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Abstract
Content and language integrated learning (CLIL), an educational approach in which subject matter 
and a foreign language – predominantly English – are taught and learnt side by side, has developed 
into a very popular educational innovation in most European countries. A host of research studies 
have shown its benefits, and discuss favourable effects especially with respect to L2 gains. However, 
critical voices have underscored the fact that CLIL attracts or selects mainly high-achieving learners. 
Hence, the question arises whether it is justified to attribute improved L2 performance mainly to 
the CLIL intervention, or to favourable learner characteristics. Several reviews of literature were 
published in the past, but due to a lack of longitudinal findings no conclusive evidence about the 
added value of CLIL in the process of L2 learning could be produced. The present review aims to 
fill this void and has undertaken a search of two decades of longitudinal studies into the effects of 
CLIL on various linguistic skills in the field of English as a foreign language. The findings indicate 
that robust studies were undertaken in only a limited number of European countries, and that 
only a few of them were large scale. Yet, the conclusions provide clear indications regarding the 
contexts in which CLIL leads to significantly better L2 results.
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Introduction

Over the past few decades an increasing number of schools in almost all European countries have 
adopted innovative educational approaches aimed at better preparing young people for the 
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increasingly internationalized world of the 21st century. One innovation in particular – content and 
language integrated learning (CLIL) – has been met with enthusiasm by teachers, parents and stu-
dents alike, and has proven particularly successful. The CLIL approach has become a driving force 
in various types of mainstream education, mostly at the secondary level but also increasingly in 
primary and vocational schools. Its dual focus aims to develop proficiency in a curriculum subject 
together with the language through which it is taught (the target language) – nowadays almost 
invariably English as a foreign language (EFL), including in the case of the learners under discus-
sion in the present article. Achieving this twofold goal requires an integrated approach to instruction 
and learning practice. In CLIL education the subject teacher is required to adapt didactics in order 
to make both content and the target language (L2) comprehensible, so that learning takes place in an 
interconnected way.

The effectiveness of CLIL has quickly become a focus of academic studies, primarily with 
respect to foreign language learning. Research outcomes in this field are generally positive and 
indicate higher L2 levels for CLIL tracks compared with conventional language classes (Dalton-
Puffer, 2008; Lorenzo et al., 2010). Several studies have been conducted to determine the causes 
of the improved L2 performance in CLIL environments. Wolff (2007) mentioned the longer period 
of exposure, better learning conditions owing to authentic lesson materials, the presence of native 
speakers, extra EFL lessons and the generally richer linguistic content of the CLIL classes. Dalton-
Puffer (2007) found the CLIL classroom to provide a real-life situation, in which the foreign lan-
guage is put to real use which offers possibilities to process information more deeply.

Later studies have shown that CLIL learners are better L2 performers, more motivated, and more 
linguistically and academically talented: it can be safely stated that CLIL selects or attracts high-
achieving students (Bruton, 2011; Küppers and Trautmann, 2013; Paran; 2013). However, this pro-
vides little or no information about the effectiveness of the intervention itself. The great majority of 
research studies in this field have investigated the benefits of CLIL by focusing on only one measure 
at a certain point, often showing results in favour of CLIL, but a longer-term perspective is missing. 
There is a lack of studies that follow the development of EFL skills of learners in a CLIL class over 
a certain period of time and compare the progress made with that of a compatible mainstream, non-
CLIL class, so that increased EFL performance can be directly attributed to the CLIL curriculum.

In recent years several reviews of research have been published focusing on the added value of 
CLIL for various categories of educational practice and motivational outcomes (Dalton-Puffer, 
2008, 2011; Pérez-Cañado, 2012; Ruiz de Zarobe, 2011). Even though findings have been mainly 
positive, the specific contribution of CLIL interventions to the development of EFL skills remains 
unclear, because only a few longitudinal studies could be discussed. This scarcity of solid longitu-
dinal findings has evoked criticism, and the CLIL literature has pronounced a need for robust 
outcomes regarding CLIL effects on L2 learning in order to evaluate the merits of the approach. A 
thorough systematic review of experimental longitudinal research that relates the L2 outcomes 
directly to CLIL practice is lacking to date. Therefore, the present review evaluates the longitudinal 
studies published since the introduction of CLIL with regards to the effects on EFL skills of the 
various CLIL approaches at primary and secondary education levels in various European settings.

CLIL in European contexts

Even though the teaching of content through an L2 is not a new phenomenon or specific to a certain 
region, CLIL is very much associated with the European context of mainstream compulsory educa-
tion at the secondary level and, more recently, also in primary and vocational schools. The intro-
duction of the term ‘CLIL’ in Europe took place in 1994, with the approach being described as a 
dual-focus methodology in which content and language are learned together in an integrated way 
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(Marsh et al., 2001). Its roots are in the Canadian immersion approach, in which the curriculum is 
taught in both the L1 and L2 of the state (Westhoff, 1994).

The European region’s preparedness for CLIL was triggered by a general dissatisfaction with 
existing L2 learning practices around the 1980s and 1990s: they were considered ineffective, espe-
cially from a communicative point of view. The ongoing European integration and the resulting need 
for L2 competencies (Marsh, 2002; Oonk, 2004) both in daily life and the workplace (Wolff, 2007) 
contributed to the appreciation of CLIL, and may have raised awareness among young people that 
language skills are valuable in an internationalized world. The special Eurobarometer published by 
the European Commission in 2006 indicated that 68% of the respondents regarded English, the 
world’s lingua franca, as the most important foreign language, and this is reflected in present-day 
CLIL programmes. Even though the medium of instruction could in principle be any foreign lan-
guage, the great majority of European CLIL programmes make use of English as a target language.

It is hard to summarize the term CLIL in terms of one single concept. Almost all European coun-
tries have introduced CLIL in some form, but there are different backgrounds to its origins and imple-
mentation in different nations. As will be described in the results section of this article, each country 
has its own educational context and different possibilities for implementation, which is displayed in 
the divergence of CLIL practice. Education is a complex and multi-faceted process, defined by local 
systems. Theories of second language acquisition (Ellis, 1985; Krashen, 1982) describe L2 develop-
ment as a complex phenomenon in which progress cannot exclusively be attributed to an educational 
intervention: acquiring L2 competence is seen as a dynamic process within which a variety of factors 
interact and whose development is not always linear. The situation is no different for CLIL. Its defin-
ing characteristics have been summarized by Coyle et al. (2010) as a synthesis of good teaching 
practice in which meaningful language and relevant content are integrated, providing scaffolds for 
progression in both, with the incorporation of cultural awareness and intercultural understanding.

Alongside the positive effects of the CLIL approach, critical voices have also been heard, mainly 
those of Bruton (2011, 2015) and Paran (2013), who see the CLIL phenomenon as glamorized and 
place shortcomings in research designs and outcomes under scrutiny. Notably, the failure to match 
experimental and control groups in terms of language level and aptitude has evoked such criticism. 
In the specific case of CLIL the potential learners are often high performers, in academic as well as 
linguistic fields. At the start of secondary education some form of differentiation or streaming in 
accordance with individual learner characteristics, such as verbal intelligence and academic ability, is 
common practice in many European countries (Eurydice, 2005). However, for those who wish to 
study in a CLIL class, additional criteria apply. Secondary schools generally make use of selection 
criteria for admittance to a CLIL class, involving enhanced motivation and above-average EFL skills, 
while in some countries prospective learners receive extra EFL training in preparation for joining 
CLIL streams (Goris et al., 2013). This may lead to significant discrepancies in initial EFL levels 
between experimental and same-cohort mainstream groups, a phenomenon that seems to be treated 
as an intrinsic design problem in CLIL research. It has been acknowledged that securing homogeneity 
can be a difficult task, for example by Lasagabaster (2008), who discusses the fact that some varia-
bles are hard to control in a study carried out in an authentic educational setting, often by individuals 
and with limited means. In the results section of this article we will discuss how the authors of the 
studies reviewed here have dealt with the issue of matching experimental and control groups.

