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Preface

This volume is intended to provide a practical resource book for 
foreign language teachers and students following Arts and Hu‑
manities programmes. This is in fact the result of many years of 
teaching experience with students of Arts and Humanities at the 
University of Salerno. It includes a selection of materials that 
could match with students’ learning interests and study sub‑
jects ranging from History and Art History to Literature, Philos‑
ophy and Linguistics. Therefore, the theoretical approach adopt‑
ed in the selection and later didactization of the study materials 
is mainly English for Special/Academic Purposes (ESP).

The implementation of Nuovo Ordinamento (D. M. 509/99) in 
Italian universities has led to a radical revision of the subject pro‑
grammes, curricula and textbooks. In an effort to adapt Italian 
education to European standards, great emphasis has been given 
to the introduction of foregn languages ​​in those academic cours‑
es that usually did not include them in their curricula. In par‑
ticular, academic courses such as arts and humanities, medicine, 
chemistry or engineering had not formally recognized an official 
position to the study of specific subjects in a foreign language yet.

Consequently, the introduction of foreign languages ​​in the 
study programmes of these courses has brought about first of all 
problems concerning both the choice of materials and the ways 
of connecting a foreign language with a ‘non-linguistic’ subject.

The possibility of considering a foreign language as a vehicle 
for transmitting the contents of non-linguistic subjects was an 
interesting hypothesis but at the same time not without difficul‑
ties. For instance, the different competences of teachers and stu‑
dents in dealing with specific topics traditionally implied a rad‑
ical adaptation/modification of the programmes to new linguis‑
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Preface

tic and cognitive needs. For this reason the activities needed to 
be graded into different levels of increasing difficulty that had to 
take into account the development of both receptive and produc‑
tive language skills.

The book is divided into two parts. The first part provides the 
theoretical framework of reference within which the language 
and content integrated programmes as well as the teaching pro‑
posals of the second part can be set. The second part includes 
seven chapters on a variety of subjects characterizing Arts and 
Humanities courses. In particular, the materials and related ac‑
tivities presented in the second part of the volume constitute a 
collection of miscellaneous readings taken from online newspa‑
per articles, specialized texts and websites, while the contents of 
the teaching proposals are arranged in four thematic modules, 
including History, Literature, Philosophy, Art and a Linguistic 
focus.

Rita Calabrese
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Chapter 1: Learning Language through Aca‑
demic Topics (LLAT)

1.1.	 An integrated approach of language and content
The idea of ​​using the foreign language as a means of teaching and 
learning specific contents is not entirely new, considering that in 
past centuries dominant languages were adopted by many dom‑
inant civilizations as a way of spreading their culture among the 
peoples they ruled over.

It is well known, in fact, that before the emergence of differ‑
ent nationalisms, only a few languages were considered worth 
of transmitting and interpreting the values or cultures of the na‑
tions that fell into great empires. Latin, for example, continued to 
be the language used as a means of education in the centuries fol‑
lowing the fall of the Roman Empire. In Grat Britain as well, after 
the Norman invasion of England, French survived for at least two 
centuries as the natural language of the ruling class, while Eng‑
lish was aimed at communication among lower classes.

As it might be expected in situations of diglossia of the kind de‑
scribed above, classical languages ​​such as Latin and Greek did not 
possess pragmatic strength, that is to say, they were not means of 
social interaction, since their use was influenced by prescriptive 
rules of privileged models. Instead, the distinct feature character‑
izing the language of dominant classes against the native language 
was its ‘specialization of function’ marked by a considerable dif‑
ference in prestige (Ferguson 1959; Varvaro 1978; Freddi 1979).

Even though in some countries diglossia situations are similar 
to those described for the past, examples of bilingualism occur‑
ring in extremely dynamic societies such as those attested in the 
United States or Canada are becoming increasingly frequent and 
extended even in Europe.
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The evolution of modern societies towards the creation of mul‑
ti-racial and multilingual communities has paid growing atten‑
tion towards teaching practices based on the effective realisation 
of plurilingual and intercultural experimentations in different 
European educational contexts.

Many projects have recently been designed and carried out in 
the field of bilingual education at both primary and secondary 
school levels along with teaching proposals based on precise the‑
oretical principles. At the same time, similar projects concern‑
ing new L2 acquisition methods are starting to be applied to ac‑
ademic contexts as well responding to the underlying and unify‑
ing principle of what can be termed Learning Language through 
Academic Topics (LLAT).

