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Abstract

Simplified language comes in various forms
and targets diverse readers, including language
learners and people with disabilities. These
groups have different backgrounds and needs,
reflected in language standards such as the
Common European Framework of Reference
(CEFR) and Easy Language (EL) rule sets.
However, literature often uses these varieties
interchangeably or claims that proposed ap-
proaches are useful to a broad range of readers.
Therefore, this paper investigates the linguistic
differences and overlaps between CEFR-level
learner texts and simplified language varieties.
We extract text samples from a German learn-
ing platform and conduct a corpus-based com-
parison of linguistic features across Al, A2, B,
EL, EL+, and Plain Language texts. We then
test the readability of sample texts with mem-
bers of the EL target group. Our findings show
that Plain Language indeed overlaps with lan-
guage learner texts, but that CEFR-level texts
do not provide an adequate basis for Easy Lan-
guage. We therefore caution researchers to be
precise about which target groups their work
claims to address.

1 Introduction

Accessible language comes in different forms. In
the German-speaking context, two versions are par-
ticularly relevant: Plain Language (PL) and Easy
Language (EL). PL targets a broad audience of non-
expert readers, while EL is simpler, follows explicit
rule sets, and is aimed specifically at people with
cognitive disabilities or learning difficulties (Maal3,
2020; inclusion europe, 2021).

A third body of simplified texts comes from lan-
guage teaching. Texts produced for learners at
the A1 and A2 levels of the Common European
Framework of Reference (CEFR; Council of Eu-
rope (2001)) use controlled vocabulary and short
sentences to match beginner proficiency. While
these texts are superficially similar to PL and EL,
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Figure 1: The example (EN: "We’re doing a brainstorm-
ing session in the group today.") satisfies core simplifica-
tion criteria (short sentence, high-frequency vocabulary,
no subordination). Yet, the English loanword Brain-
storming is not suitable for the EL target group.

their consumers have different backgrounds and
needs. An example is shown in Figure 1: English
loanwords should not be used in simplified lan-
guage because their pronunciation and meanings
are often unfamiliar to inexperienced readers. In
contrast, language learners may benefit as they are
more proficient in English than in German.

Despite these distinct purposes, the registers are
frequently conflated in NLP and computational lin-
guistics research. A recurring pattern is to frame a
system or dataset as targeting accessibility for peo-
ple with cognitive disabilities, while using CEFR-
level texts as the actual data (Battisti et al., 2020;
Anschiitz et al., 2023; Spring et al., 2021). This is
problematic because treating texts that meet only
CEFR standards as equivalent to EL can lead to
materials that are not actually accessible to peo-
ple with learning difficulties. Moreover, many re-
sources for measuring the readability of a text or
someone’s language proficiency align with CEFR
standards rather than targeting more general liter-
acy scales, for example, by the OECD (2024).

Therefore, this paper sets out to investigate
where Al, A2, B1, PL, and EL actually overlap
and differ. For this, we performed two experiments:
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First, a corpus-based analysis of German texts de-
veloped in collaboration with the Goethe-Institut,
an institute of the Federal Republic of Germany
with a global presence, facilitating international
cultural exchange and promoting access to the Ger-
man language. In a second step, people from the
EL target group evaluated A1/A2 texts to determine
whether they meet the accessibility standards re-
quired for readers with learning difficulties. Based
on these results, we urge researchers and practition-
ers to be precise about the target groups their work
addresses.

2 Background

2.1 Common European Framework of
Reference (CEFR)

The CEFR (Council of Europe, 2001) targets non-
native speakers and provides a reference for the
learning, teaching, and assessing of European lan-
guages. Thus, language-learning curricula, text-
books, and examinations aligned with the CEFR
ensure coherence and comparability. The different
proficiency levels target various language activi-
ties like reception, interaction, or production, and
cover modalities such as written text or spoken
language. A detailed description for each activ-
ity, modality, and language level is provided in the
CEFR Companion Volume. For example, language
learners at a A2 level "Can identify specific infor-
mation in simpler material they encounter such as
letters, brochures and short news articles describ-
ing events" for the activity Reception — Reading
comprehension — Reading for information and
argument (Council of Europe, 2020, p. 57).

For our experiments and comparisons, we con-
sider only activities involving reading and ignore
oral communication or text production, as these are
not typically used in text simplification.

