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Abstract
Based on the project partially funded by the Portuguese Foundation for Science and Technology 
(FCT), the ReCLes.pt CLIL initiative created communities of practice and learning for Content 
and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) in Higher Education. The project was implemented 
in six polytechnic institutes in Portugal to support and develop teaching in English based on a 
methodology that integrates content and language while attending to learners’ needs in both 
areas. Despite the growing number of English as a Medium of Instruction classes in Higher 
Education, there remains a paucity of CLIL in the country, both at this and at other levels, 
although neighboring Spain, for example, has demonstrated an ample use of the CLIL approach, 
especially in primary and secondary schools. This paper provides an opportunity to get to 
know these communities of practice and learning in Higher Education to better understand 
the various ways of dealing with this concept, involving not only the English teachers but also 
the specific subject teachers in training. This contribution also covers the basis for this training, 
how the groups are formed, ways to make them work, and best practice as well as results 
related to monitoring and assessment over the initial three years of the project. The variety of 
topics and tools created for the 33 piloted modules by these communities of CLIL practice and 
learning have been published as part of the project. In many cases, continue to be specifically 
designed and then implemented and assessed in Portuguese Higher Education based on the 
ReCLes.pt CLIL Training Guide (Morgado et al., 2015).

Keywords: Content and Language Integrated Learning, Portuguese Higher Education, 
Community of Practice, Polytechnic Institutes.



64 Culturas, Identidades e Litero-Línguas Estrangeiras

1.	 Introduction
The ReCLes.pt CLIL project is an ongoing applied research project on the use 

of Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) in six Higher Education (HE) 
polytechnic institutes in Portugal. The innovative approach in the Portuguese context 
reflects the scarcity of the use of CLIL in HE. The project addresses undergraduate 
and graduate courses taught through English by reinforcing strategies for developing 
students’ foreign language skills, apart from their regular English classes, and provides 
teacher training for professors and lecturers in HE to develop competence to teach in 
English and participate in CLIL communities of practice. The project received support 
from the FCT for a seven-month period as identified best practice in Higher Education 
in Portugal, comprising a review of the literature, the ReCLes.pt CLIL Training Guide, 
training courses, the implementation and assessment of CLIL modules to identify 
areas of improvement and best practices, and motivation for the local, national, and 
international communities of practice and learning.

The project has been developed through the Association of Language Centers 
in Higher Education in Portugal – ReCLes.pt – and its general design is linked to not 
only the specific context in Portuguese HE and the respective linguistic policies at 
these HEs but also the extensive literature review on CLIL experiences in HE all over 
Europe. Six HE polytechnics were involved – the Estoril Higher Institute for Tourism 
and Hotel Studies and the Polytechnics of Bragança, Castelo Branco, Guarda, Porto, 
and Portalegre.

This article will firstly provide a theoretical background for the main topic, followed 
by an explanation of the methodology, then proceeding to a section focusing 
specifically on how the project was implemented in the participating institutions. 
Results and a brief discussion are interlaced within this part since the results differ 
from school to school. The conclusion includes a set of recommendations and ideas 
for the improvement of the communities of practice and learning.

2.	 Background
To establish some key concepts for the aim of this project and also to establish 

the specific terminology in the field, let us consider that some of the lesser known 
precepts in HE are that (i) teaching through English implies readjustments to 
educational methodologies and (ii) that HE language and content professors and 
lecturers (hereon referred to as teachers) also need to adjust their (academic) cultures 
of and for learning when they replace their mother tongue with English as a Medium 
of Instruction (EMI) in their adoption of a CLIL approach – the integrated learning of 
content and language – and thus focus on student needs in terms of learning not just 
content but also culture, cognition, and communication. 

A keener focus on the foreign language needs of students and on scaffolding 
techniques is needed when teaching in a language that differs from the teachers 
and students’ mother tongue. Adopting CLIL means the fundamental embrace of 
code-switching as positive for acquiring and using domain-specific terminology and 
classroom instruction language, both implicitly when preparing classes and explicitly, 
for example, when teaching. 
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Thirdly, when used as a medium of instruction, English as a foreign language 
carries with it cultural assumptions of what can be said and how it need to be taught, 
learned, and shared in the community of practice and learning made up of CLIL 
teacher trainers, content teachers in training, and students. Smit and Dafouz (2012, 
p. 3) claim that English used as a lingua franca in tertiary education combines “the 
shared linguistic repertoire available to the interlocutors in multilingual educational 
settings with their expertise in the respective content area and its genre-specific 
conventions”. As in any other attempt to describe cultural dimensions, while some 
CLIL products, practices, people, communities, and some perspectives are made 
explicit through research and practice, many perspectives may remain invisible or 
intangible. As a result, underlying perceptions and attitudes are affected, such as 
highly contextualized academic cultures of learning, with direct and indirect forms 
of participating in CLIL. Similarly, negotiations needed to move from one set of 
practices to another; HE teachers may need to “give up” content topics from their 
syllabus because they may not make sense in English; scientific terminology may or 
may not gain space, depending on the domain. Much of this is visible, but parts of it 
are also invisible in the sense that content teachers hardly ever consider that they 
use a particular language and discourse to teach or that learning is about grasping 
the specific discourse of a particular subject, or being able to use a meta-language 
through which to think and reason. 

