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Introduction to OET: A Complete Overview
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The Occupational English Test (OET) is an internationally recognized English language proficiency examination specifically designed for healthcare professionals. Unlike general English tests such as IELTS or TOEFL, OET focuses solely on medical and clinical communication, assessing candidates on their ability to understand and use English in a healthcare context. This makes it particularly valuable for those intending to work or study in English-speaking medical environments, such as the UK, Australia, New Zealand, Ireland, the USA, and several other countries.
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What is OET?
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OET is a language assessment test tailored to reflect real communication tasks faced by healthcare professionals in the workplace. It was developed by Cambridge Boxhill Language Assessment (CBLA) — a collaboration between Cambridge English and Box Hill Institute. The test assesses language competence across four skills: Listening, Reading, Writing, and Speaking, with all content grounded in healthcare-specific scenarios.

The test is not one-size-fits-all. OET offers 12 different versions of the test for various healthcare professions, including:


•  Medicine

•  Nursing

•  Dentistry

•  Pharmacy

•  Physiotherapy

•  Radiography

•  Veterinary Science

•  Dietetics

•  Occupational Therapy

•  Optometry

•  Podiatry

•  Speech Pathology


Each version includes the same Listening and Reading sub-tests but offers profession-specific Writing and Speaking tasks, making it uniquely relevant and practical.
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Structure of the OET
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The OET comprises four sub-tests, which are taken on the same day:

1. Listening (approx. 40 minutes)


•  Part A (Consultation Extracts): Note-taking while listening to consultations between a patient and a healthcare professional.

•  Part B (Short Workplace Extracts): Answer multiple-choice questions based on short workplace conversations.

•  Part C (Presentation Extracts): Understand longer monologues or interviews on healthcare topics.


2. Reading (60 minutes)


•  Part A (Expedited Reading): Skim and scan four short texts in 15 minutes.

•  Part B (Careful Reading): Answer multiple-choice questions from six short workplace texts.

•  Part C (Detailed Reading): Answer questions from two long healthcare-related texts.


3. Writing (45 minutes)


•  Candidates are asked to write a profession-specific letter, usually a referral, transfer, discharge, or advice letter, based on a case note.

•  The task assesses clarity, relevance, structure, grammar, and vocabulary.


4. Speaking (approx. 20 minutes)


•  Role-plays based on typical workplace scenarios.

•  The test is profession-specific and includes two role-plays.

•  Candidates take the test with a trained interlocutor who plays the part of a patient or relative.
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Who Takes OET?

[image: ]


OET is taken by a wide range of internationally trained healthcare professionals who seek:


•  Registration or licensing with a healthcare board or council in an English-speaking country (e.g., NMC, GMC, AHPRA).

•  Migration or employment in countries like the UK, Australia, New Zealand, Ireland, the US, and Canada.

•  Evidence of English proficiency for education, training, or continuing professional development in healthcare.


It is particularly preferred by nurses, doctors, dentists, and pharmacists, many of whom find OET more relevant and manageable than general academic English tests due to its clinical focus.
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How is OET Scored and Evaluated?
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Each of the four sub-tests is scored individually on a scale from 0 to 500. The scores correspond to a letter grade from A (highest) to E (lowest):


•  A (450–500): Very high level of performance

•  B (350–440): High level of performance (typically required by regulatory authorities)

•  C+ (300–340): Good performance but below professional standards

•  C (200–290): Moderate level

•  D/E: Low levels


Most regulatory bodies require a Grade B (350) or above in each sub-test for registration purposes.

Evaluation Criteria per Sub-test:


•  Listening and Reading: Marked objectively, mostly using multiple-choice and short-answer questions.

