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1. Introduction

Abstract

This article examines how Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) may
be adapted to Chinese basic education through a comparison of two textbook sys-
tems: the 2024 junior secondary English textbook published by Foreign Language
Teaching and Research Press and National Geographic Learning’s Reading Ex-
plorer. The analysis is informed by the CLIL 4Cs framework, with attention to con-
tent organization, language support, teaching design, and cultural representation.
Rather than treating CLIL as a fixed international model, the article considers how
integrated language-and-content learning is shaped by curriculum requirements,
learner readiness, classroom conditions, and cultural orientation in China. The com-
parison shows that the Chinese textbook is stronger in curricular alignment, gradual
sequencing, explicit scaffolding, and local cultural grounding. Denser informa-
tional texts, broader theme coverage, more inquiry-focused exercises, and greater
support for academic reading and global understanding are all features of the Amer-
ican textbook Reading Explorer. These variations imply that localised CLIL in
China shouldn't be created by directly copying resources from other countries. Se-
lective adaptation, which preserves the coherence and accessibility of local text-
books while utilising foreign resources to enhance content depth, literacy work, and
enquiry possibilities, is a more practical strategy.

Keywords

Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL); localized CLIL; Chinese basic
education; textbook analysis; English language education; Reading Explorer

CLIL has become an important framework for rethinking the relationship between language education and
knowledge-building. CLIL provides a useful perspective for reconsidering the role of language in English education.
In this approach, language is not taught only as a set of grammatical forms or vocabulary items. It is also used as a
means through which learners approach subject matter, organize ideas, and encounter cultural meanings in context
(Meyer et al., 2018; Hemmi & Banegas, 2021; Coyle, 2024; Ruiz de Zarobe, 2025). This view is closely connected
with the direction of recent English curriculum reform in China. The 2022 curriculum standards for compulsory
education place emphasis on students’ language ability, cultural awareness, thinking quality, and learning ability,
rather than on the mechanical mastery of isolated language knowledge (Ministry of Education of the People’s Re-
public of China, 2022). These aims are compatible with CLIL in that both require learners to use English for under-
standing information, explaining views, and developing broader intellectual and intercultural competence (Hu et al.,
2023; Coyle, 2024).
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In the Chinese school context, textbooks play a central role in turning curriculum requirements into classroom
activities. They influence the choice of topics, the presentation of language, the sequencing of tasks, and the ways in
which culture is introduced to learners. For this reason, textbook analysis offers a concrete way to examine how CLIL
can be localized in basic education (Villabona & Cenoz, 2021; Ornia Noriega et al., 2024; Pimentel-Velazquez, 2025).
Localization is particularly important because CLIL was first developed mainly in European bilingual and multilin-
gual settings, whereas Chinese compulsory education is shaped by national curriculum standards, uneven school
conditions, large differences in learner proficiency, and persistent assessment pressures. Therefore, a localized CLIL
approach in China needs to be not only conceptually meaningful, but also teachable, progressive, and culturally rel-
evant (Hu et al., 2023).

Content-language integration, in this study, refers to the use of English learning materials to support both language
development and knowledge engagement. On this basis, the article compares two textbook systems: the 2024 junior
secondary English textbook published by Foreign Language Teaching and Research Press and National Geographic
Learning’s Reading Explorer. The former is designed within China’s compulsory education curriculum and is there-
fore closely related to national standards and classroom feasibility. The latter is an internationally oriented English
learning series that features informational texts, global topics, and academic reading tasks. The comparison between
the two makes it possible to identify different ways in which content, language, cognition, and culture are organized
in textbook design.

The analysis focuses on four dimensions—content organization, language support, teaching design, and cultural
representation—to explore how content-language integration is organized under different curricular and pedagogical
conditions. The study argues that localized CLIL materials in China should combine the coherence and learner sup-
port found in domestic materials with the richer informational content and inquiry orientation often found in interna-
tional resources.

