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The Cue Card

Describe a family tradition that is meaningful to you.

You should say:


	what the tradition is

	how long your family has practised it

	who takes part in it




And explain:


	and explain why this tradition matters to you




Sample Answer

One tradition that has shaped my family’s identity is our annual autumn gathering, when every branch of the family converges on my grandparents’ house for a weekend of cooking, storytelling and, inevitably, good-natured bickering over card games. As far as I can tell, this custom dates back at least three decades, long before I was born, and it has survived house moves, career changes and even a global pandemic, albeit conducted over video calls during the worst of it.

What makes the occasion special is not any single ritual but the accumulation of small, familiar gestures. My aunts take charge of the kitchen, each guarding a signature dish with the fierce secrecy of a state secret, while the younger cousins are conscripted into laying the table, a chore we grumbled about as children but now, somewhat to my surprise, look forward to. My grandfather, who has never been a man of many words, invariably tells the same handful of stories about his youth, and although we could all recite them verbatim by now, nobody would dream of interrupting him.

I value this tradition for reasons that go beyond nostalgia. In an era when families are often scattered across cities or even continents, this weekend functions as a kind of anchor, a fixed point we can all navigate back to regardless of how hectic life has become. It also serves a quieter purpose: it is how the family’s history gets transmitted, informally and without anyone realising it is happening, from one generation to the next. My younger cousins are absorbing stories and values simply by being present, the same way I once did.

If I am honest, I did not always appreciate it. As a teenager, I occasionally found the whole affair a little tedious, preferring to spend my weekend elsewhere. It was only once I left home for university that I began to grasp what I would be losing if the tradition ever lapsed. Now I go out of my way to keep the date free, and I suspect that one day it will fall to me to carry it forward.

Advanced Vocabulary

converge on — to come together from different directions toward a single place

Example: Relatives converge on the family home every December.

conscripted into — made to do something, often without being given a choice

Example: As the youngest, I was always conscripted into washing the dishes.

verbatim — in exactly the same words

Example: She could recite the poem verbatim after only two readings.

anchor (noun, figurative) — something that provides stability or a sense of security

Example: Sunday dinners have always been an anchor in our chaotic schedules.

transmitted — passed on from one person or generation to another

Example: Cultural values are often transmitted through everyday habits rather than formal teaching.

lapse (verb) — to gradually stop happening or being maintained

Example: We were careful not to let the tradition lapse during the busy years.

fierce secrecy — an intense, protective effort to keep something hidden

Example: He guards his chilli recipe with fierce secrecy.

grasp (verb) — to fully understand something

Example: It took years for me to grasp how much effort my parents put into these gatherings.

hectic — extremely busy with a lot of activity

Example: Despite our hectic careers, we always make time for the reunion.

carry forward — to continue a practice into the future

Example: I hope to carry this tradition forward for my own children.

Useful Idioms

a fixed point to navigate back to — something stable and reliable amid change

Example: Family traditions act as a fixed point to navigate back to during turbulent times.

good-natured bickering — friendly, harmless arguing

Example: The card games always end in good-natured bickering.

go out of my way — to make a special effort to do something

Example: I go out of my way to keep that weekend free every year.

state secret — used humorously to describe something guarded very closely

Example: My aunt treats her recipe like a state secret.

fall to someone — to become someone’s responsibility

Example: One day, organising the reunion will fall to me.

Follow-up Questions (Part 3)

1. Why do you think family traditions are important in modern society?

Family traditions offer continuity in a world that often feels fragmented and fast-moving. They give people a shared reference point, something that stays constant even as careers, technology and living arrangements shift. Traditions also reinforce a sense of belonging; they remind individuals that they are part of something larger than their immediate, day-to-day concerns. In societies where extended families no longer live close together, these recurring rituals become one of the few remaining threads connecting relatives across distance and time.

2. Do you think traditions should change over time, or stay the same?

I believe traditions need to evolve gradually to remain relevant, while retaining their core purpose. A ritual that never adapts risks becoming an empty formality that younger generations feel disconnected from. At the same time, wholesale change can strip a tradition of the very meaning that made it worth preserving. The healthiest approach, in my view, is incremental adjustment, keeping the underlying spirit intact while allowing the details, who attends, how it is celebrated, to shift naturally with the times.

3. How do traditions differ between generations in your country?

Older generations tend to place greater emphasis on formality and religious or ceremonial elements, whereas younger people often favour more relaxed, personalised versions of the same occasions. For instance, elaborate multi-day wedding customs are increasingly compressed into shorter, more budget-conscious celebrations. Technology has also changed things considerably; younger relatives frequently maintain traditions virtually, joining gatherings by video call, which would have been unthinkable a generation ago.

4. What role does food play in family or cultural traditions?

Food is often the emotional centrepiece of a tradition, functioning almost like a language of its own. Particular dishes become inseparable from specific memories and people, so that tasting them instantly transports you back to childhood. Preparing food together also creates a shared task that draws family members into conversation and cooperation, which is arguably just as important as the meal itself. In many cultures, recipes are handed down orally, making cooking itself a form of storytelling.

5. Do you think globalisation is weakening local traditions?

To some extent, yes, as global media and migration expose people to a homogenised set of cultural influences, from festivals to fashion. However, I would resist an entirely pessimistic view; globalisation has also allowed diaspora communities to preserve traditions more vigorously, precisely because those customs become markers of identity abroad. In some cases, exposure to global culture has even sparked renewed interest in local heritage, as people seek to distinguish themselves in an increasingly interconnected world.

Pronunciation Tips

Difficult words: converge, conscripted, verbatim, anchor, hectic

Word stress: Stress the second syllable in con-VERGE and con-SCRIPT-ed; stress the second syllable in ver-BA-tim.

Linking: Link ‘far as I can’ smoothly as ‘fa-ras-I-can’, and ‘out of my way’ as one flowing phrase without pausing between words.

Grammar Focus


	Relative clauses: ‘a tradition that has shaped my family’s identity’

	Participle clauses: ‘preferring to spend my weekend elsewhere’

	Advanced connectors: ‘albeit’, ‘If I am honest’, ‘That said’

	Passive voice: ‘values are transmitted’, ‘the family’s history gets transmitted’

	Conditional structure: ‘if the tradition ever lapsed’




Tips


	Open with a clear, specific tradition rather than a vague generalisation.

