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Preface 
 
The ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines—Writing describes five major levels of proficiency which are: 
 
•  Distinguished 
 
•  Superior 
 
•  Advanced 
 
•  Intermediate 
 
•  Novice 
 
The description of each major level is representative of a specific range of abilities. Together these levels form a 
hierarchy in which each level subsumes all lower levels. The major levels, Advanced, Intermediate, and Novice, are 
divided into High, Mid, and Low sublevels. 
 
The Guidelines describe the tasks that writers can handle at each level as well as the content, context, accuracy, 
and discourse types associated with the writing tasks at each level. They also present the limits that writers 
encounter when attempting to function at the next higher major level. 
 
These Guidelines can be used to describe written text that is either Presentational (essays, reports, letters) or 
Interpersonal (instant messaging, e-mail communication, and texting). Moreover, they apply to writing that is 
spontaneous (immediate, unedited) or reflective (revised, edited). This is possible because the Guidelines describe 
the product rather than the process or purpose of the writing. 
 
The written descriptions of writing proficiency are accompanied online by writing samples illustrating the features 
of each major level. 
 
The ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines—Writing may be used for non-profit, educational purposes only, provided that 
they are reproduced in their entirety, with no alterations and with credit to ACTFL. 
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DISTINGUISHED 
 
Writers at the Distinguished-level can carry out formal writing tasks such as official correspondence, position 
papers, and journal articles. They can write analytically on professional, academic and societal issues. In addition, 
Distinguished-level writers are able to address world issues in a highly conceptualized fashion. 
 
These writers can use persuasive and hypothetical discourse as representational techniques, allowing them to 
advocate a position that is not necessarily their own. They are also able to communicate subtlety and nuance. 
Distinguished-level writing is sophisticated and is directed to sophisticated readers. Writers at this level write to 
their audience; they tailor their language to their readers. 
 
Distinguished-level writing is dense and complex; yet, it is characterized by an economy of expression. The writing 
is skillfully crafted and is organized in a way that reflects target-culture thought patterns. At the Distinguished-
level, length is not a determining factor. 
Distinguished-level texts can be as short as a poem or as long as a treatise. 
 
Writers at the Distinguished-level demonstrate control of complex lexical, grammatical, syntactic, and stylistic 
features of the language. Discourse structure and punctuation are used strategically, not only to organize meaning 
but also to enhance it. Conventions are generally appropriate to the text modality and the target culture. 
 
SUPERIOR 
 
Writers at the Superior-level are able to produce most kinds of formal and informal correspondence, in-depth 
summaries, reports, and research papers on a variety of social, academic, and professional topics. Their treatment 
of these issues moves beyond the concrete to the abstract. 
 
Writers at the Superior-level demonstrate the ability to explain complex matters, and to present and support 
opinions by developing cogent arguments and hypotheses. Their treatment of the topic is enhanced by the 
effective use of structure, lexicon, and writing protocols. 
They organize and prioritize ideas to convey to the reader what is significant. The relationship among ideas is 
consistently clear, due to organizational and developmental principles (e.g., cause and effect, comparison, 
chronology). These writers are capable of extended treatment of a topic which typically requires at least a series of 
paragraphs, but can extend to a number of pages. 
 
Writers at the Superior-level demonstrate a high degree of control of grammar and syntax, of both general and 
specialized/professional vocabulary, of spelling or symbol production, of cohesive devices, and of punctuation. 
Their vocabulary is precise and varied. 
Writers at this level direct their writing to their audiences; their writing fluency eases the reader’s task. 
 
Writers at the Superior-level do not typically control target language cultural, organizational, or stylistic patterns. 
At the Superior-level, writers demonstrate no pattern of error; however, errors may occur, particularly in low-
frequency structures. When present, these errors do not interfere with comprehension, and they rarely distract 
the native reader. 
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ADVANCED 
 
Writers at the Advanced-level are characterized by the ability to write routine informal and some formal 
correspondence, as well as narratives, descriptions, and summaries of a factual nature. They can narrate and 
describe in the major time frames of past, present, and future, using paraphrasing and elaboration to provide 
clarity. Advanced-level writers produce connected discourse of paragraph length and structure. At this level, 
writers show good control of the most frequently used structures and generic vocabulary, allowing them to be 
understood by those unaccustomed to the writing of non-natives. 
 
