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Regulated by Ofqual under DfE
• 8 awarding organisations including Trinity College London

Mapped to the Adult ESOL Core Curriculum
• framework for teaching and learning
• based on the Adult Literacy Core Curriculum
• language systems, skills and literacy

Specific test-taker population
• living, studying and/or working in the UK
• includes refugees and economic migrants

Test-taker motivations (according to a recent DfE report)
• improving employment prospects
• integrating into society
• developing life skills for everyday activities
• accessing services and courses

Five levels across the suite:
• Entry 1 (approx. CEFR A1)
• Entry 2 (approx. CEFR A2)
• Entry 3 (approx. CEFR B1)
• Level 1 (approx. CEFR B2)
• Level 2 (approx. CEFR C1)

Three awards at each level:
• Reading – paper-based under exam conditions
• Writing – paper-based under exam conditions
• Speaking & Listening – test-taker interview with examiner

ESOL Skills for Life
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Initiated by Ofqual

• based on the results of research report (Nov 2022) across AOs 

• report compared the offerings of four AOs across three levels E1, E3 and L1 and 
all three awards reading, writing and speaking & listening 

• highlighted areas requiring improvement and variation between AO offerings

•    each AO tasked with reviewing the report and planning revisions

• six key findings applicable to the awards – four apply to reading

1. The guessing factor in selected response items

2. The language demands of stimulus materials, rubrics and questions, 
especially regarding Entry 1

3. Inconsistency in topic demand between different tasks within awarding 
organisations

4. The quality of questions in reading and listening comprehension tasks

Other factors informing reading revisions:

• mapping to the Adult ESOL Core Curriculum & CEFR (if appropriate)

• alignment with other Trinity qualifications, eg task sequencing, question types

• language assessment best practice, eg focus on authenticity & real-world skills 
to better meet test-taker needs and expectations

ESOL SfL Revision Project
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Revision Project Plan
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Summarise areas 
requiring review

Aim: to scope out 
project

Review current 
offering against 
areas requiring 

review 

Aim: to 
determine 

revisions needed 
and sketch out 

test design

Create initial 
sample papers

Aim: to develop 
test design and 

operationalise in 
practice

Field testing with 
sample centres 

Aim: to gather 
teacher and test-
taker feedback to 

further refine 
the test design

Finalise test 
design
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Summary of Areas Requiring Review
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Area Requiring Review Key Finding Additional information

Rubric Demand and 
Clarity

F2 - the language demands of stimulus materials, 
rubrics and questions

reading load of rubrics is too high for Entry 1

Task Sequencing n/a n/a

Text Demand F2 - the language demands of stimulus materials, 
rubrics and questions

• some texts are too long and require reading for 
detail that is too demanding (E1).

• insufficient stretch in reading at higher levels 
(E3+)

Text Parallelism F3 – inconsistency in topic demands in tasks lack of complex tasks and topics at L1+

Question Quality F1 – the guessing factor in selected response tasks a high guessing factor in reading comprehension 
tasks (especially at E3).

Question Range and 
Appropriacy

F4 – the quality of questions in reading…tasks • lack of questions tapping into higher ordering 
skills eg inference

• undue focus on enabling sub-skills, eg alphabet 
ordering
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Current Task Sequencing and Questions 

Current ESOL SfL Reading Paper
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Level Timing Question 
Types

Task 1 Task 2 Task 3

E1 45 mins

Objectively-
Marked with 
Answer Keys 

3 option 
Multiple 
Choice 

Questions 
and 3-5 
option 

Multiple 
Matching 
Questions

Single (email/text)

6 questions

Multi (various texts)
5 texts – text type

9 questions

Multi (tables and signs)

9 questions

E2 60 mins Single (email/text)

9 questions

Multi (themed)
5 texts – text purpose

9 questions

Single (article)

6 questions

E3 60 mins Single (article with gaps)

