
146 JLE  |  Vol. 10  |  No. 1  |  2024

JOURNAL OF LANGUAGE & EDUCATION | Review Papers

Analysis of CLIL-related research in 
school settings: A systematic review
Belen Poveda-Garcia-Noblejas , Svetlana Antropova 

Villanueva University, Spain

ABSTRACT
Background: Content Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) is an emerging approach in the 
global educational landscape, and as such, there is a lack of a systematic review of this field.

Purpose: To explore CLIL-related scientific publications in school settings around the world.

Method: A systematic review was performed following the PRISMA guidelines in WoS and Scopus 
databases. A total of 142 articles published in the period 2018-2022 were analysed according 
to three types of variables: extrinsic to the scientific process, methodological, and content 
based. The results of the methodological and content-based variables were contrasted with 
the portfolio of CLIL evaluation measures and analysed through the lens of the 4Cs framework.

Results: The findings revealed that CLIL studies were performed in a wide range of countries 
across continents. It was the secondary school which drew most scientific interest. Apropos of 
the methodological variable, there was a balance between qualitative and quantitative studies, 
and a questionмnaire as a tool was favoured by the researchers. The major scientific interest lay 
in the communication principle, while cognition was understudied.

Conclusion: There was a growing scientific interest in CLIL. Although the major interest laid in 
linguistic gains, other fields of research transpired. The conclusions provide further agenda for 
CLIL research.
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INTRODUCTION
For the increasingly globalized world in 
the 21st century, the active pursuit of 
innovative methodologies, which can 
prepare future generations to integrate 
in the global community of speakers 
from diverse linguistic and cultural back-
grounds, is on all educational agendas. 
The dual-focused educational approach, 
both content- and L2-driven, which is 
being implemented in practically all ed-
ucational stages in the European Union 
is CLIL. However, the question whether 
CLIL is unique for the European context, 
or whether it has transpired European 
borders remains open.

Due to the recent implementation of 
CLIL, and although the body of research 
in this field is growing, it is still piecemeal 
and not “coherent as a package” (Coyle 
et al., 2010, p. 135). As a result, there has 

been little systematic review research 
so far. The current systematic review 
studies have approached the analysis 
of CLIL from diverse angles: CLIL’s im-
plementation in the European context 
(Cimermanová, 2021; Goris et al., 2019; 
Palacios-Hidalgo et al., 2021), foreign 
language learning in Physical Education 
(Gil-López et al., 2021), curriculum eval-
uation of CLIL on a global scale (Li et al., 
2020) , and the analysis of content and 
language outcomes in CLIL, CBI, EMI 
(Graham et al., 2018). The latter conclud-
ed that while CLIL was constantly present 
on the research agendas of certain coun-
tries, especially in the EU, other countries 
remained understudied, thus further 
systematic reviews on the implementa-
tion of CLIL worldwide are required.

With the purpose of filling in the gap in 
the systematic review analysis, this study 
aims to provide an analysis of CLIL-re-
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lated scientific research in school settings, both within and 
outside the EU borders, according to the following specific 
objectives:

(1) to analyse CLIL-related research in school settings ac-
cording to countries, year of publication, and education-
al stages;

(2) to delve into methodological variables: type of research, 
data collection tool, population group, area of research;

(3) to inquire which of the 4Cs receives more/ less scientific 
interest;

(4) to analyse recent areas of scientific research on CLIL;

(5) to contrast the results with the portfolio of evaluation 
measures.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The Essence of CLIL

In response to the demands of the modern age, specifical-
ly to enhance foreign language teaching to promote bilin-
gualism/multilingualism in a European context1, a group of 
experts in different fields of education launched CLIL. This 
novel approach appealed to educators as a wide range of 
pilot studies on the adaptation of CLIL sprouted all over Eu-
rope, and CLIL was recommended to teach subjects in L2 in 
pre-primary, primary, general secondary, secondary voca-
tional and further education (Marsh, 2002).

CLIL is defined as “a dual-focused educational approach in 
which an additional language is used for learning and teach-
ing of both content and language” (Coyle et al., 2010, p. 1) 
inasmuch as the integration of content learning and lan-
guage learning becomes the essence of CLIL (Mehisto et al., 
2008). However, there have been critical voices which have 
pointed to the ambiguity of this definition and called for its 
clarification (Cenoz et al., 2014; Linares & Morton, 2017). Due 
to the novelty of CLIL, there is no blueprint. Nevertheless, 
rather than being a drawback, this lack of a specific model 
may be considered an advantage, since it allows educators 
and practitioners to contribute to the shaping of the meth-
od with good practices. As such CLIL is historically and peda-
gogically unique and can easily fit into different national cur-
ricula due to its flexibility (Merino & Lasagabaster, 2018). To 
this end, under the umbrella of CLIL, different pedagogies 
and models emerged responding to the socio-cultural con-
text of the countries (Van Mensel et al., 2020). Taking stock 
of these new models of CLIL implementations, the Eurydice 
Report2 stated that although some of the pedagogies had 

1 Eurydice Report. (2006). Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) at school in Europe (Y. European Commission, Directo-
rate-General for Education Sport and Culture, Ed.). Publications Office. https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/756eb-
daa-f694-44e4-8409-21eef02c9b9b

2 ibid

promising results, there was no consensus reached on the 
theoretical principles of CLIL, which inevitably led to either 
more language-focus teaching, where content was being 
used as a mere vehicle for language development, or to 
content-focus instruction, where less attention was paid to 
interaction in L2.

