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At The Assessment Network, we are committed to developing equity, diversity, 
inclusion and belonging in our assessment community’s practice. A crucial 
part of this is ensuring that the language used in assessment materials 
supports, rather than hinders, learners in showing what they know and 
can do. 

Language shapes how assessment is experienced. Unnecessarily complex 
or ambiguous wording can create barriers for learners, making it harder to 
access the content and demonstrate their understanding. That’s why we 
believe careful consideration of language is essential to effective assessment 
design. 

This set of 14 principles for accessible language seeks to support assessment 
practitioners in the creation, design and review of assessment materials. 
Drawing on practical experience and research-informed practice, these 
principles offer clear guidance on how to make assessment language more 
accessible to a wide range of learners. 

From simplifying sentence structures to using the active voice, each principle 
is designed to support assessment writers in making thoughtful, learner-
centred choices. While each one can be applied on its own, they are most 
powerful when considered together, forming a comprehensive approach to 
accessible assessment design. 

We hope this resource will be a valuable support in your work—helping to 
create assessments that are and truly reflective of learners’ capabilities. 

Happy learning, 

James Beadle, 
Senior Professional Development Manager, The Assessment Network 
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14 principles for 
accessible language 
Here are 14 principles to help improve the accessibility of the language used 
within assessments. 

1. Use short, simple sentences 4 

2. Use commonly used words and use technical terms only when needed 5 

3. Use the active voice 6 

4. Provide information in chronological order 7 

5. Only use the amount of context necessary 8 

6. Separate factual information from the question 9 

7. Use verbs instead of abstract nouns 10 

8. Avoid idioms, metaphors and negatives 11 

9. Avoid multiple meanings 12 

10. Avoid phrasal verbs 13 

11. Every word should have a purpose 14 

12. Clarify pronouns and avoid using ‘it’ 15 

13. Use words and phrases consistently 16 

14. Consider the accessibility of source materials 17 

3 



1. Use short, simple sentences
Short sentences help aid efficient reading processing and reduce the load on 
our working memory. Where possible, break up long sentences for clarity. 

As an example, the single sentence: 

A computer is designed using the Von Neumann model and has a central 
processing unit (CPU), for which data is fetched from the random access memory 
(RAM) to be processed within the CPU. 

is better written as the following three sentences: 

A computer is designed using the Von Neumann model. The computer has a 
central processing unit (CPU). Data is fetched from the random access memory 
(RAM) to be processed within the CPU. 

Use commas sparingly; if commas are used multiple times within a single 
sentence, then it is likely the sentence is probably too long. 

Aim to have one ‘idea’ per sentence, which means only one verb and one 
subject. 

The sentence: 

Amal goes on vacation and purchases some dollars ($). 

has two verbs, ‘goes’ and ‘purchases’, and one subject, ‘Amal’. This 

sentence would be better written as: 

Amal goes on vacation. He purchases some dollars ($). 
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2. Use commonly used words
and use technical terms only
when needed
Use everyday language wherever possible, and avoid using formal textbook 
and exam language, such as ‘in order to’. Plain words are preferable. Plain 
words tend to use few syllables: see the following examples. 

‘Make’ rather than ‘construct’ or ‘produce’ 

‘Need’ rather than ‘require’ 

‘Start’ rather than ‘commence’ 

‘Find’ rather than ‘locate’ 

‘Use’ rather than ‘utilise’ 

Non-technical words should be at the A/B level within the Common European 
Framework of Reference (CEFR). A list of these can be found here. 
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3. Use the active voice
When students read a question, they should be able to build a mental picture, 
word by word. This means the subject (doer) needs to go before the verb 
(action word). The object (the thing the action is being done to) should follow 
last. This reflects how we speak and makes things clearer. This structure is 
known as the active voice, with the alternative being the passive voice. An 
example is given below. 

Active voice: 

The doctor examines the patient. 

Passive voice: 

The patient is examined. 

As you can see, the subject from the active voice example (the doctor) is not 
included in the passive voice example. This leads to a lack of information 
about who is involved. 
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4. Provide information in
chronological order
Likewise, giving information in the correct time sequence can help candidates 
build a mental picture of the question. 

