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Implementing CLIL techniques to History Classes: Action Research
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Abstract

The given action researchisaimed atinvestigating the impact theimplementation o f CLIL techniques may have on understanding
and comprehension of the content in the teaching/learning environment where English is used as a medium of education. The
research was conductedin Cambridge department of one of the private schools in Baku, Azerbaijan with two groups of 11-12-
year-old leamers. CLIL methodology was utilized in History of Azerbaijan classesto checkwhethertheapproach can facilitate the
understanding of the content matter for the students who are proficient English users. The distinctive feature of this action
research is thatit allows for viewing CLIL approach from a perspective opposite to the common perspective where the focus is

shifted from learning the language through contentto leaming contentthrough CLIL tools and techniques.
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Introduction

With the growing tendency to provide a holistic educational programme which will be acknowledged on international level, in
Azerbaijan the majority of the private schools have been switching to using English as the main language of teaching and learning.
Our educational centre runs Cambridge International Programme, which provides education for p rimary, secondary, and high
school studentsusing English as a medium of instruction. Though the programme is international and all the coursebooksand
syllabi weuseare in English, in our educational context, it is more ofa formatof hard Contentand Language Integrated Leaming
(CLIL) as the macro-environment in which students live and communicatein predominately Azeri and Russian. This is due to the
factthat CLILimplies notonly providing an extra languageinput, butalso content-oriented cognitively challenging tasks (Harrop,

2012, p. 57).

However, the CLILapproach and the mainideasitis based onis not quite spread among thesubject teachersin Azerbaijan
despite the fact that educators teaching subjects in English face students’ lack of conte nt-obligatory language (the language
required by the specific discipline) and/or some basic language sills (for instance, reading for specific information or details in
humanities subjects or report writing for stating the results of a science experiment). With this being the case, no research has
ever been attempted to see whether the students of international programmes in our teaching/learning context would benefit
fromintroduction of hard CLIL lesson formats to the educational process. Thus, the main aim of thisaction research was to check
the difference in the material comprehension between two samples of students, one of which was receiving a course of History
of Azerbaijanin a traditionalway and theother — through a set of reading and speaking CLIL activities designed for the purpose
of the study. Each group of students (Grade 6, 11-12 years old) was having classes on the same material fromthe same course
book fora monthand thenassessed by the final test to check whether CLIL activities can have a quality impact on the content

learning. The results showed thatthesample taking CLIL-typeinstructions scored overall 31% higherthan the control group.
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This action research can illustrate how important itmight beforthe subjectteachersin inter national schools in non-English-
speaking environment to pay attention to the language constituent of the content lessons to achieve high academic results.
Mainly, teachersbelieve that studentswill acquirebasic language skills during the process of education; othersthink thatit is an
English teacher role to provide his/her students with all the necessary language. The former, however, cannot be quite applicable
to our context as some students may not be capable of picking up academic skills by themselvess, especially those who have
recently come from Azeri and Russian departmentsin secondary and high schoolsand haveno experience in reading or writing
academictextsevenin their mother tongue, as itisnot required by the Azerbaijan National Curriculum. What concernsthelatter,
English teachers should incorporate teaching of academic skills into their syllabi as required by Cambridge Intemational
Framework, but thisdoes not necessarily mean that the English teachers should provide their students with all the language the
students should use at all the subjects. Moreover, enhancing reading, speaking, or writing skills during English classes does not
guarantee the successofthelearnerin other disdplines, it isthe subject teacher who should think of what support strategies they
can suggest to reinforce the students’ basic skills within the subject. These strategies may include eliciting, predicting, using
background knowledge/experience, seining and categorising information, understanding cause and effect, making inferences,
observingand comparinginformation, etc. — the strategiesthat can help “promote theuse of a range oflinguistic and cognitive

processes” (Brewster, 2004, p. 2).

Literature review

Teachingwith a CLIL format lesson in mind can notonly help prove extra exposure to English and caterfor achieving the language
goals —increasing vocabulary or improving listening and speaking skills, but also help bring diversity into the classroom and help
view the language from different cultural and educational angles (Ur, 2012, p.221). Such an approach triggers students’ motivation
to learn the language as they do not learn the language merely to know it but to accomplish certain tasks and to get deeper
knowledge of the subjects’ content. Hence, the language is used as a key to content (Mehisto et al., 2008, p.11). Richards and
Rodgers maintain that content-based instruction and, consequently, CLILinvolveactivities and tasks that are constructed so that
theyinvolve different skills at the same time —just as it happens in the real world. The students can read academic passages or
literary texts or watch video clipsand take notes, write summariesand discussand commenttheirwriting. The language is viewed
through the content, and grammarand vocabulary are considered as a part of discourse rather than “isolated fragments” (Richards
and Rodgers, 2001, p.208). That iswhy it is the teacherwho should carefully select the material and adequately selectthe language

thatwillbe relevantfor a specific content matter.