The principle of ‘naturalness’ characterizing Stephen Krashen’s 
second language acquisition theory (1988) has influenced the de‑
sign of many bilingual experiments in America. The basic the‑
oretical assumption according to which it is necessary to recre‑
ate the same conditions that can enhance the learning of any first 
language is almost obvious in its essential simplicity: if the ob‑
jective of foreign language acquisition is shifted from the form 
to the content or if the language input to which the learner is ex‑
posed is highly meaningful and therefore highly motivating be‑
cause it responds to his/her individual needs, then there will be 
favorable conditions for learning a foreign language. This sug‑
gests that in L2 classes meaningful input can be also represent‑
ed by academic contents along with appropriate methodologi‑
cal innovations and appropriate teaching strategies facilitating 
the L2 learning process. Thus, for example, information present‑
ed in a coherent way and organized by thematic areas are easier 
to fix in the long-term memory, particularly when explicit refer‑
ence is made to relevant linguistic structures that are appropri‑
ate to the context in which they usually occur. The implication of 
higher-order cognitive abilities in the performance of intellectu‑
ally demanding tasks that activate learners’ prior knowledge pro‑
vides additional support for language and content learning1.

1 Cummins (1984) defines this type of competence as Cognitive Academic Lan‑
guage Proficiency (CALP).
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Textual competence

The authenticity of the contents/topics presented in L2 en‑
hances the connection of teaching practice with learners’ experi‑
ential reality and helps develop the skills they will have to use in 
the real world. 

The presentation of meaningful and coherent information also 
involves a more complex processing of the contents through the 
activation of higher cognitive skills such as categorization, com‑
parison, identification of main ideas and relevant relations be‑
tween them, which help improve language proficiency. Finally, 
the integration of language and content adheres to the principle 
of the specificity of the functional use of language which has been 
set as the essential foundation of any semantically relevant com‑
municative act.

1.2.	 Textual competence
The acquisition of skills involving the use of both verbal and 
non-verbal codes leads the learner to the development of spe‑
cific textual competence that is also part of communicative com‑
petence corresponding to the ability of an individual to commu‑
nicate/receive information in written and/or oral form within a 
given context. In an integrated communication scheme (Tonfani 
1991) shown in Fig.1. textual competence is a complex compe‑
tence based on multiple factors:

A correct process of text production, processing and compre‑
hension cannot disregard the consideration of the complex na‑
ture of the text itself. A text can be in fact organized on several 
levels of interpretatve analysis and according to different textu‑
al strategies which have been adopted by the addresser in order 
to achieve specific communicative purposes. In practical terms, 
these objectives are achieved through the development of cer‑
tain lexical, stylistic and syntactic strategies by the text producer, 
which are in turn interpreted by the recipient-student through 
the application of specific study techniques during the message 
decoding process or what may be called pragmatic comprehen‑
sion (van Dijk, 1977).
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Fig.1. Representation of textual competence based on multiple factors

Finally, by looking at the organization of a text base in terms 
of fact relations, a level of representation is obtained that cor‑
responds to the “knowledge structures” of Schank and Abelson 
(1977). 

Schank and Abelson have argued convincingly that such a level 
of representation is necessary in order to account for full compre‑
hension. General world knowledge organized in terms of frames 
must play a crucial role in this process,

Therefore, the following objectives will be foregrounding with‑
inthe framework of a bilingual educational curriculum:

–– acquisition of increasingly complex organizational cognitive 
skills along with study techniques that govern the processes 
of reception and text production;

–– acquisition of the two different linguistic systems related 
to both L1 and L2 along with the acquisition of appropriate 
grammatical competence;

–– acquisition of competence in the use of different registers in 
both L1 and L2 or acquisition of appropriate pragmatic com‑
petence.

–– acquisition of the contents of the non-linguistic subject 
organized into correct oral and written production struc‑
tures.
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1.3.	 Features of specialised texts
In a language teaching approach in which the text as a linguistic 
unit in itself has a certain relevance, it is clear that the role of the 
lexicon becomes equally fundamental. Since every single lexical 
element acquires its own significance within the text in which 
it occurs, it is necessary to define some of the most character‑
istic features of a specialised text. At the same time, it is useful 
to bear in mind that each subject not only determines the par‑
ticular connotation assumed by its corresponding lexicon, but, 
as it will be explained in the following pages, it also influenc‑
es the speaker’s specific morphosyntactic, lexical and pragmat‑
ic choices.

First, it is impotant to consider specialized texts from the per‑
spective of a rhetoric of the text that starts from an analysis of the 
lexical choices and the compositional procedures adopted by au‑
thors. In a specialized text, these choices will be very precise and 
limited, since the primary characteristic of the specialized lexi‑
con is the ‘mono-referentiality’, which involves a total lack of se‑
mantic ambiguity. Among the traditional rhetorical procedures 
such as metonymy, metaphor, oxymoron, ellipsis, that constitute 
those specific linguistic means of stylistics used to emphasize one 
or more aspects of a text, some types are used more extensively 
in the specialized texts, while others are completely absent. Thus, 
for example, in scientific texts any use of the metaphor is exclud‑
ed, since the specificity of the transmitted information requires 
the maximum referentiality with concrete reality, avoiding the 
use of linguistic structures from which it can be even inferred.