For example, the question: 

Work out how much Amir pays when he goes clothes shopping. 

He buys a jacket that would normally cost $80 and a pair of shoes that would 
normally cost $60. However, the shop is offering a discount of 15% on all items 
during a sale. 

is better written as: 

A shop offers a discount of 15% on all items during a sale. 

Amir buys a jacket that would normally cost $80 and a pair of shoes that would 
normally cost $60. 

Calculate how much Amir pays. 
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5. Only use the amount of
context necessary
Within a question, only include the amount of context necessary for a 
candidate to complete a task. Avoid giving unnecessary information as it 
will increase the reading load of the question and could confuse or distract 
candidates. 

When you do need to use a context, make sure it is one that candidates 
should be familiar with. 

Consider the following question: 

Anytown council have asked you to design a small pavilion for a community 
park in a temperate climate. 

The pavilion should meet the following requirements: 

accommodates 30 people 

incorporates sustainable materials 

provides protection from the elements 

takes advantage of natural light and ventilation. 

Some of the context here is unnecessary. We do not need to specify that the 
pavilion is for a community park, or perhaps even for a park at all, given the 
listed design requirements. The context of a temperate climate is relevant 
but may confuse candidates if they are not expected to be familiar with the 
term. It may be better to give an alternative descriptor, such as a specific 
geographical location. Names are often not necessary. The question could 
instead say, ‘A council has asked you to…’. 
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6. Separate factual
information from the
question
Always separate factual information from the question. This helps avoid 
ambiguity and makes all the information clear to candidates. It also allows 
readers to familiarise themselves with the topic first before reading the 
question. 

For example, the question: 

What kind of treatments will help correct the damage, such as split ends and 
breakages, caused by bleaching hair? 

is better rewritten as: 

Bleaching can damage hair. This causes breakages and split ends. 

What kind of treatments can help correct this damage? 

This also has the benefit of breaking up the long sentence, as in Principle 1: 
Use short, simple sentences. 
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7. Use verbs instead of
abstract nouns
Abstract nouns refer to things that do not exist as material objects. Instead, 
they are ideas, qualities or states of being. These are a more complicated form 
of the verb. It is better to use direct verbs, for example use ‘relax’ rather than 
‘relaxation’. 

For example, the question: 

Due to poor performance in its print media marketing campaigns, a decision was 
made by a company to instead solely focus on digital media. 

Describe the effect this may have on their customer engagement and conversion 
rates. 

is better rewritten as: 

A company knows that their print media marketing campaigns have performed 
poorly. They decide to instead solely focus on digital media. 

Describe the effect this may have on their customer engagement and conversion 
rates. 

Here, you can see the abstract nouns performance and decision have been 
replaced by the verbs performed and decide. This also uses the active voice, 
as highlighted in Principle 3 – in general, these principles should support each 
other. 

As always, there are exceptions to this – the nouns for many disciplines, 
such as ‘history’ or ‘psychology’ are abstract nouns and often are the most 
appropriate term to use within a question. 
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8. Avoid idioms, metaphors
and negatives
Avoid using idioms, metaphors and negatives, unless you are specifically 
assessing understanding of these linguistic tools. 

An idiom is a phrase or expression that has a figurative meaning that is 
different from the literal meaning of the words. These can be confusing, 
particularly for non-first language speakers. 

For example, the psychology question: 

Describe the role played by moments when patients ‘see the light’ in 
fostering long-term behavioural change. 

is better rewritten as: 

Describe the role played by moments when patients experience sudden insight or 
realisation in fostering long-term behavioural change. 

In a similar manner, metaphors can also cause confusion. Using terms such as 
‘frowned upon’ can often confuse, and more direct language is usually more 
appropriate. 

Only use negatives when necessary. Often, by using the positive equivalent, 
you can simplify the question and limit the risk of any misunderstanding. 

