
Writing tasks and text types in the B2 and C1 exams
Practice and exam preparation tips

How-To Guide to Writing Tests
The most common text types in writing tests
There cannot be a reliable and widely acknowledged language exam without a writing 
test. However, the actual task- and text types in these tests may vary. This guide intends 
to cover the commonly tested genres, and provides useful, practical tips and guidance 
for teachers who prepare candidates for the tests, but may also be used by candidates 
in a self-study format.
The four task and text types selected for this guide do not represent the full range of 
genres in all exams, of course. We aim to cover a manageable selection, which still 
offers plenty of useful, practical tips.

1. Transactional emails
Probably the most common type, which is also the one closest to a real life situation. Our guide focuses on formal 
emails with specific goals the writer intends to achieve (e.g. to complain, inquire, recommend etc.).
2. Essays
Another real life text type, one most of us are familiar with. Here you express views, opinions and argue for and/
or against a thought-provoking, controversial statement. 
3. Review
A genre practised mostly by professional journalist and experts, yet we readers know this text type very well, 
since we read hundreds of them about films, music, books, restaurants, exhibitions etc. Quite a few exams 
consider it an appropriate task type to test the argumentation skills of their candidates.
4. Online comment
Because virtually all of us keep commenting on posts on social media platforms, blogs, forums and/or news sites, 
such a text type is all the more relevant in a language exam. 

• Before you start writing, do what you would do 
in real life: think, prepare, don’t put pen to paper 
immediately. Make a short list of the main points you 
want to include, e.g. one point for each paragraph. 
When doing so, use key words only to save time. 

• Always think about who you are writing to. This 
will help you decide if you have to use a formal or 
informal style.

• Give your text a logical structure. When you start 
talking about a different or new idea, start a new 
paragraph.

• After you have produced a draft, make sure you give 
yourself enough time to check, revise and correct it 
if necessary. When proofreading a text, focus not 
only on finding and correcting language mistakes 
but on text building ones as well. And if you find any 
mistake or problem, correct it clearly, legibly.

• Don’t be a minimalist in using words and grammar. 
Show the assessors the best of your knowledge 
with words and sentence patterns that fit the style 
and context of your text.

How to succeed in writing tests?
Before you look at the four sets of tips, why not study some of these general ones, suggestions and health 
warnings for the successful completion of any writing task..

Thinking



Using a printed dictionary in a Writing test
Although using a printed dictionary is permitted in some exams, we recommend that you primarily use your 
active vocabulary and grammar knowledge. Remember, looking up words in a dictionary is time-consuming. Try 
to use it only when it is absolutely necessary in order to express yourself. The dictionary will probably be most 
useful when proofreading your finished text.

More advice to perfect your writing skills on the following pages!

• Recommendations vary between 100 and 200 
words, depending on exams and levels. This length 
is frequently a recommendation only, and normally 
assessors do not punish you if you write more 
(writing less is not too common). However, it is in 
your own interest to keep yourself to the instructions 
of the task. Incidentally, counting words is time-
consuming and it distracts you from the task.

• One technique to avoid both the writing of too long 
texts full of superfluous content, as well as the need 
to count words, is to start the whole process by 
writing down a few key words and ideas to help you 
decide what to include in the text and what to leave 
out.

Length requirements in writing tests
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Some of us write and receive a few emails every day, other hundreds. Let’s face it, some, 
or often most of these emails fall into the ‘transactional’ type, in other words, we get things 
done with them, both in our private and professional life. In such situations, it is in our 
best interest produce a clear, to-the-point, appropriate email in order to achieve our goals.
It is this everyday practical nature of this text type that makes it a regular feature of 
numerous language exams, a prime example of a real-life exam task.

What makes a letter transactional?
The key word here is ‘transaction’. The writer has a purpose with the text: enquiring, making a complaint, asking 
for or providing information, recommending someone, applying for a job, introducing themselves etc. From a 
communication point of view, the most important part of the text is the purpose itself, and the measure of success 
is whether the purpose has been achieved. Thus, a transactional email is not a descriptive or narrative text, but 
rather a goal-oriented one. Try to express the content, background and reasons briefly, precisely and in a style 
that is in line with the position of the reader of the email if you would like them to read and understand your email 
and act accordingly.
The structure of most transactional emails is more or less the same while the content may vary.

