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What is ACLES and the CertAcles 

Examination?

ACLES
Stands for Asociación de Centros de Lenguas en la Enseñanza Superior (Association of 
Language Centres in Higher Education). It is the primary body representing university 
language centres in Spain.

The CertAcles Model
A highly respected, university-specific language proficiency certification. Its primary goal is 
to assess and accredit the general English proficiency of university students and staff across 
public, academic, and professional domains.

The University Context
CertAcles was built on the premise that university test-takers need to prove they can use 
language in ways that are directly relevant to academic life and their future careers, not just 
in generic contexts.
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The Evolution: From Paper-Based to Digital



Our challenge: positive washback on teaching

 and learning

Spanish university students want
certificates, not learning opportunities

Exam preparation courses: 

• left curricular alignment aside
• focused on test wiseness skills
• were hindering language learning 

lower exit language levels
 

work with the 
system, not against 

it

Create an exam that generates positive 
washback in the classrooms – promote 
curriculum alignment

Goals:

• Students can use the language in the 
real world

• They can produce language and mediate 
contents

• They learn to think critically

Exam preparation courses will improve the 
language level of the students
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Focus on the Companion Volume paradigm shift

Beyond the 4 Skills

The CEFR Companion Volume 

shifts language education away 
from the traditional model of 

four isolated skills (listening, 
speaking, reading, writing).

The New Modes of 
Communication

It introduces a more dynamic 

and realistic model based on 
Reception, Production, 

Interaction, and Mediation.

Action-Oriented 
Approach

It promotes a "proficiency" 

perspective, focusing on what 
learners can actively do with 

the language in real-world tasks 
rather than just complete 

examination tasks.
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Moving to Integrated Tasks

1 Why Integrated Tasks?

Real-world university and 

professional life rarely asks us to 
use skills in isolation. We read to 

write an essay; we listen to a 
lecture to discuss it.

2 Cognitive Validity

CertAcles Digital tasks cover the 

full spectrum of cognitive 
processes, from basic input 

decoding and lexical search to 
complex discourse construction 

and building mental models.

3 Mediation at the Centre

By moving from isolated tasks to 

integrated tasks (e.g., "Reading 
into Writing"), mediation is 

placed at the absolute core of 
the assessment.
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Test design

The test combines objectively scored receptive tasks, which maximise scoring reliability, with integrated productive tasks 
that reflect target language use in academic contexts and allow observation of communicicative competence.

A test design that combines measurement reliability with authentic performance evidence.

We designed the test in two complementary stages to balance measurement precision and authentic language use.

Computer adaptative Reading & Listening 
(Objective items)
Purpose: measurement stability
Objectively scored items increase scoring 
reliability and comparability.
They allow us to sample comprehension 
broadly across texts and situations.
Results provide a stable measurement base of 
receptive competence.

Bi-level Writing & Speaking (Integrated tasks)
Purpose: capture communicative 
competence
Integrated tasks reflect real academic 
language use.
Candidates process input and produce 
language, as they do in university contexts.
Performances reveal how candidates 
transform information into meaningful 
communication.

https://gamma.app/?utm_source=made-with-gamma


An Overview of  the CertAcles Digital Examination



preencoded.png

Test construct and suitability
Reading comprehension

Task type Task description Testing focus Cognitive processes & CEFR Level

Open cloze
A text with 5 gaps, each to be filled with a single  
grammatical word. The length of the text may range  
between 60 and 150 words depending on the level.

This task is designed to test grammatical
knowledge.

Reporting B1-C1 
syntactic parsing 
establishing propositional meaning at sentence level

Multiple-
choice cloze

A text with 5 gaps each with 3 or 4 multiple-choice options 
(3 at B1, 4 at B2 and above). The length of the  text may 

range between 60 and 150 depending on the  level.

This task is designed to test knowledge of 
lexis/lexico-grammar.

