
No more surprises at exams 
 

(at least the Cambridge ones and Maturita) 



Introduction 

What is ‘backwash’? 

How is the English part of Maturita similar to the Cambridge exams? 
Or different? 

The basic questions we will explore today – how would Cambridge mark the typical teenage Czech 
student? How can you help Czech teens avoid the most obvious mistakes? And boost their marks? We’ll 
use the FCE for examples since this is the most widely-taken. 



What obvious mistakes do teens make in the Cambridge exams? 

Reading Paper 

 
1. They run out of time 

2. They are not used to the second question and a) spend too much time on it b) can’t do it 
 
 
 
 
 

3. They try to answer the other 2 questions from general reading, not looking for evidence in the  text (not 
using skimming and scanning techniques) 
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What obvious mistakes do teens make in the Cambridge exams? 

Use of English Paper 

 1. They run out of time (or spend too long on it and then miss some of the Reading Paper!) 

2. They are not used to the second question and put in lexis rather than function words 
 
 

3. They don’t realise the words are in order on question 3 or they don’t read for sense so they  
 miss the negatives.  

 
 
 

4. They don’t know you get a mark for each half of a question or they change the given word 
 or they write too many/ few words. 

 
 
 



What obvious mistakes do teens make in the Cambridge exams? 

Writing Paper 

 
1. They run out of time 

2. They do the paper exam and the examiner can’t read their handwriting 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. They write too many, or few, words 

4. They go off-topic 



What obvious mistakes do teens make in the Cambridge exams? 

Listening Paper 

 
1. In part 2, they paraphrase the word or write too much detail 

 
 
 

2. They can’t get the accent 
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What obvious mistakes do teens make in the Cambridge exams? 

Speaking Paper 

 

1. In part one, they speak too little or much, or give rehearsed answers 

2. In part two, they are flummoxed by giving a monologue while contrasting 2 pictures, dry up or  they 
don’t listen to their partner so can’t give a follow-up comment 

3. In part three, they continue giving monologues and don’t interact with their partner, or don’t  know 
how to deal with a partner who’s acting like that 

They don’t know the format of the exam, and so… 

4. In part four, they don’t speak long enough, or deeply enough 



Backwash 

The backwash effect (also known as the washback effect) is the influence that a 
test has on the way students are taught (e.g. the teaching mirrors the test because 
teachers want their students to pass).    elt.wikia.com/wiki/Backwash_effect 

Discuss whether you agree with these 2 statements and how your answers might affect your teaching: 

English is not a grammatical language 

In any language grammar alone will not enable communication 

“A student of Gymnázium, who is checked continuously in the whole area of grammar, will get a worse mark, 
even though he knows the irregular verbs by heart as well and uses them in his speech correctly.” 

https://is.muni.cz/th/221053/pedf_b/finalni_uprava.pdf 



Helping students with writing: in depth 
Shop assistants wanted for summer work 

Good afternoon,  

I’m writing because of the offer. I want to know more details about this job. I’m very 
interested in fashion so I’d love to work in some of your fashion stores. I’m very suitable for 
this kind of job because I like communication with people mainly with people from foreign 
countries. I love new modern clothes. I always watch latest models. I can speak English, 
German, Czech and Russian. I’m always positive and I am self-confident and that is for job 
as a shop assistant ideal. I can send you some of my photos with me, so you can see how 
do I look or better – I’d be glad to meet you somewhere and talk about it. As I said I’d want 
to know something more about this.  

Contact me on number 563 500 234.  

Petr Novák 

How the writing is assessed: 

25% Content 25% Language 25% Organisation 25% Communicative Achievement 
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How the Speaking is assessed 

25% Grammar and vocabulary (range and accuracy) 

 

25% Pronunciation 

 

25% Discourse Management (or fluency) 

 

25% Interaction 
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Summary 

For the feedback we give: 

• Pay less attention to grammatical accuracy 

• Pay more attention to range of vocabulary 

• In writing, pay more attention to register … in speaking to function 

 

For the materials we use: 

• Look for ones that constantly, even ‘silently’ practise the exam 

• Look for integrated skills 