To supply a rigorous theoretical basis for this methodology, 
Coyle (2007) provided a conceptualization of CLIL, placing 
the focus on an innovative 4Cs framework: Content, Com-
munication, Cognition, and Culture. Drawing on a wide 
range of theories from different fields of knowledge, Coyle 
(2007, pp. 550–552) tackled the 4Cs as follows:

Content is viewed as a construction of knowledge of the 
subject based more on high-order thinking skills rather 
than pure memorization of the subject-matter. Therefore, 
thinking processes must be reflected upon for further lin-
guistic demands as there is an integration of linguistic con-
tent with content knowledge. Communication encompasses 
contextualized use of the target language, which is defined 
not only by the linguistic needs of the subject-matter but 
also by social interaction. The latter becomes the way of ac-
quisition of knowledge and skills fundamental for learning. 
The target language is seen as a vibrant construct which al-
lows the learner to access other fields of knowledge and to 
be able to interact with others.

Cognition is an integrative component of this framework 
as the progression from low-order thinking skills (hereinaf-
ter LOTs) to high-order thinking skills (hereinafter HOTs) is 
viewed as a requirement to progress both in content and 
target language. Since the development of creative and crit-
ical thinking is one of the educational demands of the 21st 
century, problem-solving and decision-making were recom-
mended to form part of CLIL classes (Cimermanová, 2021).

Culture is deeply embedded in the language and deter-
mines the way we interpret the world, therefore cultural un-
derstanding and awareness of the conventions form part of 
this method. Hence, Byram’s concept of intercultural com-
petence, “the ability to communicate and operate effectively 
with people from another culture” (Byram, 1997, p. 5), be-
came one of the cornerstones of CLIL. Furthermore, Byram 
(2012) included citizenship education in this competence, 
which was incorporated as one of the goals of CLIL (Coyle et 
al., 2010), and Mehisto et al. (2008) added Community to the 
principle of Culture.

When providing the examples of CLIL classes in primary and 
secondary education, Mehisto et al. (2008) contemplated 
the inclusion the 4Cs as the guiding principles which can 
contribute to successful outcomes.

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/756ebdaa-f694-44e4-8409-21eef02c9b9b
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/756ebdaa-f694-44e4-8409-21eef02c9b9b
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Portfolio of Evaluation Measures

To gain more insight into CLIL implementation and out-
comes, Coyle et al. (2010) proposed a series of evaluation 
criteria, contemplated in the portfolio of evaluation meas-
ures. The four areas of research are the following:

Performance evidence englobes the empirical research 
in which its major aim is to assess the learners’ outcomes 
in CLIL subjects, as well as to compare the results with es-
tablished expectations from the national curriculum. Both 
quantitative (statistical data) and qualitative studies (e.g., 
portfolios) are included in this evaluation measure. For the 
analysis of progression in subject-matter, a contextual com-
parison of outcomes in L1 and L2 was recommended.

Affective evidence is the field of research which aims at 
gathering and evaluating learners’ and teachers’ testimo-
nies as far as motivation, L2 anxiety, self-esteem, etc. The 
instruments for qualitative research include open-ended 
questionnaires, focus groups, and individual interviews. For 
a more in-depth analysis of CLIL outcomes, a joint evalua-
tion of performance and affective evidence through “a full-
er cross-referenced portfolio using the range of students 
across the ability range” was proposed (Coyle et al., 2010, 
p. 137)

Both process evidence and materials and task evidence deal 
with the actual in-class procedures. Whilst process evidence 
evaluates the learners’ verbal performance (individual, pair, 
groups), task evidence aims at the analysis of the tasks and 
the materials used. These evaluation elements can be most 
complex for assessment from a “logistical standpoint”, as 
certain precision is required with data collection procedures 
and tools of analysis (Coyle et al., 2010, p. 137).

METHOD

Protocol and Registration

This systematic review followed the guidelines of PRISMA 
(Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 
Meta-Analyses, 2020) statement, to ensure that the results 
have adequate quality criteria and to reduce biases during 
the selection process.

The stages carried out to perform this systematic review 
were the following: (1) formulation of the research problem, 
which in this case was to analyse the trajectory and current 
situation of the most relevant research on CLIL. To this end, 
(2) a selection of articles on CLIL in indexed publications 
with double peer review in Scopus and WoS databases were 
performed. (3) Inclusion and exclusion criteria, which are 
further explained in this article, were applied. And, finally, 
(4) the analysis was carried out considering extrinsic and in-
trinsic variables.

Procedures
The search was carried out in the databases of Scopus and 
Web of Science (WoS), during the months of March – April 
2023. To ensure that all the articles fall into the domain of 
the present research the following terms were introduced 
in the English language, following ERIC indicators: TI= (CLIL 
AND/OR Content Language Integrated Learning).

