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FOREWORD

T he Council of Europe’s Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages (CECR) is now regularly mentioned when the subject of
modern languages crops up. However, it is still not well known. If

language teachers do not use it as a tool, repeated references to the CEFR are liable
to have no effect on day-to-day teaching and assessment. Teachers and thus their
pupils will be unable to derive full benefit from it. Worse still, if not properly under-
stood, the CEFR could become a source of concern.

The CEFR makes a definite contribution to language policies in Europe, the
major objectives of which are to improve the communicative competence of
European citizens and produce transparency in language qualifications. This dual
aim is spelled out clearly at the local, national and European policy levels and
explains the swift and widespread adoption of the CEFR’s scale of common refer-
ence levels. The Framework is becoming the essential tool in European countries for
creating a European educational area in the field of modern languages. It has also
been adopted by the European Union as the standard for defining language levels.
The new Europass, officially launched in January 2005, incorporates the Language
Passport of the European Language Portfolio (ELP) and refers to the CEFR levels.

The advantages of the CEFR for developing language policies are obvious.
However, it is still necessary to demonstrate what it can contribute to the daily prac-
tice of language teaching. The full title, Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages: learning, teaching, assessment, shows that it concerns all
the professional actions of language teachers and not just pupil assessment as is
generally assumed.

It is first necessary to clarify the relationship between the Common European
Framework and the European Language Portfolio. Pedagogically speaking, the two
are inseparable, the CEFR being aimed at language teaching policymakers and the
ELP being intended for learners. The difference is one of perspective and not of
approach. We shall therefore talk of each according to the specific context.

The objectives of this document are
– to define the contributions of the Framework and the ELP to a renewal of

modern language teaching;
– to demonstrate as concretely as possible how a language teacher can exploit

the resources offered by these tools;
– finally, to show that these two tools do not represent a fundamental change of

direction in the dynamics of language teaching over the past few years but are
instead essential levers in attaining existing goals.

It will be clear from the above statement of objectives that this document does
not convey the full advantages of the CEFR. We shall be selective as regards content
and concentrate exclusively on what is of immediate interest to language teachers
in the school and in the classroom. The choices might have been different if this
document had been intended for authors of teaching materials, for example, or
language examination organisers.

3

Cadre Commun anglais_Part 1_V4.qxd  1/02/07  14:02  Page 3



Extracts from textbooks will be reproduced and commented on in order to illus-
trate our arguments. Most of these textbooks are works published by Éditions Didier
(Paris) owing to the ease of access to that firm’s authors and to the sources. This
does not mean, of course, that only those textbooks can be used to implement the
approaches put forward in the CEFR or ELP. The same remark applies to the
languages in the reproduced extracts. Only seven languages appear in those extracts,
but needless to say the arguments employed also apply to all languages taught and
not just to the very limited choice made in this document.

Numerous examples referred to here concern language teaching in France. Their
aim is to illustrate the argument through a particular situation in which an explicit
political will exists to use the CEFR in organising such teaching and in teaching
practices.

Finally, the stated aim of this document shows why the term "pupils" is system-
atically used here to refer to language learners and ELP users. The language
teachers for whom this document is mainly intended have pupils for whom they are
responsible. However, it goes without saying that neither the CEFR nor the ELP is
targeted exclusively at schools. The Council of Europe is for all Europeans, whether
children, adolescents or adults. Similarly, for the same reasons, this document
includes only some of the ideas set out in the CEFR.  It cannot replace a reading of
the CEFR.

For language teachers, deciding to use the CEFR and the ELP means giving
themselves the means to achieve their aims: encouraging pupil involvement in
language learning, providing pupils with the means of setting goals for themselves
and developing their autonomy, recording their language progress, valuing success
and giving a meaning to language learning. Such learning is based inter alia – or
perhaps mainly – on the European dimension and openness to the world as a whole.
The thousands of teachers who are devoting so much effort, time and energy to
forging partnerships, projects with foreign schools, exchanges and stays in other
countries are well aware that true language learning is impossible without this will-
ingness to embrace European and international cultures.

The CEFR and the ELP enable teachers to intensify this process by deliberately
conducting all classroom activities, teaching and assessment from a European
perspective.

4

NB: For this new edition, certain changes have been made to the content to allow for the increased
number of readers outside France (changes in some of the examples and inclusion of other languages,
explanation of certain features of the French education system etc). These changes in no way affect
the argument, which is identical to that in previous editions.
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THE COUNCIL OF EUROPE 
AND MODERN LANGUAGES

T o understand the purpose of the Common European Framework of Reference
for Languages (CEFR) and the European Language Portfolio (ELP), we
must know something about the functions of the Council of Europe. This

body, whose headquarters is in Strasbourg, conducts its activities in the area of linguistic
diversity and language learning under the European Cultural Convention, which was
opened for signing on 1 December 1954. It currently has 46 European member States.
It promotes policies designed to strengthen and deepen mutual understanding, consoli-
date democratic citizenship and maintain social cohesion.

From the beginning, modern languages have played an important role. Previous
Council of Europe projects encouraged the acquisition of a good level of commu-
nicative competence so that all could benefit from the opportunities for interaction and
mobility in Europe. Since then, fresh challenges have been posed by globalisation and
internationalisation. Language skills are now equally necessary for social cohesion
and integration, and for the exercise of democratic citizenship by all citizens in multi-
lingual societies in Europe.

The importance of modern languages in the Council of Europe’s overall strategy
is shown in particular by the existence of the Language Policy Division of the Council
in Strasbourg (www.coe.int/lang) and the European Centre for Modern Languages in
Graz, Austria (www.ecml.at).

Language teachers are well acquainted with certain Council of Europe contribu-
tions to their day-to-day practice, particularly the introduction of the communicative
approach into language textbooks and teaching materials. This contribution is typified
in particular by the publication of a series of works between 1975 and 1990 listing the
linguistic means needed to communicate efficiently with speakers in another
language: “niveau seuil” for French, “Kontaktschwelle” for German, “nivel umbral”
for Spanish, “threshold level” for English etc. These works have made a decisive
contribution to the introduction of the functional utterances relating to communicative
tasks in syllabuses and in teaching materials and practices. They have made it possible
to distinguish general and specific notions and language functions, which have
become indispensable references.

5The Council of Europe and modern Languages
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The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages

The CEFR is a document prepared between 1993 and
2000 by experts brought together and directed by the Council
of Europe. It was officially adopted after very broad consul-
tation during the European Year of Languages in 2001.

The CEFR has been published in the two official
languages of the Council of Europe, English (Cambridge
University Press, 2001) and French (Éditions Didier, 2001),
and has been translated into over 30 European languages.It is
not a dogmatic or prescriptive document that imposes one
way of teaching modern languages, specific teaching

arrangements and specific choices for all member States, in all institutions, for all
target groups and for all languages.

Its primary purpose is to serve as a descriptive tool enabling the parties concerned
with language teaching in these different contexts to consider their choices or those of
the educational institution where they work. Using the CEFR, they can describe and
compare their teaching options, the teaching goals they are pursuing and the outcomes
in terms of levels of proficiency.

The essential aim of the CEFR is to encourage transparency and comparability
in language teaching arrangements and language qualifications. To this end, it
proposes:

– a common methodology for analysing and describing situations and choices in
language teaching and learning;

– a common terminology for all languages and educational contexts;
– a common scale of levels of language proficiency to assist with goal-setting

and learning outcome assessment.
The CEFR deploys an action-oriented approach basing language teaching and

learning on the performance of communicative tasks and on language communication
activities.

The European Language Portfolio

Launched officially in 2001, as was the CEFR, following a pilot project in 15 European
countries, the ELP represents to some extent the provision to language learners of the
approach and tools proposed in the CEFR.

The ELP is the property of the learner, that is, of the pupil, apprentice or student.
It accompanies learners throughout the learning path, at least until they change to an
academic or training course that makes a different ELP model desirable or necessary
(transition from primary to secondary school etc).

The ELP enables users to:
– record all their language skills, experiences in using their different languages,

stays in other countries or regions and contacts with speakers of languages
other than their mother tongue(s), so as to be able to present them to a third
party;

6
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– develop their language learning autonomy, eg by thinking about how they are
doing things and by learning self-assessment;

– progress towards genuine plurilingualism. 
Every ELP has three parts:
– a Language Passport in which users record information concerning their level

in all the languages they know or are learning;
– a Language Biography which encourages reflection on previous learning and

self-assessment;
– a Dossier containing materials and documents certifying the levels mentioned

and the experiences reported.
ELPs vary according to the country and educational context. However, they have

all had to be examined by a European Validation Committee, which assigns them an
accreditation number. Despite their diversity, they thus retain their European nature,
which is a condition of their recognition for use in another context or in another
country, on the occasion of a change of residence or with a view to a course of study
in another region or country etc.

In France, for example, three ELP models have been validated in 2006:
– Mon Premier Portfolio, for primary schools (Accreditation No 2-2000) developed

by the CIEP;
– PEL collège (Accreditation No 44, 2003) developed by CIEP experts and by

researchers from the Ecole normale supérieure (ENS) de Lettres et Sciences
humaines;

– PEL 15 ans et + (Accreditation No 5-2000) developed by a working group
from the Caen regional education authority and published by the CRDP de
Basse-Normandie and Éditions Didier.

The Council of Europe provides teachers with a series of guides and practical
examples, some of which are available on the ELP website (www.coe.int/portfolio).
We shall mention two of them (published by Council of Europe Publishing), which
are very useful for the implementation of this tool:

– European Language Portfolio: A Guide for Teachers and Teacher Trainers (by
David Little and Radka Perclová), published in January 2001;

– The European Language Portfolio in Use: nine examples (edited by David Little).

7The Council of Europe and modern Languages
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PART 1

The Common European Framework 
of Reference for Languages 

and
the European Language Portfolio

Two tools for describing and analysing teaching

materials and approaches
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INTRODUCTION

WHY DO WE NEED AN ANALYSIS GRID 
AND COMMON CATEGORIES 

The CEFR has opened up a new era in the history of modern language
teaching in Europe by constituting the first language policy tool that
truly embraces all modern languages. While the “threshold levels”

issued between 1975 and 1990 were certainly developed on the basis of a common
vision of language learning and use, they were all intended for a specific language.

Publication of the CEFR in a particular language is not aimed at teachers of that
language but at persons who possess it as their mother tongue. For example, the
French edition of the CEFR is aimed at teachers of Arabic, Basque, Berber, Breton,
Catalan, Chinese, Corsican, the Alsatian or Moselle dialects, Dutch, English,
German, Hebrew, Italian, Occitan, Portuguese, Provençal, Russian, Spanish,
Turkish etc working in France or at teachers of French as a foreign language.
Teachers may, of course, wish to possess or consult the version of the CEFR in the
language they teach. In this way they can immerse themselves in the vocabulary
used in that language and obtain descriptions of activities or levels of proficiency
drawn up in that regional or foreign language for use directly in their teaching. But
the most natural way for language teachers or trainers to use the CEFR will be to
take the version of the document in their mother tongue, in the national language or
in the language used by the educational community in which they work.

The primary contribution of the CEFR is to define a methodology for describing
and analysing situations in which a modern language is learnt or taught. This neces-
sarily involves choosing a terminology.

Yet another, some will say.
Language teachers know the importance of terminology. They observe the diffi-

culties that differences in terminology cause pupils when they try to match gram-
matical phenomena in a foreign language to the same phenomena in the mother
tongue, and even in the different languages they learn. Yet this fact has never really
led to a unification of terminologies or even to any significant harmonisation
between them. Terminology is, in fact, closely linked to the analysis of each
language’s system. It depends on the linguistic approach adopted in the textbooks
or in the education provided. It never constitutes a set of labels that can be trans-
ferred as they stand from one language to another.

Changes in the theory and methods of teaching modern languages have always
been marked by the appearance of new terms. These have never been means of giving
new names to the same pedagogical activities but instead are both outward signs of
advances in educational thinking and reference points in an evolving practice.

The terminology introduced into the language syllabuses of certain countries, for
example the syllabuses adopted in France in 2005 for the collèges (lower secondary
schools), is often similar to that of the CEFR. However, use of the selected terms is not
left to chance. Together, in their coherence, they constitute a specific approach to the
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11

learning/teaching of modern languages. All language teachers must be able to identify
exactly what these terminological changes cover. They will then be able to understand
the issues and take an active part in ongoing reflection in their discipline.

In proposing the CEFR to member States, the Council of Europe has furnished
a major tool for achieving transparency, mutual understanding and comparability in
both teaching systems and language qualifications. These ends are facilitated by the
scale of common reference levels, whose potential for every language teacher will
be demonstrated.

One of the CEFR’s objectives is to encourage modern language teaching profes-
sionals to think about their practices. The proposed approach should help them
report on experiences, materials or pedagogical techniques. In this way, teachers of
different languages and cultures or from different countries can achieve mutual
understanding and compare their teaching choices. This common language between
language teachers from different training backgrounds and countries can promote
exchange, comparison, debate and mutual enrichment. The analytical approach can
and must be conducted with the greatest possible regard for the choices of all
parties, for the traditions and specific nature of each language and for the particular
teaching context concerned.

The advantages of this tool for the encouragement of teamwork between teachers
of different languages in the same school will be obvious to all. 
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CHAPTER 1

KEY CONCEPTS FOR DESCRIBING 
A LANGUAGE COURSE

The CEFR is a comprehensive document. It seeks to cover, in a coherent
fashion, a very large number of language teaching and learning situations
and most of the problems encountered in such situations. This ambition

means that some of its ideas are complex.
Needless to say, all language teachers and trainers who understandably want to

take part in the debates in this field and judge what is at stake in the various peda-
gogical choices and decisions should refer to this document and be guided both by
what it says and by the questions it asks in each section. However, on first tackling
the CEFR a reader may well be disconcerted by the number of concepts introduced
and the detailed explanations given in the various chapters. A full understanding of
the CEFR will require several readings over a period of time, with certain sections
being selected according to individual needs and interests.

To facilitate the first reading, we present below some of the parameters adopted
by the CEFR and a small number of concepts chosen for their obvious nature from
a language teacher’s daily experience. To illustrate the argument, we shall introduce
these different concepts and the proposed terminology (printed in bold type in the
subsequent text) on the basis of a brief analysis of an extract from a textbook for
French as a foreign language.

This chapter will simply set out the terms that appear essential for teaching situations.
The practical consequences of these definitions will be examined in later chapters.

This double page from the textbook for French as a foreign language, chosen at
random, appears at the end of the tenth teaching unit out of the 12 units in the book.
The pages reproduced are preceded in the textbook by several activities and exercises
on expression of the past in which the use of the imperfect is introduced.

1. Importance of the context in which teaching material is used

This context is described in the foreword to the textbook. The targeted users are
older adolescents or adults who can only devote 60 hours of their time to the face-
to-face learning of French (very strong time constraint). This explains why the
textbook’s content is limited to three sections of four units each, with complex but
numerically restricted objectives (requesting and providing information; reacting,
interacting; speaking of oneself and one’s experience).

Cadre Commun anglais_Part 1_V4.qxd  1/02/07  14:02  Page 12



13Key concepts for describing a language course

As for any textbook not intended for a specific institutional public, it is not
possible to give a precise definition of the needs of users of the method. It is clear,
however, that for a short training course for adults or older adolescents the main
areas of interest will be private life or the normal activities of life in society
(personal and public domains).

In short, analysis of the context in which the textbook is used can bring out
certain important information for understanding and assessing the choices made.
These must be linked to the characteristics of the users, to their specific constraints
and to their needs regarding use of the language (personal, public, professional or
educational domains).

The immediate consequences of this are found in the two pages reproduced. The
content and activities concern the personal domain (individual needs and interactions
between individuals). The external situations fall exclusively within this domain: the
places are the home and hotels, the events are connected with holidays, and the
concerns remain limited to the acts of daily life. The themes adopted for commu-
nicative acts are the home and surroundings (furniture, arrangement of the bedroom
and house, services etc), food and drink.

The communicative tasks also relate to the personal domain: telephoning a
friend, telephoning the owner of a house for rent, complaining about rented accom-
modation, reading a small ad, commenting on the quality of a holiday.

Finally, on this double page, the textbook uses texts and exercises. The texts are
a recorded oral medium (telephone conversation), a written text (small ad), a spoken
text prepared by the learners (telephone conversation) and a written text produced
by the learners (holiday correspondence) with a set beginning and an indication of
the expected content. These are not real documents and are obviously all devised for
teaching purposes.

Cadre Commun anglais_Part 1_V4.qxd  1/02/07  14:02  Page 13



14

It will be noticed in passing that, in the CEFR’s terminology, “text” is used to “cover
any piece of language, whether a spoken utterance or a piece of writing, which users/
learners receive, produce or exchange” (CEFR, page 93). We shall therefore speak of
“text” for an oral or written document used with pupils or produced with them,
including dialogues, provided the statements composing them constitute a whole.

➟ What can a language teacher learn from this?
Reflection on a teaching sequence or teaching material
necessarily means addressing the issue of the constraints on the
teaching given and considering the pupils’ or students’ needs.
These parameters are too often wrongly regarded as obvious.
The teaching situations we encounter in our classes are
generally fundamentally different from the context in which this
textbook of French as a foreign language is used. We rarely
deal with adults and our pupils have more time for language
learning. Their needs are not limited to the personal domains, or
even to the occupational domain alone in the case of
vocational training courses. The cultural content of modern
language syllabuses means that it is necessary to cover themes
falling within both the personal and the public domains
(organisation and functioning of society, interpersonal relations
in a specific social framework, important cultural reference
points, debates within a country etc), with, of course, a different
weighting between these domains according to the stage
reached in the study path and the pupils’ personal goals.
Furthermore, in bilingual education courses, in systems where
language learning is combined with the teaching of other
subjects and in classes preparing for binational diplomas, the
pupils’ needs also fall within the academic domain.
Language teachers will find tables in the CEFR showing
examples of themes and external situations for each domain.
It will be noticed that the CEFR approach does not exclude
cultural content. This is fully integrated into the parameters for

Users
Context-related constraints

Needs

Domains

Themes External situations Communicative tasks
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analysis of a teaching situation. The place which modern
language teaching accords in many countries’ educational
systems to cultural content in primary school and in lower and
upper secondary school arises from the particular role of this
subject in pupils’ general training. It is also a statement that a
language cannot be learnt without discovering the culture and
civilisation of the countries concerned.This conviction in no way
clashes with the Council of Europe approach, which since the
CEFR was introduced has stressed that the social background
of every speaker must be taken into account. It is clear that the
description of a teaching situation or teaching material must
necessarily take full account of such content.

2. What does the CEFR mean by “competences”?

The CEFR distinguishes the general competences of an individual (knowledge,
know-how and existential competence) from communicative competence.

2.1. Individual general competences. 
The individual general competences of users of this textbook of French as a

foreign language are clearly assumed to be fairly high, as regards knowledge of the
world (a presupposed knowledge of the rights and duties of tenants and owners etc),
know-how (the textbook assumes that users know how to make a complaint etc)
and existential competence (users are expected to carry out role playing between
the tenant and owner of the house, which requires an ability to take risks and a co-
operative attitude among the learners). These prerequisites must, of course, directly
match the users’ characteristics (context in which the textbook is used). 

If the content of these pages is examined from the viewpoint of the transmission
of sociocultural knowledge linked to the learning of French, it will be seen that the
subjects tackled are the possibility of renting a house at the seaside in the summer,
the prices charged, the amenities generally looked for, the difficulty of getting hold
of people during August (the traditional holiday month) and perhaps, unfortunately,
the common holiday rental frauds which intending tourists should be warned
against. However, this latter point is offset by the idyllic picture of the hotel stay.

2.2. Communicative competence. 
On this double page the development of communicative competence involves

working on three of its components:

a) The linguistic component, ie
– grammatical competence: learning how to form the imperfect and use of this

tense for communication tasks requiring its use (expressing annoyance about
the continual inconveniences suffered the previous month; reporting in writing
on how the stay went during the holidays just over);
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– phonological and orthographic competences: relationship between the phonics
and graphics of a sound as a final syllable;

– lexical competence: here, through the aids supplied for the written expression
task, without, however, resulting in specific enrichment.

b) The sociolinguistic component
The two texts (dialogue heard and dialogue produced by the users) are an oppor-

tunity for learning the politeness conventions during telephone contact with a friend
or stranger. The written expression task shows the user the rules for writing a
personal communication to a person very close to him or her.

“Sociolinguistic competence is concerned with the knowledge and skills
required to deal with the social dimension of language use [...]: linguistic markers
of social relations; politeness conventions; expressions of folk-wisdom; register
differences; and dialect and accent”. (CEFR, page 118)

c) The pragmatic component
Although not covered in detail on this double page, this component is present on

at least two occasions: cohesion of a written text composed of short juxtaposed
utterances; use of models of simple verbal exchanges.

