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Purpose
The purpose of this grading tool is to assign students a proficiency rating for listening, speaking, reading, and writing. It is cross-referenced to the International Second Language Proficiency Rating.
It was designed for adult students who are not native speakers of English. You might find that it is also useful for assessing native English speakers with marginal communication skills, especially literacy.
The core communication skills
It covers the four core communication skills: listening, speaking, reading and writing. Note of the relationship between them:
· Listening and reading are receptive (passive) skills.
· Speaking and writing are expressive (active) skills.
· Listening and speaking are oral communication skills.
· Reading and writing are literacy skills.
Consequently, they can be represented in a diagram:
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These four skills are normally acquired in the order of listening, speaking reading and writing. In other words, students normally learn receptive skills before expression skills, and normally learn oral communication skills before literacy skills.
The levels
For the purposes of assessing students for academic placement, the novice levels have been omitted. These levels are mainly useful for ESL students.
The remaining levels are as follows:
· Minimum Social Proficiency (ISLPR Level 2)
· Minimum Professional Proficiency (ISLPR Level 3)
· Full Professional Proficiency (ISLPR Level 4)
From a language teaching viewpoint, the higher the skills, the longer they take to acquire. For example, many students can acquire “tourist” level proficiency in a few weeks but it usually takes several years for a student to progress from minimum to full professional proficiency. 
The difference between some levels is critical when assessing students for course admission and employability:
· Minimum Social Proficiency means adequate language skills for relating to other people on a social basis, but not for employment.
· Minimum Professional Proficiency: Speaking and Listening is the minimum language proficiency to hold employment in a position that involves oral communication.
· Minimum Professional Proficiency: Reading and Writing is the minimum language proficiency to hold employment in a position that depends on literacy skills.
Note that some jobs require very minimal oral communication skills, and some require very minimal literacy skills. In other words, some jobs don’t require minimal professional proficiency.
How to use this tool
Through observation, the assessor assigns students the maximum level at which they can consistently function. Although it looks daunting, it is quite easy to use. It does not a trained language teacher very long to become familiar with the standard and to make assessments quickly and easily.
Assessing conversational oral language: Method 1
The assessor greets the student as he/she come into the room, asks a few general questions to open a conversation, and then conducts a conversation on a set series of topics. This usually takes the form of the assessor asking questions and follow-up questions and the student giving answers. It is essential to steer the student away from answers that could have been memorized, so that the student can generate his/her own language in a conversation.
The assessor makes notes of the student’s strengths and weaknesses, and assigns a level. The assessor might also notice other indicators. For example, I added spontaneity because a students’ ability to use language spontaneously (i.e. without planning) is a good differentiator between some levels.
Assessing conversational oral language: Method 2
It is possible for one assessor to hold the conversation and a second assessor to observe, make notes, and recommend a level. After the student has left, the two assessors can confer on their assessment outcome.
Reading and writing
Assign students written tasks at the relevant level. You will find the criteria and the examples helpful.
Copyright
This is a collation of various standards, all of which ultimately derive from a proficiency scale originally developed by the US Foreign Service Institute.
The oldest version of the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) guidelines is not dated. The sections for mid and high novices follow ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines - Speaking (revised 1999), while other parts follow Preliminary Proficiency Guidelines. Writing (ACTFL, revised 2001).
The Minimum Social Proficiency: Speaking and Listening was provided by the W.A. School of Languages and Communication Studies, Central Metropolitan College of TAFE, Perth. For a slightly different version, see National Board of Employment, Education and Training, Australian Language and Literacy Council Language Teachers: The Pivot of Policy Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service, 1996, pp. 233-249.
Many sections have been modified according to validation results. The International Second Language Proficiency Rating has also been generating new versions for more specialized purposes.
Minimum Social Proficiency (ISLPR Level 2)

At this level, students can establish normal social relationships with native speakers.
Listens with ability to understand in routine social situations and limited work situations
1. Can get the gist of most conversations in everyday social situations though he may sometimes misinterpret or need utterances to be repeated or reworded.
2. Less dependent of face-to-face contact, and the presence of other participants in the conversation does not normally cause comprehension problems.
3. Has limited ability to comprehend if there is extensive use of specialist registers though, in his own field, can, with a paraphrase or explanation, comprehend routine conversations.