Reporting B1-C1 
word recognition & lexical access

syntactic parsing 

establishing propositional meaning at sentence level
inferencing
B2-C1: building a mental model

Discrete cloze
A gapped sentence task with a single 3- or 4-option  
multiple-choice item.

This task is designed to test lexical and 
lexico-grammatical  knowledge.

Reporting B1-C1 

word recognition & lexical access 
syntactic parsing

Reading  
Discrete with
a graphic

Candidates read a short text e.g. a notice or a message and 
answer a single 3-option multiple-choice question.

The main testing aim of this task is for 
candidates to interpret language found in  

short texts (signs / notices /  emails, etc.)

B1-B2

word recognition & lexical access 
syntactic parsing

inferencing

B2: building a mental model

Gapped text,  
sentences

Candidates read a long text with five gaps representing  
extracted sentences. Candidates match the extracted  
sentences to the gaps, selecting from a set of eight options, 
five of which are keys while three are distractors.

This task is designed to test careful reading at 
a global  level, testing the candidate’s ability to 
understand text.

B1-C1:

word recognition & lexical access 
syntactic parsing
establishing propositional meaning at sentence level
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Task type Task description Testing focus
Cognitive processes
& CEFR level

CEFR scales
B2-C1

5-item  
comprehension

Five multiple choice questions, each  with 
four written options based on a  script read 
by one, two, or  occasionally three actors. 
The script is  between 400 and 750 words  
depending on the level.

To test ability to understand and  extract information from 
extended  monologues, prompted monologues,  or 
dialogues in a range of settings.  Items might focus on 
detail, inference,  constructing meaning within longer  
turns, constructing meaning between  turns, feeling, 
attitude etc.

B1-C1

input decoding  
lexical search  

parsing

meaning construction  
B2-C1
discourse construction

Overall listening 
comprehension

Understanding 

conversation between 
other speakers

Understanding audio 
media and recordings

Identifying cues and  

inferring

2-item  
comprehension

Two multiple choice questions, each with
three written options based on a script

read by one or two actors. The script is

between 160 and 300 words depending on
the level.

To test ability to understand and  extract information from 
extended  monologues, prompted monologues,  or 
dialogues in a range of settings.  Items might focus on 
detail, inference,  constructing meaning within longer  
turns, constructing meaning between  turns, feeling, 
attitude etc. One of the  questions will require candidates 
to  construct a ‘global’ meaning by  combining information 
from non- consecutive parts of the script.

B2-C1

input decoding  
lexical search  

parsing
meaning construction  
B1-C1
discourse construction

1-item  
comprehension

One multiple choice question with  three 
written options, or three images,  based on 

a script read by one or two  actors. The 

script is between 120 and  150 words 
depending on the level.

To test ability to understand and  extract information from 
short  monologues, prompted monologues,  or dialogues in 
a range of settings.  Items might focus on detail, inference,  
constructing meaning across longer  turns, feeling, attitude
etc.

B1-C1

input decoding  
lexical search  

parsing
meaning construction  
B1-C1
discourse construction

Note completion

A title and five gapped sentences 
summarising key points from a monologue. 
The monologue is 300 to 400 words 
depending on the level.
Each gap can be completed with up to three 
words heard in the script and be no longer 
than 24 characters.

To test ability to understand and extract specific factual, 
information and stated opinion from a monologue.

C1
input decoding
lexical search
parsing
meaning construction

Overall oral comprehension
Understanding as a member 
of a live audience 
note-taking (lectures, seminars, 
meetings, etc.)

Listening  comprehension

Test construct and suitability

Listening into 

writing

The test-taker listens to an audio text (or 
several short audio texts) and writes a 
response based on the content. 

This task is designed to test the integration of listening 

comprehension and written production, as well as 

mediation aspects, including the ability to extract key 

points, organise content logically, and express ideas 

using appropriate language.

identifying main ideas and supporting details 
interpreting speaker intent and attitude (B2/C1)

paraphrasing and summarising

structuring and producing written discourse

Reading into 

writing

The test-taker reads one or more texts 

and/or infographics and writes a text based 

on the input.