Search Strategies
To narrow the search of the articles published, and, there-
fore, to certify the relevance and the current state of the art 
on the topic of the present study, the period from 2018-2022 
was selected. Applying this first criterion, a total of 1878 

Table 1
Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria

R1. Type of publication: journal article Books, book chapters, theses, conference proceedings

R2. Field of knowledge: Education and Social Science Other fields of knowledge

R3. Language: English, Spanish Other languages

R4. Educational stage: pre-primary (3-6), primary (7-11), secondary 
(12-18)

Other educational stages: undergraduate, postgraduate, etc.

Duplicated

R5. Empirical studies Theoretical studies, systematic reviews

R6. CLIL Other methodologies

Note. R=Reason in Flow Diagram for automation tools
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(WoS - 280 articles; Scopus - 1.589 articles) were found. From 
then on, given the size of the sample, inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria were applied (Table 1).

Selecting Studies Procedure

Considering the eligibility criteria, an evaluation of the se-
lected articles was performed independently. In case of dis-
agreement, judgment was sought from a third person. Both 
the JBI Critical Appraisal Tools (Lockwood & Tricco, 2020) 
and the Checklist for Qualitative Research3 were used spe-
cifically. Therefore, the selected articles were found to satis-
factorily meet the inclusion criteria (Figure 1).

3 Checklist for Qualitative Research. https://bit.ly/2YFoTWH
4 Area of research: performance evidence, process evidence, affective evidence, material and task evidence (see Portfolio of Evaluation 

Measures).

Based on the number of final records, which met the cri-
teria of inclusion and exclusion, a database was elaborated 
(Antropova & Poveda, 2023). To proceed with the codifica-
tion and the analysis of the publications, a series of varia-
bles were established: (1) extrinsic to the scientific process 
(country, year of publication, educational stage); (2) meth-
odological (type of research, data collection tool, area of re-
search4, population group); (3) content-based (4 Cs, analysis 
of abstracts).

Finally, a detailed qualitative analysis (Stimson, 2014) of the 
abstracts of each of the articles was conducted to explore 
content-based variables. The aim was to find “units of regis-
tration” (Díaz Herrera, 2018, p. 127) common to all the pub-

Figure 1
Flow Diagram for Systematic Reviews Adapted from PRISMA 2020

https://bit.ly/2YFoTWH
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lications, and thus, to establish the central categories and 
subcategories.

RESULTS

Analysis of Extrinsic Variables
Considering the variables extrinsic to the scientific process, 
the country of research, year of publication, and educational 
stage were analysed.

As for the geographical location, a great diversity was ob-
served in terms of the origin of the study sample (Figure 
2). Spain (n=70) stood out as the country with the highest 
concentration of research, followed by other countries: Ger-
many (n=10); Finland (n=9), the Netherlands (n=7), Austria 
(n=7). Belgium, Portugal, Italy, and the UK had 5 publica-
tions. Authors from Colombia and Kazakhstan published 4 
articles, followed by scientific research in Switzerland (n=3) 
and in Argentina, China, Hungary, Indonesia, Iran, Slovakia 
(n=2). In the rest of the countries (Estonia, Ethiopia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Malaysia, Norway, Poland, Sweden, Taiwan, Tur-
key) there was 1 publication in the time interval analysed.

Regarding the evolution over time (2018 - 2022), starting 
with a small number in 2018 (n=11), the number of publi-
cations displayed a steady growth until 2019 (n=32). In 2020 
this type of publication decreased (n=24), albeit in 2021 the 
publications resumed their gradual increase, reaching the 
highest number (n=38) and in 2022 (n=36).

Concerning the educational stage of the empirical studies, 
secondary schools accumulated the highest number of pub-
lications (n=82), followed by the studies in primary (n=33), 
several educational stages simultaneously (n=26), and 
pre-primary (n=1).

Analysis of Methodological Variables
Regarding the analysis of the methodological variables with 
respect to the type of research, both qualitative and quan-
titative studies accumulated 36,6%, mixed method studies 

- 16%, and feasibility studies - 3,5%.

In terms of data collection strategies, the following tools 
were used by the researchers (Table 2).

Regarding the analysis according to area of research (Coyle 
et al., 2010), it was performance evidence (PE) which accrued 
the highest number of publications (n=80), followed at a 
considerable distance by material and task evidence (MTE) 
(n=19) and affective evidence (AE) (n=15). Process evidence 
(PrE) was the area with the least scientific research (n=13). 
Some publication explored various areas of research con-
comitantly in their studies: AE and MTE (n=5), AE/PE (n=13), 
and PE/MTE/PrE (n=1).

Concerning the population groups, students were the major 
target subjects (n=74); followed by the studies focused on 
teachers (n=42). Some researchers enriched their analyses 
of data collection from mixed population groups of par-
ents, teachers, and students (n=19). The rest of the studies 

Figure 2
Geographical Distribution of the Publications on CLIL
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focused on obtaining information from other types of in-
formants: CLIL programme coordinators (n=2), CLIL experts 
(n=2), directors (n=2), and inspectors (n=1).

Analysis of Content-Based Variables
For a more in-depth content-based analysis, the following 
variables were explored: 4Cs framework, abstract.

Delving into the 4Cs framework, the studies dealing with the 
Communication principle (n=72) were the most numerous, 
followed by Content (n=31), Culture/Community (n=15) and 
Cognition (n= 12). Exploring studies which focused on Com-
munication, there was scientific research which only dealt 
with this principle (n=46); however, Communication was 
also addressed in concert with other variables including 
Content (n=12), Community/Culture (n=4), Cognition (n=2) 
highlighting the combination of Communication and Con-
tent, with respect to the others.

