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ABSTRACT. The Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) approach has become one of 
the most frequent teaching options used as a pivotal element of bilingual programs. Over the last 
two decades, a lot has been written about its characteristics, its potential, and the methodological 
approaches that should be used to encourage such programs. Since the main objective of CLIL is 
to improve the use of the foreign language as a vehicle for communication by students when ac-
cessing and manipulating content matter, it seems evident that methodological strategies should 
be promoted to provide the opportunity to maximize the use of the language within the classroom. 
In this respect, project-based learning (PBL) is depicted, in principle, as an ideal proposal for CLIL, 
since its implementation will entail an increase in language management. Especially concerning 
the content, this will result in an improvement in students’ ability to perform more comfortably in 
school and, presumably, more effectively. Nevertheless, there might not be such a straightforward 
cause-effect relationship and, therefore, it is necessary to dig deeper into the real impact of using 
PBL. This study is aimed at analyzing its influence from the students’ point of view, to drill down on 
their feelings and behavior towards PBL and how they tackle and solve the arising challenges. Re-
sults have shown interesting information about their views on the benefits of working by projects 
but also some concerns regarding the use of this teaching and learning model.

Keywords (Source: Unesco Thesaurus): project-based learning; content and language integrated learning; 

learning outcomes; psycho-affective factors; students’ collaboration.

RESUMEN. El enfoque denominado aprendizaje integrado de lengua y contenido (AICLE) se ha 
convertido en uno de los enfoques utilizados más frecuentemente como elemento central de los 
llamados programas bilingües. En las dos últimas décadas se ha escrito abundantemente sobre sus 
características, su potencial y sobre cuáles deben ser las líneas metodológicas que deben animar 
a este tipo de programas. Dado que el objetivo principal es mejorar el uso de la lengua extranje-
ra utilizada como vehículo de comunicación por parte del alumnado, parece obvio que se deben 
fomentar estrategias metodológicas que proporcionen la oportunidad de maximizar el uso de la 
lengua dentro del aula. En este sentido, el aprendizaje basado en proyectos (ABP) se presenta, en 
principio, como una propuesta ideal para AICLE, puesto que su aplicación va a suponer un aumento 
en el manejo de la lengua. Especialmente en lo que concierne al aprendizaje de los contenidos, ello 
redundará en una mejora en la capacidad del alumnado para desenvolverse académicamente de 
forma más cómoda y, presumiblemente, más efectiva. Sin embargo, esta relación causa-efecto pue-
de no ser tan directa y, por ello, es necesario indagar sobre cuál es el impacto real del uso del ABP. 
En este estudio pretendemos analizar esta influencia desde el punto de vista del alumnado, con 
el objeto de analizar sus emociones y comportamiento y cómo se enfrentan y resuelven los retos 
que se presentan. Los resultados muestran información interesante acerca de sus opiniones con 
respecto al trabajo por proyectos, pero también han aflorado algunas preocupaciones relacionadas 
con el uso de este modelo de enseñanza y aprendizaje.

Palabras clave (Fuente: tesauro de la Unesco): aprendizaje basado en proyectos; aprendizaje integrado de 

contenido y lengua; resultados de aprendizaje; factores psico-afectivos; colaboración.

RESUMO. A abordagem denominada aprendizagem integrada de linguagem e conteúdos (CLIL) 
tornou-se uma das mais utilizadas como elemento central dos chamados programas bilingues. 
Nas últimas duas décadas, muito foi escrito sobre suas características, suas potencialidades e quais 
deveriam ser as linhas metodológicas que deveriam incentivar esse tipo de programas. Dado que 
o objetivo principal é melhorar a utilização da língua estrangeira utilizada como veículo de co-
municação pelos alunos, parece óbvio que devem ser promovidas estratégias metodológicas que 
proporcionem a oportunidade de maximizar a utilização da língua na sala de aula. Neste sentido, 
a aprendizagem baseada em projetos (PBL) apresenta-se, em princípio, como uma proposta ideal 
para CLIL, uma vez que a sua aplicação significará um aumento do uso da língua. Especialmente 
no que diz respeito à aprendizagem de conteúdo, isso resultará em uma melhoria na capacidade 
dos alunos de funcionar academicamente de forma mais confortável e, presumivelmente, de for-
ma mais eficaz. No entanto, essa relação de causa-efeito pode não ser tão direta e, portanto, é 
necessário indagar sobre o real impacto do uso da PBL. Neste estudo pretendemos analisar esta 
influência do ponto de vista dos alunos, de forma a analisar as suas emoções e comportamentos e 
como enfrentam e resolvem os desafios que surgem. Os resultados mostram informações interes-
santes sobre as suas opiniões sobre o trabalho do projeto, mas também surgiram algumas preocu-
pações relacionadas com a utilização deste modelo de ensino e aprendizagem.

Palavras-chave (Fonte: tesauro da Unesco): aprendizagem baseada em projetos; aprendizagem integrada de 

conteúdo e linguagem; resultados de aprendizagem; fatores psicoafetivos; colaboração.
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Introduction 

In recent decades, a new inclusive approach to the use of language 

has been witnessed with the emergence of the so-called Content and 

Language Integrated Learning, CLIL, (Coyle et al., 2010), which has posi-

tioned itself as a catalyst for language development within the curricu-

lum (Eurydice, 2006). This instructional proposal has its theoretical and 

empirical basis in Content-Based Instruction programs (CBI) (Marsh & 

Langé 1999; Marsh & Marshland, 1999; Met, 1998), defined by Krahnke 

(1987) as “the teaching of content or information in the language being 

learned with little or no direct or explicit effort to teach the language 

itself separately from the content being taught” (p. 65). Specifically, in 

CLIL, teaching of content goes hand in hand with the teaching of lan-

guage, as CLIL has a dual-focused objective that “advocates the learn-

ing of academic content and a foreign language simultaneously” (Coyle 

et al., 2010, p. 6). 

CLIL implies a change of perspective in language and content 

learning (Mehisto et al., 2008). Its success is due not only to the qual-

ity of teaching within the classroom, but also to organizational deci-

sions simultaneously made within the school. One of the notewor-

thy elements of this approach is that it is an active student-centered 

methodology (Grenfell, 2002), as opposed to the way that knowledge 

is transmitted in traditional methodologies. CLIL objectives explicitly 

include promoting and motivating student participation, taking into 

account their different characteristics. In CLIL, learning is something 

that the learner must make happen through the use and handling of 

information, giving them an active role in the learning process (Me-

histo et al., 2008).

