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ABSTRACT The AC'IFL Provisional Proficien-
cy Guid€lines, d se,ies of p,ofrcienct toets fol
speakine, listening, rcading, vtitinS, and atlturc
in a Jorcign lsnguage, are a guiding pnnciple Ior
the development ol connuni tive, prcfciencr-
oiented tests and.aficulo. Based on prcJiciency
desniptions oriEina t del'eloped br the U.S.
gol)emnent, the guidelines at each leyel include
statenenb or chaructelinic linSuistic lunctions,
content areas, and arcuracy. 7'h.Iedtur$ oI pro-

frciencr and rchievened a$s a,e discussed, and
two pro|iciencr-bssed alrielun prcjects arc

IDlroduction
-the ACTFL Ptovdonal Prcicietct cuideline:,

dq€loped with funding from the Int€;national
Research and Studies Prograin of the U.S. D€pan-
nent of Education and published in 1982; coNist
of a se.ies of descriptions of p.onciency levels for
speaking, listening, reading, writing, and culiure
in a foreign laneuage. Thc sea of Suidelines in-
troducing this issue include, language-general
Generic) d€rcriptions. Th€ publish€d euid€lin€s alrc
includ€ laquage-spccific suidelin€s for Frmch, cer-
mar, and Spadsh. As of thh writing, a s€cond pro-
j€ct is under way to dev€lop similar proficiency
desc.iptions for Chircse, Japan€se, and Russian.
The guidelines projects have be€n undenaken in
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response to a recomm€ndation of th€ President\
Commission on Foreign Languase and Inte.na'
tional Studies to establish .language proficiency
achi€vement goab for the end of each year of study
at all levels, with special attention to speakins

The ACTFL Guidelines were written as a first
and essmtial step in the development of aniculated
€nd-of-cours€ goals. As the introduction to the
guidelines stat€s, they addresr a bipanite need for
proficiency-based cuniculum development and
evaluation of both students and programs:

There is gr€t pote ial for th€ impact of
thes€ guidelines on foreien language instruc-
tion. Measuabl€ proficiency goals will form
the balis for cudculum planning ard
classroom teaching. Studenls will more
quickly dflelop a seDse of accomplhhment
and will b€ able to refer to these "yardlticks"
to measure their prog.ess. The complex
problem of articulation, the coordination of
content (and skilb) bdween erade and course
levels, @ also beSin to be addressed. Sru-
denr evaluation and placemena can be based
on actual lansuage profici€ncy instead of on
inaccurate and relatively uninformative
mea.cures of 'test time.",

The pages that follow describe the guidelines in
sreater detail ard explore th€ir application to.wo
important areas of foreiSn language education-
testing and cudculum development.

The Guldelines ReYisit€d
Ar stated above, the guidelines are a sequential

se.ies of descriptions of the ability to spek, und€F

475



476

stand, read, wrile, and operat€ culturally in a
foreign language. They span abroad range of pro-
ficiency irom "the most Binimal acquaintance with
the language to adull professional-level skill."3
Many people who approach the suidelines for th.
first time find them somewhat cryptic and dens€.
The logic of an articulated sequencc of objcctives
and their promke for improving instrudional pro-
grams are apparent, but th€ structure of the
guidelines and the composition of th€ level descrip-
lions must be exposed and understood beforc one
can begin to use rhem in an instruclional setting.

A bi! of history is in order here. Looking only
at the immediate pasl, we might say that lhc
guid€lines are derived from the r€pon ofthe Presi-
dent\ Cornnission on Fo.eign Languag€ and In-
ternadonal Studies, and from the research and
developmentalefforts jn functional-notionalsyllabi
in which European foreign language ducators havc
been involved for the lasr decad€ or so. PlacinS
rhem in a ldger corLext, ir is possible ro rac. thc
euidelines as a conceptual construct ttuou8h some
50 centuries of languag€ teaching.l

It is probably most fruitful to look back some
30 years or so, to the beSinning of systematic at-
tempts by the Foreisn service lnstitute (FsI) of thc
u,S. Depanment oi State to measure the outcomes
of i$ laneuage instructional prog.ams. The pro-
cess that was used to develop the desoiptions of
laneuage abilily has been described by several
sources.5 lnle.estingly enough, the prccdures
used to develop the oral p.oficiency interview test
and raling scale some 30 years ago-careful job
analysis, including di.ed observation ofthe skilk
required on the job; dete.nination of what
elemenls of thejob (i.e. the spoken lansuase) arc
crucial to success and th€ development of criteria
ror success on the jobi and. finally, thc desisn of
a test rhar can me4ure whether individuak meel
the eslablished criteria-are virtually id€rtical to
the steps in the conslruclion of vocational work-
sample performance tesls.6 This striking sinilari-
ty bespeaks the r€cognition and frank appreciation
of foreisn language pronciency as an €$ential skill
in job performance.

The work undertaken at FSI in the 1950\
establisbed desciptions of language proficiency
based on observable language skills requir€d on fi€
job. The original one-line definitions were €ven-
tually expand€d lo paraSraphlength descripdons
and w€re standardized and formally adopt€d in
1968 by the members of the Interagency LanguaS€
Roundtable (lLR), a consortium ot Sovernmcnt
agencies involved in language training and
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€valuation.,In addition to th€ definition oflevels
of proficicncy, the FSI staff, under th€ direction
of Claudia Wilds,. devised'a structured interview
t€st to elicil ftom each examinee a representalive
samplc of his or her speech.

In ihe 1960's, Educational T€stins Service (ETS)
per3onncl wcr€ trained by FSI to use the oral in-
tervi€w, and the state Departm€nt contracted with
ETS to manage the training of oral proficiency
t$t.rs for ACTION/Peace Corps. For close to two
d.cad€s, ETS has conducl€d in-coutry t€ster train-
ing proSxams and has overseen th€ testins of
thousaft|.s of volunteers in more tlBn 60 laneuages,

In thc last d€cad., the stat.s of California,
Florida, Illinoir, N.w Jers€y, and Texa hav€
cnacted an or.l proficiency requirement for the
ctrtification for bilinsual cducation teachero. ETS
has conducied numcrous tcster raining projects in
those statcs and ba! assistcd in deision naking
about profici.ncy slandards, t€sting programs, and
rhc likc.

Until 1978 int€r.st in the oral intervi€w outside
lhc gov.rnmmt had b€en limit d almost completely
to thc arca! d.scdbed abovc. ln the period fron
198 to th. pr€sent, th.r€ has been a virtual explo-
sion of intercst in academic circl€s in the concept
of proficiency guidclin.s and proficiency-based cur-
ric1 r. roatcials. and €valuation. In addition to the
Prcsidcnt's CorDmission, the MLA'ACI-S Language
Task Force Projects, ihe ETS Common Metric
Projcct, and the FSI T€sting Kit Workshops all
scrvcd to bring lo the attention of the profession
thc nccd for Foficimcy-based guidelines.,

hplic.dEs thc Guld.llD.s
To undsstand th. ACTFL Cuidelines nore ful,

ly, il is hclpful to r€turn to the original one-line
FSI spcakinS d€finitions adopted in 1956. The
dcacription of each l€vel can be sunnarized as

Levcl 0r no functional ability
l,€vcl l: €lcneniary (survival-level) profici€ncy
Lev.l 2: limit€d working pronciency
Lcvcl 3: prof€ssional workins proficiency
Lcvcl 4: full professionBl proficiency, or.epr€sen-

tational proficiency
Lcvcl 5: proficim€y indistinguishable fron that of

an cducated native speaker

Thc scalc defined by thcse d€scriptions h not
Iin€ar; it is b€sl dcpict€d as a cone that flair!
dramatically outward as on€ ascends the scale. (See
Figur. l.) This means that while it is relatively easy
to rhovc from 0 (no functionsl ability) to Level I ,
the ability to survive lin8xistically by beans of sim-
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ple,  Iour ist  l ! !e laDguage, i l  becomcs rc lar ivcly
mo.e di f l i .u l t  and nore r i rne consunirg lo nlove
lroi' lelel Io level as one ascends lhe scale.

l igrrc l :  Inrcr l .d Prmmid ot
Lxnguxg€ Pnrticiencr I e\€ls
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I he concihat dcpi . ts theproi ic iency scajcshould
b. in!c icd ro lorm a prranid i f i lc  wish to rhnrk
abouL Lhc rc la l ive Dumbe6 of indiv idu!h ar eacb
lelel \rho chin some kno\lledge of lnorhcr lane
uage. (See Figurc2.)  AI  the borrom ol  thc pyramid,
irhe.€ lhe broad base sisnjiics a larse numbcr of
languasc uscrs at  Levels 0 and l ,  we l i ld oo( nu
derLs \vl'o arecurrcnlly nudy;rs a language and rhe
greal  a jor i ly  o iadufts who srudied a laosuascin
lhen hish 5chool!nd/or collegedays. Moving up dle
scaleto Levcls 2 and 3,  where lhe pyranid nar iows
consi.lerably. Nc lind a Druch $raller number ol in
diviiluals Nho hrle raken laneuas. srtrd! vcry
5enousl ,v,  and \ho ha!.  cont inued lo ule thc
llnguaBc as an !nnorLanr pan ofdreif !roie$ional
l rcs.  In a stud! in 1967, I  JohD Cairol l  ad
mjnjsrered a ba(c.y ol tcsts, includiigrhe oral pro
ficicDcr iireniew, ro Jorcirn languase major\ in
rhe,r  lan scmester of .o l lege. Thcsc srudenrs,  wlro
p.csunrably hld sludie.l rl'e language tbr 6 E rears,
who m!,r hare had rhr rddnionll adrantage of
nudr !broad, aid \ho \Lcr.  ! robabl ,v e\pe.Lins
1o usc lhcir ldnguagc skjlls irr Ihor fL'IUrc proles
sioDs, lypical l l  ratcd 2 or 2+.

