LESLLA Symposium Proceedings

Di Benedetto, L., Salvato, V., & Tiranno, C. (2017). The Value of Languages in Linguistic
Autobiography. Teaching Experience with Low-Educated Unaccompanied Multilingual
Minors . LESLLA Symposium Proceedings, 12(1), 99-108.
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.8058664

This article is part of a collection of articles based on presentations from the 2016
Symposium held at Universidad de Granada in Grenada, Spain. Please note that the year of
publication is often different than the year the symposium was held. We recommend the
following citation when referencing the edited collection.

Sosinski, M. (Ed.) (2017). Alfabetizacion y aprendizaje de idiomas por adultos: Investigacion,
politica educativa y practica docente/Literacy education and second language learning by
adults (LESLLA): Research, policy and practice. Universidad de Granada.
https://lesllasp.journals.publicknowledgeproject.org/index.php/lesllasp/issue/view/476

LESLLA aims to support adults who are learning to read and write for the first time in their
lives in a new language. We promote, on a worldwide, multidisciplinary basis, the sharing of
research findings, effective pedagogical practices, and information on policy.

https://lesllasp.journals.publicknowledgeproject.org



https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.8058664
https://lesllasp.journals.publicknowledgeproject.org/index.php/lesllasp/issue/view/476
https://lesllasp.journals.publicknowledgeproject.org/

https://www.leslla.org/



https://www.leslla.org/

THE VALUE OF LANGUAGES IN LINGUISTIC AUTOBIOGRAPHY.
TEACHING EXPERIENCE WITH LOW-EDUCATED UNACCOMPANIED
MULTILINGUAL MINCORS!

LAURA DI BENEDETTO
VALENTINA SALVATO
CHIARA TIRANNO
University of Palermo

ABSTRACT: At the core of linguistic autobiography lays one of our main educa-
tional purposes: leading students to appreciate and to take advantage of their own
plurilingualism. The knowledge of different languages becomes a tool of useful
compensation strategies in the process of learning a second language. This research
aims to show the results obtained by the Unaccompanied Minors with an extremely
low level of schooling attending literacy courses at the School of Italian Language
for Foreigners of the University of Palermo. Thanks to the narrative devices used in
linguistic autobiography it is possible to acquire a great amount of data about learners’
plural identities and, by analyzing different variables of the users, to reflect upon the
specific results in L2 proficiency. Students are involved in emotional activities that
give them the opportunity to share complex stories, starting from the analysis and
the appreciation of languages.

KEYWORDS: Plurilingualism, literacy, Unaccompanied Minors, narration, identities,
L2 proficiency.

1. This paper is the result of the joint research conducted by Laura Di Benedetto, Valentina
Salvato, Chiara Tiranno. Valentina Salvato is the responsible for the first section, Chiara Tiranno
for the second, the third and the fourth sections, and Laura Di Benedetto for the fifth section.
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I, INTRODUCTION

Autobiography is a writing tool that aims at reflecting upon life experiences and sharing
them. This literary genre could become a useful didactic taol in L2 classroomn, by focusing
on the use of languages by multicompetent language users, Through the practice of linguistic
autobiography, students are encouraged to reason for the first time about languages as systems
and about meeting points existing between languages and cultures (Groppaldi, 2010: 90).

The value of languages and cultures is the basis of recent political European ac-
tion plan, The latest measures and documents issued by the Council of Europe aim to
protect cultural and linguistic identities. One of the most important and powerful tools
for integration is lingnistic education. Indeed, a true social inclusion in a new reality is
possible only after learning basic skills of the new language.

Following two of the main documents on language issues in education drafted by the

Council of Europe, 4 European reference document Jor languages of education (Council

of Europe, 2007) and Framework of reference Jor pluralistic approaches to languages
and cultures (henceforth, FREPA: Council of Europe, 2010), it is possible te notice a
remarkable change of perspective in order to give dignity to every language through
mements of reflection upon plurilingualism in the classroom. Moreover, this could offer
the opportunity to transfer competences and skills from a language to another one. Thus,
linguistic autobiography becomes a useful tool in the conceptual scenario outlined in
FREPA, where it is possible to find four pluralistic approaches: intercultural approach,
awakening to languages, the intercomprehension of related languages, and integrated
didactic approaches to different languages studied.

