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Preparing Your 
Students for EFL 

Exams                                                                                 

As the exam period ap-
proaches we have to make 
certain decisions so as to 
make the school year a suc-
cessful one for both us and 

our students. The first such decision 
that needs to be made is which exam 
we should prepare our students for. 
Quite often that decision is made for 
us because the students themselves 
or their parents have made up their 
minds which one they want. 
Sometimes this decision is a wise one since obtaining 
the certificate they desire fulfills their wishes con-
cerning what having this certificate entitles them to 
do but quite often their decision is a faulty one due to 
ignorance of what the certificate actually empowers 
its holder to do. As their teacher,  it is expected of 
you to know about such matters so do your research 
independently and get your information right and not 
rely solely on others. Will the desired certificate allow 
them to work in a given country abroad? Will it allow 
them to study abroad? Is it accepted by the Greek gov-
ernment as regards working in the public sector? Will 
a private multinational company accept this certificate 
as proof of having reached a certain level of proficiency 
in the language? How long is this certificate valid for? 
All these questions need to be answered accurately 
before making a decision about which certificate to 
prepare for.

Sometimes the decision and reasons for preparing for 
a given certificate are quite definite however, oft times 
the reasoning behind this decision is rather nebulous.  

This is especially true for school age students who wish 
to “finish with English” before they start preparing 
for university entrance exams in either their second 
or third year of lyceum.  At this age decisions about 
what they will study and ultimately do as adults are 
far from clear so the certificate they decide on may not 
fulfill the requirements needed later on. Given this, I 
believe it is in the student’s best interests to prepare 
for an exam that will require them raise their level of 
English to highest level possible so as to prepare them 
for the use of English in the real world. Choosing easier 
options may not ultimately bring the desired results.

Once the decision is made about which exam to pre-
pare, then you must determine the best target date 
to actually sit the exam. The earliest feasible date to 
successfully pass the exam is best determined by the 
student writing a mock test under test conditions to 
show their ‘state of health’. Based on the results of 
this test (I personally prefer authentic past papers) 
you the teacher can determine when it would be best 
to do the exam but also what the student’s strengths 
and weaknesses are.  When the weaknesses are found, 
then you need to see which specific skills and subskills 
need to be improved so as for their performance to be 
raised. For example, a student may do badly in reading 
comprehension and you find the reason behind this is 
that they lack an ability to recognize discourse patterns 
and thus not understand the writer’s train of thought 
and ultimately what point she or he is trying to make.  
Therefore, you could prepare a lesson or two on rec-
ognizing discourse markers.

As we all know, successful exam results are vital to our 
careers as teachers but also important is the useful-
ness of the services we offer to our students. What 
we have done to improve the lives of our students at 
the end of the day is what really counts. So, before 
embarking on your EFL exam journey, take the above 
points into consideration.

By Steve Vassilakopoulos



A C2 LEVEL  
CERTIFICATE:  

A midsummer’s 
night dream?

TEXT BY 
ANASTASIA SPYROPOULOU

A 
C2 Level Certificate was, 
and still is, the dream of 
most English language 
learners. For the vast ma-
jority of learners reaching 

a C2 Level is an unachievable goal. I 
mean to be able to do all or almost all 
the ‘Çan Do Statements’ as described 
in the Common European Framework 
of Languages. Even teachers can’t do 
all of them.



The biggest quality leap is between 
B2 and C1, while the difference 
between C1 and C2 is compara-
tively smaller. If you can ace a C1 
test, you can probably also pass a 
C2 test on the same day, without 
major difficulties. Cambridge ESOL 
marks reflect that: if you pass the 
C1 exam with an A, you are already 
in C2 range.

If however you look at the defi-
nitions, you soon realize that, for 
one thing, C2, as native-like level, 
goes to infinity so to speak. Even 
the materials often reflect a kind 
of embarrassment, because the 
authors don’t really know what to 
teach specifically. How do you cover 
virtually everything? C2 means many 
different things. 

As a matter of curiosity, there was 
a time, years back, when the C2 
test of English was so lengthy (12 
hours), so thorough, and so difficult, 
that only very few people went to 
the trouble of taking it and, of the 
few candidates, hardly anybody 
managed to pass it. I imagine that 
the OLD certificate, once obtained, 
must have been worth more than any 
degree in English, since the average 
graduate in English language usually 
comes out of college/university 
armed with skills far below those 
required for such a test. If you take 
the old C2 test as a reference for 
C2 level, it might take a few years 
to move from C1 up to C2.

There is no doubt that whenever we 
think of a C2 Level certificate the 
mind goes to Cambridge Proficiency. 
The exam is considered ‘difficult’. 
But what does ‘difficult’ mean? The 
CEFR describes this particular level 
as a ‘native level’ ability to use the 
language. The test is not difficult; it 
is at the right level. Anything below 
this IS NOT C2; it’s fooling ourselves 
and our students. 

CPE was first introduced in 1913 
‘for Foreign Students who desire a 
satisfactory proof of their knowl-
edge of the language with a view to 
teaching it in foreign schools.’ 

The exam took 12 hours and cost £3 
(more than £300 in today’s prices) 
and was open only for candidates 

aged 20 or over. The exam was 
divided into two sections: written 
and oral.
WRITTEN

• Translation from English into 
French or German (2 hours)

• Translation from French or Ger-
man into English, and questions 
on English Grammar (2 ½ hours)

• English Essay (2 hours)
• English Literature (3 hours)
• English Phonetics (1 ½ hours)
• Oral

DICTATION (1/2 HOUR)

Reading and Conversation (½ hour).

The first exam in 1913 was taken by 
just three candidates, who all failed. 
For the next 15 years the Certificate 
of Proficiency in English ‘teetered 
along with 14 or 15 candidates a 
year. By 1929 it was in danger of 
being discontinued and UCLES de-
cided to introduce some changes 
to the exam.

By 1926 the length of the exam had 
been reduced to 11 hours and the 
translation paper included Italian 
and Spanish options. In 1930 a 
special literature paper for foreign 
students was provided for the first 
time. The 1930 essay topics were 
more general and suitable for a 
variety of candidates.

In 1932 the phonetics element of the 
exam was dropped and the target 
candidature was widened beyond 
that of prospective teachers to all 
‘foreign students who desired to 
obtain evidence of their practical 
knowledge of the language both 
written and spoken, and of their 
ability to read with comprehension 
standard works of English literature.”

Candidature began to rise, from 
66 candidates in 1933 to 752 can-
didates in 1939. Furthermore, the 
University of Cambridge and Univer-
sity of Oxford began accepting the 
Certificate of Proficiency in English 
as the standard of English required 
of all students.

Another new syllabus for the exam 
was introduced in 1945, with lit-

erature and translation equally 
weighted. Further changes took 
place in 1953, when the length of 
the exam was further reduced to 9 
hours and candidates could choose 
to take a ‘Use of English’ paper as 
an alternative to ‘Translation’. Use 
of English questions remain to this 
day, although in a changed format.

The early 1960s saw the beginnings 
of a shift in the Cambridge language 
testing methodology towards a 
separation of language testing from 
the testing of literary or cultural 
knowledge. In 1966, a new syllabus 
was proposed which reflected a 
new emphasis on language-based 
assessment. 

The exam continued to evolve, 
reflecting thinking and develop-
ments in communicative language 
assessment and second language 
acquisition. By 1975 it included sep-
arate listening and speaking tests, 
finally adopting a format familiar to 
modern-day candidates with papers 
in Reading, Use of English, Writing, 
Listening and Speaking/Interview. 
In 1984, exam time was reduced to 
less than 6 hours – half the amount 
of the original 1913 exam.

Revisions in 2002 continued to reflect 
developments in communicative lan-
guage assessment, as first evidenced 
in the 1975 and 1984 revisions. A 
paired speaking test was introduced 
following research into the relative 
effectiveness of a test with a single 
candidate or a pair of candidates, 
with the latter shown to produce a 
wider range of functional language 
use. The exam also introduced wider 
ranges of: sources in reading and 
text-based tasks, tasks in the writing 
paper and real-life contexts in the 
listening paper.

In 2013, the Cambridge Proficiency 
celebrated its 100th anniversary 
and another set of revisions were 
introduced, which aimed at en-
suring its continued suitability for 
higher education study and career 
enhancement purposes. The Use of 
English paper was subsumed into 
the Reading paper and the revised 
exam is now 4 hours in length.•



WHAT DOES  
C2 LEVEL  

IN ENGLISH  
CERTIFICATION 

MEAN?
TEXT BY 
GEORGE RAPTOPOULOS, 
TEACHER, TEACHER TRAINER

Let’s be honest with ourselves first so we can 
be honest to our learners.