Moore and Dooly (2010) call on Wenger’s (1998) notion of Communities of Practice 
(CoP) to highlight that CLIL operates within the new paradigm of the language user in 
subject-specific fields of knowledge that could be considered highly-contextualized 
communities of practice, where it makes no sense to separate the content from 
its linguistic paradigm. Form and meaning have to be negotiated together and 
knowledge is shaped in that complex interrelation (Moore & Dooly, 2010, p. 76). This 
position is based on current theories of knowledge which understand disciplines as 
social fields of practice, whereby language used in research and in the classroom 
within a certain study area constitute social practices embedded in particular 
contexts. They comprise “formal structures of knowledge and practices, and actors 
who share interests and norms (whether explicit or tacit) of knowledge production 
and communication” (Freebody et al., 2008, p. 191) as well as dissemination of that 
knowledge, for example, through teaching. There will be, according to Freebody et 
al. (2008, p. 192), preferred genres within each study area and favored interpretive 
frameworks as well as the tendency to “register combinations, ways of coordinating 
knowledge in language and image, ways of using abstraction and technicality”, which 
are often built on cross-cultural and bilingual approaches.

3.	 Methodology
The aforementioned theoretical issues support the framework for the ReCLes.pt 

CLIL project, which was put into practice across three stages. The first stage, during 
the academic year 2013-2014, focused on the need, detected across Portuguese 
polytechnic institutes, to assess the readiness of these HE institutions to engage 
with the CLIL approach in order to meet their internationalization strategy. Initial 
studies also explored how foreign languages are taught within these schools and the 
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existence and extent of language policy as well as the perceptions of governance 
and teaching staff of their own foreign language competences and those of their 
students. The aim was to start a debate and reflection on linguistic policies and the 
best ways to teach and learn in and through a foreign language, in this case English. 
Two questionnaires following Jensen and Thøgersen (2011) were used to assemble 
relevant data on the foreign language practices in these HE institutions. International 
offices, governing bodies, and teachers were interviewed and asked to describe the 
courses taught in English and other foreign languages, the number of international 
students, and their ability to participate in classes in Portuguese.

The second stage of this applied research (also in academic year 2013-2014) aimed 
at training CLIL teachers and creating a CLIL community of practice in Higher Education 
institutions through the ReCLes.pt network. During this stage, the collaborating 
partners prepared for training future CLIL teachers by laying the theoretical and 
practical framework for teacher trainers of this community and preparing adequate 
CLIL teaching materials and resources. Based on publications and papers/posters as 
well as multiple meetings (skype and face to face), and from best practice examples 
(in a shared database of related research), the partners used collaborative writing 
to produce a CLIL manual for teacher trainers – the ReCLes.pt CLIL Training Guide 
– Creating a CLIL Learning Community in Higher Education (also available online at 
http://recles.pt/ under the tab Publications), which aims at facilitating the creation 
of CLIL modules and materials adapted to particular study areas and the preferred 
collaborative modes of each of the participating HE institutions.

This CLIL Training Guide uses the organizing principle that, in a CLIL construct, 
English is not used for communication alone, but to mediate knowledge, i.e. learning 
as a sociocultural construction of knowledge for which “students need opportunities 
to construct their own understanding of subject community knowledge, using 
appropriate frames of reference and vocabulary under expert tutelage” (Moate, 
2010, p. 3). 

In this stage, the ReCLes.pt CLIL Training Guide served as a guide for the local 10-
hour training courses running in each participating institution, with 20 additional 
hours dedicated to assisted preparation of modules to be carried out by participating 
teachers in a classroom context. The teacher training courses, which took place from 
September to December, 2014, were carried out by the ReCLes.pt language specialists 
in each HE polytechnic and directed at other specialist staff previously identified and 
invited to take part in the project. The training sessions were run in a Community 
of Practice format (Wenger, 1998; Moates, 2010), where both the English language 
teacher and the specific subject teachers worked collaboratively in developing 
competences to use cognitive and social constructivist educational strategies to 
create, organize, implement, and assess a CLIL module in their own classes. In some 
of the local teacher training courses, the voluntary subject teachers’ English level was 
tested and accepted based on a minimum B2 CEFR level.

A key factor in this process that was especially valued by the subject specialists 
was the opportunity and time given to consider and discuss particular contexts for 
their respective subject areas (content organization models, methods used, forms 
of interaction with students, among others) as well as their own experience and 

http://recles.pt/
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expectations regarding the prospect of teaching through English in order to identify 
how best to adequate these aspects to the CLIL framework. In an individual training 
log, one of the data collection tools used, a specialist teacher called attention to the 
fact that “the opportunity to talk about our difficulties and doubts in a friendly and 
known environment is very important.” 

