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Abstract
A case study was initiated from the perspective of three research questions: 1) CLIL teachers’ practices at
secondary schools of Aktobe during COVID-19 pandemic; 2) challenges for the teachers; 3) support
provided for the teachers. The research methodology combined face-to-face personal interviews, and
non-participant observation. Data analysis was conducted in line with Mayring’s (2020) approach to
content analysis and by means of categorization into specific themes that emerge from teachers’
conceptualization of their CLIL practices. The analysis of teachers’ reflections on their experiences and
challenges of using the CLIL approach during the pandemic, support provided to them and teachers’
attitudes towards the approach is presented in the paper. Research data on the secondary schools Science
teachers’ CLIL practices in a remote learning setting was categorized related preparation to teaching,
resources used by the teachers, students’ interaction during the lessons, and stakeholders’ attitudes and
perceptions of the approach. The obtained data enables to understand Science teachers’ practices in
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terms of using the CLIL approach in Kazakhstani secondary schools in the period of COVID-19 pandemic,
and will contribute to teacher development and preparation for successful CLIL realization in a nontraditional classroom.
Keywords: EFL, CLIL, science classroom, Kazakhstan, language policy, secondary school, pandemic, COVID19, remote learning

INTRODUCTION
Speaking three languages – Kazakh, Russian and English - starting from - primary and secondary schools has
become one of the leading issues in the field of education in Kazakhstan. In line with the policy for trilingual
education development (2015-2020) it is expected that the knowledge of the English language will be
advanced among the Kazakhstani students of primary and secondary schools by applying Content and
Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) (Mehisto et al., 2014) in teaching Science Subjects such as Mathematics,
Physics, Biology, Chemistry, Information Technology. In European practice, C. Dalton-Puffer (2007) considers
the introduction of CLIL as one of the most commonly embraced solutions to transcend the perceived
weakness of a traditional foreign language teaching, and thereby meet the- objective to acquire two foreign
languages. Therefore, in most European educational systems the implementation of CLIL programs has
become a commonplace (Pladevall-Ballester & Vallbona, 2016). During early 2000s, several Asian countries
tried to implement trilingual education at primary and secondary schools (Wang & Kirkpatrick, 2012), but not
all of them were successful. The introduction of CLIL into Russian practice has been controversial (Pavenkov
& Pavenkova, 2016).
In fact, Kazakhstan is the first Central Asian country to introduce CLIL for using three different languages as a
medium of instruction for different content subjects as part of an ambitious national language-in-education
policy (Karabassova, 2018). The statistical data of the Ministry of Education and Science of Kazakhstan shows
that in 2016, 63,000 students in 117 primary and secondary schools of Kazakhstan (2.3% of the total number
of students) were practicing trilingual education (Sharipbayeva, 2017). A network of specialized Nazarbayev
Intellectual Schools and Schools with Trilingual Education has been established in the country, in which
Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry and Biology are taught in English (Kuzembayeva et al., 2018; Tkáčová et al.,
2021).
Therefore, selected schools, such as Lyceums Bilim Innovation (former Kazakh-Turkish Lyceums), state
trilingual schools and Network of Nazarbayev Intellectual Schools (NIS, 2014) are implementing various
methods to teach Kazakh through the content of Social Science subjects, such as Geography and History
(Mehisto et al., 2014). NIS schools are trying CLIL in subjects that are taught in Kazakh, Russian and English
(NIS, 2014). Geography, History of Kazakhstan, Kazakhstan in the Modern World and Law Essentials are
among subjects that integrate the content and language using the CLIL approach.
Discussion and analysis of Language Policy in Kazakhstan promoted the need to determine CLIL practices in
the times of COVID-19, in order to understand realization of CLIL in secondary schools, challenges and
successes, attitudes and perceptions from the teachers’ perspective in the Kazakhstani context during the
pandemic times. Kazakhstani schools transferred to remote learning in March 2020 – due to the spread of
coronavirus around the country. As a result, students, teachers and school administration had to implement
online learning tools such as Zoom, Moodle, Bilim Land, Google for Education, etc. as in many other countries
of the world (Chigisheva et al., 2021; Soltovets et al., 2021). Shifting a CLIL-designed classroom from a
traditional setting to an online one produces challenges in enhancing student interaction and conducting
