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MES Language Descriptors 

The Common European Framework (CEF) provides a series of standards for different levels of skill in language-learning. This CEF has formed the basis of the following outline of the standards in undergraduate degrees in Middle Eastern languages in Manchester. At certain points the National Curriculum (NC) standards are invoked.

When completing a “Stage” students are able to carry out the listed tasks and show the characteristic skills, subject to the accompanying notes:

Year 1

Outcome of Year 1 Semester 1  = equivalent of CEF A1

Outcome of Year 1 Semester 2  = equivalent of CEF A2

Listening and responding

Year 1

Semester 1

Stage 1

Recognize and show familiarity with the sound system of the target language.

Recognize and understand a few simple, familiar, learned words and phrases, short statements and questions, including simple classroom commands. 

Understand language spoken very slowly, clearly and face to face. 

Notes: Recorded speech has to be very clear with no interference. Much repetition and gesture required. 

Stage 2

Recognize and understand a range of familiar statements and questions, including everyday classroom language and instructions for setting tasks.

Understand language spoken slowly, clearly and face to face. 

Notes: Recorded speech has to be very clear with no interference. Some repetition and gesture required. 

Stage 3

Understand short oral passages made up of familiar language (words, very basic phrases) about self, family and immediate concrete surroundings.

Identify and understand main points from a short spoken passage.
Understand very simple opinions.
Understand language spoken at a slow to near normal rate.

Notes: Recorded speech should still be slow and very clear with no interference. Re-phrasing of single utterances may be needed. Repetition of short passages required. 

Year 1

Semester 2

Stage 4

Understand longer passages made up of familiar language.

Identify and understand main points and some detail from a short spoken passage.
Understand simple opinions.

Understand language spoken at near normal speed.

Note: Repetition may be needed.

Stage 5

Understand longer passages made up of familiar language covering past, present and future events concerning several topics.

Identify and understand main points and specific details in speech, such as opinions.

Understand language spoken at near normal speed with little or no interference or hesitancy.

Note: Some repetition may be needed.

Stage 6

Understand short extracts covering past, present and future events concerning various topics, including familiar language used in unfamiliar contexts. 

Understand highest frequency vocabulary related to areas of most immediate personal relevance.

Identify and understand main points and specific details in short, simple messages and announcements and expressions of points of view, purpose, causation and similar structures.

Understand language spoken at normal speed with some interference and hesitancy.

Note: Little repetition needed.

Speaking

Year 1

Semester 1

Stage 1

Respond briefly, with single words or short phrases, on very familiar topics. 

Ask very simple questions, using one or two words.

Considerable support needed in the form of a spoken model or visual cue, repetition, re-phrasing at a slower rate to help student formulate a response.

Pronunciation approximate, delivery hesitant, meaning not always clear.

Stage 2

Respond briefly, with simple responses on very familiar topics.

Name and describe people, places and objects.

Use set phrases.

Ask simple questions, using phrases.
Notes: Much support needed in the form of a spoken model or visual cue, repetition, rephrasing at a slower rate to help student formulate a response. Pronunciation still approximate and delivery hesitant, but meaning often clear. 

Stage 3

Ask and answer simple questions, using sentences in areas of immediate need or on very familiar topics.

Use simple phrases and sentences to describe where the students live and people they know.

Use mainly memorised language, but may occasionally substitute words to vary statements.

Notes: Some support needed in the form of a spoken model or visual cue, repetition, rephrasing at a slower rate to help student initiate and formulate a response. Pronunciation may still be approximate and delivery hesitant, but meaning is mostly clear. 
Year 1

Semester 2

Stage 4
Take part in simple structured conversations. 

Supported by visual or other cues. 
Begin to use knowledge of grammar to adapt and substitute single words and phrases. 
Note: Pronunciation generally accurate with some consistency in intonation. 
Stage 5
Take part in short conversations, seeking and conveying information in simple terms. 
Refer to recent experiences or future plans, as well as everyday activities and interests. 
Convey simple opinions.

Notes: There may be some mistakes, but students make themselves understood with little or no difficulty. 


Stage 6
Respond and take part in a short and simple prepared direct exchange of information on familiar topics and activities. 

Use a series of phrases/sentences to describe simply: family, other people, living conditions, educational background, jobs.

Take part in conversations that include past, present and future actions and events.

