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Abstract
One of the pivotal prerequisites a country is to meet in order to participate in 

the collective defence system, i.e. NATO, is to develop interoperability at all levels 
within the military structures and capacities. One of the aspects of achieving interop-
erability is standardization in the realm of language proficiency, measured against the 
Standardized Agreement (STANAG) 6001. STANAG 6001, in addition to statements 
and declarations, contains the STANAG 6001 language proficiency scale according 
to which Standardized Language Profiles (SLPs) should be recorded and reported. 
This paper aims to explore the significance of standard-based education for achiev-
ing language interoperability in NATO through an analysis of the language programs 
implemented in the Armed Forces with recommendations and directions of improve-
ment thereof.

Keywords: interoperability, standardization, STANAG 6001, SLP, NATO 

Introduction
Interoperability is defined as “the ability for Allies to act together coherently, 

effectively and efficiently to achieve tactical, operational and strategic objectives” 
(http:www.nato.int/cps/nl/natohq/topics_84112.htm). This means that forces, units 
and/or systems from different countries are expected to operate together in terms of 
sharing common doctrine and procedures, as well as sharing each other’s infrastruc-
ture and bases. This is achieved through establishing mutual communication in order 
to reduce duplication of resources, and at the same time enable the countries to pool 
resources.

Interoperability rests on four pillars: education, military exercises, technical 
support and standardization. Standardization is of utmost importance for the interop-
erability at all levels in the military and/or civilian domain. It is governed by Stan-
dardized Agreements (STANAGs) - documents that contain respective agreements 
that the countries should implement. Out of about 1300 STANAGs, only 6 of them 
refer to standardization of education and only one standard defines the language pro-
ficiency. That standard is the STANAG 6001, which in addition to statements and 
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declarations contains the STANAG 6001 language proficiency scale according to 
which Standardized Language Profiles (SLPs)1 should be recorded and reported. The 
scale consists of detailed descriptions of the proficiency levels of the four skills and 
is broken down into six levels coded 0 through 5. The document urges countries to 
improve English language skills of all personnel (military and civilian) who are to 
cooperate with NATO forces in NATO-led operations, exercises and training, or with 
NATO staffs. These individuals must be able to communicate effectively in English. 
Notwithstanding the language requirements, the countries are encouraged to provide 
basic English language training to all personnel participating in NATO-led operations 
and exercises. To be able to achieve the above stated requirements, countries are 
advised to establish their own training structures, design syllabi and teaching mate-
rials, implement a testing framework to develop proficiency tests, and continuously 
monitor the training outcomes. The English language programme is designed within 
each country with the purpose of teaching English as a Foreign Language (EFL) and 
in accordance with it courses are conducted. The STANAG 6001 proficiency tests 
are developed and administered by the STANAG 6001 testing teams responsible for 
measuring, recording and reporting language ability of the personnel as SLPs by us-
ing the STANAG 6001 scale. The testing team functions as a separate unit from the 
units in charge of teaching in order to avoid negative test washback, “that is, the prac-
tice of teaching to the test.” (Monaghan, 2012:30). Having this in mind, learning En-
glish as a foreign language is set as a high priority in the Armed Forces of countries 
contributing in the collective defence system, i.e. NATO. In that context, one of the 
responsibilities refers to adopting and implementing the latest edition of STANAG 
6001 (Edition 5) which states that the aim of the NATO standardization agreement 
(STANAG) is to respond to the following interoperability requirements: ―to be used 
as the common standard (construct) for language curriculum and test development, 
and for recording and reporting Standardized Language Profiles (SLPs) (https://www.
natobilc.org/files/file/6001EFed05.pdf). This policy calls for building an educational 
system that would rest on the idea of standards-based education, where teaching and 
testing are consistent and in an agreement with the standard. 

Standards-based education 
Within the past few decades, educational institutions worldwide have been under 

increasing pressure from governments to demonstrate efficiency and cost-effective-
ness by more rigorous reporting of programme outcomes (Brindley, 1998). This trend 
led to widespread adoption of systems that use pre-specified descriptions of learning 
outcomes, also known as standards, benchmarks, attainment, targets, band scales, 
profiles and competencies. The educational system that rests upon certain standards 
in a subject area is known as standards-based education. Language education has not 
been immune. Standards have been developed on a national or system-wide basis, as 
in, for instance, the National Language Standards for foreign language use at work in 
the UK (Languages Lead Body, 1993), and the European common framework scale 
of language competence (North, 1995). In the US, the lead organization in developing 
the standards is the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACT-

1  Standardized Language Profiles (SLPs) are separate descriptions of performance for each skill area at each 
STANAG 6001 level. Taken together in the order listening-speaking-reading-writing, the corresponding 
4 numbers from a Standardized Language Profile (SLP). For example, SLP 3321 means Level 3 in 
listening, Level 3 in speaking, Level 2 in reading and Level 1 in writing.