	Use time markers (decades, since childhood) to show narrative structure.

	Include one moment of honest reflection or change of heart to add depth.

	Vary sentence length: mix short reflective sentences with longer descriptive ones.

	End with a forward-looking statement to leave a strong final impression.
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The Cue Card

Describe a piece of technology you use regularly that has changed the way you live.

You should say:


	what the technology is

	how you started using it

	how often you use it




And explain:


	and explain how it has changed your daily routine




Sample Answer

The device that has quietly restructured my entire daily routine is my smartwatch, an object I initially regarded with a fair amount of scepticism. I bought it almost on a whim two years ago, after a friend enthused about how it had helped her sleep better, and I remember thinking the claim sounded a little far-fetched for something you strap to your wrist.

I now wear it from the moment I wake up until I take it off to charge overnight, which amounts to something like sixteen hours a day. In the early stages, I used it mainly for the obvious functions, checking notifications and tracking my step count, but over time it has embedded itself far more deeply into how I organise my life. It nudges me to stand up when I have been sedentary for too long, monitors the quality of my sleep, and even prompts me to breathe deliberately when it detects that my stress levels, inferred from my heart rate, have spiked.

What strikes me most is how this small piece of technology has shifted my relationship with my own body. Previously, I would barely register feeling tired or tense until I was thoroughly exhausted; now I receive gentle, almost imperceptible reminders that encourage me to intervene earlier. This has had a knock-on effect on my broader habits: I go to bed earlier than I used to, I take short walking breaks during work, and I am generally more attuned to signs of burnout before they escalate.

That said, I try not to become overly reliant on it, since there is something faintly absurd about needing a machine to tell you that you are tired. Occasionally I leave it at home deliberately, just to remind myself that I am still capable of listening to my own body unassisted. On balance, though, I would say it has been an overwhelmingly positive addition to my routine, one that has made me healthier without demanding much conscious effort on my part.

Advanced Vocabulary

on a whim — impulsively, without much planning

Example: I bought the watch on a whim after a friend recommended it.

far-fetched — unlikely or difficult to believe

Example: Her claim about the watch improving sleep sounded far-fetched at first.

embed itself — to become a fixed, integral part of something

Example: The habit gradually embedded itself into my morning routine.

sedentary — involving little physical movement

Example: The watch alerts me whenever I have been sedentary for too long.

imperceptible — so slight it is hardly noticeable

Example: The reminders are almost imperceptible, yet strangely effective.

knock-on effect — an indirect consequence of an action

Example: Better sleep has had a knock-on effect on my concentration at work.

attuned to — sensitive to or aware of something

Example: I’ve become more attuned to early signs of stress.

burnout — a state of physical or emotional exhaustion from prolonged stress

Example: Regular breaks help prevent burnout.

faintly absurd — slightly ridiculous

Example: It feels faintly absurd relying on a device to tell you you’re tired.

unassisted — without help

Example: I want to stay capable of reading my own body unassisted.

Useful Idioms

strike someone (as noun) — to give a particular impression

Example: What strikes me most is how much this device has changed my habits.

on balance — considering everything, overall

Example: On balance, the watch has been a positive addition to my life.

in the early stages — at the beginning of a process

Example: In the early stages, I only used it for basic tracking.

sound the alarm — to warn people about a problem (used figuratively here)

Example: My heart rate spike sounds the alarm before I even notice I’m stressed.

listen to your body — to pay attention to physical signals your body gives you

Example: I’m trying to relearn how to listen to my body without a gadget.

Follow-up Questions (Part 3)

1. How has technology changed the way people manage their health?

Technology has shifted health management from something reactive, addressed only once symptoms appear, to something far more proactive and continuous. Wearables and health apps now allow individuals to monitor metrics like heart rate, sleep and activity in real time, often catching warning signs before a person consciously notices them. This has democratised a level of self-awareness that was previously the preserve of athletes or medical patients, although it has also raised concerns about people becoming overly dependent on data rather than trusting their own instincts.

2. Do you think people rely too much on technology nowadays?

In certain respects, yes; many people struggle to complete basic tasks, like navigating a familiar street, without consulting a device. This dependency can erode skills we once took for granted. However, I would argue that reliance itself is not inherently negative, provided the technology genuinely enhances our capabilities rather than replacing them entirely. The concern arises when convenience tips over into an inability to function independently, which is a distinction worth bearing in mind.

3. What are the disadvantages of wearable technology?

One significant drawback is the privacy implications, since these devices continuously collect intimate data about our bodies, which could potentially be misused by companies or insurers. There is also a psychological risk: constant self-monitoring can tip into anxiety for some users, who become preoccupied with optimising every metric rather than simply living. Additionally, the accuracy of consumer-grade sensors is not always reliable, so users may place undue confidence in figures that are only rough approximations.

4. How do you think technology will change daily life in the next decade?

I anticipate that technology will become considerably more anticipatory, quietly adjusting our environments, schedules and even diets based on patterns it has learned about us, rather than requiring explicit input. Artificial intelligence is likely to be woven into everyday objects so seamlessly that we barely register it as technology at all. This raises important questions about autonomy and consent, since the more predictive these systems become, the less obvious it may be when they are shaping our decisions.

5. Should schools teach children how to use technology responsibly?

Absolutely, and I would argue this is now as essential as teaching literacy or numeracy. Children are exposed to devices from an extraordinarily young age, often before they have developed the critical thinking skills needed to navigate them wisely. Structured lessons on topics like screen time, privacy and misinformation could help cultivate healthier habits early on, rather than leaving young people to learn, often the hard way, through unsupervised trial and error.

Pronunciation Tips

Difficult words: sedentary, imperceptible, burnout, attuned, deliberately

Word stress: Stress falls on the first syllable of SED-en-tary and the third syllable of im-per-CEP-ti-ble.

Linking: Link ‘strap it to’ smoothly, and practise ‘knock-on effect’ as a compact three-word chunk without pausing.

Grammar Focus


	Present perfect for lasting change: ‘it has embedded itself’

	Participle clauses: ‘inferred from my heart rate’

	Cleft sentence: ‘What strikes me most is how…’

	Conditional/hypothetical nuance: ‘there is something faintly absurd about needing…’

	Advanced connectors: ‘That said’, ‘On balance’, ‘Previously’




Tips


	Choose a specific, personal device rather than technology in general.

