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How can the CEFR be used to identify needs and 
learning objectives in a university context? 

A case study focussing on speaking skills

Abstract

Der folgende Beitrag befasst sich mit der Frage, wie der GER zum Zweck 
der Bedarfsanalyse und Zielsetzung im Fremdsprachenunterricht, ins-
besondere mit Fokus auf Sprechfertigkeit, eingesetzt werden kann. Eine 
Fallstudie im Bereich der englischen Sprachpraxis an der Friedrich-Alex-
ander-Universität wird hier zusammengefasst mit dem Ziel, die möglichen 
Vorteile und Einschränkungen des GER hinsichtlich der Kursplanung 
aus der Perspektive der Studierenden und der Kursleiterin zu erläutern. 
Die besondere Problematik, die aus der Arbeit mit den Deskriptoren auf 
Niveau C1/C2 resultiert, wird dargelegt. 
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1. Introduction

The starting point for the research summarised here was a consideration 
of the following statement on teaching speaking skills by Goh and Burns: 
“Without a clear idea of the current knowledge and future aspirations of 
the learners, in terms of speaking English, effective teaching and learning 
are unlikely to be achieved” (Goh / Burns 2012: 171–172). In the context 
of my own teaching of English at a German university, I was interested in 
how I can use the Common European Framework of Reference for Lan-
guages effectively for needs analysis and setting objectives. Turning to 
the CEFR for this purpose is a logical step as one of its stated aims was 
to encourage practitioners to ask themselves: “How do we set our objec-
tives and mark our progress along the path from total ignorance to effec-
tive mastery?” (Council of Europe 2001: xi). Further, according to North, 
“The CEFR proposes that the learner, their needs and experiences, their 
interests and ambitions, should be put at the centre of the planning pro-
cess” (North 2014a: 107). The present case-study involved 21 participants 
who are students of English in their third to seventh semester of study 
at the Friedrich-Alexander-Universität Erlangen-Nürnberg. The majority 
(N=16) are studying in teaching degree programmes and are aiming to 
take the Bavarian state examination for teachers. There was a smaller 
number (N=5) of Bachelor degree students. 

The students attended a Conversation Practice course consisting of 
weekly 90 minute meetings for one semester, totalling 15 class meetings. 
As the name Conversation Practice implies, the aim of the course is to 
develop speaking skills in English. The focus of this case study is not on 
final assessment at the end of the course, but rather needs analysis and 
setting objectives at the beginning of the course. However, in the long 
term, there are certain goals these students are required to meet with re-
gard to an assessment of their speaking skills in English. The majority 
(i.e. those planning to become teachers of English at Bavarian schools) 
must pass an oral examination at the end of their studies in order to gradu-
ate. For this final oral examination, the regulations in Bavaria stipulate 
CEFR level C2 as the target: “[...] bei der Bewertung der mündlichen Leis-
tung in Sprechfertigkeit dienen die Anforderungen des Gemeinsamen Eu-
ropäischen Referenzrahmens für Sprachen auf dem Niveau C2 (Mastery) 
als Orientierung” (Bayerische Staatskanzlei 2008). It is intended that the 
BA students of English at the Friedrich-Alexander-Universität Erlangen-
Nürnberg will reach level C1+ / C2 by graduation, as stated in the profile 
of competences for the degree programme: “Weiterentwickelte englische 
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Sprachkompetenz bis zur Niveaustufe C1+ / C2 des Gemeinsamen Eu-
ropäischen Referenzrahmens (GER) [...]” (Philosophische Fakultät und 
Fachbereich Theologie der Friedrich-Alexander-Universität Erlangen-
Nürnberg 2015). It is therefore clear that all the students in the Conversa-
tion Practice course are aiming to become “Proficient Users” of English 
and attain at least level C1 (Council of Europe 2001: 24).

2. Research Questions

The purpose of this case study was to investigate whether using the CEFR 
for needs analysis would enable a detailed gathering of information in 
order to allow the course content to be tailored to the students’ needs. In 
addition, the research aimed to establish whether the learners themselves 
found the application of CEFR descriptors to the course content advanta-
geous. 

The following four research questions were thus formulated:

1.	 How do students self-assess their current speaking skills when 
presented with Tables 2 and 3 from the CEFR? (Table 2. Common 
Reference Levels: self-assessment grid and Table 3. Common Re-
ference Levels: qualitative aspects of spoken language use, Coun-
cil of Europe 2001: 26-29)

2.	 Which speaking skills, including aspects not included in the two 
CEFR tables, do students regard as their priorities for learning in 
Conversation Practice?

3.	 How can the course content and class activities be linked to stu-
dents’ priorities and CEFR descriptors?

4.	 What do students perceive as the advantages and disadvantages of 
an explicit use of the CEFR in this context?

3. Methods

In order to answer the research questions, the following three measures 
were undertaken:

1.	 A questionnaire (incorporating Tables 2 and 3 from the CEFR) 
was administered to the students at the beginning of the course. 
The questionnaire was designed to elicit information on students’ 
self-assessment of their speaking skills in English and their prio-
rities for learning in the current semester in this regard, including 
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