2.2 Simplified language

Simplified language is an accessibility-enhanced
version of language that tries to facilitate the under-
standing of written information for inexperienced
readers or people with disabilities. It comes in dif-
ferent versions with varying levels of simplification
(see Figure 2) and rulesets. Plain Language (PL;
DE: Einfache Sprache) targets lay people and, thus,
avoids complex structures and expert terms. In
practice, it is helpful for a broad group of people,
such as people with low literacy or language learn-
ers. In contrast, Easy Language (EL; DE: Leichte
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Figure 2: Different language levels in German. Figure
adapted from Maaf} (2020, Figure 1).
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Sprache) targets people with mental disabilities
specifically.

It follows strict guidelines outlined in the DIN
SPEC 33429:2025-03, such as using only short,
high-frequency words that align with its readers’
everyday experiences. Sentences should be short,
with only one statement per sentence and line-
breaks after each sentence, and have a simple
subject-verb-object order (Deutsches Institut fiir
Normung e. V., 2025). As an intermediate between
these two levels, Easy Language Plus (EL+) aims
to balance the high comprehensibility of EL with
the high acceptability and low stigmatization of
PL. Therefore, it is closer to standard German and
allows for a more natural sentence structure, yet
remains easier to understand than PL (Maa83, 2020).

2.3 Comparison of rule sets

The CEFR descriptors explicitly reference "sim-
ple language" when describing skills of A1l or A2
level. However, simple language is never formally
introduced and is also not a formalized version of
simplified language, lacking a clear ruleset.

The CEFR often aligns the skill descriptions
with common tourist activities, e.g. "Can under-
stand information given in illustrated brochures
and maps (e.g. the principal attractions of a city)"
(Council of Europe, 2020, A2 "Reading for infor-
mation and argument", p. 57) or "Can follow short,
simple directions (e.g. to go from X to Y)" (Coun-
cil of Europe, 2020, A1 "Reading instructions", p.
58). This is in contrast with Easy Language that
aims to target all aspects of life (Deutsches Institut
fiir Normung e. V., 2025, p. 11).

3 Experiment 1: Corpus analysis

The goal of our first experiment is to compare lin-
guistic statistics across texts representative of the
respective language level. For the CEFR texts, we
extracted text samples from the Goethe-Institut’s
online learning platform, specifically from the Al,
A2, and B1 courses. These texts are created by
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Level Goethe-Institut German4All
Y | A1 A2 B1 |EL EL+ PL
Num. | 92 145 244 [ 150 150 150

Table 1: Number of samples per language level.

language-learning experts at the Goethe-Institut
and are specifically tailored to the course’s lan-
guage level and content. For each level, we used
texts from the last three out of 18 chapters for the
respective course level, and the first three chapters
from the next course. Further details about which
texts were selected are presented in Appendix A.

For the simplified texts, we took the corrected
subset from the German4All corpus (Anschiitz
et al., 2025). This corpus contains aligned sam-
ples in EL, EL+, and PL, manually reviewed by EL
experts. Overall, we compare 931 samples across
six distinct language levels. The detailed sample
counts are shown in Table 1.

We compare the average sentence length and
the average word length, measured by the number
of syllables. These features are most commonly
used in readability formulae, such as FRE (Amstad,
1978) or the Wiener Sachtextformeln (Bamberger
and Vanacek, 1984), and thus serve as good indica-
tors of the samples’ readability. The word length
can also be seen as a proxy for word-level difficulty,
as German compound words can be very long and
thus harder to read. Similarly, we calculate the
type-token ratio as the proportion of unique tokens
among all tokens, and the distribution of word fre-
quency bands.

To measure the texts’ cohesion, i.e., logical flow,
we also calculate the number of nouns that overlap
between consecutive sentences (Lohmann et al.,
2025). In addition, we measure how nested the
texts are, i.e., how much cognitive load readers
need to resolve sentence-level references or sub-
clauses. For this, we measure the average number
of tokens (distance) between dependent words ac-
cording to the dependency tree (Liu, 2008), as well
as the maximum dependency tree depth per sample
(Anschiitz and Groh, 2022). All annotations are
obtained with SpaCy (Honnibal et al., 2020) and
TextDescriptives (Hansen et al., 2023).

The results are presented in Figure 3. All fea-
tures show continuous trends across the different
readability levels, A1-B1 and EL-PL, indicating
that they indeed measure simplicity-related aspects.
The length-related features (Figures 3a and 3b)

show an alignment of PL with CEFR levels, but
words in simplified language tend to contain more
syllables in general. For type-token-ratio (Fig-
ure 3d) and dependency structures (Figures 3e and
3f), PL samples exhibit a similar pattern as CEFR
level, specifically A2 and B1. In contrast, the Easy
Language samples are a clear outlier with shorter
dependency paths, less nesting, and less variation
in the type-token ratio. Moreover, the simplified
language samples show a higher number of overlap-
ping nouns between sentences (Figure 3c), indicat-
ing a higher cohesion. This is especially relevant
for people with mental disabilities and inexperi-
enced readers, who need to be guided through the
text, and thus, implicit intermediate steps are made
explicit in the reading flow.

