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The CEFR - a ‘framework’ or a ‘model’?
Michael Byram

John Trim said that he wanted originally to use the word ‘model’ but because of objec-
tions that in French, this implied a perfect model which learners could never attain, the
word ‘framework’ was used instead (Saville, 2006: 282%)

A ‘“framework’ is ‘a set of assumptions, concepts, values and practices that constitutes
a way of viewing reality’, suggesting that the CEFR may not be value-free.

A ‘model’ is ‘a schematisation of reality which simplifies and presents the crucial fac-
tors or characteristics of the entity which is represented’. The CEFR is such an abstrac-
tion in the form of a taxonomy.

What distinguishes ‘framework’ from ‘model’ is that a framework is ‘only’ the struc-
ture (like the steel frame of a building for example) to which detail needs to be added,
whereas a (taxonomic) model encompasses all the elements (classifies the frame of the
building, the bricks which clothe the frame, and the fittings within it, but not the specific
furnishings — the specific details of a language — which each inhabitant/speaker brings
into the building, for these can be changed at any time). On the other hand a framework
has an implicit perspective or point of view. A model simply categorises.

The CEFR is a (taxonomic) model for describing any learning, teaching and assess-
ment of languages and yet, it also takes a moral perspective by describing the compe-
tences of the social actor. Language is learnt ‘for a social purpose’: to interact with peo-
ple of other languages with other social identities. This means the general competences
(chapter 5) are crucial for communication but also fundamental to language education, i.e.
the development of the person and not just the training of the person’s skills.

Therefore, with respect to the transferability of the CEFR, it is important to recognise
that general competences and values are crucial to language teaching which aspires to
be both training and education. For the CEFR is not just another list of skills and levels.
There are many of these. It is a document with an educational philosophy that has to be

transferred as a whole.
*Saville, N. (2006) An interview with John Trim at 80. Language Assessment Quarterly, 2,

4, 263-288
(University of Durham, England)
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