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How do CEM tests assess vocabulary?



Good vocabulary is important for 
success in education
What is assessed?
‘Vocabulary’ is the body of words that make up a language. 
Our many years of data show that students’ English vocabulary 
predicts their success in all school subjects at GCSE, IGCSE, 
A level and International Baccalaureate. Students with good 
vocabulary do better across the curriculum! For English, 
history and some foreign languages, vocabulary is the best 
predictor that we have. It is also a particularly good predictor for 
geography and mathematics. Our data is in line with extensive 
published research.  



Picture questions
Each picture question contains a single picture and the student 
is required to recognise its content. The student is asked: 
“Select the word or phrase with the closest meaning.” The four 
response options are usually single words and the student must 
pick one.

Word questions
Each word question contains a single word and the student 
is required to recognise its meaning. The student is asked: 
“Select the word or phrase with the closest meaning.”  The four 
response options are either single words or short phrases and 
the student must pick one.

Phrase questions
The phrase questions present students with a sentence that is 
missing a single word or short phrase. This could either be at 
the end of the sentence, or somewhere in the middle it. The 
student is asked: “Select the word or phrase with the closest 
meaning.”  These questions test the student’s understanding of 
multiple words within the sentence. 

Adaptive testing
Our tests are adaptive. This means that for each student, the vocabulary section starts with some 
common words which are easy to understand. If the student does well, answering questions correctly and 
demonstrating their knowledge of these words, then the vocabulary gets harder. That is, the student will 
see questions containing more unusual and/or complex words. However, if the student struggles to answer 
questions correctly, then next they will see questions containing easier words.
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