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Abstract
Background  English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) has become the primary medium of 
international communication, yet language assessment practices continue to privilege 
native-speaker norms that misalign with multilingual communication realities. This 
study addresses the critical need to redefine oral assessment frameworks for ELF 
contexts, particularly in Japanese universities where English increasingly serves as a 
cross linguistic tool among diverse multilingual speakers rather than as an endpoint 
modeled on native-speaker competence.

Methods  Using a two-phase qualitative design, this study analyzed seven naturally 
occurring dialogues (10,030 words, ~ 2.35 h) from the English as a Lingua Franca 
in Japan (ELFJ) Corpus involving Japanese and non-Japanese English speakers. 
Conversation Analysis and Interactional Sociolinguistics were employed to identify 
successful ELF communication strategies. Document analysis of Cambridge English 
assessment frameworks was conducted to examine how existing competency 
descriptors could be reconceptualized for ELF-aligned (context-valid) assessment 
contexts.

Results  Nine distinct ELF communication strategies emerged as essential 
for successful multilingual interaction: negotiation of meaning, self-initiated 
communication strategies, simplification, repair, lexical innovation, code-switching, 
accommodation, turn-taking management, and collaborative construction. Analysis 
of existing assessment frameworks revealed three critical inadequacies: native-speaker 
norm orientation, limited recognition of strategic communication, and absence 
of multilingual resource recognition. Based on these findings, a reconceptualized 
framework with four ELF-informed criteria is proposed for future validation: Intelligibility 
and Clarity, Strategic Communication, Interactional Effectiveness, and Multilingual 
Resourcefulness.

Conclusions  This study suggests that ELF-aligned (context-valid) oral assessment 
requires fundamental reconceptualization beyond superficial modifications to existing 
frameworks. The proposed ELF-informed assessment criteria prioritize communicative 
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Introduction
The global spread of English has fundamentally transformed its primary function from 
a medium of communication with native speakers to a lingua franca facilitating inter-
action among multilingual speakers who do not share a first language (Jenkins  2015; 
Seidlhofer  2011). In contemporary international contexts, English as a Lingua Franca 
(ELF) interactions, where no native speakers are present, vastly outnumber interactions 
involving native speakers, with estimates suggesting that non-native speakers outnum-
ber native speakers by a ratio of 4:1 (Crystal  2003). This demographic shift has pro-
found implications for language education and assessment (Graddol 2006), particularly 
in Asia where English serves increasingly as a bridge language among diverse linguistic 
communities rather than as a tool for communication with the Inner Circle countries 
(Kachru 1985, 1992).

Despite this paradigm shift, language assessment practices remain anchored to native-
speaker norms (Jenkins & Leung 2014; McNamara 2012). Mainstream proficiency tests 
evaluate learners against idealized native-speaker competence, penalizing deviations 
from British or American English standards even when such features do not impede 
intelligibility in multilingual contexts (Canagarajah 2006; Harding & McNamara 2018). 
This misalignment creates “measurement-driven instruction” where teaching becomes 
distorted to match assessment constructs lacking validity for learners’ actual language 
use contexts (Shohamy 2001).

The consequences of this native-speaker bias in assessment are particularly salient in 
Japanese higher education contexts. Japanese universities increasingly enroll interna-
tional students and adopt English-medium instruction (EMI) programs, creating mul-
tilingual learning environments where English functions primarily as a lingua franca 
among Japanese and non-Japanese students (Bradford  2013; Rose & McKinley  2018). 
In these contexts, students require communicative competencies that enable effective 
interaction with diverse multilingual interlocutors. These competencies may differ sub-
stantively from those privileged in native-norm assessments. Yet Japanese English lan-
guage education continues to be shaped by standardized tests such as TOEFL, IELTS, 
and TOEIC, which predominantly reflect native-speaker communication patterns and 
standards (Chapman & Newfields 2007; Taylor 2006).

Calls for ELF-informed language assessment have emerged from multiple schol-
arly perspectives. Jenkins (2006) and Seidlhofer (2011) argue that assessments must 
recognize the legitimacy of ELF communication patterns rather than treating them as 
deficient versions of native-speaker norms. Canagarajah (2013) advocates for assess-
ment frameworks that value multilingual speakers’ translanguaging practices and stra-
tegic communication abilities. McNamara and Roever (2006) emphasize the need for 

effectiveness and strategic flexibility over adherence to native-speaker norms, 
potentially offering a more valid and equitable approach to evaluating multilingual 
speakers’ English proficiency pending empirical validation. These findings have 
significant implications for language testing policy and practice in increasingly 
multilingual educational contexts across Asia and globally.

Keywords  English as a Lingua Franca, Language assessment, Oral proficiency testing, 
Communicative competence, Multilingualism, Japanese university contexts, Strategic 
communication
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context-specific validity in language testing, suggesting that assessment constructs 
should align with learners’ target language-use (TLU) domains. However, despite these 
theoretical advances, empirical research translating ELF communication insights into 
concrete assessment frameworks remains limited (Harding & McNamara 2018).

To avoid ambiguity, “authenticity” in this paper refers primarily to construct/inter-
actional authenticity—that is, whether assessment criteria are aligned with empirically 
observed ELF interactional practices (e.g., negotiation of meaning, repair, accommoda-
tion, and multilingual resource use). This differs from task authenticity, which concerns 
the extent to which test tasks mirror target language-use situations. While task design 
matters, our central concern is whether the speaking construct and descriptors validly 
represent the interactional demands of ELF communication.

This study addresses this critical gap by examining two interconnected research 
questions:

Research Question 1 (RQ1): What interactional practices and strategic communica-
tive resources in ELF interaction among Japanese and non-Japanese English speak-
ers in a Japanese university context could inform the development of ELF-aligned oral 
assessment criteria?
Research Question 2 (RQ2): What inadequacies exist in current EFL oral assessment 
frameworks when evaluated from an ELF communication perspective?

By analyzing naturally occurring ELF interactions in a Japanese university setting and 
critically examining Cambridge English assessment frameworks, this research seeks to 
develop empirically grounded, context-appropriate criteria for evaluating oral English 
proficiency in multilingual contexts. While the empirical analyses are grounded in a Jap-
anese university context, the proposed criteria are advanced as ELF-informed principles 
that may be transferable to other multilingual settings. However, we do not argue for a 
single, universal “ELF standard.” Rather, descriptor scaling, task specifications, and per-
formance thresholds require context-specific validation aligned to target language-use 
(TLU) domains.

This study’s significance extends beyond Japan to inform assessment practices across 
increasingly multilingual educational environments globally (Hall & Wicaksono  2020; 
Kirkpatrick  2012). As universities internationalize and English-medium instruction 
expands, assessment frameworks must reflect empirically attested multilingual com-
munication practices. This research contributes to decolonizing language assessment 
(Shohamy  2022) and developing equitable approaches recognizing the linguistic reali-
ties of the world’s majority multilingual English speakers (Canagarajah 2013; García & 
Wei 2014).

Literature review
English as a Lingua Franca research has evolved from identifying systematic linguistic 
patterns (Jenkins 2000; Seidlhofer 2004) toward conceptualizing ELF as a dynamic, con-
text-dependent communicative practice. Recent scholarship emphasizes ELF as fluid, 
adaptive, and co-constructed, involving ongoing negotiation and accommodation among 
interlocutors who draw flexibly on multilingual repertoires (Canagarajah 2007; Cogo & 
Dewey 2012; Seidlhofer 2011; Walkinshaw 2022). Rather than producing a new standard-
ized variety, ELF speakers demonstrate pragmatic flexibility, deploying varied linguistic 
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resources strategically to ensure mutual understanding (Mauranen 2012; Pitzl 2018; Vic-
toria et al., 2024).

ELF communication strategies and pragmatic competence

Research has identified numerous practices facilitating successful ELF interaction. 
Accommodation—adjusting speech to enhance mutual intelligibility—emerges as fun-
damental (Cogo  2010; Hynninen  2011), with speakers actively monitoring compre-
hension and modifying linguistic choices. Repair and clarification occur frequently as 
normal features of co-constructed meaning-making rather than communication break-
down (Kaur 2011; Mauranen 2012; Watterson 2008). Code-switching and translanguag-
ing constitute another significant dimension, with proficient users strategically drawing 
on their entire linguistic repertoire to clarify meaning, build rapport, or overcome lexi-
cal gaps (Canagarajah 2011; García & Otheguy 2020; García & Wei 2014). Collaborative 
meaning construction through co-construction, joint turn completion, and collective 
problem-solving represents a distinctive ELF feature (Björkman 2014; Pitzl 2010), with 
speakers demonstrating cooperativeness rather than competitive turn-taking patterns, 
suggesting different interactional competencies are salient in ELF contexts.

Language assessment and the native-speaker norm

Despite widespread recognition of English’s changing sociolinguistic status, mainstream 
language assessment practices continue to privilege native-speaker norms. Major inter-
national English proficiency tests, including TOEFL, IELTS, and Cambridge English 
examinations, predominantly evaluate test-takers against native-speaker benchmarks in 
pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary, and pragmatic appropriateness (Harding & McNa-
mara 2018; Jenkins & Leung 2014). Assessment descriptors frequently employ compar-
ative language positioning non-native features as errors or deficiencies rather than as 
legitimate variations (McNamara 2012). Recent critical perspectives highlight how this 
native-speaker hegemony perpetuates linguistic hierarchies despite the global domi-
nance of multilingual English speakers (Shohamy 2022; Zeng & Yang 2024).

This persistence reflects ideological rather than purely psychometric consider-
ations (Davies 2003; Leung 2005; Subtirelu 2015), with native-speaker norms providing 
apparent stability despite their variability (Davies 2013). This creates validity concerns 
when assessments designed for native-speaker contexts are applied to ELF domains 
(Kane  2013). While scholars have proposed alternatives—recognizing translanguag-
ing (Canagarajah  2006, 2013), context-specific constructs (Hall  2014), and intelligibil-
ity-focused pronunciation (Jenkins  2006)—translating such proposals into operational 
frameworks remains challenging (Harding & McNamara 2018).

