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ABSTRACT 

This study analyses differences in first language (L1) ability between students in 
content and language integrated learning (CLIL) and students in mainstream 
education (non-CLIL). The study provides new insights by using multiple methods 
to analyse this relationship in a Finnish secondary education context. The 
dissertation comprises three sub-studies: a small-scale case study (n = 4) (Article I), 
a study concerning L1 oral production (n = 31) (Article II), and a study focusing on 
L1 writing and speaking (n = 30) (Article III). 

The participants in all sub-studies were either 14 or 15-year-old L1 Finnish 
speakers who were enrolled in either CLIL or mainstream education in Finland. The 
data were analysed using quantitative methods in order to assess group-level 
differences in L1 ability and identify correlations between L1 ability and individual 
differences in socioeconomic status (SES) and academic achievement in L1 as a 
subject. Specifically, Article I explores approaches to assessing differences in CLIL 
and non-CLIL students’ performance in both Finnish and English. Article II 
examines lexical access and retrieval in L1 oral production using a verbal fluency 
task and a picture-naming task. Article III analyses students’ L1 writing via a short 
written task based on a prompt question concerning the environment and their L1 
speaking via an elicitation task based on a short comic strip.  

The results suggested that CLIL students are not disadvantaged in terms of L1 
ability in Finnish secondary education CLIL contexts, where L1 use is typically not 
avoided or forbidden. The correlation analyses also underscored the importance of 
accounting for SES in the analysis of L1 ability in both CLIL and mainstream 
education. While the non-CLIL students’ results were suggestive of a positive 
relationship between SES and L1 ability, the CLIL students’ results in L1 ability did 
not clearly reflect differences in SES in either direction. These findings add to the 
growing body of research suggesting that CLIL may help promote equality by 
mitigating the effect that SES has on the development of language skills.  

KEYWORDS: CLIL, L1, bilingual education, bilingualism, multilingualism, 
socioeconomic status 
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TURUN YLIOPISTO 
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TIIVISTELMÄ 

Tämän väitöskirjan tavoitteena on analysoida eroja ensikielen (L1) taidoissa 
kaksikieliseen opetukseen (content and language integrated learning, CLIL) ja 
perinteiseen opetukseen (ei-CLIL) osallistuvien oppilaiden välillä. Tutkimus tuo 
uusia näkemyksiä yhdistämällä useita menetelmiä tämän ilmiön analysoimiseksi 
suomalaisessa koulukontekstissa. Väitöskirja koostuu kolmesta osatutkimuksesta. 
Ensimmäinen osatutkimus on pienimuotoinen tapaustutkimus (n = 4) (Artikkeli I). 
Toinen osatutkimus käsittelee ensikielen suullista tuottamista (n = 31) (Artikkeli II) 
ja kolmas osatutkimus ensikielellä kirjoittamista ja puhumista (n = 30) (Artikkeli III). 

Osallistujat kaikissa osatutkimuksissa olivat joko 14- tai 15-vuotiaita suomea 
ensikielenään puhuvia oppilaita, jotka osallistuivat joko CLIL-opetukseen tai 
perinteiseen opetukseen Suomessa. Aineisto analysoitiin määrällisin menetelmin, 
joilla tutkittiin ryhmätason eroja ensikielen taidoissa sekä korrelaatioita niiden ja 
yksilöllisten erojen välillä esimerkiksi sosioekonomisessa asemassa (socioeconomic 
status, SES) ja akateemisessa suoriutumisessa äidinkielen oppiaineessa. Artikkeli 
I:ssa kartoitettiin menetelmiä, joiden avulla voidaan arvioida eroja CLIL- ja ei-
CLIL- oppilaiden suoriutumisessa sekä suomen että englannin kielessä. Artikkeli 
II:ssa tutkittiin ensikielen suullisen sananhaun ja tunnistuksen tehokkuutta käyttäen 
sanasujuvuustehtävää ja kuvannimeämistehtävää. Artikkeli III:ssa analysoitiin 
oppilaiden ensikielellä kirjoittamista ja puhumista lyhyellä ympäristöä käsittelevällä 
kirjoitustehtävällä ja lyhyellä sarjakuvaan perustuvalla puhetehtävällä. 

Tulokset osoittivat, että CLIL-oppilaat eivät ole heikommassa asemassa L1-
taitojen osalta suomalaisessa yläkoulussa toteutuvassa CLIL-opetuksessa, jossa L1-
käyttöä ei tyypillisesti rajoiteta tai kielletä. Korrelaatioanalyysien tulokset korostivat 
myös SES:n huomioimisen merkitystä sekä CLIL- että ei-CLIL-oppilaiden L1-
taitojen analyysissa. Vaikka ei-CLIL-oppilaiden tuloksissa havaittiin positiivinen 
suhde SES:n ja L1-taitojen välillä, CLIL-oppilaiden L1-taidot eivät selkeästi 
heijastaneet eroja SES:ssä kumpaankaan suuntaan. Tutkimuksen tulokset 
täydentävät kasvavaa tutkimustietoa, jonka mukaan CLIL saattaa edistää tasa-
arvoisuutta lieventämällä SES:n vaikutusta kielitaidon kehittymiseen. 

ASIASANAT: CLIL, L1, kaksikielinen opetus, kaksikielisyys, monikielisyys, 
sosioekonominen asema 
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1 Introduction 

The ability to use a language effectively enables people to function in various 
aspects of their daily lives. In the European Union (EU), having proficiency in 
several languages has become increasingly important considering the emphasis 
given by the EU to multilingualism as an aspect of European identity (European 
Commission, 1995). Although the EU is linguistically diverse in light of its 24 
official languages (European Union, n.d.), some European countries continue to be 
influenced by monolingual nationalism (Guglielmi, 2020), whereby the existence 
of a predominant national language is considered important. However, the 
linguistic context in other countries, such as Luxembourg, is considered to reflect 
multilingualism (de Bres et al., 2019). The EU’s posture on multilingualism also 
alludes to the role played by education systems, asserting that citizens should be 
able to communicate in at least two languages as well as their first language (L1) 
by the end of their compulsory education (European Parliament & Council of the 
European Union, 1998). This focus on multilingualism is not only relevant at a 
political and societal level, but it also reflects a changing trend in applied 
linguistics research and education, whereby language users and students have 
begun to be viewed through a multilingual rather than a monolingual perspective 
(Conteh & Meier, 2014; May, 2014). 

Although proficiency in another language can be facilitated by various factors 
(e.g., family language policies, immigration, etc.), language skills are commonly 
developed through education via the use of different pedagogical approaches. The 
implementation of such an approach can generally be considered a success if it has 
achieved its stated educational aims (e.g., the learning outcomes have been met). 
This is also true for implementations of content and language integrated learning 
(CLIL), where the learning outcomes reflect students’ development of content 
knowledge as well as proficiency in a language that is typically not the learners’ 
L1. In CLIL, content subjects (e.g., science, geography) are taught via the medium 
of a target language (e.g., English), meaning that CLIL students invariably 
participate in less learning via their L1 than non-CLIL students. This has led to 
calls for further research on the possible impact that CLIL may have on L1 ability 
(e.g., Cenoz et al., 2014; Dalton-Puffer, 2011). Taking a societal perspective, 
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understanding what factors may affect L1 ability is important in the EU in light of 
the existing challenges related to, for example, linguistic diversity (e.g., Grindheim 
& Lohndal, 2008; Soldat-Jaffe, 2014), social inclusion (e.g., Bian, 2017; Yagmur, 
2019) and the spread of English (e.g., Gnutzmann et al., 2015). In Finland, 
specifically, balancing conflicting linguistic priorities is also a challenge because 
the country has two official languages (i.e., Finnish and Swedish) – both of which 
are also official languages of the EU – and because there is already a widespread 
use of English in Finland (e.g., Jódar Sánchez & Tuomainen, 2014; Peterson, 
2022). Therefore, seeking to understand the influence that a pedagogical approach 
such as CLIL may have on students’ L1 ability is a relevant field of inquiry that 
contributes to a broader discussion about language policy and education at both the 
national and EU levels. 

1.1 Background of the study 
The present study is focused on an educational context in Finland where CLIL is 
considered to play a role in the development of students’ ability in their second 
language (L2), typically English, as well as their L1 Finnish. This is reflected in the 
term bilingual education, which is the English translation of the Finnish term 
(kaksikielinen opetus) used to refer to CLIL in Finland (e.g., Nikula et al., 2022; 
Wewer, 2020). Given that CLIL emphasises a dual focus (i.e., content and language), 
it is unsurprising that a considerable amount of CLIL studies have focused on 
exploring the effects of this approach on L2 learning (e.g., Goris et al., 2019; Pérez 
Cañado, 2011; Sato & Hemmi, 2022) and content learning (e.g., Fernández-Sanjurjo 
et al., 2017; Meyerhöffer & Dreesmann, 2019; Pérez Cañado, 2018). However, as 
mentioned previously, more research is needed on the possible effects of CLIL on 
L1 ability. 

Before outlining the focus of the present study in detail, it is worth 
acknowledging previous research and findings concerning L1 ability in other similar 
pedagogical approaches, such as immersion. The effect of immersion education on 
L1 ability has been studied in, for example, Canada and Finland. In research focused 
on early Canadian immersion programmes in which English-speaking students 
participated in French-medium education, students in immersion were not found to 
be disadvantaged in L1 ability compared to students in mainstream education (see 
Cummins, 1998, for a summary). Similarly, Swedish-medium immersion 
programmes in Finland have also been found not to have a negative effect on L1 
ability (Elomaa, 2000). Although CLIL and immersion undoubtedly share many 
similarities (Brown & Bradford, 2017; Cenoz, 2015), they can also be distinguished 
as having emerged at different times and in considerably different overarching 
contexts (Nikula & Mård-Miettinen, 2014). Additionally, CLIL is, particularly in the 
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European context, largely associated with implementations in which the target 
language is English (Lasagabaster & Sierra, 2010), contrary to the aforementioned 
immersion programmes. For these reasons, additional research is needed specifically 
in connection with CLIL implementations, which intersects with the overarching aim 
of the present study. Moreover, to the researcher’s knowledge, this is the first study 
concerning this area in which the relationship between CLIL and L1 ability is 
contextualised within a broader discussion about the advantages and costs of bi- or 
multilingualism (see Section 2.4). 

1.2 Aims of the study 
This dissertation aims to shed light on the relationship between CLIL and L1 ability 
in a Finnish education context. The overarching aim and sub-aims of the study are 
illustrated in Figure 1. The purpose of sub-aim 1 is to explore and test methods for 
addressing the overarching research aim of the study. The second and third sub-
aims directly address the relationship between CLIL and different aspects of 
students’ L1 ability. While sub-aim 2 is focused on students’ oral production as 
measured by their ability to access and retrieve (and produce) lexis, sub-aim 3 
targets students’ spoken and written ability in response to elicitation tasks. As 
shown in Figure 1 (on the next page), sub-aim 1 is addressed in Article I, whereas 
sub-aim 2 is addressed in Articles I and II, and sub-aim 3 in Articles I and III (see 
also Section 4, Table 8). Additionally, the empirical findings of all the articles 
address the overarching aim of the study, which is focused on addressing a gap 
regarding the relationship between CLIL and L1 ability, specifically in a Finnish 
education context. The study also contributes to a broader discussion about the role 
that bilingual education (i.e., CLIL) plays in the development of bi- or 
multilingualism in a multilingual context (i.e., the EU).  
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Figure 1.  Relationship between overarching aim, sub-aims and articles in this study. 

The compilation part of this dissertation comprises four chapters. Firstly, the 
theoretical and conceptual framework for the study is presented in Chapter 2. This 
chapter details the theoretical underpinnings of CLIL, critically reviews previous 
research concerning the relationship between CLIL and L1 ability, and 
contextualises the present study within a broader discussion about bi- and 
multilingualism. Secondly, the processes related to data collection and analysis are 
outlined in Chapter 3. This includes a detailed description of the modifications made 
in data collection and analysis methods in light of insights gained by addressing the 
first sub-aim (see Figure 1). Thirdly, the empirical findings emanating from the sub-
studies are presented succinctly in Chapter 4 and then examined in connection with 
previous research in Chapter 5, along with implications for affected stakeholders. 
Limitations of the study are identified and raised in this chapter, while possible 
avenues for future research are also explored and conclusions provided. 

Overarching aim: to shed light on 
the relationship between CLIL and 
L1 ability in a Finnish secondary 

education context 

Sub-aim 1: to 
establish methods 
that can be used to 

address the 
overarching 

research aim 

Addressed in 
Article I 

Sub-aim 2: to 
examine the 
relationship 

between CLIL and 
L1 oral production 

Addressed in 
Article I, II 

Sub-aim 3: to 
examine the 
relationship 

between CLIL and 
writing and 

speaking in L1  

Addressed in 
Article I, III 



 15 

2 Theoretical and Conceptual 
Framework 

The key concepts related to this research, such as CLIL and bi- or multilingualism, 
are explored in this chapter. In addition, the previous research in this area is analysed 
critically, forming the foundation for addressing the aims and choosing the methods 
for use in the present study. 

2.1 Content and language integrated learning 
The pedagogical approach known as content and language integrated learning 
(CLIL) emerged in Europe in the 1990s, although it is now widely employed in 
various contexts around the world (e.g., Banegas, 2019; Itoi, 2024; Turner, 2013). 
The fundamental premise of CLIL is the teaching of a subject (e.g., science) in a 
target language with the aim of students learning the content while also improving 
their proficiency in the target language. That said, this principle of integrating 
language with content is not a new phenomenon. Since 1965, French immersion 
programmes in Canada have aimed to promote the development of anglophone 
students’ French language skills via French-medium instruction of curriculum 
content (Cummins & Swain, 1986). In light of the success of these programmes, 
Swedish-language immersion programmes were introduced in Finland in 1987 
(Björklund, 2019), and then CLIL education also commenced in Finland after the 
Basic Education Act was amended in 1991 (Laki peruskoululain muuttamisesta 
261/1991).  

Although CLIL and immersion are often considered distinct from one another1, 
the approaches share considerable conceptual overlap and finding a universally 
accepted distinction between them has proved challenging (Brown & Bradford, 
2017; Cenoz, 2015; Dalton-Puffer et al., 2014; Nikula & Mård-Miettinen, 2014). 
Consequently, it is not within the scope of the current study to attempt to distinguish 

 
 
1  In Finland, immersion education is often referred to as kielikylpy (literally language 

bath), whereas CLIL is typically known as kaksikielinen opetus (literally bilingual 
teaching). 
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CLIL from immersion and related concepts such as English-medium instruction 
(EMI) and content-based instruction (CBI). Instead, any specific instances of 
implementations that are discussed reflect the labels they have been given either in 
research or by the corresponding educational authority. 
 On a conceptual level, one of the pillars of CLIL education is a recognition of 
the role of the 4Cs: content, communication, cognition and culture. Rather than 
existing in isolation, in CLIL there is considered to be an “interrelationship between 
content (subject matter), communication (language), cognition (learning and 
thinking) and culture (social awareness of self and ‘otherness’)” (Coyle, 2007, p. 
550). As depicted in Figure 2, CLIL is taken to function on the basis of a symbiosis 
of these four elements, while also acknowledging the importance of context in 
learning (Coyle et al., 2010). As discussed by Llinares (2024), the communicative 
context in CLIL promotes the emergence of functional language choices being made 
by students (and teachers), facilitating the creation of meaning in the classroom. 

 
Figure 2.  The 4Cs framework of CLIL (adapted from Coyle et al., 2010, p. 41). 

The intertwined roles of language and context are reflected in the language 
triptych (Coyle et al., 2010), which was later expanded by Banegas and Mearns 
(2023) into the language quadriptych. The language quadriptych distinguishes 
students’ language needs across different learning contexts that are relevant to CLIL 
education; namely, language of learning (i.e., subject-specific language needed to 
communicate about the content and topics), language for learning (i.e., classroom 
language learners need to negotiate meaning and complete tasks), language through 
learning (i.e., language that arises from students’ use of the vehicular language for 

Context 

Communication 

Content 

Culture 

Cognition 
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learning), and language about learning (i.e., language that learners use to reflect on 
and discuss their learning). The type of language that is developed in (and needed 
for) CLIL can also be conceptualised in accordance with the distinction made 
between basic interpersonal communication skills (BICS) and cognitive academic 
language proficiency (CALP) (see Cummins, 2000). The use of BICS is considered 
to comprise informal, contextualised language that can be learned relatively quickly 
(e.g., Write your name at the top of the page), whereas CALP refers to the language 
required to understand and communicate abstract ideas where the context is not 
immediately clear (e.g. Evaluate the issue and justify your perspective). Another 
important dimension related to language in CLIL classes concerns cognitive 
discourse functions (CDFs). As outlined by Dalton-Puffer (2016), the CDF construct 
encompasses seven CDFs that are represented by the following verbs: classify, 
define, describe, evaluate, explain, explore and report. Representing communicative 
intentions that concern both learners and teachers, CDFs emerge in order to help 
humans “deal with cognitive content for the purpose of learning, representing and 
exchanging knowledge” (Dalton-Puffer, 2016, p. 31). Recent studies have 
highlighted the pedagogical benefits of integrating CDFs into CLIL teaching (Gerns, 
2023a; Gerns, 2023b), while also identifying differences in students’ use of CDFs 
across subjects (Evnitskaya & Dalton-Puffer, 2020; Llinares & Nikula, 2023). 