Furthermore, abstract analysis was performed. As a result, 
13 central categories together with their corresponding sub-
categories (n=70) emerged (Table 3). This categorisation 
streamlined content analysis with the focus on the issues 
currently being researched.

The categories with the highest percentage of appearance 
were Communication principle (26.83%), Focus on teacher 
(17,49%), and Focus on student II (11,72%).

In Communication, the subcategory with the highest per-
centage was L2 development/L2 proficiency/L2 competence 
(20,74%), followed by Vocabulary/lexical richness (14,81%), 
written production/literacy skills (13,33%), and Oral produc-
tion/speaking (11,85%). The rest of the subcategories ob-
tained less than 10%.

In the analysis of the category Focus on teacher, the sub-
categories that accrued the highest percentages were Ped-
agogies/didactic competence/teaching experience (26,13%), 
Professional development/training (25%), Identity/personal 
beliefs/perspectives (20,45%), and Coordination/organiza-
tion (11,36%). The rest of the subcategories scored less than 
10%.

Apropos of the category Focus on students II, it was Motiva-
tion that scored the highest (47,45 %) followed by Satisfac-
tion/enjoyment (16,84%), and Effort/attitude/willingness to 
communicate (13,55%). Other subcategories obtained less 
than 10%.

DISCUSSION

This systematic review aimed to analyse CLIL-related scien-
tific research published in English and Spanish in school set-
tings worldwide in 2018-2022. Having explored 142 scientific 
publications, the findings are the following.

Table 2
Data Collection Tools according to the Type of Research

Data Collection Tool Quantitative Qualitative Mixed Method Feasibility Total

Questionnaire 34 30 1 65

Interview 31 19 50

Observation/audio-video recordings 2 23 6 31

Focus group 9 3 12

Test 12 2 14

Standardized test 13 1 14

Verbal interactions 1 5 1 7

Reports/field notes/essays/written reflections/port-
folios

6 4 1 11

Didactic resources analysis/tool proposal and/or 
validation

2 2 2 6

Task 4 9 4 17

Accelerometer 1 1 2

Didactic proposal 3 3

Pedagogical intervention 4 1 1 6
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Table 3
Emerging Categories and Subcategories in the Qualitative Analysis with Cumulative Percentages

Categories Subcategories N Percentage

Socio-educational 
context

International/national educational policies Language assistants 16 3,20%

Exchange programmes Pandemic

L1 and L2, L3 Translanguaging L2-L1 influence 27 5,36%

Bilingualism/multilingualism L1 as language of instruction

Curriculum Didactic application/innovation 11 2,18%

Evaluation

Non-specified

Communication L2 development/L2 proficiency/L2 compe-
tence

Pronunciation/phonological awareness 135 26,83%

Reception/listening Vocabulary/lexical richness

Oral production/speaking Grammar/morphology

Reception/reading Fluency

Written production/literacy skills Non-verbal language

Students’ interaction/conversation analysis Teacher’s language (verbal/non-verbal)

Teacher-Students interaction Teacher’s corrections

Content Subjects 44 8,78%

Other content

Community/ Culture L2 culture Students’ collaboration/cooperation 16 3,18%

Intercultural awareness/competence Class community

International orientation

Cognition LOTs Metacognition/learning strategies 21 4,17%

HOTs Non-specified

Teaching methodolo-
gies/

strategies

CBI; TBLT; PLTL; CLL; IBSE; GTM; CLT; PBL; Gamification 23 4,57%

Scaffolding; questioning; games; peer-tutoring

Other

Design I: grouping, 
time organization

Grouping patterns 5 0,99%

Study/task time organization

Design II: instructional 
materials

Graphic organizers Textbook/books 33 6,58%

Digital resources School facilities

Audio-visual aids Augmented reality

Non-specified

Focus on Teacher Professional development/training Collaboration 88 17,49%

Coordination; organization Ideology

Pedagogies/didactic competence/teaching 
experience

Affective factors

Identity/personal beliefs/perspectives
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Categories Subcategories N Percentage

Focus on student I: 
socio-demographic 
and personal charac-
teristics

Socio-economic level Healthy lifestyle 23 4,57%

Age Diversity/inclusion

Gender Personality/traits

Ideology Parental support

Physical activity

Focus on student II: 
affective factors

Motivation Self-concept 59 11,72%

L2 anxiety Effort/attitude/

willingness to communicate in L2

Satisfaction/enjoyment L2 self-confidence

Note. CBI=Content Based Instruction; TBLT=Task-Based Language Teaching; PLTL=Peer-Led Team-Learning; CLL=Cooperative Language Learning; 
IBSE; GTM=Grammar Translation Method; CLT=Communicative Language Teaching; PBL=Problem-Based Learning.

Gradual Growth of CLIL-related Research in 
School Settings over the World
As for the analysis according to countries and year of pub-
lication, the results show that although most scientific re-
search has been performed in the EU, CLIL has transcend-
ed European borders as other countries (e.g., Iran, Taiwan, 
Indonesia) have gradually introduced this method in their 
classrooms. On a global scale, there is undeniable interest in 
CLIL, as the number of publications has been on a continu-
ous rise, albeit there are countries (e.g., Brazil, Russia, India) 
where it is unclear if there has been any scientific research 
on the matter at all, perhaps due to the language bias. Since 
the languages of this study were English and Spanish, scien-
tific research in other languages was not considered.

