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Stages of processability and levels of
proficiency in the Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages
The case of L3 French

“Jonas Granfeldt
Malin Agren

Introduction

Thfz wqu f’f Gisela Hékansson has for many years been an Important source
otj inspiration for both of us. In particular her longtime work on 1.2 Swedish
w1tt1t]111;1 lt’h'Il‘ has been decisive for us in previous attempts to discuss L3 French
ms Work.s framework (Agren 2008). The present paper is an extension of
) The aim of the present paper i§ to investigate empirically the relationship
etween secqnd language proficiency (L2P) and second language develop-
ment (L2D) in a corpus of written L3 French. Second Language Acquisiticl))n
(SLA) has traditionally been concerned with describing and understandin
L2D, most notably through the study of developmental sequences ancgi
stages: Language testers and language testing research are interested in
captu}’lng and measuring the broader concept of L2P at a given time. The
question concerning a developmental relationship between L2P and LéD 1
not new and .has been answered differently in the past. Within SLA som:
researchers view L2D and L2P as separate theoretical constructs (Pien’emann
& Johnston 1987; Pienemann & Mackey 1992). R. Ellis (2008), for example
calls for attempts to match developmental levels and proﬁcienc,y levels silr)lc ,
he suspects that these two linguistic dimensions might in fact be a come—:
parison of.“apples and oranges” (Ellis 2008, note 7). The question we ask in
this study is to what extent 2P and L2D develop in arallel i
learners of French. ’ mgroup of L3
L%P can be defined as “a person’s overall competenc ili
form in L2” (Thomas 1994:330, footnote 1), to wlll)ich w: ?gu?glgg tt(c)) I:irc;
at a given point in time” in order to underline the fluctuating and develop-
mental aspects of L2P. Hulstijn (2011, 2012) has recently suggested pa
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subdivision of L2P into Basic Language Cognition (BLC) and Higher
Language Cognition (HLC). The separation is motivated by the fact that
more advanced aspects of L2P can be related to contextual (learning) factors
which depend on the individuals’ intellectual capacities and degree of formal
schooling, rather than on purely linguistic skills. Higher levels of L2P cannot
be reached, Hulstijn argues, without formal education. The distinction
between BLC and HLC is thus needed in order to separate linguistic and
intellectual skills as components of L2P (cf. Cummins, 1980, on a related
division). BLC concerns the implicit knowledge and automated use of fre-
quent and basic morphosyntactic constructions and lexical items.

L2P has been operationalized and measured in a variety of ways (see
Hulstijn 2011) but there are essentially two broad approaches to measure
L2P. On the one hand, the psychometric approach includes standardized
tests (i.e. TOEFL, DELF), cloze tests, C-tests etc.! On the other hand, the
holistic approach relies either on learners’ self-rating or behavioral rating
scales where expert raters assess L2 performance. In the holistic approach,
criterion-referenced scales of language proficiency can be used and expert
judges evaluate learner language by applying these scales, independently of
target language. Currently, the most prestigious and well-known example is
the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR)
which assesses communicative language proficiency. We return to the CEFR
below.

Understanding and defining L2D is one of the core topics in SLA
research. 12D can tentatively be defined as the progressive growth of one or
more aspects of the interlanguage system (phonology, morphology, syntax,
etc.). L2D could be viewed as a necessary but not sufficient subcomponent
of L2P. It is often described via the definition of developmental sequences,
which crucially are thought to be invariable and impermeable with respect to
external factors such as learning situation, type of input, etc. An increasing
number of different models and theories have been put forward to describe
and account for L2D in different learners (Towell & Hawkins 1994,
Pienemann 1998, 2005; Sharwood-Smith & Truscott 2005). Models of L2D
tend to be language independent and some have also been empirically tested
on cross-linguistic data. One well-known and established model of L2D is
Processability Theory (PT) (Pienemann, 1998; Pienemann & Hékansson

1999) which over the years has been tested on a variety of typologically
different languages. We return to PT below.

