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Abstract 
This series of papers describes the application of Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) 
principles and strategies to the planning and teaching of a Sociology of Education course to first 
year teacher training students in the context of a pioneer bilingual program in Spain.  This first paper 
deals with the effects of applying CLIL on the achievement of content goals and the development 
of cognitive skills generally.   
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Perhaps one of the most thriving forces of innovation in Spanish universities in recent years is the 
design and implementation of the so-called “Bilingual degrees”, namely, higher-level programs 
where English is the content of instruction of many of the subjects. Such programs generally reflect 
a rising globalization, and answer the evident need of Spanish young adults to develop a solid 
communicative competence in English that will increase their employability and opportunities of 
international mobility (Dafouz & Núñez, 2009, pp. 101-102). 

However, implementing bilingual programs is far from easy. There is, firstly, the difficulty of finding or 
training qualified instructors both from the content and the language point of view. But even for 
lecturers who do have the subject background and the language skills it is often far from clear how 
they should go about planning and delivering their lessons. Should they simply “translate” their 
regular teaching in L1 to English, or is anything else required? A popular answer to this question has 
been setting up courses of English for Specific Purposes: English for Psychologists, Legal English, etc. 
but, as has been argued elsewhere, content is rarely the main focus of such courses (Foran & 
Sancho, 2009, p. 113). Indeed, it would seem that what is needed is a more holistic approach that, 
while clearly articulating the language aims of instruction in the target language, nevertheless 
maintains the focus on the subject aims. 

For many, the answer to such a challenge lies in Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL), 
defined as “an educational approach in which various language methodologies are used which 
lead to a dual-focused form of instruction where attention is given both to the language and the 
content”. (Coyle, Hood & Marsh, 2010, p. 3). CLIL principles and strategies are being successfully 
applied in Primary and (to a lesser extent) Secondary schools all over Spain, but there are very few 
cases of CLIL. 
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practice in tertiary education, and there is a real question whether CLIL can be imported into 
university instruction, especially considering two significant obstacles: 

 Almost all of the CLIL literature and teacher training available refer to instruction in either 
Primary or Secondary school. 

 University instruction is often defined by traditional teacher-centered lecturing, which is 
incompatible with CLIL practice.  

What follows is a description of an attempt to apply CLIL principles and strategies to the planning 
and teaching of a Sociology of Education course to first year teacher training students in the 
context of a pioneer bilingual program. Although several years will be needed to fully assess the 
benefits and shortcomings of such a methodology, my, and my students’, initial assessment is that 
CLIL practices can greatly enhance not only foreign language development, but, most notably, 
content learning. Further, as I will contend, CLIL and foreign language teaching practices can be 
of great help to move the focus away from teacher-centered instruction and toward student-
centered learning – which is precisely what the new Bolonia Process inspired degrees are asking us 
to do. 

This first paper looks at the effect of CLIL practice on content and cognition, leaving for another its 
contribution to students’ foreign language skills. 

 

2. BACKGROUND 
Starting in October 2010, CES Don Bosco, an independent college affiliated to Universidad 
Complutense de Madrid1, offers bilingual (English-Spanish) programs in both the Primary and Pre-
Primary Education Teaching Degrees. Such programs, pioneer in the field2, ambitiously propose 
students the possibility of studying over 50% of their credit load with English as their language of 
instruction. To meet the demands of such a program, teachers receive both English language 
support and methodology training (CLIL seminars).   

Sociology of Education is a mandatory first year course that is taught in both the Primary and Early 
Childhood Teacher Training degrees, and is currently the only one taught in English in the first 
semester. Hence, it is the first “bilingual” course that students encounter in their degree.    

The students come from different backgrounds and age groups, but an entry requirement met by 
all is an initial level of English of B1 (CEF), which is assessed by means of an entry level test consisting 
of an online test and an oral interview.  