Communicative competence and assessment frameworks

Contemporary oral proficiency assessment frameworks draw primarily on commu-
nicative competence models originating with Hymes (1972) and elaborated by Canale 
and Swain (1980) and Bachman and Palmer (1996, 2010). These models conceptualize 
language proficiency as encompassing multiple component abilities including gram-
matical/organizational competence, sociolinguistic/pragmatic competence, discourse 
competence, and strategic competence. Cambridge English assessment frameworks, 
widely used internationally, operationalize these constructs through detailed descriptors 
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organized by CEFR proficiency levels ranging from A1 (Beginner) through C2 (Profi-
ciency), spanning basic, independent, and proficient user categories (see Appendix B, 
Table 7 for complete level descriptions). Assessment criteria include Grammar and 
Vocabulary, Discourse Management, Pronunciation, and Interactive Communication 
(Cambridge English 2020a, 2020b, 2020c, 2020d, 2023).

However, these frameworks were developed primarily with reference to native-speaker 
norms (Taylor 2006), raising questions about their adequacy for ELF contexts where dif-
ferent pragmatic norms and multilingual resources may be salient. Hulstijn (2007, 2011) 
argues that linguistic constructs are context-dependent, suggesting assessment frame-
works require reconceptualization for different language use domains.

Research gap and rationale

While substantial research has described ELF communication patterns and critiqued 
native-speaker bias in assessment, limited empirical work has systematically examined 
how ELF communication insights can inform practical assessment framework develop-
ment. Most ELF research employs linguistic description or discourse analysis without 
explicit connection to assessment implications (though see Jenkins  2006; Taylor  2006; 
Elder & Davies 2006; Harding & McNamara 2018 for notable exceptions). Conversely, 
language testing research has begun acknowledging ELF but lacks detailed empirical 
analysis of ELF interactions to ground assessment construct redefinition (Harding & 
McNamara 2018).

This study addresses this gap by combining Conversation Analysis of naturally occur-
ring ELF interactions in Japanese university contexts with critical examination of Cam-
bridge English assessment frameworks, identifying specific communicative practices 
and examining how assessment criteria do or do not recognize them. This integrated 
approach bridges ELF description and assessment critique to develop empirically 
grounded proposals for reconceptualizing oral proficiency assessment.

Methods
Research design

This study employed a two-phase qualitative design (Denzin & Lincoln 2018) consist-
ing of sequential stages aligned with the research questions. Phase 1 addressed RQ1 
through Conversation Analysis (CA) of naturally occurring ELF interactions (Cogo & 
Dewey 2012; Mauranen 2012) to identify communication strategies and patterns. Phase 
2 addressed RQ2 through qualitative document analysis and framework development, 
using Phase 1 findings to critically examine and reconceptualize existing assessment 
frameworks. This sequential design allowed empirical findings about ELF communica-
tion practices to inform subsequent assessment framework proposals, ensuring recom-
mendations were grounded in actual language use rather than theoretical speculation 
alone. While quantitative descriptive statistics (word counts, speaking rates, participa-
tion percentages) were calculated to characterize corpus features, the study’s analytical 
approach was fundamentally qualitative, employing interpretive methods to understand 
interactional phenomena and assessment constructs.

Analytically, Phase 1 uses Conversation Analysis (CA), supported by Interactional 
Sociolinguistics (IS) sensitizing concepts, to examine the sequential organization of 
meaning-making in naturally occurring ELF interaction. Phase 2 uses document analysis 
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informed by Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) to examine how speaking proficiency is 
constructed and operationalized in Cambridge assessment texts. Hereafter, we refer to 
these as the paper’s two analytic strands—Conversation Analysis (Phase 1) and CDA-
informed document analysis (Phase 2)—and we avoid using ‘discourse analysis’ as a sin-
gle-method label.

Data source and participants

Data were drawn from the English as a Lingua Franca in Japan (ELFJ) Corpus (ELFJ Cor-
pus 2023), developed with JSPS KAKENHI funding (Grant JP18K00753). The full corpus 
comprises 28,956 words from 19 dyadic conversations (~6.5 hours) recorded via online 
video conferencing in 2019 at a Japanese university. For this study, seven dialogues total-
ing 10,030 words (~2.35 hours) were selected for analysis. Participants included Japanese 
university English learners (JES) and non-Japanese speakers (NJES) representing diverse 
nationalities. Conversation partners had no prior acquaintance, creating naturally occur-
ring first-encounter contexts characteristic of transient multilingual communities where 
individuals from diverse linguistic backgrounds interact temporarily through English as 
a lingua franca (Mortensen 2017). JES participants were on-campus while NJES partici-
pants were predominantly located internationally. All participants provided written con-
sent following institutional ethical approval.

Dialogue selection procedures

From the 19 available dyadic conversations in the ELFJ Corpus (ELFJ Corpus  2023), 
seven dialogues were purposively selected for intensive analysis based on predetermined 
criteria designed to ensure representativeness and analytical depth. The selection was 
guided by three primary criteria established prior to analysis:

(1)	Proficiency diversity: Dialogues were selected to include speakers representing a broad 
range of CEFR proficiency levels (A2–C1), thereby covering nearly the full continuum 
of proficiency levels present in the corpus. This range was essential to investigate how 
ELF communication strategies function across different proficiency contexts rather 
than being specific to particular levels.

(2)	Geographical and linguistic diversity: Because this study focuses on English as a Lingua 
Franca communication, dialogues were selected to reflect geographical diversity 
of NJES participants, including speakers from multiple regions (Asia, Europe, and 
the Americas). Particular attention was given to including several Asian speakers 
(Philippines, Malaysia, Thailand, Taiwan), as they represent the largest proportion of 
international students in Japan and therefore constitute a core ELF user group in this 
research context. This geographical diversity ensured analysis captured intercultural 
interaction patterns characteristic of real-world ELF contexts.

(3)	Manageable proficiency gaps: Dialogues were generally selected to feature manageable 
proficiency differences between paired speakers, preventing situations where one 
participant’s significantly higher proficiency might dominate interaction and limit the 
other speaker’s contribution. However, two dialogues (Dialogues 1 and 19) with larger 
proficiency gaps (Elementary-Advanced) were retained because they were necessary 
to satisfy criteria (1) and (2)—providing essential proficiency range diversity while 
including key geographical regions (Philippines and Taiwan) underrepresented 
elsewhere in the selected subset. The inclusion of these asymmetric dialogues proved 
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analytically valuable, as they enabled examination of how communication strategies 
function under conditions of significant proficiency difference and raised important 
questions about participation asymmetries and power dynamics in ELF interactions 
(discussed in the Discussion section).

The initial dialogue selection was conducted by the researcher based on these prede-
termined criteria. To enhance transparency and minimize potential selection bias, the 
final subset was subsequently reviewed by a second researcher familiar with the corpus 
structure to confirm that the selected dialogues met the stated representativeness and 
diversity goals. Both researchers agreed that the seven-dialogue subset adequately repre-
sented the corpus’s demographic, proficiency, and interactional diversity.

Table 1 presents an overview of the complete ELFJ Corpus for contextualization, 
while Table 2 provides detailed characteristics of the seven dialogues selected for anal-
ysis. The seven-dialogue subset includes 7 Japanese English speakers (JES) and 7 non-
Japanese English speakers (NJES) representing diverse geographical backgrounds: Asia 
(Philippines, Malaysia, Thailand, Taiwan), Europe (North Macedonia), Latin America 
(Mexico), and South America (Brazil). The subset also reflects proficiency diversity with 
CEFR levels ranging from A2 to C1, and gender balance (7 males, 7 females across both 
JES and NJES groups). All speakers in the selected dialogues were university students 
(Japanese and non-Japanese). The ELFJ Corpus does not disclose participants’ exact 

Table 1  Displays the full ELFJ Corpus for contextual reference. The current study analyzed a subset 
of seven dialogues selected from this corpus (detailed in Table 2)
Characteristic JES Participants NJES Participants Total Corpus
Total Word Count 10,765 words (37.2%) 18,191 words (62.8%) 28,956 words
Average WPM 25.3 WPM 46.5 WPM  ~ 36 WPM
Total Duration  ~ 6.5 h (390 min)
Number of Dialogues 19 dyadic conversations
Number of Participants 18 JES (Japanese university learners) 18 NJES (8 nationalities) 36 total participants

Table 2  Presents the characteristics of the seven dialogues analyzed in this study. Proficiency levels 
reflect participants’ self-reported English proficiency at the time of recording. M = Male, F = Female. 
The seven dialogues represent a range from Beginner to Advanced proficiency, ensuring the 
analyzed subset captures diverse proficiency levels characteristic of ELF interactions
Dialogue Duration JES Participant 

(Gender, Proficiency)
JES Words NJES Participant 

(Nationality, 
Gender, Proficiency)

NJES Words Total 
Words

Dialogue 1 20:20 M, Elementary 205 
(11.6%)

Filipino, M, Advanced 1,566 
(88.4%)

1,771

Dialogue 4 26:07 F, Intermediate 1,319 
(55.6%)

Macedonian, M, 
Intermediate

1,054 
(44.4%)

2,373

Dialogue 7 19:53 M, 
Upper-intermediate

688 
(46.6%)

Malaysian, F, 
Upper-intermediate

789 (53.4%) 1,477

Dialogue 13 20:38 F, Beginner 392 
(35.3%)

Mexican, M, 
Intermediate

717 (64.7%) 1,109

Dialogue 14 21:37 F, Intermediate 498 
(47.4%)

Brazilian, M, Beginner 552 (52.6%) 1,050

Dialogue 16 20:01 F, Beginner 414 
(32.9%)

Thai, F, Intermediate 844 (67.1%) 1,258

Dialogue 19 12:14 M, Elementary 198 
(20.0%)

Taiwanese, M, 
Advanced

794 (80.0%) 992

Total/Average 140:50 
(~ 2.35 h)

3 M, 4F 3,714 
(37.0%)

5 M, 2 F/7 nationalities 6,316 
(63.0%)

10,030
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ages for privacy reasons; therefore, age is not reported or treated as an analytic variable 
in this study. Average dialogue duration (20:07 minutes) and word count (1,433 words 
per dialogue) closely approximated full corpus averages, supporting the subset’s repre-
sentativeness. Participants engaged in self-directed 20-minute conversations on topics 
of their choosing, with optional prompts available but rarely used. This sample size is 
appropriate for intensive qualitative CA/IS analysis, where analytical depth and detailed 
sequential examination take precedence over statistical generalization, consistent with 
established ELF conversation analytic research (Cogo & Dewey 2012; Pitzl 2010).