Advanced High 
 
Writers at the Advanced High sub-level are able to write about a variety of topics with significant precision and 
detail. They can handle informal and formal correspondence according to appropriate conventions. They can write 
summaries and reports of a factual nature. 
 
They can also write extensively about topics relating to particular interests and special areas of competence, 
although their writing tends to emphasize the concrete aspects of such topics. Advanced High writers can narrate 
and describe in the major time frames, with solid control of aspect. In addition, they are able to demonstrate the 
ability to handle writing tasks associated with the Superior level, such as developing arguments and constructing 
hypotheses, but are not able to do this all of the time; they cannot produce Superior-level writing consistently 
across a variety of topics treated abstractly or generally. They have good control of a range of grammatical 
structures and a fairly wide general vocabulary. When writing at the Advanced level, they often show remarkable 
ease of expression, but under the demands of Superior-level writing tasks, patterns of error appear. The linguistic 
limitations of Advanced High writing may occasionally distract the native reader from the message. 
 
Advanced Mid 
 
Writers at the Advanced Mid sub-level are able to meet a range of work and/or academic writing needs. They 
demonstrate the ability to narrate and describe with detail in all major time frames with good control of aspect. 
They are able to write straightforward summaries on topics of general interest. Their writing exhibits a variety of 
cohesive devices in texts up to several paragraphs in length. There is good control of the most frequently used 
target-language syntactic structures and a range of general vocabulary. Most often, thoughts are expressed clearly 
and supported by some elaboration. This writing incorporates organizational features both of the target language 
and the writer’s first language and at times resemble casual conversation. Writing at the Advanced Mid sublevel is 
understood readily by natives not used to the writing of non-natives. When called on to perform functions or to 
treat issues at the Superior level, Advanced Mid writers will manifest a decline in the quality and/or quantity of 
their writing. 
 
Advanced Low 
 
Writers at the Advanced Low sub-level are able to meet basic work and/or academic writing needs. They 
demonstrate the ability to narrate and describe in major time frames with some control of aspect. They are able to 
compose simple summaries on familiar topics. Advanced Low writers are able to combine and link sentences into 
texts of paragraph length and structure. Their writing, while adequate to satisfy the criteria of the Advanced-level, 
may not be substantive. Writers at the Advanced Low sublevel demonstrate the ability to incorporate a limited 
number of cohesive devices, and may resort to some redundancy and awkward repetition. They rely on patterns of 
oral discourse and the writing style of their first language. These writers demonstrate minimal control of common 
structures and vocabulary associated with the Advanced level. Their writing is understood by natives not 
accustomed to the writing of non-natives, although some additional effort may be required in the reading of the 
text. When attempting to perform functions at the Superior level, their writing will deteriorate significantly. 
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INTERMEDIATE 
 
Writers at the Intermediate-level are characterized by the ability to meet practical writing needs, such as simple 
messages and letters, requests for information, and notes. In addition, they can ask and respond to simple 
questions in writing. These writers can create with the language and communicate simple facts and ideas in a 
series of loosely connected sentences on topics of personal interest and social needs. They write primarily in 
present time. At this level, writers use basic vocabulary and structures to express meaning that is comprehensible 
to those accustomed to the writing of non-natives. 
 
Intermediate High 
 
Writers at the Intermediate High sub-level are able to meet all practical writing needs of the Intermediate level. 
Additionally, they can write compositions and simple summaries related to work and/or school experiences. They 
can narrate and describe in different time frames when writing about everyday events and situations. These 
narrations and descriptions are often but not always of paragraph length, and they typically contain some 
evidence of breakdown in one or more features of the Advanced-level. For example, these writers may be 
inconsistent in the use of appropriate major time markers, resulting in a loss of clarity. The vocabulary, grammar, 
and style of Intermediate High writers essentially corresponds to those of the spoken language. Intermediate High 
writing, even with numerous and perhaps significant errors, is generally comprehensible to natives not used to the 
writing of non-natives, but there are likely to be gaps in comprehension. 
 