Technical-specialised texts present instead a very high degree 
of ellipticity, derived from the high level of presupposition im‑
plied in the text receiver. The information conveyed is in fact the 
product of a previously carefully selected choice of the potential‑
ly transferable information. This selection implies, however, very 
specific knowledge, with regard to both the producer and the text 
receiver. Thus, in a scientific-technical-specialised type of text, 
highly specific textual strategies are usually employed, without 
the use of superfluous elements so that, for each linguistic term 
used, a precise element corresponds in the extra-linguistic con‑
text. At the same time, the reader is presupposed to have specif‑
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ic knowledge and interests in the topics treated, so the adherence 
of the text to certain textual strategies guarantees its high degree 
of consistency.

In the field of rhetoric of the text, the two concepts of ‘textual ex‑
pansion’ and ‘textual contraction’ (Tonfani 1991) are also recur‑
rent. By ‘textual expansion’ it is meant the expansion of the textual 
nucleus through the expansion of information contents by means 
of complex syntactic constructions. The term ‘textual contraction’ 
refers instead to the reduction of essential contents and informa‑
tion redundancy through certain rhetorical strategies, first of all 
through ellipsis. The difficulty represented by ellipses to get specif‑
ic information retrieval, is however in a certain sense compensat‑
ed by the informative contribution supplied by the reader-student. 
Both the concepts of ‘expansion’ and ‘contraction’ refer to the prin‑
ciple of information density, so that relevant information in a text 
can be expanded or concentrated in certain information groups 
through specific rhetorical strategies. Consequently, this poses the 
problem of the relationship between specialized vocabulary and 
information density. Of course, a specialized text that implies cer‑
tain cognitive frames2 and connected expectations conveys a very 
high informative content, as it relates to certain assumptions and 
implications. However, it is necessary to specify that even the sci‑
entific or technical-specialised type of text contains certain vari‑
ations determined by the different referents and by the different 
functions of communication, so that a scientific text will present a 
different information theme depending on whether it performs an 
informative or more strictly an instructive function. The change of 
one of the factors involved in the communicative act will therefore 
entail a greater or lesser conventionality of the text and its differ‑
ent degree of reproducibility in similar situations.

The consideration of these elements of variability helps further 
clarify the concept of frames mentioned above. The recognition, 
comprehension and reconstruction of these frames by the learn‑
er will constitute an important stage in the process of deep under‑

2 Cognitive frames are intended to represent a stereotypical situation; within 
each frame there is information structured on various levels. As we will see lat‑
er, it is possible to link this theory with the lexical frames mentioned in Lewis.
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standing of a text. In summary, it is possible to distinguish four dif‑
ferent communicative areas corresponding to as many text types 
as those identified by Widdowson in 1979. In the first type, cor‑
responding to scientifìc exposition, the expert addresses to oth‑
er experts who share his own knowledge by making extensive use 
of specialised terms. In the second type, corresponding to the sci‑
entific instruction, the expert addresses to non-specialists with an 
eminently instructive purpose, also employing specific terms to il‑
lustrate certain concepts, but explaining them from time to time 
as happens precisely in the texts intended for university students. 
In the third type, identifiable by scientific journalism, information 
is provided by constantly referring to the common language, pur‑
suing an essentially informative goal. The last type is character‑
ised by a highly formal structure that makes extensive use of for‑
mulas that condense large amounts of information. The high de‑
gree of formalization, typical of this text type, is determined by the 
shift from the use of verbal languages to the non-verbal language 
of graphs, histograms and formulas (Gotti 1991).

1.4.	 Which language? A typology of specialized lan‑
guages

In order to precisely identify the peculiar characteristics of special 
languages ​that can allow an easier and targeted educational inter‑
vention3, it is necessary to attempt a more in-depth analysis con‑
tributing to define a possible typology of specialized languages4.

First, they are part of the research on situational synchronic va‑
rieties that studies the relationships between common language 
and specialized languages, sub-code structure and linguistic reg‑
isters.