Given that student’s interaction has a major value in CLIL, it 

seems logical to think that other proposals that also promote partici-

pation, interaction, and collaboration among students can be of great 

help in the development of this approach. These include Project-Based 

Learning (PBL), in which the promotion of interaction stands out as one 

of its central elements. Also, a growing number of teachers admit the 

need to seek new methodological proposals that align the teaching and 

learning process with the new 21st Century demands (Pérez- Gómez, 
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2007; Vergara, 2015). Educators remark the suitability of PBL, not only 

to develop deeper content understanding through the stimulation of 

participation and interaction, but also to foster students’ acquisition 

of the skills and competences they will need for their academic, pro-

fessional, and personal future (Larmer et al., 2015). Due to its specific 

characteristics, it seems that PBL may become a very useful pedagog-

ical model for CLIL, considering that it is the content that vertebrates 

language learning and the foreign language the instrument that con-

veys the acquisition of such content (Mehisto et al., 2008).

Following this, it is supposed that, when implementing PBL in bi-

lingual education within a CLIL framework, both proposals can merge 

in a synergy that contributes to improving the teaching and  learning 

process. Research has normally focused on the influence of PBL on 

the learning of a foreign language in EFL and in content-based in-

struction (Allan & Stoller, 2005; Beckett, 2005; Beckett & Slater, 2005; 

Beckett & Slater, 2018; Stoller, 1997, 2006; Stoller & Myers, 2020; Ter-

razas-Arellanes et al., 2015), but not so much specifically in CLIL (Si-

erra, 2011; Lagasabaster & López 2015). As Casan-Pitarch (2015) points 

out, the number of students analyzing the impact of PBL on students in 

CLIL contexts is scarce. Moreover, collecting qualitative data regarding 

their opinions and feelings is still an area somehow unexplored. In this 

study, we will deal with the basic principles of both CLIL and PBL, look-

ing for the identification of the conditions that students perceive when 

operating them in parallel, and we will try to evince the most relevant 

benefits and potential problems of working with PBL in CLIL.

Literature Review 

Characteristics of PBL

Project-Based Learning is a proposal that does not obey a strict main-

stream, since this method comes from different sources and its struc-

ture has suffered different transformations (Pozuelos, 2007). Not-

withstanding the difficulties in providing an exact definition of PBL, 

“it is easier to define what PBL is not […], it is more difficult to define 
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what it is” (Hallermann et al., 2011, p. 5); PBL can be summarized as 

“learning through the process of producing and completing a Project” 

(Gras-Velázquez, 2020, p. 1). It seems clear, though, that we are faced 

with a method that puts into practice a type of learning centered on 

students (Ribé, 2000; Vergara, 2015), having the improvement of their 

competences and skills as one of its paramount axes: “an extended, 

student-influenced inquiry process structured around complex, au-

thentic questions and carefully designed products and learning tasks” 

(Hallermann et al., 2011, p. 5).

PBL puts forward an innovative pedagogy based on collaboration 

and cooperation among students and meets all the requirements to 

be considered a worthwhile instructional method (Stoller, 2006, p. 24). 

However, PBL is not, as has been considered, a breakthrough ( Larmer 

et al., 2015; Pozuelos, 2007), as its origins are associated to Dewey´s 

constructivist “learning by doing”. Nevertheless, as pointed out by 

Howell (2003), Knoll (1997), and Larmer et al., (2015), project work had 

already been documented in the 16th Century with the so-called pro-

getti  (projects) of the Italian school of architecture, it was later widely 

used in artistic and technical studies in Paris, and, as early as the 18th 

Century, began to be used in engineering studies in North America and 

Europe. Nowadays, PBL is clearly associated to fostering inquiry-based 

learning experiences, problem-solving, collaborative projects and, in 

general, to proposals marked by a profound constructivist and partici-

pative nature (Cuban, 2001; Harris, 2001; Heinecke et al., 1999; Lenz et 

al., 2015; Ringstaff & Kelley, 2002). 

Project-based learning falls within the group of active methodolo-

gies whose evolution has been analyzed by Marqués (2001) to identify 

the process of change experienced by education, through four funda-

mental didactic models: expository, instructive, active student, and col-

laborative. The collaborative model goes one step further by creating a 

basic curriculum in a new paradigm of teaching called “open learning” 

(Dewey, 1933), which inherits the rationales of the active school, under 

the assumption that “the active side precedes the passive in the devel-

opment of the child-nature” (Dewey, 1897, p. 13), focusing on the role of 

the teacher as a mediator of learning.
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PBL in CLIL

As we have seen, many of the theoretical principles underlying PBL are 

very similar to those advocated in CLIL. The conversion of lectures into 

participatory ones, the promotion of collaboration and cooperation 

among students, the acquisition of content through discovery, experi-

mentation, and research are all elements of equal significance in both 

proposals. Using PBL obviously has an impact on the development of 

the linguistic proficiency of the students, primarily because “it creates 

purposeful opportunities for language input, language output and ex-

plicit attention to language-related features” (Stoller, 2006, p. 32). This 

is perhaps one of the aspects that most supports the use of PBL in 

bilingual programmes, and particularly in CLIL, as meaning construc-

tion greatly depends on the language use when acquiring content mat-

ter: “the ability to understand curricular content and attain curricular 

goals rest to a considerable degree on being able to handle language” 

(Dalton-Puffer, 2013, p. 218). 

Furthermore, one of the reasons for using PBL is that this  model, 

like the CLIL approach, involves a change in classroom dynamics:  

“...takes students outside of the traditional classroom environment 

and into a vibrant, experimental one” (Gras-Velázquez, 2020, p. 1). PBL 

proposes a type of active methodology based on two fundamental 

teaching models: active learner and collaborative learning  (Marqués, 

2001), as similarly advocated in CLIL. Indeed, the use of active meth-

odologies such as scaffolding (both content and language), group work, 

task-based learning, cooperative and collaborative learning, and conti-

nuous formative assessment (Pavón, 2017), is intrinsic to PBL. This 

type of methodology allows students to leave behind a passive role, 

since they are provided with learning environments rich in educational 

 resources in which they can develop projects and activities that allow 

them to discover, develop and apply knowledge (Stoller & Myers, 2020). 

