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Abstract. This paper describes the features and evaluates the results of a research pro-
ject in education and glottodidactics aimed at carrying out pilot experiences in the
teaching and learning of the Friulian language from the perspective of plurilingual edu-
cation. The experimental educational activities, conducted in 3 infant schools (age 3 to
5) and 3 primary schools (age 6 to 10) in the provinces of Udine and Pordenone, inte-
grate language teaching with thematic or workshop activities involving non-linguistic
disciplines, developing an integrated, content-based approach to the didactics of lan-
guages. The plurilingual projects have seen the participation of children of different age
groups and respond to the curricular objectives set out by the schools, incorporating
Friulian as an element able to enrich and strengthen the curriculum. The educational
strategies adopted are meant to promote inter-linguistic analysis and comparison as an
instrument by which to develop positive attitudes towards diversity and alterity.

Key-words. Multilingual education, infant and primary school, Friulian language,
plurilingual curricular models. 

1. Introduction. The interest in bi-
and plurilingual educational research
using minority languages and the test-
ing of didactical models and practices
in everyday teaching and learning
have been a significant feature of
Friulian schools ever since the 1980s.
In the mid 1980s two important edu-
cational experiences were launched

in the province of Udine: a bilingual
Slovene and Italian infant school was
established at the cultural centre
Študijski Center Nediža in San Pietro
al Natisone on the initiative of a
group of parents (Gruden Crisetig
2001); and a pilot project on bilingual
education in Friulian and Italian was
introduced at the infant schools of

•Rivista GFS n. 16 2012  9-11-2012  13:10  Pagina 25



A .  B u r e l l i

26

Gagliano and Treppo Grande, devel-
oped by the University of Udine and
financed by the European Commis-
sion (Schiavi Fachin 1998). Both ini-
tiatives made reference to interna-
tional scientific research on bilingual-
ism and bilingual education (Siguan
& Mackey 1986, Cummins & Swain
1987), on second language acquisi-
tion (Dulay, Burt & Krashen 1982),
and on language teaching (Wilkins
1976). These studies provided the
theoretical foundations for the choice
of organizational models, the descrip-
tion and selection of language teach-
ing content, the planning of activities,
and the adoption of didactic modali-
ties tailored around the children’s
communicative competence and cog-
nitive development (Schiavi Fachin
1991; Burelli 1996, 1998a). 

Scientific studies in the afore-
mentioned fields guided also the de-
sign and implementation, between
1992 and 1997, of plurilingual educa-
tional activities using the local lan-
guages in three alloglot localities in
the province of Udine: Timau and
Sauris, where two different varieties
of German are spoken, and the Resia
Valley, where varieties of Slovene are
spoken. A common denominator of
these initiatives and of the bilingual
education experiences mentioned
earlier is the aim to support and value
the native plurilingualism of children
living in Friuli, encouraging the chil-
dren and their communities to be-
come aware of the wealth of their lin-
guistic repertoire, to appreciate it,
and to use it as the foundation of a
wider plurilingual competence and
linguistic repertoire. 

To this day, the theoretical frame-
work and educational practice of the
Friulian-Italian bilingual education
project (Burelli 2001) represent an
important point of reference for
those schools in Friuli Venezia Giulia
that make an effort to integrate the
teaching and learning of the Friulian
language in their curricula. The no-
tions of additive bilingualism, com-
municative language competence,
content-based language teaching, and
the educational models one person-
one language and one situation-one
language are well known by the ma-
jority of pre-primary and primary
teachers in the Region, even if they
are not always translated into coher-
ent educational experiences. 

In the last fifteen years, the ap-
proval of a State law on the protec-
tion of historical linguistic minorities
in Italy (Parlamento Italiano 1999),
the publication of the Common Euro-
pean Framework of Reference for Lan-
guages (CEFR) (Council of Europe
2001), the publication of Indicazions
pe programazion didatiche curiculâr
daûr de leç 482/99 (Guidelines for
curriculum development and pro-
gramme planning in accordance with
law 482/99) (OLF 2004), the ap-
proval of a Regional law on the pro-
tection of the Friulian language (Con-
siglio Regionale 2007) have increas-
ingly encouraged infant and primary
school teachers and managers to de-
velop projects for the teaching and
learning of the Friulian language. At
the same time, the University of
Udine has launched important and
innovative schemes for the training of
minority language teachers, lending
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support to the proposal that Friulian
be included in the curriculum and
promoting the realization of activities
in the field of plurilingual education,
aimed at developing the children’s
plurilingual competence (plurilin-
gualism as competence) and their
awareness and respect of linguistic
and cultural diversity (plurilingualism
as value) (Beacco 2007).

