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clear language

At Cambridge OCR, we use Plain English principles and relatable 
language (other than where we must use subject-specific words), 
so students understand what they're being tested on.
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We’re committed to using clear language in all our communications, content 
and assessment materials. This extends not only to the words we choose but 
also to the images we include, ensuring that every element is accessible and 
suitable for you and your students. We always consider who our audience 
is and adapt our language to meet your needs, linking content directly to 
the specifications. When we create resources, we provide clear, supportive 
guidance so you can confidently share information with candidates and 
support them effectively as they prepare for assessment.

In all that we do, we use language that students will relate to. Our consistent 
approach means using the same language across our specifications, resources 
and into our question papers, so that students encounter familiar terms at 
every stage of their learning journey.

Five examples that show our commitment to using Plain English 
and clear language in our materials and resources:

1.	 Using the right words: Cambridge’s English Language Accessibility 
Checker Tool�
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At the heart of our tool are the most commonly used words in the 
Cambridge English dictionary, meaning we can build the most 
accessible language into our materials.

2.	 Cambridge Advanced Nationals student guides� 3
Presented in a way that’s accessible and easy for students to 
understand, with straightforward language and a clear layout.

3.	 Practice papers and schemes of work� 4
Resources created with students and teachers in mind – helping students 
feel confident and prepared ahead of exams with an authentic assessment 
experience, and empowering teachers with easy-to-follow schemes of work.

4.	 Candidate style work and exemplars� 5
Using clear and concise layouts with easy-to-understand 
moderator feedback.

5.	 GCSE Sciences Purposeful Practical resources� 6
Straightforward, ready-to-use, clear resources for teachers and 
students – from layout to language.
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Using the right words: 
Cambridge’s English Language Accessibility Checker Tool 

We want our assessments to be straightforward. How do we do that? One of the things we’ve been 
looking at in detail is how we can be confident that the words we use are not barriers to young people 
being able to show what they know, understand and can do. Working with language experts within the 
organisation we’ve developed an English language accessibility checker tool.  

At the heart of the tool are the most commonly used words in the Cambridge English dictionary. Two 
databases are used. For up to age 16, the tool checks against a database of the 3000 most commonly 
used words in the Cambridge English dictionary. For up to age 18, there is a larger database of 5000 
words (as vocabulary increases with age).

Dr Ruth Johnson (Assessment Director at Cambridge OCR) said: “It’s so useful to be able to check work 
we draft against the database, and the checker tool will flag any words that are not in the bank of 
most commonly used words in the English language.

“The tool doesn’t stop you using certain words – they may be specialist terms defined in the 
specification for instance, or even an important context. It helps you understand where the words used 
in assessments may be a barrier for some students and take steps to prevent that.”

What next?
At Cambridge OCR, we’ve been testing this tool in our Product Development team for the last couple 
of years, and we’re really pleased with how it has helped us refine questions. Over the coming months, 
we’ll be looking to roll this tool into future qualifications and support materials. 

Ruth says: “The words that are flagged by the tool don’t always leap out as ones that might be 
problematic. For instance, it flagged ‘trampoline’, ‘girder’ and ‘flapjack’ as not immediately accessible 
to all students. For me, that discovery just highlights the importance of a tool like this. We all have our 
own experiences and assumptions – the tool helps us put aside those potential biases and gives a quick 
check on whether what seems to be a normal and everyday word for us is likely to be understood by 
our students.”
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Our student guides include all the key points 
students need to know about their assessment, 
presenting them in a way that's accessible 
and easy for students to understand. Using 
straightforward language and a clear layout, 
the guide helps ensure students know exactly 
what's expected of them at every step.

The guides include a summary for students 
of key points about their assignments, 
including the importance of completing work 
independently, knowing what evidence and 
criteria are expected, avoiding plagiarism and 
referencing sources properly. 

Cambridge Advanced Nationals student guides
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Practice papers

Our practice papers are carefully produced to give students an experience 
that closely matches a live exam. We apply the same principles used in our 
question papers – using consistent language, similar images, familiar layouts, 
and ensuring the time required reflects an actual assessment – so students 
can feel confident and well-prepared on exam day.

Schemes of work 

We’re developing new schemes of work that support teachers by 
linking every suggested lesson directly to specification coverage, 
emphasising key words for clear focus, and supplying student-friendly 
resources and links that also foster independent learning.
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To further support teachers with marking their 
own candidates’ work, we provide candidate 
style answers for our examined units and 
candidate style work for our moderated 
units, all presented in a clear and concise 
layout. Each example includes side-by-side 
commentary, offering transparent guidance on 
how marks have been awarded and directly 
linking each aspect of the candidate’s work to 
the relevant marking criteria. This approach 
helps to make assessment straightforward.

Candidate style work and exemplars
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GCSE Sciences Purposeful Practical resources

We’ve created new GCSE science Purposeful Practical resources to help you 
easily plan, prepare, and carry out experiments in your classroom. Each 
Practical Pack gives teachers and technicians clear instructions on how to set 
up, what results to expect, and includes questions to help students get used 
to practical exam questions.

We also offer simple, ready-to-use Integrated Instructions for the classroom. 
These sheets combine diagrams with straightforward text, making it easier 
for students to follow the steps and see what to do as they work through 
each experiment.
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