This is, as we can see, a way of considering teaching and learning that 

is completely in line with CLIL principles.

Similarly, the emphasis on encouraging cooperation and collabora-

tion between students through group work is also one of the common 

pillars for CLIL: “A lot of what goes on in the CLIL classroom involves 

practical application of knowledge through problem solving tasks and 
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cooperative learning” (Pavón & Ellison, 2013, p. 73); and for PBL: “proj-

ects should be developed through cooperative working, giving students 

the opportunity to decide in groups the best options for each project so 

as to obtain successful solutions and outcomes” (Casan-Pitarch, 2015, 

p. 225). The main objective of collaboration in both proposals is the use 

of knowledge in real situations in which what has been learned can 

be transferred to unknown and new settings (Larmer & Mergendoller, 

2015). The collaborative work inherent in PBL and CLIL in the comple-

tion of tasks and projects develops this connectivity and makes learn-

ing a relevant and sustainable element resulting from the experience 

of cultural exchange (Vergara, 2015).

Another synergy between CLIL and PBL is an increased learner 

 motivation. Working cooperatively creates a safe learning  environment, 

as the possibility of sharing ideas increases individual strengths, self-es-

teem, and, therefore, interest in learning (Stoller, 2006). Motiva tion re-

sults from active participation in tasks or projects with an  appropriate 

level of difficulty “characterised by the right amount of challenge” 

(Stoller, 2006, p. 29). This issue will be dealt specifically in the following 

section on the role of psycho-affective factors. 

Psycho-affective factors in CLIL and PBL

Recent neuroscience studies have shed much light on the relationships 

between emotions and learning (Blakemore & Frith, 2011; Davidson & 

Begley, 2012; Rilling et al., 2002). This interconnectivity demonstrates 

that a learner’s emotional engagement with what they are studying is 

fundamental to their learning; otherwise, their brain will not cooperate 

with the task (Pease & Hahn, 2015). Therefore, “for optimal learning to 

occur, students need to be emotionally competent” (Blakemore & Fith, 

2011, p. 304), which includes the ability to restrain oneself and restrain 

impulsive reactions to external stimuli, favouring more conscious cog-

nitive processes, such as planning and decision-making. 

When focusing on the psycho-affective dimension of learning, PBL  

offers the ideal framework to escape from the adhesive learning 

 typical of traditional methods (Meltzer & Harris, 1990). First, it plac-

es emotion at the center of learning, which consequently increases 

moti vation and self-esteem (Stoller, 2006). Second, as it promotes an 
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increase of autonomy, independence, initiative, and responsibility 

(Stoller & Myers, 2020). This leads us to conclude that both PBL and 

CLIL are postulated as proposals that favor meaningful learning that 

emanates to a large extent from motivation, which is considered to 

be the central axis that links the learner emotionally with the con-

tent (Chambers, 1999; Dörnyei, 2001). This may be largely due to the 

intrinsic characteristics of CLIL as “a sound pedagogy through which 

learners can use language as a medium to learn language form, con-

tent, and sociocultural knowledge” (Slater & Beckett, 2019, p. 2).

In general, research on the implementation of PBL brings to light 

conclusions that are in line with the above-mentioned principles. Thus, 

many authors consider that PBL maximizes student motivation (Blu-

menfeld et al., 1991; Brophy, 2013; Larmer, 2015; Larmer et al., 2015; 

Stoller, 2006; Thomas, 2000; Vergara, 2015). In line with this, Cáceres 

and Unigarro (2007) designed a project integrating content and lan-

guage in primary education to teach the solar system aimed at elic-

iting oral, written and artistic production. They followed Fried-Booth 

(1990) in several steps: stimulus, definition of the objective, practice of 

language skills, design of written materials, group activities, collect-

ing information, organization of material, and final presentation. They 

found a noticeable positive reaction from the students in terms of a 

high degree of interest, interaction and participation, and increased 

motivation, but, above all, with respect to the quality of their produc-

tion in the three areas. Also, Sierra (2011) tested the development of 

projects based on music by students over the course of a whole year, 

after which they were asked about their feelings and performance 

during the process. Perhaps the most noticeable discovery was that the 

students showed a high degree of motivation with respect to using PBL, 

especially when analysing how they perceived the way they interacted 

and cooperated. 

However, these results have not been fully corroborated in other 

studies and some experts doubt whether to consider motivation as a 

result of the learner’s involvement in the project, or, on the contrary, 

there may be a prior intrinsic motivation in the learner that leads him/

her to participate in them. Thus, Lasagabaster and López (2015) con-

ducted a study in primary education comparing the use of a methodol-

ogy based on books with the use of PBL in two contexts, CLIL and EFL, 
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with the objective of delving into the relationship between these vari-

ables and students’ motivation. Results showed that the impact of PBL 

was not significant for extrinsic and instrumental motivation and with 

regards to the interest in other cultures and could only be perceived 

for intrinsic and integrative motivation. They concluded that project 

work does not in itself increase positive attitudes and motivation in 

students: “teachers should work on how to design projects that will 

motivate students more, as merely implementing PW is not a panacea” 

(p. 55). However, they also pointed out that, probably, the fact that sub-

ject matter was not based on curriculum contents and the connection 

with real life really determined whether or not students were interest-

ed in this type of learning.

Research method 

Objectives

The general purpose of this study is to analyze the students’  perceptions 

about the impact of using Project-Based Learning (PBL) in a Content 

and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) context. More precisely, the 

following specific objectives have been set:

1. To investigate how students perceive the impact of PBL on lan-

guage and content learning.

2. To evaluate the influence of PBL on the psycho-affective dimen-

sion, especially concerning the increase of students’ interest and 

motivation. 

3. To analyze the effect of PBL on students’ interaction and collabo-

ration.

4. To identify the challenges in the use of PBL and the possible nega-

tive aspects that may arise.

