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differentiation they identify. The qualitative phase was conducted in a 
school which offers CLIL education also to pupils with special needs 
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greatest challenges of differentiation involved time, material and physical 
classroom environment. The study indicates that teachers should be more 
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Teachers’ views on differentiation in Content and Language Integrated 

Learning (CLIL): Perceptions, practices and challenges 
 

The present study investigates differentiation in Content and Language Integrated 

Learning (CLIL) in Finland. Specifically, this combination of a qualitative case study and 

quantitative survey examines (1) primary teachers’ perceptions of differentiation, (2) the 

differentiation methods specific to CLIL education the teachers use and (3) the challenges 

of differentiation they identify. The qualitative phase was conducted in a school which 

offers CLIL education also to pupils with special needs following the principles of 

inclusive education. The results revealed that the teachers (n = 51) perceived 
differentiation in somewhat different ways. In general, the teachers differentiated their 

CLIL education in a fairly versatile manner with various teaching arrangements and 

methods and focussed on the differentiation of the language. In addition, the teachers’ 
perceptions of differentiation correlated with the differentiation practices they used. The 

greatest challenges of differentiation involved time, material and physical classroom 

environment. The study indicates that teachers should be more conscious of the nature of 
differentiation for it to be more purposeful and systematic. Schools should critically re-

examine their structures and for instance co-teaching, class-size reduction or remedial 

teaching could be used more effectively. 

 
Keywords: CLIL education, inclusion, differentiation, the perceptions of differentiation, 

the challenges of differentiation, teacher 

 

 

Introduction 

The present research examines differentiation in CLIL education which Finnish legislation 

has allowed schools to practise since 1991. This resulted in a rapid increase of CLIL 

education in Finland and for instance in 1996 almost 10 per cent of comprehensive schools 

reported implementing it (Nikula and Marsh 1996). The popularity of CLIL education has 

decreased considerably since then as in 2005 only less than five per cent of comprehensive 

schools provided it (Lehti, Järvinen and Suomela-Salmi 2006). However, the latest report on 

the issue reveals that there is again a growing interest in CLIL education in many 

municipalities (Kangasvieri et al. 2011).  

The main aim of the present study is to address the issue of how to support pupils with 

special needs in CLIL education by means of differentiation. Traditionally most CLIL pupils 

have been pretested and chosen to CLIL education based on their linguistic abilities and 

general school performance. Hence, the number of pupils with special needs in CLIL classes 

has been relatively small and the previous CLIL research has thus neglected them. However, 

in some schools, including the target school in the qualitative phase of the present research, 

CLIL education is provided to all pupils regardless of their skills or abilities. Such inclusive 

policy results in very heterogeneous classrooms with different types of learners and causes 

challenges to teaching.  

In Finland, a greater emphasis is placed on differentiation also due to a new structural 

change which may partly increase the number of underachieving pupils in CLIL education. 

That is, the Finnish Basic Education Act and the Finnish National Core Curriculum for Basic 

Education (FNCCBE) were amended in 2010 regarding the issue of support for 

underachieving pupils and a new threefold support model was introduced. One aim of the 

model was to reduce unnecessary transfers to special needs education as the number of pupils 

attending it had been steadily increasing for several years (e.g. Kivirauma and Ruoho 2007; 

Saloviita 2009; Lintuvuori 2010). The three stages of the model are called general support, 

enhanced support and special-needs support (Amended Basic Education Act [ABEA] 2010; 
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Amendments and Additions to the National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 

[AANCCBE] 2010). The threefold support model is built on the idea that underachieving 

pupils should receive support with various methods at the two first levels of the model in 

order to avoid entering the last stage of the model. That is, the special-needs support which 

corresponds to the previous transfer to special needs education. Differentiation is one of the 

most central support methods in all stages of the threefold support model. Thus, the present 

research delves into two fairly current issues in the field of education in Finland, 

differentiation and CLIL education. Previous research has mostly examined the two issues 

separately and not integrated them. 

This paper presents the study conducted for the researcher’s master’s thesis. First, the 

theoretical framework, which builds on the terms CLIL, inclusion and differentiation, is 

introduced. Second, the methodology of the research and the research questions are described. 

Third, the results from both study phases are jointly presented although the phases were 

conducted separately. The results section contains quotes from the teachers in the qualitative 

phase which are translated into English by the researcher (original language Finnish). Last, 

the results of the study are further analysed and the main implications derived from them are 

discussed. 

