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ABSTRACT: This study aims to critically discuss some of the most controversial issues 
affecting the characterisation and implementation practices of CLIL (Content and Language 
Integrated Learning) programmes from key stakeholders’ perspective (teachers, learners and 
parents). The focus will be placed on examining their voices on what CLIL education actu-
ally means, its alleged potential benefits in terms of enhanced L2 competence and increased 
L2 exposure and use, whether content knowledge is improved by CLIL instruction, whether 
content is emphasised over language in CLIL assessment and, lastly, whether teachers and 
learners feel motivated and satisfied with the CLIL experience. With this in mind, and based 
on methodological triangulation, this paper follows a mixed-method research design for in-
vestigating the commonalities and differences of perspective. While all stakeholders agree 
with the alleged benefits of CLIL in terms of enhanced language competence, surprisingly 
not all think the same about the need for more L2 exposure and use in bilingual classes 
and whether content knowledge is improved by CLIL instruction. On the whole, CLIL is 
positively evaluated by all stakeholders, provided these educational programmes are well 
articulated and effectively implemented in practice, although there is always room for further 
quality improvement and teacher training, according to teachers.
Keywords: CLIL programmes, stakeholders’ views, commonalities and differences of per-
spective, more L2 exposure and use, quality improvement and teacher training 

Lo que piensan los principales interesados de los programas AICLE: Coincidencias y 
diferencias de perspectiva

RESUMEN: Este estudio analiza críticamente diversas cuestiones controvertidas relativas 
a la caracterización e implementación de los programas AICLE (Aprendizaje Integrado de 
Contenido y Lengua Extranjera) desde la perspectiva de los principales interesados (do-
centes, estudiantes y padres). Concretamente se examinan sus opiniones acerca de lo que 
supone la educación AICLE, sus beneficios en términos de competencia lingüística y de una 
mayor exposición y uso de la lengua, si el conocimiento del contenido mejora gracias a tales 
programas, si se enfatiza más el contenido que la lengua en la evaluación, y, por último, si 
los docentes y estudiantes se sienten motivados y satisfechos con la experiencia AICLE. 
Partiendo de la triangulación metodológica este artículo sigue un diseño de método mixto 
para investigar las coincidencias y diferencias de perspectiva. Mientras todos los interesados 
coinciden en los supuestos beneficios de AICLE en términos de mejora de la competencia 
lingüística, sorprendentemente no todos piensan lo mismo acerca de la necesidad de una 
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mayor exposición y uso de la lengua y de si el conocimiento del contenido mejora con 
AICLE. En general, se valora positivamente la educación AICLE, si tales programas están 
bien articulados y se implementan eficazmente en la práctica, aunque siempre hay margen 
para mejoras de calidad y formación del profesorado según los profesores.
Palabras clave: programas AICLE, opiniones de los interesados, coincidencias y diferen-
cias de perspectiva, mayor exposición y uso de la lengua meta, mejora de la calidad y form-
ación del profesorado 

