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Abstract  
The Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) presents an action-oriented approach by a 
number of scales related to four modes of communication: reception, production, interaction and 
mediation. Despite the fact that only three scales concern grammar and vocabulary aspects described 
by can-do statements, the CEFR has stimulated researchers and language professionals to develop 
language profiles concerning both grammar and vocabulary for particular languages. Our study 
focuses on an analysis of different English lexemes that are used by Slovak learners of English at 
various levels of their language proficiency. A number of words and their meanings were assigned 
particular reference levels by students whose judgements were compared with the officially presented 
levels in the Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary to contrast the expectations of Slovak users of 
English with users of English from all over the world.  
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Since its publication in 2001, the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: 
Learning, teaching, assessment (CEFR) has been translated into 37 languages and its use has 
spread outside Europe, from Asia to Latin America, as an aid to defining reference levels for learning, 
teaching and assessment. The CEFR concept of target language learning is based on an action-
oriented approach that moves its focus towards real-life tasks and ‘can do’ statements describe what 
language learners do know and can do in the language at a particular level of language proficiency. 
Common reference levels A1-C2 are defined by the illustrative ‘can do’ descriptors that are grouped in 
scales for as many aspects of the comprehensive descriptive scheme as proves feasible [1]. Based on 
communicative approaches to language learning and teaching, the CEFR descriptive scheme entails 
overall language proficiency comprising 

- general competences (savoir, savoir-faire, savoir-ȇtre, savior-apprendre),  
- communicative language competences (linguistic, sociolinguistic and pragmatic) 
- communicative language activities and strategies (reception, production, interaction and 

mediation).  

Four modes of communication (reception, production, interaction and mediation) replace the traditional 
model of the four skills as they better capture the complex reality of communication. The structure of 
the CEFR descriptive scheme is closer to real-life language use [2].  

The CEFR includes many descriptive scales to enable language users to self-assess their individual 
proficiency that is more uneven than balanced due to educational background, experience, etc. 
Language users might be able to achieve B2 in reading, B1 in listening, but A2 in speaking and 
writing. Despite the fact that focus of the framework is on four modes of communication, descriptors 
are available for competences as well, for example, linguistic competence descriptors refer to general 
linguistic ranges, vocabulary range, grammatical accuracy, vocabulary control, phonological control 
and orthographic control.  

Vocabulary range concerns the breadth and variety of words and expressions used, for example,  a 
C1 learner has a good command of a very broad lexical repertoire allowing gaps to be readily 
overcome with circumlocutions, little obvious searching for expressions or avoidance strategies and 
has a good command of common idiomatic expressions and colloquialisms . According to illustrative 
descriptors for vocabulary control, the same level target language user can use vocabulary without 
significant errors, but with occasional minor slips [1]. The illustrative descriptors focus on lexical 
competence of a language learner, his/her knowledge of and ability to use the vocabulary of a 
language.  
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2 METHODOLOGY 
In spite of an action-oriented approach, the framework encouraged a number of language 
professionals to label different aspects of language such as vocabulary or grammar. One of the 
projects called the English Vocabulary Profile (EVP) was aimed at assigning words, meanings and 
phrases that learners know different reference levels (A1-C2). This wordlist is expected to reflect what 
learners need to know to be able to use English at a particular level. This approach seems to be 
compatible with the objectives presented in the national curricula for languages.  

Using the Cambridge Learner Corpus (CLC), compiling the EVP results from extensive research, 
examining scripts written by English learners from over the world, combined with evidence of use in 
other sources concerning general English such as English textbooks, examination vocabulary lists, 
etc. The aim of the project was to form an invaluable reference source for language educators 
involved in syllabus design, textbook writing, examination developing or item writing [3].  

Teachers of English can profit from this EVP as they can focus on vocabulary appropriate for a 
particular proficiency level of their learners in their language classes. In general, teachers prefer 
having lists of words that should be required at a particular level, focusing on the different meanings 
the words can have according to the contexts in which they appear and the different words they 
collocate with. In addition to this, the EVP can serve teachers to avoid words which are not suitable to 
be tested as learners are not expected to have a good command of them or use them with lexical 
accuracy, for example, at lower levels of language proficiency.   

