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Series Editors’ note

This Series Editors™ note is longer than usual, given the importance of the
impact that the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages
(CEFR) is having on language education in Europe. There is growing inter-
est worldwide in establishing comparability between assessment tools and
external standards, whether these are technical standards relating to matters
of quality assurance, or descriptions of performance levels that offer bench-
marks for comparison. Such standards tend to be influential since they
provide policy makers with tools that can be used for gathering baseline
data, for benchmarking and for evaluating current practices. External stand-
ards are of particular benefit to governments which have educational or test
reform initiatives. Given the scope for abuse or at least misuse of the CEFR
in this context we feel that an in-depth consideration of the issues involved is
an important preface to this volume.

The CEFR levels referred to in this volume are not “standards’ in the true
sense of the concept; they form a useful framework of reference and offer a
helpful metadiscourse. The word ‘standard’ is not used in the title of the CEFR,
and the introductory notes heavily downplay the notion that the CEFR offers
‘standards’, though the message is mixed: for example, on page xiii, towards
the end of the fourth paragraph (Council of Europe 2001) we read:

It is already clear however, that a set of common reference levels as a
calibrating instrument is particularly welcomed by practitioners of all
kinds who, as in many other fields find it advantageous to work with
stable, accepted standards of measurement and format.

The CEFR is a widely used, common framework of reference based on six
broad reference levels and an ‘action-oriented’ approach to language teach-
ing and learning. Within a relatively short period of time it has become highly
influential in Europe and beyond as a helpful way of articulating objectives
for language teaching and learning. The CEFR has certainly helped to raise
awareness of language issues and has provided a useful focus for researchers,
policy makers, assessment providers, and teachers.

However there is some concern that the CEFR has been adopted or inter-
preted as a fixed standard or set of standards, even though it perhaps was
not originally designed as such. Over time, the pressure has grown, often
from government, for test providers and examination boards to link their
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Series Editors’ note

examinations to a particular external standard, namely the CEFR. The case
of Taiwan of China (see Wu and Wu in this volume) is a good example of this.

In response to perceptions and expectations that the CEFR could and
should offer a set of stable and acceptable standards for testing and assess-
ment purposes, the Council of Europe set about providing a ‘toolkit’ of
resources to inform and facilitate the process of aligning tests to the frame-
work. This initially included a draft pilot Manual for Relating language
examinations to the CEFR and a technical reference supplement to this
(Council of Europe 2003, 2004), with a later revised version of the Manual
(2009). The Council also provided forums where practitioners could share
their reflections on the use of the draft Manual and their experience in using
the different linking stages as suggested within it. Examples of such forums
include a seminar entitled ‘Reflections on the use of the Draft Manual for
Relating Language Examinations to the CEFR: Insights from Case Studies,
Pilots and other projects’ held in Cambridge in December 2007. This Studies
in Language Testing (SiLT) volume contains many of the papers that were
first delivered at that meeting. It provides a number of perspectives on the
process and outcomes of attempts to align examinations to the Common
European Framework of Reference (CEFR) using the Manual provided by
the Council of Europe. Waldemar Martyniuk, the Editor of this volume, out-
lines the content and focus of these papers in his editorial introduction below.

The Association of Language Testers in Europe (ALTE) and Cambridge
ESOL in its own right, and also as a founder member, have encouraged the
development of the ‘toolkit’ to allow users to make better use of the CEFR
for their own purposes, and have overseen or been directly involved with
a number of initiatives to assemble the necessary resources for the toolkit.
These include:

* Co-ordinating the development of a Users’ Guide for Examiners (1996)
—now under revision by ALTE again as a manual for test development
and examining (2010).

* Developing the EAQUALS/ALTE European Language Portfolio
(ELP), both in hard copy and electronic forms (from 2000).

* Providing support for the authoring and piloting of the draft Manual
for relating examinations (since 2002/03).

» Contributing to benchmarking materials and examples of test items and
tasks to accompany the CEFR (from around 2004).

