
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Developmental stages in second-language acquisition and levels of second-
language proficiency: are there links between them?

Hulstijn, J.H.; Aldersen, J.C.; Schoonen, R.

Publication date
2010
Document Version
Final published version
Published in
Communicative proficiency and linguistic development: intersections between SLA and
language testing research

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Hulstijn, J. H., Aldersen, J. C., & Schoonen, R. (2010). Developmental stages in second-
language acquisition and levels of second-language proficiency: are there links between
them? In I. Bartning, M. Martin, & I. Vedder (Eds.), Communicative proficiency and linguistic
development: intersections between SLA and language testing research (pp. 11-20). (Eurosla
monographs series; No. 1). European Second Language Association.
http://eurosla.org/monographs/EM01/11-20Hulstijjn_et_al.pdf

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:09 Mar 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/developmental-stages-in-secondlanguage-acquisition-and-levels-of-secondlanguage-proficiency-are-there-links-between-them(ed1dc323-21a2-4e7f-a4e3-12f04b23e7c7).html
http://eurosla.org/monographs/EM01/11-20Hulstijjn_et_al.pdf


Developmental stages in second-language
acquisition and levels of second-language
proficiency: Are there links between them?

Jan H. Hulstijn, J. Charles Alderson and Rob Schoonen
University of Amsterdam / Lancaster University / University of Amsterdam

The papers in this volume were written by European researchers loosely organ-
ized in the SLATE group: Second Language Acquisition and Testing in Europe
(http://www.slate.eu.org/). The group was formed after two meetings, held in
2006, at the University of Amsterdam, organized by Jan Hulstijn, Charles
Alderson and Rob Schoonen1. This introductory chapter describes the rationale
for the SLATE group’s ambitions. 
The first meeting, sponsored by the European Science Foundation (Ref: EW05-
208-SCH) and held on 23-25 February 2006 at the University of Amsterdam,
was called Bridging the gap between research on second-language acquisition and
research on language testing. It brought together 19 researchers, based at eight
universities in seven European countries, working in the fields of second lan-
guage acquisition and language testing. The follow-up meeting, which was spon-
sored by the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO) (grant
254-70-100) took place 1-2 December in the same year and at the same venue.
This meeting, attended by 20 researchers, affiliated to ten universities in eight
European countries, was called Stages of second-language acquisition and the
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages. The titles of these two
SLATE meetings characterize the aim and the focus of the SLATE group. After
a brief description of the Common European Framework (CEFR), this chapter
shows how the SLATE group envisioned research, linking developmental stages
in SLA with L2 proficiency levels as defined by the CEFR.

1. The Common European Framework (CEFR)

The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (Council of
Europe, 2001, in English and French; thereafter translations into 31 languages so
far, including Arabic, Friulian and Japanese) contains proposals for formulating

1 An earlier meeting had taken place in 2004, also in Amsterdam. Some of the people
present at the two SLATE meetings in 2006 had also attended the 2004 meeting.
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functional learning targets for language learning, teaching and assessment.
Throughout Europe (and beyond), the CEFR has become a major point of refer-
ence for language in education, with both the ambition and the potential of
bringing common standards and transparency across Europe. It has also become
the point of reference for the formulation of objectives of foreign-language learn-
ing curricula and the certification of foreign-language proficiency skills of citizens
continuing their educational or professional careers in other European countries.

The CEFR presents language and language learning within its social con-
text, sees language users and learners as “social agents”, and in general advocates
a notional/ functional, “sociolinguistic” approach to language use and therefore
to (second/foreign) language development. The framework, distinguishing six
“common reference levels” (Chapter 3), adopts a multifaceted approach to the
concept of language proficiency. Acquisition of an L2 is said to be a matter of
development along what is called a horizontal and a vertical dimension
(Council of Europe, 2001, pp. 16–17).

