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An introduction to CLIL 
The CLIL history 

The term Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) was launched during 1994 
in conjunction with the European Commission. This followed a Europe-wide discussion 
led   by expertise in Finland and the Netherlands on how to bring language learning 
excellence, found in certain types of school, into mainstream government-funded 
schools and colleges. 

CLIL as an approach has slowly been gaining acceptance in European countries. In fact, 
in some countries, teachers are now required to use CLIL in their classrooms. The trend 
seems to be that CLIL will be used more and more in the future in most of the countries 
of Europe. 

What is CLIL? 

CLIL is a dual-focused educational approach in which an additional language is used 
for the learning and teaching of both content and language” (EuroCLIC, 1994). 

In simple terms, CLIL integrates both Content Learning and Language Learning. Using 
CLIL, students learn one or more of their content subjects in a targeted language, often 
English, but sometimes in another second language. Students are not expected to be 
proficient in the new language before they begin studying. 

Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL), in which pupils learn a subject 
through the medium of a foreign language, has a major contribution to make to the 
Union’s language learning goals. It can provide effective opportunities for pupils to 
use their new language skills now, rather than learn them now for use later. It opens 
doors on languages for a broader range of learners, nurturing self-confidence in young 
learners and those who have not responded well to formal language instruction in 
general education. It provides exposure to the language without requiring extra time 
in the curriculum, which can be of particular interest in vocational settings. 

With CLIL, learning content and learning an additional language are equally important. 
Both are essential curriculum subjects that evolve slowly but steadily throughout the 
curriculum. In the long term, students learn both the target content and the new 
language as well as, if not better than, students who study content and a foreign 
language in separate classes. 

Efforts are being made to generalize CLIL in the European Union (EU) Member States 
due to a firm belief that this approach may benefit not only the acquisition of a specific 
subject matter, but also set a framework for meaningful use of a foreign language 
during a given educational stage. 
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CLIL and teachers 

CLIL is taking place and has been found to be effective in all sectors of education from 
primary through to adult and higher education. Its success has been growing over the 
past 10 years and continues to do so. 

Teachers working with CLIL are specialists in their own discipline rather than 
traditional language teachers. They are usually fluent speakers of the target language, 
bilingual or native speakers. In many institutions, language teachers work in 
partnership with other departments to offer CLIL in various subjects. The key issue is 
that the learner is gaining new knowledge about the subject matter while 
encountering, using and learning the foreign language. 

Benefits of CLIL 

CLIL can offer a variety of benefits. It … 

✓ builds intercultural knowledge and understanding 

✓ develops intercultural communication skills 

✓ improves language competence and oral communication skills 

✓ develops multilingual interests and attitudes 

✓ provides opportunities to study content through different perspectives 

✓ allows learners more contact with the target language 

✓ does not require extra teaching hours 

✓ complements other subjects rather than competes with them 

✓ diversifies methods and forms of classroom practice 

✓ increases learners' motivation and confidence in both the language and the 
subject being taught. 

What about CLIL students 

CLIL teachers don’t teach the sort of language that students usually learn in language 
classes. CLIL students don’t … 

✓ follow a syllabus which is based on grammar development. 

✓ learn tourist language such as “Can you tell me the way to The Eiffel Tower?” 
or “How much does this t-shirt cost?” 
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✓ learn language through the kind of topics usually found in language Course 
Books, such as “My Family”, “Travel” or “Advertising”. 

In other words, CLIL teachers don’t teach Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills 
(BICS). 

What language do CLIL teachers teach? 

It can be described in three categories. 

✓ First of all, CLIL students need to know content-specific vocabulary for the 
topic they are learning, such as “terrain”, “plateau”, “estuary” or “flood plain” 
for geography, or “ratio”, “divide”, “fraction” or “decimal” for maths. They also 
learn the grammar which is needed for the subject, such as the past simple 
tense and “used to” for history, or “if....., then…..” sentences for science. 

✓ CLIL students also need to learn the language they will need to carry out 
activities during the lesson, such as sentence starters like “there is” or “there 
are” and sequence markers like “firstly”, “after that” or “finally” for writing, or 
Functional Language “I disagree with ....” or “Shall we decide on….” for group 
work. 