Context and participants

This is a qualitative descriptive study in which researchers have 

 li mited to collecting the necessary information in order to describe the 



78

S
tu

de
nt

s’
 P

er
ce

pt
io

ns
 o

n 
th

e 
U

se
 o

f P
ro

je
ct

-B
as

ed
 L

ea
rn

in
g 

in
 C

LI
L:

 L
ea

rn
in

g 
O

ut
pu

ts
 a

nd
 P

sy
ch

o
-A

ff
ec

tiv
e 

C
on

si
de

ra
tio

ns

U
N

IV
E

R
S

ID
A

D
 D

E
 L

A
 S

A
B

A
N

A
 

 D
E

PA
R

TM
E

N
T 

O
F 

FO
R

E
IG

N
 L

A
N

G
U

A
G

E
S

 A
N

D
 C

U
LT

U
R

E
S

 application of a certain pedagogical model to a given student  population 

group with homogeneous characteristics. A qualitative model has been 

chosen to provide a more personal and free view of  students’ opinions: 

“the process involves analysing transcripts, identifying themes within 

those data and gathering together examples of those themes from the 

text.” (Burnard et al., 2008, p. 429).

The study was carried out in a primary and secondary school in 

Seville (Spain). It is a private school, located in a middle-class commu-

nity. A total of 45 students participated in two different years — 5th year 

of primary education and 4th year of compulsory secondary education. 

In the 5th year of primary education, 50% of the students were fe-

male and 50% male, aged between 10 (55%) and 11 (45%), being mostly 

Spanish (86%) but also British (9%) and Chinese (5%). In this class, 95% 

of the students had been studying CLIL for more than 6 to 10 years and 

5% for 1 to 5 years, with A1 being the most frequent level of English 

(91%), followed by A2 (9%). The subjects taught in English were Natural 

and Social Sciences, Arts, Physical Education, and Music.

In the 4th year of compulsory secondary education, 38% of the stu-

dents were female and 62% were male, with ages ranging from 14 (4%), 

15 (67%) and 16 (29%), being mostly Spanish (84%), but also Portuguese 

(4%), French (4%), German (4%) and American (4%). In this class, 67% 

of the students had been studying CLIL for more than 10 years, 21% for 

6–10 years, and 12% for 1–5 years, with B2 being the most frequent lev-

el of English (67%), followed by B1 (13%), C1 (8%), A2 (8%), and C2 (4%). 

The subjects taught in English were Natural and Social Sciences, Arts, 

and Physical Education.

Intervention: characteristics of the project

The main goal of the project was to study the dangers of an inappro-

priate use of mobile phones while driving. They had to work collabo-

ratively to investigate the concepts and interrelations between speed, 

displacement, and time, in order to estimate the impact of distrac-

tions caused by the use of mobile phones while driving. The project 

was scheduled for the second term of the academic year, during which 

the students had to complete a blueprint provided by the researcher. 

Under the teacher observation and supervision, the students had to 
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gather experiential data, create tables, graphs, and results to obtain 

conclusions applied to real life. The final product was a video shoot in 

which they stated the question, showed the results of their investiga-

tion, and drew conclusions. They finally presented their videos to the 

rest of the class and shared them with the police authorities in charge 

of traffic control (Directorate General of Traffic).

The main resources used to accomplish the project were on-site 

facilities (labs and classroom materials), ICT devices (laptops, mo-

bile phones, stopwatches, IWB), and human resources (experts on the 

 topic). Both formative assessment (through observation, draft deliv-

eries, and tasks presentations) and summative assessment (teacher, 

peer- and self-evaluation with rubrics) were deployed. Notably, besides 

the achievement of a certain result, one of the main demeanors of or-

ganization of the students’ project is the use of a foreign language at 

all implementation stages. Consequently, they implemented and pre-

sented their results through receptive and productive communicative 

attainment. As for the specific competences in use, the students had 

to do some critical thinking in order to solve a problem; they had to 

organize, analyze and synthesize information to develop well-reasoned 

conclusions, and also judge the relevance of some information against 

relevant criteria. When doing the presentation, they had to organize 

ideas and develop content appropriate to the situation, while using ef-

fective oral presentation skills.

Research tools

The data was collected during the third quarter of the 2019–2020 ac-

ademic year. Prior to gathering the data, the researchers conducted 

two semi-structured interviews with the teachers involved in the proj-

ect with the purpose of providing them with a detailed description of 

the objectives of the study. Later on, there were two onsite visits to the 

classrooms during the implementation of the project in the second 

term in order to monitor the project's development. These visits were 

scheduled to create an atmosphere of trust and confidence that might 

help the students be more relaxed when answering the questions. 

At the end of the project, the students were provided with a ques-

tionnaire with a first part aimed at obtaining personal and academic 
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information. A second part was also administered with questions spe-

cifically related to the perceptions they had, mainly with respect to 

how much English and content they had learnt, use of their autonomy, 

creativity, degree of motivation and interest, interaction and collabo-

ration with others, interaction with the teachers, and self-confidence. 

Each one of the questions included in this questionnaire also con-

tained a space aimed at collecting information of a qualitative nature 

where they could express their opinions and feelings. The findings of 

this study have been taken from the comments of this complementary 

open section, so the qualitative analysis is conveyed through the writ-

ten opinions of the students. We are well aware of the difficulties in 

capturing how PBL may affect students’ performance and psycho-af-

fective behavior; this is why we have opted to gather their opinions and 

views from a more reflective, judgmental, and even emotional point  

of view. Students’ written responses were originally in Spanish and 

were later translated into English. We did so because we did not want a 

possible low level in the foreign language to compromise the richness 

of their responses. 

Regarding data analysis, we have followed a grounded theory ap-

proach (Mackey & Gass, 2005) in the idea that the inductive collection 

of emergent themes and subthemes was more appropriate for our pur-

poses than establishing rigid categories.

Results and Discussion 

Data obtained from the students’ opinions are detailed below. Quotes 

have been used to demonstrate how the findings and the interpreta-

tions have arisen from the data. As stated above, the dimensions ana-

lyzed correspond to the objectives set in this study (impact of PBL on 

the students’ learning of language and content, students’ interest and 

motivation, collaboration, and possible negative aspects) and thematic 

subdivisions have been established in each of them in view of the spec-

ificity of the comments made by the students (see Table 1). The quotes 

have been chosen and labelled according to this code categorization. 