Al thc very lop ol lbc scllc {c arc approrchiDe
the pornL oi  (  h c p y.  a m id. I  l  e r  c there is an exrremelt
smal l  nunber ol  languaae use.\ .  lho\c who are
neaFnat i lc  or  cqujralcnr Io cducared nal ivc
spcakcr( .  Thc p.oDlc in rhis catcgory havc nor ac
quned Lhen laiguxge skills priharily rh.oueh lor
n'al (ud!, bul rather rltrorgh ununLal bberathical
.ircurtrran.rs, su.h as \peakins rhe ldnsLage at
hone, residn'g ror alons tine i. a.ourr) in which
Lhe languagr i\ sF.kcn. rngagingin advanccd 5tudy
Ihroush the l redi ! . '  o l  Lhe language, and so o,) .

Snrce Lhe g.eal  maionry oi  5 ludenrs l ind
Ihersel les ar rhe loRer ar lo i  the lareuase prol i -
c iency (ale,  ETS i i rst ,  aDd lhen ACTFL ard EI S
$orking togelher,  devised an aca. le ic vesion of
thc CovernD.rl scalc. This scalc is uscd Lr,r dre
ACTI.L Cuidel in.s;  the Nor lshopr in oral  prot i
c jer . !  tening cordu.red b\  ACItL, 'ElS sin.e
1982 ha\e rU been based or the acade i. s.ale as

whilc n arricular$ pcr [c.rl,r $nh rhe eo!flrdrrt
scale and hokh Lo Lhe neaning of  cach level  as
deft 'ed by rhe i l l t ,  Lhe ACTFL/ETS \calc hat
made drree lrajo. nrbvariors: (l) iL hxs e\pdnd-
cd thc lo$cr crd by dcscr ib ingsub ran8.s ofpro
I 'c icDcy rv i th in tcvcls 0 and l ; (2)  i t  has co cspotr
dinelr' comprcscd the upp{ qld of dre sc.le b!
codrnring Lelch 3 5 inro one lelel denorjrs pro
re$ional proliciency in rhc langua-{c: and (.1) n has
renamcd thc lcvcls, so thar l-cvcl0 = Novicc, Level
I = Interniediarc, Lclel2 = Advanc.d, aDd Lcvcls

l jguft l: R.llivr NuDtrcA otSDc!ke*
?rr : ! .h Prrr f l i r tLr l r l



' I  hc rcasoDs l i .  lhcsc ! rodi l icr t ioni  l ie id th.
rarurcof rhc pf . f i . icn. \  scal . iL\df  and i I  r Iepro
c$s of  acquirnr!  f ro l i . i . ! . r  i r i  a hr-eu-ge
$'herh.r  $c afc ul l ing about sFeaking, ! rdej
nlndrrg,  r .adnrg,  or  r r iL i rg r  lo.c ign lang!ale.
r I  iakc\  r  lon!  l idre kr  more l iom onc tc\  e l  of  thc
s.ale ro I l re De\ l  l )a la i rLrdr r l i !  l :SJ indi .arc thrr
r l t . le\240houNol insrru.r ion fd rDrolc$ional
adul l  $trh alcr .ge lanrua.sc leamid!  r f l i tude ro
rcach Le\el  I  in a language (hrr  js  .eL!r i \e lv dor
Io Ersl ish.  su.h $ I : .crc l r ,  l la l i r . ,  or  S!rnish To
nrole 1o I  .c l2 requirc5lS0 ho!. \ i  .vcn afrer.r20
hoo^, pioi rc icnc] .ohi . ! |cr(haiLe!. t t r  . .nhr

As Li \k i r  C,.sp.r .  rnd $Ioodl i rd .  poi . r  oul ,
a.ad.hic lafeuage (rdv kkes pl&! io l .s!  n l .aL
cordirroDs lh0 r Iosc cr loyd b) r .x.he.\  rnd
lcarncrs ar govcrnment laneragc ! .h.oL. t r
eo\e.nrncnt l . i in ing prograo\ j  cksscs xre qur lc
!nal l ,  onl !  rarel \  runrb. f i rg r \  m!fr  rs ren
slud.nrs.  Leamjn-q rhe largLrag. is r l re nudurLsi  o. .
h rdi \  l r i  (hr i .  a.3 honrr .L dr i l !  i l j r j ! . r jon
r. .c i \e no .onrper i r io l  i  orn or l r ! r  roui \ . \ .  e\rrx
cur. icuhr schoolact i \  i l i . i .  or  pan r ine rob\.  Thc
sudenls ma! x l . radl  be e\ner icD.ed langr.gc
learnch, eorklng.n rh. i f  rhnd or r iN h f ( rc jgn
languag..  NIon idfo. t ! r l ,  ndhaps, i j  the l rot j \  r
r ion Iad.r :  gorefnD.rL l . rmc6 [no\ that  lhe]
rv i l lneed th. langLlgc al icr  rhe.ou^.  ofnud\ i r
o.de. Lo c.rv oul  r l ie i r  obs.  In {)nrc a!en. ies.
sr lar l  rd.rcnrcnrs aJe a a.hcd ro aLrainnrnl  of  r
ccr ian le le l  o l  languge troJic jenc! .

I .  school5 and .o1Lcgcs. or rhc olhcr han.t ,
st !dcr ls ryf ical l r  re.r ive l0 l00 houh ol  rD!1r! .
r ion fer  lear.  Nlxnt  o l rh. f r  may.or b. in r  rorel : ! j
Langua!.  ch\ !  b,  c|oicc,  .nd .errr in i )  nor.  o l '
lhcm xre rbl .  lo de\ore rhcnrse[e\  to t iDgurgr
srudr \ r th the in lcnse .onc.ntrat ior  . f  a locign
ser! iec of l i t .  l : \ .n L.dc.  rhc b*r  or  . i f
cuml.nG\j  iL \ l i l l la l . \  ! r . .  r \ ro )ear\  o l  rnrrru.
ron ro.  \ rudcnrs lo accnrc rhe:.10 h.ur s lhal  br ing
rhcrr  gove.rncr l  .ounrcrpart(  1o Lerel  L\nd i l
mal  ra le rhe r .5t  of  f ie i r  l i lgh school  l rd co|c le
crrccrs 1or Lh.rr  to.e. . l i  l . .vc l  2.

(  orscque.Ll ! .  \1udcn(!  \ j l rd r  lo. !  l ime. in
tb\ l  cascs al l  o l  thcir  l ineua.r .  learning rcdr.  a l
Lcrch 0 and I  The A( l fFL/[ lS scrLc pror id.
addi t jonal  p.ol ic icD.!  benchnrarks $ rh! t  I rogre$
]virhin rhesd hvo l .c\  c. .  bc nrcNrued. Th. rrngcs
afe lhemlclvcs so brord thal undtr rhc qoredrdicnt
s.al .  nudenrs ! r ighr impr olc .o.  s idcrrbl !  or . r  Lh.
.our\r  or  a scD.n.r  o.  a rcar end )cr  nor h. \ t  hal
i t r r r i ( lcncnt rel le. tcd i I  a l i ighcr r . ( l r r .
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(tremiehrseLLrsk\rh\  r l i . r !ns$arejobroadj
rrd \1rr  $ Duch l .arnlng Inujr  l .kr  p lacc in or. tcr
lo ure I ronr ore lc\c l lo thc ncxr.  Ihepr inci ta l
r .a!n s Ihrr  each l .vel is coDrposed ofa colrplex
.or\1. l la l ro.  of  lacrors A. aDalrs i \  o (h.  tc leL
newif  rn)ns re\  e ih l l r .L.ach of  rhcm is.omposed
oi  i (arrrn.nr\  aLrour ( l )  rhc l insuinic luncl ions,
or nst !  rhar !n inr ln idu! ican p€r ibrni .  (2)  rhc cor
rctr  are$ or lor i . \  lhar.an bc handled, rDd ( l )
rhe. l ! - ! rc.  o l  acrura. !  q i th lvhi .h e n.$age 1! i t l
be .onr nnur i .xr .d o:  undtr  \ rooa. tn a. td i rnm, |nc
l i ! !u i \L ic fa.rors ! .c inclu. | td r .  c.ch dc\ . . ipt ion:
gfa.r i i r r r ,  ro.rb! lar  ) ,  J[rer]cr .  Froruncia( ior ,  and
rhe iofol i ' rg! ; r ic  cul lural  lactor Lach oi  rhese
ia.r(r \  h.s (o be e rol ler lLo a.cr la i rdegjcc tor
a sLLLdcnr to lLLj i l l  th.  .eqLlrcnrcnrs ol  a giren te\c l .
l f  f 'a.rLcal  r . i  ins,  $ l l rL th is ! rcani  i \  ihar i l  la\ . j
r  long t ! ! .  t ( i  r ic \c lot  rhe abr l i r t  lo p. . ion r  f t
o l  h ighcr le!el  l inguis l i .  l i rn( ions,  kr  lcarn rhe
nc.e$rrr .  \  o.ab!Ia.v rnd./o.  ! l iUr of  . i .cujntoal
lb.  anl l  prJrDh.! \c to deal  wj t l r  ar  rxFanded
ru. ibc.  or  .o.re. l  arcrs.  erd to adrar. .  { f t ic ienr_
l t  in Dasl . r r  or 'nr ! . r ! rc.  l lLrcncy,  ar i j  pcrhaps
J,ron!r .Lr1i .D.r !L ro. io l jngui ! l t .  c. . rpeler.c as

