
© Robert Buckmaster 2022                                                                                                                                                                   1 

An Analysis of a Cambridge Advanced C1 Examination 

Essay Question Response 

By Robert Buckmaster 

 

Introduction 

What is a C11 level response? This is a question which is currently troubling a number of 

teachers in Latvia with the introduction of the new curricula requirements of the Skola 

2030 project, and the Svešvaloda II (angļu valoda) literature-based programme in 

particular, perhaps best translated as the Latvian Higher Level High School Literature-

based syllabus, formally introduced this academic year (2022-23).  

Previously, the final year (Year 12) high school examination was set at a nominally B2 

level with elements of C1; in fact, it spanned B1 to C1 in its tasks; most candidates were 

expected to reach B2. This examination has now been effectively split into two with a Year 

11, B2 focused ‘Optimal’ examination, (first administration May 2022) and a Year 12 C1 

level examination (first administration June 2023). This C1 examination is not literature-

based though as other curriculum interpretations are allowed. 

Teachers are now faced with teaching to C1 and marking and evaluating student attempts 

to produce C1 texts, that is an essay. Some teachers are not at a C1 level themselves, 

while others are not confident at their abilities at C1. Many though also seem uncertain 

about what exactly makes a response, an essay say, a C1 level response. This, combined 

with the scandalously short lead in time in the introduction of the new syllabus and 

examination – introduced in September 2022; examined in June 2023, is causing some 

considerable unhappiness. 

This paper will consider how teachers reach an understanding of what C1 is, look at a C1 

level question put forward by one of the largest and most influential examining boards in 

the world, Cambridge, and critique their evaluation of a sample script written in response 

to the sample question. 

 

Disclaimers: I do not have access to the rating scales used by Cambridge writing paper examiners; nor have I 

been trained how to rate according to Cambridge written examination systems and procedures. 

Copyright statement: The sample question and script are extracted from a sample paper published on the 

Cambridge website used under the fair use provision of international copyright treaties.2 

Conflicts: None. I do not currently work for Cambridge in any capacity.  

Disclosure: I did work as a Cambridge oral examiner for Main Suite and business and legal examination from 

1986 to 2021. I was the Cambridge Team Leader in Latvia 2019/2021. 

 

  

 
1 C1 according to the Council of Europe (2001, 1017, 2018, 2020) 
 
2 See Annex 1 
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Teacher Understanding of C1 

Teachers reach an understanding of what constitutes performance at a certain level 

through a number of paths. These include: 

1. Their education and pedagogical training. 

2. Their own language level and what they do to maintain or improve this level. 

3. Their experience of taking examinations at the stated level. 

4. Their use of teaching materials at the stated level. 

5. Their work with students at the level. 

6. At higher levels, through their interaction with ‘native speakers’ and other proficient 

language users. 

7. Some teachers may be trained as examiners by exam boards and will have adopted 

(if successfully trained) and internalized the board’s interpretation of what 

constitutes the level and acceptable/unacceptable performance at that level. 

8. Their exposure to and use of sample scripts published by exam boards to guide 

teachers and candidates to an understanding of performance at the level. 

This paper will look in detail at point 8 and a particular sample script which Cambridge 

rate as being a good C1 level response. I will consider if, in my professional opinion, it is 

a correctly rated script and whether its provision as a sample is actually useful for teacher 

struggling with the question of what is C1, or whether it is potentially misleading. But first 

we should remind ourselves of what the CEFR says about C1 writing. 

C1 Writing in the CEFR 

In summary, the main points of the relevant descriptors from the CEFR for writing and 

essay writing are excerpted in Table 1 below. Note that the blue font indicates an original 

descriptor; the black font is a new descriptor added in the 2017/18 Companion Volume, 

the sources of these descriptors. 

Scale  Descriptor 

Overall written 

production 

Can write clear, well-structured texts of complex subjects, underlining 

the relevant salient issues, expanding and supporting points of view at 

some length with subsidiary points, reasons and relevant examples, and 

rounding off with an appropriate conclusion. 

Can employ the structure and conventions of a variety of written genres, 

varying the tone, style and register according to addressee, text type 

and theme. 

Written reports 

and essays 

Can write clear, well-structured expositions of complex subjects, 

underlining the relevant salient issues. 

Can expand and support points of view at some length with subsidiary 

points, reasons and relevant examples. 

Can write a suitable introduction and conclusion to a longer report, 

article or dissertation on a complex academic or professional topic 
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provided that the topic is within his/her field of interest and there are 

opportunities for redrafting and revision. 

General Linguistic 

range 

Can use a broad range of complex grammatical structures appropriately 

and with considerable flexibility. 

Can select an appropriate formulation from a broad range of language to 

express him/herself clearly, without having to restrict what he/she wants 

to say. 

Grammatical 

accuracy 

Consistently maintains a high degree of grammatical accuracy; errors 

are rare and difficult to spot. 

Vocabulary range  Has a good command of a broad lexical repertoire allowing gaps to be 

readily overcome with circumlocutions; little obvious searching for 

expressions or avoidance strategies. 

Can select from several vocabulary options in almost all situations by 

exploiting synonyms of even less common words. 

Has a good command of common idiomatic expressions and 

colloquialisms; can play with words fairly well. 

Can understand and use appropriately the range of technical vocabulary 

and idiomatic expressions common to his/ her area of specialisation. 

Vocabulary control Uses less common vocabulary idiomatically and appropriately. 

Occasional minor slips, but no significant vocabulary errors. 

Orthographic 

control 

Layout, paragraphing and punctuation are consistent and helpful. 

