Awareness of Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) among School principals, Teachers and parents in the Puttalam Education Zone, Sri Lanka


Abstract
Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) has become an increasingly important approach in bilingual education systems across the world. In Sri Lanka, CLIL has been introduced through bilingual education programmes to improve students’ English language proficiency while maintaining subject knowledge development. However, the successful implementation of CLIL depends greatly on the awareness and understanding of school stakeholders, particularly teachers, principals, and parents. This study investigates the level of awareness of CLIL among the school community in selected bilingual schools in the Puttalam Education Zone. The study employed an explanatory sequential mixed-methods research design integrating quantitative and qualitative approaches. Data were collected through questionnaires, interviews, and classroom observations involving teachers, principals, and parents engaged in bilingual education programmes. The findings revealed that although stakeholders generally possessed positive attitudes towards bilingual education, their understanding of CLIL principles and integrated pedagogical practices varied considerably. Teachers demonstrated moderate awareness of CLIL concepts, while principals and parents showed limited pedagogical understanding despite supporting English-medium education. The study further identified challenges related to teacher preparedness, resource limitations, and misconceptions regarding CLIL implementation. The findings highlight the importance of systematic professional development programmes, stakeholder awareness campaigns, and institutional support mechanisms to strengthen the effective implementation of CLIL in Sri Lankan schools. The study contributes to the growing body of literature on CLIL in South Asian educational contexts and offers recommendations for policy and practice.
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Introduction
Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) has emerged as an influential educational approach that integrates subject learning with language acquisition. Unlike traditional language teaching methods, CLIL promotes the simultaneous development of subject knowledge and target language proficiency through meaningful academic engagement (Coyle, Hood, & Marsh, 2010). Over the past few decades, CLIL has gained considerable international recognition due to its effectiveness in promoting multilingual competence, intercultural understanding, and higher-order cognitive skills among learners. European countries initially popularized CLIL as part of broader multilingual education policies, while many Asian countries later adopted similar approaches to strengthen English language proficiency and global competitiveness.
In Sri Lanka, bilingual education programmes were formally introduced in 2001 as a response to the declining standards of English proficiency and the increasing demand for English-medium competencies in higher education and employment sectors. Under this policy framework, selected subjects such as science, mathematics, and history are taught through English while maintaining the national curriculum structure. Consequently, CLIL principles have gradually become integrated into Sri Lanka’s bilingual education system. The Ministry of Education has introduced teacher training programmes, policy guidelines, and instructional handbooks to support bilingual education and CLIL implementation (Ministry of Education, 2015). Despite these initiatives, several studies indicate that many teachers continue to experience difficulties in integrating content and language instruction effectively (Arachchi, 2021; Vithanapathirana et al., 2020).
The successful implementation of CLIL requires not only teacher competence but also the active awareness and support of the wider school community. Teachers must understand the pedagogical principles underlying integrated instruction, while principals play a critical leadership role in resource allocation, teacher support, and programme management. Similarly, parents influence student motivation, attitudes, and acceptance of bilingual education. However, existing research in Sri Lanka has primarily focused on classroom practices and teacher perspectives, with comparatively limited attention given to stakeholder awareness across the broader school community.
This gap is particularly significant in educational zones such as Puttalam, where schools operate within diverse linguistic, cultural, and socioeconomic contexts. Differences in access to resources, teacher training opportunities, and community perceptions may influence the quality and sustainability of CLIL implementation. Without sufficient awareness and shared understanding among stakeholders, CLIL risks becoming reduced to simple English-medium instruction rather than an integrated pedagogical approach combining language, cognition, communication, and content learning.
Therefore, this study investigates the awareness of Content and Language Integrated Learning among teachers, principals, and parents in selected schools within the Puttalam Education Zone. The study specifically aims to measure and compare stakeholder awareness regarding CLIL concepts, principles, and classroom implementation practices. By examining stakeholder perceptions and levels of understanding, the research seeks to identify existing challenges and provide evidence-based recommendations for strengthening bilingual education practices in Sri Lanka. The findings of this study are expected to contribute both to educational policy development and to the growing body of research on CLIL implementation in South Asian contexts.
Literature Review
Conceptual Foundations of Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL)
Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) is an educational approach in which an additional language is used for the teaching and learning of both content and language simultaneously. According to Do Coyle, Philip Hood, and David Marsh, CLIL is a dual-focused educational model where subject matter and language learning are integrated within meaningful classroom contexts. Unlike traditional foreign language instruction, CLIL emphasizes the use of language as a medium for learning academic content while simultaneously developing communication skills.