Furthermore, motivation toward studying in English (as opposed to English) can be described as 
outstanding. In fact, in a survey that was conducted using a very high sample (over 75% of the 
class), around 60% of the students in both bilingual sections (Primary and Pre-Primary) answered 
that they would not have chosen our college had the bilingual option not been offered. In 
addition, 10% of respondents claimed, perhaps surprisingly, that their priority when choosing 
university studies lied in following a bilingual program, even if outside the field of teacher training. 
These figures show just how much students value the possibility of following a bilingual program,  

 

                                                           
1 See http://www.cesdonbosco.com  
2 In 2010-11, only two teacher training colleges in the Madrid region offered this kind of training: CES Don Bosco and E.U. 
Cardenal Cisneros.  
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and, as we shall see, this perception reinforces their motivation toward class work in the target 
language.     

As to class sizes, both groups were between 35-40 students, which is about 10% smaller than the 
average non-bilingual section.  

Finally, it is important to note that, while the two bilingual sections are distinct from the others in the 
language of instruction, the content aims and assessment criteria are the same than those of the 
non-bilingual sections.   

 

3. APPLYING CLIL PRINCIPLES AND STRATEGIES TO CONTENT INSTRUCTION IN SOCIOLOGY  
For reasons stated in the introduction, I chose to utilize CLIL strategies in order to create the best 
possible environment where students could develop their English language competence. In the 
process, I was also able to ascertain CLIL’s claim to be a useful tool to enhance content teaching 
and cognition. I will now analyze some of the main CLIL principles and techniques, explain their 
relevance in my class, and highlight how they contributed to achieving the course’s content aims.  

 

3.1. Learning by construction and emphasis on higher-order thinking 

CLIL theorists and practitioners often insist that learning should be by construction, not instruction.3 
As one of the best CLIL handbooks suggests, “content matter is not only about acquiring 
knowledge and skills, it is about the learner creating their own knowledge and understanding and 
developing skills.” (Coyle, Hood & Marsh, 2010, p. 42) 

This constructivist approach often goes hand in hand to an emphasis on the so-called higher-order 
thinking skills, as stated in taxonomies of thinking processes such as Bloom’s.4 This taxonomy states 
that learner must develop six levels of thinking, starting with lower-order ones (remembering, 
understanding, applying) and moving upward to more abstract and complex higher-order skills 
such as analyzing, evaluating and creating. Of course, each skill can be broken up into distinct sub-
skills that can be targeted in class. For instance, understanding may involve inferring, explaining or 
comparing. In turn, creating, as a higher level skill, may require planning as well as generating or 
producing.  

University instructors are of course aware that the very nature of their courses requires the 
development of higher-level thinking skills. And yet, many find it difficult to escape the traditional 
teacher-centered approach that focuses on their role of “explainers” and forces on the students a 
passive stance that in the end precludes the development of those skills.  Such “chalk and talk” 
approach usually restricts the students to the development of lower-level thinking such as 
remembering information, explaining it and, at best, applying it in different contexts.  

Let me know explain how specific CLIL techniques and strategies helped my class move beyond 
this in order to develop higher-order thinking skills. 

 

                                                           
3 This was one of the main points of CLIL consultant Richard Bradley (www.kindleaflame.com) during his seminars for CES 
Don Bosco lecturers.  
4 For a description and revision of Bloom’s 1956 taxonomy, and suggestions on how it can help CLIL practices, see Coyle et 
al (2010), pp. 30 ff.  and Mehisto et al (2009), pp. 154 ff. 



Thinking though a foreign languages:  
a case study of CLIL-inspired instruction in the social sciences in higher education I: CLIL and cognition 

Alfonso López Hernández 
 

 
EDUCACIÓNYFUTURODIGITAL, 1 (2011), 3-13 
www.cesdonbosco.com/revista 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

6 
 

 

3.1.1. Chunking and Repackaging 

It is often suggested by CLIL practitioners that information should be chunked and then 
repackaged in order to enhance learning and memorization. The idea is simple: divide difficult texts 
into simpler bits or “chunks” of important information, and students will find it easier to cope with it 
(Mehisto, Marsh & Frigols, 2009, 146). 