C2 certified individuals 
are supposed to 
have no difficulty in 
understanding any 
kind of spoken lan-

guage, whether live or broadcast, even 
when delivered at fast native speed, 
provided they have some time to get 
familiar with the accent. Supposed to. 
Are they really able to? And what does 
“some time" mean? A few seconds, 
minutes, hours, days?



Consider a Greek C2 certificate 
holder arriving at, say, Newcastle, 
and going to a pub, wishing to chat 
with some of the locals over a 
pint of the local stout. They are in 
for a surprise, as the local accent 
is famously unusual, to say the 
least. Chat with a Geordie when 
you have learnt to listen to neu-
tral English accents and passed 
Listening Comprehension exams 
after listening to such speakers? 
Mmmm….

Come to Reading. “I can read with 
ease virtually all forms of the writ-
ten language, including abstract, 
structurally or linguistically complex 
texts such as manuals, specialised 
articles and literary works.” (C2 
descriptor, Common European 
Framework for Languages). 

Well, let them try to read the 
Metro, a free newspaper in the 
UK, the description of a cricket 
match. Befuddled enough?

A C2 Certificate holder in English 
should, ideally,  be able to take part 
effortlessly in any conversation or 
discussion and have a good famil-
iarity with idiomatic expressions 
and colloquialisms - can express 
themselves  fluently and convey 
finer shades of meaning precisely. 
If they do have a problem they can 
backtrack and restructure around 
the difficulty so smoothly that 
other people are hardly aware of 
it. Take them to any podologist’s 
conference, even if foot treatment 
is their job, in their own country.

“I can present a clear, smooth-
ly-flowing description or argu-
ment in a style appropriate to 
the context and with an effective 
logical structure which helps the 
recipient to notice and remember 
significant points”. 

Fine, let’s, for the sake of argu-
ment, say that, after passing C2 

exams in English, a Serbian (just 
an example) male, car mechanic, 
tries to explain, to an English col-
league in the work environment 
that he has to put his certification 
in his CV, stating how they work 
in Belgrade. Clearly, to pass his 
C2 exams, he didn’t have to learn 
all the jargon in English. Result? 
Bewilderment, to say the least.

And Writing, the great mystery 
(why do some people pass Writing 
C2 exams when their punctuation 
is horrific? And this is merely one 
concern). Well, they are supposed 
to, quote, be able to write a clear, 
smoothly-flowing text in an ap-
propriate style (can write complex 
letters, reports or articles which 
present a case with an effective 
logical structure which helps the 
recipient to notice and remember 
significant points. Can write sum-
maries and reviews of professional 
or literary works). 

Give me one successful C2 Level 
holder in English who can do all 
this after passing their exams. On 
a slight change of topic, how many 
C2 exams that can guarantee even 

a third of the above mentioned 
CAN DO statements is true for the 
successful candidate? I say none.

And I won’t go into the acceptance 
of C2 Certificates, one, for instance, 
that may be recognized in wonderful 
places such as Bolivia, Colombia 
and some states of Mexico, but 
not by the University Department 
which issued the certificate? Or 
others that are recognized as 
English language qualification in 
Greece but nowhere else? Merely 
two cases of a very long list, I fear.

And then there is the period of 
time a C2 certification is valid. The 
Greek state sector? Forever! The 
Greek private industry? 

“Bring me a paper, says the 
prospective employer, and you 
get the job.” The Greek academic 
field? Only recently I heard of a 
Master’s degree course that will 
accept a certificate -by a certain 
exam board- that was issued ten 
years ago. 

Language is evolving as we speak. 
Only dead languages have ceased 
to evolve; in other words we are 
fooling ourselves.

All in all, C2 Level is and must be 
considered an ongoing process. Yes, 
you can do a lot with a language 
on condition you keep reading, 
writing, listening and speaking 
in English in your everyday life. 
This is what we should say to 
ourselves and to our learners to 
make a mantra of.

And If one maintains that by getting 
the Proficiency ‘Degree’ (bitter 
laugh here), they have become 
the proverbial professor that could 
name any London accent within a 
mile of its origin, well, dream on.

Let us be honest. •

Give me one successful 
C2 Level holder in En-

glish who can do all this 
after passing their exams. 

On a slight change of 
topic, how many C2 ex-
ams that can guarantee 
even a third of the above 

mentioned CAN DO state-
ments is true for the suc-
cessful candidate? I say 

none.



HOW TO 
PASS EXAMS

You might feel your whole life 
revolves around exams; as 
soon as one is out of the way 
you’re immediately pitched 

into another! Fortunately, there are 
a few things you can do to make the 
pain easier.



ASK THE TEACHER

Teachers probably have a single function: to help you 
pass your exams and move on to the next stage of 
your education. Teachers’ aims are in tune with yours. 
Remember that your teacher is not your opponent or 
your nemesis: he or she is not out to frustrate you or 
irritate you. However it might seem at the time, teachers 
are always trying to help you. Take advantage of that 
help and you’ll never regret it. Ask for help whenever 
you need it: that’s what teachers are there for.

UNDERSTAND THE MARKING SCHEME

Before you go anywhere near an examination, it’s vitally 
important to understand how the marks are allocated. 
If you understand where your marks will come from, 
you can allocate your efforts accordingly.

PLAN YOUR REVISION

Start your revision in time! Chore though it is, you can 
never really spend too long revising. Teachers will tell 
you that it’s generally easier to spend a small amount 
of time each day revising over a long period than to try 
to cram in all your revision the night before your exam. 
But different strategies work for different people. As 
you become proficient at exams, you should find a 
pattern that works for you. One good tip is to make 
revision a habit: treat it like a job and make yourself 
revise between certain set times of the day whether 
you feel like it or not. No-one ever feels like revising, 
but if you get into a routine where you always begin and 
end at the same time, you’ll find it a whole lot easier. 

PRIORITIZE WEAK STUDY AREAS

Aim to revise everything but devote more time to things 
you don’t understand or know less well. It sounds ob-
vious, but it’ s surprisingly hard to do. Why? Because 
we like doing easy things -so our tendency, when 
we revise, is to concentrate on the things we already 
know. If you’re not sure what your weaker areas are, 
ask your teacher or look at the marks you’ve received 
on coursework through the year. Prioritizing weak 
areas of study also goes back to understanding the 
marking scheme. 
BE HONEST WITH YOURSELF

What are you good at and what are you bad at? Maybe 
you think you’re good at everything, but you’ll still have 
weak points you need to focus on. And if you think 
you’re bad at everything, that’s probably not true ei-
ther. Ask your teachers to spend a little time with you 
helping you to understand where you need to focus 
your efforts. Most often they’ll be happy to oblige.
PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT

Now, as teachers often tell you, exams are theoretically 
a way of testing your knowledge and your understanding 
and the object of studying is to get a good education, 
not to pass exams. But exams count a lot and a great 
deal of our education is geared specifically to helping 
us to pass them. Like it or not, you’ll be sitting an awful 
lot of exams in your life. It makes sense to practice 
exams like you’d practice a sport or a musical instru-
ment. Most likely your teachers will get you to try out 
real exam questions or past exam papers. Practicing 
exam questions and papers under time pressure is one 
of the best ways to improve your exam performance. 
ANSWER THE QUESTION

Remember, in the heat of the exam, you need to be 
certain you answer every question properly. If you 
memorize essays ready to write them back in an exam, 
be sure that the essay you write is the one the exam-
iner wants to read -not the essay you just happen to 
have revised. So take time to read and understand the 
questions on the exam paper. Again, practicing past 
exam papers will help you to recognize what you’re 
being asked and demonstrate your knowledge in the 
way the examiner is expecting.
REMEMBER WHY YOU’RE STUDYING

Yes, you want to pass your exams. But don’t forget that 
you’re also trying to learn and understand things and 
get a good education. Try not to let yourself become 
an exam-passing locomotive. If you love a subject and 
you really like learning about it, that may be much more 
rewarding in the end.