The didactic path of linguistic autobiography follows, in particular, one of these
plural approaches: awakening to languages. As underlined in this passage from FREPA:

The approach concerns the language of education and any other language which is in the
process of being learnt. But it is not limited to these “learnt™ languages, and integrates all
sorts of other linguistic varieties — from the environment, from their families... and from ail
over the world, without exclusion of any kind... Because of the number of languages on which
learners work — very often, several dozen - the awakening to languages may seem to be the
most extreme form of pluralistic approach. It was designed principally as a way of welcoming
schoolchildren into the idea of linguistic diversity (and the diversity of their own languages) at
the beginning of school education, as a vector of fuller recognition of the languages “brought”
by children with more than one language available to them and, in this way, as a kind of
preparatory course developed for primary schools, but it can also be prometed as a support
to language learning throughout the learners® schoo! career. (Council of Europe, 2010: 9)

The didactic mode! adopted by the School of Ttalian Language for Foreigners (hence-
forth, TtaStra) of the University of Palermo aims to include all of these plural approaches.
During the Italian language courses, many didactic activities take piace to reach these
goals. This research focuses on the value of different languages in LESLLA? learners by

2. LESLLA is the acronym for Low Educated Second Language and Literacy Acquisition for
Adults. By using it we refer also to adolescent learners.
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using autobiographical narrative devices. A comple?( linguistic identity emerfg]es throueg:
the writing of personal stories and experiences w]:uch focused on the vse o z;]ngua};l; ]e.
The adoption of autobiographical technique in the classroom folllows t e \; :ed
tradition of linguistic autobiography in didactic programmes. In Italy it wz;s m’rroh u o
by Tullio Telmen and Sabina Canobbio with the or_1gmal purpose to eva uate tIe 1u
of dialect in the Piedmont region. The data co]lectlor.l was carried on in oth‘er tai }:ag
regions too, in particular in Veneto and Sicily (A.TClll"l e_t al., 2014: 143'). This ine a;)ic
is performed in L2 teaching to know learners’ linguistic backgrgund in ];1 sys] emas ¢
way. By considering plurilingual competence not only as a requirement ' uta sol "
goal in the process of teaching-learning, didactic planmng‘ has changed: it reiu at )é
includes activities such as linguistic autobiography (Arcun: 2014: 69)..It is a (})lp el
with students who have a vast cultural background a‘md .chlld.ren of primary s 0(1)1 .
Recently this technique has been experimented also in qldactlc paths ct?]?cemmtg tt e
learning of a second language®. The use of this practice reveals positive OIL‘l ésu ;,
especially for those people who experienced a complex story of mlgratm_n.f n!.ee s,
thanks to the writing of linguistic autobiography and the expression of their feelings,
they can link and explore the past and the present, home couniry and host country
1di, 2010: 91). )
(Gll.;; }c):a(lmsidering theze insights and previous exper.iences (Strazzari, 2016}, 'the r})lat}; (;E
linguistic autobiography was planned and tested with LESLLA learners dur.mg tde fe :
two years in ItaStra literacy courses. In this paper, we focus on the practice a op ¢
with newly arrived Unaccompanied Minors (henceforth UAM) and on the compariso
of the results with other kinds of LESLLA users.

2. PURPOSES

Linguistic autobiography serves various purposes b9th for students and tc;a(;]he.rs. 02
the one hand, the most relevant aim consists in makn}g students aware o thmrhowd
plurilingualism. This awareness can stimulate: the learning process. 0{1 t}l)lle ot sr ane;
this technique offers teachers new diagnostic instruments which are suitable to dlsci)vnd
and analyse the linguistic background of the students. Teacl.'lel:s can better gnﬁ erstal
linguistic education of learners” mother tongue, e:va]uate similarities and di 1eren_ces
between their languages, and perceive the difﬁc%ultles_that stgdent.s can ﬁnd.m ea;mr}ﬁ
a second language (Groppaldi, 2010: 90). The mc%uswn f’f linguistic autot)logrgp. e)lzl {1:
teaching programmes represents a functional dev_lce to improve studentt]s pro ;::u " y
in L2. It is truly important especially for those migrants that can have the op}fyo ;y
to narrate the long and hard journey by sea and land. All the smdgnts, even ; gls:f \:renot
apparently cannot communicate, are aclljle tp share their own stories through diffe

i eans, such as drawing and acting. .
engfsil:fo?ming some activities included in the gutobiographlcal path, studelntsdcgn
understand how the lack of linguistic competence in target language can be solved by

