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Aligning Language Education with the CEFR: A Handbook  

This resource has been prepared for those who are teaching, testing and developing materials in language 

education, as well as stakeholders concerned with education policy matters and decision-making.   

Given the huge impact of the CEFR 2001 and the interest raised by the CEFR CV 2020, the editors expect that 

this first edition of the Handbook will soon be put to use in alignment projects by many different stakeholders 

in the field of language education. Those involved in such projects are invited to share not only their 

experience but also their views on the usefulness of the Handbook. There are plans to organize an event in 

early 2024 at which case studies in the use of the Handbook will be presented. The findings of such studies and 

other proposals from the field will be incorporated in a revised edition of the Handbook. 
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Preface   

The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) was first published in 2001.  

Its common reference levels and illustrative scales were welcomed, especially by language testing agencies,  

but soon language education specialists and stakeholders began to ask ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƭƛƪŜ άIƻǿ Řƻ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ȅƻǳǊ 

.м ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀǎ ƻǳǊ .мΚέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻƳǇǘŜŘ calls for the Council of Europe to set up a system of validation that 

would confirm the alignment of language tests with one or more levels of the CEFR. Such a system, however, 

lay beyond the remit of the Council of Europe, which instead published two guides, one for aligning language 

tests with the CEFR1 and the other for developing tests with reference to the CEFR.2  

A ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ ǳǇŘŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ /9CwΩǎ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǎŎŀƭŜǎ ǿŀǎ ƭŀǳƴŎƘed in 2013. A provisional version of the  

CEFR Companion Volume (CEFR CV) appeared in 2017 and the definitive version in 2020. An EALTA Symposium 

held in Dublin in January 2018 and an EALTAςUKALTA Symposium hosted by the British Council in London in 

February 2020 both identified the need for a new handbook to support alignment with the greatly expanded 

descriptive scheme of the CEFR CV. In undertaking to produce the handbook, the steering group (which 

emerged from the February 2020 event) recognized that alignment applies not only to language tests but  

to policy, curriculum guidelines, curricula, syllabuses, textbooks and other teaching/learning resources.  

The group also decided that the handbook should serve to inform policy makers, teacher educators, teachers 

and other language education stakeholders, as well as supporting the more or less technical processes on 

which alignment depends. The handbook also aims to help users to navigate the wide range of CEFR-related 

reference documents now available. 

This handbook has been prepared with two audiences in mind, each of which comprises a number of 

specialized subgroups, as shown below. The bulleted lists are not intended to be exhaustive. 

AUDIENCE 1 AUDIENCE 2 

Those wishing to undertake a practical or 

applied CEFR alignment exercise in a 

particular context and for a particular purpose 

(e.g. to be able to make or evaluate a claim 

concerning CEFR alignment).  

This includes: 

Á in-service teachers 

Á materials developers 

Á syllabus designers 

Á pre-service teachers 

Á test producers 

Á textbook writers. 

Other stakeholders in education or in society at 

large who are primarily concerned with policy 

matters and decision-making relating to 

language education more generally (e.g. to 

evaluate the claims made by textbook or test 

publishers regarding CEFR level).  

This includes: 

Á administrators 

Á curriculum developers 

Á education ministry personnel 

Á employers 

Á managers 

Á policymakers 

Á publishers 

Á teacher trainers/educators. 

 

1 wŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ 9ȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ψ/ƻƳƳƻƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ CǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ wŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜǎΥ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ¢ŜŀŎƘƛƴƎΣ 
!ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΩ ό/9CwύΦ ! aŀƴǳŀƭ, Strasbourg: Council of Europe, revised version, 2009. 
2 Manual for Language Test Development and Examining, Strasbourg: Council of Europe, 2011. 

https://rm.coe.int/1680459f97
https://rm.coe.int/cecr-volume-complementaire-avec-de-nouveaux-descripteurs/16807875d5
https://rm.coe.int/common-european-framework-of-reference-for-languages-learning-teaching/16809ea0d4
https://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentId=0900001680667a2d
https://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentId=0900001680667a2d
https://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentId=0900001680667a2b
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Chapters 1 and 2 of the handbook have been written to be broadly accessible and directly relevant to both 

audiences. They provide an essential introduction to the CEFR and the CEFR alignment process, including 

essential familiarization. Chapters 3 to 6 offer both general and detailed guidance on the successive steps 

in an alignment process together with information on available tools and approaches to reporting on the 

activities undertaken.  