group activities (Birdsell, 2021).
Ethnographic research in education - fostered by globalisation and neoliberal forces- continued by studying
Science teachers’ CLIL practices through a Critical Sociolinguistic Ethnography (Heller & Martin-Jones, 2001;
Martín Rojo, 2010; Patiño-Santos, 2016; Rampton, 2006). As stated by Breidbach and Medina-Suárez (2014),
since the so-called social turn (Block, 2003) in Applied Linguistics, teacher development research has
increasingly focused on teachers’ identities (Varghese et al., 2004). Despite numerous research outcomes on
CLIL benefits (Jimenez Catalan & Ruiz de Zarobe, 2009; Lorenzo et al., 2010), there are some critical points of
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CLIL implementation as ambiguity of defining CLIL or lack of CLIL materials (Birdsell, 2020). It is important to
understand in which way teachers involved in CLIL are supported (or not) as language or content teachers,
as classroom practitioners following learner-centred or subject-centred pedagogies, or as educators who see
themselves as embedded in a relevant community of practice or as individual performers without much
support from an imagined or factually existing group of peers (Breidbach & Medina-Suárez, 2014).
Investigation into CLIL teachers’ practices is especially relevant in the times of COVID-19, as it will throw light
on teachers’ reflections on their practices, conceptualizations and attitudes towards CLIL in pandemic, and
make sense in the successful realization of CLIL in the situations requiring remote learning.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
A case study was employed to best suit the purpose of the research stating three research questions:
1. What are the practices of Secondary Science teachers in relation of CLIL during COVID-19 pandemic?
2. What are the challenges for teachers in teaching practice using CLIL?
3. What kind of support is available for the CLIL teachers?
Case studyoffers the opportunity to 'unpack' issues, to see what they are about or what lies inside, and to
explore how they are understood by those connected with them (Ritchie & Lewis, 2013), enables to
investigate a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context (Yin, 1989, p. 23). We agree with Bonnet
(2009) that studies into CLIL should “combine 2Qs, i.e. quantitative and qualitative approaches” (p. 76).
Collecting qualitative and quantitative data is useful in providing “a condensed understating of a problem as
well as detail” (Creswell, 2008, p. 565). It is considered “one of the strengths of case studies” by Demetriou
(2013). Moreover, the subjectivity of the researcher as a potential limitation of the case study will be
eliminated by applying different evidence sources, both quantitative and qualitative (Yin, 1989).
The research methodology combined face-to-face personal interviews, and non-participant observations.
Utilizing interview and observation was aimed at collecting qualitative data, and complement it with
quantitative findings.
For the purpose of the proposed research, two schools of Aktobe city (Al-Farabi specialized gymnasium No.
21 and Nazarbayev Intellectual School) have been selected due to the following major reasons:
− Both schools have trilingual education system as at current date;
− Al-Farabi specialized gymnasium No. 21 is a public school which is a good representative of all other public
schools throughout the country, which are to implement trilingual education by 2020;
− Nazarbayev Intellectual School was one of the first schools to adopt CLIL to create a trilingual environment
to help students build their linguistic competence.
The strategy of purposeful sampling was used to select the participants for the present study. CLIL teachers
at the Al-Farabi specialized gymnasium No. 21 comprise five people, and four of them were interviewed. Four
teachers from NIS agreed to participate in the research. Overall, the interviewees comprised 8 teachers of
the chosen research sites with experiences of CLIL varying from 6 months to 13 years (see Table 1). The CLIL
practices of 3 teachers from the chosen sites were further observed. The selection of teachers for observation
was conducted via the convenient sampling strategy. Upon our request to observe the CLIL lessons 1 teacher
from NIS, and 2 teachers of the Al-Farabi specialized gymnasium No. 21 agreed to participate in the
observation. All the respondents who gave their consent to participate in the study were informed about the
primary objectives of the research.
Open and close-ended questions were designed according to the aim of research within the framework of
the semi-structured face-to-face personal interviews with the CLIL teachers of the research sites. Questions
included teachers’ reflections on their experiences and challenges of using the CLIL approach during COVID19 pandemic, support provided to them, and teachers’ attitudes towards the approach. The chosen method
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Table 1. Participant information
Participant Sex

