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Despite its relevance to testing/assessment as well as to other subareas 
of Applied Linguistics, the concept of language proficiency has not 
been adequately understood and assessed. Although there is clear 
consensus that language proficiency means “to know a language” there 
does not seem to be agreement on what it is to “know a language”.  My 
aim in this talk is to discuss terminological and conceptual aspects of 
language proficiency in an attempt to elucidate the concept so that it 
can be used more productively. Proficiency will be related to terms 
such as linguistic competence, communicative competence, 
communicative language ability as well as to the concept of fluency. 
The assessment of proficiency will be related to the assessment of 
achievement. Examples taken from the Brazilian Certificate of 
Proficiency in Portuguese as a Foreign Language (Celpe-Bras) will be 
used to illustrate the concept of proficiency which underlies the exam, 
that is, to be able to engage in different activities in the world, 
displaying adequacy to the situational demands of the various contexts. 
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