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1. The scenario

Friuli is the name of a large territory including the provinces of Gorizia, Pordenone and Udine which, together with the province of Trieste, form the region Friuli-Venezia Giulia. The region which has a special autonomy is located in the north-eastern Italy, bordering on Austria to the north, on Slovenia to the east, and on the region Veneto to the west and has a total population of 1, 183, and 09.

Friuli is linguistically one of the most heterogeneous areas of Italy and, certainly, a unique and fascinating example of language contact in Europe. Its repertoire is rich of languages which are genetically diverse and present a large range of variants and subvariants. Alongside Italian, the official state and dominant language, which is the language of instruction and covers almost all the public domains, including the church, several minority languages and Italian dialects (mostly Venetian dialects) are used by the population as home and community languages.

 German varieties are spoken in the linguistic island of  Sauris ( Zahre ) and in the peninsula of Timau( Tischlbong ). Trilingual and quadrilingual communities are not unusual situations in the whole area. The German-Friulian-Italian community of Sauris and the German-Slovene-Friulian-Italian archipelago of Val Canale, near the Carinthian border, can be considered examples of remarkable and peculiar interest both from a linguistic (psycho and sociolinguistic) and an educational perspective. 

The Eastern border is dotted with small Slovenian communities where bilingual ( Slovene-Italian ) or trilingual ( Slovene-Friulian-Italian ) speakers are still not a rare exception. 

Friulian, belonging to the so-called romance or neolatin languages, is the most widely used minority language in the region counting in the range of approximately 600,000 users. There are groups of Friulianophones in the region Veneto and large communities of Friulanophones exist in several European countries, in Canada, the United States and South America. Friulian was in fact the home and community language of the first generation of migrant workers around the world while the third generation hardly speaks it. The younger generations generally maintain an overall comprehension of the native language of their grand parents while most of them ignore Italian.

The general situation in the use of languages is now that of diglossia with bilingualism shifting rapidly to one of diglossia without bilingualism.

 Alongside these historical minorities, in more recent years - the phenomenon is in constant increase- other minority groups have settled in the area, adding linguistic and cultural inlays to an already extraordinary mosaic. The influx of people from other Italian regions, from Central and Eastern Europe, from Africa and the refugees from the war-stricken areas of former Yugoslavia have created newly and uneasily multicultural and multilingual groups that neither the broader society, nor the educational system can go on ignoring as they have been doing for the individual pockets of speakers of minority languages of ancient origin. The result of these migratory patterns is that teachers are faced with hitherto unknown (or either consciously or unconsciously removed) educational problems posed by an increasing number of students (especially children) bearers of visibly diverse languages and cultures.

The extent to which the educational system will take seriously notions such as equity and justice and promote academic achievement for all students regardless of race, class, income, religion, and language – fundamental principles written in the Italian Constitution – is the challenge of the future.

2. The Friulian language in education

Since the eighties we have begun to develop pilot programmes in Friulian-Italian bilingual education starting from kindergartens. I was then assistant in Modern Language Teaching in the Faculty of Foreign Modern Languages of the University of Udine and I set up a research group that, in the early eighties, presented a bilingual partial-immersion programme to be carried out in some rural kindergartens in the province of Undine. The programme was meant for Friulian children and for the Slovene children of the Friulian Slavia as well. The Friulian parents praised the proposal immediately while some Slovene parents rejected it.

When a teaching experiment
 is introduced in the Italian educational system, the complicated bureaucratic procedure involves that the ‘iter’ has to be completed before any activity can get under way. The proposal, besides going through the inner teacher and parents bodies, was meant to be judged and approved by the provincial and regional school bodies that rejected it twice. As a consequence it was blocked for three years: Finally I succeeded in getting the authorisation directly from the Italian Ministry of Education and in the school – year 1986-1987 we could start the educational activities in two Friulian kindergartens with 7 teachers and 55 children aged three to five.

 In the Friulian Slavia a private bilingual kindergarten was established in the school year 1984 – 1985 which was set up on a similar framework.

I will go into some detail in describing the structure of this first programme because, in the following years, it became some sort of ‘framework of reference’ for quite a few contexts where we were allowed to organize forms of bi-plurilingual education with lesser used languages in the Region Friuli Venezia Giulia and in other Italian regions. The original scheme was always adapted to meet the specific needs and wants of each context of situation.

A simple questionnaire was used to identify the linguistic and cultural background of each child gained outside the nursery school both in the home and in the environment: the languages/ dialects of the mother and father the repertoire of the migrant grandparents and relatives who, we found out, told stories, played games, and sang songs using, at times, very distant languages like, for example, Swahili or Hindi, or Chinese The survey besides offered the researchers and the teachers a range of preliminary but useful data with  which to analyse the level of competence of each child in Friulian and in Italian . 

This information underwent further verification through contacts with the family and, above all, as part of the direct and systematic observation of the child verbal behaviour during controlled communicative activities and in situations of spontaneous interaction.