Previous reviews of CLIL effects on linguistic gains

In recent years, several inventories of outcome-based classroom studies have been presented. No 
unanimity exists with regard to the linguistic competencies that benefit from CLIL. Dalton-Puffer 
(2007, 2008, 2009) focuses on L2 gains in divergent European contexts, mostly German-speaking 
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countries, and reports positive effects for receptive language skills, vocabulary and morphology, as 
well as creativity, risk-taking, fluency and speaking confidence. Positive but different findings – 
for example, with regard to writing skills – have been reported in Spain by Ruiz de Zarobe (2011), 
whose work contradicts previous studies in some respects. The present review aims to compare and 
contrast research conditions and CLIL contexts, and to present more information about how lin-
guistic gains have developed in the divergent educational contexts of different European countries 
that have applied a CLIL approach over the last few decades.

A similar goal was pursued in a meta-analysis conducted by Pérez-Cañado (2012), who pre-
sented a comprehensive, updated and critical review of the way in which the new educational 
approach of CLIL has been playing out across Europe. The survey pertained to countries in north-
ern, central, eastern and southern Europe and discussed a broad field of cognitive, educational and 
affective variables affected by CLIL education, such as motivation, teaching practice, content 
learning and linguistic merits, mainly concerning various fields of EFL competence. The results 
unquestionably indicate that CLIL affects L2 language learning outcomes; however, consideration 
of longitudinal studies is scarce and moreover, no detailed discussion of educational findings is 
presented. The conclusions (Pérez-Cañado, 2012: 329) state that the last two decades have mainly 
seen an increasing number of studies of a descriptive nature, focusing on the benefits of bilingual 
education, whereas solid empirical studies have been sparse. The author also underscores the lack 
of robust findings resulting from a pre-test–post-test design.

Since Pérez-Cañado’s review, years in which CLIL has continued to become a more prominent 
feature of 21st-century education and place itself in the spotlight in terms of both research into CLIL 
effects and criticism of its approach. It is generally acknowledged that CLIL is promotive to L2 
skills; however, its selectiveness, the ways in which experimental and control groups are compared, 
and an absence of pre-tests have been criticized as factors biasing research outcomes. The present 
review aims to evaluate the longitudinal studies into CLIL effects on EFL progress that have been 
published since the early days of CLIL, present a detailed overview of the various linguistic skills 
that have been tested and of the findings, and compare variation in terms of learners and educational 
contexts. We also seek to explore how research outcomes have developed over time, and to discuss 
how topical CLIL issues such as initial differences and experimental–control group matching have 
been dealt with by the authors of these existing works.

The present review

As we have discussed above the contexts in which European CLIL have taken shape are very much 
divergent, yet their goals converge: to provide better L2 learning conditions, either for a select 
group or for all. Our aim is to come to an evaluation of the contribution of CLIL to competencies 
in the most used target language, English, of mainstream primary and secondary school learners 
during the past 20 years of CLIL existence. To be more precise, the authors aim to provide a sys-
tematic review of longitudinal experimental research analysing the development of EFL profi-
ciency skills of a certain cohort of learners over time and comparing results of CLIL groups with 
those of control groups in traditional classes.

Method

Data collection

A systematic search for articles analysing the effects of CLIL education on EFL skills was con-
ducted by the first author together with a university librarian in February 2018. Our main search 



Goris et al. 679

principle was that L2 proficiency is an integration of knowledge of words, expressions, insight into 
the rules of the language and an ability to understand its written texts, which we defined as the 
research focus of the studies we were looking for. Therefore we combined the keyword ‘CLIL’ and 
its earlier term ‘bilingual education’ with the search words ‘vocabulary, grammar, idioms and text 
comprehension’ to find articles in Europe in the databases ERIC and PsycInfo. In total, 235 articles 
were found in the ERIC database and 172 in that of PsycInfo. This number was considered suffi-
cient as a starting point for further selection. The screening of articles took place in several phases. 
To start with, the first author classified the titles and abstracts of the articles as relevant or irrele-
vant. This resulted in 142 studies being relevant for further inspection. In the second screening 
round a number of inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied. Studies were included if they 
answered to the conditions of CLIL as discussed in our introduction, contained a measure of one or 
more EFL skills, were conducted in the course of the past 20 years, written in English, had partici-
pants in mainstream primary or secondary education in a European country, made use of a control 
group and were longitudinal; that is, they had more than one measure in time of the same cohort, 
with statistical analyses of significant results. They were excluded if the English language used as 
the medium of instruction in bilingual forms of education was not a foreign language, as for exam-
ple in English–Welsh programmes in Wales. Full-text articles were retrieved and further inspection 
by the first author using the same inclusion criteria resulted in 19 articles and two dissertations.

Presentation of the results

To systematically evaluate the retrieved texts, they were first subdivided into two categories: stud-
ies conducted at primary or at secondary schools. An overview was made of key characteristics for 
each study: title, year of publication, country, name of the author or authors, the number of times 
data were collected, CLIL content subjects, sample size for CLIL and control groups and starting 
age of the participants – their age at the first research measurement. Longitudinal CLIL effects – 
that is, findings of a greater increase in EFL scores over time of experimental groups when com-
pared with control groups, provided they were significant – were categorized as pertaining to 
overall proficiency, which also may include oral skills, vocabulary, grammar, reading and listening 
skills. After drawing up overviews of the above data in two tables, we concentrated on describing 
the educational and research context for each of the studies. Our aim was to provide information 
on the development and implementation of CLIL in the respective countries, selectiveness and 
classroom practice in the diverse educational settings, the tested linguistic skills and research out-
comes, and the practice of matching CLIL and control classes. If possible (i.e. if mentioned in the 
study under discussion) we also described effect sizes of significant results.

Results

Tables 1 and 2 provide overviews of the results of the selected studies, for primary and secondary 
education, respectively.

Primary education outcomes

As outlined in Table 1, four primary school studies were evaluated. Starting in the Netherlands the 
only study (van der Leij et al., 2010) conducted in primary education is an early, small-scale study 
at a time when primary CLIL was by no means common ground. Tested scales were L2 vocabulary, 
word reading fluency and orthographic knowledge, the information stored in memory telling us 
how to represent spoken language in written form.
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The two groups were comparable on Dutch origin, social-economic background, age and sex, 
and L1 skills that have shown to affect reading acquisition. Participants were assessed twice within 
one year halfway through in grades 2 and 3, when they were eight years old. The number of EFL 
lessons was the same as that of the control class, namely five 20 minute lessons per week in grades 
1 and 2. The experimental group received substantial bilingual (Dutch and English-medium) 
instruction in English reading. The results show favourable effects for reading ability in both lan-
guages, as well as significant differences in vocabulary acquisition between the experimental and 
control group: the authors report an impressive difference in progress between the groups for L2 
vocabulary. The effect size was reported to be ῃ2 p= .12, which may be interpreted as between 
‘moderate’(.10) and ‘large’(.20). Even though this study is not about the L2-medium teaching of 
content, which is a distinct feature of CLIL, it provides support for its didactics of being exposed 
to L2-medium instruction.