The horizontal dimension specifies the “language activities” in which lan-
guage users engage (pp. 44–57) in terms of (1) context of language use (e.g., in
the personal and professional domain), (2) communication themes (e.g., travel
and health), and (3) communicative tasks and purposes (e.g., making enquiries
from employment agencies and reading safety instructions). Chapter 4 of the
CEFR contains 40 scales specifying a large number of forms of oral and written
language use (pp. 58–84), including several scales of strategic competence. The
horizontal development also comprises dimensions of more general “commu-
nicative language competences” (p. 108), subdivided – as in the language pro-
ficiency model of Canale and Swain (1980) – in linguistic, sociolinguistic and
pragmatic competences. Chapter 5 contains 13 scales for these competences
(pp. 110–129).

The vertical dimension, outlined in Chapter 3 and applied to all the descrip-
tor scales in Chapters 4 and 5, consists in “an ascending series of common refer-
ence levels for describing learner proficiency” (p. 16). The authors caution that
“any attempt to establish ‘levels’ of proficiency is to some extent arbitrary, as it is
in any area of knowledge or skill. However, for practical purposes it is useful to
set up a scale of defined levels to segment the learning process for the purposes
of curriculum design, qualifying examinations, etc.” (p. 17).

The development of communicative language competence can thus be seen
both at the level of expanding one’s range of communicative activities and at the
level of performing them in increasingly more complex and sophisticated ways.

It is important to emphasise that the 2001 version of the CEFR itself did not
suddenly appear out of nothing. It is the natural result, an organic development,
of the work in modern languages of the Council of Europe over three decades,
from the initial development of notional-functional syllabuses (Wilkins, 1976,)
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and The Threshold Level (van Ek, 1975), the latter being widely translated and
revised for use in numerous other languages (Niveau Seuil, Kontaktschwelle, etc.),
and then the later elaboration of further levels of the CEFR including a new ver-
sion of Threshold (van Ek & Trim, 1998a), Breakthrough (Trim, 2001), Waystage
(van Ek & Trim, 1998b), Vantage (van Ek & Trim, 2001) and the other levels
published in the 1980s and 1990s. It can be argued that behind the CEFR of
2001 (and the two draft versions of 1996 and 1998) lies 30 years of experience in
developing and implementing curricula, syllabuses and teaching materials at dif-
ferent “levels” of foreign language development. What is, however, in considerable
doubt is whether the extensive use of such previous theoretical and practical per-
spectives was accompanied by empirical research into the constructs and claims of
the curricula and their associated notions of level and development. What is per-
haps most significant about the CEFR is that, unlike its predecessors, it was
accompanied by numerous scales of foreign language development, which were
the result of significant empirical research.

Although the bulk of the CEFR is the so-called Descriptive Scheme, which
takes up the nine main chapters of the CEFR, most impact, based on the admis-
sion of the Council of Europe itself as a result of surveys it has recently conduct-
ed (Council of Europe, 2005), seems to be due to the various scales that were
developed in parallel to the Descriptive Scheme. This is doubtless in part due
to the fact that much of the Descriptive Scheme is couched in rather dense, aca-
demic and at times frustratingly opaque terms of little appeal to the likely aver-
age readership, whereas the scales are not only shorter and in more accessible
language, they are also couched in ‘Can-do’ terms, since they indicate what
learners at given “levels” are believed to be able to do. Indeed, the evidence is
that the vast majority of those who claim familiarity with or knowledge of (not
the same thing) the CEFR are referring to the scales, or at the very least, to the
labels by which the six major levels are identified: A1, A2, B1, B2, C1, C2. In
point of fact, as is clearly shown whenever CEFR familiarisation activities are
conducted with language educationists (as recommended by the Manual for
linking examinations to the CEFR, Council of Europe, 2009), detailed knowl-
edge of even these six levels is frequently defective and uninformed. Given the
complexity of the CEFR itself (not to mention the broad field of foreign lan-
guage learning and use) it is not surprising that even those closely associated
with the development of the CEFR and its implementation in various contexts
do not claim complete knowledge or understanding of all that it contains.

