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Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) is an educational 

approach where a foreign language, such as English, is used to teach non-language 

subjects like science, history, or mathematics. In secondary schools, where students 

are developing both cognitive and linguistic skills, CLIL offers a dual-focused 

method to enhance language proficiency while deepening subject knowledge. This 

article investigates how CLIL can be effectively applied in English language 

teaching, analyzing its theoretical underpinnings, methodologies, and outcomes. 

The study aims to provide educators with evidence-based insights to implement 

CLIL in diverse classroom settings. 

Teaching English to secondary school students through Content and 

Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) is a dynamic and immersive approach that 
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combines subject content (e.g., science, history, geography) with language 

learning. By using English as the medium of instruction for non-language subjects, 

CLIL fosters both subject mastery and language proficiency in an authentic, 

contextualized way. Below is a detailed exploration of CLIL, including its 

principles, implementation strategies, sample lesson plans, benefits, challenges, 

and practical tips for secondary school settings. 

 

CLIL is an educational approach where a subject is taught in a second or 

foreign language (in this case, English), aiming to achieve dual objectives: learning 

the subject content and improving language skills. Unlike traditional language 

classes that focus on grammar or vocabulary in isolation, CLIL embeds English 

within meaningful subject contexts, making it relevant and engaging for students. 

For secondary school students (typically aged 11–18), CLIL is particularly 

effective because it aligns with their cognitive development, encourages critical 

thinking, and prepares them for global academic and professional environments 

where English is often the lingua franca. 

Core Principles of CLIL 

To implement CLIL effectively, teachers must adhere to its foundational 

principles, often summarized as the 4Cs framework (Coyle, 2007): 

 Content: The subject matter (e.g., ecosystems in biology, World War II in 

history) drives the lesson. Students learn key concepts and skills related to the 

discipline. 

 Communication: Language is used as a tool for learning and expressing 

content. Students develop speaking, listening, reading, and writing skills in English 

while engaging with the subject. 

 Cognition: CLIL promotes higher-order thinking skills, such as analyzing, 

evaluating, and problem-solving, through subject-related tasks. 
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 Culture: Lessons incorporate intercultural awareness, connecting content 

to global perspectives and fostering open-mindedness. 

Additionally, CLIL emphasizes: 

- Authenticity: Using real-world materials and tasks to make learning 

meaningful. 

- Scaffolding: Supporting students’ language and content learning with 

strategies like visuals, glossaries, or guided questions. 

- Integration: Balancing content and language objectives so neither 

overshadows the other. 

 Implementing CLIL in the Secondary Classroom 

To teach English through CLIL effectively, teachers need to plan lessons 

that integrate subject content with language goals, use appropriate materials, and 

create an engaging, supportive learning environment. Below are detailed strategies 

for implementation: 

 Planning CLIL Lessons 

A well-structured CLIL lesson requires clear objectives for both content 

and language. Use the following steps: 

- Identify Content Objectives: What should students know or be able to do 

in the subject? (e.g., Explain the water cycle in science.) 

- Set Language Objectives: What language skills or structures will students 

need? (e.g., Use sequence words like "first," "then," "finally" to describe 

processes.) 

- Choose Authentic Materials: Select English-language resources like 

articles, videos, or diagrams relevant to the topic. Simplify or adapt them based on 

students’ proficiency levels. 

- Design Tasks: Create activities that combine content learning with 

language practice, such as group discussions, written reports, or presentations. 

 Scaffolding Language and Content 
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Secondary students often have varying English proficiency levels, so 

scaffolding is crucial to ensure accessibility: 

- Pre-teach Vocabulary: Introduce subject-specific terms (e.g., 

"democracy," "photosynthesis") and general academic language (e.g., "analyze," 

"compare") before the lesson. 

- Use Visual Aids: Incorporate diagrams, infographics, or videos to clarify 

complex concepts and reduce reliance on text. 

- Provide Language Support: Offer sentence starters (e.g., "One reason 

for… is…"), word banks, or model answers to guide speaking and writing. 

