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Appendix A. A brief history of the CEFR and the 
development of its descriptors ï from North (2007a) 
The Common European Framework of Reference for languages: learning, teaching, 
assessment: CEFR (Council of Europe, 2001) was developed between 1993 and 
1996 by a Council of Europe international working party following the 
recommendation of an intergovernmental Symposium ñTransparency and Coherence 
in Language Learning in Europeò held at R¿schlikon, near Zurich in November 1991. 
The CEFR was written with three main aims: 

¶ To establish a metalanguage common across educational sectors, national 

and linguistic boundaries that could be used to talk about objectives and 

language levels. It was hoped that this would make it easier for practitioners 

to tell each other and their clientele what they wished to help learners to 

achieve and how they attempted to do so. 

¶ To encourage practitioners in the language field to reflect on their current 

practice, particularly in relation to learnersô practical language learning needs, 

the setting of suitable objectives and the tracking of learner progress. 

¶ To agree common reference points based on the work on objectives that had 

taken place in the Council of Europeôs Modern Languages projects since the 

1970s. 

In time, the existence of such a common reference framework would, it was hoped, 
help to relate courses and examinations to each other and thus achieve the 
ñtransparency and coherenceò that had been the subject of the R¿schlikon 
Symposium. The approach taken was to provide a conceptual framework made up 
of: 

¶ A taxonomic descriptive scheme, summarised in Chapter 2 of the CEFR 

document, covering such issues as domains of language use, communicative 

language activities and strategies (in Chapter 4) plus the competences of the 

learner/user (In Chapter 5). The scheme can be seen as a further 

development of approach to objectives taken in Waystage, Threshold Level, 

Vantage Level and their equivalences for other languages. 

¶ A set of common reference levels, defining proficiency in as many of these 

categories as possible at six levels (A1, A2, B1, B2, C1, C2) in empirically 

developed scales of illustrative descriptors (North 2000, North and Schneider 

1998). This work made available a descriptor bank, validated and calibrated 

like an item bank, building on research with descriptor scales and item-

banking in Eurocentres and elsewhere. 

The CEFR is a concertina-like reference tool that provides categories, levels and 
descriptors that educational professionals can merge or sub-divide, elaborate or 
summarise, adopt or adapt according to the needs of their context - whilst still 
relating to the common hierarchical structure. 

The idea is for users to adopt activities, competences and proficiency stepping-
stones that are appropriate to their local context, yet can be related to the greater 
scheme of things and thus communicated more easily to colleagues in other 
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educational institutions and to other stakeholders like learners, parents and 
employers. For example in Finland, A1 is split into three levels to provide initial 
motivation.  

Whilst the concept of ñlevelò is useful for curriculum organisation and for giving a 
quick answer to the question ñWhat level am I?ò the rich descriptive framework 
provided by the CEFR illustrative descriptors is intended to facilitate profiling not 
levelling. In addition to the three summary scales introduced in Chapter 3, the CEFR 
offers a total of 54 sub-scales for different communicative language activities and 
strategies and for different aspects of communicative language competence. It is not 
the intention that anyone should use these 54 sub-scales operationally. Rather, their 
purpose is to help the user to consider the coverage of the learning programme or 
examination with which they are concerned: what are the priority areas and what 
level of proficiency is appropriate in each area? In setting such priorities, it is 
sensible to exploit the profiling possibilities by considering the setting of higher target 
levels for certain skills (e.g. receptive skills) ï encouraging ñpartial competences.ò 

In 1992 the Council of Europeôs ñCommon Framework Working Partyò adopted the 
following six ñCommon Reference Levelsò for the future CEFR: 

¶ Breakthrough (later A1), 

¶ Waystage (later A2), 

¶ Threshold (later B1), 

¶ Vantage (later B2), 

¶ ñEffective Operational Proficiencyò (later C1) exemplified by the new DALF 

(Dipl¹me Approndi de Langue Fran­aise) from the CIEP, 

¶ ñMasteryò (later C2) exemplified by the Cambridge CPE (Certificate of 

Proficiency in English). 