The origins of CLIL can be traced back to bilingual and immersion education programmes implemented in Canada during the 1960s. French immersion programmes demonstrated that students could successfully learn subject content through a second language without negatively affecting their academic achievement or first language development (Genesee, 1987). Inspired by these successes, European educational policymakers promoted CLIL during the 1990s as part of broader multilingual education initiatives aimed at improving intercultural competence and language proficiency across Europe.
One of the most influential theoretical foundations supporting CLIL is the 4Cs Framework developed by Coyle et al. This framework integrates four essential dimensions of learning: Content, Communication, Cognition, and Culture. Content refers to subject knowledge development, Communication focuses on meaningful language use, Cognition emphasizes higher-order thinking skills, and Culture promotes intercultural understanding and global awareness. Successful CLIL lessons are expected to combine these four dimensions in balanced and meaningful ways.
Another important theoretical contribution to CLIL comes from Jim Cummins through the distinction between Basic Interpersonal Communicative Skills (BICS) and Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP). Cummins argued that conversational language skills develop more rapidly than academic language proficiency. CLIL supports the development of CALP by engaging learners in cognitively demanding subject-related communication tasks using the target language. This allows learners to acquire academic discourse naturally while learning curricular content.
Second Language Acquisition (SLA) theories also provide strong support for CLIL pedagogy. Input-based theories emphasize the importance of meaningful and comprehensible language exposure, while interaction-based theories highlight communication and collaborative learning. Additionally, sociocultural theories proposed by Lev Vygotsky emphasize scaffolding and guided learning through social interaction. In CLIL classrooms, learners engage in authentic communication, collaborative tasks, and scaffolded academic activities that facilitate both language acquisition and conceptual understanding.
Global Perspectives on CLIL
CLIL has become a widely adopted educational approach across Europe, Asia, and several other regions. In Europe, CLIL emerged as a response to multilingual educational policies promoted by the European Union. European countries implemented CLIL at primary, secondary, and tertiary levels to improve multilingual competence without increasing curriculum overload. Studies conducted in countries such as Spain, Austria, and Finland revealed that CLIL learners generally outperform students in traditional foreign language programmes, particularly in vocabulary development, listening comprehension, and communicative competence (Dalton-Puffer, 2007).
In Asian contexts, CLIL-inspired approaches have expanded rapidly due to the increasing importance of English in global education and employment sectors. Countries such as Japan, China, and South Korea have integrated English-medium and CLIL-oriented programmes into schools and universities. Research findings indicate that CLIL contributes positively to learner motivation, critical thinking abilities, and language development (Ikeda, 2013). However, Asian countries also face significant challenges including inadequate teacher proficiency, lack of resources, and inequitable implementation between urban and rural schools.
Several lessons from global CLIL implementation are particularly relevant for developing countries. First, effective CLIL implementation requires strong policy support and long-term institutional commitment. Second, teacher training and professional development are essential because CLIL teachers require competence in both subject knowledge and language pedagogy. Third, CLIL programmes must be adapted to local cultural, linguistic, and educational contexts rather than directly copied from Western models. Finally, equity considerations are important to ensure that rural and under-resourced schools are not excluded from bilingual education opportunities.
CLIL in the Sri Lankan Context
The development of bilingual education in Sri Lanka is closely connected to changes in national language and education policies following independence. During the colonial period, English functioned as the primary medium of instruction. However, after the implementation of the Sinhala Only Act in 1956 and subsequent language reforms, mother-tongue instruction became dominant within the national education system. Although these reforms strengthened national identity, they also contributed to declining English proficiency among students.
In response to increasing global demands for English communication skills, the Sri Lankan Ministry of Education introduced bilingual education programmes in 2001. Under this policy, selected subjects including science, mathematics, and history could be taught through English beginning from Grade 6. Although the term CLIL was not initially emphasized, bilingual education programmes gradually incorporated CLIL principles by combining content learning with language development.
Government institutions and international organizations have played important roles in supporting bilingual education initiatives. The Ministry of Education, the National Education Commission, and the British Council have introduced teacher training programmes, curriculum reforms, and bilingual teaching resources to strengthen implementation. Universities in Sri Lanka have also integrated bilingual education and CLIL-related content into teacher education programmes.
Despite these efforts, significant challenges remain within the Sri Lankan context. Research indicates that bilingual education implementation varies considerably between urban and rural schools. Urban schools often possess better-qualified teachers, improved infrastructure, and greater access to teaching materials, while rural schools continue to face shortages of trained staff and educational resources. Furthermore, many teachers struggle to integrate language and content objectives effectively due to limited professional preparation in CLIL pedagogy.