Opening paragraph
Apart from clearly explaining the purpose of your 
writing (e.g. complaint, application, recommendation, 
inquiry), you also have to refer to an advertisement/
call/public notice/email received etc. that will help the 
reader identify the issue/problem you are writing about.
Exam candidates often ask whether they have to write 
a letter heading with sender and recipient. Considering 
that in real emails all this information is created by your 
email client, the answer is plain and simple: no. Feel 
free to start your mail with ‘Dear…’.

Body paragraphs (2-3 in an exam)
Depending  on  the  topic,  issue  and  goal,  you  will 
reason,  explain,  or  provide  details about the issue/
topic/problem/situation to help the recipient react 
appropriately. It is important not to get lost in detail 
about personal accounts of events. For example, in a 
letter of complaint, you do not have to refer back to 
every single unfulfilled promise that you read earlier 
in the advertisement. The most important thing is to 

be brief and to the point. The acronym KISS (Keep It 
Short and Simple) is particularly relevant in the main 
body of the email.
Therefore, make sure you express yourself in not more 
than 2-3 paragraphs in this section, arranging your 
ideas/arguments logically to support your purpose. 
Well-chosen cohesive devices can help you with that 
as well (e.g. ‘Equally important is…’, ‘As an illustration 
of...’) by making the connection between ideas clear, 
both within or beyond the paragraph.
There is another important formatting and language 
aspect that you need to bear in mind. 
Transactional emails often require the writer to ask the 
reader questions. In such cases, try to avoid asking 
direct questions, preferably polite reported or indirect 
questions (e.g. instead of saying ‘Can I rent a room for 
3 months only?’, you can write: ‘Furthermore, I wonder 
if it would be possible for me to rent the room for 3 
months only?’).



The style and level of formality of a transactional letter
Every transactional letter – be it a general or business letter – must meet the style requirements of formal, polite 
communication, irrespective of whether we know the recipient in person or not. You need to follow the layout 
conventions, use the correct salutation and complimentary closing, and remember that you are not supposed to 
use contractions like ‘…I don’t…’. Another important feature of these emails is that they shouldn’t be too personal 
or too emotional (e.g. try to avoid expressions of outrage in an email of complaint). Such emails usually end up 
being deleted, and thus they fail to achieve their purpose.

Useful links for further practice
You can find further tips and sample language for both business and general letters on these websites or pages: 

• You will find ‘7 Tips on How to Improve Your Email Writing Skills’ on the blog English with a Twist, which 
are quite practical and easy to understand. 

• The suggestions on Mindtool’s ‘Writing Effective Emails’ page are worth a look. The video is great for some 
listening practice too.

• Study this text-heavy but otherwise extremely detailed and useful page of The Writing Center at  
UNC-Chapel Hill. Recommended to those, in particular, who are thinking of applying to higher education 
institutions which require a personal statement or letter of motivation.

Closing paragraph
The aim of this paragraph is not at all to say goodbye. 
Rather, but it gives you the opportunity to close the 
transaction by letting the reader know what you are 
expecting from them: e.g.

• in a letter of complaint, you tell them what kind of 
concrete compensation you expect or demand;

• in a letter of inquiry, you specify by when and in
• what form you expect the information requested;

• in a letter of recommendation, you express your 
hope that the reasons explained in your letter will 
be sufficient for a positive response etc.

It is only after all this that you can say goodbye in 
one sentence, which you can arrange in a separate 
paragraph.

https://englishwithatwist.com/2013/10/28/7-tips-on-how-to-improve-your-email-writing-skills/
https://www.mindtools.com/CommSkll/EmailCommunication.htm
http://writingcenter.unc.edu/handouts/effective-e-mail-communication/
http://writingcenter.unc.edu/handouts/effective-e-mail-communication/
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Like it or not, essay writing is an inevitable part of life for everyone from secondary school 
upwards, and at university it is an everyday task.  In real life, the essay itself is the final 
stage of a study process, in which writers prove that they have studied the subject area 
carefully, and can then present their findings and arguments in a logical, well-structured 
text. 
Of course, in a language exam, there is no serious study behind an essay. However, 
the logical structuring of your ideas and the formal style are still basic requirements. But 
there are several positive things about the genre: clear formatting rules and easy-to-
remember language features (see Body paragraphs section below).