These six levels corresponded both to the seven levels that have been suggested by 
Wilkins in 1977 (minus the top level) and to the five levels adopted by ALTE: the 
Association of Language Testers in Europe (founded by Cambridge in 1991) ï with 
the addition of A1.  

In 1993-6, two Swiss members of the Working Party then used both qualitative and 
quantitative methodologies to develop illustrative descriptors for these six levels 
(North 2000, North and Schneider 1998, Schneider and North 2000). In a series of 
32 workshops, teachers were given descriptors to sort into categories. This tested 
not only the clarity of the descriptors, but also the feasibility of the categories 
proposed for the sub-scales. The clearest, most relevant descriptors were then 
presented in descriptor-checklists that were used by some 300 teachers to assess 
learners in some 500 classes at the end of the school years 1994 and 1995. A 
statistical analysis of this data produced a scale on which each descriptor had a 
difficulty value. The final step was to ñcutò this continuous scale of descriptors to 
match the set of CEFR levels. 

The Swiss research project actually identified 10 rather than 6 bands of proficiency. 
Between the criterion level for A2 and the criterion level for B1 there was found to be 
what came to be described as a ñplus level.ò The same was the case for between B1 
and B2 (B1+) and between B2 and C1 (B2+). These ñplus levelsò were characterised 
by a stronger performance in relation to the same features found at the criterion 
level, plus hints of features that become salient at the next level. The ñplus levelò 



Investigating standards in GCSE French, German and Spanish through the lens of 
the CEFR - Appendices 

13 
 

concept can be very useful in relation to school assessment because narrower levels 
allow learners to see more progress. 

The descriptors are relatively unique in that they were not just written by an expert or 
committee, but were developed scientifically: 

¶ from a comprehensive documentation of existing expertise in the area, with 

documented references to descriptors shared with pre-existing scales, 

¶ in relation to both what learners do (communicative activities and strategies) 

and how well they do it (aspects of communicative competence), 

¶ with a qualitative methodology that checked that teachers could relate to the 

categories used and that each descriptor employed was an unambiguous, 

stand-alone criterion, 

¶ employing a sophisticated statistical methodology that enabled the descriptors 

to be scaled on the same mathematical scale as learners, (for some of whom 

video samples were also available), 

¶ as a result of the use of the descriptors in a real, end-of-year assessment by 

practising teachers, 

¶ in four educational sectors, 

¶ in a multi-lingual environment, 

¶ in relation to three foreign languages (English, French, German). 

For more on the development of the descriptors, claim to validity etc. see 
https://rm.coe.int/16805c3896 

  

https://rm.coe.int/16805c3896
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Appendix B. Familiarisation materials ï productive 
skills 

Survey tool contents 

1. CEFR familiarisation and training - productive 
skills - German  
We have set up this survey tool to take you through some familiarisation exercises. 
We would like you to use these activities to form or refresh your understanding of the 
way CEFR describes language skills and which aspects of language competence it 
values. This will help bring everyone on the same page with respect to how to 
interpret different language proficiency levels on CEFR scales and which aspects of 
language competence are important in CEFR terms. 
 
It will be important for the success of this study that you feel comfortable that you 
understand the main CEFR descriptor scales and recognise the aspects of language 
competence that come through as important in CEFR descriptors. All the exercises 
that we will ask you to complete in this tool, as well as the main activities in the 
study, will require you to consider the important aspects of language competence 
according to CEFR, even if these may be different from what is currently considered 
important for GCSE MFL qualifications, or may differ from your personal views about 
what constitutes language competence. 
 
The tool will take you through several activities. You will: 
- Provide some information about yourself. 
- Read a brief account of CEFR illustrative descriptors and how to interpret them. 
- Do some exercises to engage with general CEFR scales. 
- Get to assess your own competence level in your second or third language. 
- Do some exercises specifically related to writing and speaking CEFR scales and 
example writing and speaking performances already benchmarked on the CEFR 
scale. 
- Have an opportunity to familiarise yourself with the test specification and the writing 
and speaking GCSE papers. 
- Engage with some examples of GCSE student writing and speaking performances 
by rank ordering them in terms of overall quality. 
 
