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Comparing National-level English Proficiencies and 
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Individuals, companies, governmental agencies and other organisations sometimes find it useful 
to be able to compare the English proficiency of one country with another, but to do so they 
must rely on the use of a very limited number of data resources which were not intended for 
that purpose and for which they are not necessarily suitable. Using the Education First (EF) 
English Proficiency Index and the European Commission’s Special Eurobarometer 386 for 
illustrative purposes, this paper demonstrates why such use of these measures is invalid and why 
researchers and writers should be more critical of the data and results they use in support of 
their academic work. Ultimately, it is concluded that no reliable, valid and practical instrument 
or methodology yet exists by which data from a sufficiently representative sample of each 
country’s population could be gathered, and that therefore comparisons of one country’s English 
proficiency with another is not currently possible. However, the big data provided by EF and 
the European Commission can be useful in illustrating tendencies.
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Introduction
It can sometimes be useful, or just interesting, 

to compare one country with another on some 
variable. Which has the most rainfall per year 
or the tallest building. These can be measured 
objectively with little or no controversy. It is 
more difficult though to compare countries on 
issues such as which makes the best cars, has the 
best transportation network or the best healthcare 
system. These issues are much more complex, not 
only because there are many more variables to 
account for, or because those variables interplay, 

but also because measuring those variables 
objectively is more problematic.

Such is the problem when it comes to 
comparing one country’s proficiency in English, 
or any other language for that matter, with 
another’s, or even knowing how many people 
speak a particular language in various countries 
well enough to use it. Certainly, it would be 
useful for a company to have such comparative 
data when needing to make an informed decision 
as to where to site their next international office 
or manufacturing plant. It would be tempting in 
such cases to turn to the very small number of 
resources available that might be used to make 
such comparisons, with the assumption that 
they will give valid guidance. However, the first 
objective of this paper is to provide a note of 
caution, to encourage users of such information to 
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evaluate exactly what such resources do (and do 
not) show, in order to better gauge the extent to 
which one can rely on them for any given purpose. 
The second is to give a clearer perspective on the 
problems involved in attempting to compare one 
country with another in terms of their respective 
population’s proficiency in any given language or 
other language-related metrics.

In particular, and only by way of example, 
we examine two resources: the Education First 
English Proficiency Index (EF EPI), which is an 
annual report released by Education First (EF), 
and the Special Eurobarometer 386 (SE386) 
(European Commission, 2012) which shows the 
percentage of people in each country who self-
report being able to use English. 

Comparing Countries’ English Proficiencies
The Japanese are often said to be particularly 

bad at English, especially when compared to other 
countries, with Clark (2000, 2009) and Tolbert 
(2000) being only a very few examples. Even 
if Japanese do have, on average, lower English 
proficiency than other countries, and it is not 
necessarily conceded that they do, there could be 
several linguistic, political, social or pedagogic 
reasons to explain it. Among these is that, as 
shown by Chiswick & Miller (2005), the ‘distance’ 
between Japanese and English, i.e., the extent 
to which they differ grammatically, lexically, 
phonologically and in their writing systems, is 
larger than for almost any other language pairing, 
making it much more difficult for Japanese to 
learn English than, for example Chinese people, 
because Chinese is grammatically more akin to 
English than is Japanese.

Furthermore, it is virtually impossible for 
the population of any country to know how 
they compare with that of another because it is 
almost impossible to measure. There are simply 
too many variables to account for, few if any of 
which can be controlled for when researching 
national populations. Also, national populations 
are too large. Short of testing a country’s entire 
population, one would have to rely on using 
a representative sample, of sufficiently large 
size that the inferential statistics would yield 
valid results. Even deciding what constitutes a 

representative sample at the national level would 
get bogged down in issues of demographics. 
Finally, those demographics are, to a greater or 
lesser extent fluid, changing over time, so that 
even if a valid comparison could be obtained, it 
could be out-of-date within a few years.

There is also the fact that countries start 
English education at different ages, with disparate 
amounts of contact time allocated to teach it, 
and that different approaches, methodologies and 
materials are used within and between countries, 
so it becomes clear that it is impossible to discern 
any reasonable, meaningful conclusions from any 
measures that might be used. However, despite 
these many concerns, there are still those who 
seek to compare the English proficiency of certain 
national populations using what few instruments 
and ‘measures’ exist. Two of these are the English 
Proficiency Index, now published annually by 
Education First and the Special Eurobarometer 
386, published by the European Commission.

Education First English Proficiency Index
Education First English Proficiency Index 

categorises participating countries into one of 
five geographic regions: Europe, Asia, Latin 
America, Africa and the Middle East, though 
for the comparative and illustrative purposes of 
this paper, only results relating to the European 
region from 2016 are used (Education First, 
2016) and are shown in Appendix 1 (Marian, 
2016).

For a country to be included in the index, its 
sample must have more than 400 test-takers of 
either the Education First Standardised English 
Test (EF SET) or the EF placement test prior 
to starting an English course at an EF school. 
These tests consist of reading and listening 
comprehension. The countries within each region 
are then ranked highest to lowest based on the 
test-takers’ average score for each country. The 
most recent index (Education First, 2019) collated 
more than 2,300,000 test-takers’ scores.

