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Abstract 

This paper aims at exploring the types of questions teachers usually ask their students during CLIL 
(Content and Language Integrated Learning) lessons. After recalling the main characteristics of 
CLIL learning environments and briefly categorizing teacher questioning, the article will show the 
most significant results taken from data collected during a research project on CLIL-based lessons. 
The data presents evidence that certain types of questions encourage students’ involvement with 
consequential significant oral production during the lesson. The use of more effective questions 
and other questioning techniques can facilitate students’ learning process, sustain the development 
of higher cognitive-thinking skills and enhance meaningful oral production. 
Key words: CLIL (content and language integrated learning); student-centred lesson; student 
oral production; teacher questions; whole-class teaching

Résumé

Cette étude explore les types de questions que les enseignants posent normalement à leurs élèves 
pendant des leçons CLIL (Content and Language Integrated Learning) où une discipline non lin-
guistique et une langue étrangère sont apprises d’une manière integrée. Après avoir rappelé les 
principales caractéristiques du contexte d’apprentissage CLIL et brièvement considére quelles 
questions peuvent être posées en classe, cet article examinera les résultats les plus significatifs déri-
vés d’une recherche sur des leçons CLIL. Les données témoignent que certains types des questions 
incitent la participation orale des élèves pendant la leçon. L’emploi de questions plus authentiques 
et d’autres techniques d’interaction indiquées ensuite peuvent soutenir le développement et aug-
menter d’une manière significative la production orale.
Mots-clés: CLIL (Content and Language Integrated Learning) / EMILE: Enseignement d’une 
matière par l’intégration d’une langue étrangère); centralité de l’élève; interaction leçon frontale; 
maître/élève; production orale; questions
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1. The context: CLIL environment

CLIL (content and language integrated learning) is the general expression used to refer to the use 
of a foreign language “as a tool in the learning of a non-language subject in which both language 
and the subject have a joint role” (Marsh 2002:58). In CLIL, the non-language content is devel-
oped through the second (or foreign) language and the second (or foreign) language is developed 
through the non-language content. 

CLIL seems therefore the most advantageous and promising approach in language education 
in order to facilitate the creation of bilingual and multilingual European citizens (Coonan 2002). 
“The White Paper” (Commission of the European Communities 1995) states several reasons to 
support this. Citing Pavesi, Bertocchi, Hofmannová & Kazianka (2001): 

CLIL can be useful to maintain “linguistic diversity” and it also represents an effective ap-
proach to language learning for the future;

Besides language learning, CLIL also redirects language teaching. CLIL is actually based on 
new and successful educational approaches aiming to innovate the traditional way of teaching 
(for example, CLIL integrates different individual subjects in a common school curriculum);

CLIL does not offer a unique teaching solution: there are indefinite ways of implementing 
this educational approach, depending on the CLIL instructors, CLIL-methods and CLIL curric-
ulum planning (for example, teachers may decide to implement CLIL throughout the whole year 
or only for the duration of a module or topic; they can choose only one subject to be taught 
through the foreign language or they may opt for two or more non-linguistic subjects)

The main goal of the CLIL-approach is to develop the foreign language competence while 
learning contents in other non-language areas. However, in order to achieve this result, content, 
language and timing have to be reorganised so as to obtain the suitable conditions needed for 
teaching;

In Europe, CLIL mainly relates to the teaching of a foreign language (for example, English in 
Italy or French in Germany); however, CLIL methods may also be useful for the teaching of a 
second language in a bilingual context (for example, Italian in South-Tyrol).

As point 5 above indicates, the richness of sociolinguistic and political settings characterizing 
the European contexts was the root of the CLIL approach, which has some elements in common 
with bilingual education, content-based instruction, immersion and others, but owes its unique-
ness to the integrated approach, “where both language and content are conceptualised on a con-
tinuum without an implied preference for either” (Coyle 2007: 545).