Transcription

Original corpus transcripts were professionally prepared in Japan and are accessible on 
the corpus website (ELFJ Corpus 2023). For the Phase 1 conversation-analytic analysis, 
the researcher enhanced these transcripts with Jefferson’s (2004) conversation analysis 
notation capturing pauses, overlaps, intonation contours, emphasis, sound lengthening, 
and cut-offs. This detailed annotation enabled fine-grained examination of turn-taking, 
repair, and collaborative construction (see Appendix A, Table 6 for complete conven-
tions). Transcript enhancement involved iterative audio review with systematic notation 
addition. Uncertain segments underwent collaborative review with a second analyst, and 
Japanese insertions were verified through bilingual consultation.

Phase 1: conversation analysis of ELF interactions

Analytical frameworks

Phase 1 employed conversation analysis techniques (CA) combined with Interactional 
Sociolinguistics (IS) following established approaches in ELF strategy research (Cogo 
& Dewey  2012; Mauranen  2012; Pitzl  2010). CA provided methodological founda-
tions for examining turn-taking organization, sequence structure, and repair mecha-
nisms through detailed transcription and sequential analysis (Sidnell & Stivers  2013). 
IS informed interpretation of pragmatic meanings and contextualization cues shaping 
mutual understanding (Gumperz  1982; Kaur  2011; Walkinshaw 2022) across linguis-
tic and cultural boundaries. This applied CA approach—using detailed transcription, 
sequential analysis, and interactional focus while identifying recurrent communica-
tion strategies—represents a pragmatic adaptation appropriate for ELF communication 
research, where the goal is understanding what facilitates successful multilingual inter-
action rather than purely ethnomethodological description of interactional order.

Iterative analytical process

Analysis proceeded iteratively through four interconnected phases following established 
CA methodology (ten Have 2007; Sidnell & Stivers 2013):

(1)	Unmotivated looking: The analysis began with “unmotivated looking”—repeated 
readings and listening to all seven dialogues to identify salient interactional phenomena. 
While informed by existing ELF strategy research, this phase emphasized inductive 
noticing through immersion in the data to observe how participants accomplished 
mutual understanding, managed potential misunderstandings, and sustained 
conversational flow. Instances of repair, reformulation, repetition, code-switching, 
and co-construction were noted as potentially significant phenomena warranting 
further investigation.
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(2)	Collection building: Phenomena identified during unmotivated looking were then 
systematically collected across all seven dialogues. Each instance of repair, negotiation, 
accommodation, and other interactional phenomena was extracted with sufficient 
contextual information to enable sequential analysis. This collection-building phase 
ensured comprehensive coverage of recurrent interactional features across the dataset.

(3)	Detailed sequential analysis: Each collected instance was subjected to detailed 
sequential analysis to examine how identified phenomena functioned within their 
specific interactional context. Following CA principles, analysis investigated how 
each turn responded to prior talk and projected possible next actions, revealing the 
interactional work accomplished through specific linguistic choices and strategic 
behaviors.

(4)	Cross-case comparison: Patterns and variations were identified across different 
dialogues and speaker combinations. This comparative analysis revealed which 
interactional phenomena occurred consistently across proficiency levels, linguistic 
backgrounds, and conversational topics, versus which appeared specific to particular 
contexts. Through this process, phenomena were progressively organized into 
recurrent strategy types that consistently facilitated mutual intelligibility and sustained 
interactional flow.

Strategy identification and typology development

Particular attention was directed toward identifying communication strategies that 
facilitated mutual understanding and interactional flow. Following Mauranen (2012) and 
Cogo (2009), the analysis focused on how speakers managed potential misunderstand-
ings, achieved mutual intelligibility despite linguistic diversity, and collaboratively con-
structed shared meanings. Through the iterative process described above, nine distinct 
communication strategy types emerged from the data. Each strategy was operationally 
defined based on its observable interactional features and the communicative work it 
accomplished. For example, “negotiation of meaning” was defined by explicit clarifica-
tion requests and confirmation checks, while “accommodation” was identified through 
observable speech rate adjustments, vocabulary simplification, and other interlocutor-
oriented modifications.

ATLAS.ti software facilitated transcript organization, excerpt management, and pat-
tern tracking across dialogues, while detailed sequential analysis was conducted on 
transcripts using CA notation. Consistent with applied CA approaches in ELF research, 
analysis was informed by existing ELF strategy literature (Cogo 2009; Mauranen 2012) 
while remaining open to emergent patterns in the data. Phenomena observed through 
sequential analysis were progressively organized into recurrent strategy types based on 
their interactional features and communicative functions. Collection completeness was 
achieved when no new interactional phenomena or strategy types appeared during anal-
ysis of the final dialogues. By that stage, each of the nine strategies had been observed 
multiple times across speakers of varying proficiency levels and linguistic backgrounds, 
confirming that the typology captured the range of strategies facilitating ELF communi-
cation within the dataset’s scope.
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Analytical credibility and dependability

While CA emphasizes analyst transparency and explicit demonstration of analytical 
claims through detailed transcripts over statistical reliability measures (Sidnell & Stivers 
2013), several strategies enhanced analytical credibility and dependability (Lincoln & 
Guba 1985; Tracy 2010). First, detailed transcripts using Jefferson (2004) notation pro-
vided transparent evidence for all analytical claims, enabling readers to evaluate inter-
pretations independently. Second, peer debriefing and analytic auditing were employed 
throughout the analysis. A second researcher with expertise in conversation analy-
sis reviewed excerpts and coding notes for approximately 20% of the dataset, focusing 
particularly on identification and interpretation of repair and negotiation sequences. 
Discrepancies between researchers’ interpretations were discussed until shared under-
standings were reached, ensuring that the final strategy typology was empirically 
grounded and interpretively consistent with CA/IS principles. Third, the ATLAS.ti audit 
trail documented all coding decisions, analytical memos, and category refinements 
across analytical cycles, maintaining a transparent record of the analytical process. 
Finally, extensive empirical examples with detailed transcription notation are provided 
in the Results section, demonstrating how each strategy functioned in actual interaction 
and enabling readers to evaluate the appropriateness of strategy categorizations.

Phase 2: document analysis and framework development

Documents analyzed

Phase 2 involved systematic document analysis of ten Cambridge Assessment English 
documents representing the official public articulation of how spoken performance is 
conceptualized, described, and justified within the Cambridge framework. The ana-
lyzed corpus comprised: (1) the Speaking Assessment Criteria for Cambridge English: 
Key (A2), Preliminary (B1), First (B2), Advanced (C1), and Proficiency (C2) levels (Cam-
bridge English 2020a, 2020b, 2020c, 2020d, 2023), which provide detailed descriptors for 
evaluating speaking performance across four assessment criteria (Grammar and Vocab-
ulary, Discourse Management, Pronunciation, and Interactive Communication); and (2) 
the corresponding Performance Commentaries for each level (Cambridge English n.d.-
a,  n.d.-b, n.d.-c, n.d.-d, n.d.-e), which provide rater observations and justifications for 
score allocations. These performance commentaries offer concrete examples of how 
assessment criteria are applied in practice, revealing implicit assumptions about what 
constitutes proficient performance. The complete Cambridge English Overall Speaking 
Scale showing performance descriptors across all CEFR levels (A1-C2) is summarized 
in Appendix B, Table 7 for reader reference but was used for contextual understanding 
rather than separate coding. These documents were selected because Cambridge Eng-
lish assessments are widely used internationally, have detailed publicly available assess-
ment descriptors and performance commentaries, and claim to assess communicative 
language ability broadly.

Analytical approach

Document analysis followed Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) principles (Fair-
clough  2003) rather than conventional content analysis or thematic coding. CDA was 
selected as the analytical framework because it enables examination of not only explicit 
content but also implicit ideological assumptions embedded in institutional texts. Unlike 
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frequency-based coding approaches, CDA emphasizes interpretive depth, focusing on 
how language constructs particular understandings of social phenomena—in this case, 
how assessment documents construct notions of language proficiency, communicative 
competence, and legitimate language use.

The CDA proceeded through four iterative stages:

(1)	Text familiarization: Each assessment criterion and performance commentary 
was read repeatedly to develop familiarity with assessment-related discourses and 
identify recurring linguistic patterns, evaluative language, and conceptual framings of 
proficiency.

(2)	Discursive mapping: Documents were annotated to identify linguistic and ideological 
features that framed notions of proficiency, accuracy, and communicative ability. 
Particular attention was directed toward: (a) which linguistic features and abilities are 
valorized or rewarded; (b) what model of the “competent speaker” is presupposed; (c) 
how deviation and error are constructed and positioned; and (d) how multilingual or 
ELF-oriented communication strategies are acknowledged, recognized, or omitted.

(3)	Cross-level comparison: Each assessment criterion was traced across proficiency 
levels (A2 through C2) to identify how constructs evolved and what assumptions about 
language development and progression were embedded in descriptor progressions. 
This cross-level analysis revealed underlying ideological commitments about what 
constitutes increasingly sophisticated language use.

(4)	Integration with phase 1 data: CDA findings regarding how assessment frameworks 
construct proficiency were systematically compared with Phase 1 empirical 
observations of successful ELF communication strategies. Following Miles et al. 
(2014), findings from both phases were integrated through joint display analysis, 
systematically comparing empirical observations of ELF communication with 
assessment framework descriptors to identify alignments, gaps, and contradictions. 
Discrepancies between what facilitated effective ELF communication (identified in 
Phase 1) and what existing frameworks evaluated (identified in Phase 2) formed the 
empirical basis for discussing assessment framework inadequacies.

Analytical rigor and transparency

Because CDA emphasizes interpretive depth rather than frequency-based coding, for-
mal inter-rater reliability statistics were not computed, as they would be inappropriate 
for this analytical approach. However, analytic transparency and dependability (Lincoln 
& Guba  1985; see also Tracy  2010) were ensured through multiple strategies. First, a 
detailed audit trail documented all coding notes, analytical memos, and interpretive 
decisions throughout the analysis process. Second, periodic peer debriefing sessions 
were conducted with a colleague experienced in critical discourse analysis. During these 
sessions, provisional interpretations were presented along with supporting textual evi-
dence, and alternative readings were considered. These debriefing sessions helped verify 
that interpretations remained grounded in textual data rather than reflecting individual 
bias. Third, extensive direct quotations from assessment descriptors and performance 
commentaries are provided in the Results section, enabling readers to evaluate the inter-
pretive claims independently.
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Results
RQ1: ELF communication strategies

This subsection reports findings for Research Question 1 (RQ1):

RQ1: What interactional practices and strategic communicative resources in ELF 
interaction among Japanese and non-Japanese English speakers in a Japanese uni-
versity context could inform the development of ELF-aligned oral assessment crite-
ria?

