
Dr. Sara Stefanich
Professional Development Manager at Klett World Languages 

Trust the Process: 
Proficiency-Oriented 
Language Teaching



About the presenter
● PhD in Spanish Linguistics from UIC 

○ SLA & Bilingualism 
● Spanish teacher for 10 years 
● Originally from Ohio
● Been in Chicago since 2012
● Lifelong language learner

○ French, Russian, Basque, 
Portuguese 

ACTFL 2024



ACTFL 2024

1. Introduction 
2. What’s holding you 

back? 
a. It’s too hard
b. Grammar 

Instruction
c. It’s messy 

3. What can you do? 
4. Discussion/ Q&A



Introduction 
 

ACTFL 2024



Proficiency-oriented language instruction is a general framework for 
organizing instruction, curriculum, and assessment, rather than a method or 
a theory. Within this framework, language learners practice the four 
modalities (listening, speaking, reading, and writing) in order to 
communicate meaningfully, effectively, and creatively in their target 
language for real-life purposes. A proficiency orientation promotes 
intercultural communication by exploring the mosaic of language and 
culture, so that students can communicate appropriately and accurately in 
authentic contexts in the foreign language. Proficiency-based instruction is 
student-centered and builds upon what students need, already know, and 
can do, and it respects diverse learning styles, while encouraging the 
development of a wide range of skills and learning strategies.
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What is language proficiency?

The ability to use language to 
accomplish communication 

objectives 
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What is language proficiency?

● Four domains
○ Reading | Writing | Speaking | Listening

 
● Four Criteria 

○ Functions & Tasks | Accuracy | Context 
& Content | Text Type 
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Language and Communication 

Communication involves the expression, 
interpretation and negotiation of meaning with a 

purpose in a given context
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Language and Communication

● Language is an abstract, rule-governed, mental 
representation that exists in the mind of a speaker. 

● Acquiring a language is a non-linear process and 
requires robust, consistent exposure to the 
language

● Language is a tool we use to communicate 
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In other words, proficiency-oriented teaching…

● Is a framework that allows for the incorporation of multiple 
teaching methods that have the same end goal: development of 
students’ language proficiency

●  Uses pre-established proficiency benchmarks that allow us to 
describe where learners are on their proficiency journey and 
measure their progress over time  

● Prioritizes the use of language for communicative purposes
● Relies on theories of language and language acquisition to ground 

teaching practices in the classroom   
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Proficiency-oriented teaching is not…

● A singular or specific teaching method
● A free-for-all approach where anything goes 
● Grammatical accuracy in production
● Establishing native-likeness as the ultimate attainment 

for your students
● A quick-fix solution to all language learning problems 
● Always the right fit for every class or every program 
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What’s holding you back?



It’s too hard!
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Teachers select authentic texts for practice and 
evaluation of listening and reading from the beginning 
of instruction. Teachers may substitute texts created for 
specific classroom tasks, provided that the language is 
linguistically and culturally appropriate. Learners also 
need opportunities to practice speaking and writing in 
meaningful contexts.
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Why might some teachers think 
this is “too hard” for their students? 
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What’s holding 
you back? 

● Perfection & 
mastery 
mentality
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What’s holding 
you back? 

● Perfection & 
mastery 
mentalityMuchos 

colores?

Colorido is 
our end goal. 
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Why are we 
doing this 
reading?

● Identify the 
communicative 
piece



Trust the process
● What are you asking students to do? [The task]

○ Communication should always be your first and last step
● What are you expecting them to be able to produce? 

○ Use proficiency benchmarks to guide you
● Where do you want them to end up? 

○ Remember that the input needs to be a bit more 
advanced (i+1)

● What support are you providing them? 
○ Interpretive mode activities are so much more than just 

“doing the reading and answering the questions”
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Grammar accuracy is 
important– students need 

to speak and write well
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Teachers design curriculum and instruction specifically for proficiency 
outcomes by balancing the three components of proficiency: content (the 
topics of communication), function (a task; the purpose of a spoken or written 
communication), and accuracy (correctness or appropriateness in 
pronunciation, writing, grammar, culture, and vocabulary choice).

Learners need to develop a certain level of grammatical control to 
communicate in the language; thus, teachers continue to include grammar 
practice in their instruction while working toward the goal of global 
proficiency.
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Grammar in service of 
communication 
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What does this look like? 



What is not proficiency-oriented grammar practice?

