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Abstract

This article argues for a distinct CLIL pedagogy which goes beyond FL learning and subject 
learning to consider the role of language at the very heart of learning. The article explores some 
basic tenets of the sociocultural approach to education and suggests the development of a peda-
gogical model to act as a ‘conceptual lens’ for CLIL and to provide a useful tool in the planning 
and development of CLIL programmes. The pedagogical model is based on mainstream educa-
tional research literature and has been developed through discussion with CLIL teachers working 
at different levels of the educational system in Finland. The idea of the model belongs to a broad-
er research project that seeks to promote the development of a specifically CLIL pedagogy based 
on sociocultural principles of education and dialogue with experienced CLIL practitioners.
Key words: Sociocultural pedagogy, pedagogical model, language in learning

Resumen

Este artículo argumenta a favor de un modelo pedagógico AICLE diferente e innovador cuyo 
enfoque va más allá del aprendizaje de lengua extranjera (LE) y del aprendizaje de contenido to-
mando en cuenta el rol del lenguaje en el mismo proceso de aprendizaje. El artículo examina los 
principios básicos del enfoque sociocultural en la educación y sugiere el desarrollo de un modelo 
pedagógico que funciona como una «lente» conceptual para AICLE. De igual manera, ofrece una 
herramienta útil en la planificación y el desarrollo de programas AICLE. Este modelo pedagógico 
se fundamenta en la literatura general sobre investigación educativa y se ha desarrollado a base de 
discusiones y conversaciones con profesores AICLE de diferentes niveles del sistema educativo en 
Finlandia. La idea de este modelo forma parte de un proyecto de investigación más amplio que 
busca promover el desarrollo de una pedagogía específica en AICLE basada en los principios edu-
cativos socioculturales y en el diálogo con profesionales con experiencia en AICLE.
Palabras clave: pedagogía sociocultural, modelo pedagógico, lenguaje en el aprendizaje
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1. Sociocultural theory and CLIL: what is the current state of affairs?

The variety of existing CLIL frameworks indicates the fluidity of opinion on the underlying prin-
ciples for content and language integrated learning. Coyle’s original 4Cs Framework (1999) was 
content-led whilst also including cognitive, communicative and community considerations. The 
4Cs has since been reframed around culture (Coyle 2007), communication (Zydatiss 2007 cited 
in Dalton-Puffer 2007), and cognition (Mehisto et al. 2008). Alternative pedagogical models 
have also emerged drawing on second language acquisition (SLA) (de Graaff et al. 2007), interac-
tion and discourse analysis (Gajo 2007), and pragmatics (Lorenzo 2007). Whilst these models 
offer useful explorations of the foreign language (FL) learning dimension of CLIL, and the se-
mantic relationship between language and content learning, the role of language in subject-based 
pedagogy and learner language in knowledge construction is little explored or present in the 
models. Madinabeitia explores constructivist learning in CLIL, commenting that the mediating 
role of language “offers an open window into the students’ processes of constructing knowledge” 
(2007: 58) and that “the more possibilities students have of interacting through language, the 
better they will assimilate content and language itself. This is precisely the aim of CLIL: learning 
about academic matters and being able to communicate ideas effectively by using language” 
(ibid: 61). Madinabeitia’s proposed task-based framework for CLIL highlights an important fac-
tor in course design, without bringing subject or language pedagogical concerns to the fore. A 
sociocultural approach provides a broader base for CLIL pedagogy by emphasizing the funda-
mental role of language in learning. This article opens by suggesting the need for a specific CLIL 
pedagogy before moving on to explore the sociocultural approach to learning. A version of a 
CLIL pedagogical model developed through discussions with CLIL teachers in Central Finland is 
then presented as a tool to support the on-going development of CLIL pedagogy. 

