
Our Voice 

LBS practitioners have developed effective strategies and sophisticated 
instructional tools that deliver on Ontario’s vision of having the most highly 
educated and skilled people in the world. It is, however, with some 
trepidation that we approach the unfamiliar territory related to serving 
clients who require English as a Second Language instruction.   
 

This quick primer will help practitioners better understand what the 
Canadian Language Benchmarks (CLB) are and resolve some of the 
ambiguity surrounding CLB use. The resource used to collect the 
information on the CLB is the Centre for Canadian Language Benchmarks’ 
2012 document which is found online at http://publications.gc.ca/
collections/collection_2012/cic/Ci63-26-2012-eng.pdf   

 

Why do LBS practitioners need to understand the CLB? 

Ontario’s LBS practitioners, over the last five years, have witnessed an 
increasing number of individuals applying to literacy classes for whom 
English is their second language. There are many reasons why this is 
happening, not the least of which is a growing number of new Canadians.  
 

Many practitioners are struggling to understand and work through the 
responsibility of LBS programs with regards to second language learners. 
Questions of clarity increased when: 
 

 MTCU identified a service category for support organizations to support 
seamless client pathways across MTCU programs as well as across 
programs of the Ontario Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration (MCI) 

And  
 Service providers were cautioned in MTCU’s eligibility criteria that LBS 

service providers must ensure each learner is: Proficient enough in 
speaking and listening to benefit fully from the language of LBS 
instruction (English or French). Canadian Language Benchmark (CLB) 
level 6 for speaking and listening is the recommended minimum level of 
proficiency required to benefit from LBS instruction. 
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LBS practitioners have raised the following issues related to the CLB: 
 

 A lack of clarity in determining eligibility requirements, which results in an LBS practitioner’s difficulty in 
assessing language benchmark achievement – “What is a level 6 and how do I assess it?” 

 Concerns regarding appropriate/available language training opportunities in the community being served, 
often restricted by the size of the immigrant population – “There is no ESL or LINC program in the 
community.” 

 A perceived cultural preference among some new Canadians to participate in literacy programming – “The 
learner preferred to attend an LBS program for a number of reasons, including a perceived sense that being 
with other English-speaking learners would enhance language acquisition.”  
 

Adding to the uncertainty is the issue surrounding the number of community-based LBS providers that also have 
LINC funding (Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada) to deliver English as a Second Language as 
contracted by Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC).  

What are the Canadian Language Benchmarks? 
 

The Canadian Language Benchmarks are best viewed as a “standard” 
and are simply defined as a descriptive scale of language ability in 
English as a Second Language (ESL). They have been written as 12 
benchmarks or reference points along a continuum from basic 
(simple) to advanced (complex). The CLB standard reflects the 
progression of the knowledge and skills that underlie basic, 
intermediate and advanced ability among adult ESL learners.  
 

People first approaching the CLB usually benefit from understanding 
what the CLB are and are not: 
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The Canadian Language Benchmarks are:  The Canadian Language Benchmarks are NOT:  

 a set of descriptive statements about successive 
levels on the continuum of language ability 

 a description of distinct/separate elements of 
knowledge and skills that underlie competent        
communication (such as specific grammatical       
structures, elements of pronunciation, vocabulary 
items, micro-functions, cultural conventions)  

 a description of communicative competencies 
and performance tasks through which learners 
demonstrate application of language knowledge  
or competence and skill or ability 

 a curriculum 

 a national standard for planning curricula for 
language instruction  

 tied to any specific instructional method 

 a framework for learning, teaching,                  
programming and assessing adult ESL in Canada 

 an assessment tool 



P A GE  3  JU N E  2 01 3  Canadian Language Benchmarks 101 

Why were the CLB created? 
 
The CLB were produced for use by adult ESL instructors, assessors, curriculum and resource developers, test 
designers and academics. The CLB standard can also be used as part of a mechanism used by funders of English 
language training programs. They are used by labour market associations, licensing bodies and employers.  
 
Learners use the CLB to provide a basis to plan 
their language learning, set or adjust goals, and 
monitor progress. The CLB  are the Canadian 
standard for describing language ability and 
facilitate a common understanding of learner 
credentials that provides a smooth transition 
between classes, programs and institutions.  
 
Educators use the CLB standard to provide a 
professional foundation of shared philosophical 
and theoretical views on language ability that 
informs both language instruction and 
assessment. CLB provides a common national 
framework for describing and measuring the 
communicative ability of ESL learners for 
instructional and other purposes.  
 
 

Do the CLB guide ESL instructional and assessment decisions? 
 
Just as with adult basic literacy instructional resources, the CLB have fundamental principles that are inherent 
in the standard and are used to guide ESL instructional and assessment decisions.  
 