	Show a change of attitude over time (scepticism to acceptance) for narrative depth.

	Use a cleft sentence (‘What strikes me most is…’) to sound more analytical.

	Balance the answer with one honest drawback to avoid sounding one-sided.

	Close with a reflective, evaluative statement rather than just a fact.
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The Cue Card

Describe an environmental problem that affects the city or area where you live.

You should say:


	what the problem is

	what causes it

	who is affected by it




And explain:


	and explain what could be done to solve it




Sample Answer

The environmental issue that has become impossible to ignore in my city is air pollution, particularly during the winter months, when a thick, grey haze settles over the skyline for weeks at a time. On the worst days, visibility drops so dramatically that buildings a few streets away become indistinct silhouettes, and the air carries an acrid smell that clings to your clothes.

The causes are, unfortunately, not mysterious; they are the fairly predictable by-products of rapid urbanisation. Vehicle emissions are a major contributor, given the sheer volume of traffic that crawls through the city during rush hour, but industrial activity on the outskirts and the widespread burning of agricultural waste in surrounding rural areas compound the problem considerably. Seasonal weather patterns make matters worse still, as a lack of wind traps pollutants close to the ground rather than dispersing them.

Almost everyone is affected, but not equally. Outdoor workers, the elderly, and children are disproportionately vulnerable, since prolonged exposure exacerbates respiratory conditions and, according to several studies I have come across, can even stunt lung development in young children. Hospitals report a noticeable spike in respiratory admissions during the worst weeks, which places additional strain on an already overstretched healthcare system.

As for solutions, I do not think there is a single silver bullet; the problem demands a coordinated response on multiple fronts. Expanding public transport infrastructure would reduce the incentive to drive, while stricter emissions standards for both vehicles and factories could curb pollution at its source. Incentivising farmers to adopt alternatives to crop burning, perhaps through subsidies for equipment that repurposes stubble rather than incinerating it, would also help considerably. On an individual level, I have started using an air quality app to decide when it is safe to exercise outdoors, but such adaptations are, frankly, a poor substitute for tackling the root causes. Ultimately, meaningful improvement will require sustained political will rather than piecemeal measures introduced only when the smog becomes a public relations embarrassment.

Advanced Vocabulary

acrid — having a strong, unpleasant, bitter smell or taste

Example: An acrid smell hangs over the city during peak pollution season.

compound (verb) — to make a problem worse

Example: Industrial emissions compound the already severe air quality issue.

disproportionately — to an extent that is not proportional or fair

Example: Children are disproportionately affected by air pollution.

exacerbate — to make a problem or condition worse

Example: Poor air quality exacerbates existing respiratory illnesses.

overstretched — having too much demand placed on limited resources

Example: The overstretched healthcare system struggles during pollution peaks.

silver bullet — a single, simple solution to a complex problem

Example: There is no silver bullet for tackling urban pollution.

curb (verb) — to restrict or control something harmful

Example: Stricter regulations could curb vehicle emissions significantly.

incentivise — to motivate someone to do something through rewards

Example: The government should incentivise farmers to avoid crop burning.

piecemeal — done in an uncoordinated, fragmented way

Example: Piecemeal measures rarely solve deep-rooted environmental problems.

political will — the genuine determination of politicians to act on an issue

Example: Solving the crisis will require sustained political will.

Useful Idioms

impossible to ignore — so severe or obvious it cannot be overlooked

Example: The pollution has become impossible to ignore.

not mysterious — clear and easily explainable

Example: The causes of the smog are not mysterious at all.

a poor substitute for — an inadequate replacement for something better

Example: Checking an app is a poor substitute for actually reducing emissions.

root cause — the fundamental origin of a problem

Example: We need to tackle the root cause rather than the symptoms.

public relations embarrassment — a situation that damages someone’s public image

Example: Officials only act once the smog becomes a public relations embarrassment.

Follow-up Questions (Part 3)

1. What are the main causes of pollution in cities generally?

Urban pollution generally stems from a combination of transport, industry and energy production. As cities grow, traffic volume increases faster than infrastructure can accommodate, leading to persistent congestion and emissions. Industrial zones located near residential areas compound this, particularly where regulation is lax. Additionally, many cities still rely heavily on fossil fuels for electricity generation, which contributes further to particulate pollution. Rapid, poorly planned urbanisation tends to intensify all of these factors simultaneously.

2. Do you think individuals or governments bear more responsibility for solving environmental problems?

I would argue governments bear the greater share of responsibility, since they control the regulatory and infrastructural levers needed for systemic change, such as emissions standards or public transport investment. Individual choices matter, but their impact is limited without a supportive framework. That said, sustained public pressure often forces governments to act, so citizen engagement remains indispensable, even if it operates indirectly rather than solving the problem single-handedly.

3. How effective do you think public awareness campaigns are in tackling environmental issues?

Awareness campaigns can be reasonably effective at shifting attitudes, but they rarely translate into behavioural change on their own, particularly when convenient alternatives are unavailable. Their real value lies in building the public consensus needed to support stronger policy, since politicians are more willing to introduce unpopular regulations when they know the electorate broadly supports the underlying cause. Campaigns work best, therefore, as a complement to policy rather than a substitute for it.

4. What role does technology play in solving environmental problems?

Technology plays an increasingly central role, from air quality monitoring systems that inform public health decisions to renewable energy innovations that reduce dependence on fossil fuels. Electric vehicles and improved battery storage are gradually making cleaner transport more viable at scale. However, technology alone cannot resolve environmental problems that are fundamentally rooted in policy failures or unsustainable consumption patterns; it needs to be paired with structural and behavioural change.

5. Do you think future generations will face worse environmental problems than we do?

Regrettably, on current trajectories, I suspect they will, particularly regarding the cumulative effects of climate change, which tend to compound over time rather than resolve themselves. That said, I remain cautiously optimistic, since younger generations appear considerably more environmentally conscious than their predecessors, and rapid advances in clean technology could still alter the trajectory if implemented at sufficient scale and speed.

