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The immediate background to the work
reported here is the accreditation of
qualifications to the national qualifications
framework (NQF): the process whereby
awarding bodies submit their specification
to the regulatory authorities for review
against published criteria, in order to seek
accredited status. Accreditation indicates
that a qualification is fit for purpose at the
appropriate level and that the awarding
body has suitable systems in place to
guarantee valid and reliable assessment.
The accreditation system and the national
qualifications framework enable users to
see the relationship between accredited
qualifications from different awarding
bodies and at different levels, and hence
assist them to make the appropriate
choices for learning and progression.

Planning for the accreditation of general
English language qualifications began in
2000. In consultation with awarding
bodies, QCA invited the submission of 
all these qualifications at the same time,
irrespective of whether they were primarily
for users of English as a first or other
language. It was also decided to define
qualifications for speakers of other
languages as the ‘ESOL family’, whether
they had hitherto been regarded as EFL or
ESOL qualifications, in acknowledgement
that these boundaries were no longer
clear-cut. The scope of the accreditation
covered all qualifications available to
candidates in England, dealing with
competence in one or more modes 
of communication in English.

The outcome of these decisions was that
from January 2001 a range of English-
related qualifications was submitted to
QCA, the great majority in the areas of
basic skills adult literacy and ESOL.
Qualifications in key skills communication,
AS and A-level English Language had
been accredited earlier.

Historically there have been no formal
systems for relating ESOL or EFL
qualifications used in England to
qualifications primarily for native speakers.
In some cases, informal ‘equivalences’
have grown up over time. The
accreditation process brought these facts
sharply to light. In 2001, for the first time,
there were nationally agreed definitions 
of proficiency in English relating to the 
NQF: the adult literacy standards. These
set out the skills and capabilities needed
for Speaking and Listening, Reading and
Writing at three levels from Entry level
(subdivided into Entry 1, Entry 2 and 
Entry 3) to Level 1 and Level 2 for all 
adult users of English, whether as a first 
or other language.

The adult literacy standards provided the
starting point for the work described in 
this report, which set out to examine how
these standards might be cross referred to
other language proficiency scales used by
awarding bodies to determine the levels of
their qualifications. It must be stressed that
the work described here is not about
comparing qualification with qualification. 
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The research enquiry was concerned with
scrutinising, comparing and ultimately
cross-referring a selection of different
scales for measuring language proficiency.
In some cases these scales are designed
to be applied to any modern language, 
not specifically English.

The research makes no assumptions
about the needs of different groups of
learners who might be aiming for the same
level of competence. The research was
not concerned with the teaching and
learning required to achieve competence
at particular levels, nor with how these
might differ for ESOL users and first
language users. Clearly the needs of
students working at the same level are
likely to differ, for example in terms of
length of time required to achieve the level,
most appropriate teaching styles and
teaching materials. 

QCA’s original schedule for accreditation 
of English qualifications was timed to take
account of the findings published in 
A Fresh Start 1. That report recommended 
a national strategy and targets for basic
skills, national standards, a national core
curriculum based on these standards 
and a national system of qualifications.
Subsequently, the Government’s 
Skills for Life strategy has supported 
the development of all these. As well as
the national standards for adult literacy,

there are now core curricula for literacy,
numeracy and ESOL aligned to these
standards, a pre-entry curriculum
framework for literacy and numeracy, 
and newly accredited qualifications at
Entry Level for adult literacy and numeracy,
and national tests at Level 1 and Level 2. 

A Fresh Start did not directly address 
the needs of people with first languages
other than English. The subsequent 
report Breaking the Language Barriers 2,
examined the needs of ESOL learners 
and made a series of recommendations
designed to give them access to high
quality, relevant English language provision
leading to nationally recognised
qualifications. The remit of the Adult Basic
Skills Strategy Unit established within the
DfES in 2000 includes language, as well
as literacy and numeracy, and the Unit
currently oversees a wide range of
initiatives associated with ESOL.

These developments were just beginning
at the time when the first sets of
qualifications in ESOL were being
considered for accreditation, and the
ESOL curriculum had not yet been
published. Qualifications submitted in 
the ‘ESOL family’ had to demonstrate 
their relevance to the needs of English
language users living in this country by
including some coverage of the skills,
knowledge and understanding in the 
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1 A Fresh Start Improving literacy and numeracy. 
The report of the working group chaired by Sir Claus Moser, DFEE, 1999

2 DfES, 2000



adult literacy standards and the Key Skills
Communication Specifications. Those
qualifications submitted and accredited to
date have all been existing qualifications
which were able to make any necessary
adjustments to meet these requirements. 
It has been agreed with awarding bodies
that for the second round of accreditation
in 2004, all qualifications in the ESOL
family submitted at Entry 1 to Level 2 will
include coverage of the ESOL curriculum
at the appropriate levels. 

In the meantime, as a result of the work
reported here, it has been possible to
accredit some ESOL qualifications at the
appropriate level in the NQF, alongside
qualifications designed for first language
users with some confidence that they are
‘broadly equivalent’. This is a significant
step towards the long term aim of a
transparent and progressive system 
of high quality qualifications in English
language for all users in this country,
whatever their language background.

The work reported here also has relevance
for the future development and
accreditation of adult literacy qualifications.
In establishing a system of alignment
across several sets of language scales it
provides a basis for further development 
of shared understanding about what
constitutes language performance at
different levels. The research also paves

the way for future work in the context 
of adult literacy and ESOL qualifications
collectively, for example in developing
consistent interpretation of the standards
in terms of expectations of performance 
at different levels and appropriate
assessment tasks. 

The common system of alignment of
qualifications in English within the NQF,
which this mapping research makes
possible, does not mean that all
qualifications will be the same, or that 
the same approaches to teaching and
learning will necessarily be appropriate.
Qualifications will continue to differ, for
example in the extent of coverage of
particular language modes, and in the
content and emphasis provided for
different client groups. However, such a
system will make it easier for teachers and
educational managers to select the most
appropriate qualification and level for their
students, and to plan for progression in
English and in other disciplines. 

QCA
August 2002
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1.1
The scope of the research
The investigation reported here was
originally commissioned by the
Department of Education and Skills (DfES)
and the Qualifications and Curriculum
Authority (QCA) as a preliminary to the
accreditation of language qualifications in
ESOL/EFL within the United Kingdom’s
national qualifications framework. The
investigation examined the feasibility of
aligning scales which describe language
proficiency in various related sectors: 
adult literacy and communication, 
English for Speakers of Other Languages
(ESOL)/English as an Additional Language
(EAL), English as a Foreign Language
(EFL), and Modern Foreign Languages
(MFL).

Proficiency scales describe the language
that can be expected of users at a
specified number of levels. They consist 
of descriptors of what language users can
do with the target language at each level.
Scales have been in use for over 50 years
for a variety of purposes: defining the
language level needed to carry out a
particular job, assessing a learner’s current
level of language proficiency, describing 
a learner’s current level of proficiency, 
and comparing the levels of language
examinations and qualifications. Such 

scales have been used in a number of
educational sectors: mother tongue,
second/additional language, and foreign
language. Language proficiency scales,
even within the same sector, have rarely
been systematically aligned with each
other, so that it has been difficult to match
the levels on one scale with those on
others.

