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CLIL (Content and Language Integrated Learning) combines the learning of language with
academic content to build English proficiency skills while fostering communication, critical thinking,
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and cultural understanding. This in-depth case study presents the creation and outcomes of a
CLIL curriculum that was implemented within the Faculty of International Liberal Arts at Juntendo
University, Tokyo. With the aims of improving academic English skills, boosting TOEFL scores,
and preparing students for English-Medium Instruction (EMI) courses, this project constructed
texts that combined vocabulary, reading, and listening activities through the learning of liberal
arts topics. The quantitative results of the CLIL curriculum indicate significant improvements in
TOEFL ITP scores; the findings from student surveys show fairly high levels of student satisfaction.
Overall, this study confirms CLIUs efficacy of simultaneously learning language and content and
provides an extended example of how Japanese universities can enhance English proficiency
while improving academic skills to prepare students for further university study and their future
careers.
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C ontent Language and Integrated Learning (CLIL) is a pedagogical methodology

of learning a foreign language through focused study of academic subjects. As
described by Marsh in 1994 when he coined the term, CLIL specifically involves teaching
academic subjects through a foreign language to cultivate and acquire language skills
while learning content. Smit and Dafouz state, “Learners are engaged in a joint learning
practice of subject matter and foreign language” (2012, p. 1). This approach requires
integrative tasks and activities for students to concurrently increase their understanding
of subject material while developing their proficiency in a second language. As such,
CLIL not only nurtures linguistic abilities and cultivates the acquisition of academic
knowledge but also trains learners with skills vital for future academic and professional
success.
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Coyle, Hood, and Marsh (2010) elaborate that CLIL implements an interactive
approach of learning both subject matter and language by using a 4Cs framework of
content, cognition, communication, and culture. For example, CLIL emphasizes students
studying content to allow them to better understand specific knowledge areas while
developing their language skills. It promotes cognition by teaching critical thinking and
learning approaches to widen understanding and sharpen problem-solving abilities. It
fosters communication by having students apply their foreign language skills effectively
through the practical use of a second language. Lastly, Coyle, Hood, and Marsh
explain that CLIL promotes cultural understanding by educating learners through an
overarching variety of social and global issues to prepare them for living in a diverse
world.

More specific explorations and explanations of CLIL in Europe can be found in de
Zarobe and Catalan’s (2009) volume Content and Language Integrated Learning: Evidence
from Research in Europe, and in Asia in Sim and Kim’s (2016) report on a particular
CLIL program in Korea. In Japan, Wadden’s (2021) “Liberal Arts, First-year English, and
TOEFL: an lllustrative Case for Curricular Reform at Japanese Universities” discusses
CLIL and liberal arts learning in the context of Japanese higher education, which
provides the basis for the reform described in this article.

Background

Educators do not work in isolation; they employ their teaching methodologies
in concert with the institutional goals of an academic institution and the aims of
governmental educational agencies, which leads to several challenges. First, to motivate
students to study academic English, educators must create collaborative and appropriate
learning environments that both stimulate and address learners at different levels of
language proficiency. Second, educators must teach skills related to critical thinking,
cultural adaptability, and academic writing. Third, to demonstrate academic competency
and language proficiency, at many institutions educators are required to help students
achieve target scores on standardized tests such as the TOEFL or IELTS. Finally, these
challenges should also, if possible, align with top-down curricular reform outcomes such
as Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) initiatives.
This means educators face a challenge in balancing language instruction and content to
meet students’ needs while satisfying national and institutional standards.

Meeting these challenges is becoming particularly urgent in the face of rapidly
changing educational contexts in Japan. Aligning with the global trend of
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internationalization of higher education, MEXT and its affiliate organization JSPS

have introduced various initiatives, such as the Global 30 Project [2009-2014] (MEXT,
2017), the Inter-University Exchange Project [2011-] (JSPS, n.d.), the Top Global
University Project [2014-2023] (MEXT, 2020), and the Multicultural Campus Project
toward Social Impact [2024-] (JSPS, 2024) to promote curricular innovations for global
citizenship education (Brown & Bradford, 2019), to foster international educational
exchange, and to internationalize Japanese universities. Central to such curricular shifts
is the expansion of English-medium instruction (EMI), including the introduction of
English-taught degree programs. Currently, more than 40% of Japanese universities are
offering specialist content courses in English, and EMI degree programs are also on the
rise (MEXT, 2024). The renewed emphasis on English is also in line with an emerging
trend to adopt liberal arts curricula in Japanese universities. Kurihara (2018) notes