On the surface, one of the main differences between CLIL and mainstream 
education is the use of a target language (e.g., an L2) for instruction and as part of 
the aforementioned language quadriptych. From a cognitive or psycholinguistic 
perspective, this naturally leads to CLIL students having a higher amount of target-
language input (see Krashen, 1982; VanPatten & Oikkenon, 1996) and output (see 
Swain, 1985) than students in mainstream education. However, given the dialogic 
nature of the relationship between the teacher and the students and amongst the 
students themselves, interaction (see Long, 1996) is also considered to play an 
important role in second language acquisition (SLA) in CLIL (Dalton-Puffer, 2011; 
Klewitz, 2021). Adopting a sociocultural lens, this process of acquisition (or 
learning) can also be conceptualised as arising through social interaction, mediation 
and internalisation in the learner’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) (see 
Vygotsky, 1978). In terms of foreign language pedagogy, CLIL shares principles 
with some other approaches within the field of teaching English to speakers of other 
languages (TESOL). For instance, the focus on communication and context also 
exists in communicative language teaching (CLT) (e.g., Chunliu & Guangsheng, 
2025) and task-based learning (TBL) (e.g., Alasal, 2025). Nevertheless, as a form of 
bilingual education comprising a dual focus on content and language, CLIL can be 
largely distinguished from other approaches in TESOL in which the focus is almost 
exclusively on language and communication, with minimal emphasis placed on 
content learning. 
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An implementation of CLIL education can be described in terms of its 
pedagogical focus on a continuum with content-driven on one end and language-
driven on the other (Met, 1999), terms which have also been conceptualised as hard 
CLIL and soft CLIL, respectively (e.g., Ikeda, 2022). A content-driven 
implementation (i.e., hard CLIL) is one in which the outcomes, teaching and 
assessment are oriented more towards content (e.g., geography) than language (e.g., 
English), whereas in a language-driven CLIL class (i.e., soft CLIL) the overarching 
pedagogical focus is on the development of students’ target language skills, for 
which content is used as a tool. Consequently, soft CLIL can be offered as part (or 
instead) of language lessons, unlike hard CLIL. In addition to the content-language 
continuum, the present study proposes that a continuum can also be considered to 
exist with respect to the amount of L1 use in a CLIL implementation. Given that one 
of the central ideas underpinning CLIL is the use of another language (e.g., an L2), 
and that the purpose for doing so is to promote the development of students’ 
language skills, the amount of L1 use that teachers (and students) can or should 
employ in a given CLIL implementation merits consideration. On the one hand, 
having no L1 use in teaching allows for total immersion and extensive target 
language exposure for students, a practice which is consistent with some approaches 
in TESOL such as the direct method (Benati, 2018). On the other hand, there may 
also be pedagogical benefits associated with using the students’ existing language 
skills (e.g., L1) to facilitate learning, as has been discussed extensively in research 
on translanguaging (e.g., García, 2011; Itoi, 2024; Nikula & Moore, 2016; Tsuchiya, 
2019). In brief, translanguaging refers to “the complex language practices of 
plurilingual individuals and communities, as well as the pedagogical approaches that 
use those complex practices” (García & Li, 2014, p. 20). As alluded to in Figure 3 
(on the next page), the decisions taken in relation to the emphasis on content or 
language, as well as L1 use in class, can have considerable pedagogical implications 
for a given CLIL implementation. 

Although all CLIL implementations reflect some shared principles, such as the 
use of another language as the medium of instruction and an emphasis on the 4Cs, 
there is also considerable variation in the overarching contexts within which CLIL 
education takes place, even within the EU alone (see, e.g., Gülle & Nikula, 2024). 
For instance, there are CLIL implementations in regions of Spain that have been 
categorised as either monolingual (Pérez Cañado, 2018) or multilingual (San Isidro 
& Lasagabaster, 2018). Differences also exist in the amount of target language use 
in class (or in a curriculum) across implementations or education systems. There are 
CLIL contexts in which the percentage of target-language instruction has been 
deemed to be, for example, 20% (Merisuo-Storm, 2007), 50% (Admiraal et al., 2006) 
or even close to 100% (Lim Falk, 2019). 
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Figure 3.  The content-language and L1 use continua. 

It is worth noting that while the vehicular language in European CLIL contexts 
is typically English, there are also CLIL implementations in which the target 
language is not English (e.g., Bulté et al., 2022; Serra, 2007). However, particularly 
in those cases where English is the vehicular language, there are additional 
contextual considerations that may affect the development of language skills 
differently in some implementations compared to others. Firstly, the level of 
extramural exposure to English is not comparable between, for example, Spain and 
Finland. In Spain, media such as television and cinema have traditionally been 
dubbed into Spanish (Matamala et al., 2017) instead of opting for subtitles, which 
has been the main approach in Finland (Schurz & Sundqvist, 2022). Apart from such 
audiovisual input, extramural exposure includes other formats, such as video games 
and social media (Sundqvist, 2024). Although studies comparing Finland and Spain 
directly are scarce, teenage Spanish students have been found to have less extramural 
exposure to English than teenage students in Denmark (Muñoz & Cadierno, 2021), 
another Nordic country. It is worth considering the influence of such differences in 
exposure to English in different contexts on students’ overall English-learning 
journey, which takes place partly via formal education and partly outside the 
classroom. Secondly, the use of English as a lingua franca (ELF) varies considerably 
across countries even within the EU. While this practice has been largely adopted in, 
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for example, Finland and Sweden (Peterson & Beers, 2023), the process of adopting 
English for such purposes in Spain has been slow (Tabuenca-Cuevas, 2016). To sum 
up, despite the theoretical and methodological similarities across CLIL 
implementations, the inherent contextual differences that exist render direct 
comparisons challenging, even among implementations from within a single region 
(e.g., the EU). For this reason, it is crucial to consider the contextual factors of each 
implementation carefully when aiming to draw conclusions about the role of CLIL 
in, for example, the development of students’ language skills. 

2.2 Research on the relationship between CLIL 
and L1 ability 

Since the emergence of CLIL in the 1990s, researchers have expressed an interest in 
understanding the impact that CLIL education may have on the development of 
students’ L1 ability. For instance, Airey (2004) discussed the increasing tendency to 
utilise English instead of Swedish for content teaching in Sweden, thereby raising 
concerns about the possible impact of CLIL on both L1 ability and content learning. 
Although the need for further research on the relationship between CLIL and L1 
ability has been reiterated by various researchers (e.g., Cenoz et al., 2014; Dalton-
Puffer, 2011; Pérez Cañado, 2011; San Isidro & Lasagabaster, 2018), the 
accumulated research in this area remains meagre and has not led to a clear 
understanding of the effect of CLIL education on L1 ability. This discrepancy in 
results is somewhat unsurprising, given the aforementioned contextual variation that 
exists among CLIL implementations. 

Early studies aiming to shed light on the relationship between CLIL and L1 
ability were conducted in a variety of European contexts. For instance, Seikkula-
Leino (2007) investigated the effect of CLIL on students’ L1 ability (i.e., Finnish) in 
a primary education context in Finland by evaluating school success using a test 
covering L1 writing and reading, together with school grades, while also considering 
verbal and non-verbal intelligence. In that CLIL implementation, 40-70% of 
instruction was delivered in an L2 (i.e., English). The study found that CLIL students 
were not disadvantaged in terms of content learning or L1 ability, despite indicating 
that the CLIL group had fewer overachievers (i.e., students whose performance 
exceeded expectations based on their level of intelligence) than the non-CLIL group. 
In another study in Finland, Merisuo-Storm (2007) explored the impact of CLIL on 
L1 literacy skills, among other phenomena, in a primary education setting. In that 
study, the development of students’ literacy skills was analysed at three intervals 
using tests aimed at highlighting differences in reading accuracy, speed and 
comprehension. In comparing a CLIL group that received 20% of its instruction in 
English with a control group only taught in Finnish, she found that the CLIL students 
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performed at least as well as the non-CLIL students in both L1 reading speed and 
comprehension.  

In the Netherlands, Admiraal et al. (2006) investigated L1 ability in a CLIL 
context involving Dutch students in the first four years of secondary education. In 
that CLIL provision, 50% of the lessons were taught in an L2 (i.e., English). In order 
to gauge L1 ability, students’ performance in end-of-year exams in their L1 (i.e., 
Dutch) as a subject was analysed in connection with their participation in CLIL. The 
results suggested that CLIL education did not have a negative effect on students’ 
performance in their exams in Dutch. Although these early studies all suggested that 
CLIL students are not at a disadvantage in terms of L1 ability compared to non-CLIL 
students, it is important to note that there were differences in the approaches used to 
assess L1 (e.g., productive skills, receptive skills, performance in school exams, 
school grades), not all key variables, such as socioeconomic status (SES), were 
considered in all the studies, and there was considerable contextual variation among 
the CLIL implementations (e.g., primary or secondary education, the amount of L2 
use). 

As the accumulated CLIL research has continued to expand, a number of 
criticisms have emerged in terms of research aims and the choice of variables 
included in studies. For instance, Pérez Cañado (2011) raised various shortcomings 
of previous CLIL research, calling for future studies to guarantee homogeneity of 
samples (i.e., comparability of CLIL and non-CLIL groups on the basis of individual 
differences) and explore additional variables, such as SES, which has often been 
measured in terms of parents’ education level (e.g., Anghel et al., 2015; Pérez 
Cañado, 2018, 2019; Rascón Moreno & Bretones Callejas, 2018). Parents’ education 
level has also emerged as an important factor influencing selection into CLIL in the 
Finnish context, as discussed by Aro and Mikkilä-Erdmann (2014) and Merisuo-
Storm (2007). Moreover, concerns have previously been raised about the selection 
of students in CLIL programmes (Bruton, 2011, 2013), arguing that such 
programmes may be implicitly restrictive and elitist. Thus, accounting for SES, 
ensuring homogeneity, and exploring the impact of selection in CLIL programmes, 
have become important considerations in subsequent CLIL research, including, but 
not limited to, the research that relates to the impact of CLIL on L1 ability (e.g., 
Pérez Cañado, 2018; San Isidro & Lasagabaster, 2018). 

In research conducted in northwestern Spain, San Isidro and Lasagabaster (2018) 
focused on the impact of a small-scale CLIL implementation (i.e., only one subject 
was taught via English) on students’ ability in their L1/L2 (i.e., Spanish/Galician) 
and their English as a third language (L3) in a multilingual region of Spain. In order 
to control for selection bias due to SES, the study focused on a school in a rural 
region of northwestern Spain, where SES is considered to vary less than in urban 
areas. The authors found that students in the CLIL group outperformed students in 
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the non-CLIL group in L1 ability. Similarly, in a study conducted in another 
multilingual region of Spain (i.e., Basque Country), Merino and Lasagabaster (2015) 
found CLIL students not to be disadvantaged in terms of L1 ability in a CLIL 
implementation in which the target language (i.e., English) was used 22.5% of the 
time. That said, SES was not analysed in connection with the results of that study 
(Merino & Lasagabaster, 2015). Moreover, the use of a regional school rather than 
accounting for SES in all students individually renders the conclusions found by San 
Isidro and Lasagabaster (2018) less compelling than those of other studies that have 
used, for example, parents’ education level as a proxy for SES (Pérez Cañado, 2018, 
2019; Rascón Moreno & Bretones Callejas, 2018). Students’ SES was also not 
accounted for in the results of a study by Navarro-Pablo and López Gándara (2019), 
who studied the impact of a large-scale CLIL implementation (i.e., at least 50% of 
instruction was in the target language) on L1 in a mix of primary and secondary 
education settings in southern Spain. Verbal intelligence and motivation were used 
to homogenise the sample, and the results indicated that CLIL students outperformed 
non-CLIL students in L1 (i.e., Spanish) as a subject (Navarro-Pablo & López 
Gándara, 2019). These results seem to contrast with those of Anghel et al. (2015), 
who found a clear negative effect on scores in a standardised end-of-year test held 
in the students’ L1 Spanish (but not specifically focused on language skills) for 
primary school CLIL students whose parents had less than upper secondary 
education. That study comprised a CLIL implementation in which around 40% of 
the instruction was in the target language (i.e., English). Together, these studies 
illustrate the importance of considering SES in future studies concerning the 
relationship between CLIL and L1 ability.  

In a comprehensive study comprising large-scale implementations of CLIL (i.e., 
at least 50% of instruction was in the target language) from southern Spain, Pérez 
Cañado (2018) sought to guarantee the homogeneity of participant groups in terms 
of motivation and verbal intelligence, while also factoring in SES. The multivariate 
analysis revealed that higher L1 ability was linked to higher SES in both the CLIL 
and non-CLIL groups at primary and secondary education levels. Importantly, CLIL 
participation was not found to affect L1 competence in that study, a finding which is 
consistent with a later study by Barrios (2021) in a comparable context. That said, 
the finding by Pérez Cañado (2018) concerning SES and L1 ability contrasts with 
the results from another study from Spain (Lorenzo et al., 2021) in which higher SES 
was found to correspond to higher L1 test scores among non-CLIL students, but not 
among CLIL students. The contrast in results among the aforementioned studies 
could be attributable to differences in data collection, whereby the studies by Pérez 
Cañado (2018) and Lorenzo et al. (2021) used different tests to approximate L1 
ability, while Barrios (2021) examined students’ attainment in L1 as a subject. 
Nevertheless, the results obtained by Lorenzo et al. (2021) suggest that CLIL may 
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mitigate the impact of SES on L1 ability2. CLIL’s role in reducing the impact of SES 
on performance has been referred to as a potential levelling effect of CLIL (Halbach 
& Iwaniec, 2020; Iwaniec & Halbach, 2021). The fact that CLIL students’ L1 results 
would be less subject to variation on the basis of SES than those of non-CLIL 
students is also reflective of an earlier study conducted by Rascón Moreno and 
Bretones Callejas (2018).  

Although recent studies concerning the relationship between CLIL and L1 ability 
have mostly been conducted in Spain, research aiming to shed light on this 
phenomenon has also been conducted in Sweden. In a study focused on the 
development of upper secondary level students’ academic vocabulary in L1 Swedish, 
Holmberg (2019) found that students in the CLIL group with virtually no instruction 
in their L1 demonstrated weaker development in L1 academic vocabulary compared 
to both the non-CLIL group and another CLIL group in which L1 use was also 
employed during class. Comparing similar groupings (i.e., a non-CLIL group and 
two different CLIL groups in upper secondary education), Lim Falk (2019) found 
that students in the CLIL group with essentially no L1 use produced more errors in 
L1 academic writing than students in the other two groups. Conversely, in a further 
study conducted in Sweden (Ohlsson, 2021), no such differences were found to exist 
among similar groups to those used in the aforementioned studies. This discrepancy 
in results is complicated by the fact that variables such as SES were not consistently 
included or accounted for. That said, these studies were all conducted in an 
overarching linguistic context that is comparable to the one used in the present study. 
For instance, the use of ELF is common in both Sweden and Finland (Peterson & 
Beers, 2023), which means that Finns and Swedes are quite likely to have experience 
using English as the primary language of communication with speakers of other 
languages. Additionally, Finland and Sweden are countries in which media such as 
television programmes and cinema have traditionally been displayed in the original 
version without resorting to dubbing (Schurz & Sundqvist, 2022), constituting a 
source of considerable extramural exposure. When combining a CLIL 
implementation with limited L1 exposure (or use) and a strong practice of using ELF, 
along with a high level of extramural exposure to English, the distinction between 
L1 and L2 may become unclear. Such cases highlight the need to consider the 
relationship between CLIL and L1 ability as part of a broader discussion about bi- 
and multilingualism. 