* Developing content analysis grids for speaking and writing materials
(based on ALTE projects dating back to 1992); and

* Specifically as Cambridge ESOL, playing a co-ordinating role in
developing Reference Level Descriptions for English — The English
Profile Programme (since 2005). The Profile in English will contribute
significantly to the usefulness of the CEFR as a practical tool.

vii



Aligning Tests with the CEFR

Cambridge ESOL’s involvement with the Council of Europe has an even
longer history dating back to 1980 when the concept of a multi-level system
of Cambridge examinations began to emerge in light of Wilkins’ work on pro-
ficiency levels (see Wilkins in Trim 1978) and starting with the addition of a
Threshold Level test (Preliminary English Test — PET) to the well-established
First Certificate in English (FCE) and Certificate of Proficiency in English
(CPE) examinations. In 1990 the revised Waystage and Threshold specifica-
tions (which had been partly sponsored by Cambridge) formed the basis of
the test specifications for the new Key English Test (KET) and updated PET,
and further additions and revisions to existing examinations saw the process of
convergence taking place to achieve this goal, asnoted by North (2008:31-32).

From the early 1990s Cambridge ESOL, both in its own right and also
as part of ALTE, worked to develop an empirically derived common scale
that allowed for the systematic ordering of its examinations according to
level (see the Series Editor’s note in Studies in Language Testing Volume 1,
1995) as well as the comparison of examinations across languages on the
ALTE 5-level system. In the Cambridge context, the empirical underpinning
for the system was achieved by introducing an item banking approach which
involves assembling a bank of calibrated items — that is, items of known dif-
ficulty. Designs employed for collecting response data ensure a link across
items at all levels. The Cambridge ESOL Common Scale, a single measure-
ment scale covering all Cambridge ESOL levels, has been constructed with
reference to these objective items. The Common Scale thus relates differ-
ent testing events within a single frame of reference, greatly facilitating the
development and consistent application of standards.

Since the inception of the Common Scale many millions of candidates
at all proficiency levels have taken the Cambridge examinations and their
responses have allowed the scale to be incrementally refined based on analy-
ses of this data within the framework. (See the paper for the Council of
Europe by North and Jones (2009) to accompany the revised Manual; also
Maris (2009) for discussion of test equating using IRT in the context of
standard setting in the collection of papers edited by Figueras and Noijons
(2009).) As part of ALTE, Cambridge contributed to the development of
the ALTE 5-level system. Underpinning this work is a system of test content
analysis and the application of an item banking approach that is applied to
the examinations of a number of ALTE members.

It is important, nevertheless, to constantly remind ourselves that the
CEFR itself is deliberately underspecified and incomplete (see Milanovic
2009). It is precisely this feature which makes it an appropriate tool for com-
parison of practices across many different contexts in Europe and beyond.
On the one hand it is useful as a common framework with six broad refer-
ence levels, but on the other it is not applicable to all contexts without user
intervention in order to adapt it flexibly to suit local purposes.
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The three main authors of the CEFR, Daniel Coste, Brian North, and
John Trim, made this point very clearly in the text itself and they have all
repeated it on numerous occasions in subsequent presentations on the frame-
work and its principles. So, for example, in the introductory notes for the
user, the following statement is emphatically made: “We have NOT set out
to tell practitioners what to do or how to do it” (Council of Europe 2001:x1).
This is reiterated throughout the text by the use of the phrase: ‘Users of the
framework may wish to consider and where appropriate state . . .” (e.g. page
40).

Subsequent work on the ‘toolkit’ has also followed this lead. For example,
the authors of the Manual for Relating language examinations to the CEFR
stress this point when they state that the Manual is not the only guide to
linking a test to the CEFR and that no institution is obliged to undertake
such linking.

More recently, in his plenary paper presented at the Council of Europe
Policy Forum on use of the CEFR (Strasbourg 2007), Coste (2007) described
how contextual uses which are seen as deliberate interventions in a given
environment can take ‘various forms, apply on different levels, have dif-
ferent aims, and involve different types of player’. In his view: ‘All of these
many contextual applications are legitimate and meaningful but, just as
the Framework itself offers a range of (as it were) built-in options, so some
of the contextual applications exploit it more fully, while others extend or
transcend it.’

