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Introduction

This collected volume aims to show how the integration of literature into the Italian language classroom is one of the most effective ways to teach language and culture and to develop communicative competence. The volume lays out the argument for using literature in the language class based on three grounds. First, literary texts represent a rich and meaningful input that can be utilized as linguistic and sociolinguistic patterns for the acquisition of vocabulary, morpho-syntactic structures, metaphors, similes, formulaic sentences, and more. As authentic and motivating contexts for language learning (Balboni, Educazione, Insegnare; Lazar; Krashen, Second Language, Explorations), the various literary genres (novels, short fiction, poetry, drama) offer fruitful means to demonstrate different styles and registers that serve as models for the development of discourse competence.

Second, literature provides a context that can be used for the development of culture. As Claire Kramsch argues, culture is not “an expandable fifth skill” to be attached to the other language skills; culture is always in the background from day one (1). The cultural richness present in literary texts offers a variety of sociopragmatic norms as well as diverse topics of study, which help to stimulate class discussions, reflections, and comparisons among cultures and to develop critical thinking. Indeed, learning new ways to express thoughts and social behaviors can foster a deeper reflection on one’s own culture, and consequently, on oneself. 

Third, literature provides materials for making connections with the society in which the text is produced. According to Umberto Eco, a text is also the result of the author’s intentions, context, inferences and assumptions that the reader applies in order to interpret the text critically. Therefore, through extratextual references, students gain social, cultural and historical knowledge, which facilitates their understanding of past and present time periods. In addition, literature sheds light on lifestyles, ways of thinking and other social aspects represented in the story (Collie and Slater; Lazar; Todorov). The literary texts discussed here represent a cross section of Italy and a useful means to examine Italian society through a realistic lens, thus overcoming popular and often misguided stereotypes.
The volume’s communicative approach places students at the center of the learning process. As individuals who are encouraged to take responsibility for their own learning, students assume an active role when accomplishing real-world communicative tasks like conducting research and working collaboratively, which in turn contribute to their educational and personal development (Rogers and Freiberg; Lazar). The volume offers a wealth of ideas and examples from various pedagogical units: the introduction of new vocabulary and grammatical elements; reflections and discussions of new topics; development of sociolinguistic and strategic competences through collaborative and cooperative activities and exercises; and interdisciplinary as well as multimedial connections that can be adapted successfully to different levels of language proficiency. Furthermore, the volume provides instructors with insights into developing their own class materials. Being mindful that there is no single type of literary text which functions best for these exercises, readers may find these two suggestions to be helpful. 1. The selected text(s) should be suitable input for the students (taking into consideration their needs, interests, linguistic and cultural knowledge). 2. The text(s) should be used to generate curiosity, interest, discussion and critical thinking.

The articles are grouped into two sections. Section 1, with three essays, discusses medieval texts (in particular the Petrarchan sonnet and Boccaccio’s novella), while Section 2, comprised of four essays, presents contemporary literary texts (novels and short stories).

Utilizing the synergy between a subset of content-based instruction and a new method devised by the author and one of her students, Kelly Paciaroni’s “Sustaining Content to Sustain Discourse: An SCLT/I Approach to Transitioning into Literature-based Courses through a Study of the Petrarchan Sonnet” illustrates how to introduce a Petrarchan sonnet, along with works by other medieval and Renaissance poets into the Italian language class. While students acquire language production at the discourse level and engage analytically and critically with the literary texts, they also progress smoothly from language to literature courses. After a theoretical introduction, the author reports a case study of a self-taught course, explaining the features of her method and demonstrating its advantages to learners. By focusing on oral and written output, students can produce meaning and act on the accuracy of the form, which results in a high communicative competence.

The Petrarchan sonnet utilized by Paciaroni represents rich and complex input that stimulates students’ reflection with regard to content, emotions, and ideas. Given its short format, the sonnet is also very manageable: it can be read and analyzed multiple times while also serving as a model for output activities. Applying a three-phase method to the sonnet which includes a series of guided steps, students examine, analyze, and interpret the text. While students acquire background information about the author, learn new vocabulary, and improve analytical skills and discourse competence, they also learn how to be concise when expressing their own thoughts. Moreover, as the students analyze the poem(s) through group discussions, they also engage in collaborative projects that require the use of particular morphological elements, resulting in an increasing accurate production of language.

In “Teaching and Learning the Italian Language through Literature, Art, and Emotions,” Monica Calabritto demonstrates that literary texts are significantly important in improving reading and writing skills in the Italian language class. “Indeed, reading and writing promote a form of aesthetic experience that involves deep emotional responses, involvement, and social relationships.” The author emphasizes the role of authentic materials to teach language, as both prose and poetry represent critical means for the acquisition of knowledge and for the study and analysis of formal textual aspects. Turning to the use of ekphrasis for pedagogical purposes in museums and post-secondary education, the author focuses on the ekphrastic relation between literature and the visual arts, while exploring the use of emotions as a connective element between the two forms of art.  

By utilizing literary descriptions of visual art works paired with observations of and reflections on Renaissance portraits, Calabritto shows how actively the students participate in Italian language learning. As a result of this synergy, students are able to explore and describe their emotional reactions to the works of art in a profound way and, ultimately, to engage in the composition of poems. With examples of activities from an advanced class for MA TEP (Teacher Education Program) students of Italian, self-designed and taught at Hunter College, the author discusses poems by Alda Merini, Amelia Rosselli, Giacomo Leopardi and Eugenio Montale and employs “visual arts as a site for experiential learning as well as to evoke emotions in [her] students,” integrating literature and paintings in a cohesive and successful manner.

Paola Quadrini’s paper, “A Medieval Love Story: The Lisabetta da Messina Novella in the Italian Language Class,” addresses the universal feeling of love. Employing a number of listening and reading strategies, the author illustrates how students can approach Boccaccio’s novella in order to develop communicative and cultural competence. Students will focus on meaning and form in order to interpret and narrate the novella, while we are reminded that “interpretation of meaning should consider both the morpho-syntactic form and discourse coherence of the presented text.” In doing so, students will first engage in the general comprehension of the literary text and conduct research on Boccaccio’s time period and his Decameron, followed by a linguistic examination and analysis of given excerpts. 

Beyond helping the reader decode the textual meaning, the presentation of the cultural context of production fosters reflections on and discussions about the socio-cultural aspects related to love in fourteenth-century society. Moreover, the subject encourages students to make comparisons between premodern and current concepts of love and to give their own opinions from a cross-cultural perspective. As a final collaborative project, students will write a novella set in the Middle Ages and present it to their classmates. A student evaluation of the best presentation and reasons for their choice will complete the unit.  
Turning to the contemporary period, Emilia Di Martino’s paper, “The Benefits of Young Adult Literature in the Italian Language Class,” focuses on the importance of young adult literature (YAL) in language learning. Owing to authentic dialogues, this type of narrative provides valuable input for teaching and learning activities, through what the author calls a “collaborative work” that offers the opportunity to bridge language and literature while fostering an interdisciplinary approach to language learning. The benefits are to be seen in the refamiliarization of students with literary texts, their emotional engagement in reading, and the development of communicative as well as cultural competence. Furthermore, the students’ inherent interest in YAL promotes understanding of the text and encourages discussion, while developing reading and comprehension strategies that learners can apply in a variety of situations. 

In emphasizing the role of spoken dialogues in YAL as a means for providing attractive juvenile topics and motifs, the author argues that this genre helps young readers to become aware of identity construction processes, due to the linguistic, stylistic, and sociocultural model, as well as the descriptive everyday language used in the novels. Moreover, Di Martino contends that the use of this new fiction trend helps bridge the gap between the Italian language and literature curricula. Citing examples from Niccolò Ammaniti, Silvia Ballestra and Enrico Brizzi, whose novels are saturated with provocative topics, young adult jargon and conversational language, along with highly plot-based stories, the author demonstrates how Italian writers attract adolescent readers who value the representation of the world from the perspective of young adult characters.

Paola Morgavi’s “La letteratura nella classe di lingua: una sfida per gli studenti del nuovo millennio” employs the notion that literature should be used as input in the Italian language class because it is representative of peoples’ identity and culture. Thus, culture cannot be separated from language, as these two constitute an indivisible unity. Considering that literature offers various models of rich and authentic contextualized language, along with numerous and diverse topics, literary texts contribute to the development of vocabulary, oral and writing skills, as well as sociocultural and intercultural competence. To this end, the author shares her reflections on the outcomes of an intermediate university language course dedicated to the reading and discussion of Niccolò Ammaniti’s novel Io e te, demonstrating its advantages for the language learning process.

Students learn to approach a literary text critically. As learners assume an active role by engaging with the literary text, they are encouraged to question the possible ambiguities and varieties of meanings present in the text; in doing so, they develop an aptitude for critical thinking, which will be useful throughout their lives. Personal enrichment through literature is, indeed, a major point highlighted in Morgavi’s paper, because, as supported by Gillian Lazar’s work, literature conveys innumerable ideas, values, and feelings that resonate intimately with students, and, above all, reach out to them as human beings. In conclusion, the author shows how her students advanced their reading skills, along with their presentational and interactional strategies, through a number of multimedia and interdisciplinary in-class activities and at-home assignments.  

In “How Literature Can Facilitate Discussions about Controversial Topics: An Interdisciplinary Approach,” Paola Nastri introduces controversial topics into the Italian language class as “a catalyst for building humanistic connections” and a generator of critical thinking, knowledge, and attitudes among students. As discussions on contentious issues are inevitable in class, teachers are reminded to create an environment that is open to dialogue, respect, and sensitivity for the opinions of others. Following a few introductory remarks about the use of literature in the language class as authentic, relatable and motivating material, the author emphasizes the benefit of an interdisciplinary approach. The latter is revealed not solely as a “teaching and learning activity to engage and challenge students’ varied interests,” but also as a path to the development of communication, collaboration, presentational competence, critical thinking and intercultural awareness. 

Through activities suitable for intermediate-advanced classes, the author uses Gianrico Carofiglio’s short story, “Quarto potere,” to cultivate discussions about bullying, violence, and diversity. While students acquire literacy through literature, they are also prompted to analyze and reflect on film, the visual arts, and music as a meaningful and engaging way to traverse disciplinary boundaries, to capture their varied interests, and to challenge their different perspectives. This article highlights discussion-based instruction, the centrality of the literary text, and learners actively involved in communicative and social interactions through interpersonal, interpretive and presentational activities. As students advance their communicative competence through linguistic knowledge and metalinguistic reflections, they also learn how to interpret, express or negotiate meaning in different contexts. These skills contribute more broadly to their personal and educational development.

Maria Grazia Lolla’s “Read On, Keep Talking: The Mystery Genre in Integrated Language Curricula” concludes this collection of papers with her focus on the use of the mystery novel at the advanced level of Italian language, although the author also states that mystery texts can easily be made “accessible to beginning-level language learners.” The genre’s captivating narrative has the potential to motivate students’ reading interests, while its uncomplicated syntax and redundancy of information, along with everyday spoken exchanges, make the mystery novel an authentic and comprehensible input. These particular aspects of the text are very useful for the introduction or exploration of figures of speech, such as similes and metaphors, and the connotative meaning of adjectives, or descriptions of places and characters, as seen in the excerpt from Elisabetta Bucciarelli’s Dritto al cuore. Furthermore, the specificity of the genre provides social, historical, and political information that fosters discussions about Italian society and deepens the students’ understanding of cultural topics and sociocultural practices.

Lolla also sees mystery novels as an effective means to have students approach literary texts. Students intimidated by classic literature may instead be attracted by the easily accessible language of detective stories or by the feeling of excitement and suspense created by their narrative plots. The mystery genre also invites thought-provoking interdisciplinary and multimedia connections to works such as Giorgio De Chirico’s metaphysical paintings, Michelangelo Antonioni’s cinema, or Roberto Saviano’s journalism and documentary novels. As the author points out, this “can fit right at home in curricula that integrate the study of literature with the visual arts, film and intellectual history.” Finally, tailored in-class activities and assignments help students develop academic language and task-based skills, such as listening to mini-lectures, taking notes, and delivering presentations.
Paola Nastri
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SECTION 1


Sustaining Content to Sustain Discourse: An SCLT/I Approach to Transitioning into Literature-based Courses through a Study of the Petrarchan Sonnet

1. Bridging the Gaps

In 2016, I began collaborating with university professors on pedagogical projects involving content-based instruction. Our goal was to establish a more fluid transition from the secondary level to the literature-focused college Italian major. According to the professors I interviewed, most incoming freshmen initially place into introductory level L2 courses even after finishing a four to six-year secondary school program. When considering that high school students receive approximately 700 hours of instruction in a six-year program, they should test into college courses well above the introductory level. This lack of proficiency is problematic for university language departments as students are often unable to acquire the academic language and extended discourse competence needed for literature courses; the two years of beginner and intermediate language classes offered at most universities are not sufficient in terms of contact hours (Dupuy 206). Furthermore, 100- and 200-level classes often prioritize practical, personal, and informal language use while eschewing the formal register of the L2 needed in literature courses (Kern, “Reconciling” 20). Maintaining and increasing enrollment in language major programs means addressing the preparation gap at the secondary level.

Since 2009, I have been my students’ only Italian teacher in grades 9-12. In 2017, I made significant changes to the program by placing a more rigorous focus on literature, history, and the visual arts. As part of the initiative, I introduced a semester-long study of the Petrarchan sonnet into the final year of the program and, since then, a markedly increased number of students have entered directly into 300-level literature-based courses at their universities. Poetry, in combination with a curated focus on literacy, and oral and written output, has facilitated the transition from the intermediate level to literature-based coursework.

Output is the expression of meaning bearing language, both oral and written, and the extent of its influence on language acquisition has been heavily disputed by SLA researchers. A widely accepted opinion is that learners cannot acquire language through input alone because “when one hears language, one can often interpret the meaning without the use of syntax . . . This is not the case with language production or output, because one is forced to put the words into some order” (Gass et al. 356). During the 1970s and early 1980s, renowned SLA expert Merrill Swain, along with Wallace Lambert, Sharon Lapkin, and Richard Tucker, conducted the research on elementary and middle school French immersion students that would form the basis of Swain’s Output Hypothesis. During their evaluations, Swain and her colleagues noticed that the learners in the studies did not speak as much in their L2 French classes as they did during their L1 English courses despite years of immersion. Furthermore, the researchers observed that “the teachers did not ‘push’ the students to [communicate] in a manner that was grammatically accurate or sociolinguistically appropriate” and thus concluded that while comprehensible input may be sufficient in terms of L2 learners’ ability to communicate by “‘getting one’s message across,’” it did not increase their capability of conveying these messages “‘precisely, coherently, or appropriately’” (“Output Hypothesis” 472-473). To use Bill VanPatten’s words, Swain believes that asking learners to produce output encourages them to move beyond focusing primarily on the content of L2 communicative acts and become more sensitive to how that information is conveyed (69). Put another way, learners will begin to focus on form and structure in addition to meaning when output is stressed. In fact, as VanPatten and Onur Uludag point out, Swain posits that “by being pushed to make output, learners move from semantic processing to syntactic processing, thus enriching their grammatical systems” (45).  In my opinion, output also has what I would call a “processing encouragement” function; students are forced to pay attention and process input or risk exclusion from classroom tasks and interactions. 

Swain’s research has many practical implications for instructors looking to prepare students for literature classes; we must create an environment that encourages learners to use language productively and accurately so that they may cultivate the native-like proficiency necessary for advancement. When novice and intermediate level instructors design curriculum, oral communication is usually a central goal. However, if we want students to move beyond roughly conveying meaning, communication must be more closely tied to literacy. In fact, literacy expert Richard Kern calls communication the “macro principle” of literacy asserting that “the aims of teaching face-to-face communication and developing learners’ ability to read, write, and think critically about texts are not incompatible goals but, in fact, mutually interdependent” (“Reconciling” 20, Literacy 45). Kern argues that foreign language teachers should develop curriculum that supports “reflective communication” by addressing four complementary literacy goals: 1. meaningful immersion in written texts; 2. instructor support in reading and writing L2 texts; 3. textual analysis training; 4. guidance on how to “transform meanings into new representations” (“Reconciling” 22). Our study of the Petrarchan sonnet corresponded to all of Kern’s literacy objectives, and, following his models, I embedded these concepts into the curriculum starting in Level 1.

The foundation upon which I built my entire program is the desire to aid students in successfully drawing closer to the types of natural, detailed, and accurate L2 exchanges characteristic of near-native speakers. In service of this goal, I emphasize formal presentations followed by informal student-led interactions. Beginning in the first year, students give 2-3 minute memorized oral presentations once every quarter; the time requirements increase as the years progress. In preparation, students produce the written text of the oral presentation which is then corrected and revised in class to avoid the temptation of web-based translation sites. Writing often serves to help clearly define one’s ideas and its very act brings clarity, organization, and depth to ideas that were previously underdeveloped (Kern, Literacy 49). In addition, Kern notes that writing out a presentation before giving it orally allows learners to “deal in a concrete way with the transition from speaking in brief utterances to producing extended, connected discourse” (“Advanced Foreign Language Learning” 4). 

Colleagues have questioned my formal presentation requirements believing that they are time consuming and that students should be able to “just talk” without relying on formal preparation. I attribute this skepticism to the prevalence of the functional style of communicative language teaching (CLT) that dominates most novice and intermediate level classes, a methodology that has received harsh criticism from applied linguists who view it as “shortsighted” due to its “focus on functional oral language use [which] encourages surface-level comprehension of information without any kind of critical or analytical component” (Paesani 43).  While students may be able to produce autonomous, spontaneous communication at the sentence level through a functional CLT approach, extended discourse competence will remain elusive without a focus on literacy, textual analysis, and written preparation of complex oral presentations using authentic L2 sources.  

When my students present, they do so with the aid of slides that contain only images but no written text. The memorization requirement has two learning objectives. First, students master the content that they will present and become “experts” on their mini topics. This heightened confidence through expertise reinforces autonomous, spontaneous communication skills while promoting the development of extended discourse competence. Second, students practice the accurate linguistic forms that both help them move toward native-like speech and galvanize the peer-driven Q&A sessions that follow each presentation. Presenters are graded on the quality, length, detail, and number of their questions and responses; from early on, they learn to ask questions that both generate and show evidence of critical thinking skills. By the end of the second year, the class can sustain discussions after each presentation that often exceed 20 minutes. I limit my role to recasting, rephrasing difficult exchanges, and facilitating the recall of prior knowledge so that students quickly learn to rely on each other by working together to produce meaningful, extensive output.

I spend most of the 9th grade year exploring narration with my students. Our studies include: 1. personal narratives (both “cradle to present day” and small moments); 2. fairy tales; 3. novelle,and 4. myths. Literary texts offer rich input and expose students to many styles of discourse while also providing content that allows them to engage in contemplative peer-to-peer discussions (Barrette et al. 217). I begin with narration in the early years because it is the style of literature my students know best in their L1. By starting with the familiar, I am better able to lead them into the realm of the unfamiliar when we later study poetry. As part of my research for this paper, I asked my 9th grade students to reflect on their experiences as part of their student-centered learning community. Prior to the reflection, they had just written and presented two large projects: the composition of an original fairy tale for which they had to select an Italian proverb as its moral, and an interview with someone from their grandparents’ generation. The goals of both projects were to: 1. gain a deeper understanding of narrative techniques; 2. provide focus on form opportunities centered on the use of the passato prossimo and the imperfetto, and 3. make stylistic decisions based on the narrative’s genre. Many learners reported presenting to be one of their favorite activities because they enjoy the supportive peer-to-peer exchange. They also said that fielding questions from classmates is often more challenging and rewarding than interacting with instructors because they feel more comfortable taking linguistics risks. 

Oral language production is vital to the learning process because it aids students in identifying knowledge gaps and encourages them to seek further information about their L2 (Swain, “Inseparability” 200). However, to achieve extended discourse competence, students must also be exposed to knowledge gaps during the written discourse planning stage so that they may “become more aware of the linguistic, rhetorical, and cognitive options available to them” (Kern, Literacy 61). In my experience, these L2 lacunae are especially salient, and learners feel motivated to fill them, when there is an intense desire to forge social connections in the classroom community. 

2. Sustained-Content Language Teaching/Instruction (SCLT/I)   

Most high school foreign language programs organize their curricula according to thematic units. Each year, learners study between six and ten units that focus on the language and vocabulary associated with specific themes and are asked to perform activities within the context of each theme. This technique exposes students to a wide range of vocabulary and grammatical forms but does not provide the linguistic depth needed for success in a literature course as much of the work is focused on grammatical practice at the sentence level. When texts are used, they are usually examined for surface level comprehension and mined for examples of the forms being studied. Because the themes change so often, learners cannot benefit from the textual and discursive redundancies that occur when a single theme is built upon over an extended period. 

One possible solution to this preparation gap lies in a subset of content-based instruction called sustained-content language teaching/instruction (SCLT/I), a form of instruction which focuses on a single theme over the length of a course while still maintaining language acquisition as a primary goal. SCLT/I offers “greater depth of treatment of the subject matter” while remaining accessible to students “at somewhat lower proficiency levels” (Bingham Wesche 11). My students readily adapted to SCLT/I because they were eager to infuse the language with a profundity that leads to deep interpersonal connections. Adolescents “often find in that second language . . . an outlet for all kinds of dreams and aspirations that they don’t find in their own language” (Kramsch and Gerhards 75). However, the instructor must cultivate this new channel of expression by providing multi-layered, content-rich texts that introduce the complex arguments, feelings, and ideas that both inspire and require students to produce the high-level oral and written output that leads to extended discourse competence. Furthermore, and most importantly, the texts must be linguistically complex and cognitively engaging while remaining manageable. For this reason, I turned to the 14-line Petrarchan sonnet. The Petrarchan sonnet contains 14 hendecasyllabic verses broken up into two quatrains which make up an octave. The octave follows a fixed ABBA ABBA rhyme scheme and is thematically separated from the second half of the work by la volta, a change in theme which occurs at the beginning of the ninth line. The second half of the work is made up of two tercets and follows varying rhyme schemes such as CDC DCD. The Petrarchan sonnet’s complexity can sustain a semester’s worth of study while its conciseness facilitates replication by students at the intermediate level. 

According to Harold Bloom, “The work of great poetry is to aid us to become free artists of ourselves . . . the art of reading poetry is an authentic training in the augmentation of consciousness” (29). Poetry not only creates the conditions for heightened consciousness but also places “demands on imaginative and affective engagement that, unlike the memorization of irregular verbs, vocabulary lists, and plot summaries, involves risk-taking” (Cranston 954-55). In other words, reading, writing, and discussing poetry is a highly engaging form of cognitive training that promotes linguistic growth through risk-taking. In preparation, students must first be given access points that teach them how to read poetry as this skill is often underdeveloped in L1. In my experience, students are most willing to engage in cognitive and linguistic risk-taking when they feel anchored by simple methods, most often in the form of steps. 

During the first semester of the 2018-2019 school year, as part of several initiatives involving the use of art in the classroom, I developed a 10-step method of art criticism based on Edmund Burke Feldman’s 4-step method which involves: description, analysis, interpretation, and judgement. The second semester was dedicated to the Petrarchan sonnet and included works by: Petrarch, Cecco Angiolieri, Bonagiunta Orbicciani, Vittoria Colonna, Tullia d’Aragona, Veronica Gambara, and Gaspara Stampa. One of my students, Emily Andriello, suggested creating a 10-step methodology for analyzing the sonnets similar to the one we used for art criticism. Many of my most effective methods are student-revised, if not student-generated, because they are insiders in the learning experience. Utilizing feedback from our class, we crafted the Paciaroni/Andriello 10-Step Method of Sonnet Analysis. The method, outlined below, is comprised of three phases—examination, analysis, and interpretation.

Paciaroni/Andriello 10-Step Method of Sonnet Analysis3 
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After the warm-up discussion, we read the poem together. Because the sonnets are not in modern Italian, I find it helpful to put the original text next to a paraphrase in modern Italian and read both.
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Guardate la prima quartina.
Qual ¢ una parola che potreste
utilizzare per descriverla?

Guardate la seconda quartina.
Qual ¢ una parola che potreste
utilizzare per descriverla?

Fate una domanda all’ottava.

Guardate la prima terzina.
Qual ¢ una parola che potreste
utilizzare per descriverla?

Guardate la seconda terzina.
Qual ¢ una parola che potreste
utilizzare per descriverla?

Fate una domanda alle due
terzine.

Learners organically acquire new vocabulary and sharpen
their analytical skills because they are asked to choose
only one word.

When sharing their words, students must give textual
support for their choice.

Students systematically learn to target keywords that
convey emotion. furthering L2 growth and stimulating
metacognitive development.

Students comfortably express both curiosity and
confusion when they ask questions directly to the sonnet,
not the teacher or their peers.

The class learns to identify the unifying theme presented
in the octave.

Students pay closer attention to /a volta; they can now
contrast words chosen for the second half of the poem
with those selected for the first.

Leamners demonstrate comprehension by both supporting
their choices with textual evidence and defending their
opinions against those of their classmates.

Learners improve their questioning techniques while
generating spontaneous, community-building,
collaborative dialogues.




