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Outline of the talk

Where does India stand in the international 
scene? 

Problematising the proficiency - achievement 
divide 

Challenges in proficiency assessment

The way forward?
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Some key findings

In 2018, the English language is as important as it has ever 
been. It is the de facto language of communication for all 
types of international exchange—goods, services, and ideas.

English proficiency varies widely between industries and job 
functions. The best English speakers cluster around roles 
such as legal and strategy, and industries such as banking 
and IT. The pressures of globalization mean that almost 
every industry is subject to international competition. 
Weaker English makes competing more difficult. 

In Asia, English proficiency did not increase despite high 
levels of investments in English. 
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Key findings contd.

Societies that speak English are more open, less 

hierarchical, and fairer to women.

English and innovation go hand in hand.

Women speak English better than women.

On average, adults in their twenties speak the 

best English. 

Managers have a better grasp of English than 

executives or their staff. 
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Where are we with our English 

proficiency?

Kiran Karnik, the CEO of NASSCOM, at one of the British 
Council’s Policy Dialogue meetings held in Delhi: only 15-
17 % our graduates including engineers are employable 
because they lack soft skills, English language proficiency 
being one of the major ones should be of utmost concern.
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The achievement-proficiency divide

 English exams at school and university levels are text-
book/content based resulting in a negative washback on 
teaching and learning.

We have no idea of where our students are at the end of 12 
years of schooling or 3 more years of higher education.

 All language exams even when they are based on a prescribed 
curriculum need to test proficiency levels in all four skills of the 
language (in un-memorised un-rehearsed use of the language)

Knowledge Commission emphasizes this point: “….assessment 
should be based on proficiency rather than specifying 
achievement targets that reward mastery of single texts acquired 
through rote learning”. 

http://knowledgecommission.gov.in/downloads/recommendatio
ns/LanguageLetterPM.pdf
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Indian proficiency tests of English

Two attempts at setting up a proficiency testing 
scheme

A.NELTS (National English Language Testing 
Scheme) at the EFL University, Hyderabad

B.Proficiency test at Delhi University

What were the bottlenecks?
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International proficiency tests

TOEFL iBT and TOEIC

Help test takers to: 

a.Verify current English proficiency levels 

b.Qualify for a new position and/or promotion in a company

c.Enhance professional credentials 

d.Monitor progress in English 

e.Set individual learning goals 

f. Involve employers in advancing their employees’ English 
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TOEIC Bridge 

(Beginning to Intermediate level learners)

It helps to 

a.motivate beginning learners by 

identifying strengths and weaknesses

b.aligns with current English-language 

teaching approaches

c.helps prepare students for the TOEIC

Listening and Reading test
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Localisation of TOEIC and TOEIC Bridge

Is it necessary? 

Is it possible?

No convincing validation argument can be 

postulated for a language test that claims to be 

test-taker agnostic. The argument proposed here 

means that for language and other tests the 

argument that one-size-fits-all is not supportable

O’Sullivan (in press)
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So what are we saying? 

We need proficiency tests at all identified levels that match 
international benchmarks such as CEFR.

The more Indian they are for national purposes, the better.

We can learn lessons from international tests such as TOEIC 
and TOEIC bridge. 

We need to learn to localise tests by using our own experts -
--teachers, teacher educators and researchers. 

It is a state of emergency: we will need to act now!
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Thanks!