“Pragmatic competences are concerned with the user/learner’s knowledge of the
principles according to which messages are:
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a) organised, structured and arranged (’discourse competence’);
b) used to perform communicative functions (’functional competence’);
c) sequenced according to interactional and transactional schemata (’design

competence’)” (CEFR, page 123). 

➟ What can a language teacher learn from this?
Contrary to widespread belief, the communicative approach
developed in the CEFR is not conceived as the successive
learning of language responses to identifiable and assessable
needs. Success in comprehension or expression activities,
through communicative tasks, is closely dependent on the
development of competences, which represents the royal road
to progress. The usefulness of the CEFR is that it reminds us that
competences vary in nature and all contribute to pupil
success. Language teachers can therefore ask themselves the
following questions about their teaching practices and
materials:
– What contribution is made to the development of pupils’
individual general competences? For example, to what extent
do the social forms of work, the tasks set and the practice of
correction/assessment encourage pupils to take risks in spoken
or written expression, which is an essential component of
existential competence if progress is to be made in a modern
language?
– Do the activities concerned really lead to an improvement in
the various components of communicative competence?
– Does the development of communicative competence
significantly incorporate, for example, the sociolinguistic and
pragmatic components?

Individual general competences   and    communicative competence

knowledge know-how  existential competence   linguistic sociolinguistic pragmatic

grammatical lexical phonological orthographic

discursive functional interactional

enable language activities to be performed 
through communicative tasks.

Cadre Commun anglais_Part 1_V4.qxd  1/02/07  14:02  Page 17



18

3. Language activities central 
to the analysis of a teaching approach

The essential language activities are:
– aural reception;
– visual reception;
– spoken  interaction (in a dialogue situation);
– spoken production (description, presentation, narrative etc);
– written expression (report, article etc).
To these the CEFR adds:
– written interaction (e-mail etc);
– mediation by the same speaker between two languages or between two persons

speaking the same language or two different languages.
In this textbook of French as a foreign language, the language is learnt through

a succession of language activities: first, aural reception by listening to a recorded
telephone conversation, and then spoken interaction during production of a dialogue
on the same subject but between different persons, visual reception of an advertise-
ment describing a flat for rent, and written production in the form of a letter
concerning a holiday. Certain language activities are not the subject of training in
these two pages: among other things, there is no mediation activity between
languages or between several persons (transmission to a third party of a piece of
information, translation, rephrasing an item of information in another language etc),
nor is there any spoken production (account of events etc).

Each language activity is carried out independently. For example, the textbook
does not suggest any spoken comment on the content of the telephone conversation
heard, which would have created a combination of comprehension and production
activities and thus interdependence between them. Training in these language recep-
tion and production activities is provided here through specific tasks, though the
link between these tasks is obvious from the patterns of interaction (the two tele-
phone conversations concern the same subject), the vocabulary employed and the
linguistic aspects resulting from the instructions and speech situations. 

The tasks are accompanied by external aids: the content of the first dialogue
acts as a guide for production of the second dialogue, thus reducing the difficulty of
the task; significant linguistic aid is provided through the information given on
formation of the imperfect, through the vocabulary in the printed advertisement and
through the vocabulary supplied for carrying out the written production task etc;
furthermore, task predictability is very high and this is of considerable assistance.

The constraints that increase the difficulty of spoken interaction tasks are,
however, by no means negligible (“Imagine the conversation between Jean-Louis
and the owner of the house on his return from holiday”). The two roles are not
equally difficult; while the role of the tenant can rely explicitly on the aids
mentioned, the owner’s role receives no such aid and its success will have impor-
tant implications for the unfolding of the dialogue.

Some of the tasks set encourage the use of strategies by the users, who mobilise
knowledge, know-how and competences in order to perform these tasks. Let us take
two examples of strategies:
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– preparation for listening to the dialogue by reading the printed advertisement
and execution of this task of understanding the spoken text by making use of
the list of facilities mentioned in that advertisement;

– planning of the spoken production task, using notes taken while listening to
the dialogue, and execution of the task by following the notes point by point.
Execution of the role play can be monitored by reference to the content of the
advertisement.

language activities strategies

external aids constraints

tasks

➟ What can a language teacher learn from this?
The distinction drawn in the CEFR between competences,
language activities and communicative tasks should help
language teachers to:
– clearly perceive the link between competences and
activities; competences can be activated and assessed only
through comprehension, expression or mediation activities ;
– distinguish within language expression activities, particularly in
the spoken context, situations of interaction and production (in
the various contents, the social forms of work, tasks and
assessment criteria);
– analyse the combinations of these different activities in the
tasks they require of their pupils;
– devote attention to the development of strategies necessary
for carrying out non-routine tasks.

Judging by this double page, the structure of this textbook of French as a foreign
language is largely dependent on linguistic progress and balanced training in the
different language activities. The themes covered and the communicative tasks
performed in this course seek to meet the foreseeable needs of an adult public with
little time to devote to this type of learning.
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To sum up
It is extremely unlikely that a reading of this description has enabled all readers

to keep in mind the terminology and categories proposed by the CEFR. They will
be used once again in describing extracts from other textbooks in the succeeding
chapters.

It is important here to note

Communicative Tasks
Strategies 

¾ that the performance of communicative tasks requires
strategies that must be developed in the same way as
competences.

Language activities
(written and spoken):
– comprehension 
– production  
– mediation

¾ that language activities differ according to whether they
concern reception or production and, for production
activities, according to whether they take place interactively
or continuously;

Individual general
competences
Communicative 
competence:
– linguistic 
– sociolinguistic 
– pragmatic 

¾ that the CEFR distinguishes individual general competences
and communicative competence and that the latter is broken
down into linguistic, sociolinguistic and pragmatic
competences;

Context 
Domains 
External situations
Themes 

¾ that teaching content is closely tied up with the context
(characteristics and needs of the recipients of the teaching,
material context of the learning etc) and may be described
by specifying the domains covered in the course (personal,
public, occupational, educational), the external situations
in which the tasks are requested, the themes dealt with and
the sociocultural knowledge transmitted;
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CHAPTER 2

ACTION-ORIENTED APPROACH 
IN LEARNING MODERN LANGUAGES

T he CEFR asserts strongly that it is not prescriptive. It does not
recommend the adoption of a particular linguistic school or a specific
approach to the teaching of modern languages.

However, we are all aware that the adoption of an analysis grid or a terminology is
not a neutral act. It leads naturally to a particular view of teaching and learning. The
distinction introduced by the CEFR between the different language activities
(comprehension and expression in the spoken and written contexts, mediation)
necessarily begets the need for such a distinction in learning, training and
assessment.

1. What is a communicative task?

In this chapter we shall examine one of the essential aspects of the conception of
learning underlying the CEFR, as indeed all Council of Europe work in this area,
namely “the action-oriented approach” to the learning and teaching of modern
languages.

This “action-oriented approach” identifies the users of a language (and the
learners) as “’social agents’, ie members of society who have tasks […] to accom-
plish in a given set of circumstances, in a specific environment and within a partic-
ular field of action” (CEFR, page 9).

“A task is defined as any purposeful action considered by an individual as
necessary in order to achieve a given result in the context of a problem to be solved,
an obligation to fulfil or an objective to be achieved” (CEFR, page 10).

The coherence of the ideas set out in Chapter 1 is again apparent here. The view
of language teaching and learning embodied in the CEFR favours tasks involving
one or more language activities for which social agents mobilise, in accordance with
acquired strategies, their individual general competences (knowledge of the world
and sociocultural knowledge, behaviour etc) and their communicative competence
(linguistic, sociolinguistic and pragmatic).

It is important to remember that a task exists only if the action is motivated
by a goal or a need, whether personal or generated by the learning situation, if the
pupils clearly perceive the goal pursued and if such action leads to an identifiable
outcome. One’s mind immediately turns, of course, to project pedagogy, which is
certainly the most successful form of an action-oriented approach. However, this
central place assigned to the communicative task concerns all pedagogical acts.

21Action-oriented approach in learning modern languages
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Let us compare two extracts (reproduced below) from the same chapter of a
Spanish textbook.

In both cases, we are dealing with a spoken message reception activity. But the
analogy stops there.

It will be seen straightaway that the second extract does not possess the
characteristics of a communicative task. Action is indeed required of the pupils
(ticking a list of words), but it is purely a question of form. No real-life situation can
be discerned which could create in the pupils a need to identify the sound indicated
in the phrases heard.

However, in the case of the first extract, one can indeed speak of a task because
the goal is based on the meaning of the utterances heard and the instruction given is
similar to a well-known activity capable of stimulating the pupils’ interest. Similarly,
the outcome has obviously more communicative meaning than in the second extract
because it involves modifying the drawing in line with the instructions.

This will be no surprise to any modern language teacher and we already find
numerous examples of successful communicative tasks in the textbooks available to
teachers. We shall confine ourselves to six examples ranging from primary school
to the end of secondary education.
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2. Examples of tasks in modern language textbooks

Here we can unhesitatingly
speak of a task because the
outcome is identifiable (letter
to Father Christmas) and the
situation is a definite one (the
recipient is known and the
writer of the letter is writing
on his or her own behalf). The
pupils are here invited to write
a genuine letter which could in
fact be posted.

Even if most pupils of this
age take a humorous and de-
tached view of this task, the
letter to Father Christmas is a
cultural reality.

The situation is a plausible one and the telephone conversations to be produced
are motivated by the meaning. Pupils have to make sure of the identity of the person
contacted, satisfy themselves that they are indeed talking to the owner of the lost
object and agree on ways and means of returning it.

Even if it does not lead to a written production, the outcome is clearly identifiable.
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Pupils are invited to take part in a real debate on a current topic. The outcome of
the exchanges is open and will depend on completion of the task by each of the
pupils. When the roles come to be chosen, the pupils can defend their personal
position or play a set role. In all cases, they will have to take account of the other
person in order to complete the task.

The search for infor-
mation in the text must
lead to a definite outcome
which shapes the meaning
contained in the text read
by focusing pupils’ atten-
tion on the relevant infor-
mation.

Here too, the task is tar-
geted at an expected out-
come, reconstitution of the
written text in its chrono-
logy. Even though the pur-
pose of the exercise is fo-
cused  on  loca t ing  the
chronological markers of
the narrative (pragmatic
discursive competence),
the pupils’ attention will be
directed at the meaning of
the paragraphs.
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3. How can a communicative task be analysed?
Quite obviously – and this is already clear when the tasks listed above are looked

at closely – we are invariably dealing with a combination of several dimensions:
general and communicative competences, language reception or production activi-
ties, domains and themes covered, strategies employed and tasks. Depending on the
case, the importance of this or that dimension may predominate, without this
affecting the requirement that there should be a task with goals and an identifiable
outcome.

In the extracts below from two English textbooks for the final classes in
secondary education, it is clear that decisive weight is accorded to the development
of strategies for understanding the written word in the case of Going Places and for
spoken expression in the commentary on a table in XL.

Hypotheses must be for-
mulated, taking the setting
and the presentation of the
text as the basis.

25Action-oriented approach in learning modern languages

The strategy transmitted
here is to take the theme as
a basis for observing how
the picture conveys it and
afterwards to guess the
painter’s intention. 

XL, page 134

Going Places, page 65

The task required of the pupils is
clearly identified. They must devise a
survey on use of the computer. The two
criteria are met: negotiating the meaning
and reaching a predicted outcome.
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The balance between the different dimensions present in the two extracts can be
described in schematic form as follows:

The combination may work in favour of other dimensions, for example in the
two extracts below in favour of linguistic competence, in very different forms and
with very different goals:

general competences strategies communicative competence

linguistic   pragmatic   sociolinguistic

domains and themes language activities

situation task

identifiable outcome
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In the following two extracts, we can see that priority is given to pragmatic
competence: functional competence for the French textbook and discursive compe-
tence in the Italian textbook.

general competences strategies communicative competence

domains and  themes language activities

situation task

identifiable outcome

linguistic pragmatic sociolinguistic
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In the last example below, it is reasonable to think that priority is given to the
theme dealt with.

general competences strategies communicative competence

domains and themes language activities

situation task

identifiable outcome

linguistic sociolinguisticpragmatic
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general competences strategies communicative competence

linguistic   pragmatic   sociolinguistic

domains and themes language activities

situation task

identifiable outcome

These different balances between several dimensions enable account to be taken
of the teaching objectives and pupils’ aptitudes. They meet the need to vary
approaches and to diversify training. However, they do not jeopardise the existence
of a task, which is the mark of a teaching approach meeting the requirements of
communicational teaching. Through the task, pupils become effectively active and
the work takes on meaning in their eyes. The task promotes their personal
commitment to the learning process. 

We see, however, from these few examples that the task may vary in nature
according to the balance determined by the goals pursued. It may tend to be a
genuinely communicative task or, on the contrary, it may be essentially a learning
task.

➟ What can language teachers learn from this?
They can analyse their teaching materials and procedures by
asking themselves if the work given to the pupils actually
corresponds to tasks.
They can also ask themselves if these tasks cover all the
dimensions mentioned above and if priority should be given to
any particular one of those dimensions in order to take account
of the pupils’ needs.
They may then consider it desirable to augment the range of
tasks performed in their classes by including other tasks of
which they can find examples in textbooks relating to the
language they are teaching or other languages.

Here we have a search for information on a subject in conjunction with use of the
table. The result of the search should enable pupils to develop the theme addressed
here.
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We have so far looked for the presence of tasks in school textbooks. However, it
is clear that teachers are also perfectly able to create tasks from materials available
to them.

The extract below refers to a language activity without proposing any explicit
task. What is expected of the pupils is obvious: spoken production regarding the
caricature on the basis of an understanding of the caption and exchanges (spoken
interaction) in order to compare viewpoints on the theme addressed. This is made
clear by the aids supplied; these consist of the vocabulary needed for expression.

Teacher’s book

To create a task for the
pedagogical use of this caricature, it
would be possible to hide the
parody of the very well-known
introduction to all the Asterix
albums and ask the pupils to
reconstitute it with the help of this
text as it appears in the Spanish
version of the comic strip, which is
reproduced in the teacher’s book.

It would then be possible to
investigate the reasons why the
caricaturist should want to draw
such a comparison between the
Romans in ancient Gaul and
German tourists in Spain. The
result could perhaps take the form
of a collectively produced table
drawing a parallel between the
Romans and tourists.

Depending on the class and
pupils’ abilities, pupils could then
be asked to make or describe a
parody of another passage in this
comic strip chosen by them.

Just as the presence of a work
instruction does not necessarily
signify a communicative task,
the absence of instructions is no
obstacle to the performance of
tasks.
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4. The place of communicative tasks 
in the pedagogical sequence

Tasks cannot, of course, be separated from their surroundings in a textbook.
With this in mind, let us take a look at a first-year textbook for the teaching of

German.

In this chapter of the textbook
(Chapter 8 out of a total of 10) we
have the following situation: the
German characters are hosting
their French pen friends. During a
walk in the town centre, they visit
a department store. They separate
but arrange to meet at the exit of
the store at 3.30pm. The page
reproduced shows that the French
and Germans lose each other; the
French characters (who naturally
speak French among themselves)
do not know what to do. In the
next page of the textbook, the
focus is on the attitude and reac-
tions of the German characters,
who, in fact, are waiting at another
exit of the store in another street.

The types of training proposed on this page of the textbook are based on a
sequence of tasks which we shall subject to the same analysis as above.
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Is this a task? The reply is in the affirmative for two reasons. The need to speak
is motivated by the situation presented. It is necessary to explain the situation to a
passer-by, who has noticed that these children are in difficulty. The expected result
is an elaborate and coherent statement.

The language activity employed is spoken production. 
The goal pursued is obviously the development of linguistic competence

(expression of the past) and pragmatic competence (describing a complex problem
to an adult by juxtaposing simple statements in a coherent sequence).

general competences strategies communicative competence 

linguistic  pragmatic sociolinguistic

domains and themes language activities

situation task

identifiable outcome

Is this an exercise or a task? The question may well be asked. Priority is clearly
given here to linguistic competence: the production of statements involving
dependent propositions introduced by the conjunction “dass” (sie sagt, dass = she
says that…), requiring the conjugated element of the verb to be placed at the end, a
very important point in German syntax. This content may well suggest an exercise.
However, there is a plausible communication situation and the linguistic form
imposed is well suited to the utterance situation. The expected outcome is also iden-
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tifiable: a sequence of statements constituting a coherent whole with respect to this
situation. The necessary criteria for a task are definitely present.

The language activities are aural reception, spoken production and, to a lesser
extent, mediation.

general competences strategies communicative competence 

linguistic  pragmatic  sociolinguistic

domains and themes language activities

situation task

identifiable outcome

The task is motivated here by a need arising from the
situation: to agree on a strategy for finding the German
hosts in the store, particularly through the information
available concerning their buying intentions.

The outcome is also clearly identified: ascertaining
the place where they may be.

Linguistic competence is present in the form of
learning of location, but priority is given here to pragmatic
competence (learning a recurring conversational model)
and to sociocultural knowledge (organisation and name of
the chief divisions of a department store, using the
illustration in the textbook).
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The language activities concerned are visual reception and spoken interaction.

general competences strategies communicative competence

sociocultural knowledge

linguistic pragmatic sociolinguistic

domains and themes languages activities

situation task

identifiable outcome

This page of the textbook is therefore based on different tasks, using a variety of
combinations of competences and activities. To prevent fragmentation of the unity
of the action, the language activities (reception and production) are carried out in
credible tasks whose sequence is determined by a broader task, namely to deal with
a situation that could become part of pupils’ future experience. The actual training
exercises in comprehension and production activities are not devised by the writers
of the textbook, nor perceived by the pupils, as ends in themselves but constitute an
effort to solve a problem that might well arise in pupils’ real-life experience. One
could almost talk of a single task carried out through a series of micro-tasks. 

The conduct of the class proposed on this page comes under the heading of what
might be called ’guidance by task’.

However, this does not occur at the expense of the development of communicative
competences (linguistic, sociolinguistic, pragmatic) because, as we have seen, these
are deployed for carrying out the tasks and because this textbook is also extremely
scrupulous as regards grammatical progression through the chapters.

To give an idea of how far we have come, this page will be compared with a page
in another German textbook intended for the same class level which dates from
1981 and is put together, one suspects, very differently.
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35Action-oriented approach in learning modern languages

The reproduced extract presents two characters in a lively and humorous
dialogue written by the authors to introduce and permit the use by pupils of the topic
covered by the grammatical explanations on the second page (the place of the conju-
gated element of the verbal group). It also conveys sociocultural knowledge
(tearooms in Germany).

A reading of these two pages after the preceding German textbook reveals the
total absence of work instructions concerning the dialogue. These instructions
would in any case have been superfluous, because the “normal” conduct of the class
consists of fixed stages, namely listening to the dialogue and reproducing its content
under the supervision of the teacher, who then encourages the pupils to comment on
the behaviour of the characters. The particular success of this dialogue must have
led to rich and amusing exchanges between the pupils about the attitude of “Tante
Eva”, who pretends to be worried about her figure and the quality of the ices served
in this tearoom and who, once politely reassured by her interlocutor, orders both a
cake and an ice cream. Use of the language event concerned takes place naturally.
This double page conforms perfectly to the methodology used at that time.

Can we speak here of a communicative task?
This textbook can effectively meet this requirement for the use of

communication subject to two conditions being met: that the teacher manages to
create real communication in the group concerning this document and that he or she
anticipates an outcome, for example in the form here of a record on the blackboard.
However, even in this case, the task will remain highly artificial because the visible
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outcome (a record on the blackboard) will not really be the reason for execution of
the task but at the very most will serve to support the exchanges.

However, it quickly becomes clear that the two extracts exhibit many
differences. We have already stressed that the tasks are conceived in a radically
different fashion: the staging of utterance situations simulating use of the language
in the foreign country with different interlocutors and varied speech intentions in
Aufwind; and a “pedagogical task” in the second case with limitation of linguistic
and sociolinguistic competence to a single utterance situation.

Another important difference concerns the language activities carried out:
– specific training in different language activities in Aufwind;
– mixing of aural reception, visual reception and spoken interaction in Hallo

Freunde.
Here we have what undoubtedly constitutes an essential contribution by the

CEFR to language teaching: it lays stress on the combination between task
execution and one or more language activities; it emphasises the importance of
the authenticity of situations in relation to pupils’ communication needs.

36
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CHAPTER 3

SCALE OF COMMON REFERENCE LEVELS

1. Adoption of the scale of common reference levels 
in official texts

The rapid success of the CEFR in both Europe and France is due essentially to
its proposal for a scale of language competence levels common to all languages,
institutions and European countries.

The goal of the CEFR is, as we have seen, to encourage transparency in Europe
in the field of modern languages. It is therefore no surprise that the scale of levels
is usually perceived as the cornerstone in the edifice.

The scale is composed of three sections:
– basic: level A
– independent: level B
– proficient: level C
and each section is itself divided into two levels, level 1 and level 2.
We can therefore speak of a 6-level scale.