The analysis phase demands a substantial amount of output on the part of the student, but the 10-step format provides valuable consistency. Paul D. Toth and Kara Moranski state that “as certain linguistic tools become frequently associated with particular acts of meaning-making, an ever-growing amount of familiar language can be utilized automatically and without conscious effort,” an assertion based on the work of psycholinguist N.C. Ellis (78). Over time, following the 10-step method frees up the components of students’ working memory associated with poetry analysis, allowing for L2 development in other areas. In addition, the method encourages students to comfortably express both curiosity and confusion when they ask questions directly to the sonnet, not the teacher or their peers, thereby promoting “an environment that is at once provocative and safe” (Cranston 955). For example, in reaction to Tullia d’Aragona’s “Qual vaga Filomela che fuggita,” one learner posed the question, “La gabbia rappresenta l’amore?” and later reflected that her inquiry could help to teach a life lesson about how love should not feel like a cage.
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During all three phases, students delighted in exploring the full expanse of human emotions in their L2, from euforia to depressione. As noted by David Hanauer, “learning a language is a significant, potentially life-changing, event [. . .] that involves the whole human being, beyond just intellectual abilities” (105). Evidence of students’ emerging wisdom can be found in their responses to Petrarch’s Benedetto sia ‘l giorno, which included: 1. “Certe cose valgono la sofferenza.” 2. “Non esistono emozioni positive senza emozioni negative.” 3. “Non puoi scappare dall’amore!” The 10-step method puts the whole student, who is ever-evolving in emotional complexity, at the center of the learning process. Poetry can be intimidating for students because, in contrast to narrative, they must acquire a different skill set in order to unpack the message and engage with the text. The 10-step method gave them an entry point into manageable L2 literature while promoting the linguistic, cognitive, and analytical development that leads to extended discourse competence. Once students gained an understanding of how to interpret and discuss the sonnets of well-known medieval and Renaissance poets, they applied their skills to the crafting of original works, an exercise that further enriched their L2 development by requiring them to create new representations of meaning.

3. La volta: The Passage from Reader to Author

We began our SCLT/I-based sonnet course by applying the 10-step method to the works of: Petrarch, Cecco Angiolieri, and Bonagiunta Orbicciani. While the discussions were student-centered, they were teacher-led. After that, in order to conduct a focus on the passato remoto, learners completed group research projects in which they had to tell the class about the colorful lives of Renaissance poetesses: Vittoria Colonna, Tullia d’Aragona, Veronica Gambara, and Gaspara Stampa. After each presentation, the groups led a 10-step analysis of one of their subject’s works. Their classmates, now more adept at sonnet analysis, had already read and interpreted the poems for homework following the 10-step method. The students generated some very lively L2 discussions because they were captivated by the poems’ powerful images, like eyes crying so much that they lose their ability to see. In addition, they considered themselves activists seeking further recognition for female writers’ contributions to the Italian literary canon.

After the exploration of the poetesses, each learner was given the task of choosing a sonnet from another group, treating it as if it were a proposta, and then writing an original risposta following the same rhyme scheme, as dictated by tradition. When the sonnets were presented to the class on slides, each line was accompanied by the image of a painting currently on view, in order to facilitate comprehension and spiral back to our SCLT/I-based study of art from the first semester. Many students chose to craft a risposta that included advice for the chosen poetess; a solution that evidenced both successful textual analysis and the ability to create new representations of meaning, two characteristics of reflective communication. Before each presentation, students analyzed their classmate’s original sonnet for homework following the 10-step method. This at home analysis served as an informal means of discourse planning which contributed to the fluidity, depth, and length of the learners’ in-class interactions.   
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Fig. 1. Verses from students’ original Petrarchan sonnets accompanied by famous works of art.
The class appreciated the unique experience of being able to analyze a poem together in the presence of the author and delighted in posing questions to him/her about the work. The discussions of original works were also a turning point in terms of literary analysis because having the author present allowed learners to truly grasp the separation between the io lirico and the poet. At the end of the semester, I was surprised to learn that most of the students wrote their sonnets with the 10 steps in mind. They wanted to ensure that their poems were accessible to their classmates so that they would enjoy reading and discussing the new works as much they appreciated engaging with those of the Renaissance poetesses. Just as effective oral communication and literacy skills are interdependent, so are written communication and textual analysis skills. Each student author held a discussion that lasted the full 42-minute class period with very little intervention on my part. Students’ interactions showed high-level critical thinking skills and were autonomous, spontaneous, and extensive. Later that year, many of them contacted me from college to say that they had placed into 300-level literature courses.

4. Closing Remarks
At the start of the second semester, I told my class that I was going to teach them to love poetry and was met with groans and eye rolls. Despite their initial diffidence, our study of the sonnets was a resounding favorite among the students, a personal victory in terms of linguistic and content learning objectives. In my opinion, the key to the course’s success lies in the nature of SCLT/I. In fact, I believe that there is a direct correlation between sustained content study and the ability to sustain discourse. Because we were able to study manageable material over an extended period, I was able to allocate sufficient time to all four of Kern’s literacy goals. To satisfy the meaningful immersion requirement, we learned about the lives of the poets and studied the periods, literary movements, and political climates during which they wrote. The 10-step method helped to provide instructor support and textual analysis training. These first three elements combined effectively with our project-based learning framework thereby aiding students in making new literary representations. Finally, the brevity of the literature made it highly accessible and understandable. The combination of these aspects translated into a solid foundation of extended discourse competence upon which students continue to build in college. 

In the final year of their L2 high school education, young people are learning not only how to speak about their thoughts and emotions but also how to reflect on what they are thinking and feeling with greater depth. One student told me that before taking this class, she did not understand the degree to which it was possible to express oneself in just 14 lines. She said that she was better able to map out her inner emotional world with each line and each verse that she read, wrote, discussed, and analyzed. The fixed form also fostered a self-motivated quest to find new words, and, as a result, vocabulary like introspettivo, appassionato, strazio, and bramare organically wove itself into daily classroom parlance.

In addition to learning to better categorize existing feelings, students relished exploring emotions about which they are curious but have not yet experienced. One such example is their reaction to the fifth verse of Gaspara Stampa’s “Dura è la stella mia,” in which the io lirico laments “Odio chi m’ama ed amo chi mi sprezza.” Many of my students have yet to feel true heartbreak, but most are familiar with the first pangs of love and welcome any opportunity to discuss all of its mysteries and nuances. Love of the unrequired variety takes the top rank on the list of compelling arguments and has been an invaluable motivator in terms of language acquisition. Students hunger to speak about themselves and their peers on a micro level, but poetry gives them an entry point into macro-conversations about the human condition so that they can contextualize their individual experiences. 

After years of experimenting with and developing my praxis and methods, the most valuable takeaway has been a true understanding of the L2 growth opportunities provided when deep, meaningful, and heavily nuanced student-generated interactions are the foundation of classroom culture. Daily life, which is comprised of hopes, goals, fantasies, love stories, disappointments, heartbreaks, and uncertainties is not only the stuff of great conversations but also great literature. The sonnets are the perfect introduction to a lifelong appreciation of L2 literature because their study facilitates discussion of all the previously mentioned themes while limiting the amount of text to be analyzed by the intermediate L2 learner. 

Many language programs and instructors emphasize the usefulness and practicality of a given L2 but rarely foreground its beauty (Kramsch and Gerhards 77). Poetry is not only captivating and accessible, it is beautiful. As Keats reminds us in the first line of Endymion, “A thing of beauty is a joy forever.” At the end of the 2018-2019 academic year, the students in this course presented some of our work on art and poetry at a school board meeting. Afterwards, we took questions from the audience. One community member asked, “How many of you plan to study Italian in college?” Every hand went up. Poetry, it seems, has been instrumental in ensuring that my students are well on their way to enjoying Italian forever thanks to those 14 magical lines.
Kelly Paciaroni

 THE GRADUATE CENTER, CUNY
ENDNOTES
1. In this paper, “intermediate” refers to course placement, and is not an assessment of ability which adheres to ACTFL’s definition.
2. All references to extended discourse competence are aligned with Richard Kern’s definition of the term. ACTFL defines extended discourse competence as characteristic of the superior level of language proficiency; Kern uses the term to describe a learner’s ability to navigate, think critically about, and sometimes produce, longer spoken and written texts while also considering meaning, genre, style, or intertextuality. Extended discourse competence, as defined by Kern, can be found in learners whose linguistic ability is assessed as below ACTFL’s superior level (Kern, “Question about Extended Discourse Competence”). 
3. English Translation of the Paciaroni/Andriello 10-Step Method of Poetry Analysis:

1. Who is/was the writer? What was the writer’s artistic formation? Is/was the writer part of a particular literary movement?

2. Read the first verse. In your opinion, what will the poem be about?

3. Look at the first quatrain. What is one word you could use to describe it – give a reason.

4. Look at the second quatrain. What is one word you could use to describe it – give a reason.

5. Ask a question to the octave – group of 8 lines.

6. Look at the first tercet. What is one word you could use to describe it – give a reason.

7. Look at the second tercet. What is one word you could use to describe it – give a reason.

8. Ask a question to the two tercets.

9. With your partners, summarize the sonnet in 2 sentences.

10. What is the central idea of the poem? Communicate the central idea in a sentence that has less than 10 words.
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Teaching and Learning the Italian Language through Literature, Art, and Emotions1
During my career as a teacher of Italian language and literature in US colleges, I realized that introducing artwork in classes of any level requires an extended amount of work and preparation, especially needed if one wants art used in class (whether it be a literary text, a painting or a sculpture, a song or an operatic aria) not to be just a prop for teaching grammar, but to become a content integral to the course, a “lived through process or experience” (Liaw 36) through and from which readers, viewers, and listeners find meaning. 

When instructors of world languages in US colleges decide or are required by curricular guidelines to introduce literature in their courses, they face a historic divide between the teaching of literature and that of languages, which is evident in the training of students who intend to become secondary school or college instructors. Some of them feel inadequate in teaching literature in their classes because their instruction has been based only on second language acquisition (SLA) and pedagogy, while others have a very strong background in literary analysis and theory but appear to lack training in teaching language or reading (Bernhardt 197, 206; Burnett and Fonder-Solano, “Teaching Literature” 461). Joanne Burnett and Leah Fonder-Solano discuss the dichotomy “language VS literature” from their respective academic trainings in literature and SLA and explore the differences that their preparation produced in their teaching in terms of pedagogical expectations, class organization, and practices. The authors also narrate and interpret how their encounter produced fruitful changes in their curricular and conceptual framework of language and literature classes (“Crossing the Boundaries”, “Teaching Literature”). 

The tendency of the last decade in L1, L2, and FL pedagogy suggests that the introduction of non-pedagogical material for teaching a language, that is, authentic literature, is beneficial for the improvement of content and language in language classes (Bingham Wesche 278). Ronald Carter points out the increasing importance of “the primary authenticity of literary texts” in “first, second and foreign language education” starting in the mid-eighties, and attributes this surge of interest in big part to the work of Chris Brumfit (12). Instead of seeing literature as a product to consume, or an unnecessary educational discipline, many instructors have started to consider works in prose and poetry as ways to convey knowledge, study, and analyze formal characteristics at their best (i.e., how an author writes a text, in order to give a model to advanced students). By accessing literature, students may be emotionally influenced and prompted to reflect on the unknown. Indeed, reading and writing promote a form of aesthetic experience that involves deep emotional responses, involvement, and social relationship (Liaw 43; Webster and Wolfe 32).

The first part of this essay will contextualize the teaching of literature through art by offering a very brief historical overview of the theoretical debate on the connection between the visual arts and literature. The focus will then be on the use of ekphrasis (which is traditionally explained as a verbal description of a piece of art and visual art) for pedagogical purposes in museums and post-secondary education. Finally, it will explore the use of emotions as a connective element between art and literature. The second part of the essay will describe and discuss the components illustrated and examined in an advanced class for MA TEP (Teacher Education Program) students in Italian entitled “Writing and Reading Workshop on Italian Literature, Art, and Film” that I devised and taught for the first time in this format at Hunter College in the spring of 2019. In this paper, I will only focus on the connection between Italian poetry and portraiture, leaving out the section on prose works and films, and I will also explore the pedagogical value of this connection while teaching literary works to advanced FL students. 

Part 1

1. Art and Literature, Art through Literature
Ekphrastic descriptions in poetry and prose of visual works of art are a staple of Western culture (suffice to remember Homer’s description of Achilles’ shield in the Iliad 18, 478-607, and Marcel Proust’s description of Elstir’s paintings in À l’ombre des jeunes filles en fleur). Discussions about the relationship between the visual arts and literature have engaged philosophers, writers, and artists since ancient times, and many have declared the superiority of either one or the other. Of interest in this essay is the nature of this relation. Alan Simpsons describes the relationship between the visual arts and literature as an “apparent paradox”: “(i) the arts rely on language for their meaning in so far as we can only share whatever may be communicated through the arts employing language, but (ii) language is a limited and incomplete means of description and cannot fully explain or replace the work of art” (48). Elizabeth Benjamin and Sophie Corser’s view of ekphrasis seems to moderate Simpson’s somewhat pessimistic view of language’s limits vis-à-vis visual arts. They argue that ekphrasis “evok[es] an image rather than presenting one, by keeping the artwork within the sphere of literature” (3). Combinations of image and text, continue the scholars, do not aim at refracting one medium through the other, but at balancing the two, thus promoting a process of adaptation (2-3).

The interaction of words and images that exist between visual and verbal works of art calls attention to the role that authors/artists and readers/viewers have in representing, evoking, imagining and rewriting them (3). The synergy between these actors can be expressed through the theories of reader-response and reception, which Jelena Bobkina and Svetlana Stefanova adopt to explain the importance of students’ active engagement with language learning (679). The connection between the visual arts and literary texts, which will be the focus of the second part of the essay, adds a further layer in the relationship artist/writer and viewer/reader. I argue that this relation can be reinforced not only with the use of ekphrasis but also by exploring the emotions that artworks elicit in the reader/viewer and those that artists/writers intended to evoke in their viewers/readers when they created their artworks. 

2. Pedagogical Uses of Visual Arts in Museums and Classrooms

Since the beginning of the twentieth century, educators of museums and galleries in New York and the US have offered their patrons information, ideas and interpretations of the works of art housed in their institutions. In recent decades, museum educators like Rika Burnham, at the Frick Collection in New York City, and Elliot Kai-Kee, at the J. Paul Getty Museum in Los Angeles, have proposed and successfully implemented a practice of interpreting and appreciating art. The experiential dimension of focusing one’s powers of observation on the colors, lines, space, volume, and light of an artwork is coupled with the circulation of ideas among patrons and with the museum educator. The museum educator plays the role of a facilitator, produces a creative dialogue where viewers become active participants and interpreters of art instead of being passive recipients of historical and stylistic information (Burnham and Kai-Kee). Students of all ages and levels go to museums not only to educate their eyes to different forms of art but also to be active viewers. Their observations are shaped and enriched by their individual, social, and cultural experiences that they have accumulated in their lives. 

Teachers of L2 use art at all levels and for different purposes. Students can access works of visual art immediately, respond to them emotionally, and make connections with their own life experiences, and with other forms of art such as literature (Knapp 20). When teaching Italian at the introductory level, I use art to review or introduce colors, food, or grammatical elements, but also to talk about the characters in the painting, their interactions, and the emotions they may convey. With advanced level students, I visit the Metropolitan Museum of Art to show the development of the idea of Renaissance portrait by focusing on specific parts of the painting (facial expressions, gazes, and hands). Students are invited to express their opinions on the painting, after reading historical and cultural information about the period and the artist. Finally, with students at the MA level, I focus on paintings whose ekphrastic description we read in literary works, like the narrative that Isabella d’Este gives of the portrait of her grandmother Isabella of Clermont and her two children painted by the Italian artist Colantonio in Maria Bellonci’s Rinascimento privato (223-26).2 We created our own narrative based on a careful description and interpretation of the painting done in class, and then compared it with the account that Isabella tells in her musing about the portrait of her grandmother. 

This last activity inspired me to teach Italian poetry through some of the Renaissance portraits housed at the Frick Collection, by focusing on the emotions couched in the paintings and those elicited in the students by the works of art. Following Schumann’s studies of emotions and their relations with motivation in language learning,3 I developed pedagogical activities to teach literature through art to enact emotions. I was also inspired by what John Dewey defines as the aesthetic experience and by Wolfgang Iser’s reader-response theory as elaborated by Louise Rosenblatt. Both scholars insist on the importance of the social dimension for students’ learning within the classroom and in the world at large.4 

Part 2

1. Writing and Reading Workshops in Italian at the Master’s Level 

Most of the students who decide to embark on a Master’s program in Italian at Hunter College do it because they want to become high school teachers of Italian. While taking courses with faculty members in the Italian program, they also attend classes at the School of Education. Many of them need to improve their speaking, reading, and writing skills in Italian. The writing and reading workshop I taught in the spring 2019 had three learning outcomes. By the end of the semester students were expected to 1) use and 2) operate with the tools necessary to interpret and understand verbal media (paintings and cinema) they had studied during the semester by writing short analytical and creative essays; 3) integrate the three media (literature, painting, and cinema) in a cohesive way through a final oral presentation. I decided to employ visual arts as a site for experiential learning as well as to evoke emotions in my students. 

2. The Story 

After conducting the first class in person, during which I explained the content of the course and students’ requirements, I led the following four sessions remotely, through the platform BlackBoard, where I posted weekly assignments and offered regular feedback. The remote classes were devoted to the study of the Renaissance portrait. Students read the sections “Portraiture” and “Presentation of Self and Family in the Home,” which are sections of the entry “Presentation of Self” on the webpage Italian Renaissance Learning Resources and became familiar with the concept of ekphrasis. Students also read Italo Calvino’s Lezioni americane, focusing on the categories of lightness, quickness, exactitude, visibility, and multiplicity. As a written assignment, students used what they had learned online, and they employed two of Calvino’s categories to describe themselves or another person as if portrayed by a Renaissance painter. One student’s ekphrasis described a young woman in profile, in the dark, with a small lamp that projects a ray of light on her dark hair, face, and eyes. 

The second week of class, students became acquainted with the Frick Collection by watching an introductory video to the museum available on the institution’s website5 and by visiting on their own the museum. Students paid particular attention to the room called “Living Hall,” which houses some notable Renaissance portraits. The written assignment consisted in choosing two of the portraits installed in the “Living Hall,” and writing an imagined dialogue between the characters represented in the paintings. Students also had to describe two emotions evoked by the portraits and apply one of Calvino’s categories in their writings. 

Several students decided to create a dialogue between the portraits of Thomas Moore and Thomas Cromwell by Hans Holbein the Younger. This written exercise allowed the class to get acquainted with a crucial period of British history and to dramatize it according to their emotional filters. By searching for information on the characters depicted in Holbein the Younger’s two portraits, students learned about the animosity that existed between the two historical figures, who played a central political role during the reign of Henry VIII in England. I posted edited versions of each student’s assignments on BlackBoard, and encouraged them to give feedback and ideas to their classmates on how to improve their writing. One student wrote that she had experienced pain, confusion, and fear while looking at the portrait of Thomas Moore:

Quando guardo il dipinto in cui si trova Sir Thomas Moore provo dolore … mi sono sentita confusa e mi sono anche un po’ spaventata. Il suo sguardo insicuro e cattivo e la sua postura nel dipinto dimostrano un lato oscuro del suo carattere e secondo me questo succede forse anche per il modo in cui il pittore lo ha dipinto.6 

For the third week of class students read two chapters of Anne Higonnet’s A Museum of One’s Own: Private Collecting, Public Gifts, which offer a history of private art collections in the US, among which the Frick Collection, researched on the life, major works and painting style of one of the painters whose portraits are exhibited in the “Living Hall,” and posted their findings on BlackBoard.

During the fourth week we visited the “Living Hall” together and with the help of Caitlin Henningsen, Associate Museum Educator (who received her training in the pedagogical theory and practice of Rika Burnham), we spent more than an hour observing two paintings by Titian, The Portrait of a Man in a Red Cap (ca. 1510) and Pietro Aretino (ca. 1537).

	[image: image8.jpg]



	[image: image9.jpg]




	Fig. 1. Titian. Portrait of a Man in a Red Cap. ca. 1510, The Frick Collection, New York.
	Fig. 2. Titian. Pietro Aretino. ca. 1537, The Frick Collection, New York. 


Students made fascinating observations about the portraits, based on the knowledge they had acquired in the previous classes, their observation of the paintings, and the “close look” method performed by the educator. Students’ appreciation of lines, shapes, space, texture, and colors, through which they were invited to read the paintings, allowed them to better express their individual emotions vis-à-vis the character in the portrait and the emotions that the painter intended to evoke with his painting, which often were not the same. The visit created also a strong sense of community, which was evident when several classmates decided to continue the visit to the museum on their own. 

Following the footsteps of Natalie Hess, who states that “a poem can be used as a vehicle for thought, and as an instrument for shaping language” (19), I introduced a selection of Italian poems to the class. The reader from Francesco d’Assisi to Alda Merini that I had composed included poems by Francesco Petrarca, Gaspara Stampa, Giacomo Leopardi, Salvatore Quasimodo, Eugenio Montale, and Amelia Rosselli. I made my selection based on what I describe as a “portrait-like” dimension: in these poems, the lyrical “I” gives a physical, moral or psychological description of himself or herself, or of another character. As a written assignment, students chose two poems from the reader, and wrote an essay, in which they described the emotions evoked by the poems. Students also had to reflect on the difference between the emotions they felt while reading a poem and looking at a painting. In her response, one student commented on Giacomo Leopardi’s L’infinito and A se stesso, whose terms “amaro,” “brutto,” “spento,” and “ascoso” evoked in her the emotions of sadness, pain and melancholy. She also wrote that the immediacy of the painting, with the visibility of the sitter’s physical and facial features, and of the surrounding space, helped her identify her emotional response faster than when she read a poem, whose content she found sometimes difficult to understand and to relate to on an emotional level. Finally, students chose one of the paintings from the “Living Hall” and placed it in dialogue with one of the poems they had read. One student who chose to pair Montale’s poem “Ho sceso dandoti il braccio almeno un milione di scale,” with Titian’s Portrait of a Man in a Red Cap, found a correspondence between the tone of Montale’s poem and the atmosphere of Titian’s portrait. Both seem to be lost in their memories and to be melancholic. But, unlike the young man in Titian’s portrait, the lyrical “I” of the poem lost hope. As the student felt more sadness reading the poem than looking at the painting, she concluded that while the latter captures a moment, the poem represents the passing of time and its effects on the reader through its structural elements. In doing so, she also described the tension between visual and verbal arts that Lessing highlighted in his treatise Laocoön: 

[I]l giovane nel ritratto sembra essere in attesa di qualcosa o qualcuno; non ha perso speranza . . . solo quello della poesia si è rassegnato alla perdita del suo amato indimenticabile. Perciò, sentivo più tristezza dalla poesia che dal ritratto. Mentre il quadro cattura un momento, una poesia può rappresentare, attraverso i suoi elementi narrativi, il movimento del tempo ed i suoi effetti sulla soggettività. 

This activity meant to make students aware of the different way emotions are experienced when observing a painting or reading a poem because of the verbal and visual media.

The study of Italian poetry continued for several weeks, during which we analyzed the metrical forms of some medieval and early modern poems in the reader (lauda and sonetto). Once we analyzed the metrics, the rhetorical figures, and the images evoked in some canonical verse forms, students analyzed Amelia Rosselli’s “Una tua faccia ha sì contorni umani,” a poem about the ephemeral and erratic nature of a lover’s affection, and Alda Merini’s “Se avess’ io,” in which the poet describes the contrast between her desire to express love in a light and joyful way and her realization that her creative essence is housed in a body heavy with pain and memories. Students received the following guidelines to analyze the poem:

1. What is the subject of the poem? What does it 

narrate?

2. To whom is it addressed?

3. Which emotions does the poem evoke and how? 

4. Identify the rhymes, the rhetorical figures, and the 

overall structure of the poem.

5. Study the terms used by the poet to convey a 
specific emotion. 

6. Study the images used by the poet to convey a
particular emotion. 

7. Look for and upload on BlackBoard a painting that 

evokes in you at least one of the emotions that you felt while reading the two poems.
Students pointed out the difference in the portrayal of a love relationship in both poems, in terms of lexicon, structure, and images. Some experienced emotions of disappointment and horror while reading Rosselli’s poem and linked it to Munch’s painting The Scream, while others felt fear and anxiety and connected the same poem to another of Munch’s paintings, The Vampire. Some felt joy in reading Merini’s poem and paired it with Matisse’s painting La Danse, while others felt nostalgia and sadness at the loss of lightness that comes with aging and thought of the painting What Warms the Soul? by contemporary Kazakh artist, Moussin Irjan, which depicts a young woman whose face is partially covered by her hair, clasping herself as to protect her body from the cold. 

For the final creative assignment on poetry and portraits students wrote a sonnet taking as a model Petrarch’s canonical sonnets. What follows is a terzina by a student who wrote a sonnet inspired by Titian’s Portrait of a Man on a Red Cap:

Un giovane innamorato dell’amore

sente il silenzio di ogni rumore,

trafitto, come Eco da Narciso. 

Students’ sonnets conveyed specific emotions that one of the paintings at the Frick Collection evoked in them: disgust, love, humiliation, hope, sadness, anger, shame. Students wrote very compelling and sophisticated sonnets, two of which were read by their authors and enthusiastically received by the public at the annual poetry reading organized by the Romance Languages Department. Before performing their poems in front of a larger audience, students uploaded the sonnets into BlackBoard for constructive comments and criticism from their classmates, thus making the activity a collaborative effort. Two students wrote sonnets inspired by Holbein the Young’s Thomas Moore, which is next to Holbein the Young’s Portrait of Thomas Cromwell in the “Living Hall.”
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	Fig. 3. Holbein, Hans the Younger. Thomas Moore. 1527, The Frick Collection, New York.
	Fig. 4. Holbein, Hans the Younger. Thomas Cromwell. 1532-33, The Frick Collection, New York.


Given that the installation of paintings in this space is still the one that Henry Clay Frick  (the founder of the collection) originally established, the students were struck by the fact that the portrait of Moore is in close proximity to that of Cromwell, who masterminded the demise and capital execution of Moore during the reign of Henry VIII. One student wrote a sonnet in which she tried to convey the betrayal, shame, and humiliation that she thought Moore might have felt while watching Holbein the Younger’s portrait:

La mia anima soffre e scende

in silenzio delusa e colpita,

resto con una profonda ferita

dalle trappole che la vita estende,

e il percorso ingiusto che prende

perciò la mia vita è finita

la mia reputazione sparita

questo mio destino mi offende.