2. Why a distinct pedagogy for CLIL?

CLIL as a dual-focused educational innovation is differentiated from immersion education by 
the participation of non-native speaking (NNS) teachers supporting NNS learners in a non-
community language setting (Coyle 2006; Dalton-Puffer 2007). The NNS context of CLIL cre-
ates a specific context in which teaching-learning occurs. The FL-filter of the CLIL environment 
for dual-focused teaching-learning suggests that the pedagogical basis should also account for 
contextual factors. Whilst learning through a FL is not a new phenomenon, adoption of this ap-
proach in mainstream education with non-specialised language teachers is new. CLIL as a politi-
cal initiative belongs to the European Language policy (2005) although it is often placed within 
the subject curriculum. As Graddol (2005) points out, serious ramifications for the education of 
a whole generation of learners are in the balance, in addition to the significant professional chal-
lenges faced by the teachers involved in the increasingly widespread implementation of CLIL. 

Successful learning is documented in CLIL with regard to content outcomes (e.g. Jäppinen 
2005; Stohler 2006) and communicative competence (Nikula 2007). The rapid expansion of 
CLIL, however, requires to extend research beyond learning outcomes and consider the process 
of learning and its relation to pedagogical practice. The observation that European CLIL has 
been “highly influenced by language acquisition theories... whilst it seems that subject matter 
pedagogies are being systematically overlooked” (Coyle 2008: 101) indicates an imbalance in the 
pedagogical realisation of CLIL. Furthermore the absence of explicit explorations of the inte-
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grated relationship leaves a significant gap at the heart of CLIL (Gajo 2007; Lorenzo 2007). 
Consideration of the process involved in subject learning from a sociocultural perspective may 
add depth to the current understanding of CLIL as an educational innovation, in addition to be-
ing a ‘flagship methodology’ (Marsh 2002).

The aim of a pedagogical model is to provide a ‘conceptual lens’ (Mishra and Koehler 2006) 
through which teachers and researchers can review, reflect on and develop the processes and 
products of CLIL teaching-learning. An established frame of reference for CLIL pedagogy would 
hopefully indicate the relationships between the content and FL goals and needs, in addition to 
the mediating role of language in CLIL teaching-learning activity. CLIL teachers often embark 
on CLIL with established pedagogical knowledge. The translation of content knowledge into 
pedagogical activity (Shulman 1995) especially through a FL is extremely challenging, as is the 
verbalising of pedagogical understanding (Yilmaz 2008). The different pedagogical orientations 
whilst valuable to CLIL do not necessarily form a complete pedagogical picture for CLIL even 
when combined (Novotná and Hofmannová). A model may help experienced teachers to codify 
existing expertise and recognise the ‘other’ dimension of CLIL, as well as enhancing recognition 
of the complex environment within which CLIL exists. Modelling the fundamental characteris-
tics of the pedagogies should initiate the integration process of language and content. 

3.1. What is a sociocultural approach to education?
Sociocultural theory has provided the theoretical framework for a significant amount of interna-
tionally-based educational research in recent years in a variety of learning contexts (see e.g. Fern-
andez et al. 2001; Mortimer and Scott 2003). This research has lead to a greater understanding of 
the nature of learning in the classroom and the role of language in learning. In addition to educa-
tional processes, educational outcomes are also the focus of sociocultural research. The interven-
tionist nature of the research and the aim to provide practical guidelines for teachers to develop 
pedagogical understanding and practice differentiates sociocultural research from linguistic ap-
proaches (Mercer 2008), including theoretically-orientated SLA research (Ellis 2001) and lan-
guage socialisation research (Zuengler and Miller 2006). The pragmatic concerns of sociocultural 
research lessen the gap between technical and practical knowledge (Ellis 2001) providing a good 
basis for the development of a model.

Sociocultural theory suggests that knowledge is a cultural construct, and as such subject-spe-
cific knowledge is understood as the way a particular community views and interprets the world. 
For example, atoms, from the point of view of physics, are understood in terms of force, whereas 
a chemist would see atoms as material particles (Driver et al. 1994). Community ‘knowledge’ of 
the world is embedded in the language of the community. In this sense, phenomena are only 
understood when spoken about using the correct language. Learners come to the classroom with 
everyday perceptions embedded in their everyday language. In everyday language and percep-
tion, for example, it is understood that the sun rises and sets. From a scientific point of view this 
is wrong; the earth spins on its axis over a twenty-four hour period. The words that we use, learnt 
in community, illustrate the way we see the world. The role of teachers, therefore, is to accultur-
ate students into both the perceptions and the language of a subject community. 

