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Background: Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) is a European innovative
interdisciplinary educational convergence that intends to promote multilingual competence among
students through the learning of the subjects in a second/foreign language. This approach is considered
one of the significant developments in the field of education.
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Purpose: A research study was designed with the objective of exploring and understanding the nature
and method of CLIL practices prevalent in bilingual primary and secondary school classrooms in
Castilla La Mancha, Spain. Spain was chosen because it is one of the pioneering countries that steered
an exhaustive variety of research and experiments in CLIL practices in its diverse educational contexts.
Methods: Adopting qualitative research method Participant Classroom Observations, twenty classes
of two bilingual schools—fifteen classes of Natural Science and Social Science in primary school
and five classes of Music at Secondary School that used CLIL approach were observed and findings
recorded using observation template.
Results: The findings provided a myriad view of the bilingual experiences in the classrooms, diversity
and range of pedagogical practices used, student teacher interaction dynamics present, positive
learning environment provided for the students in the classes to mention a few.
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Conclusion: The study concludes with the understanding of the ‘added value’ and the numerous
benefits the approach provides for the students. As a fresh and innovative approach, CLIL promotes
holistic and meaningful learning catering to the needs of twenty first century education systems.

1. Introduction
European Union introduced Content and Language
Integrated Learning (CLIL) in the early 1990s to
promote multilingualism in its education system
(Morton & Linares, 2017; Lo & Fung, 2018) and
strengthen “European cohesion and competitiveness”
(Mehisto, Marsh & Frigols, 2008). CLIL approach that
promotes learning of content and foreign/additional
language (Dalton, Nikula & Smit, 2010; Lialikhova,
2019) aims to fill the lacunae existent in the traditional
educational approaches by improving the learners’
target language competence and language learning
outcomes (Agudo, 2019). The approach is considered
distinct as it “adds value” (Mahan, Brevik & ∅degaard,
2018) of “didactic innovation and transdisciplinary
collaboration” (Darvin, Lo & Lin, 2020).

What makes CLIL an innovative approach is its
principles of interdisciplinary convergence that fosters the
integration of content, language, cognition and culture,
the purpose of their integration peer collaboration and
learner autonomy (Codo, 2020). The convergence
occurs through the principles termed as Coyle’s 4Cs
framework (2007) comprising of content, cognition,
communication and culture. The “interrelationship
between content (subject), communication (language),
cognition (thinking) and culture” (Costa & D’Angelo,
2011) contributes to the innovation in the curriculum,
teacher training, educational resources and pedagogical
practices (Leung & Morton, 2016; Vázquez, Lancaster
& Callejas, 2020). CLIL approach provides learning
environments with diverse teaching-learning objectives,
experiences, outcomes appropriate content, intercultural
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understanding, peer and teacher supported scaffolding
activities with regard to both content and language
(Coyle, Holmes & King, 2009).
The European Union endorsed CLIL to promote
multilingual proficiencies among its students as research
in bi/multingualism provided evidence that speaking
two or more languages simultaneously enhanced an
individual’s cognitive capacities by forming specific
constructions of the mind that promote cognitive
advantages (Kharkhurin, 2015). The extensive
experience managing multiple languages influences
cognitive processes as well as their neural correlates
(Hayakawa & Marian, 2019). Content and Language
Integrated Learning (CLIL) approach promotes critical
thinking and problem solving skills, accommodates
varied types of students, with often “diverse levels of
competence in the vehicular language” (Marsh, Cañado
& Padilla, 2015). The extensive research conducted in
Europe on CLIL proves that CLIL approach depends
on certain pedagogically distinct conditions (Agudo,
2019): Students being at the centre of learning (Hunt,
2011; Lasagabaster, 2011; Gándara, 2017), teachers
forming collaboration and coordination (Vázquez &
Garcia, 2017), the use of “cross linguistic pedagogy”
(Ballinger, Lyster, Sterzuk & Genesee, 2017) and the
use of a divergent pedagogical framework named- “the
4Cs framework”.
An effective method of comprehending what
CLIL approach is to understand how it is practised
inside the classrooms. This study with the objective of
understanding CLIL, explores pedagogical practices
present in primary and secondary schools’ bilingual
classrooms by adopting qualitative research method
structured participant classroom observations.
The purpose for adopting participant classroom
observations was that as an ethnographic research
method, observations play a central role in exploring
the method in which action occurs in its natural and
authentic settings. Classroom observations can offer
rich empirical data about the range of CLIL practices,
their methodological orientations and the role of the
teacher in developing academically strong, linguistically
proficient students. The study aimed at gathering useful
insights on CLIL practices used in the classes.