 
 
2  It is also worth noting that in the study by Lorenzo et al. (2021), the cohort comprising 

high-SES non-CLIL students had higher scores in the L1 test than all other cohorts from 
either CLIL or non-CLIL. 
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2.3 CLIL and plurilingualism in Finland’s basic 
education 

Finland is a multilingual country with two official languages (Finnish and Swedish), 
in addition to the widespread use of English, particularly as a lingua franca (see, 
e.g., Laitinen et al., 2023; Leppänen et al., 2011). Despite the rising demand for 
schools to provide education via the medium of English, school principals and 
education specialists have also emphasised the importance of proficiency in the 
Finnish language for participation in Finnish society (Peltoniemi et al., 2018; 
Pöyhönen et al., 2024). As a form of bilingual education in Finland, CLIL has been 
utilised to promote the development of target language skills and content knowledge 
via implementations with varying degrees of target-language use. All CLIL 
implementations in Finland are defined by the national core curriculum as either 
large scale, where at least 25% of instruction is in the target language, or small scale, 
where less than 25% of instruction is in the target language (Finnish National Agency 
for Education, 2014). The target language in CLIL implementations in Finland is 
most commonly English (Pöyhönen et al., 2024). In basic education in Finland, CLIL 
is offered from grade one through nine, covering primary and lower-secondary 
education, in diverse regions of Finland (Pöyhönen et al., 2024). During the 2021-
2022 school year, 4,906 students participated in English-medium bilingual education 
(i.e., CLIL) in basic education in Finland, with the majority being in the country’s 
main cities (Pöyhönen et al., 2024). 

Language education in Finland is reflective of guidelines and definitions outlined 
in the Common European Framework of Reference for languages (CEFR). The 
CEFR (Council of Europe, 2020) outlines six main levels of language competence 
grouped into three categories: basic user (A1 and A2), independent user (B1 and B2), 
and proficient user (C1 and C2). Moreover, multilingualism is defined as the 
“coexistence of different languages at the social or individual level” (Council of 
Europe, 2020, p. 30), whereas plurilingualism denotes the “dynamic and developing 
linguistic repertoire of an individual user/learner” (Council of Europe, 2020, p. 30). 
Given that this repertoire encompasses uneven levels of competence in different 
languages, a speaker’s plurilingual competence, therefore, refers to their ability to 
switch between and utilise all their linguistic resources for various communicative 
aims (Council of Europe, 2020). As a consequence, plurilingualism has considerable 
implications for CLIL education in Finland, where learners have various levels of 
proficiency in not only the target language (e.g., English), but also in national 
languages (i.e., Finnish, Swedish) and any other languages a student may speak or 
study. In terms of pedagogy, while practices such as differentiation can be used to 
help CLIL students with specific individual learning needs (e.g., Roiha, 2012), 
approaches such as translanguaging can be used to harness a student’s full linguistic 
repertoire to promote learning in CLIL (e.g., Amondarain-Garrido & Ruiz de Zarobe, 
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2024; Nikula & Moore, 2016). To sum up, as a form of bilingual education in 
Finland, CLIL education embraces the framework provided by the CEFR to support 
the development of learners’ plurilingual competence in an overarching multilingual 
context. 

2.4 Bilingualism, multilingualism, and 
translanguaging 

Broadly speaking, child bilingualism can generally be categorised as either 
simultaneous or sequential. In simultaneous bilingualism, a child acquires two (or 
even three) languages at the same time (Grosjean, 2010), starting from the moment 
when acquisition is deemed to begin. Conversely, sequential (or successive) 
bilingualism refers to those cases in which a child learns a second language after 
having started learning their first (Paradis et al., 2011). This could include cases 
where a child learns different languages at home and in society. Sequential 
bilingualism can also refer to a situation in which a language is acquired through 
immersion or CLIL education. That said, an instance of sequential bilingualism may 
also be defined as additive or subtractive, depending on whether the addition of a 
new language is considered to complement or hinder the child’s first language 
(Enstice, 2017; Pliiddemann, 2013). Even if a child is initially considered bilingual, 
their linguistic profile could later be affected by other factors, such as immigration, 
modifications in language practices by parents, educational opportunities, and 
personal choices concerning language use. Moreover, further possible categories of 
bilingualism exist, including heritage language speakers (e.g., Hernandez Santacruz 
et al., 2025) and late bilingualism in adults (e.g., Vega-Mendoza et al., 2015). 

Alongside the aforementioned types of bilingualism, an alternative framework 
for conceptualising bi- and multilingualism has emerged, aiming to treat each of a 
speaker’s languages not as a separate system but rather as integrated parts of a whole. 
This change in perspective reflects the advent of the multilingual turn in research, 
symbolising a shift away from applied linguistics research couched in a monolingual 
perspective of language learning (Conteh & Meier, 2014; May, 2014). This 
perspective aims to characterise languages as part of a symbiotic and dynamic 
system, not existing independently from each other or from the people who speak 
them (Meier, 2017). Importantly, in light of the multilingual turn, learners are 
considered to be multilinguals (i.e., multilingual practitioners) rather than only 
becoming bi- or multilinguals in the future after having achieved a certain level of 
proficiency (Meier, 2017). This shift towards a multilingual perspective aligns with 
assumptions in both psycholinguistics, where bilinguals are considered to operate 
within an integrated system (e.g., Grosjean, 1989), and socioconstructivist 
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approaches, which emphasise the socially mediated nature of language learning (e.g., 
Lantolf, 2011).  

However, adopting a multilingual perspective is not necessarily applicable in all 
cases. Given that the present study is carried out in the context of an implementation 
of bilingual education (i.e., CLIL) in an overarching multilingual context (i.e., 
Finland), it is worth scrunitising the notion that everyone is multilingual by way of 
logic and examples in order to establish a baseline theoretical understanding for use 
in this dissertation. To begin with, if everyone is to be considered multilingual, then 
the terms monolingual, bilingual and multilingual could all be considered redundant 
and fall into disuse (e.g., a multilingual individual would simply be an individual). 
If this were to occur, it would complicate the process of understanding and 
discussing differences in speakers on the basis of language proficiency. This can be 
illustrated by way of an example comprising two speakers: Student A and Student 
B. Students A and B both participate in a Chinese language class in Spain; Student 
A is a balanced bilingual speaker of Spanish and English, whereas Student B speaks 
Spanish as their native language, and English only at an elementary (i.e., A1-A2) 
level according to the CEFR. Both students have now begun learning Chinese. It 
might be misleading and unhelpful to label both students as multilingual, completely 
disregarding the enormous gap in language skills between the two speakers. Using 
the term bilingual for Student A would, arguably, be much more helpful in 
understanding the differences between the two students, who may have considerably 
different cognitive (Białecka et al., 2023) and language learning abilities (Antoniou 
et al., 2015). As a consequence, it would seem practical and helpful to use, for 
example, language proficiency to define where monolingualism ends and bi- or 
multilingualism begins (Edwards, 2012). This means that low-level learners or 
speakers who cannot, for example, function in a given linguistic environment would 
not be considered bi- or multilingual. 

At this stage, it is also worthwhile acknowledging the concept of translanguaging 
and its relationship to bi- or multilingualism. As summarised by Li (2018), 
translanguaging can be conceptualised as a dynamic, integrated practice of using 
different languages, and as a process for building knowledge. One of its implications 
for education is that it challenges classroom practices such as the strict use of the 
target language and the strict separation of languages (Li, 2018). Moreover, 
translanguaging scholars highlight that communication is multimodal and semiotic 
(e.g., García & Li, 2014; Li, 2018), which challenges the practice of viewing named 
languages (e.g., Spanish, Chinese) as fixed, separate entities, thus calling into 
question earlier interpretations of bi- and multilingualism (e.g., Li & García, 2017). 
Addressing this claim would require an extensive discussion about the meaning (or 
meanings) of language, which is not within the scope of the present study. Moreover, 
this dissertation aims to address an existing gap in research by focussing on exploring 
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questions that presuppose clear boundaries between languages (e.g., L1 and L2), 
which is why it is not useful to consider a perspective of language that does not 
support such an understanding. That said, it is worth considering the pedagogical 
role that translanguaging may play in a discussion about L1 ability in CLIL contexts. 
In translanguaging research, bi- and multilinguals are considered to possess a single 
linguistic system, rather than separate systems for, for example, L1 and L2 (García 
& Li, 2014). This perspective has implications for CLIL classrooms, where teachers 
can, with the use of translanguaging as a tool, aim to harness the entirety of a 
student’s linguistic repertoire simultaneously, rather than strictly adhering to the use 
of an L1 or L2 at a given time. This can allow teachers to clarify meaning and 
emphasise communication in ways that may not be facilitated by a strict use of the 
target language. 

However, even though translanguaging has clear pedagogical applications for 
CLIL education (e.g., Amondarain-Garrido & Ruiz de Zarobe, 2024; Nikula & 
Moore, 2016; Wong & Tian, 2025) and is considered reflective of bi- and 
multilinguals’ natural communicative tendencies (Ai et al., 2022; Suarez, 2023), not 
emphasising the separation between languages may actually conflict with the present 
social reality, leading to the type of “cognitive dissonance” alluded to by Nikula and 
Moore (2016, p. 239). For instance, while Finnish and Swedish are both official 
languages in Finland, these two languages are clearly separated in government-
related contexts (e.g., forms, documents, interviews), in the media (e.g., Finnish or 
Swedish-language programmes and newspapers), and, to a lesser extent, in education 
(e.g., Finnish or Swedish language matriculation exams). Similarly, in professional 
contexts, if someone is hired to provide services in, for example, Finnish, 
translanguaging practices such as borrowing a term from Swedish may not be an 
appropriate or helpful solution in practice. This means that the bi- or multilingual 
speaker would need to control their (natural) urge to translanguage in such 
circumstances. Additionally, interpretations of linguistic competence in the EU are 
reflective of the CEFR (European Parliament & Council of the European Union, 
1998), which distinguishes between separate languages (e.g., English, French) and 
levels (e.g., B2 or C1). Admittedly, a distinction has been drawn between strong and 
weak versions of translanguaging, whereby the former considers speakers to contain 
one all-encompassing linguistic repertoire and the latter acknowledges boundaries 
between named languages (García & Lin, 2017). In sum, while this study recognises 
the contributions of translanguaging research in terms of its implications for 
classroom practice, its relevance in shedding light on the overall relationship 
between CLIL and ability in a named language (i.e., Finnish) is limited, particularly 
insofar as the strong version of translanguaging is concerned. 

Another approach to understanding what is meant by bi- or multilingualism 
includes considering the possible effects of bi- or multilingualism on the speakers 
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themselves. Having been explored extensively in research, bilingualism has been 
associated with benefits in various domains, such as cognition (Białecka et al., 2023), 
adaptability in different situations (Bialystok et al., 2012), aptitude in language 
learning (Antoniou et al., 2015) and narrative skills (Haman et al., 2017). However, 
when isolating and focusing on the L1 of bilinguals, researchers have identified 
linguistic costs associated with bilingualism in aspects of L1 such as oral production 
(Baus et al., 2013), vocabulary size (Siow et al., 2023), access to low-frequency 
words (Gollan et al., 2008; Ivanova & Costa, 2008), and lexical processing (Bylund 
et al., 2019). As discussed by Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008), the L1 ability of bilinguals 
may also be influenced by additional phenomena such as reverse transfer, L1 attrition 
or, for example, an incomplete acquisition of L1 in some cases (e.g., heritage 
speakers). Bilinguals also appear to be more subject to tip-of-the-tongue moments 
(TOTs) (Gollan et al., 2013; Kreiner & Degani, 2015) – a TOT can be defined as the 
experience of struggling to access a word despite having it in one’s memory (Cleary, 
2017). As CLIL can be considered to make a contribution to students’ bi- or 
multilingualism, the relationship between CLIL and L1 ability can be placed within 
a broader discussion about the possible bilingual costs (to L1) of participating in 
bilingual education (e.g., CLIL). This study establishes this connection between 
CLIL and bi- or multilingualism and furthers the discussion about the benefits and 
costs of bilingualism and bilingual education. 
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3 Data and Methods 

The data and methods of the present study are presented in this chapter. Firstly, the 
philosophical orientation and methodological approach employed in this study are 
discussed in Section 3.1, together with a summary of the ethical considerations 
concerning data collection. An overview of the data and methodological framework 
is provided in Table 1. Then, the participants are described in Section 3.2, after which 
the procedures for data collection and analysis are outlined in Sections 3.3 and 3.4, 
respectively.  

3.1 Philosophy, methodology, and ethical review 
Before proceeding to outline the data and methods in detail, it is worth briefly 
discussing the philosophical orientation that has informed this study. Firstly, it 
should be noted that academic research conducted by humans does not emerge of its 
own accord. At all stages of a study, the researcher, guided by their existing 
knowledge and interests, is forced to make decisions concerning the choice of topic, 
the selection of literature to review, the generation of research questions, and, for 
example, the selection of methods. This suggests that the researcher’s own 
subjectivity, or reflexivity (see, e.g., Consoli & Ganassin, 2023), is ultimately 
inseparable from the research process. This is further complicated in applied 
linguistics research (e.g., the present study) where abstract notions such as language 
and learning are scrutinised.  

From an ontological perspective, which is concerned with understanding both 
concrete and abstract conceptualisations of reality (Effingham, 2013), the present 
study aims to elucidate a phenomenon that is partly shaped by human interpretations. 
The process of seeking to understand reality also concerns the field of epistemology, 
which focuses on answering questions related to what is meant by knowledge (Audi, 
2010). In brief, the philosophical orientation of the present study can be said to be 
reflective of a kind of philosophical materialism, according to which existence 
(including the existence of abstract notions) is intricately connected to matter (Pérez-
Jara et al., 2022), and realism, which assumes the objective existence of the world 
regardless of our thoughts about it (Glanzberg, 2025). The relevance of these notions 
in the present study can be illustrated via the following logical deduction: even if 
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human languages can be deemed to be socially constructed (e.g., Chen, 2015; Li & 
García, 2017, 2022), this process of construction would ultimately be carried out by 
humans operating within the parameters established by physics and biology; as a 
corollary, any named language (e.g., English, Finnish, Spanish) emerging within 
those material (i.e., physical and biological) parameters can, despite being shaped by 
immaterial (e.g., social) factors, be considered to exist in the material world.  

Thus, the overarching perspective adopted in this study stands in contrast to 
views on language that are reflective of postmodernism, which can be considered not 
necessarily a theory itself but rather an amalgamation of ideas that “calls attention to 
different ways of knowing and thinking and to new forms of representation and 
communication” (Arai, 2023, p. 5343). The contrast between the orientation guiding 
the present study and an orientation grounded in postmodernism is illustrated clearly 
by Pennycook, (2006) who referred to “precisely such materialism and realism that 
… postmodernism seeks to challenge, attempting either to invert this relationship or 
collapse it all together (making language, discourse, ideology, and culture primary 
sites of how the world is organized and understood)” (p. 61). Rather than aligning 
with a perspective that seeks to bring about such a change, the present study aims to 
understand and depict reality as it exists within the confines of the material world. 
Consequently, although this study is deeply couched within a social science tradition 
where it is often difficult to establish a connection between research findings and a 
materialist framework, it acknowledges that such a connection is likely to exist 
irrespective of humans’ current ability to perceive it. In doing so, the study invariably 
alludes to the challenges of using a postmodernist lens to understand the connection 
between human languages and reality. 

In terms of methodology, a considerable challenge of conducting research with 
students and data from a specific classroom context concerns the selection of 
appropriate methods that can realistically address the chosen research questions, 
given the natural limitations that a classroom imposes on sampling possibilities and 
sample sizes. Moreover, classroom-based research is often focussed on 
understanding phenomena that do not require strictly quantitative methods, even 
though such methods can lead to greater systematicity and facilitate data analysis 
(Plonsky, 2017). As outlined in Table 1, these challenges have been responded to in 
the present study by using various data collection methods to shed light on L1 ability, 
including: a verbal fluency task (VFT), a picture-naming task (PNT), a writing 
elicitation task, a speaking elicitation task, students’ self-evaluations and their grades 
in their L1 as a subject (L1 grades). Consequently, the approach in this study 
constitutes a form of methodological triangulation, which refers to the use of 
multiple methods of data collection to elucidate the same phenomenon (Riazi & 
Candlin, 2014; Sántha & Malomsoki-Sántha, 2023). Given that triangulation reduces 
a researchers’ reliance on any particular method or dataset, adopting such an 
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approach is considered to have a positive impact on the validity and credibility of a 
given study (Meydan & Akkaş, 2024). 

Table 1.  Overview of data and methodological framework. 

Aims of the 
present study Title of article Data collection Data analysis and 

rationale 

Sub-aim 1:  
 
to establish 
methods that 
can be used to 
address the 
overarching 
research aim in a 
Finnish context 
 

Exploring the 
Relationship 
between CLIL 
and L1 Ability 
in Finland: 
Analyzing 
Written and 
Oral 
Production 

n = 4 (2 CLIL, 2 non-CLIL) 
 
Written responses to a prompt 
question about the environment 
in L1 and L2. Oral responses to 
VFTs and PNTs in L1 and L2. 
Language backgrounds, SES, 
and self-assessments in L1 and 
L2. 