All the quotes have been identified with a code (T1, T2, etc.) and will 
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be displayed in four different tables (Tables 2, 3, 4, and 5) between the 

presentation and the discussion of the results in every one of the four 

dimensions.

Table 1. Final coding framework, and emergent themes and sub-themes

Coding framework Emergent themes Emergent sub-themes

1. Impact of PBL on 
learning

- Language
- Content
- Competences

- Improvement
- Understand better, real life
- Autonomy, critical thinking, 
creativity, practicality

2. Psycho-affective 
aspects

- Interest
- Fun model

- Interesting work, more 
motivating, effective 
methodology
- Playful, enjoyable, 
attractive learning

3. Interaction and 
collaboration

- Collaboration and 
teamwork
- Relationship 
improvement 

- Participation, groupwork, 
group identity, helping 
weaker students
- Stronger internal ties, 
communication, respect

4. Challenges and 
possible weaknesses

- Distraction
- Lack of commitment
- Disagreements
- Quality decrease

- Preference of individual 
work, difficulty of group 
management
- No engagement, possible 
dependency
- Conflicts, lack of trust, lack 
of acceptance
- Lack of depth, absence of 
guidance, high effort

Source: Own elaboration.

Impact of PBL on learning

It can be unequivocally stated that students clearly express general 

satisfaction with the use of PBL and, more specifically, with the influ-

ence they perceive as existing between this type of teaching and the 

improvement of their learning. This positive assessment does not only 

concern language learning and academic content, but also extends to 

the awareness that they have acquired an array of specific skills and 

competences by using PBL.
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Language
More specifically, students express a clear improvement in the use 

of the foreign language (quote 1), as well as their ability to commu-

nicate in a group and acquire the specific vocabulary related to the 

contents (quote 2).

Content
As regards content learning, students also report a direct relation-

ship between their deep understanding of academic content and the 

use of the PBL (quote 3). This type of improvement is mainly attributed  

to the need to search for information themselves (quote 4), but also to  

the fact of being helped by other students (quote 5). It is also worth 

noting the relationship they perceive between project-based teaching 

and the connection it helps them establish with the outside world and 

reality (quote 6).

Competences
Furthermore, when asked what type of competences they believe 

they have acquired, students highlight the achievement of a varied se-

ries of skills activated by the use of the PB. They include those of so-

cial and communicative nature, together with those related to critical 

thinking and respect for others (quotes 7 and 8). Students also empha-

size the practical aspect of the learning received, when appreciating 

its usefulness (quote 9), as well as the benefits that this type of work 

has had on their work-planning process (quote 10). They also mention 

some more specific skills related to digital competence (quote 11), al-

though they particularly highlight the awakening of skills and ways 

of working related to their ability to search for information relevant 

to their subjects (quote 12). This also involves an increase in their cre-

ativity, autonomy, and independence to achieve a more enriching grasp 

(quote 13). To the direct question about the skills that they believe ben-

efit most from working on projects, the answers are unanimous in af-

firming that the most developed skills are those related to the search 

for information, reflection, and teamwork (quote 14).
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Table 2. Impact of PBL on learning

Quote 1: “I have definitely improved my knowledge of English” (T32)
Quote 2: “It has helped me to improve my group communication and to 
acquire more scientific vocabulary of the subject matter of the project” (T8)
Quote 3: “I definitely acquire the content more deeply and understand it 
better” (T16)
Quote 4: “Because it makes me look for information and understand it” (T37)
Quote 5: “Since the doubts that arise are answered by my teammates and I 
usually find out about the subject more quickly” ((T43)
Quote 6: “I think it prepares me for real life, because the knowledge I learn is 
put into practice” (T13)
Quote 7: “Autonomy in study, social competence, communication and 
cooperation, critical thinking” (T22)
Quote 8: “Social competence, listening skills, critical thinking, group 
leadership, respect for opinions” (T27)
Quote 9: “From my point of view, this project was interesting and really useful 
to develop skills” (T1)
Quote 10: “Working in groups, getting organized, planning for the long term” 
(T29)
Quote 11: “Editing and creating videos and audio-visual communication 
skills” (T39)
Quote 12: “You need to investigate and help the group, so you develop new 
skills such as research” (T31)
Quote 13: “It helps you to investigate, be creative, more independent, work 
with more people, etc.” (14)
Quote 14: “Teamwork, information and research” (T24)

Source: Own elaboration.

The first aspect that should be highlighted is that their opinions 

mostly convey the idea that they consider PBL a highly positive model 

because it has a clear impact on learning outcomes. Thus, they state 

that working through projects has led to an improvement in the use 

of the additional language —in this case, English— and that they feel 

more comfortable and able to use it while learning the academic con-

tent. There is no doubt that this is due to the fact that the possibilities 

of interaction multiply when having to work in a group and that the 

increased need to handle English to understand others and to make 

themselves understood has increased their communication skills. 

In addition to the improvement in the use of English, the students 

also mainly coincide in pointing out that PBL has definitely contributed 

to improving the learning of academic content. They consider that the 
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effort to learn these contents is smaller when carrying out a project, that 

they learn faster, and that the contents are better assimilated. As we will 

also see later, it seems clear that, according to their statements, the ac-

quisition of knowledge and the way in which learning occurs are directly 

related to the search for information, group work, and collaboration. The 

possibility of exchanging information and helping each other turns out 

to be decisive for them to perceive that their capacity for learning im-

proves and that the results are more optimal working in this way.

Regarding the competences that they believe they have acquired 

or improved, their opinions are again unanimous in stating that work-

ing on projects has meant that they improve their communication 

skills, their social competence, respect for others, their capacity for re-

flection, and, above all, their abilities to seek information and investi-

gate. According to their opinions, PBL must be considered as a catalyst 

of competences, making the emergence and development of capacities 

and abilities that the students may not have been aware of and whose 

presence clearly affects an increase in the quality of learning. 

Psycho-affective aspects

Another concept many students noted in their answers is related to 

the psycho-affective dimension of learning, more specifically to the 

increase of interest in learning by using projects and the increase of 

motivation that the use of this type of learning has brought to them. 

