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Abstract—This article focuses on a key issue for the holistic education of the young child in the bilingual 

classroom: the optimal development of social and emotional competence when learning takes place in another 

language. Social and emotional learning (SEL) has been referred to as “the substance of education itself” by 

the National Commission on Social, Emotional, and Academic Development (2019, p. 6) and research shows 

that the beneficial effects on the wellbeing of young children are deep-reaching and long-lasting. The recent 

growth of bilingual education in early childhood has propelled Content and Integrated Learning (CLIL) to the 

forefront of teacher training, methodology, and research into the teaching and learning processes of young 

children in bilingual classrooms. However, there is a dearth of research investigating the development of SEL 

in early CLIL. In this context, this article reviews and brings together existing literature of SEL and CLIL and 

argues that the main tenets of both are highly compatible. Examination of research highlights the key role 

played by classroom climate for the effective implementation of SEL through CLIL, and the challenges faced 

through an absence of specific legislation and teacher training. Finally, this article proposes how pedagogical 

strategies might be successfully established within the lower and pre-primary CLIL classroom that are 

mutually beneficial to both the development of bilingual education and young children’s social and emotional 

wellbeing.  

 

Index Terms—Bilingual education, CLIL, early years pedagogy, social and emotional learning, classroom 

climate 

 

I.  INTRODUCTION 

Social and emotional learning (SEL) has been referred to as “the substance of education itself” by the National 

Commission on Social, Emotional, and Academic Development (2019, p. 6), highlighting the central role it plays, or 

arguably should play, in educational systems. SEL is the process through which all people acquire and apply the 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes to develop healthy identities, manage emotions, achieve goals, feel, and show empathy, 

establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make responsible and caring decisions (CASEL, 2021). SEL is 

essential for our mental health and wellbeing, and its early development in children is closely linked to their future 

wellness. This affects multiple domains such as education, employment, and mental health (Jones et al., 2015), with 

extensive research highlighting the optimization of benefits when SEL is implemented from a young age (e.g., Denham 

et al., 2012; Ornaghi et al., 2019). 

Similarly, recent years have seen an increased understanding of the opportunities afforded by the learning of a 

foreign language from a very young age. Combined with the benefits of contextualized language use (e.g., Cross, 2012), 

increased pupil engagement (e.g., Meyer et al., 2018) and ludic activities (Coyle et al., 2010), the implementation of 

Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) has experienced exponential growth over the fifteen years 

throughout much of Europe. This growth is especially notable within Spain, where various local educational policies 

(e.g., in Madrid and Andalusia) have frequently made specific reference to the application of CLIL in bilingual 

classroom methodology. More recently, these educational policies have been extended to include pre-primary, resulting 

in children starting their formal education within a bilingual classroom.  

This widespread implementation of early bilingual education creates the need to consider how teaching 

methodologies for young children can encompass SEL when much of the teaching takes place in an additional language. 

In this regard, there is a dearth of empirical studies researching the use of SEL in bilingual contexts, and most especially 

in the earlier stages of education, when research shows the development of SEL to be crucial (e.g., Zinsser & 

Dusenbury, 2015).  

The present article starts by exploring the importance of SEL and examining the existing literature as to why an early 

start in SEL is essential for long-term well-being and why it should be developed in all schools. Secondly, recognizing 

the extensive implementation of bilingual education in infant and primary, the article analyses how SEL can be 

developed within the reality of an early CLIL classroom. Amongst the many similarities identified between SEL and 

CLIL, this paper proposes that the teacher’s ability to create a supportive class climate is key. An encouraging and 
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constructive classroom climate is essential in supporting multiple aspects of learning (especially when this takes place 

in another language), in addition to mental and emotional wellbeing. Subsequently, the article considers the provision 

for SEL and CLIL in educational legislation and teacher training, and the resulting challenges for the effective 

implementation of SEL through CLIL. Finally, the article concludes that CLIL is not only highly compatible with SEL, 

but their simultaneous development may be mutually beneficial for the holistic development of young children in 

bilingual classrooms. 