A small-scale case study 
approach was used to 
compare participants’ 
responses, backgrounds 
and self-assessments, in 
order to explore research 
methods (sub-aim 1) while 
also addressing sub-aim 
1, 2 and the overarching 
research aim (see Section 
1.2). 

Sub-aim 2: 
 
to examine the 
relationship 
between CLIL 
and L1 oral 
production 

Examining L1 
ability in a 
Finnish 
secondary 
education 
context: a 
comparison of 
CLIL and non-
CLIL students’ 
oral production 

n = 31 (12 CLIL, 19 non-CLIL) 
 
Oral responses to a VFT and a 
PNT in L1. Language 
backgrounds, SES, L1 grades, 
and L1 self-assessments. 

Independent samples t 
tests with bootstrapping 
and Mann-Whitney U tests 
were used to gain insight 
into group-level 
differences regarding sub-
aim 2. Correlation 
analyses (Spearman’s 
rank) were utilised to shed 
light on the role of 
additional variables. 

Sub-aim 3: 
 
to examine the 
relationship 
between CLIL 
and writing and 
speaking in L1 

The effect of 
CLIL on L1 
ability: 
Evidence from 
a Finnish 
secondary 
education 
context 

n = 30 (11 CLIL, 19 non-CLIL) 
 
Written responses to a prompt 
question about the environment 
in L1. 
Spoken responses to an 
elicitation task in L1. Language 
backgrounds, SES, L1 grades, 
and L1 self-assessments. 

Mann-Whitney U tests 
were used to gain insight 
into group-level 
differences concerning 
sub-aim 3. Correlation 
analyses (Spearman’s 
rank) were utilised to shed 
light on the role of 
additional variables. 

 
The data collection and analysis were conducted in line with the requirements 

stipulated by The Finnish National Board on Research Integrity (TENK). TENK 
affirms that ethical review is required in research with human participants in various 
circumstances, such as in cases where there are deviations from typical informed 
consent principles or if exposing participants to possible mental harm. The present 
study did not meet any of the conditions outlined by TENK, which is why ethical 
review was not required. However, approval to collect data was provided by the 
school, and consent was obtained electronically from all participants in this study 
before proceeding to data collection. Considering that the students were all minors, 
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their parents or guardians were notified about the research in advance and given the 
opportunity to opt out, if desired. The students and their parents or guardians were 
informed about the aims of the study along with practical considerations regarding 
data collection and management. All data collected from participants were initially 
either pseudonymised (Article I) or anonymised (Articles II and III) before 
proceeding to the data analysis. 

3.2 Participants and context 
The participants in Article I were students in a secondary education context in 
southwestern Finland during autumn 2022. At the time of data collection, the 
students were in the ninth grade and participated in either CLIL or non-CLIL 
education. Although 24 students completed the initial background survey, four 
students ultimately participated in this exploratory, small-scale case study 
comprising oral and written tasks. It was not deemed necessary to include additional 
participants in order to fulfil the exploratory purpose of Article I, which also served 
as a pilot study for Articles II and III. Two students were selected from each group 
(CLIL and non-CLIL) primarily on the basis of Finnish being their L1. Details about 
the participants (n = 4) in Article I are depicted in Table 2.  

In the CLIL context in the present study, the option to participate in CLIL 
education is available from grade 1 to grade 9, after which students can choose to 
continue their education in English via an English-medium International 
Baccalaureate programme. This CLIL programme is categorised as a large-scale 
implementation of CLIL education which, in the Finnish context, means that at least 
25% of instruction is in English in all subjects except for languages other than 
English. Although all participants were L1 Finnish speakers, there was considerable 
variation in the participants’ previous exposure to other languages, particularly 
between CLIL and non-CLIL students. In addition to participating in CLIL education 
in English, Jari and Milja had spent 4.5 and 2 years, respectively, living in English-
speaking environments. The non-CLIL students had previously neither lived in a 
non-Finnish environment nor been educated via a language other than Finnish (e.g., 
EMI), excluding their foreign language classes. Additionally, the education level of 
the students’ parents varied considerably – ranging from compulsory education to a 
master’s degree – although the variation is somewhat similar in both pairs (i.e., CLIL 
and non-CLIL) of students. In the present study, parents’ education level was used 
as a proxy for SES as in previous CLIL research (Anghel et al., 2015; Pérez Cañado, 
2018, 2019; Rascón Moreno & Bretones Callejas, 2018). Nevertheless, it should be 
noted that not all studies have used a single data point (e.g., parents’ education level) 
as a proxy for SES (see, e.g., Fernández-Sanjurjo et al., 2017; Lorenzo et al., 2021), 
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which is why considerable caution must be exercised when interpreting the results 
of the present study in connection with SES. 

Table 2.  Details of participants in Article I. 

Pseudonym 
(class) Age Sex 

Education 
level  

(parent 1) 

Education 
level  

(parent 2) 

Most 
dominant 
language 

First 
language 

learnt 

Jari (CLIL) 15 M High school 
diploma 

Compulsory 
education Finnish Finnish 

Milja (CLIL) 15 F Master’s 
degree 

Master’s 
degree Finnish Finnish 

Jenni (non-CLIL) 14 F Bachelor’s 
degree 

Bachelor’s 
degree Finnish Finnish 

Sanna (non-CLIL) 15 F High school 
diploma 

High school 
diploma Finnish Finnish 

M = Male, F = female 

The participants in Articles II and III (see Table 3) were from a single pool of 
students from two secondary education contexts: one in southwestern Finland and 
one in southern Finland. The students were all in the ninth grade and either 14 or 15 
years old at the time of the data collection, which was during the autumn 2023 and 
spring 2024 semesters. Although these data and participants are different from those 
in Article I, the CLIL students in Articles II and III are from the same school as the 
CLIL students in Article I. In Article II, 12 CLIL students and 6 non-CLIL students 
from one school participated along with 13 non-CLIL students from a second school, 
making a total sample size of 31. The second non-CLIL group was selected and 
included because of the small size of the first non-CLIL group. The participants in 
Article III (n = 30) were the same as those in Article II (n = 31), except for one CLIL 
student who chose not to participate in the data collection for Article III. The focus 
in Article II was on students’ L1 oral production as gauged using a VFT and PNT, 
whereas Article III scrutinised students’ L1 writing and speaking via tasks aimed at 
eliciting longer stretches of language. 

In both Articles II and III, any students with a diagnosed learning difficulty were 
not included in the study in order to improve homogeneity. Similarly, students whose 
L1 was not deemed to be Finnish were also excluded. Given that the students in these 
classes were, in many cases, multilingual and multicultural, participants were 
considered to have Finnish as their L1 on the basis of the following rationale. Firstly, 
students who listed Finnish as their most dominant language were included. 
Secondly, any students who were Finnish citizens, listed Finnish as the first language 
they acquired, and had not spent more than two years living in a place (e.g., a 
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country) where another language was spoken, were also included. The decision to 
exclude students who had spent more than two years in a non-Finnish-speaking 
environment was made in light of the results of Article I, in which the student with 
the weakest L1 (Jari) had spent 4.5 years living in an English country. Finally, even 
if all of the aforementioned criteria were met, students were still excluded if they 
were found to be taking the Finnish language subject intended for L2 speakers of 
Finnish rather than L1 speakers. 

Table 3.  Details of participants in Articles II and III. 

 Article II (n = 31) Article III (n = 30) 

Class 
SES Mean 

age 
SES Mean 

age Mean SD Mean SD 
CLIL 4.08 (n = 12) 1.31 14.58 3.95 (n = 11) 1.29 14.54 

non-CLIL 3.95 (n = 19) 1.31 15.00 3.95 (n = 19) 1.31 15.00 
 

As in Article I, parents’ education level was used as a proxy for SES in Articles 
II and III. The SES calculations represent the average figure for each students’ 
parents’ education level, which ranged from 1 (compulsory education) to 7 (doctoral 
degree). As indicated in Table 3, the SES figures for the complete dataset used in 
Articles II and III were comparable between the CLIL and non-CLIL participants. 
For the 12 CLIL students, the mean was 4.08 and the standard deviation (SD) was 
1.31, whereas for the 19 non-CLIL students, the mean was 3.95 and the SD was 1.31. 
For the 11 CLIL students who participated in Article III, the mean SES was 3.95 and 
the SD was 1.29. 

3.3 Data collection 
In Article I, the data were collected from participants at their school and included an 
online survey completed via the students’ own devices, written tasks in both L1 and 
L2 completed by hand on paper, as well as verbal fluency tasks (VFTs) and picture-
naming tasks (PNTs), for which responses were recorded on a laptop computer. The 
survey captured parents’ education level, which was used as a proxy for SES, 
students’ self-evaluations in L1 and L2, and students’ linguistic profiles using 
questions from the LEAP-Q questionnaire (Marian et al., 2007), which targets 
language experience and proficiency in bi- and multilinguals. The battery of self-
evaluation statements included some items used in previous research (Rumlich, 
2016; Seikkula-Leino, 2002) as well as items generated by the authors. The 16 
statements concerning students’ self-perceptions of both their Finnish and English 
(i.e., eight statements per language) were presented bilingually in Finnish and 
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English (see Appendix A in Article I). The questions targeted students’ language-
specific perceptions of their overall ability, writing ability, grammatical knowledge, 
vocabulary knowledge and performance in classes. A Likert scale was used whereby 
participants were asked to choose a number from one to five corresponding to their 
level of agreement with the statement. 

For Article I, participants completed the written task in both languages 
separately. The evaluation of writing is of interest in the present study as it enables 
comparisons with previous related studies in which writing has been scrutinised 
(e.g., Lim Falk, 2019; San Isidro & Lasagabaster, 2018). The task question (see 
Table 4 on the following page) prompted students to produce a response on a topic 
(i.e., the environment) that had previously been covered in their curriculum. Students 
were given the instructions in the same language as the task3, and the tasks were 
completed in both languages on the same day due to practical limitations inherent to 
the data collection4. Participants were given a suggested word count, which was 50 
words lower in Finnish than in English given the considerable morphosyntactic 
differences between the two languages. Students were given 20 minutes to complete 
each written task by hand without access to their phones or contact with other 
students. 

Table 4.  Prompts used in written tasks in Article I. 

Language Task question Suggested 
word count Time limit 

Finnish 
Ihmisten toimet ovat syy luonnon ekosysteemien 
tuhoutumiselle. Oletko samaa vai eri mieltä? 
Perustele. 

150 – 200 20 minutes 

English 
Human actions are to blame for the destruction of 
natural ecosystems. Do you agree or disagree with 
this statement? Justify. 

200 – 250 20 minutes 

 

A verbal fluency task (VFT) was utilised in Article I (and Article II) because it 
has previously been shown to be effective in assessing the L1 oral production of bi- 
or multilinguals (Aziez et al., 2020; Rojczyk, 2011; Shao et al., 2014). The VFT in 
Article I was a letter task, whereby participants were asked to name as many words 
as they could starting with the letter t. This letter was chosen because of the large 
number of common words starting with t in each language, as confirmed upon 

 
 
3  For all elicitation tasks in Article I, II and III, students were always given the 

instructions in the same language as the task itself. 
4  In Article I, all elicitation tasks were completed in both English and Finnish on the 

same day. 
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consultation with dictionaries. The letter task was selected as it has been found to 
help participants suppress semantically related words during the task itself (Marko 
et al., 2022; Shao et al., 2014), thus ostensibly reducing the risk of inconsistencies 
emerging in participants’ results. Students were given 60 seconds to produce as many 
exemplars as possible, and they were instructed to avoid repetitions and proper 
nouns. Their responses were recorded using the Audacity software version 3.3.0 on 
a laptop computer in a quiet room at the participants’ school.  

The picture-naming task (PNT) in Article I comprised 12 pictures belonging to 
three categories: everyday terms, thematically-related terms (i.e., tools and 
hardware), and geometric shapes. The items in the first two categories came from 
the picture set created by Snodgrass and Vanderwart (1980) for use in experiments 
related to lexical processing, which was later updated by Rossion and Pourtois 
(2004), whereas the geometric shapes were created with Microsoft Powerpoint. The 
reason for using these three categories was to test the participants’ ability to retrieve 
various types of words from different contexts and of different levels of frequency. 
The everyday terms (caterpillar, doorknob, light switch and kite) were included as 
they were not expected to pose problems in lexical access or retrieval for any of the 
students. In addition to providing a valuable point of contrast with the everyday 
terms, the group of thematically-related terms (pliers, wrench, nut and screw) was 
included in order to gauge differences in the participants’ ability to name several 
items from one semantic field (i.e., tools and hardware). Finally, the geometric 
shapes (cylinder, trapezoid, hexagon and pentagon) were included as they 
represented a group of subject-specific terminology (i.e., mathematics) as well as 
possibly constituting a considerably greater challenge than the everyday terms with 
respect to frequency. Students were instructed to name the items in the language of 
the test, or to indicate if they did not know or could not remember the word. Time 
was not strictly restricted per se in order to allow students to retrieve words without 
pressure, thus creating the conditions for possible tip-of-the-tongue moments (TOTs) 
to emerge. Students’ responses were recorded on a laptop computer using screen 
capture software. 
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Table 5.  Self-evaluation statements used in Articles II and III. 

 Self-evaluation statement Use in 
Articles 

Construct Finnish English II III 

L1  
global 

Olen hyvä suomen kielessä I am good at Finnish 
✓ ✓ Opin asiat nopeasti suomeksi I learn things quickly in Finnish 

Suomen kieli on minulle helppoa Finnish is easy for me 

L1  
speaking 

Suomeksi puhuminen on minulle 
helppoa Talking in Finnish is easy for me 

✓ ✓ 
Luokassa käydyissä keskusteluissa 
pystyn aina ilmaisemaan itseäni 
selkeästi suomen kielellä 

During discussions in class, I am 
always able to express myself 
comprehensibly in Finnish 

Löydän aina oikeat sanat, jopa 
vaikeita aiheita käsittelevissä 
keskusteluissa suomeksi 

I always find the right words even 
in conversations about difficult 
topics in Finnish 

L1  
writing 

Osaan kirjoittaa tekstejä hyvin 
suomeksi 

I am good at writing texts in 
Finnish 

✗ ✓ Osaan ilmaista itseäni kirjallisesti 
hyvin suomen kielellä 

I can express myself well in 
writing in Finnish 

Minulla ei ole vaikeuksia kirjoittaa 
pitkää tekstiä suomeksi 

I do not have any difficulties 
writing a long text in Finnish 

L1  
vocabulary 

Minulla on hyvä suomen kielen 
sanavarasto 

I have a good vocabulary in 
Finnish 

✓ ✗ Tiedän paljon suomenkielisiä 
sanoja monista eri aiheista 

I know a lot of Finnish words 
about a range of topics 

Opin uusia suomenkielisiä sanoja 
nopeasti I learn new Finnish words quickly 

 

Building on findings and observations from Article I, Article II focused on 
assessing participants’ performance in a VFT and a PNT. Given that the inclusion of 
data on performance in students’ L2 English in Article I did not lead to additional 
insights (e.g., crosslinguistic influence), coupled with the fact that the collection of 
such data in larger sample sizes poses additional practical challenges (e.g., arranging 
multiple data collection visits), the decision was made to forego collecting data on 
L2 ability and focus solely on data concerning L1 ability in Articles II and III. 
Nevertheless, participants’ grades in L2 English were obtained (along with L1 
Finnish grades) in order to provide some insight into possible group-level differences 
in L2 ability. The grades for L1 Finnish (L1 grades) were for the subject called 
Finnish language and literature (Suomen kieli ja kirjallisuus in Finnish). The 
assessment of this subject in Finland is carried out by teachers on the basis of a wide 
range of criteria and skills. The L1 grades have been included in the present study in 
order to shed light on individual differences among students within and across 
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groups. The self-evaluation statements in Articles II and III (see Table 5 on the 
previous page) were limited to L1 and reflect constructs (L1 global, L1 speaking and 
L1 writing) previously used by Arens and Jansen (2016), as well as one novel 
construct (L1 vocabulary) created for this study, each comprising three statements 
per construct. Reliability calculations were conducted using all responses received 
for the background survey (n = 50), which included many students who were not 
selected to participate in all aspects of data collection. Cronbach’s alpha (α) scores 
were .81 for L1 global, .65 for L1 speaking, .78 for L1 writing and .82 for L1 
vocabulary. The construct L1 vocabulary was included in Article II along with L1 
speaking given the inherent emphasis on lexis and oral production in the VFT and 
PNT. In Article III, however, L1 writing and L1 speaking were included as they 
mirrored the two elicitation tasks that were used in that sub-study. Additionally, L1 
global was included in Articles II and III as it is deemed to reflect all L1-related 
abilities elicited in both sub-studies. 