For instance, the emphasis of students on pointing out the enjoyable 

aspect of learning by projects is also remarkable; identifying how plea-

surable learning in this way provides a distinctive and outstanding 

element of learning by projects, which is ultimately a prerequisite to 

enhance students’ interest and motivation in class.

Interest and motivation
In general, the students’ responses are geared to rating project 

work as a more interesting way of teaching, as this makes the  content 

more attractive (quote 15). The fact that learners perceive learning  

as more interesting has a clear-cut effect on increasing their  motivation. 

To the question of why they find project work more interesting, they fre-

quently answer affirmatively (quote 16), and students clearly establish a 
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cause-effect relationship between the increase of motivation and their 

improved learning quality (quote 17). As for the reasons identified by the 

students to justify that they are more motivated by working on projects, 

their answers suggest that this is due to the different dynamics estab-

lished in the classes, on the one hand, and to the use of a greater asset 

of materials and resources, on the other (quotes 19 and 19). Finally, this 

increased motivation and interest in learning through projects is echoed 

in their desire to implement this model to other subjects (quote 20).

Fun model
The fun dimension associated with project learning is perhaps the 

most common element pointed out by students as characteristic of this 

type of learning. Appraisals such as “dynamic,” “entertaining,” and “fun” 

are repeated very frequently in their answers, which, in the eyes of the 

students, makes the ludic characteristics of project learning one of its 

most significant elements (quote 21). This view on the part of students 

that working on projects is more fun and enjoyable is not simply a 

 matter of supporting this relationship, but rather students clearly indi-

cate that this type of instructional model results in an improvement in 

the quality of learning (quote 22). In short, students consider this type 

of learning more attractive, motivating, and effective, opinions that are 

reflected jointly and synthetically in this last quotation (quote 23).

Table 3. Psycho-affective aspects

Quote 15: “Projects offer more interesting ways of learning about topics” (T35)
Quote 16: “There is a motivation that inspires a student when it comes to a 
project with interesting ideas” (T11)
Quote 17: “A group project motivates more than an individual project and by 
motivating students, it makes us learn better” (T18)
Quote 18: “Learning is more active, classes are more fun and we are more 
motivated at school”
Quote 19: “We use a variety of different materials in each class” (T37)
Quote 20: “I would like to see more subjects taught in English” (T8)
Quote 21: “It’s a more fun way to learn” (T24)
Quote 22. “As it is a fun experience, you remember the content better, which 
is positive” (T42)
Quote 23: Learning is more active, you learn more and better, classes are 
more fun and we are more motivated at school” (T2)

Source: Own elaboration.
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When analyzing the comments related to the psycho-affective 

dimension and the emotional state of the students, two main issues 

arise. First, their views are unequivocal in pointing out that the type 

of learning proposed by project work is more attractive. Thus, the con-

tent, the classes, and the learning, in general, are disclosed as more 

interesting, which automatically causes the students to be attracted 

to this kind of work and, ultimately, makes them much more moti-

vated. The increase in motivation is reflected in the fact that students 

come to ask that this way of working be extended and that the num-

ber of subjects involved in carrying out projects be expanded. It is 

clear, therefore, that PBL influences the promotion of a more positive 

attitude towards learning on the part of the students and, above all, a 

significant increase in their motivation.

Second, if we analyze their comments regarding the reasons why 

they find learning more interesting and are more motivated to do so, 

most students have a very clear idea of why. For them, it is a more 

active, dynamic and, above all, more fun way of working. However, the 

emphasis on pointing out that it is much more fun to learn does not 

exclude the certainty that, in addition, learning this way is not only 

more fun, but it also improves their results. The reasons, to our knowl-

edge, seem clear. PBL proposes a more autonomous way of working, 

in the sense that there is a departure from the figure of the teacher as 

the only guide in the acquisition of knowledge and, thus, the learning 

model shifts completely from unidirectional to participatory and col-

laborative, setting a scenario in which students are endowed with the 

power and ability to decide what type of information is relevant. This 

combination of autonomy and independence from the teacher and col-

laborative work with classmates seems to be the key to considering 

PBL as a more motivating and effective way of learning. 

Interaction and collaboration

One of the most attractive aspects of PBL is the fact that its working 

proposal is essentially based on the promotion of teamwork, which im-

plies a learning model that encourages collaboration and reciprocal 

support. This, in turn, leads to greater interaction and participation by 

group members, thus clearly aligning with one of CLIL’s most  important 
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assumptions. As we will see in light of their opinions, two aspects are 

particularly highlighted by learners: the establishment of a very strong 

collaborative and teamwork framework, which has beneficial effects 

on learning, and the clear influence that working on projects has on 

improving group cohesion.

Collaboration and teamwork
The most straightforward conclusion we find after analyzing the 

students’ opinions is their assumption that PBL not only provides 

them with an opportunity to collaborate through teamwork, but also 

encourages their participation (quote 24). When talking about collab-

oration, the students express themselves in the same way as with the 

psycho-affective dimension, highlighting the playful aspect of learning 

by establishing a direct connection between learning and teamwork, 

and the improvement of knowledge and group member relationships 

(quote 25). More particularly, regarding the results of collaboration, 

they also establish a connection between this way of working and the 

clear impact it has on improving learning (quote 26). 

Their views also emphasize that their increased capacity to un-

derstand and retain concepts and ideas is mainly due to the exception-

al nature of PBL to establish an exchange of information experiences, 

which ultimately ends up favoring the learning of the weakest students 

in the group (quote 27). In addition, students remark that working on 

projects not only improves interaction, communication, and collabo-

ration between group members, but, similarly, it increases interaction 

and communication with their teachers (quote 28). 

Relationship improvement
Undoubtedly, one of the students’ most frequent comments in re-

lation to the influence of PBL on their way of working is linked to the 

relationships established between the members of the group. Students 

particularly refer to the beneficial effects that project work has on their 

collaboration and on how a working relationship is established with-

in the group (quote 29). This improvement is ostensibly based on the 

knowledge that each group member offers by working collaboratively 

(quote 30). 
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In light of their comments, students clearly believe that working 

on projects helps bring the group together, as it demands a close and 

permanent interaction and collaboration among the members of the 

group (quote 31). Students thus conclude, in addition to the above, that 

the achievement of results is closely related to the establishment of a 

partnership based on respect and communication (quote 32). 