1. IntroductIon

Leaving aside all the initial celebratory rhetoric (Paran, 2013) or unbridled enthusiasm 
(Pérez-Cañado, 2016a) from the mid-1990s the CLIL approach has generously been viewed 
as a near panacea, ‘THE’ so-called current solution or effective alternative to traditional lan-
guage education in the 21st century (Bruton, 2013). The purported positive effects or benefits 
(and of course also the possible limitations or shortcomings (Bruton, 2015)) of CLIL need 
to be critically reviewed as well as empirically confirmed (Cenoz et al., 2014; Lasagabaster 
& Doiz, 2017). It is a fact that CLIL programmes initially emerged in response to the need 
to overcome the communicative limitations of traditional language education, obsessively 
focused on grammatical correctness, or as Dalton-Puffer (2011, p.185) reminds us “CLIL 
is the way to transcend the perceived weaknesses of traditional foreign language teaching”. 
Such discontent or dissatisfaction with the target language results as well as somewhat be-
nevolent readings and interpretations of the research evidence and literature (Bruton, 2015) 
have undoubtedly contributed to fuel the overestimated benefits and unrealistic expectations 
of CLIL education (Dallinger et al., 2016; Harrop, 2012; Pladevall-Ballester, 2015). The 
widespread acceptance and perceived success of CLIL programmes across the world have 
been such that, as Hüttner et al. (2013, p.267) put it, “the enthusiasm with which this in-
novation is implemented by stakeholders and ‘made a success’ is not fully understood”. In 
fact, its amazing spread “has surprised even its most ardent advocates” (Maljers et al., 2007, 
p.7). The blind acceptance of CLIL from its onset, without the apparent need or desire for 
scientific evidence supporting its alleged benefits and revealing its possible limitations, is 
disturbing. In this respect, Harrop (2012, p.68) warned us that “The risk of implementing 
CLIL under the weight of unrealistic expectations and without specifically addressing its 
emerging shortcomings is one that we cannot afford to run”. Hence, as Dalton-Puffer (2011, 
p.185) justifiably put it, “Research is therefore called upon to verify in how far CLIL can 
fulfil these and other expectations”, although perhaps it would be much better to question 
“what assumptions lie behind such expectations” (p. 193). With this backdrop in mind, 
Pérez-Cañado (2016a) concluded that CLIL research has witnessed a metaphorical pendulum 
effect by moving from a time of celebratory euphoria with numerous advocates praising the 
virtues of this innovative educational approach (Coyle et al., 2010; Marsh, 2002) towards a 
more critical and pessimistic perspective on its feasibility with some detractors or sceptics 
(Bruton, 2015; Paran, 2013). Indeed, certain critical voices have recently emerged on the 
scene, calling into question some of the problematic issues of CLIL programmes in terms 
of characterisation, implementation, and research (Bruton, 2015; Paran, 2013; Pérez-Cañado, 
2016a). For example, Paran (2013) reminded us that not all the benefits attributed to CLIL 
are supported by CLIL research. Despite the overwhelming evidence supporting the potential 
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benefits of CLIL programmes as a result of the continued exposure to L2 input (Dalton-Puffer, 
2008), conflicting evidence has also emerged quite recently, contrary to most expectations 
and to what has been reported in the CLIL literature. This gloomier forecast indicates that 
CLIL’s positive effects are limited without statistical significance, which might confirm the 
assumption made by Bruton (2015, p.122): “the two-in-one seems illusory in CLIL classes”. 
In relation to this, Fernández-Sanjurjo et al. (2017, p.10) have dared to suggest that CLIL 
education might not be rendering expected results in content learning and, accordingly, “the 
integration of content and language is not being fully achieved”. Given that the possible 
limitations and shortcomings of CLIL have scarcely been subject to criticism, more discern-
ing voices would certainly be desirable to deepen the understanding of the complexities of 
CLIL programmes. On the prevailing and unjustified tendency to positively speculate and 
overemphasise the potential benefits of CLIL, Bruton (2015, p.120) suggested the need for 
“more attention to detail in the whole picture”. With this in mind, this study aims to shed 
more light on the perceived effectiveness of the current implementation practices of CLIL 
programmes by investigating the commonalities and differences of perspective from main 
stakeholders (teachers, learners and parents).

1.1. What is meant by CLIL? The diversity of CLIL realities can no longer be seen 
as an excuse

Efforts have certainly been made to explain what CLIL is not rather than what it is, 
since this educational approach still remains elusively unspecified (Cenoz et al., 2014). Given 
the different conceptualisations of CLIL (as for example “a foreign language enrichment 
measure packaged into content teaching” Dalton-Puffer, 2011, p.184), Coyle (2008, p.101) 
pointed out that “there is a lack of cohesion around CLIL pedagogies. There is neither one 
CLIL approach nor one theory of CLIL”. Before entering into heated discussions as to what 
CLIL actually entails, how it really works, to what extent the rather idealised integration is 
fully achieved in praxis and under what instructional conditions, one key point should be 
highlighted. The variability of CLIL learning outcomes is usually justified on the basis of the 
frequently invoked argument of the diversity of CLIL programme formats and practices across 
Europe, as indicated by Cenoz et al. (2014). In fact, Dalton-Puffer (2019) made it clear that 
the current diversity of CLIL realities or experiences today is mainly reflected when looking 
at research results. To a certain extent, the justification of such diversity viewed in terms of 
contextually-dependent variations of CLIL might, as correctly suggested by Bruton (2015, 
p.126), “sound more like excuses for not adopting clear CLIL practices, partly because they 
remain elusively unspecified (Cenoz et al., 2014)”. Having said that, there is much about the 
diversity of CLIL programmes in terms of implementation processes and practices (namely, 
quantity and quality of input/exposure to the target language, among other issues) that still 
lacks clarity. Far more important is to understand what CLIL in fact entails and how it is 
supposed to work. Many of the hasty interpretations and generalised conclusions drawn on 
the empirical evidence collected so far in the CLIL research agenda might be questionable 
by overlooking the issue of diversity. Indeed, similar contextual conditions have not been 
sufficiently controlled for in CLIL research since a large number of the CLIL settings ex-
amined have been investigated under somewhat contrived circumstances. 
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1.2. The main pretext for CLIL: An increased exposure to L2 input?

