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s English teachers, our subject is usually
the language: sometimes specialised for
business or perhaps electronics,

sometimes literary as we “study” Shakespeare or
George Orwell. No matter what type of school we
work in, however, our priority is “teaching the
language” in lessons which concentrate on
grammar, lexis, communicative functions and skills.

Obviously in the early days of language learning,
there is little option. If students don’t have the
basics, they can’t be expected to use them. With
beginners or elementary level students it is easy
to keep them motivated and involved; the
progress they can see from lesson to lesson and
week to week keeps the interest alive, as they
learn new concepts and tackle new problems.
What about later, though, when they’ve “done”
the grammar (and still can’t use it), and seem to
be forgetting what they once knew, rather than
moving on? What can we do then? Yet another
lesson on the present perfect is hardly likely to
fire them (or us!) with enthusiasm, and skills
lessons, in which they read one-off texts about
things that don’t interest them, or listen to actors
in a recording studio, do provide practice, but
often fail to encourage real learning.

At this point, perhaps, we should consider the
implications of research into second language
learning: the results of non-English-mother-
tongue children and adolescents studying in
English-language schools.
Of course, we can object that the mere fact of
being surrounded by people who speak English all
day is enough for success in learning the
language, but studies indicate that exposure is not
enough for effective learning – and, particularly,
that remedial lessons with English as content are
not the most effective way to achieve results.  
Studies in Canada and the States with groups of
students compared the development of
competence in English in groups of students in

ESL programmes where the focus was on learning
the language and skills, and in other groups where
students, once they had got beyond elementary
level, were placed in “ordinary” classes where
maths, science and other subjects were taught –
content teaching, in other words.

“Research examining language-minority
student performance in bilingual, ESL and
grade-level classes taught through
collaborative discovery learning using
meaningful, cognitively complex,

interdisciplinary content has found that
active learning accelerates language minority
students’ academic growth”. 

(Thomas & Collier, 1997)

In other words, students in classes where
teaching focused on explicit acquisition of
learning strategies at the same time that language
was being taught through content progressed
further, and more rapidly, than those in the
“protected” environment of language classes, not
only in that they learned the other subjects, but
also in terms of language skills.

Students need to be cognitively challenged

(and not spoon-fed), even when working in a foreign
or second language, but in a safe, supportive
environment. Interesting and demanding content
involves making an effort (active learning),
activating the brain as opposed to passively
receiving notions which have no connection to a
student’s reality. It means students feel they are
really learning, that they are meeting new ideas and
concepts (even when they are using the present
perfect yet again!). Marzano writes that learning
nowadays is considered to be “a highly interactive
process of constructing personal meaning from the
information available in a learning situation and
then integrating that knowledge with what we
already know to create new knowledge.” According
to this theory, students need exposure to the

The English language as a
vehicle, and not as content
“Language cannot stand apart from content learning: rather
language should be acquired through content learning just as
content may be acquired through language.” (Met, 1994)
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language in a learning situation, but that learning
situation need not necessarily be the study of
irregular verbs or grammar rules. 
The personal meaning and ensuing knowledge

of English come from using the language and

not just studying it; the learning situation could
be a lesson on history, geography or even
information technology. This obviously applies to
other language learning too, as is shown in the
statistics for teaching French in Canada:
“Numerous studies of Canadian immersion
programs have shown that English-speaking
students schooled in French not only attain higher
levels of proficiency in French than in any other
school-based model of second language instruction,
but do so at no detriment to their native language,
academic or cognitive development” (Met, 1994).

The methodological implications of the above are
not that the teacher should “just leave students to
get on with it”, and teach maths, science or
literature in English, without worrying about how or
what the students understand (after all, “it’s
constructing personal meaning, isn’t it?”). 
Active learning implies participation and not

just relevant and appropriate content,
although this is, of course, essential. Participation

means techniques like guided discoverywith
students working out meaning for themselves;
it means collaboration(see Collaborative

language learningby Eric Grove in LANG
Matters, January 2004, Year Three, Issue seven, on
collaborative learning, and Not empty little heads,

but learning heroes!by Hugh Cory in LANG
Matters, September 2004, Year Three, Issue nine,
on student autonomy), it means the teacher

supporting and guiding, rather than simply

distributing facts.