2. Literature Review
The methodological framework that operationalizes
CLIL practices in the classroom stems from the
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sociocultural theory of Vygotsky (Dalton, 2008).
According to Vygotsky, “the most significant moment
in the course of intellectual development […] occurs
when speech and practical activity, two previously
completely independent lines of development,
converge” (Vygotsky, 1978). Therefore, classroom
talk can be considered “chief locus of knowledge
construction” (Mahan, Brevik & Ødegaard, 2018).
The difference between CLIL and other forms of
bilingual education is the merge of content and language
into ‘synergies’ that create a whole (Coyle, Hood &
Marsh, 2010). Cummins’ (1979) threshold hypothesis
provides linguistic competence necessary for cognitive
enhancement of students studying in bilingual contexts
and this theory too drives integration of variables
necessary for the success of CLIL approach. According
to Vidal & Roquet (2015), there are four interrelated
features that are intrinsic to CLIL which aligns with the
4Cs framework of CLIL: i) the use of additional/foreign
language, as the medium of instruction; ii) culture of the
classroom permeating into curriculum and classroom
communication practices; iii) the international ethos
which such an educational option confers to the
classroom iv) the policy that drives CLIL.
Oattes et al., (2018) state that based on Coyle’s
4Cs framework (2009) and Cummins’ matrix (1984), a
CLIL lesson should be based on the intertwining among
content, cognition, communication and culture. They
elaborate on how essential it is for CLIL teaching, the
preparation and execution of lessons inside the class
in order to promote target language proficiency along
with students’ subject knowledge. In their terms, the
basic CLIL lesson plan comprises of activation of prior
knowledge, use of additional/foreign/second language,
activities to stimulate comprehension of subject matter
and facilitate students’ language development, and
finally teacher assessment of student performance by
means of corrective feedback on the linguistic output.
The SLA-inspired research instructs CLIL classrooms
to provide more input and exposure to communicative
practice by providing space for language acquisition and
improved L2 competency. And this facilitation can be
supported by using a CLIL lesson plan that takes into
consideration teaching content with learning objectives,
communication with scaffolding of vocabulary and
grammatical aspects, academic language, critical
thinking activities, and raising awareness and exhibition
of intercultural communication.
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Krashen (1982) suggests that input can influence
learners only if their attitudes are positive and
motivation is high. His hypotheses emphasize the
importance of distinguishing between “language
acquisition and language learning” as ways to develop
competence in a second language. Krashen states
language acquisition is a subconscious process which
“[...] requires meaningful interaction in the target
language- natural communication- in which speakers
are concerned not with the form of their utterances
but with the messages they are conveying and
understanding”. Several researchers such as Cummins
& Swain (1979) have indicated the positive relationship
among bilingualism, cognitive enhancement, and
academic achievements.
The fundamental tenet of CLIL is based on
‘integration’ i.e., all forms of language learning will be
supported during content classes and language learning
classes in turn will be used to support content learning.
Both goals enable the student to use the language
without missing out on key concepts. According to
Mehisto, Marsh & Frigols (2008), the CLIL programme
is devised to create: i) grade-appropriate levels of
subject expertise ii) grade-appropriate functional
proficiency of a language iii) first language competence
syncing with the learning levels of the students iv)
an understanding of cultural aspects associated with
CLIL target language v) cognitive and social skills
and habits required for the digital age. Therefore,
exploring and comprehending how CLIL integration is
operationalized in the classroom instructional practices
to promote multilingual proficiencies and content
learning among children is essential for CLIL research
and practice to be undertaken in any educational
context. There are advantages for bilinguals in terms
of working memory i) inhibition ii) metacognitive
skills iii) cognitive flexibility iv) creativity v) enhanced
inferential and analytic skills. The “cognitive efficiency
and speed of processing” (Salthouse, 1996; Ziegler &
Goswami, 2005) of the child enhances its literacy levels
too. Focus on constructivism and interaction, learning
is built on interactions, which are considered necessary
for a child’s cognitive progression and holistic growth
(Vygotsky, 1978).
Going through the past research studies, it has been
noted that the least research ash been performed on CLIL
practices in diverse educational contexts. Therefore, a
research study is proposed with the objective of exploring
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and understanding the nature and method of CLIL
practices prevalent in bilingual primary and secondary
school classrooms in Castilla La Mancha, Spain. The
study is performed using the Participant Classroom
Observation method. This method is implemented in 15
classes of Natural Science and Social Science in primary
school and 5 classes of Music in Secondary School. Using
CLIL approach, observation (by CLIL rubric tool) and
findings are recorded. using an observation template.
The objective of this study is to explore and
understand what CLIL pedagogical practices and the
method in which they are used in classroom instruction
and learning. Finally, it has been concluded that this
knowledge would help the design of similar practices
to promote quality, holistic and multilingual learning
in the classrooms despite sociocultural aspects of any
educational context.