2. Literature Review and Methodology

CLIL is commonly understood as a dual-focused approach in which an additional language is used as a medium for
both content learning and language learning (Meyer et al., 2018; Hemmi & Banegas, 2021; Coyle, 2024). The 4Cs
framework—content, communication, cognition, and culture—remains especially useful for analyzing this integra-
tion. However, recent scholarship suggests that textbook analysis should also consider literacy development, scaf-
folding, multimodality, conceptual progression, and the realism of linguistic demands placed on learners (Villabona
& Cenoz, 2021; Ornia et al., 2024; Pimentel, 2025). A textbook may appear content-rich but still function poorly as
CLIL material if it lacks support for comprehension, interpretation, and meaning-making.

International research generally supports the value of CLIL, but in a qualified way. Positive outcomes in language
and content learning depend on factors such as program intensity, learner characteristics, instructional quality, and
materials design rather than on the CLIL label alone (Rodriguez et al., 2024; Lee et al., 2025). Scholars have also
shifted attention from outcomes to classroom processes such as scaffolding, literacy practices, multimodality, and
technology-enhanced mediation (Tai, 2025).

In China, recent studies on CLIL have increasingly discussed its value for English education, but much of this
discussion has focused on higher education or broad pedagogical models. Less attention has been paid to how CLIL-
related ideas are actually embedded in school textbooks, especially at the junior secondary level. Since textbooks
continue to guide topic selection, language input, classroom tasks, and cultural representation in Chinese basic edu-
cation, textbook analysis provides a useful entry point for examining the local adaptation of CLIL.

Based on this concern, the present study uses a qualitative comparative approach to examine two textbook systems.
The 2024 junior secondary English textbook from Foreign Language Teaching and Research Press was chosen as the
domestic sample since it was created in accordance with China's mandatory education curriculum and takes into
account the real-world requirements of regular classrooms. Because Reading Explorer is a popular English reading
series with a wealth of material, including academic literacy-focused exercises, global issues, and informational texts,
it was chosen as the international comparison sample. Four dimensions are used to organise the comparison: teaching
design, cultural representation, language support, and content organisation. The study intends to determine how the
two systems build different links among content, language, cognition, and culture, and what these differences may
suggest for the localisation of CLIL in Chinese basic education, rather than assessing which textbook is better.

3. Comparative Findings and Discussion

3.1 Content Organization

Both textbook approaches go beyond discrete grammatical elements and organise learning around themes. This the-
matic organisation is largely congruent with the CLIL perspective that language learning should be integrated with
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knowledge, experience and meaningful communication (Meyer et al., 2018; Hemmi & Banegas, 2021; Coyle, 2024).
The two textbook systems, however, attach distinct importance to the “content” dimension of CLIL.

The topics of the Chinese junior secondary English textbook are closely related to the needs of compulsory educa-
tion. The subjects are often recognisable to the learners and the arrangement of issues is conducive to the steady
growth of language. In this design content is not offered as a stand alone subject area to be studied in depth. Instead
it offers meaningful contexts in which pupils can practice language, develop fundamental communicative skills, and
build cultural and moral awareness. The conceptual load is thus reasonably managed. This provision makes the ma-
terial accessible for students with various levels of English proficiency, and acceptable for routine classroom use.

Reading Explorer is unusual in the way it organises content. Its units often introduce wider subjects of information
such as natural occurrences, foreign cultures, scientific discoveries, environmental challenges, and human experi-
ences. The reading materials typically include more factual content and require the learners to process knowledge
through lengthy discourse. Therefore, content becomes more crucial to the learning process. Students should not only
grasp English terms but also follow explanations, see the link between ideas and respond to novel knowledge.