Before, during, and after the implementation of the modules (until the end of 
academic year 2014-2015), all specialist teachers also responded to pre- and post-
implementation questionnaires and were interviewed after implementing their CLIL 
module. Students also completed a questionnaire about their own experience as 
learners in these CLIL modules.

4.	 The project in practice
The project was implemented in six different institutions following the CLIL 

framework and the ReCLes.pt CLIL project methodology. The specific characteristics 
of the community of practice and learning at each polytechnic are described in this 
section along with the unique CLIL modules created.

4.1. Estoril Higher Institute for Tourism and Hotel Studies

At the Estoril Higher Institute for Tourism and Hotel Studies (Escola Superior de 
Hotelaria e Turismo do Estoril – ESHTE), there were five specialist teachers selected to 
be a part of the first CLIL community of learning and practice. Some of the participants 
had previously taken part in a C1 conversation course organized by the ESHTE a couple 
of years earlier, while the others were assessed for speaking and writing to guarantee 
a minimum of B2 level in English. These specialist teachers, from areas as diverse as 
Event Management, Tourism and the Environment, Microbiology, Business Strategy, 
and Nutrition, completed the 10-hour training course divided in four weeks with an 
English language teacher who guided them through CLIL using the resources and 
methodologies outlined in the ReCLes.pt CLIL Training Guide (Morgado et al., 2015).

During the training sessions, which were based on a collaborative approach, many 
pedagogical concerns arose as part of the CLIL methodology. Specialist teachers 
were particularly concerned about the changes they would have to make in the 
syllabus to accommodate more student-centered strategies; they were apprehensive 
about the number of students in each class as well as students’ receptiveness to CLIL, 
namely in regard to assessment; and they also questioned the fact that adapting their 
classes to a foreign languages was going to be time-consuming, especially due to the 
scaffolding activities they had to envisage with students showing a wide range of 
learning styles and multiple intelligences. The teachers also found that they needed 
some support from an English language teacher throughout the implementation 
phase. Despite their B2-C1 level of English, some teachers also admitted having some 
difficulties in using classroom language in English, which was an aspect that was also 
addressed in one of the training sessions. These were concerns shared not only in 
the sessions but also registered on the individual training logs which were completed 
at the end of each session to provide more specific feedback about the activities 
conducted and the discussions that took place.
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Throughout the training sessions, specialist teachers also had the opportunity to 
bring specific examples from their projected CLIL modules to get some advice and 
ideas from the rest of the participants about the best ways to adapt the content 
into CLIL classes where the exclusive focus was neither the content per se nor 
the development of specific competences needed in the specific subject, but the 
development of student skills in the English language. In addition, this adaptation 
also required a clear understanding and integration of cultural aspects (where code-
switching in the classroom is sometimes necessary for a clear understanding of the 
specific or technical vocabulary in the Portuguese context) and more opportunities 
for communication through a greater focus on student-centered strategies. In 
general, specialist teachers valued these training sessions not only because they 
were introduced to the CLIL approach, which was new for them since they were only 
acquainted with English as a Medium of Instruction (EMI), but mostly because of 
the breadth of the discussion about pedagogy and teaching/learning methodologies, 
which they had never experienced, especially with such a diverse group of colleagues. 

Between January and April 2015, six CLIL modules were implemented at ESHTE 
(in all the above-mentioned subjects, some repeated in the day and evening courses, 
with the exception of Microbiology), in a total of 18 hours (with sessions ranging 
from 2 to 3 hours each), and involving a total of 151 students from the 1st study cycle 
degrees in Cookery and Food Production (1st year), Hotel Management (3rd year), and 
Tourism Management (3rd year). In addition, though not considered in the scope of 
the ReCLes.pt CLIL project, the language teacher who conducted the CLIL training 
sessions also implemented the CLIL approach in a 3-hour seminar of the 1st study 
cycle degree in Tourism Information (3rd year) and in a 4-hour seminar on Markets 
and Trends of the PhD in Tourism, involving nearly 40 students.

Some of the methodologies adopted included collective creation by the students, 
for example, of the evaluation structure for an event through a problem-based 
learning (PBL) approach that simultaneously promoted the students’ discussion 
skills and elicited specific cultural aspects associated with event management and 
production (in the degree in Event Management). Another application incorporated 
the analysis of specific codes of ethics and a cross-debate about tourism and 
sustainability which fostered the students’ reading and oral communication skills 
(in Tourism and the Environment). Yet another example was the small-group tasks 
that required students to critically analyze hotel mission statements, thus promoting 
reading and oral discussion skills along with the construction of an understanding 
about what a company’s mission statement should include (in Business Strategy). 
A final example was a critical discussion on carbohydrates followed by students’ 
written reports about the subject (in Nutrition).