Basic User Independent user Proficient user
A1 A2 B1 B2 C1 C2

Breakthrough Waystage   Threshold Vantage Effective Mastery
Operational
Proficiency 

Common Reference Levels: global scale (CEFR, page 24) 

Can understand with ease virtually everything heard or read. Can summarise information from different spoken

and written sources, reconstructing arguments and accounts in a coherent presentation. Can express him/herself

spontaneously, very fluently and precisely, differentiating finer shades of meaning even in more complex situations.

PROFICIENT

USER

INDEPENDENT

USER

BASIC

USER

Can understand a wide range of demanding, longer texts, and recognise implicit meaning. Can express him/herself

fluently and spontaneously without much obvious searching for expressions. Can use language flexibly and effectively

for social, academic and professional purposes. Can produce clear, well structured, detailed text on complex subjects,

showing controlled use of organizational patterns, connectors and cohesive devices.

Can understand the main ideas of complex text on both concrete and abstract topics, including technical discussions

in his/her field of specialisation. Can interact with a degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction

with native speakers quite possible without strain for either party. Can produce clear and detailed text on a wide range

of subjects and explain a viewpoint on a topical issue giving the advantages and disadvantages of various options.

Can understand the main points of clear standard input on familiar matters regularly encountered in work, school,

and leisure etc. Can deal with most situations likely to arise whilst travelling in an area where the language is spoken.

Can produce simple connected text on topics which are familiar or of personal interest. Can describe experiences

and events, dreams, hopes and ambitions and briefly give reasons and explanations for opinions and plans.

Can understand sentences and frequently used expressions related to areas of most immediate relevance (e.g. very basic

personal and family information, shopping, local geography, employment). Can communicate in simple and routine tasks

requiring a simple and direct exchange of information on familiar and routine matters. Can describe in simple terms

aspects of his/her background, immediate environment and matters in areas of immediate need.

Can understand and use familiar everyday expressions and very basic phrases aimed at the satisfaction of needs

of a concrete type. Can introduce him/herself and others and can ask and answer questions about personal details

such as where he/she lives, people he/she knows and things he/she has. Can interact in a simple way provided the

other person talks slowly and clearly and is prepared to help.
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The importance of this scale for any language teacher becomes clear upon exam-
ination of the official texts referring to it in the various countries and in Europe. To
take the example of France, these references are found everywhere, as shown below
in the goals of language teaching and language knowledge requirements.

a) Since 2002, modern language teaching syllabuses have set language teaching
goals as follows with reference to the CEFR scale:

Listening Reading Spoken Spoken Writing
interaction production

École élémentaire:
End of stage 3 A1 A1 A1 A1 A1

Collège
End of Level 1 ML1 A2 A2 A2 A2 A2
End of Level 2 ML1 B1 B1 B1 B1 B1
End of collège ML2 A2 A2 A2 A2 A2
Third technology class
(agricultural education) A2 A2 A2 A2 A1

Lycée professionnel:
CAP B1 B1 B1 B1 A2

LEGT: end of upper 
secondary stage

ML1 B2 B2 B1/B2 B2 B2
ML2 B1/B2 B1/B2 B1 B1/B2 B1/B2
ML3 A2/B1 A2/B1 A2 A2/B1 A2/B1

The information in this table is confirmed by the Decree of 22 August 2005 on
the organisation of modern language teaching in schools. Article 1 makes the refer-
ence to the CEFR official:

“The levels of proficiency in modern foreign languages expected of pupils in
schools, collèges and lycées coming under the public or private education systems
are fixed, in accordance with the system of reference for proficiency levels in the
annex to this decree, as follows:

At the end of elementary school, Level A1 in the modern language studied;
At the end of compulsory schooling, Level B1 for the first modern language

studied and Level A2 for the second modern language studied;
At the end of secondary studies, Level B2 for the first modern language studied

and Level B1 for the second modern language studied.
The syllabuses and methods for the teaching of modern foreign languages are

defined in accordance with these objectives.” (Journal Officiel No 197 of 25 August
2005)

b) The preliminary draft performance indicators for “School education” under
the Organic Law on Finance Laws – which specify the objectives assigned to
the national education system by the National Assembly and the Senate –
include:
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39Scale of common reference levels

– Indicator No 11, Objective 1, Programme 2: proportion of pupils who
have attained in foreign languages Level B1 of the European Framework of
Reference at the end of collège;

c) Texts stating the level of proficiency required of non-linguist teachers for
teaching a modern language in primary school also refer to the CEFR:

To discharge the responsibilities assigned to them, it is therefore essential for all
language teachers to know exactly what these levels signify.

Three essential aspects of the scale should be stressed.

2. Reference levels and language reception 
and production activities

For teaching and assessment, it is vital to understand that the division into six levels
proposed in the CEFR scale is insufficient. An overall level (A2 or B1, for example)
makes little sense.

A pupil’s level of competence can only be observed through language activities,
whence the importance of describing these six reference levels separately for each type
of language activity.

All language teachers know from experience that pupils are not all equally
successful in comprehension or expression, whether written or oral. We all know pupils
who can understand the essential elements of a simple written or spoken text in a
foreign language without necessarily being able to reproduce it orally or express them-
selves on that subject.

That is why the CEFR breaks down the scale of levels according to different
language activities: listening – reading – writing – spoken interaction – spoken produc-
tion. We thus have a self-assessment grid, which is reproduced on page 41. For each of
the boxes in this grid, the CEFR proposes a definition distinguished from the content of
the other boxes along a vertical axis by the type of language activity employed and
along a horizontal axis by the level of competences attained. 

Qualifications of staff responsible for teaching modern languages in primary
school:

“The level expected of candidates for provisional qualification is Level B2 of the
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages of the Council of
Europe for spoken understanding and Level B1 for spoken expression.” (Circular
of 29 October 2001)

Oral modern foreign language test in external competitions to recruit teachers for
schools:

“The whole of the test is at Level B2 of the Common European Framework of
Reference, which corresponds to Independent User.” (Annex 1 to the Order of 10
May 2005).
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A pupil’s level of competence can therefore be defined separately according to his or
her abilities in each language activity.

The same person may, for example, quite legitimately and naturally be at Level A2 in
visual reception and at Level A1 in written expression in the same language. In particular
situations linked to the nature of a language or to specific requirements regarding use of
that language, he or she may even be only partially competent in a language. In the case
of neighbouring languages (for example, Romance or Teutonic languages) it may
happen, for example, that pupils who have learnt a language belonging to one linguistic
family supplement their competences by simply learning visual reception in another
language of the same family. To satisfy the needs of certain types of study, personal activ-
ities or jobs, pupils or students may decide to concentrate on one language activity rather
than another and thus exhibit a considerable imbalance between the levels reached in
reception or expression, whether spoken or written.

The imbalance between competence levels in the different language activities must be
recognised as natural. Far from being an obstacle, this asymmetry may be a force for
learning. The teaching consequences are extremely numerous, particularly as regards the
distinction in linguistic proficiency between what is necessary for understanding and
what is necessary for expression.

Thanks to this self-assessment grid in the five different communication activities,
language teachers now possess the means to record such reality exactly. A finding of
imbalance in the results obtained by one and the same pupil, sometimes wrongly
interpreted as a failure, is becoming less a matter of intuition. It can now be
expressed reliably and positively. 

Level A2

Spoken
interaction

I can read very short, 
simple texts. I can find specific,
predictable information 
in simple everyday material such
as advertisements, prospectuses,
menus and timetables and 
I can understand short 
simple personal letters.

I can communicate in simple and
routine tasks requiring a simple
and direct exchange of
information on familiar topics
and activities. I can handle very
short social exchanges, even
though I can’t usually
understand enough to keep 
the conversation going myself.

I can use a series of phrases and
sentences to describe in simple
terms my family and other
people, living conditions, my
educational background and my
present or most recent job.

I can deal with the most
situations likely to arise whilst
travelling in an area where the
language is spoken. I can enter
unprepared into conversation on
topics that are familiar, of
personal interest or pertinent
to everyday life (e.g. family,
hobbies, work, travel and
current events).

I can interact in a simple way
provided the other person is
prepared to repeat or rephrase
things at a slower rate of
speech and help the four-minute
what I’m trying to say. I can ask
and answer simple questions in
areas of immediate need or on
very familiar topics.
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3. Reference levels and communicative tasks

In line with the central place occupied by communicative tasks in the CEFR
conception of language teaching and learning, all definitions of reference levels
proposed in this grid are expressed, for the most part, in terms of the way a pupil
can carry out certain communicative tasks as a result of the competences acquired
in a language.

To give readers a better grasp of the logic behind the construction of this grid,
the definitions of the competence levels for understanding of the written word are
presented below in no particular order and in “exploded” form. They will have no
difficulty in identifying, possibly without consulting the table on page 41, the grada-
tion between the proposed descriptions and in linking them to the six different refer-
ence levels A1 to C2. 

1 Read job-related texts written in everyday language.

2 Read articles and reports on contemporary issues and understand the particular
attitude of the authors or a certain viewpoint.

3 Read personal letters and understand descriptions of events, expression of feelings
and wishes.

4 Read advertisements, posters or catalogues and understand familiar names, words
and very simple phrases.

5 Read without effort all types of text, even texts of an abstract or complex substance
or form, for example a textbook, specialised article or literary work.

6 Read long and complex factual or literary texts and appreciate style differences.

7 Read everyday documents such as small advertisements, prospectuses, menus and
timetables and find specific predictable information.

8 Read a contemporary prose literary text.

9 Read specialised articles and longer technical instructions even when they do not
relate to my field.

10 Read very short, simple texts and short and simple personal letters.

(Solution: A1=4;  A2=7 and 10; B1=1 and 3; B2=2 and 8; C1=6 and 9; C2=5)

It must be said, however, that compliance with the content of this grid is neces-
sary mainly for situating pupils within the continuum covered by the different refer-
ence levels. Use of the grid does not mean that language teachers are not allowed to
set tasks not strictly based on it in the exercises they set. For example, press articles
and literary texts are mentioned in the grid only as from Level B2 under under-
standing of the written word. However, it would be absurd to refrain for that reason
from using such texts in language teaching. It may be perfectly legitimate to do so
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in the case of activities not designed specifically to measure the competence level
but rather to help the pupils make progress and enable them to acquire knowledge
and skills. Nevertheless, the tasks set must still lie within their reach and be rooted
in a communicative situation.

We shall now examine the part of the grid relating to another language activity:
listening.

This grid describes the progress in pupils’ competences as observed through
tasks that make use, in this case, of the language activity of understanding the
spoken word. We have seen that it is relatively easy to situate the definitions in
relation to one another in an order of ascending difficulty.

We shall see in the succeeding chapters how language teachers can use this grid
to consider the progress they wish to make with a group of pupils or to assess their
competence levels.

A1 I can recognise familiar words and very basic phrases concerning myself, my family
and immediate concrete surroundings when people speak slowly and clearly

A2 I can understand phrases and the highest frequency vocabulary related to areas of
most immediate personal relevance (e.g. very basic personal and family information,
shopping, local area, employment). I can catch the main point in short, clear, simple
messages and announcements

B1 I can understand the main points of clear standard speech on familiar matters
regularly encountered in work, school, leisure etc. I can understand the main point of
many radio or TV programmes on current affairs or topics of personal or professional
interests when the delivery is relatively slow and clear.

B2 I can understand extended speech and lectures and follow even complex lines of
argument provided the topic is reasonably familiar. I can understand most TV news
and current affairs programmes. I can understand the majority of films in standard
dialect.

C1 I can understand extended speech even when it is not clearly structured and when
relationships are only implied and not signalled explicitly. I can understand television
programmes and films without too much effort.

C2 I have no difficulty in understanding any kind of spoken language, whether alive or
broadcast, even when delivered at fast native speed, provided I have some time to get
familiar with the accent.

Self-assessment grid (CEFR, pages 26 and 27)
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Such use requires, however, an understanding of how this grid is constructed,
together with the information it gives us on exactly what each of its sections covers.

If we look carefully at the section of the grid on understanding the spoken word,
we can distinguish two types of information:

– the type of texts and themes dealt with;
– the performance required in task completion.
The definition of a competence level in a language activity is therefore based on

the relationship between those two items of information.

Type of texts Performance required 
and topics dealt with in task completion

A1 Listening to slow and distinct utterances Understanding familiar words 
concerning the identity of the and very common expressions.
interlocutors, family or immediate 
concrete surroundings. 

A2 Listening to utterances or exchanges on Understanding phrases and very common
very familiar subjects (identity, family, vocabulary relating to those topics.
shopping, local area, employment etc).

A2 Listening to announcements and Understanding the main point 
simple clear messages of these messages.

B1 Listening to exchanges or explanations Understanding the main points.
in clear standard language on familiar 
topics (employment, leisure, school etc).

B2 Listening to radio or television Understanding the main point 
programmes on current events or of the information imparted.
familiar subjects.

B2 Listening to presentations or speeches Understanding the information received.
with a complex line of argument on 
a reasonably familiar topic.

C1 Listening to an extended unstructured Understanding the development 
speech when relationships are of the line of argument.
only implied.

C1 Listening to any type of television Understanding without too much effort.
programme or films.

C2 Listening to any type of message and Understanding without difficulty.
speech, even under conditions made 
difficult by the authenticity of their 
situation, speed of delivery, 
a particular accent.
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Going further, we see that this table reveals a threefold progression:
– in the difficulty of the texts listened to:
– simple utterances or exchanges 

– announcements and messages
– explanations
– radio or television broadcasts
– presentations or speeches with a complex argument
– unstructured discourse with implicit links
– all types of messages and discourse

– in the subjects dealt with
– identity, family and immediate concrete surroundings
– familiar subjects
– current events
– films or television programme

– in ease of understanding the content
– spotting known words or expressions
– understanding the main points of the information heard
– understanding the whole of the texts and following the course of a

presentation
– understanding with some effort.

It therefore establishes a fairly complex link in the reference levels (from A1 to
C2) between the difficulty of the documents supplied to pupils to enable them to
assess their level and the success expected in the activity of understanding.

For example, understanding familiar words or frequently encountered expres-
sions in a long presentation means nothing when the aim is to measure the devel-
opment of a pupil’s communicative competence. The type of text in fact comes
under Level B2 (or higher), while observed performance comes under Level A1.

Type of texts and topics covered Performance required 
in task completion

A1 Listening to slowly and distinctly A1 Understanding familiar words
pronounced utterances concerning andrecognising very common 
the identity of the interlocutors, expressions.
the family or the immediate concrete 
surroundings.

A2 Listening to utterances or exchanges A2 Understanding very frequently
on very familiar subjects (identity, used expressions and vocabulary
family, shopping, local area, concerning these subjects.
employment).

B1 Listening to exchanges or explanations B1 Understanding the main points.
in  clear standard language on 

familiar subjects (employment, 
leisure, school etc).

B2 Listening to presentations or speeches B2 Understanding the information
with a complex line of argument on a given.
relatively familiar subject.

Scale of common reference levels
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An example to the contrary: understanding without effort the whole of simple
clear messages on very familiar subjects supplies only very little information on the
real degree of competence in aural reception. In this case, performance comes under
Level B2 or higher, but the type of utterances heard and the topics they cover come
under Level A2.

In the succeeding chapters we shall be analysing the grid in the same way for all
language activities in order to draw implications from them for teaching.

Here we shall therefore simply take a close look at one other activity, this time
relating to production: spoken production. 

A1 I can use simple phrases and sentences to describe where I live and people I know.

A2 I can use a series of phrases and sentences to describe in simple terms my family and
other people, living conditions, my educational background and my present or most
recent job.

B1 I can connect phrases in a simple way in order to describe experiences and events, my
dreams, hopes and ambitions. I can briefly give reasons and explanations for opinions
and plans, I can narrate a story or relate the plot of a book or film and describe my
reactions.

B2 I can present clear, detailed descriptions on a wide range of subjects related to my
field of interest. I can explain a viewpoint on a topical issue giving the advantages and
disadvantages of various options.

C1 I can present clear, detailed descriptions of complex subjects integrating sub-themes,
developing particular points and rounding off with an appropriate conclusion.

C2 I can present a clear, smoothly flowing description or argument in a style appropriate
to the context and with an effective logical structure which helps the recipient to
notice and remember significant points.

Self-assessment grid (CEFR, pages 26 and 27)
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This table can be set out differently:

Purpose of speech Performance required 
in task completion

A1 Describe where I live and Perform the task using simple sentences.
people I know.

A2 Describe my family and other people, Perform the task in simple terms, 
living conditions and my present using a series of phrases and sentences.
or most recent job.

B1 Describe experiences and events, Perform the task using simple 
my dreams, hopes and ambitions. connectors to link utterances.

B1 Give reasons and explanations Perform the task using simple 
for opinions and plans. connectors to link utterances.

B1 Narrate a story or the plot of a book Perform the task using inter alia simple
or film and describe my reactions. chronological connectors to link simple

utterances and distinguishing 
the narrative and reactions to the 
content of the narrative.

B2 Express myself on a wide range Perform the task in a clear
of subjects related to my field and detailed fashion.
of interest.

B2 Set out a viewpoint on a topical issue, Perform the task by presenting 
giving the advantages and a clear line of argument.
disadvantages of various options. 

C1 Present descriptions Perform the task in a clear and detailed
of complex subjects. fashion incorporating sub-themes,

detailing particular points and rounding
off with an appropriate conclusion.

C2 Present a description or argument Perform the task in a clear and fluent
on any subject. manner, using an appropriate style and

a logical structure which helps the 
recipient to notice and remember 
significant points.
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This brief analysis reveals a distinction between levels of competence based this
time on a combination of:

– the themes covered in a spoken statement (oneself or one’s immediate
surroundings; experiences, feelings or personal opinions; stories, events or the
plot of a novel or film;  topical issues; complex subjects),

– and the formal construction of the statement (juxtaposition of simple sentences;
use of simple connectors; bringing out an argument; structure satisfying the
formal requirements of a spoken communication before an audience).

4. An exclusively positive definition of levels of competence

It is very important to note, for example, that the right-hand column in the
preceding table – concerning spoken production – refers only to mastery of the
combinations of utterances and to the structure of the discourse. It is silent about the
quality of syntax and morphology.

This latter remark also underlines a fundamental characteristic of the CEFR
scale of levels, namely that the scale is based on a resolutely positive approach to
the definition of levels of competence.

The proposed scale of levels marks a break with the tradition that still underlies
most assessment practice whereby pupils’ level of competence in a language is
assessed against the native speaker ideal. This might be relevant if the comparison
related to communicative tasks that can or cannot be carried out using language.
Unfortunately, such assessment often tends mainly to penalise, both literally and
figuratively, mistakes in mastery of the linguistic code. The traditional sort of
assessment carried out in modern languages tends to be a negative one in which a
number of points corresponding to the number or “seriousness” of the mistakes
made is deducted from a potential mark.

However, the Council of Europe scale of levels will be searched in vain for a
single negative reference for defining these levels. The sole criterion applied
consists in defining pupils’ degrees of success in tasks that can be performed with
the language learned. The most that will be found in any particular definition is a
reservation regarding the ease with which a task is performed (“must be helped by
the other person”, “must ask for the remark to be repeated” etc).

5. The European Language Portfolio checklists

Tasks and language activities are found throughout the definitions of the reference
levels. They are also present on a daily basis in the teaching relationship between teacher
and pupils. They are central to all language learning.

It thus appears that the definitions provided in the self-assessment grid for each
communication activity certainly enable one level to be distinguished from another but
are insufficient for the regular needs of the pupils if they wish to take stock of their
progress and set learning objectives for themselves. They are obviously not sufficiently
developed or exact.

Furthermore, as we saw in Chapter 2, the pedagogical challenge is to match these
reference levels to suitable communicative tasks.
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This is where the checklists which form an essential component of the European
Language Portfolio come in.

These lists supply more detailed descriptors for each reference level in five language
activities. Using these descriptors, users can see whether they actually satisfy the require-
ments given in the common reference levels.

The close relationship between the global scale of reference levels, the self-assess-
ment grid and the checklists in the European Language Portfolio becomes clear as soon
as they are looked at together.

We shall take as an example Level A1 seen from the viewpoint of spoken interaction
(speaking to someone).