TEACHING  
C2 LEVEL  
STUDENTS

Teaching Proficiency level 
students can be extremely 
draining especially if you are 
using materials that focus on 
discrete grammatical items 

(or even vocabulary items) which they 
may in all likelihood have seen before 
or, worse, will never see again. Without 
knowing your class better, it’s hard to 
come up with a single magic solution 
but here are some suggestions which 
might give you and your students a 
renewed burst of energy.
1. START USING FICTION

Use short extracts or chapters of (authentic) works of 
contemporary English fiction. Give the students ten 
minutes or so quiet reading time at the beginning of 
class. Then ask them to do any or all of the following:
• provide an oral summary of the excerpt
• choose some of the unknown words or phrases 
and discuss what they think they mean (they then 
check with a dictionary)
• say if the excerpt reminds them of another book 
or film (even in their own language)

TEXT BY 
LINDSAY CLANDFIELD



• discuss what they think the rest of 
the book is about, the main themes 
and whether or not they would like 
to read it
• write a short reaction to the text 
they read, and be ready to discuss it
Choose one of these tasks rather 
than making comprehension ques-
tions. It’s easier to set up, could 
lead to more discussion and may 
be more challenging. Eventually 
ask students to bring in their own 
fictional extracts from books they 
like and repeat the exercise. Keep 
a track of words and expressions 
that come up for revision material.
2. USE THE NEWS

Similar to the above, but this time 
bring in short news stories. You could 
check the Guardian Weekly advanced 
news lessons on onestopenglish or 
any other news network you often 
visit. 
3. PERSONALISE EXAM TASKS

Personalisation involves tailoring 
language practice and input around 
your students’ own experience, both 
in the past as biography, stories and 
histories and in the present as their 
daily lives unfold, which includes what 
they do, what they feel, and what 
they think. There are two massive 
advantages to this. First any lan-
guage covered will be immediately 
more relevant and memorable to 
them. Second in a world where many 
teenagers experience teacher after 
teacher trying to push whole groups 
through a curriculum, personalizing 
the content of a lesson at any stage 
tells your teens that you see them. 
It tells them that their presence as 
an individual counts and thus that 
they are valued.  
Here are some suggestions, based 
on the type of questions in the Cam-
bridge Proficiency Speaking Exam.
Exam question type: individual 
questions on a topic
Sample question: If you could live in 
any other country, apart from your 
own, which would it be? Why?
Ways to adapt:
1. Answer the question truthfully, 

then answer it a second time but 
tell deliberate lies; embellish and 
exaggerate your answer as much 
as possible.
2. Answer the question as you think 
your partner would answer it. Then 
check back.
3. Answer the question once, then 
answer it a second time but this 
time you must include the phrases 
or words your teacher gives you (you 
will need to prepare some questions 
for this).
Exam question type: comparing 
photos in the coursebook/exam
Sample question: Look at these 
pictures and talk together about 
why you think they might have 
been taken.
Ways to adapt:
1. Ask students to bring in three 
interesting photos they have taken 
or are of them, their families, etc. Mix 
these up and redistribute them so 
each pair has six photos. Get them 
to do the task.
2. Create an imaginary, strange 
context for the boring photos in the 
coursebook task (e.g. they were all 
taken by a spy; they were all taken by 
a person with one week left to live, 
they were all taken by a couple very 
much in love, etc.). Get students to 
do the task with this context in mind.
4. DO SOME IMPROVISATION

Improvisations are short drama 
exercises. At this level your students 
have the language to be able to do 
these activities. An example would 
be to write down, on separate bits 
of paper, all those expressions you 
want them to use. Put these in a 
bowl or a box. Two students come 
up to the front and have to improvise 
a conversation on a topic of their 
choosing (food, weekend, films, 
whatever). When you clap, one 
person has to grab a phrase from 
the bowl and try to work it into the 
conversation. You can see a whole 
bunch of these kinds of activities 
on http://improvencyclopedia.org/.
5. RECORD THEM

Finally, this last suggestion involves 

getting more technical. To help 
students improve their speaking I 
suggest you record them, or get them 
to record themselves. They could 
do this with their mobile phones 
or with MP3 players. You only need 
one recording device for every two 
or three students in the class. Here 
is one procedure you could follow:
1. Put students in pairs and assign 
them a speaking task. Tell them you 
want them to try and do the task for 
a minute and to record themselves 
while they do it.
2. Students do the task.
3. Ask them to listen to the task 
again. They can do one of two things 
here: a) transcribe the conversation, 
or b) listen for mistakes or things 
that they could have said better and 
make a note of these.
4. Give feedback on this as a group.
5. Ask them to repeat the speaking 
task, but this time to try and do it 
better (i.e. fewer mistakes, using more 
complex language or concepts, etc.).
If you are feeling really technologi-
cally adventurous this could just be 
the beginning. Further steps could 
involve:
• Filming the students doing a task 
or presentation with a digital camera 
or video camera.
• Asking students to film themselves 
at home with a webcam talking about 
a subject they are interested in and 
sending it to you or uploading it to 
a shared site.
• Using one of the ‘better’ videos 
and adding subtitles to it (subtitling 
in English what the students said in 
English; this means that you can all 
watch and read the clip and it’s easier 
to pinpoint specific things). Worried 
you can’t add subtitles? Ask if any 
of your students can! This kind of 
thing is getting easier and easier 
all the time. •



Tests + Stress = 
Problems For  
Students
Intensive standardized test-

ing not only causes stress in 
students, but may undermine 
learning. Anecdotal reports 

from educators suggest that stu-
dents are experiencing increased 
stress in the classroom. 



Our educational system is now relying more than ever 
on standardized language tests that prove, in paper at 
least, ability to use the language. This tendency has 
forced teachers at all grade levels to “orient students 
to performance goals instead of internal mastery 
goals,” says Scott Paris, a professor of psychology at 
the University of Michigan. The emphasis on external 
goals, Paris suggests, has created an unhealthy class-
room scenario in which “standardized tests provoke 
considerable anxiety among students that seems to 
increase with their age and experience.”

HOW DOES THE BRAIN REACT TO STRESS IN THE CLASSROOM?
Stress is the body’s general response to any intense 
physical, emotional or mental demand placed on it. 
A student’s reaction to an up-
coming exam may induce stress 
that triggers the sympathetic 
division of the autonomic ner-
vous and endocrine systems, 
according to Nicky Hayes, editor 
of Foundations of Psychology. 
Common responses to “exam 
stress,” as Hayes characterizes it, 
include disturbed sleep patterns, 
tiredness, worry, irregular eating 
habits, increased infections, and 
inability to concentrate.
In addition, researchers study-
ing cognitive impairment report 
decreased memory capacity in 
stressed individuals. Studies 
employing Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) technol-
ogy also indicate that chronically stressful conditions 
correspond with selective atrophy in the human brain.
Where is stress processed in a person’s brain? Research-
ers have demonstrated at least three separate brain 
regions that play integral roles in the way someone 
processes stress in the form of fear. The prefrontal 
cortex, which specializes as a cognitive and emotional 
area, is thought to participate in the interpretation of 
sensory stimuli. Thus, it may be the site where the 
potential for danger is first assessed.
A second area involved in processing fear is the amygdala, 
which resides in a “primitive” area of the brain called 
the limbic system (that includes the hippocampus). 
Both the wider and more generalized limbic system 
and the smaller, more specialized amygdala are areas 
where anxiety is initiated and routed.
The third area, located at the base of the brain, is the 
hypothalamus. This area, in response to signals sent 
from the prefrontal cortex and amygdala, coordinates 
the release of hormones that drive a person’s motor 
responses to perceived threats.
In particular, the stress signals originating from the 
limbic system and other cortical regions cause the 

hypothalamus to secrete a corticotropin-releasing 
hormone. This liquid protein prompts the pituitary 
gland to emit adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH). In 
turn, ACTH causes the adrenal gland to release corisol 
and, in so doing, prepares the body to defend itself.

HIGH-STAKES TESTING TAKES A TOLL

Skeptics question the notion that stress hurts students 
and their performance in the classroom. They claim 
that anxiety-provoking situations are a part of daily 
life that students, like all people, must learn to handle.

Nonetheless, some educational 
researchers have documented 
“acting out” behaviours exhibited 
by stressed out students such as 
crying, vomiting etc. 
Paris notes that in testing students 
“learn to study information that 
will be tested and ignore or de-
value other information.” After all, 
he adds, assessment in the form 
of tests is woven into the fabric 
of schooling from kindergarten 
to high school students.
The byproduct of years of testing 
has caused students to believe that 

good grades are more important than understanding; 
that high scores rather than the cultivation of the mind 
is the purpose of schooling.
Lack of preparation is cited as another common reason 
for test anxiety, based on the failure of parents and 
children to spend adequate time together discussing 
class material. Parents may also not know how long 
they can expect their children to concentrate at one 
time -unaware, for example, that research indicates 
first and second graders can study no more than 15 
minutes without needing a short break and third through 
six graders require a break after 20 to 30 minutes of 
studying.
LESSENING THE IMPORTANCE OF STANDARDIZED TESTS

Paris, echoing the thoughts of other educators and 
administrators, concludes: “The price that is paid in 
the narrowing of the curriculum, the restricted defi-
nition of educational success, and the inculcation of 
test-wiseness and test-taking strategies may mortgage 
the future of children’s appreciation of school and their 
life-long learning habits.”