Spelling is accurate, apart from occasional slips of the pen. 

Thematic 

development 

Can use the conventions of the type of text concerned to hold the target 

reader’s attention and communicate complex ideas. 

Can give elaborate descriptions and narratives, integrating sub themes, 

developing particular points and rounding off with an appropriate 

conclusion. 

Can write a suitable introduction and conclusion to a long, complex text. 

Can expand and support main points at some length with subsidiary 

points, reasons and relevant examples. 

Coherence and 

cohesion 

Can produce well-organised, coherent text, using a variety of cohesive 

devices and organisational patterns. 

Prepositional 

precision 

Can qualify opinions and statements precisely in relation to degrees of, 

for example, certainty/ uncertainty, belief/doubt, likelihood etc. 

Can make effective use of linguistic modality to signal the strength of a 

claim, an argument or a position. 

Table 1: CEFR C1 descriptors; Source: Common European Framework of Reference for 

Languages: Learning, Teaching, Assessment Companion Volume with New Descriptors (2017/18) 
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As noted on page 41 of the Companion Volume, ‘The illustrative descriptors are one source 

for the development of standards appropriate to the context concerned; they are not in 

themselves offered as standards.’ [bold in original] 

At this stage it would be useful to summarise this CEFR guidance into a number of discrete 

points, as can be seen in Table 2 below. 

Area Positives Allowable Negatives 

Text Content Can write about complex subjects, 

hold the reader’s attention and 

communicate complex ideas, and 

highlight key points or issues. 

Can expand and support main points 

at some length with subsidiary points, 

reasons and relevant examples. 

Can give elaborate descriptions and 

narratives, integrating sub themes, 

developing particular points and 

rounding off with an appropriate 

conclusion. Can employ the structure 

and conventions of a variety of 

written genres, varying the tone, 

style and register according to 

addressee, text type and theme. 

 

Text Organisation Can produce clear, well-

structured/organised coherent text, 

using a variety of cohesive features 

and organisational patterns; the 

essay/article/report or dissertation 

will have an introduction and 

conclusion. 

 

Grammar Can use a broad range of 

grammatical forms, flexibly used. 

Rare errors; difficult to spot. 

Lexis Can use a broad range of lexis 

including common idioms and 

collocations; able to paraphrase as 

required. 

Minor slips, no significant 

vocabulary errors. 

Table 2: The CEFR Guidance from Table 1 summarised 

If we had to summarise Table 2 in one sentence it would be something like this: the writer 

can produce a sophisticated and well-organised response to the task using a broad range 

of language with minimal (and non-impeding) errors. 

Exam boards derive their own rating scales and descriptors with reference to the CEFR; 

Cambridge are a member of ALTE, the Association of Language Testers in Europe, and 

their rating scales are a closely guarded commercial secret. As noted above I do not have 
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access to these proprietary scales; however, Cambridge do publish public scales in their 

Handbooks for Teachers.  

Cambridge rate writing scripts according to four subscales: a content subscale common to 

all levels (Figure 1), and Communicative Achievement, Organisation and Language 

subscales (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 1: The Cambridge Content Subscale © Cambridge University 

 

 
Figure 2: Cambridge Communicative Achievement, Organisation and Language subscales: C1 and 

C2, and C2 + © Cambridge University 

The public rating scale can be seen in Figure 3 below, with a certain lack of specificity, or 

fudge3, of mid-bands. 

 
3 This kind of imprecision is most egregiously seen in the Cambridge rating scales for their speaking examinations. 
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Figure 3: Cambridge Advanced Writing Rating Scale (Public) © Cambridge University 

 

This rating scale represents specific performance bands within each level and are 

interlocked to the other rating scales for the other levels. 

A band 5 represents an A band on the certificate and is the highest band at this level. 

Band 4 is the equivalent of a B; band three is a pass, and is represented by a C. Bands 2, 

1 and 0 are failing bands at this level; that is the performance does not meet the 

requirements of this level. 

In the 1990s, in the teacher’s books which accompanied the published practice test 

materials, the bands at different levels were roughly linked. For the Cambridge First 

Certificate in English, as it was then, an A band performance at this level was characterised 

like this (and I paraphrase from memory4): ‘a good A candidate at FCE, on a good day, 

might be able to achieve a C, passing grade, at CAE’. This, however, has now been 

explicitly codified: a band 5 performance at any level is the equivalent to a band 3 

performance at the next higher level. This is shown in the screen shot from the Cambridge 

website below in Figure 4. A band 3 rating therefore is the minimal performance at the 

level and must be of that level. 

 
4 You will just have to trust me on this. I do not have a copy of FCE practice test material from the 1990s to 
hand. 
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In any level then we actually have only 

two performance bands. Band 3 is of the 

level; Band 4 is a very good performance 

at this level; and Band 5 is so good it is 

indicative of performance at the next 

higher level.  

Analysis of the Content Sub-Scale 

The content subscale focuses on only two 

criteria – relevance and the degree to 

which the target reader is informed. 

The central problem with this scale is that 

it is written for all levels and so cannot 

address say, the sophistication of the 

content, or the length, or whether there 

are main points with subsidiary points, 

reasons and relevant examples, let alone 

sub-themes, or address the balance 

between various points, as we might 

expect, say, at C1. A point made in a 

response is just relevant to the topic or 

not, and for band 5 all points should be 

relevant, and that is all that is required. At 

band 3 some irrelevancies are allowed. 

This is a threadbare rating scale which 

does not allow you to judge the quality of 

the content in any way. The only criterion 

on this point is relevance or not; it is not 

‘relevant and fully developed’, or ‘relevant 

and partially developed’ for example. 

