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Foreign language competence and content and language integrated learning in 

multilingual schools in Catalonia: An ex post facto study analysing the results of 

state key competences testing. 

Abstract 

The member states of the European Union have funded many initiatives supporting the 

teaching and learning of foreign languages. Content and language integrated learning is 

one of the experimental language programmes that have been introduced in Catalonia, 

in the north-east of Spain. The aims of this study are to analyse the results achieved by 

students on the state test of English language competence during the period 2009–2012  

at (1) 1175 Catalan primary schools, (2) a purposive subset of 85 primary schools and 

(3) a school of reference, which applies a programme integrating physical education and 

language. The analysis indicates that the improvement of English competence occurs 

regardless of whether schools have participated in the experimental English language 

programmes. It is also showed that slightly better results can be observed in schools that 

apply the content and language integrated approach and a notable improvement in the 

school of reference. 
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1. Introduction 



 

 

In 1995 the European Commission’s White Paper on Education and Training Teaching 

and learning – Towards the learning society included as a goal to “develop proficiency 

in three European languages” (European Commission 1995, 1). Thus, the European 

Union encouraged language learning and proposed that “it is necessary to make 

proficiency in at least two foreign languages at school a priority” (13). Since then, most 

members of the European Union have funded numerous initiatives in support of 

teaching and learning foreign languages (Dalton-Puffer 2011; Lorenzo, Casal and 

Moore 2011) and the strength of such proposals has been reinforced by the inclusion of 

“Communication in foreign languages” in the Key Competences for Lifelong Learning 

(European Parliament 2006). Moreover, in 2011, the Civil Society Platform on 

Multilingualism recommended conducting further research on language education 

pedagogy and on the impact of language testing from a multilingual point of view, 

meaning L1 plus two foreign languages. In the same document the Platform named 

Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) as one of the approaches to language 

education that “need to be explored, both to increase motivation and effectiveness” 

(Civil Society Platform on Multilingualism 2011, 16). In fact, according to Coyle, Hood 

and Marsh (2010), since its adoption in 1994 the CLIL approach has been consistently 

promoted.  

1.1. CLIL implementation in European countries 

It should be noted that countries such as the Netherlands and Spain, amongst others, 

have made a considerable investment in CLIL implementation (Dalton-Puffer 2011) and 

that English is, to a large extent, the target language. With regard to language learning, 

“there is increasing evidence that CLIL programmes are more successful in developing 

foreign language competence than traditional language classes” (Ioannou Georgiou 

2012, 501). This assertion is supported by Lasagabaster (2008), Navés (2009), and 

Lorenzo et al. (2009), while Coyle (2007, 558) advocates “unifying a range of research 

opportunities: scientific research and classroom enquiry, top-down and bottom-up 

approaches, qualitative and quantitative”. Cenoz, Genesee and Gorter (2013, 258) insist 

on “conducting research that is generalizable, meaningful and useful”. Other studies 

such as Sylvén (2013) discuss the discrepancies in CLIL outcomes in four European 

countries while Bruton (2011) expresses his doubts about the analysis and conclusions 

of some CLIL research. 



 

 

Note that, whereas the foreign language establishes its own pace when taught in foreign 

language classes, CLIL programmes are usually planned as content lessons of different 

subjects taught in the target language. CLIL thus complement traditional language 

lessons because they offer additional exposure to the target language. With regard to 

learning outcomes, Dalton-Puffer (2011, 186) points out that “most of the research on 

outcomes is in the area of attainment in the CLIL language”, usually among students 

attending the same school. However, research on the effects of CLIL on school 

outcomes is always challenging. Faubert (2009) identified two difficulties in measuring 

the impact: data availability and inference. The former refers to the relationship between 

the existence of data and the researcher’s ability to identify the impact of a particular 

policy. The latter takes into consideration the difficulty of measuring the impact of the 

programmes that have been implemented without a ‘control & treatment group’. We 

should also remember that if national tests are implemented they test the same school-

age year after year and therefore always examine different students. 