However, there are numerous methodological 
flaws inherent within the scores used to compile 
the index. Firstly, as Reedy (2000) and Marian 
(2016) point out, and as Education First (2019) 
itself concedes, the samples used for each 
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country are “self-selected and not guaranteed to 
be representative” and that “[T]his could skew 
scores lower or higher than those of the general 
population”. In other words, the scores do not 
represent the country as a whole and therefore 
should not be used to do so. Also, they are an 
amalgam of scores from two different, albeit 
perhaps similar tests.

Furthermore, the EF SET only measures 
reading and listening comprehension. However, it 
is erroneous to assume that reading and listening 
proficiency are a reliable indicator of writing and 
speaking proficiency, or language proficiency in 
general. Spolsky’s (1989) “Condition 9” (p. 17) 
points out that receptive skills develop earlier 
and to a higher level than productive skills. The 
EF EPI scores can therefore mislead users to 
think that a nation’s general English proficiency 
is higher than it really is. Finally, Takeno & 
Moritoshi (2017) point out that the EF SET is 
not a supervised test, though EF point out that 
test-takers do not benefit from cheating since it is 
only for self-evaluation purposes. 

It should be stressed however that EF are 
not acting in bad faith and are not necessarily 
trying to misrepresent what their indices show, 
or what users can or cannot use them for. Rather, 
the problem is that some users apply the indices’ 
rankings inappropriately.

The Special Eurobarometer 386
The Special Eurobarometer 386 (SE386) 

(European Commission, 2012) surveyed people 
in 28 European countries to determine which 
language(s) they spoke. The data were then used 
to calculate the percentage of people in each 
country’s population who could use English to 
hold a conversation. Marian (2014) has presented 
these results as a map, provided in Appendix 2.

Marian (2014) however points out that these 
percentages are calculated based on the average 
of self-reported data in each country, and that 
such self-reporting is notoriously inaccurate and 
therefore unreliable.

We are not suggesting that the European 
Commission is attempting to mislead anyone, but 
those who wish to compare the English proficiency 
of one country with another could misuse this 

report to make unfair and invalid comparisons, 
especially given the scarcity of other resources 
by which to do so.

Correlating the EF EPI and SE386
When each participating country’s EF EPI 

scores for the indices published between 2011 and 
2015 (Education First, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 
2015) were correlated with its corresponding 
SE386 percentage, the correlations shown in 
Table 1 below were observed.

These results show that for the participating 
countries in the years included in this analysis, 
the EF EPI scores and SE386 percentages 
are impressively and consistently very highly 
correlated. However, again, one must take care 
to understand what these results really mean and 
what they really show, based on what the data 
they are derived from really represent. Only then 
can one gauge the meaningfulness and usefulness 
of the results and to what extent, if any, they 
can be relied upon for any given application. 
Are these results really that impressive? All 
they really mean, at best, is that as the number 
of people in a country who can use English to 
communicate at some level increases, the higher 
the average proficiency of the test-takers from 
that country, but this is hardly surprising. Indeed, 
it would seem to be a natural, logical correlation, 
given the self-selected and self-reported nature 
of the data. 

There is of course also the issue of whether 
it is even valid to correlate the SE386 data, 
released in 2012, with the EF EPI scores from 
other years. This highlights the need to be 
selective in the data used in analyses.

In actuality, there currently exists no valid, 
reliable and practical instrument or methodology 
by which a sufficiently large and representative 
dataset can be collected to compare one country’s 
population with another with respect to their 
proficiency in any language. However, we do 
concede that the big data provided by EF, the 
European Commission and others in this field 
can be helpful in confirming some trends or 
tendencies.
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Conclusion
This paper has outlined two measures, the 

Education First English Proficiency Index, and 
the Special Eurobarometer 386, and demonstrated 
how they can be used and misused. These 
measures were selected for no other reason 
than that they often are, or could be misused to 
make statements which go far beyond what their 
respective data represent or what their respective 
results really show.

Their results were correlated to show how 
what at first appears to be an impressive result, 
is merely what one would naturally, logically 
expect. It was concluded that while such big 
data resources can be used to confirm some 
tendencies and might be useful in making general 
comparisons or showing overarching trends, they 
can only be useful up to a point, beyond which 

their use is inappropriate and invalid. It was 
therefore recommended that one views the data 
and results of such resources critically and uses 
them advisedly during analyses in order not to 
overstretch what the resource can accurately, 
validly and reliably do.

Finally, until a valid, reliable and practical 
instrument and methodology are available by 
which a representative dataset can be compiled, 
it is of limited use to make national-level 
comparisons of language proficiency.
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Appendix 1. Map of EF EPI Scores for the European Region

(https://jakubmarian.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/ef-epi-europe.jpg)
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Appendix 2. Map of the Percentage of National Populations Who Can Use English

(https://jakubmarian.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/conversation-english-eurobarometer.jpg)
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