All these modules were monitored onsite either by the supporting English 
language teacher or by one of the peer specialist teachers, which gave each teacher 
first-hand critical comments on their modules and suggestions for improvement. 
In general, with the exception of students who assessed themselves as having a 
A2-B1 level and clearly experienced some difficulties in expressing themselves in 
English, students were very satisfied with their experience as CLIL learners and with 
the activities developed and, thus, supported the implementation of future CLIL 
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modules although they also showed some concerns about how assessment would 
be implemented in subjects being taught through a foreign language.

One of the main concerns after this implementation of specific CLIL modules 
rests on the absence of an institutionalized language policy that would clearly 
outline the future approach to CLIL and to subject classes to be taught through a 
foreign language. Concerns voiced by different members of the academic community 
identified hindrances to classes fully-taught through English as either the students 
who are less competent in the English language or how the needs of students who 
would still wish to be taught in their mother tongue would be met. Other problems 
identified were related to the assessment which could be conducted in a foreign 
language and the fact that many of the school’s teachers are not proficient in English. 
As a result, in the following academic year (2015-2016), , and following a written and 
oral placement test in July 2015 given to more than 50 volunteer teachers, the school 
offered three English language courses for teachers and academic staff in each 
semester. 

Implementation of CLIL-based courses at ESHTE has developed a renewed 
informal school culture, with more colleagues from different subject areas now 
collaborating in research papers and presentations in English, more colleagues 
speaking in English with one another during class breaks and lunch breaks organized 
for the sole purpose of communicating in English. 

4.2. Polytechnic Institute of Castelo Branco 

The CLIL community of practice and learning at the Polytechnic Institute of 
Castelo Branco met over a semester, negotiating their content-specific cultures, their 
learning and teaching assumptions, and their explicit and implicit uses of English as 
a Medium of Instruction (EMI) within a CLIL approach among colleagues and with 
students during the piloting of the CLIL modules they had created. 

The teacher practices included shared products, such as the verbal interactions 
during the 10-hour face-to-face teacher training sessions, as well as teaching logs, 
pre- and post-training questionnaires and can do lists, CLIL modules designed and 
piloted with students and post-piloting interviews, which will be presented through 
three case studies. 

Case study 1 
Case study 1 refers to a senior lecturer from the Agriculture College who devised 

a module on Pesticide Labels. With over 30 years of teaching experience, his English 
language self-assessment was an overall C1+ (CEFR), with C2 for listening and C1+ 
for reading. Before the training sessions, his self-assessment revealed confidence 
in his pedagogical skills, with the exception of maintaining students’ interest when 
teaching in English although he revealed less confidence in materials to be used in 
class, terminology, and lecturing in English, including preparing notes or reacting 
to students. He also expressed concern with the lack of ability to explain language 
patterns to be able to give linguistic feedback to students. 

After the training course, most of these aspects scored higher than before 
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although he still did not feel capable of giving linguistic feedback to students. During 
the post-piloting interview, however, he offered comments that relate to language, 
for example, that students had never heard of some of the irregular plurals in English 
that were needed to speak about the topic (e.g. fungus-fungi), which shows that he 
had explicitly thought about the learners’ abilities and needs in FL.

Case study 2 
Case study 2 refers to a senior lecturer from the School of Technology, specialized 

in Industrial Engineering, who developed a module on 3D Printing. With over 20 years 
of teaching experience, his self-assessed was a C1 level of English. He started by 
expressing concern that he would not be able to assess the students’ levels of English 
for technical terms or maintain student interest when teaching through English since 
he might not be as expressive or engaging as in his mother tongue. He also expressed 
concern with explaining language patterns and giving linguistic feedback to students. 

All these concerns diminished by the end of the training, with the exception of 
his ability to explain language patterns or giving linguistic feedback to students. 
In the post-piloting interview, he considered the overall training experience to be 
particularly interesting from a pedagogical perspective and as a teaching experience. 
He even noted that he had not found it more difficult to express his ideas effectively 
in a foreign language after all. Although classroom interaction and feedback from 
students was diverse (ranging from very good to indifference) in his six pilot graduate 
and postgraduate classes, he felt he would like to continue to experiment with 
CLIL by working in tandem with the English for Specific Purposes teacher who had 
collaborated with him in the planning and writing of the module.

Case study 3 
Case study 3 refers to a content teacher from the School of Management, with over 

12 years of teaching experience, who self-assessed himself at a B1-B2 level, despite 
being bilingual Portuguese and English, born and educated in South Africa. For his 
module on Time Management, he initially felt a lack of confidence in both assessing 
students’ levels of English and correcting or making suggestions on students’ written 
assignments, a confidence that was gained through the training course. 

Like the teachers in case studies 1 and 2, he expressed concern regarding 
language-based rather than content-based aspects of CLIL teaching, such as being 
able to explain language patterns and give linguistic feedback to students or prepare 
written tests in English. Contrary to the experience of others, after the training, he 
felt less confident in several aspects, as if the piloting experience had opened his eyes 
to additional complexity, namely in adapting materials for CLIL and in aspects of his 
use of EMI, such as finding appropriate vocabulary when preparing written materials 
in English; identifying authentic material with the appropriate language level for his 
students; or creating own materials (worksheets, presentations, diagrams, hand-
outs) in English to be used in class. His confidence also decreased slightly regarding 
his ability to prepare lecture notes in English; maintain student interest; explain 
himself clearly in class; answer student questions clearly when unprepared; and give 
appropriate examples spontaneously.

