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The Structural Landscape of the 11 Plus Examination

The 11 Plus (11+) examination represents a pivotal juncture in the United Kingdom’s secondary education

selection process. Primarily utilized by grammar schools and select independent institutions, this academic

assessment determines the suitability of students for a selective education stream starting in Year 7. The

complexity of the 11 Plus lies not only in the difficulty of its content but in the diversity of its formats, which vary

significantly by region and specific school requirements.

Understanding the 11 Plus requires a multi-dimensional analysis of its core components: Mathematics, English, 

Verbal Reasoning (VR), and Non-Verbal Reasoning (NVR). Each subject is designed to test a specific set of

cognitive and academic abilities. While Mathematics and English align more closely with the National Curriculum,

Verbal and Non-Verbal Reasoning are psychometric assessments aimed at measuring innate intelligence and

potential rather than learned knowledge. This distinction is crucial for parents and educators when developing a

technical preparation strategy.

Theoretical Framework: GL Assessment vs. CEM

The two primary examination boards providing 11 Plus tests are GL Assessment and CEM (Centre for 

Evaluation and Monitoring). While there has been a recent shift in the market regarding CEM's digital delivery,

the underlying pedagogical structures of these two frameworks remain the benchmarks for paper-based

preparation.

GL Assessment (Granada Learning)

GL Assessment is the legacy provider and remains the dominant force in many regions. Its structure is highly

categorized, typically dividing the exam into four distinct papers. The technical hallmark of GL is its predictability in

question types. For instance, in Verbal Reasoning, GL often draws from a recognized set of 21 question types

(including codes, synonyms, and letter sequences). This allows for targeted, repetitive practice to achieve mastery.

CEM (Centre for Evaluation and Monitoring)

In contrast, the CEM model was developed to be "tutor-proof." It employs a more integrated approach, often 

combining subjects into two main papers. The CEM exam places a heavy emphasis on cloze procedures, 

vocabulary in context, and fast-paced mathematical reasoning. The technical challenge here is the time

constraint; CEM papers are often broken into short, timed sections, preventing students from returning to previous

sections and requiring rapid cognitive switching.

Comparison Matrix: Exam Board Characteristics



Feature GL Assessment CEM (Traditional Paper-Based)

Structure Categorized by subject (Maths, VR, 
etc.)

Integrated (Mixed subjects)

Question Format Mostly Multiple Choice Mixed (Multiple Choice and Standard 
Form)

Timing Sectioned blocks (usually 45-50 mins) Short, highly-timed sub-sections

Vocabulary Focus Moderate; focus on specific logic types High; extremely wide-ranging 
vocabulary

Maths Level Closely aligned with KS2 Curriculum Heavy emphasis on word problems 
and logic

Technical Breakdown of Core Exam Pillars

1. Mathematics: Quantitative Reasoning and Application

The 11 Plus Mathematics syllabus extends beyond the standard Year 5 and Year 6 National Curriculum 

requirements. It demands a high level of mathematical fluencyand the ability to apply concepts to unfamiliar,

multi-step word problems. Key technical areas include:

•  Numerical Operations: Mastery of the four operations, including long division and multi-digit multiplication with 

decimal points.

•  Algebraic Thinking: Solving for 'x', sequence identification, and function machines.

•  Geometry and Measure: Complex area and perimeter calculations (compound shapes), volume of 3D prisms, 

and angle properties in polygons.

•  Data Handling: Interpreting pie charts, line graphs, and calculating the mean, median, mode, and range under 

pressure.

For a student to succeed, they must achieve a speed of approximately 45 to 60 seconds per question. This

requires the internalizing of mathematical shortcuts, such as prime number recognition and fractional-to-decimal

conversions.

2. Verbal Reasoning: Linguistic Logic and Coding

Verbal Reasoning is not a test of English literature; it is a test of linguistic logic. It evaluates how a student can

manipulate words, letters, and numbers using logical rules. The technical components include:

•  Lexical Relations: Identifying synonyms and antonyms in complex pairings.

•  Sequence Logic: Decoding letter-based patterns (e.g., if CAT is DBU, what is DOG?).

•  Analytical Reasoning: Solving logic puzzles such as "Who lives in the blue house?" based on a series of 

constrained statements.

3. Non-Verbal Reasoning: Spatial and Abstract Intelligence

NVR is perhaps the most "technical" part of the exam as it involves no text. It measures spatial awarenessand the

ability to identify visual patterns and anomalies. Students must analyze shapes based on:

•  Rotation and Reflection: Predicting what a shape looks like when flipped or turned 90/180/270 degrees.

•  Matrices: Identifying the missing piece in a 3x3 grid of evolving patterns.



•  Layering and Transparency: Understanding how shapes look when overlaid or subtracted from one another.

Strategic Implementation: The Three-Phase Preparation Model

A successful 11 Plus campaign requires a structured technical workflow. Randomly attempting past papers is

inefficient. Instead, an engineering-style approach to learning is recommended.