A comparison shows their respective roles:
– the ELP descriptors list a (non-exhaustive) series of concrete tasks which a

pupil at Level A1 in spoken interaction is capable of carrying out in the
language studied. This list of descriptors matches the content of the self-
assessment grid (“ask and answer simple questions in areas of immediate need
or on familiar topics”);

Global scale of reference levels
Can understand and use familiar everyday expressions and very basic phrases
aimed at the satisfaction of needs of a concrete type. Can introduce him/herself and
others and can ask and answer questions about personal details such as where
he/she lives, people he/she knows and things he/she has. Can interact in a simple
way provided the other person talks slowly and clearly and is prepared to help.
CEFR, page 24

Self-assessment grid (spoken interaction)
I can interact in a simple way provided the other person is prepared to
repeat or rephrase things at a slower rate of speech and help me
formulate what I’m trying to say. I can ask and answer simple questions
in areas of immediate need or on very familiar topics.
CEFR, page 26

Corresponding descriptors in the European Language Portfolio
I can say who I am, where I was born, where I live and ask someone for the same information.
I can say what I am doing, how I am and ask someone how he/she is getting on.
I can introduce someone, greet them and take my leave.
I can talk simply about people I know and ask someone questions.
I can ask someone for an object or information or give it to him/her if he/she asks me.
I can answer simple personal questions and also ask them.
I can count, indicate quantities and tell the time.
I can follow and give simple directions, for example to go from one place to another.
I can propose or offer something to someone.
I can talk about a date or meeting place using, for example, the expressions “next week”, 
“last Friday”,“in November”, “at three o’clock”.
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– the self-assessment grid also mentions the constraints or external aids with
which these tasks are performed (here, for example, with the co-operation of
the other person, who is “prepared to repeat or rephrase things”, who speaks
“at a slower rate of speech” and who will “help” the pupil if necessary to
“formulate what I’m trying to say”). Furthermore, it makes suggestions about
how the pupil should perform these tasks, in this case by means of simple
phrases.

Thus, to carry out the task “say who I am”, the utterance produced by a pupil in
an interaction context, namely “I’m Claude”, “Ich heiße Pierre”, “Me llamo
Antoine” or “Mi chiamo Robert” will be sufficient to satisfy the formal condition
required at this level of competence. A statement by another pupil such as “Let me
introduce myself. My name is Malika” or “Darf ich mich vorstellen? Ich heiße
Malika” obviously does not refer to this Level A1. To assess Malika’s language level
it will be necessary to choose another task, which will have to be taken from among
the descriptors for the other reference levels. The fact that Malika is able to intro-
duce herself in the language concerned is no longer relevant for the level of compe-
tence reached in the language. The level she is at in spoken interaction can be found
by giving her a task coming under Level B2 or C1.

To grasp the scope of this self-assessment grid it should also be realised that it
constitutes a continuum. In the definition of a particular level it is assumed that the
lower level in the scale has been reached. Being at Level B2 in aural reception in a
language implies that one can carry out what is defined in the corresponding section
of the grid but also in the sections corresponding to Levels A1 to B1 for the same
language activity.

The self-assessment grid and the ELP descriptors are complementary in
enabling pupils and teachers to assess whether a particular level of competence
has actually been reached. 
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Communicative tasks, which are central to the CEFR’s view of learning and
teaching, have long been the hallmark of the communicative approach. The stress
on an action-oriented approach found throughout the Council of Europe document
does not in itself mean any drastic change of perspective for language teaching in
France.

However, the categories associated with tasks in general are proving fertile
ground for pedagogical innovation. Here the chief contribution by the CEFR is its
critical look at the language activities involved in a task, the skills required and the
conditions for performing each task. Its formalisation of these various factors in
order to develop effective communicative tasks enables the progress made in
modern language teaching in Europe to be measured and is an extremely valuable
tool for language teachers.

The coherence of all these parameters and categories does not mean that a
teaching system worthy of the name has to comply with some tacitly agreed model,
as has happened with previous systems. The approach underlying the development
of the CEFR implies adaptation to particular contexts and may justify focusing on
specific aspects of pupils’ skills. However, irrespective of their choices or
constraints, all language teachers should learn to analyse these situations and proce-
dures, using the CEFR categories, in order to take stock of their practices, make
what adjustments seem desirable and possible to them and have exchanges with
other teachers. This is undoubtedly one of the CEFR’s most fruitful contributions to
modern language teaching practices.

In this first section we have undertaken a “journey” within the CEFR with the
aim of highlighting some of its essential elements. These can be found in a more
comprehensive form in the following chapters of the CEFR:

– Chapter 2, pages 9 to 20: approach adopted (definition of the action-oriented
approach, general competences of the individual, communicative competence,
language activities and domains);

– Chapter 3, pages 21 to 42: common reference levels;
– Chapter 4, pages 43 to 100: use of language and the learner/user (context in

which the language is used, communication themes, communicative tasks,
language communication operations and texts);

– Chapter 7, pages 157 to 167: tasks and their role in language teaching.

51Scale of common reference levels
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PART 2

The Common European Framework 
of Reference for Languages 

and the European Language Portfolio

Two tools for teaching a modern language 

and developing pupil autonomy
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Aural reception (listening)
Can understand a short statement 
if it is clear and simple.
Examples of statements
– instructions and directions
– familiar everyday  expressions
– etc
Visual reception (reading)
Can understand short simple texts.
Examples of texts
– instructions and directions
– correspondence
– etc

Extracts from the “modern foreign 
language teaching syllabus at Level 1 
for collèges” (August 2005)

INTRODUCTION

THE CEFR AND MODERN LANGUAGE SYLLABUSES

The task of teachers is greatly facilitated when syllabuses are defined by
reference to the CEFR, as in the case of modern language syllabuses in
France. These syllabuses do not simply set required levels of language

proficiency in relation to the reference levels proposed by the CEFR but also dictate
the content of the education to be provided. An examination of this content shows a
high degree of conformity with the indications provided in the CEFR and detailed in
the ELP.

Let us look at how the CEFR is taken into account at the different stages in the
educational pathway.

Syllabuses for primary schools and lower secondary schools (collèges) lay great
emphasis on a goal-oriented approach. They list language functions (saying one’s
name, making a proposal, wishing someone a happy birthday etc) which a pupil must
learn to perform using suitable utterances and which may represent simple tasks (such
as introducing oneself, asking the way and so on). In the majority of cases, a close
relationship is found between these lists and the descriptors for Levels A1 and A2 of
the ELP for lower secondary schools. 

ELP checklists for lower secondary 
A1. I can understand simple instructions and

information.
A1. I can understand simple familiar everyday

expressions (accepting, rejecting, thanking).

ELP checklists for lower secondary schools:
A1. I can understand and follow simple

directions (eg in the street, going from one
place to another).

A2. I can understand a short simple personal
letter.

The common points are not limited to these lists of functions but also concern
other components of the syllabuses.

Strategy development plays a role in learning from primary school onwards. It
is easy to find echoes of the recommendations made in syllabuses among the ELP
descriptors. We shall take the example of spoken interaction.
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“In the collège it is necessary to distinguish and develop spoken expression in
both its dimensions (spoken production and spoken interaction), each of them
involving utterance situations and capacities which should be valued and assessed
for their own sake…”
Extracts from the “syllabus for modern foreign language teaching at Level 1 for collèges” (August 2005)

All this would be incomplete and unsatisfactory if the said correspondence did not
also cover grammatical and lexical competences. By definition, the CEFR, a tool
common to all languages, cannot specify the linguistic contents necessary for
performing language activities at the different levels of competence.

A supplementary activity must accordingly be included in use of the CEFR,
namely the specification, language by language, of the linguistic contents correspon-
ding to the levels of competence. These contents have already been published for
French as a foreign language (Référentiel pour le FLE, Éditions Didier, 2004) and for
German (Profile deutsch, Langenscheidt, 2005) and are in preparation for other
European languages.

55

Strategies
The pupil has become accustomed to:
– using simple procedures for starting, 

continuing and ending a short conversation;
-using onomatopoeia (maintaining contact/
reactions/marks of hesitation/surprise/disgust) 
and set expressions for reacting to or 
renewing a conversation;
– indicating that one has understood 

or has not understood;
– asking for something to be repeated 

or rephrased;
– using different types of questions;
– adapting intonation to the types 

of utterance;
– requesting the other person’s advice;
– expressing an opinion, agreement 

and disagreement;
– using appropriate gestures

(cultural codes) etc

Extracts from the " modern language 
teaching syllabus for Level 1 
for collèges” (August 2005)

ELP checklists for lower secondary schools:
A1. Speaking to someone: my tricks
¾ I can say I do not understand and ask

for something to be repeated more
slowly and rephrased.

¾ When I do not know a word, I can ask
how it is said and repeat it.

¾ I can ask someone to spell a word
which I do not understand or which I
do not know.

ELP checklists for lower secondary schools:
A2. Speaking to someone: my tricks
¾ If I use a word of whose meaning I am

not sure, I can make gestures to make
clear what I mean;
¾When I do not know how to say the name

of what I want, I can still obtain it by
pointing and saying, “I would like that,
please.”;
¾ I can indicate that I do not understand

what is said to me and ask for a word
to be repeated or explained.

The correspondence between syllabus content and the CEFR or ELP obviously
covers communicative competence as well. The distinction between spoken
production and spoken interaction has also been reflected in syllabuses.
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Specifications are being prepared by experts from the countries concerned by the
different languages: the French Community of Belgium, Quebec, France and French-
speaking Switzerland for French as a foreign language, and Austria, Germany and
German-speaking Switzerland for German.

As German is currently the only modern foreign language in France possessing
these specifications for Levels A1 to C2, we can compare, for example, the grammat-
ical contents chosen by the authors of Profile deutsch for Level A2 with the require-
ments of the syllabus for lower secondary school Level 1 (A2) and we note a very
strong correspondence.

The consistency with which reference is made to the CEFR in lower secondary
school syllabuses has compelled the authors to make choices. It is expected that these
will be confirmed for each language as the specific specifications are published.

As a result of the impetus created by the CEFR process, we can speak of the
gradual establishment of a European area of shared common references, for
example through the specification of contents language by language, and of
mutual confidence in levels of competence certified by diplomas and examina-
tions in each country, whence the importance of also developing expertise in
assessing the pupils’ levels by reference to the CEFR.

An attentive reader will have noticed from these remarks that no mention has been
made of upper secondary school (lycée) syllabuses. The reason is that these contain
only a small amount of linguistic content for teaching. However, they unambiguously
fix the levels of competence to be reached at the end of the “terminale” stage in rela-
tion to the CEFR. Teachers are therefore responsible under the syllabuses for consol-
idating pupils’ attainments and helping them to attain those levels. By implication this
also means referring to the corresponding guidelines in the CEFR.

On the other hand, the CEFR clearly does not specify the cultural contents to be
transmitted or the components of intercultural competence to be acquired. We saw in
Chapter 1 that the CEFR approach includes, but does not elaborate on, this aspect. The
CEFR will therefore not be sufficient for implementing syllabuses in their entirety.

The purpose of these opening remarks is to show that the CEFR and ELP are not
an alternative to modern language syllabuses. The two tools are valuable aids in
putting into practice the language dimension of syllabuses in their letter and spirit and
in their contribution to the exercise of shared responsibility in Europe with respect to
modern language teaching and the assessment of pupils’ levels of competence.

In the three chapters of this second part, we shall often use expressions such as
“it is advisable to…”, “the teacher must…”, “it is necessary to…” and other

restrictive wordings. They should be seen as part of the process of reflection on what
constitutes a teaching approach that uses the CEFR and the ELP. We obviously ask
the reader to add mentally after each of these expressions “if the teacher wishes to
apply these Council of Europe tools consistently”.
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CHAPTER 1

USING THE CEFR AND ELP 
IN CONDUCTING A CLASS

Using the CEFR in the conduct of language classes and along the path
followed with a group of pupils means, first and foremost, making
communicative tasks central to the work done with them. We saw in

Chapter 2 of Part 1 what the CEFR understands exactly by “tasks”, how teachers
can analyse a teaching unit in their textbook so as to identify the tasks proposed, and
how they can even adapt or supplement this teaching material with tasks better
suited to the particular needs of their class.

In general, it is desirable to observe progressiveness in learning processes, the
guiding thread of which can to a great extent be supplied by the self-assessment grid
and the ELP checklists. The teacher will be able to decide the main lines along
which language competences should be developed on the basis of a single or
progressive assessment of the competences of pupils and of the tasks they are
capable of performing with the language concerned. Depending on the pedagogical
choices made by the teaching team or the teacher, it will even be possible to devise
a programme focusing the group’s attention for a certain period on a pair of
language activities (for example, aural reception and spoken expression). This will
give increased visibility to the objectives of the teaching approach and to the
progress made, especially through the ELP. The ideal conditions for such work are,
of course, groups of pupils possessing overall the same competence profile.
However, the purpose of the pages that follow is to show that the use by a teacher
of the resources of the CEFR and ELP offers advantages regardless of the teaching
and learning conditions.

This chapter will therefore propose a number of avenues to be followed for the
progressive incorporation of the CEFR and ELP into teaching practices.

1. Defining priorities in constructing communicative tasks

With the aid of numerous examples, we stressed in the second chapter that the
tasks proposed in textbooks can meet a wide range of priorities: priority can be
given to the development of strategies, linguistic or pragmatic competence, socio-
cultural knowledge and so on.

Depending on the specific nature of the language taught and the needs of the
class, teachers  may concentrate on tasks displaying a particular weighting between
the different components of a communicative task. It will be to their advantage,
however, to try not to neglect any aspect. The CEFR stresses that all these compo-
nents are complementary for the successful learning of a modern language by
pupils.

As a guide to these choices, the CEFR proposes grids covering several of these
components, identifying a progression on which all language teachers can base

57Using the CEFR and ELP in conducting a class
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themselves, for example for the development of strategies. These grids appear in
Chapter 4 of the CEFR, pages 58 to 88. As an example, we reproduce two of them,
taken from the 38 grids in the Council of Europe document

The above grid proposes a progression in the “planning” of a spoken-production
task (presentation or description, reporting, statement etc). Any teacher will easily
see that use of the references provided can help them to deal easily with a task in
their textbook or create a new task. They only have to give tips to the pupils on how
to prepare their contribution and to make clear what they expect of them in their
performance of the task, on the explicit basis of the content of this grid.

CEFR, page 79

CEFR, page 64
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59Using the CEFR and ELP in conducting a class

1.1. Ensuring continuity between classes and teaching stages
Continuity in learning is a fundamental necessity for pupils to make progress.

Making it easier to progress in the use of the language learnt means first of all enabling
all pupils to deploy their existing attainments for the new tasks required of them.

Here again, the idea of task comes to the fore. The focusing of attention on a
single one of the components of communicative competence, grammatical or lexical
competence for example, makes it more difficult for a pupil to realise that the
learning process is continuous. We shall illustrate this sensitive issue with extracts
from a French textbook for the teaching of English in primary school and the first
year of secondary education (sixième).

As a better indication of the possibilities of continuity between the upper
primary school and sixième, we can look at what is learned in an English textbook
used at the end of primary schooling (Domino & Co., 2005) and identify the tasks
or situations with reference to the ELP descriptors. 

A1 Speaking to someone
• I can say who I am, where I was born, where I live and request the same type

of information from someone.
I can say my name.
I can spell my name.
I can ask someone his/her name.

• I can say what I do, how I am and ask someone about himself/herself.
I can say how I am and ask someone how he/she is.

• I can introduce someone, greet them and take my leave.
I can introduce someone, saying his/her first name.
I can introduce someone, stating his/her connection with me (relation, friend)
I can ask someone else’s name.

• I can use simple familiar everyday expressions.
I can express my thanks.
I can wish a friend a happy birthday.
I can wish someone a Merry Christmas.

• I can talk simply of people I know and put questions to someone.
I can indicate a quality or characteristic of someone.
I can describe someone.
I can state the colour of something.

• I can answer simple personal questions and put similar questions.
I can say if something is true or false.
I can describe the weather.
I can say what I am able to do.
I can say what I like doing and not doing.
I can ask someone what he/she likes doing.

• I can count, indicate quantities and tell the time.
I can count up to 12.
I can add, subtract and do simple division.
I can give a telephone number.
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I can say my age and ask someone to tell me his/her age.
• I can propose or offer something to someone.

I can ask someone for something.
• I can speak of a date or rendezvous, using for example “next week”, “last Friday”,

“in November”, “at three o’clock”.
I can say what day it is, what day it was yesterday, what day it will be tomorrow.

A1 Listening and understanding

• I can understand simple instructions and information.
I can understand work instructions in class.
I can understand familiar expressions (greetings, thanks, good wishes etc).

A1 Spoken production

• I can construct sentences using “and”, “but”, “then”.
I can describe my family.
I can say what animals I own.
I can construct sentences linked by “and”.

A1 Writing

• I can copy words, expressions, short sentences, simple instructions without
making mistakes.

• I can complete a form with my name, nationality, age and address.

This list clearly offers several ways of ensuring visible continuity of the work done
in sixième by giving the pupils the opportunity to employ the knowledge linked to these
situations and tasks and enrich the means of expression and understanding at their
disposal. However, we must take a further look at these two aspects.

First of all, continuity in the tasks performed. Chapter 2 of Part 1 showed us that in
the parameters defining a task the external situation always plays a role, which is
particularly important in the early stages of learning a language. To enable true
continuity of teaching between primary school and sixième it will therefore be essential
to devote attention to the continuity of the situations in which the tasks have to be
performed by the pupils. 
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As an example let us take a communicative task which is the subject of a
learning exercise in primary school and which is included in the first-year
secondary textbooks, “accepting or rejecting a proposal”, and see how it is
presented in a primary school textbook.

general competences strategies communicative competence

linguistic  pragmatic  sociolinguistic

domains and themes language activities

situation task

identifiable outcome

Pupils working with this textbook in primary school have therefore learnt to
understand proposals made in a simple form and to respond by answering “yes” or
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The task relates to the same language function but assumes a very different form.
Here pupils have to understand proposals made not to them in isolated utterances
but to third parties in a dialogue containing several exchanges and have to determine
whether those parties accept or reject the proposals. Furthermore, the simple form
“willst du…?” is not used. The utterances contain more complex linguistic forms
(such as “machst du mit?/gern/klar/das geht nicht/…”).

In the interests of continuity, German teachers who have pupils in their class who
have worked with the primary school textbook mentioned above will therefore have
to introduce the activity proposed by this textbook, even in a simple way, by
including the form “willst du…?”, addressing the pupils directly, before enriching
the pupils’ utterances with the other linguistic forms provided for in their textbook.
It is, of course, quite possible that this first-year secondary class contains pupils
from other primary schools who have not worked with this textbook. In this case,

“no”. What will they find the following year in the German textbook for first-year
secondary?

Teacher’s book
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63Using the CEFR and ELP in conducting a class

teachers may decide to address their questions mainly to pupils who they believe
can handle these utterances. This approach is obviously facilitated if material
describing these various parameters has been supplied in order to bridge the gap
between primary and secondary school.

We shall now choose at random a task appearing in a primary school English
textbook and compare it with one proposed in the first-year secondary textbook for
the same language.
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The task is identical. It involves saying what the weather is like. The external
situation is very similar: listening to a weather report, using a map illustrating the
information concerned; writing a short weather report for a number of towns or
countries. The differences concern the lexical elements (four in the stage 3 primary
school textbook, 11 in the first-year secondary textbook) and the areas covered by
the weather map (the United Kingdom in the first case and Europe in the second).
The two textbooks therefore ensure continuity, even though it seems clear that first-
year secondary teachers should refresh pupils’ knowledge beforehand by giving
them a very short task which can easily be introduced in class.

The following conclusions may be drawn from these comparisons. It would be
misleading to simply think of continuity in terms of language functions (in this case,
accepting and rejecting a proposal or saying what the weather is like) or even on the
basis of the title of the ELP descriptors. Teachers must closely examine the situa-
tions constituting the proposed tasks and, where necessary, adapt them to make the
continuity in those situations visible to the pupils. They must try, on the one hand,
to enable the pupils to deploy their primary school attainments and, on the other, to
enrich the linguistic resources available to them to perform this task.

1.2. Enriching the available linguistic resources
The two examples of continuity between primary school and first-year

secondary school have revealed another important concern. Within the same task
(accepting or rejecting a proposal; saying what the weather is like), the two first-
year textbooks enrich the linguistic resources available to the pupils.

Certainly, as we saw in Chapter 3 of Part 1, a task is linked in the self-assessment
grid to a level of competence and this link must be respected in the assessment.
However, it is of course essential to continue developing the competences and knowl-
edge useful for performing these tasks, even when pupils have acquired the minimal
linguistic resources necessary. Thus, where introducing oneself is concerned, pupils
may be considered to be at Level A1 if, in order to perform this task, they are able to
produce simple utterances such as “My name is…” or “Ich heiße…” or “Me
llamo…”, but an attempt must still be made to enable them to acquire other linguistic
resources or utterances, even if “introducing oneself” is no longer listed as a task
coming under levels of competence above A1.

Let us take a look at an illustration of this argument in an English textbook in the
third year of secondary school. The first part of the task reproduced below consists
in saying how one is; but the linguistic resources employed are much more elaborate
than those required for Level A1, a level for which the competence descriptor “I can
say what I am doing, how I am and ask someone how he/she is getting on” is
proposed (ELP for the collège).
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It would be a serious misinterpretation to think that “guidance by task” in accor-
dance with the progression proposed by the CEFR and the ELP checklists will auto-
matically identify a close relationship between tasks and the linguistic resources to
be acquired. We have seen that such a direct relationship does indeed exist in the
strategy for assessment of the competence level attained by pupils. However, for
teaching and learning, this does not mean – on the contrary – that the manner of
executing tasks of all kinds cannot be improved in direct ratio to the increase in
communicative competence.