Teacher Awareness and Preparedness for CLIL
Teacher awareness represents one of the most critical factors influencing successful CLIL implementation. Teachers must possess not only content expertise and English proficiency but also an understanding of integrated pedagogical strategies. However, research indicates that many teachers misunderstand CLIL as merely teaching subjects in English rather than integrating content and language objectives meaningfully.
Professional development programmes are therefore essential in preparing teachers for CLIL classrooms. Effective training programmes typically focus on scaffolding techniques, task-based learning, integrated assessment methods, and collaborative teaching strategies. In Sri Lanka, bilingual teacher training workshops have been organized through the Ministry of Education and the British Council. Nevertheless, existing training programmes are often short-term and insufficient to address long-term pedagogical needs.
Teachers also encounter numerous practical challenges when implementing CLIL. Increased workload, lack of context-specific materials, examination pressures, and limited institutional support frequently affect teacher motivation and classroom effectiveness. National examinations in Sri Lanka continue to prioritize content mastery over language development, creating tensions between CLIL principles and assessment practices.
Additionally, teacher beliefs and professional identity significantly influence classroom implementation. Teachers who value bilingual education and believe in the effectiveness of CLIL are generally more willing to experiment with innovative teaching strategies. Conversely, uncertainty regarding professional roles and insufficient confidence in English proficiency may reduce teachers’ willingness to adopt integrated pedagogical approaches.
Principals’ Leadership and Awareness in CLIL
School principals play a significant role in the successful implementation of CLIL programmes. Effective school leadership involves creating supportive institutional conditions, allocating resources, supervising instructional quality, and promoting awareness among teachers and parents. Principals also function as mediators between national educational policies and local school communities.
However, research suggests that many principals possess limited pedagogical understanding of CLIL despite their administrative responsibilities. In Sri Lanka, principals often receive only brief orientation programmes related to bilingual education, with limited opportunities for sustained professional development in CLIL leadership. Consequently, some principals view bilingual education primarily as English-medium instruction rather than an integrated pedagogical model.
Principals also face multiple administrative and sociocultural challenges. Teacher shortages, inadequate resources, and examination-oriented educational systems limit their ability to implement authentic CLIL practices effectively. Furthermore, principals frequently manage parental concerns regarding the use of English and fears related to cultural or linguistic identity loss. Therefore, leadership capacity-building programmes are essential for strengthening school-level CLIL implementation.
Although international literature on CLIL has expanded considerably over the past two decades, several gaps remain within the Sri Lankan educational context. Existing studies primarily focus on learner achievement, language proficiency, or classroom teaching practices. Comparatively limited attention has been given to stakeholder awareness, particularly among principals and parents.
Furthermore, many Sri Lankan studies concentrate mainly on teachers while overlooking the broader school community. Few studies systematically compare awareness levels among teachers, principals, and parents within the same educational setting. In addition, limited research has explored how stakeholder awareness influences classroom implementation and the sustainability of bilingual education programmes.
Therefore, this study addresses an important research gap by examining the awareness of CLIL among multiple stakeholder groups within selected schools in the Puttalam Education Zone. The study contributes to both local and international CLIL literature by exploring stakeholder understanding within a South Asian educational context where bilingual education continues to evolve.
Methodology
This study employed an explanatory sequential mixed-methods research design to investigate the awareness of Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) among members of the school community in the Puttalam Education Zone, Sri Lanka. The study integrated both quantitative and qualitative approaches to obtain a comprehensive understanding of stakeholder awareness and perceptions regarding CLIL implementation. The target population consisted of bilingual education stakeholders including teachers, principals, and parents associated with selected schools offering bilingual education programmes from Grades 6 to 9. Quantitative data were collected through structured questionnaires administered to participants, while qualitative data were gathered through semi-structured interviews and limited classroom observations to further explore stakeholder experiences and practices related to CLIL. The collected quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistical methods, whereas qualitative data were analyzed thematically to identify emerging patterns and interpretations. The use of multiple data collection methods enhanced the validity and reliability of the findings and provided a broader understanding of the awareness and implementation of CLIL within the selected educational context.
Results and Discussion
4.1 Introduction
This section presents the findings of the study conducted to examine the awareness of Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) among teachers, principals, and parents in selected bilingual schools in the Puttalam Education Zone, Sri Lanka. The findings are presented according to the main research objective of the study, which focused on measuring and comparing stakeholder awareness regarding CLIL concepts, principles, and implementation practices. Quantitative findings are presented using tables and charts, while qualitative findings are integrated into the discussion to provide deeper interpretation and explanation.