! TOEFL is also known as the Test of English as a Foreign Language. It is designed and
administrated by the Educational Testing Service. The DELF test is the French equivalent.
DELF is the acronym of Diplome d'études en langue francaise. The test is designed and
administrated by Centre international d'éwdes pédagogiques. A C-test is a specific type of
cloze-test used in language testing (Grotjahn, 2010).
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" _ The specific aim of the present study is to i i iri
_ possible relationship between CEFR, a Izllodel o;n ::;tﬁizc?;g:l I(jglliy >
PT, a.model of L2D. The rationale is that the relationship betwee L21; nd
- L.2].).1s debated and needs further attention. With Hulstijn’s (201111 2021[ld
division .bet\.;veen BLC and HL.C in mind, it seems important to und o
what _pomt in the l_earners’ trajectory L2D and L2P might be m ot
alssoc1ated. A possﬂ')le hypothesis is that L2P in the BLC ran COI; OrldleljS
i‘;’;ﬁ;ﬁﬁfﬁ:ﬁ;ﬁ lLZD since both are defined as construcis re(f)llécting
anguage and aut i
dependent from contextual aﬁd individ‘l);:;azit:j: ?ﬁg]flez‘sle;: Oézgizz 1212

formal schooling. Hulstijn critici
! : . jn criticises the CEF i
relationship between L2P and L2D and says tlitfor rotbeing clear abont the

Any association between CEFR
weel levels of L2P [L2 Profici
development as studied in the second language acquisitionﬁ (Céeﬁg]li?:ritliz
e

would be completely mispl
S placed |[... iri ; -
m 1ts support. (Hulstijn 201 1:241[) 1, unless empirical studies show evidence

The remainder of this paper will be dedicated to a small

study which aims to address this challenge. scale empirical

The Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages (CEFR)

The QEFR provides a language-independ ipti i
E;:Sflae::g ;;n six levels. The levels (il, /igf geISLCgIZ)?OCIi (E)lidc %nZn)nau;lal C:rn;e
Do Usrer (gB )to t](njree broad proficiency bands: Basic User A) Inge—
A an Advanced User (C). The CEFR is action-o;iented'
ge learners are viewed z-lshl.anguage users and as social agents wh(;
thltleS.. These activities all involve language
. R describes what a learner can do with respect
in level of communicative proficiency and how

to a specific task at a certa
well s/he can do it.

Table 1. From Overall written interaction (Council of Euro

CEFR Level Descriptor B S0 haper 4)

B1 . . .
gglilczoxcllx;:y Izr}ri;crirmatlon and ideas on abstract as well as concrete
> Chieck 1nformation and ask ab i i
ressanable oot out or explain problems with
A2 Can wri i i
write short, simple formulaic notes relating to matters in areas

of immediate need.

The CEFR encom
passes four categories of lan 1viti typ
: Ipasst age a 1 :
reception, production, interaction and mediationgu g feivities of his type:
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The scales of the CEFR define linguistic, pragmatic and socio-linguistic
competences needed to carry out the activities. In particular chapter 5
presents communicative language competences (cf. Canale & Swain 1980).
The way scales are presented in the CEFR could lead one to believe that
functional and competence-based scales should be interpreted together.
Hence, learners at, say, level A2 with respect to Overall written interaction
(Council of Europe, 2001:83) should simultaneously be at the same level A2
with respect to competence-based scales in chapter 5, like for example
Vocabulary control (Council of Europe 2001:112). In his paper, Hulstijn
(2007:664) discusses such a “parallel” reading of CEFR functional and com-
petence-based scales from a SLA perspective. At least three types of L2
language users can be identified: a) learners who can do few language tasks
but with high linguistic quality, b) learners who can do many language tasks
but with low linguistic quality and c) learners whose range of language tasks
is parallel to their linguistic ability. Learner types a and b display “uneven
profiles” but as a result of the way CEFR presents the scales, only the third

learner type is included.

Processability theory

Processability Theory (Pienemann 1998, 2005) is a psycholinguistic theory
of SLA which explains developmental sequences in L2 acquisition in terms
of language processing. According to this approach learners develop skills
needed to process the target language grammar in a highly systematic way.
Importantly, grammatical structures can only be produced in the L2 if the
necessary processing procedures are available.

The processing hierarchy proposed in Pienemann’s original version of
PT, illustrated in Table 2, identifies five stages of development based on
different levels of information exchanged between constituents (i.e. feature
unification). The main idea is that the activation sequence of processing
procedures used in language production (from 1 to 5 below) is also valid for
language acquisition, which follows the same implicational order. Starting
from stage 1, all subsequent stages of development mirror increasing de-
mands of processing capacity involved in the morphosyntactic operations.

2 On a single occasion the CEFR recognizes the existence of “uneven profiles” (Council of
Europe 2001: 17), i.e. learners who are at different levels of proficiency in different activities,
but nothing is said about the frequency or specificities of such learners.

.
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Table 2. Stages of development and processing procedures according to PT (adapted
from Pienemann, 1998).