Age

Teaching experience Subject
(overall/in English)

Grades (1-4,
School
5-9, 10-11)

Interview
S1

Male

27

2/1 year

S2

Female

Unknown Unknown

Computer Science

S3
S4
S5
S6
S7

Male
Male
Female
Female
Female

28
24
36
24
Unknown

3/1 year
2/1 year
13/13 years
2 years/6 months
4/4 years

Chemistry
Chemistry
Biology
Biology
Biology

S8

Male

38

10/6 years

Chemistry

5-9
10-11
5-9
10-11
10-11
5-9
10-11
5-9
5-9
10-11
5-9

Al-Farabi specialized
gymnasium No. 21
Al-Farabi specialized
gymnasium No. 21
NIS
NIS
NIS
NIS
Al-Farabi specialized
gymnasium No. 21
Al-Farabi specialized
gymnasium No. 21

Observation
S9
male
S10
male

28
38

3/1 year
10/6 years

Chemistry
Chemistry

10-11
5-9

S11

27

2/1 year

Biology

5-9
10-11

NIS
Al-Farabi specialized
gymnasium No. 21
Al-Farabi specialized
gymnasium No. 21

male

Biology

of collecting research data, as well as non-participant observations on the teachers’ daily practices conducted
via Zoom, made it possible to obtain thorough and important findings.
Data analysis was conducted in line with Mayring’s (2020) approach to content analysis and by means of
categorization into specific themes that emerge from teachers’ conceptualization of their CLIL practices.
Thematic approach is considered to be “useful for theorizing across a number of cases: finding common
thematic elements across research participants and the events they report” (Riessman, 2005, p. 3).

RESULTS
Seven categories emerged based on the answers from the teachers’ interviews: preparation to teaching CLIL,
resources used by the teachers, the teachers’ challenges, available support for the teachers, students’
interaction during the lessons, stakeholders’ attitudes and perceptions of the approach, teachers’
recommendations for fostering CLIL.
Science Teachers’ CLIL Practices in Secondary Schools during COVID-19 Pandemic
Issues on preparation to teaching CLIL, resources used by the teachers, students’ interaction during the
lessons, stakeholders’ attitudes and perceptions of the approach were integrated in the theme “Science
teachers’ CLIL practices in secondary schools during COVID-19 pandemic” under the first research question.
The findings obtained from the observations helped to complement this theme.
Preparation for Teaching CLIL
In preparing for the CLIL lessons most of the interviewed teachers report that they pay attention to
terminology first. Taking into consideration the students’ level of English, teachers try to adapt the study
texts, – and substitute the difficult terms for easier ones. During the lesson, after presenting the new terms
in English, they brainstorm their meaning. The students are free to use the language they feel - comfortable
with (S1).
Teachers try to present a wide range of materials to their students during the CLIL lessons: diagrams,
PowerPoint presentations, audios with exercises (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Preparation to CLIL lesson

Figure 2. Resources available and used for preparing to CLIL lesson
Teachers’ preparation for the CLIL lesson takes quite a long time (S2, S3, S4, S7). The problem of the time
consuming preparation was solved after introducing books for the CLIL lessons, which contain the required
study material. Preparing for the lesson now takes them from 20 to 40 minutes due to the – availability of
resource books, language and methodology, and general support organized by the institution (S2).
Resources Used by CLIL Teachers
As it was noted in the previous subsection, for their CLIL lessons teachers use videos, games, maquettes and
models. The books they use now contain different types of activities for the lesson to make them more
interesting (S1). However, some teachers note that the books they use at the moment are not suitable in
teaching high-performing students as the tasks they contain do not comply with the level of the students,
and they don’t have teachers’ book (methods book) (S4). There are books printed abroad on the CLIL lessons
methodology containing needed materials for the Science teachers. These books can be ordered via internet,
though teachers have to pay from their own.
Thus, as the teachers are aimed at making their students engaged and interested in studying they have to
bring into the lesson some additional material from the internet. According to the teachers, internet is
another valuable source of study materials. There is a special website on the CLIL materials in Chemistry as
http://chemsheets.com, which is considered to be very effective among Chemistry teachers. Shared web
hosting http://pinterest.com and Cambridge study materials are also helpful. The only problem about finding
extra study material is that using some websites is not free and requires annual purchases. Therefore,
teachers have to pay for them from their own, as well as for any paper or printing. Resources used on CLIL
lessons by the local teachers of secondary schools can be classified according to the Figure 2.
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Figure 3. Students’ interaction during CLIL lessons related to a language of instruction

