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What makes CLIL difficult?

● “Students’ English level is too low.”

● “Students’ cognitive skills in English are limited.”

● “The language needs to be simplified.”

● “Group work means losing control.”

● “CLIL collaboration is too difficult to manage.”

But are these concerns really limitations of CLIL?

Or are they assumptions about how CLIL should be taught?



Language and Education (LED) project
 Barcelona, Spain | 2006 - present

● University–school partnership: university lecturers 
+ CLIL teachers as co-researchers

● Action research: design, implementation and evaluation of CLIL 
programmes in public secondary schools

● Classroom-based research: classroom data from the LED corpus

● Teacher education: postgraduate and MEd programmes in FLE and CLIL

● Professional development: collaboration with the Catalan Department of 
Education

Where do these insights come from?



From assumptions 
to classroom evidence

Assumptions & Classroom challenges → 

Good CLIL practice → 

Evidence from CLIL classrooms 

in public Catalan-medium secondary schools 

in Barcelona 

(content subjects taught in English/L3)



ASSUMPTION 1

Students’ English level is too low to learn through CLIL 

CLASSROOM CHALLENGE: 

Students cannot learn through CLIL 
because their FL proficiency is too low; 
therefore, teachers frequently use L1



PRACTICE 1: Students can learn in CLIL classrooms

Good CLIL practices

● Pedagogical use of L1 (purposeful translanguaging)

● Accepting L1 as a legitimate resource for students

● Longer wait time

● More content feedback

● Positive feedback

● Effective management of classroom interaction



Positive FB on 
L1 contribution

A series of “narrowing 
down” questions

Extended wait 
time

Turn allocation 
to S3

Acceptance of 
explanation in L1

Source (LED Corpus): Escobar Urmeneta, C. (2013). Learning to become a CLIL teacherEVIDENCE 1



Private turn 
captured

Explanation in TL

S2’s self-selection to 
provide a TL version

Turn allocation to 
S2 through 
positive FB

Acceptance of 
contribution in TL

Positive FB through 
teacher echo



ASSUMPTION 2

If students’ English is limited, 

their thinking must be limited too 

CLASSROOM CHALLENGE: 

Teachers often see students’ low linguistic proficiency 
as low cognitive ability; 

therefore, they assume that they cannot challenge learners 
and should mainly focus on lower-order thinking skills



PRACTICE 2: Students can think in CLIL classrooms

Good CLIL practices

● Questioning techniques: 
○ Open vs closed questions; 
○ Referential vs display / factual questions

● Offering a wide range of cognitively challenging 
activities (use Bloom’s Taxonomy verbs!)





PRACTICE 2: Students can think in CLIL classrooms

Good CLIL practices

● Questioning techniques: 
○ Open vs closed questions; 
○ Referential vs display / factual questions

● Offering a wide range of cognitively challenging 
activities (use Bloom’s Taxonomy verbs!)

● Withholding immediate feedback to pursue 
further answers

● Allowing time for students to discuss



Choose the correct answers:
All living things: 

a) eat to get energy
b) can move
c) can grow
d) die
e) interact with the environment

Open question: ‘Which are the characteristics of living things?’

+ follow-up whole 
class discussion

+ follow-up whole class discussion

EVIDENCE 2.1 Source (LED Corpus): Canet Pladevall, R. & Evnitskaya, N. (2011). Rethink, 
Rewrite, Remake or Learning to Teach Science Through English



Lesson A: Steel

38 TEA:  ((reads)) steel has become the most used (.) metal
39 SS:   tru[e
40 SS:      [false
41 SS:      [true false
42 TEA:  ((turns to screen, coughs fakely)) what?
43       ((points to column ‘True’ on screen)) what?
44   SS:   ((keep repeating 'true' and 'false'))
45 SS:   (it's true or false?)
46 TEA:  ((smiles)) okey  
47 ORI:  ((to another student))
48      por eso te preguntaba qué era (.) steel (.)
Translation:  ORI: that’s why I was asking you what was (.) steel (.)
49      no sé (.) creo que-
Translation:  ORI: I don’t know (.) I think that-
50 SS:   xxxxx false
51 ORI:  es false
52 TEA:  ((looks at ORI))
53      ((to students)) it’s TRUE
54 TEA:  it's true, ok? ((looks at handout)) it’s true

EVIDENCE 2.2

Source (LED Corpus): 
Escobar Urmeneta, C. & 
Evnitskaya, N. (2013). Affording 
Students Opportunities for the 
Integrated Learning of Content 
and Language