 

 

Theoretical framework 

CLIL 

Research on CLIL education has focussed on its impact on pupils’ school attainment. For 

instance, the results as regards the effects of CLIL education on pupils’ foreign language 

development and affective features have been extremely positive (e.g. Järvinen 1999; 

Lasagabaster 2008, 2011; Ruiz de Zabore 2008; Lorenzo, Casal and Moore 2009; Admiraal, 

Westhoff and de Bot 2006; Pihko 2007). The results of the effects of CLIL education on 

content learning have been slightly less consistent. However, several studies indicate that 

CLIL education has a fairly positive effect also on pupils’ content learning and general school 

performance (e.g. Jäppinen 2005; Seikkula-Leino 2007). 

Previous CLIL research has only referred to the issues of differentiation or pupils with 

special needs in general. For instance, Pihko’s (2010) research, which examined pupils’ (n = 

209) experiences in CLIL education, touched on the issue of differentiation. She found that 

some pupils wanted teachers to individualise their teaching and use L1 (Finnish) more. 

Seikkula-Leino (2005) deduces that underachieving pupils could participate in CLIL 

education more as her study indicates that they can obtain similar results in CLIL education 

than in traditional one. She however reminds that this would require increased resources and 

greater pedagogical knowledge. Meriläinen (2008) investigated the ways to support different 

types of learners in one English speaking immersion education class in Finland. She found 

that the use of L1 (Finnish) and flexible grouping were common and effective methods to 

support the learning of underachieving pupils. Meriläinen (2008) states that schools should 

pay attention to various issues in CLIL education such as core subjects and content, the role 

of L1 and L2, assessment, teaching methods and learning strategies. 

 

 

Inclusion  

Inclusion has been widely studied. For instance, Peterson and Hittie (2003, 35–42) have 

summarised the results of numerous inclusion studies and meta-analyses that have examined 

the effect of inclusion on pupils’ academic achievement and social well-being. With few 

exceptions, the results have been highly positive. In their meta-analysis Kalambouka et al. 
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(2007) summarise 26 inclusion studies that examined the impact of inclusion on the academic 

performance and social development of pupils without special needs. The results were 

positive or neutral in approximately 80 per cent of the studies, which indicates that integrating 

pupils with special needs into general education classes does not have a negative influence on 

other pupils’ school performance or social development.  

Despite the encouraging research results concerning the effects of inclusion on pupils’ 

attainment and social well-being, people’s attitudes towards inclusion have not been very 

positive. For instance, in a large survey for class teachers, subject teachers, special needs 

teachers and principals (n = 1,824), Moberg (2001) found that only five per cent of the 

participants supported inclusion to some extent. The vast majority of the teachers objected 

inclusion as they feared not being able to provide quality teaching for both pupils with and 

without special needs. According to Moberg (2001) this type of view reveals that teachers 

value pupils’ maximal academic performance more than teaching pupils physically in the 

same classroom. Eight years later, Kuorelahti and Vehkakoski (2009) obtained similar results 

to Moberg’s (2001) study in their survey in which 1,034 parents, 233 teachers and 44 

principals participated. 

 

 

Differentiation  

Differentiation is not regarded as a theory of its own, but rather a synthesis of several 

different theories. For instance, differentiation has traces of Gardner’s Theory of Multiple 

Intelligences and can be considered as its pedagogical application (e.g. Gardner 2008; see also 

Tomlinson and Allan 2000, 21). Gardner’s theory recognises that pupils are different in terms 

of their intelligences and talents and thus implies that teaching should be adapted to best 

match each pupil’s individual abilities and needs. Another theoretical concept that is central to 

differentiation is Vygotsky’s (1978, 1982) Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) (see also 

Tomlinson and Allan 2000, 18–19). The aim of differentiation is to discover the pupil’s actual 

development stage and tailor teaching so that it corresponds to the pupil’s ZPD. Therefore, in 

an ideal situation of differentiation each pupil would be working in his or her own personal 

ZPD.  

In practice, differentiation can be implemented on three dimensions: the extent, the 

depth and the progress rate of studying (AANCCBE 2010, 6). Teachers can thus differentiate 

the goals, content, teaching methods, materials and tasks, learning environments and 

assessment according to pupils’ readiness, interests, abilities, motivation and self-esteem 

(Tomlinson 1999, 11; Moberg and Vehmas 2009, 64; UNESCO 2004, 14; Ikonen, Ojala and 

Virtanen 2003, 144; AANCCBE 2010, 5–6) (see Figure 1).  

