Descriptions of Language Proficiency: 

ILR and CEFR Compared


What is the ILR? 

The Interagency Language Roundtable (ILR) is a scaled set of descriptions of abilities to communicate in a language. It was developed by the U.S. government. The ILR membership consists of a large number of people with professional interest in language with regards to the teaching, learning, or use of language in a professional context. About 60% of the membership are federal U.S. government employees. It consists of five levels of language proficiency, and is the standard grading scale for language proficiency for the Federal government of the USA. Outside the USA, it is virtually unknown and unheard of; most countries prefer the Common European Framework Reference (CEFR). 
ILR Level 1 – Elementary

Functional:  Can fulfill travelling needs, conduct themselves in a polite manner, buying goods, reading the time, ordering simple meals and asking for minimal directions.
Listening: Understands basic questions and speech, with guidance such as slower speech and speaker repeating himself.
Vocabulary/Grammar:  Has only enough vocab to communicate the most basic of needs.  
Makes frequent punctuation and grammatical mistakes in writing and speaking. 
(Pronunciation: Most likely flawed so that it regularly interferes with meaning.)
Range:  simple topics within a limited level of experience
(Accent: probably very strong accent of native language, which may interfere with meaning)
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
 ILR Level 2 - Limited working proficiency
Functions:  Can satisfy routine social demands, limited work requirements, introductions,

 and causal conversations about current events, work, family, and themselves. Needs help in handling work-related complications or difficulties. 

Listening: Gets the gist (main points) of most conversations about non-specialized or technical conversations.

Vocab/Grammar: Has a vocab sufficient to say some things indirectly. 
Elementary grammar constructions are usually accurate, but ‘doesn’t have thorough or confident control’ (complex constructions give them trouble). 
(Pron: Problems with unfamiliar and rare words, pronunciation can still cause some problems with meaning/understanding.)

Range: All non-specialized, non-technical topics.

Accent: Can be strong, but does not interfere with meaning
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
ILR Level 3 - Professional working proficiency
Functions:  Effectively converse on practical, social, and professional topics and discuss particular interests and special fields of competence with reasonable ease.
Listening: Good comprehension at a normal rate of speed.

Vocab/Grammar: Sufficient structural accuracy and vocab to participate effectively in most conversations on practical, social, and professional topics. Good control of grammar (including most difficult/complex structures). Rarely has to ‘grope’/search for a word. 
(Pron: generally good, so that mistakes do not interfere with meaning.)
Range:  Most practical, social, and professional topics. Can discuss particular interests and special fields of competence with reasonable ease. (Some specialized and technical knowledge.)
Accent:  Can be noticeably foreign, but never interferes with understanding and does not disturb the native speaker (causing him to turn a deaf ear to the speaker or give up on dealing with him).

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
ILR Level 4 - Full professional proficiency

Functions:  Participate in activities fluently and accurately on all levels pertinent to professional needs. Can interpret from and into the language (probably non-professionally).
Listening: Can understand wide rang of personal and professional conversations.
Vocab/Grammar/Pronunciation: Only quite rare and ‘unpatterned’ errors of pronunciation and grammar (I take this to mean they only make mistakes with rare words, phrases, and constructions.) A high degree of fluency and precision of vocabulary.
Range:  (Wide range of)  personal and professional experience, can respond appropriately even in unfamiliar situations. Fluent and accurate on all levels normally pertinent to professional needs.
Accent: Would rarely be taken for a native speaker, (means they might on the phone or on messenger). 
LR Level 5 - Native or bilingual proficiency
Functions:  (All) 

Listening:   (Understands everything except strong regional accents, highly technical or specialized jargon that would also give native-speakers trouble.) 
Vocab/Grammar: speech on all levels is fully accepted by educated native speakers in all of its features, including breadth of vocabulary and idiom, colloquialisms, and pertinent cultural references.

Range:  has a speaking proficiency equivalent to that of an educated native speaker
(Accent: nearly none – it might be evident that the person is not native, but the accent should give the listener pause: “Hmm, did they grow up here, or go to school here when they were young?”)
Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) 

What is the CEFR? 

