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Why take the Certificate of Proficiency in
English (CPE)?
If you are able to function effectively in almost any English-speaking context and are

approaching a standard of English similar to that of an educated native speaker, then

CPE is the exam for you.

CPE is the highest-level Cambridge ESOL exam, at Level C2 of the Council of Europe’s

Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). Success at this level

represents a significant personal achievement.

Why take a Cambridge ESOL exam?
Develop effective communication skills

• The Cambridge ESOL examinations cover all four language skills – listening, speaking,

reading and writing. They include a range of different types of question which test

how well you can use English, so that you develop the full range of skills you need to

communicate effectively in a variety of contexts.

Quality you can trust

• Cambridge ESOL carries out extensive research. This includes ensuring that all our

questions are tested on candidates before they are put into a real examination to

make sure that you get the fairest, most accurate result, and that they are most

relevant to the range of uses for which you need English.

Worldwide recognition

• Universities and employers all over the world recognise Cambridge ESOL exams as a

measure of your achievement in English. Whether you are hoping to study

architecture in Australia or work in IT in Italy, a Cambridge ESOL examination is a

valuable stamp in your passport to success.

University of Cambridge ESOL Examinations (Cambridge ESOL) offers the world’s leading

range of qualifications for learners and teachers of English. Around 1.75 million people

in over 135 countries take Cambridge ESOL exams each year.

What does CPE involve?
This booklet is a brief introduction to CPE. We show examples from each part of the

exam, but in some cases we do not show the full text or all the questions. If you would

like to see a full sample paper for CPE you can download one from our website at:

www.CambridgeESOL.org/support/dloads/cpe_downloads.htm

Information for
Candidates – 
CPE

Content Time allowed Marks (% of total)

Paper 1: Reading 4 parts/40 questions 1 hour 30 minutes 20%

Paper 3: Use of English 5 parts/44 questions 1 hour 30 minutes 20%

Paper 4: Listening 4 parts/28 questions 40 mins (approx) 20%

Paper 5: Speaking 3 parts 19 minutes per pair
of candidates

20%

Paper 2: Writing 2 parts:
Part 1 – one compulsory question
Part 2 – one from a choice of four

2 hours 20%



Paper 1: Reading 

Time: 1 hour 30 minutes

Part 1

In Part 1, you have to read three unrelated texts in each of which there are six gaps. For

each gap you have to choose the right word or phrase from a list of four to fill the gap.

For some gaps you need to decide between words which have a similar meaning (for

example ‘leaking’, ‘pouring’, ‘spilling’ or ‘flowing’), but for others your knowledge of fixed

phrases, idioms or collocations (e.g. ‘pay attention + to’), phrasal verbs or linkers like ‘as

soon as’ will help you find the right answer.

The example below is a text about a type of parrot found in New Zealand. Read the text

and try to find the correct answer (A, B. C or D) for each gap. Remember that you will

have to read two more texts like this and answer 12 more questions in Part 1 of the real

exam.
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Part 2

In this part of the Reading paper, there are four short texts for you to read. All the texts

share a common theme, but come from different sources and may vary in style. Each

text is followed by two multiple-choice questions and you have to identify the correct

option in each case from a choice of four.

In the example below we show you the first text from a series of four texts, all of which

were concerned in some way with music and musicians. Read the text and try to answer

the two questions which follow. Choose the correct answer (A, B, C or D).
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Part 3

In Part 3 you have to read a text in which there are seven gaps. After the text there are

eight extracts and you have to decide which extract fits each gap best. One of the

extracts does not fit any of the gaps.

In the example below, we show you part of a text about how people take in information,

as well as five of the eight extracts which appeared in the real exam. Read the text and

try to decide which extract fits in each of the four gaps in the shortened text (27–30).

. . .

A

B

C

D

E
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Part 4

In Part 4, you have to read a long text and answer seven multiple-choice questions about

it. To answer the questions correctly you need to understand the main idea and detail of

the text and any opinions or attitudes which are expressed in it.

In the example below, we show you part of a magazine article about biography and four

of the seven questions which candidates had to answer in the real exam. Read the text

and try to answer the questions (A, B. C or D).

. . .
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Paper 2: Writing

Time: 2 hours

Part 1 – Compulsory Task

For this part of the Writing paper, you may have to do one of the following things:

• present and defend an argument

• express and then justify an opinion

• explain a problem and suggest a solution

• evaluate ideas and make recommendations.

The input material you have to read will always present at least three points, all of

which you must discuss in your answer, but you should also add your own views and

opinions. In total you have to write 300–350 words.

In the example below, you have some comments which were made by young people in a

radio discussion on the subject of different attitudes to work. The programme editor has

invited listeners to send in their views. You decide to write a letter responding to the

points raised and giving your own opinions.