Pronunciation Tips

Difficult words: disproportionately, exacerbate, overstretched, incentivise, acrid

Word stress: Stress the fourth syllable in dis-pro-POR-tion-ate-ly; stress the second syllable in ex-A-cer-bate.

Linking: Practise linking ‘not mysterious’ smoothly, and ‘a poor substitute for’ as one connected phrase.

Grammar Focus


	Passive voice: ‘is stunted’, ‘is compounded’

	Relative clauses: ‘a problem that has become impossible to ignore’

	Advanced connectors: ‘Ultimately’, ‘That said’, ‘As for solutions’

	Conditional structure: ‘if implemented at sufficient scale’

	Comparative structures: ‘not equally’, ‘considerably worse’




Tips


	Use precise cause-effect language (compound, exacerbate) rather than simple ‘because’.

	Mention who is specifically affected, not just ‘everyone’, to add nuance.

	Offer more than one solution and rank them by feasibility.

	Include a personal detail (an app, a habit) to keep the answer grounded.

	End with an evaluative, slightly critical closing sentence for a strong finish.
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The Cue Card

Describe a subject you did not study at school but wish you had.

You should say:


	what the subject is

	why you did not study it

	how you found out about it




And explain:


	and explain why you wish you had studied it




Sample Answer

If I could go back and rearrange my school timetable, I would unhesitatingly add personal finance to the curriculum, a subject that, to my continued bewilderment, was entirely absent from my education. We covered calculus, ancient history and even the rudiments of a second language, yet nobody thought to explain how compound interest works or how to read a payslip.

The subject simply was not offered, largely because the school I attended, like most in my country, structured its curriculum around a fairly traditional academic framework, one that prioritised subjects deemed intellectually rigorous over anything with a practical, everyday application. Financial literacy, I suspect, was assumed to be something families would teach informally at home, an assumption that, in my case at least, did not hold up.

I first became aware of the gap in my knowledge in a rather humbling way, shortly after starting my first job, when I found myself utterly baffled by tax deductions and the terms of a pension scheme my employer had enrolled me in automatically. A colleague, noticing my confusion, recommended a book on personal finance, and reading it felt like being let in on a secret that everyone else seemed to have known all along.

Looking back, I wish I had studied this subject formally, for reasons that go well beyond simple curiosity. Financial decisions made early in adulthood, about savings, debt or investments, tend to compound over decades, so a lack of literacy at that stage can have outsized consequences later in life. Had I understood these concepts at eighteen rather than twenty-five, I suspect I would have made rather different choices about student loans and saving habits. There is also a broader social dimension: financial illiteracy disproportionately affects people from lower-income backgrounds, who often lack access to informal financial mentorship at home, which arguably makes the omission from school curricula not merely inconvenient but genuinely inequitable. I am, in any case, now making up for lost time, reading voraciously on the subject, though I cannot help feeling that a formal education would have spared me several costly early mistakes.

Advanced Vocabulary

unhesitatingly — without any hesitation or doubt

Example: I would unhesitatingly choose finance as an essential school subject.

rudiments — the basic principles of a subject

Example: We only learned the rudiments of a second language.

intellectually rigorous — demanding careful, disciplined thinking

Example: Traditional curricula tend to favour intellectually rigorous subjects.

humbling — making someone feel less proud or more aware of their limitations

Example: It was a humbling experience to realise how little I knew about tax.

baffled — completely confused

Example: I was baffled by the pension paperwork at first.

let in on a secret — given access to important information others already knew

Example: Reading the book felt like being let in on a secret.

outsized consequences — effects that are disproportionately large compared to the cause

Example: Poor financial habits early on can have outsized consequences later.

inequitable — unfair, especially in how resources or opportunities are distributed

Example: The lack of financial education is genuinely inequitable for poorer students.

making up for lost time — trying to compensate for time that was previously wasted or missed

Example: I’m making up for lost time by reading about finance now.

spared (verb) — saved someone from an unpleasant experience

Example: Formal lessons might have spared me some costly mistakes.

Useful Idioms

did not hold up — turned out to be untrue or unreliable

Example: The assumption that families teach finance at home did not hold up.

let in on a secret — given special or exclusive information

Example: Learning about compound interest felt like being let in on a secret.

make up for lost time — to do something extra to compensate for a delay

Example: I’m making up for lost time by reading everything I can now.

go well beyond — to extend further than a stated limit

Example: My reasons go well beyond simple curiosity.

costly mistakes — errors that have significant negative consequences, especially financial

Example: A financial education might have spared me several costly mistakes.

Follow-up Questions (Part 3)

1. Should schools teach more practical life skills alongside academic subjects?

Yes, I believe schools should strike a better balance between academic rigor and practical competence. While subjects like mathematics and literature cultivate valuable cognitive skills, many students leave school unable to manage a budget, cook a basic meal or understand a rental contract. Incorporating practical modules would not require abandoning academic subjects entirely, but rather reallocating a modest portion of curriculum time toward skills students will inevitably need regardless of their career path.

2. Why do you think financial education is often overlooked in schools?

I suspect it stems partly from an outdated assumption that such knowledge is transmitted informally within families, an assumption that no longer reflects how diverse and unequal household circumstances actually are. There is also a degree of institutional inertia; curricula tend to change slowly, and financial literacy simply was not considered a priority when many current syllabuses were originally designed decades ago. Updating entrenched systems requires political and administrative effort that is not always forthcoming.

3. How can adults learn skills they missed out on at school?

Adults today have considerably more accessible options than previous generations, ranging from free online courses to community workshops and mentorship programmes. Self-directed learning through books, podcasts or structured apps has also become remarkably effective, provided the learner maintains sufficient discipline. Employers, too, increasingly offer training in areas like financial wellness, recognising that employees’ personal circumstances can affect their productivity and wellbeing at work.

4. Do you think the school curriculum should be the same for every student, or more personalised?

I lean toward greater personalisation, since students have markedly different aptitudes, interests and future trajectories. A rigid, one-size-fits-all curriculum risks disengaging students who do not fit the traditional academic mould, while failing to prepare others for the specific challenges they will actually encounter. That said, a shared core of essential skills, including financial and digital literacy, should probably remain compulsory for everyone, regardless of their chosen specialisation.

