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Abstract 
Language education should reflect the development of technology, and the original CEFR did not 
include the descriptors related to online communication which is unlikely to be exactly the same as 
face-to-face interaction. Online communication is a multi-modal phenomenon, with an emphasis on 
how communicators interact online to handle both serious issues and social exchanges in an open-
ended way. Therefore, scales related to spoken interaction and written interaction were complemented 
by a new scale with descriptors related to online interaction in the CEFR Companion Volume. Our 
study focuses on an analysis of different modules through which trained teachers were familiarized 
with the philosophy that is behind the CEFR, aiming at online interaction. The teachers were provided 
with a number of activities through which they were expected to become aware of particular CEFR 
levels. The main focus was put on B1, B2 and C1 levels as they are expected levels of secondary 
school leavers. Teachers’ judgements were compared, and analysed with the aim to provide examples 
of good practice that would encourage English teachers to develop task-based materials reflecting 
CEFR CV descriptors for online interaction.   
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Despite the fact that the Common European Framework of Reference has significantly influenced 
present language education, it could not completely cover the changes modern society has been 
going through recently [1]. One such a specific phenomenon is computer-mediated communication as 
it differs from traditional conversational speech and written interaction (e.g. letter writing). New ways of 
interaction influence the use of language either in its formal character as well as its evolvement of new 
varieties as far as sociolinguistic competence is concerned and its expressive range at the informal 
end of the stylistic spectrum [2]. Internet activity is comprised of email, the various kinds of chatroom, 
games interaction, instant messaging, and Web pages, SMS messaging (texting), etc. Comparing 
computer-mediating communication with traditional ways of interaction, it is possible to characterize 
the properties typical for the former such as the absence of non-segmental phonology or a lack of 
simultaneous feedback in spoken mode, while in writing typical features might concern framing 
messages (e.g. cutting and pasting in email) or hyper-textuality.   

This new situation is reflected in the CEFR Companion Volume, which presents a new category of 
online interaction entailing two new scales entitled Online conversation and discussion and Goal-
oriented online transactions and collaboration [3]. Despite the fact that the latter seems to be very 
useful for future job skills, our focus is put on online conversation and discussion as learning outcomes 
expected to be achieved at secondary level of education are mostly of general character. Specific 
features of online interaction could not be included in interaction scales due to an availability of 
resources shared in real time. Interaction in general is covered by two completely separate scales, one 
referring to spoken interaction and one dealing with written interaction. However, most interactive 
writing situations are characterized by similar language as the one used in speech.   

This type of conversation and discussion requires language users to be flexible at adapting register 
according to the context of interaction, moving from one register to the other within the same 
exchange. This ability requires a good command of language, expected at level C1 in the Companion 
Volume (CV), while lower-level users, for example B1, can still discuss familiar topics, using the texts 
prepared beforehand, expected to use limited vocabulary that sometimes cause inappropriate 
formulation.   

The CV presents online conversation and discussion as a multi-modal phenomenon, with an emphasis 
on how interlocutors communicate online to handle both serious issues and social exchanges in an 
open-ended way. This enables language users to use different strategies to be able to make 
themselves understood, for example, in writing they should be able to include symbols, images and a 
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variety of codes for making the message convey tone, stress, the emotional side of the message, etc. 
[3].  

Regarding the Slovak education context, it is important to focus on B levels as they are required levels 
at the end of secondary education. At level B1+, learners are expected to be exposed to the situations 
in which real time interaction and group interaction is required. However, active participation and 
effective contribution is expected to be achieved at level B2. With regard to bilingual education in 
Slovakia, level C1 was introduced in 2017, and therefore the focus of teachers teaching bilingual 
learners should be shifted towards learners’ register and the ability to modulate it, giving critical 
evaluations diplomatically. For better comprehension, the table in which five levels (from C1 to B1) are 
displayed is presented below.  

Table 1. Online conversation and discussion (Adapted from the CV). 

C1 C1 Can engage in real-time online exchanges with several participants, understanding the communicative 
intentions and cultural implications of the various contributions. 

B2+ Can engage in online exchanges, linking his/her contributions to previous ones in the thread, 
understanding cultural implications and reacting appropriately. 

B2 Can participate actively in an online discussion, stating and responding to opinions on topics of interest 
at some length, provided contributors avoid unusual or complex language and allow time for responses. 
Can engage in online exchanges between several participants, effectively linking his/her contributions 
to previous ones in the thread, provided a moderator helps manage the discussion. 
Can recognise misunderstandings and disagreements that arise in an online interaction and can deal 
with them, provided that the interlocutor(s) are willing to cooperate. 

B1+ Can engage in real-time online exchanges with more than one participant, recognising the 
communicative intentions of each contributor, but may not understand details or implications without 
further explanation. Can post online accounts of social events, experiences and activities referring to 
embedded links and media and sharing personal feelings. 