Intermediate Mid 
 
Writers at the Intermediate Mid sub-level are able to meet a number of practical writing needs. They can write 
short, simple communications, compositions, and requests for information in loosely connected texts about 
personal preferences, daily routines, common events, and other personal topics. Their writing is framed in present 
time but may contain references to other time frames. The writing style closely resembles oral discourse. Writers 
at the Intermediate Mid sublevel show evidence of control of basic sentence 
structure and verb forms. This writing is best defined as a collection of discrete sentences and/or questions loosely 
strung together. There is little evidence of deliberate organization. Intermediate Mid writers can be understood 
readily by natives used to the writing of non-natives. When Intermediate Mid writers attempt Advanced-level 
writing tasks, the quality and/or quantity of their writing declines and the message may be unclear. 
 
Intermediate Low 
 
Writers at the Intermediate Low sub-level are able to meet some limited practical writing needs. They can create 
statements and formulate questions based on familiar material. Most sentences are combinations of learned 
vocabulary and structures. These are short and simple conversational-style sentences with basic word order. They 
are written almost exclusively in present time. Writing tends to consist of a few simple sentences, often with 
repetitive structure. Topics are tied to highly predictable content areas and personal information. 
 
Vocabulary is adequate to express elementary needs. There may be basic errors in grammar, word choice, 
punctuation, spelling, and in the formation and use of non-alphabetic symbols. Their writing is understood by 
natives used to the writing of non-natives, although additional effort may be required. When Intermediate-Low 
writers attempt to perform writing tasks at the Advanced-level, their writing will deteriorate significantly and their 
message may be left incomplete. 
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NOVICE 
 
Writers at the Novice-level are characterized by the ability to produce lists and notes, primarily by writing words 
and phrases. They can provide limited formulaic information on simple forms and documents. These writers can 
reproduce practiced material to convey the simplest messages. In addition, they can transcribe familiar words or 
phrases, copy letters of the alphabet or reproduce basic characters with some accuracy. 
 
Novice High 

 
Writers at the Novice High sub-level are able to meet limited basic practical writing needs using lists, short 
messages, postcards, and simple notes. They are able to express themselves within the context in which the 
language was learned, relying mainly on practiced material. Their writing is focused on common elements of daily 
life. Novice-High writers are able to recombine learned vocabulary and structures to create simple sentences on 
very familiar topics, but are not able to sustain sentence-level writing all the time. Due to inadequate vocabulary 
and/or grammar, writing at this level may only partially communicate the intentions of the writer. Novice-High 
writing is often comprehensible to natives used to the writing of non-natives, but gaps in comprehension may 
occur. 
 
Novice High 
 
Writers at the Novice High sub-level are able to meet limited basic practical writing needs using lists, short 
messages, postcards, and simple notes. They are able to express themselves within the context in which the 
language was learned, relying mainly on practiced material. Their writing is focused on common elements of daily 
life. Novice-High writers are able to recombine learned vocabulary and structures to create simple sentences on 
very familiar topics, but are not able to sustain sentence-level writing all the time. Due to inadequate vocabulary 
and/or grammar, writing at this level may only partially communicate the intentions of the writer. Novice-High 
writing is often comprehensible to natives used to the writing of non-natives, but gaps in comprehension may 
occur. 
 
Novice Mid 
 
Writers at the Novice Mid sub-level can reproduce from memory a modest number of words and phrases in 
context. They can supply limited information on simple forms and documents, and other basic biographical 
information, such as names, numbers, and nationality. Novice 
Mid writers exhibit a high degree of accuracy when writing on well-practiced, familiar topics using limited 
formulaic language. With less familiar topics, there is a marked decrease in accuracy. Errors in spelling or in the 
representation of symbols may be frequent. There is little evidence of functional writing skills. At this level, the 
writing may be difficult to understand even by those accustomed to non-native writers. 
 
Novice Low 
 
Writers at the Novice Low sub-level are able to copy or transcribe familiar words or phrases, form letters in an 
alphabetic system, and copy and produce isolated, basic strokes in languages that use syllabaries or characters. 
Given adequate time and familiar cues, they can reproduce (from memory) a limited number of isolated words or 
familiar phrases, but errors are to be expected. 
 