● The main focus and goal of the teaching activity
● Obtrusive
● Target forms presented in isolation
● Rule explanation via metalinguistic terminology
● Controlled practice of the target form 
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What the research says 
● Explicit instruction is not necessary for language acquisition

○ Does not speed up or alter the process 
○ Could actually slow down the process if time is taken away from 

engaging in meaningful communication 
○ Teaching students a rule doesn’t mean they have acquired the 

features in their language system

● However, a focus on form approach (drawing learners’ attention to 
grammatical forms within the course of meaningful 
communication) might facilitate language development
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Henshaw, F. & Hawkins, M. (2022). Common Ground: Second Language Acquisition Theory 
goes to the classroom
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What is proficiency-oriented 
grammar practice?





Aligns 
with the 
PACE 
model





1. _________________ una aplicación fantástica que diseña circuitos elétricos. 
a. Necesito b. He encontrado

2. _________________ aplicaciones que nos ayuden a mejorar el rendimiento de los estudiantes
a. Queremos b. Ya tenemos 

3. ____________ una aplicación que me propone ejercicios para hacer mientras estudio. 
a. Busco b. Descargué 

Small changes 
can go a long 

way

Reframe to 
incorporate tenets 

of  Structured Input



Trust the process
● Grammatical Accuracy and control is our end goal

○ Allow students to make mistakes and encourage them to do 
so 

○ Use proficiency benchmarks & comprehensibility for 
communication as your guide

● Grammar practice should still be meaning focused and 
communicative 

● Remember that language acquisition is not a linear process. 
Students don’t always learn what we teach
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It’s messy / is 
lacking structure 
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Let me 
tell you a 

story…



“The students must muddle 
through confusion in order to 

find clarity”
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Honing our Craft p. 94



Structure can be misleading  
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Now that you know 
everything, let’s have a 
conversation. Use the 
subjunctive as much as 
possible. 

Produce Present

Today we are going 
to learn about the 
subjunctive in 
class. Here are the 
rules. 

Practice

Now that you know 
how it works, let’s 
practice. Can you 
pick between 
subjunctive and 
indicative and 
conjugate the verbs 
correctly in these 
sentences?



Embracing the student-centered nature 

“Proficiency-based instruction is student-centered and 
builds upon what students need, already know, and 
can do, and it respects diverse learning styles, while 
encouraging the development of a wide range of skills 
and learning strategies.”
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Let students drive 
the activities and 

provide the content. 

Your hand is on the 
wheel but they tell 

you where to go 



Trust the process
● Proficiency-oriented language classrooms can have structure. 

○ Interpretive mode is always your starting point
○ Communicative goal anchors you– why are you doing this 

activity? What are students going to do with the information?  
○ Communicative grammar practice activities are also 

structured. Not random 
● Embrace that there can be more than one way of doing things 

○ More than one linguistic structure can serve the same 
communicative purpose 

○ Meet students where they are in their proficiency journey
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So what can 
you do?



Next week

Review your lesson plans. 
Make sure each class has 
at least one activity 
explicitly dedicated to 
communicative purpose 
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1. Ask if they agree/disagree and why 
2. Do a ranking and pick the top 

choice amongst the options
3. Ask them to make a decision based 

on the information 
4. Give a recommendation and why 
5. Give their opinion 
6. Determine something – who is the 

best choice for X and why 
7. Ask them to provide some sort of 

rating
8. Find commonalities or differences 
9. Provide a summary of the 

information with some type of 
conclusions 

Some options for you



Next month

When you start your next unit, 
identity your learning objectives 
and communicative goals. Aim to 
start with authentic texts and the 
interpretive mode of 
communication. 
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1. Activate prior knowledge
2. Pre-reading/viewing/liste

ning activities
3. Comprehension activities 
4. Language activities (if 

needed)
5. Communicative activities 
6. Communicative purpose 

activity (answer the 
whys)

Establish a simple 

structure to guide you



Next year

Create a bank of activities 
for working with different 
text types at each of the 
proficiency levels you need 
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Idea #1 1) List of actions. Are they positive, 
negative, or neutral? 

2) Put into chronological order based on 
the video

3) Add additional information. Retell story 
in the video 

Idea #2 1) Screenshots from the video. Students 
match with a description

2) Take 2 more stills and students write a 
sentence to describe

3) End with short paragraph description of 
what the video is about

Idea #3 1) Watch video with no sound. Students 
guess what it is about

2) List of sentences/actions students say 
whether true or false based on video 

3) Describe the video to their classmate Videos | Intermediate 



Trust the process
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Thank you for attending this session! 

Your feedback is valuable to both the presenter and KWL. 

YOUR FEEDBACK



MORE PD!

KWL Learning Community
■ Complimentary Onboarding 

○ Platform Training
○ Initial Content Implementation 

■ Free  webinars  & training sessions  

■ Conferences & Events 

■ Paid continuing professional development . Visit 
www.klettwl.com/pd to learn more about our tailored PD for schools and 
districts.



Thank you!
Q&A

THANK YOU!