Elena Trajanovska
Maja Gjurovikj
Biljana Ivanova



 – 359 –

   ФИЛКО
   FILKO

FL). In 2011, ACTFL reported the results of a project that revealed a high percentage 
of foreign language teachers who use the student standards to inform their planning, 
classroom practices, and assessment. These results indicate that the language educa-
tion gained a more comprehensive vision of what language instruction meant, setting 
performance objectives with the intention to raise the profile of FL instruction. The 
standards-based language education caused a shift in classroom emphasis away from 
correctness towards context-based task performance related to culture and communi-
cation in a variety of interactional settings. The most commonly recognized features 
of the standards-based education are: 

 – standards, i.e. expectations for students’ performance, 
 – assessments of student achievement, 
 – teaching instruction, and 
 – alignment of the abovementioned key elements of the educational system.

Standards
Standards have existed for about one century but were known as goals, aims, 

and objectives previously (Näsström & Henriksson, 2008). In education, standards 
are a concept with different meanings in different settings, in different countries and 
at different periods in history. The most recent meaning of standards in education is 
that standards are descriptions of what learners are expected to know and be able to 
do. The meaning was derived as a result of the educational reform which started in 
the US. 

Popham (2003) defines standards as descriptions in policy documents which 
contain statements what the learners are expected to know and be able to do, as well 
as how well they are expected to attain this knowledge and these skills. The stand-
ards describe broadly defined educational objectives—i.e., what students should have 
learned by the end of a course or an academic year. They are developed in such a 
manner that they show a specific sequence of knowledge and skills that students are 
expected to learn as they progress through their education. 

In standards-based education, standards are taken as priorities and serve as a 
unifying guide (Webb, 1997a) for education institutions, decision makers and edu-
cators in reviewing not only curricula and methodology but also aligning assessment 
and evaluation processes and instruments so that they are fit for the purpose. The 
establishment of standards is aimed to make the system more effective and coher-
ent, thereby supporting student learning and improving achievement. In recent years, 
many such systems have been introduced in a variety of second and foreign language 
learning contexts, ranging from vocational settings to primary and secondary school 
education as in, for instance, the language competencies described in the Certificates 
of Spoken and Written English (CSWE), developed to meet the needs of the national 
Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP) in Australia. 

According to Tognolini & Stanley (2011), there are two types of standards: cur-
riculum standards and performance standards. Curriculum standards are described as 
the knowledge, skills and understanding expected to be learned by students as a result 
of studying a course. Curriculum standards are also known as syllabus standards, 
content standards, grade level standards, core standards and outcomes. Performance 
standards are the levels of achievement of the knowledge, skills and understanding. 
Performance standards are used interchangeably with the terms achievement stand-
ards, benchmark standards, proficiency standards, reporting standards, accountabili-
ty/target standards and performance indicators.

STANDARDS-BASED EDUCATION IN 
ACHIEVING LANGUAGE INTEROPERABILITY
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In standards-based education, teaching is driven by assessments which reflect 
the prespecified standards. However, assessment should not be used to standardize 
what is to be learned but should be used to assist teachers develop curricula to meet 
the needs of the students. In this regard, standards leave room for teachers and curric-
ulum developers to determine how the standards will be reached and what additional 
topics will be addressed. Teachers are expected to follow the standards when they 
create academic programmes, courses, syllabi, etc. and teach the content to which 
students will be held accountable. Thus, teachers set the targets and develop pro-
grammes that support and improve student learning to give students an opportunity 
to attain such knowledge and skills (Fuhrman, 2001). In this regard, teachers are free 
to provide students with the tools and knowledge they consider to be most helpful for 
meeting the standards based on their professional judgment and experience. One neg-
ative consequence of the influence of assessments on teaching is that the results from 
assessments have increasingly been used to evaluate educational systems and make 
high-stakes decisions (Case & Zucker, 2005). These decisions empower and sup-
port personal and professional development, like graduation and enrolment in higher 
education, migration to another country, a promotion to a higher-level job position. 
Research has shown that when the stakes are high, teachers and schools reallocate 
resources toward tested content only, increase time spent engaging in instructional 
activities that are directed toward what is tested and how it is tested, as well as put-
ting excessive emphasis on test-taking skills (Hamilton, 2010). This behaviour may 
lead to score inflation, i.e. score increase that is not caused by an increase in students’ 
learning of the skills and knowledge that the test is intended to measure. For the pur-
pose of improving educational outcomes in a standards-based education, Hamilton 
(2010) proposes the following solutions:

 – design high quality tests for measuring complex skills and processes in such a 
way to minimize predictability from one administration to another. When the 
test format is unpredictable regarding the item types that will be used in the 
test (e.g. multiple-choice questions, open-ended, short-answer questions), the 
instruction will not be focused on particular item formats or styles and will not 
be viewed as likely means to raising scores. 

 – employ standards-based teaching guided by a detailed, coherent curriculum 
aligned with rigorous standards. The curriculum should provide a scope and a 
sequence of essential curriculum objectives, curriculum guides (frameworks), 
maps, pacing guides and other curricular tools to assist teachers to plan effective 
instruction that focuses on essential benchmark knowledge, concepts and skills. 
If teachers gain confidence that all the components are well aligned, they will 
teach the curriculum effectively, and improvement of results will follow as 
measured by the assessments.

Standards-based education in the military 
As previously mentioned, military language education is a standards-based ed-

ucation, guided by the standard STANAG 6001. Its main components are: STANAG 
6001 proficiency scale (standard), STANAG 6001 proficiency test (assessment) and 
curricula (teaching instruction). It is expected that these three components work to-
gether, forming an efficient educational system in which learners get an opportunity 
to learn what is expected and achieve the desired outcomes, i.e. attain and retain 
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the prescribed SLPs in accordance with their job position and current or future de-
ployment. In order to explore this hypothesis, we analysed the proficiency levels of 
the learners who had attended intermediate and upper-intermediate courses with the 
STANAG 6001 proficiency test within the Ministry of Defence and Armed Forces in 
North Macedonia, and the results showed that their average performance in all four 
skills was in the range of Level 1+ instead of the expected Level 2 and above. Learn-
ers were given a questionnaire which contained questions about the courses they had 
attended. In the questionnaire, they were asked to express their opinion whether the 
time spent on the courses was enough to acquire the contents. 58% of the participants 
answered that the courses were too demanding and that they did not have enough 
time to learn all the content, which means that the courses included a large number 
of objectives to be attained, resulting in insufficient time to learn, consequently re-
flecting on the ability to improve the language skills learned. Another interpretation 
of their answer may be that the contents of the courses have not been adapted to 
their abilities. This occurrence suggests that one of the reasons for the insufficient 
command of English language that the learners demonstrate on the proficiency tests 
is due to lack of alignment between the instructional content with the tested content. 

Further research and implications
These findings need to be researched further and the factors that affect the in-

structional content are to be investigated: the content taught in relation to cognitive 
demand, time allocated to each content, and the instructional activities in which stu-
dents are engaged and time allotted. Further research should provide greater insight 
into language teaching and testing in the context of the military educational system 
in the Ministry of Defence and the Armed Forces and help to trigger changes that 
could eventually lead to the improvement in the alignment between the content that 
is taught and tested, as a fundamental condition for a functional standards-based ed-
ucational system. The alignment can contribute to an effective educational system as 
a result of effective classroom instruction that reflects the standard, provides greater 
focus to both teachers and learners by directing their efforts towards the achievement 
of expected outcomes.

Conclusion
Practice has shown that the military personnel is constantly challenged to meet 

high language standards in order to fulfil certain positions in a multinational envi-
ronment, to be promoted to a higher level into the command structure where they 
would need to perform more complex command duties, even be sent to the battle-
field where language is the first means to prevent casualties in the units under their 
command. Thus, nothing can compensate for the lack of well-established language 
training and testing programs. This analysis served to explore the significance of 
standards-based education in achieving language interoperability, with an emphasis 
on the implementation of the descriptors of STANAG 6001 proficiency scale. Ed-
ucators need to identify areas of the standards that are not being taught, or taught 
with only limited time or emphasis, or which expectations for learning expressed in 
standards or assessments are not included in the curriculum. Standards-based educa-
tion means bringing different parts of the educational system together in a systematic 
and efficient way, and further research needs to be focused on examining the quality 
of the military standards-based education and what might be improved in the efforts 
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towards achieving the desired goals in language interoperability within the collective 
defence system, i.e. NATO.
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