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Skills for Life Writing Examination Report: Level 1 

This report is based on candidate performance on one version of the Skills for Life Writing Level 1 tests in 
2009/10. 
 
The report is intended as an aid to teachers and colleges in preparing candidates for future Cambridge 
ESOL Skills for Life Writing tests.  It includes a number of sample candidate answers accompanied by 
examiner comments. 
 
 
Test 097 

The four tasks in this test were: an email replying to a friend’s request for help, a letter of complaint to a 
manager about some unsatisfactory repairs, a proposal for an ESOL course and an article discussing 
whether it is better to be your own boss or to work for a company. 
 
There were 36 marks available on the paper, 9 for Task 1, 12 for Task 2 and 15 for Task 3. The breakdown 
of marks available for each assessment focus (Text, Sentence and Word) is shown below: 
 

 Text Sentence Word Total 

Task 1 3  6  0  9  

Task 2 6  3  3  12  

Task 3 6  6  3  15  

Total 15  15  6  36  

 
Candidates scored most highly on Word focus and found Sentence focus the most challenging. This was 
particularly evident in Task 3.  Whether they chose Task 3a or 3b, candidates were required to use more 
complex sentence structures to score highly in this assessment focus. Overall, candidates performed best 
in Task 1, producing significantly well at Text level. There was little difference in overall performance 
between Task 2, Task 3a and Task 3b. It was noted however that the area in which candidates performed 
least well in Task 2 was Text focus, whereas in Task 3a and Task 3b, candidates performed least well on 
Sentence focus.   
 
 
Task 1 Replying to a friend’s request for help 
 
The most successful candidates were those who managed to write the email in an appropriate style and, at 
the same time, provide exactly the information required. In general, candidates dealt well with these 
aspects of the task, and made use of the wording in the rubric to organise a satisfactory response. The 
best answers began with a suitably brief introduction. In some cases this was merely ‘Thank you for your 
email’ and in some other scripts there was a reference to Jo’s news – ‘Great news!’ or ‘Congratulations!’. 
Better candidates worked through the three content points, giving roughly equal importance to each, and 
ended with a brief general remark – ‘Write to me soon’ or ‘Good luck!’ or ‘Let me know how the restaurant 
is’. In some answers, the balance between the points was not so well managed. The usual error here was 
to spend too long on the writer’s circumstances rather than to concentrate on Jo’s problems. In addition, 
the suitability of the person suggested as an alternative was sometimes a little too brief and lacked detail. 
 
The task required the language of explanation and suggestion, and this was generally well managed. The 
best answers made effective use of a range of tenses – ‘I have just started work’, ‘My friend X who used to 
work/has been employed as’, ‘I will phone my friend X’, and a variety of sentence structures – ‘If you like I 
will’, ‘Why don’t you?’, ‘You could always’. 
 
Lexical accuracy is not assessed in email tasks and marks that would otherwise be available for Word are 
allocated to Sentence focus. 
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Task 2  Letter of complaint about repairs 
 
Candidates who did well in this task remembered to include opening and closing formulae, organised their 
letters clearly and wrote a business-like letter which remained polite in tone. Following the order in which 
the points were requested in the input letter was the most satisfactory way to organise the letter. Early 
reference to the reason for writing and a brief and suitable conclusion were generally well managed. In 
most cases, the problem described was with a washing machine or with central heating – in some scripts 
rather too much detail about this was included, and this made the answers somewhat unbalanced. The 
second and third points were not always made very distinctly, and the third point tended to be dealt with 
very briefly. Some candidates were, however, able to come up with good suggestions about ways to 
improve service. These included better staff training, using new parts and organising a more efficient 
timetable. The second point was necessarily brief; in almost every case the request was that the job should 
now be done efficiently and as quickly as possible. 
 
Candidates needed to employ the language of explaining, making a polite request and offering 
suggestions. Tenses had to be used carefully to explain the time scale referred to – the previous work had 
been unsatisfactory, the proposed action was for the future. The suggestions made required the use of 
modals – ‘I suggest it would be a good idea…’. 
 
In general, candidates showed a good knowledge of the vocabulary required by this task. Explanations 
were well managed by those who employed such phrasing as: ‘The problem is with’, ‘full details of the 
problem’, ‘resolve the problem’. Some good understanding of more technical terms and appropriate 
collocations was also apparent: ‘the outside temperature’ and ‘minor repairs’ and ‘under guarantee’. 
 