PT stage  Processing Procedure  Information Example of morphol.
exchange outcome in French

5 Subordinate clause Main- sub. clause  Subjunctive in sub.clause
procedure

4 S(entence)procedure Inter-phrasal Subject-verb agreement

3 Phrasal procedure Phrasal NP agreement

2 Category procedure No exchange Lexical morphemes

1 Word or lemma access Words, chunks -

According to PT, the notion of storage of grammatical information in
memory is crucial to the acquisition process. The further away the source
and the target of feature unification, the longer grammatical information
ncfeds to be stored in memory, and the later the morphosyntactic structure
v-v111 be acquired. Therefore, inter-phrasal agreement (stage 4) takes longer
time to acquire than phrasal agreement (stage 3). The former asks for ex-
change of grammatical information over phrasal boundaries (between NP
and VP), an operation that involves higher processing procedures, whereas
’Fhe latter calls for more local information exchange within NP. As illustrated
in previ.ous cross-linguistic investigations of PT (see Pienemann 2005) the
processing hierarchy affects morphology and syntax differently in various
languages due to their different morphosyntactic rule systems. In this study,

we focus on how this model applies to the development of morphosyntax i
L3 French (Agren 2008). P rphosyntax in

Research questions

We have two research questions for the present study:

— RQI: To what extent is L2P, as measured by the CEFR, and L2D as
defined by PT related in a corpus of written L3 French?

— RQ2: How frequent is the presence of uneven profiles in the data?

Data and method

The learners

All participants were pupils at different schools in the city of Lund in
southern Sweden recruited through personal contacts with teachers at the
schools. Written data were collected from 38 L3 learners of French. 36 of the
38 leamners (95%) reported that Swedish was their mother tongue and the
language used in the home. The learners were at two different levels: 22 in
year 9 (15-16 years old, 59% female) and 16 in their final year of upper-
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secondary school (18-19 years old, 69% female). All 38 learners success-
fully completed both tasks and were rated as being at least at the A1 level.

The tasks
A website was designed to be used for data collection. The students wrote

their texts directly on the web page, without any kind of support. A total of
76 L3 French texts were collected (38 x 2) using this procedure. All learners
were asked to complete two written communicative tasks. The tasks were
adapted from two of the five tasks used by Alanen et al. (2010) in a study of
young and adult learners’ 1.2 English and L2 Finnish linked to the CEFR.
Task 1 instructed students to write an email message to their French teacher
explaining why they had been absent from school and asking for some
information on an upcoming French test. The instructions to the older
learners in upper-secondary school were similar but slightly more elaborated
than those used in year 9 (for further details, see Granfeldt et al. in press). In
task 2, students were asked to write a narrative about something nice, funny
or special that they had experienced. They were instructed to explain what
happened to them and why the event was particularly exciting or memorable.
Participants were allowed 40 minutes to complete both tasks. All participants
were able to complete the tasks within this time frame.

The CEFR raters
Two experienced CEFR fraters were asked to read the texts and provide them
with a CEFR score ranging from Al to C2. As a basis for their assessment,
the raters were given a CEFR scale that had been compiled from several of
the CEFR scales. The compiled scale consisted of “can-do statements”, and
accuracy was never mentioned. The raters assessed the texts independently
of each other and were asked to do the following: a) rate each text using the
CEFR scale (Al, A2, B1, B2, C1 and C2), b) indicate the degree of certainty
of each rating on a 4-point scale ranging from “completely certain” to “com-
pletely uncertain”, and c) to provide an alternative CEFR rating if, and only
if, the indicated degree of certainty was low (i.e. “uncertain” or “completely
uncertain”). No texts were included in the final analysis where both raters
were “completely uncertain” or “uncertain”.

The degree of inter-rater agreement between the two raters was measured
by Kronbach’s alpha. Alpha was measured to .804 which according to
DeVellis (1991:85) corresponds to a “very good reliability”.

PT-analysis

One of the authors with previous experience of PT read the learner texts and
analyzed them according to the PT framework. Since the tasks were adapted
to match CEFR criteria, this meant that data density for some structures was
low. Therefore, each analysis was evaluated on a 4-point scale according to
the degree of certainty of the analysis. Out of the 76 CEFR rated texts, 61
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texts contained a sufficient amount and varied set of structures in order to
ensure a reasonable PT analysis with a certainty score of 3 or 4. These 61
texts were kept for the final comparison with the CEFR ratings.