Some of the terminology is consistent with what is used in Literacy and Basic Skills. The overall context, 
however, has both similarities and differences. 
 
The Canadian Language Benchmarks are: 
 
 

 
 
 

 competency-based The Canadian Language  
Benchmarks have  been set up to 
stress  community, study and work-
related tasks appropriate for  
newcomers to Canada. 

 learner-centred 

 task-based 
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CLB and learner language ability 

LBS practitioners are most interested in how a Canadian Language Benchmark functions as a description of a 
person’s ability in a specific language skill. The benchmarks are identified numerically as one through twelve. 
Each benchmark describes:  
 

 characteristics of Speaking, Listening, Reading or Writing ability – listed in the Profile of Ability 

 what a person can do in each language skill – presented in the Competency Statements 

 specific conditions under which abilities can be demonstrated – listed in the Profile of Ability  

 examples of possible communication tasks for community, study and work contexts –  illustrated in the 
Sample Tasks  

 indicators of task success – listed in the Sample Indicators of Ability Statements 

CLB stages  

The real beauty of the benchmarks is that the 12 benchmarks are organized into three stages. Each stage is 
associated with a degree of complexity within the context of language identified as: 
 non demanding 

 moderately demanding 

 demanding 
 

Within each stage, there are four benchmarks, each of which can 
track progress by identifying: 
 initial ability 

 developing ability 

 adequate ability 

 fluent ability 
 

The three stages are:  
 

Stage I – Basic Language Ability includes benchmarks 1–4.   

Basic language ability encompasses abilities that are required to communicate in common and predictable 
contexts about basic needs, common everyday activities and familiar topics of immediate personal relevance. In 
the CLB, these are referred to as “non-demanding contexts of language use.”  
 

Stage II – Intermediate Language Ability includes benchmarks 5–8. 

Intermediate language ability encompasses abilities that allow fuller participation in a wider variety of contexts. 
It is the range of abilities required to function independently in most familiar situations of daily social, 
educational and work-related life experience, and in some less predictable contexts. In the CLB, these are 
referred to as “moderately demanding contexts of language use.” 
 

Stage III – Advanced Language Ability includes benchmarks 9–12. 

Advanced language ability encompasses abilities required to communicate effectively, appropriately, accurately 
and fluently about most topics in a wide range of contexts and situations, from predictable to unfamiliar, from 
general to professionally complex and from specific to nuanced, in communicatively demanding contexts. 
Learners at this stage have a sense of purpose and audience when communicating. At this stage, 
communicating can involve using language within high-stakes or high-risk social, academic and work-related 
contexts, and in situations in which features of the communication can have significant consequences. In the 
CLB, these are referred to as “demanding contexts of language use.”  
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How are the CLB assessed? 

 
While the CLB standard can be used for formative or summative assessments, the CLB document itself is not an 
assessment tool. It is a standard that can inform assessment by providing the information needed to guide the 
development of assessment tools.  
 
The most common types of CLB-based assessments are: 
 standardized testing  

 instructor-based assessment  

 learner portfolio assessment  

 self-assessment 
 

CLB and LBS 

A key question for many LBS practitioners is: “If I have English second language learners ask to register in my LBS 

program how do I apply the CLB standard to determine their eligibility as required by MTCU?” 

To answer this we must begin with considering what MTCU has established the eligibility criteria to be: 
CLB level 6 for speaking and listening as the minimum level of proficiency required to benefit from LBS instruction. 

 

Primed with our knowledge on CLB from this newsletter, we can break this down to understand that: 
 

1. Our interest, as LBS providers, is limited to CLB listening and speaking only. We are not concerned with CLB 

reading or writing at the point a learner registers with the program.  

2. We are focusing on a minimum proficiency level of benchmark 6. From our CLB 101 we now understand that 

means:  

 Stage II – Intermediate Language Ability  

This stage includes the levels 5 through 8 benchmarks but our focus, as mandated by MTCU, is on benchmark 

level 6 – “developing” (not CLB 5: initial or CLB 7: adequate or CLB 8: fluent). 

 

3. We are looking for a learner who at the “developmental level” is: 

 when listening – interpreting moderately complex spoken communication in 
moderately demanding contexts of language use when: 

i. interacting with others 

ii. comprehending instructions  

iii. getting things done 

iv. comprehending information  

 when speaking – creating moderately complex spoken communication in 
moderately demanding contexts of language use when: 

i. interacting with others 

ii. comprehending instructions 

iii. getting things done 

iv. sharing information  
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4. The profiles of ability indicate for “developing language ability”  that we will see evidence of: 

5. To confirm ability, a literacy practitioner might elect to use some of the sample tasks provided in the CLB 

documents. Sample tasks are available for each of the competencies listed in section #4 (above). For 

example, sample tasks provided for “listening in interaction with others” are: 

 Listen to a public transit announcement asking passengers to use recycling bins in 
subway stations.  