Nevertheless, during the post-piloting interview, he noted that his preparation 
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and implementation of the CLIL module had been very successful overall and 
particularly interesting as a teaching experience. In contrast to the teachers in 
case studies 1 and 2, he did not believe that he had developed more interactive and 
student-centered teaching methodologies or used more electronic media than when 
teaching in Portuguese nor did he believe that CLIL methodologies and strategies 
were very different from the ones he uses when teaching in Portuguese. This may 
be due to the fact that his own learning experiences were in South Africa, where 
perhaps learner-centered lessons are more common, and his bilingual competences 
in English and Portuguese.

4.3. Polytechnic Institute of Guarda

Before creating the teacher training group for CLIL at the Instituto Politécnico da 
Guarda (IPG), the Director of the School of Technology and Management (ESTG – Escola 
Superior de Tecnologia e Gestão) prepared a list of the teachers whom she hoped 
would be qualified for the training – a level set at B2 (Coyle, 1999, 2008; cf. Gierlinger 
on the L4C approach to include CLIL teachers of other levels), based on enrollment by 
international and ERASMUS+ students so that they could have more regular access 
to English-taught classes (Wachter & Maiworm, 2008; Doiz, Lasagabaster, & Sierra, 
2013; Wachter & Maiworm, 2008, 2014). Simultaneously, the Portuguese host-school 
students could be exposed to quality teaching of these subjects through a foreign 
language (FL). English was selected as the target FL in response to the new linguistic 
diversity in the classroom and for greater internationalization, a direct result of the 
Bologna Agreement and its aims to harmonize the European Higher Education Area 
through a European credit transfer system and better conditions for student and 
staff mobility (Kirkpatrick, 2014; Morgado et al., 2015). 

The teachers on the original list were filtered for B2 level (CEFR) and four were 
selected to join the community of practice and learning established at the ESTG-IPG, 
where their respective areas would be developed to equip them with strategies for 
teaching through English, with recourse to a range of scaffolding possibilities for 
their students to practise with the ICT-based strategies that helped to focus on the 
new terminological base of the content area to be acquired.

From Accounting to three different areas of Engineering – Civil, Environmental, and 
Computer – the content teachers and the language teaching specialist met over the 
course of 10 hours to debate and develop their skills. An area of great concern was the 
participants’ own linguistic competence and the probability of finding students who 
would have greater skills in English, which was met by the concept of the language 
user (cf. Cook, 2002; Arau Ribeiro, 2015a, 2015b). The sheer usefulness of being able 
to use the FL as a means of communication, rather than as an end in and of its own, 
freed these teachers from these implied constraints and gave new meaning to their 
role in the CLIL classroom where they could be mediators and facilitators instead 
of role models for English usage. This constructive approach toward language use 
in the classroom which would not be strictly monolingual allowed for resort to the 
plurilingual resources of each of the participants – teacher and students. Together 
they could negotiate meaning in a relevant context that opened the possibilities 



72 Culturas, Identidades e Litero-Línguas Estrangeiras

for more student contributions in class since they also embraced the objective of 
communication through the FL. Of special note was one student who alleged to 
never having had any English before but who was appropriately scaffolded in his 
learning experience with financial statements to carry out the project and present 
his results in English.

In considering the terminologically-based scaffolding activities, the use of word 
frequency lists and clouds was a motivating way to select out and visualize the 
terminology that would be most impactful for a given learning module. Some students 
realized that they actually had previous knowledge on a topic, the memory of which 
was reconnected for use in a specific task. Along with activation of this previously-
acquired knowledge, it was also solidified through description, explanation and 
discussion to enhance understanding of the requisite vocabulary and its related ideas/
concepts. Then, the information was specifically applied in a context specific to the 
areas under study, such as the financial statements referred to above or equations to 
calculate appropriate foundation in Civil Engineering.

Following the new Bloom’s taxonomy of learning, students used the information 
in a new way, interpreting diagrams, scheduling maintenance appropriately, 
demonstrating their calculations, or choosing adequate tools to execute a project, 
to name just a few ways that new and remembered information could be exercised. 
To focus on higher order thinking skills (HOTS), activities were devised to encourage 
analysis, evaluation, and creation of new points of view or even new products, 
learners were asked to justify their decisions and recommendations, and then 
demonstrated the ability to distinguish between different parts of the processes that 
they had constructed.

