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In the weeks leading up to an OxfordAQA 9280/W Writing exam, what do you need to know and do? 
Read on for the answers to commonly asked questions about the Writing paper.
What skills are being assessed?
Put simply, the exam tests two overarching skills:
· The quality of your content and how well you communicate it.
This means how detailed and thoughtful your ideas, descriptions and explanations are, and how clearly you express them.
· The accuracy and variety of your technical English.
This means how accurately you spell and punctuate your work and its grammatical correctness, and also the range of vocabulary and sentence structures you use.
These skills are framed in the following Assessment Objectives:
W1: 	Write a short text to convey meaning and exchange information.
W2: 	Produce clear and coherent texts of extended length to present key points, details and ideas.
W3: 	Make accurate use of vocabulary and grammatical structures; spell and punctuate accurately.
W4: 	Manipulate the language with increasing fluency and creativity for a variety of purposes.
Each question tests these Assessment Objectives in different ratios. See a sample mark scheme on the Resources for teachers | OxfordAQA International Qualifications page. 
Your teacher may need to provide a copy for you.

What types are tasks will I be asked to complete?
You are required to complete four tasks during a 1 hour 15 minutes exam. They are:

Question 1
· A descriptive response inspired by an image printed in the exam paper. 
· You will write between 30 and 50 words. 
· The question is worth 9 marks (6 for content and communication, and 3 for language) and tests assessment objectives W1 and W3 (spelling and punctuation only)
Question 2
· A letter writing task with three bullets that specify what you must include.
· You will write between 50 and 70 words.
· The question is worth 12 marks (6 for content and communication, and 6 for language) and tests assessment objectives W2 and W3.
Question 3
· An extended response that might be a report, blog, email, article with four bullets that specify what you must include.
· You will write between 70 and 90 words.
· The question is worth 16 marks (8 for content and communication, and 8 for language) and tests assessment objectives W2, W3 and W4.
Question 4
· An extended response with a specified purpose, i.e. explain, argue, persuade, inform and describe why/how. Two bullets are included as prompts.
· You will write between 100 and 150 words.
· The question is worth 23 marks (8 for content and communication, and 15 for language) and tests assessment objectives W2, W3 and W3.

How is each question assessed?
Your answers are marked holistically. This means that your examiner reads your answer in full then weighs up the overall strengths and shortcomings of your whole response and awards a mark that best reflects it qualities. Examiners positively reward students’ achievements.
All examiners are trained in holistic marking and are provided with a range of standardisation scripts to show them what different levels of response they can expect. The accuracy of their marking is checked by senior examiners at every stage of the marking process.
You can see different levels of response for the June 2025 paper along with the Lead Examiner’s commentaries in the Student support for Writing exam section

Do suggested word counts matter?
It is always best to try to remain with word counts. They are a guide to how much you should produce. If you write more than the recommended amount, there is no penalty applied, but you run a greater risk of making errors – the more you write, the more chance there is that you may slip up.
Do text types matter?
Some questions specify a text type, e.g., a letter or an article. These are included so you know what sort of ‘shape’ your response should have. The differences between each text type are superficial. For example, an article would probably include a heading, a letter would include a greeting and salutation, a blog might include a social greeting etc. Note that all text types are essentially pieces of writing organised into paragraphs.
While you should produce a response in the given text type, it is important to remember that the important part is the task itself, not the text type. For instance, consider this task:
Write an article for a magazine about your favourite sport.
In this case, the important bit is not the ‘article’ as a form, it is what you have to say about your favourite sport (the content and communication) and how you say it (your use and accuracy of language) that counts. 
That is what examiners are judging, not whether you have included (or not included) e.g., subheadings. You will see from the assessment objectives that there are no marks awarded for adhering to a text type.
So – focus on the ideas, content and accuracy of your response and if specified, the audience you are writing for. Text types are simply a format for you to demonstrate your skills.
Are there any special words or phrases I need to use to get a good mark?
No. There are no particular words or phrases you need to include. Although it is tempting to try to find a formula to help you achieve a good mark, there are no shortcuts. Some students use pre-learned phrases no matter what the task and this rarely works – they can sound out of place rather than natural. It is wise to know words and phrases, but the best students can judge when to use them.
Give me some tips for each type of task
· For Question 1, you don’t need to comment on everything in the image. Choose a couple of aspects and develop your description around them.
· Remember that for the language mark in Question 1, you are only assessed on accuracy of spelling and punctuation (not range of vocabulary), so don’t strive to use complex punctuation or ambitious words that you may not be able to spell. Write clearly and accurately.
· For Question 2, focus on the task rather than opening with a full paragraph of social pleasantries – although it sounds authentic, it adds little to the answer and uses up words.
· Remember that in Questions 2 and 3, the bullet points are mandatory – you must follow them. Often, the final bullet (why….) is your opportunity to explain and justify, so make sure you spend time on it.
· Question 4 is your chance to shine, so when you are planning your answer, think about the points you will make and in what order. The depth and coherence of a piece of writing is determined by the quality of ideas and the way those ideas are organised into a structure.
· The bullet points in Question 4 are there for guidance. Unlike Questions 2 and 3, they are prompts rather than mandatory bullets. In practice, most students use these prompts, so it’s often best to follow them but also include any other ideas that you think would help.
· Remember that Questions 2, 3 and 4 require you to demonstrate variety in your use of language, so find occasions to use interesting words and different types of sentence structure BUT don’t pack your answer out with complex words – remember that it’s important to be clearly understood by your reader/examiner.
· For every task, remember that the first judgement your examiner makes is about whether you’ve answered the question, so make sure you do that, including the bullet points in Questions 2 and 3.
Where can I find more guidance?
· There are lots of past papers on the ESL Resources for teachers | OxfordAQA International Qualifications page and you teacher can help provide these for you.
· The Lead Examiner’s reports are an excellent tool to understand what students have done well and where they need to develop for next time. These are also on the Resources for teachers | OxfordAQA International Qualifications page.
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