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C1 Advanced

Cambridge English Qualifications are based on research into effective teaching and 
learning. They motivate people of all ages and abilities to learn English and develop 
practical skills for the real world.

Each exam focuses on a level of the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR), 
helping learners to improve their speaking, writing, reading and listening skills step by step.

C1 Advanced is targeted at Level C1 of the CEFR. It is a focused academic English exam 
which gives students the English skills they need to succeed at college or university on 
undergraduate and postgraduate programmes.

It offers a rigorous assessment of a student’s ability to communicate at an advanced level 
in English for academic and professional purposes.

Launched in 1991, C1 Advanced has become a widely trusted qualification. It is accepted 
globally by over 8,000 educational institutions, including by colleges and universities in 
Canada – for example the University of Toronto, the University of British Columbia and 
McGill University.

The exam was updated in 1999, 2008 and 2015 to reflect changes in language teaching 
and testing. It is available in both paper-based and computer-based versions at centres 
around the world with regular test dates.



ALIGNING C1 ADVANCED SCORES WITH THE PERFORMANCE LEVELS OF THE 
CANADIAN LANGUAGE BENCHMARKS

Language test score users in Canada often seek to understand what test scores represent in terms of the levels 
of the Canadian Language Benchmarks (CLB). This report looks at the levels of achievement, in CLB terms, which 
may be associated with scores secured in the C1 Advanced examination. The exam is targeted at Level C1 on 
the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR). This is the level which the Framework identifies as the 
ability to: 

• understand a wide range of demanding, longer texts, and recognise implicit meaning 

• express oneself fluently and spontaneously without much obvious searching for expressions 

• use language flexibly and effectively for social, academic and professional purposes 

• produce clear, well-structured, detailed text on complex subjects, showing controlled use of organisational 
patterns, connectors and cohesive devices.

Candidates taking C1 Advanced are awarded scores on the Cambridge English Scale. Cambridge English Scale 
scores of 180–199 correspond to CEFR Level C1, the target level for this exam. The exam also reports at the level 
below, B2, covering scores between 160–179.

Table 1: Cambridge English Scale score ranges corresponding to CLB levels

Average CLB level Scale score Overall IELTS band for comparison

10 191–200 7.5

9 185–190 7

8 176–184 6.5

7 169–175 6

USING C1 ADVANCED SCORES

All candidates receive a Statement of Results, and if successful in the exam also receive a certificate and a grade 
of A, B or C.

Candidates receive a separate score for each of the four skills (reading, writing, listening and speaking) and for use 
of English, providing a clear understanding of performance in each skill. These five scores are averaged to generate 
an overall result for the exam. 

Where applicants must show a particular level of competence in individual language skills, a specific candidate 
profile can be specified.

So, for example, if an institution required an average of CLB 8 with not less than CLB 7 in any skill, an overall scale 
score of 176 or higher on C1 Advanced would be specified, with not less than 169 in any skill.

Further information about how these relationships were established can be found in the following section.
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HOW WE COMPARED C1 ADVANCED WITH THE STANDARDS EMBODIED IN 
THE CANADIAN LANGUAGE BENCHMARKS

Cambridge Assessment English is responsible for the production of both Cambridge English Qualifications and 
the IELTS1 test.

Cambridge Assessment English:

• recognises that standard setting to external benchmarks and frameworks is not a straightforward enterprise – 
Jones (2009), Lim, Geranpayeh, Khalifa and Buckendahl (2013) and North (2011) discuss the issues that attend 
to this endeavour

• accepts Kane’s (2001) argument that standard setting results should be compared against external criteria, 
as this constitutes convergent validity evidence 

• notes the relative underdevelopment of standard setting theory (Reckase 2009) 

• accepts that standard setting is a values-driven enterprise (Camilli, Cizek and Lugg 2001, Cizek 1993, Kane 1998, 
Zieky 2001) that must take into account fairness concerns (AERA, APA and NCME 1999) and policy objectives.

Accordingly, our advice on alignment to the CLB has been informed by several sources of evidence, including a 
standard setting study conducted in Vancouver in July 2011, led by independent consultants from Alpine Testing. 
The Centre for Canadian Language Benchmarks provided copies of the draft revised benchmarks, then under 
consideration, so that any modifications could be considered. Two methods were employed: the Analytical 
Judgment method (Plake and Hambleton 2000) for the Writing and Speaking tests, and the Yes/No variation of 
the Angoff (1971) method as described by Impara and Plake (1997) for the Reading and Listening tests. 

The results of the workshop were considered alongside other evidence: Firstly, the results of the alignment of 
IELTS and the CLB (Buckendahl, Foley and Rodeck 2005), which provided cut scores for IELTS subsequently 
adopted by Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada and, secondly, the known relationship between 
IELTS and C1 Advanced, which has been established both psychometrically (the Reading and Listening tests are 
calibrated to the same underlying scale using Rasch methodology) and confirmed empirically (through cross-test 
common candidate equating studies) (Khalifa and Weir 2009, Lim et al 2013). 

The latter study employed a counterbalanced design, i.e. registered IELTS candidates were invited to take 
C1 Advanced in addition, and registered C1 Advanced candidates were invited to take IELTS also. This allowed 
for any preparation or motivation-related effects on performance on one test or the other. As C1 Advanced is 
targeted at the higher end of the IELTS candidature population, study participants’ performance was on average 
higher than that of the global IELTS candidature, as expected. Correlations between scores on the two tests were 
calculated to see how related the two tests are. The correlations between the different parts of the two tests are 
generally moderate, whereas for the overall scores they are, as expected, stronger. 

Taking the evidence of the three sources, the relationship between performance in Cambridge English 
Qualifications and CLB levels was established for each skill and for the test as a whole.

1 IELTS is a partnership between British Council, IDP: IELTS Australia and Cambridge Assessment English
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We are Cambridge Assessment English. 
Part of the University of Cambridge, we help 
millions of people learn English and prove 
their skills to the world.

For us, learning English is more than 
just exams and grades. It’s about having 
the confidence to communicate and 
access a lifetime of enriching experiences 
and opportunities. 

With the right support, learning a language is 
an exhilarating journey. We’re with you every 
step of the way.
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