5. What subjects do you think will become more important in the future?

I would expect subjects related to digital literacy, critical thinking and adaptability to gain prominence, given how rapidly technology is reshaping the job market. Understanding how artificial intelligence systems work, at least at a conceptual level, will likely become as fundamental as basic computing skills are today. Emotional intelligence and communication may also receive greater emphasis, since automation is increasingly handling routine technical tasks, leaving distinctly human skills at a premium.

Pronunciation Tips

Difficult words: unhesitatingly, rudiments, baffled, inequitable, voraciously

Word stress: Stress the syllable ‘HES’ in un-he-si-TAT-ing-ly; stress the second syllable in in-EQ-ui-ta-ble.

Linking: Link ‘let in on a’ as a single smooth chunk, and ‘made up for’ without a pause between words.

Grammar Focus


	Third conditional: ‘Had I understood these concepts at eighteen…’

	Passive voice: ‘was entirely absent’, ‘is transmitted informally’

	Relative clauses: ‘a subject that… was entirely absent’

	Advanced connectors: ‘Looking back’, ‘That said’, ‘in any case’

	Participle clauses: ‘noticing my confusion’




Tips


	Pick a subject with clear real-world relevance for a richer discussion.

	Use a third conditional sentence to show reflective, hypothetical thinking.

	Explain the systemic reason a subject was missing, not just a personal one.

	Mention a specific moment that revealed the gap in your knowledge.

	Link the personal story to a broader social point for  depth.











  
  
  5: A Memorable Trip You Took Alone Back to Contents

  
  




The Cue Card

Describe a trip you took by yourself.

You should say:


	where you went

	why you decided to travel alone

	what you did during the trip




And explain:


	and explain how the experience affected you




Sample Answer

Three years ago, I spent ten days travelling alone along the northern coastline of my country, a decision that, looking back, marked something of a turning point in how I see myself. I had just finished a demanding period at work and, rather impulsively, booked a one-way train ticket before I had time to talk myself out of it.

I chose to go alone partly out of necessity, since none of my friends could take the time off, but also, if I am being candid, out of curiosity about how I would cope without the constant social buffer that travelling companions usually provide. There is a certain vulnerability in navigating an unfamiliar place entirely on your own terms, deciding everything from meals to routes without consulting anyone else, and I wanted to find out whether that vulnerability would prove liberating or simply lonely.

The itinerary itself was deliberately loose. I wandered through fishing villages that rarely feature in guidebooks, struck up conversations with strangers I would never normally have approached, and spent an entire afternoon simply sitting on a cliff edge watching the tide come in, an activity that would have felt indulgent, even wasteful, had I been travelling with company expecting a packed schedule. I also made a habit of eating dinner alone at small local restaurants, which initially felt conspicuous and slightly awkward but became, by the end of the trip, one of my favourite parts of the day.

The experience affected me more profoundly than I anticipated. I discovered a capacity for self-reliance that I had, until then, largely taken for granted or perhaps never fully tested. Problems that would once have sent me into a mild panic, a missed connection, a fully booked guesthouse, became manageable inconveniences I simply had to solve on my own. More subtly, the solitude gave me space to think through decisions I had been avoiding, career choices in particular, without the noise of other people’s opinions. I would not say solo travel is inherently superior to travelling with others, but I returned home with a quiet confidence that has stayed with me ever since, and I have since made it a point to take at least one such trip every year.

Advanced Vocabulary

turning point — a moment when a significant change begins

Example: The trip marked a turning point in my self-confidence.

social buffer — the presence of other people that softens or mediates experiences

Example: Travelling alone removes the social buffer of familiar companions.

conspicuous — attracting unwanted or noticeable attention

Example: Eating alone in public felt conspicuous at first.

self-reliance — the ability to manage or provide for oneself without help

Example: The trip taught me a surprising degree of self-reliance.

indulgent — allowing oneself pleasure that might seem excessive or unnecessary

Example: Sitting for hours by the sea felt slightly indulgent.

candid — honest and straightforward

Example: If I’m being candid, I also wanted to test myself.

manageable inconveniences — problems that are annoying but easy to handle

Example: Small travel mishaps became manageable inconveniences rather than crises.

loose (itinerary) — flexible and not tightly planned

Example: I kept the itinerary loose to allow for spontaneity.

liberating — giving a feeling of freedom

Example: Making every decision myself felt strangely liberating.

took it for granted — failed to appreciate something because it seemed automatic

Example: I had taken my independence for granted before this trip.

Useful Idioms

talk myself out of it — to persuade oneself not to do something

Example: I booked the ticket before I could talk myself out of it.

on my own terms — according to one’s own preferences, without outside influence

Example: I got to explore the coast entirely on my own terms.

struck up a conversation — started talking casually with someone

Example: I struck up conversations with strangers I’d never normally approach.

make it a point to — to make a deliberate effort to do something regularly

Example: I now make it a point to travel alone once a year.

the noise of other people’s opinions — the distracting influence of others’ views

Example: Solitude let me think clearly without the noise of other people’s opinions.

Follow-up Questions (Part 3)

1. What are the benefits of travelling alone compared to travelling with others?

Travelling alone offers a degree of flexibility that group travel rarely allows, since every decision, from the pace of the day to the destinations visited, rests entirely with the individual. It also tends to encourage more genuine interaction with locals, as solo travellers are often perceived as more approachable and are naturally pushed to engage rather than retreating into a familiar social circle. On a personal level, it can build confidence and self-awareness that group travel, however enjoyable, does not typically foster to the same degree.

2. Do you think solo travel is safe, especially for young people?

With reasonable precautions, I believe solo travel can be perfectly safe, though the risks obviously vary depending on the destination and the traveller’s experience. Young or first-time travellers should probably start with well-established destinations, share their itinerary with someone at home, and remain alert to local advice. Excessive caution, however, can be counterproductive, since it may prevent people from having genuinely enriching experiences; the goal should be informed confidence rather than either recklessness or paralysing fear.

3. How has tourism changed in your country in recent years?

Tourism in my country has diversified considerably, moving beyond the handful of famous landmarks that once dominated itineraries toward lesser-known regions that offer more authentic, less commercialised experiences. Social media has played a significant role in this shift, exposing travellers to hidden destinations that were previously known only to locals. Unfortunately, this has also led to overtourism in certain newly popular spots, creating environmental and infrastructural strain that local authorities are still learning to manage.

