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Unit 2 - 2018: Exam Technique 

_____________________________________ 
General Exam Techniques 

• General techniques – it’s important that students are aware of basic information 
such as length of the exam, marks per question and how to divide up their time. The 
questions will increase in difficulty (and text length as a rule) throughout the paper, 
so this should be factored in. Other basic points include not leaving blanks, writing 
clearly and concisely, giving the correct amount of information etc. It’s good practice 
to annotate the papers and jot down key words/highlight information etc. 
 

• Question format and requirements - Year after year, examiners comment that 
candidates are simply not reading the questions – no matter how much we improve 
listening skills in the classroom, if they ignore the requirements of the task, then they 
will find it hard to access maximum marks. Key things to note include the language of 
the question (answering in the wrong language will mean 0 marks), number of boxes 
they need to tick, number of points they need to give i.e. is it a 1, 2 or 3 mark 
question, do they need to give a letter or a number? What is the style of question 
and what do they have to do? How large is the space for an answer? There is also a 
need to focus on question words – if the question asks ‘where?’ then they will need 
to give a place etc. 
 

• The whole text – Examiners comment that students are picking out familiar items of 
vocabulary and ignoring the text around it e.g. ‘the day before yesterday’ – many 
candidates would ignore ‘the day before’ and focus just on the familiar word 
‘yesterday’. They are finding the correct part of the text but are not listening ‘around’ 
the vocabulary. It is important to listen to the whole text, even if you think you have 
identified the answer and remember that there will be some language that is simply 
not tested! There are no extra marks to be gained for adding in unnecessary 
information – selecting the correct part of the text is an important skill in itself. 
 

• Context – encourage students to look for clues. Are there any pictures? Can they 
identify the theme/topic of the question and therefore pre-empt vocabulary that 
might be used etc.? Knowing the context of what they are going to be listening to 
makes a big difference for general understanding. 
 

• Language – train students to listen out for key words and cognates etc. Make sure 
that they know the tense requirements – if a question asks ‘what did he do last 
week?’ and the answer given is ‘he plays in the park’ then that answer simply cannot 
be correct, even if ‘play in the park’ is the correct activity. Use grammar knowledge 
to identify basics e.g. plurals, pronouns (using the wrong he/she could affect a mark) 
to avoid losing careless marks. Negatives, particularly in questions, can be confusing 
e.g. ‘what does he not like?’  is not the same as ‘what does he like?’! 



   
 

• Distractors – Remind your students that examiners love distractors! The speaker 
might say ‘I hate sandwiches and salad, but I love fruit’ and a multiple choice 
question might ask for the food they like but include a picture of all three mentioned. 
Practice identifying the correct information in short sentences then progress to 
longer texts. Learning to select the correct information is a skill in itself. 

_____________________________________ 
Improving performance 

• Read the questions carefully – this is so important. 
 

• Highlight key points and question words – who, where, why, what, when etc.  
 

• Look at the number of marks for each answer and ensure you have the correct 
amount of information – fundamental. Even really able candidates lose marks on 
this. 
 

• Always answer in the same language as the question – train candidates to highlight 
the assessed language questions immediately in the exam – there are 2 in the 
Listening paper. This is particularly important for Higher candidates where they may 
need to write some information in Spanish. 
 

• Ignore words which you don’t need to answer the question – you don’t need to 
understand every word of a text to get full marks! 
 

• If you get stuck, move on - don’t spend too long on one question – this goes back to 
time management. 
 

• Narrow down your options as far as you can – work systematically though the 
questions as you are listening to the text. 

• Elimination – get rid of options you are sure about and cross them out – with 
multiple choice questions or choosing the correct number of statements, you should 
be able to eliminate some incorrect information immediately. Eliminating incorrect 
information is just as important a skill as selecting the correct information! 

• Ensure that the answer matches the format requested e.g. if it asks for a letter, 
don’t write a number! – Examiners tend to be understanding here, but it is still 
important  

• Listen to the WHOLE text – don’t just try and pick out the answers – it’s a fine 
balance here between listening skills and exam technique. Many students want to 



   
 

listen out for key items of vocabulary or write down the first item of familiar 
vocabulary they hear.  