After you have gone through the general CEFR familiarisation activities, you will 
focus on writing and then speaking performances. We will provide similar activities 
for reading and listening at a later stage. 
 
Follow the instructions throughout this tool as some questions will require you to do 
an activity outside of this tool and then return to it to enter your answers. Some 
reading will be required before most tasks. Some printed materials have been sent to 
you in the post. Links to examples of student work are included in this tool and are 
also in your instructions. We are not interested in whether your answer is "correct" as 
long as it represents your considered opinion based on your understanding of CEFR 
scales and descriptors. 
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Completing these activities should take about 3.5 hours. Consider breaking this up 
into chunks rather than completing all activities in one sitting. 
 
You can save your responses at any point and return to the tool later. Please use 
your personal email address for this, NOT the Ofqual one provided for login to the 
document sharing hub. If you need to leave the tool inactive in order to read 
examples of performances or other materials, we would advise that you save the 
responses at that point to avoid the risk of the tool timing out. Unfortunately it is not 
possible to save without leaving the tool, but it is not difficult to log into it again. 
Check your junk mail if you do not get the email with the link to continue the 
survey. You can go backwards if you like for any reason.  

  

We are hoping to answer a very important question about performance and grading 
standards in GCSE MFLs, and we thank you for taking part in this study and 

providing your expertise. We could not do it without you! 

 

 2. Judge details  
Please provide your judge ID * 

 

  

  

Please provide your initials * 

 

  

  

Please tell us a bit about your current experience with CEFR: * 

 

 None Some Significant 

I have interest in CEFR.          

I have theoretical/academic knowledge of CEFR.          

I have practical experience of CEFR in the context of teaching 
and marking.          

I have practical experience of CEFR in the context of 
test/resource development.          

I have practical experience of CEFR in the context of English as 
a foreign language.          

I have practical experience of CEFR in the context of German.          

3. CEFR illustrative descriptors and how to read 
them  
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Please read Document 1, included in your pack, which contains excerpts from CEFR 
(2001) briefly describing what CEFR is, its approach to conceptualising language 
ability and what illustrative descriptors are and how to read them. 

 

4. Common Reference Levels: global scale  
Please rank order the following descriptions of ability in a foreign language from 
BEST (6) to WORST (1). (Please note that the sections get repositioned to the 
places according to the rank you give each one. If you gave rank 3 to the first 
section, it will be automatically moved to the third place, etc.) * 

 

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.   

  
 

Can understand a wide range of demanding, longer texts, and recognise implicit meaning. 
Can express him/herself þuently and spontaneously without much obvious searching for 
expressions. Can use language þexibly and effectively for social, academic and 
professional purposes. Can produce clear, well-structured, detailed text on complex 
subjects, showing controlled use of organisational patterns, connectors and cohesive 
devices.   

  
 

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 the main points of clear standard input on familiar matters regularly 
encountered in work, school, 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 brieþy give reasons and explanations for 
opinions and plans.   

  
 

Can understand the main ideas of complex text on both concrete and abstract topics, 
including technical discussions in his/her ýeld of specialisation. Can interact with a degree 
of þuency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction with native speakers quite 
possible without strain for either party. Can produce clear, 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 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 þuently and 
precisely, differentiating ýner shades of meaning even in more complex situations.   

  
 

 

5. Common Reference Levels: global scale  
 Please select which CEFR level corresponds to each description. * 
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 A1 A2 B1 B2 C1 C2 

Can understand a wide range of demanding, longer texts, and 
recognise implicit meaning. Can express him/herself þuently and 
spontaneously without much obvious searching for expressions. 
Can use language þexibly and effectively for social, academic and 
professional purposes. Can produce clear, well-structured, 
detailed text on complex subjects, showing controlled use of 
organisational patterns, connectors and cohesive devices. 

                  

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. 