All very interesting, I can hear you saying, but we
don’t work in an English-speaking environment
where our colleagues teach their subjects in
English. So what relevance does this have for the
students at school in the Italian secondary school
system?
Plenty. Working on themes through projects

and research can provide useful content

matter so long as the themes are appropriate

in terms of student interest.These themes
could even be cross- curricular; if a colleague wants
the students to do some research for another
subject, why not incorporate it into English with
group work to brainstorm ideas, and get them to do
some of their research via the internet where far
more information is usually available in English
than in Italian anyway? Other useful sources of
information and language can be found on satellite
television with stations like BBC World, or BBC’s
World Service on the radio. Contrary to popular
belief, there is more than just news available:

documentaries on subjects as wide-ranging as the
environment, the cinema and science and
technology can provide input for hours of
productive work in English on a wide variety of
topics. If the Italian teacher is working on a
particular skill, summary writing, for example, that
same skill could be the focus of work in English too.
The study of civiltà, often considered part of the
programme only because students should know
something about the countries where English is
spoken, can be of interest also in terms of language
development (see Kiaran O’Malley’s and Donata
Banzato-Fiona Dalziel’s excellent articles on the
subject in this issue).

Heather Bedell has worked in the field of English language
teaching and teacher training in Italy for over 20 years.
She is now teaching at the University of Lugano in
Switzerland.

bedellh@lu.unisi.ch

At the risk of sounding repetitive, for effective
learning to take place, students must be involved.
Giving them a sense of working with something
that is worthwhile, something that provides a
challenge and makes them think, is perhaps one
of the most useful contributions that we, as
teachers, can make to their progress in English.
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assing on our fascination and love of the
language we teach is, I think you’ll agree,

part and parcel of a successful yet implicit teaching
approach. Having said that, however, few of our
students are in reality likely to become linguists or
indeed to specialise in languages in later life, so
most probably won’t share our enthusiasm for
anything remotely related to language and the way
it’s used. Most students will require a second
language in later life on the basis of its usefulness.
Outside the classroom, both in higher education and
at work, they’ll not find graded or simplified
language. They’re more likely to have to sift through
and extract words and expressions that’ll be
valuable for them to communicate whatever they
have in mind. 

This reality is something we often take for granted
and provides an excellent opportunity for the use of
content-based teaching programmes which
complement traditional and modern language
teaching. In recent years, content-based teaching
(CBT) has become more and more popular as a
method of improving and developing L2 linguistic
ability, though at university and post-graduate level
the idea of using English for teaching whole courses
is not at all new. One good example of its use could
be to prepare those students who are to join
English-native-speaker students in an English-
speaking country. In this case it may include special
study skills sessions to familiarise the students with
listening, note taking and skimming and scanning
texts. 

What is content-based teaching? 

The emphasis of the lesson is on the topic

rather than the language so that students are
focussed on learning about something as a whole

language experience in L2 rather than sections of
language that may be useful one day. This imitates
the way we originally learn our mother tongue and is
an effective method of combining language and
content learning since we know that we acquire
language most successfully when we are engaged in
its meaningful use. 

What’s more, and I’m sure you’ve already
experienced this yourselves, learner motivation

increases when one is learning about

something, rather than just studying language

explicitly. You can choose almost any topic as

long as it’s of interest and value to the

students – from established scientific concepts and
applications to the latest news or to more light-
hearted, but nonetheless interesting, research into
their favourite singer or hobby. 

The lessons can be taught by the regular English
class teacher or together with a content specialist
from one of the other school subjects. 

Advantages of CBT 

It can make learning a language more interesting
and motivating since thematically organised
materials are easier to learn and remember.
Students engaged in communication of
meaningful and coherent information process it
better and more deeply. This use of language to
fulfil a real purpose can help them become more
independent and confident.

Students can also develop a much wider
knowledge of the world, which can improve and
support general educational needs.

Taking information from different sources,
re-evaluating and restructuring the information
they find can help students to develop very
valuable thinking skills that can be transferred to
other subjects. There are lots of specially written
source books which contain collections of
authentic materials or simplified versions on a
particular theme or more general topics.

The element of group work, like task-based
learning, can also help students develop their
collaborative skills, which can have great social
value in and out of the classroom.

Suit yourselves. The teacher can be more flexible
to create units with specific learner needs in
mind. 

