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Understanding World Language
Proficiency for the High School Diploma
The Proficiency Based Diploma law calls for all students to demonstrate proficiency in at
least one language in addition to English as part of the criteria for receipt of a high school
diploma. In addition, Maine’s Guiding Principles requires that students leave school “a
clear and effective communicator in at least one language in addition to English.” The
following provides guidance on what constitutes proficiency in a world language, as well as
recommendations for assessing proficiency for graduation reporting standards.

Defining proficiency in second languages is based on over thirty years of research by
governmental and non-governmental agencies. Proficiency in the context of language
indicates what one is able to do in a language, not level of achievement. If one cannot
perform in a second language at a certain level, then one cannot be seen as having language
proficiency. The Federal Interagency Language Roundtable (ILR) determines and defines
language proficiency for Federal agencies, and the American Council on the Teaching of
Foreign Languages (ACTFL) provides detailed proficiency guidelines and performance
indicators for education and other professional realms. Together, these organizations
establish parameters for what it means to be proficient in a second language. The
commonalities of their proficiency frameworks reside in the fact that both identify a specific
intermediate sublevel required by speakers to actually function in the language in
professional or cross-cultural contexts. 

Based on the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages' (ACTFL) proficiency
guidelines, the Department of Education identifies ACTFL intermediate mid as the targeted
level of proficiency to be attained for the high school diploma. This is the first level on the
proficiency spectrum where one can function in the language in low-level professional or
cross-cultural contexts. The ACTFL proficiency guidelines provide the following general
profile of the intermediate mid speaker:

Speakers at the ACTFL intermediate mid sublevel are able to handle
successfully a variety of uncomplicated communicative tasks in straightforward
social situations. Conversation is generally limited to those predictable and
concrete exchanges necessary for survival in the target culture. These include
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personal information related to self, family, home, daily activities, interests and
personal preferences, as well as physical and social needs, such as food,
shopping, travel, and lodging. Watch an example here.

Intermediate mid speakers tend to function reactively, for example, by
responding to direct questions or requests for information. However, they are
capable of asking a variety of questions when necessary to obtain simple
information to satisfy basic needs, such as directions, prices, and services.
When called on to perform functions or handle topics at the advanced level,
they provide some information but have difficulty linking ideas, manipulating
time and aspect, and using communicative strategies, such as circumlocution--
where a speaker describes or talks about an object in order to express meaning
about something for which s/he is lacking appropriate vocabulary or terms.

Intermediate mid speakers are able to express personal meaning by creating
with the language, in part by combining and recombining known elements and
conversational input to produce responses typically consisting of sentences and
strings of sentences. Their speech may contain pauses, reformulations, and self-
corrections as they search for adequate vocabulary and appropriate language
forms to express themselves. In spite of the limitations in their vocabulary
and/or pronunciation and/or grammar and/or syntax, intermediate mid
speakers are generally understood by sympathetic listeners, or those
accustomed to dealing with non-native speakers.
Overall, intermediate mid speakers are at ease when performing intermediate-
level tasks and do so with significant quantity and quality of intermediate-level
language.

This definition provides general understanding of how an intermediate mid speaker can be
expected to perform, and in what contexts. For reporting student proficiency in a world
language, the Maine Department of Education recommends that districts use the
organization of the standards described in the Maine Learning Results or the Getting to
Proficiency in World Languages document.

ACTFL intermediate mid is the minimum level of proficiency required for a speaker to be
able to use his/her linguistic skills for professional purposes. Levels of proficiency beyond
intermediate mid allow for speakers to more fully use their second language for professional
and employment purposes in a broader and more advanced range of jobs, and will only be
accessed by most students if language learning begins in continual, articulated language
sequences from elementary school on. For Maine students to be most competitive in the
global marketplace of the 21st century, a functioning level of proficiency in a second
language is important. Intermediate low and any of the novice range of proficiency does not
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provide students with the real world abilities of language proficiency that can be used for
purposeful communication.
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