Ebtesam Abdulhaleem, Claudia Harsch

Using the CEFR Scales to Assess Students’
Proficiency Levels in a Saudi-Arabian Higher
Education Context

Abstract

This study investigates the reliability of using selected CEFR scales in
a Saudi-Arabian Higher Education context. The students attend a Pre-
paratory Year Programme (PYP) at their enrolment to the university.
The program offers among other subjects an intensive English language
course at three levels (elementary, intermediate and advanced). Recently,
the PYP adopted the CEFR as framework for its curriculum and assess-
ment. In an attempt to examine CEFR usability in the Preparatory Year
Programme (PYP), students and their English language tutors in one of
the PYP programmes were asked to assess the students’ English written
proficiency using 10 pre-selected CEFR scales relevant for writing. Quan-
titative analysis of the collected data revealed high degree of reliability
for the ten sales. Across the three PYP levels, one-way ANOVA test found
reasonable alignment in both self- and tutor assessment between the as-
signed CEFR levels and the students’ actual levels in the Preparatory Year
Programme. In addition, t-test showed a satisfying degree of agreement
between student and tutor assessments, particularly in the advanced level.
Overall, the results indicate that the CEFR scales could be used reliably
in the Saudi PYP context. Moreover, the scales enabled participants to
form a sound judgement of the students’ proficiency levels, confirming
the students’ placement in their assigned PYP course levels.
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1. Introduction and background of the study

In Saudi-Arabia, Preparatory Year Programmes (PYPs) are a mandatory
one-year intensive programme for all newly admitted university students.
In this year, the students are expected to improve in a variety of life and
academic skills, with a particular focus on English. This is because Eng-
lish is the main medium of instructions (EMI) in most of the university
colleges, more specifically in medical and healthcare colleges. Different
colleges set different entry requirements and the medical colleges, which
is our focus here, set high scores in English in the high school diploma
as one entrance requirement (Al-Shehri et al., 2013) prior to the English
course in the PYP.

In the PYP, students are divided into three levels (elementary, inter-
mediate and advanced) based on their results in the Oxford paper and
pen placement test (Oxford University Press, 2001). This test assesses the
students’ proficiency levels in different English skills such as reading, lis-
tening, vocabulary and grammar. However, English writing and speaking
skills are not included in this test. At the end of the PYP, all students from
the three levels take the same standardised proficiency exam which con-
tains a writing component, amongst components focussing on other skills.

Students enrolled in the medical track will join one of the medical
and healthcare colleges at the university based on their GPA (Grade Point
Average) at the end of the PYP. The more competitive the college is (the
college of medicine being the most competitive), the higher the required
GPA.

As mentioned above, the students’ level in writing is not identified
at the beginning of the PYP in the placement test. Additionally, the stu-
dents’ scores in the final standardised proficiency writing test at the end
of PYP does not reflect the variation on their proficiency levels, as shown
in Figure 1.
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7. Conclusion

Due to the high reliabilities we found, and the fact that students and their
tutors evaluated student proficiency in a way that matches students’ actu-
al PYP levels, we can tentatively conclude that the CEFR shows potential
to be employed for proficiency assessment in the Saudi-Arabian context,
where the CEFR was recently introduced in the PYP curriculum frame-
work. It is, however, important to note that self-assessment results from
students with lower proficiency need to be treated with caution, as these
students may overestimate their abilities. Here, we would recommend
combining self-assessment with tutors’ assessment for triangulation.
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