Questa mia debolezza è nata

per svegliarmi da un brutto sogno

dove ero perso per molto tempo,

con la mia dignità calpestata

sono sepolto in questa vergogna 

che mi fa compagnia nel frattempo.

The numerous assignments on paintings and poetry constituted the basis for the final oral presentation, which included the students’ creations, and a picture that somebody else took of them in the style of a Renaissance portrait, to which they attached a verse or prose piece of their inventions.7 By asking another person to take a photograph of them as sitters, students had to show their knowledge of the main elements of a Renaissance portrait (posture of the head and hands, gaze, ornaments, and headgear) with which they had become familiar during their visit to the Frick Collection. In this final exercise, they allowed another person to represent them, who was able to emphasize certain aspects of their identities through light, colors and frame.

Conclusions

When I asked students to give their informal feedback on the course, they unanimously proposed fewer classes remotely, as they liked the sense of community they had experienced with their classmates and the teacher during in-person sessions. They enjoyed writing creatively, when given a structure as a model. 

Students immediately put to use the terms they had acquired through the study of Renaissance portraiture and of Italian poetry by creating an ekphrastic description of themselves as a portrait and by writing poems inspired by famous paintings housed at the Frick Collection (as seen above). MA students who were already teaching in secondary schools used some of the pedagogical tools acquired in this class and adapted them in language and culture/literature units with positive results. They successfully reproduced written sonnets expressing the emotions they felt viewing Renaissance portraits. They used the knowledge acquired during the class as a source of information, and as a creative trigger that helped them to write in prose and in verse about emotions that they felt in relation to visual and literary works of art. One student who is a professional opera singer wrote:
Sono molto contenta che sto diventando sempre più una poetessa nella mia vita quotidiana. Stranamente, scrivendo e leggendo le poesie ha scintillato una creatività poetica in me che serve molto: nella mia musica, nella lettura dei libretti, nei miei post su facebook (!!) e nell’altro corso su Petrarca. La sfida di aver scritto un sonetto la settimana scorsa mi ha dato la voglia di scrivere altre poesie.

By talking about emotions represented in the visual and verbal media students learned how to detect them in works of art and how to explore their own through class discussions, creative writing, and paintings. They also created a community by commenting their writings posted on the academic platform BlackBoard. Students lived an aesthetic experience not only as individuals in relation to a text or a painting, but also as a community, in and out of the classroom. My experience with this class confirms the position that many experts held vis-à-vis the importance of the interaction between reading and writing, that is, reading complex literary texts contributes in an essential way to students’ interpretive skills and improves their empathic dimension towards the emotional and imaginative dimension of literature (Hirvela 117). Asking students to experience emotions in this layered way (through painting, poetry and their own creative writing) allows them to create an empathic relationship with the work of art while appreciating the difference in which emotions manifest themselves through different media. Creating an empathic connection with art gives students the confidence to create an interchange between the model (the poem or the painting) and their creative writing, in which they communicate emotions. Benjamin and Corser write that “[t]he relationship [between visual and verbal arts] prompts evaluations, and therefore a self-consciousness of both or either medium. The interaction of literature and art is therefore inherently critical, even theoretical” (2). Students became authors who evaluated and reappraised the poems they had read, and also created original “transactions”, to use Rosenblatt’s term (4-7), while comparing the poems to the paintings, which inspired them to write their own poetry and express emotions.

Monica Calabritto
HUNTER COLLEGE AND THE       GRADUATE CENTER, CUNY
ENDNOTES
1 My sincere thanks go to the editors of this issue, whose comments and suggestions helped me improve this essay significantly.

2 The portrait of Isabella of Clermont and her children is part of a large altarpiece that Colantonio painted on the life of Saint Vincent Ferrer for the Church of San Pietro Martire in Naples in the second half of the fifteenth century.

3 Paolo Balboni discusses the notion of motivation in teaching Italian literature to international students by elaborating on John H. Schumann’s model of stimulus appraisal L2 pedagogy (9). Schumann argues that the human brain appraises certain stimuli based on five elements, identified by psychologist Klaus Scherer as “novelty, intrinsic pleasantness, goal/need significance, coping potential, and norm/self-compatibility” (21). A person’s stimulus appraisal system adapts itself to the society values in which she lives, including her preference or aversion for a foreign language. If the appraisal is positive, it creates an “incentive motive” in the student to learn a language (22). 

4 Rosenblatt writes that “[t]eachers and pupils in the classroom are transacting with one another and the school environment: their context broadens to include the whole institutional, social, and cultural environment” (12). 

5 “Introduction to the Frick Collection.”
6 When I transcribed this composition and others that students had written, I decided to keep the minor mistakes for authenticity purposes. 

7 I borrow the idea of the portrait picture from Maria Loh, a colleague in Art History at Hunter College, who successfully used it in her art history classes. 
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A Medieval Love Story: The Lisabetta da Messina Novella in the Italian Language Class

When interpreting an oral or written text, listeners and readers use different cognitive processes that can be summarized in top-down and bottom-up processing of information (Brandl; Menn and Dronkers). “Top-down” means using previous linguistic, social and pragmatic knowledge to decode a message. For example, individuals are able to predict a word or sequence of words without reading or listening to the entire utterance because they know what to expect in a given context (Menn and Dronkers 90). Conversely, “bottom-up” denotes the decoding process starting with sounds and letters progressing up to words, chunks of words, phrases, and sentences, in order to reconstruct meaning. Foreign language students tend to rely highly on bottom-up processing, as they usually lack cultural (social, historical, pragmatic) knowledge (90). 

The novella Lisabetta da Messina may pose two major interpretation problems to students. First, it may be hard for them to read the text using their grammatical knowledge (bottom-up processing) because of the discrepancy between premodern and contemporary Italian morpho-syntax. Second, their interpretation of the novella may also be impaired by the cultural distance between Boccaccio’s era and their own context (top-down processing). For example, contrary to contemporary Italian syntactic sequence SVO (Subject Verb Object), the auxiliary verb “erano” has been omitted in the coordinate clause “e assai ricchi uomini rimasi” (Dec. IV.5. 4), while the past participle “rimasi” has been placed at the end of the clause, according to Boccaccio’s Latin-based syntax: SOV (Subject Object Verb). Moreover, if the readers ignore the fact that women were under the control of men in the Middle Ages, they may have a distorted understanding of Lorenzo’s murder perpetrated by Lisabetta’s brothers. The readers’ context of interpretation (the time in which they read the story, their social and cultural norms) is not sufficient to decode the semantic meaning because it ignores the particular cultural conditions in which Boccaccio wrote his Decameron. In fact, as Umberto Eco maintains, every generation reads literary works differently (Sulla letteratura 11). Therefore, the student’s reading can be facilitated through the manipulation of morpho-syntax and the contextualization of utterances according to the author’s temporal, spatial, social, political, and religious parameters. 

The correct interpretation of a discourse is strictly connected to the cultural context in which the text was created (Kramsch, Language and Culture, Context and Culture; Spencer-Oatey and Žegarac; Szende; Todorov), since the author is also influenced by their own culture when writing a text. On the other hand, when reading a text, the readers apply their own encyclopedic knowledge (knowledge of the world) (Croft and Cruse 80) and socio-cultural background (remembered experiences and knowledge) (103). Concordant interpretation can occur only when the author and reader share a singular understanding, created in their minds through references to their respective contexts, which Claire Kramsch calls “pragmatic coherence” (Language and Culture 28). Students should therefore undertake research on Boccaccio’s life and works, as well as women’s social conditions in the medieval period, in order to gain a better understanding of the novella. This paper will suggest a number of listening and reading strategies to approach Boccaccio’s story and to help students process and contextualize the input.

The following pedagogical unit will show how to integrate Lisabetta da Messina in an Italian language class. It is addressed to college students at the advanced level,1 according to ACTFL proficiency levels.2 The unit will comprise six to seven class hours plus extra time for homework. At the end of the unit, students will be able to 1. interpret, analyze, narrate and compose a novella in an academic context through the identification of syntactic clauses and the categorization of the syntactic constituents, extrapolating and elaborating information; 2. discuss the socio-cultural aspects related to love in fourteenth-century society; 3. critique and compare them with the current concepts of love from a cross-cultural perspective.3 The unit will be broken down into the phases proposed by Paolo Balboni (Le sfide di Babele 151-53): globality, analysis, synthesis, and reflection.

1. Globality Phase

The globality phase consists in approaching the text holistically. It includes brainstorming activities and multiple listening as well as reading tasks. Because listening to the whole novella at once implies multiple cognitive efforts, it may be frustrating, and, consequently, demotivating to students. To keep students focused, it is more appropriate to break down the listening into six steps followed by comprehension tasks: 1. the novella’s rubric (the initial summary); 2. Filomena’s introduction to the narration; 3. the presentation of the mercantile family up to 4. Lorenzo’s murder; 5. Lisabetta digging up Lorenzo’s head and returning home; 6. Lisabetta burying Lorenzo’s head in the basil pot, and her eventual death. Each passage can be played multiple times as necessary. A useful web-based tool for the listening activities is the Decameron audiobook hosted by Liber Liber open source, as the professional performance contributes to the interpretation of the textual meaning through highly expressive prosody.

Having students first read through the comprehension questions will prepare them for interpretation of the listening passage, since questions contain meaningful information (keywords, chunks, and syntactic structures) that activate contextual expectations. Therefore, the instructor should ensure that students fully understand the questions, because misunderstanding may cause frustration and/or an unsuccessful accomplishment of the task. After each listening session, students will report back to class, and the instructor will give feedback.

First Session

In the first session, the instructor motivates students through brainstorming activities that prompt their previous encyclopedic knowledge. While displaying pictures of Boccaccio (fig. 1) and the brigata (fig. 2), the instructor sets the stage for the content of the pedagogical unit and asks students general questions about the author and the Decameron. This activity can be performed in plenum, or in pairs.  
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	Fig. 2. Waterhouse, John William. A Tale from the Decameron. 1916, Lady Lever Art Gallery, Liverpool.

	Fig. 1. Morghen, Raffaello. Giovanni Boccaccio. Detail. 1822, British Museum, London.
	


	1.
	Conoscete il personaggio nella prima foto?

	2.
	Come si chiama?

	3.
	In che periodo è vissuto?

	4.
	Descrivete i personaggi nella seconda foto. Secondo voi, che cosa fanno?

	5.
	Che cos’è il Decameron?



The instructor will then draw the students’ attention to the subject of Boccaccio’s novella by having them formulate hypotheses on Jean Mansel’s illustration (fig. 3) in peer work. Cooperative learning is highly beneficial in this context for two major reasons. First, it helps lower student anxiety, since working directly with the instructor may cause feelings of uneasiness and apprehension which may hinder acquisition (Krashen, Principles and Practice 31). Second, it contributes to sharing and creating knowledge among students, who work together to reach an objective while solving linguistic problems (Balboni, Fare educazione linguistica 27-28).
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	Fig. 3. Mansel, Jean. Lorenzo viene ucciso dai fratelli di Lisabetta. Lisabetta nasconde la testa dell’amato in un vaso. 1430-1450, MS, Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal, Paris.



 A gruppi di tre fate un’ipotesi sul contenuto, il periodo e il luogo a cui si riferisce l’immagine (fig. 3) e spiegate perché siete arrivati alla vostra ipotesi. Poi confrontatevi con il resto della classe. 

This task will be followed by a composition activity. 

 A coppie, create una brevissima storia basata sulle ipotesi relative all’immagine (fig. 3) che avete formulato precedentemente. Poi presentatela alla classe. 

Students will listen to the rubric, answer true/false questions, give a title to the rubric, and compare this with their stories. 

Primo ascolto: ascoltate la rubrica (il riassunto iniziale) della novella e decidete se le affermazioni sono vere o false. Poi leggete la rubrica e verificate. 
	1.
	I fratelli di Lisabetta uccidono il suo amante.
	V/F

	2.
	L’amante sogna Lisabetta nella terra.
	V/F

	3.
	Lisabetta disseppellisce la testa dell’amante.
	V/F

	4.
	Lisabetta piange ogni giorno sul vaso di basilico.
	V/F

	5.
	Lisabetta si lascia morire di dolore, perché i fratelli non portano via il vaso di basilico.
	V/F


 Adesso rileggete la rubrica e pensate a un titolo adeguato. Poi confrontate la vostra storia con la rubrica e discutete delle somiglianze o delle differenze.

For homework, students will be assigned a research project on Boccaccio’s biography, the Decameron, and the Middle Ages, to be conducted in pairs or small groups and posted in a forum. Each group will focus on a specific subject, so as to collect as much information as possible. In order to facilitate students’ work, a list of questions may be appropriate.

	1.
	Riassumete la biografia di Giovanni Boccaccio.

	2.
	Descrivete l’ambiente storico e culturale in cui è nato e cresciuto.

	3.
	Quali opere ha composto?

	4.
	Come si struttura il Decameron?


This forum activity will give students the opportunity to share the collected information with their classmates, while the instructor will be able to give feedback on the content. The goal of this assignment is to present the context of cultural production in which Boccaccio composed his Decameron, and to facilitate the students’ interpretation of the novella. 

Second Session

The second lesson will be dedicated to a listening session for the novella itself, which will begin with the introduction to the novella, followed by a true/false statement activity and multiple-choice questions. Listening to and grasping the language of Boccaccio’s novella is not an easy task, even for Italian natives. However, it represents an initial approach to the overall comprehension of the text, in order to facilitate the subsequent reading activity. Indeed, the situational context presented through the listening comprehension questions, along with the voice acting, pitch, rhythm, tempo, and sentence stress and intonation, contribute to the decodification of the content, since “prosody . . . convey[s] information about the structure and meaning of an utterance” (Nordquist). In addition, the listening exercise evokes the oral narration performed by the members of the brigata, who fled Florence to escape the 1348 plague, instead spending their time in the countryside narrating stories to one another.

Secondo ascolto: ascoltate l’introduzione alla novella e decidete chi la racconta.

	1.
	Elissa

	2.
	Filomena

	3.
	Gerbino


 Adesso leggete l’introduzione e verificate la vostra risposta precedente. Poi confrontatevi con il resto della classe.

Terzo ascolto: ascoltate la seconda parte della novella e decidete se le seguenti affermazioni sono vere o false. Poi discutetene con gli altri compagni.

	1.
	La novella è ambientata a Messina.
	V/F

	2.
	Lisabetta appartiene a una ricca famiglia di mercanti.
	V/F

	3.
	Lisabetta è innamorata di Lorenzo, ma Lorenzo non ricambia il suo amore.
	V/F


Quarto ascolto: ascoltate la terza parte della novella e a coppie scegliete la risposta giusta.
	1.
	Una notte,
	a. mentre Lisabetta va da Lorenzo, viene scoperta da uno dei fratelli.

b. Lorenzo va da Elisabetta e viene scoperto da uno dei fratelli.

c. Lisabetta va a trovare Lorenzo e il fratello non se ne accorge.

	2.
	Il fratello passa la notte
	a. annoiato.

b. muto.

c. a riflettere sull’accaduto.

	3.
	Il fratello
	a. non racconta nulla di Lisabetta e Lorenzo agli altri fratelli.

b. racconta a Lisabetta e Lorenzo di averli visti.

c. racconta di Lisabetta e Lorenzo agli altri fratelli.

	4.
	I fratelli decidono di
	a. comportarsi come se non sapessero nulla e aspettano un momento migliore per risolvere la questione.

b. non agire perché hanno paura del danno alla propria reputazione.

c. non fare nulla per salvare la reputazione della sorella.

	5.
	
	a. Lorenzo finge di voler andare fuori città per divertimento con i fratelli e questi lo uccidono. Poi tornano nella loro azienda e raccontano di aver mandato Lorenzo in un altro luogo per affari.

b. I fratelli fingono di voler andare fuori città per divertimento con Lorenzo e lo uccidono. Poi tornano nella loro azienda e raccontano di aver mandato Lorenzo in un altro luogo per affari.

c. I fratelli mandano Lorenzo in un altro luogo per affari. Poi fingono di voler andare fuori città per divertimento con lui e lo uccidono.


As a homework assignment, students will be required to read parts two and three of the novella, and complete a given grid with the names, characteristics, and roles of the main characters. The goal is to help students decode the meaning of the discourse by making associations between the listening exercises and the written material.

Third Session

In the third session, students will be asked to listen to the fourth excerpt of the novella and put the summary in the correct sequence. The prior narrative events should help students predict the rest of the story and facilitate the performance of their task. For example, Lorenzo’s slaughter generates assumptions in the students’ minds with respect to Lisabetta’s reaction: she may wonder why her lover does not return and grow very sad. Therefore, given their knowledge of the previous passages, students should now be able to formulate hypotheses about the ending of the story.

Quinto ascolto: il seguente riassunto non è in ordine cronologico. Leggetelo, ascoltate la quarta parte della novella e dopo mettete il riassunto in ordine cronologico. Poi confrontatevi con il resto della classe. L’esercizio è avviato.

	▢
	Qui trovò il corpo dell’amante.

	▢
	Una notte, Lisabetta piangendo si addormentò e le venne in sonno Lorenzo.

	▢
	La mattina seguente Lisabetta si alzò e insieme alla fante andò nel luogo dove era seppellito Lorenzo.

	▢
	Non potendo portare via tutto il corpo, con un coltello gli tagliò la testa, che portò a casa.

	1.
	Lisabetta, non vedendo tornare Lorenzo, chiedeva insistentemente di lui ai fratelli.

	▢
	Lorenzo le disse che non poteva tornare perché i suoi fratelli lo avevano ucciso. Così, indicatole il luogo dove era sepolto, sparì.

	▢
	Uno dei fratelli un giorno la rimproverò per questo. Ella, allora, triste e addolorata, lo aspettava nella sua dimora, piangendo e pregandolo di far ritorno.


Substantial studies have shown that words are learned in context and that meaning is created through the intertwining of multiple factors such as senses, perception, environment, and context (Menn and Dronkers 80). Providing students with multiple media will enhance both the coding and decoding of meaning, resulting in a better memorization and retrieval process. Moreover, contrary to words, images deliver a whole sentence meaning (Metz 65). Therefore, they can contribute to the interpretation of a written text. Having students view and describe Hunt’s painting (fig. 4) will facilitate the performance of the next fill-in-the-gap task, since the picture illustrates the core of Boccaccio’s novella. 
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Fig. 4. Hunt, William Holman. Isabella and the Pot of Basil. 1867, Private Collection. 
Through the following matching activity, students will become familiar with new vocabulary that will help them interpret the last excerpt, since they will be able to better predict the missing words.

	1.
	rinchiusasi
	a
	pianta profumata dalle foglie verdi

	2.
	testo
	b
	si ammalò

	3.
	drappo
	c
	molto profumato

	4.
	bassilico
	d
	chiusa dentro

	5.
	piagnere
	e
	chiedere

	6.
	odorifero
	f
	chiedere qualcosa indietro

	7.
	vicini
	g
	vaso di terracotta per piante

	8.
	dí
	h
	mettere sotto terra

	9.
	richiese
	i
	una stoffa pesante

	10.
	infermò
	l
	giorno

	11.
	adimandare
	m
	persone che abitano nello stesso quartiere

	12.
	sotterrata
	n
	piangere, versare lacrime


	1.
	2.
	3.
	4.
	5.
	6.
	7.
	8.
	9.
	10.
	11.
	12.

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


The final listening fill-in-the-gap activity will require linguistic, morpho-syntactic, and socio-pragmatic knowledge, as students will have to choose the appropriate word based on the fitting situational context. The morpho-syntax of the novella may be too complex for the students to interpret. To facilitate the students’ comprehension, the original text has, therefore, been abridged. In fact, according to Krashen’s Input Hypothesis, acquisition takes place when input is slightly above students’ interlanguage (foreign language competence) (Principles and Practice 21, Explorations 4). Input should also be comprehensible: students should be able to comprehend most of the text even if they do not know all the vocabulary (Principles and Practice 63-64, Explorations 5). For this reason, the following excerpt has been adapted according to students’ competence.   

Sesto ascolto: leggete questo passo ridotto relativo alla quinta parte della novella, poi ascoltate la quinta parte e completate gli spazi vuoti con le parole dell’esercizio precedente. Infine confrontatevi con il resto della classe.

Quivi con questa testa nella sua camera ____________, sopra essa lungamente e amaramente pianse. ... Poi prese un grande e un bel ____________, di questi ne’ quali si pianta la persa o il basilico, e dentro la vi mise fasciata in un bel ____________; e poi messavi sú la terra, sú vi piantò parecchi piedi di bellissimo ____________ salernetano .... E per usanza aveva preso di sedersi sempre a questo testo vicina e ... cominciava a ____________, e per lungo spazio, tanto che tutto il basilico bagnava, piagnea.
Il basilico ... divenne bellissimo e ____________ molto; e servando la giovane questa maniera del continuo [= continuamente], più volte da’ suoi ____________ fu veduta. Li quali, ... disser [ai fratelli]: “Noi ci siamo accorti che ella ogni ____________ tiene la cotal maniera.” Il che udendo i fratelli e accorgendosene ..., nascosamente da lei fecero portar via questo testo; il quale non ritrovando ella con grandissima instanzia [= con molta insistenza] molte volte ____________, e non essendole renduto, non cessando il pianto e le lagrime, ____________ .... I giovani si maravigliavan forte di questo ____________, e per ciò vollero vedere che [= che cosa] dentro vi fosse; e versata la terra, videro il drappo e in quello la testa ... di Lorenzo. Di che essi si maravigliaron forte e temettero non questa cosa [= che questa cosa] si risapesse: e ____________ quella, senza altro dire, cautamente ... se n’andarono a Napoli.

La giovane ... piagnendo si morí, e cosí il suo disaventurato amore ebbe termine.

This activity completes the globality phase. Students will then be assigned an extensive reading of the novella, because the general understanding of a discourse facilitates the input manipulation that will follow (Balboni, Fare educazione linguistica 99). Moreover, since a communicative activity should always aim at a learning outcome, students will be required to assign a title to each paragraph while reading the novella. The purpose is to prompt students’ increasing cognitive skills (Anderson et al.; Krathwohl), such as comprehension (identifying the gist of each passage), application (employing previous knowledge in a new context), analysis (comparing and choosing possible titles), and synthesis (formulating the appropriate title). In the next class, students will be asked to share their titles and evaluate the most appropriate ones. 

2. Analysis Phase 

Fourth Session

The fourth and fifth hours will be dedicated to the analysis phase. Students will analyze some passages of the novella from a syntactic and cultural perspective. They will be prompted to use the target language as expected in a storytelling context. To this end, students will relate and connect a number of excerpts through paraphrase and summarizing activities. These activities aim at having students produce contextualized output and negotiate meaning while interacting with each other. As Kramsch points out, students generate context when producing a discourse, because they need to choose the appropriate vocabulary, register, style, and other socio-cultural items (Context and Culture 34-36). In doing so, they are stimulated to use the foreign language according to its socio-pragmatic norms and expectations (i.e., in a given situational context, one would expect a certain word instead of another, or a specific reaction from the interlocutor).

The benefits of the following cooperative group tasks are also revealed in the negotiation of meaning. Studies have shown that acquisition takes place when meaning is being negotiated through interaction (Ellis; Gass et al.; Lightbown and Spada; Long; Richards and Rodgers), because students exchange opinions and knowledge, ask for clarifications and repetitions, and employ various speaking strategies to make themselves understood. In other words, by working cooperatively, students will engage in a real-world communicative situation while creating context and negotiating meaning.

 A gruppi di tre identificate i passi nel testo che si riferiscono all’amore tra Lorenzo e Lisabetta, poi analizzate in dettaglio il brano assegnato (ogni gruppo riceverà un brano diverso) e spiegate che cosa succede. Per esempio:

Lorenzo, ... essendo assai bello della persona e leggiadro molto, avendolo piú volte Lisabetta guatato, avvenne che egli le cominciò stranamente a piacere. Di che Lorenzo accortosi e una volta e l’altra, similmente, lasciati suoi altri innamoramenti di fuori, incominciò a porre l’animo a lei; e sí andò la bisogna che, piacendo l’uno all’altro igualmente, non passò gran tempo che, assicuratisi, fecero di quello che piú disiderava ciascuno. (Dec. IV.5. 5)

Students will now engage in an intensive reading task, which will be broken down into two activities: a jigsaw-like exercise and a discussion. The former will be focused on form, the latter on meaning. Students will first reconstruct Boccaccio’s prose into contemporary Italian, paying particular attention to vocabulary and morpho-syntactic constituents. Using parsing, the processing mechanism employed to recognize blocks of words (Pinker 194-95; White 153), students will identify individual clauses and place each syntactic category (i.e. phrase, noun, verb, adjective) under the appropriate constituent in the column, according to the contemporary Italian sequence SVO. For example, clause 2. “avendolo più volte Lisabetta guatato” presents a VOSV (Verb Object Subject Verb) syntactic sequence that differs from the contemporary Italian. This variation may cause an interpretation failure for the readers when they attempt to assign a structural representation to the clause. Placing the different constituents in the Italian SVO order will result in the new syntactic structure “Lisabetta, avendolo guatato più volte,” which will be easier to identify and interpret. In other words, by assigning constituency relations to this clause, readers will be able to recognize their mental syntactic structure (the Italian syntactic structure they have learned so far) and proceed to the interpretation of its meaning.

	
	Optional Constituent
	Necessary 

Constituent
	Necessary 

Constituent
	Necessary 

Constituent
	Optional Constituent

	
	
	Subject (S)
	Verb (V)
	Object (O)
	

	1.
	
	Ø
	essendo
	assai bello della persona e leggiadro molto
	

	2.
	
	Lisabetta
	avendolo guadato
	
	piú volte

	3.
	
	Ø
	avvenne
	
	

	4.
	che
	egli
	incominciò
	
	stranamente

	5.
	a
	
	piacere
	
	

	6.
	
	Lorenzo
	accortosi
	di che
	e una volta e l’altra

	7,
	similmente
	Ø (egli)
	incomiciò
	
	

	8,
	a
	Ø (egli)
	porre
	l’animo a lei
	

	9.
	