II.  THE MAIN TENETS FOR SEL IN EARLY EDUCATION 

SEL refers to acquiring the skills to understand and regulate one’s emotions and develop healthy social relationships 

(e.g., Denham et al., 2012). A growing body of literature evidences the benefits of SEL in young children, recognizing 

infancy and childhood as periods of greatly accelerated growth, development, and learning. During early childhood, the 

acquisition of the competences to recognize and manage emotions and develop prosocial behaviors is critical for long 

term impact on the child’s wellbeing and mental health. 

A.  SEL and Its Effects on Brain Development in Young Children 

The early emotional experiences of young children become literally embedded in the architecture of their brains as 

they develop (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2004, 2011, 2016). The increased neuroplasticity 

during early childhood renders the brain particularly sensitive to remodeling by environmental factors (Maccari et al., 

2014), and it is a time of significant neurological maturation in many areas of the brain, such as the prefrontal cortex 

(PFC) (Bunge & Wright, 2007; Tsujimoto, 2008), hippocampus, and the amygdala. 

The PFC is the region of the brain located just behind the human forehead and is responsible for executive 

functioning, such as reasoning, emotion regulation, and sustained and selective attention. These are critical functions for 

successful academic achievement, and the development of prosocial behaviors and supportive and caring relationships 

(e.g., Werchan et al., 2016). The hippocampus is closely involved in essential memory functions, while the amygdala is 

often referred to as the emotional center of the brain. A smaller, less reactive amygdala is associated with reduced 

reactivity and greater emotional stability (e.g., Wu et al., 2016). In contrast, early childhood is associated with a more 

reactive amygdala and low emotion regulation, as the child has not yet learnt how to manage emotions such as anger 

(Laible et al., 2014). As the child progressively develops social and emotional competences, their ability to manage 

their emotions increases.  

Conversely, early life stress and emotional adversity can have negative effects lasting into adulthood (Pechtel & 

Pizzagalli, 2011). As Maccari et al. (2014) state, early negative experiences can affect adult mental health, and alter 

mechanisms of resilience to stress across the entire lifespan of that person. 

B.  SEL and School Interventions in Early Education 

Social and emotional competence supports the social relationships and school success of the pre-primary child and 

increased resilience when faced with uncertain and emotionally challenging circumstances (Denham & Basset, 2019). 

Young children may be more sensitive to stressful environments than older children, and therefore more sensitive to the 

benefits of positive social engagement and reduced stress (Lin, 2018). 

The optimum development of social and emotional competences in children, and especially young children, is closely 

correlated with increased mental health and wellbeing in later life. Indeed, the Center on the Developing Child at 

Harvard University (2016) underscores that the capacities developed during childhood are the building blocks of a well-

functioning, prosperous, and sustainable society: from positive school achievement and economic self-sufficiency to 

responsible adult behavior and lifelong health. 

In this very real way, exposure to positive environmental stimuli- such as that found in a supportive classroom- is 

correlated with beneficial brain development. SEL interventions in schools have reported highly beneficial results in the 

short, mid, and long term. Durlak et al. (2010) analyzed 69 after-school programs and found close correlation with 

increased school grades and academic performance, and significant improvement in self-perceptions, bonding to school, 

and positive social behaviors.  

Likewise, Durlak et al. (2011) analyzed 213 school-based programs involving 270,000 children, and reported 

significantly improved social and emotional skills, attitudes, behavior, and academic performance. Similarly, Jones et al. 

(2015) found statistically significant associations between increased social and emotional skill development in pre-

primary with gains in education, employment, mental health, and reduced criminal activity and substance abuse after 13 

-19 years. 
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Figure 1. Research (e.g., Durlak et al., 2010, 1011; Jones et al., 2015) Evidences the Close Relationship Between Social and Emotional Skills, and 

Academic Performance 

 

Given the developmental stage of the young child, SEL interventions need to be designed specifically for this age 

group. In contrast to later educational stages, children in pre- and early primary are more dependent on external support 

and adult management to regulate their behaviors and emotions. Hence, adult support and positive classroom 

management play a particularly central role in promoting social-emotional competencies (Bierman & Motamedi, 2015). 