Stress is the body’s general 
response to any intense phys-
ical, emotional or mental de-

mand placed on it. A student’s 
reaction to an upcoming exam 
may induce stress that triggers 
the sympathetic division of the 

autonomic nervous and en-
docrine systems, according to 

Nicky Hayes, editor of Founda-
tions of Psychology. 
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Pearson Test of English (PTE) General 

Reading Paper contains four parts, which are identical across 
all levels of the exam. This includes a gap-fill multiple-choice 
section, a graphical multiple-choice section, an open-ended 
question section, and a note-taking section.

How, though, can we provide our students with strategies that 
allow them to perform to the best of their ability in each of 
these sections?

Read on to explore six reading strategies that you can teach 
your students to help them succeed in the PTE General Reading 
Paper, regardless of the level they are sitting.

1 HIGHLIGHT KEY WORDS IN THE QUESTIONS

It might sound simple enough, but get your 
students into the habit of underlining key words 
in the questions before they read the text. By 
unpacking and analyzing the questions, your 

learners will not just be able to better understand 
what the question is asking, but will also be able to 
use these key words to identify the section of the text 
containing the correct answer.

Key words include question words, nouns and verbs, and 
once students have identified these in the questions, 
you can have learners use them to find the sections 
in the text with the correct answers. 

2 
PARAPHRASE IDEAS IN THE TEXT

While identifying key words in questions may 
be enough to help your students who are taking 
a lower level PTE General Reading Paper, it’s 
important to remember that at higher levels, 

answers are likely to be paraphrased versions of the 
question.

Therefore, it’s important to train your students to not 
only use key words in the questions to locate the correct 
part of the text, but to also be able to understand the 
ideas contained within that section.

3 
ANALYZE THE TEXT FOR IMPLIED MEANING & PURPOSE

In several sections of the Reading Paper, stu-
dents will be tested on their ability to identify 
information that is explicitly mentioned in the 
text. However, for other sections, including the 

open-ended questions, students will be asked to look 
for implied ideas.

In order to prepare your students to better analyze 
these texts, train them to identify what type of text 
they are reading, and, in their own words, explain why 
they think the author has written it.

4 PREDICT ANSWERS BASED ON PREVIOUS KNOWLEDGE

Whether looking for answers that are either 
explicitly or implicitly mentioned in the reading 
texts, you can still train your students to predict 
answers to questions in the exam. This can 

be done by examining the type of text (as mentioned 
above), but can also be done by having the students 
use their own vocabulary and grammar knowledge to 
review the options.

For example, in the gap-fill multiple-choice sections, 
have students look at the vocabulary and grammar on 
either side of the gap to predict what type of phrase 
is missing. 

5 
ENSURE ANSWERS ARE CONCISE

Encourage your students to save time in the 
Reading Paper by writing concise answers to 
the open-ended questions.

First, instruct them to underline key sections 
of the text, and then use these words and phrases to 
provide not just a concise answer, but an answer that 
is also directly related to the question.

If the questions are confusing your students and 
leading them to write longer answers (especially in 
the note-completion section), have them change note 
prompts into questions, and have them use these 
questions to better understand the information they 
need to identify in the text.

6 DOUBLE-CHECK ANSWERS MAKE SENSE

Finally, once your students have completed all 
the questions in the Reading Paper, train them 
to go back through the exam and check their 
answers make sense, both in terms of meaning 

and grammar.

First, in the multiple-choice sections, encourage stu-
dents to make sure that the options they’ve chosen 
match the meaning in the text. If it contradicts the text, 
then the students will need to choose another option.

Second, whether it’s a multiple choice question or an 
open-ended question, make sure that answers are 
grammatically correct. 

If you would like to read more about the PTE General 
exam, there are a number of useful  resources  on the PTE 
General website where you will find guides, practice 
tests and sample exams which you can download for 
use in your class.•



Cambridge English 
Exams B2-C2: 
Thoughts on Preparing 
Candidates for the Speak-
ing and Writing Papers
Bob Obee, Professional Support Leader Cambridge Exams SE Europe

I am often asked by teachers given 
the proximity of exam day what 
the right balance between exam 
practice and general language and 
skills development work should 

be. What I suspect lies behind this 
question is that teachers know that 
learners will keenly set about anything 
in this period given an exam practice 
label – keen as they are to see how 
close they are to getting over the line 

or achieving their target goal – but 
teachers know for sound pedagogic 
reasons and probably from years of 
experience that slavish exam prac-
tice does not make perfect and, that 
there must be more effective ways to 
optimise learning before taking the 
test.  In this article, we will outline a 
broader framework for channelling 
teacher and learner energies in exam 
preparation classes.



Our focus here too is the productive papers: Speaking 
and Writing -which more than the receptive papers- 
when ready on-the-page processes and means of 
managing outcomes seem at hand, give teachers pause 
to think about effective preparation strategies. There 
are practical and time constraints in giving individual 
pairs of learners, quality Speaking test practice time, 
and similar limitations to the extent that teachers can 
set individual writing task plans and provide qualitative 
feedback for individual learners on their writing. These                     
practical obstacles can make quick-fix solutions such 
as giving ‘useful phrases’ lists for candidates to use in 
the different parts of the Speaking Test or for differ-
ent task types in the Writing paper seem attractive. 
Again, however, making optimum use of learning time 
available involves taking a broader strategic view and 
one that embraces the range of assessment criteria 
relating to each paper.

So, how can we envision an exam preparation teaching 
framework that makes the most of the limited time 
available to us? Well, for me, it involves three distinct 
types of activity:

• purposeful and well-targeted exam practice
• exam training
• exam awareness- raising  

with the middle category [exam training] giving us the 
most scope to engage with more generic language and 
skills development work too. Below, we will sketch 
what each distinct type of classroom activity looks like, 
giving practical suggestions for Cambridge English: First 
for Schools and Cambridge English: Proficiency – with 
reference to Cambridge English: Advanced - along the 
way and hope to highlight that keeping the distinction 
between the three types of target lesson activity clearly 
in mind is vital for teachers to ensure the right blend 
and prioritisation of focuses in readying learners with 
different needs for the exam.  
EXAM PRACTICE

When selecting exam practice material to use in class, 
teachers are keenly aware of a need to choose exam 
practice material that is authentic and           rightly 
so. They require that test material reflect the full 
specification of the test in terms of target skill focus, 
task or question focus, range of item difficulty as 
well as more prosaic features such as exact rubrics, 
text lengths and timings. Authenticity in this sense 
is important. But just because material is presented 
like it is in the test does not mean that doing it like a 
test is the best way to prepare candidates or nurture 
the skills for success in the relevant exam. Let’s take, 
for example, the First for schools Speaking Test. This 
is a test made up of four parts, each one involving a 
different type of interaction pattern and designed to 
elicit different types of discourse. Practising all four 
parts of the test together all the time, does not allow 

teachers and learners to focus in depth on particular 
strategies for performing successfully in the different 
parts of the test. Strategies that learners need to work 
on, for example, to do well in Part 1 include:

Giving effective short answers

consider how much more learners 
set themselves up to ‘expand’,  if 
rather than answer with a per-
functory ‘yes’ or ‘no’ their opening 
take on a question is something like: ‘it depends’ or 
‘not as much as I’d like’..  

Expanding effectively on short answers

Consider how much more candidates give themselves 
to say if they give an answer both from their perspective  
and the perspective of someone else e.g. their parents, 
sibling, teacher etc…

      ‘My parents would probably say ….. but I …

- referring to your partner’s answers in your own 
answers..

consider how much more effective it is to answer a 
question taking into account what has been heard 
before in the discourse rather than  ignoring it…

I’m not as keen as Georgios but ….

Practising even just one of such strategies could easily 
take up a whole lesson so teachers need to use authentic 
exam material to focus on and practice something in 
a targeted way. 

We should also consider the interaction frameworks we 
use for practising in class. While with a task like Part 
2 of the Cambridge English First for Schools Speak-
ing Test [the long turn] it seems a bit pointless not to 
practise this in pairs or small groups [perhaps with 
listening learners completing feedback forms or notes], 
all other Parts of the test can be usefully practised in 
a whole group framework.  For 
example, with FCEfs Speaking Part 
4, when we open up the question 
activity to a guided whole class 
framework, everyone can learn 
from observing how other learners 
answer questions and from comments made about 
these answers. A teacher – a bit like the conductor 
of an orchestra – can direct attention to different 
members of the group and with a look, a gesture or 
a follow-up prompt [just as an examiner would do in 
the exam] elicit responses to what has been said from 
actively listening to learners. To structure such activity 
even more tightly, the teacher can introduce a range 
of turn-linking prompts - placed either on the board, 
held up by the teacher or given to groups of learners – 
so that the task can come to focus on the strategy of 
expanding on and developing a partner’s answer.  For 

TIP FOR FCEfs 
SPEAKING PART 1

TIP FOR FCEfs 
SPEAKING PART 4



example, where one candidate is asked a question like: 

Why  do some people prefer using the internet to shop? 

and answers:   I think to save time. Someone sits at home 
and just chooses what they want on their screen  …

listening learners are then prompted to use/choose 
a prompt like … 

but that’s not always true .. for example …

Using such classroom management techniques skil-
fully, a teacher can get a number of learners [making a 
different point each time] to practise connecting what 
they say to the initial comment with the prompt and 
the whole class gets to observe and comment on the 
effectiveness of the strategy in action.