4. What impact does travel have on a person’s character or personality?

Travel, particularly when it involves discomfort or unfamiliarity, tends to cultivate adaptability and open-mindedness, since travellers are regularly forced to navigate situations outside their usual routines. It can also challenge ingrained assumptions, as encountering different cultures and perspectives often reveals how arbitrary one’s own habits and beliefs can seem from the outside. That said, the effect is not automatic; travel accompanied by genuine reflection tends to be far more transformative than travel undertaken purely for leisure.

5. Do you think technology has made travelling easier or more complicated?

On balance, technology has made travel considerably easier, with instant translation, navigation and booking tools removing many of the logistical headaches that once complicated independent travel. However, it has arguably diminished a certain spontaneity, since travellers now arrive at destinations having already seen countless photographs and reviews, which can dull the sense of genuine discovery. There is also a risk of over-reliance, where travellers struggle to cope when connectivity or a translation app suddenly fails.

Pronunciation Tips

Difficult words: candid, conspicuous, liberating, itinerary, self-reliance

Word stress: Stress the second syllable in con-SPIC-u-ous; stress the first syllable in LIB-er-a-ting.

Linking: Practise ‘talk myself out of it’ as one connected phrase, and ‘on my own terms’ without breaks.

Grammar Focus


	Third conditional: ‘had I been travelling with company’

	Participle clauses: ‘watching the tide come in’, ‘expecting a packed schedule’

	Advanced connectors: ‘if I am being candid’, ‘More subtly’, ‘That said’

	Relative clauses: ‘a decision that… marked something of a turning point’

	Present perfect continuous: ‘has stayed with me ever since’




Tips


	Ground the trip in a specific place and timeframe, not a general travel style.

	Use a hypothetical (third conditional) to reflect on what the trip revealed.

	Balance physical description with emotional or psychological reflection.

	Include a small sensory detail (a cliff, a meal) to make the story vivid.

	Close with a lasting personal change to demonstrate depth, not just events.
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The Cue Card

Describe a festival that is celebrated in your country.

You should say:


	what the festival is

	when and how it is celebrated

	what people typically do during it




And explain:


	and explain why this festival is significant to your culture




Sample Answer

Among the many festivals celebrated in my country, the one that occupies a particularly central place in our cultural calendar is the harvest festival, observed every autumn once the main agricultural crop has been gathered in. Although its origins are agrarian, dating back centuries to a time when the vast majority of the population depended directly on farming, it has since evolved into something celebrated with equal enthusiasm in cities that have little connection to agriculture at all.

The festival typically spans several days, during which households undertake a thorough spring-clean of sorts, despite it being autumn, decorating doorways with intricate patterns made from coloured rice powder and fresh flowers. Extended families reunite, often travelling considerable distances, to share elaborate meals featuring dishes that many people prepare only once a year. Public spaces come alive with folk performances, and in rural areas particularly, communities organise processions that wind through the streets accompanied by music and traditional dance.

What people actually do varies somewhat by region, since the country is culturally diverse, but certain elements are near-universal: the exchange of sweets between neighbours, expressions of gratitude toward those who have helped one through the year, and a general atmosphere of renewal, as though the year itself is being reset. Younger children are usually given small gifts or new clothes, a gesture I remember looking forward to with great anticipation as a child myself.

This festival matters to my culture for reasons that extend well beyond its agricultural roots. It functions as a rare, sanctioned pause in an otherwise relentless work culture, giving people explicit permission to prioritise family and rest without any accompanying sense of guilt. It also reinforces communal bonds that have grown increasingly fragile as urbanisation disperses families across greater distances; the festival is, quite deliberately, structured to pull people back together at least once a year. Perhaps most importantly, it preserves a connection to agricultural heritage that would otherwise risk being forgotten entirely by generations who have never set foot on a farm, reminding us collectively of where, quite literally, our food and our prosperity originate.

Advanced Vocabulary

agrarian — relating to farming or agricultural life

Example: The festival has agrarian origins dating back centuries.

intricate — very detailed and complicated

Example: Families create intricate patterns using coloured powder.

near-universal — true or common in almost every case

Example: Certain customs, like exchanging sweets, are near-universal.

sanctioned pause — an officially accepted break or interruption

Example: The festival offers a rare, sanctioned pause from work.

relentless — continuous and unyielding, without a break

Example: It’s a welcome break from an otherwise relentless work culture.

communal bonds — connections shared among members of a community

Example: The festival strengthens communal bonds across the region.

disperse (verb) — to scatter or spread out over a wide area

Example: Urbanisation has caused families to disperse across the country.

heritage — traditions and history passed down through generations

Example: The festival preserves an important part of our agricultural heritage.

prosperity — the state of being successful or thriving, especially financially

Example: The harvest symbolises the community’s prosperity.

gratitude — a feeling of thankfulness

Example: People express gratitude toward those who supported them all year.

Useful Idioms

gathered in (of a harvest) — collected and brought home

Example: The festival begins once the crop has been gathered in.

come alive — become lively and full of activity

Example: Public spaces come alive with music and dance during the festival.

set foot on — to visit or step onto a place

Example: Many young people have never set foot on a farm.

occupy a central place — to be very important within a system or culture

Example: This festival occupies a central place in our cultural calendar.

reset the year — figuratively start the year afresh

Example: The festival feels as though the year itself is being reset.

Follow-up Questions (Part 3)

1. Why are festivals important for a society?

Festivals serve several functions simultaneously: they reinforce shared identity, provide a structured opportunity for rest, and transmit cultural values to younger generations in a way that feels celebratory rather than instructional. In increasingly individualistic, fast-paced societies, festivals also offer one of the few remaining occasions when entire communities pause collectively, rather than each person following an independent schedule. This shared rhythm helps sustain a sense of belonging that might otherwise erode over time.

2. Do you think traditional festivals are becoming less popular among young people?

In some respects, yes, particularly regarding the more religious or ceremonial elements, which younger generations often observe with less devotion than their grandparents did. However, I would not characterise this as outright decline; rather, festivals appear to be adapting, retaining their social and gathering functions while shedding some of the stricter rituals. Young people still value the reunion and celebratory aspects considerably, even if their engagement with the underlying traditions has become more selective.