For example, the question: 

Why is it not a good strategy for businesses to avoid diversifying their revenue 
streams? 

is better rewritten as: 

Explain why it is a good strategy for businesses to diversify their revenue streams. 
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9. Avoid multiple meanings
Take care when using words with multiple meanings such as ‘volume’, 
‘revolution’ or ‘settlement’. 

For example, the question: 

Evaluate the role played by indigenous settlements in shaping New Zealand’s 
current political system. 

is confusing – does ‘settlements’ refer to political agreements or to indigenous 

communities? Either way, alternative wording is likely to be clearer, such as: 

In New Zealand, treaties were formed with indigenous communities. 

Evaluate how this has shaped the current political system. 
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10. Avoid phrasal verbs
A phrasal verb is a verb with a preposition or adverb (or both) added. The 
meaning of the phrasal verb is different from the meaning of its separate 
parts. Examples include ‘put off’, ‘set to’, ‘break down’ or ‘take off’. Phrasal 

verbs can be challenging for learners who use translation dictionaries, as 
such terms can be more challenging to find within them, as learners may 
only look for the individual words. They can also have different meanings. For 
example, ‘take off’ can mean ‘remove’ but it can also mean ‘imitate’. 

For example, the question: 

What precautions should a student take when they carry out the experiment? 

is better rephrased as follows, because ‘carry out’ could mean physically 
picking up the experiment and moving it elsewhere: 

What precautions should a student take when they do the experiment? 
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11. Every word should have a
purpose
Every word you use within a question should have a purpose. 

For example, the question below: 

You are required to place directly in your work record, screenshots that 
demonstrate the structure of the four tables that you have created. 

is better rephrased as: 

In your work record place screenshots to show the structure of your four tables. 

By reducing the number of words, you can improve the clarity and reduce the 
language load of assessment materials. It is good practice to have an editing 
phase where you look at how you can simplify the language. 
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12. Clarify pronouns and
avoid using ‘it’
Be careful if you use pronouns, such as ‘he’, ‘she’ and ‘they’, as it may not 
be clear who is being referred to. Avoid using the word ‘it’, which can be 
ambiguous. Instead, repeat the noun you are referring to. 

For example, the following question is confusing: 

The banana is in the bag. It weighs 30 g. 

Does the banana or the bag weigh 30 g? It is better to rewrite it as: 

The banana is in the bag. The banana weighs 30 g. 
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13. Use words and phrases
consistently
Be consistent with how you use language in assessments. For example, in 
mathematics, science and other subjects that deal with very large and very 
small numbers, it is common to use scientific notation, otherwise known 
as standard form, to express these numbers. Both terms are correct, but 
we need to use them consistently. If you usually ask candidates to give their 
answers in scientific notation, it could be confusing if you suddenly ask 
them to give their answers in standard form. As we discussed in Module 2, 
command words also play a key part in this. Where you regularly use words 
such as ‘explain’, ‘evaluate’ or ‘analyse’, use them consistently so candidates 
know what is expected of them. 
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14. Consider the accessibility
of source materials
Make sure any source material does not depend on specific cultural 
knowledge. Likewise, it should not contain inappropriate colloquial language 
that students may not be familiar with. Source material may also benefit from 
some editing: students may not need to read the whole text, or you may be 
able to improve the layout and presentation. 
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Want to check your understanding of these principles? Try identifying the language issues 
with the following questions. The answers can be found after Question 3. 

Question 1 

What steps can you take after exercise to minimise muscle fatigue? 

Which one of the following best describes an issue with the language used in 
Question 1? 

a. The word ‘steps’ has multiple meanings.

b. Some words in the question are unnecessary.

c. The active voice is not used.
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Question 2 

An image is stored on a computer. The image is 16-bit colour and is 150 pixels high 

and 100 pixels wide. Calculate the file size of the image in bytes. 

Which one of the following best describes an issue with the language used in 
Question 2? 

a. The word ‘bytes’ is not commonly used.

b. Unnecessary context is present.

c. Factual information is not separate from the question.
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Question 3 

When a planned economy introduces the price mechanism to allocate some 
resources, a mixed economy arises. 