This idea proved highly applicable to my course, were students had to grapple with what were (for 
them) difficult texts in the target language, most of which were extracted from a British A-Level 
Sociology textbook (Browne, 2005). 

The main chunking tools we used were graphic organizers such as mind-maps, tables and posters. 
Below are some examples of how they were used.  

 Venn Diagrams 

Venn diagrams are a very interesting tool for comparing and contrasting two ideas, concepts 
or scenarios. In Sociology they can be used in many topics, but I chose to use them as a 
chunking and repackaging tool for two specific questions:  

 Compare and contrast sociology and common sense explanations of society 

 Compare and contrast the natural and the social sciences 

In both cases, students had to select the key ideas from a text in English and reflect them 
note-form on the venn. Their product looked something like this: 

 

Figure 1. Venn: Natural vs Social Sciences 
 

 

 

 

By constructing such a venn diagram, students are asked to perform lower-level thinking 
operations such as classifying, exemplifying, comparing or summarizing. However, 
collaborative work ensures that they move into higher level thinking as they decide on criteria 
of what is important and what isn’t, and organize the information.  
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A further repackaging activity was done whereby students had to use this information in 
order to provide a reasoned answer to the following challenge. 

 

Task 

A friend of yours who is studying Physics says to you:  

“Give me a break. Sociology is obviously NOT a science. It’s just people giving their opinions on 
everyday stuff and, really, anything goes. Real science involves data, experiments, hard facts.” 

What would you reply to him from a sociologist’s point of view? 

 

This task, which was used as an in-class assessment activity, was asking students to exercise 
critical thinking skills by transforming their knowledge into an argument of the form, 
“Sociology is a science because…”; “It’s not true that anything goes because…” and so on. 

In this way, knowledge has been repackaged twice, ensuring understanding – or at least 
giving the instructor a clear idea on whether further work is needed on the topic. Compare 
this to a more traditional form of instruction where students are asked to restate, or at best 
summarize, a specific section of the textbook or class notes.  

 Posters  

Originally, bringing in poster design to the class was more a case of demonstrating what 
teachers can do with students in Primary school than a learning tool in itself. However, in the 
course of the two class hours devoted to the activity and subsequent feedback, I realized 
that poster-design can be a very effective repackaging technique for university 
undergraduates as well as lower-level students.  

The task was the following. In randomly formed groups, students had to produce a poster on 
the concept, working-class underachievement, on a large sheet of paper. The information 
was to be selected from a long reading in English that students had been asked to underline 
and annotate before class. Students were given 45 minutes and asked to be as visual as 
possible in the display of the information.  At the end, the posters were stuck on the wall all 
around the classroom and students were given time to look at their peers’ work before 
feedback. 

Here are some of the best posters produced:  
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Figure 2. Poster 1. 

 

 

Figure 3. Poster 2. 

 

 



Thinking though a foreign languages:  
a case study of CLIL-inspired instruction in the social sciences in higher education I: CLIL and cognition 

Alfonso López Hernández 
 

 
EDUCACIÓNYFUTURODIGITAL, 1 (2011), 3-13 
www.cesdonbosco.com/revista 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

9 
 

 

Figure 4. Poster 3. 

 

 

After this experimental activity, I can now say that poster-design can be a very interesting 
repackaging activity in the social sciences even in a higher education setting. The main 
reasons are as follows: 

 It is a great occasion for team-work where different collaborative skills may be 
exercised. For instance, students have to agree on task distribution, and successful 
groups will be quick at identifying the strengths of individual members. (E.g. analytic 
ones, creative ones, good readers, etc).  

 Poster design targets visual-spatial as well as textual intelligence. The idea that there 
are multiple intelligences (linguistic, visual, kinesthetic, etc.) and that different learners 
have different learning styles has long been present in ESOL teaching, following Howard 
Gardner’s theory.5  However, most university instruction, especially in the Social Sciences 
and Humanities, heavily emphasizes textual-linguistic competences, and leaves little 
room for students who are talented in other ways.   