A total of some 56 scales are contained within the CEFR publication, and
these cover the macro skills (called “Communicative Activities” in the 1996/8
version of CEFR) of Reception (both written and spoken), Interaction, and
Production (the macro skill/ activity of Mediation is not accompanied by any
scales). In addition, scales of Strategies are subdivided into the same three macro
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activities/skills, and scales of “Communicative Language Competence” are
divided into Pragmatic (with separate scales of spoken fluency, flexibility, coher-
ence and precision) and Linguistic (Range – both general and vocabulary range
- and Control - grammatical accuracy, vocabulary control, phonological control
and orthographic control).

Although the scales presented in the 2001 publication are in some sense a
new compilation, it is important to be aware that their origin is very heteroge-
neous, and indeed Appendix B to the CEFR details this: a total of 30 sets of
scales, from the USA, Canada, Australia, the UK, and Europe, dating from
1974 to 1993, including well-known scales like 

• The Foreign Service Institute (FSI) and the Interagency Language
Roundtable (ILR) Proficiency Ratings, 

• The Australian Second Language Proficiency Ratings, 
• The American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL)

Proficiency Guidelines, 
• The IELTS Band Descriptors for Speaking and Writing, 
• The British Languages Lead Body National Language Standards 
• The University of Cambridge/ Royal Society of Arts Certificates in

Communicative Skills in English, 

as well as lesser known scales like 

• The Hebrew Oral Proficiency Rating Grid, 
• Goteborg University Oral Assessment Criteria 
• Fulcher’s Fluency Rating Scale.

Thus, in a very important sense, the CEFR scales themselves are not new: they
are based upon decades of experience in building, using and, presumably, refin-
ing scales in the light of experience. 

Secondly, it is also important to remember that the original scales were sub-
jected to extensive analysis and deconstruction into pools of classified descrip-
tors, and critical scrutiny, review, revision, adjustment and empirical testing
before they resulted in their current form (see Appendix to 1996 CEFR draft
1996, p. 152ff, and CEFR 1998 draft p. 163ff for details). In practice, well over
a thousand descriptors were taken from the source scales, filtered for overlap,
clarity and focus, sorted by large groups of language teachers (basing themselves
on their experience as both learners and teachers) into the categories the
descriptors purported to describe, then critiqued for their clarity, accuracy and
relevance and sorted into bands of proficiency. Many of these descriptors were
applied to learners in the classes of participating teachers.

This exercise was repeated in a second round, this time with teachers of
French and German as well as English, who inspected versions of the scales in
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all three languages. The resulting draft scales and descriptors were then subject
to Rasch analysis to determine their probabilistic rank order of “difficulty”.
Those descriptors that ‘fit the model’ i.e. which could be scaled mathematical-
ly, were then calibrated, and those that could not be scaled were rejected (this
was particularly the case with draft scales for socio-cultural competence).

The production of the scales was thus an extensive empirical exercise
(resulting, in part, in a PhD thesis by North, 1996; see also North & Schneider,
1998). It is fair to say that the resultant scales are probably the best researched
scales of foreign language in the world, although perhaps not (yet) the most
widely used – that award probably goes to one of the source scales, the FSI, ILR,
ACTFL family of scales.