Drawbacks of CBT

As CBT doesn’t explicitly spotlight language
learning, some students may feel confused or may
feel they aren’t improving their language skills. 

Content basedContent based
teachingteaching b y  C h r i s t i n a  C a t t a n e o
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The nicest way to deal with this is to occasionally
include some work to help draw attention to
linguistic features within the materials in the form
of communicative and meaningful activities. 
This can be dealt with by including some fairly
controlled language-focussed work to help draw
attention to linguistic features within the materials
and consolidate any vocabulary or grammar points.
In one of my lower level CBT lessons all about
energy, I brought along different food packets and
had students exchanging simple information about
calories in a communicative gap fill activity, asking,
“How many kilocalories are there in 100g of
(cornflakes)?” and thus practising high numbers as
the replies. The activity served two purposes –
useful information for the project and also explicit
and controlled language practice, which can help
them and you feel more “at home”.

Monolingual classes may (and do) overuse
L1 during parts of the lesson for speed and ease.
It may take time to get students used to hearing
L2 all the time, but explanation often helps them
understand the benefits of using English rather
than their mother tongue. Use the posters and
charts they create to help simplify complicated
concepts. You can enhance the need to use
L2 even more if you manage to organise an
exchange programme with students from the
L2 country or begin communicating with those
students via e-mail or letter.

Sometimes it can be hard to find information in
L2 that can be understood by lower language
level students. A quick and simple way around
this, which also reduces the level of challenge, is
to use information in Italian that is then shared
in L2 to achieve the lesson objective in L2.
Alternatively, do it the other way round – find
information in L2 and share it in L1 producing
the final result in L1.

Remember that although CBT can be extremely
stimulating and rewarding, it is also both
challenging and demanding for teachers and
students alike. Each lesson may give rise to a
high percentage of unknown language, but a
positive approach and lots of guidance and
support on using dictionaries or identifying
important information, especially the first time
round, will make a huge difference. 

Resource access. Most institutions have a wide
range of resources available, but check whether
you can access those resources for your CBT
classes before you start planning. Other teachers,
particularly ones from other subjects, may be
willing to help you find appropriate information
sources or offer support on evaluation of
students’ work. With a little persuasion, they may

LANG matters   5

Christina Cattaneo works as freelance English teacher in
the area around Crema. She has had considerable
experience  as mothertongue English teacher for Italian
primary, middle and high schools over the last 13 years.

chris.cattaneo@libero.it

even be willing to join in and share the project
by supporting students as a content specialist,
while you specialise in the language aspects.

Assessment
Any course using CBT should assess both content

and language and the best way to achieve this is
through continuous assessment. For instance, daily
quizzes can help you check that information is
getting across to the students and that they’re
remembering vocabulary. That doesn’t rule out the
effectiveness of an end of project test to consolidate
everything that’s been covered; this can even be
written along the way by the students themselves! 

Another interesting way of getting feedback is to
ask students to complete self-assessment
questionnaires that measure their view of how
much specific language and content they’ve gained.
This will provide invaluable information for
improving future lessons or projects.

In a nutshell

Let your students guide you as to how much of
this approach they’re interested in you using
before it becomes boring or out of control.
Choose something manageable to begin with –
something you know about, or feel you can
explain if you don’t have colleague support.
Otherwise, involve your colleagues and learn
something new yourself!
Describe the approach to the students
beforehand so they understand why it’s a great
opportunity to have fun and use language for
what it’s meant for.
If possible, give them a real reason to learn about
the content in the L2 such as visitors due from an
L2-speaking country or a trip to that country.
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TT he civiltà element of a language course is
often thought of as something quite distinct
from actually learning the language. In the

normal language lessons we learn the grammar
and vocabulary and we practise the various
language skills whereas, in the lessons devoted to
civiltà, we learn the background “facts” about the
foreign country, its history, geography,
institutions, etc. Sometimes they seem almost like
two different subjects, running along on parallel
tracks, each with its own particular approach and
methodology. However, they do not have to be
treated in this way; there is enormous potential
for drawing the two together and allowing each to
act as a stimulus for the other. Civiltà material, in
particular, can serve as an excellent starting point
both for developing skills and for deepening
knowledge of grammar and vocabulary.