Notes: Some cues needed as usually students do not have sufficient language/understanding to keep conversation going.
Apply knowledge of grammar in new contexts.
Use target language to meet most routine needs for information and explanations. 
Convey opinions and give simple reasons for these.

Note: May be hesitant at times, but students make themselves understood with little or no difficulty. 

Reading and Responding

Year 1

Semester 1
Stage 1 
Read out a few familiar words and phrases.
Recognize and understand single words presented in clear script in a familiar context. 
Note: Students may need visual cues.
Stage 2 

Understand short familiar phrases presented in a familiar context. 

Use books or glossaries to find meanings of new words.  

Stage 3 
Understand very short texts and dialogues, made up of familiar language (names, words, very simple sentences), printed in books, word processed, on notices, posters or in catalogues.

Identify and note main points and personal responses. 

Begin to read independently, selecting simple texts and using a dictionary or glossary to look up new words. 
Year 1

Semester 2

Stage 4 
Show that they understand short, factual texts, printed or clearly handwritten. 

Identify and note main points and some details. 

Begin to use context to work out what unfamiliar words mean. 

Stage 5 
Understand a range of short, simple written material, including texts covering present and past or future events.

Identify and note main points and specific details, including opinions.

Generally confident in reading aloud, and in using reference materials. 

Stage 6
Understand a variety of short and simple everyday-material texts that cover past, present and future events and include familiar language in unfamiliar contexts.

Identify and find specific and predictable details and note main points, including points of view in simple everyday material, e.g. advertisements, prospectuses, menus, timetables, short and simple personal letters.

More confident in using context and their knowledge of grammar to work out the meaning of preciously unknown language usages. 

Writing 

Year 1

Semester 1

Stage 1
Copy single familiar words/symbols correctly. 

Label items and select appropriate words to complete short phrases or sentences.

Stage 2
Copy familiar short phrases, one or two short sentences to a model correctly. 

Write items and set phrases used regularly in class. 

Fill in words on a simple form.

Note: When writing familiar words from memory, spelling may be approximate. 
Stage 3
Write two or three short sentences on familiar topics, using aids (e.g. learned expressions, textbooks, own written work). 

Express simple personal opinions/responses.

Write short, simple postcards, fill forms with personal details e.g. name, nationality, address on a hotel registration form.

Note: When writing short familiar phrases from memory, spelling is readily understandable. 
Year 1

Semester 2

Stage 4
Write individual paragraphs of about three or four simple sentences, drawing largely on memorised language. Begin to use knowledge of grammar to adapt and substitute individual words and set phrases. 

Begin to use dictionaries or glossaries to check words learnt. 
Stage 5 
Produce short pieces of writing, in simple sentences, that convey and seek simple information and opinions. 

Refer to recent experiences or future plans, as well as to everyday activities and interests. 

Use dictionaries or glossaries to check words they have learnt and to look up unknown words. 

Note: May be some mistakes, but meaning can be understood with little or no difficulty. 

Stage 6 
Write in paragraphs, using simple descriptive language, and refer to past, present and future actions and events. 

Produce short pieces of writing, e.g. short simple notes and messages, that convey and seek information and opinions, giving simple reasons relating to matters in areas of immediate need. Also simple personal letters of thanks.

Apply grammar in new contexts. 

Note: There may be a few mistakes, but meaning usually clear. 

Year 2

Outcome of Year 2 Semester 1 Listening & Reading = First part of CEF B1 (+ NC 7)

Outcome of Year 2 Semester 1 Speaking & Writing = NC 7
Outcome of Year 2 Semester 2 = CEF B1 (+ NC 8)

Listening and responding

Year 2

Semester 1

Understand main points of clear standard speech on familiar matters regularly encountered in work, university, leisure etc.
Understand a range of material that contains some complex sentences and unfamiliar language. 
Understand language spoken at normal speed, including brief news items and non-factual material taken from radio or television
Note: Need little repetition.

Year 2

Semester 2

Understand the main point of many radio or TV programmes on current affairs or topics of personal interest when the delivery is relatively slow and clear and in standard language.
Understand spoken material from a wider range of sources, e.g. news items, interviews, documentaries, films and plays.
When listening to familiar and less familiar material draw inferences, recognise attitudes and emotions
Note: need little repetition. 