As with Speaking, so with Writing :

Why have learners just working on exam practice 
tasks in isolation. One of the four criteria in assessing 
learners’ writing, for example, is Organisation. For 
Cambridge English Proficiency Writing Tasks 1 and 
Task 2, what is particularly important in scoring well in 
this category is that an answer exhibits a good overall 
level of organisation and developmental flow. Why not 
use class time to plan both tasks [the plan to exhibit 

sophisticated organisation] in 
class and then have learners write 
the two pieces within a time limit 
at home? The aim in class would 
be for groups to come up with a 
plan and the opening line of each 
section.  Groups could then swap 

their sets of opening lines and comment to each other 
on what they think is going to be developed in each 
section and how this might be made more sophisticated 
organisationally. What is being practised here is the 
need to come up quickly with an effective organisational 
map before writing: a key exam skill.
EXAM TRAINING

What typically distinguishes Exam Training from Exam 
Practice is that the exam task at hand will usually be 
modified in some way so as to better enable teachers 
to focus learners on a particular discreet skill implied 
by a test task and provide a class platform that allows 
current learner strategies in dealing with tasks to be 
explored and improved on. With a skill like Writing, it 
is possible to conceive of exam training tasks both 
in pre-writing and post-writing lesson phases. Let’s 
consider the guided essay Writing FCEfs Part 1 task.  
A pre-task focus might isolate one paragraph which 
would relate to one of the two main content points to 
be covered. To the board the teacher can elicit a range 
of topic sentence ideas and add a few pre- prepared 
ones.  Groups of learners around the room are then 
tasked with writing an exemplification of some of the 

ideas and an explanation of others. This modified writing 
task focuses learners on the key skill of development 
of ideas [Organisation] and gives scope for teachers 
to look at the quality of learner language produced in 
terms of task register [Communicative Achievement] 
or range of complexity [Language]. Similarly, at a 
post-writing feedback task, a teacher can isolate to 
the board a range of sentences from learners’ written 
answers and suggest an alternative way of beginning 
each sentence – perhaps more in sympathy with essay 
register – for learners to rewrite. Again this modified 
checking task gives teachers opportunities to focus 
learners on a key discrete skill implied by the test.

A way to work in a similar exam training vein with parts 
of the Speaking Test is to project the photographs {Part 

2] or the written prompts [Part 3] 
to the board.  With the Cambridge 
English First for Schools Part 2 
task, for example, one of the key 
skills in keeping going in talking 
about the photographs is not just 

to describe observable details but to situate these de-
tails in terms of the wider context of the situation i.e. 
speculating as to what lies behind the picture. With the 
photographs projected to the board ask one learner to 
mention something the images clearly show e.g. in the 
first picture there is a large group of children waiting 
for a ski-lift, then indicate another learner who has to 
make some kind of speculation about this detail e.g. 
it’s probably a school skiing trip because they all look 
the same age. Then move around the room and indi-
cate another learner to mention an observable detail 
and the next a speculation about this detail …and so 
on. After five or six goes of this ask one student to 
put everything they have heard together and speak 
for a minute. Exam training: modifying actual tasks 
to focus learners in on task sub-skills and effective 
task strategies 
EXAM AWARENESS-RAISING

Exam awareness-raising targets developing in learners’ 
deeper awareness of the test and test day processes 
which could considerably impact on a candidate’s suc-
cess. Things such as: completing mark sheets, using/ 
allocating time, assessment and weighting, awareness 
of question shape, awareness of question focus and 
effective and less effective on-the-day strategies for 
questions.  While the first is not an issue for candidates 
in the Speaking and Writing papers, all the others are.  

In the Writing papers of Cambridge English First for 
Schools, Advanced  and Proficien-
cy, for example,  – three tests in 
which there is now much clearer 
overlap in  skills progression 
through the setting of similar 
tasks -  CONTENT is one of the 

four assessment criteria. As a key exam awareness 

TIP FOR CPE 
WRITING TASKS 1 
AND 2

FCEfs WRITING 
TASK 1 

FCEfs SPEAKING 
PART 2 



task, take a number of candidate scripts downloadable 
from Cambridge English Handbooks and ask learners 
to assess what mark they think they were awarded in 
terms of CONTENT.  Learners should realise from this 
activity that obtaining a Band 5 [top mark] is pretty 
straight-forward provided they cover the points in the 
question and do not deviate. It should also become 
clear that marks are easily given away in this respect 
where learners avoid covering the question  

Another way in which teachers can raise learner aware-
ness in terms of what is required by the Writing Papers 

in these exams is to constantly 
give feedback to learners in terms 
of Cambridge English assessment 
criteria.  Consider adding pens of 
three other colours to your stock 
of red pens and rather than just 
underlining things to be consid-
ered in terms of accuracy [errors], 

highlight [in different colours]  points in learners’ 
writing both positive and negative in terms of the four 
assessment criteria; that is to say, points of : Content, 
Communicative Achievement, Organisation and Lan-
guage . At the end of each piece of writing you could 
also consider adding a comments box related to each 
criteria that summarised your views. This technique 
used consistently will inculcate learners into a broader 
conversation with you and amongst themselves about 

what they are aiming to achieve 
in their exam writing

In terms of the Speaking Pa-
per, the area where candidate 
awareness perhaps needs raising 
to the greatest extent is in the 
tasks that require candidates to 

negotiate around prompts (First for SchoolsPart 3 / 
Proficiency Part 2) .  Candidates particularly need to 
think about strategies that allow them to comment 
flexibly on what their partner says rather than rushing 
in to agree or disagree at every turn and dashing off 
to deal with another prompt e.g. strategies like ex-
tending a partner’s point with something like  …. and  
[expanding on a partner’s point] ….  or but  [adding a 
cautionary note to a partner’s point]. Avoiding the rush 
to consensus or conclusion is particularly important so 
that candidates give themselves plenty to say in the 
time and because the second phase of the task will 
ask them to reach consensus/a conclusion in some 
way and they do not want to pre-empt this part of the 
task by having agreed on everything already. A type of 
awareness-raising task that is useful in this respect is 
to have one group of learners given a task and told to 
agree/disagree on/with everything the other person 
says and another group given a task where they are 
told they can’t explicitly agree/disagree. Learners gain 
a lot of useful insight here as to how to comment and 
respond more flexibly.

FINAL THOUGHTS

Learners generally come to exam classes with clear goals 
in mind and high levels of instrumental motivation to 
succeed. As teachers we have a clear responsibility to 
frame expectations and sketch the roadmap – warning 
of      the dangers of imagined short-cuts - of the work 
ahead.  One part of this responsibility should be to help 
learners frame realistic goals given their            other 
commitments and in this, I am always surprised that 
more learners are not directed in 18-month or two-year 
post-B2 programmes towards Cambridge Advanced 
given its high level of recognition for higher education 
study purposes and by international companies and 
organisations around the world. Our broader respon-
sibility though is a pedagogic one and will involve 
nurturing learner motivation and bringing learners to 
the point of readiness  for the exam -  a much more 
sophisticated, multi-dimensional and strategy de-
velopment-oriented process than a term like exam 
practice can hope to cover.

FCEfs ADVANCED 
AND PROFICIENCY 
WRITING PARTS 1 
AND 2 

FCEfs SPEAKING 
PART 3 AND PRO-
FICIENCY SPEAK-
ING PART 2 



Preparing for 
the Listening 
Section

By Sylvia Kar

Ever wonder why students 
have problems with the lis-
tening sections of language 
examinations? 
Ask yourself one simple 

question: How carefully do I listen when 
someone is speaking? There is half the 
answer as to why students score as 
they do, on listening sections. No one 
really listens carefully and we are not 
totally focused on the task at hand. 
Focus is a must. This is one skill we can 
give students to help them improve on 
any listening task. They should know 
ahead of time what they are listening 
for and make predictions, judging from 
the choices, about what they expect to 
hear. This helps focus. 

