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Who are ESL Literacy learners?
Learners may be:

Pre‐literate These learners come from oral cultures where the
spoken languages do not have current written
forms or where print is not regularly encountered
in daily life. They may not understand that print
conveys meaning or realize how important
reading and writing are in Canadian society.

Non‐literate These learners do not read or write in any language, ev
en though they live in literate societies.

Semi‐literate These learners have some basic reading and writing
skills, but are not yet functionally literate.



What distinguishes ESL learners?

Non-Literate ESL

• Lack awareness of use of 
literacy

• Lacked access to literacy 
instruction

• Limited formal learning 
strategies, concepts

• Need to develop oral 
language skills (vocabulary, 
syntax patterns, 
comprehension)

English Literacy Learner

• Very aware

• Some not successful at school

• May have few skills/ 
strategies

• May have strong oral skills



What distinguishes ESL learners? 
(2)

Non-Literate ESL 

• Tends to use higher oral 
language knowledge

• Likely affected by past 
trauma or other issues

• Remarkable survival skills, 
resilience, perseverance

English Literacy Learner

• Use higher oral skills to 
support literacy learning

• Likely affected by poverty, 
family issues, lack of 
support

• May have diminished 
resilience and perseverance 
due to past failures



What distinguishes ESL learners? (3)

Non-literate ESL

• Tend to develop stronger 
decoding skills but have 
more difficulty 
comprehending

• Tend to make slower 
progress with very little 
literacy

Literate English speaker

• Tend to be strong in 
comprehending what they 
read but decoding is more 
difficult

• As the level of the reading 
skills develop, learners will 
progress more quickly



What is similar?

• May lack confidence and self-esteem

• May have health issues, mental health, 
injuries, disabilities

• Works best in hands-on, experiential learning

• Learns best with strong connections with 
content, social interaction, personal lives

ESL for Adult Literacy Learners (ALL), p. 6



What are the Canadian Language 
Benchmarks?

• National standard for English as a second language 
for adult immigrants for living, working and studying 
in Canada

• French standard: NCLC

• Describe the four skills: Listening, Speaking, Reading 
and Writing at 12 benchmarks

• A learner can be at a different level in each of the 
skills

• A literacy learner may demonstrate fairly high 
Listening and Speaking benchmarks



CLB 

Stages



What does it mean to be a CLB 6 in 
Listening and Speaking?

• At CLB 6 in Listening, a learner can understand most 
moderately complex formal and informal 
communication, including some abstract concepts 
and ideas related to life experience.

• At CLB 6 in Speaking, a learner can communicate 
with some confidence in routine social situations, 
and present concrete information in some detail 
about familiar topics of personal relevance. 



CLB 6 Listening and Speaking task: Take part 
in a training session and respond 
appropriately to follow-up training activities



CLB Literacy Benchmarks

• Described in CLB: ESL for Adult Literacy 
Learners, available for download at 
www.language.ca

• Describe Reading and 

Writing competencies at 

Foundation, CLB 1L, 2L, 

3L and 4L only but  

• Three useful sections:

http://www.language.ca/


PART 1 ESL Literacy
Approaches and Supports

• Describes the unique characteristics and needs of ESL

Literacy learners.

• Focuses on approaches to instruction that can effectively

help learners draw on their existing strengths    

and strategies as they internalize new concepts.

• Provides specific learning supports that facilitate ESL

Literacy development, such as oral communication,    

learning strategies, numeracy, digital literacy, and

sociolinguistic and cultural awareness.



PART 2 ESL Literacy and the CLB
• Focuses on supporting ESL Literacy learners as they

develop critical concepts and abilities for Reading        

and Writing.

• Describes the surface similarities to mainstream ESL

learners while acknowledging the ESL Literacy    

learner's lack of underlying knowledge, skills, & strategies. 

• Encourages instructors to take a holistic approach 
to assign benchmarks that capture both CLB outcomes 
and literacy needs.

• Provides suggestions for classroom activities, tasks,

& supports that can enhance the learning process.



Part 3 ESL Literacy Skills Continuum

• Presents a five‐phased continuum of ESL Literacy skills, focus-
ing on reading and writing skill development.

• Provides instructors with a sense of the skills, knowledge 
and strategies that ESL Literacy learners may 
need to acquire to support their daily activities.

• Provides a reminder of the uniqueness of each learner.

• Shows instructors how to use information to informally

diagnose gaps in the learner’s skill set.

• Illustrates how to target instruction to 
help ESL learners with literacy needs develop the ability to com-
plete communicative tasks.



CLB and Essential Skills

• CLB - Describe the second language proficiency of people and 
their ability to communicate effectively in the workplace and 
community. They describe language proficiency in the areas 
of speaking, listening, reading and writing.

• Essential Skills (for the workplace) - Are enabling skills, for 
example, reading and oral communication skills, which help 
people participate fully in the workplace and 
community. Seven of the 9 Essential Skills have a scale to 
describe levels of task complexity. Essential Skills Profiles 
describe how specific skills are used in a given occupation.