 

Figure 4: Screenshot from 

https://www.cambridgeenglish.org/exams-

and-tests/advanced/results/ Accessed 

14.11.22 

The degree to which the target reader is informed would surely seem to be a more 

appropriate criterion for Communicative Achievement. Communication was achieved and 

the reader was informed. Why is this criterion in this scale if there is a companion 

Communicative Achievement scale? 

Analysis of the Communicative Achievement Sub-Scale 

This sub-scale looks at text conventions, holding the reader’s attention, and the complexity 

of what is communicated. At band 3 straightforward and complex ideas are communicated, 

while at band 5 complex ideas are communicated. With the inclusion of some complex 

ideas at band 3 this fits in with the CEFR guidance as outlined above. 

Analysis of the Organization Sub-Scale 

This sub-scale considers whether the text is organised and coherent, and the use of 

cohesive devices and organisational patterns. The difference between band 3 and 5 is the 

degree of flexibility the cohesive devices and organisational patterns are used: from 

https://www.cambridgeenglish.org/exams-and-tests/advanced/results/
https://www.cambridgeenglish.org/exams-and-tests/advanced/results/
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general good effect (with some potential weaknesses) to flexibility. As a basis, a text has 

to be coherent, and this agrees with the CEFR. 

Analysis of the Language Sub-Scale 

This sub-scale considers lexis and grammar; there should be a range of lexis and simple 

and complex grammatical forms. At band 3 lexis should be used appropriately; at band 5 

effectively and precisely. A range of grammar used with control and flexibility is expected 

at B3, while a wide range used with full control, flexibility and sophistication is expected 

for B5. Errors at B5 should be slips; at B3 there can be occasional errors, but these cannot 

impede communication. None of this violates our understanding of C1 from the CEFR. 

The Essay Question 

The essay question from the sample materials is shown in Figure 5 below: 

 

Figure 5: Cambridge C1 Sample Essay Question © Cambridge University 

 

The candidate is given a situation and some prompt materials to work with. The task is to 

write an essay considering two of the provided ideas and choosing one of them, giving 

reasons to support their choice. 
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Cambridge Advanced Examination Essay Response  

The sample response we are analysing is given below in Figure 6. 

In regard of a recent discussion about the facilities, which are financially supported by local 

authorities, I would like to write a few of my personal thoughts. Whether we are talking about sports 

centres or public gardens, there is no doubt that they are both a good thing to have in the city and 

should both be supported somehow. The only question then is which one of these is more important, 

what are the pros and cons of each one?  

Let me start with the sport centres as I think these are a bit more problematic. Obviously, in our 

times where lots of people spend days sitting in their office staring at a computer, some sort of 

physical training is very important. We have to balance that shift in our lifestyles. The problem I see 

with supporting the sports centres is the number of activities that you can do at these days. There 

is almost countless list of either individual or team sports that we can think of, and each centre is 

usually designed for a specific type or at least a group of sports similar in its nature. Therefore I 

think that it is too difficult to support them equally and we can’t say which activity is better than the 

others either. Another reason for not financing sports as much as green parks is their commercial 

use. What I mean by that is that we usually pay for everything the centre offers us to do and 

therefore they are more able to last from their own money than gardens.  

Regarding of the green spaces, the situation is much clearer I think. Every city needs gardens where 

people can sit and relax, but nobody is going to pay a tax for just walking around.  

These factors lead me to my conclusion, that the public gardens are definitely a facility which should 

be financed from public money, whereas in the case of sports centres, the situation is questionable.  

© Cambridge University 

Figure 6: Sample Response 

Figure 7 shows the examiner rating and comments. The overall rating for this response is 

band 4 – a B level response, or top C1 performance. Content was rated at band 5 – at C2 

level.  

Discussion: Examiner Comments: Content 

The candidate has chosen two of the suggested options for support. 

Support for sports centres is discussed at length and the following points are made: 

• sports centres are important because people are spending too much time in front 

of computers 

• but there are too many different sports 

• how can we choose which ones to support? 

• we could not support them equally so we should not support them at all 

• anyway, sports centres are commercial operations and can ‘last’ with their own 

money 
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Figure 7: Examiner Comments © Cambridge University 

Green spaces are dealt with perfunctorily: 

• we need gardens 

• people will not pay to use them 

No reasons are given as to why people would not pay to use a park, but anyway that is 

not really relevant as framed to the question of whether the local authority should support 

parks financially. A clearer framing could make the point relevant. 

The conclusion is that we should support gardens but the situation regarding sports centres 

is questionable.  

While everything is ‘relevant’ and the target reader is informed, though not fully informed 

as to why, as the green space discussion is merely two assertions, the response is 

unsatisfactory because of the gross imbalance in the content, rather than the slight 

imbalance as claimed in the examiner comments. The criterion of ‘all content is relevant 

to the task’ is a trivial requirement for a C1 essay. This is wholly inadequate, as this 

response shows. And remember, band 5 is equivalent to a C2 response. 

A fully developed content criterion, developed in relation to the expected performance at 

a particular level should make reference to the quality of the content and attempt to 

distinguish between performance bands at the level with detailed descriptors. Under such 

more developed descriptors this essay would perhaps score a band 3 but no more and 

more likely less, depending on how much internal balance was considered, and I think that 

it is an important criterion. This essay is barely a sophisticated response to the task and 

certainly does not support all the ‘main points at some length with subsidiary points, 

reasons and relevant examples’. 
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In particular the arguments around the sports centres are not convincing. Of the two points 

made, the second, about financing, is more important; the first is rambling and unclear in 

its import to the question asked. Yet here the quality of the content is not evaluated; its 

relevance to the topic is the core and only question. 