This contrast displays two different ways of integrating material and language. The Chinese textbook emphasises
curricular coherence, age appropriateness and classroom manageability, whereas Reading Explorer emphasises in-
formational richness and disciplinary variety. Recent research have highlighted that, in addition to thematic relevance,
effective CLIL materials should also support learners in constructing knowledge through well-sequenced texts and
tasks (Villabona & Cenoz, 2021; Lee et al., 2025; Pimentel-Velazquez, 2025). In this sense, the Chinese textbook is
more supportive of progression and accessibility, while Reading Explorer is more supportive of knowledge extension
and content-based reading.

3.2 Language Support

Language support is a vital requirement for successful CLIL acquisition. When students acquire content in a second
language, they require support not just to understand words and sentences but also to process information, to organise
thoughts, and to articulate meaning (Villabona & Cenoz, 2021; Ornia Noriega et al., 2024; Pimentel-Velazquez,
2025). The two textbook systems differ markedly in the way they provide such support.

The Chinese junior secondary English textbook provides more detailed step-by-step language scaffolding. New
vocabulary and sentence patterns are generally presented in conjunction with the unit theme. The controlled practice,
guided speaking or writing activities and simple forms of application follow the reading and listening tasks. This
sequence is a reflection of the practical necessities of compulsory education, where students’ language competence
might vary widely and teachers need materials that can be used in limited classroom time. Thus the textbook decreases
language difficulties by making the learning route transparent and predictable.

On the other hand, Reading Explorer provides linguistic support mostly through reading strategies and academic
literacy instruction. It focuses more on grasping the main concepts, finding details, making conclusions, evaluating
pictures, and discussing information from the text. Vocabulary work is frequently associated with academic or topic
specialised expressions rather than sentence pattern practice. Such support might contribute to the development of
better reading ability and discourse awareness in learners, but presupposes that pupils are already at a certain level of
linguistic independence.

This discrepancy might be read as a contrast between explicit scaffolding and literacy-oriented mediation. The
Chinese textbook aids learners in regulating difficulty and leading learners from understanding to production. Read-
ing Explorer helps students encounter more complex texts and motivates them to utilise reading methods to make
sense of them. Both of these support are valuable for localised CLIL in Chinese basic education. Domestic textbooks
offer the required accessibility and progression, while international materials offer suggestions for improving aca-
demic vocabulary, reading at the discourse level and independent interpretation.

3.3 Teaching Design

The two textbook systems also differ in the organisation of classroom activities and the promotion of cognitive en-
gagement. In the Chinese junior secondary English textbook, assignments are usually organised in a quite regimented
sequence. Students are led to interpret the input, to practise important language forms and lastly to do simple com-
municative or application-based activities. This design is strongly linked to the realities of compulsory education
where teachers have to cope with mixed-ability classrooms and make sure that most learners can keep up with the
lesson. The task sequence thus provides a defined learning path and lowers the possibility of pupils encountering
complex subject without adequate help.

Reading Explorer, on the other hand, focuses more on inquiry-based reading and meaning-making. Learners are
frequently asked to identify primary concepts, evaluate details, draw conclusions, link textual information to visual
components, and debate topics addressed in the reading texts. In this strategy, learners are not just practicing language
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but are also using English to analyse information and answer knowledge-based questions. The activities therefore
demand that students are more engaged readers and interpreters than learners who merely go through staged language
exercise.

This discrepancy is a reflection of two different instructional agendas. The Chinese textbook emphasises classroom
manageability, progressive growth and teacher-led learning. Reading Explorer, however, allows greater room for
interpretation, discussion, and higher-order thinking. Recent CLIL research has pointed to the fact that integrated
learning relies not only on the input of knowledge, but also on the active construction of meaning by the learners (Tai
et al., 2024; Tai, 2025; Cenoz & Gorter, 2025). From this perspective, Reading Explorer offers more enquiry and
cognitive challenge chances, whereas the Chinese textbook provides more reliable help for learners who are still
establishing fundamental language skills. The immediate concern for localised CLIL in Chinese basic education is
not to replace guided tasks with open-ended enquiry, but to promote more interpretative and reflective activities based
on adequate scaffolding.

