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As a much younger man (though he’s still young at heart!), Richard spent a 

decade in Mexico, working like me in the Anglo. After that he returned to 

England, where he was editor of the ELT Journal, CEO of the Bell Educational 

Trust, and a co-founder and, later, Director of Eaquals. He still represents 

Eaquals and the UK on working groups in the field of language education and 

training, and he’s a member of the Council of Europe’s coordinating group on 

the linguistic integration of adult migrants. He continues to write, most recently 

as author and co-author of the books in the Oxford University Press – Eaquals 

‘Language Education Management’ series. I had the pleasure of staying with 

him and talking with him this September. 

Paul: Well, Richard, we worked together in Mexico for a good number of years. To me it seems at 

the same time like yesterday and a century ago! Can you remember exactly when it was? 

Richard: You’re right about the way time flies and collides…. I arrived in Mexico just over 50 years ago, 

but not quite a century! After working at the Anglo in Guadalajara for two years, I moved to 

Mexico City and got into teacher training, which is how you and I first collaborated. In 1972 I 

had the honour of taking over from you as director of the San Angel branch of the Anglo, which 

was thriving, and I stayed in that rewarding job until 1978, when we returned to the UK. 

Paul: Like many of us, you were involved in different aspects of ELT – teaching, management, teacher 

training, materials writing – and in both the private and the public sectors, weren’t you? 

Richard: Yes. I sometimes regret how speedily I got involved in management, although in those days it 

seemed less daunting. Like you, in the San Angel Branch of the Anglo I was able to combine 

teacher training with managing an institute that employed over 60 teachers and provided 

courses for 5,000 students, and with our evening and weekend textbook writing on top of that. 

It was normal in those days, and formative in several ways. To try to strengthen my experience 

for teacher training, I even spent a year teaching a lunchtime class at Secundaria No. 10 in 

Mexico City – a real learning experience for me if not for the 50 or more students!  

Paul: Since then you’ve been based in the UK and Europe. Can you tell me about the highlights, for 

you, of your ELT- related work since you left Mexico? 

Richard: After doing an MA at London University Institute of Education, I was appointed editor of ELT 

Journal (vols. 36-40), which was an interesting new departure for me. While doing that I went 

back into management in a completely different environment as director of studies at the Bell 

School Cambridge with only 200 or so full-time students. I stayed at Bell International in 

different management jobs for over 20 years, including 5 years as CEO. After retiring from that 

job in 2005, I became part-time Director of Eaquals (which I’d helped to found in the early 

1990s), an international not-for-profit association of language teaching (not just ELT) 

institutions. To become ‘accredited’ by Eaquals, language centres have to undergo inspections 

to check that they comply with Eaquals’ standards in 12 areas. I retired as director in 2011 but 

continue to do inspection and consultancy work with Eaquals, as well as voluntary work with 

the Council of Europe in Strasbourg. And writing. 

https://www.eaquals.org/2017/06/19/three-new-books-from-eaquals-on-language-education-management/


Paul: And when are you going to retire and look after your garden? No, forget that! I want to ask 

about the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR), published by the 

Council of Europe back in 2001. Based in Europe, but also going around the world, you must 

be quite familiar with it and its impact on language education. What do you consider to be its 

most important features? 

Richard: That’s a tricky question. There are many important features. First, it must be remembered that 

a key word in the name CEFR is ‘European’. The 30 years’ work leading up to the publication 

of the CEFR was focused on the ‘European project’ represented by the 47 member-states of 

the Council of Europe. Part of this was and is the urgent need to enable people in Europe to 

communicate and work with one another across barriers of language and culture. So the CEFR 

wasn’t designed as a worldwide project, though it’s now referred to outside Europe. 

Another important point is that, as the authors state in their introductory ‘notes to the user’, 

“We have NOT set out to tell practitioners what to do, or how to do it. We are raising questions, 

not answering them. It is not for the CEFR to lay down the objectives that users should pursue 

or the methods they should employ” (Council of Europe 2001, p. xi). 