In CLIL, at least according to my experience, incorporating this kind of variety to teaching 
and assessment can help answer the needs of students who are not at the strongest in text-
based instruction, as well as those with a lower language level. This happens in two important 
ways: 

 These students are receiving abundant support -“scaffolding” in CLIL terminology- that 
they can relate to (in this case visual), and eventually will improve their textual and 
foreign language competence. (Scaffolding in CLIL will be dealt with in the next 
section). 

                                                           
5 For a brief description of the theory of multiple intelligences, see Thornbury (2006, p. 138) or 
http://www.thomasarmstrong.com/multiple_intelligences.php.    
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 On assessing, justice is done to them. My final exam paper included a question that 
recreated the work students had done on posters. Specifically, they were asked to 
visually reflect the topic, “Social stratification in Western contemporary societies”. This 
question, worth 30% of the paper, allowed several students who had not performed 
well in previous writing-based assessment to do very well. Indeed, through their posters, 
they showed not only a comprehensive understanding of the topic but, more 
importantly, an ability to assess what is important and what isn’t that linguistically-
oriented students often lack.  

The point is, if achievement of some of the course’s learning outcomes may be 
demonstrated visually as well textually, why not let students do so?   

 Collaborative poster-design activities requires students to engage in some higher-level 
thinking processes such as analyzing, creating and evaluating, including many of the 
associated cognitive sub-skills. For instance, students are asked to analyze how each 
idea produced during their initial brainstorm fits into the global picture, or what kind of 
logical relationships they are expressing by means of visual aids. (Arrows? Lines? 
Circles?) They also have to plan their work considering their resources, which include 
members’ strengths, time available, material aids such as color felt-tips or glue, and use 
of the white space provided. 

 Finally, it can be said that motivation during these kinds of activities is at its highest. This 
has to do with one of the principles behind task-based instruction (TBI), namely, that 
students focus on the task at hand rather than on linguistic or academic objectives.6 In 
short, students are not consciously reviewing a text in order to prepare for an exam; 
they are doing it so that they can produce the best poster in the class. The same is true 
of language use. While producing the posters, students engage in linguistic processes 
such as brainstorming, editing, correcting and labeling, which all take place with extra-
linguistic motivations. 

 

3.2. SCAFFOLDING 
The need to build cognitive and linguistic scaffolds to aid learning is another common theme that 
has been developed by CLIL theorists and practitioners. Scaffolding is “akin to a temporary 
structure that students learn to use and to rely on, in order to achieve learning outcomes.” 
(Mehisto, Marsh & Frigols, 2009, p. 139). 

Scaffolding techniques are plentiful, and the choice of one over another will depend on factors 
such as student age, subject matter and language register involved.   

Upon planning the course, I had only envisaged the use of scaffolding techniques with the aim of 
providing enough linguistic support and contextualization for students not proficient in the target 
language.  As the course progressed, however, I realized that many CLIL scaffolding techniques 
are also crucial to ensure the progressive integration of the kind of complex and abstract thinking 
processes that are required by courses at the university level. 

Bearing in mind my students’ needs and the aims of the course, the most frequent scaffolding 
techniques and resources that were utilized were:  

                                                           
6 See Thornbury (2006) p. 223.  
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 Visual aids  

 Brainstorms and focusing group activities 

 Intensive reading activities 

It must be said that these three strategies, far from being “invented” by CLIL, have been used by 
ESOL and language instructors generally as a way of providing rich contexts for language learning 
and skills development. 

 

3.2.1. Visuals, Eliciting and Brainstorms  

One popular use of visual aids in ESOL classes is as a lead-in to other activities. In English classes, 
students will often be asked to comment on photographs (in the textbook or on the screen) as a 
way of introducing a particular topic and allowing the teacher to assess what their initial 
knowledge of the subject is.  

