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The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) represents the international standard
for describing language ability. It describes language proficiency on a six-point scale, from Al for beginners, up to
C2 for those who have mastered a language. English Level A1, often referred to as the 'Breakthrough' or
'‘Beginner' level, serves as the foundational bedrock of linguistic acquisition. For technical writers, educators, and
policy makers, understanding the granular mechanics of Al is essential for developing curricula, assessment tools,
and immigration-compliant testing environments.

1.Theoretical Framework: Defining the Breakthrough Level

In the hierarchy of the CEFR, Al is the lowest level of generative language use. It is characterized by the learner's
ability to interact in a simple way, provided the other person talks slowly and clearly and is prepared to help. The
technical definition of Al involves a specific set of competence descriptorsthat separate it from AO (Absolute
Beginner) and A2 (Waystage).

The 'Can-Do’ Descriptor System

The CEFR utilizes a functional approach to language. At the Al level, the learner is expected to exhibit the
following core competencies:

¢ Functional Identification: Can understand and use familiar everyday expressions and very basic phrases
aimed at the satisfaction of needs of a concrete type.

e Personal Introduction: Can introduce themselves and others and can ask and answer questions about
personal details such as where they live, people they know, and things they have.

 Basic Interaction: Can interact in a simple way provided the interlocutor speaks slowly and clearly and is
prepared to facilitate communication.

2. Technical Analysis of Linguistic Components

To reach a 2,000-word depth of understanding, we must dissect the linguistic components that constitute the Al
level. These are broken down into syntax, morphology, phonology, and lexical range.

Syntactic Structures

Syntactically, the Al learner operates within a highly restricted framework. The predominant sentence structure is
Subject-Verb-Object (SVO). Complex structures such as relative clauses, passive voice, or conditional moods are
typically absent or memorized as fixed formulas rather than generative grammar. Examples of Al syntax include: "I
live in London," "The book is on the table," or "l like coffee."

Morphology and Tense Usage

The morphological range is largely limited to the Present Simple tense, particularly the verb 'to be' (am, is, are)
and frequent verbs (have, go, like, work). The use of the Present Continuousfor immediate actions is also
introduced at this stage. Third-person singular markers (-s) are often inconsistent, representing a common error



pattern that persists throughout the Al to A2 transition.

Lexical Density

At the Al level, the active vocabulary typically ranges between 500 and 700 words. This lexicon is concentrated on
high-frequency nouns and verbs related to immediate surroundings: family, school, food, and basic occupations.
The Lexical Frequency Profile (LFP)for Al learners shows a heavy reliance on the first 1,000 most frequent
English words.

3. Assessment Architectures and Standardized Testing

The JSON data identifies several key assessment tools, including the Trinity College London GESE Grade 2, EF
SET, and the Foundation English Test. These assessments are not merely tests but sophisticated measurement
instruments designed to validate specific linguistic benchmarks.

The Secure English Language Test (SELT)

The GESE Grade 2 (A1) test by Trinity College London is a prime example of a SELTused for UK Visa and
Immigration (UKVI) purposes. Technically, this is a speaking and listening exam. The architectural focus is on
'Spoken Production' and 'Spoken Interaction.' Unlike comprehensive four-skill exams, the A1 SELT emphasizes the
learner's ability to maintain a short conversation and answer basic questions about their life.

Computer-Based Testing (CBT) vs. Human Proctored Exams

Modern Al assessments like the EF SET or the Foundation English Test utilize Computer Adaptive Testing
(CAT)algorithms. These systems adjust the difficulty of subsequent questions based on the accuracy of previous
answers. The Foundation English Test, as noted in the source data, takes approximately 80-90 minutes and
focuses on everyday and workplace English, removing the traditional silos of grammar and vocabulary components
in favor of integrated skill measurement.

4. Comparison Matrix: A1 Assessment Models

The following table provides a technical comparison of the most prominent Al testing frameworks mentioned in the
source data.



Test Entity

Trinity GESE Grade 2

EF SET

ABA English Test

Foundation English
Test

British Council

Format

Face-to-Face (or
Online Proctored)

Online / Digital

Digital / Multimedia

Computer-Based

Instructional /

Duration

6 Minutes

15 - 50 Minutes

Variable

80-90 Minutes

Variable

Core Focus

Speaking &amp;
Listening

Reading &amp;
Listening

Practical Usage

Integrated
Workplace Skills

Aural

Regulatory Use

UK Visa / Citizenship

General Proficiency

Self-Assessment

Professional Entry

Educational Training

Listening Formative Comprehension

5.The Mathematical Model of Language Acquisition (GLH)

One of the most frequent questions in language pedagogy is: "In how many months can Al English be learned?"
To answer this technically, we use the Guided Learning Hours (GLH)model. The GLH represents the amount of
time a learner needs with a qualified instructor to reach a specific level.