3 One of the research areas concerning text genres in specilised languages deals 
with the identification of recurrent language structures in different profession‑
al and academic contexts (Hammond & Derewianka 2001).
4 In this volume, the terms ‘special languages’ and ‘specialised languages’ are in‑
terchangebly used.
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From what has been said in the previous paragraph, it is pos‑
sible to identify a tendency, common to all scientific fields, to 
the “symbolic formulation that frees the specialized language 
from the connotative constraints of the common language” (Got‑
ti 1991.). This tendency to an almost exclusive use of denota‑
tive strategies leads the specialist to limit the use of the verbal 
code, which in itself is polysemic and to prefer the use of formu‑
las, histograms, graphs. Hence, the recurrent occurrence of such 
non-verbal elements in specialized texts has led to their inclusion 
in the deep structure of specialized languages as universal ele‑
ments that are independent of the particular nature of any world 
language (Widdowson 1979). However, Gotti (1991, p. 12) in a re‑
vised version of the model developed by the British scholar pro‑
poses the following:
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1979). However, Gotti (1991, p.12) in a revised version of the model 
developed by the British scholar proposes the following: 

 

Specialised Concepts 

 

TEXTUALISATION 

 Verbal  Non-verbal 

    

 Specialised text 1, 2, 3, etc.  Diagrams, Formulas, etc. 

 

Fig.2. Representation of different textualisation of specilised concepts 

 

In this way, the non-verbal elements would represent an alternative way 
of representing the same concepts of the specialised subject. 

Therefore, it is possible to identify some features which are common to 
all specialised languages (Gotti 1991): 

 

1. clarity of exposition 

Fig.2. Representation of different textualisation of specilised concepts

In this way, the non-verbal elements would represent an alter‑
native way of representing the same concepts of the specialised 
subject.
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Therefore, it is possible to identify some features which are 
common to all specialised languages (Gotti 1991):

1.	 clarity of exposition
2.	 objectivity
3.	 density of information
4.	 lack of ambiguity
5.	 impersonality
6.	 use of technical terms, symbols and figures 

to which some supplementary factors/variables can be added, 
such as:

7.	 specific pragmatic and social function
8.	 type of discourse
9.	 type of recipient and level of scientific competence

These elements, together with those presented in more detail in 
the following paragraphs, lead to a clear identification of spe‑
cial languages if compared to common language, but at the same 
time they also trace a network of continuous references to it and 
to its own linguistic strategies5.

1.4.1. The lexical level
To better understand the differences and similarities that link 
special languages to the common language, it will be worth start‑
ing from an analysis of that area of the language in which these 
peculiarities are most evident: lexis.

Meanwhile, it is important to clarify that special lexicons are 
mostly formed by words occurring in the common language that 
take on a more specific meaning or are enriched with terms de‑
rived from foreign languages and used in particular professional 
contexts in the form of borrowings.

According to Berruto (1987), the vast circulation of technical 
and scientific terms and the fact that many new groups present a 

5 For example, many new technicisms derive or are borrowed from the common 
lexicon.
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common classical basis, means that most of the specialized ter‑
minology is predominantly international.

This phenomenon, fostered by the wide circulation of ideas im‑
plemented by the spreading of new information media, has led to 
an increasingly wider diffusion of internationalisms. More spe‑
cifically, bilingual terms based on a foreign lexicon, show, how‑
ever, special adaptations to the morphosyntactic structures and 
the phonological characteristics of the receiving languages. This 
further aspect of the ‘globalization of knowledge’ with the con‑
sequent phenomena of massification of specialized training has 
henanced the spreading of the specialized culture in ever deeper 
layers of the social structure. This process has also favoured a di‑
versification and modulation of languages as well as the typology 
and transmission methods of specialised texts.

Making the student aware of the presence of such dynamics 
in specialised communication must be part of the learning out‑
comes of curricula characterised by an integrated structure of 
content and language.

Some word formation devices in the field of special languages ​​
will be discussed below, since it can help students reflect on those 
aspects which are useful for educational purposes.

In addition to the monoreferentiality and semantic transpar‑
ency that characterise the specialised lexicon, the high frequen‑
cy of hyponyms first emerges. In specialised languages, lexical 
units that are subordinate to a higher unit that includes them 
all are widely employed (e. g. enterprise> company> partner-
ships; vessels> arteries> veins; building materials> concrete): 
such phenomenon can be explained by considering the need to 
condense information with the ease and expressive essentiality 
of special languages.

Another extremely productive linguistic device as a gradual 
and ongoing phenomenon is represented by the mechanism of 
derivation, through which, once a new lexical unit has been built, 
the whole system will be created, including verb-noun-adjective, 
as for example in the ‘apply’ series application-applicable-appli-
cability, which can also include the adverb. Sometimes, even an‑
tinominal pairs are attested, as in the case of the compressible 
adjectives. The uncompressible deverbatives of compress.
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The ongoing creation of acronyms, that is to say of terms formed 
by the initials of other words that make up a given phrase, repre‑
sents an extremely interesting linguistic phenomenon, through 
which, in a diachronic perspective, one can understand the prag‑
matic dynamics that have led to the creation and dissemination of 
new words in a community of speakers. Over time, these dynamics 
may no longer be transparent for speakers of a particular society 
at a given historical moment, see for examples words such as LA‑
SER (Light Amplification by Stimulated Emission of Radiation), 
CIF (Cost Insurance and Freight), LSE (London Stock Exchange), 
identified by the speaker’s linguistic awareness as self-standing 
units, independent of the elements that compose them.