B1 Can post a comprehensible contribution in an online discussion on a familiar topic of interest, provided 
that he/she can prepare the text beforehand and use online tools to fill gaps in language and check 
accuracy.  
Can make personal online postings about experiences, feelings and events and respond individually to 
the comments of others in some detail, though lexical limitations sometimes cause repetition and 
inappropriate formulation. 

Since writing is one section of the school-leaving examination, it has become a must to introduce 
email writing and other forms of computer-mediated communication in language teaching to reflect 
modern society and life of young people. Despite the fact that this requirement is entailed in the 
national curricula, teachers have not been trained enough to be able to mark students’ papers 
objectively, taking into account specificities this type of writing is characterised by. To address this 
problem, an intensive training for teachers of English was held in February 2019 in order to provide 
them with some materials and hints in terms of practising computer-mediated communication in 
English class.   

2 METHODOLOGY 
To introduce activities that concern online interaction, it was necessary to familiarise teachers of 
English with a new scale called online conversation and discussion. The teachers were invited to take 
an active part in the workshop held at the beginning of February 2019. The workshop was aimed at 
teachers of English teaching at secondary schools, preparing Slovak students for their school-leaving 
examination in English at three levels such as B1 (for those who complete secondary technical 
schools and vocational schools), B2 (for those who complete secondary grammar schools as 
preparatory schools for university studies) and C1 (for those who complete bilingual secondary 
education). 

Due to its intensity and particular approaches, the size of the workshop limits the number of 
participants. Despite bad weather conditions 21 teachers of English from a variety of secondary 
schools arrived from different parts of south-west Slovakia. The programme of the workshop was 
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comprised of several activities as it was planned for 8 hours, enabling teachers to become inspired 
through experiencing a number of materials and sharing examples of good practice.  

The first part of the workshop was given to a thorough explanation of the concepts that are behind the 
CEFR, introducing the Companion Volume at the end of the first session. As far as three new 
categories are introduced in the CEFR, two of them (mediation scales and plurilingual and pluricultural 
scales) were briefly mentioned to allow time for a proper presentation of online interaction. A short 
discussion revealed that teachers were ready for introducing other forms of interaction as they 
understood the needs of their students and wanted them to be prepared for real-life situations. The 
first familiarisation activity was based on general scales, later narrowing the focus on written 
interaction, completed by spoken interaction. Most teachers (82%) were aware of particular key words 
used in the presented descriptors and indicated the particular levels to descriptors quite quickly and 
correctly, for example, Can write basic emails/letters of a factual nature, requesting information or 
asking for and giving confirmation for level B1 and Can use formality and conventions appropriate to 
the context when writing personal and professional letters and emails for level B2 [3].  

The second task was related to indicate all the ten levels (six basic levels, three plus levels and Pre-
A1) for online conversation and discussion. Firstly, it was necessary to explain the reasons for 
introducing the tenth level (pre-A1) and plus levels (A2+, B+1 and B2+) as they are clearly explained 
in the CV. Theoretically, teachers understood the reasons for introducing them but requested to 
practise them. Then all the participants were given the tables with descriptors for online conversation 
and discussion and were obliged to indicate a proper level. Their assignments were analysed and are 
presented in the clearly-arranged tables. 

3 RESULTS 
In the first activities, the participants of the workshop were expected to indicate a particular level, 
underlining key words which might have been useful in case they are repeated in other scales. Most 
teachers followed the instructions properly and indicated the levels they were most familiar with due to 
their teaching. A number of key words were highlighted and discussed to facilitate those expressions 
teachers had not been familiar with.        

Later, the panellists were given a table that presented 15 bands, each describing a particular CEFR 
level. However, some levels were used more than once as particular descriptors related to the same 
level refer to different aspects of learners’ competence. It is important to let teachers become aware of 
the fact that there might be more ways of describing learners’ abilities related to one level.  

In the following lines, only the levels concerning levels in which learners complete their language 
education (A2-C1) will be presented in details as there is no space for providing thorough data for all 
of them. As it was expected that the most extremes will be marked, each level is presented in nearby 
levels, chosen by teachers. 

Table 2. Online interaction and discussion for level A2. 

A1 A2 A2+ B1 

10 4 5 2 

The first table presents level A2, which is expected to be achieved by primary-school learners after 7 
years of English at least. The descriptors covers key words such as can engage in basic social 
communication online or can make brief positive or negative comments online, using a repertoire of 
basic language, which misled teachers whose option for a correct answer was A1 (47.62%). The 
reason for this option was the last descriptive clause – though he/she will generally have to refer to an 
online translation tools and other resources. 

Table 3. Online interaction and discussion for level B1. 