3.4 Cultural Representation

A varied configuration of the two textbook systems is also observed in the field of cultural representation. The Chi-
nese junior secondary English textbook is inclined to introduce culture in a way that is strongly related to national
curriculum goals and students’ everyday learning experience. Local culture, Chinese social life, traditional values
and nationally important subjects are given visible emphasis. At the same time, selected global aspects are delivered
in a method usually mediated by familiar situations and understandable language. In this way English is not simply
offered as a tool for learning about foreign cultures. It also provides a vehicle for pupils to articulate the Chinese
culture, grasp their social background and progressively develop intercultural awareness.

Reading Explorer opts for a more globally focused approach to cultural topics. Its reading materials generally
acquaint pupils with other populations, natural settings, scientific discoveries, historical experiences, and social chal-
lenges around the world. The design exposes learners to a greater range of cultural and geographical contexts and
introduces English as a way of access to knowledge of the world. Compared to the Chinese textbook, it has more
cultural diversity and provides more chances for pupils to be exposed to unusual ideas.

But wider exposure doesn’t necessarily translate into deeper intercultural understanding. Younger learners may
need extra help with prior knowledge and vocabulary and cultural interpretation of global issues. Recent CLIL liter-
ature has also cautioned against the reduction of culture to a duality of “local culture” and “target culture”, but culture
should be seen as a process of dialogue, comparison and meaning-making (Hemmi & Banegas, 2021; Coyle, 2024;
Tai et al., 2024). From this perspective, the Chinese textbook is useful for local grounding and relevance to the
curriculum, whereas Reading Explorer is useful for the broader global vision. A localised CLIL method in China
consequently may need to integrate these two strengths, empowering students to express and reflect on Chinese cul-
ture in English, but also leading them to critically and meaningfully interact with many global themes.

3.5 Overall Discussion

The preceding comparison suggests that both textbook systems display aspects of content-language integration, alt-
hough the two systems organise this integration in different ways. The Chinese junior secondary English textbook is
an example of curriculum-based and learner-oriented method. It aims to be in line with the national curriculum re-
quirements, with progressive growth, explicit language support and cultural significance to Chinese learners. Within
this approach, content is carefully curated and supervised so that it can help language acquisition in the current con-
ditions of compulsory schooling.

Reading Explorer, on the other hand, is a more content-rich, literacy-based approach. It introduces learners to wider
knowledge themes, longer reading texts, global issues and assignments requiring interpretation and discussion. Lan-
guage learning in this strategy is intimately related to reading for knowledge, building academic vocabulary, and
coping with foreign cultural and disciplinary themes. Compared to the Chinese textbook, it offers greater opportunity
for enquiry and knowledge extension, but it might also demand a higher level of linguistic preparation and more
instructor intervention, especially for the younger students.

This distinction implies that the localised CLIL in China should not be seen as the direct use of imported materials.
To evaluate domestic textbooks only by their resemblance to international materials would miss the realities of Chi-
nese basic education, including learner preparation, curricular needs, classroom time, teacher workload, and dispari-
ties among schools. A better criterion is if the resources meet the four criteria of meaningful content, accessible
linguistic support, cognitive engagement and cultural relevance.

In this sense, the directed and structured form of the Chinese textbook is a necessary strength instead of a weakness.
It adds to the feasibility of CLIL-related learning for a wide spectrum of students and teachers. At the same time the
comparison also shows areas for additional development. Increased use of informational reading, clearer ties to
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discipline knowledge, more discourse-level language practice, and more questioning, comparison, and reflection
tasks would improve the use of domestic materials. Therefore, CLIL localisation in Chinese basic education needs to
be promoted by selective enrichment, i.e., to preserve the accessibility and coherence of domestic textbooks while
being inspired by the content depth and enquiry orientation of international resources.

