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The Oxford Online Placement Test covers the six levels in the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR), from A1 to 
C2, reporting scores between 1 and 120, as shown in the table below.

Feedback from a number of institutions using the Placement Test with their students showed that there is also demand for 
reporting scores below the CEFR A1 level. This demand prompted further research into the A0 level (also referred to as “Pre-A1”, 
“Pre-Basic”, and “Below A1”) by the ELT Assessment Team at Oxford University Press, and led to design revisions for two of the 
Oxford Online Placement Test task types to make them more appropriate for A0 test takers.  

1. The A0 level
As can be seen in the table below, the CEFR framework is organised into six levels, the lowest level being A1.

The CEFR does, however, provide for describing learner performance below the A1 level:

“Level A1 (Breakthrough) is probably the lowest ‘level’ of generative language proficiency which can be identified. Before this 
stage is reached, however, there may be a range of specific tasks which learners can perform effectively using a very restricted 
range of language and which are relevant to the needs of the learners concerned.” (Council of Europe, 2001, p. 31)

Indeed, the A0 level is well-established. For example, the Oxford Young Learners Placement Test measures from A0 to B1 
level. Validated “can do” descriptors have been developed for this level (see for example Negishi et al., 2013) and the Council 
of Europe’s Language Policy Unit is working to supplement the current CEFR descriptors with an extended set of illustrative 
descriptors, including the A0 level (North, 2014). 

The pace at which learners progress from A0 to A1 level within a given number of hours will differ due to factors such as learning 
style, experience, first language etc. (North, 2014). Therefore, to help teachers rank their students in order of ability at the A0 
level for the Oxford Online Placement Test, the A0 CEFR is divided into three levels (A0 Low, A0 Mid, and A0 High),  
while scores range from 0 to 0.9.

CEFR level Oxford Online Placement  
Test score

C2 101-120

C1 81-100

B2 61-80

B1 41-60

A2 21-40

A1 1-20

Proficient User
Mastery C2

Effective Operational Proficiency C1

Independent User
Vantage B2

Threshold B1

Basic User
Waystage A2

Breakthrough A1

https://www.oxfordenglishtesting.com/defaultmr.aspx?id=4582
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2. Task design for A0
A review of the tasks used in the Oxford Online Placement Test was undertaken to check their suitability for A0 test takers. Two 
tasks were identified for modification. These task types were modified only for those tasks written specifically for the A0 level; for 
all other levels, the tasks remain as they were originally designed and have not been modified.

Use of English task 2

The focus of task 2 in the Use of English section is on semantic meaning, and it is designed to measure a test taker’s knowledge 
of pragmatic (i.e. implied) meanings in context. In the example below, the test taker needs to understand what the man’s 
response “Chocolate? What Chocolate?” means in the context of the conversation.

The focus on implied meaning is not suitable for test takers at A0 level. Therefore, the task was modified so the focus is on 
paraphrasing, where the test taker needs to match phrases with similar meaning, as shown in the example below.

Oxford  
Online 
Placement 
Test CEFR

Oxford  
Online 
Placement 
Test score

Proficient User
Mastery C2 101-120

Effective Operational Proficiency C1 81-100

Independent User
Vantage B2 61-80

Threshold B1 41-60

Basic User
Waystage A2 21-40

Breakthrough A1 1-20

Pre-Basic User

A0 (High) 0.7-0.9

A0 (Mid) 0.4-0.6

A0 (Low) 0-0.3



The Oxford Online Placement Test for A0 test takers3

Use of English task 3

Task 3 in the Use of English section is an open cloze task where the test taker is required to read a gapped text, and identify and 
type in the missing words. This task type measures both knowledge of grammar and control of form, and as such is not suitable 
for the A0 level, where the test taker is unlikely to have the morphosyntactic control required to complete the task (see Purpura, 
2009), particularly test takers whose mother tongue does not use Roman script. 

Therefore the Use of English task 3 at A0 level was modified so that answers are selected from a dropdown, changing the task 
type from an open cloze to a three-option multiple-choice cloze, as shown below.

3. The Oxford Online Placement Test
The Oxford Online Placement Test provides a fast, reliable way of placing students at a suitable level and of selecting appropriate 
learning materials.  You can assign the Use of English section in either British English or American English, and present test 
takers with a mixture of both accents in the Listening section.  Find out more.

https://www.oxfordenglishtesting.com/defaultmr.aspx?id=3048
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