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because access to the Internet and to e-mail can offer more opportu-
nities for exposure to the foreign language and thereby helping them
to gain more self-confidence in what they are doing.

Among the most controversial issues of the introduction of foreign
languages at primary level (there) has been the level of foreign lan-
guage competence of primary teachers who had never specifically studied
foreign languages before. Most inservice courses offered by the Ministry
of Education since 1991 have devoted a sizeable component of the
course to language improvement thus creating the opportunity for fur-
ther improvement and enhancing teachers' self-confidence.

Foreign languages have been introduced at kindergarten level, too,
through several experimental projects launched at national level, as in
the case of the FORMAT approach (Taeschner, 1993), and the Hocus
& Lotus project carried out in 114 schools between 1994 and 1997, the
experimental project carried out in 36 schools all over Italy (Ministry
of Education, DL 297, 1994) and the initiatives undertaken with Progetto
Lingue 2000 since 1999.

One of the drawbacks of all these initiatives at an early stage could
be the lack, in the subsequent years, of sustained work on continuity
aimed at overcoming the risk on the part of the learner of reaching a
plateau level and a general dissatisfaction with foreign language learn-
ing. But this is hopefully not yet the case! The training courses activated
within the Progetto Lingue 2000 in many cases so far have been organised
on the basis of the participation of teachers from all school levéis, thus
allowing opportunities to overeóme barriers and through the sharing
of each others' experiences. In many cases middle and high school
teachers as well as primary teachers have had the unique opportunity
to learn from each other and start building common paths in terms of
foreign language curriculum continuity.

5. THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE CURRICULUM: MIDDLE, HIGH SCHOOL AND UNIVERSITY

One of the first official educational reforms was that of middle
school in 1979- Its curriculum renewal emphasised language education
across the curriculum and set up the conditions for continuing the ed-
ucational process at high school level. School leaving age at fourteen,
the end of middle school, was compulsory until three years ago when,
together with the main guidelines for the new school reform, the pro-
posal of raising the school leaving age to eighteen was made. The for-
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eign language curriculum developed for the 1979 reform was extremely
innovative as it was based upon the functional-notional approach and
it stressed the importance of communicative skills. It had a major influence
on the textbooks, the majority of which were written by Italian textbook
writers, and on the high school curriculum that was later on renewed
with the experimental syllabus called Programmi Brocea (Lopriore, 1985).

Most recent innovations, particularly at primary and high school
level, ha ve in a way left middle school aside and at the moment it is
the school level that most needs a curriculum renewal. The only challeng-
ing innovation at middle school is the most recent official introduction
of the study of a second foreign language besides English thus follow-
ing the Council of Europe guidelines. The exit level for middle school
is the A2 level for all language skills, particularly for the written pro-
duction and interaction.

A distinctive feature of the philosophy underlying the foreign language
curriculum in the Italian schools has always been the importance given to
the role of language education (Educazione Lingüistica) across the curricu-
lum. Teaching and learning a foreign language is done through the lan-
guage and with the language by activating processes of language awareness.

The teaching of general English (or French, or Germán or Spanish)
is carried out at middle school level and in the first two years of the
high school. The first two years of the high school should lead the stu-
dents to a partial Bl level, while the subsequent three years should lead
to the level B2 at the exit high school exam. Unfortunately, either be-
cause of the emphasis laid upon the development of English for Specific
Purposes which is taught in vocational and technical schools, or because
of the lower competence of many of the students attending vocational
schools, it is very difficult for these students to even reach the Bl level
when they leave school. A completely different situation is that of the
classical or scientific lycées and of some technical high schools. Whether
because of a better starting level of the students or because of the eco-
nomic conditions of their families that accounts for the possibility for
many students to attend language courses abroad, the average level
reached at the end of the high school is a B2 for some of the skills,
particularly for written comprehension and production. The recent intro-
duction of international certifications has further improved the levéis of
competence of the students in almost all types of schools.