When considering test alignment questions, this fundamental princi-
ple must be borne in mind because there are important implications which
follow on from this. For example, it is important to remember that the CEFR
is not intended to be used prescriptively and that there can be no single ‘best’
way to account for the alignment of an examination within its own context
and purpose of use. As Jones and Saville (2009:54—55) point out:

.. . some people speak of applying the CEFR to some context, as a
hammer gets applied to a nail. We should speak rather of referring a
context to the CEFR. The transitivity is the other way round. The argu-
ment for an alignment is to be constructed, the basis of comparison to be
established. It is the specific context which determines the final meaning
of the claim. By engaging with the process in this way we put the CEFR
in its correct place as a point of reference, and also contribute to its
future evolution.

A particular concern relates to the status of the ‘illustrative scales of descrip-
tors’ as they are called, and their recent uses in overly prescriptive ways (i.e.
against the intentions of the authors), especially in the context of standard
setting. In one of the pre-publication drafts of the framework document
entitled Learning, Teaching, Assessment. A Common European Framework



Aligning Tests with the CEFR

of Reference (Strasbourg 1998), these scales were included in the appendix
as examples and did not occur in the body of the text. The only scales to be
included in the main text were the common reference levels (later to become
Tables 1, 2 and 3 in the published version, Council of Europe 2001:24-29).

This original layout of the text in the 1998 draft visibly reinforced the dif-
ferent status and function of the general reference levels and the more specific
illustrative scales. This approach underlined the very tentative nature of the
illustrative scales, many of which were uncalibrated and indeed were under-
represented, particularly at the higher C-levels. Given the vigour with which
some people have recently attempted precise alignment using these scales,
despite their obvious and clearly stated deficiencies, it is dangerous to give
the illustrative scales too much prominence.

In Chapter 8 of the 1998 draft version which was entitled ‘Scaling and
Levels’ the tentative status of the illustrative scales was made clear in the
following paragraph (page 131):

The establishment of a set of common reference points in no way limits
how different sectors in different pedagogic cultures may choose to
organise or describe their system of levels and modules. It is also to be
expected that the precise formulation of the set of common reference
points, the wording of the descriptors, will develop over time as the
experience of member states and of institutions with related expertise is
incorporated into the description (1998:1,310).

Since the publication of the CEFR in its finalised form in 2001, the second
point in this paragraph, emphasising the tentative nature of the illustrative
scales, has tended to be forgotten or at least downplayed by some users.
This may be in part due to the way that the final text was edited. Many of
the less well validated illustrative scales remained in the final text, but for
pragmatic reasons the authoring group decided to incorporate them into the
main text rather than keep them in the appendix. Four appendices were used
to illustrate several projects involving the development of scale descriptors;
Appendix B (Council of Europe 2001:217) was used to describe the devel-
opment of the ‘illustrative scale descriptors’ which was part of the Swiss
research project conducted by North (published in 2000 as a book based on
his PhD).

But the points made by the authors in 1998 still remain true; in other
words, the functional and linguistic scales were there to illustrate the broad
nature of the levels rather than to define them precisely. While some of the
scales might prove stable across different contexts, there should not be an
expectation that they all will. This has important implications for the use of
the “illustrative scales of descriptors’ in alignment procedures; for example,
given their status, individual scales should only be used with great care in
any kind of standard-setting exercise. Indeed it is hard to see how, over and
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above a very general approximation to the levels, standard setting using the
current scales can be considered an entirely satisfactory procedure.

North himself (2007) notes that the “fluency’ scale was useful in linking the
ALTE ‘Can Do’ project to the framework (based on values from the Swiss
project he had conducted) but that other scales were not robustly calibrated,
and there were significant gaps at the Al and C levels (see North’s presenta-
tion made at the 23rd ALTE conference, Sévres, April 2007 — available from
the ALTE website: www.alte.org).