As CLIL was initially designed for the EU, all the countries 
which have accumulated the highest number of articles 
on this topic are in the EU: Spain, Germany, Finland, the 
Netherlands, and Austria. Nevertheless, other European 
membership countries have not been prolific CLIL research 
wise. Therefore, the question arises: are there any factors 
which have influenced a CLIL implementation in school set-
tings in the countries with the greatest quantity of articles? 
An example of Spain, which has accrued the highest num-
ber of scientific publications (Cimermanová, 2021; Goris et 
al., 2019) may serve as a model to delve into this question. 
Several factors have affected the rapid acceptance of CLIL 
in Spain: (1) bilingualism with minority languages; (2) top-
down implementation; (3) low-proficiency in L2 skills due 
to the lack or inconsistency of SLT instruction (Goris et al., 
2019). In the analysis of the countries with more prominent 
research in CLIL, it seems that traditional multilingual idio-
syncrasy has been a mighty factor to promote CLIL in the 
Netherlands, Finland, Germany, and Austria; perhaps, due 

5 EF English First. (2018). The world’s largest ranking of countries and regions by English skills. https://www.ef.com/assetscdn/WIBIwq6Rd-
JvcD9bc8RMd/cefcom-epi-site/reports/2018/ef-epi-2018-english.pdf

to the urgency to introduce teaching of content in other 
languages. However, not all multilingual/bilingual countries 
have demonstrated scientific interest in CLIL (e.g., Switzer-
land, Malta).

Furthermore, regarding CLIL implementation, both top-
down implementation and grassroots initiatives have 
proved efficient. Whilst educational laws streamlined CLIL 
in Finland (Roiha, 2019), grassroots initiatives gave an im-
pulse to CLIL at schools in the Netherlands (Mearns & Graaff, 
2018), Germany (Siepmann et al., 2021), and Austria (Bau-
er-Marschallinger et al., 2021). For instance, in the Dutch 
context parents and teachers promoted this method as “a 
pedagogical principle” in bilingual schools (Mearns & Graaff, 
2018, p. 125). The importance of grassroot initiatives can be 
viewed as evidence of high expectation of CLIL and its easy 
acceptance on the part of stakeholders (Hüttner et al., 2013).

Regarding low proficiency L2 skills, this is true only for Spain. 
In 2018, the starting point of the current study, the rest of 
the abovementioned countries fell into the very high profi-
ciency ranking5: the Netherlands - 2, Finland - 8, Austria - 12, 
and Germany - 10. Therefore, on a global scale, this factor 
has not been by far the most influential. As no clear pattern 
emerges to explain the scientific interest in specific coun-
tries, further research is required to gain an insight into the 
factors which can boost CLIL implementation. In the analy-
sis of the articles from the countries with the highest per-
centage of research, a new ecological factor has emerged in 
line with the one proposed by Dalton-Puffer et al. (2022): in-
ternationalisation. To comply with the educational demands, 
more specifically plurilingual competence in the era of glo-
balization, the knowledge of English as a lingua franca is giv-
en priority. Therefore, CLIL is viewed by many as “a form of 
extended language policy” (Hüttner et al., 2013) and a tool 

https://www.ef.com/assetscdn/WIBIwq6RdJvcD9bc8RMd/cefcom-epi-site/reports/2018/ef-epi-2018-english.pdf
https://www.ef.com/assetscdn/WIBIwq6RdJvcD9bc8RMd/cefcom-epi-site/reports/2018/ef-epi-2018-english.pdf
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to promote global citizenship and future job opportunities, 
hence its importance.

Concerning educational stage, secondary school has at-
tracted more scientific interest in compliance with other sys-
tematic reviews (Cimermanová, 2021; Gil-López et al., 2021; 
Goris et al., 2019; Li et al., 2020), whilst in the pre-primary 
stage the scientific research has been scarce. Though the 
pre-primary stage was included in CLIL programmes (Marsh, 
2002), due to low L2 proficiency and a small number of sub-
jects in this educational stage, other SLT methodologies are 
applied. While educational laws promote CLIL in pre-prima-
ry stage in Austria and Belgium (Bauer-Marschallinger et al., 
2021; Van Mensel et al., 2020), the major bulk of research 
has explored the outcomes of CLIL in primary and second-
ary education in these countries. There is still a debate in the 
European educational context whether an early start of CLIL 
is beneficial for L2 learning (Goris et al., 2019) or whether L2 
training should precede CLIL programmes. In the longitudi-
nal study (Pfenninger, 2020) on the comparison of L2 devel-
opment in a CLIL group to its mainstream counterpart, the 
results revealed that there were no meaningful differences 
in L2 acquisition between early starters of CLIL and slightly 
later CLIL beginners. Some countries (e.g., the Netherlands, 
Germany) initiate CLIL only in secondary education with 
self-selection criteria based on L2 proficiency to be applied 
to the candidates (Mearns & Graaff, 2018; Siepmann et al., 
2021). Thus, verbal intelligence and academic ability have 
become core elements to join a CLIL programme.