	Ø (egli)
	lasciati
	suoi altri innamoramenti
	di fuori

	10.
	e
	la bisogna
	andò
	
	sí

	11.
	che
	gran tempo
	non passò
	
	

	12.
	
	l'uno
	piacendo
	all’altro
	igualmente

	13.
	che
	Ø (essi)
	fecero
	di quello
	

	14.
	
	Ø (essi)
	assicuratisi
	
	

	15.
	che
	ciascuno
	disiderava
	
	piú


Table 1. Key Terms: Ø = ellipse of a constituent
Fifth Session
The fourth session ends here. In the fifth hour, students will focus on meaning and explain what happens in each of the assigned passages. To engage students more intimately in discussion and give more levity to the latter, the instructor can ask questions that highlight the meaning between the lines in the assigned passage. For example, the fact that Lorenzo gives up “all his other amours” (Dec. IV.5 5, translated by Rigg) is worth a conversation with students, as insight this may be intriguing to them. 

 Che cosa succede in questo passo? Che significa Lorenzo ... lasciati suoi altri innamoramenti di fuori? Secondo voi, i personaggi si concentrano solo su un amore? Discutetene e prendete appunti. Poi il rappresentante di ogni gruppo riferisce alla classe. 

Thereafter, students will write the love story between Lisabetta and Lorenzo.

 Adesso, a coppie, ricostruite per iscritto la storia dell’amore tra Lorenzo e Lisabetta, collegando insieme i passi identificati e analizzati. Poi riferite alla classe e decidete quale ricostruzione vi sembra la più accurata. Per esempio:

Lisabetta si innamora di Lorenzo, il quale contraccambia il suo amore. Di notte si incontrano segretamente… 

3. Synthesis Phase

A homework assignment should help students prepare for the next unit step. The synthesis phase aims at having students produce output. In other words, they will be prompted to use the learned items in new and different contexts. To this purpose, students will compose a love story set in the Middle Ages, in which they can also freely reverse stereotypes and gender roles. However, in order to do so, they need to collect information and knowledge about various medieval cultural topics, such as love, women, family, and male-female relationships. 

As noted by Umberto Eco (I limiti dell’interpretazione), a text can be interpreted either semantically or critically. The latter implies an active reader who is willing to understand and explain the structural reasons (i.e., context, inferences, assumptions, author’s intentions) for a given semantic interpretation. Expanding on Eco, literature also offers the opportunity to conduct an analysis of society. While a literary text represents a diegetic social reality, it also makes connections between the narrative discourse, the context of its production, and the author’s intent. All of these factors deeply influence the literary work. On the one hand, Boccaccio’s Decameron represents a fictional work set during the 1348 plague. On the other hand, it shows aspects from Boccaccio’s society along with his personal erudition, and various cultural perspectives. Therefore, Lisabetta da Messina could work as a stimulus for student reflections on such topics. One method enables the instructor to elicit students’ analysis and criticism through a list of open questions, like the following, which will serve as a guide for at-home research. 

 A gruppi di tre, fate una ricerca sulla società mercantile del Trecento, particolarmente sul ruolo delle donne, su come era concepito l’amore e sul matrimonio. Completate la scheda assegnata e portatela alla prossima lezione. Esempio: 

1. Com’era considerata la donna nel Trecento?


2. Che ruolo aveva in famiglia?


3. Come venivano organizzati i matrimoni?

Sixth Session 

The sixth session is dedicated to the synthesis phase. Students will share their findings in small groups and discuss the research topics. This discussion will pave the way for the following tasks, because students will have gained further knowledge of the novella’s cultural background. In addition, this group discussion will give them tools to express their ideas while taking a stand on the concept of love and the role of women in the Middle Ages. After formulating hypotheses on the motivations that led to Lorenzo’s killing, students will engage in a class discussion on fourteenth-century society. They will analyze and relate socio-historical factors to Lisabetta’s love story. For example, students should examine and explain why Lisabetta was not allowed to continue her relationship with Lorenzo, and they could hypothesize what would have happened if she had defied her brothers. Students should also be encouraged to consider the love bond between Lisabetta and Lorenzo through questions that challenge their deeper thinking. For instance, the instructor could ask them to envision the lovers’ feelings, dreams, plans, fears, and compare them with their own personal experiences and cultural norms. Students will likely find that love is universal, and that it involves individuals of all generations. In other words, students will realize that while culture may change in time and space, human beings will always be characterized by the same emotions, which are, indeed, what make them truly human.

 A coppie, formulate delle ipotesi sulle ragioni dell’uccisione di Lorenzo. Poi discutetene con il resto della classe.

 Ora confrontate le schede che avete completato a casa. Scambiatele con quella degli altri. Dapprima discutete degli aspetti socio-culturali nella società trecentesca e del concetto di amore, poi paragonateli a quella della vostra cultura contemporanea. 

 In base alle vostre ricerche, sono valide le ipotesi che avevate formulato sulla morte di Lorenzo? Sarebbe accettabile un tale omicidio in una società democratica? Spiegatene le ragioni.

As a homework assignment, students will work in groups of three and write a short love story set in the Middle Ages, which they will present at a literary competition. This task will be performed through the cooperative (students work together for the same scope) and collaborative (each student is assigned a specific role) learning methods (Balboni, Fare educazione linguistica 27-28; Richards and Rodgers), so that students will be able to share their cultural knowledge, while interacting and negotiating meaning. They will also take responsibility for a specific role in performing their tasks. One student will write the outline, another will type it, and the third will proofread it. Before assigning the task, the instructor may encourage students to brainstorm famous medieval love stories, such as Abelard and Heloise, or Tristan and Isolde, by showing the following pictures (fig. 5 and fig. 6), and asking questions such as:
 Conoscete una storia d’amore del Medioevo? Secondo voi, chi sono i personaggi nelle foto? Discutetene in plenum.
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	Fig. 5. De Meung, Jean. “Abelard and Heloise.” 1460, Illumination, Le Roman de la Rose, Musée Condé, Chantilly.
	Fig. 6. Duncan, John. Tristan and Isolde. 1912, City Art Centre, Edinburgh.


Thereafter, the instructor will assign the composition with the following guidelines:

 Istruzioni per l’elaborazione del componimento.

1. A gruppi di tre fate una ricerca su una storia d’amore nel Medioevo e presentatela in classe. 

2. Formate nuovi gruppi di tre. Immaginate di partecipare a un concorso sulla letteratura medievale. Scrivete una novella d’amore, tenendo conto dei fattori sociali e culturali della società trecentesca. Pubblicatela sul forum.

3. Dividetevi i ruoli: uno studente si occuperà di redigere lo schema della novella; uno studente si occuperà di scriverla al computer e un altro di correggerla.

Seventh Session

The short story will be presented in the final class session. At the end of each presentation, the class will ask questions. This is intended to hold the students’ attention and keep them engaged in their classmates’ presentations. After all students have delivered their presentations, the class will evaluate them and decide which one is the best, while explaining the reasons for their choice.

4. Reflection Phase

The pedagogical unit ends with a reflection on what students have learned about Boccaccio’s novella, love, and the cultural aspects of fourteenth-century society. This task can be carried out by assigning a short list of questions on a forum, which students will answer: 

1. Che cosa hai imparato in questa unità? 

2. Quali sono gli aspetti della società trecentesca che ti 

                  hanno colpito?

3. Che cosa hai trovato difficile?

4. Che cosa ti piacerebbe approfondire?


This paper has attempted to show that Italian language can be taught through literature. Specifically, by employing listening and reading strategies that take into consideration input processing, it is possible to have students approach authentic medieval Italian literature with success. The interpretation of meaning should consider both the morpho-syntactic form and the discourse coherence of the presented text. It is crucial not only to reconstruct the prose of Lisabetta da Messina into contemporary Italian, but also to explore the context of production in which Boccaccio composed his work. This examination likewise facilitates and contributes to a cohesive interpretation of meaning. Boccaccio’s novella represents a rich source for further medieval socio-historical investigations, which, in turn, prepare the way for cultural reflection, discussions, and comparisons on the universal feeling of love, and the status of women across the centuries. Bringing more literature-based input into the Italian as a foreign language class will also encourage curiosity about Italian literature, with the intended result that students will continue their study of Italian in upper-division courses.
Paola Quadrini
 ISTITUTO ITALIANO DI CULTURA—BERLIN 
ENDNOTES
1 The author has not used this unit in class. However, based on her extensive experience as an Italian lecturer at American universities, she suggests this unit be used in the second semester of the advanced Italian level.  

2 ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines evaluate students’ foreign language proficiency based on six levels: novice, intermediate, advanced, superior, distinguished. These guidelines describe what students can do with language as to speaking, writing, listening, and reading skills.

3 The learning objectives have been formulated according to Bloom’s revised taxonomy of educational objectives (Anderson et al.; Krathwohl).
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SECTION 2
The Benefits of Young Adult Literature in the Italian Language Class

Introduction

Research carried out over a twenty-year span has pointed to the existence of a correlation between student choice and a growing interest in reading, even with low-achieving readers (among others, Guthrie and Anderson; Allington and McGill-Franzen; Guthrie et al., “Reading”; Gordon; Guthrie et al., “Motivation”; also see Bennett). This means considering student choice as an important parameter when making decisions about the type of text selections/books to include in a language class. Concerning the specific issue of student choice, recent research provides evidence that YAL occupies a central role, “fiction being the favourite pick” (Koss and Teale 563) in the lives of teenagers. Specific YAL awards have been introduced, YAL has “become one of the most dynamic and influential segments of American publishing” (Cart n.p.), and even “new YA imprints specifically for more mature teen readers have appeared” (Koss and Teale 563). The YALSA White Paper closes a recent report stating that “young adult literature . . . is an indispensable part of public and school library collections, . . . essential to healthy youth development and the corollary development of healthy communities in which both youth and libraries can thrive” (n.p.). These data are crucial when statistics indicate a significant drop in general reading proficiency levels (NAEP 2015), and the connections between the inability to read proficiently and the likelihood (and high social costs) of dropping out (AECFR 2010) are widely understood.
1. Possible Reasons for the Success of YAL

YAL seems to offer itself as a sort of panacea that can help fight the current decline in reading proficiency levels if properly appropriated and used in class. This section will try to explain the reasons for the success of this genre with the young adult reading public in order to gain a better understanding of the phenomenon and exploit its educational potential to the full. 
A glance at the general topics of most YAL books (Table 1: the data refers to the US market1) could probably explain the reason for this preference:

Subject matter 


Number (percentage)

Finding themselves


50 (85%)

Searching for answers/secrets

20 (34%)

Finding identity/hiding self

20 (34%)

Dealing with loss


20 (34%)

Friendship



31 (53%)

Family




30 (51%)

Coming of age



16 (27%)

Bullying



21 (36%)

Moving




20 (34%)

Relationships



19 (32%)

Abuse




12 (20%)

Illness/mental issue


15 (25%)

Table 1: from Koss and Teale 567

It is easy to argue, with Shannon C. Henderson and Connie Buskist, that “[t]hese books are rife with themes that adolescents find engaging” (231). In a still very interesting 1991 paper, Els Andringa2 identifies three dimensions of literature (cognitive, emotional, and social). It is easy to see that YAL particularly focuses on the “emotional dimension, containing the aspects of emotional engagement, identification, affective response” (Andringa 157); it “allows teens to play with their identities in a safe and controlled manner, and to explore who they want to be in this ever-changing world” (Koss and Teale 569). Through such emotional involvement, YAL also provides students with a powerful medium for promoting the comprehension processes necessary for skillful reading. Moreover, because the themes and content are so relevant and interesting to adolescents, YAL may help stimulate discussions during which teachers can both model what skillful readers do and scaffold students’ own construction of comprehension processes. The goal is not merely to deepen students’ understandings of the current text, but to provide opportunities whereby the learners internalize the reading/comprehension processes so they are able to apply them when reading independently (Henderson and Buskist 237). Hence, it makes sense to back these authors’ contention that “[t]eachers who understand the role motivation and reading volume plays in increasing students’ reading achievement, strive to include YAL in their classroom curriculum” (231). 

2. Aspects of YAL Relevant to Language Learning

In the present section evidence will be provided of how YAL literature can be, in the Italian class3, an excellent workshop to motivate students to learn the italiano dell’uso medio and the ability to negotiate and renegotiate identities in an age when positive self-representation is a crucial skill. The extract presented below in Table 2 shows how writers like Aldo Nove, Niccolò Ammaniti, Enrico Brizzi, and others (whom many would probably be reticent to classify as YAL authors4) strategically use spoken language in their books as “a conscious choice coherent with their themes, almost always based on juvenile motifs and written with the structural rhythms often associated with rock music or TV channel surfing” (Covito 311). 
Pietro si tolse la maglietta, si sfilò i pantaloncini e, in mutande, si gettò nell’acqua . . .

«Stronzo! Vaffanculo! Mi hai fatto morire di paura! Ho pensato…» . . .

«Cosa?» . . .

«Mi ami?»

Pausa.

«Sì.» . . .

«Allora facciamolo…» . . .

«Quando?»

«Dopodomani. Quanto sei scemo! Ora, adesso. . . . Non mi dire che l’hai fatto. Non è che, senza dirlo a nessuno, lo hai fatto con quel mostro della Marrese?»

«L’avrai fatto tu con la Marrese…» protestò Pietro.

«Sì, sono lesbica e non te l’ho mai detto. Amo la Marrese.» 

Table 2: Ammaniti, Ti prendo e ti porto via 419-22
It is easy to see how this text could potentially be very attractive for a young reader in terms of the themes addressed: it looks exactly like the type of text that could be used to spur students to read outside the academic context. Moreover, it easily lends itself to use in language activities aimed at raising awareness of diaphasic and diastratic variation. Register and style variation is the focus reflecting on characters’ spoken interaction, and in its original versions, Ammaniti’s books offer many interesting samples of italiano dell’uso medio, a notion introduced by Francesco Sabatini “to mark the continuity between some of the most common forms of spoken Italian used throughout Italy” (Tosi 59), sometimes also referred to as italiano parlato nazionale.5 

One may object that dialogues created for narrative purposes do not have the quality of sufficient authenticity to make them didactically exploitable for language-learning/teaching purposes. However, the pressing requirements of an age characterized by increasing demands for self-styling have blurred the boundaries between authentic and performed language. Indeed, there is growing evidence that speech design is not limited to certain forms of speaking (or writing) only but is a general characteristic of human language. Ron Scollon had clearly seen, before the turn of the century, that identities are always “constructed in part as a spectacle or pose for the observation of others” (124). More recently, Nikolas Coupland has stretched this observation to highlight the similarities between ‘styling’ and ‘stylizing’: “‘everyday talk’ is taking on qualities of performance and reflexivity that we would formerly have associated with mass-media rather than interpersonal domains” (Style 28). 

We are all constantly ‘selling’ and self-promoting ourselves to the public, molding our public image in a way we believe most advantageous for us, sharing our personal narratives so as to control or influence somehow what others think and know about us (see, for example, Di Martino, Celebrity Accents). By allowing access to the specific form of fictive orality just hinted at above, books such as Ammaniti’s raise awareness of individual processes of identity construction and management, carried out through picking and mixing from the linguistic and expressive ‘routines’ adopted by specific social groups on certain occasions in order to facilitate interaction. Therefore, their pedagogical potential is enormous: students might well be encouraged to look at the characters whose stories these books tell as ‘real’ individuals creating various representations of themselves in relation to others through their language choices (Di Martino, “When the Same Book”, “Literary Fiction”). Moreover, while reading their interactions and the stylistic repertoires characterizing each of them, students may also be invited to respond to them and even re-use them (or choose not to make use of them) in novel situations, thus constructing ever-evolving personas for themselves. 

Indeed, since “[t]he informal, colloquial registers are increasingly perceived as ‘the right models’” (Tosi 59), merely exposing students to them in YAL is an asset in itself. However, it is certainly desirable to also explicitly focus their attention on the author’s choice of specific varieties to tell their characters’ stories, for example creating ad hoc handouts. A possible example, specifically designed for work on another book by Ammaniti, Come Dio comanda (196-98) is presented below in Table 3. It singles out the main elements identified in Alberto A. Sobrero (“Varietà linguistiche”) and Michele A. Cortelazzo (“Il parlato giovanile”) as characteristics of the language of youngsters: 
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Table 3: from Di Martino, “Youth Jargon” 182

The activity described can also help students to become aware of the use of taboo words, generally related to the sexual sphere, which is typical of youth speech, together with the “need” to be verbally ostentatious. It shows how pornolalia and coprolalia, in particular, are a significant part of this age group’s language and are often used to affirm individual identity. Students should be able to recognize this register in the second and foreign language(s) that they study both in order to judge the way people approach them in those languages, and to be discouraged from adopting a distorted view and inappropriate use in real situations (see also Andersson and Trudgill; Dewaele).

Other possible activities, aimed at having students not merely identify the varieties used in some YAL but also react to them in the form of intralinguistic translation, could involve reflection on portions of text across Italian and English in the specific case in point (Ammaniti is one of the few contemporary Italian authors to have been extensively translated into English). Table 4 presents an example of group-work based activity, which could easily be adapted for work on other portions of the same novel or on different YAL books:

GROUPWORK

1. Read the original.

2. How old are Esmeralda and Fabiana, in your opinion?

3. Do you feel they belong to a specific social class? 

4. Underline the parts that you feel are not in standard Italian. What would the standard equivalents of these nonstandard words and expressions be?

5. Read the English translation.

6. Underline the expressions that you feel are not in standard English.

7. Does each non-standard Italian expression correspond to a non-standard expression in English?

8. Do the non-standard Italian expressions and the corresponding non-standard English ones show a similar level of non-standard? 

9. Are Esmeralda and Fabiana the same age and social class in both texts? 

10. If you were the Esmeralda and Fabiana of the original, would you speak as the Esmeralda and Fabiana of the translated text?

HOME ASSIGNMENT:

- Make the original (Italian) version more standard.

- Now make it less standard.

Table 4: abridged from Di Martino, “Pedagogical Application” 436-37

Reflection and critique on how conversational sequences travel across languages help raise awareness of linguistic and socio-cultural norms (as well as deviations) both in the students’ first languages and in their second and foreign ones. Indeed, the contrastive analysis implied in judging whether the translation of specific portions of text is effective and appropriate makes the linguistic and socio-cultural norms of the different human communities involved more explicit. 

Moreover, descriptive passages in literary fiction such as this often contain clues to identify the contextual and social elements that influence the production of such interactions, thus helping to reconstruct implicit communicative situations and making the whole learning process more meaningful (and therefore didactically effective) for the student. This focus can easily involve students in meaningful communicative learning situations—a far cry from the language and learning situations to be found in most textbooks, and this is further illustrated by the extract that follows (Table 5), which also contains some dialectal elements and well differentiated uses of language by the different characters:

«Antonio, anima santa, perché piangi?» disse la nonna andandogli incontro. «Che t’è successo, amore della nonna?» chiese, accarezzandogli la testa. «C’hai tutto l’orecchio rosso!...»

«È stata sorema» piagnucolò Lu Purk.

«Che t’ha fatto ’st’anima?» chiese incredula la nonna. «Perché l’hai fatto piangere?»

«È un bugiardo e dà fastidio» disse la ragazza, colma d’astio. «Ha detto un sacco di calunnie sul conto di Teo e mio.»

Table 5: Silvia Ballestra, “La via per Berlino” 72-73
3. Aspects of YAL that Help Bridge the Gap Between Italian Language and Literature Curricula

The Italian texts presented above belong to a narrative trend commonly referred to as the “New Italian narrative.” This has often been seen as one of the most outstanding products on the Italian literary scene since the 90s, therefore a page of literature that is certainly as worthy of exploration in the literature class as it is in the language class. Acclaimed by Gruppo 63 avant-garde writers and intellectuals for their provocative themes, innovative use of language and strong plots, young writers such as Niccolò Ammaniti, Silvia Ballestra, Daniele Brolli, Enrico Brizzi, and many others are often described as cattivisti or maledettisti. Sometimes also labelled as “cannibals,” “pulp” or “third wave” writers, they share an interesting use of youth jargon and culture (Barilli; Colombo; Cordelli; Denti; Di Stefano; Guglielmi “Felicità,” “Pulp”; La Porta; Piccinini; Sinibaldi), thus clearly targeting an audience of young readers. Young readers, in turn, seem to appreciate this focus on the world viewed from a young person’s perspective, as attested by high sales figures. Table 6 provides one more example of the type of language/perspective to be found in “New Italian narrative” books, this time focusing on written channels of communication.

E ci sono anche tutti i pomeriggi passati sull’erba del giardino di una certa ragazza, una mezza pirata, ad ascoltare musica e parlare e.

Comunque no, non piange mica. E poi è un Girardengo, kazzo…

Diobbuòno cosa fila, adesso.

Ehi, dico, ma lo vedete?

Table 6: Brizzi, Jack Frusciante è uscito dal gruppo 180-82

Brizzi’s was one of the first examples of books to include youth parlance in Italian fiction. Indeed, in addition to representing a story that would appeal to most young spirits, Brizzi’s use of language corresponds perfectly to the characteristics of intentionality identified by Sobrero as markers of youngsters’ language (“Costanza”), which in turn correspond to some of the functions specific to youth language presented in Immacolata Tempesta: it is playful (ludic function), and it denotes social cohesion and opposition (identity function), as Table 7 shows. 

An ad hoc handout could be designed for students to fill in while working on representative portions of the text. It may single out the markers of youth language identified by Sobrero and Tempesta, while succinctly explaining them for students to facilitate the task:

	Ludic function (a sort of linguistic acrobatics expressing itself in the deformation and hybridization of the language materials which have become part of the register)
	Identity function (to create a sense of belonging, reinforce internal group cohesion, as well as construct boundaries separating the specific group from other groups, particularly adults)

	Kazzo, Diobbuòno
	Peculiar use of the conjunction ‘e’ followed by a period (which normally signals the end of a sentence), to imply something whose knowledge or understanding is shared by the specific group (hence not needing any mention) but partially ‘cryptic’ to other groups.


Table 7: handout for work on Jack Frusciante
Jack Frusciante also has something of the flavor of seventies jargon. This is particularly evident in the use of the grapheme k for the voiceless velar occlusive in lieu of c or ch (see, for example, ‘kazzo’ above), which first appeared in the political graffiti of that period (Berisso). Students may be invited to respond to this seventies-flavored jargon. For example, some may want to appropriate the jargon in a similar passage oozing nostalgia for this legendary decade, which sketches a novel situation. Some others may choose not to re-use it, and opt for either parodying (rejecting) Jack Frusciante’s or stylizing a personal register (ignoring the Jack Frusciante style), instead. This would encourage them to construct multiple personas for themselves. This written product would have to be strategically designed to involve the student in a process of authenticity construction whereby they negotiate their authenticity (Eira and Stebbins), inhabiting or rejecting “others’ original, authentic sociolinguistic behaviors and identities” (Lacoste et al. 8). Despite still being meant in linguistic terms, like the type of authenticity touched upon in the Introduction and then again in Section 2 (where authenticity is seen from the perspective of teaching/analytical validity), the concept of authenticity referred to here has to do with the awareness that all individuals are constantly being assessed “in the sense of normalized and standardized by a relevant group of speakers and from whose perspective the speakers are evaluated as being authentic” (Lacoste et al. 9), hence the need to consciously and responsibly detect and react to multiple requests of authenticity.  

In practical terms, the teacher may assign a task involving the student’s choice among possible alternatives for a written composition, insisting that the piece of writing to produce should sound convincing to all the individuals involved in the specific situation set and even devising a tangible recognition (in terms of assigned grade, material prizes, public praise or the like) to motivate serious effort and raise awareness of the specific task’s importance. A possible example is offered below, in Table 8: 

HANDS ON!

(1) ‘Funky Days are Back Again. Write a paragraph in Jack Frusciante style to tell your classmates about one special moment in the life of a memorable (real or fictitious) friend’. 

(2) ‘That’s so 70s! Write a parody paragraph of this extract calling your teacher’s attention to what you perceive to be the weaknesses of the Jack Frusciante style (the peculiar ‘conventions’ that appear to you as being overused in the book)’. 

(3) ‘That’s not My Style. Develop a compelling style in a piece of writing of your own which adopts and adapts from chunks of language you have heard or read to tell your classmates about one special moment in the life of a memorable (real or fictitious) friend’.

Table 8: task designed to respond to the Jack Frusciante style

Clearly, the focus of one such task would be on the interplay between the Jack Frusciante style (but it could be adapted to fit any very distinctive style) and self-representational discourse (Coupland, “Dialect”). It would provide considerable help in raising students’ awareness that individuals do not “inherit authenticity from the social circumstances of their birth and socialization” (Coupland, “Sociolinguistic” 428); rather, they have to perform it. “Authenticity in performance” can take many different forms, ranging from the quotation of old authenticities to the parody of the latter. Involving students in tasks like these helps to demonstrate that “increasingly, authenticity needs to be earned rather than credited” (428). Tangible current examples of authenticity in performance can be found in Di Martino (Celebrity Accents).

Further possible activities may involve reflection on portions of text across Italian and English along the lines of the group-work based activities presented above in Table 4. By encouraging students to read YAL in different languages in a collaborative manner teachers may gain a greater knowledge of young people, their tastes and their worlds, and this may in turn reflect on their capacity to both guide them towards “real” literature and provide them with the tools to approach it. Romano Luperini contends that, from an emphasis on too much analysis, teachers have probably now moved on to a “sink or swim” experience into which students are thrown with no preparation at all. On the contrary, the pleasure of reading is a laborious, arduous conquest (Il professore). Starting out from texts that the students are more likely to find entertaining while at the same time approaching them with the linguist’s (and literary scholar’s) “serious” tools, teachers of different subjects working in teams may find a third way to successfully re-familiarize students with the literary text tout court (Law; Khdhir and Hasan; Schrijvers et al.; Chiariello).