 
Task 3a Proposal for an ESOL course  
 
The required content for this task was clearly specified, but candidates had plenty of scope for adding their 
own ideas and suggestions. Effective answers made good use of headings and included an introduction, 
explaining the purpose of the proposal, and a suitable conclusion. The bullet points in the rubric provided 
candidates with a structure for their writing, and in most cases they used these as the headings. Other 
successful answers made effective use of discourse markers such as: ‘firstly’, ‘secondly’, ‘thirdly’ and ‘in 
conclusion’ and were clearly paragraphed, but did not necessarily use headings. The fourth bullet provided 
opportunities for more able candidates to demonstrate their command of the language. Suggestions they 
made included more flexible timetabling and visits to theatres and museums. All candidates found it 
relatively easy to deal with the first two points, the size of classes and the ideal number of study hours, but 
the third point was more demanding. Answers that included reasons for the inclusion of certain topics were 
obviously more successful than those that merely presented a list. 
 
Candidates were required to use the language of description and explanation, and there was an 
opportunity for suggestions and recommendation. The most successful candidates made good and 
accurate use of modals. 
 
There was generally a good range of appropriate vocabulary, accessible to all ESOL candidates, and some 
good use of phrasing and collocation, for example: ‘a huge improvement’, ‘a reduced number of students’, 
‘a limited budget’, ‘worth considering some changes’ and ‘the above mentioned points’. 
 
 
Task 3b Article about whether it is better to be your own boss 
 
This task seemed slightly less popular than Task 3a, but was answered effectively by candidates who were 
often writing about their ideas and impressions rather than from direct experience. 
 
The most successful articles adopted a straightforward and clear structure, dealing with the advantages 
and disadvantages for each option and then expressing an opinion in the final paragraph. Several 
candidates made a good attempt at an appropriate style, catching the reader’s attention with a suitable 
introduction and often providing a title. A few candidates failed to make their preference clear, and this was 
penalised as a failure to include all the content points required. Generally, the argument presented was 
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well balanced, and even though a clear personal preference was expressed, this was often tempered with 
a remark to the effect that everyone must make their own choice. 
 
This task required the language of discussion and successful candidates needed to be able to present both 
sides of an argument. This was generally well managed and there was frequent use of such linking devices 
as: ‘on the one hand’, ‘however’, ‘but then again’ and ‘we must remember’. 
 
The vocabulary needed for this article was that of the workplace, and there was generally a good and 
appropriate range in the answers. Examples of good collocation were: ‘the interests of the workers’, ‘to 
work less and be paid more’ and ‘some are born leaders’. 
 
 
Recommendations for Candidate Preparation 

All Cambridge ESOL Skills for Life tests are based on the Adult ESOL Core Curriculum and cover all the 
Basic Skills Standards in each mode at each level.  Therefore, by following the Adult ESOL Core 
Curriculum, teachers will be preparing their students for the tests.  Candidates will benefit from being 
reminded of the following Dos and Don'ts: 
 
Do 
 

 complete all the tasks in the paper. 
 
 make use of the guidelines which tell you how much to write and how much time to spend on each 

task. 
 

 make sure that your handwriting is clear and easy to read. 
 
 read the task instructions carefully and check that you have done what the instructions say. 
 
 think carefully about your relationship to the intended audience and your reason for writing. 

 
 write in sentences where you are asked to do so. 

 
 make use of appropriate opening and closing formulae (such as Dear Fatima and Yours sincerely) 

in letters and messages. 
 

 spend time planning your answers. 
 

 spend time checking your answers for accurate spelling and grammar. 
 

 
Don’t 
 

 worry if you run out of space: your centre will provide extra paper which will be marked in the 
normal way. 

 
 write a full, rough copy of your answer. Just write a few notes to plan your answer. 

 
 write in pencil. 

 
 spend too long on one answer. 
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Sample Scripts 

Sample scripts are provided for each task in the question paper.  Please note that it is not possible to 
reproduce the candidate answers in the original handwriting, and so any references in the commentaries to 
quality of handwriting will not be reflected in the samples provided. 



 6

Level 1 (Test 097) Sample Scripts and Commentaries 

Level 1 Script B  
Task 1         (About 10 minutes) 
 

You receive this email from your friend Jo. 
      

 Subject:  Restaurant work   
      

  
Help! I’m opening my new restaurant next week and I really need some help. Are you still 
looking for work? You’d be doing me a real favour if you could come and work with me. 
 