that the number of university departments named with “liberal arts” (or its Japanese
equivalent Kyoyo) has increased since around 2000. A recent survey by Japan University
Accreditation Association (2023) found that liberal arts education is promoted in 374
out of 787 target Japanese universities, the majority initiating such efforts in the past ten
years, to help students develop global competencies. At these and other universities, the
TOEFL ITP is often used as a benchmark to assess student performance. Educational
Testing Service (ETS), which makes and distributes the TOEFL and TOEIC tests, reports
that 153 universities in Japan now use the TOEFL ITP for a wide range of purposes
including entrance, placement, performance assessment, pre/post testing, overseas
programs, and additional purposes (Educational Testing Service, 2023). The apparently
instrumental goal of increasing TOEFL ITP scores is therefore actually entwined in the
broader policy orientation toward the internationalization of higher education.

In this context, this research project—supported by a JSPS grant—aimed to produce
measurable outcomes at a particular university within the four-year grant period,
potentially providing a successful case study of integrating liberal arts and English language
education. This meant addressing several focal challenges specific to the research context.
One was to develop a level-adaptable CLIL curriculum to meet the needs of incoming
students with varying degrees of English proficiency so that they could be introduced,
through accessible language, to traditional fields of the liberal arts, and the concomitant
ways of thinking associated with them, which tend to be unfamiliar to most Japanese
college entrants (Nanni & Hale, 2020; Hale 2015, Marginson, 2011). In addition, an
institutional goal of implementing more EMI courses required overall improvement in
students’ academic readiness to enable them to succeed in newly implemented classes. The
TOEFL benchmark was closely watched to gauge the overall results of curricular reforms,
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and TOEFL scores of individual students were used as benchmarks to access newly
implemented EMI courses and English language two-year, upper-level seminars.

Education in liberal arts is often overlooked in Japanese high school and college
curricula despite its significance in the academic background that higher level university
study in English and EMI programs presuppose. In Japan, students at the typical high
school must choose between two tracks: the humanities (bunkei S 3&) or science (rikei ¥
7). Freshman students at Japanese universities therefore lack some of the foundational
knowledge of concepts and terminology in the traditional disciplines of liberal arts for
either humanities or natural sciences, depending on which track they previously chose
to study. In addition, there are few high school courses in the social sciences such as
sociology, anthropology, economics, and social psychology. Table 1, for example, reveals a
breakdown analysis of topics and their percentage of appearance in the reading sections
10 ITP tests (Wadden et al, 2001).

Table 1
TOEFL topics listed by descending frequency and percentage of appearance
TOEFL Topics Percentage

Natural Science [Zoology, Health and Medicine, Geology, Astronomy etc.] 38%
History [Canadian and US History, Literature, Art, Music] 32%
Biography [Historical Figures, Scientists, Musicians, Writers] 16%
Social Science [Sociology, Social Psychology, Economics, etc.] 12%
General Interest 2%

Familiarity with basic concepts across the fields of the liberal arts is one key to higher
performance on the TOEFL. The executive director of TOEFL at ETS observes, “Most
of the items that you will encounter on a TOEFL test tend to be drawn directly from
university-level textbooks, from the courses that students would typically encounter in
a first- or second-year liberal arts class” (Gobal as quoted in Moody, 2020). The fact that
Japanese university students perform more poorly on TOEFL than most of their Asian
counterparts (MEXT, 2021) represents one sign of their need for liberal arts-themed
curricula that integrate intensive language instruction.
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Against this backdrop, this project endeavored to establish an innovative CLIL
curriculum that simultaneously enhances students’ English proficiency and academic
readiness for college-level education delivered through the medium of English. The
effectiveness of the curriculum was objectively verified by the increase in the TOEFL
ITP scores, an established indicator for the preparedness for English-medium liberal
arts college education. At its conclusion in 2025, the project will share its curriculum
materials and design with other Japanese universities, especially those struggling to
improve their students’ academic English proficiency. Such a collaborative approach will
provide a scalable solution that not only addresses the global trends but also serves the
local needs in pedagogical development. This article is one step in that process.

