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The American Council on the Teaching of Foreign 
Languages (ACTFL) wishes to acknowledge the editors 
and contributing authors of this new document. 
�t��Authors and Editors: Paul Sandrock and Elvira 

Swender
�t��Contributing authors: Maria Antonia Cowles,  

Cynthia Martin, and Robert Vicars
ACTFL also acknowledges the critical role of those 
members of the profession who reviewed these Per-
formance Descriptors: Arnold Bleicher, Peggy Boyles, 
Donna Clementi, Greg Duncan, Helga Fasciano, Mar-
tin Smith, and Laura Terrill.

The ACTFL Performance Descriptors for Language 
Learners were built on the solid foundation provid-
ed by the original task force that produced the 1998 
ACTFL Performance Guidelines for K–12 Learners. The 
members of that task force forged new ground to help 
educators implement the standards, providing import-
ant descriptions of how language learners demonstrate 
performance of the three modes of communication in 
instructional settings. Informed by the ACTFL Profi-

ciency Guidelines, the 1998 task force carefully identi-
fied appropriate learning targets that impacted instruc-
tion and assessment in language classrooms across 
the U.S. and beyond. The new ACTFL Performance 
Descriptors for Language Leaners benefited from the 
experience of language educators implementing the 
original guidelines.

ACTFL acknowledges the authors of the 1998 ACTFL 
Performance Guidelines for K–12 Learners: Greg Dun-
can and Elvira Swender; the Section Editors: Martha 
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Assessing Performance vs. Assessing Proficiency: How are these assessments different?

Assessing Performance Assessing Proficiency

�s��Based on Instruction: Describes what the 
language learner can demonstrate based on 
what was learned

�s��Practiced: Tasks are derived from the 
language functions and vocabulary that 

Practiced: Tasks Sp0f.aneoused from the 
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Novice Range Intermediate Range Advanced Range

The ACTFL Performance Descriptors for Language 
Learners describe how language learners use language 
across three ranges of performance (Novice, Interme-
diate, and Advanced), in three modes of communica-
tion (interpersonal, interpretive, and presentational), 
and according to certain language features. 

According to Ranges of Performance
Each range is defined by a set of features for the range 
explaining what the language learner is able to do, 
in what contexts and content areas, how much and 
what kind of language the learner is able to produce 
or understand, the expectations of accuracy, and what 
strategies the language learner uses to communicate. 
The three ranges take into consideration that the learn-
ing environment is controlled and articulated, allow-
ing learners to demonstrate greater control of certain 
features of a level when these have been practiced in 
familiar contexts.  

A language learner who demonstrates the overall 
features for a given range, whether most of the time or 
all of the time, would be considered to be in that range 

of performance. In a proficiency context, a language 
user who meets the criteria for the Intermediate level, 
but is not able to do so for some content areas or tasks 
all of the time in spontaneous, unrehearsed, language 
use would be rated Novice High. In the Performance 
Descriptors, the same profile would place the learner 
as entering into the Intermediate range because most 
of the time, and for those tasks and content areas that 
have been learned and practiced, the performance is in 
the Intermediate range as defined by the performance 
domains (see page 8). Likewise, the language learner 
who meets the criteria for the Advanced range most of 
the time (and who would be rated Intermediate-High 
on a proficiency scale) would be considered to be 
entering into the Advanced range of performance. 
The Superior range of performance is not addressed 
in these Performance Descriptors because within and 
beyond the Advanced range, performance and profi-
ciency tend to merge. Once students sustain language 
ability beyond the Advanced range, where contexts and 
content areas are defined in general and broad terms, 
the ACTFL Pro�ciency Guidelines should be used to 
describe language abilities.