When teachers and learners of content subjects (e.g. geography, history, art, design, etc.) use 
a foreign language as a medium of communication and instruction, they establish a context in 
which the knowledge of the language is no longer just the aim but also the means of acquiring 
knowledge about the content subject. Through the use of a foreign language, learners can put the 
‘learning by doing’ principle into practice and the result of this approach represents an excellent 
means for both learning a language and introducing “international” aspects into the teaching of 
content subjects. In fact, as Darn (2006: website) asserts, “proponents and exponents of CLIL see 
its advantages in terms of both achieving bilingualism and improving intercultural understand-
ing. In the cultural context, CLIL is seen to build intercultural knowledge and understanding by 
developing intercultural communication skills whilst learning about other countries/regions and/
or minority groups. [...] Linguistically, CLIL not only improves overall target language compe-
tence, but also raises awareness of both mother tongue and target language while encouraging 
learners to develop plurilingual interests and attitudes”.
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Basing its approach on unconscious acquisition and non-formal instruction (Krashen 1981), 
CLIL seems to be one of the most effective ways of foreign language teaching as it exploits the 
natural use of a foreign language in order to promote students’ motivation and desire for learning 
languages (Marsh, Marsland & Stenberg 2001). Wode (1999) underlines that CLIL - intended 
as a form of immersion learning - represents the most similar equivalent to spontaneous acquisi-
tion within the school context. Being incidental, language learning in CLIL is for the most part 
implicit, that is, it does not imply a high level of awareness. Compared to traditional, formal lan-
guage teaching, CLIL has the advantage of enhancing opportunities for meaningful and authen-
tic communication. Thus, whereas many traditional language classrooms focus their attention on 
the development of oral communication skills to help pupils talk about themselves, relate to their 
peers and teachers, and perform appropriately in the language, CLIL provides students with sig-
nificant content-area instruction and contexts upon which students master more than conversa-
tional skills in order to do academic work in the foreign language1. As school teachers using the 
CLIL-approach affirm2, this integrated learning calls for an interactive teaching style, which is 
not the style usually implemented in traditional classes.

2. Classroom management and teacher questions 

In order to promote interaction, teachers should encourage students to talk and participate ac-
tively in the lesson. But, as it is copiously recognised by researchers, students and teachers them-
selves (Barnes 1983; Ellis 1994; Nunn 2001), teachers generally run whole-class lessons dominat-
ing classroom space both in physical terms and in terms of talking time. Thus, despite the general 
belief that the communicative approach and student-centred learning are the best ways of creat-
ing a favourable educational setting for learning, we usually witness teacher-fronted classroom 
management. It is not possible to separate classroom management from teacher questioning be-
cause one is the evident consequence of the other (Myhill & Dunkin 2005). The teacher-fronted 
classroom mode admits a certain number of teacher questions aimed essentially at checking stu-
dents’ attention and comprehension, extremely limiting students’ interaction. Whole-class teach-

1. Content and language integrated learning, however, cannot substitute either the traditional teaching of the 
language and the culture of foreign language. Baker (1996) affirms that formal language teaching is necessary in 
order to offer the students all linguistic functions which cannot be profoundly considered during non-linguistic 
subjects lessons. Logical gaps are evident as to interpersonal function: students find difficulties in choosing the 
right way to express their regret or gratitude, or make an offer or an invitation in different contexts and to different 
interlocutors. Additionally, the ability to take part in a conversation or simply to sustain an exchange of informa-
tion is really scarce. Moreover, teaching a second language means to teach also the culture of the foreign country, 
and this would be extremely limited and deprived if learners used foreign language only as lingua franca in their 
school context. Also Järvinen (n.d.: website), referring to Krashen’s Input Hypothesis which states that “rich com-
prehensible input is all that is needed for language acquisition to occur”, affirms that “it may be that rich input is 
adequate for comprehension skills to develop, but it seems that explicit instruction are necessary for accurate lan-
guage production to occur”.

2. During the research investigation here described, teachers taking part in the experimentation were inter-
viewed before and after implementing CLIL-approach in their lessons in order to record their considerations on 
different focal points, among which the extent of students’ interaction and quantity of speaking. All teachers high-
lighted the necessity of modifying the activities which are normally used in traditional (not CLIL-based) lessons, 
opting for more interactional tasks which ask students an higher level of practice and participation. 

For further details on the project, see http://www.ricercaitaliana.it/prin/dettaglio_prin_en-2005113354.htm
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ing normally occurs at the beginning of a lesson when the teacher introduces new content and/or 
reviews what has already been done, during the lesson when s/he explains problematic concepts 
or clarifies a request or complex activity, and at the end of the lesson, summing up the new con-
tent studied and/or giving feedback (Blake 2007)3.

Although this kind of classroom organization allows teachers to address the whole class at the 
same time and give all the students the same information, it does not create a motivating learning 
environment for the students who play a passive role and, even when asked to participate, only 
answer questions to which the teacher already knows the answer (Nunn 1999). In fact, teachers 
tend to use a great majority of display questions, which test students’ knowledge and understand-
ing, limiting the range of correct answers. “Display” and “convergent” questions (which can be 
generally defined as closed questions, see below) refer to questions for which the teacher knows 
the answer in advance and for which there is one single or accepted answer (so the answer is al-
ways either right or wrong), usually a single or short response of the low-order thinking kind. 
Using this type of questions, teachers can keep control of the lesson procedure and of the time. 
Yet, as a result, with the answer being nearly a univocal solution, students can be afraid of re-
sponding if unsure of the response and this unease can limit their participation to a greater extent 
(Black & William 1998 in Myhill et al. 2005)4.

If the CLIL approach (but this should be valid for all learning environments) were to admit a 
classroom organisation that impedes student-centeredness like the one above described, it would 
completely deny its own pedagogical principles. 