Somewhere along the way, these very real concerns expressed by a princi-
pal author of the scales have been lost or ignored. Indeed, given the origins
and status of the scales it is perhaps unfortunate that there has been a some-
what one-sided reading of the text of the CEFR, as noted by Coste (2007),
another of its original authors: ‘In various settings and on various levels of
discourse . . . people who talk about the Framework are actually referring
only to its scales of proficiency and their descriptors.” Trim echoes this view
in Saville (2005) — An interview with John Trim at 80.

In any case, it is important to note that the illustrative scales in the CEFR
are precisely that. They are underspecified at the upper levels at least and
uncalibrated in many instances. They should be viewed and used with
caution, particularly in standard-setting exercises, since they are likely to
prove misleading at best and quite damaging at worst.

Embedded procedures rather than one-off exercises

If the CEFR is to have a lasting and positive impact in the context of assess-
ment, then its principles and practices need to beintegrated into the routine pro-
cedures of assessment providers so that alignment arguments can be built up
over time as the professional systems develop to support the claims being made
(for examples of how this can be done, see O’Sullivan, and Khalifa, fifrench and
Salamoura in this volume). This entails working with the text of the CEFR asa
whole and adapting it where necessary to suit specific contexts and applications.
It is unlikely that any single study or report can provide satisfactory evidence
of alignment. On the contrary, a single standard-setting exercise should not be
taken as sufficient evidence of alignment and examination providers should
seek to provide multiple sources of evidence accrued over time.

Standard-setting events which are conducted as one-off procedures
simply do not provide enough evidence for consistent interpretation of any
level system. If necessary, alignment arguments should remain tentative
and be modified later in light of additional evidence as and when it becomes
available. This should be expected rather than be seen as a problem.

In relation to assessment, therefore, alignment arguments and assessment
standards need to be maintained in the long term using a range of techniques
and professional processes, including:
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 item banking to establish common measurement scales and to allow
for both item-based and person-based equating to be employed in test
construction and in the monitoring of standards over time

* routine test validation processes to quality assure test outcomes
« iterative cycles of test development and revision.

More specifically, this means that the recommendations found in the
Manual on how to use the CEFR and other ‘toolkit’ resources supplied by
the Council of Europe for alignment purposes (e.g. familiarisation activities
with stakeholders and standard-setting exercises of different types, whether
task- or person-based) need to be integrated within the standard procedures
of the assessment provider rather than seen as ‘one-off events’. Chapter 7
of Khalifa and Weir (2009) in the Studies in Language Testing series pro-
vides an informative account of how these linking devices are embedded in
Cambridge ESOL standard procedures.

Manual procedures and the Cambridge ESOL test cycle

ESOL test cycle Manual stages

Such an approach is relevant across a broad range of contexts from classroom
testing to the work of an examination board like Cambridge ESOL or other
members of ALTE which interact with (literally) thousands of stakeholders
to develop, administer, mark and validate many different types of examina-
tion within a consistent but evolving frame of reference. In 2010, for example,
many hundreds of administrations of different language examinations by

Xii
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Cambridge and other ALTE partners will take place, most of which include
the assessment of four skills (including face-to-face Speaking tests). Given
the complexity of these operations, the arguments for alignment to external
reference points need to be developed on a case-by-case basis and must be
one part of the broader validity argument which is needed to support the
appropriate uses of each examination.

Finally we would like to return to the underspecification of the CEFR and
to consider what this means for relating particular language examinations
to the framework. It is important to recognise that the CEFR is neutral with
respect to language and, as a common framework, it must by necessity be
underspecified for all or any specific language(s). This means that specialists
in the teaching or assessment of a given language (e.g. Cambridge ESOL for
English) will need to determine the linguistic features which increasing profi-
ciency in the language entails (i.e. the user/learner’s competences described in
Chapter 5 of the CEFR). Such features are peculiar to each language and so
the CEFR must be adapted to accommodate the language in question.