1.2. The testing of communication in foreign language 

School evaluation systems should take, as a point of reference, the European Reference 

Framework of key competences for lifelong learning (European Parliament 2006) to 

assess the different kinds of essential knowledge, skills and attitudes included in each 

competence. Faubert (2009) reports that the evaluation systems applied by school 

establishments to measure student learning vary considerably among European 

countries. However, she observes that “the majority of approaches to evaluation 

concerned with outcomes rely on the results obtained by pupils in national tests and 

examinations, as a means to evaluate the performance of individual schools” (Faubert 

2009, 9). In these evaluations, it is important to consider not only the levels of 

performance attained by each school, but also the equity of results within schools. 

Particularly, key competences are assessed using a “single” or “separate” format (Prats 

2009). The former generally means a test that is administered just once, at the end of 

compulsory education. Most of the Nordic countries adopt this format. With the latter 

format, a clear distinction is made between primary and lower-secondary education. 

This is the format for Germany, Holland and Spain, amongst others. Despite the 

limitations of this type of test, Cook and Weaving (2013) affirm that standardised tests 

can contribute to the assessment of key competences if they include questions with 

“structure and content that reproduce real-life contexts authentically”, “multiple steps 



 

 

requiring a chain of reasoning and a range of competences” and “a range of formats 

allowing responses that require different competences” (43). 

Prats (2009) observes that competences in language and mathematics are evaluated 

across the EU and some countries include foreign language competences. By the same 

token, Gordon et al. (2009) report that communication in a foreign language is 

commonly assessed in national standardised tests. In general, the foreign language 

component of such tests is based on the Common European Framework of Reference 

for Languages (CEFR). This is the case of Austria, for example, where the standards for 

language competence are built on the curriculum (European Commission 2012a). A 

different case is Cyprus, where foreign language assessment is more knowledge-based 

than competence-based. Similarly, in Germany the tests assess subject-specific 

competences (Gordon et al. 2009). 

However, most of our information about the foreign language proficiency of students in 

Europe comes from secondary education and is the work of the First European Survey 

on Language Competences (European Commission 2012b), which evaluated students  

from 16 countries. The Final Report of the survey states that many educational systems 

show high levels of achievement. Nevertheless, with regard to foreign language, in six 

educational systems at least 20% of students do not achieve A1 in one or more than one 

skill. But what is most important about this survey is the contextual information 

collected to make more productive comparisons between language policies and 

language teaching methods. 

1.3. Foreign language programmes and school testing: the case of Catalonia 

Catalonia, in the north-east of Spain, is a bilingual community where Catalan and 

Spanish are used equally thanks to an immersion programme initiated by the Catalan 

government during the 1980s. Currently, these two languages coexist with others as a 

result of recent heavy immigration. However, the opportunity to use English in 

everyday life remains limited and, in contrast to northern European countries, the degree 

of exposure to English outside school is very low (Sylvén 2013). 

Foreign language policies have changed dramatically in Catalonia as a result of the 

international convergence that is part of globalisation, the Catalan commercial and 

industrial tradition and the understanding that children and young adults need more 

opportunities. The 2009 Education Law of Catalonia (Llei 12/2009) provided a solid 



 

 

basis for educational reform and for a strengthening of multilingualism at schools by 

mandating a high standard in the acquisition of foreign languages.  

Although a few early CLIL projects were conducted in Catalonia prior to 2004 (Marsh 

2012), the generalized implementation of CLIL came about as a result of the 2005 Pla 

Experimental de Llengües Estrangeres (Resolution EDC/1329/2005) (Experimental 

Plan for Foreign Languages, hereafter, PELE). During the period 2006–2012, a total of 

273 CLIL-oriented PELE projects were implemented in primary education throughout 

Catalonia and teachers involved in such projects were able to receive training in both 

Catalonia and abroad (Lorenzo and Piqué 2013). Unfortunately, the severe financial 

crisis that impacted Catalonia starting in 2008 led to drastic cuts in government funds 

and most of the teacher training abroad programmes had disappeared by 2011. 