2. The research programme. The Re-
gional agency for the Friulian lan-
guage, ARLeF, while it is awaiting the
publication of the regulations imple-
menting the Regional law 29/2007 for
the protection of the Friulian lan-
guage, has commissioned two studies
that will provide schools with exam-
ples and models of a plurilingual cur-
ricular programme including the
teaching and learning of the Friulian
language. One of the two studies, de-
nominated Progjets pilote di edu-
cazion bi-plurilengâl inte scuele de in-
fanzie e primarie (Pilot projects of bi-
and plurilingual education in infant
and primary schools)1, which is the
object of this paper, has been carried
out between September 2010 and
June 2012 at CIRF (Centri Interdi-
partimentâl di ricercje su la culture e
la lenghe dal Friûl), the University of
Udine research centre on Friulian
language and culture.

The study has pursued the follow-
ing aims: to explore and contextual-
ize notions and theoretical principles
developed in glottodidactics research
and implemented in European edu-
cational policy; to test organizational
approaches that, in consideration of
the economic and professional re-

sources available, could allow to sys-
tematically include Friulian in the
school curriculum; to propose didac-
tical models and practical suggestions
for shaping the education process
with a view to promote plurilingual
and intercultural education. The re-
searchers2 have concentrated their at-
tention on ways to present the Friu-
lian language as a “language of
schooling”, i.e. as an instrument for
teaching and learning in addition to
Italian, and as a “language of educa-
tion”, i.e. as an organic element of the
curriculum like Italian or a foreign
language (Coste, Cavalli, Crişan &
van de Ven 2009: 28). 

In the framework of European ed-
ucation policy, plurilingual and inter-
cultural education has a two-fold ob-
jective. On one hand it favours the
learning of linguistic and intercultur-
al skills by enriching individual reper-
toires with new linguistic and cultur-
al resources. On the other hand it
promotes personal development by
encouraging to respect and accept
linguistic and cultural differences in a
multicultural and multilingual society
and by fostering a sense of awareness
of individual competencies and po-
tential (Beacco et al. 2010: 18). 

The design of educational models
for a plurilingual and intercultural
education is guided by the principle,
which is shared by the Council of Eu-
rope, that all languages have an equal
value “regardless of their status and
weight in society and the State”
(Beacco et al. 2010: 96). An educa-
tional model based on these princi-
ples assigns Friulian schools an all-
important role, that of preserving and
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developing linguistic and cultural di-
versity through the teaching of the
minority language and in the minori-
ty language. So the systematic inclu-
sion of the Friulian language in the
educational activities takes up the
double function of promoting and re-
inforcing the identity of Friulian-
speaking children as speakers of a mi-
nority language and of making all
children reflect on linguistic and cul-
tural diversity. In other words,
schools are being given the task to
value and develop the Friulian lan-
guage skills of the children who al-
ready have it in their repertoire, but
also to introduce it to those children
who do not know the language, who
can then appreciate it and broaden
their skills as a result.

The plurilingual and intercultural
education curriculum that the re-
search programme has tried to imple-
ment in the participating classes col-
lects and valorises the community’s
linguistic repertoire both inside and
outside the school, making it avail-
able to the children; it also favours “a
global linguistic education” by foster-
ing an awareness of the value of lin-
guistic and cultural plurality in the
class and around it, thus promoting
an open and positive attitude to alter-
ity. The minority language becomes
an element of enrichment of the edu-
cation process and its presence in
school work enables to focus the at-
tention on the role of languages in
cultural development, through the
contact with the symbolic, conceptu-
al and social differences which exist
between languages.