Speaking

Year 2

Semester 1

Initiate and develop conversations and discuss matters of personal or topical interest. 
Improvise and paraphrase. 
Pronunciation and intonation good, and language usually accurate. 
Year 2

Semester 2
Give and justify opinions and discuss facts, ideas and experiences. 
Use a range of vocabulary, structures and time references. 
Adapt language to deal with unprepared situations. 
Speak confidently with good pronunciation and intonation, and language is largely accurate with few mistakes of any significance. 
Deal with most situations likely to arise whilst travelling in an area where the language is spoken. 
Enter unprepared into conversation on topics that are familiar, of personal interest or pertinent to everyday life (e.g. family, hobbies, work, travel and current affairs).
Connect phrases in a simple way to describe experiences and events, dreams, hopes and ambitions.
Briefly give reasons and explanations for opinions and plans.
Narrate a story or the plot of a book or film and describe reactions.

Reading and Responding

Year 2

Semester 1
Understand a range of material, imaginative and factual, that includes some complex sentences and unfamiliar language.
Use new vocabulary and structures found in reading to respond in speech or in writing. 
Use reference materials when these are helpful. 

Understand texts that consist mainly of high frequency everyday or job-related language.
Year 2

Semester 2

Understand a wide variety of types of written material. 
When reading for personal interest and for information, consult a range of reference sources where appropriate. 

Cope readily with unfamiliar topics involving more complex language, and recognise attitudes and emotions

Understand description of events, feelings and wishes in personal letters.

Writing 

Year 2

Semester 1
Produce pieces of writing of varying lengths on real and imaginary subjects, using an appropriate register. 
Link sentences and paragraphs, structure ideas and adapt previously learnt language for own purposes. Edit and redraft own work, using reference sources to improve their accuracy, precision and variety of expression. 
Note: Although there may be occasional mistakes, the meaning is clear. 

Year 2

Semester 2

Express and justify ideas, opinions or personal points of view, and seek the views of others. 
Develop the content of what they have read, seen or heard. 
Spelling and grammar are generally accurate, and the style is appropriate to the content. 
Use reference materials to extend the range of language and improve accuracy. 
Write connected text on topics which are familiar or of personal interest.
Write personal letters describing experiences and impressions.

Year 3

Outcome of Year 3  = CEF B2

Listening and responding

Stage 1

Respond to straightforward questions competently. 

Understand the gist and identify main points but grasp of detail may be random with a limited ability to draw inferences, recognise points of view and emotions and draw conclusions.

Notes: May experience difficulties with abstract or complex language. With answers in the target language, may copy parts of the text because of lack of comprehension. With questions in English, may attempt to translate. When transferring meaning into English, may manage to transmit the basic message, but often fail to appreciate grammatical markers, e.g. changes of tense, and the style is frequently clumsy.

Stage 2

Some remaining signs of Stage 1 descriptors together with some signs of a move towards Stage 3. 

Stage 3


Understand a range of spoken and written texts in a variety of registers. 

Understand grammatical markers, e.g. tense, mood and aspects, and show some awareness of structure and register. 

Grasp the significant details of the text and are able to identify points of view, attitudes and emotions. 

Some appreciation of the register and syntax of the original and when transferring meaning into English, and style is sufficiently clear to convey meaning unambiguously.

Understand extended speech and lectures and follow complex lines of argument provided the topic is reasonably familiar.

Understand most TV news and current affairs programmes.

Understand the majority of films in standard language.

Speaking

Stage 1

May be hesitant and lacking in fluency and vocabulary restricted. 

Message clear despite high frequency of grammatical errors, particularly if attempt made to use more complex language. Some students may be more fluent, but with a performance marred by frequent, elementary errors. 

Pronunciation may be strongly influenced by the native language. 

Note: Not willing to develop responses beyond the minimum.
Stage 2

Some remaining signs of Stage 1 descriptors together with some signs of a move towards Stage 3. 

Stage 3

Few problems of comprehension and respond readily and without undue hesitation. 

Some ability to develop answers. 

Competent use of relevant idiom and vocabulary and avoid significant influence from the mother tongue. 

Evidence of the ability to argue a personal viewpoint and some ability to use the abstract language of ideas. 

Make fair attempt at accurate pronunciation and intonation, though end result may still show native language interference. 

Grammatical accuracy adequate, showing a sound basic understanding of normal usage. 