 
[Figure 1 near here]. 

 

Previous research has been examining different aspects of differentiation. For instance, 

Berbaum (2009), Naukkarinen (2005) and Mikola (2011) have investigated teachers’ 

perceptions of differentiation. Their studies reveal that many teachers perceive differentiation 

in a somewhat narrow way and often focus merely on differentiating the tasks and 

assignments. In addition, teachers have identified numerous challenges for successful 

differentiation which include large class sizes, lack of time and resources and lack of 

knowledge of differentiation. Another approach in research has been to scrutinise the effects 

of differentiation on pupils’ achievement. Research shows that in general differentiation has a 

positive effect on both underachieving and gifted pupils’ school achievements. Furthermore, 

pupils have found the differentiation methods motivating and easy to employ (e.g. 
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DeBaryshe, Gorecki and Mishima-Young 2009; McCrea Simpkins, Mastropieri and Scruggs 

2009; Reis et al. 2011). 

 

 

Methodology and research questions 

Data collection and analysis 

The present research is a combination of a qualitative case study and quantitative survey. The 

aim of the qualitative study phase was to increase the understanding and knowledge of 

differentiation as a phenomenon in inclusive CLIL education by means of a case study in 

order to become more aware of the different practical differentiation methods one can use. 

The qualitative data were gathered by interviewing teachers (n = 3). The teachers were 

selected from the target school which followed the principles of inclusive education and 

provided CLIL education to all of the pupils. In addition, the special needs education of the 

area was centred to the school and each class thus had approximately two pupils with special 

needs. The qualitative data collection was conducted in October and November 2011. The 

transcribed interviews and observation notes were organized under themes and analysed 

following theory oriented content analysis methods (e.g. Tuomi and Sarajärvi 2009). 

The quantitative study phase investigated how the results of the qualitative phase appear 

in CLIL education in general and thus provided an overview of differentiation in CLIL 

education. The quantitative data (n = 48) were gathered using a survey based on the findings 

of the qualitative phase and were analysed with the SPSS 20.0 programme. Altogether the 

survey consisted of 31 ways to differentiate CLIL education. The quantitative data collection 

was conducted in April and May 2012. An internet-based survey which consisted of three 

sections was sent to 143 CLIL teachers in Finland who taught English CLIL education at 

primary school level. The survey was answered by 48 teachers which provided a response rate 

of 33.6 per cent. 

The statistical analysis of the quantitative data was mainly based on descriptive statistics 

such as frequencies, percentages, means and standard deviations. In addition, a set of 

variables were summed together to produce five new variables that contained the total value 

of each category and their correlations were calculated using Pearson’s correlation coefficient. 

The five new variables corresponded to (1) the teachers’ perceptions of differentiation, (2) the 

methods the teachers used to differentiate their CLIL education for underachieving pupils, (3) 

the methods the teachers used to differentiate their CLIL education for gifted pupils, (4) the 

methods the teachers used to differentiate their CLIL education for both underachieving and 

gifted pupils and (5) the challenges of differentiation the teachers identified (see Table 1). 

 

 

Reliability and validity 

The reliability of the quantitative phase was examined by means of internal consistency which 

was measured with Cronbach’s alpha. The values of alpha for all the five combined variables 

were above 0.60 which can be seen as the lowest acceptable value and were thus regarded as 

sufficiently reliable (see Table 1). 

 
[Table 1 near here].  

 

As regards the validity of the research, the sample was gathered following the principles of a 

random sample. The population of the present research was estimated to be approximately 

500 primary school teachers who practise English CLIL education in Finland. Therefore, on a 

confidence level of 95 per cents the response rate of 33.6 per cent produced the confidence 
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interval (margin of error) of 13.46. Hence, it is important to note that the generalisations of 

the quantitative results are fairly limited. 

 

 

Participants 

The participants in the qualitative phase were three CLIL teachers (n = 3) of the target school 

which follows the policy of inclusive education and offers CLIL education also to pupils with 

special needs. As Table 2 shows, the teachers represented very different characteristics.  
 

[Table 2 near here].  

 

Teacher2 was the only one who also had the qualification of a special needs teacher. She was 

also the only one who worked as a full-time teacher as Teacher1 and Teacher3 were class 

teachers. In addition to the pupils who received enhanced or special-needs support, some 

pupils received individual support from the special needs teacher either occasionally or 

regularly. In this research, gifted pupils were defined as pupils whose general school 

attainment was good and whose language skills were clearly above average. The number of 

them was based only on the teachers’ estimations. 