One of the current debates at international level has been the type
of English to be taught both because of the emerging role of English
as an international language (Crystal, 1997) for communication and

215



LUCILLA LOPRIORE

technology and because of the acknowledged existence of several Eng-
lishes that need to be at least taken into consideration particularly when
developing or using listening materials or when developing lexical
recognition. The majority of Italian teachers refer to British English but
also use examples from American English while exposure to Australian
English is often provided by textbook materials, particularly those of
international publishers. There is little or almost no use of non-native
English in teaching materials, particularly of the English spoken by Ni-
gerians or Indians who are among the nationalities of the recent immi-
gration flow into Italy, even if the debate about the important role of
international English and of the non-native teacher (Medgyes, 1997) has
been at least mentioned in many teacher training courses.

Italian universities have recently undergone a major change in ad-
justing to the European requirements by reducing the length of many
degree courses from four to three years, and they have acknowledged
the Common European Framework of Modern Languages as a reference
point for both the entry and exit levéis for English and for Italian as
a Second Lnaguage for the foreign or Erasmus students. The level re-
quired for English is usually the Bl level and universities accept the
levéis of international certifications because of a special agreement signed
by the Ministry of Education and by the international certification
boards. Many universities, particularly those offering degrees in science,
engineering, law or economics, either require or offer courses for the
PET certification for English and, in some cases, also offer a second
foreign language. The degrees with majors in foreign languages, or-
ganised in the past only on the basis of four-year courses in foreign
literature, offer courses in three foreign languages -usually to be chosen
from among English, French, Germán and Spanish3- aim at developing
literary and translation skills.

6. TEACHER EDUCATION: PRE AND INSERVICE ISSUES

As already mentioned in the introduction, foreign language learn-
ing and teaching have suffered from the lack of pre-service courses. The

3 While English is almost considered as compulsory there has been a shift in the
choice of the second and third language there is a growing request of, for example,
Spanish that in many cases is the second major language, and in those degrees major-
ing in East Asian languages, Chínese and Japanese are mostly requested.
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only source of professional development for foreign language teachers
was the unique in-service teacher training program started in 1978,
the Progetto Speciale Lingue Straniere (Lopriore, 1998), a landmark for
foreign language teachers at middle and high school level for almost
twenty years. The Progetto Speciale Lingue Straniere was launched on
the basis of the Italian students' acknowledged lack of competence in
foreign languages that emerged in the international IEA survey in 1978.
There were at that time two solutions to the problem: either the im-
mediate launch of pre service training or the organisation of a sound
in-service teacher training program. The latter choice was made and
the courses for all foreign language teachers were set up with the im-
portant contributions of the Foreign Cultural Offices of the embassies
of France, Germany, Spain and the United States. Specific six-week
training courses for trainers were organised in the foreign countries and
the trainers began running courses of one hundred hours all over Italy.
At the beginning, the courses were based upon fundamental concepts
in language teaching and learning, but later on they became more fo-
cussed on specific language issues such as technology in education, as-
sessment and evaluation, etc. that were addressed in shorter fifty-hour
courses.

In the early nineties, the introduction of foreign language teaching
in primary schools was accompanied by a nation wide in-service train-
ing of primary teachers (Pavan De Gregorio, 1999), that was regularly
delivered until the recent innnovation of Progetto Lingue 2000. Even in
this case the Foreign Cultural Offices of the British, French, Germán,
and Spanish embassies played an important role in providing support
and expertise.

It was with Progetto Lingue 2000 that the in-service scenario was
modified: specific trainer-training and teacher training courses at all
school levéis were organised, run and monitored for the four foreign
languages through different specific actions. Between 1998 and 1999
a specific task forcé of 320 trainers, 260 for English, 200 for French,
40 for Germán and 20 for Spanish, for middle and high school, was
prepared with the aim of introducing the Italian teachers to the funda-
mental concepts underlying Progetto Lingue 2000. In June 2000, 115 new
trainers were formed for the kindergarten and the primary school and
another group of 58 trainers for middle and high school were added
to the previous 320. The in-service courses -of an average 30 hour
length- have been running constantly since 1999 for all school levéis.
At the moment the task of the project has been accomplished and the

217



LUCILLA LOPRIORE

initiative of continuing this form of training is now left in the hands of
individual headteachers and their school staff.

