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CPSQ for schools guide

This guide is for head teachers, teachers, mentors, coaching organisations, SENCOs and other educators interested 
in a holistic approach to supporting learner academic and personal potential.

Introduction to the Cambridge Personal Styles Questionnaire

The Cambridge Personal Styles Questionnaire (CPSQ) is a personal styles assessment based on a well-researched 
model of personality and rigorously developed in collaboration with education. Its purpose is to survey attitudes, 
beliefs, emotions and behaviours that can make a difference to learner progress and participation in education.

The questionnaire is suitable for ages 15 years and above, and takes on average 30 minutes to answer. Completing 
it produces personalised feedback on strengths and areas for improvement. It can be completed online using a PC, 
tablet or mobile, with whole classes, small groups or individuals.

Use it:

•	 for a holistic or whole education approach to academic development 

•	 to monitor attitudes and behaviours that promote learning progress

•	 as a starting point for planning programmes and lessons

•	 to understand learner behaviour and hidden barriers to achievement

•	 to match students to programmes or mentors that will work best for them

•	 as a way to open up development conversations

•	 to motivate interest in personal development and guide action planning.

Evidence base supporting the use of ‘personal styles’ in education

Research studies have highlighted the role personality, or tendencies in thought, emotion and behaviour (‘personal 
styles’), play in educational progress. In particular, whether personality traits and their associated behaviours 
are predictive of success in education above and beyond general mental abilities and subject knowledge 
(e.g. Duckworth & Seligman 2005, Noftle & Robins 2007), and how they might influence approach to learning 
(e.g. Credé & Cuncel 2008, Duff, Boyle, Dunleavy & Ferguson 2004). Many researchers have looked at this 
question in relation to the five-factor model of personality or Big Five: openness to experience, conscientiousness, 
extraversion, agreeableness and emotion (Costa & McCrae 1992). Conscientiousness stands out in research as one 
of the strongest predictors of occupational success (e.g. Barrick & Mount 1991, Robertson & Smith 2001). CPSQ sits 
within this model but based on research with education, it uses a series of more specific scales to measure each of 
the five factors.
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How it works

The questionnaire asks learners to answer a large number of questions about how they typically think, feel and 
behave in common situations. They rate to what extent behavioural statements reflect how they typically act from 
‘Strongly agree’ to ‘Strongly disagree’:

This learner has rated three statements the same using the ‘Strongly agree’ response option, and before they move 
to the next set they are asked to rank their choices.

The rate and rank method encourages honest reflection of behavioural preferences and increases feedback report 
accuracy. It is possible to complete the questionnaire without ranking but most learners will rate and rank at some 
point. It is not advisable to try to avoid ranking as this might affect the usefulness of the feedback report.

The questionnaire is untimed, but most learners will take around 20 to 40 minutes to finish it. After completing 
it, feedback is received as a learner competency report, which is available immediately to view online and for 
downloading as a pdf.
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Learner competency report

To understand how learners’ personal styles of behaving might influence their participation in education, 
their questionnaire responses are interpreted against five student competencies: Thinking, Study, Coping, 
Communication and Collaboration.

Responses to Thinking, Study and Coping behavioural themed statements produce a score on a one to five scale, to 
highlight the importance of these particular competencies. There is good research evidence that links higher scores 
to academic success (e.g. O'Connor & Paunonen 2007, Poropat 2009), critical thinking (Clifford, Boufal & Kurtz 
2004) and academic resilience (Martin & Marsh 2006).

When reviewing these competency areas, the higher a score the more likely it is that current behaviours are 
effective and support progress. Within each competency, learners may have stronger and weaker areas, which are 
signposted in three possible feedback categories: Positive, Neutral and Improvement points. Examples of Thinking, 
Study and Coping report feedback are shown on page 5.
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Develop Thinking, Study and Coping competencies

All learners can be taught to act in ways that are more effective for academic and career success. This section 
provides a description of each competency with a few ideas for possible interventions.

Thinking competency

This competency includes thinking styles and behaviours that facilitate learning such as intellectual curiosity, 
critical evaluation of information and imagination. CPSQ questions for this competency assess intellectual curiosity, 
critical, creative, inventive and flexible thinking.

Possible interventions: critical thinking training, research projects, metacognitive learning such as mindset and 
reflective practice, mind mapping, creative activities, analytic and problem-solving tasks, problem-solving and 
decision-making techniques e.g. SWOT analysis, costs–benefits analysis, force-field analysis.

Study competency

This competency focuses on motivation to achieve and ability to self-manage goals and tasks, in other words 
conscientiousness, a trait that underpins academic and career success. CPSQ questions for this competency tap 
achievement focus, goal setting, task initiation, sustained attention, goal-directed persistence, time management, 
planning and organisation.

Learners who score at the lower end of the scale are less likely to naturally develop productive study habits and 
skills, and therefore direct instruction is likely to be beneficial to these individuals.

Possible interventions: goal setting for long and short term, study skills training, project management, time 
management, studying for tests and revision planning, checklists and to-do lists, note-taking strategies, essay 
writing plans and templates, proofreading instruction.

