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1. A rationale for content and 
language learning for young 
learners
Children acquire a second language 
through usage in socially situated con-
texts. The formal study of language fea-
tures plays a limited role in the lower 
primary grades, and it is meaning (content, 
message) which drives language devel-
opment in children (Ellis, 2005; Pinter, 
2006). Situations which foster language 
learning are embedded in the everyday 
lives of the learners, their caretakers 
and teachers. Clearly, the structures and 
phrases that are used as models and for the 
purpose of interaction are simple and scaf-
folded with gestures and visual support. 
Still, they need to function as carriers of 
meaningful messages. An example would 
be a teacher’s instruction for the children 
to come to the front of the classroom and 
to sit down in a semi-circle. The success 
or not of the communicative act can be 
observed in the children’s reactions. With 
increasing age, comprehension and begin-
ning language production can be enhanced 
by raising learners’ awareness of the prop-
erties and workings of the new language.

If messages which are articulated in the 
learning context are to be meaningful, 
they need to include content that chil-
dren can relate to and that leads to further 
action on their part in the here-and-now 
of the classroom or playground. Such an 
act of communication could, for example, 
be elicited if a child explains a drawing 
of her family in simple words. From a 
pedagogic point of view, it makes little 
sense with young learners to practise 
communicative situations which they 
are likely to encounter only when they 
are much older, for instance shopping or 
restaurant transactions. However, this 
poses a content problem for instructed 
language learning that starts in primary 
school: what, apart from stories, rhymes 
and songs, should the lessons be about? 
When children with a migration back-
ground learn a second language (the lan-
guage of schooling) in the every-day of 
the school, they are immersed in the new 
language, often without much explicit 
teaching. A similar model of a language 
bath was adopted by special schools, 
with pioneering work in Canada in the 
1960s, under the label of full immer-
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sion (Genesee, 2013). Majority children 
are exposed to classes conducted by na-
tive-speaker or bilingual teachers in a 
second language, which they acquire in 
a long-term naturalistic process based 
on understanding input and negotiating 
meanings at an age-appropriate academic 
level. Many immersion programmes were 
successful, yet in mainstream schooling 
they are rarely feasible for political and 
social reasons. 
A more recent approach that has the 
potential of overcoming the content 
problem of second language education 
for majority children is known under 
the acronym CLIL, which stands for Con-
tent-and-Language Integrated Learning. 
As the label suggests, the approach has 
a dual focus on second/foreign-language 
learning and the development of sub-
ject-specific competences through social 
practices in school communities. Accord-
ing to Dalton-Puffer (2007), CLIL “refers 
to educational settings where a language 
other than the students’ mother tongue is 
used as a medium of instruction”. In oth-
er words, “language and content integra-
tion concerns the teaching and learning 
of both language and subject areas (e.g. 
science, mathematics, etc.) in the same 
classroom, at the same time” (Barwell, 
2005: 143). Content-and-language inte-
grated learning and teaching fulfils the 
need for meaningful content in second 
language education by including thematic 
aspects from different educational topics 
across the curriculum. 
The rationale for complementing foreign 
language lessons with CLIL or substitut-
ing CLIL for conventional foreign lan-
guage teaching goes beyond the simple 
two-for-the-price-of-one argument. Ad-
ditional benefits are based on the follow-
ing claims (cf. also Genesee et al., 1998; 
Massler, 2012; Egger & Lechner, 2012; 
Lightbown, 2014):

 › The time for exposure to and acqui-
sition of the L2 can be extended if CLIL 
complements FL teaching or occupies 
more class time.
 › The second language is used for com-

municative and educational purposes in 
the reality of the classroom, providing 
usage opportunities for an increasingly 
wide range of receptive, productive and 
interactive skills and functions.
 › Language pedagogy can benefit from 

up-to-date subject-specific methodol-
ogies, providing for hands-on experi-
ential learning opportunities and chal-
lenging discovery activities.

 › The rituals and practices in kinder-
gartens and schools provide a frame for 
repetition and recursion that is more 
authentic and meaningful than mech-
anistic language drills.
 › Children and teenagers learning a 

second or foreign language may be more 
motivated to deal with content that is 
included in the regular curriculum than 
with contexts such as tourism, inter-
national encounters or occupations that 
will play a role only later in their lives. 
 › CLIL-type lessons tend to be attrac-

tive for learners who are not especial-
ly gifted at language learning. With a 
connection to other, possibly favourite 
subjects, children experience the value 
of literacy education beyond the school 
language. 