Analysis of the ELFJ Corpus revealed nine distinct communication strategies that Japa-
nese and non-Japanese speakers employed to facilitate successful ELF interaction. These 
strategies emerged consistently across dialogues and appeared instrumental in main-
taining mutual understanding despite participants’ varying English proficiency levels 
and first language backgrounds. Table 3 presents these strategies with brief definitions 
and representative examples.

Importantly, these strategies were employed not in response to communication break-
down but proactively to maintain interactional flow and prevent misunderstandings. 
Speakers demonstrated high levels of interactional awareness, continuously monitor-
ing comprehension and adjusting their communication accordingly. Both JES and NJES 
deployed these strategies, though with different frequencies and in different sequential 
positions, suggesting they represent shared ELF communicative competencies rather 
than behaviors specific to particular proficiency levels or first language backgrounds.

Illustrative examples of ELF communication strategies

Representative excerpts from the analyzed ELFJ Corpus dialogues illustrate how 
these strategies functioned in actual interaction. Participant codes follow the format 
JES[number] and NJES[number], where the number indicates the dialogue source (e.g., 
JES19 = Japanese speaker from Dialogue 19).

Table 3  Shows the identified nine ELF communication strategies from the analysis of selected 
seven dialogues. All nine strategies appeared consistently across the seven dialogues analyzed, 
with both JES and NJES participants deploying each strategy, though frequencies and sequential 
positions varied by speaker and context
Strategy Definition Corpus Example
Negotiation of Meaning Explicit clarification requests and con-

firmation checks
“What do you mean by ‘flexible’?”; “You 
mean like part-time job?”

Self-Initiated Communi-
cation Strategies

Paraphrasing, approximation, 
circumlocution

“How to say… like… the person who ar-
range the schedule?”

Simplification Using simpler vocabulary, shorter 
sentences, clearer structure

“I think it’s good” instead of complex evalu-
ative expression

Repair Self-correction and other-initiated 
repair sequences

“Last week- I mean last month I went to 
Tokyo”

Lexical Innovation Creating new expressions or using 
words creatively

“easy-accessed” (compound adjective); “I 
want to overseas”, “I want to European” (lexi-
cal repurposing as destination expression)

Code-switching Strategic use of Japanese or other 
languages

“It’s like… なんか(“nanka”) … like atmo-
sphere is different”

Accommodation Adjusting speech style to match 
interlocutor

NJES slowing speech rate and simplifying 
when JES shows hesitation

Turn-taking 
Management

Collaborative floor management, yield-
ing turns supportively

“You can go first”; “Please continue”; sup-
portive backchannels

Collaborative 
Construction

Co-constructing utterances and com-
pleting each other’s turns

JES: “So the building is-” NJES: “Very old?” 
JES: “Yes exactly!”
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Example 1: accommodation and negotiation

JES19 explicitly requests accommodation and NJES19 responds supportively:

1	 JES19: Ah::: I’m ((short nervous laughter)), I’m not good at English. Ah::
2	 NJES19: Don’t worry [about it. He he he]
3	 JES19: [Hahaha]
4	 JES19: So, Anh:: please speak to me slow and easy English. ((laughter)))
5	 NJES19: Okay. Just slow [and easy English.] Alright, no problem.
6	 JES19: [Thank you! ((laughter))]
7	 NJES19: So, Em:: Where are you right now?
8	 JES19: Anh::! I’m from Yokohama.

JES19 explicitly negotiates interaction terms by requesting slower, simpler English. 
NJES19 accepts and implements this accommodation, illustrating explicit strategy nego-
tiation in successful ELF interaction.

Example 2: collaborative repair

Speakers collaboratively work through pronunciation difficulties:

1	 NJES19: So, this year you’re going to (.) Austria? [Australia]
2	 JES19: [Australia]
3	 JES19: Yeah!
4	 NJES19: Australia?
5	 JES19: Australia ((pronounce accurately)).
6	 NJES19: Australia. Okay, are you excited?
7	 JES19: ((soft laughter)) Yes!

JES19’s pronunciation of “Australia” sounds like “Austria,” prompting collaborative repair 
through repetition and confirmation. This functioned as normal interactional work 
without positioning JES19 as deficient.

Example 3: code-switching

Strategic code-switching and collaborative meaning negotiation around vocabulary gaps:

1	 JES13: ((chuckle while speaking)) Takoyaki?
2	 NJES13: Takoyaki, yes.
3	 JES13: I can’t eat tako ((‘octopus’ in Japanese)).
4	 NJES13: Really? Why? (7.1)
5	 JES13: ((Chuckle)) Chewing?
6	 NJES13: Too hot? (.) Hot? (.) Hot.
7	 JES13: Ah, no no no. Hmm::: (10.1) Hmm::: (3.5) I don’t like, nandaroh…? ((self-talk 

meaning “what is it..?/Let me think…” in Japanese)), chew, chewing kucha kucha 
((sound of chewing noisily in Japanese)).

8	 NJES13: Really? Like chewing Takoyaki?

JES13 uses Japanese words (“tako,” “nandaroh,” “kucha kucha”) including onomatopoeia 
to bridge vocabulary gaps. Extended pauses indicate word-searching without pres-
sure from NJES13, who waits supportively and offers candidate understandings. Code-
switching functions as a resourceful strategy both participants accept.
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These examples demonstrate that successful ELF communication involves continu-
ous strategic work. Features traditional assessments mark as “errors” (pauses, code-
switching, clarifications) functioned as effective strategies, with proficiency manifesting 
through interactional competence rather than linguistic accuracy alone—while recog-
nizing that linguistic control is consequential when it supports intelligibility/compre-
hensibility and reduces interactional burden (e.g., repeated repair).

From a learning-progression perspective, development is conceptualized here as 
increased stability of intelligibility, greater efficiency in managing breakdowns, and more 
flexible use of interactional and multilingual resources (see Appendix C, Table 8).

Participation patterns and asymmetries

Quantitative analysis revealed asymmetric participation: NJES produced 63.0% of total 
words (6,316) compared to JES’s 37.0% (3,714), with NJES averaging 46.6 words per 
minute versus JES’s 24.8. These patterns suggest differential fluency, consistent with JES 
participants’ position as English learners versus NJES participants’ daily English use as 
international students. This participation asymmetry raises important questions about 
power dynamics and cultural communication norms, which are examined critically in 
the Discussion section.

However, quantitative asymmetry did not appear to correlate with qualitative inequal-
ity. Despite producing fewer words, JES participants successfully negotiated mean-
ing, introduced topics, and contributed substantively. NJES participants demonstrated 
accommodative behaviors that facilitated rather than dominated interaction, with both 
parties orienting toward shared understanding as a collaborative achievement.

In the two dialogues with the largest proficiency gaps (Dialogues 1 and 19), success-
ful interaction depended on intensified interactional scaffolding rather than on equal 
verbal contribution. The more proficient interlocutors tended to support progressivity 
through pacing adjustments, clarification/confirmation work, and collaborative repair, 
while the less proficient speakers contributed through uptake of repair, brief but timely 
confirmations, and meaning-checks that kept mutual understanding on track. These 
asymmetric cases therefore foreground how ELF “proficiency” can be distributed across 
interlocutors’ joint management of understanding, particularly under unequal profi-
ciency conditions.

RQ2: inadequacies in existing assessment frameworks

This subsection reports findings for Research Question 2 (RQ2):

RQ2: What inadequacies exist in current EFL oral assessment frameworks when 
evaluated from an ELF communication perspective?

Document analysis of Cambridge English Speaking Assessment descriptors (Cambridge 
English 2020a, 2020b, 2020c, 2020d, 2023) and performance commentaries (Cambridge 
English n.d.-a, n.d.-b, n.d.-c, n.d.-d, n.d.-e)  across A2-C2 levels revealed systematic 
patterns of native-speaker norm orientation incompatible with ELF communication 
realities. The assessment descriptors provide detailed criteria for evaluating speaking 
performance, while the performance commentaries offer rater observations and justi-
fications for score allocations at each proficiency level. Analysis examined four assess-
ment criteria—Grammar and Vocabulary, Discourse Management, Pronunciation, and 
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Interactive Communication. The analysis investigated how each criterion conceptualizes 
competence and what linguistic features receive reward or penalty. The complete Cam-
bridge English Overall Speaking Scale showing performance descriptors across all CEFR 
levels (A1-C2) is summarized in Appendix B, Table 7 for reader reference (Cambridge 
English  2023, p. 69), with the analysis below drawing on both the overall scale, level-
specific analytic criteria, and performance commentaries to identify systematic patterns.

Analysis of pronunciation descriptors

Pronunciation assessment consistently privileges native-like articulation. B2 descrip-
tors specify “generally intelligible” pronunciation, implicitly positioning native-speaker 
listeners as the reference point, while framing first-language accent influence as a limi-
tation to minimize. Progression to C2 demands “full control” with features that “rarely 
draw attention.” Performance commentaries praise “clear with no trace of first language 
influence” or “native-like intonation,” while penalizing “strong accent” even when com-
munication succeeds, revealing that assessment rewards approximation to native-
speaker norms rather than effectiveness in multilingual contexts.

Analysis of grammar and vocabulary descriptors

Grammar and Vocabulary assessment privileges native-speaker usage patterns. Descrip-
tors demand increasing accuracy from B2 to C2, with “errors” including missing 
third-person -s and regularized plurals (systematic ELF features documented as non-
interfering with intelligibility) (Jenkins  2000; Seidlhofer  2004). Performance commen-
taries praise “native-like grammatical accuracy” and “sophisticated, native-like lexical 
choices,” while penalizing “non-native patterns” even when communication succeeds. 
The frameworks provide no recognition for lexical innovation observed in ELF inter-
actions, instead penalizing creative approximation strategies as “inappropriate word 
choice.”