The social plane from a sociocultural perspective is a fundamental resource for learning. The 
social environment of the classroom is more than a community of learners with common goals, 
or a forum for cognitive conflict and resolution. From a Vygotskian standpoint learning occurs 
first on the social (intermental) plane before being internalised or appropriated onto the psycho-

001-342 AICLE.indd   103 14/04/2011   9:26:31



Josephine Moate
Using a sociocultural CLIL pedagogical model to develop CLIL 

104

logical (intramental) plane. Through language-based interaction with self, peers, teachers and 
subject, understanding can be jointly constructed and internalised. The sociocultural stance ar-
gues that without the social plane encounter with and construction of knowledge, psychological 
appropriation of understanding and knowledge-building tools will not occur. 

The social nature of learning is further emphasized in three key concepts present in sociocul-
tural literature. The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) represents the greater level of 
achievement available to learners when supported in learning. From a sociocultural perspective, 
guidance affords (van Lier 2000) greater learning opportunities and achievement than individu-
al-based activity. The often accompanying scaffolding metaphor support, i.e. support sensitive to 
the needs of the learner which increases and decreases in accordance with the needs of the learner, 
is complementary to the ZPD. These two concepts reflect the asymmetrical dimension of learn-
ing, whilst Mercer’s concept of ‘interthinking’ adds a symmetrical understanding of learning-in-
relationship. In interthinking (Mercer and Littleton 2007) learners jointly invested in the learn-
ing activity constructively build on understanding together, using each other as resources to 
negotiate collective understanding which in turn supports individual development.

3.2. The role of language in education
Understanding the fundamental role of language in the teaching-learning process is central to a 
sociocultural view of education. Language embeds knowledge providing the primary tool for 
both teacher and learners. Language is fundamentally bound to the goals of education, and is as 
well the process and means by which learning is achieved and teaching is realised. Teacher talk is 
well-recognised as the key tool in the teacher-toolkit for the orchestration of learning and has 
been studied from many different angles (Edwards and Westgate 1994; Christie 2000; Myhill 
2006). Based on sociocultural principles, Mortimer and Scott (2003) have identified four com-
municative classes employed by teachers in the subject classroom effectively capturing the differ-
ent roles of the teacher as realised through language use. This communicative approach goes be-
yond the communicative approach of language teaching, however, drawing on two key 
dimensions: authoritative —dialogic and interactive— non-interactive. The teacher can present 
the authoritative voice of the subject interactively through discussion with learners, or non-inter-
actively by lecturing. The dialogic alternative is to consider different points of view and under-
standings of a phenomenon. The teacher can again choose to develop a dialogic mode of com-
munication interactively inviting direct student participation— or non-interactively —by 
referring back to earlier contributions and understandings. These different classes reflect the 
teacher roles as both subject expert and partner in the joint construction of knowledge. 

As a subject community expert, the teacher provides the ‘voice’ of the subject, modelling the 
language of the target community as the view of the subject community is presented. Whilst the 
authoritative voice of the subject needs to be present in the classroom, successful learning is un-
likely to occur if links are not built to and from the existing knowledge of students present in the 
dialogic mode. The translation of the subject into accessible language for novices (Lemke 1989a) 
requires a more dialogic, interactive approach as teachers seek to build common frames of refer-
ence with learners (Edwards and Mercer 1987). The teaching-process, however, is more than 
providing access, also supporting the transformation of everyday or novice understandings into 
expert understandings. Furthermore, this guided transformation positions the teacher as an au-
thority, but the acculturation process requires participation by the learners, resulting in the au-
thoritative-interactive class. The transformation of learner language from everyday language into 
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educated language is no simple process. This transformation requires the understanding of sub-
ject matter alongside the development of subject appropriate discourse and terminology. 

The language of learning has been characterised as disjointed, broken talk (Barnes 2008). 
Learners’ ideas are being formed as they speak, and together learners strive to build their under-
standing, supported by teacher-provided scaffolds. As one learner starts to express one idea, it 
may prompt a thought in a peer, it may generate a question from another group member, it may 
nudge another peer to see things in a different light leading to another comment being brought 
onto the social plane. This interactive, collaborative and broken dialogue is not the target lan-
guage of the FL classroom, nor is this broken language the final outcome of the content class-
room. This learner language, however, represents and enables learning: that is, knowledge is 
jointly being constructed on the social plane and gradually being internalised along with the lan-
guage that embeds it. 