In Catalonia, at the end of primary education (i.e., at age 10–11 years) students are 

assessed by a test which is designed and validated by a council (hereafter, ECES) which 

acts as a consultancy division of the Catalan Department of Education and which is 

charged with analysing and assessing all the pre-university stages of the Catalan 

education system (Decret 305/1993). Testing procedures are tightly controlled by the 

ECES, with tests administered and marked at schools by external personnel. These tests 

are intended to assess the level of achievement of certain key competences commonly 

associated with mainstream school subjects. It is a formative and learning-oriented 

process which does not determine access to secondary education but provides schools 

and parents with meaningful information. The four components of primary school 

testing cover Catalan, Spanish, Foreign Languages and Mathematics, reflecting the 

importance attached to language achievement by the Catalan government in response to 

repeated observations that school success is often hampered by limited language 

proficiency (Stanat et al. 2012).  

Schools are categorised by the Inspectorate of Education of Catalonia, which 

distinguishes between three categories, A, B and C intended to quantify the level of 

educational challenge that each school faces (Moral 2012). The three specific criteria 

that are used to determine this (Resolution ENS/906/2014) are disadvantaging contexts, 

specific educational needs and the proportion of immigrant children in the student 

population. From 2009 to 2013, a total of 1,173 level B schools participated in the key 

competences test. This group range covers a wide variety of educational institutions that 



 

 

may differ considerably. Recently, some schools have dropped from level B to level C, 

and the number of schools in this latter group has increased with the emergence of  

newly deprived areas as a result of the financial crisis. On the other hand, the chief 

feature of schools categorised as level A is that they tend to be located in wealthy areas.  

1.4. A Physical Education-in-CLIL programme as a point of reference 

Although Physical Education (hereafter, PE) is often mentioned as a subject included in 

CLIL programmes, specific research on potential benefits of PE-in-CLIL is scarce. 

However, of the several examples of such programmes in Europe (e.g. Machunsky 

2008; Rottmann 2007), one has been underway since 2008 at a level B school in 

Catalonia. The school’s PE-in-CLIL programme has been validated through research 

and (like all public schools in Catalonia) the school also has been participating in the 

key competences testing. These two conditions made the school an ideal school of 

reference (hereafter, SoR) for the present study not only because its results could be 

compared with the other PELE programmes but also because it would constitute a 

felicitous context for purposive sampling. In addition, this particular PE-in-CLIL 

programme has been the subject of extensive research (Coral 2010, 2012, 2013a, 2013b, 

2013c; Coral and Lleixà 2013, 2014, 2016), whose results provide clear proof that the 

programme fully meets the conditions required (Navés 2009; Florit 2013) for the 

effective implementation of CLIL programmes, to wit: 

a) “CLIL programmes support and respect learners’ L1 and home culture” (Florit 2013, 

128). Although the use of the CLIL language is encouraged at all times in the SoR’s PE-

in-CLIL programme, learners are allowed to use their L1 as well as code-switch (Coral 

2012).  

b) “CLIL programmes have multilingual or bilingual teachers that master students’ L1” 

(Florit 2013, 128). In the SoR, teachers are multilingual and the process of learning in 

PE was supported by language teaching techniques as detailed elsewhere (Coral 2013a).  

c) “CLIL programmes are part of a bilingual/trilingual/multilingual integrated 

curriculum” (Florit 2013, 129). The SoR decided to foster a long-term CLIL programme 

without segregating students from mainstream classes. The programme was focused on 

PE, where the target language of instruction is included in its multilingual long-term 



 

 

plan along with Catalan and Spanish. In the sixth year of primary education the time 

exposure is increased by three hours per week through CLIL. 

d) “CLIL programmes are long-term projects and applied by stable teaching staff” 

(Florit 2013, 129). In the SoR, the subject teacher involved in the project, the foreign 

teachers that supported the CLIL programme and the school board are the same people 

who started the project in 2007. 

e) “CLIL programmes count on the support and involvement of parents” (Florit 2013, 