2. Identifying the language activities employed through tasks

Language textbooks usually identify in various forms the language activities
employed.

The list of language activities in which training is provided in the extract below
from an English textbook for upper secondary schools (lycées) is given at the
beginning of the teaching unit. There we read that five distinct activities are
identified (aural reception, visual reception, spoken interaction, spoken production
and written expression) during use of one of the texts in the textbook.
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The Spanish textbook reproduced below also distinguishes different language
activities in the part devoted to commentary on a document: the following extract
contains examples of spoken interaction (work in small groups), spoken production
and written expression.

Here we note the general introduction of the distinction between “taking part in
a conversation” and “spoken production”.

This leads us to mention another way, as yet little used, of linking the various
language activities as the book progresses, namely focusing on the development of
pupils’ competence in one or two language activities.

Extract of the Contents

Needless to say, the zoom-in on a language activity in this German textbook does
not mean that the other activities on the same pages are neglected. The aim here is
simply to give priority in objectives, competence building and assessment to the
language activity concerned. The feeling of coherence of the work as a whole will
obviously be strengthened thereby in the eyes of the pupils.
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This half-page constitutes the teaching device supplied for the use of a press article
written in reaction to a photograph taken at a demonstration and published in the El
País newspaper in 2004. In this textbook, we see that the overall coherence of the class
activities involving use of the document is ensured by closely guided conduct of the
class: reporting on the content of the medium (Comprender y presentar) and then
talking about it (Expresarse). In the first part of the work on the text, pupils are guided
both by an implicit instruction to read a specific passage in the text while respecting
its linearity and by the aids supplied to them (useful speech vocabulary). The whole
is made coherent through the gradual development of a collective commentary on the
document.

3. Proposing a coherent path through communicative tasks

We have already mentioned in Chapter 2 of Part 1 the danger of teaching activ-
ities being fragmented around successive tasks, leading to a loss of unity and overall
meaning in a teaching sequence. We shall see in the pages below that one of the
roles of the ELP checklists is to make the overall coherence of the teaching
approach even clearer. This concern is present throughout the textbooks. “Guidance
by task” is fully compatible with a concern for coherence and with the gradual
building of competences.

To illustrate this statement, we shall take three very different examples.
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The English textbook shown above operates quite differently. The teaching
device reproduced concerns the use of a text extracted from the autobiography of
the actor Sidney Poitier. The textbook organises the conduct of the class in three
main stages:

– preparation for discovering and using the text by means of  another document, a
short biography of Sydney Poitier correlated with the beginning of the text
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69Using the CEFR and ELP in conducting a class

(lines 1 to 11) and enabling certain important information about this actor to be
identified;

– a series of work instructions for each of the two parts of the text (lines 12 to 18
first and then line 19 to the end of the text): these work instructions alternate the
tasks of comprehension and expression, collective expression by the group and
more individual spoken production (recap heading);

– continuation of the work of comprehension, explanation and commentary on
the content of the text by translation and written expression activities.

Unlike the Spanish textbook mentioned above, there is no longer any unity in the
teaching approach here: a document other than the working text is being used and
the type of activities asked of the pupils varies greatly. However, the overall coher-
ence is made obvious by two essential factors. Everything contributes clearly to the
use of the same text. The succession of language activities performed follows an
approach perceptible to all pupils: a search for information and exchanges
concerning it, an intermediate assessment and then a personal reaction, and finally
a distancing from the text by switching over to another language and individualisa-
tion of expression concerning the situation described in the text.

The extract from the German textbook reproduced below shows that the idea of
pathway can assume very different forms from those in the previous two books.
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As in the two English and Spanish textbooks, these pages offer the pupils a
pathway. But they will not receive guidance in the use of a document. The pathway
takes them through a range of tasks linked to different documents. The commu-
nicative tasks requested all arise out of a problem stated at the beginning of the
chapter, namely what are the conditions for being a good elected pupil representa-
tive? As in the textbook mentioned in Chapter 2 of Part 1, coherence between all
these tasks is ensured by their contribution to the collective search prompted by the
initial question. We have here a sort of scenario in which different types of docu-
ments and different language activities are associated with a view to performance of
the overall task represented by this search.

Other major differences between this type of pathway and the one proposed in
the other two textbooks can be pointed out:
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71Using the CEFR and ELP in conducting a class

– the situations created for these tasks are rooted in pupils’ everyday reality
(defining the role and ideal profile of an elected pupil representative), and the pupils
are required to perform these tasks personally or as members of the school
community;

– each language understanding activity is employed with the aid of a specific
document (aural reception through interviews with German pupils, visual reception
for reading a poster and a leaflet distributed by candidates for the office of pupil
representative).

3.1. Enabling pupils to perceive the relevance of the tasks to their
progress

The search for coherence present in all these examples is significantly assisted
by use of the ELP.

The development of pupil autonomy involves two main routes: the learning of
self-assessment and active participation by learners in decisions concerning their
learning pathway, whilst respecting the roles of both teacher and pupils.

These are well-known teaching goals which are now partly reflected in teaching
practices and in textbooks. The CEFR does not constitute a change of direction in
this regard either, but supplies teachers with extremely useful tools designed to
strengthen their action to this end.

One of the CEFR’s contributions is to enable pupils to see the growth in
their competences in concrete terms through the learning work done and
monitoring of their progress by the teacher.

For this purpose, teachers must take care to perform with the pupils an
assessment of the work achieved, using the ELP checklists. The descriptors in the
checklists constitute markers in the construction of a competence level, provided the
teacher respects the progression suggested by the CEFR. The purpose of these
markers is to encourage pupils to assess what they have achieved in the various
activities through the tasks set.

The most suitable teaching approach for making the most of this tool is to
provide for assessments at regular intervals after the teaching unit or units and to try
to identify the descriptors concerned by the tasks performed. This can make the
meaning and purpose of these activities clear to the pupils.

Furthermore, regular use of these checklists has the advantage of bringing out
the overall coherence of the conduct of the class, which can sometimes suffer
from an apparent deficit in this respect. One of the most usual criticisms levelled
against “guidance by task” is, as we saw earlier, the risk of the teaching unit being
fragmented into a succession of activities without any obvious connection between
them. We have also seen that there are means of limiting this risk. A very effective
one is for the teacher and pupils to consult the ELP checklists regularly: this brings
home to the pupils that the tasks are not the outcome of chance or of a random
choice by the teacher or authors of the textbook but are building blocks in the
construction of a specific level of competences.

Of course, the need for efficiency presupposes that work with the checklists is
adapted to the age of the pupils and is sufficiently frequent to stick in pupils’ minds
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and be taken seriously, but is not so frequent as to prevent real progress from being
observed in the tasks performed.

The latter aspect is of crucial importance and indicates one of the difficulties of
modern language teaching: the time needed to lead pupils from one level of
competence to the level immediately above is sometimes very long given the
pedagogical necessity to emphasise actual progress in order to keep pupils motivated.

The CEFR (page 17), moreover, warns against interpreting sets of levels and
scales of language proficiency such as A1 to C2 as if they were a linear measurement
scale like a ruler. Experience shows that much more language exposure time and
many more acquisitions are needed to go from Levels B1 to B2 than from Levels A2
to B1, just as the transition from A2 to B1 is necessarily slower than from A1 to A2.
The transition from one level to the next involves a “necessary broadening of the
range of activities, skills and language”.

This is why the CEFR suggests that the scale of levels be amended by creating
intermediate levels and supplies several examples. In the one reproduced below, the
authors consider the case of primary school and the first stage of secondary school,
in which the level of the pupils necessitates differentiation of the A2 category.

CEFR, page 32

This possibility of refining the description of a competence level has been
adopted, for example, in the French ELP for the lycée. For the competence levels
actually relating to the greatest number of pupils, ie Levels A2 to B1, it proposes
three intermediate stages for each language activity, as shown by the example of
aural reception:

Level A2 is defined as follows in the CEFR self-assessment grid: I can
understand phrases and the highest frequency vocabulary related to areas of most
immediate personal relevance (e.g. very basic personal and family information,
shopping, local area, employment). I can catch the main point in short, clear,
simple messages and announcements. 
This same level
A2-1 When the speaker deliberately uses almost exclusively words and expressions
which I should know…

¾ I can understand…
A2-2 when the speaker uses simple sentences to talk about everyday subjects
because he/she knows he/she is speaking to someone who is learning the
language…

¾ I can understand…
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A2-3 When the speaker is addressing a wider audience on subjects that are
familiar to me, using however fairly short and simple sentences…

¾ I can understand…

Level B1 B1 is defined as follows in the self-assessment grid: I can understand
the main points of clear standard speech on familiar matters regularly
encountered in work, school, leisure, etc. I can understand the main point of
many radio or TV programmes on current affairs or topics of personal or
professional interest when the delivery is relatively slow and clear.
This Level B1 is broken down as follows in the ELP for 15-year-olds and over:

B1-1 When the speaker expresses him/herself clearly in standard language and
does not speak too long (about two or three minutes)…

¾ I can understand…
B1-2 When the speaker expresses him/herself at fairly great length on subjects
related to the syllabus or daily life…

¾ I can understand…
B1-3 When I listen to the radio or TV on subjects related to the syllabus or daily
life…

¾ I can understand…

For each of these six intermediate levels, this ELP proposes specific descriptors:
B1-1 When the speaker expresses him/herself clearly in standard language and
does not speak too long (about two or three minutes)…

¾ I can understand the main points of what is said on familiar and regularly
encountered subjects, including short accounts.
For example, enough to summarise very briefly a presentation on an item in
the syllabus or an aspect of daily life given by a pen friend or the assistant or
with the aid of a recording.

¾ I can understand the main point of radio news bulletins and simple recorded
documents.
For example, understand the main points of the main items of information
(issues, reported events, importance of information…).

¾ I can broadly understand the position adopted by someone in a discussion on
a topic which I know well.
For example, recognise whether two interviewees share the same viewpoint
on the topic put forward by the presenter.

¾ I can understand factual information and recognise general messages and
points of detail.
For example, if the speaker states an important fact or illustrates it by means
of details.

It is easier in this way to express pupils’ progress in concrete form. The same
thing could be done by analogy with certain sports, using bear cubs, snowflakes,
stars etc as in skiing, or yellow, green, blue belts as in judo etc.
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3.2. Creating an immediate link 
between classroom situations and ELP descriptors

This breakdown of competence levels into intermediate stages has not been
adopted in the ELPs for primary schools and lower secondary schools (collèges).
However, the approach concerned can also be applied to these levels by any team of
teachers.

Another approach which is highly complementary to the above and which can
be employed in teamwork or, for example, in in-service training is possible. It does
not involve identifying a progression between the various descriptors but supple-
menting them with a list of situations in which pupils are guided by very concrete
means to perform the tasks mentioned in the descriptors. For the pupils, these situ-
ation lists create an immediate and obvious link between the ELP checklists and the
teaching they receive.

By way of an example we shall mention the work done by modern language
teaching advisers of the Bas-Rhin Inspectorate in close co-operation with their
Haut-Rhin counterparts and teachers in Alsace schools to facilitate work with the
ELP in primary schools. For each Level A1 descriptor, the authors have listed the
concrete situations experienced by the pupils. The boxes following the situation
descriptions correspond to different possible languages, including the regional
language spoken in the pupils’ environment.

From a teaching viewpoint, this approach is extremely promising, provided
excessive proximity to heard or produced utterances is avoided in order not to
encourage mental translation. It can promote collective reflection by a team of
teachers, or by an individual teacher, concerning the situations created in language
classes, based on the textbooks used, the specific projects put in place and the
particular features of the teaching environment. For each competence level, teachers
can thus link these situations to the descriptors in the checklists. These remarks
could apply, for example, to vocational education and to proposed exchanges,
training periods and stays abroad as well as to non-linguistic education provided in
a regional or foreign language, ie in France, in bilingual schemes, European or
Oriental-language sections and international sections. 
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It would be very useful for co-operation between language teachers and teachers
of non-language disciplines, as well as for the pupils themselves, to reflect on the
language use situations which pupils experience and in which they perform tasks
that can be linked to language competence levels.

In the approach proposed here, the link between the CEFR and modern language
learning therefore assumes the following form:

A1 - Listening and understanding

Descriptor: I can understand simple instructions.

Situations:
I understand when I am asked to take

my exercise book or textbook at page…

I understand when I am asked to come to the blackboard.

I understand when I am asked to repeat.

I understand when I am asked to speak louder or more slowly.

I understand when I am asked to copy a word or sentence again.

I understand when I am asked to read a passage.

I understand when I am asked to cut out a picture.

I understand when I am asked to paste a document.

I understand when I am asked to complete a sentence, a sum etc.

I understand when I am asked to put my things away.

I understand when I am asked to pay attention.

...................................................................................

Working document, Bas-Rhin Academic Inspectorate
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This linkage may appear complex, but this is only an impression.
It encourages teachers to take stock of the tasks they require of the pupils and of

the consistency of those tasks with the CEFR levels. It allows them to reconcile use
of the CEFR with that of the textbook. It avoids the over-frequent impression among
pupils that in-class activities are ineffective or pointless and gives those activities a
meaning in relation to the checklists and the competence levels of the self-
assessment grid.

Global scale
A1: understand and use familiar everyday expressions and very basic phrases
aimed at the satisfaction of needs of a concrete type […]
CEFR, page 24

ELP descriptor
I can understand simple instructions and information.

Self-assessment grid
A1 - Listening: I can recognise familiar words and very
basic phrases concerning myself, my family and immediate
concrete surroundings when people speak slowly and
clearly.
CEFR, page 26

Situations:
I understand when I am asked to go to page… 
of my exercise book or textbook.
I understand when I am asked to come to the blackboard.
I understand when I am asked to repeat.
I understand when I am asked to speak louder 
or more slowly.
I understand when I am asked to copy a word 
or sentence again.
I understand when I am asked to read a passage.
I understand when I am asked to cut out a picture.
I understand when I am asked to paste a document.
I understand when I am asked to complete a sentence, 
a sum etc.
I understand when I am asked to put my things away.
I understand when I am asked to pay attention.
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3.3. Helping pupils to identify their success in communicative tasks
One of the problems with assessments made using the ELP descriptors concerns

the essential distinction between the tasks required of a group and pupils’ individual
success in those tasks. The assessment made after a learning period should enable
pupils to take stock, on the one hand, of the collective progress made through
language training and, on the other hand, on an individual basis, of their partial or
complete, occasional or regular successes in performing communicative tasks. They
can use this information to set their own learning goals.

Here support by the teacher is crucial. Only the teacher can, for example, get a
pupil to take account of the balance between the production task set and the utter-
ances developed. Only the teacher can get a pupil not to confuse a one-off success
in a task with an ability to perform that task in different situations. The ELP for
lower secondary schools encourages reflection on this subject, proposing a choice
between several smileys for each descriptor:

We shall return to these points in the next chapter (on assessment) but, as can
already be seen, pupil autonomy presupposes a learning process that incorporates
the self-assessment aspect. The ELP does not mean that the teacher does not have
to provide guidance in the area of self-assessment as well. The ELP constitutes a
particularly useful opportunity for expressing this pedagogical work in concrete
form and giving it meaning.
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4. Helping pupils to set themselves language learning goals

One might wrongly believe that the only purpose of the ELP checklists is to
summarise the language work done and link that work to the CEFR scale. However,
they also have the role of teaching pupils to set themselves language learning goals.
This approach is an essential factor in the development of learning autonomy.

The advantage of regular assessments, performed using competence
descriptors and/or lists of situations referring to those descriptors, is also that
they encourage pupils to identify, with the help of their teacher, the tasks or
situations to which they must devote special attention in the coming classes or
weeks.

This seems particularly important for work with groups of pupils formed on the
basis of their level of competence in the language or for a way of conducting the
class in which attention is focused for a certain period on a particular language
activity (or particular activities).

Assessments are already provided for in many textbooks. They encourage reflec-
tion on the progress made and create favourable ground for use of the CEFR.

In the German textbook below, we find at the end of the chapter a list of the tasks
for which training has been provided, with precise references to the different parts
of the teaching unit.
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Other textbooks incorporate explicit references to the ELP descriptors as they go
along and in the assessment proposed at the end of the teaching unit.
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This textbook announces at the beginning of the unit (here unit 5) the objectives
of training in the language activity which will receive preferential attention during
the unit, and which is indicated by a special logo (spoken production). It will be
noticed once again that this focus on a different activity for each teaching unit does
not mean that other language activities are excluded. The objectives are formulated
with reference to the descriptors in the French ELP for 15-year-olds and over. They
adopt the breakdown of competence levels explained on pages 72 and 73.

In the assessment at the end of this unit, pupils are invited to take stock of their
success in the tasks corresponding to these ELP descriptors. For this purpose, the
textbook tells the pupils what documents and what parts of the unit have given rise
to uses of the language allowing such an assessment. A partial assessment during
the unit will obviously also enable pupils to identify the points on which they must
concentrate in order to reach the expected level of competence.

Here we find a concrete illustration of the use of the CEFR competence levels
broken down into intermediate levels, an approach in which the work done is
focused on the development of competences in a language activity, and an explicit
link between the tasks proposed in the textbook, the competence levels and use of
the ELP, together with the possibility of getting the pupils to set themselves goals
for their continued work.

Finally, this assessment and self-assessment phase is the opportunity for a
valuable teaching dialogue that can encourage each pupil to think about the most
effective individual ways of managing his or her learning process. The CD-ROM
accompanying the Alternative textbook proposes individual reflection on one of the
language activities both before and after every training exercise.
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5. Limiting use of the national language

The language used in the ELP constitutes a difficulty. An ELP is in no case
intended for the learning of a particular language but must take account of all the
competences of pupils in all languages which they learn or know. The rule laid
down by the Council of Europe requires the use in every ELP of at least one of its
two official languages, English or French, as well as the language in which the users
are educated. This explains why French ELPs are entirely drafted in a single
language. In addition to the paradox represented by monolingual ELPs in an educa-
tion system that advocates linguistic diversity, this represents a potential problem
for using them: the risk of excessive intrusion of a reflection process in French into
modern language courses where the time for exposure to the language taught is
already very limited.

To obviate this drawback, teachers can be advised, on the one hand, to use the
ELP at regular intervals throughout the year and, on the other, to make use of check-
lists in the regional or foreign language for their assessments, as is already the case
for the last extract from the textbook on the previous page.

If it is to remain an effective tool for promoting plurilingualism, the ELP has to
be drafted in the pupils’ mother tongue or language of schooling. The presence of
one or two other modern languages in addition to French would have been possible
but would have constituted a breach of the principle of language diversification in
the French educational system.

For work in a particular language, this in no way means that teachers are not
allowed to prefer the assessment and reflection approach using descriptors or situa-
tions which they develop themselves or which they take from the ELP used in the
country or countries whose language they teach.

Examples of descriptors taken from European ELPs
Level A2 - Spoken interaction

Conversar : Soy capaz de mantener breves diálogos con los compañeros y con
el profesor ; también soy capaz de realizar juegos de rol sencillos, sobre temas
conocidos. (Ministro de Educación, Cultura y Deporte – Madrid 2003.)

Interacção oral : Em situações do dia-a-dia e em que se trata de assuntos e
actividades habituais, sou capaz de comunicar mensagens de carácter social, tais
como formular e responder a convites, sugestões, pedidos de desculpa e de
autorização, atender e fazer telefonemas… (Ministério da Educação – Educação Básica

– Portugal 2001.)

Miteinander sprechen : Ich kann nicht nur etwas mitteilen und erfragen,
sondern auch zeigen, ob ich damit einverstanden bin oder einen anderen
Vorschlag oder eine andere Meinung habe. (Landesinstitut für Schule und Weiterbildung,

Soest, 2003.)

Spoken interaction : I can ask someone about his/her plans for the week, week-
end or holidays. (Modern Languages in Primary Schools Initiative – Rep. of Ireland.)

Interazione orale : Riesco a stabilire e mantenere cinatti sociali per :
a. prendere accordi e proporre iniziative per incontri
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b. chiedere e dare informazioni sulla salute
c. ... (Ministerio dell’instruzione, dell’università e della ricerca – Ufficio Scolastico Regionale

per la Puglia – Direzione Generale – Bari, 2004.)

Gesprekken voeren : Ik kan met anderen bespreken wat we gaan doen, waar we
heen gaan en afspraken maken waar we elkaar ontmoeten. (Europees Platform voor

het Nederlandse Onderwijs et National Bureau Moderne Vreemde Talen, …)

Subject to pupils possessing minimum language abilities, it would be quite feasible
to perform an assessment and hold a brief discussion on the objectives to be pursued,
making simple use of the target language. A list of descriptors or situations limited to
the language activity and competence level or levels concerned would be used for this
purpose. The teacher could then refer pupils to their ELP and asked them to tick the
corresponding boxes, possibly at home.