To support the use of language in learning Mercer et al. (2004) have developed through inter-
ventionist research an approach called ‘Exploratory Talk’. In Exploratory Talk a group of learners 
together seek a mutually acceptable construction of understanding (Mercer 1995). An important 
distinction is drawn here between other kinds of talk commonly found in peer group interac-
tions: disputational talk, in which learners often competitively disagree, and cumulative talk, in 
which learners uncritically agree. This supported, interactive approach has led to significant dif-
ferences in learning outcomes with regard to both group-working processes and individual learn-
ing (Mercer and Littleton 2007), although it requires time and commitment to cultivate Explora-
tory Talk with learners. Pierce and Gilles (2008) have gone beyond Exploratory Talk to develop 
a ‘culture of talk’ in the classroom as a key to enhancing learning opportunities and outcomes. 
From the sociocultural perspective, the mediatory role of language in the co-construction of 
knowledge is of paramount importance enabling participation in learning. 

4. The Foreign-Language Filter of CLIL

The FL setting of CLIL adds an additional, significant variable to the teaching-learning process. 
To avoid watering-down content and to manage the FL-mediation of teaching-learning, teachers 
have been forced to concentrate on the teaching-learning process as many assumed features of 
first language (L1) classrooms are erased. As a result of the FL-filter, the CLIL learning environ-
ment has increasingly valued and supported talk. This is evidenced in the greater dialogism of 
CLIL (Nikula 2008), in the increased negotiation to support understanding (Wannagat 2007), 
in more active learner participation (Coyle 2006; Moate 2008) and in planned language support 
to access content (Coyle 1999). These changes have led to positive learning outcomes (Baetens-
Beardsmore 2008) and made CLIL a surprisingly inclusive educational approach (Coyle 2006). 

These positive changes and outcomes complement a sociocultural approach to education. 
Sociocultural educational researchers have found that focusing on the role of language-in-learn-
ing has had significant effects on learning outcomes. Developing a culture of talk in the class-
room, increasing wait-time for thinking and active participation, making talk visible, using alter-
native sign-systems and increasing audience awareness (Pierce and Gilles 2008) all support 
learning in mainstream, and may well also support FL-mediated learning contexts. Modelling the 
integrated relationship of content and language in the FL-mediated CLIL will hopefully create a 
conceptual framework into which sociocultural findings can support the development of CLIL. 
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5. The construction of a pedagogical model for CLIL

A number of key questions have been used to support the ongoing construction of a CLIL peda-
gogical model: what is content learning? What is FL learning? How does the FL-mediation of 
teaching-learning in CLIL affect the learning dynamic? What is the role of language, in particular 
learner language, in the construction of knowledge? 

5.1. What is content learning?
An exploration of content learning led to the identification of a number of distinct features which 
differentiate content from language teaching. The development of systematic and transformative 
knowledge (Unsworth 2001) requires learning the ways of thinking and speaking (Lemke 1989b) 
which belong to a specific community. The deep understanding of key concepts underpins many 
different topical elements often highlighted in subject curricula. Learning associated facts and 
information is only part of apprenticeship into a subject community. From a sociocultural per-
spective, content learning is guided novice participation in established communities involving 
the appropriation of their perspectives and concomitant language (i.e. knowledge) through talk. 
In this process talk is the “tool for creating new shared understanding” (Mercer and Littleton 
2007: 6) and as such the dynamic of this learning environment can be described as ‘talk into 
thought’ with the teacher acting as an expert guide.

5.2. What is FL learning?
An SLA-based language pedagogy appears to foreground environment and activity to support 
learning with a language-rich environment providing comprehensible input (Krashen 1982, 
1985 as cited in Mitchell and Myles 2001) and supporting comprehensible output (Swain 1996; 
Gibbons 2001). Skill and strategy acquisition facilitate the handling of different texts, spoken or 
written. Understanding of structures and discourse in form- or meaning-based instruction along 
with vocabulary development extends the range of active and passive learner participation. The 
dynamic of this environment can be described as ‘thought into talk’ with the teacher often posi-
tioned as a facilitator of learning.

