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What is a 
language 
level and 

sub-level?
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Did you know that language can be measured? Just like 

a physical scale we use in our bathroom to measure 

our weight, there are scales for linguistic value. These 

scales measure general abilities of language learners 

studying new languages. In developing language, we 

receive language when we listen and read (receptive) 

but also produce language when we speak and write 

(productive). Both are important. 

Later in this session, the ACTFL scale (www.actfl.org), 

used in North America will be discussed. ACTFL is 

an acronym that stands for the American Council for 

the Teaching of Foreign Languages. This organization 

offers language learning scales for different languages. 

We will address scales in another section below. There 

are many other scales. In Europe, for example, the 

CEFR, the Common European Framework of Reference 

for Languages is utilized (www.coe.int/en/web/lang-

migrants/cefr-and-profiles). Prior to discussing these 

scales, a few basic things should be first understood. 

https://www.actfl.org/
https://www.coe.int/en/web/lang-migrants/cefr-and-profiles
https://www.coe.int/en/web/lang-migrants/cefr-and-profiles
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measuring  
language 
complexity, accuracy, fluidity (CAF)

Often times linguists utilize complexity, accuracy and fluency (CAF) as 

measurements for progress within the competencies mentioned above. Complexity, 

accuracy and fluency all progress at different rates and in different time frames for 

learners.  How complex is the learner’s language? Is the length of discourse (from 

words and phrases to complex sentences in paragraphs and lectures) developed? In 

the beginning, when learning a new language, just putting words together to form 

simple sentences is a challenge. Can the learner speak in simple sentences using 

only present tense or can they speak in past, present, and future tenses? 

Complexity is the ability to create and maneuver complex thoughts appropriately 

with a substantial amount of language, putting words and phrases in the correct 

order and using more specialized vocabulary. 

Skillful speakers may still have to think about different aspects of their language 

at times, but the skillful speaker has better control over his language overall. 

An understanding of word meaning, word order, word choice, and how to extend 

sentences through more phrases and clauses are all developing. Some development 

occurs simultaneously, and some development occurs at different times. 
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One learner may understand the meaning of a word 

and use it correctly, but he or she may not put it in the 

right place in a sentence (“The dog big is in the yard”). 

In this example, the learner put the word “big” in the wrong 

order for English. While another student may be able to understand 

meaning, use the word correctly and have the right order (The big dog 

is in the yard.). These many processes occur until the learner is able to 

automatically use pieces of the language more easily. 

Under complexity, the amount of language a learner can use also 

increases. “Discourse length” means the length of language a learner 

can use that will gradually increase from very simple letters (and sounds) 

to words, phrases, sentences, paragraphs and then to much longer 

discourse. Depending on individual differences, learners’ experiences 

and different areas of instruction, some learners will be able to talk about 

their experiences and interests (sports, cooking, the bank, car engines 

and so on) faster than other learners. While one learner can talk much 

more at length about shopping, another learner may be able to explain 

the rules to a certain sport. Complexity and the volume of language used 

will vary for learners. As the amount of language increases in an area of 

interest for a learner, this will also help the learner to develop a more 

complex general language ability. Although shown in a linear progression 

below, some language learners may develop in a non-linear way:  

Sounds > Words > lists of words > phrases > sentences > paragraphs > lecture length discourse 

We will continue this discussion in Sessions 4 and 7.
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Watch Video 3.1

Accuracy refers to the learner’s ability to correctly use the 

language (for example, verb tense and conjugation). 

For an example which is correct? “Yesterday is a hot day.” 

or “Yesterday was a hot day”? The sentence using “was” in 

simple past tense is correct because of time being clarified 

in the use of “yesterday” for simple past tense. 

An example of the subject/verb agreement for conjugation 

is as follows: “He is a nice man.” or “He am a nice man.” 

In these two sentences the learner processes which form of 

the verb (I am/ he is/ they are) is correct. So, the learner is 

processing both which verb tense and which conjugation  

is correct. 

The learner’s ability to use and have control over the 

various time frames is much like a math formula. This is 

“formulaic” language where the learner is still thinking as 

much about the process as he is the actual words in the 

language. Does he know which verb tense to use and have 

the ability to correctly conjugate it? Later, when the  

learner is more skillful, he doesn’t have to process “the 

formula”, it just becomes automatic (i.e., He is a nice 

man). At this point, the learner’s speech becomes more 

effortless and fluid. 