The participants in the quantitative phase were 48 CLIL teachers (n = 48) from different 

parts of Finland. Four of them were male and 44 of them female. Their average CLIL 

education experience was approximately eight years. The teachers taught different age 

groups: from the first to the sixth grade the mode being the fifth grade. In general, the class 

sizes were fairly small as only four participants had more than 25 and more than half of the 

teachers had 21 to 25 pupils in their class. On average, the teachers had 1.5 pupils with special 

needs and 6.1 gifted pupils in their classroom. 

 

 

Research questions 

The present study poses the following research questions: 

 

1. How do the teachers in the target school perceive the concept of differentiation? 

(qualitative phase) 

2. How do they differentiate their teaching in inclusive primary school CLIL education 

in practice? (qualitative phase)  

3. What challenges do they identify for differentiation in inclusive primary school CLIL 

education? (qualitative phase) 

4. In general, how do teachers view differentiation in CLIL education? (quantitative 

phase) 

 

 

Results 

Perceptions of differentiation 

The teachers perceived differentiation in somewhat different ways. In the interviews, 

Teacher2 had the broadest view on differentiation as she understood it as taking pupils’ 

individuality into account in general. She further considered that pupils’ personality should be 

at the core of differentiation and pupils’ social objectives should also be differentiated. 

Teacher1 and Teacher3 on the other hand had a narrower view on differentiation as they 

mainly regarded it as modifying the tasks and teaching methods based on pupils’ needs. Most 
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teachers in the quantitative phase (88 % of the participants) agreed with Teacher2’s broader 

view on differentiation. However, all three teachers in the qualitative phase considered 

differentiation to involve all pupils whereas only 26 teachers in the quantitative phase (54 % 

of the participants) considered similarly. All the teachers in the qualitative phase regarded 

differentiation as highly important and agreed that differentiation for underachieving pupils 

was more important than for gifted pupils. For instance, Teacher2 noted the following on the 

issue: 

 
I think it is even more dangerous, even downright somehow unethical not to help the one 

who is left out because (s)he doesn’t know or isn’t able to… the gifted one always has a 

chance to participate, but those who can’t do it don’t have too many of those chances. 
(Teacher2) 

 

Most teachers in the quantitative phase (75 % of the participants) considered both dimensions 

of differentiation to be equally important. However, 12 teachers (25 % of the participants) 

considered differentiation for underachieving pupils to be more important than for gifted 

pupils whereas none of the teachers regarded differentiation for gifted pupils as more 

important.  

The level of difficulty of the two differentiation dimensions was an issue which divided 

the teachers more. That is, according to Teacher1, differentiation for both learner types was 

equally challenging. Teacher2, in turn, considered that it is easier to differentiate for 

underachieving pupils whereas Teacher3 had the exact opposite view. In the quantitative 

phase, the majority of the teachers (54 % of the participants) regarded both dimensions of 

differentiation as equally challenging. However, more teachers (33 % of the participants) 

considered differentiation for underachieving pupils easier than for gifted pupils. Only six 

teachers (13 % of the participants) regarded differentiation for gifted pupils as more effortless. 

 

 

Differentiation in practice 

The three teachers interviewed mentioned several practical methods how CLIL education can 

be differentiated. The following subcategories emerged from the interviews: the planning and 

implementation of the teaching, individual assistance and peer support, tasks, special needs 

assistant and the role of L2 and L1. The use of these methods was then further examined 

among the CLIL teachers in the quantitative phase. In addition, few methods were added to 

the survey which were not mentioned in the interviews but are generally considered as 

traditional methods of differentiation. 

Out of the 31 methods, 12 were frequently used by more than 70 per cent of the teachers 

in the differentiation of their CLIL education. Furthermore, five methods were commonly 

used by at least half of the teachers. The most often employed method in the differentiation 

for underachieving pupils was to provide extensive visual and oral support during the teacher 

talk which all the teachers (100 % of the participants) reported using. Other often employed 

methods were allowing pupils to use L1 (Finnish), making use of peer support, discussing 

issues together with the whole class and flexible grouping (temporarily grouping pupils 

according to their abilities) which were all used by 73 per cent of the teachers (see Table 3). 

 
[Table 3 near here]. 

