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ABSTRACT. This paper aims to reflect on the psycholinguistic principles of
Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL). To do this it looks at four essential
components of second language acquisition: exposure to input, the processing of
meaning, the processing of form, and language production. Through these, this study
analyses the adequacy of the traditional model of language teaching and the immersion
model (or semi-immersion, in content-based teaching) from the point of view of
language acquisition. With respect to traditional language teaching, this paper
highlights important weaknesses in relation to limitations of input, quantitative as well
as qualitative, the lack of motivation to process meaning and form and the scarce
language production of learners. Teaching through content or through immersion also
presents some limitations due, in particular, to the lack of focus on form. Finally, this
paper presents CLIL as an alternative that could overcome the deficiencies of the
previous models.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In the European Union the field of second language teaching and learning is
experiencing the enthusiastic growth of a pedagogic and educational orientation towards
the integration of language and content in the classroom. In fact, the speed at which
Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) has spread across Europe since 1994
has surprised even the most ardent of advocates (Maljers, Marsh and Wolff 2007: 7). A
descendent of the Canadian immersion programmes and the North American content-
based language teaching programmes, and strongly based on the linguistic necessities of
the European Union (viz the decisions taken at the Conference of Barcelona 2002), this
orientation is extensively known by the English acronym CLIL, which was translated in
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Spain as AICLE (Adquisición Integrada de Contenidos y Lengua Extranjera) (see Navés
and Muñoz 1999).

There are many hopes for improvement that CLIL has provoked and encouraged
in our context, for which reason it seems a good idea to pause to reflect on the
psycholinguistic principles of this initiative. The first part of this work presents some
basic components of the acquisition of second languages which allows us to analyse the
practice of CLIL from the point of view of language acquisition. In the second part,
certain weaknesses in traditional methods of language teaching, as well as in content-
based teaching or immersion are presented, to finally argue that CLIL could mean an
improvement with regard to each of those methods.

2. PSYCHOLINGUISTIC PRINCIPLES OF SECOND LANGUAGE LEARNING

We start by considering four essential components for the acquisition of a second
language: exposure to input, the processing of meaning, the processing of form and
language production. These components correspond to the stages of information
processing: input, central processing and output (see Skehan 1998).

2.1. EXPOSURE TO INPUT IN THE TARGET LANGUAGE

Twenty years ago, Krashen in his Input Hypothesis defended the argument that
exposure to abundant input was the requirement for the acquisition of a second language
(1985). According to him, what the learner needs is to be exposed to comprehensible
input at a level slightly superior to their own (i+1). Although it has been shown that to
have comprehensible input alone does not guarantee language acquisition, the need to
have sufficient input has been defended from different angles recently. For example, this
need has again drawn attention to the argument as to the reasons for which children make
slow progress in the learning of foreign languages in regular school programmes (see
DeKeyser 2000; Muñoz 2006)

Learners’ input should satisfy other conditions, in addition to comprehensibility
and quantity. It has to be authentic, to guarantee that it can be used to a communicative
end, and it also has to be varied, to guarantee that it can be used in different contexts and
accomplish all the functions for which language is required.

2.2. THE PROCESSING OF MEANING

Exposure to comprehensible input implied, according to Krashen, the processing
of that input by the learner. In other words, it was understood that the presence of
comprehensible input at the correct moment is the necessary catalyst through which
language is processed and which results in changes in the learners’ linguistic system,
without them even being conscious of it. For some time now, such a simple model has
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been shown to be incomplete in that it does not take into consideration other components
which are necessary for language processing, mainly memory. The contribution of
memory, working memory as well as long-term memory, is considered essential in
current models of information processing. On the one hand, the learner has a memory of
limited capacity available, working memory, which extracts input that is relevant to
understanding. At the same time, the knowledge of context that a person has in their
long-term memory is activated and helps to process the input (Skehan 1998)

2.3. THE PROCESSING OF FORM

The learning of a second language also requires the processing of the forms in
which meaning is expressed and, for this reason, attention plays a fundamental role. Two
models have been especially influential in the last decade: that of input processing (Van
Patten 1996) and that of Schmidt’s noticing (1990; 2001). Among the principles of Van
Patten’s model of input processing, two are particularly interesting. According to the
first, learners process input for meaning before they process it for form, that is to say
they process content words (nouns, verbs, adjectives) before grammar words (such as the
plural suffix). The second principle maintains that for learners to process form that is
non-meaningful (such as verb endings), learners have to first process the informational
content or meaning at no or little cost to attentional resources. As a consequence, Van
Patten proposes that learners should be taught strategies for processing the input such as,
for example, preparing them to spot past verb forms or time adverbs when the language
is being used to refer to the past, in a way that helps the learners to make the link between
form and meaning.