Using civiltà as the starting point

The first thing that needs to be stated is that
civiltà should not be thought of as just a
collection of factual information about another
country. Of course it is important to know some
basic facts: key historical events and personalities,
an outline of the geography of the country and its
main cities, major economic activities etc. But to
gain any real understanding of what the country
and its people are like, we need to go beyond the
dry facts and to look at material which will give us
something of the feeling of the place. We need to
find out things like how everyday life is changing,
how society is developing, what problems the
country is facing and what people are currently
about in the newspapers and on TV. This is the
really interesting aspect of civiltà. The material
presented to students needs to be as varied and
as stimulating as possible so that they can gain
some insight into a wide variety of different
aspects of life in the foreign country. So, in
addition to the facts, there should also be material
like topical news stories, extracts from TV and
radio documentaries, interviews with experts and
ordinary people, advertisements, websites,
articles and debates about controversial issues,
extracts from novels, etc.
It is this variety and topicality of the material
which can make civiltà such a good starting point

also for the study of the language. This is
particularly true for older adolescent students
who may have begun to grow tired of the
storylines and typical treatment of language
points found in standard textbooks, however
attractively they may be presented.
Civiltà can function as a link to the concerns and
controversies of the real world which, as young
adults, they are beginning to develop an interest
in. Carefully selected authentic material about
issues of current interest, such as articles from
newspapers and magazines, can be highly
stimulating provided they are not too complex
and difficult. In some cases it may be necessary to
simplify or shorten a text to make it more
accessible for students, but this should be done
without losing the essential flavour of the original.
The feeling of authenticity of the material adds to
its attraction and gives students a greater sense of
challenge and satisfaction. When they study an
article from Newsweek they are reading
something which Americans themselves are
reading, not a text specially composed for foreign
language students.

LANGULANGUAAGE LEARNINGGE LEARNING
AND AND CIVILCIVILTT ÀÀ

b y  K i a r a n  O ’ M a l l e y
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Practising skills through civiltà

Traditionally, reading is the principal skill

associated with civiltà, but in fact there are

numerous opportunities for practising all of

the skills, both receptive and productive,

through this context.

•• As far as reading is concerned, texts of a
predominantly factual nature (on, for example,
the history, the geography or the economy of a
country) lend themselves to practising basic
reading skills such as skimming and scanning as
well as to straightforward comprehension
exercises with true/false or multiple-choice type
questions. 
However, as pointed out above, civiltà in its
broadest sense can take in an enormous range of
reading texts and activities. Material such as
advertisements, publicity leaflets, webpages and
newspaper articles all offer opportunities for more
advanced exercises probing the opinions and
intentions of the author in addition to analysing
the ideas and the language in detail. If texts like
these are studied in isolation they may be difficult
to fully understand; if they are examined as part
of a civiltà theme, about which students have
already acquired some background knowledge,
they are placed in a context which helps to clarify
their meaning. Moreover, when there is a series of
texts on a related theme, each one may help to
throw new light on the others. If, for example, you
have just read an article in favour of developing
genetically modified food it makes it easier to
understand another article arguing against it – as
well as helping you to look critically at the case
each side is making.

•• Short extracts from novels (or even poetry
and plays) can also be incorporated into a civiltà
theme, extending even further the range of text
types and giving students the opportunity to look
at the theme from a completely different, and
much more personal, perspective. Literary texts
develop a sense of emotional involvement.
Students are able to see the world through the
eyes of a boy starting secondary school in
England or a single woman in contemporary
London or a young black man growing up in 1940s
America. The literary texts help us to understand
the society in which they are set but, of course, in
this case too, having some background knowledge
of the society helps us to understand the literary
texts.

•• In a similar way to reading, the study of civiltà
themes can also lead to a great variety of listening
topics and activities. Here too it is important to
try to create a sense of authenticity. As far as 

possible, students should have the impression
that they are listening to real language in real
situations, although for a variety of practical and
legal reasons it is much more difficult to handle
recordings of “real language” than it is in the case
of reading texts. However, even if the recordings
are actually made in studios and using the voices
of actors, they should resemble the real thing as
closely as possible. Examples of listening texts,
based on radio and TV programmes, which can
easily be blended into civiltà themes include:

� news and weather reports;
� advertisements;
� documentary-style reports;
� interviews with subject experts;
� interviews with members of the public;
� phone-in programmes;
� quiz and chat shows;
� serious discussion programmes and debates.

