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How do you describe language ability?

● Beginner? Basic?
● Intermediate?
● Advanced?
● Low?
● High?
● Fluent?



Which one are you?



What we hear….

“He doesn’t speak any _________”

“This student is very fluent.”

“John writes very well.”

“Mary needs to practice speaking 
more.”

“He doesn’t know very much (of the 
language.”



Is an apple an apple?... or an Orange?
Advantages of Language Frameworks (or Proficiency Scales):

1. Provide a common language 
2. Have “tasks” or “descriptors” someone can do in the language at each level of 

ability
3. Levels on a vertical � or linear scale �
4. Can be Standards (e.g. interprovincially, nationally, globally)
5. Contexts for use - in education, employment, or in daily life or other defined 

contexts.
6. Portability



Name Some Scales or Frameworks?

● Canadian Language Benchmarks (CLB 1-12) (NCLC)
● Canadian Public Service Qualifications Standards 

(A,B,C) or E or P
● ACTFL
● STEP Framework (K-12 ESL/ELD)
● CEFR



Frameworks are not…

- a test or language assessment
- a curriculum tied to a specific teaching 

method
- May or may not describe discrete elements 

(e.g. grammar, pronunciation, cultural 
conventions, etc.)

It can inform curriculum and lesson 
planning and assessments



Language Standards

“The alignment of curricula, syllabi, tasks, texts, assessments, 
and other pedagogical resources onto proficiency scales and 
frameworks, which articulate and guide hypothesized language 
development.”

Claudia Harsch & Margaret E. Malone

“Language Proficiency Frameworks and Scales”, 2020



ACTFL
-5 levels of proficiency

- Functional Ability focus

- 4 skills (Speaking, Writing, Listening,

Reading)

- 5 C’s For Goal Setting (Communication, 
Cultures, Connections, Comparisons, 
and Communities)

- OPI  Assessment - 120 languages



Canadian Language Bencharks (CLB)

NCLC
Stan

● 12 levels of ability
● Competency-based
● Learner-centred
● Task-based learning
● By Stage, the Benchmark and Ability level 

defined as:
○ CLB 1 - Initial (CLB 5, CLB 9)
○ CLB 2 - Developing (CLB 6, 10)
○ CLB 3 - Adequate (CLB 7, 11)
○ CLB 4 - Fluent (CLB  8, 12)

● Correlated to CEFR (2018)



Canadian Language Benchmarks (CLB)
● Uses a Communicative approach…Can Do statements
● English/French and ASL versions
● Culturally relevant to Canadian/ North American context but can be used 

globally
● Validated for adults 
● Special populations



Uses of CLB/NCLC in Canada

CLB/NCLC
Standard

Assessment

Immigration 
into Canada

Language 
Training

Benchmarking 
Occupations

TESL 
Resources

Teaching 
Resources

Citizenship 
Requirement

Academic 
placement



Intermission 🎵🎵

You’re Awesome!! ♡ ♡ ♡ ♡
♡♡ ♡Song:  Get Lucky 

https://youtu.be/Rgrt_8mXrK8?si=WFYJGEQ4t4gsaKoz/T


Common European Framework for Language

● 6 levels of ability  and “Action-oriented” approach
● “I can…”statements or “I say…” 
● Plurilingualism - 40 language versions (including ASL, 

Mandarin and Japanese)
● Recognized and used in Europe and 
● Used for curriculum, 

assessment and immigration purposes



Global Scale and an Example



Qualitative Aspects of Spoken Language

Range            Fluency        Accuracy      Interaction     Coherence

B2 Has a sufficient range 
of language to be able 
to give clear 
descriptions, express 
viewpoints on most 
general topics, without 
much conspicuous 
searching for words, 
using some complex 
sentence forms to do 
so.

Shows a relatively high 
degree of grammatical 
control. Does not make 
errors which cause 
misunderstanding, and 
can correct most of 
his/her mistakes.

Can produce 
stretches of language 
with a fairly even 
tempo; although 
he/she can be 
hesitant as he or she 
searches for patterns 
and expressions, 
there are few 
noticeably long 
pauses.

Can initiate discourse, 
take his/her turn when 
appropriate and end 
conversation when he / 
she needs to, though he 
/she may not always do 
this elegantly.  Can help 
the discussion along on 
familiar ground 
confirming comprehen-
sion, inviting others in, 
etc.

Can use a limited 
number of cohesive 
devices to link 
his/her utterances 
into clear, coherent 
discourse, though 
there may be some 
"jumpiness" in a 
long contribution.

https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages/table-3-cefr-3.3-
common-reference-levels-qualitative-aspects-of-spoken-language-use

https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages/table-3-cefr-3.3-common-reference-levels-qualitative-aspects-of-spoken-language-use
https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages/table-3-cefr-3.3-common-reference-levels-qualitative-aspects-of-spoken-language-use


Uses of CEFR in Other Countries

CEFR
Standard

Assessment

Immigration 

Language 
Training

Teacher 
Training 

Resources
Instructional 

Resources

Citizenship 
Requirement

Academic 
placement

Employment

= Use in Canada



Uses in Education
● In FSL programs in elementary and 

secondary schools across Canada 
● Used in some universities for Modern 

Languages, Official Languages, and for 
research purposes

● The Edmonton School Board and 
Calgary Catholic School Boards use the 
CEFR in FSL, for International 
Languages, and for language 
credentialing e.g. with language tests of 
staff and/or students (e.g. DELF)



Implications in Language Teaching
● Validated Correlations e.g. CEFR with ACTFL or CLB/NCLC or 

tests like IELTs, Pearson, etc. = general
Equivalency of apples to pears, etc.

● Reduces need to retest students
● Increased mobility between programs
● Fair, valid, defensible standards 
● Useful for youth in high schools who 

transition to adult education or post-secondary language programs 
(in theory) 



Challenges …Food for Thought

● Complexity and amount of 
time to master (months, 
years)

● Use or adapt for a context?
● Teaching to the Test (not to 

the curriculum or themes) 
● Not in every language..then 

what?



Thank You!       You are Awesome!
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