In higher levels, students will sometimes be asked to discuss what they see in pairs or groups. On the 
other hand, in lower levels, or if there is less time, teachers may choose to elicit student responses to 
the photographs without breaking the plenary part of the class into smaller groups.  

In my class, I used eliciting sequences very often, sometimes aided by visuals. For instance: 

 Photographs of different people in uniforms were used to elicit student responses to the 
question, “What do these uniforms tell us about the role of these people in their organization / 
society at large?” 

 Photographs of school buildings and school life were used to put together a slide show that 
would run while students brainstormed on the question, “If you were an alien on a field trip to 
Earth, what questions would you ask human beings regarding their way of educating their 
offspring?”.     

As in additional language teaching, brainstorms and eliciting sequences can be successfully 
integrated into a lead-in cycle that can help scaffold difficult content presentation or a 
challenging reading. The cycle typically runs as follows:  

 

Figure 5 
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For instance, in a class devoted to understanding identity as a social construction, students were 
asked to plot the main factors of their personal identity on a mind-map of the form: 

 

Figure 6 

 

 

Students were then asked to compare their answers and generalize them in order to identify some 
of the social factors that make up their identity, e.g. religion, race, family role, etc.  Finally, students 
opened the textbook and compared their ideas to that of a similar diagram.7 

There are many reasons to follow this kind of cycle, but perhaps the most important one the CLIL 
principle of anchoring into previous learning (Mehisto, Marsh & Frigols, 2009, 141). By combining 
eliciting or brainstorming and collaborative work, students get plenty of opportunities to voice out 
their ideas on a particular topic, and receive peer assessment on them, before they are asked to 
read about that topic or listen to more teacher-centered explanations.  

 

3.2.2. Focus on reading skills 

As a CLIL course, abundant scaffolds were built in order to help students overcome the language 
barrier and make the most of their learning from the linguistic point of view. Most of these will be 
dealt with in another article where language aims will be the main focus. In what regards 
cognition, however, focusing on reading skills in class proved to be an especially useful scaffold 
when dealing with different parts of the textbook.  

This was done in different ways. In reading activities, students were asked to read with specific 
purpose in mind, and constantly reminded that they need not understand every single word, or 
attempt to translate the text to their mother tongue. Furthermore, the typical structure of an English 
paragraph was clarified, and students had to do some practice exercises on identifying topic  

                                                           
7 Interestingly, this lead-in activity worked much better the second time I tried it, when I asked my students only to write down 
nouns. In this way, social roles such as “a Catholic” or “a mother” were chosen instead of the otherwise overused adjectives 
of character: “outgoing”, “friendly”, etc.  
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sentences and supporting arguments. In this way, students improved their skimming skills as they 
quickly learnt where to look for the general idea of a paragraph. Lastly, students were trained in 
scanning texts for specific information.   

 

Although groundwork like this can much facilitate subsequent reading activities in a content class, 
it must be noted that, whenever possible, intensive reading training should take place in the foreign 
language class, maybe in the context of an academic language course. Otherwise too much time 
can be taken from the content class, risking the achievement of course objectives. Unfortunately, 
offering an academic language course parallel to the CLIL taught course may not always be 
possible –as was in my case- so features of academic English will have to be taught piecemeal in 
the different CLIL courses. 8  

 

4. CONCLUSION 
In this article I have tried to show how certain CLIL principles and strategies are highly compatible 
with the kind of student-centered instruction that present-day university programs are asking their 
lecturers to engage in. Specifically, attention has been given to the CLIL principles of learning by 
construction, emphasis on higher-order thinking and scaffolding and how they are put into practice 
by means of very specific teaching strategies – many of which have their origins in ESOL or 
language classes.  

Despite challenges raised by the dual nature of course aims (content and language) and the 
problem of how to achieve content goals without neglecting the constant creation of language 
and cognitive scaffolds, it is my belief and experience so far that CLIL can provide university 
lecturers with some solid guidelines on how to plan and deliver bilingual instruction.    
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