lo norc ur ro th.  re\ i  tc\el
Thc,cqundrenr\  tur  nhrr ion, .onrenL, and rc

cura.r '  l . r  c.ch lerd in rhe goronnrenr ( tLR)
nreal , i rs s.ale hr lc bed dcl ine.red i .  rhc tu ic
l ro.al  l rsc. l ror .  (S.c Fi tur .  : l  )  De!elornrcnt of
\ i 'n i lar .u l l rn$ lor  Lhc ski lh x j id 1!oo* i i \o l led
ir  r i r i lorDr.r i tc t l l  ea. t r  L.r . l  ln j  rhr . r l rcr  st i l t !  is

Thr Iunct ior . l  ( r iscnion foi  . , r t  prof j . ic ic!  is
\ . lu.blc b. . . l i t  cnrblc\  u\  lo see thc f roere\-
!od oj  r is l is  { r 'unct ioDj) ,  conrclr  r . ras,  and ac-
.urx.v rc.luircnrcnrs as ome Dro\.s i.oD lclct L.
lcveL i r  rh.  g! idel i .es.  Th. prrgrcssiv.  ratur.  o l
thc suidrLi f . i  l ra l . !  rhuD x.  impo anl  rool  ior
d. i jgnLrg both ! . . lonnrD.e le! t5.nd tr . l ic icncy,
bd\c!  c! ' r i .uLr , \s ODa!gio s. !s \ ! i rh rcspe.r  t ( j
curr i ru l ! . r  dNekrDnrcnt:

kno$irg s l r r t .onpelcnci .s l je rr  lhc r . r /
l . r . l r iU heLf u5 s.queice nrater ia l \  lhat  con
l i t rm to r . ru ia l  de\elotDcDlat  pa crns
anong.duLr sc.o.d language lerrDers ard
. l roose xct i r r r ies Llrar .nablc thcrr  lo m.te
r iogr.s!  knlard rhe !or ls iderr i f j .d ar rhc
be:r inrrng of  i . \ !ucr jor
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LNel tuncl ion
( l  dsks acconipl ishcd. arr i
tudcs c\prcssed, tone cor_
!e!,€d)

(Topics,  subje.r  a,eas. aoi
\ j I ier  and job\  add.e55ed)

(^. .qrrabi l i r ) ,  qual i ry,  ard
ac.uract  o l  message con

l 'er  fo.man..  .qLiralenr ro
rn ENS

5 FuDcrjons equivatcnr L()  aD AUsubjcn:.
(Supe. ioO .ducared rdr j \e sf .ake.

(rNs).

Abl.  ro rai lor  Iangualc lo f j1
auur.nce! cou.5eL, !e. \ ! .de!
n.gol i i le.  repr escr l  a Doir l
or  t ics.  and 

' r t . rp.c l  
fo.

Al l  ropi . \  no0nal l !  pej  t i !er t
lo nrcle$ioDalnccds.

Ncar l )  cqr ivat .nr  ro ar
ENS. Spccch i j  erLenstve,
trecise,  r fp iopr iate ro. \er  \
oc.asioi  r  i rh onty occa-

l Can.of  !e*c in fornr. l  ard
Inlbinal  \ lLual io. \ ,  resolrc
n.oblem sirLat ions.  dcal  lv i rh
unlarhi l ia.  topic\ ,  pfor idc
erplafut ions.  dcsc. ibc i i  dc
rai l ,  o i lcr  suppo.rcd .p i
n ions, xnd hlnorhesire.

Ablc lo 1! l l )  Da|1i . ipate in
can'al  c.nv-s ion\ ,  cane\
p.ess racl \ j  crve insr.ucdon\ j
ocs.no.,  renoi ,  ard f ror jdc
nar.ar ioD aboul  c!r fc.  ,
fasr,  ana Iurure.div i r ie i .

I i .act i .a l ,  social ,  pr  o fes
sronl l ,  ard.bnra. t  topics,
!arrrcular rnL.fesrs.  end
spe. ia l  f ie lds of  compcrencc.

Coincre ropi . \  !u i l l  a\  o\  n
brrkstu!rd,  Iami l ) ,  i  cr
esr5,  \ork,  l .a\c l .  .nd .ur

F\cr)dal  su^ nel topi .s and
councs! 

'cqr i r  
cmenlr

Fno6 Devq inLe.te 'e $jrh
under\ landiDg and raj  ct t
dsrrrb rh.  oar ive speakcr.
Oi, l )  sror.di .  otu6 i r  baj ic

t  nr l . rsLand.bl .  ro nat i rc
spe!k0 ,rol  u\ed ro dcr lnrg
s iLh ioreigners,  sonr l inres

Inic l l ig ib l .  lo nar i re speakcr
u\ .d to dcr l i r )g r i lh Joreign

Carcr.al t \ rnh rh. lansuage,
l l r l . rne.  xsh ard an$1cr . l rer l ions,

diat0 rr( ic iparc i r  \horr  cor\er

-No\ ice I  c lc l i \ .or  d isctr$cd hcre.
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Function, Content, and Accurac!
at the Intemediale Level

L€t us take the Int€rm€diate Level for speakinS
proficiency as an example. It is an important l€vel,
since most students emerging from four yea6 of
secondary school or four semesters of college study
will fall som€wh€re in this range. The original FSI
designation for l-evel I , or ihe lDt€rmediate Lev€I,
is "el€n€ntary (suwival) proficiency." This means
that an i ividual who speaks a language even at
the low end of the Intermediate Lev€l will be able
to survive linSuistically for a day or iwo in e .n'
vironmenl in which the language is spoken in the
way a roudst might sp€ak it. The individual will
b€ able to take care of such basic ne€ds a! order-
ins a meal, getting lodging in a hotel, mailing a
package, naking a simple purchase, and g€iting

The level description for Intermediate Low on
rhe ACTFL/ETS scale reads as follows:

AbL to satisfy barc 6wiv.l nedr dd minimum @ur16y
requn€ncnts. In d6 of immediatc rc.d ot very f@ilid
topics, c6 dk dd dsw* sinple quBtiors, initial€ ad
respond to simple siltcdcnls, od nainrarn very sinple
fa.eb-face convdsalioN. Wh.n 6ked to do so, is able
ro formulat. son€ qu.Erio6 with limited @nsl.uctions
md tuuch inaccuracy, Almost evdy utlelatrc. cont.irs
fractured syrtax and other granhatical €rroB-
voebulary inadcquarc to qpr.ss dlthing but lhe oosl
.lcmentary r@ds. Strotrs interfdence fron mtivc
lansuas. occurs in Enicrlalion, sL6s, and intoDtior.
Misund€rslrndings frequently aris. from limitcd
v@bulary ud BralMa an l eronous phonology, but,
*ith r.pedion, cd sd€rally be und€rst@d by native
speakds in r€gular contact *rth foFisr.rs .1tdpli4 10
sp<.k lheir leguase, Utdc pr4'$on in infomalion oqing
rc lc ative slatc ol sr@natical ddelopn€nl and lide
or no use of modifids.

If we analyze this d€scription, we can see that
€very star€ment in it refers to the function, con
text/content, or accuracy of sp€akers at this level.
The functional truection fo. the lntermediate lrvel

Function: Can qeate with the languagq ask and
answer questions, participate in short
conversatrons,

content: Everyday suNival topi$ and @urtesy
requirements.

Accuracy: Intelligible to a Etive speaker used to
dealins with foreisn€rs.

ln the srea of functior, the level dscription
above contains the following statements:

l Able to satisfy b ic survival needs and

A/" o -6
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minimum €ourtesy requir€ments. (This is a
summary statem€nt.)

2. Can ask and answer simple qu€stions, initiate
and respond to simple statement!, and main-
tain very simple face-to-face conversations.
(This is armost id€ntical to the languag€ of th€
functional trisection.)