Interact with a degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction with native speakers quite possible.

Take an active part in discussion in familiar contexts, accounting for and sustaining opinions.

Present clear, detailed descriptions on a wide range of subjects related to field of interest.

Explain viewpoint on a topical issue giving the advantages and disadvantages of various opinions.

Notes: Errors are likely to be more frequent when students attempt to use more complex language. May need prompting, but where hesitation occurs, this may be attributable more to the selection and presentation of material than to gaps in knowledge of the language.

Reading and Responding

Stage 1 
Respond to straightforward questions competently. 

May experience difficulties with abstract or complex language. 

In the case of answers in the foreign language, may copy parts of the text because of their lack of comprehension. 

In the case of questions in English, may attempt to translate. 

Understand the gist and identify main points but grasp of detail may be random, with a limited ability to draw inferences, recognise points of view and emotions and draw conclusions. 

When transferring meaning into English, manage to transmit the basic message, but often fail to appreciate grammatical markers, e.g. changes of tense, and their style is frequently clumsy.
Stage 2 

Some remaining signs of Stage 1 descriptors together with some signs of a move towards Stage 3. 
Stage 3 
Understand a range of spoken and written texts in a variety of registers. 

Understand grammatical markers, e.g. tense, mood and aspects, and show some awareness of structure and register. 

Grasp the significant details of the text and are able to identify points of view, attitudes and emotions. 

Some appreciation of the register and syntax of the original and when transferring meaning into English, style is sufficiently clear to convey meaning unambiguously.

Read articles and reports on contemporary problems in which the writers adopt particular attitudes or viewpoints.

Understand contemporary literary prose.

Writing 

Stage 1
Communicate ideas in a style which is unsophisticated but appropriate to the purpose, e.g. giving factual information and narrating events. 

Over a limited range of expression, spelling and grammar students are often inaccurate and inconsistent and include even some very basic errors. 

Limited capacity to express and justify points of view. 

Vocabulary is likely to be restricted and repetitive and there may be excessive use of simple sentences. 

Use limited range of tenses and prone to native language interference. A tendency to use stereotypical phrases.
Stage 2
Some remaining signs of Stage 1 descriptors together with some signs of a move towards Stage 3. 
Stage 3
Communicate information and opinions clearly. 

Language and expression are generally appropriate to the subject, and although limited in range and variety, are adequate to convey their thoughts and argument. 

Relatively few grammatical or factual errors of a serious kind and general quality of work tends to demonstrate that errors are due to lapses of attention or incomplete recall, rather than ignorance or failure to understand the problem involved. Some evidence of ability to use more complex constructions.
Write clear, detailed text on a wide range of subjects related to special interests.

Write an essay/report, passing on information/giving reasons in support of / against a particular viewpoint.

Write letters highlighting the personal significance of events and experiences.

Year 4

Outcome of Year 4 = CEF C1

Note :  The level of students returning from abroad would be similar to that of the final level of a Year 3 student. Therefore, Stage 1 descriptors in Year 4 are similar to Stage 3 of Year 3. 

Listening and responding

Stage 1

Understand a range of spoken and written texts in a variety of registers. 

Understand grammatical markers, e.g. tense, mood and aspects, and show some awareness of structure and register. 

Grasp the significant details of the text and able to identify points of view, attitudes and emotions. 

Some appreciation of the register and syntax of the original and when transferring meaning into English and style is sufficiently clear to convey meaning unambiguously.

Understand extended speech and lectures and follow complex lines of argument provided the topic is reasonably familiar.

Understand most TV news and current affairs programmes.

Understand the majority of films in standard dialect.

Stage 2

Some remaining signs of Stage 1 descriptors together with some signs of a move towards Stage 3. 

Stage 3


Clear understanding of a wide range of complex spoken and written texts in a variety of registers. 

Have a very good understanding of grammatical markers, e.g. tense, mood and aspects, and a high level of awareness of structure, style and register. 

Not only understand the detail of the text but also show an ability to infer meaning and points of view. 

Where circumstances allow,  respond with insight and imagination. 

Appreciate register and syntax of the original and when transferring meaning into English, and adapt style appropriately.

Understand extended speech even when it is not clearly structured and when relationships are only implied and not signalled explicitly.

Understand television programmes and films without too much effort.

