
The variable interpretation of CEFR scales

Which components of CEFR scales do raters of different 
language backgrounds report to focus on when rating 

writing tests?
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Preliminary remarks: Synergies and tensions 
regarding language matters in South Tyrol

- Situation of language contact: physical closeness ≠
 

readiness 
for dialogue (Baur 2000); friendships mostly inside the own 
language group, private life is monolingual … (cfr. Language 
Barometer 2006) = mostly monolingually oriented separate 
social groups

- L2 competence not satisfactory  (Putzer/Deflorian 1997, Egger 
2001, CENSIS 1997, ASTAT 2007, Vettori 2005, Language 
Barometer 2006) mostly self-evaluations
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1. The KOLIPSI project – background information

- European Academy of Bolzano (EURAC), Department of Cognitive and 
Educational Sciences in Trento, German and Italian Education Authorities

- Aim: 
(1) extensive analysis of the L2 writing (and oral) competences 
(productive and interactive communicative activities); 
(2) sociolinguistic and psychosocial analysis of extra-linguistic factors 
of influence on competence level

- Test takers: appr. 1.200 pupils(17-18 years old)
- Instruments: questionnaires, interviews, focus groups, diff. language tests

KOLIPSI writing test
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2. KOLIPSI writing test

- productive and interactive communicative activities 

- L2 = Italian + German

- targel levels: B1/B2 

- two tasks: email / letter 

- relation to CEFR tried to be established

Quality management (raters): 
rater training
regular follow-up meetings
double blind rating of all tests
external raters (5%)
variety of quantitative procedures to guarantee reliability, 
control rater effects … (IRT procedures used)
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3. The study

Research questions: 

What elements of CEFR scales do trained raters report to 
focus on when rating writing tests?
Are there any differences between the behaviour of 
Italian and German speaking raters? 
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3. The study

Prior research…

- Studies concentrating on mental processes

- Studies concentrating on “rater styles“/features in focus

KOLIPSI: focus on components/key features of CEFR scales
(grammatical accuracy, vocabulary, coherence, 

sociolinguistic appropriateness)
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3.  The study

The raters
- 6 Italian, 3 German raters

- mostly language teachers

- used rating scale based on slightly modified CEFR scales (levels A1-C1, no 
intermediate levels (A2+, B2+))

Method

- Rater questionnaire, focussing on …
- difficulty handling rating criteria
- focus features in decision making

extracted and isolated aspects of CEFR scales (+ “distractors”)
- problems with formulations in CEFR scales
- other, project- and CEFR-related issues
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3. The study: construction of the questionnaire
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3. The study

Data analysis

- qualitative analysis of answers to open-ended questions 

- descriptive, very simple quantitative analysis

Constraints…

No generalisations possible: small database!
Exploratory character; generation of hypotheses

http://www.minisegen.de/assets/images/Warndreieck.gif
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4. Results: Grammatical accuracy

Italian and German raters. Grammar
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4. Results: Vocabulary

Decisive factors in decision-making: Vocabulary
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4. Results: Sociolinguistic appropriateness

Crucial factors in decision making: sociolinguistic appropriateness
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Summary of findings

1. Raters attribute strongly varying weight to concepts of scales 
- inside and across rater language groups. 

2. Raters use concepts that are NOT in the scales.

3. Raters overgeneralise single descriptors to whole scales, 
especially when they are particularly “handy“ and concrete.

4. Even after training, raters feel unsure how to use some 
formulations in scales.
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Conclusion

1. Possible reasons for variation…
- lack of training (?)
- lack of sensitivity of raters towards scales
- language or cultural background/testing cultures 
- individual concepts of language competence

2. Next steps…
- EMPIRICAL CHECK What do raters REALLY focus on?

learner corpus of KOLIPSI writing tests
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Thank you for your attention!
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