As itwas mentioned inintroduction, theimplementation of CLILin educational environment in Azerbaijan is not reflected in
any research studies or investigations. However, the experience in application of the approach to teaching/le arning context in
other countries has beenrichly described in numerous linguistic articles, though they are mostly limited to comparing language
proficiency rather than content comprehension in CLIL and non-CLIL groups even though CLIL is viewed as 50:50
Language/Content “equilibrium” (Ting, 2010, p.6). Aimost all the reviewed materials have shown that the main focus on
investigation and research in CLIL was on analysing the language competence in samples of students that are taught in their
mother tongue according to the national curriculum of the country with some hours of English as a Second Language classes and
studentswhotooksomeor allclassesin English. Mostly in all the studies the groups were finally checked forreading, writing and
speaking, and the results only concemed the language even in the cases of teaching Science or Math through CLIL (Husting et

al., 2017; Surmont et al., 2016; Yassin et al., 2010). Whatis more, regardless of the country and the year of the research, the age
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of the participantsandthesubjectin focus, theresults showed thatthe studentsinvolved in either hard or soft CLIL programmes
were more capableof producing longer and more grammatically correct sentences, used a wider range of vocabulary and were
more proficientin reading comprehension tasksand fluentin speaking (Ackerl, 2007; Varkuti, 2010; Zarobe, 2008) than those who

were notinvolvedin CLIL programmes.

The lack of research works on the content constituent of CLIL can be determined by the fact that res earchers mainly view
CLILas another approach forlanguageteaching (and not subjectteaching) which is centred at providing the students with extra
language supportto develop productive skills.In such studies, theresearchers claim that introduction of even two classes of any
subject taughtin English per week canimpact the overall language performance aftersome period of time (Marifio, 2014, p.153)
saying nothing of the content. Anotherreason may be that the majority ofinternational schools (oursincluded) w hich use English
as a medium of instruction are mostly concernedin product — extemal exam results— ratherthan process— the way this product
is achieved. On the other hand, some separate subject teachers in international educational context may use CLIL-type tasks
without beingaware of it. In his article, Ball (2013) comes up with a formula forteachers doubting whether what they are doing
can be called CLIL. It says that CLIL is “using languages to learn, and learning to use languages”, and unlessteachers experience
this postulate intheirlessons, they aredoing CLIL. Further in his article Ball says that one of the main problems CLIL tea chers can
encounteris how toapply this “using languageto learn” principle and how to adapt the content. However, if retrieving academic
content matter from a language syllabus can be challenging, in case of teaching subjects in international schoolstheissueis only

restricted to adapting tasksto thecontent.

Method

The action research employing a mixed methodsapproach waschosen forthe purpose of thisstudy as an action research allows
for a quick and critical evaluation of the new approaches, methods, and/or techniques that the teacher wants to implement in
their classroomin order tosee if these can bring any improvement to the teaching/learning process (Burns, 2010; Hopkins, 2008;
Somekh, 2006). The choice of mixed methods research can be determined by the fact that it can be most useful when few studies
on the given issue have been carried out and the results will be used to obtain new information about the research question

(Norton, 2009, p.116); thus, a mixed method willhelpto analysethe dataandinterpret it making the study subjective.

The research question, aiming at the discovery of new information on using CLIL techniquesin subjects taught in English, is

formulated as:

- Willthe applied CLIL techniques make improvement in the comprehension of the content in subject classes with English as

a medium of instruction?

The obtained results can help clarify whether CLIL methodology can be applied to intemational schools where students use English

on a daily basis for communication and learning and whether the implementation of the techniqueswill prove useful.
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Participants

Forthe aim of the study, theinvestigation was conducted in two classes, where one class — group A — studied History of Azerbaijan
using thetraditional methods (the teacherdelivers a lecture, and the studentstake notes andleam the chapter athome), and the

other class—group B — studied the same academic content using CLIL techniquesand activities.

The population of both classes was the students of Grade 6 (11-12 years old) of Cambridge Department who have been
studying in English since Grade 1, i.e.for six years. The total number of studentsin both classes was 19: Group A — ten students
(three girls and seven boys), Group B — nine students (five girls, four boys). All the students are Azerbaijani and speak two
languagesas theirmother tongue, Azerbaijaniand Russian. It is alsoimportant to mention that the students w ere aware of some

CLILtechniques and activity typesas CLIL methodology was usedin their World Literature classes.

There always is, however, a possibility of attrition in classroom research studies that can affect the internal validity of the
investigation. Though attritionisusually theissueinlongitudinal studies (Porte, 2010, p.72), the results can be somewhat affected
by the students missing theclassesduring a longer period of time. Takinginto accountthe fact thatthe students of both groups
had only 12 40-minute classes of History of Azerbaijan during the experimental month, the students missing the classesin Group
B (CLILgroup)did not only skip theclarification of the content, butalsodid not participate in CLIL activities which were the focus

of the research.