III.  WHY DEVELOP SEL THROUGH EARLY CLIL? 

Alongside the need to develop SEL is the current educational reality in many parts of Europe, and especially Spain. 

Early education has been encompassed by the growing trend of bilingual education. Over the last two decades, CLIL 

has been promoted as the leading approach by the European Commission (Council of Europe, 2005; Eurydice, 2007), 

and within Spain at a regional level by the local educational authorities.  

This exponential growth of CLIL has seen, within the Madrid region alone, over a twenty-fold increase in the number 

of infant and primary bilingual schools in the seventeen years since the bilingual program was first introduced by the 

local educational authority. An initial cohort of 26 infant and primary schools in 2004-2005 (BOCM, 2004) has grown 

to 615 state and charter infant and primary bilingual schools in 2020-2021 (Consejería de Educación, Universidades, 

Ciencia y Portavocía de la Comunidad de Madrid, 2021, p. 35). It is therefore essential to consider how the social and 

emotional needs of young children are met in a CLIL learning context.  

A.  The Main Tenets for Developing SEL Through CLIL 

CLIL, as an umbrella term, brings together an amalgamation of diverse and effective teaching praxis (Council of 

Europe, 2005, p. 5). However, the extensive implementation of CLIL is not free of controversy: while very few studies 

argue against the beneficial effects of incorporating SEL into the classroom, the same cannot be said of CLIL and 

bilingual education. Having started from a point of high social acceptance -almost CLIL fever-, in recent years CLIL 

has started to take more of a battering. Pérez Cañado has referred to this as the “pendulum effect”, with the “CLIL craze” 

swinging to the “CLIL conundrum” (2016, p. 21). 

Notwithstanding, there is a considerable body of research that coincides with the effectiveness of techniques 

advocated as part of a successful CLIL approach to bilingual teaching. These include techniques that promote social and 

emotional competence within CLIL, such as the extensive use of team, cooperative and collaborative work (Sierra, 2011) 

and pupil interaction (Pavón Vázquez et al., 2015). Research furthermore suggests that CLIL favors dialogic teaching 

(Li & Zhang, 2022; Nieto Moreno de Diezmas, 2012), increased scaffolding (Carloni, 2018; Mahan, 2022) and 

motivation (e.g., Doiz et al., 2014), all of which arguably stimulate pupil participation and active learning. The use of 

mindfulness and experiential learning can be a powerful tool to support SEL in CLIL contexts in pre-primary 

(Mortimore, in press) and primary (Mortimore, 2017a, 2017b).  

With very young children in CLIL, common techniques also include play (Coyle et al., 2010), singing, use of toys, 

visuals, and manipulatives (Andúgar & Cortina-Pérez, 2018). These can be used alongside activities that promote 

psychomotor development such as movement, dance, and drama. Physical Education (P.E.) classes can be a powerful 

tool for both SEL and CLIL: they stimulate the use of team collaboration and goal orientation, and encourage 

internalization through repeated practice (Kahn et al., 2019). In young children, the development of motor skills is 

linked to executive functioning and academic achievement such as reading, writing and math skills (McClelland & 

Cameron, 2019). In older children (average age 13), Fernández-Barrionuevo et al. (2021) propose that CLIL in P.E. 

supports the growth of autonomy, through the use of teaching techniques such as offering encouragement, informative 

feedback, being open to answering questions and allowing the pupils freedom in how to express themselves in the 

additional language.  

B.  CLIL, SEL and Classroom Climate: A Close Relationship? 
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A key factor to the successful implementation of SEL and improved wellbeing is the classroom climate that young 

children are exposed to for a sizeable portion of their waking hours. Definitions of classroom climate largely refer to 

teacher-pupil and peer relationships (Ingemarson et al., 2019). Diverse factors affect classroom climate, including both 

teacher-centered and learner-centered issues. The former includes class management and teacher attitude and praise. 

The latter ranges from pupil motivation to attitude, behavior, and disruption. 