Jo  

 
Unfortunately, you can’t help Jo. Reply to Jo’s email explaining why you can’t help, recommending 
someone else who could help in the restaurant and saying why he or she would be suitable. 
 
Write about 100 words. 
 

      

 To...  Jo222@MKLX.ac.uk   

 Subject:  Re: Restaurant work   

      

  
Hi Jo! How are you doing? I received your email but unfortunately I have already found a job in 
Mayfair hostel where I earn a good wage, the job is quiet interesting and I can choose and 
manage my own team. It’s really a good opportunity for me to work in a famous place like this 
one. Anyway, if you really need someone, I know a guy who has just left his job. He’s quiet 
experimented, he has 5 years experiences in Restauration and was trained to work as well in a 
kitchen as the floor. Just let me know which position you are looking for, the pay per month, I 
will talk with him about your vacancie.  See you soon. 
 
Ana 
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Level 1 Script B Task 1 

Commentary Band Mark 

Text 
focus 

All the points have been covered with good expansion 
and clear organisation. 

3 3 

Sentence 
focus 

The candidate has produced a good range of structures 
but some awkwardness interferes with communication. 

2 4 

Word 
focus 

 
Not 

assessed in 
this task 
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Level 1 Script D 
Task 1         (About 10 minutes) 
 

You receive this email from your friend Jo. 
      

 Subject:  Restaurant work   
      

  
Help! I’m opening my new restaurant next week and I really need some help. Are you still 
looking for work? You’d be doing me a real favour if you could come and work with me. 
 
Jo 

 

 
 
Unfortunately, you can’t help Jo. Reply to Jo’s email explaining why you can’t help, recommending 
someone else that could help in the restaurant, and saying why he or she would be suitable. 
 
Write about 100 words. 
 
         

 To...  Jo222@MKLX.ac.uk   

 Subject:  Re: Restaurant work   
      

  
Dear Jo 
 
I would like to help you but really believe me I wouldn’t. How can explain you but I will try 
because as you know, I am married and I have got two children but all this thing not exacuse. 
Reason is my husband You know he was waiting big operation and recently I received that his 
appointment from hospital therefore I must to give him big encourage because he is scare as a 
operation he doesn’t want to go to hospital what will do I still don’t  know but I will try every way 
for my husband his operation I hope you can understand me. But I will send my daughter that will 
help to you. She is 21 years old. Very quickly learning all of of thing very easy for her. 
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Level 1 Script D Task 1 

Commentary Band Mark 

Text 
focus 

The opening is confusing and the second point is not 
addressed properly. 

1 1 

Sentence 
focus 

The candidate makes an attempt at range but is unable 
to deploy enough control of language, resulting in a 
number of errors and accompanying loss of clarity. 

1 2 

Word 
focus 

 
Not 

assessed in 
this task 
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Level 1 Script A 
Task 2 (About 25 minutes) 
 

You receive this letter from Farrington Engineers, who repaired some household equipment for 
you recently. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Write a letter replying to David Harris. 
 
Write about 140 words. You do not need to write the address or the date. 
 

Dear David Harris 

The problems I have had is, the tabel you have put op my childs room is not straigt. We can put  

her’s stoff on it and that is just one of the problems. 

Another problem is the floor in the livingroom, there are some marks on I don’t know how they  

have come there, but I do know that, they was’en there before.  

And the door in the hall, can’t lock, that is really going on my nervs, becaus, then we can’t have  

very loud sound on the tv, other wise the kids can’t sleep. 

I will suggest that you came over here agin and fix all the problems. It look like that, you just had  

to fix it so fast at you could. 

It would help for your services if you tryt the stoff you fix before you took off. 

Yours sincerly 

Emilia Madsen 

I am sorry you are unhappy with the repairs we carried out recently.  
As we aim to provide the highest professional standards, I would be 
grateful if you could give full details of the problems you have had 
and what you would like us to do about the situation.  It would help 
us if you could also suggest ways in which we can improve our 
services. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
David Harris 
General Manager 
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Level 1 Script A Task 2 

Commentary Band Mark 

Text 
focus 

All three points have been adequately addressed and 
overall the candidate has organised his/her letter 
appropriately. 