The questions which the research sought
to answer were:

i) Is it possible to align the most
commonly-used scales for describing
language proficiency to enable cross
reference between them?

ii) Given that the principal scales for
literacy and communication in England
(the national adult literacy standards
and the Key Skills Specifications) 
are already linked to the national
qualifications framework (NQF), is it
possible to align other scales to these
scales and hence to the NQF?

iii) Given that the adult literacy standards
and the Key Skills Specifications
describe proficiency in English at
different levels for people living,
studying and working in the UK, could
language scales specifically designed
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to describe performance in second or
other languages be aligned to them,
thus identifying some equivalence
between different scales with different
purposes and from different sectors?

iv) If these questions could be answered
positively, could the alignments
identified serve as a practical tool for
assigning qualifications in English from
various sectors to levels in the national
qualifications framework (and hence
relate them to the mainstream
qualifications system of the UK),
irrespective of whether qualifications
were designed for native or non-native
speakers of English?

To answer these questions it was
necessary to find a way of aligning the
European language scales to which most
ESOL qualifications are mapped, to the
national adult literacy standards and the
Key Skills Communication Specifications,
the scales now in place to measure
communicative proficiency in English
language in this country. The investigation
concluded that such alignment of scales
was feasible and the proposals were
presented to QCA and the DfES in mid-
2001. That report was then put out to
consultation with Awarding Bodies and
other interested parties in the autumn of
2001. The conclusions of the consultation
have been taken into account in this
report. The initial purpose of the research
has already been fulfilled, in that the
results of the 2001 report have been
applied in accrediting ESOL qualifications
to the NQF.

It is envisaged, however, that the
methodology used in aligning the scales
will be of interest to a range of readers,
including language learners and users,
teachers, examiners and other language
professionals, admissions tutors in
educational institutions and employers 
(see section 3.4.2 below).

1.2
Summary of research
methodology
The research into the methods and
feasibility of aligning various language
scales was carried out in seven stages:

i) data gathering and selection:
appropriate scales and associated
documentation were gathered and 
the principal scales to be investigated
were identified

ii) establishing the bases for comparison

iii) preliminary alignment of the levels of
different proficiency scales

iv) refinement of the initial alignments 

v) drafting of skills maps (Maps 3-6:
listening, speaking, reading and writing)

vi) verification of alignment of levels 

vii) summary of findings (Map 1: Overall
Language Proficiency and Map 2:
General Language Proficiency).
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1.3
Investigation of the scales
and the outcome

1.3.1 Data gathering and selection

The consultants’ terms of reference stated
that the scales of language proficiency to
be investigated should include the most
widely-used scales from three main
sectors: adult literacy and key skills
communication, English for Speakers of
Other Languages/English as an Additional
Language, and Modern Foreign
Languages. These scales were then
identified and collected. This involved
obtaining the latest versions, some of
which had been through several editions,
as well as the associated literature (see
Appendix).

The investigation was restricted to
documents currently in use in various
sectors of language education in the
United Kingdom, and did not include
scales from North America or Australia.
Five scales were identified as being the
most appropriate for the research. All
come from the sectors identified and are 
in the public domain. This was felt to be
important in assisting the objectivity and
transparency of the exercise.

The five scales were:

The national standards for adult literacy 

Key Skills Communication
Specifications

A language in common: assessing
English as an additional language
(QCA)

Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages

The National Language Standards

In addition, two scales, The English-
Speaking Union Framework and 
The Association of Testers in Europe
Framework were considered but omitted
from the alignment maps because they 
are proprietary scales and not in the 
public domain in the manner of the 
others considered.

1.3.2
Bases for comparison
Initially, there was concern that the scales
were too diverse for alignment to be
possible, for the following reasons:

The sectors of language use
described. Some scales describe
mother tongue proficiency, while 
others describe language used as an
additional (second or foreign) language.
Comparison of language proficiency
across sectors had not previously 
been attempted.
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The number of proficiency levels.
The number of levels in different scales
ranged from five to eleven. It was also
evident that several scales did not
attempt to describe the full range of
language proficiency, but instead
concentrated on the middle-range with
relatively little description at the upper
and lower ends of language use.

The lack of common criteria of
description. While scales used in
language assessment usually describe
language according to clearly-defined
criteria such as accuracy, range and so
on, some of the scales investigated
here describe general language
proficiency without such explicit criteria.

Fullness of description.
The scales and their descriptors varied
considerably in breadth and depth of
description. The thinnest was set out
on a single sheet describing proficiency
in terms of the four skills of reading,
writing, listening and speaking; others
required several chapters or even
complete manuals to describe various
applications of the skills.

However, beneath this initial perception 
of difference were similarities of approach
which made it possible to progress with
the task. These similarities derive from
what may be described as the British
tradition of writing language scales. The
Council of Europe (2001: 205) contrasts
this tradition with the American/Australian
tradition and characterises it as preferring
positiveness, definiteness, clarity, brevity
and independence of description. This
common tradition means that descriptors
are expressed in terms that facilitated
comparison between one scale and
another. In particular, it was found that all
the scales described language proficiency
in the following ways:

Orientation. The scales were initially
written for purposes of planning
language learning at institutional,
national or international levels, although
some have subsequently been applied
to language assessment.

Descriptive approach. The scales
take a purely descriptive approach,
describing language proficiency at
various levels in much the way that 
a thermometer describes temperature
on a scale. This approach focuses on
actual language performance, and
seeks to eliminate subjective and
relative concerns such as the length 
of time that learners have been
learning, their age, intelligence or
behaviour, or the linguistic distance
between the learners’ first language
and the language they are learning.
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Adult users. With the exception of 
A language in common the scales
describe language proficiency of adult
users, that is the performance of users
who are all cognitively mature.

Output models. The scales describe
language proficiency in terms of a
competence-based output (the
language user’s performance in terms
of reading, writing, listening and
speaking) rather than language input
(the number of hours of tuition or 
the number of points on a language
syllabus that the user had to master).
Because of this output-based
approach, all the scales investigated
are framed in ‘can-do’ statements
describing what language users are
capable of in the target language.

