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Alignment of NOCN ESOL International levels
with IELTS bands through the CEFR
[bookmark: _GoBack]Abstract
This report examines how NOCN ESOL International levels at B1, B2 and C1 relate to IELTS overall band scores when both systems are interpreted through the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). Using an internal matched dataset of 307 candidate records, the analysis found that 304 cases (99.0%) fell into the same CEFR band across NOCN and IELTS. Mean IELTS overall scores rose systematically across the three NOCN levels: 4.97 at B1, 6.11 at B2 and 7.74 at C1. The findings support a cautious but clear conclusion: NOCN B1 aligns strongly with IELTS 4.0–5.0, NOCN B2 aligns strongly with IELTS 5.5–6.5, and NOCN C1 aligns strongly with IELTS 7.0–8.0. In line with official IELTS guidance, however, this should be presented as an alignment through the CEFR rather than as a one-to-one score conversion.

1. Purpose and context
This briefing has been prepared for web publication to explain how the levels of NOCN ESOL International can be interpreted alongside IELTS bands in a way that is transparent, evidence-based and methodologically cautious.
NOCN’s official ESOL International specification states that the qualification suite offers a comprehensive test of Listening, Reading, Writing and Speaking, and that the examinations are built around real-life scenarios. The same specification identifies Intermediate as CEFR B1, Independent User as CEFR B2, and Advanced as CEFR C1 (NOCN, 2024).
IELTS, meanwhile, publishes an official comparison chart showing how IELTS overall band scores can be aligned to CEFR levels. At the same time, IELTS explicitly notes that IELTS and the CEFR were designed for different purposes, and that one-to-one comparisons are therefore not possible (IELTS, 2025).
For that reason, the present report does not claim direct score equivalence between NOCN and IELTS. Instead, it examines whether NOCN levels and IELTS results converge at the level of CEFR interpretation.

2. Conceptual basis for relating NOCN and IELTS
The CEFR was designed to promote cooperation across educational systems, provide a sound basis for the mutual recognition of language qualifications, and offer a shared descriptive framework for interpreting language ability (Council of Europe, 2020). The CEFR Companion Volume further explains that the common reference levels A1 to C2 are intended to provide a common metalanguage for the language education profession and to support the recognition of courses and examinations.
The Council of Europe’s guidance on relating examinations to the CEFR makes clear that linking a test to CEFR levels involves establishing a correspondence between examination results and CEFR proficiency bands, whether directly or indirectly, and that such linkage requires explicit standard-setting and validation procedures (Council of Europe, 2004).
In this case, the logic of comparison is indirect but well-established. NOCN declares its examination levels against the CEFR, and IELTS publishes an official CEFR alignment chart for band scores. This makes the CEFR the appropriate common reference point for a cross-test interpretation of results.

3. Data and method
The analysis used an internal matched dataset of 307 candidate records drawn from four countries: Greece, Russia, the United Arab Emirates and India. The dataset contained 114 candidates at NOCN B1, 108 at NOCN B2, and 85 at NOCN C1.
IELTS overall band scores were calculated from the four skill scores using half-band rounding. Each case was then assigned a CEFR band from IELTS overall using the operational ranges employed in the dataset: B1 for IELTS 4.0–5.0, B2 for IELTS 5.5–6.5, and C1 for IELTS 7.0–8.0. These ranges are consistent with the official IELTS-to-CEFR alignment chart published in IELTS guidance materials (IELTS, 2025).
Three forms of evidence were examined: descriptive statistics by NOCN level, the percentage of cases falling into the expected IELTS band range, and score relationships between NOCN and IELTS at overall and skill level.







4. Results

Table 1. Summary of matched NOCN–IELTS results by level
	NOCN level
	CEFR target
	n
	Mean IELTS overall
	Observed IELTS range
	Within expected range
	Alignment rate

	B1
	B1
	114
	4.97
	4.0-5.5
	111/114
	97.4%

	B2
	B2
	108
	6.11
	5.5-6.5
	108/108
	100.0%

	C1
	C1
	85
	7.74
	7.5-8.0
	85/85
	100.0%

	Total
	—
	307
	—
	—
	304/307
	99.0%



The level-wise pattern is highly orderly. At B1, the mean IELTS overall score was 4.97 (SD = 0.19), with 97.4% of cases falling within the expected 4.0–5.0 range. At B2, the mean IELTS overall score was 6.11 (SD = 0.24), and all cases fell within the expected 5.5–6.5 range. At C1, the mean IELTS overall score was 7.74 (SD = 0.25), and all cases fell within the expected 7.0–8.0 range.
Across the full dataset, 304 of the 307 matched cases produced the same CEFR classification in NOCN and IELTS, giving an overall alignment rate of 99.0%. The three non-matching cases all belonged to the NOCN B1 group but recorded IELTS 5.5, which is the lower edge of the official IELTS B2 band. These are best interpreted as boundary cases rather than evidence against the overall pattern.
Between-group differences were very large. A one-way analysis of variance showed a strong separation in IELTS overall results across the three NOCN levels, F(2, 304) = 3683.91, p < .001, η² = .960. In practical terms, NOCN level accounted for approximately 96% of the variance in IELTS overall score in this dataset.
The relationship between the two tests was also positive at the score level. The correlation between NOCN total score and IELTS overall score was r = .652. Skill-level correlations were moderate and consistent: Listening r = .543, Reading r = .503, Writing r = .478, and Speaking r = .520. These coefficients suggest that the two examinations measure a shared proficiency continuum while still retaining distinct task formats and scoring designs.

5. Interpretation
The evidence supports a clear interpretive statement for public communication: the B1, B2 and C1 levels of NOCN ESOL International align strongly with the IELTS band ranges 4.0–5.0, 5.5–6.5 and 7.0–8.0 respectively, when the comparison is made through the CEFR.
At the same time, the wording used on the NOCN website should avoid implying a direct score conversion. Official IELTS guidance states explicitly that IELTS and the CEFR were designed for different purposes and that exact one-to-one comparisons are not possible (IELTS, 2025). That caution is important, especially around boundary scores such as IELTS 5.5 and 6.5, which sit at transition points between CEFR bands.
Accordingly, the most defensible formulation is that NOCN levels are benchmarked against IELTS through a shared CEFR framework, and that the present matched-candidate analysis provides empirical support for that relationship.
6. Recommended wording for the NOCN website
Analysis of a matched dataset of 307 candidate records indicates that NOCN ESOL International levels show a strong alignment with IELTS bands when both are interpreted through the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). In this dataset, 99.0% of matched cases fell into the same CEFR band across the two systems. The results support the following broad alignment: NOCN B1 with IELTS 4.0–5.0, NOCN B2 with IELTS 5.5–6.5, and NOCN C1 with IELTS 7.0–8.0. This should be understood as a CEFR-based alignment rather than a one-to-one score conversion.

7. Conclusion
Taken together, the conceptual framework and the empirical evidence point in the same direction. NOCN ESOL International is explicitly structured around CEFR levels, and official IELTS materials provide a CEFR-based interpretation of band scores. When these two systems are examined through that shared framework, the alignment is strong and highly consistent.
[image: ]For NOCN’s global communications, this provides a robust basis for stating that its B1, B2 and C1 examinations correspond closely to commonly recognised IELTS ranges. The scientifically responsible way to express this relationship is as CEFR-based alignment supported by matched-candidate evidence, not as a fixed conversion formula.
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