One of the most controversial issues in SLA research has been the hotly debated ques-
tion of the role of L1 in L2 classrooms. In fact, the traditional prescriptive monolingual 
approach (L2-only input) has been challenged by the relatively recent bilingual approach 
(L1 can function as a cognitive tool or valuable learning resource) (Macaro, 2009; Storch 
& Aldosari, 2010; Swain & Lapkin, 2000). Perhaps the main controversy lies in the overuse 
of the L1 through common practices such as code-switching and translanguaging. On the 
controversial issue of L1 use in CLIL classes, which is practically non-existent in the CLIL 
research agenda (Lasagabaster, 2013; Lo, 2015; Méndez & Pavón, 2012; Zanoni, 2016), it 
has been concluded that “Some voices consider that the L1 only has a support function for 
explanation and its use should be minimised, whereas other voices state that the L1 has a 
learning function, as it can help to build up students’ lexicon and to foster their metalinguistic 
awareness” (Lasagabaster, 2013, p.1). Put simply, L1 use should be viewed as a helpful 
learning support or scaffolding to check understanding and facilitate the learning process in 
CLIL classes (Méndez & Pavón, 2012). In this regard, Lasagabaster (2013, p.17) argued that

the use of the first language, if judicious, can serve to scaffold language and con-
tent learning in CLIL contexts, as long as learning is maintained primarily through 
the L2. (…) More research is needed on how the L1 can be used/is being used in 
CLIL contexts to maximize L2 language and content learning (…) that should lead 
teachers to become aware of their code-switching and translanguaging practices 
and to reflect on the reasons for their choices.

From an extensive reading of the SLA literature one may come to the conclusion that 
comprehensible input and output constitute, in general, essential conditions for L2 learning. Be-
sides the fact that both L1 and L2 are in direct and constant contact in CLIL classes, one of the 
most frequently given arguments, if not the most important, in favour of CLIL instruction is the 
provision of an increased L2 exposure and communicative practice or interaction (Hüttner et al., 
2013), but also the emphasis on language learning through language use. Despite being perhaps 
an excessively simplistic and restrictive vision of bilingual education, and before looking more 
closely at whether the target language is used either extensively or minimally in CLIL classes 
(Pladevall-Ballester & Vallbona, 2016), increased language exposure is what likely makes CLIL 
so attractive today in current L2 pedagogy. On the whole, the importance of quantity and quality 
of input received is such that Cenoz et al. (2014, p.257) even dared to suggest that “Perhaps 
the same number of hours of direct language instruction would be as effective or more effective 
without a CLIL approach”, which we could not agree more with. In the same direction, Bruton 
(2015, p.124) also made clear that “any positive benefits in the FL for the CLIL students might be 
attributable to the quality or level of the instruction in the EFL classes, rather than the exposure 
to the FL of the CLIL content teachers, who are often less proficient in the FL”, which may 
lead us to conclude that the expected positive language outcomes cannot be explained only by 
CLIL. Beyond invoking relevant L2 acquisition theories (namely, the Input, Interaction and Output 
Hypotheses), perhaps we should examine the quality of L2 exposure offered by CLIL teachers. 



Juan de dios Martínez agudo et al.  What key stakeholders think about CLIL...

225

1.3. Killing two birds with one stone? Is content knowledge affected by CLIL? Assessing 
only content in CLIL assessment?

Although the content feature is ‘really the mainstay of the CLIL marketing enterprise’ 
(Bruton, 2015, p.123), Bruton (2015) reminded us that “the purpose behind the adoption of 
CLIL is usually FL-driven, typically to achieve more FL exposure, even though the actual 
selection and sequencing of the subject matter in the CLIL class is content-driven” (p. 120). 
Put simply, the principle motive behind a school’s choosing to do CLIL is the need for an 
improved L2 competence which becomes the main incentive for parents to enrol their children 
in a bilingual programme. In the same vein, Hüttner et al. (2013, p.270) claimed that “lan-
guage-learning goals are the defining feature of CLIL in EU policy papers”. Notwithstanding, 
what has been invoked as the most distinguishing feature of CLIL is certainly its dual-fo-
cused nature that is assumed to give equal attention to both language and content learning 
(Mehisto et al., 2008), even though such idealised integration, which has been understood in 
different ways (Cenoz et al., 2014), seems to be far from being successfully implemented in 
practice since CLIL is mainly content-driven (Coyle et al., 2010). Perhaps CLIL programmes 
are not currently rendering the expected results since, as Cenoz et al. (2014, p.244) argued, 
“research conducted in actual CLIL classrooms shows that it is difficult to achieve a strict 
balance of language and content”, a finding Nikula et al. (2016) also highlighted. Recent 
critical voices have also questioned this idealised integration by concluding that CLIL might 
not be yielding expected results in content learning (Fernández-Sanjurjo et al., 2017). This 
is despite the fact that the aforementioned duality of content and language lies at the heart 
of CLIL. Consequently, further research is clearly needed to understand how content and 
language are best learnt in integration (Cenoz et al., 2014; Nikula et al., 2016). 