9 questions

Multi (themed)
5 texts – text purpose

9 questions

Single (article and visual)

9 questions

L1 60 mins Single (article with gaps)

6 questions

Single (gaps)

10 questions

Multi (themed)
5 texts – text purpose

14 questions

L2 60 mins Single (article with gaps)

6 questions

Single (gaps)

10 questions

Multi (themed)
5 texts – text purpose

14 questions
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Review Findings and Revisions 
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Area Requiring 
Review

Review Findings Revisions

Rubric Demand 
and Clarity

• rubrics too high for E1 
• inclusion of Answer Sheet instruction
• waffly
• no rubrics before texts

• simplified rubrics and standardised across levels
• answer sheet instruction on cover page
• concise and precise wording
• included rubrics before texts

Task 
Sequencing

• sequencing of E1-E3 different from L1&L2
• for E1-E3 Task 2 (Multi-text task) is more complex than 

Task 3
• visual Literacy not tested or appears in multiple texts
• different numbers of questions across different tasks
• inconsistencies in text and question order

• align Sequencing of E1-E3 to L1 & L2
• imposed uniformity to task sequencing: Task 1 

Visual/Task 2 Single/Task 3 Multi-text
• visual Element included in Task 1 across levels
• standardise questions across tasks
• standardise tasks so text(s) appear before questions

Text Demand • texts too difficult and too cognitively challenging for E1
• texts too easy and simplistic for E3+ 
• more alignment needed in text genres used for the multi 

text task

• reduce demand of E1 texts
• increase demand of E3+ texts
• ensure texts meet AECC requirements

Text 
Parallelism

• finer grained alignment to equivalent CEFR levels needed

• greater word count standardisation needed

• use of EDIA Papyrus tool to ensure text indices are 
appropriate for the level

• standardised word counts
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Review Findings and Revisions (Cont) 
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Area Requiring 
Review

Review Findings Revisions

Question 
Quality

• use of MCQs/MMQs appropriate 
• mix of questions and complete sentences
• no word length rules 
• crossed out examples confusing

• continue to apply rigour used when reviewing items
• use of question forms only (with word length rules)

• clear rubrics 

Question 
Range and 
Appropriacy

• too much reading for detail at E1
• too few higher order sub-skills at E3 to L2
• too much focus on Gist at E3+
• overly-focusing on enabling sub-skills

• a higher proportion of global reading Qs at E1 and E2
• a higher number of subskills tapping into higher order 

reading subskills at E1 to L2
• standardise Assessment Categories across all levels – 

range and appropriacy
• tap into meaningful literacy understanding through 

reading comprehension 
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Current Task Sequencing and Questions 

Standardised Sequencing & Questions
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Revised Task Sequencing and Questions 
(purple changes, pink change of sequence) 

Task 1 Task 2 Task 3

E1 Single 
(email/text)
6 questions

Multi (various 
texts)

9 questions

Multi (tables and 
signs)

9 questions

E2 Single 
(email/text)
9 questions

Multi (themed)

9 questions

Single (article)

6 questions

E3 Single (article 
with gaps)

9 questions

Multi (themed)

9 questions

Single (article 
and visual)
9 questions

L1 Single (article 
with gaps)

6 questions

Single (gaps)

10 questions

Multi (themed)

14 questions

L2 Single (article 
with gaps)

6 questions

Single (gaps)

10 questions

Multi (themed)

14 questions

Task 1
Visual

Task 2
Single

Task 3
Multi

E1 Visual Text 
(tables and 

signs)
8 questions

Single (email/text)

8 questions

Multi (themed)

8 questions

E2 Visual Text 
(NEW)

8 questions

Single (email/text)

8 questions

Multi (themed)

8 questions

E3 Visual (article 
and visual)
9 questions

Single (email/text)

9 questions

Multi (themed)

9 questions

L1 Visual (article 
with gaps)

10 questions

Single (gaps)