In a computer course, students simulated meetings with their non-tech clients 
to explain and adjust their preparations for a database under construction. The 
client was played by the guest English teacher, who acted like the most difficult of 
business partners to provide opportunities for the students, in the role of computer 
software consultants, to solve problems spontaneously and in a fashion that could 
be considered reasonably coherent. Environmental Engineering students received 
support with rich images that prompted discussion and elicited the vocabulary that 
would appropriately describe the difficult ecological notions that concern all like-
minded world citizens on planet Earth. Classroom observation notes recorded the 
fact that students were at first reticent to participate in a classroom situation which 
was initially interpreted as evaluative of their English level but were soon convinced 
that using their own levels of English was in fact the means to an end of working with 
a new and fascinating subject that has its own jargon and specialty language that 
would be obligatorily represented in the context of subject-specific formats.

The teachers participating in the community of practice and learning were excellent 
partners, debating, and discussing the joys and difficulties of relaying concepts and 
ideas through a language that is not their own. Their mutual trust and willingness to 
share in an open community of practice and learning was a promising beginning for 
this pilot phase of the project. Future communities of practice may be composed of 
less-willing participants, who may feel threatened by the need to communicate and 
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teach their subjects through English. Hopefully, the lessons learned and the models 
established through the CLIL ReCLes.pt project will remain an inspiration, supported 
by a desire to improve teaching methods and language competence in general.

4.4. Polytechnic Institute of Portalegre

At the Instituto Politécnico de Portalegre (IPPortalegre), the five specialist teachers 
who were invited to participate in the 10-hour CLIL training course were selected for 
their experience in teaching ERASMUS students and for their proficiency in English 
(C1). The organization and content of the CLIL course modules and the resources 
used in the training sessions were mostly adapted from the ReCLes.pt CLIL Training 
Guide (Morgado et al., 2015) and complemented with resources and materials related 
to the particular specialized areas of the specialist teachers, namely Marketing and 
Advertising, Painting, Sculpture and Artistic Education, Cinema Studies, Psychology 
and Special Needs Education, and Industrial and Quality Engineering. 

As a result of the CLIL ReCLes.pt training course, five CLIL modules were 
implemented at IPPortalegre although only two of them during the pre-established 
time span of the project. The planning of each CLIL module required additional 
hours (face-to-face meetings and e-mail exchanges) of collaborative work between 
the language specialist and the content teacher, mostly to explore the best way to 
scaffold the English materials to be used in class. This enriching collaborative process 
entailed the negotiation of some content topics and a close joint work ethic to 
adapt materials aimed at scaffolding student skills in learning English and specialty 
content. Thus, in the CLIL modules on Team Work in Early Intervention and CLIL in 
Primary Education, a long technical text was cut into sub-topics and re-arranged with 
summary titles; a list of procedures replaced a long descriptive paragraph; keywords 
were provided or highlighted in the text and synonyms inserted in parentheses; 
graphic organizers were added to better explain a more complex paragraph and 
post-reading activities with summary and gap-filling exercises were suggested as 
enrichment and synthesis of the content topic. 

The data collected with the tools used for monitoring the implementation of the 
modules (CLIL module planning template, questionnaire to assess the CLIL module 
for teachers and for students, interview with content teachers) point to a very 
positive view of the CLIL module pilot experience, both for the teachers and students. 
Content teachers reported an overall very optimistic teaching experience, including 
the perception that the methodologies adopted for their CLIL modules facilitated the 
learning of the content in question and enhanced their participation in class. 

Teachers highlighted as particularly positive the collaborative experience with the 
CLIL teacher trainer, an improved understanding of the students’ language needs, 
and the fact that they had developed more student-centered methodologies than 
when teaching in Portuguese. Contrary to the expectations expressed after finishing 
the ReCLes.pt CLIL training course, the time spent preparing and adapting material 
was no longer perceived as a drawback or a difficulty for using a CLIL approach in the 
future. 

As for the students, a few mentioned as less positive the inadequacy of the 
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materials used in the CLIL module for their own level of English, their uneasiness with 
participating in class in a foreign language, and an increased difficulty in expressing their 
ideas in English. Nevertheless, most of the students mentioned that, in comparison 
with learning in Portuguese, in the CLIL pilot module they had participated more in 
the different activities and had worked more extensively in collaboration with other 
colleagues. They also acknowledged that their understanding of both the specialty 
content and language had been enhanced by the classroom methodologies used. 
Particularly positive, and despite the complaints documented above, was the fact 
that some students with less English competence (eg. A2.1) were highly motivated 
with the CLIL strategies, as they felt they had been able to overcome the challenge of 
reading, understanding, and synthesizing a technical text in English. 

In general, the subject specialists at IPPortalegre reported that the ReCLes.pt CLIL 
training course offered them a broad overview of the CLIL theoretical framework, 
its educational and pedagogical potential, and a comprehensive variety of teaching 
strategies and innovative pedagogical practices to use in their future classes 
taught through English and even in Portuguese “to work in class or individually”. 
Aspects central to the CLIL approach, such as highly interactive, student-centered 
communication in the classroom, the use of scaffolding strategies to enhance 
language and content acquisition, and the promotion of student autonomy and 
critical thinking skills were also recognized. Moreover, content teachers asserted 
the intention of integrating this new knowledge into their future teaching practice, 
thus affirming in the questionnaires that “the new tools in electronic media will be 
used to new approaches in my courses”; they also expressed willingness to continue 
exploring the CLIL approach further and in a broader forum, commenting that “it will 
be very good to have more workshops with a big group of our colleagues to discuss 
all these subjects before real application”. 