Learning content subjects through a target language requires a greater cognitive processing 
effort, which means that a number of students find their CLIL programmes difficult (Broca, 
2016). In this respect, Mehisto et al. (2008, p.20) acknowledged that although “Common 
sense seems to say that students studying in a second language cannot possibly learn the 
same amount of content as students studying in their first language”, actually they do. In 
order to address such challenges, Bruton (2015) also warned us that excessive scaffolding 
or support might contribute to the simplification of the content subject knowledge. It may 
even be that the content component of the equation is not being fully achieved in practice, 
as suggested by Fernández-Sanjurjo et al. (2017). Such opposing views become evident in 
the following thought-provoking claims made by Dalton-Puffer (2011, p.188-189):

It is a common concern of educators and parents how being taught in the foreign 
language will affect learners’ knowledge, skills, and understanding of the subject. 
Because the medium of learning is less perfectly known than the L1, it is feared 
that this will lead to reduced subject competence as a result of either imperfect 
understanding or the fact that teachers preempt this problem and simplify content 
(…) How is it possible that learners can produce equally good results even if they 
studied the content in an imperfectly known language? 
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All in all, one might conclude that there is no compelling reason to believe that learn-
ing academic content through a less perfectly known language than their native language 
produces better results. 

Assessment often generates a great deal of uncertainty among CLIL teachers (Coyle 
et al., 2010). As Otto and Estrada (2019) put it, the way assessment is conducted becomes 
one of the most controversial issues in the CLIL literature, particularly in terms of how 
teachers deal with the integration of content and language and which methods and tools are 
best suited when assessing students’ learning outcomes, among other aspects. As a result of 
the current diversity of CLIL models, the lack of a standardised CLIL roadmap (Cenoz et 
al., 2014) as well as the absence of established assessment criteria, Otto and Estrada (2019) 
highlighted a significant disparity among the CLIL assessment practices and processes. 
Given the dual-focused nature of CLIL which might somehow suggest the existence of two 
assessment processes involved, the crux of the matter is if CLIL teachers must only assess 
the content, or the language, or both. Faced with this dilemma, CLIL teachers should always 
bear in mind content first as the primary goal, then language competence, as laid out in 
curricular regulations imposed by education authorities. Additionally, content teachers are 
not usually prepared to face language-related issues since they are specialists in the content 
areas but less proficient in the target language. On the basis that “the content should always 
be the dominant element in terms of objectives” (Coyle et al., 2010, p.115), the emphasis 
would then be on content knowledge over language competence in CLIL assessment. Addi-
tionally, content teachers need to ensure that CLIL learners acquire similar levels in content 
competence so that they do not fall behind their mainstream counterparts, which cannot be 
allowed to happen. 

1.4. Another reason for CLIL: CLIL helps to foster motivation

Numerous voices have stressed the affective potential of CLIL education by fostering 
learners’ motivation and positive attitudes towards language learning (Coyle et al., 2010; 
Dalton-Puffer, 2011; Doiz et al., 2014; Marsh, 2000; Seikkula-Leino, 2007; Thompson & 
Sylvén, 2019). In particular, Marsh (2000, p.10) claimed that CLIL programmes can “nurture 
a feel good and can do attitude towards language learning in general”. In relation to this, 
Doiz et al. (2014) reminded us that one of the main reasons put forward by the advocates 
of CLIL is that learners feel more motivated as a result of their participation in bilingual 
programmes. In the same vein, Thompson and Sylvén (2019, p.76) stated that “One of the 
benefits commonly attributed to CLIL is that it increases learner motivation”. All in all, most 
studies conducted to date in Europe have confirmed a positive relationship between CLIL 
and motivation, focusing predominantly on the motivational effect of CLIL programmes on 
language attainment (Doiz et al., 2014; Möller, 2018; Seikkula-Leino, 2007; Thompson & 
Sylvén, 2019). Conversely, the affective sphere may also be negatively affected by CLIL 
education (Doiz et al., 2014), as conflicting findings in the research literature have pointed 
to, contrary to most expectations (Heras & Lasagabaster, 2015; Möller, 2018; Otwinowska 
& Foryś, 2017). 



Juan de dios Martínez agudo et al.  What key stakeholders think about CLIL...

227

2. research QuestIons

Based on key stakeholders’ beliefs about the characterisation and implementation prac-
tices of current CLIL programmes (Massler, 2012; Pladevall-Ballester, 2015; Van Kampen 
et al., 2018), the following research questions guided this mixed-method study:

RQ1: Do teachers and parents involved in bilingual programmes think that they know 
what the CLIL approach entails?