1.4.2. The syntactic level
What distinguishes special languages from common languages is 
not the application of exclusive morphological or syntactic rules, 
rather their different distribution and frequency within a text.

The need for clarity and transparency of a specialised text re‑
sults in fact in the use of linguistic forms that express not only the 
precise semantic content of the text, but is also able to highlight, 
in an immediate way, its pragmatic value. This requisite can be 
also observed through the wide use of prepositions and conjunc‑
tions that serve to express those semantic-pragmatic relations in 
discourse. Hence the use of verbs such as be, illustrate, exempli-
fy or even the use of structures as for example, such as to intro‑
duce examples or so, because of to illustrate the cause of a fact 
or event. On a seemingly opposite side the problem of expressive 
conciseness is mostly achieved through affixation (allowable, 
applicable, programmable) which synthesizes a more complex 
syntactic structure consisting of NP + VP.

Phenomena of ‘lexical creativity’ involve the change from 
post-modification, characterized by the occurrence of relative 
constructions, to premodification which provides greater con‑
ciseness of the derived noun phrases. The process of nominal ad‑
jectivation (for example, manuscript illuminators) is also a rep‑
resentative case of the use of premodification, giving the noun 
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phrase a greater “semantic significance” (Gotti 1991). Complex 
constructions such as high-minded, fairly puritanical place or 
the resultant downwards spiral can create a certain ambigui‑
ty of meaning that constitutes one of the main causes of misun‑
derstanding by non-native readers or students. The use of hy‑
phens between the semantically related words often helps dis‑
ambiguate such constructions as for example in context-induced 
changes or corpus-based research, but the meaning of such 
noun phrases can be fairly transparent to readers with poor lin‑
guistic skills6.

1.5.	 The ‘lexical model’ in content and language inte‑
grated approaches

In the last decades, studies concerning the acquisition, structur‑
ing and teaching of vocabulary in EFL classes have become in‑
creasingly specific and widespread. Some of the basic principles 
of this approach are applicable to teaching practice in ESP class‑
es based on language-content integrated structure programmes.

The lexical approach, spread around the 1990s following the 
lexicographical research conducted within the COBUILD project, 
finds its first theoretical formalization in Willis’ Lexical Syllabus 
(1991) who had participated in that project and in Lewis’ Lexi-
cal Approach (1993). The lexical approach develops from funda‑
mental principles of second language acquisition (SLA) research 
that, following Krashen’s theories, had become one of the focal 
points of his communicative approach. In particular, Krashen 
had highlighted the need to transmit highly significant contents 
during the language acquisition process that leads to focus atten‑
tion on the main vehicle of meaning represented by the lexicon. 
According to this theory, the achievement of appropriate linguis‑
tic and communicative competence will therefore depend on the 
acquisition of a wide lexical repertoire consisting of prefabricat-

6 Many textbooks propose transformation exercises from postmodified syntac‑
tic structures to premodified ones aiming at the practice of nominalization.
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ed items. Linguistic creativity of speakers will depend therefore 
on the knowledge of grammar consisting in a persistent creative 
recombination of the acquired lexicon. In this way, the tradition‑
al grammar-lexicon dichotomy that inevitably assigned a pri‑
mary function to the structure of the language to which vocabu‑
lary is later applied, was overturned so much as to induce Lewis 
(1998) to affirm that “the central tenet is [that] language consists 
of grammaticalised lexis not lexicalized grammar” (p. 95). From 
this perspective, language production is not a process governed 
by syntactic rules but a phenomenon of recovery of larger phras‑
al units from memory7.

In spoken discourse as well the pervasive and differentiated 
nature of the ‘conventionalized language’ is evident. The use of 
routinized and prefabricated expressions as defined by Alten‑
berg (1998), is presented at all levels of linguistic organization 
and characterizes any type of statements from the simplest to the 
most complex one.

It is now necessary to see how these prefabricated items actu‑
ally appear in the language. First, they are not only in the form of 
single words, but also as chunks made up of words. Since words 
are not usually used alone, it is valuable to learn them in a typ‑
ical frequency model in the actual use of the language. This is 
the foundation principle is of the concept of collocation8 which 
is referred to a group of words that frequently co-occur in a lan‑
guage.