AI of the function statements can be summar-
ized as the ability o c.eate vith the lanquage.
Spea,ke6 at this lflel are able to ma pulate th€ bits
and pieces of language under their control to form
sentences to communicate their own meaninS.
Speakers at the Novice Level are not able to do this;
they are limited to the elements thcy have D.moF
ized, and can only deliver this nemori4d material
if the context presenled to them is identical or very
similar to the conta{lin which the utterances were
learned. For example, a Novice L€vel r'conversa-

tion" on the subject of the family might go
sonething like this:

Telch€r: Tell me about your family.
Studerl: (Silerce)
Tercher: How many people are in your fanily?
Studed: Four.
Telcher: Who are lhey?
Student Mother. Father. Brother. Me.
Temher: Tell m€ som€thitrg about your brother.
Student (Silenc€)
T$cher: How old is your brother?
Studenr: 14.
Te!che.: What is his name?
Studert: John.

At the Intemediate Level, on the oth€r hand,
srudenis have sufficient proficiency to join
linguistic elem€nas together iDto simpl€ setrtences
in order to communicate information about
thems€lves. The sde conversation at the In-
t€rnediate Level might sound like this:

T€rch€r: Tell me about your family.
Studenl: I have four people in my family. I have

a mother. I hav€ a father. I hav€ a

\ T€mheri Tell me about your brother.
S!|ldent: My brother's name is John. He is 14.

H€ plays football. He plays the violin.

The student's responses may be jus. a series of
short, discr€te, slruclurally parallel statements.
They may contain numerous agreement ero.s, syn'
tax problems, aDd othe. inaccuracies, but the
crnical factor, fron a funclional point of view,
thal the studenl has crossed an all-i
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rhrerhold from operatine with ncmorized matcria
JnJ "ulrreo \o J.  

"no 
pl  a. . .  ar  h-  \o\ : . .1 cre

.  < 
' r ing 

.J i lh 1 CL ,ee d L/  In.elned ar/  |  ( \e

' '  \ ( , ' rco o \on c1 .  '1Fd(. . - ip o,  ut  he.n-
'e,r  eLir .  .  I  . \ ( l  .onr.r i .  .  r \ .  ro l  oqir t . rdrer e1

In arcas oi  innrediare nccd or very famit iar

\ \  h ' r  Jor . I r ' r . .  .dn. . r i  r^p\ .  vr t tbeJ\rcr
, i  (d b .  rJ.nr.  Jn.uaoc edr ng c\pe rF.( ,

b. .  L,  drJ lJrpp JL-.nr ,  . t  |  (  t r r . .1fd ,  . .  LNel
can talk aboul  such rhings.s rheir  iami l ie\ ,  pcrs,
homes, f  icnds, school  schedules,  inreresrs.  and

-"cre ul  .hc11.TcJi . re| . . . t  d+,r I  ror .

l .  . . . is  able to ibnnulare some quest ions wnf
limited consLructions and nruch inaccurac,!.

2.  Alnor e.s\  u er. .n e.^rrJrn.  r ' \ ru.rJ . rn
tax and orher grammarical crofs.

I Vocabulary inadequarc to erpress an,,1hing bur
rhe host elementary need!.

,1. Slrong j!terferencc from narive tanguagc oc
.urs in art i .u lat ion. . .

5. ltInundc6tan.lings liequemly arise...bu!, s.irh
rcpetilion. can generally be undeBtood by
Dal ive spcakere in resular conracr r i th

6.  L i t t le prccis ion in in iornar ion.

All of these statcments can be sunmarized by
one l inc iD rhe iundionalrr iscci jon:  . , inre is ibte
ro nal'\e spcaker used ro dealine *,ith foreignes."
Accuracy hcludes !rucrurc, vocabulafy, pronun
cr.Iion, and €len flucn.l,. Norc rhar at ihis lelel
a s,vnpathctic, lingujstically knoutedseable in
rerlocutor rs assumed.

'Ihe Aui.lelnres as Dclniiohs af prcJnienc!
An intcresr ing aspecr oi  lhe guidet ines,  and one

Ihar is ofien mjsunderstood, is rhat rhey are trhar
rhe FSI rerns . ,absoture dcf t r i r ions" ofprof ic ien-
cy. Faaor such as lengrh otsudy ard rhe rctarn.e
tl'Jficully of rhe laneuage ibr speake^ of Lnslish
ar€ r..elcvarl. An lnLe.mediare l_ow speakq. ol
Japanese has rhc saDe le\cl of proiicien.y as an
hlernediate Low speaker ofcermani borh wi l tbe
aDl.  ro carr , r  our rhe same lunct ions,  ra lk about
rhc sarhe kirds o1 $rbjeds, and wi exbibir  t t re
samc degrec of accura.y wirh resned to rhe in
rel l ig ib i l i r t  o l thcl  speech to a nar i !e spcaker used
lo dealine wirh tor€igneB. The djiterence is rhat n
\rill!robablytakean Amcrican srudcnr of Japancse

c:t ttj

I

longerto reach that le!el, bc.au\c JapaDse t\ nD.e
dis lant f .om EDgl ish thaD is Ccnnan.

w.hir  r \ . \or ' .eJ J l r  e .u . |  . .  L
le -1.  lo.  L :  l -  \ ,  I l l  '  l \  1, . .  .  o. .  . .  

- l
J . 'o. . l ro l r i "1.r  !c -1 

.  .  d.
to l r l  { i th in rhc parah.rers det incd b!  lhc t r r .

I rd i ' - .heb .cr  \ .
loq r1d \o\  ,  \ ld . rc l
quan i ' j .  \Dedl  1.o \^\" .  \ , l  o L.  ,  (
'oa iord nnJo,.  .  . . . t r "
I  or  A'  rR 1, , , '  .cdr.  e t  . \ . . ,  t .  J,  .  .1
tseen Low and Nl id perfo.nran.es i \  orc ol  bot f
quantiry and qualil,r. Speakers ar hrcrmcdiaL. NJi!
can say oany rhings simpl! .  and rhey arcgererat
ly accurate in lery b.si. consllu.rnhs. nrch a!
.Lblec \e b,greem. 

' r  
o | .pper ' !

reeul& !erbs.  Novicc Hieh, In lcnned jarc His l .  ar  jd
Adranced+ areequj la le. l lothelLRsc! le 's0+,
I+,  and 2+, respect i le l ) - .  rhcr indi .arc ler to l
nancc lhar has subslanr ia l  ieaturcs. t  lh.  rexr
level, but p*iormance ai rhar nex( lclel is urer.n,

Alihough ihe profi.ienc! descriplions ftt \|cak
ine proficicncy are th. !ro!l conrDleletl doelon.d
and the hcsr urderstood. and ahhough mu.tr  ofrhe
acnutt in rhc profe$ioD has locused or rhc rjje$
dent ot  nudents '  oralprol ic ienr!  i f  acco.d $irh
rhe guidel ine! ,  i r  

's  
imporrant ro kccp j i  n ind rha(

proiicicncy guid.liDes exin for lhc oihef \tiIs rr
ael l ,  and that thcse gr i . ie l incs car be uscd ro \ l l !c
tu.e rcsr ing and iDsrrucr ionat rc l iy i l rcs.

Eraluating P.oficienLy $itl the cuidclincs
The chief  $ay rhal  thc enidel in.s ha\c been

urd in academia snrce rhlir pubtilatjon iI r9E2 h$
been Io evahare ru{I . ! rs '  larguage p.of t . iercJ.
Al thoueh workshop\ and I la in ing progrrnrs ha].
focuscd pr inrar i ly  o!  rhc e\ahal io.  of  srudcD(-
speakrng abi l i ry,  some t i r r  fora!s ha!e . l$ beer
made into rhe relat ively v i rg iD re. . i ror  ies of  I is l .n
me, readrne, and *! i r i ig l ro l i . i .n.r , .  - th.  non
signi f icanr ofrhesc ro dar.  sas an in\ i tar i { r r ! ts!r l
posiun on the recepriyc skitis, spoiso.cd br-
ACTIL and ihe Narionai SccuriLr. 4gcr._v, rhar
ras neld in No\f lnber,  l9E:1.  Parr ic i rar l \  \ 'ere rsk
eo cl lner ro Dresenr or . r i r i ( luc Fr| ! rs or l . r \e
Ioprcs:  Si . r j lar i r ic \  and Di l lercn.e\  i r  rh.  Rcr. l l
I ive Ski lk,"  "Rcadine Proi ic i .ncr, , ,  .L jncDi!g

Conrprehension Prof ic ier . r , " . ._t  *1irg prof iocr
.y rn rhe Re.epr i !c Ski l ls ,  a.d , ,Conful . l

Assis led Tcaching and Tening. lu lur .  pt . r \  in
cludelhe d.velopncnt of  comD!rer rdrf t i \ .  r .n\
ol  l is lcning and readi t rg prof ic icnc, .