3  How the Performance Descriptors Are Organized

Over time and with practice, learner’s performance gradually takes 
on the characteristics of the next higher range of performance.
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According to Modes of Communication
The three modes of communication provide the orga-
nizing principle for describing language performance 
across three ranges of performance: Novice, Intermedi-
ate, and Advanced. The ACTFL Pro�ciency Guidelines 
were developed for purposes of assessment across four 
skills (listening, speaking, reading, and writing) and 
originated prior to the Standards. The 2012 revision of 
the Pro�ciency Guidelines considers how each skill is 
used, for example, describing both interpersonal and 
presentational aspects of speaking. The Performance 
Descriptors embrace the communicative purpose 
behind the three modes of communication, describ-
ing how a language learner performs to achieve each 

communicative purpose: interpersonal, interpretive, 
and presentational. The language functions are ap-
propriately matched to the mode of communication 
(e.g., in the Intermediate range, a hallmark function 
for Interpersonal is the ability to ask, understand, and 
answer questions; for Interpretive, a key function is to 
comprehend main ideas and identify some supporting 
details; for Presentational, an essential function is the 
ability to present information by creating with lan-
guage). One can also observe significant differences in 
the communication strategies that language learners 
use in each of the modes.

Three Modes of Communication

Interpersonal Interpretive Presentational

Active negotiation of meaning 
among individuals

Interpretation of what the author, 
speaker, or producer wants  
the receiver of the message  
to understand

Creation of messages to inform, 
explain, persuade, or narrate

Participants observe and 
monitor one another to see how 
their meanings and intentions 
are being communicated

One-way communication 
with no recourse to the active 
negotiation of meaning with the 
writer, speaker, or producer

One-way communication 
intended to facilitate 
interpretation by members  
of the other culture where  
no direct opportunity for the 
active negotiation of meaning 
between members of the two 
cultures exists

Adjustments and clari�cations 
are made accordingly

Interpretation differs from 
comprehension and translation 
in that interpretation implies the 
ability to read (or listen or view) 
“between the lines,” including 
understanding from within the 
cultural mindset or perspective

To ensure the intended audience 
is successful in its interpretation, 
the “presenter” needs 
knowledge of the audience’s 
language and culture

Speaking and listening 
(conversation); reading and 
writing (text messages or via 
social media) 

Reading (websites, stories, 
articles), listening (speeches, 
messages, songs), or viewing 
(video clips) of authentic 
materials

Writing (messages, articles, 
reports), speaking (telling 
a story, giving a speech, 
describing a poster), or  
visually representing (video  
or PowerPoint)
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According to Language Domains
An overarching description of the range highlights the 
key points that distinguish the performance of Novice, 
Intermediate, and Advanced language learners. The 
description outlines the range of performance for the  

What are the parameters for the language learner’s performance?

Domain Examples What it describes

Functions �s�� �!�S�K �F�O�R�M�U�L�A�I�C �Q�U�E�S�T�I�O�N�S

�s�� �)�N�I�T�I�A�T�E�� �M�A�I�N�T�A�I�N�� �A�N�D  
end a conversation

�s�� �#�R�E�A�T�E �W�I�T�H �L�A�N�G�U�A�G�E

�s�� �.�A�R�R�A�T�E �A�N�D �D�E�S�C�R�I�B�E

�s�� �-�A�K�E �I�N�F�E�R�E�N�C�E�S

Functions are the global tasks the learner can 
perform in the language

Contexts and
Content

�s�� �/�N�E�S�E�L�F

�s�� �/�N�E���S �I�M�M�E�D�I�A�T�E  
environment

�s�� �'�E�N�E�R�A�L �I�N�T�E�R�E�S�T

�s�� �7�O�R�K�
�R�E�L�A�T�E�D

Contexts are situations within which the learner 
can function; Content is the topics which the  
learner can understand and discuss

Text Type �s�� �7�O�R�D�S

�s�� �0�H�R�A�S�E�S

�s�� �3�E�N�T�E�N�C�E�S

�s�� �1�U�E�S�T�I�O�N�S

�s�� �3�T�R�I�N�G�S �O�F �S�E�N�T�E�N�C�E�S

�s�� �#�O�N�N�E�C�T�E�D �S�E�N�T�E�N�C�E�S

�s�� �0�A�R�A�G�R�A�P�H�S

Text type controlled by the learner is that which the 
learner is able to understand and produce in order  
to perform the functions of the level

given mode of communication: interpersonal, 
interpretive, or presentational.