The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, Teaching, Assessment, abbreviated as CEFR, is a guideline used to describe achievements of learners of foreign languages across Europe and, increasingly, in other countries. It was put together by the Council of Europe as the main part of the project "Language Learning for European Citizenship" between 1989 and 1996. Its main aim is to provide a method of assessing and teaching which applies to all languages in Europe. The Common European Framework divides learners into three broad divisions which can be divided into six levels:

A 
Basic Speaker 

A1 
Breakthrough / Beginner

A2 
Waystage / Elementary

B  
 Independent Speaker 

B1  
Threshold  / Intermediate

B2 
Vantage  / Upper Intermediate

C 
Proficient Speaker 

C1 
Effective Operational Proficiency / Advanced

C2 
Mastery or Proficiency

The CEFR describes what a learner is supposed to be able to do in reading, listening, speaking and writing at each level.

	level
	description

	A1
	Can understand and use familiar everyday expressions and very basic phrases aimed at the satisfaction of needs of a concrete type. Can introduce him/herself and others and can ask and answer questions about personal details such as where he/she lives, people he/she knows and things he/she has. Can interact in a simple way provided the other person talks slowly and clearly and is prepared to help.


	A2
	Can understand sentences and frequently used expressions related to areas of most immediate relevance (e.g. very basic personal and family information, shopping, local geography, employment). Can communicate in simple and routine tasks requiring a simple and direct exchange of information on familiar and routine matters. Can describe in simple terms aspects of his/her background, immediate environment and matters in areas of immediate need.

	B1
	Can understand the main points of clear standard input on familiar matters regularly encountered in work, school, leisure, etc. Can deal with most situations likely to arise whilst travelling in an area where the language is spoken. Can produce simple connected text on topics which are familiar or of personal interest. Can describe experiences and events, dreams, hopes & ambitions and briefly give reasons and explanations for opinions and plans.

	B2
	Can understand the main ideas of complex text on both concrete and abstract topics, including technical discussions in his/her field of specialisation. Can interact with a degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction with native speakers quite possible without strain for either party. Can produce clear, detailed text on a wide range of subjects and explain a viewpoint on a topical issue giving the advantages and disadvantages of various options.

	C1
	Can understand a wide range of demanding, longer texts, and recognise implicit meaning. Can express him/herself fluently and spontaneously without much obvious searching for expressions. Can use language flexibly and effectively for social, academic and professional purposes. Can produce clear, well-structured, detailed text on complex subjects, showing controlled use of organisational patterns, connectors and cohesive devices.

	C2
	Can understand with ease virtually everything heard or read. Can summarise information from different spoken and written sources, reconstructing arguments and accounts in a coherent presentation. Can express him/herself spontaneously, very fluently and precisely, differentiating finer shades of meaning even in the most complex situations.


A Side-by-Side Comparison of ILR and CEFR (CEFR descriptions in italics)

Level 1 ILR / Level A1-A2 CEFR

Functional:  Can fulfill travelling needs, conduct themselves in a polite manner, buy goods, read the time, order simple meals and ask for minimal directions. Can introduce him/herself and others and can ask and answer questions about personal details such as where he/she lives, people he/she knows and things he/she has, very basic personal and family information, shopping, local geography, employment.
Listening: Understands basic questions and speech, with guidance such as slower speech and speaker repeating himself. Can interact in a simple way provided the other person talks slowly and clearly and is prepared to help.
Vocabulary/Grammar:  Has only enough vocab to communicate the most basic of needs.  

Makes frequent punctuation and grammatical mistakes in writing and speaking. Can understand and use familiar everyday expressions and very basic phrases aimed at the satisfaction of needs of a concrete type. 
on. Can describe in simple terms aspects of his/her background, immediate environment and matters in areas of immediate need.
Range:  Simple topics within a limited level of experience. Familiar everyday expressions and very basic phrases, needs of a concrete type. areas of most immediate relevance - familiar and routine matters (tasks requiring a simple and direct exchange of information.)
Level 2 ILR / Level B1 CEFR
Functions:  Can satisfy routine social demands, limited work requirements, introductions,

 and causal conversations about current events, work, family, and themselves. Needs help in handling work-related complications or difficulties. Can produce simple connected text on topics which are familiar or of personal interest. Can describe experiences and events, dreams, hopes & ambitions and briefly give reasons and explanations for opinions and plans.
Listening: Gets the gist (main points) of most conversations about non-specialized or technical conversations. Can understand the main points of clear standard input on familiar matters regularly encountered in work, school, leisure, etc.
Vocab/Grammar: Has a vocab sufficient to say some things indirectly. 

