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PERFORMANCE LEVEL 1 
 
Speak So Others Can Understand 
 
How adults at Level 1 Speak So Others Can Understand: 

• Determine the purpose for communicating. 
• Organize and relay information to effectively serve the purpose, context, and listener.  
• Pay attention to conventions of oral English communication, including grammar, word choice, 

register, pace, and gesture in order to minimize barriers to listener’s comprehension.  
• Use multiple strategies to monitor the effectiveness of the communication. 

 
Level 1 Indicators 
 
Use Key Knowledge, Skills, and Strategies 
Adults performing at Level 1 can: 

• Recall and use a limited set of learned words and phrases related to basic personal information, 
basic objects, and a limited number of activities and immediate needs in familiar, predictable, and 
straightforward communication tasks 

• Use simple strategies (such as stock phrases and questions; responding to simple, direct 
questions; and, combining or re-combining learned or heard words and phrases) to select and 
relay information  

• Apply simple strategies (such as gestures, eye contact, and simple, repeated requests for feedback 
from listener) to monitor effectiveness of the communication and to meet the speaking purpose 

 
Show Fluency, Independence, and Ability to Perform in a Range of Settings 
Adults performing at Level 1 can sometimes speak learned and rehearsed words and phrases fluently and 
accurately but other times speak with hesitation and inaccuracy in a familiar setting with a familiar 
audience (usually face-to-face with one person). A high level of support is provided (in the form of 
written, visual, or verbal prompts). Pronunciation may be inaccurate or nonstandard and speech may, at 
times, be difficult to understand even by a skilled, supportive listener. 
 
Level 1 Examples of Proficient Performance 
 
Adults performing at Level 1 can Speak So Others Can Understand to accomplish a variety of goals, such 
as: 

• Giving short answers about personal information (name, address, phone number, etc.) in response 
to simple, learned questions  

• Identifying self and leaving a short, simple (learned and rehearsed) message on telephone 
voicemail  

• Greeting familiar people (co-workers, classmates, etc.) in a familiar setting 
• Asking for simple, specific information (such as the cost of an item in a store) 
• Asking for help lifting or moving a heavy object in an appropriate manner 
• Expressing lack of understanding and asking for repetition in a familiar situation such as with the 

secretary in an adult education program 
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PERFORMANCE LEVEL 2 
 
Speak So Others Can Understand 
 
How adults at Level 2 Speak So Others Can Understand: 

• Determine the purpose for communicating. 
• Organize and relay information to effectively serve the purpose, context, and listener.  
• Pay attention to conventions of oral English communication, including grammar, word choice, 

register, pace, and gesture in order to minimize barriers to listener’s comprehension.  
• Use multiple strategies to monitor the effectiveness of the communication. 

 
Level 2 Indicators 
 
Use Key Knowledge, Skills, and Strategies 
Adults performing at Level 2 can: 

• Recall and use a somewhat limited vocabulary including words related to common, everyday 
topics, personal experience; know and use basic grammar and sentence structure (heard in the 
immediate environment) ; know and use basic awareness of appropriate register (level of 
formality) in familiar, predictable communication tasks  

• Use simple strategies (such as reacting to questions or combining and recombining short known 
words or phrases) to select and relay information  

• Apply simple strategies (such as requests for feedback  repetition, and rephrasing) to monitor and 
enhance the effectiveness of the communication and to meet the speaking purpose 

 
Show Fluency, Independence, and Ability to Perform in a Range of Settings 
Adults performing at Level 2 can speak mostly short utterances (sometimes inaccurate, incomplete 
sentences and sometimes fluent and accurate sentences that may be expansions of learned materials and 
stock phrases) in familiar settings with a familiar audience (usually face-to-face with one person) when 
provided with a high level of support (in the form of written, visual, or verbal prompts).  Pronunciation 
may be inaccurate or non-standard and speech may be difficult to understand even by a skilled, supportive 
listener. 
 