Pre-service training was started in 1999 with the implementation of
a 1991 Law (341) that assigned the Italian universities with the task
of organising teacher pre-service education. The SSIS (Scuole di Spe-
cializzazione all'Insegnamento Secondario) are organisied on a regional
basis, last two years, have a closed enrolment, are based upon a peda-
gogical, a subject-specific component and a practicum. As for the for-
eign language SSIS courses, the majority of the mentors and of some
of the university professors have so far been composed of former PSLS
and Progetto Lingue 2000 teacher trainers.

The SSIS approach should have made possible a cióse collaboration
between university professors and schools through the action of the
school mentors, school teachers selected on the basis of their expertise
who work part time and are in charge of the practicum component of
the course. As has been the case in many contexts, however the col-
laboration has not always worked. University professors did not really
understand the types of competencies future teachers had to develop
and in many cases tensions and conflicts with mentors did not help
the tachers-to-be. The first SSIS courses were based upon the general
guidelines set up by a group of university experts but were designed
differently according to regional contexts1. At the moment there is a
move towards the transformation of the SSIS into university courses
which will be followed by a year of practicum run by the schools. This
type of shift would once more perpetúate the replication of the long-
standing gap between school and universities.

7 . EVAUJATION PROJECTS

There has not been in Italy a so-called 'culture for evaluatiorí: few
checks on results and quality of teaching have been paid until most
recent years. Teachers have lacked for years basic skills in assessment
and evaluation, and, particularly since the introduction of the concept

4 In 1999, immediately before the actual beginning of the SSIS courses, thanks
to an initiative promoted by the author of this article and the Department of Mathe-
matics of the University of Rome, a special one month mentor training course for all
the mentors of the Lazio regional SSIS was run by Donald Freeman, School of Inter-
national Training, Brattleboro, VT.
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of competence development and the diffusion of task based methodo-
logies, teachers have felt the need for more specific training in this spe-
cific field. Foreign language assessment is part of the school assessment
in exit examination such as the middle school (14 years oíd) final exa-
mination that is administered at local level, and the high school final
examination (18 years) that was up to 20015 administered partly at na-
tional level and partly at local level and has from this year been ad-
ministered only by the individual school staff As for vocational schools
there are no special regional or province examinations, but there are
special vocational course examinations with specific foreign language
tests at the regional level.

There have been a few national evaluation projects in the field of
foreign languages, the first one being the 1978 IEA survey that subse-
quently led to the launch of the PSLS courses. In 1997 the Ministry of
Education asked the Department of Education of the University of Rome
"La Sapienza" to organise a national evaluation project of the results of
the introduction of foreign languages at primary level. The project con-
sisted of a set of tests of listening and reading comprehension and of
lexical competence in French and English, a set of tests on metalinguistic
competence in Italian and two parallel questionnaires for the primary
teachers and for the students, that were administered -on the basis of
a national sample- to almost two thousand five hundred students of
English and four hundred students of French at the end of their last
year of the primary school in June 1999- The results were extremely
positive and confirmed the validity of the type of approach undertaken
by the Ministry of Education at primary level while acknowledging strik-
ing differences in results at geographical level (Benvenuto, Lopriore,
1999; Lopriore, 1997; Lopriore, 2001).

In the year 2000 a national evaluation project of seventeen year
olds' competencies in French and English was undertaken by the CEDE
(Centro Europeo dell'Educazione) and a set of written and oral com-
prehension tests were delivered as a pilot study in some of the major
Italian major cities6.

5 The final exam at 18 foresees the foreign language written test as a multi-dis-
ciplinary test where the foreign language plays an important role, and an oral multi-
disciplinary interview partly carried out in the foreign language. Multidisciplinary tests
are developed by the local school teachers on the basis of the syllabus.

6 Due to some major changes occurred in the overall structure of CEDE, the
project was never completed.
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