The listening sections of the ECCE and ECPE consist of 
50 questions. The ECCE consists of two types of items, 
and the ECPE of three types. To handle any listening 
section skillfully it is important to: 

•  discriminate between similar sounds (sheep, ship)
•  differentiate between words with the same sound 
but different meanings (sun, son - homophones)
•  recognize various meanings of the same word 
 • accommodate – put up for the night
 • accommodate – comply with someone’s 
wishes 
•  link vocabulary to context (if words such as cells, liver, 
kidneys etc. are used, you know the topic is related to 
medicine or biology)
•  predict meaning of unknown words
•  identify language function
•  identify subject/speaker, situation, location, time 
(who, where, why, what, when, how)
•  focus on main points of conversation 
•  understand rephrasing

ECCE LISTENING SECTIONS

Section 1 of the ECCE listening consists of 30 questions 
and the three answer choices are pictures. Students 
tend to do well on this section because they have the 
added benefit of the visual answer choices. So I will 
not spend any time analyzing this section. 



Section 2 of the ECCE listening consists of 4 passages 
with 4-6 questions each, for a total of 20 questions. 
This section is more demanding therefore students 
must be focused. To focus on a task, students must 
look at the question and answer items carefully and 
see how they interact with each other, and predict 
what they will hear. Let’s work with a 2013 sample 
paper distributed by the Test Administration Center. 
Read the question and answer items carefully, looking 
for a common theme.  

Listen to a teacher in a music class, but first look 
at the questions.

31 What is each student supposed to do? 

a. perform in a concert
b. attend five events
c. write a research paper

32 What information did the teacher hand out? 

a. a list of possible things to see
b. a list of all class assignments
c. a program for a performance
d. the school’s website address

33 Why does the teacher want the ticket stubs? 

a. to get the student’s money refunded
b. to give a discount on another concert
c. to prove the students went to a show
d. to create to a class collection

34 What information can be found on the website? 

a. the assignment requirements
b. the teacher’s schedule
c. information about the musicians
d. a list of local performances

35 Why is the teacher talking to the class?

a. to invite the students to a performance
b. to describe an event
c. to explain an assignment
d. to announce a new website

36 What does the teacher mean when he says: 

a. The students’ responses should be thoughtful. 
b. The students’ responses should be lengthy. 
c. The students’ responses should be entertaining. 
d. The students’ responses should include pictures. 

Since it’s a teacher-student relationship, why would 
the teacher want to see the students? Question 35 
addresses this point. Notice how question 31 also 
relates. Question 33 talks about ticket stubs so this 
relates back to questions 31 and 32. All the questions 
relate and can be answered by someone experienced 
without even listening to the passage. 

Your students can reach a level where by using the 
process of elimination and finding relationships be-
tween the questions they can easily find the correct 
answer before listening. Even if they don’t find the 
answers, they are very focused and ready to listen for 
confirmation of the correct answer choice. 
This same technique is used for the 3rd part of the 
ECPE listening, and it’s even simpler to do because 
there are only three answer choices, A, B and C. 

PART 1 OF THE LISTENING ECPE SECTION: 

In this part the candidate hears short conversations 
between 2 speakers and must select the answer which 
means about the same thing as what the speakers say 
or is true based on what is said. 

Look at the first three questions from an ECPE 2014 
Sample Test distributed by the Test Examination Center, 
and write down what the subject matter is. 

1  a. The hotel only takes phone reservations.
 b. The price for the reservation may change. 
 c. He will telephone the hotel for her.  

She wants to book a room

2 a. He is nervous about speaking to his super-
visor. 
 b. His supervisor turned down his request for 
vacation.

 c. He does not like what his supervisor said.  

He has either made, or wants to make a request to his 
supervisor. 

3  a. She will think about his decision. 
 b. He is not sure what he should do. 
 c. She thinks he made the right choice.  

He has or he must decide something. 
 
Just doing this simple task focuses the student’s mind 
on the task at hand and keeps him/her focused. This 
alone is half the battle won.

PART 2 should be done in exactly the same way. Look 
at the choices and predict what is going on. 
The process of elimination is also a very useful tool. 
Some choices especially in the longer listening seg-
ments are easy to eliminate. 

Unfortunately, unless these skills are done repeat-
edly in the classroom with the students, they will not 
become second nature, and students won’t have the 
ability to apply them on an actual exam. Drum them 
into them and this will focus their attention, and they 
will perform much better. 



Don’t Panic!  
It’s Just an Exam!
FIVE ESSENTIAL APPROACHES TO TEST TAKING

Is it that time of the year again? My, oh, my, how time flies! After months and in many cases years of prepa-
ration, it all comes down to that final exam which will reward the test taker for all his hard efforts. It would 
be futile to debate the effectiveness of tests or question what the best way to assess a student’s skills or 
knowledge is. Tests are here to stay and whether we like it or not, we have to comply with this designated 
method of evaluation. ΤΤ make matters worse, students are more often than not hindered by the prospect 
of evaluation. Negative emotions of anticipation and frustration overwhelm them, rendering an inability to 
exhibit their true potential. As educators, the responsibility falls upon us once again to lighten the burden of 
anxiety and alleviate their suffering during those last few moments before their exams. Here are five essential 
approaches to test taking that you can share with them.

NEVER STUDY ON THE DAY OF THE EXAM. YOU’VE HAD YEARS TO DO THAT.

Many test takers believe they could cram just a little more information in their heads right before their exams, 
without realizing that their stress levels increase and won’t be able to think clearly. This leads to an even 
worse performance than simply going in blind. Students must be made aware of the fact that their eagerness 
to study those last few days, hours, or I even dare say, minutes before the exam is counter-productive and 
proven to be a recipe for disaster.

NEVER WAKE UP AT THE LAST MINUTE. WHO’S UP FOR BREAKFAST?

The demands students are being subjected to are enormous, leading to huge amounts of stress which in 
turn affect their regulated sleeping patterns. By staying up late and waking up at the last minute, only to 
find themselves exhausted due to lack of sleep will only make matters worse. Advise them to eat well and 
go to bed on time; if not earlier than usual. By waking up effortlessly and without the mental repercussions 
of sleep deprivation, test takers are privileged to enjoy a hardy breakfast and then take their time in reaching 
the exam center, thus allowing them to get better acquainted with their surroundings, contributing to a better 
performance.

RISK OF CAFFEINE OVERLOAD? JUST SWITCH TO WATER...

Let’s face the facts. It is not only adult test takers but also students in their teenage years who consume caf-
feine in various forms. Be it coffee, dubious energy drinks, even food, too much caffeine increases adrenaline 
levels, only adding to stress and lack of focus. Water is the best solution to keeping us on our toes without 
the unwelcome side effects caffeine may trigger. Water is also the best option for keeping ourselves hydrated. 
There are those, however, who avoid it so as not to be forced to go to the bathroom during the exam but that 
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simply does not help. Water has many benefits one of which 
is reduction of stress levels. Suppressing one’s natural body 
needs has always proven detrimental, thus consuming some 
water during an exam is most certainly recommended.

DON’T COMPARE YOURSELF WITH OTHER CLASSMATES. ‘LOUDER’ 
DOESN’T MEAN ‘BETTER’. 

We all have a tendency to compare ourselves with 
others and this often leads to low self-es-
teem, self-doubt and depression. There 
is always someone who is better or 
‘thinks’ he is better than the rest. 
Moments before the exam, a 
student might brag about how 
well he prepared himself or 
might recite whole grammar or 
vocabulary structures from the 
exam material, just to convince 
everyone that he’s done a good 
job. Have your students refrain 
from such attitude and stress the 
importance of ignoring those of other 
schools who don’t. We are all unique 
individuals with different perspectives 
on handling our preparation and the an-
ticipation of our evaluation.

CHANGE YOUR PERSPECTIVE. WHY ARE YOU ACTUALLY 
LEARNING A FOREIGN LANGUAGE?

A common reply we might receive upon asking 
our students why they are learning a foreign lan-
guage, is the misconceived notion of obligation. 
Many learners of a young age simply consider 
it mandatory to attend classes without actually 
comprehending the essence of language learning, 
which is that of personal growth. Of course, their 
minds are fixated on the examination procedure 
and any attempt to convince them that obtain-
ing a certificate is not their ultimate goal, rather 
achieving a command of the target language, will 
mostly fall on deaf ears. Nevertheless, after having 
such a conversation, stress levels will admittedly 
decline even minimally, thus contributing to a 
potential positive outcome.

Evaluations and any form of assessment is some-
thing detested by the vast majority. Avoiding them 
is not the solution, rather facing them head on with 
a positive frame of mind and a logical approach 
is the key to tranquility and success.