4. Further Advantages of YAL in Terms of Motivation, Communicative and Cultural Learning
It is worth considering that when introducing books that reflect students’ actual (or aspired) lifestyles, and/or their way of speaking into the language/literature curriculum, teachers are responding to the classical principle of “teaching, moving, and delighting” (docere, movere, delectare, Augustine of Hippo, qtd. in Long). Moreover, in terms of the meaningfulness and attractiveness of authenticity for readers of all ages, teachers cannot deny that these texts are authentic because, in addition to not being written for language teaching purposes (Jordan), they are clearly designed for native speakers (Harmer) and they are written in a language close to everyday spoken language. In particular, focusing on teenagers, it is worth considering that, as Danesi suggests, young people are curious to get to know how their peers speak as well as to learn how to express “coolness” in a foreign language.
This, in turn, stands in perfect agreement with a view of education as participation (Sfard) and acquisition aiming to favor the learners’ pursuit of membership of certain communities or, when referring more specifically to the field of (second) language learning, with a view of education “not as the acquisition of a new set of grammatical, lexical and phonological forms but as a struggle of concrete, socially constituted and always situated beings to participate in the symbolically mediated lifeworld (see Habermas) of another culture” (Pavlenko and Lantolf 155). Such a view foregrounds “issues of affiliation and belonging” (156) and focuses on first-person narratives, underlining the intrinsic value of narrative as a tool for both identity construction and integration. As Hall affirms, it also 

potentially returns literature to a central role as texts through which language learners can explore who they are and who they are not, and who they might be becoming as they participate in this new language. Language learning is seen as the development of new ideas and personality, rather than acquisition of a set of new labels for familiar objects or at most of new syntactic rules. (148)

Since learners are exposed not to “input,” but to “affordances,” “from which they select those that best fit their experience” (Kramsch, “How Can We Tell” 7), literature certainly offers the best repertoire of affordances meant as “action possibilities” latent in the environment (Gibson).

Teachers are often worried by the fact that learners, particularly foreign language learners, may misunderstand great works and therefore misinterpret them. Kramsch argues, instead, that this cultural estrangement, “the moment of rupture or disjuncture between interlocutors’ assumptions and expectations” (Kramsch, “The Cultural Component” 89) should in fact be welcome: “It is precisely those moments of discrepancy between the culturally intended reader and the culturally foreign reader that the language teacher should value the most” (Kramsch, Context 28). As Hall effectively sums up, “[t]he traditional classroom . . . taught . . . that the ‘experts’’ views were more valid than those of the learner . . . But a classroom informed by ideas of discourse and dialogue encourages and explores and values alternative perspectives and experiences” (152).
Emilia Di Martino 
UNIVERSITÀ SUOR ORSOLA BENINCASA
ENDNOTES
1 The sample considered by Melanie D. Koss and William H. Teale consisted of a total of 59 titles that were chosen as representative out of a corpus of 370 YA books (both fiction and nonfiction) published in English between 1999 and 2005. 

2 Andringa and Schreier is also an interesting read.

3 For a recent report on YAL on the Italian market, see Gotti. See also the many interviews published on the website La letteratura e noi, edited by Romano Luperini. 

4 Marchetta (“I libri”), however, lists Ammaniti among the writers whose books we fear, but that schools should encourage students to read anyway. Also see Marchetta (“Vi svelo”). 
5 Italiano dell’uso medio identifies “the common ground occupied by the most ambitious norms of the national language used by the ‘lower’ classes and the less formal use of Italian increasingly adopted by the better educated in ordinary everyday communication” (Tosi 59).
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La letteratura nella classe di lingua: una sfida per gli studenti del nuovo millennio

“Dai lettori m’aspetto che leggano nei miei libri qualcosa che io non sapevo, ma posso aspettarmelo solo da quelli che s’aspettano di leggere qualcosa che non sapevano loro.” (Calvino 185)

1. Introduzione

Sembra che in questi ultimi anni l’università abbia dato largo spazio a quelle discipline del sapere più ricercate sul mercato del lavoro, allontanandosi dalle sue radici storiche e lanciando un messaggio che ne ha alterato la sua funzione formativa. Così molti studenti si sono sentiti autorizzati ad intraprendere il percorso undergraduate come fosse una strada professionalizzante, concentrandosi quasi esclusivamente sulla propria carriera futura e orientandosi su corsi “utili”, capaci cioè di formare specifiche figure professionali. Tale visione ha penalizzato il sapere umanistico e tra le discipline trascurate sono finite anche le lingue straniere. Nel periodo che va dal 2009 al 2016, nelle università americane le lingue straniere hanno conosciuto un decremento medio del 15,3%. Nello stesso periodo, l’italiano ha perso quasi il 30% degli iscritti.1
Il problema del lavoro dopo la laurea è una questione centrale ma, non potendo prevedere quali competenze saranno necessarie nel futuro, è indispensabile un’apertura anche a quelle discipline oggi ritenute poco utili. Gli anni dell’università dovrebbero essere sfruttati per acquisire competenze trasversali, capaci di formare persone e di conseguenza lavoratori flessibili e creativi, in grado, all’occorrenza, di reinventarsi in un contesto lavorativo diverso.

In questa prospettiva di più ampi orizzonti, volta a promuovere flessibilità e creatività, la letteratura assume un ruolo centrale. Nel contesto dei corsi di lingua, bisogna però considerare: 1) come il testo letterario possa diventare strumento di attrazione e motivazione per studenti orientati a studiare materie più “convenienti” dal punto di vista economico e remunerativo e 2) come la letteratura possa coltivare l’immaginazione e il senso del possibile anche a livelli meno avanzati.

Questo saggio non si propone di rispondere in modo assoluto ed esaustivo a queste domande e tanto meno di fornire una linea pedagogica valida per tutti. Tuttavia, con la consapevolezza delle differenze che esistono tra i diversi programmi e le diverse istituzioni, si vogliono qui condividere alcune riflessioni maturate sul campo, frutto di un progetto didattico attuato nella primavera del 2018 durante il terzo trimestre di un corso di italiano di livello intermedio.

2. Rassegna della letteratura accademica sull’argomento

2.1. Il ruolo della letteratura nei diversi metodi e approcci di insegnamento delle lingue straniere

I metodi e gli approcci per l’insegnamento delle lingue straniere che si sono susseguiti nel tempo hanno attribuito funzione e peso diverso all’utilizzo didattico della letteratura. Nel XVIII secolo, quando le lingue moderne entrano a far parte dei programmi delle scuole europee, il metodo che si segue per insegnarle è lo stesso di quello adottato per il latino.2 Di conseguenza, l’obiettivo per cui si studia una lingua straniera non è quello di imparare a parlarla bensì di “leggerne la letteratura o beneficiare della disciplina mentale o dello sviluppo intellettuale” che ne derivano (trad. mia; Richards and Rodgers 5)3. Con il tempo, però, gli obiettivi dell’apprendimento linguistico si fanno sempre più “pratici” e professionali, per cui si assiste gradualmente ad uno slittamento verso la comunicazione linguistica orale e il testo letterario viene abbandonato in quanto modello di lingua distante dall’uso pratico. A partire dagli anni ’70, con l’esplosione del metodo comunicativo, grande importanza viene data all’impiego di materiali autentici. Tuttavia, i testi scritti usati in classe sono soprattutto articoli di giornale, pieghevoli, pubblicità e ricette sicché la competenza linguistica adempie solo alla funzione referenziale della lingua, con scambi e messaggi che rimangono limitati all’ambito della vita quotidiana (McRae 6).

Anche oggi, per molti lo studio di una lingua straniera è finalizzato al saperla parlare. Tuttavia, poiché lingua e cultura sono unanimemente ritenute parti indivisibili di un’unica realtà, e quindi imprescindibili l’una dall’altra, la lingua acquista significato vero solo se inserita nel suo contesto sociale e culturale. 

In questa prospettiva, la letteratura, in quanto espressione di un popolo e di una civiltà, può tornare ad essere oggetto di potenziale interesse, può cioè entrare a far parte di quel “contenuto” selezionato per aiutare l’apprendente non solo a capire la cultura del paese e del popolo di cui sta studiando la lingua, ma a imparare la lingua stessa. Tuttavia, come giustamente fa notare Gillian Lazar, non bisogna “cadere nell’errore e assumere che un romanzo, per esempio, rappresenti la totalità di una società” (trad. mia; 16) ma, consapevoli che ne fornisca solo una visione parziale, la letteratura aiuta gli studenti a farsi un’idea del contesto socio-culturale entro cui agiscono i personaggi (17).
2.2. La letteratura come risorsa nei corsi di lingua: pro e contro

La letteratura nella sua varietà consente agli studenti di lavorare con testi autentici che rispecchiano diversità di genere, registro, tipologia di discorso, stile e linguaggio. Gli studenti che fin dall’inizio entrano in contatto con la letteratura hanno quindi la possibilità di avvicinarsi ad una gamma di materiali che meglio riflette nella sua completezza e complessità la realtà in cui la lingua si trova ad operare. Il testo letterario può essere sfruttato gradualmente per attività linguistico-comunicative, per acquisire ed ampliare il vocabolario, per migliorare l’abilità scritta e orale e (a livello più avanzato) per sviluppare una vera e propria “consapevolezza linguistica” (trad. mia; Lazar 18). Ribadendo indirettamente la posizione di John McRae (6), Mariella Stagi Scarpa afferma che i testi letterari mettono l’apprendente in contatto con una lingua ricca e molto più ampia rispetto a quella offerta dalla comunicazione di tutti i giorni. Per di più, aprendo orizzonti su mondi diversi, essi veicolano contenuti più stimolanti rispetto “al repertorio di informazioni tra turistico e banalizzante fornito da molti corsi di lingua” (13). Maria Vittoria Calvi aggiunge poi che il testo letterario risulta meno effimero rispetto ai documenti di attualità che invecchiano più precocemente (110-11). Per tutti questi motivi, dunque, il testo letterario può costituire il punto di partenza ideale per identificare, presentare, approfondire e discutere contenuti culturali e interculturali (Di Martino and Di Sabato 9-10). Lo studente-lettore che interagisce con il testo riflette su se stesso e sulla propria cultura attraverso la lente della cultura della lingua di riferimento. Fa paragoni e confronti ma può anche andare oltre e riuscire a creare una zona di contatto tra le due culture, quella che Claire Kramsch definisce third place, dove i conflitti derivanti da valori, tradizioni, pratiche e comportamenti diversi trovano un equilibrio nel segno della mediazione e del rispetto (Context and Culture in Language Teaching 236).

Siccome però la letteratura offre uno spaccato “culturale” parziale, lo studente deve porsi in maniera critica di fronte al testo e metterne in discussione i presupposti, le ipotesi e le tesi in modo da “valutarle e, se necessario, confutarle” (trad. mia; Lazar 17). Inoltre, poiché il testo letterario è formato da molteplici strati, è importante che l’apprendente impari a confrontarsi con le sue ambiguità desumendone il significato e sviluppando la capacità di inferire, utile anche nella vita reale quando lo studente dovesse trovarsi nella situazione di risolvere un problema sulla base di indizi espliciti ed impliciti (Lazar 19).

Oltre a sviluppare il pensiero critico, la letteratura può avere la funzione più ampia di stimolare l’immaginazione e accrescere la consapevolezza emotiva. Inoltre, essendo anche veicolo di idee e di valori civili ed etici, essa contribuisce allo sviluppo dell’intera persona (Lazar 19).

Chi invece è contro l’impiego della letteratura nei corsi di lingua, spesso lo è per ragioni uguali e contrarie a quelle di chi ne è a favore. Alcuni continuano a considerare i testi letterari difficili, altri scarsamente motivanti. Anche le linee guida ACTFL4, che associano a ciascun livello di competenza linguistica precise tipologie di testo, sembrano propense a incorporare la letteratura solo a livelli più avanzati e ad escluderla ai livelli elementare e intermedio. Ci sono poi studiosi ed insegnanti che, pur non essendo contrari all’impiego della letteratura nei corsi di lingua, ne soppesano i possibili svantaggi. Piera Carroli, analizzando la percezione che gli studenti di italiano LS hanno del ruolo della letteratura come componente culturale, menziona la potenziale difficoltà dovuta alla distanza esistente tra i riferimenti culturali dell’apprendente e quelli proposti dal testo (122). Nell’elenco dei possibili svantaggi dell’uso della letteratura nei corsi di inglese come seconda lingua, Sandra McKay annovera il fatto che essa non aiuta gli studenti a raggiugere gli obiettivi accademici ed occupazionali (529). Infine, secondo Jonathan Sell, una delle possibili obiezioni all’uso della letteratura nelle classi di lingua è che, finalizzando l’insegnamento delle lingue straniere alla vita e a situazioni reali, la letteratura in quanto artefatto non solo non reale ma persino non realistico non può trovarvi posto (86).

3. Metodologia

Prima di cominciare un discorso sul metodo o sui metodi adottati per l’utilizzo della letteratura, si rende necessaria una premessa: l’impiego della letteratura nei miei corsi di lingua non è finalizzato allo sviluppo di competenze letterarie bensì allo sviluppo di competenze linguistiche e, soprattutto, socio-culturali. Pertanto, parlare di letteratura entro questa cornice significa riferirsi al suo uso e non al suo studio. Secondo la categorizzazione e definizione che Lazar dà di tre possibili approcci (language-based approach; literature as content; literature for personal enrichment) (23), la proposta di letteratura nella classe di lingua qui presentata tende in prima istanza all’obiettivo dell’arricchimento personale (literature for personal enrichment), che mira a coinvolgere l’apprendente in quanto persona con un bagaglio di esperienze, sentimenti e opinioni da cui attingere (24). Questo approccio si inserisce naturalmente nel contesto delle classi in cui lo studente, al centro del processo di insegnamento-apprendimento, viene prima come individuo con un passato e una storia personali che come apprendente.
3.1. La scelta del testo

In tale prospettiva, la scelta dei testi, oltre a rispondere agli interessi degli studenti, non può prescindere dal loro livello di competenza linguistica e culturale, pena la noia derivante dalla difficoltà di cercare troppe parole sul dizionario e la perdita di interesse e motivazione per leggere cose che non si capiscono. Pertanto, la scelta del testo letterario dovrebbe seguire la teoria di Stephen Krashen5 sia per quanto riguarda il contenuto linguistico, sia per quanto riguarda il contenuto culturale.

Nel caso specifico del corso in esame (il terzo trimestre del livello intermedio di italiano, con un programma del corso organizzato per unità tematiche6 sulla base di un manuale adottato a partire dal primo trimestre), il testo letterario non poteva costituirne o sostituirne l’intero contenuto culturale e ridisegnarne il percorso morfo-sintattico. Da un lato poteva tuttavia configurarsi come espansione ed approfondimento, dall’altro come sintesi di alcuni temi toccati dal programma. La scelta di svariati testi letterari brevi (come racconti, pagine di romanzi e poesie) sarebbe stata forse “più complementare” con il manuale in uso ma avrebbe corroborato un tipo di lettura esplorativa e selettiva (skim and scan) già in atto nella pratica ordinaria della comprensione scritta. Un unico testo più lungo, invece, era lo strumento adatto per promuovere una lettura intensiva, più impegnativa in termini di tempo e concentrazione, ma più proficua ai fini di una riflessione personale. La scelta del testo “lungo” si proponeva come contropartita alla velocità (qualche volta superficialità), richiedendo allo studente-lettore di fermarsi e soffermarsi per capire sì la lingua, ma soprattutto per scoprire lati di se stesso che senza il libro, probabilmente, non sarebbero emersi (per lo meno nelle circostanze di questo corso). Infatti lo scrittore, che con le parole costruisce mondi nuovi entro cui racconta “le sue storie come fossero le storie di altre persone” e “le storie di altre persone come fossero le sue,” fa scoprire al lettore cose che già conosce, ma che non sa di conoscere (trad. mia; Pamuk 88).

Questo era l’obiettivo ultimo della proposta di leggere un testo più lungo: spezzare il ritmo incalzante imposto da scelte di studio utilitaristiche per offrire agli studenti la possibilità di scoperte inattese, l’esperienza della serendipità. Il problema era però trovare un testo adatto, cioè un testo linguisticamente appropriato (la cui lingua fosse vicina alla lingua d’uso) e capace di rispondere alle esigenze (affatto trascurabili) di tempo, ma soprattutto in grado di coinvolgere gli studenti incontrandone i gusti. Con queste premesse il testo non poteva essere scelto esclusivamente in base alle sue qualità estetiche bensì doveva, per così dire, legittimare il gusto dei giovani guardando oltre il canone della tradizione letteraria. Bisognava quindi allargare la ricerca a quella produzione che, come sostengono Emilia Di Martino e Bruna Di Sabato, “generalmente viene etichettata ‘cattiva letteratura’, ‘letteratura popolare’, ‘letteratura giovanile’” (16) a patto che il testo fosse in grado di offrire un contesto valido per una riflessione linguistica e culturale.

Dopo innumerevoli valutazioni, la scelta è ricaduta su Io e te di Niccolò Ammaniti. Gli studenti hanno avuto a disposizione il testo pubblicato da Einaudi nel 2010, arricchito da annotazioni7 per facilitarne la comprensione.

3.2. L’organizzazione della lettura e la discussione in classe

Gli studenti del corso di italiano intermedio8 avevano lezione quattro volte alla settimana per cinquanta minuti. Il venerdì è stata la giornata prescelta da dedicare al libro e il romanzo è stato suddiviso in maniera tale da poter essere interamente letto e discusso nel corso del trimestre. Al fine di contestualizzare meglio le vicende narrate, le attività sono iniziate in classe con una breve introduzione sull’autore e sul romanzo. Poi è cominciata la lettura che è sempre stata fatta a casa (uno o due capitoli a settimana, a seconda della lunghezza), eccetto durante la prima settimana in cui, a scopo orientativo, le prime pagine del romanzo sono state lette in classe. In quell’occasione è stato ricordato agli studenti che non dovevano capire ogni singola parola, bensì aiutarsi con il contesto per identificare parole chiave importanti per capire il senso della storia. Quindi, a differenza di quanto accade di solito quando si legge qualcosa, anziché sottolineare le parole che non conoscevano, gli studenti sono stati invitati a sottolineare quelle che conoscevano e potevano servire ai fini della comprensione delle vicende narrate.

Insieme al libro gli studenti hanno ricevuto una scheda strutturata come un percorso, per aiutarli a destreggiarsi fra le diverse scene e situazioni proposte dal testo e a concentrarsi di volta in volta su ambiente, fatti, personaggi e tematiche di ciascun capitolo, guardando ad elementi di novità e continuità con quanto accaduto in precedenza e riflettendo sugli aspetti linguistici nuovi e/o problematici più evidenti. Questa schematizzazione è servita come struttura di riferimento per la discussione in classe, sulla quale innestare di volta in volta domande aperte o chiuse che potessero avvicinarli al testo.

Partendo dai punti evidenziati dalla scheda e aggiungendo alcune domande pertinenti al capitolo in questione, ogni venerdì la discussione si è svolta dapprima in piccoli gruppi e poi collettivamente. Questo doppio passaggio ha avuto per gli studenti la triplice funzione di 1) creare un ambiente più protetto in cui generare e scambiarsi delle idee; 2) “provare la lingua”, cioè provare ad esprimere il proprio pensiero in maniera comprensibile, trovando insieme le parole più adatte; 3) negoziare e collaborare per costruire un’interpretazione da presentare alla classe.

In questa cornice il ruolo dell’insegnante è stato quello di facilitare lo scambio e la conversazione, stratificando l’informazione per riaffermare da un lato la centralità dell’apprendente-persona, dall’altro quella del testo e poi metterli in relazione. In altre parole, quando gli studenti lavoravano in piccoli gruppi, si incoraggiava il brainstorming; in seguito, mentre ciascuno di questi gruppi esponeva di fronte all’intera classe le proprie idee, l’insegnante riprendeva le parole chiave ed i concetti e li trascriveva sulla lavagna per verificarli successivamente con e sul testo in modo che venissero fuori eventuali inesattezze fattuali o si scoprissero nuovi indizi. Sul piano linguistico l’insegnante si limitava, quando necessario, a riformulare alcune risposte per fornire le espressioni più consone al contesto. In questo modo la conversazione, dispiegandosi gradatamente sia sul piano linguistico sia sul piano concettuale, muoveva naturalmente sempre più in direzione del testo e gli studenti si sentivano via via più sicuri nel fare quelli che Kramsch chiama educated guesses (“Literary Texts in the Classroom” 359), cioè ipotesi che trovano via via riscontro e vengono progressivamente convalidate dal e nel testo stesso.

4. Altre attività con, sul e intorno al testo

4.1. Il diario

La scrittura di un diario, da consegnare il venerdì, ha costituito un’attività propedeutica alla discussione in classe. La pagina scritta settimanalmente come risposta-reazione al capitolo letto, oltre a concedere ulteriore spazio alla riflessione e ad essere preparatoria dell’attività orale, è stata anche uno strumento efficace per consentire agli studenti più timidi e/o più restii a parlare in pubblico di partecipare indirettamente alla discussione.

4.2. L’audio-libro

La creazione, man mano che si procedeva nella lettura, di un audio-libro, per il quale ogni studente doveva leggere ad alta voce alcune pagine, registrarle su Canvas, ricevere feedback su intonazione, pronuncia, ritmo e registrarle una seconda volta tenendo conto dei suggerimenti dell’insegnante, è stata un valido strumento per apprezzare l’aspetto fonologico della lingua ed entrare nel testo attraverso la voce dei suoi protagonisti.

4.3. La mini-rassegna cinematografica

A lettura ultimata del romanzo ha avuto luogo la proiezione del film omonimo di Bernardo Bertolucci (2012). In precedenza era stato proiettato il film Io non ho paura, diretto da Gabriele Salvatores nel 2003 e tratto dal romanzo omonimo di Ammaniti del 2001.

La proiezione del film Io e te voleva evidenziare come il regista avesse reso la fisicità e il temperamento di Lorenzo e Olivia attraverso scelte visive che avrebbero potuto fornire ulteriori suggestioni all’idea che gli studenti si erano fatti dei due personaggi principali. Del film è stata molto apprezzata la colonna sonora, in particolare la canzone Ragazzo solo, ragazza sola, cantata in italiano da David Bowie sulla melodia di Space Oddity.

La proiezione di Io non ho paura si proponeva, invece, un confronto tra gli adolescenti delle due storie, Michele e Filippo da un lato, e Lorenzo dall’altro, il loro ambiente socio-familiare e i rispettivi rapporti con i genitori.

4.4. La presentazione finale di gruppo

L’ultima settimana del trimestre, a conclusione del progetto di lettura, gli studenti, a gruppi di tre o quattro, hanno fatto una presentazione orale. Qualcuno ha scelto di parlare del rapporto tra Lorenzo e la sorella Olivia e della sua evoluzione; qualcuno ha parlato più in generale dei rapporti familiari, soffermandosi sul rapporto di Lorenzo e i genitori e la figura della nonna; qualcuno più avventuroso ha scelto di riflettere sul ruolo degli animali presenti nel romanzo; altri hanno scelto il tema dell’amicizia; gli studenti specializzandi in Radio, TV, Film hanno fatto il confronto tra il libro e il film.

5. Discussione e implicazioni pedagogiche

Leggere per intero un romanzo, seppur breve, con una classe di studenti dell’ultimo trimestre del livello intermedio di italiano non è un’impresa semplice. All’inizio bisogna vincere la riluttanza di chi è preoccupato dal fatto che la lettura richiede tempo, poi ci si deve confrontare con le competenze linguistiche e culturali della classe che non sono mai omogenee (e questo vale anche per i bisogni e gli interessi di ciascuno). L’insegnante, come un equilibrista, deve riuscire a muoversi su questo terreno accidentato senza cedimenti. Ciò non significa che non siano consentite correzioni in corso d’opera, ma sicuramente non ci devono essere né esitazioni, né perplessità sulla bontà del progetto. Infatti, la lettura del romanzo deve essere inquadrata come un vero e proprio progetto e la sfida è quella di portarlo a termine.

La classe a cui è stata proposta la lettura di Io e te era costituita da un gruppo di studenti rimasto pressoché invariato per tre trimestri e che per tre trimestri si era incontrato quattro volte alla settimana sempre nella stessa aula. Il fatto che gli studenti si conoscessero abbastanza bene ha contribuito a creare una vera e propria squadra all’insegna della collaborazione e del sostegno reciproco ed ha abbattuto le barriere inibitorie di chi teme di far brutta figura di fronte ai compagni. L’aula, poi, sempre la stessa per un anno intero, ha giocato un ruolo inaspettatamente positivo. È diventata il laboratorio delle idee, o, come la classe preferiva chiamarla prendendo a prestito il rifugio del protagonista di Io e te, “la cantina”.

Si sa che la bellezza di un libro o di un racconto risiede nel come la storia è raccontata: sono i nessi, i rimandi, le concatenazioni che danno luce alla storia. È il montaggio che conta (Beccaria 51-52). Lo studente d’italiano di livello (elementare ed) intermedio non riesce ad addentrarsi profondamente nella struttura della storia perché ha difficoltà a capire quali sono le intenzioni e le credenze che ne costituiscono il tessuto. L’insegnante può guidarlo verso il testo ma deve anche lasciarlo libero, libero di trascurare (almeno inizialmente e temporaneamente) le intenzioni dell’autore e di ricavare dal testo i propri significati dando spazio a se stesso, alla propria immaginazione, alle proprie emozioni. Di conseguenza, per far sì che gli studenti si appropriassero gradualmente del testo si è permesso che all’inizio instaurassero con esso un rapporto sbilanciato a favore di se stessi, facendo in modo che il testo parlasse loro, che vi ritrovassero quello che avevano in testa (Kramsch, “Literary Texts in the Classroom” 360). D’altro canto, come sostenuto fin dall’inizio, l’obiettivo non era studiare la letteratura bensì usare la letteratura per espandere la competenza linguistica e soprattutto per accrescere la competenza socio-culturale. Quindi era importante suscitare un “inter-esse” nei confronti del testo, che, come fa notare Mario Barenghi riferendosi all’origine etimologica del termine, doveva proprio significare uno “starci in mezzo” (n.p.). 