Speaking

Stage 1

Few problems of comprehension and respond readily and without undue hesitation. 

Some ability to develop answers. 

Competent use of relevant idiom and vocabulary and avoid significant influence from the mother tongue. 

Evidence of the ability to argue a personal viewpoint and some ability to use the abstract language of ideas. 

Make fair attempt at accurate pronunciation, and intonation though end result may still show native language interference. 

Grammatical accuracy is adequate, showing a sound basic understanding of normal usage. 

Errors are likely to be more frequent when students attempt to use more complex language. 

Interact with a degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction with native speakers quite possible.

Take an active part in discussion in familiar contexts, accounting for and sustaining opinions.

Present clear, detailed descriptions on a wide range of subjects related to field of interest.

Explain viewpoint on a topical issue giving the advantages and disadvantages of various opinions.
Notes: May need prompting, but where hesitation occurs, this may be attributable more to the selection and presentation of material than to gaps in their knowledge of the language.

Stage 2

Some remaining signs of Stage 1 descriptors together with some signs of a move towards Stage 3. 

Stage 3

Respond readily and speak fluently. 

Willing and able to take the initiative and to develop answers. 

Good command of idiom and vocabulary and deploy this naturally. 

Substantial evidence of the ability to argue a personal viewpoint and to handle, with a marked degree of success, the abstract language of ideas. 

Pronunciation and intonation accurate with only the occasional slight mistake or hesitation. 

Very few grammatical errors even in more complex language.

Students express themselves fluently and spontaneously without much obvious searching for expressions.

Use language flexibly and effectively for social and professional purposes.

Formulate ideas and opinions with precision and relate contribution skilfully to those of other speakers.

Present clear, detailed descriptions of complex subjects integrating sub-themes, developing particular points and rounding off with an appropriate conclusion.

Reading and Responding

Stage 1 
Understand a range of spoken and written texts in a variety of registers. 

Understand grammatical markers, e.g., tense, mood and aspects, and show some awareness of structure and register. 

Grasp the significant details of the text and are able to identify points of view, attitudes and emotions. 

Some appreciation of the register and syntax of the original and when transferring meaning into English, style is sufficiently clear to convey meaning unambiguously.

Read articles and reports on contemporary problems in which the writers adopt particular attitudes or viewpoints.

Understand contemporary literary prose.
Stage 2 

Some remaining signs of Stage 1 descriptors together with some signs of a move towards Stage 3. 
Stage 3 
Clear understanding of a wide range of complex spoken and written texts in a variety of registers. 

Very good understanding of grammatical markers, e.g., tense, mood and aspects, and a high level of awareness of structure, style and register. 

Not only understand the detail of the text but also show an ability to infer meaning and points of view. 

Where circumstances allow, they respond with insight and imagination. 

Appreciate the register and syntax of the original and when transferring meaning into English, adapt style appropriately.

Understand long and complex factual and literary texts, appreciating distinctions of style.

Understand specialised articles and longer technical instructions, even when they do not relate to field.

Writing 

Stage 1
Communicate information and opinions clearly. 

Language and expression are generally appropriate to the subject, and although limited in range and variety, are adequate to convey thoughts and argument. 

Relatively few grammatical or factual errors of a serious kind and general quality of work tends to demonstrate that errors are due to lapses of attention or incomplete recall, rather than ignorance or failure to understand the problem involved. Some evidence of ability to use more complex constructions.
Write clear, detailed text on a wide range of subjects related to special interests.

Write an essay/report, passing on information/giving reasons in support of/against a particular viewpoint.

Write letters highlighting the personal significance of events and experiences.
Stage 2
Some remaining signs of Stage 1 descriptors together with some signs of a move towards Stage 3. 
Stage 3
Communicate information, concepts and opinions clearly. 

Language and expression are generally appropriate to the subject and sufficiently varied and mature to convey effectively their thought and argument. 

Use a wide and varied range of syntax and lexis, including idiom and specialised vocabulary, with a high level of accuracy and fluency, and able to show ease in their manipulation of language. 

Despite errors, their level of accuracy is generally high, and errors which do occur are normally of a minor nature and may arise from their desire to use more enterprising constructions and vocabulary.

Express self in clear, well-structured text, expressing points of view at some length.

Write about complex subjects in a letter, an essay or a report, underlining most important issues.

Select style appropriate to the reader in mind.
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