Discuss the disadvantages of a planned economy and whether it is always 
unpreferable to a mixed economy. 

Which one of the following best describes an issue with the language used in 
Question 3? 

a. The word ‘economy’ is an abstract noun within this question.

b. The sentences used are overly long and complex.

c. Negatives are used unnecessarily.

You can check your answers, and the associated feedback, on the following pages. 
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Answers 
Question 1 

What steps can you take after exercise to minimise muscle fatigue? 

Which one of the following best describes an issue with the language used in 
Question 1? 

a. The word ‘steps’ has multiple meanings.

b. Some words in the question are unnecessary.

c. The active voice is not used.

The correct answer is a. The word ‘steps’ has multiple meanings and could be 

confusing, especially given its non-literal meaning within this question. An 
alternative, improved phrasing could be: ‘State three actions you can take 

after exercise to minimise muscle fatigue’. 
Option b is incorrect. This question is already concise. If you try to shorten 

the question you may make it difficult to understand. 

Option c is also incorrect. The active voice is used within this question, with 

the subject (you), given first, followed by the verb (minimise) and finally the 
object (muscle fatigue). 
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Question 2 

An image is stored on a computer. The image is 16-bit colour and is 150 pixels 
high and 100 pixels wide. Calculate the file size of the image in bytes. 

Which one of the following best describes an issue with the language used in 
Question 2? 

a. The word ‘bytes’ is not commonly used.

b. Unnecessary context is present.

c. Factual information is not separate from the question.

The correct answer is c. This question would be better written with the last 

sentence separated, as follows: 

An image is stored on a computer. The image is 16-bit colour and is 150 pixels 
high and 100 pixels wide. 

Calculate the file size of the image in bytes. 

Option a is incorrect. While the word ‘bytes’ is not commonly used, this 

should not be a problem in this question as it is a technical term that is 
relevant to the topic being assessed. 

Option b is also incorrect. Although some context is present in the first 

sentence, it helps candidates realise we are talking about a digital, rather than 
physical, image. 
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Question 3 

When a planned economy introduces the price mechanism to allocate some 
resources, a mixed economy arises. 

Discuss the disadvantages of a planned economy and whether it is always 
unpreferable to a mixed economy. 

Which one of the following best describes an issue with the language used in 
Question 3? 

a. The word ‘economy’ is an abstract noun within this question.

b. The sentences used are overly long and complex.

c. Negatives are used unnecessarily.

Option c is correct. This question would be clearer if written in a ‘positive’ 
sense, such as: 

Discuss the advantages of a mixed economy and whether it is always 
preferable to a planned economy. 

Option a is incorrect. While the word ‘economy’ is indeed an abstract noun, it 

is a subject-specific term and appropriate for this question. 

Option b is also incorrect. The sentence length and complexity are suitable 

for this topic. The second sentence could be split into ‘Discuss the 
disadvantages of a planned economy. Is it always unpreferable to a mixed 
economy?’. However, it is better to keep them joined, as the command word 
‘discuss’ relates to both parts. 
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We would like to thank Kathleen Rosewarne, editor for the quality of 
assessment materials at Cambridge International, for her help in 
producing this document. 

This document is inspired by a number of sources. These are 
referenced below and are recommended for further reading in 
this area: 

Fair Access by Design, by Qualifications Wales and CCEA Regulation 
(2019): https://qualifications.wales/publications-resources/fair-access-
by-design/ 

Guidance on designing and developing accessible assessments, 
by Ofqual (2022): https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/ 
consultation-on-designing-and-developing-accessible-assessments/ 
guidance-on-designing-and-developing-accessible-assessments#annex-a 

Language of Examinations, by British Association of Teachers of the 
Deaf (2020): https://www.batod.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/ 
Language-of-Examinations-v3-2020.pdf 

Find out more at: 
cambridgeassessment.org.uk 

Email our experts at: 
thenetwork@cambridgeassessment.org.uk 

Join the conversation online: 

Cambridge Assessment Network 

AssessNetwork 

© Cambridge University Press & Assessment 2025 
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