Methodological Approaches to Explore CLIL 
Efficiency
Regarding methodological variables, the type of research, 
research instrument, and population groups of the stud-
ies were explored. The results of both methodological and 
content-based variables are contrasted with the portfolio of 
evaluation measures (Coyle et al., 2010).

There is a similar proportion between qualitative and quan-
titative studies in comparison to Li et al.’s (2020) systematic 
review, which highlighted the predominance of quantita-
tive-driven studies. According to the results of this research, 
the gap between quantitative and qualitative designs has 
disappeared. Mixed method studies have not been abun-
dant albeit recommended by Coyle et al. (2010). Hence, the 
importance of a mixed method design has been seemingly 
overlooked by the researchers. Molina-Azorin and Fetters 
(2019) highlighted the special value of mixed-method re-
search, since it not only engages stakeholders in the crea-
tion of knowledge, but it also helps to evaluate and dissemi-
nate the impacts of the study. Thus, a mixed method design 
can enable us to obtain new empirical insights as well as to 

provide compelling evidence that can contribute to CLIL’s 
improvement. For instance, in a mixed method study on the 
impact of CLIL on motivation in the UK (Bower, 2019a), con-
trastive results to the questionnaire led to a series of ques-
tions for interviews and focus groups to explore the reasons 
for those differences. Moreover, different stakeholders 
were involved which helped to interpret the findings and to 
propose a solid theoretical framework for motivation in CLIL.

In terms of data collection instruments, questionnaires have 
been a predominant tool (Goris et al., 2019; Li et al., 2020). 
Although Coyle et al. (2010) proposed the use of question-
naires to delve exclusively into affective factors of CLIL par-
ticipants, in the scientific literature analysed this tool has 
been used to explore both PE and MTE. Whilst question-
naires have many benefits towards carrying out research, 
such as possibility of administration to a wide sample of 
participants and little complexity in analysis and compar-
ison of the results (Hernandez-Sampieri & Mendoza, 2018, 
p. 263), their disadvantages must not be neglected. Among 
them are assessment of attitudes, but not behaviours; they 
do not provide information about the individual, except for 
the variables measured, and the use of language can be a 
source of bias and can influence responses. Therefore, the 
peculiarities of CLIL in different socio-cultural contexts, such 
as different ages of implementation, various models for 
CLIL, compulsory/voluntary status of CLIL, not to mention 
personal experiences, could give rise to a controversy of 
stakeholders’ perspectives which should not be equated on 
a global level.

Despite Coyle et al.’s (2010) recommendation to use a 
wide array of data collection instruments, such as portfo-
lios, standardised tests, etc., these instruments have been 
used with less frequency. As a result, there is a dispropor-
tion between qualitative instruments and quantitative tech-
niques. In the literature revised there have been a plethora 
of voices which have called for more solid evidence to prove 
CLIL’s success in comparison to national and universal 
standards of education (Coyle et al., 2010; Goris et al., 2019). 
Even though PE has been by far the most researched area, 
standardised tests, which supply norm-referenced infer-
ences and provide the results with more rigorous evidence, 
have been used to a lesser degree. Most of the empirical re-
search which applied standardized tests dealt with English 
language proficiency. On the other hand, there have been 
few empirical studies which have used standardized tests to 
verify L2 proficiency according to CEFR (Common European 
Framework for Languages), which is nowadays becoming 
a standardized framework for language abilities on an in-
ternational scale. In her recent study in Castilla- La Mancha, 
Ruiz Cordero (2019) applied PET (Preliminary English Test) 
exams, which helped her not only to compare the L2 writing 
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skills progression to the mainstream counterparts but also 
to contrast the results to the EU standards. Hence, to con-
solidate the findings on CLIL efficiency, standardized tests 
in compliancy with CEFR are recommended to compare the 
levels of L2 acquisition with CLIL in different educational en-
vironments on a global scale.

Even though CLIL teachers have specified a lack of didactic 
resources in CLIL (Lorenzo & Granados, 2020; Nieto More-
no de Diezmas, 2019; Siepmann et al., 2021), which has also 
been stated by Marsh (2002) as an apparent weakness in 
any CLIL programme, surprisingly, MTE has been scanty. 
However, it is noteworthy to point out that new types of re-
sources in the era of digitalization, such as augmented real-
ity, have emerged (Çelik & Yangın Ersanlı, 2022). In this ex-
perimental study with the use of virtual objects in a physical 
environment of a CLIL high school classroom in Turkey, the 
results showed that not only the students improved their L2, 
but their motivation increased (Çelik & Yangın Ersanlı, 2022). 
Thus, CLIL didactic resources can be a powerful ally for the 
teachers, which not only serve as a guide for the correct im-
plementation of this methodology, but they can also boost 
the learners’ communicative competence and motivation. It 
would be highly advisable to carry out more research on the 
analysis of didactic resources in a CLIL classroom.

As for population groups, Coyle et al. (2010) mainly pro-
posed students, teachers, and parents. Along the same line, 
most empirical research has focused on students, either 
alone or in concert with teachers and/or parents. Moreo-
ver, new stakeholders have emerged such as coordinators 
(Fernández-Barrera, 2019), CLIL specialists (Nieto Moreno 
de Diezmas, 2019), and school leaders (Bower, 2020). The 
fact that new stakeholders have been involved allows for a 
greater enrichment of CLIL studies, as well as providing the 
scientific community with a broader spectrum of research 
and a more panoramic view.