The majority of studies included in the present review, both in primary and secondary educa-
tion, were conducted in Spain. Spain is made up of 17 autonomous communities and CLIL imple-
mentation may vary greatly from one community to another. CLIL is less of an elitist approach and 
introduced at broad educational levels, in which a divergence of CLIL policies exists. For example, 
CLIL is compulsory in all primary schools in Navarre, whereas only a few experimental pro-
grammes have been implemented in La Rioja. Moreover, CLIL contents and policy may differ 
greatly from one school to the next as schools can decide for themselves. Often there are no admit-
tance criteria and admission to CLIL is voluntary. This still implies (self) selectiveness: the average 
ability and motivation to learn English is presumably higher, a learner characteristic seen in the 
great majority of present-day non-obligatory CLIL environments.

An example of non-selective CLIL at a broad level is the bilingual project that was launched in 
10 Spanish regions in 1996 as the result of an agreement between the Ministry of Education and 
Science and the British Council. In order to provide EFL education compatible with EU standards 
an enriched language learning model was implemented in state schools to provide better EFL edu-
cation from infant school to secondary levels, for learners from all socio-economic backgrounds, 
who often had no access to foreign language learning. In one of Spain’s northern regions a study at 
primary level was conducted in 2014 (Agustín-Llach and Alonso, 2014) testing receptive vocabu-
lary growth over time. All participants were from the same school, but some years apart. The vari-
able age was controlled for. All 4th, 5th and 6th graders participated in the study, first when the 
school had only English as a school subject and later when CLIL tuition was introduced. At the 
start of the study participants were 9 or 10 years old and attended the 4th grade; at the end of the 
study they were between 11 and 12 and in the 6th grade. The experimental CLIL group had been 
receiving extra exposure to English in natural science lessons for two hours a week since grade 1; 
the control group had only received traditional EFL lessons. Data were collected three times by 
means of 10-minute vocabulary tests during class time in three consecutive school years. CLIL 
learners showed higher figures for vocabulary sizes, and differences increased with grade until 
they became significant in the 5th and even more so in the 6th grade. As to longitudinal effects, 
CLIL learners showed slightly higher growth rates than non-CLIL learners, but no significant sta-
tistical effects were found: very similar patterns of lexical development in CLIL and traditional 
learners were observed. The authors mentioned age as a determining factor in receptive vocabulary 
knowledge: increasing exposure does not lead to lexical gains in young learners, but more benefit 
may be expected as they grow older.

A related study by Agustín-Llach (2015) gave similar results for different aspects of vocabulary 
development of a similar, slightly larger group of CLIL and traditional EFL learners, measured 
along three years. The study controlled for the variable age. Both groups completed a letter-writing 
task, which was then scrutinized for L1 influence in the form of borrowings – which the author 
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mentioned as typical for low level learners and generally an indication of overall lack of lexical 
knowledge in the L2 – and lexical creations. The results showed that vocabulary related to school 
and classroom activities and management was frequent in both groups of learners, and both pro-
duced roughly similar numbers of words related to the field of science. CLIL learners produced 
fewer instances of borrowings than traditional learners and these tended to decrease with increas-
ing proficiency: the number of borrowings produced by CLIL learners in 6th grade was signifi-
cantly lower than that of traditional EFL learners, faintly suggesting CLIL benefits. As in the 
previous study, the author regarded (young) age as a factor imposing a strong constraint in L2 lexi-
cal development, even more so than exposure time in itself.

The last primary school study (Pladevall-Ballester and Vallbona, 2016) was conducted in the 
Spanish bilingual region of Catalonia in which Catalan, the language of instruction, together with 
Spanish, are the majority languages, and English is taught as the main foreign language in main-
stream education. CLIL was initially the approach adopted to revitalize Catalan after the Spanish 
dictatorship. All subjects except the Spanish language have since been taught through Catalan. 
Receptive skills (reading and listening) in English were measured by means of Cambridge lan-
guage tests at four different times during two academic years and involved pupils aged 9 or 10 in 
the 5th and 6th grades. In order to guarantee comparability between the two groups, the total 
amount of exposure up to each testing time was kept the same. Four state-funded private schools 
participated with two groups, one exposed only to EFL sessions and the other one exposed to EFL 
sessions and an additional CLIL hour per week. CLIL was new: two of the schools had imple-
mented CLIL in the science subject, and the other two used it in the arts and crafts subject, both as 
a first time experience. The results showed no significant differences between the groups with 
regard to reading skills, while the control group significantly outperformed the CLIL group in lis-
tening skills. As an important factor underlying this negative CLIL outcome the authors observed 
that the results of the comparison between the arts and crafts group and its control group at the third 
measure were significantly higher in favour of the control group, which almost certainly had an 
effect on the overall results of the sample. Discrepancies in instructional practice between the two 
CLIL groups regarding their content subjects were observed. The listening competence of the 
young learners in arts and crafts could have been affected by instructional practices that relied 
heavily on visual inputs and gestural support compared with the science group. As a result, the arts 
and crafts learners did not necessarily have to confront the demands of the language so did not have 
to develop the strategies necessary to improve their listening abilities as much as the science learn-
ers did. In addition, the language used in the arts and crafts lessons was mainly based on instruc-
tions, and did not require as much cognitive effort on the part of the learners as the language used 
in the science lessons, which was much more complex and demanding, thus favouring the learners’ 
listening comprehension development. The authors concluded by mentioning that the CLIL imple-
mentation was new to the teachers, which probably affected their instructional skills.

Secondary education outcomes

Table 2 presents an overview of studies conducted in secondary education. In the northern part of 
Europe we found only one study: a Swedish dissertation (Sylvén, 2010). In spite of the popularity 
of the English language – according to EU figures about 95% of the Scandinavian population have 
EFL proficiency to some degree – longitudinal CLIL studies are thin on the ground in the Nordic 
area. The author mentioned the fact that in grade 10, when CLIL starts, the year groups are split up 
into several different groups for elective reasons and sometimes optional courses, which hampers 
longitudinal research studies. Selection of students based on proficiency tests is not allowed, but in 
practice CLIL is self-selective in that it attracts students who are already fairly proficient in English. 
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The study analysed the testing of four different types of vocabulary in three rounds spread over two 
years and showed favourable results for the CLIL groups compared with the same-school main-
stream control groups, matched for age. A possible bias lay in student motivation to participate in 
the project, about which the author remarked:

Whereas the CLIL students were happy enough to show their skills, the control group found it hard to find 
the motivation. Their general feeling was best described as: ‘This is only meant to show how badly we 
perform in comparison with the CLIL group’ (Sylvén, 2010: 49).

Vocabulary growth was a frequent focus of CLIL research as the increased exposure to the L2 
is seen as crucial for the acquisition of new words. In Austria, Gierlinger and Wagner (2016) 
investigated CLIL-based vocabulary growth and conducted a study in non-selective, rather low-
achieving mixed-ability classes in lower secondary education. A popular Austrian CLIL form in 
lower secondary and primary education nowadays is the teaching of content in a number of mod-
ules, interspersed with mother tongue teaching. The participating schools offered chemistry, his-
tory and geography in around five to seven modules of up to four weeks each, representing 60–80 
hours of CLIL class time, spread over the school year. The study was conducted before and after 
the CLIL intervention within the school year 2010–2011. Participants were from four different 
schools and formed two CLIL and three control classes, matched for age, in which the CLIL 
learners were not preselected but formed part of a whole-class of mixed ability policy who partici-
pated in their school-wide CLIL enrichment project. The authors found no significant effect on 
EFL vocabulary scores for the CLIL treatment or for CLIL exposure over time. Moreover, their 
investigation of CLIL teacher classroom language indicated that teachers mainly used the band of 
1000 high-frequency words in the content lessons, which may have restricted more advanced and 
broader word learning.