3. Previous experiences with foreign learners of ltalian language are described in Groppaldi
(2010).
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means of compensation strategies. Meanwhile, other activities make students use thej
native lan'guages and L2 in order to transfer linguistic competences, which were alre ZIT
acquired in L2, to their first languages. Thus, the use of this kind, of strategies o it
not only in a _unidirectional way but also in a mutual one, promoting the Iefmingccll'l:
;e(:)ss and makn.lg_ t.he students aware of the relevance of plurilingualism (Arcuri 28]4'
). .Thc?se act1v1'tles are part of literacy programmes, since they have importan’t com-.
ml;mcauve and lmgmst]cl aims, Teachers can choose to adopt linguistic autobiograph:
on y.after one hundred literacy hours, in order to reinforce and test the compet d
acquired by students during the whole leaming process. prieess

3. USERS

f'll"he proposed autc?biographical mode! has been previausly tested on different types
;L earners characterized by_ different features*: children of primary school in L2 and
(.:o.nte)ft, lqw-edu?ated migrant women participating at FEI project’; adult and UAM
panlc}patlng In a university project with CPIAS, ,
; This paper f(:cuses on a recent project involving UAM who attended experimental
;lt.gl;ezzdcqursgsmTﬁese \:i'ere aimed at training students before compulsory education
in » In order to fill the lack of linguistic com i iti
! ] . . petences in writin
;f;tf:rllg.dThlst 'lack] 1s a serious obstacle to UAM integration in the host country angd ig:
educational system does not offer appropri i i
for adiult ot wih ey Stem ppropriate solutions, such as literacy courses
. hMols.t of the pAM comes from areas of the world characterized by a low level of
chooling, specnﬁca.lly from sub-Saharian Africa and Asia. In our classes the UAM
:om];ng _from Qambla and Senegal are the majority. Other students’ origin countries
S;ed enin, Mali, Ivory Coast, Guinea Bissau, Guinea Conakry, Egypt and Bangladesh
I111 ents were aged 16-1_8 years old and almost all of them are newly arrived males.
who us;lally att_end Ita.llan courses one month after their arrival. Data concerning,
?yei?[-isd?d:(;?}OOIIEg,' Whlc}; were acquired by means of entrance tests and confirmed
1c activities, show the low level, or even the absence i
' s , of literacy, UAM
g;nega](liy attenQed school for a maximum period of three years, while some};f them
;1_ en eh K(?ramc school. Tpey face a dramatic journey to come to Italy, where they
1ve In hosting centres sharing habits and state of soul. It is worth to stress that dif-

ficulties concern not onl itati
. y cohabitation, but also the process of i ion i
reality (D*Agostino et al,, 2016: 1. F oF fnelusion in the new

_ 4. Among these features, in our research we consi
different cultural background and life expectancies
5. “I saperi per I’inclusione” was realized b . iversi
- | v the University of Pal i
for the integration of third-country nationals (2007 -2013), v slermo wih Buropean fund
6. CPIA is the Center of Adult Education.
basz;i Suclh (.:ours?s were held in the fl:ame of the project “ltaliano lingua seconda in soggetti a
colarizzazione, Ricerca, formazione, didattica” of the University of Palerma (2016)

der: age, sex, origin countries, languages,
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4. CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES, METHODOLOGY AND OBJECTIVES

In order to respond to the above-mentioned purposes, didactic planning is custom-
ized to fulfil the requirements of different users. It is the case of our experience in
adopting linguistic autobjography with adult migrant women and UAM. Teaching
practices are structured in different phases answering linguistic and communicative
aims: some of themn were already introduced during the classes, while others are brand
new ones. The whole plan requires a minimum of twenty hours and it is entirely
based on workshop activities. Students can use different narrative devices in order
to talk about their personal stories and rethink their troubled experiences (Di Nuzzo,
2013). According to the main educational purpose, and due to the students’ lack of
linguistic competence in L2, some activities are performed by using students’ own
mother tongues.

At the core of the first activity lays the relevance of learners’ mother languages,
by emphasizing their sounds. Sharing mother tongue’s sounds represents a useful
opening moment in which students choose and pronounce a selected word in the na-
tive language. This activity aims to stress the variety of languages, and consequently
students’ heterogeneous cultural backgrounds, with equal dignity in the classroom
(Strazzari, 2016).

In the second step, students filt out a form with personal data, including: name and
its meaning, age, country of origin, country of residence, people they live with, mother
tongue and other languages, years of schooling. This form is used to practice single
words and review communicative acts introduced in the first one hundred hours of
lessons, such as sentences useful to talk about themselves and their housing contexts.

The third step recalls the previous one since here many daily contexts are introduced.
Teacher selects two contexts (i.e. at home and at the market) and students pretend
to be actors reproducing a daily conversation. This role-play is performed and later
written down in a comic strip in students’ first and second language. The aim is to
investigate the amount of linguistic inputs and the languages in use.