One of the most important things that the CEFR did and still does is to raise questions about 

the nature of language learning, teaching and assessment. But, unfortunately, these questions 

and issues have had relatively little impact even in Europe. As you discuss in your editorial, 

what almost everyone knows about is the system of levels or ‘scales of proficiency’, and the 

descriptors which underpin them, which are called ‘illustrative’ descriptors. The advantage of 

the A1, A2, B1, etc. levels is that they’re language neutral and get away from vague terms such 

as ‘elementary’ and ‘intermediate’, and as the CEFR points out, they can be subdivided in 

different ways depending on the contexts. For example, within EAQUALS we’ve developed 

‘plus’ levels, which provides a total of 11 instead of 6 levels, and schools I’ve inspected have 

up to three sub-levels leading up to A1, A2, B1, etc. 

Paul: How is it, then, that the CEFR levels have become so prominent and the questions raised in the 

CEFR haven’t been more widely discussed? 

Richard: Regarding the levels, they filled a void, especially for language testers, who wanted a more 

solid framework, but also for publishers of course-books. The problem with this is that testers 

and course-book publishers may or may not use the levels in a helpful or accurate way. A more 

sinister recent use of the levels in Europe has been as barriers to immigration: several countries 

require evidence of proficiency related to CEFR levels, e.g. A2 or B1, as a minimum requirement 

for residency or citizenship, and even for family reunion. This is, of course, not at all what the 

Council of Europe, with its focus on human rights, had intended.  

Regarding the little attention paid to the CEFR’s broader questions about language teaching 

and assessment, one reason may be the very density of the language in the CEFR’s over 250 

pages. It’s not written in a way that language teachers and teacher trainees can easily absorb. 

Many Teacher educators may struggle through parts of it, but most policy makers won’t 

bother, even if it’s been translated, and too little work has been done on developing accessible 

guides to the key elements. However, there’s now a good dedicated website at 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages/home .  

https://www.coe.int/en/web/portal
https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages/home


Paul: I’m especially interested in how you see the relevance and application of the CEFR, in Europe 

itself and around the world. For example, ELT in Sweden and in Portugal, in Romania and in 

Germany needs to be, has to be, and is, rather different, right?   

Richard: That’s another complicated question. What do we mean by ‘application’? Adopting the level 

system is one thing but implementing the underlying principles is another. In Europe, public 

testing bodies have almost all ‘adopted’ the levels and many are members of ALTE, the 

Association of Language Testers in Europe. Ministries of education in Europe too are now used 

to specifying and assessing foreign language learning in terms of CEFR proficiency levels. But, 

as you imply, there are large differences between national systems in Europe in terms of the 

age when foreign language learning begins, whether two foreign languages are obligatory 

(which was recommended as part of the Barcelona agreement in 2002), how many hours of 

foreign language teaching there is in a school year and, of course, the level of proficiency 

actually reached (according to the last survey across 16 countries in 2012, it’s surprisingly low). 

Paul: What do you mean by ‘underlying principles of the CEFR’? 

Richard: They’re set out briefly in chapter 2 of the CEFR, and then in more detail in chapters 4, 5 and 6, 

the last of these focusing on learning and teaching, and perhaps more clearly in the new 

Companion Volume. e.g. pages 26-34. One main principle is that foreign language learning 

should be ‘action-oriented’, in other words, whatever happens in the language classroom the 

outcome should be that students can ‘do things’ with the language, can use it meaningfully in 

their current or future lives. Knowledge of the language and its forms and systems should aim 

to support real-life use of the language, which can be simulated in activities in the classroom.  

This means students need to learn how to use the language at however limited a level in a 

variety of situations for a range of communicative purposes. This is why the ‘can-do’ 

statements in the various proficiency scales, for example the ‘self-assessment scale’ (CEFR 

pages 26-27), describe what people are able to do with the language at different levels in terms 

of their understanding, speaking and writing. 

