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1. Introduction
In January 2009, I secured funding for a project to enhance the delivery of a finalyear module entitled ‘Minority Languages and Dialects in Italy from Fascism to
the Present’. This funding came from the White Rose Centre for Excellence in the
Teaching and Learning of Enterprise. The project, undertaken during the 200910 session, aimed to give students the opportunity to undertake an enterprise
activity as an assessed component of the existing module.
In this paper, I shall briefly describe the module, introduce the project and
discuss how its aims were addressed. Some of the difficulties faced will be
considered and outcomes in terms of analyses of exam results and student
feedback on the experience will be discussed. Finally, I shall outline what lessons
have been learnt and mention possible future developments in this direction.

2. Description of the module
The module ‘Minority Languages and Dialects in Italy from Fascism to the
Present’ investigates attitudes towards the safeguarding of minority languages
and dialects in Italy from the 1920s to the present day. The module focuses on
the problematic nature of such terms as ‘language’, ‘minority language’ and
‘dialect’, and how these relate to the Italian linguistic situation. An overview of
the status of dialects and minority languages during the Fascist years is followed
by an exploration of contemporary attitudes towards dialects; the module shows
that there is a perceived link between local or regional varieties and local or
regional identities which becomes a key factor in determining a positive attitude
towards these dialectal varieties (Agheyisi, et al. 1970).
The main objectives of the module are:

•

To provide students with a sound knowledge of the Italian linguistic
situation and of how the concepts of language, minority language and
dialect apply to it;

•

To enable students to understand the evolution of the status of local or
regional varieties and to evaluate issues related their rise in status.

The assessment method is the following: two 2,500-word essays and one oral
presentation.

3. Description of the project
The main objective of this project was to enable students to link their research
skills with a practical enterprise (Cowan, 2006). Students were given the
opportunity to carry out a survey which would form the basis of their second
essay. They therefore had to locate informants, define the population of their
survey, formulate questions, analyse responses and deliver data and results.
They were encouraged to apply a problem-solving model to their individual case
study. The objective was to give students the chance to enhance their research
skills for their final year as well as help them acquire new skills in the areas of
interview technique and the formulation of questionnaires. This was achieved
by:
•

Conducting an in-depth investigation which allowed students to establish
contacts with native speakers and develop their linguistic skills;

•

Creating networks;

•

Refining students’ questionnaires and interview technique.

The project started in January 2009 and was completed in June 2010. From
January 2009 to March 2009, the scope of the project was evaluated; from April
2009 to August 2009, the teaching materials to run the project were developed
(consisting of a model for conducting a sociolinguistic survey). From September
2009 to January 2010, the teaching materials were tested by conducting a
sociolinguistic survey in Sardinia and Sicily, which was subsequently analyzed.
From January to May 2010, the teaching materials (sociolinguistic survey with
results) were incorporated into the module. During this time students used the

standard model which had been devised by tutors in order to help them create
their own survey for conducting a sociolinguistic analysis.
The outcomes were:
•

Teaching materials were made available within the VLE;

•

Students’ materials consisting of a socio-linguistic questionnaire and a
2,500-word essay were put online. The title of the essay was as follows:
‘With the help of a questionnaire you have drawn up,* interview a small
sample of young Italians (approximately 6 respondents aged 18-25), who
may or may not live in the same part of Italy.
Examine their responses to questions designed to reveal their level of
competence in their local variety, any links they might perceive between
local language variety and local identity, and their reactions to measures to
safeguard their local variety.
Draw conclusions about the use and role of local varieties among young
people in contemporary Italian society.
*This should be attached as an appendix to your response’

4. What students have gained from the experience
At the end of the module, students have:
•

Gathered, evaluated and used information from secondary sources
(both written and online);

•

Communicated effectively, both orally and in writing;

•

Used IT effectively, both as a means of communication and as an aid to
learning;

•

Taken personal responsibility for their own learning;

•

Gained creative, project-planning, problem-solving and research skills;

•

Improved their networking skills by establishing contacts with
members of the public.

Overall, the experience of conducting their own sociolinguistic survey helped the
students to:
•

Become competent investigators;

•

Understand how to use their research findings in a more proficient
manner;

•
•
•

Develop skills in questionnaire design adequate for conducting their
own investigation;
Acquire a range of generic analytical and investigative skills;
Link their research with a tangible enterprise.

5. Difficulties
The main difficulty was in convincing students to take part in the survey. When
they found out that they had the opportunity to write an essay based on their
own socio-linguistic survey, they had mixed reactions.