While the exact terms used may vary, there is a small but growing body of research highlighting the importance of 

classroom climate. In this respect, this paper points out that a healthy classroom climate is a key factor in the optimum 

development of both SEL (e.g., Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Merritt et al., 2012; Schonert-Reichl, 2017; Schonert 

Reichl et al., 2017) and CLIL (e.g., Gámez Fernández, 2020; Ohlbeger & Wegner, 2019; Sierra 2011). Research 

underscores that classroom climate can have a significant impact on the socioemotional adjustment of the pupil, their 

attitude, and their academic performance (Sher-Censor et al., 2019). Jennings and Greenberg (2009) explicitly attest to 

the beneficial effects of the prosocial classroom, as creating a climate that is both conducive to learning while 

promoting positive developmental outcomes among students. Similarly, results from a study of 47 pre-primary 

classrooms emphasized the importance of response and sensitive interactions in promoting prosocial behaviors 

(Pakarinen et al., 2020).  

The classroom, and in particular the language classroom, has frequently been recognized as a high stress-inducing 

context, the latter being associated with the negative phenomenon of foreign language anxiety (e.g., Simons et al., 2019). 

It is undeniable that pupils under the age of 16 have not chosen to be at school, nor have they chosen to be in their 

teachers’ classes. They have not chosen their classmates and may have no relationship with their peers outside of this 

environment. They have not chosen “to do as they are told”. Equally, they have no, or very little, voice in the materials 

they will cover, the books they will read and study, or the activities they will be obliged to participate in. Children, and 

young children especially, are, to all effects and purposes, rendered powerless within their learning environment. Within 

a language classroom, they may additionally be required to communicate in a language they do not know or feel 

comfortable communicating in. In a CLIL learning context, this is extended outside of the EFL classroom and 

encompasses many other curricular areas.  

In this context, it is vital that teachers are aware of the need to create a supportive and constructive atmosphere and 

employ techniques that stimulate engagement and motivation to promote both learning and wellbeing. Teachers can 

have a dramatic effect on the class “mood”, with research reporting a positive correlation between teacher disposition 

and pupil attitude (Alonso-Tapia & Ruiz-Díaz, 2022). Extensive research suggests that CLIL contexts are less stress-

inducing than their non-CLIL counterparts (e.g., De Smet et al., 2018; Simons et al., 2019; among others). Studies 

furthermore report enhanced pupil autonomy, responsibility, sense of belonging (Halbach & Iwaniec, 2020) and 

increased motivation (e.g., Pfenninger, 2018). Additionally, student-centered methodologies such as increased project 

and task-based learning, scaffolding techniques, and formative assessment are particularly capitalized upon in the CLIL 

classroom (Pérez Cañado, 2021). 

One of the major criticisms of bilingual education in this regard is a reduced attention to diversity (e.g., Rumlich, 

2014). However, attention to diversity is frequently lacking across educational contexts, and is not limited to bilingual 

settings (Durán Martinez et al., 2020). Supporting diversity is not easy, and many pre-primary programs do not do it 

successfully (Sanders & Downer, 2012).  

Nevertheless, recent years appear to have seen an increased awareness of the need for attention to diversity in the 

bilingual classroom. Specifically, the project Attention to Diversity in Bilingual Education (ADiBE), a European 

initiative headed by the team at Universidad de Jaén, was aimed at addressing the need for inclusive CLIL practices. 

The project produced teacher-friendly materials aimed at creating a more inclusive and supportive bilingual classroom 

(Casas Pedrosa & Rascón Moreno, 2021). Interestingly, it may be that very heterogeneous CLIL classrooms could be 

doubly beneficial: Ohlerger and Wagner (2019) found that greater diversity in CLIL classrooms also resulted in pupils 

self-reporting reduced anxiety and increased self-efficacy. 