Materials

Being atypeofa classroomresearch, action research generally involves classroom observation as a data gathering tool. Classroom
observation can be usedto provide information about thelesson procedure with theimplementation of new techniques directly
observing thelearners’ reaction and involvement in the lesson (Domyei, 2007, pp.178-179). The observation scheme for the given
study was adapted from the Classroom Observation Tasks (Wajnrib, 2012) employed by Cambridge departmentstaff of our centre
in 2016. The classroom observations helped to get an overall picture of the effectiveness of the CLIL-type tasks and techniques

in subject classes.

Also, Cambridge department Wold History and History of Azerbaijan teachers, as well our CLIL experts, designed a set of
CLIL-type tasks and activities to be used in test group classes. Both test and control groups studied the same material, and the
newly designed material did not go beyond the covered content. The activities were created to reflect the core features of CLL
methodology, encourage active learning and maximise the students’ involvement in the learning process. In the basis of all CLIL
techniqueslies theactivation of students’ thinking skills (from lower-order to higher-order) — cognition; thus, the task and activities
should engage and reinforce perceiving, recognising, judging, reasoning, conceiving, and imagining to support the holistic
development of the students (Mehisto et al., 2008, pp.29-30). Speaking about history as a content matter, Cambridge ESOL
suggest the following "appropriate” tasks and activities: collecting and organising information about a battle, comparing and
contrasting historical maps, labellingand matching sourcesand otherimages, matching sentence halves, doing multiple choice,
gap-filling, odd-one-out tasks, describing the picture and analysing the historical evidence it shows, sequencing events leading

to the change, etc. (Cambridge University, n.d, p.16).

At the end of the experimental month, the students took the test on the covered units of History of Azerbaijan course book.

A final test was created to check the comprehension and knowledge of the academic content matter, providing a fair opportunity
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for the students of both groups to demonstrate their abilities — the test tasks were designed on the basis of the teststhe students
of both groupshad before thestudy. The final test did notinclude any CLIL tasksso that Group B did nothave any advantages
(for instance, being better aware of the task type, or being familiar with the instructions). Considered for one 40 -minute dass
period, the test included fifteen multiple-choice questions, one matching activity (rulers and states), timeline with embedded
events and missed dates, and one closed-ended question where the studentshad to describe therelations between Mesop otamia
and early states. Up to 60 marks were available for the content of the answer; the marks were not affected by the language

mistakes unless they distorted the meaning and comprehension of theresponse.

Procedure

The given action research tooka month duringwhich the students had 12 History of Azerbaijan classes (three classesa week), as
reflectedin the syllabus. Both classes covered oneand the same content matter in accordance with the syllabus, i.e. the students
of both groups received the material which was nohigher or lower than their current academic and language level. During the
research, the classesin the test and control groupswere attended by Cambridge staff history teachersand CLIL experts to observe

the involvement of the students and the effectiveness of theimplemented tasks.

It is worth mentioning that, in spite of the additional tasks assigned to Group B, all the planned academic material was
covered timely and the implementation of extra activitiesdid not affect thelessonand coursepace. CLIL lessons werebased on
the model provided by Mehisto et al. (2008) and generally started with warmming-up activities or games connected to the previous
topic, followed by discussing the language, content, and learning skills outcomes. This stage could then be followed by either
topiceliciting or information organisation activities (e.g. filling inthe K-W-L charts). Then, the teacher introduced the new topic,
and the students were involvedin pairand group work to completethe assigned tasks. Each class ended with a wrap -up stage
that was aimed at reviewing the learning outcomes set at the beginning of the lesson and dedding “the extent to which the

outcomeswere achieved” (Mehisto et al., 2008, p. 33).

Group A had History of Azerbaijan lessons in a more traditional way which is generally practiced in subject classes in our
centre and otherschools on the whole. The lesson started with reviewing the homework — the students, oneby one, went to the
whiteboard and, facing the class, retold the contentof theunit whichwasassigned as homework. The teacher could sometimes
interruptthestudent and ask some contentcomprehension questions (generally of lower-order thinking skills group that involve
memorization and understanding) or ask some students from the class to ask their questions to each other. This stage of the
lesson wastime-consuming and greatly affected the pace of the lesson. Next, the teacherread a lecture or retold the content of
the nextunit and the students could takenotes ofthe importantfactsand events. The lesson ended in assigning the homework
— next chapter to read and learn. Thus, the main differences between the CLILand non-CLIL classes were the reinforcement and
development of collaborative work and critical and creative thinking in the former, and the lack of language work, content

discussion, variety of tasks, and classroom dynamics in the latter.