3. How do festivals in your country differ from festivals in other countries you know about?

Festivals here tend to be deeply intertwined with the agricultural calendar and extended family obligations, whereas festivals I have encountered elsewhere often seem more individually oriented or commercially driven. The scale of family involvement is also notably different; in my country, festivals frequently require travel across the country to reunite with relatives, a logistical undertaking that seems less central to equivalent celebrations in some other cultures I am familiar with.

4. Should governments do more to preserve traditional festivals?

I believe governments have a legitimate role to play, particularly in supporting the infrastructure that allows festivals to continue, such as public transport during peak travel periods or funding for cultural performances that might otherwise disappear due to lack of commercial viability. That said, governments should be careful not to over-formalise or commercialise these events, since much of a festival’s authenticity stems from grassroots participation rather than top-down management.

5. What is the relationship between festivals and tourism?

Festivals have become significant tourist attractions in many countries, offering visitors an accessible entry point into local culture that might otherwise take years to appreciate. This can be economically beneficial, generating revenue for local businesses and raising international awareness of a region’s heritage. However, there is a genuine risk of festivals becoming diluted or excessively commercialised once tourism becomes the primary driver, potentially alienating the very communities whose traditions are being showcased.

Pronunciation Tips

Difficult words: agrarian, intricate, relentless, heritage, prosperity

Word stress: Stress the second syllable in a-GRAR-ian; stress the first syllable in IN-tri-cate.

Linking: Link ‘set foot on’ smoothly, and practise ‘come alive with’ as a single connected phrase.

Grammar Focus


	Passive voice: ‘is observed’, ‘is being reset’, ‘are given small gifts’

	Relative clauses: ‘a festival that occupies a particularly central place’

	Advanced connectors: ‘Although’, ‘That said’, ‘Perhaps most importantly’

	Participle clauses: ‘accompanied by music and traditional dance’

	Comparative structures: ‘more selective’, ‘far more transformative’




Tips


	Cover origin, practices, and significance separately for a well-organised answer.

	Use precise cultural detail (specific foods, decorations) rather than vague description.

	Explain both the surface activities and the deeper social function of the festival.

	Use passive voice naturally to describe customs performed by ‘people’ in general.

	Conclude with why the festival matters, not just what happens during it.
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The Cue Card

Describe a sport you have never played but would like to try.

You should say:


	what the sport is

	how you learned about it

	why you have not tried it yet




And explain:


	and explain why you would like to try it




Sample Answer

The sport I have long harboured an ambition to try, without ever quite getting around to it, is rock climbing, specifically the outdoor variety on natural cliff faces rather than the artificial walls found in indoor gyms. It occupies that peculiar category of activity that fascinates me in theory but has somehow never made the leap into practice.

I first became interested after watching a documentary about a climber attempting a notoriously difficult route without ropes, an approach so audacious that it bordered on the incomprehensible to someone like me, who gets faintly nervous standing on a step ladder. What captivated me was not the extreme, ropeless version, which I have absolutely no intention of attempting, but the underlying sport itself: the combination of physical strength, mental focus and problem-solving that climbing evidently demands.

The honest reason I have not tried it yet is a mixture of logistics and mild trepidation. Proper outdoor climbing requires equipment, instruction and typically a group of experienced companions, none of which I have readily had access to. There is also, I will admit, a persistent though probably exaggerated fear of heights lurking somewhere in the back of my mind, which has made we keep postponing the whole endeavour in favour of less intimidating pursuits like running or swimming.

Nevertheless, I would genuinely like to give it a proper attempt, for reasons that go beyond simple curiosity. Climbing strikes me as a sport that engages the mind as much as the body, since successful ascents apparently depend heavily on reading the rock and planning a sequence of movements in advance, rather than relying purely on brute strength. I am also drawn to the idea of confronting a fear directly rather than avoiding it indefinitely, since I suspect the anxiety around heights would diminish considerably with gradual, supervised exposure. There is, additionally, something appealing about a sport practised largely outdoors, in landscapes that would otherwise remain purely scenic backdrops rather than places one actively engages with. I have recently found an introductory course at a local climbing centre, and I am, at long last, seriously considering signing up.

Advanced Vocabulary

harboured an ambition — held a desire or goal for a long time

Example: I’ve long harboured an ambition to try rock climbing.

audacious — extremely bold or daring, sometimes recklessly so

Example: The climber’s ropeless attempt was almost unbelievably audacious.

captivated — held someone’s complete attention and interest

Example: The mental challenge of climbing captivated me more than the danger.

trepidation — a feeling of fear or anxiety about something that may happen

Example: I feel a mild trepidation about heights.

lurking — existing in a hidden or barely noticed way

Example: A fear of heights has been lurking in the back of my mind.

brute strength — raw physical power, without skill or technique

Example: Climbing relies on technique more than brute strength.

gradual exposure — slowly and repeatedly encountering something to reduce fear of it

Example: Gradual exposure could help reduce my fear of heights.

scenic backdrop — a beautiful setting viewed passively rather than engaged with

Example: Mountains often remain a scenic backdrop rather than a place to explore actively.

postpone — to delay an action until a later time

Example: I keep postponing signing up for the climbing course.

at long last — after a long delay or wait

Example: I am, at long last, considering giving it a try.

Useful Idioms

get around to (something) — to eventually find time to do something

Example: I’ve never quite got around to trying rock climbing.

make the leap — to take a decisive step, especially into something new

Example: The idea never quite made the leap into practice.

border on — to be very close to a particular state or quality

Example: His approach bordered on the incomprehensible.

in favour of — choosing one option instead of another

Example: I postponed climbing in favour of less intimidating sports.

confront a fear — to face something frightening directly instead of avoiding it

Example: I want to confront my fear of heights directly.

Follow-up Questions (Part 3)

1. Why do you think some people enjoy extreme or adventure sports?

Adventure sports offer an intensity of focus and sensation that everyday life rarely provides, which some psychologists attribute to the way controlled risk sharpens attention and triggers a distinct sense of accomplishment. For certain individuals, there is also an appeal in deliberately stepping outside their comfort zone, since overcoming fear in a controlled setting can be deeply empowering. Additionally, many adventure sports foster a strong sense of community among practitioners who share both the risks and the rewards.