130). In the SoR, parent representatives were well informed about and fully supportive 

of the programme (Coral 2012).  

f) “CLIL programmes are developed with the joint effort of all parties involved” (Florit 

2013, 130). The SoR’s CLIL programme has the support of the teaching staff and 

school board. The Sport Research Group of the University of Barcelona’s Faculty of 

Teacher Training also participated in the research (Coral 2012).  

g) “CLIL programmes have a teaching staff trained in the content, the language and the 

appropriate methodology” (Florit 2013, 130). All PELE-CLIL programmes have been 

applied by multilingual trained teachers. The content teachers receive language training 

and both content and language teachers participate in in-service teacher training 

programmes (Lorenzo and Piqué 2013).  

h) “CLIL programmes start with high expectations and are under a continuous 

evaluation and revision” (Florit 2013, 131). In 2010, the SoR’s main medium-term goal 

was to significantly reduce the percentage of students that didn’t achieve A1. As 

described in recent publications (Coral 2012; Coral and Coral 2013, 2014), the PE-in-

CLIL programme has been under evaluation for a period of three years through an 

Action Research process and student outcomes have been assessed through the national 

key competence test system. 

i) “CLIL programmes are provided with quality materials that have been designed ad 

hoc” (Florit 2013, 132). Specific PE-in-CLIL materials for this programme (Coral 

2013a, 2013b, 2013c) were created, improved and validated.  

 

2. Aim and research questions 



 

 

The utility of conducting retrospective studies to determine the advantage of CLIL and 

to provide policy-makers with useful data has been suggested by Dalton-Puffer and 

Smit (2013) and Pérez-Cañado (2011). However, to our knowledge, no study has yet 

investigated the relationship between the results of a state key competences test, 

national-level plans to promote foreign language acquisition and CLIL programmes. 

The aims of this study are to analyse the results of the state test of English language 

competence in Catalonia during the period 2009–2012, and then, within that context, to 

quantitatively analyse the results of the SoR. Specifically, the study explores the 

following research questions (RQ): 

RQ1: In the results of the state test of English language competence in the sixth year of 

primary school, did the schools that applied PELE programmes obtain better results 

than those that did not? 

RQ2: Considering the PELE programmes, did the schools that applied CLIL-based 

programmes obtain better results than others that did not? If so, what subjects were 

taught through CLIL? And what what was the exposure time of students to the target 

language? 

RQ3: Did the SoR, which applied a PE-in-CLIL programme, obtain better results than 

the rest of the schools analysed? If so, what characteristics of the SoR CLIL programme 

might explain this difference? 

We answer these RQs by: 

 describing the evolution of the official foreign language test results in level B 

schools in Catalonia from academic years 2010 to 2012; 

 describing the evolution of the foreign language test results of a purposive 

sample of schools that  carried out a PELE programme over the same period; 

 describing the evolution of the foreign language test results of a purposive 

sample of schools classified according their participation or non-participation in 

the PELE project and a CLIL programme; 

 identifying in the purposive sample the subjects that were taught through CLIL; 

 analysing the foreign language test results of the SoR compared with other level 

B schools and the purposive sample. 



 

 

3. Method 

This study used an ex post facto descriptive research design to analyse the results of 

testing in foreign language competence in Catalonia. 

 

3.1. Participants 

The analysis is based on data from a state-wide key competences test for sixth-year 

students carried out in Catalonia from 2010 to 2012. The participants in the study were 

students from 85 primary schools categorised as level B schools. One of these schools 

was the SoR, which also served as the context for a purposive sampling procedure. The 

total number of pupils for each academic year was 3,923 (2009-2010), 3,856 (2010-

2011) and 3,883 (year 2011-2012). In the SoR, the number of students per year was 43 

(2009-2010), 29 (2010-2011) and 24 (2011-2012). 