Elementary grammar constructions are usually accurate, but ‘doesn’t have thorough or confident control’ (complex constructions give them trouble). CEFR doesn’t comment on this skill.
Range: All non-specialized, non-technical topics. Most situations likely to arise.
Accent: Can be strong, but does not interfere with meaning. CEFR doesn’t comment on this.
Level 3 ILR / Level B2-C1 CEFR

Functions:  Effectively converse on practical, social, and professional topics and discuss particular interests and special fields of competence with reasonable ease. Can use language flexibly and effectively for social, academic and professional purposes. Can produce clear, detailed text on a wide range of subjects and explain a viewpoint on a topical issue giving the advantages and disadvantages.
Listening/Reading: Good comprehension at a normal rate of speed. Can understand the main ideas of complex text on both concrete and abstract topics, including technical discussions in his/her field of specialization. Understands a wide range of demanding, longer texts. Recognises implicit meaning.
Vocab/Grammar: Sufficient structural accuracy and vocab to participate effectively in most conversations on practical, social, and professional topics. Good control of grammar (including most difficult/complex structures). Rarely has to ‘grope’/search for a word. Clear, well-structured, detailed text on complex subjects, showing controlled use of organisational patterns, connectors and cohesive devices. Can express him/herself fluently and spontaneously without much obvious searching for expressions.
Range:  Most practical, social, and professional topics. Can discuss particular interests and special fields of competence with reasonable ease. (Some specialized and technical knowledge.) Both concrete and abstract topics, a wide range of demanding, longer texts - social, academic and professional.
Accent:  Can be noticeably foreign, but never interferes with understanding and does not disturb the native speaker (causing him to turn a deaf ear to the speaker or give up on dealing with him).

A degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction with native speakers quite possible without strain for either party.
Level 4–4+ ILR / Level C2 CEFR., 
Functions:  Participate in activities fluently and accurately on all levels pertinent to professional needs. Can interpret from and into the language (probably non-professionally). Can summarise information from different spoken and written sources, reconstructing arguments and accounts in a coherent presentation. Can differentiate finer shades of meaning.
Listening/Reading: Can understand wide rang of personal and professional conversations. Can understand with ease virtually everything heard or read.
Vocab/Grammar/Pronunciation: Only quite rare and ‘unpatterned’ errors of pronunciation and grammar (I take this to mean they only make mistakes with rare words, phrases, and constructions.) A high degree of fluency and precision of vocabulary. Can express him/herself spontaneously, very fluently and precisely, differentiating finer shades of meaning even in the most complex situations. *CEFR does not comment on pronunciation or more specifically.
Range:  (Wide range of)  personal and professional experience, can respond appropriately even in unfamiliar situations. Fluent and accurate on all levels normally pertinent to professional needs. Virtually everything fluently and precisely, even in the most complex situations.
Accent: Would rarely be taken for a native speaker, (means they might on the phone or on messenger). *CEFR does not comment on this.
Bell Levels and CEFR Detailed Description of Skills

(A Good Integrated Skills Curriculum)
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Bell Level 1
Beginner

Al

Language

Learn how to use:
- the alphabet

-tobe

- there is sthere are

- have got

- the present simple tense
forthings that are atways
true

- the present continuous
tense for things that are
happening around now

- imperative verbs

Speaking

Learnto:
- introduce somebody and
use basic gresting and
leave-taking sxpressions

- ask and answer simple
Guestions on familar topics
and about personal details
- make and respond to
simple statements

- make simple purchases

- talk about numbers,
quantties, costand time

- common past simple verbs |- order something to eat or

- basic question forms and
shortanswers

- can for abilly and
possibility

-~ like and would like

- subject- verh - object word
order

- possessive adjectives

drink

Listening Reading

Understand: Understand:
- when someone speaks to |- simple factual messages
you clearly and slowlywith | on postcards, notes or

pauses and repettion e-mail
- simple directions from one |- simple everyday signs
place to another - when and where local