In Dutch secondary education three studies (Admiraal et al., 2006; Goris et al., 2013; Verspoor 
et al., 2015) were conducted at pre-university level with pupils aged 12 at the start, being the start 
of secondary school and also CLIL. The predominant type of Dutch CLIL is about 50% of the cur-
riculum being taught in English, with the main focus on the content rather than the language. 
Admittance to a CLIL class is offered mainly at mainstream pre-university secondary education 
and subject to selection criteria: good overall academic performance, motivation to persevere and 
an above-average interest to learn the English language. The Admiraal et al. (2006) study was 
started in 1993 when the CLIL approach was new in mainstream education in the Netherlands. The 
authors used the abbreviation BE (bilingual education, a term still used to denote CLIL). The study 
tested receptive vocabulary, reading comprehension and oral proficiency; however, only receptive 
vocabulary was measured longitudinally with 16 tests spread over six years. The other two scales 
had one measure only, and both showed higher scores for the BE (CLIL) groups. Vocabulary mean 
scores at the start of the programme were significantly higher for the CLIL group than for the con-
trol group, also after student characteristics – gender, general ability, home language, language 
contact, motivation to learn English, introduced as covariates – were taken into account. As to 
score development on the EFL vocabulary test, there was no significant difference between the 
experimental and control groups; the CLIL learners did not acquire English words faster than the 
control group. The population and CLIL practice of this early study is not representative for the 
later, more developed CLIL in the Netherlands. Students from the BE (CLIL) programme differed 
significantly on student characteristics such as nationality and native language, which may be 
explained by the fact that three out of the five experimental schools were schools for international 
education, accommodating more proficient EFL speakers. The other two were mainstream schools 
populated by almost 100% Dutch native speaker students, offering a mix of a bilingual programme 
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and regular secondary education. The control groups were partly from these two, and partly ran-
domly sampled from two other, non-CLIL schools.

The second study (Verspoor et al., 2015) conducted in the Netherlands is of a more recent date 
and fully represents the Dutch CLIL approach as accredited by the European Platform for Education 
in the Netherlands, merged with Nuffic in 2015,1 which coordinates and monitors all CLIL schools. 
The authors tested receptive vocabulary and full linguistic repertoire by means of a productive 
informal writing task. There were three measurements spread over one year – in October, January 
and June – at four secondary schools, with participants in grade 1 and grade 3. The authors were of 
the opinion – and agreed with Bruton – that comparing CLIL classes with only non-CLIL classes 
would give a distinct bias as in their experience non-CLIL classes have on average a lower scho-
lastic aptitude, less motivation and lower initial EFL proficiency. They included students of the – 
prestigious and selective – Dutch gymnasium as a better match to act as a control class for CLIL 
and therefore incorporated three streams in the study: CLIL, regular (same school non-CLIL) and 
gymnasium (as control). The results indicated that at the first test in grade 1 the CLIL as well as the 
control classes had significantly higher scores than the regulars, with no such differences between 
CLIL and control. However, CLIL learners were significantly more motivated than regular and 
control peers and gained more: at the second and third tests the CLIL scores were significantly 
higher than those of both the regular and control groups, while between the latter two there were 
no significant differences. In the third grade – a different cohort – CLIL did not continue to gain 
more. The authors concluded that, when all covariates were taken into account, CLIL only outper-
formed the regulars, not the control classes, so that CLIL maintained the lead rather than gaining 
more than the other groups. Initial proficiency was found to be a significant contribution to final 
proficiency. The authors wondered whether similar proficiency results could be accomplished by 
better or more EFL teaching in regular programmes.

The reason for the initial better performance of the CLIL groups remained unclear. Prospective 
learners for CLIL streams in the Netherlands receive no special preparation: in principle they have 
the same EFL primary school lessons, even though practice between schools differs: some start 
earlier and do more than the obligatory lessons. Both studies tested mainly vocabulary. It is pos-
sible that learners with an inclination towards the English language pick up more words from its 
omnipresence in daily life. Nor was it clear why vocabulary gain seemed to be initial and did not 
develop in a linear fashion. A possible ceiling effect was mentioned, or the fact that vocabulary 
tests may have limitations in that they make use of frequency bands, testing the most common 
words whereas CLIL vocabulary gain is likely to be found in subject-specific or academic use of 
language.

The third study (Goris et al., 2013) was conducted between 2007 and 2009 and tested more 
language skills apart from vocabulary. The results in three countries were compared: the 
Netherlands, Germany and Italy. The experimental groups were representative for national CLIL 
practice in their region at the time. Tested skills included receptive vocabulary, idioms, grammar 
and text comprehension. In each country four classes from pre-university secondary schools took 
part in the study: two CLIL groups and two control groups. There were two measurements: the first 
one at the beginning of secondary school, also the starting point of CLIL, and the second one two 
years later, at the end of the second grade. With one exception in the Netherlands – where one 
control group from a classical gymnasium took part – the control groups were from the same 
schools as the experimental groups. Pupil age, scholastic aptitude, socio-economic status (SES) 
and demographic background, national majority native language, EFL contact and preparation for 
CLIL were the same for each experimental-control match per country, even though between-coun-
tries differences existed as to age and CLIL preparation. The results indicated that the initial test 
scores on the whole were highest in the Netherlands and lowest in Italy. Furthermore, the CLIL 
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groups in all three countries had higher – though not always significantly – initial scores than the 
control groups on all scales, apart from vocabulary in Italy where the control groups knew slightly 
more words. The second test round showed higher scores on all scales for the CLIL groups. For 
gain scores there were differences between countries. In the Netherlands CLIL gain scores were 
significant for grammar and idioms, in Germany no significant CLIL gains were found, while in 
Italy such scores were found on all tested scales, which was surprising in view of the modest modu-
lar CLIL approach. A possible explanation for the successful outcomes in Italy lay in a Hawthorne 
effect – the influence resulting from positive feelings caused by taking part in a test – as both the 
CLIL approach and the EFL presence on the curriculum were very new here and the international 
university research met with great enthusiasm from both teachers and pupils. The opposite effect 
could have occurred in Germany, where the strict anonymity required for participation in research 
possibly contributed to a disinterested attitude – or the fact that the English language was not abun-
dantly popular in society at large.

In Germany two robust studies (2016, 2017) were retrieved. The 2016 study (Dallinger et al., 
2016) investigated skill development of 1806 German CLIL and non-CLIL 8th-graders in English 
and history, controlling for a wide range of student, classroom and teacher characteristics such as 
student EFL interest. The study made use of two kinds of non-CLIL control groups: cohorts from 
the same school as the experimental CLIL groups (non-CLIL1) and cohorts from different schools 
without CLIL programmes (non-CLIL2). There were two measurements: one at the start and one 
at the end of grade 8. In Germany, parents may decide for or against a CLIL school when register-
ing their child for secondary education – mostly schools preparing for university. This type of 
school accommodates mainly learners from high-SES homes, in which one or both parents fol-
lowed academic education. Admittance is decided together with the teacher and school admittance 
criteria. The German educational system in most states provides extra EFL education in prepara-
tion for CLIL, which results in substantial differences in initial EFL proficiency between CLIL and 
non-CLIL: the former are likely to possess higher prior knowledge in English.

In the study under discussion CLIL classes accommodated more students with immigration 
backgrounds and higher SES than non-CLIL. The CLIL classes’ initial general English skills – as 
measured by a C-test2 – and listening comprehension were significantly better than those of the 
non-CLIL classes. This was also the case at the second test. For the longitudinal pre-test–post-test 
effects the results of multilevel modelling confirmed that CLIL classrooms showed significantly 
greater increases in English listening comprehension but not general English skills than non-CLIL 
classrooms. Controlling for systematic differences by means of multilevel regression analyses 
greatly diminished the CLIL effect on English skills for both domains, and rendered that on general 
English skills insignificant. The authors mentioned prior achievement as the strongest predictor of 
future learning.

