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Abstract 

In recent times both globalization and mobility in Europe have had a significant impact on content-

teaching methodologies, and many governments have adopted some form of second-language--

medium instruction. However, reading in a second language per se does not make an example of 

language teaching, as the focus is primarily on content, not language. The instrumental use of a 

vehicular language  – generally a second or foreign language to learners – does not imply analyzing 

and practicing the communicative structures of the vehicular language itself. Conversely, all good 

language teaching needs to be based on content that engages the learner, but this is meant to provide 

useful contexts of use which will enhance the learning experience. 

Integration of content and language can only be achieved through the combination of professional 

expertise and linguistic competence provided by subject teachers and language teachers. Yet, 

although team teaching would seem to be the ideal solution, this is very difficult to achieve in practice 

for a number of reasons. Drawing on the successful experience of Canadian immersion programmes, 

where teachers are trained to teach French, and the subject through French, we believe that a 

second-language medium of instruction should ideally use teachers trained in both language and 

content pedagogy. ICT plays a fundamental role in achieving this dual goal as the case study 

presented in this paper proves. By analyzing a scenario of content and language integrated learning 

based on the use of e-learning technologies, the paper points out the relevance of involving students 

in ICT-based activities which give them a combination of professional expertise and linguistic 

competence.  

Introduction 

In the past two decades, European socio-economic integration and globalization brought about 

renewed and increased interest in foreign language teaching and, recently, in using a foreign or 

second language as a means of instruction. CLIL (Content and Language Integrated Learning) is 

receiving special attention in Europe as one of the ways to achieve the objective of learning two 

languages in addition to the mother tongue, and is listed as one of the innovative methods to improve 

the quality of language teaching (Action Plan for language learning and linguistic diversity, European 

Commission, 2003).  

Education in a language different from the learner’s mother tongue dates back to ancient times, ever 

since the ancient Romans “educated their children in Greek to ensure that they would have access to 

not only the language, but also the social and professional opportunities it would provide for them in 

their future lives, including living in Greek-speaking educational communities”. [1] This learning 

experience has since spread throughout the centuries to all corners of the globe loosing its élite 

backgrounds to open up to a wider range of learners. As a matter of fact, globalization and economic 

and social convergence have had a significant impact in determining who learns what language, at 

what stage and in which way. Nevertheless, while the driving forces behind language learning needs 



 

may differ, the objectives still remains the same: achieving the best possible results in the shortest 

time. 

1. CLIL in the language teaching profession 

Among the European priorities for the new millennium (Think-Tank Symposium in Strasbourg, 1998), 

teacher education and the incorporation of CLIL into teacher education were recurring themes. And 

universities and teacher training institutions were requested to develop pre- and in-service 

programmes for CLIL trainee-teachers that could balance scientifically grounded research and 

expertise with practical concerns. [2] Totally neglected was, however, the role of subject professionals, 

which on the contrary Wolff [3] demanded to be fully integrated in CLIL programmes. In the discussion 

on whether the future CLIL teacher should be a subject teacher trained in a foreign language or a 

language teacher trained in one or two subjects, he supported the latter view. But who really should be 

a “CLIL teacher”? 

1. A subject teacher?  

2. A FL teacher? 

3. A team of both? 

4. A teacher with dual education? 

In (1), the focus is primarily on content. A subject teacher would most probably make appropriate 

decisions about module content and objectives, but (s)he would probably fail to plan and design 

appropriate tasks and activities to develop content-related language competence. The teaching 

practice of “content” teachers in CLIL could benefit from professional dialogue with FL colleagues in 

order to increase awareness of effective CLIL methodology. In addition to this “content-biased” 

learning, a major problem may arise in that most subject teachers still struggle with FL competence 

and would not be able to teach in a FL.  

In (2), the focus is primarily on language. A FL teacher would most likely select content that engages 

the learner, but fail to provide depth unless supported by a subject professional. In addition, FL 

teachers often take over in CLIL, creating covert conflict or open resentment in subject colleagues.  

In (3), the focus is equally shared between content and language, but separately, one at a time. Both 

FL and subjects teachers need to get used to working together in spite of their very different teaching 

strategies (generally, workshop-based for FL teachers, lecture-based for subject teachers). They 

should both learn “the CLIL approach” [4], plan how to subdivide the module into smaller units, each 

with appropriate learning tasks and activities; and decide what and how to assess. This coordination 

and collaboration work may become inoperable in many contexts not only because of ineffective 

interpersonal relationships but also because of costs. 

In (4), the focus is equally shared between content and language, seamlessly. Teachers trained in 

both language and content pedagogy will most likely be able to achieve greater balance in CLIL 

programmes. 

“Content and language integrated learning (CLIL) is a dual-focused educational approach in which an 

additional language is used for the learning and teaching of both content and language.” [1] Both are 

developed simultaneously and gradually. CLIL is not a new form of language education, but it is not a 

new form of subject education either: it is an innovative fusion of both. 

As reported in Eurydice, the information network on education in Europe, CLIL is an educational 

approach in which various language supportive methodologies are used which lead to a dual-focused 

form of instruction where attention is given both to the language and to the content: “ … achieving this 



 

twofold aim calls for the development of a special approach to teaching in that the non-language 

subject is not taught in a foreign language but with and through a foreign language.” [5] 

The main difference between CLIL and other established approaches such as CBLL (Content-Based 

Language Learning) is the “planned pedagogic integration of contextualized content, cognition, 

communication and culture into teaching and learning practice. [1] 

Besides being a powerful tool that can have a strong impact on language learning, CLIL can be seen 

as an educational approach to support linguistic diversity – as it helps achieving the plurilingualism 

pursued by the European Commission since 1995 – and interdisciplinarity – as it overcomes the 

restraints of traditional school curricula, and represents a shift towards curricular integration.   