- Chunk Information: Break lessons into manageable segments, checking 

comprehension frequently through questions or quick tasks. 

 Engaging Students with Interactive Activities 

CLIL thrives on active participation. Use these activities to promote 

engagement: 

- Group Work: Assign collaborative tasks like creating a poster or solving 

a problem (e.g., designing a sustainable city in geography). 

- Discussions and Debates: Encourage students to express opinions on 

content-related topics (e.g., “Should renewable energy replace fossil fuels?”). 

- Role-Plays: Have students act out historical events or scientific processes 

in English to practice speaking and deepen understanding. 

- Project-Based Learning: Assign long-term projects, such as researching a 

historical figure or conducting a simple science experiment, culminating in an 

English presentation or report. 

 Integrating the Four Language Skills 

CLIL lessons should incorporate reading, writing, listening, and speaking 

to develop well-rounded English proficiency: 
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- Reading: Analyze subject-related texts, such as a news article on climate 

change or a historical document. Teach strategies like skimming, scanning, or 

identifying main ideas. 

- Writing: Assign tasks like summarizing a lesson, writing a lab report, or 

creating an argumentative essay. Provide templates or rubrics to guide structure 

and language use. 

- Listening: Use podcasts, documentaries, or teacher explanations in 

English. Follow up with comprehension questions or note-taking tasks. 

- Speaking: Facilitate presentations, peer teaching, or Q&A sessions to 

practice fluency and pronunciation. 

 Assessment in CLIL 

Assessment in CLIL should evaluate both content knowledge and language 

use, with clear criteria for each: 

- Formative Assessment: Use quizzes, class discussions, or short written 

responses to monitor progress in both areas. 

- Summative Assessment: Assign projects, essays, or oral presentations that 

demonstrate subject understanding and language skills. 

- Feedback: Provide specific feedback on content accuracy (e.g., “Correct 

explanation of the greenhouse effect”) and language use (e.g., “Try using past tense 

consistently”). 

- Differentiation: Adjust expectations based on proficiency levels, allowing 

beginners to use simpler language while challenging advanced students with 

complex tasks. 

 Sample CLIL Lesson Plan: Science (Biology) 

Topic: The Human Digestive System   

Level: Secondary students (ages 13–15, intermediate English proficiency)   

Duration: 60 minutes   

 Objectives 
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- Content: Understand the organs and functions of the digestive system.   

- Language: Use descriptive language to explain processes (e.g., “The 

stomach breaks down food…”).   

 Materials 

- Diagram of the digestive system (in English).   

- Short video on digestion (e.g., from BBC Bitesize).   

- Handout with key vocabulary and sentence frames.   

 Lesson Outline 

1. Warm-Up (5 minutes): 

   - Show a picture of a meal and ask, “What happens to food after we eat 

it?” Elicit responses in English, writing key words (e.g., “stomach,” “energy”) on 

the board. 

   - Introduce the lesson topic and objectives. 

2. Vocabulary Input (10 minutes): 

   - Present key terms (e.g., “esophagus,” “intestines,” “digestion”) using a 

labeled diagram. 

   - Practice pronunciation and meaning through a matching activity (word 

to definition). 

3. Listening and Comprehension (15 minutes): 

   - Play a 3-minute video explaining the digestive system. 

   - Provide a handout with questions (e.g., “What does the small intestine 

do?”) for students to answer while watching. 

   - Discuss answers in pairs, using sentence starters like “The [organ] helps 

to…”. 

4. Group Activity (20 minutes): 

   - In groups, students create a flowchart of the digestive process, labeling 

each step in English (e.g., “Food enters the mouth”). 
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   - Groups present their flowcharts to the class, practicing speaking and 

answering questions. 

5. Wrap-Up and Reflection (10 minutes): 

   - Ask students to write a short paragraph (4–5 sentences) summarizing 

one part of the digestive system. 

   - Collect paragraphs for feedback on content and language. 