Level 2 Examples of Proficient Performance 
 
Adults performing at Level 2 can Speak So Others Can Understand to accomplish a variety of goals, such 
as:  

• Responding using learned phrases to an oral interview about some general personal information 
• Participating in simple and straightforward social conversations on predictable and familiar topics  
• Giving simple directions to a coworker on what needs to be done next  
• Placing an order for several food items in a restaurant 
• Describing a few basic symptoms to a doctor 
• Telling a mechanic what is wrong with a car 
• Asking questions to get help filling out a simple form (such as obtaining a library card) 
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PERFORMANCE LEVEL 3 
 
Speak So Others Can Understand 
 
How adults at Level 3 Speak So Others Can Understand: 

• Determine the purpose for communicating. 
• Organize and relay information to effectively serve the purpose, context, and listener.  
• Pay attention to conventions of oral English communication, including grammar, word choice, 

register, pace, and gesture in order to minimize barriers to listener’s comprehension.  
• Use multiple strategies to monitor the effectiveness of the communication. 

 
Level 3 Indicators 
 
Use Key Knowledge, Skills, and Strategies 
Adults performing at Level 3 can: 

• Recall and use high-frequency vocabulary including words related to common, everyday topics 
and personal experience, use knowledge of basic grammar, discourse forms, and sentence 
structure in familiar communicative tasks 

• Select from a limited ranges of strategies (such as combining and recombining known or heard 
words and phrases, reformulation, or self-correction) to select and relay information  

• Apply some strategies (such as checking pace and register, repeating/clarifying/correcting errors 
as necessary, self-rating/evaluation) to monitor and enhance effectiveness of the communication 
and to meet the speaking purpose   

 
Show Fluency, Independence, and Ability to Perform in a Range of Settings 
Adults performing at Level 3 can speak fluently and accurately in familiar settings with one or more 
familiar listeners (either face-to-face or in a brief telephone conversation) when a moderately high level 
of support is provided (in the form of written, visual, or verbal prompts).  There may be some errors in 
pronunciation, but with repetition, speech can usually be understood by a skilled, supportive listener.  
 
Level 3 Examples of Proficient Performance 
 
Adults performing at Level 3 can Speak So Others Can Understand to accomplish a variety of goals, such 
as: 

• Calling a supervisor to report an on-the-job problem 
• Describing a character from an recently seen instructional video to a new student 
• Formally welcoming a visitor to the workplace or classroom 
• Responding to questions about experience and qualifications in a simple job interview 
• Explaining simple work rules and procedures to a new worker 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Equipped for the Future  
Speak So Others Can Understand Performance Continuum 

   
 

4 
 

PERFORMANCE LEVEL 4 
 
Speak So Others Can Understand 
 
How adults at Level 4 Speak So Others Can Understand: 

• Determine the purpose for communicating. 
• Organize and relay information to effectively serve the purpose, context, and listener.  
• Pay attention to conventions of oral English communication, including grammar, word choice, 

register, pace, and gesture in order to minimize barriers to listener’s comprehension.  
• Use multiple strategies to monitor the effectiveness of the communication. 

 
Level 4 Indicators 
 
Use Key Knowledge, Skills, and Strategies 
Adults performing at Level 4 can: 

• Recall and use sufficient oral vocabulary (range of common, vocabulary related to personal 
experience and everyday activities, some idioms) as well as control of basic grammar and a 
variety of sentence types and registers in a range of familiar to somewhat unfamiliar or 
unpredictable communication tasks  

• Select from a range of strategies (such as elaborating with some detail and examples; determining 
most important/right amount of information and content to convey) to select, organize, and relay 
information  

• Apply a range of strategies (including attention to appropriate register, repetition of information, 
adjustments in pace, tone, volume, eye contact, body language based on listener’s response and 
needs) to monitor and enhance effectiveness of communication and to meet the speaking purpose  

 
Show Fluency, Independence, and Ability to Perform in a Range of Settings 
Adults performing at Level 4 can speak fluently and accurately in settings and with audiences that may 
not be entirely familiar when provided with some support (in the form of guided practice, listening to a 
model, or advance organizers).  There may be occasional pronunciation, word choice, or structural errors 
that hinder understanding, but speech is generally understandable (with repetition) by a skilled, supportive 
listener.   
 