Inamorcmodestundcr laki is,  I  i j \ iD C.\ruro
and Loqe nadc a dayiong $o. l \1 ior  0r .scrtal i r j r
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on reading and writins proficiency to the Temssee
Foreign Language Teaching Association ai its an'
nual meeting in November, 19E3. In a seri€s of
plenary and language-specific group sessions, Ten-
nessee teachers became fmiliar wirh rhe ACTFL
Proficiency cuidelines for readins and writins, and
assigned levels to printed texls and student com-
positiotr in Frencb German, Spanbh, and English.
ln the s6sions on r@dine, v&ious aspects ofaesting
were discussed: (l) how to rate a text ihat will be
used as fie basis for a rqdins compreheNion tqt;
(2) how to w.ite questions key€d to various levels
of proficiency; and (3) how to evaluate students'
responses. For the writing sessions, t€achers had
been asked to bring samples of stud€nt composi,
tions. These were ttuown into a large box in\he
registration area. The two workshop leaders sorted
thowh the papeB dd selected several at each level
on the scale, and then trasferred them to
lranspa.encies for use in the next day's sesions.
In the discussion, it becarne clea that the euidelinc,
could be extr.nely valuable in devising essay topics
and in comparing writing sampl€s from various
students. Remarkable consensus was achiev€d in
the rating of the compositions in sessions only an
hour in len8lh.

The value of proficiency tests is that they
measur€, by dennition, real-life Ianguage ability.
They imitate the language iasks that an individual
would have to @rry out in life outside the
cla$room-while traveling abroad, working in a
business with inlernational connections, working
in a bilingual setting in the United States, and so
on. Since they medure ldguage ability in relatively
broad lerms, proficiency tesb should not be ad-
ministered very often. Th€y are most approp.iate-
ly uled to medure students' ability at €aucial points
such as the end of high school o. college stu.ly, or
after a significant languasele&Ding experience,
such as a sem€ster or a year abroad.

Proficiency tests are b€ing used h several
language departments at the University of Penn-
sylvania as a means ofassessing wheth€r students
have fulfilled the language requirement.,? P€nn is
in the process of converling to a proficiency-based
requir€ment from the iraditional four-semester,
sealtime requirement. This new system requires
that students actually aatain a certarn lev€l of pro-
ficiency in a leguage in order to fulfill the require-
ment; passins language courses is no longer suffi-
cient. Students' proficiency is assessed by a s€ries
of proficiency examinarions in the four skill
modalities and culture.

Levels oI Ptolicienc!
If an institution or an agencyis consideringthe

use of proficiency tsting for the ldguage require-
nent or for certification for teachers, the qu€stion
of st.ndards is of crucial imporlarce. How profi'
cient shodd one be to complete a languag€ requir€"
m€nt, teach in a bilinsual or foreign language
classroon, or work as a bilingual seoetary? One
of the most misl€adin8 phras€s ro come our of the
r€cent focus on language proffciency is to say that
an individual is pro|i.ient in a language. The
ACTFL/ETS scale provides for descriptions of a
wide variety of usable proficiencies, from that
n€€ded to buy a bus ticket to Milan to that ne€ded to
comprehend a passage on Hegel\ dialectic in the
original Geman. The scales, and the testing pro-
cedures that accompany them, provide us with a
full pic-tue of an individual's proficiency aJld a ow
us to state with some confid€nc€ ihe lirgursaic func"
tionr the individual can carry out, th€ cortent areas
that she or he caD communi@te about, and with
what deere. of a@racy. Higgs and Clifford nake
this point when, after reviewing the literature on
communicative compet€nce, they state:

The question thaa needs to b€ asked is not
mer€ly "was the student able to com-
municat€?" but " wn4r was [the student]
able to communicate, and /'ow wen" The
wrzt require coffideration of both the ropic
or cotuc\t of the communication and of the
larguag€ function ihat must be perfomed
in rhar cotu€xt. The ,lol, ,€// entaih judg-
meDt of litrguistic accuracy and cultural
authenlicity...A student cannot merely be
declared competent in communicalion. The
function that Fhe studentl is competent to
€,\pr€ss musr be specified. ..13

Proficienct T6ts on.l Achieyement Tests
To measwe students' progress in a course,

achievement tests are much more appropriat€ than
proficiency test!. Whil€ ploficiency tests measure
real-life competmce, achievement tests are an-

'0b{o'tr
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graded materials from the t€xt, it would not
good achievement testing procedure to includ! on
the final exam compr€hension questions
dialogues r€corded by unfamiliar voices. A
ciency lcsi, oD the other hand, is not designed

chored to a panicular cu[iculum. Their purpose
is to det€rmine how w€ll students have learned a
particular body of material that th€y have beer
tausht. The best achievement test! are those *ho6€
format and content corr€spond to the activities used
and the toDics covered in the course itself. For ex-
ampl€, if students' exposure to the spoken laquagr
has consisted solely of iisacning to th€ t€ach€r read

find out whar sruden6 hav€ leamed in a coursc,
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buL ralhc.  Lo I i td out how $cl1 rhe srudents '

lanrugc will serle them in real 1i1! situal'ons
( l1ark ex!resses i t  Lhis $a! l

' ' . . . in t rof ic ie i . r  rcnirs,  the f ramc of

.efcrcnce bolh for lcn deYclopdent and

5.orc interprcrat ion 5hi f ls  f ron thc

.la$u)n to thc adLral 5nualion in \rbich the

lansueCe is used. Thc srudcnl s perlornance

oD thelest  is  anal lzcd nor i ! tcrnsof"ho{

Dn,ch [rhe srudenr lhrs leai ied" bul  in lc i  ms

ol  ho$ clcr . l r  l lhe \1rd€nl  s l  fe. lbrnran.e
neers thc goal(anda.ds sp.c i r ied L

l l  i \ . l .ar  rhat  achie\em.nl  reninS i5 a r i la l  parL

of al lsood languagc progranr5. ' Ihc lcacher necds

to knoN aI fa i r l )  rcgula in ler !a ls i1 lhe stu. lenls

oc lea r ing lhe malcr i r l  th l t  is  being Latrghl  A

$e1l dcsig.ed achie\emcnr tesr sc.ves diagnostic

purposcs as rcll, and alkNs dre tclcher lo Fick oul

Ihosc d.eas in $bich s l ldenls nced addi t iotral in_

srmcLior aDd pracl icc.

Proficicnc! tesrirrg Je.ves anequall) valuablc role

irr a languase prosrln. Ihal ol r)lo!idinc an oul_

sidcpe.sfccl ive and d checklha! the rnst .uctroDal

eoal t ,  dclhods, aDd out.onrc\  are al1 svnchro

nized. fhc rclalionshif b.lrvccn \rhat sludenls are

lcamine and ho$ $'ell ir rvill .cntallv serlc therr

in the $o, ld oursidc the dls.oom is luzzy at  besl
, r . , t i . .o, , t . l r  . . ,om pJ. I  e.  . '  r  

'  n i  - r '
dr i l l \ ,  dncrcLe se! lence f i l l in\ ,  and sLided com

posirions gi!e ar iULbo.v rnse olperfornancc tha

ismost of lcn not bo.ne ouI $her students arc pu

' . 'porr  ^ o ' igI  or '  
'u,r  

! 'nr- '

' ,  rPSr 'd ie i  r  n lco I  a. \et

'e ho' I  n. ' | '  l ' \ . r r .J d \ ' ' i .  ln-d

dilior. proiiciercy rcning crnPhasizes the !iespoint

n l . " . , .Je .  ' r " !J 
o ' r  

Inoc b"

r .F.r .  \  I . .  r '  , (  .  r .  r  , lo\ .

nudents are prog.e$in! alorg lhal lath

D€signing , Prolicien(! Test

L.  i .orJ rb ' "  n "re. ' r i
icatu.e\  o i  prol ic iercy lests.  dnd mighl  even b.  o i

use ro leachers nak1n3 ul clasloom Les6 clen

rhough rhesc, a\  iorcd rbo\c,  are mon of tcn

achj*cD.nt  l$r \ ,  Dol  f ro i rc ien.v lcns Thc

'u,J ' , ' r  ' ' .n. ,n l  d ' .  , .1 '  c.  n r  . . r  "
in daknr8 rh.n tesls note themalicallv unitied and,

i f  rhc,y $ desirc.  mo.e. loscl , r  a l iened * i lh rhe

,\c l  FL Gurdcl ines.  Thc goal  of  a l1 ten devclop_

.esponds ro the leachcr ' \  asse$nrcnt needs

Thc rradir ionaL l . iad of  characler is l ics rhar al l

tood Ic(5 \hor ld ha!e ar.  \a l id i r , r ,  re l iabi l i lv ,  an. ]

tdlr./iry reles io aren's abilitvlo mcasure trha1

il purporls Io measure. The oral intervre*' lor ex

rdph, is a highl,r \elid rcst ofsperking abiliri_. l'er

fornan.e on nrc lesl and the abilitv to spcak al lhc
level of one's rarine in the .eal world have been

examined, conpared. ard agreed upon in oler l0

,vca.s oIcovernmenl use. In additiotr, the orat n
te.vies cnjoys \!hat is kno* n asJa.e \ali.tn! tnal

is. lhe examinee and the lcsl user have a sensc or

confidence in the icst as alalid neasurc ofspeak
ing abili1,I.