3. Research Method Adopted-- Participant
Classroom Observations
The data of this study was obtained through the use of
qualitative research method Participant Observations.
A total number of twenty participant classroom
observations were conducted in two bilingual schools
at Castilla La Mancha situated in the south central part
of Spain. Fifteen observations at a bilingual primary
school that used CLIL in Natural Science and Social
Science and five participant observations at Secondary
School that used CLIL in Music were conducted. An
observation tool consisting of CLIL rubric was used to
record the findings.
For following the complete procedure, a total
number of 25 students are considered from each class.
Where two languages (English and Spanish) have been
involved in the classrooms. Finally, the participant
classroom observations method and organization of
school observations are incorporated to observe the
nature and method of CLIL practices.

3.1. Rationale for Selecting Research Method-Participant Classroom Observations
As an ethnographic research method, classroom
observations play a key role in understanding
the ongoing process of a social phenomenon in a
natural setting. The observations are an attempt to
gather “naturally occurring data” (Silverman, 2005).
Therefore, the benefits of observation is that it allows
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researcher to study people and their actions in their
natural environment and understand things in their
own perspectives thereby giving them a comprehensive
understanding of the process or phenomenon they
are studying. In the opinion of Gorman & Clayton
(2005), Observation studies “involve the systematic
recording of observable phenomena or behavior in a
natural setting”. Observation can go broad in its scope
to ethnographic study or narrow its scope and come to
be a participant observation (Baker, 2006). According
to Gold (1958), a researcher can adopt four types of
roles—the complete observer, participant observer,
non-participant observer and complete participant.
This study was conducted using Participant
Observation method.

3.2. Organization of School Observations
The two groups observed in this study were Spanish
bilingual school students studying in primary
and secondary schools in the region of Castilla La
Mancha. The co-ed school is located in an area of high
socioeconomic status. Twenty classroom observations
were conducted out of which fifteen observations were
conducted at Primary School that used CLIL in Natural
Science and Social Science and five observations at the
Secondary School that used CLIL in Music. Table 1
indicates the organization of the observations.
Table 1: Organization of the Classroom Observations.
Observation details

Primary
education

Compulsory
secondary
education

Total number of classes
observed

15 hours

5 hours

Grade

1C, 1A, 2A, 2B,
4A, 5B, 6A, 6B,

Level 1
Level 2

Duration of each class

45 minutes

55 minutes

Number of students in class 25

25

Subjects observed

Natural Science
Social Science

Music

Languages used in the
classroom

English
Spanish

English
Spanish

4. Findings and Discussion
The findings revealed various insights on the nature of
CLIL pedagogical practices, the classroom dynamics,
the bilingual experiences of the students and the manner
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in which CLIL approach harboured meaningful
learning experiences for the students in primary
and secondary schools. The key results and finding
observations have been mentioned in the following
phases: Design of the teaching objectives, focus on
content and language learning, use of languages in
the class, teaching methods & techniques, presence
of a student-centric learning environment, and use of
scaffolding activities. The insights are discussed below:

4.1. Design of the Teaching Objectives
The teaching objectives and learning outcomes were
set to the level of the students at both primary and
secondary schools. The teaching material was made
challenging yet comprehensible for students. Concepts
were divided into varied parts and subparts for the
ease of the students. Activities involving a good mix of
lower and higher order thinking skills were designed
for each class. The teacher scrutinized if the content
was comprehended sufficiently. If not, the teachers
provided supplementary exercises and collaborative
tasks to meet instructional goals.

4.2. Focus on Content and Language Learning
Although both primary and secondary schools denoted
the focus on the teaching of content along with
language activities, the degree of use differed in both the
schools. In the primary school, the focus was primarily
on the content acquisition with occasional showers of
language exercises accommodated in teaching, and in
the secondary school, a balanced blend of language
activities along with content instruction was observed
in each class. Activities on subject related vocabulary,
lexical reinforcement, use of grammar aspects such
as the use of linkers, parts of speech in sentences,
appropriate pronunciation of certain music related
terms, elaboration of complex concepts without
simplifying, re-elaboration of texts, reformulation of
ideas, summarising were the variety of activities used to
provide language focus in the content learning.

