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Introduction: Understanding the OET – A Complete Guide for Beginners
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If you are a healthcare professional planning to work or study in an English-speaking country such as the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, Ireland, or Canada, you may have already heard about the OET. But what exactly is the OET? What makes it different from other English language tests? And how can you prepare for it effectively?

This introduction will give you a complete understanding of the Occupational English Test (OET) in the simplest and clearest way possible. It is written especially for beginners — for those who are just starting their OET journey and need a clear roadmap to follow.
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What Is OET?
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The Occupational English Test (OET) is an international English language test that is specifically designed for healthcare professionals. Unlike general English exams such as IELTS or TOEFL, OET focuses only on medical and clinical English, which means it tests your ability to communicate in real-life healthcare settings.

OET assesses the four main language skills:


•  Listening

•  Reading

•  Writing

•  Speaking


Each skill is tested using healthcare-related scenarios, so you can show how well you can communicate in a hospital, clinic, pharmacy, or any professional healthcare setting.
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Who Is OET For?
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OET is available for 12 healthcare professions, including:


•  Medicine (Doctors)

•  Nursing

•  Pharmacy

•  Dentistry

•  Physiotherapy

•  Radiography

•  Occupational Therapy

•  Veterinary Science

•  Dietetics

•  Podiatry

•  Speech Pathology

•  Optometry


Each version of the OET includes the same Listening and Reading tests, but the Writing and Speaking sub-tests are tailored specifically to your profession. For example, a pharmacist will receive writing and speaking tasks based on pharmacy-related situations, while a nurse will receive tasks relevant to nursing.
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Why Take the OET?
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Here’s why thousands of healthcare professionals choose OET every year:


•  Accepted by healthcare boards and councils in countries like the UK, Australia, New Zealand, Ireland, and others for registration and work.

•  Helps prove that you can communicate safely and effectively with patients, carers, colleagues, and other professionals.

•  Focuses on real healthcare situations, making the preparation more relevant to your profession.

•  Builds your confidence to use English in clinical settings, not just in theory.
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What Are the OET Sub-Tests?
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Let’s take a closer look at each part of the OET.

1. Listening (about 40 minutes)

You will listen to consultations, health-related lectures, and interviews. It has three parts:


•  Part A: Consultation Extracts

•  Part B: Short Workplace Extracts

•  Part C: Presentation Extracts


2. Reading (60 minutes)

You will read texts that reflect daily healthcare practice. It has three parts:


•  Part A: Expedited Reading (skim and scan quickly)

•  Part B: Short workplace texts

•  Part C: Longer opinion or discursive texts


3. Writing (45 minutes)

You will be given case notes and asked to write a letter, usually a referral, discharge, or transfer letter, depending on your profession.
This part is profession-specific — meaning a pharmacist writes a pharmacy-related letter, a nurse writes a nursing letter, and so on.
4. Speaking (20 minutes)

You will take part in two role-plays, acting in your professional role (e.g., pharmacist, nurse, doctor). The other person will act as a patient, carer, or relative. You will be assessed on how clearly, accurately, and professionally you communicate.
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How Is the OET Scored?
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OET uses a numerical score from 0 to 500 for each of the four sub-tests.


•  450–500: Grade A (Advanced)

•  350–440: Grade B (Upper Intermediate)

•  300–340: Grade C+

•  200–290: Grade C

•  Below 200: Grade D / E


For most registration bodies, Grade B (350+) in all four skills is required to pass. However, some employers or visa agencies may accept a combination of B and C+ scores.
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Where and When Can I Take the OET?
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OET is available in more than 40 countries, and you can take the test:


•  On paper at a test centre

•  On a computer at a test centre

•  From home via OET@Home (online version)


Test dates are available every month, and you can book your test online through the official OET website: www.occupationalenglishtest.org
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Why Is OET the Right Choice for Healthcare Professionals?
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Unlike other English tests that may focus on academic or general English, OET prepares you for the real communication tasks you will face in hospitals, clinics, pharmacies, aged care homes, and other healthcare settings.
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A Complete Introduction to OET Writing – Understand the Structure, Purpose, and Scoring
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If you are new to OET, you may have many questions about the Writing sub-test:
What is expected of me?
What do the assessors look for?
What kind of writing task will I receive?
And most importantly — how can I score high, possibly even a Band A?
This chapter gives you a complete understanding of the OET Writing sub-test, written in a way that is clear, simple, and easy to follow — even if this is your very first step in OET preparation.
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What Is the OET Writing Sub-Test?
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The OET Writing sub-test is a profession-specific task. This means the task you receive will be directly related to your healthcare field. If you are a pharmacist, you will receive a writing task that a pharmacist might complete in real life — such as a referral, information, or discharge letter related to patient care.