The CLIL Curriculum Project
Participants, Classes and Curriculum

The CLIL curriculum implemented as a case study in the Faculty of International
Liberal Arts at Juntendo University in Tokyo began in 2022 with 240 first-year students
who were part of an experimental pilot group. Initially the English curriculum consisted
of 4-koma (90-minute classes) per week. In 2023, however, to increase its intensity the
number of classes was increased to 5-koma and then to 6-koma in 2024. The program
curriculum was unified in that its content-based materials and content-based tests
were shared and integrated across all first-year English courses. This methodology was
designed to help students develop their academic English proficiency while ensuring
consistent learning outcomes. The overall goal of the project was to create an effective
model for teaching both language and content, establishing the basis for a curriculum
that could be further enhanced and expanded, both at its home institution and at other
universities with similar needs.

The Modules

The knowledge areas for CLIL study were based on five fields of liberal arts and a
sixth closely related to the founding academic discipline of the university: a medical
school established in 1838. The fields are Sociology, Economics, Earth Science, Zoology,
Natural History, and Health and Medicine. Teaching modules—instructional texts
in each knowledge area—follow a five-step structured methodology that integrates
language learning skills with subject content. The modules begin with an “activating”
exercise consisting of questions designed to help students recall, generate, and share
their existing knowledge and interest in a topic. Second, a subject-specific vocabulary
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component of the module introduces students to the specialized terminology that
they will encounter in learning about that particular field. Third, the reading activity
component of the module entitled Reading for Knowledge is presented to help develop
lexical and schematic knowledge of a field by engaging in-depth content matter while
strengthening their understanding of content-related words, terms and phrases. Fourth,
parallel to the reading module, a listening module extends the topics, vocabulary, and
concepts in the readings and introduces some new ones (see below for a more specific
description). Last, the module concludes with a test component to examine students’
acquisition of content knowledge and language skills emphasized in the module text.
Together, the sequence of the five components in the modules not only methodically
helps students learn content knowledge but also gradually enables them to more
confidently use new language skills related to the topic.

Overview of the Reading Module and Activities

The Reading for Knowledge passages provide an introduction to each knowledge
area in addition to related subject matter, are roughly the same length as typical TOEFL
passages, and include exercises with similar questions. The initial three readings form
the knowledge core: the first describes the academic field, the subfields within it, and
the questions that researchers (and university courses) in the field explore. The next two
readings introduce principal topics in the field, such as in Earth Science, earthquakes
and volcanoes. All classes cover these three passages with students highlighting and
annotating key information, and the content test assesses students’ understanding of
the central concepts. About ten additional reading passages are also included in the
reading module on more illustrative and specific topics such as, in Earth Science, The
Great Kanto Earthquake, The Eruption of Mt. St. Helens, The Biggest Earthquake
Ever Recorded, the Formation of Mt. Everest, the Process of ldentifying Minerals, the
Formation and Extraction of Oil, Geomorphology, How Diamonds are Created, Ocean
Warming, and the Geologist and Volcanologist Haroun Tazieff. Depending upon their
class level, students read some or all these additional passages. Several of the passages
appear in two versions which the instructor can choose from: one written at a CEFR
A2 and the other at a CEFR B1 level. To have students gain a basic orientation of a
reading passage, they are taught to “strategically read” academic texts more than a few
paragraphs long by reading the introductory paragraph, scanning the initial sentences of
the body paragraphs, and then returning to the beginning of the passage and reading it
from the start to end. This allows them to create a mental framework of the passage and
more easily grasp the supporting points and illustrative examples. Passages are followed
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by a variety of learning activities to help students better understand the structure of
written academic English by identifying topic sentences, answering comprehension
questions, and making conceptual maps of the content presented. After some of the
readings, short-answer questions are also used to assess content acquisition and practice
writing, requiring students to notice passage structure and write concise responses

that demonstrate their understanding of the material. Quizlet flashcards with bilingual
translations reinforce the list of subject-specific terms at the beginning of the module,
allowing for active recall and reinforcement. This is complemented by an appendix in
which the core three passages are rendered in Japanese adjacent to English. In this way
students who are unsure of their comprehension can confirm and solidify their grasp on
the content before or while critically engaging with the text.