Layered construction. The scales 
take a variety of approaches to the
presentation and description of the
different layers of language proficiency.
For example, the thinnest, the Key
Skills Communication specifications 
are written for the learner and combine
features from different layers of
description on single A4 sheets for
each level. The adult literacy standards
provide amplification of the key skills
and include considerably more detail
about the skills involved in each
language mode, at the same time

bringing together features from different
layers on a single A3 sheet per level.
This explicitly multi-layered approach
can also be seen in the The National
Language Standards and The Common
European Framework. All these scales,
although they are written with different
degrees of detail, include: some
‘global’ scale of language proficiency,
derived scales describing performance
according to skill (reading, writing,
listening and speaking), and a third
‘layer’ describing performance in
particular applications (e.g. speaking at
meetings/discussions or writing letters).
This multi-layered construction (called
the ‘hypertext analogy’ by the Council
of Europe (2000: 40)) can be
represented in the following way:
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Language skills 

(reading, writing, listening speaking)

Layer 1
Global language proficiency



This approach means that all the scales
offer aligned descriptions across a 
number of levels, even though the precise
structure, amount of description and
allocation of description between the three
layers may differ somewhat. The user can,
for example, find a general descriptor at 
a particular level at layer 1, then see how
this is converted into a more detailed
descriptor of a skill such as writing, 
at the same level, and then locate the
applications of the skill, usually in layer 3.
This process is set out below with
illustrations from the standards for adult
literacy for Entry 2 Writing, and from the
Common European Framework, level A2,
for Writing. 

11

Layer 3

Applications
in documents such as forms, lists, messages, 
notes, records, e-mails, simple narratives

National standards for adult literacy, QCA 2000

Layer 2
Writing

An adult will be expected to:

use written words and phrases to record and 
present information

construct simple sentences and compound 
sentences using common conjunctions to 
connect tow clauses, eg as, and, but

use adjectives

use punctuation correctly, eg capital letters, 
full stops and question marks

use a capital letter for proper nouns

spell correctly the majority of personal details 
and familiar common words

produce legible text

National standards for adult literacy, QCA 2000

Layer 1
General Proficiency

E2
At this level, adults can: 

write to communicate information with some 
awareness of the intended audience

National standards for adult literacy, QCA 2000

The Alignment of Language Proficiency Scales for assessing competence in English language
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All of the similarities of approach described
above, in particular the layered nature of
the scales, facilitated their comparison and
enabled finer matching to be undertaken.

1.3.3
Preliminary alignment
As all scales include what has been
termed layer 2: description of reading,
writing, listening and speaking, they 
were scrutinised at this layer first and 
a preliminary alignment was drafted in 

a series of maps. This was achieved by
establishing the initial match between 
the broad descriptors of each of the skills
at layer 2 of each scale. The method for
aligning the layer 2 descriptors of three
different scales: The adult literacy
standards, The Common European
Framework and The National Language
Standards is demonstrated in the following
examples from the descriptions of writing
at the lower end of the scales. The
descriptors of the various lower levels
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Layer 3

Applications
CREATIVE WRITING

A2

Can write about everyday aspects of his/her 
environment, eg people, places, a job or study
experience in linked sentences

Can write a series of simple phrases and 
sentences about their family, living conditions, 
educational background, present or most 
recent job

Can write short simple, imaginary biographies 
and simple poems about people

CORRESPONDENCES

A2

Can write very simple personal letters expressing 
thanks and apology

NOTES, MESSAGES and FORMS

A2

Can take a short, simple message provided he/she
can ask for repetition and reformulation. Can write 
short, simple notes and messages relating to 
matters in areas of immediate need

Common European Framework p.62, 83, 84

Layer 2
Writing

A2

Can write a series of simple phrases and 
sentences linked with simple connectors like 
‘and’ and ‘but’ and ‘because’

Common European Framework p.61

Layer 1
General Proficiency

A2

Can understand sentences and frequently used 
expressions related to areas of most immediate 
relevance (eg. very basic personal and family 
information, shopping, local geography, 
employment)

Can communicate in simple routine tasks 
requiring a simple 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

Common European Framework p.24



were placed side-by-side and scrutinised
for similarities and differences at levels
above and below. This would indicate
preliminary alignment and a provisional
answer to the question as to which levels
of each scale (A1 or A2 on the Common
European Framework; Levels 1 or 2 of the
National Language Standards) should be
aligned with Entry 2 of the adult literacy
standards.
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Entry level 2 An adult can:

write a message to a colleague 
on work issues

write a brief letter or postcard

use written words and phrases 
to record or present information

construct simple and compound
sentences, using conjunctions 
to connect two clauses, eg as, 
and, but

use adjectives

use punctuation correctly, 
eg capital letters, full stops 
and question marks

use a capital letter for proper 
nouns

spell correctly the majority of 
personal details and familiar 
common words

produce legible text

use a simplified dictionary to 
find meanings and spell words

in documents such as forms, lists,
messages, notes, records, e-mails,
simple narratives

Adult literacy 
standards

A1 Breakthrough The writer can:

write simple isolated phrases 
and sentences

A2 Waystage The writer can:

write a series of simple phrases 
and sentences linked with 
simple connectors like and, 
but and because

Common European
Framework 

Level 1: The writer can:

write effectively to deal with 
predictable day-to-day activities

write down routine facts and 
data related to predictable 
day-to-day activities

write simple messages

Level 2: The writer can:

write effectively to deal with 
routine and daily activities

compile routine records using 
set phrases and structures

compose notes and short 
messages to fulfil routine and 
daily requirements

compose correspondence using
set phrases and structures

National Language
Standards

The Alignment of Language Proficiency Scales for assessing competence in English language
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The different scales offer different levels 
of detail in their descriptions of writing.
However, during the scrutiny, it became
clear that there were some key descriptors
which suggested a preliminary equivalence
between the scales at different levels. 
In this example, the comparison of key
descriptors resulted in the preliminary
alignment of the levels shown here:

This preliminary alignment was made
across all of the four skills and an initial 
‘fit’ was established.

1.3.4 
Refinement
It was found that the preliminary alignment
of layer 2 left gaps: one scale included
more detail than another, or one gave
exemplification that the others lacked. The
multi-layered construction enabled detail
to be recovered from layer 3 of the scales,
so that more direct comparisons of the
descriptors at layer 2 could be made. For
example, the writing descriptors of one
scale might be exemplified by reference to
report writing, while the others made no 

mention of this; but references for report
writing were included at layer 3 of the
other scales. The placing of layer 3 detail
alongside layer 2 enabled more direct
comparisons to be made. In the illustration
below (taken from Map 6: Writing Skills),
the additional descriptors recovered from
layer 3 are indicated in italics. It can be
seen that the detailed descriptors on the
three scales are now more comparable
both in extent and delicacy.
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Entry level 2 An adult can:

construct simple and compound
sentences, using conjunctions 
to connect two clauses, 
eg as, and, but

Adult literacy 
standards

A2 Waystage The writer can:

write a series of simple phrases 
and sentences linked with 
simple connectors like and, 
but and because 

Common European
Framework 

Level 1:

write simple messages

National Language
Standards
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Entry level 2 An adult can:

write a message to a colleague 
on work issues

write a brief letter or postcard

use written words and phrases 
to record or present information

construct simple and compound
sentences, using conjunctions 
to connect two clauses, eg as, 
and, but

use adjectives

use punctuation correctly, eg 
capital letters, full stops and 
question marks

use a capital letter for proper 
nouns

spell correctly the majority of 
personal details and familiar 
common words

produce legible text

use a simplified dictionary to 
find meanings and spell words

in documents such as forms, lists,
messages, notes, records, e-mails,
simple narratives