 

The most often employed differentiation method for gifted pupils was discussing with them in 

L2 (English) which 36 teachers (82 % of the participants) reported using. Other common 

methods were guiding the gifted pupils towards L2 (English) production which was used by 
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35 teachers (80 % of the participants) and providing them with additional material which 31 

teachers (71 % of the participants) stated using (see Table 4). 

 
[Table 4 near here]. 

 

Four commonly used differentiation methods could be used for both dimensions of 

differentiation. For instance, expecting individual accomplishment of the similar tasks, 

individual support and presentations and projects which pupils produce according to their 

individual abilities were methods that were used by 71 per cent of the teachers. In addition, 

more than half of the teachers (52 % of the participants) reported setting different objectives 

for different pupils as a way to differentiate their CLIL education (see Table 5). 

 
[Table 5 near here]. 

 

Out of the 31 methods, only five were infrequently employed by the teachers. The most 

seldom practised method was providing additional teaching for gifted pupils, which 32 

teachers (72 % of the participants) stated never or hardly ever using. Other rarely employed 

differentiation methods in CLIL education were co-teaching, special needs assistant or 

remedial teaching for underachieving pupils. 

The teachers employed several differentiation methods in a versatile manner. First, 

writing assisting markings to the L2 (English) texts of the pupils with special needs was a 

method which was often used by 14 teachers (32 % of the participants) but seldom used by 15 

of them (34 % of the participants). Second, different homework for different pupils was a 

method which was commonly utilised by 16 teachers (36 % of the participants) but 

infrequently utilised by 14 teachers (32 % of the participants). Third, informing the pupils 

about the topic of the CLIL lesson beforehand was a method which was often employed by 14 

teachers (32 % of the participants) but seldom employed by 16 teachers (36 % of 

participants). The following quote from Teacher3 well illustrates how effective the latter 

differentiation method can be for some pupils:  

 
At least with my previous class it was… when there were those pupils for whom the 

CLIL lessons were very very arduous so with them I noticed that sometimes for instance 

when going to the previous break I told them with few sentences that what the [CLIL] 

topics are and all. I felt that it calmed them down. This kind of extra anxiety from those 
pupils who are even normally quite anxious was gone now that they were at least a little 

aware of what we talked about although at the moment they didn’t know what I said but 

they knew that this is about this topic from what I had told them beforehand. (Teacher3) 

 

 

Challenges of differentiation 

The present research revealed various challenges for differentiation in CLIL education. The 

greatest challenges identified by the three teachers in the qualitative phase were the lack of 

time and resources, the material and the large class sizes. Teacher3 stated the following on the 

issue: 

 
This is so eclectic this teacher’s job description nowadays that.. I’ve heard stories that 

sometimes it has been less eclectic that.. that probably it is purely this kind of lack of 
time and strengths.. sensible use of your strengths are the things that affect it the most.. so 

like I said that I think that in an ideal world many teachers would differentiate much more 

than they actually do in practice.. (Teacher3) 
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The teachers in the survey regarded the same issues as most challenging for differentiation in 

CLIL education (see Table 6). Furthermore, the impracticality of the physical classroom 

settings was considered as a major challenge, which was also mentioned by Teacher1 and 

Teacher2 in the interviews. 

 
[Table 6 near here].  

 

The least challenging issues for differentiation in CLIL education were the lack of knowledge 

of their pupils which 34 teachers (83 % of the participants) in the quantitative phase did not 

consider as a challenge. This challenge was raised by Teacher2 who worked as a full-time 

teacher at her school. Other issues which were regarded as minor challenges were co-

operation with other school staff members and the lack of knowledge of the practical 

differentiation methods (see Table 7). 

 
[Table 7 near here]. 

 

Some challenges clearly divided the teachers’ opinions. Fifteen teachers (37 % of the 

participants) in the quantitative phase considered the fact that other matters take time and 

energy away from differentiation as a great challenge whereas 14 teachers (34 % of the 

participants) regarded it as a minor one. The heterogeneous classrooms were seen as a great 

challenge by 16 teachers (39 % of the participants) and a minor one by 10 teachers (24 % of 

the participants). 
 