Da questa posizione gli studenti si sono in qualche modo immedesimati con il protagonista, hanno ripensato alla loro infanzia e alla loro adolescenza, ai tempi del liceo, ai rapporti con gli amici. Grazie al distacco prodotto dagli anni intercorsi e dalla finzione, gli studenti hanno recuperato tratti del loro carattere o della loro esperienza scolastica ed extrascolastica di adolescenti. Perciò, confrontandosi con se stessi e con il testo, hanno dato vita a una serie di negoziazioni interne frutto di una combinazione di fattori affettivi, bisogni, motivazioni e stili di apprendimento. Successivamente, confrontandosi con i compagni, hanno dato vita a una serie di negoziazioni sociali in cui hanno condiviso collettivamente ciò che era stato elaborato individualmente. Tali negoziazioni hanno consentito non solo di ricostruire la propria identità personale evitando di parlare esplicitamente di se stessi ma anche di entrare a poco a poco nel mondo multiforme del romanzo e coglierne le diversità di valori (Kramsch, “Literary Texts in the Classroom” 361).

La scrittura del diario e la lettura “ad alta voce” sono state sicuramente benefiche. La prima ha favorito la riflessione, mentre la seconda ha contribuito al processo di immedesimazione. Gli studenti hanno lavorato non solo sulla pronuncia ma anche sull’intonazione, e molti addirittura si sono avventurati nell’attribuire voci diverse ai diversi personaggi. Inoltre, alla fine del trimestre si sono ritrovati con un audio-libro prodotto da tutti loro che, oltre ad essere un risultato tangibile del loro lavoro, è diventato un’ulteriore prova del valore e dell’importanza della collaborazione nel conseguimento di un risultato. Alla fine, la sfida della lettura integrale del romanzo, seppur impegnativa, era stata vinta ed il progetto si era concluso con successo.

Stando alle valutazioni espresse a fine corso, per i più il risultato è stato altamente gratificante e tutti si sono sentiti più pronti ad intraprendere esperienze simili anche in autonomia. Dai commenti è emersa soprattutto la soddisfazione per essere “entrati in contatto con l’italiano vero”. Quando è stato chiesto agli studenti di spiegare che cosa intendessero esattamente, hanno risposto di essere finalmente riusciti a vedere e a capire come parlano e vivono gli italiani. Per un insegnante che nei suoi corsi di lingua parla in italiano fin dalle prime lezioni e usa sempre materiali autentici sia per gli ascolti sia per le letture, tale risposta è stata alquanto sorprendente. Qual era stata la differenza? Il fatto di leggere un romanzo per un intero trimestre aveva attivato una forma di partecipazione diversa. Per la prima volta si era dedicato molto tempo ad un unico input che (per la sua natura intrinseca e il suo protrarsi nel tempo) aveva assunto le caratteristiche di un progetto individuale e, insieme, corale. Gli studenti erano riusciti a coinvolgersi ed immedesimarsi, ad instaurare un rapporto dialogico con il testo e a vivere un’esperienza immersiva. Era stata un’impresa che aveva richiesto pazienza ed attenzione ma che gli aveva consentito di uscire dai loro ritmi e dalla loro realtà per sperimentare qualcosa di diverso. Qualcosa che non li aveva lasciati indifferenti. Se non in tutti, certamente nei più, il romanzo di Ammaniti aveva suscitato l’“inter-esse” e dall’interesse erano derivati il bisogno e il piacere o meglio il piacere di “trovare soddisfazione ai propri bisogni” (Balboni 10).

Alla fine, ben cinque studenti del corso, pur non essendo specializzandi in italiano, hanno deciso di continuare e iscriversi al primo corso del terzo anno. Risultato non disprezzabile e conferma che anche “la letteratura con la l minuscola” può suscitare nell’apprendente di italiano LS un interesse che va oltre il soddisfacimento dei requisiti linguistici richiesti dall’università, incoraggiandolo a leggere in seguito testi anche più impegnativi.

6. Conclusione 

Lo studio dell’italiano nelle università statunitensi continua a perdere iscritti e anche gli studenti che si iscrivono spesso lo fanno per soddisfare il requisito della lingua straniera. Per contrastare questa tendenza, diventa importante promuovere il sapere umanistico (e la letteratura in particolare) come risorsa capace di stimolare l’immaginazione e accrescere la consapevolezza di se stessi.

Pur tenendo conto delle problematiche esposte nel saggio, il testo letterario rimane uno strumento fondamentale nella crescita formativa dell’apprendente e, soprattutto, dell’apprendente-persona. Questo saggio, partendo da una riflessione sull’esperienza e sui risultati derivati dalla lettura del romanzo Io e te nell’ultimo trimestre di un corso d’italiano a livello intermedio, sottolinea l’importanza dell’uso della letteratura nei corsi di lingua e ne afferma il valore e l’intrinseca capacità di accendere la motivazione dei discenti e di consentire loro di diventare parte attiva del proprio processo di apprendimento. Il contatto con il testo e l’“inter-esse” che ne scaturisce danno vita a una sorta di riflessione personale e socio-culturale non più promosse dall’esterno (dalla lingua alla cultura) bensì sollecitate dall’interno, cioè dal testo stesso. Da questa prospettiva, da un lato, come sostiene Lazar, sono stimolati immaginazione, senso critico e consapevolezza emotiva (19); dall’altro ne traggono beneficio le abilità relazionali proprie dell’educazione interculturale e dell’educazione tout court. In altre parole, il testo letterario diventa strumento culturalmente e civilmente utile, in grado di sviluppare immaginazione e coscienza critica e in ultimo di preparare cittadini consapevoli.

 Utilizzare un testo letterario in un corso di lingua resta comunque una sfida, perché è qualcosa che gli studenti non si aspettano e guardano con diffidenza, pensando che non sia utile ai fini di costruire abilità capaci di rispondere a situazioni concrete o di risolvere problemi dell’immediato quotidiano. Tuttavia, se si riesce a superare la resistenza iniziale, dall’incontro con una cultura diversa dalla loro, gli studenti scopriranno qualcosa di se stessi che prima non sapevano o, per lo meno, di cui non erano consapevoli. Questo conferirà loro un senso di appagamento non limitato al fatto di essere stati in grado di leggere un intero romanzo, ma derivante dall’aver acquisito conoscenze destinate a durare nel tempo, in grado di renderli persone creative ed innovative e dunque, come sostiene De Martin, attive e produttive non solo nell’immediato futuro, ma nell’intero arco della vita (126).

Questo è quanto è successo agli studenti (o per lo meno alla maggior parte di loro) del corso di italiano intermedio alla Northwestern University nella primavera del 2018. La loro soddisfazione, alla fine della lettura di Io e te, per essere “entrati in contatto con l’italiano vero” era in realtà la soddisfazione di essere entrati in contatto con se stessi, con i propri bisogni e la propria cultura attraverso un processo di negoziazione, che invitandoli ad osservare, ad aprirsi, ad ascoltare, a capire, li aveva aiutati a crescere e a diventare persone a tutto tondo.
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 Informazioni dettagliate sono disponibili nella pubblicazione MLA, preparata da Looney e Lusin, Enrollment in Languages Other than English in United States institutions of Higher Education.

2 Metodo grammaticale-traduttivo.

3 Le traduzioni in italiano delle citazioni sono opera dell’autrice del saggio.

4 Secondo l’American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages, il livello di competenza di lettura (principiante, intermedio, avanzato e superiore) è definito in base a una gerarchia di quattro tipologie principali di testo (orientational; informative; evaluative; projective) e alle abilità ad esse associate (skim and scan; decode and classify; infer, guess, hypothesize, interpret; analyze, verify, extend hypothesis) (ACTFL).

5 Stephen Krashen nella sua teoria Second Language Acquisition Theory sostiene che l’input debba collocarsi linguisticamente al livello immediatamente successivo a quello raggiunto dall’apprendente (i+1) (21).

6 I temi proposti nel sillabo riguardavano l’Italia del secondo dopoguerra, la ricostruzione e il miracolo economico; gli anni ’70 e i diritti civili; i rapporti stato-chiesa; il ruolo della donna nella famiglia e nella società; emigrazione e immigrazione (Morgavi).

7 Le annotazioni (compilate specificatamente per il corso) oltre ad un glossario delle parole meno note, includevano spiegazioni di carattere culturale e davano informazioni su quegli aspetti del testo che a uno studente di livello intermedio sarebbero potuti sfuggire (quali ad esempio tono e metafore).

8 Gli iscritti al corso, 23 in totale, erano suddivisi in due classi rispettivamente di 10 e 13 studenti. L’esperienza qui descritta si riferisce specificatamente alla classe di 13 studenti di cui sono stata l’insegnante. Gli studenti di questa classe erano tutti anglofoni ad eccezione di uno studente bilingue, spagnolo e inglese.
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	Data
	In classe
	A casa 

	
	Temi, funzioni comunicative e lessico

Spazi culturali
	Strutture grammaticali
	Compiti



	
	Martedì 

3 aprile
	Presentazione programma

Presentazioni

L’Italia del dopoguerra, pp. 110-11
	
	

	Sett. 1
	Mercoledì 

4 aprile
	La ricostruzione e il miracolo economico
	Imperfetto e passato prossimo
	Questionario-Prima della lettura di Io e te di N. Ammaniti

	
	Venerdì

6 aprile
	Niccolò Ammaniti, Io e te
Inizio + 1a parte cap. 1


	Congiuntivo trapassato

p. 233 (G)
	Lettura, Io e te, pp. 13-23

p. 236 n. 6 (G)

	
	Lunedì 

9 aprile
	Niccolò Ammaniti, Io e te
pp.13-23, analisi e discussione


	
	Lettura, Io e te, cap. 2 (per ven. 13/04)


	Sett. 2
	Martedì 

10 aprile
	L’oratorio e il bar

Le attrazioni del bar sport (p. 114)

I giochi (e i luoghi) dell’infanzia e dell’adolescenza

Ascolto # 19 p. 113
	Discorso indiretto, pp. 112-13
	p. 200, n. 1 e 2; p. 201 n. 3 (W)

	
	Mercoledì 

11 aprile
	Cambiamenti nel tempo: luoghi nella tua via/quartiere/città che non ci sono più o che sono cambiati drasticamente


	Discorso diretto vs. discorso indiretto, pp. 249-250 (G)

Condizionale passato
	

	
	Venerdì

13 aprile


	Niccolò Ammaniti, Io e te
cap. 2, analisi e discussione 


	
	Lettura, Io e te, cap. 3 & 4 (per venerdì 20/04)


	Sett. 3
	Lunedì 

16 aprile


	Composizione 1

(Riassunto)

Food as Activism in Contemporary Public Art, a talk by M. d’Ayala-Valva, 4pm, Kresge 2-351


	
	Lettura, Il Vaticano e l’Italia, 

2b, pp. 105-06 (T)

Questionario

	
	Martedì 

17 aprile


	Gli anni ’70 e i diritti civili
Introduzione p. 104 n. 1; p. 105 n. 2a

Tavola italiana, 4pm
	
	p. 196 n. 2 (W)

	
	Mercoledì 

18 aprile


	I rapporti stato e chiesa 

Il Vaticano e l’Italia, p. 105-06, analisi lessicale e grammaticale


	Periodo ipotetico di 1° e 2° tipo, p. 108

pp 240-41 (G) 
	p. 198 n. 6 (W)

p. 241 n. 1 e p. 242 n.2 (G)



	
	Venerdì 

20 aprile
	Niccolò Ammaniti, Io e te

cap. 3 & 4, analisi e discussione
	
	Lettura, Io e te, cap. 5 (per venerdì 27/04)

	Data
	In classe
	A casa 

	
	Temi, funzioni comunicative e lessico

Spazi culturali
	Strutture grammaticali
	Compiti



	
	Lunedì 

23 aprile
	Il tuo rapporto con la religione, p. 107 n. 4


	Costruire un testo argomentativo 
	

	Sett. 4
	Martedì 

24 aprile
	Ripasso
	
	

	
	Mercoledì 25 aprile
	Quiz 1
	
	

	
	Venerdì 

27 aprile
	Niccolò Ammaniti, Io e te
cap. 5, analisi e discussione 


	
	Lettura, Io e te, cap. 6 (per venerdì 03/05)

Comprensione scritta

	Sett. 5
	Lunedì 

30 aprile
	Nascita dell’Italia
Cosa sai della storia italiana? Quali personaggi storici conosci?
Il Risorgimento: Cavour e Garibaldi

Video
	Passato remoto p. 188 (G)


	p.190 n.1 e 2, p. 191 n.1 (G)

	
	Martedì 

1° maggio
	Garibaldi p. 130 n. 1b Ascolto

Tavola Italiana, 4pm
	Passato remoto
	

	
	Mercoledì 

2 maggio
	Le donne nel Risorgimento


	Modi impliciti (presenti e passati): infinito, gerundio, participio, p. 132


	Composizione 2

(da consegnare lun. 14/05)

infinito e gerundio, pp. 267-68 (G)

p. 269 n. 1; p. 270 n. 3 e p. 271 n. 6

	
	Venerdì 

4 maggio


	Niccolò Ammaniti, Io e te
cap. 6, analisi e discussione 


	
	Lettura, Io e te, cap.7 & 8 (per venerdì 11/05)

	
	Lunedì

7 maggio
	Donne d’Italia (e donne in Italia)

p. 120

Maria Montessori, p. 121
	Parole composte, p. 122
	p. 123 n. 6 (T)

	Sett. 6
	Martedì 

8 maggio
	Donne famose (e non)

La condizione della donna in Italia, video

Film, Io non ho paura di G. Salvatores, 6pm, Library Theater Room
	
	

	
	Mercoledì 

9 maggio
	Il ruolo e la condizione della donna in Italia e nel tuo paese
	
	

	
	Venerdì 

11 maggio
	Niccolò Ammaniti, Io e te
cap. 7 & 8, analisi e discussione


	
	Lettura, Io e te, cap. 9 (per venerdì 18/05)

	Data
	In classe
	A casa 

	
	Funzioni comunicative e lessico

Spazi culturali
	Strutture grammaticali
	Compiti



	
	Lunedì 

14 maggio
	Ripasso
	
	

	Sett. 7
	Martedì 

15 maggio
	Quiz 2

Tavola Italiana, 4pm
	
	

	
	Mercoledì

16 maggio
	Emigrazione & Immigrazione

Emigrazione (nel passato) 
	Periodo ipotetico 3° tipo

p. 241, (G)
	p. 242 n. 3 (G)

p. 244 n. 5

	
	Venerdì 

18 maggio
	Niccolò Ammaniti, Io e te

cap. 9, analisi e discussione
	
	Lettura, Io e te, cap. 10 + finale (per venerdì 25/05)

	
	Lunedì 

21 maggio


	Emigrazione (nel presente)

La fuga dei cervelli


	
	Composizione 3

(da consegnare mart. 29/05)

	Sett. 8
	Martedì 

22 maggio


	Lavoro e disoccupazione giovanile

Immigrazione

Film, Io e te di B. Bertolucci, 6pm, Library Forum Room
	
	Film, Io e te di B. Bertolucci

	
	Mercoledì 

23 maggio


	Immigrazione
	
	

	
	Venerdì 

25 maggio


	Niccolò Ammaniti, Io e te
cap. 10 + finale, analisi e discussione


	
	

	
	Lunedì

28 maggio
	Memorial Day
	
	

	Sett. 9

	Martedì 

29 maggio
	Presentazioni di gruppo

Tavola Italiana, 4pm
	
	

	
	Mercoledì 30 maggio
	Presentazioni di gruppo
	
	

	
	Venerdì 

1° giugno
	Ripasso
	
	

	
	Lunedì

4 giugno
	Quiz Finale 


	
	


Le pagine si riferiscono ai seguenti testi indicati nel programma rispettivamente con (T e W) e (G):

Guastalla, Carlo and Naddeo, Ciro Massimo. Domani 3. Alma Edizioni, 2012.

Iacovoni, Gabriella and Persiani, Nadia and Fiorentino, Barbara. gramm.it for English-speakers. Bonacci Editore, 2010.

How Literature Can Facilitate Discussions about Controversial Topics: An Interdisciplinary Approach

Literature in Foreign Language Instruction 

Recognizing its value as a tool for language learning, many authors have emphasized the motivational factor of the literary text (Balboni, Educazione, Insegnare, Le sfide; Collie and Slater; Lazar; Gardner; Ghosn) as a provider of authentic material and a repository of universal concepts such as love, hate, death, nature, violence, heaven, hell, and more, concepts that are common to all languages and cultures (Balboni, Insegnare; Ghosn). Motivation is a prerequisite of successful language learning, or, as Giovanni Freddi states, “learning does not exist without an adequate motivation” (qtd. in Caon 15), and is especially achieved when students are exposed to topics that raise their interest and curiosity, to which they can relate on a personal level, or when the subject is enjoyable and deserves further exploration. When students read literature, writes Judith Langer, “horizons of possibility come to mind, moving them to reflect on and interpret ideas at hand; students raise questions, recognize problems, seek causes and solutions, and make connections. They explore multiple perspectives and imagine scenarios” (607). Indeed, learners are more likely to be motivated precisely through, or perhaps because of, these connections which they make with their own lives, finding ways to relate to the story as it arouses previous individual interests, as well as to identify with or to react against the main character of the story. Hence, they assume a more active and organic role throughout their learning process (Belcher and Hirvela 117).

This article supports the arguments for using literature in the language class and embraces the four reasons put forward by Collie and Slater. 1. Literature is valuable authentic material: valuable because it says something about human issues; authentic because works of literature are not fashioned for the specific purpose of teaching languages. 2. Literature facilitates cultural enrichment: literary texts help understand how communication takes place in the country where the target language is spoken, how interactions develop, and how characters respond to varied issues. 3. Literature promotes language enrichment: reading increases learners’ vocabulary as well as their understanding of the syntax and discourse structures. 4. Literature fosters personal involvement: often students find strong connections with the story or with specific characters in the story as they share similar emotions (5-7). Moreover, as exceptional materials for the development of the four learning skills, literary texts provide a fertile territory for the enhancement of interpersonal, interpretive, and presentational abilities along with the development of critical and creative thinking. Therefore, they also contribute to the educational and personal enrichment of the learners.                                                                                                                                 

In line with Paolo E. Balboni’s “bisogna far scoprire agli studenti che hanno bisogno di letteratura e che la letteratura può dar loro piaceri straordinari” (Educazione letteraria 16), this article will argue that one of the most successful ways to show students the value of literature in their lives can be achieved through a language teaching approach that emphasizes interdisciplinary perspectives. While the changing landscape of our classrooms keeps reminding us that we live in a multicultural society where different languages and cultures interact on a daily basis, educators are challenged to create classrooms that are inclusive and welcoming of the diversity in the student population. To achieve this goal, educators should construct a meaningful curriculum that supports student-centered learning within the context of different cultures and disciplines, “in order to develop an approach [to language teaching] that integrates insights from citizenship education” (Byram and Wagner 140). Therefore, it is paramount to create a curriculum that encourages students to make connections with other disciplines and foreign literatures, a curriculum that is “engaging, accessible, connected, and relevant” (Hines-Gaither n.p.). The curriculum should also consider and include students’ diverse cultural traditions in order to create an environment in which learners actively participate, cooperate, collaborate among peers, and are able to become self-confident and proactive individuals. In addressing the different challenges of teaching a diverse population, an interdisciplinary approach is one of the most efficient ways to contribute to the students’ educational and personal experience. While helping learners to see the relationships among content areas and consider the many angles from which to explore a subject, the interdisciplinary approach also facilitates the development of communication, collaboration, presentational, and critical thinking skills as well as intercultural awareness. As students recognize other viewpoints and learn better to understand their own, they acquire “lifelong learning skills that are essential to a student’s future learning” (Jones 76).                                                                                                                                             

Literature as a Prompt for Discussion

Literature can also become a powerful tool for cultivating discussions on controversial topics. Keeping in mind the Merriam-Webster Dictionary’s definition of controversy: “a discussion marked especially by the expression of opposing views,” controversial topics often lead to situations in which students do not feel prepared or are too intimidated by the subject, or by the strongest viewpoints, to express their own opinions. What follows is an example of how a strong opinion, developed by experience with that subject matter, and corroborated by facts, dominated a class discussion on beauty pageants for young teenagers. While the great majority of students briefly expressed their disapproval for these kinds of competitions, because they promote an unhealthy body image, one student, whose young sister participated in several beauty pageants, took a leading role in the conversation, stressing the advantages of such pageants as they greatly helped to improve her sister’s self-esteem, confidence, and discipline as well as her communication skills and ability to better control stress during competition. Ultimately, the young sister won a scholarship to college. 

As controversial issues are unavoidable in class, we should not shy away from them, but rather let us seek to make them become a catalyst for building humanistic connections, because “students need opportunities to explore their own values and . . . opportunities to develop critical thinking skills and respectful communication” (Al Badri 74). While instructors have a responsibility to create a safe speaking environment for all students, an environment that promotes dialogue and welcomes an atmosphere of respect and sensibility to the opinions of others, they should also remind students to share their own perspectives on the issues discussed in class in order to foster an honest dialogue among peers. Moreover, instructors should also inform students about the upcoming discussions on controversial topics and assign preparatory work, in order to expose them, for instance, to what Diana Hess calls “multiple and competing ideas before they begin the discussion,” aiming to “ensure that everyone is ready to participate because if that’s the case, you’re more likely to have more participation in the discussion” (n.p.). Krishauna Hines-Gaither goes one step further and emphasizes not only opinions, but also a sound knowledge base, such as readings and videos (n.p.). 

In order to demonstrate how literary texts can be helpful in discussing themes generally considered controversial, the short story “Quarto potere” from the collection Passeggeri notturni by Gianrico Carofiglio (a story about bullying, violence, and diversity) will be explored in this intermediate-advanced Italian language unit.1 Through analysis and reflection on films, music, and visual arts, this unit will show how literature can facilitate the discussion about controversial topics. This approach, while promoting language acquisition, cultural enrichment, and intercultural awareness, develops creative and critical thinking, and ultimately contributes to the educational and personal growth of the students. 

In today’s foreign language classes, the use of short stories is a helpful input favored by both teachers and students. Some formal characteristics of short stories are pivotal in enhancing language learning and in generating an “aesthetically engaging reading experience” (Pacchioni 84). Short stories, continues Federico Pacchioni, have the ability to minimize the students’ anxiety, as they are confronted with a manageable text that can easily fit into “the stressful lives carried on by college students” (84). Furthermore, it is worth noticing another important feature of Carofiglio’s short fiction: it presents relevant topics that are common to all languages and cultures, and to which students all over the world can relate.
“Quarto potere” tackles the topic of bullying at school. Students Cannata and Gabriele are the two main characters in the story: the former rough and mean, the latter well behaved and quiet.2 This simple story brings to the surface issues of diversity, violence, and bullying. As a matter of fact, Gabriele is described as a reserved person with a round face, wearing glasses, a good student, a kind of outcast. He is the perfect target for a bully like Cannata. Cannata attacks Gabriele physically and verbally, but in the end Gabriele finds courage to react to the abuse with the help of another classmate. The following is a detailed explanation of the interdisciplinary lessons and their required preparatory work at home. 
In class

“Quarto potere”
	[image: image19.png]




	(Helen Costantino Fioratti


In order to introduce the topic(s) of the new story, students will reflect on the title “Quarto potere” and predict the subject matter of the story. Later, they will examine the illustration on the first page of the unit, and express their thoughts and feelings about the image they find before them. Then, they will formulate hypotheses about possible connections between the illustration and the topic of the short story. This five-to-eight-minute discussion allows students to test and exchange their own ideas. Since students often feel reassured in finding out that other classmates share similar opinions, they will be encouraged to participate more freely in the discussion, thus contributing to a better learning environment.

At home
Students watch the film Solo io by Guido Milani, 2008 (available on YouTube), and reflect on a list of questions the instructor has prepared for them. The questions focus on the specific and general meanings of the story and include opportunities for open-ended questions. During this receptive activity, students watch, listen to and interpret the meaning of words, music, and images in the film. Moreover, the film provides foreign language students with the opportunity to view and experience the social dynamics of communication as they watch native speakers interact in authentic settings. It also contributes to deepening their understanding of life in the country where the target language is spoken. Offering learners both verbal and non-verbal messages, films help develop linguistic and sociocultural awareness (Maggini 114; Diadori 334). Indeed, they show a total immersion in the communicative act of native speakers through pronunciation and intonation of words, but also through gestures and behaviors, such as facial expressions, touching and postures, as well as spatial distance between individuals. The following are some model questions for students.

1. Riassumi brevemente la storia.

2. Descrivi il protagonista Marco.

3. Quali emozioni e stati d’animo trasmette il film e in quali momenti?

4. Si può definire la scuola un ambiente sicuro?

5. È facile fare amicizia in una scuola nuova?

6. Che cosa fai per farti conoscere dai tuoi compagni di     classe?

In class

The class opens with a brainstorming activity. Students are placed in small groups or in pairs and asked to reflect on the movie Solo io, utilizing the questions they have worked on at home. Students can be grouped based on the characteristics they share, such as talkative vs. quiet students (as experience has taught the author that students perform better when they are among similar peers), or the students may be selected randomly. Each group is assigned a question to discuss or asked to work on all the questions, and then they should designate a speaker to present to the class. The instructor can also call on volunteers from the class. In this interpersonal moment of communication, students discuss the film while exchanging their personal ideas, thoughts, and feelings. They also speak about themselves and respond emotionally and intellectually to the events that took place in the movie.                                                                                                                                      

To keep curiosity and interest alive, students are not provided with background information on the story, but as previously mentioned, they can be asked to predict or imagine what the story will entail. Afterwards, they are given exercises that contain difficult vocabulary words, including synonyms, and/or antonyms, derivations, associations and more, generated from the story’s lexicon. As Irma K. Ghosn states, literature “presents natural language, language at its finest, and can thus foster vocabulary development in context” (173). Here it is crucial to stress the importance of vocabulary building through the process of learning a new language, because learners with a paucity of vocabulary are unable to understand others or express their own thoughts. Students work on these exercises at home and check their responses against the answer key. They are also asked to use the new vocabulary during conversation and in their written compositions.