3.2. Instrument 

Data were gathered through the foreign language tests administered and marked by the 

Catalan Ministry of Education which assessed reading and listening comprehension. In 

particular, the test comprised closed items about two short listenings and two short 

readings. In both cases students needed to demonstrate their ability to identify the main 

idea, and locate and deduce specific and also non-explicit information. The results are 

organised in three levels: low, medium and high. In the low level the mean of the 

student’s answers was under the threshold of achievement, in the medium level it 

crossed the threshold and in the high level it clearly surpassed it. Although the levels 

cannot be matched precisely with CEFR standards because the student’s writing and 

speaking competences are not tested, any student who receives a low-level grade has a 

level that may be regarded as equivalent to pre-A1. 

3.3. Procedure and method of analysis 

The detailed results of the state competence tests are not in the public domain, although 

schools are naturally given access to the results obtained by their own students as well 

as mean grade achieved by the entire test-taking population to facilitate the 

interpretation of their results. For the purposes of this study, however, the ECES gave us 

access to this data on the condition that it should remain confidential. Although we 

examined a period of five years, only the data from the academic years 2009-2010, 



 

 

2010-2011 and 2011-2012 were comparable because the test criteria were altered in the 

year 2013-2014. The data were made available to us in an Excel spreadsheet and were 

later imported to SPSS Statistical Analysis Software. 

In the study, a purposive sample criterion was followed. As explained above, a SoR was 

chosen on the merit of previous research that had demonstrated the success of a CLIL 

programme and had been widely reported and published in journals (Coral & Lleixà, 

2013, 2014, 2016). The SoR is a level B school where 44.2% of the students scored in 

the low level in the year 2009-2010. Thus, the sample criteria specifically considered 

level B schools where the percentage of students in the low level ranged between 39% 

and 49% in year 2009-2010. The resulting sample was of 85 schools including the SoR. 

The next step was to identify which of these schools completed a PELE project during 

the 2009-2012 period. After cross-checking the list of PELE projects with the schools in 

the sample, we learned that 40 schools had participated in the PELE. Next, we queried 

the schools to find out how many were applying a CLIL programme with the result that 

19 schools answered positively and the two schools that did not answer were withdrawn 

from the study. This process of sampling provided us with three categories (NO-PELE; 

PELE-NO-CLIL; PELE-CLIL) that could then be compared with the SoR. 

The study is based on the percentages of the students with a low, medium and high 

score per year and per school, following the sampling criteria described above. We use a 

descriptive presentation of the overall performance obtained by the students. Data are 

analysed according to whether a school participates in the PELE-NO-CLIL and PELE-

CLIL projects. At the same time, we will present the performance obtained for all the 

students from level B schools who participated in the testing as well as the results from 

the SoR.  

The inferential statistical test used to analyse the relationship between the participation 

in each category and the student’s results is the statistical chi-square (χ
2
) test with a 

predetermined level of significance of .05 (p-value<.05). Cramer’s V is used to 

determine the strengths of statistical associations. Values above .6 indicate a strong 

association (Rea & Parker, 1992). 

4. Results 



 

 

With schools sorted into the three categories (NO-PELE, PELE-NO-CLIL and PELE-

CLIL), Table 1 shows a slight reduction in the percentage of students in the low-scoring 

level from year 2009-2010 to year 2011-2012. Nevertheless, the statistical analysis of 

the relationship between the three categories in each school year regarding scores on the 

English test does not show significant statistical differences: for year 2009-2010, χ
2 

(4)=1.439 (p>.05); for year 2010-2011, χ
2 

(4)=3.899 (p>.05); and for year 2011-2012, χ
2 

(4)=5.159 (p>.05). On the other hand, significant statistical differences can be observed 

when, category by category, the relationship between school year and test scores is 

analysed, even though the association is weak: for NO PELE schools, χ
2 

(4)=206.31 

(p<.000), Cramer’s V=.128; for PELE-NO –CLIL schools, χ
2 

(4)=77.94 (p<.000), 

Cramer’s V=.123; and for PELE-CLIL schools, χ
2 

(4)=104.86 (p<.000), Cramer’s 

V=.145. 