4. Has some ability to see beyond surface meaning and to comprehend less subtle or esoteric cultural implications.
5. Can cope with the lower range of normal speaker rates of utterance (e.g. 120-150 w.p.m.) but is soon lost with faster rates and has difficulty in understanding conversations between native speakers. Has some difficulty following extended lines of argument or complex discourse patterns.
Examples
1. Readily understands the kind of information indicated in S-2 [Speaking, level 2] especially if given directly to him.
2. Can take simple telephone messages in response to his own questions or on familiar or expected topics.
3. Can comprehend or act on sequential instructions at work (e.g. "When the red light goes off, push the red button."
4. Does not fully comprehend television or radio broadcasts but can get the gist of news bulletins or other programs on familiar topics delivered at lower rates of utterance.
5. Can in most situations broadly discriminate between the "tone" of utterances (e.g. irony)
Speaks with ability to satisfy routine social demands and limited work requirements. 
1. Can handle with confidence but not facility most social situations including introductions and casual conversations about current events, as well as work, family, and autobiographical information.
2. Has restricted ability to vary the "tone" of his utterances.
3. Can handle limited work requirements but will need help in handling any complications or difficulties.
4. Hesitations are still frequent as he searches for vocabulary or grammar but has a speaking vocabulary sufficient to express himself simply with some circumlocutions on most topics pertinent to his life in Australia.
5. Can handle elementary constructions quite accurately but does not have thorough or confident control of the grammar especially in longer constructions. 
6. Accent, though often quite faulty, is intelligible.
7. Undue exertion on the part of the native speaker is not often necessary though some repetition in order to be understood may occur.
8. Overall rate of utterance remains less than the native speaker's as a result of hesitations.
9. Cohesion and discourse in short utterances or texts are secure but inconsistencies occur in longer ones.
Examples
1. Can give detailed information about his family, living conditions, educational background.
2. Can describe and converse on everyday things in his environment (e.g. his suburb, the weather).
3. Can describe his present or most recent job or activity.
4. Can communicate on the spot with fellow workers or immediate superior (e.g. ask questions about his job, make complaints about work conditions, or ask for changes in work conditions, time off, etc.).
5. Can give simple messages over the telephone.
6. Can give directions and instructions for simple tasks in everyday life (e.g. to tradesmen).
7. Has tentative use of polite request forms e.g. involving could, would  [in English].
8. May sometimes offend by unintended blandness or aggressiveness or irritate by over-deference where native speakers expect formality.
Reads simple prose, in a form equivalent in typescript or printing, on subjects within a familiar context.
1. With extensive use of a bilingual dictionary can get the sense of those written forms frequently met in everyday life.
2. Can read for pleasure simply structured prose and literary and other texts which do not assume significant cultural knowledge, ability to handle complex discourse structure, or a specialist register.
3. Can read neat cursive writing, but more slowly.
Examples
1. Using a bilingual dictionary, can get the sense of:
· personal letters on everyday topics,
· simple stylized forms such as invitation and replies,
· routine, uncomplicated business letters,
· news items from the daily press (but longer reports and commentaries only with considerable difficulty, and,
·  simple articles in technical fields relevant to his work experience.
2. Can follow most clearly presented sequential instructions (e.g. accompanying a household appliance) when they are written in a non-specialist register, when he has plenty of time and has use of a bilingual dictionary.
3. Can read fluently for pleasure modern novels simplified for the non-native speaker.
[Note: Newspaper items shall not be in a special register, use specialized abbreviations, nor include patterns of lexical innovation outside normal social speech.]
Writes with ability to satisfy routine social demands and limited work requirements.
1. Can handle (with moderate confidence and sufficient accuracy that comprehension by a monolingual native speaker is not impeded) those written forms needs in everyday life at home, in daily commerce, and in simple work situations not requiring specialist skills.
Examples
1. Can write a personal letter on simple everyday topics, or a simple report on an everyday event.
2. Can write to order goods, book a room, or to carry out other uncomplicated and routine tasks.
3. Can fill out most forms regularly encountered in everyday life.
Minimum Professional Proficiency (ISLPR Level 3)
At this level, the key factor now emerging is register flexibility, as well as continued development in fluency and accuracy.