At home

The next step is for students to read the short story, with the guidance of a list of questions prepared by the instructor. Students are advised to read the story more than once, since any new reading will bring them a fresh and closer understanding of the text. As Vladimir Nabokov argues, “[i]n reading a book, we must have time to acquaint ourselves with it. We have no physical organ (as we have the eye in regard to a painting) that takes in the whole picture and then can enjoy its details. But at a second, or third, or fourth reading we do, in a sense, behave towards a book as we do towards a painting” (3).

The reading of the story is the moment in which literature provides students with the ability to interpret the text: through the process of reading and re-reading the text a second and perhaps a third time, students are able to approach, understand, and ultimately appreciate it. When interpreting a text, the readers make choices, as the attention is concentrated on what they are experiencing during the interaction with the text. As individual readers interpret texts in different ways, “depending on the society they live in and their personal psychology,” meaning cannot “be fixed” (Lazar 11). Recalling Claire Kramsch’s theory, Bill VanPatten reminds us that “meaning can be layered” and specifically points out a literal meaning, a “hidden” meaning and a “read between the lines” meaning (3). The following are some sample questions about the short story “Quarto potere” to guide the students’ reading.

1. Di che cosa parla il racconto? Scegli dalla lista che segue e spiega perché.

a. Violenza

b. Amicizia

c. Bullismo

d. Rivincita

e. Solidarietà

2. In che modo Carofiglio rappresenta il tema che hai scelto? Fai riferimento al testo e scrivi aggettivi, verbi, espressioni di cui l’autore si serve per parlarne. 

3. Secondo te, a che cosa si riferisce il titolo “Quarto potere”?

4. Perché Cannata è definito cattivo?

5. Che tipo di personaggio emerge dal racconto?

6. Pensi che ci possa essere empatia senza conoscenza?

7. È giusto giudicare una persona senza prima conoscere la sua realtà?

8. Che cosa si deve fare per comprendere le persone?

9. Il titolo del film americano Citizen Kane è stato tradotto in italiano Quarto potere come il titolo del racconto. Conosci questo film?  Se sì, di’ se ci sono delle affinità con il racconto. 

In class

In pairs or small groups, students review the list of questions in order to reflect and comment on the themes of the story. They are also asked to bring examples from personal experience to the discussion. The instructor circulates among the students and generally does not correct the language, instead taking notes on relevant issues that will be presented to the entire class later on during the lesson, in line with Stephen Krashen’s argument that linguistic knowledge and metalinguistic reflections are inseparable parts of the process of learning. 
Class discussion gives students more fluency and confidence in speaking the target language, as they interact in a comfortable and welcoming atmosphere. Here students do not feel afraid to make communicative mistakes; rather, they find support from each other, borrow new ideas from their peers, reflect on their own opinions, take notes, and ask questions. Students are also asked to identify vocabulary that could be associated with diversity, bullying, and violence and, ultimately, to add their personal choice of words to describe the topics. In this interpersonal moment of communication, discussion is generated by reflecting on the main themes of the story, analyzing the text in order to “far emergere le diverse interpretazioni, confrontarle, discuterle, integrarle” (Balboni, Educazione letteraria 44), but also through reflections on personal experiences and emotions. This is a moment in which literature has the potential “to transform, to change attitudes, and to help eradicate prejudice while fostering empathy, tolerance, and an awareness of global problems” (Ghosn 176). It is through reading that students broaden their horizons, deepen their understanding of culture in the country where the language is spoken, develop their intercultural communicative competence, and learn to view issues from different perspectives. In promoting cultural and intercultural awareness, literature helps students develop critical thinking and writing skills, as well as emotional awareness (Spera 323-24). As students learn how to develop intercultural communicative competence, they also better connect to other disciplines, and develop insights to make comparisons to their own language and culture, while discovering ways to participate with and relate to different communities. (Cutshall 32).3 
 
Literature is a good medium through which students can enhance their critical thinking and reasoning, as they look for main points and causes, support details, and compare and contrast their ideas (Ghosn 176). While engaging with literature, learners acquire specific reading competences and writing skills, such as summarizing or paraphrasing texts; therefore, the students’ focus does not only consist in mechanically producing new words and creating grammatically correct sentences, but also in acquiring enhanced communication, i.e., a way of interpreting, expressing or negotiating meaning in different contexts. As students learn how to think critically, they become more proficient in constructing persuasive arguments, a skill that can be applied to other situations in their lives, contributing to the educational process of the whole person (Lazar 19).

In the last five to eight minutes of class, the teacher shows a brief clip from Entre les murs (2008), by Laurent Cantet, a French film with English subtitles (available on YouTube), which deals with bullying in schools. Students are asked to reflect on what they are seeing, express their thoughts and describe their emotions. For homework, the class watches the entire film Entre les murs and reflects on the similarities between the film and the story “Quarto potere” by Gianrico Carofiglio. 

At home
In order to continue the debate about bullying, students are asked to research one of the following Italian novels: Cuore by Edmondo De Amicis, and Volevano uccidere la mia anima by Marco Cappelletti, which has inspired the film Solo io. These novels are, among other things, about bullying, violence, acceptance or lack thereof in the lives of adolescent students. While classroom discussions are conducted entirely in Italian, research can be done in the students’ choice of language. Keeping in mind that students’ lives can be extremely stressful, between multiple classes, sports teams, and full or part time jobs, the option of doing research in their native language might be more practical and appealing. What follows are some questions to be used by students. This can be a written exercise done at home or a ten-to-fifteen-minute class discussion. 

Cuore
1. Scegli il personaggio che preferisci, fai una lista di aggettivi e verbi che possano essere collegati con la tua scelta e spiega perché.

2. Che cosa avresti fatto tu se ti fossi trovato/a nella sua stessa situazione?                                                  

3. Conosci qualche altro libro che parla di problemi simili? Se sì, riassumilo brevemente. 

Volevano uccidere la mia anima
1. Ricerca perché Cappelletti decide di parlare della sua esperienza. Scegli tra le possibilità che seguono e spiega il perché della tua scelta.

a. testimonianza 

b. denuncia di un problema che esiste nella società

c. esperienza in una scuola

d. il mondo difficile degli adolescenti 

e. difficoltà di inserimento negli ambienti

Since music has often been a powerful source of discussion about controversial issues, the instructor lists songs that make us reflect and call for involvement: Adesso basta by Gigi D’Alessio, Non possiamo chiudere gli occhi by Eros Ramazzotti, and Stay with Me by Sam Smith. Music is one of the most powerful motivational tools to teach a foreign language. Music evokes emotions, and memories, stimulates imagination, and arguably helps to create a more harmonious environment (Pace 173). For Julie Anne Taylor, “arts integration is important in the overall educational experience. The cultural benefits are one reason that [she favors] the inclusion of the arts. Another reason is the cognitive enhancement that music and arts education offers students of all ages” (qtd. in Jones 78). 

In class

As students prepare to watch the video clip Beautiful by Christina Aguilera (available on YouTube), they are getting ready to engage in receptive learning as they listen to the lyrics and music, reflect on the images they are watching and interpret their message. The video facilitates the discussion on diversity, violence, acceptance, and tolerance, and can be used to provide “vicarious experiences that foster the development of emotional intelligence . . . which is essential for empathy and tolerance” (Ghosn 177). Afterwards, students work in small groups and share their opinions with the rest of the class. 

To continue the conversation on diversity, students read the paragraph below from “Quarto potere” and complete the following exercise.

[Il ragazzo] decise di prendersela con uno che era arrivato in classe nostra solo quell’anno: si chiamava Gabriele, aveva la faccia rotonda, un po’ alla Charlie Brown, portava gli occhiali, andava molto bene in matematica e se ne stava sempre per i fatti suoi (Carofiglio 5).

1. La diversità: scegli tra gli aggettivi che seguono e decidi quali sono, per te, associabili a diversità e spiega perché.

studioso/a        introverso/a     silenzioso/a     obeso/a     appartato/a     indifferente

Students are then presented with some images of paintings by Fernando Botero, a Colombian artist famous for his voluminous figurative representations.
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	Botero, Fernando. Una familia. 1989, Museo Botero, Bogotà
	Botero, Fernado. Monalisa. 1978, Museo Botero, Bogotà
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	Botero, Fernando. Pareja bailando. 1987, Museo Botero, Bogotà


These paintings will initiate a discussion about Botero’s choice in portraying his subjects, and students are prompted with the following questions.  

1. Secondo te, “con i suoi volumi” che cosa vuole esprimere l’artista?

2. Scegli dalla seguente lista di possibilità, discuti in classe la tua scelta e spiega perché.

a. critica sociale

b. critica politica

c. umorismo

d. sensibilizzazione al problema della diversità

e. deformazione della realtà

f. altro

Students work in pairs or in small groups and share their findings with the rest of the class. While they are invited to give their own interpretation of diversity, the role of the instructor is to welcome a collaborative dialogue in which students feel comfortable in expressing their various perspectives. As the discussion on controversial issues comes to its conclusion, the instructor provides some food for thought to the class and lists further examples of bullying that can be found in comics. Slide after slide, students look at the images from Sospeso by Giorgio Salati and Armin Barducci; Avengers: No More Bullying by Jerry Duggan, Sean Ryan and Jody Hauser; Heartbeat by Maria Llovet; and C’est pas toi le monde by Raphaël Geffray. As the instructor pauses on the images of Peter Parker (Spider-Man), students are reminded that a bully can be defeated!
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( Paola Nastri
One of the advantages of working with literature is that reading becomes the subject matter not only for analysis and discussion but for compositions as well. Ghosn maintains that literature provides learners “with language experiences that will not only motivate and foster oral language, but also deepen their awareness of the target language in its written form” (175). As students prepare to write the final essay, they are given the option 1. to reflect on the story “Quarto potere,” its themes, and Carofiglio’s choice of words and expressions to represent those themes, or 2. to choose the interdisciplinary example (film, music, art) that best represents the topic(s) of the story and explain why. In preparation for the final composition, students write a short paragraph outlining the main topic of their essays and the reasons for their choices. The instructor reviews the paragraphs and gives suggestions, then students write the first draft. Instructors might choose to have students read their own works in class, or they may read some of their students’ works to stimulate discussion and make students realize that there are many diverse perspectives on the same matter. No grade is assigned at this point. Students then write the final version of the essay, which will be graded. 

Finally, the students prepare a poster that represents diversity and/or bullying, and/or violence. In this presentational mode of communication, they demonstrate their research and creativity. This is the moment in which the students progress from learners to real authors and creators. It is an emotional moment, a time of great pride and reward, as students’ individual talents are at center-stage. If, as Balboni states, we want our students to grow up thinking critically, and push them to “divenire attori e registi … è l’unico modo per portarli ‘fino in fondo’ nel processo di riflessione critica su un testo, visto che ogni scelta è un’interpretazione, frutto di un’analisi” (Educazione letteraria 47). As technology offers an engaging learning environment that favors individual creativity (Diadori 57), students are able to choose and build their own learning paths depending on their interests and needs, resulting in tremendously successful oral presentations.                                                                                               

Concluding Remarks

In conclusion, this article has focused on the important role of literature in the language class. Furthermore, it has presented the use of literature as a powerful tool to discuss controversial issues in a foreign language learning environment. In promoting critical thinking, develop knowledge and attitudes, contentious topics increase interest and class discussion among students. Following Freddi’s view of the instructor as “letterato-educatore che guida gli studenti all’accostamento, al godimento e alla valutazione della letteratura nelle sue valenze primarie, in quanto portatrice di valori di bellezza, cultura e umanità” (qtd. in Balboni, Educazione letteraria 37), the author’s work, often done together with colleagues, has maintained its priority to consider approaches to language instruction that actively and emotionally capture students’ interest in literacy through literature. Teaching and learning language through literature calls for an active involvement from both the instructor and the learners in a collaborative effort to bring the text to life. The short story “Quarto potere” by Gianrico Carofiglio has offered students an opportunity to reflect on its content within a larger spectrum, as part of a process of educational and personal growth. While students have found support, guidance, stimulation, and motivation within a literary text, the choice of this short story has provided engaging, creative and meaningful ways to use literature in the language class. With bountiful insights and classroom applications, this story has proven to be a successful input in teaching language through literature. Moreover, this article endeavors to push instructors behind the boundaries of their comfort zone in order to explore other possibilities that stimulate students’ curiosity while offering new approaches to a single topic. As a reward, students and instructors alike will be inspired by other cultures and experiences. It has been argued that an interdisciplinary approach to the use of literature in the language class works effectively as a teaching and learning activity to engage and challenge students’ varied interests. In examining the connections of the short story “Quarto potere” with different disciplines, specifically the visual arts, films and music, and then comparing concepts across subject areas, learners have developed communicative, collaborative, presentational, critical, and creative oral and writing skills. 
Paola Nastri


INDEPENDENT SCHOLAR
ENDNOTES
1 This article revisits and expands on some exercises presented in Spazi Riflessivi in Passeggeri Notturni by Bisello Antonucci and Nastri. 
2 Carofiglio introduces Gabriele as a “ragazzino che … andava molto bene in matematica e se ne stava sempre per i fatti suoi” (5), and Cannata as someone who “picchiava come un adulto - pugni, calci, testate” and one day, out of the blue, he took Gabriele by the shoulders “lo buttò a faccia a terra e lo immobilizzò. Adesso ti inculo ricchioncello, - disse montandogli addosso e mimando un rapporto sessuale, con tanto di respiro affannoso e grugniti” (5).

3 Following the Standards for Foreign Language Learning, Sandy Cutshall recalls the 5Cs of language learning (cultures, communication, connections, comparisons, communities). 
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Read On, Keep Talking: The Mystery Genre in Integrated Language Curricula

Mystery novels consistently outsell all other literary genres. Accounting for 60-80% of all bestsellers in the West (Perissinotto 5), their critical recognition has been inversely proportional to their popularity.1 The dizzying number of mystery readers, though welcomed by publishers, was initially rejected as a dishonor by literary scholars who inherited contempt for wide readership from premodern times. The genre was degraded to the status of non-literature, its readers considered escapists, intellectually lazy and unresponsive to literary value. Renzo Cremante  and Loris Rambelli frame the early mystery stories as subject to both a literary and moral condemnation. Extruded like a disease from the body of literature and rebranded as paraletteratura, Trivialliteratur or, at best, “mainstream literature,” mysteries and their readers were held to be a suitable domain for sociologists, semioticians or cultural historians (but not literary critics) (5).

The attention of internationally renowned scholars like Umberto Eco and Carlo Ginzburg, who researched the complex two-way relationship between popular and élite culture both past and present, in part rescued mystery-readers from the one-dimensional understanding imposed on them by belletristic critics. As early as 1964, Eco effected a true paradigm shift with his argument that “tra il consumatore di poesia di Pound e il consumatore di un romanzo giallo in linea di diritto non esiste nessuna differenza di classe sociale o di livello intellettuale” (Apocalittici 55). A proud consumer and scholar of popular culture, Eco decisively contributed to the reconciliation of popular and high culture by lending his scholarly authority to the genre with his internationally best-selling mystery Il nome della rosa (1980). Just as crucial to the scholarly reevaluation of mysteries was cultural historian Carlo Ginzburg’s work on the interdependence between high and low culture in the past. After publishing Il formaggio e i vermi (1976) (a scholarly bestseller that, like the Nome della rosa, also reads like a “giallo romanzesco”) (Costigliola n.p.), Ginzburg would give historical depth to the “paradigma indiziario” linking nineteenth-century medicine to artistic connoisseurship and literary detection in the fundamental essay from 1986 entitled “Spie. Radici di un paradigma indiziario.” 
Not until the 1980s would another generation of literary critics seriously consider the mystery genre worthy of scholarly investigation and intellectual engagement. Loris Rambelli’s Storia del “giallo” italiano (1979) and Stefano Tani’s The Doomed Detective (1984) were the first of many sustained studies that contributed to the reevaluation of the genre and to date these remain the most useful introductions. In Rambelli and Tani’s wake, crime fiction was no longer tainted by its bestselling status as just the domain of sociologists, and began to be studied in the contexts of social, economic, political and intellectual history such that it is now fully appreciated as “autentica letteratura” (Camilleri, qtd. in Sangiorgi and Telò 20), included in collected works, cared for by élite publishing houses and anointed by the highest literary prizes. 

Through this complete reversal, readers formerly believed naïve and “in flight from thought” (Sciascia, qtd. in Farrell 48) are now recipients of “the most metaphysical and philosophical genre” (Eco, Il nome 603), one that is “protean in appearance as well as visibly sophisticated and innovative in styles and themes” (Cicioni and Di Ciolla 3). Some now argue that it is time “not only to question the standard patrician judgment that separates literature from genre fiction but also to overturn the canons, and judge what is by common consent literature by the standard of the detective story” (Farrell 51). Escapist no more, the giallo is likewise heralded as “the new social novel” (Milanesi 20), participating in “the ethical turn in literary studies” (Cannon 15) and praised as a “powerful instrument of social analysis and cultural criticism” (Somigli 69) that provides a “paradigma interpretativo della realtà” (Perissinotto 6). Solidly ensconced in the disciplinary arena of impegno, the mystery novel is now the yardstick according to which the sterile élitism of the avant-garde is measured as retrograde and politically suspect.2

The literary, intellectual, political and moral rehabilitation of the genre has yielded a steady stream of publications that give teachers of literature both the resources and confidence to teach Italian through mystery novels. Indeed, the critical acceptance of the intellectual, literary and political value of the mystery genre is making it possible to focus on its “leggibilità vendibile” (Spinazzola, “Letteratura moderna” 128, emphasis mine), to use Vittorio Spinazzola’s phrase, as an asset also in the pedagogy of foreign languages. 

While the literary or moral value of the bestselling genre had been questioned for decades, its power to seduce unlikely markets into reading has been acknowledged in the most hyperbolic language since the beginning. Highly consumable by design, it can be argued that the mystery genre consistently not only outsells but outreads other literary genres because, as Spinazzola has noted, it deploys “strategie seduttive . . . per galvanizzare l’interesse del lettore invece di trattarlo come un volgo profano da odiare e tener discosto” (135). Mysteries are “perfect reading machines” (Narcejac, qtd. in Sangiorgi and Telò 31) because writers of mysteries do indeed obey the “imperativo della leggibilità e della conquista del lettore” (Amici 134), and proudly admit that they write “pensando a un lettore” (Eco, Il nome 600).
Since mystery narratives are designed to be irresistible, they can at a minimum be counted on to motivate students to read on. Seemingly passive, reading is crucial to develop the scaffolding required for all learning. As James Lang writes, reading extends both lateral and progressive benefits to student learning: 

One of our first and most important tasks as teachers is to help students develop a rich body of knowledge in our content areas—without doing so, we handicap considerably their ability to engage in cognitive activities like thinking and evaluating and creating. . . .  When we learn new facts, we are building up mental structures that enable us to process and organize the next set of new facts more effectively. (15)

It is no surprise, then, that mysteries have become a valuable teaching tool in remedial classes for native speakers in Italy. For the teachers and scholars of crime fiction who contributed to the volume Il giallo italiano come nuovo romanzo sociale, mystery novels were an obvious curricular choice when the goal was building “la rimotivazione, il coinvolgimento e l’interesse” (Sangiorgi and Telò 7) of the students. First taught in an experimental afternoon class in a technical high school in Ravenna, Italy, and then introduced in several programs in schools at all levels, mysteries proved an excellent reading and writing machine. Loris Rambelli’s showcase of creative writing assignments “G come ‘giallo’ G come ‘gioco’: Laboratori di scrittura nella scuola media” (167-208), beyond inspirational, is also a useful resource for activities and strategies for foreign language teaching.
Calibrated to maximize the reader’s desire to read onward in order to gain prized information, mysteries are a uniquely valuable instrument in foreign language pedagogy in the first instance because they offer a learning dynamic that closely resembles the “information gap activities” recommended by communicative language teaching methods. Assignments where learners are missing the information they need to complete a task and need to talk to each other to find it remain the gold standard of effective language teaching as they diverge from the artificial exercises of a contrived language learning setting and root conversation in the genuine and urgent desire to learn that inspires actual lived conversation. Applicable to silent reading as well as to conversation, a broadly defined information gap drives the consumption of mystery stories that, as Alessandro Perissinotto has argued, can be classified as “‘narrativa di indagine,’ cioè narrazioni concepite come cammino verso l’accertamento di una verità inizialmente negata” (7). Across all its subgenres (noir, thrillers, the judicial novel) mysteries provide narratives of investigation, the consumption of which is propelled by the desire to find the missing information: the mandatory “who did it.”

Plot-driven, suspenseful and gripping, mysteries are increasingly recognized as catalysts for reading in large part because of their vivid rendering of place and unique engagement with the present. As Corrado Augias writes, “in primo piano c’è il delitto, ma lo sfondo è altrettanto importante” (qtd. in Sangiorgi and Telò 21). It is widely acknowledged that the synesthetic bravura with which Italian mystery-writers have rendered “l’humus, l’aria e i sapori della nostra terra, dando vita a personaggi plausibili che assomigliano a quelli che ci capita di incontrare nella vita di tutti i giorni” (Crovi 14) is as essential to the readability of the story as the desire to find out “whodunit.” Realistic rendering of place “enables the novels to capture the very different regional specificities of the criminal activities narrated . . . and to enhance the readers’ engagement with the stories” (Di Ciolla 8). Following Giorgio Scerbanenco, recognized as the founding father of the modern Italian giallo for setting crime fictions in recognizable Italian environments, the background has steadily moved to the fore. Far from accessory, the setting is increasingly dignified by lengthy, informative standalone digressions that are both essential to the story and supremely readable, as in the case of Christian Frascella’s many descriptions of the Turinese neighborhood of Barriera in Fa troppo freddo per morire:

Barriera era un quartiere operaio di immigrati dal Sud. Lavoravano all’Iveco, alla Pirelli, alla Michelin, alla Magneti Marelli. Poi quella generazione è quasi sparita, sono scappati altrove o sono morti. Quelli che sono rimasti, per scelte sbagliate o per scalogna, hanno messo al mondo questi figli del buio. Senza lavoro, senza laurea, senza altro destino che girovagare a muso duro da una via all’altra, da un locale all’altro.

L’invasione degli extracomunitari ha spezzato il tenue equilibrio su cui si reggeva il quartiere. La malavita locale si è scontrata con quella albanese, rumena, magrebina, asiatica, è stato versato del sangue. Sono arrivate le armi. Barriera è diventato un centro di smercio, parte da qui l’eroina che istupidisce mezza città. (36)  

As well as contributing to re-defining the mystery genre as realistic fiction, descriptions such as this one provide an opportunity for in-class student presentations on the history of Italian cities and the concept of periferia.

Praised by G. K. Chesterton as early as 1901 as “[t]he earliest and only form of popular literature in which is expressed some sense of the poetry of modern life,” the mystery genre thrives “on the perceived need among readers for a literary production that represents reality in all its contradictions” (n.p.). Both scholars and practitioners of the genre increasingly agree it is the crime, not the setting, that is fungible in a mystery. As mystery-writer Massimo Carlotto phrased it, “[l]’unico elemento che i miei romanzi noir e gli hard boiled hanno in comune è la formula narrativa: il racconto di una storia criminale in un luogo e in uno spazio precisi come pretesto per raccontare la realtà sociale, politica, economica e storica che circonda gli avvenimenti narrati” (qtd. in Carlotto and Amici 26). Crime stories are an excuse to speak about our own present even when, as Marco Amici has noted, they purport to describe the “passato e futuro remoto o di mondi fantastici” (132-33).
Whether or not realism of time and place is evidence of the sociopolitical agenda characteristic of the impegno tradition, the mystery genre’s “deep roots into reality” (Sangiorgi and Telò 21) are a most valuable asset in the classroom. For Marco Sangiorgi and Luca Telò it is primarily because the giallo has grown to be the “romanzo sociale per eccellenza” (21) that it has proven an effective catalyst for reading. What makes for a desirable read for native learners also makes for an ideal teaching tool in the foreign language and literature classroom because, as pedagogists insist, “features of language can only make their way into the learner’s mental representation of the language system if they have been linked into some kind of real world meaning” (Lee and VanPatten, qtd. in Brandl 16). Even more importantly, as well as motivating students to read on, real-world mystery stories that are often couched in simple language and reproduce conversational speech, replete with redundancy and contextual information, are uniquely suited to improve learners’ language proficiency because they offer linguistic input that is both authentic and comprehensible. Eileen W. Glisan and Richard Donato have stressed that “effective language instruction must provide significant amounts of comprehensible, meaningful and interesting talk and text in the target language for learners to develop language and cultural proficiency” (19). Students who read Giorgio Scerbanenco’s Venere privata (1966) for an advanced language class I recently taught acknowledged that they enjoyed reading the book especially because they were able to understand it.3 The prologue in which two journalists interview an eyewitness about his discovery of a corpse, exemplifies a mystery text that is both accessible to beginner-level language learners and saturated with learning opportunities:
“Come si chiama lei?”

“Marangoni Antonio, io sto lì, alla Cascina Luasca, sono più di cinquant’anni che tutte le mattine vado a Rogoredo in bicicletta.”

“Non stare a perdere tempo con questi vecchi, torniamo al giornale.”

“È lui che ha scoperto la ragazza, ce la può descrivere, se no dobbiamo passare all’obitorio e siamo in ritardo.”

“Io l’ho vista quando è arrivata l’ambulanza, era vestita di celeste.”

“Vestita di celeste. Capelli?”