Level 4 Examples of Proficient Performance 
 
Adults performing at Level 4 can Speak So Others Can Understand to accomplish a variety of goals, such 
as: 

• Giving a short speech to the class about a childhood memory 
• Giving clear instructions on how to do a task (such as how to build a fence) 
• Giving a 2-minute oral response to a likely job interview question 
• Making appropriate and well-timed contributions during an informal meeting (such as a meeting 

of parents to plan a school event) 
• Expressing an opinion or point of view in a discussion with familiar people (classmates or 

coworkers) about a a sensitive topic. 
• Summarizing and describing one’s opinion after reading a short fictional excerpt  
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PERFORMANCE LEVEL 5 
 
Speak So Others Can Understand 
 
How adults at Level 5 Speak So Others Can Understand: 

• Determine the purpose for communicating. 
• Organize and relay information to effectively serve the purpose, context, and listener.  
• Pay attention to conventions of oral English communication, including grammar, word choice, 

register, pace, and gesture in order to minimize barriers to listener’s comprehension.  
• Use multiple strategies to monitor the effectiveness of the communication. 

 
Level 5 Indicators 
 
Use Key Knowledge, Skills, and Strategies 
Adults performing at Level 5 can:  

• Recall and use a range of vocabulary including words related to most everyday, school, work, and 
social situations; know and use a variety of complex sentence structures and grammatical forms; 
know and use appropriate register in a range of communicative tasks, including unfamiliar, 
unpredictable, and uncomfortable interactions 

• Select from a wide range of strategies (such as taking into account the interests of others; 
predicting outcomes, interests, or likely questions and responses; organizing information based on 
determination of relevance and audience needs; elaborating with significant detail and examples) 
to select, organize, and relay information  

• Apply a wide range of strategies (including body language, pause fillers, stalling devices, and 
different rates of speech as needed) to monitor and enhance effectiveness of communication and 
to meet the speaking purpose  

 
Show Fluency, Independence, and Ability to Perform in a Range of Settings 
Adults performing at Level 5 can speak fluently and accurately in most settings with familiar and 
unfamiliar audiences when provided with minimal support (in the form of opportunities for role plays/ 
practice, learner-generated practice scripts, etc.).  Pronunciation does not impede understanding and 
speech can generally be understood by an unsupportive, unskilled listener.   
 
Level 5 Examples of Proficient Performance 
 
Adults performing at Level 5 can Speak So Others Can Understand to accomplish a variety of goals, such 
as: 

• Describing in detail a child’s illness or ailment to a doctor 
• Asking a police officer questions to understand why you were stopped for a traffic violation 
• Asking a salesperson questions about a product to help decide whether or not to buy it 
• Describing the process that is used to prepare a favorite food  
• Explaining to a supervisor that a missed day of work was due to a family emergency   
• Telling a story about a child to the child’s teacher  
• Describing the main ideas and issues presented in a newspaper article or textbook 
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Mapping the Listen Actively and Speak So Others Can Understand 
Performance Levels to NRS ESL Educational Functioning Levels 
 
There is very little specific information on the nature of the listening knowledge, skills, and 
abilities associated with each of the six NRS ESL Educational Functioning Levels.  Therefore, in 
mapping the EFF Listen Actively and Speak So Others Can Understand Performance Levels to 
NRS ESL Levels, we have also considered the correspondence of the EFF levels to more detailed 
descriptions of adult performance levels in listening and speaking contained in the ACTFL 
Proficiency Guidelines – Listening (1986), ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines – Speaking (1999), 
and the MELT Student Performance Levels (SPL’s).  
 