Analysis of discourse management descriptors

Discourse Management conceptualizes coherence through monologic rather than 
interactional frameworks. Performance commentaries (Cambridge English n.d.-b, n.d.-
c, n.d.-d, n.d.-e) praise candidates who “develop topics extensively without assistance,” 
while those achieving coherence through collaborative turn completion (prominent in 
successful ELFJ interactions) receive lower scores for “requiring support” or “producing 
fragmented discourse.” These privileges competitive over collaborative discourse styles, 
misaligning with ELF patterns where coherence emerges through joint construction.

Analysis of interactive communication descriptors

While appearing to address interactional competence, descriptors reveal limited align-
ment with ELF strategic communication. Commentaries treat “appropriate” interac-
tion as smooth turn-taking without extended negotiation, praising “minimal need for 
clarification” while marking down “frequent clarification requests” despite successful 
understanding. This contradicts ELF realities where clarification and repair functioned 
as sophisticated strategies. The frameworks fail to recognize proactive accommodation 
or strategic negotiation as advanced competence, instead treating these as compensatory 
behaviors indicating limitation.
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Three fundamental inadequacies

Pervasive native-speaker norm orientation  Across all criteria, descriptors position 
native-speaker competence as the reference standard. Language reflecting first-language 
influence is consistently framed as error or deficiency rather than legitimate variation. 
Performance commentaries explicitly praise “native-like” features and penalize “non-
native patterns” even when facilitating successful communication. Proficiency progres-
sion is conceptualized as incremental approximation to native-speaker norms rather than 
developing effectiveness across diverse communicative contexts.

Systematic devaluation of strategic communication  The frameworks treat strategic 
communication—negotiation, clarification, repair, accommodation—as lower-level com-
pensatory behavior rather than valued competence. Descriptors reward automatized flu-
ency and minimal clarification over the proactive strategic work characterizing successful 
ELF interaction. ELFJ Corpus strategies identified as essential would likely receive lower 
scores for “requiring support” or “lacking fluency,” inverting ELF realities where strategic 
competence represents sophisticated interactional ability.

Monolingual paradigm and multilingual resource exclusion  The frameworks oper-
ate within a strictly monolingual paradigm, requiring English-only production. Code-
switching receives no recognition; lexical innovation is penalized as “incorrect usage”; 
translanguaging practices are implicitly prohibited. Any departure from standard English 
lexis or grammar results in score reduction, contradicting empirical observations of pro-
ficient ELF users who flexibly deploy their entire linguistic repertoire to achieve com-
municative goals.
These inadequacies create fundamental validity problems when Cambridge English 
assessments evaluate proficiency for ELF contexts, systematically disadvantaging speak-
ers demonstrating sophisticated ELF communicative competence without approximat-
ing native-speaker production patterns.

Summary of identified inadequacies

In summary, analysis of Cambridge English assessment frameworks revealed system-
atic misalignment with the ELF communication strategies identified in Phase 1. Three 
overarching inadequacies emerged: (1) persistent native-speaker norm orientation that 
penalizes legitimate ELF features, (2) limited recognition of strategic communication as 
core competence, and (3) complete exclusion of multilingual resources that empirical 
data show facilitate successful communication. These inadequacies create fundamental 
validity concerns when such frameworks are used to assess proficiency for multilingual 
lingua franca contexts rather than for native-speaker interaction domains.

Discussion
This study identified nine communication strategies essential for successful ELF inter-
action and demonstrated fundamental inadequacies in existing assessment frameworks 
when evaluated from an ELF perspective. The findings have significant implications for 
language assessment in increasingly multilingual educational contexts where English 
functions as a bridge language.
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ELF communication as strategic achievement

The prominence of strategic communication in the ELFJ Corpus supports recent ELF 
theorization emphasizing communication as active accomplishment rather than 
as automatized deployment of internalized competence (Canagarajah  2013; Seidl-
hofer  2011; Walkinshaw 2022). Participants did not simply “use English” but continu-
ously negotiated, accommodated, repaired, and collaboratively constructed shared 
meanings. This finding aligns with Mauranen’s (2012) research on ELF academic dis-
course and Cogo’s (2009) work on accommodation, both highlighting that proficient ELF 
users demonstrate high levels of interactional awareness and strategic flexibility. Recent 
studies of ELF interactions in Asian university contexts similarly emphasize the central-
ity of pragmatic strategies and interactional competence (Victoria et al., 2024).

Notably, strategic communication in this corpus was not primarily reactive (employed 
only when problems arose) but rather proactive, with speakers continuously monitor-
ing comprehension and preemptively adjusting their communication to prevent misun-
derstandings. This proactive strategic orientation differs from how strategic competence 
has traditionally been conceptualized in communicative competence models as compen-
satory behavior for linguistic deficiencies (Canale & Swain 1980). The current findings 
suggest that in ELF contexts, strategic competence may be better understood as a core 
component of proficient communication rather than as a lower-level backup system.

Participation asymmetries and power dynamics

The substantial quantitative asymmetry between JES and NJES participation—with NJES 
producing 63.0% of total words (6,316) at an average rate of 46.6 words per minute com-
pared to JES’s 37.0% (3,714 words) at 24.8 words per minute—raises critical questions 
about power dynamics in ELF interactions. This asymmetry is particularly pronounced 
in Dialogues 1 and 19, where Elementary-level JES participants produced only 11.6% 
and 20.0% of total words respectively when paired with Advanced-level NJES partners. 
These two dialogues were intentionally retained despite large proficiency gaps because 
they were necessary to achieve proficiency diversity and geographical representation in 
the selected subset (see Dialogue Selection Procedures in Methods). While this method-
ological decision enabled comprehensive analysis across proficiency levels and diverse 
ELF contexts, it also foregrounded participation asymmetries that warrant careful theo-
retical consideration, as they may reflect complex intersections of linguistic proficiency, 
cultural communication norms, institutional positioning, and power relations that have 
significant implications for how this study’s findings should be interpreted.

Theorizing power in ELF contexts

Power dynamics in ELF communication have been theorized from multiple perspec-
tives. Jenkins (2007) argues that ELF challenges native-speaker normativity, while Seidl-
hofer (2011) highlights variability and accommodation as defining features of successful 
ELF communication. Complementing this, House (2003) describes ELF interaction as 
driven by “cooperative egalitarianism,” where speakers jointly pursue mutual under-
standing regardless of proficiency differences. However, critical scholars caution against 
overly optimistic accounts. Phillipson (2008, 2009) warns that English’s global domi-
nance reflects historical colonialism and ongoing linguistic imperialism, with power 
asymmetries persisting even in ostensibly “neutral” lingua franca contexts. Canagarajah 
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(2007) similarly argues that ELF interactions remain embedded within broader sociolin-
guistic hierarchies that advantage certain speakers over others.

Kubota (2016, 2020) explicitly critiques dominant ELF research for insufficient atten-
tion to power dynamics, particularly in Asian contexts where English proficiency cor-
relates with educational and economic privilege. Research on ELF in Asian university 
settings reveals that participation asymmetries often reflect not merely individual profi-
ciency differences but systemic inequalities in access to English education, international 
experience, and institutional positioning (Galloway  2013; Sung  2014). In the current 
study’s context, NJES participants’ greater verbal output and faster speech rates may 
reflect not only higher English proficiency but also their positioning as international stu-
dents with extensive prior experience using English for daily communication, academic 
study, and intercultural interaction—resources less available to many JES participants 
despite years of classroom English instruction.

L1 Japanese communication norms and intercultural reticence

The participation asymmetry observed in this study may also reflect L1 Japanese com-
munication norms that influence interaction patterns even when Japanese speakers use 
English. Research on Japanese communication styles consistently identifies listener-ori-
ented communication, strategic use of silence, and preference for indirect expression as 
culturally valued practices (Lebra 1987; Nakane 2007; Yamada 1997). Japanese speakers 
often demonstrate what can be characterized as active listenership — a concept evi-
dent in Nakane’s (2007) analysis of how Japanese participants contribute substantively 
through minimal responses, backchanneling, and supportive silence rather than through 
extended verbal contributions. This communication style, while effective in L1 Japanese 
contexts, may be misinterpreted as lack of proficiency or passive participation when 
evaluated against expectations derived from Anglo-American interactional norms that 
privilege explicit verbal contribution and individual assertiveness.

Furthermore, Japanese university students frequently report anxiety and reticence 
when speaking English in intercultural contexts, particularly with interlocutors per-
ceived as more proficient (King 2013; Yashima 2002). This reticence reflects not merely 
linguistic insecurity but complex affective factors including fear of negative evalua-
tion, concern about causing misunderstanding, and awareness of one’s positioning as a 
“learner” rather than “user” of English (Piller & Takahashi 2006). The institutional con-
text of the ELFJ Corpus, where JES participants were recruited as “Japanese university 
English learners” while NJES participants were positioned as international students, may 
have reinforced these identity positionings and potentially contributed to the observed 
participation asymmetry.

Interpretive implications for this study’s findings

These theoretical considerations have important implications for how this study’s find-
ings should be interpreted. First, the nine communication strategies identified through 
analysis may disproportionately reflect strategies deployed by more verbally active 
participants (predominantly NJES). While both JES and NJES participants employed 
the identified strategies, the higher volume of NJES speech means their strategic 
practices received greater analytic attention. Strategies particularly salient in JES par-
ticipants’ more limited contributions—such as active listenership, strategic silence, or 
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collaborative co-construction—may be underrepresented in the findings if they manifest 
through non-verbal or minimal-verbal means that receive less attention in transcript-
based interactional analysis.

Second, the study’s emphasis on strategies that maintain interactional flow and pre-
vent breakdown may inadvertently privilege communication styles associated with more 
proficient or verbally assertive speakers. Japanese interactional norms that value antici-
patory comprehension, tolerance for ambiguity, and collaborative interpretation through 
extended silence (Nakane 2007) may represent equally sophisticated ELF competencies 
that are less visible in this study’s analytical approach. If JES participants’ lower verbal 
output reflects culturally-influenced listener-oriented communication rather than lin-
guistic deficiency, then conceptualizing ELF competence primarily through strategies 
visible in transcribed speech may perpetuate rather than challenge existing assessment 
biases.