4.3. Use of Languages (Spanish/English) in the
Class
No rigid distinction was found in the use of two
languages—mother tongue Spanish and foreign
language English in both primary and secondary
schools. The teachers encouraged the use of bilingual
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interaction to smoothen comprehension of the concepts
and in this regard, both primary and secondary school
teachers exhibited similar method. However, the
degree of use varied from class to class. The teacher
used English with a blend of daily language, academic
and subject-specific language. However, when students
found terms incomprehensible, teachers encouraged
students’ participation/interaction in the class by
translating difficult concepts and terms in mother
tongue too. Mistakes in the interactions were also
addressed and corrected. The notable factor about
the use of mother tongue was that the teachers used
mother tongue without inhibition.

4.4. Teaching Methods and Techniques
An interesting teaching method observed in both
primary and secondary classes was the Initiation
Response Feedback (IRF) method also called “follow
up” (Diaz, 2018) aimed at developing the target
language proficiencies among the students by providing
them exposure to meaningful contexts. In this method,
the teacher initiates communication with the students
through the questions, the questions prompt students’
response for which the teacher provides feedback.
This method consists of three parts: i) teacher asking
questions ii) students’ responses to the questions and
iii) teacher’s feedback/correction of the responses. This
method was observed in almost every class of music at
the secondary school.
Diverse teaching techniques and methods were used
in the classes. From short presentations to ICT methods,
group and pair work, worksheets and assignments,
activities using total physical responses (TPR), flashcards,
pictures, charts and maps to aid comprehension of
concepts, conduction of practical experiments in the
science classes, watching videos, reflective activities at
the end to promote reflective thinking, use of mother
tongue to aid comprehension of the concepts, elicitation,
questioning and probing from teachers to get students’
responses were the ones predominantly visible in both
primary and secondary schools.
The teachers commenced classes by testing the
students’ grasp of previously taught concepts. Work
sheets were distributed for group work. And this
practice was prevalent in both primary and secondary
schools. In grade one, total physical response (TPR)
activities using songs and dances, stories and narrations
and use of games through gamification app were also
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observed. Pictures/drawings/props/post cards were
used to teach basic concepts in lower grades. In
grade one, numerous computer assisted audio, video
activities were used to make the concepts interesting.
Repeated uses of basic conversational chunks was also
observed. In primary school, the teacher used reflective
exercises to facilitate students’ participation in the class.
Through reflections, the teacher facilitated students to
reflect on their content learning.

4.5. The Presence of Student Centric Learning
Environment
Classrooms in both primary and secondary schools
were found to be student centric. In the traditional
educational setting, teachers generally expect students
to listen to them most of the time. Given that CLIL
promotes safe learning environment, it was observed
that students in both the schools stayed at the
centre of classroom dynamics. The teacher directed
students towards hands-on, practical activities with
positive enforcements of body language, elicitation of
responses. Negative talk, reprimanding students was
absent in both the schools. This appeared to make
learning in foreign language more encouraging for the
learners. The freedom to use mother tongue appeared
to smoothen learning in foreign language for the
students. Using warm up activities, positive, assuring
body language, and reflection in the beginning, the
teacher created a safe learning environment in the
class. An interesting feature observed was that students
even moved around in the class whenever required.