Overview of Listening Activities

In 2022 and 2023, the liberal arts modules contained both reading and listening
passages under the pedagogical premise that students initially were exposed to each
knowledge area through reading and initial vocabulary study and subsequently their
knowledge and language skills were reinforced and expanded through lecture content. In
2024, however, the listening materials and skills activities were significantly expanded,
and systematic grammar study was added. The combined materials—more than 100
pages in length—became too long for the university printing office to include in one
booklet each month, and so an independent listening module was introduced.

Listening modules begin with a series of warm-up discussion questions related to
module content to activate knowledge and curiosity about the topic. A series of grammar
explanations and exercises follow, ranging from time and emphasis markers in lectures to
count and non-count nouns. These draw on and anticipate lecture content. Brief lecture
excerpts introduce the rhetorical form of the academic talk and show how lecturers,
for example, commonly introduce their topic, preview the lecture, define terms, and
structure the content in supporting parts. A series of lectures that complement the
readings follow, interspersed with a variety of activities to cultivate listening skills,
vocabulary knowledge, and content understanding. These include note-taking
practice, comprehension questions, and dictation exercises, among other activities.

Since education in the university (and the listening section of the TOEFL ITP) also
includes many class-related conversations, the listening module also offers additional
conversations and discussions about module topics between students as well as related
grammar and vocabulary exercises. For example, the Health and Medicine listening
module includes conversations about back pain, the pro-/anti- vaccination debate, and
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the topic of mental health. In addition, it concludes with a conversation between two
students about stress and anxiety, a map of the campus showing where the Counselling
Center is located, and the necessary information to make an appointment. Like its
Reading Module counterpart, the Listening Module also includes appendices at the end
with scripts and Japanese translations of the initial core passages so students can confirm
their understanding in their native language.

Results

Results from the implementation of the CLIL curriculum involved evaluating
measurable quantitative outcomes and the results of student satisfaction surveys, which
have been reported in a succession of articles as they became available. See Wadden,
Onoda, and Van Amelesvoort (2023); Wadden, Hale, Shiroza et al. (2024), and Wadden,
Itoh, Park et al. (2025). Quantitative results based upon the English proficiency test
scores of 16 classes provide a direct comparison of student performance. Each year the
TOEFL ITP is administered to first-year students when they arrive in April and once again
towards the end of their first-year study in late December. These scores helped assess
the effectiveness of the CLIL approach in improving language proficiency and content
knowledge. Figures 1 and 2 reveal the quantitative gains in language proficiency for TOEFL
scores “Between Groups” in 2021 and “Over Years” in 2022, 2023, and 2024 respectively.

Figure 1
TOEFL Score Gains between Groups during the Initial Pilot Year (2021)
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Note. 13 Control Group classes (N=194 students) = +14.6 point gain. 3 Experimental Group classes
(N=49 students) = +24 point gain.

Figure 2

Average TOEFL Score Gains over Three Successive Years of Full Implementation in
Comparison to 7-Year Average

Note. 7-Year Average Score Gain for Preceding 7 Years = +14. Score Gain Year 2022 = +34, Score
Gain Year 2023 = +28, Score Gain Year 2024 = +26.4.

Overall, the 2022, 2023 and 2024 quantitative outcomes for the students who
engaged with the CLIL modules revealed notable gains in TOEFL scores compared
with the previous seven years, and results from t-tests for all three cohorts were
significant. Results displayed in Figure 1, for example, indicate that students in the three
Experimental Classes who engaged with the pilot versions of the CLIL modules achieved
a 24-point gain in TOEFL performance compared with a 14.6 gain for students in the 13
Control Group classes who did not use the modules; this was a 74% higher performance.
Likewise, results displayed in Figure 2 revealed students from the 2022, 2023, and 2024
classes studying in the new curriculum experienced a 34-point, 28-point, and 26.4 score
gain in TOEFL ITP scores for a 140%, 107%, and 88.5% higher performance than the
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14-point historical average over the seven years before the CLIL approach was adopted. Figure 3

It appears the CLIL curriculum had a notable positive impact in enhancing students’ Survey Results 2023 and 2024. Your Thoughts on Classroom Atmosphere
academic language proficiency and t-test scores with p-values of .001 confirm that these
differences were statistically significant for all three cohorts.