 

Correlations 

Correlations were also analysed from the data. A statistically significant and fairly strong 

relationship was found between the teachers’ perceptions of differentiation and the ways they 

differentiated their CLIL education in practice (r = .424; p = .004). The correlation between 

both dimensions of differentiation (i.e. for underachieving and gifted pupils) was also fairly 

strong and statistically significant (r = .440; p = .003) as was the case between the number of 

pupils with special needs and the ways the teachers differentiated their CLIL education in 

practice (r = .432; p = .003). Although the correlations were fairly tentative, they still indicate 

that the broader views on differentiation teachers have, the more likely they are to 

differentiate in practice. In addition, the correlations suggest that teachers who differentiate 

their CLIL education often do it in a fairly wide manner and use a variety of practical 

methods for both dimensions of differentiation. Furthermore, the findings imply that the 

teachers who have pupils with special needs in their classes differentiate their CLIL education 

in practice more. 

 

 

Discussion 

The results of the present study support the earlier findings that teachers perceive 

differentiation in somewhat different ways (e.g. Berbaum 2009; Naukkarinen 2005; Mikola 

2011). Furthermore, the correlations imply that there is a relationship between teachers’ 

perceptions and the practical differentiation methods they use. It is thus very important that 

teachers would be more aware of the nature of differentiation. The broader teachers consider 

differentiation, the more purposeful and systematic their practical differentiation is. Schools 

should also form their own policies and practices of differentiation and teachers should share 

their views and experiences more. The present research also implies that some teachers regard 

differentiation as a somewhat separate issue which does not automatically belong to teaching. 

Page 8 of 24



For Peer Review

 9

However, as Tomlinson and Imbeau (2010) state differentiation should be at the core of 

teaching and therefore not crucially increase teachers’ workload.  

The present research confirms that most teachers regard differentiation for 

underachieving pupils as more important than for gifted pupils. In addition, most teachers 

consider differentiation for gifted pupils to be more challenging than for underachieving 

pupils. It is important however to focus also on differentiation for the gifted pupils as they 

may get frustrated if school does not provide them with sufficient challenges (Keltikangas-

Järvinen 2006, 190). In particular in CLIL education, the number of gifted pupils has 

traditionally been above average as pupils are often pretested. Differentiation is based on the 

idea that teaching should be modified to meet everyone’s individual needs and abilities (e.g. 

Bender 2008, 6; Tomlinson, Brimijoin and Narvaez 2008, 4). Hence, in an ideal situation all 

the pupils would work on their own ZPD (see Vygotsky 1982, 184–186). 

Contradictory to some previous studies (e.g. Berbaum 2009; Naukkarinen 2005: Mikola 

2011) the teachers in the present study did not differentiate their CLIL education by providing 

pupils with different tasks. On the contrary, a commonly used method was to provide pupils 

with similar tasks but require their individual accomplishment. One explanation for this could 

be that in general the material issue in CLIL education is seen as a challenge (Lehti, Järvinen 

and Suomela-Salmi 2006). Suitable and reliable material for all the subjects is not always 

available and teachers often have to rely for instance on internet sources. In these cases it 

must be ensured that the material is not too challenging for the pupils and that it also fits with 

the FNCCBE (2004). One solution for schools to tackle the material issue is to start producing 

their own material which can be used with different classes. All in all, the material problem 

itself reflects teachers’ somewhat constricted and task-based view on differentiation. 

Furthermore, if differentiation is strongly present in teacher’s teaching philosophy not all 

differentiation practices need to be explicitly stated in the material. 

Differentiation can be viewed both as an individual level or a group level process. The 

teachers in the present study took the social aspect of differentiation into account fairly well. 

For instance, most teachers employed peer support in differentiation in CLIL education. In 

addition, approximately one fifth of the teachers stated that too excessive differentiation 

hinders collaborate learning. Interestingly, the view itself reveals that teachers regard 

differentiation more as an individual level than as a group level process. Nevertheless, the 

teachers’ concerns reflect the idea that learning in general is seen as an interactive process. 

One pedagogical solution to the issue is flexible grouping which was used by some of the 

teachers in the present research and is also introduced as a differentiation method in the 

AANCCBE (2010, 15, 18, 20). Teachers can temporarily group pupils according to their 

abilities which enables more effective and suitable teaching for the pupils. 

The present study reveals that language is an important issue of differentiation in CLIL 

education. In previous research, teachers have had different views on the role of L1 and L2. 