“Good questions recognize the wide possibilities of thought and are built around varying 
forms of thinking. Good questions are directed toward learning and evaluative thinking rather 
than determining what has been learned in a narrow sense” (Sanders 1966:9).

Promoting discussion among pupils not only favours extended oral production (in this case, 
foreign language production) but also allows students to develop higher cognitive skills5 con-
nected to their intellectual growth and to some specific educational objectives of the content 
subject learnt through the foreign language: manipulating information, solving problems, shar-
ing ideas and knowledge with other classmates, considering solutions and examining assump-
tions (Wilen 1991). Thus, the issue is about moving from the teacher-fronted classroom mode to 
a student-centred lesson through appropriate teacher questioning and, obviously, meaningful 
activities6. 

Below, different types of teacher questions, and their relationship to the promotion of stu-
dents’ interaction will be illustrated. 

3. For details on classroom management relating to teacher questioning see Menegale (2008b).
4. On the contrary, asking open questions (namely, “referential” and “divergent” questions, see above in this 

article) requiring new information can lead to more communicative use of language but, at the same time, makes 
lesson planning more complex because the students’ answers cannot be predicted (Suter 2001:2).

5. See Bloom’s taxonomy (1956).
6. Meaningful activities can be proposed adopting a task-based methodology (Willis 1996) and cooperative 

learning. Tasks are devised to promote speaking and active learning because they involve the use of higher-order 
thinking skills like analysis, synthesis and evaluation of the outcome. Applying a task-based methodology means 
therefore expecting students to play a key role in the learning process and an active part in the development of a 
lesson. Menegale (2009) shows that this implies that, in CLIL context as well, traditional teacher-fronted lessons 
should integrate student-centred activities.
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2.1. A classification of teacher questions
“To question well is to teach well. In the skilful use of the question more than in anything 
else lies the fine art of teaching; for in it we have the guide to clear and vivid ideas, the quick 
spur to imagination, the stimulus to thought, the incentive to action. The question leads us 
to perceive the implications involved, but hitherto unrecognized, in our knowledge, it helps 
us to comprehend the principles underlying knowledge and conduct, and it enables us to 
focus our minds in recalling what we have learned. To the lawyer the question is a weapon 
of offence and defence; to the teacher it is a means of securing growth, for it can turn indif-
ference into interest, torpidity into activity, ignorance into knowledge. By means of the 
question the teacher can keep the mind of the pupil up to the growing point, making it at 
once alert and thoughtful. The question is, in short, the universal implement of good teach-
ing, applicable to all ages of pupils and suitable to all stages of instruction” (Degarmo 
1911:179-180).

The following classification simplifies the large number of questioning categorizations com-
piled by researchers throughout the last century, summarizing the three main types of questions 
that teachers usually ask in class7:

Procedural questions (Richards & Lockheart 1996 in Suter 2001): support classroom man-
agement and routines and are different from those concerning the content of learning, e.g., “Is 
everything clear? Any problems? Can you understand? Can you read?”; 

Display and referential questions (Long and Sato 1983 in Nunan 1991), based on the criteria 
of whether the teacher already knows the answer to the question or not:

Display questions: help the teacher test students’ knowledge and understanding. The teacher 
already knows the answer; e.g., “Who is the main character of this story?”; They are questions 
which require a single or short response of the low-level cognitive kind.

Referential questions: stimulate authentic language production as they are “real, genuine 
questions” (Doff 1988). The teacher does not know the answer, and is sincerely interested in 
hearing the student’s response; e.g., “What’s your favourite historical period?”;

Convergent and divergent questions (Richards et al. 1996 in Suter 2001), according to the 
type of response required: 

Convergent questions: “Convergent is a question that encourages students’ responses to focus 
on a central theme such as convergent questions require a single correct answer and elicit short 
responses from students” (Richards et al. 1996 in Suter 2001: website). They can be divided into 
closed (yes/no answers) and open questions.

Divergent Questions: ask for real personal involvement in the communication. “A divergent 
question is a question that elicits students’ responses that vary or diverge” (ibid.). They may have 
a large number of acceptable answers and usually require new, creative and personal thinking.

In order to complete our question classification, it is worth remarking that whereas all display 
questions are convergent, referential questions may be either convergent or divergent (Menegale 
2008b). On the other hand, convergent and divergent questions may require the use of lower or 
higher-order cognitive skills, according to Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy, which categorizes level of 
abstraction of questions that commonly occur in classroom8. 