The research programme did not

propose a single organizational mod-
el for all the participating classes.
Both CEFR (chapter 8) and the suc-
cessive documents published by the
Council of Europe and specifically
devoted to the implementation of
plurilingual and intercultural educa-
tion urge curriculum development
agents to adapt the form and degree
of language integration to the specific
educational and socio-cultural con-
texts. The CoE indications are in line
with studies on the adequacy and ef-
ficacy of bi- and plurilingual curricu-
lar options adopted in different coun-
tries and contexts (Baker 2006, Gar-
cia 2009). So rather than proposing a
generic scheme, we worked with each
individual school in order to identify
the best way to realize a plurilingual
and intercultural education in their
particular situation. In this way, we
estimated that we would be able to
operate even in the presence of the
continuous changes in Regional and
State regulations affecting the every-
day working of Friulian schools; reg-
ulations which require teachers to
take upon themselves the complex in-
stitutional task of meeting the educa-
tional demands of an ever-larger
number of children with diverse and
multifaceted cultural and linguistic
profiles, a task that is becoming in-
creasingly difficult for the lack of fi-
nancial, material and human re-
sources.

Assuming that the curriculum is
an instrument by which to organize
learning (Beacco et al. 2010: 12), the
programme researchers developed
the didactic projects to be imple-
mented by every experimental group
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by involving the class teachers as co-
authors of the project. The re-
searchers provided the theoretical
and practical elements based on sci-
entific research; the teachers provid-
ed their didactic competence as well
as their knowledge of the class, of the
participating children, and of the so-
cial and institutional background of
the school. Together researchers and
teachers decided on the best way to
accomplish a high-quality education-
al experience which would be sus-
tainable in the everyday context of
the class. Each one of the six projects
was centred on the children’s need to
grow and learn, as individuals and as
members of society, and tailored on
the characteristics of the individual
class: age, existing linguistic compe-
tence, children’s learning conditions
and potential difficulties. The objec-
tives, the contents and the operative
modalities were defined according to
the notion of plurilingual and inter-
cultural competence, as defined by
CEFR (chapters 6 and 8) and ana-
lyzed by contemporary research on
plurilingualism and plurilingual and
intercultural education (Cook 2002,
Abdallah-Pretceille 2003, Zarate,
Levy & Kramsch 2008, Auer & Wei
2009, Kramsch 2009). 

Structuring the curriculum aro-
und the concept of plurilingual and
intercultural education means to
adopt organizational principles and
methodologies which promote forms
of integration, highlighting cross-cur-
ricular elements and privileging a
more global approach to the develop-
ment of linguistic and cultural abili-
ties (Coste, Cavalli, Crişan & van de

Ven 2009). It means to break the bar-
riers between the languages of educa-
tion and to overcome the separation
between the teaching of languages
and the teaching of other disciplines,
viewing languages as the plural real-
ization of the faculty of speech and as
a fundamental tool in the processing
of knowledge, in personal develop-
ment, and in social relations. To this
end, the research programme has
paid particular attention to design-
ing and implementing forms of coor-
dination and cooperation among the
teachers of the three languages in-
volved in the projects, providing mo-
ments of negotiation among them
and managing forms of complemen-
tarity among the activities.

3. Subjects. The experimental pro-
gramme was carried out in 6 state
schools (3 infant schools and 3 pri-
mary schools) and involved 7 classes
with a total of 128 children (Table 1). 

The schools taking part in the pro-
gramme are situated in different parts
of Friuli and are characterized by di-
verse economic, social and linguistic
situations. The infant school “Marin”
in Casiacco and the primary school
“D. Cernazai” in Travesio are located
in the province of Pordenone, the
western-most province of the Region,
lying on the border with Veneto.
Casiacco, a village included in the
municipality of Vito d’Asio (843 in-
habitants), is situated at the mouth of
the secluded Arzino Valley and in-
cludes numerous industries and busi-
nesses which have attracted a number
of foreign workers, Romania and
Burkina Faso being the largest
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groups. The local infant school is at-
tended by the majority of the children
of Vito d’Asio and has a single class.
Travesio (1,814 inhabitants) is a mu-
nicipality situated to the west of Casi-
acco; its economic situation is also
characterized by the presence of busi-
nesses and industries. Travesio prima-
ry school is a “tempo pieno” school of-
fering extended hours and is attended
by all the municipality children. Like
in Casiacco, classes include several im-
migrant children; those attending the
experimental class taking part in the
project were from Burkina Faso and
Albania. In Casiacco and Travesio a
western variety of Friulian is spoken
(Francescato 1970).

