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 We teach because we want our students to 
develop proficiency, love for language, but 
often students seem to care only about 
grades. 

http://images1cdn1.bcgsearch.com/images/Law-School-grades-and-your-career.jpg 



 First, we have to re-orient OUR thinking to 
proficiency.  Are we focused on teaching 
discrete skills, vocabulary lists and grammar 
rules, or do we see a bigger picture?  
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 Do we engage our students in “real world” 
language when we role play making hotel 
reservations? 

 At what age does a child make proficient use 
of his native language? 

 What is “real world” language use? Is it only 
unsheltered use of language with native 
speakers? 





 If students feel that what they are learning is 
irrelevant, they won’t care whether they 
become proficient. Why would they want to 
be really good at something that doesn’t 
matter to them? 

 
 Motivational speeches about later usefulness 

of language are like trying to convince them 
they’ll use algebra later. Yeah, right. 



 Dr. Krashen suggests that our efforts to 
motivate students are unhelpful. Instead, 
create comprehensible, compelling input that 
students can’t ignore. 

 
http://skrashen.blogspot.com/2014/10/the-end-

of-motivation.html 
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¡Qué llueva, qué llueva! 
El sapo está en la cueva. 
Los pajaritos cantan. 
Las nubes se levantan. 
¡Qué sí! ¡Qué no! 
Qué caiga un chaparrón. 
¡Qué sí! ¡Qué no! 
Qué caiga un chaparrón. 
 
Note: José Luis Orozco has a slightly different version 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GfY49snnauw 
 

www.guiainfantil.com/servicios/musica/Canciones/que_llueva.htm 



 Rather than trying to motivate students to 
learn something that will be useful to them in 
their impossible-to-imagine adult lives, make 
proficiency something that is useful to them 
today!  

 
 Communicative teaching builds a thirst for 

proficiency. When it is relevant, personalized 
and compelling, students want to join in. 

    



 If what they hear or read is comprehensible, 
they can enjoy their current proficiency level, 
while their proficiency continues to grow. 

 
What is i+1? Let’s see what it feels like. 
 
How easy is easy? (Marcos Benevides) 
 
http://www.slideshare.net/MarcosBenevides/how-easy-is-easy? 
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 Train students to understand basics of SLA 
 
 Help them understand proficiency and have 

reasonable expectations 
  
 

http://i0.wp.com/www.digitalsrvusd.net/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/students-e1438036323314.png 
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It frustrates me that I can 
understand so much more than 

I can say! 

Write & 
Speak  

Read & Listen 

http://www.yourdictionary.com/funnel 



Source: www.iyasensei.com/uploads/5/9/0/6/59068983/taco_talk.pdf 





Novice Low 

Describe it using only 
words. Try to think of the 

ten most important 
words to describe it. Be 
very generic. There can 
be spelling errors and 

wrong words like a 
Kindergartener would 

make. 

Novice Mid 

Describe it using simple 
phrases and lists. You 
do not need to have 
verbs. There can be 
spelling errors and 

wrong words. “Me like” 

Novice High 

Describe it using 
simple sentences with 

few details. Use “I 
like”, “It has” and “It 

is”. Limit the 
sentences to 4 words 

or less. 

Intermediate 

Low 

Describe it using 
detailed sentences with 
words like “with” “in” 

“at” “also”. 

Intermediate 

Mid 

Describe it using 
detailed sentences. 

Combine some of your 
sentences with 

transition words like  
“furthermore” 

“however”. 

Intermediate 

high 

Describe it using a 
paragraph with detailed 

sentences. Include a 
simple personal story in 
the past tense. When I 

was little, I went… Also 
include ordinal words like 

“first” “last” and “then”. 

 Source: Creative Language Class 



Student-friendly proficiency descriptions 
WLClassroom.com 

https://wlclassroom.com/2016/02/13/assessing-proficiency-with-student-friendly-can-do-statements/ 
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 Students can take charge of their proficiency 
through independent reading. 