Brainstorming the topic and the arguments
In an exam, the topic of the essay is usually a controversial, sometimes provocative statement, which enables 
the exploration of the topic from both sides. (e.g. ‘Some stress is good for all us’; ‘Technology is a threat to 
humanity’). 
Before you start writing, think over the topic. It is advisable not to focus too much on arguments you feel very 
strongly about. Remember, when you practise essay writing or produce one in an exam, the focus is on the 
presentation of your ideas in English that matters and not the depth of your ideas. Teachers and examiners will 
evaluate how effectively you have managed to present your arguments, how well structured your essay is. You 
will not do well if it is just a random collection of ideas.
So instead of thinking about your real reactions to the theme, quickly draw up a list of both arguments and 
counterarguments on the topic using key words only in two columns, then choose the ones you definitely want 
to refer to in your essay. You may number the chosen arguments according to the order in which you want to 
use them. All this preparation (which normally doesn’t take more than 3-4 minutes) helps you to ‘see’ the text in 
front of you.
There are several approaches you can take when structuring your essay (see Body paragraphs section below), 
but whichever you choose, make sure you dedicate a paragraph to each main point of argument.
 
Opening paragraph
The main primary function here is to raise the reader’s 
interest with a strong statement, example, impression or 
hint, strictly related to the topic. Another main goal is to 
communicate your overall position - also called the thesis 
statement - to the reader, but make sure you do so without 
a direct reference to the title statement (e.g. ‘I agree with 
the statement…’). Think of the title more as a general 
guideline about the main topic instead. Introductions 
should be short, usually no more than two sentences

Body paragraphs (2-3 in exams)
The body of your essay is created by paragraphs 
organised around the main points of argument. Within 
each paragraph, your main pro and/or con argument 
could be expressed in the so-called ‘topic sentence’, 
although, this is less of a requirement in an exam. In 
other words, each paragraph should contain either:

• a strong point which strengthens the overall 
position given in the opening paragraph, or:

• a strong statement that expresses a counter 
argument against it.

The other sentences in the paragraph are there to 
support or add to the point in the key sentence.
Do the same with all  other  points  of  argument  that 
you have chosen to include from your preliminary list, 
strictly keeping a logical structure.
There are several approaches to follow in your 
argumentation in an essay: 
here:

• you  can  choose  to  only  include  the  arguments 
that support your overall position and can ignore 
any counterarguments completely;

• you may decide to include one pro and one 
con argument in some  (or  all)  paragraphs  
and  connect them with a linking word (e.g.  
‘Alternatively,…’, ‘As opposed to this,…’);

• you  can  choose  to  have , for example, two  
paragraphs  with supportive  arguments  and  



The style and level of formality of essays
Essays belong in the category of formal genres, thus, just like in formal letters/emails, you must avoid using 
contractions and colloquial language (e.g. ‘wanna’; ‘stuff’) Try to stay objective and avoid using emotive phrases 
as well as suggestions (e.g. ‘Don’t…’; ‘you should not…’). Put the emphasis on opinions and arguments instead 
and do so in a neutral tone.

Useful links for further practice
Since essay writing is an integral part of coursework both in secondary and higher education, the number of 
websites dealing with the subject is vast (even though a large proportion of these are not free of charge). Here, 
we recommend some useful and free resources:

• Purdue University’s Online Writing Lab offers a clear guide to writing argumentative essays. 
• A brilliant guide by Scoolwork on ‘How to write an Argument Essay on any Topic’, the best part of it is the 

huge variety of essay structures.
• You expect a blog like Essaypro to provide clear and practical tips. And they deliver exactly those on their 

‘How to write an Argumentative Essay’ page, focusing on structuring, paragraphing and language use of 
an essay.