The concerns voiced were mainly regarding the assessment of student levels 
of language and the choice and adaptation of materials to their needs. The data 
collected in the pre- and post-training assessment questionnaires by the specialist 
teachers indicate that, on the whole, the CLIL training course afforded teachers a 
more positive attitude towards foreign language learning as a lifelong activity for 
both students and teachers and gave them more confidence in their ability to learn 
the strategies and tools to use a CLIL approach in their classes. 

4.5. ISCAP-Porto Polytechnic

The implementation of the CLIL project at ISCAP (Porto Polytechnic) was and 
is still necessarily different from what our partners are doing, due to the fact that 
the ISCAP content teachers have been teaching Erasmus students in English for a 
number of years. Due to this scenario, a slightly different strategy has been adopted 
to articulate the syllabi of the English language classes with those of the content 
classes so that the English classes would integrate content-specific materials and the 
content classes would apply linguistic strategies. 

With this approach in mind, the organization of a CLIL learning community 
at ISCAP based on ReCLes.pt project also pursued the purpose of contributing to 
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improve the teaching and learning process of our Erasmus Students, following the 
established training model. Some teachers who had been teaching in English in our 
existing Erasmus syllabus, and who assessed their English at a B1/B2 level, were 
invited to join the project and the CLIL teacher training sessions. 

The community of practice and learning met four times to complete the 10 
hours of training. When asked to describe their reasons for joining the course, they 
indicated that they had all been teaching Erasmus students for some years and had 
never reflected on any different approaches than those already used to teach their 
respective content in Portuguese.

As a first step, an explicit introduction to CLIL, both as a concept and as a practice, 
provided teachers in this learning community with an understanding of CLIL and its 
principles. Due to their previous experience with Erasmus students and working in 
English, their initial view was that the preparation of their lectures and materials in 
English was an easy task and they were rather at ease with most of the topics raised 
during the teacher training course. In the pre-training self-assessment, 50% of the 
participants were quite able to select their materials, create their own materials to 
be used in class, spontaneously react to student activity, and evaluate their students’ 
work although they found it rather difficult to explain themselves clearly in class. 
However, the training sessions resulted in their development of a more critical 
analysis of their activities in the classroom. In fact, by the end of the course, some 
of the participants said that it was now more difficult to identify whether their own 
material had the appropriate level of English and a greater challenge to adapt the 
original materials to student needs. 

Overall, the reflections of the participants at the end of the course are varied 
but also predictable. For the E-commerce teacher, CLIL sessions helped increase 
her awareness of issues related to identifying and adapting class materials to an 
appropriate level of English. She felt better prepared to master terminology and 
design original materials as well as comment on and correct students’ linguistic 
performance. For the Statistics teacher, CLIL sessions were especially relevant to 
help maintain students interested by using more authentic materials in English and 
also by providing feedback on their linguistic competence. She is convinced that 
quality will thus be more similar to that of her classes in Portuguese.

The Public Relations teacher found that CLIL sessions helped her improve her 
teaching of Erasmus students in general. She emphasized her growing ability to 
identify an appropriate level of English and her own class explanations as the areas 
in which the course was more helpful. Finally, the Financial Mathematics teacher 
considered CLIL sessions a powerful contribution to her teaching of Erasmus students 
in general, highlighting her use of technical vocabulary and terminology as the areas 
in which the course was more decisive.

As an overall result, data confirm that the content teachers are now more 
aware of the importance of their role as CLIL teachers and feel they can improve 
their teaching resources also by collaborating with the English language teachers. 
Another interesting result is the fact this course greatly contributed to reinforce 
interdisciplinarity within ISCAP by opening a space for the possibility of collaboration 
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and joint work between colleagues of the Languages and Culture Department 
and other departments. In fact, after the course, the English and content teachers 
decided to collaborate and share contents in order to improve their pre-existing 
materials. Thus, to further implement the project and the pilot modules, they decided 
to align the summer semester’s B2 and C1 English syllabi with those of content classes 
in E-Commerce and Financial Mathematics, covering a minimum of 12 hours of the 
respective courses.

Currently, further CLIL research, training and experiments are being developed 
at ISCAP, not only to obtain data and feedback but also to further develop the 
terminology-based approach designed and implemented during the ReCLes.pt CLIL 
project. Although no assessment tool has been applied yet, feedback from those 
teachers has been enthusiastic and motivating. 

4.6. Polytechnic Institute of Bragança

Bragança introduced English-taught degrees in 2011 as part of an 
internationalization policy which began focused on the field of Management and 
later spread to eight other bachelors and masters-level degrees, attracting both 
Portuguese and international students. For the ReCLes.pt CLIL project, the degree 
in International Business Management, with its European label, was chosen for the 
implementation also because of the expected enrollment of students from different 
nationalities and backgrounds, which presents a challenge for teachers who use 
English as a medium of instruction.