This handbook was developed as follows. First, the steering group agreed on its scope, drafted Chapters 1 

and 2, and sent them to selected language education professionals for critical feedback. Next, specialists 

with extensive experience of working with the CEFR were invited to draft Chapters 3 to 6. After that, 

David Little edited the draft handbook, which was circulated to the specialists who had provided feedback 

on the first drafts of Chapters 1 and 2. Finally, the handbook was revised to take account of their comments 

and suggestions. 

 
Steering group 
Á Neus Figueras, European Association for 

Language Testing and Assessment (EALTA) 
Á David Little, Trinity College Dublin 
Á Barry OôSullivan, British Council 
Á Nick Saville, Association of Language Testers in  

Europe (ALTE) 
Á Lynda Taylor, UK Association of Language 

Testing and Assessment (UKALTA) 
 

 
Editors 
Á Neus Figueras, European Association for 

Language Testing and Assessment (EALTA) 
Á David Little, Trinity College Dublin 
Á Barry OôSullivan, British Council 
 

 
Authoring team 
Á Glyn Jones, Freelance consultant, UK 

Á Elif Kantarcioĵlu, ID Bilkent University, Turkey 

Á Noriko Nagai, Ibaraki University, Japan  

Á Graham Seed, Cambridge Assessment English, 
UK  

Á Jamie Dunlea, British Council, UK  

Á Neus Figueras, European Association for  
Language Testing and Assessment (EALTA) 

Á David Little, Trinity College Dublin. Ireland 

Á Barry OôSullivan, British Council, UK 

Á Nick Saville, Association of Language Testers in 
Europe (ALTE) 

Á Lynda Taylor, UK Association of Language 
Testing and Assessment (UKALTA) 

 

 
Reviewers 
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Krakowie, Poland 
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Spain  
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Á Edgar Rene Pacheco, Centro de Enseñanza 
para Extranjeros (CEPE), UNAM, México 
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Á Wu Sha, National Education Examination 
Authority (NEEA), China    
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Division, Council of Europe  

Á Richard Spiby, British Council, UK   
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Á Caroline Westbrook, British Council, UK   

Á Russell Whitehead, LT123, UK   

Á Jessica Wu, Language Training and Testing 
Center (LTTC), Taiwan  
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CHAPTER 1: THE CEFR  

THE COUNCIL OF EUROPE, THE COMMON EUROPEAN FRAMEWORK OF 

REFERENCE FOR LANGUAGES (CEFR), AND ALIGNMENT WITH THE CEFR 

Chapter 1 introduces the background to the Common European Framework of Reference  

for Languages (CEFR) and explains how it can be used for alignment purposes in second 

language education. This chapter addresses the following questions: 

1.1    What is the Council of Europe? 

1.2    What is the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR)? 

1.3    What is CEFR alignment and why is it useful? 

1.4    Why is it important to align the different components of a learning system  

         with one another? 

1.5    What is involved in CEFR alignment? 

1.6    What resources are available to support CEFR alignment? 

1.7    What guidance does the handbook provide? 

 

By the end of this chapter, you should have a clear idea of: 

Á the Council of Europe and its educational goals 

Á the purpose and content of the CEFR  

Á why CEFR alignment might be relevant and useful in your context 

Á why/how you might wish to undertake a CEFR alignment exercise in your context. 
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1.1 What is the Council of Europe?  

The Council of Europe was founded in 1949 to promote and defend human rights, democracy and the rule of 

law; its headquarters are in Strasbourg, France. Today it comprises 46 member states stretching from Iceland 

in the west to Azerbaijan in the east. (The Council of Europe should not be confused with the European Council, 

which is the committee of heads of state and government of the European Union. All member states of the 

European Union are also members of the Council of Europe.) 

¢ƘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ƻŦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ key instruments are: The European Convention on Human Rights (1950), The European 

Cultural Convention (1954) and The European Social Charter (1961, revised version 1996).  

 

Figure 1.1: Council of Europe member states  

Informed by its human rights and legal standards, the /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ƻŦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǎ aim to 

enhance the democratic competences of citizens, promote respect for human dignity and diversity, and 

combat discrimination.   

Since the 1970s the Council of Europe has promoted the learning and teaching of languages for 

communication in order to: 

1. preserve and encourage citizens to value 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ƭƛƴƎǳƛǎǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 

2. facilitate international communication and exchange. 

¢ƘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ƻŦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ plurilingual and intercultural education explicitly associates language 

teaching and learning with ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ foundational values and political goals, especially social integration, 

respect for diversity, and intercultural dialogue.   

https://www.echr.coe.int/documents/convention_eng.pdf
https://rm.coe.int/168006457e
https://rm.coe.int/168006457e
https://rm.coe.int/168007cf93









































































































































