Table 4. Interaction and collaboration

Quote 24: “You learn to work as a team” (T16)
Quote 25: ““It improves empathy, enquiry and collaboration” (T40)
Quote 26: “It becomes more enjoyable and we all help each other to learn 
the contents effectively” (T27)
Quote 27: “You can collaborate with your colleagues, covering the 
weaknesses of each one” (T13)
Quote 28: “I talk more with my colleagues since it is vital for the good 
development of the project. And it makes me communicate more with the 
teacher to transmit my doubts” (T19)
Quote 29: “The relationship with colleagues improves a lot” (T3)
Quote 30: “It can bring us closer together, as teamwork allows you to get to 
know people better” (T43)
Quote 31: “The relationship with everyone becomes more personal and 
closer” (T35)
Quote 32: “It improves the relationship because you have to live with them 
and respect each other, otherwise the work will not be easy and effective” (T9)

Source: Own elaboration.

The dynamics established among the group members becomes 

the third relevant aspect in the analysis of the students’ opinions. In-

creasing collaboration and helping each other become two of the most 

positive elements being talked about in their reviews. Students posi-

tively value the fact that working on projects has meant learning to 

work in a group, collaborating with their classmates, and appreciating 

their contributions. In their opinion, the exchange of information that 

takes place between them and the help they give each other are essen-

tial to achieve results. The students also state that working on proj-

ects ensures that the less strong students can keep up with the work 

rhythm and do not lag behind. Furthermore, PBL is more enjoyable and 

manages to improve empathy and communication, not only among 

group members but also with teachers. As we can see, the exchange 
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of information becomes the central element. The need to interact pro-

motes greater participation, which in turn makes students know each 

other better and feel more comfortable.

In this sense, the students also emphasize the fact that joint and 

collaborative work makes the relationship between them improve sig-

nificantly. There is a greater mutual knowledge, which in turn strength-

ens the union and cohesion among the members of the group. In this 

way, students also learn to respect the opinions of others and establish 

a greater relationship of closeness. Again, it is necessary to refer to the 

interaction between group members, the increased communication that 

causes the exchange of information, and the need to collaborate, as the 

keys that explain the improvement that occurs in coexistence within 

the group. It seems obvious to point out that the emotional  relationships 

established in the group become a fundamental aspect in PBL and con-

stitute the cornerstone on which much of its effectiveness is based.

Challenges and possible weaknesses

As we have seen through the students’ comments, in their opinion, PBL 

represents a very positive working model that generates a series of clear 

benefits in terms of learning outcomes, clearly influences positively the 

way students work, and is directly related to an improvement in the af-

fective side. However, some students also warn that working with proj-

ects can have several undesirable effects. Although these comments do 

not correspond to most of their views, they should be taken into account 

when organizing and planning any project. Some learners specifically 

pointed out that, since teamwork is the central element of PBL, it can 

sometimes be distracting for some of its members, there can be a lack 

of involvement and disagreement between group members, and, accord-

ingly, it can be detrimental to the achievement of learning outcomes.

Distraction
Although it was not a very recurrent comment, it is true that, 

among the less positive surveys, some students troublingly mention 

teamwork distraction. Thus, when asked if they have perceived any 

negative effects of working on projects, they have replied affirmatively 

and shared some negative consequences that PBL had on their  learning 
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(quote 33). In this respect, it seems clear that, for some students, work-

ing in groups is, in fact, a hindrance to their learning, and they prefer 

to work individually, in their belief that this way their learning is not 

slowed down or impaired (quote 34). 

As for the reasons to consider why working in a group is a distrac-

tion and detrimental to the learning of some students, everything points 

clearly to the fact that the management of the group can sometimes 

be complicated (quote 35). However, there are also those who say that 

group work, even when distracting, is still a very positive expe rience 

and does not impair the speed or quality of their learning (quote 36).

Lack of commitment
One of the explanations typically expressed by students as to why 

PBL is sometimes not entirely successful and why it can lead to an 

unsuitable learning environment is due to the lack of commitment by 

other group members (quote 37). The possibility that some members 

of the group may not be thoroughly engaged is a matter of concern to 

many because of the possible negative implications this may have on 

their project’s final assessment (quote 38). Moreover, students are also 

concerned that working in a group may cause some learners to become 

less engaged when they receive the constant support and help of other 

members of the group (quote 39). 

Disagreements
Another less positive aspect often referred to by learners when 

asked about possible negative effects of PBL, though it barely happens, 

is the possibility that they may not fully agree (quote 40). We have also 

found complaints from some students that their contributions have 

sometimes not been given due attention, proven to be a millstone 

for them (quote 41). We consider it is crucial to shed light on possi-

ble gender disputes, as inferred from one comment by a girl when she 

complains about the boys being a source of problems and distraction 

during group work (quote 42).

Quality decrease
To conclude with our findings stemming from the less positive com-

ments by the students regarding the use of PBL, we must  acknowledge 
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their awareness of potential problems and detrimental consequences 

that may arise when working through projects. Hence, either because 

of the way the contents are treated, the characteristics of the sources 

of information, the attention of the teachers, or the amount of time 

and effort that PBL implies, the students perceive that, in some cases, 

the quality of the learning may suffer. 

More specifically, students are concerned about the lack of depth 

when dealing with the contents and demand greater attention to them 

(quote 43). Students sometimes complain about the problems of work-

ing with information that they have to look for themselves, either be-

cause the sources are unreliable or because the information is far too 

complex and difficult to understand properly without the right help 

(quote 44). Finally, the students’ comments also refer to the amount of 

time and effort required to work on projects, particularly complaining 

about how much of their free time the project may take up, often being 

forced to work outside of school. Their overall feeling in this respect is 

that projects are so time-consuming that it can be detrimental to other 

subject content allocation (quote 45). 

