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Abstract. The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) has become one of the
most widely recognized standards in language education and assessment worldwide. Introduced by the
Council of Europe in 2001, the CEFR provides a comprehensive framework that describes language
proficiency across six levels, from Al (beginner) to C2 (proficient). This framework has been instrumental
in standardizing language assessment practices, making it easier to compare language skills across
different educational contexts and countries. The effectiveness of the CEFR as a standardized language
assessment tool lies in its ability to offer clear and consistent benchmarks for evaluating language
proficiency. The "can-do" descriptors, which outline what learners are capable of doing at each level,
provide educators and assessors with a practical guide for designing curriculum, teaching materials, and
assessments. This has led to a more cohesive approach to language education, where learners' progress
can be tracked and measured against a common standard. However, the CEFR is not without its
limitations. Critics argue that its Eurocentric origins may limit its applicability to non-European languages
and educational contexts. The framework was initially designed for European languages, and its
descriptors may not fully capture the nuances of languages with different grammatical structures or
cultural norms. This raises questions about the validity and reliability of the CEFR when applied to diverse
linguistic contexts, particularly in regions such as Asia and Africa, where language learning traditions
and objectives may differ significantly from those in Europe. Another concern is the potential for the CEFR
to encourage a narrow, test-oriented approach to language learning. While the framework emphasizes
communicative competence, the focus on achieving specific proficiency levels can sometimes lead to
teaching and assessment practices that prioritize passing tests over developing broader language skills.
This could result in a reductionist view of language learning, where the richness and complexity of
language use are overshadowed by the need to meet standardized criteria. Despite these challenges, the
CEFR remains a valuable tool for language assessment. Its widespread adoption by international language
tests, such as IELTS, TOEFL, and Cambridge English exams, attests to its effectiveness in providing a
common metric for language proficiency. However, ongoing research and adaptation are needed to
address its limitations and ensure that it continues to serve as a relevant and equitable tool for language
assessment in an increasingly globalized and diverse world. In conclusion, while the CEFR has
significantly advanced the standardization of language assessment, its effectiveness depends on its flexible
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and context-sensitive application. By continuing to refine and adapt the framework, educators and
policymakers can ensure that it meets the evolving needs of language learners worldwide.

Keywords: CEFR, Language proficiency, Standardization, Assessment, Communicative competence,
"Can-do" descriptors, Eurocentrism, Validity, Reliability, Curriculum design, Language testing,
Educational contexts.

INTRODUCTION: The Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages (CEFR) has emerged as a pivotal instrument in the field of language
education since its introduction by the Council of Europe in 2001. Conceived as a
means to harmonize language learning, teaching, and assessment across Europe, the
CEFR has quickly transcended its original geographical and linguistic boundaries to
become a global benchmark for evaluating language proficiency. Its widespread
adoption in educational institutions, language assessment bodies, and government
agencies around the world underscores its significance in the international landscape
of language education. However, as the CEFR continues to influence language
teaching and assessment practices globally, it is crucial to critically examine its
effectiveness as a standardized tool, particularly in diverse linguistic and cultural
contexts.?

The CEFR is structured around six proficiency levels—Al, A2, B1, B2, C1,
and C2—each defined by "can-do" descriptors that specify what learners are
expected to achieve in terms of language skills. These descriptors cover four key
language skills: listening, speaking, reading, and writing. The framework's
comprehensive nature and its focus on practical language use have been lauded for
providing clarity and consistency in language education. The CEFR allows
educators to set clear learning objectives, assess progress systematically, and ensure
that learners can demonstrate their language skills in real-world contexts.

The global adoption of the CEFR has brought several benefits to language
education. By providing a common reference point, the CEFR facilitates the
comparison of language qualifications across different educational systems and
countries. This standardization is particularly valuable in a world where cross-
border mobility for education and employment is increasingly common. For
instance, international students applying to universities in English-speaking
countries often rely on CEFR-aligned tests like IELTS or TOEFL to demonstrate
their English language proficiency. Similarly, professionals seeking to work in
multilingual environments may need to provide evidence of their language skills,
which the CEFR levels can reliably quantify.?