6. Developing a programme on the basis of tasks correlated
with the CEFR levels

At the end of this chapter we shall look at a more demanding and ambitious form
of inclusion of the CEFR and ELP. Language teachers may not wish to apply it
immediately in all its aspects, but they can gradually draw lessons from it and adopt
it as an approach.

This involves developing, with reference to the CEFR, a teaching pathway
adapted to pupils’ abilities and to the goals that may be pursued with a class.

The first step in the approach is to identify the CEFR competence levels to
which the tasks proposed in a teaching unit within the teaching materials corre-
spond.

This relationship is sometimes indicated in textbooks.
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But most of the time it is not explicit. How are we to proceed?
We saw in Chapter 2 of Part 1 how to identify and analyse communicative tasks.

Chapter 3 was then devoted to a study of the different CEFR competence levels. In
the examples below we shall try to summarise the content of those two chapters.

In order to clarify the proposed approach, we shall take the example of a task
proposed in a Spanish textbook.

This task calls successively on two language activities, aural reception and
spoken production. We must therefore proceed in two stages.

To gauge the difficulty with regard to aural reception, we shall examine the self-
assessment grid (see page 26), confining ourselves, however, to the levels from A1
to B2. 

A1 I can recognise familiar words and very basic phrases concerning myself, my family
and immediate concrete surroundings when people speak slowly and clearly.

A2 I can understand phrases and the highest frequency vocabulary related to areas of
most immediate personal relevance (e.g. very basic personal and family
information, shopping, local area, employment). I can catch the main point in short,
clear, simple messages and announcements.

B1 I can understand the main points of clear standard speech on familiar matters
regularly encountered in work, school, leisure, etc. I can understand the main point
of many radio or TV programmes on current affairs or topics of personal or
professional interest when the delivery is relatively slow and clear.

B2 I can understand extended speech and lectures and follow even complex lines of
argument provided the topic is reasonably familiar.
I can understand most TV news and current affairs programmes. I can understand
the majority of films in standard dialect.
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We are obviously confronted here with a Level B1 task. The pupils have to
understand the main points of the interviews. This is certainly common to Levels
A2, B1 and B2, but the nature and theme of the texts heard no longer really belong
to Level A2: we are not dealing with simple messages but with explanations.
However, these texts do not fall under Level B2 either: we are not dealing with a
complex argument.

If we refer to the list of Level B1 descriptors of the ELP for upper secondary
schools (lycées), we find the following: “I can understand the main points of a
presentation on familiar, regularly encountered subjects, including short accounts.

For example, enough to be able to make a very brief summary of a presentation
on an item in the syllabus  or an aspect of  daily life given by a pen friend or the
assistant or with the use of a recording” (level B1-1).

Let us now consider the task from the viewpoint of the activity of spoken
production. The level of difficulty can be identified with the use of the part of the
self-assessment grid devoted to this activity and of our comments on the grid on
pages 47 and 48 (Chapter 3).

A1 I can use simple phrases and sentences to describe where I live and people I know.

A2 I can use a series of phrases and sentences to describe in simple terms my family
and other people, living conditions, my educational background and my present or
most recent job.

B1 I can connect phrases in a simple way in order to describe experiences and events,
my dreams, hopes and ambitions. I can briefly give reasons and explanations for
opinions and plans. I can narrate a story or relate the plot of a book or film and
describe my reactions.

B2 I can present clear, detailed descriptions on a wide range of subjects related to my
field of interest. I can explain a viewpoint on a topical issue giving the advantages
and disadvantages of various options.

Because this task requires connected speech (different documents have to be
summarised), we are no longer at Level A1 or A2, for which spoken production may
be effected by juxtaposing sentences or utterances. The instruction does not require
pupils to develop a viewpoint or present an argument either, as would be required
by Level B2.

We can consider that the task in fact corresponds to Level B1: pupils must report
in a structured fashion on a content which does not concern them directly but of
which they are aware. It could be related to the following ELP descriptor: “I can
make a simple statement which I have prepared on a familiar topic in which the
important points are developed with precision.” (Level B2-2).
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This use of the self-assessment grid to identify the level of difficulty of commu-
nicative tasks can easily be applied to the other language activities as part of the
training proposed in the textbooks.

Ascertaining the level of difficulty of a task in a textbook may cause the teacher
to enrich it, adapt it or even create something completely different. But this leads to
a question: can all texts give rise to tasks adapted to all competence levels?

To answer this question, we must once again use the information we have about
the nature of texts as suggested by the self-assessment grid.

Aural reception Visual reception

A1 Slow and clear utterances concerning Very simple words or sentences 
the identity of the speakers, family or in advertisements, posters or catalogues
immediate concrete surroundings

A2 Utterances or exchanges on very Short, very simple texts; everyday 
familiar subjects (identity, family, documents such as advertising, 
shopping, local area, employment prospectuses, menus and timetables;

short, simple personal letters

B1 Simple, clear announcements Texts drafted mainly in everyday language
and messages; exchanges or or language relating to my work; 
explanations in clear, standard descriptions of events, expression 
language, on familiar subjects of the wishes in personal letters
(employment, leisure, school etc)

B2 Extended speech on a familiar topic; Articles and reports on contemporary
radio or TV broadcasts on current questions in which the authors adopt 
affairs or familiar topics a particular attitude or viewpoint;

contemporary literary text in prose

C1 Long and even unstructured speech; Long and complex factual or literary
TV broadcasts and films texts; specialised articles and long 

technical instructions even unrelated
to my field

C2 Every type of message and speech, Every type of text, even if abstract
even under conditions made difficult or complex in substance and form, 
by the authenticity of the situation, for example a textbook, specialised
speed of delivery, a particular accent article or literary work
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Using this table, we shall look at four documents in different language textbooks
and of different class levels.

The texts proposed here for visual reception obviously come under Level A1: we
have simple sentences and not an everyday document as mentioned in the definition
of Level A2.

In the extract from the same textbook reproduced on page 87, we find texts
coming under Level A2 (short texts composed of simple sentences which therefore
do not correspond to the requirements of the Level B1 definition).

Generally speaking therefore, we find consistency in the textbooks between the
choice of medium and the degree of difficulty of the tasks required.

Needless to say, things are not always as clear-cut as this. Let us compare this
last page in the French textbook with the text in a Spanish textbook reproduced at
the bottom of page 87 (Carta a Roberto) and, like it, intended for beginners. At first
sight, the length of the texts and the connections between the utterances composing
them  make it difficult to place them in the same category . While the French text
obviously comes under Level A2, the Spanish text could give rise to Level B1 tasks.
However, the linearity of the speech and the vocabulary in this text, together with
the subjects addressed, make it qualify equally for Level A2 tasks (short, simple
personal letters).
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The potential level of a text is therefore not automatically indicated by the class
level for which a textbook is intended. Classification of this Spanish text under
Level A2 will become more obvious when we compare it with another proposed
document in a lower sixth form textbook for which, this time, we may hesitate
between Level B1 and Level B2.

In line with the definition of
Level B2, we definitely have here
a literary text in prose on a
contemporary issue. However, its
composition certainly shows very
few characteristics specific to this
type of text. Moreover, its content
gives pride of place to the narra-
tion of events and the expression
of desires and feelings, which are
characteristic of Level B1 texts.
We may conclude from this very
brief analysis that this text can
give rise to tasks falling between
Levels B1 and B2.

On the basis of such an analysis,
it is possible in most cases to look
to the descriptors in the ELP check-
lists in order to supplement, if
necessary, the instructions
proposed in the textbook with tasks
suitable for the programme decided
on with a group of pupils. 

Let us take a look at the last
extract reproduced, which we said

came under Levels B1 and B2, and see what types of visual reception tasks the text-
book proposes concerning it.

88
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We find reading instructions that refer effectively to Level B1: identification of
the events described, the feelings and behaviour of the characters. These instruc-
tions could easily be compared with the ELP descriptors:
¾ I can understand a factual text on an item in the syllabus or on one of my main

interests sufficiently to be able to recognise the principal information it
contains.

¾ I can understand descriptions of a feeling and the expression of desires formu-
lated in standard language.

Looking more closely at the tasks required in the continuation – not reproduced
here – of this page of the textbook, particularly as regards written expression
(“Imagine what Sandra wrote in her diary when she was weighing up the pros and
cons before accepting the offer”), we see however that this task can only be
performed if the pupils have been able to understand from the text the reasons
driving the characters to act, which is, word for word, one of the descriptors of the
B2 level of the ELP.

Contrary to their practice in an assessment situation, teachers will not refrain
from mingling tasks of adjacent but different levels (here, for example, B1 and B2)
if this is required by the dynamics of the teaching unit. However, it is recommended
that pupils should regularly be offered communicative tasks relevant to their own
progress. It would have been inconsistent, for example, to propose only Level B2
tasks for the study of this text.

Even though, overall, these recommendations may appear complex and restric-
tive, it is important to repeat that we are not proposing a complete break with
teaching practices and that the “action-oriented approach” suggested by the CEFR
is compatible with the available teaching aids.

The purpose of the details given in this chapter is to show how language teachers
can gradually adopt these tools so as to better attain the goals they set themselves
with their pupils. It is unnecessary to try to apply everything described. Teachers
must assess the value of these recommendations for their practice and for the needs
of their pupils.

The introduction of the reference to these tools in order to organise groups of
pupils and devise the programme followed with those pupils – which is sometimes
announced at national level, as in France – will certainly produce great changes in
the context of such teaching. If language teachers are enthusiastic about using the
CEFR and ELP to enrich their professional skills, they will become even more
effective. That is what this chapter has tried to show.
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CHAPTER 2

HOW ARE LANGUAGE COMPETENCES 
TO BE ASSESSED?

W e shall return later in this chapter to the question of self-assessment
and how it is related to assessment proper. We shall deal first with the
consequences of using the CEFR for pupil assessment in the normal

teaching framework, as the question of national examinations does not fall within
the scope of this book.

The assumption underlying everything said below is that it is necessary to
conduct a separate assessment of pupils’ competence level in the different language
activities. This pedagogical requirement is restated in the documents accompanying
most language syllabuses. It is generally respected in all assessments organised by
schools, even though certain examinations do not allow for an assessment of all
language activities. In France, for example, it was recently the subject of successful
trials in the final classes of secondary general education and is being adopted for the
examination papers in a new baccalauréat series (STG). This is a well-established
practice in French upper secondary agricultural schools, where training assessment
is required to include a separate assessment of language activities for all types of
training coming under the ministry concerned.

1. Constructing an assessment test based on the CEFR

The teacher’s task is relatively simple as regards assessing pupils’ level of
competence in production activities. The self-assessment grid and the ELP check-
lists supply us with adequate guides. An assessment of ability in written or spoken
production must be performed through communicative tasks corresponding to the
competence level whose mastery by the pupils one wishes to check.

Prenons l’exemple de l’expression orale en continu.

A1 I can use simple phrases and sentences to describe where I live and people I know.

A2 I can use a series of phrases and sentences to describe in simple terms my family
and other people, living conditions, my educational background and my present or
most recent job.

B1 I can connect phrases in a simple way in order to describe experiences and events,
my dreams, hopes and ambitions. I can briefly give reasons and explanations for
opinions and plans. I can narrate a story or relate the plot of a book or film and
describe my reactions.

B2 I can present clear, detailed descriptions on a wide range of subjects related to my
field of interest. I can explain a viewpoint on a topical issue giving the advantages
and disadvantages of various options.
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Let us assume that the pupils have worked as part of an exercise in spoken
production under the guidance of the German teacher with the following teaching
unit.

C1 I can present clear detailed descriptions of complex subjects integrating sub-themes,
developing particular points and rounding off with an appropriate conclusion.

C2 I can present a clear, smoothly flowing description or argument in a style
appropriate to the context and with an effective logical structure which helps the
recipient to notice and remember significant points.

Self-assessment grid, CEFR, pages 26 and 27

On this double page they have learnt about the link between simple utterances,
using chronological (“then”) and logical (“but”) connectors and have learnt to put
their utterances in modal form (“certainly not”, “perhaps”). To assess their spoken
production ability, they can therefore be asked to give an account of the chronology
of events communicated in the form of illustrations or planned in class and whose
content causes them no difficulty of vocabulary.

With this task we are at Level A1: I can construct sentences using “and”, “but”,
“then”.
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It will be noticed that this descriptor appears in certain ELPs (such as the ELP
for lower secondary schools (collèges) under the Writing heading. It may be
considered that at this level, and even perhaps at higher levels, training in spoken
production is the best form of learning written expression.

After a teaching unit comprising, inter alia, the documents reproduced below,
assessment can consist in asking pupils to compare two documents connected with
the school environment in their country and in Spain or a Latin American country
(eg two timetables, school dress, school schedules etc) and state their preferences.

This expression task corresponds to the descriptors for ELP Level A2:
– I can describe and compare objects briefly.
– I can explain why I like or dislike something.

Finally, let us imagine the case of a class which has worked, in English, on the
interviews proposed in the Going Places textbook (Première, page 140), in which
five persons give their views about the tendency of certain United States courts to
replace prison sentences with the obligation to parade in public with a placard
showing the crime committed.

The assessment of the level reached by pupils in spoken production could be
based on the photograph below. The pupils assessed could be asked to explain the
content of the document and to give their opinion on it, stating their reasons.
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Depending on the abilities of the pupils and their individual performances, this
work instruction will fall either under Level B1-2: I can talk simply without
preparation on varied topics connected with my areas of interest or an item in the
syllabus, or under Level B2: I can explain a viewpoint on a topical issue giving the
advantages and disadvantages of various options.
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When the level of the pupils composing the group is not homogeneous and the
context allows, it is quite conceivable, and even recommended, to introduce tasks of
different levels in an assessment concerning production activities.

Thus, in the course of the unit taken from the English textbook below concerning
the treatment of American Indians by the new Americans, the pupils have been
trained in written expression, as shown by the extract reproduced on the previous
page.

A test to assess ability in this activity could be based in such a case on the
following photograph:

Pupils could be asked to perform the following two tasks of different levels:
– narrate the experience of one of these children in a letter written in the first person

(Level A2: I can narrate what has happened to me in the near or distant past);
– describe one’s state of mind and adopt a position (Level B1: I can report my

experiences and describe my feelings and reactions in a personal letter.

The construction of a test is a more sensitive matter when the aim is to assess
aural or visual reception. The choice of a medium and of a communicative task
must then be combined, using, as we have seen in Chapter 1 of Part 2, the informa-
tion contained in the self-assessment grid.

Ideally, a task linked to a specific document will be developed for each compe-
tence level.

However, it is also possible to arrange for a succession of tasks coming under a
different competence level, using the same medium if this is suitable. 
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Although the above document is not intended for this use in the teaching unit,
we shall take it as a medium for assessing visual reception with a group of pupils
who are in the process of reaching Level B1 in this activity.

To make things easier for readers who do not possess an adequate command of
German, we shall put the items in this assessment in English.

It is obvious that this text effectively comes under Level B1 of the self-assess-
ment grid. However, it is perhaps desirable to allow pupils who are less confident
about their abilities in this activity to demonstrate their ability at Level A2. For this
purpose, we can propose to this group an assessment starting with two instructions
referring back to Level A2 descriptors:

¾ I can recognise what a letter or a text is about when it concerns a subject
which is familiar to me.

An example of an instruction with a view to assessment: pupils can be asked to
give a brief account of the topic covered in this article (training of young volunteers
against vandalism).

¾ I can follow the construction of a short narrative or a brief description of facts
concerning familiar topics.

For example, I can recognise the order in which the events took place and
identify the nature of the link between them (causes, consequences etc). 
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An example of an instruction with a view to assessment:
Say what the theme of each of the five paragraphs in the text is.
Put in the boxes the letter corresponding to the topic dealt with (a, b, c, d, e).
Topics covered:
– -initial situation =a
– solutions adopted =b
– action methods =c
– restrictions mentioned =d
– some tips =e
Paragraph 1 (lines 1 to 16)
Paragraph 2 (lines 17 to 32)
Paragraph 3 (lines 33 to 41)
Paragraph 4 (lines 42 to 55)
Paragraph 5 (lines 56 to the end)

The bulk of this assessment must, however, be at Level B1. The descriptors that
can serve as a basis for the instructions under this level are the following:

¾ B1-1: I can understand a factual text on an item in the syllabus or on one of
my main interests sufficiently to be able to recognise the principal information
it contains.

In the assessment, it will therefore be possible to check that the pupils have
understood how volunteers are selected and trained as well as the conclusion drawn
by the journalist.

An example of an instruction with a view to assessment:
Tick the statement corresponding to the text and justify  the  chosen reply by

means of  a short quotation.
a) The operation was rather a failure.
b) The effects of this operation are not yet known.
c) The operation has produced definite results.
d) The results varied greatly according to the place.
e) The results are interpreted very differently by the police and organisers.
Quotation ..............................................................................................................

¾ B1-2: I can recognise the significant points of a well-structured newspaper
article on a familiar topic.

To check that this descriptor has been mastered, assessment could cover a non-
event-related aspect of the article that is nonetheless essential for its content: the
recommendations made for the attention of the volunteers for this operation (never
place oneself in danger, maintain self-control in all situations).

¾ B1-3: I can identify the principal conclusions of a well-structured text
advancing an argument.
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This latter point could be assessed by asking pupils to explain what Mrs Eva
Müller-Schröder means by saying, in lines 51 to 55: “Gerade problematische
Schüler werden auf andere Gedanken kommen, wenn wir ihnen Verantwortung
übertragen” (giving responsibilities to problem pupils can make them change their
attitude).

2. Assessing pupil performance in a test

Here too, we must draw a distinction between comprehension  and expression.
In a test to assess comprehension, it is easy to see whether a pupil has

succeeded in the task set. In the case of a test composed of different competence
levels, it is for the teacher to decide on the weighting for each of these tasks in the
overall mark.  Taking the example of the tasks proposed above in connection with
the “Fäuste in der Tasche” text, it would be possible to choose, for instance, the
following weighting, depending on whether the test is aimed at pupils of modern
language 1 or modern language 2. Marks are calculated in accordance with the
French marking system of 0 to 20 (the latter mark is the highest). 

Level of tasks ML1 ML2

A2 5 marks 10 marks

B1 15 marks 10 marks

20 marks 20 marks

It will be noticed that in the case of a test proposing differentiated tasks on the
basis of specific media or the same text, marks can no longer be apportioned taking
account exclusively of the information contained in the text(s) (for example,
2 marks per item of information understood or reproduced) but by respecting the
relative weight of the tasks of different levels within the class’s objectives.

The question of assessment of the quality of a pupil’s written or spoken
production leads us to a closer examination of the fundamental concept of positive
assessment dealt with on page 48. Pupils’ competences must be assessed on the
basis of what they are capable of achieving with the language, not in a negative
fashion based on the ideal of total command of the language or, even less, on
exclusively formal criteria independent of the task to be performed. This also
applies, of course, to visual and aural reception, but the scope is much wider for the
assessment of oral and written production in a regional or foreign language.

To illustrate this key concept, we shall make a detour through a language activity
not directly linked to our argument: assessment of the translation of a text. There are
two co-existing and competing ways of assessing the translation of a text in a
foreign (or regional) language into the national language. The first and best-known
way consists in counting all the errors according to an absolutist typology
(meaningless word or phrase, mistranslation, bad phrasing, barbarism etc) and
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subtracting the number of marks corresponding to the total of these errors from the
maximum mark. The second way is to divide the text into a sequence of meaningful
segments and judge the quality of the translation in the individual segments,
awarding an increasing number of marks depending on whether the translation of
the segment conveys the bulk of the information, respects the whole meaning,
commits no stylistic infelicities in turning the passage concerned into the target
language or offers a particularly successful translation.

It is clear that these two ways of assessing the same translation are very likely to
produce highly dissimilar results. Despite the difference in purpose, they illustrate
the fundamental contradiction between an assessment of production focusing on the
errors and stylistic infelicities committed and a positive assessment that endeavours
to value even partial success in the tasks requested.

Of course, even a positive assessment of expression must be based on quality
criteria. In Chapter 5 (pages 110-129) the CEFR supplies 13 qualitative criteria for
written or spoken production, with a grid for each one showing the success level
from A1 to C2 for some of them and from A2 to C2 for the majority.

These qualitative criteria are as follows:
– general linguistic range
– vocabulary range
– vocabulary control
– grammatical accuracy
– phonological control
– orthographic control
– sociolinguistic appropriateness
– flexibility
– turntaking
– thematic development 
– coherence and cohesion
– spoken fluency
– propositional precision.

We shall take the sensitive example of grammatical accuracy, deliberately
confining ourselves to Level B2 +, to see how an assessment can adopt a positive
approach even on this point.

Grammatical accuracy

B2 + Good grammatical control; occasional ’slips’ or non-systematic errors and minor flaws
in sentence structure may still occur, but they are rare and can often be corrected in
retrospect.