As depicted in Figure 4 (on the following page), conceptual overlap can be 
considered to exist among the individual constructs of L1 global, L1 speaking, L1 
writing and L1 vocabulary. In other words, a speaker’s global ability encompasses 
their speaking and writing ability, as well as their knowledge of vocabulary. On the 
other hand, vocabulary knowledge partially overlaps with speaking and writing ability, 
as successful utterances and sentences are invariably dependent on the ability to access 
and select appropriate lexical items, amongst other factors related to language ability 
(e.g., syntax, morphology, context, etc.). The figure does not reflect any possible 
constructs that were not included in the study (e.g., L1 grammar, L1 listening and L1 
reading). As in Article I, participants in Articles II and III indicated their level of 
agreement with the statements using a Likert scale ranging from one to five. 

 
Figure 4.  Conceptual overlap in self-evaluation constructs. 

L1 global 

L1 speaking 

L1 writing 

L1 vocabulary 
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In the VFT in Article II, the decision was made to use a semantic task (i.e., 
participants are asked to produce exemplars from a category, such as food or 
animals) instead of the letter task that was used in Article I. It is possible that the 
letter task more strongly reflects executive ability rather than verbal ability (Shao 
et al., 2014), which could explain the emergence of the perceived outlier in the 
VFT results in Article I. Additionally, although semantic and letter tasks both 
require executive ability (Aita et al., 2019), the semantic task can also serve as a 
tool to gauge language-related abilities such as vocabulary size (Dubé & 
Thordardottir, 2024; Wauters & Marquardt, 2018). Thus, a semantic task based on 
the category animals was used in Article II as it was deemed to provide more 
insight into language ability than a letter task. In the data collection in Article I, 
the vast majority of all responses for the VFT were produced during the first 30 
seconds of the 60 seconds that were allowed. Therefore, in Article II, a time limit 
of 30 seconds was chosen in order to maximise the amount of data collected within 
a limited timeframe. 

When analysing the PNT data for Article I, it became apparent that both the 
thematically-grouped items and the geometric shapes pose challenges for students 
regardless of which class they are in, which complicates the analysis of such data. 
As a consequence, the PNT in Article II was redesigned to include pictures based on 
lexis deemed to reflect common, everyday items instead of the pictures used in 
Article I. Table 6 depicts the subset of 10 pictures considered to represent everyday 
terms that were chosen from the colourised picture set by Rossion and Pourtois 
(2004). Moreover, the age of acquisition (AoA) was obtained for all items from a 
previously published standardised dataset (Nishimoto et al. 2005), and frequency 
values for all terms were ascertained from the Suomi24 corpus (City Digital Group, 
2021). The fact that there appear to be no outliers in the data concerning AoA and 
frequency of items (see Figure 5 on the next page) lends weight to the conclusion 
that all the pictures chosen can indeed be considered to represent common, everyday 
items. During the PNT, DMDX – a software package designed for presenting stimuli 
and measuring response times (RTs) – was used for data collection, including 
capturing the recordings of participants’ responses. Using DMDX for the PNT 
allowed the researcher to calculate participants’ RTs with a high degree of precision. 
In the task, students were instructed to name the images, which were displayed 
consecutively on a screen for 3000 milliseconds each. Before each picture, there was 
a pause during which participants were shown an image of a cross in the middle of 
the screen for 3000 milliseconds in order to focus their attention before the next 
image appeared. 
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Table 6.  PNT items included in Article II (from Rossion & Pourtois, 2004). 

Item Finnish English 

i kravatti (neck)tie 
ii kilpikonna turtle 
iii ruuvimeisseli screwdriver 
iv nappi button 
v joutsen swan 
vi luuta broom 
vii pihdit pliers 
viii pyykkipoika clothes peg 
ix haitari accordion 
x rusetti bow (tie) 

 

In Article III, the participants completed the same L1 writing task as in Article I, 
along with an L1 speaking elicitation task. Students had 20 minutes to complete the 
writing task during class time, using a pen and paper. Although the speaking task was 
not thematically or structurally related to the writing task, it was included in order to 
complement the writing task, giving Article III an overall focus on productive language 
skills. Admittedly, had participants completed a similar (or identical) task for both 
writing and speaking in Article III, it may have given rise to greater objectivity when 
comparing the results across tasks. That said, such an approach would have required 
an interval between tasks in order to reduce the risk of the results from the second task 
being affected by students’ having completed a similar task in close temporal 
proximity (see, e.g., Rogers & Li, 2025). This would not have been feasible in the 
present study given the limitations (i.e., access, time) inherent to the data collection 
process at the target school, which is why the decision was made not to use similar (or 
identical) prompts in both the writing and speaking tasks in Article III. 

 
Figure 5.  Frequency and AoA of PNT items in Article II. 
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In the speaking task, participants were first given two minutes to look at a printed 
cartoon strip containing six frames. After that, they had one minute to prepare to 
speak, followed by up to two minutes to tell the story depicted in the cartoon strip in 
their own words using their L1 Finnish. The same cartoon series has been used as an 
elicitation task in previous research on fluency in multilinguals in Finland (Peltonen 
& Lintunen, 2022). One minute of preparation time was given to participants as it 
was deemed a short enough time to elicit spontaneous speech (which is of more 
interest than planned speech in the present study) but not so short as to risk stressing 
the participants, which would not only be unethical but could also compromise the 
data. Instructions were given prior to starting, and students’ responses were recorded 
on a laptop using the Audacity software in a quiet room at their school.  

3.4 Data analysis 
Before conducting any analysis in Article I, students’ names were pseudonymised 
and responses to the written tasks were scanned and matched to the participants’ 
(n = 4) pseudonyms. The written tasks were evaluated by the authors of Article I 
using the profile technique (Jacobs et al., 1981), which is used to give feedback on 
content, organisation, vocabulary, language use and mechanics. The responses were 
evaluated individually under blind conditions, after which the assessors met to share 
and discuss their evaluations, and, where agreed, make minor adjustments to their 
scores. In the end, raters’ scores for responses in English and Finnish all had 
correlation coefficients of at least .74. 

For the VFT in Article I, the recordings were analysed in order to identify all 
valid responses (i.e., words starting with t). This required the removal of three types 
of invalid responses: exact repetitions (e.g., the word time produced twice by the 
same student), repetitions by way of a synonym (e.g., tiili and tiiliskivi, both of which 
mean brick in English), and responses deemed to belong to a conceptually related 
category (e.g., timer, timetable and timing). Valid responses for each participant 
were then totalled and totals compared across individuals and groups. In the task, 
there appeared to be one clear outlier in L1 Finnish, which complicated the analysis 
of the results. Therefore, as mentioned earlier, the choice was made to shift from a 
letter task to a semantic task for Article II. 

In the analysis of the PNT data in Article I, any synonyms produced by 
participants were accepted as valid responses (e.g., nuppi and ovenkahva for 
doorknob), along with conceptually similar items (e.g. millipede instead of 
caterpillar), as it may not be easy to distinguish such items easily from the pictures. 
Participants generally struggled to retrieve low-frequency items (i.e., those items not 
deemed to be everyday terms) in their L1 regardless of their teaching group. 
Admittedly, although the approach used allowed the researcher to collect data on 
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possible TOTs, it did not facilitate the collection of data on RTs, which could have 
provided further insight along with participants’ total valid responses. For these 
reasons, the decision was made to focus on high-frequency, everyday items and 
include RTs in Article II (see Table 7). 

Table 7.  Differences in PNT between Articles I and II. 

Article I Article II 

High- and low-frequency items were included The focus was on high-frequency items 
A distinction was made between not knowing 

and not remembering items 
The focus was only on whether participants 

could recall the item 
There was no time restriction for responses Time was restricted and RT was analysed 

 

In Article II, the participants’ (n = 31) VFT and PNT responses were 
anonymised, after which the data were analysed quantitatively using SPSS version 
28. For the VFT, all valid responses were identified and totalled for each student. 
Repetitions were excluded, as were superordinate category names (e.g., bird) if a 
subordinate item was also produced (e.g., hawk). The frequency for all VFT items 
was also calculated. However, given that not all words produced in the task were 
located in a single corpus, frequency was calculated using a makeshift corpus 
comprising all the responses produced during the VFT. Thus, the frequency of 
participants’ valid responses reflects their frequency in relation to all the valid items 
produced (n = 453) during the task. Since all participants produced at least ten valid 
items, the frequency means per teaching group were calculated for the first ten items 
and all remaining items separately. This facilitated group-level comparisons of 
students’ access to words on the basis of frequency. Differences in VFT totals were 
analysed using independent samples t tests with bootstrapping because of the small 
sample sizes. Bootstrapping has been found to be an effective method for improving 
the validity of results based on small samples (Lindstromberg, 2016; Wilcox, 2012). 
However, the group-level differences in VFT frequency were analysed using Mann-
Whitney U tests because the data were not found to be normally distributed.  

The PNT data in Article II included the totals and RTs. The PNT totals comprised 
all valid items (including synonyms) that corresponded to pictures, whereas the RT 
represented the moment (to the nearest millisecond) when the participant began 
responding, excluding hesitations or fillers. Given that the PNT totals were not 
normally distributed, Mann-Whitney U tests were performed to assess group-level 
differences for both the totals and RTs. The data were then transformed, making the 
pictures the focus rather than the participants. This allowed the analysis of any 
picture-based variations on the basis of AoA, frequency and word length. Finally, 
the VFT totals, PNT totals and PNT RTs were included in correlation analyses using 
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Spearman’s rho. The analyses also included the variables SES, L1 grades and the 
self-evaluation constructs of L1 global, L1 speaking and L1 vocabulary. Correlations 
were analysed between all the results, variables and self-evaluation constructs. 

In Article III, participants’ (n = 30) spoken and written tasks were anonymised 
and prepared for evaluation. The written tasks were scanned into PDF format, while 
the spoken tasks were trimmed to remove unnecessary fragments (e.g., delays before 
and after speaking). Responses for both tasks were evaluated by two experienced 
university-level teachers of Finnish communication using rubrics created 
specifically for this sub-study. The rubrics (see Appendices in Article III), which 
were loosely based on assessment criteria employed by Tervola et al. (2015), were 
used to assess the following elements of participants’ spoken and written responses 
on a scale of 0 to 4: communication, lexis, grammatical structures and coherence. 
The average measures intraclass correlation coefficients for speaking and writing 
were .61 and .78, respectively.  

Given that the correlations were not high or very high in both cases, the decision 
was made to analyse the data for each evaluator separately rather than combining 
them into a single figure. Using SPSS version 29, the descriptive statistics for each 
evaluator’s scores were calculated and scrutinised for group-level differences. 
Additionally, similarities between the two raters’ findings were identified and 
discussed. The scores for both evaluators were also included in correlation analyses 
using Spearman’s rho, along with L1 grades, SES and the self-evaluation constructs 
of L1 global, L1 writing and L1 speaking. 
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4 Results 

In this chapter, the results of each article will be presented in the context of the 
overarching research aim (i.e., to shed light on the relationship between CLIL and 
L1 ability in a Finnish secondary education context) and sub-aims of this study.  The 
three sub-aims of the study (see Section 1.2) were 

1. to establish methods that can be used to address the overarching research 
aim in a Finnish context 

2. to examine the relationship between CLIL and L1 oral production 

3. to examine the relationship between CLIL and writing and speaking in 
L1. 

The connections between the overarching aim and sub-aims of the study, and the 
focus of each article are depicted in Table 8 below, whereas the results for the 
original publications are detailed in Sections 4.1–4.3. 

Table 8.  Connections between article foci and overarching aim and sub-aims of the study. 

Focus of the article Overarching 
research aim 

Sub-
aim 1 

Sub-
aim 2 

Sub-
aim 3 

Article I: Small-scale case study of CLIL and non-
CLIL students’ performance in L1 writing and L1 
oral production 

x x x x 

Article II: Comparison of CLIL and non-CLIL 
groups’ L1 oral production x  x  

Article III: Comparison of CLIL and non-CLIL 
groups’ L1 writing and speaking skills x   x 

4.1 Results of Article I 
The first article in this dissertation lays the groundwork for subsequent sub-studies 
by exploring approaches used to analyse the relationship between CLIL and L1 
ability in a Finnish CLIL context. Functioning as a pilot study, this small-scale 
case study enabled the researcher to test various methods of data collection and 
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analysis in order to refine and modify approaches for use in subsequent articles 
(sub-aim 1). For instance, in Article I, participants provided responses to all tasks 
in both English and Finnish separately in order to allow for the potential analysis 
of students’ responses for crosslinguistic influence (e.g., reverse transfer) that may 
manifest itself in L1 writing (e.g., Rusfandi, 2024). However, upon examining the 
data, it became clear that focusing only on analysing L1 data would provide 
sufficient insight into participants’ L1 ability (e.g., speaking, writing) to allow for 
meaningful group-level comparisons with non-CLIL students’ data. This 
realisation, coupled with the practical obstacles of collecting double the amount of 
data (i.e., in both languages), is why L2 data was not gathered in subsequent 
articles. The verbal fluency task (VFT) and picture-naming task (PNT) results in 
Article I also informed the approaches that would be employed in Article II, such 
as opting for a semantic rather than a phonetic VFT in order to reduce the 
likelihood of outliers, and replacing those PNT items that were deemed too 
challenging for most students in both groups.  

The results in Article I revealed that the non-CLIL students outperformed the 
CLIL students in the L1 PNT (i.e., a greater number of valid responses produced 
among non-CLIL students) and the L1 writing task (i.e., non-CLIL students’ short 
essays about the environment were evaluated more highly by the authors). However, 
in the L1 VFT, both the strongest and weakest performers were non-CLIL students 
on the basis of valid responses produced. The first article also outlined the 
importance of considering students’ L1 ability in light of their SES, which was 
determined by using parents’ educational level as a proxy. One task where the role 
of SES emerged prominently was the L1 VFT, where the two students with the 
lowest scores were also those who had the lowest SES. Moreover, the CLIL student 
with low SES performed the worst of all participants in two tasks, while also 
performing worse than the other CLIL student and the non-CLIL student with higher 
SES in all three tasks. A summary of the results of this small-scale case study is 
provided in Table 9 (on the following page). 

Table 9.  Summary of results in Article I. 

  Task performance (participant rankings) 
Student SES L1 VFT L1 PNT L1 essay 

Jenni (non-CLIL) Middle 1 1 2 
Sanna (non-CLIL) Low 4 1 1 

Milja (CLIL) High 2 3 3 
Jari (CLIL) Low 3 4 4 
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Article I also highlighted the need to consider students’ linguistic profiles 
carefully when selecting participants for future studies. Although students may self-
report that a given language is their L1 in terms of order of acquisition and overall 
dominance, it cannot be assumed that their self-perception provides an entirely 
accurate picture of their language skills. For instance, Jari, who performed weakest 
in two of the L1 tasks, had, in addition to participating in CLIL education in English, 
actually spent 4.5 years living in an English-speaking country. Such extensive 
exposure to English by the age of 15 raises doubts as to whether this student’s (L1) 
Finnish can be expected to be on par with that of his peers. Given these insights 
gained from Article I, the criteria for selecting participants for subsequent studies 
were made more stringent in order to improve the effectiveness of the research 
methods utilised (sub-aim 1). 

Overall, the small-scale case study approach adopted in this first (exploratory) 
article was successful in that it provided direct insight into how any differences 
between CLIL and non-CLIL students’ L1 ability could be further analysed using 
variations of the methods employed in Article I. In addition, the article not only 
highlighted the importance of accounting for SES and carefully scrutinising 
participants’ language backgrounds, but it also underscored the difficulty of trying 
to draw a clear line between those participants who should or should not be counted 
as L1 speakers for the purpose of researching the relationship between CLIL and L1 
ability in a Finnish context. 

4.2 Results of Article II 
The second article focused on analysing CLIL and non-CLIL students’ L1 oral 
production (sub-aim 2) in light of their SES, L1 self-evaluations, and L1 grades. By 
analysing group-level differences in L1 ability between CLIL and non-CLIL 
students, Article II also sheds light on the relationship between CLIL and L1 ability 
in a Finnish context (overarching research aim). Additionally, Article II 
contextualises bilingual education (i.e., CLIL) within bi- or multilingualism in a 
broad sense, thus establishing a connection between the effects of bilingualism on 
L1 ability on the one hand and the relationship between CLIL and L1 ability on the 
other. 