The fourth edition of the Cambridge Advanced Learners’ Dictionary uses EVP correlation to show 
which words and meanings are known by learners at what level, so they can prioritize their vocabulary 
learning [4]. Thus the dictionary can serve as a study companion for students and a reference tool for 
teachers. Since the EVP classifies words by level according to their meaning, as some meanings of a 
word might be learned at a higher level than others, the Cambridge Advanced Learners’ Dictionary 
(CALD) follows the same approach. If no level is shown, it means that a particular word or its meaning 
is above level C2 [4].   

The aim of our case study was to find out the difficulty of particular English words for Slovak language 
learners. The idea was based on our assumption concerning the similarities between the languages of 
the same family group. For example, an English expression learner is easier for German students who 
can relate this English word to their German word Lerner or for Dutch students due to their word 
leerling. Therefore we prepared a number of tasks for the Slovak learners of English, in which they 
were expected to judge a particular CEFR level at which they are expected to know the words and 
their meanings. The students’ judgements were analysed and compared with the EVP that is based on 
worldwide sources.   

3 RESULTS 
The main source of data, used in this study, comes from a thorough analysis of a survey conducted in 
January 2018. A group of respondents was designed purposefully, according to the selection criteria 
entailing educational background. The respondents were expected to be long-term English language 
learners, being exposed to English intensively and improving English systematically. The respondents 
that matched the criteria set out above were sourced from those whose major was English in their 
bachelor-degree programme. They were admitted to the university due to their learning English for 8 
years at least, and during their bachelor-degree studies they were exposed to regular academic 
courses delivered in English, improving their language competence intensively, assisted by native 
speakers. In the end, the selected respondents were students in their third year of the bachelor-
degree programme, having studied all linguistic disciplines, an English lexicology course included. The 
number of the students who participated in our case study was 19. The number of students in the third 
year of their university studies is quite low due to a massive drop out in first two years of the bachelor-
degree programme, during which developing language competence is their main focus.  

The students, who were asked to work on their own, were given three tasks the accomplishments of 
which are analyzed in the following lines, focusing on particular problems. The first task was related to 
judging reference levels at which the students had learned or become familiar with a list of words they 
were provided with. Table 1 shows students’ estimations and the reference level labels taken from the 
CALD.  
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Table 1. Respondents’ judgements of word reference levels and the EVP. 

Words                                   CEFR reference levels 

 A1 A2 B1 B2 C1 EVP 

perception   4 10 5 C2 

disabled   8 8 3 B1 

interfere   1 9 9 B2 

interaction 1 2 10 5 1 C1 

fluency  3 8 7 1 B2 

effective 1 8 8 2  B2 

fragrance   5 11 3 C2 

perfume 2 7 6 2  A2 

deal with  5 8 5 1 B2 

mistake 10 5 4   A2 

error 4 3 11 2  B2 

fault 3 3 11 2  B1 

classification  4 9 5 1 C2 

bargain  1 6 8 4 B1 

bark 9 4 4 2  B2 

cursor 1 5 7 3 2 B2 

protein 1 2 7 8 1 C1 

component 1  11 5 2 C1 

negotiate 1  6 8 4 C1 

sniper  9 5 3 2 C2 

Analyzing the judgements of the students, it was possible to draw certain conclusions. Most students 
focused on their previous experience with vocabulary learning during their primary and secondary 
school studies and tried to remember when they had learnt a particular word, for example, the verb 
bark was related to the first years of primary education when learners were taught the sounds 
domestic animals produce. During an intensive discussion, students agreed upon that the word bark 
can have more meanings (to shout at someone in a forceful manner) and proposed assigning that 
meaning of the word level C1. In this meaning, the word is assigned C2 in the CALD [4].  

Another issue mentioned during an intensive discussion, held after presenting an analysis of the 
survey, was a number of words that are Latinate and have similar forms in both languages (English 
and Slovak). Students’ estimation of their reference level was significantly lower than the one 
presented in the CALD, for example, cursor, protein or component as students were able to know 
them due to their similarity with mother tongue equivalents. The word sniper was assigned level A2 by 
respondents as they acknowledged their familiarity with the expression, gained in their childhood due 
to playing computer games. The EVP assigned this word above level C2.  