Watch Videos 3.1 and 3.2 on simple v. complex sentences.

Watch Video 3.2

https://vimeo.com/468575589
https://vimeo.com/464794817
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Fluency refers to the ability of the learner to have clear pronunciation (with a 

mild foreign accent) and a more natural rate of speech without long pauses and 

hesitations. 

In the development of fluency, we might ask, how clear is the language learner’s 

speech and is he able to speak at a rate comparable to native speakers? If a 

learner encounters a native or near native speaker who is unaccustomed to 

international students, can that stranger understand the learner’s speech? We 

do NOT ask if a new language learner sounds like a native speaker. But rather, 

does the learner have intelligible speech? Can the stranger understand him? 

Intelligibility means it may not be “native” like, but rather clear, appropriate, and 

at a natural rate of speed. It also relates to pragmatic concerns such as using the 

correct phrase in the correct way at the right moment.  

Without going into too much detail, each aspect of complexity, accuracy and 

fluency is a sub-topic that can be further examined in great detail. The purpose of 

this course is to give a broad overview of the various components impacting SLA 

that a person many need to consider when wanting to learn a new language. 

complexity The tall, solemn man, who looked suspiciously 
like Benedict Cumberbatch, said nothing to 
them. (COMPLEX)

He said nothing. (SIMPLE)

accuracy I have been eating pizza this whole time! 
(ACCURATE)

I have eat pizza! (INACCURATE)

fluency I like the show that comes on Friday nights 
about the Space Pirates. (FLUID, NATURAL SPEECH)

I, uh . . . I like . . . the show . . . 
(SEVERAL HESITATIONS AND PAUSES)

“CAF”
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The automatic use of pieces of the language without thinking about it so 

much (automatization). The learner may be able to write or state that “the 

toy is on the table” without much effort or processing. He’s casually stating 

this to someone without much thought or effort.  

How a learner can use pieces of the language (i.e. procedural knowledge). 

He can use the prepositional phrases “in the back” and “of the room”  

to clarify the position of an object.  

 What the learner knows about language (i.e. declarative knowledge). He 

may know that the word “toy” is a noun and that the word “is” is a verb.

processing a new 
language as an adult
There is a process in language development that occurs as people learn their new 

language. Because learners are unique in how they learn, the process can vary in 

how, when, where, and with whom new language development occurs. Although 

internal processes are harder to uncover and examine, these mental processes are 

intertwined with the external processes that we can more easily hear and see. The 

internal and external processes involved for a learner include the following areas: 
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Learners are unique and the multitude 
of theories related to the learning 
processes are as endless as the sea. 

What is important to understand is that language learning 

occurs in an on-going process and the learner’s language 

develops over time. There may be some going back and 

forth in various stages, but a learner’s ability to understand 

and use language at these different stages helps define 

the learner’s level and sub-level in language ability. So, 

sometimes a student will learn a new word, briefly use the 

new word and then go for period of time without using it. 

After a period of time he may need the word but cannot 

recall it. Another learner in the exact same situation may be 

able to recall it. 

When and how knowledge is transferred from knowing 

about the word to being able to use the word is both very 

personal and complex. Sometimes a certain experience can 

make a word stick while another learner does not have that 

experience and so may forget the word. Knowing something 

and having an ability to use it in the new language may 

go back and forth some before it sticks. Once it sticks, it 

is likely ready for the learner to use in the other language 

consistently. 
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vocabulary
In early language learning, very generic vocabulary is used. A learner might 

say, “I need that pen.” Whereas a more proficient speaker might say, “I 

really prefer the way a gel ballpoint pen writes smoothly but doesn’t spill 

a lot of ink.” There is more length of discourse (longer and more complex 

sentences), the word order is correct and they able to use more context 

specific vocabulary. A proficient or skillful speaker may not talk this way all 

the time, but the point is that they can use the language this way when they 

want or need to expound. 

Vocabulary development and use increases a great deal as learners progress 

deeper into the new language and can talk more extensively over a variety 

of issues. Learners become more familiar with the way language is used in 

different circumstances. 