10 questions

Multi (themed)

10 questions

L2 Visual (article 
with gaps)

10 questions

Single (gaps)

10 questions

Multi (themed)

10 questions



Strictly confidential © Trinity College London

Current Assessment Categories (red areas of concern)

Standardised Assessment Categories 
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Revised Assessment Categories (purple higher, pink lower)

Assessment Category Number of Questions

E1 E2 E3 L1 L2

Gist 8 7 7 7 7

Scanning 4 4 4 2 2

Reading for Detail 2 4 8 8 8

Evaluation 0 0 1 3 3

Inference 0 0 2 3 3

Language 2 2 2 4 4

Literacy 4 4 1 2 2

Visual Literacy 2 3 2 1 1

Numerical Literacy 2 0 0 0 0

Assessment Category Number of Questions

E1 E2 E3 L1 L2

Gist 4 4 9 11 14

Scanning 3 0 5 3 2

Reading for Detail 4 10 6 5 8

Evaluation 0 0 0 1 0

Inference 1 0 0 1 0

Language 3 3 3 6 6

Literacy 3 4 3 2 0

Visual Literacy 3 3 1 1 0

Numerical Literacy 3 0 0 0 0
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Current Entry 1 Task 3 – Table & Signs
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Table in 
context but 
signs not in 

context 

Some 
elements of 

visual literacy

Decontextualised 
literacy
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Revised Entry 1 Task 1- Visual Text
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Expanded table into a 
visual text mirroring 
real-life reading texts

Q1-4 Gist, Scanning 
and Detail 
questions

Q5-8 Literacy and 
Visual Literacy 

tested in context 
mirroring real-life 
reading skills and 

purposes



Strictly confidential © Trinity College London

Revised Entry 2 Task 1- Visual Text
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Visual Text mirroring 
real-life texts 

instructional texts 
including visual 

images appropriate 
to this level (eg maps) 
as well as  sequencing 

(eg A-Z)

Q1-6 Gist, Scanning 
and Detail 
questions

Q7-8 Visual Literacy 
tested in context 
mirroring real-life 
reading skills and 

purposes
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Current Entry 3 Task 1- Single Text

14

Text generally fine 
for the level but 

largely informational

Q1-3 Missing Sentences 
(Gist)

Q4-6 Deducing meaning 
in context

Q7-9 Reading for Detail
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Revised Entry 3 Task 2- Single Text
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Revisions to text so 
contains opinions 

and nuances of 
meaning to generate 

Eval and Inf Qs

Q10-12 Missing 
Sentences (Gist)

Q13-16 Reading for 
Detail, Evaluation and 

Inference

Q17-18 Deducing 
meaning from 

context
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Current Entry 1 Task 2 – Multi-Text
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5 decontextualised 
texts

Text type questions

Numerical literacy 
tested without 

context

Vocabulary tested 
using images
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Revised Entry 1 Task 3- Multi-Text
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5 texts in context 
‘Zainab’s baby’

Text type questions

Gist and detail 
questions

Numerical literacy in 
context
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Methodology

• representatives from 3-4 centres

• 100 Students from Entry 1 to Level 2

• use initial sample papers in class 

• discuss with students

• provide specific feedback via a survey
• mix of quantitative and qualitative responses

• 23 questions in total – 20 minutes to complete

• task sequencing

• text suitability and authenticity

• question sequencing gist to detail

• reading skills needed in the real world

• plus open comments and biodata

• define rationales for revisions

• carefully word questions to check assumptions

Field Testing

18
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Task Sequencing Rationales & Questions
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Update(s) Rationale(s)

The sequence of task types has been 
standardised across all levels from 
Entry 1 to Level 2.

This standardised sequencing ensures 
familiarity with the structure of Trinity 
ESOL Skills for Life Reading Papers as 
test takers move up through the 
levels. It also makes exam preparation 
more straightforward for teachers 
and centres.