ALTE’s testing systems have developed alongside the CEFR over the past
two decades. Many of them are now able to provide rich data and analysis
to help refine the CEFR as it applies to a number of European languages.
This is an important role for responsible assessment organisations to engage
in and very much in keeping with the original intentions of the Council of
Europe. The aim is to facilitate understanding and collaborative activities
rather than to regulate or dictate to others what they should or should not
do. An example of this in practice is the English Profile (EP) programme (see
also Research Notes 33). It seeks to transpose the CEFR into English so that
it becomes immediately relevant and useful to that language to curriculum
designers, teachers assessment organisations and so on. Similar projects are
under way in France, the Czech Republic, Germany, Spain, Georgia, Greece,
Portugal and Italy to name but a few. ALTE members are involved in all
cases where the country has an ALTE partner.

A major objective of the EP programme is to analyse learner language
to throw more light on what learners of English can and cannot do at dif-
ferent CEFR levels, and to address how well they perform using the linguis-
tic exponents of the language at their disposal (i.e. using the grammar and
lexis of English). One of the main inputs to this analysis is provided by the
Cambridge Learner Corpus which contains 35 million words of learners’
written English from levels Al to C2 of the CEFR. The EP research team is
already providing evidence of ‘criterial features’ of English which are typi-
cally found in the writing of learners at the different CEFR levels. Of course
this data alone does not provide an adequate sample and so part of the EP
programme involves the collection of additional data from learners within
the “EP Network’, including more written data and also focusing on spoken
English as well (see Green forthcoming).

Xiii
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Examination boards and other institutions offering high-stakes tests
need to demonstrate how they are seeking to meet the demands of validity
in their tests and, more specifically, how they actually operationalise criterial
distinctions between the tests they offer at different levels on the proficiency
continuum. Cambridge ESOL, for example, has commissioned a number of
‘construct volumes’ in the SiLT series to assemble and present additional evi-
dence that the examinations offered by the board are well grounded in the
language ability constructs they are attempting to measure. An explicit socio-
cognitive test validation framework has been developed which enables exam-
ination providers to furnish comprehensive evidence in support of any claims
about the soundness of the theoretical basis of their tests (see Geranpayeh
and Taylor (Eds) forthcoming in this series, Khalifa and Weir (2009), Shaw
and Weir (2007), Taylor (Ed.) forthcoming, and Weir (2005)). The series
develops a theoretical framework for validating tests of second language
ability which then informs an attempt to articulate the Cambridge ESOL
approach to assessment in the skill area under review. The perceived benefits
of a clearly articulated theoretical and practical position for assessing skills
in the context of Cambridge ESOL tests are essentially twofold:

*  Within Cambridge ESOL — this articulated position will deepen
understanding of the current theoretical basis upon which Cambridge
ESOL assesses different levels of language proficiency across its range of
products, and will inform current and future test development projects
in the light of this analysis. It will thereby enhance the development of
equivalent test versions and tasks.

* Beyond Cambridge ESOL — it will communicate in the public domain
the theoretical basis for the tests and provide a more clearly understood
rationale for the way in which Cambridge ESOL operationalises this in
its tests. It will provide a framework for others interested in validating
their own examinations and thereby offer a more principled basis for
comparison of language examinations across the proficiency range than
is currently available.

Cambridge ESOL is now in a position to begin a systematic and empirically
based approach to specifying more precisely how the CEFR can be oper-
ationalised for English, and this in turn will lead to better and more com-
prehensive illustrative descriptors (particularly at the bottom and top of the
scale) (Green forthcoming). In this way the CEFR will become the useful
tool that it was intended to be.

In conclusion, we would like to reiterate our support for the principles and
practices of the CEFR and for what we see as the main strength of the CEFR
so far, its use as a communication tool (Taylor 2004). Within the common
framework of levels, ALTE members have attempted to make the interpreta-
tion of examination results as transparent and meaningful as possible and
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the development of functional descriptors (‘Can Dos’) has been useful in
promoting better communication between stakeholders.