7. For details on question classification see Menegale (2008a).
8. Briefly, Bloom’s taxonomy classifies competences into 6 levels: knowledge, comprehension, application, 

analysis, synthesis, evaluation (Bloom 1956). The first three classes denote low-order cognitive skills while the last 
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Display questions Convergent questions

Referential questions  

divergent + low order

Divergent questions  

divergent + high order

convergent + low order

convergent + high order

A number of studies (see, for example, Fischer & Grant 1983; White 1992 in Ellis 1994) 
have shown that teachers spend about 80 % of lesson time asking questions to the class. Such a 
huge quantity of questions (around 300-400 per day according to Leven & Long 1981) would 
seem a good way to favour students’ receptive participation, but the question is, what type of 
questions are asked, what cognitive involvement is required, and, given the focus of this article on 
the CLIL context, are the questions directed at content or at the foreign language?

Apart from procedural questions, which help the teacher run the lesson, a huge quantity of 
teacher input derives from display questions. Such questions are not in harmony with conversa-
tional principles - unwritten rules about conversation which people know and which influence 
the form of conversational exchanges - which are agreed on by many researchers (Widdowson 
1990 in Behnam & Pouriran 2009). Bratten (1978 in Nunn 2001: website) defines teacher-
fronted classroom interaction as a ‘ritual’: 

“The questions are repeated and so are the answers but nothing happens as a result. It must 
seem a strange ritual for the learner for it bears little resemblance to the way in which he uses 
his own language.” 

It would seem that even more display questions would be asked in CLIL lessons, where teach-
ers want to be sure of students’ understanding of the content taught through a non-native lan-
guage. 

Unlike the case with display questions, teachers should considerably increase the use of refer-
ential and divergent questions in order to encourage student to talk. As stated above, questions 
do not only stimulate students’ speaking but also their cognitive skill training. In this sense, dis-
play questions usually recall lower-order cognitive skills (like demonstrating knowledge and un-
derstanding or applying concept and theories in new situations), whereas referential questions ask 
for the use of higher-order skills (like analysis, synthesis and evaluation of outcomes). 

Instead of a “question → answer” interaction type, a “question → answer + question → an-
swer + question→ etc.” discourse process (which we would define here as an “open discourse 
process”) is therefore preferable because it implies a real teacher-students negotiation, an authen-
tic collaborative mode of discussion and an effective, realistic way of building one’s own knowl-
edge. In order to promote an open discourse process, teachers should not only ask referential and 
divergent questions, but also teach students how to ask their own questions (Beyer 1987; English, 
Hargreaves & Hislam 2002). In fact, 

three groups are of higher-order grade. As a consequence, questions which require to recall information (like dis-
play questions) are lower-order question type; quite the opposite, questions which demand to judge or compare 
(like referential and divergent questions) are of higher-order question type.

001-342 AICLE.indd   88 14/04/2011   9:26:30



Educació plurilingüe: experiencias, research & polítiques
C. Escobar Urmeneta, N. Evnitskaya, E. Moore & A. Patiño (eds.) 

89

“Real language does not consist only of questions from one party and answers from another. 
Real language circles around referents or world knowledge in order to create messages and 
therefore is not form-based but meaning-based. Thus, questions in the language classrooms 
should be Referential or meaning-based, and not focus only on form.” (Talebinezhad 1999 in 
Behnam & Pouriran 2009: website)

3. The research

The research here presented was carried out between 2005 and 2007 by the University “Ca’ Fo-
scari” of Venice (Department of Linguistic Sciences) as part of a project called “The promotion 
of linguistic-communicative (meta)competence in second language medium learning situations”, 
financed by the Italian National Ministry of Education, University and Research (MIUR). The 
project focused on one important aspect of a CLIL programme: foreign language promotion. 
The type of research that the project privileged was qualitative (ethnographic). However, quanti-
tative analysis was also conducted through the use of descriptive statistical techniques rather than 
those of an inferential type (which characterise psychometric analyses). Triangulation of data, 
then, allowed for a certain degree of objectivity in the final analysis9.

The investigation aimed to answer different questions, all related to exploring those condi-
tions that allow for oral language production. Within this research field, the focus here described 
was specifically connected to the relationship between the quantity/quality of students’ speaking 
and the kind of classroom organization implemented by the teacher (and, therefore, the kind of 
interaction promoted through teacher questions). 

We already knew that the lesson we were going to observe would be of a teacher-fronted or-
ganization for the most of time. We then decided to record teacher input and identify, in particu-
lar, the type of questions asked in order to consider how a teacher-fronted lesson could be turned 
into a student-centred lesson, with more opportunities for student participation and oral produc-
tion. 

Specifically, the research questions were: 
(1) What type of questions do the teachers ask?
(2) What is the ratio between the cognitive requirement demanded and the quantity of stu-
dents’ talk?
(3) Is there any difference between the first and the second year of the research programme?