For example, the vocabulary at a little league soccer game is different than 

the vocabulary at a funeral. The context, purpose, occasion and audience 

are different. A funeral is a very formal occasion requiring more formal 

and quiet speech. In contrast, the little league soccer game is 

informal.  In this context, a related tone and louder speech 

are acceptable. Soccer rules and language pertaining to 

playing soccer would be expected at a soccer game but 

not necessarily at a funeral. In each occasion, the 

learner would need to gauge appropriate formality, 

mannerisms and speech.  
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In vocabulary, high frequency words are those that are 

most commonly used all of the time. Low frequency 

words are those seldom used or that are used in particular 

circumstances. Most learners start with high frequency 

words found in order to better understand conversations and 

interactions with people in society much quicker. Some low 

frequency words (more technical words) that are context 

specific may seldom be used or needed until the learner is 

very advanced in his language development. 

Language and the use of certain 
vocabulary is often very particular to 
the context and the people with whom 
a learner engages in communication. 

An example of this may be weather related. Discussions 

about snow, cold weather clothes and frigid temperatures 

may be distinct to some geographical areas where severely 

cold weather occurs but not to other geographical areas with 

milder or even more tropical climates. 
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language 
learning scales
Lastly, we will discuss measurement in terms of a scale. Scales have been 

developed in different countries. We previously mentioned the ACTFL and CEFR 

scales from North America and Europe. The ASLPR (Australian Second Language 

Proficiency Rating) scale is used in Australia. These scales have many similarities, 

but also have unique qualities. The scales measure the learners’ progress from a 

learner having no real linguistic ability throughout the process of acquisition to 

high levels of proficiency. They identify and distinguish different linguistic features 

and the degree of ability that a learner should have in different language abilities. 

For example, the scales measure a learner’s ability from forming simple sentences 

to connecting several sentences together. Ultimately, if they continue to study, 

they will form paragraph length and longer discourse ability in the new language. 

Students learn the order in which words are used in sentences (syntax), as well 

as learning to utilize the major time frames (present, past and future). The other 

linguistic elements discussed (complexity, accuracy, fluency, grammatical structures 

and vocabulary) are factored into development of each level and sub-level. The 

learner’s progress may be seen much like walking up a staircase. They are climbing 

a linguistic staircase one step at a time. 

Understanding how learners are assigned levels and sub-levels will be discussed 

later. In the ACTFL scale, the broader levels are broken down into sub-levels 

for the learner’s more detailed advancement. Language evaluations allow for 
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assigning a learner a general level and then a more specific sub-level on any given 

scale. Subsequently, when a learner’s language is evaluated it actually helps them 

a great deal. There are three key points listed below with a very brief excerpt of a 

language evaluation as a sample. Language evaluations do the following things:  

1. Describe what a learner can and 

cannot do.

Let’s consider what the ACTFL scale 

says about this learner. The learner 

can use simple present tense but does 

not use simple past or future tenses. 

He speaks in complete sentences 

about 75% of the time and the rest 

of the time he speaks in phrases 

and incomplete sentences. When he 

speaks in complete sentences, he is 

only accurate about 46% of the time. 

This description is of a Novice-high 

language learner. 

2. Demonstrate a learner’s progress or 

lack of progress.

Because the learner began with no 

functional ability in the language, good 

progress has been made. He is able to 

form mostly simple sentences using 

simple present with 46% accuracy. He 

is still very new in the language but has 

made significant progress.  

 

 

3. Ultimately, knowing what I cannot do 

in the new language and identifying my 

lack of progress in certain areas helps 

me to build a “roadmap,” or directed 

study plan, to guide what steps I need 

to take in order to advance.

As seen from the sample previously 

provided, there are many areas on 

which the learner could focus to 

build a plan for further development. 

For example, he needs to focus on 

using complete sentences instead 

of only words and phrases in writing 

and speaking (expansion of existing 

language). He also needs to make new 

progress in learning the simple past 

tense which he lacks in his current 

language development (new material). 