Even the concession while still justifying the band 5 rating ‘the brief treatment of parks is 

explained and what follows is enough to inform the reader fully’ should raise your 

eyebrows. If it is enough to justify your brief treatment and that is all acceptable, then 

what else will you accept? Would ‘Everyone likes parks and so I am not going to go into 

details’ be acceptable? Is the criterion ‘fully inform the reader’ a good enough criterion? 

Would a sentence such as ‘In contrast, parks are very important and should be supported’ 

be informative enough? How little can be said to fully inform the reader? 

Discussion: Examiner Comments: Communicative Achievement 

A number of points are made in the examiner’s comments to justify a band 4 for 

communicative achievement: essay conventions are followed; the reader’s attention is 

held with ease; register and tone are consistent and sufficiently formal.  

While it is clearly an essay, the register and tone are not consistent and these and the 

language choices are not ‘sufficiently formal’. The response uses much language which is 

more suitable for a spoken presentation than a more formal written essay. These are 

highlighted in Figure 8 below. 

Register 

In regard of a recent discussion about the facilities, which are financially supported by local 

authorities, I would like to write a few of my personal thoughts. Whether we are talking about sports 

centres or public gardens, there is no doubt that they are both a good thing to have in the city and 

should both be supported somehow. The only question then is which one of these is more important, 

what are the pros and cons of each one?  

Let me start with the sport centres as I think these are a bit more problematic. Obviously, in our 

times where lots of people spend days sitting in their office staring at a computer, some sort of 

physical training is very important. We have to balance that shift in our lifestyles. The problem I see 

with supporting the sports centres is the number of activities that you can do at these days. There 

is almost countless list of either individual or team sports that we can think of, and each centre is 

usually designed for a specific type or at least a group of sports similar in its nature.  

Therefore I think that it is too difficult to support them equally and we can’t say which activity is 

better than the others either. Another reason for not financing sports as much as green parks is 

their commercial use. What I mean by that is that we usually pay for everything the centre offers 

us to do and therefore they are more able to last from their own money than gardens.  

Regarding of the green spaces, the situation is much clearer I think. Every city needs gardens where 

people can sit and relax, but nobody is going to pay a tax for just walking around.  

These factors lead me to my conclusion, that the public gardens are definitely a facility which should 

be financed from public money, whereas in the case of sports centres, the situation is questionable. 

© Cambridge University 

Figure 8: Register Issues 

The main problem is the personal approach taken to the essay and the spoken language 

such as ‘Let me start with’, which is of an informal register more suited to a spoken 

presentation than an essay. Word choices such as ‘pros and cons’ also reflect a more 
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spoken idiom. These choices show that the candidate lacks the range of registers needed 

by someone at this level; or rather do not show that the candidate has the range required. 

While the examiner notes the problems with the personal style, this is not reflected in the 

rating which should be a maximum of band 3, if that. The candidate has not shown that 

they can vary ‘the tone, style and register according to addressee, text type and theme’ 

by writing appropriately in this response. I would rate this as a 2.5 as, while it does present 

an essay in form, the forms of such an essay are not met.  

Discussion: Examiner Comments: Organization 

As noted before, the response is well organised as an essay, and has four clear paragraphs 

and a clear introduction and conclusion – the bare requirements for a band 3 at this level. 

One could perhaps quibble about the order of the two body paragraphs. It might have 

been better to discuss the favoured option first and at length rather than starting with the 

unfavoured option. The essay organisation as written is thus: 

Introduction: two options to discuss. 

Option 1: problematic – 2 reasons not to support it. 

Option 2: the best option - a sort of (unsupported) reason to support it 

Conclusion: Option 2 is best. 

A better and perhaps more coherent essay organisation would have been: 

Introduction: two options to discuss. 

Option 1 (the favoured option): why is this option important? Reasons to support this 

option 

Option 2: the other option; why it might be but should not be supported, compared to 

option 1. 

Conclusion: Option 1 is best. 

Referencing 

Figure 9 highlights the use of reference devices, including articles, and on the whole, this 

is quite well managed, though with some article misuse, and is at a C1 level. 

Referencing 

In regard of a recent discussion about the facilities, which are financially supported by local 

authorities, I would like to write a few of my personal thoughts. Whether we are talking about sports 

centres or public gardens, there is no doubt that they are both a good thing to have in the city and 

should both be supported somehow. The only question then is which one of these is more important, 

what are the pros and cons of each one? 

Let me start with the sport centres as I think these are a bit more problematic. Obviously, in our 

times where lots of people spend days sitting in their office staring at a computer, some sort of 

physical training is very important. We have to balance that shift in our lifestyles. The problem I see 

with supporting the sports centres is the number of activities that you can do at these days. There 

is almost countless list of either individual or team sports that we can think of, and each centre is 

usually designed for a specific type or at least a group of sports similar in its nature. Therefore I 

think that it is too difficult to support them equally and we can’t say which activity is better than the 

others either. Another reason for not financing sports as much as green parks is their commercial 
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use. What I mean by that is that we usually pay for everything the centre offers us to do and 

therefore they are more able to last from their own money than gardens. 

Regarding of the green spaces, the situation is much clearer I think. Every city needs gardens where 

people can sit and relax, but nobody is going to pay a tax for just walking around. 

These factors lead me to my conclusion, that the public gardens are definitely a facility which should 

be financed from public money, whereas in the case of sports centres, the situation is questionable. 