Source: QCA national standards for
adult literacy and numeracy, 2000

Adult literacy 
standards

A2 Waystage The writer can:

write a series of simple phrases 
and sentences linked with 
simple connectors like and, 
but and because

write short, simple formulaic 
notes relating to matters in 
areas of immediate need

copy short sentences on 
everyday subjects, e.g directions
how to get somewhere

write with reasonable phonetic 
accuracy (but not necessarily 
fully standard spelling) short 
words that are in his/her oral 
vocabulary

write short, simple formulaic 
notes relating to matters in 
areas of immediate need

write very simple personal 
letters expressing thanks 
and apology

take a short, simple message 
provided he/she can ask for 
repetition and reformulation

Common European Framework, 
p.61, 83, 84, 89, 118

Common European
Framework 

Level 1: The writer can effectively:

deal with predictable 
day-to-day activities

write down routine facts and 
data related to predictable 
day-to-day activities

write simple messages

use the written form of the 
language in a limited range 
of standard formats, eg filling 
in standard forms or composing 
standard letters using stock 
phrases and formats

use a small number of 
memorised sentences and 
individual words and set 
phrases, which he/she can 
substitute to adapt existing 
simple texts

The National Language Standards,
p.107

National Language
Standards

The Alignment of Language Proficiency Scales for assessing competence in English language
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1.3.5 
Drafting of skills maps
From this refinement, the four skills maps
(Map 3: Listening, Map 4: Speaking, 
Map 5: Reading and Map 6: Writing) were
drafted, referencing direct quotations from
the wording of the original scales. The
alignment of the descriptors at all levels 
on these maps illustrates the fit of the
various scales in a transparent way.

1.3.6 
Verification
Further verification was sought by
reference to other data. Although no
previous attempts have been made 
to map all the scales examined in this
research, there were some sources of
information about more limited mapping 
of some of the scales, and these were
consulted. Some of these were
documents in the public domain (such as
the Association of British ESOL Examining
Boards Framework, published 2001) and
others drew on professional knowledge. In
addition, a summary of the first draft of the 

report, together with the maps showing
the alignments, was circulated, to seek 
the views of awarding bodies and other
interested parties, before a more extensive
consultation took place. There were no
suggestions that the alignment of the
scales on any of the maps was incorrect
or unacceptable.

1.3.7 
Summary of findings
Two summary maps (Maps 1 and 2)
showing overall alignment were drawn 
up from Maps 3-6. Map 1 shows only the
broad alignment of each scale against the
NQF, while Map 2 includes descriptors of
general language proficiency. While it is
realised that these are the maps which are
likely to be most widely used, it is hoped
that users will understand that they are 
the least detailed in terms of language
applications, so may not be the maps 
that are most useful or relevant in all
circumstances.
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2.1
Spectrum of language
proficiency
The scales listed in 1.3.1 and 1.3.2, which
are considered individually below, tend 
to concentrate on the broad range of
proficiency within which most users’
performance falls, whether in a first or
other language, although there are some
which offer description for the very top 
of the scale or for the beginner stage. For
example, at Level 5, Key Skills describes 
a level of communicative competence
commensurate with the demands of 
high level management or research. The
English-Speaking Union Framework covers
the full range of proficiency in its nine-level 

scale, but as this was ultimately not
chosen for alignment, A language in
common (QCA) was consulted for
descriptions of the very earliest stages.

2.2
The scales
The scales cover language proficiency in
the context of literacy and communication,
English as a foreign or other language,
other modern foreign languages:

Some of the scales have associated
supplementary scales or literature, and
these are referred to where appropriate. 

It will also be noted that some scales 
refer to the UK (or England) alone,
whereas others are European in scope.

17

Section 2
Descriptions of the scales: 
the spectrum of language proficiency

LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY

LITERACY/
COMMUNICATION (UK)

The adult literacy standards

Key Skills Communication 
Specifications

EFL/ESOL/EAL

The Common European 
Framework

A language in common

MODERN FOREIGN
LANGUAGES

The National Language Standards
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2.3
The national qualifications
framework (NQF)
This framework supplied the levels which
were used as the basis for the alignment
of the language scales. Established in
1999 it provides a structure within which
all accredited qualifications in all subjects
in the UK can be located. It has five
principal levels [1-5], and below those,
Entry 1-3. The following table displays the
levels of the NQF alongside other relevant
national standards:
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National qualifications
framework Level 5

(Higher level qualifications)

National qualifications
framework Level 4

National qualifications
framework Level 3

(e.g. A level)

National qualifications
framework Level 2

(e.g. GCSE grades A*-C)

National qualifications
framework Level 1

(e.g. GCSE grades D-G)

E3

E2

E1

Key Skills
Level 5

Key Skills
Level 4

Key Skills
Level 3

Key Skills
Level 2

Key Skills
Level 1

Adult literacy standards
Level 2

Adult literacy standards
Level 1

Adult literacy standards
Entry 3

Adult literacy standards
Entry 2

Adult literacy standards
Entry 1

National Curriculum 
Level 5

National Curriculum 
Level 4

National Curriculum 
Level 3

National Curriculum 
Level 2

National Curriculum 
Level 1



The NQF does not set out to define
competence or proficiency in particular
subjects. Its aim is to provide a
transparent system of cross reference 
to demonstrate how different types of
qualification can be regarded as broadly
equivalent in terms of level, for the
purposes of progression and entry
requirements to employment or 
further study.

Scales for assessing
communication in English 
in the United Kingdom

2.4
National standards for 
adult literacy (QCA)
These were published by QCA in 2000 
in order to ‘specify the full range of skills
required for an adult to communicate
confidently, effectively and efficiently’
(2000: 2). The standards are described 
at five levels and are aligned to the levels
of the national qualifications framework, 
as demonstrated above.

Several important points need to be 
noted in relation to the national standards
for adult literacy which affect their
interpretation in the current research.

The standards are written in ‘plain
English’ for an intended audience of
educational professionals rather than
adult learners themselves, as is the
case with most of the other scales
surveyed.

While ‘literacy’ is not explicitly defined
in the standards, it includes spoken
communication. It is described in 
terms of the four skills: reading, writing,
speak to communicate and listen 
and respond. Reading and writing
descriptors include text, sentence 
and word level skills.

The national standards for adult literacy
cover level 2 at the top end and begin
at Entry 1, which corresponds to
National Curriculum level 1. It is evident
that Entry 1 in these Standards, like
National Curriculum level 1, does not
begin with the very earliest stages of
learning a language. Some basic ability
in spoken communication in English is
assumed, which may be the result of
being a native speaker, or may have
been already acquired as a second
language speaker. (See A language 
in common 2.3.2.d below) 

The standards were written to describe
the levels of language competence
needed by adult speakers of English
living, working and studying in this
country, whether English is their first
language or not. They have now been
used as the starting point for
developing the Adult Literacy Core
Curriculum (DfES/BSA 2001), designed
for native speakers, and the Adult
Basic Skills ESOL Core Curriculum
(DfES/BSA 2001), which relates
specifically to non-native speakers of
English. Through these curricula, each
related to the same standards, explicit
links have been made between the
proficiency levels of native and non-
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native speakers of English in ways
which were not possible before. Each
curriculum is designed to cover the
skills required by users of English 
in this country, taking account of
differences in curriculum content,
teaching and learning for ESOL 
and first language learners.