In this line, Durán Martinez et al. (2020) attest to the importance of teachers having both the awareness and the 

necessary knowledge as to how to create an inclusive class that provides a supportive and constructive atmosphere. The 

close relationship between the successful development of SEL through early CLIL, and a supportive classroom climate 

is illustrated below in Figure 2:  
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Figure 2. Relationship Between Pre-primary CLIL and the Development of Social and Emotional Skills 

 

As can be seen in the figure above, without a supportive classroom climate, the other elements fail to flourish. Non-

supportive classroom climates and conflictive teacher-pupil relationships are correlated with reduced stress regulation 

and an increase in negative pupil behaviors in early primary classrooms (Ahnert et al., 2012), and are a predicting factor 

to learning stress and burnout (Yang & Chen, 2016). In addition, learning is adversely affected by increased stress and 

anxiety levels (Moriceau et al., 2009), which affect critical areas such as attention, engagement, and memory (Schwabe 

et al., 2008). Indeed, the need to address these issues has become even more pressing with the aftereffects of the Covid-

19 pandemic with children suffering an increased risk of negative mood, anxiety, attention difficulties and social 

challenges (Teal Raffaele et al., 2021). Specific teacher training that helps prepare teachers to deal with emotionally 

challenging classroom situations is key. 

IV.  CHALLENGES FOR IMPLEMENTING SEL THROUGH CLIL: THE GAPS IN LEGISLATION AND TEACHER TRAINING 

Despite the high compatibility of SEL and CLIL, challenges exist that can impede the development of social and 

emotional competence within CLIL contexts, and indeed amongst its monolingual counterparts. These include the gap, 

or at least somewhat haphazard provision of specific legislation and teacher training for SEL and CLIL.  

A.  SEL: Absence of Specific Legislation and Framework 

As with all aspects of education, legislation is key to the development of SEL through CLIL as it lays the foundation 

to how it is implemented and the extent of that implementation. In this regard, we need to briefly review existing 

legislation for both SEL and for CLIL contexts. This has been done within the specific context of Spain, where 

education is devolved to each autonomous community, though all regional legislation is subject to national law.  

Generally, Spanish educational law, such as the 2020 Law of Education, known as the LOMLOE (Ley Orgánica 

3/2020, por la que se modifica la Ley Orgánica 2/2006), and the earlier Royal Decree of 2006 (Real Decreto 1630/2006) 

which specifically regulates pre-primary education, make reference to the need to develop social and emotional 

competence. This is done, however, without providing a framework within which it may take place. A similar provision 

for SEL is echoed in regional laws.  

Regarding bilingual education and CLIL, the situation is very different. The aforementioned national laws make 

scant reference to the development of language and the provision for CLIL learning contexts. In contrast, autonomous 

communities have each implanted their own bilingual programs, resulting in a mishmash of 17 different models 

(Andúgar et al., 2019), with significant differences between them (López Rupérez et al., 2019).This lack of national 

consensus in the implementation of bilingual education, combined with a lack of detailed provision for the development 

of social and emotional competences has most certainly not facilitated the teaching and learning of SEL through CLIL. 

B.  Specific Teacher Training in CLIL and SEL 

Similarly, teacher training is a central issue for the successful implementation of SEL and CLIL. Standard teacher 

training often fails to include specific preparation on both SEL (e.g., CASEL, 2021) and bilingual education (e.g., 

Pavón Vázquez & Ellison, 2013; Pérez Cañado, 2018). This was summed up by Greenberg et al., who reported the 

often “chaotic nature of the field of teacher preparation” (2014, p. 93) in a nationwide survey in the US. 

While teachers are pivotal to the success of SEL and are uniquely positioned to develop it, there is a lack of exposure 

in their training to modules that are specifically related to social, emotional, and behavioral problems (Center on the 

Developing Child at Harvard University, 2016; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; State et al., 2011).Within bilingual 

education, a similar problem exists: no specific teacher training is required for teachers to participate in bilingual 

programs. Standard teacher training only includes a very reduced number of, often optional, modules of CLIL (Vinuesa, 

2021). In this regard, Pérez Cañado (2018) encapsulates the solution with four points: i) a need for the modification of 
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existing degrees in teacher training to guarantee sufficient methodological training; ii) specific CLIL preparation for 

university teacher trainers; iii) the creation of new degrees in bilingual education; and iv) tailored courses for pre- and 

in-service teachers. 