B2 Shows a relatively high degree of grammatical control. Does not make mistakes which
lead to misunderstanding.
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As in the translation example, using this grid means deciding on the degree of
language proficiency in the performance of a communicative task rather than
accumulating negative marks on the basis of the number of syntactical or
morphological errors committed.

This does not mean that teachers should not be interested in a pupil’s mistakes
and infelicities. On the contrary their task is specifically to enable pupils to remove
these obstacles to more effective communication and to get them to make progress.
They must therefore spot these errors and take them into account in their subsequent
teaching activities. However, this should not be confused with assessing pupils’
ability to perform communicative tasks with language.

If teachers wish to monitor pupils’ mastery of points of syntax or morphology,
they are, of course, fully entitled to do so and in some circumstances this can be a
useful lever for encouraging pupils to learn. However, this optional part of a lesson
must not be confused with the assessment of written or spoken production as such,
and the respective outcomes must be clearly perceived by the pupils.

Let us therefore return to this assessment of production quality and to the criteria
supplied by the CEFR. These are too numerous to be taken into account in one
assessment: 9 can apply to written production, 11 to spoken interaction and 10 to
spoken production.

It is the responsibility of teachers to select some of them, probably not more than
four, corresponding to their teaching choices and a particular context, trying at the
same time to mingle criteria concerned more with task performance (thematic
development, cohesion, spoken fluency, turntaking etc) and other criteria relating to
language system aspects (grammatical accuracy, phonological control, orthographic
control etc).

Once this choice has been made, teachers can award a number of marks for each
criterion and distribute them according the level reached for each criterion, taking
account, of course, of legitimate expectations regarding the class level and the
objectives pursued.

B1 + Communicates with reasonable accuracy in familiar contacts; generally good control
though with noticeable mother tongue influence. Errors occur but it is clear what
he/she is trying to express.

B1 Uses reasonably accurately a repertoire of frequently used ’routines’ and patterns
associated with more predictable situations.

A2 Uses some simple structures correctly, but still systematically makes basic mistakes
- for example tends to mix up tenses and forget to mark agreement; nevertheless, it
is usually clear what he/she is trying to say.

A1 Shows only limited control of a few simple grammatical structures and sentence
patterns in a learnt repertoire.

CEFR, page 114
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Let us take the example of pupils in a class whose objective as laid down in the
syllabus is Level B1, for example the fourth year (troisième) in France. The marking
scale for an assessment of spoken interaction might look as follows:

Criteria adopted Level A1 Level A2 Level B1

Phonological control 1 marks 3 marks 5 marks

Sociolinguistic appropriateness 1 marks 3 marks 5 marks

Flexibility 2 marks 4 marks 5 marks

Grammatical accuracy 2 marks 4 marks 5 marks

According to this example, an assessment of a pupil’s ability to take part in a
conversation or debate during which the teacher has assessed performance as
corresponding to Level A2 for the first three criteria adopted here and to Level B1 for
the fourth criterion (grammatical accuracy) would produce a mark of 15 out of 20.

3. Self-assessment and teacher assessment

We appear to be a long way from the self-assessment referred to in the previous
chapter. Pupils were invited to assess their success in the tasks proposed during
teaching or in their personal use of language. For this purpose they had the ELP
checklists.

The tools used for the teacher’s assessment of production quality are the
qualitative criteria listed above. The gap between the teacher’s assessment and self-
assessment certainly represents a major challenge to the introduction of the CEFR
and ELP into teaching practices.

We would point out, however, that this gap tends to narrow when both have
recourse to the CEFR common reference levels and the scale of competence levels.
Moreover, if the assessment criteria are known to the pupils and their
production is assessed and analysed along these lines, assessment by the
teacher undoubtedly constitutes an important stage in the learning of self-
assessment.

4. Marking and levels of competence

Both these activities have quite different objectives.
Marks given by the teacher play a part in collective decisions taken by the

teaching team with pupils and their family regarding their career plans and
specialisation. It reflects the contribution of each discipline to the pupil’s general
education. Even if each discipline is subject to specific constraints such as the
necessity in modern languages to report separately on pupils’ competences in the
different language activities, marking must comply with common characteristics, in
France, for example, the use of a 0 to 20 marking scale.
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Furthermore, as in all disciplines, marking in foreign languages situates pupils’
competences in relation to the objectives of a class level or training period.

It is thus reasonable to think that a fourth-year pupil who shows he or she
possesses B1 competence in a language and has accordingly fully reached the
objective of proficiency in the language at that class level deserves the maximum
mark, ie 20 out of 20.

According to the same reasoning, this maximum mark of 20 out of 20 would be
awarded to any pupil reaching Level A1 at the end of primary school, Level A2 at
the end of stage 1 of lower secondary school (collège) and Level B2 at the end of
general education in upper secondary (lycée).

Why does this happen so rarely? Why do so many language teachers refuse to
give this mark for performance corresponding to this competence level?

The reply is obvious: because the mark traditionally awarded in modern
languages is supposed both to recognise a pupil’s success in relation to the teacher’s
expectations and to show that the pupil can and must make further progress.

Giving pupils such a mark when they do not yet have total command of the
language raises the fear that they wrongly consider they have reached the maximum
proficiency.

However, it is the very role of the CEFR to identify a pupil’s place in the
continuum of communicative competence and his or her level of proficiency in rela-
tion to the different possible levels.

If, through use of the CEFR scale and the ELP, teachers are able to show  pupils
where in this continuum the objective pursued is situated at a particular point in the
training process, they will not be afraid to mark pupils consistently in relation to that
objective. No fourth-year pupils who have scored 20 out of 20 in a language will
then imagine they have reached Level C2 and feel able to rest on their laurels.

When used in a complementary fashion, marking and reference to the
CEFR scale can fully play their respective roles.

What is the meaning of a mark of 14 out of 20 for a written production task
performed by a second-year secondary pupil, for example, in the language studied
since primary school? It should indicate that the pupil has not yet attained complete
mastery in this language activity of all the aspects set out in the Level A2 definition
but that his or her production meets at least Level A1 requirements.

There is a clear advantage in making explicit use of these two reference scales
for language teaching:

– the class’s specific objective, in order to mark pupils’ performance;
– the CEFR scale, in order to free the teacher from uncertainty about the

meaning of the mark awarded.
This explains in particular why it is important for the ELP to give pupils a

general idea of the levels as from primary school, even beyond what they can hope
to attain for the moment, and for the content of these competence levels not to be
adapted to pupils’ momentary abilities but to remain the same for users of all ages.

However, let us again briefly return to the meaning of that mark of 14 out of 20,
which was given as an example. As we have already seen, it is the product of the
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weighting adopted by the teacher between different assessment criteria. It may also
incorporate other elements.

Sociocultural knowledge must also be assessed and may be the subject of
specific marks in an assessment. Furthermore, an exercise may also sometimes
include components other than communicative tasks, eg for beginners, a check on
the learning of vocabulary or grammar.

The mark of 14 out of 20 may therefore be a very imperfect reflection of a
pupil’s real competences. From it we draw two conclusions:

– the reaffirmed importance of self-assessment thanks to the ELP, which comple-
ments the teacher’s assessment and relates only to the level of competence;

– the necessity to indicate clearly to pupils what refers in an exercise or a mark
to the assessment of  competence and what refers to behaviour, memorisation,
learning etc.

5. When can a pupil be considered to have reached a level of
competence?

To reply to this frequently asked question we must distinguish between three
different cases.

The first means of verifying a competence level is represented by a certificate or
examination correlated with the CEFR levels. Examples coming to mind are the
certificates awarded by the foreign cultural centres composing ALTE (Association
of Language Testers in Europe). The correlation of these certificates is the subject
of extreme care and common approaches at European level under Council of Europe
auspices. For the sake of the value of the CEFR scale it is essential for any attested
B1 Level to represent the same skills, regardless of the country where the certificate
is issued and irrespective of the language assessed. As a result of such correlation
and of the duration of tests and the range of situations utilised to verify the general
applicability of the abilities demonstrated during the tests, these certificates are a
model for the verification of an individual’s language competence level.

The second means of verification is represented by the tests organised by
teachers for their pupils during the school year. We have seen that the reliability and
validity of tests can be improved by taking account of a number of CEFR
recommendations. However, these tests can only hint at the real level of
competence. They have their limitations: they cannot test the whole range of
activities necessary to ensure that success in a test is not a one-off event. The
difficulty in drawing generally applicable conclusions from individual success is
increased by the fact that these assessments are necessarily teaching-based and to
some extent at least are as much an assessment of knowledge as an assessment of
competences.

The last means consists in teaching pupils how to use the ELP. A pupil is
generally considered to have attained a level of competence in a language activity
when he or she has been able to tick the boxes certifying success in a proportion of
seven or eight descriptors out of 10.
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We saw above that this use of the ELP requires guidance by the teacher and that
self-assessment is a sensitive learning process that requires competence to be
assessed by the teacher, particularly as regards the qualitative aspects of production.
With this in mind it is important to convince pupils that a descriptor cannot be
regarded as attained unless the pupil has been repeatedly successful in the task
described and in a wide range of situations. One-off success during training or
assessment in a descriptor-linked task is important but is not sufficient to show
whether the pupil is capable of successfully completing the same task in all
situations. An ELP descriptor indicates a skill that is generally applicable to several
situations.

As we have seen above, certain ELPs include frequency in the boxes relating to
the descriptors. Whether at primary school or lower or upper secondary school,
pupils must learn to manage this dimension in their self-assessment. This is one of
the roles of the Dossier section of any ELP. Pupils can record these occasional
successes in the Dossier before considering the component of the competence level
denoted by a descriptor to be fully attained.

This leads us to make certain remarks about the desirable frequency of class
work with the ELP. The direct, immediate and consequently frequent relationship
between the work of the language course and the ELP descriptors can be shown
when the textbook or teaching material used makes explicit reference to them or
when the teacher uses the lists of situations illustrating the descriptors. The teacher
can likewise encourage pupils to include documents showing their skills in their
Dossier. Utilising the ELP Language Biography section in class to record progress
and encouraging pupils to reflect on what they have learnt should remain an
exception. Frequencies of about twice a term are often mentioned.

The Language Passport should not be completed until the end of the school year
or when there is a change of key stage, specialisation or educational institution.

How are language competences to be assessed? 103
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CHAPTER 3

USING THE ELP TO ENCOURAGE 
PLURILINGUALISM IN PUPILS

W e have so far spoken about using the CEFR and ELP to teach a
modern language and assess the competences of pupils in a particular
language. In many countries, among them France, all language

teaches teach only one modern language in which they specialise. The main benefit
they will derive from these tools concerns the conduct of the class with a view to
learning that language.

However, it would be a mistake to think that this is the only function of the
CEFR and ELP. On the contrary, the CEFR is based on a view of language learning
that can only be grasped by reference to plurilingualism.

1. How does the CEFR define plurilingualism?

The CEFR definition is quite clear:
“Plurilingual and pluricultural competence refers to the ability to use

languages for the purposes of communication and to take part in intercultural
interaction, where a person, viewed as a social agent has proficiency, of varying
degrees, in several languages and experience of several cultures. This is not seen as
the superposition or the juxtaposition of distinct competences, but rather as the
existence of a complex and even composite competence on which the user may
draw.” (CEFR, page 168)

This definition is extremely innovative and rich in implications for teaching. The
plurilingual competence of every individual is defined therein as a single
competence, with components in different languages, available to individuals to meet
their different communication needs. To be effective, the development of this
plurilingual repertoire cannot therefore be viewed as a simple juxtaposition of
knowledge and know-how in different languages but as a search for complementarity
and synergy between linguistic knowledge and learning.

The CEFR definition describes plurilingual competence as necessarily uneven
and changing. The competence levels in the different languages composing
plurilingual competence cannot be identical in all languages for all language
activities. This explains why a pupil may possess only limited competence in a
particular language if this skill supplements other abilities in other languages. With
this definition it is even feasible that, for particular personal or professional needs,
competences need to be developed in a language only for a specific language
activity (“partial competence”). What is important is to be able to draw on one’s
linguistic repertoire to address the multiple situations in which a need for
communication may arise. In addition to recognition of this unevenness between
competences in different languages, educational action must provide every pupil
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with the means necessary to meet fresh needs later on in other languages, for other
language activities, at higher levels of competence.

If taken on board, this definition of plurilingualism is a rich source for language
teachers. It supplies a more solid pedagogical basis for justification and attainment
of the European objective of competence in at least two modern languages other
than the mother tongue for all our pupils. It opens up new prospects of establishing
modern languages as a discipline that transcends specialisation in a particular
language.

2. Taking account of other language learning activities

All or nearly all our pupils study at least two modern languages. Teachers of a
particular language are certainly only acquainted with their pupils during the time
allotted to the language they teach. However, pupils receive more or less
simultaneously the teaching of two different languages. Usually unconsciously, they
find themselves gradually building the plurilingual competence mentioned at the
beginning of this chapter. It is a pity, to say the least, that with certain exceptions they
have to manage this process alone, on the basis of hypotheses and experiences of
varying degrees of benefit and without the aid of their teachers.

Teaching is important. The learning of a modern language should no longer be
viewed as an autonomous construct that has to be preserved from all contact with other
learning activities but as a contribution to the development of overall communicative
competence. Quite obviously, there is no question of denying the specific nature of
each language or of giving the impression that all languages can be mingled during the
learning process without negative consequences. The real questions are: for teaching a
language, how can advantage be taken of the previous or parallel learning of other
languages? How can we help pupils to achieve effective complementarity between
their different language learning activities?

It is reasonable to think that language textbooks will sooner or later recognise all
the implications of the foregoing and make allowance for the different combinations
of simultaneous learning.

However, we can already start out along this route using the current textbooks.

To give a concrete illustration of this idea, we have decided to examine possible
action by teachers of different languages, in this case German and English, with
French pupils who have been learning these two languages from the start of
secondary education in ’bilingual’ classes. These classes admittedly do not represent
the most common situations, but the suggestions made below are not confined to
such cases and concern all other combinations of languages and class levels. Apart
from the results, which naturally depend on the two languages concerned, the most
important thing here is the approach, which is of all-round application.

The proposed approach consists in performing a detailed examination of these
pupils’ textbooks in order to identify possible footholds for properly thought out
complementarity between the two subjects. For reasons of space and in order not to
try the patience of readers with no interest in these two languages, we shall confine
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this study to the first two chapters in the two English (New Live) and German
(Aufwind) textbooks respectively.

In accordance with the “action-oriented approach” suggested by the CEFR and
the procedure described in Chapter 1 of this part, we shall begin with an investigation
of the tasks proposed in the two textbooks in conjunction with the ELP checklists for
lower secondary schools. In the first two chapters of these textbooks we find the
following descriptors involved:

A1 Speaking to someone (spoken interaction)
– I can say who I am, where I was born, where I live and request the same type

of information from someone.
– I can say what I am doing, how I am and ask someone how he or she is.
– I can introduce someone, greet him/her and take my leave.
– I can talk in a simple way of people I know and put questions to someone.
– I can reply to simple personal questions and put similar questions.
– I can count, state quantities and tell the time.
– I can propose or offer something to someone.
– I can talk about a date or appointment using, for example, “next week”, “last

Friday”, “in November”, “at three o’clock”.
A2 Speaking to someone (expression orale en interaction)

– I can express agreement or disagreement in simple terms.
A1 Listening and understanding (aural reception)

– I can understand simple instructions and information.
A1 Continuous expression or Writing (spoken production or written expression)

– I can construct simple phrases using “and”, “but”, “then”.

This list is sufficient to show that there are numerous common points, something
that was predictable because the syllabus is common to all languages on this point.

However, to draw the implications for teaching, we must go further and see how
the textbooks deal with these skills. That compels us to break down these descriptors
into tasks or situations, as we did on page? We shall then gain a better idea of the
common points and differences of approach between the two textbooks.
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A1 Speaking to someone
I can say who I am, where I was born, where I live and request the same type of
information from someone.

New Live Aufwind

I can say my name Chap. 1 Chap. 1

I can spell my name Chap. 1

I can ask someone for his/her name Chap. 1 Chap. 1

I can say what town and/or country I live in Chap. 1

I can say where I come from and ask someone 
for the same information Chap. 2 Chap. 1

I can say what I am doing, how I am and ask someone how he/she is.

New Live Aufwind

I can say how I am and ask someone how he/she is Chap. 2

I can introduce someone, greet him/her and take my leave

New Live Aufwind

I can introduce someone and say 
his/her first name Chap. 1 Chap. 1

I can introduce someone, stating his/her 
connection with me (relation, friend etc) Chap. 1

I can ask someone else’s name Chap. 1 Chap. 1

I can greet a friend Chap. 1 Chap. 1 and 2

I can greet an adult Chap. 1

I can answer the telephone Chap. 2

I can say sorry when I speak to someone Chap. 2

I can talk in a simple way about people I know and put questions to someone

New Live Aufwind

I can indicate a quality or characteristic 
of someone Chap. 1

I can state the colour of something Chap. 2
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I can answer simple personal questions and put similar questions.

New Live Aufwind

I can say what I am allowed to do Chap. 2

I can say what I am able to do Chap. 2

I can ask if I am allowed to do something Chap. 2

I can say what I like and don’t like doing Chap. 1

I can ask someone what he/she likes doing Chap. 1

I can say that I don’t know Chap. 1

I can count, state quantities and tell the time.

New Live Aufwind

I can count up to 10 Chap. 1 Chap 1

I can count above 10 chap. 2 Chap. 2

I can add up Chap. 1 and 2

I can say how old I am and ask someone 
how old he/she is Chap. 2 Chap. 2

I can tell the time Chap. 1

I can propose or offer something to someone.

New Live Aufwind

I can present something to someone Chap. 1

I can draw attention to something Chap 1

I can invite someone to do something Chap 2

I can talk about a date or appointment, using, for example, “next week”, 
“last Friday”, “in November”, “at three o’clock”.

New Live Aufwind

I can ask when something is taking place Chap. 2

I can indicate the day and time of an event 
or appointment Chap. 2
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A2  Speaking to someone
I can express agreement or disagreement in simple terms.

New Live Aufwind

I can say that I agree or disagree Chap. 1 and 2 Chap. 1 and 2

I can accept or refuse an invitation Chap. 2

I can say why I refuse an invitation Chap. 2

I can show that I am surprised Chap. 1

A1 Listening and understanding
I can understand simple instructions and information

New Live Aufwind

I can understand work instructions in class Chap. 1

I can understand simple instructions 
at home Chap. 2

I can understand simple information Chap. 1

A1 Spoken production or Writing
I can construct phrases using “and”, “but”, then”.

New Live Aufwind

I can construct phrases linked by “and” Chap. 1 and 2 Chap. 1

I can express a problem linking 
two phrases by “but” Chap. 1 and 2

If pupils are required to assess what they have learned to do during the work with
their textbooks, using similar checklists they will notice the large number of points
which the two learning activities have in common and will become more readily
aware of the language tools available to them for communication with foreign
speakers.

They will also notice the differences, which are of interest for three reasons.
First, awareness of these differences may be a strong incentive for pupils to

recall and deploy what they learned in primary school in order to perform these
tasks. It will also be in the interest of teachers, as we have seen, to take this need
into account in carrying out the tasks proposed in the textbook by adapting or
adding to the situations or, when relevant, by inserting new tasks in order to reacti-
vate pupils’ prior knowledge.
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Second, and perhaps most important, awareness of these differences may prove a
very effective lever in encouraging pupils to set themselves language objectives. The
knowledge that they cannot yet say in German what they can do even though they
have learnt how to say it in English can create a need to learn.

In this connection, it is worth pointing out that several of the items which appear
for only one of the two textbooks in the above tables will receive special attention as
from Chapter 3 of the textbook for the other language:

– greeting an adult
– saying what one can do
– presenting something to someone
– saying what town and/or country one lives in
– telling the time
Others will be dealt with in Chapters 4 and 5:
– apologising when speaking to somebody
– saying one doesn’t know
– introducing someone, stating the connection with oneself (relation, friend etc)
– stating a problem, linking two phrases with the word "but"
– saying what one likes and dislikes doing
– asking someone what he/she likes doing
– inviting someone to do something
– indicating the day and time of an event or appointment
– accepting and refusing an invitation to do something
Some, however, will not be introduced until Chapter 6:
– saying what one is allowed to do
– asking whether one is allowed to do something
– asking when something will take place.

Finally, the third advantage of this item-by-item comparison, the absence of one
of the items from the textbook as a whole may make teachers wonder if it is relevant
for the language they teach to supplement the list of tasks proposed by learning these
skills: spelling one’s name, asking someone how he/she is, doing sums, answering
the telephone.

A German teacher will be unable to ignore the opportunity to make it a regular
practice, for example in parallel with the work of his or her English colleague, to use
simple instructions in the foreign language for managing class work and group
activity.