RQ2: Do all stakeholders think that CLIL enhances L2 competence? 
RQ3: Do teachers and learners believe that CLIL leads to increased L2 exposure and use?
RQ4: Is content knowledge improved by CLIL education in the view of all stakeholders?
RQ5: Is content learning emphasised over language competence in CLIL assessment 

according to all stakeholders?
RQ6: Do teachers and learners feel motivated and satisfied with the CLIL experience?

3. Method

This investigation is framed within a broader research project (MONCLIL1 – Content 
and Language Integrated Learning in Monolingual Contexts) focusing on a three-year longit-
udinal large-scale evaluation of CLIL programmes conducted in those Spanish monolingual 
communities with the least tradition in bilingual education (Andalusia, Extremadura, and 
the Canary Islands). 

Since quantitative studies abound in the current CLIL research agenda, a two-pronged 
research design (combining both quantitative and qualitative paradigms) has been followed 
in this paper. Based on methodological triangulation, data have been collected from the 
main stakeholders involved in CLIL programmes (teachers, learners and parents) and 
through multiple data-gathering procedures such as closed-ended opinion questionnaires, 
in-depth interviews with teachers and learners covering a range of issues related to teachers’ 
professional preparation and learners’ language and content competence, as well as CLIL 
classroom observation. 

3.1. Context and participants

The present investigation, which forms part of a large-scale evaluation of CLIL programmes 
in monolingual areas of Spain, was undertaken within the monolingual region of Extremadura, 
which is situated in the south-west of Spain on the border with Portugal. This Spanish 
autonomous community was chosen because it has very little tradition of bilingual education 
(from 2004 onwards). English is the most frequently chosen foreign language both in primary 
and secondary education. It is a fact that in some CLIL classes the foreign language is used 
extensively while in others minimally, which mainly depends on content teachers’ language 
proficiency and the complexity of subject contents taught at schools, among other reasons. 

 1 For further information visit the website: https://www.monclil.com
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Regarding the sample under control in this investigation, it is worth noting that the 
participating stakeholders come from 8 public bilingual schools from both primary (n=5 
schools) and secondary (n=3 schools) education, located in both urban and rural areas. The 
sampling process followed was that of probability sampling (random selection). Out of a 
broader sample, those schools which subsequently revealed the greatest homogeneity in terms 
of verbal intelligence, motivation and English level were selected as the final cohort for the 
study. Concrete details of the sample under scrutiny are displayed in Table 1.

Table 1. The research sample

CLIL learners n Mean age CLIL experience

Primary education (6th grade) 82 (52.5%) 11.4 years 3.2 years

Secondary education (4th grade) 74 (47.4%) 15.6 years 5.9 years

Total 156 (100.0%)

CLIL teachers (*3 native speakers) n Mean age CLIL experience

Primary education (6th grade) 11 (52.3%) 35.7 years 2.8 years

Secondary education (4th grade) 10 (47.6%) 46.5 year 6.9 years

Total  21 (100.0%)

CLIL learners’ parents n Mean age CLIL experience

Primary education (6th grade) 40 (57.1%) 43.1 years

Secondary education (4th grade) 30 (42.8%) 45.1 years 

3.2. Data collection instrument and procedure

The data gathered in this study were collected through multiple sources (teachers, 
learners and parents) and data-gathering tools, including Likert-scale opinion questionnaires, 
semi-structured group interviews with both CLIL teachers and learners, and direct observation 
of several CLIL lessons. All the schools agreed to participate in the study and, accordingly, 
signed the informed consent form.

Three sets of questionnaires (one for each of the cohorts) have been administered (see 
Pérez-Cañado, 2016b for a detailed account of the design and validation of the questionnaires). 
The 1-4 Likert-scale surveys (strongly disagree to strongly agree, the neutral position was 
excluded from the questionnaires to avoid the central tendency error) included a number of 
closed response items (please see Pérez-Cañado, 2016b), which were organised into seven 
thematic blocks: (1) students’ use and competence in English; (2) methodology; (3) materi-
als and resources, (4) evaluation; (5) teacher training; (6) mobility; and finally (7) learners’ 
improvement and motivation towards English (coordination and organisation for the teacher 
questionnaire). Practically the same aspects are addressed in the teacher, learner and parent 
survey (60, 49, and 40 items, respectively). 
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The questionnaires were administered by the researchers as teacher educators, who 
explained in Spanish through clear and simple instructions the overall purpose and potential 
usefulness of the survey. Specifically, various closed-response questionnaires (one for each 
cohort: teachers, learners, and parents), which included both demographic questions and opinion 
questions, were designed and validated in Spanish and in English. For the validation of the 
questionnaires, a double-fold pilot procedure was conducted, which comprised a first stage 
in which a group of experts provided their feedback on the tool designed, providing valuable 
comments and suggestions (reorganisation and rewording of items, elimination of certain 
items due to overlapping of questions, correction of typological errors…). Subsequently, a 
second pilot phase with a representative sample of nearly 300 subjects (students, teachers, 
and parents with identical traits as the target respondents) allowed us to further refine the 
wording of the various items of the opinion questionnaires, and hence avoid ambiguities, 
confusion and redundancies. In order to guarantee internal consistency and reliability of the 
surveys, the Cronbach alpha coefficients were calculated for the student, teacher and parent 
questionnaires (0.940, 0.931, and 0.895, respectively) (see Pérez-Cañado, 2016b). The data 
collected from the questionnaires have been statistically analysed using the SPSS programme 
in its 21.0 version. 

