
 

Stanislaus County Office of Education, adapted from ACTFL, E. Ruiz, September 6, 2019 

Seal Writing Proficiency 
 

COMPARING PERFORMANCE AND PROFICIENCY:  In describing language ability, the terms performance and proficiency both refer to one’s ability to 
use language. Similar strategies can be used when teaching for both performance and proficiency. Likewise, assessments of both performance and 
proficiency reflect purposeful communication tasks, mirroring real-world uses of language. There are also significant differences between performance and 
proficiency. 
1. PERFORMANCE:  Performance is the ability to use language that has been learned and practiced in an instructional setting. Coached by an instructor, 

whether in a classroom or online, or guided by instructional materials, performance refers to language ability that has been practiced and is within 
familiar contexts and content areas. 

2. PROFICIENCY:  Proficiency is the ability to use language in real-world situations in a spontaneous interaction and non-rehearsed context in a manner 
acceptable and appropriate to native speakers of the language. Proficiency demonstrates what a language user is able to do regardless of where, 
when, or how the language was acquired. The demonstration is independent of how the language was learned; the context may or may not be familiar; 
the evaluation of proficiency is not limited to the content of a particular curriculum that has been taught and learned. 

 
Novice Student Writing Scores: 1-12 Intermediate Student Writing Scores: 13-16 Proficient Student Minimum Writing Score: 17-20 
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Writers at the Novice-level are characterized by 
the ability to produce lists and notes, primarily 
by writing words and phrases. They can 
provide limited formulaic information on simple 
forms and documents. These writers can 
reproduce practiced material to convey the 
simplest messages. In addition, they can 
transcribe familiar words or phrases, copy 
letters of the alphabet or reproduce basic 
characters with some accuracy. 

Writers at the Intermediate-level are 
characterized by the ability to meet practical 
writing needs, such as simple messages and 
letters, requests for information, and notes. In 
addition, they can ask and respond to simple 
questions in writing. These writers can create 
with the language and communicate simple 
facts and ideas in a series of loosely connected 
sentences on topics of personal interest and 
social needs. They write primarily in present 
time. At this level, writers use basic vocabulary 
and structures to express meaning that is 
comprehensible to those accustomed to the 
writing of non-natives. 

Proficient writers are characterized by the 
ability to write informal and formal 
correspondence, as well as narratives, 
descriptions, essays and summaries of a 
factual nature. They can narrate and describe 
in all major timeframes using paraphrasing and 
elaboration to provide clarity. Proficiency 
writers produce connected and well supported 
discourse of essay length and structure. At this 
level, writers show control of a wide range of 
complex structures and vocabulary, allowing 
them to be understood by those unaccustomed 
to the writing of non-natives. 
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If you are a Novice-level writer, you should be 
able to provide words, lists and phrases. Words 
and phrases may be misspelled. This is a 
natural process that happens when people first 
start studying a language and is perfectly 
acceptable at this level. In fact, it is the way 
new students of a language build their 
vocabulary, a sense of sentence structure, and, 
ultimately, the ability to create with language. A 
Novice-level writer may be able to provide lists 
of words that are used more frequently, such 
as the days of the week, colors, family 
members, objects, etc. At this level, the writer 
is not able to produce sentences yet. 

An Intermediate-level writer is able to maintain 
sentence-level discourse. The sentences that 
this type of writer generates allow her or him to 
express ideas and engage with other readers 
of the language socially. Intermediate-level 
writers can tell people what they regularly do at 
work, and they can formulate questions to find 
out information. On the other hand, an 
Intermediate-level writer is not able to organize 
and connect those sentences to form 
paragraphs, nor is this writer able to control the 
language well enough for a reader to be able to 
understand whether an action or event 
happened in the past, present, or future. 

The proficient writer is a storyteller. That 
means a writer’s responses have a clear focus; 
are organized, with a beginning, middle, and 
conclusion. It also means that there is a 
connection, not only among ideas, but also 
among the sentences of a response. Proficient-
level prompts will elicit the use of appropriate 
timeframes and the reader should be able to 
understand when the action or event 
happened. Proficient-level writers demonstrate 
control over timeframes by using the 
appropriate markers to indicate present, past or 
future. Proficient-level writers do not need 
sympathetic readers who have to fill in the 
gaps of the narrative or description in order to 
understand the writer’s idea. When someone 
reads a text from a proficient writer, there is no 
confusion about what happened or when it 
happened. They can handle these transactions 
in a more formal environment, using the 
language to address complications that might 
arise during the transaction. This ability allows 
them to find solutions to resolve the transaction 
successfully. In addition, proficient writers can 
write about things they did not personally 
experience. 