2 3 

Sentence 
focus 

Weak control of structures and punctuation. 1 1 

Word 
focus 

Frequent basic spelling errors, some of which impede. 1 1 
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Level 1 Script B 
Task 2 (About 25 minutes) 
 

You receive this letter from Farrington Engineers, who repaired some household equipment for 
you recently. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Write a letter replying to David Harris. 
 
Write about 140 words. You do not need to write the address or the date. 
 

I am writing to tell you about problems I am facing at the moment with the equipment you repaired 

recently and would like to ask for a extra repair and to suggest ways, in my opion, you can  

improve your services. 

At the moment, I am in trouble with the whole family because we cannot use our cooker. Could  

you imagine all the consequences around when the oven door is not working and the plates in  

front are not fixed properly.  

We are experiencing sometime a continuous smell I suspect a gas leak in the cooker. 

I will be grateful if you can carry out the repair again in fixing the plates in front, fixing the door  

oven and checking a probably gas leak because for some reasons I have financial problem. I 

would like yourself to arrange for transport. 

I am sorry you are unhappy with the repairs we carried out recently.  
As we aim to provide the highest professional standards, I would be 
grateful if you could give full details of the problems you have had 
and what you would like us to do about the situation.  It would help 
us if you could also suggest ways in which we can improve our 
services. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
David Harris 
General Manager 
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Finaly I would like to suggest (for the future) to you and all your staff to check equipment after  

repair and before delivery for the health and safety of your customers. 
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Level 1 Script B Task 2 

Commentary Band Mark 

Text 
focus 

The task is fully completed but the lack of both opening 
and closing formulae limit the rating to middle band. 

2 4 

Sentence 
focus 

Complex language is attempted though this ambition 
occasionally leads to error. 

3 3 

Word 
focus 

A good range of vocabulary with some spelling errors. 2 2 
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Level 1 Script A 
Task 3a (About 40 minutes) 
 

Your ESOL teacher is planning next year’s ESOL course and has asked students for their 
suggestions.  You decide to write a proposal. 
 
In your proposal, you should write about the following points, giving your reasons: 
 

 the ideal class size 
 the ideal number of hours 
 the type of topics that could be studied 

 
Write about 200 words. 
 
PLAN 

 Intro 

 class size - reasons 

 number of hours - why? 

 topics to study 

 conclusion 

“ESOL course proposals” 

I’m writing to propose you my suggestions in connection with your planing next year ESOL course. I  

hope my ideas will be helpfull, and you’ll find here usefull information you will can include in your  

work. I’m ESOL student since 2006 so I can show you my view point on ESOL courses. 

Firsty, you must pay the attention on the class sizes, which in my opinion is one of the most  

important things if you plan the course. The classes should be small - no more than 10 people. When  

there is small number of students in class, teacher can pay more his attention for individual student.  

This is more effective for English students, because they teacher have more time for individual  

explanation for each person. 

Another important thing is number of hours, student should have a choise, and they should be  

flexible. Most of ESOL student work, have children, but they also want to spend more time on English 

lessons. The best posibility is the evening and weekend classes. 

The another point is topics. As I spoke to many ESOL students they told me ESOL course should  

include lots of grammar and written English. Spoken English, as they said, is not as important as  
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written. Students wants to learn how to write formal and informal letters, reports and many 

other things. They need to practice this for his work or even for their life. 

In conclusion, I hope you’ll find many usefull ideas in my letter and include them in your plan. They 

are my proposisions only, and you can consult them with other students. 

 

Magda 
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 Level 1 Script A Task 3a 

Commentary Band Mark 

Text 
focus 

All points have been covered with good expansion in a 
letter which has been organised effectively. 
 
(See NB1 and NB2 on mark scheme copied below):  
NB 1: point four is optional because of ‘any’ or may be 
embedded in the other three points.  
NB 2: accept wide interpretation of hours/times and 
topics/skills. 

3 5 

Sentence 
focus 

A range of structures has been attempted but tense and 
referencing errors affect communication. 

2 3 

Word 
focus 

The candidate has used a range of vocabulary with some 
spelling errors. 

2 2 
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Level 1 Script C 
Task 3a  (About 15 minutes) 
 

Your ESOL teacher is planning next year’s ESOL course and has asked students for their 
suggestions.  You decide to write a proposal. 
 
In your proposal, you should write about the following points, giving your reasons: 
 

 the ideal class size 
 the ideal number of hours 
 the type of topics that could be studied 

 
Write about 200 words. 
 

 PLAN 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My proposel for next year’s ESOL course. 