Benson (1985) distinguishes two types of collocations: gram‑
matical collocations and lexical collocations. To explain the first 
type, the linguist uses an example taken from Chomsky’s As-
pects of the theory of Syntax (1965), concerning the possible 
double meaning of the clause decide on the boat. In its mean‑
ing of ‘taking the decision to purchase a boat’, the expression re‑

7 According to Bettoni (2001), in a natural communicative context the first pro‑
duction of spontaneous speech is made up of fixed formulas and of some words 
organized according to semantic rather than syntactic principles. These are 
stored without analysis of its components, they are initially not productive, but 
later they will follow a certain evolution in increasingly complex structures (e. 
g. I don’t know> I don’t know what’s this).
8 See further Chapter 8.
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fers to a grammatical collocation, while ‘making a decision while 
on a boat’ represents a simple association of words set side by 
side. Thus “a grammatical collocation is a recurrent combina‑
tion usually consisting of a dominant word (noun, word, adjec‑
tive) followed by a grammatical word, typically a preposition” 
(p. 61). Thus it is possible to establish collocations of V + Prep as 
aim at, adhere to, account for or of N + Prep. These examples 
are not equivalent to idioms9 since the meaning of these colloca‑
tions can be more or less inferred from the meaning of its col‑
locates, even though the choice of prepositions is by no means 
predictable.

Lexical collocations, on the other hand, do not contain any sub‑
ordinate element, but consist of two lexical components of the 
same word class. These collocations can appear as sequences of 
Agg + N (pure chance, serious concern), N + V (adjectives mod-
ify, bells ring), V + N (make an impression, compile a diction-
ary). The principle of arbitrariness therefore seems to govern al‑
so collocations: for example a relative can be close but not near, 
expressions composed of multi-word items such as I hope so/I 
hope not, I think so/I don ‘t think so are well constructed and ac‑
cepted, while forms such as * I don’t hope so and * I think not 
(Lewis 1998) are unlikely to occur in everyday speech.

Particularly valid are the arguments relating to semi-fixed ex‑
pressions that can be identified in the English language. These 
expressions consist of a ‘pragmatic or functional’ frame, which 
can be completed with a referential element linked to the par‑
ticular context in which it occurs (e. g. c contains evidence of y or 
c enables y to). These patterns or frames were initially observed 
mainly in the recurrent patterns of specialised languages. These 
patterns are based on the assumption that it is possible to im‑
agine a text as consisting of two distinct sections: one related to a 
schema (frame) that structures the whole discourse and the oth‑
er consists of gaps (or slots) filled in on occasion by linguistic el‑
ements that carry the whole meaning. Content is specific to the 
topic, while frame is specific to the function and genre of the text. 

9 Idioms are partly fixed expressions the meaning of which does not reflect the 
meaning of its individual constituent parts.
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Making students identify frames and slots of a specialized text 
constitutes an important prerequisite for its deep understanding 
and acquisition of specialized linguistic competence: “The prin‑
ciple of suppression of the content bearing words and examine 
what is left […] is a powerful lexical tool for ESP and EAP teach‑
ers” (Lewis 1998, p. 158).

In an interesting essay on the stylistic potential of phraseolog‑
ical units, Gläser (2001) defines them as groups of lexicalized 
words of the bi-and polysematic type which, in the common use 
of the language, possess a certain syntactic and semantic stabili‑
ty. These units perform an emphatic function within the text and 
sometimes contain connotations determined by the particular 
context in which they occur and the type of text. Through the ap‑
plication of procedures such as the replacement of phrasal units 
with other lexemes, it is possible, for example, to verify the differ‑
ent stylistic effect made to a given phraseological unit, while the 
sentence or cancellation of certain elements will be a useful op‑
eration for determine their level of redundancy within the sen‑
tence.

The theory of collocations therefore fits within the contextu‑
al theory of meaning elaborated by the linguist Firth (1957), ac‑
cording to which words do not combine with other words spe‑
cifically chosen, but with certain meanings. According to Sin‑
clair (1991) in the use of language many words or phrases show 
a certain tendency to occur in a given semantic environment: 
this phenomenon called ‘semantic prosody’ occurs whenever a 
word is associated with a given set of meanings and not to oth‑
ers. For example, if we examine the adjective rife (with), the 
analysis of its right collocates (Fig. 5) will reveal the occurrence 
of nouns with strong negative connotations such as rumors, 
speculation.

This inductive procedure allows for generalizations concern‑
ing the most recurrent patterns of language use occurring in the 
target language. It primarily aims at knowledge structuring and 
processing as well as at the acquisition of critical competences 
along with the SLA process.



28

Learning Language through Academic Topics (LLAT)

Fig. 5. Sample of collocations for the adjective rife

1.5.1. Tools
Most lexicographical research on its possible educational impli‑
cations make use of the important resources offered by the large 
databases set up thanks to the enhancement of IT tools which 
are often available online. In fact, the ability to manage large 
amounts of data offered by computers has allowed to define new 
standards and research principles that are universally valid in 
the collection of linguistic material to be analyzed. Thus, it is now 
possible to store large amounts of texts in the computer memory, 
contributing to the gradual creation of enormous corpora such as 
the British National Corpus (BNC), namely the Bank of English 
that contains up to to 500 million words occurring in ‘authentic’ 
contexts of written and spoken language.