Third, while the qualitative analysis revealed that NJES participants demonstrated 
accommodative behaviors that facilitated rather than dominated interaction—support-
ing House’s (2003) notion of “cooperative egalitarianism”—this interpretation requires 
critical examination. The very need for NJES accommodation suggests underlying power 
asymmetry, with NJES participants positioned as more linguistically capable and there-
fore responsible for adjusting their communication to less proficient interlocutors. 
Although this accommodation functions supportively in immediate interaction, it may 
reinforce hierarchical positioning of JES participants as “learners” requiring accommo-
dation rather than as competent users employing culturally-appropriate communication 
styles. The boundary between supportive accommodation and patronizing simplifica-
tion remains theoretically and empirically contested (Pietikäinen 2018).

Reconsidering assessment implications

These power dynamics and cultural communication considerations complicate the 
study’s assessment implications. If participation asymmetry reflects L1 Japanese commu-
nication norms rather than English proficiency limitations, then assessment frameworks 
should recognize listener-oriented communication, strategic silence, and collaborative 
co-construction through minimal contribution as legitimate competencies rather than 
deficiencies. However, if asymmetry reflects genuine power imbalances where JES par-
ticipants felt constrained by linguistic insecurity or institutional positioning, this raises 
questions about whether the identified strategies genuinely represent shared ELF com-
petencies or whether they reflect adaptation strategies employed by speakers in subordi-
nate positions within linguistic hierarchies.

These observations also raise an assessment question that remains empirically open: 
whether raters would credit JES and NJES participants equally for accommodative 
and interaction-supporting work when participation is uneven. Research on paired 
and group oral assessment highlights both the relevance of interactional competence 
to scoring and the challenge of attributing co-constructed success to individuals with-
out explicit rating guidance (Ducasse & Brown  2009; Galaczi  2008; May  2011; Nakat-
suhara  2011). Accordingly, operationalizing the present criteria for collaborative tasks 
would require carefully specified descriptors, rater training focused on interaction-sup-
port, and validation studies examining the feasibility and fairness of independent indi-
vidual scoring in collaborative formats.
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The critical insight is that participation patterns in ELF interaction cannot be inter-
preted through linguistic analysis alone but require consideration of broader socio-
linguistic, cultural, and institutional contexts. Any assessment framework claiming 
ELF-appropriateness must grapple with these complexities, recognizing that what con-
stitutes “effective” or “proficient” communication may vary across cultural contexts and 
that quantitative measures (words produced, speech rate, talking time) may systemati-
cally disadvantage speakers whose L1 communication norms or cultural practices privi-
lege different participation styles. The findings suggest that ELF-informed assessment 
must move beyond both native-speaker norms and universal ELF norms toward more 
context-sensitive, culturally-informed understandings of communicative competence 
that acknowledge legitimate diversity in how proficient speakers participate in multilin-
gual interaction. Accordingly, the framework is positioned as principle-based rather than 
norm-replacement: it specifies what should count as proficiency-relevant (e.g., intelli-
gibility, interactional effectiveness, strategic communication, multilingual resource use) 
without prescribing a single uniform benchmark across settings. Application beyond the 
present context therefore entails local specification and validation, not the adoption of 
generalized ELF norms.

Limitations of native-norm assessment for ELF contexts

The analysis revealed that existing assessment frameworks, while sophisticated and 
psychometrically sound for their intended purposes, embody assumptions incompat-
ible with ELF communication realities. The native-speaker norm orientation positions 
language as a target to be approximated rather than as a resource to be deployed stra-
tegically. This orientation creates what Kane (2013) identifies as a fundamental validity 
problem: assessments designed for one construct (ability to communicate with native 
speakers) are being used to make inferences about a different construct (ability to com-
municate in multilingual contexts).

Limited recognition of strategic communication reflects the “basic language cognition” 
perspective prioritizing automatized knowledge over strategic processing (Hulstijn 2007, 
2011). While appropriate for high-frequency communication in familiar contexts, this 
appears unsuitable for ELF interactions where strategic processing constitutes normal 
communication. The findings support Hall’s (2014) argument for context-specific assess-
ment constructs aligned with learners’ actual language use domains.

Implications for ELF-informed assessment development

From empirical findings to assessment framework: mapping strategies to criteria

The findings from this study suggest that developing ELF-appropriate assessment 
approaches would require fundamental reconceptualization rather than superficial mod-
ification of existing frameworks. The nine empirically identified communication strat-
egies directly informed the development of four proposed assessment criteria. Table 4 
maps each strategy to its corresponding assessment criterion, demonstrating the direct 
connections between Phase 1 findings and assessment reconceptualization.

The four proposed criteria foreground intelligibility over native-like pronunciation 
(Intelligibility & Clarity), strategic communication over automatized fluency (Strate-
gic Communication), collaborative interaction over individual performance (Interac-
tional Effectiveness), and multilingual resourcefulness over monolingual correctness 
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(Multilingual Resourcefulness), thereby operationalizing a different model of language 
competence aligned with empirical observations of successful ELF communication.

This reconceptualization addresses longstanding critiques of native-speaker bias in 
language assessment (Jenkins 2006; McNamara 2012) while maintaining clear standards 
for communicative effectiveness rather than embracing an “anything goes” relativism (cf. 
Leung 2005; Saraceni 2008).

Proposed framework for future development

Based on the identified inadequacies and the empirical findings from Phase 1 analysis, 
a tentative reconceptualized assessment framework with four core criteria is proposed 
for future development and validation. It is important to emphasize that this framework 
represents a conceptual proposal requiring extensive empirical validation before any 
operational implementation. Table 5 presents these proposed criteria with underlying 
principles and illustrative sample descriptors to demonstrate how ELF-informed assess-
ment might differ from current approaches.

This proposed framework prioritizes communicative effectiveness and strategic flex-
ibility over adherence to native-speaker norms. As demonstrated in Table 4, these four 
criteria are direct operationalizations of the nine communication strategies identi-
fied through empirical analysis, ensuring the framework remains grounded in empiri-
cal observations rather than theoretical assumptions. Intelligibility and Clarity would 

Table 4  Presents the mapping of identified ELF communication strategies to the proposed 
assessment criteria. Some strategies map to multiple criteria, reflecting their multifunctional 
nature in ELF communication. Primary Criterion indicates where the strategy is most centrally 
operationalized; Secondary Criteria indicate additional contributions
Strategy (from 
Table 3)

Primary Assess-
ment Criterion

Secondary 
Criterion(s)

Rationale for Mapping

1. Negotiation of 
Meaning

Strategic 
Communication

— Directly operationalized in Strategic 
Communication descriptor: “clarification 
requests, confirmation checks”

2. Self-Initiated 
Communication 
Strategies

Strategic 
Communication

Multilingual 
Resourcefulness

Core strategic behavior explicitly mentioned 
in descriptor: “paraphrasing, approximation, 
circumlocution”; also demonstrates re-
sourcefulness when vocabulary unavailable

3. Simplification Intelligibility and 
Clarity

— Using simpler vocabulary and clearer struc-
tures directly enhances comprehensibility 
across diverse international listeners

4. Repair Strategic 
Communication

Intelligibility and 
Clarity

Explicitly mentioned in Strategic Commu-
nication: “repair communication difficulties 
efficiently”; also maintains speech clarity

5. Lexical Innovation Multilingual 
Resourcefulness

— Directly operationalized in descriptor: “lexi-
cal creativity,” “innovative combinations”

6. Code-switching Multilingual 
Resourcefulness

— Explicitly mentioned in descriptor: “strategi-
cally employ translanguaging”

7. Accommodation Intelligibility and 
Clarity

Strategic Communi-
cation, Interactional 
Effectiveness

Multifunctional strategy: adjusting speech 
enhances clarity, demonstrates strategic 
awareness, and supports collaborative 
interaction

8. Turn-taking 
Management

Interactional Ef-
fectivenessInterac-
tional Effectiveness

— Core component explicitly mentioned: 
“turn-yielding,” “manages turn-taking 
flexibly”

9. Collaborative 
Construction

Interactional 
Effectiveness

— Central to criterion’s focus: “co-construct 
meaning collaboratively,” “cooperative orien-
tation toward shared meaning-making”
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replace Pronunciation assessment, shifting focus from native-like accent to compre-
hensibility by diverse international listeners. Strategic Communication would become 
an explicit criterion, recognizing that sophisticated strategy deployment may represent 
advanced proficiency rather than compensatory behavior. Interactional Effectiveness 
would emphasize collaborative meaning-construction rather than merely appropriate 
turn-taking. Multilingual Resourcefulness, entirely absent from current frameworks, 
would acknowledge that proficient ELF users may draw flexibly on their entire linguistic 
repertoire.

It’s worth noting that this framework would not eliminate assessment of linguistic 
resources (grammar and vocabulary) but would reconceptualize how such resources 
are evaluated. Rather than assessing correctness against prescriptive native-speaker stan-
dards, evaluation would focus on whether linguistic choices effectively achieve commu-
nicative purposes in context. For example, grammatical errors that genuinely obstruct 
understanding (such as ambiguous pronoun reference or unclear temporal mark-
ing) would still be assessed, while deviations from native-speaker norms that maintain 
intelligibility (such as regularized plurals or simplified verb morphology) would not be 
penalized. The framework would thus maintain rigorous standards for communicative 
effectiveness while rejecting the ideological position that native-speaker usage repre-
sents the only legitimate standard.

To demonstrate how these four criteria might be operationalized, an ELF-Informed 
Oral Assessment Scale with 0–5 holistic descriptors has been developed (see Appendix 
C, Table 8). This preliminary scale employs a holistic scoring system designed to cap-
ture performance quality across the four ELF-informed criteria without presupposing 

Table 5  An overview of the proposed assessment criteria, their core principles, and illustrative 
sample descriptors
Proposed Criterion Core Principle and Illustrative Sample Descriptors
Intelligibility and 
Clarity
(replacing 
Pronunciation)

:Principle: Evaluates whether speech can be understood by diverse international listen-
ers, regardless of accent
Illustrative descriptor: “Can be understood by international interlocutors without signifi-
cant effort. Pronunciation features may reflect first-language influence but rarely impede 
comprehension. Demonstrates awareness of when clarification is needed and can
adjust delivery accordingly.”

Strategic 
Communication
(new criterion)

Principle: Evaluates ability to deploy communication strategies that facilitate mutual 
understanding in multilingual contexts
Illustrative descriptor: “Actively employs clarification requests, confirmation
checks, and paraphrasing to ensure mutual understanding. Can repair communication 
difficulties efficiently. Shows awareness of interlocutor’s comprehension and adjusts 
communication accordingly. Uses approximation and circumlocution effectively when 
precise vocabulary is unavailable.”