4. Implications

The contrast shows that the future development of localised CLIL in China depends less on a simple increase in
subject-related content than on an increase in the integration of knowledge, language, thinking, and culture (Villabona
& Cenoz, 2021; Ornia et al., 2024; Pimentel-Velazquez, 2025). Therefore, CLIL-oriented materials should be theo-
retically cohesive, linguistically accessible, cognitively relevant and educationally acceptable.

The main lesson for textbook writers is to balance curricular coherence with more conceptual complexity. Domes-
tic textbooks have already laid a useful foundation for localised CLIL, as they are designed with learner growth,
classroom settings and national curricular standards in mind. Their strength is that they offer a predictable sequence
of themes, language points and exercises that most teachers can follow in normal classroom settings. But this strength
does not mean that the materials should be left unmodified. Domestic textbooks can provide more information-read-
ing passages, more knowledge topics and exercises that allow students to compare, explain, question and reflect to
better assist content-language integration. These adjustments should not just make things more difficult. Richer con-
tent has to be supported by important vocabulary, discourse-level assistance, visual resources, and a clearer move-
ment from comprehension to expression (Lee et al., 2025; Ornia et al., 2024; Pimentel-Velazquez, 2025).

The contrast highlighted the significance of mediation in the classroom for teachers. With regard to domestic text-
books, teachers may enhance the CLIL potential of existing materials by making students more aware of the
knowledge, values and cultural meanings behind the language activities. Questions, comparisons, group discussions
and short project-based assignments can allow pupils to progress from language practice to deeper knowledge. When
using content-rich materials such as Reading Explorer, teachers need to provide more support before and during
reading, especially in relation to topic vocabulary, background knowledge, text structure, and cultural interpretation.
In this process, students’ first language, prior knowledge, images, charts, and other semiotic resources can be used
strategically to help them understand content and express ideas more clearly (Tai et al., 2024; Cenoz & Gorter, 2025;
Coyle, 2024).

For policy makers and curriculum planners, the study suggests that localized CLIL should be supported not only
through general curriculum rhetoric, but also through materials development, teacher support, pilot implementation,
and evaluation. In a country as diverse as China, localized CLIL should be treated as a long-term process of adaptation
rather than the transfer of a fixed international template (Hemmi & Banegas, 2021; Coyle, 2024).

5. Conclusion

This study has examined the localization of CLIL in Chinese basic education through a comparative analysis of two
textbook systems: the 2024 junior secondary English textbook published by Foreign Language Teaching and Re-
search Press and Reading Explorer. Focusing on content organization, language support, teaching design, and cultural
representation, it has shown that both systems move beyond a purely form focused model of language teaching but
do so in different ways.

The Chinese textbook presents a localized model of content-language integration that is closely connected with
the curriculum and classroom realities of Chinese basic education. Its main contribution lies in its clear progression
of topics and language points, its explicit support for learners, and its attention to local cultural and educational
priorities. This design makes CLIL-related learning more accessible for junior secondary students and more manage-
able for teachers working in ordinary school contexts. Reading Explorer, in contrast, represents a more internationally
oriented and literacy-focused model. Its value lies in its richer informational texts, wider thematic and disciplinary
coverage, stronger emphasis on inquiry, and greater attention to global perspectives and academic reading skills.

The comparison shows that CLIL should not be treated as a single model that can be transferred unchanged from
one context to another. For Chinese basic education, the more appropriate direction is selective enrichment rather
than direct imitation. Domestic textbooks can maintain their strengths in structure, progression, and accessibility,
while gradually incorporating richer informational content, more discourse-level reading support, and more opportu-
nities for open-ended inquiry. International materials such as Reading Explorer provide useful references in terms of
authenticity, knowledge depth, and global orientation, but they also need to be adapted to learners’ proficiency, cur-
riculum requirements, and classroom conditions. Localized CLIL in Chinese basic education should therefore be
understood as a process of contextual adaptation and reconstruction, rather than the simple adoption of an external
model.
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