Scientific Interest in the 4 C’s
Regarding the results of the content-based analysis aimed 
at exploring which of the 4Cs receives more and less scien-
tific interest, it can be stated that Communication has by far 
been the most researched principle. There is undeniable 
interest in the results of CLIL apropos L2 acquisition. The 
launch of CLIL “was accompanied by hopes of it heralding 
in a period of change in education, with the most promi-
nent expectations revolving around the desire for change 
in foreign language learning” (Dalton-Puffer et al., 2022, p. 
183). Since then, this methodology has been viewed more 
as a linguistic phenomenon within a plurilingual education-
al agenda worldwide. The results of the empirical studies 
have demonstrated close relation between the instruction 
in a foreign language and enhanced L2 proficiency skills. It 
seems that in comparison to their mainstream counterparts 
CLIL learners have better linguistic performance in listen-

ing (Morilla García & Pavón Vázquez, 2018), oral production 
(Ruiz Cordero, 2022), reading, especially a better compre-
hension of lexical items (Nieto Moreno de Diezmas, 2018), 
writing (Ruiz Cordero, 2019), and higher levels of recep-
tive vocabulary and vocabulary size (Castellano-Risco et al., 
2020). However, most comparative studies in L2 proficiency 
were performed in Spain. Therefore, it can be recommend-
ed to carry out this type of research on a global level.

Moreover, the least studied principle in CLIL is Cognition. 
Notwithstanding the fact that creative and critical thinking 
is one of the educational demands of the 21st century, the 
question whether HOTs are worked with in a CLIL classroom 
remains open. In the mixed method study in Spain, the re-
sults showed that the teachers tended to lapse into working 
with LOTs, understanding being the predominant cognitive 
skill in a CLIL classroom (Campillo-Ferrer & Miralles-Martín-
ez, 2022; Valverde Caravaca, 2019). Thus, through method-
ological intervention focused on the optimized use of ques-
tions, Valverde Caravaca (2019) demonstrated it as a valid 
strategy to foster critical thinking. More scientific research 
on the matter is required not only to demonstrate the de-
velopment of critical thinking but also to propose effective 
strategies which can boost HOTs.

Emerging Areas of Scientific Research on CLIL
As for the analysis of recent areas of scientific research in 
CLIL, three areas have emerged: Communication, Focus on 
teacher, and Focus on student (affective factors).

Within Communication, L2 proficiency/development at-
tracts a major part of scientific interest (Martínez Agudo & 
Fielden Burns, 2021). It is also noteworthy that another area 
of emerging research within PrE is in-class procedure in line 
with the one proposed by Coyle et al. (2010). Discourse anal-
ysis with transcripts of verbal reports of students’ in-class 
interaction and teacher-students interaction has been the 
object of study to explore not only the teachers’ language, 
for instance, the use of open questions as a scaffolding tech-
nique to foster interaction and science content in CLIL class-
es (Tagnin & Ní Ríordáin, 2021), but also to pair dynamics in 
task-based interaction (Basterrechea & Gallardo-del-Puerto, 
2020), collaboration in written tasks (Jakonen, 2019).

Furthermore, since bilingualism is becoming a norm in our 
globalized world, there is a growing scientific interest in the 
interaction between the students’ L1 and L2, as well as the 
impact of L2 on mother tongue development in compliance 
with Coyle et al.’s (2010) recommendations. In the experi-
mental research on the impact of L2 on L1 written produc-
tion in secondary schools in Spain (Nieto, 2020), the results 
showed that learners under CLIL instruction outperformed 
their mainstream counterparts despite limited L1 exposure. 
On a different note, several studies delved into the strategic 
use of L1 in a CLIL classroom, specifically translanguaging 
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(Nieto Moreno de Diezmas, 2018; Nikula & Moore, 2019). 
Considering that bilingualism is a relatively novel phenome-
non on a global educational scope, more research is advised 
to delve into L1 via L2 development with CLIL instruction to 
pinpoint benefits and drawbacks.

Notwithstanding the fact that Coyle et al. (2010) proposed 
to explore affective factors related to teachers in terms of 
research with a Focus on teachers, it is the area of Peda-
gogies/didactic competence that has attracted more scien-
tific interest (Ljalikova et al., 2021; Martínez Agudo & Field-
en Burns, 2021). Since it is teachers who contribute to the 
shaping of the CLIL method and as such have become key 
players, the pedagogic quality of teachers has been put in 
the spotlight. Both linguistic proficiency and subject knowl-
edge were stated as areas for improvement (Dvorjaninova 
& Alas, 2018; Huertas-Abril & Shashken, 2021; Lorenzo & 
Granados, 2020; Pappa et al., 2019), which may be one of 
the reasons why the synergy of Content and Communica-
tion has not been achieved. Consequently, in most research 
dealing with teachers’ perspectives the need for a better 
professional development was stated (Dvorjaninova & Alas, 
2018; Lorenzo & Granados, 2020; McDougald & Pissarello, 
2020; Mearns & Graaff, 2018). CLIL training is not obligatory 
in many countries, which can lead to a misunderstanding 
of the method and its mediocre implementation. In a case 
study performed in Columbia with in-service teachers (Mc-
Dougald & Pissarello, 2020), the results demonstrated that 
after receiving training in CLIL, the teachers improved sig-
nificantly not only in the subject knowledge but also in CLIL 
strategies and lesson planning. In-service opportunities for 
professional development as well as exchange programmes 
were some of the improvements highlighted by the teach-
ers in Finland (Pappa et al., 2019).