You are given 45 minutes to complete the writing task:


•  5 minutes of reading time

•  40 minutes of writing time


You are expected to write one letter only — based on the case notes provided.
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What Will I Have to Write?
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In most cases, you will be asked to write:


•  A referral letter

•  A discharge letter

•  A letter of transfer

•  A letter providing advice or information


You will not be asked to write essays, reports, or general topics. Instead, you will write a professional letter to another healthcare professional — just as you would in your daily work setting.

For example:
As a pharmacist, you might write to a GP, a nurse, or another specialist, explaining a patient’s recent medication issue, compliance problem, or need for clinical review.
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What Are the Case Notes?
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Before you write the letter, you will receive case notes. These are notes written in point form that contain important patient information, including:


•  The patient’s name, age, medical history, and current medications

•  Reason for the current visit

•  Any interventions you have made

•  Recommendations for the recipient

•  Specific instructions on what kind of letter to write


Your task is to convert these notes into a formal letter, using appropriate language, tone, structure, and clinical judgement.
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The Structure of the Letter
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Your letter should follow the standard formal healthcare letter format:

	Address and Date

	Salutation (e.g., Dear Dr Smith)

	Re: Patient's name and date of birth

	Introduction paragraph (Purpose of writing)

	Body paragraphs (Relevant background, current issue, actions taken)

	Final paragraph (Summary or request for action)

	Closing (e.g., Yours sincerely, followed by “Pharmacist”)


The body of the letter should be around 180–200 words.
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How Is OET Writing Scored?
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The OET Writing sub-test is scored in two ways:

1. Six Writing Criteria (used by trained assessors):


•  Purpose – Is the reason for writing clear and immediately understandable?

•  Content – Have you included the relevant information from the case notes?

•  Conciseness & Clarity – Have you written clearly and avoided unnecessary details?

•  Genre & Style – Is the tone appropriate and professional?

•  Organisation & Layout – Is your letter logically organised?

•  Language – Have you used accurate grammar, spelling, punctuation, and sentence structure?


2. Numerical Score (0–500):

Each writing test is awarded a score between 0 and 500. This score is based on how well you perform across the six criteria.

OET Writing Grade Guide:


•  450–500: Grade A (Excellent use of English in a healthcare context)

•  350–440: Grade B (Safe and effective professional communication)

•  300–340: Grade C+ (Limited professional communication)

•  Below 300: Not considered acceptable for most regulatory purposes


To pass the writing sub-test, most healthcare boards require a minimum of Grade B (350+).
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What Makes OET Writing Unique?
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OET Writing is not about creative writing or academic writing. It is about:


•  Understanding what’s clinically relevant

•  Choosing the right information from the case notes

•  Writing in a clear, respectful, and professional tone

•  Communicating exactly what the recipient needs to know


Unlike IELTS, OET Writing does not test your ability to express opinions on global topics or analyse graphs. Instead, it assesses how well you can do your job in English — safely and effectively.
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How to Approach the Task

[image: ]


To perform well in OET Writing, follow these core steps:

	Read the Task Instructions Carefully:
Identify who you are writing to and what the purpose is.


	Scan the Case Notes:
Highlight or underline the most important information based on the task.

	Select Relevant Details:
Do not copy everything. Choose what the reader needs to know.

	Plan Your Letter Structure:
Think about paragraphing — introduction, background, current situation, and recommendation.

	Write Clearly and Professionally:
Use formal tone, correct grammar, and healthcare vocabulary.

	Check Your Work:
Use the last few minutes to check for spelling, grammar, and word count.
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