It is important to separate consideration of the scales and the Descriptive
Scheme of the CEFR from the use of either. It is clear that the CEFR and espe-
cially the scales have had and will continue to have enormous influence. Many
ministries of education now require that their national exams be at one or more
of the levels of the CEFR. Many institutions (including many universities and
examination boards) claim that their exams are at particular levels of the CEFR.
However, very few of these have produced any empirical evidence whatsoever
that this is indeed the case. Although the Council of Europe has issued a man-
ual for linking exams to the CEFR (Council of Europe, 2009; see also Figueras,
North, Takala, van Avermaet, & Verhelst, 2005) and is currently encouraging
the development of case studies in the use of the CEFR (Figueras & Noijons,
2009), there is no doubt that most claims of links lack appropriate empirical
support. Similarly, many institutions, especially higher education colleges and
universities, claim that their curricula are aligned to the CEFR and their grad-
uates are at a given level of the CEFR. Again, there is virtually no empirical evi-
dence that this is the case (see survey by Alderson, 2007a). Finally, some authors
have pointed out that the CEFR levels are neither based on empirical evidence
taken from L2-learner performance, nor on any theory in the fields of linguis-
tics or verbal communication (Alderson, 2007b; Hulstijn, 2007), while some
language testing experts have raised concerns with respect to the suitability of
the CEFR for language testing purposes, arguing that the CEFR, in its current
form, lacks specificity and consistency in its definitions and is insufficiently sup-
ported by empirical research to allow immediate implementation (Weir, 2005;
Alderson et al., 2006).

Nevertheless, the scales have been used as the basis of developments in
numerous contexts, even before they were published in their 2001 format. The
DIALANG project (http://www.dialang.org/; Alderson, 2005; Alderson &
Huhta, 2005) was one of the first language testing projects to use the CEFR
scales as the basis of the specifications for their tests in 14 European languages,
and the project translated these scales from English into the other 13 languages
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through a careful quality control process, as well as making statistical compar-
isons during piloting to ensure the equivalence of the translations (Alderson,
2005; Kaftandjieva & Takala, 2002 report on these equivalences). In addition,
since DIALANG contained tests of Grammar and Vocabulary, attempts were
made to construct scales for those constructs for all 14 languages.

2. Calls for CEFR related acquisition research

Although there is still much work to be done to validate CEFR scales and their
links to curricula and other statements regarding the development of commu-
nicative proficiency, we must equally recognise that especially SLA, but lan-
guage assessment as well, have to date operated with notions of development
and levels of development which have all too frequently been hopelessly impre-
cise. SLA, for example, has frequently simply taken groups of learners at sup-
posedly different levels of ability, conducted cross-sectional research and
claimed that the results show development. Yet the levels have been woefully
undefined, often crudely labelled “intermediate” or “advanced”, or “first and
second year university students” – which means little if anything in develop-
mental terms – and which cannot therefore be interpreted in any meaningful
way. It is our belief that, whatever its shortcomings, the CEFR has introduced
a notion of levels of development that is far better – if only because it can be
challenged – than the vague terms (not measures) used to date. 

It should also be borne in mind that the CEFR is intended to be relevant to
all languages, and is therefore not language specific, which means that most of the
descriptor scales (those appearing in Chapter 4) concern the development of lan-
guage-independent communicative competencies. Chapter 5 contains a few scales
on the development of linguistic areas such as phonology, lexicon and grammar,
but these are among the most problematic ones. The need for such scales to be
language-independent, and thus be applicable to languages as different as Spanish,
German and Finnish, makes them appear little more than a list of generic state-
ments about growing accuracy and/or complexity in each linguistic domain. 

A number of projects have begun to attempt to identify the features of partic-
ular languages at different CEFR levels - Référentiel de Français Langue Étrangère,
Profile Deutsch (Glaboniat, Müller, Rusch, Schmitz, & Wertenschlag, 2005),
English Profile (http://www.englishprofile.org/), but a number of theoretical
and empirical questions remain concerning the componential structure of lan-
guage proficiency at various CEFR levels. The CEFR authors acknowledge that
language users may be placed at different levels of different scales, possessing
“uneven profiles”: “Progress is not merely a question of moving up a vertical
scale” (Council of Europe, 2001: 17). Furthermore, what the CEFR does not
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indicate is whether learner performance at the six functional levels as defined in
Chapter 4 actually matches the linguistic characteristics defined in Chapter 5,
and, more specifically, which linguistic features (for a given target language) are
typical of each of the levels.