- basic questions and events take place, using
instructions lealet or calendar

- numbers, prices and times |- questionnaires asking for
personal details
-~ basic commands on a
computer programme

writing

Learnto:
- ilin a questionnaire with
your personal details

- wite a simple postcard or
greeting card

~wite sentences and
simple phrases about
yourseif and your family
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Bell Level 2
Elementary

A2

In addition to
Bell Level 1

Language

Learn how to use:
- possessive pronouns and

- averbs of frequency
(sometimes, atways)

- like +ing

- countable and uncountable
nouns with some, any,
much, many

- aricies a, an, the, no ariicle
- inegular past simple verbs
- the present perfect simple
with ever

- will uture

- going to for future plans

- Modal verbs: have to for
obligation, should for advics,
could § might must can't
for possibiliy

-too  (nof) enough

- comparative and
superlative adjectives

- this sthat  these fthose

- prepositions oftime and

place
- atverbs and adjectives
-What's ___like?

Speaking

Learnto:
Leamto.

- describe yoursel, your
farmily and where you live

- describe your hobbies and
interests in a simple way

- saywhatyou like and
dislike

- make simple transactions
in shops, post offices or
banks

- saywhatyou wantin a
shop and ask the price

- use public transport,
asking for basic information
and buying tickets

- ask for and give directions
eferring to a map or plan

- make and respond to
imvitations.

- make and accept
apologies

- ask for attention

- show that you understand
what's being said to you

- give short basic
descriptions of events

Listening

Understand:
- clear everyday speech with
speakers able to adjusttheir
language to help you

- the main point in recorded
announcements

- the topic of conversation
when people are speaking
clearly and slowly

- the main point in short,
clear, simple messages and
announcements

- essential infarmation in
shortrecorded passages
based on everyday matters

Reading

Understand:
- simple personal e-mails or
Ietters about everyday life

- shortwriten messages
from friends and colleagues
- simple texts on everyday
topics

- basic infarmation about
people in newspapers

writing

Learnto:
- wite short simple notes
and messages

- wiite a simple e-mal or
letter including expressions
for gresting, addressing,
asking or thanking
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Bell Level 3
Pre-ntermediate

A2

In addiion to
Bell Level 2

Language

Learn how to use:
- the past continuous tense
- subject questions (s.0.
1o gave itto you?)

- simple quantity
expressions

- the past simple and
continuous in a narrative

- the present continuous for
future anrangements

- can  can'tfor permission
- the present perfect simple
and continuous with for and
since

- the first and second
conditional

- usedto

- s/ neither

- the passive to describe
processes (The coflee is
grownin.)

- reported speech with say
andtel

Speaking

Learnto:
- discuss with others where
to go and whatto do and
make anangements

- describe your educational
background and your job

- describe past experiences
where the order of events is
straightiorward

Listening

Understand: :

- clear everyday speech |- insttuctions for equipment
which includes repstition |- the main points of short
and reformulation newspaper artcles

-the main point of most |- the most important
general conversations information about leisure
~the main points of TV news | actiities from leaflets and

brochures
- information from
advertisements by
skimming the text

writing

Learnto:
- wiite about your everyday
life in simple sentences

- deseribe an eventin
simple sentences and
report what happened when
andwhere

- wiite a note 1o tel
somebody where you are or
where to meet

- connect simple sentences
with and, but or because

- indicate chronological
order of events wih first,
then, afler etc

- complete a questionnaire
giving information about
your educational
background, job, interests
and skills
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Bell Level §
Intermediate

B1

In addition to
Bell Level 3

Language

Learn how to use:
- the past perfect simple and
continuous

- the past continuous for
unfulfilled promises (I was
going to. but )

- the present simple with
future reference

- the passive voice in
diflerent tenses

- reparted speech -
staternents, commands and
questions, sayvs. tell

- tag questions

- the third conditional

- ifony 1 wish + past perfect
- ifand unless

- verbs which can be
transitive or inransitive

- verb + (o) infiniive or —ing
- defining relative clauses

- could and be able to

- Mogal and semi-modal
verbs: could fmight fwil,
neednt have and didn't need
to, had befter