2. CLIL methodology in higher education  

CLIL research since the 1990s has mainly focused on secondary mainstream education in which, 

typically, CLIL classes are given in short modules (15-20 hours) organized and taught by FL teachers, 

quite often during their own FL lessons, with no help from or collaboration with a subject teacher. 

Recent research has extended to the tertiary level (including lifelong learning), especially after 

internationalization projects have spread throughout European universities and beyond. An increasing 

number of university programmes, or individual courses, are being offered in a foreign language. Most 

of these, though, focus primarily on content as they are given by subject lecturers (see case 1 in 

section 1). 

2.1 A case study 

The example below is provided as a case of application of the CLIL approach to a higher education 

context where the lecturer has been trained in both language and content pedagogy (case 4 in section 

1). 

The course (30-40 hours), which is an introductory level journalism course integrated with a B1 EFL 

course, has been offered for four years now to a varying number of Communication Studies students 

(between 100 and 150 each year) whose L1 vary from Italian (the local language) to any other 

European language - as classes include Erasmus exchange students, too. The classroom culture, 

however, is that of the local L1 community.  

L2 (English) was used as a medium of instruction. Students entered with similar (limited) levels of L2 

proficiency, and their exposure to the L2 was largely confined to the classroom and online activities. 

The course has been designed to develop professional journalism skills and improve the pragmatic 

knowledge of the foreign language (LGP/LSP) thus enhancing the learner’s capacity to use 

communicative elements in actions, or to take actions using communication, to express, commit, 

interrogate, and engage in interactions, including being active participants in the world and on the Web  

- all of which are fundamental qualities of a journalist. 



 

 

During the course, students were exposed to complex information and were involved in demanding 

activities which could lead to intrinsic motivation. When using L2 to understand and learn a non-

language subject, a wide range of cognitive processes are activated. “CLIL classroom practice 

involves the learners being active participants in developing their potential for acquiring knowledge 

and skills through a process of inquiry (research) and by using complex cognitive processes and 

means for problem solving (innovation).” [1]  

 

The ESL component of this course emphasized four areas of study: reading, writing, grammar, and 

discussion of the content material. During the course learners discovered that they were actually 

learning a third language, the language of journalism, a specialized variant of L2 that is regulated by 

its own grammar and style (course material referred to Associated Press guidelines). The writing 

component covered the structure of a news story, leads, sentence clarity and combining, quotes and 

attributions. These activities are not much different from those taught in a writing course in an 

intensive ESL program, The effectiveness of the approach lies in the fact that the activities were not 

done for their own sake but rather to help students develop judgment, critical and writing skills  that 

they would certainly need in their present (some students were already working in a newsroom) or 

future job. 



 

 
The assessment criteria were framed in a way that focussed on assessing the student's understanding 

of the subject matter and their capacity to engage with the subject matter through analysis, evaluation, 

and speculation. All these skills were manifest in their ability to demonstrate them through their writing, 

and through online activities (fig. 2). This approach of seeing content through the language or 

discourse of the discipline was adopted from Systemic Functional Linguistics theory which underpins 

the programme and from the pedagogy associated with this theory.  

The use of coherently developed content sources allowed students to call on their own prior 

knowledge to learn additional language and content material. The curriculum and activity sequences 

were made available on a flexible and adaptable e-learning environment (fig. 4). 

  



 

The Learning Management System enabled students to coordinate their action through real-time and 

asynchronous tools, from anywhere, anytime.  

3. Conclusions 

The practice of combining language and content for both purposeful linguistic and subject-matter 

learning originated in Canada around 1965 within the first programs in language immersion education 

developed to provide the country’s English-speaking young population with opportunities to learn 

French. In Europe, the methodology has been described by the European Commission as “an 

excellent way of making progress in a foreign language”. As a matter of fact, high levels of 

competence can be reached in classrooms where the target language is a medium of communication 

rather than an object of analysis.  

Research in learning theory reinforces teaching approaches which combine the development of 

language and content knowledge, and practice in using that knowledge. In CLIL practice, learners are 

empowered to acquire knowledge while actively engaging their own powers of perception, 

communication and reasoning. 

CLIL is flexible and can be adapted to different contexts; yet, for the approach to be justifiable and 

sustainable, its theoretical basis must be rigorous and transparent in practice. Good CLIL practice is 

characterized by a more holistic educational experience for the learner than commonly achievable.  

In CLIL classrooms, students are exposed to a considerable amount of language while  learning 

content. CLIL is content-driven, and this is where it both extends the experience of learning a 

language, and where it becomes different from existing language-teaching approaches. 

It is commonly agreed that CLIL courses make an excellent tool for the integration of language and 

content providing that curriculum planners, course designers and teachers manage to keep language 

and content exploration in balance, not to lose sight of content and language learning objectives, and 

not to overwhelm students with excessive amounts of content that may lead to overlooking the 

language teaching and learning dimension of instruction.  

This approach (CLIL) is seen as providing  education which goes beyond language learning. 
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