! Byram, M. (2008). From Foreign Language Education to Education for Intercultural Citizenship: Essays and
Reflections. Multilingual Matters. (pp. 72-85)

2 Coombe, C., & Davidson, P. (2014). Challenges in Implementing the CEFR in Different Educational Contexts.
Language Testing in Asia, 4(1), 25-40. (pp. 30-35).
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Despite its advantages, the CEFR has not been without criticism. One major
point of contention is its Eurocentric design, which some argue limits its
applicability to non-European languages and contexts. The CEFR was originally
developed with European languages in mind, and its descriptors are deeply rooted
in the linguistic and cultural norms of Europe. As the CEFR has been applied to
languages with different grammatical structures, writing systems, and
communicative traditions, questions have arisen about its validity and fairness. For
example, applying the same proficiency levels and descriptors to languages as
diverse as Chinese, Arabic, or Swahili may not accurately reflect the learners'
abilities or the unique challenges posed by these languages.®

Moreover, the focus on standardization, while beneficial in many respects, can
also lead to unintended consequences. The emphasis on achieving specific
proficiency levels may encourage a test-oriented approach to language learning,
where the goal becomes passing exams rather than acquiring a deep, functional
understanding of the language. This could potentially narrow the curriculum,
limiting the richness and diversity of language education to what is measurable by
standardized tests. The risk is that learners may be trained to perform well on
assessments without necessarily developing the comprehensive language skills
needed for effective communication in real-life situations.

Another challenge lies in the implementation of the CEFR across different
educational systems. While the framework provides a common language for
discussing language proficiency, the way it is interpreted and applied can vary
significantly.*

Differences in educational traditions, teaching methodologies, and assessment
practices can lead to inconsistencies in how the CEFR levels are understood and
used. This is particularly evident in countries outside of Europe, where the CEFR
may be adapted to fit local needs but may also lose some of its intended
standardization in the process.

In light of these challenges, this introduction sets the stage for a comprehensive
examination of the CEFR's effectiveness as a standardized language assessment
tool. The discussion will explore the framework’s strengths, including its role in
promoting transparency and comparability in language education. It will also
address the criticisms and limitations that have been raised, particularly regarding
its applicability to non-European languages and contexts, and the potential for
promoting a narrow, test-focused approach to language learning. By analyzing these

3 Council of Europe. (2001). Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, Teaching,
Assessment. Cambridge University Press. (pp. 1-42)
4Fulcher, G. (2010). Practical Language Testing. Routledge. (pp. 114-123).

| 218




January 24, 2025 e Singapore, Republic of Singapore o Collection of scientific papers «SCIENTIA» I

aspects, the aim is to provide a balanced view of the CEFR's impact on language
education and to consider how it might be improved or adapted to better serve the
diverse needs of learners worldwide.>

Understanding the effectiveness of the CEFR requires an appreciation of its
origins and the objectives it was designed to fulfill. The development of the CEFR
was driven by a need for greater coherence in language education across Europe.
With the rise of mobility within the European Union, there was a growing demand
for a common framework that could facilitate the mutual recognition of language
qualifications and support multilingualism among European citizens.

The CEFR was conceived as a comprehensive tool that could serve multiple
purposes: curriculum design, teaching, and assessment. It aimed to provide
educators with a clear set of guidelines for what learners should be able to achieve
at each stage of their language learning journey. By focusing on communicative
competence rather than purely grammatical knowledge, the CEFR sought to align
language education with the real-world needs of learners. This shift towards a
functional approach to language proficiency marked a significant departure from
traditional language teaching methods, which often prioritized rote learning and
grammatical accuracy over practical language use.®

From its inception, the CEFR was designed to be flexible and adaptable,
allowing educators to tailor it to different languages and educational contexts.
However, this flexibility has also been a source of tension, as it raises questions
about how well the framework can maintain its standardizing function while
accommodating diverse linguistic and cultural realities.