3.1. Procedure
Data were collected over two consecutive academic years: the first observation was done before 
any sort of suggestion or teaching training (year 2006). The second happened after a methodo-
logical intervention with CLIL teachers on possible ways for developing students’ oral produc-
tion (year 2007): teachers were “sensitized” to cooperative learning techniques and activities 
using task-based methodology, but no explicit reflection was dedicated to teacher questioning. 
Out of more than twenty lessons recorded (each class was recorded for at least 3 lesson hours), 
only 16 could be used for our analysis as some lessons proved from our point of view not to be 
“really” CLIL–based (they were more focused on foreign language than on discipline-specific 

9. Cfr. note 4.
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content taught through a foreign language). Lessons were recorded both in middle school (pu-
pils’ age: 11-13) and secondary school (pupils’ age: 14-18) in the Veneto region, Italy.

The data illustrated below represent a sample group of recordings in secondary schools (see 
Table 1 and Table 2).10

Table 1. CLIL classes recorded in the first year of the research programme (2006)

School Year Subject Language medium Student FL 
competence10 

Secondary school - technical 
studies: 14-18 years old

2^ Material Science English A2

Secondary school - technological 
studies: 14-18 years old

5^ Electronics English A2-B1

Secondary school - humanities: 14-
18 years old

3^ History French B1

Table 2. CLIL classes recorded in the second year of the research programme (2007)

School Year Subject Lauguage medium Student FL 
competence10

Secondary School - technological 
studies: 14-18 years old

5^ Electronics English A2

Secondary School - humanities: 
14-18 years old

2^ Science English B1-B2

Triangulation of data was possible through the following means: 
· Digital audio-recorders put close to three students who displayed diverse levels of compe-

tence in the foreign language and the content matter; 
· Video recordings, sometimes using two camcorders (one recording the students and one 

recording the teacher);
· A logbook held by the observer (project researcher) and completed as classes were run-

ning;
· Interviews with teachers, before and after recorded lessons.

In particular, logbook notes were compared with audio-visual recordings in order to associ-
ate what was noticed at first sight and what could be detected by watching the same lesson again 
and again (classroom atmosphere, student behaviour, activity development, etc.). Then, the 
transcription of audio-recordings was used to extrapolate data concerning teacher-student(s) 
talking time and, through the connection with audio-video recordings, to ascertain its weight in 
the different phases of the development of the lesson11. Finally, the interviews with the teachers 

10. Levels of foreign language competence identified by the Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages

11. In a former study within the same research project Mengale (2008b: 119) identified the following phases 
in a lesson: “[l]essons could be divided into: 1) starting phase (summarising things done in previous lessons); 2) 
new content introduction phase (presenting what will be done during the lesson); 3) central phase (explanation of 
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were used to understand the way they planned their lessons and their ideas about classroom 
management. 

3.2. Analysis and results
(1) What type of questions do the teachers ask?

Table 3 show that there is a huge majority of low-order convergent questions asked by teach-
ers in the CLIL classes recorded. Excluding then the number of procedural questions necessary 
to manage the classroom and facilitate the continuation of the lesson, it is evident that only a 
small amount of space was given to divergent type questions. The data show that a larger 
number of divergent questions were asked in the two secondary school classrooms focusing on 
humanities.

Table 3. Types of teacher questions asked in CLIL classes recorded in the first year of the research 

programme (2006)

School
Student FL competence
Subject taught

Lower order 
convergent 
questions

Higher order 
convergent 
questions

Lower order 
divergent 
questions

Higher order 
divergent 
questions

Procedural 
Questions

Secondary school - technical studies 
A2 
Science of Matter

65 % 10 % 2 % 1 % 22 %

Secondary school - technological 
studies
A2-B1 
Electronics

57 % 13 % 2 % 3 % 25 %

Secondary School - humanities
B1-B2
History

40 % 21 % 4 % 6 % 29 %

Total average 54 % 14,6 % 0,8 % 3,3 % 25,3 %

(2) What is the ratio between the cognitive requirement demanded and the quantity of stu-
dents’ talk?

As for oral production, students’ recorded utterances were short (one or two word answers to 
convergent teacher questions; max. 30-word answers to divergent teacher questions). A short 
transcription of two recorded lessons, as an example of the data discussed up to now, can be seen 
in Table 4. 

the content); 4) activities phase (students’ execution and working on new content); 5) closing phase (final feed-
back). With the exception of phase 4, all other moments are teacher-centred”.
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Table 4. Transcription of two recorded CLIL lessons

School Question Student’s answer Type of question

secondary school  
–humanities– 

FOREIGN 
LANGUAGE  

LEVEL: 
B1-B2

CONTEXT: Study of Joan of Arc’s trial. 
Opening in Italian language, to 

summarize the information studied 
before. Introduction to a reading activity 
on documents, which pupils should have 

already read for homework. 
D’accord. Je crois qu’on va justement 

commencer en nous référant surtout à la 
chronologie du procès. Est-ce que vous 
avez eu le temps de la lire à la maison ? 

(...)

Oui, oui

Pedagogical question:
procedural type; the 
teacher verifies that 

students had read the 
documents.