They were very

interested and excited about the project but, at the same time, they were worried
about not being able to cope with this new research task. Students needed to be
reassured that they would receive constant support and guidance.
Assistance was given in the following areas:
•
•
•
•

Defining the population of the sample;
Finding informants (students were encouraged both to use their contacts
in Italy and to use Skype as a tool to conduct their interviews as much as
possible);
Managing their frustration when potential respondents did not get back
to them in time;
Relating their own research and findings to larger-scale surveys available
in the course bibliography.

6. Exam results
Four students out of the twelve on the course chose the essay title that asked
them to draw up a questionnaire and interview a small sample of young Italians.
There were more results in the first-class range than have been achieved in the
past on this module: three of the students achieved marks in the first-class range
and one in the 2.1 range. The following table shows students’ performance in the
academic years 2009 and 2010:
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7. Students’ feedback on the experience of writing an essay based on a
sociolinguistic survey
Student feedback on the experience was very positive, as the comments
below show:
Student 1
‘I thoroughly enjoyed doing this questionnaire-based essay as it was
unlike anything else I had done in the past. It was a new and
interesting way of collecting information and one that I would
definitely consider doing again in the future. It would be quite nice
if similar modules were to take on this method in the future. The only
negative I had with the questionnaire was some trouble in getting the
responses back in time as this unfortunately gave me less time to
analyse the results, but that is merely a logistic problem, it is not something
that can be helped. I found all the handouts and also the model for
the questionnaire extremely helpful, as I think it would have been
rather difficult to compile a questionnaire from scratch. All in all,
it was very positive’.

Student 2
‘I found the opportunity to base an essay on my own research hugely exciting. It was
a great experience talking to my respondents about what is, for them, clearly a very
important subject; namely the use and role of local varieties in modern Italy. Despite
the limited nature of my questionnaire, it was interesting to note how frequently my
own results tallied with trends noted in academic studies of a more extensive scale. I
would like to do something similar in the future, perhaps in Italy, as the only
problem I encountered was gathering together an adequate number of informants. A
regular Skype-based exchange between Leeds and Italian universities might prove
beneficial in this respect, as well as on a general level’.

Student 3
‘Conducting the survey itself was incredibly interesting and I very much enjoyed
being able to apply the theories learnt in the classroom to a practical investigation.
• I divided my report into two halves: the first half focussed on a selection of the
academic research that had already been conducted into the ties between
language and identity. The second half was a collation of the results from my
own socio-linguistic survey to examine how far the academic theories applied in
practice.
• Compiling the results was relatively straightforward and it was interesting to
find trends and patterns in responses even from my small sample of six
respondents.
• The most interesting aspect of the investigation was being able to make a final
comparison between the academic theories and the responses of real people
whose everyday lives are affected by the relationship between their language (or
languages) and their identity.’
Student 4
‘The experience of writing an essay based on a sociolinguistic survey has been
important to my linguistic studies, since as a student of linguistics in my home
University (Università degli Studi di Padova) I consider a pragmatic and actual [sic]
approach to the subject matter as fundamental. In my home University my approach
to the subject has always been a rhetorical and theoretical one, whereas I believe
that these kinds of studies require a more scientific and direct knowledge, which
leads the students to a better understanding of the sociolinguistic dynamics.
Moreover, I particularly appreciate how such research can give students the ability
to identify broader issues studied in lectures starting from a direct analysis of the
sources.’ (Erasmus student)

8. Conclusion
As the comments above have shown, linking our research with a teaching
module (Tamponi, 2005) can be a very rewarding experience for both tutors and
students alike. The production of materials is time-consuming, but results have
been very encouraging.
Moreover, exam results proved that students had benefitted from the experience.
They were given clear guidance and guidelines that fostered learning autonomy,
thus helping them to become more responsible for their own learning. Overall,
student comments show that the support provided and the experience of
conducting a survey helped them to understand the course materials and
increased their ability to learn autonomously (Main, 1985).

9. Future developments

Linking an academic exercise with a practical enterprise is something which
could be extended to other modules offered in the School of Modern Languages
at Leeds and beyond, with a particular focus on practical language activities.
Persuading students who graduate in a language-related discipline to pursue
something ‘practical’ or something that they can ‘sell’ outside in the real world is
difficult and demanding. However, this project has proved a very valuable
experience for all those involved. Writing a questionnaire, conducting a survey,
and analyzing results is indeed very valuable in terms of helping students
develop transferable skills, which is what employers seek and value highly.
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