The results oftheresearch were calculated on the basis of the final testand classroom observation protocols.
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Results and Discussion

The results ofthe classroom observations showed thatthe studentsare moreengaged, active and enthusiasticduring the classes
with CLIL instructions. As to the content knowledge demonstrated during the classes, CLIL students were also more successful
and accurate. Forinstance, pre-teaching vocabulary tasks promoted the greater number of correct answers during formative
assessments in the test group. Moreover, the activities on content-obligatory vocabulary facilitated the comprehension of the

material as during receptive tasksthestudentswere now more concentrated on the content rather than onthelanguage.

Another important factor which was revealed during the observations is the classroom dynamics in the CLIL group. The
lecture-like presentation of the new materialand overextended homework-checking process notably reduced the active mental
involvement of the students in thelesson process. Whatis more, the “traditional” classes do not considerdifferentleaming styles

and preferences, which leadsto theless motivated and active students not following the teacherand classat all.

Duringthe classroom observations, it was also seen that the mostengaging activities were mingling tasks where the students
had to mingle inthe class to match the words and/or terms with their definitions, questions with the answers, or dates with the

events, and applying and analysing activities (promoting higher-ordercognitive skills).

Speaking about the final test, conducted at the end of the study, it can be said that the CLIL group surpassed the control
group inthe number ofthe correctanswers, and, as a result, was more successful in demonstrating their contentknowledge. The
test consisted of foursections with the totalmark of 60. The distribution of the points persection wasas follows: multiple choice
questions—30 points (2 points fora correct answer); matching activity — 5 points (1 point for a correctpair); timeline of events —
10 points (1 point for a correctly inserted date); closed-ended question — 15 points (the points were awarded in accordance with

the rubrics inthe mark scheme).
Table 1 showsthemean number of the pointsthestudents of both groupsgained on each section.

Table1. Test results

numberof | Multiple-choice | Matching Timeline of Close-ended Total mark
students questions activity events question
Group A 10 20.4 33 6.2 9.2 39.1
Group B 9 29.1 4.8 9.5 14.6 58.0

As can be seen fromthe tableabove thatGroup B studentswere more effective in the final test scoring 58 marks of available

60, which makes a 31% difference with theresultof the controlgroup. Whatis more, Group A could notsurpasstheCLILgroup

in anysections, ending with average 39.1 marks.

Table2. Reaching the top score

n Mean % s.d. Range
Group A 10 65% 6.3 18
Group B 9 96% 2.1 6
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Table 2 clearly showsthat Group B students almost managed to reach the top score available for the coursewith 96% of cormect
answers with thedifferencebetween thehighest and lowest score being 6. The control group students were able toachievea bit
higherthan half of the total scorewith the range of 18 points. Relatively low standard deviation figure in the CLIL and “traditional”
group, 2.1 and 6.3 respectively, indicates that the students’ performance in the final test was rather stable as the data is not

dispersedtoomuch fromthemean.

The findings showed that the implementation of CLIL techniques can have a positive impact on the comprehension of the
content as wellas reinforce the students’ involvement in the class activities. According to the observation protocols, the students
were much more activeand engaged performing CLIL tasks, and being involved in activities and tasks activating cognitive domain

increased the motivation and understanding of theacademiccontentmatter.

Conclusion

The given action research tried to lookat CLIL methodology froman angle different froma usual perspective on the approach.
The previous studies viewed using content as a tool forlearning the language, a sortof an instrumenthelping students to facilitate
the second languagelearning process by activating higher-order thinking skillsand performing cognitively challenging activities.
Though the issue of the content aspect in CLIL classes is not reflected in research study reports as widely the language aspect,
the impact of CLIL techniques on teaching and learning the content matter isworth investigating. Many schools in Azerbaijan that
use English as a medium of education employ the same methods and techniques that theteachers usedto utilise for delivering
subjects in Azeri and Russian departments. However, the case is that teaching school subjects in the students’ mother tongue
does notrequire the workon thelanguage, whilein international schools, the students, even the ones who are quite profident in

English, can benefit from some language tasks and activities before b eingintroduced to the content matter itself.

The researchresultsshowed that using CLIL techniques and methodology not only motivates and encourages students to
participate actively during the lessons, but also contributes to better understanding of the material. However, one of the main
issues with implementingthe new methodology into the curriculumis thelack of thetrained staff and material. Even though the
results of the research were quite positive, it will take a while for the subject teachers to take CLIL training courses or read

appropriateliterature, and even moretime will berequired to produce activitiesand tasks suitinga CLIL format.

The given action research will be followed by longer studies on analysing the effect of CLIL techniques in other academic

disciplines (like Physicsand Maths) to check the possible benefit of “content-through-language teaching” in exact sciences.
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