   - Discuss: “What was easy or difficult about learning this in English?” 

 Assessment 

- Content: Accuracy of flowchart and paragraph content.   

- Language: Use of correct vocabulary and sentence structures.   

Benefits of CLIL for Secondary Students 

1. Motivation and Engagement: Learning English through meaningful 

subjects makes language use purposeful, increasing student interest. 

2. Holistic Language Development: Students improve fluency, vocabulary, 

and academic language skills in context, preparing them for exams like IELTS or 

future studies. 

3. Cognitive Growth: CLIL tasks promote critical thinking, analysis, and 

problem-solving, aligning with teenage cognitive development. 

4. Global Competence: Exposure to English-language content and 

intercultural perspectives prepares students for international opportunities. 

5. Transferable Skills: Students develop skills like collaboration, 

communication, and research, applicable across subjects. 

Challenges and Solutions 

 Challenge: Varying English Proficiency Levels 

   - Solution: Differentiate tasks by providing simpler prompts for beginners 

(e.g., labeling a diagram) and complex tasks for advanced students (e.g., writing an 

essay). Use peer support in mixed-ability groups. 

 Challenge: Teacher Expertise 
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   - Solution: Encourage collaboration between subject teachers (e.g., 

science) and English teachers to design lessons. Attend CLIL training or use online 

resources like the British Council or TELLConsult. 

 Challenge: Limited Resources 

   - Solution: Use free online materials, such as Khan Academy videos, 

TED-Ed lessons, or simplified subject texts from ESL websites. Create reusable 

templates for scaffolding. 

 Challenge: Student Confidence 

   - Solution: Foster a low-stakes environment where mistakes are part of 

learning. Use praise and constructive feedback to build confidence. 

 Challenge: Time Constraints 

   - Solution: Start with small CLIL units (e.g., one topic per term) and 

gradually expand. Reuse successful lesson plans across classes. 

Practical Tips for Teachers 

 Start Small: Begin with familiar topics or subjects students enjoy to build 

confidence in using English. 

 Collaborate: Work with colleagues to share planning and resources, 

reducing workload. 

 Use Technology: Incorporate apps like Quizlet for vocabulary practice or 

Padlet for collaborative tasks. 

 Monitor Progress: Regularly check students’ content and language 

development through informal assessments and student feedback. 

 Professional Development: Explore CLIL courses or webinars (e.g., via 

Erasmus+ or Coursera) to refine skills. 

 Resources for CLIL 

- British Council: Offers CLIL guides and lesson ideas 

(https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk). 

- BBC Bitesize: Provides subject-specific videos and texts in English. 
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- Erasmus+ CLIL Projects: Access free toolkits and training materials. 

- TES Resources: Find CLIL lesson plans shared by teachers. 

- YouTube Channels: Channels like CrashCourse or Amoeba Sisters offer 

engaging, English-language content for various subjects. 

Conclusion 

Teaching English through CLIL in secondary schools is a powerful way to 

integrate language learning with subject content, fostering both academic and 

linguistic growth. By carefully planning lessons, scaffolding language, and 

engaging students with interactive tasks, teachers can create a rich, motivating 

learning environment. Despite challenges like varying proficiency levels or 

resource limitations, CLIL’s benefits—enhanced motivation, global competence, 

and critical thinking—make it a worthwhile approach. 

 The results align with Dalton-Puffer’s (2011) findings that CLIL enhances 

language skills without compromising subject learning. The significant gains in 

reading and speaking suggest that contextual language use in CLIL fosters fluency 

and comprehension. However, the reported vocabulary challenges echo 

Lasagabaster’s (2018) concerns about linguistic barriers, indicating a need for 

robust scaffolding. The lack of significant improvement in subject knowledge 

compared to non-CLIL classes suggests that CLIL maintains, rather than enhances, 

content learning. Teacher reflections underscore the importance of professional 

development, as noted by Pérez-Cañado (2020). These findings imply that while 

CLIL is effective, its implementation requires careful planning and support. 
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