The modality adopted was “one person – one language “which represents an improvement of the most known mode “one teacher - one language “and which represented one of the crucial points in the programme. Before starting the experience all the people involved (the teachers, the headmaster, the staff, the cook, the bus driver and also the occasional visitors, in case they were bilingual, had to choose the language to use, either Friulian or Italian or Slovene or German. They were supposed to stick to the language chosen in all interactions with the children.

During the first phase such obligation was adopted even for the interactions among them when they were in front of the children. This norm which actually had created some difficulty was slowly abandoned. The researchers in fact decided that while it was important to address the children constantly in one language, his/her exposure to more than one language was a natural feature of the environment which could be kept as it was.

In order to give the weaker language a well-balanced presence in the school, fifty percent of the activities were in one language and fifty percent in the second. We also chose to alternate the languages every fortnight so that the morning activities which are prominent in the schedule of kindergartens were in Friulian, or any other lesser used language, for two weeks and in Italian the following two. When later on, at primary level, a foreign language was introduced, we tried, whenever possible, to ‘spread ‘it across the curriculum. Friulian, Italian, Slovene, German songs, games, rhymes, proverbs, etc. were usually presented in contrast with foreign songs, games, stories, etc. either in German (standard) or in English, French, etc.

All the teaching-learning approach was in fact cross-curricular. The whole range of themes and topics was handled in a contrastive perspective so that children were always faced with the analogies and differences between cultures and language systems.

Teachers were given guide-lines and materials so that they could usually present a new content , new materials  and new activities first in the language that the majority of children knew better thus making input  comprehensible and favour acquisition. In fact according to Krashen (1981, 1982, and 1985) if the learner receives understandable input, language structures will be naturally acquired. This fundamental principle in fact proved to be one of the most productive teaching strategies in language teaching. Topics such as exploring the wood or the country, learning about the seasons, the weather , using money, etc, and activities such as shopping, gardening, cooking, performing experiments, etc., first presented in one language were then partially covered also in the other language.

 The programme in the two Friulian kindergartens had an official duration of six years but , with very few changes, is still going on at least in one of the two schools as the other was closed for the lack of children. The first six years were carried out within the framework of initiatives of the European Bureau for Lesser Used Languages and received financial support by the European Commission. 

The European contribution was mainly used to implement the schools with teaching materials and audio-visual aids. We started to develop our own learning and teaching materials mainly in Friulian but later on also in the other languages of the region. Some materials in fact have been published in several languages including lesser used languages of other Italian regions (e.g. Occitan) and languages of wider circulation such as English, French, standard German and standard Slovene
. This kind of production is actually still going on and we have added the Friulian translation of The Threshold Level, 1975, Council of Europe, Strasbourg and of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: learning, teaching, assessment, 2001, Council of Europe, Strasbourg.

3. The German language in education: three cases

The German variety of the trilingual island of Sauris, thanks to some very keen teachers, was introduced in the local kindergarten and in the elementary school since the eighties. The programme was restructured in the nineties with the support of the University of Udine reaching some relevant results at school level..

Outside the school however, Saurian children do not find any opportunity to acquire the language. Native speakers in fact while co-operating enthusiastically in the school activities, never interact in Saurian with the children when at home or in the community.

The resulting competence deficit leads to a drastically decreased awareness in younger speakers of the broad structural and lexical characteristics of the original ‘native’ strand of their pluriglossic inheritance. If we wished to give a meaning to a term like ‘ethnolinguistic shift’, this might be it.

The German Timavese of the trilingual peninsula in the Carnian Alps of Friuli presents similar features. The kindergarten and primary school receives children having Timavese and Friulian as native languages and children with only Friulian coming from Cleulis a small village nearby. Timavese has been introduced in bilingual programmes at pre-school level which, at elementary level, gradually approach standard Austrian German. Friulian is also used in spontaneous interactions or during the activities dealing with materials in Friulian. Parents and other adults in Timau tend to conform to a general, now global trend to acculturate their children from birth to the mainstream culture via the mainstream language (variety). Also in Timau the present outcome is that active triglossia  has become rare, having been replaced, apart from some passive competence in German and Friulian, by Italian monoglossia for all practical purposes.

In the Friulian-German-Italian-Slovene archipelago in Valcanale near the Carinthian border a quadrilingual programme in all kindergartens and elementary schools of the area has been developed for over twenty years although it structure underwent substantial changes only recently. Languages were mainly taught as subjects and the approach was somewhat traditional. In recent years the model ‘one teacher-one person’ has been adopted so that four teachers alternate in each school and they offer an excellent example of team-teaching. They co-operate in developing a common syllabus for the four languages spreading them across the curriculum. They choose and adapt materials taken from the four cultural contexts and, in addition, they keep in contact with the schools of the neighbouring Carinthian and Slovenian areas with exchanges of materials and the promotion of frequent meetings among children, teachers and parents. The most prominent result is a growing interest of the community for the neighbouring lifestyles and language. An outstanding issue if one thinks that after the two World Wars the relations between the three countries were rather tense. 