Listens with comprehension
1. Able to participate effectively in most formal and informal conversations with native speakers on social topics and on those vocational topics relevant to his interests and experience 
2. Can comprehend most conversations between native speakers though not always in great detail.
3. Comprehension rarely affected by complex discourse patterns.
4. Can generally understand at normal rates of utterance (about 180 w.p.m.) even if occasional words are unfamiliar, and rarely has to ask for an utterance to be repeated or paraphrased, except where such speech is heavily loaded with colloquial features.
Examples
1. Can take information confidently by telephone
2. Can comprehend a discourse or discussion on a nontechnical subject and can, if necessary, take notes or summarize it.
3. Has reasonable comprehension of radio and television newsreaders (180 w.p.m.) though more rapid speakers may cause comprehension to suffer.
4. Can comprehend most sums of money and most numerals though longer items may have to be repeated.
Speaks with sufficient structural accuracy and vocabulary
1. Participates effectively in most formal and informal conversations on practical, social and vocational topics.
2. Can discuss own particular interests and special fields of competence with reasonable ease though some circumlocutions.
3. Vocabulary is broad enough that the student rarely has to grope for a word and can readily overcome gaps with circumlocutions.
4. Accent may be obviously foreign.
5. Good control of grammar.
6. Can convey meaning precisely in reasonably complex sentences or by using with reasonable accuracy a wide range of modification devices.
7. Fluency is rarely disrupted by hesitations.
8. Errors rarely interfere with understanding or disturb the native speaker.
9. Can modify his or her language to suit the different register requirements of situations with which he or she is familiar in his/her personal and vocational life but can secure use only of high frequency colloquialisms.
Examples
1. Can handle with confidence most social situations and those work experience situations relevant to his own needs and experience.
2. Can enter, exit from and participate in conversations with or between native speakers 
3. Can speak to educated native speakers or to those on his own socio-economic level on general or professional topics without unintentionally amusing or irritating them.
4. Can present and debate his own or others’ ideas and attitudes on topics with which he is familiar or which are relevant to his native or Australian culture
5. Can cope with everyday, difficult linguistic situations such as broken plumbing, a personal misunderstanding, undeserved traffic ticket, etc.
Read standard newspaper items addressed to the general reader, routine correspondence, reports and technical material in his special field, and other everyday material in his special field, and other everyday materials (e.g. best-selling novels and similar recreational literature).
1. Can grasp the essentials of article of the above types without using a dictionary; for accurate understanding moderately frequent use of a dictionary is required.
2. Has occasional difficulty with unusually complex structures and low-frequency idioms.
3. Can read neat cursive writing.
Examples
1. Can read standard newspaper items and routine personal and business correspondence in his field of interest and readily grasp their essential meaning.
2. Can read such items and paraphrase or summarize their key points.
3. Has some sensitivity to variations in style and register and to nuances in meaning but will frequently fail to perceive those that are more subtle or more culturally dependent.
4. Is able to read extended texts (e.g. novels) with sufficient comprehension without reference to a dictionary to ensure pleasure even though some words will be unknown.
Writes with sufficient accuracy in structures and spelling
1. Meets all social demands.
2. Meets basic work needs.
3. Can write with reasonable ease and accuracy on matters relevant to his interest, rarely lacks a word and is then able to circumvent it.
4. Can use complex sentences accurately and can vary his style between personal and vocational contexts and use the functions appropriate to them.
Examples
1. Can write in all forms used in daily life (personal letters, notes, telegrams, invitations, etc. without errors intruding on a native speaker’s comprehension and acceptance.
2. Can use those basic registers he needs in his work situation and other routine business letters of his everyday life.
3. Can generally use even complex sentence structures accurately.
4. Discourse structure beyond the sentence level may still sometimes seem non-native.
5. Can vary his style over broad parameters (e.g. between personal and professional contexts) though may lack some subtlety in differentiating between some contexts.
Other key indicators of performance at this level
1. Spontaneity in responding in appropriate language.
2. Accent (pronunciation, emphasis, syllable timing, and intonation) is clear enough for native speakers to continue in a conversation without undue distraction.