 

I have been a student for fours years, and if I will be a teacher a will change a bit organise the course.

The ideal class size have to be not more than ten person, 50% mens and 50% womens. No more 

than two person speak the same language. Working in groups more than ten is not given the same 

result like twenty people in class. Every lesson every each student can speak minimum ten minutes. 

The ideal number of hours must be minimum 2 times for 45 minutes with the 15 minutes break time. 

The break time is very important because we can speak together about ours life, friends, jobs,  

takes new interesting information. Lesson have to be every day, without weekend time of course. 

Friday – lesson not in the class – in the park, museums, cinema. The type of topics that could be 

 
Ideal ESOL 
course 
(proposel) 

 
type of topic 
for studies 

 
ideal 
class size 

 
the ideal 
number 
of hours 
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studiet must be conected with the lifie in 21 century. 

A lot of topics must be about how take a new good job because this is a main thing in ours life. When 

you have a good job you are happy and when you are happy you can gives this happynes for  

everybody around. 
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 Level 1 Script C Task 3a 

Commentary Band Mark 

Text 
focus 

This is an adequate realisation of the task set, including 
a satisfactory level of detail. 

2 3 

Sentence 
focus 

There is some evidence of ability to construct sentences 
but frequent basic errors hold this to a lower band. 

1 2 

Word 
focus 

An adequate range of vocabulary with some spelling 
errors. 

2 2 
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Level 1 Script B 
Task 3b (About 40 minutes) 
 

Your college magazine is asking its readers the following question: ‘Is it better to be your 
own boss or work for a company?’ 
 
You decide to write an article for the magazine. In your article, answer the question, giving 
reasons for your opinion. 
 
Write about 200 words. 
 

Its all depend on what you want or you doing.  

For me its good work for a company. Because you do not do the things by your own, you 

contact people, you ask opinion.  

It is difficult to make a mistake when you work with many people around you, but it is easy  

when work by yourself. When you work for the company you get more involved with  

people, you keep opening you mind, your vision, about what are you working on. You get  

more ideia. It is better when you work with people or for the company so you can show  

your boss or collegue that you are capable of something. And when you work for the  

company you get a lot of experiencies, so when you have your own busness you can  

easily do the job properly. For me you should learn with people first, grow with people  

and then when you have your own experience, good skill, how to involve with people in  

general you will easy dominate your job. Work for the company will get you mature person. 
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 Level 1 Script B Task 3b 

Commentary Band Mark 

Text 
focus 

Some development of argument but not well organised. 2 3 

Sentence 
focus 

Some range of structures but not always controlled. 2 3 

Word 
focus 

An adequate range of vocabulary with some spelling 
errors. 

2 2 
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Level 1 Script D 
Task 3b (About 40 minutes) 
 

Your college magazine is asking its readers the following question: ‘Is it better to be your 
own boss or work for a company?’ 
 
You decide to write an article for the magazine. In your article, answer the question, giving 
reasons for your opinion. 
 
Write about 200 words. 
 

The great question is asked to us: “Is it better to be your own boss or work for a company?” 

People must think better before to decide for what is better for them. If you choose to be  

your own boss, you have to work hard. Working hard is not all, have found a fund for  

investment? If the answer is no you’re not ready yet. but if the answer is yes, there is  

another question. In which domain do you want to work or do your business? You have  

to choose a good business. 

I know there are some people who are born to be their own boss. they’ve got a capacity 

to lead others and encourage them. they know how to motivate people. Being your own 

boss depends on fund, investment, kind of business and personal qualities. Working for 

a company is much better of many people because if everybody is his own boss who is  

going to work for other? Whether your work for a company is secure for you because you  

care just about your job but you have to do your best to help the company. It depend in 

which domain you’re qualified or able to work. other peoples are there just to be lead not  

to lead. You have to think twice before making a decision about being your own boss or  

working for a company. Are you able to be your own boss? Ok, do it. Are you unable to be 

your own boss? don’t do it. Work for a company it will be better for you. others are their  

own boss but others work for the company that’s it. It a rule. 
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Level 1 Script D Task 3b 

Commentary Band Mark 

Text 
focus 

An ambitious attempt to develop argument but some 
confusion and repetition. 

2 3 

Sentence 
focus 

Some natural use of language with some distracting 
errors. 

2 3 

Word 
focus 

A good range of appropriate vocabulary which is 
correctly spelt. 

3 3 