That is, some teachers have regarded it as important not to use any L1 in CLIL education 

whereas others have not felt that strictly about the occasional use of it (e.g. Nikula and Marsh 

1997; Meriläinen 2008). In the present research, all three teachers interviewed used L1 

(Finnish) in supporting the underachieving pupils’ learning in CLIL education and also 

mentioned it as a way to consider pupils’ affective features. The vast majority of the teachers 

answering the survey acted similarly. Pihko’s (2010) research reveals that pupils would like 

teachers to use even more L1 in CLIL education. As regards the pupils’ language use, the 

teachers in this study had fairly similar views: all but five teachers allowed pupils to use their 

mother tongue in CLIL lessons. In general, too excessive use of pupils’ L1 in CLIL education 

may lead to a situation where pupils’ do not even attempt to understand challenging L2 input 

as they take it for granted that the same is said also in their L1. However, employed in a 

systematic and justifiable way the use of L1 can be an effective method in supporting the 
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underachieving pupils’ participation in CLIL education. Furthermore, the use of L1 is also 

justified by the principle of CLIL education that the content learning exceeds the importance 

of L2 learning (see also FNCCBE 2004, 270–273).  

The obstacles for successful differentiation are often certain structural and school-

cultural factors such as large class sizes, the lack of school assistants or the lack of 

opportunities to practise co-teaching (e.g. Tomlinson and Imbeau 2010; Berbaum 2009; 

Naukkarinen 2005; Mikola 2011; Seppälä and Kautto-Knape 2009), which the present 

research verifies. Indeed, the teachers in general did not use co-teaching in the differentiation 

in CLIL education. Schools still have a fairly strong individualistic culture and teachers are 

considered to be alone in charge of the teaching and planning of their classes. Increased co-

operation between teachers and different professionals at school would benefit teaching and 

also differentiation. Despite the fact that none of the teachers in the qualitative phase practised 

co-teaching in CLIL education, interestingly all of them considered it as a beneficial method 

and were willing to try it. The AANCCBE (2010) also encourages teachers to co-operate 

more as it is seen as a vital asset regarding differentiation. In addition, a recent study proves 

that co-teaching is an effective working method both from teachers’ and pupils’ perspectives 

(Ahtiainen et al. 2011). 

The present research raises several other structural and school-cultural issues worth re-

examining. First, remedial teaching was a method which was generally very seldom used in 

the differentiation in CLIL education. However, it has been stated as a useful differentiation 

method already in the FNCCBE (2004) and is a central method also in the new threefold 

support model (AANCCBE 2010, 20–21). Seikkula-Leino (2005) has introduced it as an 

important method to differentiate CLIL education already almost ten years ago. Remedial 

teaching could focus on supporting the underachieving pupils either before or after the CLIL 

lessons. The language of instruction in remedial teaching could be pupils’ L1 (Finnish) as was 

the case in Meriläinen’s (2008) case study. Second, large class sizes and the physical 

classroom settings were regarded as major challenges in differentiation in CLIL education 

which is in accordance with previous research (e.g. Naukkarinen 2005; Mikola 2011; Seppälä 

and Kautto-Knape 2009). One solution to tackle the problem of large class sizes in 

differentiation is to practise CLIL education with smaller groups. Pihko’s (2010) research 

reveals that pupils even prefer smaller group sizes in CLIL education as they consider them as 

safer learning environments. In addition, flexible grouping, which was discussed earlier, is 

emphasized with large classes. Teachers could also pay more attention to the decoration and 

arrangements of the classrooms. For instance, arranging pupils’ desks in certain way can 

bring more space to the classroom and provide more areas for differentiation. Additionally, 

other school facilities or outside school facilities could be used more effectively in 

differentiation in CLIL education (see also Ikonen, Ojala and Virtanen 2003, 144; AANCCBE 

2010, 6). 

 

 

Conclusion 

It should be noted that the research had some limitations. Firstly, the results are mainly based 

on the teachers’ own perceptions and statements of their behaviour which can be 

contradictory to their practical actions as some previous studies have shown (see e.g. Qian 

2004; also Grönfors 2010). Secondly, the small sample size limited the analysis and the 

results obtained in the quantitative phase. 

The present research gave a preliminary overview of the situation of differentiation in 

CLIL education in Finland. First, teachers seem to generally differentiate their CLIL 

education in a fairly versatile manner with various methods. The differentiation practices 

employed in CLIL education seem to be a mixture of methods used in content subjects (e.g. 
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Tomlinson 1999; Tomlinson and Eidson 2003; Yatvin 2004; Peterson and Hittie 2003) and in 

foreign languages (e.g. de Graaff et al. 2007; Montet & Morgan 2001; Moilanen 2002; Dufva, 

Vaarala and Pitkänen 2007; Lee 1994). This is quite understandable as both categories are 

combined in CLIL education. Second, most of the challenges of differentiation raised in this 

study are consistent with the ones obtained in previous research (e.g. Tomlinson and Imbeau 

2010; Berbaum 2009; Naukkarinen 2005; Mikola 2011; Seppälä and Kautto-Knape 2009). 