 

[Table 1 near here] 

 

In relation to all the level B schools in Catalonia, the evolution of results presented in 

Table 2 shows data that is similar to Table 1, meaning a reduction in the percentage of 

students in the low level that matches an increase in the percentage of students in the 

medium level, and stability in the high level. In this case, statistical analysis shows a 

significant relationship between the school year and test scores (χ
2 

(4)=2495.02 p<.000) 

yet with a weak association (Cramer’s V=.123), thus reinforcing the idea of the 

influence of non-controlled variables, which will be discussed later. 

 

[Table 2 near here] 

 

On the other hand, the results obtained by the SoR (Table 3 and Figure 1) show a much 

more noteworthy tendency. In this case, the percentage of students in the medium level 

increases by 21.6% (32.6% in 2009-2010 compared with 54.2% in 2011-2012) in 

conjunction with a similar (19.2%) decrease in the percentage of students in the low 

level (44.2% in 2009-2010 compared with 25% in 2011-2012). However, the 

relationship is not statistically significant (χ
2 

(4)=3.498 p>0.05), though this may not be 

surprising, given the small number of pupils enrolled in the SoR. 



 

 

 

[Table 3 near here] 

 

[Figure 1 near here] 

 

With regard to the subjects involved in the PELE-CLIL category, four were identified: 

Art and Crafts (8 schools), Social and Natural Sciences (5 schools), Mathematics (3 

schools) and PE (3 schools). In each subject, students were exposed to content 

instruction in English for differing lengths of time, with 1 hour of target language 

instruction in Art and Crafts, 1 hour in Social and Natural Sciences, an average of 1.3 

hours in Mathematics and an average of 2.3 hours in PE. 

 

5. Discussion 

In answer to RQ1 on the improvement in English competence in Catalonia’s level B 

schools, the results indicate that improvement occurs regardless of whether schools 

have participated in PELE programmes or not (Table 2). In answer to RQ2, slightly 

better results are obtained in the CLIL schools (Table 1), while with regard to RQ3, a 

marked improvement is observed in the SoR (Table 3), which shows better results than 

the overall test scores of the rest of the sample and level B schools. The factors that 

seem to influence SoR results will be discussed below. 

Within the sample of schools that were carrying out PELE programmes, the reduction in 

the proportion of low level students was more pronounced in the PELE-CLIL category 

than in those categories that did not apply any type of PELE programme in the same 

period. In fact, NO-PELE results were very similar to results in those schools that 

applied other types of experimental language programmes (PELE-NO-CLIL). This 

suggests that such small differences might be directly related not with PELE 

programmes but with other factors such as the type of test, differences in the student 

population from one year to another and the time of exposure to the PELE programme.   

Regarding the PELE-CLIL (Table 1) category and the SoR (Table 3), the reduction in 

the percentage of students within the lower range runs parallel to a clear increase in 

students within the medium level but no gain in the number of students with a high 



 

 

level. This significantly broader band of students in the medium level is consistent with 

the conclusions of Dalton-Puffer (2008).  

The results for the population of level B schools in general (Table 2) show that even 

though there is an improvement, there is less difference in the reduction of the low level 

(from 39.37% to 34.27%) compared with the SoR and the sample schools, even though 

the starting point is lower (44.2% in the SoR, 43.83% in the PELE-NO-CLIL category 

compared with 39.37%, in Catalonia’s level B schools overall). The reduction in the 

low level is comparatively greater in the SoR than in the rest of the schools. Although 

the results are not meant to be interpreted as the direct and unique consequence of the 

implementation of CLIL programmes, the trend supports the conclusions of San Isidro 

(2011) and Lasagabaster (2008) on bilingual societies where the target foreign language 

is hardly ever used outside the school setting. It also supports the results of studies 

conducted in monolingual societies with a very low extramural exposure to English, 

such as Hungary (Várkuti 2010) and Andalusia (in the south of Spain) (Lorenzo, Casal 

and Moore 2009).  