In Article II, a semantic VFT (i.e., participants produced exemplars of the 
category animals) and a revised PNT (i.e., only everyday items were included) were 
administered to measure students’ L1 oral production – specifically, their ability to 
access and retrieve lexis in their L1. As outlined in Table 10, the mean number of 
valid responses in the VFT (VFT totals) for the CLIL group was higher (16.42) than 
the mean for the two non-CLIL groups: NC1 (12.67) and NC2 (13.85). Bootstrapped 
independent samples t tests between the CLIL and both non-CLIL groups’ VFT 
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totals resulted in p values of .032 (CLIL & NC1) and .033 (CLIL & NC2). Regarding 
the frequency data, Mann-Whitney U tests indicated that the group-level differences 
in the VFT frequencies were not significant for the first ten responses, but significant 
for all remaining responses with p values of .012 (CLIL & NC1) and .022 (CLIL & 
NC2). The results for the VFT totals are suggestive of a difference in favour of the 
CLIL students, although this cannot be assumed with great confidence because, after 
applying the Bonferroni correction to the bootstrapped means, the p values were 
slightly above the new significance level of .025. Nevertheless, the results certainly 
indicate that the CLIL students were not outperformed in this task by the non-CLIL 
students. This finding is supported by the fact that CLIL students’ ability to access 
and retrieve even low-frequency words in L1 did not appear to be hindered. 

Table 10.  Group-level means and t test results for VFT totals. 

Relationship CLIL group 
(M ± SD) 

Non-CLIL group 
(M ± SD) Two-sided p 

CLIL & NC1 16.42 ± 2.94 12.67 ± 3.08 .023 
CLIL & NC1* N/A N/A .032* 
CLIL & NC2 16.42 ± 2.94 13.85 ± 2.27 .022 
CLIL & NC2* N/A N/A .033* 

* Bootstrapped results 

The group-level descriptive statistics depicting participants’ mean valid 
responses (PNT totals) and RT for the PNT are shown in Table 11 (on the following 
page). The SD figures related to the PNT totals suggest that CLIL students’ scores 
contained less within-group variation than those of the non-CLIL students. Group-
level differences in the PNT totals and RT were evaluated using Mann-Whitney U 
tests; however, no significant differences were found in the results. Additionally, the 
results for both the VFT and PNT were included in correlation analyses with SES, 
L1 grades and L1 self-evaluations in order to provide greater insight into any group-
level differences emerging from the elicitation tasks. While the CLIL group’s results 
for the VFT and PNT were not found to have correlations with significant p values 
for any of the aforementioned variables, an analysis of the results for the combined 
non-CLIL cohort5 revealed correlations between SES and VFT totals (rs = .518, p = 
.023), SES and PNT totals (rs = .657, p = .002), L1 grades and PNT totals (rs = .654, 
p = .002), as well as L1 grades and PNT RT (rs = .670, p = .002). 

 
 
5  In light of the lack of variation and the small sample in NC1, the two non-CLIL groups 

were combined in order to enable the correlation analyses in Article II. 



Peter Launonen 

 48 

Table 11.  Group-level differences in PNT results (Table 9 in Article II). 

 PNT totals PNT RT 

Group Mean Min Max SD Mean Min Max SD 

CLIL 7.5 
(n = 12) 5 9 1.168 1.222 

(n = 90) 0.727 2.555 0.392 

NC1 7.67 
(n = 6) 5 10 1.862 1.230 

(n = 46) 0.710 2.758 0.474 

NC2 7.46 
(n = 13) 2 10 1.984 1.260 

(n = 97) 0.743 2.723 0.449 

 

The second article provides direct insight into the relationship between CLIL and 
L1 ability (overarching research aim) via a novel approach that incorporated 
psycholinguistic elicitation tests. The findings suggest that, in comparison with the 
non-CLIL group, the CLIL students were not disadvantaged in terms of oral 
production in their L1 (sub-aim 2). Aside from addressing sub-aim 2, Article II also 
revealed that the positive relationship SES tends to have with L1 ability might, in 
the present context, only apply to the non-CLIL group and not to the CLIL group.  

4.3 Results of Article III 
In Article III, both CLIL and non-CLIL students’ L1 speaking and writing were 
scrutinised using tasks in which participants were invited to speak and write in 
response to the prompts that were given (sub-aim 3). As the results of the CLIL 
students were compared with those of the non-CLIL students, this sub-study also 
addresses the overarching research aim of this dissertation regarding the relationship 
between CLIL and L1 ability. Participants’ spoken and written responses were 
evaluated by two raters (i.e., two university teachers of Finnish communication) 
using rubrics specifically designed for each task. The criteria evaluated in the 
speaking and writing tasks were communication, lexis, grammatical structures and 
coherence. Group-level differences were explored using Mann-Whitney U tests, 
after which the scores were analysed for correlations with SES, L1 grades and L1 
self-evaluations, as in Article II.  
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Table 12.  Differences in mean evaluations by raters (synthesis of Tables 3 and 4 in Article III). 

 

 Rater 1 Rater 2 

Rubric item CLIL 
(x) 

Non-
CLIL 
(y) 

Difference 
(y – x) 

CLIL 
(x) 

Non-
CLIL 
(y) 

Difference 
(y – x) 

W
rit

in
g 

Communication 2.27 2.37 0.10 1.36 1.63 0.27 
Lexis 2.36 2.47 0.11 1.27 1.58 0.31 

Grammatical 
structures 2.00 2.05 0.05 1.18 1.53 0.35 

Coherence 1.82 2.16 0.34 1.73 1.68 -0.05 

Sp
ea

ki
ng

 Communication 2.36 2.37 0.01 2.09 2.53 0.44 
Lexis 2.64 2.84 0.20 2.55 2.32 -0.23 

Grammatical 
structures 2.82 2.84 0.02 2.18 2.21 0.03 

Coherence 2.82 2.47 -0.35 2.09 2.42 0.33 
 

Although the raters helped develop and pilot the rubrics together with the 
researcher, the raters’ scores were not combined together because the evaluations for 
both tasks did not reflect a high correlation coefficient. When analysed separately, 
the data indicated that both raters’ mean scores for non-CLIL students were higher 
than those of CLIL students in all rubric items in both skills except coherence (in 
both writing and speaking) and lexis (in speaking only). Nevertheless, the absolute 
differences, depicted in Table 12, were not found to be significant as per Mann-
Whitney U tests that were conducted. Therefore, the data suggest that CLIL students 
in this context may not be disadvantaged in terms of L1 speaking and writing 
compared to non-CLIL students. 

Correlation analyses were used to gain insight into individual differences within 
both the CLIL and non-CLIL groups. As shown in Table 13, several instances of 
correlations with significant p values were found concerning SES and L1 grades in 
the non-CLIL group. Specifically, SES was found to correlate with lexis in the first 
rater’s scores for writing, whereas SES correlated with communication and 
coherence in the second rater’s scores for writing. There were correlations between 
L1 grades and both lexis and grammatical structures in the first rater’s scores for 
writing, as well as between L1 grades and all four items in the second rater’s scores 
for writing. Only one item (grammatical structures) was found to correlate with L1 
grades for speaking (rater 1 only). Among the CLIL students, no correlations were 
observed between either SES or L1 grades and any of the four criteria in either 
speaking or writing. The students’ L1 self-evaluations scores did not correlate with 
any of the assessed criteria for either rater. Finally, there was a strong correlation 
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between SES and L1 grades in the non-CLIL group (rs = .592, p = .008), but no such 
relationship was observed in the CLIL group.  

Table 13.  Summary of correlations identified in Article III. 

  Rater 1 Rater 2 
Group L1 skill SES L1 grades SES L1 grades 

C
LI

L Writing - - - - 
Speaking - - - - 

no
n-

C
LI

L Writing L L, G C1, C2 C1, L, G, C2 
Speaking - G - - 

L = lexis, G = grammatical structures, C1 = communication, C2 = coherence 

The third article provides further insight into the relationship between CLIL and 
L1 ability in Finland (overarching research aim). While Article II sheds light on the 
participants’ L1 oral production (sub-aim 2), Article III focuses on students’ L1 
writing and speaking skills (sub-aim 3). The results did not reveal any significant 
differences between CLIL and non-CLIL groups’ writing and speaking in L1. 
Additionally, the CLIL students’ results were less reflective of individual differences 
in SES and L1 grades than those of the non-CLIL group. Overall, Article III adds 
weight to the view that CLIL students are not disadvantaged to any considerable 
degree in their L1 ability compared to non-CLIL students in a Finnish secondary 
education context.  
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5 Discussion and Implications 

In this chapter, the findings of the present study are explored in depth, giving rise to 
empirical and methodological implications as well as points to consider for educators 
and parents or guardians of students participating in CLIL education. The limitations 
of the study are also discussed, while possible directions for future research 
regarding the relationship between CLIL and L1 ability are proposed on the basis of 
insights and analyses from the present study. The chapter ends with some concluding 
remarks that reflect on this dissertation as a whole. 

5.1 Empirical and methodological considerations 
In this section, the results of the sub-studies are discussed and analysed in the context 
of the research aims of the present study (see Section 1.2) concerning the relationship 
between CLIL and L1 ability in a Finnish secondary education context. Figure 6 (on 
the following page) illustrates the connection between the overarching aim of the 
dissertation and the findings that emerged from the underlying articles. 
Methodological implications emanating from the present study are also identified 
and explored in the present section, while the results are examined in light of 
previous research and theoretical considerations relevant to CLIL education. 

5.1.1 Methodological insights and reflections 
Although Article I provides insight into the relationship between CLIL and L1 
ability, the main contribution of this small-scale case study is in helping to establish 
suitable methods that could be used to address the overarching research aim. The 
verbal fluency task (VFT) used in Article I was a letter task, meaning students had 
to produce words starting with a given letter (the letter t was chosen). The VFT was 
a suitable choice because it not only sheds light on speakers’ L1 oral production (e.g., 
Aziez et al., 2020; Rojczyk, 2011; Shao et al., 2014), but also because conducting 
the corresponding data collection does not constitute considerable practical or 
logistical obstacles. In Article I, the results of the VFT highlighted the possible role 
that SES might play in performance in the task, but the analysis of the role of CLIL 
was complicated due to the existence of a probable outlier in the data. The emergence 
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of the outlier was possibly facilitated by the parameters of the letter VFT itself, which 
allows participants to produce semantically and thematically unrelated words with 
only the starting letter in common (e.g., Marko et al., 2022; Shao et al., 2014). In 
light of this, together with the fact that it is unclear whether the letter VFT is more 
reflective of executive or verbal ability (Shao et al., 2014), the choice was made to 
opt for the semantic VFT in Article II. Another factor for this decision is the semantic 
VFT’s potential in reflecting, for example, vocabulary size (Dubé & Thordardottir, 
2024; Wauters & Marquardt, 2018). Combined with a larger dataset, the semantic 
VFT (i.e., participants were asked to produce exemplars for the category animals) in 
Article II allowed the researcher to gain insight into group-level differences between 
CLIL and non-CLIL students’ L1 oral production without any outliers in the data. 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6.  Connections between overarching aim, article foci, and results. 
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dissertation. Regarding the overarching aim, the results highlighted the combined 
role that CLIL, additional extensive exposure to English (e.g., time spent living 
abroad), and SES may play in the ability of students to access and retrieve lexis in 
their L1. In terms of the PNT as a data collection method, although the approach 
used in Article I allowed the researcher to establish the total number of valid 
responses, as well as to capture possible tip-of-the-tongue moments (TOTs), which 
appear to be more common in bilinguals (Gollan et al., 2013; Kreiner & Degani, 
2015), it was not conducive to calculating RTs because participants were also given 
time to state whether they did not know or did not remember a word. In addition, 
this format (i.e., longer recordings using screen capture software) would not have 
facilitated the (straightforward) calculation of RTs even in those cases where 
participants successfully named the picture. Given the limited access the researcher 
had to the participants in the present context, it became apparent that the approach 
used in Article I would have made both data collection and data analysis 
considerably more complicated with a larger sample size (i.e., in Articles II and III). 
Regarding the pictures themselves, the PNT contained four everyday items, four 
items that were thematically related (i.e., tools and hardware), and four items that 
were all geometric shapes (see Section 3.3). The participants’ ability to name the 
thematically-related terms and geometric shapes was somewhat inconsistent 
regardless of their group, language background or SES. Consequently, in light of the 
insights gained from Article I, the PNT was modified prior to the study conducted 
for Article II to comprise only everyday images from a single source (Rossion & 
Pourtois, 2004). The decision was also made to use DMDX software for data 
collection, thus enabling the calculation of RTs rather than aiming to capture TOTs. 
These changes allowed the researcher to focus on both PNT totals and RTs in Article 
II while also collecting data from a larger number of participants within a limited 
timeframe.  

The results of the writing task in Article I were also suggestive of differences 
between students on the basis of their teaching group, language background and SES. 
Moreover, given that the task was simple to administer and that the task prompt 
reflected content that students had previously covered (i.e., the environment), it was 
considered a suitable elicitation method to use in future studies. Nevertheless, as with 
the PNT and VFT, some changes were identified with respect to the data collection 
and analysis. Firstly, the idea of also administering the task in the L2 (i.e., English) 
was abandoned after Article I because of the time that would be required to collect 
the additional data and the need to include a delay between task completion in each 
language. Although having the L2 data could potentially provide more insights (e.g., 
reverse transfer), it was also not deemed necessary for addressing the aims of the 
present study. Secondly, the assessment approach utilised in Article I (i.e., the profile 
technique) was originally created for the assessment of English (Jacobs et al., 1981) 
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and, in this study, modified for use with Finnish. Given that no new English data was 
going to be collected, the decision was made to create a new rubric specifically for 
the evaluation of the Finnish written task in future studies. The rubric was modelled 
on an approach previously used by Tervola et al. (2015) but modified considerably 
in consultation with the two raters (i.e., two university teachers of Finnish 
communication) who were recruited for Article III. A similar rubric was also created 
for the purpose of assessing the spoken tasks as part of Article III. The rubrics 
allowed the researcher to gain insight into four key domains related to participants’ 
language use: communication, lexis, grammatical structures and coherence. 

5.1.2 The relationship between CLIL and L1 oral production 
Article II focused on addressing the overarching research aim by analysing CLIL (n 
= 12) and non-CLIL (n = 19) students’ L1 oral production via a VFT and a PNT 
along with their SES, L1 grades, and L1 self-evaluations. Group level-differences 
were analysed using bootstrapped independent samples t tests and, where applicable, 
Mann-Whitney U tests, whereas the relationships concerning additional variables 
were assessed using Spearman’s rank correlation analyses. The VFT results 
indicated that the CLIL students’ performance was either equal to or better than that 
of the non-CLIL students in terms of both total valid responses and the relative 
frequency of items produced. This finding is consistent with previous research in 
which CLIL students were found to perform equally well or better than non-CLIL 
students in L1-related tasks or skills (e.g., Merisuo-Storm, 2007; San Isidro & 
Lasagabaster, 2018). In terms of bi- or multilingualism more generally, the VFT 
results in Article II are more suggestive of a bilingual advantage rather than a cost 
because the CLIL students had access to an equal or greater amount of lexis 
compared to the non-CLIL students. This can be contrasted with CLIL research 
conducted in Sweden in which students in the strong implementation of CLIL were 
found to be disadvantaged in terms of L1 (Holmberg, 2019; Lim Falk, 2019). 
Although Finland and Sweden share some overarching contextual similarities, such 
as the use of ELF (Peterson & Beers, 2023) and the lack of dubbing in media content 
(Schurz & Sundqvist, 2022), the two contrasting results reflect important differences 
in the amount of L1 (and L2) use in CLIL classes. While CLIL students in the strong 
implementations referred to by Holmberg (2019) and Lim Falk (2019) were deemed 
to have virtually all their instruction in English (which could be classified as 
immersion), CLIL students in the present study only had 25% of their instruction in 
English. The considerable difference in the amount of exposure to L1 that the 
students had in these two contexts cannot be ignored when comparing students’ 
ability to perform in L1. Additionally, it is difficult to establish the extent to which 
other pedagogical practices may differ between the aforementioned CLIL and non-
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CLIL implementations. For instance, it is possible that differences in teachers’ 
integration of CDFs (Dalton-Puffer, 2016), use of the language quadriptych 
(Banegas & Mearns, 2023), and provision of scaffolding within a ZPD (Vygotsky, 
1978) could, together with variations in target language use, lead to differences in 
language proficiencies of students within different groups (e.g., CLIL, non-CLIL, 
immersion). Therefore, although group-level differences in L1 ability partly reflect 
the amount of L1/L2 exposure received both inside and outside the classroom, it 
would be difficult to draw strong conclusions about any such insights without also 
analysing differences in pedagogical practices across those implementations. 

