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1. Multilingualism and CLIL

Language is at the heart of how we learn, think, and connect. This is true
regardless of how many languages we speak. In the European Union (EU),
speaking several languages is considered not only part of our identity but
also an important element of our professional competences (Council of
the European Union 2018). Indeed, the EU is linguistically very diverse, as
evidenced by its 24 official languages (European Union n.d.). Despite this
linguistic diversity, the dominance of English continues to grow, creating
a subtle tension between the EU’S commitment to multilingualism and
the realities of language use across member states. Moreover, there are
EU countries whose language practices are, arguably, more reflective of
monolingual nationalism (Guglielmi 2020), and others that can be considered
more multilingual.

Finland can be considered to be a multilingual country —it has two official
languages — Finnish and Swedish, and, of course, English is widely spoken
in various aspects of daily life in Finland (Peterson & Beers Fagersten 2023).
Such multilingualism can be promoted via education using approaches such
as CLIL. Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) is a pedagogical
approach in which a target language (e.g., English) is used to teach content
subjects (e.g., science, geography or mathematics). In other words, CLIL has a
dual focus: language and content (Coyle et al. 2010). This approach has been
effective in helping students improve their skills in another language, such
as English, while also helping them progress academically.
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2. Language use in CLIL

As a pedagogical approach, part of CLIL’s success undoubtedly stems from
its theoretical underpinnings. For example, CLIL education is considered
to function on the basis of a symbiosis of four elements: communication,
content, cognition and culture — collectively referred to as the 4 Cs (Coyle
2007). Additionally, the importance of context is emphasised in CLIL teaching.
Context can have various meanings that are worth considering. For example,
the creation of a communicative context in class can promote learners’ ability
to make functional language choices (Llinares 2024) - meaning they choose
the most appropriate words and phrases based on their communicative needs
in a given situation. Moreover, the idea of context is relevant in academically-
oriented tasks and topics. For instance, learners may read a text about the
environment and then engage in a group discussion about the topic.

It is also worth discussing the type of language that is used in CLIL.
One way to categorise students’ language is as either basic interpersonal
communication skills (BICS) or cognitive academic language proficiency
(CALP) (see Cummins 2000). BICS is considered to be learned first, and indeed
required, before proceeding to CALP. In any case, both types may still exist
even at more advanced levels, as shown in Figure 1, where students use BICS
to decide how to proceed with a task, while another student uses CALP to
explain a concept to the class.

BICS: Hey, do you want to work
together? You do Part 1, and I’ll do Part
2, 0K?

CALP: Urbanization refers to the increase
in the proportion of people living in towns

and cities compared to rural areas.

Figure 1. Example of BICS and CALP use in class.
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Another framework for understanding language use is the language
quadriptych (Banegas & Mearns 2023), which emphasizes four domains
in which students’ language skills develop in CLIL. There is language of
learning, which refers to subject-specific language; there is language for
learning, which refers to classroom language needed to negotiate meaning
and complete tasks; there is language though learning, which is language
emerging from students’ use of the target language in class; and there is
language about learning, which is the language students use to reflect on
and discuss learning. As part of their education — both inside and outside
the classroom - students may engage in language that reflects any of these
domains.

CLIL is sometimes referred to as bilingual education. In fact, the Finnish
term for CLIL is kaksikielinen opetus (Nikula et al. 2022), which literally
means bilingual education or teaching. This choice of label is particularly
suitable in the Finnish context, given that CLIL education generally means
that a certain percentage of teaching is in the target language (in this case,
English), while the rest is in the main language of education (in this case,
Finnish). In the present study, the percentage of instruction students receive
in English is 25%, with the remainder being in Finnish. Finnish in this case is
the students’ first language (L.1), while English is their second language (L2).
This contrasts with some CLIL implementations in other European countries
where the amount of instruction in English is sometimes considerably higher
than the amount in the local language (e.g., Holmberg 2019, Lim Falk 2019).

This kind of approach to language use in CLIL education naturally leads
to CLIL students receiving less of their education in their L1 than students in
mainstream education, which means they have less exposure, they produce
less (i.e., writing, speaking), and interact less in their L1 than non-CLIL
students. As a result, questions remain about how participating in CLIL may
affect students’ L1 ability, which leads to the focus of the present study.