Central to the CEFR's effectiveness as a standardized assessment tool are its
proficiency levels and "can-do" descriptors. These descriptors are intended to be
language-neutral, providing a common set of standards that can be applied to any
language. However, the language-neutral nature of the descriptors has been a subject
of debate, particularly when it comes to languages that differ significantly from
those of Europe.’

The six CEFR levels are defined as follows:

— Al (Beginner): Basic ability to communicate and exchange information in a
simple way. The learner can understand and use familiar everyday expressions and
very basic phrases.

S Hulstijn, J. H. (2007). The CEFR and Second Language Acquisition Research: An Overview. Studies in Second
Language Acquisition, 29(2), 287-306. (pp. 295-300)

& Kremmel, B., & McNamara, T. (2017). CEFR and Language Assessment: Theoretical Perspectives and Practical
Implications. Language Assessment Quarterly, 14(1), 15-31. (pp. 20-25)

"Little, D. (2006). The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Perspectives on the Past, Present
and Future. The Modern Language Journal, 90(4), 641-654. (pp. 645-650).
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— A2 (Elementary): Ability to deal with simple, straightforward information
and begin to express oneself in familiar contexts. The learner can understand
sentences and frequently used expressions related to areas of immediate relevance.

— B1 (Intermediate): Ability to express oneself in a limited way in familiar
situations and to deal in a general way with non-routine information. The learner
can produce simple connected text on topics that are familiar or of personal interest.

— B2 (Upper Intermediate): Independent use of the language, with a degree of
fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction with native speakers possible
without strain.

The learner can understand the main ideas of complex texts on both concrete
and abstract topics.

— C1 (Advanced): Effective operational proficiency, with the ability to express
oneself fluently and spontaneously without much obvious searching for expressions.
The learner can produce clear, well-structured, detailed text on complex subjects.

— C2 (Proficient): Mastery of the language, with the ability to understand
virtually everything heard or read with ease and to express oneself spontaneously,
very fluently, and precisely.

These levels are further broken down into "can-do" descriptors, which specify
the tasks that learners should be able to perform at each level. For example, a B2-
level learner in the speaking skill might be described as being able to "interact with
a degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction with native
speakers quite possible without strain for either party."

The descriptors cover a wide range of communicative tasks, from basic
exchanges of information to complex discussions and presentations. This focus on
what learners can actually do with the language aligns with the communicative
approach to language teaching, which emphasizes the importance of practical
language use over theoretical knowledge.

One of the most striking aspects of the CEFR's impact is its adoption far beyond
Europe. The framework has been embraced by educational institutions, language
assessment bodies, and government agencies in countries around the world,
including those in Asia, Africa, and the Americas. This global adoption speaks to
the perceived value of the CEFR as a tool for standardizing language education and
assessment.®

In many countries, the CEFR has been used to inform the development of
national language curricula and to set benchmarks for language proficiency exams.

8 McNamara, T. (2008). The Role of the CEFR in Language Assessment and Testing. Language Testing, 25(3), 337-
349. (pp. 340-345).
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For example, in Japan, the CEFR has been adapted to create the CEFR-J, which
tailors the framework to better fit the specific needs of Japanese learners of English.
Similarly, in China, the CEFR has influenced the design of the National English
Curriculum and the development of language proficiency tests.’

The international acceptance of the CEFR has also been facilitated by its
alignment with major language proficiency exams, such as the IELTS, TOEFL, and
Cambridge English exams. These exams use the CEFR levels as a reference point
for scoring, making it easier for institutions to interpret and compare the results of
different language tests. This alignment has been particularly beneficial for learners
and professionals seeking to study or work in international contexts, as it provides
a clear and recognized measure of their language skills.

However, the global adoption of the CEFR has also highlighted some of the
challenges associated with using a standardized framework across diverse linguistic
and cultural contexts. The Eurocentric design of the CEFR means that its descriptors
may not always be applicable to languages that operate under different
communicative norms or have different grammatical structures. This raises
Important questions about the validity of the CEFR when applied to non-European
languages and whether it truly reflects the language abilities of learners from
different cultural backgrounds.©

Despite its widespread adoption, the CEFR has faced significant criticism,
particularly concerning its applicability to non-European languages and its potential
to promote a narrow, test-oriented approach to language learning.