We shall now examine these two textbooks, confining ourselves once again to the
first two chapters, from the viewpoint of the development of linguistic competence
(lexical and grammatical).

As regards vocabulary, the workload is different in the two textbooks. Ignoring
the content of the recordings, the script for which does not appear in the textbook,
and the work instructions in the foreign language, we find 77 words which may have
to be memorised in English and 48 words in German.
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However, the important point lies elsewhere. The English textbook invites the
pupils in Chapter 2 to develop the following strategy: “to become a good reader in
English, learn to pick out all the words you recognise: those resembling French
words; English words that are also used in French.

This refers to the ELP descriptors for lower secondary schools, as reproduced
below:

PEL collège, page 18

This thought process is not initiated in the German textbook, where it may be
seen that, of the 48 words appearing in the first two chapters,

– 13 are clear from a knowledge of French (Familie, Post, Karte, Baby, Club,
Flöte, Tennis, fotographieren, Musik, Theater, Volleyball, Basketball,
Orchester);

– 12 German words appearing in these chapters show a strong resemblance to
the corresponding English word (was/what, is/ist, and/und, hello/hallo,
friend/Freund, ball/Ball, computer/Computer, man/mann, to sing/singen, to
swim/schwimmen, mother/Mutter, father/Vater).

This therefore means that the strategy explicitly employed in the English course
may yield at least as big a return in the German course: over half the words in these
two chapters are affected by this approach.

Work with the lower secondary school ELP will enable pupils to tick the box
corresponding to this strategy for learning English. It will also be an opportunity, if
the German teacher knows how to take advantage of it, to show pupils that this
strategy can be transferred to other languages and to experiment with its usefulness
for German, as well as to find out about the numerous common lexical roots
between German and English and borrowings between French and German.

A comparison of the grammatical presentations in the same chapters of the two
textbooks reveals no common point other than the conjugation of auxiliary and
regular verbs in the present tense of the indicative. This is not surprising and is quite
legitimate because the difficulties for French-speaking pupils in the two languages
are not identical or not as urgent. 
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The comparison between the two textbooks should, however, draw teachers’
attention to certain similarities which are not spelt out:

– the two textbooks deal right from the first chapter with the existence of the
“neuter”, briefly and with no explanation in English in a conjugation table, at
greater length in German and this time in connection with the gender of nouns;

– in the two languages, the formation of numbers follows very similar procedures;

– in both German and English, pupils will discover the different forms of the
figure 1 (“eins”, “one”) and of the indefinite article (“ein(e)” and “a(n)”). But
neither of the two textbooks stresses this distinction, which is not marked in
French;
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– the two textbooks introduce an identical form, “’s”, which has very different
uses in the two languages: “Who’s this man?” (elision of “is”)/“Ich bin’s”
(elision of “es”);

– the position of the verb in German sentences is a well-known difficulty; it is
the subject of grammatical explanation in Chapter 2. A careful examination of
the first two chapters shows, however, that the construction of the English
sentence shows certain similarities in the utterances encountered by the
pupils. Examples of this are “Where are you from?” (New Live, page 38) and
“Was machst du gern?” (Aufwind, page 20), or the global question “Can I...?”
(New Live, page 34) and “Machst du auch mit?” (Aufwind, page 22).

Quite obviously, these different points are not all of major interest, nor do they
all cause special difficulties for the learning of one or other of the two languages.
However, one may wonder what the pupils, individually and often without
explanation, make of these similarities and differences. Is it not desirable to prevent
possible incorrect transfers painlessly by a brief remark made at the right moment
on the basis of the teacher’s knowledge of what the pupils have already learnt in the
other language? Is it not a pity to fail to exploit the convergences between the two
languages at the teaching level so that the respective learning activities can
strengthen each other?
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These two questions here concern the two languages as a system. They also
apply to other components of communicative competence, to the pragmatic,
sociolinguistic and lexical dimensions and also – we have seen an example of this –
to strategies.

A final example will illustrate the value of highlighting the convergence between
the two languages over and above the lexical or grammatical similarities alone. In
Chapter 2 of Aufwind and Chapter 5 of New Live, pupils learn to say what they like
doing (or not doing) and what they particularly appreciate or do not appreciate at
all. However, the two languages have in common the fact that, at the lexical level,
they draw a clear distinction between expressing liking (gern, mögen/to like) and
expressing affection (lieben/to love). Teachers of the two languages know that this
raises a difficulty because of the use of the same verb “aimer” in French. Would it
not be beneficial to pupils to initiate a very brief process of reflection on the basis
of a comparison between utterances in German, English and French, in order to
make the use of these concepts clearer?

We stressed on page 105 that this approach was of benefit in all situations and at
all class levels in which pupils learn several modern languages. We find examples
of it in textbooks other than those analysed above. For example, the textbook below
intended for pupils starting German at ML2 systematically includes among other
things a heading Sprachbrücken (crossing over from one language to another) in all
units. 

When and in what form can such a
comparison arranged between the
teachers of the two languages take place?

This synergy between the two
subjects is obviously enhanced when
the teachers in charge of classes possess
competences in the other language
and/or find the time to get together to
explain their approach, compare the
linguistic contents of their respective
teaching sequences and together
develop lists of situations that will allow
self-assessment by the pupils.

It is greatly facilitated when pupils
are invited to complete their ELP or the
lists of situations illustrating the
descriptors in that document. This
activity is likely to awaken particular
interest in the relationships between the
languages learned.
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However, these favourable conditions are not prerequisites for all consideration
of pupils’ learning activities.

Furthermore, this convergence can be the subject of special attention thanks to
the section devoted to it in the French ELP for lower secondary schools.

PEL collège, page 14

Here we have the possibility of the pupils
identifying similarities and differences between
the two languages after a few weeks of learning. It
is possible to have these paragraphs read by the
pupils, to ask them to quote examples which come
to mind and which can be commented on
collectively and then to ask them to find other
examples individually which could be discussed
later. In the early stages of learning, this individual
research can be facilitated by means of a table with
gaps prepared by the teachers, which contains
certain elements of one of the two languages and
has to be completed by the corresponding
elements in the other language. Ideally, the two
teachers could either carry out this work together
or on an alternating basis between the classes
devoted to each of the languages.

Work on this item with the pupils may be started
as soon as the teacher or teachers note this type of
“confusion’ between the two languages, for
example during correction of a piece of written
work or at the end of a spoken production phase.
Here the pupils must be made to realise that it is
natural for the teachers to expect them in a learning
situation to endeavour to use the language
coherently and avoid hopping from one language
to another. However, they must also bring home to
them that such confusion is not serious and is
explicable and temporary. Furthermore, we are
well aware that this use of terms from different
languages corresponds to a natural and often
appropriate use of every individual’s plurilingual
competence. This presupposes, however, that the
teachers agree on the attitude to be adopted when
such confusion arises. Would it, for example, be
consistent with the content of this paragraph of the
ELP to penalise pupils who here and there have
confused terms in the two languages in an exercise
or expression task just as heavily as if they had left
a blank or had put nothing, had used their mother
tongue or had produced something incomprehensible?

1

2

4

3

2

3

4
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The examples taken above from the German and English textbooks point to a
fact of which little use has hitherto been made in language classes, namely the
closeness between languages belonging to the same family. Significant work has
been carried out showing its potential in learning the Romance and Germanic
languages.

After examining the very numerous possibilities for synergy between pupils’
different language learning activities, we can now have a look at the question of
assessment.

There is no question of denying the necessity for independent assessment of
pupils’ progress in each of the languages they learn. We have also noted the advan-
tages of consultation between the teachers concerned on how such assessment could
be based on the ELP checklists (see Chapter 2, Part 2).

On the other hand, one may wonder why the teaching objective of awareness of
the development of plurilingual competence through different language learning
activities should not itself be subject to specific assessment.

Various forms could be envisaged which would even be accessible to first-year
pupils who had worked with the two textbooks studied above and which would be
based on what they had learnt from those units. Let us look at a few examples:

– pupils would listen to a list of mixed English and German words and be asked to
underline or indicate the stressed syllable in each word (both textbooks offer exer-
cises of this kind in their respective languages);

– pupils would listen to a list of mixed English and German words or utterances,
both known and unknown, and be asked to indicate (for example, by ticking a box
in a table) whether the words or utterances come from this or that language, in
order to verify their mastery of the phonic, stress and prosodic characteristics of
the two languages; the Spanish primary school textbook reproduced below also
proposes an exercise along these lines;

– test pupils’ comprehension of brief conversations between French, German and
English children on subjects familiar to the pupils, in which each pupil would

Work on this item of the ELP could, for
example, involve transferring the identification of
obvious English words to the content of the first
two chapters of the German textbook, as proposed
above.

This advice has important implications for the
development of pupil autonomy in learning.
Occasionally taking stock of this aspect with the
pupils in order to look critically at the conclusions
they draw from it is an important contribution to
this educational objective.

5

6

5

6
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speak his/her own lan-
guage, using forms of
words familiar to them.
This would demonstrate
in concrete form to the
pupils the extent of their
competences and famil-
iarise them with a speech
situation emphasising
respect for linguistic
diversity and with a prac-
tice often found in natural
situations bringing toge-
ther speakers of different
languages.

3. Valuing plurilingualism in pupils

’Assessment’ also means taking a look at pupils and their competences.
The process described in the paragraphs above may result in a pupil’s language

competences no longer being considered in juxtaposed fashion, as in the following
fictitious example:
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English

A1 A2 B1 B2 C1 C2

Reading

Listening

Taking part in a conversation

Spoken production

Writing

Spanish

A1 A2 B1 B2 C1 C2

Reading

Listening

Taking part in a conversation

Spoken production

Writing
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The purpose of this method of recording pupils’ competences is to display the
concept of plurilingual competence in visual form. The pupil concerned possesses
a wide range of resources in different languages for understanding a written text, for
example. Even if this representation of language competences may appear
unrealistic because it is so far from everyday practice, it could prove to be the most
effective means of approaching the desired end. In any case, it is consistent and very
easy to apply through assessment and/or self-assessment with the ELP. There is no
reason why it should not be possible to obtain such a picture of a pupil’s abilities on
the occasion of a staff meeting or a report on his or her language competences, with
the object of measuring the extent to which the objective of plurilingualism and
complementarity between knowledge of different languages has been reached
compared with the way the school, the teachers and pupils themselves perceive their
skills.

A lay-out of this kind, which encompasses a range of different competences, has
another advantage. It includes competences in all languages spoken and learnt by
the pupils, including any language(s) of origin, the different mother tongue
languages which they may speak or hear in their family or group of friends, and
languages they may have encountered and learnt, even very partially, outside
school, during stays, training periods, holidays or on the occasion of regular
contacts with speakers of those languages.

On consulting the ELP, we notice the deliberate choice made there to include
more languages than those studied at school.

The Language Passport allows for a profile in six different languages.

but as follows:

Reading

A1 A2 B1 B2 C1 C2

English

Spanish

Listening

A1 A2 B1 B2 C1 C2

English

Spanish

Taking part in a conversation

A1 A2 B1 B2 C1 C2

English

Spanish

etc.
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Language Passport, pages 2 and 3

My first Portfolio

PEL collège, page 17

Opposite each descriptor in the
checklists for the different French
ELPs, the pupil will find, depen-
ding on the model, between four
and six boxes, each corresponding
to a different language.

PEL pour jeunes et adultes, page 20
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Under no circumstances must language teachers be expected to teach a language
other than the one for which they are trained. They should simply be encouraged,
when assessing their pupils, not to deprive them of any of their linguistic
competences. Encouraging pupils to complete their ELPs by self-assessing their
competences in languages other than those that have actually been taught to them in
class or school shows them that these competences also form part of their linguistic
profile and plurilingual competence which they must preserve and consolidate.
Every teacher of a particular language must also behave as a language teacher
and feel him – or herself partly responsible for educating the pupils in respect
for diversity and plurilingualism.

The task of language teaching is to bring pupils to the highest possible level of
competence in at least two modern languages other than the mother tongue.
Language learning must, however, be resolutely viewed as part of a lifelong
process. No one can predict what languages pupils will need in their personal and
professional future, nor what types of language activity at what level of proficiency
they will require. Responsibility for language teaching therefore also consists in
providing every pupil with the necessary general individual competences and with
the methodological and emotional skills that will make them want and be able to
enrich, develop and diversify their language knowledge and competences.

In addition to the methodological learning set out in the language textbooks, the
French ELP for lower secondary schools contains several pages entitled “My ways
of learning”, which offer pupils routes to the development of their autonomy in such
a way as to embrace all the languages they are learning. 
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All ELPs also attach value to initiatives that may be taken  by pupils in the
use of languages, under the guidance of their teachers or on an individual basis.
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Here we might venture an analogy with the teaching of music or physical and
sports education. The goal of these two disciplines is to equip pupils with
knowledge and skills. The goal is also to give pupils a taste for practising music or
an individual or collective sport. The same remark applies to a language teacher: the
success of language teaching can also be measured by the desire it gives to pupils
to use the language outside class. The ELP enables pupils, among other things, to
mention the activities performed in a modern language, the initiatives they may
have taken, their contacts with speakers of the languages concerned and their
periods of residence in foreign countries. The ELP places on the same level - from
the viewpoint of the development of plurilingual and pluricultural competence - the
skills acquired in and out of class, the use of the languages learnt both in school and
on an individual basis, contacts and visits undertaken on the initiative of the school,
the pupils themselves or their families. Consequently, the ELP gives language
teachers a complementary role which extends beyond their teaching of the language
as such. They are therefore in a situation where they can advise pupils on their
learning path and attach a strong value to these initiatives in their examination of the
various types of information mentioned in the ELP.

Finally, plurilingual education must take account of the diversity of plurilingual
situations. We shall refer briefly to two of them, mediation between languages and
the use of several different languages in verbal exchanges.

Obviously, in considering the possible routes to plurilingual education, we
have touched on areas where there is, as yet, little pedagogical experimentation.
In the remainder of this chapter we shall envisage some forms of action which
are little used at present but would no doubt warrant further exploration.

When we mentioned the different language activities identified by the CEFR, we
encountered mediation activity, to which little reference has been made since.
Mediation between languages is, however, very common. We shall take one
example. Pupils who receive a foreign pen friend at their home will naturally
engage in mediation when they have to rephrase for the sake of the pen friend things
that are said by their parents, who do not speak the language or, conversely, when
they have to explain to their family or friends in their mother tongue what the pen
friend wants. There is usually an imbalance between proficiency in the two
languages and there is no question here of translation.

During work on the ELP, reflection such as that initiated in the example below
is quite conceivable:

Cadre Commun anglais_Part 2_V4.qxd  1/02/07  14:37  Page 122



123Using the ELP to encourage plurilingualism in pupils

Situations in which I have had to act 
as an intermediary between two (or more) languages

Where? In what context?  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

With whom? For whom?  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Languages used  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Remarks (successes – difficulties – how I can prepare myself better or be more
successful in such a situation): . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Another frequently occurring situation is one in which an individual has to
switch from one language to the other during verbal exchanges, either to fill in gaps
in vocabulary in one of his or her languages or when the topic of conversation
changes, or when one language begins gradually to dominate the discussion as a
result of the wishes or needs of one of the speakers.

Here again, encouraging reflection may prove valuable. This can take on very
different forms.
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Reflection could be initiated on this point and include, for example, the Dossier.

In what situations have I had to speak several languages?

Where? With whom  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Language used When? Why this language?
What subject?

Remarks  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

We shall end this chapter on plurilingual education with one of its essential
aspects: education in appreciation and respect for linguistic and cultural diversity.

We shall simply refer to the booklet contained in the ELP for lower secondary
schools, “Languages and their diversity”, which offers material for thought and
activities designed to make pupils aware of the reality and importance of diversity.
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125Using the ELP to encourage plurilingualism in pupils

Following the same line, language teachers may include an additional activity in
their work with the ELP, as below.

Experiences with encountering languages I do not know

1) Languages I have heard

Language heard How did I recognise it? What did I understand
and how?

2) Languages I have read

Language encountered How did I understood the following 
in writing I recognise it? sentences and words

We have already stressed that all these avenues have still to be discovered and
enriched through personal experience. The path that readers have followed through
the six chapters of this book has given them an insight into the wealth represented
by textbooks in other languages and other stages of education. This approach is an
initial contribution by each reader to the collective creation of a form of language
teaching that should gradually become education for plurilingualism as well.
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CONCLUSION

Since it became a discipline in its own right, modern language teaching has
always striven for greater effectiveness. This process is receiving a fresh
impetus at a time when language skills and the ability to communicate with

speakers steeped in other cultures are becoming an individual and collective
requirement for all Europeans.

Three main challenges currently underlie developments in this area.
The first is the improvement of effectiveness for all pupils. This requires, among

other things, the setting of precise objectives supplying useful benchmarks for
progress, the assessment of progress and a pedagogy of success based on pupils’
real competences.

The second  is the European and international dimension, which is gradually
becoming the driving force behind modern language teaching and learning. It is
central to the discipline’s legitimacy and the individual motivation and personal
commitment  essential for language learning are conditioned by it.

The third is language learning as a lifelong activity, something that is becoming
increasingly necessary. The education system must equip pupils with skills in
several languages. Equally it must equip them with the behaviour, skills and general
competences that they can use to enrich and develop their language skills outside
school.

The CEFR and ELP offer valuable tools and new perspectives in response to
these three challenges facing language teaching in France. The purpose of this book
is to see to what extent these tools can contribute to the renewal of modern language
teaching and help language teachers gradually to achieve their specific goals.

We should not imagine, of course, that teachers can harness all the potential of
these tools without observing certain stages that may be of primary importance for
(self-) training. It is fairly easy to describe the first steps needed:

– analyse a textbook to identify the proposed tasks and the levels of difficulty of
the activities or documents;

– organise the performance of a language activity within the framework of a
communicative task;

– develop an assessment based on the CEFR levels;
– teach pupils self-assessment;
– familiarise oneself with the analysis of textbooks for other modern languages,

including French as a foreign language.

One of the consequences of the rapid success of these tools at European level is
the emergence of new needs on which the Council of Europe has already begun
work: a methodology for correlating language examinations and certificates with
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the CEFR levels and developing tools suitable for mother tongues, second
languages and languages of schooling.

The most striking developments in modern language teaching have usually
coincided with the appearance of new tools and theories. Other synergy effects are
currently proving beneficial to modern languages. The urgent need to equip all
pupils in Europe with adequate skills in a range of languages and assess the real
standards of young Europeans in modern languages is being forcefully asserted by
all political and educational decision-makers. It is reflected, inter alia, in the
European Union’s “Education and Training 2010” programme, whose aim is to
bring about communication proficiency in at least two modern languages besides
the mother tongue. Collective awareness of this need comes at the very moment
when the Council of Europe is providing European States with the Common
European Framework of Reference for Languages and the European Language
Portfolio, through which it should be possible to convert this policy objective into
concrete, credible actions.

The concept of competence is undoubtedly the key to matching these needs with
appropriate responses. It is being found that where competences are central, new
prospects open up for European mobility and the European dimension. This is
already the case, for example, with vocational training, which, as for modern
languages, can be based on the specification of expected competences. The
challenge for language teaching is to build a link between knowledge and know-
how, not to confuse “competence” as defined in the CEFR with an ability to react
appropriately to a limited number of situations, in short, to root communicative
competence in the development of pupils’ overall culture.

When we observe the speed at which this concept of competence is assuming an
increasingly important place in the definition of all training objectives at both
national and European level, we may reasonably think that what is now possible for
modern languages will also become possible for other disciplines. Seen thus, the
belief that language teachers can be promoters of the European dimension in
schools is perhaps taking on a new meaning now with the Common European
Framework of Reference and the European Language Portfolio.

127
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Common European  
Framework and Portfolios

COUNCIL OF EUROPE  
TOOLS FOR 
LANGUAGE TEACHING

The Council of Europe has been contributing to the estab­
lishment of a European area in the field of languages since 
the 1960s.

Language policies today aim to improve European citizens’ 
communication skills, facilitate assessment of their profi­
ciency in languages and promote plurilingualism, with the 
support of practical tools.

The Council of Europe’s tools – the Common European 
 Framework of Reference for Languages and the European 
Language Portfolios – form a tandem; the former is designed 
for use by teachers and other professionals and the second 
is principally intended for pupils and other learners, regard­
less of their age or learning context.

How do these tools, through their description and analysis 
of pedagogical materials, approaches and objectives, contrib­
ute to the renewal of language teaching? What official texts 
have they led to? In what way are the “Framework” and the 
“Portfolios” inter­related? How can they be put to practical 
use in the classroom and help pupils become more autono­
mous in their learning?

This book answers these and many other questions by 
 explaining what the “Framework” has to offer and giving 
 numerous examples, most of which, for practical reasons, 
are taken from the most recent catalogues of the publishers 
of this volume.

This book will be of interest to language teachers throughout 
 Europe, who will easily find in its pages examples relevant to 
their country’s education system.
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