This task is designed to test the integration of reading 

comprehension and written production, as well as 

mediation aspects, including the ability to synthesise, 

evaluate, and reformulate information.

selecting relevant information
interpreting argument structure and tone (B2/C1)

reformulating and summarising

producing coherent and cohesive written output
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Integrated writing and mediation 

Test construct and suitability

Task type Task description Testing focus Cognitive processes & CEFR Level

Integrated 

writing and 

mediation

The test-taker listens to several short audio texts and writes a 
response based on the content. 

This task is designed to test the integration of 

listening comprehension and written production, 

as well as mediation aspects, including the ability 

to extract key points, organise content logically, 

and express ideas using appropriate language.

identifying main ideas and supporting details 
interpreting speaker intent and attitude (B2/C1)
paraphrasing and summarising
structuring and producing written discourse

Integrated 

writing and 

mediation

The test-taker reads one or more texts and/or infographics and 

writes a text based on the input.

This task is designed to test the integration of 

reading comprehension and written production, 

as well as mediation aspects, including the ability 

to synthesise, evaluate, and reformulate 

information.

selecting relevant information
interpreting argument structure and tone (B2/C1)
reformulating and summarising
producing coherent and cohesive written output

Task type Task description Testing focus Cognitive processes & CEFR Level

Listening into 

writing

The test-taker listens to several short audio texts and writes a 
response based on the content. 

This task is designed to test the integration of 

listening comprehension and written production, 

as well as mediation aspects, including the ability 

to extract key points, organise content logically, 

and express ideas using appropriate language.

identifying main ideas and supporting details 
interpreting speaker intent and attitude (B2/C1)
paraphrasing and summarising
structuring and producing written discourse

Reading into 

writing

The test-taker reads one or more texts and/or infographics and 

writes a text based on the input.

This task is designed to test the integration of 

reading comprehension and written production, 

as well as mediation aspects, including the ability 

to synthesise, evaluate, and reformulate 

information.

selecting relevant information
interpreting argument structure and tone (B2/C1)
reformulating and summarising
producing coherent and cohesive written output

Integrated speaking and mediation 
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Written Communication and Mediation
The Task Construct: The Writing module tests the integration of receptive comprehension and written production. Candidates act as social agents 
to bridge sources and recontextualize them for a target audience.

Listening into Writing

• Input: The candidate listens to authentic 
audio materials (2–4 minutes) such as a 
podcast, interview, or lecture.

• Output: They must write a response (e.g., a 
forum post, motivation letter, or report) 
that summarises the audio, integrates the 
themes, and provides a personal, reasoned 
opinion.

• Length: 180–200 words (B1/B2) or 200–250 
words (B2/C1).

Candidates engage with authentic spoken input before producing a structured written 
response
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Written Communication and Mediation

Candidates synthesise information from multiple sources — including visual data — into a 
coherent written output.

Reading into Writing
• Input: Candidates read multiple short 

texts, emails, or visual data such as 
graphs and infographics (approx. 200–
350 words total).

• Output: They compose an email or online 
post synthesising the information, 
evaluating the arguments, and 
reformulating the message without 
copying the original texts.

• Length: 100–120 words (B1/B2) or 120–140 
words (B2/C1).
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Spoken Communication and 

Mediation 

The Task Construct

The speaking tasks are individual, 
computer-recorded responses. They 
elicit spontaneous oral production, 
requiring candidates to interpret 
spoken or written input, summarize 
content, and justify viewpoints.

Reading into Speaking

Input: Candidates are given reading 
materials (texts, graphs, posters).

Output: They answer recorded questions. 
They must present a reasoned position (B2) 
and, at C1 level, assess the repercussions or 
provide recommendations based on the 
text.