2. Do you think it is important for people to try new activities as adults?

Yes, I would argue it is genuinely important, since adulthood, particularly once a person settles into a stable routine, can easily become repetitive in ways that gradually narrow one’s sense of possibility. Trying new activities keeps the mind adaptable and can reveal unexpected interests or talents that a fixed routine would never surface. It also tends to build resilience, since novices inevitably encounter failure, which is a useful, if humbling, reminder that competence is built rather than innate.

3. What are the risks and benefits of extreme sports?

The risks are fairly obvious and occasionally severe, ranging from minor injuries to, in rare cases, fatalities, particularly when proper training or safety equipment is neglected. The benefits, however, can be considerable: improved physical fitness, enhanced mental resilience, and a heightened appreciation for careful risk assessment that often transfers to other areas of life. On balance, I would argue that when practised responsibly, with appropriate instruction, the benefits can outweigh the risks for most participants.

4. How important is it to overcome fears in daily life?

I think it depends considerably on the nature of the fear and its practical impact. Fears that meaningfully restrict someone’s opportunities, whether professional, social or personal, are worth addressing directly, since avoidance tends to reinforce rather than diminish anxiety over time. That said, not every fear needs to be conquered; some caution is entirely rational and even protective, so the goal should be discernment rather than eliminating fear altogether.

5. Do you think sports should be taught more in schools?

Absolutely, and I would extend that argument beyond conventional team sports to include a broader range of physical activities, including individual pursuits like climbing or swimming, which cater to students who may not thrive in competitive team environments. Physical education contributes not only to fitness but also to discipline, teamwork and stress management, all of which have knock-on benefits for academic performance and mental wellbeing that are sometimes underappreciated in curricula focused narrowly on examinable subjects.

Pronunciation Tips

Difficult words: audacious, trepidation, captivated, incomprehensible, lurking

Word stress: Stress the third syllable in au-DA-cious; stress the fourth syllable in trep-i-DA-tion.

Linking: Practise ‘get around to’ as a smooth connected chunk, and ‘in favour of’ without separating the words.

Grammar Focus


	Present perfect: ‘I have long harboured an ambition’

	Relative clauses: ‘a sport that fascinates me in theory’

	Participle clauses: ‘watching a documentary’, ‘relying purely on brute strength’

	Advanced connectors: ‘Nevertheless’, ‘The honest reason’, ‘Additionally’

	Modal structures for speculation: ‘would diminish considerably’, ‘might reveal’




Tips


	Explain the specific reason for hesitation, not just ‘I never had time’.

	Contrast the extreme version of a sport with the realistic version you’d try.

	Use gerunds and infinitives naturally: ‘confronting a fear’, ‘to give it a proper attempt’.

	Mention a concrete next step (a course, a booking) to sound genuine and current.

	Connect the sport to a personal value (discipline, courage) for a  finish.
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The Cue Card

Describe a book that changed the way you think about something.

You should say:


	what the book was

	when you read it

	what it was about




And explain:


	and explain how it changed your perspective




Sample Answer

The book that most fundamentally altered my thinking is a work of narrative nonfiction about the psychology of decision-making, which I stumbled upon almost by accident during a particularly directionless period at university, when I had wandered into the library simply to escape the rain rather than to study.

The book examines, through a series of meticulously researched case studies, why intelligent, well-informed people routinely make flawed decisions, and how a set of predictable cognitive biases shape our judgement without our ever being conscious of it. Rather than presenting dry theory, the author weaves together real-world examples, from medical misdiagnoses to catastrophic financial decisions, to illustrate how these mental shortcuts operate in practice.

Before reading it, I had, like most people I suspect, a fairly naive confidence in my own rationality, assuming that as long as I gathered enough information, I would arrive at sound conclusions. The book systematically dismantled that assumption, demonstrating with uncomfortable clarity how factors like confirmation bias, the tendency to favour information that supports what we already believe, quietly distort even seemingly objective reasoning.

What changed was not merely an abstract intellectual position but something closer to a habitual practice. I now approach my own conclusions, particularly ones I feel strongly about, with a deliberate degree of scepticism, actively searching for evidence that might contradict my initial instinct rather than simply looking for confirmation. This has proven useful in contexts ranging from professional decisions at work to more mundane disagreements with friends, where I now find myself far more willing to entertain the possibility that I might be mistaken.

Beyond the practical applications, the book also left me with a more humbling, and I think healthier, view of human cognition generally. Rather than regarding flawed reasoning as something that afflicts other, less careful people, I came to understand it as a universal feature of how brains function, myself unquestionably included. That shift, from judgement to a kind of empathetic recognition, has subtly softened how I engage with people whose views differ sharply from my own, since I am now considerably less inclined to attribute disagreement to stupidity rather than the same predictable biases that shape everyone’s thinking, myself included.

Advanced Vocabulary

stumbled upon — found something by chance

Example: I stumbled upon the book while sheltering from the rain in a library.

meticulously researched — researched with great care and attention to detail

Example: The author presents meticulously researched case studies.

cognitive biases — systematic patterns of flawed thinking

Example: The book explains how cognitive biases distort our judgement.

dismantled — took apart or thoroughly disproved an idea

Example: The book dismantled my naive confidence in my own rationality.

confirmation bias — the tendency to favour information that supports existing beliefs

Example: Confirmation bias makes us seek evidence that agrees with us.

scepticism — a doubting or questioning attitude

Example: I now approach my own conclusions with more scepticism.

mundane




































	Relative clauses: ‘a book that most fundamentally altered my thinking’

	Passive voice: ‘was stumbled upon’, ‘is shaped by’

	Participle clauses: ‘weaving together real-world examples’, ‘demonstrating with uncomfortable clarity’

	Advanced connectors: ‘Rather than’, ‘Beyond the practical applications’, ‘That shift’

	Modal structures: ‘might contradict’, ‘would arrive at’






	Summarise the book’s core idea in one or two clear sentences before elaborating.

	Focus on the transformation in thinking, not just a plot summary.

	Use cause-effect language to link the book’s content to your changed behaviour.

	Include one concrete example of the change applied in real life.

	End with a broader reflection to show maturity of thought, not just personal anecdote.
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