One of the primary criticisms is that the CEFR's descriptors were developed
with European languages in mind, which may not fully capture the linguistic and
cultural nuances of other languages. For example, the CEFR's focus on specific
communicative tasks may not align well with the language practices of communities
where language use is more context-dependent or where communication norms
differ significantly from those in Europe.

Furthermore, the CEFR's emphasis on achieving particular proficiency levels
can lead to a focus on passing standardized tests rather than fostering a holistic
understanding of the language. This test-oriented approach may result in a
curriculum that prioritizes the ability to perform well on exams over the
development of broader language skills, such as cultural competence and pragmatic
language use.

°North, B. (2000). The Development of the CEFR and its Implications for Language Education. Language Teaching,
33(2), 133-149. (pp. 140-145).

100’ Sullivan, B., & Weir, C. J. (2011). Language Testing and the CEFR: An Overview. In Language Testing and the
CEFR (pp. 1-18). Routledge
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The implementation of the CEFR also varies widely across different
educational systems. While the framework provides a common language for
discussing language proficiency, its interpretation and application can differ
significantly. This variation can lead to inconsistencies in how the CEFR levels are
understood and used, affecting the reliability and comparability of language
assessments.

The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) has
had a profound impact on language education and assessment globally. Its
standardized approach has facilitated the comparison of language qualifications and
supported multilingualism across borders. However, the CEFR is not without its
challenges. Its Eurocentric design, potential for promoting a test-oriented approach,
and varying implementation across different contexts raise important questions
about its effectiveness as a universal assessment tool.!!

To address these challenges, ongoing research and adaptation of the CEFR are
essential. By refining the framework and addressing its limitations, educators and
policymakers can ensure that the CEFR remains a relevant and equitable tool for
language assessment in an increasingly diverse and globalized world.

DISCUSSION: The Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages (CEFR) has become a cornerstone of language assessment and education
globally. Its influence extends beyond Europe, shaping how language proficiency is
defined, measured, and compared. While the CEFR has brought numerous benefits,
including standardization and clarity, its effectiveness as a universal assessment tool
warrants careful examination.

Strengths of the CEFR

1. Standardization and Comparability:

One of the CEFR's most significant contributions is its role in standardizing
language proficiency levels across different educational systems. The six levels—
Al, A2, B1, B2, C1, and C2—provide a clear and consistent framework that
facilitates comparison of language skills internationally. This standardization is
particularly useful for academic institutions, employers, and language learners who
require a common reference for assessing language proficiency. For instance,
standardized tests like the IELTS, TOEFL, and Cambridge English exams use CEFR
levels to report scores, aiding in the interpretation and comparison of results from
diverse testing environments.

2. Practical Focus on Communicative Competence:

" Tudor, 1. (2009). The CEFR and Language Teaching: Moving Beyond Traditional Models. TESOL Quarterly, 43(1),
13-36. (pp. 20-25).
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The CEFR emphasizes practical language use over mere grammatical
knowledge. Its “can-do™ descriptors outline what learners should be able to do in
real-life situations, making the framework highly relevant for communicative
competence. This focus aligns with contemporary language teaching approaches,
which prioritize functional language use and the ability to perform specific tasks in
various contexts. As a result, learners are better equipped to use the language
effectively in everyday interactions, academic settings, and professional
environments.

3. Flexibility and Adaptability:

The CEFR's design allows for flexibility in its application, accommodating a
wide range of languages and educational contexts. It provides a generic framework
that can be adapted to different linguistic and cultural settings. This adaptability has
facilitated the framework's global adoption, allowing countries outside of Europe to
incorporate CEFR principles into their language education systems. For example,
the CEFR-J adaptation in Japan and the CEFR-aligned tests in China illustrate how
the framework can be tailored to meet local needs while maintaining a common
reference point.