Three words with similar meanings (mistake, error, fault) generated a long discussion as most 
students became familiar with the word mistake in the very beginning of their language learning and 
the expression error was mastered while using computers or playing computer games. Discussing the 
expressions fault, controversial opinions were proposed as some students became familiar with its 
meaning later during their language learning, while the others remembered the word from the fixed 
expression – It’s not my fault, being exposed to it quite early in primary schools.  

The second task focused on five expressions that belong to the group of false cognates (words that 
are similar in a target language and a mother tongue but mean different things). The respondents 
were asked to translate the presented words and then estimate their CEFR level.  
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Table 2. Students’ judgements of false cognates and EVP. 

Word (CALD labels) Translation Reference level 

correct Incorrect A2 B1 B2 C1 

realia (C2) 2 17  2 9 8 

promotion (B2/C1) 14 5 2 11 6  

realization (C1) 5 14 1 10 7 1 

propaganda (C2) 17 1  6 9 4 

billion (B2) 10 9 7 9 3  

Two words (realia, realization) were translated incorrectly, which means that students are not familiar 
with their proper meanings and use them incorrectly in English, misled by their meanings in Slovak. 
The first big difference between students’ judgements and the EVP is seen in the word realia. 
Students classified that expression by levels B2 or C1, while the EVP level was above C2, since the 
word is considered quite difficult and used by highly-educated professionals. The second problematic 
word realization in the meaning of becoming aware of something was assigned B1 by students in 
comparison with the CALD presenting it as a C1 word. Although the word propaganda is the same in 
both languages (English and Slovak), students regarded it as formal and classified it as a word 
referring to level B2. The expression billion was not translated by a proper Slovak equivalent – 
miliarda. In spite of the fact that the word promotion is a false cognate, students translated it correctly 
but judged its reference level lower (B1) than the EVP (B2 in the sense of activities to advertise 
something and C1 in the sense of the act of encouraging something to happen or develop [4].     

The third task was based on assigning reference levels to different meanings of the same word. 
Words were presented in two or three meanings and respondents were expected to estimate the 
CEFR reference levels of their meanings. Most students participating in the experiment did not feel 
knowledgeable enough to be able to recognize all the senses of the same word. 

Table 3. Particular meanings of chosen words (Task 3). 

Word Meaning 1 Meaning 2 Meaning 3 

concern Worry involve  

disturbance sth that interrupts sb violence/trouble  

account Bank report reason 

flat Country not high drink 

table Furniture lay the table facts, info 

Due to the fact that most students had problems with accomplishing the third task, it is possible to 
analyze only partial results. The number of the students who continued in judging the reference level 
of different meanings of one word was only six. The reason for not judging the words in Task 3 
presented by the students later in the post-experiment discussion was that they had not been sure 
about the meaning given without a particular context. The meanings of words are influenced by the 
context in which the words appear and their meanings can be restricted by the different words they 
collocate with. In general, most course books introduce secondary or figurative meanings of the words 
at higher levels of language proficiency  

Table 4. Students’ judgements concerning primary meanings of chosen words and the EVP. 

Word Meaning 1 (level) A1 A2 B1 B2 

concern worry (C1) - 2 4 - 

disturbance sth that interrupts sb (C1) - 2 4 - 

account bank (B1) 2 3 1 - 

flat country (B1) 1 3 2 - 

table furniture (A1) 2 4 - - 
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Two words with their primary meanings in the dictionary are classified by level C1 in the CALD. 
Students’ judgements referring to primary meanings of five words did not include reference level C at 
all. The highest classified level in students’ judgements was B1 and the biggest difference is seen 
between the classifications of two words concern and disturbance in their primary meanings.  

Table 5. Students’ judgements concerning secondary meanings of chosen words and the EVP. 

Word Meaning 2 – (level) A2 B1 B2 C1 

concern involve (B2) - 2 2 2 

disturbance violence/trouble (C2) - - 4 2 

account report (B2) 1 2 3 - 

flat not high (B1) 4 2 - - 

table lay the table (B1) 2 3 1 - 

The indication of the reference level for the word concern in its meaning to involve someone directly 
was classified by students as more difficult than the same word in the meaning to worry, which is in 
contrast to reference levels assigned in the CALD. One more time, students did not use level C2 in 
their classification of the meanings of all five words.  