•• The productive skills of writing and speaking
can run parallel with, or be developed from,
reading and listening activities.
Work on the civiltà theme can lead to a variety of
writing tasks including for example:

� the production of short articles or letters to 
newspapers expressing points of view;

� letters and e-mails to organisations requesting
information, expressing support or opposition;

� the writing of reports based on note-taking
from reading or listening texts;

� the writing of summaries of articles;
� the production of various other texts including

leaflets, advertisements and webpages, rela-
ting to the theme.

The skill of speaking is practised constantly as the
main vehicle of communication during lessons, for
example to answer the questions in reading and
listening activities. Certain other activities linked
to the civiltà theme can be dedicated more
specifically to this skill. These could include:

� warm-up exercises in which students say what
they already know about a certain topic;

� discussions and debates in which students
exchange opinions about a subject of 
controversy;

� oral reports on specific topics based on 
note-taking from reading or listening texts;

� comparisons of situations in Britain or
America with what is happening in Italy;

� roleplays and simulations;
� discussions in which students express a 

personal point of view and recount personal
experiences.



Developing grammar and vocabulary
through civiltà

Civiltà themes can also serve as a way-in to the
study of grammar points. Questions relating to
grammar may simply emerge from close
examination of a reading text. What verb tense is
a writer using and why? What exactly does the
writer mean by using this construction?
Questions such as these, arising from details in the
text, can then be studied in greater depth with
further examples, explanations and follow-up
exercises.
However, grammar structures can also be
presented in a more deliberate, programmed way
using the civiltà topic as a context. In this case
the study of the grammar point develops
naturally out of the theme. For example, when
looking at the economy and trade of a country,
various data and statistics will inevitably be
referred to: production figures, export trends etc.
This topic is an obvious starting point for a more
general examination of how numbers are
expressed in the foreign language: long numbers,
percentages, fractions, etc. 
Follow-up exercises to practise the point can
then also be set within the context of the civiltà
theme. An examination of historical themes, and
in particular how a country has changed in recent
times, can lead naturally into the study and
practice of the English past tense structure “used
to”. The subject of teenagers and the comparative
degree of freedom that they are allowed in
different countries can be developed into
consideration of language structures used to
express obligation and permission.
With careful thought most grammar structures
can be contextualised within themes relating to
civiltà.
The context gives the structures a strong sense
of relevance. Students can see their usefulness
and put them to work immediately as part of
their current civiltà project.

In a similar way, vocabulary learning can take on
an aura of greater relevance when it is done in
the context of a civiltà theme. Once students get
beyond the essential words that everybody
clearly has to learn in the early stages of studying
a foreign language, one of the problems with
vocabulary is that they are then exposed to
enormous numbers of new words. It is sometimes
difficult to know which of these words students
should focus on and make part of their active
vocabulary. The choice can often seem to be
arbitrary and random. The context of a civiltà
theme can provide a good criterion for the
learning of new words. Words relating to
particular subject matters (for example politics,
education or the mass media) can be grouped
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together, making them easier to remember, and
the most important of these words will recur over
and over again, and also be actively employed by
students in the course of their work on the
theme.

Kiaran O’Malley is a well-known author of language
courses and texts of “civiltà”. His latest title for Lang is
Directions. Gateway to the English-speaking World, which
applies the principles laid out in this article.
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T
eachers in Italy have witnessed a lot of changes in
the past few years and now there is a new idea of

Unità di Apprendimento (Learning units) introduced
by the Riforma Scolastica. 
The main aim of the UDA is to allow students to
transform “Il Sapere” (CONOSCENZE – KNOWLEDGE
– KNOWING) and “Il Saper Fare” (ABILITA’ – SKILLS
– KNOWING HOW) into competenze or competences.
The biggest concern, in spite of the differences of
opinion about the reform, is to encourage “Scuola
Secondaria di Primo Grado” students and not only to
learn how to use “Il Sapere”, the knowledge they
acquire at school, as much as possible in everyday life.