Phase I: The Diagnostic and Foundation Phase

In this phase (typically 12 months before the exam), the focus is on content coverage. A diagnostic test should be 

administered to identify specific weaknesses. For instance, if a student fails on 'ratio' questions, the focus remains 

on the mathematical theory of ratios before any timed papers are attempted. This phase involves building a robust 

vocabulary bank—a critical technical requirement for both VR and CEM-style English.

Phase II: The Accuracy and Technique Phase

Once the foundation is solid, the focus shifts to methodology. For Verbal Reasoning, this means learning the

specific 'algorithms' for solving different question types. For NVR, it means learning to look for 'NSTS' (Number,

Shape, Texture, Size) as a systematic checklist for every question. Accuracy is prioritized over speed here; a

student should aim for a 90% accuracy rate in untimed conditions before proceeding.

Phase III: The Simulation and Speed Phase

The final three months involve Full-Length Mock Examinations. This is where the technical application of time

management occurs. Students learn to triage questions—skipping the high-difficulty/low-reward items to ensure all

easier points are secured. This phase uses past papers from providers like CGP, GL, and independent tutors to

simulate the psychological pressure of the actual test day.

Quantitative Analysis of the 11 Plus Pass Mark

The 11 Plus is a norm-referenced test, meaning the raw score is less important than the Standardised Age 

Score (SAS). This process adjusts raw scores based on the child's age in years and months at the time of the test,

ensuring fairness for summer-born children.

Standardization Formula Basics

While the exact algorithms are proprietary (e.g., to GL Assessment), the general framework follows a bell curve

distribution:

•  Mean Score: Usually set at 100.

•  Standard Deviation: Typically 15.

•  Qualifying Score: In competitive areas like Warwickshire or Buckinghamshire, a qualifying SAS is often 121 or 

higher (roughly the top 25% of the cohort).



Metric Raw Score Estimate Standardised Score (SAS) Target

Advanced Comprehension Techniques

The English component often includes long-form comprehension. A technical approach to this involves the PEE 

(Point, Evidence, Explanation) method or the SQ3R (Survey, Question, Read, Recite, Review) method. In the 

11 Plus, students must decode nuanced meanings in Victorian literature or complex modern prose. Technical 

mastery involves identifying literary devices such as personification, alliteration, and hyperboleand explaining

their effect on the reader, rather than just identifying them.

Field Guide to Practice Resources

The selection of materials is critical. Based on current educational standards, the following hierarchy of resources is

recommended for a technical study plan:

1.  Primary Past Papers: Use official papers from GL or the specific school's website to understand the exact 

layout.

2.  Subject-Specific Question Banks: Services like 11 Plus Maths Solved Past Papers offer over 10,000 topic-

wise questions. This allows for "deep work" on specific weak points like 'long division' or 'probability'.

3.  10-Minute Tests: These are essential for maintaining "mental agility" during busy school weeks. They provide 

high-intensity practice without the fatigue of a full 50-minute paper.

4.  Flashcards and App-Based Learning: Tools like Atom Learning use adaptive algorithms to adjust question 

difficulty in real-time, providing an AI-driven approach to prep.

Troubleshooting Common Operational Failures

During the preparation cycle, students often hit "plateaus." Recognizing these from a technical standpoint is

essential for recovery.

Scenario A: High Accuracy but Low Speed

Diagnosis: The student is likely over-calculating or lackings shorthand methods. Solution:Implement "speed

drills" for mental arithmetic (times tables up to 15x15) and teach "elimination strategies" in multiple-choice

questions to bypass lengthy manual verification.

Scenario B: Inconsistency in Non-Verbal Reasoning

Diagnosis: The student is relying on intuition rather than a systematic process.Solution:Force the student to

verbalize the "rule" for the pattern change. If they cannot state the rule (e.g., "the shape rotates 45 degrees

clockwise and the shading alternates"), they haven't technically solved the problem.

Scenario C: Vocabulary Deficit in CEM Papers

Diagnosis: Lexical range is too narrow for high-level cloze tests.Solution:Move beyond word lists. Use contextual

reading of classic literature (e.g., Dickens, Stevenson) and employ the 'Look-Cover-Write-Check' method for at

least 20 new high-frequency 11+ words per week.

The Broader Implications of 11 Plus Preparation

While the immediate goal of the 11 Plus is grammar school admission, the technical skills acquired during this

rigorous preparation phase have long-term academic benefits. The development of advanced numerical fluency,



logical deduction, and structural linguistic analysis prepares students for the rigors of Key Stage 3 and the eventual

GCSE curriculum.

Ultimately, success in the 11 Plus is a function of disciplined technical execution. By treating the exam as a series

of solvable logical systems rather than a general intelligence test, students can systematically bridge the gap

between their current academic standing and the requirements of selective secondary education. The integration of

high-quality practice papers, a structured study timeline, and a focus on standardized scoring mechanics remains

the most effective path to securing a place in a top-tier educational institution.
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