Interactional 
Effectiveness 
(replacing Interactive 
Communication)

Principle: Evaluates ability to co-construct meaning collaboratively and manage interac-
tion supportively
Illustrative descriptor: “Participates collaboratively in conversation, supporting interlocu-
tor’s contributions through appropriate backchanneling and turn-yielding. Can initiate 
and develop topics while remaining responsive to others’ input. Demonstrates coopera-
tive orientation toward shared meaning-making. Manages turn-taking flexibly
according to interactional needs.”

Multilingual  
Resourcefulness 
(new criterion)

Principle: Evaluates ability to draw flexibly on linguistic resources to achieve communi-
cative goals
Illustrative descriptor: “Demonstrates lexical creativity in expressing meanings,
including productive use of approximation and innovative combinations. Can strategi-
cally employ translanguaging when it facilitates understanding or builds rapport. Shows 
flexibility in adapting linguistic choices to context and interlocutor. Uses available re-
sources creatively rather than being constrained by gaps in English-specific knowledge.”
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alignment with existing proficiency frameworks. The scale’s design reflects key depar-
tures from conventional assessment approaches: descriptors prioritize communicative 
effectiveness rather than native-speaker approximation, with high performance defined 
by sophisticated strategy use and adaptive communication (Lumley & Brown  2005; 
McNamara  2012); multilingual resourcefulness is treated as evidence of proficiency 
rather than deficiency (Canagarajah 2013; García & Wei 2014); and interactional effec-
tiveness emphasizes collaborative meaning co-construction rather than individual per-
formance mechanics (Cogo & Dewey 2012; Mauranen 2012).

Critical caveats regarding this proposal  The framework presented here represents 
a conceptual translation of empirical findings into assessment implications. It has not 
been piloted, tested for reliability, validated against external criteria, or operationalized 
with detailed scoring rubrics. Before any practical application, extensive development 
work would be required, including: (1) developing comprehensive descriptors across 
all proficiency levels; (2) creating assessment tasks that effectively elicit strategic com-
munication and multilingual resourcefulness; (3) training and norming raters to assess 
these constructs reliably; (4) conducting inter-rater reliability studies; (5) establishing 
criterion-related validity through correlation with other proficiency measures and real-
world communication effectiveness; and (6) investigating construct validity through fac-
tor analysis and multitrait-multimethod approaches. The preliminary assessment scale 
presented in Appendix C (Table 8) exemplifies these development challenges and should 
be understood as a conceptual illustration requiring the validation processes outlined 
above rather than an operational assessment tool ready for implementation.

Theoretical implications

This study contributes to theoretical understanding by systematically connecting 
micro-level interactional analysis with macro-level assessment framework examina-
tion, demonstrating that existing communicative competence models require substantial 
reconceptualization for multilingual contexts. The findings support emerging theori-
zation suggesting lingua franca proficiency involves qualitatively different competen-
cies than native-speaker interaction (Cenoz & Gorter  2015; García & Otheguy  2020; 
Ortega 2019).

Methodologically, the study demonstrates how Conversation Analysis and Document 
Analysis can be integrated to inform assessment development, bridging ELF linguistic 
description with language testing practice. This approach aligns with recent conversa-
tion analytic research on multilingual interaction (Kimura 2020) and critical assessment 
approaches (Shohamy 2022).

Practical implications

For language testing organizations, this research suggests that developing ELF-appropri-
ate assessments requires more than diversifying rater or test-taker accents. Fundamental 
reconceptualization of what is being assessed (shifting from native-norm approximation 
to multilingual effectiveness) may be necessary to achieve validity for ELF contexts. The 
proposed framework provides a conceptual starting point for such reconceptualization, 
though substantial development and validation work would be required before any oper-
ational implementation could be considered.
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With respect to “general ELF tests,” one feasible direction is a modular approach: a 
shared construct core grounded in ELF interactional demands, paired with context-spe-
cific test specifications (task types, interlocutor configurations, domains) calibrated to 
particular TLU settings. This would allow comparability at the level of construct prin-
ciples while avoiding the assumption that a single test can validly represent ELF profi-
ciency across all multilingual contexts.

For educators in Japanese universities and similar contexts, the findings highlight the 
importance of explicitly teaching strategic communication, accommodation, and col-
laborative interaction skills as core competencies for ELF proficiency rather than com-
pensatory techniques. Current English education in Japan emphasizes grammatical 
accuracy and vocabulary breadth, often at the expense of strategic and interactional abil-
ities (Matsuda 2017). The identified nine communication strategies could inform cur-
riculum development and pedagogical practice, ensuring students develop competencies 
relevant to their likely language use contexts.

For policymakers, this research contributes to ongoing discussions about appropri-
ate English education goals in Asian contexts. The dominance of TOEFL, IELTS, and 
TOEIC (particularly the latter in Japanese business and educational placement contexts) 
in university admissions and employment decisions may inadvertently perpetuate lin-
guistic hierarchies and create validity problems when these assessments are used to eval-
uate proficiency for contexts where English functions as a lingua franca (Chapman & 
Newfields 2007; Taylor 2006; Zeng & Yang 2024). Developing or adopting assessments 
with ELF-appropriate constructs represents an important equity and validity consid-
eration, particularly as higher education contexts become increasingly multilingual 
(Jenkins 2019).

Limitations

Several limitations qualify the study’s findings and conclusions. First, while seven dia-
logues were purposively selected from the ELFJ Corpus to ensure proficiency and 
geographical diversity, the data still represent a relatively small sample from a single 
institutional context.

Although the selection procedures aimed to maximize representativeness and the 
selected subset reflected the overall corpus distribution, analysis of additional dialogues 
might reveal further strategy variations or patterns. Generalizability to other ELF con-
texts (different communication purposes, age groups, or institutional settings) requires 
empirical verification. The strategies identified may be particularly salient in relatively 
informal peer interactions among young adult university students and may differ in pro-
fessional, academic, or other contexts. Given the ELF orientation adopted here, the pro-
posed framework targets interactional speaking (co-constructed meaning, negotiation, 
repair) in settings where at least two interlocutors are engaged; extending the frame-
work to monologic/presentational speaking would require separate construct work and 
empirical validation.

Second, this study focused descriptively on identifying communication strategies in 
successful ELF interactions but did not systematically examine unsuccessful interactions 
or investigate why some strategies work better than others in particular contexts. Under-
standing the conditions under which specific strategies facilitate or impede communica-
tion would strengthen the empirical basis for assessment framework recommendations. 
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Additionally, while this study identified misalignments between ELF communication 
realities and existing assessment frameworks, it did not systematically investigate the 
underlying question of why testing specialists continue privileging native-speaker norms 
despite growing ELF awareness. This question involves institutional, ideological, and 
economic factors requiring different methodological approaches including interviews 
with test developers, institutional analysis, and critical policy examination.

Third, while the proposed assessment framework is grounded in empirical analysis, 
it remains a theoretical proposal requiring substantial validation research before opera-
tional implementation. Critical questions about reliability, rater training requirements, 
scoring procedures, and criterion-related validity remain to be addressed (Lumley & 
Brown  2005; Winke et al., 2013). Developing detailed descriptors across proficiency 
levels, training raters to assess strategic communication and multilingual resourceful-
ness, and establishing scoring rubrics represent significant practical challenges requiring 
extensive piloting and validation.

Fourth, this study analyzed Cambridge English frameworks specifically, which, while 
widely used and influential, represent only one major assessment system. Generalization 
to other international assessments (IELTS, TOEFL, TOEIC) requires empirical verifica-
tion, though existing research suggests similar native-speaker norm orientations across 
major commercial tests (Harding & McNamara 2018).

Future research

Several research directions emerge from this study. First, corpus expansion to include 
diverse ELF contexts would enable investigation of whether identified strategies gen-
eralize across settings, particularly comparing informal peer interactions with formal 
academic or professional contexts. Such expansion should also enable systematic com-
parison of interlocutor configurations, including interactions involving L1 English users, 
treated as one interlocutor type rather than a normative benchmark. Second, experi-
mental research manipulating strategy use could establish causal relationships between 
strategies and communicative effectiveness, providing stronger evidence for pedagogi-
cal recommendations. Third, substantial validation research is needed to operationalize 
the proposed framework, including developing detailed descriptors, creating elicita-
tion tasks, training raters, and establishing reliability and validity. Fourth, investigating 
why testing specialists maintain native-speaker norms through interviews and institu-
tional analysis would illuminate factors sustaining current practices. Finally, research on 
stakeholder perspectives (test-takers, educators, policymakers) would inform strategic 
approaches to assessment innovation and identify potential barriers to implementation.

Conclusion
This study demonstrates that ELF-aligned (context-valid) assessment of oral English 
proficiency in ELF contexts requires fundamental reconceptualization beyond native-
speaker norms toward frameworks recognizing multilingual communication realities. 
Here, "authenticity" refers primarily to construct/interactional authenticity (alignment 
with empirically attested ELF practices) rather than task authenticity alone. Analysis of 
naturally occurring ELF interactions among Japanese and non-Japanese speakers iden-
tified nine essential communication strategies: negotiation of meaning, self-initiated 
communication strategies, simplification, repair, lexical innovation, code-switching, 
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accommodation, turn-taking management, and collaborative construction. Critically, 
these strategies emerged as core competencies enabling successful communication 
rather than compensatory behaviors for linguistic deficiency.

Examination of Cambridge English assessment frameworks revealed three fundamen-
tal inadequacies when evaluated from an ELF perspective: native-speaker norm ori-
entations, limited recognition of strategic communication, and failure to acknowledge 
multilingual resourcefulness. These create potential validity problems when assessing 
proficiency for lingua franca contexts rather than native-speaker interaction. To address 
these inadequacies, four ELF-informed criteria are proposed: Intelligibility and Clarity, 
Strategic Communication, Interactional Effectiveness, and Multilingual Resourceful-
ness. These criteria prioritize communicative effectiveness and strategic flexibility while 
maintaining rigorous proficiency standards, though extensive validation research is 
required before implementation.