Given CLIL’s dual focus on language and content, much research in CLIL
has focused on understanding its effect on students’ ability in the target
language (e.g., Goris et al. 2019) as well as students’ development of content
knowledge (e.g., Fernandez-Sanjurjo et al. 2017). Indeed, CLIL has been
found to be an effective way of promoting language learning and academic
development simultaneously (San Isidro & Lasagabaster 2018). However,



199 NEUPHILOLOGISCHE MITTEILUNGEN — I CXXVII 2026
Peter Launonen ¢ L1 ability in bilingual education in a Finnish education context

limited research has focused on understanding the impact of CLIL on L1
ability (Cenoz et al. 2014; Dalton-Puffer 2011).

3. Research aim, methods and results

The overarching aim of this doctoral research was to explore the relationship
between CLIL and L1 ability in a Finnish secondary education context. The
dissertation is based on three sub-studies, or articles, all of which contribute
to addressing this main aim. The main aim was also supported by three sub-
aims that were addressed in the articles included in this dissertation. The
sub-aims were:

1. to establish methods that can be used to address the overarching
research aim

2. toexamine the relationship between CLIL and L1 oral production

3. toexamine the relationship between CLIL and writing and
speakingin L1

In Article I, students completed verbal fluency tasks. A verbal fluency task
(VFT) iswhere the researcher asks the participants to name as many relevant
items as possible within a given timeframe. Two examples could be ‘Name as
many animals as you can’ and ‘Say as many words as you can starting with the
letter t'. Students also completed picture-naming tasks in Article I. A picture-
naming task (PNT) is where participants are shown pictures on a screen, one-
by-one, and asked to name the images they see. Finally, students completed a
short essay task related to a question concerning the environment.

Article II focused exclusively on the VFT and PNT, with some changes, and
with a larger sample of students. Article Il included the short essay task from
Article I, with alarger sample of students, and also a short, spoken task where
students were asked to speak in response to a cartoon strip with six frames.
Article I focused on Finnish and English skills, whereas Articles Il and III only
on Finnish skills. In all articles, students completed self-evaluations of their
language skills and provided information about their linguistic background.

In Article I, a small-scale case study approach was used to explore the
main research question. Additionally, the first article was used as a pilot study
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to test various methods before proceeding to further investigation in Articles
[T and III. The results of Article I highlighted the importance of accounting for
socioeconomic status (SES). In the study, students with lower SES were found
to perform worse in the VFT. Another important finding from Article I was
that students’ language backgrounds can vary considerably and, probably,
affect their L1 ability. For instance, one CLIL student had spent approximately
4.5 years living in an English-speaking country (i.e., a third of his life so far).
Such a student’s L1 Finnish ability is unlikely to be comparable with students
who have not had such an experience.

The first article also led to methodological insights that helped refine data
collection and analysis for Articles II and III. Firstly, the VFT task type was
changed in Article II because of an outlier in the data in Article I. The PNT
was also modified prior to data collection in Article II. Since participants in
both groups in Article I struggled to name the pictures — particularly those
items that were considered more difficult or infrequent — the choice was
made to include only everyday items in Article II. Additionally, data related
to students’ Finnish and English were collected in Article I in order to allow
for an analysis of differences between languages. Although this contributed
to the findings in Article I, it was not deemed relevant or practical to try to
collect this data for future articles.

The focus of Article II was to compare CLIL and non-CLIL students’
oral production in their first language, which in this case referred to their
performance in a VFT and a PNT. In the VFT, participants were asked to
name as many animals as they could in 30 seconds. The total number of
valid responses and the relative frequency of those responses were analysed.
In the PNT, participants had to name ten different pictures that appeared
briefly on a screen, one by one. The accuracy and speed of their responses
were analysed.

The results of Article II lend weight to the conclusion that CLIL students
in Finland are not disadvantage in terms of L.1 ability compared to non-CLIL
students. In the VFT, CLIL students’ performance was at least equal to that
of non-CLIL students, while in the PNT, no notable group-level differences
were observed. Interestingly, among the non-CLIL students, SES was found
to correlate with the results in L1 ability, but this was not the case among
the CLIL students. The images used in the PNT in Article II corresponded to
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the following words in English': tie, turtle, screwdriver, button, swan, broom,
pliers, clothes peg, accordion and bow.