However, as noted above, it is also important to draw attention to some
limitations and uses of the framework for which the CEFR was not designed.
Some of these limitations were acknowledged by the original authors and
some others have also been noted in the literature over the past few years
(see, for example, Alderson, Figueras, Kuijper, Nold, Takala and Tardieu
(2006), Fulcher (2004, 2004a), Green (forthcoming), Milanovic (2009) and
Weir (2005a)).

Weir (2005a) argues that although it contains much valuable informa-
tion on language proficiency and advice for practitioners, in its present form
the CEFR is not sufficiently comprehensive, coherent or transparent for
uncritical use in language testing. First, the descriptor scales take insufficient
account of how variation in terms of contextual parameters may affect per-
formances by raising or lowering the actual difficulty level of carrying out the
target ‘Can Do’ statement. In addition, a test’s cognitive validity —a function
of the processing involved in carrying out these ‘Can Do’ statements — must
also be addressed by any specification on which a test is based. Failure to
explicate such context and cognitive validity parameters — i.e. to comprehen-
sively define the construct to be tested — vitiates current attempts to use the
CEFR as the basis for developing comparable test forms within and across
languages and levels, and hampers attempts to link separate assessments,
particularly through social moderation.

Weir emphasises that it is crucial that the CEFR is not seen as a prescrip-
tive device but rather a heuristic, which can be refined and developed to
better meet our needs. For the language testing constituency in particular
it currently exhibits a number of serious limitations such that comparisons
based entirely on the scales alone might prove to be misleading, given the
insufficient attention paid in these scales to issues of validity. The CEFR as
presently constituted does not enable us to say tests are comparable let alone
equip us to develop comparable tests.

Taylor (2004:4) advises a cautious approach in general in using any
comparative framework. She argues that:

... while they promise certain benefits they can also carry inherent risks.
This is because all frameworks, by definition, seek to summarise and
simplify, highlighting those features which are held in common across
tests in order to provide a convenient point of reference for users and sit-
uations of use. Since the driving motivation behind them is usefulness or
ease of interpretation, comparative frameworks cannot easily accommo-
date the multidimensional complexity of a thorough comparative analy-
sis; the framework will focus on shared elements but may have to ignore
significant differentiating features. The result is that while a framework
can look elegant and convincing, it may fail to communicate some key
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differences between the elements co-located within it. The result is likely
to be an over simplification and may even encourage misinterpretation
on the part of users about the relative merits or value of different exams.

Taylor (2004:5) concludes that:

... there is no doubt that comparative frameworks can serve a useful
function for a wide variety of test stakeholders: for test users — such as
admissions officers, employers, teachers, learners — frameworks make it
easier to understand the range of assessment options available and help
users to make appropriate choices for their needs; for applied linguists
and language testers frameworks can help define a research agenda and
identify research hypotheses for investigation; for test providers frame-
works not only help with product definition and promotion, but also
with planning for future test design and development. However, we need
to understand that they have their limitations too: they risk masking
significant differentiating features, they tend to encourage oversimpli-
fication and misinterpretation, and there is always a danger that they
are adopted as prescriptive rather than informative tools. They need to
come with the appropriate health warnings!

As responsible assessment providers, ALTE members seek to provide leader-
ship in the field of language testing, and it is important for them to address
these issues explicitly. That is why organisations like Cambridge ESOL have
attempted to make their stance very clear. By working collaboratively with
the CEFR, the shortcomings of the illustrative scales and linguistic content
can be addressed more effectively, with data being collected to enable
well-informed refinements to be made as our understanding increases.

This volume therefore offers interesting insights into the application of the
CEFR to language examinations and a small sample of the work that is now
starting to take place. As such the papers provide a number of perspectives
ranging from narrow to broad. ALTE suggested the event that led to this
volume and Cambridge ESOL offered to publish the proceedings in the SiLT
series precisely in order to help open up the debate on the use of the CEFR
and to encourage further research along the lines illustrated here.

Michael Milanovic
Cyril J Weir
February 2010
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