Qualitative research generally strengthens empirical findings by helping to interpret the 
statistically obtained data. In particular, as Cohen et al. (2007) put it, interviews provide 
researchers with in-depth information and might act as a complementary research instrument 
for gathering relevant quality data. For the purposes of this study, twelve semi-structured 
interviews (six with 3 teacher groups and another six with 10 learner groups) were under-
taken in six schools (4 primary and 2 secondary) with randomly selected participants from 
the total sample under the supervision of the researchers, whose results were verified and 
triangulated with the data obtained from the surveys. The topics discussed in the face-to-face 
and in-depth interviews were sharply focused on the issues raised in the literature review 
and, accordingly, helped us to answer the research questions formulated in this study. These 
twelve 30-minute interviews containing predetermined questions were recorded with prior 
consent from the interviewees. In addition, four 50-minute CLIL lessons were observed and 
recorded by the researchers by means of a protocol originally drawn up and validated by 
experts for this purpose. Accordingly, both interview protocols and classroom observation 
protocols were filled out by the researchers during fieldwork and analysed later. 

Data from interview and observation protocols were transcribed and analysed by means 
of theory-based content analysis, which is a widely used qualitative research technique (Cohen 
et al., 2007). In the process of analysis, the most frequently mentioned responses from the 
participants were in fact identified, categorized and discussed. The participants’ responses 
were grouped at a more conceptual level, thus allowing the identification of general themes 
from the obtained data. For reasons of space here it is not possible to thoroughly discuss 
each item or theme, hence the emphasis has been placed only on those statements and re-
sponses focused on the research questions raised in this study. 
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3.3. Findings and discussion

Data collected from the surveys, interview protocols, and CLIL classroom observation 
protocols are reported below. As can be seen, Table 2 displays the data obtained from par-
ticipants’ responses to the questionnaires. For analyses purpose, positive responses (strongly 
agree and agree) were combined, while negative responses (strongly disagree and disagree) 
were also grouped. 

Table 2. Results from the questionnaires.
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With respect to RQ1 (Do teachers and parents involved in bilingual programmes think 
that they know what the CLIL approach entails?), as displayed in Table 2, it is noteworthy 
that while almost three-quarters of the participating CLIL teachers acknowledged that they 
had an extensive knowledge about the core principles of CLIL pedagogy, a similar percentage 
of respondents also recognised that further CLIL training was needed. Conversely, nearly half 
of parents were uncertain about what CLIL pedagogy actually involves. It is a fact that many 
parents hold unrealistic beliefs and overestimated expectations about CLIL education (Hüttner 
et al., 2013; Pladevall-Ballester, 2015), which are likely fuelled by an EU-backed pro-CLIL 
propaganda campaign. While many parents believe that CLIL education promises an added 
value to their children in terms of employment (Hüttner et al., 2013), Pladevall-Ballester 
(2015) felt that parents unrealistically perceive CLIL as the only remedy or solution to their 
children’s low level of English. Broca (2016) also moves in the same direction by claiming 
that secondary education CLIL learners’ parental expectations and involvement are different 
from those of non-CLIL counterparts. The truth is that parents are not necessarily required to 
have detailed knowledge of the intricacies of bilingual programmes. All this is in line with 
what Cenoz et al. (2014, pp.243-244) pointed out, that “the core characteristics of CLIL are 
understood in different ways (…) definitions of CLIL and the varied interpretations of this 
approach within Europe indicate that it is understood in different ways by its advocates”.

Qualitative data were also gathered from teacher interview protocols and classroom 
observation protocols. Surprisingly, one shared observation reported by many CLIL teachers 
in interviews was that they were not at all sure whether CLIL programmes were rightly 
or wrongly being implemented these days. Additionally, most respondents agreed that the 
CLIL pedagogy training they received is adequate, but not sufficient, as it could always be 
improved. In particular, several CLIL teachers stressed the need for more practice-oriented 
training, above all in terms of how to engage learners with CLIL lessons given their lack 
of motivation and participation. 