Ideally, a CLIL lesson would aim at com-
bining the following elements according 
to Coyle’s 4Cs curriculum (Coyle, 1999; 
Coyle et al., 2010):

 › Content – Progression in knowledge, 
skills and understanding related to spe-
cific elements of a defined curriculum;
 › Communication – Using language to 

learn whilst learning to use language;
 › Cognition – Developing thinking 

skills which link concept formation 
(abstract and concrete), understanding 
and language;
 › Culture – Exposure to alternative 

perspectives and shared understand-
ings, which deepen awareness of oth-
erness and self.

In sum, the case for the integration of 
subject content and second language 
learning is based on the principle that 
learners can benefit from participation 
in integrated learning events provided 
that the learning content is interesting 
and has added educational value. In other 
words, as a 10-year old stated in response 
to a researcher’s question about why he 
liked CLIL: “Well, because it is fun. I don’t 
really like English, but when we work 
on topics, then I like it better“ (cited in 
Massler, 2012: 39).

2. Types of content and 
language integration
Teaching content through language has a 
long history and dates back some 5,000 
years (Pérez-Cañado, 2011: 315). The rise 
and expansion of CLIL programmes in 
Europe beginning in the late 1990s can at 
least partly be attributed to the European 
policy to educate multilingual European 
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in the pupils’ timetable as a subject of 
its own or as a project, remains a rare 
phenomenon in primary as well as in 
secondary schools. Concluding with Voll-
mer, this type of CLIL would be neither 
“extended foreign language teaching” nor 
“a traditional subject which happens to 
be taught in another code”, but a true in-
tegration of subject and content learning 
(Vollmer, 2002: 105, our translation; see 
also Nikula-Jäntti & Moate, this issue). 
In plurilingual contexts, such integrat-
ed language-cum-content projects could 
work across more than two languages, 
such as in the example of the Basque 
country presented in this Babylonia issue 
(see Ortega & Anakabe).

3. Approaches towards the 
integration of different subjects 
How can teachers build bridges between 
various disciplines and include them in 
the process of second language learning? 
The question will be answered differently 
depending on the level of schooling. In a 
bilingual kindergarten or a CLIL-type pre-
school, integrated lessons or immersive 
islands are likely to focus on hands-on 
topics such as “water”, “using tools” or 
“winter festivals”. Teachers using a CLIL 
approach at this stage are aware that they 
need to offer second-language input that 
is highly contextualised, and that they 
have to “create an environment which 
promotes multi-sensory learning” (Ker-
sten et al., 2010: 107). Activities in which 
children can connect sensory experience 
with particular language functions tend 
to support memory better than purely 
verbal activities. 
In lower primary school (typically Grades 
1 to 3), nearly any subject discipline may 
be linked with second or foreign language 
learning. Starting with the cognitively 
least demanding, physical education has 
been seen as a useful site especially for 
improving listening skills (Rottmann, 
2007). Understanding instructions and 
rules for games and other sports activi-
ties requires care and concentration. The 
success of such acts of comprehension 
is easily noticeable for teachers in the 
actions of the children. 
Many teachers look at arts, crafts and 
music as the most suitable subjects in 
which to conduct lessons or do projects 
in a second language since the cogni-
tive and verbal demands tend to be less 
severe here than in science. Working 
with sculptures, drawings and paintings 
is inspiring and offers opportunities for 

citizens (European Commission, 2004; 
Eurydice, 2006). More recently, CLIL and 
content-based learning has spread far be-
yond Europe as a result of globalization 
processes and the subsequently increas-
ing language demands in mainstream 
education (cf. e.g. the special CLIL issue 
of the Asian EFL Journal, December 2013). 
In European classrooms, but also world-
wide, various combinations and orienta-
tions towards the integration of content 
and language learning can be observed 
which can broadly be differentiated into 
three principal types of CLIL implemen-
tation (cf. Lorenz & Met, 1989; Massler 
& Stotz, 2013): 

 › Type A (our nomenclature): CLIL in 
subject lessons such as science, arts or 
physical education (PE), ranging from 
occasional lessons in a foreign/second 
language to single or several subjects 
taught in a foreign language. This type 
borders on partial immersion, but in-
cludes a stronger language focus. 
 › Type B: CLIL in foreign language 

lessons. The spectrum can range from 
theme-based foreign language instruc-
tion to projects in which aspects of oth-
er subjects are taught and learnt in the 
L2 lessons. While most learning aims 
are based on the foreign language cur-
riculum, they are enriched with content 
aims. Consequently, assessment focuses 
on communicative competence in the 
foreign language, but may also evaluate 
thematic/subject knowledge. This CLIL 
type is most often carried out in regular 
primary teaching (cf. the model adopted 
in the Canton of Zurich, Bildungsrat, 
2003). Sometimes, it is also used in 
modular forms (cf. Massler et al., 2014).
 › Type C: Balanced CLIL. Learning aims 

and assessment are based on a wholly 
integrated curriculum or a mix of aims 
from existing subject and foreign lan-
guage curricula. Bilingual pre-schools 
with their more holistic curricula are 
ideal settings for Type C CLIL.