EFF Listen Actively Performance Levels 
EFF Performance Levels NRS ESL [and ASE] 

Educational Functioning Levels  
 
ACTFL 

 
SPL 

Listen 
Performance Level 1 

Low Intermediate ESL Novice High 4-5 

Listen 
Performance Level 2 

High Intermediate ESL Intermediate 
Low  

5-6 

Listen 
Performance Level 3 

Low Advanced ESL Intermediate 
Mid  

6-7 

Listen  
Performance Level 4 

High Advanced ESL 
[Low Adult Secondary] 

Intermediate 
High 

7-8 

Listen 
Performance Level 5 

[High Adult Secondary]  Advanced 8-9 

 
 
EFF Speak So Others Can Understand Performance Levels 
EFF Performance Levels NRS ESL [and ASE] 

Educational Functioning Levels 
 
ACTFL 

 
SPL 

Speak 
Performance Level 1 

Low Intermediate ESL Novice High 4-5 

Speak 
Performance Level 2 

High Intermediate ESL Intermediate 
Low  

5-6 

Speak 
Performance Level 3 

Low Advanced ESL Intermediate 
Mid  

6-7 

Speak  
Performance Level 4 

High Advanced ESL 
[Low Adult Secondary] 

Intermediate 
High 

7-8 

Speak 
Performance Level 5 

[High Adult Secondary]  Advanced 8-9 
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How to Read the EFF Performance Continua for Listen Actively and Speak So 
Others Can Understand 
 
Each performance level of the EFF Performance Continuum for each EFF Standard is divided 
into four sections: 
 
Section 1: The Definition of the Standard 
 
Section 1 is the definition of the Standard. The definition of the standard in the components of 
performance is a useful tool for communicating to adult learners and their teachers the essential 
features of the construct for each standard.  By “unmasking the construct” in this way (making it 
clear how the skills of listening and speaking are defined, see Gitomer & Bennett, 2002), adult 
learners are better able to articulate their own learning goals for improving proficiency and 
teachers are better able to focus learning and instructional activities that build toward the goal of 
increasing ability to Listen Actively and to Speak So Others Can Understand to accomplish 
everyday activities. 
 
The definition of the EFF Standards Listen Actively and Speak So Others Can Understand are 
repeated in the same form at each level of the continuum.  This repetition serves as a reminder 
that the integrated skill process defined by the components of performance for each of these 
standards is constant across all levels, from novice to expert levels of performance.  Thus, the 
standard does not change from level to level.  It remains a consistent focal point for learning and 
instruction.  What changes from level to level is the growth and complexity of the underlying 
knowledge base and the resulting increases in fluency and independence in using the standard to 
accomplish an increasing range and variety of communication tasks.  These changes are reflected 
in the descriptions of key knowledge, skills, and strategies at each level (Section 2); descriptions 
of fluent and independent performance in a range of settings at each level (Section 3); and the 
examples of real-world activities that can be accomplished at each level (Section 4).  
 
 
Section 2: Key Knowledge, Skills, and Strategies 
 
Section 2 of the performance continua for Listen Actively and Speak So Others Can Understand 
contains descriptions of some of the key knowledge, skills, and strategies that form the basis for 
proficient performance on the standards at each level. This listing of key knowledge, skills, and 
strategies is specific to each level and is the foundation for designing assessments to measure 
performance at that level.  Beyond serving as guide for assessment development, the key 
knowledge, skills, and strategies described at each performance level can also be used to identify 
instructional objectives or can be included in the criteria used for placement of learners in 
instructional levels. 
 
Linguistic and Textual Knowledge 
 
The first bullet under Key Knowledge, Skills and Strategies addresses the level of linguistic 
knowledge (such as grammar rules and vocabulary at the sentence level), textual knowledge 
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(such as rules for longer texts and connected discourse), and degree of familiarity with the topic 
and context.  In terms of linguistic and textual knowledge, at Level 1 students are expected to 
respond to or to produce only words and phrases that have been learned in advance.  By Level 2, 
students are responding to or producing some sentence length utterances and some short 
connected discourse.  As students move through Levels 3, 4, and 5, they are able to participate in 
listening and speaking tasks with increasingly more complex grammar and vocabulary and 
involving longer and more detailed discourse.  As their linguistic knowledge grows, students are 
increasingly able to use semantic cues, surrounding text, and other cues to understand and 
produce new vocabulary and idiomatic expressions and in so doing improve their ability to 
Listen Actively and Speak So Others Can Understand.  One of the key differences between 
Levels 4 and 5 is the mastery of textual knowledge such as the connectedness between phrases 
and utterances, the thematic and organizational patterns in different kinds of texts, and discourse 
markers that help listeners understand and speakers convey sequence (e.g., first, next, to 
conclude, for instance) and tense changes (e.g., shifts from past to past perfect or future tenses).  
Another key difference between Levels 4 and 5 is the mastery of a wide range of vocabulary, 
grammatical structures, and registers and the resulting abilities to understand and use a variety of 
speaking styles. 
 