W
e are all quite aware of this difficult age, where
students are growing and challenging everything,

but as teachers we need to focus on what society,
through “Il Profilo Educativo Culturale Professionale –
PECUP” (the educational and cultural profile) expects
our students to know and to know how to apply in
order to be an active, integral and competent part of
this world.
There are major questions that we are all wondering
about and, if any of these questions relate to you, then
the UDA could help you make important changes to
the courses you are currently teaching.
In contrast to the objectives of traditional courses
which are usually long-term, by utilising the UDA,
students can have clear OSA (OBIETTIVI SPECIFICI
DI APPRENDIMENTO – Specific Learning Objectives –
Indicazioni Nazionali) which are the knowledge and
skills explained to them, right from the beginning of
the learning process. With these in mind, students can
therefore obtain immediate feedback through self-
assessment checks and end of module tests. This kind
of “Modular Approach” is not new in our teaching
experience and methodology, and teachers who have
used it have found themselves becoming “active”
facilitators and not only initiators in the classroom.

T
he UDA usually means alternative learning routes
giving students the possibility to be involved in

different activities. The learning routes can be chosen
after a self-assessment check which establishes

whether the students need to consolidate (Route A)
or do remedial work (Route B) after a learning
process, thus allowing their needs to be personalised.
This approach puts the objectives in an immediate,
formative and summative perspective giving both
learner and teacher more opportunities to reflect on
the teaching and learning process, thanks to this
immediate feed-back. This makes the UDA easy to
update: materials can be put in or taken out, and it
also encourages closer co-operation between subjects
and interdisciplinary work.

The following are practical examples of how we

can integrate the above-mentioned activities

into a classroom situation.

... l’insieme della progettazione di uno o più obiettivi
formativi, delle attività, dei metodi, delle soluzioni
organizzative e delle modalità di verifica necessarie
per trasformarli in competenze degli studenti, va a
costituire le Unità di Apprendimento, individuali o di
gruppo.
L’insieme delle UDA, con le eventuali
differenziazioni che si rendessero necessarie per
singoli alunni, dà origine al Piano di Studio
Personalizzato, che resta a dispozione delle famiglie
e da cui si ricavano spunti utili per la compilazione
del Portfolio delle competenze individuali.

(Indicazioni Ministeriali)

Useful steps to help you design the learning
unit 

KEY
� PECUP = Profilo Educativo Culturale Professional

(Educational and cultural profile)
� OGPF = Obiettivi Generali del Processo formativo

(General training objectives)
� OSA = Obiettivi Specifici di Apprendimento

(Specific learning objectives)
� C = Conoscenze (Knowledge)
� A = Abilità (Skills)

In this issue of LANG Matters, we’ve introduced a new feature which we hope teachers will find interesting

and useful. Given the number of changes being made in school programmes, it can be quite complicated

and time consuming to keep up to date. To help, we will be running a series of articles looking at aspects

and implications of these various government reforms related to the teaching of foreign languages in

secondary schools. The first of these, written by our educational consultant Lia Perillo, concerns the Unità
di Apprendimento (UDA – learning unit), which is destined to be a useful planning instrument for teachers.

Heather Bedell
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IT’S A MATTER OF CHOICE!

Reflections based on the reform and its practical applications
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� OFP = Obiettivi Formativi Personalizzati
(Personalised training objectives)

� UDA = Unità Di Apprendimento (Learning unit)
� COMP = Competenze (Competences)
� PSP = Piano di Studio Personalizzato (Personalised

study programme)

Analysis of the situation
(tutor and teaching team)

1 Choose the specific learning objectives (OSA),
which the students need to acquire according to
their interests and needs, and the teacher’s
interests. Specify whether the OSA are for the whole
class, a group or an individual.

2 Choose one or more personalised training objectives
(consiglio di classe – OFP). These may be different
from class to class because they are personalised.

3 Choose the activities. Students need to do activities
which will help them acquire the knowledge
(conoscenze) and skills (abilita’) to reach the OFP.
Alter routes/activities according to needs.

4 Choose the methods you want to use to encourage
the learners to do the activities.

5 Choose the organisation: how do you organise your
classes when “doing” the activities? You need to
specify the time, the places (in class, in a laboratory,
using outside spaces, etc.), small groups, level
groups, the entire class, one or more teachers...

6 Choose the assessment procedures: how are you
going to find out if your students have acquired the
language you have taught them and have become
competent? What assessment measures do you
intend to use (bearing in mind the Common
European Framework of Reference Levels which can
be useful)? Have your students acquired the
Knowledge (Il Sapere) and Know How (Il Saper
Fare) which you chose in the OSA? Can you
consider your students competent users of the
knowledge presented in the ‘Unità di
Apprendimento?’ Objectives expressed in
behavioural terms, that is in the form of “can do
statements”, have been introduced through the
Modular Curriculum. Furthermore, we recognise
how important it is for students’ motivation if they
are able to say “I CAN DO THIS!”