Another principle which has received more attention in Europe over the last two decades is 

that students already have a ‘language repertoire’, consisting of at least their first language 

and maybe a local variety of that, and in many cases in Europe, with its large numbers of 

migrants, often in three languages. This language repertoire can help (not hinder) the learning 

of a foreign language. Of course, there are questions around how exactly this repertoire should 

be exploited in actual language lessons. 

Paul: Right. Of course, that refers to multi-lingual Europe, not Latin America, though some of it is 

relevant there too. Leaving the CEFR for a moment, what do you remember most about ELT in 

Mexico compared to all the other ELT you’ve known? 

Richard: You and I were working mainly in the private sector, the Anglo, where courses had to be paid 

for, but we had regular excursions into the public sector through our teacher training activities. 

We gave occasional demonstration lessons for the public sector, and I taught one class in a 

public secondary school for a year. 

There were big differences between the two sectors, though I believe the students were 

equally capable in both. The differences were mainly due to class size – often over 50 in state 

https://rm.coe.int/cefr-companion-volume-with-new-descriptors-2018/1680787989


education, under 30 or 20 in the private sector. Large classes require different classroom 

management techniques, which I, for one, found it hard to master, and the use of different 

teaching techniques. Then there were differences in conditions and resources. Not all students 

in public schools had the textbook. The acoustics in very large classrooms were often poor, 

and there was often no cassette player or only an inadequate one. Then there was the 

teachers’ own proficiency in English. Through no fault of their own, many teachers in state 

schools right up to senior high school had low proficiency, to the extent that in our training 

workshops we had to do some things in Spanish. The same situation existed in some private 

schools, of course. 

Meanwhile, at the Anglo we were able to select Mexican teachers who had already achieved 

a good or excellent level of English and had successfully completed one of our own training 

courses. In my experience, these teachers were often able to achieve as good or better results 

than the few native speakers of English in the Anglo. 

In short, the aims in public education needed to be much more modest than in the better part 

of the private sector. I assume that’s still true. 

Paul: It is. Coming back to the CEFR, to what extent do you think it’s useful for ELT in Mexico, and 

the rest of Latin America? I’m thinking particularly of ELT in public education and lower end 

private education, where more than 90% of the population get their English classes – before 

some of them turn to language schools or institutes! 

Richard: Well, as I’ve said, the CEFR was written for Europe, and countries in Europe refer to it in 

different ways, in some cases hardly at all. It’s been adapted for use elsewhere, such as in 

Japan, where intensive research and validation work has been done to create a CEFR-J with 

the aim of supporting the country’s desire to improve English language proficiency, especially 

among school leavers. This has involved a selective adaptation process because a large 

majority of Japanese secondary school students are (or were) at proficiency levels between 

beginner and A2. This diagram shows how CEFR-J has subdivided the CEFR ‘basic user’ part of 

the scale. This kind of adapatation of levels and 

adapting and adding to descriptors is perfectly 

appropriate, even suggested in the CEFR (chapter 3). 

But the impact that CEFR-J will have on English 

language learning in Japan isn’t yet clear. As in many 

countries, much depends on whether state programmes 

and examinations are adapted accordingly. 

The implication of this example (and others) is that the CEFR will only be useful in any 

education system if the various stakeholders (not just the ministry) agree that it can be useful, 

and if there’s extensive consultation and research on the ways in which it can be applied. But 

it has to be remembered that, to have a meaningful impact, any significant change needs to 

be ‘systemic’: if a significant change in the curriculum and orientation of teaching and learning 

is planned, this can have an impact on syllabuses, course-books, teacher training, including in-

service training, examinations, and so on.  That’s why careful consultation, preparation and 

pilot studies are so necessary before wholesale changes are implemented – something that 

ministries of education tend to forget. 

 

From Fennelly 2016, p. 114 

 



Paul: Thank you, Richard. Is there anything you’d like to add, perhaps on a different ELT topic? 

Richard: Only that your initiative in setting up ELTinLA can be an exciting and important step towards 

creating an effective ‘community of practice’ among ELT professional at all levels within the 

region. I wish you every success with the project! 

Paul: Thanks! I hope ELTinLA will make a significant contribution. Another beer? 
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