Write your letter. Do not write any addresses.
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Part 2 

In Part 2, you must choose one of the four options. For each one there is a context, a

topic, a purpose for writing and a target reader. You may be asked to write an article, a

letter, a proposal, a report or a review for Questions 2–4; for Question 5 the task may be

to write an article, an essay, a letter, a report or a review

In the example below, you can choose to write a review (Question 2), a report

(Question 3) or an article (Question 4). For Question 5 you have a choice of three

questions based on the set texts. Whatever option you choose, be sure to read the

instructions carefully. In total, you have to write approximately 300–350 words.
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Paper 3: Use of English

Time: 1 hour 30 minutes

Part 1

In Part 1 you have a text to read in which there are fifteen numbered gaps (plus one gap

as an example). You have to find the right word to fill each gap. The right answer is

always a single word, but there may be more than one acceptable answer for each gap.

In the example below, you have a text about an author who wrote a famous book about

food. The first gap (0) is an example and the answer was ‘whose’. For each of the other

numbered gaps (1–15) see if you can find the missing word.
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Part 2

Part 2 is a word-building task. You have to read a text which has ten gaps in it. There is

also one gap as an example. At the end of each line in which there is a gap you will find

a ‘prompt’ word. You have to change the prompt word into a different form so that it fits

the gap correctly.

In the example below, you have a text about curiosity. The ‘prompt’ word ‘EXIST’ at the

end of the first line becomes ‘existence’ to complete the first gap (0). Read the rest of the

text and try to work out what the answers are for questions 16–25.
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Part 3

Part 3 tests your knowledge of vocabulary (e.g. collocation, phrasal verbs and word

combinations). There is an example at the beginning to show you what to do. You then

have six questions. Each question contains three sentences, each of which has a missing

word. For all three sentences, the missing word is the same and it must be the same part

of speech.

Below we show you the example and the first three questions from a real past paper. In

the example, you can see that the word you need for all three sentences is the adjective

‘strong’. While ‘strong’ is used in its literal sense as the opposite of weak to describe

physical strength in the second sentence, it collocates with ‘case’ in the first sentence in

its more metaphorical meaning of ‘effective’ and with ‘views’ in the third sentence more

in the meaning of ‘powerful’. See if you can find the right word for questions 26 to 28.
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Part 4

Part 4 is a word transformation exercise. There are eight questions and, for each one, you

have to read a ‘lead-in’ sentence which is followed by a key word and a response

sentence which has a beginning and an end but a missing section in the middle. Using

the key word, you have to rewrite the lead-in sentence in the format of the response

sentence so that it has the same meaning. You can use between three and eight words

for your answer, but you must include the key word as it appears on the exam paper.

Below is an example and we then show you four of the eight questions which

candidates had to answer in a real exam. Read questions 32–35 and see if you can find

the right answer.

Part 5

In Part 5 you have to read two texts which have been taken from different sources, but

which are about the same topic. There are two comprehension questions to answer for

each text. For the final question you have to write a well-constructed and grammatically

accurate summary of the subject of the two texts in 50–70 words. You have to write

complete sentences in a formal/neutral style and you have to use your own words as far

as possible.
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In the example below, you have two texts about how sound affects drivers. Read the

texts and see if you can answer the comprehension questions. Which points should you

include in your summary?
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Paper 4: Listening

Time: 40 minutes (approximately)

In the exam you will hear each recording twice.

If you have access to the internet, you can find the recordings for tasks below on the

Cambridge ESOL website at:

www.CambridgeESOL.org/support/dloads/cpe_downloads.htm

Part 1

In Part 1 of the Listening test, you have to listen to four separate recordings. For each

recording there are two multiple-choice questions, each with three options, which you

have to answer. The four recordings will each be different and may be monologues,

prompted monologues (introduced by, for example, an interviewer) or conversations.

Each question focuses on a different aspect of the text, for example:

• What is the speaker’s attitude to people who complain?

• In the speaker’s opinion, what explains the team’s recent lack of success?

• What is the programme going to be about?

• What should you do if you want to enter the competition?

Below we show you the questions which candidates had to answer for two of the four

extracts from a real exam.



Part 2

The recording for Part 2 is a monologue or prompted monologue. The content is

designed for a non-specialist audience and the subject matter will be of an informative

nature. You have to listen very carefully for specific words or phrases and write the

information down to complete the sentences on the question paper. You will need one to

three words for each gap and you must spell all the words correctly 

In the example below, you hear part of a radio programme in which food historian

Andrew Dalford talks about pepper, one of the commonest spices. You have to listen for

the missing words and write them in the gaps (9–17).
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Part 3

In Part 3, you will hear a conversation between two or three speakers. The conversation

lasts approximately 4 minutes. There are five questions, each with four possible

answers, and you have to decide which the right one is.

In the example below, the recording is a radio discussion on the subject of dictionaries.