• We argued about the importance of linking devices. Study the page  ’40 Useful Words and Phrases for Top-
Notch Essays’ of Oxford Royale Academy, where the use of each linking word or phrase is explained and 
a sample sentence is added. Smart Word’s ‘Transition Words’ table is super rich, the words and phrases 
are clearly grouped.

then  one  paragraph with the counterarguments. 
Just make sure it is clear what kind of arguments 
are included in the paragraph.

When it comes to essays, linking words play an even 
bigger role in creating cohesion than in other genres.
Their presence can help and their lack can hinder the 
reader’s understanding of your logic. Therefore it is 
important to avoid just merely listing your ideas by using 
sequencing words such as ‘Firstly,…’; ‘Secondly,…’; 
‘Furthermore,…’.  Remember that the  connection 
between paragraphs is more complex than merely an 
order of items, and your choice of linking words needs 
to reflect that.
Here are a few examples of more meaningful linking 
words and phrases:

• introducing  examples,  further  thoughts:  
e.g.  ‘In other words,…’, ‘Admittedly,…’;

• introducing a con argument: ‘In clear contrast 
to  these  points: ‘On  the  one  hand,…’, ‘On 
the other hand,…’;

• conclusions:    ‘In    consequence,…’,             ‘As  
a result,…’;

• summarising:  ‘To  sum  up,…’,  ‘In conclusion,…’;
However,   it   is   important   to   bear   in   mind   that, 
although,  these  words  are  important  tools  to  create
cohesion within your paragraphs or texts, they need 

to be used wisely and economically. Make sure you 
don’t use them without a clear purpose and function, 
just because ‘they are a requirement’.
 
With a view to helping you learn how to use linking 
words, we included some websites in the Useful links 
section. On this websites, you can find linking words 
grouped according to their function with example 
sentences.

Closing paragraph
Bring your essay to a conclusion based on your main 
arguments but without repeating each one word for 
word. Avoid also adding one or more new arguments 
to the list even if they would sound good. If it is a really 
strong argument, you should incorporate it in the main 
body, otherwise leave it out.
Do not try to convince anyone in the closing. You can 
even admit that you don’t seem to be able to defend 
your argument with both sides being equally strong. 
A logical closing is more important than a convincing 
one.
Do not try to convince anyone in the closing. You can 
even admit that you don’t seem to be able to defend 
your argument with both sides being equally strong. 
A logical closing is more important than a convincing 
one.

https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/685/05/
http://www.scoolwork.com/EssayWritingGuide/how_to_write_argumentative_essay_any_topic.aspx
https://essaypro.com/blog/argumentative-essay/
https://www.oxford-royale.co.uk/articles/words-phrases-good-essays.html
https://www.oxford-royale.co.uk/articles/words-phrases-good-essays.html
http://www.smart-words.org/linking-words/transition-words.html
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Living online, we find it is perfectly natural that we are instantly notified of every 
single political development, community and personal event, music-, book- 
or film release, or of the opening and closing of bars, cafés and exhibitions, 
to mention but a few only. The interactive nature of the internet also enables 
us to read thousands of reviews and opinions related to these on news sites, 
Facebook, twitter, Instagram, LinkedIn or blogs. 
What this means for the world of culture is that for the first time in history, most 
reviews come not from professional critics, but from ordinary people, whose 
opinion could be even more important and useful than that of a professional 
reviewer. If so many people use the opportunity to share their opinion freely; it is 
easy to see that the review is by far one of the most real-life tasks in a language 
exam.

Topic
In the exam context, a review is usually a written account and/or critical report of a film, concert, theatre, book, 
exhibition, architectural, or restaurant experience written for the online media. The instructions in the exam paper 
specify the genre only (e.g. ‘Write a review of a film…’), which means that you can decide what specific film, 
book, theatrical performance, concert or exhibition etc. you want to write about. It is advisable to choose one you 
know very well, since in this case, you are aware of the most important information regarding the author/director, 
main characters/actors, scenes, layout etc. If you don’t know any film/book etc. well, it is perfectly possible to 
make the whole film/book and the details (names, places etc.) up and invent all the details as required. Don’t 
worry, the assessors will believe you and are not assessing or interested in your cultural knowledge