Coping competency

This competency covers adapting to stressful demands and resilience towards challenges, change and setbacks. 
It also includes emotional control (patience) for when situations are frustrating or provoking. CPSQ questions 
for this competency capture beliefs, feelings and reactions to stressors, difficulties, change, uncertainty, setbacks 
and frustrations.

A low score for this competency means that compared to peers a learner might tend to feel more anxious about 
taking a test or more disappointed about a setback – common negative emotions we all experience at some 
point – but no serious problems are meant to be implied as the questionnaire assesses typical personality traits 
and behaviours.

Possible interventions: resilience training, cognitive behavioural coaching (challenging negative and self-limiting 
beliefs), mindfulness and emotion surfing, growth mindset training, journaling to identify triggers, stress response 
plan, obstacle management plan, reframing (perspective change) difficulties and setbacks to find silver linings and 
solutions, emotional intelligence training, anger management, social support plan.
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Communication and Collaboration

Communication and Collaboration are two competencies that establish and maintain relationships. These 
competency areas are not scored because all interpersonal styles have strengths and downsides and therefore, 
a higher score would not necessarily indicate better behaviour.

The benefits of developing one interpersonal style over another will depend on educational context and future 
career interests (e.g. team working or independent freelance careers). The report provides personal feedback using 
pairs of bullet points balanced for the advantages and disadvantages of each behaviour (examples shown here).
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Coaching Communication competency

The best approach for working with CPSQ feedback is a coaching conversation that puts the emphasis on the learner 
to explore if change is desirable. The suggested questions can open up a conversation and guide action planning; 
select what will work best for you.

Explore

What are you thinking about your report feedback?

What have people you know noticed about how you communicate?

When do you communicate at your best?

When do you find it challenging to communicate as well as you would like?

How well do you think your communication style and skills match your career goals?

Tell me about a time you communicated well:

•	 What was happening? 

•	 What did you do? 

•	 How did the person/others react?

•	 What did you think and feel at the time?

•	 What was the result?

•	 Which strengths did you use from your Communication feedback?

•	 What other strengths did you use?

•	 What did you learn about good communication from this experience?

•	 How could you do more of that in the future?

Tell me about a time your communication did not help:

•	 What was happening?

•	 What did you do?

•	 How did the person/others react?

•	 Why do you think they responded that way?

•	 What did you feel at the time?

•	 What was the result?

•	 Is there anything in your Communication feedback that you could use for things to go better?

Action planning

How interested are you in developing your communication skills on a scale of 0 to 10?

Where would you like to start?

What is your goal?

What support will help you?

What obstacles might you have to overcome?

What is the first small step you could take?
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Coaching Collaboration competency

The best approach for working with CPSQ feedback is a coaching conversation that puts the emphasis on the learner 
to explore if change is desirable. The suggested questions can open up a conversation and guide action planning; 
select what will work best for you.

Explore

What are you thinking about your report feedback?

When do you work at your best with others or independently? Tell me what is behind your reply.

What do you find enjoyable when working with others?

What do you find challenging about working with others?

How well do you think your team working interest and skills match your career goals?

Tell me about a time you worked well with someone or a group:

•	 What was the team goal?

•	 How did you support the team effort?

•	 What did you notice that told you the team was working well together?

•	 How did you contribute to good team working?

•	 Which strengths did you use from your Collaboration feedback?

•	 What was the result of working together?

•	 What did you learn about working with others from this experience?

Tell me about a time working with someone/a group did not go as well as you would have liked:

•	 What was the team goal?

•	 What happened?

•	 What did you notice that told you the team was not working as well as it might do?

•	 How were different ideas, points of view and disagreements handled?

•	 What did you learn about working with others for things to go better next time?

•	 What would you do differently?

•	 Is there anything in your Collaboration feedback that you could use?

Action planning

How interested are you in developing your collaboration skills on a scale of 0 to 10?

Where would you like to start?

What is your goal?

What support will help you?

What obstacles might you have to overcome?

What is the first small step you could take?
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Contact us

Cambridge Assessment Admissions Testing 
The Triangle Building 
Shaftesbury Road 
Cambridge 
CB2 8EA

admissionstesting@cambridgeassessment.org.uk

We are Cambridge Assessment Admissions Testing, part of the 
University of Cambridge. We work with schools, universities 

and employers worldwide, providing quality assessments that 
support selection and personal development.

We believe everyone should have a fair opportunity to prove 
they have what it takes, and you should have the right tools and 

information to find and support the people who will thrive.

admissionstesting.org

admissions-testing

/admissionstesting

@admissionstests

Cambridge Assessment is committed to making our documents accessible in accordance 

with the WCAG 2.1 Standard. We’re always looking to improve the accessibility of 

our documents. If you find any problems or you think we’re not meeting accessibility 

requirements, contact our team: BrandAdmin.C@cambridgeenglish.org

If you need this document in a different format contact us telling us your name, email 

address and requirements and we will respond within 15 working days.

All details are correct at the time of going to print in January 2021.
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