While Article II focused on students’ abilities within a psycholinguistic
framework, Article III compared CLIL and non-CLIL students’ productive
skills in writing and speaking. In the written task, students were given 20
minutes to write a written response to a prompt about the environment. This
topic was chosen because it had previously been covered in the students’
curriculum. In the speaking task, participants were shown a short cartoon
strip, given a minute to prepare, and asked to tell the story of the cartoon
strip in their own words. Students’ responses for both tasks were evaluated
by university-level teachers of Finnish communication.

The results of Article IIT align with the findings from Article II, suggesting
that CLIL students are not disadvantaged in terms of L1 ability in a Finnish
CLIL context. Although the non-CLIL students’ scores were generally higher,
differences were not found to be significant. As in Article II, the results in
Article IIT also revealed a positive relationship between SES and the non-CLIL
students’ results, but not for CLIL students’ results. This applied specifically
to the results for L1 writing, but not for L1 speaking.

4. Discussion and implications
The results from Articles IT and III directly address the overarching research
question concerning the relationship between CLIL and L1 ability in a Finnish
education context. It is worth emphasizing the word context to acknowledge
the fact that there are considerable contextual differences between CLIL
implementations that need to be considered when interpreting the results.
For instance, even though the use of English as a lingua franca (ELF) is an
established practice in the Nordics (Peterson & Beers Fagersten 2023), this is
not the case in all other regions of the EU, such as in Spain (Tabuenca-Cuevas
2016). Similarly, the level of exposure to English outside of the classroom
(for example, traditionally from TV and movies, and increasingly from the
internet and social media) can be deemed to be high in the Nordics, in part

1 The students were asked to name the items in Finnish, not English.
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because these countries have traditionally chosen to subtitle instead of dub
media content (Schurz & Sundqvist 2022).

Additionally, there may also be classroom differences in CLIL
implementations across contexts. Apart from differences in teaching
techniques or approaches, the amount of L2 use can also vary among CLIL
provisions. In the present context, the amount of L2 use was 25%, but in some
contexts, it has been much higher.

Based on the results of the present study and previous research, it seems
that CLIL students are not at risk of being disadvantaged in terms of L1 ability
unless the following conditions are met:

» they participate in a CLIL implementation in English where there is
little (or no) L1 use

» the country/region has an established use of ELF

» the country/region has a high level of extramural exposure to English

Moreover, although it was not the focus of this research, the results of the
study support the notion that CLIL may promote equality by mitigating the
impact that SES can have on L1 ability. This finding aligns with previous
studies that have explored the relationship between SES and CLIL education
(Lorenzo et al. 2021; Rascon Moreno & Bretones Callejas 2018)

This study has implications for various stakeholders. Firstly, researchers
can build on this work by continuing to examine the impact of CLIL on L1
ability, ensuring a careful analysis of the contextual factors and individual
differences among learners, while also including various measures to gauge
L1 ability. Additionally, the study suggests ways in which researchers could
investigate how classroom related aspects, such as CLIL teachers’ use of
several languages in instruction, may help students develop not only their
L2 but also their L1 ability.

Secondly, parents or guardians can benefit from having more insight into
the expected outcomes and language development arising from CLIL. For
instance, in cases where a family has migrated abroad for some time, then
returned to Finland, it is worth considering a child’s linguistic background
and skills, as well as their goals and the family’s own multilingual family
planning or policy, if they have one, as these factors may help shape the



203 NEUPHILOLOGISCHE MITTEILUNGEN — I CXXVII 2026
Peter Launonen ¢ L1 ability in bilingual education in a Finnish education context

future language profile (and identify) of the child. Thirdly, the school staff
can also harness greater awareness of the relationship between CLIL and L1
ability in, for example, their admissions process, which involves interactions
and decisions made with the parents/guardians of the child.

In conclusion, this dissertation has contributed to the discussion about
how bilingual education may help shape the language skills of individuals
within a multilingual context (i.e., Finland and the EU). The findings have shed
light on the relationship between CLIL and L1 ability in a Finnish education
context, suggesting that CLIL students do not seem to be disadvantaged in
the present context. Further research is needed in order to gainer a deeper
understanding into how CLIL impacts not only L2 ability and the development
of content knowledge, but also students’ developing skills in their L1, while
considering the impact of SES. M

PETER LAUNONEN
TAMPERE UNIVERSITY
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