The four remaining schools are in
the Province of Udine and include
two primary schools and two infant
schools. The primary school “Giosuè
Carducci” includes 9 classes and is
situated in north Udine, next to one
of the largest business and shopping
areas in the Region. Udine (99,627 in-
habitants, 13,488 foreign; data 2010),
at the centre of a lively economic
area, is the main cultural centre of
Friuli. With regard to its socio-lin-
guistic situation, the traditional three-

lingual repertoire of the city, includ-
ing Italian, a local Venetian dialect
and Friulian (Francescato 1982),
shows today, in all social situations, a
strong expansion of the Italian lan-
guage which has generally become the
only language spoken by the younger
generations. In addition, Udine is
characterized by the presence of many
foreign languages spoken by its large
immigrant community. 

The primary school “D. Alighieri”
in Faedis, a Friulian-speaking munic-
ipality with around 3,000 inhabitants,
located to the east of Udine not far
from the border with Slovenia, is at-
tended by the children of the village
and of nearby localities. The econom-
ic structure of Faedis, lying at the foot
of the Julian Alps, is mostly agricul-
tural and characterized by the pro-
duction of high-quality wines. In the
village the use of Friulian is wide-
spread, both at home and outside. 

The infant school “Amicizia Man-
tovana” in Treppo Grande, which
had taken part in the pilot project on
bilingual education in Friulian and
Italian mentioned in the Introduc-
tion, has two classes for each one of
its three grades, which during school

Table 1. Groups involved in the programme.

School level School Class/group No. of children

Infant school Marin, Casiacco Mixed-age class 
(age 3-5) (Years 1-2-3) 19

C. Collodi, Madrisio di Fagagna Years 2-3 32
Amicizia Mantovana, Treppo Grande Year 3 15

Primary school D. Alighieri, Faedis Year 5 19
(age 6-10) D. Cernazai, Travesio Year 3 26

G. Carducci, Udine Year 1 16
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work come together in homogeneous
age groups. The school is attended by
children living in Treppo Grande and
in other five nearby villages which
make up the municipality (1,765 in-
habitants). Standing at the foot of the
mountains a few kilometres to the
north of Udine, near the main com-
munication routes to Austria, Treppo
Grande has a lively Friulian-speaking
tradition; both at home and in the in-
teractions among villagers communi-
cation is mainly in Friulian.

The infant school “C. Collodi” in
Madrisio is one of two state-run in-
fant schools in the municipality of Fa-
gagna (just above 6,600 inhabitants),
which is built in a hilly area just to the
west of Udine. The village enjoys a vi-
vacious economic structure based on
farming, commerce and services. One
of the most important ethnographic
museums of the Region, “Cjase Co-
cel”, devoted to a reconstruction of

traditional peasant life, is situated in
Fagagna. Locally, Friulian is spoken
also in public situations and contexts.

According to the data provided by
the children’s parents, of the three
languages used at school by the chil-
dren (all of whom were involved in
experimental plurilingual projects),
Italian was the only language of com-
munication spoken to (and by) the
majority of children both at school
and at home. Friulian was spoken by
a small minority of the children, in
certain occasions and/or with rela-
tives. English was only spoken at
school in English-language activities.
With regard to Friulian, most chil-
dren (84%) had at least a passive
knowledge of the language. 24 chil-
dren (19%) spoke “languages of mi-
gration” (Beacco et al. 2010) at home
in addition or in place of Italian. The
distribution of these children in the
experimental classes was not homo-

Figure 1. Competence in Friulian and the other home languages among the children of the
participating classes.

Casiacco Madrisio Udine Faedis Travesio Treppo Grande

speaks Friulian

does not understand Friulian

understands Friulian

speaks another language 
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geneous, varying from 1 child in the
entire Madrisio school to 7 children
in the mixed-age class in Casiacco. Of
these 24 children, 8 had some receptive
competence in Friulian (Figure 2).

The experimental activities were
conducted by 10 teachers3 who had
offered to take part in the research
programme and to include the
plurilingual project in their everyday
school activities. 4 teachers had al-
ready worked with the researchers,
having taken part in teacher-training
programmes at the University of
Udine. All of them had carried out or
helped to design original Friulian-
language projects at their schools. All
teachers were competent Friulian
speakers and used Italian as the lan-
guage of instruction in class. 5 teach-
ers also used English in class activities
or taught it as a subject.