Good tests musl also possess a hieh degree 01

/"/idr;ftr, i.e. consistency ol results in a lert{ercsl
s i tdat ion.  Whenitconestorcl iabi l i rv, ih.machrnc
scorablc discrele point len is kine ll the test ilens
are ]!el1 .onsLruded (urdnbieuous, lan, erc ), rhen
thc rc1irbi1i l )  { i l l  be r . r }  h iEh, s incc rhf le Ni l l  be
no inconsinency in the !.ofing A nerformdn.e tes1.
such as .]n oral inlerliev o. a series of $riling
sanples, has to be scorcd bv relalilelv nnrcliable
hunan benrgs, and so siu vield less .ontstcnr
resulls Lhan sill ftachine_scorablc ie\ts Evc! so
expericnce \tilh the oral intervie$ and NiIh the
holislic scoring ot studorl conlositons bv English
reachers indicaic5 lhar rhorouehlv t rarned
evalualos can reach hieh leveh of intra raicr and
intcr rater r€habillIy.'"

{  lh l  -  ea'ure ot  go.o -  1 ptr .1r 'd l t t \ .  \h. .1
inlolvcs such lacrors as.ost, time. ald ease ofsco.
.n9 D P. re.r 'o.  { r r ' rnCJrrJ\per\ :  gJbi i r r  " i l l
ncler be Iruly "practical," in the rense lhat thev
\  
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vhich in tufn sill hale to be evaluared b,! hudan
'" .  Or,  rhe o np- l ,d1d. r ,o l . 'e, t r )  c ' \  o l

r ( . . r  r i .e l r l .  .dn be d( e ut ted j  ,  mJ \ i re

)cJ dbe orma A o rhr '$ rr i  g,  rhc n_ Pr ' '

Languagc instiLule aDd th"'Languaec Schools of

rhe Cenrral lntellisence Agency and the National
\ '  ur i r r  Ascn()  r r l  u 'P n,ulr ,n le_ oi \c rcdJrng tn
' I t -Pn. l  r . \ r '  r 'dr  nracrr .J l  o dd

n r iJe.  r  J '  ore.  l l  e l 'a P b(c .d dJred

aeainsl d;ect rests of r€ading proficjenc!, so lhal

it is po$ible lo.onvcrt aftuhiple choice lesi score

ro a prof ic iency rat ing.
PJt .Fr l  e. ,Je\F'ofmenr 'b l l , { .Jno| |cr  e '

ofsuidins principles in addilion to the mor€ general

one, oe,d,b(d dbo e. .on le n d$ 'ed oL
general lesi design fcatures lhal applv to the

oc\- ,oF p|  or  D ol .Fr.r  r .  :  I l )  r lcm r

orsrn|d r^n:  r2,  o.rr  J3o* 1rc r  dJmi_i  r , i ' jo

\) r  d.dfr  \P e . rng p "drr ' ( \ :J-d rdl  c . lc  .u _

Canalc advocalcs hefe
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rhal tesrs be designed
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test." This nolionisin dkect conaraxl lo practices

in most standardized and ever t€acher_made tests'

which are organized according to linguistic criteri!
(vocabulary, srructure, o.. o, .""n. ut 

-"classroom level, bv various srammatica! topics) and

which present students wilh a series of th€matical

ly unrelated sentences as stimuli. stud€nts de' un

fonunately, trained to cope with and even expecr

this shotgun approach bv thei. textbooks' most of

which have radilionatty organi4d oiercises and ac_

tiviies asthough the brget language were a series

A well-const'ucl€d oral intervie$ k lhematical
Iv connecred in the *ay Canale suegeslr. Tbe in_

;rviewer will veave queslions around a limited

number of topics of interes. lo the examine€ The
greater the skill of the interviewer. the more
themalically connecred the intervie{ witlbe, while

still covering a wide tanee of topic! and functios

Canale\ s€cond recommendation is that profr

ciencv lests use a four-slage administration ap-
proaj'. rnis t . suggestion drawn fron th€ oral

intervi€w, \thich has four wellielned phases' each

with its own set of purPoses. The first phase' or

warm-up, consists of questions thal should be quite

easy for the student, ard are int€nded to put him
or her al eare. lhe nexr phase, lhe le\elcheck is

the rester's attempt to nnd the level of language

at which the student sustaiff solid, comfortable
performance. Ha!ing found thir level. lhe tesler

moves one level highe' to rhe probes. in order to
pr e5enl the sr udenr wiLh tasks at a level jusl bevond

hie or he' leveloJ proticiency. The purpose o, rn€
probes is to verify the manmum p.oficiencv lev€l

by indicaling (he ceilinS rhat ;, rhe poinl bevond
which the s(udenl cannol so Thir \eNes lo verifv

th€ .aling bolh to the tester and to the studenl' who

wil be aware of his or her fimitations. The wind-

down returns the student lo a comfortable perfor-

mdce level so that the inteNiew ends on a posirive

The fouFstage approach can be applied to pro-

lEiency tests of ihe other skils as wel. Thev should
begin with easyquestions, work up the scale to the
trsherr Ie\el thtl rhe stLtdenr can handle comfor

tably and conDetentlv. and then mov€ bevond that
level to check tbat il is indeed lhe highest level of
performance that the srudent can sushin. Thev will
end with questions al the studenfs proficiencv

level, in order to confirm the rating one last time
and to give the siudent a sense of accomplishment

Canale\ third reconmendation is that proficien-

cy measures use adaptive test procedures. The oral

interview is the adaptive tesr pat excellence. 'lhe

tester begins with an overall test structure' com-
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mon to all interi€ws; but v/ithin that structure the

test is tailor-made for each examin€e. In the area

of content, no two tests de exactlv alike 
' 
since the

tester wiU seek information on the studeni's func-

tional ability using questions based on topics in-

sDired by the stlrdeni\ respons€s in the course of

rhe interview. The orat interviev is also adaprive
in a vertical sense; the interviewer adjusts the level

of the t€st tasks demand€d of the student accord_

ing to the proficiency level demonstrated bv the stu-

dent in his or her previous responses.
Plans are under way at ACTFL and ETS to

develop conpule.ized adaptive tesls of lhlening
and reading proficiencv The compuier would serv€

as the technological analogue of the humar tester

in an oral ifterview- Just as the tester rates the stu-

denih performance thtoughout the intewiew,

adapting rhe content of questions, th€ questior

types. and rhe difficulty lelelaccordingto the stu'

denr's responses. lhe compurer would be pro-

srammed to do the sane kind of evaluation and

tbe same kind of test task and item selecrion.
Test developers and research€rs at BTS and

elsewhere who have been acrivelv involved in the

deorv ard technicat coni;deraLions l'ave pointec

out numerous benefirs of compuleriTed adaprive

r€{s o\er rhe l radi t ional le\ t  booklet  'an'qer she€t

1) Adaptive tesB ate coherentlv more interesting

io the student. since the questions are focused at

each sLudent 's levelofabi l i lv  ln faf l  thepu'po5e

of the adaptile Program is for lhe computer ro

quickly zero in on the student's precise level of

abihv.  ln l radi t ional  lesls,  $hich have quetrons

sDan;ine a wide range of difficultv, sludents wil

be bored by quesrion' lhar are roo ea"J lol rhem

and ftustrated bv those lhal are far too difficul

2' Since adaprive re'ls onlv presenr \tudmLs $irh

quest ion'  at  rheir  abi l i r )  le\el .  rhe rest '  can be rar

sho.ter than tests made 10 serve a heterogeieous

student Population
3) Since the telt h adminhered bv the computel

rh€'e is no need for answer sheers which. as ve a '
know, can easily be 1orn, spindled' mutilaled' or

losr.  ln addir 'on,  srudents can work aL their  o{n

pace. The lests can be scored immediatelv' alloq_

ing tbem io b€ used diaenosticallv.
4,  lesr .ecur i rv i :  rmpro\ed. s ince rest  que:tron:

can be stored more saielv in a computer rnan 
'n

5) Test development functions can b€ han

more easily. Pretested il€ms can be inserl€d

ried out, and itetns found to be d€ftctive
quickly be removed withou! massive and exp€nsi
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6)As the technolocy improves, the po$ibiliry tor
resl torhats other than multiple-choice willinqease
d.amalically. Students can already type in rhei!
answersi vorce synthesizers and/or synchronized
video1apes willallow for the testing ofcomprehen-
sion of larious lypes ol oral lansuase.

Finally, Canalc stales rhar proiiciency tests
should be criterion referenced. Althoush the pro-
ticiency guidelines and lesrs built !o measure pro
ficiency are by definition criterionreferenccd. il is
impo(anl to reemphasi2e rhi! ersentialfcature. The
cla$ic detinition ofa critcrion feferenced tesr is a
lest designed to measure lo what extent a studenr
can perio.m a pa.ticular task. Criteria a.e esta,
blished. test queslions a.e constucted to refl ect the
criteria, and sludents' performance is evaluared
||ith respect lo the criteria.

Criterion-referenced tcsls are a relarively recent
aiiival on the educalional sccne, and are usually
conrrasledwirhlheold{andmorewel l  esrabl ished
norm referenced tesrs. The pu.pose of a norm-
reierenced resr is to rank groups of studenls. The
qulAslions ar€ constructed oler a side range ofdif
ficulty so that studenls will be sp.ead acro$ the
whole score scale accordiDs ro their periormance
with rcspect ta each other.