Table 5. Challenges and possible weaknesses

Quote 33: “Sometimes I have trouble concentrating on the task” (T23)
Quote 34: “I think I work better alone and learn more” (T32)
Quote 35: “I like to do things on my own because I think they work better that 
way, I think groups are difficult to control” (T19)
Quote 36: “Working in a group can also be a distraction, but with the help of 
my colleagues you can understand the subject very quickly” (T1)
Quote 37: “Sometimes some people don’t work” (T13)
Quote 38: “The grade does not depend on you, but on the whole group” (T22)
Quote 39: “Partly you generate dependency” (T30)
Quote 40: “You may disagree with many of your colleagues and may have 
conflicts with them, it usually happens in a few cases”(T3)
Quote 41: “Sometimes they don’t listen to you” (T23)
Quote 42: “They don’t accept half my ideas and half the time the boys force 
me to work and are distracted all day long” (T29)
Quote 43: “The ideas are often more general and the subject is not always 
fully explored” (T11)
Quote 44: “Sometimes, the information we find is not clear to us, so some 
concepts are not clarified” (T37)
Quote 45: “Too much time is lost in which other subjects could be taught” (T39)

Source: Own elaboration.
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Finally, other significant aspects that we have found when ana-

lyzing the opinions and perceptions of students regarding PBL are not, 

however, entirely positive. Although it is true that most of their com-

ments value very positively what it means to work on projects, it is 

also possible to find opinions that identify some of the potential chal-

lenges and problems that students may encounter working in this way. 

According to these comments, some students warn that, sometimes, 

a lack of concentration can occur because they get distracted while 

working in a group, which will consequently affect their learning. The 

difficulty that sometimes exists to control the group can cause these 

unwanted situations and makes them consider that they could learn 

faster and consolidate knowledge better if they worked individually. 

They also complain that there are students who may not show the 

proper involvement in the work in comparison with the rest of their 

colleagues and, due to this, they are concerned about the negative ef-

fect that acts for which they are not responsible may have on their 

grades. On the other hand, they also point out the possibility of dis-

agreements between group members that could even lead to conflicts. 

In one of the comments, it is suggested that it is often the boys who 

cause the problems, as they generate most of the distraction and do 

not take into account the opinions of others; however, since it is only 

one opinion, we cannot assume with certainty that it is a situation 

that is repeated frequently and that we find ourselves with a possible 

gender problem. However, this type of behavior can be harmful and put 

work dynamics and results at risk, although the view of the students’ 

opinions seems to be that they are not general problems but, rather, 

specific ones. It is possible that all these problems are caused by a lack 

of understanding of the basic principles of group work by the students, 

by a certain laxity in their control by the teachers, or by a combination 

of both. In any case, establishing more specific rules and exercising 

tighter control over work dynamics could solve this kind of dysfunc-

tions, especially during the first stages, until a habit of behavior can be 

consolidated that helps to erase any possible problems of coexistence.

Perhaps the most worrying thing is that, in some cases, students 

realize that project work can compromise the quality of their learning. 

Thus, they complain that the contents are sometimes glossed over and 

without the necessary depth, and demand that more time be devoted to 
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them so that the content can be properly assimilated. Sometimes, they 

also affirm that the information they obtain from the internet may not 

be of sufficient quality, or that, on the contrary, it is highly complex, so 

they require more help to understand it. But above all, the most repeat-

ed negative opinion focuses on the excessive effort required by project 

work. Specifically, they complain about the repercussions of the effort 

that is demanded since they must resort to using part of their free time 

to be able to complete the tasks assigned. These are problems that may 

all be caused by incorrect work planning, both in terms of the charac-

teristics of the information provided and the workload assigned. In ad-

dition, this necessarily means that attention must be paid to the design 

of the project, to providing students with a guide to help them find the 

appropriate information regarding its origin and degree of complexity 

and, above all, to adapting the difficulty and the number of tasks to 

the students’ characteristics and to the time they have in order not 

to overload their capacities. To avoid the possible appearance of these 

problems, it would be advisable for teachers to receive adequate train-

ing in the use of PBL, which means that training teachers appropriately 

to make students work on projects becomes a fundamental factor. In 

this way, it would be possible to optimize their capacities so that they 

could make the most of this educational proposal.

Conclusion 

In this research, we tried to analyze the opinions of the students re-

garding the use of PBL in a CLIL teaching context. In particular, we 

aimed to investigate the students’ perceptions on the impact of PBL on 

language and content learning, on their motivation, and on how work 

was carried out among them. In addition, we wanted to identify the 

challenges that this type of teaching brings about and its possible dark 

areas. Throughout the presentation of the opinions of the students,  

we were able to see that they have not limited themselves to express-

ing their views by sticking only to the aspects about which they were 

being asked. Through their comments, it was found that they have  

addressed a large number of aspects related to the main topics that 



94

S
tu

de
nt

s’
 P

er
ce

pt
io

ns
 o

n 
th

e 
U

se
 o

f P
ro

je
ct

-B
as

ed
 L

ea
rn

in
g 

in
 C

LI
L:

 L
ea

rn
in

g 
O

ut
pu

ts
 a

nd
 P

sy
ch

o
-A

ff
ec

tiv
e 

C
on

si
de

ra
tio

ns

U
N

IV
E

R
S

ID
A

D
 D

E
 L

A
 S

A
B

A
N

A
 

 D
E

PA
R

TM
E

N
T 

O
F 

FO
R

E
IG

N
 L

A
N

G
U

A
G

E
S

 A
N

D
 C

U
LT

U
R

E
S

have provided us with rich information about how learning itself oc-

curs, but also about their feelings, emotions, and even concerns. 

Although the opinions have been mostly positive and we can con-

clude that the use of PBL is beneficial for students’ learning, including 

the emotional dimension, we also construe that attention must be paid 

to certain potentially problematic aspects to achieve that the bene-

fits of working for projects translate into tangible results for students. 

We must also point out that it is evident that there is a concordance 

 between PBL and CLIL and that working through projects has a po-

sitive effect on learning English and the contents; however, concerning  

the rest of the analyzed dimensions, the results of the research might 

have been similar if the context had not been CLIL. 

Finally, we would like to allude to the limitations of this study, 

since, with a higher number of students, with more educational levels, 

and with more schools with different characteristics participating, the 

results would have been of higher quality. We hope that the results of  

this research will help to improve the understanding of the impact  

of PBL in CLIL and encourage us to extend our knowledge about its 

challenges and benefits in subsequent studies.
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