- usedto and would

- -ed and -ing adjsctives
(amazed f amazing)

- make and let

- be used to and get used to
- would rather  prefer

- ok and loak ke, eel like

Speaking

Learnto:
- start, maintain and close
simple face to face
conversation on farmiliar
topics

- deal with most situations
when making travel
anangements or ravelling
- ask for and fallow detailed
directions

- express and respond to
feelings such as surprise,
happiness, sadness,
interest or indifference

- give or seek personal
opinions

- aoree o disagree with
someone politely

- narrate a stary

- give detailed accounts of
experiences, describing
feelings and reactions

- describe dreams, hopes
and ambitions

- relate the plot of a book or
film and describe your
reactions

- paraphrase shortwritten
passages orally

Listening

Understand:
- cleatly articulated spesch
when directed atyou, though
you may have to ask for
repetition

- followthe main points of
extended discussion, i
clearly articulated in
stangard dialect

- short naratives, and be
able to guess what comes
next

- cleatly expressed radio
news bulletins ontapics of
personal interest

- the main points of TV
programmes on familiar
topics

- simple technical
information such as
instructions

Reading

Understand:
- the main points in short
newspaper articles

- the overall meaning of
columns or interviews in the
press

- the meaning of unknown
words and phrases from the
context

- howto use different
reading technigues such as
skimming and scanning to
get relevantinformation
~the most important
information in short everyday
information brochures

- the plot of a clearly
structured story and
recogniss the significance of
events

writing

Learnto:
- wite simple texts on a
range oftopics within your
fleld of interest or experience
- express personal views
and opinions in witing

- write personal lstiers
asking for or giving news
and narrating events

- describe the plot of a fim or|
book or describe a concert

- express feelings in writing
such as grief, happiness,
interest, regret or sympathy
- reply in written form to
advertisements and ask for
specific information on
products and senices

- convey, for example by
email, short, simple
information ta friends or
colleagues

- wits your CV in summary
form
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Bell Level 5
Upper
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In addition to
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- quaniifers and information,fllowing up their consequences forplot
delerminers such as each, | ineresiing replies development

every, some, none and - give clear, detailed

several descriptions of subjects

- past modals with perfect | within your field of nterest
infinitive (He must have been - summariss extracts from
there) news items or

- arange of modal forms, | documentaries containing
plus altemative expressions | apinians, argument and
such as bound to, unlikely to, | discussion

perhaps, be requiredto. - summarise the plot and
- defining and non-defining | ssquence of events in a fim
relative clauses orplay

- aticles, including their use |- construct a chain of
inarangs of ficed reasoned argument, linking
expressions (the other day, | your idsas logically
atnight, once in awhile) - explain 2 viewpoint giving

- noun and adjective the advantages and
formation disadvantages of an opinion
- common collacations - speculate about causes,

- auliaries for emphasis (| | consequences, and
dolike ) hypothetical situations

- wite clear detailed reports
and texts on an area of
special interest

- wite summaries of aricles
on topics of general inferest
- summarise information
from different media sources
- discuss atopic in a
composition, giving reasons
for or against a specific point
ofview

- develop an argument,
emphasising decisive points
and including supporting
details

- wiite about events and
experiences in a detailed
and easily readable way

- wiite a shart review of a film
ora book

- wiite a personal lefter or
e-mail expressing difierent
feelings and attitudes and
emphasising the important
aspects of an event
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Bell Level 6
Avanced

c1

In addition to
Bell Level &

Language

Learn how to use:
- ellipsis (eaving out words)
appropriately

- difierent tenses to express
nuances of meaning

- awide range of adverbs
and advertial forms and
their collocations (.0,
deeplywortied)

- more complex discourse
markers in spesch and
witing

- Fronting (Out came Steve)
andthere it fwhat clauses
(What mattered was. )

- Inversion (Had we known.)
- Prepositional phrases (e.0.
be inspired by)

- Compound nouns and
noun phrases

Speaking Listening Reading

Learnto: Understand: Understand:
expreseyourideasand |- eXended speecheven |- long, demanding texts, and
opinions clearly and when itis not clearly be able orallyto summarise
precisely structured these

L orally summarise long |- 3 Wide range of diomatic |- complex reports,
demanding texts expressions, slang and | commentaries,

 give clear, defailed colloguialisms, including in | contemporary literary texts
accounts and deseriptians of | Setings such as a fim and conrespondence with
Complex subjects, - even poor quality public | the occasional use of
integrating themes, announcements, and be | dictionary, and extract ideas.
developing points and able to exract information | and opinions.

concluding appropriately | fom them - complexinstructions

- oive clearly developed |~ CoMplex technical

presentations on  supject | INformation e.g. operating

inyour field instructions.