2.5
Key Skills Specifications
(QCA)
These specifications in their current form
were produced by QCA in 1999. At levels
1-4 they describe six skills, including
Communication, which is the concern of
this report. The Key Skills Communication
Specifications were particularly useful in
the investigation as, in effect, they extend
to NQF levels 3, 4 and 5 (see Map 1).

The Key Skills Specifications are
addressed directly to post-16 learners
rather than to professionals, as with the
adult literacy standards. They make 
no reference to non-native speakers,
but like the adult literacy standards
describe the levels of competence
required to do certain things in English,
with the assumption that these apply to
both native and non-native speakers in
the context of education, employment
and day-to-day living in this country

The Key Skills Communication
Specifications pre-date the adult
literacy standards and influenced their
preparation. At levels 1 and 2 the two
scales have close overlap, though

written for different audiences. In this
research, levels 3, 4 and 5 of the Key
Skills Communication Specifications
were regarded as an extension of the
adult literacy standards beyond level 2,
facilitating comparisons with other
scales at the higher levels. At 
level 3 and 4, the Communication
Specifications were closely referred 
to. At level 5 Key Skills Communication
does not separate communication 
or literacy from other areas of
competence, but it clearly describes 
a level of language attainment which 
is well beyond that of level 4. Level 3
and 4 of the Key Skills specification
also provided the basis for the
development of the Subject
Specifications for teachers of adult
literacy and numeracy, DfES/FENTO
2001, which set out the skills,
knowledge and understanding for
speaking, listening, reading and writing
at levels 3 and 4.

The adult literacy standards and Key
Skills Communication Specifications
were combined to make one overall
scale for use in the Maps [Section 3],
which goes from Entry 1 to level 4.
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2.6
A language in common:
assessing English as an
additional language (QCA)

A language in common (2000: 11-15)
was consulted to give an indication of
what descriptors at the lowest levels
might look like. The booklet was
published in 2000 and relates
specifically to English as an additional
language (EAL) within the school-based
national curriculum. As such, it falls
outside the scope of this report, which
deals with adult scales. However,
reference was made to it because 
it offers a description of levels of
observable proficiency below national
curriculum level 1. With minor
adaptation, these could also be applied
to describe adult proficiency in the
earliest stages of learning English
below NQF Entry 1 and may in future
provide a starting point for descriptions
of beginner levels for adults.

Scales referring to a range
of languages

2.7
Common European
Framework of Reference 
for Languages (CEF)
The Council of Europe Framework
describes six levels of foreign-language
proficiency. The document was originally
circulated in draft in 1996, with an
updated draft in 1997. The final edition
was published in 2001. The framework
provides several dozen scales, ranging
from general proficiency to narrow 
sub-skills such as ‘transactions to obtain
goods and services’, all described at 
the same six levels. In the original edition,
the levels were given labels such as
‘Threshold’ and ‘Vantage’, but these have
been dropped in the published edition,
although they are still widely used and 
are given here for reference (see Map 1).

Several points should be noted about the
Common European Framework:

levels refer specifically to proficiency in
a language which is not the user’s first
language;

levels of language proficiency are
described without any relation to
educational level. While this is similar 
to the other scales considered in 
this report, it is a departure from
educational practice in many 
European countries;
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unlike other scales, it was not originally
devised as a framework for assessment
or for qualifications, although it is
increasingly used as such. Indeed,
many countries (including the United
Kingdom) are now aligning proficiency
in foreign languages at various
educational levels to the CEF, often
through the European Language
Portfolio [LNTO/CILT 2002];

although much of the Council of
Europe’s work was originally with
adults, the scale makes little reference
to vocational uses of language. 
It is, however, now frequently 
used to describe school-based
proficiency/achievement;

it includes very full and detailed
descriptors which proved most useful
in checking and refining the alignments
with other scales;

it provides a link between scales used
only in England and a scale which is
well-established and well-regarded
across Europe, thus making the
proposed alignments of levels of
English proficiency intelligible to 
users beyond England.

2.8
The National Language
Standards 2000 (LNTO)
The National Language Standards 2000,
produced by the Languages National
Training Organisation is one of many 
sets of national standards in a variety of
vocational areas and skills, which have
been produced by national training
organisations and industry lead bodies.
They are the second revision of standards
originally published in 1993, and define
standards for the vocational use of
Modern Foreign Languages as applied 
to the use of these languages in the
workplace.

The Standards define proficiency in the
target language at five levels, aligned 
to the national qualifications framework
levels in the context of Modern Foreign
Languages rather than for mother-tongue
English, and were related originally to 
the competency statements of the UK
National Vocational Qualifications. While
the standards describe proficiency levels
primarily of non-native speakers, their 
use to confirm or accredit mother-tongue
proficiency for defined work purposes 
is approved by the Languages National
Training Organisation.

Several points need to be highlighted in
the context of this report with regard to
the National Language Standards:

their developers consulted the
Common European Framework to
define the stages of progression [The
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National Language Standards in Action
LNTO 2001:30]. This provides some
link between the scales written for use
in England, and the European scale,
which assisted the processes of
alignment;

they were specifically designed to
assess competence in any language
other than the user’s first language; this
includes any foreign, second/additional,
community (eg Bengali, Turkish) or
indigenous language (eg Welsh, Gaelic).
Their application is thus wider than the
other scales originating in England, and
rather different to the CEF;

they are described in terms of the four
skills: reading, writing, listening and
speaking (layer 2) which are then
expanded in a series of tables of
‘typical attainments’ in specific
application (layer 3) thus facilitating
comparison with the other scales;

they provide the basis for National
Vocational Qualifications language units
in foreign languages. These have a level
by level correspondence within the
NQF (ie an NVQ unit at level 2 is at
level 2 in the NQF). In the context 
of the mapping reported here, all
alignments to the NQF have been
made by comparison to levels of
language skills in English. The effect 
of this is that the levels of the National
Language Standards do not have the
same one to one correspondence with
the levels of the NQF when applied to
English, as Maps 1 to 6 demonstrate.

Scales outside the public
domain

2.9 
Association of Language
Testers of Europe (ALTE)
ALTE was established in 1990 as an
association between various language test
providers across Europe. ALTE developed
its own Framework of five (later six) levels
and subsequently aligned these with the
levels of the Common European
Framework.

Points to be noted:

The ALTE scale is designed to be used
for foreign languages and not with
native speakers. It describes language
proficiency regardless of educational
level.

The 2001 version of the scales relates
both to general proficiency in the four
skills and to social/tourist, work and
study applications.