4.6. Use of Scaffolding Activities
Scaffolding is defined as “the temporary and contingent
teacher support that helps learners to comprehend a
text, to carry out the expected tasks on the text and to
produce meaningful output on it in a second or foreign
language” (Gibbons, 2002; Walqui & Van Lier, 2010).
A variety of scaffolding techniques such as eliciting
responses through cues, giving feedback, hints,
instructions, translation to mother tongue, positive
body language, intonation, questioning, elaborating,
redefining and explaining activities, repetition of
students’ answers to encourage responses were used
by the teachers to facilitate students’ participation in
classes in terms of using language in the learning of the
content. The key one was the use of mother tongue to
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explain difficult terms. Effective use of L1 to reinforce
comprehension and communication while retaining
the focus on the students’ interaction in L2 was
observed in the class. There were constant language
switches from English to Spanish by the teachers to
clarify concepts, ideas and the new vocabulary.
Teachers encouraged students to work in groups
and pairs by distributing worksheets and assignment
sheets. When students worked in groups, the teachers
played a mediating role. The teachers repeated key
words and phrases for the learners to complete their
tasks properly. When teaching the units of the content,
they built on students’ prior knowledge, pressed for
accuracy through probing and eliciting responses,
built on partial understandings and pressed students
for communication.
The teacher in grade one and two was seen
predominantly using different forms of positive
body language and gestures to facilitate interaction
and comprehension in his classes. The teacher in
the secondary school in her music classes was seen
brainstorming, eliciting responses, probing questions,
building on prior knowledge of the students. It
appeared that teachers considered students’ level of
linguistic knowledge, competence and age in applying
scaffolding strategies. The younger the students, more
active and reassuring was the body language and
frequent translation to the mother tongue.
To sum up the discussion, it can be said that
classroom observations of CLIL pedagogical practices
and students’ bilingual experiences have revealed useful
insights that will enhance the understanding of what
CLIL practices are and how they exactly work despite the
diversity in the educational background. The primary
school classrooms were content oriented and had more
activities based on lower order thinking. Language
exposure was limited to correcting subject vocabulary
pronunciation and motivating students to speaking. The
secondary school classes were both content and language
rich. They denoted a wide range of predetermined
activities introducing new content driven vocabulary
and linguistic structures integrated along with the
content exposition. This variation could be related to the
teacher’s expertise and knowledge of CLIL method and
the academic level of students in the class. This denotes
the significance of training teachers for CLIL instruction.
Among the teaching practices observed, very useful
to pedagogical process can be the strategy Initiation-
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Response-Feedback pattern in the classroom talk and
the scaffolding activities. Another interesting finding
was the safe and positive learning atmosphere in the class
and the uninhibited use of mother tongue. In both the
schools, teachers were flexible and patient to facilitate
students’ output and interaction. Reprimanding and
rebuking for the errors in interaction was not observed.
The use of students’ mother tongue repertoire to uphold
their learning without considering it as a taboo can be a
useful strategy facilitating meaningful learning for the
students. In the end, it is reported that the overall focus
on learning in bilingual schools in Spain was studentcentered and task-based that providing freedom to
students in learning, motivating them towards having
a meaningful exposure and engagement in content and
language learning.

5. Conclusion
In this research study, exploring and understanding
the nature and method of CLIL practices prevalent
in bilingual primary and secondary school classrooms
in Castilla La Mancha, Spain has been undertaken.
It is further stated that the Content and Language
Integrated Learning (CLIL) with its freshness in
approach is considered a “catalyst of change” as it
provides students with numerous benefits. The shift
from the teacher centered classes to the student
centered classes, activation and motivation of content
and language learning through innovative methods,
creation of safe learning environment in classrooms,
the non-compartmentalization of content and
language learning not only add value to the quality of
teaching, learning process, but also support students in
developing the skills essential to meet the demands of
twenty first century such as multilingual proficiencies,
critical thinking, problem solving, and intercultural
communication skills.
Educational research is essential to examine the
role and impact of effective pedagogical practices in
the development of students’ cognitive abilities, metaawareness, academic, linguistic and socio-cultural
skills. This research too despite the limitations of
duration and number of schools available for the
observation, and the study based on one particular
educational context nevertheless contributes to the
understanding the newness of CLIL and its “added
value” for the stakeholders of education. CLIL as an
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innovative method is considered to have great potential
as it has the flexibility to accommodate diverse, creative
instructional practices within its dual approach rubric
that promotes the unison of content and language in
a single space contrary to the traditional educational
settings where content and subject are taught separately.
The integration of two significant areas in CLIL
approach is going to impart students a stronger edge
on proficiencies and skills as the cognitive attention
stays undivided in integration. The method of input
and interactions that bilingual classrooms facilitate
can be immensely beneficial in providing holistic and
meaningful learning in classrooms and mollifying the
learning issues of any educational context. Finally, it is
clear that as an innovative approach, CLIL promotes
holistic and meaningful learning catering to the needs
of 21st-century education systems.

6. Future Directions
This empirical evidence on existing CLIL classroom
practices although based on a specific Spanish
educational context can provide ways to address
pedagogical issues such as multilingual deficiencies, poor
learning outcomes, rigid compartmentalization between
subject and content learning affecting quality education
in linguistically and culturally complex educational
contexts of countries such as India. In the absence of
CLIL research and practice in India, the findings can
aid in devising strategies to improve pedagogical issues
in India aligning with the vision and objectives of the
recent National Education Policy 2020 as well.
The curricular and pedagogical structure of school
education needs reconfiguration to make it responsive
and relevant to the developmental needs and interests
of learners at different stages of their development
says the National Education Policy 2020. Enhanced
cognitive growth, acquisition of subject knowledge
along with multilingual competence and intercultural
skills operationalizing in tandem through CLIL’s
integration method can add value to the culturally and
linguistically rich classrooms in countries such as India.
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