•  Writing: Assessed by two trained assessors using six criteria:

◦  Purpose

◦  Content

◦  Conciseness & Clarity

◦  Genre & Style

◦  Organisation & Layout

◦  Language

•  Speaking: Also assessed by two assessors on:

◦  Intelligibility

◦  Fluency

◦  Appropriateness of Language

◦  Resources of Grammar and Vocabulary

◦  Clinical Communication Skills (relationship-building, information gathering, etc.)
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Why Choose OET?
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•  Healthcare-specific: Tasks mirror real clinical situations, helping professionals prepare for real-life communication.

•  Globally accepted: Recognized by health regulators and government agencies in major English-speaking countries.

•  Fair and relevant: Candidates are assessed on English they will actually use at work.

•  Supportive preparation resources: Extensive official materials and practice platforms are available.
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Introduction to OET Speaking for Doctors
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The OET Speaking sub-test for Medicine is designed to assess a doctor’s ability to communicate effectively with patients and carers in a real-world clinical setting. It is a profession-specific test — unlike general English tests — which means all tasks simulate authentic interactions that medical practitioners typically encounter in everyday practice. Whether explaining a diagnosis, delivering lifestyle advice, or responding to a concerned patient, the OET Speaking module is grounded in practical, patient-centred communication.

This test is especially relevant for international medical graduates (IMGs) who wish to register with healthcare regulators such as the General Medical Council (GMC) in the UK, or similar authorities in Australia, New Zealand, and other English-speaking countries.
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Structure of the OET Speaking Test for Doctors
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The Speaking sub-test takes around 20 minutes and is conducted face-to-face or via a computer with a live interlocutor. The test has two role-play tasks, both tailored to the medical profession.

Test Format:

	Warm-up (2–3 minutes)



◦  This is an informal conversation with the interlocutor.

◦  It helps you relax and allows the interlocutor to get familiar with your accent.

◦  It is not assessed.


	Role-Play 1 (Approx. 5 minutes)



◦  You are given a role-play card describing a situation in a general practice, hospital, emergency setting, or outpatient clinic.

◦  You have 3 minutes to prepare.

◦  You will perform the role-play with the interlocutor acting as the patient, relative, or caregiver.


	Role-Play 2 (Approx. 5 minutes)



◦  A second scenario is presented with the same format: 3 minutes for preparation and 5 minutes for interaction.


Each role-play card outlines:


•  The context (e.g., outpatient clinic, A&E, GP setting)

•  Your role as a doctor

•  The patient’s background

•  A list of 4–5 tasks to be completed in the conversation
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Evaluation Criteria
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The OET Speaking test is evaluated by two trained assessors who listen to the recorded role-plays after the test session. The assessment is based on two broad categories:

1. Linguistic Criteria:


•  Intelligibility – How clearly and naturally you speak

•  Fluency – Smooth flow of speech without excessive pauses or hesitations

•  Appropriateness of Language – Suitability of tone, level of formality, and terminology

•  Resources of Grammar and Expression – Range and accuracy of grammar and vocabulary


2. Clinical Communication Criteria:


•  Relationship-building – Establishing rapport and showing empathy

•  Understanding and Incorporating the Patient’s Perspective – Listening, acknowledging concerns

•  Providing Structure – Organising the consultation clearly

•  Information-gathering – Asking appropriate and relevant questions

•  Information-giving – Explaining medical information clearly and sensitively


Each criterion is marked individually, and a score from 0 to 500 is awarded for the Speaking sub-test. A Grade B (350–440) is typically required by most medical councils.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Common Scenarios in OET Speaking for Doctors
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You might be asked to:


•  Explain a diagnosis or test results (e.g., high blood pressure, diabetes, X-ray findings)

•  Reassure a patient about a minor condition

•  Manage a difficult or emotional consultation

•  Educate a patient on lifestyle modifications (e.g., smoking cessation, diet changes)

•  Discuss referral to a specialist or recommend hospital admission


All scenarios are professionally relevant and patient-focused, requiring both clinical accuracy and effective communication.
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Top Tips for Success in OET Speaking for Doctors
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Understand the Role-Play Card Thoroughly


•  Use the 3-minute preparation time wisely.