Schmidt (1990) argues that there is evidence that not all the input has the same
value and only that which is noticed becomes available for intake. What is interesting
about Schmidt’s proposed model is how the influences that determine which elements of
input the learners will notice stand out. He maintains they notice more a) frequent forms,
b) forms that are prominent perceptually (phonologically or for their position) and c)
those features that are brought into awareness by instruction. Schmidt also proposes
other influences of a more individual type: d) individual differences in processing ability,
e) individual differences in the level of readiness with regard to the language system that
each learner or group of learners has at a specific moment (for example, if the learners
are already using the auxiliary form of do, in English, they are better prepared to
assimilate the form does into their repertoire) and f) task demands (for example, some
tasks require the use of adverbs or past tense forms or plural forms). These influences
act on the working memory, activating consciousness (Robinson 1995) in a way that the
elements that are noticed can be rehearsed, modified and incorporated into long-term
memory (Skehan 1998).

In summary, input processing starts in working memory, where it is transferred for
storage into long-term memory in which it is assimilated into the second language
system, causing, when relevant, a reorganization of that same system. It is important to
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note that to initiate this process the learner should be in a state of alertness, which is
easier to achieve when they are motivated by the communication itself, that is, when the
learner is interested in understanding the input.

2.4. LANGUAGE PRODUCTION

The last essential component of learning is production, which constitutes the
output of language processing. Swain (1995; Swain and Lapkin 1995) formulated the
Output Hypothesis in contrast to Krashen’s Input Hypothesis. Through this hypothesis
Swain highlights the weaknesses that result from a teaching methodology dedicated
exclusively to providing input without demanding complex verbal production from the
learners. This was a lesson learned from research into Canadian immersion programmes,
in which the learners were not encouraged to process linguistic form, as will be seen
below. As well as this, from a psycholinguistic point of view, the requirements for
processing understanding can be more superficial than those of production, in that very
often the context can help understanding without the need to process the syntax of the
utterances that are supposed to be understood. In contrast, the process necessary to
produce a linguistic message requires the analysis of the different possible forms with
the aim of choosing the most appropriate and, in the context of formal learning, the most
accurate ones. Another benefit that is worth pointing out is that the same verbal
production, once articulated, can make the learner aware of their errors and motivate
correction.

The Output Hypothesis highlighted the importance of error correction in the
classroom. It caused Lyster and Ranta (1997) and Lyster (2004), among others, to
investigate the reaction of teachers in the face of learners’ linguistic errors in immersion
programmes. Their studies revealed that in communicative lessons, in which attention
was only focused on meaning, the teachers did not tend to overtly correct errors of form
but tended to respond with correct reformulations of the learners’ incorrect productions.
These reformulations are often ambiguous and do not clearly show the learner error, as
in the following example:

Learner: It’s boy…
Teacher: It’s a boy, yes

What it shows is that, in a context in which attention is focused exclusively on
meaning, learners do not process reformulations from the view point of form and so the
reformulations are not really effective in correcting their linguistic deficiencies.

As a result, it is proposed that learners should have numerous and varied
opportunities to speak and write, in different contexts and with different aims (taking into
account all the possible linguistic functions) (Swain 1990). It is evident that to achieve this
activities and teaching methods have to be adapted to the needs and interests of the
learners, and they have to be meaningful (it is not the same thing to repeat a dialogue that
appears in a textbook as it is to talk in front of a real audience; nor is it the same thing to
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write a text practising certain structures as it is to write an e-mail to another adolescent with
whom the only language of communication is the target language).

3. WEAKNESSES IN EXISTING MODELS

3.1. TRADITIONAL LANGUAGE TEACHING

In the context in which the target language is a foreign language which is not
present in the wider environment, learning takes place exclusively in the classroom. The
weaknesses of traditional, non-communicative teaching, with regard to the essential
components of learning that we have just looked at are:

a) A traditional programme does not provide learners with enough input. Such
programmes are normally limited to 2-4 classes a week in which the use of the
foreign language by the teacher occupies a small, often very limited, percentage
of the time.

b) Input is not always authentic. This is typical in a lesson which is non-
communicative and in which the language is treated as an object to be analysed,
from which some elements can be memorized (vocabulary and verb forms, for
example).

c) Input is functionally restricted. This is because in a non-communicative lesson
input is limited to that provided by the textbook or, in the best case scenario, the
typical functions of the classroom (the teacher’s instructions, giving out
material for an activity, etc.)

d) As input is not real and communicative, it is not motivating and learners do not
need to process it.

e) The processing of form is realized through the teacher’s explanations (explicit
instruction). Given that the formal elements are devoid of meaning the learner
is not motivated to make the mental effort needed to consolidate the formal
elements and incorporate them into their linguistic system.

f) The linguistic production of the learners is limited and it does not require deep
processing either, so learners lack the motivation that is stimulated by real
communication.