Similar findings were discussed by Rumlich (2017). The article summarizes the author’s dis-
sertation on CLIL streams at German secondary schools of the Gymnasium type in North-Rhine 
Westphalia, the most populous German state with the largest number of CLIL schools. These 
schools have the most intense form of CLIL implementation in mainstream German education, and 
offer continuous forms of CLIL with a duration of at least one school year. At the start one content 
subject is involved, in grades 8 and 9 two or at most three subjects. In preparation for this high-
intensity version students receive additional EFL lessons in grades 5 and 6 before the start of CLIL 
in grade 7 at ages 12–13. Over 1000 learners were involved in a two-year pre-test–post-test research 
study into the effects of CLIL on EFL proficiency as measured by C-tests. As in the earlier men-
tioned German study three groups participated: CLIL classes and two kinds of non-CLIL control 
groups. They were  cohorts from the same school as the experimental CLIL groups (non-CLIL1) 
who ‘might represent a negatively selected group of students with below average EFL proficiency’ 
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(Rumlich, 2017: 115) and therefore inappropriate as controls. The cohorts from different schools 
without CLIL programmes (non-CLIL2), whose students are unselected and unprepared, were seen 
as neutral and more appropriate controls groups. The author observed that prospective CLIL and 
non-CLIL general proficiency in English diverged greatly in favour of the former even before the 
implementation of CLIL, partly due to the preparatory lessons and partly to selection effects. The 
findings on EFL development indicated that all groups advanced significantly over time, with little 
difference between the CLIL and non-CLIL2 controls and a slightly weaker progress for the non-
CLIL1 group. It became evident that there was no detectable influence of CLIL on general EFL 
proficiency. The author concluded with a strong claim for longitudinal evaluations that screen for 
selection, EFL preparation and class composition effects.

At secondary level Spanish studies also had the lion’s share. In Barcelona Pérez-Vidal and 
Roquet (2015) investigated the effects of a newly introduced CLIL programme which was care-
fully designed by a team of university experts, in order to identify which areas of L2 competence 
benefitted the most from CLIL instruction. Two different groups of Catalan/Spanish bilingual 
learners were analysed longitudinally over one academic year. The productive skill of writing and 
receptive skills of reading and listening were investigated, as well as lexical-grammatical ability, 
the skill to use vocabulary and grammar correctly. Written development was analysed quantita-
tively taking into account syntactic and lexical complexity, accuracy and fluency, and qualitatively 
for task fulfilment, organization, grammar and vocabulary. The experimental group, who had pre-
vious experience with CLIL since they were 10 years old in grade 5, received formal EFL lessons 
as a school subject, in addition to an English-medium science subject taught with a CLIL approach. 
The control group received formal instruction of English as a subject only. Data collection started 
at the end of their first year of secondary education, in grade 7. The CLIL group was not matched 
for age with the control group as this would have given them the advantage of more EFL exposure, 
but on the grounds of a similar total number of hours of EFL education. This meant that the control 
group included learners who were a year older and one grade higher than the CLIL group. The 
results of two measurements within one school year for receptive skills showed that the CLIL 
group improved their reading competence significantly more than the control group, but not their 
listening competence. CLIL students’ lexical-grammatical ability also increased significantly 
more. For the productive skill of writing, there was a significant improvement in favour of the 
CLIL group in their abilities to write more accurate and syntactically complex texts, and a general 
improvement in the whole set of qualitative measures (task fulfilment, organization, grammar and 
vocabulary). The positive results for writing skills appear to be in contrast with Dalton-Puffer’s 
(2008) findings, who classified writing as one of the areas of linguistic competence likely to remain 
unaffected by CLIL instruction as content teaching is conducted almost completely without writing 
activities. However, the Spanish authors claimed a transfer of writing skills to the CLIL context 
from the mainstream EFL lessons, in which writing is often practised.

Even though the results for writing skills development turned out to be positive for the CLIL 
group, only a part was significant. The same authors – with a reversal of first and second authorship 
(Roquet and Pérez-Vidal, 2017) – produced a more detailed discussion of the participants’ written 
production outcomes. The study singled out the composition assignment – writing a dialogue based 
on a picture – that was part of the original testing battery and used the same criteria to evaluate the 
development of aspects of written abilities. The results of the qualitative and quantitative measures 
indicated that for syntactic and lexical complexity as well as fluency in writing, the CLIL group did 
not progress significantly more than the control group; this was only the case in the domain of 
accuracy. With regard to qualitative results in the field of task fulfilment, organization, grammar 
and vocabulary, there were no significant differences between the progress of the two groups. 
Overall, the authors could not confirm the superiority of CLIL for writing skills.
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A further study into fine-grained aspects of writing competence was conducted in a different 
part of Catalonia, on the Balearic Islands, by Gené-Gil et al. (2015). They evaluated complexity, 
accuracy and fluency (CAF) in a CLIL programme called ‘European Sections’, introduced in 2004. 
Schools joined the programme on a voluntary basis and participation of students was optional. 
Participants were two groups of Spanish/Catalan bilingual secondary students, an experimental 
CLIL group learning science or social science through the medium of English and a comparable 
non-CLIL control group with English as a subject only. All participants answered a profile ques-
tionnaire enabling the researchers to rule out any important differences in language background 
and extra-school exposure to the target language. CLIL and non-CLIL students’ average age was 
13 at the first test at the start of CLIL in 2008. Both CLIL and non-CLIL groups were asked to write 
a timed composition (25 minutes) in English at every data collection time, four times spread over 
three school years. The results indicated no significant differences at the first test: CLIL and non-
CLIL participants’ onset level was equivalent. Over the course of three school years, CLIL students 
attained significantly improved performance in every domain analysed (written syntactic and lexi-
cal complexity, accuracy and fluency), whereas in the case of their non-CLIL counterparts improve-
ment was restricted to the lexical complexity and accuracy domains.

In a later article Gené-Gil et al. (2016) critically examined their methodology. Their major con-
cern was to describe EFL writing in all its complexity and multidimensionality, a difficult task as 
fine-grained effects of writing skills are difficult to assess, let alone evaluate and compare statisti-
cally over time and between groups. They held the pre-test–post-test design with repeated meas-
ures to be the only way to control for differences in task complexity, despite the risk of carryover 
effects. In a study related to the previous one they used micro-analytical measures of diversity in 
use of vocabulary or lexical complexity and accuracy. Participants were two groups of comparable 
adolescent learners of EFL: an experimental CLIL group and a non-CLIL comparison group. The 
former received three hours a week of EFL instruction and had started studying science in English 
for three hours a week in grade 8 on a voluntary basis. The latter only received EFL instruction. 
Data about written production were gathered through two communicative writing tasks, designed 
for this study: a general, interpersonal task and a subject-specific, yet sufficiently general task 
related to science, the CLIL subject in the participating schools. The results indicated that CLIL 
learners showed improved writing competence, particularly in micro-analytical measures of diver-
sity in vocabulary use and accuracy, and that they incorporated some specialized lexis into their 
subject-specific compositions. The authors proposed a methodological framework with a greater 
focus on evaluation procedures of such details, as most writing activities simply support grammar 
and vocabulary learning, and to encourage more investigations of EFL writing development in 
CLIL contexts in which progress often lies in nuances. They confirmed that more exposure to the 
target language in itself does not necessarily lead to enhanced written competence.