Opening paragraph
Make sure you start with a strong, attention-grabbing 
sentence. Apart from this, you also have to refer 
specifically to the film/book/event that your review will be 
about. This means the title, the date of release, the book 
author or film director, main characters/actors, name of 
theatre/ exhibition (you can also add more about these 
in the Body paragraphs). The reader will need all this 
in order to be able to identify what the review is trying 
to persuade them about or dissuade them from.  You 
can  also summarise  your  opinion  in  one brief, clear 
sentence. All other thoughts that come later in the review 
should support this sentence.
One of the most common mistakes that candidates make 
is to write about something ‘in general’, i.e. they do not 
specify the title or any other detail (e.g. they write a review 
about a newly opened restaurant without giving it a name 
– real or imaginary).
E.g. ‘I saw a brilliant performance in the theatre. The actors 
were amazing, the director did a great job at interpreting 
the play and the acoustics were amazing as well…’

Body paragraphs (2-3 in exams)
If you are writing about a film, book or theatrical 
performance, you can start the main body by writing 
about the plot, the protagonists and conflicts without 
going into too much detail. Remember that a review is 
more than just the plot. Avoid spoilers (don’t give away 
the twist at the end). Your main goal is to stimulate the 
reader’s interest in either a positive or a negative way.
In these few paragraphs, you are expected to support 
your opinion presented in the opening paragraph. For 
example, how well/badly the creators of the specific 
work of art (author, director, actors, costume designer, 
architect etc.) did their job; what made the most 
positive or negative impression on you. You can  also  
provide  some background  information – if you have 
some time left – by comparing the current film/book 
etc. with a previous one created by the same director/
author etc. Make sure you only include information that 
you consider important in the assessment of a piece of 
work and its creators.



The style and level of formality of reviews
Just like in all other genres, before writing anything down, it is crucial that you bear in mind who your readers 
might be. When it comes to media genres, the style of a review or an online comment will always be informal, 
directly addressing, speaking to the readers, trying to involve them to a certain extent. Yet, the readers are not 
the writer’s friends, thus it is advisable to avoid being too personal (e.g. ‘You know, folks, that thingy…’). Yet, 
here contractions are allowed, even welcome (e.g. ‘…she can’t…’). It is important to use ‘punchy’ adjectives (e.g. 
‘sensational’, ‘one of a kind’ or ‘lethargic’, ‘pathetic’) instead of the boring, nondescript adjectives like ‘good’, 
‘bad’, ‘interesting’ or ‘boring’. If you don’t know enough synonyms, find some here in this Thesaurus.

Useful links for further practice
You can find hundreds of examples for all kinds of reviews on Guardian Online: 

• DailyWritingTips provides ’7 Tips for Writing a Film Review’. It sounds a bit too professional, but the focus 
of each of the 7 tips is clear, and they can be adapted easily.

• The various review pages from The Guardian offer an unlimited range of samples of how the professionals 
do it. Apart from being great as reading practice materials and sources for vocabulary development, they 
put the ideas in our guide and tips into real context:

 ○ Films: The Guardian
 ○ Music: The Guardian
 ○ Books: The Guardian

• The widest selection of film review extracts are available on Rottentomatoes. Although, the short paragraphs 
do not show the full reviews, the language you can read in the selections is pretty useful for exam purposes.

• For instant language help, we can’t think of anything more useful than this language of reviews worksheet 
by UsingEnglish.com. The first 2 pages ask you to brainstorm words and phrases from your existing 
vocabulary knowledge, then they provide you with five pages of well grouped and labelled words and 
phrases you can use in any kind of reviews.