V.  WAYS FORWARD FOR SEL THROUGH CLIL: PEDAGOGICAL STRATEGIES 

While challenges to the extensive implementation of SEL through CLIL may exist, there are certain pedagogical 

strategies that a teacher can incorporate to build a foundation for the effective development of social and emotional 

competence with young children through CLIL: 

 Be S.A.F.E. (CASEL, 2021; Durlak et al., 2010, 2011): an acronym for four different elements that all SEL 

instruction and activities should include: 

o Sequenced- activities are connected and coordinated to foster skills development;  

o Active- active forms of learning to help students master new skills; 

o Focused- containing activities that clearly emphasize developing personal and social skills; 

o Explicit- targeting specific social and emotional skills. 

Mortimore (2017a; 2023) reports that these elements are highly compatible with CLIL teaching and learning 

strategies in pre-primary and primary. 

 Build resilience through play: self-directed and active play helps children build core skills to cope with stress and 

resilience and is one of the most important strategies to help children develop social relationships, test their 

limits, adapt to new circumstances and cope with adverse circumstances (Center on the Developing Child at 

Harvard University, 2016). Appropriate play with peers is a singular opportunity to promote the social, 

emotional, cognitive, language, and self-regulation skills that build executive function and a prosocial brain 

(Yogman et al., 2018). 

 Incorporate CLIL strategies to the maximum: active learner-centered activities such as collaborative, cooperative, 

and project-based learning. Like play, these are classroom equivalents that help build prosocial brains, 

engagement, autonomy, and self-regulation. 

 Create a supportive and constructive learning environment through dialogic teaching and active and constructive 

teacher-pupil feedback to develop high levels of pupil-pupil and teacher-pupil interaction (Church et al., 2001). 

This feedback should include four essential steps, as reported by Swinson and Harrop (2012): i) make 

instructions clear and specific; ii) look for and explicitly acknowledge pupils who are following those 

instructions; iii) frequently acknowledge and praise any pupil when he/she is doing whatever they have been 

requested to do; iv) know how to deal with inappropriate behavior.  

 Integrate physical activity and movement into everyday teaching and learning, especially within the classroom as 

an alternative to sitting at the table or desk. This can be optimized by teaching the subject of Physical Education 

(primary) and the development of psychomotor skills (pre-primary) through CLIL. 

VI.  CONCLUSION 

With the educational reality of extensive bilingual education for all, there is an obligation to ensure that young 

children in bilingual classrooms have sufficient opportunities to fully develop social and emotional competences from 

an early age. The need for social and emotional learning in bilingual pre-primary gains further relevance when we 

consider that a significant portion of the school day takes place in the children’s L2, a language of which they may 

feasibly have no, or very limited, knowledge.  

CLIL pre-primary classrooms, with a focus on contextualized ludic activities (Coyle et al., 2010) and active, learner-

centered methodologies appear highly compatible with the development of social and emotional skills. Furthermore, 

this article suggests that CLIL practices can be adapted to explicitly promote SEL, and specifically recommends that a 

constructive and supportive classroom atmosphere favors the implementation of CLIL and the development of SEL in 

pre-primary. In this regard, this paper concludes that all educational systems should, and can, explicitly include SEL 

modules. All stakeholders share the responsibility to ensure its optimum development for pupils’ lasting wellbeing. The 

responsibility of the development of social and emotional competences should not fall solely on direct caregivers such 

as parents and teachers. 

Nevertheless, there are significant challenges to overcome. Key factors, such as the explicit inclusion of SEL in 

legislation across educational contexts are noticeably absent. Educational authorities need to make specific provision for 

the development of SEL in all educational settings, including pre-primary CLIL. Furthermore, in line with existing 

school-wide programs for the implementation of CLIL, a similar provision for SEL where all pupils can participate in 

SEL specific activities would be highly beneficial. 

Likewise, this article concurs with existing literature for the need for CLIL teacher training programs. In this regard, 

given the mutual compatibility of SEL and CLIL as proposed in this paper, the author suggests that pre-service and in-

service bilingual teacher training programs are ideally positioned to encompass specific SEL modules that specifically 

deal with teaching SEL in CLIL educational contexts.  
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