Finally, we looked at the distribution of the word
frequency bands of words and lemmata in the texts,
obtained as zipf_frequency by the Python word-
freq package (Speer, 2022). We define the bucket
of very rare words with z < 2, the very common
words as z > 5, and the remaining buckets con-
tinuously in between. Figure 3g shows the distri-
bution of frequency bands per language level. All
three CEFR levels are very similar with very few
low-frequency words overall, while Easy and Plain
language seem to have more low-frequency words.
A more detailed analysis of the observation is pre-
sented in Appendix B. We find that most of the
low-frequency words in simplified language are
proper names that were repeated multiple times in
one sample (e.g., "Evoque", a car model), while the
low-frequency words in the Goethe-Institut data
are indeed long, complex words like "Lieblings-
jahreszeit" (EN: favorite time of the year).

Overall, this corpus analysis paints a mixed pic-
ture: Plain language shows a high overlap with
CEFR levels, but simpler language versions in the
form of Easy Language (plus) are more distinct.

4 Experiment 2: Target group evaluation

One of the core features of Easy Language texts
is that they should be examined by members of
the target group themselves to ensure they are easy
to read. Therefore, we worked together with an
EL test group and two professional translators to
test text samples from the Goethe-Institut courses.
The testing was conducted with the help of the
FUP - FortSchritt Ubersetzungs- & Priifbiiro fiir
Leichte Sprache. In total, we had two testers who
were compensated for their efforts at an hourly rate
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Figure 3: Linguistic comparison between language learner texts from the Goethe-Institut (blue) and texts in

simplified language from the German4All corpus (red).

of 14€ per hour and two professional translators
as supervisors. The test group usually consists
of about 10 people, and we would have liked to
include more testers. However, many of the testers
have a very low literacy or cannot read at all, which
was a strong mismatch with the sample texts. Thus,
the supervising translators advised us to include
only testers with higher literacy to avoid frustration

among the test group.

We selected four texts from the Goethe-Institut’s
course platform, two from the first chapter of an A2
course (=Al level), and two from the first chapter
of a B1 course (=A2 level). We excluded B1 texts
here because the previous experiments showed they
were too complex. The texts come from typical
reading comprehension exercises, which present



a text and ask students to answer questions about
it. These texts have at least multiple coherent sen-
tences and are in a communication format, e.g. an
email or a brochure. Typical for language learner
texts, all texts address a trip or introduce the reader
to popular places in Germany.

For the test session, we printed the exercises and
sat together with the testers and two translators
who supported them. The two testers took turns
reading the texts out loud so we could hear when
they struggled with certain words or misread them.
We explained the exercise tasks orally, even though
the exercises had written instructions, and guided
the testers through the questions, e.g by asking
follow-up questions why they thought a statement
was correct or where they found this information.
Our qualitative observations can be summarized as
follows:

* The testers immediately stated that these texts
were not Easy Language and identified many as-
pects they would correct if they had to test them
as usual, such as the lack of line breaks in the
layout. After reminding them that this was no
standard test session and these texts don’t claim
to be Easy Language, they could work with them.

* Both testers were able to read the texts quite flu-
ently, but stumbled over particular words. These
include gendered forms ("Mitarbeiterinnen" EN
female employees) that are not commonly used
in EL, specific places ("Norderney", "Mosel"), or
loanwords ("Kitesurfen", "Opening-Party").

* Two exercises asked the reader to answer
true/false questions about the text, while the other
two exercises required content linking, e.g. as-
signing a headline to a text snippet. These linking
exercises were answered with a very high accu-
racy. For the other exercise, 7/10 questions were
answered correctly. However, due to our inter-
active setup, it is hard to quantify performance
exactly because sometimes one tester would give
a wrong answer, which the other tester would
then correct.

* One exercise required the testers to combine
given sentence beginnings and endings. Most
sentences were in SVO order and posed no chal-
lenge to the testers. However, one sentence used
a compound clause ("K believes, A likes par-
ties.") that confused the testers a lot. Similar
complex structures like M-dashes or information
in parentheses were present in other texts as well.

 The two supervising translators gave us feedback
that they perceived the texts as very complex,
but were proven wrong and impressed by the
performance of the two testers. However, all
four testers and translators acknowledged that
these texts were far from Easy Language and
they would not let them pass in a real EL testing.