5.3. How does the FL-mediation of teaching-learning in CLIL affect the learning 
dynamic?
As an FL-mediated environment, CLIL appears to be readily compatible with content authenti-
cating and motivating language, and language-sensitivity supporting subject learning. On this 
level, integration is practical and has led to positive learning outcomes. The role of FL support in 
CLIL, however, goes beyond practical considerations reaching into pedagogical concerns. As 
noted above, the two pedagogies have different dynamics: whilst content pedagogy from a socio-
cultural perspective transitions from talk-into-thought, SLA-based language pedagogy often sup-
ports thought-into-talk. The dynamics and the pedagogical choices should be made available to 
CLIL practitioners to support the development of CLIL as an educationally valid approach. 

When handling scientific texts, for example, the unfamiliarity and extensiveness of the con-
tent and the lack of implicit knowledge of structures can make reading ‘unrewarding’ without 
reflection (Davies and Greene 1984). An FL pedagogical approach may tend towards under-
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standing the communicative features or key vocabulary of the text to support the decoding of 
meaning. A more content-orientated approach would be to make the informational structure of 
scientific texts available to learners, teaching them when to pause in reading for reflection rather 
than focusing on terminology (Davies and Greene 1984). This is not to suggest that terminology 
is not significant in either the L1 or FL content classroom, but to note that different pedagogical 
goals require different pedagogical choices and that close attention should be paid to the peda-
gogical purposes behind the tasks in the CLIL classroom. 

Content-based instruction (CBI) methodology offers content-sensitive activities useful in 
CLIL targeting content-specific language development. CBI and content learning do not share 
the same learning trajectories, however, as content learning explicitly seeks to extend conceptual 
understanding through language (and extend language use), whilst CBI seeks to extend language 
use drawing on existing understanding. As a sustainable educational innovation CLIL needs to 
avoid surface-handling of content (Lave and Wenger 2000), which can occur if content is re-
duced to context, as this limits the depth of subject learning. This relates also to the role of the 
teacher. The facilitative role of the teacher in language-based pedagogies does not readily trans-
late to the FL-mediated content classroom in which the teacher becomes the authoritative guide 
in knowledge construction and the concomitant language required.

5.4. What is the role of language, in particular learner language, in the construction 
of knowledge?
The final question is concerned with the role of language in the learning process: a different kind 
of language to subject-based terminology and discourse. Learner language is the location in which 
learning occurs as a socially-based, language-mediated interaction. Learner language is messy, 
with half-completed sentences, jointly constructed comments thought-aloud (Barnes 2008). 
Subject specific language becomes interwoven in this talk over time as disjointed learner-talk 
transforms into accurate expert-talk through guided interaction and scaffolded opportunities to 
participate. The vital role of language in learning suggests a more fundamentally integrated rela-
tionship in content and FL learning than previously explored. Indeed the different dynamics of 
content and language pedagogies at this juncture come together to form a cyclical process with 
talk constructing thought, supporting further talk, and so on. 

Talk for learning requires an environment in which learners have time to think (Barnes 2008) 
complementing the reduced pace of the FL-mediated CLIL environment. Engendering a culture 
of talk as a basic characteristic of CLIL would support the integration of content and FL goals at 
a fundamental level, i.e. in the learner-language of educational activity. Communicative language 
teaching (CLT) offers a springboard from everyday language to exploratory talk. Exploratory talk 
in turn links learning in CLIL to the expert subject community. If students can be acculturated 
into a classroom where their everyday FL language skills (supported by other realia and sign sys-
tems) provide the initial basis for participation, then little-by-little learners can be acculturated 
into expert subject communities. The concentration of learning due to FL-mediation in this 
highly complex environment complements the highly significant role of language-in-learning 
from a sociocultural perspective. 
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5.5. A sociocultural pedagogical model for CLIL
The model in Table 1 presents the key interests of content pedagogy in the left-hand circle and 
key features of FL pedagogical in the right-hand circle. The overlap of the two circles represents 
the central role of language-in-learning. In contrast to the content and FL pedagogy circles, 
which are goal-orientated, the integrated heart is activity orientated. The overall teaching-learn-
ing process is FL-mediated, represented by the shadowed circles. This simple model of the com-
plex relationships in CLIL is intended to support further exploration of the dynamics at play in 
this innovative environment.