In the early implementation of CLIL, certain drawbacks were 
observed, such as the lack of collaboration and administra-
tive support6 (Mehisto et al., 2008), which continue to be the 
major challenge shared by CLIL teachers (Lorenzo & Grana-
dos, 2020; Mearns & Graaff, 2018; Nieto Moreno de Diezmas, 
2019; Pappa et al., 2019). In the qualitative analysis of CLIL 
teachers’ narratives in relation to their teaching experi-
ences in Estonia (Ljalikova et al., 2021), relative loneliness 
and the extreme importance of administrative support and 
collaboration were shared by all the stakeholders. This CLIL 
teachers’ loneliness seems to be a common feature in oth-
er educational environments. Administrative tensions and 
apparent lack of administrative support were pinpointed by 
other studies in Spain (Nieto Moreno de Diezmas, 2019), Ka-
zakhstan (Huertas-Abril & Shashken, 2021), the UK (Bower, 
2020), Colombia (McDougald & Pissarello, 2020), etc. Even 
though Coyle et al. (2010) and Mehisto et al. (2008) stressed 

6 Eurydice Report. (2006). Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) at school in Europe (Y. European Commission, Directo-
rate-General for Education Sport and Culture, Ed.). Publications Office. https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/756eb-
daa-f694-44e4-8409-21eef02c9b9b

the importance of collaboration at all levels of CLIL imple-
mentation, it is still a major weakness.

Finally, in relation to Affective factors (students), most stud-
ies explored the students’ motivation in CLIL. There is a 
consensus that instruction in a vehicular language boosts 
students’ motivation and increases their linguistic compe-
tence (Bower, 2019b; Mearns & Graaff, 2018; Roiha, 2019). 
Furthermore, it seems that instruction in CLIL has influ-
enced students’ personality traits, such as extraversion and 
agreeableness (Bowers, 2020). However, considering Coyle 
et al.’s (2010) proposal which stated the need to explore 
affective factors (AE) in students, parents, and teachers in 
equal measure, it would be advised to include teachers and 
parents in the research of affective factors. Furthermore, 
the joint evaluation of PE and AE has been scarce, albeit rec-
ommended by Coyle et al. (2010).

Limitations
As for the limitations of this study, the shortened period 
(2018-2022) selected by the researchers due to the vast 
quantity of publications on CLIL, if prolonged it might have 
strengthened the findings on the expansion of CLIL world-
wide. Moreover, since only two databases (Wos and Scopus) 
were explored, other scientific studies, which could have 
contributed to the current research, were not considered. 
Another limitation was the language of the current study. 
Since only articles in English and Spanish were explored, 
84 articles written in other languages were excluded. Thus, 
even though researchers from other countries had worked 
with this methodology, they were not visible in this study.

CONCLUSION

We consider that this systematic review has accomplished 
its pivotal objective to analyse CLIL-related research in 
school settings around the world. Even though CLIL was 
started in the EU, it has transpired European borders and 
there is a growing scientific interest in this method world-
wide. Initially, the researchers expected CLIL to be studied in 
a wider spectrum of countries due to its importance to mul-
tilingualism and globalization, however, there are still coun-
tries which have not been prolific research wise. Thus, the 
findings suggest that further research is required to delve 
into possible factors which can booster CLIL implementa-
tion in different countries.

As for methodologies used in the studies, both quantitative 
and qualitative studies have been applied on an equal ba-
sis. However, to enhance the quality of the results, mixed 
method studies are recommendable. Despite a wide spec-

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/756ebdaa-f694-44e4-8409-21eef02c9b9b
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/756ebdaa-f694-44e4-8409-21eef02c9b9b
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trum of research tools applied, a questionnaire has been 
favoured by the researchers. On the other hand, the use of 
standardized tests in the quantitative studies, especially the 
ones related to measure students’ linguistic competences, 
has been scarce. Moreover, there has been a disproportion 
between different areas of research: Performance Evidence, 
which is more concerned with evaluating learners’ out-
comes in CLIL, has emerged as the most prominent area of 
research. Other areas of evaluation portfolio have been less 
studied notwithstanding their importance to evaluating in-
class procedures and affective factors of CLIL stakeholders.

Since in a globalized world the knowledge of English is an 
essential requirement, Communication principle has at-
tracted the major scientific interest. As a result, other CLIL 
principles have been overlooked. Cognition has been the 
less studied principle, albeit the development of HOTs is 
one of the educational goals of this century. On the other 
hand, it is very positive that other fields of research in the 
study of CLIL have emerged, such as bilingualism, and CLIL 
impact on L1 development. These findings open the possi-
bility of studying the interaction between the two languages 

and their effect on better implementation of bilingual pro-
grammes in education.

We believe that the findings of this study will appeal not 
only to CLIL researchers but to a wider community of CLIL 
stakeholders, such as policy makers, CLIL coordinators, and 
teachers.
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