Although the levels of the ALTE scale
have been aligned with those of the
Council of Europe (see Common
European Framework 2001: 248-49),
the descriptors of the two scales are
different and the relationship between
the two is not necessarily obvious to
the user.
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ALTE is generally restricted to one
examination provider per language and
other providers may not use the ALTE
scale. The ALTE English-language member
is the University of Cambridge Local
Examinations Syndicate (UCLES). The
ALTE Framework can be used only by
members of the Association and is thus
not in the public domain. For this reason, 
it was not included in the maps in this
report.

2.10
The English-Speaking Union
Framework (ESU)
This is a scale describing foreign-language
proficiency at nine levels, covering the 
full range of proficiency from beginner 
to educated bilingual. It was originally
published both as a book and a chart in
1989, and further editions of the chart
were published in 1993 and 1997. The
charts provide a single scale describing
general language proficiency; the original
book gave 20 further scales describing
proficiency in the four skills and social,
business and academic/study
applications. The aim was to provide 
a framework on to which the principal
EFL/ESOL examinations could be
mapped. The examinations providers
represented formed themselves into the
Association of British ESOL Examining
Boards (ABEEB) in 1989.

Although authorised translations of the
ESU Framework have been published 
and the scale has been widely distributed,
it is not strictly in the public domain as
only members of ABEEB may align their
examinations with its levels. For this
reason, it was not included in the maps 
in this report.
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3.1
Demonstrating how skills
and levels align
Rather than a single map showing the
alignment of the various scales, a series 
of maps has been produced illustrating
different language layers and skills. In 
part, this reflects the methodology of the
research. More importantly, it is believed
that different users will find the detailed 

alignment of descriptors of different
aspects of language useful. The alignment
of the levels of the scales to those of 
the national qualifications framework is
consistent throughout all the maps and 
all modes of language use:

25

Section 3
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of scales and levels
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NQF level
Map 1
overall 

alignment

Map 2
overall

proficiency

Map 3
Listening

Skills

Map 4
Speaking

Skills

Map 5
Reading

Skills

Map 6
Writing
Skills

Level 5 5 5 5 5 5 5

Level 4 4 4 4 4 4 4

Level 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Level 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

Level 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

Entry 3 Entry 3 Entry 3 Entry 3 Entry 3 Entry 3 Entry 3

Entry 2 Entry 2 Entry 2 Entry 2 Entry 2 Entry 2 Entry 2

Entry 1 Entry 1 Entry 1 Entry 1 Entry 1 Entry 1 Entry 1
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The six maps included here are as follows:

Map 1: Overall alignment of language
proficiency scales

This provides an overview of the alignment
to the national qualifications framework of
the five general language proficiency
scales under consideration:

The national standards for adult literacy

Key Skills Communication
Specifications

The Common European Framework 
of Reference for Languages

The National Language Standards

A language in common

Map 2: General language proficiency

This map aligns the descriptors of general
language proficiency from the four main
scales under consideration [the first four
from the list above] to the national
qualifications framework from Entry 1 
to Level 5. 

The same principles of organisation as
used in Map 2 are applied in Maps 3 to 6.
Here the four scales, arranged to make
three overall scales by combining Key
Skills and the adult literacy standards, are
aligned to each other and to the NQF in
terms of the detailed skills associated with
each language mode

Map 3: Listening Skills

Map 4: Speaking Skills

Map 5: Reading Skills

Map 6: Writing Skills 

3.2
General principles
The maps show the alignment of the
various language proficiency scales. 
As detailed in section 1.3, this alignment 
is based solely on a scrutiny of the
descriptors used in the scales to define
proficiency levels. No external reference 
to examinations or qualifications offered 
by awarding bodies was made. The
subsequent location of ESOL qualifications
on the levels of the NQF for purposes of
accreditation was carried out separately, 
at a later date, by QCA.

The maps align existing scales designed
and constructed by different organisations
for different educational sectors. They 
do not introduce any new scales or
descriptors, and do not attempt to
construct an ‘anchor’ scale to which all
other scales could be related. Given the
international nature of languages and 
the international currency of language
qualifications, any attempt to construct
such an ‘anchor’ scale was considered
beyond the scope of this investigation.
Moreover it was judged that the composite
scales presented here should serve such 
a purpose.
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Notes:

1 In the national qualifications framework, levels 
4 and 5 represent higher-level qualifications, 
A levels are at level 3, GCSE grades A-C at
level 2 and GCSE grades D-G at level 1.

2 Qualifications and Curriculum Authority,
National standards for adult literacy and
numeracy, 2000: British national standards
published as part of the adult basic skills
strategy in order to specify the full range of
skills required for an adult to communicate
confidently, effectively and efficiently.

3 Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, Key
Skills Units, 2000: These specify a range of 
key skills, including communication, required 
to operate effectively at the respective levels.

4 Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, A
language in common, 2000: National guidance
relating to performance of speakers of English
as an Additional Language (EAL) within the
school-based UK national curriculum.

5 Council of Europe, Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages,
Cambridge University Press, 2001: Descriptions
of six levels of foreign language proficiency
offered as international standards. 

6 Languages National Training Organisation, 
The National Language Standards, 2000:
British national standards for the vocational 
use of foreign languages (including English 
as a Foreign Language).

7 There are no qualifications at pre-entry level;
however the Pre-entry Curriculum Framework
for literacy and numeracy provides clear
milestones to enable learners to progress
towards Entry 1, accreditation at pre-entry 
level is available if appropriate to the learner.

3.3
What the maps show
The maps enable users to see the
alignment of the levels of various scales
under consideration. Users who are
interested in particular aspects or skills 
of language can consult the appropriate
maps to determine comparisons and

equivalences. In order to provide detail
and transparency, the maps quote the
descriptors used in the scales and, at 
the foot of the columns, provide page
references for these quotations.
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MAP 1: General language proficiency scales

National
qualifications
framework 1

National 
standards for 
adult literacy 2

Key Skills 3 National 
curriculum 4

Level 5 (Level 5)

8

National
curriculum levels

2

(C2.2)

Level 5

Level 4 Level 4

Level 3 Level 3 C2 Mastery

Level 4Level 2Level 2 Level 2
C1 Operational

Proficiency

Level 3Level 1Level 1 Level 1 B2 Vantage

Level 2Entry level 3

Entry level 2

Entry level 1

Entry level

Level 1
Secure/Threshold

B1 Threshold

Level 1A2 Waystage

(Entry)A1 Breakthrough

Pre-entry 7

EAL Step 2

EAL Step 1

Council 
of Europe 

Framework 5

National 
Language

Standards 6

QCA
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The Alignment of Language Proficiency Scales for assessing competence in English language PATHWAYS TO PROFICIENCY
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MAP 2: General language proficiency (continued)
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The Alignment of Language Proficiency Scales for assessing competence in English language

MAP 4: Speaking scales
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MAP 5: Reading scales (continued)
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The Alignment of Language Proficiency Scales for assessing competence in English language PATHWAYS TO PROFICIENCY
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MAP 6: Writing scales (continued)



PATHWAYS TO PROFICIENCY

4.1
Uses of the maps
To date most use has been made of 
Map 1, the overall alignment of the
different scales to the NQF. Map 1 has
enabled QCA to cross refer the levels 
to which awarding bodies said their 
ESOL qualifications were mapped, usually
from the Common European Framework
and/or the National Language Standards,
to the NQF.