Several Spanish studies were published in the bilingual Basque country. The educational system 
in the Spanish Basque Autonomous Community (BAC) offers linguistic models with either Spanish 
or Basque as the language of instruction and the other one a curriculum subject, or with Basque and 
Spanish-medium teaching side by side. At the start of the millennium foreign language medium 
teaching, using foreign languages – mostly English – in addition to the two national languages, was 
introduced. The Department of Education initiated a ‘Plurilingual Experience’ (PE) in 12 schools 
in 2003, six of them participating in a case study analysing its effects. The PE programme required 
that at the compulsory level at least seven hours a week be taught in a foreign language – other than 
Basque or Spanish. In the post-compulsory or baccalaureate years, when students are 16–18 years 
old, the number of L2 medium subjects should be at least 20–25% of all lessons. The experimental 
schools offered the opportunity to study the curriculum subjects in three different languages: 
Basque, Spanish and English (L3 for the students). Participants had to answer selection criteria of 



690 European Educational Research Journal 18(6)

academic performance and motivation. There were two measures at three levels (grades 1, 3 and 
baccalaureate): the first one in October 2004, at the start of PE, the second in May 2006, after two 
years. The control groups were in the same grade as those of the experimental groups but did not 
take part in the PE. The evaluation looked at English proficiency – listening and reading compre-
hension, written and oral production and grammatical knowledge using validated Cambridge tests 
as well as qualitative data concerning opinions from students and teachers.

The report on the results of the PE project ‘Trilingual students in secondary education’ was 
published in 2007 (Basque Institute of Educational Evaluation and Research, 2007), and the 
research team (Alonso et al., 2008) summarized the study. The findings showed that the English-
medium experimental group achieved considerably better results than the control group, advan-
tages that increased even more in the course of time. Comparisons and longitudinal growth were 
calculated and described in percentages – not very common in statistical analyses. To estimate the 
accumulated gains, which were quite substantial, the grading for each test was distributed on a 
common scale so that the differences between each phase could be summed. For this, the approxi-
mate and provisional results obtained in earlier research on the empirical validation of the CEFR 
(Common European Frame of Reference3) scales were used. The research team stated that this 
analysis is a theoretical simulation of scores that refer to the hypothetical differential gain that 
would arise if the data were presented on a common scale, so that results have to be taken with 
caution. For the present review it means that the question whether the effects were statistically 
significant remains unanswered. We felt that this landmark study had to be included in our discus-
sion, the more so as it initiated prolific CLIL practice and research within the Basque Country.

Ruiz de Zarobe (2008) conducted a study to investigate if including more English-medium 
content subjects enhances CLIL effects on L2 proficiency (the more-content-is-better hypothesis) 
and tested EFL speech production of learners in two different CLIL programmes. Adequacy as to 
pronunciation, vocabulary, grammar, fluency and production of content were compared with those 
of a control group enrolled in a traditional EFL programme only. The first CLIL group, CLIL1, 
entered CLIL at 14, when one content subject, social sciences, was taught through English for three 
or four hours a week. The second CLIL group, CLIL2, entered a CLIL programme with two 
English-taught content subjects: social sciences (three to four hours a week) and modern English 
literature (two hours a week). The control group only received the conventional three hours of EFL 
per week, the same as the CLIL groups. Learners were in grade 3, aged 14–15 at the first test and 
in the last year, the pre-university year or baccalaureate, at the last test. By then, the number of 
participants supplying data had decreased: the control group consisted of seven students, the CLIL2 
group of 14 and data of the CLIL1 group could no longer be collected at the time. The results 
showed that at the first measurement in grade 3 the CLIL groups significantly outperformed the 
control group in all scales, without important differences between the CLIL types. In the 4th grade 
CLIL2 once again scored highest, with significant differences in all scales except vocabulary. The 
participants in the pre-university grade belonged to two groups: CLIL2 and control. The differ-
ences between the two were significant for vocabulary and grammar. Although the CLIL groups’ 
scores were higher than those of the control group throughout the grades, there seemed to be no 
significant increase in proficiency throughout the years. The question if more content is better 
could be answered affirmatively: a positive relationship was present between the amount of EFL 
exposure and the linguistic outcomes.

Merino and Lasagabaster (2018) addressed a similar issue: the role played by intensity in CLIL 
programmes on overall proficiency in English: speaking, reading, listening and writing. Participants 
were 393 secondary education students from three different autonomous communities: the BAC, 
an officially bilingual community in Basque and Spanish; La Rioja, a monolingual Spanish com-
munity; and Cantabria, also a monolingual community. They were spread over two experimental 
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groups and one control group. The control group consisted of 77 learners from eight schools with 
Basque as the means of instruction for all subjects except Spanish. The first experimental group 
(CLIL–) was made up of 208 CLIL learners from the same eight schools, who had 3.4 CLIL ses-
sions per week. The second experimental group (CLIL+) comprised 108 CLIL learners from five 
high schools in Cantabria and La Rioja with 8.4 CLIL sessions per week. In two test rounds in the 
school year 2010–2011, the first one in the final term of grade 7 and the next one at the end of grade 
8, Cambridge ESOL tests (Key English Test) were administered. The findings showed that a higher 
amount of CLIL produced a greater improvement in the L2. At the first test, both CLIL groups 
showed significantly higher scores than the non-CLIL group. No differences were found between 
the scores attained by CLIL– and CLIL+. However, at the second test the contrast between CLIL– 
and CLIL+ had increased and showed that the evolution of CLIL+ students was significantly 
higher than that of their CLIL– counterparts. The latter made progress in an almost identical degree 
to the control group. As in the previously discussed study (Ruiz de Zarobe, 2008), the question if 
more content is better could be answered affirmatively.

A small-scale study into general EFL as measured by proficiency was conducted by San Isidro 
and Lasagabaster (2018) in a rural multilingual school in Galicia, a Spanish north-western autono-
mous community with specific linguistic and cultural hallmarks. Two official languages are spo-
ken: Galician and Spanish. The study investigated the impact of CLIL on multiple language 
learning (L1, L2 and EFL) and content learning. The first measurement of the two-year longitudi-
nal study was at the start of the third grade of secondary education in September 2012, when learn-
ers were 14–15 years old. The final test was at the end of the 4th grade. EFL scales had three 
measures using Cambridge tests and included the four skills: reading, writing, speaking and listen-
ing. Participants were two comparable groups without any prior selection, and homogeneous 
before the implementation of CLIL. The results indicated that both groups improved their compe-
tence in English after two years, while the CLIL cohort made significantly greater progress. 
Another interesting finding was that the CLIL students also outperformed their non-CLIL counter-
parts in both Spanish and Galician over the two school years, whereas content learning was not 
negatively affected.

A small-scale study on listening and oral production skills (Pérez-Cañado and Lancaster, 2017) 
was published on the outcomes of a 4th grade secondary school sample. The pre-tests took place in 
September 2012; the post-tests were carried out in June 2013; and the second post-tests were com-
pleted in January 2014. The CLIL and control groups had initially been matched on the pre-test, 
when no statistically significant differences were found on listening skills. Over the period of one 
academic year and six months following the conclusion of the intervention programme, the post-
tests were applied. The listening tests were group-administered in one sitting under the same condi-
tions each time. In turn, in the oral production tests, the students were examined in pairs, with 
individual subtasks lasting up to five minutes. On the post-test statistically significant differences 
emerged in favour of the CLIL group, for listening skills as well as for oral production skills: all of 
the tasks in the oral production test (spoken interaction in an interview and in individual speaking) 
evinced statistically significant differences in favour of the CLIL group, demonstrating that these 
students are able to communicate more effectively. At the final stage of the investigation, both 
groups had levelled out on oral comprehension competence: no statistically significant differences 
were detected for any part of the test or for the test as a whole. For oral production skills, however, 
the scores of the CLIL students significantly surpassed those of their non-CLIL peers at the second 
post-tests, with statistically significant differences for the overall test and each of its tasks and skills.