                  

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 the main ideas of complex text on both concrete 
and abstract topics, including technical discussions in his/her ýeld 
of specialisation. Can interact with a degree of þuency and 
spontaneity that makes regular interaction with native speakers 
quite possible without strain for either party. Can produce clear, 
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, 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 brieþy give reasons and explanations for opinions and plans. 

                  

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 
þuently and precisely, differentiating ýner shades of meaning even 
in more complex situations. 
 

                  

 

6. Global scale - correct responses  
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Now look at the correct responses: 

 

 

7. Self-assessment  
Using the self-assessment grid provided (Document 2), please estimate your CEFR 
proficiency level in your second or third language (you can choose which one you 
would like to consider). * 

 

   A1 

   A2 

   B1 

   B2 

   C1 

   C2 

 

Please note any issues you may have had estimating your proficiency level:   

  
 
  

 
8. Examples of writing at different CEFR levels  
 Now please look at the examples of writing at different CEFR levels Using 
Documents 4, 5 and 6 from your pack, and the explanations of why a level was 
assigned to each performance (included in the same document as the performance 
itself), briefly state (perhaps by pulling out 3-4 key features or using keywords) the 
most salient aspects of performance that distinguish between the following levels:  

A1 vs. B1: * 
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B1 vs. C2 * 

 

  
 
  

 
9. Marks vs. grades in GCSE asessments  
 If you are not familiar with the difference between marking and grading in GCSEs, 
please read Document 7, included in your pack. 

 

10. GCSE specification and writing paper  
Now please familiarise yourself with the GCSE specification and writing paper 
(included at the end of your pack). In this study, we are only considering the Higher 
Tier paper. 
 
There is no need to spend a long time familiarising yourself with mark schemes or 
specifications in great detail. They are provided as reference and contextual material 
and you will not need to use them in the remaining tasks in the study. The 
specification document is provided only in electronic form here. 
 
To help you become familiar with the writing paper, think about how you would go 
about answering fully. You could sketch out an answer to each question, e.g. by 
identifying the key points you might make and how you might structure your 
response. 
 

11. GCSE writing performances  
Look at the examples of writing from the GCSE 2018 exam Read the three GCSE 
writing performances and rank them in order from best (1) to worst (3)by inserting 
the file names in the appropriate boxes below. Please use the important aspects of 
language competence according to CEFR, which you have seen in the previous 
exercises, as the basis for your judgements even if these may be different from what 
is currently considered important for GCSE MFL qualifications and assessments. 
Please do not try to re-mark the scripts. We need you to make a holistic judgement 
about these performances without using the mark schemes. * 

 

1 Best   
  

* 

2 Middling   
  

* 

https://officequal.sharepoint.com/sites/DocumentSharingHub/MFL%20GCSE%20Standards/Forms/AllItems.aspx?RootFolder=%2Fsites%2FDocumentSharingHub%2FMFL%20GCSE%20Standards%2FGerman%2FTraining%20-%20Writing%20and%20speaking%2FElectronic%20versions%20of%20the%20documents%20in%20your%20pack%2FGerman%20assessment%20materials&FolderCTID=0x01200052425CAFB39DA24EA3047C682DB2716C&View=%7B96B3594E-7421-48A1-938F-A2DD26EF2501%7D
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3 Worst   
  

* 

 

Briefly describe how you decided on this rank order:   

  
 
  
  
 

Please briefly state (by noting down a few key features) the most salient aspects of 
performance that distinguish between the following performances. Best vs. middling: 
* 

 

  
 
  
  

Middling vs. worst: * 

 

  
 
  
  

Please look at the writing examples provided here You have already seen these 
examples, but in this activity you are asked to put all four into a rank order of quality. 
Please rank the examples from best (1) to worst (4) by inserting the file names in the 
appropriate boxes below. Try to ignore the fact that they come from different exams, 
and focus on important performance features. Use the important aspects of 
language competence according to CEFR as the basis for your judgements. * 

 

1 Best   
  

* 

2   
  

* 

3   
  

* 

4 Worst   
  

* 

 