The six participating teachers taught the second year of the degree in a number 
of core areas. They were tested for their language proficiency at level C1, with 
exception of one highly motivated high level B1, who was nevertheless invited to 
participate. Despite the teachers’ high level of proficiency in English, they were well 
aware that they lacked some pedagogical preparation to teach through English and 
that was one of the main reasons why they chose to take part. The concept of CLIL 
was also a novelty but, after the first theoretical elicitation, they understood that the 
methodology could work positively for their specific teaching context.

Most of the students also evaluated themselves as level B2-C1, which was validated 
in their receptive skills. When faced with the students’ linguistic self-assessment, the 
teachers accepted the results but added that many of the students also struggled 
with terminology and linguistic issues in their assorted mother tongues, explaining 
that this could have negative repercussions in learning through English.

Five modules were designed and later implemented, specifically in Economy, 
Auditing, Statistics and Quality Management, Information and Communication 
Technology, and Mathematics for Management. The initial difficulties stressed by the 
teachers when working with a CLIL approach were primarily related to the awareness 
that the approach to their specific subject area had to be changed and that this would 
be rather time-consuming. After some negotiation, the group concluded this needed 
to be done sooner rather than later. The diversity of possible approaches for one 
topic in a specific subject was regarded as very interesting, as well as the revelation 
of a set of classroom language skills. Most of the resources proposed during the four 
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training sessions and through the ReCLes.pt CLIL Training Guide were considered 
“very useful”. The ICT teacher even made suggestions of other tools which could be 
used for certain objectives.

Teachers described their overall involvement in the ReCLes.pt CLIL project, for 
example, as “a wonderful new world” and “highly motivating”. The group became 
aware that many of the students difficulties throughout their courses were, in fact, 
related to linguistic issues and that this had received a new impulse and improvement 
through the CLIL approach.

The main result from the IPBragança community of practice and learning was the 
introduction of a placement test for all students in the 1st year of this degree. If their 
level is not B2, they are sent for improvement courses at the Polytechnic Language 
Centre. The teachers have adapted their courses, now clearly distinguishing between 
objectives and learning outcomes. The evaluation of the courses was also partially 
changed with the introduction of a practical section which includes scaffolded 
activities and tasks, like terminological databanks and WebQuests in Micro-Economics.

While implementing their CLIL modules, the teachers were supervised by the 
language specialist who observed the students’ reactions and the regular procedures 
of the class. In fact, most of the teachers proposed the ideal situation, where the 
language specialist would always provide some feedback while the modules were 
being created and implemented, to contribute to their confidence and provide the 
opportunity for tandem work among teachers, which was a novelty at the institution.

5.	 Conclusion
During the teacher training course and subsequent CLIL module development, 

which aimed to be more of a community of practice and learning than an in-service 
training, English language specialists and content teachers all learned and worked 
collaboratively. Together, they discovered how to set up CLIL modules that would 
work for their particular contexts and, in the process, they gained an understanding of 
how to simultaneously scaffold students in acquiring foreign language competence. 
The community activities included negotiating and reconstructing subject-matter 
and enhancing, enriching, comparing, analyzing, synthesizing, and re-dimensioning 
certain content topics.

One of the major cultural challenges during the teacher training was to facilitate 
the content teachers’ understanding of the need to focus on the students and on 
themselves as language users (Arau Ribeiro, 2015a, 2015b; Arau Ribeiro et al., 2015c). 
Despite their diversity of backgrounds and learning and teaching experiences, 
most teachers had been unaware of the power of this perspective. Another related 
challenge was to accept and understand the emphasis on using language for 
communication and learning about specific subject content and the concomitant use 
of scaffolding to support learning. 

Because scaffolding is not limited to text or corpus analysis of language features 
like lexis and grammar, the CLIL approach requires negotiation across cultures of and 
for learning and teaching. The ReCLes.pt CLIL communities of practice and learning 
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in Higher Education invited content and language specialists to join in a common 
goal of designing effective courses to be taught through English. This collaborative 
interdisciplinary approach to teacher training brought participants together to 
acknowledge and define the communication and cultural discourses needed by 
all those involved – the students, teachers, and researchers – in their particular 
academic, professional, and scientific contexts.

The ReCLes.pt CLIL project is, as stated at the beginning of this article, an ongoing 
project which has given rise to a community of practice and learning in Higher 
Education across Portugal. In the institutions involved, teachers have recognized 
the benefits of having gained a new perspective on how to teach through a foreign 
language and have acknowledged this perception as a challenge for improving their 
teaching on a daily basis. 

Many Portuguese HE institutions consider that both internationalization and 
teaching in English has also given rise to a new target audience. As such, knowing 
how to teach through English is a recognizable plus for the careers of participating 
specialty teachers; taking on this challenge – whether individually or institutionally 
– may constitute an overall pedagogical innovation and improvement for Higher 
Education.
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