Ah, vous l’avez vu. Très bien. Je vais voir, 
hein, d’accord. Alors elle a été arrêtée en 

1430. Le procès, vous avez vu, a 
commencé à quelle date ?

le 9 janvier

Pedagogical question: 
lower-order convergent 
type; the teacher recalls 

previous knowledge.

Le 9 janvier. Alors comment se compose-
t-il ? Qu’est-ce que vous pouvez dire de 
ce procès? Quels sont les éléments qui 
vous ont le plus intrigués, voilà ? (...)

Il y avait un numéro 
incroyable 

d’interrogatoires. Elle 
a été interrogée 

beaucoup de fois

Pedagogical question :
lower-order divergent 

type; the teacher asks to 
reflect, summarise and 
give an opinion on the 

new information. 

Secondary school  
—technology 

studies—  
FOREIGN 

LANGUAGE  
LEVEL: 
A2-B1

CONTEXT: Technology lesson on 
structure cabling. The teacher makes use 
of a PowerPoint presentation with key-

words and images of cabling. 

What’s the meaning of structure? ... 
(teacher points at one pupil) You’ve never 
heard about structure? Are you certain? 

No? Disaster !
And standardisation? 

Standardisation is... 
a set of rules that 

governs ..ehm.. how, 
how create a 

network

Pedagogical question: 
lower-order convergent 
type; the teacher recalls 
previous knowledge and 

memorisation.

Yes, Yes! Very good. Ehm, for example, if 
you go to England and you have an 

electric device, where would you insert 
the plug? In the wall. You will see that it 
is not the same that you use in Italy. It’s a 
different plug. Is this a good choice or not 

a good choice? (teacher points at one 
pupil)

For me it’s not a 
good ehm

Pedagogical question: 
higher-order convergent 

type; the teacher asks 
for application of 

previous knowledge to a 
new, exterior context.

Not good...why?

(...)

Because ehm is a 
different ehm, is not 

a standard

Pedagogical question: 
higher-order convergent 

type; the teacher asks 
for application of 

previous knowledge to a 
new, exterior context.

Complete connectivity solution. What’s 
the meaning?

I think, you have to 
check out if you have 
ehm...a connectivity 

between the 
buildings

Pedagogical question: 
lower-order convergent 
type; the teacher verifies 

comprehension.
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It has also been noticed that speech rhythm was very slow and usually interrupted by a two-
second pause to help rephrasing and, as a result, students’ utterances were generally linguistically 
correct from a formal point of view. As a result, student-talk time was extremely limited, as sum-
marised in Tables 5 and 6. 

However, it is possible to remark that there was a higher level of student participation in those 
classes where teachers asked more divergent questions; that is, in the two secondary school class-
rooms focusing on humanities.12

Table 5. Teacher-student talking time in CLIL classes recorded in the first year of the research 

programme (2006)

School
Student FL competence

Teacher talking time Student talking time12

Secondary school - technical studies
A2

88 % 12 %

Secondary school - technological studies 
A2-B1

87 % 13 %

Secondary school - humanities
B1-B2

76 % 24 %

Total average 83,6 % 16,4 %

Table 6. Teacher-student talking time in CLIL classes recorded in the second year of the research 

programme (2007)

School
Student FL competence

Teacher talking time Student talking time

Secondary school - humanities
B1-B2

85 % 15 %

Secondary school - technological studies
A2

89 % 11 %

Total average 87 % 13 %

(3) Is there any difference between the first and the second year of the research programme?
There were no great changes between the first and the second year of the research programme: 

teacher questions were of the same type overall and more or less posed in the same quantity; stu-
dent interaction was remarkably limited in both cases, if not even worse in the second year, with 
Table 7 showing how student-talk time diminished in the second year rather than increasing. As 
said above, during the encounters planned between the first and the second year of the pro-
gramme, teachers were not explicitly trained on the use of questions in teacher-fronted classroom 
organization: it was preferable to concentrate teachers’ attention on cooperative learning tech-
niques and task-based methodology because they represent the most direct ways to promote stu-
dents’ interaction. In fact, the programme being limited to few training hours, it was not possible 

12. Percentages do not take reading or repetition activities into consideration.
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to start a weighty reflection on teacher questioning. Relating this lack to the data collected, the 
result is that teachers are not really aware of the nature of the questions they ask and of their po-
tential. 

4. Discussion

We start from the premises that if the CLIL approach aims simultaneously at developing compe-
tences in the subject content and in the foreign language —promoting a natural environment in 
which language can be acquired through an innovative approach, thus enhancing students’ moti-
vation— then teacher-fronted classroom organisation cannot be adopted as the usual lesson 
management model. The same goes for the types of teacher questions: the number of display/
convergent questions has to be reduced in favour of referential/divergent ones. 

