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1. Fine-tuned descriptors: introduction

The fine-tuned descriptors in this Supplement are the result of the FineDesc Project 

‘Making the CEFR/CV more user-friendly: fine-tuning descriptors with Learner Corpus 

Research (LCR) results’ funded by the Spanish Ministry of Science, Innovation and 

Universities  (Grant PID2020-117041GA-I00, funded by MICIU/AEI/10.13039/501100011033). 

The main objective of this project was to provide L1 Spanish end-users of the Common 

European Framework of Reference for Languages/Companion Volume (CEFR/

CV) (Council of Europe, 2001, 2020)(e.g., teachers, learners, curriculum designers, 

language testers, employers, etc.) with fine-tuned descriptors (Díez-Bedmar, 2018). 

That is, CEFR/CV descriptors, which are complemented with learner corpus-based 

results regarding the language employed by learners when engaging in different 

communicative language activities at different CEFR levels. 

The need to fine-tune the descriptors stems from the limitations reported in the 

literature regarding the implementation of the CEFR/CV in different contexts and 

the end-users’ demands for more reader-friendly descriptors which would be easily 

applied to their language learning, teaching and assessment needs. The limitations 

in the application of the documents are due to the three main aims that underpin 

the CEFR (North, 2007), and consequently the CV: a) to establish a common 

metalanguage that encompasses the main aspects related to language teaching, 



12

Supplement to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages and the Companion Volume: L1 Spanish users

learning, and assessment; b) to promote reflection on learners’ needs, set objectives 

and identify ways to follow up and check their progress; and c) to establish a series 

of levels which considers the learners’ use of the language from a communicative 

point of view. These aims are encapsulated in the descriptors, as they describe what 

language users can do with the language when engaging in different language 

activities and strategies, considering the communicative language competences 

(i.e., CEFR horizontal axis) at the different CEFR levels (i.e., the CEFR vertical axis). The 

descriptors are therefore important to CEFR/CV end-users as they specify what the 

learner can do with the language and to what extent.

	

However, the overriding philosophy in the CEFR/CV, i.e., providing users with a 

document which may trigger reflection on the learning, teaching, and assessment 

of any language as well as providing a common standard for the differing levels, 

makes the use of the descriptors by CEFR/CV end-users somehow problematic. The 

descriptors have been criticised for not being in line with SLA results and for being 

impressionistic and global in nature to really provide a linguistic description of the type 

and quality of language employed when engaging in language activities (Hawkins & 

Filipović, 2012; Hulstijn, 2007; North, 2007; Wisniewski, 2017), but see North (2020). 

Results of the FineDesc Project have highlighted that raters and teachers in University 

Language Centres in Spain find the use of the CEFR/CV challenging. They point out 

that descriptors do not provide information on the language that CEFR/CV users are 

expected to use at each level and demand descriptors with such information (Díez-

Bedmar & Luque Agulló, 2023; Luque-Agulló & Díez-Bedmar, 2025). This demand 

has been supported by other end-users (in-service primary and secondary school 

teachers, teachers in Official Language Schools, linguistic normalization services 

and language policymakers) in teacher training workshops (Díez-Bedmar, 2022) and 

FineDesc workshops run during the project (Díez-Bedmar & Laso Martín, 2023; Díez-

Bedmar, Laso Martín & Maíz Arévalo, 2023, 2024). 

Since the CEFR descriptors are part of a ‘flexible, open, dynamic, and non-dogmatic’ 

document (Trim, 2012, p. 29), and ‘they are a basis for reflection, discussion and further 

action’ (Council of Europe, 2020, p. 41), the possibility to fine-tune them to cater for L1 

Spanish end-users’ needs was clear. Furthermore, in so doing, North’s (2020, p. 18) call 



1312

 

for research to ‘provide CEFR-informed contextualised descriptors’ without losing 

track of the general illustrative descriptors published in the CEFR/CV is also answered. 

To enhance the descriptors with linguistic information on how learners carry out 

different communicative activities, a learner corpus-based analysis was necessary. 

Since the only available learner corpora containing L1 Spanish learners’ production 

were limited in availability, size, CEFR alignment and/or compilation variables, a new 

learner corpus, the FineDesc Learner Corpus (Díez-Bedmar, 2025), was compiled. This 

learner corpus was developed thanks to the collaboration of eight University Language 

Centres in Spain.  The FineDesc Learner Corpus is composed of the successful written 

production by candidates of the CertAcles Exam Suite at B1, B2 or C1 CEFR levels, who 

took their exams in any of the University Language Centres which collaborated in this 

project and granted their permission to have their texts included in the learner corpus. 

These candidates are either L1 Spanish monolinguals or bilinguals, Spanish being 

one of their languages together with another co-official language in Spain (Galician, 

Catalan, Basque, Valencian). Some learners may be multicompetent speakers, users, 

or learners of other foreign languages. Their CEFR level is granted thanks to the 

ratings by two independent CEFR/CV experts who evaluated the student’s texts as 

being at the level specified. Apart from the candidates’ variables, those concerning 

their attendance to an exam preparatory course, the text types written and the main 

communicative function(s) in the text types have also been identified to allow for 

comprehensive analyses of learner language.