According to the SLATE group, the question of which linguistic-commu-
nicative profiles could, and which profiles do, exist constitutes an empirical
issue deserving to be investigated properly. Answers to these questions are essen-
tial if the CEFR is to be successfully implemented across Europe. Furthermore,
as the CEFR is intended to be relevant to all and any language, it does not pro-
vide information for specific target languages, much less for specific first-second
language combinations. In short, the CEFR is not yet capable of successful
implementation. Additional research, linking functional and linguistic informa-
tion, is urgently needed.

3. SLATE’s overarching research question

At the first SLATE meeting in 2006, the following research question was seen
as central to a collaborative enterprise: Which linguistic features of learner per-
formance (for a given target language) are typical at each of the six CEFR levels?
Initial investigation of this question can be conducted in at least two ways:

• Learner performance data that have been elicited and analysed in previous
SLA research can be additionally rated with functional rating scales based on
the scales presented in Chapter 4 of the CEFR (Council of Europe, 2001).

• Responses of learners who took language proficiency tests related to the
CEFR (i.e., data already collected by language testers) can also be rated
with functional CEFR-based scales and analysed linguistically.

However, for a more thorough investigation of this research question, new,
international, cross-linguistic studies need to be conducted using a common
research design, tasks, procedures, and analyses.

4. SLATE’s more specific research questions and research goals

During the first SLATE meeting, the following points were mentioned as
research questions and issues of potential relevance. 

1. What are the linguistic profiles at every CEFR level for the two productive
language skills (speaking and writing) and what are the linguistic features
typical of the two receptive skills (listening and reading) at every CEFR level? 
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2. To what extent do common or different profile features exist across the
seven target languages investigated by researchers in the SLATE group
(Dutch, English, Finnish, French, German, Italian and Swedish)? Do the
profiles differ along language-family lines - Finnish versus the two
Romance languages represented in SLATE (French and Italian), and the
three Germanic languages (Dutch, English and German)? To what extent
do the profiles reflect learners’ L1?

3. What are the limits of learners’ performance of tasks at each of the CEFR
levels? It is important not only to investigate what learners typically do at
each of the CEFR levels (which requires elicitation of performance in
rather “open” task formats), but also what learners can and cannot do
(which requires the administration of tasks of a “closed” format, with and
without time pressure, and the measurement of both accuracy and reaction
times). In other words, in order to find features typical of a given CEFR
level, we need to explore borderline features and to identify features shared
by two or more levels and to construct appropriate scales.

4. Which linguistic features, emerging from our profiling research, can
serve as successful tools in the diagnosis of learners’ proficiency levels and
of weaknesses that require additional attention and training? The investi-
gation of this question is of considerable practical importance for all
stakeholders (learners, teachers, curriculum and test designers and other
language educationists). One desired outcome of investigation into this
question would be the development of diagnostic tools as well as infor-
mation which could be included in learners’ language portfolios
(Alderson, 2005).

5. Are there commonalities and differences between the linguistic profiles of
foreign-language learners (learning the target language in the formal setting
of a school curriculum or a language course) and those of second-language
learners (learning the target language in the context of everyday use, with
or without formal instruction)? This question is not only of theoretical
importance but also of practical importance. For example, a feature such as
(un)successful use of subject-verb agreement might have a predictive value
different for foreign language learners from the value for second language
learners.

At the second SLATE meeting (December 2006), additional targets were for-
mulated. Some of these deserve to be reproduced here (quoted from the report
of the second meeting):

• A framework for the linguistic analysis of learner performances at different
CEFR levels.
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• Suggestions for improvements of the CEFR and/or for extending it for use
with young learners, L1 speakers, LSP (language for specific purposes) stu-
dents, and the like.

• New knowledge that will help to design new teaching materials, curricula
and diagnostic assessment instruments relating to the linguistic features
that characterise different CEFR levels.

The papers in this volume, written by members of the SLATE group, resulted,
either directly or indirectly, from the 2006 meetings in Amsterdam and later
meetings in Aix-en Provence and Jyväskylä, demonstrating the fruitful nature of
the issues raised and discussed.
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