This research has significant implications extending beyond Japan to inform language 
assessment practices across increasingly multilingual educational environments globally. 
As universities internationalize and English-medium instruction expands, assessment 
frameworks must reflect empirically attested multilingual communication patterns. 
Current practices create both validity and equity concerns. From a validity perspective, 
assessments must align with target communicative contexts; evaluating ELF proficiency 
requires constructs grounded in empirical analysis of multilingual interaction rather 
than assumptions transferred from native-speaker domains. From an equity perspec-
tive, evaluating the world’s majority multilingual English speakers against benchmarks 
designed for monolingual contexts perpetuates linguistic hierarchies that privilege par-
ticular accents and varieties while devaluing equally effective alternatives, potentially 
misidentifying competent communicators as deficient.

Finally, we emphasize that the proposed criteria are offered as an empirically grounded 
starting point for the context examined here; transfer to other ELF settings requires 
contextual specification and validation, rather than assuming a universal ELF norm or a 
one-size-fits-all test. This study contributes to decolonizing language assessment (Lum-
ley & Brown  2005; Winke et al., 2013) by demonstrating empirically how frameworks 
might recognize rather than penalize linguistic diversity. While substantial develop-
ment work remains before operational implementation, the proposed criteria provide 
a theoretically informed, empirically grounded foundation for assessment practices that 
acknowledge contemporary English use. As English evolves as a global lingua franca, 
language assessment must likewise evolve to reflect rather than resist this sociolinguistic 
transformation.
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Appendix

Transcription conventions

The following transcription conventions, adapted from Jefferson (2004), were used for all 
ELFJ Corpus transcripts analyzed in this study:

Table 6  Transcription conventions used in corpus analysis
Symbol Meaning
(0.5) Pause in seconds
(.) Brief pause (less than 0.2 seconds)
[text] Overlapping speech (brackets align at points where overlap begins)
= Latching (no gap between turns or within a single speaker’s turn)
. Falling intonation
? Rising intonation
, Continuing intonation (neither rising nor falling)
- Cut-off or self-interruption
:: Elongation of sound (more colons indicate longer elongation)
WORD Emphasis or increased volume
°word° Quieter speech
>word< Faster speech
<word> Slower speech
↑word Rising pitch shift
↓word Falling pitch shift
(( )) Transcriber’s descriptions of non-verbal actions or contextual information
(word) Uncertain transcription (best guess)
( ) Inaudible or unclear speech
hh Audible outbreath (laughter, sighing)
.hh Audible inbreath
@word@ Word spoken with laughter or smile voice



Page 28 of 33Goli and Maluleke-Dube Language Testing in Asia           (2026) 16:31 

Cambridge English overall speaking assessment scale (A1-C2)

The following is the complete overall speaking scale showing performance descriptors 
across all CEFR levels (A1-C2), reproduced from Cambridge English (2023, p. 69). This 
comprehensive scale formed the primary basis for the critical analysis presented in the 
Results section (RQ2), providing context for understanding how speaking competence is 
conceptualized across proficiency levels.

Proposed assessment scale and descriptors

The 0–5 bands in Table 8 are presented as a conceptual continuum rather than an empiri-
cally validated developmental scale. These descriptors are illustrative hypotheses and are 
not empirically derived as level distinctions from the present dataset. They illustrate how 
the four ELF-informed criteria might be operationalized while avoiding native-speaker 
norms; linguistic form is considered only insofar as it supports intelligibility/comprehen-
sibility and reduces interactional burden (e.g., repeated repair), rather than as “native-like 
accuracy.” Future work should validate the proposed continuum with rater studies and 
targeted task designs.

Table 7  Summary of Cambridge English overall speaking Scale (A1-C2)
CEFR Level Key Characteristics (Summarized for Fair Use)
C2 Demonstrates full control of grammatical forms and maintains interaction skillfully. Produces ex-

tended stretches of coherent, detailed language with little hesitation. Pronunciation features are 
clear and appropriate with stress and intonation accurately placed. Interactive communication 
is fully effective, developing and widening scope of interaction toward negotiated outcomes.

C1 Maintains good control of a wide range of grammatical forms, including some complex struc-
tures. Produces extended stretches of language with little hesitation; contributions are relevant 
and coherent with clear organization of ideas. Pronunciation is intelligible with appropriate 
intonation and stress accurately placed. Develops and maintains interaction toward negotiated 
outcome with little support required.

B2 Shows good degree of control of simple grammatical forms and attempts some complex forms. 
Produces extended stretches of language despite some hesitation; contributions are mostly 
relevant and varied with use of cohesive devices. Pronunciation is generally intelligible with ap-
propriate stress and intonation, though features may reflect first-language influence. Maintains 
interaction and negotiates toward outcome despite some difficulty.

B1 Shows sufficient control of simple grammatical forms with limited control of complex forms. 
Produces extended stretches beyond short phrases despite some hesitation and repetition; 
contributions are mostly relevant with use of basic cohesive devices. Pronunciation is mostly 
intelligible despite limited control of phonological features at both utterance and word level. 
Maintains interaction and negotiates toward outcome despite considerable difficulty, requiring 
prompting and support.

A2 Shows control of a few simple grammatical forms with very limited control of complex forms. 
Produces short phrases beyond isolated words; contributions may show some repetition. Pro-
nunciation has limited control of phonological features; intelligibility may be affected despite 
some control at utterance level. Keeps interaction going with very little prompting and support, 
though maintains simple exchanges with difficulty.

A1 Uses isolated words and memorized phrases with very limited control of grammatical forms. 
Produces isolated words and phrases; intelligibility affected despite control of some phonologi-
cal features. Has considerable difficulty maintaining simple exchanges, requiring additional 
prompting and support.
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Table 8  Proposed ELF-informed oral assessment scale and descriptors
Score Intelligibility & Clarity Strategic 

Communication
Interactional 
Effectiveness

Multilingual 
Resourcefulness

Principle Evaluates whether 
speech can be under-
stood by diverse interna-
tional listeners, regardless 
of accent

Evaluates ability to 
deploy communication 
strategies that facilitate 
mutual understanding 
in multilingual contexts

Evaluates ability to 
co-construct meaning 
collaboratively and 
manage interaction 
supportively

Evaluates abil-
ity to draw flexibly on 
linguistic resources to 
achieve communica-
tive goals

5 Speech is effortlessly in-
telligible in all contexts; 
controls pronunciation, 
rhythm, and intona-
tion for rhetorical and 
interpersonal effect; 
adapts to interlocutors’ 
accents and proficiency 
with ease.

Anticipates and re-
solves misunderstand-
ing before it arises; 
reframes and mediates 
ideas fluently; guides 
interaction collabora-
tively and inclusively.

Fully co-constructs 
meaning; bal-
ances leadership and 
empathy; medi-
ates disagreement 
diplomatically; adjusts 
register and tone 
sensitively.

Seamlessly integrates 
L1 and intercul-
tural knowledge to 
mediate ideas; uses 
multilingual and 
symbolic resources 
to deepen shared 
understanding.

4 Fully intelligible across 
contexts; uses stress 
and rhythm to enhance 
clarity; self-corrects 
instantly when needed.

Uses clarification, 
reformulation, and ex-
emplification smoothly; 
strategically supports 
interlocutors.

Maintains coher-
ence and balance in 
interaction; responds 
empathetically and 
adapts tone and 
stance to context.

Draws on L1 or 
cultural knowledge 
naturally and effec-
tively to clarify or add 
nuance.

3 Can be understood by 
international interlocu-
tors without significant 
effort. Pronunciation 
features may reflect 
first-language influence 
but rarely impede 
comprehension. Dem-
onstrates awareness 
of when clarification is 
needed and can adjust 
delivery accordingly.

Actively employs clari-
fication requests, con-
firmation checks, and 
paraphrasing to ensure 
mutual understanding. 
Can repair commu-
nication difficulties 
efficiently. Shows 
awareness of interlocu-
tor’s comprehension 
and adjusts commu-
nication accordingly. 
Uses approximation 
and circumlocution 
effectively when pre-
cise vocabulary is 
unavailable.

Participates collabora-
tively in conversation, 
supporting inter-
locutor’s contributions 
through appropriate 
backchanneling and 
turn-yielding. Can ini-
tiate and develop top-
ics while remaining 
responsive to others’ 
input. Demonstrates 
cooperative orienta-
tion toward shared 
meaning-making. 
Manages turn-taking 
flexibly according to 
interactional needs.

Demonstrates lexical 
creativity in express-
ing meanings, includ-
ing productive use of 
approximation and 
innovative combina-
tions. Can strategically 
employ translanguag-
ing when it facilitates 
understanding or 
builds rapport. Shows 
flexibility in adapting 
linguistic choices to 
context and inter-
locutor. Uses available 
resources creatively 
rather than being 
constrained by gaps 
in English-specific 
knowledge.

2 Generally intelligible 
though some pronun-
ciation or stress issues 
require listener adjust-
ment; repairs when 
signaled.

Recognizes and man-
ages breakdowns 
through repetition and 
clarification; depends 
moderately on inter-
locutor support.

Participates actively 
though interaction 
may be uneven; re-
sponds appropriately 
to partner prompts.

Occasionally uses L1 
or gestures to sup-
port communication; 
developing aware-
ness of multilingual 
resources.

1 Understandable in 
rehearsed or familiar 
contexts; pronuncia-
tion influenced by L1; 
frequent pauses and 
hesitations.

Uses limited strate-
gies reactively (e.g., 
asking for repetition); 
rarely initiates repair or 
clarification.

Maintains basic 
interaction through 
short responses; relies 
on partner to sustain 
conversation.

Relies exclusively 
on English; minimal 
awareness or use 
of other linguistic 
resources.

0 Mostly unintelligible; 
unable to sustain mean-
ing beyond memorized 
expressions.

No evident strategy 
use; communication 
breaks down easily.

No meaningful 
interaction or turn 
management.

No evidence of mul-
tilingual or strategic 
resource use.
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 The 0–5 bands in Table 8 are presented as a conceptual continuum rather than an 
empirically validated developmental scale. These descriptors are illustrative hypotheses 
and are not empirically derived as level distinctions from the present dataset. They illus-
trate how the four ELF-informed criteria might be operationalized while avoiding native-
speaker norms; linguistic form is considered only insofar as it supports intelligibility/
comprehensibility and reduces interactional burden (e.g., repeated repair), rather than 
as “native-like accuracy.” Future work should validate the proposed continuum with rater 
studies and targeted task designs.
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