4.2 Demographic Information of Participants
The study involved teachers, principals, and parents from selected bilingual schools. Table 1 presents the distribution of participants.
Table 1: Distribution of Participants
	Stakeholder group
	Number of participant
	percentage

	teachers
	45
	56%

	principals
	10
	12%

	parents
	25
	12%

	Total
	80
	100%



Figure 1: Distribution of Participants
Teachers    ██████████████████████████████ 56%
Parents     ████████████████ 32%
Principals  █████ 12%
The majority of participants were teachers, representing 56% of the total sample. Parents accounted for 32%, while principals represented 12% of participants. The inclusion of different stakeholder groups enabled the researcher to compare awareness levels across the broader school community.

4.3 Awareness of CLIL among Teachers
Teachers were asked to respond to several statements related to CLIL principles, classroom implementation, and bilingual education practices.
Table 2: Teachers’ Awareness of CLIL
	Statement
	Agree
	Neutral
	Disagree

	CLIL integrates language and content learning
	78%
	13%
	9%

	CLIL improves students’ English proficiency
	84%
	11%
	5%

	CLIL requires special teaching strategies
	69%
	18%
	13%

	I have received sufficient CLIL training
	38%
	21%
	41%


Figure 2: Teachers’ Awareness Levels
Integration of Language & Content    ████████████████████████████ 78%
Improves English Proficiency         ███████████████████████████████ 84%
Requires Special Strategies          ███████████████████████ 69%
Sufficient Training                  ███████████ 38%
The findings indicate that most teachers possessed a general understanding of CLIL principles and acknowledged the importance of integrating language and content learning. A majority also believed that CLIL contributes positively to students’ English proficiency. However, a significant percentage of teachers reported insufficient professional training related to CLIL methodology. This suggests that although teachers are familiar with the theoretical concept of CLIL, many still lack practical pedagogical preparation.
These findings are consistent with previous studies conducted in Sri Lanka and other Asian contexts, which highlight teacher preparedness and limited professional development as major barriers to effective CLIL implementation. The results further indicate that teachers often practice bilingual instruction without fully understanding integrated pedagogical principles.

4.4 Awareness of CLIL among Principals
School principals were questioned regarding their understanding of CLIL, institutional support, and leadership responsibilities.
Table 3: Principals’ Awareness of CLIL
	Statement
	Agree
	Neutral
	Disagree

	CLIL supports bilingual education goals
	90%
	10%
	0%

	School leadership is important for CLIL success
	100%
	0%
	0%

	Teachers require continuous training
	95%
	5%
	0%

	Schools possess adequate CLIL resources
	30%
	20%
	50%


Figure 3: Principals’ Responses
Supports Bilingual Education       ██████████████████████████████ 90%
Leadership is Important            █████████████████████████████████ 100%
Need Continuous Training           ███████████████████████████████ 95%
Adequate Resources                 ████████ 30%
The findings reveal that principals generally demonstrated positive attitudes toward bilingual education and recognized the importance of leadership in successful CLIL implementation. Most principals agreed that teachers require continuous professional development and institutional support.
However, many principals identified inadequate teaching materials, limited infrastructure, and shortages of trained teachers as major obstacles. These findings indicate that school leaders are aware of the value of CLIL but face practical challenges in ensuring effective implementation within their schools.