3. Identify emotional overtones, agendas, and implied meanings.
4. Can follow and participate in a group discussion where all participants may speak spontaneously on any topic related to the conversation.
5. Minimal dependence on situational clues to comprehend messages.
6. Proficiency is not limited to topics of formal study, but defined by breadth of life experience.
7. Uses embedded clauses.
Full Professional Proficiency (ISLPR Level 4)
At this level, cultural understanding plays a significant part in promoting language use. Grammatical development is now more or less complete though “slips” or errors of performance may still occur. The student can, however, usually correct such errors if he becomes conscious of them.
Listens and comprehends easily and accurately in all personal and social contexts and in all academic and vocational contexts relevant to his experience.
1. Can readily understand all educated speech (or the variety normally encountered) in any context relevant to his personal, social, academic or vocational life and is rarely troubled by speech in other contexts.
2. Can comprehend the generally recognized varieties of [the language] and other similar varieties.
3. Only occasionally baffled by colloquialisms and regionalisms.
4. Can comprehend even fast rates of utterances (e.g. 180 to 200 w.p.m. and above) in the standard dialect.
Examples
1. Can comprehend accurately in social and professional discussions unrestricted by lexical or grammatical deficiencies.
2. Can comprehend most radio and television documentaries and accurately identify the speaker’s mood, tone, etc.
3. Can comprehend numerals as readily as does a native speaker.
Speaks the language fluently and accurately on all levels normally pertinent to his personal, social, academic, or vocational needs.
1. Can participate in any conversation within the range of his experience with a high degree of fluency and precision of vocabulary.
2. While he has mastered common colloquial and idiomatic forms, some misuse of other items may occur.
3. Would rarely be taken for a native speaker, but can respond appropriately even in unfamiliar situations.
4. While a “foreign accent” may continue (especially in intonation and stress patterns), pronunciation does not impede comprehension by a native speaker.
5. Grammatical errors are quite rare and unsystematic and he can usually correct them in retrospect.
6. Has considerable sensitivity to regular requirements and can readily modify his language appropriately.
7. Native speakers always easily understand his language.
Examples
1. Can convey his exact meaning in social and professional discussions unrestricted by lexical or grammatical deficiencies
2. Can modify his speech according  to the situation and its register requirements
3. Can handle informal interpreting from and into his first language if necessary.
Reads standard newspaper items addressed to the general reader, routine correspondence, reports and technical material in his/her special field, and other everyday materials.
1. Can grasp the essentials of articles of the above types without using a dictionary.
2. For accurate understanding moderately frequent use of a dictionary is required.
3. Has occasional difficulty with unusually complex structures and low-frequency idioms.
4. Can read neat cursive writing.
Examples
1. Can read standard newspaper items and routine personal and business correspondence in his field of interest and readily grasp their essential meaning.
2. Can read such items and paraphrase or summarize their key points.
3. Has some sensitivity to variations in style and register and to nuances in meaning but will frequently fail to perceive those that are more subtle or more culturally dependent.
4. Can read extended texts (e.g. novels) with sufficient comprehension without reference to a dictionary to ensure pleasure even though some words will still be unknown. 
Writes with sufficient accuracy in structures and spelling 
1. Meets all social demands
2. Meets basic work needs
3. Can write with reasonable ease and accuracy on matters relevant to he interest, rarely lacks a word and is then able to circumvent it.
4. Can use complex sentences accurately and can vary his style between personal and vocational contexts and use the functions appropriate to them.
Examples
1. Can write in all those forms used in daily life (personal letters, notes, telegrams, invitations, etc.) without errors intruding on a native speaker's comprehension and acceptance. 
2. Can use those basic registers he needs in his work situation and other routine business letters of his everyday life.
3. Can generally use even complex sentence structures accurately.
4. Discourse structure beyond the sentence level may still sometimes seem non-native.
5. Can vary his style over broad parameters (e.g. between personal and professional contexts) although may lack some subtly in differentiating between some contexts.
Other key indicators of performance at this level
1. The student is very fluent, but can break down under pressure.
2. Can understand oral language in unfamiliar situations on unfamiliar topics
3. Can understand oral language when there is disruptive noise.
4. Can conduct negotiations where different parties use nuances of meaning, give indirect hints, play political manipulations, and have conflicting interests.
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