in themselves, but not work with the start of the 
sentence that you have been given. 
 
Writing 
         Make sure you think about whom you are writing to and the kind of 
tone you should be using – is this a formal or informal situation? 
         Prepare before you start writing. How are you going to start and finish 
the piece of writing; what kind of words will you want to use? 
         Show that you can use a variety of words and expressions to link your 
sentences: create a sequence (“On the next occasion we...”), or show a 
contrast (“However, despite that setback we…”). 
 
Use of English 
         For the sake of speed, candidates often select what they think is the 
right answer before they have read the whole of a sentence – which leads to 
mistakes. 
         Don't choose your answer in Part 1 before you have read all the 
options. 
         Read the words following the gaps in Parts 1 and 2 as they may have 
an effect on the answer. 
 
Listening 
         Don't spend too much time on a question you are having difficulty 
with as you may miss the next question. 
         There’s nothing to be gained from writing extra, irrelevant information 
in your answer. 
         Individual words or phrases that look right might not always be the 
correct answer – it’s always better to think about the overall meaning. 
 
Speaking 
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         Don’t worry about asking for the instructions to be repeated if you're 
not sure what to do – you won’t be marked down for this. 
         Be prepared to start the conversation as well as respond to what your 
partner says, but don’t interrupt your speaking partner during their ‘long turn’ 
to speak. 
         Make sure your answers are as full as they can be so that the assessor 
hears lots of your English. 
 
More information on the FCE exam is available from 
http://www.CambridgeESOL.org 
 
 
Cambridge ESOL FCE oral examiner, Lucrecia Luque, says: 
 
“When the test starts, try to relax. The examiners are friendly and will give 
you lots of opportunities to show off your English. 
   
In Part 1, use a range of vocabulary. For example, if the examiner asks you 
whether you like music, ‘activate’ that area of vocabulary - think of words 
you know and try to use them (e.g. instrument, concert, classical, rock).  
 
Make sure your basic grammar is correct. You may be asked questions about 
the past, the present or the future. Think of the verb tense you want to use, so 
you can avoid silly mistakes like saying ‘I go’ when you mean ‘I went’. 
 
In Part 2, don’t forget to give a full answer to the second part of the task. The 
first part is always ‘compare and contrast’, but listen carefully when the 
examiner tells you the second part of the task.   
 
Remember you are comparing two pictures, so don’t describe one of the 
photos in detail – you will run out of time. Remember you only have one 
minute to show off your level of language! 
 
Use some complex language and not just very simple sentences. To do this, 
try to link some of your ideas together with connecting words (because, 
although, however, so, etc).  
 
In Part 3, it is important to keep the discussion going until the examiner asks 
you to stop, so first discuss the different choices. Don’t come to a decision 
too soon because you may then struggle to find other things to say. 
 

http://www.CambridgeESOL.org
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Always give reasons for your opinions. For example, it is not enough to say ‘I 
think this is an interesting job for young people’ - you need to explain why 
you think it is interesting. 
 
Always respond to your partner’s opinions. If your partner is not saying 
much, try to encourage him/her to talk by asking a question. 
 
In the last part of the test, Part 4, don’t be afraid to add opinions of your own 
– the examiner will not give you marks on your ideas, only on your English! 
 
Good luck!” 