3.2. IMMERSION PROGRAMMES AND CONTENT-BASED TEACHING

The pure communicative base of immersion programmes promoted the use of the
second language as a vehicle of instruction for the content of the curriculum of different
subjects and as the medium of communication in the classroom. Although immersion
programmes are highly adequate and results are optimal in comparison with other language
teaching/learning models, research has revealed some deficiencies. Specifically, research
has found that although learners’ second language comprehension ability after many years
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of immersion was similar to that of native speakers (French in the case of the Canadian
programmes), their production was very far from being correct or even adequate in diverse
situations. This can be explained by the fact that in these classrooms the teachers believed
that communicating in the second language was enough for the learners to learn the
language and for that reason little attention was given to form or to error correction, as
noted earlier. In this case, the learners were only focused on meaning, as the
communicative movement (following Krashen) required .

Research in these immersion classrooms as well as in classrooms where content
was taught through the medium of a second language brought Swain (1990: 234) to
conclude that “not all content teaching is necessarily good language teaching”. The
weaknesses of these approaches that Swain highlighted are the following:

a) Content teaching only focuses on meaning and does not allow for pedagogic
intervention with respect to the form of language. This is based on the belief that
the learning of the target language will automatically result from the learners
receiving meaningful and relevant (and for that reason motivating) input.
However, very often a teacher will accidentally give an inconsistent model, such
as in a class of beginners when the time expressions for the present and future
are used with reference to a past event with the aim of making the event more
real to the learners, as in the following example:

Teacher: In 1492 Columbus and his ships arrive in America.
And what will these men find in the New World?

b) Content teaching is functionally constrained. That is to say that, due to
contextual limitations, of place and interlocutors, certain uses of the language
may not be practised in a natural manner (for example, the use of Tu-Vous).

c) Content teaching does not encourage the processing of form, only the meaning
carried by it. When the learners are only concerned with the meaning (and the
teacher does not require them to focus their attention on how the content is
delivered) “selective listening” (Van Patten 1985) can result. When selective
listening occurs learners do not engage in form-function analysis, which, in
turn, limits their learning. The following is an example of selective listening
from a study of adult learners of Spanish.

Q: ¿Cómo están ellos? (How are they?)
A: Son contento. (They’re happy.)
Q: Y ellos, ¿cómo están? (And how are they?)
A: Son contento también. (They’re happy too). (Van Patten 1985: 91)

d) Content teaching does not require complex production on the part of the learner.
An observational study by Swain and Carroll (1987) clearly shows that teachers
in content teaching classes accept short (one or two words) and simple responses
from learners. In the study, learners’ turns were categorized into four groups
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depending on their length: minimal, phrase, clause or sustained talk. Among other
interesting results, the analysis of the transcriptions showed that 44% of the turns
taken by learners in grade 6 immersion classes belonged to the first group, that is,
minimal length.

4. CLIL AS AN ALTERNATIVE

By definition, in CLIL the teaching-learning of content is integrated with the
teaching-learning of language. This allows the weaknesses of traditional teaching to be
overcome in that CLIL a) provides plenty of input beyond the limits of the language
class, b) provides real and relevant input for the learner, that is input with reference to
the content that the teacher and materials are presenting and explaining as well as the
language for classroom management necessary to ensure that learning takes place, and
c) motivates the processing of meaning, because it is interesting in itself, given that it is
required in order to understand a History lesson, or Maths, or to carry out the required
activities in a P.E. class.