How did you decide on this rank order?   
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12. Examples of speaking at different CEFR levels  
 Now please listen to the examples of speaking at different CEFR levels. The set at 
each level also contains an explanation of why the level was assigned to each 
performance. Please note that the folder for each level contains two audio files, one 
containing a role play and one containing a monologue. The CEFR level of each 
folder refers to the level of the student performing the monologue. Therefore, also 
focus on the performance of the person named in the monologue file when listening 
to the role play performance. Using Documents 6 and 8, as well as the explanation 
for the CEFR level assigned to each, briefly state (perhaps by pulling out 3-4 key 
features or using keywords) the most salient aspects of performance that distinguish 
between the following levels: A1 vs. A2: * 

 

  
 
  
  

A2 vs. B1: * 

 

  
 
  
  

B1 vs B2: * 

 

  
 
  
  

B2 vs C2: * 

 

  
 
  

 
13. GCSE speaking assessment  
 Now please familiarise yourself with the GCSE speaking assessment, provided in 
your pack.  
 

There is no need to spend a long time familiarising yourself with mark schemes or 
specifications in great detail. They are provided as reference and contextual material 
and you will not need to use them in the remaining tasks in the study. 
 
To help you become familiar with the speaking paper, think about how you would go 
about answering fully. You could sketch out an answer to each question, e.g. by 
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identifying the key points you might make and how you might structure your 
response. 

 

14. GCSE speaking performances  
Listen to the speaking performances from GCSE 2018 exam The folders at this link 
contain "mark sheets" which will tell you which question each student was 
answering. Rank the three performances in order from best (1) to worst (3) by 
inserting the file names in the appropriate boxes below. Please use the important 
aspects of language competence according to CEFR, which you have seen in the 
previous exercises, as the basis for your judgements even if these may be different 
from what is currently considered important for GCSE MFL qualifications and 
assessments. Please do not try to re-mark them. We need you to make a holistic 
judgement about these performances. * 

 

1 Best   
  

* 

2 Middling   
  

* 

3 Worst   
  

* 

 

Briefly describe how you decided on this rank order:   

  
 
  
  

Please briefly state (by noting down a few key features) the most salient aspects of 
performance that distinguish between the following performances.  

Best vs. middling: * 

 

  
 
  
  

Middling vs. worst: * 

 

  
 
  
  

Please listen to the speaking performances here You have already heard these 
examples, but in this activity you are asked to put all four into a rank order of quality. 
Rank the examples from best (1) to worst (4) by inserting the file names in the 
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appropriate boxes below. Try to ignore the fact that they come from different exams, 
and focus on important performance features. Use the important aspects of 
language competence according to CEFR as the basis for your judgements. * 

 

1 Best   
  

* 

2   
  

* 

3   
  

* 

4 Worst   
  

* 

 

How did you decide on this rank order?   

  
 
  

 
15. Familiarisation and training evaluation  
 Thank you for completing the familiarisation and training activities. Well done! Now 
could you briefly evaluate the training provided. Please tick one option for each 
statement below: * 

 
Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neutral Disagree 
Strongly 
disagree 

I found the instructions clear throughout.                

I found the materials and activities easy to find and 
follow.                

The materials and activities were effective in helping 
me understand the meaning of different CEFR levels.                

The materials and activities were effective in helping 
me familiarise myself with the relevant GCSE 
paper/specification. 

               

In general, I agree with how CEFR describes 
differences between ability levels.                

I found rank ordering three electronic files (writing or 
speaking) feasible.                

I found rank ordering four electronic files (writing or 
speaking) feasible.                

In general, I think understanding GCSE standards in 
relation to the CEFR is helpful.                
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Comments:   

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  

How confident do you feel about the following: * 

 

 
Very 

confident 
Confident 

Somewhat 
confident 

Not 
confident 

I understand the difference between CEFR levels in 
writing and speaking.             

I have put the GCSE writing and speaking 
performances into the correct rank order of overall 
quality. 

            

 

Comments:   
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Supporting documents and scales 
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