Table 1. A sociocultural pedagogical model for CLIL

Fundamentally Integrated

Collaborative 
interaction

LANGUAGE
-in-LEARNING

FEATURES OF
CONTENT LEARNING

FEATURES OF
FL LEARNING

Systematic & trans-

Key concepts & processes:
Factual knowledge
Information handling
Argumentation

 Subject specific language:
Terminology
Discourse
Representational 

means

formative subject 
knowledge

Knowledge of language:
Structure
vocabulary 
discourse 

Communicative 
competence

Forced output: supported
production

Comprehensible input: rich 
environment

Independent learning:
skills & strategy development

Apprenticeship into
a specific worldview

TALK

INTO

THOUGHT

Authenticity and motivation
Goal
orientated

Goal
orientated

Activity orientated

Collaborative 
interaction

6. Applications of the model

Recognising the fundamental role of language in learning as the integrated heart of CLIL sup-
ports the concentration of activity in the planning and implementation of CLIL lessons. The 
model was originally developed for a group of upper secondary school CLIL teachers to help 
them map their subject pedagogy concerns in relation to the language demands of CLIL. As the 
model took shape, however, it also became apparent that it provides a useful overview for lan-
guage teachers as well, extending pedagogical choices beyond the form-meaning debate. Reading 
through mainstream educational literature on subject teaching and foreign language teaching it is 
clear that little dialogue occurs between these two curriculum partners. The model therefore 
seeks to promote this dialogue and has been used as a training tool for secondary education CLIL 
teachers in Central Finland. It has provided as well a framework for CLIL discussions in different 
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educational settings from primary school to higher education, supporting dialogue between 
CLIL practitioners working in significantly different CLIL settings. 

In discussions with Finnish CLIL teachers, the model has provided stimulus for reflection on 
pedagogical goals and expectations, before approaching the complexities of an FL-mediated 
teaching-learning environment and the extra demands this creates for teacher and learners alike. 
The visualisation supports recognition of the different factors and creates space for each to be 
considered in turn, before focusing on the demands of integration. The conceptual framework 
for the dynamics of CLIL offers a comparative baseline, stimulating discussion on the basis of the 
model in relation to teacher experience and interpretation. The model allows for flexibility in the 
implementation of CLIL whilst suggesting pedagogical foundations for the adopted approach.

With a group of lower secondary school teachers, the model provided the basis for a CLIL 
training course in which comparison of different subject pedagogies supported exploration of the 
relationship between learning goals and the processes engaged in attaining these goals. The teach-
ers included a science teacher, a history and civics teacher, a domestic science teacher, a health edu-
cation teacher, an English teacher and a Special Educational Needs specialist. The discussions 
supported the verbalisation of tacit knowledge, increasing teachers’ self-awareness of personalised 
pedagogical practice and pedagogical concerns. As the nature of the different subjects clarified it 
became easier to consider the role of language within the subject and of language-in-learning, 
where and how to focus teaching-learning activity. The courses are currently being planned and 
will be implemented in the next academic year 2009-2010. The hope is to closely follow the course 
and to modify the model accordingly through further discussion with the CLIL practitioners. 

In addition to supporting discussions focusing on classroom activity and course design, using 
the model as a discussion tool supported considerations of the overall implementation of CLIL 
within the school. The relationships between the different subjects led to discussion on which 
subjects should come first in the timetable, where can content and language learning be recycled 
and extended, what is the relationship between CLIL courses and formal FL courses, and what 
kind of resources should schools aim to develop. Supporting macro-level discussion of CLIL im-
plementation extends beyond the original aim of the model, but nevertheless indicates the valid-
ity of the model with regard to CLIL. The original aim was to develop a comprehensive, explicit 
pedagogical framework for CLIL which would provide the principled basis for informed practice. 
The model presented here is a step towards achieving that goal, and as such hopes to support the 
on-going discussion as to what is good pedagogy with regard to CLIL.
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