© Cambridge University 

Figure 9: Referencing 

Cohesive devices are highlighted in Figure 11 below. There is an over reliance on sentence 

initial cohesive devices (and repetition of therefore), and problems with the grammar of 

regard and regarding, and the previously mentioned issue with the spoken and over-

personal nature of these markers. This could perhaps be rated at band 3; the sophistication 

of cohesion expected at C1 is not being shown here and it is certainly not worthy of band 

4. 

Cohesion 

In regard of a recent discussion about the facilities, which are financially supported by local 

authorities, I would like to write a few of my personal thoughts. Whether we are talking about sports 

centres or public gardens, there is no doubt that they are both a good thing to have in the city and 

should both be supported somehow. The only question then is which one of these is more important, 

what are the pros and cons of each one? 

Let me start with the sport centres as I think these are a bit more problematic. Obviously, in our 

times where lots of people spend days sitting in their office staring at a computer, some sort of 

physical training is very important. We have to balance that shift in our lifestyles. The problem I see 

with supporting the sports centres is the number of activities that you can do at these days. There 

is almost countless list of either individual or team sports that we can think of, and each centre is 

usually designed for a specific type or at least a group of sports similar in its nature. Therefore I 

think that it is too difficult to support them equally and we can’t say which activity is better than the 

others either. Another reason for not financing sports as much as green parks is their commercial 

use. What I mean by that is that we usually pay for everything the centre offers us to do and 

therefore they are more able to last from their own money than gardens. 

Regarding of the green spaces, the situation is much clearer I think. Every city needs gardens where 

people can sit and relax, but nobody is going to pay a tax for just walking around. 

These factors lead me to my conclusion, that the public gardens are definitely a facility which should 

be financed from public money, whereas in the case of sports centres, the situation is questionable. 

© Cambridge University 

Figure 11: Cohesion 

The second, longest paragraph is also problematic in its organisation. The paragraph, 

broken into sentences, is presented below in Table 3 below. 

Perhaps I am being too picky but a C1 level response should be a sophisticated response 

to the question and I am not convinced that the problem facing a local authority about 

whether to support sports centres is related to the number and variety of sports offered 

there. The fact that sports centres can be self-financing is a much more serious argument 

and should have appeared first in this paragraph, and this paragraph should have been 

the third in the response. 
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Sentence  Topic Commentary 

Let me start with the sport centres 

as I think these are a bit more 

problematic. 

Sports centres This acts as a topic sentence, with a 

justification of why this topic is 

dealt with first. All very personal 

and ‘spoken’. Sports centres are 

presented as problematic; a novel 

opening – what does the writer 

have against sports centres? 

Obviously, in our times where lots 

of people spend days sitting in 

their office staring at a computer, 

some sort of physical training is 

very important. 

The need for 

physical training 

In contrast to the above (?) this 

sentence says physical training is 

very important. 

We have to balance that shift in 

our lifestyles. 

The need for 

balance  

It is unclear what the balance is 

here and what this has to do with 

the problem of sports centres. 

The problem I see with supporting 

the sports centres is the number 

of activities that you can do at 

these days. 

Problem 1: the 

number of different 

activities 

Back to the problem after the 

detour above, though it is unclear 

why a wide variety of activities is a 

problem. 

There is almost countless list of 

either individual or team sports 

that we can think of, and each 

centre is usually designed for a 

specific type or at least a group of 

sports similar in its nature. 

Problem 1 continued This sentence continues with the 

‘problem’ which is not yet clearly a 

‘problem’ related to funding for the 

centres. 

Therefore I think that it is too 

difficult to support them equally 

and we can’t say which activity is 

better than the others either. 

Problem 1 

conclusion 

The problem is resolved, perhaps. 

Is them the centres or the sports? 

Would we have to support all 

centres or decide which to support? 

Is that the unsolvable problem? Or 

is the problem the impossibility of 

supporting individual sports in 

different centres? And why do we 

need to say which is better? 

Another reason for not financing 

sports as much as green parks is 

their commercial use. 

Another reason 

(problem 2): 

commercial use 

The commercial nature of the 

centres is actually a better reason 

for not supporting them that the 

first reason presented above. 

What I mean by that is that we 

usually pay for everything the 

centre offers us to do and therefore 

they are more able to last from 

their own money than gardens. 

Another reason 

continued/explained. 

 

Table 3: Paragraph Two: Analysis 

The essay is organised, but it could be better organised, and a close reading reveals 

problems with the arguments, especially in the second paragraph. Is a top C1 rating of 
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band 4 justified? I do not think so. Band 3 would be a possible rating despite the issues 

with overall structure, the over reliance on sentence initial cohesive devices and minor 

referencing problems. 

Discussion: Examiner Comments: Language  

When considering language we should consider verb use, noun and prepositional and 

adverbial phrases, lexical range and sophistication, and the types, frequency and impact 

of errors in all of these. 

At C1 we would expect a wide range of verb forms, the use of modality (in various forms) 

and quite complex noun, adverb and prepositional phrase use, and the use of precise lexis 

to express the exact meaning intended, with avoidance of excessive repetition. 

It is perhaps best to view the distribution of positive and negative features 

diagrammatically over the whole A1 – C2 range as shown in Figure 12 below. 

 

Figure 12: Visualizing Language Ratings: C1 

Across the whole range of the levels, the quality of positives increases with level and the 

negatives decrease. Negatives still occur at C1 and above, but the errors are non-

impeding, become ever rarer and morph into slips. There is also a distinction between 

systematic and non-systematic errors, and the issue of the cumulative impact of relatively 

minor errors. 