Within the PT framework the emergence criterion is applied. Emergenc
T‘eff?rs to the first systematic and productive use of a certain struL:ture \%hi g
mdlca’fes that the learner, in principle, can carry out a specific gram’mati c1
operation. In our PT analysis, the researcher studied the systematic usecsf
i:ertam struf:nlres _bz.ised on three sources of available evidence in each
earner te':xt. 1) minimal pairs, 2) creative constructions (i.e. overuse of a
graxpmatlcal rule), and 3) a certain amount of lexical variation in the use of a
jlparucular structure (e.g. the same morpheme used with a range of different
exemes).- In the PT analysis, at least two minimal pairs or two creati
constructions or three varied lexical items within a morphological patte‘r/ne

were required in order to identify a specific devel
2008; Pallotti 2007; Pienemann 1998)1.) evelopmental stage (cf. Agren

Results

In Ili'lgucrle 1 below, CEFR ratings of the 61 texts are plotted against the

gl}a yse PT-stage. Each learner text is represented by a circle in the figure

a]gce lmtégﬁ;er agre;ment was estimated to be sufficiently high (see above)-

ingle score for each text was computed b i ’

: y calculating a mean score

from th.e two CEFR ratings. We observe that, overall, there is a linear
correlation between the CEFR level and the PT stage.

Al | o
H 3 - ! T
3 4

P;ocessabﬂity Stage
Figure 1. Correlation of CEFR rating and PT developmental stage.

The CEFR ratings cover four levels and
range from Al to B2. Texts that
plotted between two CEFR-levels have been rated differently by the tivrz
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raters. For example, a text which 1is plotted between Al and A2 has been
rated Al by one rater and A2 by the other rater. "

The results with respect to PT also cover four stages and range from PT

stage 1 to stage 4. We observe that there is an increasing amount of variation
in the relationship between the CEFR level and the analysed PT stage.
According to the results in this small-scale pilot study, PT stages 1 and 2 are
associated with CEFR levels Al and AZ2. Interestingly, the dispersion
increases at more advanced stages and PT stage 4 contain texts that have
been rated from A2 (1 text) up to above B2 (2 texts). We also observe that,
with a single exception, no text rated below B1 was analysed as PT stage 4.

To answer our first research question, we statistically investigated the
strength of the association between the rated CEFR score (the mean) and the
analysed PT stage using a Spearman rank order correlation analysis. The
results indicate a very strong association between the average rated CEFR
level and the analysed PT stage, (1s[62] = .86, p<0.001).

In the remainder of this section we will address the second research
question, namely the presence and frequency of uneven profiles.

For the purpose of this study we define a balanced profile as a text which
follows the main linear trend expressed in Figure 1. These are texts where
communicative proficiency (L2P), measured by CEFR, and morphosyntactic
development (L2D), measured by PT, go hand in hand (cf. “flat profile”,
Council of Europe, 2001:43). We observe that balanced profiles seem to be
dominant at lower levels and stages, which is not very surprising due to the
limited command of the L2/L3 at these stages. Example (1) below illustrates
a balanced profile at a more advanced level, where utterances are linked into
a clear and coherent narrative (CEFR, level B2) and where the morpho-
syntactic procedures at PT stage 4 have emerged (see phrasal agreement,
stage 3, in solid underlining; interphrasal agreement, stage 4, in dashed

(1) JL text2: CEFR level B2 (both raters), PT stage 4

Il 'y a quelques semaines, je Suis allée visiter une amie qui habite a Goteborg.
En méme temps, il y avait aussi ma meilleure amie de Lund qui allait visiter.
son amie a Goteborg. Nous, toutes les deux, sont donc_allées en train pour
Gdteborg. En sortant du train a la gare de Goteborg, j'ai i mon amie et on
s'embrassées. Ma meilleure amie, elle a aussi rencontré son amie. Soudain,
ma copine regarde la copine de ma meilleure amie et elle_recolt un regard
étonné. En fait, la copine de ma_ meilleure amie et ma_copine de Gateborg
Staient camarades de classe. Quand on a toutes compris cette_coincidence

sensationelle on s est mises a rire...

However, it is not always the case that high/low communicative proficiency
correlates with high/low morphosyntactic development. Texts showing un-
even profiles appear as outliers in Figure 1. For instance, as exemplified in
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(2), the learner ES’s text was judged by both CEFR raters as belonging to
level Bl, where the learner is able to write accounts of experiences,
describing feelings and reactions in simple connected text and link series of
discrete elements into a connected, linear sequence of points. Indeed, ES is
telling a rather straightforward narrative, where events from the past and the
present are linked by the use of different tenses (imperfect and present
tense), adverbials (ne...jamais, la premiére fois, chaque fois...) and pro-
nominal reference (la chanson... je I’ecoutais). In Figure 1, CEFR B1 and
Bl+ and PT Stage 4 are closely associated. However, the PT analysis of ES’
texts indicates stage 3, because the use of subject-verb agreement was not
consistent enough to indicate availability of processing mechanisms at PT
stage 4 (phrasal agreement in solid underlining has emerged, interphrasal

skills expressed in (2) seem to be more advanced than what could perhaps be
expected given the stage of development.