✓ CLIL students learn the sort of language which helps them organize their 
thoughts and solve problems, like “analyse”, “categorise” or “design”. 

This sort of language learning is called CALP – Cognitive Academic Language 
Proficiency. BICS and CALP are terms introduced by Jim Cummins (1979). 
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The 4Cs 

 

Content 

In traditional teaching, teachers prepared a lesson around a logical development of 
the area the students were working on already, and also prepared the ground for what 
they were going to study next. It’s just the same with CLIL. Teachers build lessons 
around what the students already know. Students develop their subject knowledge 
like building a wall, one course of bricks on top of the next. 

Communication 

In the past, students learned a lot of lesson content while they were listening to the 
teacher talk. With CLIL, teachers talk much less, because the students don’t have 
enough of the new language to learn in this way. Instead, students learn together 
while they are working in groups and talking to each other, using as much of the new 
language as they can. 

Cognition 

CLIL trains learners to think for themselves. CLIL teachers ask questions and set 
problems which focus on thinking skills such as analysis or creativity. These are the 
skills which the students will be using when they start working in the real world. 

Community 

CLIL teachers help students to relate what they learn to the world around 
them. Students see that what they learn is not just a school subject, but can be 
something that will be useful in the real world, perhaps when they are building a 
career. 
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The Zone of Proximal Development and Scaffolding 

CLIL learning is a process of construction of knowledge and of language at the same 
time. 

Students almost always begin with some basic knowledge of the content and of the 
language that they will learn. In each CLIL lesson, new content and new language are 
introduced to build on the foundation the students already have. Through interaction 
with classmates, with the teacher, and with multimedia resources, each student 
constructs new knowledge at his own pace, moving from simple awareness, to real 
understanding and proficiency. 

Between the two states of raised awareness and thorough competence, the student 
is developing some new knowledge or skill, but cannot yet use it independently and 
confidently. This intermediate stage of the development of learning is often described 
by Vygotsky's metaphor of ‘the Zone of Proximal Development’ (ZPD). 

The temporary support given is described by the metaphor of ‘scaffolding’, because it 
provides a platform from which learners can construct the next level of understanding 
and knowledge. 
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Scaffolding is a modular system of metal pipes which provides temporary support for 
people constructing buildings. It enables them to build much higher than they could 
reach from the ground. 

Scaffolding as a metaphor is used to describe how learners can be helped to achieve 
things which they are not yet ready to do on their own. It is a useful description 
because it highlights that this help is only temporary. The help is removed gradually 
as the learner gains the necessary knowledge and experience to be independent, just 
as scaffolding is removed once a building is complete. 

The aim of scaffolding is to enable a learner to move from a position where she cannot 
achieve a task alone, to a position where she is fully independent. In language-learning 
terms, it might be as simple as helping a learner to build an utterance from:  

“Yesterday I go shops Tanya” to  

“Yesterday I went shops Tanya” to  

“Yesterday I went shopping with Tanya” 

How can we provide scaffolding? 

✓ by creating interest and activating prior knowledge 

✓ by breaking tasks into smaller chunks/steps  

✓ by providing support - to scaffold input and output   

What can scaffolding do?  

It can: 

✓ engage / motivate the learners  

✓ provide a clear direction  

✓ keep learners on task  

✓ guide learners to useful resources  

✓ reduce surprise / uncertainty / disappointment / frustration  

✓ deliver efficiency - help learners to work more efficiently / effectively  

✓ make learning more individualized 
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Scaffolding Techniques 
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Planning a CLIL Lesson 

 

 

When planning a CLIL lesson for the first time, it is essential to take into account the 
following aspects: 

✓ Timing: how long will my lesson take? What do I know about the attention span 
of my learners? 

✓ Communicative Skills: How much do I know about the skills I wish to practice 
through my lesson? Remember you’re NOT teaching grammar and vocabulary. 
You’re teaching Language Functions. 

✓ My pupil’s physical involvement: You need to include activities for younger 
learners to be physically active throughout the lesson. CLIL lessons are not 
stative, there’s no micromanaging. 