While growth in the linguistic knowledge base is essential to the development of listening and 
speaking proficiency, the EFF performance level descriptions are not driven by a sequence of 
grammatical structures but by the ability to understand and convey meaning in purposeful 
activities.  This does not imply that grammar should not be an explicit focus of teaching and 
learning in the EFF classroom.  However, given the purposeful and communicative nature of the 
EFF Standards, it would be best when teaching to the standards to subsume systematic teaching 
and learning of grammatical structures within lessons focused on helping learners achieve their 
goals for communicating in English. 
 
 
Strategic Knowledge for Clarifying Meaning, Conveying Understanding, and Repairing 
Problems in Communication 
 
The second bulleted category under Knowledge, Skills, and Strategies has to do with the 
strategic knowledge required to integrate and apply listening and speaking skills.  By strategies 
we mean any behavior, thought, or action that allows an adult to apply their knowledge and skills 
more effectively and appropriately to accomplish a communication task.  At Level 1, the 
communication-related strategies students are able to access are primarily formulaic in nature, 
consisting of learned phrases they can use to relay basic information, accomplish simple 
speaking tasks (such as greetings or asking about the cost of an item at the store), or improve 
listening and speaking performance (such as:  “Say that again please.” or “I don’t understand.” 
“Do you know what I mean?”).  By Level 2, students have gained more flexibility in combining 
and recombining learned statements and questions appropriate to the context.  Their increasing 
linguistic knowledge may allow them to use a larger variety of strategies beyond simply relying 
on learned phrases such as rephrasing--saying “the place where you go to work” for “office” or 
substituting a different word—“job” for “employment” or selectively identifying key information 
to convey or listen for.  By Level 3 and above, as a student’s repertoire of strategies for repairing 
problems in communication grows they are able make more decisions about when and under 
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what conditions to use certain strategies.  Such decisions may take into account the purpose of 
the communication, the audience, the level of formality of the situation, and a variety of other 
socio-cultural factors such as the age and gender of the speaker or listener.   
 
Although students at Levels 1, 2 and 3 are often able to give appropriate feedback in 
conversations, by Level 4 and above students are increasingly able to tailor their feedback.  For 
example, a Level 4 Listen Actively sample task requires students to listen and respond in a small 
group meeting where a difficult decision must be made.  In this case, a student might possess the 
linguistic ability to acknowledge the speakers’ concerns before responding such as by saying, “I 
know what you mean about this problem but we need to……”  By Level 5, students in most 
communication situations should be able to craft questions and responses that can be understood 
and are considered appropriate by native English speakers. 
 
Strategies supporting listening and speaking proficiency may also be non-linguistic. Adults may 
use gestures, eye contact, and body language to understand or convey meaning.  They may also 
engage in self-talk or silent “rehearsals” of what they will say in order to overcome anxiety.  
They may use social strategies to ask for assistance from a teacher or friend, or pool information 
with peers. They may also use writing to aid listening comprehension or prepare to speak by 
taking notes, creating graphic organizers, drawing pictures, or creating bilingual vocabulary lists 
to aid comprehension and production.  Non-linguistic strategies such as these and others can be 
found in the performance level descriptors for Listen Actively and Speak So Others Can 
Understand. 
 