The main instrument of analysis of a corpus is represent‑
ed by a particular type of concordance programme (concord-
ancer) which provides lists of occurrences for a given linguis‑
tic query from which it is possible to obtain a series of sta‑
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tistical or more specifically linguistic information concerning 
the preference or semantic prosody of specific collocates. The 
concordances thus highlight those aspects of language use that 
emerge through the recurrence of certain patterns. These con‑
cordances, arranged in the KWIC format (Key Word in Con‑
text) which places a given node in the middle of a line with 
double lateral spacing, will be read vertically and considered 
not as examples of a given linguistic phenomenon, but as sam‑
ples of language uses.

The possible teaching implications of this approach could be 
oriented in two directions. The first aiming at identifying words 
with the same semantic prosody; the second aiming to identify 
the most frequent terms and patterns as well as the main char‑
acteristics of specific textual genres in specialized languages, 
through a comparative analysis of different corpora.

For example, the analysis of the collocations of the word illumi-
nated (Fig. 3), taken from the BNC, could be carried out by filling 
in the form in Fig. 4.
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Fig. 3. Sample of collocations of the word illuminated

Fig. 4. Scheme for the analysis of collocations

After analysing and comparing the collocations from different 
corpora, students should be able to distinguish varied meanings 
and contexts of use of the word under study.

A teaching approach that develops, therefore, throughout the en‑
hancement of such extremely varied competences can offer enor‑
mous advantages especially when grammatical reflection is carried 
out inductively by the same students, increasing therefore their 
autonomous research abilities. In conclusion, this approach can 
include different levels of analysis ranging from the more strict‑
ly lexical study concerning the frequency of certain lexico-seman‑
tic choices to the analysis of larger morpho-syntactic structures.
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Chapter 2: Teaching-Learning Projects

2.1.	 Types of programmes

In the last decades, the development of cross-curricular plan‑
ning has been also fostered by the innovations introduced in the 
normative field concerning education. These changes of perspec‑
tives in the educational process have led to the emergence of new 
teaching methods and planning criteria that, at cognitive level, 
involve an ongoing restructuring of learners’ knowledge. The re‑
sult of this process is not the mere coexistence of discrete units 
of knowledge, but the creation of a complex network of intercon‑
nections and cross-references. Sometimes it follows that the ac‑
quisition of contents in a given subject acquires a certain signifi‑
cance only if it is correlated to the contents of another subject and 
vice versa. Figure 1 shows an example of a cross-curricular mod‑
ule on the theme ‘Structures’ (see Chapter 4 in this volume) in‑
volving Art History, Literature, Philosophy and Linguistics. The 
term can be intended in its broader meaning when applied to the 
hierarchical structure of the medieval society or to the narrative 
framework of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales and Dante’s La Divi-
na Commedia or the variability of clause structures in the Eng‑
lish language.

Thus the teaching of a foreign language will enormously benefit 
from those educational contexts based on the integration of lan‑
guage and contents.

So far different types of programmes inspired by the idea of the 
language as a medium of subject instruction have been proposed 
across time. In some programmes, the content of the ‘non-lin‑
guistic’ subject is a means to teach the foreign language, so a 
greater emphasis is placed on the acquisition of language skills 
rather than learning content.
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Fig. 1. Example of cross-curricular module on the theme ‘Structures’

In other theme-based programmes, the language curriculum de‑
velops around topics chosen from the curriculum of the specif‑
ic subject, with the aim of improving students’ language skills 
through interesting contents (Crandall 1994).

In the content-based language instruction type, instead, the 
study techniques and the types of tasks are preferred, while 
adopting material and teaching methods which are typical of the 
‘non-linguistic’ subjects. In this approach, teaching is conducted 
solely by the language teacher or in conjunction with the teacher 
of the ‘non-linguistic’ subject.

In sheltered instruction, the curriculum of the non-linguistic 
subject is adapted according to students’ foreign language skills. 
In this model, generally adopted in immersion programmes, part 
of the study curriculum is taught through the foreign language.
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The expression language across the curriculum indicates a 
type of teaching focused on the transmission of content aiming 
to integrate the teaching of the language into other degree pro‑
grammes.

Chamot and O’Malley in 1987 provided a very complex mod‑
el of language acquisition known as CALLA (Cognitive Academic 
Language Learning Approach) an instructional model designed 
to increase the achievement of English-language-learning (ELL) 
students in the US. The CALLA model, which is based on cogni‑
tive learning theory, integrates content-area instruction with lan‑
guage development activities and explicit instruction in learning 
strategies and study techniques.

