
Proficiency 
vs. 
Performance

September 2024

ACTFL Fundamentals



The “What”
Proficiency-Based
Instruction

“We want to highlight that teaching for
proficiency focuses first and foremost on what
learners can do with language, not simply what
learners know about language. [For example],
teaching for proficiency means that grammar is a
tool for communication, not the primary focus or
goal of instruction.”

Ritz, Catherine; Toro, Christina. Proficiency-Based Instruction (p. 15). ACTFL. Kindle Edition. 



Developing Proficiency
through Performance

The “How”

“In proficiency-based instruction, the focus on developing
students’ proficiency means engaging them in performance in
the classroom. Proficiency levels indicate what students can
do outside of the classroom when engaging with native
speakers in unrehearsed, authentic contexts. Performance
levels, on the other hand, indicate what students can do with
support and appropriate scaffolds with learned and
rehearsed material connected to their classroom learning.”

Ritz, Catherine; Toro, Christina. Proficiency-Based Instruction (p. 18). ACTFL. Kindle Edition. 



“Can-Do” Statements and
Proficiency

I can + language function + context
(+ proficiency level information).

Performance Indicator “Can-Do”

Specific “Can-Do”

I can + verb + something specific
tied to a task



The Differences

Assessing Performance Assessing Proficiency

Based on instruction

Practiced

Familiar content and context

Demonstrated performance

Independent of instruction

Spontaneous

Broad content and context

Sustained performance across all tasks



Core Practices for World
Language Learning

World-Readiness 
Standards

Teaching for proficiency also asks you to build your
curriculum and focus your instruction on the World-
Readiness Standards for Learning Languages, which
center around the 5 Cs: Communication, Cultures,
Connections, Comparisons, and Communities.

Ritz, Catherine; Toro, Christina. Proficiency-Based Instruction (p. 16).
ACTFL. Kindle Edition. 