EXAM-PREP:  
The Good, The 
Bad, And The Ugly
The exam period is looming on the horizon, while 
practice tests, vocabulary lists, and more exam-related 
instruction begin to intensify. You are flirting with the 
idea of incorporating some extra slots of “teaching” 
the test while assigning some extra homework sounds 
like a good prescription for bridging those “last learning 
gaps”. “Now, it’s time to push”. Still, little progress is 
made. You see your students’ motivation, productivity, 
and psychology being sabotaged. “It’s just a few weeks”.

No, it’s not supposed to be easy.

But neither is learning in general. When it comes to 
language learning, exam performance is one thing, 
communicating in real life is another. If educating our 
learners is included in the equation as well, then one 
should keep in mind that building life skills, discovering 
the world in the foreign language, and learning how to 
learn is what really matters. The exam period should 
not make us forget that there is no fixed timeline for 
(language) education.

Do not get me wrong. Of course, students should 
familiarize themselves with the test format, do some 
practice, work on some exam-related strategies, and 
learn how to manage stress. But exam anxiety is already 
difficult to cope with. Why add to that an extra dose of 
negativity and the unnecessary burden of cramming 
things into your students’ heads?

Well-being and progress go hand in hand, so here are 
some things to keep in mind if you are teaching an 
exam class this year:

1) PLAN AHEAD AND ALLOCATE WISELY:

The fact that your students are sitting for a language 
exam does not mean you should spend the whole year 
“training” them for the test per se. There is no point 
wasting your and your students’ time and energy on 
something that is fixed and does not necessarily help 
retain information. Besides, it’s quality over quantity! 
Having said that, a couple of months before the exams, 
you can spend 1/3 for exam prep, 1/3 for feedback and 
reflection, and 1/3 for some fun, educational activities 
that will help both teachers and learners to wind down.

Consider the following example!

Mr. Smith is teacher of a B2 class this year. It’s Febru-
ary and he must start preparing his students for the 
upcoming exams that are taking place in May. It’s Mr. 
Smith’s first year of teaching an exam-prep class and 
he feels that “experimenting” will do more harm than 
good so he is going all-in for an old-school approach; 
tests after tests, going over some important answers, 
highlighting, and note-taking. Mr. Smith loves his job 
but he feels that he’s losing his students and bringing 
back the lost spark of learning onto his students’ faces 
appears to be more difficult than ever.

He decides to do something “riskier”, “less conventional’, 
something “braver”.

He will spend one lesson for exam-prep (this means 
1 test/per 3 weeks), one for feedback and reflection, 
and one for something fun and educational!

Text by By Valentina Papandroulidaki



For this third lesson, he chooses an interesting topic and 
asks himself how his students will think deeply about 
it, work on it in English, and collaborate.  He ends up 
bringing in class an interesting video about social media 
and its effects on teenagers! His students are asked 
to find a teenager from the video whose perspective 
is very similar to theirs. After a fruitful discussion on 
how social media has been affecting teenagers’ lives 
followed by some language-based activities, Mr. Smith 
goes on to introduce the next task; a debate.

His students are given different roles and they are asked 
to shift their perspectives according to their allocated 
role. They get so caught up trying to synthesize their 
arguments and interact in English that Mr. Smith is 
now a happy facilitator whose only last mission is to 
observe, give and ask for his students’ feedback!

2) RESIST THE TEMPTATION OF REVIEWING IN A ‘META’ WAY:

Metalanguage is for linguists. Our students are language 
learners. As language teachers and most importantly 
EDUCATORS, our role is to provide meaningful interaction 
in the foreign language and create the right conditions 
for new, educational, and fun learning experiences. 
Giving in the temptation of talking ABOUT the language 
not only is unnecessary but also counterproductive 
as it will deprive your learners of the opportunity to 
actually USE the language in a communicative and 
meaningful way.

3) SHOW YOU CARE:

Doing daily check-ins with your students to find out 
how they feel and why, must be your go-to opening 
routine. Feeling heard is fundamental. Very often your 
students will confess to you that they hadn’t done that 
exercise you had assigned the other day because they 
had been feeling overwhelmed with something else. 

That’s perfectly ok. Student-teacher relationships, like 
all relationships, must be based on some core values, 
like honesty and mutual understanding. Consider this 
confession as a sign that your relationship is actually 
working.

4) GIVE THEM SPACE:

When students’ motivation is at risk invest more in 
communicative lessons, give them more choice, gamify 
some activities, and sometimes, compromise. Afterall, 
a successful lesson is an engaging one, where everyone 
is actively involved. Find what FEELS right for this last 
week before the exams; it may be a speaking lesson, a 
roleplay lesson, a video-based lesson, a project-based 
lesson, or even a fun workshop. Do not be afraid to ask 
your students’ opinion and let them choose from the 
available options. Not only will they feel more involved 
in their learning but also more independent.

5) BE THERE:

Building rapport from day one is key. Your students 
are human beings who need you to keep being patient, 
caring, and supportive. It’s a tough time for everyone, 
but building resiliency is not something we should 
expect only from others, but from ourselves as well. 
Life is difficult. Finding ways to decompress before and 
after the lesson is highly recommended.

Finally…

6) BE CONSISTENT:

Do not let yourself be carried away by that colleague or 
parent who sees last-minute exam prep as a panacea. 
Trust your guts, stick to the true essence of education 
and listen to your students’ needs. Above all, do not be 
afraid to try something new, learn from your mistakes, 
and let your students learn too!



HOW CAN I  
PREPARE FOR  
THE EXAMS?

By Nick Michelioudakis, teacher and teacher trainer

I have to say I am not particularly fond 
of exam preparation. I find that too 
much time is wasted trying to see 
whether students have reached a 
particular level and that not enough 

time is devoted in helping them to get to 
this level. To put it another way ‘Weighing 
the Pig does not Fatten it’.



So in this article, I have decided to focus instead on 
five strategies that learners can use (on their own!) 
to gradually improve their language skills. I have 
included one strategy for each of the four skills 
(Listening - Speaking - Reading - Writing), plus an 
extra one. Hope you find them useful. 

LANGUAGE ALONE IS NOT ENOUGH
[SPEAKING - MICRO-SKILLS]

Ok - so your grammar is good, you have a good vo-
cabulary and you are quite fluent. Does this mean 
you can do well in a conversation? The answer is ‘No’. 
Interacting is not the same as being able to speak 
well. So, how can you get better? Here are some tips 
for when you are having a conversation:

• Keep it short: Do not speak for long. Say a few 
things and then leave the floor to the other person.

• Pass the turn: Do not just stop speaking. When 
you have said something, finish with ‘…don’t you 
think?’ or ‘I believe you need lots of time to study 
chess. How about you?’

• Ask questions: This encourages the other person 
to say more and it shows you are listening. ‘Yes, 
I agree. What other things do you believe one 
needs to improve at football?’

• Listen actively: When the other person is speak-
ing, do not just listen silently. Encourage them by 
making short responses such as ‘M-hm’ - ‘Yes, I 
see’ - ‘Hm, that could be a problem’ - ‘It is, isn’t it?’

When practicing, focus on one of these sub-skills at 
a time. Record yourself and listen to the dialogue to 
see how well you are doing.

A FUN WAY TO PRACTICE WRITING
[WRITING - COMPLETE THE TEXT]

Practicing writing can be a little boring. Here is a way 
to make it slightly more fun:

• Find a text online (e.g. a story). It should contain 
at least 4 - 5 paragraphs.

• Remove the last paragraph.
• Now read the text - what do you think the last 

paragraph says?
• Write your own conclusion to the text.
• Compare your conclusion to the original one.

The activity is interesting because of the element of 



curiosity, but it also has a number of other advantages:

• It takes very little time.
• You practice both reading and writing.
• You can practice by removing the introduction or 

a paragraph from the middle.
• You can practice with different kinds of texts.
• Very importantly, comparing your paragraph with 

the original one gives you some idea of how well 
you have done (e.g. how good your language is).

Naturally, it is best if you are working with a partner, 
as you can compare the two different versions you 
produce, which can be very interesting.

WHAT IF I DON’T HEAR SOMETHING?
[LISTENING – COPING WITH BACKGROUND NOISE]

A big problem with listening in real life, is that we might 
fail to hear something for whatever reason and then 
we panic; we try to guess what the speaker might 
have said and we miss what they say next, then we 
panic again, etc. etc. In fact, we do not need to hear 
everything - we think we do. Here are some tips for 
getting over this problem:

• Find a listening exercise at the right level for you.
• Read the questions first, and try to predict the 

answers.
• Listen to the track, from the beginning to the end. 

After 10 seconds, turn off the volume for 2 seconds, 
then turn it on again. Repeat every 10 seconds.

• Try to answer the questions. You will find that you 
can answer quite a few.