Students’ Interaction during CLIL Lessons
Analysis of teachers’ interview answers indicate that students’ different English language level in classes,
their capabilities and desires to study leading to inefficient CLIL practices should be taken into consideration.
Teachers use the students’ mother tongue for explaining terminology and difficult concepts to make the
students understand the theme and foster their classroom interaction (S1, S2, S7). However, teachers
attempt to improve students’ command of English and make them use more English while discussing at the
lesson (S3). As an Al-Farabi Biology teacher states, students’ classes at their school are divided into three
groups and this makes easier to improve the students’ foreign language skills.
According to our findings (see Figure 3), students interact freely during a CLIL lesson when teacher uses the
students’ mother tongue (62.5%). Due to the students’ level of language proficiency teachers have to explain
in the Kazakh language (37.5%). However, the interviewed teachers insist on students speaking English while
answering the questions (12.5%), and making presentations (12.5%), as well as put lower marks if the
students use Kazakh (12.5%).
Stakeholders’ Attitudes and Perceptions of CLIL
The first view on CLIL shared by most of the parents is negative. Parents consider using CLIL at secondary
school setting difficult for students (S3), and note that Science subjects should first be mastered in students’
mother tongue for better comprehension. However, at the same time parents understand the importance of
speaking three languages nowadays (S3, S6), and support it for future aims as entering universities with
English language instruction (S6, S7).
As for the students’ perspectives according to the teachers interviewed, most of the students like the idea of
CLIL, interested, and engaged to learn. (S3), despite facing challenges (S4). It is necessary to mention that the
selected research sites are specialized schools for high-performing, gifted children. They can say for sure that
using CLIL at lessons is more involving compared to traditional classes.
Thus, concluding the findings obtained from the interviewed teachers on the stakeholders’ perceptions of
CLIL, according to the 67% of them most of the parents do not support the idea of CLIL. Parents consider
learning through CLIL difficult (60%). At the same time, some of the parents find CLIL necessary (20%) and
important (20%) for the successful future of their children. As for the students, they are engaged (25%) and
happy (25%) about CLIL and find it interesting (25%).
Observation of teachers’ CLIL lessons of selected secondary schools in a remote learning setting helped to
obtain additional data within the Research Question 1. First, – research was conducted through participation in the lessons of two teachers of Science subjects at the Al-Farabi specialized gymnasium No.
21. – It was noticed that the observed CLIL lessons were planned - thoroughly. Both teachers demonstrated
the understanding of the fact that a good lesson planning is essential to the process of effective CLIL teaching
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and learning. – It was found that the teachers’ English language proficiency was sufficient for the planned
CLIL activities. The teachers used the English language for the 50% of explaining the terminology and checking
the home task, and other 50% of the lesson was conducted in students’ L1. The classroom language used by
the teachers complied with the comprehensive CLIL talking style.
As for the students’ language skills, they - were found to be quite good at using the appropriate science
terminology and as expected from their background are taught to use the terminology - correctly, though
they face challenges in explaining the scientific concepts in their own words. The teachers supported
explanation of the lesson concepts with PowerPoint presentations and used additional visuals like pictures,
charts and graphs. Teaching and learning materials for the CLIL lesson selected by the teachers from the
available resources were adequately presented to the students and covered all lesson parts.
For the observation of a CLIL lesson at NIS, the online learning space was designed using Zoom as the remote
learning platform. The students were provided by both transcripts and links to online videos on topics related
to the topics of their lessons. After some ice-breaking activities the students discussed the content of the
video and responded to critical thinking questions prepared by the teacher.
The observed CLIL teacher is quite experienced in - their subject and the CLIL approach. The lesson was
efficiently conducted according to the aims of the lesson set during the thorough planning. The study
materials were selected quite to the topic; all the new concepts were introduced with the usage of visuals
