
The Information and Communications Technology Council (ICTC) is dedicated to creating a diverse, prepared and highly  
educated Canadian ICT industry and workforce. ICTC offers resources to employers, employees, students, educators and 
government which define the knowledge, skills and abilities needed to work successfully within the ICT sector.

ICTC assists internationally educated professionals (IEPs) to integrate into the Canadian ICT sector by developing programs, 
resources and tools for IEPs and employers through their Immigration Initiatives. One of the tools developed by ICTC is Work-
shops Online, an e-learning tool that provides valuable information for IEPs looking to immigrate to Canada. Workshops  
Online provides information that will assist IEPs in finding a job and building a career; it also has a language assessment 
and workshops on language and communication skills. Workshops Online uses the standards laid out in the Canadian  
Language Benchmarks when describing levels proficiency relating to all language requirements.

This backgrounder introduces the language proficiency standards described in the Canadian Language Benchmarks, for 
English, and the Niveaux de compétence linguistique canadiens, for French, and discusses other international language  
proficiency standards relative to the benchmarks.

Language is Key

In Canada, being able to communicate and work in one or both of the official languages helps immigrants both socially and in the 
job market. Proof of language proficiency is a selection factor for some Canadian immigration categories, and in Canada, it is a key  
requirement for employment. Recent and prospective immigrants to Canada need information about what level of language proficiency 
is needed to successfully integrate into the Canadian workplace 

Canadian Language Benchmarks and the Niveaux de compétence linguistique 
canadiens (CLB/NCLC)

The Canadian Language Benchmarks (CLB) and the Niveaux de compétence linguistique canadiens (NCLC) are the national standards 
for describing, measuring and recognizing the English or French language proficiency of adult immigrants to Canada. The CLB/NCLC 
scales describe different levels of communication. The scales are based on the ability of adults who use English or French as second 
or additional languages (ESL/EFL) to perform real life tasks. The scales consist of 12 benchmarks organized in three stages: beginner, 
intermediate and advanced. Each stage has four levels: initial, developing, adequate and advanced. The CLB/NCLC scales recognize that 
second language speakers at any level move from an initial proficiency level to a developing one, then into adequate language use and 
finally advanced ability. There are benchmarks for four language skills (speaking, listening, reading, and writing) because individuals may 
have strengths and weaknesses in different areas.

Canadian Language Benchmarks
Stage I: Basic Proficiency Stage II: Intermediate Proficiency Stage III: Advanced Proficiency

Initial Developing Adequate Advanced Initial Developing Adequate Advanced Initial Developing Adequate Advanced
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How the Canadian Language Benchmarks are used

The CLB/NCLC are not a course outline or a test. However, many Canadian ESL/EFL courses and tests are based on the benchmarks 
scale. Also, different organizations have analysed the language and communication requirements of their sector, occupations and 
professions in terms of the benchmarks.

The use of the CLB/NCLC standards for recognizing and describing language ability across Canada makes it possible for second 
language speakers to demonstrate their language level when applying for different courses or for credentials recognition. It also helps 
national sector organizations describe standards for language proficiency. When an immigrant wants to participate in English or French 
language instruction courses, a CLB/NCLC based assessment will provide the level of proficiency for placement. When an organization 
wants to describe to potential employees the level of English or French language proficiency for success in their sector, the types of com-
munication used to perform common workplace tasks are considered in relation to the benchmarks that would be required to perform the 
tasks. In this way employers and potential employees have a clearer idea about the language proficiency requirements of the job. 

ICTC has worked with the Centre for Canadian Language Benchmarks to describe the language requirements of the ICT industry using 
CLB/NCLC. Our research found that for most positions relating to software development and management, a CLB/NCLC of level 7 or 
greater is recommended for employment. Employers, employees, students, educators and government interested in the ICT industry can 
refer to Workshops Online for more information about the language levels recommended for several positions within the ICT sector, or 
the Canadian Language Benchmarks for more information about language requirements in general. 

Other Language Proficiency Frameworks and Tests

Another framework that describes language proficiency is the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). This is 
the European guideline used to describe learners’ achievements in foreign languages across Europe. Like the CLB/NCLC, the CEFR pro-
vides a common reference for assessing and teaching language. The CEFR has been applied to language courses, tests and occupational 
analyses in Europe. Unlike the CLB/NCLC, CEFR has six reference levels and it is broad enough to encompass all European languages. 
Like the CLB/NCLC, the common European Framework is not a test but a common scale that many schools, tests, employers use to com-
municate about language proficiency levels. There is no official correlation between the CEFR and the CLB/NCLC. 

Immigrants to Canada have usually completed one or more language proficiency tests. These language tests measure how much of 
a language someone knows. Many IEPs coming to Canada commonly complete the International English Language Testing System – 
Academic (IELTS AC) and Test d’évaluation de français (TEF) to demonstrate English or French language proficiency for immigration, 
education and professional purposes.

Each test measures a specific type of language and has its own language proficiency scale based on the test results. Examples of other 
international English language proficiency tests are the TOEFL, TOEIC, IELTS GT. Examples of Canadian language proficiency tests are the 
CanTEST, CAEL, CELPIP, and CELBAN. 

Test d’évaluation de français (TEF) is an international French language proficiency test. TOEFL and IELTS AC measure how much  
academic language a person knows. TOEIC, on the other hand, measures how well someone can use English for international business 
environments. IELTS GT measures how well someone uses English in relation to General Training programs. CELBAN is a profession-
specific language proficiency test that measures internationally educated nurses’ level of communication in a health context.
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How language proficiency frameworks and test results relate to the CLB/NCLC

Tests assign a score, or point, on their scale of proficiency based on how well test takers perform. These test results help organizations 
such as employers, training institutions, and immigration departments to screen applicants. In contrast, the CLB/NCLC is much more than 
a number. As the CLB/NCLC is not a test but a scale of language proficiency, the descriptors in the document offer examples of real world 
tasks that someone at that level will be able to perform. In this way, language learners/users can gain much more in-depth information 
about their level of language when referring to the CLB/NCLC.

Because different language frameworks of reference and tests each have a specific internal scale of proficiency and describe or measure 
a specific type of language, it is very difficult, if not impossible, to equate them. A positive correlation is possible only when a language 
proficiency test is referenced to a scale of proficiency, as is the case with the Canadian English Language Assessment for Nurses (CEL-
BAN), or the Canadian Language Benchmarks Placement Test (CLBPT), both of which are based on the benchmarks. 

It may be possible to generally identify if someone’s English or French test results places them in the advanced, intermediate or basic 
range of proficiency. It is not, however, possible to accurately establish equivalency between tests scores and points on a proficiency frame-
work without the appropriate research. The tables below illustrate the general differences between these language proficiency standards:

For more information on the Canadian Language Benchmarks (CLB) and the Niveaux de compétence linguistique canadiens (NCLC), go 
to www.language.ca. For more information on the Benchmarks for ICT professionals go to workshops.ictc-ctic.ca.
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Common European Framework
Breakthrough Level Waystage Level Threshold Level Vantage Level Proficiency Level Mastery Level
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Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL)
Listening (30 points) + Speaking (30 points) + Reading (30 points) + Writing (30 points)
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