In order to do this with some confidence 
it was necessary to have the underpinning
detailed mapping which is provided 
by Maps 2 to 6. These maps have
demonstrated that the skills alignments
across the scales are robust. Responses
to the consultation on the draft report
showed that people welcomed the precise
and detailed nature of the mapping of
language skills, and the fact that it is
possible to track back the exact source 
of the descriptors through the references
at the bottom of Maps 2 to 6.

A further outcome of the mapping has
been that it is now possible to indicate
some broad equivalence between
accredited ESOL qualifications and other
qualifications in English which are aimed
primarily at native speakers. Qualifications
in English language placed at the same
level in the NQF by application of 
Map 1 can be regarded as being broadly
equivalent in terms of level of language
skills, irrespective of their client groups. 

It is anticipated that this will assist in
making progression in English language
much clearer to a wider group of users
than in the past.

Some other applications of the maps for
different users are suggested below.

Teachers can refer to the levels and
descriptors of language proficiency 
as a guide when placing students 
on programmes, planning their
achievement targets, and advising
them on the choice of qualifications 
at appropriate levels. They can also 
use the level descriptors for the internal
evaluation of students’ progression and
for planning courses in conjunction with
the Adult ESOL Core Curriculum.

Learners and language users can
refer to the scales to assess their 
own language progress and targets 
in conjunction with the Adult ESOL
Core Curriculum. Working with a tutor,
learners can define the language levels
of their targets, goals and activities. 
An example of this can be found in 
the European Language Portfolio
(CILT/LNTO 2002), in which learners
can use excerpts from the National
Language Standards and the Common
European Framework to record their
own language-learning progress,
experience and targets, aligning their
achievement against national and
international standards, as a step
towards managing their own learning.

Section 4
Next steps 
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Course planners can use the scales 
to define levels of difficulty, to identify
suitable texts, tasks and exercises, and
to provide guidance for the coverage of
skills and content.

Admissions tutors can define the
language requirement of educational
courses by reference to the standards
identified by the levels. In particular,
English-language entry requirements 
for Further and Higher Education can
be set by determining qualifications 
at the appropriate NQF level. Tutors 
will also be able to locate national and
international qualifications on the maps
and so decide whether any qualification
that claims alignment to any of the
scales fulfils their requirements.

Employers will find the competency or
‘can-do’ statements valuable in forming
a view of what recruits and employees
should be able to do in the English
language, given their formal language
qualifications. So, for example, an
employer can define the target
language level for any job their
company, and applicants’ language
qualifications can be matched against
these levels as part of the short-listing
procedure. An important consideration,
however, will be the ‘currency’ of the
qualification: if it were awarded more
than a year or so previously, the
employer would normally expect
evidence of language maintenance 
in the workplace or through refresher
courses.

Awarding bodies can use the maps 
to help them identify the levels of their
existing qualifications, and as a starting
point when designing new ones. The
scales can also be used to inform 
the setting of papers at appropriate
levels of challenge and to help define
appropriate tasks for testing the
chosen skills at a particular NQF level.

Publishers commissioning materials to
support teaching and learning will also
find the maps helpful to refer writers to
for targeting texts, tasks and activities
to particular levels and skills.

4.2
Future plans and
possibilities 
The uses above are merely illustrative
applications. Different users are likely 
to find other applications over time.
Possible spin-off developments in the
future could include:

illustrating the skills described in the
maps with exemplars of expected
inputs (texts that learners at each level
might be expected to handle) and
outputs (samples of learners’ spoken
and written performance at each 
level). A follow-up project looking at
exemplars for writing from Entry 1 to
Level 2 is currently underway; 

extending the work from adult learning
to the learning of English by secondary
and primary school age groups, which
would require consideration of issues 

51



of maturity and cognitive development.
Each year there are many young
learners who enter the UK school
system at different points, with little 
or no English, suggesting an on-going
need for appropriate levels, descriptors
and possibly qualifications for these
age groups;

building on the cross-boundary nature
of this work, which links different
sectors of education and language 
use: adult native-speaker literacy 
and communication, English as a
second/additional language, English 
as a foreign language, and Modern
Foreign Languages. It is anticipated
that in the second round of
accreditation of adult literacy and 
ESOL qualifications, the mapping 
will extend common ground and help
to establish more secure equivalence 
of qualifications in English;

bringing English and MFL specialists
together to consider whether
application of the descriptions in the
maps could help develop a system 
of equivalence between qualifications 
in English in England and qualifications
in other modern languages;

investigating whether the alignment 
of levels described in this report could
be applied to some of the other
community languages spoken in
England, to facilitate the development
of a wider spectrum of qualifications
and enable those speakers to gain
credit for their first language skills. 

At the start of this investigation several
research questions were posed (page 7),
each of which has been addressed in the
course of the report.

i) Is it possible to align the various
commonly-used scales for describing
language proficiency and so enable
some cross reference between them?

Yes: the maps included in this report
enable users to see the alignment of
levels across all of the scales that are
commonly used in the UK and in
Europe.

ii) Is it possible to align other scales with
the adult literacy standards and the Key
Skills Communication Specifications
and hence to the NQF?

Yes: the user can now align the levels
of all the commonly used scales to the
National qualifications framework via
the maps.

iii) Is it possible to align language scales
specifically designed to describe
performance in second or other
languages to, the Standards and
Specifications designed for all 
speakers living, studying and working 
in this country, thus identifying some
equivalence between different scales
with different purposes and from
different sectors?

Section 5
Summary and
conclusions
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Yes: although the scales investigated
were originally designed for different
purposes and different language
sectors, it has been possible to align
their levels through the can-do
statements, which were found to share
underlying principles of construction
and description.

iv) Given that these alignments could be
made, would it be possible to use them
to assign qualifications in English from
various sectors to levels in the national
qualifications framework, thus relating
them more closely to the mainstream
qualifications system of the UK whether
were designed for first language
speakers or speakers of other
languages?

Yes: the alignments illustrated in this
report have enabled QCA and the
major awarding bodies to assign NQF
levels to a range of qualifications in 
the EFL/ESOL/EAL sectors, and these
awards are now being offered with
assigned NQF levels. In the second
round of accreditation in 2004, the
existence of the maps alongside the
ESOL curriculum will enable awarding
bodies to develop direct linkages
between the content and coverage in
qualifications for ESOL candidates, the
curriculum and the NQF assigned level. 