“Scuri ma non neri.”

“Scuri ma non neri.”

“Aveva dei grandi occhiali da sole, rotondi.”

“Occhiali da sole, rotondi.”

“Non si vedeva quasi niente del viso, era coperto dai capelli.”

“Andate via. Non c’è niente da vedere.”

“Non c’è niente da vedere, l’agente ha ragione, torniamo al giornale.”

“Andate via, andate via. Non dovete andare a scuola?”

“Già, qui è pieno di ragazzini.”

“Quando sono arrivato io si sentiva odore di sangue.”

“Dica, dica signor Marangoni.”

“Si sentiva odore di sangue.”

“Naturale, era dissanguata.”

“Non si sentiva nessun odore, era passato troppo tempo, siamo arrivati qui con la camionetta.”

“Dica, dica agente.”

“In questura vi dicono tutto, io sono qui per tenere lontano questa marmaglia, non parlo coi giornalisti. Ma non c’era odore di sangue, non ci può essere.”

“L’ho sentito io, e ho il naso buono. Sono sceso di bicicletta perché dovevo spandere acqua, ho appoggiato la bicicletta in terra.”

“Dica dica Signor Marangoni.”

“Mi sono avvicinato a quei cespugli, ecco, proprio quelli, e così ho visto la scarpa, il piede, insomma.”

“Andate via, circolate, non c’è niente da vedere, tutta questa gente per vedere un pezzo di prato vuoto.”

“Io al principio ho visto solo la scarpa, il piede dentro non lo vedevo, ho allungato la mano.”

Alberta Radelli, ventitré anni, commessa, trovata a Metanopoli, località Cascina Luasca, il cadavere è stato scoperto alle cinque e mezzo del mattino, dal signor Marangoni Antonio, abito celeste, capelli scuri ma non neri, occhiali rotondi, io comincio a telefonare questo, poi torno a riprenderti. (7-8)
Notice here that the same information is repeated twice and then combined in a final clarifying sentence to allow learners to both struggle with the linguistic clues and then absorb information from them. Learners who have mastered typical introductory-level vocabulary (body parts, colors, numbers, ages, names) can tackle this text. Since the excerpt is challenging despite its lexical accessibility, it is ideal for a task-based group activity such as producing, acting out (improvising rather than memorizing the lines) and perhaps filming the scene. Working with peers, students will need to read closely and share information and opinions in order to understand what is going on in the scene, determine the number of actors and then select them for the performance. 

Although fragmentary and rudimentary in its syntax and vocabulary (and sometimes ungrammatical) real-life communicative exchanges like this one are highly effective. In activities that encourage communicative efficiency in foreign-language learners the benefits of modeling everyday language use outweigh the risks.

Beyond their construction, mysteries are boundless repositories of interesting, meaningful and therefore memorable expressions from authentic everyday conversation. For a recent class, I catalogued some of the most useful idiomatic expressions in Fa troppo freddo per morire:

Tracagnotto (9);

Tutto sommato (12);

Io non lo reggo (17);

Vita morte e miracoli (22);

Non riescono quasi a parlare per quanto sono fatti (25);

L’aveva messo nei casini (37);

Parlare a quattrocchi (37);

Tu sei fuori, contrera (43);

Essere di manica larga (51);

Io sono del Toro ma per me fa uno strappo (62);

Prendersi la briga (68);

Fa schioccare la lingua (76);

Non vogliamo che si alzi un polverone (77);

Lo becco sempre qui (79);

Sento mia sorella che ciabatta (80);

Qui non è aria (90);

Abbordare (99);

Mi scolo (99);

Una piega inaspettata (137);

Mi sfugge di mano (137);

Mi giro di scatto (138);

Non ne caverai un ragno da un buco (159);

E chi più ne ha più ne metta (174-175);

La stronchi (178);

Non c’ero portato (181);

Meglio togliersi il dente subito (182);

Adulta e vaccinata (185);

Quando mi pare e piace (187);

Ho quarant’anni suonati (194);

Parlotta (212);

Gambizzare (246);

La tratta come una pezza da piedi (247);

A momenti ci restava secco (251).

These expressions can be used in multiple-choice activities or in exercises where students generate new sentences, which they can then combine in skits that incorporate as many of them as possible.
It goes without saying that mysteries also deploy very sophisticated language suitable for more advanced learners. Artful, genuine and unpredictable, the prose of Elisabetta Bucciarelli’s ecothrillers, for instance, is the very opposite of pulp and offers foreign language learners the opportunities to teach close reading through the authentic cultural product of mysteries. The beginning of her Dritto al cuore invites productive close reading and stylistic analysis:

La Casa era in alto. Per arrivarci si doveva risalire tutta la valle, affrontare trentasette tornanti, prendere una funivia. E ancora non bastava. D’estate c’era da camminare una buona mezz’ora a piedi, fino a quota duemila. D’inverno servivano gli sci, oppure le ciaspole agganciate agli scarponi, al limite il gatto delle nevi.

Era costruita di legno e pietra. Legno di larice ormai quasi del tutto annerito. E pietra grigia, ancora perfetta in ogni sfumatura di colore, colonizzata dal muschio verde argenteo a nord e da qualche pianta a piccolo fiori gialli incuneata tra le beole del tetto a sud.

Vecchia la Casa, ma non ancora antica. Portava i simboli Walser, insieme a quelli di altre popolazioni meticcie. Cuori magri con la punta in basso che svirgolava a sinistra. Piccole fessure a tilde, che riprendevano le orme degli animali, croci e cerchi.

Le finestre tagliate come occhi lasciavano entrare solo lame di luce, frange di tende corte come mutande decoravano i bordi superiori, aumentando il buio. La porta di legno era composta da poche assi decise, larghe e robuste, inchiodate a vista. […] sulla destra dell’ingresso zampillava una fontana che rovesciava in moto perpetuo l’acqua gelida del ghiacciaio in una larga vasca di pietra monolitica, il cui bordo era abbastanza spesso da ospitare un pezzo di sapone da bucato e una spazzola con fitti denti di ferro. (9-10)

Careful examination reveals the idiosyncrasies of this description of a mountain hut. Inaccessible and animated by the energy generated by the journey to reach it, a house of wood and stone is evoked as a living being through metaphors that bind the mineral to the human realm: the windows are cut “like eyes”; the fringes of the curtains are as short as “underwear”; the planks that make up the door are “decisive”; the water fountain large enough to “host” a piece of soap. Students can be asked to identify the verbs, adjectives, and similes that evoke the hut as a living being and then practice writing about an object as if it were a human being. 

Beyond motivating learners to read further, the detailed evocation of the here and now in the mystery story offers a privileged window onto Italian history and culture. For Claudio Milanesi, the realism of detective fiction fulfills the purpose of reflecting “la realtà storica e sociale del passato recente (e più raramente remoto) per rivelare e/o salvaguardare la memoria di eventi e fenomeni dimenticati o rimossi” (20). Similarly, Barbara Pezzotti has convincingly shown the need for a historical survey of the giallo to be used as a companion to the study of Italian political and social history because of its power “to reflect social transformations and dysfunctions of contemporary Italy” such as “a merciless industrialization of the country; loss of traditional values, consumerism and loneliness in the urban environment; criminal organizations; the North and the South divide and a problematic national identity; political instability and unresolved questions of democracy, freedom and illegality” (2).

Given the breadth of social issues reliably treated by the genre, issues that often have transnational resonance, one unintended educational advantage of mystery-writers’ keen engagement with the present moment is that it makes it possible for foreigners to learn about how people are living in other countries today. Mystery writer Patrick Raynal argues that “per capire che cosa succede nei vari paesi europei bisogna pescare nel giallo, l’unica narrativa adatta a registrare le turbolenze e i mutamenti della realtà” (qtd. in Sangiorgi and Telò 20). More importantly, mysteries allow for an understanding of culture that is dynamic and feels surprisingly close. Fulfilling Glisan’s and Donato’s recommendation that “all language instruction . . . be embedded in cultural contexts” (118), mystery stories enable culture instruction to transcend the mere display of “cultural products (e.g., foods, monuments, currency, texts) or providing information about cultural practices (e.g., greeting protocols, holiday celebrations, sporting events)” (115). They allow teachers of language to move away from a “view of culture as tourism or as behaviors that are strange, incomprehensible, or weird” (115). Mysteries that capture the tense multiculturalism of today’s Italy or encourage climate activism help students un-see the old view of culture as a “fixed and stable body of knowledge shared by all members of a group living within the same geographical boundaries” (116) and instead comprehend it as a “dynamic system of beliefs, values and worldviews that emerge in and are shaped by the shared social practices and products of a group or groups of individuals” (116). 

As it is second nature to think of Italy as the land of the picturesque, frozen in time and untouched by modernity, it is thus essential to teach the richness of the messier Italian present. Learners of Italian who encounter Italy in novels by Gianrico Carofiglio or Wu Ming or Loriano Macchiavelli are pleasantly surprised by the absence of rolling hills and family recipes and welcome the chance to read about loud traffic and environmental degradation, ecumenical music and lean cuisine; women wearing combat boots and being stalked, children being abused and immigrants being both defended and discriminated against in the courts of law and also running the local bars and launderettes.

Useful for teaching language at all levels, mystery novels allow for language instruction to be rooted in authentic texts, which Glisan and Donato define as texts that are “created for various social and cultural purposes by and for monolingual, bilingual or multilingual users” with a “socio-cultural purpose (e.g., to inform, entertain, argue, teach a life lesson) that goes beyond simply providing contrived, artificial and unmotivated examples of the target language to learners” (65). Complex sources that encourage reading, invite close analysis and stimulate conversation on current topics and controversial issues (from euthanasia to stalking to immigration and climate change) mysteries are particularly suited to discussion-based classes.4 

For students who might be put off by an outdated notion of literature as laborious, irrelevant or “boring”, mysteries that are easily relatable and ennobled, not tainted, by their proximity to massively popular taste, provide a non-intimidating entry to the field of literary studies. But the mystery story is more than a literary genre: it is also style of writing and a mode of inquiry and Italian gialli can fit right at home in curricula that integrate the study of literature with the visual arts, film and intellectual history. Best-selling mysteries are an effective gateway to the paintings of Giorgio De Chirico, which seek to capture the uncanny metaphysical dimension of our lives, and to Michelangelo Antonioni’s cinematic meditations on the mystery narrative, such as the 1960 “giallo alla rovescia” L’avventura or the 1966 thriller Blowup. Elena Past’s Methods of Murder (2012) offers a useful template for teachers of mystery novels to discuss changing notions of crime and criminal justice, violence and the philosophy of law, while Ginzburg’s fundamental  1986essay “Spie. Radici di un paradigma indiziario” provides historical insights into the epistemology of detection. Instructors can also focus on inquest as a narrative strategy, allowing for a discussion of the new journalism of Roberto Saviano’s documentary novel Gomorra (2006) and the theater activism of Marco Paolini’s Racconto del Vajont (1997).

Keeping in mind the importance of “editing the task, not the text” (Glisan and Donato 66, emphasis in original), assignments based on mystery stories can be calibrated to the linguistic capabilities of any body of learners. Short stories, individual chapters, single paragraphs or individual scenes or paintings can provide a basis for a fulfilling class discussion. Mystery stories achieve high utility in instruction at all levels without sacrificing the precious import of authentic texts. Students can be exposed to complex ideas and practice academic language by listening to mini-lectures and taking notes as well as presenting articles or parts of articles.

While the humanities today suffer a deepening crisis of relevance, it is all the more urgent that both language and literature instruction foster an approach to learning that is enjoyable, enriching and relevant. Suitable for integrated curricula in which “language, culture, and literature are taught as a continuous whole” (MLA 3), the mystery allows for more effective language teaching and could lead students to pursue the study of interdisciplinary literary studies.

Maria Grazia Lolla

INDEPENDENT SCHOLAR
ENDNOTES

1 I wish to thank Elvira Di Fabio for providing useful references on the current debate about literature and language pedagogy, and Troy Tower for the valuable suggestions that helped shape this article.  

2 As Beniamino Placido puts it, “se una volta pensavamo che la letteratura di massa ci consolasse anche troppo facilmente, mentre la cultura d’elite avanguardistica e spregiudicata ci dicesse verità sgradevoli adesso comincio a sospettare il contrario; che sia la cosiddetta letteratura d’elite a dirci poco o niente mentre le verità profonde e sgradevoli è proprio la cultura di massa a sussurrarcele” (qtd. in Sangiorgi and Telò 9).
3 On Scerbanenco’s Language see Canova and Salibra.

4 For strategies to lead effective group discussions see Brookfield and Preskill.
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Italian Mysteries

Template Syllabus for an Interdisciplinary Course

The answer is the question’s misfortune.
Maurice Blanchot
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	De Chirico, Giorgio. Mistero e malinconia di una strada. 1914, Private collection.


Course information

Recommended for students who have achieved a high-intermediate level comprehension of Italian. The course is taught in Italian and participation is in Italian although some of the reading is in English. Classes meet twice a week for 90 minutes.
Course description

Some ten years after the international success of Eugene Sue’s Mysteries of Paris (1842), Carlo Lorenzini—better known as Carlo Collodi, the author of Pinocchio—attempted to write up his own Mysteries of Florence. But halfway through, he gave up in despair: how could Florentine readers believe that such extraordinary events took place in their city without their knowledge? How could a writer mention a street address without having “one hundred, three hundred or a thousand readers tell you exactly who lives there” and provide the “name, surname, profession and moral standing of all the people who had resided at that location in the past forty years?” Writers and readers of Italian mysteries of the past hundred and fifty years have shown Lorenzini’s objections to be ungrounded. Interrupted by the Fascist regime, which asserted that its rule ensured “there was no crime” and, therefore, rendered the genre implausible, Italian novelists, artists, filmmakers, playwrights, and academics have favored the mystery as a literary genre, as a style of writing and as a mode of enquiry. Whether the goal was to find out the motive or the culprit of a crime, to redress a past or present injustice or to question the limits of our investigations of the past, the mystery has attracted the attention of internationally acclaimed figures such as Umberto Eco, Leonardo Sciascia, Carlo Ginzburg, and Michelangelo Antonioni. The course will cover a variety of forms—novels, short stories, films, dramatic monologues, histories, journalism – from the nineteenth century to the present. Topics of discussion will include:

· Mysteries: Literature, History, Philosophy

· The Mysterious Case of Crime Fiction in Italy: From Escapism to Engagement

· When the Judge Is the Hero: Gianrico Carofiglio, Ad occhi chiusi (2003)

· L’Italia del malessere: Giorgio Scerbanenco, Venere privata (1966)

· The Crime is Solved but Justice Is Not Served: Leonardo Sciascia, Il giorno della civetta (1961)

· On Not Solving a Mystery: Carlo Emilio Gadda, Quer pasticciaccio brutto de via Merulana (1957)

· Un giallo alla rovescia: Michelangelo Antonioni, L’avventura (1960)

· Mistero e malinconia di una strada: The Metaphysical Painting of Giorgio De Chirico

· Prosecuting the Past: Marco Paolini, Il racconto del Vajont (1993)

· True Crime: Roberto Saviano, Gomorra (2006)

· Crimes of the Earth: Elisabetta Bucciarelli, Dritto al cuore (2013)

· The Poetry of Modern Life: Christian Frascella, Fa troppo freddo per morire (2018)

Week One: Introductions; outline of the course; requirements and expectations; open discussion on the mystery genre (students’ prior experiences, recent and from childhood; assumptions; likes and dislikes); dictionary and Wikipedia searches of “mystery”; the lexicon of crime and crime fiction.

Reading: Marco Amici, “Regole del poliziesco e non-regole del noir”, 140-45. Students will be assigned sections from this reading and asked to turn the information found into questions, after which they will then take turns asking questions and providing answers.

Week Two: Ways to “think” about mystery.

Readings: Stefano Tani, “The Development of the Detective Novel and the Rise of the Anti-Detective Novel,” 1-34; Elena Past, “Epistemologies of Crime,” 7-9; Past, “Enlightened Investigations: Voltaire and Beccaria,” 9-12; Past, “Introspections vs Lombrosian Vivisection,” 12-16. Students will be assigned keywords (Poe; positivismo; ragione e irrazionalismo; detective versus hardboiled) that they will present to the class in Italian, after which they will discuss and rate the usefulness of the concepts.

Week Three: The Italian mystery tradition; teacher’s presentation on Umberto Eco, Apocalittici e integrati; discussion on highbrow and lowbrow; discussion on literature to learn from and reading as a pastime.

Readings: Carlo Collodi, Misteri di Firenze, 102-105; Luca Crovi, “Nascono i libri gialli,” 43-44; Crovi, “La censura fascista,” 52-53; Crovi, “La chiusura dei Gialli Mondadori,” 59-60; Crovi, “Il poliziesco come poesia della vita moderna,” 67-68; Luca Somigli, “Form and ideology in Italian detective fiction,” 67-69.

Week Four: White collar crime; senseless crime; two short stories.

Readings: Antonio Manzini, “Le ferie d’agosto” (2013); from Gioventù cannibale (1996): “Le favole cambiano,” v-x, and “Seratina,” 5-44.

MIDTERM CONVERSATION: Pre-circulate a list of keywords of concepts covered in the first 4 weeks that students will need to review, then make a deck of cards out of the keywords or relevant passages and ask students to pick any three to present.

Depending on the linguistic abilities of the class the following four weeks could be a combination of one full novel and selections from the others.

Week Five: When the Judge Is the Hero.

Reading: Gianrico Carofiglio, Ad occhi chiusi (2003).

Week Six: L’Italia del malessere.
Reading: Giorgio Scerbanenco, Venere privata (1966).

Week Seven: The Crime Is Solved but Justice Is Not Served.

Reading: Leonardo Sciascia, Il giorno della civetta (1961).

Week Eight: On Not Solving a Mystery.

Reading: Carlo Emilio Gadda, Quer pasticciaccio brutto de via Merulana (1957).

Week Nine: Visual arts; Mistero e malinconia di una strada; the metaphysical painting of Giorgio De Chirico.

Reading: Italo Calvino, “Accanto a una mostra,” 44-52.

Presentations: Emily Braun, De Chirico the Songs of Love; Victoria Noel-Johnson, Giorgio De Chirico e l’oggetto misterioso; Noel-Johnson, “Vivere nel mondo come in un immenso museo di stranezze,” 9-29; Keala Jewell, The Art of Enigma: The De Chirico Brothers and the Politics of Modernism, 1-33.

Week Ten: Film; un giallo alla rovescia.
Materials: Michelangelo Antonioni, L’avventura (1960).

Week Eleven: Performing Arts; prosecuting the Past.

Materials: Marco Paolini, Racconto del Vajont (1997).

Week Twelve: Investigative journalism; true crime.

Reading: Roberto Saviano, Gomorra (2006).

Week Thirteen: Environmental activism; crimes of the Earth.

Reading: Elisabetta Bucciarelli, Dritto al cuore (2013).

Week Fourteen: The poetry of modern life.

Reading: Christian Frascella, Fa troppo freddo per morire (2018).

Week Fifteen: Final discussion on why we read mysteries; is the answer the question’s misfortune?

POSSIBLE FINAL ASSIGMENTS:

· Oral Presentation: “Assolutamente, dovete andare a vedere/leggere”: a 3-minute pitch to the class about their favorite assignment.

· Oral presentation: a 3-minute presentation of an imaginary mystery artifact.

· Creative writing assignment modelled on Calvino’s “Accanto a una mostra.” Choose a painting or a film-scene and imagine entering the space. Look around, talk to the passers-by, listen in as they talk to each other, make conjectures, draw out the mystery of your being there and the meaning of your surroundings.

REVIEWS
Approaches to Teaching Dante’s Divine Comedy, 2nd ed., ed. Christopher Kleinhenz and Kristina Olson, pp. 312.
Like other volumes in the MLA’s Approaches to Teaching series, the second edition of Approaches to Teaching Dante’s Divine Comedy brings together brief essays on a wide range of topics (from Dante’s classical legacy to gender identity and sexuality in Dante’s poem), written by a wide range of contributors (from distinguished scholars and emeriti professors to junior faculty and a high school teacher). The breadth of topics and variety of perspectives are excellent, covering a lot of ground, although the briefness of the essays (most around six pages) sometimes leaves a reader wanting more. Even so, the material presented is interesting and helpful, and I, a Dante scholar-teacher for more than a quarter century, learned a number of things from the volume.

The book has lots of good, practical information (including basic data on editions of the Divine Comedy and on how Dante is currently taught in classrooms across North America). I found several of the essays particularly useful and thought-provoking. H. Wayne Storey and Isabella Magni, for example, discuss how to use manuscripts of the Divine Comedy to teach students about the “cultural orientations of the society in which they are produced” (51)—and with the increasing availability of manuscript facsimiles online, such an approach no longer requires that one teach at an institution with a large rare books library. Kristina Olson contributes a very thoughtful essay about “the innovative nature of Dante’s approach to women and the female gender” (110)—in which Dante, as Olson observes, both reproduces the antifeminist rhetoric of his times and “redeems [his female characters] from the totalizing conclusions in misogynistic rhetoric” (111). Joanna Drell presents a persuasive case for using Dante’s poem to teach fourteenth-century history, both as “a contemporary’s understanding and critique of his reality” and as “an introduction to historical study,” including practice in the “[e]valuation of sources, close reading and critical analysis” (120). Madison U. Sowell offers his thoughts “On Selecting the ‘Best’ Translation of Dante” and, along the way, reminds us of some of the unique characteristics of Dante’s Italian (including the fact that each tercet of the poem consists of 33 syllables—the same number as the number of cantos in each section of the poem and the number of years that Christ lived on earth).  Suzanne Hagedorn suggests several ways to package general education courses that include Dante, as well as a provocative classroom technique for opening up discussion of the Inferno—a “damned rhetoric” exercise that prompts students to consider how characters in Dante’s hell view themselves and how they speak to Dante. Simone Marchesi offers a number of larger course strategies and more focused classroom techniques for directing and enlivening the instruction of Dante, including assigning students topics on which they are to do research and become “the class resident expert” (217) and asking students to initiate discussion by providing a single keyword or “one-word lecture” that encapsulates a canto (219).

As a longtime teacher of Dante myself, one of the most reassuring takeaways of the book for me was the recurring idea in multiple essays that Dante cannot be taught in a vacuum—that the thick intertextuality of Dante’s day requires familiarity with the complex network of texts out of which Dante composes and with which he often assumes familiarity on the part of his reader. Whether in a broad survey of literature to 1700 or in an upper-level course focused just on Dante, I don’t believe that I have ever taught the Divine Comedy without assigning other primary texts relevant to particular moments in the poem (including Virgil, Ovid, various biblical texts, Brunetto Latini, Bertran de Born, Sordello, Guido Guinizelli, and Dante’s own earlier poetry). Like other medieval writers, Dante was educated in a system that encouraged bookishness—because of the existence of a shared store of authoritative texts (of which the Bible, Virgil, and Ovid were supreme) and a strong tradition of appropriation and citation of previous texts and authors. Medieval writers, unlike their more recent counterparts, rely heavily on texts as the subject and focus of their writing. Even Chaucer’s illiterate Wife of Bath, who claims to base her principles solely on personal experience, is primarily responding to texts in her famous prologue—from the Bible and Saint Jerome to Walter Map and Theophrastus.

Students who lack familiarity with Dante’s rich intertext are therefore at a disadvantage, and an instructor must inevitably decide how best to make up this deficit. Roughly a quarter of the essays in Approaches to Teaching Dante’s Divine Comedy suggest assigning other primary texts—literary, linguistic, philosophical, religious, political, visual, documentary—in conjunction with particular cantos of Dante in order to tackle this problem. Perhaps the best example of this approach is F. Regina Psaki’s “itinerary” of background readings in relation to Beatrice and courtly love (82-85). This itinerary pairs passages in Dante with clusters of primary texts and excerpts that provide students with a richer understanding of the literary context of love in Dante’s poem. But as Psaki herself notes, “a course that intended to focus on another issue altogether—the proper role(s) of church and state, for example, or the nature and value of pagan antiquity—could deploy the same strategy” (83).  I myself could envision a course that focuses on multiple such topics—e.g., love, antiquity, and Florentine politics, all three. In the past, I have had students read other literary texts in conjunction with the Commedia, but I now picture adding other kinds of texts as well, such as excerpts from Florentine chronicles (including, say, the story from Giovanni Villani’s Nuova Cronica of the dastardly Ghibelline plot to destroy the Guelph church of San Giovanni Battista in conjunction with the story in Inferno 19 of Dante’s breaking of a baptismal font in that same church).

I finished the book with lots of fresh ideas for future Dante classes, but I felt a note of sadness as I was reading. While I very much appreciate the creative approaches to teaching Dante that the volume offers, too many of the essays seem to me to focus externally rather than internally on Dante’s poem. The essays that recommend fostering familiarity with medieval intertextuality are part of this external focus, looking to outside background texts to illuminate Dante’s text in front of us, but another, less reassuring motif in the volume is the presumed need to enliven interest in Dante among students by looking outwardly from the Commedia to other, more current texts in various media (graphic novels, video games, African-American novels). I have no objections to using pop culture and topical references to “hook” students and draw them to the study of Dante, but I’d have welcomed more essays in the volume that focused more directly on Dante’s text alone and on specifically literary—rather than interdisciplinary—approaches to the poem. How might a little Derrida and deconstruction change how students approach the unreliable narrators in the Inferno, for example? How would a glance at Althusser and a focus on ideological triggering in the text enrich our reading of the Florentine politics that haunt so much of the poem? Where might a bit of Freudian analysis take us in a poem of such primal resonance? Couldn’t we all learn more about how to use close reading effectively in the classroom? For a book about teaching a literary text, primarily in literature classes, this new edition of Approaches to Teaching Dante’s Divine Comedy spends relatively little time on literary approaches to Dante. While so much of the volume is stimulating and useful, I’m sad that so little of it seems to be focused on literary analysis of Dante’s poem itself.
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