Closing paragraph
Finally, you can summarise whether you would 
recommend the piece of work or not, in view of the 
points presented above. You can also specify whether 
there are a specific group of people (e.g. teenagers, 
elderly, city dwellers etc.) who would definitely enjoy it, 

or others who would definitely not. Do not repeat the 
main points word for word, instead, show the reader 
that you can use a variety of expressions. Finally, 
unlike in the essay, here you can finish off with an eye-
catching, personal, even emotional statement, even if 
it means including some new, previously not mentioned 
information or argument.

http://www.thesaurus.com/
https://www.dailywritingtips.com/7-tips-for-writing-a-film-review/
https://www.theguardian.com/film/film%2Btone/reviews
https://www.theguardian.com/music/music%2Btone/albumreview
https://www.theguardian.com/books/books%2Btone/reviews
https://www.rottentomatoes.com/
https://www.dailywritingtips.com/7-tips-for-writing-a-film-review/
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Everyone knows what a comment is, yet…
In A text-type we all produce on a regular basis. 
Here, regular might as well be every few seconds 
even, mostly in social media platforms (e.g. 
Facebook, Instagram), as well as in blogs, forums, 
news portals etc. 
However, if the writing of online comments happens 
to be an exam task, it should not be a one-
sentence reaction, remark or outburst. Rather, a 
3-5-paragraph long, logically structured, informal 
text, which comments strictly on the specific topic 
of the post or article, using the right vocabulary. 
The comment gives the writer’s points, arguments 
for and/or against the main statement or viewpoint 
of the source text, or on remarks made by other 
commentators. In the task instructions:
A. you are given a situation or a provocative 

statement as the title of a blog or forum post (e.g. ‘How do you protect your personal data on Facebook’, 
‘Socks worn with sandals? Yuck!’). In this version, you have no text to read before writing the comment.

B. you are given a 4-5-sentence long blog or forum post that you have to read before writing the comments (in 
this version you have more details to react to than in version A above).

Opening sentences
This is normally a statement, whether in one sentence or 
two. You want to make a reference to the source text and 
then present your overall position briefly, which you will 
elaborate on further below in some detail. 
If you decide to come up with a bit longer intro, you can 
also write some key words for the topics that you are 
going to write more about in the main, explanatory part of 
your comment.

Body paragraphs (2-3 in exams)
If There are no rules or conventions to follow, but two 
approaches look appropriate. 
A. If you have already indicated in the opening 

statement(s) what topics you are going to write 
about in the explanatory part, here, in the body part 
you don’t need to repeat those. Thus, you will only 
present your pro and/or con arguments, points, 
issues, opinions one after the other, preferably 
connecting them effectively.  

B. The other possible approach is to mention an 
imagined argument in the imagined original post, 
and give your pro and/or con  response to it. If 
you have decided to react to three such imaginary 
arguments, you are probably going to present your 
reactions in three paragraphs, or in one longer 
paragraph with clear separation of the individual 
points.

Closing statements
The loose, informal nature of the online comment may 
not require a closing statement at all. But plenty of 
commentators who take their remarks seriously and 
want to read meaningful comments in response to their 
own may write a closing remark, referring back to their 
overall point, argument and even to the source text, 
post as well.



The style and level of formality of an online comment

In you comment you can use an informal, chatty style, using contractions (e.g. ‘doesn’t’ or ‘needn’t’). You express 
your views, arguments directly ‘speaking’ to other readers, commenters, yet in terms of vocabulary, you need to 
be relatively formal, using words, phrases which strictly refer to the topic.

DOs and DONTs for online comment exam tasks
The following tips, or rather suggestions, which are worth considering before and during the writing of an online 
comment in an exam situation. Some of them confirm points we’ve already mentioned above, others are useful 
extras. 

DOs
• Make clear your overall point in the first statements (either in a separate paragraph or not), probably in 

one sentence or maximum two.
• Give evidence rather than just your opinion.
• Write a concluding paragraph, probably one sentence, at maximum two.
• Plan your answer before starting to write.
• Use meaningful linking words and phrases to establish cohesion in your comment.
• Use formal vocabulary related to the topic, but feel free to use contracted forms (e.g. ’can’t’, ’won’t’). 

DON’Ts
• Don’t tell the author of the post or text to correct his/her article or to write a new one.
• Don’t be rude or insulting, but be direct.
• Don’t use slang.
• Don’t address your comment to anyone (e.g. ’Dear Sir’, ’Dear Readers,’).
• Don’t sign your name at the bottom. Use a nickname or user name instead.
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