Errors can occur in all language production and even well-spoken and erudite writers can 

make mistakes. There are probably slips in this article. 
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Non-impeding errors are those which do not interfere with understanding; they do not 

block communication. At C1 we would not expect impeding errors or at the very least only 

one or two. 

Slips, or slips of the pen, are unconscious performance errors and it is suggested that 

these are uncharacteristic of the person’s language output; they know the right form and 

have just made a slip. In the absence of direct evidence of correct use though, the 

judgement about whether an error is a slip or not is exactly that, a judgement call.  

This is related to systematic and non-systematic errors. An error is systematic if it occurs 

all the time, and non-systematic if it occurs less than 100% of the time. So, if a candidate 

uses a verb form wrongly five times and correctly zero times, then that is a systematic 

error. Four mistakes and one correct use is non-systematic. Unlike the judgment call of a 

slip, the determination between these two categories of errors must be evidence based. 

The cumulative impact of errors is also a feature which needs to be considered. Faced with 

an error, the reader constructs an understanding of the text; they reformulate the text in 

their mind. If they cannot do this successfully, this is evidence of an impeding error in the 

text. If it is a minor non-impeding error, it is trivial matter for the reader to reinterpret, or 

correct the text in their mind. If this error is followed by more such errors the effort of 

correcting them builds up and can become a strain on the reader. Many even minor errors 

tire a reader. 

Figure 13 below highlights the verbs in the essay, whether they occur as main verbs or 

otherwise. 

Verbs 

In regard of a recent discussion about the facilities, which are financially supported by local 

authorities, I would like to write a few of my personal thoughts. Whether we are talking about sports 

centres or public gardens, there is no doubt that they are both a good thing to have in the city and 

should both be supported somehow. The only question then is which one of these is more important, 

what are the pros and cons of each one? 

Let me start with the sport centres as I think these are a bit more problematic. Obviously, in our 

times where lots of people spend days sitting in their office staring at a computer, some sort of 

physical training is very important. We have to balance that shift in our lifestyles. The problem I see 

with supporting (?) the sports centres is the number of activities that you can do at these days. 

There is almost countless list of either individual or team sports that we can think of, and each centre 

is usually designed for a specific type or at least a group of sports similar in its nature. Therefore I 

think that it is too difficult to support them equally and we can’t say which activity is better than the 

others either. Another reason for not financing (?) sports as much as green parks is their commercial 

use. What I mean by that is that we usually pay for everything the centre offers us to do and 

therefore they are more able to last from their own money than gardens. 

Regarding of the green spaces, the situation is much clearer I think. Every city needs gardens where 

people can sit and relax, but nobody is going to pay a tax for just walking around. 

These factors lead me to my conclusion, that the public gardens are definitely a facility which should 

be financed from public money, whereas in the case of sports centres, the situation is questionable. 

© Cambridge University 

Figure 13: Verbs 
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As can be seen from the figure there is quite a good range of verbs used – with active, 

passive and modal forms, as well as participle forms; two forms which might be interpreted 

as gerunds are marked with question marks. There do not seem to be any obvious or 

noticeable errors in verb use. However, a more sophisticated response would have entailed 

a wider range of verb use – including conditional forms (which are not necessarily 

‘advanced’) and more modal and comparative discussion of options. The verb use is 

appropriate for the sophistication of the response. Essentially a more sophisticated 

response in terms of ideas which would have to be related, compared and contrasted with 

each other would have necessitated more sophisticated verb use. 

Noun and prepositional phrases are highlighted in Figure 14. Noun phrases are marked in 

red; prepositional phrases in blue. Where a prepositional phrase occurs as part of a noun 

phrase it is included as part of the larger (red) noun phrase. 

Noun and Prepositional Phrases 

In regard of a recent discussion about the facilities, which are financially supported by local 

authorities, I would like to write a few of my personal thoughts. Whether we are talking about sports 

centres or public gardens, there is no doubt that they are both a good thing to have in the city and 

should both be supported somehow. The only question then is which one of these is more important, 

what are the pros and cons of each one? 

Let me start with the sport centres as I think these are a bit more problematic. Obviously, in our 

times where lots of people spend days sitting in their office staring at a computer, some sort of 

physical training is very important. We have to balance that shift in our lifestyles. The problem I see 

with supporting the sports centres is the number of activities that you can do at these days. There 

is almost countless list of either individual or team sports that we can think of, and each centre is 

usually designed for a specific type or at least a group of sports similar in its nature. Therefore I 

think that it is too difficult to support them equally and we can’t say which activity is better than the 

others either. Another reason for not financing sports as much as green parks is their commercial 

use. What I mean by that is that we usually pay for everything the centre offers us to do and 

therefore they are more able to last from their own money than gardens. 

Regarding of the green spaces, the situation is much clearer I think. Every city needs gardens where 

people can sit and relax, but nobody is going to pay a tax for just walking around. 

These factors lead me to my conclusion, that the public gardens are definitely a facility which should 

be financed from public money, whereas in the case of sports centres, the situation is questionable. 

© Cambridge University 

Figure 14: Noun and Prepositional Phrases 

As can be seen from Figure 14 the essay is quite dense with complex noun and 

prepositional phrases with only very minor errors, for example, with an unnecessary 

comma: a recent discussion about the facilities, which are financially supported by local 

authorities; and articles: with the sport centres. This is, in fact, the most impressive part of this 

response and clearly C1. 