... è compito esclusivo di ogni scuola autonoma e dei
docenti, nel concreto della propria storia e del
proprio territorio, assumersi la libertà di mediare,
interpretare, ordinare, distribuire ed organizzare gli
OSA negli obiettivi formativi, nei contenuti, nei
metodi e nelle varie verifiche delle Unità di
Apprendimento, considerando, da un lato, le
capacità complessive di ogni studente che devono
essere sviluppate al massimo grado possibile e,
dall’altro, le teorie pedagogiche e le pratiche
didattiche più adatte a trasformarle in competenze
personali. 

(Indicazioni Ministeriali)

S
elf-assessment is an important aspect of the
learning process introduced into our schools

through the European Language Portfolio which, in its
pedagogical and reporting  functions, aims to
encourage learner autonomy, responsibilty and
awareness in the learning process. The CEF objectives
(to know, know how, know how to be and know how to
learn) seem to fit in well with this way of designing
lessons. Furthermore, in designing the learning units
teachers still use The Common European Framework
of Reference Levels in the “modalità di verifica”. This
clearly integrates the Language Portfolio and the
Portfolio delle Competenze and Orientamento, making
them both an important and integral part of learning
units which focus on the students, their learning
processes and the competences to be acquired.
Assessment plays a key role in the UDA, and should be
related to the outcomes made explicit to the students.
It should also be based upon a wide range of strategies,
through which the students can demonstrate what
they know, understand and can do, producing a range
of evidence appropriate to the activity.
The UDA takes cultural and social aspects of the
students into consideration, with the different
experience and backgrounds they may have, and thus
leads to the identification of future goals. 
Like Modules, the UDA can be seen as learning and
certification devices which enable the creation of short
courses and, unlike didactic units which are centred on
the subject being taught, the UDA are centred around
the students and aimed at their education.
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I
t is widely acknowledged that civiltà teaching plays an
important educational role in discouraging reliance on

cultural stereotypes and fighting prejudice. As Martin
Luther King stated: 

Nothing in all the world is more dangerous than

sincere ignorance and conscientious stupidity.

M
oreover, at Scuola Secondaria di I grado the
teaching of civiltà  provides the perfect opportunity

for content-based language learning, as students use
their English to learn about a range of issues related to the
culture of the English-speaking world. Many of these
issues can lead to interesting comparisons between the
students’ own culture and that of other countries and, at
the same time, offer valuable links to other subjects of
their curricula.
Teaching civiltà is not just reading! Civiltà materials can
be exploited for the development of all  language skills, for
vocabulary acquisition and for the consolidation of
cognitive skills, such as the interpretation of figures, 

Teaching civiltà: an opportunity
for content-based learning

b y  D o n a t a  B a n z a t o  a n d  F i o n a  D a l z i e l

tables and graphs. Civiltà teaching also lends itself to
collaborative task- based learning, especially useful when
the teacher has to deal with mixed-ability classes. The
products of such activities may vary from student to
student, but still provide appropriate material for
inclusion in students’ Portfolios.
For these reasons the teaching of civiltà cannot be
considered something separate from language teaching
and learning, even from the very early stages, and must
not be sacrificed in the case of a reduction of hours.
Below are some examples of how all this can be put into
practice.

Example 1: Education in Europe

Content: comparison between different educational
systems. 
Task:gap-filling. 
Skill involved:extracting relevant information from
tables.
Interdisciplinary link: second foreign language.

Look at the tables about education in different European countries and then use the informa-
tion in these tables to complete the passage.

Repeating the school year The age when students start learning a

foreign language

France Yes France 8

Germany Yes Germany 8

Ireland No Ireland *

Italy Yes Italy 6

Spain Yes Spain 8

UK No UK 11

* In Ireland students learn Irish and English, but a foreign language is not compulsory.

There are similarities and differences between the education systems in European countries. […] In Italy,

if you are not good at school, it is sometimes necessary to repeat a school year, as in ……… , ………  and

………. . But in ……… and ……… students never repeat a school year. Finally, it is interesting to see

when students start learning a foreign language. For example, in Italy they start at ………, but in the UK

they start at ………. .
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