In addition:

the maps offer greater detail about the
language skills associated with each
level than has been available in the
past for those designing qualifications
in English language, literacy or
communication primarily for native
speakers; 

the effect should be that in future these
qualifications will reflect this increased
shared knowledge of what constitutes
performance in English at different
levels;

this should encourage confidence that
there is genuine equivalence between
adult literacy and ESOL qualifications 
in terms of level of demand, although
they may be oriented to the needs of
different client groups.

Finally, it is hoped that, longer term, 
this work will underpin widespread
understanding and acceptance of the
value of accredited qualifications for all
learners of English and that possession 
of these qualifications will help all native
speakers and speakers of English as a
second language to progress, and take 
full advantage of the opportunities for
education and employment in this country. 
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1 The national qualifications framework
QCA, CCEA, ACCAC, 2000

2 The national standards for adult literacy
QCA, 2000

3 Key Skills Specifications
QCA, CCEA, ACCAC, 1999 and 2000

4 A language in common: assessing English as an additional language
QCA, 2000

5 Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: 
Learning, teaching, assessment
Council of Europe/Cambridge University Press, 2001

and

The European Language Portfolio
Council of Europe/Languages National Training Organisation/Centre for Information 
on Language Teaching and Research, 2002

6 The National Language Standards 2000
Languages National Training Organisation, 2000

and

The National Language Standards in Action,
Languages National Training Organisation, 2001

7 The ALTE Framework
The Association of Language Testers in Europe, 2001

8 The English-Speaking Union Framework
Longman/English-Speaking Union, 1989

9 Adult ESOL Core Curriculum
The Basic Skills Agency/Department for Education and Skills, 2002

10 Adult Literacy Core Curriculum: including spoken communication
The Basic Skills Agency/Department for Education and Skills, 2001
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ABEEB Association of British ESOL Examining Boards

ACCAC Qualifications, Curriculum and Assessment Authority for Wales

ALTE Association of Language Testers in Europe

BSA Basic Skills Agency

CCEA
(now CEA) Northern Ireland Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment

CEF Common European Framework

CILT Centre for Information on Language Teaching and Research

DfEE Department for Education and Employment

DfES Department for Education and Skills

EAL English as an Additional Language

EFL English as a Foreign Language

ESL English as a Second Language

ESOL English for Speakers of Other Languages

ESU English-Speaking Union

GCSE General Certificate of Secondary Education

GNVQ General National Vocational Qualification

LNTO Languages National Training Organisation

MFL Modern Foreign Languages

NQF National qualifications framework

NVQ National Vocational Qualification

QCA Qualifications and Curriculum Authority
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Notes:

1 In the national qualifications framework, levels 4 and 5 represent higher-level qualifications, A levels are
at level 3, GCSE grades A-C at level 2 and GCSE grades D-G at level 1.

2 Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, national standards for adult literacy and numeracy, 2000: British
national standards published as part of the adult basic skills strategy in order to specify the full range of
skills required for an adult to communicate confidently, effectively and efficiently.

3 Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, Key Skills Units, 2000: These specify a range of key skills,
including communication, required to operate effectively at the respective levels.

4 Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, A language in common, 2000: National guidance relating to
performance of speakers of English as an Additional Language (EAL) within the school-based UK
national curriculum.

5 Council of Europe, Common European Framework of Reference for Languages, Cambridge University
Press, 2001: Descriptions of six levels of foreign language proficiency offered as international standards.

6 Languages National Training Organisation, The National Language Standards, 2000: British national
standards for the vocational use of foreign languages (including English as a Foreign Language).

7 There are no qualifications at pre-entry level; however the Pre-entry Curriculum Framework for literacy 
and numeracy provides clear milestones to enable learners to progress towards Entry 1, accreditation 
at pre-entry level is available if appropriate to the learner.

Purpose
The map shows the alignment of the principal scales used to describe adult literacy and English
language proficiency. All the scales are aligned to the levels of the UK national qualifications
framework (NQF). The levels of the NQF apply to all qualifications in the United Kingdom and 
are not restricted to languages.

Origin
The map, and the research which underpinned it, was originally commissioned by the Qualifications
and Curriculum Authority in 2001 as a tool to enable ESOL qualifications to be accredited through
alignment to the national qualifications framework. The accreditation took place from January to
August 2002. The majority of English language qualifications offered by British awarding bodies 
are aligned to one or more of the scales on Map 1. In this way, qualifications in English as a
second, additional or foreign language can be aligned to the national qualifications framework.

Scales
The map aligns five scales of adult literacy, communication and English to the national 
qualifications framework. Brief details of all of these scales are given beneath the map.

Uses
The map is relevant to a range of groups concerned with English language proficiency:

Teachers will find the maps useful when placing students on programmes and planning 
their achievement targets, and in advising them on appropriate qualifications.

Learners can refer to the scales to assess their own language progress and targets.

Awarding bodies can use the maps to identify the levels of their existing qualifications, 
and as a starting point when designing new ones, and examiners can use the scales to 
inform the setting of papers at appropriate levels of challenge.

Admissions tutors can define the English language requirement of educational courses 
by reference to the standards identified by the levels.

Employers will find the competency or ‘can-do’ statements valuable in forming a view of 
what recruits and employees should be able to do in English, given their formal language
qualifications.

Education materials writers and course planners can use the scales to define levels 
of difficulty, to identify suitable texts, tasks and exercises, and to provide guidance for 
the coverage of skills and content.

Further information  
A copy of the report from which the map is taken can be obtained from: QCA Publications, 
PO Box 99, Sudbury, Suffolk CO10 25N, order line 01787 88 4444. Details of all publications 
can be found at: http://www.qca.org.uk/cgi-bin/qcashop.

The Alignment of Language Proficiency Scales for assessing competence in English languagePATHWAYS TO PROFICIENCY

The alignment of language
proficiency scales

Mapping different language
assessment scales

National
qualifications
framework 1

National 
standards for 
adult literacy 2

Key Skills 3 National 
curriculum 4

Level 5 (Level 5)

8

National
curriculum levels

2

(C2.2)

Level 5

Level 4 Level 4

Level 3 Level 3 C2 Mastery

Level 4Level 2Level 2 Level 2 C1 Operational
Proficiency

Level 3Level 1Level 1 Level 1 B2 Vantage

Level 2Entry level 3

Entry level 2

Entry level 1

Entry level

Level 1
Secure/Threshold

B1 Threshold

Level 1A2 Waystage

(Entry)A1 Breakthrough

Pre-entry 7

EAL Step 2

EAL Step 1

Council 
of Europe 

Framework 5

National 
Language

Standards 6

QCA



Copies of this publication can be obtained from:

DfES Publications

PO Box 5050, Sherwood Park

Annesley, Nottingham

NG15 0DJ

Tel: 0845 6022260

Fax: 0845 6033360

Textphone: 0845 6055560

Email: dfes@prolog.uk.com

Please quote ref: PTP

ISBN number: 1 84185 8471

© Crown Copyright 2003

Produced by the Department for Education and Skills

Extracts from this document may be produced for non-commercial

or training purposes on condition that the source is acknowledged.