Lexically, the examiner comments claim that a range of vocabulary is used including less 

common items. Personally, I am not convinced that there are many less common items 

here, in this response. Indeed, I think it is lexically quite limited. The examiner’s comments 

do not highlight complex lexical items, and perhaps the reason for this is that they are 

just not there. As we shall see in the next section, we now have the tools to analyse the 
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frequency and thus the implied level of the lexis in a text and so we shall leave this point 

to that section. 

Regarding errors, there are a number of language problems with the essay and these are 

highlighted in Figure 15 below. The problems are marked as either grammatical [G], lexical 

[L] or punctuation [P].  

Language problems 

In regard of [G] a recent discussion about the facilities, [P] which are financially supported 

by local authorities, I would like to write a few of my personal thoughts. Whether we are 

talking about sports centres or public gardens, there is no doubt that they are both a good 

thing to have in the [G/stylistic?] city and should both be supported somehow. The only 

question then is which one of these is more important, what are the pros and cons [L] of 

each one? 

Let me start with the [G/stylistic?] sport centres as I think these are a bit more 

problematic. Obviously, in our times where lots of people spend days sitting in their office 

staring at a computer, some sort of physical training [L] is very important. We have to 

balance that shift in our lifestyles [L]. The problem I see with supporting the [G/stylistic?] 

sports centres is the number of activities that you can do at [G] these days. There is 

almost [G] countless [L] list of either individual or team sports that we can think of, and 

each centre is usually designed for a specific type or at least a group of sports similar in 

its [G] nature. Therefore, [P] I think that it is too difficult to support them equally and we 

can’t [G] say which activity is better than the others either. Another reason for not 

financing sports as much as green parks is their commercial use. What I mean by that is 

that we usually pay for everything the centre offers us to do [G?] and therefore they are 

more able to last [L] from their own money than gardens. 

Regarding of [G] the [G/stylistic?] green spaces, the situation is much clearer I think. 

Every city needs gardens where people can sit and relax, but nobody is going to pay a tax 

[L] for just walking around. 

These factors lead me to my conclusion, that the [G/stylistic?] public gardens are definitely 

a facility which should be financed from public money, whereas in the case of sports 

centres, the situation is questionable [L]. 

Figure 15: Language Problems 

The main grammatical issues are with prepositions and articles. These are all non-

impeding errors and in the case of the, the candidate shows that they can use the correctly, 

so it is a non-systematic error. The case with the is quite complex though as you could 

make a stylistic argument that, in some cases, the possible errors highlighted above are 

stylistic choices and are thus acceptable. The problem with this argument is the lack of 

consistency in the writing – for example in the final sentence: that the public gardens are 

definitely a facility which should be financed from public money, whereas in the case of 

sports centres… It is not just the inconsistency but the fact that the specific city and sports 

centres and gardens are not identified clearly enough for this stylistic choice to work. The 

first reference to the city, for example, would sound more natural as a city because we do 

not know, from the text, which specific city, if any, is being discussed. If a set of sports 

centres and gardens had been identified, then the sports centres and gardens would work 

better. This shows a lack of control on the part of the writer. 
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The lexical errors revolve around word choice problems, like pros and cons instead of 

advantages and disadvantages, training rather than exercise, tax for fee, questionable for 

debatable, last for continue in business, and the rephrasing necessary to clarify balance 

that shift in our lifestyles. This last one is the most serious error, but in general although 

these errors affect understanding more than the grammatical errors, meaning is still easily 

recoverable, so they are non-impeding errors.  

The core questions though are:  

• Are grammatical errors rare and difficult to spot? 

• Are there occasional minor slips, but no significant vocabulary errors? 

Your answers to these questions and the points discussed above would determine your 

ratings. For this language subscale, the accurate though relatively unambitious verb use, 

the comparative complexity of the noun and prepositional phrases and the frequency of 

the errors would suggest a maximum of a 3.5 rating rather than a band 4 rating, when 

considering the grammatical features. However, there is an issue of how rating scales are 

meant to be used. If there are say, a mixture of B2 and C1 features in the text, do the B2 

features bring the rating down to B2 regardless of the C1 features or do the C1 features 

bring the rating up to C1? In this case, is the lexis really C1 or is it more B2, and thus 

would the lexis rating bring the overall language rating down to a 2? 

Other Avenues of Research 

Other tools can be used to analyse this text to help us answer the question as to whether 

this essay is a good C1 response, as Cambridge claims. 

Oxford Text Checker 

The Oxford Text Checker tool5 returns an analysis of the text in terms of what level the 

lexis is – see Figure 16. Only two words are categorized as being C1: problematic and 

countless, and these are identifiable in Figure 17. The text has a rather high number of 

high frequency words. 

  Figure 16: Oxford Text Checker details 

 
5 https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/text-checker/ 
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Figure 17: Oxford Text Checker analysis. Note that the underlined words may be of different levels 

depending on their grammatical function. 

The Complete Lexical Tutor 

To cross-reference this analysis, the text was analysed using the Vocabulary Profile Tool 

at the Compleat Lexical Tutor6 website, and this can be seen in Figure 18 below. 

 
6 https://www.lextutor.ca/vp/comp/ 
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Figure 18: Vocabulary Profile 

This analysis supports the conclusion that this essay is quite a lexically simple text, with 

over 90% of words appearing in the first one thousand most frequent words. In a normal 

non-specialist text taken at random, these words would probably cover just over 70% of 

the text (Nation 2001). 

Cambridge Text Inspector 

This online Cambridge tool7 returns similar results to the Oxford tool, as can be see below 

in Figure 19 and 20. The Cambridge and Oxford word lists are obviously different as can 

be seen in the slightly different word counts at each level. Two ‘words’ are claimed for C2 

by Cambridge, words which appear in the unclassified Oxford list; note that Oxford’s 

analysis stops at C1. 