The FineDesc Learner Corpus consists of over a million words (1,309,507). Parts of 

the FineDesc Learner Corpus have been analysed by the members of the FineDesc 

Project to describe learner language in three main text types, namely correspondence, 

creative writing and reports and essays, by considering the linguistic, sociolinguistic 

and pragmatic competences. Since the FineDesc Learner Corpus is composed of 

written production, those descriptors which are aimed at or are more related to 

oral production or interaction (e.g., phonological control, fluency) have not been 

 ¹ Centro de Estudios Avanzados en Lenguas Modernas, Universidad de Jaén; Centro de Idiomas, Universidad 
Miguel Hernández de Elche; Centro de Idiomas de la Universidad de Valladolid; Centro de Lenguas, Universidad 
Politécnica de Madrid; Centro de Linguas, Fundación Universidade de Vigo; Centro Universitario de Lenguas 
Modernas, Universidad de Zaragoza; Escola d’Idiomes Moderns, Universitat de Barcelona; Servei de Llengües 
Modernes, Universitat de Girona.
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considered. The results of the learner corpus-based analyses have informed the 

linguistic, sociolinguistic and pragmatic competence descriptors at B1, B2 and/or C1 

levels, thus providing L1 Spanish end-users with fine-tuned descriptors. 

The preliminary version of the fine-tuned descriptors was shared with collaborators 

of the FineDesc Project and end-users, who attended the face-to-face and online 

training seminars/workshops where the descriptors were piloted. Their constructive 

feedback has been very important to shape the final fine-tuned descriptors contained 

in the present document. 

We are fully aware that further research is needed to continue fine-tuning the 

descriptors, as only some characteristics of learner language have been considered. 

These have been selected for two reasons: a) the researchers’ field of expertise; b) 

the possibility of analysing such characteristics in the learner corpus. Due to time 

constraints, it has not been possible to provide fine-tuned descriptors for all the levels, 

text types and communicative functions at the different CEFR levels in the learner 

corpus. We hope our contribution is a first step towards the fine-tuning of descriptors 

not only for students’ written production and interaction, but also for students’ oral 

production and interaction, as well as mediation. The nature of the CertAcles Exam 

Suite, where students need to prove that they have acquired a specific CEFR level, did 

not give us the opportunity to explore the plurilingual competence (as students are 

expected to write their texts in English only). 

We are also aware that these fine-tuned descriptors are longer than the original 

ones and, therefore, may demand more time to read and, because of the linguistic 

terminology, understand. However, we hope they help end-users align their learning, 

teaching and assessing of language to the CEFR/CV, probably by using micro-

descriptors or adapting them to checklists, as is the case in the electronic portfolio.
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2. Fine-tuned descriptors: structure

The fine-tuned descriptors in this Supplement have been organized considering 

four variables: a) the communicative language competence considered (the 

linguistic, the sociolinguistic and the pragmatic ones); b) the CEFR level (B1, B2 

and/or C1). Since different descriptors may be found in a communicative language 

competence at the same CEFR level, the descriptor has been identified by providing 

a part of the descriptor which has been fine-tuned between brackets; c) the text 

type (correspondence, creative writing and/or reports and essays); and d) the main 

communicative function(s) in the text. The last two variables have been included due 

to their crucial effect on language production.

Each fine-tuned descriptor is composed of four main sections. The first one identifies 

the communicative language competence, the communicative language activity 

and text type students were engaged in, the main communicative function in the 

text type analysed and the CEFR level at which the texts are (i.e., B1, B2 and C1). The 

main communicative function in the texts has been included in this section due to 

the task effect on language use.

The second section offers the original descriptor and its reference. The parts of the 
descriptors that have been identified as prone to fine-tuning have been signalled in 
bold type. 
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The third section provides the fine-tuned descriptor. After repeating the original 

descriptor, learner-corpus-informed linguistic information is provided to complement 

those parts of the original descriptor which have been identified as prone to be fine-

tuned. The underlined terminology indicates that examples will be offered in the last 

section of the fine-tuned descriptor.

To help readers understand the linguistic concepts which are underlined in the fine-

tuned descriptors and may require some metalinguistic knowledge, the fourth and 

last section provides real examples taken from the learner corpus. We believe that 

an important asset of these fine-tuned descriptors is the use of real examples taken 

verbatim from the FineDesc Learner Corpus, as these allow us to illustrate what 

students can actually do at the corresponding level. Given the nature of the examples, 

some of them may contain some errors or non-target-like uses, which contribute 

to a more accurate view of what these learners can actually do with the language. 

Some examples may also contain ‘XXX’. This was used to anonymize proper nouns, 

locations and other types of sensitive information during the anonymization process 

of the FineDesc Learner Corpus. 

Some fine-tuned descriptors for the same communicative language competence, 

communicative language activity and communicative function at adjacent CEFR 

levels are similar because the learner corpus-based results reveal similar findings 

at those levels. Since ‘each individual descriptor provides an independent criterion 

statement that can be used on its own, without the context of the scale’ (Council of 

Europe, 2020, p. 41), we have kept them to provide end-users with all the fine-tuned 

descriptors we have designed.
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