like tables and pictures obtained from the website chemsheets.com. The teacher felt themselves confident
at the lesson. English was used as the language of instruction, and classroom discourse used by him was very
appropriate and clear for the students. The teacher tried to explain the new science terminology in simple
words in English so that each student of any language level could understand it. It was sighted that using only
English during the lesson was not possible for the teacher as sometimes the teacher had to answer in Kazakh
to some students - to clarify some points of the subject concepts and chemistry formulas.
The purpose of the interviews about the students’ language barriers, was to uncover to what extent these
issues are and -the students’ eagerness to understand the new concepts became apparent as they were
taking notes and clarifying notions. Of course, there were students who kept - silent during the lesson, but
the teacher tried to encourage all the students’ active participation. Various CLIL techniques were used by
the teacher to evoke students critical thinking and creativity.
DISCUSSION
The obtained data enabled to understand Science teachers’ practices in terms of using the CLIL approach in
Kazakhstani secondary schools during COVID-19 pandemic that reflected overall positive perceptions of CLIL
in a remote learning setting. This contradicted the results of research conducted in Russian universities,
where teaching school subjects in English have not met clear support, and it was offered to reduce the
amount of English discourse (Pavenkova et al., 2018).
Data of the study demonstrated the students’ active interaction through different techniques as reflected in
Koopman et al. (2014), Oattes et al. (2018), Van Kampen et al. (2018), Tugun et al. (2020), Villabona and
Cenoz (2021) even in a remote learning setting. Results of studying pedagogical practices showing that
students had enough opportunity to use English in CLIL classes contradict with those of other studies stating
the challenges of using target language while studying content (Dalton-Puffer, 2007; Mahan et al., 2018;
Villabona & Cenoz, 2021).
Teachers’ perceptions of CLIL link with the findings of Karabassova (2018) stating that teachers “prioritized
content over language, assuming only an indirect role in facilitating students’ language development”.
Teachers consider rendering terminology of the lesson properly more important than students’ knowledge
of English and can do it by means of using L1.
Critical issues of CLIL such as the lack of resources for preparing for the classes (Birdsell, 2020) are addressed
by the fact that in CLIL classes, teachers and students have more opportunities to use online resources and
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materials outside the classroom being able to benefit from the materials in English. The lack of teacher
training is challenging for CLIL teachers of science subjects which was also reported by Fernández-Barrera
(2019).
The findings on the significance of peer-collaboration agree with the previous CLIL teacher research
(Breidbach & Medina-Suárez, 2014; Capone et al., 2017; Hüttner et al., 2013; Massler, 2012) and importance
of professional development education for teacher development (Goris, 2009).
CONCLUSION
Overall, the pedagogical practices of Kazakhstani secondary school Science teachers in relation to CLIL in
COVID-19 pandemic are efficient. The teachers interviewed and observed demonstrated a well-organized
and resourceful realization of CLIL lessons even in a different than a traditional setting.
The students showed motivation and eagerness to interact during the on-line lessons due to their
understanding of the importance of CLIL for their progress, and the teachers tried to evoke students’ critical
thinking and creativity. The challenges in practicing CLIL according to the interviewed teachers are mostly in
using classroom language and students’ language barrier.
The support provided for the CLIL teachers in teaching Science subjects at the secondary schools includes
intensive language training, guidance of foreign experts and mentoring system, organization of CLIL courses
abroad, online courses, sharing good practices and cooperative work, and financial motivation.
The results of study suggest that studying Science subjects through CLIL approach expand intellectual
horizons of students while improving their English language skills and knowledge adapting CLIL to new
teaching environments and situations.
Author contributions: All authors were involved in concept, design, collection of data, interpretation, writing, and critically
revising the article. All authors approve final version of the article.
Funding: The authors received no financial support for the research and/or authorship of this article.
Declaration of interest: Authors declare no competing interest.
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