4. The Slovene language in education

Specific legislation regulating the Slovene minority schools in Italy is twofold: a) international agreements and b9 internal regulations. Among the international agreements mention should be made of the London Memorandum of 1954, providing for a Slovene school network in the province of Trieste which cannot be altered without the consent of the Republic of Slovenia. The Osimo Treaty (1975) entrenched the acquired rights of the Slovene minority. A national law No.1012 (1961) extended the right of being educated in the mother tongue to the Slovene citizens of the province of Gorizia.

The Trieste and Gorizia provinces have schools – from kindergarten to senior secondary level – with Slovene as the language of instruction and Italian and the foreign language /s as a subject. Schools in Italy with Slovene as the language of instruction constitute an integral part of the Italian school system and function under the same rules that apply to state schools of the majority. When students sit a state examination, the main language used in writing as well as in oral examinations is Slovene. The materials at all levels of instruction are selected by the teaching staff on the recommendations of the school councils and those in Slovene are offered by the Ministry of Education, Science and Sport of the Republic of Slovenia. The basic guidelines are national and adapted by the teachers under the guidance of the headmasters.

There are no bilingual schools in the Gorizia and Trieste provinces.

The situation is different in the Friulian Slavia of the province of Udine. Until recently – laws No.482/1999 Regulations on the Protection of Historical Linguistic Minorities and No.38/2001Regulations on the Protection of the Slovene Linguistic Minority in the Region Friuli Venezia Giulia – Italy did not recognize the Slovenes of the Friulian Slavia and as a result there were never any Slovene schools established there.

The people of the community, with the support of the entire Slovene minority in Italy, decided to create a private bilingual kindergarten in the school year 1984-i985 and an elementary school in the school year 1986-1987 at Špeter/S:Pietro al Natisone, where Italian and Slovene are the two languages of instruction on equal footing and according to the mode “ one person – one language” ( the structure has been previously described ).From modest beginnings – the first group counted ten children – the school has progressed over the years and at present counts almost 200 pupils. In 1997 it achieved the recognition of ‘equivalency’ with state schools and in 2001 it was nationalised and today covers almost half of the eligible population in the area of the Natisone river basin.

In the bilingual school the language of education stems from the local dialect and children are gradually faced with standard Slovene in order to get them ready for bilingual simultaneous literacy. Besides the materials in Italian and Slovene provided by the two countries, the teachers develop their own materials to support their own bi-trilingual projects. 

The quality of some of the projects was particularly high, so we decided to publish them to offer the school examples of good practices that could be followed and enrich the availability of materials in Friulian and in other lesser used and community languages.
 

5. CLIL in Friulian

There is still no specific preparation for teaching Friulian at upper secondary level. The introduction of Friulian in Senior Secondary schools is in fact a most uncommon occurrence and it is usually offered in the form of reading sessions of either poetry or theatre. In those schools where Content and Language Integrated Learning  is experimented in the main foreign languages (English, French, German and Spanish, Friulian has been also chosen for Electronics, Mechanics, Mathematics, Physics, Philosophy, Italian and Latin through the medium of Friulian.

6. Creative writing across Europe

A series of seven stories
 were written by bilingual or plurilingual children in the upper stages of primary school, all of whom were receiving part or all of their education through the medium of a lesser used language. The stories form the main outcomes of the project Supporting the Teaching of Literacy Skills in the Minority Languages of Bilingual Children which was undertaken in Ireland ( Dublin ), Italy ( Friuli ), Scotland ( Isle of Skye )  and Wales ( Swansea ) between 199 and 2001.

The project was designed to enhance the development of creative writing skills among children educated through  Friulian in the North of Italy, Gaelige in Ireland, Gaelic in Scotland and Welsh in Wales. The teachers were asked to engage the children in discussions focused on belonging to a social group – any kind of group, including groups from the past, imaginary or invented groups, futuristic peoples or even non- humans – structured so that the children involved could explore issues associated with identity, ethnicity and citizenship, with thei own and the other language groups involved in the project. The booklets . for othe children tomread, are the result of this process.

The work has proved to be very interesting and worthwhile – at many levels, all of which have an impact on lesser used languages:

a) A greater understanding about the productive elements of creative writing;

b) A focus on the issues associated with teaching and learning when the medium of teaching is a lesser used language;

c) Children engaged in the process of thinking about their identity as a group ( and the implications of that for their understanding of citizenship <<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<9 and the indentity of similar others;

d) Products from the creative writing exercises which can be used as reading and discussion resources in classroom .

7. Final remarks 

The very slow pace which characterises the application of the laws on the protection and the promotion of the lesser used languages in the Region Friuli Venezia Giulia and of the other minority languages in Italy particularly in the school system, is certainly due to the lack of competent teachers and of good materials, but it must above all put down on the phenomenon of disinformation or rather misinformation in issues such as the education of bilingual/trilingual learners.

The research data ( Dolson and Linholm, 1995; Thomas and Collier, 1995 ) show clearly in the case of well-implemented bilingual programmes, learners from subordinated backgrounds who experience greater amounts of L1 instruction in the early grades show stronger academic achievement over time than those whose instruction has been primarily through their L2. Anybody who denies this pattern - academics, politicians and headmasters as well – has either not read the research (and I have quoted only two titles) or has chosen to ignore it because it is politically inconvenient.
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