 

Figure 19: Cambridge Text Inspector (1) 

 
7 https://languageresearch.cambridge.org/wordlists/text-inspector 
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Figure 20: Cambridge Text Inspector (2) 

Readability Formulas  

The Readability Formulas8 website offers analysis of a text based on a number of formulas. 

The analysis is shown below. 

  

Figure 21: Readability Formulas 

 
8 https://readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php 
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These formulas show disagreement with ratings varying from eighth to eleventh grade and 

a college rating. Without a CEFR-Grade level correlation table though, these results are 

interesting but limited. 

The Road to Grammar 

Finally, the Road to Grammar website9 also offers a tool which it claims can determine the 

CEFR level of a text. An analysis of this text is shown in Figure 22 below. 

 

Figure 22: The Road to Grammar Text Analysis 

Obviously, we do not have access to the internal workings of this site’s algorithm, but they 

claim that:  

 

It would seem clear that this particular text’s volume of high frequency words would 

suggest to the algorithm that it is a low-level text, though perhaps not as low as the lower 

reaches of B1. 

Conclusion 

This essay response was rated at band 4 overall, the highest C1 level rating, with one sub-

scale rated as a C2 performance of band 5. 

My alternative rating is band 3 overall, perhaps even a 2.5, just a C1 response or a fail at 

C1, rather than a good C1 response. 

The analyses done with the available electronic tools above suggest that lexically at least 

this is not a very sophisticated response, and it certainly seems to be relatively 

 
9 http://www.roadtogrammar.com/textanalysis/ 
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unsophisticated and unbalanced in its content from a careful analysis of that content. The 

candidate does not very many good ideas and does not write the ideas they do have in a 

particularly C1 manner.  

The ratings are compared in Figure 23 below. 

Rater/Sub-

scale 

Content 

 

Communicative 

Achievement 

 

Organisation 

 

Language  

 

Cambridge 5 4 4 4 

The author 2.5/3.0 3.0 3.0 2.5/3.5 

Figure 23: A Reminder of the Ratings 

As noted above I do not have access to the confidential rating scales used to rate this 

essay, but that is not the point of this exercise. The rating scales should not really conflict 

with the CEFR if they are aligned to that very document, and the ratings as revealed by 

this analysis seem to show a consistently higher rating than a detailed examination of the 

text suggests is deserved.  If the rating scales, properly applied, and we have no reason 

to suspect that they have been improperly applied to this essay, result in this rating with 

this text, that suggests that the rating scales are systematically flawed, or biased in some 

way to rewarding performance with a higher rating than an alternative analysis suggests. 

Even without the scales we can infer that there is something not quite right about them.  

However, there is one more point to note. If the writing rating scales work in the same 

way as the Cambridge speaking scales, a divergence in the ratings is allowed. A divergence 

of 1.5 either side of the standard rating is acceptable. So, for the Content rating of 5, a 

rating of 3.5 is acceptable as it is within the 1.5 divergence. This is the only sub-scale 

where my alternative rating is outside this acceptable divergence; for all the other sub-

scales a rating of 3.0 or even 2.5, compared to 4.0 is acceptable. And that is something 

else to consider. 

The question asked at the beginning of this article was if this particular essay, offered by 

Cambridge, would be useful in helping teachers reach an understanding of what C1 means 

in essay writing performance terms. The answer it seems is no. The essay would help 

teachers reach and understanding of what is required by Cambridge at this level, but this 

seems to be a more generous evaluation than a more rigorous application of the 

implications of the CEFR would seem to warrant. 

Perhaps we should look at it as a minimum standard for C1 rather than a maximal example 

of a C1 essay, which is what Cambridge suggests, and work with our students to ensure 

that they can produce better essays. 
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Annex 1 

Relevant Copyright Law: Fair Use Provisions 

UK Copyright Law 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/exceptions-to-copyright 

Non-commercial research and private study 

You are allowed to copy limited extracts of works when the use is non-commercial research or 

private study, but you must be genuinely studying (like you would if you were taking a college 
course). Such use is only permitted when it is ‘fair dealing’ and copying the whole work would not 
generally be considered fair dealing. 

The purpose of this exception is to allow students and researchers to make limited copies of all 
types of copyright works for non-commercial research or private study. In assessing whether your 
use of the work is permitted or not you must assess if there is any financial impact on the 

copyright owner because of your use. Where the impact is not significant, the use may be 
acceptable. 

If your use is for non-commercial research you must ensure that the work you reproduce is 
supported by a sufficient acknowledgement. 

EU Copyright Law 

Article 5 of the Information Society Directive 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32001L0029:EN:HTML  

(d) quotations for purposes such as criticism or review, provided that they relate to a work or 
other subject-matter which has already been lawfully made available to the public, that, unless 
this turns out to be impossible, the source, including the author's name, is indicated, and that their 
use is in accordance with fair practice, and to the extent required by the specific purpose 

US Copyright Law 

https://www.copyright.gov/help/faq/faq-fairuse.html 

How much of someone else's work can I use without getting permission?  

Under the fair use doctrine of the U.S. copyright statute, it is permissible to use limited portions of 

a work including quotes, for purposes such as commentary, criticism, news reporting, and 
scholarly reports. There are no legal rules permitting the use of a specific number of words, a 
certain number of musical notes, or percentage of a work. Whether a particular use qualifies as 
fair use depends on all the circumstances. See, Fair Use Index, and Circular 21, Reproductions of 
Copyrighted Works by Educators and Librarians. 
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