4. Methodology. The research pro-
gramme was divided in two stages.

Between September and December
2010, researchers and teachers draft-
ed the general outline of the projects
and presented them to the parents,
discussing the projects’ educational
aims and content as well as the edu-
cational models which characterized
them. In a series of separate meetings
at school, researchers and teachers
analyzed the Friulian-language activi-
ties presently carried out by the
teachers, highlighting the elements in
their content and practice that could
be relevant to the theme of plurilin-
gual education. In addition, they dis-
cussed the potential problems of
working with children with different
levels of competence in Friulian and
Italian. In addition to these moments
aimed at highlighting and reinforcing
their professional abilities, teachers
took part in a study seminar, con-
ducted by the project’s scientific ref-
erent at the University of Udine,
where they were helped to expand

Figure 2. Friulian language competence among children who speak other languages at home. 

Casiacco Madrisio Udine Faedis TravesioTreppo Grande

Understands Friulian Does not understand Friulian
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and organize their knowledge of the
theory of plurilingual education. The
themes considered included making
an in-depth analysis of possible cross-
disciplinary elements in Italian-, Friu-
lian- and English-language teaching;
working out ways of creating coher-
ent links between the three subjects;
examining the disciplinary ambits
that could be taken into account by
the three linguistic subjects; establish-
ing forms of cooperation among the
teachers of different languages and
subjects; identifying possible organi-
zational models, starting from those
defined in the Indicazions… (OLF
2004) and adapting them to the pro-
jects and activities already present in
the schools. The ideas which had
emerged from the seminar, together
with the data which had not been
available at the beginning of the
school year, helped to adjust and fi-
nalize the project outlines. Each pro-
ject was then presented to the school
authorities who formally approved it
and included it in the school’s yearly
“formative offer plan” (Piano dell’Of-
ferta Formativa - POF).

The educational activities began
in mid January 2011 and continued
until the end of May. In June the doc-
umentation of the educational activi-
ties carried out by the groups/classes
was collected and assembled. Teach-
ers were assisted in their work by a
tutor4 who organized regular meet-
ings at the schools. Besides monitor-
ing the implementation of the pro-
ject, the tutor dealt with and helped
to solve whichever didactical prob-
lem emerged, providing theoretical
guidelines and offering practical sug-

gestions. In addition, the tutor dis-
cussed the most problematic issues
with the project’s scientific referent,
and then referred back to the teachers.

The teachers drew up their work
plan using a general scheme, which
had been designed by the researchers
as a tool helping to describe the fea-
tures and context of the educational
project in terms of:
– teachers and subjects involved;
– organizational model adopted;
– didactical model of the Friulian-

language activities;
– objectives and linguistic content

of the language activities for each
of the two/three languages;

– objectives and content of the non-
linguistic elements of the educa-
tional activities;

– ways of integrating the linguistic
subjects;

– didactical methodologies used;
– time devoted to the teaching/use

of the Friulian language.
Moreover, researchers designed a

questionnaire which was employed
by the teachers to verify which lan-
guages were present in the children’s
family and circle of friends, which
languages were used by the children
and with whom they used them.

5. Results and discussion. The ob-
servational data collected by the re-
searcher during her periodical visits
to the schools and the analysis of the
project documentation (Cantarutti
2011) show that all six projects were
successful in implementing the prin-
ciples and objectives of plurilingual
and intercultural education, which
provided the main theoretical frame-
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work for the inclusion of Friulian in
the curriculum. By comparing the in-
dividual projects, common traits as
well as elements of differentiation
and originality can be observed. The
main elements of differentiation can
be found in the age, linguistic reper-
toire and degree of Italian and Friu-
lian competence of the children, in
the number of teachers and disci-
plines involved, and in the organiza-
tional choices.

The common traits are:
– the coordination between the lin-

guistic subjects;
– the integration of linguistic and

non-linguistic subjects;
– the use of Friulian as the language

of instruction, combined with an
effort to develop the children’s
linguistic competence in the lan-
guage;

– the use of content-based teaching
(CLIL) for the teaching and learn-
ing of Friulian;

– the valorization of the aspect of
mutual reinforcement between
languages;

– the attention to the formal fea-
tures of the different languages;

– the attention to the themes of in-
clusion and interculturality;

– the adoption of didactical me-
thodologies which give value to
cooperation and negotiation and
activate cognitive strategies and
creativity.
Going a bit more in depth, it can

be noted that in all activities teachers
included elements of language aware-
ness, encouraging children to become
conscious of the similarities and dif-
ferences between Friulian, Italian and