Once you’re clear about all that, your next step is to create a mind map of your lesson 
plan, which should actually look like the one you see below. 

Notice the 4Cs? Content, Culture, Communication and Cognition. The theme and 
framework of your lesson should spin around them. Content refers to what we want 
to teach. Culture refers to making your pupils aware that there is a world beyond their 
own; that is to say, beyond the world of their L1, both literally and metaphorically. 
Communication refers to selecting key language functions (not grammatical patterns 
or word lists) to teach the content and deliver the aim of the topic. 
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Notice there’s a clear distinction among: language FOR learning, language OF learning 
and language THROUGH learning. Cognition is perhaps the trickiest part of the story. 
In a CLIL lesson, pupils gather cognitive experiences which put together, make up the 
actual learning process. The CLIL approach gives you the opportunity to teach via 
thinking skills and that’s huge, when it comes to the plasticity of thinking. What are 
these cognitive experiences? In short, they are what we call HOTs: High Order Thinking 
Skills. Authentic CLIL lessons have nothing to do with listing, matching, defining, 
describing, filling in gaps or memorizing. These are LOTs: Low Order Thinking Skills. 
CLIL lessons are about creating, producing, evaluating, judging and critically examining 
the concepts taught. 
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A typical CLIL Lesson Plan 
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An example of CLIL Lesson 

This lesson plan for teachers of teenage and adult students at level B1 and above is 
based on the theme of Regional Geography. Students will develop all four language 
skills within a content-based context. 

According to Steve Darn, the author of this lesson plan, a lesson of this type, at this 
level, could be conducted by a subject teacher, a language teacher, or team-taught by 
both. All the activities can be adapted for a variety of levels and mixed-ability groups.  

 

A Lesson Plan 
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Student worksheet 
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Texts 
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Further reading 

 

The following short list will give new users a taste of the theoretical discussion which 
underpins the adoption of CLIL. 

✓ Coonan, C.M. (2007). Insider Views of the CLIL Class Through Teacher Self- 
observation–Introspection, International Journal of Bilingual Education and 
Bilingualism, 10:5, 625-646. 

✓ Coyle, D. (2007). Content and Language Integrated Learning: Towards a 
Connected Research Agenda for CLIL Pedagogies, International Journal of 
Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, 10:5, 543-562 

✓ Coyle, D., Hood, P. & Marsh, D. (2010). CLIL: Content and Language Integrated 
Learning. Cambridge. 

✓ Lorenzo, F. (2008). Instructional discourse in bilingual settings. An empirical 
study of linguistic adjustments in content and language integrated learning, 
The Language Learning Journal, 36:1, 21-33 
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Glossary  

• BICS - Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills  

• CALP – Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency 

• CEFRL: Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, 
Teaching, Assessment  

• CLIL: Content and Language Integrated Learning 

• HOTs: High Order Thinking Skills 

• L1: a speaker's first language 

• Language skills: The mode in which language is used. Listening, speaking, 
reading and writing are generally called the four language skills. Speaking and 
writing are the productive skills, while reading and listening are the receptive 
skills. Often the skills are divided into sub-skills, such as discriminating sounds 
in connected speech, or understanding relationships within a sentence. 

• Lesson plan: An outline that guides teaching of a lesson. It normally includes 
aims and objectives; warm-up and review; engagement, study, activation of 
language (controlled, guided and free practice); and assessment of lesson. A 
good lesson plan describes procedures for student motivation and practice 
activities, and indicates materials needed. 

• LOTs: Low Order Thinking Skills 

• Scaffolding: Scaffolding is a concept based on the theory proposed by Lev 
Vygotsky, known as, ‘Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)’. It is one of the 
most popular teaching methods. In this mode of instruction a teacher helps 
the student initially, to learn a new concept and offers maximum assistance. 
Gradually, the teacher sets up newer tasks for the students to perform and 
apply their knowledge independently. The zone of proximal development 
literally means the distance between what children can do on their own and 
what they can do when assisted by an adult. Scaffolding is a strategy in which 
a knowledgeable person equips the student and provides him with all the 
information and support to acquire or learn a particular thing. 

• TBL: Task-Based Learning 

• TL: Target Language 
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