Meeting the Purpose for Communication 
 
The knowledge and strategies required to understand the basic intent of the speaker, to relay 
information effectively in speaking, and to do what is required to meet the purpose of the 
communication are addressed under the third bullet.  The ability to draw upon background 
knowledge and to apply it to aid communication is included here.  Although all the various 
functions of communication (such as informing, persuading, establishing social interaction, or 
solving a problem, etc.) may be present at any level, at higher levels students are expected to be 
able to accomplish increasingly challenging and complex communications.  For example, at 
Listen Actively Level 1 a student might only be expected to ask simple clarification questions in 
response to a very short persuasive narrative while at Listen Actively Level 3, a student might 
also be expected to have sufficient and detailed comprehension to take notes and to be ready to 
summarize the main points so that they can be shared with others.  Similarly, at Speak Levels 1 
and 2, a student might be expected to provide very basic, and short response to an interview 
question, while at Speak Level 4, students are expected to be able to provide a more elaborate 
and longer response to even a simple interview question.  
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Section 3: Fluency, Independence and Ability to Perform in a Range of Settings 
 
Section 3 is the description of fluency, independence, and ability to perform in a range of settings 
expected for proficient performance on the standard at each level. Like the descriptions of key 
knowledge, skills, and strategies in Section 2, the descriptions in Section 3 are specific to each 
level and are intended to serve as a basis for guiding assessment, learning, and instruction that is 
appropriate to that level. 
 
For Listen Actively, a key feature of this section is description of how much the listening text has 
been adjusted to make understanding simpler and to increase opportunities for repetition and 
clarification.  At Level 1, the linguistic and textual complexity, the vocabulary and the rate of 
speech of the texts is considerably simplified and slowed down.  It is assumed that the speaker 
may need to pause often to repeat or rephrase language to aid comprehension.  In Levels 2 and 3, 
text is still simplified with frequent opportunities for clarification and repairing communication 
are provided, but the level of complexity of text and speed of delivery gradually increases.  At 
the lower levels, more scaffolding in the form of visual aids, pre-listening exercises, written 
materials and other supports are also provided. 
 
At Listen Actively Levels 4 and 5, the content and speed of delivery of text is not adjusted. 
Depending on their level of confidence, many non-native English speakers at these levels can 
function successfully in classes with a mixed ABE and ESL students. One of the key differences 
between Levels 4 and 5 is the degree of misunderstanding and number of opportunities to repair 
communication that can be expected to be required.  Students at Level 4 may listen to similar 
kinds of texts as those provided in Level 5, however Level 5 students will be expected to 
understand more main ideas, details and nuances conveyed by the listening text with fewer 
opportunities to repair understanding.   
 
For Speak So Others Can Understand, a key feature of this section is description of the degree to 
which the speaker is able to be creative and flexible in their use of vocabulary, sentence 
structure, style, and register.  At Levels 1 and 2, speech production consists almost entirely of 
learned words and formulaic language (standard greetings, simple questions, politeness formulas, 
etc.).  By Level 5, the speaker is expected to be able to be able to shift speaking styles and be 
effective in communication in previously unknown and/or unpredictable contexts and situations.  
 
For both Listening and Speaking the level of comfort and familiarity associated with the 
communication context, participants, and situation decreases moving up the performance levels.  
At the lower levels, fluency and independence are expected only in relatively comfortable and 
familiar situations.  At the higher levels, the degree of risk and ability to communicate in 
stressful situations  increases.   At levels 4 and 5, fluency and independence are expected even in 
situations that may be uncomfortable (such as receiving and responding to a poor performance 
review from a supervisor) or threatening (such as talking your way out of fight).   
 
 
 
 
 



Equipped for the Future  
Speak So Others Can Understand Performance Continuum 

   
 

11 
 

Section 4: Examples of Applications of the Standards 
 
Section 4 of the performance level descriptions provides a short list of examples of the 
purposeful applications of the standard (activities) that can be accomplished by an adult who is 
proficient at each level.  This list of examples is illustrative and not exhaustive. Like Sections 2 
and 3, the descriptions of activities in Section 4 are specific to each performance level. These 
examples of things that adults can accomplish in the real world at each level of performance on 
the continuum are useful to adult learners and to their teachers as ways of making concrete the 
purpose and need for attaining increasing proficiency in performance on the standard. By making 
it clear what can be accomplished at each level, the descriptions of activities in Section 3 also 
provide motivation for higher levels of learning. The listing of real-world accomplishments also 
provides guidance for selecting and designing the content for instructional materials and 
assessments. 
 