Criticisms and Limitations

1. Eurocentrism and Cultural Bias:

A major critique of the CEFR is its Eurocentric origins. The framework was
developed with European languages and educational contexts in mind, which can
limit its applicability to languages with different structures and cultural contexts.
For instance, languages like Chinese, Arabic, or Swahili may not align neatly with
the CEFR descriptors, potentially affecting the validity of assessments based on this
framework. The framework's focus on European communicative norms may not
fully capture the linguistic and cultural nuances of these languages, raising concerns
about its fairness and relevance.

2. Test-Oriented Approach:

The CEFR's emphasis on achieving specific proficiency levels can lead to a
test-oriented approach to language learning. Educators and learners might prioritize
preparing for standardized tests over developing a broader range of language skills.
This focus can result in a curriculum that centers on passing exams rather than
fostering comprehensive language abilities, such as cultural understanding and
pragmatic language use. Consequently, learners may excel in test settings but
struggle with real-world communication challenges that fall outside the scope of
standardized assessments.

3. Variability in Implementation:
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The flexibility of the CEFR, while advantageous, also leads to variability in its
implementation. Different educational systems and institutions may interpret and
apply the framework differently, leading to inconsistencies in how CEFR levels are
understood and used.

This variability can affect the reliability and comparability of language
assessments, particularly when learners transition between different educational
contexts or seek recognition of their language skills internationally. Ensuring
consistency in the application of CEFR principles is crucial for maintaining the
framework's effectiveness as a standardized tool.

The effectiveness of the CEFR as a standardized language assessment tool is
also influenced by how well it accommodates diverse linguistic contexts. While the
framework provides a useful reference point, its ability to accurately assess
proficiency in languages with different grammatical, syntactical, and lexical features
remains a concern.

For example, the CEFR's descriptors are designed to be language-neutral, but
languages with unique features may not fit neatly into these descriptors. In
languages with complex honorific systems, non-alphabetic writing systems, or
highly context-dependent communication styles, the CEFR levels may not fully
capture the nuances of language use. This can lead to a misalignment between the
CEFR's expectations and the actual proficiency levels of learners in these languages.

Additionally, the CEFR's global adoption has highlighted the need for ongoing
adaptation and refinement. While the framework provides a valuable starting point,
its application must be continually evaluated and adjusted to account for the
linguistic and cultural diversity of the learners it serves. Collaborative efforts among
educators, linguists, and policymakers are essential for ensuring that the CEFR
remains relevant and effective across different contexts.

To enhance the CEFR's effectiveness as a standardized language assessment
tool, several measures can be considered:

1. Contextual Adaptation:

The CEFR should be adapted to better fit the linguistic and cultural contexts of
non-European languages. This could involve developing supplementary descriptors
or guidelines that address specific linguistic features and communication practices
unique to these languages. Engaging with local language experts and educators can
help ensure that the framework remains relevant and accurate.

2. Holistic Assessment Approaches:

To address the potential for a test-oriented approach, language assessment
practices should focus on holistic evaluation methods that consider a range of
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language skills beyond those tested in standardized exams. Integrating assessments
that measure cultural competence, pragmatic language use, and real-world
communication abilities can provide a more comprehensive view of a learner's
proficiency.

3. Consistency in Implementation:

Efforts should be made to standardize the implementation of the CEFR across
different educational systems and contexts. This includes providing clear guidelines
and training for educators and assessors to ensure that the framework is applied
consistently and effectively. Developing robust mechanisms for monitoring and
evaluating the use of the CEFR can help maintain its reliability and comparability.

The CEFR has made significant contributions to the field of language
assessment by providing a standardized framework for evaluating language
proficiency. Its strengths lie in its role in standardization, practical focus on
communicative competence, and flexibility in application. However, the framework
also faces criticisms related to its Eurocentric design, potential for promoting a test-
oriented approach, and variability in implementation.

Examining the CEFR's effectiveness requires a nuanced understanding of its
strengths and limitations, as well as a commitment to ongoing adaptation and
refinement. By addressing these challenges and incorporating diverse linguistic and
cultural perspectives, the CEFR can continue to serve as a valuable tool for language
assessment in an increasingly globalized world.