A1 A2 A2+ B1 B1+ B2 B2+ C1 

3 4 - 7 3 3 - 1 
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The second level we focused on was B1 as Slovak students studying at secondary technical schools 
are obliged to sit this level test. Despite the fact that most teachers chose B1 (33.33%), the range of 
levels was wide from A1 (14.28%) up to C1 (4.76%). Key words such as a comprehensible 
contribution in an online discussion on a familiar topic of interest, the text prepared beforehand, using 
online tools to fill gaps in language influenced teachers in choosing lower-proficiency levels, while key 
words focusing on postings about experiences, feeling and events affected their choice for higher 
levels.   

Table 4. Online interaction and discussion for level B2. 

B1 B1+ B2 B2+ C1 

1 1 15 2 2 

Level B2 is expected to be achieved by students completing their secondary-grammar school studies 
and most teachers (71.43%) voted for B2 due to the words of the descriptors such as can engage in 
online exchanges between several participants, effectively linking his/her contributions to previous 
ones in the thread, can deal with misunderstandings and disagreements that arise in an online 
interaction.  

Table 5. Online interaction and discussion for level B2 – other descriptors. 

A1 A2 A2+ B1 B1+ B2 

1 3 4 9 1 3 

As every band can include a number of descriptors, our task related to the indication of a proper level 
contained another example for level B2. This time teachers focused on words such as avoidance of 
unusual and complex language and allowing time for responses and therefore they did not notice 
more important key words such as active participation, stating and responding to opinions on topics of 
interest at some length. Therefore, only 14.28% of them were able to judge a proper level. The rest of 
them indicated lower levels.    

Table 6. Online interaction and discussion for level C2. 

C1 C2 

11 10 

The number of teachers who prepare bilingual learners for their school-leaving examination is still 
small as these schools prefer employing native speakers. The judgment of the teachers (47.62%) was 
influenced with the words such as effectively, academic discussion, further clarification of complex, 
abstract issues which symbolised for them the highest level. 

Table 7. Online interaction and discussion for level C2 – other descriptors. 

A2 B1 B1+ B2 B2+ C1 C2 

1 4 4 9 2 - 1 

The second example referring to C1 was indicated by none of the teachers. The key words such as 
several participants exchanging their opinions in real time, understanding the communicative 
intentions and cultural implication of the various contributions led most teachers to indicate B2 
(42.86%), two teachers chose B2+ and one participants judged descriptors to be relevant for C2. It 
was not possible to find an explanation for a choice of A2 as descriptors are stated clearly and A2 
users of English have still limited vocabulary and grammar, which enable them to be engaged only in 
basic social communication. 

From the levels that were not the focus of our research, the closest judgements of teachers refer to 
level pre-A1 (76.19%), A1 (71.43%) and C2 (42.86%). From these data, it can be concluded that 
teachers were most familiar with the opposite ends of the scale rather than those reference levels they 
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should be familiar with. They admitted that they had been influenced either by English course books 
they use in their classes or by their students’ performances.  

4 CONCLUSIONS 
After discussing the words that misled teachers in their judgements of particular proficiency levels, 
teachers were given more descriptors in order to indicate levels. This time they had problems mostly 
either within bands (A, B or C) or with plus levels.  

The last part of our workshop was aimed at preparing tasks that might support learners in the 
development of their abilities to interact online. Since the primary goal of the workshop was to prepare 
English teachers for assessing their students’ written performances, other activities referring to online 
conversation and discussion were postponed for further training as many schools are not very well 
equipped for testing these abilities and the teachers’ preferences were to focus mostly on the tasks 
that support writing emails, which means written interaction. They were presented several tasks based 
on 

a) writing a personal email  
b) writing a website article 
c) writing formal and informal emails 
d) writing contributions to a wiki guide. 

While producing tasks, the teachers had to focus on a particular level of language proficiency they 
intended to prepare a task for. The teachers were expected to produce authentic tasks, taking into 
account age of their learners, their interests and needs. Working in groups, they prepared four tasks 
that were presented, analysed, discussed and revised. Finally, they came to conclusions that CEFR 
descriptors enable them to distinguish between different levels of language proficiency and reading 
the descriptors properly allows them to relate their tasks to the CEFR levels, which means to decide 
which level their tasks are appropriate to.     

Based on our training experience, it can be concluded that teachers still prefer using their teaching 
experience to reading descriptors carefully, focusing on key words. A number of problems were 
recognised with teachers who do not employ the CEFR descriptors in their teaching and use course 
books without paying particular attention to the national curricula that are related to the CEFR. For 
many teachers, the CEFR is about the reference levels and they are not aware of the concepts that 
are behind the CEFR. This lack of knowledge can be overcome only by intensive training, which 
should be part of life-long education and obligatory for those who had graduated from universities 
before the CEFR was put into use in language education.  
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