9 TEA:  Jaume (.) the first one?
10 JAU:  ((reads)) amoebas have a nucleus and a cytoplasm. e:::
11 TEA:  is it true or false?
12 RIC:  true
13 JAU:  true
14 ARN:  no false
15 QUI:  no false false
16 JAU:  a:: true
17 TEA:  why? is true or why is false? you have to tell me why (it)-
18 JOA:  it’s true
19 MIQ:  it’s true
20 TEA:  why it’s true? ((turns to RIC and JAU))
21 JOA:  becau::se
22 JAU:  I found i::t ((looks at TEA, raises shoulders and hands))
23 TEA:  ((laughs, shakes head)) no no this is not a reason ((looks at 
JAU))
24 JOA:  they are:: <eukaryotic cells>
25  TEA:  very good ((nods)) amoebas are:: or have got eukaryotic cells. 
26   so they have got a nucleus and a cytoplasm. it’s true
27 QUI:  molt bé
Translation:  QUI:  very good

Lesson B: Amoebas



ASSUMPTION 3

CLIL language needs to be simplified,

and so does the content

CLASSROOM CHALLENGE: 

Academic English is too difficult for CLIL students; 
therefore teachers should simplify both the language 

and the content



Good CLIL practices I

● Moving strategically across literacies and languages (purposeful 
translanguaging)

● Bridging academic and everyday English and students’ L1

● Using gestures and classroom objects to support integrated learning

When comparing, defining, describing and explaining facts, phenomena, 
people, events, processes… (= Cognitive Discourse Functions, 
Dalton-Puffer, 2013)

PRACTICE 3: Making content and language accessible in 
the CLIL classroom



Cognitive Discourse Functions (CDF)

(Dalton-Puffer, 2013) 

What language is used 
for content learning 
goals, teaching and 
learning, knowledge 
construction, and 
meaning-making?



PRACTICE 3: Making content and language accessible in 
the CLIL classroom

Good CLIL practices II

● Modelling how to use academic language appropriately

● Transforming students’ everyday wordings into appropriate 
statements

● Explicitly discussing key structural and linguistic elements of 
different CDFs

● Establishing similarities and differences between different ways 
of talking about academic knowledge (everyday vs academic)



04-12. Students suggest ‘they 
reproduce’ and ‘they move’

Sentence: Elephants and earthworms belong to the animal 
kingdom because they have some common features, but 
elephants have a backbone and earthworms do not

EVIDENCE 3.1

Source (LED Corpus): Evnitskaya, N. (2019). 
Constructing Cognitive Discourse Functions in 
Secondary CLIL Classrooms in Spain



22-26. Scientific term 
(orally)

26-28. Scientific term 
(written form)

30-32. Unpacking semantic 
density of academic L2:
- Orally (Greek -> everyday 
L1 + everyday L2)
- Written form (everyday L2)



34-35. Unpacking semantic density of academic L2:
orally (Greek -> everyday L2) + Written form (everyday L2) + Gesture

36. Repacking & providing formal 
classification:
orally (academic L2, X is Y) + gesture



EVIDENCE 3.2 Problematic statement: Euglena can change its shape

Source (LED Corpus): Evnitskaya, N. (2019). 
Constructing Cognitive Discourse Functions in 
Secondary CLIL Classrooms in Spain







13-14: Explicit difference 
(it’s (not) + ADJ x2)



17. Acceptance (nod) + 
correct language form



ASSUMPTION 4

To assure effective learning, CLIL teacher should 

maintain control of the class

CLASSROOM CHALLENGE: 

Group work makes classroom interaction noisy and difficult to 
control, students may go off-topic, and the teacher cannot 

monitor what happens in every group



PRACTICE 4: Creating opportunities for interaction and participation

Good CLIL practices

● Pedagogical use of L1 (translanguaging)
● Using cooperative learning strategically:

○ Setting up clear and realistic objectives
○ Providing step-by-step guidance
○ Providing necessary language support
○ Accepting L1 as a necessary but temporary resource for students

● Using different classroom layouts to support different types of 
interaction and learning



EVIDENCE 4.1
Source (LED Corpus): 
Evnitskaya, N. (2012). 
Learning about our 
ancestors, learning about 
ourselves in English







EVIDENCE 4.2



ASSUMPTION 5

CLIL collaboration is too difficult and 
time-consuming to be practical 

CLASSROOM CHALLENGE: 

Collaboration between CLIL content and English teachers 
is too time-consuming; 

having two teachers in the classroom is difficult to manage



PRACTICE 5: What teachers can do together and what 
schools/institutions need to do to make this possible

Good CLIL practices

● Collaboration between CLIL content and English teachers on 

planning, teaching and assessing

● Co-teaching (Friend et al., 2010) between CLIL content and English 

teachers

● Receiving appropriate teacher professional development support

● Obtaining institutional support for collaboration



A close coordination among teachers with different backgrounds is a powerful strategy as CLIL 
is an interdisciplinary endeavour. English teachers could, for example, cover grammar forms 
typical of science, the way of formulating questions and logical relationships, useful 
expressions and connectors for arguing, reasoning, predicting, summarising, etc. in order to 
help students progress.