 
  



 

Stanislaus County Office of Education, adapted from ACTFL, E. Ruiz, September 6, 2019 

Seal Oral Proficiency 
 

COMPARING PERFORMANCE AND PROFICIENCY:  In describing language ability, the terms performance and proficiency both refer to one’s ability to 
use language. Similar strategies can be used when teaching for both performance and proficiency. Likewise, assessments of both performance and 
proficiency reflect purposeful communication tasks, mirroring real-world uses of language. There are also significant differences between performance and 
proficiency. 
3. PERFORMANCE:  Performance is the ability to use language that has been learned and practiced in an instructional setting. Coached by an instructor, 

whether in a classroom or online, or guided by instructional materials, performance refers to language ability that has been practiced and is within 
familiar contexts and content areas. 

4. PROFICIENCY:  Proficiency is the ability to use language in real-world situations in a spontaneous interaction and non-rehearsed context in a manner 
acceptable and appropriate to native speakers of the language. Proficiency demonstrates what a language user is able to do regardless of where, 
when, or how the language was acquired. The demonstration is independent of how the language was learned; the context may or may not be familiar; 
the evaluation of proficiency is not limited to the content of a particular curriculum that has been taught and learned. 

 
The Novice Student Writing Scores: 1-15 The Intermediate Student Writing Scores: 16-21 

The Proficient Student Minimum Writing Score:  
22 
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Novice-level speakers can communicate short 
messages on highly predictable, everyday 
topics that affect them directly. They do so 
primarily through the use of isolated words and 
phrases that have been encountered, 
memorized, and recalled. Novice-level 
speakers may be difficult to understand even 
by the most sympathetic interlocutors 
accustomed to non-native speech. 

Speakers at the Intermediate level are 
distinguished primarily by their ability to create 
with the language when talking about familiar 
topics related to their daily life. They are able to 
recombine learned material in order to express 
personal meaning. Intermediate-level speakers 
can ask simple questions and can handle a 
straightforward survival situation. They produce 
sentence-level language, ranging from discrete 
sentences to strings of sentences, typically in 
present time. Intermediate-level speakers are 
understood by interlocutors who are 
accustomed to dealing with non-native learners 
of the language. 

Proficient speakers engage in conversation in a 
clearly participatory manner in order to 
communicate information on autobiographical 
topics, as well as topics of community, national, 
or international interest. Topics are handled by 
means of narration and description in the major 
timeframes. These speakers can deal with a 
social situation with unexpected complications. 
The language of the proficient speaker is 
abundant, the oral paragraph being the 
measure of proficient-level length and 
discourse. Proficient speakers have the 
accuracy, fluency, pronunciation, lexical 
grammatical and control to be understood by 
native speakers, including those unaccustomed 
to non-native speech. 
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A Novice-level speaker is able to produce 
words and some phrases. Some of these 
words and phrases may be memorized. This is 
a natural process that happens when people 
first start studying a language and is perfectly 
acceptable at this level. It should not be 
confused with using rehearsed material. In fact, 
it is the way new students of a language build 
their vocabulary, a sense of sentence structure, 
and, ultimately, the ability to create with 
language. A Novice-level speaker may be able 
to provide lists, such as the names of the days 
of the week, colors, names of family members, 
objects, etc. At this level, the speaker is not 
able to produce sentences yet. 

An Intermediate-level speaker is able to speak 
at the sentence level. The sentences that this 
type of speaker generates allow her or him to 
express ideas and engage with other speakers 
of the language socially. Intermediate-level 
speakers can tell people what they want to 
order at a restaurant, what they regularly do at 
work, what they need to do to arrange to rent a 
car, etc. They can tell people what they are 
thinking, and they can formulate questions to 
find out information. On the other hand, an 
Intermediate-level speaker is not able to 
organize and connect those sentences to form 
paragraphs, nor is this type of speaker able to 
control the language well enough for a listener 
to be able to understand whether an action, or 
event happened in the past, present, or future. 

The proficient speaker is a storyteller. At this 
level, the language production is paragraph-
length. That means a speaker’s responses are 
organized, with a beginning, middle, and end. It 
also means that there is a connection, not only 
among ideas, but also among the sentences of 
a response. Proficient speakers use 
paragraphs to tell listeners stories that 
happened in the past, actions that take place in 
their daily lives, and events that are going to 
happen in the future. When someone listens to 
a proficient speaker, there is no confusion 
about what happened or when it happened. 
Proficient speakers can handle social 
transactions, for instance, renting a car. They 
can, use the language to address 
complications that might arise during the 
transaction (e.g., a car not being available, or a 
reservation being lost). This ability allows them 
to find solutions to resolve the transaction 
successfully. In addition, proficient speakers 
can begin talking about things that they did not 
personally experience. 

 