- speakwith a good
command of broad
vocabulary, consistently
maintaining a high degree of
grammatical accuracy

- wite clear and
well-structured
compositions and reports on
awide range of complex
topics

- summarise information
from different sources
conerently

- give detailed descriptions
of experiences, feelings and
events

- wiite formally correct etters
e.0.o complain

- wiite texts which are
grammatically conrect and
stylistically appropriate with
awide range ofvocabulary
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Bell Level 7
Avanced

c2

In addiion to
Bell Level 6

Language

Learn how to use:
- verbs with closely related
meanings appropriately and
accurately (e.0.rise, raise,
arise)

- Varied partciples and
pariciple phrases (Having
leftthe building.)

- subjunctive forms (we
propose that she lsave)

- homanyms (bow and bow),
homophones (wite and rte)
and homographs (row and
row) without ambiguity

Speaking

Learnty
- take partin all
conversations with native
speakers. You anly need to
pause occasionaly in order
to select precisely the right
words

- summarise information
from different sources in
coherent presentation

- speak with a good
command of idiomatic
expressions and
colloguialisms

Listening

Understand:
- any spoken language, even
delivered at fast native
speed, provided you have
time to get familiar with the
accent

Reading

Understand:
-~ texts witien in a very
colloguial style containing
many idiomatic expressions
or stang

- manuals, regulations, an
contracts in familiar fields

- contemporary lterary texts
in difierent genres (prose,
poetry, drama)

writing

Learnto:
- wite wel-structured and
easily readable reports and
articles on complextopics

- wiits a report or essay,
giving a complete account of
atopic based on research
you have canisd out,
evaluating detailed facts and
opinions

- wiite a well-structured
review of a paper or project
giving reasons for your
opinion

- wite a criical review of a
cultural event (fim, theatre,
Iierature etc)

- wiite summaries offactual
texts

- wite clear, well-structured
complex etiers and emails
in an appropriate style
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Bell Level 8
Expert

c2

In addition to
Bell Level 7

Language

use:
- arange of language forms
with the breadth, variety and
accuracy of an educated
native speaker

- the appropriate stle and
register for every situation
and with different
interlocuters f readers

- idiom, simile and metaphor
appropriately

- new and horrowed words
(metrosexual, blasé)

- slang

- puns

Speaking

Be able to:
- take part efforiessly in all
comversations with native
speakers

- present ideas and
viewnoints in a very lexible
manner in order to give
emphasis, diferentiate or
eliminate ambiguly

- repai, rephrase and
paraphrase smoothly in
comversation

- convey finer shades of
meaning precisely, using a
wide range of expressions to
qualify staternents and and
pinpoint the extentto which
something is the case

- use idiomaic expressions
and colloguialisms with a
native speakerlike
command

- consistently maintain
grammatical control of
complexlanguage sven
when your aitention is
otherwise engaged

Listening

Understand:
- any spoken language, even
delivered at fast native
speed, and via different
media (face o face,
telephone, public
announcement etc)

Reading

Understand:
- ironic and satirical texts
and plays on words without
diffcuty

- manuals, regulations, and
contracts even in unfamiliar
felds

- classical terary texts in
difierent genres (prose,
poetry, drama)

- lterary or satrical texts
where much is said in an
indirect and ambiguous way
with hidden value
judgements

- diferent splistic means
(2.0. puns, metaphors,
connotations) and evaluate
ther function within the text

Learnto:
- wite summaries of,
technical, scientiic or literary
texts

- wite extended naratives
about experiences in a clear,
fluent st appropriate to the
genre

- express yourslfin a
consciously ronical,
ambiguous or humorous
way in a letter or e-mail
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