Tasks have been sequenced so that 
every paper starts with the simplest 
task and progresses to the most 
complex; from tasks including texts 
with a visual element (Task 1), to single 
text tasks (Task 2), to multi-text tasks 
(Task 3).

This revised sequencing reflects 
classroom practice, where easier 
tasks may serve as a warm-up and 
confidence builder before more 
challenging ones. It may also assist 
test takers with their time 
management during the exam.
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Task Sequencing Survey Results

20

◗ "I think that standardising through the levels is extremely helpful for 
students progressing through the levels, as they know what to expect. It 
is helpful to have a variety of tasks, as they will meet these in their 
everyday lives. The introduction of a visual element in L2 Task 1 is 
particularly helpful, as ensuring that all features of a text are read is an 
essential skill. "

◗ "Entry 2 task 1, task 2 are particularly helpful"

◗ "It familiarises the learners with the format as they progress through the 
levels."

◗ "Better for managing time for each task“
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Task Sequencing Survey Results
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◗ "ESOL students like most of us like to have a feel for what's coming next 
so it's not a shock. Yes this element was helpful for them and for the 
teachers to be able to practise each task and produce our own teaching 
material using this format."

◗ "The current practice papers [current test design]are very confusing, 
and some learners find it difficult to locate information even when they 
have done a few. It is much easier to locate which questions go with 
which texts in both levels that I trialled [revised test design]."

◗ "Easier for them to navigate for Entry 2."

◗ "Better organised. Easier to read questions and consult texts“

◗ "Seems generally ok but the learners found Task 2 a little difficult as 
they got confused as to what to do. They seemed ok after a little help."
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Text Suitability and Authenticity
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Update(s) Rationale(s)

Texts are more authentic in nature, 
reflecting texts test takers will see in 
the real world.

Texts mirror real-life reading 
practices.

Literacy skills are now tested through 
reading comprehension, instead of 
discretely. For example, understanding  
alphabetical ordering is tested through 
reading comprehension questions 
based on texts.

The testing of literacy skills through 
reading comprehension better reflects 
real-life reading practices. It also 
promotes the practical benefits of 
applying literacy knowledge.



Strictly confidential © Trinity College London

Text Suitability and Authenticity Results
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"E3 yes they should be able to answer these questions...some will 
struggle but actually they are not entered unless at the level required. 
But this does as a sample task help them become prepared."
"Entry 2 task 2 especially more relevant and accessible"
"Level 1 All tasks are authentic“

"L2 Task 1 and 2 were not generally of interest to my class of learners 
and there were several subject-specific words which made it hard for 
them to understand the gist. E3 tasks were useful, relevant and of 
interest to my learners."
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Text Suitability and Authenticity Results
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"Much easier to understand yes must better for them to grasp"
"Entry 2 task 1, task 2 and task 3"
"I have already commented that the tasks are authentic and suitable."

"I believe that you would need a specific interest in the topics in Task 1 and 
Task 2 of the L2 paper to be exposed to this type of text. "
"Texts are but skills being tested are not [Level 1]."
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Question Sequencing Gist to Detail
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Update(s) Rationale(s)
The sequencing of questions within 
tasks has been standardised, now 
always progressing from text level gist 
understanding to sentence level 
comprehension, and for some tasks, to 
deducing meaning from context at word 
level.

Sequencing questions from whole text 
understanding to detailed 
understanding reflects real-life reading 
and classroom practices. It will also 
make the structure of each task type 
more familiar to test takers 
progressing as they move up the 
levels. Test takers and teachers will 
need to spend less time understanding 
task requirements, simplifying exam 
preparation.
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Question Sequencing Results
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◗ "E3 the overall look is more user friendly."

◗ "It is extremely helpful for the questions to be sequenced. Learners can 
be confident that they know the structure of the exam and I believe that 
as a result they will achieve a better result with regard to this aspect of 
the new paper."