5 Conclusion

The corpus analysis and experiment results together
paint a nuanced picture. Plain Language shows con-
siderable overlap with CEFR-level texts, but Easy
Language is more distinct. Testers read the learner
texts largely fluently, but immediately identified
them as not being Easy Language and knew exactly
what they would change. The recurring problems,
such as loanwords and syntactically complex struc-
tures, are precisely the features that Easy Language
rules prohibit. Hence, we conclude that CEFR-
level texts are indeed close to PL. However, EL
remains a standalone, accessibility-enhanced ver-
sion that must not be confused with other simplified
or language-learner-friendly texts.

Limitations

We only study the overlaps between simplified lan-
guage and language learner texts in German. There
are two reasons: Only a few languages have strict
rule sets for Easy Language, a language version
specifically targeted at people with disabilities. En-
glish, for example, does not strictly distinguish
the different language forms, and thus, would give
less insight into the suitability of language learner
texts. Moreover, we prioritized human supervision
and expert support from the Goethe-Institut and EL
testers. This established system of EL test groups
is less common in other countries than in Germany.
Nevertheless, since the CEFR applies to all Euro-
pean languages, we believe our findings transfer to
other languages as well.

Our experiments rely entirely on data from a
single language-learning institute (Goethe-Institut).
While we worked together with experts in language
teaching, acquisition, and the CEFR, this may intro-
duce a bias through their course content. Moreover,
the data from Goethe-Institut is from their com-
mercial courses, and thus, cannot be made publicly
available. To account for this, we conducted an ab-
lation in Appendix C and observed similar trends
in a publicly available CEFR dataset. Similar to the
language selection, we focused on expert support



and qualitative findings rather than the quantity of
experiments.
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A Goethe-Institut online course selection
criteria

The online courses cover a range of exercises, from
gap-fill exercises to practice grammar and vocab-
ulary to text production and listening. The texts
selected for our corpus analysis had to fulfill these
criteria:

¢ At least two consecutive sentences. Sentences
must not be incomplete

* No exercise texts requiring user inputs (no
gap texts or shuffled sentences that should be
sorted by the user)

* No special texts like poems
¢ No chat or other informal communication
¢ No enumerations/lists

To keep the total lengths consistent, we removed
contents in parentheses and split texts with multiple
paragraphs into separate samples, each containing
a single paragraph.

B Detailed anaysis of frequency band
words

Figure 4 shows the top three most frequent words
per frequency word band and language level. The
low-frequency Goethe samples are most often long
German compounds like "Lieblingsjahreszeit" (EN:
favorite time of the year), "Uberstunden" (EN: over-
time hours), or "Tagesmutter" (EN: baby minder).
In addition, we observe common names (Mdnica
or Anabel), company names (Chancenwerk), or
places in Germany (Rothenburg). Many of these
words like "Lieblingsfacher" (EN: favorite subject)
or "Schiileraustausch" (EN: student exchange) are

explicitly introduced in the vocabulary of the re-
spective chapters and give an overview of the topics
covered.

In contrast, the simplified texts show almost ex-
clusively proper names like "Evoque" (a car model)
and "Stilgar" (a fictional character), or ways to in-
troduce them ("hei3t", EN: means, or "namens",
EN: called). These names are potentially an ar-
tifact of the Wikipedia origin of the German4All
dataset.

The most common word in the language learner
texts is the word "und" (EN: and), consistent across
all language levels. For simplified language, this
only appears at the EL+ and PL levels, indicating
again that EL is restricted to only one statement per
sentence and, thus, does not need conjunctions.

C Ablation: publicly available CEFR
data

Multiple CEFR-labeled datasets are publicly avail-
able (Imperial et al., 2025). However, many of
them consist of language learner texts, i.e., texts
that were created by language learners themselves,
such as the German Merlin corpus (Boyd et al.,
2014). These datasets focus on the production ac-
tivity of the CEFR, whereas we focus on reception
and literacy. Thus, we reproduced our linguistic
experiments on the ELG corpus by Breuker (2023),
which was created to train CEFR-level prediction
models.

We investigated the same linguistic features as
with the Goethe-Institut texts. The results are pre-
sented in Figure 5. The public dataset exhibits
similar overall trends and overlaps with simplified
language. Only for the type-token-ration, the ELG
corpus has lower average values, which are closer
to EL.
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Figure 4: Top 3 words per word frequency band. Blue items are from the Goethe-Institut courses, red items from
German4AlL
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Figure 5: Linguistic comparison between language learner texts from the ELG corpus (turquoise) and German4All
(red).
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