For example, in the first unit, students had to compare things. So, they needed to learn 
to compare and become familiar with comparative and superlative forms of adjectives. 
However, according to their English syllabus, they first had to learn simple adjectives. The English 
teacher’s collaboration and the work done with students on the use of the passive voice, the 
imperative, the conditional, prepositions, resulted to be very useful and important because it 
equipped them with linguistic resources and skills necessary for our science lessons.

In English classes, the teacher can take advantage of CLIL approach by connecting 
language learning to its usage in a real and meaningful context: reading texts from scientific 
journals, watching popular science films, playing cognitively and linguistically demanding games, 
preparing Powerpoint presentations, doing speaking/listening activities on scientific topics.

EVIDENCE 5.1 Source (LED Corpus): Canet Pladevall, R. & Evnitskaya, N. (2011). 
Rethink, Rewrite, Remake or Learning to Teach Science Through English



PRACTICE 5: What teachers can do together and what 
schools/institutions need to do to make this possible

Good CLIL practices

● Collaboration between CLIL content and English teachers on 

planning, teaching and assessing

● Co-teaching (Friend et al., 2010) between CLIL content and English 

teachers

● Receiving appropriate teacher professional development support

● Obtaining institutional support for collaboration



Sources (LED Corpus): Escobar Urmeneta, C. (2020). Coteaching in CLIL in Catalonia; 
Evnitskaya, N., & Escobar Urmeneta, C. (2026). “You don’t say ‘tempo, allegro’”EVIDENCE 5.2



Sources (LED Corpus): Escobar Urmeneta, C. (2020). Coteaching in CLIL in Catalonia; 
Evnitskaya, N., & Escobar Urmeneta, C. (2026). “You don’t say ‘tempo, allegro’”EVIDENCE 5.2



Sources (LED Corpus): Escobar Urmeneta, C. (2020). Coteaching in CLIL in Catalonia; 
Evnitskaya, N., & Escobar Urmeneta, C. (2026). “You don’t say ‘tempo, allegro’”EVIDENCE 5.2



Sources (LED Corpus): Escobar Urmeneta, C. (2020). Coteaching in CLIL in Catalonia; 
Evnitskaya, N., & Escobar Urmeneta, C. (2026). “You don’t say ‘tempo, allegro’”EVIDENCE 5.2



Sources (LED Corpus): Escobar Urmeneta, C. (2020). Coteaching in CLIL in Catalonia; 
Evnitskaya, N., & Escobar Urmeneta, C. (2026). “You don’t say ‘tempo, allegro’”EVIDENCE 5.2



Sources (LED Corpus): Escobar Urmeneta, C. (2020). Coteaching in CLIL in Catalonia; 
Evnitskaya, N., & Escobar Urmeneta, C. (2026). “You don’t say ‘tempo, allegro’”EVIDENCE 5.2



PRACTICE 5: What teachers can do together and what 
schools/institutions need to do to make this possible

Good CLIL practices

● Collaboration between CLIL content and English teachers on 

planning, teaching and assessing

● Co-teaching (Friend et al., 2010) between CLIL content and English 

teachers

● Receiving appropriate teacher professional development

● Obtaining institutional support for collaboration



● Pre-service CLIL teacher education programs

● In-service CLIL teacher education professional development 

programs: 

○ Some practical sessions / workshops run by CLIL teachers

○ Teacher trainers and participants engaging in co-teaching 

practices, lesson peer observations and video-recordings, 

reflective practice, etc.

○ Collaboration on writing teacher dissemination articles

● Institutional support to teachers and schools

EVIDENCE 5.3



The question is not “Can students do CLIL?” 

but “How can we make CLIL work for them?”



Rethinking CLIL: Five takeaways
1. Language difficulty ≠ learning difficulty
 Create opportunities for students to make meaning through interaction, feedback, and wait time.

2. Limited English ≠ limited thinking
 Keep challenging students cognitively, and use questioning to support higher-order thinking.

3. Accessible ≠ simplified
 Support students in navigating academic language and content rather than simplifying them.

4. Productive learning ≠ teacher control
 Use cooperative learning and classroom space strategically to create opportunities for 
interaction and participation.

5. Effective CLIL ≠ one teacher doing everything
 Collaboration, co-teaching, professional development and institutional support can expand what 
is possible.



So… what can we do differently tomorrow?

● Talk less, but interact more.

● Ask questions that make students think and challenge them cognitively.

● Don’t simplify everything - support access.

● Let students learn with and from each other.

● Don’t do CLIL alone.
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