A number of CLIL authors tend to cate-
gorise Type B as “content-based language 
teaching” (e.g. Cenoz, 2015). However, 
this would make it difficult to delim-
it Type B from conventional function-
al-communicative language teaching 
around topics of interest for learners. 
While Type A and B can be encountered 
in numerous classrooms, Type C, or 
balanced CLIL, understood as the fully 
integrated teaching and learning of a 
subject and a foreign language, shown 
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about the basic necessities for life to 
exist) and, secondly, to aspects of subject 
competence (e.g. learning how to perceive, 
observe, discover and analyse natural 
phenomena). The third dimension, which 
captures communication and language, is 
interwoven with the others; the linguis-
tic competences that are built up through 
second language learning can be plotted 
on a scale of levels such as that provided 
by the Common European Framework 
of Reference for Languages (Council of 
Europe, 2001). The design or choice of ac-
tivities and tasks for CLIL should ensure 
that progress along subject-specific and 
language-competence pathways is ena-
bled. In classroom practice, CLIL teach-
ers will provide extra scaffolding in the 
form of language and cognitive support 
and refrain from putting learners under 
undue pressure to produce utterances in 
the L2 if they are not ready do so yet. 
Such learning scenarios will afford the 
children opportunities to express mean-
ingful messages and interact verbally, 
with clear and obvious reference to the 
here-and-now of the classroom or field 
trip environment. 
Learning subject content and a second 
or foreign language at the same time is 
often associated with positive attitudes 
and increased confidence on the part of 
young learners (see 4 below). It is vital 
that the motivation to keep on learning 
is upheld and that any form of evaluation 
is considered under the motto of main-
taining interest and fostering integrated, 
enriched learning. For this purpose, CLIL 
teachers give pupils ample opportunity to 
leave traces of their learning, for instance 
by asking them to collect samples of work 
or successful task outcomes in a portfolio 
(Poisel, 2007). Such practices are in line 
with the call for assessment for learn-

affective responses. The range of ways of 
engaging with art is immense: learners 
can express their reactions with move-
ments, gestures, mime, or they could 
draw a product (see also Frank Schmid, 
this issue). Verbal responses can start out 
from models and use language support 
(Clegg, 2007: 114). Productive speaking 
activities that learners typically engage 
in are expressing likes or dislikes or 
comparing two paintings. If literacy in 
the new language is not a big problem, 
they might label their own products or, 
in crafts, provide simple instructions for 
creating an artefact. 
Science has long been a cornerstone of 
CLIL provision, especially in secondary 
school, where it is often compartmen-
talised into subjects like biology, physics, 
etc. Wide experience in bilingual schools 
and in regular schools with CLIL mod-
ules shows that it is possible and indeed 
desirable to do elementary science topics 
in a second language at primary school 
as long as certain conditions such as vis-
ualisation and contextualisation are met 
(cf. Chapter 5.1 in Elsner & Kessler, 2013). 
One of the aims of science teaching is the 
development among the learners of sci-
entific literacy, that is, a basic familiarity 
with “ways of doing things” in the study 
of natural phenomena. Among these 
methods and modes, learners encoun-
ter a range of discursive practices where 
language is used to express scientific 
facts, observations, categorisations, gen-
eralisations etc. There is no reason why 
pupils should not develop their reper-
toire of discursive functions in more than 
one language, going from less complex 
forms (identifying and naming things, 
ordering and categorising things, rec-
ognising differences and similarities) to 
more complex stages (describing a series 
of events, estimating sizes or amounts, 
analysing and explaining a phenomenon). 
The concept of “academic language” and 
its cognitive discourse functions has been 
discussed amply in documents issued by 
the Council of Europe (e.g. Chapter 2 in 
Beacco et al., 2016). In addition to science, 
technology lends itself well to CLIL with 
English in particular because of its asso-
ciation with world-wide standardisation 
(see also Tinner in this issue).
A viable CLIL concept needs to consider 
the following three dimensions, irrespec-
tive of the subjects that are integrated: 
the subject dimension can be seen as 
a double perspective referring, first, to 
thematic content knowledge (e.g. knowing 