CLIL classes are also a very appropriate framework for the integration of a focus
on form and a focus on meaning. In fact, in the same way as immersion classes owed
much to the communicative movement, which represented the avant-garde pedagogy of
the time, these days CLIL classes are influenced by the move towards a focus on form,
which represents the most significant contribution from research in the field of second
language acquisition to the field of language teaching (see Tragant and Muñoz 2004;
Perez Vidal this volume). The need to focus on form arose from the evidence that a large
amount of exposure to comprehensible input and the processing of that input for
communicative purposes is not enough to guarantee complete learning as far as accuracy
is concerned. Therefore, although the integration of a focus on form is not a defining
characteristic of CLIL teaching, it is viewed as a highly desirable characteristic of all
communicative lessons, including CLIL.

The integration of a focus on form in a communicative lesson may follow students’
requests arising from a specific need while completing a task, as Long (1991) proposes,
or it could be the subject of planning by teachers anticipating a real need; for example,
when certain forms are necessary to deal with a particular theme or when it is known
beforehand which forms are going to inevitably cause problems (e.g. see Ellis 2003)

The inclusion of a focus on form in second language lessons leads easily to the
processing of form and the correction of errors. According to the Noticing Hypothesis,
for input to be transformed into intake, which can be incorporated and learnt, learners
must pay a certain amount of attention to it, such as when they notice that their
pronunciation of a specific vowel is different to that of an expert user, or when the
focus is on a specific word which can be used to name an object (scissors, for example)
that is needed to complete a pedagogical task. As discussed previously, a lesson in
which content is taught through the medium of a second language does not always
guarantee a focus on form. The learners are more likely to focus on lexical items which
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are highly frequent and phonologically significant, and on syntactic constructions
which are similar to constructions in the mother tongue (Harley 1994) but not on other
linguistic elements. Because of this, although this kind of learning, with a mainly
lexical focus, fits in well with the demands of classroom tasks facilitating the
understanding of the global message, at the same time it ignores morphosyntactic
elements which are less necessary for understanding or do not reflect any parallels
with the mother tongue.

In CLIL with the attention of teachers focused not only on content but also on the
linguistic elements that convey that content, it is much easier for teachers to adapt their
linguistic production and model the type of input that they provide the learners so as to
avoid giving inconsistent models, as in the example earlier (see also Moore this
volume). In CLIL it is possible to have great variety and diversity of functions by
means of the organisation of tasks and projects, as well as to guarantee that learners
work on certain linguistic forms by setting up activities in which the targeted features
are necessary. This would be the case with tasks or activities with content-obligatory
language objectives, where learners cannot master the content without learning the
language as well. For example, to explain how to add or subtract in a class in which the
integrated language is English, the learners need to know the words add and subtract
(Snow, Met and Genesee 1989).

Collaboration between the content teacher, who incorporates a second language in
the content lessons, and the language teacher can be particularly fruitful since the latter
can provide the linguistic explanations and suitable practice in their lessons, so that they
will not be empty of content or lacking in purpose. On the other hand, the challenge of
working on the oral production of learners can be easily taken on in CLIL by including
tasks that require oral presentations that have been prepared by individual learners or in
a group, paying attention to accuracy and appropriateness, with the aim of being
understood by the audience.

To finish, it seems appropriate to remember the three lessons that Genesee
(1994) drew from research findings on second language immersion programmes, and
which are important for second language instruction in other types of programmes: 1)
second language instruction that is integrated with instruction in academic or other
content matter is a more effective approach than methods that teach the second
language in isolation; 2) second language instruction should provide opportunities for
extended student discourse and promote interaction between participants in the
classroom; and 3) second language instruction should include systematic attention to
the language development of students. Along the same lines, Met (1994) highlights
the need to plan the lessons in which language and content are integrated, sequencing
objectives and choosing the most appropriate material for each group of learners. In
brief, the author recommends that teachers should consider every content lesson as a
language lesson.
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5. CONCLUSION

This paper has argued that CLIL can provide relevant and plentiful comprehensible
input, it can facilitate the processing of meaning and form, and provide justification and
motivation for language production in the target language. Furthermore, CLIL presents the
most enriching characteristics of the communicative approach, for example, the use of the
language in an appropriate context, the exchange of important information, or involving
learners in cognitive processes which are relevant for acquisition (see Richards and Rogers
2001). It is hoped that the solid foundations of CLIL will contribute to the improvement of
the processes of teaching-learning languages that our multilingual aspirations require.

NOTES

1. Although the implementation of CLIL in most European countries involves foreign languages (see the
recent overview of CLIL in Europe in Maljers, Marsh and Wolff 2007), the term is seen sometimes as an
‘umbrella’ term by which to capture all educational approaches in which an additional language is used for
the learning and teaching of both content and language (Maljers, Marsh and Wolff 2007: 8).
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