Then, portraying student’s own body in life-size is considered as a necessary tool
to explore and reflect upon body parts and their functions, introducing this lexicon.
Only after this step, students can understand how to associate their languages with
one or more body parts. The success of this fourth step depends on many factors
and, probably, one of them is students’ desire to share their feelings. This phase
introduces the fifth step in which students can deeply reflect upon their journey
experience.

Here teacher shows how the world map works and then, together with students,
reproduces the map on the floor. Later, students are free to move in the space and
to tag the crossed countries to show their journey. Then all the students retrace on a
personal map their course to recollect the languages heard and used to communicate. In
this fifth step they are able to express journey’s memories and experiences. Retracing
on a map the course of the journey is one of the most interesting activities realized in

literacy classes of UAM. It is exactly this map that shows the multilingual background
which takes shape during the journey to Europe. This is a fundamental step to value
students’ plurilingualism and also to decode a complex text such as a geographical
map. Autobiography starts and ends with an impressive moment: sounds’ appearance
of all the native languages of the participants.
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5. RESULTS AND CONCLUSION

Linguistic autobiography offers diagnostic instruments able to value students’ linguistic
background, to test linguistic competence in the target language and to plan specific
didactic activities. The data collected in this paper are drawn from a large corpus of
UAM’s classwork. Our analysis highlights the vast linguistic knowledge of LESLLA
learners. We observe that students are initially unwilling to use L1 in class activities,
but this reluctance decreases gradually up to the point in which they eventually start
using afl the known languages, and discover the important role they piay in the process
of learning L2. Most of UAM coming from Sub-Saharian Africa are plurilingual, but
in different ways: some of them speak more than two languages and can understand
languages typologically close to their mother tongues, while other know more than
three languages. There are also few cases of menolingual speakers, usually coming
from Bangladesh,

Linguistic autobiography also contributes to improve L1 linguistic skills. Many ac-
tivities, which require the use of written code in mother tongues, enact the reflection
upon some linguistic aspects. LESLLA learners were able to transfer competences from
L2 to their own first language. This metacognitive process is one of the most relevant
aims of the plural approaches (Curci, 2016; 143). It represents another crucial point in
the development of personal identities: mother tongue, which was not iearnt at school,
becomes a concrete purpose of the study, especially by focusing on the sounds and signs
which were introduced in our literacy courses.

UAM reconsidered the power of their plurilingualism also in the host country, since
they live in a complex linguistic context together with pecple coming from different
parts of the world. The large amount of exposure to many linguistic inputs let students
practice and switch various codes in the new daily life. In the frame of this wide range
of languages the knowledge of L2 emerges.

Focusing on our analysis, one of the most distinctive features of the autobiographical
techniques experimented with UAM, is the description of their journey across many
different countries in order to escape from wars and poverty to find better life condi-
tions. The journey usually counted from a minimum of three months up to four vears,
The main objective of working with geographical maps is to associate languages used
in each country. As a result, the creation of linguistic maps gives students the chance
to rethink languages as tools of communication and survival, F inally, students came to
revaluate their personal skills and troubled experiences thanks to the appreciation of
the linguistic knowledge used and improved during the journey.

The abovementioned results reveal interesting features when compared to another
specific kind of users, i.e. adult migrant women attending literacy courses. By compar-
ing UAM linguistic autobiographies with those written by FEI and CPIA women, it
is possible to notice that the latter come from a monolingual context and live in Italy
for a long time in a monolingual reality; while most of the newly arrived UAM comes
from a plurilingual context and lives in plurilingual hosting centres, characterized by a
larger amount of exposure to L2 outside the classroom. The analysis of data acquired
from linguistic autobiographies shows different levels of proficiency in L2 between
monolingual and plurilingual students. The latter can easily use compensation strate-

gies to flll the lack of knowledge in the target language and their acquisition process
seems faster. After the first part of the literacy course (around 100 hours), UAM have
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stronger abilities to read and write than women. We shloulc_i take into cqr;f;ic:;?t;(i)gatcll?é
ian 1 t taStra following an experl
AM attended an Italian literacy course a S an
Eodel in the frame of a research project related to the acquisition of second language
in low educated students. ' .
; }(rjl order to better understand these results we show two 111ustrz.1‘_s1ve cases a3 atsamgll:nc;f
two of the largest groups of learners: Karimou {(UAM) and Kadija {FE! project wo .

ija (FEl project
Karimou (UAM) Kadija (FE! project)

Origin country: Gambia. Origin country: Morocco

Age: 17 years old Age: 45 years old

Years of schooling: 0 Years of schooling: 0
Linguistic background: monolingual (a variety of