You have to listen to the discussion and try to decide which the correct answer (A, B, C

or D) is for each question. We show you all five questions which candidates had to

answer in the real exam.

Part 4

In Part 4 you listen to a discussion between two speakers, one male and one female.

Sometimes you will also hear the voice of a presenter who introduces the speakers and

the topic and asks some questions. The purpose of this type of exercise is to test your

ability to listen for opinion, agreement or disagreement, whether this is stated or not.

You then have a series of six statements about the content of the discussion to read. For

each statement, you have to decide between three possibilities: only Speaker 1 expresses

the view given in the statement, only Speaker 2 expresses this view or both of them

agree.

In the example below, the recording is of two friends, Dominic and Sue, who are

discussing formality in the workplace. For each of the six opinions, candidates were
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asked to write S if Sue expresses the opinion, D if the opinion was expressed by Dominic

and B, if both Sue and Dominic agree.

Paper 5: Speaking

Time: 19 minutes per pair of candidates

You take the Speaking test with another candidate. There are two examiners: one of

them (the assessor) does not take part in the interaction but assesses your performance

according to five analytical scales; the other examiner (the interlocutor) conducts the

test and tells you what you have to do. The interlocutor also gives you a global mark for

your performance in the test as a whole.

Part 1 – Interview

In Part 1 of the Speaking test, the interlocutor will ask each of you a minimum of three

questions about your everyday life, work experience, interests or travel. You will have an

opportunity to give general information about yourself but you will also be asked to

express an opinion.

The kind of questions candidates have had to answer in this part of the Speaking test

are:

• How important is it to speak a foreign language in your country?

• What do you look forward to most when you go home at the end of the day?

• With more shopping being done over the internet, what future is there for ordinary

shops?

• If you could live in any country, apart from your own, which would it be?

How would you answer these questions?

Part 2 – Collaborative task

In this part of the test the interlocutor will give you spoken instructions and one or more

pictures to look at. There are two phases to the Part 2 task. First, the interlocutor will ask

you and your partner to focus on some aspects of one or more pictures and you will

have one minute to discuss these together. The interlocutor will then give you

instructions for a decision-making task which you have to carry out with the other

candidate. There is no right or wrong answer for this, but you need to explore as many

aspects of the task as you can to show the range of language you have. You have 3

minutes for the second part of the task.
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In the example below, the pictures show people in different kinds of situations. In the

first phase, the interlocutor asked the candidates to discuss together why the pictures

might have been taken. In the second phase of the task candidates had to imagine that

an insurance company was launching a campaign to attract more clients. Picture A was

used for the previous year’s poster. Candidates had to talk with each other about the

aspects of protection shown in all the pictures and then decide which of the other four

pictures would have the most impact for the next poster.
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Part 3 – Long turn + discussion

For Part 3, each of you has to speak for two minutes without interruption. In turn the

interlocutor will give you each a card with a question on it. The card also has some ideas

in the form of bullet points and you can use these in your answer if you want to. After

you finish speaking, the interlocutor will ask your partner a question relating to the

topic of your card and they have up to 1 minute to answer. The interlocutor will then

address a further question to both of you and together you have a minute to respond.

The examiner then repeats the same procedure with the other candidate. You have to

listen to what they say and then answer a question for up to 1 minute. Both of you then

respond to a further question relating to your partner’s card for up to one minute.

In the example below, the subject for the first candidate was music and the second

candidate had to talk about noise.

When you have both has your ‘long turns’, the interlocutor will ask further questions

relating to the topics on both your cards. You can both answer these questions.

Preparing for CPE
If you would like more practice material to help you prepare for the CPE exam, there are

past paper packs available to buy which include an audio CD of the listening test. You

can find more information, prices and details of how to order on our website at:

www.CambridgeESOL.org/support/pastpapers.htm

Next steps
We wish you every success in taking CPE. This is the highest level of the Cambridge ESOL

exams, but we hope you will enjoy using your English and continue to study and

improve further.

If you are thinking about studying abroad or working in a company where you need to

use your English, you can find information about all the companies and educational

institutions which recognise Cambridge ESOL exams on our website at:

www.cambridgeesol.org/recognition/search.php
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I am working in an international environment which requires me to continuously improve my

English. … After the exam I got the motivation to study more English and then decided to enroll in

an MBA conducted in English. The certificate helped me to complete my enrollment procedures as

a proof of my English level.

Phan Hoang Hoa, Vietnam 

I decided to take the examination because I want to certify my degree of knowledge in English.

I chose Cambridge ESOL examinations because I think it’s one of the most important.

Roberto Civerchia, Italy

I decide to take the examination to get a proof of knowledge of English on a high level in order to

being admitted entrance to courses of post-graduate study in English or to universities in English

speaking countries. My decision for Cambridge was determined by personal recommendation and

the general reputation and worldwide recognition of Cambridge examinations.

Alexandra Vaeth, Spain
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