It is also worth remembering that not all CLIL implementations reflect the same 
dynamic between a local language (e.g., Finnish, Swedish) and a global language 
(e.g., English) used as the target language in teaching. For instance, in the study by 
San Isidro and Lasagabaster (2018), students were already bilingual (i.e., Spanish 
and Galician) prior to participating in CLIL, with English constituting an L3. 
Additionally, given that Spanish itself can be considered an international language 
owing to its status as a de jure6 or de facto7 official language across most of Latin 
America (Lewis, 2009) as well as one of the six official languages of the United 
Nations (United Nations, n.d.), the dynamic between the CLIL language (i.e., 
English) and a local language such as Spanish contrasts considerably with the 
situation in, for example, Finland and Sweden, where the local languages do not hold 
such status internationally. 

The results of the PNT in Article II suggested that CLIL students were not 
disadvantaged in terms of their L1 oral production as measured via this task. This 
finding reflects previous research in different contexts in which students’ L1 ability 
was not found to be negatively affected by CLIL (e.g., Ohlsson, 2021; Pérez Cañado, 
2018; Seikkula-Leino, 2007). However, this result contrasts with previous research 
in which bilingualism has been associated with weaker performance in such tasks 
(e.g., Baus et al., 2013; Faroqi-Shah et al., 2021), thereby suggesting that CLIL may, 
in the present context, promote a type of bi- or multilingualism that does not 
engender a linguistic cost in terms of L1 ability. The SD figures of the PNT results 
in Article II (Section 4.2, Table 10) also indicated that there was less variance among 
the CLIL students’ performance than among that of the non-CLIL students. 
Additionally, contrary to the results of the non-CLIL group, the CLIL students’ 
ability to produce valid items did not correlate with the speed at which the items 
were produced. This finding suggests that the CLIL students might have possessed 
a greater ability to navigate linguistic ambiguity in this task than the non-CLIL 
students, whose PNT totals correlated strongly with their RTs. The picture-based 
 
 
6  Latin for of law; legally recognised or established. 
7  Latin for of fact; existing in reality even if not legally recognized. 
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analyses conducted in Article II did not provide strong evidence of group-level 
differences, although they did suggest that the CLIL students may have experienced 
more difficulties in producing long or low-frequency words than the non-CLIL 
students. Overall, the PNT results from Article II suggest that CLIL students in the 
present context are not disadvantaged in terms of L1 ability. It is also worth noting 
that the students’ own self-evaluations of L1 ability did not reveal significant group-
level differences. 

While noteworthy differences in L1 ability did not emerge from the group-level 
comparisons, the correlation analyses conducted using SES and L1 grades were 
suggestive of differences at an individual level between the CLIL and non-CLIL 
groups. For the non-CLIL group only, there were significant correlations between 
SES and both VFT and PNT totals, as well as between L1 grades and both PNT totals 
and RT. Firstly, the fact that SES featured prominently in correlations with the results 
of the non-CLIL group and not those of the CLIL group suggests that the CLIL 
students’ L1 ability may be less strongly influenced by students’ socioeconomic 
background than that of the non-CLIL students. This finding, together with previous 
research (e.g., Lorenzo et al., 2021; Rascón Moreno & Bretones Callejas, 2018), 
supports the notion that CLIL may mitigate the impact of SES on L1 ability, thereby 
promoting equality. This is further supported by the strong correlation found 
between SES and L1 grades in the non-CLIL group only. Suggested explanations for 
CLIL’s possible role in reducing the impact of SES on performance include 
differences in CLIL and non-CLIL teachers’ profiles and practices (Iwaniec & 
Halbach, 2021), and the creation, in CLIL classrooms, of a motivating learning 
environment where students’ needs are met in terms of autonomy, competence and 
relatedness (Halbach & Iwaniec, 2020). Secondly, the non-CLIL students’ 
performance in the PNT was found to be more strongly associated with their L1 
grades than that of the CLIL group. This suggests that CLIL students’ ability to 
perform in the task was less shaped by their ability to perform well in the school 
subject dedicated to their L1. Although not conclusive, this adds further weight to 
the notion that CLIL students’ L1 ability is not determined to the same extent by the 
same factors as that of non-CLIL students. To sum up, these insights indicate that 
CLIL has the potential to reduce the extent to which factors such as SES and 
academic ability may otherwise lead to disparate performance in tasks related to L1 
oral production. 

5.1.3 The relationship between CLIL and L1 writing and 
speaking 

In Article III, the focus was shifted to CLIL (n = 11) and non-CLIL (n = 19) students’ 
ability to produce extended spoken and written language in response to elicitation 
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prompts. The data comprised raters’ scores of students’ language samples, leading 
to descriptive statistics and the analysis of group-level differences, as well as the use 
of Spearman’s rank correlations to enable the inclusion of SES, L1 ability, and L1 
self-evaluations in analyses of variation based on individual differences. Although 
the CLIL students’ scores were lower than those of the non-CLIL students on several 
rubric items in both tasks, no significant differences were found between groups in 
L1 ability in either speaking or writing. While the results in Article III support 
previous research in which CLIL students were not found to be disadvantaged in 
terms of L1 (e.g., Ohlsson, 2021; Pérez Cañado, 2018), they contrast with those of 
other research conducted in different contexts where CLIL students have been found 
to perform better (San Isidro & Lasagabaster, 2018) and worse8 (Holmberg, 2019; 
Lim Falk, 2019) than non-CLIL students in L1-related tasks.  
 It is important to consider the role that contextual differences may play in 
explaining such variation in results. For instance, the use of ELF is an established 
practice in both Sweden and Finland (Peterson & Beers, 2023) as is the use of 
subtitles instead of dubbing in media (Schurz & Sundqvist, 2022), which can lead to 
considerable extramural exposure to English. The combined effect of these factors 
is, arguably, similar for both L1 Swedish speakers in Sweden and L1 Finnish 
speakers in Finland9, meaning the amount of exposure to both L1 and L2 would be 
comparable for such speakers. It is, therefore, unsurprising that the results in Article 
III reflect the results of CLIL students in the weak implementation from CLIL studies 
conducted in Sweden (Holmberg, 2019; Lim Falk, 2019). On the other hand, the 
students in the strong implementation of CLIL in those same studies from Sweden 
were deemed to receive virtually no instruction in their L1, which contrasts sharply 
with the present context in which students received 25% of their instruction in their 
L2 and the rest in their L1. 

The contextual differences are even more salient when comparing the CLIL 
implementation from the present study with those used in research conducted in 
Spain. For instance, implementations analysed in multilingual regions of Spain (e.g., 
Merino & Lasagabaster, 2015; San Isidro & Lasagabaster, 2018) comprised students 
who were already bilingual prior to CLIL education (i.e., Spanish and one of the 
other official languages of Spain), with the CLIL language constituting an L3 (i.e., 
English). This contrasts with research conducted in other regions of Spain where the 
overarching context is considered to be monolingual (e.g., Navarro-Pablo & López 
Gándara, 2019; Pérez Cañado, 2018). Apart from differences within Spain itself, it 
is important to consider other sources of contextual variation between Spain and 

 
 
8  Only the results of the strong CLIL implementation were worse than those of the non-

CLIL group. 
9  It is also worth noting that Swedish is typologically closer to English than Finnish. 
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Nordic countries such as Finland and Sweden. For example, Spain has typically been 
considered a country in which media is dubbed into Spanish (Matamala et al., 2017), 
whereas Finland and Sweden are subtitling countries (Schurz & Sundqvist, 2022), 
as mentioned previously. Given the prominence of English-language media both on 
television and on the Internet, the contrast in the amount of exposure to English in 
such contexts may play a considerable role in the development of L1 (e.g., Finnish, 
Spanish) and L2/L3 (i.e., English) skills. Moreover, the possible role played by other 
types of extramural exposure, such as video games and social media (Sundqvist, 
2024), should not be ignored. Additionally, it is worth considering the role that ELF 
plays in different contexts, as alluded to previously. While the use of ELF has long 
been established in Sweden and Finland (Peterson & Beers, 2023), Spain has 
traditionally been slower than other European countries in the adoption of this 
practice (Tabuenca-Cuevas, 2016). 

In the present context, the CLIL students were not found to be disadvantaged in 
terms of L1 ability as per the results of Articles II and III, despite the fact that these 
students live in a context where extramural exposure to English is high and the use 
of ELF is common. To synthesise findings from the present study and previous 
research, it can be concluded that the risk of CLIL students being disadvantaged in 
L1 ability appears to be higher if the following conditions exist simultaneously: 

• students participate in a strong CLIL implementation with minimal L1 use 

• the country or region has an established practice of ELF 

• the country or region has a high level of extramural exposure to English 

As with Article II, the correlation analyses conducted in Article III also revealed 
variations in individual differences between the CLIL and non-CLIL groups, 
particularly regarding L1 writing. There was evidence supporting the existence of a 
relationship between SES and L1 writing in the non-CLIL group but not in the CLIL 
group. There was also a strong correlation between SES and L1 grades in the non-
CLIL group only. This reflects previous research in which the effect of SES on L1 
ability has been found to be greater in the non-CLIL group than in the CLIL group 
(Lorenzo et al., 2021; Rascón Moreno & Bretones Callejas, 2018). In Article III, the 
results were suggestive of a relationship between L1 grades and L1 writing, but this 
was only in the non-CLIL group. Together with the findings from Article II, these 
results add weight to the notion that CLIL may promote equality by mitigating the 
impact of SES on L1 ability. The relationship between L1 ability and L1 grades can 
also be added to this equation given that the results of the present study suggest that 
CLIL students’ L1 ability is less likely to reflect their academic ability in L1 as a 
subject than that of the non-CLIL students. Although the nature of the relationship 
between SES and both L1 writing and L1 grades seems to be clear (i.e., SES affects 
these two variables positively), the nature of the relationship between L1 grades and 
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L1 writing is not entirely clear. In other words, while it is quite possible that non-
CLIL students’ academic ability in L1 influences their L1 ability as measured via 
elicitation tasks, it is also plausible that their existing L1 ability promotes greater 
academic achievement in L1 as a subject. A third possibility is that a bidirectional 
relationship could exist between these two variables. Unfortunately, exploring this 
topic in depth would not be within the scope of the present study. Nevertheless, it is 
important to note that this multivariable interaction was only observed in the non-
CLIL students’ results and only for L1 writing (not L1 speaking) in Article III. In 
Article II, however, the relationship applied to L1 oral production as measured via 
both the VFT and PNT. Taken together, Articles II and III are suggestive of a 
relationship between SES, L1 ability (i.e., L1 oral production and writing), and L1 
grades in non-CLIL students. This relationship is depicted in Figure 7, whereby SES 
in non-CLIL students is considered to affect L1 ability (i.e., L1 oral production and 
writing) and L1 grades (i.e., academic ability in L1 as a subject). However, it is 
unclear what the relationships is between L1 ability and L1 grades.  

 
Figure 7.  Non-CLIL students’ SES, L1 ability and L1 grades. 

5.2 Considerations for affected stakeholders 
The findings from the present research underscore the need to analyse students’ 
socioeconomic and linguistic backgrounds when considering CLIL as an alternative 
to mainstream education. While CLIL seems to have a positive effect on the L1 
ability of students from low-SES backgrounds, it might not be the best choice if a 

SES
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writing
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student is, for example, already considerably behind their peers in terms of L1 ability 
(e.g., because of previous expatriation outside of Finland). Therefore, key factors to 
consider at the admissions stage include students’ SES, linguistic background 
(including time spent in different environments or countries), and current L1 and L2 
ability. Additional variables that would provide further insight could include 
students’ verbal intelligence, motivation and academic ability. Moreover, the 
decision to admit a child into a CLIL programme should, arguably, align with 
students’ and parents’/guardians’ own wishes or goals. That said, perceptions of 
parents/guardians have been found to vary, ranging from positive perceptions about 
CLIL’s pedagogical benefits on the one hand (Ráez-Padilla, 2018; San Isidro & 
Lasagabaster, 2020) to concerns about its effect on L1 and content learning on the 
other (Pladevall-Ballester, 2014). Differences have also been found in perceptions 
among three key stakeholder groups: teachers, students and parents (Barrios & Milla 
Lara, 2020). As a result, it is important to engage all stakeholders in decisions 
concerning CLIL participation through clear communication and information-
sharing with the help of research-informed perspectives. 

Although students, teachers and parents/guardians could all benefit from being 
more research-informed, in practice it is unrealistic to place such an expectation on 
minors who are still developing, which is why parents/guardians and teachers have 
an important role to play. On the one hand, parents/guardians could, arguably, 
combine a basic understanding of research findings with an understanding of their 
child’s linguistic development to make more informed decisions than those 
parents/guardians who are unaware of the significance of factors such as SES and 
time spent in different linguistic environments. Additionally, considering that CLIL 
has previously been considered selective and elitist (e.g., Dallinger et al., 2016) and 
not always suitable for all students (Lo & Lin., 2019), parents could benefit from 
considering the implications for a child who is, for example, already bilingual but 
not verbally strong or academically oriented, as CLIL may not necessarily be the 
best option even if it seems logical to choose CLIL to capitalise on a child’s existing 
bilingualism. On the other hand, teachers who are both research-informed and aware 
of their students’ backgrounds should be more able, where necessary, to take 
effective pedagogical decisions, such as providing additional scaffolding, ensuring 
differentiation, and allowing L1 and translanguaging in the classroom. In addition to 
teachers, the role that school administrations play is also worth emphasising, as they 
are invariably involved in the admissions process and in important interactions with 
parents/guardians (and students). Consequently, it is necessary to ensure that 
discussions that take place involve students, parents/guardians, teachers and the 
school administration responsible for admissions. In light of the results of the present 
study, a possible sequence of interactions between stakeholders in CLIL is proposed 
in Figure 8. 
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Figure 8.  Sequence of stakeholder interactions concerning CLIL participation. 

If admission policies and procedures of a given CLIL school are reflective of 
developments in, for example, research concerning the relationship between CLIL 
and L1 ability, discussions between the school administration and parents/guardians 
are likely to cover not only L2 but also L1-related goals and challenges, driven by 
an understanding of the child’s linguistic and educational needs. All stakeholders are 
then likely to have an enhanced capacity to identify obstacles, communicate 
concerns and reassess decisions in the future. This awareness could also help to 
address divergences in beliefs and priorities that can emerge between different 
stakeholders in CLIL (e.g. see Moreno de Diezmas, 2018). As illustrated in Figure 
8, the different stages of stakeholders’ interactions could include, for example, 
family-level discussions about the possibility of participating in CLIL (Stage 1), a 
discussion with the school administration about the child’s suitability for CLIL 
during the admission stage (Stage 2), interactions between the teacher and student 
comprising feedback about performance in class (Stage 3), follow-up discussions 
between the teacher and the parents or guardians (Stage 4), a family-level re-
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evaluation of the suitability of CLIL (Stage 5), and a further discussion with the 
school administration about whether to remain in or opt out of CLIL (Stage 6). 
Although less likely to occur in Stage 1, discussions at all other stages could benefit 
from stakeholders being research informed. In practice, this could mean that schools 
might provide evidence-based fact sheets about CLIL participation, covering not 
only the benefits but also any possible challenges, for example in connection with 
any specific factors related to the learner or the context. Similarly, a survey could be 
set up and provided to families interested in a particular CLIL programme. The 
questions could be selected and the survey designed in such a way that it captures 
the information needed to identify both opportunities and possible challenges a given 
child may encounter in CLIL education. 

5.3 Limitations 
At this stage it is worth addressing the limitations of the present study in light of the 
scope and aims established in Section 1. Firstly, although the methods chosen in 
Article I and subsequently refined before the main data collection conducted for 
Articles II and III are oriented towards quantitative analysis, the sample sizes ended 
up being smaller than expected due to unforeseeable factors related to data 
collection, including small class sizes, restricted participant eligibility (e.g., L1s 
other than Finnish), limited time available with participants, as well as force majeure 
events (i.e., industrial action) on two of the scheduled days for data collection. 
Therefore, the generalisability of the results is naturally somewhat limited; however, 
the impact of this drawback is mitigated by the fact that several sources of data were 
gathered, constituting an approach that is reflective of methodological triangulation. 
Additionally, bootstrapping was used in Article II in order to increase the robustness 
of the results, whereas nonparametric tests were used where needed in both Articles 
II and III in order to overcome limitations related to the sample size and distribution. 
In all articles, the conclusions are drawn with considerable caution, always leaving 
room for alternative perspectives to be explored. 