◗ "Gives the learners opportunity to answer all sorts of questions."

◗ "Good idea for Level 1"
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Reading Subskills
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Update(s) Rationale(s)
Building on our current approach, we 
are further incorporating the Adult 
ESOL Core Curriculum criteria to better 
define the subskills assessed in each 
task and at each level. For example, at 
Entry 1, a greater emphasis is placed on 
skills such as reading for gist, while 
more advanced skills - such as 
evaluation and inference - are 
introduced from Entry 3 onwards.

Having an appropriate balance of 
questions tapping into each reading 
subskill ensures that the reading 
subskills required by the Adult ESOL 
Core curriculum at each level are more 
precisely reflected in Trinity ESOL 
Skills for Life Reading tasks. This 
allows test takers the opportunity to 
better demonstrate their reading 
subskills at each level.
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Reading Subskills Results
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“

E3 - Q9 was answered well by students, many study maths so this would 
not be a problem for them and graphs have been in the Reading Exams for 
a long time. "
"Entry 3 topics were very user-friendly and I think that they are an 
improvement on the current papers. However, Task 1 and Task 2 were very 
difficult and the learners did not find the topics interesting. Even learners 
who normally achieve 25-30 in the current papers were not able to finish 
in the given time and some of these would not have passed. "
"Tasks 2 has texts in them that are more easily accessible and appropriate 
for students at E2 level than previous papers. "
"Task 1 - Has a realistic context of a doctor's surgery where learners can 
practice finding specific information. Also task 3 gets the students 
acquainted with realistic everyday texts. "

"Level 1 Task 3 was well structured and appropriate"
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"I felt that Questions 1-3 were easier to follow in terms of matching 
paragraphs with purpose. It was quite ambigious for students before and 
always left them slighly puzzled. Also on the front of the paper you have 
fully explained how to use the answer sheet. Whilst we explain in class 
sometimes in an exam they forget and panic. I also like that the Tasks are 
easier to follow due them being face to face so students are not looking over 
the page to answer questions. Much less stressful for them."

"The Entry 3 paper was easier to follow and the topics were useful and 
interesting."

"Having clearer instruction tasks, less "complicated", matching titles to 
paragraphs instead of using the sequencers (which used to be quite 
confusing for students)."

"Very clear instructions at the start."

Free Comments

29

◗ "I suppose my only issue might be to use The Shard to write about. Most 
student know all the main buildings but most of them struggled with this 
one. A lot of students have just arrived here and whilst they do know the 
main attractions in London many were unfamiliar with this Building. “

◗ "E3 - the students should understand what you mean by THE WRITER, 
however I think it would be just a tad easier for them to follow if you 
entered a little more from the passage for example 13 According to 
paragraph 1 what did the writer do first 'on the day of the trip'.15 In 
paragraph 3 why did the writer 'start to feel uncomfortable'. Just an 
idea. "



Strictly confidential © Trinity College London

Overall, the field-testing stage proved extremely useful to confirm some suggested 
revisions offered a better test-taker experience while also offering some valuable 
suggestions for further refinements to the test design.

Strengths

• task sequencing standardisation useful for test takers, especially those that 
progress through the levels

• task layout much clearer for test takers than the current layout

• revised task sequencing helps test takers manage their time

• E1-L1 texts considered suitable and authentic

• gist to detail sequencing is helpful and may lead to higher exam results

• good variety of questions

• realistic contexts at Entry 1 

• multiple matching much easier to understand than sequencing

Points to Address

• Task 2 format confusing – need to revise or address in information booklet

• L2 texts may be too subject specific – need to review

• E3 texts were ‘difficult’

• glossing needed of ‘The Shard’ – don’t assume knowledge as some students are 
new to the UK

• greater signposting needed in questions (Entry 3)

Conclusions

30



THANK YOU
ANY QUESTIONS?

catherine.hughes@trinitycollege.com
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