The value ol a criterion reieren.ed r€n is

l) in order lo design a criterion rcferenced resr,
it is necessary Io begin wirh a wcu detitred ser ol

2) a sludent's performance on a criterion
referenced tesr G inte.preted withour regard for the
pertormance of other sludents.

I!isoftenthecde, howeve., thararesrcanbecome
norm-relerenced or criterion referenced accordins
iolheinlerpreradon oltestresults- A profi ciencyrest
raled on lheNovice Superiof scale k less likelyrhan
mosrother tests to beusedlo rank srudenls because
there are so tew rarings on lhc score scale. tfan in
structorweretomisinlerpretlheinlentionof theoral
proficiency inte.vies an l assisn srades in a couree
on the basis o I perfofmance {l nle.mediate High =
A, Intermediare Mid = B+,lnrefmediat€ Los =
B, Novice Hish = C+, elc.),1hen rhat instructor
would be enoneously makins the oral intervi€w i!,
to a norh-referenced ksr, in spiie ofirs ffirerion-

Using the Guid€lines
for Cufiiculum Dev€lopm€n1

It has long been re.ognized that tcsts arc a driv
ing force in cur iculud. I f  s ludents are to lake a
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panicular type ol slandardized test ar the end of
a course or program of sludies, reach€n will
understandabll begin to '1each to rhe r€sr," 10
nodiiy rheir curricula so that students will learn
what iheynecd to knoiv to perforn *ellon rhelest.
Whcn the ren in question is nnrelared to the goals
and mcthods rhat the teacber believes in, then
"leaching Io the test" can be a. educarional
disaster. If, on rhe olher hand, studenis lake pro
licicncy lests al the cnd of their sequence oi
language courses, rests that willaseshow w€llthcy
caD handle the laneuaee in real,life lituatioDs, rben
the pressure to "tcach to rhe ren" can asist rhe
Ieacher in developing a more p.oficicncy orienred

The pio.eerins work of usi.g the ACTFL
Guidel ines as an orsaniz ing pr inciple for .uF
riculum dcvelopment began in the summer of 1983.
when ACTFL held an NEH-sponsored three-week
sunrmerins!i1ute fo. secondary school teache6 on
prof ic iency-bascdcu( iculumdevelopmcnt.  Inthe
lirsl week, theparticipanh were rrained to conducr
and rale oralproliciency inrerviews. weeks 2 and
3 werespenr with their texrbooks, their curiculum
Cuides, and lhe ACTFL Cuidelins, as rbey
developed p.ojedsto revise rhen own cuiricula or
tomakecla! ! roomact iv i t iesmorecommunicat ive.

The teacheB organized themselves jnro snall
efoups, and began work on projecrs rhat were ro
be kied out and .eiined during the fall sem€sref.
Most ofthe proj€cts invohed clasroom aclivilies,
and were focused on moving students over a crilical
threshold on the prolici€ncy scale. Several Spanjsh
leachers, who came to be known as the ..prelefite

sroup," had roticed in the couse ol the oral in
terviews in Week I thar alrhough sludents learn 10
forh !h€ preteritein Spanish ar theend ot the firsl
yed, and presumably review the use ofrhe preterite
in second year and rhereatter, even advanced
studenlsin fourrh and tifth-y€a. courses are unable
to use thc prete.ire naturally in naiialioDs and
descriprions in past rjme. (This is an esentialfunc
tion at thc Advanced Levcl.) Consequenrly, th.
''prel$ne group" dcvised a series oi t6 activiries
nrvolv ingtheuseol theprerer i re incommunicar ive
sruatrons. The acrivities were to be used at inter-
vals rn second , third , and tounh-y€ar courses in
ana(emprtogivestudentsaddir ionalpracr i .ewith
na.ratlon rn past trme.

One group of four French teachers who use
Valetre and Valetle's .ilench fot Mastet!" fo
cused on lhe Novice and lniermediaie Leveh, and
d€vised aseries of siruclured .ole plays and smalt,
eroup adivities around the material in the texr that
would allow even firlr-year srudents ro use rhe
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language orally Teachers' attempts ar conveffa-

tion or ev€n simpl€ role plavs in first_vear classes

are usually met with silenc€ or gigglcs rath€r than

lansuage because sludents ee simPlv not vet able

to create with languagg thev €n ontv say what they

have learned in th€ contexi in which it wa5

presented to th€m The role Plavs follow the con-

rent of the texl quiie closelv' so thai students who

have learned lhe malerial can communrcate easr-

ly; the value li€s in practicirg conversational iums

and in using lhe language oralv. The small-eroup

acliviri€s, in which sroups of 2-4 sLudenls are ac-

tively engaged in exchargin8 itfo.maLion arl

reco.ding lheir parlners' respons€s for subsequenl

repons Io rbe class. increase dJamalicallv lhe

amount ot LanBuage generated in a singl€ class

Deriod. Some of the activities are structured so that

,Luaent" eet ro praaic€ functionr of lhe In-

!€rm€djale Level, such as arki4 quesdons dd 8rv-
ing informalion on funiliar topict. The light struc_

turing of the exercises makes it possible ror even

Novice L€vel speakers to Perform them.

r t t .  q0- lz
'  l /w" '

FOREIGN LANGUACB ANNALS

A second clals of project involvd usins the pro-

fici€ncy guidelines as startrng points for th€

develoDmenl of orricula ln this regard. it is im-

portani to r€memb€r that the ACTFL Cuidelines

are not cumculumoutlines, nor are tt|f,v+r€scnp'

tions for what graDmatical structur€s to teach and

when. They arc a enduated sequence of proficiencv

sta!€s alound \{hich a foreic! language progfam

mai be srructured. The dav-to-dav activiti€s that

constitute the s€quence of small steps in the coF

text of th€ larg€r phale.e identifi€d bv the guidelines'

es sell a! lhe methods to be u'€d, are still ard

alvays will be the province of the foreiSn larguage

Perhaps the most ambitious curriculum-
d€velopment urderlahng to em€rge from the

ACTFL sununer institule is a new s.t of cuniculum

euid€liles for $e French program at Walpole (MA)

Hjsh School, design€d by teachers Flov MiIs and

Chadotte CoI€. In th€ introduction to th€ frst ver_

sion of their cuniculun outlines for Fren€h I'

French ll, and Fr€nch ll Honoc.:t Miller and Cole

Flgute 4

CURR]CULUM GUIDELINESI LEVEL I

I

I
I

SPEAKING Able lo expr€ss basic courtesv formulae'
Able to nake short statements.
Able loenumerarein \ho( Phrases

LISTENING Able to comprehend basic coudesv formu_

Able to comprehend basic vocabularv and

memorized material.
Able to comprehend uiterances in hishlv

contextualized sluations.

READING Able to read basic vocabularv and short

Phrases.
Able to read ifftructional and direclional
material

Able to read nastered material or recom-

binations of mastered material

WRITING Able to copy isolated words and short

Able to transcribe memorized words and
phras€s.

Able to write memorized words,lists, and

Immediate needs such as sreetings' basic

obj€cts, days, monrhs, colors, weather' etc.

lmmediate needs such as cFeetings, basic
objects, months, days, colors, \teather' etc.

Inmediate n€eds luch as in a restaurant'
store, train, bus, etc.

Immediate n€eds such as names, addresses'
sisns indicating names of streeb and ave'
nues, building nams, and short informa-

Immediate needs such as it
schedules, timetables, naps, and social
codes @elense de JuneL 4c.).

Basic survival needs such as m€ssages, 8re€l'
inss, and social amenities in dialoeues and
specially prepared texts.

lmmediare needs such as name,
address, dates, numbers, davs, nont$,
dd common objects

courtesy formulae such as expre$rons tn
grelings and leave'takings.
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explain !l'ar tl'ey wjshed ro.scapc ftom the furile
exercjse ihat curriculuDr ivritjng so oflen representsi
rr . . .wc did not * ish Io produ.e curr iculum5 thai
had no velue lor thc cla$roonr or ones rhat had
little use other lhan cosncdc Jo.1hc shelves or files
where such docDne.r! secm incvjtably ro resr in
peace unt i l  lhe nexr revi \ ion."

Nliller and Cole began by examinine ihedepart
mentalgoah for lh€ languag€ program as aichole,
and intefprerirg rhen in lishr of thc ACTFL
Gujdclin$. They dle! d€visedend-of year goals fol
speaking, l is tcnine, reading, wr i t ing,  and cuhure
for all fivc coufse levels in French. fhe end oi
cou6c eoah are also expressed in re.nrs of ihe
guidelines, foUowins a sequorce rhat will b.ins
studelts who codpleLe F.cnch v io a level ofpro-
ficiency.onsonant wilh thc overall proeram coah
scl by dredeparlnenr. Thene\tsicp was to aDallze
thc texi used in each courle to secho$ drc material
in cach unir contribured to the s!udenrs' aIIlinmenr
of lhe flid of courle proliciency soah. Ea.h uniL
was oullincd, and da! Lo day communicatile 'im
plemcDtatiotr" activlties ryere designcd ro makethe
textbook servc more fully the goak ofihc couse.