4.5 Awareness of CLIL among Parents
Parents’ awareness and perceptions were also examined because parental support significantly influences student motivation and acceptance of bilingual education.
Table 4: Parents’ Awareness of CLIL
	Statement
	Agree
	Neutral
	Disagree

	English-medium learning benefits students
	88%
	8%
	4%

	CLIL improves future career opportunities
	92%
	6%
	2%

	I clearly understand CLIL methodology
	34%
	29%
	37%

	Schools should expand bilingual programmes
	81%
	12%
	7%







Figure 4: Parents’ Awareness Levels
Benefits Students                   █████████████████████████████ 88%
Improves Career Opportunities       ███████████████████████████████ 92%
Understand CLIL Methodology         ██████████ 34%
Expand Bilingual Programmes         █████████████████████████ 81%
The findings demonstrate that parents generally held positive attitudes toward bilingual education and strongly associated English-medium learning with future educational and employment opportunities. However, many parents lacked a clear understanding of CLIL pedagogy and often perceived bilingual education simply as learning subjects through English.
This suggests that parental support is mainly driven by the perceived economic and social value of English rather than awareness of integrated learning principles. Therefore, awareness programmes and effective communication between schools and parents are necessary to strengthen community understanding of CLIL.

4.6 Major Challenges Affecting CLIL Implementation
Participants identified several major challenges influencing effective CLIL implementation.
Table 5: Challenges Affecting CLIL Implementation
	Challenge
	Percentage

	Lack of teacher training
	82%

	Limited teaching resources
	74%

	Insufficient English proficiency
	69%

	Examination pressure
	65%

	Lack of parental awareness
	58%







Figure 5: Major Challenges
Lack of Teacher Training         █████████████████████████████ 82%
Limited Teaching Resources       █████████████████████████ 74%
Insufficient English Proficiency ██████████████████████ 69%
Examination Pressure             █████████████████████ 65%
Lack of Parental Awareness       ██████████████████ 58%
The most significant challenge identified by participants was the lack of adequate teacher training. Limited teaching materials and insufficient English proficiency among teachers also emerged as major concerns. Participants further highlighted that examination-oriented educational practices often discourage teachers from implementing interactive CLIL activities because national assessments prioritize content mastery over language development.
These findings suggest that successful CLIL implementation requires not only policy support but also systematic professional development, improved teaching resources, and reforms in assessment practices.

Conclusion and discussion
This study investigated the awareness of Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) among teachers, principals, and parents in selected schools within the Puttalam Education Zone, Sri Lanka. The findings revealed that stakeholders generally demonstrated positive attitudes toward bilingual education and recognized the importance of English proficiency for students’ future academic and professional opportunities. Teachers showed moderate awareness of CLIL principles, while principals demonstrated strong administrative support for bilingual education. Parents also expressed positive perceptions regarding English-medium learning.
However, despite these positive attitudes, the study identified considerable gaps in stakeholders’ pedagogical understanding of CLIL. Many participants understood bilingual education primarily as teaching subjects through English rather than as an integrated approach combining language, cognition, communication, and content learning. The findings further revealed several implementation challenges including inadequate teacher training, limited teaching resources, insufficient English proficiency, and examination-oriented educational practices.
The study therefore concludes that effective CLIL implementation in Sri Lankan schools requires comprehensive stakeholder awareness, sustained professional development programmes, stronger institutional support, and improved communication between schools and communities. Policymakers and educational authorities should prioritize long-term teacher training initiatives, resource development, and leadership capacity-building programmes to strengthen bilingual education practices. Furthermore, awareness programmes targeting parents and school communities are essential to promote a clearer understanding of CLIL principles and objectives.
Overall, this study contributes to the growing body of research on CLIL in South Asian educational contexts and provides valuable insights for improving bilingual education policy and practice in Sri Lanka.
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