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics for Figure 2. Average TOEFL Score Gains over Three Successive Years
of Full Implementation

Year
2022 2023 2024
(N=227) (N=220) (N=227)

Mean 33.68 28.71 26.37
SD 29.54 33.72 33.40
Min -40 -73 -80
Max 116 113 113 Note. N = 149 for 2023 and N = 160 for 2024.
T 9.40 9.40 5.58
p< .001 001 001 Figure 4

Survey Results 2023 and 2024: Your Thoughts on the Learning Materials (Question 2)

Follow-up insights were also provided through student surveys, which explored
learners’ experiences, perceptions, and feedback on the CLIL curriculum. These are
noteworthy because in planning the curriculum some faculty were skeptical about the
value and effectiveness of CLIL in general and liberal arts in particular in a language
class; some also claimed that such subjects are too difficult for students. The 2023 survey
was created by one of the teachers involved in the curriculum reform and a member of
the Kakenhi research project, and the 2024 survey was modeled after the first and created
by the lead investigator. Students’ opinions concerning the Classroom Atmosphere and
Instructor’s Approach in 2023 and 2024 are revealed in Figures 3 and 4, respectively.

Note. N = 149 for 2023 and N = 160 for 2024.
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Figure 6
Survey Results 2024: Perceived Difficulty by Skill Area (Question 3)

Note. N =149.
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Note. N =160.

Overall, as seen in the graph for Question 2, most students surveyed reported positive
opinions concerning the classroom atmosphere and learning materials when engaging in
the CLIL curriculum. The Satisfaction Survey Question 3 results indicate that the topics
and the levels of the modules were regarded by majority of students as being “neutral”
or “slightly difficult,” suggesting the reading, listening, and vocabulary materials were
within Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development, refuting faculty who regard CLIL or
liberal arts content as inherently too difficult for first-year students. As measured by
Cronbach’s alpha, the three sub-questions used to indicate estimated difficulty had a
consistency of .812. Together, the feedback from both the quantitative and self-reported
satisfaction data offers a deeper understanding of how a CLIL curriculum potentially
impacts academic engagement and language development and provides informative data
concerning students’ attitudes toward the integration of content and language learning.

NEXT PAGE » ONLINE FULL SCREEN



Conclusion

The CLIL methodology of language learning through learning content not only helps
enhance students’ linguistic abilities and content understanding but can also, when
coupled with teaching approaches traditionally associated with a liberal arts education,
simultaneously help them develop academic English skills. This in-depth case study has
shown how Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) modules can be created
and implemented to address the challenges educators encounter to improve students’
English proficiency.

The modules made for this case-study combined vocabulary acquisition with
reading and listening activities and were structured to teach both language proficiency
and subject knowledge to foster comprehensive language experience. As seen by the
significant improvement in TOEFL scores from students over the three years from the
curricular innovation, the applying of language skills to learn content knowledge was
effective. Furthermore, the results from this case-study have shown that CLIL offers a
powerful methodology to help students improve their performance on international
assessments such as the TOEFL, and by inference, their preparation to meet the demands
of English-Medium Instruction (EMI) programs. For these reasons, the materials
developed in the 4-year curriculum project have been made available for other educators
to access and to adapt to fit their own contexts: https://accentsasia.org/resources

As Japan continues to struggle near the bottom of international English-language
proficiency benchmarks, currently standing at 92" out of 116 countries (EF
Proficiency Index, 2024), a radical re-envisioning of how English is taught is required.
While ambitious from the outset, this MEXT-supported curriculum-design project
has attempted to directly address this issue. It now offers insight into how educators
might utilize CLIL-based methodology in their language programs to improve language
acquisition through content learning, paving the way for further research that might
explore and refine the use of CLIL in higher education. The ability to teach content
through a foreign language will likely become increasingly important as colleges and
universities around the world become more internationalized.
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Appendix 2024 Survey
Excerpts from Student Satisfaction Surveys 2023 and 2024
2023 Survey

Note: The class name was changed from IIE (Interactive International English) in 2023 to ELA
(English for Liberal Arts) in 2024, but the contents and teachers largely remained the same. In
addition, in the survey, a small change was made in 2024 to the English translation of “How do you
think...” to “What do you think...”.
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