The last study to be discussed here is a large-scale investigation into EFL proficiency (Pérez-
Cañado, 2018) involving 1033 CLIL students and 991 EFL learners in 53 public, private and char-
ter schools4 in three of the monolingual communities in Spain which have the least tradition in 
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bilingual education: Andalusia, Extremadura and the Canary Islands. Tested skills were grammar, 
vocabulary, reading, listening and speaking. At the start of the academic year 2014–2015 the exper-
imental and control groups of 11–12-year-olds were matched on a pre-test in terms of SES, English 
level, verbal intelligence and motivation. Thus, homogeneity between both cohorts was initially 
guaranteed. At the end of the same academic year, in June 2015, when 828 learners (aged 11–12) 
were finishing the last grade (grade 6) of primary school and 1196 (aged 15–16) were about to 
complete the last grade (grade 4) of compulsory secondary education – so all of them were on the 
switch to the next level – the English language post-tests were administered. Six months later, in 
December 2015, the delayed post-test was applied to the same participants who were previously in 
the 4th grade of secondary education and had continued in the 1st grade of the baccalaureate, where 
CLIL instruction stopped. The results of the English language post-test at the end of primary school 
showed statistically significant differences on all the linguistic components and skills sampled, 
invariably in favour of the CLIL group. The effect sizes for vocabulary (Cohen’s d = −0.619 ) and 
the five aspects of speaking (−0.858) can be seen as medium even though 0.08 is close to ‘large’, 
1 standard deviation. After four additional years of participation in CLIL education, at the post-test 
at the end of the 4th grade, the differences in EFL competence had increased. Statistically signifi-
cant differences were found in favour of the CLIL cohorts on all the linguistic aspects sampled, at 
high confidence levels and with large effect sizes. The latter were particularly considerable for use 
of English, with Cohen’s d bigger than 1, so larger than one standard deviation (−1.160), and 
speaking (−1.230), especially as to lexical range (−1.442) and task fulfilment (−1.482).

Time turned out to be a crucial factor to ascertain the effects of CLIL on foreign language attain-
ment; the longer the students had been benefitting from bilingual education, the greater the differ-
ences with their non-bilingual counterparts. The effects pervaded and became even stronger six 
months later, when the former 4th graders were in the first year of non-compulsory secondary 
education. Statistically significant differences continued to be discerned in favour of bilingual 
streams on all the linguistic components and skills sampled, at high confidence levels, and with 
even larger effect sizes, especially for speaking (Cohen’s d = −2.671, larger than 2 standard devia-
tions), and except for reading, which had the comparatively lowest effect size (−0.868). At this 
level, it turned out that productive skills had been more positively affected by CLIL as opposed to 
receptive. Interesting data were found in the follow-up of the 4th graders on aspects of oral com-
petence that need more time to develop in order to be significantly improved, namely pronuncia-
tion and fluency. Also at this point, type of school yielded interesting results: the non-bilingual 
charter schools were catching up with the public and private bilingual ones, as there were no sta-
tistically significant differences between them and both bilingual types of schools on the use of 
English.

Conclusion and discussion

The present review aimed to evaluate the findings of longitudinal experimental research into the 
effects of the CLIL approach on EFL proficiency, conducted over the past 20 years. Our findings, 
as highlighted in Tables 1 and 2, do not provide unequivocal support for the hypothesis that learn-
ers in a CLIL class will develop more EFL proficiency over a certain period than their mainstream 
counterparts; the majority of studies produced null effects. Furthermore, it is striking that studies 
with a longitudinal perspective have been undertaken in only a limited number of European coun-
tries, and mainly during the last five years. The number of participants varies greatly. Nevertheless, 
even though an overall picture of the longitudinal effects of CLIL in each of Europe’s quarters is 
lacking, all findings, large-scale as well as small-scale, are valuable and helpful in analysing this 
massive educational innovation, seen by many as best practice for the future.
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A variety of EFL competences was investigated and there was a broad diversity of skills ana-
lysed. The most frequently tested skill was vocabulary. The three Dutch studies, as well as the 
Swedish and Austrian ones, tested receptive vocabulary, for which no significant growth was found 
over time. The Goris et al. (2013) study also tested other skills in the Netherlands and found signifi-
cant results for idioms and grammar, an indication that CLIL affects certain linguistic skills more 
than others. The same study did not find significant effects of the CLIL lessons on any linguistic 
skill in Germany. Several studies tested overall EFL proficiency, for which no significant effects 
were found in the Netherlands or Germany where spoken skills were not part of the tests.

Productive writing was tested in several Spanish areas. The authors discussed various aspects of 
writing skills (for the sake of convenience we listed them under ‘grammar’ and ‘vocabulary’ in 
Table 2), some of which indicated the better skills of CLIL learners. Spoken fluency was tested in 
Spain where five studies addressed this skill as part of overall proficiency in receptive and produc-
tive skills. Three of these studies found significant results in favour of CLIL for spoken fluency, the 
skill commonly believed to be the most favourably affected because of the increased opportunity 
for authentic communication.

A topical issue in many European educational systems is whether an early start of L2 learning 
is better than postponing it until a later date, or whether it is wise to include CLIL courses before 
any teaching of the target language has taken place. In most European countries, CLIL was hardly 
practised at the elementary level until recently, and as yet, no comprehensive literature discusses 
early mainstream CLIL results. Apart from one primary school study in the Netherlands, which 
presented positive effects on vocabulary, mainly as a result of teacher instruction rather than a 
content subject, three studies were found in two different regions in Spain. No convincing evidence 
in favour of an early introduction of CLIL emerged, while one study even indicated negative 
results for listening skills. The authors assumed that (young) age is a constraining factor in L2 
development. Studies undertaken with somewhat older primary school learners provided more 
positive outcomes, as in Pérez-Canado (2018) where a large group of 11–12-year-old CLIL learn-
ers already obtained higher EFL gain scores than their mainstream peers after one year.

Another recurrent issue in the CLIL literature is the question of whether more CLIL lessons lead 
to more positive L2 effects. Two Spanish studies in the present review addressed this question, and 
both studies provided affirmative answers. It seems best to consider these results as context-spe-
cific, for across countries they do not always materialize. The results in the Netherlands or Sweden, 
where a large percentage of the curriculum is offered in the target language, were not strikingly 
better than those in Germany, for example, which practised a moderate approach by including two 
or three content subjects. Several authors provided indications that CLIL results grow over time; 
learners profit more after a longer period of learning in a CLIL track.