There is no reason why pupils should not develop their 
repertoire of discursive functions in more than one 

language, going from less complex forms (identifying 
and naming things, ordering and categorising things, 

recognising differences and similarities) to more complex 
stages (describing a series of events, estimating sizes or 

amounts, analysing and explaining a phenomenon).
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teachers need the specific competences of 
both the language and the content sub-
ject, it does not suffice simply to add up 
the training profiles of prospective for-
eign language and subject-matter teach-
ers (cf. Wolff, 2002: 254; cf. also Marsh et 
al., 2008). Rather, a CLIL teacher needs to 
be able to acquire the methodologies and 
strategies for teaching another subject 
through the medium of a foreign lan-
guage and has to be capable of teaching a 
content subject and a foreign language in 
an integrated way. As educational policies 
all over Europe strive to replace regular 
foreign language classes with CLIL class-
es, the demand for qualified CLIL teachers 
is rising. Primary school teachers who are 
trained to teach a broad range of subjects 
thus have an advantage over secondary 
school teachers, who are often either 
language or subject teachers (see also 
Bartholemy’s contribution in this issue). 
In order to help learners cope with the 
dual focus of CLIL, Wolff lists a wide 
range of knowledge and skills relating to 
methodology and assessment that CLIL 
teachers should have (2002: 254). They 
deploy strategies to support continuous 
language growth. They are able to build 
direction and focus, i.e. they identify key 
concepts of content subjects and make 
them accessible to learners by modifying 
teaching to take into account students’ 
diverse language competence and needs. 
Being able to build safe and meaningful 
learning experiences is another essential 
skill. This implies, for example, support-
ing students in managing the affective 
side of learning through an additional 
language. CLIL teachers need to be able to 
support learners in building their capac-
ity for self-motivation, self-assessment, 
cooperation, etc. (Meyer et al., 2015). It 
is also essential that teachers foster and 
use co-operation with colleagues in or-
der to reflect on and improve learning. 
In agreement with Genesee et al. (1998: 
117), we would like to conclude that if 
the preparation of CLIL teachers is not 
designed to support the heavy demands 
of such instruction so that teachers are 
both effective language and subject mat-
ter teachers and additionally trained in 
CLIL methodology, then the potential of 
such instruction will be seriously com-
promised to the detriment of student 
learning. Therefore, we recommend that 
CLIL training be part of initial as well as 
further teacher training. 

ing instead of summative assessment 
of learning, where evaluation is seen as 
a part of the learning process and also 
helps the learners raise their awareness 
of where they stand (Wewer, 2013: 79). 
At the same time, there is often no way 
around summative assessment, which 
presents a particular challenge for CLIL 
contexts in so far as school systems usu-
ally require a clear separation between 
the assessment of communicative and 
linguistic performance and that of sub-
ject content knowledge and competence. 
Teachers tend to resort to different strat-
egies, e.g. using the language of school-
ing for their assessment procedures or 
creating test tasks with a low share of 
foreign language instructions or texts 
and low demand for spoken or written 
learner reactions (Massler & Stotz, 2013: 
69f.). From a theoretical perspective, it 
has been shown that content and lan-
guage can and should be assessed in an 
integrated way (Mohan et al., 2010). Prac-
tical proposals have been put forward and 
partly tested by Massler and Stotz (2013; 
Massler et al., 2016 for assessment tasks), 
as well as by the European project AE-
CLIL (Quartapelle, 2012) and the Finnish 
project PROFICOM (Wewer, 2013). Wew-
er concludes that “CLIL teachers should 
arrange more functional language use 
situations for pupils in which they can 
exhibit their language skills, and teachers 
should practice more systematic obser-
vation and data gathering of the progress 
made in language development” (ibid., 
85). Assessing learner performance in 
CLIL-type classrooms is a challenging 
business for teachers, yet it is vital for 
mainstreaming this form of learning and 
teaching.

