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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 
 
Preliminary English Test (PET) 
 
Introduction 
A pass in the Preliminary English Test (PET) demonstrates you are ready to 
apply your English skills in practical situations. It shows you are prepared to 
make use of your English in straightforward ways in the workplace, perhaps 
in a clerical or secretarial job, as well as for study and training overseas.  
  
PET candidates should be able to read simple textbooks, write simple 
personal letters, and make notes during a meeting. 
 
PET has three papers:  
Reading and Writing (1 hour and 30 minutes). This paper will look at your 
ability to read and understand text taken from signs, brochures, newspapers 
and magazines, as well as writing tasks, such as writing a letter or short story. 
  
Listening (about 35 minutes). There will be recordings of things like public 
announcements and conversations and you will be expected to understand the 
factual information and have an idea of the attitudes and intentions of the 
speakers. 
  
Speaking (around 10-12 minutes). You need to be able to answer and ask 
questions about yourself and to talk freely about what activities you like 
doing. 
 
 
Here’s how you can practise so that you do the best you can in each paper. 
  
Reading and Writing 
         Make sure you do lots of general reading practice in class and at home, 
especially the kinds of texts used in the test itself, such as newspapers and 
magazines. 
         It is a good idea to keep a notebook of new words you come across as 
well as ways to use those words. 
         Examiners don’t expect you to understand every single word, so don't 
worry if there is a word you don't know. Just try to guess its meaning. 
         Making errors in grammar in the Writing tasks (Parts 2 and 3) is less 
important than showing your ability to communicate. 
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Listening 
         Answer as much as you can when you hear the recording for the first 
time and then check your answers and find any missing answers when you 
hear the recording for the second time. 
         Answer all the questions even if you are not exactly sure of the 
answer. You probably understand more than you think.  
  
Speaking 
         If you have any doubts about what you have to do, ask the examiner. 
         Don't worry that your partner is a stronger or weaker speaker than you. 
The examiners assess the candidates individually. 
         No matter how uncertain or nervous you feel, the important thing is to 
make an effort and speak as much as you can. 
         Remember that both the examiners are there to help you to do your 
best in the test! 
  
More information on the PET exam is available from 
http://www.CambridgeESOL.org 
 
 
Jude Harvey, Cambridge ESOL writing examiner for PET, says: 
 
“In the Writing part of the test, it is important to read the questions and think 
carefully before you start writing. Write clearly and make sure you leave time 
to check through and then correct any mistakes. Make sure you write enough 
or you will not be able to get high marks. 
  
In Question 6 (the short message) make sure you answer all parts of the 
question. If you answer the points in the same order as they are in the 
question, you won’t forget to do any of them. Don’t try to be clever here, just 
answer the question. You will have more opportunity to show your language 
in the next part. 
  
Read through Question 7 and Question 8 and decide which one you can write 
a better answer for. Don’t try to answer both questions as the examiner can 
only give you marks for one question. This is your chance to show what you 
can do. Link your ideas into sentences and don’t forget to use full stops where 
needed. 
  
In the letter, you do not need to write your address or the date but start with 
‘Dear…’ and finish with a closing phrase and sign it. You can start and finish 
your letter with a general comment or question, but make sure this is not too 

http://www.CambridgeESOL.org
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long; most of your letter should reply to the points asked in the friend’s 
letter. Don’t just copy out all the questions from the paper; try to use your 
own words. 
  
If you choose the story, make sure it relates to the title or continues on 
logically from the first words that are given to you. Don’t make the story too 
complicated; the examiners are marking your English, not your imagination. 
If you organise it into a beginning, middle and ending you will easily be able 
to write enough. 
  
Remember this is a test and it is important that you do what the questions ask 
you to do. Good luck!” 