(2)  EStext2: CEFR level Bl (both raters), PT stage 3

Je ne oblie jamais le premiere fois que je ecoutais a Edith Piaf. J'avait 12 ans
et la musique en francais etait trés beau et je commencait de pleurer. C'est la
premiére fois que je comprennait que je veux lire la francais a I'école. La
chanson etais "Paris" et c'est encore ma chanson favorie en francais. Chaque

Jois j'ecoute la chanson je pense que la premiére fois que je l'ecoutais. C'est
une memoire tres forte...

Other texts, as exemplified in (3), show the opposite pattern where the level
of morphosyntactic development was analysed at PT stage 4 (consistent
subject-verb agreement) whereas the communicative proficiency was rated-
at a somewhat lower level (A2/B1) than could be expected (cf. the trend in
Figure 1).

(3) TAtext2, CEFR level BI/A2, PT stage 4

Je vais me souvenir toujours de ce jour lorsque moi et mes soeurs étions avec
vos amis a notre maison au bord de la mer. La, il y a beaucoup de vaches.
Un jour nous_avez, oublié le collier de notre chien dans un endroit o il y a

des vaches. Quand nous sommes allées le chercher il y a telle de vaches dans

bien et maintenant c'est plutdt un bon souvenir.
Even though uneven profiles are present in the text sample examined in this

study, we conclude that the majority of texts show rather homogeneous pro-
files, where L2P and L2D point in the same direction.
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Summary s
The present small-scale study aimed at investigating a possible relationship
between second language proficiency (L2P) and second language develop-
ment (L2D) in a corpus of L3 written French. The learners were Swedish
secondary students. The learner texts were assessed according to the CEFR
by two experienced CEFR raters, measuring communicative L2P. The same
texts were analysed according to Processability Theory, which is a theory of
1.2D. We found a strong overall correlation between the CEFR ratings and
the PT analysis (rs[62] = .86, p<0.001). We want to underline, however, that
the observed correlation cannot in any way be taken as evidence that the
underlying constructs are related.

In addition, we observed that the existence of uneven profiles in the data,
i.e. learners with stronger communicative proficiency than morphosyntactic
development or vice versa, typically becomes more frequent at more 2}d-
vanced stages. Up to CEFR Bl and PT stage 3, learners’ communicative
proficiency and morphosyntactic development seem to develop more or less
at the same rate. This preliminary finding is potentially interesting in the
view of L2P as divided between BLC and HLC (Hulstijn 2012). If BLC re-
flects implicit knowledge and automated language use, it actually comes a
bit closer to the definition of L2D used in PT, which, in turn, could explain
the better fit between CEFR and PT at lower levels and stages, as indicated
in Figure 1. Future research will have to investigate this association in more

detail.
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So you think gestures are compensatory?

Reflections based on child and adult learner data’

Marianne Gullberg

Introduction

When I told Gisela that I wanted to examine how adult second language (L2)
speakers used gestures as communication strategies in my doctoral
dissertation, I remember her swallowing hard, then smiling and cheerfully
saying How exciting! 1 thought it fitting to honour her by revisiting the can
of worms I opened then, and take a new look at the question of whether, and
if so how, gestures can be said to be compensatory.

In a seminal paper from 1985 entitled So you think gestures are non-
verbal? David McNeill challenged the then dominant view of gestures as a
communicative frill of no consequence to our understanding of language and
linguistic processing (McNeill 1985). The paper listed arguments for why
gestures are in fact verbal (i.e. linguistic), highlighting their close
relationship with spoken language. Some 30 years later, this position has
become well established. Evidence continues to accumulate for the close
connection between gesture and language in language development, break-
down, in processing, etc. Although the link itself is no longer questioned, the
exact nature of the relationship and the reasons for why we gesture remain
illusive.

It is a common lay assumption that speakers in expressive trouble use
hand and foot solutions to resolve them. Gestures — particularly represent-
ational or referential gestures which convey meaning about a referent (e.g.
size, shape, etc.) — are seen as a compensatory tool to bridge the gap between
communicative intention and available expressive means. This view 1s also
common in research targeting language users who are “challenged” or “less
competent”. It is explicit in studies of adult second language acquisition and

3 A version of this paper was given at the GESPIN 2011 conference, Bielefeld, 2011. I thank
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Onderzoek, MPI 56-384; and Vetenskapsradet A0667401. T also thank my collaborators M.
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