English on one side and the other lan-
guages present in class on the other;
they tried to activate the children’s
transversal linguistic abilities by
drawing attention to their learning
strategies; they adopted common
methodologies for the three lan-
guages, which they defined in relation
to the children’s transversal commu-
nicative competence. Working with
the younger age groups, teachers em-
phasized the spontaneous discovery
of lexical equivalents and phonetic el-
ements, inviting the children to locate
these elements in the linguistic vari-
eties they were familiar with, be they
foreign languages, regional minority
languages, dialects, or languages of
migration. The inter-linguistic con-
siderations made by the older age
groups included syntactical forms
and modalities of discourse, as well as
the written language. In every project
an “integrated language didactics”
(Coste, Cavalli, Crişan & van de Ven
2009: 118-124) was adopted, some-
times resorting to an alternate use of
the two/three languages for express-
ing concepts and communicating
knowledge, or encouraging activities
of mediation between languages by
re-telling experiences and reformulat-
ing concepts. 

The educational activities showed
a good degree of coherence and coor-
dination in the didactical models, lin-
guistic forms and content. Since every
teacher used two or three languages
to conduct her project-related work
in class, these traits are common, but
they are particularly evident in the ac-
tivities carried out at infant school
level. The fact that, in the curricular
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framework set out by the schools,
every teacher had responsibility over
the teaching of Italian and/or English
represents the variable which has al-
lowed, in all classes, to integrate Friu-
lian in the class curriculum according
to the modality “one situation-one
language” (Tables 2 and 3).

In 2 primary-school classes and 2
infant-school groups, the organiza-
tion of the educational activities
made reference to the model of
“plurilingual work unit” (Burelli
1998b, OLF 2004), linking language
learning to an interdisciplinary theme
which was relevant to the children’s

Table 2. Curricular organization of projects in infant schools.

Infant  Group Teachers Disci- Project Organizational Friulian language 
school plines title model integration

Modality Time

Casiacco Mixed 2 Italian Il bosc Plurilingual One situation 120’
age class English (The forest) unit - one language
(Yr 1-2-3) Science

Madrisio Years 1 Italian Une storie  Plurilingual One situation 60’
2-3 Science pal ambient  unit - one language

(A story for 
the  environment)

Treppo Year 3 1 Italian Dal trat al Workshop One situation 75’
Grande Art ritrat (From - one language

trait to 
portrait)

Table 3. Curricular organization of projects in primary schools.

Infant  Group Teachers Disci- Project Organizational Friulian language 
school plines title model integration

Modality Time

Faedis Year 5 3 Italian Luce - Plurilingual One situation 70’
English Lûs - unit - one language
Science Light 

Travesio Year 3 3 Italian Il pane - Plurilingual One situation 60’
English Il pan - unit - one language
Science Bread

Udine Year 1 1 Italian Ator dal Workshop One situation 60’
History Orsut (Little - one language
Geography Bear Toby)
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everyday experience and which high-
lighted social behaviour and the rela-
tion with the natural environment.
Conversely, in the 2 remaining class-
es, one at infant-school level and the
other at primary-school level, the
Friulian-language activities were con-
ducted as workshops. Specifically, the
little children at Treppo Grande in-
fant school learned Friulian as they
used it, drawing and colouring-in. In
the Year-1 class at “G. Carducci” pri-
mary school in Udine, children used
and learned Friulian as they discov-
ered natural spots and wild animals in
the company of Orsut Tobie (Little
Bear Toby).

Orsut Tobie and the teacher’s red
scarf in the case of the Udine chil-
dren, a rug and some golden dust
with the Madrisio children, bracelets
with the Casiacco children, a trolley
laden with paints and brushes with
the Treppo Grande children were the
mediators introducing the use of
Friulian in class, sometimes accompa-
nied by the recital of a magic formula
or the practice of sitting down in a
circle. These strategies, which inter-
pret and adapt elements of foreign
language teaching (Taeschner 2003,
Artigal 2005) and which were also
used in the English-language activi-
ties at Treppo Grande and Madrisio,
were not employed with the older
children (aged 8-11): for them the
choice of language of study and com-
munication was decided by subject
matter and timetable.