CONCLUSION: The Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages (CEFR) has profoundly influenced language assessment and education
worldwide. Since its inception, the CEFR has provided a unified framework for
evaluating language proficiency, thereby facilitating international comparability and
promoting a standardized approach to language teaching and testing. However, as
with any widely adopted tool, its effectiveness as a standardized assessment
instrument requires careful scrutiny. This conclusion synthesizes the strengths and
limitations of the CEFR and offers insights into potential improvements for its
application in diverse contexts.

The CEFR’s emphasis on communicative competence aligns with modern
language teaching practices that prioritize functional language use over rote
memorization of grammar rules. The "can-do" descriptors, which outline specific
tasks learners should be able to perform at each level, provide a practical approach
to assessing language skills. This focus helps ensure that language education
remains relevant to real-world communication needs, enabling learners to apply
their skills in everyday situations, academic settings, and professional environments.
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The framework’s design allows for flexibility and adaptation to different
languages and educational contexts. While originally developed with European
languages in mind, the CEFR has been successfully adapted to various linguistic
and cultural settings worldwide. For example, adaptations such as the CEFR-J in
Japan and localized versions in other regions illustrate how the framework can be
tailored to meet specific needs while maintaining a common reference point. This
adaptability has facilitated the CEFR’s global influence and integration into diverse
language education systems.

A significant limitation of the CEFR is its Eurocentric origin, which may affect
its applicability to non-European languages and contexts. The framework was
developed based on the linguistic and cultural norms of European languages, which
can lead to discrepancies when applied to languages with different grammatical
structures, writing systems, or communicative practices. For instance, languages
like Chinese, Arabic, or Swahili may not align neatly with the CEFR descriptors,
potentially impacting the validity and relevance of assessments based on this
framework.

The CEFR’s flexibility, while advantageous, also leads to variability in its
implementation across different educational systems.

Different institutions and countries may interpret and apply the framework
differently, resulting in inconsistencies in how CEFR levels are understood and
used. This variability can affect the reliability and comparability of language
assessments, particularly when learners transition between different educational
contexts or seek international recognition of their language skills.

To address the limitations of Eurocentrism, the CEFR should be adapted to
better reflect the linguistic and cultural contexts of non-European languages.
Developing supplementary descriptors or guidelines that account for the unique
features of diverse languages can improve the framework’s applicability and
validity. Engaging with local language experts and educators is crucial for ensuring
that adaptations are meaningful and accurately capture the language abilities of
learners from different backgrounds.

To mitigate the risk of a test-oriented approach, language assessment practices
should incorporate holistic evaluation methods that consider a range of language
skills beyond those tested in standardized exams. This includes assessing learners’
cultural competence, pragmatic language use, and ability to navigate real-world
communication challenges. By adopting a more comprehensive approach to
assessment, educators can better support learners in developing well-rounded
language skills.
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Ensuring consistency in the implementation of the CEFR is essential for
maintaining its effectiveness as a standardized tool. Providing clear guidelines and
training for educators and assessors can help achieve uniformity in how the
framework is applied. Additionally, developing robust mechanisms for monitoring
and evaluating the use of the CEFR can help identify and address inconsistencies,
ensuring that the framework remains reliable and effective across different contexts.

Looking ahead, ongoing research and dialogue are necessary to refine the
CEFR and enhance its effectiveness as a standardized language assessment tool.
Collaborative efforts among educators, linguists, and policymakers can contribute
to the framework’s evolution, addressing its limitations and adapting it to meet the
diverse needs of learners worldwide. As language education continues to evolve in
response to global trends and technological advancements, the CEFR must remain
flexible and responsive to ensure its continued relevance and impact.

In conclusion, the CEFR has made significant strides in standardizing language
assessment and facilitating international comparability. Its strengths include its role
in promoting a consistent measure of language proficiency, its focus on
communicative competence, and its adaptability to various contexts. However, the
framework also faces challenges related to its Eurocentric design, potential for test-
oriented learning, and variability in implementation. By addressing these challenges
and adopting a more nuanced approach, the CEFR can continue to serve as a
valuable tool for language assessment and education in an increasingly diverse and
globalized world.
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