The first three domains describe the parameters for the 
language learner’s performance in each range: 
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The next four domains describe how well the language 
learner demonstrates performance of the functions 
for the level, within the corresponding contexts and 
content for the level, using the text type(s) appropriate 
for that level. An overarching description of these four 
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4  How To Use the Performance Descriptors  
To Inform Classroom Instruction and Assessment
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Language educators often face undue pressure and 
language learners may face unreasonable expectations 
when unrealistic language outcomes are set for 
achievement in short periods of instructional time. 
Students require carefully planned and well-sequenced 
learning opportunities that provide practice in 
using the language in order to internalize language 
competencies. Time on task is a critical factor in 
developing performance — time spent meaningfully 
engaged in active skill getting and skill using in the 
target language by both the teacher and the learner. 
ACTFL’s position statement sets the goal of 90% or 
more of target language use by the teacher and the 
learners both inside and outside the classroom.

The chart (on the next page) graphically illustrates the 
influence of time-on-task on language performance 
and shows what outcomes are reasonable to expect of 
students who begin language instruction at various 
points in the K–16 spectrum. The outcomes depict-
ed in this chart reflect general approximations based 
on performance testing and indicate targets that are 
possible for all students, given standards-based pro-
grams with continuity of instruction, sufficient time 
on task, and learning focused on performance. While 
performance outcomes may vary according to the 
mode of communication, the expectations in this chart 
represent a composite of performance outcomes for 
interpersonal, interpretive, and presentational com-
munication. The most common program model for 
language learning in this country continues to be two 
years of instruction at the secondary level. This model 
limits students to performance in the Novice range. 
In an increasing number of standards-based, perfor-
mance-based programs with continuity and sufficient 
time on task (e.g., beginning in the elementary grades 
with at least 90 minutes of instruction per week and 
continuing through the secondary years), learners are 
reaching the Advanced range of performance. Evidence 
is emerging that elementary immersion programs are 
able to produce students that are performing well into 

the Intermediate range by middle school and exiting 
high school in the Advanced range. These students 
have the potential to exit postsecondary programs ap-
proaching or at the Superior level of proficiency. Such 
comparisons are given with the caution that reaching 
each range of performance is more than simply match-
ing hours or years of instruction. The age and cognitive 
development of the language learners greatly impacts 
language learning. The level of literacy and language 
performance in the learners’ native language impacts 
their development of literacy and language perfor-
mance in additional languages.

Performance Outcomes May Vary from Language 
to Language and from Mode to Mode
The Performance Descriptors have been written to 
describe realistic language performance for students 
at the various benchmarks along the instructional se-
quence, but language learners may experience different 
rates of progress through different modes depending 
on how similar their native language is to the new 
language. Students whose native language is English 
find many similarities between English and languages 
using a familiar alphabet such as French, German, and 
Spanish. These similarities aid the learner in acquisi-
tion of the new language as many of the same literacy 
strategies may be employed to understand written and 
spoken communication. When the language is similar, 
cognates become a very useful tool to unlock meaning 
and to help one remember vocabulary. 

Conversely, when students encounter languages with 
minimal similarity to their native language, some new 
strategies need to be employed to understand and to 
be understood. American students learning Arabic, 
Chinese, Hindi, Japanese, Korean, Russian, Swahili, 
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language acquisition process. However, these challeng-
es vary according to the mode of communication and 
should not change the focus on teaching for perfor-
mance. With every language, some elements will be 
easier than others to learn. For example, when learning 
languages whose writing systems are unfamiliar to 
them, learners face the greatest challenge in interpre-
tive reading and presentational writing, and less of a 
challenge with interpersonal listening and speaking.

Heritage speakers of a language learn to use their 
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