Regarding RQ2 (Do all stakeholders think that CLIL enhances L2 competence?), it 
should be noted that all the stakeholders involved in CLIL programmes expressed their full 
agreement with the assumption that bilingual education greatly helps improve the target 
language competence, which is in line with most expectations and with what has been ex-
tensively reported in the literature to date (Coyle et al., 2010; Dalton-Puffer, 2008; Marsh, 
2000; Mehisto et al., 2008; Pladevall-Ballester, 2015). In particular, Pladevall-Ballester 
(2015) reported that primary school CLIL students, except for low achievers, expressed 
overall satisfaction with CLIL programmes in terms of use of English and understanding 
ability. Put simply, CLIL’s positive effects on L2 competence are widely-acknowledged by 
key stakeholders, as displayed in Table 2.

On whether CLIL leads to increased L2 exposure and use (RQ3), contrary to expect-
ations, opposing views were found in this regard both among teachers and among learners. 
Surprisingly, around half of the respondents in each group believed that there is no need to 
increase L2 use, which would lead us to think that L1 use is accepted and allowed in CLIL 
settings, perhaps viewed as a helpful resource to facilitate the understanding and learning 
processes. This finding runs counter to the view by Pladevall-Ballester and Vallbona (2016) 
who suggested that more promising CLIL learning outcomes (specifically, EFL receptive 
skills) might only be observable in the long run with more intensive exposure to the target 
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language. As for what percentage of class time is taught in English, as shown in Figures 1 
and 2, nearly half of the participating CLIL teachers recognised a more extensive use of the 
target language (≥50% of class time) in comparison with CLIL learners. In relation to this, 
several CLIL teachers made it clear that the use of English mainly varies according to the 
content subject being taught in terms of complexity of technical vocabulary (for example, 
chemistry and biology, when compared to physical education and history). 

In the background section of the questionnaire, both teachers and learners were asked 
about the amount of exposure to English learners are usually exposed to in the bilingual 
class, thus recognising differences of view in this regard, as can be seen in Figures 1 and 2.

 
Figure 1. L2 exposure time 

(CLIL teachers)
Figure 2. L2 exposure time 

(CLIL learners)

Teacher and learner interviews and CLIL lesson observation also provided enlightening 
data for both RQ2 and RQ3. It is widely recognised by CLIL teachers that learners’ L2 
competence had substantially improved as a result of their engagement and participation in 
bilingual education programmes. Concerning the common practice of codeswitching, the 
teacher respondents made clear that L2 use mainly depends on the class in terms of student 
participation but also acknowledged that L1 is sometimes overused for convenience in the 
classroom context. Similarly, CLIL learners felt that their language competence had improved 
(Pladevall-Ballester, 2015) and were satisfied with their teachers’ language proficiency, though 
they also pointed out that it takes some time and effort to assimilate the theoretical contents 
of the subjects being taught through a target language, especially vocabulary, which might 
account for the fact that some learners are not so participative in CLIL classes. 

Bearing in mind that CLIL is assumed to stimulate cognitive flexibility (Coyle et al., 
2010), RQ4 addresses whether content knowledge is improved by CLIL instruction in the 
view of all stakeholders. On the effects of CLIL education on content subject learning, con-
flicting evidence has been recently reported by CLIL research, with empirical data not only 
in favour (Martínez, 2020; Ouazizi, 2016; Surmont et al. 2016) but also against bilingual 
programmes (Dallinger et al., 2016; Fernández-Sanjurjo et al., 2017; Piesche et al., 2016). 
As mentioned above, the expected results in content learning may be negatively affected 
by CLIL programmes (Fernández-Sanjurjo et al., 2017). Such suspicion is surprisingly 
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evidenced in about one-third of the participating parents (and a lower percentage of CLIL 
teachers) who expressed their disagreement with the purported benefits of CLIL in terms of 
content competence, which is fully congruent with the position of Dalton-Puffer (2011). In 
the same vein, Pladevall-Ballester (2015) pointed out that parents also fear that bilingual 
programmes might be an obstacle or threat to their children’s L1 and content knowledge. 
This reservation is mainly backed up by the assumption that CLIL learners find it difficult to 
learn academic contents through a target language (Broca, 2016) due, among other reasons, 
to the high linguistic demands of the content areas and, above all, to the greater cognitive 
effort required to be able to process or assimilate the theoretical contents of the subject 
matter (Coyle et al., 2010). This greater effort makes learners progress more slowly, hence 
the need to receive more input and additional support to advance in their learning process 
(Dallinger et al., 2016). 

Contrary to such emerging distrust, one shared response by most teachers in interviews 
was that content knowledge is not negatively affected by CLIL instruction, with content 
competence being within the normal values when compared to that of non-CLIL learners. 
However, what is widely recognised by many learners is the additional effort and difficulty 
in learning the theoretical contents of the subjects being taught through a target language. 