Considering the types of questions asked in the recorded lessons, the data confirm that diver-
gent questions are mainly present in classes where foreign language competence is higher (B1-B2) 
and this could be related to the teacher’s belief that a suitable level of foreign language is needed 
in order to achieve higher-order cognitive skills. Yet, this is the issue: students cannot be moti-
vated to speak if they are asked just to memorise, to rephrase and to infer meaning. On the con-
trary, they need to engage in content learning and develop understanding by discussing and ex-
ploring content and, thereby, also practising the foreign language in context. Students’ passivity 
in the recorded lesson was, it may be argued, due to a lack of intellectual challenge; recalling 
Watts, Alsop, Gouls & Walsch (1997), teacher control of questioning constantly encourages pas-
sivity on the part of students. In order to activate their learning and the use of higher cognitive 
skills, teachers could compensate for students’ low level of foreign language competence by plan-
ning the lesson in a different way, insisting on new vocabulary related to the content subject and 
giving more space to student-student interaction with task-based or “think-pair-share”-type ac-
tivities13, where students are asked to reflect and manipulate new contents. These kinds of activi-
ties allow students to manage their learning time, taking a few seconds to reason and find correct 
the words to express their thinking. What’s more, comparing their ideas with classmates is a valid 
technique for verifying comprehension, stimulating higher cognitive skills and promoting oral 
production. Especially when teaching pupils with a lower level of foreign language competence, 
this kind of practice helps students to improve their self-confidence as they can “prepare” the re-
sponse before verbalising it in front of the whole class. If asked to deal with higher-order cogni-
tive processes, students will focus on the content subject rather than on the foreign language, and 
the foreign language will finally take on the pragmatic role as the medium for content learning. 

When interviewed at the end of the research programme, teachers affirmed that they nor-
mally pose a consistent quantity of divergent questions and leave students enough wait-time14 to 

13. The think-pair-share is a simple, yet effective technique that allows students time to process their 
thoughts. The process is divided into three distinct steps: (1) to reflect on a question silently, so that they have 
more time to deal with the question, the content and the language needed to formulate the answer; (2) to discuss 
their answer with a partner in order to exchange ideas, to mix knowledge trying to puzzle out a solution; (3) to 
share the solution with the whole class, increasing therefore interaction through classroom negotiation.

14. Rowe (1972 in Stahl 1994) was the first to emphasize the concept of “wait-time” as an instructional vari-
able. In her research, she discovered that generally a teacher leaves students less than 1.5 seconds of silence to an-
swer his/her question. She realized as well that at least 3 seconds of silence are necessary in order to positively 
change students’ and teachers’ attitudes.
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formulate their answer. However, this hardly ever happened in the recorded lessons. Teachers’ 
misconception about their practice derives from the fact that it is extremely complicated to ask 
the proper questions during the lesson, and, although the participating teachers were aware of the 
importance of enhancing student participation, of encouraging oral production and of giving 
them time to talk, they ended up using about 85 % of the total lesson talk time for themselves. As 
the data analysis proves, even in the second year of the research programme (therefore after sensi-
tising teachers to the necessity of promoting students’ participation and oral production in class) 
the teacher-student talking time ratio did not increase. This means that, although subjects like 
“interactive teaching” and “teacher questioning” have always had a great weight in teacher train-
ing and educational policy, teachers have no clear concept of how to effectively promote class-
room talk. 

To cite McComas & Abraham (2005:1), “Questioning plays a critical role in the way instruc-
tors structure the class environment, organize the content of the course and has deep implications 
in the way that students assimilate the information that is presented and discussed in class.” Then, 
if questioning can be a “tremendously effective way to teach” (ibid.), and being aware of the nature 
of the great majority of questions asked by teachers (as proved by the numerous research investiga-
tions carried out on this theme, including the one here described) it is compulsory to insist on 
specific guidance on the implementation of questioning techniques. Especially in CLIL contexts, 
where the learning of the content goes hand-in-hand with the teaching and learning of a second 
language, classroom interactions are a major site for language development (Gibbons 2003).

5. Considerations: Some questioning techniques

The analysis carried out on teacher questioning for this research has shown that it is possible to 
highlight some common devices and rules which could help teachers to enhance students’ inter-
action:

1.  It is necessary to plan questions before the CLIL lesson; otherwise teachers risk limiting 
their input to convergent, closed questions. If they write down the questions they want to 
pose their students in the different lesson phases, they will be certain they won’t miss out 
the divergent type;

2.  Questions that stimulate most oral speech by students should be simple, short, and easy to 
understand. Depending on the students’ level of foreign language competence, teachers 
should facilitate linguistic input, primarily with regard to grammatical and syntactic com-
plexity (e.g. use of active voice versus passive voice, use of parataxis versus hypotaxis, etc.)