N R 1 (Mand-
Linguistic background: plurilingual { e b Morcond)

inka, Wolof and English)
Daily context: plurilingual Daily context: monolingual
About the journey: many countries crossed by | About the journey: by plane to join a family
tter conditions of life member
ous and bostto et Time of permanence in Italy: 8 years
Time of permanence in Italy: 3 months )
Results after 100 literacy hoursz . _
Results after 100 literacy hours: - reading and writing simple dns)’lla.blc
- reading and writing simple sentences words (CVCV) with teacher’s assis-
dictated to him; _ tance; . .
- oral communication skills: sufficient . oral communication skills: lacking

Table 1: UAM and FEI Learners' Backgrounds and Results: a Sample

We can compare, in the table above, the different features which character'lzed Karl;
i 4 .
mou’s and Kadija’s backgrounds before attending the literacy cour-s;s :mil th:;:]r :Crg‘%ir;:s
ing. Data were acquired from specific tests a
after one hundred hours of teaching. Da o Lests and act e
in linguisti i i ’s results are the following: he ca
used in linguistic autobiography. Karimou lts ; g e o e
i i ’ i ds containing simple syllable s hi
write, without teacher’s assistance, wor 4 e writing
i i 1s (CV); moreover, his reading
consists of alternating consonants and vowe ding and wrtioe
i him has already begun. In oral co
rocess of short sentences dictated to ; 1
Igompetence he shows a good ability to remember and regﬁe ’mz:jnyt( ex}pi;isilec:é; ;szild
i ily li i Its emerge from Kadija’s data. : 1
in daily life contexts. Different resu . ’ _ py
writingyprocess appears slower than Karimou’s one, since she can read al?d wrtltei)lv:to
teacher’s assistance, only single and disyllabic words (CVCV) and she is not a
icati rately.
use complex communicative sentences accu )
This fomp]ex frame encourages the rise of new approaﬁlesfd;alvot§dgt(;ht:er ::3;2/ (())f
i i lurilingualism. Actually, followin, t
the relations between literacy and p : : - o resuls o
i i dealing with challenging research q :
our recent teaching experience, we are _ : 2| pesth
is it possible to find a clear link between proficiency in L2 and plurilingualism? Do
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glu:llll;gualism and L2 _exposu.r‘e affect the process of literacy? We do believe that the
aster literacy process in pl}mlmgual individuals probably depends on their metalin-
guistic awareness, as underlined by the scholar Mara Dirba, Following the research of

lk 1r S p
] a th S spect a
[Jll (s Jess]le] D ba c()“clude tll t 1 ﬁC wareness alIOWS ﬂIESe llllelduals to

a) divergent and creative thinking (e.g.,
ideas);
b} interactional and/or pragmati i
o pragmatic competence (cultural theorems of greeting, thanking,
8 ::omr;lunicative sensitivity and flexibility (language mode); and
ranslation skills, which are considered a natural trait i , jori
! s trait ili
suls. (Dirba, 20161 15 ait in the majority of multilin-
. l(\ldore?.ver, some researcllles, conducted on bilingual children, show that they can
h:; ealier than the monollt}gua} ones, thanks to metalinguistic awareness. The latter
) positive .eﬂ‘ects on'both linguistic and non-linguistic areas (Sorace, 2007: 194-195)
01111 ro}lg, I;cef]rl:hlpg t¢.=i]xp7r1en<:e data acquired after two hundred literacy hours strengtheli
othesis: the learning gap between the two groups is, i i
! ps is, indeed, persistent. Oth
examples confirm this. Monolingual students, simi i in 1 ‘ .
ples ca . , similar to Karimou in terms of the ch
acteristics listed in the table (with the excepti ific li rckgroud),
| ption of the specific linguisti
sho»y a lower proficiency in the literacy process. P nevistic backgrouwnd)
co;;ligg;e‘:et:m?g that the first language takes advantage of the newly acquired
* the ablity to transfer knowledge and strateg i
Ipetenc he at \ Yy permits the development
ch)' lflir:jgmstlc skills in n.lother t'o‘ngue‘ This consolidates the sense of identity antliJ self-
stur:i en::c;}eby rt]irlrolmotmg positive attitudes towards language learning among all the
- Nevertheless, it is still an early stage of the research to d
clusions, but we do believe that i Ciency in 12 betmaen o
R probably the different proficiency in L2
above-mentioned case studies could de e guistie s
pend also on their different linguistic exposur
¢ ¢ 1
target language. New research is expected to be undertaken to deepen our hygothesis0

a wider variety of associations, original
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