Concerning the weight of content in CLIL programmes, and more precisely, whether 
content competence is emphasised over language competence in CLIL assessment according 
to all stakeholders (RQ5), over half of all respondents fully agreed that content knowledge 
is emphasised over language competence not only when conducting CLIL lessons but also 
when assessing CLIL learning outcomes. This is a logical consequence of the fact that 
CLIL is mainly content-driven in practice as pointed out by Coyle et al. (2010) and Bruton 
(2015). Additionally, this is backed up by Otto and Estrada (2019) who reported that content 
knowledge is always prioritised over language competence in CLIL assessment for teach-
ers, leaving language competence behind. Accordingly, such a view is congruent with the 
position of Cenoz et al. (2014, p.244) who reported, “research conducted in actual CLIL 
classrooms shows that it is difficult to achieve a strict balance of language and content”, 
thus challenging the esteemed integration of CLIL. 

From the responses gathered in interviews with CLIL teachers and learners, it can be 
concluded that content competence (70/80%) is generally emphasised over language com-
petence (30/20%) in CLIL assessment. While written communication skills (reading and 
writing) are preferably assessed in content subjects, oral skills (listening and speaking) receive 
special emphasis in the language subject in CLIL programmes. A mixture of summative 
and continuous assessment is mainly conducted in content subjects, giving emphasis first 
to content aspects and then to language aspects (in particular, reading and writing), whilst 
continuous assessment is mainly promoted in language subjects but also self-assessment is 
treated. Daily assigned tasks, project-work, attitude and behaviour, and student participation 
are also assessed in CLIL settings. 

As regards the last research question (RQ6: Do teachers and learners feel motivated 
and satisfied with the CLIL experience?), there is a wide consensus among all the stake-
holders that CLIL education fosters student and teacher motivation and, above all, that their 
involvement and participation in bilingual programmes compensate for all efforts made. Not-
withstanding, some evidence of frustration on the part of some teachers was also found in 
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view of the lack of student engagement in CLIL lessons. Such frustration is also echoed by 
Pladevall-Ballester (2015) who pointed out that CLIL teachers’ main concerns included their 
students’ low level of English, lack of materials, and lack of institutional and peer support.

Additional qualitative data were also collected from interview and observation protocols. 
In fact, one widely shared remark by both teachers and learners was that the CLIL experience 
was positive and productive, as evidenced in several illustrating comments ‘despite the great 
deal of work and the tremendous effort undertaken, it has been a worthwhile experience’ 
and ‘apart from personal dedication and additional preparation of the CLIL lessons, we feel 
glad and satisfied with the work done’, highlighting their satisfaction with and motivation 
for CLIL education. However, despite the additional effort, it was also clarified that such 
experiences could be improved still further in the view of teachers. 

4. conclusIones

This mixed-method study aims to critically explore what the main stakeholders believe 
about the characterisation and implementation practices of current CLIL programmes, and 
accordingly, whether they feel satisfied and motivated with the CLIL experience. The teacher, 
learner and parent voices we draw on in this paper revealed both commonalities and differences 
of perspective. This is congruent with most expectations and with what has been reported 
in the CLIL literature concerning the frequently invoked argument of the current diversity 
of CLIL realities, experiences and practices, as we are reminded by Cenoz et al. (2014) 
and Dalton-Puffer (2019). For example, while all stakeholders fully agreed with the alleged 
potential benefits of CLIL education in terms of enhanced language competence, surprisingly 
not all think the same about the need for more L2 exposure and use in bilingual classes 
and whether content knowledge is improved by CLIL instruction. Overall, CLIL education 
is positively evaluated by all stakeholders, provided that these educational programmes are 
well articulated and effectively implemented in practice, although there is always room for 
further quality improvement and teacher training, according to teachers. 

Not unexpectedly, this study presents several limitations and blind spots, namely the 
sample size, and the specificity of CLIL programme formats and practices under scrutiny, 
among others. Needless to say, more qualitative CLIL research is needed to deepen the 
understanding of the reality of CLIL programmes from the perspective of key stakeholders. 
In particular, further attention should be placed on conditions of exposure and quality of 
input, rather than simply the amount of exposure. 

Bearing in mind the seemingly contradictory evidence recently reported by the research 
agenda which challenges, to a certain extent, the very theoretical underpinnings of the CLIL 
approach, research must move forward towards a more critical positioning that thoroughly 
discusses not only the potential of CLIL but also its possible limitations and shortcomings. 
Certainly, many questions still remain unresolved in the research agenda as CLIL is still a 
highly promising research area with many exciting avenues to explore in the near future, 
as Pérez-Cañado (2016a) reminds us.
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