A Comparative Framework



The CLB/ES Continuum

Reading CLB 3-5 = ES Reading 1

Listening CLB 5-7 = Oral Communications 1Foundation

Speaking CLB 1-4 Speaking  CLB 5-6 = Oral Communications 1

Listening CLB 1-4

Foundation

Reading CLB 

1-2
Foundation

Foundation Writing CLB 1-3 Writing CLB 4-5 = ES Writing 1

Foundation

CLB 1-2 

Reading & 

Writing

CLB 3-5 Reading & Writing = ES Document Use 1

CLB 1-12

CLB Literacy (CLB L1-4)



The Essential Skills Primer: CLB Stage 
1

• The Essential Skills Primer: CLB Stage 1 is available for 
download at http://www.itsessential.ca. It was designed to be 
used for CLB levels that fall below those corresponding to the 
ES levels in the Comparative Framework. 

• For example, if the Comparative Framework shows that a CLB 
5-6 for Speaking correlates to ES 1 for Oral Communication, 
then the Essential Skills Primer: CLB Stage 1 lists ES-related 
language tasks for CLB 1-5. 

• There are also learner Primer checklists to do for or with 
learners with good oral fluency.



Using CLB and ES



Comparing CLB and ES



ASSESSMENT OPTIONS FOR ESL 
LEARNERS



Three modes of Access



CLB Referrals

• Usually assessed in four skills by qualified 
assessors (Listening, Speaking, Reading, 
Writing)

• Minimum CLB 6 required for entry in Listening 
and Speaking (see LBS 2016 SP Guidelines, 
Section 2.5.1)  

• “Understanding Your CLB Report Level” 
http://www.language.ca/documents/CLBPT-
Flyer-English-Final.pdf

http://www.tcu.gov.on.ca/eng/eopg/publications/lbs_service_provider_guidelines.pdf
http://www.language.ca/documents/CLBPT-Flyer-English-Final.pdf


Understanding a literacy 
benchmark

ESL for ALL Framework
(2015)

CLB 4L (Completed) 

CLB 3L (Completed)

CLB 2L (Completed) 

CLB 1L (Completed) 

Foundation L (Completed)

Insufficient Evidence



Understanding a CLB report
• CLB 6 Listening: The learner understands many common words, 

some less familiar ones, and some idioms as well as the 
important details and indirect meanings when someone speaks 
about familiar topics. He or she recognizes some details about 
the speaker’s attitude and opinions and has no trouble 
understanding someone when they speak.

• CLB 6 Speaking: The learner is reasonably fluent and can speak 
about facts and ideas in some detail as well as use different 
grammatical structures and connect ideas into longer sentences. 
The learner’s vocabulary is growing and includes some idioms. 
Although he or she make mistakes, people don’t usually have 
trouble understanding



EO Referrals

• Workplace Language Assessment pre-screener

• Available in most EO offices

• Also available to programs under certain 
conditions



Self-referral to LBS

• A learner comes alone or with someone to 
register in the program

• Each program uses its own assessment 
method/testing process

• Interviews, application forms, other test 
results (e.g. CAAT) plus initial OALCF 
diagnostic done by instructor in class



RESOURCES FOR LBS 
PRACTITIONERS

Free resources to supplement resources you already have



Learner profile and diagnostic

• Learner Profile Form

learnerprofile_eng.pdf


PLAR Profile

• PLAR Profile and Proof 
of Learning (developed 
by CCLB and CAPLA)

• Checklist of things to 
find out about the 
learner’s attributes, ES, 
CLB, and transferable 
skills

www.itsessential.ca

PLAR Profile and Proof of Learning Schematic (2007).pdf


Can Do Statements
• Can Do Checklists 1 -12

• The Can Do Statements are based on the 

Canadian Language Benchmarks (CLB). 

They describe what learners can do at 

benchmarks 1 to 12 in the skills of 

Listening, Speaking, Reading and Writing. 

http://www.language.ca/index.cfm?Voir=sections&Id=17369&M=4038&Repertoire_No=2137991327


Can Do Statements for Employment

• Simplified descriptions 

of language proficiency 

in workplace context

• Examples of English 

language tasks in a 

variety of workplace 

contexts 



Describes the three 
stages in the Canadian 
Language Benchmarks 
(CLB continuum

The CLB level exemplified 
by the tasks

The icons represent the 
language skills 
exemplified by the tasks.

Context and limitations 
of the task

Examples of tasks from the 
perspective of learner

Examples of tasks from the 
perspective of instructor

Examples of tasks from the 
perspective of employers



Essential Skills Profiles
Use Can Do Statements with…



OLA



Ontario Skills Passport

• Lots of information 

• Materials for K-12

• Skills Zone (Skillszone.ca) 

• Links there to videos, Ontario skills profiles 
(based on NOC codes) and a Facilitator’s 
Guide to working with Newcomers to Canada

http://www.skills.edu.gov.on.ca/OSP2Web/EDU/Welcome.xhtml
http://skillszone.ca/


Questions and Answers



Thank You

Marianne Kayed  613-224-4455, ext. 2334

marianne.kayed@ocsb.ca

• Anne Senior, 613-230-7729, ext. 192

asenior@language.ca

mailto:marianne.kayed@ocsb.ca
mailto:asenior@language.ca