 
 The cummulative difference between reading 

a little and reading a little more is huge! 

https://www.wired.com/wp-content/uploads/images_blogs/wiredscience/2014/01/books.jpg 
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When ACQUIRING another language: 
First, we learn to LISTEN. 
We learn to READ what we´ve heard. 
We learn to WRITE what we´ve heard and read. 
Finally… we SPEAK 

because we have heard, read and written it. 
 

Grant Boulanger  



 Proficiency timeline—Creative Language 
Class blog 
http://www.creativelanguageclass.com/asses
sments/bring-the-rubric-to-life/ 

  



I use this graphic for the 
student notebook cover 
(my students use view  
binders—the ones with  
plastic sleeves on front and  
back). 
 
This could also be used as a  
poster.  
 
  



 Change the way you talk about their learning 
and their grades. How can you decrease your 
emphasis on points and letter grades and 
increase your emphasis on building 
proficiency? 

 
  



 As long as we give grades, students will care 
about grades 

 If you want students to focus less on grades, 
grade less stuff— e.g., I do not collect or 
grade practice work done in class 

 If it is fun, avoid giving a grade! (Alfie Kohn: 
pizza for reading makes overweight kids who 
hate to read—reading must be a chore if I 
have to be bribed to do it.) 



  
 

 Use assessments that highlight 
proficiency 
 Marissa: “Profe, my skills are growing!” 

(said after new word count record on 
timed writing yesterday) 

“Nothing motivates like success” 
(Susie Gross) 



 Get an outside opinion, to help 
students see what they have gained 

 and how they can grow. (AAPPL, 
STAMP, OPI.) 

 
 But be careful how you use these: 

guide student expectations and 
understand it is just one test one 
day, not a definitive decree. 

 
 
  

(Extra caution with National Spanish / French Exams—
these are competitions, not proficiency assessments) 



 The CASLS study found:  
 
 “The majority of students studying a foreign 

language in a traditional high school program 
reach benchmark level 3 or 4 by end of the 
fourth year of study, regardless of the language 
studied. These levels are similar to the ACTFL 
levels Novice-High and Intermediate-Low.”  

 
 
 (CASLS, “What Proficiency Level Do High School Students Achieve?” p. 1) 

  
  

 



 The researchers caution, “Unfortunately, teachers, 
administrators, and parents often underestimate the 
amount of time students need when a program is 
being planned, and they are then disappointed in the 
students’ learning outcomes later. Of course, the 
number of hours needed to reach a specific 
proficiency level varies from student to student, but 
our research shows that only about 15% of students 
reach a proficiency level near Intermediate-Mid even 
after approximately 720 hours of study, which is about 
four years in a typical high school program.”  

 (CASLS “How Many Hours” p. 1) 



CASLS study 
 
NE Not established 
1 Novice low 
2 Novice mid 
3 Novice high 
4 Intermediate low 
5 Intermediate mid 

AAPPL levels 
 
N1        Novice low 
N2, 3   Novice mid 
N4        Novice high 
I 1          Intermediate low 
I 2, 3,4 Intermediate mid 
I5           Intermediate high 

Note: 
100 

hours 
per year 



 This was the first year we used the AAPPL 
and students did not prepare for the test. 
Some scores were higher or lower than actual 
classroom performance, but in general, I 
agree with the ratings.  

 
 Student survey showed that most students 

felt this experience encouraged them to 
aspire to greater proficiency. 



 Growth mindset (Carol Dweck) 
 If we just change the way we grade rather 

than the way our students THINK about their 
work in class, we may continue to feed the 
extrinsic motivation beast 



 Enjoy their proficiency—give them the tools 
so that their creativity can flourish! Have fun!  

  
 If they are on a  

“joyful journey,” they  
will stay with it longer  
and reach higher levels  
of proficiency. 
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