4. Issues, outcomes and benefits
Teaching in a CLIL framework presents a 
number of challenges that are unique to 
its dual focus. Although, of course, CLIL 

Over the last decade, CLIL has become a fixture in many 
school systems. A dual focus on language and subject 
content is seen by many practitioners and theorists as 
a rewarding combination which fruitfully challenges the 
traditional partitioning of educational goals into seemingly 
neat boxes such as maths, science and crafts. 
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primary CLIL students showed positive 
attitudes, satisfaction, and increased 
confidence through these programmes. 
These are impacts that might be essential 
and extremely beneficial with regard to 
sustained, long-term language learning. 
Most of the available studies are 
cross-sectional, comparing CLIL with 
non-CLIL environments. A recent large-
scale longitudinal investigation (Pérez 
Cañado, 2018), one among a whole num-
ber of studies from Spain, has found that 
positive effects of CLIL provision are per-
vasive, especially in the aspects of use of 
English and speaking, lexical range and 
task fulfilment. The effects increase over 
time, but are “mitigated if these [CLIL] 
programs are discontinued” (Pérez Caña-
do, 2018: 62). The author concludes that 
“these types of programs require approxi-
mately 20 years to come to fruition” (ibid., 
68). It is regrettable if, as happened in 
parts of Switzerland, CLIL concepts are 
implemented half-heartedly or watered 
down after a few years, with a lack of 
continuity as the pupils progress from 
primary to secondary school. 

5. Concluding remarks
Over the last decade, CLIL has become a 
fixture in many school systems, especial-
ly in Europe, but also in other parts of 
the world. A dual focus on language and 
subject content is seen by many prac-
titioners and theorists as a rewarding 
combination which fruitfully challenges 
the traditional partitioning of education-
al goals into seemingly neat boxes such 
as maths, science and crafts. Although 
more CLIL experience has accrued at the 
secondary school level, the more holistic 
curricula of pre-school and lower prim-
ary are a context conducive to building 
bridges between language and subject 
content. If we strive to develop the CLIL 
model further, we would be well advised 
to carry over insights from the highly 
contextualised and socially embedded 
setting of the primary classroom and aim 
for more pedagogically pertinent modes 
of working in secondary school as well.
Rethinking CLIL would also mean to 
question the rigid borderlines between 
subjects and thus to venture beyond Type 
A and Type B CLIL provision. As long as 
the system requires teachers to provide 
assessments for competences in single 
subjects, there is little freedom for true 
integration (as in Type C). This seems 
slightly absurd in so far as the descrip-
tions of competences in present-day cur-

The number of research studies exam-
ining CLIL learning outcomes has grown 
substantially over the last two decades 
although so far, most research has focused 
on language learning. Thus, comparing 
numerous studies, Dalton-Puffer (2011), 
Pérez-Cañado (2011) and Ruiz de Zarobe 
(2015) conclude that there is increasing 
evidence that CLIL programmes are more 
successful in developing foreign language 
competence than traditional language 
classes. In relation to language learn-
ing, content learning in CLIL contexts 
has not been investigated as thoroughly 
and the research is not entirely conclu-
sive. Still there is evidence to show that 
CLIL learners manage to attain similar 
results in content learning as non-CLIL 
students (Wiesemes, 2009; Dalton-Puffer, 
2011; Pérez-Cañado, 2011; Ruiz de Zarobe, 
2015). Yet, compiling and analysing find-
ings across different studies is difficult “as 
there are a number of different subjects 
being taught through CLIL and different 
local curricula and syllabi that define the 
content’s learning outcomes” (Iouannou 
Georgiou, 2012: 501). Furthermore, teacher 
qualifications might also influence quanti-
ty and quality of learning outcomes. 
It is clear that the variety of CLIL models 
“obstructs the replication of studies, the 
compilation of a substantial body of re-
search, or opportunities for meta-analy-
ses of research results, all of which could 
enhance our understanding of CLIL” (Io-
annou Georgiou, 2012: 498). Among the 
studies that yield positive results with 
regard to primary CLIL programmes is 
Jiménez Catalán and Ruiz de Zarobe’s 
study (2009). It investigated CLIL and 
non-CLIL students’ receptive vocabu-
lary of Grade 6 bilingual Basque-Span-
ish learners of English (FL) and found 
that the CLIL group showed significant 
gains over the non-CLIL group on vo-
cabulary depth, but not on vocabulary 
size. A longitudinal study among Finnish 
primary students documented that after 
four years, CLIL students outperform 
monolingually taught students with re-
gard to the formation of relative clauses 
(Järvinen, 1999). Two Finnish studies 
(Merisuo-Storm, 2006; 2007) in Grade 1 
and 2 furnished evidence that no statisti-
cally significant differences were detected 
between CLIL and non-CLIL students in 
terms of mother tongue literacy skills, 
but that the CLIL strands showed more 
positive attitudes towards language learn-
ing. Studies by Romu and Sjöberg-Heino 
(1999) and Södergård (2006) state that 
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