In recent years also in Europe the teaching approach based on 
the ‘instrumental’ use of the foreign language for the acquisition 
of specific contents is gradually spreading within the general 
framework of Content Based Instruction (CBI), also known with 
the acronym CLIL (Content and Language Integrated Learn-
ing).

The methodological approaches behind these definitions are 
inspired by the same basic principles: all include, for example, 
immersion programmes, content-based teaching, bilingual edu‑
cation, etc.

Since these approaches have all in common the basic idea of a 
full integration of foreign language acquisition and specific con‑
tent learning, attention is consequently shifted from the formal 
acquisition of the foreign language to the learning of the lan‑
guage through the study of the contents of a specific subject. In 
this way, students are given the opportunity to come into contact 
with the pragmatic and communicative aspects of a given lan‑
guage in academic contexts and not the purely formal features of 
grammatical norms.

In sum, it is possible to identify two different types of orienta‑
tion: the former is particularly widespread in bilingual education 
programmes and oriented towards the acquisition of subjects in 
which the medium of instruction is the foreign language; the lat‑
ter, typical of the teaching of special languages or micro-languag‑
es, focuses on the study of a foreign language conveyed by the 
content of non-linguistic subjects.
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However, the two orientations present a fundamental differ‑
ence: while bilingual education responds to educational needs at 
school level, special languages refer to specific sectors of technol‑
ogy, science, information science, commerce or other domains 
particularly widespread at academic level.

However, despite the innovative nature covered by such ap‑
proaches in the field of language teaching and their spreading 
in primary and secondary education, they do not seem to have 
had special interest in academic education, where on the contra‑
ry they would deserve greater attention not only from a theoreti‑
cal point of view, but above all for the implementation of innova‑
tive teaching practice.

Similar experiences regarding bilingual classes and immer‑
sion programmes in Canada and US should not be neglected, 
since in these geographical areas the problem of ethnic minor‑
ities has for long time imposed a serious reconsideration of the 
ways of learning an L2 through the learning of contents that are 
already known in L1. These experiences can be a useful starting 
point also in the European context, especially in relation to the 
monitoring actions aiming at establishing the quality and quan‑
tity of L2 learned by control groups with respect to ‘mainstream’ 
classes.

If to these reasons we add the need, determined by the new 
structure created within the European Union, to improve the lev‑
el of knowledge and competence in foreign languages in view of 
an expansion of the labor market beyond the borders of individ‑
ual countries as well as of the network of possible contacts be‑
tween people of different languages and cultures, then it is even 
more important to look for new teaching approaches that may 
enhance adequate knowledge of foreign languages.

Before briefly explaining the contents of some experiences car‑
ried out in academic contexts, it is worth pointing out that they 
can only be partially placed within the framework of the language 
and content integrated typology for various reasons.

First, the objectives of the courses to which the materials pro‑
vided in the second part of the volume are intended. Initial‑
ly these materials and related activities were designed for un‑
der- and post-graduates’ courses in Arts and Humanities essen‑



35

Needs Analysis and motivation

tially aiming at improving students’ reading and comprehension 
skills in foreign languages. Graduates in these subjects are in‑
volved at different degrees in the acquisition of foreign languag‑
es in view of their future professional experience and training. In 
order to make the teaching in a foreign language more respon‑
sive to their training and professional needs, it was planned a se‑
lection of topics from their academic curriculum as possible top‑
ics around which to organize exercises and activities in the for‑
eign language.

However, it is necessary to insist once again on the particular 
character of these experiences due to the lack of some elements 
characterizing experiments based on foreign languages as me‑
dia of instruction. For example, the co-operation between the 
foreign language teacher and the non-linguistic subject teacher 
would be particularly useful to provide the language teacher with 
the essential foundations of the contents to be transmitted in L2. 
At the same time, however, other interesting factors may emerge 
from these contexts as the role played by students. In fact, uni‑
versity students are supposed to already possess essential knowl‑
edge, skills and abilities that characterize the subject field so that 
they should be able to compensate with specific interventions 
during classes the content-specific deficiencies of the foreign lan‑
guage teacher. In this way, the teaching-learning process can also 
be renewed taking the form of circular progression which is typ‑
ical of interactive lessons characterised by constant teacher-stu‑
dent exchanges.

2.2.	 Needs Analysis and motivation
It is known that the new orientations brought to the teaching 
practice by the so-called humanistic-affective approaches devel‑
oped in the eighties, have shed a new light on the teacher-stu‑
dent relationship, but above they have given great emphasis to 
the centrality of the learner. The attention drawn to the emotion‑
al aspect and the role of affectivity in the cognitive processes has 
caused other variables to come into play during the learning pro‑