•  Identify the patient’s concerns, emotional state, and purpose of the interaction.

•  Make a mental plan of how to structure the conversation.

•   Practice Empathetic and Clear Communication

•  Use phrases that show empathy: “I understand this must be worrying for you” or “Let me explain it in a simpler way.”

•  Avoid medical jargon unless necessary; always explain terms clearly.


Structure Your Talk Logically


•  Start with a greeting and brief explanation of the purpose.

•  Follow the task list but don’t sound robotic.

•  Summarise key points at the end of the consultation.


Engage in Active Listening


•  Respond to cues from the interlocutor.

•  Paraphrase what the patient says to confirm understanding.

•  Don’t interrupt; allow natural turn-taking.

•   Use Professional but Natural Language

•  Avoid overly casual expressions.

•  Balance professionalism with warmth and approachability.


Practice with Timed Role-Plays


•  Simulate real test conditions: use 3 minutes to prepare, then speak for 5 minutes.

•  Record and self-evaluate based on the official OET criteria.


Manage Difficult Emotions Professionally


•  You may encounter distressed, angry, or confused patients.

•  Stay calm, validate their feelings, and respond respectfully.
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OET Speaking Warm-up Questions for Doctors

What Are Warm-up Questions in OET Speaking?
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The warm-up section is the first part of the OET Speaking sub-test. It lasts for approximately 2 to 3 minutes and takes place before the actual role-plays begin. During this time, the interlocutor (examiner) will engage you in a casual, friendly conversation based on general background topics, particularly related to your profession.

Warm-up questions are not assessed and do not contribute to your final speaking score. They are intended to help:


•  Establish a natural flow of conversation

•  Make the candidate feel comfortable and confident

•  Familiarise the interlocutor with your accent and speaking style


While this part is informal, it is still important to respond professionally and clearly, using correct grammar and natural phrasing. It sets the tone for the rest of the test.
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Topics Commonly Covered in Warm-up Questions
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The interlocutor may ask about:


•  Your professional background (e.g., your role, experience, workplace)

•  Your medical education and career path

•  The country where you trained or worked

•  Reasons for taking the OET

•  Your opinion on the importance of communication in healthcare
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Sample Warm-up Questions and Model Answers for Doctors
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Here is a set of common warm-up questions with well-structured, natural, and professional answers suitable for OET candidates in the medical profession.
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1. Can you tell me your name and the profession you belong to?
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Answer:
My name is Dr. Ahmed Yusuf, and I am a medical doctor. I specialise in internal medicine and have been working in hospital-based practice for the past six years.
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2. What kind of medical practice are you currently involved in?
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Answer:
Currently, I’m working in a tertiary care hospital where I manage both inpatient and outpatient cases. My main focus is on chronic disease management, particularly diabetes and hypertension, but I also handle acute medical emergencies.
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3. How long have you been working as a doctor?
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Answer:
I have been working as a doctor for about seven years now. I completed my internship in 2017, and since then, I have worked in both urban hospitals and rural community clinics.
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4. Why did you choose to become a doctor?
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Answer:
I’ve always been drawn to science and the idea of helping others in a meaningful way. Medicine offers the unique opportunity to make a direct impact on people's lives every day, and that’s what inspired me to pursue this profession.
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5. What do you enjoy most about your job?
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Answer:
What I enjoy most is the variety. No two days are the same. I find it deeply satisfying to solve clinical problems and provide reassurance and care to patients when they need it the most.
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6. What kind of patients do you usually deal with?
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Answer:
I primarily manage adult patients with a range of medical issues — from chronic conditions like cardiovascular disease and asthma to acute infections. I also see elderly patients quite often, especially those with complex comorbidities.
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7. What do you find challenging about working in healthcare?
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Answer:
One of the biggest challenges is managing time effectively while ensuring every patient receives quality care. Additionally, handling emotionally distressed or non-compliant patients requires strong communication and empathy, which can be demanding but also rewarding.
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