In all situations, particularly when
Friulian was used, teachers were care-
ful not to discourage children as they
attempted to talk and communicate

personal information or elements of
knowledge even if their language abil-
ity was scarce. They allowed code
switching when the child had difficul-
ty to continue and did not sanction
code mixing. In brief, they recog-
nized these linguistic manifestations
as the natural way to communicate
for someone who has some knowl-
edge of more than one language
(Cook 2002, Grosjean 2010); they
were interpreted as normal and char-
acteristic phenomena of the process
of learning a second language (L2)
(Dougthty & Long 2003, Auer & Wei
2009). In these situations, the child’s
effort and good intentions were
praised and the message was refor-
mulated in Friulian. Class work in-
volving the use of Friulian often made
use of plurilingual material prepared
for the occasion by the teachers; in-
ter-linguistic word games were em-
ployed; a “language-sensitive” ap-
proach was adopted which paid at-
tention to the linguistic elements
while processing and learning some
specific content.

If we accept that the links be-
tween linguistic subjects are the cen-
tral element in plurilingual and inter-
cultural education (Beacco et al.
2010: 11), then the six projects can be
viewed as examples, even if context
specific, of plurilingual and intercul-
tural education, of which Friulian is
an integral and fundamental part. In
these projects Friulian takes up the
double role of “subject of learning”
and “language of instruction” which
Italian (the main language of school-
ing) normally possesses; so it acquires
the visibility that Friulian-speaking
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children need in order to reinforce
their self-esteem and self-image as
speakers. The didactics of the Friu-
lian language, measured on the com-
petence and knowledge of the chil-
dren, mixes monolingual and bi- and
plurilingual moments: so the children
who have some knowledge of the lan-
guage can consolidate and develop
their communicative competence by
reinforcing their oral comprehension
and production skills, and in the case
of older children also their written
comprehension and production abili-
ties; while children who do not know
the language have the opportunity to
widen their linguistic repertoire. At
the same time, it contributes to the
development of the children’s trans-
versal linguistic abilities; helps to ac-
quire strategies enabling to switch be-
tween languages in communication;
helps to develop positive attitudes
towards the Friulian language; gives
value to language diversity in class; re-
inforces the perception that languages
convey cultural values; contributes to
expand cultural knowledge.

Among the conditions and re-
sources which were instrumental to
the success of the project, a funda-
mental part was played by the teach-
ers’ professional skills and in particu-
lar by their sound training in linguis-
tics and glottodidactics. Ten months
is a very short time to plan and im-
plement an experimental project. As
demonstrated by international re-
search (Kelly & Grenfell 2004) and
by the practical experiences men-
tioned at the beginning of this paper,
the cooperation of competent teach-
ers was a necessary condition if the

project was to be completed success-
fully and in time. 

In a project involving the re-
arrangement of school curricula
around the concept of plurilingual
and intercultural education, variables
are numerous and most of them in-
volve the teachers, their educational
culture, knowledge of the subject
matter, linguistic abilities, and teach-
ing skills; but most of all their willing-
ness to overcome the traditional bar-
riers between disciplines. The re-
search programme presented in this
paper has taken steps in this direc-
tion; these steps, unfortunately, stop
at the door of the experimental class-
es. If a school is to embrace plurilin-
gual and intercultural education, if
infant and primary schools across
Friuli are to adopt this educational
perspective, curricula need to take as
their fundamental principle and ob-
jective that of strengthening the chil-
dren’s plurilingual and intercultural
competence, fostering a sense of
awareness, respect and curiosity with
regards to all languages; they need to
possess horizontal coherence – in or-
der to integrate all linguistic teaching
– and vertical coherence – so as to en-
sure continuity and development in
the educational path. The teaching
and learning of the Friulian language,
as a language belonging to all the chil-
dren of this Region, must be included
in this design and become a structur-
al element of the educational process.
It is not a small curricular adjustment.
Its successful implementation de-
pends on the willingness of teachers
to change their traditional way of
working, overcoming the division be-
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tween disciplines and cooperating
fully with their colleagues from other
subject areas; it also depends on their
readiness to adopt didactical models
which pay attention to the linguistic
elements in the learning process.
These are not small changes: they re-
quire commitment and a didactical

culture able to deal with the educa-
tional needs of contemporary Euro-
pean society, a society characterized
by plurality, cultural and linguistic di-
versity, mobility, change. Without ad-
equate teacher training, plurilingual
and intercultural education is not so
easy to achieve.
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