At Levels 1 to 3 students are expected to listen and speak in the context of mostly routine tasks 
that are encountered in everyday life.  Level 1 tasks include many supports, such as listening to a 
local weather forecast with visuals and following instructions for the use of a piece of equipment 
where the steps are demonstrated as well as described.  By Level 3, while the general topics may 
be familiar, students are expected to be able to understand and respond to some unfamiliar 
vocabulary and concepts such as, for example, when they listen to a presentation about a 
vocational education program.  At Levels 4 and 5, students are expected to be able to respond to 
increasingly less familiar listening tasks such as short lectures that simulate simple examples of 
those they might encounter at the community college, authentic new reports, and conversations 
where the topic discussed is somewhat unfamiliar. Most listening and speaking at the lower 
levels consists of face-to-face interactions although at Level 2 students are able to manage short, 
predictable phone conversations and by Level 3 they are also able to listen and comprehend or 
convey simple authentic texts conveyed in situations where there are no visual cues, such as by 
telephone and radio. 
 
Across each level many of the genres for listening and speaking are the same.  At all levels 
students are asked to understand and respond to face-to-face conversations, instructions, 
explanations, narratives, and small group discussions.  However the degree of complexity and 
familiarity with the rules of each of these listening/speaking-related genres increases as students 
move along the continuum.  Within one-to-one conversations, for example, as students move 
from one level to another they are expected to participate in increasingly complex and potentially 
difficult situations, such as, by Level 5, communicating with an angry teenager who wants to 
drop out of school.  The length and complexity of text/discourse also increases as we move along 
the continuum. By Levels 4 and 5, students are expected to be able to effectively participate in 
communications that may involve, for example, lecture-length, multi-part narratives. Some 
genres of listening or speaking (such as expressive genres: listening to fiction/ story-telling, 
reciting/listening to poetry, or singing/listening to music lyrics) may not appear in the examples 
at every level, but students at all levels can be expected to be able to communicate within these 
genres and other examples at other levels can be added. 
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Introduction to the Performance Continua for Listen Actively and 
Speak So Others Can Understand 
 
Listening and speaking are interactive, communication skills. For all practical purposes, it is not 
possible to completely separate them.  For example, responding to what is heard and asking for 
clarification are integral to real world, purposeful applications of both the Listen Actively and 
the Speak So Others Can Understand standards. For this reason, while the EFF Standard Listen 
Actively and the Standard Speak So Others Can Understand each have their own set of five 
performance levels, this introduction will provide background information on both continua, 
considered together. The separate descriptions of levels of performance are useful for the 
purposes of guiding assessment, teaching, and learning. As you read the performance continuum 
for each standard, however, you also see that the performance levels descriptors make frequent 
reference to the other.   
 
Background to the EFF Listen and Speak Performance Continua 
 
The empirical basis for the performance level descriptions for the Listen Actively and Speak So 
Others Can Understand Performance Continua was data on adult learner performance collected 
by EFF field researchers who developed and piloted activities and performance tasks based on 
these EFF standards in their ABE, GED, and ESL classes.  Initial performance level descriptions 
for these EFF standards were reviewed and amended by two panels of content experts (one for 
Listen Actively and one for Speak So Others Can Understand).  In addition, we conducted a 
review of research and considered the correspondence of the EFF Listen and Speak performance 
levels to other descriptions of adult performance levels in listening and speaking.  Of particular 
importance was the review of guidelines developed by the American Council of Foreign 
Language Teachers (ACTFL) (http://actfl.org) and the Student Performance levels (SPL’s) 
developed by the Mainstream English Language Training (MELT) project and used in the BEST 
and BEST Plus language assessments (http://www.cal.org).  We also reviewed and took 
guidance from the Canadian Language Benchmarks 2000 (http://www.language.ca) and the 
Adult Literacy Core Curriculum and the Adult ESOL Core Curriculum developed by the Adult 
Literacy and Basic Skills Unit in the United Kingdom (http://www.basic-skills.co.uk).  In all of 
these background resources, the development of listening and speaking proficiency is 
demonstrated through progressively more effective, accurate, fluent, and independent language 
use in increasingly demanding communicative contexts.  It may be helpful to consult these 
resources for more detailed proficiency level descriptions, sample tasks, and curriculum 
guidelines.     
 