Secondly, while the study includes and accounts for SES – albeit elicited from 
teenage participants, who may not know their parents’ precise education level – and 
students’ linguistic backgrounds, the possible impact of variables such as verbal 
intelligence, working memory, motivation or years of participation in CLIL has not 
been explored in this cross-sectional study. Such variables could provide greater 
insight into how individual differences among students lead to variation in L1 ability 
as measured by performance on elicitation tasks. Given that CLIL education has 
previously been criticised as being elitist and selective (e.g., Bruton, 2011, 2013), it 
is important to uncover and identify how factors related to individual differences can 
impact language ability. That said, understanding the nature of the relationship 
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between bi- or multilingualism, verbal intelligence and working memory is 
complicated (e.g., Sarani, 2018); hence, it could not have been comprehensively 
addressed in the present study. To mitigate this shortcoming, the present study has 
incorporated students’ academic achievement in L1 as a subject together with L1-
related elicitation tasks in order to shed light on students’ abilities from two 
contrasting yet somewhat converging perspectives related to L1. 

Thirdly, although the present study has shed light on L1 ability through a variety 
of approaches (i.e., speaking, writing, lexical access and retrieval, academic 
achievement and self-evaluations), L1 ability remains a rather broad concept whose 
accurate representation may not be feasible with one (or even several) measures in a 
single study. In previous studies on the relationship between CLIL and L1 ability, 
researchers have focused on school exams or grades (e.g., Navarro-Pablo & López 
Gándara, 2019; Pérez Cañado, 2018; Rascón Moreno & Bretones Callejas, 2018), 
students’ written texts (e.g., Holmberg, 2019; Lim Falk, 2019; Ohlsson, 2021), 
several productive and receptive skills (e.g., Merino & Lasagabaster, 2015; San 
Isidro & Lasagabaster, 2018), and literacy (e.g., Merisuo-Storm, 2007; Merisuo-
Storm & Soininen, 2014). In light of such differences in approaches previously taken 
to target L1 ability, it can be concluded that a single reliable method for measuring 
L1 ability has not yet emerged in this area of research. Nevertheless, the present 
study’s contribution is both consistent with previous research in which speaking and 
writing were scrutinised (e.g., Merino & Lasagabaster, 2015; San Isidro & 
Lasagabaster, 2018) while also constituting a novel contribution by incorporating 
psycholinguistically-oriented tests (i.e., a VFT and a PNT) used in research into the 
effects of bilingualism (e.g., Baus et al., 2013).  

Finally, perhaps the most important aspect that has not been explored in this 
study is the broad set of pedagogical factors encompassed within the classroom 
context. Although CLIL methodology provides the overarching pedagogical 
framework for teachers (see Section 2.1), the impact of decisions and actions taken 
by individual teachers on the developing L1 ability of CLIL students should not be 
underestimated. For instance, teachers may employ translanguaging-related 
practices such as L1 use in order to promote learning in CLIL (García, 2011; Itoi, 
2024; Nikula & Moore, 2016; Tsuchiya, 2019). Such practices could be utilised 
effectively in, for example, explanations and clarifications of concepts, translations 
of terminology, the provision of instructions, and bi- or multilingually-oriented 
classroom tasks. Additionally, teachers’ purposeful integration of CDFs in teaching 
(e.g., encouraging students to reformulate content knowledge in their own words) 
together with an awareness of the language quadriptych (Banegas & Mearns, 2023) 
can help optimise the simultaneous learning of language and content, thereby leaving 
time and space for any further clarification and reflection as needed. Alternatively, 
teachers may utilise other pedagogical tools such as differentiation in order to cater 
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to students with varying needs and abilities (Roiha, 2012). This could apply with 
respect to students’ needs and challenges in L1 even in a CLIL class, where the focus 
is generally on the target language and content. To sum up, a number of classroom-
related factors could influence students’ L1 ability differently in a CLIL class 
compared to a non-CLIL class, but exploring such phenomena in depth was not 
within the scope of the present study. 

5.4 Directions for future research 
In this section, possible avenues for future research are explored in light of the 
findings and analyses emerging from the present study. The accumulated research 
on the relationship between CLIL and L1 ability has covered a variety of contexts 
while employing different approaches to gauge L1 ability and account for individual 
differences among students. Although it now seems increasingly clear that CLIL 
participation alone does not hinder L1 ability, the contribution it makes, along with 
other factors, to students’ developing bi- or multilingualism invariably has an impact 
on the students’ ability to use their L1. This understanding has implications for future 
research on this relationship. 

One area that merits additional attention in research is the impact of CLIL on the 
L1 ability of students in educational contexts in which classroom-based L1 use is 
limited and the vehicular language is English. This is of particular interest in, for 
example, Nordic contexts, where the use of ELF is common and students are likely 
to receive high levels of extramural exposure to English via, for example, video 
games, social media, audiovisual media, and other online content. As depicted in 
Table 14, in order to address key questions concerning CLIL and L1, such studies 
should carefully analyse the contextual considerations before proceeding to choose 
variables related to individual differences and establish measures to represent L1 
ability. 
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Table 14.  Considerations for research on CLIL’s impact on L1 ability. 

Contextual 
analysis 

Amount of L2 and L1 use across curriculum 
Extent of extramural exposure (e.g., to media, online content) 
Extent of use of ELF 
Stage of implementation (e.g., primary education) 

Individual 
differences 

Academic ability/achievement (e.g., L1 grades) 
Existing bi- or multilingualism (and linguistic background) 
Language-learning aptitude 
Motivation (e.g., L1 learning, L2 learning, academic motivation) 
SES (e.g., parents’ educational level or other metrics) 
Time spent in CLIL 
Verbal intelligence 
Working memory 

L1 ability 

Lexical access and retrieval 
Literacy skills 
Productive skills (i.e., speaking, writing) 
Receptive skills (i.e., listening, reading) 
Self-concept 
Vocabulary size 

 

If there were scope to conduct longitudinal studies, then measuring L1 ability at 
several stages would also provide insight into the impact of CLIL on L1 development 
over time. Although exploring the relationship between CLIL and L1 ability is not 
limited to any particular research method, it is probably suited to quantitative or 
mixed-methods studies with sufficiently large sample sizes to enable the analysis of 
group-level differences while also considering the impact of several variables related 
to individual differences. Such methods would help in addressing the somewhat 
experimentally-oriented question concerning the impact of CLIL on L1 ability. 

On the other hand, in order to explore the relationship between CLIL and L1 
ability while also addressing one of the main limitations of the present study, future 
researchers could seek to understand what factors within the classroom context 
promote the development of CLIL students’ L1 ability, and how. This field of inquiry 
is of interest because it could shed light on any unexpected, undocumented or 
misunderstood implications of CLIL pedagogical practices with respect to L1 ability. 
Although the focus of CLIL is generally on achieving its overarching learning 
objectives related to content and L2 learning, ensuring that L1 ability develops 
accordingly is consistent with the notion of bilingual education, which is the label 
used for CLIL in Finland (i.e., kaksikielinen opetus). Three areas in which the 
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relationship between CLIL classroom practices and L1 ability could be explored are 
detailed in Figure 9.  

 
Figure 9.  Perspectives for exploring the role of classroom factors in L1 development. 

Firstly, researchers could focus on analysing how existing theoretical constructs 
such as the language quadriptych (Banegas & Mearns, 2023), BICS and CALP 
(Cummins, 2000), and CDFs (Dalton-Puffer, 2016) may be harnessed to promote the 
development of L1 ability in CLIL teaching. These theoretical considerations would 
naturally have implications in the classroom and could be explored via, for example, 
surveys and interviews conducted with CLIL teachers in order to understand their 
decision-making processes when planning curricula, syllabi or individual classes. 
Secondly, analysing the specific approaches teachers adopt for classroom 
interactions related to L1 use and other translanguaging methods (García & Li, 2014) 
may provide insight into pedagogical practices that promote L1 ability in classrooms 
that are typically oriented towards L2 (and content) development. One suitable 
method for exploring this question would be to apply discourse or conversation 
analysis techniques to the analysis of classroom interactions. This approach would 
shed light on students’ immediate responses to, for example, L1 use during class. 
Thirdly, research focused on understanding how differentiation in CLIL (e.g., see 
Roiha, 2012) can be used to promote L1 development would also provide valuable 

Theoretical constructs

integration of L1 into 
the language 

quadriptych  (e.g., 
language through

learning)

analysis of L1 use in 
connection with 
BICS and CALP

L1 use in 
conjunction with 

specific CDFs (e.g., 
classify, define)

Classroom interactions

L1 use in classroom 
communication 

(e.g., instructions, 
explanations, 
translations)

creating bi- or 
multilingual tasks 

and materials

promoting 
translanguaging 
practices during 
interactions (e.g. 

pair- or groupwork)

Differentiation

use of differentiation 
to cater to 

individuals' L1 
needs (or 
difficulties)

use of differentiation 
to cater to groups of 
students with similar 

needs (or 
difficulties) in L1
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insights for both researchers and CLIL teachers. Although different research 
methods are possible, exploring pedagogical decisions and classroom interactions in 
depth is particularly conducive to using qualitative rather than quantitative methods. 
If there is scope and sufficient resources, research on any of these areas could be 
conducted in line with a grounded theory approach comprising several rounds of 
simultaneous data collection and analysis (Flick, 2018; Morse et al., 2021). Starting 
with the generation of descriptions from the analysis of saturated data, such an 
approach could then lead to conceptualisations or categorisations and, ultimately, a 
practical theory related to the development of L1 ability in CLIL. 

Finally, given CLIL’s inherent dual focus on language and content, future studies 
focusing on the relationship between CLIL and L1 ability could also benefit from 
scrutinising content knowledge (e.g., science) and language ability together rather 
than in isolation. For instance, research aiming to compare CLIL and non-CLIL 
students’ L1 ability could not only incorporate considerations outlined in Table 14, 
but also use an integrated approach aimed at evaluating both content knowledge and 
language skills simultaneously (e.g., del Pozo & Llinares, 2021). Similarly, research 
exploring classroom-related phenomena, such as those outlined in Figure 9, could 
also incorporate a greater emphasis on the integration of content and language. For 
example, if teachers were interviewed about their integration of CDFs into particular 
aspects of a syllabus, the researcher could aim to understand teachers’ perceptions 
concerning the role of CDFs in the development of students’ content knowledge and 
L1 ability. Such research may shed light on CLIL’s capacity to fulfil its function as 
a form of bilingual education in addition to its stated pedagogical aim of providing 
a dual focus on content and language. 

5.5 Concluding remarks 
This study sought to investigate the relationship between CLIL and L1 ability in a 
Finnish secondary education context. This overarching aim was approached using 
three sub-studies (Articles I-III) that reflected three sub-aims, as outlined in the 
introduction section of this dissertation. The sub-aims related to establishing 
methods that could be used to address the overarching research question in the given 
context (sub-aim 1), examining the relationship between CLIL and L1 oral 
production (sub-aim 2), and examining the relationship between CLIL and L1 
writing and speaking (sub-aim 3). 

The results for Article I illustrated some important considerations inherent to 
addressing the overarching research aim in the present context, such as accounting 
for socioeconomic status (SES) and differences in students’ linguistic profiles. 
Additionally, the first sub-study highlighted some methodological insights that 
needed to be considered prior to subsequent sub-studies being conducted. For 
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instance, while gathering L2 data enables the comparison of proficiency in L1 and 
L2, using this data to address the overarching research aim would have required a 
different focus (e.g., crosslinguistic influence), which was, ultimately, not deemed 
necessary or practical in the present study. This underscores both the importance of 
pilot testing and the methodological benefits of undertaking a small-scale 
exploratory study as part of a larger research project. The second sub-study (Article 
II) harnessed instruments sometimes used in research in psycholinguistics and 
bilingualism in order to analyse speakers’ abilities in lexical access and retrieval – 
construed as oral production in the present study – thus shedding light on sub-aim 2 
and, subsequently, the overarching research question. To the researcher’s 
knowledge, this is the first study in which such an approach has been taken to 
scrutinise the L1 ability of CLIL students in a secondary education context. The third 
sub-study (Article III) addressed the overarching research question by using 
instruments designed to elicit the production of spoken and written language that is 
relatively spontaneous and cohesive. In Articles II and III, including students’ SES 
and grades in their L1 as a subject in the analyses provided additional insight into 
how background variables may impact CLIL students’ L1 ability differently from 
that of non-CLIL students.  

The study fills a gap in research concerning the relationship between CLIL and 
L1 ability, specifically in a Finnish education context. The findings suggest that 
CLIL students’ L1 ability is not adversely affected by their participation in a CLIL 
implementation in the present context. This finding is reflective of results obtained 
in previous research in which CLIL students were not found to be disadvantaged in 
terms of L1 ability (e.g., Ohlsson, 2021; Pérez Cañado, 2018; San Isidro & 
Lasagabaster, 2018). That said, the study highlights the importance of considering 
contextual factors, such as extramural exposure and the use of English as a lingua 
franca (ELF), as well as pedagogical differences among implementations or groups 
(e.g., the amount of L2 use in teaching), all of which may contribute to considerable 
variation in results across different CLIL contexts (see Section 5.1.2 and 5.1.3). 
Additionally, the results from Articles II and III indicated that the CLIL students’ L1 
ability appeared not to be influenced by their SES to the same extent as that of the 
non-CLIL students. This finding aligns with previous research in which CLIL has 
been found to reduce the impact of SES on L1 ability (Lorenzo et al., 2021; Rascón 
Moreno & Bretones Callejas, 2018). Such findings are suggestive of CLIL’s 
potential in promoting equality via a type of levelling effect (Halbach & Iwaniec, 
2020; Iwaniec & Halbach, 2021), which may boost the performance of low-SES 
students while, admittedly, seeming to have a restrictive effect on the outcomes of 
high-SES students. 

In light of the results of this study, possible areas of future research emerged 
along with methodological considerations that could help provide greater insight into 
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the relationship between CLIL and L1 ability. Firstly, the existing body of research 
could benefit from additional studies that seeks to understand the impact of CLIL on 
L1 ability. Although addressing this specific question was not within the aims or 
scope of the present study, considerations related to this question are outlined in 
Section 5.4 (see Table 14). Future researchers seeking to determine the impact of 
CLIL on L1 ability may wish to employ quantitative or mixed-methods approaches 
in order to measure the impact of the independent or grouping variable (CLIL or 
non-CLIL) on the dependent variable (L1 ability) while considering possible 
covariates (e.g., verbal intelligence, motivation). Secondly, the study highlights that 
further research could be conducted to gain insight into how classroom-related 
factors may influence L1 development in CLIL (see Section 5.4, Figure 9). The use 
of qualitative methods in particular could facilitate an understanding of how teachers 
harness, for example, cognitive discourse functions (CDFs), translanguaging or 
differentiation in order to promote students’ development not only in L2 and content 
knowledge, but also in L1. To sum up, the present study outlines several possible 
avenues of exploration that would build on current knowledge concerning the 
relationship between CLIL and L1 ability. 

Lastly, in a broad sense, this study has contributed to the discussion about the 
role of bilingual education in the context of an overarching multilingual European 
Union (EU). Despite multilingualism already being clearly established in some 
countries, such as Luxembourg (de Bres et al., 2019), the EU’s complex political, 
cultural and linguistic climate forces it to grapple with the challenge of 
simultaneously maintaining linguistic diversity (e.g., Grindheim & Lohndal, 2008; 
Soldat-Jaffe, 2014) and accepting the increasingly dominant role of English for 
intercultural communication (Gnutzmann et al., 2015). It is against the backdrop of 
this linguistic and political tension that the present study is situated. Moreover, in 
scrutinising the relationship between CLIL and L1 ability in Finland, the study 
implicitly assumes that named languages (e.g., Finnish) not only exist but are worth 
analysing despite not explicitly forming part of CLIL’s dual pedagogical aim of 
promoting the learning of content and the target language (e.g., English in Finland). 
Thus, the perspective adopted in the present study contrasts somewhat with the view 
that named languages are a social construct (e.g., Chen, 2015; Li & García, 2017, 
2022). Moreover, although the framework adopted in the present study could be 
construed as representing a monolingual rather than a multilingual perspective on 
learners and speakers of languages (see Conteh & Meier, 2014; May, 2014), it could 
equally be claimed that the existence of named languages is real and has real-world 
implications in individual EU countries, many of which still reflect monolingual 
characteristics (Guglielmi, 2020). It is in line with this kind of realism that the 
present study has been conducted. 
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Abbreviations 

AoA age of acquisition 
CBI content-based instruction 
CDF cognitive discourse functions 
CEFR Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 
CLIL content and language integrated learning 
CLT communicative language teaching 
EMI English-medium instruction 
ELF English as a lingua franca 
EU European Union 
L1 first language 
L2 second language 
L3 third language 
PNT picture-naming task 
RT response time 
SD standard deviation 
SES socioeconomic status 
SLA second language acquisition 
TBL task-based learning 
TENK The Finnish National Board on Research Integrity  
TESOL teaching English to speakers of other languages 
TOT tip-of-the-tongue moment 
VFT verbal fluency task 
ZPD Zone of Proximal Development 
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