• Check numbers, days, dates, times and seasons – It’s easy to lose the odd mark by 
making errors here. Make sure that students know that the text may say ‘July’ but 
the answer might be ‘Summer’. Similarly, the text could say ‘This is my third visit’ 
and the question asks, ‘How many times has he visited’ and the answer is 3. Practice 
all variations of these points including key vocab such as more than, less than, the 
same as etc.  

• Use common sense – sometimes the answer will not be obvious. You may have to 
infer or deduce meaning! 
 

• Watch out for synonyms (e.g. nice / lovely), cognates (words which are similar to 
English), false friends and negatives - Examiners will test your knowledge of 
synonyms and related families of words e.g. ‘Suzy loves novels’ may become ‘Suzy 
enjoys reading’.  
 

• Don’t expect the examiner to choose the correct answer - i.e. don’t put 
‘apple/banana’, when only one answer is needed – too many candidates like to 
hedge their bets and often self-penalise. Incorrect information can cancel out a 
correct answer i.e. if the answer is ‘apple’ but the candidate has written 
‘apple/banana’ then it’s effectively +1/-1 so they end up with zero. 
 

• Pay attention to words in bold in the question – e.g. write two details, what did she 
not do, tick the correct three boxes etc. 
 

• Don’t leave blanks! – if all else fails, then make a guess. It’s astounding how many 
candidates each year leave blanks, particularly on multiple choice questions. 

 

_____________________________________ 
Preparation time 

The key feature of the listening exam is the 5-minute preparation time. Teaching students 
what to do in this time is really useful. Here are some top tips: 
  

• Turn to the assessed language questions and try to write down what the 
questions/multiple choice answers mean in English – making a concerted effort to 
identify the assessed language questions will help. Many students seem to be taken 
by surprise by this section! Use the preparation time to identify the questions and 
look at what you need to do. 



   
 

• Annotate other multiple-choice questions with the key words you will be listening for 
– it is good practice to annotate/make notes/highlight on the paper.  

• Highlight any questions with only one section as you know you will be listening to all 
the answers in one paragraph – it helps to be prepared if you know you are listening 
to longer or shorter sections. 

• Look at clues (questions/ pictures etc) that will identify the topic for each question so 
you can be prepared for possible items of vocabulary – work out the meanings of 
pictures. Can you identify from the questions and rubrics the topic/theme? This can 
help prepare you for vocabulary to expect. 

_____________________________________ 
Approaching questions 

It is a good exercise to look at questions and plan how you would approach them. What 
strategies should you employ? What should you do before listening/ during the recording? 
How can we prepare our students for this style of question in the classroom?  
 
For example, possible approaches to the following question are to identify the topic/theme, 
identify what you are being asked to do, look at tenses, look at size of the space for an 
answer.  
 

(a) This needs to be a response in the past, you are likely to be listening for an event or 
something that Paul did or something that happened to him. 

(b) The wording is slightly confusing, but the question is asking for a job. 
(c) You are likely to be listening for an opinion or reason. 

 

 

_____________________________________ 



   
 

Metacognition 

Metacognition is the awareness and understanding about one’s own thought processes. 

Metacognitive strategies refer to methods used to help students understand the way they 
learn; in other words, it means processes designed for students to ‘think’ about their 
‘thinking’. 
Students need to focus their attention on learning a new language and recognise what 
thought processes they experience while learning. What do they need to do when they 
don't understand? How do they choose what strategies to use? What works and what does 
not work? Metacognitive skills allow learners to plan, control, and evaluate the process.  
 
A metacognitive approach can be used to help tackle exam questions, for example, by asking 
how you can approach the question and asking what prior knowledge you can activate. In 
the following style question, for example, possible approaches include translating the 
multiple-choice options, working through eliminating options, looking for negatives or 
similar answers, translating any numbers or dates and checking if any statements are in 
different tenses. 
 

 

 

_____________________________________ 
 