• Listen to the track again. This time, turn off the 
volume for 2 seconds after 15 seconds and then 
again every 10 seconds.

• Try answering any unanswered questions.

If you do this regularly, you will discover that your mind 
can automatically ‘fill in’ most of the gaps and you will 
stop panicking every time you miss something.

MAKING IT HARDER
[READING – COPING WITH AN INCOMPLETE TEXT]

When training, the ancient Roman legionaries used to 
practice with wooden weapons which (crucially) were 
heavier than the real ones. In this way, when they 
actually had to fight, things all of a sudden seemed 
easier. This is the idea behind this strategy to improve 
your reading. Here is how it works:

• Find a text with activities online - one at the right 
level of difficulty for you (e.g. you can visit the site 
Breaking news English and select Level 3).

• Read the questions first - and try to predict the 
right answer.

• Copy the text and go to the site ‘Cloze Test Creator’.
• Paste the text into the yellow box.
• Select the number of words you would like to have 

deleted (e.g. ‘Every 7th word’) and click on ‘Submit’.
• Now use this new gapped text and see whether 

you can answer the questions despite the fact that 
some of the words are missing.

• If you find it quite easy, try another text. This time 
you can delete ‘Every 6th word’, etc.

This activity helps you cope with uncertainty and will 
help you overcome the fear of encountering unfamiliar 
words.

 HOW CAN I FORCE MYSELF TO USE ADVANCED VOCABULARY?
[VOCABULARY – HIDE THE WORD]

Here is how you do it: you play a game (yes, you do need 
a partner for this one). ‘Hide the word’ works like this:

• You choose a word and you write it on a piece of 
paper.

• You talk about something for around 20 – 30 sec-
onds and you have to use this word at least once.

• Your friend tries to guess which word you were 
trying to ‘hide’. They have three guesses: if they 
find it immediately, they score three points, if they 
find it with the second attempt, they score two, etc.

Here is an example: Which word was I trying to hide? 
[see below]: ‘Yesterday, at school had a test and I did 
quite well. I had done my revision and I hope to get a 
good mark’.

This was easy, right? But what if the word is difficult? 
Which word am I trying to hide here? ‘Some students 
in my class are lazy, but there is one who is very good. 
He is the most diligent student I know and he always 
gets top marks’. The word is ‘diligent’ of course.

This is the idea: if you ‘hide’ difficult words, you need 
to use some more difficult words in your story, other-
wise your friend will spot them immediately! [Hidden 
word: ‘test’]



EXAMS, EXAMS, EXAMS  STRESS…  
PERHAPS,  PERHAPS, PERHAPS

It’s this time of the year! Again! Another examination period is 
coming and with that stress, pressure, anxiety, lack of sleeping 
or bad eating habits appear. Is this normal? Well, if you take 
it from the brain’s point of view, yes! Stress is the mental and 
physical state we face when we feel that something threatens 

us. We may feel either nervous for a short amount of time while 
excessive stress means that we put our body and our brain in a 
position to always feel sad and scared. Feeling already stressed?
Good news! Our brain has the tendency or better the mechanisms 
to keep us safe and sensible all the time. Therefore, what it does 
is that when we experience stressful situations it speeds up our 
heart beat in order to increase blood flow, it speeds up our breath-
ing in order to receive more oxygen. Furthermore, when our brain 
detects stress it releases, through a process, cortisol into our body. 
Cortisol is the stress hormone and it is the one that gives the body 
the message to perform the above actions. However, it is normal 
to be stressed for a short period of time as this is what alerts us.

By Tanya Livarda  
(BA/ MA in TESOL,Delta,CELTA) EFL 
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Now the bad news! Stress is also detected by amygdala, 
a tiny part in our brain. Amygdala is connected with the 
prefrontal cortex which is in turn responsible for our logical 
thoughts, analytical thinking, and decision making. The 
prefrontal cortex is responsible for controlling our response 
to stress. In other words, our prefrontal cortex helps the 
amygdala to ‘decide’ how we are going to view the particular 
stressful event, either as frustrating and threatening or as 
something that will pass quickly (Bezdek & Telzer, 2017).
Having illustrated the stress journey in our body, it can be 
concluded that we should use our superhero- brain- in order 
to manage our stress. Our body knows how to deal with 
stress but our brain needs some tiny, little help.
Coming back to exams! A really stressful situation for both 
teachers and students. No matter how experienced we are 
and no matter how many times we have taken an exam 
ourselves, we will always feel stressed. But why?
First of all, because we evaluate ourselves based on the 
percentages of the ‘pass’ rates we have obtained in the 
exams. However, if you evaluate the effectiveness of a 
teacher based on how many students have passed the 
exams, then perhaps you should reconsider some things as 
this causes stress. Another major stressor is parents. Our 
main stakeholders, our main clients. They want it all and 
they want it now! Most of the time, they do not know how 
to express their needs and they provide vague comments 
like ‘Oh I know the neighbor of my cousin’s mother-in-law 
that lives there has taken the exam in three months not in 
one and a half year!’ and we are trying to use our prefron-
tal cortex and to respond logically to something that does 
not make sense. And our superhero –our brain- needs 
desperately help!
And then, our lovely students! No one asks them, unfortu-
nately, and they view exams as the end of their life (why? 
why? why?) and they wish to show to their parents that they 
can. They are overwhelmed with stress, they experience 
panic attack, they lack sleep, they do not eat properly, they 
are constantly fighting with their parents. They are worried 
because they feel that they might fail, some of them must 
get a certain result, they study mechanically and not deeply, 
they lack confidence. And then again we are trying to be like 
magicians, to act as if we were clowns, to turn the world 
upside down, just because of the exams?
Do all these exist because of the teenager hormones (the 
easy excuse), because of the stress, or perhaps because 
they haven’t learnt how to manage their stress, or because 
the connection that we talked about earlier is not mature 
enough?
And now you are going to think! Am I also going to do that? 
If you think we teach what we preach. Not only do you 
make your students’ life easier and as much stress-free 
as possible but our lives as well.
Let’s go back to our superhero! The one that needs help 
dealing with excessive stress! The most important thing for 
me is to boost our prefrontal cortex. In a nutshell, prefron-
tal cortex is responsible for focusing on a task, predicting, 
anticipating, logical thinking, planning, managing impulses, 
controlling stress. Our superhero also needs support from 
other people, as it is sociable and it learns from other people.

So what can we do? (These apply to both teachers and 
students)
Two brains are better than one. If you are struggling, if you 
are stressed, let people know. These can be either your 
friends, siblings, teachers. Don’t be afraid to open up and 
express your feelings.
You may also find it useful to be in a study group/ a teach-
ers group. Working through problematic areas with other 
people is really helpful as you listen to how other people 
have experienced exams.
Be kind and believe in yourself! Think about what you have 
done so far. Remember your strengths! If parents persist, 
tell them what their kids have achieved so far, and let them 
know what you expect from their kids. The most important 
is that your students can also discuss this with their parents 
as well. Our students are going to take the exam, after all!
Have fun! Exam classes can be a lot of fun! Remember 
that your life does not consist only of exams! Find a funny 
video, talk about social issues, create a project/video and 
enjoy! This can reduce your stress levels, and it allows you 
to take some time off the exams.
Eat, eat and eat! Our brain is like a machine. It needs fuel. 
Proper food rich in vitamins is the best choice. And of course 
chocolate!
Sleep well! At least 8 hours!
Exercise or do what you like! It will leave you calm, fresh 
and energetic.
Relaxation techniques or mindfulness.
Set realistic goals. At the beginning of the school year or 
even several weeks before the exam set realistic and SMART 
goals. It helps you to put everything into perspective. It is 
also a way to accept the situation and look at the reality 
not the fantasy.
Break your stress down! If you are experiencing it at any 
point, stop, take a breath and break it down. Does your 
stress make sense to you? If yes, look for the solution…
because every problem has its own solution.
Take short breaks, manage your time. Use the Pomodoro 
technique (a time management technique in which you 
focus on your work for 25 minutes and then you have a 
five-minute break and then again you focus on your work 
for another 25 minutes) or whatever works for you!
The most important one is to strengthen our and our 
students’ prefrontal cortex. Therefore, we can incorporate 
games like word games, memory games, puzzles, to let our 
students learn something new, to critically think about a 
topic or question, to debate, create silly sentences, acro-
nyms, cartoons to remember things.
Communicate effectively with the parents. Be honest! If 
they cannot understand then move on!
Unfortunately, exams exist and they will exist! And I am 
not only talking about school exams! Life doesn’t always 
go to plan, but at the end of the day everything is going 
to be ok. What matters most is the ability to explore our 
options clearly and take your time until you proceed with 
plan B,C,D,E,F….. . Nothing is impossible!