 Listen to a phone pitch from a telemarketer to identify the offer being made.  

 Listen to three commercials for exercise equipment to decide which would be the 
most useful piece of equipment to buy.  

 Take simple routine food orders on the phone or at a drive-through. 

Canadian Language Benchmarks 101 

CLB 6  LISTENING 
Developing Intermediate Ability 

CLB 6 SPEAKING 
Developing Intermediate Ability 

 

The listener can: 
Understand most moderately complex formal and 
informal communication, including some abstract 
concepts and ideas related to life experience. 
 
When the communication is: 
 Spoken clearly at a slow to normal rate 

 Face-to-face, on the phone or via digital media 
(one-on-one or in small groups) 

Related to relevant topics and life experience 
 Moderate in length 

 In moderately demanding contexts 

 

Demonstrating these strengths and limitations: 
 Understands overall meaning or intent 

 Identifies main ideas, supporting details and 
implied meanings 

 Understands language that is generally concrete 
with some abstract elements and a range of 
common vocabulary 

 Recognizes meaning based on a developing un-
derstanding of complex sentences and struc-
tures 

 May occasionally rely on contextual clues for 
comprehension 

 Recognizes some registers and styles 

 Understands common idiomatic language 

 May require repetition 

 Can comprehend on the phone when context 
and topic are relevant and familiar 

 

The speaker can: 
Communicate with some confidence in routine social 
situations, and present concrete information in some 
detail about familiar topics of personal relevance. 
 
When the communication is: 
 Face-to-face, on the phone, or via digital media 

 Informal to somewhat formal 

 In mostly familiar small groups 

 In moderately demanding contexts 

 

 

 
Demonstrating these strengths and limitations: 
 Clear evidence of connected discourse 

 Reasonably fluent for some moderately             
demanding contexts; speech rate is slow to nor-
mal with a few hesitations 

 A range of everyday vocabulary, which may in-
clude some idioms and a few common cultural 
references 

 Some variety of grammatical structures, with    
developing control of more complex structures 

 Grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation          
difficulties may sometimes impede                     
communication 

 Developing use of appropriate non-verbal cues 
and signals 

 Adapts speech to reflect some degrees of          
formality appropriate to the group 
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Centre for Canadian Language Benchmarks 

 

With CLO’s brief 101 primer and easy guide for determining eligibility for entry into an LBS program it 
is anticipated that many practitioner questions will have been answered. However the CLB are far 
more complex than can adequately be addressed in a newsletter. Luckily, there are many more 
resources available on the website of the Centre for Canadian Language Benchmarks (CCLB) at 
www.language.ca/.   
 
This newsletter provides a brief summary to assist literacy practitioners to understand what learners 
entering LBS programs at benchmark level 6 in listening and speaking would be able to do. A more 
detailed descriptor of all benchmarks is available in the Centre for Canadian Language Benchmarks’ 
2012 publication “Canadian Language Benchmarks English as a Second Language for Adults” available 
online at http://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2012/cic/Ci63-26-2012-eng.pdf.   
 
“Canadian Language Benchmarks English as a Second Language for Adults” is well organized and easy 
to understand and use. It is recommended that before attempting to apply any of the information 
from this newsletter that literacy practitioners first review the CCLB’s entire document to better 
contextualize the CLB standard and the role it plays in language instruction. 
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 OUR FUNDER 

Community Literacy of Ontario is funded by the 

Ontario government, under  

New Project: Online Training Tools for 

the OALCF  

 

Community Literacy of Ontario has been funded by the 
Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities 
for a project to develop online training tools on the 
Ontario Adult Literacy Curriculum Framework (OALCF).   
  
In this project, CLO will develop content for five new 
OALCF modules on CLO’s Literacy Basics website. In 
addition, CLO will produce an online guide and update 
our existing OALCF online videos. CLO will also create 
five webinars to support the use of these training 
materials. All project resources will be available by the 
end of March 2014. 
 

New Project: Social Media Marketing  
 

CLO has been funded by the Ontario Trillium 
Foundation for a two-year project to research and 
develop social media marketing materials and resources 
for Ontario’s community-based literacy agencies.   
 

These resources and templates will enable Ontario’s 
adult literacy agencies to create effective marketing 
tools using new media such as Twitter, Pinterest, 
LinkedIn, Facebook, YouTube and more. In year two of 
the project, CLO will deliver training sessions to support 
agencies to use these new resources.  
 

For more information, please see: 
www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/cloproject.htm 

http://www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/cloproject.htm