Timing: 15 minutes preparation; 4-5 minutes 
of speaking.
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Spoken Communication and 

Mediation 

The Task Construct

The speaking tasks are individual, 
computer-recorded responses. They 
elicit spontaneous oral production, 
requiring candidates to interpret 
spoken or written input, summarize 
content, and justify viewpoints.

Listening into Speaking

Input: Candidates are given listening 
materials (opinions, information, etc.).

Output: They answer recorded questions. 
They must present a reasoned position (B2) 
and, at C1 level, assess the repercussions or 
provide recommendations based on the 
recordingd.

Timing: 15 minutes preparation; 4-5 minutes 
of speaking.

https://gamma.app/?utm_source=made-with-gamma


preencoded.png

Authenticity and University Relevance

Genuine Input

The exam relies exclusively on 

authentic or genuine input. Candidates 
interact with materials they will actually 

encounter: academic articles, 
university counseling blogs, lectures, 

professional emails, and data graphs.

Relevant Domains

Every scenario is firmly rooted in 

academic, professional, or public 
domains (e.g., student wellbeing 

campaigns, workplace social media 
usage, housing abroad).

Real-World Application

Test-takers are required to perform 

tasks that replicate real university life—
such as taking notes during a lecture or 

collaborating via email on a group 
project.
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Rating Scales for Mediation Tasks

Centralized & Unified

Unlike the paper-based test, CertAcles 

Digital uses unified scales and a 

centralized double-marking system (a 

third rater intervenes if there is a 

discrepancy) to ensure maximum 

reliability.

CEFR-Aligned Criteria

Productive and mediation skills are assessed based on:

1 Task Fulfillment

Evaluates how well the 

candidate mediated the 

information—were the sources 

accurately synthesized? Was the 

register appropriate for the 

audience?

2 Discourse 
Characteristics

Evaluates coherence, cohesion, 

and logical structure.

3 Linguistic Characteristics

Evaluates grammatical and lexical range and accuracy (plus pronunciation 

and intonation for speaking).
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Rating Scales for writing communication and mediation
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Rating Scales for speaking communication and mediation
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•The levels obtained by candidates in CertAcles Digital are internally coherent and differentiated by skill.

•Cambridge Reading tends to place candidates at slightly higher levels than those obtained in writing and speaking, 

which is 

 compatible with the nature of the skills being assessed.

•Cambridge Listening shows levels comparable to those of the productive skills, with no systematic bias.

•There is no evidence of serious misalignment or inappropriate overlap between constructs.

•Interrater reliability is good, although analysis of the ratings encouraged some changes to the scale

•Candidate experience was positive “I would take this exam again” “it was natural” “I wouldn’t need special 

preparation” “I found the topics relevant  to university students”

Pre-testing results

https://gamma.app/?utm_source=made-with-gamma
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Conclusion

A Paradigm Shift

CertAcles Digital manages to operationalize mediation into a practical, highly 
reliable exam.

Empowering the Student

By moving to active, integrated tasks, the exam truly treats the university 
student as a "social agent.” and puts them at the centre of their own learning 

process.

A Robust Future
With adaptive technology, centralized grading, and authentic university-
focused tasks, CertAcles Digital will be able to provide a valid, accessible, and 

rigorous assessment for Spanish higher education. But most importantly, it 
has been developed by a group of experts from different universities in Spain

Interuniversity team

Carmen Álvarez (UPM)
Carmen Notari (UJI)
Caroline Shakleton (UGR)
Daniela Cerutti (UV)
Dan Toader (USAL)
David Rhead (UPV)
Gloria Ferrer (UdG)
Irma Mulet (UJI)
Laura Riera (UAB)
Lola López (URJC)
Montse Martínez (RiV)
Juana Sanmartin (UMU)
Julia Zabala (UdG)
Yvonne McLucas (UPV)
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Questions?

Comments?

*images generated by AI

Julia Zabala Delgado
vicepresidencia@acles.es
Universitat de Girona
Vice-President of ACLES

President of CercleS
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