Calculating Time to Proficiency

According to research from Cambridge University Press and the Council of Europe, it typically takes between 70
and 150 hoursof guided learning to move from A0 to Al. The variable depends on several factors represented by
the formula:

T=(GLH/N)*M
Where:

e T:Total time to reach proficiency.

e GLH: Guided Learning Hours required (approx. 100).

* I: Intensity (hours per week).

e M: Learner Motivation/Aptitude Factor (coefficient between 0.8 and 1.5).

For a learner studying 5 hours per week (part-time), reaching A1 would take approximately 20 weeks (5 months).
For an intensive learner (20 hours per week), this is reduced to 5 weeks (1.2 months).

6. Practical Implementation: Curriculum Design for Al

Designing a curriculum for Al learners requires a Scaffolding Methodology. This involves providing temporary
support structures that are gradually removed as the learner gains autonomy. The implementation strategy for an
Al program should follow a specific procedural workflow.

Phase 1: Phonemic Awareness and Basic Orthography

Before syntactic generation, learners must master the English phoneme set. At A1, this focuses on vowel sounds
and common consonant clusters that do not exist in the learner's L1 (first language). This is critical for minimal pair
recognition (e.g., 'ship' vs 'sheep’).

Phase 2: Formulaic Language Acquisition



Initial instruction focuses on 'Lexical Chunks'—phrases learned as a single unit without grammatical analysis.
Examples include "How are you?" or "I don't understand." This allows for immediate communication while the
cognitive load for grammar is still low.

Phase 3: The SVO Generative Model

Transitioning from formulaic to generative language occurs when learners understand that the subject and object
are interchangeable. This is the Structural Substitutionphase. Exercises often involve substitution tables where
students swap nouns within a fixed sentence frame.

7. Field Guide: Navigating the Challenges of Al

Technical writers and educators must be aware of the Fossilization Risks and Transfer Errorscommon at the Al
level. Since learners at this stage have limited linguistic resources, they often 'borrow" structures from their native
language (L1 Transfer).

Case Study: L1 Interference in Al Learners

Consider a learner whose native language is Spanish. In Spanish, the subject pronoun is often omitted (pro-drop
language). An Al Spanish learner might say "Is big" instead of "It is big." In a technical assessment like the
Foundation English Test, this would be flagged as a morphosyntactic error. Remediation involves intensive
‘Dummy It' drills and focus-on-form (FonF) instruction.

Troubleshooting Common Operational Failures

Assessments at the Al level often fail due to construct-irrelevant variance. This occurs when a test intended to
measure English ability instead measures technical computer literacy or test-taking anxiety. To solve this, Al tests
must provide clear, pictorial instructions and practice modules before the graded sections begin.

8. Psychometric Integrity of A1 Assessments

For an Al test to be valid, it must demonstrate high Reliability and Validity coefficients. Standardized tests like
those from Trinity College or the British Council undergo rigorous statistical validation. Cronbach’s Alphais

typically used to measure internal consistency, ensuring that all items in an Al listening test, for example, are
measuring the same underlying construct of aural comprehension at that specific difficulty level.

Iltem Response Theory (IRT) in A1 Design

Modern digital tests use IRT to calibrate question difficulty. In an Al context, an IRT model ensures that the
probability of a learner answering a question correctly is a function of their ability and the question's difficulty
parameter. This prevents the 'Floor Effect,’ where a test is too difficult for a beginner to show any measurable
progress.

9. Summary and Broader Implications for Language Policy

The Al level is far more than just a 'beginner’ stage; it is a complex intersection of cognitive psychology, linguistic
theory, and psychometric assessment. As global mobility increases, the demand for standardized, reliable Al
testing—such as the SELT for immigration or Foundation testsfor workforce entry—will only continue to grow. For
organizations, selecting the right assessment framework depends on whether the goal is communicative
competence (GESE Grade 2), comprehensive skill mapping (EF SET), or functional workplace readiness.

Understanding the transition from AO to Alprovides the blueprint for all subsequent language acquisition. By



focusing on the 100-hour GLH benchmark and utilizing structured, scaffolded pedagogical models, educators can
ensure a high success rate for learners. As technology continues to integrate with assessment through Al-driven
proctoring and adaptive learning, the definition of A1 may evolve to include digital literacy as a core component of
'‘Breakthrough' English proficiency. This holistic view ensures that learners are not just passing a test, but are
building a sustainable foundation for lifelong linguistic development.
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