Additionally, he needs to focus on 

correctly conjugating simple present 

verbs that are already in his language 

use (improving in an already existing 

skill). When he writes or speaks more 

accurately with better subject/verb 

agreement, the learner will then be 

more clearly understood. 
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Knowing what I 
cannot do in the 
new language . . . 
helps me to build 
a “roadmap,” or 
directed study plan, 
to guide what steps I 
need to take in order 
to advance.
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To conclude, only three suggestions are mentioned 

above out of many more potential components. 

Language learning is vast and complex. Many varying 

components can be emphasized for different individual 

learners as part of a very personalized language study plan. 

Language evaluations describe a learner’s strengths and weaknesses. 

It is not like a letter grade for recalling what is correct. The document 

describes the learner’s language including areas of strengths and 

weaknesses. When a learner understands his own weaknesses in the new 

language he can more intentionally focus on improvement. From the 

above sample, incorrectly using simple present tense half of the time is 

an area for improvement. In order to speak accurately more often and 

be better understood means that the learner needs to slow down when 

he is talking and intentionally process the correct conjugation in order 

to improve. Once the corrections are made and the learner doesn’t have 

to specifically think about it, his rate of speech will naturally return to a 

faster and more fluent rate.  

If the learner focuses on intentionally making improvements (as well as 

expanding his ability and adding new material), then on a subsequent 

evaluation he will most likely see greater language skill. The learner might 

see that he has improved from 50% to 84% accuracy when speaking in 

simple present tense and from no use of simple past to 35% accurate 

use of simple past. Although he needs to continue learning the language, 

he is encouraged instead of disappointed because he has increased in his 

language ability. These types of measurements demonstrate progress to 

be celebrated, as well as a roadmap for future study emphasis. 



key principles 
for language learning
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VARIETY challenges us to expand our horizons.

• CAF—Don’t focus on 1

• Vocabulary

Learning a language is a PROCESS.

• Scales help us see progress and the process

Language learners need to be INTENTIONAL  

and PERSISTENT in their study of another language.

• “Climb the staircase,” step-by-step
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activity
Now that we’ve discussed why use a “scale” is important to 

determine our progress, let’s look at some examples to see how to 

use it practically. For the purposes of this exercise, we will use the 

ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 2012 (a scale) to practice identifying 

level.

1. Read the descriptions of the levels on the following page. 

2. Listen to the three audio clips (links provided below).

3. Identify each student’s level based on the descriptions of the 

levels. 

4. Explain WHY you think so in a few sentences. 

https://www.actfl.org/resources/actfl-proficiency-guidelines-2012/english/speaking
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advanced 

“Speakers at the Advanced level engage in conversation in a clearly participatory man-
ner in order to communicate information on autobiographical topics, as well as topics 
of community, national, or international interest. The topics are handled concretely by 
means of narration and description in the major time frames of past, present, and future. 
These speakers can also deal with a social situation with an unexpected complication. The 
language of Advanced-level speakers is abundant, the oral paragraph being the measure 
of Advanced-level length and discourse. Advanced-level speakers have sufficient control 
of basic structures and generic vocabulary to be understood by native speakers of the 
language, including those unaccustomed to non-native speech.”

beginner 

“Novice-level speakers can communicate short messages on highly predictable, everyday 
topics that affect them directly. They do so primarily through the use of isolated words 
and phrases that have been encountered, memorized, and recalled. Novice-level speakers 
may be difficult to understand even by the most sympathetic interlocutors accustomed to 
non-native speech.”

intermediate 

“Speakers at the Intermediate level are distinguished primarily by their ability to create 
with the language when talking about familiar topics related to their daily life. They are 
able to recombine learned material in order to express personal meaning. Intermedi-
ate-level speakers can ask simple questions and can handle a straightforward survival 
situation. They produce sentence-level language, ranging from discrete sentences to 
strings of sentences, typically in present time. Intermediate-level speakers are understood 
by interlocutors who are accustomed to dealing with non-native learners of the language.”

1. Read
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2. Listen 

3. Identify

4. Explain
audio clip 1 

 
audio clip 2

 
audio clip 3

audio clip 1 audio clip 2 audio clip 3

audio clip 1  Beginner  Intermediate  Advanced

audio clip 2  Beginner  Intermediate  Advanced

audio clip 3  Beginner  Intermediate  Advanced
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