It is difficult to interpret our findings without discussing the practice of matching experimen-
tal and control groups and the initial CLIL head start, issues criticized by Bruton (2011). The 
most reliable practice from a statistical point of view would be to match pupils, ideally a random 
sample, as in Admiraal et al. (2006) who included a mix of same-school and random-sampled 
participants from non-CLIL schools in the control group, on crucial variables such as age, SES, 
intellectual and linguistic capacity, as well as initial EFL levels. Notably, this last feature pre-
sented problems and was not always observed in the studies under review, the main reason is that 
in many countries, pupils receive extra EFL preparation if they aspire to CLIL, as in Germany 
and Italy. The higher time of EFL instruction for the experimental groups in comparison with the 
mainstream groups was not always controlled, which is a recurring issue in CLIL research. One 
of the reasons may be that previous lesson time is difficult to measure in exact numbers as pupils 
come from a variety of primary schools or pre-CLIL years that do not always have similar EFL 
curricula. In Sweden, CLIL is self-selective and introduced for those interested in upper 
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secondary education, which implies that learners are already fairly proficient. This inevitably 
leads to an EFL head start when compared with mainstream counterparts. At the same time, the 
studies in the Netherlands showed that such head starts are also possible without special prepara-
tion. Therefore, the results of these studies must be interpreted with these limitations in mind. 
The CLIL initial head start was even found to be significant in several studies, which makes it 
difficult to explain the progress these pupils make in the following years; does it result from 
CLIL or the better L2 skills? The use of a control group with lesser EFL skills is thought to pre-
sent bias in the research findings. Suitable options to match experimental and control groups 
were found in the Netherlands as there are two types of pre-university education, the VWO, the 
mainstream type of preparing those with sufficient academic talent for university studies, and the 
classical gymnasium, a more prestigious school type for those that excel in comparison with 
CLIL candidates. The study by Verspoor et al. (2015) involved groups from both types, and their 
study made clear that the difference in EFL progress between CLIL and non-CLIL gymnasium 
learners was not significant, whereas the difference was clear between CLIL and the ‘regular’ 
VWO learners from the mainstream departments of the participating CLIL schools. The former 
appeared to be an appropriate match for the CLIL learners, in contrast with the so-called same-
school control groups, which the authors described as having, on average, a low scholastic apti-
tude, low motivation and low initial EFL proficiency.

In Germany, where schools preparing for university do not have a similar divide as in the 
Netherlands, the authors (Dallinger et al., 2016; Rumlich, 2017) expressed similar views, and 
Rumlich (2017: 115) described same-school control groups as ‘a negatively selected group of stu-
dents with below-average EFL-proficiency’. Cohorts from different schools without CLIL pro-
grammes were included as more appropriate controls in both German studies. They too, provided 
evidence for the same-school experimental-control group mismatch, as did student discourage-
ment to participate in a school research project mentioned by Sylvén (2010).

In this respect, the Austrian study presented a more appropriate research context: the CLIL stu-
dents were average learners and participated in their school-wide CLIL enrichment project. They 
were not preselected but formed part of a whole class of mixed ability policy. Suitable research 
contexts were also present in Spain, where experimental mainstream matches were found without 
initial differences in EFL skills, even though the problem was acknowledged here too, in the case 
of a control group that was one year older than the test group, which is not ideal either.

What our review has not made clear is the specific impact of various CLIL target language con-
tent subjects and if such effects exist apart from the classroom language used by all CLIL teachers. 
It is difficult to imagine that a language-rich subject, such as history, influences the target language 
to the same degree as a subject that depends on complex cognitive explanations, such as mathemat-
ics. A few authors elaborated on this issue even though Pladevall-Ballester and Vallbona (2016) 
explained that more complex language favoured the learners’ listening comprehension develop-
ment. For the rest, our study produced no indications that the target language of some subjects’ 
content affects EFL skills more than or differently from others.

Another issue not dealt with in the present review is the impact of content teacher skills, both 
from a didactic and linguistic point of view. Great varieties exist in the levels of teacher L2 skills. 
As an example we mention that, in Germany, content teachers are qualified to teach both the L2 
and the subject, whereas, in the Netherlands, they are only qualified to teach their subject, while a 
B2 level for the target language is required for CLIL teaching. Also, classroom practice diverges 
across European countries. Sometimes native speaker teachers and language assistants are 
employed, while the role of the EFL teachers in the CLIL process also diverges. We feel that the 
impact of teacher skills is beyond the scope of this review, as it is a complex and many-faceted 
phenomenon that needs further study.
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Our findings produced interesting contradictions between Spain on the one hand and the rest of 
Europe on the other. Whereas the latter were found to produce mainly null effects, in Spain, signifi-
cant effects were more frequent. We must look at the history of CLIL to contribute to possible 
explanations. In most countries, CLIL developed from the bottom up, inspired by parental or edu-
cational demands. It was introduced almost without exception as a selective option at pre-univer-
sity level, intended to prepare high SES students for international careers and studies. In Spain, 
CLIL had its origins in the opposite direction as it developed from the top down as a joint initiative 
of educational authorities. Its ideology was to provide better EFL learning opportunities for all, as, 
from the early years, the quality of teaching of English as a foreign language was minimal and not 
all Spanish children had access to EFL training. Spain, just like other southern-European countries, 
such as Italy, used to be and still is a society with low EFL proficiency. Italy was included in the 
Goris et al. (2013) study, which found several significant effects that were difficult to explain from 
the analyses of the results. According to the Special Eurobarometer on Europeans and their lan-
guages, issued by the European Commission in 2006 and updated in 2012, Spain and Italy repre-
sented the countries where the smallest percentage of citizens could hold a conversation in a 
language apart from their national L1. This may account for the positive effects of a massive L2 
learning innovation. In Spain there was much more room for improvement than in Sweden or the 
Netherlands, which the Eurobarometer listed as among the top eight countries in which 9 out of 10 
inhabitants could speak at least two languages, and in which English was spoken quite well by the 
great majority of people.

The focus of the present review was to investigate if CLIL has met its promise of providing a 
better EFL learning approach. The answer is by no means negative, but the degree to which it is 
positive varies. High EFL-proficiency countries with elitist and highly selective CLIL, such as the 
Netherlands and Germany, have gained little on the testing scales. In Spain, however, a low EFL-
proficiency country, the CLIL approach was planted in fertile soil. Spain was desperately in need 
of improved EFL teaching in an increasingly internationalized market place, but at the same time 
there was ample experience in the teaching of content through two languages in Spanish bilingual 
regions. In the Basque Country, for instance, educational practice entails teaching content through 
Spanish and Basque, two completely unrelated national languages, which is claimed to be condu-
cive to further L3 acquisition, in the case of CLIL of the English language.

The final thought of the present review may be summarized by saying that the research published 
in the past two decades about the benefits of CLIL has presented many valuable and robust findings, 
predominantly during the last five years and conceivably in response to criticism and reviews. Our 
most conclusive finding is that CLIL is profiled best in the divergent contexts of Spain, which sets 
positive precedence for other low EFL-proficiency countries in the EU that are still at less advanced 
stages of EFL skills. In this respect, more comprehensive studies into the quality of mainstream EFL 
education in these countries would be a welcome contribution to the research field. As we have seen 
in Spain, schools received support in introducing and practising CLIL. At the same time, little is 
known about improvements or developments in mainstream EFL teaching, so that comparing CLIL 
and mainstream performance may be biased in favour of the former.
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Notes

1. https://www.nuffic.nl/en/nuffic-glossary/
2. by Lucy Katona and Zoltan Dornyei from: Forum English Teaching 

The C-test is an integrative testing instrument that measures overall language competence, very much 
like the cloze test. It consists of four to six short, preferably authentic, texts in the target language, to 
which ‘the rule of two’ has been applied: the second half of every second word has been deleted, begin-
ning with the second word of the second sentence; the first and last sentences are left intact. If a word has 
an odd number of letters, the ‘bigger’ part is omitted; for example, proud becomes pr-. One-letter words, 
such as I, are ignored in the counting. The students’ task is to restore the missing parts. In a typical C-test 
there are 100 gaps; that is, missing parts. Only entirely correct restorations are accepted.

3. The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEF or CEFR) was put together by the 
Council of Europe as a way of standardizing the levels of language exams in different regions. It is very 
widely used internationally and all important exams are mapped to the CEFR.

4. Charter schools are state-financed schools, most of which have a religious orientation.
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