3.  They should neither be closed nor should they limit the range of choices (“What would 
you choose to complete it, server packet or client packet?”), nor even suggest the answers 
(“Why? Because it can’t ---”). When possible, solutions should not be evident to the stu-
dent, to the other classmates or, sometimes, to the teacher himself;

4.  The most effective questions should be process-oriented rather than product-oriented. 
That is, they require students’ thinking on ‘how’ and ‘why’ rather than on ‘what’. Such 
complex questions could be problematic for those students with lower competence in the 
foreign language or in the subject matter, since they would consider applying content 
knowledge while expressing themselves through a foreign language as a double obstacle to 
overcome. The difficulty deriving from the CLIL double objectives, however, cannot be 
solved by limiting input to Yes/No questions, or to questions to which the teachers already 
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know the answers, but rather by applying questioning techniques like the one proposed in 
point 6 below;

5.  Teachers should alternate all types of questions, both closed and divergent, lower and 
higher order;

6.  It is highly important to pause for few seconds after the question. This waiting time (Rowe 
1972 in Stahl 1994)15 allows students to think about the request and formulate correct 
utterances using the foreign language. As a result, students will be more motivated to an-
swer and get used to expressing meaning.

What’s more, in order to favour students’ oral production, teachers should provide them with 
the specific vocabulary needed to speak about the content subject; this can be done at the begin-
ning of the lesson, with activities (e.g. brainstorming) that review words and expressions needed 
for that CLIL lesson. This phase is necessary in order to stimulate both students’ “active” and 
“passive” vocabulary. Although they learn a word, it takes a lot of practice and context connec-
tions for them to reach competence in using that word. Regularly revising the required vocabu-
lary means supplying students with fundamental tools for communication and laying the ground 
for new knowledge acquisition.

6. Conclusion 

The research carried out on CLIL classes in order to investigate teacher-students interaction 
showed that the main type of classroom organisation model used by teachers was the teacher-
fronted mode. However, the aim of this investigation was to find some possible devices in order 
to enhance students’ oral production; thus the need for turning traditional whole-classroom les-
sons into students-centred lessons, enhancing teacher-students interaction and giving pupils an 
active role in the learning process was immediately manifest.

Given that —except in the case of primary school children— the more the cognitive effort 
required, the more the learner is involved in the topic, teachers should provide challenging input 
if they want their students to intervene and to be involved. Teacher questions are the most com-
mon pedagogical techniques used in class but, generally, they prove not to be adequately formu-
lated. Teachers do ask questions, but it seems they are not willing to spend too much time on 
certain phases of the lesson “letting students talk”. Classroom interaction seems like a luxury 
teachers cannot afford because of the strict pace of the curriculum, so they decide to limit stu-
dents’ production in order to “get the syllabus requirements done”. That is why they prefer keep-
ing the control of the classroom, a control determined by their talk time, which overrides stu-
dent-talk time for almost the whole lesson (data collected in this research showed that teachers 
occupied more that 80 % of the time available in the recorded CLIL lessons).

15. Stahl (1985 in Stahl 1994) coined the concept of ‘think-time’, defined as “a distinct period of uninter-
rupted silence by the teacher and all students so that they both can complete appropriate information processing 
tasks, feelings, oral responses, and actions”. He prefers to refer to ‘think-time’ rather than to ‘wait-time’ for three 
reasons: “(1) It names the primary academic purpose and activity of this period of silence--to allow students and 
the teacher to complete on-task thinking; (2) There are numerous places where periods of silence are as important 
as those ‘wait-time periods’ reported in the research literature; (3) There is at least one exception, labelled “impact 
pause-time”, that allows for periods of less than 3 seconds of uninterrupted silence” (Stahl 1990 in Stahl 1994).
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A change towards student centeredness is compulsory and effective teacher questioning could 
favour this move. The research data illustrated above are evidence of a common way of running 
classroom interaction; display/convergent and lower-order questions are the most frequent types of 
questions asked by teachers. The problem is that, instead of employing them just at the beginning of 
the lesson in order to revise previous knowledge on contents, teachers are used to posing this type of 
closed questions all throughout the lesson time, not allowing students to practice the foreign lan-
guage and higher thinking skills extensively, both of which are essential for their cognitive growth.

This paper proposes some questioning techniques which have originated from the analysis of 
the research data and ensuing reflection on the findings. If used in class, they could enhance stu-
dent’s active participation and oral production as they encourage students to elaborate complex 
and articulated responses - using the foreign language - while exploring the content subject. Apart 
from those suggestions, however, the need for teachers to receive specific training in pedagogic 
strategies to promote interaction in teacher-fronted classroom organizations is manifest, espe-
cially within a CLIL context, considering the acquisition theories discussed at the beginning of 
the present paper. An important step would be accomplished if teachers reviewed and reflected 
on their own practice and if that practice were strictly interrelated to theory and research in order 
to favour future teacher development.
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