The EFF approach to defining performance levels for Listen Actively and Speak So Others Can 
Understand is also informed by a communicative approach to second language teaching and 
testing.  This communicative approach has it roots in theoretical work in philosophy, linguistics, 
and sociolinguistics that have focused on the functional and interactive aspects of language use – 
speech act theory (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969), ethnomethodological and ethnographic 
approaches to conversational and discourse analysis (Sacks, 1995; Gumperz, 1982); and 
functional linguistics (Halliday & Hasan, 1985).  As elaborated in models of communicative 
competence (Hymes, 1972; Canale & Swain, 1980; Bachman & Palmer, 1996), the abilities 
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underlying communication activities (accomplishment of listening and speaking tasks) are 
understood to include: linguistic competence, textual competence, functional competence, socio-
cultural competence, and strategic competence.  Graznya Pawlikowska-Smith (2002) provides a 
good, succinct explanation of these forms of competence in language use in her description of 
the concept of communicative proficiency that guided development of the Canadian Language 
Benchmarks 2000: 
 
 

1. Linguistic competence is the knowledge of grammar and vocabulary at a sentence level. 
It enables the building and recognition of well-formed, grammatically accurate 
utterances, according to the rules of syntax, semantics, morphology, and 
phonology/graphology. 

2. Textual competence is the knowledge and application of cohesion and coherence rules 
and devices in building larger texts/discourses.  It enables the connection of utterances 
and sentences into cohesive, logical, and functionally coherent texts and/or discourse. 

3. Functional competence is competence to convey and interpret communicative intent (or 
function) behind a sentence, utterance, or text. It encompasses macro-functions of 
language use (e.g., transmission of information, social interaction and getting things 
done/ persuading others, learning and thinking, creation and enjoyment) and micro-
functions, or speech acts (e.g., requests, threats, warnings, pleas, etc.) and the 
conventions of use. 

4. Socio-cultural competence focuses on appropriateness in understanding and producing 
utterances. These include rules of politeness; sensitivity to register, dialect, or variety; 
norms of stylistic appropriateness; sensitivity to “naturalness”; knowledge of idioms and 
figurative language; knowledge of culture, customs, and institutions; knowledge of 
cultural references; and uses of language through interactional skills to establish and 
maintain social relationships. 

5. Strategic competence manages the integration and application of all of language 
competence components to the specific context and situation of language use. It involves 
planning and assessing communication; avoiding potential or repairing actual difficulties 
in communication, coping with communication breakdown, and using affective devices.  
Most of all, it functions to ensure effectiveness of communications “transactions.” 

 
  -- Graznya Pawlikowska-Smith (2002), Canadian Language Benchmarks 2000: 
Theoretical framework, p. 7. 
 
 
The EFF Listen and Speak standards reflect the performance of both native and non-native 
speakers of English along the same continuum of performance.  Of the performance levels 
currently described for these standards (Levels 1-5), we expect that the first three will apply 
primarily (though not exclusively) to English language learners, beginning with learners who 
might be described as at a “low intermediate” level.  Higher performance level descriptions 
(Levels 4 and 5) may be equally applicable with native as well as non-native speakers.  While 
these higher performance level descriptions take into the account the language development 
needs of English language learners, students at these levels of performance are not just “learning 
to listen and speak” but are also “listening and speaking to learn.”  Our current data does not 
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support definitions of performance levels below or above the five levels we have described.  In 
the future, research to support the description of higher performance levels or of “pre-Level 1” 
performance levels for more beginning level English language learners may be developed.  In the 
interim, guidance on features of listening and speaking proficiency (and guidance for assessment, 
teaching, and learning) at levels below EFF Performance Level 1 and above EFF Performance 
Level 5 may be found in the ACTFL, MELT/SPL, Canadian Benchmarks, and English Core 
Curricula cited in the above paragraph.   
 
A mapping of the five EFF Listen and Speak Performance Levels to National Reporting System 
Educational Functioning Levels and to ACTFL and SPL levels can found on page 6.    
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