Table 6. Students’ judgements of other meanings of chosen words and the EVP. 

Word Meaning 3 – (level) A2 B1 B2 C1 

account reason (B2) - 3 1 2 

flat drink (C2) - 2 2 2 

table facts, info (B1) 2 2 2 - 

This group of words contains the meaning of the word flat used as an adjective in front of a noun 
describing ‘a drink that has stopped being fizzy’ [4]. This meaning was judged inconsistently by 
students and further discussion in this paper might be based only on speculations concerning 
students’ proper translations of the word into their mother tongue. The students’ judgements of the 
word account revealed that students had not been familiar with the formal meaning of this word used 
in the fixed expression on account of something. Despite the fact that the lexicology course the 
students attended in their bachelor-degree programme entailed one presentation in which 
polysemantic words were introduced using the example of the word table, some respondents 
associated the word with the formal style and therefore their judgement was higher than officially 
assigned in the CALD. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The use of the CEFR has exceeded the boundaries of Europe and the framework has become 
accepted as a reference tool in language education all over the world. The CEFR is language-neutral 
and its exploitability seems to be limitless in language learning, teaching and assessment. Course 
book publishers use CEFR levels to claim that their books and teaching materials are related to the 
CEFR and are compatible to a particular reference level. And so do examination developers.   

Despite the fact that the uniqueness of the framework is based on illustrative ‘can do’ descriptors, 
reference levels (A1-C2) are used in classifying vocabulary and grammar of a particular language, 
providing profiles. English Profile follows a vertical approach as it classifies vocabulary or grammar 
across all six CEFR levels, using empirical data from learner corpora and a collection of other sources 
such as course books, teaching materials and so on. One of the outcomes of the English Profile 
Programme is the English Vocabulary Profile (EVP) correlation of which shows which words and 
meanings are known by English learners at what level. Its online tool is a searchable database that 
enables its users to access to the research findings on what English vocabulary is suitable for 
teaching at each CEFR level.   

Since the reference levels are described in the ‘can do’ statement wording related to  communicative 
language competence and four modes of communication, assigning particular reference levels to 
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words and their meanings might be influenced by a number of factors such as mother tongues of 
English learners, similarities and differences between the languages from the same language family, 
educational background, course books used in English classes, authentic materials used in teaching 
English, etc.   

Our case study, conducted in January 2018, was aimed at collecting data concerning word difficulty 
estimations of Slovak university students, studying English as their major. The limited number of the 
respondents does not provide enough evidence to draw valid conclusions. However, this case study 
might encourage English language professionals from all over the world to focus on word and 
meaning classifications in local contexts. 

Our case study has revealed that a large number of words that were assigned particular reference 
levels in the English Vocabulary Profile project do not match the expectations of Slovak learners of 
English whose judgements of the reference levels were mostly lower than the levels presented in the 
Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, based on the English Vocabulary Profile. Apart from using 
different study materials in English class, the intensity of learning English in different local contexts, 
students focused on some particular issues in a detailed discussion, held after the data presentation. 
Students emphasized the fact that every language belongs to a particular language family that might 
significantly influence the difficulty of English words or their meanings for different non-native 
speakers, perceiving them from their language perspective. The second issue mentioned frequently 
during an intense discussion with the respondents was the influence of Greek or Latin that is more or 
less recognizable in the languages belonging to the Indo-European language family. The third 
viewpoint concerns English in its current role as a lingua franca that has a significant impact on other 
languages. Last but not least, the use of modern technologies and scientific advances, naturally 
presented in English to address the maximum number of recipients, have made some English words 
more common than others in a variety of languages. Language learners, being exposed to English for 
a number of reasons, acquire certain words naturally and consider them less difficult than those learnt 
in English class with a certain amount of effort.   

The use of the word classification according to the CEFR levels might be useful for language testers 
and item writers in order to avoid using higher-level words as items while testing students at lower 
levels of language proficiency. On the other hand, being strictly related to reference levels can 
negatively influence teaching. Teachers should encourage language learners to learn English naturally 
and systematically, regardless the sources they use in order to improve their language competence.     
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