For i l lustrar ion,  thc p.oposed l - rench I  cuf
r iculum guidel ines are included. (see Fisure 4.)
The funcr ion s laremerts are taken from thc
ACTFI Cuidelircs (nore thar srudenrs cornpleting
a lirn-year coursc arccxpecred ro be aL rhe Novicc
Level in speakine. l is t€nin8, and wrir ing,  and at  rhe
Inrermediate Lev€l  in rcadine) i  the .onrenr
stalements are inspired by the Guidelines, bu! the
deraih ol contcnr come lion Lhe ropics aDd
vocabulary colered in thc tcxrbook.

A peNsal ot  theuDi l  out l ines tar  ! re.ch I  r€ leals
rhar sLude.|| are exposed to nate.ialbeyond tlul
rhrch rh.y arc cxpe. led Lo na5ier b, !  the end ol '
the coLAe. for .xadple,  no abi l i ly  ro handle rhe
nast rense is .xpecled b!  Lhe end oi  l : rnch l ,  ler
t\e pussi r.Diprsa. i\patfat, aid./i?raale.11 n]
rrcduced durnig rhc courr .  The insr iu.Lional  ap
prcach is cy. l i .a l ;  5 ludcnts \ i l l  be i r foduccd to
horc ad!an.ed \rrucLurcs and I i1 l  prddrcc
har ipulal ing rheD dechuical ly in nrudured dr i l l
xcr iv i r ics i  at  a later s lagc,  the),  wi l lbe e\posed ro
readlnts cortaining rhese srrudurc5, and will be ex-
pecied lo u\e thcin i r r  srrucru.ed sr i t iDg crcrcjses,
lrchassuided compo\itions. Ar !n even latci n!ge,
lhcy mat. .  be expecred to usc rhem easi l t  and
nalural ly in.on\e.sat ior  and in vr jL ing.  I l t  rh js
t inr .  rhcn fami l iar i t r  s i th thc srruclures end r l rc i l
ecncral  level  o i  proJicrcncy \v i l l  ha!e inuclrd,
haking i t  possible i i i r  th.nr ro do so. rhis long
rermi cycl ical  aFrroacl ,  ro rh.  bui ld i .g oi  r .of i
. i rncy is suppor led bl  Omaggjo,  r i ro $. iLesl
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l ln a prof ic icDcy or i€nred aDproachl  con,
rextual izcd and neaninstul  dr i11s. . .a ow
{udc.ls Io pra.Lrce 5pccific rrucrures or
!ocrbulary i !  a \ay rhal  has sone
Dsychological .ca1ir,v ard .omnrunicatjve
\alur,  lnd should rhe.elo. .  bc used as soon
as po*ibl .  in the ear ly le! . | \  o l  iDslnr.
t ion. , .Opcn ended. crc l t ivc,  and leNonal
izcd praciice. . . should iollo* ihis structu.ed
pract'c. as soon as po$iblc in a proficien.y-
or ienred approach '

Nl i l l {  and Cole plai  ro use rhc oral  prol ic ie.c) ,

'ntrr ! ics 
pr jnrr i l )_ lo c!aluaic their  p.ogramj

rather lhan to.\alrnte the pioficicncy ol aU of rhcn
nudenr.  Thcchicfobjeoio.  ro thc use of  rhe o.al
inrer! ietr  wirh al l  laneuage sl !denrs !s lhar i t  is  j 'n-
pracri.al, No terchcr has enough tinrc 1o adminisler
urrervle\u ro al l  o l  h is or her srudenrs.  Nl i l ler  ard
Cole plan to a$ess srudenrs oralprol ic iency ar a
lool ro nronilor lheir curricLrlum dcrelopmenr pro
lecl  b thc io l lo$jrs {ays:
( l )  

'nre^ie{ 
a srrat i f ied sarnple of  srudenrs ar rhe

beginning of f rerch I I  and Frcndr l l  Honors
Io dere.nr iDe lhe piol ic iency lc!c ls ofs lLdenls
\ho a. .  bcgi  r i rg lanlrag.nudyar thesecon-

(2) adminisre.  rh.  oral  i r rer ! ier  to t ransfer
nuder ls a\  rn x id in pla.ehenr j

( l )

(4)

intcr \ ies al l  lenio.5 and under. la lsm.n *ho
arc ledrnalrng laneulge sludy, in lhc hope
evenrual l ,v ol  .e.ording lhc ral ing on thc
studcnls l rars. ipts;ard
nresre\  a rando!r  sahplc oi  nudcnrs \vho
hale cornpleted a hro Iear sequeice,  in ordo
1o nontror p.ogrcs.nd a\se\s thc cf lec
lveness or Lhc prolradr.

The n.fo. innoratnrr ol ivlillcr and Cole\ \ork
troD a.u. . iculun develophent srandpoinr i \  that
r l rcr  poi . r  of  dcpal1ure sa!  thc ACIFT_
(luidcl in.s,  an erre.nal  scr ofnalenenls ofDrof i
c iency.  They r l ren modi l i .d rhe rc\rbook ro sui t
thci '  nccds, . reat ine rhcir  osD mater i l ls  as
ncccss.ry ro l i l l  iD the gap\.  Nlost  curr ic! lun
guidcl incs rake a5 thc ' r  poi l r  o i  deparrurc rh.  rable
ol  conlerts ol  lhc tc\ lbook, Ior  two nrain r€asons:
( l )  uDri ldre publ ica' ion of  rhe AcTFL Cuiddines,
Lhcre wcrc no slnedxl ical l , r  aniculared sor ls to
lollorv othcr rha! drose implicd b,v the seque.ce
olcha!tcs and books in rhcpublhherf rexL series,
and (2) nrosr rea.hers ha\c nor been able ro derore
lhe l ind of  t iDe to (he naNnolb drdealor of
resrrucLLtrrns a prosran Lhar Nljller ard cdc have.

Ihe $ork uDdefraken b! .  \4 i l lcr  and Cole ar the
s€conda.y lcrel  hrs bed fa,auchd brr  lsabcl le
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Kaplan of the French Department at Nonhw€stern
University. Her curricutun project, described
elsewhere in this issue, was the creation of a con-
versation course bas€d on the ACTFL Guidelines
and designed to move her studenls from the In-
termediale Level to the Advanc€d Lev€l on lhe

Concl||slon
In fte final analysis, how can the ACTFL

Cuidelines and the proficiency tests based on th€m
work together to affect curriculum? Th€re are

First, and nolt important, projects like Miller
and Cole's and Kaplant utiliz€ the guidelines
direclly as the organizing principle to dsign a or,
riculum. Proficiency tests in both of these projects
were us.d not to evalual€ students' performance
lor purposes of asisnins srades, but rather to
generate data on srud€nts'l€vel of proficiency a5
an aid in the curnculum developmenl work.

Second, tests in and of themselves drive inst.uc-
tion. This is a relatively re.ent phenomenon, which
Popham traces back to 1965 and the passase of the
Elementary dd S€condary Education Act. Accord
ingto Popham, the Iaw requir€d that funded pro-
Srams be €valuated for quality and effectiveness
in order to ensur€ continued fede.al support. This
need for evaluation of students, not in compa.ison
with one another but rather with r€spect to the pro-
Sram goals specified in the proposals for funding,
sparked the proliferation of criterion,refer€nced
tests in the decade that followed.?? Over the last
20 years, a'(ternal test scores have €njoyed e in'
portance previoudy unknown in €ducational
circles. The resull has been that consciouslyor un,
conscioudy, Fachers orient their coursa to the tests
rhat will follow.

From the srudents' poinr of view, resting can
have a positive backwash effect. If the sludents
know, for ermple, that they will hav. periodic oral
tests, theywill begin to take oral producrior more

Third, foreien language courses oreanized
around funct'onal goals are more effective.
Students' effons ro Iearn a particular structure will
not be wasted if the material is int.oduced ar a poinr
and in such a way that students are able to incoF
porale it into their growing base of knowledge
aboul and skill in the language.

The most basic, and perhaps mo$ imponanr
goal that h inspiring the efforl ro promore
proficiency-based foreign language education is
that students emerge from language srudy whh a
usable l€v€l of lansuase skill. The ninimum level
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FOREIGN LANGUACE ANNALS

of skill that can be characterized as "usable" in
this context is fiat which is n€eded to read a sim-
ple paragraph, carry on simple social conv€rsations,
and get f.om point A to point B h a coutrtry in
which the language is spoken. Students who achieve
thn bvel of baric proficiency nay well b€ motiv3ted

Th€ role of the ACTFL Guidelines in this
endeavor is lo serve as an ofeanizins principle for
the dev€lopment of proficiency-based cudicula.
With the consensus ihat is growing withh lhe pro-
f€ssion on the value of guidelines, teachers will be
abl€ to combine their own philosophies, inethods,
and experience with the curriculun structure sus-
gested by rhe guidelines to build even more effec-
nve Erguage Programs,
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