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Proficiency

Advanced

Upper Inter

Intermediate

Pre-inter

Elementary

Beginners

A1 A2 B1 B2 C1 C2

The relationship is clearest from B1 to C1. Beginners books are clearly A1. Books labelled 
“elementary” span the content for A1 and A2. The greatest confusion is with books labelled 
“pre-intermediate” since both schools and publishers use this expression in different ways. 
Essentially “pre-intermediate” appears to correspond most closely to the more demanding 
content of A2, sometimes called A2+. In the analysis in this project, beginners’ materials were 
analysed in relation to A1, pre-intermediate materials in relation to A2, and elementary 
materials in relation to both A1 and A2.

1 The CEFR

The CEFR was published in 2001 in English1 and French after a period of development  
from 1992 to 1996 and piloting from 1997–2000, has been translated into 40 languages 
and is now accepted as the international standard for language teaching and learning.  
The CEFR has two main aims: to encourage reflection by users over the way their current 
practice meets the real world language needs of their learners and to provide a set of 
defined common reference levels (A1-C2) as points of reference to facilitate communication 
and comparisons. The CEFR differs from other, national, language frameworks in two ways: 

n	 Firstly it highlights the competences a learner needs (pragmatic, linguistic, sociolinguistic, 
strategic, intercultural) as a language user and it develops the familiar but inadequate  
four skills into a richer description of activities the learner undertakes (spoken and  
written: reception, interaction, production and mediation). 

n	 Secondly it provides validated, scientifically calibrated descriptors of these different 
aspects of its descriptive scheme2, except for intercultural competences and  
mediation. The most comprehensive set of CEFR-based descriptors is available  
at www.coe.int/portfolio. Consistent coverage for all levels in simplified “I can” form  
is provided by the recent EAQUALS revision, also available on www.eaquals.org.  
The original CEFR descriptors are presented in “I can” form in the EAQUALS/ALTE 
electronic European Language Portfolio on www.eELP.org.

The relevance of the CEFR to language education is firstly that the descriptive scheme  
offers a starting point to review curriculum content and secondly that the common reference 
levels provide a framework for putting curriculum objectives, entry testing, syllabus definition, 
materials organisation, progress testing and certification of proficiency into one coherent 
local system that is appropriate to the context, related to real world language ability  
and easily communicated, internally and externally.

The CEFR avoids using relative labels like “intermediate” because these mean very different 
things in different contexts; neither schools nor publishers use these terms consistently  
and they are also employed in different ways in different educational sectors and in relation 
to different languages. 

The analysis in this project confirms that the relationship between the CEFR levels  
and the labels used by EFL publishers is approximately as follows:

1 Council of Europe (2001): Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: learning, teaching,  
assessment. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press.
2 North, B. (2000): The Development of a common framework scale of language proficiency. New York, Peter Lang.

North, B. and Schneider, G. (1998): Scaling descriptors for language proficiency scales. In: Language Testing  
15/2: 217–262. 
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