This only strengthens the view that it would be vital to re-examine certain structural and 

school-cultural issues. Furthermore, the new threefold support model builds on the notion that 

schools must provide extensive support to the pupils who have difficulties in mainstream 

education. In order to ensure that, certain fairly rigid and old-fashioned school policies and 

structures must be modified and renewed. 

One aim of the present research was to provide practical ways for teachers to consider 

the diversity of pupils. The research provides a broad repertoire of practical methods from 

which teachers can obtain models and ideas for their own teaching in CLIL education. The 

broader function of the present study was to increase the positive attitudes towards inclusion 

and help develop more efficient methods and ways to facilitate the participation of pupils with 

special needs in CLIL education. Therefore, the hope is that the present research encourages 

more schools to provide CLIL education also to pupils with special needs. The research also 

brought up several issues on differentiation in CLIL education which can be further studied 

such as pupils’ perspective and the effects of differentiation on pupils’ attainment. 
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Table 1.  The summed variables and the values of Cronbach’s alpha in the  
  quantitative phase of the research 

Topic and the number of variables Cronbach’s alpha 

differentiation for gifted pupils  

(5 variables) 
0.62 

perceptions of differentiation  

(4 variables) 
0.63 

methods which can be used for both 

dimensions of differentiation 

(10 variables) 

0.71 

differentiation for underachieving pupils  

(15 variables) 
0.75 

challenges of differentiation  

(11 variables) 
0.78 
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Table 2.  The participants in the qualitative phase of the research 

  
  Teacher 1 Teacher 2 Teacher 3 

Gender female female male 

Teaching 

experience 
25 years 25 years 7 years 

Experience in 

teaching CLIL 
20 years 10 years 4 years 

Grade 
2nd 

(age 8–9) 

5th & 6th 

(age 11–13) 

5th 

(age 11–12) 

Pupils 19 44 19 

Pupils with 

special needs 

0 received 

special-needs 

support 5 received 

special-needs 

support 

4 received 

special-needs 

support 5 received 

enhanced 

support 

Gifted pupils 3 5 2–4 
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Table 3. The most commonly used differentiation methods for underachieving  
  pupils the teachers (n = 44) used in CLIL education 

The most commonly used differentiation methods for underachieving 

pupils in CLIL education
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visual and oral support

during the teacher talk (100%) 

allowing pupils to use L1

(Finnish) (73%)

making use of peer support

(73%)

discussing issues together

with the whole class (73%)

flexible grouping (73%)
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Table 4. The most commonly used differentiation methods for gifted pupils  
 the teachers (n = 44) used in CLIL education 

The most commonly used differentiation methods for gifted pupils in 

CLIL education
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discussing with the

gifted pupils in L2

(English) (82%)

guiding the gifted pupils

towards L2 (English)

production (80%)

providing additional

material for the gifted

pupils (71%)
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Table 5. The most commonly used methods that can be used for both dimensions  
 of differentiation which the teachers (n = 44) used in CLIL education 

 

The most commonly used methods which can be used for both dimensions 

of differentiation in CLIL education
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individual accomplishment

of similar tasks (71%)

individual support (71%)

presentations and projects

(71%)

different objectives for

different pupils (52%)
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Table 6. The greatest challenges of differentiation in CLIL education  
  the teachers (n = 41) identified 

The most challenging issues of differentiation in CLIL education
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lack of time and

resources (90%)

material (71%)

physical classroom

settings (66%)

large class sizes (61%)
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Table 7.  The least challenging issues of differentiation in CLIL education  
 the teachers (n = 41) identified 

The least challenging issues of differentiation in CLIL education
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lack of knowledge of

the pupils (83%)

challenges in co-

operation (78%)

lack of knowledge of

the practical

differentiation methods

(46%)

 

 

Page 21 of 24



For Peer Review

 22

Figure 1.   Differentiation in practice (Adapted from Tomlinson 1999; Moberg and Vehmas 

  2009; UNESCO 2004; Ikonen, Ojala and Virtanen 2003; AANCCBE 2010) 
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