On the other hand, the nature of the SoR and the sample confirms that, in the Catalan 

context, CLIL is not a discriminatory teaching approach. This supports the arguments 

provided by Hüttner and Smit (2014), in opposition to Bruton’s critique (2011). In the 

same way, Catalan CLIL programmes do not replace foreign language teaching, 

confirming the assertion by Hüttner and Smit (2014, 163) that “CLIL is typically an 

additional element of FL instruction, and does not replace dedicated language classes”. 

Indeed, the information provided by the schools in the PELE-CLIL category reinforces 

the fact that in Catalonia CLIL is complementary (Lorenzo & Piqué, 2013). Likewise, 

the profile of such programmes confirms the variety, in time exposure and subjects 

involved, reported by Coyle et al. (2010) and Sylvén (2013), amongst others. It seems 

that two models (Coyle et al. 2010) are present, with either the subject being entirely 

taught in English (the case of PE and Art and Crafts) or the subject being taught only 

part of the time in English (Mathematics and Social and Natural Sciences). The co-

presence of these two modalities is explained by the fact that in Catalonia, as in all the 

countries of Europe, the education authorities in question apply the CLIL approach on 

their own terms (Ruiz de Zarobe 2013). At any rate, according to Ruiz de Zarobe and 

Celaya (2011) it is almost impossible to ascertain which factor has more influence, the 

CLIL approach itself or the additional time exposure that it entails.  



 

 

We agree with Ruiz de Zarobe and Celaya (2011, 211) that “the positive results that 

were obtained using a CLIL approach could sometimes be attributable to both the 

educational approach and to the fact that under this approach, students had a higher 

amount of exposure to the foreign language”. However, there is not enough evidence to 

understand the full extent to which each factor has influenced the language 

improvement shown in this PELE-CLIL sample. We must also ask how it is that the 

percentages of achievement demonstrated by students enrolled in NO-PELE and PELE-

NO-CLIL are similar.  

A further question also arises: why does the PE-in-CLIL programme show better 

results? Two factors seem to be crucial: time exposure and methodology. Because 

increasing time exposure is not enough (De Graaff 2007) substantial methodological 

changes were included in the teaching of PE. Thus, language teaching techniques have 

been combined with specific PE teaching styles that incorporate tasks that require high 

order thinking skills. Cooperative learning was also included in order to increase student 

talking time and language was embedded into the motor activities through meaningful 

hands-on tasks (Coral and Lleixà 2016) accompanied by the necessary language 

scaffolding (Coral 2013b, 2013c). Furthermore, it is significant that the PE-in-CLIL 

programme developed in the SoR takes into consideration all the theoretical 

assumptions regarding effective teaching performance directed at language acquisition 

in CLIL contexts described by De Graaff et al. (2007) and also meets the conditions 

required for the effective implementation of CLIL programmes, as these are explained 

by Navés (2009) and Florit (2013).  

 

6. Conclusions 

Our study confirms the improvement of English competence in Catalonia’s level B 

schools in the period 2009–2012. No significant differences in improvement were 

detected between schools that did not participate in any type of PELE programme and 

schools that participated in the PELE-NO-CLIL category. Related to the schools that 

completed a PELE programme, slightly better results were obtained in schools that 

implemented a CLIL programme (PELE-CLIL category). Furthermore, a clear 

difference was observed in our school of reference (SoR), which uses CLIL in PE and 

rigorously applies the characteristics of effective CLIL programmes as described by 

different experts. These findings have various implications for educational policies, 



 

 

suggesting that education authorities should promote multilingual curriculums, ensure 

that CLIL projects follow the features of successful CLIL programmes and assess the 

four skills in order to be comparable with the CEFR rubrics. One of the limitations of 

the present study is the absence of speaking and writing skills in the state test. The year-

to-year variability of the students also needs to be controlled for, along with the periods 

of time in which students have been continuously exposed to a CLIL programme. 

Despite such limitations and because the study is based on real tests that have been 

applied by governmental agencies in natural contexts, the findings have ecological 

validity, at least in the Catalan context. However, further research will determine 

whether CLIL programmes maintain the same positive tendencies with new testing 

system which includes the assessment of writing and speaking skills. 
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